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Author’s Note


The explorers used imperial not metric so these have not been converted. To provide the metric equivalent to each and every mile would break up ‘the story’. So, if you wish to convert, use the table below. On the other hand, the majority of people these days understand temperatures in Celsius so Fahrenheit is not used.


However, this policy does not apply to original quotes which are not tampered with.


Except if mentioned as statute miles in the original quotes, all mileages are given in nautical (geographical) miles.


1 statute mile (1,760 yards) = 0.87 nautical mile (1.6 km)


1 nautical mile (2,026 yards) = 1.15 statute miles (1.185 km)


1 nautical mile = 1/60th of a degree of latitude


1 knot = 1 nautical mile per hour


Weight bearing on the snow:


Ski = ½ lb per sq inch


Foot = 2¼ lb psi


Dog’s paw = 3½ lb psi


Horse’s hoof = 15 lb psi


To convert °F to °C, deduct 32, multiply by 5, then divide by 9
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Incidentals


1 ounce = 28.35 g


1 gallon = 3.755 l


1 yard = 0.9144 m


1 foot = 0.3048 m


1 inch = 2.54 cm


1 fathom = 6 ft (1.8288 m)


£1 in 2003 was worth approximately £47 in 1900


1 ton = 2,240 lbs (1,016 kg)
One pound (1 lb) = 0.453 kg
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Introduction


In the short polar summer of 1911–1912 five Britons and five Norwegians raced each other to the bottom of the world. Only the Norwegians returned. What happened to the British? We should know, since over fifty biographies have since been written about their leader. But there were no witnesses, so a few biographers without experience of the realities have played many tunes, invented many twists to the tragedy and told many lies. In this book I have done what my predecessors could not do; I have put myself in the place of the British explorers and used logic based on personal experience to reconstruct the events. No previous Scott biographer has manhauled a heavy sledgeload through the great crevasse fields of the Beardmore Glacier, explored icefields never seen by man or walked a thousand miles on poisoned feet. To write about Hell, it helps if you have been there.


I do not in any way identify with Scott, nor favour him over his two brave and brilliant contemporaries, the Norwegian Amundsen and the Irishman Shackleton. All three made deadly errors, had grave character flaws and, at some point in their careers, caused other men to die. All that remains by way of evidence as to why the British died are the diaries of the dead and the writings of their surviving friends who described the way things went on journeys under Scott. Some of the writers, for a time, loved or hated Scott and they often made their feelings clear. I have used their words and my experience to give an unbiased account of the way Scott and his men made history.





1



Markham’s Grand Design


Three men were close to death on an ice plain in Antarctica in March 1912. They had all reached the South Pole with Robert Scott but were failing on the return journey. Lawrence Edward Grace Oates, known to his expedition colleagues as ‘Titus’, soon to become an archetypal hero of his century, died slowly over many days and nights of intense pain, finally choosing the moment of his end by going outside the tent, where Antarctica killed him in minutes. Oates once said of his leader: ‘I dislike Scott intensely … he is not straight, it is himself first, the rest nowhere, and when he has got what he can out of you, it is shift for yourself.’ So Oates shifted for himself.


A few dire days later, two other members of Scott’s polar team joined Oates in death. One, Scotsman Henry Bowers, had said of Scott: ‘I am Captain Scott’s man and shall stick by him right through.’ And, ‘he is one of the best and behaved up to our best traditions at a time when his own outlook must have been the blackness of darkness.’ And in a letter to his mother: ‘The Captain is a splendid leader and one for whom I have the greatest admiration.’ The other, doctor and chief scientist Edward Wilson, the most respected man on the expedition, had written: ‘There is nothing that I would not do for him. He is a really good man.’ ‘He is thoughtful for each individual and does little kindnesses which show it … I have never known him to be unfair.’ ‘I have known him now for ten years, and I believe in him so firmly that I am often sorry when he lays himself open to misunderstanding. I am sure that you will come to know him and believe in him as I do, and none the less because he is sometimes difficult.’


Slowly freezing and starving to death beside Bowers and Wilson, Scott also died and a controversial legend was born which, ninety years on, still retains the fascination and power to spark bitter debate and raise hackles. Scott remains an enigma and Wilson’s hope that ‘you will come to know him and believe in him’ has not been realised, despite some four dozen biographies.


Through two world wars the Scott story was used as an heroic example of how to live and how to face death when fighting for your country. Since the 1980s Britain has looked more askance at her past and, led by a different type of biographer, the modern cynical version of the popular Scott story has become one of failure: a failure caused by typical British imperialist qualities at a time when the empire was beginning to wane. A modern biographer, who paints a portrait of any early twentieth-century individual using the critical yardstick of today’s moral and social standards, will produce a mere cartoon of the original personality and I know the present day Scott story to be a travesty of the truth.


I have read all the pertinent literature and correspondence about Scott and his men but, unlike his previous biographers, I have shared Scott’s experiences over many years and so can the better comment on his decisions and his behaviour, bringing a sympathy for and practical understanding of the severe problems Scott actually faced. When Robert Scott, an unknown lieutenant in the Royal Navy, came to lead two of Britain’s attempts in the early part of the twentieth century to unravel the mysteries of Antarctica, nobody even knew if the icy South Pole was on land or at sea.


In 1900 the British still ruled the greatest and richest empire in the history of the world, surpassing even that of the Romans. Scott, born in 1868, no rebel or liberal, had experienced little of life beyond full-time immersion in naval training schools since his early teens. He was very much a product of his age and nation. London was the world’s key capital city. Other royal families copied the ways of (or married into) the British monarchy. British coal, steam and steel, driven by British genius for invention, had powered an unprecedented Industrial Revolution. During the nineteenth century the Royal Navy, and a network of institutions, such as the East India and Hudson’s Bay Companies, controlled one-third of all world trade. British technology (using other people’s raw materials) produced goods that were considered the best and the most reliable in the world. Half of all the ships on the oceans were British. At the turn of the century the empire spread over ten and a half million square miles, twenty-six per cent of the earth’s land surface. Over 400 million people were ruled by the British and, thanks to the imperial invention gutta-percha, 83,500 miles of rubberised undersea cable linked most of these (in Africa, Canada, India and Australia) to the mother country, by telegraph, another British invention. The language of Victoria’s tiny island was already creeping over the world, as were British fashions, customs and sports, insurance and the use of postage stamps.


By the end of the nineteenth century Scott and his contemporaries really did live in Great Britain, not little England. This inclined them to feel that other races would do well to copy proven British ways of doing things rather than the other way round and they were proud of the way they ruled. The British, besides encouraging and policing the fairest system of imperial government on record, strove to impose systems of justice alongside free movement of goods and labour throughout the empire.


‘To have been born English,’ said Cecil Rhodes, ‘was to have won first prize in the lottery of life.’ He went on to state that: ‘we happen to be the best people in the world’ and, ‘Ask any man what nationality he would prefer to be, and ninety-nine out of a hundred will tell you that they would prefer to be Englishmen.’ He even considered that Britain could and should re-colonise the United States. This was excessive, but at the height of empire, the British did exhibit both a healthy confidence and sometimes an unhealthy arrogance. Although it didn’t feel like that to my grandfather, who worked for Rhodes and was a typical empire-builder of his time. He would have been shocked and hurt if anyone called him arrogant or narrow-minded just because he believed deeply that the British way was the best way.


One field where for three centuries Britain and the Royal Navy had held undisputed sway against all-comers was that of polar exploration. Already, for the last quarter of the century, Clements Markham, President of the Royal Geographical Society, had been an ardent campaigner for another polar push. In the south, James Cook from Yorkshire and James Clark Ross from Scotland had pioneered the way, whilst up north in the Arctic, successive naval expeditions held the ‘farthest north’ record, ensuring Britain’s priority of geographical arrival and thus, by unwritten law, of tenure. The common British view, which today sounds somewhat extreme, was that if nobody lives there, the empire rules. Terra incognita was really terra pax britannica.


What little was known about Antarctica came largely from the early Royal Navy excursions. In 1773 Cook’s ship, HMS Resolution, achieved the first crossing of 66°33′S, the Antarctic Circle. Four years later, on his third attempt to penetrate the Antarctic pack ice, he reached 71°S, some 1,100 miles from the South Pole and 300 miles south of the Circle. Unimpressed by what he saw there, Cook wrote: ‘Should anyone possess the resolution and the fortitude to [push] yet further south than I have done … I make bold to declare that the world will derive no benefit from it.’ Although Cook would not live to know it, the ice and bad visibility on both his voyages halted him a mere day’s sailing from the coast of Antarctica. He always believed in the existence of a hidden ice-bound continent but in 1779 he was killed by Hawaiians, and the Admiralty sent no more ships south for forty years to pursue his discoveries.


One of Cook’s many achievements involved reports of seal colonies on the island of South Georgia. Seal fur was greatly in demand and, since Britain’s cities were burgeoning at the time, they needed oil to fuel the increased street lighting. Oil from the blubber of whales and seals supplied this key necessity but, although great ‘blubber fleets’ sailed every year to Greenland, demand was fast outstripping dwindling supplies. Cook’s report of South Georgian seal colonies was greeted with all the joy of a twentieth-century oil-strike and the fleets headed south. Some skippers, seeking ever new seal colonies to slaughter, discovered islands and spotted fleeting glimpses of mainland Antarctica, not that they recognised it as such.


Fifty years after Cook and seventy years before Scott, a naval officer, James Clark Ross, made his name by being first to reach the north magnetic pole in 1831. The Royal Society then persuaded the Admiralty to send Ross south to bag the other magnetic pole, the position of which was important for navigation. But when he reached Tasmania to set up a magnetic observatory and to take on supplies he learnt that French and United States ships were just ahead of him on the same quest, so instead of following them due south he headed south-east into seas where no vessels had previously sailed. When his ships, Erebus and Terror, reached the pack ice he simply kept going, for both were strongly built ‘bomb vessels’, strengthened to fight and survive in pack ice. After only four days the pack suddenly vanished and Ross sailed on south into an open sea.


Ross carried on towards the magnetic pole with growing excitement, as his dip-circle needle pointed to 85°, suggesting that the magnetic pole could not be far although the geographic one was still more than a thousand miles away. Then land was spotted, high mountain peaks some 280 miles south of the Antarctic Circle. Ross called the promontory ahead of him Cape Adare and, landing on a nearby island, claimed the region for Britain, naming it Victoria Land. He then followed the mountainous icebound coast a further 360 miles south, until an entirely new and formidable feature, which he called the Great Ice Barrier, barred his way for it ran east–west across his path, a solid wall of ice up to 200 feet high.


Ross’s subsequent reports highlighted two geographical features which all future explorers seized upon: at that point of his voyage, where he first ran up against the Barrier, he described a 12,400-feet high active volcano, Mount Erebus, and a deep bay in the Ross Sea, which he named McMurdo Sound. Four hundred miles further along the Barrier and east of the volcano, where Ross ended his exploration that season and turned back, he reported briefly seeing the appearance of land at 71°40′S. Two years later, by the time Ross finally headed home in 1843, he and his men had opened the way to the Pole.


Her Majesty’s admirals next despatched HMS Erebus and HMS Terror north to complete the discovery of the North-West Passage (the long-sought but illusory quicker passage to the Indies) under an already celebrated but ageing Captain Sir John Franklin. Franklin’s two illustrious vessels that had achieved so much under Ross down south headed north in 1845 and vanished into thin air, along with their complement of 129 naval officers and men. Over a period of fifteen years some thirty expeditions were despatched to search the treacherous seas north of Canada and ‘find Franklin’. These failed forays helped to solve the mystery of the North-West Passage and they surveyed much of the Arctic archipelago with a hundred sledge trips covering 80,000 kilometres. Canada’s sovereignty over the region is based on this achievement. But the last of the Franklin searches also saw the end of Royal Navy activities in the region.


In 1875 the Admiralty sent HMS Alert and Discovery, under Captain Sir George Nares, to reach the North Pole. Alert achieved a new ‘farthest north’ record of 83°20′ (400 miles from the Pole), but Nares returned home to semi-disgrace for four of his men had died of scurvy. Once again the Admirals turned their backs against polar exploration.


A generation before Scott’s, there was thus a twenty-five-year blip in the Admiralty’s ongoing policy of nudging the north and, when Scott was a boy in Devon, eminent individuals in London were deeply worried that Britain had left ‘the North’ to pioneers from other lands for far too long. Britain’s supremacy at polar exploration was under threat from foreigners. By 1881, when Scott left school and was sent to HMS Britannia training ship in Plymouth, it was clear that those foreigners most threatening as north polar rivals were Americans and Scandinavians, including Robert Peary of the US Army Engineers and Fridtjof Nansen, a young Norwegian scholar.


Scott’s destiny as an explorer lay in the hands of the eminent geographer Clements Markham, born in 1830, and the grandson of the Archbishop of York. Aged thirteen, Markham left Westminster School and joined the Royal Navy. As a midshipman aboard HMS Resolute in 1851 he searched for Franklin alongside Lieutenant Leopold McClintock, who devised the manhaul sledging techniques which impressed Markham and convinced him that fit and disciplined men were far more reliable for long, arduous journeys through the broken pack ice of the Canadian Arctic than were the dogs used by the Inuit, or Eskimos, as they were called at the time and so also in this book. Ironically, McClintock was later to use dog teams successfully on long polar journeys.


It is fair to say that there were two schools of opinion among the Franklin search veterans and quite a few favoured dogs. Admiral Sir George Richards, a famous long-distance sledger of the 1850s, considered that sledges ‘dragged like ploughs’ and wrote: ‘There will never be any more Arctic Sledge travelling … I would confirm anyone who proposed such a thing in a Lunatic Asylum.’


After his Arctic experience Markham resigned from the Navy, partly because he disliked the excessive punishments inflicted on bluejackets by way of maintaining discipline. Joining the India Office, he smuggled seeds of the cinchona tree, jealously guarded but ruthlessly exploited by the Peruvians, into India to provide a source of quinine in the first major step towards the control of malaria there. This led to his appointment as private secretary to the Secretary of State for India and, in 1863, five years before Scott’s birth, he became Honorary Secretary of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), where he worked doggedly to encourage British involvement in polar exploration. He also launched a campaign, which was eventually successful, to end all flogging in the Navy. On becoming President of the RGS he announced unequivocally and unsurprisingly the main aim of his term would be the mounting and execution of a British Antarctic expedition. He attacked both the Admiralty and the Treasury with zeal for the support and funds needed for his project. Two years later he helped organise the Sixth International Geographical Congress in London, which passed a unanimous resolution that the signatory countries, including most of the major powers in Europe, should do their utmost to conduct scientific exploration of the unknown region of Antarctica. Although pleased with the outcome, Markham is likely to have felt uncomfortable that the first two expeditions to take up his challenge were led by a young Norwegian named Carsten Borchgrevink with some British money in tow and a Belgian naval officer, Adrien de Gerlache de Gomery.


Rebuffed in his fund-raising overtures to the Treasury, Markham fretted and plotted and decided to appeal to public sentiment and purses. His fund-raising appeal was two-pronged. He aimed at boffins who, in an age of burgeoning scientific research, were eager for knowledge of a region about which so little was known and by 1898 Markham had won over the scientific establishment and presided over an august Joint Committee of the RGS and Royal Society. With such an organising body at its very core, the expedition could hardly avoid major involvement in scientific research. And he aimed at patriots.


Patriotic fervour was alive and kicking with the Queen’s forthcoming Diamond Jubilee. The public, Markham knew, clamoured for sensational achievement from its own national heroes. To be first at the South Pole was a tantalising dream and one calculated to shake pennies from pockets, but Markham was at heart a would-be scientist and knew his expedition must be a three-in-one entity involving the Royal Navy, geographical exploration, and collecting scientific data. This would satisfy all that Markham held most dear, his love of country, his geographical hobby-horse and, above all, his belief that the naval way was the best way. Markham wanted more than mere static studies conducted from a polar base. He thirsted for a geographic quest, the finding and mapping of new lands and, ideally, a new ‘farthest south’ record.


Markham was very much a man of his era and many of the Victorian ideals that he held were contradictory to today’s commonsense views, such as ‘any fool can be uncomfortable’. Struggle is no longer an end in itself, even if fitness manuals still proclaim the ‘no gain without pain’ mantra. But in Markham’s day the very act of a good fight well fought against adversity, or even merely against the elements, was greatly admired throughout most levels of society and most religions. Go to a newspaper library and look up any popular Victorian penny news-sheet and you soon realise that Victorians thought, spoke and acted quite unlike us. Markham was not, as has been suggested, old-fashioned, hidebound, narrow-minded, or even traditional in his admiration for the naval methods of exploration. The Navy patrolled the seas and was responsible for almost all polar knowledge. He was simply normal, a man of his times.


By 1899 Markham’s appeal had netted a mere £14,000 (£658,000 in today’s money) and things were looking far from rosy, when out of the blue came a £25,000 (now £1.2 million) cheque from a rich Hull businessman and Fellow of the Royal Geographical Society, Llewellyn Longstaff, who told Markham he wished to contribute to the advancement of knowledge of our planet. The government unexpectedly chipped in with £45,000 (£2.1 million) on condition that a like amount be raised elsewhere. The RGS added £7,500 (£352,500) to Markham’s existing total so, with £90,000 (£4.2 million) in the coffers, Markham was at last adequately financed.


Not a moment too soon. The Norwegian Borchgrevink was already en route back to New Zealand after an uneventful and static winter spent in a prefabricated hut at Cape Adare. He had not explored the interior and had undertaken very little scientific work of note. He had been first to spend an entire winter in Antarctica but he was no longer a threat to Markham’s plans. The Germans planned a scientific expedition, under Professor Erich von Drygalski, underwritten with £50,000 (£2.3 million) by their government. Drygalski was well ahead in organising his expedition with an impressive custom-built vessel, Gauss. By 1901, when this and Markham’s expedition were to finally set off, a Swedish venture had been announced led by explorer Otto Nordenskjöld, while in Edinburgh the scientist William S. Bruce was organising a Scottish National Antarctic expedition.


The moment his £90,000 was ascertained, Markham advertised for a suitable leader to handle the Markham polar enterprise under his guidance and using methods of his choosing. In particular, Markham required maximum Royal Navy participation, Royal Navy discipline and Royal Navy methods of travel in polar terrain. Since he also wanted the best scientific results, his leader could either be a scientist or a Navy man, but his strong preference lay with the latter. Markham was seventy years old at the turn of the century, a manipulative spider with a web that radiated from his RGS headquarters. He was charming, but uncompromising, crusty, dictatorial and devious. Since his death a handful of detractors have tried to assert that, despite his long marriage, he was a closet homosexual, but any clues that might confirm this innuendo are both flimsy and ambiguous.


The main charge levelled by Markham critics was his preference for man against dog to haul sledges. The Royal Navy expeditions, which for three centuries had opened up the north (without help from Eskimos, Scandinavians, Americans, or, except in a few cases, dogs), had progressed through often nightmarish sea ice conditions by a well-tried manhaul system. Once their ships became icebound, foot parties of hardy bluejackets would sometimes haul their tents and stores over ice floes using lifeboats as crude sledges. Whenever stretches of open ocean separated the floes, they simply launched their boats and carried on. As time went by runners were devised to help this process, or sledges were carried for use where fewer open-water obstacles were expected. Markham had been greatly impressed by this system during the search for Franklin aboard Resolute in 1851.


While Markham admired and wished to emulate the McClintock manhaul system, another school of polar travel based on Eskimo skills had also developed in the 1850s, largely pioneered by employees of the Hudson’s Bay Company in Canada such as the Orkney man Dr John Rae, who led various survey expeditions and decided to copy, where useful, the ways of native North Americans who lived and travelled in the polar wastes. Rae’s results were spectacular. He surveyed over 870 miles of new terrain and led one of the more successful Franklin searches, but his report on the fate of the vanished expedition included indications of cannibalism which the British public found difficult to accept.


Americans Charles Hall, Elisha Kane, Francis Schwatka and Robert Peary all followed various Eskimo or Lapp practices, including travel with skis, dogs and light sledges. Fur clothing and footwear, igloos and seal-hunting were all employed in the Americans’ race towards the North Pole and those Europeans most accustomed to snow and ice in their own backyard, the Scandinavians, were not slow in joining in. Fridtjof Nansen and Otto Sverdrup developed native methods in their own different ways, as did Roald Amundsen. Unlike the British, the Americans and Scandinavians had no entrenched methodology. They were able to look around and experiment without bucking an existing system, since they had none. They profited hugely as a result and all praise to their astuteness, but one man’s brilliance is not necessarily another man’s folly.


Hindsight forgets this, so today the likes of Peary and Amundsen are easily labelled ‘brilliantly versatile’, whilst their British rivals, the Markham school, are castigated as ‘too arrogant to learn from the primitive races’. Such criticisms were wrong. Markham knew that Eskimos could survive in those same desolate regions where Franklin’s men had died; indeed he wrote learned articles extolling Eskimo skills at survival. But he did not believe Eskimo ways were applicable to polar explorations. Eskimos, he pointed out, had no need to extend their geographical knowledge. Their fishing, trapping, hunting and meat storage skills depended upon a stable base, or bases, from which to operate. Applying such Eskimo skills to ship-based expeditions in search of a 2,600-mile-long marine passage or new territory was not as straightforward as modern critics often suggest.


When, early in 1899, Markham advertised for an expedition leader in both Royal Navy and scientific circles, he also had his own secret short list of favoured Navy officers drawn up over a period of a dozen years or more. Markham is often accused of being stuck in a rut but, far from favouring the old school polar maestros from among his old Franklin-search buddies, his essentials for leadership demanded youth rather than experience. Elderly men, he asserted, were not accessible to new ideas and lacked the energy to meet emergencies. Since he wanted someone with technical ability and a generally scientific turn of mind he directed his search to regular gunnery or torpedo lieutenants. His list started:




Captain George Egerton, 46 years, ‘the very best man for it, but too late’.


Commander John De Robeck, 38 years, ‘hard as nails, lots of nerve, an excellent messmate’.


Commander Murray J. Park, 37 years, ‘keen sportsman, hard as nails, very energetic’.


Commander Owen Gillett, 37 years, ‘overflowing with energy’.


Commander James W. Combe, ‘clever and full of resource’.





Robert Scott, thirty-one years, with no comments attached, was listed in sixth place out of eleven officers.


Markham had first noticed Scott, one of twelve midshipmen in Rover, in the West Indies back in 1887, during a race between two Navy ships’ cutters. ‘I was much struck by his intelligence, information, and the charm of his manner.’ Ten years later Scott was a torpedo officer aboard Empress of India training off the Spanish coast when he again bumped into Clements Markham, who enquired about Scott from Captain, later Admiral, Sir George Egerton (once Markham’s favourite for the leadership spot) who knew Scott’s command abilities well. Egerton sent Markham a list of officers he recommended, with Scott as his preferred choice.


In June 1899 Markham posted an official advertisement for a leader and only two days later quite by chance he met Scott, who was in London on leave. They chatted and Scott learned two things: a national expedition to Antarctica was planned and a leader was being sought. Doubtless with Markham’s overt encouragement, Scott duly applied for the post and then returned to his job aboard HMS Majestic. He was thirty-one years old and supporting his mother and two sisters from his pay packet. He needed promotion and leading polar expeditions, he had heard, was a quick way up the ladder.


Who was he? An obscure torpedo specialist destined to die in fearful circumstances but, in doing so, to become a hero of the British empire.
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Torpedo Lieutenant Scott


There is no concrete evidence as to Scott’s family origins, but all known clues point to the Lowlands of Scotland, possibly the village of Haddington in East Lothian. In 1908, the Garter King at Arms told Scott’s sister that her family were descended from the House of Buccleuch and a Jacobite rebel hanged by the Duke of Cumberland’s men. One of this rebel’s sons or nephews, a Robert Scott, born in Leith in 1745, fled to France, but later settled in Devon, not far from Plymouth, as a schoolmaster. His four sons joined the Navy and fought Napoleon. Two of them, Robert and Edward, retired as naval paymasters, bought the Hoegate Brewery in Plymouth, and an attractive property called Outlands, near Devonport, the naval section of Plymouth.


Edward’s sons included an engineer, who designed and supervised the building of the Royal Albert Hall, whilst Robert sired eight children, the youngest of whom, John, a delicate boy, was trained to take over the family brewery while his four sturdier brothers all served abroad in the forces. In 1862, John married Hannah Cumming, the daughter of a Lloyd’s surveyor, who produced four daughters and two sons, one of whom, the future polar explorer Robert Falcon, was born in Devonport on 6 June 1868, and known in the family as Con.


Including a maid, a nanny and various ageing Scott relatives, Outlands housed seventeen people and bulged at the seams. One of Robert Scott’s sisters described their childhood as happy but simple. They never travelled outside Devon and their one annual outing was to the Plymouth Theatre pantomime. A neighbour said later: ‘we frequently robbed orchards just for the fun and excitement of being chased by a fat farmer with a long whip … Con was very unselfish. He had a pony and I had not so he shared him with me.’ Scott went to the village school, riding there and back on his pony Beppo. William Hands, the brother of the Outlands’ lady’s maid, remembered years later how he and Con would catch eels and go boating on the Outlands’ pond. ‘His temper never lasted for very long and he was always out for fun and games. He was a very good friend and when you were around him you were never without a laugh.’


Like his father, John, Scott was born delicate, weak-chested, moody, quick-tempered and inclined to laziness. Although hard exercise later toughened him physically, he was to die still fighting his inherited blights of depression, temper and indolence. His hatred of human or animal suffering, a natural squeamishness at the sight of blood, and a tendency to seasickness would have had little consequence if Scott had taken over the family brewery. But mainly due to parental pressures and influenced perhaps by tales of derring-do from their four brave uncles, Scott and his younger brother Archie both accepted careers in the forces.


John Scott was a pillar of the local establishment, a magistrate, churchwarden and chairman of the regional Conservative Association. But Outlands’ expenses slowly outstripped the brewery income and, when invited to stand for Parliament, Scott senior sadly had to decline for want of funds. He was a frustrated if not embittered man with an explosive temper, not improved when he sold his ailing brewery and retired on the invested funds to tend the Outlands’ garden.


Scott adored his mother, loved his sisters and enjoyed a close friendship with his only brother. From his father he learnt the consequences of a quick temper and its poor effect on others, so he fought to squash his own irascible tendencies from an early age. John Scott was ambitious for his children and disappointed when Con obtained less than excellent school reports. Freud would doubtless deduce a strong motive here for Scott’s subsequent struggle to forge his own way to success. One reason for the initial appearance of Scott as the runt of the Outlands’ litter, in addition to his inherited physical frailty, was a marked ability to daydream. His father called him Old Mooney and, although his surviving relatives failed to recall the subject matter of his many daydreams, they all stressed his tendency to switch off into a dream world both at home and, more seriously, at school.


From his cosy family nest and local village school, the eleven-year-old Scott was thrust into the harsh reality of a naval cramming school at Fareham called Foster’s, or Stubbington House. There he remained until, at thirteen, after holidays spent with further cramming to counter the daydreaming, he passed the exam to be a naval cadet and joined the training ship Britannia moored in the River Dart. Temporarily shocked out of indolence and abstraction, Scott learnt the realities of discipline, sparse conditions, conformity, punctuality and, above all, the Royal Navy way of life. Since his innate moodiness, quick temper and shyness were clearly adverse traits in his new surroundings, Scott learnt to suppress or at least hide them. Four years earlier the family doctor had predicted Scott’s inability to join the Navy due to his narrow-shouldered, pigeon-chested physique, but life on board Britannia slowly wrought physical changes in the frail cadet. He learnt to work the rigging a hundred feet above the deck in high winds, sleep in a hammock, compete at numerous drills and survive on salted meat, cabbage and hardtack biscuit.


Plymouth was both the birthplace of the Navy and the fount of the empire. From her sturdy womb had issued forth the likes of Richard Grenville, John Hawkins, Walter Raleigh, Martin Frobisher and Francis Drake to name but a few. But now, although Britannia’s Royal Navy still ruled the waves, the Navy was living in the past, forever recalling the glories of Nelson and Trafalgar, and by the time the fifteen-year-old Scott joined his first sea-going ship HMS Boadicea as a midshipman in 1883, Prussian victories over France had begun to frighten the Royal Navy’s smug and cobwebbed admirals into abandoning their yacht club ways to peer nervously at changing naval technology.


Warships in 1883 Britain were still equipped with obsolete muzzle-loading guns. This and other such embarrassments had to change and an already accelerating process of modernisation coincided with Scott’s naval apprenticeship. The First World War was still thirty years away but German and British naval technological rivalry was already under discussion by a group of long-sighted officers, including the great moderniser ‘Jacky’ Fisher, even as the young midshipman Robert Scott learnt the traditional rudiments of running a warship alongside the 450 other inmates of Boadicea, the flagship of the Channel Squadron.


Like the majority of mankind, Scott was not a so-called natural leader of men. Asserting himself over others did not come easily, so he had to learn the process as he might any other naval skill. Likewise confidence and decisiveness rather than introspective dalliance were expected, so Scott learned to acquire a new persona. At this time he also learnt to live off his annual pay, which was £30 (now £1,400), and, after two years in Boadicea, he moved to the smaller brig Liberty, where his commander described him as a ‘zealous and painstaking young officer’. Three months later, in the battleship HMS Monarch, he was described as ‘promising’, which bode well for his eventual promotion prospects. As a midshipman, or snottie, in a warship Scott was a teenage pupil learning to become a teacher. His four-year apprenticeship would lead, if he survived, to acceptance as a sub-lieutenant, the lowest grade of officer, and entry to the Royal Naval College at Greenwich for the studies required to be a full officer.


Scott learned to work with his sailors and slowly discovered how best to control them. Often enough he would find himself a teenage duty officer in charge of shore-leave parties, boisterous at best but frequently surly and drunkenly aggressive. Not a job for a weak character and one made easier by learning the lore and the ways of the lower deck.


In December 1886, aged eighteen, Scott was posted to HMS Rover of the Training Squadron, where his report summarised him as ‘intelligent and capable’. He worked hard in the knowledge that, as he had learnt on the grapevine, promotion came either through genuine merit or through family connections. Lacking the latter he focussed on hard grind and discovered in passing that he possessed a steel-like determination. After his year at Greenwich, he emerged near the top of his class with four out of a possible five first-class exam results.


There is no record of Sub-Lieutenant Scott showing any interest in exploration. His short but fateful meeting in Rover with Clements Markham had registered in the older man’s expedition recruitment diary, but not in the younger man’s career dreams as he moved on from Greenwich to active service in a cruiser, HMS Amphion, based near Vancouver.


En route to his new appointment in Canada, Scott joined an old tramp steamer in San Francisco bound for Alaska via Vancouver. A violent storm lasting several days caused chaos. Heavy seas swept the decks and poured into the galley, where terrified women and children, sick and freezing, crammed the floor-space. Many of the Californian miner passengers, drinking heavily, began to brawl. Screaming, squalid chaos reigned, with no food or hot drinks to alleviate the misery, and the crew concerned only with the ship’s survival. Unable to call on Royal Navy discipline, the twenty-year-old Scott acted off the cuff. He took charge, organising some of the passengers into groups to nurse the sick, swab the filth, find and dole out food, and generally alleviate the nightmare. He used his fists and his presence to sort out those miners who failed to stop fighting. Scott did not need the disciplinary framework of the naval hierarchy to enforce his way, merely the strength of his personality. His years as a snottie had obviously taught him that, although the Navy system might be the best way, it was not the only way.


Whilst based in North America, Scott was briefly posted to another ship, HMS Caroline, but was soon back in San Francisco, where he fell for a married American girl, the daughter of an ambassador, and flirted briefly with the daughter of a Canadian judge. He also began what was to become the lifelong habit of recording his thoughts and his worries in a diary. One entry at that time shows that the dark depressive moods of his childhood, a medical condition perhaps, were still with him: ‘this slow sickness that holds one for weeks. How can I bear it? I write of the future; of the hopes of being more worthy; but shall I ever be? … No one will ever see these words, therefore I may freely write, “What does it all mean?”’


He returned to Britain as a full lieutenant in 1891, keen to specialise as a torpedo officer. His boss in Amphion had given him a good report as ‘a young officer of promise who has tact and patience in the handling of men. He is quiet and intelligent and I think likely to develop into a useful torpedo officer.’ Scott’s decision to specialise, in a technical branch of the Navy then growing in importance, made good sense from a promotional viewpoint. Torpedo warfare tactics were increasingly important to the rival German and British Navies and the latter, waking up rather late in the day to their vanishing superiority, had quickly built 200 torpedo boats and ordered seventy new warships in the 1890s, so torpedo specialists were in great demand. Since Scott had no family connections to help him in the rat-race of promotion, technical expertise must have seemed like an excellent alternative route, so Scott spent the next two years in an old wooden torpedo training ship, HMS Vernon, in Portsmouth, where his annual salary rose to £182 10s (£8,554) a year (from which all uniform costs were deducted).


He studied torpedo sea-launching, harbour attack and defence systems, and advanced electricity in Vernon, at the same time enjoying himself when on leave at Outlands. The Scotts were a loyal and close clan. His best friends were clearly his brother Archie, with whom he rode, played golf absentmindedly, and their sisters with whom they sailed along Devon’s rivers. Asked about her brother’s girlfriends, his sister Grace said: ‘his romantic nature caused him to idolise women … His affections were easily caught though not easily held.’


By now Scott’s pigeon-chest and physical frailty had been replaced by a strong, lean figure and a determined athleticism. He was proud of his fitness. His first cousin Bertie Scott remembered meeting him in London ‘on a bitter March morning, the only person I saw that day who wasn’t muffled up to the eyes. He hadn’t even an overcoat on.’ Scott told him, ‘I don’t feel the cold.’ The same cousin recounted how Con had forced himself to visit the local abattoir in a (futile) attempt to cure his innate horror at the sight of blood.


In naval terms Scott was doing well, gaining the highest marks of the year for seamanship at his rank and coming first out of nineteen other contenders in the practical exams at the Royal Naval College, Greenwich. Scott’s time in Vernon was a success, the naval records showing only favourable comments.


HMS Vulcan, his first specialist posting, was technically the most advanced cruiser in any navy uniquely combining the roles of warship, torpedo depot and floating dockyard. Six torpedo boats gleamed on upper deck davits alongside a fearsome array of torpedoes and gun batteries. Torpedo Lieutenant Scott was no longer a graduate but an acting naval officer in the world’s most powerful navy. Scott was pleased as punch with the Vulcan job. He was, he wrote to his father, ‘precisely in the same position to gain experience as if on board a battleship. To fall back on the torpedo work again at which I have worked exceedingly hard, I look upon the ship as the best practical experience that could possibly befall an officer; in fact I look upon myself now as an authority on the only modern way of working a minefield and such like exercises.’ The records show that his captain agreed with this assessment, so Scott’s future prospects in his chosen career looked rosy.


He wrote to an old girlfriend in British Columbia: ‘At present I have neither rest nor peace to pursue anything but promotion.’ But Fate interfered with his plans when, going home on Christmas leave in 1894, he heard that the family was bankrupt, his father’s retirement investments all gone. He and his brother Archie agreed to put their careers on hold to help their family in this hour of need. Archie gave up his job as a Royal Artillery subaltern and joined a Nigerian regiment with better pay and less expenses. Scott applied for a transfer to HMS Defiance, a torpedo training ship at Devonport, close to home. Of their sisters, Rose became a nurse, Ettie an actress, and the other two learnt the trade of dressmaking.


The brothers’ contribution allowed their parents to weather the storm. Their sixty-three-year-old father let their beloved Outlands to a wealthy linen draper and then found a job as a brewery manager near Shepton Mallet. Once the family was safely resettled, Scott focussed again on his favourite subject, the development of torpedoes and mines. By now he was recognised as an expert and was tasked to produce the section on mining for the Royal Navy’s Torpedo Manual. He was also well versed in the principles of surveying, magnetism and electricity, hardly a man who preferred the old way to the new.


In 1896, aged twenty-eight, Scott applied for a sea-going post and joined HMS Empress of India, a Channel Squadron battleship. Clements Markham happened to be a guest aboard a sister warship and, eleven years after their first meeting, the two men met again, briefly, in the Spanish port of Vigo. Scott again made his mark on the older man, who remembered him despite the many hundreds of other naval officers he had checked out over the intervening years. ‘I was more than ever impressed by his evident vocation for command,’ Markham recorded. A year later he asked Scott’s then captain, George Egerton, for his opinion of the lieutenant as a potential polar leader. ‘He is just the fellow for it,’ was the reply, ‘strong, steady, genial, scientific, a good head on his shoulders, and a very good naval officer.’


By now Scott ruled the roost in HMS Empress of India’s torpedo department. The 1896 Admiral’s Inspection gave his unit a flattering report. Scott’s sixty sailors responded well to his command. For fifteen long years he had worked the Navy system with British bluejackets and no single complaint about his man management was ever recorded. It is safe to assume that his men liked him and that he liked them. The Royal Navy way worked for Scott. Later, in Antarctica, when he had the choice to abandon it, he saw no reason to do so.


In the summer of 1897 Scott was promoted to torpedo lieutenant in Majestic, the Channel Squadron’s flagship, a crack warship far superior to any other ship afloat at the time, with a crew of 700 under the command of Prince Louis Battenburg, Queen Victoria’s grandson. Two of Scott’s brother officers, Michael Barne and Reginald Skelton, were destined to join him in Antarctica, as would three of the crew, James Dellbridge, David Allan and Edgar ‘Taff’ Evans.


In October 1897, only four months after Scott joined Majestic, his father, John Scott, died of heart disease, aged sixty-six. Workers from the Hoegate Brewery which he had managed for the previous three years carried his coffin to the local churchyard, followed by a long procession of mourners. The old man had been popular in the parish. Con and Archie moved their mother to London, along with their two dressmaking sisters, to start a small business in Beauchamp Place. They further agreed to find £200 (£14,000) a year between them to help their mother in her widowhood. A year later Archie died of typhoid and Scott, aged thirty, became the sole support of his mother and unmarried sisters. He had always lived frugally, but now he pared his expenses to the absolute minimum.


Six months after Archie’s death, Scott was on leave in London visiting his family at the dress shop. Heading down Buckingham Palace Road, on his way out of Victoria Station on 5 June 1899, he spotted Sir Clements Markham and greeted him. They walked together to the old man’s home in Eccleston Square, where Markham told him about his polar expedition plans. That very week and after years of negative response, the British government had promised Markham enough funds to launch the expedition as soon as he could mount it. So Markham was on the lookout for a suitable man to command the venture and, for anyone with a tendency to superstition, Scott’s coincidental appearance at that auspicious time would suggest a powerful nudge by the Fates. Whether or not either man was influenced by this thought will never be known, nor will the content of their conversation, but two days later Scott applied by letter for the post of expedition leader. Markham’s journal, penned many years later, stated: ‘I was just sitting down to write to my old friend Captain Egerton of the Majestic about him, when he was announced. He came to volunteer to command the Expedition. I believed him to be the best man for so great a trust.’


Maybe Markham’s memory was muddled, or perhaps Scott did go round to see him after sending off his written application. Either way the burning question is why, out of the blue, did Scott decide to change the whole direction of his promising career only two days after hearing about this expedition to an area about which he knew nothing? He admitted later that he had no predilection for polar exploration and his sister Ettie, with whom he was in constant touch at the time, said he ‘had no urge towards snow, ice, or that kind of adventure.’


In thirty years of reading about explorers and their motives for choosing their way of life, I have grown to suspect there is usually a great difference between the explanation they choose to give (especially in autobiographies), and the truth. My own motive for leading expeditions has always been to make a living, but the financial sponsors who have made my journeys possible have shown distinct disapproval of such a commercial response to the media question: ‘Why do you do it?’ They would prefer a more romantic rationale along the lines of Mallory’s ageless ‘Because it is there’. I have always stuck to my guns, but I can sympathise with explorers who have at least adjusted their memory of the why and the wherefore for public consumption.


Scott, like Shackleton, had spent many years in ships listening to the romantic escapades of older naval officers, tales of action, war and remote regions, yet all he experienced day after day, year after year, was an endless series of textbook exercises. Markham offered adventure. The great climber Edmund Hillary said of the Antarctic explorer Vivian Fuchs: ‘I felt that the underlying urge … came more from an honest love of adventure and the pride and prestige that he felt would accrue to his country and himself if he were the first to succeed in such a long and hazardous undertaking.’ Robert Swan, who attempted to follow Scott’s footsteps in the 1980s, wrote: ‘I have to feel that life is worthwhile. If or when we pull this [ journey] off, I will have done something extraordinary which will give me the opportunity I long for.’ And Reinhold Messner, who crossed Antarctica in 1989, said: ‘I undertook the expedition because I was curious and was seeking adventure again. Moreover I was a person with a hunger for recognition, with ambition and the need for enhancement.’


Scott may have responded to any or all of such general urges: fame and fortune, love of country, a craving for excitement, the hope for promotion and respect, the curiosity of the amateur scientist. All these, mixed with more mundane personal reasons, probably passed through Scott’s mind during the brief two days between his learning of the unique opportunity and the penning of his application. He had always felt a deep responsibility towards his mother and sisters and would have considered the implications of being away from them for a likely minimum of two years, but by then his sister Ettie had married an ambitious politician, who had already helped their mother financially and who, Scott knew, would look after the family in his absence.


Scott must have been flattered by the approval of a prestigious personality like Sir Clements Markham, President of the Royal Geographical Society, one-time searcher for Franklin and friend of many admirals. To fail to apply for the leadership post after Markham had shown enthusiasm and possibly even urged his application would have seemed churlish and, after all, the project might never actually come to fruition, with or without Scott as leader.


It is tempting to imagine that Scott’s career was in the doldrums and his main motive was merely to climb the ranking ladder. But it wasn’t and Scott was not a taker of wild risks. The expedition might not succeed. He might prove inadequate in his as yet unknown skills required to organise and execute such a venture, whereas he was already well on his way to achieving specialist success through his chosen field of torpedo and mine warfare. Why throw this all away? Viscount Goschen, a First Lord of the Admiralty, was indeed soon to deplore the possibility that Scott would be ‘relinquishing a brilliant navy career’. Markham’s polar project was not a miracle fail-safe passage to promotion and glory.


His application duly lodged with Markham and his shore-leave over, Scott returned to Majestic and concentrated on the down-to-earth business of naval warfare. From time to time Markham wrote to keep him posted on his chances of selection as expedition leader. These appeared minimal because the expedition Committee had thirty-two argumentative members, only seven of whom were naval officers, and many of whom wanted a scientist, not an officer, to lead the venture.


Scott’s application was strongly supported by his commander, Captain Egerton of HMS Majestic, by his Admiral, by the First Lord and the First Sea Lord of the Admiralty, but it took a year before his supporters finally won the day. Meanwhile he continued to shine at sea and his only comment about the Antarctic opportunity in letters to his mother was: ‘I have my eye on another thing which I fear is a bit out of my reach.’ Well within his reach, however, thanks to his service record, was promotion to Commander in the Navy lists to be published in June 1900.


The world must have seemed a wonderful place for the thirty-two-year-old Scott when, on 9 June that year, Markham signed his appointment as leader of the National Antarctic expedition and on 30 June he received promotion. He was now Commander Scott. In August 1900 his posting to Majestic ended and his work as Britain’s great hope for priority in polar exploration began. His learning curve would not be steady; it would be viciously precipitous.
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Order Out of Chaos


Imagine a floating office worker, for such Scott had been since a teenager, being faced with the task of organising in only fourteen months one of the most ambitious scientific expeditions ever mounted. Since the work was to take place in an entirely unknown region, to whom could he go for sound advice on what skills and knowledge to obtain?


In the 1970s I wanted to organise and lead the first expedition to circumnavigate the world on its polar axis. Working flat out with a dozen helpers and modern communications, it took my wife and me seven long years of full-time work to mount the project. Scott, completely untrained in any polar skill, without knowledge of what problems would confront him in Antarctica, without even an efficient telephone system in his office, had exactly one year and two months in which to build Clements Markham’s brainchild into the reality of a suitable ship, crew and equipment. To fit in with the Southern Ocean’s narrow window of navigable summer ice, his ship must leave Britain in the month of August. A host of reasons dictated departure in August 1901 and no later. Scott started work in June 1900.


Markham must have loomed like a colossus in the young man’s esteem. At that time, Markham defined the very terms of British polar exploration and without him there would have been no expedition. He had taken twelve long years to force the Antarctic expedition to become a reality. Single-handedly he had raised the funds required to build a suitable ship and single-handedly he was responsible for Scott’s leadership appointment. However, the reason ten months had passed between Scott’s application and final appointment as leader in April 1900 was the existence of various committees Markham had found it necessary to form, mainly from RGS and Royal Society ‘men of influence’. Without such committees Markham could neither have persuaded his sponsors, especially the Treasury, to part with the huge sum of £90,000, nor the Admiralty to lend the paid services of Scott and others to the expedition.


Markham recognised his committees were a necessary evil, ‘wild professors’ and ‘howling cads’, he called them, and a millstone around his neck. He seldom ceased to rail about them to Scott. Many of these ‘wild professors’ from the Royal Society faction had only voted for Scott when their own leadership contenders had proved unsuitable or unwilling and, even a year after Scott’s appointment, they were still making progress anything but smooth for him. A critical difference between Markham’s faction and his mainly Royal Society opponents was the basic issue of the expedition’s chief aim. Should it be a wide array of scientific research programmes, including oceanography, magnetic studies and geology, or should its main thrust be geographical exploration and survey? Markham and the RGS faction favoured the latter.


Five months before Scott’s appointment as overall leader, the committees had voted a geologist with sound expedition experience, one Professor J. W. Gregory, as director of scientific staff for the expedition. The general idea was that Gregory and his scientists would be landed at a suitable spot on the Antarctic coast, where he would set up a base hut from which to send out research forays. Once the expedition ship had dropped off the Gregory team it would sail off to conduct coastal survey and dredging work. In the eyes of the Royal Society the ship’s captain might hold the title of leader but in reality he would merely provide a taxi service for Gregory.


Markham’s group, on the other hand, saw their Royal Navy commander both as ship’s captain and overall expedition leader, in charge of all operations, including overseeing the work of the director of scientific staff. Scott made his own position clear to the Joint Committee only a month after he became active leader. He sent them a list of five conditions on which his continued acceptance of the leadership role would depend.




	
I must have complete command of the ship and landing parties. There cannot be two heads.


	I must be consulted on all matters affecting the equipment of the landing parties.


	The executive officers must not number less than four, exclusive of myself.


	I must be consulted in all future appointments both civilian and others, especially the Doctors.


	It must be understood that the Doctors are first medical men, and secondly members of the scientific staff, not vice versa.





I am ready to insist upon these conditions to the point of resignation if, in my opinion, their refusal imperils the success of the undertaking.


That Scott needed to insist, as leader of the expedition, that he was to be consulted about the make-up of those he was to lead shows how serious the Committee problem was.


Scott would have to perform a number of miracles and quickly. Six days a week he left his mother’s flat early to walk to Green Park, then jog to the expedition’s rented office at Burlington House in Savile Row. There he joined the affable twenty-one-year-old Cyril Longhurst, who had already acted as Markham’s expedition secretary for over a year, time spent largely recording the minutes of endless sub-committee meetings. Markham had persuaded the Royal Navy to lend the expedition three other officers. He personally selected Lieutenant Charles Royds to be Scott’s first lieutenant, whilst Scott chose two of his old messmates from HMS Majestic, Lieutenant Michael Barne and Engineer Reginald Skelton.


The expedition ship was under construction in Scotland and Scott went there whenever he could find time. But he knew that this was not enough, so he sent Skelton and Barne to the Dundee dockyard to watch over the ongoing work. No major scientific expedition, such as Markham envisaged and Scott was to organise, had left Britain for a quarter of a century. Its exact aims were still being argued over by the Committee members who controlled it some five weeks before its launch date. This could have been hopelessly confusing and distracting for Scott, but he concentrated on those things he knew would be needed whatever the Committee’s eventual decisions. His ship must travel through the tropics and through the roughest seas in the world to reach Antarctica. It must withstand huge pressures from the icepack and be able to serve, if need be, as a floating or icebound base for two or even three years. From the ship Scott’s men, sailors and scientists, must have the equipment and transport to take them over unknown regions of land or sea ice.


Professor Gregory, chief scientist designate of the expedition, complained about Scott’s general organisation, suggesting he was casual and generally ignorant about the correct equipment. Worse still he seemed unaware of these failings. Such words from a man naturally annoyed that his own leadership position had been clumsily handled by the Committee and usurped by Scott were understandable, but Scott was both aware of and openly honest about his ignorance and did intend to make up for it. He read a great deal, in what spare time he could find, about previous polar journeys and was much helped in this by the Librarian of the RGS, Hugh Robert Mill, a normally critical person, who described Scott as having a most sympathetic character, ‘and we were friends at once.’ Mill said that Scott ‘if anyone, could bring order out of the chaos which had overtaken the plans and preparations’. Mill also recorded Scott’s speed in grasping the essentials of oceanography and meteorology, as well as his industry in reading and absorbing everything that had been written about the Antarctic.


Several sea routes could be followed to reach previously reported geographical features on the known outer edge of Antarctica, but Markham favoured McMurdo Bay, which Ross had discovered sixty years before, on the principle always followed in Arctic exploration that ‘in going to the unknown, they should start from the known’. On reaching McMurdo Bay (now McMurdo Sound), Scott should, in Markham’s opinion, but not that of his opponents, anchor his ship and winter aboard in readiness for patrols into the interior the following spring. Such forays would be leaps into the unknown territory to the south and west of McMurdo Sound. Markham wrote: ‘The main object of the expedition, then, would be to explore this Antarctic continent by land, to ascertain its physical features, and above all to discover the character of its rocks, and to find fossils throwing light on its geological history … everything else should be left to the discretion of Captain Scott.’ Various versions of the ‘Expedition’s Aims’ reached Scott from the Committee as time went by and none of them mentioned a race to reach the Pole. On the other hand, there was an unwritten understanding that Britain must be first if polar contention should arise.


On the supplies front Cadbury’s gave the expedition 3,500 pounds of chocolate. Birds produced generous amounts of custard powder. Nine tons of flour came from Coleman, butter from Denmark. Space to move inside Scott’s office was soon at a premium. Scott was later criticised for shipping quantities of Danish butter through the topics when, surely, he could have used butter from New Zealand, his launch point for the last leg to Antarctica. We, too, in the 1970s, used Danish not New Zealand butter simply because, like Scott’s, it was freely given in great quantities.


A key item on Scott’s list was sledging gear. Contemporary biographers are apt to aim blanket criticism at British polar travellers for failing to learn from the natives. But by adapting many, but not all, Eskimo travel techniques Parry, James Clark Ross and McClintock, all of them Royal Navy, gradually increased the length of their manhaul sledge journeys to the point where they could cover 1,175 miles in seventy days. Their sledges were modifications of native models and James Ross made several of his pioneer journeys together with Eskimos, thereby enabling him to attain the north magnetic pole.


Scott noted that, since then ‘England has not maintained her reputation in the sledging world’, and ‘it is abroad therefore that the modern traveller must look for all that is latest and best in this respect’. Scott was referring to Oslo, known then as Christiania, and the great Norwegian polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen, who he visited personally for advice.


Nansen was also advising Professor Erich von Drygalski, the leader of the German Antarctic expedition, whose voyage was due to start at the same time as Scott’s. After leaving Nansen, Scott visited Drygalski in Berlin and was shocked by the efficiency and the advanced state of the German preparations. Back in London he impressed Markham with his description of the German chain of command and, as a result, was given full independent powers answerable only to Markham himself.


Markham also introduced Scott to a Merchant Navy officer and Arctic veteran, Lieutenant Albert Armitage, whom Markham wanted Scott to take on as his ice pilot and second-in-command. Armitage met Scott and impressed him with his first-hand experience of polar work for, only three years earlier, he had explored Franz Josef Land, north of Russia, as the second-in-command of the Jackson—Harmsworth expedition. Armitage was in turn charmed by Scott and agreed to serve under him. He took over all matters relating to sledging equipment.


Armitage favoured ponies for hauling, arguing that ponies can be eaten by humans and Siberian ponies can stand the severest cold and drag heavier loads in proportion to their own food needs than can dogs. Their meat is also tastier than dog. The argument that ponies need grass, of which there would be none in Antarctica, whereas dogs could feed off the abundant seal and penguin harvest, was specious since any travel in Antarctica’s interior would be quickly out of reach of the sea and into regions as meatless as they were grassless. Fodder bales or seal meat caches would have to be pre-positioned whichever animal was used. Though Armitage favoured ponies the question was wide open. Should men haul the sledges, as Markham and the veteran McClintock clearly expected, or dogs which Nansen had encouraged both Scott and Drygalski to use?


Scott noted that Nansen’s famous first crossing of the Greenland icecap in 1889 had been completed by manhaul alone but Russian and Canadian backwoodsmen used dogs to pull sledges in mostly flat tundra country and in the 1890s Nansen and Robert Peary of the USA had started to emulate them with some success, so the messages were mixed. Scott knew that he could not count on smooth ice down south. In the unknown region he might face rough surfaces over which Nansen had agreed dogs were not much use. Men, Scott knew, could cope with the rough or the smooth. Armitage, with experience of both dogs and ponies, but a preference for the latter, was eventually given the job of obtaining two dozen suitable dogs.


With Armitage handling sledging gear and dogs, Scott could spend more time worrying about his ship. By the end of the year 1900, he was personally involved in decisions affecting the ship’s design, decisions not made any easier by the many different functions required of the vessel, nor by the fact that the expedition’s Ship Committee had decided what type of ship was needed long before Scott had appeared on the scene.


Markham had invited tenders for building the ship back in 1899. A Barrow-in-Furness yard sent back a cost estimate of £90,000 (£4.2 million) and the Dundee Shipbuilding Company a better offer of £66,000 (£3.1 million). Markham haggled the Scots down to £45,000 (£2.1 million). They were, he knew, the only firm left in Britain with the knowledge and the craftsmen to construct a large wooden sailing ship. To cope with the immense crushing power of sea ice a thick wooden hull was imperative, so the Dundee shipwrights ordered wood for an inner lining of Riga pine, a framework of Scottish oak, an internal skin of pitch pine, Honduras mahogany and oak, and an outer skin of elm and greenheart.


The resulting hull thickness averaged twenty-six inches and, in the bows, eleven feet of solid wood. Her design was based on the lines of Scottish whalers well used to working polar ice, but she was to be one of the very last wooden three-masted ships to be built in Britain. Equally, she was the first to be custom-designed for the purpose of scientific exploration since a 1694 vessel built for the scientist Halley of comet fame. Her engines and boilers could be easily drained of water to prevent freezing, she had no portholes or unnecessary protuberances below the waterline, and both her rudder and propeller could be jacked up and removed from the deck. Asbestos lining between structural layers was included as insulation and no iron was used within thirty feet of the deck-mounted magnetic observatory. The final cost of the fully modified Discovery was £51,000 (£2.4 million) including the engine.


Fifty years earlier coal-powered steamers were already competing for cargo with sailing ships, but they were far slower and limited by their coal-endurance. The risk of running out of coal was high for long voyages into the unknown so both sail and steam must power Markham’s vessel. Scott’s copious correspondence with Reginald Skelton, his old Majestic colleague and chief engineer designate of Discovery, shows that they spent many hours discussing and dealing with flaws they spotted in the design. Scott’s first team members, Albert Armitage, Charles Royds and Michael Barne, worked hard supervising the modifications and the additional requirements necessitated by newly planned oceanographic or magnetic research work.


Nonetheless, as was hardly surprising for a ship built after its era, the finished article was less than perfect. She leaked in spectacular fashion, her bilge pumps were unreliable (not good on a leaky ship), she consumed coal greedily, and some of her sailing responses were snail-like. Skelton, a critical man who spoke his mind openly on all things, wrote that the shipbuilders had ‘performed their contract in a most scandalous manner’ and he found their iron and steel work ‘perfectly disgraceful’.


Scott’s other major task was recruiting the crew. Scott was clear in his own mind about the way he wanted to run his expedition and therefore the type of man required. ‘From a very early date I had set my mind on obtaining a naval crew. I felt sure that their sense of discipline would be an immense acquisition.’ He had grave doubts as to his ability to deal with a different class of men. Only three months before the launch-date, the Admiralty agreed to a maximum of some twenty warrant officers, petty officers and sailors.


Legally Scott was not entitled to run Discovery as a Royal Navy unit under the Naval Discipline Act and everyone on board knew this. However, each new volunteer, whether sailor, officer or scientist, signed on under Captain Scott as master and voluntarily accepted Royal Navy conditions. Scientists were to be treated as officers and were to eat their meals in the ship’s saloon, dubbed the wardroom, rather than on the mess deck. Other expeditions of the period, run on more democratic lines, often suffered from insurrection or outright mutiny from one or more members. These included expeditions under Amundsen, Shackleton, Mawson, Borchgrevink and de Gerlache. Scott led two major polar expeditions involving over sixty often highly critical and difficult characters without a whiff of mutiny. For complex and demanding ventures by groups of disparate individuals, such as accompanied Scott, discipline could be a highly useful and healthy basis of operations. Scott was a firm disciplinarian but fair and humane in all his dealings with his men.


Some of Scott’s scientists on both his expeditions found the Navy system extremely difficult to accept. A later colleague of Scott’s, Canadian Sir Charles Wright, expressed his surprise at how British naval captains were cut off from the crewmen in their own little cabins and passed down orders second or third hand through their officers and petty officers. And, how their orders would be obeyed without question whereas, as a scientist, he was accustomed to question things. Scott faced another potential source of division, especially on the mess deck, because of the Admiralty limits on Navy volunteers. Scott had been forced to fill the gap by accepting Merchant Navy seamen and there was a deal of historic antagonism and scorn between the two services.


One common myth current today is that the Merchant Navy ran on some form of democratic consensus system and discipline depended on officers with strong personalities or big biceps. In fact, Merchant Navy crews had strict hierarchies and rules of their own and apprentice cadets were not supposed to mix with their social inferiors from the lower deck. There was even a marked social coolness between Merchant Navy engineer and non-engineering officers. Scott’s team of volunteers came together gradually. In the light of the violent personal clashes later rumoured to have scarred the expedition, it is important to understand the key characters’ backgrounds.


Charles Royds, from a Hampshire family, was accepted to join the expedition even before Scott. He was a protégé of Markham, who had great respect for his uncle, Wyatt Rawson. Tall, handsome and strong, Scott’s first lieutenant proved both efficient and popular with everyone. Scott, recognising his capacity for hard work, was inclined to overwork him, but he seldom complained.


Reginald Skelton was Scott’s first choice for the key post of Discovery’s chief engineer. They knew each other from service in Majestic and Scott showed sound judgment in his selection. Scott also asked him to keep a photographic record of the expedition, so he became a first-class photographer.


Michael Barne, another of Scott’s messmates from Majestic, volunteered as soon as Scott approached him. His position in Discovery was that of second lieutenant under Royds.


Neither Markham nor Scott selected the next two volunteers. News magnate Alfred Harmsworth (later Viscount Northcliffe), the owner of the Daily Mail, gave the expedition £5,000 (£235,000) on the condition that he could put forward two experienced polar men as his nominees. The Committee had little choice but to accept. Dr Reginald Koettlitz had been the doctor on a three-year-long Arctic expedition led by Captain Frederick Jackson and sponsored by Harmsworth. He was trained in London, a keen botanist and a specialist in the treatment of scurvy, which at the time was still not fully understood and an ever-present threat to isolated polar ventures. Harmsworth’s other nominee, Lieutenant Albert Armitage, has already been mentioned. Merchant Navy man, Arctic veteran, and friend of Nansen, Armitage was, polar-wise, the most experienced man in Discovery. He wrote many years later about the nature of his appointment:


I went to see Scott, and dined with his mother and sister and him. I was charmed by him from the first. He said to me, ‘You will come with me, won’t you? I cannot do without you.’ I felt that we would be friends; I wanted to see the Antarctic … Scott had no experience of the work that he was undertaking; I had three years’ knowledge of it. I was to be his adviser, a sort of dry-nurse, and knew enough of human nature to fear the result. I threw my reasoning aside. I will say at once that I never met a more delightful man than Scott to work with during our collaboration in the preparation of all matters in connexion with the expedition.


Armitage became known as the pilot and was to be responsible for navigating Discovery through the Antarctic ice. Many years later, embittered perhaps, he was to claim he had been asked by Markham to lead the expedition long before Scott was appointed.


With Armitage as his navigator and second-in-command, Charles Royds as first and Michael Barne as second lieutenant, Scott then had a powerful personality thrust upon him as third lieutenant, the last posting to be filled. Ernest Shackleton was born in Kildare in 1874 and lived in Ireland until he was ten, when his father took up a doctor’s practice in Croydon, near London, and packed young Ernest off to Dulwich College public school where he excelled at boxing and poetry. Aged sixteen, he was apprenticed to a Merchant Navy ship, joining as ship’s boy and rising to the rank of third officer on the Union Castle line by the age of twenty-five. Shackleton was first mate in Gaika late in 1900, taking troops to Cape Town for Boer War duty, when he met Cedric Longstaff, the son of the businessman whose £25,000 (£1.1 million) had recently saved Markham’s expedition. Cedric, charmed by Shackleton, who had already applied to join and been turned down by the expedition, persuaded his father to pressurise Markham into accepting him. So Markham passed Shackleton to Scott in March 1901 with his full backing.


It is not difficult to imagine the two officers meeting in Scott’s cluttered little headquarters. At that first meeting both men wore tweed suits, highly polished boots and uncomfortably high stiff white collars. They were both strong, ambitious characters, magnetically charming when they wished and stubborn if pushed. Neither had any particular desire to explore or even visit Antarctica for the joy of the great unknown, but both hoped the venture would lead them on to greater things.


How did Scott appear to Shackleton at that first meeting? He was a few inches shorter, but well built and broad chested, with strong firm features and steady blue eyes. Recently promoted to commander, full of newly acquired knowledge from Norway and the confidence born of having dealt firmly with most of the Committee problems, Scott did not need uniform to exude an aura of authority. But he did need an experienced third lieutenant and the Royal Navy would supply no more officers. So he asked Armitage to check the background of his fellow Merchant Navy officer and, not surprisingly, Armitage returned a glowing report on the Irishman.


Fate dealt Scott a decidedly dubious card on this occasion, for Ernest Shackleton was to become Scott’s nemesis and rival, at least in the opinion of four generations of journalists and the numerous biographers of both men. Jealousy, duplicity and even hatred were the ingredients of this ever-popular myth.


Scott now had a full complement of officers but the hunt for scientific staff continued. One of the Committee, the President of the Zoological Society, was searching for an assistant doctor to help Koettlitz with his zoological work and noticed Dr Edward Wilson drawing birds at the London Zoo. Impressed by his artistic talents and likely ability as a scientific illustrator, he asked Wilson to apply for the expedition. At twenty-nine, Wilson, who had worked at St George’s Hospital in London, seemed at a loose end for his heart was not into medicine and his passion was nature, all aspects of which he illustrated with great skill. Scott so took to the affable bird artist that he ignored a medical report which declared Wilson unfit owing to tubercular scars on one lung, common enough at that time. He was taken on as Discovery’s assistant surgeon in December 1900, another fine example of Scott’s good judgment of character.


The scientific complement was rounded off with marine biologist Thomas Hodgson from Plymouth Museum, Cambridge geologist and palaeontologist Hartley Ferrar, and Australian Louis Bernacchi, a physicist and expert researcher on magnetism who had been to Antarctica with Borchgrevink in 1899, and summarised his experience with the words: ‘No living thing walks or creeps or flies there.’


For a ship of Discovery’s size and accommodation space she would be overcrowded. They had settled for a company of forty-seven, including five scientists and thirty salaried Navy officers and men, more than the Navy had originally promised. As it turned out, when scientific shore parties were out sledging and Discovery was exploring the coast, every man would be needed and kept at full stretch. There is a detailed crew list at the rear of this book.


Scott’s enemies meanwhile had been preparing a last-gasp confrontation. Their champion, Professor Gregory, the prospective science director, fiercely opposed Markham’s intention that Discovery should winter in Antarctica since that would mean Scott would command at the base camp. That being so, Gregory feared that he would be unable to keep his important science programme on track, because journeys of geographical discovery or mere adventuring, as he saw it, would take precedence. For a while Scott and Gregory co-existed but in March 1901 Gregory placed a formal complaint to the Committee that Scott had ordered some item of scientific gear without consulting him.


Refusing to accept a position subsidiary to Scott (or presumably any ship’s captain of Royal Navy origin), Gregory resigned in May 1901 and a new science director, Dr George Murray, Head of the Botanical Department of the British Museum, agreed to take over the job of training the various scientists until Discovery reached Australia, at which time he would return to Britain leaving Scott as de facto science director. Scott and Gregory in fact parted on good terms. Scott was still writing to Gregory in a friendly vein after the return of the expedition and Gregory’s review of Scott’s book contained no criticism.


Scott would then become not merely ship’s captain but unchallenged leader of all aspects of the expedition. It could be said that Markham’s Committee machinations had finally won the day for his man, and averted the pitfalls of dual command which had beset earlier expeditions.


The aims of the Discovery expedition can be summarised as coastal exploration to the west and east of McMurdo Sound with inland sledge journeys to include geological and magnetic work on land and at sea where possible. The 1902 winter was to be spent in the ice and a second winter, if funds were available by then, to be spent at sea in the deep south. In an unknown region, plans that allow for flexibility are sensible plans. Discovery was launched in Dundee on 21 March 1901, engines were fitted, then she sailed under her own steam to a jetty in London’s East India Dock, where Scott’s team swarmed all over her as instruments, equipment and cargo began to arrive on the quayside.


Queen Victoria had died earlier in 1901 and the Boer War was going badly for Britain. The Discovery expedition was a tonic for Londoners, who crowded the quayside and sometimes the decks, to the disapproval of Scott’s men, especially Ernest Shackleton, in charge of all stowage work under the hot summer sun. With weeks, not months, to go the hectic preparations gathered pace. New construction faults were noted by Skelton but, still within budget, the stores kept pouring in and each new problem was solved.


In the last week Scott sent everyone for dental checkups at Guy’s Hospital, a sensible precaution. In 1979 I remember visiting a Cape Town dentist along with the rest of our team due to spend eighteen months in Antarctica. To avoid the danger of peritonitis I also tried to have all our team’s appendixes removed, but was turned down on the principle that more people die from a general anaesthetic than ever do from appendix troubles. Ninety-two teeth were removed from Scott’s men and 170 holes filled at a cost of £62.45 (£3,000). The records fail to list any costing for the hunting down and execution of the thirty-one stray East End cats found on board.


Discovery sailed from London on the last day of July 1901 to the cheering of crowds and the hooting of Thames boats. The new King and Queen came aboard at Cowes and presented Scott with the MVO (Member of the Royal Victorian Order). As Discovery disappeared from the view of the cheering populace, Scott, always publicity shy despite the contrary assertions of many biographies, reflected that a venture which was starting off with fanfares might still end in failure. He may well have nursed fears of hazards ahead and his personal ability to deal with them, but he could be justly proud of what he had already accomplished against great odds over the past twelve months.


By way of judging the scale of Scott’s achievement think of the expedition of Vivian Fuchs and Edmund Hillary, the first to cross Antarctica, in the 1950s. Despite Fuchs’ own unparalleled experience in Antarctica and full support from the British and New Zealand governments, it still took him five long years of full-time work to launch that expedition.
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Through the Pack Ice 1901–1902


Discovery’s first stop was Funchal on the island of Madeira. En route Scott and Chief Engineer Skelton had closely monitored their new ship’s coal consumption and they were not impressed. Discovery must reach New Zealand, the launch point for Antarctica, by late November if they were safely to penetrate the pack ice in the 1901–1902 summer season. So from Funchal, Scott knew, they must make New Zealand in ninety days. But reaching Funchal from Britain had taken eight days, so a quick calculation showed more speed was needed. This meant maximum use of engines as well as sail, but as coal storage space was at a premium Scott had to cut out a majority of the halts planned for oceanographic and magnetic work. Scott desperately wanted to achieve the scientific programme entrusted to Discovery but something had to give.


The ‘Dundee Leak’ became ever more troublesome as Discovery approached the Equator and the wooden-planked hull responded to the heat. Soon twenty tons of water had to be pumped out of the ship at least once a day. A foul stench invaded the entire ship soon after she entered the tropics and a search in the bilges quickly traced the noxious source. Hungry or curious workers in the London docks had opened various tins from the expedition’s meat supplies and consumed some of the contents. The leftovers had gone bad floating around in the ship’s bilges. Scott gave Shackleton the complex job of restacking the holds, work which Shackleton achieved quickly and efficiently, thereby winning Scott’s admiration.


Shackleton’s previous service in merchant ships was very different, of course, from the background training of Scott, Royds, Barne and Skelton, and the Irish officer’s comparatively casual way with Discovery ratings may have struck them as strange. Able Seaman James Dell noted that Shackleton was rather an enigma to ratings on the lower deck because he kept a foot in both camps. Shackleton was by nature a hail-fellow-well-met populist, besides which he had a genuine knack for getting on with all people.


Scott’s ratings slept on the mess-deck in hammocks, warrant officers in their own quarters and officers in individual cabins. Everyone ate the same food, but separately, with a couple of navy stewards serving the officers in their wardroom on a table laid with linen and napkins. Scott’s physicist, the Australian Bernacchi, was later to observe the way Discovery’s naval hierarchy worked and compared it with his experience of the democratic anarchy of the 1899 Southern Cross expedition of the Norwegian Borchgrevink, the first group ever to spend a winter on the mainland of Antarctica. Without the framework of an accepted hierarchy, Borchgrevink’s ten men had a terrible time. With nobody prepared to take the burden of active command, dirt, disorder and inactivity were the order of the day.


On 3 October 1901, eight weeks after leaving home, Discovery sailed into Table Bay, Cape Town’s spectacular harbour. The Royal Navy base of Simonstown lay just around the coast and offered Scott full support. At no cost to the expedition, naval divers scraped the hull, craftsmen modified the engine-room and corrected various faults, whilst the Admiral’s administrative staff provided Scott with virtually all his listed needs, including five Royal Navy volunteers to bring his crew up to full strength. As leader of a polar expedition being a naval commander clearly had its advantages over a civilian scientist.


Although Scott’s chief of science, George Murray, had agreed to stay on board all the way to Australia, he now decided he must leave at Cape Town. At the time no relief ship had been purchased to supply Discovery in Antarctica or, if she were to disappear, to search for her. Murray was keen to be involved in organising such a vessel as soon as possible, and since delay had meant curtailing the planned oceanographic programme, it seemed sensible for him to leave from the Cape. Scott’s critics later seized on this as proof of some deep grievance, but the records show otherwise. Scott and Murray became good friends and by the time they had reached Funchal, Scott had written: ‘Murray is excellent as messmate and as director.’ He later modified his opinion of Murray’s executive ability but they remained very friendly. As for Murray, he concluded a note to Scott: ‘Goodbye old chap. Yours affectionately – give Scamp [Scott’s terrier] a pat from me.’


Scott became fascinated by the tasks of the scientists and increasingly involved himself in their work. Murray’s early departure accelerated this involvement which, luckily, did not seem to irritate the scientists. One of the few Discovery men who did have previous polar experience, the Australian physicist Louis Bernacchi, was critical of many on board, including Scott, who sometimes gave him the sharp side of his tongue. Nonetheless he noticed the captain’s increasing interest in the scientific programme on the long voyage from Cape Town. ‘With his quick brain he could analyse statements and theories in a very embarrassing manner, and the scientists on board soon learned to row cautiously in connexion therewith … He was interested in every branch of research carried on in Discovery, and frequently made original suggestions to the workers.’


By now some expedition members had formed definite opinions about Scott’s abilities and his personality. They knew they had volunteered for an extremely risky venture and their chances of survival would depend largely on Scott’s competence. They all knew he had no previous polar experience and they watched his every mood, his reactions to small emergencies, and his behaviour towards others, with close attention. Many kept diaries in which they lodged their feelings. Whilst they felt it best not to let off steam to their captain’s face, they could do so safely in their personal diaries. Readers who themselves have not experienced the extreme stresses of enforced togetherness in uncomfortable circumstances usually believe that diary entries, or letters back home, contain only truthful renditions of facts and of the writers’ feelings. From my expedition experience this is certainly not always the case.


On polar expeditions over the past two centuries, those involved have sometimes been driven insane by the conditions and by each other both on board ships marooned by ice and in their snowbound bases. In the late twentieth century the black moods polar explorers and scientists can experience after spending long stretches in polar bases are generally described as ‘winteritis’. SAD or Seasonal Affective Disorder can also affect the mind. On Scott’s expedition the huge uncertainties of what lay ahead, the stresses especially on those responsible for stores, ponies, dogs, prototype motorised sledges and scientific programmes, and above all the strains on the leader himself, were extreme. Any natural tendency to irritation, depression, pessimism or worry would have been magnified and, in the absence of loved ones, the natural, indeed the safest, outlets for pent up feelings were diaries and letters home. That’s human nature.


Today I can look back at my own expedition diaries and letters sent to my wife, or mother, and wonder how on earth I could have written such bitter and twisted comments about good people who are now my friends and with whom I can remember having had no open arguments at the time. The thought that such heat of the moment jottings could be served up by some future biographer as history is laughable. In my case there is no danger of this, but it certainly makes me view critical comments made about past explorers by individuals under stress with great caution. I stress the word critical because comments of a favourable nature made in such diaries and letters tend to be rare but accurate. Diaries yield clues but not hard evidence. Some recent biographies of Scott where his warts dwarf the greatness of his achievements seem to have made unbalanced use of his colleagues’ diaries and letters.


One man who kept a concise diary and appears to be a reliable judge of character was the doctor Edward Wilson, who found a special friend in Third Lieutenant Ernest Shackleton, whose enthusiasm for the poetry of Browning hinted at intellectual depths which Wilson found lacking in many of the others on board. About Scott Wilson wrote that he admired him greatly: ‘all but his temper. He is quick-tempered and very impatient.’


Clarence Hare, the steward, who saw more of Scott from day to day than did most of the officers, said of his captain that he was not ‘bad-tempered in the ordinary sense of the term. He was over-sensitive and allowed himself to get worked up if things did not go as planned.’


Scott wrestled constantly with the problem of improving Discovery’s speed. He wanted speed and brooked no delay. He was used to naval efficiency at all times on board ship and was easily niggled by the easygoing, less than speedy responses to orders by some of the Merchant Navy men. He aimed straight at the immediate task ahead, dealt with it, and then focussed on the next one and he expected the same from his men. As Wilson wrote: ‘He is very definite about everything; nothing is left vague or indeterminate.’ Wilson felt that under Scott’s leadership there was ‘no fear of our wandering aimlessly about’.


The person on whom Scott was most severe and unrelenting, as can be seen clearly from his own diaries, was himself. When he felt the Discovery team had slipped up, he often blamed himself, despite having been miles away from the relevant ‘error’ at the time, unless he genuinely believed things were going wrong through sheer bad luck, in which case he said so. Scott fought hard to cut out the personal weaknesses he had lived with since childhood and which now, as captain of his own ship and leader of his country’s most important venture, were deeply embarrassing to him. His natural inclination to be lazy and untidy and his struggle to hide these tendencies were soon noted by Clarence Hare, the steward, who recorded that Scott did his own clothes-washing ‘and made a very poor job of it’. Scott smoked heavily but advised Hare not to. ‘He said that at my age it would stop my growth.’ Hare also caught the skipper pouring milk over his plate of curry whilst his mind was off daydreaming. ‘He was going to add sugar, only I stopped him and changed his plate.’ The guffaws of those officers who witnessed this gaffe brought Scott back to life with a jolt.


‘These “brown studies”,’ Bernacchi wrote, ‘might be mistaken for the depression, moodiness and even ill-temper hinted at during his second expedition. He certainly could be irritable and impatient.’ So did the critical Bernacchi learn to dislike the crotchety captain after three years in his company? Apparently not, for he went on to note that Scott’s predominant trait was ‘his sense of right and justice … Truth and right and justice were his gods, and these did not come from any religious sense … He led a decent human life because he was a decent human being.’ As the Discovery men were to learn during their ninety days of constant rolling and pitching on the jam-packed, hopelessly cramped vessel, their skipper was not by nature tactful; he called a spade a spade with little attempt at subtlety. Bernacchi summarised this unfortunate failing. ‘One of his weaknesses was his strong likes and dislikes. He had no use for shifty blustering and inept people, and his mind was clear of cant and snobbery … pompous people annoyed him.’


Some of these comments make Scott sound a cold, humourless sort of cove, inclined to bursts of aggression, but when Scott’s guard was down he loved a joke and his laugh was as infectious as his smile. In my experience, a good test of a person’s personality is to watch them eased by alcohol. Scott seldom drank but when, at official functions, he did indulge, it ‘affected him quickly’, in Bernacchi’s words, ‘making him very pleasantly and smilingly cheerful’. No hint of aggression there. Scott’s main pleasures were reading and pipe-smoking. He did a great deal of both and his pipe will have helped his social awkwardness when the Discovery wardroom became boisterous, as happened fairly frequently. He did not join the frolics but nor did he discourage them. He sat back, watched and smiled through a veil of protective smoke.


Scott and Armitage kept the ship at maximum feasible speed, for the success of the entire expedition depended upon reaching New Zealand by late November 1901. On 21 October they clocked up 200 miles in twenty-four hours and, better still some days later, 800 miles in four days. Her high rounded stern allowed Discovery to plough through huge forty-foot cresting waves without shortening sail as most cargo sail-ships at that time would have done. The quartermaster once failed to apply the brake to the helm which, forced over by a sudden monster wave, flung all three helmsmen to the deck. One man who had watched the wave approach described it as towering up to the upper topsail. On the bridge Barne, Wilson and Scott were submerged below the cold, green water for many seconds until the ship rolled free. The wardroom was drenched, crockery smashed, science notes sodden and the polar clothing, just brought up from the hold to hand out, was soaked. Scott noted that the way the ship behaved was a great credit to her designer.


In November 1979 en route to Antarctica our polar vessel Benjamin Bowring carried a brass inclinometer we had borrowed from Scott’s Discovery. One day a giant roller forced us to keel over 47° both ways, as recorded by the inclinometer’s brass arrow. Our ship could manage nine knots when at full steam and with a favourable wind. Discovery at best managed ten. We had only one sailor, a deckhand, on board who had sailed that far south before. Scott had none. I was terrified. He obviously wasn’t.


Hundreds of miles south of the shipping lanes a sudden roll toppled a pile of oilskins over an oil lamp and fire broke out. This was spotted in time by the watch and extinguished. Scott pushed on south towards 65° of latitude to research magnetospheric anomalies in that key region, but Discovery ran into pack ice and was forced to slow. As soon as all magnetic readings were completed and with time against him, Scott steamed towards New Zealand halting only at remote Macquarie Island to collect rare bird specimens for Wilson.


Scott made the men eat the leftover meat from Wilson’s skinned birds, especially penguin meat, which was disgusting. He wrote: ‘I had anticipated considerable prejudice on the part of the men to this form of diet which it will so often be essential to enforce and was agreeably surprised to find that they were by no means averse to it. Many pronounced it excellent, and all seemed to appreciate the necessity of cultivating a taste for it. I found no prejudice more difficult to conquer than my own.’ Some modern biographers wrongly blame Scott for failing to focus on the need for fresh meat to prevent scurvy; the above, however, is proof to the contrary.


Two days west of New Zealand Scott recorded ‘as big a sea as one ever comes across’ and the inclinometer recorded a record roll of 56°. They dropped anchor off the New Zealand port of Lyttelton on 28 November 1901, just on schedule and proof of highly efficient seamanship.


Discovery could not immediately refuel and rush on south to her Antarctic objective, much as Scott would have wished to do so. Her magnetic foray into the ice had caused suspected damage to the hull and an hour’s work with the main pumps was now needed daily to expel leaked water. Another dry-docking was essential. Every item had to be unloaded and Scott chose Shackleton to supervise this key task. Once the leaks were repaired Shackleton would have to note every single item in every box, with its precise location in the holds, as they were restowed. Manpower would be sorely needed for all this but the crew, exhausted after their long and commendable voyage, were due shore leave which, of course, involved relaxation and alcohol. New Zealand hospitality ensured that by 3 a.m. next morning there was not a single sober crewman on board. Skelton noted: ‘there has been a great deal of fighting and drunkenness and I hope two of the seamen will be discharged’. He wheeled the miscreants in front of Scott, who merely gave them a dressing down, initially discharging nobody, partly I suspect because he was not sure he could find replacements. To Skelton’s eventual satisfaction, one was demoted and another, who deserted, was replaced by an excellent Irishman, Thomas Crean, from the Royal Navy.


After a long delay caused by repeated but unsuccessful attempts to locate the source of the leaks, Scott was reluctantly forced to accept he would have to set out into the ice pack in a slowly leaking, heavily overladen vessel, hoping that good weather and much pumping would serve to keep the ship afloat. To make matters worse, when the diligent Shackleton had somehow managed to squeeze three years of provisions into the hold, there was no room for the thirty tons of prefabricated huts, forty tons of coal and 1,500 gallons of paraffin (kerosene), so this was all lashed on the decks. Discovery was dangerously top-heavy and wallowed low in the water.


Just before departure the twenty-three sledge dogs Scott had ordered from Russia were chained to kennels amidships and soon began to fight each other, just like the sailors, but without the excuse of alcohol. Scott’s little terrier, Scamp, was discharged to spend the expedition with New Zealand friends, because Scott feared the twin hazards of extreme cold and hungry huskies. Shackleton had forty-five sheep, a gift from a local farmer, penned up on a bed of coal sacks and out of the huskies’ reach. Bales of sheep fodder were stacked between rows of gas cylinders.


When Discovery slipped her moorings and edged away from the Lyttelton quay on 21 December 1901, the cheering of thousands of well-wishers mingled with the bleating and the barking on board. The crew waved from the rigging and, perched on the highest mainmast stay, a deckhand called Charles Bonner slipped and fell. His body cartwheeled down through the rigging and his skull cracked against the winch gear. Although Bonner was probably sober, Skelton noted that he had been clutching a whisky bottle handed to him during his ascent by his crewmate, Robert Sinclair. Greatly distressed, Sinclair ran away when Bonner’s body was landed, technically absent without leave, and a sympathetic Scott refrained from reporting him to the police. Bonner was buried with full naval honours and the Christmas Eve festivities which Scott had planned were postponed.


Discovery headed south from New Zealand’s friendly shores into a thick sea fog. Scott’s men were on their own, heading into a chartless region, where millions of tons of floating ice crushed ships, and where human life did not exist. As the whalers once sang: ‘Beyond 40° South is no law. Beyond 50° South, no God.’
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Nudging the Great Barrier 1902


On New Year’s Day Scott broke out rations of whisky punch and lime to celebrate and, the following noon, Discovery passed her first iceberg. A day later, crossing the Antarctic Circle on 3 January 1902, Discovery nosed into loose pack ice. Scott knew that Ross had once taken forty-six days to break through Antarctica’s unique protective belt of floating ice and that in the Arctic other ships had sunk, crushed like eggshells in the billion-ton grip of shifting pack ice.


At Wilson’s request, Scott halted the ship amid five-foot thick floes whilst ornithological specimens were collected and Scott followed up his plan to obtain and store fresh meat for the coming winter. Six crabeater seals were shot and hung from the rigging to freeze. All the Lyttelton sheep were also slaughtered, skinned and frozen. The next day Scott had his men axe chunks of ice from the floes to be sledged on board to replenish the water supply. In time brine drains from sea ice and ice from old floes is almost fresh when melted, so Scott saved his precious coal supplies by avoiding use of Discovery’s steam-driven desalination plant.


On 5 January 1902, still held by the ice, Scott decided to celebrate Christmas Day, the original festivity having been postponed when Seaman Bonner fell to his death. Scientists, officers and men were issued with skis and given their first chance to learn how to use them as part of the Christmas fun. Even in Scandinavia, the home of cross-country skiing, only one 7-footlong ski stick was normally used with the skier grasping it in both hands in the manner of a Canadian canoeist using a paddle. The skis themselves were wooden ‘planks’ and far heavier than today’s models. Surviving photographs of the Discovery’s crew learning how to ski on that ‘Christmas’ outing are generally hilarious, with as many people dotted about the ice floes on their backs as on their feet. Nevertheless, after an hour or two, some individuals were already becoming quite competent. A prize was given for a two statute mile ski race, crackers were lit and a singsong followed on board, topped up with a rum ration handout.


Scott had read everything he could lay his hands on about man-hauling sledges and he knew that all the great polar journeys by his Royal Navy predecessors had been achieved without skis. He knew that learning to ski fast downhill, or the skill of cross-country glide techniques, would be of little or no use to his men, who would have to pull heavy sledges slowly but surely over generally level surfaces. So ski expertise was not pivotal in any way to his plans. Using skis to shift a heavy sledge didn’t require skill.


On 7 January the clouds to the south darkened in a way unique to pack ice skies and caused by the clouds’ reflection of dark seawater belts between ice floes. Early the next morning Discovery broke into open water and clear skies. As lucky as Ross had been on his first foray through the pack, Scott passed through the pack ice zone in only four days and nights. All sails were set and soon the mountains of Victoria Land blurred the rim of the southern seascape.


They anchored off a second, coastal band of ice floes, some five miles out from the two deserted huts of the Borchgrevink expedition at Cape Adare where Scott landed with Bernacchi and others, in a rowing boat, to leave a sealed canister containing a brief summary of his intentions – the first clue laid down in a potentially life-saving paper trail. If Markham’s relief ship was ever to reach this and five other pre-arranged message points, they would with luck be able to locate Discovery.


Scott’s original exploration orders from the Committee bade him explore the coast from Cape Adare south to McMurdo Sound and to locate any likely harbours en route. On reaching McMurdo and its volcano, Scott was to sail east along the Barrier wall and claim for Britain any landmass he might find there. The most hazardous of passages for a ship like Discovery, indeed for any vessel short of a modern icebreaker, is to skirt the Antarctic coast. In the fjords and between offshore islands, even in the wider waters like McMurdo, ice conditions can switch from open sea to millions of tons of fast invading sea ice that will collide with enormous power with cliffs and beaches and crush anything in its way. Yet Scott’s duty involved purposefully nosing into every nook and cranny along this hazard-strewn coast. This was asking for trouble and Scott knew it. Extra hands were placed on watch as lookouts, including the scientists.


On 7 January Skelton and Shackleton shot a leopard seal. Wilson, who had been appointed chief butcher, was exultant. ‘He was near a ton in weight and took the whole watch to hoist him inboard, an enormous beast with a mouth full of teeth and a head bigger than a Polar Bear.’ In time, Scott noted: ‘we came thoroughly to enjoy our seal steaks and to revel in the thought of seal liver or kidneys.’ But not at first.


On 14 January 1902 a seventy-five mile per hour Force 11 gale obliged Scott to shelter his ship in the lee of Coulman Island with both boilers at full steam to provide enough power to fight the current which threatened to tear Discovery from her cover. Great icebergs rushed by, any one of which could sink the ship in minutes. The following day, when the wind died away, a boat took Captain Scott ashore to a large cove on the island, the second pre-agreed message point, where a post was positioned and, lashed to it, a red message container.


For two weeks, with many narrow escapes from ice cul-de-sacs, they sailed south, finding two potential harbours en route to McMurdo Sound, which they reached on 21 January. In the hope that the twin volcanoes Ross had named after his ships Erebus and Terror were on an island and that they could sail south between it and the mainland, they ploughed on through loose pack deep into McMurdo Sound. High cliffs ahead soon disillusioned them and, at midnight, they headed back north, then east, around the volcanoes. At a north-eastern cape, close to where a descending flank of the volcanoes met the western rim of the Ice Barrier, Scott, Wilson, Royds and others rowed a boat between lethally teetering icebergs in an attempt to land. This point, Cape Crozier, was an important message point and a potential base from which to make sledge journeys into the interior.


Wilson wrote about this little boat foray: ‘There was a … heavy swell, which broke on the shore with an appalling force and thunder in some places … It was a scene one can never forget. [The bergs] had enormous gulf-like caves and arches and tunnels, into which the swell broke with a thunder like an avalanche. The water was full of penguins popping in and out like black rabbits.’ They somehow managed to land, place their message canister and collect rock specimens.


Having found two likely harbours thus far, Scott told his men his outline intentions and Stoker Plumley summarised one of them in his diary. ‘The exploring party reported it [Granite Harbour] suitable for winter quarters, so if we do not find better we shall come back there for the winter.’ Now everyone knew that the entire ship’s crew, and not just a select sledging group, would be staying put with the ship at anchor through the Antarctic winter with a prefabricated but for use for shore deployment and as an observatory. When each man had originally signed on he had known this might happen, but some had preferred to hope Discovery would go back to New Zealand in between polar summers. Such wishful-thinkers were now disillusioned.


By noon on 29 January 1902 Discovery at last passed by the limit of Captain James Ross’s exploration along the Barrier, the point where he reported seeing possible land to the south-east. Soon afterwards Armitage, the ice pilot, calculated the height of the surface of the Barrier to the south was at least 500 feet above sea level. Some upturned bergs around the ship, floating topsy-turvy, had embedded earth and rock and the geologist Ferrar rowed a boat over and took samples. Scott and his scientists were convinced this was proof of Ross’s ‘land’. Fog closed in but, late the next day, the watch officers spotted through the gloom the black face of a rocky cliff high above the decks. A hundred miles beyond the furthest point of Ross’s exploration they had finally located land and established another fixed point of Antarctica’s outline. They named it King Edward VII Land (now Edward VII Peninsula).
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The Committee’s orders to Scott were to settle into winter-quarters somewhere along this eastern section of the coast, should he find land and a harbour, but finding none and after becoming comprehensively lost amid the pack ice in the fog, Scott sensibly headed back west to McMurdo Sound.


The next day Scott summoned all his officers and told them his intentions. Discovery would winter in the most southerly McMurdo harbour they could find, from which, the next summer, two sledging parties would explore the region of the volcanoes and a third would head due south. The relief ship that Markham had promised would, by visiting the message points, locate Discovery, pick up Armitage with a fourth sledge team and drop them off at a coastal point with access to the south magnetic pole. The relief ship would later take this group straight back to New Zealand. Discovery would collect the other three groups on their return, explore to the west and then refit in New Zealand. Further exploration of the new eastern land they had discovered would then be possible in the summer of 1903. Even the critical Royds praised Scott’s plan and Armitage, who had originally agreed to join the expedition on the understanding that he would lead a major sledge journey, was content.


Some hours later the watch officer spotted an inlet in the wall of the Ice Barrier, unseen owing to fog on their earlier eastward passage. This channel was two miles wide and ran on for twelve miles, deep into the Barrier. Although the containing ice walls were up to 140 feet high they tapered at the head of this bight to a mere twelve feet, which allowed the ship to moor and the men to land.


Scott had on board a hydrogen balloon, with a basket big enough for a single passenger, which he hoped to use to gain a panoramic view of the Ice Barrier’s inner reaches. If the wind changed to the north, floating bergs might easily advance down the inlet, trap Discovery and crush her against the cliffs in minutes, so Scott did not intend to stay long. While Skelton and Shackleton set up the fragile skin, winching gear and gas cylinders on the ice, Wilson expressed his disapproval: ‘an exceedingly dangerous amusement’, he grumbled, ‘in the hands of such inexperienced novices’.


The first to try Eva, as they called the balloon, was Scott, who threw out the wrong amount of ballast and was lucky to survive. At 600 feet he saw very little through his binoculars, owing to poor visibility and, of course, as was later learnt, there was very little to see in the whole featureless vastness, almost the size of France, of the Ice Barrier. This was unknown territory. Was the feature one giant floating berg or floe? Was it attached to land and, if so, at what point? The Discovery balloon did not answer any of these questions, even after Shackleton ascended to 800 feet and took aerial photographs with his camera. The wind speed increased, the balloon fabric was torn and the main hydrogen valve was found to be lethally unreliable. Eva was a death trap and further flights were abandoned. This was the first flight by men in the Antarctic.


Scott had enforced a twenty-four-hour limit on the balloon halt not only for fear of entrapment but also because, aware that the short Antarctic summer was ending, he needed to reach the hoped for safety of McMurdo Sound before the sea froze and cut them off from its sanctuary. As soon as the balloon had been unloaded, two of the three members of the expedition with previous polar experience, Armitage and Bernacchi, had rushed off on skis with four sailors and a sledge to reconnoitre inland and take magnetic readings away from the ship. They had Scott’s blessing but only for twenty-four hours. They soon found that the Barrier’s coastal zone was riven by shallow valleys with deep cracks to be avoided.


With 200 pounds on their sledge Armitage’s group travelled at three miles per hour for two or three hours and pitched camp. In the haste of their departure they had forgotten one of their two tents so Bernacchi spent the night outside at –17°C, a good test of his polar clothing. The following morning four of them skied south for eleven miles, wanting to beat the southerly record the Southern Cross expedition made after wintering in their hut at Cape Adare two years previously. Armitage claimed a new record but, as Scott recorded: ‘At this time we were very prone to exaggerate our walks.’ Armitage’s little trip on 4 February 1902 almost certainly fell short of the Southern Cross record.


Whilst the sledging group was away Scott sent men to kill seals for he could not be certain they would still be around when winter came and he was desperate to avoid scurvy, the dreaded scourge of any group spending long periods in polar regions. At the time there were many theories as to how best to prevent scurvy but no proven solution. Fresh meat, fruit and vegetables were believed to help, as were hygiene and sunlight. Some, including Scott and the senior surgeon, Dr Koettlitz, also thought that tinned food was often tainted and a cause of the disease. Wilson, as junior surgeon, had the dubious pleasure and task of tasting the tins of food and milk when they were opened, to check for taint.


Scott loathed the killing of any animals but closed his mind to this perceived weakness and had his men kill for meat whenever he could. In the inlet, which he named Balloon Bight, a hundred seals lay sunning on their icy beach, showing little interest in the arrival of these first human beings. Their black limpid eyes expressed no fear and their shiny whiskered muzzles twitched merely with curiosity as Scott’s nominated butchers approached them. Scott confessed to his diary his nausea and shame at plundering nature in this unspoiled place: ‘but necessities are often hideous and man must live.’


With the sledgers back on board, Discovery sailed west to the place of the volcanoes and, edging past Mount Terror, nudged south into McMurdo Sound. Under a clear sky and a shower of ice from the frozen rigging, Armitage, the pilot, pushed the ship through loose pack, probing south until a line of hills ran down from the volcano to form a narrow westerly peninsula with bays on either side. Scott bade Armitage head into the most northerly of the two bays, which he christened Arrival Bay. With Skelton he walked south for ten miles over fast sea ice and around another peninsula or cape until they could see the Ice Barrier rolling away flat and seemingly easygoing towards the South Pole. The geologist Hartley Ferrar climbed a prominent conical hill beyond the second bay and was able to report that the flanks of the two volcanoes were nowhere joined to the mountain ranges to the south. They were clearly on a volcanic island joined to the distant mountains only by the vast expanse of the Ice Barrier. They named the conical feature Observation Hill.


Further exploration on foot revealed that the bay immediately to the south of their anchorage was ideally suited as a winter harbour, being shallow enough to protect the ship from invading bergs, a constant threat in such a place. So they manoeuvred with care through the rocky shoals and around to the next bay south of Arrival Bay. This, their new home, they called Hut Point. Over the next fortnight the engineers and the carpenter erected the main thirty-ton hut, two smaller magnetic huts, and kennels for the dogs on a gravel ridge above the ship. Eight months of provisions were also stored ashore in case the ship was forced away from the bay when teams were inland, or in case of fire aboard. Scott was not certain how the ice would behave and nor was Bernacchi, the only man aboard who had wintered in Antarctica before, albeit 370 miles further north.


In the mid 1980s an expedition set out from Britain calling itself In the Footsteps of Scott and using a powerful North Sea trawler refitted for pack ice conditions. They reached McMurdo Sound at the ideal time of the year, midsummer, when US Coastguard icebreakers were already in the vicinity. An unexpected shift in the pack ice crushed and sank their ship in a matter of hours. That 1985 crew was rescued by a US helicopter but, back in 1902, Discovery’s whereabouts were unknown and a single false move or run of bad luck could have cut off her crew with consequences as fatal as those of the Franklin tragedy.


The only other human beings in Antarctica, or even south of the Antarctic Circle, were the Swedish and German expeditions and they were in no position to rescue anyone. The German expedition of the scientist Professor Drygalski, whose preparations had so impressed Scott, had reached the Antarctic coast only to be dangerously encircled by pack ice. The Germans’ 1901–1903 scientific and exploration programmes were, therefore, out of reach and their survival in balance. The Scotia expedition (1902–1904) led by another of Britain’s most experienced polar scientists, the Scottish oceanographer Dr William Bruce, had failed to make a landing on the continent and wintered in the pack off the South Orkney Islands. The great Swedish explorer scientist Otto Nordenskjöld’s ship Antarctic was crushed in the pack ice off the northern tip of the Antarctic Peninsula on 12 February 1903. The explorer Dr Jean Charcot, who led the 1903–1905 French national expedition, altered plans for an Arctic voyage that year and diverted south to help rescue the Swedes. He arrived to find that an Argentine gunboat had already found and saved Nordenskjöld. Charcot then set his sights on a southern survey voyage, which he duly completed, but his ship nearly sank and some of his crew almost died of scurvy.


Markham had chosen his leader well and Scott in turn had put together a fine group of men. As the long polar night of 1902 closed in, Scott wrote: ‘Eyes are turned towards the south; the land of promise.’ But he knew no human could travel far in the terrible cold of an Antarctic winter, so he and his forty-seven men would spend the next ten months crammed together in their ship, the only humans on a continent bigger by far than all of China and India.
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Dogs, Skis and Men


Ernest Shackleton, in charge of all stores, had to decide what to leave aboard and what to send ashore in case of an emergency. In the hold were three years of provisions for four dozen men including 6,000 pounds of soup, 42,000 pounds of meat, 7,000 pounds of fish and thirty gallons of brandy. Shackleton was riled by the offhand manner of the man most involved in the ship’s commissariat, the ship’s cook, an Australian named Brett and, Merchant Navy officer or not, Shackleton took him to Scott and reported his insolence. Brett was equally rude to Scott, who described him as ‘a wretched specimen of humanity’, and told the warrant officers to lock him in irons, a standard Navy punishment for disobedience. Brett fought his jailers and twice escaped the irons but after recapture and eight hours shivering in the fo’c’sle, warmed only by the galley stove below, was released in a less rebellious state. History does not relate whether or not his cooking or his behaviour subsequently improved, but it was a significant event; the only time in a ten-year span of expedition work that Scott ever applied any form of physical punishment to any of his men.


Being clapped in irons was uncomfortable and undignified but not painful. And it was not uncommon. Many sailors, when given the choice, preferred a few hours in irons to the alternative of losing grog, baccy or ship leave allowance. If anything Scott erred on the side of gentleness in his application of naval discipline. He preferred to use his personality and a good tongue-lashing to enforce discipline, whether with senior officers or ratings. Nor did he judge his men harshly if he could give them the benefit of the doubt.


Discovery’s arrival at Hut Point on 8 February 1902 was an anxious time for Scott. Although he had found a reasonable spot from where to unload by holding the ship broadside against a twelve foot high ice-face, there were constant dangers from floating flotillas of ice, smaller than bergs but able to invade the shallow bay and sink the ship should the wind change. To reach the rim of the Ice Barrier, the gateway to the south, at any point from their Hut Point cove, Scott’s men would have to haul their sledges up steep inclines to the island’s plateau above the ship and then over various rocky ridges before descending to the Barrier. This overland route could only be avoided if the sea around the island from the ship to the Barrier was to freeze solid and provide an easy shortcut for sledge groups. Scott was aware, however, that such sea ice might appear to be safe but, with a slight wind change, could break up in minutes and float out to sea. Any sledges out on such ice might then be lost forever.


The Ice Barrier (or the Ross Ice Shelf, as it is known today) was a hugely tempting feature to Scott and his men for it rolled away in a southerly direction and, except where snowdrifts lay deep, looked easy to walk or ski upon. But because the ship could not reach any point with direct access onto the Barrier ice, Scott would have to put up with the difficulties of sledging over the foothills and coastal cliffs of the island with bare rock stretches that could ruin sledge runners, and deeply crevassed glaciers that tumbled sheer to the sea. Either that or risk crossing treacherous sea ice after it formed.


Scott’s plans for local sledge trials involved immediate action because winter was already closing in on Hut Point. Scott had never worked with sledging equipment before, nor had any of his men save Armitage, Koettlitz and Bernacchi. These three had scant expertise with sledge dogs and Armitage was openly scathing about their abilities when compared with ponies. Both Armitage and Bernacchi tried hard on the snow slopes around the hut to galvanise the expedition’s twenty-three dogs into action. Armitage cracked a whip but could not persuade his charges even to trot, whereas Bernacchi, using only verbal instructions, found that his team shot away, immediately out of control, leaving him cursing back at the starting point.


Scott therefore sent off a small dog-less team consisting of Shackleton, Wilson and Ferrar to head south to a distant rock-topped island out on the Barrier, from the summit of which, with luck, they would be able to see many miles further to the south. In case they found open sea at any time blocking their way to, or back from, the Barrier, Scott bade them lash a light rowing boat to their sledge. On 18 February 1902 this boat-sledge was towed 800 feet uphill via the snow slope above the ship, between two obvious features, Crater Hill and Observation Hill, then on through a low pass they called the Gap and down to the Barrier ice below. A wind sprang up but the three men tramped on towards the distant island for nine hours until, exhausted, they stopped to camp. The extent of their ignorance in contending with low temperatures is illustrated in Wilson’s diary: ‘The ski boots were frozen to the socks … and it took us all we knew the next morning to tear the socks out. The sweat of one’s feet had lined the boots with ice … we began to get our furs on, an awful job in a small tent … They dressed me first, as I was constantly getting cramp in the thighs whenever I moved, and having dressed me they put me on the floor and sat on me while they dressed each other. We lay on our jaeger blouses, but the cold of the ice floor crept through.’


Next day they climbed the island (White Island) to its 2,300-foot summit and Wilson sketched the panoramic view. They had established a safe route onto the Barrier and south between White Island and its neighbour (Black Island) to a prominent cape (to be called Minna Bluff), some forty miles due south; an ideal location for an initial provisions depot on the Barrier.


Meanwhile, to use the fading daylight hours of summer, the men began to learn how to dog-sledge and ski. Only a dozen or so explorers, primarily Nansen, Peary and Jackson, had used dogs to haul their sledges in the Arctic and Armitage had been Jackson’s second-in-command. So Scott could hardly be said to have no dog advisers. Armitage and Scott, using Nansen’s dogs’ performance as a model, reckoned they would need twenty-three animals for Antarctica, so this was the number selected for them in Siberia by the man who had supplied Nansen. Unbeknown to Scott, he had selected the Discovery dogs from three different canine strains, an error which would lead to even more aggression than is normal between sledge dogs. Another mistake was that instead of keeping set teams together to cut down the fighting and develop team spirit, the various sledgers who tried their hands with the dogs, owing to their initial lack of experience, used different dogs on different occasions. Another common error was to help the dogs pull by harnessing men alongside them. This merely encouraged the dogs to take it easy and let the humans do the work. Armitage advised against it and Scott eventually agreed with him. During the early days at Hut Point the Discovery dogs proved disappointing but not hopeless. Nonetheless Scott continued to push his men to keep trying their best at dog driving.


When, in the 1970s, I made plans to cross Antarctica and the Arctic Ocean, I had to decide whether to use motorised sledges or dogs or manhaul. I asked the European with the then greatest experience at dog driving, Wally Herbert, the modern equivalent of Nansen, and his response was concise: ‘Do not even attempt to use dogs unless you and your men train with them for at least two years fulltime before your expedition begins.’


Gradually Scott’s twenty or so dogs were welded into workable teams and some of the men became reasonable drivers. Scott’s attempts at learning the rudiments of manhauling progressed equally slowly and with as many errors made through ignorance.


Scott’s polar model was Fridtjof Nansen, who in Norway had helped him to put together the best equipment money could buy and had stressed the benefits of using dogs and skis. Scott knew of Nansen’s great pioneer journeys in the Arctic, but could not be certain that either dogs or skis would suit the unknown conditions of Antarctica. Nansen’s first journey, which had made him famous, was the crossing of the Greenland icecap and was achieved entirely without dogs. His second much longer Arctic Ocean traverse, including an attempt on the North Pole, did use dogs, but in conditions unlikely to occur in Antarctica.


Nansen was straightforward about dog-usage. ‘It was undeniable cruelty to the animals from first to last … it makes me shudder even now when I think of how we beat them mercilessly with thick ash sticks when, hardly able to move, they stopped from sheer exhaustion … I have moments of bitter self-reproach.’


Nansen believed that ‘a combination of horses and dogs might prove advantageous on the Ross Barrier’. Today, Britain’s most experienced dog driver who has driven dog teams for thousands of miles including a 220-day, 3,760-mile Antarctic crossing, is Geoff Somers. His random thoughts on Scott include: ‘In recent times monumental traverses have been accomplished by teams pulling their own supplies (with no dogs) … there have been failed dog sled trips and manhaul treks … In Scott’s day the greatest dog journeys had only been carried out in the northern hemisphere where dogs were run in their home environment, food was plentiful and the useful sledging seasons longer.’


Scott’s attitude to the use of skis or any form of snow shoe was to take them and try them. Use them where they work and not where they don’t. Before Discovery left London, Scott, who had never seen skis in use and whose experience of snow extended to throwing snowballs at his sisters in Devon, had to decide what to do about skis. In 1901 skis were heavy and bulky, weighing an average of twenty pounds per pair and being seven feet in length. Even ten years after the Discovery expedition the British public knew so little about skis that Herbert Ponting, in his popular book about Scott, had to explain what they were. Nansen had told Scott that skis were far superior to any other method of transport when travelling on snow. Scott had no need to read Nansen’s books to appreciate such advice. But, as Scott was to learn, Nansen was as fallible in his opinions as any other polar traveller of his day. Sensibly, Scott did not rely only on Nansen, but listened to others with ski experience.


Another great Norwegian Arctic explorer, Otto Sverdrup, had written: ‘Polar exploration without ski is extremely awkward.’ The Norwegian, Borchgrevink, had used skis in Antarctica for a few miles only and then merely close to the coastline, not really proving their usefulness one way or the other. There were a few individual Britons with considerable ski experience. The chief of these was David Crichton-Somerville, an Englishman who had lived in Norway and skied for over twenty-five years. He had written of the usefulness of skis for light work on soft snow but said that he would not use them if he was hauling anything or the snow was firm. On the other hand, contemporary British ski pundit Martin Conway wrote after a few weeks’ skiing on Spitsbergen that he could drag heavy weights over any kind of snow wearing skis.


Scott soon picked up the advantages of ski use. You could move more safely over crevassed areas if you spread your weight on skis, and a man on skis would not sink as deeply in soft snow, so would save energy. Scott appreciated these advantages, but was equally aware he would critically have to add 100 pounds to the weight of a sledgeload, for the skis of the five manhaulers, wherever the route climbed uphill and skiing was impossible. Skis were easily broken and sledges often overturned. Spare skis were too heavy to take. Such mathematics made it extremely tempting not to take skis at all and that is precisely what Shackleton decided, four years after the Discovery expedition, when his turn came to lead a major South Pole attempt.


As with dogs, Scott sensibly decided to assess the usefulness of skis with realistic sledgeloads by trial and error. Would a course of Scandinavian instruction beforehand have helped? Even if he had found the time to fit one in, it is unlikely.


In Norway and Bavaria in the 1960s, I spent long months learning the technique of langlauf, or cross-country skiing, from Norwegian and German instructors. I spent four winter seasons on the Austrian border instructing Scottish soldiers in the sport and competing in Army langlauf races. I then led expeditions towing heavy sledges over Norwegian glaciers and soon discovered the difference between langlauf skiing with and without heavy loads to drag. With loads the entire business of technique and skill becomes superfluous. The huge advantage of the Scandinavians virtually disappears when the art of gliding and energy conservation is rendered useless by the need to shift a heavy sledge. Anybody, with a few hours’ practice, can learn the simple plodding movement needed for heavy manhaul on or off skis.


A few months later, after considerable experience of local manhaul, Scott wrote: ‘We have been trying once or twice lately to go on ski as the snow is very soft and we sink deeply, but we find that we cannot put the same weight on the traces as we do on foot. On the whole our ski so far have been of little value. They have saved us labour on the rare occasions on which we have not had to pull … but the labour thus saved is a doubtful compensation for the extra weight which they add to the load.’ He added a very valid but often ignored point: ‘Another thing to be remembered is that one gets used to plodding, even in heavy snow, and, though it is very tiring at first, one’s capacity for performance on foot ought not to be judged until one is thoroughly accustomed to the work.’


The factor that Scott would only learn after long journeys out on the Ice Barrier, in changing wind or cloud conditions and varying temperatures, was the incredible difference that these very changes cause to the experience of manhauling. Within a few metres, differing snow surfaces can change easy haulage into nightmare work. A rise or fall in temperature can have the same effect. One minute a manhauler will praise his skis, the next curse them, load them onto the sledge and carry on without them. When Nansen advised Scott to take skis, neither he nor the ski-makers advised Scott or Armitage to take ski-skins and ski-wax to help the skis grip the snow when heading uphill. Scott and his men were thrown in at the deep end and their first real test run was to be the apparently simple 100-mile flat run from Hut Point around the south of Ross Island to Cape Crozier where the previous month, and from the seaward side, they had established a message point.


Now that they had found their winter quarters they must revisit Cape Crozier to leave details of their location for the relief ship. It would be their first manhaul journey. Scott himself was hors de combat with a wrenched knee from his skiing efforts, so it was Charles Royds who led the four sledges hauled by twelve men and, at the last minute, eight dogs. Those who favoured their use took skis, much to the annoyance of those who felt they were white elephants and merely an additional weight on already heavy sledges.


Royds led with four dogs and five men, sailors Wild, Vince, Weller and the American Quartley, together with the experienced Dr Koettlitz. They hauled two sledges, as did the second group, also with four dogs, of Barne, Skelton, Plumley, Heald, the young New Zealander Hare and the big Welshman Edgar Evans.


Scott waved off this cavalcade on 4 March 1902 and later noted: ‘I am bound to confess that the sledges when packed presented an appearance of which we should afterwards have been wholly ashamed, and much the same might be said of the clothing worn by the sledgers. But at this time our ignorance was deplorable; we did not know how much or what proportions would be required as regards the food, how to use our cookers, how to put up our tents, or even how to put on our clothes. Not a single article of the outfit had been tested, and amid the general ignorance that prevailed the lack of system was painfully apparent in everything.’


Each day out on the trail taught each of these amateurs little lessons on how to make things easier for himself, how to adjust clothing and how to sleep with socks or mitts close to the body to avoid overnight freezing. This journey, in itself hardly overambitious, was a sound early apprenticeship for a quarter of Scott’s men.


In the months ahead temperatures around the island would drop to –56.5°C but now, early in March, 0°C with little or no wind served as a good level of schooling for the men, enough to teach such novices lessons but not so severe as to cripple them. They suffered painful cramps in their tents, a normal post-manhauling complaint, one of the cookers broke, probably for lack of a protective box, there were lightly frost-nipped ears and feet, and a lack of sleep due to too small, three-man sleeping bags and the fearsome intermittent roar of avalanches cascading down the 10,000-foot slopes of nearby Mount Erebus.


After four days’ travel through deep soft snow they had advanced only twenty miles and Royds calculated that their twenty-one days of rations would not last. Sensibly, therefore, he divided the group into two, sending everyone and everything (except Skelton, Koettlitz, himself and one sledge) back under Michael Barne. Royds suggested that Barne take his group back to the ship by the known outward route, rather than by any easier looking shortcut he might spot.


Two days later, on 11 March 1902, Barne’s group of nine men and eight dogs found themselves camped back on the Ice Barrier beneath Castle Rock, an easily recognised feature astride the island’s ridgeline and some four miles north of the bay at Hut Point. Barne spotted an easy snow slope leading up to the ridge. The visibility was good and he knew he had only to follow the ridge south until he recognised Crater Hill at the top of the Hut Point ski slope and leading down 800 feet to the ship. This would be an easy enough task in good visibility but, unfortunately, no sooner had Barne’s men reached the ridgeline than the fine weather broke with a vengeance and a bitter wind whipped the drift snow into a whiteout.


At this point Michael Barne made a basic error. Instead of settling down with his eight companions in their two tents and waiting for clear visibility, he decided to risk a quick dash of less than four miles along the ridge top and down the ski slope to safety. He would leave the heavy gear, including the sledge and the tents, on the ridge to collect later in better conditions. Within an hour he expected they would all be safe aboard Discovery. With a little bit of luck Barne’s plan would have worked. They all left their sledge dump wearing ski boots, except for young Clarence Hare and the chirpy Dorset man George Vince whose boots had frozen so hard the previous night they had to march in their sleeping boots, soft finnesko of thick warm felt. The nine men and their dogs were now stumbling along through the gloom immediately above, but unaware of, sheer ice cliffs that fell away to the sea far below. None wore crampons and, as the slope became steeper, they began to lose their footing, especially Hare and Vince in their smooth-soled finnesko.


Without warning, Hare disappeared down the slope and Barne told the others to spread out as they groped their way forward so that when Hare caught up he would more easily bump into someone. Evans then slid away out of sight, followed by Barne and the American Quartley. A ledge of soft snow halted their downward plunge and a clear patch in the mist revealed to their horror the cliff top just a few feet below them. Frank Wild had knocked nails through his ski boot soles and so had slightly more leverage than the others. When the others failed to reappear Wild rallied the remaining sailors, who were rapidly growing dangerously cold, and led them on in the assumed direction of Hut Point. The slope steepened abruptly and all five men, slipping on the ice, hurtled downwards. Wild and three others managed, just, to kick their boots into a patch of snow along the very rim of the precipice but George Vince’s finnesko gained no grip and he continued to slide until his flailing body disappeared into the void.


Terrified and using their sheath knives to gain tenuous holds, the four survivors inched their way back up to the crest of the ridge and at length found the rocky plateau which led to Crater Hill and the ski slope above the ship. George Vince’s body was never found and the cross Scott had erected in his memory still stands on the summit at Hut Point. Hare miraculously survived. He had careered down the slope, ending up unconscious in soft snow which covered his body and, forty-eight hours later, he returned to the ship as merry as ever and entirely without frostbite. Scott, overjoyed, cried out: ‘Thank God one of my boys has returned.’


The bad weather which caused this tragedy also nearly killed Charles Royds, Koettlitz and Skelton for they were at the time attempting to descend the Cape Crozier cliffs to the message point and, in the whiteout, almost failed to make it back to their camp. As it was they were low on food and, after two more futile attempts to locate their goal using crampons and a rope, Royds sensibly decided they should head back to the ship, overruling the others’ zeal to keep trying. On their return journey the temperature dropped to –41°C of frost, but they made it back in only four days. All the dogs, but for one which had slid over the cliff with Vince, were recovered and a great many lessons were learnt.


Scott took reports from Royds and the others about the equipment very seriously and quickly ordered modifications for the future. The fact that Hare had survived without tent or sleeping bag for forty-eight hours in his sledge clothes and finnesko was hopeful, whereas Skelton’s report on the three-man fur sleeping bag his group had used was not. When they first used this bag it weighed forty-five pounds but only twenty days later, owing to the accumulated weight of frozen perspiration, it weighed seventy-six pounds.


With Vince’s death and the reality all forty-six men now faced of wintering in this stark unforgiving place, the atmosphere aboard Discovery may well have been as gloomy as her bleak surroundings when the sun disappeared altogether for the next five months.
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The First Winter


On the Sunday evening after the death of George Vince a service was held on board in his memory and the sound of the hymns sung by the forty-six men of Discovery rose and fell against the flanks of Mount Erebus and above the frozen sea. Scott reminded the ship’s company that winter was coming and nobody had ever wintered this far south before so there could be no knowing what conditions to expect. But one thing was certain – Hut Point was not a place for personal errors: even a mere one hundred yards away from the ship or the hut a man could be quickly cut off by a blizzard with no visibility to see his way back to safety and warmth. Never, Scott warned, count on good weather lasting. Koettlitz lectured on the hazards of frostbite and Scott announced one last journey before winter conditions prevented further travel. This was to position further depots to the south, give more men sledging experience and allow another trial with the dogs.


His knee recovered, Scott set out on 1 April 1902 together with Albert Armitage, Edward Wilson, Reginald Koettlitz, eight sailors and eighteen dogs. The temperature hovered around –40°C. The dogs managed twenty-three miles on the first day but, at –44°C and with a stiff headwind, only notched up a poor ten miles on day two. The extreme cold had made the snow surface abrasive and the dogs’ paws bled. The simplest camping chore took forever with frozen fingers. Eyelashes froze together. Experiments at dragging sledges separately were dropped in favour of all the men and all the dogs hauling all the sledges hitched together in a single train. Most of the time the men hauled without their single ski-sticks which certainly helped avoid the frostbitten fingers which can result from using a stick with both hands held high but a disadvantage was that hauling power was diminished.


After three days and nights of purgatory, Scott realised that this first experiment at winter sledging in Antarctica was liable to end in injury, or worse, to men and dogs. Some twelve miles from the ship four sledgeloads with 2,000 pounds of provisions were left on the Ice Barrier as a depot for later journeys and Scott turned back. With light sledges and the knowledge they were heading home, the dogs covered the distance back in only six hours. For their very first lesson at sledging, the eight inexperienced sailors must have suffered a great deal. Even for Antarctic veterans in modern times manhauling in April is a nightmare.


In his diary Scott wrote of this and subsequent pre-winter journeys: ‘everything was wrong.’ Only years later, when writing a book about the Discovery experiences, did Scott appreciate the very real value of those early trials. ‘That we were eventually able to make long and successful sledge journeys is no doubt due to the mistakes which we made and the experience gained at that time and the fact that we took our lesson to heart.’


Before further thought could be given to sledging Scott needed to concentrate on the immediate and critical task of organising life on board Discovery to cope with four dozen humans crammed together in conditions which by any normal standards would be judged as appalling. The only precedents Scott had were the wintering of de Gerlache’s Belgica, captive in the floating pack, and the Southern Cross crew of ten in their Cape Adare hut 370 miles further north of Hut Point. Those experiences had involved quagmires of social dissension, an outbreak of insanity, violent hatred and scurvy, and Scott resolved to avoid a repeat performance in Discovery, despite having four times as many men as were in Southern Cross and, therefore, a bigger potential for trouble.


The Navy, Scott knew, had a simple formula to avoid trouble: lay down a basic set of rules for everyone on board and stick to them. Few folk will admit to enjoying the imposition of discipline in civilian life and Scott, realising this, sensibly watered down traditional Royal Navy regulations to a minimum to cope with his mixed-bag crew.


The basis of Scott’s discipline system was the standard Forces three-way hierarchy split between officers, non-commissioned officers (petty officers in naval parlance), and ratings. Each group shared separate living-quarters and mess tables. Non-naval people, such as the scientists, were classed as officers. The eleven ‘officers’ ate and lived in a communal wardroom, wood-panelled and ten yards long with a table down the centre and an oft-defective piano up one end. On those occasions when the fingers of its only competent player, Charles Royds, were not frostbitten, after-dinner music was popular. Each officer had his own tiny cabin, of which Scott’s was the largest, but coldest, on board. A good deal of chess was played, each move loudly argued. Hodgson observed that the skipper hated losing, which was true of everything he did from football to manhauling. He was highly competitive and would have been a poor choice for leader had he been otherwise. The warmest room, positioned over the main hold, which provided excellent insulation, was the mess deck where the ratings slung their hammocks when they wished to sleep.


Like all sea captains of his day, Scott nursed a deep-seated fear of scurvy. By 1902 there was still no certain cure but several unproven preventative measures. One of these was to eat fresh meat and Scott still had on board his supply of New Zealand mutton. To supplement this he sent hunting groups out to find and butcher seals and penguins. A single seal fed the crew for two days, but Scott feared the seals would disappear when the sea ice in the vicinity froze over, so he ordered as many killed as would be needed for the coming winter as soon as possible.


The sun, Scott knew, would disappear completely for four months starting in late April and he feared the tales of polar anaemia which had followed the Belgica experience. Medical science had not in 1901 defined Seasonal Affective Disorder as an existing medical condition but many doctors did believe that lack of light for long periods could cause depression, aggression and even insanity. Scott therefore provisioned Discovery with great numbers of candles, 1,500 gallons of kerosene for lanterns and a new-fangled windmill to generate an electric lighting circuit to illuminate the ship. Nansen’s Fram had used a similar apparatus with some success in the Arctic and Drygalski had a German version in Gauss. Chief Engineer Reginald Skelton, a good-natured grumbler who put together many Scott-designed gadgets, nonetheless complained loud and long about Scott’s windmill, which needed constant attention by his hard-worked engineers.


On 23 April 1902 the sun dipped below the eastern horizon for the last time to disappear for 123 days and, as was expected, crew morale dropped. When a storm eventually wrecked Scott’s windmill on 2 May, much to Skelton’s delight, even he could not deny the month of light that it had generated had been greatly appreciated by all on board.


Wilson noted: ‘Men don’t improve when they live together alone.’ Scott could not read helpful psychological literature on how best to cope in such circumstances for none was available. The Navy answer to keeping the skipper’s finger on the communal pulse was through careful maintenance of contact between the junior officers, petty officers, and ratings. Albert Armitage, the senior officer beneath Scott, was under a special contract as ice pilot, so the first officer, Charles Royds, was Scott’s conduit to the crew and Royds handled the men with both tact and firmness. He held a fine line of discipline but spent many hours on the mess deck chatting to the men, as did Michael Barne and Ernest Shackleton. They knew from experience that there would be tensions and they hoped, through contact, to diffuse them where possible.


Scott has been ridiculed by late twentieth-century biographers for running his semi-civilian expeditions the naval way. Louis Bernacchi, who lived under Scott’s Discovery regime for two winters and had also experienced the dismal winter with the Southern Cross non-naval crew at Cape Adare, was in a good position to be able to compare the two command methods. He was a critical scientist and an Australian with no Royal Navy attachments but his opinion was straightforward: he stated that Scott’s formalities at dinner ‘helped to preserve an atmosphere of civilized tolerance such as has seldom been found in polar expeditions’. In the minutiae of everyday life, Bernacchi added that naval tradition was ‘of infinite benefit’.


Ninety-nine per cent of the time, the only ‘discipline’ that Scott relied upon was his quick-tempered reputation and his ability to give a fierce verbal dressing-down, very often in public, whether the target of his wrath was First Lieutenant Charles Royds or the ship’s boilerman.


The hut was less than 200 yards from the ship and a guide-rope covered much of the intervening distance, yet in blizzards there was still a danger of disorientation and one night Bernacchi and Skelton left the hut and failed to find the guide-rope which had been blown down. For an hour and a half they lost their bearings and their shouts were inaudible mere yards away. A group returning from the hut by chance and good luck found both men, but by then they were badly frostbitten about their faces and legs. All this happened on the short, flat, familiar path between hut and ship’s gangway.


Wilson wrote: ‘You can see nothing but white drift and the roar of the wind is utterly bewildering. You cannot consult with anyone because you can’t hear him, even if he shouts in your ear. I know nothing so terrifying as these blizzards.’


Scott took Discovery’s science programme as seriously as the safety of his men, even inventing gadgets to help additional research work, such as tide measurement. Wilson recorded: ‘The Skipper is endlessly planning new theories and new methods of observation. He’s an excellent man for this job, full of theories and ingenuity; always thinking.’


The scientist most at risk from blizzards was Louis Bernacchi whose two magnetic huts were a hundred yards further inland than the main hut. The extremely delicate instruments he monitored daily and for hours on end included one that could measure electricity in the atmosphere, especially useful during aurora displays, and a prototype seismograph. Some of Bernacchi’s experiments were timed to the second to coincide with parallel work programmed for the German and Swedish expeditions, the first example of international scientific coordination on the Antarctic continent.


Although research jobs kept the scientists, the officers and their selected helpers busy through the long winter, as did routine maintenance by the engineers, there were still long slack periods for many and Scott, well aware that inactivity could lead to discontent, asked Shackleton to edit a magazine, The South Polar Times, to which anyone could contribute articles, drawings, cartoons, comments and quizzes. This proved to be a big success.


For those letting off more private steam, diaries were waste bins for hurt feelings, minor dislikes and petty jealousies. On all expeditions diaries have traditionally targeted for criticism the person responsible, the leader. On the Discovery expedition every action Scott took, every mood he exhibited, every meaningful comment he made was recorded in one or a dozen diaries. All that went wrong or was thought to be wrong was his fault. Any item missing or faulty was due to his inefficiency. Discomfort, bad weather, poor morale … all, in the diaries, could be blamed on Scott. Some writers tempered and balanced their criticisms. Others just let off steam.


Scott maintained just enough of a framework of traditional naval activities to avoid anyone becoming lazy or dirty, owing to the unaccustomed pressures of the polar winter. On Sundays each man had to change his clothes from his weekly wear and join the others to parade in two ranks. Scott had ordered a custom-made canvas awning to cover much of the deck, where the Sunday services and a weekly inspection were held. This provided excellent protection against the wind and blown snow. Scott, Royds and Skelton inspected first the mess deck and then the men by the light of a lamp held high by Boatswain Thomas Feather.


The ship’s bell was then tolled and a church service held, still on deck, at which attendance was not compulsory. Royds played the piano when it worked and everyone sang rousing hymns like ‘Eternal Father Strong to Save’. Frank Plumley wrote of the weekly church parades, ‘We are not angels but I think the greater part of us enjoys it.’ Once, in August, Scott’s inspection of the mess deck lasted over an hour whilst the men waited up on deck. This naturally had the men, or at least the voluble Scots carpenter James Duncan, complaining: ‘we are treated like children.’ But it appears to have been a one-off lapse on Scott’s part for there were no other such complaints. Frank Wild, a merchant seaman, found the Sunday parades ‘somewhat unnecessary in the circumstances’, but another shrugged, ‘Oh well, it pleases him and doesn’t hurt us.’


The long darkness passed slowly by, marked sixty days after the sun’s disappearance by a special Midwinter Day celebration on 22 June 1902. Gifts and cards were doled out to every man, after a Christmas lunch of turkey and distinctly alcoholic plum pudding. Hodgson noted that: ‘the Captain was quite as much excited as was necessary for his dignity.’ Duncan, who had long grumbled that more entertainment should be laid on, built a stage in the main hut for Charles Royds’s first play Ticket of Leave with Frank Wild as male lead and two sailors as leading ladies. This was so popular that Royds soon began to rehearse a follow-up show.


Immediately after the morale boost of the Christmas festivity transplanted to Midwinter Day came the white nadir of the darkest moonless week and successive blizzards. Clarence Hare, the youngest man on the ship, wrote that there were more fights and quarrels than usual and unnecessary behaviour by certain of the crew but he added: ‘These little troubles are expected. No expedition has been without them.’


Early in June Scott told everyone they should start full-time preparations for sledging as soon as the hours of twilight began to increase. He did not elaborate on the detail of each planned sledge journey or which men would go where and the resulting uncertainty tended to keep everyone on their toes. Some individuals had already won their spurs the previous autumn and privately favoured their chances of selection for one of the sledge teams. Frank Wild, for instance, had probably saved lives by his steadfast action at the time of Vince’s death. Wild would, fifteen years later, become Shackleton’s right-hand man and Shackleton himself was to serve his own polar apprenticeship through selection by Scott as a sledger.


Scott realised that three men stood out for their strength, equanimity and ability to undertake equipment modification, repairs, or even to design new gear suggested by the failure of existing items. They were Edgar Evans, William Lashly and Tom Crean. Late in June Wilson suspected that Crean was exhibiting the early scurvy symptoms of swellings on his lower legs. Luckily, a month later, the Irishman’s swellings disappeared and scurvy was ruled out. Two months later careful inspections by both doctors indicated that no cases of scurvy (and, therefore, no Vitamin C deficiency) existed on board, so the increased seal meat diet had at least prevented the Discovery men from suffering the fate of many of their predecessors aboard Belgica.


Thanks to the detailed critiques of Royds and the others who had suffered from the defects of the sledging gear on the autumnal trial journeys, Scott knew exactly what modifications were needed and, with two clear months of ever improving light conditions prior to the first planned sledge outing, Crean and company began their work. Dog harnesses were designed and produced, tents were strengthened, roomier three-man fur sleeping bags were made, sledges were assembled and their runners were sheathed with German silver (thin nickel-plated steel), food bags were sewn, and wooden sledge boxes were fashioned to avoid breakage of biscuits and other rations. At one point more than twenty of the crew were active at this sledge gear work, especially the sewing of wolf and reindeer skins, using their sail-repair needle skills to full advantage.


All work that could be foreseen was finished in good time for the first spring trial but Scott, like his Norwegian rival Amundsen after him, was too eager to start his trial journeys as early as possible, not appreciating how vicious the spring weather could be. His first outing and the suffering involved by both men and dogs came as quite a shock.


Some critics (including Scott in his own diary) suggest that he should have started his trials even earlier, perhaps using the winter moonlight instead of playing football. Bernacchi had been the only person allowed to leave the ship in extreme conditions, since his work in the magnetic huts was critical to the science programme, often reaching his hut only by crawling all the way and never letting go of the safety line from the ship. He became blasé and wrote that some sledging rehearsals could have started earlier. But such a course could easily have led to severe frostbite and dead dogs. Starting trials at the end of August, as Scott did, was undoubtedly the most sensible timing.


The very first outings merely tested different dog harnessing systems, including, on 2 September, a foray by six men under Scott along the Ross Island coast. The overall impression Scott had gained from the first fumbling trials back at the time of Vince’s death was that progress over the Ice Barrier, when towing heavy weights, was extremely difficult, especially in bad weather, but that dogs made things slightly less difficult than no dogs. Since, contrary to the ever-present myth, he had no built-in preference for manhauling over any other form of traction, he decided to concentrate first and foremost on dog trials in the hope that the canine way really did prove to be the best way. The main journey for the coming summer, planned to start in mid-October, was intended to go due south as far as terrain and supplies would allow.


The myth that Scott was set in his ways over manhaul, or anything else, was way off mark. He constantly looked for new answers to his problems and sometimes, if none was available, he invented solutions of his own. Navigating in whiteout conditions can be a soul-destroying, confusing business with zero perspective and no aiming mark. Scott tied a shred of wool to a light bamboo and steered by the direction of the wind.


Especially in the region of the south magnetic pole, a standard compass was useless or, at best, extremely slow, so Scott prepared a device for steering by the sun, a small wooden dial with a shadow-pin. He marked two outer rings, one with the compass points and the other in half-hour stages. Anyone with a reasonable understanding of navigation could use this with ease on the move. Slightly more complex, he improvised a method of determining the daily change in the sun’s declination to allow him to locate latitude when out of sight of land.


He invented a tough and practical trawl-net for Discovery after all the official nets were broken and an ingenious tide-measurement gauge. To protect the face from frostbite when travelling into the wind, Scott designed a jacket hood with a face funnel into the front rim of which he threaded a hoop of copper wire, soft enough to bend into any shape and stiff enough to retain that shape. This ‘face funnel wire’ is still used by scientists in Antarctica today. Cherry-Garrard recorded that Scott designed tapered sledge runners, wider at the front than the back, which worked well with much less friction involved. Scott also laid the first ever Antarctic land-line telephone link for communication, between Cape Evans and Hut Point.


Scott was always inclined to observe his men and keep private notes, either highly critical or full of praise, on their ongoing performance. He was quick to forgive and forget, unlike most expedition leaders including Amundsen and later Shackleton. So a man who was in his disfavour one month might easily redeem himself the next. A record of poor health meant little to Scott if the sick person subsequently completed some admirable sledging feat. This may well have stemmed from Scott’s own past as a delicate child. He had taken to Wilson from their first meeting in London and had overruled those who advised him not to take someone who had only recently recovered from tuberculosis on the expedition. Michael Barne had once been Scott’s first choice for the Southern Journey but after he damaged his fingers on the first spring attempt to lay the Bluff Depot he had to be relegated to less ambitious projects. Over the long winter Scott came to trust and admire Wilson to the point where his tubercular history was ignored and he became first choice for the Southern Journey.


As a disciple of Nansen, whose famed north polar wanderings had been achieved with only one companion, Scott favoured an equally small team. Wilson favoured a third person on the grounds that, with only two, a single injury would be a disaster. Seeing the sense in this, Scott chose Ernest Shackleton whom he had grown to trust and clearly saw as extremely capable. He also appreciated that the Irishman was powerfully built, ideal for manhauling, and a good friend of Wilson.


If, as biographers with no personal experience of polar travel have subsequently suggested, Shackleton had shown Scott signs of rivalry, actual or psychological, Scott would not have selected him for a major role on the Southern Journey. Scott favoured the competent at all times: he had chosen Shackleton for sledging trials from the very first Antarctic outing and had appointed him editor of the South Polar Times, not a position to hand to a potential rival in a small community.


When selecting team members for my own polar expeditions, I choose confident, highly capable individuals, who are not ‘yes’ men but will not threaten my status as leader. Shackleton was to become a rival to Scott in the years to follow the Discovery expedition but that was all very much in the future. Two strong people chasing the same goal will always be rivals and gossip will often invent personal ill will between them. With Scott and Shackleton these myths have gone on for years. Tales of bitter rivalry have made for a good story but are hardly borne out by the documented facts.


Shackleton was overjoyed when Scott asked him to become the third man for the great trek south. If he or others had believed that Scott would select only Royal Navy men for the plum jobs, they were surely surprised when the final choices were Wilson, a civilian, and Shackleton from the Merchant Navy.


Scott’s plan was straightforward. The three men would set out in mid-October with all twenty-two dogs. Shackleton would, during the preceding weeks, train and learn to handle the teams; a tall order perhaps but he had Armitage on hand for advice. To conserve the dogs’ energy at the outset, Michael Barne would lead a manhaul depot-laying group to leave provisions at Bluff Depot and at 79°30′S. To reach the Pole (90°) would entail a round trip of 1,480 miles and this was just attainable, assuming that flat barrier ice stretched unhindered all the way there. Such conditions would make an average of sixteen miles per day for a hundred travel days feasible, a rate achieved by Nansen on his Greenland crossing. Scott himself at no point mentioned the possibility of getting all the way to the Pole on this first major journey into the interior although Wilson was more hopeful: ‘We will go as far south in a straight line on the Barrier as we can, reach the Pole if possible, or find some new land.’


When the sun returned to Hut Point early in September hunting parties were sent out to kill seals to re-stock Discovery with fresh meat. At the same time experiments took place on the sea ice with four sledges and sixteen dogs. The results confirmed that, rather than attach four dogs to each sledge, the best method was for all the dogs to haul all the sledges hitched together. This avoided factional fighting.


After a thirty-seven-mile journey, which traced the edge of the firm sea ice to the north of Hut Point, Scott’s group returned, pleased with Shackleton’s dogs and with the bicycle-wheel meters Skelton had cobbled together to record distances travelled. At the same time other forays foundered due to simple carelessness – a sleeping bag being allowed to blow away, or a tent unsecurely anchored. Scott blamed himself for not having practised the basic skills of camping during the long dark winter months in the immediate vicinity of the ship, but it is easy to be wise after the event and, in my experience of Antarctic winters, dress rehearsals carried out close by a base camp are no substitute for the real thing and can serve merely to give false confidence. Scott’s men still made the occasional error but they were already streets ahead of their performances of the previous autumn.


On 11 September Armitage set out with five men to find a route to the magnetic pole. Locating the position of the magnetic pole was crucial to the updating of magnetic maps of the southern hemisphere and thus to marine navigation. And if they could beat Drygalski to it, so much the better. As the most experienced polar traveller aboard Discovery Armitage’s adverse opinion on the use of skis for manhauling was well known, so eyebrows were raised when his men, on skis, were each seen to wield a ski-stick in unison as they pulled away from Hut Point. Scott recorded: ‘I am inclined to reserve my opinion of the innovation.’


Armitage led his men by a zigzag coastal route to the inlet named New Harbour, where he discovered the beginning of an inland route at the mouth of a great glacier which looked hopeful, and which he named after Ferrar. A blizzard then pinned him down and attempts to reconnoitre on foot soon proved dangerous in poor visibility and high winds. Worst of all, two of his men, Ferrar and Heald, became weak with symptoms which Armitage recognised as scurvy. He knew he must turn back at once lest he and the others also succumb. Back aboard Discovery Wilson confirmed that all of Armitage’s group were showing symptoms of the much feared affliction.


Royds was astounded, ‘when one thinks of the fresh meat which has been constantly provided throughout the winter.’ He, Wilson and Armitage decided in Scott’s absence on another provisioning trip to increase the seal meat diet at once. They also double-checked the daily availability of lime juice, jams, bottled fruits, potatoes and other vegetables. Hunting sorties were increased and Armitage, aware that some men often avoided rancid tasting seal meat, which was due to the cook’s slackness and failure to remove all the blubber, confronted Henry Brett, the cook, and stressed that his future pay level would depend entirely on how well the food was thenceforward prepared and presented.


Scott, Shackleton and the boatswain Thomas Feather returned to the ship on 4 October with sixteen dogs after an encouraging journey. They had left provisions sufficient for six weeks for three men and eighteen dogs at the Bluff Depot and, despite Feather’s near death in a crevasse, they made the return journey of sixty-seven miles in only three days. Scott was pleased with the dogs and had no complaints about Shackleton with whom he had chosen to do more sledging than anyone else. On their arrival at the ship, Wilson wrote: ‘None of them were any the worse, apparently, except Shackleton, who has blistered all his finger tips again with frostbite and is obviously a bit done up. He is very much thinner and has lost pounds in weight.’


Scott took the news of the scurvy calmly enough and congratulated Armitage on the measures he had taken to combat the sickness. His Southern Journey plans, however, all based on a mid-October start, were badly dented. He would have to wait a month to ensure his own group had no scurvy symptoms. Instead of a hundred days for the southern trip there would now be a mere ten weeks, nowhere near enough to make the Pole at 90° South but, with luck, 85° South might be reached and a huge chunk of unknown terrain explored.


This change of programme showed the good sense of Scott’s policy of keeping crew briefings about his future intentions to a minimum since, in Antarctica, even the best-laid plans were liable to be altered by last minute problems. As Professor Drygalski had once advised Scott, theorising back in Europe was a waste of time.


While anti-scurvy operations were in full swing in Discovery, including every effort being made to improve hygiene, dryness and ventilation, Charles Royds took a team to Cape Crozier on 4 October where he finally managed to update the message point with the expedition’s latest plans for the information of the expected relief ship. A blizzard pinned them in their tents for five days and nights and their thermometer recorded –50°C. From a clifftop near Cape Crozier Royds’s men, Skelton, Frank Wild and the American stoker Arthur Quartley, spotted a colony of 300 Emperor penguins on an isolated beach, which they suspected might be the Emperors’ breeding grounds. Foul weather forced Royds to turn back and great was the general relief, when Drs Wilson and Koettlitz examined them, that all were found to be fit and well. The scurvy outbreak had been checked and, after giving final detailed orders to Armitage and Royds for their own coming journeys, Scott set out for the interior on 2 November.
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The Southern Journey 1902–1903


Scott and his two equally inexperienced companions were about to attempt to unravel the mystery of the interior of the last unknown landmass on earth. Was it some floating icefield, punctuated here and there by islands, or a frozen continent? All they could see to their south and east was the limitless Ice Barrier, which Scott shrewdly guessed was ‘all afloat’. To their west as they set out lay the distant mountain chain of Victoria Land which, as far as they knew, was in reality merely an island. Not knowing how difficult the snow surfaces ahead would be, nor the likely frequency of blizzards, fog, crevasses and other obstacles, Scott could not predict how many miles his group would advance for each day of rations consumed, but they had food for seventy days, so must turn north again after thirty-five.


To pinpoint their progress in an oft-featureless terrain, the three men used the mariner’s latitudinal measurement system based on each degree travelled due south being made up of 60 minutes. Each minute is one nautical mile so each degree is exactly sixty nautical miles. I use nautical miles in this book, unless stated otherwise, which was also Scott’s practice. (A nautical mile is 800 feet (244 metres) longer than a statute mile.) Since Hut Point lay at 77°40′S and the Pole at 90°S the direct distance between the two, as flown by a freezing crow, was clearly 740 miles. At any point the direct way south might be blocked by mountains or impassable ice formations. Regions of heavy crevassing and volcanic phenomena had been conjectured and might lie ahead. A leader of great courage and will power would be needed to press on to the limits of endurance but, when Scott had been chosen as leader, the selecting committee had no idea of his character in this respect. Nor, as they set out, did Shackleton and Wilson.


[image: image]


Before departing the three men wrote farewell letters to their loved ones; Scott to his widowed mother, Wilson to his young wife and Shackleton to his fiancée. Scott also wrote orders to his second-in-command, Albert Armitage. ‘Should I not return before a date at which there is any possibility of the ship being again frozen in, you should take the ship back to New Zealand provisioning the but and leaving, if you think fit, a search party, which could be recovered the following season.’ Implicit in these instructions was the possibility that Scott’s group might not be seen again, might be swallowed up by terra incognita. Scott was to be the chief navigator but, should he be injured or debilitated by snow blindness, Shackleton had during the winter practised using the theodolite, introduced by Scott in place of the lighter and easier to handle, but less accurate, sextant. Theodolites need no visible horizon, unlike sextants, and are ideal for survey work in mountainous areas such as the group might well encounter.


Early attempts at skiing when pulling alongside the dogs proved unhelpful, so for the first two days the three men lashed their skis to the sledges, just as Scott’s mentor, the great Nansen, had done during his first crossing of Greenland. After the third day the snow surface changed and the skis worked well. Each man used a single ski-stick, toe-strap ski-bindings and warm Lapp finnesko boots, as advised by Nansen. Their wooden skis gripped the snow well enough without ski-skins or waxes, since the terrain was wholly flat. For four days they averaged eleven miles per day but then blizzards slowed their pace and at length they reached the Bluff Depot on 10 November. By the fourth day Wilson, the doctor, noted: ‘Shackle started a most persistent and annoying cough in the tent.’


For the first two weeks they were followed by a support team under Michael Barne. Scott noted: ‘Confident in ourselves, confident in our equipment and confident in our dog team, we can but feel elated with the prospect that is before us.’ But only one day later, their first full day after Barne had left and their loads were at full weight, their progress slowed dramatically for the dogs no longer coped with the heavier weights. Soon Scott was writing: ‘Shackleton in front, with harness slung over his shoulder, was bent forward with his whole weight on the trace; in spite of his breathless work, now and again he would raise and half-turn his head in an effort to cheer on the team.’


They agreed that the dogs’ rapidly worsening performance was partly due to the absence of any visible object out ahead of the lead dog. There was nothing to aim at in 180° of featureless waste. The obvious answer, frequently noted by Scott, was for one of the group to ski far enough ahead of the lead dog to provide an aiming mark. Unfortunately, the loss of a third of their human pulling power would have made this uneconomical, since there were many other reasons for the dogs’ poor performance. The best they could manage was to have one man hauling alongside the lead dogs. Whenever feasible Scott would keep his men travelling in bad weather, since the alternative was the quickest way to use food without gaining mileage.


The wind dropped and the temperature rose to –6.5°C and higher, which made sledge-hauling extremely warm work. Rather than kill the dogs through sheer exhaustion in these new difficult conditions, Scott took the painful decision to divide and relay the load. Thenceforward they would pull three of the six sledges for five miles (or less in bad visibility), depot them, then return for the other three. They must now travel three miles to gain a single mile of progress. Scott switched from daytime to night-time travel to avoid the hottest time of day since, despite twenty-four hours of daylight, the sun was a lot lower at ‘night’.


A phenomenon which frightened men and dogs when first they experienced it was christened the ‘barrier hush’ or ‘shudder’. One man described it as ‘the most eerie sound you can imagine’. The worst such quakes I came across in Antarctica were close to the Pole. When snow builds up into a patch of wind crust several inches thick, whether as big as a sports arena, or merely room-sized, the pressure of even a dog’s foot can be enough to trigger a sudden collapse of the whole suspended mass. Never more than a few inches, but it is enough to spark off thunderous sound waves for several seconds.


By early December, after many days of relaying, the men all agreed the chief reason for the dogs’ weakness was their food. This was the Norwegian dried stockfish Nansen had strongly recommended in place of the Spratt’s cod liver oil biscuits Scott had originally planned for the dogs and which had been fed to them, along with fresh seal meat, for much of the previous winter. They surmised that their dried fish food must have become damp and rotted in the tropics. Scott blamed himself in his diary for not discovering this problem in time and, as the leader, he was right to take responsibility. However, it seems odd that rotting fish would not have been apparent through its stench and so noticed by Armitage, who had fed the dogs on dried fish previously, or Shackleton, in charge of all ship’s storage, or Dr Koettlitz, the expert bacteriologist.


After weeks of featureless travel on the floating Ice Barrier they saw slightly to the right of their southerly bearing a dark smudge on the horizon. Another island? They steered for it. Their hunger grew and grew like some living, gnawing creature in the depths of their stomachs. To gain more days for southerly travel, Scott had cut their daily ration to less than twenty-nine ounces each, far too little to replace their calorific expenditure caused by the extreme toil of manhauling. They were consuming around 4,000 calories and probably using more than 7,000 calories daily. Their weight loss would have averaged around ten ounces a day and, since most of their body fat would have disappeared in their first month of travel, their starved bodies were by December metabolising the very muscle they depended upon.


Their mental drive must have received a valuable boost when on 25 November Scott’s theodolite readings placed them at the 80th parallel, the nearest anyone had reached to the Pole from any part of Antarctica’s circumference. This reminder of their unique achievement did nothing to help their hunger pangs: Scott found that his meagre daily tobacco ration took the edge off his hunger and when he ran out he noted: ‘Today I have been trying old tea leaves but they are horrid.’


The three men’s diaries indicate that they were happy together. If Scott’s normal impatience flared from time to time, there is no indication of it. After a month or so Wilson’s diary mentions that they had Scott ‘well in hand’.


At times the land seemed much closer, but then mists would swirl about them and, with nothing at all to steer by, they would attempt to follow a compass bearing, a slow and frustrating task even after weeks of experience. Whenever they halted briefly from exhaustion, they quickly chilled to the core. Then, resuming the haulage, their sweat would again trickle down their necks. The dogs laboured on beside them. Wilson wrote: ‘The amount of shouting and beating the dogs want before they will do any work at all is soul sickening. They feel the heat so much despite the night marching.’


By the end of November individual features to the south-west were sometimes clearly visible. Wilson noted: ‘The coast we are making for is still about 50 miles away … It looks very beautiful though, all snow-covered peaks, bold cliffs and headlands.’ Then, soon afterwards: ‘Snow grains falling all day. Nothing but “white silence” all round us.’


They depended on their tent for their very lives, as do all polar travellers. At the lunch stop on 2 December Wilson recorded that Scott: ‘in preparing our hot stuff set the tent alight, luckily just as we came up with the second loads, or the blessed thing would have been burnt. Providentially I was able to grab the thing the moment the flame came through to the outside and put it out, so that the only damage was a hole you could put your head through.’ That night Shackleton worked hard with needle and thread to repair the damage before the next blizzard.


Early in December, Scott began to worry that the fuel stocks were running low and instituted the economy of chewing frozen, rather than boiled, seal meat chunks at the midday halts. Halfway through December the loads had become light enough to pull without relay; a huge relief since every mile marched now meant immediate southerly progress. For the past nightmarish month only thirty miles had been gained at the mind-numbing rate of one mile a day, despite ninety miles of ground being actually covered. The reason for the lighter loads was that they had finally reached to within a mile of the land they had crept towards for so long, so could safely leave a depot there for their return in the knowledge it would be easy to re-locate. They had tried to reach the nearby land to take rock samples, but a deep chasm like some giant hinge separated the floating Ice Barrier from the landmass and their attempts to cross this divide proved futile. To reach land they had been steering south-west but now they returned to a due south bearing and, because night-time now invariably brought long periods of thick fog and slower progress, they returned to daytime travel. Wilson wrote: ‘Our hunger is very excessive.’ On 19 December he further noted: ‘We have decided now to feed up 8 or 9 of the best dogs on the others, and when these dogs have eaten each other up we must pull our own victuals and gear.’


Contrary to the written evidence, critics have suggested that Scott would never have premeditated such un-British dog slaughter, even though he knew the Norwegians accepted it as a sound means of polar travel, scorning what they saw as sentimentality. Scott was unable to force himself to drive dogs to death in the manner described by the likes of Fridtjof Nansen but he had always accepted the potential need for dog slaughter. With Wilson the previous winter, he had pre-planned the precise mathematics of progress by the dog-eat-dog system, as can be seen in Wilson’s diary. They must have hoped they would never have to use it but they were ready for the necessity.


As Scott’s men trudged painfully south, two always man-hauling alongside the dogs and one, turn by turn, cracking the whip and shouting from the rear, they slowly grew to loathe the experience and silently to vow never to repeat it. As each dog died or was butchered by Wilson, the men recorded its death in their diaries like the passing of a friend. Scott was in no doubt but that dogs could increase distances to be travelled. His problem was that, for the dogs, it involved torture and slow death. Wilson used his medical scalpel to pierce each new victim’s heart, a speedy method of despatch and, when snow-blindness made him incapable, Shackleton took over the gruesome work. Scott was ashamed of his squeamishness and wrote: ‘It is a moral cowardice of which I am heartily ashamed and I know perfectly well that my companions hate the whole thing as much as I do … [Wilson does] all my share of the dirty work.’


To cope with burns, snow-blindness, cuts, fungal sores, ulcers, diarrhoea, teeth broken on frozen meat chunks, gangrene and a hundred and one other possible ailments, their doctor, Wilson, carried a basic medical pack, which, like everything else on their sledges, was as light as possible. A typical field pack for Scott-era journeys included chalk powder, bismuth and lead compound (all with opium), a tonic containing strychnine, sodium lactate and chlorodyne. Also quinine for fever, cascara for constipation and calomel for purging, mercuric chloride as antiseptic and liquid cocaine for stove fumes and snow-blindness. A mix of bandages, sticking plasters and sprain emulsion completed the doctor’s armoury, along with tweezers and some scalpels.


Snow-blindness was the most common affliction. Scott noted: ‘Poor Wilson has had an attack of snow-blindness, in comparison with which our former attacks may be considered as nothing; we were forced to camp early on account of it, and during the whole afternoon he has been writhing in horrible agony. It is distressing enough to see, knowing that one can do nothing to help. Cocaine has only a very temporary effect, and in the end seems to make matters worse. I have never seen an eye so terribly bloodshot and inflamed as that which is causing the trouble, and the inflammation has spread to the eyelid. He describes the worst part as an almost intolerable stabbing and burning of the eye-ball.’


There were times during the journey when two out of the three men were blind and the third had the use of only one eye. As Wilson dragged himself and his load along blindfolded, Scott described to him the view of the landmass to the right of their line of advance. No human eyes had ever seen this unfolding panorama, which included the gleaming black and red cliffs of mountains rising to 14,000 feet and more. Although they could not know it they were walking along Antarctica’s heavily indented continental coastline and each wide inlet between successive land features was the snout of a glacier descending to the Ice Barrier from the 10,000-foot-high inland plateau. Fighting his blindness, Wilson worked, whenever they halted, to sketch each new landscape with commendable accuracy.


Christmas Eve saw an improvement in the surface and the three men found to their relief that they could shift the entire load with no help from the surviving dogs. Shackleton had secreted in his clothes bag a cricket-ball-sized plum pudding and a shrivelled sprig of holly in a spare sock, which he produced for their festive Christmas dinner, and Scott broke out triple rations to celebrate. They were within ten miles of 82° South but their food and fuel stocks would allow for only four more days’ outward travel. Despite further snow-blindness and bad weather, they reached five miles beyond their unseen goal on 28 December. This put them in the mouth of a wide west-running inlet between two sets of mountains. They realised that, with just a few more miles of southerly toil, they might be able to see sufficiently far into this great inlet to learn whether it was merely a bay or a channel cutting off the coast which they had followed for so long from the new land rising ahead of them.


Neither Wilson nor Shackleton at any point suggested in their diaries or elsewhere that they were continuing too far for safety. Scott used the word ‘argued’ but not in the sense that later detractors used to support a quarrel between the men as to when they should turn back. Scott’s words were clear: ‘We argued, however, that one never knows what may turn up, and we determined, in spite of the unpromising outlook, to push on to our utmost limit. As events proved, we argued most wisely, for had we turned at this point we should have missed one of the most important features of the whole coastline.’


Explorers who turn back a touch before they really must may be lauded as responsible or branded as craven. In my opinion and, it seems, in the judgment of men like Wilson and Lashly, who volunteered again and again to follow him, Scott was bold and ever prepared to take a calculated risk, but never foolhardy. Wilson was clearly pleased. On 28 December he wrote: ‘we have had the unlooked for, hardly expected, interest of a long new coast line with very gigantic mountain ranges to survey and sketch.’


The next day unfortunately brought next to no visibility but on the 30th the three men pushed on towards the mouth of the mystery inlet through dense fog. Scott and Wilson skied on with the specific intent of interpreting the nature of the inlet, rather than due south in an effort to add distance to their ‘farthest south’ record. On the last day of 1902 the fog and the clouds dispersed confirming that, since there was no visible end to it, the twenty-mile-wide inlet must be a strait between two islands. Wilson sketched all the features visible as far as 83° South and Scott named two of them the Shackleton Inlet and Cape Wilson. Knowing the importance of obtaining geological proof to help identify the origins of their new land, they determined to collect rocks before heading back towards Discovery, but despite cutting steps in the ice, they were thwarted by unpassable crevasses.


Back at the tent and famished, they made soup, but Shackleton knocked the pot over so they scraped the mess off the floor-cloth and re-cooked it. Not an angry word was spoken nor even diarised but, having experienced the embarrassment of my own in-tent clumsiness many times, I can imagine the wretched Shackleton’s thoughts. Scott noted: ‘luckily it all remained on our waterproof floorcloth and by the time we had done scraping, I do not think that any was wasted.’


On New Year’s Day, having discovered and mapped nearly 300 miles of virgin coast, the three men turned their eleven surviving dogs homewards from their most southerly point which is likely to have been 82°11′S. They now faced the classic race against time that is the anticipated risk of all such finely tuned return journeys. Speed of travel set against rate of food expenditure equals an outcome of either death by starvation or just reaching base. The explorer who makes it back with plenty of food and fuel will realise that he could have gone further and could have discovered more unknown land. On the other hand, his counterpart who cannot travel fast enough or suffers unexpected bad luck will die regretting he did not turn back earlier.


When in the 1990s Mike Stroud and I planned the rations necessary to manhaul across the entire continent in a hundred days, we took an additional ten days of emergency food. In 1902, for a seventy-day journey, Scott took five days’ worth of emergency rations and, by spending that one day rock hunting, cut his bad luck/bad weather reserve down to four days. One of the purposes, perhaps the main aim, of Scott’s Southern Journey was to determine the nature of Antarctica and the obtaining of rock samples could help establish the existence or otherwise of a southern continent. Detractors mutter that this was reckless but they forget Scott’s men could yet cut their food intake to half-rations and so spin out their survival, desperately hungry maybe but still able to progress.


For four days the exhausted little group averaged eight miles a day, just enough if they were to reach their next depot without cutting into emergency rations. But the dogs were dying one by one and from 5 January the men did nearly all the work with most of the dogs walking behind; an all but useless canine caravan surviving on cannibalism as their numbers dwindled. At midnight on 13 January Scott scanned the horizon through the telescope of his theodolite and thrilled at the sight of a tiny black spot in 360° of whiteness. He had found the depot.


‘I sprang up,’ he wrote, ‘and shouted “Boys, there’s the depot.” We are not a demonstrative party, but I think we excused ourselves for the wild cheer that greeted this announcement.’ They camped at the depot, agreed to prune their gear to absolute minimal requirements and to kill the last two dogs. Of the dead dogs, Scott noted: ‘I think we could all have wept … [at] the finale to a tale of tragedy; I scarcely like to write of it.’ Neither he nor Shackleton would ever forget what they had been forced to do to their dogs. They would remain determined never to repeat the experience.


Although all written records of the journey are devoid of any reference to any argument between Scott and his two colleagues, a story first told by Armitage twenty-five years later sparked off a legend of a tiff between Scott and Shackleton. The passage of time has long since buried the truth but the myth created by Armitage’s tale has blossomed and grown in the telling. ‘No smoke without fire’ is the standard reaction by most people on digesting the story and neither Scott nor Shackleton is around to deny the whole saga as a groundless lie. The bare facts are as follows. Shackleton’s health broke down badly during the return journey and he was still in a bad way after a month of rest and good food on board Discovery. At that time Scott had to decide who to send back home in the relief ship and both doctors, Wilson quite clearly and Koettlitz waveringly, advised that Shackleton should go.


Two years later Scott’s one time rival for leadership of the Discovery expedition, Albert Armitage, wrote his book about the expedition in which no mention is made of any rift between Scott and Shackleton. But Armitage grew bitter with the passage of years, a terrible marriage and the strains of service at sea through the long years of the First World War. In 1925 he wrote his autobiography and, twenty-two years after the event, he suggested that Scott had tried to rid Discovery of all Merchant Navy officers by sending both himself and Shackleton back in the relief ship in that February of 1903. Armitage also wrote a letter to H. R. Mill (who had left Discovery in Madeira back in 1901 and was in 1922 writing a biography of Shackleton). In this fateful letter Armitage produced a bombshell out of the blue:


Shortly after their return from the Southern Journey, Shackleton told me that Scott was sending him home, and asked me if I could do anything about it. He was in great distress, and could not understand it. I consulted Koettlitz and he informed me that Scott was in a worse condition than Shackleton. I then went to Scott, and asked him why he was sending [Shackleton] back. I told him there was no necessity from a health point of view, so after beating about the bush he said: ‘If he does not go back sick he will go back in disgrace.’ I told Shackleton, and promised to look after his interests.


Armitage then added another ancient ‘memory’, also told for the first time.


During the winter, Wilson told me the following story, which Shackleton confirmed later. On the Southern Journey, Wilson and Shackleton were packing their sledges after breakfast one morning. Suddenly they heard Scott shout to them: ‘Come here you BFs.’ They went to him, and Wilson quietly said: ‘Were you speaking to me?’ ‘No Bill,’ said Scott. ‘Then it must have been me,’ said Shackleton. He received no answer. He then said: ‘Right, you are the worst BF of the lot, and every time that you dare to speak to me like that you will get it back.’ Before Shackleton left he told me that he meant to return to prove to Scott that he – Shackleton – was a better man than Scott.


Would Wilson, Scott’s great friend and known for his loyalty, have told such a story to Armitage with whom he was never close? The polar historian David Wilson, Edward Wilson’s great-nephew, has no doubt that Armitage, embittered by the passage of two difficult decades, invented the conversation between himself and Wilson.


Why should Armitage have invented such a story? Discovery’s chief engineer, Skelton’s, personal shipboard notes record: ‘Armitage is a peculiar chap, especially with regard to his arguments … His methods are not always genuine.’ After Armitage’s death Skelton wrote:


I think Armitage’s character was often rather soured – he did not think he got enough credit for his work – he is not popular in our Expedition nor in his own Service, the P & O. Scott was tactful with him and none of us had rows. He had that silly inferiority complex of the Merchant Navy for the Royal Navy. In his private life he had much misfortune, his brother in the RN, who I knew well, committed suicide rather than face a Court-Martial for a nasty crime. His wife was ‘a hell of a woman’ and poor old Armitage whom she made penniless was far too kind to her. The last ten years of his life after leaving the P & O found him very impecunious and embittered by lack of appreciation by others … Personally I never had a row with him but never corresponded or got near to him and that goes for all of us in the Discovery. His books are not always accurate, and rather poor stuff … he is inclined to claim too much.


What did Scott himself give away at the time he sent Shackleton back home? A private letter to his mother was later unearthed in which he wrote: ‘All the crocks I am sending away, and am much relieved to get rid of. Except Shackleton, who is a very good fellow and only fails from the constitutional point of view.’


Shackleton’s diary made it crystal clear that relations on the journey back were good, but nevertheless the Armitage tale has been seized upon by successive generations of biographers. Here is the record from Shackleton’s diary:


On January 15 I broke down owing to overstrain, and haemorrhage started, which was naturally a rather serious matter, as the party was a hundred and seventy miles from the ship. I was, however, able to march the nine or ten miles a day that the party made … Captain Scott and Dr. Wilson could not have done more for me than they did. They were bearing the brunt of the work, and throughout the difficulties and anxieties of such a time showed ever cheery faces.


The acid test of how men have fared with each other on such a long and nightmarish journey comes, in my own experience, at the journey’s end when it is at last possible to escape from each other’s company. The night after the three men returned to their cabins in Discovery, Gerald Doorly, one of the officers from the relief ship, which had arrived during their absence, was passing by the neighbouring cabins of Scott and Shackleton. He heard Scott calling out: ‘I say Shackles, how would you fancy some sardines on toast?’ This hardly supports the rumours of any estrangement let alone hostility between the two men.


At the time Scott sent Shackleton home, the seventy or so men in Discovery and the relief ship were mingling and gossiping, as expedition members do, and finding out from one another the inside story. Those team members due to stay in Antarctica for another year were also writing their experiences to their loved ones back home for mailing on the relief ship. Many of the men’s diaries and many of those letters (including fifty-six letters written by the garrulous Charles Royds) have been scrutinised again and again in later years by Scott biographers searching for the least mention of the rumoured rift with Shackleton. No single shred of evidence has come to light by the year 2003.


Another myth encouraged if not invented by the embittered Armitage some ten years after the expedition was his ‘memory’ that Wilson once told him he ‘had it out with Scott’ during their Southern Journey and that ‘it’ involved Scott’s treatment of Shackleton. In 1933 the author George Seaver quoted, apparently from papers which Wilson’s widow let him see before she destroyed them, the same single sentence from Edward Wilson: ‘Had it out with Scott.’ Some Scott biographers have used this ambiguous Wilson quote, of which no written source exists, to show that Wilson confronted Scott about his treatment of Shackleton. There is no evidence that this was so. And, because of this, Scott is now believed to have behaved badly towards Shackleton and been called to account by Wilson.


Who is to say that Wilson was not ‘having it out’ with Scott on some far more prosaic topic such as not stopping enough to let him sketch or having to leave the tent to urinate instead of using a tin in the tent, the way cooking duties should be shared or even about their differing religious beliefs. There is no mention in any of Wilson’s meticulous diaries or anywhere else of any incident that this could conceivably have referred to. Yet this single tale of Seaver has been seized upon by generations of polar historians as evidence that Wilson, acting in his habitual role of peacemaker between all men, attacked Scott over some specific incident that occurred between Scott and Shackleton or, perhaps, to warn Scott against aspects of his behaviour. Maybe Scott’s oft-confessed bad moods, impatience and quick temper were the topic of this tête à tête? No one will ever know, they can only speculate.


What needs no speculation, since Wilson’s diary and subsequent letters are all available to the public, are his opinions about Scott. On 23 January he wrote: ‘The Captain and I had long talks on every subject imaginable and indeed he is a most interesting talker when he starts.’ In a letter Wilson sent to Scott’s mother when he was back in Discovery he wrote: ‘during these three months we naturally saw a good deal of each other. I am sure he will bear me out in saying that although we got to know each other very well, we were better friends at the end of the journey even than before. He stood the journey better than either Shackleton or myself, indeed he seems as strong as any here, and fit for any amount of exertion and exposure.’


On 25 January, with ragged clothes, raw lips, swollen scorbutic gums and ravenous with hunger, they saw the smoking stack of volcanic Erebus still a hundred miles away but a welcome signpost to Hut Point. Nine days later, at the Barrier’s edge, the three men were met by Skelton and Bernacchi. Wilson wrote of their homecoming on 3 February: ‘the relief ship, Morning, had arrived a week or more before and … All the news was good except that the Discovery was still blocked in by over eight miles of sea ice. But that didn’t trouble us too much … we saw the ship decorated from top to toe with flags and all the ship’s company up the rigging round the gangway ready to cheer us … as we came on board … Then came the time for a bath, and clothes off that had been on since November the second of the year before and then a huge dinner.’


At dinner there were riotous toasts to everyone, according to Skelton, who raised a toast to all who had died in the cause of science, including the dogs. Shackleton did not attend the dinner. He wrote: ‘I turned in at once when I got on board, not being up to the mark, after having had a nice bath – that is the first for ninety-four days. It is very nice to be back again, but it was a good time.’


Scott wrote of the Southern Journey: ‘we had plodded with ever-varying fortune over a vast snow-field … [and] covered 960 statute miles, with a combination of success and failure.’ This modestly summed up man’s first great penetration of the unknown southern continent.


The idea of sending a ship to Antarctica in the southern summer of 1903 to relieve Scott (as and where he might need such relief) was that of Clements Markham. As early as May 1901 the expedition’s chief sponsor Llewellyn Longstaff had donated £5,000 (£235,000) towards such a vessel, aware that if Discovery should founder in Antarctica all Scott’s men, benighted perhaps on some remote and barren coast, would be at ever-increasing risk of a Franklin-type tragedy. Markham’s fund gradually mounted and he had long promised Scott that a relief ship would materialise to bring provisions and mail, take back any invalids and, should Discovery have foundered, all the surviving ship’s company, too.


Markham purchased a tough little wooden whaler, Morgenen, in Norway for £3,800 (£178,000), renamed her Morning and recruited Captain William Colbeck from the Merchant Navy as skipper. Colbeck was ideal for the job for he had served as surveyor in Borchgrevink’s Southern Cross and had wintered at Cape Adare. The Royal Navy allowed two of its officers to join Colbeck’s crew. One was George Mulock, a skilled surveyor, and the other a Welsh sub-lieutenant named Edward ‘Teddy’ Evans (later Lord Mountevans). Both officers were only twenty-one years old. Other officers, including Gerald Doorly, were chosen by Colbeck from the Merchant Navy. Royds commented: ‘Evans I thought an ass, and not a good representative of the senior service. Apparently he had been causing a great deal of trouble there by want of tact.’


The question now was whether the natural ice break up would reach Hut Point in time to release Discovery before Morning had to leave. Early attempts by Armitage and Royds to blast Discovery free with explosives were ineffective and when, by 10 February, there was no sign at all of further break up, Scott agreed that all winter provisions should be sledged over to Discovery just in case she really did remain icebound at Hut Point. The two captains also agreed that Morning, far less powerful in ice than Discovery, should depart well before any danger of her being caught down south might threaten. If, after she had gone, the ice did break out, then Discovery could follow her north after completing any coastal surveying that might prove possible.


Colbeck’s provisions were greatly welcomed by Scott’s men, especially the fruit, vegetables and mutton. Scott estimated his crew could now easily survive another two years stuck at Hut Point, but only if enough local meat was obtained; a total kill in Wilson’s reckoning of 200 seals.


An earlier error had been overcome during Scott’s absence. Discovery’s lifeboats had all been stored beside the ship, as was the custom on previous naval expeditions to the Arctic when lifeboats were removed to make room for canvas deck awnings. But placing Discovery’s boats on the sea ice proved disastrous. Since Scott had merely been following a well-tried naval custom by stacking the boats on a floe, he had not taken it kindly when the civilian physicist Louis Bernacchi had warned him the previous autumn that the boats might be lost. He told Bernacchi in no uncertain terms to mind his own business. However confident he clearly was that long established Arctic practices of boat stowage would work at Hut Point, Scott should surely have listened to Bernacchi’s warning at least in terms of checking the boats’ well-being on a periodic basis. The boats were, thanks to Royds and his men, ready to go but Discovery looked increasingly like a firm Antarctic fixture for another twelve months.


The moment had come for Scott to determine who should go home with Morning. The party of ten included two sent back on health grounds. Dr Koettlitz recommended that Royal Navy Petty Officer William MacFarlane should leave, despite his specific request to stay on. MacFarlane was one of Scott’s chosen sledgers but on Armitage’s western journey, while Scott was away, the petty officer had been stricken by a suspected heart attack. He seemed to have recovered but Scott could not risk any recurrent attack on a journey the following year and so MacFarlane was to be sent home. MacFarlane, popular and Royal Navy, was not the only one to be sent back on health grounds and against his will, for Scott decided that Shackleton was also too sick to take on the coming year’s sledge journeys. Wilson agreed for he too had witnessed his friend’s rapid and alarming deterioration during their recent journey south. Wilson stated that Shackleton’s throat and breathing passages had been affected and that his attacks of dyspnoea, coughing and blood-spitting made it inadvisable for him to risk a second winter.


Koettlitz examined Shackleton and, finding no permanent damage and perhaps responding to the patient’s clear desire to stay, told Scott that he felt Shackleton need not go. Scott pressed him for a definite opinion on whether Shackleton was fit to lead a sledging journey or not. Koettlitz then wrote: ‘Mr Shackleton’s breakdown during the southern sledge journey was undoubtedly, in Dr Wilson’s opinion, due in great part to scurvy taint. I certainly agree with him; he has now practically recovered from it, but referring to your memo: as to the duties of an executive officer, I cannot say that he would be fit to undergo hardships and exposure in this climate.’


Koettlitz could not have taken kindly to Scott pressing him for an official medical report on Shackleton, rather than his initial vague diagnosis. Subsequent disgruntled comments to his fellow scientist, Hodgson, resulted in the latter writing: ‘I hear it is true, as I suspected, that personal feeling is the real reason for Shackleton’s departure.’ This is the only comment from any of the participants to this effect. Clarence Hare, the steward, who was close to all the officers and scientists and kept an observant diary, mentions no bad blood between Scott and Shackleton, nor does the prolific and critical letter writer, Charles Royds. Remember too Scott’s personal regret expressed in his letter to his mother. In his official report he wrote: ‘It is with great reluctance that I order his return and trust that it will be made evident that I do so solely on account of his health and that his future prospects may not suffer.’


Shackleton’s lungs and heart were clearly susceptible to some ailment unconnected to scurvy. Subsequent sicknesses and eventually his death proved this, but at the time both Wilson and Scott, the two men who actually witnessed Shackleton’s physical problems, were both clearly against trusting his health on future journeys. No other rationale was needed, however regretfully, to send both MacFarlane and Shackleton home.


Scott inadvertently fuelled the rivalry myth by asking his dour second-in-command Albert Armitage if he too wanted to leave in Morning. Before joining Discovery the latter had told Scott he must have his wife’s agreement. Scott had now been given by Colbeck a confidential instruction from the Admiralty via Markham that he should try to persuade Armitage to return. The reason was not fully spelled out but involved Mrs Armitage’s young child and a brewing scandal with some third party. Scott’s attempts to put this tactfully to his second-in-command misfired badly and Armitage decided he was to be purged merely because he, like Shackleton, was Merchant Navy. ‘Fortunately my appointment was independent of him. I absolutely refused.’


Scott relied on Shackleton to present as good as possible a picture of the expedition when back home in Britain. Had he suspected bad blood existed between them he would hardly have written as he did to his Royal Society mentors: ‘Mr E. H. Shackleton, who returns much to my regret should be of the greatest use in explaining the details of our position and our requirements for the future.’ Back in Britain Shackleton was to write a 1,200-word report on the Southern Journey with no note of blame, resentment or victimisation. This is equally true of his personal diaries.


By the time Morning left Hut Point on 2 March, Shackleton had rested and eaten well for over a month but, as Michael Barne noted when he accompanied his friend over the ice to say farewell: ‘we went on very slowly as poor old Shackles is still very shaky.’ Shackleton wept openly as Morning sailed north. Scott and his three dozen remaining men waved from the ice-edge. Shackleton was a proud man and the ambitions which had seen him join Discovery were now redoubled for he knew he must prove himself to the world. By choosing Shackleton as his companion for the Southern Journey and then sending him home as unhealthy, Scott had inadvertently ensured that the two men would become lifelong rivals.
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Lost on the Plateau 1903–1904


As Scott’s men prepared for a second season’s work in August 1903, what of the German expedition of Professor Drygalski? His ship Gauss had survived twelve months’ captivity in sea ice many miles from the region the Germans had intended to explore. They had tried to sledge inland but crevasses and rough ice soon reduced their activities to building an icehouse laboratory four days’ travel from the ship and when that proved unworkable they set out their magnetic equipment on the floe beside the ship. Their on-deck windmill blew down, as had Scott’s, so all lighting was by oil and blubber lamps. Most attempts at scientific work in the vicinity were blighted by blizzards, poor equipment, reluctant dogs and broken sledges.


When, at about the time Scott returned from his Southern Journey, the ice about Gauss showed signs of break up, the Germans tried to shatter the floes with explosives and large ice-saws. These were ineffective but on 8 February a gale broke up the ice and allowed them to escape to the north. Drygalski later tried to head south again, but storms and shortage of coal frustrated him. Near mutiny on board was narrowly averted and Berlin ordered the ship home, as funds were exhausted. A great deal of coastal magnetic and oceanographic work had been done, an ice shelf and an extinct volcano, the Gaussberg, discovered, but no inland exploration or southern journeys were carried out, nor was the existence of a southern continent confirmed.


Scott’s other contemporary, Otto Nordenskjöld, had fared little better. The Swedes managed some fine mapping work of the coast of the Antarctic Peninsula and South Georgia before their ship was lost and the Scots under William Bruce achieved fine scientific results but could not penetrate far to the south. The Discovery expedition, by the time the men braced themselves for their second winter at Hut Point, had proved by far the most effective and efficient geographical exploration unit in Antarctica. In addition to the research and survey work carried out on or near Ross Island and the various inland forays prior to the Southern Journey, major journeys from Discovery had also been led by Barne and Armitage.


Armitage had discovered a complex route to a great glacier named after Ferrar, which led through the ramparts of the western mountains and up to Victoria Land’s inland plateau. En route he conducted magnetic readings, which would later help to establish the position of the south magnetic pole. Had he been able to extend his travels west over the 9,000-foot-high plateau at the head of the Ferrar Glacier he might have proved Victoria Land was indeed part of a continent and not just an island. The last chance that year to find such proof was left to Michael Barne’s group.


Whilst Scott was beginning his Southern Journey and Armitage was pioneering a route through the western mountains, Barne’s six-man team had headed out from the Minna Bluff Depot and aimed for the most southerly point of land they could see. By 3 January 1903 they had come across a whole new stretch of coastline. Over the next week, in between spells of thick freezing fog, Barne had surveyed parts of the landmass including the mouths of three great inlets that lay between the regions then being explored to the east by Scott and to the west by Armitage.


At the outset of the second winter Scott had studied the detailed reports of Barne and Armitage and praised them both for their considerable success in difficult, often dangerous conditions. With expert surveyor George Mulock, left behind by Morning as Shackleton’s replacement, he had then carefully worked out a map of the coastline from the survey data, photographs and sketches resulting from all three journeys. The resulting chart defined some 326 miles of the coastline south and west of Ross Island and gave Scott the information he needed to work out critical plans for the coming summer’s exploration work.


Scott knew his career would suffer if Discovery remained icebound yet again in twelve months’ time. The Admiralty would blame him not the sea ice. He determined to use a giant ice-saw and explosives to prepare for a breakout as early as feasible, probably mid-December 1903. Since major sledging journeys to the interior were impractical in the extreme temperatures before October, there would only be ten weeks available to solve the continental mystery. Also, to sledge in October, depots would need pre-positioning in the cold month of September. Too few dogs were left, so all journeys would involve manhaul. By midwinter Scott was ready to outline his plans.


First, he would ascend the Ferrar Glacier, taking eleven men all or part of the way, and then traverse the high inland plateau that Armitage had discovered in the hope of delineating Victoria Land’s western limits. Second, Michael Barne and George Mulock would take seven men to survey the region south and east of Minna Bluff where Barne’s previous journey and Scott’s had failed to define the nature of the great inlets. Third, Wilson and two others would work at Cape Crozier to unravel the mystery of the Emperor penguins’ breeding habits, which international scientists believed to be the key to solving an evolutionary conundrum. These journeys would account for all but thirteen of Scott’s men and leave only two officers, Royds and Armitage, one of whom along with a minimal crew of seven would have to stay with the ship.


With advice from Bernacchi, the magnetic expert, Scott determined that the fourth and last journey, using the available remnant of six men and one officer, should head south-east over the Barrier and well away from any known land. There were two aims to this. Bernacchi and his specialist instruments would measure the local magnetic forces in parallel with related plotting to be done by appointed magnetic personnel on Scott’s western team. The north and south magnetic poles are the two points on the earth’s surface where the terrestrial magnetic field has only a vertical component and a zero horizontal component. At these points a dip needle points vertically downwards. The two resulting sets of readings from Scott’s men should help to pinpoint the location of the south magnetic pole, even if Scott, on the inland plateau, did not actually reach it.


Faced with the thorny problem of whether Royds or Armitage should lead this last journey, Scott plumped for Royds for two reasons. It was his turn to lead a journey, for Armitage had already completed a lion’s share of sledging and discovery. Secondly, Scott, knowing Skelton to be a sound and fair judge of character, was worried by his account of Armitage’s behaviour during the Ferrar Glacier journey. There is no record of what Skelton actually told Scott but his diary attacked Armitage for overdue caution and slow progress, for his hectoring attitude to the young scientist Ferrar, and for his failure to inspire his men, some of whom grumbled constantly behind his back. Armitage had his own plans to lead a major push due south and was very upset when Scott said no and explained why he should stay with Discovery. Scott did slightly soften the blow by asking him to lead a minor journey to the south-west area of McMurdo Sound but Armitage was to nurse an anti-Scott grudge from then on.


Charles Royds said of the Armitage plan to lead a trip south: ‘in my opinion his sole wish is to beat the Captain’s record.’


Wilson also noted: ‘Armitage applied to the Captain to be allowed to try and get farther south than we did last year, with men only to pull and I think that he was quite rightly refused. The Captain worked the possibilities out on paper and showed them to me and I agreed with him in thinking it was far better to apply all our sledging energies and equipment to new work, rather than to covering old ground to that extent, with the chance of doing so little at the end of it. The upshot of it all is that Armitage is now off the list of sledging for this year altogether though whether this is due to himself or any one else I cannot say.’


There were clearly not enough men or sledges to mount another southern journey or even the relevant depot-laying preparation work. From Armitage’s viewpoint he saw Scott gaining the glory of mapping the high Victoria Land plateau, which he, not Scott, had discovered. Yet he was not allowed to go south. Armitage certainly never forgave Scott. At the end of the Discovery expedition he appeared to part with Scott on friendly terms and his book about the expedition, very complimentary to his leader, enjoyed good sales. For many years after Captain Scott’s death, Armitage gave no hint of any latent hostility but, a quarter of a century after the event, his autobiography appeared and a long suppressed resentment poured out. Since many biographers have used the Armitage papers to brand Scott with various accusations it is worth a brief look at them.


Contractual niggles still rankled:


My appointment was independent of Scott, although of course I was under his command. I was to be landed, if possible, with a but and equipment sufficient for two years; eight men, including one of the surgeons, and a team of dogs. There was to be no restriction put on my sledging. My expedition pay was to be not more than fifty pounds per annum less than Scott’s. It was to commence when I left my P. & O. ship, and continue until I rejoined a P. & O. ship.


With the exception of the expedition pay, not one of these conditions was fulfilled. I was not put on the pay-sheet until two weeks had elapsed after leaving my ship. I was taken off it at the end of the month of our return to England although I was nine months without a ship. On arrival at our Antarctic base Scott implored me to forgo the other conditions, although they were quite feasible. He put forward the plea, not only that it would cripple his own efforts to a great extent, but that he could not do without me. Naturally I consented to stay with the main party.


Armitage summarised his feelings about Scott, by then dead for over a decade, by asserting that he found much that was lovable in Scott’s character but was quite aware that he would allow nothing to stand in his way and was of a most suspicious nature; also that Scott would make a great friend of a man and use him only to throw him aside. Nor could he be trusted to keep his word of honour promises. Armitage wrote:


I was told off to find a pass between the lofty mountain peaks of South Victoria Land, to the west, and gain the inland plateau if such existed. I did so, although he did not believe that I would find it, as a subsequent letter will prove. But he would not allow me to carry on my work: he did it himself, and refused to allow me or anyone else to attempt a further southern journey, saying that there was no use in it. In the years to come he again attempted it, succeeded in reaching the coveted South Pole, but, alas! only to find that he had been forestalled.


All hard-hitting stuff about a long dead colleague.


At the end of the Discovery expedition Scott wrote a reference for Armitage: ‘I received valuable assistance from him in the equipment of the Expedition and formed a high opinion of his loyalty. I found him to be most capable in all his duties and an excellent Navigator. I can confidently recommend him to anyone requiring his services.’ Armitage expected promotion and when it was not forthcoming:


[I] did not allow the matter to rest, for I considered that, when Scott had been promoted to Captain R.N. for his Antarctic services, it was an invidious distinction to leave me out in the cold: … When my old leader met with his tragic end … Mr. Churchill was First Lord … So I wrote to Mr. Churchill and pointed this out, saying that I had always heard of him as a fair-minded man, and requested that I should receive the pay I considered myself entitled to.


The Admiralty was unmoved.


During the second long winter of 1903 in Discovery, according to Skelton, Armitage did not fit in well with the rest. He was unpopular and felt unappreciated. His main associate, with whom he worked at local survey, was George Mulock, another loner.


The winter months passed by with none of the disasters or emergencies of the previous year for the hazards of extreme cold were now familiar, even though by May record temperatures ranging down to –55°C were being recorded and mercury froze in most of the thermometers. Probably owing to the more aggressive types having left in Morning there were fewer if any fights on the mess deck and a more cheerful atmosphere throughout the ship. The former cook, Brett, had been replaced by his assistant Clark, a professional baker, and everyone noticed the improvement. He served up fresh seal or skua meat every day and Royds thought the skua tasted like duckling. Skelton and his engineers fixed up an acetylene lighting system throughout the inhabited parts of the ship, a great improvement on smoky lamps and candles.


Wilson sometimes felt homesick and his diary waxed romantic. He wrote of sheets of flame bursting into the night above Erebus and how it was ‘Two years now since Ory and I were married and we have had three weeks of it together.’ There was bridge and chess with oft recurring bust-ups between Scott, who as always loved to win, and Koettlitz, whose lack of a sense of humour was famous. Hodgson taught mathematics to three of the ratings and Bernacchi tried to explain the mechanics of the aurora.


All day and every day the scientists went about their work in all weathers; Michael Barne usually alone with his sounding gear on a sledge, Mulock with his charts, and Bernacchi away in his huts or out on the ice with Koettlitz. Hodgson had to be rescued when a floe from which he was shrimping drifted out of Hut Point cove and Wilson, who sometimes helped him to haul up his fish trap, wrote: ‘Hundreds of thousands of amphipods come up swarming on the seal scraps like a mass of shrimpy maggots.’ Royds kept the men busy through the winter repairing and modifying the existing sledging gear and making new equipment where needed. Taff Evans, Crean and Lashly were as handy as ever with their skills at improvisation and, of course, their newly acquired polar knowledge.


August arrived with wondrous displays of auroral fireworks. The blood-red rim of the sun edged back to lighten briefly the world of Scott’s men, turning from black to gold the smoke plume of Erebus. The temperature plummeted to new lows and on 15 August Wilson found one of the dogs, Tin-tacks, too young to have gone south the previous summer, in obvious distress. ‘On looking at her today,’ he wrote, ‘I found she had lost the whole of her tongue … She must have got her tongue against some fixed metal and stuck to it … then after pulling and struggling till the tongue was dragged far out of her mouth she must have bitten it off … it is a most piteous thing to see her hanging her head over food and water … Having lost the whole tongue, she can only swallow when her head is held up and we pour something down.’ They eventually had to shoot Tin-tacks and, when Hodgson requested her body as bait for his fish trap, a sailor who had befriended her indignantly and secretly buried her remains.


Wilson wrote: ‘Every Tuesday for dinner we have skua, half a bird to a man, enough for a meal and very good indeed. One day in the week we have stuffed seal’s heart, another seal steak and kidney pie, another seal steak and onions, and so on. For breakfast we have the best dish of all – seal’s liver, twice a week, other days stewed seal meat or curried. Thursday is known to everyone as “Scurvy Day”, being the only day in the week on which we have tinned meat.’


Despite unpleasant memories of manhauling in early spring the previous year, Scott was determined to start just as early in September 1903. There would, he was confident, be no repetitions of poor Vince’s accident, for the men were no longer novices. On 7 September the Cape Crozier penguin foray set out led by Charles Royds. They slept, or rather shivered, in two three-man bags. Wilson noted: ‘I can imagine nothing more uncomfortable. One is constantly waking up the others, through restlessness … one cannot lie long on one side. Therefore one finds oneself breathing another man’s breath for all one is worth half a dozen times in the night.’ They needed eggs with living embryos to help scientists and their evolutionary questions. Sadly all the eggs at the colony were ‘dead’ but the fact that there were live chicks around showed Wilson that he must come back in midwinter if he was to obtain live eggs.


Michael Barne, at the same time, took sledges out to the Barrier to lay a depot south-east of White Island. While on 9 September Scott, with Skelton, Taff Evans, Bill Lashly, Dailey and Handsley, left to lay a depot to the west and quickly found a far faster route onto the Ferrar Glacier than Armitage’s of the year before. They left their most southerly depot 2,000 feet up the glacier and averaged twenty miles a day on the return journey, despite the long hours of darkness and temperatures of –45.5°C. Even experienced Norwegian skiers using dog teams would have been highly impressed.


With all the officers and men back from their ordeals, all depots in position and no serious injuries, the main journeys began on schedule, Barne’s on 6 October and Scott’s on the 12th.


Scott’s western team consisted of three sledge groups. He took his old depot-laying team but substituted Thomas Feather in place of Dailey. Ferrar and two sailors with a second sledge were to concentrate on the geology of the glacier and Dailey, with Thomas Williamson and Frank Plumley, would take a third sledge to lay more depots.


Scott’s men each hauled 205 pounds but still managed to advance an average of thirteen miles a day through difficult terrain. By avoiding his perilous pioneering route they reached a point on the lower reaches of the glacier in only six days, instead of Armitage’s twenty-seven. However, by scouting out a new, more direct route unfortunately their sledge runners broke up on the rough ice and proved impossible to repair.


Scott bit the bullet and returned to Hut Point, but in impressive style. Bernacchi, the most experienced Antarctic hand in Discovery, wrote: ‘Their return journey over some ninety miles, on half rations, was a record in Antarctic travel and proved what could be done by fit men, light loads and no dogs. Eighty-seven miles in three days.’ Lashly said of Scott’s sledging: ‘If he can do it I don’t see why I can’t, my legs are as long as his.’


Their new sledge was cobbled together from the broken ones but, in a few days and with grim determination, they were back on the glacier again. The sledge runners continued to cause delays for running repairs by Lashly, Evans and the carpenter, Dailey. On reaching their most westerly depot they found that high winds had in their absence loosened the lid of Scott’s navigation box and his key nautical logarithms had been blown away. Scott summed up the problem he now faced:


The gravity of this loss can scarcely be exaggerated; but whilst I realised the blow I felt that nothing would induce me to return to the ship a second time; I thought it fair, however, to put the case to the others, and I am, as I expected, fortified by their willing consent to take the risks of pushing on.


I must here explain what this loss signified. In travelling to the west we expected to be, as indeed we were, for some weeks out of sight of landmarks. In such a case as this the sledge traveller is in precisely the same position as a ship or boat at sea: he can only obtain a knowledge of his whereabouts by observations of the sun or stars, and with the help of these observations he finds his latitude and longitude. To find the latitude from an observation of a heavenly body, however, it is necessary to know the declination of that body, and to find the longitude one must have not only the declination, but certain logarithmic tables. In other words, to find either latitude or longitude, a certain amount of data is required. Now, all these necessary data are supplied in an excellent little publication issued by the Royal Geographical Society and called ‘Hints to Travellers,’ and it was on this book that I was relying to be able to work out my sights and accurately fix the position of my party.


When this book was lost, therefore, the reader will see how we were placed; if we did not return to the ship to make good our loss, we should be obliged to take the risk of marching away into the unknown without exactly knowing where we were or how to get back.


In 1981 I travelled to the Pole and worried myself silly trying to locate the uppermost features of the Scott Glacier, which my party needed quickly to descend. I used the same type of theodolite and nautical tables as Scott had and found the calculations bad enough, even with the key astronomical data. I remain full of admiration at Scott’s ingenuity in devising what he called ‘a rule of thumb’ method of ascertaining the daily change in the sun’s declination.


He commented on his navigation system:


the prospect which lay before us of wandering over this great snow-plain without knowing exactly where we were … had naturally been much in my thoughts … it occurred to me that we might gather some idea of our latitude if I could improvise some method of ascertaining the daily change in the sun’s declination.


With this idea I carefully ruled out a sheet of my note-book into squares with the intention of making a curve of the sun’s declination. I found on reflection that I had some data for this curve, for I could calculate the declination for certain fixed days, such as the day when the sun had returned to us … other points were given by observations taken at known latitudes on the glacier … I plotted all these points on my squared paper, and joined them with a freehand curve of which I have some reason to be proud, for on my return to the ship I found it nowhere more than 4′ in error.


Not everyone had complete trust in Scott’s ability to navigate over the white ocean-like wastes of the high plateau without a tried and trustworthy system of position fixing. Skelton, probably the most mathematically capable of Scott’s colleagues, worried that they were likely to be lost forever.


However, Scott’s three sledge groups, sometimes quite far apart, but always camping together, crept up the frozen valley. Lashly and Skelton needed their skills to repair a number of runner breakages and Thomas Feather had to fix many of their crampons, which received a battering on long stretches of bare blue ice. On 4 November, at 7,000 feet, a sudden windstorm caught them all on a surface so hard they could not anchor their tents to the ice nor find snow-blocks to place on the valances. Fortunately, Thomas Feather somehow solved the problem before they were numbed by exposure.


For seven long days and nights fierce katabatic winds pinned the men down in their tents. They called the place Desolation Camp and shared a single book, Darwin’s Voyage of the Beagle, between them. They escaped during a storm lull on the eighth day and continued the climb. Ferrar and his two ‘assistant geologists’ left at this point on their own mission to collect rocks and fossils.


Less than half a mile from Desolation Camp both sledge groups crossed a snow bridge which spanned a mammoth crevasse. Scott noted: ‘We as nearly as possible walked into an enormous chasm but none of us really cared much as our sole thought was to get away from that miserable spot.’ Setting a breakneck pace, as was his wont, Scott reached the head of the glacier at 8,900 feet on 13 November and saw ahead ‘a great snow plain with a level horizon all about’. Before leaving the glacier’s upper rock features behind, Scott was able to note these carefully for the weather was briefly clear. These pinpricks of rock might prove vital weeks later in relocating the Ferrar’s upper reaches and thus their depot lifeline back home.


When Armitage had reached this point the year before and discovered the plateau, the first man to do so, he had been forced to turn back, but Scott had arrived with five weeks of rations. He hoped this would allow him, if he could move fast and thus far enough, to find out if this high tableland was merely the summit plateau of an island, the island of Victoria Land.


Feather and Handsley were not as fit or as powerful as Scott’s other men so, regretfully, he told them to turn back some seven days out on the plateau. He could not send any group back without a navigator so Skelton had to go too. Skelton always recorded his daily grumbles and, during the ascent from Desolation Camp, he had noted that Scott could get very impatient under such delays and say unkind things but it didn’t mean anything and the ongoing bad weather was enough, Skelton thought, to get on anyone’s nerves. Ferrar wrote in a private letter after the western trip: ‘We all know each other much better and it is entirely due to the Captain for his friendliness and the example he sets of how to pull together.’


Scott tried in his diaries at that time to describe some of the detailed privations involved with manhauling and camping in extreme cold:


The worst time for sledging is the coldest time … the human body is always giving off moisture … much issuing through the pores of the skin … a small quantity will remain as ice on one’s garments … [increasing] until one is completely enclosed in it. There is ice everywhere … and all these things which on board the ship were so caressingly soft to the touch will have become as hard as boards. Worse still, this ice will be found plastered as thickly on everything that makes for comfort at night: sleeping-bag, night-jacket, and night foot-gear will have grown equally hard and chill.

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

  

  
	 
 

  
	 
 

  
	 
	 
 

  
	 
 

  
	 
	 
 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
 

 

  
  
 





OEBPS/Images/f0056-01.jpg
TTatute miles

atieat mites |

The DISCOVERY
EXPEDITION’S
WVOYAGE to HUTPOINT,

Cape Adare
Otctuge i)

| Northern Party Base in 91112
Tncpressible lilemd was site
thotr ico cave in 1912°15






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/Images/MyCoverImage.jpg
Scott

RANULPH FIENNES

CORONET BOOKS
Hodder & Stoughton





OEBPS/Images/f0089-01.jpg
SCOTTS SLEDGE JOURNEYS
Lrom the DISCOVERY
1902 ~1903

o »
et

*Theoretical
Location of
Magnotic

Ypets






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
CAPTAIN

RANULPH FIENNES





OEBPS/Images/f000x-01.jpg
.
20ariNnG 10K

"ROSS ISLAND to j
\WHITE ISLAND






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
RANULPH

FIENNES

COLLECTION

Mad Dogs and Englishmen
Mad, Bad and

Dangerous to Know










