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Introduction to the 1922 Edition


by Apsley Cherry-Garrard

POLAR EXPLORTAION is at once the cleanest and most isolated way of having a bad time which has been devised. It is the only form of adventure in which you put on your clothes at Michaelmas and keep them on until Christmas, and, save for a layer of the natural grease of the body, find them as clean as though they were new. It is more lonely than London, more secluded than any monastery, and the post comes but once a year. As men will compare the hardships of France, Palestine, or Mesopotamia, so it would be interesting to contrast the rival claims of the Antarctic as a medium of discomfort. A member of Campbell’s party tells me that the trenches at Ypres were a comparative picnic. But until somebody can evolve a standard of endurance I am unable to see how it can be done. Take it all in all, I do not believe anybody on earth has a worse time than an Emperor penguin.

Even now the Antarctic is to the rest of the earth as the Abode of the Gods was to the ancient Chaldees, a precipitous and mammoth land lying far beyond the seas which encircled man’s habitation, and nothing is more striking about the exploration of the Southern Polar regions than its absence, for when King Alfred reigned in England the Vikings were navigating the ice-fields of the North; yet when Wellington fought the battle of Waterloo there was still an undiscovered continent in the South.

For those who wish to read an account of the history of Antarctic exploration there is an excellent chapter in Scott’s Voyage of the Discovery and elsewhere. I do not propose to give any general survey of this kind here but complaints have been made to me that Scott’s Last Expedition plunges the general reader into a neighbourhood which he is supposed to know all about, while actually he is lost, having no idea what the Discovery was, or where Castle Rock or Hut Point stand. For the better understanding of the references to particular expeditions to the lands discovered by them and the traces left by them, which must occur in this book I give the following brief introduction.

From the earliest days of the making of maps of the Southern Hemisphere it was supposed that there was a great continent called Terra Australis. As explorers penetrated round the Cape of Good Hope and Cape Horn, and found nothing but stormy oceans beyond, and as, later, they discovered Australia and New Zealand, the belief in this continent weakened, but was not abandoned. During the latter half of the eighteenth century eagerness for scientific knowledge was added to the former striving after individual or State aggrandizement.

Cook, Ross and Scott; these are the aristocrats of the South.

It was the great English navigator James Cook who laid the foundations of our knowledge. In 1772 he sailed from Deptford in the Resolution, 462 tons, and the Adventure, 336 tons, ships which had been built at Whitby for the coal trade. He was, like Nansen, a believer in a varied diet as one of the preventives of scurvy, and mentions that he had among his provisions ‘besides Saur Krout, Portable Broth, Marmalade of Carrots and Suspissated Juice of Wort and Beer.’ Medals were struck ‘to be given to the natives of new discovered countries, and left there as testimonies of our being the first discoverers.’1 It would be interesting to know whether any exist now.

After calling at the Cape of Good Hope Cook started to make his Easting down to New Zealand, purposing to sail as far south as possible in search of a southern continent. He sighted his first ‘ice island’ or iceberg in latitude 50° 40′ S., longitude 2° 0′ E., on December 10, 1772. The next day he ‘saw some white birds about the size of pigeons with blackish bills and feet. I never saw any such before.’2 These must have been Snowy petrel. Passing through many bergs, where he notices how the albatross left them and penguins appeared, he was brought up by thick pack ice along which he coasted. Under the supposition that this ice was formed in bays and rivers Cook was led to believe that land was not far distant. Incidentally he remarks that in order to enable his men to support the colder weather he ‘caused the sleeves of their jackets (which were so short as to expose their arms) to be lengthened with baize; and had a cap made for each man of the same stuff, together with canvas; which proved of great service to them.’3

For more than a month Cook sailed the Southern Ocean, always among bergs and often among pack. The weather was consistently bad and generally thick; he mentions that he had only seen the moon once since leaving the Cape.

It was on Sunday, January 17, 1773, that the Antarctic Circle was crossed for the first time, in longitude 39° 35′ E. After proceeding to latitude 67° 15′ S. he was stopped by an immense field of pack. From this point he turned back and made his way to New Zealand.

Leaving New Zealand at the end of 1773 without his second ship, the Adventure, from which he had been parted, he judged from the great swell that ‘there can be no land to the southward, under the meridian of New Zealand, but what must lie very far to the south.’ In latitude 62° 10′ S. he sighted the first ice island on December 12, and was stopped by thick pack ice three days later. On the 20th he again crossed the Antarctic Circle in longitude 147° 46′ W. and penetrated in this neighbourhood to a latitude of 67° 31′ S. Here he found a drift towards the north-east.

On January 26, 1774, in longitude 109° 31′ W., he crossed the Antarctic Circle for the third time, after meeting no pack and only a few icebergs. In latitude 71° 10′ S. he was finally turned back by an immense field of pack, and wrote:

‘I will not say it was impossible anywhere to get farther to the south; but the attempting it would have been a dangerous and rash enterprise, and what, I believe, no man in my situation would have thought of. It was indeed, my opinion, as well as the opinion of most on board that this ice extended quite to the Pole, or perhaps joined to some land, to which it had been fixed from the earliest time; and that it is here, that is to the south of this parallel, where all the ice we find scattered up and down to the north is first formed, and afterwards broken off by gales of wind, or other causes, and brought to the north by the currents, which are always found to set in that direction in the high latitudes. As we drew near this ice some penguins were heard, but none seen; and but a few other birds, or any other thing that could induce us to think any land was near. And yet I think there must be some to the south beyond this ice, but if there is it can afford no better retreat for birds, or any other animals, than the ice itself, with which it must be wholly covered. I, who had ambition not only to go farther than any one had been before, but as far as it was possible for man to go, was not sorry at meeting with this interruption, as it, in some measure, relieved us; at least, shortened the dangers and hardships inseparable from the navigation of the Southern Polar regions.’4

And so he turned northwards, when, being ‘taken ill of the bilious colic,’ a favourite dog belonging to one of the officers (Mr Forster, after whom Aptenodytes forsteri, the Emperor penguin, is named) ‘fell a sacrifice to my tender stomach. … Thus I received nourishment and strength, from food which would have made most people in Europe sick; so true it is that necessity is governed by no law.’5

‘Once and for all the idea of a populous fertile southern continent was proved to be a myth, and it was clearly shown that whatever land might exist to the South must be a region of desolation hidden beneath a mantle of ice and snow. The vast extent of the tempestuous southern seas was revealed, and the limits of the habitable globe were made known. Incidentally it may be remarked that Cook was the first to describe the pecularities of the Antarctic icebergs and floe-ice.’6

A Russian expedition under Bellingshausen discovered the first certain land in the Antarctic in 1819, and called it Alexander land, which lies nearly due south of Cape Horn.

Whatever may have been the rule in other parts of the world, the flag followed trade in the southern seas during the first part of the nineteenth century. The discovery of large numbers of seals and whales attracted many hundreds of ships, and it is to the enlightened instructions of such firms as Messrs Enderby, and the pluck and enterprise of such commanders as Weddell, Biscoe and Balleny, that we owe much of our small knowledge of the outline of the Antarctic continent.

‘In the smallest and craziest ships they plunged boldly into stormy ice-strewn seas; again and again they narrowly missed disaster; their vessels were racked and strained and leaked badly, their crews were worn out with unceasing toil and decimated with scurvy. Yet in spite of inconceivable discomforts they struggled on, and it does not appear that any one of them ever turned his course until he was driven to do so by hard necessity. One cannot read the simple, unaffected narratives of these voyages without being assured of their veracity, and without being struck by the wonderful pertinacity and courage which they displayed.’7

The position in 1840 was that the Antarctic land had been sighted at a few points all round its coasts. On the whole the boundaries which had been seen lay on or close to the Antarctic Circle, and it appeared probable that the continent, if continent it was, consisted of a great circular mass of land with the South Pole at its centre, and its coasts more or less equidistant from this point.

Two exceptions only to this had been found. Cook and Bellingshausen had indicated a dip towards the Pole south of the Pacific; Weddell a still more pronounced dip to the south of the Atlantic, having sailed to a latitude of 74° 15′ S. longitude 34° 16′ W.

Had there been a Tetrahedronal Theory in those days, someone might have suggested the probability of a third identation beneath the Indian Ocean, probably to be laughed at for his pains. When James Clark Ross started from England in 1839 there was no particular reason for him to suppose that the Antarctic coast-line in the region of the magnetic Pole, which he was to try to reach, did not continue to follow the Antarctic Circle.

Ross left England in September 1839 under instructions from the Admiralty. He had under his command two of Her Majesty’s sailing ships, the Erebus, 370 tons, and the Terror, 340 tons. Arriving in Hobart, Tasmania, in August 1840, he was met by news of discoveries made during the previous summer by the French Expedition under Dumont D’Urville and the United States Expedition under Charles Wilkes. The former had coasted along Adélie Land, and sixty miles of ice cliff to the west of it. He brought back an egg now at Drayton which Scott’s Discovery Expedition definitely proved to be that of an Emperor penguin.

All these discoveries were somewhere about the latitude of the Antarctic Circle (66° 32′ S.) and roughly in that part of the world which lies to the south of Australia. Ross, ‘impressed with the feeling that England had ever led the way of discovery in the southern as well as in the northern region, … resolved at once to avoid all interference with their discoveries, and selected a much more easterly meridian (170° E.), on which to penetrate to the southward, and if possible reach the magnetic Pole.’8

The outlines of the expedition in which an unknown and unexpected sea was found, stretching 500 miles southwards towards the Pole, are well known to students of Antarctic history. After passing through the pack he stood towards the supposed position of the magnetic Pole, ‘steering as nearly south by the compass as the wind admitted,’ and on January 11, 1841, in latitude 71° 15′ S., he sighted the white peaks of Mount Sabine and shortly afterwards Cape Adare. Foiled by the presence of land from gaining the magnetic Pole, he turned southwards (true) into what is now called the Ross Sea, and, after spending many days in travelling down this coast-line with the mountains on his right hand, the Ross Sea on his left, he discovered and named the great line of mountains which here for some five hundred miles divides the sea from the Antarctic plateau. On January 27, ‘with a favourable breeze and very clear weather, we stood to the southward, close to some land which had been in sight since the preceding noon, and which we then called the High Island; it proved to be a mountain twelve thousand four hundred feet of elevation above the level of the sea, emitting flame and smoke in great profusion; at first the smoke appeared like snowdrift, but as we drew nearer its true character became manifest. … I named it Mount Erebus and an extinct volcano to the eastward, little inferior in height, being by measurement ten thousand nine hundred feet high, was called Mount Terror.’ That is the first we hear of our two old friends, and Ross Island is the land upon which they stand.

‘As we approached the land under all studding-sails we perceived a low white line extending from its eastern extreme point as far as the eye could discern to the eastward. It presented an extraordinary appearance, gradually increasing in height as we got nearer to it, and proving at length to be a perpendicular cliff of ice, between one hundred and fifty and two hundred feet above the level of the sea, perfectly flat and level at the top, and without any fissures or promontories on its even seaward face.’9

Ross coasted along the Barrier for some 250 miles from Cape Crozier, as he called the eastern extremity of Ross Island, after the commander of the Terror. This point where land, sea and moving Barrier meet will be constantly mentioned in this narrative. Returning, he looked into the South which divides Ross Island from the western mountains. On February 16 ‘Mount Erebus was seen at 2.30 A.M., and the weather becoming very clear, we had splendid view of the whole line of coast, to all appearance connecting it with the mainland, which we had not before suspected to be the case.’ The reader will understand that Ross makes a mistake here, since Mounts Erebus and Terror are upon an island connected to the mainland only by a sheet of ice. He continues: ‘A very deep bight was observed to extend far to the south-west from Cape Bird (Bird was the senior lieutenant of the Erebus), in which a line of low land might be seen; but its determination was too uncertain to be left unexplored; and as the wind blowing feebly from the west prevented our making any way in that direction through the young ice that now covered the surface of the ocean in every part, as far as we could see from the mast-head, I determined to steer towards the bight to give it a closer examination, and to learn with more certainty its continuity or otherwise. At noon we were in latitude 87° 32′ S., longitude 166° 12′ E., dip 88° 24′ and variation 107° 18′ E.

‘During the afternoon we were nearly becalmed, and witnessed some magnificent eruptions of Mount Erebus, the flame and smoke being projected to a great height; but we could not, as on a former occasion, discover any lava issuing from the crater, although the exhibitions of to-day were upon a much grander scale. …

‘Soon after midnight (February 16–17) a breeze sprang up from the eastward and we made all sail to the southward until 4 A.M., although we had an hour before distinctly traced the land entirely round the bay connecting Mount Erebus with the mainland. I named it McMurdo Bay, after the senior lieutenant of the Terror, a compliment that his zeal and skill well merited.’10 It is now called McMurdo Sound.

In making the mistake of connecting Erebus with the mainland Ross was looking at a distance upon the Hut Point Peninsula running out from the S.W. corner of Erebus towards the west. He probably saw Minna Bluff, which juts out from the mainland towards the east. Between them and in front of the Bluff, lie White Island, Black Island and Brown Island. To suppose them to be part of a line of continous land was a very natural mistake.

Ross broke through the pack ice into an unknown sea; he laid down many hundreds of miles of mountainous coastline, and (with further work completed in 1842) some 400 miles of the Great Ice Barrier; he penetrated in his ships to the extraordinarily high latitude of 78° 11′ S., four degrees farther than Weddell. The scientific work of the expedition was no less worthy of praise. The South Magnetic Pole was fixed with comparative accuracy, though Ross was disappointed in his natural but ‘perhaps too ambitious hope I had so long cherished of being permitted to plant the flag of my country on both the magnetic Poles of our globe.’

Before all things he was at great pains to be accurate, both in his geographical and scientific observations, and his records of meteorology, water temperatures, soundings, as also those concerning the life in the oceans through which he passed, were not only frequent but trustworthy.

When Ross returned to England in 1843 it was impossible not to believe that the case of those who advocated the existence of a South Pole continent was considerably strengthened. At the same time there was no proof that the various blocks of land which had been discovered were connected with one another. Even now in 1921, after twenty years of determined exploration aided by the most modern appliances, the interior of this supposed continent is entirely unknown and uncharted except in the Ross Sea area, while the fringes of the land are only discovered in perhaps a dozen places on a circumference of about eleven thousand miles.

In his Life of Sir Joseph Hooker, Dr Leonard Huxley has given us some interesting sidelights on this expedition under Ross. Hooker was the botanist of the expedition and assistant surgeon to the Erebus, being twenty-two years old when he left England in 1839. Natural history came off very badly in the matter of equipment from the Government, who provided twenty-five reams of paper, two botanizing vascula and two cases for bringing home live plants; that was all, not an instrument, nor a book, nor a bottle, and rum from the ship’s stores was the only preservative. And when they returned, the rich collections which they brought back were never fully worked out. Ross’s special branch of science was terrestrial magnetism, but he was greatly interested in natural history, and gave up part of his cabin for Hooker to work in. ‘Almost every day I draw, sometimes all day long and till two and three in the morning, the Captain directing me; he sits on one side of the table, writing and figuring at night, and I on the other, drawing. Every now and then he breaks off and comes to my side to see what I am after …’ and, ‘as you may suppose, we have had one or two little tiffs, neither of us perhaps being helped by the best of tempers, but nothing can exceed the liberality with which he has thrown open his cabin to me and made it my workroom at no little inconvenience to himself.’

Another extract from Hooker’s letters after the first voyage runs as follows:

‘The success of the Expedition in Geographical discovery is really wonderful, and only shows what a little perseverance will do, for we have been in no dangerous predicaments, and have suffered no hardships whatever; there has been a sort of freemasonry among Polar voyagers to keep up the credit they have acquired as having done wonders, and accordingly, such of us as were new to the ice made up our minds for frost-bites, and attached a most undue importance to the simple operation of boring packs, etc., which have now vanished, though I am not going to tell everybody so; I do not here refer to travellers, who do indeed undergo unheard-of hardships, but to voyagers who have a snug ship, a little knowledge of the Ice, and due caution is all that is required.’

In the light of Scott’s leading of the expedition of which I am about to tell, and the extraordinary scientific activity of Pennell in command of the Terra Nova after Scott was landed, Hooker would have to qualify a later extract, ‘nor is it probable that any future collector will have a Captain so devoted to the cause of Marine Zoology and so constantly on the alert to snatch the most trifling opportunities of adding to the collection. …’

Finally, we have a piecture of the secrecy which was imposed upon all with regard to the news they should write home and the precautions against any leakage of scientific results. And we see Hooker jumping down the main hatch with a penguin skin in his hand which he was preparing for himself, when Ross came up the after hatch unexpectedly. That has happened on the Terra Nova!

Ross had a cold reception upon his return, and Scott wrote to Hooker in 1905:

‘At first it seems inexplicable when one considers how highly his work is now appreciated. From the point of view of the general public, however, I have always thought that Ross was neglected, and as you once said he is very far from doing himself justice in his book. I did not known that Barrow was the bête noire who did so much to discount Ross’s results. It is an interesting sidelight on such a venture.’11

In discussing and urging the importance of the Antarctic Expedition which was finally sent under Scott in the Discovery, Hooker urged the importance of work in the South Polar Ocean, which swarms with animal and vegetable life. Commenting upon the fact that the large collections made chiefly by himself had never been worked out, except the diatoms, he writes:

‘A better fate, I trust, awaits the treasures that the hoped-for Expedition will bring back, for so prolific is the ocean that the naturalist need never be idle, no, not even for one of the twenty-four hours of daylight during a whole Antarctic summer, and I look to the results of a comparison of the oceanic life of the Arctic and Antarctic regions as the heralding of an epoch in the history of biology.’12

When Ross went to the Antarctic it was generally thought that there was neither food nor oxygen nor light in the depths of the ocean, and that therefore there was no life. Among other things the investigations of Ross gave ground for thinking this was not the case. Later still, in 1873, the possibility of laying submarine cables made it necessary to investigate the nature of the abyssal depths, and the Challenger proved that not only does life, and in quite high forms, exist there, but that there are fish which can see. It is now almost certain that there is a great oxidized northward-creeping current which flows out of the Antarctic Ocean and under the waters of the other great oceans of the world.

It was the good fortune of Ross, at a time when the fringes of the great Antarctic continent were being discovered in comparatively low latitudes of 66° and thereabouts, sometimes not even within the Antarctic Circle, to find to the south of New Zealand a deep inlet in which he could sail to the high latitude of 78°. This inlet, which is now known as the Ross Sea, has formed the starting-place of all sledging parties which have approached the South Pole. I have dwelt upon this description of the lands he discovered because they will come very intimately into this history. I have also emphasized his importance in the history of Antarctic exploration because Ross having done what it was possible to do by sea, penetrating so far south and making such memorable discoveries, the next necessary step in Antarctic exploration was that another traveller should follow up his work on land. It is an amazing thing that sixty years were allowed to elapse before that traveller appeared. When he appeared he was Scott. In the sixty years which elapsed between Ross and Scott the map of the Antarctic remained practically unaltered. Scott tackled the land, and Scott is the Father of Antarctic sledge travelling.

This period of time saw a great increase in the interest taken in science both pure and applied, and it had been pointed out in 1893 that ‘we knew more about the planet Mars than about a large area of our own globe.’ The Challenger Expedition of 1874 had spent three weeks within the Antarctic Circle, and the specimens brought home by her from the depths of those cold seas aroused curiosity. Meanwhile Borchgrevink (1897) landed at Cape Adare, and built a hut which still stands and which afforded our Cape Adare party valuable assistance. Here he lived during the first winter which men spent in the Antarctic.

Meanwhile in the Arctic, brave work was being done. The names of Parry, M’Clintock, Franklin, Markham, Nares, Greely and De Long are but a few of the many which suggest themselves of those who have fought their way mile by mile over rough ice and open leads with appliances which now seem to be primitive and with an addition to knowledge which often seemed hardly commensurate with the hardships suffered and the disasters which sometimes overtook them. To those whose fortune it has been to serve under Scott the Franklin Expedition has more than ordinary interest, for it was the same ships, the Erebus and Terror, which discovered Ross Island, that were crushed in the northern ice after Franklin himself had died, and it was Captain Crozier (the same Crozier who was Ross’s captain in the South and after whom Cape Crozier is named) who then took command and led that most ghastly journey in all the history of exploration; more we shall never know, for none survived to tell the tale. Now, with the noise and racket of London all around them, a statue of Scott looks across to one of Franklin and his men of the Erebus and Terror, and surely they have some thoughts in common.

Englishmen had led the way in the North, but it must be admitted that the finest journey of all was made by the Norwegian Nansen in 1893–1896. Believing in a drift from the neighbourhood of the new Siberian Islands westwards over the Pole, a theory which obtained confirmation, by the discovery off the coast of Greenland of certain remains of a ship called the Jeannette which had been crushed in the ice off these islands, his bold project was to be frozen in with his ship and allow the current to take him over, or as near as possible to, the Pole. For this purpose the most famous of Arctic ships was built, called the Fram. She was designed by Colin Archer, and was saucer-shaped, with a breadth one-third of her total length. With most of the expert Arctic opinion against him, Nansen believed that this ship would rise and sit on the top of the ice when pressed, instead of being crushed. Of her wonderful voyage with her thirteen men, of how she was frozen into the ice in September 1893 in the north of Siberia (79° N.) and of the heaving and trembling of the ship amidst the roar of the ice pressure, of how the Fram rose to the occasion as she was built to do, the story has still, after twenty-eight years, the thrill of novelty. She drifted over the eightieth degree on February 2, 1894. During the first winter Nansen was already getting restive; the drift was so slow, and sometimes it was backwards; it was not until the second autumn that the eighty-second degree arrived. So he decided that he would make an attempt to penetrate northwards by sledging during the following spring. As Nansen has told me, he felt that the ship would do her job in any case. Could not something more be done also?

This was one of the bravest decisions a polar explorer has ever taken. It meant leaving a drifting ship which could not be regained; it meant a return journey over drifting ice to land; the nearest known land was nearly five hundred miles south of the point from which he started northwards; and the journey would include travelling both by sea and by ice.

Undoubtedly there was more risk in leaving the Fram than in remaining in her. It is a laughable absurdity to say, as Greely did after Nansen’s almost miraculous return, that he had deserted his men in an ice-beset ship, and deserved to be censured for doing so.13 The ship was left in the command of Sverdrup. Johansen was chosen to be Nansen’s one companion, and we shall hear of him again in the Fram, this time with Amundsen in his voyage to the South.

The polar traveller is so interested in the adventure and hardships of Nansen’s sledge journey that his equipment, which is the most important side of his expedition to us who have gone South, is liable to be overlooked. The modern side of polar travel begins with Nansen. It was Nansen who first used a light sledge based upon the ski sledge of Norway in place of the old heavy English sledge which was based upon the Eskimo type. Cooking apparatus, food, tents, clothing and the thousand and one details of equipment without which no journey nowadays stands much chance of success, all date back to Nansen in the immediate past, though beyond him of course is the experience of centuries of travellers. As Nansen himself wrote of the English polar men: ‘How well was their equipment thought out and arranged with the means they had at their disposal! Truly, there is nothing new under the sun. Most of what I prided myself upon and what I thought to be new, I find they had anticipated. M’Clintock used the same things forty years ago. It was not their fault that they were born in a country where the use of snowshoes is unknown. …’14

All the more honour to the men who dared so much and travelled so far with the limited equipment of the past. The real point for us is that, just as Scott is the Father of Antarctic sledge travelling, so Nansen may be considered the modern Father of it all.

Nansen and Johansen started on March 14, when the Fram was in latitude 84° 4′ N., and the sun had only returned a few days before, with three sledges (two of which carried kayaks) and twenty-eight dogs. They reached their northernmost camp on April 8, which Nansen has given in his book as being in latitude 86° 13.6′ N. But Nansen tells me that Professor Geelmuyden, who had his astronomical results and his diary, reckoned that owing to refraction the horizon was lifted, and if so the observation had to be reduced accordingly. Nansen therefore gave the reduced latitude in his book, but he considers that his horizon was very clear when he took that observation, and believes that his latitude was higher than that given. He used a sextant and the natural horizon.

They turned, and travelling back round pressed-up ice and open leads they failed to find the land they had been led to expect in latitude 83°, which indeed was proved to be nonexistent. At the end of June they started using the kayaks, which needed many repairs after their rough passage, to cross the open leads. They waited long in camp, that the travelling conditions might improve, and all the time Nansen saw a white spot he thought was a cloud. At last, on July 24, land was in sight, which proved to be that white spot. Fourteen days later they reached it to find that it consisted of a series of islands. These they left behind them and, unable to say what land they had reached, for their watches had run down, they coasted on westwards and southwards until winter approached. They built a hut of moss and stones and snow, and roofed it with walrus skins cut from the animals while they lay in the sea, for they were too heavy for two men to drag on to the ice. When I met Nansen he had forgotten all about this, and would not believe that it had happened until he saw it in his own book. They lay in their old clothes that winter, so soaked with blubber that the only way to clean their shirts was to scrape them. They made themselves new clothes from blankets, and sleeping-bags from the skins of the bears which they ate, and started again in May of the following year to make Spitzbergen. They had been travelling a long month, during which time they had at least two very narrow escapes – the first due to their kayaks floating away, when Nansen swam out into the icy sea and reached them just before he sank, and Johansen passed the worst moments of his life watching from the shore; the second caused by the attack of a walrus which went for Nansen’s kayak with tusks and flippers. And then one morning, as he looked around at the cold glaciers and naked cliffs, not knowing where he was, he heard a dog bark. Intensely excited, he started towards the sound, to be met by the leader of the English Jackson–Harmsworth Expedition whose party was wintering there, and who first gave him the definite news that he was on Franz Josef Land. Nansen and Johansen were finally landed at Vardo in the north of Norway, to learn that no tidings had yet been heard of the Fram. That very day she cleared the ice which had imprisoned her for nearly three years.

I cannot go into the Fram’s journey save to say that she had drifted as far north as 85° 55′ N., only eighteen geographical miles south of Nansen’s farthest south. But the sledge journey and the winter spent by the two men has many points in common with the experience of our own Northern Party, and often and often during the long winter of 1912 our thoughts turned with hope to Nansen’s winter, for we said if it had been done once why should it not be done again, and Campbell and his men survive.

Before Nansen started, the spirit of adventure, which has always led men into the unknown, combined with the increased interest in knowledge for its own sake to turn the thoughts of the civilized world southwards. It was becoming plain that a continent of the extent and climate which this polar land probably possessed might have an overwhelming influence upon the weather conditions of the whole Southern Hemisphere. The importance of magnetism was only rivalled by the mystery in which the whole subject was shrouded; and the region which surrounded the Southern Magnetic Pole of the earth offered a promising field of experiment and observation. The past history, through the ages, of this land was of obvious importance to the geological story of the earth, whilst the survey of land formations and ice action in the Antarctic was more useful perhaps to the physiographer than that of any other country in the world, seeing that he found here in daily and even hourly operation the conditions which he knew had existed in the ice ages of the past over the whole world, but which he could only infer from vestigial remains. The biological importance of the Antarctic might be of the first magnitude in view of the significance which attaches to the life of the sea in the evolutionary problem.

And it was with these objects and ideals that Scott’s first expedition, known officially as the British Antarctic Expedition of 1901–1904, but more familiarly as ‘The Discovery Expedition’ from the name of the ship which carried it, was organized by the Royal Society and the Royal Geographical Society, backed by the active support of the British Government. The executive officers and crew were Royal Navy almost without exception, whilst the scientifc purposes of the expedition were served in addition by five scientists. These latter were not naval officers.

The Discovery left New Zealand on Christmas Eve 1901, and entered the belt of pack ice which always has to be penetrated in order to reach the comparitively open sea beyond, when just past the Antarctic Circle. But a little more than four days saw her through, in which she was lucky, as we now know. Scott landed at Cape Adare and then coasted down the western coast of Victoria Land just as Ross had done sixty years before. As he voyaged south he began to look for safe winter quarters for the ship, and when he pushed into McMurdo Sound on January 21, 1902, it seemed that here he might find both a sheltered bay into which the ship could be frozen, and a road to the southland beyond.

The open season which still remained before the freezing of the sea made progress impossible was spent in surveying the 500 miles of cliff which marks the northern limit of the Great Ice Barrier. Passing the extreme eastward position reached by Ross in 1842, they sailed on into an unknown world, and discovered a deep bay, called Balloon Bight, where the rounded snow-covered slopes undoubtedly were land and not, as heretofore, floating ice. Farther east, as they sailed, shallow soundings and gentle snow slopes gave place to steeper and more broken ridges, until at last small black patches in the snow gave undoubted evidence of rock; and an undiscovered land, now known as King Edward VII’s Land, rose to a height of several thousand feet. The presence of thick pack ahead, and the advance of the season, led Scott to return to McMurdo sound, where he anchored the Discovery in a little bay at the end of the tongue of land now known as the Hut Point Peninsula, and built the hut which, though little used in the Discovery days, was to figure so largely in the story of this his last expedition.

The first autumn was spent in various short journeys of discovery – discovery not only of the surrounding land, but of many mistakes in sledging equipment and routine. It is amazing to one who looks back upon these first efforts of the Discovery Expedition that the results were not more disastrous than was actually the case. When one reads of dog-teams which refused to start, of pemmican which was considered to be too rich to eat, of two officers discussing the ascent of Erebus and back in one day, and of sledging parties which knew neither how to use their cookers or lamps, nor how to put up their tents, nor even how to put on their clothes, then one begins to wonder that the process of education was gained at so small a price. ‘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.’15

This led to a tragedy. A returning sledge party of men was overtaken by a blizzard on the top of the Peninsula near Castle Rock. They quite properly camped, and should have been perfectly comfortable lying in their sleeping-bags after a hot meal. But the primus lamps could not be lighted, and as they sat in leather boots and inadequate clothing being continually frost-bitten they decided to leave the tent and make their way to the ship – sheer madness as we now know. As they groped their way in the howling snowdrift the majority of the party either slipped or rolled down a steep slippery snow slope some thousand feet high ending in a precipitous ice-cliff, below which lay the open sea. It is a nasty place on a calm summer day; in a blizzard it must be ghastly. Yet only one man, named Vince, shot down the slope and over the precipice into the sea below. How the others got back heaven knows. One seaman called Hare, who separated from the others and lay down under a rock, awoke after thirty-six hours, covered with snow but in full possession of his faculties and free from frost-bites. The little cross as Hut Point commemorates the death of Vince.

One of this party was a seaman called Wild, who came to the front and took the lead of five of the survivors after the death of Vince. He was to take the lead often in future expeditions under Shackleton and Mawson, and there are few men living who have so proved themselves as polar travellers.

I have dwelt upon this side of the early sledging deficiencies of the Discovery to show the importance of experience in Antarctic land travelling, whether it be at first or second hand. Scott and his men in 1902 were pioneers. They bought their experience at a price which might easily have been higher; and each expedition which has followed has added to the fund. The really important thing is that nothing of what is gained should be lost. It is one of the main objects of this book to hand on as complete a record as possible of the methods, equipment, food and weights used by Scott’s Last Expedition for the use of future explorers. ‘The first object of writing an account of a Polar voyage is the guidance of future voyages; the first duty of the writer is to his successors.’16

The adaptability, invention and resource of the men of the Discovery when they set to work after the failures of the autumn to prepare for the successes of the two following summers showed that they could rise to their difficulties. Scott admitted that ‘food, clothing, everything was wrong, the whole system was bad.’17 In determining to profit by his mistakes, and working out a complete system of Antarctic travel, he was at his best; and it was after a winter of drastic reorganization that he started on November 2, 1903, on his first southern journey with two companions, Wilson and Shackleton.

It is no part of my job to give an account of his journey. The dogs failed badly; probably the Norwegian stockfish which had been brought through the tropics to feed them was tainted; at any rate they sickened; and before the journey was done all the dogs had to be killed or had died. A fortnight after starting, the party was relaying – that is, taking on part of their load and returning for the rest; and this had to be continued for thirty-one days.

The ration of food was inadequate and they became very hungry as time went on; but it is not until December 21 that Wilson disclosed to Scott that Shackleton had signs of scurvy which had been present for some time. On December 30, in latitude 82° 16′ S., they decided to return. By the middle of January the scurvy signs were largely increased and Shackleton was seriously ill and spitting blood. His condition became more and more alarming, and he collapsed on January 18, but revived afterwards. Sometimes walking by the sledge, sometimes being carried upon it, Shackleton survived; Scott and Wilson saved his life. The three men reached the ship on February 3, after covering 960 statute miles in 93 days. Scott and Wilson were both extremely exhausted and seriously affected by scurvy. It was a fine journey, the geographical results of which comprised the survey of some three hundred miles of new coast-line, and a further knowledge of the Barrier upon which they travelled.

While Scott was away southwards an organized attempt was made to discover the nature of the mountains and glaciers which lay across the Sound to the west. This party actually reached the plateau which lay beyond, and attained a height of 8,900 feet, when ‘as far as they could see in every direction to the westward of them there extended a level plateau, to the south and north could be seen isolated nunataks and behind them showed the high mountains which they had passed;’ a practicable road to the west had been found.

I need note no more than these two most important of the many journeys carried out this season; nor is it necessary for me to give any account of the continous and fertile scientific work which was accomplished in this virgin land. In the meantime a relief ship, the Morning, had arrived. It was intended that the Discovery should return this year as soon as the sea-ice in which she was imprisoned should break up and set her free. As February passed, however, it became increasingly plain that the ice conditions were altogether different from those of the previous year. On the 8th the Morning was still separated from the Discovery by eight miles of fast ice. March 2 was fully late for a low-powered ship to remain in the Sound, and on this date the Morning left. By March 13 all hope of the Discovery being freed that year was abandoned.

The second winter passed much as the first, and as soon as spring arrived sledging was continued. These spring journeys on the Barrier, with sunlight only by day and low temperatures at all times, entailed great discomfort and, perhaps worse, want of sleep, frost-bites, and a fast accumulation of moisture in all one’s clothing and in the sleeping-bags, which resulted in masses of ice which had to be thawed out by the heat of one’s body before any degree of comfort could be gained. A fortnight was considered about the extreme limit of such a journey, and generally parties were not absent so long; for at this time a spring journey was considered a dreadful experience. ‘Wait till you’ve had a spring journey’ was the threat of the old stagers to us. A winter journey lasting nearly three times as long as a spring journey was not imagined. I advise explorers to be content with imagining it in the future.

The hardest journey of this year was carried out by Scott with two seamen of whom much will be written in this history. Their names are Edgar Evans and Lashly. The object of the journey was to explore westwards into the interior of the plateau. By way of the Ferrar Glacier they reached the ice-cap after considerable troubles, not the least of which was the loss of the data necessary for navigation contained in an excellent publication called Hints to Travellers, which was blown away. Then for the first time it was seen what additional difficulties are created by the climate and position of this lofty plateau, which we now know extends over the Pole and probably reaches over the greater part of the Antarctic continent. It was the beginning of November; that is, the beginning of summer; but the conditions of work were much the same as those found during the spring journeys on the Barrier. The temperature dropped into the minus forties; but the worst feature of all was a continous head-wind blowing from the west to east which combined with the low temperature and rarefied air to make the conditions of sledging extremely laborious. The supporting party returned, and the three men continued alone, pulling out westwards into an unknown waste of snow with no landmarks to vary the rough monotony. They turned homewards on December 1, but found the pulling very heavy; and their difficulties were increased by their ignorance of their exact position. The few glimpses of land which they obtained as they approached it in the thick weather which prevailed only left them in horrible uncertainty as to their whereabouts. Owing to want of food it was impossible to wait for the weather to clear; there was nothing to be done but to continue their eastward march. Threading their way amidst the ice disturbances which mark the head of the glaciers, the party pushed blindly forward in air which was becoming thick with snowdrift. Suddenly Lashly slipped; in a moment the whole party was flying downwards with increasing speed. They ceased to slide smoothly; they were hurled into the air and descended with great force on to a gradual snow incline. Rising they looked round them to find above them an ice fall 300 feet high down which they had fallen; above it the snow was still drifting, but where they stood there was peace and blue sky. They recognized now for the first time their own glacier and the well remembered landmark, and far away in the distance was the smoking summit of Mount Erebus. It was a miracle.

Excellent subsidiary journeys were also made of which space allows no mention here; nor do they bear directly upon his last expedition. But in view of the Winter Journey undertaken by us, if not for the interest of the subject iself, some account must be given of those most aristocratic inhabitants of the Antarctic, the Emperor penguins, with whom Wilson and his companions in the Discovery now became familiar.

There are two kinds of Antarctic penguins – the little Adélie with his blue-black coat and his white shirt-front, weighing 16 lbs., an object of endless pleasure and amusement, and the great dignified Emperor with long curved beak, bright orange headwear and powerful flippers, a personality of 6½ stones. Science singles out the Emperor as being the more interesting bird because he is more primitive, possibly the most primitive of all birds. Previous to the Discovery Expedition nothing was known of him save that he existed in the pack and on the fringes of the continent.

We have heard of Cape Crozier as being the eastern extremity of Ross Island, discovered by Ross and named after the captain of the Terror. It is here with immense pressures and rendings the moving sheet of the Barrier piles itself up against the mountain. It is here also that the ice-cliff which runs for hundreds of miles to the east, with the Barrier behind it and the Ross Sea beating into its crevasses and caves joins the basalt precipice which bounds the Knoll, as the two-knobbed saddle which forms Cape Crozier is called. Altogether it is the kind of place where giants have had a good time in their childhood, playing with ice instead of mud – so much cleaner too!

But the slopes of Mount Terror do not all end in precipices. Farther to the west they slope quietly into the sea, and the Adélie penguins have taken advantage of this to found here one of their largest and most smelly rookeries. When the Discovery arrived off this rookery she sent a boat ashore and set up a post with a record upon it to guide the relief ship in the following year. The post still stands. Later it became desirable to bring the record left here more up to date, and so one of the first sledging parties went to try and find a way by the Barrier to this spot.

They were prevented from reaching the record by a series of most violent blizzards, and indeed Cape Crozier is one of the windiest places on earth, but they proved beyond doubt that a back-door to the Adélie penguin’s rookery existed by way of the slopes of Mount Terror behind the Knoll. Early the next year another party reached the record all right, and while exploring the neighbourhood looked down over the 800-feet precipice which forms the snout of Cape Crozier. The sea was frozen over, and in a small bay of ice formed by the cliffs of the Barrier below were numerous little dots which resolved themselves into Emperor penguins. Could this be the breeding-place of these wonderful birds? If so, they must nurse their eggs in mid-winter, in unimagined cold and darkness.

Five days more elapsed before further investigaiton could be made, for a violent blizzard kept the party in their tents. On October 18 they set out to climb the high pressure ridges which lie between the level barrier and the sea. They found that their conjectures were right; there was the colony of Emperors. Several were nursing chicks, but all the ice in the Ross Sea was gone; only the small bay of ice remained. The number of adult birds was estimated at four hundred, the number of living chicks was thirty, and there were some eighty dead ones. No eggs were found.18

Several more journeys were made to this spot while the Discovery was in the south, generally in the spring: and the sum total of the information gained came to something like this. The Emperor is a bird which cannot fly, lives on fish which it catches in the sea, and never steps on land even to breed. For a reason which was not then understood it lays its eggs upon the bare ice, sometime during the winter, and carries out the whole process of incubation on the sea ice, resting the egg upon its feet pressed closely to a patch of bare skin in the lower abdomen, and protected from the intense cold by a loose falling lappet of skin and feathers. By September 12, the earliest date upon which a party arrived, all the eggs which were not broken or addled were hatched, and there were then about a thousand adult Emperors in the rookery. Arriving again on October 19, a party experienced a ten days’ blizzard which confined them during seven days to their tents, but during their windy visit they saw one of the most interesting scenes in natural history. The story must be told by Wilson, who was there:

‘The day before the storm broke we were on an old outlying cone of Mount Terror, about 1,300 feet above the sea. Below us lay the Emperor penguin rookery on the bay ice, and Ross Sea, completely frozen over, was a plain of firm white ice to the horizon. There was not even the lane of open water which usually runs along the Barrier cliff stretching away as it does like a winding thread to the east and out of sight. No space or crack could be seen with open water. Nevertheless the Emperors were unsettled owing, there can be no doubt, to the knowledge that bad weather was impending. The mere fact that the usual canal of open water was not to be seen along the face of the Barrier meant that the ice in Ross Sea had a southerly drift. This in itself was unusual, and was caused by a northerly wind with snow, the precursor here of a storm from the south-west. The sky looked black and threatening, the barometer began to fall, and before long down came snowflakes on the upper heights of Mount Terror.

‘All these warnings were an open book to the Emperor penguins, and if one knew the truth there probably were many others too. They were in consequence unsettled, and although the ice had not yet started moving the Emperor penguins had; a long file was moving out from the bay to the open ice, where a pack of some one or two hundred had already collected about two miles out at the edge of a refrozen crack. For an hour or more that afternoon we watched this exodus proceeding and returned to camp, more than ever convinced that bad weather might be expected. Nor were we disappointed, for on the next day we woke to a southerly gale and smother of snow and drift, which effectually prevented any one of us from leaving our camp at all. This continued without intermission all day and night till the following morning, when the weather cleared sufficiently to allow us to reach the edge of the cliff which overlooked the rookery.

‘The change here was immense. Ross Sea was open water for nearly thirty miles; a long line of white pack ice was just visible on the horizon from where we stood, some 800 to 900 feet above the sea. Large sheets of ice were still going out and drifting to the north, and the migration of the Emperors was in full swing. There were again two companies waiting on the ice at the actual water’s edge, with some hundred more tailing out in single file to join them. The birds were waiting far out at the edge of the open water, as far as it was possible for them to walk, on a projecting piece of ice, the very next piece that would break away and drift to the north. The line of tracks in the snow along which the birds had gone the day before was now cut off short at the edge of the open water, showing that they had gone, and under the ice-cliffs there was an appreciable diminution in the number of Emperors left, hardly more than half remaining of all that we had seen there six days before.’19

Two days later the emigration was in full swing, but only the unemployed seemed to have gone as yet. Those who were nursing chicks were still huddled under the ice-cliffs, sheltered as much as possible from the storm. Three days later (October 28) no ice was to be seen in the Ross Sea; the little bay of ice was gradually being eaten away; the same exodus was in progress and only a remnant of penguins was still left.

Of the conditions under which the Emperor lays her eggs, the darkness and cold and blighting winds, of the excessive mothering instinct implanted in the heart of every bird, male and female, of the mortality and gallant struggles against almost inconceivable odds, and the final survival of some 26 per cent of the eggs, I hope to tell in the account of our Winter Journey, the object of which was to throw light upon the development of the embryo of this remarkable bird, and through it upon the history of their ancestors. As Wilson wrote:

‘The possibility that we have in the Emperor penguin the nearest approach to a primitive form not only of a penguin but of a bird makes the future working out of its embyrology a matter of the greatest possible importance. It was a great disappointment to us that although we discovered their breeding-ground, and although we were able to bring home a number of deserted eggs and chicks, we were not able to procure a series of early embryos by which alone the points of particular interest can be worked out. To have done this in a proper manner from the spot at which the Discovery wintered in McMurdo Sound would have involved us in endless difficulties, for it would have entailed the risks of sledge travelling in mid-winter with an almost total absence of light. It would at any time require that a party of three at least, with full camp equipment, should traverse about a hundred miles of the Barrier surface in the dark and should, by moonlight, cross over with rope and axe the immense pressure ridges which form a chaos of crevasses at Cape Crozier. These ridges moreover, which have taken a party as much as two hours of careful work to cross by daylight, must be crossed and recrossed at every visit to the breeding site in the bay. There is no possibility even by daylight of conveying over them the sledge or camping kit, and in the darkness of mid-winter the impracticability is still more obvious. Cape Crozier is a focus for wind and storm, where every breath is converted, by the configuration of Mounts Erebus and Terror, into a regular drifting blizzard full of snow. It is here, as I have already stated, that on one journey or another we have had to lie patiently in sodden sleeping-bags for as many as five and seven days on end, waiting for the weather to change and make it possible for us to leave our tents at all. If, however, these dangers were overcome there would still be the difficulty of making the needful preparations from the eggs. The party would have to be on the scene at any rate early in July. Supposing that no eggs were found upon arrival, it would be well to spend the time in labelling the most likely birds, those, for example, that have taken up their stations close underneath the ice-cliffs. And if this were done it would be easier then to examine them daily by moonlight, if it and the weather generally were suitable; conditions, I must confess, not always easily obtained at Cape Crozier. But if by good luck things happened to go well, it would by this time be useful to have a shelter built of snow blocks on the sea-ice in which to work with the cooking lamp to prevent the freezing of the egg before the embryo was cut out, and in order that fluid solutions might be handy for the various stages of its preparation; for it must be borne in mind that the temperature all the while may be anything between zero and −50° F. The whole work no doubt would be full of difficulty, but it would not be quite impossible, and it is with a view to helping those to whom the opportunity may occur in future that this outline has been added to the difficulties that would surely beset their path.’20

We shall meet the Emperor penguins again, but now we must go back to the Discovery, lying off Hut Point, with the season advancing and twenty miles of ice between her and the open sea. The prospects of getting out this year seeming almost less promising than those of the last year, an abortive attempt was made to saw a channel from a half-way point. Still, life to Scott and Wilson in a tent at Cape Royds was very pleasant after sledging, and the view of the blue sea framed in the tent door was very beautiful on a morning in January when two ships sailed into the frame. Why two? One was of course the Morning; the second proved to be the Terra Nova.

It seemed that the authorities at home had been alarmed at the reports brought back the previous year by the relief ship of the detention of the Discovery and certain outbreaks of scurvy which had occurred both on the ship and on sledge journeys. To make sure of relief two ships had been sent. That was nothing to worry about, but the orders they brought were staggering to sailors who had come to love their ship ‘with a depth of sentiment which cannot be surprising when it is remembered what we had been through in her and what a comfortable home she had proved.’21 Scott was ordered to abandon the Discovery if she could not be freed in time to accompany the relief ships to the north. For weeks there was little or no daily change. They started to transport the specimens and make the other necessary preparations. They almost despaired of freedom. Explosions in the ice were started in the beginning of February with little effect. But suddenly there came a change, and on the 11th, amidst intense excitement, the ice was breaking up fast. The next day the relief ships were but four miles away. On the 14th a shout of ‘The ships are coming, sir!’ brought out all the men racing to the slopes above Arrival Bay. Scott wrote:

‘The ice was breaking up right across the Strait, and with a rapidity which we had not thought possible. No sooner was one great floe borne away than a dark streak cut its way into the solid sheet that remained, and carved out another, to feed the broad stream of pack which was hurrying away to the north-west.

‘I have never witnessed a more impressive sight; the sun was low behind us, the surface of the ice-sheet in front was intensely white, and in contrast the distant sea and its leads looked almost black. The wind had fallen to a calm, and not a sound disturbed the stillness about us.

‘Yet in the midst of this peaceful silence was an awful unseen agency rending that great ice-sheet as though it had been naught but the thinnest paper. We knew well by this time the nature of our prison bars; we had not plodded again and again over those long dreary miles of snow without realizing the formidable strength of the great barrier which held us bound; we knew that the heaviest battleship would have shattered itself ineffectually against it, and we had seen a million-ton iceberg brought to rest at its edge. For weeks we had been struggling with this mighty obstacle … but now, without a word, without an effort on our part, it was all melting away, and we knew that in an hour or two not a vestige of it would be left, and that the open sea would be lapping on the black rocks of Hut Point.’22

Almost more dramatic was the grounding of the Discovery off the shoal at Hut Point owing to the rise of a blizzard immediately after her release from the ice. Hour after hour she lay pounding in the shore, and when it seemed most certain that she had been freed only to be destroyed, and when all hope was nearly gone, the wind lulled, and the waters of the Sound, driven out by the force of the wind, returned and the Discovery floated off with little damage. The whole story of the release from the ice and subsequent grounding of the Discovery is wonderfully told by Scott in his book.

Some years after this I met Wilson in a shooting lodge in Scotland. He was working upon grouse disease for the Royal Commission which had been appointed, and I saw then for the first time something of his magnetic personality and glimpses also of his methods of work. He and Scott both meant to go back and finish the job, and I then settled that when they went I would go too if wishing could do anything. Meanwhile Shackleton was either in the South or making his preparations to go there.

He left England in 1908, and in the following Antarctic summer two wonderful journeys were made. The first, led by Shackleton himself, consisted of four men and four ponies. Leaving Cape Royds, where the expedition wintered in a hut, in November, they marched due south on the Barrier outside Scott’s track until they were stopped by the eastward trend of the range of mountains, and by the chaotic pressure caused by the discharge of a Brobdingnagian glacier.

But away from the main stream of the glacier, and separated from it by land now known as Hope Island, was a narrow and steep snow slope forming a gateway which opened on to the main glacier stream. Boldly plunging through this, the party made its way up the Beardmore Glacier, a giant of its kind, being more than twice as large as any other known. The history of their adventures will make anybody’s flesh creep. From the top they travelled due south toward the Pole under the trying conditions of the plateau and reached the high latitude of 88° 23′ S. before they were forced to turn by lack of food.

While Shackleton was essaying the geographical Pole another party of three men under Professor David reached the magnetic Pole, travelling a distance of 1,260 miles, of which 740 miles were relay work, relying entirely on man-haulage, and with no additional help. This was a very wonderful journey, and when Shackleton returned in 1909 he and his expedition had made good. During the same year the North Pole was reached by Peary after some twelve years of travelling in Arctic regions.

Scott published the plans of his second expedition in 1909. This expedition is the subject of the present history.

The Terra Nova sailed from the West India Dock, London, on June 1, 1910, and from Cardiff on June 15. She made her way to New Zealand, refitted and restowed her cargo, took on board ponies, dogs, motor sledges, certain further provisions and equipment, as well as such members of her executive officers and scientists as had not travelled out in her, and left finally for the South on November 29, 1910. She arrived in McMurdo Sound on January 4, 1911, and our hut had been built on Cape Evans and all stores landed in less than an fortnight. Shortly afterwards the ship sailed. The party which was left at Cape Evans under Scott is known as the Main Party.

But the scientific objects of the expedition included the landing of a second but much smaller party under Campbell on King Edward VII’s Land. While returning from an abortive attempt to land here they found a Norwegian expedition under Captain Roald Amundsen in Nansen’s old ship the Fram in the Bay of Whales; reference to this expedition will be found elsewhere.23 One member of Amundsen’s party was Johansen, the only companion of Nansen on his famous Arctic sledge journey, of which a brief outline has been given above.24 Campbell and his five companions were finally landed at Cape Adare, and built their hut close to Borchgrevinck’s old winter quarters.25 The ship returned to New Zealand under Pennell; came back to the Antarctic a year later with further equipment and provisions, and again two years later to bring back to civilization the survivors of the expedition.

The adventures and journeyings of the various members of the Main Party are so numerous and simultaneous that I believe it will help the reader who approaches this book without previous knowledge of the history of the expedition to give here a brief summary of the course of events. Those who are familiar already with these facts can easily skip a page or two.

Two parties were sent out during the first autumn: the one under Scott to lay a large depot on the Barrier for the Polar Journey, and this is called the Depot Journey; the other to carry out geological work among the Western Mountains, so called because they form the western side of McMurdo Sound; this is called the First Geological Journey, and another similar journey during the following summer is called the Second Geological Journey.

Both parties joined up at the Old Discovery Hut at Hut Point in March, 1911, and here waited for the sea to freeze a passage northwards to Cape Evans. Meanwhile the men left at Cape Evans were continuing the complex scientific work of the station. All the members of the Main Party were not gathered together at Cape Evans for the winter until May 12. During the latter half of the winter a journey was made by three men led by Wilson to Cape Crozier to investigate the embryology of the Emperor penguin; this is called the Winter Journey.

The journey to the South Pole absorbed the energies of most of the sledging members during the following summer of 1911–12. The motor party turned back on the Barrier; the dog party at the bottom of the Beardmore Glacier. From this point twelve men went forward. Four of these men under Atkinson returned from the top of the glacier in latitude 85° 3′ S.; they are known as the First Return Party. A fortnight later in latitude 87° 32′ S. three more men returned under Lieutenant Evans; these are the Second Return Party. Five men went forward, Scott, Wilson, Bowers, oates and Seaman Evans. They reached the Pole on January 17 to find that Amundsen had reached it thirty-four days earlier. They returned 721 statute miles and perished 177 miles from their winter quarters.

The supporting parties got back safely, but Lieutenant Evans was very seriously ill with scurvy. The food necessary for the return of the Polar party from One Ton Camp had not been taken out at the end of February, 1912. Evans’ illness caused a hurried reorganization of plans, and I was ordered to take out this food with one lad and two dog-teams. This was done, and the journey may be called the Dog Journey to One Ton Camp.

We must now go back to the six men led by Campbell who were landed at Cape Adare in the beginning of 1911. They were much disappointed by the small mount of sledge work which they were able to do in the summer of 1911–1912, for the sea-ice in front of them was blown out early in the year, and they were unable to find a way up through the mountains behind them on to the plateau. Therefore, when the Terra Nova appeared on January 4, it was decided that she should land them with six weeks’ sledging rations and some extra biscuits, pemmican and general food near Mount Melbourne at Evans Coves, some 250 geographical miles south of Cape Adare, and some 200 geographical miles from our Winter Quarters at Cape Evans. Late on the night of January 8, 1912, they were camped in this spot and saw the last of the ship steaming out of the bay. They had arranged to be picked up again on February 18.

Let us return to McMurdo Sound. My two dog-teams arrived at Hut Point from One Ton Depot on March 16 exhausted. The sea-ice was still in from the Barrier to Hut Point, but from there onwards was open water, and therefore no communication was possible with Cape Evans. Atkinson, with one seaman, was at Hut Point and the situation which he outlined to me on arrival was something as follows:

The ship had left and there was now no possibility of her returning owing to the lateness of the season, and she carried in her Lieut. Evans, sick with scurvy, and five other officers and three men who were returning home this year. This left only four officers and four men at Cape Evans, in addition to the four of us at Hut Point.

The serious part of the news was that owing to a heavy pack the ship had been absolutely unable to reach Campbell’s party at Evans Coves. Attempt after attempt had been made without success. Would Campbell winter where he was? Would he try to sledge down the coast?

In the absence of Scott the command of the expedition under the extraordinarily difficult circumstances which arose, both now and during the coming year, would naturally have devolved upon Lieutenant Evans. But Evans, very sick, was on his way to England. The task fell to Atkinson, and I hope that these pages will show how difficult it was, and how well he tackled it.

There were now, that is since the arrival of the dog-teams, four of us at Hut Point; and no help could be got from Cape Evans owing to the open water which intervened. Two of us were useless for further sledging and the dogs were absolutely done. As time went on anxiety concerning the non-arrival of the Polar Party was added to the alarm we already felt about Campbell and his men; winter was fast closing down, and the weather was bad. So little could be done by two men. What was to be done? When was it to be done with the greatest possible chance of success? Added to all his greater anxieties Atkinson had me on his hands – and I was pretty ill.

In the end he made two attempts.

The first with one seaman, Keohane, to sledge out on to the Barrier, leaving on March 26. They found the conditions very bad, but reached a point a few miles south of Corner Camp and returned. Soon after we knew the Southern Party must be dead.

Nothing more could be done until communication was effected with Winter Quarters at Cape Evans. This was done by a sledge journey over the newly frozen ice in the bays on April 10. Help arrived at Hut Point on April 14.

The second attempt was then made, and this consisted of a party of four men who tried to sledge up the Western Coast in order to meet and help Campbell if he was trying to sledge to us. This plucky attempt failed, as indeed it was practically certain it would.

The story of the winter that followed will be told, and of the decision which had to be taken to abandon either the search for the Polar Party (who must be dead) and their records, or Campbell and his men (who might be alive). There were not enough men left to do both. We believed that the Polar Party had come to grief through scurvy, or through falling into a crevasse – the true solution never occurred to us for we felt sure that except for accident or disease they could find their way home without difficulty. We decided to leave Campbell to find his way unaided down the coast, and to try and find the Polar Party’s records. To our amazement we found their snowed-up tent some 140 geographical miles from Hut Point, only 11 geographical miles from One Ton Camp. They had arrived there on March 19. Inside the tent were the bodies of Scott, Wilson and Bowers. Oates had willingly walked out to his death some eighteen miles before in a blizzard. Seaman Evans lay dead at the bottom of the Beardmore Glacier.

Having found the bodies and the records the Search-party returned, proposing to make their way up the Western Coast in search of Campbell. On arrival at Hut Point with the dog-teams, I must have gone to open the hut door and found pinned on to it a note in Campbell’s handwriting; but my recollection of this apparently memorable incident is extraordinarily vague. It was many long months since we had had good news. This was their story.

When Campbell originally landed at Evans Coves he brought with him sledging provisions for six weeks, in addition to two weeks’ provisions for six men, 56 lb. sugar, 24 lb. cocoa, 36 lb. chocolate and 210 lb. of biscuit, some Oxo and spare clothing. In short, after the sledge work which they proposed, and actually carried out, the men were left with skeleton rations for four weeks. They had also a spare tent and an extra sleeping bag. It was not seriously anticipated that the ship would have great difficulty in picking them up in the latter half of February.

Campbell’s party had carried out successful sledging and useful geological work in the region of Evans Coves. They had then camped on the beach and looked for the ship to relieve them. There was open water lashed to fury by the wind so far as they could see, and yet she did not come. They concluded that she must have been wrecked. The actual fact was that thick pack ice lay beyond their vision through which Pennell was trying to drive his ship time after time, until he had either to go or to be frozen in. He never succeeded in approaching nearer than 27 miles.

It was now that the blizzard wind started to blow down from the plateau behind them out into the continually open sea in front. The situation was bad enough already, but of course such weather conditions made it infinitely worse. Evans Coves is paved with boulders over which all journeys had to be fought leaning against the wind as it blew; when a lull came the luckless traveller fell forward on to his face. Under these circumstances it was decided that preparations must be made to winter where they were, and to sledge down the coast to Cape Evans in the following spring. The alternative of sledging down the coast in March and April never seems to have been seriously considered. At Hut Point, of course, we were entirely in the dark as to what the party would do, hence Atkinson’s journey over to the western side in April, 1912.

Meanwhile, the stranded men divided into two parties of three men each. The first under Campbell sank a shaft 6 feet down into a large snow-drift and thence, with pick and shovel, excavated a passage and at the end of it a cave, 12 feet by 9 feet, and 5 feet 6 inches high. The second under Levick sought out and killed all the seal and penguin they could find, but their supply was pitifully small, and the men never had a full meal until mid-winter night. One man always had to be left to look after the tents, which were already so worn and damaged that it was unsafe to leave them in the wind.

By March 17 the cave was sufficiently advanced for three men to move in. Priestley must tell how this was done, but it should not be supposed that the weather conditions were in any way abnormal on what they afterwards called Inexpressible Island:

‘March 17. 7 P.M. Strong south-west breeze all day, freshening to a full gale at night. We have had an awful day but have managed to shift enough gear into the cave to live there temporarily. Our tempers have never been so tried during the whole of our life together, but they have stood the strain pretty successfully. … May I never have such another three trips as were those to-day. Every time the wind lulled a little I fell over to windward, and at every gust I was pitched to leeward, while a dozen times or more I was taken off my feet and dashed against the ground or against unfriendly boulders. The other two had equally bad times. Dickason hurt his knee and ankle and lost his sheath-knife, and Campbell lost a compass and some revolver cartridges in the two trips they made. Altogether it was lucky we got across at all.’26

It was a fortunate thing that this wind often blew quite clear without snowfall or drift. Two days later in the same gale the tent of the other three men collapsed on top of them at 8 A.M. At 4 A.M. the sun was going down and they settled to make their way across to their comrades. Gevick tells the story as follows:

‘Having done this (securing the remains of the tent, etc.), we started on our journey. This lay, first of all, across half a mile of clear blue ice, swept by the unbroken wind, which met us almost straight in the face. We could never stand up, so had to scramble the whole distance on “all fours,” lying flat on our bellies in the gusts. By the time we had reached the other side we had had enough. Our faces had been rather badly bitten, and I have a very strong recollection of the men’s countenances, which were a leaden blue, streaked with white patches of frost-bite. Once across, however, we reached the shelter of some large boulders on the shore of the island, and waited here long enough to thaw out our noses, ears, and cheeks. A scramble of another six hundred yards brought us to the half-finished igloo, into which we found that the rest of the party had barricaded themselves, and, after a little shouting, they came and let us in, giving us a warm welcome, and about the most welcome hot meal that I think any of us had ever eaten.’

Priestley continued:

‘After the arrival of the evicted party we made hoosh, and, as we warmed up from the meal, we cheered up and had one of the most successful sing-songs we had ever had, forgetting all our troubles for an hour or two. It is a pleasing picture to look back upon now, and, if I close my eyes, I can see again the little cave cut out in snow and ice with the tent flapping in the doorway, barely secured by ice-axe and shovel arranged cross-wise against the side of the shaft. The cave is lighted up with three or four small blubber lamps, which give a soft yellow light. At one end lie Campbell, Dickason and myself in our sleeping bags, resting after the day’s work, and, opposite to us, a raised dais formed by a portion of the floor not yet levelled, Levick, Browning and Abbott sit discussing their seal hoosh, while the primus hums cheerily under the cooker containing the coloured water which served with us instead of cocoa. As the diners warm up jests begin to fly between the rival tents and the interchange is brisk, though we have the upper hand to-day, having an inexhaustible subject in the recent disaster to their tent, and their forced abandonment of their household goods. Suddenly someone starts a song with a chorus, and the noise from the primus is dwarfed immediately. One by one we go through our favourites, and the concert lasts for a couple of hours. By this time the lamps are getting low, and gradually the cold beings to overcome the effects of the hoosh and the cocoa. One after another the singers begin to shiver, and all thoughts of song disappear as we realize what we are in for. A night with one one-man bag between two men! There is a whole world of discomfort in the very thought, and no one feels inclined to jest about that for the moment. Those jests will come all right to-morrow when the night is safely past, but this evening it is anything but a cheery subject of contemplation. There is no help for it, however, and each of us prepares to take another man in so far as he can. ‘27

In such spirit and under very similar conditions this dauntless party set about passing through one of the most horrible winters which God has invented. They were very hungry, for the wind which kept the sea open also made the shore almost impossible for seals. There were red-letter days, however, such as when Browning found and killed a seal, and in its stomach, ‘not too far digested to be still eatable,’ were thirty-six fish. And what visions of joy for the future. ‘We never again found a seal with an eatable meal inside him, but we were always hoping to do so, and a kill was, therefore, always a gamble. Whenever a seal was sighted in future, someone said “Fish!” and there was always a scramble to search the beast first. ‘28

They ate blubber, cooked with blubber, had blubber lamps. Their clothes and gear were soaked with blubber, and the soot blackened them, their sleeping bags, cookers, walls and roof, choked their throats and inflamed their eyes. Blubbery clothes are cold, and theirs were soon so torn as to afford little protection against the wind, and so stiff with blubber that they would stand up by themselves, in spite of frequent scrapings with knives and rubbings with penguin skins, and always there were underfoot the great granite boulders, which made walking difficult even in daylight and calm weather. As Levick said: ‘The road to hell might be paved with good intentions, but it seemed probable that hell itself would be paved something after the style of Inexpressible Island.’

But there were consolations; the long-waited-for lump of sugar: the sing-songs – and about these there hangs a story. When Campbell’s Party and the remains of the Main Party foregathered at Cape Evans in November, 1912, Campbell would give out the hymns for Church. The first Sunday we had ‘Praise the Lord, ye heavens adore Him,’ and the second, and the third. We suggested a change, to which Campbell asked: ‘Why?’ We said it got a bit monotonous. ‘Oh, no,’ said Campbell, ‘we always sang it on Inexpressible Island.’ It was also about the only one he knew. Apart from this I do not know whether ‘Old King Cole’ or the Te Deum was more popular. For reading they had David Copperfield, the Decameron, the Life of Stevenson and a New Testament. And they did Swedish drill, and they gave lectures.

Their worst difficulties were scurvy29 and ptomaine poisoning, for which the enforced diet was responsible. From the first they decided to keep nearly all their unused rations for sledging down the coast in the following spring, and this meant that they must live till then on the seal and penguin which they could kill. The first dysentery was early in the winter, and was caused by using the salt from the sea-water. They had some Cerebos salt, however, in their sledging rations, and used it for a week, which stopped the disorder and they gradually got used to the sea-ice salt. Browning, however, who had had enteric fever in the past, had dysentery almost continually right through the winter. Had he not been the plucky, cheerful man he is, he would have died.

In June again there was another bad attack of dysentery. Another thing which worried them somewhat was the ‘igloo back,’ a semi-permanent kink caused by seldom being able to stand upright.

Then, in the beginning of September, they had ptomaine poisoning from meat which had been too long in what they called the oven, which was a biscuit box, hung over the blubber stove, into which they placed the frozen meat to thaw it out. This oven was found to be not quite level, and in a corner a pool of old blood, water and scraps of meat had collected. This and a tainted hoosh which they did not have he strength of mind to throw away in their hungry condition, seems to have caused the outbreak, which was severe. Browning and Dickason were especially bad.

They had their bad days: those first days of realization that they would not be relieved; days of depression, disease and hunger, all at once; when the seal seemed as if they would give out and they were thinking they would have to travel down the coast in the winter – but Abbott killed two seals with a greasy knife, losing the use of three fingers in the process, and saved the situation.

But they also had their good, or less-bad days; such was mid-winter night when they held food in their hands and did not want to eat it, for they were full; or when they got through the Te Deum without a hitch; or when they killed some penguins; or got a ration of mustard plaster from the medical stores.

Never was a more cheerful or good-tempered party. They set out to see the humorous side of everything, and, if they could not do so one day, at any rate they determined to see to it the next. What is more, they succeeded, and have I never seen a company of better welded men than that which joined us for those last two months in McMurdo Sound.

On September 30 they started home – so they called it. This meant a sledge journey of some two hundred miles along the coast, and its possibility depended upon the presence of sea-ice, which we have seen to have been absent at Evans Coves. It also meant crossing the Drygalski Ice Tongue, an obstacle which bulked very formidably in their imaginations during the winter. They reached the last rise of this glacier in the evening of October 10, and then saw Erebus, one hundred and fifty miles off. The igloo and the past were behind; Cape Evans and the future were in front – and the sea-ice was in as far as they could see.

Dickason was half crippled with dysentery when they started, but improved. Browning, however, was still very ill, but now they were able to eat a ration of four biscuits a day and a small amount of pemmican and cocoa which gave him a better chance than the continual meat. As they neared Granite Harbour, a month after starting, his condition was so serious that they discussed leaving him there with Levick until they could get medicine and suitable food from Cape Evans.

But their troubles were nearly over, for on reaching Cape Roberts they suddenly sighted the depot left by Taylor in the previous year. They searched round, like dogs, scratching in the drifts, and found – a whole case of biscuits; and there were butter and raisins and lard. Day and night merged into one long lingering feast, and when they started on again their mouths were sore30 with eating biscuits. More, there is little doubt that the change of diet saved Browning’s life. As they moved down the coast they found another depot, and yet another. They reached Hut Point on November 5.

The story of this, our Northern Party, has been told in full by the two men most able to tell it: by Campbell in the second volume of Scott’s book, by Priestley in a separate volume called Antarctic Adventure.31 I have added only these few pages because, save in so far as their adventures touch the Main Party or the Ship, it is better that I should refer the reader ot these two accounts than that I should try and write at second hand what has been already twice told. I will only say that the history of what these men did and suffered has been overshadowed by the more tragic tale of the Polar Party. They are not men who wish for public applause, but that is no reason why the story of a great adventure should not be known; indeed, it is all the more reason why it should be known. To those who have not read it I recommend Priestley’s book mentioned above, or Campbell’s equally modest account in Scott’s Last Expedition.32

The Terra Nova arrived at Cape Evans on January 18, 1913, just as we had started to prepare for another year, and so the remains of the expedition came home that spring. Scott’s book was published in the autumn.

The story of Scott’s Last Expedition of 1910–13 is a book of two volumes, the first volume of which is Scott’s personal diary of the expedition, written from day to day before he turned into his sleeping-bag for the night when sledging, or in the intervals of the many details of organization and preparation in the hut, when at Winter Quarters. The readers of this book will probably have read that diary and the accounts of the Winter Journey, the last year, the adventures of Campbell’s Party and the travels of the Terra Nova which follow. With an object which I will explain presently I quote a review of Scott’s book from the pen of one of Mr Punch’s staff:33

‘There is courage and strength and loyalty and love shining out of the second volume no less than out of the first: there were gallant gentlemen who lived as well as gallant gentlemen who died; but it is the story of Scott, told by himself, which will give the book a place among the great books of the world. That story beings in November, 1910, and ends on March 29, 1912, and it is because when you come to the end you will have lived with Scott for sixteen months, that you will not be able to read the last pages without tears. That message to the public was heartrending enough when it came first to us, but it was as the story of how a great hero fell that we read it; now it is just the tale of how a dear friend died. To have read this book is to have known Scott; and if I were asked to describe him, I think I should use some such words as those which, six months before he died, he used of the gallant gentleman who went with him, “Bill” Wilson. “Words must always fail when I talk of him,” he wrote; “I believe he is the finest character I ever met – the closer one gets to him the more there is to admire. Every quality is so solid and dependable. Whatever the matter, one knows Bill will be sound, shrewdly practical, intensely loyal, and quite unselfish.” That is true of Wilson, if Scott says so, for he knew men; but most of it is also true of Scott himself. I have never met a more beautiful character than that which is revealed unconsciously in these journals. His humanity, his courage, his faith, his steadfastness, above all, his simplicity, mark him as a man among men. It is because of his simplicity that his last message, the last entries in his diary, his last letters, are of such undying beauty. The letter of consolation (and almost of apology) which, in the verge of death, he wrote to Mrs Wilson, wife of the man dying by his side, may well be Scott’s monument. He could have no finer. And he has raised a monument for those other gallant gentlemen who died – Wilson, Oates, Bowers, Evans. They are all drawn for us clearly by him in these pages; they stand out unmistakably. They, too, come to be friends of ours, their death is as noble and as heartbreaking. And there were gallant gentlemen, I said, who lived – you may read amazing stories of them. Indeed, it is a wonderful tale of manliness that these two volumes tell us. I put them down now; but I have been for a few days in the company of the brave … and every hour with them has made me more proud for those that died and more humble for myself.’

I have quoted this review at length, because it gives the atmosphere of hero-worship into which we were plunged on our return. That atmosphere was very agreeable; but it was a refracting medium through which the expedition could not be seen with scientific accuracy – and the expedition was nothing if not scientific. Whilst we knew what we had suffered and risked better than anyone else, we also knew that science takes no account of such things; that a man is no better for having made the worst journey in the world; and that whether he returns alive or drops by the way will be all the same a hundred years hence if his records and specimens come safely to hand.

In addition to Scott’s Last Expedition and Priestley’s Antarctic Adventures, Griffith Taylor, who was physiographer to the Main Party, has written an account of the two geological journeys of which he was the leader, and of the domestic life of the expedition at Hut Point and at Cape Evans, up to February, 1912, in a book called With Scott: The Silver Lining. This book gives a true glimpse into the more boisterous side of our life, with much useful information about the scientific part.

Though it bears little upon this book I cannot refrain from drawing the reader’s attention to, and earning some of his thanks for, a little book called Antarctic Penguins, written by Levick, the Surgeon of Campbell’s Party. It is almost entirely about Adélie penguins. The author spent the greater part of a summer living as it were upon sufferance, in the middle of one of the largest penguin rookeries in the world. He has described the story of their crowded life with a humour with which perhaps we hardly credited him, and with a simplicity which many writers of children’s stories might envy. If you think your own life hard, and would like to leave it for a short hour I recommend you to beg, borrow or steal this tale, and read and see how the penguins live. It is all quite true.

So there is always a considerable literature about the expedition, but no connected account of it as a whole. Scott’s diary, had he lived, would merely have formed the basis of the book he would have written. As his personal diary it has an interest which no other book could have had. But a diary in this life is one of the only ways in which a man can blow off steam, and so it is that Scott’s book accentuates the depression which used to come over him sometimes.

We have seen the importance which must attach to the proper record of improvements, weights and methods of each and every expedition. We have seen how Scott took the system developed by the Arctic Explorers at the point of development to which it had been brought by Nansen, and applied it for the first time to Antarctic sledge travelling. Scott’s Voyage of the Discovery gives a vivid picture of mistakes rectified and of improvements of every kind. Shackleton applied the knowledge they gained in his first expedition, Scott in this, his second and last. On the whole I believe this expedition was the best equipped there has ever been, when the double purpose, exploratory and scientific, for which it was organized, is taken into consideration. It is comparatively easy to put all your eggs into one basket, to organize your material and to equip and choose your men entirely for one object, whether it be the attainment of the Pole, or the running of a perfect series of scientific observations. Your difficulties increase manifold directly you combine the one with the other, as was done in this case. Neither Scott nor the men with him would have gone for the Pole alone. Yet they considered the Pole to be an achievement worthy of a great attempt, and ‘We took risks, we knew we took them; things have come out against us, and therefore we have no cause for complaint. …’

It is, it must be, of the first importance that a system, I will not say perfected, but developed, to a pitch of high excellence at such a cost should be handed down as completely as possible to those who are to follow. I want to so tell this story that the leader of some future Antarctic expedition, perhaps more than one, will be able to take it up and say: ‘I have here the material from which I can order the articles and quantities which will be wanted for so many men for such and such a time; I have also a record of how this material was used by Scott, of the plans of his journeys, and how his plans worked out, and of the improvements which his parties were able to make on the spot or suggest for the future. I don’t agree with such and such, but this is a foundation and will save me many months of work in preparation, and give me useful knowledge for the actual work of my expedition.’ If this book can guide the future explorer by the light of the past, it will not have been written in vain.

But this was not my main object in writing this book. When I undertook in 1913 to write, for the Antarctic Committee, an Official Narrative on condition that I was given a free hand, what I wanted to do above all things was to show what work was done; who did it; to whom the credit of the work was due; who took the responsibility; who did the hard sledging; and who pulled us through that last and most ghastly year when two parties were adrift, and God only knew what was best to be done; when, had things gone on much longer, men would undoubtedly have gone mad. There is no record of these things, though perhaps the world thinks there is. Generally as a mere follower, without much responsibility, and often scared out of my wits, I was in the thick of it all, and I know.

Unfortunately I could not reconcile a sincere personal confession with the decorous obliquity of an Official Narrative; and I found that I had put the Antarctic Committee in a difficulty from which I could rescue them only by taking the book off their hands; for it was clear that what I had written was not what is expected from a Committee, even though no member may disapprove of a word of it. A proper Official Narrative presented itself to our imaginings and sense of propriety as a quarto volume, uniform with the scientific reports dustily invisible on Museum shelves, and replete with – in the words of my Commission – ‘times of starting, hours of march, ground and weather conditions,’ not very useful as material for future Antarcticists, and in no wise effecting any catharsis of the writer’s conscience. I could not pretend that I had fulfilled these conditions; and so I decided to take the undivided responsibility on my own shoulders. None the less the Committee, having given me access to its information, is entitled to all the credit of a formal Official Narrative, without the least responsibility for the passages which I have studied to make as personal in style as possible, so that no greater authority may be attached to them than I deserve.

I need hardly add that the nine years’ delay in the appearance of my book was caused by the war. Before I had recovered from the heavy overdraft made on my strength by the expedition I found myself in Flanders looking after a fleet of armoured cars. A war is like the Antarctic in one respect. There is no getting out of it with honour as long as you can put one foot before the other. I came back badly invalided; and the book had to wait accordingly.
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Foreword by Kenneth Kamler, M.D.

THE EARLIEST POLAR EXPLORERS carried with them the same ancient device as do all modern explorers today—a piece of equipment that took eons to develop and has become the most complex system in the universe—the human body. It is an amazingly resilient machine designed to fend off attacks from the environment, but it suddenly becomes vulnerable when it ventures outside its natural limits. Though no animal would ever intentionally put itself in danger by going into an environment where it doesn’t belong, humans are controlled by emotional and spiritual imperatives, which often transcend their fundamental need for survival. Humans have always had an insatiable drive to explore and, with the accumulating wisdom of countless generations, they have gradually developed the technology—clothes and shelters, boats and space capsules—to cross barriers that had previously contained them for millions of years. Man set foot on Antarctica just as soon as access to, and survival on, the continent became possible—though just barely. With no safety margin, human existence there was tenuous and easily eliminated.

An explorer may have the ingenuity to enter the most extreme environment on Earth, and the temerity to think he can survive there, but ultimately, his body is far more fragile than he would like to admit. If his protection breaks down, he dies easily. Apsley Cherry-Garrard saw it happen to Robert Scott and his party on their return from the South Pole. They froze to death on the ice, unable to reach a cache just eleven miles away that would have supplied them with enough food, shelter, and warmth to keep them alive. That was nearly one hundred years ago. Since then, the trappings of exploration have changed radically, but the vulnerability of an unprotected human body has not. Just a few years ago, eleven climbers died when they were caught in a sudden storm below the summit of Mount Everest. At the time, I was the expedition doctor and the rest of the team and I were only two thousand feet below them. We had the food, shelter, fuel and oxygen that they desperately needed, but we could not get it to them. Not knowing where they were, nor even who was dead and who was alive, we expended our strength and resources in short frustrating forays that ultimately were nothing more than wild goose chases. Though we had the most modern equipment and the bravest climbers, we were pathetically inadequate to combat the overwhelming forces of nature that were raging against us. We listened helplessly as one of the climbers who lay dying in the snow called his wife on his satellite phone to say goodbye. Our comrades were as beyond help as if they were on the moon.

That analogy was not lost on NASA. Their researchers got the idea to try to apply some of their space-age technology to the problem of saving people lost in the wilderness. As a doctor with a great deal of medical experience in remote regions, I was asked by NASA scientists to help develop a program that would field-test medical monitoring equipment under the extreme conditions of Mount Everest. We felt that if we could make it work there, it would work anywhere. Bringing the worlds most sophisticated medical care to the world’s most remote environment would be the ultimate test for a doctor of extreme medicine. I accepted the challenge for myself and for the friends I lost on the mountain.

Two years later, I was back on Everest—not despite that tragic storm, but because of it. NASA funded a team of scientists and engineers from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Yale University, and the Department of Defense, assembled by The Explorers Club, to develop computer models and treatment protocols that we field-tested in the extreme. Wireless body sensors that NASA was developing for astronauts on a space station or on Mars were adapted to be worn by mountain climbers, or any other wilderness travelers. Strapped on or stuck on, they monitored heart rate, respiration, blood pressure, skin temperature, and body position (vertical or horizontal). To record internal body temperature, climbers swallowed pills with tiny radio transmitters whose signal rate was heat dependent. Climbers wore tee shirts that recorded their EKGs (heart rhythms) and caps that recorded their EEGs (brain waves). On their helmets were GPS (Global Positioning System) receivers, giving their location to within a few yards. All these signals were amplified by receivers in their backpacks, and broadcast to us at base camp. We had continuous awareness of the state of health and the location of each climber. Even in the most severe conditions, we could know instantaneously whether and where someone needed rescue. If an attempt were to be made, we could direct the rescuers to climbers that we knew were still alive, dramatically increasing the efficiency and lowering the risk of the rescue.

Victims that could stagger, stumble, or be carried into our base camp medical tent, pitched on the ice at 17,500 feet, found themselves surrounded by a surreal panoply of space-age telemedical equipment. We were able to listen to heart sounds and breath sounds, count blood cell types and analyze blood chemistry, perform Doppler ultrasound studies, prepare microscope slides, and record video images of our patients. The information was then digitized and sent via satellite to hospitals in the United States. Through a live television hookup, we were able to present our patients to some of the world’s leading medical experts. They, in turn, could ask for more information and additional studies, before giving their advice. With our real-time interactive discussions, we were able to formulate the best possible treatment plan for each of our patients. The system worked so well, that we had foreign climbers coming to us asking to be treated for their chronic conditions since the level of care we provided was so much higher than anything they could receive at home.

Had such a wireless sensing and telemedicine system been in place during that fateful storm, perhaps we could have saved some of the people high up on the mountain who are still lying there. That capability was inconceivable then, but already it seems primitive. Doctors and scientists are now developing a remote diagnosis and treatment system so mind-boggling, it’s barely imaginable. Body sensors worn by a wilderness traveler would immediately send an alarm signal if any combination of his parameters fell outside a safe range. Doctors and rescuers would determine if evacuation was both necessary and possible. If so, the victim would be brought to a designated health station where a sensor would scan his entire body to create a 3-D hologram, which would be beamed back to medical experts. The on-screen image could be entered, rotated, and magnified to identify and focus in on the problem. Once a diagnosis was made, the appropriate medicine could be dispensed. If surgery was indicated, a surgeon at a medical center would do it virtually on the holographic image, free to try different approaches and techniques individualized for the specific patient. When the surgeon was satisfied that he had done the best possible operation, he would program it into the computer.

The information would be beamed to the health station and downloaded into a robot. Like a player piano, the robotic surgeon will be programmed to flawlessly carry out the operation. Once this system is perfected, it will revolutionize medical care for explorers, wilderness travelers, and everyone else on planet Earth—and beyond.

Just as advancing technology is making exploration safer, it is also bringing exploration to ever more remote and dangerous locations. Human beings have now probed thermal vents at the bottom of the ocean, penetrated caves thousands of feet below the ground, and walked on the moon. The Worst Journey in the World, a five-week trip hauling sledges over ice in freezing darkness to collect penguin eggs, today sounds quaint, even ludicrous. The expedition was futile, but doctors, scientists, and explorers build on the work of those who precede them—in a spiritual sense, if not always in a practical sense. Cherry-Garrard’s honest, emotional, and heroic account of his ordeal exemplifies and perpetuates the essential spirit that drives society forward. It serves as an inspiration to bring out the best in the explorers who venture to the extremes and in the doctors who try to protect them there. What is possible, even routine, for us now was unimaginable to Apsley Cherry-Garrard. What will be possible in another hundred years is unimaginable to us today.

KENNETH KAMLER, M.D.

NEW YORK, NEW YORK

DECEMBER 11, 2003



Foreword to the 1965 edition by George Seaver


APSLEY GEORGE BENET CHERRY-GARRARD, only son of Major-General Apsley Cherry-Garrard, C.B., was born at Bedford on 2 January 1886.

The Cherry family – properly De Chéries – is of old French origin. The English branch of it settled in Northamptonshire in the beginning of the fifteenth century, at the village of Plumpton. Here for several generations the elder sons farmed their paternal acres and the younger sons served the State at home or abroad. With the rise of the British Government in India they found important posts in the judiciary and civil administration in the Bengal province. Major-General Cherry-Garrard’s great-grandfather, George Cherry, at the age of sixteen lost a leg when in action at the Battle of Finisterre in 1747 on board H.M.S. Neptune, commanded by his uncle Captain Breton, R.N. In later life he was Chairman to the Board of Commissioners for victualling the Navy. His eldest son, George Frederick Cherry, born 1761, of the Bengal Civil Service, was on Lord Cornwallis’s staff and became Resident at Benares. In 1798 he was assassinated with two junior officers at a public breakfast at the Residency by the Vizier Ali, formerly Nabob of Oude, who accused him unjustly of being the cause of his deposition by the new Governor-General, the Marquis of Wellesley. His young widow returned to England with their little son George Henry, and lived in the Cherry family’s London house, in Gloucester Place. George Henry Cherry, a brilliant classical scholar, took a double first at Oxford. He married Charlotte, daughter of Charles Drake-Garrard of Lamer Park, Wheat-hampstead, Herts, and himself bought Denford Park near Hungerford, Berks. Their fifth child Emily became the wife of John Smith of Britwell, Oxon, whose son Reginald Smith, K.C., married Isabel, daughter of George Smith, the famous publisher, and succeeded his father-in-law as head of the firm of Smith and Elder. George and Charlotte’s youngest child was Apsley, the future general.

As a young officer in the 90th Light Infantry – later to become the Cameronians – Apsley Cherry served with gallantry in the Indian Mutiny and in the Kaffir and Zulu Wars: he was described by F. M. Lord Wolseley as ‘the bravest man I have ever seen’. With the rank of Major-General he was in command of the Garrison at Bedford when at the age of 53 he married Evelyn, daughter of Henry Sharpin, MD, the local doctor, in whose house their eldest child and only son, the subject of this memoir, was born. A year later the General’s elder brother George, to whom he was greatly attached, died unmarried and he inherited the Denford estate; and till he was seven the future Antarctic explorer was brought up at Denford, which he loved.

The Garrards had been lords of the manor of Lamer since the middle of the sixteenth century. Part of the house, now demolished, dated from 1272. Members of this family also had been prominent servants of the State: no less than three had been Lord Mayors of London. Sir Benet Garrard, the last of his name and title, died in 1767 and Lamer was inherited by his distant cousin Charles Drake of Shardloes, Bucks, who assumed his name and arms. He married Anne Barne of Sotherly Hall in Suffolk, and it was their daughter Charlotte who married George Henry Cherry. Their son Charles married Honora Pauncefort-Duncombe, and on her death in 1893 – her husband having predeceased her without issue – the Lamer estate went to his sister Charlotte’s distinguished son, on condition of his assuming the additional name and arms of Garrard.

Major-General Cherry-Garrard thus, when comparatively late in life the father of a growing family (one son and three daughters; two more daughters followed), found himself the possessor of two large estates. With great reluctance but in duty bound he leased Denford and removed his family and household to Lamer. But it proved an even more delectable abode than Denford had been, and his son grew up to love every stick and stone of it. His letters from his preparatory school, The Grange, in Folkestone, put a good face on things, but he was always longing to be home. An excessive shortsightedness debarred him from proficiency in games, though he played them with enthusiasm; and this handicap made him no happier at Winchester where, however, he found a good friend in one of the masters, Mr Beloe. But at Oxford, where he read Classics and Modern History, he found congenial friends and interests, and also a sport in which he could literally pull his weight and to which bad eyesight was no bar: this was rowing. Though he just failed to get his blue, he rowed bow in the Christ Church first VIII in 1908 and helped the Christ Church crew to win the Grand Challenge Cup at Henley in the same year.

During Cherry’s time at college his father had a long and painful illness, which terminated in his death in 1907. All his life Cherry had been thrilled by stories of his father’s courage and achievements, and he always had before him the example of his father’s high standard of conduct. He loved his father devotedly, though with some awe, and felt that he had left him an example that he must strive to live up to. Cherry felt that he could never equal his father, and, perhaps, without realizing it, he was looking for some way to prove himself to himself. His opportunity was to come quite soon. He was twenty-one years old when his father died. Three years later he was to be one of the youngest members of Scott’s last expedition.

In September 1907 when Dr Wilson and his wife were staying with the Reginald Smiths at their bungalow in Cortachy near Kirriemuir, Captain Scott came to join them for a few days and unfolded his plans for another Antarctic expedition. In the following summer the Smiths lent their bungalow to the Wilsons (their greatest friends), and Reginald Smith’s young cousin Apsley Cherry-Garrard paid them a visit. ‘When I first met Wilson it was certain that he and Scott were going south again if possible: they wanted to finish the job. I do not know whether Scott would have gone again without Wilson.’ But he thereupon decided, if this possibility became a fact, to volunteer. In May 1909 Cherry embarked on the S.S. Ormuz with Mr Woolcombe, the head of the Oxford House, who was making a lecture tour in Australia. They travelled together for a time in Western Australia and then Cherry went off on his own. Hearing of Scott’s second venture south as official news, he wrote to Dr Wilson on 3 October 1909, from Brisbane applying for service. He continued the voyage on cargo-boats – visiting the Celebes, China, and Japan; and when at Calcutta on 4 January 1910, he received a reply from Wilson, dated 8 December 1909.


Your letter duly reached me and I have discussed your proposal with Captain Scott as well as with Reginald Smith. I fully sympathize with your eagerness to come, but I write now only to endorse what you already have heard from Reginald Smith – namely that no object would be gained by shortening your present programme. … Scott thinks that it is just possible that when we have filled up the actual scientific staff with the necessary experts in each branch, there may still be a vacancy for an adaptable helper, such as I am sure you would be; ready to lend a hand where it was wanted. Only I must frankly say that as it is a matter of real importance in these Shore parties to reduce numbers to a minimum, the reverse may be possible and there may be no room for any but the absolutely necessary Staff.

If however you are content to let the matter stand over until your return – and if, after coming into closer touch with your home ties, you are still anxious to go – I can promise that your application will not have been forgotten, and you will not have suffered by the waiting. Only at present it is quite impossible to make you any promise – I wish it were otherwise – and you must be prepared for disappointment …



Cherry returned home early in April and wrote immediately, this time to back his application with the offer of £1,000 to the funds of the Expedition. Among some eight thousand applicants were several who offered similar donations, but these offers carried no weight with Scott despite his lack of financial resources: Oates was in fact the only other contributor – and of a like sum – who was accepted, but he was a specialist in an indispensable branch of service. It must have given Wilson as much pain to write the following letter, dated 20 April 1910, as it gave Cherry to receive it:


I am more sorry than I can say to have been the means of conveying to you your disappointment. … However, let me thank you for the kind things you have said in thanking me for my very unsuccessful mediations. I am very glad indeed that you could say them.



Two things emerge from Wilson’s next and very interesting letter, dated 25 April: one, that Cherry had asked that his offer of a subscription might stand, despite his non-acceptance; the other, less evident, that Wilson had another serious talk with Scott on his behalf.


Captain Scott wants to see you again and have a talk over things with you before giving a final answer. … He says he must satisfy himself by a talk with you that there is no misunderstanding on the subject before coming to a determination, otherwise he feels you might both be in something of a false position. I believe he is right, and the time has come when you and he must understand one another. I can tell you one thing however, and that is that he very much appreciates the motive which induced you to send your subscription independently of your chance of being taken. That is an action which appeals to him, not because of the money for which he cares very little, except impersonally, in so far as it helps the Expedition to be a success – but because he knows what to expect of a man who felt it was the right thing to do.

I know Scott intimately, as you know. 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. 1 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. However you will soon see for yourself.

Meanwhile come and see him on Wednesday – at 11 – and come prepared to be examined medically in the event of your being accepted. …



After such a letter the result could hardly be in doubt. But these letters show that it was only by the skin of his teeth, so to speak, that Cherry boarded the Terra Nova bound for the enterprise which proved to be Scott’s Last Expedition. Despite excessive pressure of work during these last few weeks of preparation, Wilson and his wife contrived a special visit to Lamer that he might thank Mrs Cherry-Garrard personally for allowing her son to go, and also assure her that he would keep an eye on him.

Thus Cherry was duly enlisted as ‘assistant zoologist’ to Wilson who was Chief of the Scientific Staff It was a joke at first among the officers and scientists that he was accepted for the South because he knew a lot of Latin and Greek! Yet from the outset he proved his value among the personnel of the Expedition, and before its close he had more major sledge-journeys to his credit than any other surviving member of it.

Two or three extracts from Wilson’s journal on shipboard suffice to show Cherry’s zeal to make himself useful as an ‘adaptable helper’.

(Off Cardiff) ‘Got to filthy work right off, shifting cases … Cherry-Garrard was invaluable, as he had kept an eye on the whereabouts of everything.’ – (Off Madeira) ‘I slept with Cherry-Garrard on the ice-house, where 5 hours sleep is more good than 8 below.’ … (Off South Trinidad after a perilous re-embarkation and the difficult salvage of bird-specimens through salt water) ‘Cherry-Garrard was so keen to save them that he continued skinning all night till breakfast.’ And from a letter to Reginald Smith on arrival in New Zealand:


As for Cherry, he is such a success – and it is apparent to every one. I am so delighted with him. … He has taken most kindly to the position of taxidermist amongst many others. Where he shines most is as Pennell’s assistant. … Cherry has been doing a tremendous amount of magnetic figures and observation record-keeping for Pennell in which his exceptional handwriting – and neatness and accuracy – comes in most usefully. He is in excellent spirits and as strong as a horse.



Scott joined the ship in New Zealand and also wrote to Reginald Smith from Christchurch on 18 November:


Cherry-Garrard has won all hearts; he shows himself ready for any sort of hard work and is always to the front when the toughest jobs are on hand. He is the most unselfish, kind-hearted fellow, and will be of the greatest use to the Expedition. … You will be equally glad to know that he is exceedingly happy. I haven’t asked if he is, but when I see his cheerful brown face charged with enthusiasm and wreathed in smiles I cannot doubt it – but indeed it is a good life for any young man who has the right stuff in him.



Early in 1911 Scott organized his pony- and dog-teams to transport a large quantity of stores to One Ton Camp as provision for the returning Polar Party next year. He found time for another letter to Reginald Smith from Safety Camp on the Great Ice Barrier on 1 February 1911:


I am reduced to sending a last greeting from this camp in the hope that the ship will duly recover this note and post it in New Zealand. … Wilson outdoes himself and is just perfection as sledge traveller and companion. And I find it difficult to express my satisfaction with Cherry-Garrard. He is ready for everything – one of the best pony leaders we have and always to the front when hard work is to be done – he said he wouldn’t mind what work he was put to and he doesn’t – but more than this, he is always ready to take on himself other people’s hard work and does it all in a genial unostentatious way that is wholly admirable.



Some redistribution took place at various stages on the Depot journey, but on the first outward marches Scott’s own tent included Oates, Bowers, and Cherry-Garrard. It was Cherry’s first experience of close association with a leader who demanded thoroughness and efficiency. Scott never had occasion to revise his impressions of this young colleague. ‘Cherry-Garrard is remarkable because of his eyes. He can only see through glasses and has to wrestle with all sorts of inconveniences in consequence, yet one would never guess it – for he manages somehow to do more than his share of the work.’ – ‘Cherry-Garrard is cook. He is excellent, and is quickly learning all the tips for looking after himself and his gear.’

This, the first major Journey, was fraught with hazards and adventures which severely tested the qualities of all concerned. There was first the disappearance down a crevasse of an entire dog-team; the difficult extrication of eleven of the thirteen, and then the rescue by Scott single-handed of the two remaining in its depths. ‘My companions today were excellent: Wilson and Cherry-Garrard if anything the most intelligently and readily helpful.’ Then there was the harrowing incident, graphically recounted by Bowers in this book, when he and Cherry were marooned for hours on a drifting ice-floe. ‘Practical Cherry’ is Bowers’s tribute more than once to his companion – high praise from one possessed of such inexhaustible resource and courage as that ‘undefeatable little sportsman’ was himself – and the experience was another link in the chain that bound them in an unbreakable friendship. ‘When you have been through as bad times with someone as I went through with Birdie you get to know him so well that you do not seem to know anyone in civilization at all.’

On return to the comparative comfort of life in the Hut, Scott penned a memorable passage in his diary:


I do not think there can be any life quite so demonstrative of character as that which we had on these expeditions. One sees a remarkable reassortment of values. Under ordinary conditions it is so easy to carry a point with a little bounce: self-assertion is a mask which covers many a weakness. As a rule we have neither the time nor the desire to look beneath it, and so it is that commonly we accept people on their own valuation. Here the outward show is nothing, it is the inward purpose that counts. So the ‘gods’ dwindle and the humble supplant them. Pretence is useless …



He goes on to select a few for special commendation:


… Cherry-Garrard is another of the open-air, self-sufficing, quiet workers; his whole heart is in the life, with profound eagerness to help everyone. One has caught glimpses of him in tight places; sound all through and pretty hard also. Indoors he is editing our Polar Journal, out of doors he is busy making trial of stone huts and blubber stoves, primarily with a view to the winter journey to Cape Crozier, but incidentally these are instructive experiments for any party which may get into difficulty by being cut off from the home station.



Cherry was not only the judicious editor of the South Polar Times but also the flawless and meticulous typist of its text, cleverly interspaced between Wilson’s artistic productions. This obscure periodical attracted the interest of so many friends of the Expedition on its return that it was printed by Reginald Smith’s firm in exact facsimile for private circulation. Its editor displayed another useful and unexpected accomplishment. ‘At our morning service Cherry-Garrard, good fellow, vamped the accompaniment of two hymns; he received encouraging thanks and will cope with all three hymns next Sunday.’

Scott had been averse to Wilson’s proposed Winter Journey as being altogether too dangerous an enterprise, but he had been eventually overborne by Wilson’s reassurances. The purpose of this – ‘the weirdest bird-nesting expedition that has been or ever will be’ – was to collect as many eggs as possible of the Emperor Penguin at early stages of incubation so as to work out their embryology. Wilson had determined on it ever since the discovery of their breeding-ground at Cape Crozier nine years before: ‘but I’m not saying much about it; it might never come off he had confided to Cherry in London. His choice of companions was simple: ‘the two I like best of all our party.’ He continued, in a letter to his wife:


It is going to be a regular snorter, I can see that; but I have got the two best sledgers of the whole Expedition to come with me. Scott has allowed me to have them, and they are desperately keen to come. … He hopes I shall bring them back safe and sound for the Southern Journey. He told me today again that I had the pick of the sledging element and mustn’t get them crocked.



Scott saw the trio off and returned to the Hut to complete a book of his diary with the words: ‘This winter travel is a new and bold venture, but the right men have gone to attempt it. All good luck go with them!’

More than five weeks later, when they staggered back to the Hut looking more dead than alive, Scott spoke of their exploit as ‘the hardest journey that has ever been made’ and as ‘one of the most gallant stories in Polar History. … It makes a tale for our generation which I hope may not be lost in the telling.’ – It has not been.

Exactly three calendar months intervened between the return from the Winter Journey and the start for the great Southern Journey, and with the gradual return of the sun preparations for the long march proceeded with increasing tempo.

On the eve of the start Scott wrote again to Reginald Smith:


… As for Cherry-Garrard, he is a perfect brick, the most unselfish good-natured fellow in the world, with plenty of intelligence and bottomless pluck. He is extremely popular and personally I could not wish for a better companion. He has already reaped a heap of experience and some startling adventures – quite enough to show the stuff he’s made of. He and Bowers were in a very tight place on the sea-ice last year [sic] and both behaved just as the best sort of Englishmen behave on such occasions. On this very severe Cape Crozier journey in the winter he suffered more than his companions but neither of them heard a word from him about it, and when his fingers were a mass of frost bites and blisters he had to be ordered not to do things for other people. You may well be proud of him, and I hope you will let his people know what golden opinions he has deserved and won.



A day or two later he added a postscript:


Really Cherry is very delightful – he has just come to me with a very anxious face to say that I must not count on his navigating powers. For a moment I didn’t know what he was driving at, but then remembered that some months ago I said that it would be a good thing for all the officers going South to have some knowledge of navigation so that in emergency they would know how to steer a sledge home. It appears that Cherry thereupon commenced a serious and arduous course of study of abstruse navigational problems which he found exceedingly tough and now despairs of mastering. Of course there is not one chance in a hundred that he will ever have to consider navigation on our journey, and in that one chance the problem must be of the simplest nature; but it makes matters much easier for me to have men who take the details of our work so seriously and who strive so simply and honestly to make it successful.



On 1 November 1911, Scott, Wilson, and Cherry-Garrard set forth together – the ‘flying rearguard’ of the pony-teams – and Ponting’s cinematograph recorded their departure. From the end of the Great Ice Barrier three chosen parties man-hauled their sledges up the Beardmore Glacier. On 22 December the first of the two teams to return was sent back from a day’s march beyond the Upper Glacier Depot: it comprised Atkinson, Wright, Cherry-Garrard, and Keohane the youngest seaman. Wilson in a letter to his wife sincerely expressed not only his own but everyone’s estimation of Cherry.


… Please write to Mrs Cherry-Garrard and say how splendidly her son has worked on this sledge journey. He has been a real trump, and has made himself beloved by everyone – a regular brick to work and a splendid tentmate. I am simply proud of having had something to do with getting him on to this Expedition. He is very disappointed at having to go back with the first four; but this is right, because he is the youngest. He is not worn out in the least, though he has worked his utmost all the way. I am very fond of him.



Nearly a year was to elapse before he saw his friends again – Scott, Wilson, Bowers – dead in their tent on the Great Ice Barrier, within only eleven miles of One Ton Camp: so much nearer than anyone had guessed. He does not say, though Atkinson did, that his was the suggestion of the last line from Tennyson’s Ulysses inscribed on the cross, erected on Observation Hill to the memory of the Polar Party;1 as well as of the epitaph commemorating Oates.2

And it is worth noticing that in the shock of this discovery, at the very moment when the thought of ‘what might have been if only’ might be supposed to have struck him hardest, it did not, for there is no trace of it in his diary; nor certainly did it for one moment cross the minds of any of his comrades. Nor do any self-reproaches appear ten years later when he wrote The Worst Journey: it is only mentioned as one among other remote hypotheses on page 610. There were indeed a few arm-chair critics who, when the Ship reached New Zealand again early in 1913, wondered why a strenuous effort had not been made to rescue the Polar Party; but this carried no weight with him or with any other member of the Expedition. It was not till long afterwards that the thought of what he might have done – and the fantasy of what others were thinking and saying about him – became a little cloud on the margin of his mind that grew till it covered his whole sky.

The Antarctic – two-and-a-half brief years of youth – was the highlight of his life’s experience; the long remainder was anticlimax. Whatever subsequent activities engaged his interest, they were incidental to his real interest which was his memories. Early in 1914 he was invited by Atkinson to join him unofficially in an expedition to China led by Robert Leiper, C.M.G., D.S.C, M.D. (the same helminthologist to whom Wilson had divulged his discovery of the cause of grouse disease in 1909). Its purpose was to investigate a sheep liver fluke disease which affected British seamen in China waters. It found that the infection was water-borne and entered the feet of sailors when swabbing the decks. In later years Professor Leiper came to live at Leasy Bridge Farm near Wheathampstead and was a frequent and welcome guest at Lamer.

With the outbreak of war in August of this year Cherry tried first for a job as an orderly in the R.A.M.C. and Sir Frederick Treves offered him a motor-car for the transport of wounded men, but he was no mechanic. However, he bought a Douglas motor-cycle and applied for service as a dispatch rider, was accepted, and sent to Aldershot on 20 September for training in 8th Signalling Company, R.E. After a month in barracks with 150 men, among whom on his first night he had to fight for a bed, he was ‘about to be made a corporal’ when he was sent for to the orderly room. His Captain informed him that a wire had arrived from a Commander in the Admiralty asking whether he would accept an appointment with armoured cars. Within a few days he was commissioned Lieut. Commander R.N.V.R. As this rank was equivalent to that of Major in the army he thought it would not be impertinent to bestow his motor-cycle upon his late Captain as a parting gift! He was posted to the command of no. 5 squadron, which served in Flanders from April to August 1915 when it was disbanded. By this time Cherry was himself a sick man and was invalided out with chronic colitis. During a long convalescence he began writing The Worst Journey which he finished in 1922. In his Introduction he clearly shows how little he esteemed comradeship in arms beside comradeship in exploration: ‘Talk of ex-soldiers: give me ex-antarcticists, unsoured and with their ideals intact: they could sweep the world.’

In 1916 he brought to the attention of the Tasmanian Government an iniquity which Wilson had exposed to the Zoological Society in 1904. This was the hunting of King Penguins on Macquarie Island into cauldrons of boiling water for their oil. As a result the practice was suppressed and the island declared a bird and seal sanctuary. In 1917 he ‘obtained certain reforms in the treatment of invalided men’. This was an effort prompted by the case of G. P. Abbott, a seaman in Scott’s Last Expedition, who had been removed from a military to a civilian hospital with consequent loss of pension. He paid for this man’s treatment, and secured his rights.

During the 1920s he made acquaintance with certain men of action whose exploits and characters he admired. One was Mallory of Everest: ‘burning with a kind of fire, an ardent impatient soul, winding himself up to a passion the higher he got.’ Another was Lawrence of Arabia, of whom he contributed a personal memoir in the Symposium by his Friends. This shows acute psychological insight. The book was edited by Lawrence’s younger brother, A. W., who wrote to him: ‘I have read your article several times and it seems to me perfectly true.’

All his life he retained the keenest interest in exploration everywhere, but especially in its development with modern equipment in the Antarctic; and was delighted when the French explorers Barré, Cendron, and Imbert telegraphed to him on their return in 1951 the offer of an Emperor Penguin’s egg, which he was quite thrilled to accept. And when the trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1957–8 under Fuchs and Hillary was launched he received regularly its Newsletter bulletin. During this expedition, the Journey to Cape Crozier was re-enacted, though in the autumn instead of winter. A party consisting of Sir Edmund Hillary, Murray Ellis, Jim Bates, and Peter Mulgrew, with a copy of The Worst Journey as a guide book, set off to follow the route taken by Wilson, Bowers, and Cherry, and made, to quote from their Newsletter, ‘the most spectacular discovery of an historical nature to be made in the Antarctic for many years’. For after searching in an area of two square miles, in high winds, and minus 20° temperatures, they found the stone igloo erected by Doctor Wilson’s party in 1911. Only eighteen inches to two feet remained, but still securely fixed between the rocks were the remains of the green Willesden canvas used as a roof. Inside, they found, amongst other things, a nine-foot man-hauling sledge, Doctor Wilson’s scientific case, a thermos flask, thermometers, all in perfect working order, and a packet of salt, which after a lapse of 46 years poured as if it were just out of the desiccator. The Trans-Antarctic Expedition Committee consulted with Cherry as to the most suitable home for these relics, and he was very happy to agree that they should be placed in museums in New Zealand; these are the Dominion, Canterbury, and the Gisborne Museums. But perhaps he valued even more than these associations the memory of a visit to Lamer soon after his return of the first and greatest pioneer of polar travel, who had befriended and counselled Scott before his Discovery days, and who in the old age stood before the world – ‘just, brave, and compassionate’ – as the representative of enlightened humanity, Fridtjof Nansen.

Cherry was well read in the humanities, especially in religious philosophy and psychology, he had the instincts of the scholar. Always an idealist, he was also a critically minded thinker: a sceptic in the best sense of a word that has lost its true meaning. A lover of classical literature and art, ancient and modern, from his soul he loathed those post-war productions that masquerade as works of art and reflect the malaise of a diseased sensibility. Of modern English writers none, I think, ever displaced Kipling as his first choice. Conrad was another favourite. Galsworthy, whom he liked and whose work he admired, paid a graceful tribute to The Worst Journey in one of the Forsyte novels. H. G. Wells, the most justly popular novelist of his times, proved a most helpful supporter of his campaign for the abolition of the cruel slaughter of penguins, and gave the matter publicity in The Undying Fire. Arnold Bennett was another acquaintance. Scott’s dearest friend, the sad, shy Barrie, came several times to stay with Cherry.

But his own closest friends in the literary world were his nearest neighbours Mr and Mrs Bernard Shaw, whose home at Ayot St Lawrence was within easy walking distance of Lamer. Of them he says modestly that ‘they taught me to write’. Despite disparity in age they had much in common. Cherry gave Shaw full marks as a writer of faultless English prose and as an exposer of popular fallacies, but he had little faith in him as a genuinely constructive thinker. Shaw’s skill in debate was so scintillating and elusive that it was difficult to detect him in an inconsistency. But Cherry, who preferred truth to victory in argument, was determined to catch him out, and during one of Shaw’s brilliant monologues he lay low waiting his chance. At last it came: a clear contradiction to some previous assertion. ‘But you said such-and-such just now,’ protested Cherry. ‘Ah yes,’ replied the sage, quite unabashed, ‘but that was half an hour ago!’ Shaw and Cherry had many an argument over politics, but they remained the best of friends. The Shaws opened up new worlds for him, and gave him stimulating companionship and fun, and it was the Shaws also who gave him the same constant companionship, kindness, and help during his long years of illness. In Cherry’s copy of The Black Girl in Search of God, Shaw wrote in February 1948,


For Cherry and Angela

Greatest of my friends.



It was appropriately enough in the hard winter of February of 1929 that I first went to Lamer – from the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge when English weather came as near Antarctic as Debenham remembered. Though I had read both volumes of Scott’s Last Expedition – often, I had not as yet read The Worst Journey in the World. The failure of an electric heater in the garage where Cherry’s car (a Vauxhall sporting racer) was iced up, kept him busy for some time whilst I waited in a pleasant room before a comfortable hearth. Suddenly entering – a dark, compact figure of middle height with sloping shoulders and wearing thick-lensed glasses – he stood tense and rigidly still, apologizing for the delay. This attitude was in fact characteristic on occasion. The impression was that of a highly strung individual habituated to the practice of deliberate self-control. Over lunch he relaxed completely and allowed himself to reminisce. I had come by favour of an introduction from Mrs Wilson to learn something of his experiences and those of his companions in the South, and, no doubt because she had been Bill’s wife and was also his good friend, he was generous in sharing his memories with a stranger. He spoke of the routine and technique of sledging; of Scott’s reorganization of the Polar team while actually on the march, five men instead of four – a mistake; of Oates gallantly concealing the effects of an old Boer War leg-wound (‘If it hadn’t been him for the Pole it would have been me’); of the lack of vitamins that finally starved the Polar Party – and much else. This led him to speak of the Dog Journey which he had undertaken alone, save for Dimitri the boy Russian driver, with provisions for their return. ‘I often wonder whether, if I had plugged on after that blizzard from One Ton killing dogs for food as necessary, I might have reached them.’ A rough computation of dates and distances, pointing to the impossibility, left him unconvinced. Too often he had worked them out himself. I did not realize then to what a disastrous extent this sense of having failed his friends was already preying on his mind. He went on to speak of the wreck that long spells of illness had made of him. To a remonstrance – ‘But surely you are the same man that went on the Winter Journey’ – he answered, ‘Am I? I wonder.’ But it was worth it, wasn’t it? whatever the price of physical prostration. ‘Yes,’ he replied: ‘I’m all in favour of getting ragged out.’

What are the essential prerequisites for a Polar traveller? A good blood-circulation, sound constitution, tough physique? –


No, not necessarily so at all. It is a matter of mind rather than of body. Look at Wilson: poor circulation, once a consumptive, not strong above the waist. Compare him with Taff Evans, the giant of the whole lot of us. Yet it was Evans who succumbed long before the others. Wilson stuck it out to the last, but he had them as well as himself to look after. It was the sensitive men, the men with nerves, with a background of education – ‘good blood’ – who went farthest, pulled hardest, stayed longest. Bowers, of course, was exceptional by any standards. Scott, Wilson, Oates, Bowers were not unduly depressed to find that Amundsen had forestalled them at the Pole, though naturally they were disappointed (Wilson perhaps not even that). But Evans was really disheartened: he began to go downhill from then on.



If Oates had taken the course that he took ten days or even a week earlier than he did, when the others knew that he was already beyond hope, might they have got in? – ‘They would almost certainly have reached One Ton before the blizzard hit them. But it is natural that Oates should not give up hope, and natural that they should urge him to slog on as long as he could.’ What do you think actually happened? – ‘I think that, the night before he walked out, he asked Wilson for an opium pill, and that Bill gave him one which would be enough to ease his pain and put him to sleep for a few hours. “He slept through the night, hoping not to wake; but he woke in the morning.” Then he went out.’ – Do you think that the decision of the others not to finish themselves but to fight it out to the last biscuit and die naturally in the track, was due to Wilson’s refusal of Scott’s first request to hand over the contents of the medicine case, and that, when Scott made it an order, Wilson’s objections were so strong that the idea was abandoned – abandoned for good? – ‘Yes, that is how I read it. When we found them and Atkinson examined them, their skin was clear. There were no dark traces under their eyes as there would have been if they had taken an overdose of opium or morphia.’

Arising from this conversation are two points that require elucidation.

First: ‘If it hadn’t been Oates for the Pole it would have been me.’ Compare page 378: ‘Wilson told me it was a toss-up whether Titus or I should go on. …’ And: ‘Oates was limping slightly from an old wound on the top of the Glacier, and Atkinson, who knew him best, told me that he did not want to go on.’ Scott was of course not told this: if he had been, Oates would certainly have returned with Atkinson’s party. If Cherry had been substituted, he would have been added as fifth man. He was aware of his own limitations and his considered opinion was that had Scott adhered to his original plan of a four-man party, and had it comprised Scott and Wilson, Bowers and Lashly, they might have got through despite every misfortune.

Second: ‘I often wonder whether, if I had plugged on after that blizzard from One Ton killing dogs for food as necessary, I might have reached them.’ Compare page 565: ‘If the dogs had not been taken so far and the One Ton Depot [of dog-food] had been laid. … If I had disobeyed my instructions and gone on from One Ton, killing dogs as necessary. …’ He had previously shown (p. 427) that it had proved impossible to make a depot of dog-food. – He started from Hut Point with Dimitri and the dog-teams late at night on 26 February and reached One Ton on the night of 3 March – six days. Next day a blizzard blew up and prevented movement for four days. During this time it was found necessary to give the dogs extra food because they were weak and their coats were moulting. On 8 March, when the blizzard cleared, the Polar Party were still the other side of Mt Hooper, more than 70 miles away, but Cherry had every reason to suppose that they were nearing One Ton.

The situation as it presented itself to him then and there was one that hardly admitted of doubt. He had enough dog-food left for two more days before returning. He could either run a day – perhaps 25 miles’ distance – farther south and back, and chance missing the Polar Party on the way; or he could remain at One Ton where they were certain to meet. Or, a third alternative: he could, disobeying explicit orders, go on blindly southwards killing dogs to feed the dwindling remainder. He chose to remain and wait as long as possible. His companion was not well, but this fact did not affect his decision.

But now consider the situation as it presented itself to him post eventum. His friends were fighting a losing battle for their lives more than 70 miles away. He would have gone to any lengths to reach them: he would have adopted the third alternative. And he never afterwards forgave himself that he did not.

On my next visit he was writing an Introduction for my book on Wilson, as he did later for that on Bowers. Apart from those two very special friends, and from Scott himself, the men of the Expedition who most won his admiration were Atkinson and Oates (‘the Inseparables’), Priestley and Campbell, and seaman Lashly; and chiefly Pennell who was in charge of the ship and not among any of the Shore Parties, but whom for character and capacity he ranked with Wilson. He had it in mind at one time to follow The Worst Journey with a tribute to the six men of the Northern Party who endured seven months of a Polar winter in an ice-cave; but what after all could be added to Priestley’s own graphic and restrained account in Antarctic Adventure?

Cherry’s method of writing was peculiar to himself. He did not write consecutively in pages, but in separate paragraphs dealing with such matters as came to mind; these he then pieced together in appropriate sequence. His writing has thus sometimes a certain abruptness which sharpens interest. His use of short simple sentences and of monosyllables is also effective. For example, on page 497 of this book: ‘Wright came across to us. “It is the tent.” I do not know how he knew. Just a waste of snow: to our right the remains of one of last year’s cairns, a mere mound. …’ Though he confessed ‘My writing is my own despair,’ as descriptive narrative The Worst Journey is without doubt a literary achievement that will always stand high in the annals of exploration. He also essayed another form of expression. He had caught something of the inspiration of water-colour painting from watching Wilson at work. But his own productions show conscious effort rather than native aptitude; he tried ‘stippling’ for effects of shade, a device of which Wilson would have disapproved. When showing me his sketches of Mount Erebus and other features of Antarctic scenery he asked for a definition of Art. When I hesitated, he said, ‘Mine is: Reality touched with Emotion.’ Walking in the garden he commented on his loneliness which advancing years did not lessen. To a suggestion that the remedy was in his own hands he smiled pensively but said nothing. Indeed he seemed the personification of a confirmed bachelor.

In 1932 an exhibition of Polar relics was held privately in London under the auspices of Frank Debenham. Gino Watkins was there, a modest and inconspicuous young fellow with a charming manner, on the very eve of his embarkation upon his last and fatal expedition to the Arctic. Cherry had turned up to arrange his corner of Antarctic treasures. He was in a rare mood of positive hilarity, bubbling over with gaiety and good cheer. It was as though the presences of his old sledging comrades were there beside him invisibly. And one realized how it was that he, almost the babe of the Expedition, had been dubbed at once ‘The Cheery One’.

It was about this time that he became engaged in a private war with the local fox-hunting gentry and brought an action against them for trespass and damage. The defendants’ Counsel tried in vain with professional facetiousness to elicit from the appellant a motive for bringing this action, and was disconcerted by his studiously laconic replies. Was it personal pique? Hurt pride? A taste for litigation? A crank’s distaste for good old British blood-sports? Mr Cherry-Garrard was a famous explorer, as all knew; he was also a man of considerable property. Why make a mountain out of a mole-hill? – Counsel little knew that the quiet man whom he was thus interrogating was seething inwardly with suppressed fury. To all these questions the reply was simply and stonily: ‘I have brought this case as a test-case. I am here for a decision.’ He won it, but this did not make for his popularity among the sporting country folk.
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