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Foreword





There was a critical time in my crossing of South Georgia in 2013, where I was imprisoned in a tent with two companions. Sixty to eighty knot winds raged outside, and hypothermia and frostbite stalked us all. Thirty-six hours into our incarceration I recall the words I wrote in my book Shackleton’s EPIC, describing our decision to press on: “We surveyed the scene outside. It was still a maelstrom, but the wind gusts had diminished in their severity and the sleet had stopped. “It’s now or never,” said one of my companions. “Let’s make it now”.


My experiences give some insight into what young Australian Richard Richards faced in 1916, during the Heroic Age of Antarctic Exploration. Richards, with five (English) companions, was just 10 miles from a food depot on the Great Ice Barrier when a fierce blizzard halted their progress. The blizzard raged without let-up for days and the six men ran out of food, and fuel to even melt snow for a drink. They knew they were ominously close to where Scott, Wilson and Bowers had died on the Great Ice Barrier a few years earlier, but Richards and two men refused to stay in their tent and die. They decided to brave the blizzard. “We are in a very weak state, but we cannot give in. However, we get underway!”


Then, Richards wrote that it was a “desperate time” that forced he and his two companions out into the blizzard to reach a food depot and return to rescue the three others. In 2007, for me, as I recreated the 1913 survival feat of Douglas Mawson, I searched for a word that described the hardship of surviving on my own in the dreadful conditions he faced. The word that immediately came to mind was ‘desperate’.


The story of Richard Richards’ heroics in the Antarctic, as a member of a support party for Shackleton, are brought to life in Wilson McOrist’s book, The Boy from Long Gully. In 1914, Richards joined a support party for Ernest Shackleton, and he became embroiled in one of the greatest stories of endurance in the history of polar exploration. Shackleton was planning to cross the Antarctic continent but needed several food depots to be put down by a support party. Despite many difficulties, Richards and his five English companions completed their given task, all the depots were put in place, but then they had to return to safety, over 360 miles across the Great Ice Barrier. Wilson’s book brings to life their little-known survival story, from 100 years ago. It is an unrelenting tale that embodies the will-to-live of Douglas Mawson, the heroics of Ernest Shackleton and the tragedy of Captain Robert Scott.


There are many aspects of Richards’ life in the Antarctic that I can relate to.


When we left Elephant Island in our replica James Caird – the Alexandra Shackleton, it was our Primus stove that brought some relief to our conditions. “Baz had got the Primus going, its glow making those of us on deck feel warmer than the -5°C should have allowed us to”. One of Richards’ companions wrote of similar feelings: “I write this sitting up in my bag, while the primus is going as an extra luxury”, and another: “How cheery the Primus sounds, it seems like coming out of a thick London fog into a drawing room.”


On my re-enactment of Shackleton’s boat journey, we ate the same rations as used by the early explorers, including ‘hoosh’, which is pemmican – a mixture of dried beef and fat – usually boiled up with crushed biscuits. To me pemmican was “congealed slop, glistening with globules of fat, a dense dark broth ... slimy lukewarm lard with a pungent aroma that overwhelmed the senses.” However, Richards and his companions seemed to enjoy it as a constituent of hoosh. One of them stated: “the biscuit is broken into the hoosh by cracking it up first with our teeth – then the first spoonful gives a delicious glowing tingle right through the body.”


And of the angst on entering a frozen sleeping bag: One of Richards colleagues wrote “The warmth from the body now sets up a thaw, you turn and shift position, but all is damp while at this stage ... all our clothes, the top ones, are damp”. I too recall that sensation of snatching what little sleep we could whilst drying our clothes and reindeer skin sleeping bags with our body heat on our open boat journey retracing Shackleton’s original.


On my Antarctic journey in 1999, on foot and unsupported, I pulled my 225kg sled through the bitter cold, unforgiving terrain and rarefied air of the windswept polar plateau. For 17 days my diary entry simply stated, “the toughest day of my life”, each day somehow eclipsing the last for that honour. Richards mentions one day of sledge hauling that was his toughest. It was March 1st of 1916. One incapacitated man was strapped on their sledge and two men were unable to help pulling the sledge as they could hardly walk, because of scurvy. So, it was Richards and two others pulling the sledge, with some help from four dogs. When they went to camp, they found tent poles were missing and they could not put up the tent without them. Richards stood on the sledge and looked back over their track and he could see them some distance away. He went back to pick them up and this walk was ‘the hardest damn journey I ever made’.


Richard Richards is an unsung Australian hero. His achievements humble us all, including those of us that have sought to follow in the footsteps of those heroic era explorers many years later. I am confident Wilson McOrist’s book will elevate his status and rank Richards alongside Douglas Mawson in any yardstick of famous Australians from the early 1900s ‘Heroic Age of Antarctic Exploration’.


Tim Jarvis AM











Preface




Douglas Mawson is Australia’s most esteemed explorer of the Antarctic. In addition, his will-to-live portrayed in a 100-mile trek to reach the safety of his base after losing his two companions is legendary.


However, the heroic feats of a young Australian in the 19141917 Shackleton expedition go beyond those of Mawson.


The young Australian is Richard Richards.


Unfortunately, Richards name is dwarfed by men like Mawson because discussions about expeditions tend to focus on the leaders. That has meant the contribution of Richards, who was a predominant figure in an Antarctic expedition, has been obscured.


What follows is a true story, an historical narrative that brings to life a little-known survival story from 100 years ago. It is an unrelenting tale that embodies the will-to-live of Douglas Mawson, the heroics of Ernest Shackleton and the tragedy of Captain Robert Scott.


Richard Richards is the boy from Long Gully.











Introduction





The so-called ‘Heroic Age of Antarctic Exploration’ began with men from a Norwegian ship the Antarctic going ashore in 1895. This was the first confirmed landing on the continent of Antarctica. The ‘Heroic Age’ closed little more than twenty years later, with Ernest Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1914-1917.


The exploits of just four men, Scott, Amundsen, Shackleton and Mawson usually dominate any analysis of this ‘Heroic Age’.


Robert Falcon Scott is the most famous of British Antarctic polar explorers. On his first expedition to the Antarctic, the British National Antarctic (Discovery) Expedition of 19011904, Scott wintered his ship at McMurdo Sound in the Ross Sea. Before winter set in the party constructed a hut on a rocky peninsula designated Hut Point, which was used mainly as a storeroom and a shelter. The men lived on board the ship, which was frozen into the sea-ice.


A feature of the Discovery Expedition was a southern journey by Scott, Edward Wilson and Ernest Shackleton onto the Great Ice Barrier. The method used by Scott (and later southern bound journey teams) was to first lay a series of food and fuel depots out to the south so the final southbound party would not have to carry supplies for the whole journey.


On this first journey southward in 1902 Scott and his two companions reached the ‘furthest south’ location at that time, by over 200 miles. This was seen by the press and the public as ‘a most heroic effort’. (The Daily Telegraph, Sydney, NSW, Monday 4 Apr 1904.)


However, Scott is primarily known for his second expedition, the Terra Nova Expedition. In 1910 he again led a party to the Antarctic and this time a substantial hut was built at Cape Evans in McMurdo Sound, 13 miles to the north of Hut Point. Scott and four others reached the South Pole on January 17, 1912 only to find the black flag of Norway – Roald Amundsen had beaten them by 30 days.


Scott and his four men die tragically as they attempt to return from the pole. ‘The late Captain Scott. Strong leader and typical Englishman. A modest hero.’, wrote the Daily Telegraph, Sydney, NSW, Wednesday 12 Feb 1913. Scott is often celebrated as the leading hero of Antarctic exploration; because he paid the greatest prize, his death.


Roald Amundsen was a Norwegian explorer, of polar regions to the north and the south. From 1903 to 1906 he led the first expedition through the Northwest Passage by sea. Then, in 1911, he went to the Antarctic, in a race to the South Pole against Scott. He made a premature start but when severe difficulties arose because of the weather, he had the ability to assess his party’s situation dispassionately and decide to go back and wait for better weather. He wrote: ‘To risk men and animals by continuing stubbornly once we have set off, is something I couldn’t consider’. He took eight companions to the South Pole, the first men to reach there, and brought all his men home safely. The brilliance of his achievement to be first to the South Pole places Amundsen in the foremost rank of Antarctic explorers of the ‘Heroic Age’.


The Irishman Ernest Shackleton was with Scott in 1902, but his most heroic exploits relate to two later expeditions, where he was the leader. On the first expedition of Shackleton’s, the Nimrod Expedition of 1907-09, he hoped to reach the South Pole. Shackleton thought the pole might be located on the Great Ice Barrier which he described ‘as level as a billiard table, with no sign of any undulation or rise’, however as his party went further south they saw a mountain range to the west slowly curving to cut across their path. Shackleton hoped he might ‘find some strait’ that would enable his party to go through the mountain range and further southward. The mountains were clear of any snow, with vertical sides and ‘not less than 8000 to 9000 ft in height’. They came up to a reddish coloured hill in the range, about 3000 feet high, which they named Mount Hope. Shackleton later wrote about the view from its summit: ‘there burst upon our view an open road to the south, for there stretched before us a great glacier running almost south and north’; later to be named the Beardmore Glacier. The glacier would be the route towards the South Pole for Shackleton, (and it was for Scott on his final expedition). He and his three companions were within 100 miles of the South Pole when Shackleton made the decision to turn back. They survived the return trek to McMurdo Sound because food depots had been put down for them by a support party. Shackleton returned to Britain a hero. It was reported he said to his wife, “Better a live donkey than a dead lion.”


Shackleton is most famous for his next expedition, the Trans-Antarctic expedition of 1914-1917. He had two parties of men: his party that would trek across the Antarctic continent, and a Ross Sea support party on the other side of the continent. The support party would put down food depots for the final 360 miles of his trek, between Mount Hope at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier and huts at McMurdo Sound. The food depots were never needed. Shackleton’s ship was crushed in the ice before he even landed, and he took all his men to Elephant Island in small boats. Then he and four of the men sailed a boat across the Southern Ocean to South Georgia, where he and two of these men walked across South Georgia to reach a whaling station. Shackleton brought all his men from the Endurance home safely. His leadership and heroism from this expedition is still lauded today.


Australians in the ‘Heroic Age’


Douglas Mawson is the most prominent figure with Australia’s involvement in the ‘Heroic Age of the Antarctic’. He was born in England in 1882 and he came to Australia with his parents when he was only two years old. He joined Shackleton’s 1907-1909 Nimrod expedition and he was in the first party of men to climb Mount Erebus. Then he and two others reached the South Magnetic Pole in an epic journey of courage and endurance journey of four months.


Mawson then launched his own Australasian Antarctic Expedition, which sailed in December 1911. Three scientific bases were established: one at Macquarie Island, and two others in the Antarctic, at Commonwealth Bay and on the Shackleton Ice Shelf. Several land expeditions explored virgin land and conducted major scientific investigations. Mawson was a scientist, but he is remembered more for an expedition in 1912, where he loses his two companions. One falls into a deep crevasse with most of their dogs and food, and the other dies on the way back to base. Mawson’s tale of the loss of his companions and his extraordinary fight to survive as he makes his way back alone is one of the most gripping of tales in Antarctic history.


Apart from Mawson, there are other Australians who were in the Antarctic during this ‘Heroic Age’.


Carsten Borchgrevink was born and grew up in Norway but as a young man he worked in Australia. In 1894 he signed up for Norwegian whaling voyage to Antarctica, and it is claimed he was the first man to land on the Antarctic continent.


Louis Charles Bernacchi arrived in Australia from Belgium when he was young boy. As a member of the Southern Cross Antarctic expedition of 1898-1900, he became the first Australian to work and winter in Antarctica.


The Welsh geologist Tannatt William Edgeworth David took up the post of a geological surveyor in Sydney in his late twenties. He joined Shackleton’s 1907-1909 Nimrod expedition and he was the leader of the first party to climb Mount Erebus. He was also with Mawson when he reached the South Magnetic Pole.


Two Australian geologists, T. Griffith Taylor and Frank Debenham, were with Scott on his Terra Nova expedition of 1910-12.


Mawson’s Australasian Antarctic Expedition of 1911-1914 included a number of Australian scientists, and they would all spend two years in the Antarctic.


The photographer Frank Hurley was on Mawson’s Australian Antarctic Expedition and one of the men put down on Elephant Island on Shackleton’s Trans-Antarctic expedition in 1914-17.


In Shackleton’s Ross Sea support party of the Trans-Antarctic expedition in 1914-17 there were several Australians; Keith Jack, Irvine Gaze, Lionel Hooke and a young man named Richard Richards.


It is arguable that all these Australians, from Borchgrevink to Richards, are heroes to some degree; that is, if we evaluate a person a hero if they have done something ‘very brave or achieved something great’. (Cambridge Dictionary.)


However, if we classify a hero as a person who has exhibited an ‘extreme heroic effort of great intensity, of a kind that is likely only to be undertaken to save a life’, (Merriam-Webster Dictionary), there is only one of these Australians who displayed such heroic efforts as to save the lives of others; Richard Richards.


In 1914, Richard Richards abandoned his comfortable life as a science teacher in Australia, to travel to a very unfamiliar place; the Antarctic. He had no idea he would become embroiled in one of the greatest stories of endurance in the history of polar exploration and become a life-saving hero.


The Boy from Long Gully provides the reader with a thrilling insight into the mind-blowing and harrowing ordeal of twenty-two-year-old Richards. It is an utterly riveting story, one of the most amazing tales from a bygone era; the so-called Heroic Age in the Antarctic.


The book’s content has been taken from diaries and books written by the people involved. Predominantly, conversations have been taken from diary transcripts and audio recordings by people in the story.




CHAPTER 1










Shackleton’s aspirations




[image: ]


Sketch of Richards as a boy climbing a tree in the bush at Long Gully.


Two ten-year-old boys amble their way through the Australian bush. It is a hot day, a scorcher of a day, with temperatures above a hundred accompanied by hot northerly winds. Not that the heat or the wild winds really worry Richie Richards and his friend Jimmie. One-hundred-degree days with oppressive winds is not uncommon for early February, in central Victoria. A willy-willy swirls through the scrub, bending the tops of gums trees and rustling the undergrowth, but the boys simply shield their eyes from the dust and debris. The willy-willy quickly fades away.


The boys kick the ground as they dawdle along. There is no rush to get home from school. They pick up stones and stabkick them at an imaginary leading full forward of their favourite football team. They bowl stones, with Richards day-dreamily bowling googlies at an Englishman to win a Test match for Australia. They see ant’s nests, with inch long bull-ants, and stir up the nest with a long stick, simply for their own amusement.


Then Richards spots a bird’s nest, high up a towering eucalypt. He thinks it may be a kookaburra nest, although he knows they usually lay eggs in a tree trunk hollow. He tells his friend Jimmie he will climb the tree and see if there are any eggs, so Jimmie bunks him up to the first branch, and then watches as Richards shimmies up the trunk, from one branch to the next.


Before long, young Richie is high up the gum tree where he can clearly see the large bird’s nest on the branch above him. Then the wind gusts wildly and the tree top bends markedly. His skinny schoolboy limbs hug the trunk tightly.


“Come on Richie, you can do it,” yells his friend.


The boy bellows again: “One more branch and you will be there.”


Richie pulls himself up another few feet, swings a leg out and hauls himself onto the branch. He pauses to suck a full breath in and to push a heavy breath out.


The nest is only five or six yards away so with both hands on the branch Richie gingerly slides his backside forward an inch or two, and then he carefully moves his hands on a little. He glances down at his friend on the ground, who looks very distant, then he slides forward a little more.


The wind bustles violently again, so Richie drops his chest to the branch and wraps his arms around it. With eyes tightly clenched his cheek kisses the bark and his arms bear-hug the branch. He waits for the wind to rest a little and then he continues, inching his way further along, praying the nest is not empty. His friend watches with trepidation.


There are three eggs in the nest, three large brown-spotted white eggs. They are kookaburra eggs and it is a rare find. Richie carefully pops one still-warm egg into his mouth and then inches his way back along the branch, backwards. When his back touches the tree trunk he carefully turns himself around on the branch, lowers one leg so it wraps around the trunk, and begins his descent.


He drops to the ground, opens his mouth and out plops the egg into his hand. The two boys stare at it because a kookaburra egg is a true prize. Blood trickles down Richie’s legs, from tree truck scratches, but Jimmie says nothing. He would never have climbed that tree, not even for a kookaburra egg.


Richie finds a sharp twig, gently punctures both ends of the egg, and softly blows into one of the holes. Egg insides ooze out the other hole. The egg is added to other birds’ eggs, all nestling on cotton wool in an old shoebox and the box goes back into Richie’s school rucksack. He is quietly chuffed.


“How high up were you Richie?” asks Jimmie.


“Stand by the tree and let me work it out.”


Richie walks about 20 yards away and then turns to face his friend. He holds up his thumb and then moves his thumb up the tree line, to the branch with the nest.


“You are four feet high Jimmie, and there are 22 of you to the branch, so that makes me 88 feet off the ground.”


“You are good with sums Richie.”


The two boys walk on through the bush, towards their homes in Long Gully, two miles away.
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Why his parents named him so – with such a surname – Richard Richards was never quite sure, although his family called him Wally, his middle name. His friends at school called him Dick, or Rich, or Richie. He was born in 1893 on November 14 and as a boy he lived in Daly Street, Long Gully, a tiny rural community about three miles from the city of Bendigo in central Victoria.


Young Richards went to several schools in his early years, initially as a youngster of five years old at Long Gully, then to Raise Hill School about two miles away, followed by Violet State School, also in the area. After completing sixth class at the age of thirteen he attended a State Secondary school at Bendigo and two years on he sat for the Junior Public-School Exam. His high intellect shone through as he was awarded a scholarship to a teacher training institution at Carlton, in the corner of the Melbourne University campus. For the next three years, from the age of 16 to 18, he lived at the training college and studied science and mathematics at Melbourne University. After college, and now a young man, he was posted to various teaching positions in Victorian country regions, with his final appointment being at the Ballarat Junior Technical School.
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A short dapper man looks flawlessly resplendent in his Navy officer uniform. It is Captain Aeneas Mackintosh, a handsome man even with a glass eye, although he is not tall, only a few inches over five feet.


It is the year of 1914, and Mackintosh is at home with his family, just prior to setting off from England for Sydney, and from there he will go to the Antarctic. His pregnant wife Gladys sits demurely on the living room sofa with her mother and a baby girl sleeps in a pram. His father-in-law speaks, gruffly.


“I hope you know what you are doing Aeneas. You have a steady job at the Service Guild in Liverpool.”


“I know Sir,” replies Mackintosh, “but I do not enjoy being stuck in a dirty office. I know I have not completed my work in the Antarctic, and I feel I must have one final wallow, for good or bad.”


“He’s a mad Irishman that Shackleton,” says Aeneas’s father-in-law. “He almost killed himself and three companions on his Nimrod Expedition of 07.”


“I know Sir. But Shackleton was astute enough to turn back when he was only 100 miles from the South Pole. Coming back to base they were at the end of their supplies, except for some scraps of meat scraped off the bones of one of their horses that died on the trek south. But remember Sir, I was one of the men who put down food depots for him, which saved his life. He wants me to do the same job again.”


Aeneas’s father in law is not convinced.


“And now the bloody Norwegian Amundsen has beaten us to the South Pole, Shackleton still thinks it is worth going back there. What does he call it? The one remaining great object of Antarctic journeyings — the crossing of the South Polar continent from sea to sea. Tosh. That’s what I say.”


“But he has it all planed this time,” says Aeneas. “I like its imposing name, the Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition. He is going to use two ships, the Endurance and the Aurora. The Endurance will take his party from Argentina to one side of the continent in the Weddell Sea. He will then set off aiming to reach the South Pole, come down the Beardmore Glacier and then continue to McMurdo Sound at the Ross Sea. Shackleton has appointed me to be the leader of his Ross Sea support party. I will have the second ship, the Aurora. We will sail from Hobart in Australia to the Ross Sea, establish camp at McMurdo Sound and lay a series of supply depots out to a hill called Mount Hope, at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier. Shackleton will need these depots to complete his crossing. He will be dependent on them.”


His father-in-law shakes his head, but Mackintosh continues.


“Sir, there is no need to worry. We will be based at Scott’s old hut at Cape Evans and all we must do is place food depots out to the Beardmore. The distance is only 350 or 360 miles. Sir Ernest says that he does not expect us to have any difficulties and I agree with him.”


His father-in-law frowns: “Aeneas, I am concerned. You have a wife now, who is my only daughter, and you have a daughter of your own, and another child is on the way.”


“Sir, I have an excellent crew. In Sydney we will take on a couple more Australian scientists to complete the team.”


The father-in-law continues with his words of warning: “I do not want you to repeat that foolhardy behaviour of yours of five years ago. You had considerable luck then, when you and a sailor were caught on floating sea- ice and you almost lost your life.”


“I am a lucky man Sir. I always have been.”


His father in law is not impressed. He raises his voice.


“Make sure your luck does not run out as you have already used up two of your cat’s lives. It was not only your escape from the ice, but you were lucky to only lose an eye when that cargo hook hit you in the face.”


Mackintosh takes the baby from the pram and holds her up.


“I’ll see you in two years my sweet girl.”


[image: ]


Aeneas Mackintosh with his daughter before departing England in 1914, photo courtesy of Anne Phillips, granddaughter of Mackintosh.
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Aeneas Mackintosh was born in India in 1879 but his early childhood was spent in Bedfordshire in England, where he attended Bedford Modern School. In 1895 at the age of 15 he left school to go to sea, serving as an apprentice on various merchant sailing ships before entering the P&O Service as a 5th Officer on the Ballaarat in 1900.


In 1907 he was recruited by Shackleton as second officer on the Nimrod Expedition to the Antarctic but unfortunately suffered a severe accident on arrival at McMurdo Sound. While assisting in unloading stores from the ship onto the shore, a crate hook attached to a barrel swung across and struck him in the right eye. The expedition’s doctor found what appeared to be portion of a retina protruding through one eye. A sailor named Ernest Joyce who witnessed the incident told the doctor that he saw Mackintosh’s lens lying on his cheek. The doctor successfully cut out his eye, but Mackintosh did not remain with the shore party in the Antarctic. He returned to New Zealand on the Nimrod. However, a year later he was back with a new glass eye and on his first exploit, where he attempted to cross from the ship to the shore on sea-ice, he almost lost his life. Other expedition members saw his actions at this time as ‘nothing more than madness’.


On his return to England in 1909 at the conclusion of the Nimrod expedition Mackintosh’s name was precluded from being appointed to any of the P&O Company’s ships again, because of his loss of his eye. In 1912 he married Gladys Campbell at Holy Trinity Church in Bedford, his best man being the same doctor who operated on his eye in the Antarctic. Their first daughter Pamela was born in 1912 and in 1914 Gladys was expecting their second child.


In September of 1914 Mackintosh resigned from his position as assistant secretary to the Imperial Merchant Service Guild in Liverpool to join Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition. After appointing the 35-year-old Mackintosh as the leader of his support party Shackleton sent him several specific instructions, including:


... sail from Hobart about 1st Dec 1914 or in sufficient time to enable you to reach McMurdo Sound about the 1st of January 1915.


... at McMurdo Sound, as soon as possible, send out a party to the South. You will use your discretion as to who goes on this party. If you go yourself, you must have full reliance on your Chief Officer and make him for the time being Captain of the ship and second in Command.


.... remember the main object of your expedition is for this party to establish depots out to Mount Hope at the foot of Beardmore Glacier in the south, in order to relieve, meet and assist my Trans-Continental party.


... my Trans-Continental party will rely on obtaining from your side enough provisions to carry us from Mount Hope to Hut Point.


Life for the boy from Long Gully is about to become intrinsically involved with Aeneas Mackintosh and also the sailor Ernest Joyce. In addition, Richards’ life will be closely entwined with three other Englishmen: a padre the Reverend A.P. Spencer-Smith, a Navy Petty Officer Ernest Wild and a clerk Victor Hayward.
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Shackleton’s plans for his crossing of the Antarctic utilising a support party based at the Ross Sea.




CHAPTER 2










Two Petty Officers, a clerk and a padre




“Hey Joyce! You are in the papers. Today’s Herald.”


In the smoke-filled dining room of a men’s lodging-house in Sydney, a short, stocky man is picking up dirty plates. He looks about forty years old and is even more unkempt than men at the tables; with a mop of unwashed tangled hair and an equally unkempt beard. It is Ernest Joyce, an ex-Petty Officer with the British Navy.


One man at a table has a newspaper, and as he holds it up Joyce attempts to take the paper off him, but the man waves Joyce away.


“Listen to this. It says here that a Sydney man, Mister E Joyce, who has been already on three expeditions to the south, has now received an invitation from Sir Ernest Shackleton to go again.”


Another man at the table asks: “Is that you Joyce? We thought it was all bull telling us about going to the South Pole.”


“That’s right. Third time down south for me. I told you I was with Scott on his first journey, his Discovery trip. I fell in love with the place. My second journey was with Shackleton, on his Nimrod expedition. I reckon I saved Shacks life, with the food depots I put down for him. Now he wants me to help him again, while he walks across the continent. He will need provisions to get through the last stage of his trek, and I am the man he trusts to do the same job.”


The man with the newspaper ignores Joyce. He continues: “You could be right Joycey. It says here that Joyce is with the Ross Sea Party, and another party at the Weddell Sea will be the transcontinental party.”


Joyce interrupts: “Yes. Shackleton will be crossing the continent from the Weddell Sea.”


“That’s right,” says the newspaper man. “The Ross Sea party will consist of six men, who will lay a depot at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier for the transcontinental party.”


“I’m the leader of that party,” says Joyce.


“Not so Joyce, from what it says here,” says the man with the newspaper. “You are in charge of stores, sledges, and dogs, but an officer will be in command.”


“That is bloody rot. I’ll be in charge. Mackintosh is the officer they’re talking about. The man will never get off the ship. He’s a bloody fool.”


The man with the newspaper is not listening.


“We all thought you might be living off tined food Joyce, but no. It says here that fresh meat is preferable to tinned meat, and is easily obtainable, from seals and penguins. Without this variety of food scurvy is almost certain to appear.”


Joyce is irritated.


“I know. Of course I bloody know. I know what to eat. How to survive. Shackleton would have died in 09 without me. And I’ll get him through this time.”


The man reading the newspaper article continues to ignore Joyce.


“Hey, listen to this. In early days it used to take two hours to cook a breakfast, whereas now a meal is cooked in 20 minutes. In the old days, again, it would take an hour or two to build a snow hut to camp in at night; now tents can be put up in five minutes.”


Joyce yells: “That bloody fool has never been there. Let him put up a tent in five minutes in a raging blizzard.”


One of the other men at the table butts in: “Sounds like a piece of cake to me Joyce.”
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Ernest Joyce’s naval career was similar in some respects to Mackintosh, although Joyce became a non-commissioned officer in the Royal Navy whereas Mackintosh was a commissioned officer in the Merchant Navy.


Joyce was born at Feltham, Sussex in southern England in 1875 and from the age of twelve he was educated at the Royal Hospital School at Greenwich, England. At fifteen years of age he received his first posting in the Royal Navy. In 1901, after serving on several ships, he was with HMS Gibraltar at Simon’s Town, Cape Town in South Africa when Scott’s Discovery called there on route to the Antarctic. At that time Scott discharged three men and volunteers were called for as replacements and Joyce was among the four chosen from 400 volunteers. By this time Joyce had served 16 years in the Royal Navy.
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Extract from Ernest Joyce’s Naval Record.


In the Antarctic with Scott in 1901 Joyce was selected for the first sledging party onto the ice from the Discovery, and from there he put in more than 100 days sledging. Importantly he gained valuable experience not only in sledging, but in dog-driving in Antarctic conditions and with laying of supply depots in support of southbound parties. Other officers knew of Joyce’s empathy with dogs and brought him back a set of dog’s fangs from one of the dogs that had died out on the Barrier. Joyce had been the dog’s keeper.


At the end of the expedition Scott declared that Joyce was one of his best men; ‘a fine character, reliable in an emergency and a good sledging companion’. However, others did not see Joyce in the same light. One officer, when asked by Shackleton to join a later expedition declined, refusing to be associated with an expedition involving people of the ‘Joyce type’. This may have been a reflection on Joyce’s drinking habits, his workingclass upbringing or his sometimes-boorish behaviour. Or a combination of such attributes.


Joyce was promoted to Petty Officer 1st Class in 1904, in recognition of his service in the Discovery Expedition.


Shackleton was with Scott on the 1901 Discovery Expedition and he had seen Joyce’s work in the Antarctic, so he appointed him to oversee dogs and sledges on his 1907 – 1909 Nimrod expedition. Once again Joyce was involved in laying depots, this time for Shackleton’s party attempting to reach and return safely from the South Pole. He led a support team (which included Aeneas Mackintosh) to lay supplies near a rocky promontory about 70 miles south from their huts at McMurdo Sound. This rocky promontory – called Minna Bluff – was first sighted during Scott’s Discovery Expedition and became a key landmark and depot location for supply depots for southern journeys towards the South Pole. In late February 1909 Shackleton’s party was struggling back north towards this Minna Bluff Depot. Shackleton wrote later that he and his men were at the end of their supplies, but he had faith in Joyce to lay food for him at the Minna Bluff Depot because in his words, ‘Joyce knows his work well’.


Joyce did not return to the Royal Navy after the Nimrod expedition but worked in Australia, managing a lodging-house in Kent Street, Sydney; an establishment whose clients were mainly wharf labourers and seafaring men, ‘of a rather mixed character’.


In 1914 Joyce was 39 years old, eighteen years older than Richards, and an Antarctic veteran. His many years in the Navy, as a seaman and non-commissioned officer, had moulded his character; complete obedience to officers, loyalty, reliability when given a specific task, an ability to turn his hand to many things, a willingness to help, but also coupled with a lack of initiative and an inability to lead outside the set pattern of the Navy.
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