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Foreword




  IN 1997 I WAS the leader of the first Australian expedition to walk unsupported across the Antarctic continent to the South Geographic Pole. We walked fourteen hundred kilometers from the edge of the permanent ice shelf at Berkner Island to the South Pole.




  Upon my return to Australia, and at a function where my sledge was handed to the University of Adelaide’s Waite Institute for display alongside Sir Douglas Mawson’s famous half sledge, I noticed Jessica McEwin, Sir Douglas’s younger daughter, studying me intently while I was addressing the audience. She seemed to have a tear in her eye. Afterwards she told me quietly that I reminded her of her father: the same focus, commitment, intensity, idealism, struggle, and love for family and country.




  I can certainly identify with his dream and his struggle to achieve it. The long years of uncertainty, organisation and fund-raising, and the even longer years of repaying expedition debt, were the same for me as for him. So too was the feeling of isolation from family and loved ones.




  Too often in polar literature the explorer is pictured as facing the wilds without fear. Loneliness is never mentioned, nor are the feelings of the loved ones left behind who suffered just as much. Nor is the ever-present questioning as to whether you are doing the right thing or just being selfish. In all these things I can identify with Sir Douglas: the months of no contact, of wondering what was going on at home, and the questioning of one’s reasons for proceeding with the dream in the first place.




  The silence is deafening!




  The only way to cope with the grind of the trail is with the support of those you love the most. I knew this and so did Sir Douglas. Unfortunately, this was never talked about in his day. This book, therefore, is a critical piece in the Mawson puzzle because it shows him suffering the same frailties and doubts as the rest of us. He was human after all.




  With this in mind, the account in this book of how he and Paquita surmounted the isolation of their long separation nearly ninety years ago is outstanding. Followers of Antarctic history will be grateful to Nancy Robinson Flannery for locating these love letters and skilfully weaving together the complex story of those years.




  As I continue to undertake the challenges of expeditioning in extreme conditions (deserts both frozen and arid), my family and I renew our attempts to deal with the ‘everlasting silence’.




  PETER TRESEDER, OAM




  Sydney, 1999 and 2005




  




  For Ian, my love and my helpmate; for the descendants of Pacquita and Douglas, for their generosity; and for all true lovers, that they may gain strength to weather the doubts of any everlasting silences which come their way.
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  ‘After Sir Douglas Mawson’
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Preface




  THIS IS THE love story of two exceptional young Australians. Paquita Delprat and Douglas Mawson were engaged to be married when Mawson set out as leader of the Australasian Antarctic Expedition of 1911–14. The letters in this book were written by the young lovers during their twenty-seven month separation.




  Both correspondents later wrote books. In addition, Douglas wrote and co-wrote more than a hundred published scientific papers, sent many thousands of letters to correspondents around the world, and edited the scientific reports of Antarctic discoveries and observations. For her part, Paquita wrote articles for journals and magazines, gave talks to women’s groups and on radio, and created short pieces of fiction for both adults and children. She, too, was a prolific letter-writer all her life.




  Thus there is no shortage of primary resource material by and about these English-born Australians whose lives spanned the reigns of five monarchs, from Queen Victoria to Elizabeth II. Their combined archival collections reflect the significant scientific and sociological changes between 1882 and 1974.




  I first read Paquita’s love letters in 1991. They are held among Douglas Mawson’s personal papers at the Waite Campus of the University of Adelaide. Despite diligent searching, it was another six years before I located those written by Douglas during the same period. They were among another vast collection held by a family member—their presence unknown to her because the papers, letters and photographs were largely unsorted.




  All the letters are handwritten, were in no apparent order, and some bear no indication even of year. All but two of Douglas’s are on the printed letterhead of the Australasian Antarctic Expedition 1911 (some also carry the printed S.Y. Aurora tag), for Mawson continued Ernest Shackleton’s custom of taking copious supplies of formal stationery to the remoteness of Antarctica.




  The letters are published here, unabridged, for the first time. In the case of Paquita’s fluent and sometimes anguished letters to Douglas, I believe only one to have been published previously.1 Paquita used excerpts from some of Douglas’s letters in her 1962 biography of him, published four years after his death, but few of the more personal passages were included. There is evidence in other correspondence that Paquita had wanted to use the more intimate passages to illustrate the tender and caring side of Douglas’s personality, seldom seen beyond the family circle. That those passages were deleted appears to have been due to the combined forces of contemporary editorial policy and the sensitivity of close family members. It is much to the credit of the family that such reservations have now been overcome, at a time when the tone of biography is more personal and intimate.




  My introduction and annotations to these love letters are designed to guide readers through the complex settings, time factors and dynamics of the protracted courtship. While much has been written about Douglas Mawson and Antarctica, readers of these letters might find particular interest in two books written by the lovers themselves, Douglas’s Home of the Blizzard and Paquita’s Mawson of the Antarctic, together with a little-known book for children written by their grand daughter Paquita.2




  The letters are presented in chronological order. I believe this to be a complete set, from the eve of Douglas’s departure from Hobart on 2 December 1911 until his return from Antarctica on 26 February 1914. The only exception is the farewell letter from Paquita to Douglas, which he acknowledges on 1 December 1911 but which has not been traced.




  Their correspondence was not a conventional exchange of letters, where one correspondent replies to the latest letter from the other. The extreme isolation of Antarctica in that era made such an exchange impossible. Some sense of the emotional ramifications of such a separation can be gleaned from the fact that during the twenty-seven month separation, Paquita endured twenty-two months without a single letter from her fiancé. Douglas was a little more fortunate, the intervals between receiving mail from Paquita being fourteen months and ten months.




  Partly due to the frustration of each in writing to a silent wall, and partly to the consequent crescendo of doubts each had about the love of the other, the letters increase in uncertainty as the separation lengthens.




  Paquita eloquently described her feeling of isolation·. ‘But this everlasting silence is almost unbearable’. In reply, Douglas, who had not received her letter for three months, agreed that indeed the everlasting silence had been ‘unbearable’.3




  





  1 In The Oxford Book of Australian Letters, edited by Brenda Niall and John Thompson, Melbourne, 1998.




  2 Paquita Boston Home and Away with Douglas Mawson.




  3 See Paquita’s letter of 21 September 1913 (page 102) and Douglas’s reply (page 124).
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Editorial Note




  THE FEW SPELLING errors in the letters have been preserved and punctuation mirrors the original, except that dashes sometimes used by Douglas to mark the end of sentences have been replaced by full stops. Some long passages, particularly in Paquita’s letters, have been broken into shorter paragraphs. For the sake of clarity, names of ships, titles of books and journals, and words underlined for emphasis have been italicised.




  While all Douglas’s Antarctic letters to Paquita were written from the same place, perhaps best described as Cape Denison, Adelie Land, he used a variety of headings. Indeed he does not once use the term Cape Denison, although he later wrote in The Home of the Blizzard that ‘the Main Base was finally settled at Cape Denison, Commonwealth Bay’.
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  ‘this everlasting silence’




  Douglas’s period without letters:




  late November 1911 to 9 February 1913(14 months)


9 February 1913 to 13 December 1913(10 months)




  Paiquita’s period without a single letter:




  April 1912 to 26 February 1914 (22 months)




  They did not see one another from mid-November 1911 to 26 February 1914




  




  
Introduction




  The First Meeting




  HIS FACE BROKE into a broad, spontaneous grin as he turned. The smile was not for her, because they hadn’t yet met; with his blue eyes twinkling, he beamed at someone close to her.




  Paquita was enchanted by that warm, mischievous grin and the very tall, upright figure of the young man who flashed it, touching his hat to the recipient. She whispered to her friend Hester, ‘Who’s that?’




  ‘Oh, ‘Quita, don’t you know? It’s Douglas Mawson. You remember—he came back from the Antarctic a few weeks ago. Went with Shackleton. Quite a hero, apparently.’




  Yes, she did now recall. Although the newspapers and her father and older sisters had enthused, nothing had prepared her for the magnetic appeal of the young explorer, nor in particular for that infectious grin. Chaperoned by their respective mothers, the two girls continued to circulate amongst the guests at the outdoor function. The 17-year-old Paquita Delprat was not to know just how much that smile, that tall figure, that boyish charm and sharp intellect would influence the rest of her life.




  During the ensuing winter of 1909, Paquita kept to herself the attraction she felt to the 27-year-old scientist and explorer, for she was but a child compared to her four older sisters. What chance was there that the illustrious Douglas Mawson—now being pursued by Adelaide’s society matrons—would even notice her? Lica and Mary, about to graduate in medicine, perhaps? Or Elizabeth, the violinist making a name for herself in music circles; or Leinte, the next youngest sister . . . but not her, not young Paquita who had only recently completed her schooling at the progressive private college, Tormore House, in North Adelaide.




  In August of that year, with her hair swept up to proclaim her new status of womanhood, Paquita went to stay with her father and Leinte at the BHP general manager’s large home in Proprietary Square, Broken Hill. One evening, they were dinner guests at the Boyds’ home on the opposite side of the square.1 Also a guest was Douglas Mawson, in Broken Hill for a few days completing some mineralogical work2 and giving an illustrated lecture at the Technical College on his Antarctic experience.




  For the first time, Paquita and Douglas were formally introduced. Her flashing black eyes met his mischievous blue ones. She blushed, and he surprised himself by being fascinated. Always an easy conversationalist, with an innate ability to put people at their ease, Paquita chatted with Douglas about his university work and his Antarctic experiences.




  The hostess, Mrs Boyd, observed the conversation with interest and pleasure. She had long held a soft spot for the youngest of the Delprat girls, and was heartened to see her coping so maturely as a vibrant dinner guest. While Douglas responded keenly to Paquita’s charm, her father sat back to enjoy the interplay. His pride in Paquita mingled with a slight uneasiness at her sheer youthfulness, yet he reminded himself that he’d been enchanted by her mother when she was much the same age. Leinte, meanwhile, was amazed at the attention that Mawson was paying her youngest sister.




  There seemed to be a mutual attraction . . . but Douglas and Paquita were not to see each other again for nearly a year.3




  The Protagonists




  Douglas Mawson was born in Yorkshire in 1882, emigrating to Australia two years later with his parents, Robert and Margaret, and older brother William. The younger Mawson’s scholastic ability, together with a resourcefulness born of both nurture and necessity, enabled him to enter the University of Sydney at the age of sixteen and to graduate as Bachelor of Engineering three years later. With a growing interest in geology and an admiration for his mentor, Professor T W. Edgeworth David (1858–1934), Douglas added a Bachelor of Science in 1904, before being appointed as lecturer in mineralogy and petrology at the University of Adelaide.




  When Professor David was invited by Ernest Shackleton (1874–1922), early in 1907, to accompany him on his forthcoming British Antarctic Expedition, David recommended that Douglas Mawson be engaged as physicist. Writing of this period fifty years later, Douglas told of how, when Shackleton came to Adelaide for half a day en route to New Zealand to join Nimrod—the ship in which he would sail south—they met by arrangement on the steps of the Adelaide Club. In those elegant, conservative North Terrace premises, preliminary negotiations took place, and Mawson’s initiation into polar participation was later confirmed by telegraph.




  Douglas was away from Adelaide with Shackleton’s expedition from late 1907 until early 1909. His achievements and displays of leadership engendered a passion to gain more scientific data from the south polar region, and early in December 1909 Douglas left for England and America to discuss the possibility of future Antarctic exploration. By the time he returned to Adelaide in June 1910, it had become obvious that, if he were to achieve his scientific goals, the best policy would be for Australia to mount its own polar expedition.




  Paquita (Francisca Adriana) Delprat was also born in England, but not until 1891, nearly a decade later than Douglas. She was the sixth child and the youngest daughter of Dutch parents, temporarily living in London. Her mother-tongue was the formal Dutch of her parents. It was spiced with the vernacular Spanish of the family’s servants and the village ribaldry of the Andalusian mining area to which her family had returned when Paquita was a toddler.




  Her father, Guillaume Daniel (GDD), was descended from a line of distinguished Dutch courtiers, soldiers and clerics; further back was Basque blood, from which Paquita had inherited her dark eyes and black hair. From her mother, Henrietta, of a well-regarded French/Swiss/Dutch family, she had ivory skin. Paquita was born prematurely, a tiny baby who quickly outgrew the Spanish diminutive for Francisca, yet—except on some official documents—the name Paquita stuck for life. By the time Douglas noticed her, ‘little Francisca’ had grown to be a tall, elegant sapling, complementing his own wiry ‘six feet three in his socks’.




  Paquita’s mining engineer father accepted an invitation from the fledgling Broken Hill Proprietary Company to come to Australia, and arrived in Adelaide in September 1898. The following year he was appointed general manager.4 Henrietta and the younger children followed in RMS Himalaya, arriving in Adelaide on 8 January 1899. They spent their first night in Australia at the Largs Bay Hotel before proceeding to inland Broken Hill the following day.




  Paquita’s introduction to Australia was under conditions even harsher, hotter and more remote than those of the Spanish mining country. Even for the privileged family of the company’s general manager, the lifestyle of Broken Hill was inescapably that of a nineteenth-century frontier town. The isolation and conditions engendered rapid civic development and forged strong bonds of loyalty and supportive good neighbourliness amongst its inhabitants. Building on her early-childhood experiences of rural Spain—where the Delprat family had learnt to shrug off the sometimes hostile reactions of the local people—Paquita learned in three years at the more friendly Broken Hill to be resourceful and compassionate. Although family letters reveal that Paquita could be quite mischievous as a little girl, and fun-loving as an adult, photographs of her in Spain and at Broken Hill show her as a particularly serious-faced child.




  Together with some of her siblings (the older girls were at boarding school in Holland and did not rejoin the family until October 1900), Paquita attended the Convent School at Broken Hill, where she quickly mastered English. Yet for the remainder of her life she retained a slight—and to most people appealing—European accent.




  Paquita’s father bought a home in Adelaide in 1902, where her mother then spent most of her time, while the children attended school and university. As GDD travelled a great deal for BHP, he retained the use of the rambling general-manager’s house at Broken Hill, but took every opportunity to be with the family at North Adelaide.




  Delprat bought five acres of land at Brighton, a suburb of Adelaide, in 1909. The land had a frontage to the sea, and on the gulf-fringed sandhills a spacious summer house was built. He named it El Rincon after a mine and its house in Andalusia, where the family had holidayed while living in Cordoba.




  The Romance Blossoms
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