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  Author’s Note


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


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


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


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


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


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


  1 knot = 1 nautical mile per hour


  Weight bearing on the snow:


  Ski = ½ lb per sq inch


  Foot = 2¼ lb psi


  Dog’s paw = 3½ lb psi


  Horse’s hoof = 15 lb psi


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


  1 ounce = 28.35 g


  1 gallon = 3.755 l


  1 yard = 0.9144 m


  1 foot = 0.3048 m


  1 inch = 2.54 cm


  1 fathom = 6 ft (1.8288 m)


  £1 in 2003 was worth approximately £47 in 1900


  1 ton = 2,240 lbs (1,016 kg)

  One pound (1 lb) = 0.453 kg
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  Introduction


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


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


  1


  Markham’s Grand Design


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

  


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


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


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


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


  2


  Torpedo Lieutenant Scott


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





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

"ROSS ISLAND to j
\WHITE ISLAND






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
CAPTAIN

RANULPH FIENNES





