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  Introduction


  
    
      
        
          
            	
              
                And so this hero of heroes said, I am going to find the South Pole. It will be a big adventure.


                From Like English Gentlemen  Anon.

              

            
          

        

      

    

  


  It has happened! We have found what we sought! Good God, what a twist of fate. So the young Norwegian Tryggve Gran recorded a grim
  discovery on 12 November 1912 by a search party trekking across the blinding whiteness of Antarcticas great Ice Barrier. They had found the snow-covered tent containing the bodies of Captain
  Scott and his two companions Edward Wilson and Birdie Bowers. They had died just eleven miles from the depot of food and fuel that might have saved them. Of the two other members of
  the Polar party, Captain Oates and Petty Officer Edgar Evans, there was no sign. However, Scotts diaries and letters, by his body, recounted their terrible fate. It was a story that would
  resonate throughout the world and make heroes of them all.


  Scott and his four comrades had set out over a year before from Cape Evans on McMurdo Sound to plant the British flag at the South Pole and should have returned no later than early April 1912.
  Yet for some weeks afterwards the party back at Cape Evans had continued to hope. In Antarctica the strange light effects play tricks on the eyes. Sometimes the watchers thought
  they could see distant specks on the horizon, men with sledges moving purposefully forward, only to find that it was a mirage or a party of seals lolloping over the ice. Sometimes the sledge dogs
  would begin to howl as if in greeting and the men would rush outside, shouting out to the cook to get moving, that the Polar party was back, that someone should put a record of the national anthem
  on the gramophone. On 24 April the sunless Antarctic winter with its nightmares of the darkness1 descended, extinguishing any lingering
  hope.


  The question now was how had Scott and his comrades perished? Had they ever reached the Pole? Had they fallen into a crevasse taking their secrets with them? When the sun returned the other
  members of the expedition felt it was their duty to discover the truth. The search party found their answer just 148 miles from their base. A dark patch revealed itself to be the top of a tent. It
  was several hours before they could bring themselves to enter and the task fell to the senior officer, Dr Atkinson. What met his eyes was a truly Arthurian scene: the dead hero, Captain Scott,
  lying frozen in his reindeer-fur sleeping bag, his arm flung out towards Wilson as if seeking comfort. Bowers and Wilson lay on either side of him like faithful acolytes.


  However, in November 1912 the wider world guessed nothing of the disaster. The expeditions only means of contact with the outside world, their ship the Terra Nova, had departed for
  New Zealand in March before there was any reason to fear that Captain Scott had come to grief. What the world did, however, know was that the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen had reached the South
  Pole and had beaten Scott. The news that Scott and his four companions had also reached the Pole but died during their return did not break until early February 1913.


  When it did, the story was rendered even more poignant because Scotts widow, Kathleen, was then sailing to New Zealand to be reunited, or so she thought, with her
  husband, unaware, as the newspapers were quick to point out, that she had been a widow for nearly a year. Neither was she aware of the great memorial service held in St Pauls Cathedral on 14
  February, just two days after the news had been announced. Crowds jostled to join a congregation headed by the King himself.


  The tragedy had a profound effect. Scott immediately became and remained a far greater hero than if he had survived. But why? What was it in the achievements of a man who all his life had felt
  himself caught in the machine that grinds small,2 a man who never felt quite master of his own destiny, who believed himself to be inherently
  unlucky, and who ultimately failed, that so caught at the British soul?


  Partly, of course, heroes who die at the apex of their achievement such as Nelson or Wolfe cannot by their later actions fall from grace. Partly, the British have always loved plucky losers and
  heroic failures, even in Scotts day. Though Britain dominated the 1908 Olympic Games, held at Londons White City, outclassing the Americans, the public took their triumph for granted
  and reserved their admiration for an Italian marathon runner who collapsed near the finishing line, while leading, and was disqualified for receiving help across the line. Queen Alexandra presented
  him with a gold cup and he was inundated with offers to appear in the music halls.


  However, one of the key reasons was the context of the times. The Britain of 1913 was increasingly unsure of her place in the world. H.G. Wells, looking back from 1914, described the ripples of
  uncertainty and self-doubt that were troubling the nation: The first decade of the twentieth century was for the English a decade of badly strained optimism. Our Empire
  was nearly beaten by a handful of farmers [the Boers of South Africa] amidst the jeering contempt of the whole world  and we felt it acutely for several years . . .3 The dismay and self-doubt at the loss of the unsinkable Titanic in April 1912 exemplified the nations waning self-confidence. At the same time, the
  heroism of the men who calmly loaded their wives and children into the insufficient lifeboats knowing that they themselves would go down with the ship seemed the very apotheosis of noble
  self-sacrifice.


  This was a period when old and new ideas were colliding with some force. In parliament the Liberal Party was locked in a struggle with the Lords over Lloyd Georges Peoples
  Budget. The army and the navy were each engaged in soul-searching arguments about how to modernize their methods and equipment. This was the era of the Dreadnought and the machine gun. The
  capability of the submarine and the aeroplane were hotly debated. Other difficult issues clouded the scene  Home Rule for Ireland, confrontation between unions and employers, the
  increasingly stormy suffragette battle. Moral values and the established social order were under increasing challenge as the certainties of Victorias golden age faded away. Marie Stopes was
  advocating birth control. D.H. Lawrence was working on his first book, The White Peacock. As Balfour put it, Victorias death affects us not merely because we have lost a great
  personality, but because we feel that the end of a great epoch has come upon us.4


  The novelist Elinor Glyn, she of Would you like to sin with Elinor Glyn on a tiger skin, wrote that in observing Victorias funeral cortge she was witnessing
  the funeral procession of Englands greatness and glory.5 Comparisons were increasingly made between the decadence and decline of the
  Roman Empire and Britains position. People like Baden-Powell worried over signs of physical degeneracy in the British, warning that one cause of the downfall of the Roman
  Empire was the fact that the soldiers fell away from the standard of their forefathers in bodily strength.6 Scotts last letter to his
  wife, addressed unsentimentally to my widow, reflected that distaste of growing soft: How much better has it been than lounging in too great comfort at
  home.


  Britains sense of security, of her ability to fill her rightful pre-eminent place in the world was faltering before new threats and challenges. The greatest threat of all was war with
  Germany. Before he set out in 1910, Scott asked the editor of the Daily Mail when he thought that war might break out. With surprising accuracy he advised Scott to complete his expedition by
  August 1914! A Scottish traveller, Campbell MacKellar, recorded with concern that an impudent native had approached him in Java and said: All German man now. Englishman no good
  now. The traveller mused over how this idea had spread so quickly but concluded that it was partly because it was true!7


  Against this background there was much about Scotts Antarctic odyssey that struck a reassuring note. It was brave and daring to venture into the unknown continent where British men would
  prove that the old values of courage in adversity, cheerfulness, persistence, loyalty and self-sacrifice had not died. Scotts letters and diaries were greeted with deep emotion because they
  showed that he and his colleagues had held true to these ideals until the end. My companions are unendingly cheerful, he wrote, but we are all on the verge of serious
  frostbites, and though we constantly talk of fetching through I dont think any one of us believes it in his heart.


  The very language in which they were couched  and Scott had considerable literary talent  could not fail to appeal to the heart of a nation that was losing confidence. Had
  we lived I should have had a tale to tell which would have stirred the heart of every Englishman was his message from the grave. The account of Captain Oates, tortured by
  frostbite, staggering out to his death in the blizzard to save his friends, with merely the terse comment that he might be gone for some time, could have come from the pages of
  Boys Own. Here was the very epitome of the English officer and gentleman doing his duty without fuss.


  Apart from the heroism there was the human interest. Through Scotts diaries the public, then as now, could relive the details of moving events as they unfolded. They could share the awful
  disappointment and psychological effect of reaching the Pole only to find that Amundsen had stolen the prize; the frustration at the weather conditions which held up the partys dash to
  safety; the shock and surprise at the weakening of the first and supposedly strongest member of the party, Petty Officer Edgar Evans; the dismay at finding that some of the vital supplies of fuel,
  carefully depoted, had evaporated; the pain of living with gnawing starvation and frostbitten limbs; the pathetic deterioration of Captain Oates; the tantalizing knowledge that at their final camp
  they were only eleven miles from a large depot of food and fuel but prevented from reaching it by violent blizzards; the wistful hope that a search party would find them in time; the picture of men
  lying helpless in their tent hoping above the shrieking of the blizzard to catch the eerie barking of the sledge dogs that would mean salvation; their strong desire to survive, coupled with the
  knowledge that they would not. If Scott and his party had vanished without trace, if there had been no diaries and letters and messages, he might perhaps have faded from memory.


  Another important factor was Amundsen. Here, in the eyes of many at the time, was the villain and foil to Scott, the British hero. Foreigner, interloper and rival he was the man who had sneaked
  out of Norway in the Fram, the Viking ship of the Twentieth Century as another Norwegian Antarctic explorer Borchgrevink called her, concealing his
  intention to go south rather than north, until Scott was already on his way down to Antarctica. He was the man who turned reaching the South Pole into a race, the professional who, by
  superior technique with skis and dogs and better luck and preparation, pipped Scott, the gifted amateur, at the post and stole the prize. Indeed, Amundsen himself called his journey
  a sporting stunt.


  Amundsen was not perceived to have played the game and his achievement, which had not relied on hauling sledges himself, seemed less virile and manly than Scotts. Scott had written ten
  years earlier that: No journey ever made with dogs can approach the height of that fine conception which is realised when a party of men go forth to face hardships, dangers, and difficulties
  with their own unaided efforts, and by days and weeks of hard physical labour succeed in solving some problems of the great unknown.8 This ethos still
  underpins British Antarctic ventures, such as the unsupported trek across the continent by Ranulph Fiennes and Michael Stroud, Roger Mears attempt to walk alone to the Pole and Ranulph
  Fienness abandoned lone trek across the continent.


  The sheer mystique of Antarctica, the last frontier, also contributed. As exploration in the southern regions had gathered pace at the turn of the century the popular imagination had become
  gripped by descriptions of a place of surpassing beauty, mystery and danger. The accounts from both of Scotts expeditions and from other explorers were lyrical and exhilarating. Tryggve Gran
  described how It was as though we lived in a gigantic, wonderful fairy tale; as though we sailed over an ocean where thousands of white lilies lay rippling in the night air. And when the sun
  rose the white lilies took on a violet hue and the whole of fairyland lay in rosy light.9


  And there was the wildlife. Scotts men left wonderful accounts of such curiosities as the little Adlie penguins. Apsley Cherry-Garrard wrote that:


  
  
    
      The life of an Adlie penguin is one of the most unchristian and successful in the world . . . Some fifty or sixty agitated birds are gathered upon the ice-foot,
      peering over the edge, telling one another how nice it will be, and what a good dinner they are going to have. But this is all swank: they are really worried by a horrid suspicion that a
      sea-leopard is waiting to eat the first to dive . . . What they really do is to try and persuade a companion of weaker mind to plunge: failing this they hastily pass a conscription act and push
      him over. And then  bang, helter-skelter, in go all the rest.10

    

  



  Such anthropomorphism was typical of a sentimental age which produced The Jungle book, The Wind in the Willows and Peter Rabbit. However, there was perhaps
  a deeper reason why such descriptions appealed. By pretending that an ordered animal world replicated the human one, the Edwardians rejected the possibility that baser animal
  instincts could motivate human actions. Even if there was increasing acceptance of Darwins theory that man was descended from animals, Freuds emerging theories of the human
  psyche and its motivation surely could not apply. Scott and his companions seemed to epitomize the nobler side of man, demonstrating self-sacrifice for the benefit of others, loyalty in death and
  the paramountcy of mans quest for knowledge. Half-frozen and starving, they had continued to geologize on their return from the Pole and had dragged their
  heavy specimens with them till the end.


  If Britain had needed heroes in 1913, she had an even greater thirst for them as the First World War progressed and a generation of young men obeyed the call to unquestioning sacrifice. However,
  after the war came the doubts. What had it all been for? Was the terrible cost justified? Scotts heroism achieved an even greater prominence. His sacrifice in the pure clean wastes of
  Antarctica remained comfortingly unsullied amid doubts about what the mud, pain and squalor of Flanders had achieved.


  The mystique and enduring power of Scotts last Antarctic expedition lie in all these things. Of course, the modern age is less comfortable with heroes, cynically eager to show its
  sophistication and scepticism and dig for the feet of clay. There has been much debate in recent years about the scale of Scotts achievement and he has been compared unfavourably with
  Amundsen. It is of course possible to pare the story down to clinical discussions of logistics, to a debate about methods of transport, the merits of dogs versus ponies, the quality of rations, the
  effectiveness of the planning, the routes which were followed, the risks which were run. Yet, while these things have their place, there is the danger of losing sight of the essential humanity of
  what happened out there in that forlorn and silent world.


  It is important to strip away the improving tales that accrete to heroes and to reveal the true characters underneath. However, to believe that Scott and his companions achieved something heroic
  is not to imply that they were perfect. Heroes are not required to be. Scott undoubtedly made mistakes. He could be difficult, impatient and short-tempered. He suffered crises of confidence and
  periods of abstraction and depression but that does not detract from his stature. In the same way, the story of the South Pole expedition of 1910 continues to fascinate and
  inspire but is not without light and shade. It is a tale of perseverance and unquenchable spirit in the face of terrible odds but it is also a story of stubbornness, sentimentality and of men who
  were deeper and more complex than we sometimes acknowledge. Heroes, but humans too.


  


  1


  The Early Heats of the Great Race


  The history of Antarctic exploration is a curious story of bursts of activity succeeded by long periods of apathy and neglect. Man was slow to
  penetrate the mysteries of Antarctica. Vikings roamed the frozen seas of the Arctic but when Wellington fought at Waterloo there was still an undiscovered continent in the south. It was not until
  1820 that a human being first glimpsed the Antarctic mainland. When Scott set out on his first expedition with the Discovery in 1901 less was known about it than about the moon before the
  lunar landing in 1969.


  Antarctica is still the least-known of all the continents, the least hospitable and the most dangerous  colder, higher and more isolated than anywhere else on earth. A landmass of some
  five and a half million square miles, all but two per cent of it is covered by a huge ice sheet with an average thickness of 6,000 feet. Seen from space the ice cap shines like a great white lamp.
  Over 90 per cent of the worlds snow and ice lies on or around Antarctica. At the Pole itself the sun does not rise above the horizon for six months of the Antarctic winter. On the Polar
  plateau temperatures as low as -124F have been recorded. Around the Pole the annual mean temperature is some -65F. Hurricane-force winds whip across its surface,
  driving the snow into thick clotting blizzards. Yet, once tasted, Antarctica has a potent effect. Diary after diary of those who have explored describe a world of spell-binding beauty but also a
  place of such awesome solitude and melancholy that it can drive people insane.


  For centuries Antarcticas very existence was doubted and debated, although the idea of a southern continent was an ancient one. Aristotle believed that the earth was a sphere and that
  there must be a counterbalance to the Arctic zones. The Romans tended to agree with the Greeks, but the medieval ecclesiastical mind retreated from ideas it found too disturbing  St
  Augustine condemned the idea that men could plant their footsteps opposite to our feet.1


  The crossing of the equator by Lopo Gonalves in the fifteenth century awakened interest in the idea of a lush, rich kingdom to the south. For a while  until Bartholomew Diaz nosed
  his way around the Cape and east into the Indian Ocean in 1487 to be followed ten years later by Vasco da Gamas more extended voyages  some believed that the coasts of south-west
  Africa might be the northern tip of the great southern continent. When attention switched to South America many believed that Antarctica adjoined it, others that Tierra del Fuego was the northern
  tip of a southern landmass.


  Francis Drake disposed of these ideas. His circumnavigation of 157780 proved that no southern continent adjoined South America and that the Atlanticke Ocean and the South sea meete
  in a most large and free scope.2 However, the belief in a temperate southern continent spreading northwards persisted for two more centuries, despite
  strong evidence to the contrary from the buccaneering activities of men like Bartholomew Sharpe and William Dampier who cheerfully sailed their ships over what, according to
  the maps, should have been dry land.


  The growing enthusiasm for colonial expansion in the eighteenth century meant that governments found exploration strategically too important to leave to merchant adventurers and other
  freelances. Instead, it became the preserve of national navies. Britain, France and Russia all sent expeditions south. For Britain Captain James Cook led the way. Cook chose ships of shallow
  draught, similar to the colliers of his native Whitby, capable of plying close inshore and was thus able to conduct the first hydrographic surveys in Antarctica. Science as well as imperialism was
  becoming a powerful motive in exploration.


  Cooks achievements were extraordinary. On 17 January 1773 his little 460-tonne ship the Resolution was the first to cross the Antarctic circle. Clerke, one of his crew, reported
  how they passed an ice island as high as the body of St Pauls Cathedral. Cooks Voyage towards the South Pole and around the World, published in 1777, gave the first
  descriptions of the abundant wildlife of Antarctica  the great whales, soaring albatrosses and graceful petrels. Penetrating the thick ice pack that surrounds Antarctica and retreats and
  advances with the seasons, Cook crossed the circle three times in all during two Antarctic summers. On the third occasion in January 1774, at latitude 7110'S, his farthest south, Cook was
  finally halted by unyielding pack ice.


  By now the strain was telling on his shipmates and he turned back with some relief. His brush with this hostile frozen world had convinced him that this ice extended quite to the
  Pole and that no continent was to be found in this ocean but what must lie so far south as to be wholly inaccessible for ice. His view was decided: Should anyone possess
  the resolution and the fortitude to elucidate this point by pushing yet further south than I have done, I shall not envy him the fame of his discovery, but I make bold to
  declare that the world will derive no benefit from it.


  Almost half a century and the defeat of Napoleon were to pass before anyone followed Cook. Then, in 1819, William Smith, a native of Blyth in Northumberland, rounded Cape Horn on his way from
  Buenos Aires to Valparaiso. The storms for which the Horn is notorious chased him southwards among islands with snow-capped mountains. He returned the following year to claim them for Britain,
  naming them the New South Shetlands. The great colonies of seals had impressed him. His accounts also impressed the sealing industry which funded his return as master and pilot to Edward Bransfield
  to conduct a proper survey of the islands. Bad weather drove them even further south through a thick fog. When it cleared they were surprised to see land lying away to the south-west and were
  cheered by the hope that this might indeed be the long-sought southern continent. They were right. What they could see was the northern tip of the Antarctic Peninsula.


  However, whether they were actually the first to lay eyes on Antarctica became a matter of hot dispute in an age of international rivalry, of claims and counter-claims. Just three days earlier
  Captain Baron Thaddeus von Bellingshausen of the Imperial Russian Navy, over 3,000 kilometres to the south-east and attempting to circumnavigate Antarctica, had spotted a solid stretch of ice
  running from east through south to west. Some claim that he was in fact the first human to spy Antarctica, though he did not recognize it as such. Whatever the case he continued his journey,
  reaching the South Shetland Islands in the happy but misguided belief that he had discovered them.


  It was now that British sealers, lured to the islands by the reports of abundant seals and whales, became the explorers of Antarctica  men like James Weddell, John
  Biscoe and John Balleny. As Scott himself described admiringly, In the smallest and craziest ships they plunged boldly into stormy ice-strewn seas; again and again they narrowly missed
  disaster; their vessels were wracked and strained and leaked badly, their crews were worn out with unceasing toil and decimated by scurvy.3 In 1823
  Weddell beat Cooks record for furthest south by 214 miles.


  In 1839 James Clark Ross, dashing British naval officer and first at the Magnetic North Pole, sailed in search of the Magnetic South Pole on the greatest Antarctic expedition of the nineteenth
  century. While preparing in Tasmania he heard disturbing reports of an American expedition under Lieutenant John Wilkes and of the French explorer Dumont dUrville. Both were apparently
  busily engaged in the region where the Magnetic South Pole was thought to lie. It was at the very least embarrassing and Ross, while conceding their unquestionable right to select any point they
  thought proper, was impressed with the feeling that England had ever led the way of discovery and decided to avoid all interference with their discoveries and
  select a more easterly route to the south. This was a far more significant decision than he could have guessed. It was to lead to the most remarkable discoveries yet made in Antarctica and to show
  the way for the land explorations by Scott, Shackleton and Amundsen.


  Ross battered through the pack ice in four days into what is now called the Ross Sea. His two ships, the Erebus and Terror, had been especially reinforced with giant timbers to
  enable them to forge their way through the ice pack that could crush a more fragile vessel like a nut. On 10 January 1841 came a startled cry from the officer of the watch. On the horizon, perhaps
  a hundred miles away, was land  a jagged, mighty row of snow-covered peaks  where no land was thought to be. It moved Ross who wrote a lyrical account of a
  most enchanting view, of lofty peaks, perfectly covered with eternal snow. He began naming the features, calling the impressive northernmost cape after Viscount Adare, MP for
  Glamorganshire.


  Off Cape Adare Ross made another important decision that would affect his successors. He decided to explore the new coast to the south. It was a magical eerie journey of towering mountains and
  shining glaciers. He carried on with the no doubt politically sensitive and imagination-taxing task of naming feature after feature in this strange new world. He named two mountain ranges, one
  after the Royal Society and the other after the British Association. Individual mountains in each range were named after illustrious members of the body concerned. Prime Minister Melbourne was also
  awarded a mountain. A ceremony took place on rocky little Possession Island to claim these new discoveries in the name of young Queen Victoria.


  Sailing southward on 28 January 1841, a day of sparkling clarity, Ross sighted two volcanoes which were to become a familiar landmark to Polar explorers and are sited on the island which now
  bears his name. He called the 12,400-foot active cone Mount Erebus and the 10,900-foot inactive cone Mount Terror. The vastness and remoteness impressed Ross and his men with a sense of awe and of
  their own insignificance and helplessness. This feeling grew as moving ever south they were confronted by another amazing sight  what Ross called a perpendicular cliff of ice between
  one hundred and fifty and two hundred feet above the level of the sea, perfectly flat and level at the top and without any fissures or promontories on its seaward face. Now known as the Ross
  Ice Shelf, or Great Ice Barrier, its surface seemed to him to be quite smooth and like an immense plane of frosted silver. He could only conjecture what lay beyond. His path south was blocked as effectively as if the cliffs of Dover confronted him, he recorded ruefully. Unknowingly, however, he had pointed the way. His explorations had shown that in the Ross Sea the
  ice cleared more briskly than elsewhere during the Antarctic summer. He had also found Ross Island with its sheltered sound which he named after the senior lieutenant of the Terror,
  Archibald McMurdo.


  Ross finally quitted Antarctica in 1843, after setting a new farthest south of 7810' in February 1842, and silence reigned once again. Clearly the only way to penetrate the continent was to
  land on the ice. It seemed a risky and unattractive prospect and for the next fifty years attention focused on the Arctic. The Erebus and Terror would soon sail on their fateful
  search for the north-west passage with Sir John Franklin, never to return to southern waters.


  Thus it was not until towards the close of the nineteenth century that interest in the south gathered pace again. In 1895 a young Norwegian and childhood friend of Amundsen, Carsten
  Borchgrevink, sailed south with an expedition financed by the inventor of the harpoon gun. The purpose was to search for new whaling grounds. On 24 January 1895, he and his companions became the
  first human beings to make a confirmed landing on the continent. They landed below Cape Adare, where the relatively sheltered position and the abundant supply of penguins to provide a winter larder
  and fuel suggested to Borchgrevink that it might be possible to winter in this desolate spot.


  It took three years for him to raise sufficient funds. In the meantime there had been another significant development. A Belgian expedition led by Lieutenant Adrien de Gerlache in the sealer
  Belgica had explored Graham Land. The ship had become trapped in the icy fastness of the Bellingshausen Sea, and the crew had experienced a dismal and frightening time  some became
  mentally ill while others fell prey to scurvy. In the end the Belgica had to be blasted and sawn free of the ice. She was, however, the first ship to winter in
  Antarctica and the name of her first mate was Roald Amundsen.


  Meanwhile, Sir George Newnes, the wealthy publisher of the weekly Tit-Bits and the heavier-weight illustrated Strand Magazine had become Borchgrevinks patron and stumped up
  35,000 on condition that his venture was called The British Antarctic Expedition. This was the voyage of the whaler Southern Cross which arrived at Cape Adare in
  February 1899 and left ten men and seventy dogs to an uncertain fate. As the seas began to ice over in March the Southern Cross made her escape, leaving behind the first men to attempt to
  winter in Antarctica. It must have felt like being left on the moon. They did not know what to expect and their unease was heightened by the weird light effects in the sky as the Aurora Australis
  danced high above them. Anxious but determined, they constructed a wooden hut roofed with canvas and seal-skins and weighted down with sacks of coal and set up meteorological and magnetic
  observatories.


  To be condemned to a sunless southern winter of bitter temperatures and wild storms was an immense test of physical and mental stamina. The men soon became depressed and grew impatient of each
  others company. The silence roars in ones ears. It is centuries of heaped up solitude, wrote Borchgrevink glumly.4 Not all
  survived. By October one of the party, the naturalist Hanson, had died of an intestinal complaint. When the light returned the remaining men went on sledging expeditions, though they could not
  venture far because of the barrier of mountains and glaciers around the Cape. When the Southern Cross returned in January 1900 she carried the party further south to Ross Island and the Ross
  Ice Shelf and here Borchgrevink sledged over ten miles towards the Pole. He proclaimed: I myself accompanied by Lieutenant Colbeck and the Finn Savio, proceeded
  southwards reaching 7850'S, the farthest south ever reached by man.5 The race for the Pole was on.


  All this activity had been watched with growing concern by Sir Clements Markham, the man who was to play such a dominant role in Scotts life and, some would say, in his death. The passion
  of Markhams life was to bring a British Antarctic expedition into being and he was entirely clear about the form it should take. He did not advocate a dash to the South Pole. Neither did he
  believe that this was what British science desired. Instead he was convinced that what it wanted was a steady, continuous, laborious and systematic exploration of the whole southern region, with
  all the appliances of the modern investigator, and that this exploration should be undertaken by the Royal Navy. However, it was implicit that, should there be a scramble for the Pole, Britain
  should get there first.


  Markham was born in 1830, a bare four days after the foundation of the Royal Geographical Society he was to boss, bully and cajole into championing his cause. He became a naval officer. He also
  became something of an explorer manqu. In 1851, as a young midshipman he sailed on an expedition to discover what had happened to Franklin and struck up an admiring friendship with
  Lieutenant Leopold McClintock who pioneered the sledging techniques later adopted by Scott. McClintock advocated the establishment of depots of supplies in advance of major sledging trips. He was
  also a firm believer that fit, well-trained men were more reliable beasts of burden than dogs. Manhauling was best.


  The expedition failed to uncover Franklins grisly fate. This task was left to McClintock to complete a few years later. By then, however, Markham had quitted the navy
  to throw himself into full-time exploration in Peru. He was forced to change his plans when his father died, leaving him penniless. Undefeated, he managed to transfer from a dull job clerking in
  the Inland Revenue into what was to become the India Office. Here he used his considerable persuasive powers to convince his seniors that the Peruvian cinchona tree whose bark produced quinine
  should be introduced into India. Soon he was off on his travels again, smuggling seedlings from Peru to India and helping to establish a successful quinine industry there.


  Next came a spell as a geographer on loan to the British military expedition which defeated the Emperor of Abyssinia at Magdala. He was also elected a fellow of the Royal Geographical Society.
  This was the perfect playground for a man of his talents and interests. The Societys audiences were eager to hear the latest travellers tales and Markham became a dominant figure.
  According to the Societys librarian, There was a rich fullness of life in the Royal Geographical Society in the early nineties of the nineteenth century . . . Sir Clements Markham . .
  . overflowing with enthusiasm like a boy, used to stage a series of brilliant evening meetings to commemorate the deeds of Prince Henry the Navigator, Columbus, Franklin and others . .
  .6


  His romantic infatuation with the heroic exploits of the Elizabethan voyagers, in particular, masked a steely determination, obstinacy and truculence. Many found this combination wearing but
  these qualities helped him to achieve his great aim  the mounting of a British Antarctic Expedition. In 1893, on his election as President of the Society, he promptly announced that the
  equipping and dispatch of an Antarctic expedition would be the chief object of his term of office, and appointed an Antarctic committee which he, naturally, chaired. He had been preparing for this moment for years and was anxious to lose no time. Delay would only allow foreign rivals to steal Britains rightful thunder.


  Rivals like Borchgrevink for instance. The Norwegian was not noted for either his modesty or his tact and had addressed the International Geographical Congress in London in 1895, proudly laying
  out the achievements of his first Antarctic voyage and declaring his intention to mount another expedition. To Markham it seemed he had flung down the gauntlet. He had done his best to thwart
  Borchgrevinks plans for further exploration, including casting doubts on the seaworthiness of the Southern Cross, so it had been a severe blow when Sir George Newnes agreed to fund
  his second 1898 expedition.


  However, the 1895 Congress had passed a unanimous resolution demanding that Antarctic exploration should be given the highest priority. Thus encouraged, Markham assailed the Treasury and the
  Admiralty for funds. When this failed he turned to his own Society and persuaded them to vote 5,000 and to launch a public appeal. An astute operator, Markham had realized for some time that
  it would take more than patriotic fervour to secure the backing he needed. He had to have the scientific establishment on his side and the Royal Geographical Society was not sufficient. He needed
  that even more august body the Royal Society. Honeyed words besought the Royal Society to lend its great name to the enterprise and, in February 1898, it graciously agreed.


  Gratifying as this was, by March 1899 Markham still only had 14,000. He needed a Sir George Newnes of his own and he found him in the shape of the wealthy businessman Llewellyn Longstaff,
  who put up 25,000. Markham was delighted. To his even greater pleasure the Treasury then promised 40,000 if an equal sum were raised privately. Markham succeeded and could now turn his attention to the important issue of who should lead the expedition. Markham had firm views. Despite the involvement of the Royal Society, it was axiomatic to him that the
  leader should not be a scientist but a naval officer with the cool well-disciplined mind only naval training could give. Although the advancement of science was an important part of the enterprise,
  what really mattered to Markham were geographical exploration and the chance for young naval officers to make their mark.


  For the leader must also be young. Sir Clements believed strongly that this was a task requiring not only the physical resourcefulness and courage of youth, but also its intellectual
  flexibility. Elderly men, he wrote, are not accessible to new ideas, and have not the energy and capacity necessary to meet emergencies. Furthermore, they were
  stiff old organisms hindered, not helped, by experience!7 He may also have found younger men more malleable.


  Whom could he find worthy of the challenge? He had always taken a deep, and, it has been alleged latterly, perhaps improper interest in young naval midshipmen and cadets and their careers,
  sizing them up for his great quest. Captain Wilson Barker, commander of the Worcester, the Merchant Navys training ship, forbade his boys to accept invitations to his home. Whatever
  Markhams deeper motives, perhaps not even acknowledged fully to himself, he certainly had plenty of opportunity to observe the navys fledgling stars. Markham tells in his book The
  Lands of Silence, published after Scotts death, how he singled out Scott. His cousin Albert Markham, himself an Arctic explorer, was commodore of the Royal Navys Training Squadron
  which, in March 1887, found itself in the sparkling waters of the Caribbean, accompanied by Sir Clements.


  In West Indian sunshine a clutch of young midshipmen were making their final preparations to race their cutters across the Bay of St Kitts. This was just the kind of contest
  the 57-year-old Sir Clements relished and he watched eagerly from the bridge of HMS Active. The challenge for the young officers was to get their cutters under way, make sail and beat up to
  windward for a mile, round a buoy, then lower mast and sail and row back. It was an exciting race and three young men battled for victory  Tommy Smyth of the Active, Hyde Parker of
  the Volage and an 18-year-old from the Rover, Robert Falcon Scott. For a time it was touch and go between Scott and Hyde Parker but Scott won, little realizing that this victory was
  to be one of the defining moments of his life.


  The commodore, probably at Sir Clements prompting, invited Scott to dinner four days later  a charming boy recorded Markham in his diary. Sir Clements talked to the
  young midshipman and fell under his spell. One of his colleagues was later to remark of Scott that no one could be more charming when he chose. With his intense blue eyes radiating intelligence and
  energy he made a deep impression on the older man. Markham later wrote in his book that this was the moment when he concluded that Scott was the man destined to command the Antarctic Expedition.
  However, this was romantic hindsight. Markham had his eye on some other promising young officers as well and the decision was by no means so clear-cut. Fate was to take a hand throwing Scott in
  Markhams path on two further occasions.


  Markham came across Scott again at Vigo. By then Scott was torpedo lieutenant of the Empress of India. Markham found his earlier impressions confirmed. He was more than ever impressed by
  Scotts evident vocation for such a command.8 However, the critical encounter came in 1899 when Scott was serving as torpedo lieutenant
  in the Majestic. On a warm June day he was on leave in London and chancing one day to walk down the Buckingham Palace Road, I espied Sir Clements on the opposite
  pavement, and naturally crossed, and as naturally turned and accompanied him to his house. That afternoon I learned for the first time that there was such a thing as a prospective Antarctic
  Expedition; two days later I wrote applying to command it.


  As Scott himself wrote, at the time he had no predilection for Polar exploration. However, he had other aspirations that this adventure might help him to realize. The melancholy
  dreamer and the man of action that were two facets of his complex nature might both find fulfilment in the unknown continent. Also, Scott believed in fate.


  OEBPS/html/docimages/image3.jpg
AT ITAAVE THL
auvamos

1312017 adery 01 Aaunof Ja1uim 31 JO ANOY






OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
Scotr’s and Amundsen’s
Polar Journeys

ROSS SEA

4 Coppninia w0






OEBPS/html/docimages/1.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
A Brief History of
Captain Scott’s
Antarctic

Expeditions






OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
A FIRST
RATE
TRAGEDY

DIANA PRESTON

CONSTABLE * LONDON





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
noc

Tvaoo

¥aHLnOs 1






