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I may not have proved a great explorer but we have done the greatest march ever made and come very near to great success.

Robert Falcon Scott
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Chapter 1

The Moulding of an Explorer

One could never have imagined that Robert Falcon Scott, the day dreamer with his childhood discomfort of blood and seeing animals suffer, would one day have to confront both of these great anxieties in a most tragic and legendary way. But then the young Scott with his rather awkward approach to life could never have envisaged embarking on an adult venture that would immortalise him as a great British hero.

Scott was born on 6 June 1868 into the privileged background of a family with a large estate and a father who was a magistrate. He was one of six children, with younger sisters Katherine (‘Kitty’) and Grace (‘Monsie’), younger brother Archibald (Archie) and two older sisters Ettie and Rose. Scott’s parents were John Edward and Hannah. John came from a large family and was the youngest of eight children. He had four older brothers, one of whom died young, two who went into the Indian army and the other who became a naval surgeon. John himself was blighted with poor health, which prevented him from following the family tradition of entering the services. But he was fortunate to inherit a small brewery in Plymouth that his father Robert and uncle had bought for £4,782 out of prize money received during the Napoleonic wars. In fact, Robert Scott senior was the first of the family to settle in Plymouth. He was of Scottish descent with an ancestry full of military service. Oatlands, the family estate, was bought in 1819 and for a while was home to three generations of Scotts (and a great aunt) until John inherited it upon his father’s death.

Outlands provided a most pleasant life for the Scott family. Situated near Stoke Dameral, just outside Devonport in Devon, it boasted a stream at the bottom of the garden, three large greenhouses, peacocks on the lawn and a small staff of maids and gardeners. John had married Hannah Cuming, the daughter of William Bennett Cuming of Plymouth, in 1861. It was a highly respectable match as Hannah’s father was a Lloyd’s surveyor, Commissioner of Catwater Pilotage, Commissioner for the Catwater Improvement and a member of the Chamber of Commerce. The naval link between the two families (Scott’s grandfather and four uncles had all served in the army or navy) was further forged when one of Hannah’s brothers, Harry, became a Vice-Admiral.

Life for the Scotts was to change dramatically but during their childhood it was idyllic. John was an easy-going and patient father – despite the occasional outburst of temper – and Hannah, a woman of strong religious principles, was adored by her children. Even in adult life Robert referred to her as ‘the dear mother.’

In accordance with family tradition Robert and Archie were destined for careers in the armed services. Robert was educated first in the nursery at home and then for four years at a local day school. He was also a choirboy at St Mary’s Church in Ford. Nicknamed ‘Con’ by his family, little Robert would often go into silent flights of fancy (whether any of these daydreams involved one day being an Antarctic explorer one will never know), and despite his best efforts, concentration would often be interrupted by private thoughts. He was also shy and diffident, and according to one biographer was ‘small and weakly for his age, lethargic and backward’. Not an auspicious beginning for a man who was to become a schoolboy hero.

Robert was later sent to Stubbington House School in Fareham, Hampshire, a ‘cramming’ establishment that prepared candidates for the entrance examinations to the naval training ship HMS Britannia at Dartmouth. (The first of the two HMS Britannias that served as naval training ships was in operation between 1859 and 1909. Scott trained on the second, which came into service in 1869). Stubbington House School was founded as a boys’ preparatory school in 1841 by Reverend William and became known as ‘Foster’s Naval Academy’. It gained a reputation in the late nineteenth century as the ‘recognised place for coaching towards a naval cadetship’. Indeed, as well as Robert Scott the academy boasted Andrew Cunningham, 1st Viscount Cunningham of Hyndhope and First Sea Lord, Lieutenant-Colonol Angus Falconer Douglas-Hamilton VC, army officer and posthumous winner of the Victoria Cross, fellow Victoria Cross winner Sir Anthony Cecil Capel Miers and, in latter years, John Sandy Woodward, naval officer and Falklands Task Force Commander as its former cadets. The school moved to Ascot in Berkshire in 1966 and eventually closed its doors on 7 July 1997. The former school site in Stubbington has been redeveloped as a community centre. The school’s name has been preserved and re-registered as a limited company by one of the school’s former assistant masters in the expectation of it one day being reestablished as a traditional boys’ prep school.

The young Scott passed his examinations in July1883 – coming seventh out of a class of twenty-seven – and emerged from HMS Britannia as a midshipman, thus becoming equipped to begin his naval career as a cadet. By October he was en route to South Africa to join HMS Boadicea, the flagship of the Cape Squadron and the first of several ships on which he served during his midshipman years. HMS Boadicea was one of four ships to bear that name. The first was a 338-gun fifth-rate launched in 1779 and used for harbour service from 1854 until being broken up in 1858. Scott’s Boadicea was a Bacchante class corvette launched in 1975 and was to be his home for two years while he served as a midshipman earning around £30 a year. It was a hard life and training under naval instructors was intense for the cadets, with beatings and extra drill as the punishment for misdemeanours. The young lads were ‘up aloft’ (working in the rigging 120ft above deck) in all sorts of weather and away for long hours in boats – ‘under oars and sail’. There were no bathrooms and bed was a hammock. One can only imagine how this harsh regime took its toll on a sensitive boy who had known only great comfort and privilege. Robert had to grow up fast, taking his beatings like a man, learning how to obey orders without question and overcoming his weaknesses and homesickness. His reputation as a bit of a day dreamer earned him the nickname ‘old mooney’.

Despite his sometimes slovenly appearance and quick-fire temper, Scott shaped up into an excellent student as he climbed the lower branches of the navy. After a brief tour with HMS Liberty, he served for a year on HMS Monarch, whose captain rated him as an ‘intelligent and capable young officer of temperate habits’. At the end of 1886 Scott joined HMS Rover (an iron screw corvette launched on 12 August 1874 and completed in September 1875). By now Scott had moved from the Royal Artillery to the post of Aide-de-Camp and private secretary to the Governor of Lagos, Sir Gilbert Carter. The pay was better and living expenses were less. A year later he transferred to the Hausa Force, which was engaged in bringing law and order to warring tribes of the interior of the Oil Rivers Protectorate (a British Protectorate in Nigeria).

Scott was just eighteen when the Royal Navy’s Training Squadron, to which HMS Rover belonged, was cruising in the Caribbean. A group of midshipmen decided to race four cutters across the bay at St Kitts in the West Indies, with Scott narrowly emerging the victor. A few days later he was invited aboard HMS Active to dine with the Commodore, Albert Markham. Present at the dinner was Albert’s cousin, a middle-aged geographer named Clements Markham, secretary of the Royal Geographical Society. That meeting on 1 March 1887 would change Scott’s life, for little did he know but Markham’s habit was to ‘collect’ likely young naval officers with a view to their undertaking polar exploration work in the future. Clements was so impressed by Scott’s intelligence, enthusiasm and charm that he later wrote: ‘My final conclusion was that Scott was the destined man to command the Antarctic expedition.’

Scott spent nine months aboard the Rover before going on to spend the winter of 1887–8 at the Royal Naval College in Greenwich. In March 1888 he passed his exams for Sub-Lieutenant and was awarded four out of a possible five first-class certificates in pilotage, torpedoes and gunnery, coming in with the highest marks in his class in his year of seamanship. At the end of 1888 he was instructed to join the cruiser MS Amphion stationed near Vancouver, Canada. He had to make his own way across North America with the last stage of his trip being a long journey in a tramp steamer from San Francisco to Esquimault, British Columbia. Robert Scott’s career progressed smoothly, with service on various ships and promotion to Lieutenant in 1889.

After a tour of service in the Pacific, Scott briefly joined HMS Caroline in the Mediterranean. The summer of 1891 was spent on leave with his family at Outlands. This was a most carefree time of life for twenty-two-year-old Scott with his Lieutenant’s salary of £182 10s a year providing him with financial independence. That summer was spent playing golf with his brothers and tennis with his sisters. It was to be the last blissfully happy interlude of Scott’s life.

In September 1891, after a long spell in foreign waters, Scott applied for the two-year torpedo training course on the depot ship HMS Vernon, marking an important career move. He graduated with first-class certificates in both the theory and practical examinations.

It was in 1894, while still serving as Torpedo Officer on HMS Vulcan, that Scott learned of the financial disaster that had befallen his family. After selling his Hoegate Street brewery, John Scott had not invested the proceeds wisely and was now almost bankrupt. It was a major shock to Hannah and the rest of the family who believed there were funds enough for John to enjoy his retirement pottering in his greenhouses, and that interest income from the brewery sale would provide a comfortable life in their older years. In this dramatic change of lifestyle and in poor health, John was forced to swap the role of brewery owner to brewery manager at the age of sixty-three. He also had to leave his beloved home of Outlands and move his family to a £30 per year rented property, Holcombe House in Shepton Mallett in Somerset. After hearing of his family’s misfortunes, Robert applied for a transfer to HMS Defiance, stationed at Devonport, so that he could assist in the sale of Outlands and help relocate his mother and sisters into Somerset. Once they were settled he applied for another seagoing post and was appointed torpedo lieutenant on battleship HMS Empress of India in the Channel Squadron.

Now destitute, the Scott family was dependant on Robert’s service pay and that of his younger brother Archie, who left the army for a post in the colonial service in a bid to boost his earnings. It was a challenging time for Robert and life, instead of being sociable and full of promise, became frugal and isolating. He did not have enough money to cover his living expenses or to enjoy shore leave (partaking of a glass of wine or taking a young woman out to dinner was impossible in his financial state). Scott became distanced from his friends and colleagues who had the money to enjoy life’s simple pleasures. For the first time in his life Robert discovered what poverty really was and though bowed, he did not allow himself to wallow in self-pity, more concerned that his beloved family should survive.

Grace and Katherine moved to a room over a shop in London’s Chelsea and went into the conventional women’s trade of the time, dress making. Rose went on to find a job at Nottingham Hospital and Ettie, thirty-two and attractive, went on to become an actress. She joined a touring company whose leading lady was Irene Vanbrugh, an acclaimed actress of the time.

John Scott died of heart disease aged sixty-six in 1897 while Robert was serving as Torpedo Lieutenant on the Channel Squadron flagship HMS Majestic. The death created a new family crisis. He had left them with no support of life insurance and Hannah had to leave Holcombe House and lodge with Grace and Katherine. Archie managed to contribute £200 a year to his mother to keep her afloat. This amount was nearly as much as Robert’s entire salary but he still managed to send £70 a year. By this time Ettie had married an up-and-coming politician, William Ellison-Macartney, and was now one member of the family who was financially stable. Her husband was not wealthy – further burden coming with the arrival of three children – but he was a compassionate man and furthered Grace and Kate’s seamstress careers by giving them a loan to study fashion in Paris. He also helped to support Hannah. Rose left her British nursing position and bravely took on one in the Gold Coast (then known as ‘The White Man’s Grave’). She worked hard to save money and in 1899 married Captain Eric Campbell of the Royal Irish Fusiliers, one of her brother Archie’s fellow officers in the Hausa Force.

Running parallel with the upheaval in Scott’s life at this time was the suggestion that he was involved in a scandal. During the research for his 1979 dual biography of Scott and rival explorer Roald Amundsen, author Roland Huntford picked up the rumour that Scott ‘disappeared’ from naval records for eight months from mid-August 1889 until 24 March 1890. Huntford hints at Scott’s involvement with a married American woman, of a cover-up, and protection from senior officers. Huntford was never able to confirm all this. Another biographer, David Crane, said Scott’s ‘disappearance’ was actually around eleven weeks. He too was unable to prove or disprove the speculation but did not accept the theory that senior officers offered protection to Scott as he was not important enough or so well-connected to warrant this. But mysteriously, documents that may have offered explanations are missing from Admiralty records. Around this time too there was a report that in the summer of 1893 Scott blotted his hitherto exemplary service record by running aground a torpedo boat he was commanding. It was only his previous excellent record that saved him from a severe reprimand and he instead received a mild rebuke.

That same year oceanographer Professor John Murray gave a lecture to the Royal Geographical Society urging ‘an expedition to resolve the outstanding questions in the south’. Murray’s plea was answered two years later when the RSG hosted the sixth International Geographical Congress. The Congress unanimously passed the resolution that:

The exploration of the Antarctic Regions is the greatest piece of geographical exploration still to be undertaken. That, in view of the additions to knowledge in almost every branch of science [that] would result from such a scientific exploration, the Congress recommends that the scientific societies throughout the world should urge, in whatever way seems to them most effective, that this work should be undertaken before the close of the century.

In the autumn of 1898 Archie came home on leave and Robert from a cruise off the Irish coast in HMS Majestic. Robert was extremely proud of his brother, describing him as: ‘absolutely full of life and enjoyment and at the same time so keen on his job. He deserves to be a success. Commissioner, Consul and Governor is the future for him I feel.’ But again, any secure life for the Scotts was short-lived. Unbeknown to him Archie had contracted typhoid fever. A little over a month after an outing with his brother he went to Hythe in Kent to play golf, became ill and died within the week. Hannah was devastated and felt fully responsible for his death believing that Archie’s decision to serve in West Africa solely to earn extra money that he could send home to his family had been a fatal one – leading first to poor health and then his early death. Robert wrote to her offering reassuring words: ‘Don’t blame yourself for what happened, dear. Whatever we have cause to bless ourselves for, comes from you. He died like the true-hearted gentleman he was, but to you we owe the first lessons and example that made us gentlemen. This thing is most terrible to us all but is no penalty for any act of yours.’





Chapter 2

The First Steps

Now the young Scott had a tremendous financial and emotional responsibility to his family. His earlier weakness gave way to ambition and the realisation that higher income would only be earned by promotion or by taking on a new challenge. This was to come his way by a chance meeting in Buckingham Palace Road in London with Clements Markham (now Sir Clements and RGS President) early in June 1899, when Scott was home on leave from HMS Majestic. At that meeting, and recalling how impressed he had been during their first encounter, Markham informed Scott that there was an imminent Antarctic expedition. This had not materialised with ease and getting financial backing and support for such a venture was tortuous. In 1894 Markham had invited the Royal Society (RS) to join with the Royal Geographical Society (RGS) to finance the Antarctic project he had long dreamed about. He would later feel this was a mistake as he was essentially snubbed by the RS whose members felt the RGS was beneath them. Markham was then put off by the First Lord of the Admiralty and, worse, by the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, who ‘regretted that he was unable, under existing circumstances, to hold out any hope of HMG [Her Majesty’s Government] embarking upon an expedition of this magnitude’. Markham fought on by lobbying his friends, addressing meetings and writing to the newspapers. But all was in vain. He became furious and frustrated at the thought of other countries ‘beating’ him to glory. To add further insult to injury, in 1895 a wealthy British publisher, George Newnes, put up the money for Norwegian Carsten Borchgrevink’s 1898 expedition – even though Markham’s planned expedition was winning all the attention. Born in 1864, Borchgrevink had migrated to Australia in 1888 where he later became a teacher. In 1893 he signed on as a ‘useful hand’ with a Norwegian sealing and whaling expedition to the Antarctic. The crew landed on Cape Adare on 24 January 1895 – the first confirmed landing on the Antarctic continental mainland. Over the next two years the team visited Tristan da Cunha, the Prince Edward islands, Illes Crozet, Illes Kerguelen, the Balleny islands, Campbell Island and Possession Island. Borchgrevink later decided to launch a second expedition to the Antarctic and returned home to Australia to raise funds. Eventually George Newnes agreed to finance the expedition and gave £40,000. It was no wonder the RGS was furious – they declared that sum would have got the National Expedition ‘on its legs’. Borchgrevink bought a fifty-two-ton ship, which he renamed Southern Cross. It set off from London on 23 August 1898 and although Borchgrevink’s expedition contributed greatly to knowledge of the Antarctica, he did not receive a warm welcome back to Britain, with the general feeling of annoyance at his finance coming from one of their own countrymen when they had had to fight so hard to get their own backing. But Borchgrevink later went on to become a Fellow of the RGS and was awarded the Patron’s medal of the RGS. Years later the then president had to admit: ‘When the Southern Cross returned, this society was engaged in fitting out Captain Scott to the same region, from which expedition much was expected and the magnitude of the difficulties overcome by Borchgrevink were underestimated. It was only after the work of Scott’s Northern Party on the second expedition of 1912 that we were able to realise the improbability that any explorer could do more in the Cape Adare district that Mr Borchgrevink had accomplished. It appeared then that justice had not been carried out under the British flag and at the expense of a British benefactor.’

But at the time Markham was incandescent that an ordinary teacher in Australia was securing good British money while he, with all his influence, was failing in his mission. Finally, in 1897, the Council of the RGS pledged £8,000 – its largest single contribution to any expedition to that date – and a further £5,000 came from Alfred Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe, who had earlier financed the Jackson-Harmsworth expedition to the Arctic, 1894–97. Markham persevered with his own fund-raising, writing letters to wealthy people and begging their support. Eventually RSG member Mr Llewellyn Longstaff, a paint manufacturer living in Wimbledon, pledged £25,000. This surprisingly generous gift caught the attention of the Prince of Wales, who had previously declined to associate himself with the expedition ‘until public feeling was manifest’. With a Royal seal of approval other benefactors soon followed. And so this was the optimistic situation when Markham bumped into Scott that day in London. Scott saw the expedition as the chance for early command and to distinguish himself – together with an opportunity perhaps to improve the fortunes of both himself and his family and to enjoy some glory too. A few days after the meeting, on 11 June, Scott arrived at Markham’s home and volunteered to lead the expedition. Recalled Scott of the meeting: ‘I espied Sir Clements Markham 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 later wrote in The Voyage of the Discovery, ‘I may as well confess that I had no predilection for polar exploration.’ This was backed up by sister Ettie who agreed Scott ‘had no urge towards snow, ice, or that kind of adventure’, but had grown restless with the navy and ‘wanted freedom to develop more widely’. She said he had ‘developed great concentration, and all the years of dreaming were working up to a point’. After his meeting with Markham, Scott went back to sea and resumed his duties aboard HMS Majestic.

In July 1899, the government finally announced it would make a grant of £45,000 towards the proposed expedition – provided that private sources matched it with an equal amount. By that time Markham had already raised £42,000 in pledges – the rest was raised from smaller donations. The expedition also benefited from significant commercial sponsorship. Colman’s provided mustard and flour, Cadbury’s gave 3,500lb of chocolate, fashion house Jaeger gave a 40 per cent discount on special clothing, Bird’s gave baking powers and Bovril supplied its famous beef extract. Other sponsors too made significant contributions. The total estimated £90,000 cost of the expedition may sound small today, but it was equal to nearly £7½ million at the time of the 100th anniversary of Scott’s tragic second expedition in 2012.

A joint committee of the RS and the RGS was formed to plan the expedition, acquire a ship and assemble team members. The joint involvement did not work well. From the very beginning the two societies disagreed over the aim of the expedition. The RS saw it as an opportunity for extensive scientific research, while Markham and the RGS declared it an opportunity for the research and advancement in scientific knowledge specifically concerning magnetism, meteorology, biology and geology. Eventually the two main objectives of the expedition were summarised in the joint committees’ ‘Instructions to the Commander’. These were to ‘determine, as far as possible, the nature, condition and extent of that portion of the south polar lands which is included in the scope of your expedition’ and ‘to make a magnetic survey in the southern regions to the south of the fortieth parallel and to carry out meteorological, oceanographic, geological, biological and physical investigations and researches’. The instructions stipulated that ‘neither of these objectives was to be sacrificed to the other’. The instructions concerning the geographical objective then became more specific. ‘The chief points of geographical interest are to explore the ice barrier of Sir James Ross to its eastern extremity; to discover the land [that] was believed by Ross to flank the barrier to the eastward, or to ascertain that it does not exist […] If you should decide to winter in the ice […] your efforts as regards geographical exploration should be directed to […] an advance to the western mountains, an advance to the south, and an exploration of the volcanic region.’

Actually the real aim to Markham was twofold: geographical discovery and opportunities for young naval officers to win distinction in times of peace. The RS felt the expedition leader should be a scientist while Markham felt he had to be a naval officer in the regular line (and not in the surveying branch), and he must be young. ‘These are essentials’, he stressed. Markham was soon in for a serious struggle as the scientists joined forces with the ‘hydrographic clique’ to put forward the names of those they wanted to lead the expedition. They did not object to a naval officer commanding the ship, but they expected him to simply ferry the scientists to the ice, drop them off for their year of work and come back the following year to pick them up and bring them home. He was not expected to actually take part in the innovative project. The RS wanted eminent geologist John Walter Gregory, Director of the Scientific Staff, to take command. Although Gregory’s scientific ability could not be faulted, Markham felt he was unsuitable as commander of such an expedition. Actually he was well qualified as he had not only been on safari in East Africa’s Rift Valley in 1896 when it was wild, unmapped and dangerous, and was the first to lead a specifically scientific expedition to Mount Kenya where he made some key observations about the geology that still stand today, but he had scaled Alpine peaks and explored Spitzbergen within the Arctic circle too. He later became professor of geology at Melbourne University.

The joint committee began its search for an expedition leader the same month that Markham invited Scott to apply for the position. Gregory was appointed Scientific Director in February 1900, four months before Scott was named the expedition’s naval commander. Markham then sent a request to the First Lord of the Admiralty for the release of two young officers, one to lead and the other to be second-in-command. He stated: ‘The work involved in the stress of contest with the mighty powers of nature in the Antarctic regions calls for the very same qualities as are needed in the stress of battle. Our application is that a young commander should be allowed to take charge of its executive work […] Youth is essential in polar service. No efficient leader of Discovery in icy seas has ever been over forty, the best have been nearer thirty.’

Markham offered three names: Commander John de Robeck, aged thirty-eight, an admiral in the British Royal Navy (and who later went on to command the allied naval force in the Dardanelles during the First World War); Royal Naval officer Charles William Rawson Royds, aged twenty-four; and Robert Falcon Scott, aged thirty-two. Robeck’s request to the Admiralty to be released for the expedition was denied but Scott and Royds were approved for release from service on 5 April 1900. The joint RS and RGS committee met on 18 April 1900 when it was officially told by Markham that Scott and Royds were available to embark on the venture. Sir William Wharton of the joint committee and its fellow members were angry at Markham for going over their heads and assuming charge for naming leadership. Scott’s appointment became a matter of controversy. Another committee was appointed at the next meeting on 4 May in a bid to settle the matter once and for all. Six members were on Markham’s side and six on the side of the ‘hydrographic clique’, who wanted to secure a job for the survey department with ‘obstinate perversity’. But at the next committee meeting on 24 May, two of the ‘hydrographic clique’ representatives did not turn up, which placed the majority with Markham. With Scott’s appointment confirmed, the tussle was over. On 9 June 1900 Scott received his letter of appointment and two days later wrote a formal letter of acceptance to the committee. A follow-up letter arrived on the desk of the two society presidents soon after. In it, Scott stipulated his ‘terms’ exactly:

1. I must have complete command of the ship and landing parties. There cannot be two heads.

2. I must be consulted on all matters affecting the equipment of the landing parties.

3. The executive officers must not number less than four, exclusive of myself.

4. I must be consulted in all future appointments, both civilian and others, especially the doctor.

5. It must be understood that the doctors are first medical men, and secondly members of the scientific staff, not vice versa.

6. I am ready to insist on these conditions to the point of resignation if, in my opinion, their refusal imperils the success of the undertaking.

Scott went on leave for a few weeks and then started preparational work for the expedition by taking a course in magnetism at Deptford. Living with his two sisters and mother over the shop in Chelsea, he started his day by jogging across Hyde Park for exercise. He plunged himself into the planning of the expedition. Extraordinary details had to be worked out and even Hugh Robert Mill, then, distinguished librarian of the Royal Geographical Society, thought that Scott ‘if anyone, could bring order out of the chaos [that] had overtaken the plans and preparations’.

Professor Gregory arrived in Britain from Australia in December 1900 to organise his side of the expedition. When he turned up in London he was shocked to learn of his ‘number two’ position on the team because as far as he had been concerned he would be the Antarctic command leader. He expected to take the expedition on the ice while Scott wintered over in Melbourne. According to Markham, instead of going to work on his scientific program, Gregory set about conspiring with the hydrographers to have Scott’s leadership role overturned. But despite his best efforts Gregory was unsuccessful. In May 1901 Gregory was sent a telegram with a choice to either serve under Scott’s command or resign. Gregory chose to resign – and in great disgust. Dr George Murray, head of the botanical department of the British Museum, was appointed in his place on the condition that he went only as far as Melbourne to give scientific advice and training to the other scientists and then return to his duties at the museum.

In October 1900, Scott and the Markhams went to Christiania (later to become Oslo) in Norway for discussions with Fridtjof Nansen, a scientist who had undertaken a scientific and exploratory trip to the Arctic in the Fram, which had served as an oceanographic-meteorological-biological laboratory and was saucerlike in design so it could be lifted above the ice floes. Ironically, Scott’s riva Amundsen later borrowed the Fram from Nansen and sailed it to Antarctica and across the Ross Sea. Nansen had been away for nearly three years, during which time he discovered that the Arctic region was an ocean rather than a continent. He later published six volumes of scientific observations made between 1893 and 1896.

Nansen’s main advice to Scott was to do what he had done and get his dogs for the trip from Russia. Originally Scott was going to get them from Greenland as these were bigger and better, but they were hard to get as the many Arctic expeditions of the previous fifty years had denuded the supply of these dogs. In the end Scott chose twenty dogs and three bitches, which were sent to London Zoo where they were kept until they could be shipped to New Zealand. Following their meeting Scott was left greatly in awe of Nansen and wrote to his mother: ‘He is a great man, absolutely straightforward and wholly practical, so our business flies along apace. I wish to goodness it would go as well in England.’ The two men had obviously gelled as later Nansen paid an equally positive compliment about Scott saying: ‘I see him before me, his tight, wiry figure, his intelligent, handsome face, that earnest, fixed look, and those expressive lips so seriously determined and yet ready to smile – the features of a kindly, generous character, with a fine mixture of earnestness and humour.’




Chapter 3

An Expedition in the Making

Excitement about the proposed expedition was gathering.

During the next four or five years there promises to be a renewal of the siege of the two great Polar areas, which has not had its parallel since the forties and fifties of the last century […] our National Antarctic Expedition has been making steady progress since its commander, Captain Robert Scott, became at liberty to devote himself to the active work of preparation a few months ago […] Many important matters with reference to scientific work and equipment have been settled, and the scientific staff is all but filled up. It would, of course, be a mistake and, indeed, useless to draw up a hard-and-fast programme as to the course of the expedition and as to the details of the methods by which its great objects are to be carried out. These objects are clearly enough laid down. In brief, they are the exploration, as far as may be practicable, of the unknown area, and the making of scientific observations and collections in all the departments of science concerned. How this work is to be accomplished can only be finally determined when the actual conditions are faced, and much must be left to the discretion and judgement of the commander who, we may be sure, will, as far as he considers it safe, give every possible facility to the scientific staff…

The Times – 22 January 1901

Even as the heated debates raged between the RS and RGS members over the expedition’s leader and intent, a team was quietly being assembled.

Albert Armitage

On 28 May 1900, Lieutenant Albert ‘The Pilot’ Armitage was appointed to serve as second-in-command and navigator. Armitage, thirty-six, came from the Merchant Navy and had already spent many years at sea since joining the training ship HMS Worcester in 1887. He was still employed by P&O when he was approached by Scott and Markham, although he had previously been given leave to be navigator on the Jackson Harmsworth Expedition to Franz Josef in 1894, where he took charge of the magnetic, meteorological and astronomical work and gained useful experience in sledge travel. This expedition’s main goal was to determine if Franz Josef was part of a continent that might extend all the way to the North Pole. Armitage and seven others landed at Franz Josef Land and spent three years in a hut within the 80°N circle, shooting polar bears and doing scientific research. Franz Josef Land was simply a series of scattered islands that had been incorrectly mapped by their discoverer, Julius Payer. One day Armitage was searching the area with his field glasses when he spotted someone approaching on skis. The man was covered in oil and grease and black from head to foot. It was Fridtjof Nansen. He and a companion had left the Fram and her crew to make a dash for the North Pole. But they too soon discovered the impossibility of such a journey and had wintered in a tiny hut, living on bear meat in the latitude of 86°13’N, the farthest-north record until American explorer Robert Edwin Peary claimed to be the first person to reach the North Pole in April 1909. Coming across Armitage had saved the lives of Nansen and his team. For having eaten all their dogs by that time, they had dragged sledges and two kayaks across nearly 700 miles of ice in the hope of reaching Spitzbergen, where whaling vessels occasionally called. But the trip across the open seas in kayaks would have resulted in certain death. They eventually got back to more friendly climes in July 1896. On his return Armitage was presented with the Murchison Award from the RGS. Both Markham and Scott wanted their expedition to be manned entirely by members of the Royal Navy, but Sir Alfred Harmsworth, who had donated such a large sum, made the condition that Armitage be on it together with Koettlitz. In the end, Scott and Armitage got on well – though they later fell out – and Armitage was certainly ready for another challenge. He said: ‘Twenty-eight years since I was entered on the books as a cadet, twenty-one of which have been, with the exception of such time as my poor person had been loaned to the polar people, in the service of the P&O. A long time to wait, to work, and strive for. Many grow weary of waiting, many grow stale and grooved by so many years of little varied routine, many sicken and die from the result of striving apparently so fruitless.’

Reginald Koettlitz

Reginald ‘Cutlets’ Koettlitz, thirty-nine, was also chosen for the team in 1900. He had been on the Jackson-Harmsworth expedition as the doctor. (He brought back a polar bear, which became the stuffed pride of place exhibit at Dover Museum.) Other expeditions followed: to Abyssinia, Somaliland and Brazil. Markham described Koettlitz as ‘a very honest food fellow, but exceedingly short of commonsense’. (However, Koettlitz was in agreement with other notable doctors that scurvy, the plague of all polar expeditions, was caused by a poison resulting from putrefaction of preserved food. The remedy was absolutely pure food.) Born in Ostend, Koettlitz then settled in Hougham in Kent, attended Dover College and then London’s Guy’s Hospital before taking up a post as country doctor in Ireland.

Edward Adrian Wilson

The assistant surgeon was Edward ‘Billy’ Adrian Wilson, son of a Cheltenham doctor and a deeply religious man with a talent for drawing and water colours. Wilson had passed his Oxford and Cambridge exams with honours in science and went on to Gonville and Caius College in Cambridge where he read Natural Sciences and obtained a first class degree. It was while at Cambridge that Wilson encompassed the Christian faith. He studied for his Bachelor of Medicine degree at St George’s Hospital Medical School in London and undertook charitable work in London’s slums. When Scott met him in 1900, Wilson still had his arm in a sling from treatment for an abscess in his armpit after contracting blood poisoning while working as a junior house surgeon. Wilson had also spent two years in sanitariums in Norway and Switzerland with pulmonary tuberculosis. He was a heavy smoker, ate poorly, preferring to give his money to beggars and buy books, and spent many a cold night bird-watching, as well as working amongst the slum-dwellers. Nevertheless, Scott invited him on board. Wilson’s poor health history meant he had to pass an Admiralty Medical Board. He failed twice because of disease in his right lung. But Scott told Markham he had to have Wilson who himself confessed: ‘I quite realise it will be kill or cure, and have made up my mind that it will be cure.’ Wilson married Oriana Souper just three weeks before setting off with Scott’s team. His contributions to the expedition were enormous and he left the legacy of a collection of artwork, which today is highly prized.

Charles Royds

Charles William Rawson Royds was appointed as First Lieutenant. Born in Rochdale, Lancashire, he was a career Royal Navy officer who had become a naval cadet in 1892 and then served on several vessels. In September 1896 he had been commissioned as a sub-lieutenant and the next year was appointed to the cruiser HMS Champion in the training squadron. In 1898 Royds was awarded early promotion to lieutenant for his skilled command of a boat that picked up a man who had fallen overboard in the Baltic Sea. When he met up with Scott, Royds had recently returned from the West Indies on HMS Crescent and spent the winter of 1900 studying meteorology at the Ben Nevis Observatory. He would later find posterity when Cape Royds in the Antarctic was named after him.

Michael Barne

Michael Barne was Second Naval Lieutenant. At the time he was serving on HMS Crescent, flagship on the North America station. Barne was born at Sotterley Park, Suffolk, the son of Frederick Barne and his wife Lady Constance Adelaide Seymour, daughter of Francis Seymour, 5th Marquess of Hertford. Like Scott, Barne had been educated at Stubbington School in preparation for the navy (the two served together on HMS Majestic) and entered the service as midshipman in 1893, being commissioned to serve aboard HMS Porcupine in 1898.

Reginald Skelton

Chief engineer was Reginald ‘Skelly’ William Skelton who had the heavily responsible job of supervising the building of Discovery, the ship used on the expedition. Born in Long Sutton, Lincolnshire in 1872, Skelton was educated at Bromsgrove School before joining the navy as an engineer student in 1887. He entered the RNE College, Devonport in 1891 and once commissioned served in various ships on various stations (including HMS Centurion from 1894 to 1897) and HMS Majestic with Scott, who had been impressed by Skelton’s engineering abilities. Skelton was also to act as expedition photographer.

Thomas Vere Hodgson

Thomas ‘Muggins’ Vere Hodgson was appointed naturalist and at thirty-seven was one of the oldest members of the team. The job was initially offered to William Speirs Bruce, but he turned it down as he was organising his own Scottish National Antarctic Expedition in the Scotia which set off in 1902. Born in Birmingham, England, Hodgson had initially pursued his interest in marine biology and scientific study in his spare time before joining the Marine Biological Station in Plymouth and becoming director. He had worked on collections from the Southern Cross expedition. Markham described Hodgson as ‘young to have a polished bald head, sometimes needing a skull cap, but otherwise apparently strong and healthy’. Cape Hodgson, the northernmost point of Black Island in the Ross Archipelago, is named after Thomas Hodgson.

Hartley Ferrar

Irish-born Hartley ‘Harry’ Travers Ferrar, twenty-two, raised in South Africa and recently graduated from Cambridge with an honour’s degree, was the geologist. The son of a bank official, he was sent to England to be educated at Oundle School before going to Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge to study geology and natural science. An excellent sportsman, Ferrar was rowing at Henley when he received a telegram offering him the place on Scott’s team in 1901. He was the youngest member of the scientific staff. Markham felt that though capable, Ferrar was ‘very young, very unfledged, and rather lazy’, but could be ‘made into a man in this ship by the young lieutenants’.

Louis Bernacchi

The physicist on the expedition was Louis ‘Bunny’ Bernacchi, twenty-five, who was appointed late in the proceedings and had to join the ship in New Zealand. He had just spent two years with Borchgrevink’s Southern Cross expedition and had wintered over in the hut at Cape Adare. He later published his account called To The South Polar Regions. Born in Belgium, Bernarcchi later moved to Maria Island in Tasmania. A great admirer of explorer Sir James Clark Ross, Bernacchi moved to Melbourne to study astronomy, magnetism and meteorology at the Observatory and then joined Kew Laboratory in London. Markham declared him ‘always grown up – never a boy’. Bernacchi’s childhood had been spent on a mountainous island that was uninhabited except for his family and their dependents. His father was a silk merchant from Lombardy, Italy and had bought the island from the Tasmanian Government for £20,000. Bernacchi was the only member of the expedition to have prior experience in the Antarctic.

Ernest Shackleton

Ernest Henry ‘Shackle’ Shackleton was taken on as third lieutenant with his particular duties listed as ‘In charge of seawater analysis; ward-room caterer. In charge of stores and provisions […] he also arranges the entertainments’. Shackleton was born in 1874 in County Kildare, Ireland, the son of a doctor and one of ten children. The family moved to London when he was ten years old and he started at Fir Lodge Preparatory School in West Hill, Dulwich before going on to Dulwich College. Despite wanting Shackleton to follow in his footsteps as a doctor, his father managed to secure him a berth with the North Western Shipping Company aboard the square-rigged sailing ship Hoghton Tower. (The family was not able to afford for Shackleton to undertake a naval cadetship.) In August 1894 Shackleton passed his examination for second mate and accepted a post as third officer on a tramp steamer of the Welsh Shire Line. Two years later he obtained his first mate’s ticket, spent some time in the Pacific and in 1898 was certified as a Master Mariner. Shackleton joined the Union-Castle Line, the regular mail and passenger carrier between Southampton and Cape Town. His passion for reading caused one shipmate to describe him as ‘a departure from our usual type of young officer’. Following the outbreak of the Boer War in 1899, Shackleton transferred to the troopship Tintagel Castle where, in March 1900, he met an army lieutenant, Cedric Longstaff, whose father, Llewellyn Longstaff, was the main financial backer of the National Antarctic Expedition. Shackleton asked Cedric to ask his father to set up a meeting with Albert Armitage. Armitage was impressed and recommended Shackleton to Scott and Markham, who appointed him Third Lieutenant in February 1901. For one so keen on joining such an ambitious project, Shackleton had not had an auspicious start, admitting he was not much good at school. ‘I never learned much geography at school.’ Shackleton was to leave the Discovery expedition in 1903. Some say it was through poor health, others that another man, George Mulock was wanted on board. The rift between Shackleton and Scott spurred Shackleton to mount his own expedition in Nimrod between 1907 and 1909. Although he carried out a scientific programme, his main aim was the one shared by Scott – to be the first man to reach the South Pole. His privately-funded expedition nearly achieved just that. But his flag was planted 100 miles away from his goal as to push on to the Pole would have meant certain death and the four-man team had to return.

George F.A. Mulock

Mulock was only twenty-one and a Sub-Lieutenant, but he had received excellent instruction as a surveyor on HMS Triton. His services were to prove invaluable. George Francis Arthur Mulock was born in Fleetwood, Lancashire and educated at Stanmore Park and HMS Britannia at Dartmouth. Mulock replaced Shackleton when he left the expedition in 1903 and was given primary responsibility for holds, stores, provisions and deep-sea water analysis. Reginald Skelton was less than impressed saying: ‘Mulock is distinctly peculiar for such a youngster, a mixture of sulkiness, attempts at sarcasm, great readiness to take offence where none is meant, a little conceit.’ But Scott had a very high opinion of Mulock and frequently recorded praise of him in his diaries. One entry read: ‘Mulock was then only twenty-one years of age but […] having a natural bent for his work, his services proved invaluable.’

The navy also released three warrant officers and six petty officers, including Edgar Evans and David Allan from HMS Majestic. The full list of the crew on this first expedition was:

Officers

Robert F. Scott, Cdr RN

Albert B. Armitage, Lieutenant RNR, Navigator and Second-in-Command C

Charles W.R. Royds, Lieutenant RN, First Lieutenant

Michael Barne, Lieutenant RN

Ernest H. Shackleton, Sub-Lieutenant MM*

George F.A. Mullock, Lieutenant RN

Reginald W. Skelton, Engineer Lieutenant RN, Chief Engineer

Scientists

Reginald Koettlitz, Surgeon and Botanist

Edward A. Wilson, Surgeon, Zoologist and Artist

Thomas V. Hodgson, Marine Biologist

Hartley T. Ferrar, Geologist

Louis C. Bernacchi, Physicist

Warrant Officer’s Mess

Thomas A. Feather, Bosun PO1, RN

James H. Dellbridge, 2nd Engineer RN

Fred E. Dailey, Carpenter RN Charles R. Ford, Chief Steward Dom 1, RN

Mess Deck

Petty Officers

Jacob Cross PO1, RN

Edgar Evans PO2, RN

William Smythe PO1, RN

David Allan PO1

William Macfarlane PO1, RN*

Gilbert Scott, Pte RMLI

A.H. Blisset, Pte, RMLI

Civilians

Charles Clarke, Ship’s Cook

Clarence H. Hare, Domestic*

H.C. Buckridge, Laboratory Attendant*

Seamen

Arthur Pilbeam, LS RN

William L. Heald AB RN

James Dell AB RN

Frank Wild AB RN

Thomas S. Williamson AB RN

George B. Croucher AB RN

Ernest E.M. Joyce AB RN

Thomas Crean AB RN

Jesse Handsley AB RN

William I. Weller AB, Dog Handler

W. Peters AB RN*

J.D. Walker AB RN*

J. Duncan MN, Carpenter’s Mate*

H.R. Brett MN, Cook*

Thomas Kennar, PO2, RN

George T. Vince AB RN, died at Danger Slopes March 1902

Charles Bonner AB RN (died in December 1901 as the ship left Lyttelton).

Stokers

William Lashly, Lg stoker RN

Arthur L. Quartley, Lg stoker RN

Tomas Whitfield, Lg stoker RN

Frank Plumley, Stoker RN

W. Page RN*

William Hubert M.N., Donkeyman*

*Returned on the Morning in March 1903.

The Discovery

The vessel that was to take the crew was the Discovery, the sixth ship to bear that name and the first to be specifically designed and built for scientific work. On 14 December 1899, a contract with the Dundee Ship Building Company was signed. The keel was laid on 16 March 1900. The Discovery was itself modelled on the design of a whale ship also called Discovery (ex Bloodhound) that had been on an Arctic expedition in the 1870’s. Fridtjof Nansen had recommended that the ship be a duplicated design of the Fram. The Ship Committee of the expedition, however, decided that a conventional whaling hull would be more appropriate as the ship would have to cross the ominous Southern Seas to get to Antarctica.

Finding a yard to build the Discovery was not easy, as wooden hulls of that size had become rarities by 1900, the year she was put out to tender. She was almost built in Norway but it was decided that a ship for a British expedition should be built in Britain.

The ship had a massive wooden hull which was designed to withstand being frozen into the ice. The propeller and rudder could be hoisted out of the way to prevent ice damage. Iron shod bows were severely raked so that when ramming the ice they would ride up over the margin and crush the ice with deadweight. She was also, at the time, the first ship ever built in Britain specifically for a scientific expedition, and cost over half of the total budget of £92,000.

Much thought went into the creation of Discovery. She had to be a wooden ship (steel would buckle) and built from a variety of timbers, including a framework of English oak 11 inches thick, Riga wood – also 11 inches thick – for the lining and Honduras mahogany, all sheathed in 26 inches of solid wood. In short, the Discovery had to be mightily strong to withstand the pressure of the ice and her bow was particularly robust with some of the bolts 8½ inches long. The ship was 172ft long and 34ft wide, of 485 tons register and a displacement of 1,620 tons. She also had to be a sailing ship, but with auxiliary engines. She had to have room to store fuel, oil, 350 tons of coal, ample fresh water, dog food, medical supplies, scientific instruments, axes and saws, a sectional wooden hut, a piano and a library. The final cost, including engines, was £49,277. On 21 March 1901, Lady Markham cut the tape in front of the Discovery with a pair of golden scissors and the vessel was launched. Food for the forty-seven crew was stored aboard – and what a store it was. There were 150 tons of roast pheasant, 500 of roast turkey, whole roast partridges, jugged hare, duck and green peas, rump steak, wild cherry sauce, celery seed, blackcurrant vinegar, candied orange peel, Stilton and Double Gloucester cheese, 27 gallons of brandy, 27 gallons of whisky, sixty cases of port, thirty-six cases of sherry, twenty-eight cases of Champagne, lime juice, 1,800 pounds of tobacco, Pemmican (a concentrated mixture of fat and protein), raisins, chocolate and onion powder.

Further, as The Times newspaper reported: The ship will be supplied with books of all kinds and with every sort of amusement suited to the conditions, and with every appliance that can be thought of to make life through the long Antarctic nights as endurable as possible.

Pemmican was to become a big part of the staple diet of polar explorers. The word comes from the Cree word pimihkan, derived from the word pimi ‘fat grease’. It was invented by the native peoples of North America and was adopted as a high-energy food by Europeans involved in the fur trade. The ingredients were basically whatever was available. The meat used was often bison, elk, deer or moose and fruits such as cranberries, raisins and saskatoon berries were sometimes added.

With much fanfare and a Godspeed service on board, the Discovery left the Dundee shipyard on 31 July 1901, paused at Spithead to correct her compasses, and then proceeded to Cowes on the Isle of Wight to receive the royal blessing from the new King and Queen – the yet uncrowned Edward VII and Alexandra – on 5 August. The next day the Discovery passed the Needles at the start of her journey to the wild, Antarctic territory. Markham said of the crew on board: ‘Truly, they form the vanguard of England’s chivalry. No finer set of men ever left these shores, nor were men ever led by a finer Captain.’

Like other ships designed for ice, before and since, the Discovery rolled terribly at sea. The flat, shallow hull with no protuberances that works so well in ice provides minimal stability in normal, and particularly in heavy, seas.

Scott was initially unimpressed with the ship in the English Channel, pronouncing her sluggish, short-masted and under-canvassed. By the time she had reached the roaring forties (the name given to the strong westerly winds in the Southern Hemisphere) these same characteristics had become virtues. She could sail through the worst gales with a considerable amount of canvas aloft in winds that would have stripped the sails from more conventional ships.
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