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			Preface

			I am often asked why I decided to write a book on the Discovery expedition. On one level, I did so because I felt that this important expedition has been wrongly overlooked. The venture was significant in many ways: it launched the race to the South Pole, seeing men try to sledge towards the earth’s southern extremity for the first time. It made a wealth of new geographical and scientific discoveries. Most importantly, it captured the public imagination and launched the careers of Robert Scott and Ernest Shackleton – two men who would define the so-called ‘heroic era’ of British Antarctic exploration. Alongside them on the Discovery were other explorers who would go on to become legends, such as Tom Crean, Frank Wild and Edgar Evans. The Discovery expedition defined how we understand Antarctica. Yet, 125 years on, it only seemed to receive attention from dedicated polar enthusiasts.

			The expedition has not been ignored because people are uninterested in Antarctic adventure, nor because the story is lacking in drama. The tale of the Discovery’s voyage is one laced with fatal accidents, scurvy, suffering and scandal. Rather, it has been overshadowed by Scott’s and Shackleton’s later journeys, particularly Scott’s death on the return from the South Pole in March 1912 and Shackleton’s heroic leadership following the sinking of the Endurance in the Weddell Sea in 1915. I love these stories too, but starting the history of polar exploration in the 1910s is like opening a book halfway through. It is impossible to properly understand Scott’s and Shackleton’s later decisions – or our broader relationship to Antarctica – without the Discovery expedition. It was on their first journey to Antarctica that Scott, Shackleton and their comrades cut their teeth as polar travellers, shaping their later journeys in profound ways.

			Having said all this, simply giving such an academic answer about my reasons for writing the book has started to feel increasingly dishonest. I have come to realise that my motivations are also personal and that the expedition is connected to my identity on some deep level. When I was a boy, I remember feeling unusual. While my classmates grew up watching Power Rangers and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, my childhood heroes were mostly from the Victorian and Edwardian era. Before bed, or on a long car journey, my father would often entertain my brother and me with stories of polar exploration: Scott, Shackleton and the race for the South Pole. Among them all, the Discovery expedition somehow loomed largest. I was captivated by the idea of my two heroes, Scott and Shackleton, working, living and sledging together.

			Such stories – interspersed with tales about shipwrecks, train accidents and the great engineering feats of the Victorian era – have left me feeling strangely drawn to the world from which they emerged, one that seemed both near and far. High-quality photographs bring it to life in a way that is impossible for earlier periods. In my childhood, it was also an era that it was just about possible to reach out and touch. One of my most vivid memories is meeting my great-grandfather Thomas Wright, a Leicestershire coal miner born in 1899, the year the Discovery expedition finally changed from pipe-dream into a reality. I remember visiting his house in Ibstock and stoking the coal-fired range in his kitchen. Driving home, I remember sitting in the back of my parents’ green Vauxhall Cavalier, amazed at having actually met a real-life Victorian.

			As I grew older, I always felt drawn to reading stories of polar exploration. While studying Middle Eastern Studies at SOAS, University of London, I continued to read tales of Antarctic adventure, including classic works such as Cherry-Garrard’s The Worst Journey in the World and Shackleton’s South. Yet it was when my friend Daniel Cullen bought me a copy of Scott’s journals from his final expedition that the polar bug really took hold.

			What I found so powerful about this book was the fact that here was a hero to whom it was possible to relate. Like Scott, I have a tendency towards worry, peevishness, impatience and idleness. And like many who have read his diaries since his death, his words inspired me to try to be better. My faults haven’t disappeared, and I still struggle particularly with patience. But every time I read Scott’s writings, he reminds me to continue to try to master my ‘weaker self’.

			Reading these polar tales while studying the history and politics of the Middle East and Africa also led me to reflect on how strange Antarctic exploration was. In other parts of the world, it was fairly easy to understand the motivations behind exploration and empire. In Africa, for example, explorers were driven by a wide variety of motives, including geographical curiosity, inter-imperial rivalry, commercial opportunities and sometimes a desire to contribute to the spread of Christianity. While Antarctic explorers like Scott and Shackleton were part of the same ‘culture of exploration’ as travellers in other parts of the world, their journeys explored and claimed lands with no indigenous population and of scant commercial or imperial value. It is perhaps because Antarctic expeditions seem less tainted by the sins of empire that we – and I – remain fascinated by them today. But I was also interested in what made people risk their lives marching towards the South Pole, an empty and in some ways arbitrary spot on the map.

			I grew older, and after briefly working in both parliament and local government I began to feel frustrated by the direction of my career. What, I wondered, could I do? As I was reading Shackleton’s The Heart of the Antarctic, I began to wonder if I might be able to study the history of exploration full time. Most people I spoke to thought the idea absurd. Yet infected by Shackleton’s irrepressible optimism – and encouraged by my equally hopeful fiancée – I fired off an email to Professor Klaus Dodds at Royal Holloway, University of London, asking if he might be interested in supervising a project on the history of exploration. He responded rapidly and enthusiastically, and before long I began my career as a historian of exploration, under the supervision of Klaus and Innes M. Keighren, one of the most generous and thorough researchers I have ever met.

			I have spent the best part of the last decade immersed in the materials explorers left behind – their books, photographs, letters and diaries. One of my first research trips was to the archives of the Royal Geographical Society. Soon, I found myself engrossed in the papers of the Discovery expedition, which seemed to embody so much of what fascinated me about the history of exploration: powerful personalities, inter-empire rivalry, the tension between science and adventure, Edwardian class relations and the problem of treating scurvy in an era before vitamins were understood.

			I’ve always enjoyed my time in the archives. Reading documents written by Scott and Shackleton by hand in Antarctica is a powerful experience, and in rare moments it is possible to imagine yourself in the Edwardian world they inhabited. Although reader and writer are separated by over a hundred years, both of us are touching the same page – a connection missing from much modern digital communication.

			Since then, I have travelled across Britain and much further afield to hunt down artefacts and archives connected with the history of exploration. During my research I became fascinated by the lesser-known characters that made expeditions possible and the extent to which they have been overlooked. Many books about explorers are biographies. I’ve drawn a great deal from such works, but, taken as a whole, they run the risk of placing too much emphasis on the heroic individual, while overlooking the fact that most expeditions are collective undertakings. To try to redress this, I decided to focus on the hard, unglamorous work that made exploration possible – the cooking, carrying, cleaning and caring. My research showed the importance of such work on expeditions in Africa, Asia and Antarctica, and the different ways in which expedition leaders wrote about it depending on where it happened and who did it.

			Yet the whole effort left me feeling stuck. On the one hand, I wanted to find ways to write about the history of exploration that captured the fact that expeditions were not individual undertakings but what the historian Martin Thomas has termed ‘mobile communities’. On the other, I was sometimes left feeling that the academic approach to doing so ended up kicking the life out of potentially fascinating stories. In The Grip of the Ice I have adopted a different and I hope better approach. Each chapter focuses on a single individual connected with the expedition, and I have sought to include the voices of Merchant and Royal Navy officers, scientists and sailors, as well as those who never left Britain.

			I have tried my best to be fair to each of the characters. One of the problems with much writing about the history of exploration is its tendency towards posthumous armchair criticism. Writers – most notably the biographer Roland Huntford – have used the benefit of modern knowledge and hindsight to point out the mistakes of Edwardian explorers, particularly those of Scott. I have tried my best to avoid this approach for two reasons. First, because I have been consistently impressed with how lively Edwardian debates about polar exploration were. Scott faced a good deal of criticism from his contemporaries (and even his fellow expedition members). He was also aware of many of his own deficiencies. Such discussions are, in my opinion, more interesting than critiques written from a time and place so far away from the world in which the explorers lived. Second, while I am far from being an explorer myself, I have spent enough time in the outdoors to understand how rarely man-made plans survive contact with reality and the challenges of decision-making when cold, tired, wet and hungry.

			Telling the narrative of the Discovery expedition through these characters is an important undertaking. The story of Antarctic exploration does not begin and end with Scott and Shackleton, though they are undoubtedly hugely important figures. The expedition was a collective undertaking and many of the key figures involved in it have received only a passing mention in previous works. In telling the story of an expedition that defined how we understand polar exploration, I hope I have done their stories justice.

		

		
			Introduction

			On 2 March 1903, in gloomy, overcast conditions, Robert Falcon Scott and Ernest Shackleton, two men whose names would come to embody British polar exploration, headed in opposite directions. Shackleton, emotional and despondent, stood on the deck of the former whaling ship Morning and sailed northwards, away from Antarctica. After cheering and waving at the departing vessel, Scott skied south, back towards the Discovery, the specially built vessel that he commanded. The ship had been trapped by sea ice and was now compelled to spend an unplanned second winter in Antarctica. This moment marked the end of a unique period in the history of British Antarctic exploration in which its two great figures worked together to try to get as close to the South Pole as possible.

			While Scott and Shackleton would maintain cordial relations for another few years, never again would they go on an expedition together. Instead they became competitors, launching separate expeditions, each vying to be the first man to stand on the South Pole. Neither succeeded. That prize went to the Norwegian Roald Amundsen. Bitten by the polar bug, both British explorers would die in the frozen south: Scott on his way back from the Pole in 1912 and Shackleton near the sub-Antarctic island of South Georgia just under ten years later. Had their first expedition gone differently, Scott and Shackleton might be remembered not as rivals but as comrades who sledged and suffered together on a pioneering journey of Antarctic discovery.

			On 2 November 1902 Scott and Shackleton, along with their mutual friend Dr Edward Wilson, had left their ship, frozen in the sea ice on the Antarctic coast and headed southwards. They spent over 90 days away from the ship, setting a new Furthest South record, but came far short of reaching the South Pole. In most respects the journey was a disaster. Their dogs, poisoned by rotten food, had weakened. Before long, Shackleton and Wilson had to kill a dog each day, hack it to pieces and feed it to the surviving animals. The men themselves starved on insufficient rations. Worse still, they discovered that they were suffering from scurvy, a disease dreaded by sailors and polar explorers. Shackleton began coughing up blood and seemed days away from total collapse. His body was showing the grim signs of the illness, including spongey, blackened gums and spots on his legs. On the return march he only pulled through because of the care and support of Scott and Wilson. While less ill than Shackleton, these two others were lucky to be alive.

			When they all eventually reached their ship, they hoped to find that the sea ice surrounding it had broken up. Instead, there were still miles of thick ice separating the Discovery from open water, though a relief ship had come to resupply them. To Shackleton’s deep disappointment, Scott ordered him back on this vessel. His career as an Antarctic explorer seemed to have been brought to a premature end. Soon, he began harbouring visions of returning to the continent to prove himself. Yet for Scott and those that remained, the current expedition was far from over. Trapped in the iron grip of the ice, they wondered what the long months of darkness would bring – and whether they could ever free their ship.

		

		
			Prologue

			Markham’s Antarctic Obsession

			In the 1880s, Clements Markham, a strong-nosed, slightly portly man with sideburns and balding grey hair, often found himself gazing at maps of Antarctica. The scattered fragments of information displayed always left him with more questions than answers. Was Antarctica a southern continent or an archipelago of islands? What plants and animals lived there? What exactly lay at the South Pole?

			In the last two decades of the 19th century Markham became obsessed with answering these questions. At the time, the two men who would go on to become household names for exploring Antarctica – Scott and Shackleton – had not given any thought to polar exploration. Indeed, in September 1885, when Markham began his campaign to drum up support, and most importantly funding, for an Antarctic expedition, Scott was just 17 years old and Shackleton only 11. Born on 20 July 1830 in Yorkshire, the determined, cunning and obstinate Markham began the drive for an Antarctic expedition at a time when few others were interested, encouraging British polar exploration through both his naval and scientific connections. It is for this reason that he is often referred to as the ‘father’ of the Discovery expedition.

			To Markham’s frustration, there had been no official British expedition to the continent since the one led by Sir James Clark Ross that set off in 1839. In many ways, Markham saw Ross’s expedition as a model for what any future British venture should look like: manned by naval men, involving multiple ships and under the command of an energetic naval officer. On many of these fronts, Markham’s shaping influence was successful. By the time of his death on 30 January 1916, ten men – five of them British – had stood on the South Pole. Maps of Antarctica now included thousands of miles of coastline and mountains that, until recently, no human eyes had seen. These advances in our understanding of Antarctica had their roots in the British national Antarctic expedition, a venture more commonly known as the Discovery expedition, reflecting the convention of naming polar expeditions after their ships. The expedition was one of the first efforts to systematically explore Antarctica. Before it, explorers had only examined the continent’s coastline, and even large chunks of this were still completely unknown. One party had wintered on the continent, but there had been no significant journeys into its interior.

			Before Markham died, he knew that large parts of the map of Antarctica had now been filled in. He felt proud of what the Discovery expedition had contributed to polar exploration. As he reflected in an article in the Royal Geographical Society’s journal in 1912, the expedition had discovered new coastline, mountains and glaciers. It saw the first attempt on the South Pole. The venture also started the career of Scott, Markham’s protégé – and of Shackleton, a man Markham had initially admired but now viewed as an ungentlemanly upstart. The experiences of these men on their first trip to Antarctica would shape their future journeys in profound ways. Of equal importance was the upswell in public interest in Antarctica that the expedition provoked.

			Today, the Discovery expedition receives less attention than it deserves, while Scott’s Terra Nova (1910–13) and Shackleton’s Endurance expedition (1914–17) are more widely remembered. Though often treated as a prelude to the later ventures of Scott and Shackleton, the expedition would provide the template for how we understand Antarctic exploration. In this respect, Markham played a defining role. He had strong ideas about how the expedition should be organised. He was determined that it be under naval command and that daring overland journeys would form a key pillar of its programme. Due to his interventions, British Antarctic exploration would largely be an amateur undertaking, conducted by men who mostly had no previous experience of polar travel. He also discouraged British explorers from using huskies to pull their sledges, a method successfully employed by generations of Indigenous Arctic peoples and European fur traders. In an 1899 paper to the International Geographical Congress in Berlin, he argued that using dogs was a ‘very cruel system’ because many died through ‘overwork and starvation’. Instead, Markham drew his inspiration from naval Arctic expeditions that went searching to discover the fate of the lost Franklin expedition in the 1850s. He consequently viewed manhauling as the best and most heroic way for the explorers to move their sledges.

			Scott and Shackleton both showed more flexibility than Markham on this issue, but Markham’s ideas would severely limit their achievements. Indeed, his influence undoubtedly contributed to the death of Scott and his four companions on their way back from the South Pole in early 1912. If Scott had taken more dogs and better food, his party might well have made it back from the Pole alive; although had things turned out differently, would we still be so fascinated by polar exploration today?

			In large part, stories of disaster are what give this era of exploration its continuing appeal. It is impossible to say how the exploration of Antarctica would have unfolded if it had been conducted by professional scientists, as other, less forceful proponents of polar exploration wanted. It might have produced better scientific results, been less full of heroic failures and unimaginable suffering. Less importance might have been attached to getting to the South Pole, an empty and arbitrary destination.

			Without these features, would polar exploration be so interesting? In 1911 Roald Amundsen led the first party to reach the earth’s southern extremity. As a piece of polar travel, his journey was hugely impressive. Relying on dogs to pull his sledges, the men generally skied alongside, warmly dressed in furs or Burberry gabardine as the conditions dictated. What is remarkable about his account, compared with those of Scott and Shackleton, is the absence of suffering (except for that of his dogs). When he arrived back at his hut he found that his party had gained weight. Amundsen’s diary suggests that he suffered more travails than he let on in public. But his success was undoubtedly down to careful planning and techniques he had learned from Indigenous people in the Arctic and his own Nordic childhood. British Antarctic exploration, as we shall see, was a very different story – full of scurvy, starvation and backbreaking physical labour. Markham had a hand in many of the failures of British explorers in this era.

			Yet the stories we keep coming back to are not the ones where things go to plan. As Markham took his final breaths, Shackleton was midway through the venture for which he would be best known. He and 27 men were camped out on the sea ice of the Weddel Sea, having discovered that their efforts to reach safety had been futile. Their ship, the Endurance, had sunk on 21 November 1915, crushed by the enormous pressure of the ice. Thanks to a combination of luck, ingenuity and Shackleton’s leadership, they would survive, in what would prove to be one of the closing acts of what is known as the ‘Heroic Age of Antarctic Exploration’. The very specific understandings of heroism, empire, masculinity and science that made these expeditions possible were changed in profound ways by the slaughter of the First World War. Britain was no longer the unrivalled global superpower. The world of 1916 was very different from that of 1885.

			It is impossible to understand our fascination with Antarctica without the story of the Discovery expedition, and this venture would never have been launched without Markham. Only Markham possessed the experience, connections, cunning and determination to get such an ambitious venture off the ground.

			The expedition had its origins in Markham’s youth. In 1850, as a young midshipman, he’d travelled to the Arctic on HMS Assistance, searching for signs of Sir John Franklin’s missing expedition – officially the British Naval Northwest Passage expedition but generally referred to as the Franklin expedition, due to the length of its proper name and the celebrity of its leader. No one in Britain had heard anything from the expedition’s two ships, HMS Erebus and HMS Terror, since 1845. That year, they had entered the Arctic searching for the famed Northwest Passage, a sea route between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Markham and the other men from HMS Assistance were part of a huge effort to try to establish what had happened to the Franklin expedition and its 129 men.

			In August 1850 they found traces of the expedition on Beechey Island but nothing that offered any clues about where it had gone next. The following spring, Markham, alongside other men from the Assistance, sledged across the sea ice trying to find further evidence of Franklin’s fate. As he recounted in Franklin’s Footsteps (1853), Markham experienced first-hand the ‘miseries of Arctic travelling’. Every morning he and the men had to force their ‘feet into boots frozen as hard as iron’ and march for miles with nothing for lunch but a piece of pork fat and a large pannikin – a metal drinking cup – full of rum.

			Despite strenuous efforts, the search parties failed to learn the grim end that had befallen the explorers. After the death of their commander, Franklin’s men had abandoned their ice-bound ships in search of fresh food or a route home. Running out of supplies as they marched towards Back’s Fish River, where they hoped to find animals to hunt and perhaps a route south, the explorers succumbed to cannibalism. Markham did not see or know any of this, and evidence of the men’s grisly fate only emerged later. But after his own experiences sledging, he correctly guessed that Franklin’s men were probably dead. There simply was not enough food in the area to support such a large group of men.

			Although hard, the young Markham’s time in the Arctic was a world apart from the harrowing experiences of the Franklin expedition. Markham loved the sense of masculine camaraderie and excitement involved in polar sledging. He also enjoyed the theatrical performances and was a regular contributor to the expedition’s newspapers, which were a common way in which British explorers passed the long, dark Arctic winters. After his return, he grew frustrated by the discipline and routine of naval life, leading him to depart the service in 1851. Despite this, he would always look on his time in the Arctic with nostalgia and remained a firm supporter of naval exploration.

			Following his spell in the navy, Markham had a varied career, initially working in the India Office. In this role he was instrumental in transporting cinchona plants from Peru to India, under somewhat dubious circumstances, so that the anti-malarial quinine could be made there. Between 1867 and 1868, as secretary to the Royal Geographical Society, he had also been the geographer on a punitive British expedition to Abyssinia, which saw the Anglo-Indian force burn the city of Amba Mariam to the ground and loot many of its treasures.

			In the 1870s Markham’s attentions again turned to the polar regions, and he lobbied the government to set up an Arctic expedition. The government eventually agreed and organised the British Arctic expedition (1875–76), led by Captain George Nares. It was the last attempt on the North Pole by the Royal Navy. The expedition headed north on two naval ships, HMS Alert and HMS Discovery (a different vessel to the one later commanded by Scott). An excited Markham travelled as far as Disko Island in Greenland, returning on a support vessel. His cousin Albert Markham remained on board as the expedition sailed northwards, and led the sledge party that attempted to reach the Pole. When the elder Markham did eventually hear news of the expedition, he was disappointed. Disaster had struck again. The explorers had suffered an outbreak of scurvy and been forced to retreat home after only a single winter in the Arctic.

			Although the expedition set a new Furthest North record, the saga became a scandal. Soon there were questions in parliament and an Admiralty inquiry. The explorers had not taken lime juice on their sledges but had found space for their daily rum ration. The Scottish explorer John Rae was particularly critical, writing to the medical journal The Lancet that ‘a continued use of even small quantities of alcohol in very cold weather has an injurious effect’. In private, he argued that the expedition’s leadership had been lucky to avoid a court martial.

			Never one to shy away from a conflict, Markham defended the expedition in a lengthy ‘refutation’ of the Admiralty inquiry. Eager to prevent the problems the expedition had experienced from dampening support for polar exploration, he called the attacks on the expedition’s leader ‘unfair and discreditable’, and claimed that Nares, had, ‘in the face of unparalleled difficulties, successfully performed a great national service’. Markham’s strongly argued intervention cherry-picked evidence to support his claims.

			To Markham’s disappointment, this debacle discouraged the Admiralty from launching further polar expeditions for decades. Meanwhile, geographers’ attention turned elsewhere, as European empires increased their violent expansion into the African continent. Despite a few abortive attempts to gain support for an Antarctic expedition, Markham’s plans for polar exploration would have to wait. He busied himself with a campaign against flogging in the Royal Navy.

			In November 1893 Markham’s chance came when he was elected president of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS). His rise to this position was a product of bitter divisions within the society. In 1892 a small group of women had been allowed to join the RGS. They represented the growing wave of women explorers who were breaking in to what had previously been a predominantly male field. Geography was also changing in important ways, with many in the society seeking to shift attention away from daring journeys of exploration towards geographical education.

			Most of the society’s membership supported the admission of women, but Markham knew that many of the old guard objected. Foremost among them was Lord Curzon, future viceroy of India, who wrote to The Times wishing to ‘contest in toto the general capability of women to contribute to scientific and geographical knowledge’. Despite being in a minority, the conservatives won out. At a special general meeting in April 1893 they managed to block any additional women from joining the society for another 20 years. The society’s president Grant Duff resigned, and Markham stepped in to fill the role. He had stayed quiet during the debates about women Fellows. To him the whole issue was a distraction from the true purpose of the society: exploration. And, by 1890, the only real blank spaces left on maps were in the polar regions.

			On becoming president, Markham immediately tried to direct the society’s efforts towards Antarctica. In an 1893 address to the RGS, Markham outlined his views on the ‘present standpoint of geography’, arguing that the Arctic and Antarctic offered the most promising territory for further expeditions. Of the two polar regions, Markham viewed Antarctica as the more favourable. The Arctic was a busy place in the 1890s thanks to explorers, including the Norwegian Fridtjof Nansen and the American Robert Peary, leading expeditions, with a private British venture, backed by the newspaper baron Alfred Harmsworth, also in the works. Antarctica, Markham argued, was a land with ‘millions of unknown miles full of geographical work’ that had been ‘totally neglected’ by British explorers for ‘half a century’.

			Markham’s obsession with the Antarctic reflected broader social, cultural and economic trends. At the first meeting of the RGS chaired by Markham in November 1893, the oceanographer Dr John Murray echoed Markham’s feelings, asking: ‘Is the last great piece of maritime exploration on the surface of our Earth to be undertaken by Britons, or is it to be left to those who may be destined to succeed or supplant us on the ocean?’ At the turn of the century Britain was the global superpower, yet its political class felt increasingly insecure. Other powers, particularly Germany and the United States, were fast catching up economically and militarily. Both were also competing with Britain scientifically and were territorially expanding their empires. To Markham, as to Murray, Antarctic exploration was about demonstrating that, despite the rise of other powers, Britannia still ruled the waves.

			Markham had always thought that polar exploration was the best use for the Royal Navy in peacetime. In part, this was because he thought it provided opportunities for British men to experience adventure and hardship, which he argued would make them more effective commanders in times of conflict. But he also felt that exploration was not just about planting flags at the ends of the earth. He was critical of explorers who travelled north or south simply to ‘beat the best record’. Such men were adventurers rather than scientific explorers. Like most geographers, Markham saw real exploration as a combination of daring overland journeys, surveys of geographical features and scientific research in a range of other fields.

			While an Antarctic committee was established by the RGS in 1893, it was not until April 1897 that Markham managed to persuade the RGS Council to officially launch the expedition and begin fundraising. In late 1897 he invited the Royal Society, far older and more established that the RGS, to join the venture, thinking that the ‘great name’ of the society would bring in financial support. He later viewed this as a ‘fatal error’, stating that the ‘coalition has been a source of worry, delays, friction, and danger’. It soon became clear that the two societies had very different ideas about how the expedition should be organised. Yet no one involved was as determined to get their own way as Markham.

			While he soon sensed that the Royal Society might cause difficulties, the real challenge Markham faced in the short term was money. The problem was that Antarctica, while symbolically important in terms of British national pride, was of little strategic value to the government. In Africa, exploration had been driven forward by inter-imperial rivalries as well as religious and commercial motivations; in addition to support from the government and geographical societies, expeditions might be backed by churches, anti-slavery societies and businesses hoping to exploit the natural resources of this gigantic continent. When it came to Antarctica, however, there was no indigenous population to convert, trade with or exploit, and little chance of establishing settlements on the frozen landmass, and no discernible minerals, crops or other commodities to extract.

			None of this deterred Markham. He tried numerous strategies in an attempt to raise money, including repeated appeals to the government. When these failed, he tried to win the support of the colonial governments in Australia and New Zealand, but with equally little success. Eventually, he managed to persuade the RGS and Royal Society to launch a public campaign for funds. The RGS donated £5,000, which was matched by another £5,000 from Alfred Harmsworth. Small donations from wealthy philanthropists and members of the public also arrived, but these amounted to only a fraction of the funds required.

			In some ways, though, the tide was with Markham. Across the world there was a growing interest in Antarctica. In 1897 the Belgian Antarctic expedition sailed southwards. A year later, a British-financed but Norwegian-led venture set off. This Southern Cross expedition was the first to overwinter in a hut on the Antarctic mainland. Although both journeys were impressive undertakings, in Markham’s eyes they fell short of the great national expedition he had planned. In his 1901 address to the RGS, he damned the Southern Cross expedition with faint praise, describing its contributions as ‘valuable pioneer work’.

			The president’s fortunes changed when an RGS Fellow, the industrialist Llewellyn Longstaff, offered to donate £25,000 to the expedition – about a quarter of the total funds required. After this donation, Markham found that raising money was no longer a ‘weary uphill struggle’. Soon, the Prince of Wales agreed to become the expedition’s patron, and in June 1899 Markham led a deputation to the Treasury. His cause was aided by the recent announcement of a government-funded German Antarctic expedition, which increased pressure on the British government to act in response. The Treasury offered the two societies £45,000 on the condition that the sum be matched by private donations. Markham persuaded the RGS to step in to plug the gap, committing the society’s resources on an unprecedented scale. Despite the government grant, the expedition would have to be scaled back from Markham’s original plans. Instead of the two-ship expedition he had originally hoped for, just a single vessel would sail southwards.

			Only a man with Markham’s connections and determination could have succeeded in gathering such unprecedented support for a polar expedition. However, his influence would prove a double-edged sword. While he would always be a fierce supporter of the expedition and of those involved in it, and always ready to campaign for further funds, when it came to the practical work of organising the expedition his ideas were deeply anachronistic.

			One manifestation of this was his insistence that sledging flags, modelled on those of medieval knights and used on earlier British expeditions in the Arctic, were produced for all the expedition’s officers. He took a personal hand in designing them and was keen for them to include the Cross of St George, ‘to denote that, whatever family the bearer may belong to, he is first and foremost an Englishman’. But not all the officers were English. Despite being a staunch unionist, Shackleton was a proud Irishman, and the cross was left off his flag. The expedition’s working-class sailors and petty officers did not, in Markham’s eyes, require their own flags, although this was one of his less harmful interventions.

			Markham was a controversial figure in his own time, and unsurprisingly he remains one today. To many modern writers he seems to embody an unappealing mix of imperial arrogance and inflexibility. Yet however unattractive Markham might be to contemporary readers, it is impossible to write a history of polar exploration without him. Deprived of Markham’s involvement, British Antarctic expeditions might have been conducted by experienced scientists and well-travelled polar explorers, leaving little room for amateurs like Scott and Shackleton, neither of whom had any scientific training or any experience in polar travel.

			Indeed, it is unlikely that there would have been a national Antarctic expedition at all without his years of dogged campaigning – and certainly not one as large and ambitious as the Discovery expedition. In involving royal societies, the government and the Royal Navy in the venture, he put Antarctica on the national agenda in an unprecedented way. By ensuring that the expedition would undertake daring overland journeys, Markham also fired the starting pistol in the race to the South Pole. Though he claimed to prioritise scientific work over setting records, this aspect of the expedition would go on to attract the most public attention. Yet Markham’s influence on questions of manpower and transport was an important reason why British explorers would go on to lose this race to Amundsen, the Norwegian explorer, over a decade later.

			While Markham played a pivotal role in establishing the Antarctic expedition, the project would escape his control. Much writing about explorers focuses on the biographies of expedition leaders. The expedition’s ship, the Discovery, would set out for Antarctica with 47 men on board. Sailing the ship, cooking food, polar sledging and dozens of other essential tasks were only possible through collaborative and collective labour. At the same time, each man would have his own experience of the journey. Men would find their minds and bodies reacting to Antarctica in strange and unpredictable ways. While some would leave the expedition determined never to visit Antarctica again, others would make a career of polar exploration, becoming entranced by the frozen continent. But even here, Markham’s vision would not be entirely fulfilled. Today it is Shackleton – rather than Markham’s man Scott – who is the most popular and widely known polar explorer of this era. The story of the Discovery expedition helps us to understand why, and studying it closely also helps us to uncover the lives and experiences of men who played a key role in the expedition but whose stories have never been fully told before.

		

		
			1

			Longhurst

			A continent of paper

			‘Poor Cyril Longhurst … looked very sad indeed as he left her [the Discovery] and came back to his work in town. Harder worked than any of us, he had not the same holiday trip to look forward to.’

			Edward Wilson

			In January 1903 Robert Scott, Ernest Shackleton and Edward Wilson trudged northwards across the Ross Ice Shelf in Antarctica. They had made the first attempt at marching towards the South Pole and had reached, they calculated, 82°17’S, a spot over 250 miles further south than any humans before them. But the journey had not gone to plan, with their dogs rapidly losing strength and their food supplies proving woefully inadequate for the hard work of pulling their sledges. Now, they were suffering from scurvy. Lacking vitamin C, their bodies were beginning to fall apart.

			There were only a few things that relieved the monotony and ceaseless labour of the march over the barren ice shelf. One was conversation, which had suddenly become straightforward when they killed the last of their dogs on 15 January 1903 and no longer had to listen to the animals barking and whining. The other was the view of the range of mountains that they had explored on their journey southwards.

			Although often obscured by overcast weather, the lofty, snow-covered mountains had been one of the few consolations of the journey. Not only did they provide psychological relief from the flat blankness of the Ross Ice Shelf (referred to at the time as ‘the Great Ice Barrier’ or simply ‘the Barrier’). The mountains also left the explorers feeling that, however badly things had gone, they were at least bringing back new geographical knowledge.

			The expedition would name one of these mountains Mount Longhurst (2,845 metres), after Cyril Longhurst, the Discovery expedition’s secretary. He would never see the peak that bore his name, nor would he ever set foot in Antarctica. A professional administrator, Longhurst spent most of his career behind a desk, and although his hobbies of stamp-collecting and cricket-watching were a world away from the hardships of Antarctic exploration, those in the field depended on his hard, unglamorous work. Aside from anything else, he was the man who ensured that their pay reached the wives, mothers and families they left behind.

			Like so much that was connected with the expedition, Longhurst knew that his appointment was owing to Markham, the indefatigable president of the Royal Geographical Society. He’d first met Markham in Westminster in July 1898, having been invited for lunch at his house in Eccleston Square. Longhurst had felt a little nervous as he set out on the short walk from his parents’ home on the other side of Victoria Station. As he strolled down St George’s Drive, listening to the sounds of the steam engines chugging out of the terminus, he wondered why the RGS president was interested in meeting him. Longhurst’s most memorable experiences had been forged on the playing fields of Allhallows School in Honiton, Devon, and he had not seen much of the wider world beyond that. He wondered whether he would have much to say to interest a man as widely travelled as Markham

			Yet Longhurst did not let his worries get the better of him. Everyone seemed to understand that such meetings were not unusual for Markham. As an obituary of Markham later noted, the old man loved mentoring young upper-class men – ‘Westminster boys, naval cadets, aspiring explorers and others’. He would take them to lunch and try to inspire them to do their ‘bravest and best’. Longhurst also knew that Markham’s backing could open doors. Longhurst’s elder brother Arthur, now an officer in the Indian Army, had been a beneficiary of Markham’s patronage of young men. He had travelled to Scandinavia with Markham in 1892, and had visited various stately homes, bathed in the sea and gone kayaking with the Norwegian polar explorer and international celebrity Fridtjof Nansen.

			When Longhurst arrived at Markham’s house he double-checked the number – 21 – then climbed up the five steps that led to the front door, took a deep breath and rang the bell. He was soon welcomed in, and before long his nerves eased. He found that chatting to Markham was much like talking to his own father, also called Arthur. Both Markham and Longhurst père had been the children of clergymen and served the British Empire in India during the 1860s – Markham trying to cultivate the cinchona plant, Arthur as a surgeon in the army. After their meal, Markham took Longhurst to the Zoological Gardens in Regent’s Park and continued their conversation. As they looked at the strange creatures collected and brought here from across the world, Longhurst wondered if he could sense a twinkle of desire in Markham’s eyes, which left him feeling uncomfortable (In his diary, Markham described Cyril as a ‘very nice good looking lad’.) But what Markham really seemed to want was emotional connection, and the old man appeared to grow younger as he talked with enthusiasm about his plans for an Antarctic expedition.

			At first, little seemed to come of this meeting, yet Longhurst remained interested in Markham and the world of exploration. The best part of a year later, in May 1899, Longhurst went to 1 Savile Row to attend a meeting at the headquarters of the Royal Geographical Society. He watched on as the mountaineer Sir Martin Conway gave an account of his travels through the Bolivian Andes. Standing in front of images of his trip projected on a screen by a so-called ‘magic lantern’, Conway described the journey, the geology and the scenery, and also speculated on the potential mineral wealth of the region. After the talk and subsequent discussion, Markham, who had been chairing the meeting, thanked Conway in generous terms, and Longhurst overheard informal conversations, many of them focused on the RGS’s plans for an Antarctic expedition. Would the society, everyone wondered, actually be able to launch such an ambitious venture? Longhurst listened attentively, but it felt a world away from his own rather limited life experiences.

			Spending time in the company of such illustrious men left Longhurst feeling dispirited. Thorough, patient, tactful and a member of the right social circles, he had yet to find a field in which to apply himself. Longhurst returned to his parents’ large and comfortable house in Eaton Square and wondered where his life was heading.

			On 27 June 1899 he received a surprising note from Markham – an offer to be the secretary to the national Antarctic expedition.* Longhurst was excited by the opportunity but also a little nervous. He was just 21 years old and this high-profile role would be his first real job. He was certainly bright enough to appreciate the risks entailed by taking on the position – the expedition had been in all the papers and he knew that any mistake would result in bad publicity. More importantly, the lives of the explorers would also depend on his work. He felt unqualified, but did not want to let Markham down. That evening he rushed over to Markham’s house, mulling the issues over in his head on the way, not least why the RGS president had picked him over a more experienced administrator.

			A jovial Markham welcomed him inside. The old man, Longhurst could tell, was delighted that things were finally moving on his Antarctic expedition, which now had government funding. Longhurst thanked Markham for the offer, and then went on to explain his worries. But Markham reassured him – he had no doubts about his competence, and thought youth and enthusiasm were more useful qualities than age and experience. He then outlined the role, explaining that it would largely be administrative: taking notes of meetings, managing the expedition’s finances, paying invoices and generally helping Markham and the two societies turn the expedition from an idea into a physical reality. Longhurst would be brought into contact with some of the leading scientific and geographical minds in Britain, as well as senior naval officers and famed explorers, all at a weekly salary of £2 2s.

			After listening to Markham’s words, Longhurst accepted the position, yet there was a touch of equivocation in his voice, so Markham told him to go back home, sleep on the issue and come back the following day with his final answer. Although Longhurst did not sleep well, he returned the next day firmly resolved to seize this opportunity. He would, he told himself, make up for his lack of experience with hard work.

			On 29 June 1899 Longhurst began working for the expedition, being its only paid member of staff at the time. Longhurst’s first task, Markham reported in his diary, was to ‘arrange’ his ‘Antarctic papers’. As he sorted through the mountains of letters and reports, many of them written in Markham’s spidery scrawl, he again felt daunted by the task ahead of him. Glancing through the papers, he began to realise that Markham was a prolific writer and strongly opinionated. Worse still, in his desperate struggle to raise funds for the expedition, Markham seemed to have made commitments it would be difficult to fulfil, promising great deeds in both scientific research and geographical discovery. After lunch, Markham showed Longhurst around the RGS’s Savile Row premises and the Royal Society’s headquarters at Burlington House, introducing him to various officials. It was an intimidating first day.

			Until the second week of July, Longhurst worked from Markham’s home. He then moved to a small office in what Lord Curzon called the RGS’s ‘time-honoured but cramped and rather squalid’ offices in Savile Row. As Markham’s diary shows, Longhurst soon settled into a regular routine, dropping by Sir Clements’ house at 10 o’clock each morning for his day’s ‘orders’, before heading to Mayfair to try to execute them.

			Longhurst quickly realised that Markham was going to be a difficult man to work for. Obstinate and often undiplomatic, he had strong ideas about how the expedition should be organised. Longhurst could see the faults of his boss. ‘You know the dear old man,’ he commented in one letter. ‘When once he goes off there is no stopping him; he must say what he thinks and the damage is done. He is like a “doubtful” bottle of soda water.’ To those who supported him, Markham was a loyal friend, and, despite his flaws, Longhurst had an affectionate respect for his boss, referring to him in later correspondence as ‘old Sir Clements’. Indeed, Longhurst would soon repay Markham for his support by remembering his birthday on 20 July, an occasion that most of his relatives forgot.

			By the time of Longhurst’s appointment, the expedition was on a firm financial footing. But he soon realised what a daunting task lay ahead of him, with the Royal Society and Markham’s RGS entertaining dramatically different visions of what the purpose of the expedition was and how it should be conducted. The Royal Society thought detailed scientific research was its primary purpose – an idea more in keeping with modern practices of scientific fieldwork than with the standards of 19th-century exploration. Its members did not want to see scientific research play second fiddle to geographical exploration. In contrast, Markham thought that the expedition’s work in other areas of science was full of ‘collateral objects … The real objects are geographical discovery, and the opportunities of young naval officers to win distinction in time of peace.’ Longhurst became increasingly concerned that, in his desperate struggle to raise funds for the expedition, Markham had promised all things to all people. Actually organising the venture, Longhurst understood, would require difficult choices about how to allocate finite resources, a process that would bring these disagreements to a head.

			Soon after his appointment, Markham told Longhurst that he wanted Robert Falcon Scott, a young naval officer, to lead the expedition. Markham explained that he had met Scott several times, first noticing him as a young midshipman on HMS Rover at a sailing race in March 1887. Sometimes, Markham would claim that at this moment he had already decided Scott would be the future commander of the – as then purely notional – Antarctic expedition. Longhurst was not sure this was totally true. But he did know that, since then, Markham had met Scott on various occasions and had been impressed by him. In June 1899, shortly before Longhurst’s own appointment, Scott had knocked on Markham’s door and immediately volunteered to command the recently announced expedition.

			Having read Markham’s papers, Longhurst was not surprised by his support for Scott. Longhurst knew that Markham wanted the expedition to be led by a young naval officer ‘not more than 35; but preferably some years younger than that’. According to Markham, ‘Old officers, all past 40, have failed and have been unable to take the lead in the expedition they nominally command.’ Scott, a 31-year-old lieutenant specialising in torpedo warfare, seemed to fit the bill well. Markham soon became Scott’s greatest backer, manoeuvring behind the scenes to ensure his appointment, and Longhurst received regular updates on the state of play.

			Yet for now, Markham had told Longhurst to keep quiet about his plans for Scott. Indeed, the whole leadership question would not be decided for another year. In the absence of a leader, the two societies decided to set up an elaborate system of committees to oversee the organisation of the expedition. The project was under the overall control of a 33-man joint committee, which first met on 26 June 1899. Sub-committees were established, tasked with investigating specific areas of interest, such as biology, magnetism, hygiene, meteorology and oceanography. These committees would become the bane of Longhurst’s life. In his morning meetings, Markham would often rail against the ‘professors and pedants’ in the Royal Society’s faction. Longhurst was more diplomatic than Markham, but listening to the verbose contributions of the committee members day in, day out, he became increasingly frustrated.

			Unlike other attendees, who could let their attention wander, Longhurst – as minute-taker – had to listen attentively throughout, no matter how irrelevant and long-winded the intervention, writing neat minutes in black ink and rounded letters. While Markham felt that these ‘futile minutes’ wasted too much of the expedition secretary’s time, Longhurst found that the committees also filled his days in other ways. Most of the work of administering these committees fell on him too, and in addition he had to send out invitations and agendas to the attendees. Every minute spent doing so took him away from the work of organising the expedition: arranging for supplies, establishing systems for pay and so on. Longhurst grew more and more impatient. But he was the sort of man who worked hard, even if the task at hand seemed somewhat pointless.

			Longhurst was also kept busy by real work vital to the success of the expedition. One of his main tasks was helping to organise a ship to take the explorers to Antarctica. At one of his 10 o’clock briefings, Markham explained the situation to his young protégé. Initially he had hoped to use HMS Discovery, an old whaling ship that had been bought by the Royal Navy and used on the British Arctic expedition over 20 years earlier, but investigations soon showed that the ship was beyond economical repair. Instead, Markham had decided that the expedition should have a new, specially built ship. The naval architect William E. Smith had been appointed to come up with drawings. As with everything connected with the expedition, the final specifications would need to be agreed by a specific sub-committee. On 25 September 1899 Longhurst attended a meeting of this committee at the Royal Geographical Society. He listened, taking notes as the general specifications of the new ship were finally settled. Broadly following the design of the old Discovery, it would be made exclusively of wood, and equipped with both barque-rigged masts and steam engines.

			Longhurst soon knew the specifications of the ship as well as anyone. But once the final details had been confirmed, the challenge was finding a firm who could actually build the vessel. Longhurst sent out invitations to tender to 16 leading ship builders. Only two responded with quotes. By 1899 most new ships built in Britain were made of steel, not wood. One shipbuilder responded to Longhurst’s invitation, noting that his men were ‘so accustomed to steel construction that we doubt … whether we should be able to make a satisfactory tender’. Yet Longhurst knew that only a strong wooden ship would be able to survive the pressures of the Antarctic ice. Of the two quotes that did come in, he soon saw that the Dundee Shipbuilding Company’s was by far the more competitive but still over-budget. After some further haggling and revision of specifications, the company was commissioned to build the ship.

			While he was far from a nautical expert, Longhurst could see that the Discovery was a strange mix of the modern and the antiquated. With a strong, thick hull built from five types of wood, she seemed to come from an age of three-masted sailing ships that was rapidly passing away. In other respects, it was clear that the vessel included modern design features, such as powerful auxiliary steam engines and electric lighting. Moreover, there was a 30ft exclusion zone around the magnetic observatory in which no iron or steel would be used, as these materials would affect the accuracy of the measuring equipment. As the man responsible for keeping financial records, Longhurst soon realised that the building of the ship would consume more than half of the £90,000 raised to fund the expedition. Was it, he wondered, the best use of this money? Were there really no other suitable vessels? Putting his faith in Markham’s vision, he pushed such thoughts to the back of his mind.

			With work started on the ship, there were sundry other practical questions to consider. What food, clothing and equipment should the explorers take? What scientific instruments and training would they require? The committee system and poor relations between the societies made Longhurst’s work in these areas painfully slow. Simple tasks, such as paying an invoice, could become a complex problem generating volleys of tense correspondence between the two bodies. On 20 November 1899, for instance, Longhurst was battling to settle an invoice for just over £76 issued in May. The cheque still hadn’t been paid a week later, as Lord Lister, president of the Royal Society, thought the matter could wait until a joint committee meeting. Markham grew frustrated and advanced the money from RGS accounts. After this incident, matters improved somewhat, but Longhurst still had to send cheques to A. B. Kempe, the Royal Society’s treasurer, for signing. Eventually, a smaller executive committee, which included Markham, was established to speed up and simplify decision-making, but this also created extra work for Longhurst, who was responsible for administering the new committee.

			Longhurst managed the stress by continuing to play both rugby and cricket. On 6 March 1900 he was laid up with a twisted knee, sustained while playing the former. Markham paid him a visit and found him in bed. He would remain there for the best part of a week, before hobbling over to Markham’s house on the 13th to try to work there. Seeing Longhurst was still injured, Markham sent him home, but by the 16th he was up again and back in the routine of dropping by Markham’s house for his regular morning briefings. When the cricket season started, Longhurst
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