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Introduction

Ernest Shackleton was not just a great explorer of the Antarctic—he was also a great commander. When the chips were down, he could always be depended upon to put others ahead of himself. Time and time again, he proved to be a compassionate leader who made sure that he never left a single man behind on his expeditions. This compassionate concern for those under his charge was brilliantly evidenced in his famous journey to the Antarctic on the ship prophetically named the Endurance. The mission’s main objective would prove to be a failure, but what Shackleton achieved in terms of common humanity was stunning all the same.

In this book, you will find presented in full the life, the legend, and the enduring spirit of one of the greatest adventurers this world has ever known—Sir Ernest Shackleton.


Chapter One

Early Life in Ireland

“I felt strangely drawn towards the mysterious south.”

—Ernest Shackleton

Ernest Shackleton, the great explorer of Antarctica, was born on February 15, 1874, in Kilkea, Ireland. By the time he was around six years old, he moved with his family to the Irish capital of Dublin so that his father Henry—who was in his mid-thirties at the time—could train to become a medical doctor.

Ernest’s care during these formative years was primarily left in the hands of a private teacher that the Shackletons had on hand, as Letitia, Ernest’s mother, was too ill to take care of a household that eventually consisted of ten children. With his governess, Ernest learned the rudimentary basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. Somewhere in the midst of all this learning, he also developed a keen sense of exploration, which the young Shackleton would put to use on his first exploration attempt—a voyage to Australia.

Ernest wanted to disembark from Ireland to Australia, and he wasn’t going to do it by sea or air, but rather directly through the ground itself. The young Ernest was inspired to reach the great Down Under by digging a hole in his parents’ garden. Obviously, he didn’t reach Australia this way, but the sentiment the youngster displayed showcases the audacious roots of the budding explorer that Shackleton would one day become. Even though he wasn’t able to tunnel to the other side of the world, the spark was lit, and he would forever keep this candle of ambition burning bright.


Chapter Two

Setting out to Sea

“My father thought to cure me of my desire for the sea by letting me go in the most primitive manner possible as a ‘boy’ on board a sailing ship at a shilling a month.”

—Ernest Shackleton

At the age of 11, Ernest Shackleton’s young life would become inundated with a heavy dose of change. His father, who had just completed his studies in medical school, had the whole family pack up and move across the Irish Sea to suburban London. Here Ernest was enrolled at a school called Fir Lodge.

Initially, Ernest had a difficult time adjusting. Although he was of English stock just like his peers, he had grown up in Ireland, and his classmates mercilessly tormented him over his Irish accent. Nevertheless, Ernest Shackleton persevered, and with the indomitable endurance that would mark much of his life, he managed to develop a thick skin when it came to childhood taunts. Soon enough, the very schoolmates that had picked on him, he had won over as his best of friends. In good time Ernest would come to excel in school both in and out of the classroom, and he developed a particular love of extracurricular sports, such as boxing and cricket.

The young Shackleton would leave Fir Lodge in 1887 in order to enroll at Dulwich College. He was 13 years old at the time and had already proved himself to be academically inclined, but even though he may have made good enough marks in his classes, his teachers couldn’t help but feel that Ernest was holding out on them. Often enough, he would end up with report cards in which his instructors expressed this opinion by leaving the written notation of “could do better.”

Despite his ability to score decent enough on tests and assignments, Ernest often appeared listless and uninterested in the classroom. His father, seeking to have Ernest prepped to follow in his footsteps as a physician, had arranged to have his coursework follow this path. This proved to be at odds with young Ernest’s personal ambition, and as a result, he would sometimes exhibit a lackluster performance. In his spare time, Ernest was reading exciting magazines and periodicals that spoke of adventure in distant lands—and his determination to become just like the great explorers he read about only increased.

A few years prior, the stories Shackleton heard about had inspired him to dig a hole to Australia. He was now older and wiser and realized such a feat could not be done, but nevertheless, he wanted to hop on the first steamship bound for unknown ports all the same. As this sentiment became undeniably clear to his parents, by the time Ernest was 15, he had finally convinced them to give up any plans they had of molding him into a medical doctor. Instead, Henry and Letitia acquiesced to their son’s dream of sailing the high seas by giving him their express permission to become a sailor. Their only stipulation was that he complete his schooling before he did so.

Although Ernest was not going to be a doctor as they had hoped, Henry and Letitia tried to make the best of their son’s passion by having him apply to the Merchant Navy. Henry, through some of his relatives, helped Ernest to get a spot on a ship called the Hoghton Tower. The young Ernest then fulfilled his part of the bargain with phenomenal speed as he went on to not only finish his schooling but to suddenly do so well that he was placed fifth in his class. Acing his exams, Ernest got his affairs in order and quickly headed off to the port city of Liverpool, where he eagerly took his place on the Hoghton Tower at the tender age of 16.

The ship’s first destination was for Valparaiso, Chile. It wasn’t exactly headed for Shackleton’s future claim to fame of Antarctica, but as one of the closest regions on Earth to the South Pole, it was going in that direction all the same.

For the first time in his young life, Shackleton was taking charge of his own destiny. In those early days, he was truly a free spirit, but perhaps he occasionally took pause to think of those instructors who had written “could do better” on his report cards. Just maybe, as he stood on the open deck of the Hoghton Tower with the sun on his face and a cool breeze ruffling his hair, he thought to himself that they had been absolutely right. Now that he had set sail and chartered a course to make his dreams a reality, it couldn’t get much better than this.


Chapter Three

Rounding Cape Horn

“I called to the other men that the sky was clearing, and then a moment later I realized that what I had seen was not a rift in the clouds but the white crest of an enormous wave.”

—Ernest Shackleton

From the very beginning of his journey to Chile on the Hoghton Tower, the life of a sailor proved to be a daunting one. The vessel was a fast-moving clipper ship, and Shackleton had to stay alert while he learned the ropes of how the craft was operated. There were over 200 ropes in fact that were responsible for the operation of the vessel, which all went into play when it came to orienting the huge sails that propelled the ship. As part of Shackleton’s role in this maintenance, he often had to ascend the masts of the ship. Even during bad storms, Ernest found himself up high, clinging to the rigging, while adjusting the ropes. It was a hard job, but Shackleton took to it well, enjoying the difficulty as part of the adventure he was on.

The most rigorous part of his journey was when the Hoghton Tower traveled around the very tip of South America in order to maneuver around to Chile. Cape Horn was known for its horrible weather conditions, and during this difficult passage, Shackleton observed just how much turbulence a ship like the Hoghton Tower could face and still be able to right itself. During this treacherous trip, the ship experienced one bad squall after another, getting pushed and battered around, all while seeking to avoid a direct collision with any icebergs that had made their way from the Antarctic.

It was his brush with the extremes near the tip of South America that would be the most eventful part of his voyage. After making a stop in Chile, the mighty Hoghton Tower would then head back to Britain, disembarking in Liverpool in April of 1891. Ernest was only 17 years old at the time and still young enough to be able to change his mind if he had found his experience at sea to be too much for him. But on the contrary, his experience—hardship and all—had only solidified his determination that he was indeed on the right path in life.

Shackleton enjoyed the rigors that he had experienced as much as he loved the feeling of being on the go. As such, he renewed his contract on the Hoghton Tower, setting his sights on rising through the ranks. In these efforts, Shackleton would repeat the trip around South America’s Cape Horn on numerous occasions. During his journeys, he would become acquainted with men from all manner of backgrounds. Even though it was not typical for young men seeking to become officers to associate with lower-level sailors, Shackleton defied social protocol and became the best of friends even with the lowest ranking ship hands. It was for this reason among others that the crew began to call Ernest “Old Shacks.”

In 1894, at the age of just 20 years old, Shackleton did indeed pass his examinations to become an officer, earning for himself the rank of second mate. This enabled him to get a place for himself on board the Monmouthshire, a prestigious steamship that hauled shipments to several places, including locales in East Asia and South America. As he rose through the ranks, for Ernest Shackleton, it was always full steam ahead.


Chapter Four

Denied His Love

“I seemed to vow to myself that someday I would go to the region of ice and snow and go on till I came to one of the poles of the earth, the end of the axis upon which the great round ball turns.”

—Ernest Shackleton

During his time on board the steamer called the Monmouthshire, Ernest Shackleton visited ports far and wide, hauling freight as far east as China and Japan. He came back to Britain shortly after the new year of 1896 and began taking exams to attain the ranking of first mate. He succeeded in these efforts and was then placed as part of the crew of the Flintshire where he undertook a seven-month tour of duty.

Although Shackleton had already achieved much upon his return to Britain in 1897, he began to think in terms of not just career success, but also personal success. He longed to have a companion with whom to share all his triumphs. A woman by the name of Emily Dorman was the one who presented herself to answer the call of Shackleton’s longing. Ms. Dorman was already a familiar face around the Shackleton family since she was a friend of Ernest’s sister Kathleen. Although she was a full six years older than Ernest, she was strikingly beautiful with her dark hair and tall, trim figure. Besides that, the two also had common interests in things such as poetry and literature.

The pair soon began to speak of marriage, but Emily’s father was hesitant due to Ernest’s young age and lack of reliable income. Even though he was a first-class officer, the money he earned was rather spotty at best and considered not stable enough for him to take on a bride.

The fact that his






Bibliography

Davis, Linda (2009). Sir Ernest Shackleton (Great Explorers).




Huntford, Roland (1985). Shackleton.




Johnson, Rebecca L. (2003). Ernest Shackleton: Gripped by the Antarctic.




Marcovitz, Hal (2001). Sir Ernest Shackleton and the Struggle Against Antarctica (Explorers of New Worlds).




Mill, Hugh Robert (1923). The Life of Sir Ernest Shackleton.




Shackleton, Ernest (1919). South.




Wilson, Edward A. (1975). Diary of the Discovery Expedition.



