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Introduction

Today, more than fifty years after its publication, Alfred Lansing’s Endurance is recognized as the definitive account of Ernest Shackleton’s doomed attempt to cross the Antarctic continent on foot. When his ship the Endurance became trapped and was eventually crushed by the pack ice of the Weddell Sea in October 1915, Shackleton’s focus shifted from conquering a continent to getting his twenty-seven-man crew to safety. Unfortunately, more than twelve hundred miles lay between them and the nearest outpost of civilization. If they were to survive, they must ride the drifting ice floes to the north and then, once the ice had begun to melt, take to their tiny lifeboats and sail hundreds of miles across the forbidding Drake Passage, one of the stormiest pieces of open water on the planet. What followed was a yearlong, almost impossible-to-believe ordeal during which Shackleton displayed the skills that have earned him a well-deserved reputation as one of the greatest leaders of all time.

Certainly, the story of Shackleton and the Endurance contains all the elements of a rip-roaring good yarn. But Lansing’s book is more than a well-executed rendering of an amazing real-life adventure. While remaining rigorously true to the documentary record, Lansing has crafted a narrative that immerses the reader in the sensory world of his characters. By the time we’ve finished Endurance, we know what it is like to watch an ice floe crumble and crack around us, we’ve felt the needlelike sting of the freezing salt spray as the men cling to their wave-tossed cockleshells, and, finally, we’ve experienced the exaltation of knowing, after months of deprivation and despair, what it is like to be saved.

A half century after its publication, Lansing’s masterpiece has a loyal and devoted readership. But it was not always this way. When Endurance was first published in 1959, the book did not appear on the New York Times best-seller list and quickly fell out of print. Not until 1986, more than a decade after the author’s death, did the book finally find the large popular audience it enjoys today. What follows is the story of how a young mid-westerner named Alfred Lansing came to write this classic tale of survival and the sea and how, after decades of languishing in relative obscurity, Lansing’s Endurance came to be so enthusiastically embraced by a new generation of readers.

Alfred Lansing was born in Chicago, Illinois, in 1921. In 1941 he joined the US Navy and, like many new recruits, was captivated by the just-published Delilah, an energetically written novel about a World War I–era destroyer and its crew by screenwriter Marcus Goodrich. Although little read today, Delilah was hugely popular among naval recruits in the 1940s; future novelist James Michener, who joined the navy about the same time as Lansing, later recalled that Delilah was “so powerful, so uncompromising in its depiction of what happens in a fighting ship that I was stunned by its brilliance.” Whether or not Delilah inspired Lansing to one day become a writer, his wife, Barbara, later remembered him as being “obsessed” with the book, and, as we shall see, Goodrich’s novel may have served as a source of inspiration for Lansing more than fifteen years later when he began to write about the Shackleton expedition.

Lansing served for five years in the navy, earning a purple heart (Barbara remembers that his arms were badly scarred from the burns he suffered after his ship was hit), and eventually majored in journalism at Northwestern. For a time he edited a weekly newspaper in Illinois and eventually joined the United Press, after which he moved to New York City to work as a staff writer at Collier’s. Wanting to “get away from Manhattan,” Lansing moved to the village of Sea Cliff, New York, on the north shore of Long Island, where he met Barbara, who was working at a drugstore. She describes him at this time as “tall, wiry, and enthusiastic—very active and adventurous, a typical writer who wanted to go off into the woods and write.” Money was tight, but that didn’t prevent them from getting married and buying a dilapidated house that Lansing attempted to renovate between assignments as a freelance journalist.

At some point soon after their marriage, Barbara remembers, Lansing “read something that sparked his interest” in Shackleton and the Endurance. Up until that point, the only significant book about the expedition had been Shackleton’s own South (1919), a ghostwritten account that harks back to the Edwardian era of heroic exploration. “We had pierced the veneer of outside things,” Shackleton intones after describing how he and two others survived the unforgettable slide down the icy side of a near-vertical peak that delivers them to the outskirts of a whaling station on South Georgia Island. “We had seen God in His splendors, we had heard the text that Nature renders. We had reached the naked soul of man.” Clearly, after two world wars and the emergence of Ernest Hemingway, it was time to free the story of the Endurance expedition from this sarcophagus of stilted prose.

By 1957 Lansing had made several important contacts in Great Britain, including Alexander Macklin, one of the five surviving participants in the expedition, as well as writers Margery and James Fisher, whose biography of Shackleton appeared that year. Lansing realized that if he were to write a book about the expedition, he must travel to England and interview the survivors. By this time Barbara was pregnant with their first child, and Lansing decided to postpone his eagerly anticipated research trip until after the birth of their son, whose name was inspired, Barbara reports, by the sobriquet with which Margery Fisher signed her letters, “Angus.”

Once in Britain, Lansing crisscrossed the country conducting interviews. Much of his time was spent in Aberdeenshire, Scotland, speaking extensively with Macklin, the expedition’s surgeon and Shackleton’s close friend. He also visited the Scott Polar Research Institute in Cambridge, where he consulted several logbooks from the expedition. In the preface to Endurance, Lansing speaks of how important the examination of the physical diaries was to his research process, describing them as “a wonderfully strange assortment of documents, smudged with the smoke of blubber oil, wrinkled from being waterlogged and then dried out.” But it was the opportunity to speak with the survivors, who, Lansing writes, “submitted to long hours, even days, of interviewing,” that allowed him to create “as true a picture of the events as we could collectively produce.” For Lansing, the writing of Endurance was a collaborative process, and he speaks movingly in the preface of being “extremely proud of my association with [the survivors].”

Once back at their house in Sea Cliff, Lansing started “writing obsessively,” Barbara remembers, “for hours and hours.” From the beginning, Lansing was determined to avoid the excesses of Shackleton’s own account. In a fascinating September 13, 1957, letter to Alexander Macklin, he wrote of how he wanted to tell the story in “the most unimpassioned tone of voice possible. . . . In fact, I think a great deal is lost if you allow any histrionics to creep in.” It was his hope to recount the events of the expedition “from the same point of view as you people yourselves had—without heroism or tears or lunatics wildly embracing rocks, and so forth. The end result . . . will be much greater if the reader comes to feel the truth of the situation, that you people were not supermen, defying danger with grim abandon or some such foolishness. Instead, I think, you were all really quite mortal men who found yourselves in rather extraordinary circumstances.”

Lansing soon began to realize that the sheer number of journals and interviews he had at his disposal presented something of a challenge, since, he wrote Macklin, “the same men seeing the same event at the same time will often give slightly varying accounts of what actually happened.” In the “scores of times” when there were disagreements in the testimony, Lansing had no choice but “to make my own solitary decision as to who was right—or to strike an average, so to speak.” This meant that it was likely that Macklin and the other survivors “will see inaccuracies in what I have said. In this regard, my only defense is that I did my best.”

One of the biggest challenges for a writer of nonfiction is to avoid using too much of his or her hard-won material. A great and enduring book isn’t comprehensive; it is highly, even ruthlessly, selective, zeroing in on the most evocative and illustrative moments while dispensing with the clutter that might prevent the high points from resonating to maximum effect. This is particularly important when it comes to a book’s opening scene, and Lansing begins Endurance with an extraordinary description of the ship being torn apart by the ice.

In Lansing’s hands, the Endurance is a dying animal caught by vast remorseless forces made terrifyingly immediate when he recounts Macklin’s and Frank Wild’s descent into the “black-dark” innards of the twisting ship to retrieve some much-needed lumber. Lansing clearly questioned Macklin closely about every detail of this incident, but he may have also been inspired by the beginning of Delilah, the novel he had read in the navy, which starts with a memorable depiction of the destroyer as a living, breathing thing: “always tense, often atremble . . . a mass of almost terrible power wrapped in a thin and fragile blue-grey skin.” Lansing invested the Endurance with this same sense of organic, frightening life while avoiding Goodrich’s verbal excesses. By thrusting the reader into the middle of this chaotic and unnerving scene, Lansing foreshadows the challenges to come even as he plants the inevitable question: how did these men get into this fix in the first place?

It is only after the ship has been torn apart by the pack ice and the crew have retired to their tents that Lansing introduces the expedition’s leader. “Few men have borne the responsibility Shackleton did at that moment,” he writes. It was 1915, and without a radio transmitter to broadcast an SOS and with an ever-escalating war in Europe demanding the world’s attention, they were on their own. “Thus their plight was naked and terrifying in its simplicity. If they were to get out—they had to get themselves out.”

And off we go.

Endurance was published in the spring of 1959 to excellent reviews. Walter Sullivan in the New York Times Sunday Book Review described it as “a harrowing, as well as a thrilling, reading experience. One comes out of it with new faith in the resourcefulness of man, his almost indefatigable will to live and above all, his ability to fight back despair.” Sullivan, who had authored a book about Antarctic exploration, noted how “remarkable [it] is that we have had to wait for more than forty years for a full, searching and impartial account” of the Shackleton expedition. Orville Prescott in the daily New York Times marveled at how Lansing had “packed Endurance with [so many] concrete and often horrifying details. Without having been there himself, he makes his readers feel as if they had been.” Newsweek agreed, claiming that “most readers will almost personally recoil from the attacks of the sea leopards, damn the men who snored so irritatingly at close quarters, and taste the steady diet of seal blubber and penguin hearts,” while proclaiming Endurance to be “one of the most breath-takingly exciting books of the year.” The anonymous reviewer at Time mentioned Lansing’s journalism background and noted that “he has a good newspaperman’s respect for telling in unexcited prose the breathless story of men in peril.” The reviewer at the Times of London felt that the book’s greatest strength was the attention Lansing gave to Shackleton’s men. “He does not allow the brooding, complex character of the leader to overshadow the rest. Shackleton, to be sure, is there. But for once, too, the carpenter, the cook and the stowaway emerge as flesh and blood. Perhaps as an American Mr. Lansing does not always understand the English. His judgment of personalities is sometimes harsh. But for all that he makes good use of his magnificent material.”

All in all, Endurance enjoyed an impressive string of what are known in the publishing industry as “selling” reviews. For a first-time book author, it was quite an accomplishment. However, despite being a Book of the Month Club selection, Endurance showed few signs of becoming the perennial best seller that it is today. In 1959, two years after the launch of Sputnik, Americans were not interested in the wilds of the sea or Antarctica; they were interested in the “final frontier” of space.

After the publication of Endurance, Lansing supported his growing family (his son was soon joined by a daughter) with a series of journalism jobs that included positions at the book division of Time-Life and Reader’s Digest. Several potential topics for another book crossed his desk, but none had, Barbara remembers, “the same pull” as the story of the Shackleton expedition, and as the years passed he grew increasingly “sensitive” about his failure to produce a second book. When asked by the magazine Contemporary Authors about his thoughts on the writing life, he responded, “I have a great many opinions about writing, but I’m afraid that all of them are unprintable.” In 1975 he was working as the editor of a weekly newspaper in Bethel, Connecticut, when he died at the age of fifty-four.

In 1986 Kent Carroll, publisher and editorial director of the newly established Carroll and Graf, bought the rights to Lansing’s Endurance, which had been out of print for more than twenty-five years. He remembered having read the book as a boy, and after coming across a copy in a used bookstore, he was newly impressed. “There was this wonderful inspirational quality about it,” he remembers.

In the first year, Endurance sold a credible four to five thousand copies. But that was just the beginning. Over the course of the next decade, the book climbed onto the New York Times paperback best-seller list and ultimately sold an astounding half-million copies. The popularity of this once-forgotten survival tale was part of the trend that also made best sellers out of Sebastian Junger’s The Perfect Storm and Jon Krakauer’s Into Thin Air, both published in 1997. In 1998 Caroline Alexander came out with her own lushly illustrated retelling of the Shackleton expedition that enjoyed fifteen weeks on the best-seller list even as it served as the catalog for an exhibit at the American Museum of Natural History in New York that attracted as many as 140,000 visitors.

By the start of the twenty-first century, what a Wall Street Journal reporter called “Shackleton mania” was in full swing. Two business books based on “leadership lessons” from the Endurance expedition appeared, as well as a documentary, a BBC film starring Kenneth Branagh, and an IMAX film. Although sales of Lansing’s book initially suffered due to the appearance of these rival Shackleton books, Endurance has since reasserted its rightful place as, in the words of cultural scholar Stephanie Barczewski, “the standard first choice for people when they first hear about Shackleton or the story of the Endurance.” As of the fall of 2013, the book was in its forty-ninth printing.

For Lansing’s family, the belated popularity of Endurance is more than a little bittersweet. Barbara reports that her son, Angus, an infant when his father was working so slavishly on the book and now in his midfifties, is still amazed by the number of people who buttonhole him with testimonials about Endurance, especially since no one seemed to be aware of the book’s existence when he was growing up in the sixties and seventies. “It’s sad,” Barbara says of her husband. “He would have been so proud, and yet he never knew.”

For an author, posterity is the toughest of proving grounds. Only a handful of books are so firmly connected to the timeless underpinnings of life that they survive into the future. Endurance, by Alfred Lansing, is one of those books.

—Nathaniel Philbrick, November 2013

My thanks to Barbara Lansing and Kent Carroll for speaking with me about Alfred Lansing and Endurance. Thanks to Margot Morrell, coauthor of Shackleton’s Way: Leadership Lessons from the Great Antarctic Explorer (2001), for reprinting Alfred Lansing’s letters to Alexander Macklin on her website, http://leadershiplives.com; thanks to Barbara Lansing for granting me permission to quote from those letters. In addition to the books mentioned above, I also consulted Stephanie Barczewski’s Antarctic Destinies: Scott, Shackleton, and the Changing Face of Heroism (2007).
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Preface

The story that follows is true.

Every effort has been made to portray the events exactly as they occurred, and to record as accurately as possible the reactions of the men who lived them.

For this purpose, a wealth of material has been generously made available to me, most notably the painstakingly detailed diaries of virtually every expedition member who kept one. It is amazing how thorough these diaries are, considering the conditions under which they were kept. In fact, the diaries contain much more information than could be included in this book.

These logs are a wonderfully strange assortment of documents, smudged with the smoke of blubber oil, wrinkled from being waterlogged and then dried out. Some were written in bookkeepers’ ledgers in appropriately large handwriting. Others were kept in very small notebooks in tiny script. In all cases, however, the exact language, spelling, and punctuation have been preserved just as they were originally written.

In addition to making these diaries available to me, almost all the surviving members of the expedition submitted to long hours, even days, of interviewing with a courtesy and cooperativeness for which my grateful appreciation is hardly an adequate repayment. The same patient willingness marked the numerous letters in which these men replied to the many questions which arose.

Thus most of the survivors of this astounding adventure worked with me, graciously and with a remarkable degree of objectivity, to re-create in the pages that follow as true a picture of the events as we could collectively produce. I am extremely proud of my association with them.

However, these men bear no responsibility whatever for what follows. If any inaccuracies or misinterpretations have crept into this story, they are my own and should in no way be attributed to the men who took part in this expedition.

The names of those who helped to make this book possible appear at the back of the book.

A. L.


MEMBERS OF THE IMPERIAL TRANS-ANTARCTIC EXPEDITION









	Sir Ernest Shackleton

	leader




	Frank Wild

	second-in-command




	Frank Worsley

	captain




	Lionel Greenstreet

	first officer




	Hubert T. Hudson

	navigator




	Thomas Crean

	second officer




	Alfred Cheetham

	third officer




	Louis Rickinson

	first engineer




	A. J. Kerr

	second engineer




	Dr. Alexander H. Macklin

	surgeon




	Dr. James A. McIlroy

	surgeon




	James M. Wordie

	geologist




	Leonard D. A. Hussey

	meteorologist




	Reginald W. James

	physicist




	Robert S. Clark

	biologist




	James Francis (Frank) Hurley

	official photographer




	George E. Marston

	official artist




	Thomas H. Orde-Lees

	motor expert




	 

	   (later storekeeper)




	Harry McNeish

	carpenter




	Charles J. Green

	cook




	Walter How

	able seaman




	William Bakewell

	able seaman




	Timothy McCarthy

	able seaman




	Thomas McLeod

	able seaman




	John Vincent

	able seaman




	Ernest Holness

	fireman




	William Stevenson

	fireman




	Perce Blackboro

	stowaway (later steward)






PART I


CHAPTER 1

The order to abandon ship was given at 5 P.M. For most of the men, however, no order was needed because by then everybody knew that the ship was done and that it was time to give up trying to save her. There was no show of fear or even apprehension. They had fought unceasingly for three days and they had lost. They accepted their defeat almost apathetically. They were simply too tired to care.

Frank Wild, the second-in-command, made his way forward along the buckling deck to the crew’s quarters. There, two seamen, Walter How and William Bakewell, were lying in the lower bunks. Both were very nearly exhausted from almost three days at the pumps; yet they were unable to sleep because of the sounds the ship was making.

She was being crushed. Not all at once, but slowly, a little at a time. The pressure of ten million tons of ice was driving in against her sides. And dying as she was, she cried in agony. Her frames and planking, her immense timbers, many of them almost a foot thick, screamed as the killing pressure mounted. And when her timbers could no longer stand the strain, they broke with a report like artillery fire.

Most of the forecastle beams had already gone earlier in the day, and the deck was heaved upward and working slowly up and down as the pressure came and went.

Wild put his head inside the crew’s quarters. He spoke quietly. “She’s going, boys. I think it’s time to get off.” How and Bakewell rose from their bunks, picked up two pillowcases in which they had stowed some personal gear, and followed Wild back up on deck.

Wild next went down into the ship’s tiny engine room. Kerr, the second engineer, was standing at the foot of the ladder, waiting. With him was Rickenson, the chief engineer. They had been below for almost seventy-two hours maintaining steam in the boilers to operate the engine-room pumps. During that time, though they couldn’t actually see the ice in motion, they were altogether aware of what it was doing to the ship. Periodically her sides—though they were 2 feet thick in most places—bowed inward 6 inches under the pressure. Simultaneously, the steel floor plates jammed together, screeching where their edges met, then buckling up and suddenly overriding one another with a sharp metallic report.

Wild did not pause long. “Let down your fires,” he said. “She’s going.” Kerr looked relieved.

Wild turned aft to the propeller shaftway. There McNeish, the old ship’s carpenter, and McLeod, a seaman, were busy with torn pieces of blankets calking a cofferdam built by McNeish the day before. It had been thrown up in an attempt to stem the flow of water coming into the ship where the rudder and the sternpost had been torn out by the ice. But the water now was almost up to the floor plates, and it was gaining faster than the cofferdam could hold it back and faster than the pumps could carry it away. Whenever the pressure ceased for a moment, there was the sound of the water running forward and filling up the hold.

Wild signaled to the two men to give up. Then he climbed the ladder to the main deck.

Clark, Hussey, James, and Wordie had been at the pumps but they had quit on their own, realizing the futility of what they were doing. Now they sat on cases of stores or on the deck itself, and leaned against the bulwarks. Their faces showed the unspeakable toil of the past three days at the pumps.

Farther forward, the dog-team drivers had attached a large piece of canvas to the port rail and made it into a sort of chute down to the ice alongside the ship. They took the forty-nine huskies from their kennels and slid each one down to other men waiting below. Ordinarily, any activity of this sort would have driven the dogs mad with excitement, but somehow they seemed to sense that something very extraordinary was going on. Not one fight broke out among them, and not a single dog attempted to break away.

It was, perhaps, the attitude of the men. They worked with a deliberate urgency, hardly speaking to one another. There was no display of alarm, however. In fact, apart from the movement of the ice and the sounds from the ship, the scene was one of relative calm. The temperature was 8½ degrees below zero, and a light southerly wind was blowing. Overhead, the twilight sky was clear.

But somewhere, far away to the south, a gale was blowing toward them. Though it probably wouldn’t reach their position for at least two days, its approach was suggested by the movement of the ice, which stretched as far as the eye could see, and for hundreds of miles beyond that. So immense was the pack, and so tight, that though the gale had not yet reached them, the distant pressure of its winds was already crushing the floes together.

The whole surface of the ice was a chaos of movement. It looked like an enormous jigsaw puzzle, the pieces stretching away to infinity and being shoved and crunched together by some invisible but irresistible force. The impression of its titanic power was heightened by the unhurried deliberateness of the motion. Wherever two thick floes came together, their edges butted and ground against one another for a time. Then, when neither of them showed signs of yielding, they rose, slowly and often quiveringly, driven by the implacable power behind them. Sometimes they would stop abruptly as the unseen force affecting the ice appeared mysteriously to lose interest. More frequently, though, the two floes—often 10 feet thick or more—would continue to rise, tenting up, until one or both of them broke and toppled over, creating a pressure ridge.

There were the sounds of the pack in movement—the basic noises, the grunting and whining of the floes, along with an occasional thud as a heavy block collapsed. But in addition, the pack under compression seemed to have an almost limitless repertoire of other sounds, many of which seemed strangely unrelated to the noise of ice undergoing pressure. Sometimes there was a sound like a gigantic train with squeaky axles being shunted roughly about with a great deal of bumping and clattering. At the same time a huge ship’s whistle blew, mingling with the crowing of roosters, the roar of a distant surf, the soft throb of an engine far away, and the moaning cries of an old woman. In the rare periods of calm, when the movement of the pack subsided for a moment, the muffled rolling of drums drifted across the air.

In this universe of ice, nowhere was the movement greater or the pressure more intense than in the floes that were attacking the ship. Nor could her position have been worse. One floe was jammed solidly against her starboard bow, and another held her on the same side aft. A third floe drove squarely in on her port beam opposite. Thus the ice was working to break her in half, directly amidships. On several occasions she bowed to starboard along her entire length.

Forward, where the worst of the onslaught was concentrated, the ice was inundating her. It piled higher and higher against her bows as she repelled each new wave, until gradually it mounted to her bulwarks, then crashed across the deck, overwhelming her with a crushing load that pushed her head down even deeper. Thus held, she was even more at the mercy of the floes driving against her flanks.

The ship reacted to each fresh wave of pressure in a different way. Sometimes she simply quivered briefly as a human being might wince if seized by a single, stabbing pain. Other times she retched in a series of convulsive jerks accompanied by anguished outcries. On these occasions her three masts whipped violently back and forth as the rigging tightened like harpstrings. But most agonizing for the men were the times when she seemed a huge creature suffocating and gasping for breath, her sides heaving against the strangling pressure.

More than any other single impression in those final hours, all the men were struck, almost to the point of horror, by the way the ship behaved like a giant beast in its death agonies.

By 7 P.M., all essential gear had been transferred to the ice, and a camp of sorts had been established on a solid floe a short distance to starboard. The lifeboats had been lowered the night before. As they went over the side onto the ice, most of the men felt immense relief at being away from the doomed ship, and few if any of them would have returned to her voluntarily.

However, a few unfortunate souls were ordered back to retrieve various items. One was Alexander Macklin, a stocky young physician, who also happened to be the driver of a dog team. He had just tethered his dogs at the camp when he was told to go with Wild to get some lumber out of the ship’s forehold.

The two men started out and had just reached the ship when a great shout went up from the campsite. The floe on which the tents were pitched was itself breaking up. Wild and Macklin rushed back. The teams were harnessed and the tents, stores, sledges, and all the gear were hurriedly moved to another floe a hundred yards farther from the ship.

By the time the transfer was completed, the ship seemed on the point of going under, so the two men hurried to get aboard. They picked their way among the blocks of ice littering the forecastle, then lifted a hatch leading down into the forepeak. The ladder had been wrenched from its supports and had fallen to one side. To get down, they had to lower themselves hand over hand into the darkness.

The noise inside was indescribable. The half-empty compartment, like a giant sounding box, amplified every snapping bolt and splintering timber. From where they stood, the sides of the ship were only a few feet away, and they could hear the ice outside battering to break through.

They waited for a moment until their eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, and what they saw then was terrifying. The uprights were caving in and the cross members overhead were on the verge of going. It looked as if some giant vise were being applied to the ship and slowly tightened until she could no longer hold out against its pressure.

The lumber they were after was stored in the black-dark recesses of the side pockets in the very bow of the ship. To reach it, they had to crawl through a thwartships bulkhead, and they could see that the bulkhead itself bulged outward as if it might burst at any moment, causing the whole forecastle to collapse around them.

Macklin hesitated for just a moment, and Wild, sensing the other’s fear, shouted to him above the noise of the ship to stay where he was. Then Wild plunged through the opening and a few minutes later began passing boards out to Macklin.

The two men worked with feverish speed, but even so the job seemed interminable. Macklin was sure they would never get the last board out in time. But finally Wild’s head reappeared through the opening. They hoisted the lumber up on deck, climbed out, and stood for a long moment without speaking, savoring the exquisite feeling of safety. Later, to the privacy of his diary, Macklin confided: “I do not think I have ever had such a horrible sickening sensation of fear as I had whilst in the hold of that breaking ship.”

Within an hour after the last man was off, the ice pierced her sides. Sharp spears drove through first, opening wounds that let in whole blocks and chunks of floes. Everything from midships forward was now submerged. The entire starboard side of the deckhouse had been crushed by the ice with such force that some empty gasoline cans stacked on deck had been shoved through the deckhouse wall and halfway across to the other side, carrying before them a large framed picture that had hung on the wall. Somehow, the glass on its front had not broken.

Later, after things had settled down at the camp, a few men returned to look at the derelict that had been their ship. But not many. Most of them huddled in their tents, cold through and tired, for the time being indifferent to their fate.

The general feeling of relief at being off the ship was not shared by one man—at least not in the larger sense. He was a thickset individual with a wide face and a broad nose, and he spoke with a trace of an Irish brogue. During the hours it took to abandon the ship, he had remained more or less apart as the equipment, dogs, and men were gotten off.

His name was Sir Ernest Shackleton, and the twenty-seven men he had watched so ingloriously leaving their stricken ship were the members of his Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition.

The date was October 27, 1915. The name of the ship was Endurance. The position was 69°5´ South, 51°30´ West—deep in the icy wasteland of the Antarctic’s treacherous Weddell Sea, just about midway between the South Pole and the nearest known outpost of humanity, some 1,200 miles away.

Few men have borne the responsibility Shackleton did at that moment. Though he certainly was aware that their situation was desperate, he could not possibly have imagined then the physical and emotional demands that ultimately would be placed upon them, the rigors they would have to endure, the sufferings to which they would be subjected.

They were for all practical purposes alone in the frozen Antarctic seas. It had been very nearly a year since they had last been in contact with civilization. Nobody in the outside world knew they were in trouble, much less where they were. They had no radio transmitter with which to notify any would-be rescuers, and it is doubtful that any rescuers could have reached them even if they had been able to broadcast an SOS. It was 1915, and there were no helicopters, no Weasels, no Sno-Cats, no suitable planes.

Thus their plight was naked and terrifying in its simplicity. If they were to get out—they had to get themselves out.

Shackleton estimated the shelf ice off the Palmer Peninsula—the nearest known land—to be 182 miles WSW of them. But the land itself was 210 miles away, was inhabited by neither human beings nor animals, and offered nothing in the way of relief or rescue.

The nearest known place where they might at least find food and shelter was tiny Paulet Island, less than a mile and a half in diameter, which lay 346 miles northwest across the heaving pack ice. There, in 1903, twelve years before, the crew of a Swedish ship had spent the winter after their vessel, the Antarctic, had been crushed by the Weddell Sea ice. The ship which finally rescued that party deposited its stock of stores on Paulet Island for the use of any later castaways. Ironically, it was Shackleton himself who had been commissioned at the time to purchase those stores—and now, a dozen years later, it was he who needed them.


CHAPTER 2

Shackleton’s order to abandon ship, while it signaled the beginning of the greatest of all Antarctic adventures, also sealed the fate of one of the most ambitious of all Antarctic expeditions. The goal of the Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition, as its name implies, was to cross the Antarctic continent overland from west to east.

Evidence of the scope of such an undertaking is the fact that after Shackleton’s failure, the crossing of the continent remained untried for fully forty-three years—until 1957–1958. Then, as an independent enterprise conducted during the International Geophysical Year, Dr. Vivian E. Fuchs led the Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition on the trek. And even Fuchs, though his party was equipped with heated, tracked vehicles and powerful radios, and guided by reconnaissance planes and dog teams, was strongly urged to give up. It was only after a tortuous journey lasting nearly four months that Fuchs did in fact achieve what Shackleton set out to do in 1915.

This was Shackleton’s third expedition to the Antarctic. He had gone first in 1901 as a member of the National Antarctic Expedition led by Robert F. Scott, the famed British explorer, which drove to 82°15´ South latitude, 745 miles from the Pole—the deepest penetration of the continent at that time.

Then in 1907, Shackleton led the first expedition actually to declare the Pole as its goal. With three companions, Shackleton struggled to within 97 miles of their destination and then had to turn back because of a shortage of food. The return journey was a desperate race with death. But the party finally made it, and Shackleton returned to England a hero of the Empire. He was lionized wherever he went, knighted by his king, and decorated by every major country in the world.

He wrote a book, and he went on a lecture tour which took him all over the British Isles, the United States, Canada, and much of Europe. But even before it was over, his thoughts had returned to the Antarctic.

He had been within 97 miles of the Pole, and he knew better than anyone that it was only a matter of time until some expedition attained the goal that had been denied him. As early as March of 1911, he wrote to his wife, Emily, from Berlin where he was on tour: “I feel that another expedition unless it crosses the continent is not much.”

Meanwhile, an American expedition under Robert E. Peary had reached the North Pole in 1909. Then Scott, on his second expedition in late 1911 and early 1912, was raced to the South Pole by the Norwegian, Roald Amundsen—and beaten by a little more than a month. It was disappointing to lose out. But that might have been only a bit of miserable luck—had not Scott and his three companions died as they struggled, weak with scurvy, to return to their base.

When the news of Scott’s achievement and the tragic circumstances of his death reached England, the whole nation was saddened. The sense of loss was compounded by the fact that the British, whose record for exploration had been perhaps unparalleled among the nations of the earth, had to take a humiliating second best to Norway.

Throughout these events, Shackleton’s own plans for a Trans-Antarctic expedition had been moving rapidly ahead. In an early prospectus designed to solicit funds for the undertaking, Shackleton played heavily on this matter of prestige, making it his primary argument for such an expedition. He wrote:

“From the sentimental point of view, it is the last great Polar journey that can be made. It will be a greater journey than the journey to the Pole and back, and I feel it is up to the British nation to accomplish this, for we have been beaten at the conquest of the North Pole and beaten at the first conquest of the South Pole. There now remains the largest and most striking of all journeys—the crossing of the Continent.”

Shackleton’s plan was to take a ship into the Weddell Sea and land a sledging party of six men and seventy dogs near Vahsel Bay, approximately 78° South, 36° West. At more or less the same time, a second ship would put into McMurdo Sound in the Ross Sea, almost directly across the continent from the Weddell Sea base. The Ross Sea party was to set down a series of food caches from their base almost to the Pole. While this was being done, the Weddell Sea group would be sledging toward the Pole, living on their own rations. From the Pole they would proceed to the vicinity of the mighty Beardmore Glacier where they would replenish their supplies at the southernmost depot laid down by the Ross Sea party. Other caches of rations along the route would keep them supplied until they arrived at the McMurdo Sound base.

Such was the plan on paper, and it was typical of Shackleton—purposeful, bold, and neat. He had not the slightest doubt that the expedition would achieve its goal.

The whole undertaking was criticized in some circles as being too “audacious.” And perhaps it was. But if it hadn’t been audacious, it wouldn’t have been to Shackleton’s liking. He was, above all, an explorer in the classic mold—utterly self-reliant, romantic, and just a little swashbuckling.

He was now forty years old, of medium height and thick of neck, with broad, heavy shoulders a trifle stooped, and dark brown hair parted in the center. He had a wide, sensuous but expressive mouth that could curl into a laugh or tighten into a thin fixed line with equal facility. His jaw was like iron. His gray-blue eyes, like his mouth, could come alight with fun or darken into a steely and frightening gaze. His face was handsome, though it often wore a brooding expression—as if his thoughts were somewhere else—which gave him at times a kind of darkling look. He had small hands, but his grip was strong and confident. He spoke softly and somewhat slowly in an indefinite baritone, with just the recollection of a brogue from his County Kildare birth.

Whatever his mood—whether it was gay and breezy, or dark with rage—he had one pervading characteristic: he was purposeful.

Cynics might justifiably contend that Shackleton’s fundamental purpose in undertaking the expedition was simply the greater glory of Ernest Shackleton—and the financial rewards that would accrue to the leader of a successful expedition of this scope. Beyond all doubt, these motives loomed large in Shackleton’s mind. He was keenly aware of social position and the important part that money played in it. In fact, the abiding (and unrealistic) dream of his life—at least superficially—was to achieve a status of economic well-being that would last a lifetime. He enjoyed fancying himself as a country gentleman, divorced from the workaday world, with the leisure and wealth to do as he pleased.

Shackleton came from a middle-class background, the son of a moderately successful physician. He joined the British Merchant Navy at the age of sixteen and though he rose steadily through the ranks, this sort of step-by-step advancement grew progressively less appealing to his flamboyant personality.

Then came two important events: the expedition with Scott in 1901, and his marriage to the daughter of a wealthy lawyer. The first introduced him to the Antarctic—and his imagination was immediately captivated. The second increased his desire for wealth. He felt obliged to provide for his wife in the manner to which she was accustomed. The Antarctic and financial security became more or less synonymous in Shackleton’s thinking. He felt that success here—some marvelous stroke of daring, a deed which would capture the world’s imagination—would open the door to fame, then riches.

Between expeditions, he also pursued this financial master-stroke. He was perennially entranced with new schemes, each of which in turn he was sure would win his fortune. It would be impossible to list them all, but they included an idea to manufacture cigarettes (a sure-fire plan—with his endorsement), a fleet of taxicabs, mining in Bulgaria, a whaling factory—even digging for buried treasure. Most of his ideas never got beyond the talking stage, and those that did were usually unsuccessful.

Shackleton’s unwillingness to succumb to the demands of everyday life and his insatiable excitement with unrealistic ventures left him open to the accusation of being basically immature and irresponsible. And very possibly he was—by conventional standards. But the great leaders of historical record—the Napoleons, the Nelsons, the Alexanders—have rarely fitted any conventional mold, and it is perhaps an injustice to evaluate them in ordinary terms. There can be little doubt that Shackleton, in his way, was an extraordinary leader of men.

Nor did the Antarctic represent to Shackleton merely the grubby means to a financial end. In a very real sense he needed it—something so enormous, so demanding, that it provided a touchstone for his monstrous ego and implacable drive. In ordinary situations, Shackleton’s tremendous capacity for boldness and daring found almost nothing worthy of its pulling power; he was a Percheron draft horse harnessed to a child’s wagon cart. But in the Antarctic—here was a burden which challenged every atom of his strength.

Thus, while Shackleton was undeniably out of place, even inept, in a great many everyday situations, he had a talent—a genius, even—that he shared with only a handful of men throughout history—genuine leadership. He was, as one of his men put it, “the greatest leader that ever came on God’s earth, bar none.” For all his blind spots and inadequacies, Shackleton merited this tribute:

      For scientific leadership give me Scott; for swift and efficient travel, Amundsen; but when you are in a hopeless situation, when there seems no way out, get down on your knees and pray for Shackleton.

This, then, was the man who developed the idea of crossing the Antarctic continent—on foot.

The largest items needed for the expedition were the ships that would carry the two parties to the Antarctic. From Sir Douglas Mawson, the famous Australian explorer, Shackleton bought the Aurora, a stoutly built ship of the type then used for sealing. The Aurora had already been on two Antarctic expeditions. She was to carry the Ross Sea party, under the command of Lieutenant Aeneas Mackintosh, who had served aboard the Nimrod on Shackleton’s 1907–1909 expedition.

Shackleton himself would command the actual transcontinental party, operating from the Weddell Sea side of the continent. To obtain a ship for his group, Shackleton arranged to purchase from Lars Christensen, the Norwegian whaling magnate, a ship that Christensen had ordered built to carry polar-bear hunting parties to the Arctic. Such parties were then becoming increasingly popular with the well-to-do.

Christensen had had a partner in this would-be enterprise, M. le Baron de Gerlache. He was a Belgian who had been the leader of an Antarctic expedition in 1897, and was therefore able to contribute many helpful ideas concerning the construction of the ship. However, during the building of the vessel, de Gerlache ran into financial difficulties and was forced to back out.

Thus deprived of his partner, Christensen was pleased when Shackleton offered to buy the ship. The final selling price of $67,000 was less than Christensen had paid to have the ship built, but he was willing to take the loss in order to further the plans of an explorer of Shackleton’s stature.

The ship had been named the Polaris. After the sale, Shackleton rechristened her Endurance, in keeping with the motto of his family, Fortitudine vincimus—“By endurance we conquer.”

As with all such private expeditions, finances for the Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition were perhaps the primary headache. Shackleton spent the better part of two years lining up financial aid. The blessings of the government and of various scientific societies had to be obtained in order to justify the expedition as a serious scientific endeavor. And Shackleton, whose interest in science could hardly be compared with his love of exploration, went out of his way to play up this side of the undertaking. This was hypocrisy in a sense. Nevertheless, a capable staff of researchers was to go with the expedition.

But despite all of his personal charm and persuasiveness, which was considerable, Shackleton was disappointed time after time by promised grants of financial aid which failed to materialize. He finally obtained some $120,000 from Sir James Caird, a wealthy Scottish jute manufacturer. And the government voted him a sum equal to about $50,000, while the Royal Geographical Society contributed a token $5,000 to signify its general, though by no means complete, approval of the expedition. Lesser gifts were obtained from Dudley Docker and Miss Janet Stancomb-Wills, plus literally hundreds of other, smaller contributions from persons all over the world.

As was the custom, Shackleton also mortgaged the expedition, in a sense, by selling in advance the rights to whatever commercial properties the expedition might produce. He promised to write a book later about the trip. He sold the rights to the motion pictures and still photographs that would be taken, and he agreed to give a long lecture series on his return. In all these arrangements, there was one basic assumption—that Shackleton would survive.

In contrast to the difficulties in obtaining sufficient financial backing, finding volunteers to take part in the expedition proved simple. When Shackleton announced his plans he was deluged by more than five thousand applications from persons (including three girls) who asked to go along.

Almost without exception, these volunteers were motivated solely by the spirit of adventure, for the salaries offered were little more than token payments for the services expected. They ranged from about $240 a year for an able seaman to $750 a year for the most experienced scientists. And even this, in many cases, was not to be paid until the end of the expedition. Shackleton felt that the privilege of being taken along was itself almost compensation enough, especially for the scientists for whom the undertaking offered an unmatched opportunity for research in their fields.

Shackleton built the crew list around a nucleus of tested veterans. The top post as second-in-command went to Frank Wild, a very small but powerfully built man whose thin, mousy hair was rapidly disappearing altogether. Wild was a soft-spoken and easy-going individual on the surface, but he had a kind of inner toughness. He had been one of Shackleton’s three companions in the race for the Pole in 1908 and 1909, and Shackleton had developed a tremendous respect and personal liking for him. The two men, in fact, formed a well-matched team. Wild’s loyalty to Shackleton was beyond question, and his quiet, somewhat unimaginative disposition was a perfect balance for Shackleton’s often whimsical and occasionally explosive nature.

The berth of second officer aboard the Endurance was given to Thomas Crean, a tall, row-boned, plain-spoken Irishman whose long service in the Royal Navy had taught him the ways of unquestioning discipline. Crean had served with Shackleton on Scott’s 1901 expedition, and he had also been a crewman aboard the Terra Nova, which had carried Scott’s ill-fated 1910–1913 group to the Antarctic. Because of Crean’s experience and strength, Shackleton planned to have him as the driver of a sledge team in the six-man transcontinental party.

Alfred Cheetham, who shipped aboard as third officer, was Crean’s opposite in appearance. He was a tiny man, even shorter than Wild, with an unassuming, pleasant disposition. Shackleton spoke of Cheetham as “the veteran of Antarctic,” since he had already been on three expeditions, including one with Shackleton and one with Scott.

Then there was George Marston, the expedition’s thirty-two-year-old artist. Marston, a boyish-faced, chubby man, had done outstanding work on Shackleton’s 1907–1909 trek. Unlike most of the others, he was a married man with children.

The nucleus of veterans was completed when Thomas McLeod, a member of the 1907–1909 expedition, was signed on the Endurance as a seaman.

In the matter of selecting newcomers, Shackleton’s methods would appear to have been almost capricious. If he liked the look of a man, he was accepted. If he didn’t, the matter was closed. And these decisions were made with lightning speed. There is no record of any interview that Shackleton conducted with a prospective expedition member lasting much more than five minutes.

Leonard Hussey, an irrepressible, peppery little individual, was signed on as meteorologist even though he had practically no qualifications for the position at the time. Shackleton simply thought Hussey “looked funny,” and the fact that he had recently returned from an expedition (as an anthropologist) to the torrid Sudan appealed to Shackleton’s sense of whimsy. Hussey immediately took an intensive course in meteorology and later proved to be very proficient.

Dr. Alexander Macklin, one of the two surgeons, caught Shackleton’s fancy by replying, when Shackleton asked him why he was wearing glasses: “Many a wise face would look foolish without spectacles.” And Reginald James was signed on as physicist after Shackleton inquired about the state of his teeth, whether he suffered from varicose veins, if he was good-tempered—and if he could sing. At this last question, James looked puzzled.

“Oh, I don’t mean any Caruso stuff,” Shackleton reassured him, “but I suppose you can shout a bit with the boys?”

Despite the instantaneous nature of these decisions, Shackleton’s intuition for selecting compatible men rarely failed.

The early months of 1914 were spent acquiring the countless items of equipment, stores, and gear that would be needed. Sledges were designed and tested in the snow-covered mountains of Norway. A new type of rations intended to prevent scurvy was tried out, as were specially designed tents.

By the end of July, 1914, however, everything had been collected, tested, and stowed aboard the Endurance. She sailed from London’s East India Docks on August 1.

But the tragic political events of these dramatic days not only eclipsed the departure of the Endurance, but even threatened the whole venture. Archduke Ferdinand of Austria had been assassinated on June 28, and exactly one month later Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. The powder trail was lighted. While the Endurance lay anchored at the mouth of the Thames River, Germany declared war on France.

Then, on the very day that George V presented Shackleton with the Union Jack to carry on the expedition, Britain declared war on Germany. Shackleton’s position could hardly have been worse. He was damned if he did, and damned if he didn’t. He was just about to leave on an expedition he had dreamed about and worked toward for almost four years. Vast sums of money, much of it involving future commitments, had been spent, and countless hours had gone into planning and preparation. At the same time, he felt very strongly about doing his part in the war.

He spent long hours debating what to do, and he discussed the matter with several advisers, notably his principal backers. Finally he reached a decision.

He mustered the crew and explained that he wanted their approval to telegraph the Admiralty, placing the entire expedition at the disposal of the government. All hands agreed, and the wire was sent. The reply was a one-word telegram: “Proceed.” Two hours later there was a longer wire from Winston Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, stating that the government desired the expedition to go on.

The Endurance sailed
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