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Introduction

During the searing-hot summer of 1964, I was packed off to London to purchase canoes on behalf of the Royal Scots Grey’s Canoe Club. The so-called ‘swinging sixties’ were well underway, so I needed no second invitation to escape my barracks and visit a city bustling with life and excitement.

Having hailed a black cab from Waterloo Station, as we passed the shimmering Thames I noticed quite a commotion taking place on board a ship. Arching my neck to get a better look, the black-cab driver shouted over his shoulder, ‘Them’s all Shackleton men … famous explorers and all that.’

Shackleton … The mere mention of his name conjured up a buzz within me. I knew the stories well, having been enthralled by them as a child. An explorer and conqueror of unknown lands, Shackleton was also the man who had embarked on one of the most dramatic survival and rescue missions of all time. While his name was synonymous with the Antarctic, it was also indelibly linked with virtues such as courage and leadership. Once a mere mortal, Shackleton was now an icon, whose endeavours were forever etched into the granite of British history.

Forty-two years after his death, a celebration of his life was now being held on the Thames, the scene of departure for so many of his expeditions, where he had set off in front of thousands of cheering admirers. Time, it seemed, had not dulled the Shackleton legend. I was later to learn that on the ship that night were fellow explorers, journalists and admirers, as well as the two doctors who were with him when he died, Alexander Macklin and James McIlroy. It seemed everyone still wanted to somehow touch the magic, which despite Shackleton’s many failings, and failures, had made him the most colourful of all the famous Victorian polar tyros.

Within seconds of setting my eyes on this scene we had passed the ship and I had to return my mind to the less exciting job at hand: buying canoes. But in its own way this seemingly inconsequential moment was already laying a path for me to follow in years to come.

Having left the armed forces in the early seventies, and in need of a job, I embarked on some expeditions along various remote rivers and glaciers in Norway and Canada. My appetite whetted, and my ambition and confidence gathering, I then set my mind to conquering some of the great polar challenges which had eluded the likes of Scott, Shackleton and even the famed Norwegian Roald Amundsen.

The first of these was the Trans Globe Expedition. After seven years of excruciating fundraising and preparations, my team and I set off in 1979, with the aim of becoming the first to travel over the entire surface of the Earth, via both poles, without flying one yard of the way. This, of course, not only involved reaching the South Pole but travelling across Antarctica itself, as had once been Shackleton’s dream. In doing so, much like the famous Victorian explorers, I was able to set sight on lands that had never before been seen, let alone crossed. Like Shackleton and his contemporaries, we also did this before the age of polar-orbiting satellites, so, with no GPS, satnav or satphone, we had to navigate with sextants, theodolites and hand compasses.

In 1993, I went one step further, when along with my expedition colleague, Mike Stroud, we became the first to cross the Antarctic continent unassisted, without the aid of food drops, transport or machinery. For ninety-two days, we each hauled a load of 485 lbs, over snow, ice, treacherous crevasses and mountains. All the while, we fought starvation, fatigue, frostbite and blindness, as well as the constant danger of falling into the crevasses. In 1996, with most of our polar goals now accomplished, I attempted to become the first man to cross the Antarctic solo and unassisted. Alas, an attack of kidney stones stopped me short.

Nevertheless, these expeditions have provided me with a unique perspective into Shackleton the man, as well as his adventures. As the Shackleton legend has grown over the decades, a litany of books and films about him has flooded the market. Debates have subsequently raged about his preparations and decision-making, not all of them flattering. Some of these books have certainly been entertaining, and educational, but others I have found myself vehemently disagreeing with, as some have played many tunes, invented many twists and told many lies.

It is for that reason that I decided to write this book. Of course, I needed no second invitation to travel alongside Shackleton and live vicariously through his adventures. But I certainly don’t want to simply retread familiar tales. My aim is to offer my own perspective, for what it’s worth, to hopefully enlighten and enrich the legend. Indeed, to write about Hell, it certainly helps if you have been there, and no previous Shackleton biographer has man-hauled a heavy sledge load through the great crevasse fields of the Beardmore Glacier, explored undiscovered icefields or walked a thousand miles on poisoned feet, hundreds of miles away from civilization.

I hope you will enjoy Shackleton’s still quite incredible story, for even now, almost a century after his death, his great achievements continue to astound and amaze.
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PART ONE


‘And I smelt the Galley’s odour

Heard curses of sailor men’
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The giggling, cries and gasps of awe coming from the young Ernest Shackleton’s bedroom were signs that, once again, he had his sisters in the palm of his hand. Gathering around their brother, the Shackleton sisters, of whom there would eventually be eight, were totally immersed in his grip. Standing tall, looking at his sisters one by one, the young boy, with fair hair and angelic eyes, set forth tales from his vivid imagination. He told them that just weeks before he had gone to London with one of his friends and they had encountered a raging inferno which threatened to engulf the city. Together, they had somehow managed to save the day and, as a reward, the Monument, near London Bridge, had been erected in their honour.

Despite such an outlandish tale, the Shackleton sisters believed it to be true. The story was told with such conviction and detail, that they went along with every word. If they should raise a question about one of his tall tales, Shackleton would always counter with a convincing answer. And even if they still didn’t believe a word of it, it was all such good fun that they were happy to be immersed in his world.

This Monument story indicates that from a young age Shackleton dreamed of performing a great deed, becoming a hero in the process, feted far and wide. He would spend the rest of his life trying to achieve exactly this.

It also highlights Shackleton’s rare gift of telling a story and making people believe in it, and him. This was to prove an invaluable trait in years to come. It would allow him to earn people’s trust, to fund his expeditions, to persuade others to do as he wished when he asked for the seemingly impossible, and even to make a living. For now, it was just the Shackleton sisters who believed his stories, and tended to his every need, but in the future this gift would see him have the world at his fingertips.

In his early years, despite his many dreams, it seemed it was only his family who had high hopes for him. Born in Ireland in 1874, his mother, Henrietta, was so taken by her ever-smiling boy, who seemed to always have a twinkle in his blue eyes, that she feared he was too good to live. With his sisters constantly running around after him, seemingly worshipping his every move, the young Shackleton certainly ruled the roost. This was a trait that endured his whole life, as his sister Kathleen later recalled: ‘“Come all my wives,” he would shout when he entered the house after a voyage. He would lie down and call out: “You must entertain me. Zuleika, you may fan me. Fatima, tickle my toes. Come, oh favoured one and scratch my back.” Of course we all loved it.’

In spite of this outpouring of love, the fortunes of the Shackleton family were on shaky ground. Since 1872, his father, Henry Shackleton, had worked as a farmer in Kilkea, County Kildare, just 30 miles from Dublin. However, by 1880 things were beginning to look bleak. The Americans, with a huge surplus of wheat from their prairies, had built a spiderweb of new roads to transport their grain to ports, where it could be exported at a minimal cost. Faced with such competition, agricultural depression soon followed in Europe. Henry saw that the writing was on the wall. Finally selling his farm in 1880, he moved his brood to Dublin, where he took up medicine at Trinity College Dublin.

Yet with Irish nationalism boiling over, and trouble brewing, as soon as Henry had completed his studies, he relocated the family to England in 1884, where he set up a practice in Croydon. After six months, they left Croydon and moved to Sydenham where Henry built up his business. Shackleton was now aged ten and quite used to being the centre of attention. That would quickly change. Upon attending Fir Lodge Preparatory School in Dulwich, he found himself outcast, teased for his Irish roots and slight brogue. Nicknamed ‘Mick’, Shackleton usually responded to such taunts with his fists. One classmate recalled, ‘If there was a scrap he was usually in it.’

Although Shackleton eventually lost his accent and began to speak in a more southern tone, he would forever have to put up with the nickname Mick. However, he soon happily adopted it as his own, in later years even signing letters Mickey, giving the bullies little ammunition with which to taunt him. As we shall soon see, Shackleton’s ability to bob and weave through the pitfalls of life was one of his many talents.

At thirteen years of age, Shackleton attended the public school, Dulwich College, just a short walk from his home. Once more, he initially found himself the outcast, liable to join in with any scrap, now earning the nickname ‘the Fighting Shackleton’. It seems he disliked team games, was no sports enthusiast and was lazy in class. School reports included the comments ‘wants waking up’, ‘is rather listless’, ‘often sinks into idleness’ and ‘must remember the importance of accuracy’.

The only thing that truly interested Shackleton was literature. At home, his father encouraged his children to read poetry, with Shackleton becoming an admirer of Tennyson and able to quote verse after verse. He also loved reading stories, particularly tales of derring-do set in the far-flung realms of the British empire. A favourite was Boy’s Own magazine, which he bought every Saturday for a penny. He also devoured books by Rider Haggard and Jules Verne, especially the adventures of Captain Nemo in Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea.

While Shackleton readily consumed fictional tales of heroic adventures, neither did he have to look too far for the real thing. At the end of the eighteenth century the British empire was the largest in history, covering a fifth of the Earth’s landmass, with one in four people on Earth – over 400 million – classed as British subjects. In 1887, when Shackleton was thirteen, Britain’s frenetic celebrations of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee saw patriotism and pride in the empire at their zenith. Any explorer who could bravely defy the odds and conquer new lands for Queen and country was to be exalted far and wide.

The likes of Sir Henry Morton Stanley, who made his name exploring remote and hazardous regions, made front-page news, as did the Indiana Jones-like Colonel Percy Fawcett, who had earned fame due to his search for a fabled lost city deep in the Brazilian jungle, where he had subsequently disappeared. A key factor that ensured such explorers became the most famous stars of their time was the passing of the Forster Education Act in 1870. This had made education compulsory for children aged between five and twelve, and enabled, for the first time, many of the working class to read. With more people now reading than ever before, they delighted in stories focusing on the brave and daring deeds of the empire’s explorers and conquerors.

As Shackleton read about these explorers, he must have noticed how adored they were by the British public and establishment alike. For a young boy struggling to fit in at school this seemed the answer to his prayers.

Having honed his gift for storytelling with his sisters, he now proceeded to tell fantastical stories to his classmates, whether his own, or read directly from the pages of Boy’s Own. Such was his storytelling knack, he soon earned a gang of followers who were happy to play truant in the local woods so that Shackleton could regale them with his tales.

When Shackleton told his gang a particularly thrilling story set at sea, such was the fervour he created that the boys immediately set off for London, where they prowled the docks, hoping to get jobs as cabin boys. To their frustration, and humiliation, they were instead sent packing.

Yet this trip to the docks lit a spark in Shackleton. Upon seeing the boats, all setting off for exotic locations, he realized that a life at sea held the key to his dreams of adventure. Most of his friends only really day-dreamed of such things, but he truly meant it. One of his many sisters later commented, ‘He had no particular hobbies as a boy, but anything to do with the sea was his special attraction.’

Another event around this time might also have inspired him to expand his horizons. Soon after the Shackleton family’s move to Sydenham his mother became sick, and spent the following forty years more or less confined to her bedroom. Seeing his beloved mother trapped in such a manner, through no fault of her own, perhaps made Shackleton realize that if he wanted to see the world, there wasn’t a second to lose. Perhaps he might one day meet his mother’s fate, and the world which now seemed so exciting and endless would forever be confined to the four walls of a bedroom.

Shackleton had also learned from his father’s example that doing what might seem sensible did not always guarantee a happy life. His upbringing may have been relatively comfortable, but Henry Shackleton certainly sailed close to the wind a few times during his career as a farmer and then as a doctor. Shackleton may well have thought, why submit to a ‘sensible’ profession if it was just as precarious as an exciting one?

So, when it came time to leave school, Shackleton announced he was ready to explore the world on the ocean waves. Henry Shackleton was not amused. The family could not afford the Royal Navy, and he had hoped his son would follow in his footsteps and be a doctor, but he also knew how determined the stubborn Ernest could be. Grudgingly, he gave in, but at the same time, he had a plan of his own. He knew that if his son’s ocean-going apprenticeship was sufficiently unpleasant, he would willingly switch to medicine on his return. Henry Shackleton therefore looked to sign his son on to one of the most testing apprenticeships the sea had to offer.

Remembering that his cousin Revd G. W. Woosnam was the superintendent of the Mersey Mission to Seamen in Liverpool, he asked him to utilize his contacts at the docks. A berth for Shackleton was subsequently found on board the Hoghton Tower, a cargo-carrying three-masted sailing ship. This would see him travel across some of the most treacherous seas in the world, alongside as rough and rugged a crew as you could imagine. And all for just a shilling a month. ‘No fool,’ Shackleton later wrote, ‘my father thought to cure me of my predilection for the sea by letting me go in the most primitive manner possible as a “boy” on board a sailing ship.’ Shackleton didn’t care. At long last he was on his way, and his adventures could begin.

Shackleton’s last three months at school saw an immediate change in his attitude to his studies, especially in mathematics, since it provided the basics of navigation. His maths teacher subsequently reported, ‘He has given much satisfaction in every way. There has been a marked improvement both in his work and in his behaviour.’

Still, this didn’t persuade Shackleton to stick around. He left school as soon as he could, finally saying his goodbyes at the tender age of sixteen in April 1890 and making his way to Liverpool to begin the first of his life’s many great adventures. However, while he might have been bubbling with excitement at the prospect of freedom and adventure, it would prove to be an experience that would almost cost him his life.
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Shackleton’s introduction to life at sea was just as traumatic as his father had planned. In the past, he might have admired the boats on the Thames and envied those on board; now the reality was very different.

Carrying 2,000 tons of cargo, the Hoghton Tower embarked for Cape Horn, Chile, a 20,000-mile journey, in the middle of the southern hemisphere winter. A byword for danger at the best of times, this voyage put even the most well-built vessels to the test. The Hoghton Tower might once have been described as ‘a magnificent specimen of iron shipbuilding’, boasting accommodation for sixteen first-class passengers, but her days of luxury were now far behind her. In the age of steam, the three-masted ship was now very much a relic, picking up only those jobs that steamers avoided like the plague.

Facing howling winds, crashing seas, monstrous waves and even icebergs, the ageing ship struggled to stay afloat, losing two lifeboats off the Horn, with several of the crew injured. Shackleton spent most of the storm with his head over the side, vomiting, his sea legs apparently deserting him. But seasickness was the least of his worries.

Ever since they set sail, on 30 April 1890, Shackleton, the boy from a middle-class, suburban background, had found things tough. Sharing cramped quarters with the foulmouthed, drunken crew, an appalled Shackleton called them ‘lower than beasts’. A mixture of vagabonds, chancers and grizzled sailors, each had a story to tell, as Shackleton later revealed in a letter to a friend: ‘There is an American who had to flee his country for killing a coloured man; another who was foreman in a large timber works … another owner of a large cattle ranch … Only the other day I saw a man stab another with a knife in the thigh right up to the handle.’ For a young boy expecting his first voyage to be like something out of Boy’s Own magazine, this was indeed a shock to the senses.

In those early days, Shackleton must have wondered if he was cut out for life at sea after all. Perhaps his father had been right all along? In another letter to an old schoolfriend he admitted it was ‘pretty hard work and dirty work too … I can tell you it is not all honey at sea.’

Matters only got worse when the crew realized that the ‘boy’ disapproved of their behaviour. Just as had been the case at school, he was taunted and tagged a weirdo. Some no doubt felt that such ritual bullying was necessary to harden up the fresh-faced boy, while others merely enjoyed taking out life’s frustrations on someone apparently vulnerable.

Finding little in common with the surly crew, Shackleton was often to be found alone, immersing himself in his books about adventure, exploration and empire-building, along with endlessly memorizing favourite poems, not to mention passages from the Bible. ‘I learnt more of literature in a year at sea than I did in half a dozen years at school,’ he later recalled. Indeed, whenever someone might have been looking for him, colleagues remember the familiar answer: ‘Old Shack’s busy with his books.’

Despite his quiet and withdrawn nature, the boy once known to his classmates as the Fighting Shackleton was certainly no pushover. When one crew member kicked him in the leg, Shackleton fell to the deck and bit deep into his tormentor’s shin. It was a move that earned the grudging respect of the crew, while ensuring that anyone would think twice before getting physical with the boy, who clearly had hot blood coursing through his veins.

As the ship pushed out to Chile and Shackleton acclimatized to this new way of life, he slowly ingratiated himself with many of the crew, just as he had done with his classmates at school. Moreover, he found that his deep knowledge of literature, poetry and religion along with his ability to tell a good story were valuable commodities at sea. Before long, the skipper noticed a handful of his more hardened crew crowding around the young boy as he reeled off one story after another, often leaving them in fits of laughter. Perhaps even more surprising was the fact that some even began to request verses from the Bible. Equally unexpected was that the young, seemingly virtuous boy was now telling his stories with a cigarette dangling from his lip and also letting the occasional profanity fly. Growing ever more comfortable and confident, Shackleton moved through the different hierarchies of the ship with apparent ease, telling his tales to crew and captain alike. Some might have been suspicious that he was perhaps seeking to further himself, but it was clear that he did this for no more reward than the fact that he enjoyed company, whomever it might be. As one sailor later noted of him, he was ‘several types bound in one volume’.

While his storytelling ability softened many of the crew’s attitudes towards him, the quality they truly appreciated was his willingness to get stuck into the hard graft. There was no glamour in many of the tasks he had to do, but Shackleton proved to be eager, whether it be scrubbing the decks, tying knots, moving heavy cargo in and out of storage holds, or even climbing the 150-foot-high mast in the eye of a storm. Never uttering a quibble or a complaint, Shackleton just got on with the job at hand, keen to show his worth. Such was his impact that when the battered ship and crew arrived in Valparaíso after fifteen weeks at sea, the skipper, Captain Partridge, invited him to dinner with the local consul as a reward.

When the Hoghton Tower arrived back in Liverpool, almost a year after she had left, Shackleton said it was ‘one of the stiffest apprenticeships’ a boy could ever experience. However, was it enough to put him off a career at sea, as his father had planned?

Upon returning home to Sydenham, where he regaled his sisters with fantastic stories of his adventures and enjoyed home cooking and a cosy bed, his father casually asked his son about his future plans. Without missing a beat, Shackleton answered that he remained undeterred in his ambition. He wanted to continue at sea and rise through the ranks as quickly as possible. This time, Henry Shackleton did not try to stop him. In his year away, his son had grown to be a man, so if this was to be his choice, then so be it. He clearly knew what he was getting himself into.

Captain Partridge was also keen to have him back. While he said that Shackleton was ‘the most pig-headed, obstinate boy I have ever come across’, he also told Revd Woosnam that there was ‘no real fault to find with him’. Shackleton soon signed his indentures for four more years at sea and was all set to return to the Hoghton Tower, albeit now with Captain Robert Robinson at the helm.

Setting sail from Cardiff in June 1891, this journey to Chile was to be even harder than the first. Again, the weather around Cape Horn was formidable, with one man washed overboard and lost, while eight others were badly injured in accidents. Shackleton was also forced to lie for days in his wet bunk suffering from agonizing back pain brought on by a month spent in soaked clothing. On landing in Chile, he was then attacked by an acute bout of dysentery, making the journey even more unpleasant. But Shackleton’s biggest gripe concerned Captain Robinson, who was a far harder taskmaster than Captain Partridge had been.

A little under a year later, Shackleton made it clear to his family that he hated the Hoghton, the skipper and most of the crew. Nonetheless, he knew that his chances of advancement would be dented unless he completed a third trip. At least, this time, the initial destination was India, not Chile. However, it was during this trip that Shackleton nearly lost his life.

When a crew member died suddenly, some of the more superstitious crew told Shackleton that it was a sign that an evil omen was aboard. Shackleton might have scoffed at such tales, but soon after a storm struck without warning just south of the Cape of Good Hope. Such was its ferocity there was no time to take in the sails. At the wheel, Shackleton was desperately trying to keep the ship upright and on course when a huge wave keeled her over and flooded the decks. As Shackleton remembered, ‘Nature seemed to be pouring out the vials of her wrath.’

Gasping for breath, choking on salty water, he heard a cracking sound from above. Moments later the mast came crashing down, slamming into the area where Shackleton had been standing shortly before. Counting his blessings, he later wrote, ‘It was a miracle that I was not killed.’

After surviving further storms in two years at sea, going from India, to Australia, to Chile, he eventually completed his apprenticeship in July 1894. It had been four years since he had set forth on his first journey and in that time, he had truly grown to be a man. Blossoming from a fresh-faced, uneasy youth, he was now a strapping twenty-year-old with the confidence of having survived all that life at sea had thrown at him. Now with added muscle, a strong jaw and a sense of purpose, his many months spent with an assortment of characters had also provided many more yarns to his arsenal, now told with ever more elucidation and sparkle, in a rich tone that could only be attributable to a man of the sea.

Despite having found the last journey aboard the Hoghton particularly unforgiving, Shackleton certainly had no qualms about continuing in his chosen profession. No doubt the lack of any alternative career might have also played a large part in this decision, but nonetheless he soon passed the Board of Trade examination as second mate and subsequently took a posting as third mate on the Monmouthshire, a tramp streamer with the Shire Line.

This was a considerable step up from the outdated Hoghton Tower. In particular, on her regular journeys to China and Japan, she offered him the luxury of his own cabin, where he could read in peace. In 1896, he passed his exams for first mate and was then upgraded again, this time to serve on the even more luxurious Flintshire.

By the age of twenty-three, Shackleton had already seen much of the world and had a decent profession, even if it wasn’t one of which his father particularly approved. It seemed that a lifetime of adventures on the sea awaited him. But soon his eyes turned to another stormy adventure altogether, that of love and romance.
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In July 1897 Ernest Shackleton met the woman who would inspire him to greatness. As his father tended to his blossoming roses in the Sydenham sunshine, Shackleton, now on home leave, barely paid them any notice. The young sailor’s attention was instead firmly focused on one of his sister’s guests.

The woman in question was strikingly attractive; of that there was no doubt. A slender brunette with piercing blue eyes, her easy smile and elegant stature certainly beguiled the young Irishman. But after being introduced by his sisters and learning that the lady in question was called Emily Dorman, he soon found that there was more to her than met the eye.

The daughter of a wealthy and successful solicitor, Emily was well educated and intelligent, able to flit between flirtation and keen debate in a blink of an eye. She had already captured many a man’s attention, turning down as many as sixteen proposals of marriage in the process. Rarer still, in an age when people married young, was the fact that she remained single in her late twenties. It was clear that she would not accept a partner for the sake of it. She was far too independent of mind and free-spirited to accept such a fate. Only a man who was capable of sweeping her off her feet would come under consideration.

At six years her junior, Shackleton eagerly took up the challenge. It certainly seems that he was genuinely smitten with Emily, but perhaps his spirit of adventure also played a role. Like so many of his future expeditions, Emily was an unconquered, uncharted challenge. Many men had tried to gain her attention and had failed. She would clearly not accept second best. So, if Shackleton were to catch her eye, and maybe even earn her hand in marriage, then he would have succeeded where so many others had failed.

Yet despite his best efforts to be at his most charming, Emily was clearly not struck by Cupid’s arrow. Greeting him coolly, she barely paid him any more attention than was necessary for the sake of politeness. And why should she? On paper, Shackleton was not only younger than she was, he was also just a modest ship’s officer. At the tender age of twenty-three, he might have passed his Master’s Certificate, which, in theory, enabled him to take command of any Merchant Navy vessel anywhere in the world, but against competing suitors from high society this held very little sway.

Undeterred by Emily’s cool manner, and with his pursuit interrupted by journeys at sea, Shackleton never lost sight of the fact that this was the woman he wanted to marry. Whenever he returned from one of his many voyages, Shackleton continued to pursue her relentlessly, and while she was initially suspicious that she might just be the latest temporary crush of a restless seaman, she had to admit that the barrel-chested young man did have an intriguing hint of mischief and adventure about him.

After months of Shackleton pulling out all the stops, Emily eventually agreed to accompany him to the British Museum. To her surprise, she found that beneath the blarney was a sensitive young man with a love of the arts, particularly poetry. Shackleton was of course well practised in spinning stories and reciting poetry to get even the hardest men on side, and his magnetic way with words soon captured Emily’s attention. While Shackleton quoted long verses of Tennyson, verbatim, Emily shot back verses from her favourite poet, Robert Browning, whom she had studied on a university course. However, having written a paper on Browning’s poem ‘Paracelsus’, she might have already recognized warning signs about any future relationship with Shackleton, as it told of a hero who put aside love in order to seek knowledge.

With their love of poetry serving as a common ground, Emily gave Shackleton a biography of Browning for him to read at sea. Soon, he also became an avid admirer of the poet, later writing, ‘I tell you what I find in Browning is a consistent, a spontaneous optimism. No poet ever met the riddle of the universe with a more radiant answer. He knows what the universe expects of man – courage, endurance, faith – faith in the goodness of existence.’ In a letter to Emily, he even quoted a line from Browning’s ‘The Statue and the Bust’: ‘Let a man contend to the uttermost for his life’s set prize.’ This left her in no doubt that she was the woman the young sailor wanted above all else.

However, just as Emily seemed to grow close, she would inexplicably pull away, playing havoc with Shackleton’s emotions. As he wrote in another letter to her, sent while at sea, the future is ‘so uncertain that I dare hardly shape a hope’. Increasingly desperate to earn her affections, and nervous that there might be competition, Shackleton was beside himself when, around Christmas 1898, the Flintshire prepared to set off on another long journey. Faced with the prospect of yet more months away, Shackleton was desolate as the ship left port, fearing that he might have lost his chance. Fate, however, dealt Shackleton an unexpected reprieve.

On Boxing Day 1898, the Flintshire ran aground just off the Yorkshire coast and required repairs. Sensing an opportunity, Shackleton left the ship and made straight for the Dormans’ house. Eager to take his chance, Shackleton threw caution to the wind and declared his love for Emily in the privacy of the billiard room. For the first time, Emily could tell that the young sailor meant what he said. Suddenly, a future together no longer seemed so ludicrous.

However, there remained another obstacle before Shackleton and Emily could be married: her father. It wasn’t that Charles Dorman disliked Shackleton. On the contrary, he found him polite and charming company. It was his chosen profession that was the problem. A life at sea was far removed from that of a doctor or solicitor. It was certainly not as well regarded, or well paid, and it also meant being away for months at a time. No matter his affection for Shackleton, this was hardly the life he had in mind for his daughter, who had seen off far more eligible bachelors in the past.

Despite these misgivings, Shackleton was not cast out into the cold. When not at sea, he spent many a weekend at the Dormans’ farm in East Sussex, and he was also invited to dinner parties, at which he was ever eager to impress his prospective father-in-law. Emily’s niece remembered: ‘He was so nice to the maids when they waited at the table, they almost dropped the things because he made them laugh so.’

One particular story, however, highlights Shackleton’s own concerns that he might not measure up. While travelling by train to the Dormans, he struck up a conversation with an antique dealer who he found was attending an auction at the Dorman home. When the dealer asked, ‘What are you hoping to get out of the old man?’, Shackleton replied, ‘His daughter, I hope.’

I can certainly sympathize with Shackleton’s predicament. As a young man, I had set my sights on my late wife, Ginny, whom I had known since we were both children. Her father was understandably very protective of his beautiful daughter, particularly from the likes of me.

Like Shackleton, I seemed to offer very little. While I went to Eton, I did not excel academically and was all set for a career in the armed forces. Ginny, on the other hand, went to an all-girls boarding school and could have had any man she wanted. After a series of misdemeanours, which culminated in me attempting to blow up the film set of Dr Dolittle in a misjudged environmental protest, Ginny’s father banned her from seeing me, telling my mother that I was ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’. Still, this didn’t deter me. No matter what, I was determined that we would be together and, while it took many years, by the time we were married, her father had come to accept me in some measure at least, realizing that, like Shackleton, there was no putting me off. It also helped that Ginny returned my love.

While I was somewhat of a bull in a china shop, Shackleton went about things far more smoothly. If he was to be worthy of Emily and gain her father’s approval, he knew he had to do better than a life at sea. During a conversation with James Dunsmore, the Flintshire’s engineer, Shackleton said, ‘You see, old man, as long as I remain with this company I will never be more than a skipper. But I think I can do something better. In fact, I would like to make a name for myself – and for her.’

With this in mind, and soon after pouring his heart out to Emily in the Dorman billiard room, Shackleton resigned from Shire Line and looked for a more impressive berth. He quickly found it with Castle Line, a prestigious shipping company, whose 5,000-ton passenger liner Tantallon Castle was the cream of the crop. Steeped in luxury, its clientele was often made up of a Who’s Who of British society.

Serving as fourth officer, Shackleton embarked on three trips to South Africa, finding the surroundings on the Tantallon far more in keeping with his lofty ambitions. And, while his new role proved that he might yet be worthy of Emily, he also hoped it might open many doors.

Armed with a natural confidence, he was now well aware that he had a rare gift to make people like him, and he intended to use it to his advantage. While on his early voyages at sea he had used his gifts to fit in with the Hoghton Tower’s crew, here he made it his mission to ingratiate himself with high society.

Perfecting a chameleon-like ability to transform his character and tales to suit any particular audience, he was able to move between the roguish Irish ‘mickey’, the hot-blooded sailor with tales to burn and the middle-class gentleman with a vast knowledge of the world, charming all who crossed his path. Veering from quoting lines of poetry to sharing more bawdy tales of his seagoing adventures, Shackleton had the unique ability to make a new acquaintance feel at ease. His piercing gaze and infectious enthusiasm saw one of the Castle Line skippers say of him: ‘His eyes were bright and his glances quick … On a subject that absorbed his interest, his voice changed to a deep, vibrant tone, his eyes shone, and he showed that determined, self-reliant, fearless and dominant personality which, later, was to make him a leader men would obey and follow unhesitatingly.’

Prosperous businessmen were not always known for being easily impressed, but Shackleton’s nature soon disarmed them. He did it all with such ease, and confidence, that no one felt they were being used for any purpose other than friendship. More often than not, that was just the case, as Shackleton welcomed the opportunity for company, it didn’t matter what class they happened to be from. Rather than be seen as just a member of staff, Shackleton’s presence was actively encouraged at most tables, with most recognizing his ability to lift any mood. One such admirer was the steel magnate Gerald Lysaght, who in time would become one of Shackleton’s great supporters.

Such luxury, and company, would sadly not last long. In October 1899, war broke out between Britain and the Afrikaner-speaking settlers in South Africa. While Shackleton was promoted to third officer on the 3,500-ton Tintagel Castle, high-society passengers were now replaced by thousands of troops who required passage to the Cape to fend off the Boer guerrillas. Among those who answered the call was Shackleton’s younger brother, Frank.

On 14 December 1899, the Tintagel Castle set off from Southampton for the Cape, carrying a cargo of 1,200 troops, with high hopes that the war would be over in no time at all. Still, Shackleton charmed and entertained everyone he met. With thousands of restless young men looking for amusement, his ability to tell a story was always in high demand, while he also organized sporting activities and concerts. In his spare time, as always, he read a great deal, with a friend describing Shackleton’s cabin as ‘having a bookcase with the signs of a well-read owner for, in it, I saw Shakespeare, Longfellow, Darwin and Dickens’.

The war in South Africa did not, however, go as hoped. Over 3,000 British soldiers were killed, wounded or captured in the first week of conflict. The Tintagel Castle, along with Shackleton, was therefore required to do a quick turn-around and swiftly return to the Cape to supply ever more soldiers for the battlefield.

Always one to spot an opportunity amidst the apparent gloom, Shackleton soon recognized a way in which he could make his name and impress Emily and her father. Along with the ship’s doctor, William McLean, and others, he produced a small book about their trips to South Africa, titled, OHMS or How 1200 Soldiers Went to Table Bay. With excerpts of some of his favourite poems also included, two thousand subscribers eagerly snapped up copies at 2 shillings and 6 pence. So proud was he of this new venture that he sent a specially bound copy to Queen Victoria, although his greatest thrill of all was being able to present one to Emily, inscribed ‘E to E July 1900 The First Fruits’.

Despite the book’s success, and his sterling work with Castle Line, the fact that Shackleton inscribed Emily’s copy of the book with ‘The First Fruits’ hints that he felt he was still unworthy of her. Indeed, during his long voyages at sea he continued to believe that there were other suitors nipping at her heels, which caused him great distress. In letters to her he wrote:


I suppose it is [a] man’s way to want a woman altogether to himself … I said it in the old days ‘Love me only a little, just a little’ and now it seems as I grow older I am saying ‘Love me altogether and only me’ … When like today you spoke of him: something catches at my heart and I feel lost, out in the cold … Why did I not know you first? Why did you not tremble to my touch first of all the men in the world? Of all tales of love and sorrow I feel ours stands out for there was no hope in the beginning and there is none now.



Thankfully, an opportunity soon presented itself that would allow Shackleton to live out his dreams and impress both Emily and her father. It would, however, involve a trip to the other side of the world, where no man had ever before set foot.
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PART TWO


‘A soul whipped on by the wanderfire’
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In the summer of 1900, an advertisement caught Shackleton’s eye. Under the command of the Royal Navy’s Lieutenant Robert Scott, the Royal Geographical Society (RGS) was financing an expedition to the Antarctic. The advert was therefore seeking to recruit suitable crew members. Shackleton had neither the exploration nor scientific experience, but this was just the sort of opportunity he had spent his whole life looking for.

Straight from the pages of Boy’s Own, the chance to explore a largely uncharted continent offered adventure, fame and fortune. Moreover, with the British empire thirsting for more conquests in the face of competition from the likes of America and Germany, any man who was to conquer an unknown continent such as Antarctica and claim it for Queen and country was sure to be celebrated as a hero for decades to come.

It was all of this, rather than the chance to actually explore the Antarctic, that truly drove Shackleton. Louis Bernacchi, the physicist and astronomer on the expedition, later remembered that Shackleton ‘evinced no interest in any previous Antarctic expeditions’ and was ‘hungry for adventure and fame’. One of Shackleton’s shipmates on the Castle Line continued on the same theme: ‘He was attracted by the opportunity of breaking away from the monotony of method and routine – from an existence which might eventually strangle his individuality. He saw himself so slowly progressing to the command of a liner that his spirit rebelled at the thought of the best years of his life and virility passing away in weary waiting.’ Shackleton’s first biographer, Hugh Robert Mill, later added that Antarctica was ‘an opportunity and nothing more’.

One of the other primary attractions of the expedition was of course the opportunity for Shackleton to prove himself worthy of Emily. As Shackleton’s daughter, Cecily, was to later comment about her father’s pursuit of her mother during this time, ‘He was going to lay the world at her feet, and be worthy of this very lovely … woman, with brilliant blue eyes and wonderful smile … He wanted to pour something out round her feet and say, “There you are, you see, you’ve married a man who’s making his own way in life and I’ve brought you back the goods.”’

Brimming with excitement, Shackleton formally applied to join the expedition in September 1900. However, if he had taken the time to learn of the fate of many of the previous expeditions to the ice, he might well have had second thoughts.

The Antarctic Circle was first crossed by Captain James Cook in 1773, yet he never actually saw the continent of Antarctica itself. Due to hundreds of miles of pack ice, his ship, the Resolution, was blocked from venturing any further. While land was finally sighted in 1820, and the continent circumnavigated by Bellinghausen in 1820–21, it was not until the 1840s that two Royal Navy ships, Erebus and Terror, were able to break through the pack and explore more fully. This honour fell to James Clark Ross and Francis Crozier, who, as well as working out the approximate whereabouts of the South Magnetic Pole, were able to map geographical features for the first time, including the Ross Sea, McMurdo Sound and the Great Ice Barrier, known today as the Ross Ice Shelf. However, a disastrous Royal Navy expedition in the Arctic North would shortly afterwards put a stop to any further British polar exploration for thirty years.

This mishap occurred in 1845, during Sir John Franklin’s expedition to map the last unnavigated section of the Northwest Passage in the Canadian Arctic. Working their way through the pack ice, the two ships Erebus and Terror suddenly became stuck. Rescue missions were frantically put together to search for the missing 129 men, at huge cost – eventually topping £700,000 (£40 million today) – but to no avail.

This cost, and subsequent scars, meant that it would not be until 1874 that a British boat would return to the south, when the Challenger expedition crossed the Antarctic Circle. Yet, even after this, so many questions remained unanswered. Was the continent a huge land mass, a chain of islands, or just a giant block of ice? So little was known that it might as well have been Mars. As the Daily Express later commented, ‘its environment remains a kind of silence and mist and vague terrors.’

The oceanographer Sir John Murray soon grew frustrated at the lack of progress towards answers to these questions. Having served as a naturalist on the Challenger expedition, and with the disaster of the Franklin expedition fading from memory, he addressed the Royal Geographical Society in 1893, urging them to renew the exploration of the Antarctic. In the audience, listening intently, was Sir Clements Markham. President of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), Markham was a former Royal Navy man who in 1850 had joined a rescue voyage to the Arctic with the aim of locating the ships lost in the Franklin expedition. Inspired by Murray’s call to arms, he became obsessed with the notion that Britain should lead the way in Antarctic exploration.

Immediately setting to work on this National Antarctic Expedition, Markham mapped out a plan that would be executed by the Royal Navy. The first step would see a ship force its way through the pack ice to find a suitable anchorage for the crew to overwinter on board. In the summer, the Royal Navy crew would ‘explore this Antarctic continent by land, to ascertain its physical features and, above all, to discover the character of its rocks and to find fossils to throw a light on its geological history’. There was as yet no mention of trying to reach the South Pole, but Markham’s great hope was that a British man, from the Royal Navy no less, should be the first to claim this holy grail.

In 1895, Markham’s project was approved at the Sixth International Geographical Congress in London. The congress exclaimed that it was the ‘greatest piece of geographical exploration still to be undertaken’ and that it would advance knowledge in ‘almost every branch’ of science. Others were not quite as enthusiastic.

When it became apparent that funds of over £100,000 (£6 million today) would need to be raised, Markham found that the Prime Minister, the Admiralty and even the Royal Society were reluctant to become involved. Memories of the tragic fate, and cost, of the Franklin expedition lingered and Markham was told that huge sums of money were required to modernize the Navy fleet, especially with Germany’s fleet undergoing great improvements. In short, there was no money available to finance such a grand folly.

Infighting between politicians, the Navy, the RGS and the Royal Society didn’t help matters either. All disagreed as to the expedition’s specific aims, some believing that the expedition should concentrate on the glory of claiming uncharted land for Queen and country while others felt that a scientific expedition would be of far greater value. Markham could do nothing but watch as other countries and explorers sought to beat him, and Britain, to the punch.

In January 1895, the Norwegian Carsten Borchgrevink claimed to be the first man to have set foot on the Antarctic continent. Three years later, a Belgian expedition set out to cross the Antarctic Circle and became the first party to overwinter on the continent, albeit unwittingly, as their ship, the Belgica, became trapped in the ice.

However, for Markham, the real twist of the knife came in 1898, when a rival British expedition set off for the Antarctic. The Southern Cross expedition was privately financed by the British magazine publisher Sir George Newnes, and it was an enormous success, being the first to overwinter on the Antarctic mainland itself, as well as the first to visit the Great Ice Barrier since Sir James Clark Ross’s ground-breaking expedition of 1839–43. In doing so, it also pioneered the use of dogs and sledges in Antarctic travel. To many, this had torpedoed Markham’s plans for his own expedition, which was now known as ‘Discovery’.

The end of the century drew ever closer and Markham had still raised only £14,000, with no further donations in sight. The government and the Royal Society remained uninterested and neither had a private benefactor stepped forward. Meanwhile, the German government announced that it was going to finance the Gauss expedition to Antarctica. However, just when all seemed lost, the wealthy industrialist Llewellyn Wood Longstaff answered Markham’s prayers and donated £25,000 (£1.5 million today).

Shortly afterwards, the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VII, agreed to become patron of the expedition, and his son, the future George V, vice-patron. I know from experience just how crucial a royal patron can be. In 1972, Ginny and I set about trying to raise money for our Trans Globe Expedition, needing to raise around £30 million in donations and sponsorship, all while having very limited expedition experience. At the time, we had £210 in the bank, owned a second-hand minivan and a heavily mortgaged, semi-detached house near Hammersmith Bridge. The only income we had was my infrequent pay cheques from the Territorial Army. Our dream seemed fanciful at best, and while we certainly surprised ourselves, and others, in raising a large sum of money, it wasn’t until Prince Charles gave us his royal seal of approval in 1978 that people really began to take us seriously. Indeed, when we faced a serious issue in finding someone to sponsor our fuel, which would cost £1 million, it was thanks to the Prince that we eventually struck a deal with Mobil Oil. Prince Charles was to become the patron of many of my subsequent expeditions, and this opened further doors. In addition to this, he was also a great support, even going so far as to advise me on picking my team. In short, the support of a Royal can go a long way, as Markham would now find.

Once Markham’s project had been approved by the Prince of Wales, the government felt it could no longer be seen to be holding out and offered Markham £45,000 towards the cost, on the proviso that he raised the rest from private sources.

Yet while Markham’s dream seemed to be fast becoming a reality, things almost came crashing down. Markham’s primary aim was for a geographic approach, exploring the unknown continent and mapping it accordingly. The Royal Society, however, championed a more scientific agenda, studying rocks and minerals, among other things. Although Markham had so far been able to balance this dispute, the disagreement came to the fore when discussions about who to appoint to lead the expedition began.

The Society advocated Professor John Walter Gregory, an acclaimed geologist and explorer. In contrast, Markham put forward Robert Falcon Scott, a thirty-one-year-old torpedo-lieutenant in the Royal Navy. Markham had first noticed Scott in 1887, in a race between two Navy ships in the West Indies. He obviously made a big impression, as Markham said, ‘I was much struck by his intelligence, information and the charm of his manner.’ And yet Scott had no experience of ice and had never before commanded an expedition. Despite this, Markham was determined to have his way, digging his heels in with a rabid determination until he tired the society into submission.

Lieutenant Scott was duly appointed as leader, and turned his attention to appointing his crew, on which Shackleton hoped to serve. However, with Shackleton’s application now in Scott’s hand, he read through the particulars then threw it into the bin and, along with it, all of Shackleton’s hopes and dreams.
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Shackleton was distraught. He had hoped that his experience at sea might have been enough for him to earn a berth on the merchant ship Discovery. But having no expedition experience, and not being enlisted in the Royal Navy, had proven fatal to his chances. The door appeared to be firmly closed. If he was to live out his dreams, as well as prove himself to Emily and her father, he’d have to think again. However, he soon realized that all might not be lost just yet.

Upon learning that Llewellyn Longstaff had financed much of the expedition, he recalled that on one his trips to the Cape he had met Longstaff’s son Cedric. Using this relationship as a way in, Shackleton arranged to meet with Cedric’s father at his home in the London suburb of Wimbledon.

Shackleton’s time mixing with high society had served him well. While he proved to be charming company, in Llewelyn Longstaff he also found a kindred spirit, a man who seemed to love the prospect of adventure and risk almost as much as he did. After an enjoyable afternoon in each other’s company, the wealthy industrialist promised Shackleton that he would personally recommend his services to Markham.

There was a slight hitch, in that Markham had wanted to staff the entire crew of the Discovery with Royal Navy men under a regime of standard naval discipline. However, he was in no position to turn down Longstaff’s request, particularly as the expedition was likely to need more money in the future. As such, he merely promised that he would see to it that Scott would look once more at Shackleton’s application, and this is where Shackleton now met with a stroke of luck.

Swamped with the deluge of preparations, Scott asked Albert Armitage, his thirty-six-year-old second-in-command, to take care of it. A fellow merchant marine officer, Armitage was impressed by Shackleton’s experience, and he also saw something that Scott had missed. The Discovery, the ship for the expedition, was to be one of the last traditional wooden three-masted ships built in Britain, as steel steamships powered by coal were now in vogue. Shackleton was one of the few applicants who had experience on such a ship, owing to his time on the Hoghton Tower.

Armitage was also aware that an expedition of this sort required a particular personality. There was no room for troublemakers or shirkers. Everyone would be required to fit in and pull their weight. With this in mind, Armitage sought out testimonials from Shackleton’s employer at Castle Line. Word soon came back that he was a ‘very good fellow’ and ‘more intelligent than the average officer’. This was all Armitage needed to hear in order to persuade Scott that Shackleton was worthy of a berth.

In early 1901, while returning to England on the Carisbrooke Castle, Shackleton learned that Scott had accepted his application. As a junior officer, his tasks would include managing provisions and building the ship’s library. For this he would be paid the meagre sum of £250 a year (around £15,000 today). Despite the poor pay, he was thrilled; such a job was worth far more to Shackleton than money. While he told Emily this was all for her, she was far too wise to fall for it. ‘He used to say he went on the Discovery to get out of the “ruck” for me!’ she wrote, ‘it was dear of him to say it because I cannot flatter myself that it was only for me – it was his own spirit, a soul whipped on by the wanderfire.’

As soon as Shackleton arrived at Scott’s London offices, he sought to impress. Desperate to be an integral member of the expedition, and eager to learn, he spoke to anyone who crossed his path. Whether they were Royal or Merchant Navy, and whatever their rank, or whether they were one of the five scientists who would also be on the trip, it was all the same to him. Thanks to his garrulous personality and gift of the gab, he was equally happy holding forth in the local pub with the young sailors, sharing bawdy stories in between a puff of a cigarette and a pint, as he was mixing with the scientists, asking questions about them and their interests. James Dell, a young sailor on the Discovery, observed that Shackleton was ‘both fore and aft’, while Clarence Hare, a steward, recalled that he was a ‘good mixer’.

Shackleton’s charm was also to provide dividends for the expedition’s finances. On making a tour of the Discovery, Elizabeth Dawson-Lambton, a wealthy spinster, was so taken by him that she donated £1,000 to the expedition. The money was subsequently spent on a hot-air balloon, which Sir Joseph Hooker, the last remaining survivor of the Ross and Crozier expedition, had recommended. He had told Scott that if the expedition should find it was unable to travel as far as it desired, the balloon would still be able to provide unparalleled coastal views of the unexplored continent.

However, not everyone was in thrall to Shackleton’s charm. The physicist Louis Bernacchi, who was to study magnetism on the continent, was particularly scathing. ‘His aptitude for satire, for bantering his companions, could be embarrassing and sometimes annoying,’ he wrote.

Yet, as had been the case on the Hoghton Tower, even those who were immune to the smiling and jocular Irishman could not deny that he was a hard worker. He was frequently seen lugging boxes up and down the office stairs, stacking them high to save space and then weighing them, to ensure they remained below 56 lbs so they could be easily unloaded when in Antarctica. His commitment and enthusiasm for any job was infectious. Markham commented that he was a ‘marvel of intelligent energy’, while even the critical Bernacchi was moved to concede that he was ‘full of flashing new ideas’. Scott, the man whom Shackleton wanted to impress more than any other, was also complimentary, commending him for always being ‘brimful of enthusiasm and good fellowship’.

On the surface, Scott, the Royal Navy officer, and Shackleton of the Merchant Marine could not have been more different. Scott, who had been at sea since he was thirteen, was more insular in character and more rigid in his approach, being a stickler for Navy codes of discipline. Some found him hard to warm to and felt he could at times be stubborn. In contrast, Shackleton loved the company of people and was a tornado of energy, sometimes to his own detriment. Rules did not particularly concern him; he relied instead on an innate sense of fairness.

However, Scott and Shackleton did have something important in common. Neither of them was particularly keen on polar exploration for the sake of excitement or the novelty of the great unknown. Rather, both hoped that the expedition would greatly benefit their futures, with Scott looking to further his career in the Navy and Shackleton to make his mark and win the hand of Emily. That they had embarked on polar exploration was a matter of chance; they would have seized any opportunity to get on with equal enthusiasm. However, they also shared the same tragic flaw, ‘a colossal ignorance of their chosen field’, with neither man having been to the ice before.

There was no denying that Scott faced a tremendous challenge in setting up a two- to three-year expedition with no 
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