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MEMBERS OF THE BRITISH ANTARCTIC EXPEDITION, 1910–1913

SHORE PARTY

Officers and scientists
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Edward Wilson – chief scientist (‘Uncle Bill’)
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Henry Bowers – lieutenant, RIM (‘Birdie’)

Victor Campbell – lieutenant, RN, first mate (‘The Wicked Mate’)

Bernard Day – motor engineer

Apsley Cherry-Garrard – assistant zoologist (‘Cherry’)

Frank Debenham – geologist (‘Deb’)

Tryggve Gran – sub-lieutenant, Royal Norwegian Navy, ski expert (‘Trigger’)

Cecil Meares – in charge of the dogs

Edward Nelson – biologist

Lawrence Oates – captain, British Army, in charge of the ponies (‘The Soldier’)

Herbert Ponting – photographer

Raymond Priestley – geologist

George Simpson – meteorologist (‘Sunny Jim’)

Charles Wright – physicist (‘Silas’)

 Thomas Griffith Taylor – geologist (‘Griff’)

George Levick – surgeon, RN

Men

Edgar Evans – petty officer, RN (‘Taff’)

William Lashly – stoker, RN

Tom Crean – petty officer, RN

Robert Forde – petty officer, RN

Frank Browning – petty officer, RN

Patrick Keohane – petty officer, RN

George Abbott – petty officer, RN

Harry Dickason – able seaman, RN

Thomas Clissold – cook, RN (first season)

William Archer – cook, RN (second season)

Frederick Hooper – steward, RN

Thomas Williamson – petty officer, RN (second season)

Anton Omelchenko – groom

Dimitri Gerov – dog driver

SHIP’S PARTY (only those referred to in text)

Harry Pennell – lieutenant, RN

Wilfred Bruce – lieutenant, RNR

Henry Rennick – lieutenant, RN

Dennis Lillie – biologist

Alfred Cheetham – boatswain, RNR

William Williams – engineer, RN




 ‘The highest object that human beings can set before themselves is not the pursuit of any such chimera as the annihilation of the unknown: it is simply the unwearied endeavour to remove its boundaries a little further from our little sphere of action.’

– Thomas Huxley, quoted in one of Scott’s notebooks1




PROLOGUE

The young naval officer Edward Evans was in awe when Robert Scott came out to meet the Morning at the edge of the frozen sea. The trim and well-dressed torpedo lieutenant of Evans’ memory had been replaced with a starved and rough-looking figure, walking slowly over the ice on swollen legs. Scott’s beard was ragged, his eyes bloodshot, and plasters hung in ribbons from his cracked lips.

He had been out of civilisation for more than a year, but if the appearance of the Morning on the Antarctic coast was a happy surprise to him, he did not let on. When Scott reached the gangway he reverted to naval habit in a way that seemed out of step with his wild appearance. ‘Is Captain Colbeck on board?’ he asked sharply. Evans wrote that Scott ‘might have been paying a routine courtesy call on a ship in the Home Fleet’.1

But it would be wrong to assume from his formal manner that the figure coming up the gangway was a martinet or a dyed-in-the-wool naval man. Scott was, in fact, an officer on the run – from the peacetime routines of a service he had long found suffocating and depressing. Behind him was the freedom and possibility of the Antarctic; and before him, in the shape of the Morning and her crew, were all the obligations of home. As he sat down to a ‘royal welcome’ in the wardroom, it seemed as though Scott were waking from a long dream.2 For more than a year he had been left to his own devices to study the problems of Antarctica, problems far beyond the normal scope of a naval officer.

The Discovery, Scott’s exploring ship, lay fast in the sea ice 10 miles from the Morning. In her icebound hull he had spent the southernmost winter in human history. And when spring arrived, Scott and two companions, Ernest Shackleton and Edward Wilson, had set out on a nearly 100-day journey towards the South Pole. Though they hadn’t reached the Pole, they had crossed the 82nd parallel, farther south than anyone had gone before. By the time they returned to find the Morning anchored to the ice near their ship in February 1903, all three men were suffering from degrees of starvation and scurvy. The usually highly strung Scott was fighting an ‘almost unconquerable inclination to sit down’.3 Shackleton was bedridden, and on the advice of his doctors, Scott had decided to send him home.

Hearing of the southern party’s struggles, the 22-year-old Evans was brimming with pride and admiration. From the decks of the Morning he took in the freshness and purity of the polar regions, where it seemed to him that ‘nothing is ever dirty’, and revelled in the small part he had been allotted in exploring history.4 ‘It is a great thing in my life to have known these three men,’ he wrote.5 ‘Each has his own decided personality. Scott and Shackleton are born leaders and Wilson one of the finest English gentlemen it has been my fortune to meet.’

The relief ship Morning had come from England to resupply the Discovery and, if possible, to help her get free from the ice. Casting off her lines in mid-1902, the old and dented whaler had looked as though she would soon be in need of relief herself. There was a misconception among her crew, which included two ex-convicts, that if the Arctic was cold then the Antarctic must be hot. The stoker went mad during the passage and Evans had to restrain him with a headlock. After a long journey through stormy seas and forbidding pack ice, the Morning had been fortunate to find the Discovery at all; she had almost missed the only clue to Scott’s whereabouts, a note left in a tin cylinder on the desolate coast.

Having reached Scott and his ship, Captain Colbeck found there was little more he could do. The stretch of sea ice between the Discovery and open water refused to clear even in the February temperatures. After some desultory experiments with explosive charges, Scott managed to rouse himself to ‘face the situation’: he would have to spend at least another year in Antarctica.6 He ordered stores to be transferred from the Morning to the Discovery. Evans took newspapers and potatoes over the ice, and Scott reflected that ‘if I had the powers of poetical expression I should certainly write an ode to the potato’.7

Not only did the ice remain stagnant, but it threatened to detain the Morning as well. In late February, Scott ordered Colbeck to depart and save his own ship from being frozen in. Shackleton boarded the Morning bound for England, and the two ships’ parties said their farewells. Hoisting sails under a shower of ice and snow, Evans gazed astern at the little group of men huddled at the ice edge – among them, the enigmatic Scott, consigned to another winter in the ice. When the men were out of sight, he noticed that Shackleton broke down and wept.

Young Evans could not have imagined that, ten years hence, he would be in Shackleton’s place, serving as an officer on one of Scott’s expeditions, only to be sent home early as an invalid while his leader continued his work in the south. Evans, like Shackleton, would develop a strained and resentful relationship with his Antarctic leader. But the true extent of his falling-out with Robert Scott would never be made public: not even after Scott perished in the snows, and his backers suspected Evans of playing a role in his death.




CHAPTER ONE

THE DISCOVERY

For a long time it seemed Antarctica would remain the sole hold out in a nearly fully explored world. The approaches were too difficult and dangerous, and the material benefits to the exploring nations were too few. No crops or minerals were waiting in the wilderness beneath the Antarctic Circle. Far from being a land of plenty, the Antarctic continent – if it was that – was no place for human beings.

James Cook, the first navigator to cross the circle, found he had to contend with the stormiest, most iceberg-strewn seas in the world. Then he ran up against a hard obstacle in the shape of a vast belt of pack ice. Sailing into the pack seemed tantamount to suicide, and it stopped Cook in his tracks between 1772 and 1775. He followed the ice edge until he had completed a full circumnavigation of the earth at a high latitude, but he saw no land; only wide, rolling ice fields. There was still enough room for a hypothetical continent twice the size of Australia in the region Cook had skirted, but he thought if any land existed, it must be ‘condemned to everlasting rigidity by nature’ and useless to the discoverer.1

The next explorer to cross the circle was the Russian captain Bellingshausen, more than forty years later. Armed with Cook’s books and charts, Bellingshausen completed another high-latitude circumnavigation of the earth. It seems certain that he sighted the Antarctic continent several times during his voyage, but he did not realise what he was looking at, because the land was covered in ice.

The Russian did not penetrate beyond Cook’s highest southern latitude, 71.10. That honour went to James Weddell, one of the hundreds of whalers and sealers who were now venturing into the Southern Ocean in search of fresh hunting grounds. The year after Bellingshausen had returned to Russia, Weddell crossed the circle from the Atlantic side and, finding the ice conditions unusually open, surpassed Cook’s record by more than 300 miles. He saw nothing but open sea before him and had to turn back on account of low supplies.

The next long strides towards understanding the Antarctic land mass did not take place until a generation later, when mid-Victorian scientists became interested in measuring the earth’s magnetic field. In 1839, James Clark Ross sailed from Chatham in command of two heavy bomb ships, the Erebus and Terror. He arrived in Hobart to find that the French Commodore D’Urville, and the American Lieutenant Wilkes, had already gone on ahead of him.

Instead of sailing due south from Hobart like his rivals, Ross took a more easterly track, and at the Antarctic Circle found himself opposed by heavy masses of pack ice. With his fortified ships, he did something Cook and Bellingshausen would have deemed impossible: he plunged directly into the pack and continued to drive his way to the south. Five days later he broke through to an open sea on the far side, and land loomed ahead of him. The pack, he discovered, had been guarding a vast region of mountains and glaciers. He claimed the land for Britain, naming it after Queen Victoria, and went south along the coast. For 360 miles the mountains ran on his starboard side like battlements of rock and ice. Somewhere beyond the mountains lay his original object, the position assigned to the South Magnetic Pole by Carl Gauss. That point would be impossible to reach, but the way to the Geographical South Pole, directly south, appeared to be open.

It seemed the coast would lead Ross all the way to the Pole, until he encountered a 200-foot wall of ice through which he ‘had no more power of sailing than through the cliffs of Dover’.2 The sheer ice-face ran perpendicular to the coastal mountains, stretching away to the east. Ross could only follow it for hundreds of miles, although in places it allowed him to creep far enough to the south to beat Weddell’s record latitude. By the time he turned for home, he still had not uncovered the full extent of the feature he named the Great Ice Barrier, later established as a floating shelf of freshwater ice the size of France.

D’Urville and Wilkes had, in the meantime, been racing each other to chart a large section of the Antarctic coast in the west. But both expeditions were overshadowed by that of Ross, who had discovered the southernmost land and the most viable approach to the South Pole. Shortly after the Erebus and Terror returned to England, they were dispatched to the Arctic in a search for the North-West Passage under Captain John Franklin. The ships and their complement of 129 officers and men were never heard from again.

After those anomalous years in the 1840s, when the right combination of scientific curiosity, commercial interest and national rivalry had scrambled three different navies to the south, there was a long gap in exploration. Fifty years passed before the pugnacious geographer Sir Clements Markham, of the Royal Geographical Society (RGS), began agitating for another expedition. For half a century no one had ventured farther south than James Clark Ross.

In 1893, the University of London hosted a talk by Sir John Murray that the RGS hailed as the starting point for an Antarctic ‘boom’.3 It was not a ‘dash at the South Pole’ that was wanted, said Murray, but an exploration of the whole region to solve all the lingering problems of science, preferably with two ships of the Royal Navy. The full extent and shape of the land remained a mystery, and so did its influence on the world’s climate, magnetism and oceans. The audience bristled when Murray mentioned that the Germans were planning their own moves in the south. If Britain wanted to remain the world leader in ocean affairs, her navy should act quickly.

Markham rose with a wide grin and put Rear Admiral Lord Charles Beresford on the spot, asking him to give a few remarks. Beresford could only say that he saw no ‘symptoms of pleasure’ on the faces of two Sea Lords who were also present. Murray’s was not a warm invitation to the nation’s seagoing men. The Arctic, though it had swallowed Franklin’s expedition fifty years earlier, was still seen as the more sensible destination for explorers. It had attracted more expeditions, which had achieved higher latitudes. The North Pole, situated somewhere on a frozen stretch of the Arctic Ocean, had yet to be reached, but the lands in the Arctic Circle were comparatively warm and fertile; the domain of Inuit hunters and herdsmen, reindeer, musk oxen and summer flowers. No land quadrupeds, and certainly no people, were living beneath the Antarctic Circle. Not even a moss or a lichen had been discovered there. The climate was colder, and the ice cliffs and mountains that barred the way to the South Pole transcended anything found by northern explorers. Beyond those features, the conditions could only be guessed at.

When the RGS put an Antarctic proposal to Lord Salisbury’s administration three years later, the government was loath to part with money or naval personnel in the midst of rising tensions in South Africa. Not to be deterred, the RGS and the Royal Society joined forces and began a campaign for private funds. The British National Antarctic Expedition came to life when the RGS fellow Llewellyn Longstaff donated 25,000 pounds and the Prince of Wales agreed to be its patron. The Germans and Swedes announced their own expeditions in the press, forcing the hand of First Lord of the Treasury Arthur Balfour, who agreed to contribute 45,000 pounds as long as an equal sum could be raised by private subscriptions. Another round of donations brought the expedition fund to 90,000 pounds, equivalent to almost  8 million pounds today. The government also lent officers and men of the Royal Navy to the expedition, including the services of Robert Scott.

* * *

Scott had no exploring experience, let alone in the polar seas. His story was, by his own admission, ‘exceedingly tame’, beginning with a quaint childhood at Outlands, a country house at Stoke Damerel in Devon.4 Scott’s father, John Scott, had not gone into the army or navy like his four older brothers, and instead ran and lived off the proceeds of the family brewery. John struggled financially, and his marriage to Scott’s mother, Hannah, of the wealthy Cuming family, had enabled him to keep Outlands. He was an idle man who spent much of his time gardening. The stern and evangelical Hannah dominated the household.

The young Scott was, if his adulthood friend J. M. Barrie is to be believed, a slack and untidy child whose daydreaming had led his father to christen him ‘Old Mooney’.5 Life in the country was sheltered and comfortable, complete with servants, pets, greenhouses and a stream at the bottom of the garden. John decided his eldest son would go into the navy in line with the tradition he had broken. He had Scott ‘crammed’ for the examination to join the training ship Britannia at Dartmouth, the main channel of entry for officers of the Royal Navy.

Scott passed his examination, joined Britannia aged thirteen, and cannot have remained slack and untidy much longer. Every morning he rolled out of his hammock to the bugle call and marched through an endless round of inspections. Wardrooms had grown increasingly stuffy in the decades of peace while Her Majesty’s ships policed the world. The Britannia training system was set up to mint what was then thought to be the ideal naval officer: obedience, cleanliness and conformity were prized above all else, leaving little room for personal initiative or Scott’s intellectual leanings. In the sleepy years before Jackie Fisher’s cathartic reforms to the service, officers were more interested in how to keep their ships clean than in tactics or strategy.

In response to his new routine, Scott became as fanatical about polishing brass as everyone else. His dress and quarters were immaculate, although he was so frugal that he still came home in frayed and ill-fitting clothes. He emerged a midshipman from Dartmouth and went to sea, making rounds of the British enclaves that girded the earth: South Africa, the Channel Squadron, the Pacific Station. The thoughtful boy from Stoke would have made much of these travels, but the duties and expectations of the service made sure that his experience was a narrow one. Each naval base was a self-contained world of mutton and sherry, gold lace and epaulettes. Scott kept watch, made sure his section of the ship was clean, and supervised the firing of gun salutes as consuls and dignitaries streamed aboard.

He later had fond memories of canoeing and riding at Esquimalt, the Pacific Station’s Vancouver Island base, but there were also terrific lows, the first lags of the depression which would haunt him for the rest of his life. Fragments of a diary he kept at the time describe an inner turmoil that went beyond the angst of youth:


I again decide on starting a diary … The vague argument that something must be done to express myself on paper even as an ordinary gentleman should, urges me on; there comes too a growing fear of my own thoughts; at times they almost frighten me … It is only given to us cold slowly wrought natures to feel this drear deadly tightening of the heart, this slow sickness that holds one for weeks. How can I bear it. I write of the future; of the hopes of being more worthy; but shall I ever be – can I alone, poor weak wretch that I am, bear up against it all. The daily round, the petty annoyances, the ill-health, the sickness of heart – how can one fight against it all. No one will ever see these words, therefore I may freely write – what does it all mean?6



Lacking the private income and family connections of his colleagues, an institutional limbo stretched out before Scott: of watchkeeping and inspections, gun salutes and royal visits. He had passed automatic promotions to sub-lieutenant and lieutenant, but now there was the mortifying possibility of being left behind as his fellow officers made commander. Hope came in the form of the navy’s torpedo school. Scott was accepted on board the Vernon at Portsmouth, where boffins were testing the latest mines and compressed-air-powered missiles. The torpedo branch appealed to Scott’s technical mind, and it was a promising field to pursue as the navy verged on Fisher’s modernising reforms.

 Scott had scarcely qualified as a torpedo officer when his mother announced a traumatic blow to the family fortunes. Twelve years earlier John Scott had sold his brewery and gone into retirement. In 1894 Hannah discovered he had spent his capital and was virtually bankrupt. The Scotts now stood on the edge of what was known in those days as the abyss: the bottomless pit of hardship and dishonour that constituted poverty in pre–welfare state England. John was forced to lease Outlands and exchange provincial Devon for the working town of Holcombe. He died of heart disease in 1897, leaving the burden of the family’s finances to Scott and his younger brother Archibald. A year later Archie died of typhoid fever. Scott, now head of his family, sent much of his pay to his mother and two unmarried sisters, who had moved into rooms in Chelsea to work as dressmakers. He was serving as a torpedo lieutenant on the Majestic, one of the navy’s top battleships, and well versed in torpedo-launching, mining and advanced electricity. But his uniform was more frayed than ever, its epaulettes sorely lacking the three stripes of a commander.

In 1899, Scott and Sir Clements Markham happened to cross paths in a London street. By now Scott was in his early thirties and taking shore leave from the Majestic. He was probably on a family errand, absorbed in the problem of how to look after the women in his life on a lieutenant’s pay; hopeful as well as fearful of the prospects a new century might offer him. The appearance in that moment of the tall and keen-eyed Markham must have seemed a sign his luck was turning. Antarctica was always on Markham’s lips, and it must have occurred to Scott, as he stood listening beside the carriage traffic on Buckingham Palace Road, that a promotion-laden voyage to the Antarctic was an opportunity both to fulfil his obligations to his mother, Hannah, and to escape from her. Markham took Scott back to his house at Eccleston Square, talking eagerly about his polar plans. Within days Scott had returned unbidden to the old man’s door and asked to command the expedition.

* * *

In March 1900 the Discovery’s keel was laid in the yard of the Dundee Shipbuilding Company, and the whalers of Dundee watched with fascination as the strong hull of the ship rose on the stocks. The art of wooden shipbuilding was becoming lost in a world of steel, but wood still had the elasticity to grapple with polar ice where riveted steel plates could not. The steam engine was a modern invention that the Discovery couldn’t do without: she would be a sailing ship with auxiliary steam, to help her push through the pack ice.

Scott was appointed expedition leader in May, and promoted to commander a month later. He met Markham’s criteria – he was a young and promising officer from the navy’s regular line. He had no experience commanding a masted ship in icy seas, but neither did any of his colleagues; the navy had not been involved in polar exploration for more than twenty years.

Immediately he set to work outfitting and provisioning his ship for a sailing date in August 1901, little more than a year away. He took a crash magnetic course, and in October travelled to Oslo, at Markham’s urging, to meet with Fridtjof Nansen and get advice on sledges.

Scott filled a journal with frantic memos and sketches and he wrung as much information from Nansen as he could. The famed explorer had pioneered the use of skis, dogs, light sledges, scientific rations, reindeer-fur mitts and sleeping bags, and aluminium camp stoves in the polar regions. In 1888, when Scott was still a sub-lieutenant, the Norwegian had donned skis and made the first ever crossing of the Greenland interior. A few years later he made an assault on the North Pole. He sailed into the Arctic Sea hoping that, once his ship was frozen in, the ocean currents would carry her over the top of the earth. This proved impossible, so he set out with dogs and sledges. Although he didn’t reach the Pole, he practically solved the North Polar question, confirming that it was located somewhere on the sea ice in an area devoid of land. His Farthest North record had stood for five years, only surpassed by an Italian expedition a month before his meeting with Scott.

Markham was nearby, taking a spa treatment for gout north of Oslo, and his personality loomed over the preparations. There was, for instance, a crucial point on which Markham and Nansen disagreed. Nansen’s North Polar bid had convinced him of the usefulness of driving dogs in the Inuit fashion, but Markham was a firm believer in the British tradition of man-hauling sledges. The seventy-year-old had dreamy memories of dragging sledges and boats over the Arctic sea ice as a young officer, during the navy’s hopeless search for the Franklin expedition, and he looked down on dog-driving as ineffective and cruel. Scott talked the matter over with him in Norway, however, and persuaded him that the Discovery outfit should include dogs.

Oslo, not London, was now at the forefront of polar matters, and Scott could see plainly that his own country was lagging. The impression was made worse when, after Norway, he travelled to Berlin to meet Erich von Drygalski, leader of the forthcoming German Antarctic expedition. Scott was alarmed at the shipshape order of the Germans, who were planning to sail at the same time as him.

While he rode trains across Europe, Scott could study the details of two recent expeditions to Antarctica. The modern race to explore the continent had already been underway for several years. The Belgian captain Adrien de Gerlache and his international crew had spent the southern winter of 1898 trapped in the frozen Bellingshausen Sea, and his doctor, Frederick Cook, had published a grim account of their physical and psychological deterioration as they waited for the groaning Belgica to escape the ice. ‘I can think of nothing more disheartening, more destructive to human energy, than this dense, unbroken blackness of the long polar night,’ Cook had written.7 The expedition added little to geographical knowledge, but it had collected more than a year’s worth of data beneath the Antarctic Circle.

Meanwhile, a party under Carsten Borchgrevink had become the first humans to camp on the continent itself. Borchgrevink sailed under the Union Jack, though he was Norwegian by birth and lacked any endorsement from the RGS or Markham, who had written him off as a foreign adventurer. The setting for his winter quarters was the penguin-strewn foreshore at Cape Adare, the northernmost point of Victoria Land. Crammed together in a 20 square metre hut, Borchgrevink and his nine men had spent a restless and quarrelsome winter. ‘The sameness of those cold, dark nights attacks the minds of men like a sneaking evil spirit,’ he warned.8

When his ship returned for him in early 1900, Borchgrevink sailed east along the Great Ice Barrier as James Clark Ross had done, searching for the inlet where Ross had achieved his Farthest South. Beating Ross’s record was easier than expected, because in the fifty years since his voyage the barrier cliffs had receded 30 miles. Borchgrevink found a low section of the ice-face and further outdid his predecessor by landing on the barrier and travelling over it for a few miles. He calculated his final position as 78.50 – almost 50 miles farther south than Ross had been.

Austral winters were survivable, albeit physically and mentally gruelling. And travel on the Great Ice Barrier was possible, although what lay beyond it to the east and south was a mystery. Those were the lessons that Scott could take from his forerunners as he scrambled to put together his own expedition.

* * *

The Discovery sailed from England in August 1901 as planned. Five months later Scott was looking over the remains of Borchgrevink’s camp at Cape Adare. He continued south and picked up where Ross and Borchgrevink had left off, at the face of the now legendary barrier. He was tense and sleep-deprived when, having followed the ice cliff for some 500 miles, he sighted the dark rock patches of uncharted land. Finally, the limits of the barrier had been defined. Scott had discovered that it stretched from Victoria Land in the west to a glaciated hill country, scarcely discernible from the ice, in the east. He named the new land after King Edward VII.

Then he returned west and searched for a place to overwinter. He sailed south along the coast of Victoria Land until he could see the great volcanoes Erebus, and, to the left, Terror, more than 12,000 and 8000 feet tall respectively. These he observed were not situated on the mainland as Ross had thought, but on an island off the coast. Nestled in McMurdo Sound, with Ross Island to the north, Victoria Land to the west, and the white plain of the barrier stretching away to the south, Scott allowed his ship to become encased in the gathering sea ice. He built a hut on the island’s southernmost peninsula, which he christened Hut Point.

The Discovery, now lying 2000 miles south of New Zealand, would need a relief ship to follow in her tracks the following season and check that she was not permanently trapped in the ice. Markham set about arranging such a ship in London, but again found himself turned away by the government. He went hoarse exhorting the public for donations, raising 23,000 pounds to outfit, crew and provision the ex-whaler Morning.

Meanwhile, Scott braced himself for his first polar winter. In April the sun disappeared; he would not see it again for four months. A windmill on the ship, designed by Scott himself, generated power for electric lights until it was wrecked in a storm. After that he relied on lanterns fed by a vast supply of kerosene. For days at a time, blizzards enveloped the ship in white drift, rendering it impossible to venture more than a few yards beyond the guide ropes without becoming lost. One storm caught a landing party while it was an hour’s hike from the ship. As they aimed vaguely for the Discovery, able seaman George Vince lost his footing and slid off a 200-foot cliff into the sea. His body was never found. Clarence Hare, a New Zealander, was more fortunate. He was buried alive under the snow, where he remained asleep for thirty-six hours before regaining consciousness and reuniting with his amazed shipmates.

The tinned meats that had lined the Discovery’s storeroom were not enough to stave off scurvy, and by the spring many of the men had become dangerously ill. Scott reversed the problem by replacing the tinned meat allowance with fresh seal meat, as the doctor Frederick Cook had done on the Belgica. Then, with the approach of the austral summer, he set out with sledges across the Great Ice Barrier. Whereas Borchgrevink had only been equipped for a daytrip over the barrier surface, Scott was towing months’ worth of supplies. Heading due south, he passed the 79th and then the 80th parallel, where his charts of the Antarctic region showed a plain white circle. He plugged onward, making out vague land shapes in the distance, growing blistered and hungry, dripping a solution of cocaine in his eyes to deaden the pain of snow-blindness.

 Scott, Edward Wilson and Ernest Shackleton broke away from their support party, proceeding with a dog team, but the dogs grew weak on their diet of dried fish. The team were forced to relay their load, bringing one half forward and then returning for the other, so that each mile of progress required three miles’ marching. They struggled to move forward even four miles per day.

Eventually they reached a new Farthest South, 230 miles beyond Borchgrevink’s mark. By now the dogs were dying one by one, reducing the trio to man-hauling their sledge. They began to exhibit the swollen legs and gums of scurvy, and Shackleton, coughing violently, could no longer do his part in the hauling. That left Scott and Wilson with 200 pounds to drag each. They returned to the Discovery having covered a total sledging distance of almost 1000 miles.

The Morning managed to make contact with the Discovery beyond 10 miles of sea ice in February 1903, a couple of days before Scott returned from his southern journey. Extricating the Discovery proved impossible, so supplies, letters and newspapers were brought out from the Morning, and a heartbroken Shackleton was invalided home. The relief ship returned to New Zealand in March, without the Discovery in tow, but carrying exciting news of Scott’s doings in the Far South.

Markham was delighted when he scrutinised Scott’s progress on a map in the Mayfair rooms of the RGS. But another relief ship would be needed to check on the Discovery after her second winter, and the government was as disinterested as ever. In June 1903, Prime Minister Arthur Balfour was chilly when Colonel Royds, whose nephew was on the Discovery, asked in the House of Commons whether the government would help in sending another ship. Balfour replied that the government was prepared to contribute, but the fundraising methods of the learned societies was ‘greatly to be regretted’ and had left the government’s confidence ‘rudely shaken’.9 When the government made its original contribution nothing had been said about a relief voyage, let alone two.

Balfour’s remarks held up the expedition’s sprawling bureaucracy for public scrutiny. The Joint Committee of busy gentlemen appointed by the RGS and Royal Society, and their nine subcommittees, had been slow to agree on anything. Markham had had to lobby strenuously on Scott’s behalf, first securing his appointment over an officer from the navy’s surveying branch, and then forcing out the expedition’s former head of science, Professor John Gregory, who had wanted command of the shore party, reducing Scott’s role to that of naval ferry master. No expense had been spared on the fitting out of the Discovery, and no money had been left for emergencies. Built at a cost of almost 50,000 pounds, the Discovery was by far the most expensive ship ever designed for polar exploration, and once at sea she had proven coal hungry and leaky.

Markham quickly replied to Balfour in public: ‘An extraordinary outburst; I can’t understand it; it is the most outrageous thing that I have ever heard of.’10 The government hadn’t contributed a single farthing towards the Morning’s first voyage, he pointed out, and so far as Balfour was concerned, the Discovery crew would have been left to starve in the ice. The government should have taken it for granted that relief ships would be needed, since they had become the norm for polar expeditions; except in the case of Franklin’s expedition to the North Pole, which had so famously perished.

The mention of Franklin piqued old anxieties, and the Admiralty agreed to foot the bill for a second relief expedition as long as it could requisition the Morning. Navy planners took control of the rescue: purchasing and strengthening the finest Dundee whaler, the Terra Nova, to accompany the Morning in the south. Rather than allowing the Terra Nova to sail around the Cape of Good Hope in her own time, a towing relay of cruisers sped her through the Mediterranean and the Suez Canal.

The two ships left Hobart in December, and by January, the Terra Nova’s captain had spotted the masts of the Discovery. Scott’s predicament was worse than it had been the previous year; his ship was now separated from open water by 20 miles of solid ice. He was distressed to read the Admiralty’s orders, which directed him to abandon the Discovery if she could not be freed by the end of February. The navy, after all Markham’s hectoring, was ending his expedition by way of a forced rescue. He was teary-eyed when he called all hands of the Discovery together and explained the situation, thanking them for their years of hard work. In response, they gave him three cheers.

Scott still believed himself capable of getting out under his own steam, or spending yet another winter in the ice if it came to that. Food was no issue; he told the relief ship captains that the Discovery had enough provisions for five years. He refused to take any government stores from the Terra Nova, saying ‘what we haven’t got we will do without’.11

But the orders called for him to either free the Discovery or leave her behind. The Terra Nova started butting the ice, backing up 400 yards astern and going full speed ahead, reaching about eight knots before each jarring impact. Sometimes half a ship’s length of the ice would break off; more often, only about three yards of progress was made. The crew tried sawing, but only got through about six feet of ice in two hours. Gun cotton charges were better, but the progress wasn’t sustainable. The Discovery’s scientific collections were brought out by sledge as Scott prepared to abandon his ship.

In late January there was a stroke of luck: the ice started breaking up in large chunks of its own accord. Close to midnight on 5 February, the Terra Nova finally butted her way through to the Discovery, slicing through the last quarter mile of ice like butter, while Scott watched the proceedings from a hill on Ross Island. He exploded gun cotton charges near the ship’s bow and stern to free her from a last, thick girdle of ice. Suddenly the Discovery was free and swinging at her anchors.

The ships sailed north together, having escaped the grip of another polar winter. At Auckland Islands, the expedition members drank in the green rata forests and were amazed to hear from the New Zealand steamship Hinemoa about the outbreak of war between Japan and Russia. New Zealanders had come around to the view that the Discovery would never return from Antarctica. On April Fool’s Day, 1904, when the lighthouse keeper at Lyttelton reported Scott’s ship off the heads, his superior officer in Christchurch snapped, ‘You think you can catch me with that, do you?’ and hung up the phone.12

* * *

Cheers rang out from the battleships moored at Portsmouth when the Discovery steamed into the harbour on the fine evening of 10 September 1904. A small collection of relatives and pressmen were waiting for the ship as she came alongside the jetty. A telegraph boy ran up the gangway, delivering a sheaf of telegrams, and the greeting party followed, squeezing their way onto the decks and combining with the crew. Wives hung around the necks of their husbands after three years’ separation, and men held each other in hearty handshakes.

The journalists found Scott mingling with his supporters. Meeting him was a surprise, if not a shock, detectable in the comic bent some took in describing him. The captain was slim and well dressed, boyish-looking despite his thirty-six years, and leery of reporters. Dispatches had already reached England about back-breaking sledge journeys across the wilds of Antarctica; how had this embarrassed and mild-mannered man been able to lead such efforts?

His blue eyes lacked the intensity of a Fridtjof Nansen, or the sedate confidence of a Robert Peary. Instead they had a sincere, searching look, and were sometimes drawn into a laughing smile. Certainly, the reporters found little trace of the polar strongman who had been allowed to loom so large in the local imagination. Scott was almost a dandy, although they were careful not to say so. ‘The amiable man of the cerise socks and cigarette,’ was how he was described in straight-talking Australia.13

‘Of course he is not really as old as he looks, or he would still be in school,’ offered the Daily Mirror.14 ‘You have to know him very well before you even imagine that he spent his thirty-sixth birthday while he was still down at the other end of the world.’

But these were affectionate jibes. Scott did not cut the figure that people expected, but there could be no doubting his grit and leadership in achieving a new Farthest South and bringing forty-nine of his fifty crew back alive.

‘We have all been very well,’ said the commander over scribbling pencils.15 ‘I have nothing further fresh to tell; in fact, I’m afraid I have nothing to tell you at all. I’m simply dying to get ashore – we’ve had a very long journey back. As to the ship, well, she’s better than when she went away. No damage at all has been sustained by her. I’m afraid you’ll excuse me now if I get away.’

Saying that, Scott literally ran down the gangway and made off in the direction of Admiralty House. In his wake the reporters were left to interview whomever they pleased. They looked for signs of discontent on the bronzed faces of the crew and found none. The verdict was that Scott had made Discovery a very happy ship, despite the trials of two bleak winters in the ice.

Most of the officers and men had been amateurs when they left England; not a single piece of their equipment had been tested. The hardships were almost incredible, but that was partly what made the expedition so appealing to the public. As Scott strode towards Admiralty House, he was still anxious about the controversies which had followed his expedition for three years: the cost, the arguments over relief ships, and his unsolicited rescue by the navy. He need not have worried. His country had accepted him as the man of the moment.

The Discovery’s return was a welcome bit of patriotic news in the soul-searching Britain of 1904. Queen Victoria had been dead for well over three years, and the ascension of her son, Edward, was fraught with anxieties about the future. The economy was losing ground to the United States and Germany. The army was digesting a costly and tenuous victory in the Boer War. Colonel Younghusband’s expedition to Tibet had seemed a chance at redemption for the imperialists, but while the public initially thrilled to the reports of troops crossing into the Forbidden Land, enthusiasm had dimmed quickly. There was no glory to be gained in mowing down a poorly armed foe with Maxim guns.

The empire was at the height of its power and global influence, but it also harboured deep insecurities about the sustainability of that strength. If the Forward Policy in Tibet wasn’t causing debate in parlour rooms, it was women’s suffrage, Irish Home Rule, or some other, equally sticky question which seemed to suggest that the old order of things was on the wane. There was a reassuring nostalgia about the Discovery expedition. It was a reminder of the country’s long exploring tradition; a proof, declared one newspaper, ‘that the good old English spirit is by no means dead amongst us’.16

 The unknown wilds of Antarctica were a more romantic foe than the Boers or the Tibetans. And Scott had proved himself a man of action without the help of the Maxim gun, the motor or the wireless station. Despite all the material progress of late, his expedition had relied on wooden sailing ships, draught animals, and some ancient spirit of manhood which, the newspapers said, was almost extinct in an age of materialism and moral decline.

Other countries, too, were beginning to see Antarctica as the new proving ground for their national heroes. Soon after Scott set sail in 1901, the Germans, Swedes and French had all sent their own expeditions south. Some of these ships had been locked in the sea ice at the same time as Discovery. The Swedish vessel had been crushed by the ice pressure and sunk, her crew rescued by Argentinians. The German captain Drygalski, operating on the opposite side of the continent from the Discovery, had become trapped in sea ice some 50 miles from a stretch of coast he named Kaiser Wilhelm II Land. Breaking free after a single winter, he had decided not to press his luck and returned home, much to the disappointment of the Kaiser.

Of all these adventures, Scott’s had been the most impressive. The press and the public measured the success of polar expeditions by degrees of latitude, and Scott had set the new record, to say nothing about the wealth of scientific data he had brought home. Sitting in his cabin in the Discovery, pipe going and feet in a box of hay to keep warm, Scott had revelled in all the mysteries of the seventh continent, lending his own theories and gadgets to the scientific programme.

 His second winter in the ice had proved fortunate in hindsight. It had allowed him to establish the true character of the Antarctic interior. With two of his seamen, Edgar ‘Taff’ Evans and William Lashly, he had climbed the Ferrar Glacier, ascending 9000 feet into the coastal mountains of Victoria Land. At the summit he discovered the windswept ice-plain known as the Polar Plateau. He trudged across it for miles, and never found the expected opposite coast which would have resolved Victoria Land into an island. The plateau stretched on without end, more immense than anyone had imagined. On his return journey he stumbled across the first dry valley found in Antarctica: Lashly had commented that it was a good place for growing potatoes.

Scott had also discovered the eastern terminus of the Great Ice Barrier, and gathered evidence that it was a floating, moving ice shelf. He had found the only breeding colony of Emperor penguins known to science, and his geologist had dug up a fossilised fern leaf which provided the first physical evidence that Antarctica had once been joined to the supercontinent Gondwana. Amateurish though he was, Scott had earned his place on the illustrious list of British explorers who had gone before him. James Cook, James Weddell, James Clark Ross, and now Robert Scott had pushed the limits of human knowledge ever farther south.




CHAPTER TWO

INTERREGNUM

All England was talking about Scott in the autumn of 1904. On the day of his return he was promoted to captain, and handed a telegram of congratulations from King Edward VII, namesake of the new lands he had discovered. He was summoned to Balmoral, where the king awarded him a CVO, an honour one step below a knighthood. Over dinner at the palace, Prime Minister Balfour had the gall to say he regarded himself as the father of the Discovery expedition.

The gongs kept coming for Scott: gold medals from the RGS and other geographical societies around the world, and an honorary doctorate in science from Cambridge University. To celebrate, he took himself to an expensive tailor and bought a first-class suit, the first he’d ever owned. He arranged a new Chelsea rental for his mother, complete with a study and electric lights. Then he sat down to write his narrative of the expedition, The Voyage of the Discovery. He was not happy about writing a book but dragged himself through the process at the urging of Sir Clements Markham. He couldn’t get any work done in his mother’s study, so he took over one of the rooms at Markham’s house. ‘This is awful hard work,’ he used to say every morning when he handed over a fresh chapter to publisher Reginald Smith.1 Smith would remember Scott as a ‘most modest and humble-minded man. He could never believe that his writing was good.’

The Voyage of the Discovery sold well, and Scott’s fame soon brought him into contact with writers and actors. He was often seen in the audience of the Duke of York’s Theatre enjoying Peter Pan.

‘Having found the entrancing man I was unable to leave him,’ recalled the play’s writer, J. M. Barrie, of their first meeting.2 ‘In vain he escorted me through the streets of London to my home, for when he had said goodnight I then escorted him to his, and so it went on long through the small hours. Our talk was largely a comparison of the life of action (which he pooh-poohed) and the loathly life of those who sit at home (which I scorned).’

Barrie admired his new friend for being a ‘man of action’ but it had taken significant effort for Scott to make himself so. He was highly conscious and prone to falling into the introspection and ennui of one who thinks too much. Though he had made leaps and bounds in overcoming his tendencies, a touch of ‘Old Mooney’ would always remain in Scott. Barrie described an incident where the explorer arrived two hours late for a dinner date:


He had dressed to come out, then fallen into one of his reveries, forgotten all about the engagement, dined by himself and gone early to bed. Just as he was falling asleep he remembered where he should be, arose hastily and joined us as speedily as possible. It was equally characteristic of him to say of the other guests that it was pleasant for a sailor to meet so many interesting people. When I said that to them the sailor was by far the most interesting person in the room he shouted with mirth.3



At a lunch hosted by actress Mabel Beardsley in 1907, surrounded by artist types, Scott looked down the table and was struck by the appearance of a handsome woman. After the meal he had somebody introduce him. He asked the woman where she had got her impressive sunburn. Kathleen Bruce, as she was called, replied that she had been ‘vagabonding in Greece’, which further piqued Scott’s interest.4 Bruce was a London bohemian who had studied sculpture in Paris under the great Rodin. The meeting was brief because she had to catch a train.

Ten months passed before Scott found himself back at Beardsley’s house, with much the same crowd, and again talking to Bruce. He offered to take her home. Rather than hailing a hansom, the pair set off walking at a brisk pace, ‘laughing and talking and jostling each other’.5 Scott, almost forty, was openly looking for a wife; Bruce, twenty-eight, was on a self-professed hunt for the father of her future son and had already rebuffed many candidates. Her blue eyes had a penetrating intelligence. She liked to skip, whistle or swagger along with her hands in her pockets. She was not ladylike, but that was what made her so charming to her many admirers. Soon the captain was walking impulsively along the Embankment to look up at the window of Bruce’s flat on Cheyne Walk. They spent ten days together, and then he went to sea. Within a month of his leaving they had decided to marry.

The engagement threatened to peter out multiple times. While Bruce kept playing the vagabond, this time in Italy, and Scott was away on exercises, he worried that the whole thing was a mistake. There was the usual sense that his naval life had stunted him. He felt conventional, an old bore compared with Bruce’s artist friends. He also fretted about his finances. As a captain he was now earning 800 pounds a year, dropping to half-pay when not at sea, of which about 200 pounds went to support his mother. Since his father’s bankruptcy, Scott’s family had hoped that he would marry into money, of which Bruce had almost none. Hannah Scott gave Scott her blessing, telling him that he had carried the burden of the family since 1894 and it was time for him to think of himself. Even so, Scott worried that he had failed his mother and sisters.

Bruce also got cold feet – ‘don’t let’s get married,’ she wrote – and made half-hearted attempts to cling to her independence.6 She encouraged the novelist Gilbert Cannan with letters and evening trysts before coming to her senses. Scott was a far better candidate for the father of her son than the young and unstable Cannan, who was later committed to an insane asylum with delusions that he was the explorer Captain Scott.

There were hints in Scott’s letters from sea that he was slipping into his old depression. After three years of intellectual freedom in Antarctica he was back in the naval rut. Bruce’s gushing reports from the road gave him pangs of admiration and inferiority. He felt he could confide in her more than anyone else, and he laid out all his anxieties even as he feared he was smothering her – he couldn’t help himself. The off-again, on-again engagement would prove to be a stilted rehearsal of their marital roles. Scott’s role was to worry, Bruce’s to encourage and reassure him. She had enough cheer and confidence for them both.

‘I’m afraid of what I shall be to you,’ he wrote at sea after a night of ruminating in his cabin.7


Will it come natural to you to tell me things, ultimate things, or will you grow to think me fitted for the outer courtyard of your heart? I’m stupidly anxious tonight … Do you understand a little [of] our naval machine? From midshipman to Admiral cast in a mould to make parts of a whole – so that having a fine thought or quality is condemned because it does not fit … the dreamer, the enthusiast, the idealist – I was something of each once – and now it gives me the feeling of being old!



Bruce replied with warm, almost mothering reassurances: ‘Everything is perfectly harmonious and will be – why not?’8

‘My girl, I love you, I love you,’ Scott wrote.9 ‘It’s just ridiculous. I’m too lonely for words without you.’

* * *

Meanwhile, the work of mapping the Far South had been left unfinished. Since 1906, Scott had made tentative steps towards another expedition, but he kept the preparations dark while he juggled his service time in the navy. He was caught completely off-guard when, in February 1907, Ernest Shackleton announced his own Antarctic plans.

Shackleton said he wanted to further the scientific work of the Discovery; and he planned to overwinter in McMurdo Sound, as the Discovery had. His ship would land him during the Antarctic summer and then return for him a year later, obviating the need for a relief ship. From his shore base, a contingent would go west in search of the South Magnetic Pole, and another party would make a bid for the Geographical South Pole.

There had been no ill will between Scott and Shackleton after their return from the Discovery expedition. ‘Shackle’, as Scott knew him, had written to his former commander of his plans to throw in the exploring life and settle down with his new wife. But he had not remained settled for long. He had been denied a regular commission in the navy; his background was as a merchant marine officer. He turned his mind to business, a field which would never serve him well, and vainly tried to secure a profitable contract to transport Russian troops home from the war in the Far East. He did a stint as a magazine journalist, and then unsuccessfully contested the Dundee seat as a Unionist in the 1906 Election. After that he had started talking about a return to Antarctica, this time in command of his own ship.

Scott was astonished at the announcement, which he thought ‘cuts right across my plans’, as he made clear in a series of letters to Shackleton.10 ‘Of course my intention was to go to McMurdo Sound our old winter quarters again!’ he wrote self-righteously. ‘I cannot but look upon this as my area until I signify my intention to desert it – I think this is not a dog in the manger attitude for after all I know the region better than anyone, everything concerning it was discovered by our expedition.’

If it was an argument that appealed to gentlemanly instincts, it was not a rational one. Borchgrevink could, by Scott’s logic, have objected to him wintering anywhere within a 500-mile radius of Cape Adare. But the Antarctic had become something emotional for Scott, and he and his former third officer reached a deadlock. They brought their dispute before a mutual friend, Edward Wilson, and worked out a compromise which Shackleton put in writing. He would establish his winter quarters on King Edward VII Land rather than in McMurdo.

Working from his office at 9 Regent Street, Shackleton struggled to raise any funds – neither the government nor the RGS was interested – and resorted to securing guarantees based on the proceeds of his future lectures and book sales. He went south in a Newfoundland sealer, the Nimrod, with a shore party of fourteen men, fifteen Manchurian ponies, nine dogs and a new Arrol-Johnston motorcar. The overladen vessel was towed right up to the pack by Koonya, the first steel ship to cross the Antarctic Circle.

Scott could only continue his sea routines while he waited. He dined alone in his palatial battleships, and conducted gunnery drills, firing at a strip of red cloth over the seas. Worst of all was the silence from Shackleton’s expedition. Antarctica remained a communications void, far removed from the reach of wireless telegraphy stations. The best that Shackleton could manage was a carrier pigeon, released in the south seas to carry news of the passage so far back to New Zealand. The bird never made it.

The Nimrod returned to New Zealand in March with word of Shackleton’s progress in setting up his winter quarters, a special blow to Scott. Shackleton explained that the pack had prevented him from landing on King Edward VII Land. Having no other option, he had landed in McMurdo Sound instead. He built his hut at Cape Royds, 20 miles north of the Discovery quarters. Some of his men had already checked on the Discovery hut and found its leftover supplies well preserved, including a five-year-old batch of tea that had retained its flavour. There were the usual tales of blizzards and stormy seas in the papers, but now Ernest Shackleton was the protagonist, not his former chief. Scott was in Paris, on his way to conduct motor sledge trials in the French Alps, when he got the news that Shackleton was at McMurdo Sound. He thought the move was a deliberate violation of their written agreement, of which he kept many copies.

Again, a pall of silence was thrown over Shackleton’s base at Cape Royds, until the Nimrod could reach him again the following summer.

‘You shall go to the Pole,’ wrote Bruce from Italy.11 ‘Oh dear me what’s the use of having energy and enterprise if a little thing like that can’t be done. It’s got to be done so hurry up and don’t leave a stone unturned.’

They married in September 1908, a big affair reported in all the papers, and moved into a Georgian terrace on Buckingham Palace Road, complete with a garden studio for Kathleen to sculpt in.

Six months later came the customary news of Shackleton. He had set out for the Pole with three men and four ponies, eating horseflesh to ward off the scurvy which had given him so much trouble in the Discovery days. He had surpassed Scott’s Farthest South and reached the southern extremity of the barrier, where it met the snow-clad heights of mountains never seen by human eyes. For a month, he toiled up the slippery blue surface of a glacier which he christened the Beardmore, losing his last pony down a crevasse and reverting to man-hauling his sledges. Then, at an altitude of 10,000 feet, he continued over the plateau. He took the risk of stowing everything but the bare essentials in a depot before half-walking, half-running to his highest latitude, 88.23, and planting the Union Jack within 100 miles of the Pole.

Shackleton had surpassed Scott’s Farthest South by 360 miles, an advance without peer in polar history. And he had delivered the tale of heroics that the public had come to expect. Only by a hair’s breadth did his party return safely to the Nimrod. Their bodies were weak from cold, hunger and dysentery, and their supplies were exhausted. A providential southerly had sped them back across the barrier to their hut. As if the nearly 400-mile advance to the Pole were not enough, his expedition had also made the first ascent of Erebus, and reached the South Magnetic Pole over the Victoria Land ice cap.

A gloomy Scott was in the crowd to greet Shackleton at Charing Cross Station in June. He had decided to be generous, to praise Shackleton in public, and make no further mention of the perceived breach of faith. But he cannot have enjoyed seeing that Shackleton’s homecoming was celebrated at a higher pitch than his own. In that year’s King’s Birthday Honours, Shackleton was knighted; an honour which had eluded Scott. By now Scott had taken a desk job at the Admiralty that allowed him to live at home. During the day he was the naval assistant to the Second Sea Lord, Sir Francis Bridgeman. In the evenings, with a pregnant Kathleen for company, he pored over the details of his next expedition. He was determined to go south again and had to act quickly before anyone else forestalled him. Shackleton wasn’t the only threat. There was another competitor in the field: yet another alum of the Discovery expedition.

* * *

There were no greenhouses or burbling country streams in the boyhood of Lieutenant Edward ‘Teddy’ Evans. Teddy had come of age in the red-brick avenues of central London, and from the outset he had been a naughty child. One of his earliest memories was of calling his nurse a ‘dreadful name, which made her burst into tears and sent her running for my mother’.12 Evans, his older brother, Joe, and younger brother, George, became terrors of their West End neighbourhood. They fought other boys in the streets, ran away from home, shoplifted from the confectioner’s, and were in and out of the police station. Caught playing truant and fighting at the meat market, Evans and Joe were caned in front of the 500 boys at their middle school and expelled. He wound up in an establishment for troublesome boys in Surrey, where he was bullied. The older boys used to force him to steal fruit from an orchard.

Teddy did not get a Britannia cadetship like Scott; ‘my people could not afford to send me to one of the naval “crammers”,’ as he later explained.13 The Evans family was not especially poor, though he described his father as a ‘struggling barrister whose life was none too easy’.14 Dartmouth was out of the question, so instead the fifteen-year-old Evans joined the mercantile marine training ship Worcester at Greenhithe. There was more bullying and trouble-making on the Worcester – the friendless Evans was ‘again classed as a young ruffian’ – but his father convinced him to focus on trying to win one of the three naval cadetships offered to the Worcester boys.15 This he did after much hard work and anxiety, passing the same threshold which Scott had gone through fifteen years earlier; a little older and more bruised than Scott had been, and grappling with similar issues of self-discipline.

Evans’ first ship was the cruiser Hawke in the Mediterranean, where the young midshipman spent a restless time. He still had the naughty streak of his youth. He pilfered peaches from the commander’s cabin and raided orchards, running away from locals with armfuls of oranges. He lobbed potatoes at the effigy during a religious procession in an island town, and narrowly escaped the angry villagers. He offered no explanation for why he did this, only wanting it known that ‘we gave as good as we got, but they were too many for us’.16

A difficult recovery from a bout of fever made Evans, like so many men and women of his time, obsessed with physical fitness. He was known to go on night-time walks of 40 or 50 miles. He joined the Royal Naval College at Greenwich to finish his sub-lieutenant’s course, and spent time on the Majestic, the battleship on which Robert Scott had once served as torpedo lieutenant. By now he had already met Scott ‘once or twice’, but neither man appears to have left much impression on the other.17 In the Majestic’s wardroom he performed the exercises of the bodybuilder Eugen Sandow. He was small-framed, but a midshipman remembered his physique as a ‘magnificent sight’.18 He later thought he had given ‘far too much time to physical development and perhaps not enough to studying my profession’.19

When he was in his early twenties, Evans read a newspaper article about Markham’s plea for a relief ship for the Discovery. He volunteered immediately and called on Markham at Eccleston Square as Scott once had. He took the septuagenarian for a walk around Hyde Park. They sat on a bench and, in an atmosphere of ducks and swans, children and nursemaids, Evans pressed his case.

‘Yes,’ said Markham finally, drawing out his watch, ‘I will go to the Admiralty now and see the Second Sea Lord. He is a friend of mine and I don’t anticipate much trouble.’20

Markham came through for Evans. The Worcester cadets cheered him as he sailed from Greenhithe as second officer of the ice-scarred, blubber-saturated Morning. The captain was William Colbeck, who had wintered at Cape Adare with Borchgrevink. Colbeck, and most of his crew, were from the merchant marine. Evans and another young colleague, Mulock, were the only navy boys; they were also the ‘most troublesome officers,’ he recalled, ‘because we were the youngest and inclined to be supersensitive. We often thought we were being insulted when we were merely having our legs pulled.’21 But if the seamen grinned half contemptuously at the way the ‘mad’ Evans shrieked at icebergs, his high spirits could not be dampened.22 He loved his time with the Morning. Bringing supplies across to the icebound Discovery was his first taste of sledging, and he revered Scott, Shackleton and Wilson as they came stumbling in from their Farthest South journey. Scott wrote little about Evans at the time, but his second-in-command, Charles Royds, dismissed the 21-year-old as ‘an ass, and not a good representative of the senior service. Apparently he had been causing a great deal of trouble there through want of tact’.23

After the Morning returned to New Zealand with the rescued Discovery, Teddy married Hilda Russell, the ‘beautiful and upright’ daughter of a Christchurch barrister.24 It was a naval wedding attended by many officers of the Discovery expedition, including Scott and Wilson. Evans and his bride sailed back to England, where he added the white ribbon of the bronze Polar Medal to his uniform. He went to the navy’s navigation school at Portsmouth and, qualifying as a navigation officer, joined the school’s staff.

But he grew bored of his peacetime duties. There was a worrying sense that the best adventure of his life was already behind him. He nearly applied to join Shackleton’s Nimrod in 1907. Instead, he was appointed navigator to an expedition organised by Michael Barne, an officer who had served on the Discovery. Barne wanted to go to the Weddell Sea, but failed to raise the funds, and instead accepted an offer from Robert Scott to serve as first lieutenant on his next expedition. When Evans caught wind of this, he wrote to Scott:


I have heard from Michael Barne that his projected expedition to the Antarctic will not be despatched. He has also informed me that you yourself will lead another expedition. I am very disappointed that I shall not be Michael’s Navigator, but will you take me as yours? … If you only let me sail with you I promise that you will have no keener officer and no one will work harder than I will … I am tremendously enthusiastic about Antarctic exploration and I was Navigator of the ‘Morning’ (I think you know this).25



Scott was still far from accepting applications or making his plans public. In July 1909 Teddy’s patience ran out. He wrote to Markham with a plan of his own to land a party on King Edward VII Land, establish winter quarters, and the following spring ‘undertake a long southern journey, the motive power being supplied by a number of ponies and motor sledges’.26 He would map the coast of King Edward VII Land and study the eastern limits of the barrier. ‘I wanted to make a dash for the Pole,’ he later explained.27 But any mention of a polar dash was best left out of his proposal to Markham; it would have had the whiff of self-advertisement, rather than serious scientific endeavour.

Evans had already begun securing donations and guarantees from wealthy Cardiff shipping agents, leveraging his Welsh heritage. Now almost thirty, the lieutenant was a stocky man with sharp features and a prepossessing, crooked-toothed grin. He had a charisma and a forcefulness that Scott lacked. His plan was respectable enough, but what must have impressed Markham was his ability to rustle up funds during a recession. Markham shrewdly suggested a meeting between Evans and Scott, and the two men agreed to merge their plans. Within four days of sending his proposal to Markham, Evans was writing to Scott that he was ‘delighted at the good news’.28 He asked his Welsh backers to transfer their donations to Scott; and Scott appointed him his second-in-command.

Teddy Evans would be Scott’s navigator after all.




CHAPTER THREE

TERRA NOVA

Scott and Evans took offices at 36 Victoria Street, halfway between Victoria Station and Westminster Abbey, and the rooms were soon overflowing with gadgets and patent foodstuffs. Evans noted that his leader was the ‘hardest worked man in London’.1 Scott toiled until 9 o’clock every evening, when Kathleen would arrive and take him out for a meal. The preparations had become urgent – in September, the eyes of the exploring community and the world at large were turned to the polar regions. The American explorers Frederick Cook and Robert Peary had emerged from the Arctic within five days of each other, each man claiming to have reached the North Pole. It remains unclear whether either claim was genuine, but at the time, Cook’s was widely accepted.

The news was bittersweet in Britain, where the Arctic had been seen as a stage for national triumph and disaster for the better part of a century. ‘We confess that the news of Dr Cook’s successful walk to the North Pole makes us not a little sad,’ ran the leader of the Westminster Gazette.2 ‘With the fullest possible recognition of the greatness of the feat, we cannot help feeling that we have to give up yet another of the things which we have always regarded as impossible.’

Man had taken to the skies, established communication through the ether, and stood at the northern extremity of the world. The South Pole, it seemed, was all that remained to be conquered. ‘The honour of planting the national flag at the North Pole undoubtedly belongs to America,’ said Shackleton, who was still basking in the success of his Nimrod expedition.3 The press called on Scott for comment as well, but his mind was elsewhere. He was preparing to announce his Antarctic plans. The following week he invited reporters to his office and told them he would be going south next year, with the South Pole as his main object. He estimated the expedition would cost at least 40,000 pounds, and hoped the Overseas Dominions would contribute.

‘I cannot think people will be slow to help in this patriotic matter,’ he said.4 ‘We do not want the Americans to get everything their own way. If we hang back others will make the attempt.’

The timing of his announcement meant the coverage was shot through with references to Peary – temporarily rumoured to be planning a journey to the South Pole himself – and Shackleton, whose heroics were fresh in the national memory. Shackleton would not be accompanying Scott, the papers were quick to mention, ‘owing to the pressure of his engagements’.5 He was soon to depart for Paris and Antwerp on the lecture circuit.

 Scott had, in fact, taken much inspiration from Shackleton in drawing up his plans. His ship would land him in McMurdo Sound during the Antarctic summer without being frozen in; there would be no need for a relief ship. Another, eastern shore party would be landed on King Edward VII Land. The bid at the Pole would use a mix of ponies, dogs and experimental motor sledges to cross the barrier, and Scott predicted he would have to drop his animal transport at the Beardmore Glacier and resort to man-haulage, as Shackleton had done. Something more than a larger supply of food would be required to cover the extra 100 miles to the Pole. He was quite certain that Shackleton’s marching records could only be beaten by having a greater number of men, who advanced by relays. It was not the easy problem which might be imagined.

‘There is always the chance of having exceptionally severe weather conditions,’ he warned, ‘or some slight accident which it would be impossible to foresee, but which might have momentous consequences.’6

Next day, Kathleen gave birth to a healthy son at Buckingham Palace Road. He was named Peter, after Barrie’s Peter Pan.

* * *

Scott’s reasoning for mounting an assault on the South Pole was twofold. He thought the Pole was a worthwhile geographical goal in and of itself. But he also thought a successful Pole journey would draw attention to his scientific results. Scott and Edward Wilson were in the process of mustering the largest collection of scientific minds which had ever left England, aiming to produce the fullest scientific programme ever undertaken in Antarctica. He feared that if he failed to reach the Pole, even the most brilliant work would languish for years in museum cubbies.

For Scott the Pole was the ‘bait for donations’, and any jingoistic talk that he managed to muster in the half-empty halls of northern England did not sit well on him. But for Lieutenant Evans the Pole was the point, and as a natural salesman he had no qualms telling the Cardiff business community what it wanted to hear. ‘We should never have collected our expeditionary funds merely from the scientific point of view,’ Teddy later wrote. ‘In fact, many of our larger supporters cared not one iota for science, but the idea of the Polar adventure captured their interest.’7

Even with Evans in Scott’s corner, and the newspapers hitching his expedition to the national honour, fundraising was difficult. The economy was recovering from a sharp downturn and unemployment was high. It wasn’t until the spring of 1910 that Evans, canvassing Wales and the West Country, and Scott, covering the rest of Britain, had raised their first 10,000 pounds. A grant of 20,000 pounds from Asquith’s Liberal Government followed, and another of 1000 pounds from the Dominion of New Zealand.

The best ship for the job would have been the state-of-the-art Discovery, but her present owners, the Hudson Bay Company, were unwilling to give her up. That left the other famous whalers: the Morning, Aurora, Bjorn, Nimrod and Terra Nova. Scott and Evans surveyed the Terra Nova in Newfoundland; since butting her way through to the Discovery in 1904 she had returned to the seal fishery. They were satisfied and bought her for 12,500 pounds. The wood barque was almost thirty years old, the strongest of the old Scottish whalers.

Scott handed the Terra Nova over to Evans to fit out while he busied himself with the scientific programme and finances. The ship looked small and filthy compared with the stately liners and cargo ships at the West India Docks. She had large blubber tanks in her holds, and reeked of whale and seal blubber. ‘Poor little ship, she looked so dirty and uncared for,’ recalled Evans.8 ‘I often blushed when admirals came down to see our ship, she was so very dirty.’

One of Evans’ great ideals was cleanliness, so he oversaw the refit with special pride. Under his supervision the blubber tanks were pulled out, and the whole ship cleaned and disinfected. An ice house was built on the upper deck for frozen meat. A row of laboratories went up on the poop deck. Beneath the poop were twenty-four bunks for the officers and scientists, fitted in cabins around the wardroom. When the ship sailed later in the year, Scott had asked Evans to captain her as far south as New Zealand, and she would be his first ever command.

In March, Scott travelled to Norway to field test his motor sledges. When he docked in Oslo, he sought out a plucky Norwegian navy sub-lieutenant named Tryggve Gran. Nansen had let him know that Gran, just twenty-one years old, was planning a southern expedition himself. Scott was always having to deal with Antarctic aspirants, but Gran’s plans were serious. He had bought a ship with an inheritance and started obtaining dogs and sledges.

The two men met at the Victoria Hotel and had a pleasant dinner. Scott invited Gran to observe the sledge trials at Fefor, and could not help admiring the young man’s skiing ability. When a broken axle threatened to cut the trials short, Gran saved the day by making a return trip by ski to the nearest blacksmith. Scott was interested in skiing – especially in the two-stick method used by Gran, which was new to him – and in the afternoon he suddenly asked Gran if he would shelve his plans and sign on with the Terra Nova. Gran was honoured, and after some encouragement from Nansen he accepted unconditionally.

There was another errand Scott wanted to run in Norway. With Gran’s help he secured an appointment with Roald Amundsen, the famous protégé of Nansen. Amundsen had been to the Far South in the Belgica. In fact, he and Frederick Cook had taken over the moral leadership of the ship while Captain de Gerlache languished in his cabin with scurvy. But the world knew him for having made the first full voyage through the North-West Passage, a feat which had thwarted so many Royal Navy captains in the previous century. He had returned to Norway covered in glory in 1906, and two years later began officially planning an expedition to the North Pole.

It looked as though Scott and Amundsen would be at opposite ends of the earth at the same time, and Scott hoped they could coordinate their magnetic measurements. He went out with Gran one afternoon to the explorer’s house, a Swiss-style villa by the Bunnefjord. But Amundsen never showed – though Scott waited an hour – and his brother, Gustav, did not seem to know where he was.

* * *

Scott and Evans fielded almost 8000 applications from miners, sailors, doctors, small children, and other ‘eager souls anxious to get out of the rut by joining the expedition in one way or another’.9 The qualities that the expedition was looking for had been made clear in the London Evening Standard: ‘a strong heart and good circulation’; ‘a good, even temper’; ‘some knowledge of cooking’; and ‘good, serviceable teeth’.10 Physical bulk was not a requirement for polar work, the paper insisted; Captain Scott was no giant, and Lieutenant Evans was extremely slight of frame.

One of the first men added to the expedition list was the Discovery veteran Edward Wilson, who had gone with Scott on his Farthest South journey. Wilson had spent the interim working for a Commission of Inquiry into a plague that was killing the grouse on shooting grounds. With his wife, Oriana, as his assistant, he had travelled the country, the guest of landowners and sportsmen, and pored through the entrails of thousands of birds. The grouse work had kept him so busy that he declined an offer from Shackleton to serve as second-in-command of the Nimrod expedition. The news that Shackleton had quartered in McMurdo Sound rather than King Edward VII Land had led Wilson to break off their friendship, but he remained close with Scott. He now accepted the position of Chief of Scientific Staff on the Terra Nova, and helped Scott to select men of science, including the Australian geologist Thomas Griffith Taylor, and the physicist Charles Wright, a Canadian. The eminent meteorologist George Simpson signed on from the Indian Meteorological Office. Scott also wanted to employ the first professional photographer to set foot in Antarctica. He gently persuaded the flamboyant Herbert Ponting to throw in his plans for a tour of the empire and come south instead.

The Admiralty released dozens of officers and men to serve in the expedition. Evans had his say in the selection, bringing in the petty officers Robert Forde and Patrick Keohane, both of whom had served with him on the Talbot in the Channel Squadron. Scott also called in more of his Discovery crew including Lashly and Taff: the two seamen who had accompanied him on his sledge journey to the Polar Plateau.

It was here, while they drafted their expedition list, that the leader and his lieutenant had their first disagreement. Scott wanted to bring Reginald Skelton as the engineer for the motor sledges. Skelton had served as the chief engineer on the Discovery and, in the years since, he and Scott had been exchanging ideas for motorised sledges and testing them in the European snows. Shackleton’s motorcar had confirmed that an engine could perform well in subzero temperatures; the problem had been the wheels, which became bogged down in the snow. It had been Skelton’s pioneering idea to use caterpillar tracks with wooden slats to grip the surface.

But Evans took a mysterious exception to Skelton’s involvement. He said he was worried that the engineer, who held the higher rank of commander, would undermine his position as the captain of the Terra Nova during the voyage south. And Scott, rather than put his foot down and risk sullying the productive partnership they had shared so far, chose to dispense with his old friend.

In March, Skelton was writing a bitter note to Evans:


I hear from Captain Scott, verbally and by letter, that you have asked him not to include me in the expedition. The reason I am told is that ‘on account of my seniority, it would be extremely difficult for you when Capt. Scott is absent.’ I quite fail to see where the difficulty would come in, and what seems to me so inconsistent about the reason given is that others in the expedition are as old or nearly so as I am and without my training and sense of proper discipline gained in the service … I do not think expeditions, at least successful expeditions nowadays are carried out by rigid discipline – as was the case in Parry’s days – so much as by each member having the proper sense to do his own job, and any job that comes along, and to ‘play the game’ intelligently.11



Five days later Evans wrote coldly to Skelton that he had ‘really nothing to add to the reason which Captain Scott has, I understand already informed you … it would be undesirable to include an officer of Commanders rank in the complement serving in a subordinate position to myself’.12

It was a shame to be rid of Skelton. In his stead, Scott chose Bernard Day, who had looked after the motorcar on Shackleton’s expedition, but would have to play catch-up with the caterpillar sledges. The Skelton argument had revealed a meaner side to Evans. He was almost serially cheerful, but quick to snap when he thought his interests were threatened. It didn’t bode well, and as they worked together closely, Scott must have wondered whether it had been a mistake to bring the young lieutenant into the fold. Evans was everything he was not. Perhaps there was no greater example of the temperamental gulf between the two men than in Evans’ love for performing strongman tricks. A favourite was lifting a person off the ground with his teeth, biting down on a belt or table napkin around the victim’s waist. He had lifted men and women of all classes in this manner, including the captain of the Morning when he was the ship’s second officer. ‘Although it sounds a conceited thing to say,’ he later explained, ‘my father was very fond of showing off my physical prowess as a youngster, and when I lifted people up by my teeth, a trick I had learned from some travelling strong man whilst on a walking tour, his eyes shone with pride.’13

It is doubtful that Scott’s eyes shone with pride when Evans demonstrated his dental strength, or performed any of his other wardroom tricks, which included ripping the seat of a shipmate’s trousers out with a single jerk of his hand, and tearing a deck of cards in half. Evans was a one-man circus, a quality which must have shone at fundraising dinners in Cardiff but jarred in the technical atmosphere in Victoria Street.

On 20 May, Scott and Evans pulled themselves away from their work to take part in the funeral parade of King Edward, joining generals and admirals, soldiers and sailors in the procession from Buckingham Palace to Westminster Hall. It was a similar mix of military ranks, gilded carriages and foreign dignitaries which had seen the king to his throne nine years earlier.

On the eve of sailing, the RGS held a luncheon for Scott and his officers at the King’s Hall of the Holborn Restaurant. The RGS and its fellows had donated a total 2500 pounds to the expedition. Some three hundred gentlemen sat down to the tables, while Kathleen Scott looked on from the balcony.

The pressure on Scott was immense. Not only would he be carrying out a scientific and geographical expedition of unprecedented magnitude, but the self-respect of an entire nation was bound up in his success, as he had been reminded at countless dinners like this one. Even the society president Leonard Darwin, son of Charles Darwin, seemed more interested in the spiritual benefits of the expedition than the scientific ones. He proudly announced that Captain Scott and his men were going out to ‘prove that the manhood of the nation was not extinct’.14 He was convinced that their attitude was do or die.




CHAPTER FOUR

THE VOYAGE

On 1 June 1910, well-wishers flocked to the Terra Nova at the West India Docks. A constant stream of visitors came aboard. Telegraph boys arrived with farewell messages, and three policemen held back a crowd of onlookers. Markham, Captain Robert Bartlett (second-in-command of Peary’s journey to the North Pole), and Sir Francis Bridgeman explored the dim recesses of the ship. Captain Scott, dressed in a blue suit and straw hat, showed them around. He asked Lady Bridgeman to ‘break’ the flag, and she tugged on a rope until the White Ensign fluttered from the peak. Scott had become a member of the Royal Yacht Squadron for 100 pounds. It was a cost the expedition could ‘ill afford’, Evans wrote, but it had freed the Terra Nova from Board of Trade regulations, enabling her to carry much more cargo than if she had been classed as a merchant ship.1

In the afternoon the Terra Nova slid away from the dock and went slowly down the Thames to the screaming of ships’ whistles and sirens. She had a broad white ribbon down her black sides, and her figurehead was a woman in white with a rose on her breast. The progress of the whaler down the river was like a ‘triumphal procession’, as Herbert Ponting wrote.2 ‘I remarked to Captain Scott, as I stood near him on the poop: “If this be your send-off, what will your homecoming be after discovering the South Pole?” He replied that he cared nothing for this sort of thing.’

Scott took no pleasure from acclamation, least of all now. At this early stage of the journey, he later confided to his wife, he had already ‘lost confidence in myself’, falling into one of his doldrums of self-doubt.3 Only once he was absorbed in his work in Antarctica would his confidence be restored. But Antarctica was months away. At Cardiff, where the ship took on hundreds of tons of coal and patent fuel, Scott said goodbye to Evans and his crew. He would join the ship in Cape Town by mail steamer; he had been forced to extend his fundraising campaign. The money shortage would fall on the salaries of his expedition members if it couldn’t be bridged. Back in London, he negotiated a 2500-pound deal with the Central News Agency for the expedition’s world newspaper rights, giving the wire service a 24-hour head start on any news the Terra Nova might bring home from Antarctica.

Evans, captain of the ship with the intimidating Victor ‘Wicked Mate’ Campbell serving as his first officer, headed south to Madeira under steam and sail. In the noisy wardroom, ragtime music from a self-playing pianola competed with the ‘merry jostling of countless plates and pannikins’.4 The door to the captain’s cabin lay between signed portraits of King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra. Evans shared the cabin with Edward Wilson, who was often busy with his sketches and watercolours, rising an hour before dawn to paint the sunrise.

Wilson, or ‘Uncle Bill’ as he became known, quickly established himself as the expedition’s shadow leader: a devout Christian and a born counsellor, full of tact and practical advice. With his quizzical smile, he jokingly egged on the more light-hearted arguments among the crew, but he also had a knack for resolving serious disputes. It was a service for which he would soon be in demand.

When Uncle Bill was not sketching, he was instructing the younger scientists in zoology or painting, especially his assistant, Apsley Cherry-Garrard. ‘Cherry’ was only twenty-four, an Oxford graduate and heir to a grand family estate. A chance encounter with Wilson at a shooting lodge in Scotland, sweetened with a 1000-pound donation to the expedition, had secured his place on the Terra Nova as ‘assistant zoologist’. He had no experience in zoology, but Scott was satisfied he could serve as one of his two ‘adaptable helpers’.5 The other ‘helper’ was an army cavalry officer, Captain Lawrence Oates, another aristocrat who had donated 1000 pounds.

Already there was ample opportunity for Oates, Cherry, and the other members of the ‘afterguard’, the collective term for the officers and scientists, to prove their worth. These men were not mere passengers to Antarctica: they were expected to help with the deck work. At 7.30 am they heard the steward’s repeated calls of ‘Rise and shine, gentlemen’.6 Then they took turns steering, going aloft, hauling ropes, carrying coal up from the holds and stoking the fires. They learned shanties when they joined the seamen at the hand-pumps – a frequent occurrence, because the ship was taking on an unusual amount of water. The most popular shanty, ‘Reuben Ranzo’, had a theme that resonated with the landsmen on board:


Oh, Ranzo was no sailor,

Ranzo boys, Ranzo

The son of a New York tailor.

Ranzo boys, Ranzo7



The adventure had already begun. Joining a chorus of ‘Sally Brown’ on the decks of a wooden whaler was the stuff of fantasy in a world of steamships, and the afterguard took to it wholeheartedly. They had plenty of incentive to muck in, since their conduct would determine whether they landed in Antarctica in Scott’s main party, or the eastern party, or whether they remained with the ship and went back to New Zealand. There was a rush to be first whenever there was work to be done. Cherry recalled that the ‘inevitable result was that the willing horses were overworked’, and it was a point of honour never to complain.8

‘We have got a fine lot of people on board,’ Evans was soon writing to Percy Lewis, a friend from Cardiff.9 ‘The scientists are just as sporting and ready for manual work as the others. One hardly expects this.’

Evans was a popular captain with a ‘taste for rowdyism and skylarking’, as the young physicist Charles Wright wrote to his father.10 The wardroom was in a state of almost continual uproar.

 ‘This is the rowdiest mess I have ever been in,’ wrote Captain Oates to his mother:


We shout and yell at meals just as we like, and we have a game called Furl trygallant sails which consists in tearing off each other’s shirts. I wonder what some of the people at home would think if they saw the whole of the afterguard with the exception of the officer of the watch struggling yelling and tearing off each other’s clothes, the ship rolling and the whole place a regular pandemonium. Evans is a splendid chap, he leads all the ragging himself, but I should be sorry for the person who hesitated to do what Evans told him.11



After three days at Madeira the ship ran before the north-east trade winds under the power of sail alone, her head pointing towards Brazil. When she reached the doldrums around the equator, all who had not yet crossed the line underwent the usual hazing. Evans was ordered to stop the ship by Neptune and his retinue. The uninitiated were diagnosed by Neptune’s doctor and shaved by his barber. The doctor’s medicine included a drink of vinegar and cayenne pepper. The lather for the shave was flour and soot, and the final act was a dunking in a saltwater bath by four seamen. Wright was on the receiving end and called it ‘most exciting’.12

In late July the ship dropped anchor at the uninhabited island of South Trinidad, and the afterguard, ‘dressed in flannels and all manner of weird costumes’, went ashore to collect birds, eggs, plants and insects.13 The reports from Wilson’s and Cherry’s rifles echoed off the cliffs as they hunted birds for the British Museum. Oates climbed to the top of the island in search of ‘Captain Kidd’s treasure’ and returned with a flower in his hat that had never been described by science.14 Tryggve Gran appeared back at the landing place with a camera in one hand and a live gannet in the other, swearing in Norwegian as the bird pecked him.

A big surf came up in the afternoon and they faced a difficult swim out to a small boat. It was an ‘exciting adventure,’ wrote Evans, ‘owing to a very heavy swell working up in an incredibly short time.’


Great rollers broke on the rocky beach and we all had to swim out thro’ the surf running the gauntlet of the sharks which could be plainly seen by those in the boats. They left us alone however, and I got a great insight into the physical courage of our party. They all swam off as I called on them one by one and took to the water as I gave the order, watching for a wave to have just broken.15



It took another day to bring the gear and scientific specimens off the rocks. This was achieved with the help of 27-year-old Lieutenant Henry Bowers, who bravely rode the swells around the rocks in a dinghy. Of Scots extraction, five feet four inches tall, with red hair, a green felt hat, and a beak-like nose, ‘Birdie’ Bowers had come home from the Royal Indian Marine to begin his duties as Terra Nova’s store officer by falling 19 feet down the main hatch. ‘What a silly ass,’ was the reaction from Evans.16 Yet he was unhurt in the fall – his small frame was remarkably durable – and he had quickly redeemed himself, emerging as one of the most conscientious workers on the ship.

The Terra Nova went south until she was booming along with the western trades above latitude 40. Massive rollers chased the ship and slipped underneath her, and she rolled with them admirably. But Evans worried that she was not as fast as expected. She was a fortnight behind schedule, and the world must be wondering what had happened to her. ‘I hope you don’t think we are another Waratah!’ he wrote half-jokingly to Lewis, referencing the British steamship which had disappeared without a trace a year earlier.17 He wanted to make back time by giving up visits to Melbourne and Sydney, ‘unless Capt Scott is very keen – I don’t think he minds as the programme is my own’.

When the Terra Nova made Simon’s Town in mid-August, Scott was away fundraising in Pretoria. He had beaten the ship to the cape by two weeks, travelling with Kathleen, Hilda Evans and Oriana Wilson. The afterguard went ashore to take in the social round, and Cherry proved generous with his rumoured millions, hiring a motorcar which bore himself, Bowers and two local women into the veldt. Scott rejoined the Terra Nova having drummed up 500 pounds from the South African government, and another 500 pounds from private donors; far short of the 5000 pounds he had wanted from the Dominion. He was relieved to find his ship in one piece.

As it turned out, the expedition couldn’t afford to skip the fundraising opportunities in Australia – Melbourne would be their next port of call. Instead of continuing ahead by steamer with the expedition wives, Scott persuaded Uncle Bill to go in his stead. He came aboard early, and joined Evans in the captain’s cabin, relieved to get away from the glad-handing that was so anathema to his personality. The ship sailed with Scott in command, and at first the mood was not quite so relaxed and jovial as it had been during the passage to Cape Town. Wright noted that Scott ‘takes no part in the skylarking – but always looks on with a grin’.18

Scott, who the crew had taken to calling ‘the Owner’, a naval term usually applied to the captain of a warship, seemed to have come aboard to get the measure of his expedition members. He was deciding who to include in the shore parties. One day he called Bowers into his cabin and told him he would be going ashore in charge of stores. Bowers would also be taking part in the expedition’s first sledge journey, laying supply depots across the barrier ice in preparation for the next season’s march to the Pole. Birdie wrote excitedly to his mother and sister, asking them to make a sledge flag bearing his family crest and mail it to him in New Zealand. Like mediaeval knights, all British sledgers had one; it was a tradition encouraged by the nostalgia-prone Markham.

Birdie’s appointment was at the expense of his cabin-mate, Lieutenant Henry Rennick, who was upset but bore no grudge against him. Others were terribly disappointed not to be included in the depot journey. ‘I wish we had not undertaken so much physical work and I would then no doubt have been on the party,’ Wright told his father.19

The Terra Nova reached Melbourne on the wet evening of 12 October. Scott and Evans dangled lanterns over the side to find that Kathleen and Hilda had come out in a launch in heavy seas to greet the ship, along with Wilson and his wife, Oriana. It had been Kathleen who’d persuaded Uncle Bill, and the other cold and hungry wives, to go out in the launch despite the weather. Scott was elated, but the mood didn’t last. Wilson handed over a mailbag which contained an astonishing message. It was a brief and cryptic telegram from Roald Amundsen: ‘Beg leave to inform you Fram proceeding Antarctic.’20

Scott’s thoughts must have rushed back to the spring day in Norway when he and Gran had gone out to Amundsen’s home. Even then the explorer had been secretly planning his Antarctic expedition and had slunk away into the woods to avoid lying to Scott’s face. Amundsen’s much-publicised plan for an Arctic expedition had been a feint. Since late 1909, when Cook and Peary announced their competing claims over the North Pole, the Norwegian had lost interest in the north and diverted his attention to the south. But he maintained that his North Pole expedition was still going ahead: to the press, to his private and public backers, and even to Nansen.

When he set sail in the Fram in August, the world, and even his own crew save a handful of officers, had thought Amundsen was bound for the Arctic via Cape Horn and the Bering Strait. His stated plan was to enter the pack and drift as near as possible to the Pole, as Nansen had done before him. It was only in October, when the Fram called at Madeira, that Amundsen told his men that they were going to the South Pole. Then he dashed off letters to King Haakon, Nansen and the Norwegian Royal Geographical Society, and his telegram to Scott. Even the letters to his countrymen did not reveal where in Antarctica he would base his siege on the Pole. It seemed only Amundsen himself knew what he would do next. Scott couldn’t rule out that the Fram would show up in what he considered his own exploration territory, McMurdo Sound.

In Australia the news still wasn’t widely known. Amundsen’s brother had held a press conference revealing the volte face in Oslo on 2 October, while Scott was at sea. It caused a backlash in Norway so severe that Amundsen’s funding dried up completely, and the rest of his expedition was paid for by a single, South America–based businessman.21 But the outrage had only thin coverage in the British press – a few lines here and there in the back pages – and Australian reporters didn’t think to quiz Scott on it.

That was just as well, because in Melbourne there were more dinners, dances and receptions to attend, more governors to woo and warships to inspect, in what comprised yet another stage of the ship’s triumphal departure from civilisation. Kathleen had made a start on fundraising in lieu of her husband, trying to secure the 5000 pounds promised to the expedition from the Australian government. ‘Don’t say dash!’ had been her rebuke to a Hobart reporter who asked her when Scott would make his dash for the Pole. ‘It is a carefully planned and carefully prepared expedition.’22

Here Wilson rejoined the ship, while Scott would again travel separately with Kathleen, Hilda and Oriana to New Zealand. The Terra Nova sailed on 17 October. Scott and Kathleen got a train up to Sydney to make one last appeal for funds. In the end, they secured 2500 pounds from the Commonwealth Government, and another 2500 pounds from a local businessman.

The Scotts crossed the Tasman on the steamer Warrimoo, enduring a voyage that was ‘wretchedly uncomfortable’ for Kathleen.23 They beat the Terra Nova by a day, arriving in Wellington on the morning of 27 October. By now, the press had cottoned on to the suggestion that Amundsen had carried out his campaign in a manner that was unsportsmanlike.

‘What about Amundsen?’ a reporter asked as Scott came off the Warrimoo.24

‘I know very little about him,’ said Scott. ‘I was sorry to miss him in Norway, though some appointments were made for us to meet. He is certainly a fine fellow.’

He described the telegram he had received in Melbourne, and said he knew nothing further about Amundsen’s plans.

‘As soon as I can find out where he is, so that I can communicate with him, I shall send him a telegram wishing him success.’

‘Do you consider he is poaching upon your preserves?’

‘Not at all. It seems clear to me that he plans to attack the problem from the other side of the world. Anybody is free to do that. The only possible breach of etiquette on such occasions would be if a man were deliberately to go to the spot that another man had previously and publicly selected as his own base.’

In Wellington, Scott gave a lecture and mixed with Prime Minister Joseph Ward and the city’s mayor. The Terra Nova reached Lyttelton the following morning, having battled up the coast in a head sea and wind. The first message Evans received was a telegram from Ward, extending a ‘hearty welcome’ to the Dominion.25

Scott and Kathleen travelled down to Christchurch the next day. They stayed at the cliffside home of the shipping agent Joseph Kinsey, a jolly and moustachioed figure who was serving as the expedition’s New Zealand agent. They slept in Kinsey’s garden, probably at the suggestion of Kathleen, who slept outdoors at any opportunity. Scott admired Kinsey as a businessman, describing him as a ‘good creature, in spite of his pervading personality and somewhat braggart manner’.26 He gave the New Zealander his power of attorney to act on his behalf while he was in the Far South.

When he reunited with his ship yet again, Scott found there had been a quarrel during the crossing of the Tasman. The boatswain in charge of the sledging outfit, Thomas Feather, had been insubordinate to Lieutenant Rennick. Feather was a veteran of the Discovery expedition, admired for his organisational skills. Scott was ‘very much annoyed’ at his transgression, and suspended him from duty.27 By November the boatswain was on his way home, his service record noting him as unsuitable for the Terra Nova expedition. According to his family, he later claimed it was not Rennick he had clashed with, but Teddy Evans, who had looked down on his humble background and resented him for having Scott’s ear.28

Feather was replaced with the tough little boatswain Alfred Cheetham, who had served on the Morning with Evans, and on the Nimrod with Shackleton. Evans was pleased with the change, writing that ‘[Scott] and Wilson were very loyal to the old Discovery men we had with us and Scott was impressed with my man, Cheetham, the Merchant Service boatswain, and could not quite make out how “Alf”, as the sailors called him, got so much out of the hands – this little squeaky-voiced man – I think we hit on Utopian conditions for working the ship.’29

But the Terra Nova’s time in New Zealand would reveal that expedition relationships were anything but Utopian.




CHAPTER FIVE

NEW ZEALAND

Under the loom of the Port Hills in Lyttelton Harbour, Bowers unloaded and repacked all of the ship’s stores. Some mornings when he reached the Terra Nova from his billet at the Marine Hotel, he found that Kathleen, not Captain Scott, was acting as his supervisor for the day.

‘I don’t know who to blame but somehow don’t like Mrs S,’ he wrote to his sister Mary.1


I don’t trust her – though I have always been prepared to give her her due. Nobody likes her in the expedition and the painful silence when she arrives is the only jarring note in the whole thing. There is no secret that she runs us all now and what she says is done – through the Owner … I am sorry for her as she has tried hard to be one of us and always does anything she can for any of us.



As far as the expedition wives, Bowers preferred Hilda Evans, whom he described as a ‘womanly woman of remarkable beauty and charm’.2 Hilda, well connected in Christchurch society, was shepherding the officers to dances and races. Her younger sister, Rita Russell, was even more beautiful, and somewhat legendary among the ‘Antarctics’ – Michael Barne of the Discovery had nearly married her. In welcoming Evans and Scott to Christchurch, the wealthy Russells must have felt the pang of what could have been. They had once offered to put down 25,000 pounds from the outset if Evans had commanded the expedition himself.

Kathleen, who thrived on attention, did not enjoy the upstaging, and serving as her husband’s enforcer on the docks only made her less popular. She was suspicious of the Evanses. She thought Hilda had been in Teddy’s ear about Scott’s shortcomings, ‘working him up to insurrection’.3 Her relations were little better with the staid and religious Oriana Wilson. Tensions between the expedition wives came to a head, and they had a big row in a Christchurch hotel. It was a ‘magnificent battle,’ as Captain Oates put it to his mother:


They tell me it was a draw after 15 rounds. Mrs Wilson flung herself into the fight after the 10th round and there was more blood and hair flying about than you see in a Chicago slaughter house in a month. The husbands got a bit of the backwash and there is a certain amount of coolness which I hope they won’t bring into the hut with them, however it won’t hurt me even if they do.4



Apart from the rift between Kathleen and Hilda, the work went on. The geologists Thomas Griffith Taylor and Frank Debenham, a young Australian, had reached the ship from Sydney. Scott sent them, along with Wright, on a warm-up tour to study glaciers in the Southern Alps. The carpenter practised assembling the prefabricated huts near the wharves, and Herbert Ponting walked around with everyone at his beck and call, winding the handle of his cinematograph machine. The ship’s ice house was packed with more than 160 frozen sheep and three beef carcasses gifted from New Zealand farmers. Hundreds of tons of coal came aboard, along with ice, dog biscuits and bales of fodder. Then came the animal transport for the southern journey. Cecil Meares and Kathleen’s brother, Lieutenant Wilfred Bruce, had arrived in New Zealand with nineteen white Siberian and Manchurian ponies and thirty-four sledge dogs.

Meares was another of those men who had donated 1000 pounds to the expedition fund, but the Admiralty had also recommended him to Scott. He was a well-known traveller and linguist whose pre-expedition record suggested, if not intelligence work, then a restless fascination with politically sensitive areas: Tibet, South Africa, Russia during the Russo–Japanese War, and China during the Boxer Rebellion. He had learned how to drive dogs as a fur trader in Russia’s Far East, and served as a non-commissioned cavalry officer in the Boer War. On top of that he spoke Russian and, by his own account, he knew Siberian horses well: he seemed an ideal candidate for the dog and horse mission.

Meares had crossed Siberia by train and sleigh to procure the dogs. The search took him to a settlement of the Nanai, the Siberian ‘fish-skin’ people, and he had put each dog through hard driving tests.5 Once he had mustered thirty-four dogs, he hitched them in cattle trucks to a mail train and brought them to Vladivostok, where Bruce was waiting. He kennelled the dogs and sent word out for the sort of ponies he was after. Scores of them came in from the country, some from as far as 200 miles away, and he inspected and tried each one before purchase. Finally, Meares and Bruce embarked with their menagerie, reaching New Zealand via the Philippines, New Guinea and Australia. Also in tow was a dog handler, Dimitri Gerov, and a stable boy, Anton Omelchenko, hand-picked by Meares to work with the animals in Antarctica.

The dogs and ponies had undergone inoculations and disinfections of every sort, but before they could come aboard they still had to be quarantined on Quail Island in Lyttelton Harbour. Scott recorded that he was ‘greatly pleased with the animals and two young Russians in charge … Meares has done his work splendidly’.6 Captain Oates, for his part, was annoyed. He was staying on Quail Island to tend to the ponies. He had stopped receiving weekly letters from the great love of his life, his mother. He felt his responsibility heavily, and clashed with Scott on the subject of fodder. Antarctica could support no land herbivores, meaning at least one year’s worth of food for the ponies would have to be brought out on the ship. If the ponies were to be kept in good condition during sledging, Oates reckoned they would need 50 tons of fodder rather than the 30 that had been allocated. He also wanted to expand their diet to include linseed cake, but Scott had been happy to rely on the variety of compressed hay that Shackleton had used.

 ‘The ponies themselves are first class but all the feeding I have been stuffing them with has made them fairly festive and there may be trouble,’ wrote Oates to his mother.7 He was worried about loading the unruly animals onto the ship. He continued: ‘Scott has been kicking up another fuss about the forage but I succeeded in defeating him, also we smuggled in an entire two tons which will come in useful. What upset him more than anything was buying 6 tons linseed cake at £16 a ton.’

Each evening, Scott leafed through the stack of letters that was waiting for him in every port. Well wishes came from his friends in London, inevitably sprinkled with mentions of a growing cast of polar rivals. There was a long letter from Reginald Skelton. Again Scott was reminded that the three motor sledges, which were lashed in massive cases to the decks of Terra Nova, were not under Skelton’s charge, as they should have been. The engineer gave Scott the polar gossip from London. The RGS had thrown a big dinner in May in honour of its new president, Lord George Curzon. In attendance was the Australian geologist, Douglas Mawson, who had reached the South Magnetic Pole on Shackleton’s expedition. Mawson had declined a place on the Terra Nova because he wanted Wilson’s role. Presently he was trying to raise money for an Australian expedition. Shackleton had made it his business to run the campaign and Markham was concerned that funds required for Scott’s expedition were being diverted to Mawson’s. Skelton had met Mawson at the geographical dinner and took him to be a ‘somewhat rough type of person’.8

 ‘I will hope to see you on your return,’ Skelton concluded, ‘and perhaps also you will someday tell me the real reason why I couldn’t be taken – I should be interested.’ He still couldn’t believe that Evans had got him fired.

The ponies went into their wooden stalls on the forecastle head – without much incident, to the relief of Oates – and the dogs were chained around the ice house, taking up what little deck space was left and starting a chorus of baleful howls. The Terra Nova farewelled cheering crowds at Lyttelton in late November and made her way down the coast to Port Chalmers, Dunedin.

Scott stayed on to reach Dunedin by train. Petty officer Taff was also left behind when the ship sailed, but not by choice. The Welshman had been blind drunk when the Bishop of Christchurch held a service on the ship; so much so that he fell overboard. Scott thought Taff had ‘disgraced [the] ship’, but later found him in the British Hotel and talked some sense into him.9

By 28 November the ship was at Port Chalmers, where more sacks of coal were squeezed into her holds. Scott rolled into the port that afternoon with Taff, whose antics he had forgiven. All seemed well when the Owner and his wife reached the wharf. All except Evans. ‘He was much excited with very vague and wild grievances,’ Scott wrote in his diary, ‘the only reasonable one concerning [Taff] – the cause of all this not difficult to guess – Smoothed him down.’10 Kathleen recalled that Evans and his wife were in tears as he let fly a volley of complaints.

The reinstatement of Taff after his drunkenness was certainly one point which annoyed Evans, who was sensitive to any hint of favouritism by Scott to his old Discovery crew. But the lieutenant had, at this point, felt aggrieved about Scott for months. He had expected to captain the Terra Nova all the way to New Zealand, but Scott had taken the helm at Simon’s Town, a gesture which Evans worried reflected poorly on his abilities. He had found a naively sympathetic ear in Bowers, who wrote to his mother that the ‘hand of Mrs S can be seen in Scott’s coming out with us from the Cape (owing to Evans’ unbounded popularity)’.11

‘Finally,’ Bowers continued, ‘as if Evans might make a dash for the Pole this season in Scott’s absence on the ship – S. has announced his intention of going on the depot journeys with us. The pole this year is of course out of the question, but it was a slur on Evans’ honesty to do that and it was the last straw in the heavy hand which broke the camel’s back.’

Evans was threatening to resign, and it was only that night, at the eve-of-departure ball, that some semblance of peace was restored. Bowers set the scene in an incredible letter to his mother:


[Evans] announced privately to us that he intended to resign unless a clear understanding was reached and certain demands acceded to. I never saw a man so determined to throw up all his hopes as Evans was then and rank feeling spread rapidly. May it never be known how very nearly the Terra Nova came to not sailing at the last few hours. With hearts like lead we all went like children to that man among men, the quiet unselfish and retiring Dr. Wilson. Our Bill was the turning point and nobly did his duty. Things were undecided when with heads far from gay we went to dance on our last night … I was very half hearted about filling a programme at all considering my already formed determination. However Mrs Wilson came over and simply said ‘all’s well’ and I without a word made for her husband and shook him so violently by the hand that our hostess must have thought us funny. Of course the expedition could not have sailed without Teddy and Scott, like the sensible man he is, saw then that the feminine affair had gone too far.



Not only had Evans threatened to resign – he had convinced several officers to resign with him. He had attempted to ‘raise a mutiny’, as Cherry wrote privately, but Scott had called his bluff and made him climb down.12

Everyone saved face by blaming the quarrel on the expedition wives, an excuse which historians have shown a surprising readiness to accept. But Kathleen and Hilda’s animosity was trivial compared with the irreconcilable differences between their husbands. Evans could not part with the idea that Scott was an intruder on the show he had started. He continued to see himself as the expedition’s joint leader, which he was not. Since sailing from England he had been carrying on like an errant prince. He had won over the wardroom on the way to New Zealand, so that Bowers was writing to his mother: ‘It is an open secret that Teddy started the ball rolling and would have run the show himself had it been necessary.’

It was a battle of personalities that Scott struggled to win while he was so often away from the ship to raise funds. He had nearly become a stranger to his own expedition. Bowers, in his letters home, displayed the credulousness of an officer who had spent an awful lot of time with Teddy and little with Scott.

The eve-of-departure ball was an episode that reflected poorly on Evans, Bowers and most everyone in the expedition, including the overly tolerant Scott. Wilson had talked the captain and his lieutenant around, but if they could scarcely work together in civilisation, how would they fare in the cold and hunger of hard sledging, or in the cloisters of a polar winter? Evans had it in his head that Scott had humiliated him and slurred his honesty and ability; and he had made his grievances public. His position on the ship was untenable.

Next day Scott told his diary that Evans was acting ‘as though nothing has happened!’13 Perhaps Teddy had recovered himself enough to behave civilly with his leader, but he wasn’t quite finished with Scott’s wife. ‘Evans’ tantrums spoiled the day,’ Kathleen wrote.14 ‘He told me a string of lies and hot air.’ The content of this renewed outburst can only be guessed at – Teddy’s diary did not survive for posterity, and his breezy memoir of the expedition, written years later, was impenetrable. ‘Personally I had a heart like lead,’ he wrote of his feelings on departure day, ‘but, with everyone else on board, bent on doing my duty and following Captain Scott to the end.’15

That fine afternoon, a huge crowd on the George Street pier waved the ship off from Port Chalmers. There wasn’t an inch of planking visible on the wharfs, which were crammed with thousands of well-wishers in their best dress, waving white handkerchiefs. A grinning Scott gave a brief speech. Standing on the bridge with his hands in his coat pockets, he looked embarrassed and overwhelmed.

 Kathleen, Hilda and Oriana, under an uneasy truce, came out with the ship to the heads. They said their last farewells and boarded a tug. Kathleen avoided saying goodbye to her husband while he was thronged with supporters, instead handing him a goodbye note: ‘Look you, when you are away South I want you to be sure that if there be a risk to take or leave, you will take it, or if there is a danger for you or another man to face, you will face it, just as much as before you met Doodles [Peter] and me.’16

Back on dry land, Kathleen fired off a telegram to Kinsey: ‘Just back from Heads; all gay and cheerful; everything excellent; love to Mrs Kinsey – Kathleen Scott.’17

Oates was less impressed with the send-off. A well-moneyed army man whose career and finances did not depend on the Terra Nova’s success, he had been a cynical observer to the way things were run – and to the innocent fanfare the ship received in every empire port.

‘I must say we have made far too much noise about ourselves, all the photography, cheering, steaming through the fleet etc etc is rot,’ he wrote.18


And if we fail it will only make us look more foolish. They say Amundsen has been underhand in the way he has gone about it but I personally don’t see it as underhand to keep your mouth shut. I myself think these Norskies are a very tough lot – they have 200 dogs and Johansen is with them and he is not exactly a child – also they are very good ski-runners while we can only walk. If Scott does anything silly such as underfeeding his ponies he will be beaten as sure as death.



 Bowers felt differently about the Norwegians. ‘Amundsen has played a wily trick,’ he wrote to his sister.19 ‘We find his game has been a deep laid plot to forestall us … Now there is not one of us who does not welcome fair competition and if he selects a new base he will be doing a sporting and reasonable thing. If however he comes to McMurdo Sound – which for eighteen months has been known to the world as our projected base – it will be another matter.’

Small craft, packed with well-wishers, followed the ship out for a few miles. In the evening, Scott could still see the loom of land and the blinking of the Cape Saunders Lighthouse on the Otago Peninsula. The expedition members stowed their shore suits and sailors’ caps and emerged above decks in winter garb. Meares looked impressive in a leather jacket topped with a fur busby, strolling around with a cigarette holder between his teeth. Others wore tweed shooting coats, or one of the 130 grey jerseys donated to the expedition in New Zealand. Scott liked to wear his old naval overcoat, which he had owned since he was a sub-lieutenant more than two decades earlier.

Some of the officers also opted for haircuts in readiness for the Spartan life which awaited them. Meares half-heartedly shaved Wilson, and then Oates took the clippers to Meares, leaving him completely bald.

On 30 November the ship was out of sight of the land, and Scott released the ritual carrier pigeon.

‘He may get back to New Zealand all right,’ said Wright as he watched the bird dwindle out of sight, ‘but he certainly started in the wrong direction.’20




CHAPTER SIX

SOUTH

In early December the Terra Nova was bowling along to the south and consuming a worrying amount of coal. Scott took pity on ‘our poor animals’.1 The ponies swayed in their stalls as the ship plunged up and down on a confused sea, and the dogs were huddled miserably on the decks, soaked with sea spray.2

The Terra Nova was heavily overladen. Scott and Evans had taken on more cargo than she was ever meant to carry, and after crossing into the Furious Fifties, the region of mighty gales above latitude 50, they met the fate they had tempted. On the night of 2 December a westerly gale came shrieking through the rigging, and the ship rolled on the increasing seas like an overfed bird. Thirty-five-foot waves broke over her from the weather side, and swamped her decks faster than the scuppers could discharge.

In the waist of the ship, the water lopped back and forth in a mess of loose coal bags and petrol cases. It poured down through the poop deck onto the bedding and books in the officers’ cabins. It also leaked through the forecastle stables onto the sailors’ bunks, having mingled with the filth of the ponies. Ponting was busy baling out his cabin to save his camera gear. The water came through every crack and cranny and collected in the bilge.

All hands half-waded, half-swam in their oilskins for hours in the waist of the ship, throwing coal sacks overboard and re-lashing the petrol cases. Scott and Evans often went to check on the animals. In the stalls, illuminated by a hanging lamp, were the solemn faces of Oates and Edward Atkinson, the quiet naval surgeon, busy keeping the ponies on their feet. Meares was running back and forth among the entangled dogs.

But the real issue was the amount of water making its way below, especially now that a wave had carried away a large piece of the lee bulwark, exposing the decks to the sea. In the engine room the engineer William Williams noticed that water was sloshing at his feet. The suction beneath the boiler room plates was blocked, and the water had stopped draining through the floor-sump. Hearing that the engine room was filling with water, Evans ordered men to the ship’s hand-pumps, worked by crank handles at the base of the mainmast. But the hand-pumps were soon clogged too, producing only a dribble. The tubes of the hand- and engine-driven pumps were in a wooden shaft abaft the mainmast, but there was no way to access the pump shaft and unblock the tubes, because the after hatch was covered in water. Opening the hatch would have sunk the ship.

The men began cutting a hole in the engine room bulkhead to get to the pump shaft indirectly. Evans organised the afterguard into a bucket chain in the engine room, while the seamen continued working the dripping hand-pumps. Billows of what appeared to be smoke came through the seams of the after hold, and for a crazed moment the ship seemed on fire – but the smoke was really steam, rising from the bilge water as it neared the ship’s boiler. To save the boiler, Williams put out the fires in the furnace; the ship now had neither steam nor sail and was at great risk of foundering.

The bucket chain and the sailors at the hand-pumps kept up their work for twenty-four hours. The afterguard worked in two-hour shifts and took breaks with hot cocoa in the swamp-like wardroom. Scott himself was at work but did not let the landsmen know how serious things were. He conferred quietly with Bowers: ‘I’m afraid it’s a bad business for us – what do you think?’3 Bowers replied that there was hope for the ship yet, and then dove after some petrol cases, while Scott called after him that the cases ‘did not matter’. He kept such a cool head that he ‘might have been at Cowes,’ Bowers wrote.4 ‘He is one of the best, and behaved up to our best traditions at a time when his own outlook must have been the blackness of darkness.’

The wind fell, and the baling in the engine room made progress. At 11 pm the following night, the hole in the engine room bulkhead was finished. Evans and Bowers went through it, wriggled past the sacks of coal in the hold, and climbed down into the pump shaft. They wallowed in the bilge and passed up the balls of coal dust which had blocked the pump suctions. Finally, a stream came from the hand-pumps and the water in the engine room receded. In the morning, Williams could light the fires again.

 Though the sea remained heavy, the ship was drying, and the sun was out by the time two dead ponies were being hoisted out of the forecastle through the skylight; stretched out, as Evans recalled, ‘like dead rabbits’.5 The expedition had escaped lightly, having lost two ponies, one dog, 10 tons of coal, 65 gallons of petrol, and one case of biologist’s spirit. That evening, a Saturday, the officers drank to sweethearts and wives per the naval custom, and Evans noted there was ‘no trace of anxiety, worry or fatigue to be seen’ on the faces of his colleagues.6 The Terra Nova only made 23 miles that day.

* * *

The ship was a week out from New Zealand, at latitude 62, when Boatswain Cheetham called squeakily from the crow’s nest – a simple barrel at the top of the masthead – that he could see an iceberg. Evans climbed up to look at it, far away to the west: a white mesa, rising out of the sea at right angles. Next day the ship was plunging forth against a stiff breeze, still consuming more coal than Scott had hoped for. The captain felt he was literally fighting his way to the South, and with every sick motion of the ship his thoughts went back to ‘our poor ponies’.7

On the morning of 9 December, the white line of the pack ice showed on the horizon. The ship advanced until the floes were hissing past her bows. The pack had once been sea ice attached to the Antarctic coast; now it was drifting north on the currents and destined to melt in warmer waters. Weathering had worked it into an irregular patchwork of rolling hillocks, stray bergs and pools of blue water. Ponting wound the handle on his cinematograph as the ship passed a tabular berg with 80-foot cliffs: a giant, wandering fragment of the Great Ice Barrier. Other bergs formed fantastic pinnacles and spires, creating the impression that the ship was passing down the lanes of a ruined city.

If the pack was not enough to assure the green expedition members that they were nearing their object, there was also the bracing air and the lengthening daylight hours. The temperature now hovered around freezing, and the sun only dipped below the southern horizon at midnight, throwing shades of salmon pink across the ice fields. Wilson was up late working on his watercolours. Scott stayed up too and described the scene as incomparable. ‘The northern sky was gloriously rosy and reflected in the calm water between the ice … We gazed long at these beautiful effects.’8

Stunning as the pack was, Scott was bewildered by its appearance at latitude 65: lower than expected and lower, in fact, than any expedition had ever seen. Taking a survey from the crow’s nest 50 yards above decks, he wondered where he had gone wrong. He had carefully chosen the 178th meridian west as the best meridian to go south, based on the evidence of former voyages. For his trouble he had been rewarded, as he wrote, ‘by encountering worse conditions than any ship has ever had before – worse, in fact, than I imagined would have been possible on any other meridian’.9

The Terra Nova was built for ice work; her iron-shod bow was backed with nine feet of solid teak. She could simply charge at the smaller floes until a black crack shot through them and they cleaved apart. Some floes, however, were up to 300 yards across, and the ship had to make detours around them. Such manoeuvring was impossible if remote winds brought the pack together, trapping the ship and rendering her propeller useless.

On 11 December the ship lay tight in the pack all day, waiting for an opening. Tryggve Gran handed out skis (in those days, seven-foot planks weighing around 20 pounds) and all hands went away over the ice. They took clumsily to the activity, still fairly unknown to Englishmen. Only in recent years had skiing become ‘very popular among winter-sporters in Switzerland’, wrote Ponting.10

The delay was hard on everyone, most of all Scott. ‘I can imagine few things more trying to the patience than the long wasted days of waiting,’ he entered in his diary.11 ‘To wait idly is the worst of conditions.’

The dogs and ponies were losing condition the longer they were cooped up in the ship; the Terra Nova was eating coal for little progress; and the colder temperature had increased the appetites of the expedition members, who were scoffing enormous meals. Each day in the pack meant less time on shore before the winter set in: a problem for Scott, because he planned to lay a string of depots along the barrier before the end of March, when conditions became abhorrent to sledging.

Teddy Evans passed the time by making up a song about each officer. Oates, accused in Teddy’s lyrics of avoiding women in favour of goats, had already proven ‘eminently teasable’, as Debenham observed.12 Despite his pedigree, Oates had no airs or affectations; he had arrived at the expedition office in London wearing a bowler hat and a worn trench coat buttoned up to the chin. The seamen had assumed he was a farmer. His brown, kindly eyes and slow manner of speech were asking to be made fun of, especially as he kept a portrait of Napoleon in his cabin and was only ever seen reading Napier’s History of the Peninsula War. A solemn devotion to the care of the ponies only added to his comical aspect. ‘He often gets covered with hay and is called “Farmer Hayseed,”’ wrote Debenham.13 ‘He takes all the chaff tremendously well.’

The Soldier, as Oates was nicknamed, spent most of his time in the stalls, bonding with Atkinson, another man of quiet self-assurance.

‘Deb’, for his part, was still amazed that life had lifted him out of Bowral, New South Wales, and dropped him in the company of men he had read about in books. He feared he was excessively shy and wondered about the impression he was making. He felt ‘a little diffident in calling men like these by their nicknames,’ he told his diary, ‘and wrestling and scrapping with men like Wilson, Meares, etc, who are what one would popularly call famous men. One must feel that it is necessary to prove oneself a bit first and so far there hasn’t been much chance.’14

For the scientists, at least, there was an outlet for nervous energy in the collecting and cataloguing of plankton samples. There was no lack of life to study in the pack. The underside of the ice was coloured yellow with unicellular algae: food for blooms of microscopic krill, which in turn supported a busy ecosystem of fish and mammals. Little Adelie penguins came hurrying across the floes to greet the ship, and whale spumes drifted from the water pools. Scott, who had carried a copy of Darwin’s Origin of Species on his Farthest South journey, marvelled at ‘how immense a supply of small beasts these seas must contain’.

‘Beneath the placid ice floes and under the calm water pools the old universal warfare is raging incessantly in the struggle for existence,’ he wrote.15 Always entranced by Nature, he made notes on the ‘beautiful sinuous movement’ of a leopard seal, and the ‘pretty crouching attitude’ of an Antarctic petrel.16 Evans, who thought nothing of kicking an Adelie in the head when it came too close, took a Winchester repeater to the forecastle and shot four crabeater seals, providing the crew with a dinner of seal liver. Wilson and Cherry stowed the skin and skeletons in barrels destined for museums.

When he was not hunting seals or penguins, Evans was in the crow’s nest directing with a megaphone and searching the pack for a new lead. If the pack was too tight the ship had to stop engines; a tough decision to make, since it would take several hours, and more than two tons of coal, to warm up the boiler and raise steam again. On 13 December the ship was forced to put out fires for four days, and in that time the ice carried her north, back the way she had come. Fires out meant more work at the hand-pumps. Although she had been dry-docked in New Zealand, the Terra Nova remained leaky.

All through the latter part of December the ship continued to make stop-start progress, picking from lead to lead, sometimes running through long lanes of water only to reach a dead end again. The sky acted as a strange portent to the ice conditions and gave hints at the way ahead. Scott and Evans were often teased by ‘water skies’, dark spots on the undersides of clouds which were over open water. The opposite effect was ‘ice blink’, a white glare on the clouds that were over ice.

‘What an exasperating game this is!’ wrote Scott.17 ‘At one moment everything looks flourishing, the next one begins to doubt if it is possible to get through.’ Christmas Day found the situation of the Terra Nova ‘altogether too Christmassy’.18 The ship had stopped again, with fires out, under a light snow. The afterguard dined on fresh penguin (hand-caught by Evans), roast beef, mince pies, plum pudding and asparagus – washed down with champagne, port and liqueurs – and had a sing-song that lasted into the morning hours. The seamen received much the same fare in their messroom, with beer and whiskey in place of champagne.

On 29 December, Evans turned in at 4 am after a night spent nattering in the crow’s nest with Bowers. In the captain’s cabin he found Scott awake in his bunk and bet him ten sardine sandwiches that the ship would be out of the pack by noon tomorrow. Scott shook his head in disbelief, but sure enough, early on the 30th, he woke to the motion of open water as the ship neared the Antarctic coast.

* * *

The Terra Nova had spent twenty days in the pack and covered 370 miles in a straight line, whereas the Discovery had taken only a week to get through the pack in 1902. It had been a delay that Scott could ill afford, but finally, at 10 pm on a sun-drenched New Year’s Eve, he watched the mountains of Victoria Land forming in the west. The expedition members rung in the new year with cries of ‘Land ho’ and blasts on the ship’s foghorn.19

In the first days of 1911 the whole of Ross Island came into view, and Deb found it ‘perfectly thrilling to see all the places I know so well from books’.20 The ship came within 100 yards of the barrier and followed the 30-foot ice cliffs until they tumbled into the rocks of Cape Crozier, the easternmost point of Ross Island. Here stood the metal cylinder which the Discovery expedition had once set up to communicate with relief ships. Farther west the slopes of Mount Terror, meeting the sea at a gravelly beach, were dotted with thousands of Adelie penguins. The guano-smelling shoreline was a tempting place for a winter quarters, offering proximity to the barrier and animal life. The southward stretch of the barrier from Cape Crozier was smooth, free of the crevasses which Scott would have to cross if he wintered in McMurdo Sound.

But there was a swell running on the beach and the ship couldn’t get close. It would have taken weeks to land the stores, and the ponies and motor sledges would have been put at great risk. ‘No good!!! Alas!’ wrote Scott. ‘Cape Crozier with all its attractions is denied us … Reluctantly and sadly we had to abandon our cherished plan – it is a thousand pities.’21

The ship continued west, steaming past the heights of Mount Terror, Mount Terra Nova and Mount Erebus, and turned south into Scott’s old haunt, McMurdo. Those expedition members who were new to Antarctica could already recognise many of the peaks and headlands from Scott and Shackleton’s maps. The Sound was a neighbourhood of familiar landmarks, dotted with remnants of the Discovery and Nimrod expeditions. Passing on the port side was the dark outline of Cape Royds, where Shackleton’s hut stood well preserved.

Scott was astonished to see the cape free of sea ice, allowing no route to the barrier for men and animals. Ten miles farther south, however, he spied a rocky cape that did have a girdle of ice. The Terra Nova fixed ice anchors and Scott, Evans and Wilson walked over to inspect the spit of land which Scott remembered from his Discovery days as the ‘Skuary’. The expedition’s luck seemed finally to have turned: the low wedge of lava rock, separated from Scott’s old Discovery quarters in the south by deep bays, seemed unlikely to be clear of sea ice and cut off from the barrier until late in the season. Scott christened the land Cape Evans, after ‘our excellent second in command’.22 It was an honour for which Evans was ‘very grateful’.23

* * *

Having chosen his landing place, the Owner put all hands to work in ferrying food and equipment across the mile and a half of sea ice between the Terra Nova and Cape Evans. The dogs and ponies went ashore, followed by the petrol, paraffin and hut timber; patent fuel, fodder and dog biscuits; furniture, clothing and scientific instruments. At the shoreline Bowers checked and catalogued everything in his new role as store master for the main landing party. A large tent went up on the black sand as the carpenter and a handful of sailors assembled the hut. The ponies were picketed on a snow slope above the beach, where they could not get sick from eating the sand, as Shackleton’s ponies had. And two of the motor sledges looked promising as Day guided them across the ice with heavy loads.

The expedition members rose early and turned in late under the midnight sun. The hut took shape, and the sledging of supplies continued apace as the ice leading to the ship became thin and sludgy in summer temperatures. On 8 January, when Campbell, Day and some of the men were bringing the third motor sledge off the ship, it slowly broke through the ice and sank in 150 fathoms, the rope sawing a line through the floe as it went. A big hole was left in a stretch of ice which had been crossed by men, motor sledges and ponies only a day earlier. No one was hurt, but the machine, never used and worth up to 1200 pounds, was gone forever. Day came to shore with the dismal news, which ‘Captain Scott took awfully well,’ remembered Evans.24 Scott blamed himself for giving permission for the motor to be taken out on the decaying ice.

Next day the ship moved to a new position at the ice edge, and the unloading continued, more nervously than before. The cape was a rowdy scene of hammering, shanties, the howling of dogs and whinnying of horses. In a week everything was landed and the exterior of the hut was complete, with seaweed insulation between the boardings, and forage bales piled around the outer walls.

In mid-January, Scott went out with Meares and a dog team to check on the sea ice south of Cape Evans. The crevassed slopes and icefalls of Ross Island meant that inland travel with sledges and animals was impossible. Instead, Scott would use the coastal sea ice as his road to the barrier. With nine dogs straining in harness – and Scott struggling to remember their Russian commands – the sledge sailed up over the cape and down into the bay. After five miles they reached the Erebus Glacier Tongue, the seaward extension of a glacier which projected for miles into the sound. Up on the surface of this tall, floating wharf of ice they stumbled across one of Shackleton’s old depots: bales of fodder and boxes of maize.

They descended the glacier tongue and continued for another 10 miles over the sea ice, avoiding cracks where hundreds of seals had climbed out to lie in the sun. On arrival at the old Discovery hut, Scott was outraged to find it filled with snow. It seemed that Shackleton and his men had left a window open. Some of their names were written on the outer planking, and the hut was surrounded with junk from the Nimrod. Scott and Meares were able to climb into the hut and find some provisions in the middle, but the cases were embedded in compact snow. The Owner had imagined finding his hut in pristine condition; instead it was not even habitable.

‘To camp outside amidst confused debris and to feel that all the old comfort and cheer had departed, was dreadfully heartrending,’ he wrote in his diary.25 ‘I went to bed thoroughly depressed.’

After a poor night’s sleep, he went up into the hills and examined the cross which commemorated the seaman George Vince, who had fallen to his death during the Discovery expedition. It looked as if it had been placed the day before.

 While Scott and Meares picked over the Discovery remnants, Raymond Priestley went north to check on Shackleton’s hut at Cape Royds. Priestley, a geologist, had sailed on the Nimrod, and obtained permission from Shackleton to join the Terra Nova. He found his old quarters eerily familiar. The dining table was frozen in the same disordered state of two years earlier; the expedition had left in a hurry in the lull of a blizzard. There were half-eaten bread rolls on the table and a tin of gingerbreads. It was as though the hut’s occupants had only stepped out for a walk and might be returning any minute. That night in his tent, Priestley could have sworn he heard men shouting to each other.

When Scott returned to Cape Evans, it was time to move into the new hut. ‘Hut’ didn’t cover it; it was a rectangular house on the shoreline, stately compared with its predecessors, with more than 100 square metres of linoleum floor space. The heat from the patent fuel in the stove filled every corner, and the gramophone crackled with the voices of George Robey and Nellie Melba. Rennick, in charge of the ship’s pianola, had reassembled it in the hut and broken it in with a rendition of ‘Home, Sweet Home’. His replacement in the main landing party by Bowers meant this was the last music the hut would hear from him. ‘One feels for him much at such a time,’ wrote Scott. ‘It must be rather dreadful for him to be returning when he remembers that he was once practically one of the shore party.’26

The officers’ bunks were arranged in cubbies and alcoves around a 12-foot-long dining table. Behind a bulkhead of biscuit cases, the seamen dined at a smaller table and slept in trestle beds. Apart from Gerov and Omelchenko, the ‘men’ of Scott’s shore party were all Royal Naval sailors, accustomed to living and dining separately from officers. Scott had reflected in his Discovery days that keeping men and officers apart had helped discipline, although they still ate much the same food, and shared the same hardships during sledging.

Scott’s trestle bed sat among bookshelves and a writing desk at one end of his ‘room’, and Evans and Wilson had their beds on the opposite side. Ponting had a darkroom, the biologist Edward Nelson had a tidy laboratory beneath the hut’s largest window, and Simpson and Wright had been given a corner for their weather instruments. All the scientists slept in bunks where they worked.

It was by far the most comfortable crew space that had ever been built in the polar regions, and the outlook from the front door was impressive. The hut stood on the north side of the cape, facing the sea ice which led to the open water at the mouth of McMurdo Sound. To the left, about a mile distant from the end of the cape, was the dark, rounded mass of Inaccessible Island. And across the 30-mile strait were the mountains of Victoria Land. To the right, a ramp of dark rocks merged with the white slopes that ran all the way up to the steaming summit of Mount Erebus.

Human beings were like insects in such an immense and mutable place. There was a grim patience about the land, as though Scott and his men were guests on extremely narrow terms. Ponting received a warning one summer morning, when he grabbed his cinematograph and rushed to the edge of the sea ice to film a pod of orcas. As he wound the handle he noticed a deep booming sound. The orcas were striking the ice beneath his feet, breaking it to pieces. Ponting jumped across the broken floes with the orcas in pursuit. When he reached the fast ice Scott was waiting for him, his face pale with worry.

‘By God,’ the Owner muttered.27 ‘That was about the closest squeak I ever saw.’




CHAPTER SEVEN

THE DEPOT JOURNEY

Scott had scarcely settled into the hut when it was clear that he had to make a start on his depot journey, because the sea ice was threatening to clear out of McMurdo Sound. A great deal of ice had broken away already, so that the ship’s mooring had crept to within a few hundred yards of Cape Evans. With Scott and Evans ashore, the Terra Nova was under the command of the popular Lieutenant Harry Pennell, who was struggling to keep the ship safe in the berg- and floe-strewn sound. Scott watched in bewilderment when, on 21 January, Pennell raised steam and went in search of a new anchorage (her mooring at the ice edge had broken away), only to run aground on a pinnacle of rock. Pennell managed to refloat the ship and avert a catastrophe, but Scott was reminded yet again of how delicate his plans were. Had he lost the ship, his hut would have become a winter refuge for sixty men.

While Pennell was manoeuvring in the sound, Cape Evans was busy with preparations for the depot journey. Taff tinkered with the sledges, Bowers weighed and bundled rations into the provision bags, and Oates sorted the harness for the ponies. The men were still exhausted from unloading the ship, but there was no time to lose. ‘For weeks we had turned in at midnight too tired to take off our clothes,’ as Cherry wrote, ‘and had been lucky if we were allowed to sleep until 5 am, and we finally left the camp in a state of hurry bordering on panic.’1

The caravan of twelve depot-layers set off on the morning of 24 January, leaving nine men at the hut. Meares and Wilson went first, testing the ice with a dog team, and then came eight ponies, each led in-hand and dragging a sledge. Scott shadowed the party on the Terra Nova, which steamed south along the ice edge and moored to the glacier tongue. The depot party met up with the ship and had tea on board, and then transferred cases of supplies to the ponies’ sledges: tea and cocoa; fodder and dog biscuits; oats, butter and tins of paraffin. In the afternoon the ponies continued over the sea ice with full loads, their leaders on the lookout for areas which were turning to mush. Cherry’s pony, Guts, sank in the ice until only his head and forelegs were visible. They managed to haul him out with ropes, and he emerged ‘looking very weak and miserable and trembling much’, but otherwise unharmed.2

Scott drove one dog team with Wilson, and assigned the other to Evans and Meares, who had an embarrassing start to the journey. Their dogs began at such a breakneck speed that they went careening off the glacier edge and onto the sea ice. ‘The sledge capsized and Meares and I were thrown down somewhat forcibly,’ Evans wrote.3 ‘Scott and Wilson managed their dog sledge better as Meares gave them a quieter team.’

 Wilson had been excited when, ten days earlier, Scott told him he would be a dog driver. He thought it boded well for his chances of being selected for the Pole journey the following year. ‘It is the fastest and most interesting work of all,’ he told his diary, ‘and we go ahead of the whole caravan with lighter loads and a faster rate; moreover, if any traction except ourselves can reach the top of the Beardmore Glacier, it will be the dogs, and the dog drivers are therefore the people who will have the best chance of doing the top piece of the ice cap at 10,000 feet to the Pole. May I be there!’4

Scott felt differently after the day’s work on the 24th. Like Evans’ team, his dogs had shot across the floe at a great pace and were barely under his control. ‘I withhold my opinion of the dogs, in much doubt as to whether they are going to be a real success,’ he wrote.5 ‘But the ponies are going to be real good.’

If the ponies seemed to work more steadily than the dogs, they had their own drawbacks. They sank in areas of soft snow and were highly variable in fitness and temperament. ‘My horse is called, “Weary Willy”,’ wrote Gran in his diary, ‘he is strong but sadly slow on the march, and I had an awful time keeping him going.’6 Bowers, who had not slept for days, was struggling along in the rear. His pony was the biggest and fattest of the lot, nicknamed Uncle Bill in honour of Edward Wilson. He was weak in the forelegs, and his days seemed numbered.

Men, dogs and ponies made camp on the sea ice that evening, two miles off Hut Point. Next day the depot party paid a last visit to the ship and sat around chewing pencils in the wardroom, writing letters home. The Terra Nova was leaving a total of thirty-one men in Antarctica. On parting with the glacier tongue, she would carry a small geological party under Taylor to Butter Point, Victoria Land. Then she would attempt to land five men under Victor Campbell on King Edward VII Land and depart for New Zealand. Scott thanked the ship’s party for their work and wished them a safe passage back to civilisation. It was the last he would ever see of his ship.

As Pennell steamed away from the glacier tongue, he fretted in his journal about how Scott and Evans would fare together on the march. ‘Teddy is inclined to get ruffled at small things with the Owner and one wonders how they will get on together on a sledge journey, when everyone’s temper gets up a bit,’ he wrote.7 ‘Another outbreak from Teddy and I’m afraid the Owner would never forgive it.’

Scott and Evans were sharing a tent, at least for now – along with Wilson and Meares, the other dog drivers. That night they returned to their camp on the sea ice and Uncle Bill cooked a supper of pemmican, a dried mixture of beef and tallow made into a stew with melted snow. European fur traders had picked up the practice of making pemmican from Native Americans, and the long-lasting, high-calorie food had become a sledging staple.

The depot-layers had thousands of pounds of supplies on the fickle sea ice, and now faced the job of relaying their loads onto the barrier. Scott estimated it would take three days – but would the ice hold up that long? ‘One wonders what the upshot will be,’ he wrote, alert to the possibility that he might lose everything to the sea.8

 On 28 January they ascended a snow slope onto the barrier and made camp. This was an exhilarating novelty for most of the party, tempered with scattered reminders that the ice shelf had now been trammelled for years. Half-buried in the snow were two collapsed tents, a working primus, pots and pans and a piece of rancid cheese that ‘no one could eat’ – all left behind by Shackleton.9

Next morning Scott held a truncated and rather solemn church service on the ice, and then the ponies and dogs continued relaying supplies. Scott felt that both regiments put in an excellent day’s work. The weather was mild for Antarctica: -4°C during the day, falling to -13°C at night; ‘very easy circumstances for sledging’, Scott thought.10

On the 30th they built their first depot, named Safety Camp on account of its position two miles south of the crumbling barrier edge. A ‘great shock’ had been waiting for Scott on the way to this camp.11 He had given control of his dog team to Wilson and joined the pony train, taking over the leading of Keohane’s pony, James Pigg, who had a lame leg. As Scott marched, he saw that the lathering horses were struggling to get through drifts of snow, only bringing their sledges forward with difficulty. They were already tired, and still had hundreds of miles of marching ahead of them.

On the 31st everything was ready to start, but in the afternoon Scott put a pair of snowshoes on Weary Willy and found the effect ‘magical’.12 The party only had one pair of the shoes with them; since there had been no time to train the ponies in their use, the others had been left at Cape Evans. ‘Oates hasn’t any faith in these shoes at all,’ Scott wrote pointedly; he and the Soldier were beginning to argue as the ponies struggled on the barrier surface.13 The Owner sent Wilson and Meares with a dog team to go back and retrieve the other snowshoes.

So far the journey had been stop-start, and the next day brought further delays. Wilson and Meares returned empty-handed to say that the sea ice had gone out between the glacier tongue and Cape Evans: the depot party was now cut off from the winter quarters. Gran volunteered to ski back to Hut Point with a final mailbag, in the hope that somebody from Cape Evans would find it before Terra Nova sailed for New Zealand. It was the last chance for the depot-layers to write to their families until the ship’s return in a year’s time. And the Norwegian was eager to prove the usefulness of skis to Scott; he had tried to ski alongside Weary Willy, only frightening the animal and causing him to bolt.

Scott agreed and Gran went off with the mail, covering the distance to Hut Point and back in four hours. Meantime, Edward Atkinson was having trouble with his foot. He had chafed it days earlier and it had become infected. That night, Wilson examined the foot and found a lancing had not been enough. There was nothing for it but to send Atkinson back to Hut Point for recovery, accompanied by a reluctant Tom Crean.

The expedition members were already loath to complain, but with the southern journey on the horizon they were willing to mask almost any ailment. Bowers, after bruising his leg, had for many days gone to Cherry to bandage it without letting the doctors see. He was afraid they would forbid him to go forward. But on the barrier, a compromised man who claimed he was well could risk the lives of everyone in his party. Scott was annoyed at Atkinson and thought the surgeon should have reported his trouble long before. ‘Surely small consideration ought to suggest to anyone that they risk other lives besides their own in concealing ailments in this way.’14

At last, on Thursday, the party set off again, saying goodbye to Atkinson and Crean. To Scott’s surprise they made good progress at once, the ponies no longer sinking deeply – except for Bowers’ pony, who was bigger than the rest. Scott asked after the one set of snowshoes, but they had been inadvertently left at the last camp. Again, Gran played the role of courier and retrieved them, and Scott was impressed: ‘Certainly his expertness on ski is useful.’15

All sorts of conditions could mould snow into nearly infinite forms. Travelling in fresh snow could feel like wading through water, while older snow, with a firm crust formed by the wind or a freeze-thaw cycle, could be hard as concrete. Snow also tended to be softer during the warmest part of the day, and firmer in the chill of night and early morning, as Scott now realised. That morning’s 5-mile progress persuaded him to change to night marching, so that they were on the move with a firmer surface, and the ponies could rest during the warmer part of the day. The party camped, rested in their tents, and got going again at 12.30 am.

Directly south were the low volcanic cones of White Island, jutting above the barrier surface. The presence of the island had fractured the slow-moving ice around it. The party had to go east for three marches, totalling 30 miles, until they were clear of the radius of crevasses. They built another depot, named Corner Camp for the right angle it formed in their route, before turning south towards the Pole.

For two days a summer blizzard confined them to their tents, a gale booming on the canvas, the drift obscuring their bearings in a white gloom. They could only eat and sleep, and talk cheerfully enough in the intervals, while the hell of the blizzard raged on the other side of the thin fabric.

The ponies suffered terribly. It wasn’t that Shackleton had experienced bad luck with his herd; these animals were fundamentally unsuited to polar work. Horses sweat all over their bodies, while dogs only lose heat from their mouths and paws. In Antarctic conditions the wet hides of the ponies were freezing. During rest, the dogs were able to curl up snugly in the snow, wrapped in a thick layer of insulating fur, while the ponies stood exposed to the elements. Oates did all he could, covering them with rugs and building snow walls against the wind, but he was only delaying the inevitable. The compressed fodder he was feeding them didn’t seem to help, and they sometimes refused to eat at all. When the blizzard abated late on 7 February, the ponies looked thin and listless.

They continued south, setting their pace by the slowest animals. The ponies went first and then the dogs, much faster, came along behind. By the 12th they had passed White Island and were camped at Bluff Depot, named for Minna Bluff, a peninsula reaching out across the ice shelf about 15 miles to their west. The bluff was familiar to Scott: named for Markham’s wife, it was where he had laid a depot prior to his Farthest South journey with Wilson and Shackleton. For those of his men who were new to the barrier, this was the point where the true immensity, and monotony, of the icescape hit home.

Before them was the open barrier plain, in effect a white desert: here a wind-blown furrow, there a column of drift advancing from the south, but on the whole silent and empty. When some distant object did break the monotony of the ice, perhaps a cast-off from a leading sledge, refractory tricks of the light could make it appear gigantic or floating. The horizon became a Rorschach test for each of the marchers as they grasped for meaning in what they saw. ‘Suddenly a herd of apparent cattle would appear in the distance,’ wrote Bowers.16 ‘Then you would think: “No, it’s a team of dogs broken loose and rushing towards you.” In another moment one would be walking over the black dots of some old horse droppings which had been the cause of the hallucinations.’

The sun never set, but during the ‘day’ the party ate and smoked their pipes and slept in their reindeer-fur sleeping bags. At about midnight Scott would rouse the camp, blowing a whistle and then walking around with numb fingers, ‘impatient and fretful’ while he watched the slower party members get ready.17

At Bluff Depot, three of the ponies were in no condition to carry on, and Scott directed Evans, Forde and Keohane to take them home. Evans wrote in his memoir that it was ‘annoying’ to be sent back early.18 But he must have felt more than annoyed, having marched little more than halfway to the 80th parallel in a journey he had once hoped to lead. He had now begun agitating about Scott to anyone who would listen. Even Bowers, the most loyal companion that any superior officer could hope to have, was beginning to view his behaviour as ‘sedition’.19

With Teddy Evans muttering in his wake, Scott struggled on and made dwindling progress with his five deteriorating ponies. Oates tried to persuade him to kill the animals and depot the meat, so that they could lay their last depot as far south as possible. The Owner thought this ‘ridiculous’ and believed he should save all of the animals for the bid at the Pole the following year.20 Scott and Oates were now frequently butting heads. ‘The Soldier takes a gloomy view of everything,’ Scott wrote, ‘but I’ve come to see that this is a characteristic of him.’21 It was in Oates’s nature to worry and grumble; his letters to his mother had a detached posture while he imagined all the ways in which Scott might fail. In New Zealand, he had worried that Scott would underfeed his ponies. Now he saw that the icy barrier wind would kill his charges before they could starve. He was alone in his expertise: he had come from a regiment in which horses were the first consideration, to now work with men who knew almost nothing of them. And yet Scott, whom he saw as a sentimental amateur with regard to horses, was relying more and more on them in his plans.

On 17 February, a snowstorm prevented another march, so Scott built his final depot, named One Ton for the weight of supplies it held, at latitude 79.29. It was roughly 30 miles short of the 80 degrees he had hoped to reach. It was also short of Shackleton’s final depot, laid at latitude 79.36 before his Farthest South journey.

 Even so, the depot would mean lighter travelling for the first 150 miles of the Pole journey. And judging from the performance of the ponies, their loads would need to be as light as possible when they set off in the spring. Not only did they seem to feel the cold more than the dogs; it was becoming clear that they were past their prime, riddled with physical problems. ‘Before supper we depoted our gear; it wasn’t quite where we had planned it to be,’ wrote a demoralised Gran in his diary.22 ‘I am rather disappointed and foresee difficulties with the complicated transport arrangements. Of one thing I am certain, that we will need luck if we are to reach the Pole next year … No, our horses are nothing to boast about; Meares was badly taken in when he bought them in Siberia.’23

Next day the infirm ponies headed north first, led by Bowers, Oates and Gran. The season was packing in: soon the snow was so thick that they could only see a few yards ahead of them. Scott, Meares, Wilson and Cherry left later with the dog teams, and overtook the ponies within an hour, swishing past them into the fog. Scott was anxious to get back to Hut Point for news of Campbell – had the lieutenant made the first-ever landing on King Edward VII Land? Following Evans’ tracks, Scott went along at a great clip, much faster than the ponies could manage.

On the night of 21 February he was making direct for Safety Camp in a bad light, crossing the area of fractured ice north of White Island, when the middle dogs in his team simply ‘disappeared’.24 Two by two they fell through the ice, ‘just like dogs going down a hole after some animal’, as Cherry observed.25 A snow bridge over a crevasse was collapsing and taking the dogs with it. The leader dog stood on the far side of a four-and-a-half-foot gap, choking on the pressure of his leading rope. The middle dogs were dangling frantically in the chasm, while the sledge had stopped just short of it. Scott, Wilson and Cherry freed the leader dog and, over the next hour, used an alpine rope to haul the dogs up in pairs. But two dogs had fallen loose from their harness and landed on a snow bridge 65 feet down into the blue depths of the crevasse.

Scott instructed Meares to be lowered down with alpine rope to rescue the dogs, but he refused – a surprising objection from the adventurer.

‘I often went down the well at home,’ said Cherry.26 ‘Let me go.’

Scott turned to Uncle Bill: ‘What do you think?’

Wilson thought the job was too dangerous to attempt, but if anyone had to do it then he would go down. Finally, Scott himself elected to be roped up and lowered down to retrieve the dogs. He emerged from the crevasse vaguely disgusted at the business of dog-driving, and at Meares. He thought Meares was underfeeding them – they looked weak and thin as rakes, and their hunger made them more aggressive. He had never enjoyed seeing sledge dogs eat their own excrement on the march. It was the ‘worst side of dog driving’, he wrote. ‘A very sickening sight.’27

Next morning Scott and his dog teams reached Safety Camp – shaken, but free of serious injury – and found that Teddy Evans and his two companions had been waiting for them for a couple of days. Evans had done his best to keep his three ponies alive, but lost two of them to a blizzard, leaving James Pigg as the sole survivor. Scott and Evans now joined forces and ran into Atkinson, who was carrying a letter from Campbell about his attempt to land on King Edward VII Land. The news was ‘startling’.28

Campbell had gone east on the Terra Nova, as ordered. But a landing on King Edward VII Land had proved impossible. Heavy pack ice repulsed the ship, and she made her way back along the barrier edge searching for another landing place. She steamed into the Bay of Whales, a deep indentation in the ice shelf recorded by Shackleton. Campbell was astonished to see a strange ship moored to the sea ice in the bay. He recognised the vessel’s wide, shallow hull as belonging to Amundsen’s Fram.

A fluent Norwegian speaker, Campbell was thrust into the role of inter-expeditionary diplomat during a series of polite, if strained, meetings with Amundsen. He gathered as much information as possible, while the reserved, hook-nosed explorer seemed strangely uncurious about the British situation. Amundsen had got through the pack in just one week in early January, compared with the Terra Nova’s twenty-day ordeal in December. He had brought 120 dogs with him, and his hut was built directly on the barrier ice.

It was a bold place for a winter quarters. Even Shackleton had decided that wintering on the barrier would be too dangerous, when he observed how much the ice cliffs had changed in the time between the Discovery and Nimrod expeditions. But Amundsen’s base was also 60 miles nearer to the Pole than Scott’s. And as he was using dogs as transport, he would be able to embark earlier in the spring than the British, who needed milder weather for their vulnerable ponies.

 It was pointless to camp in the vicinity of Amundsen, so Campbell had returned west, left the news of his encounter at Hut Point, and landed on Cape Adare before the Terra Nova finally left for New Zealand. His eastern party had thus become the northern party.

Scott told his diary that Amundsen was a ‘very serious menace’ to his expedition, but that his proper course would be to ‘go forward and do our best for the honour of the country without fear or panic’.29 In a note later redacted by his editor, he reflected that Amundsen’s appearance in the Ross Sea was, to his mind, a breach of honour. He still saw the region as his rightful area of operations. Cherry wrote that on Scott’s receipt of the letter, the Owner and his men were furiously angry, and even entertained the thought of going straight to the Fram to ‘have it out’ with Amundsen.30

To make their start the next season as easy as possible, Scott and Evans set out to move some supplies forward from Safety Camp to Corner Camp. The Owner, Cherry and Crean were sharing one sledge and tent, while Evans, Forde and Atkinson shared another, and Keohane pulled a further sledge with James Pigg. Inevitably, a sense of competition arose between the two man-hauling teams. Scott noticed that Evans’ team ‘couldn’t keep up’.31 The Owner found the going easier on ski, while Evans preferred pulling on foot, a difference which Scott thought showed the advantage of experience. Evans’ team was also lagging behind when it came to the camp work. ‘Except for our tent,’ Scott wrote, ‘the camp routine is slack. Shall have to tell people that we are out on business, not picnicking.’32

 Meanwhile, the five other ponies trickled into Safety Camp along with Bowers, Oates and Gran, whose progress north had been zig-zagging in foggy conditions. It had been heavy going for both men and horses, and whenever they made camp, it had taken them hours to build up five snow walls to shelter the ponies. Gran had, with some difficulty, endeared himself to his tent mate, Oates, who told him straight that he despised foreigners. Gran had said that he would support Britain in a hypothetical war with Germany, whereupon they shook hands and became friends. When they reached Safety Camp on 25 February, Meares and Wilson told them the latest about Amundsen. Meares joked that it was ‘good news’ for Gran, who shuddered at the thought of competing with his own countrymen.33

As soon as he had deposited oats and fodder at Corner Camp, Scott hurried back, leaving Evans to make slower marches with James Pigg. His return to Safety Camp was held up for a day by yet another blizzard. At lunchtime on the 28th he arrived to find everyone ‘cold and depressed,’ and gave orders for all hands to return to the Discovery hut.34 The dogs went first, then the ponies, travelling in scattered and demoralised groups like a routed army. The Owner brought up the rear with Oates, Gran and the sickest of the ponies, Weary Willy. He was forced to camp short of the others when Willy collapsed.

In the morning the horse was dead. Scott and his two comrades harnessed themselves to the sledge and continued towards the barrier edge. They were following the tracks of the other dog and horse parties and were ‘dismayed to find these led to a cliff straight down into the sea’.35 The sea ice had broken up, and there was no sign that Scott’s people had made it safely across to Hut Point.

The previous night, the sea ice had still been attached to the barrier edge when the dog and pony teams arrived ahead of Scott. The dogs had ventured out onto the ice first. Cherry, Bowers and Crean had followed, leading their four ponies. They lost sight of the dogs in a dark mist, and strayed onto a stretch of ice that was littered with fine cracks, moving subtly with the swell beneath. Wilson watched the pony party through his Goerz glasses and was aghast at their position. He had avoided the cracked ice by heading for a nearer point of Ross Island and reached Hut Point by a rocky land route known as the Gap. He assumed the Owner was with the ponies and ‘couldn’t understand how Scott could do such a thing’.36

But Bowers was in charge of the ponies and had little experience with sea ice. He sensed he was getting into trouble, backtracked south onto what seemed like safer ice, and made camp at 2.30 am.

Two and a half hours later a noise woke him, and he emerged from the tent to discover that his camp was floating on a 30-yard floe in a rolling jumble of ice. One of the ponies had simply disappeared into the water. He quickly woke his companions with the news that they were ‘floating out to sea’.37

Cherry thought they should abandon the ponies and sledges and make a dash for the barrier over the floes, which were touching in places. But Bowers insisted on bringing the gear. They picked their way south, back towards the barrier edge, jumping the ponies over the gaps, and then dragging the sledges over. Sometimes they had to wait ten minutes before one floe touched another in the right direction. As they worked in stoical silence, the black fins of orcas appeared in the gaps. Some six miles away, a horrified Wilson watched the disaster through his glasses, powerless to help.

Bowers reached the barrier edge only to find that a 40-foot moat of busy water was separating it from the floe. More orcas were racing up and down the moat. Bowers sent Crean to try and find a floe that was touching the barrier and get help from Scott. He and Cherry waited for hours, knowing that a strong wind from the south would easily carry them out to sea. The orcas poked their heads above the water, eyeing them as they had Ponting, and the skua gulls ‘settled down comfortably near us to await developments’.38

Crean managed to reach Scott on the barrier; he was ‘exhausted and a little incoherent’ when he did.39 By the evening he had led Scott and Oates to the floe where Cherry and Bowers were huddled with the sledges and ponies. Gazing down at them from the barrier edge, Scott was overcome with relief: all day he had been blaming himself for their deaths. When he saw that they were still trying to save their equipment, he shouted that he didn’t care about the ponies and sledges.

The wind had died down, and a piece of ice was bridging the moat between the barrier and the floe. After some persuasion, Scott allowed Bowers to bring their sledges across before he and Cherry scrambled up the barrier cliff. ‘This is the end of the Pole,’ said Scott as he pulled Cherry up onto the precipice.40 There was no hope of rescuing the ponies; soon after Cherry and Bowers had left them, a faint wind carried their floe out to sea.

The five men made camp and sat disconsolately over a meal of pemmican. Bowers, who was worried that Scott would reprimand him for losing the ponies, tried to reassure him that there were still nine horses at Cape Evans. Scott, jolted into frankness by the day’s events, confessed that he had his doubts about ever reaching the Pole. His accident with the dogs had made him think they would never get up the crevasse-riddled Beardmore. The motor sledges might never cross the barrier. His last resort was the ponies: but four were dead, and three were floating in McMurdo Sound.

Scott had given Punch, Uncle Bill and Nobby up for lost, but in the morning Bowers discovered that their floe had come to rest against a spur of the barrier to the west. Reluctantly, the Owner gave permission for Oates, Cherry and Bowers to go to their rescue. But saving them involved making them jump over more gaps in the floe, and after a night at sea the animals were stiff and in a poor state. Punch went floundering into the water and could not be brought out; Oates had to dispatch him with an ice pick. Uncle Bill also fell in and, once retrieved, could no longer stand. The shock of the icy water had been too much for him. This time Bowers used the ice pick.

Only Nobby was saved, and Scott managed to get him back to Hut Point by the overland route. Meanwhile Evans reached Safety Camp with James Pigg and, finding a note from Scott warning him about the sea ice, followed the same route back.

By early March, all twelve of the depot-layers were huddled in the Discovery hut, which Atkinson had painstakingly cleared of snow. Having no other choice, they settled in for an indeterminate stay at Hut Point. They would not be able to travel the 15 miles to Cape Evans until the sea ice firmed up again – when exactly, none could say.




CHAPTER EIGHT

HUT POINT

The prefabricated building at Hut Point had only ever been used as a storeroom by the Discovery expedition members. It was large – slightly larger, in fact, than the Terra Nova hut at Cape Evans – a 36-foot-square bungalow with a pyramidal roof and overhanging verandah. Professor John Gregory, before he resigned from the expedition, had designed it with a shore party in mind, but the men had found the ship much warmer, and never equipped it with bunks or beds. The shanty at Hut Point also included two smaller, asbestos-covered huts which the expedition had used for magnetic observations. Ernest Shackleton had set fire to one of these on his return from his Farthest South journey, hoping to attract the attention of his ship.

Shackleton had, as far as Scott was concerned, desecrated his old hut, leaving ‘boxes full of excrement’ around the place, and ‘filth of a similar description’ under the verandah and in the corners of the hut itself.1 The depot party picked odds and ends out of a nearby trash heap to make the hut livable: an old door became a table, packing cases were made into seats and partitions, and bricks and stove piping were fashioned into a blubber stove. Some of the hut’s ten-year-old stores were still palatable, including biscuits, oatmeal and dried peas. But in the main the sojourners would rely on hunted seals for food and fuel. Soon the fishy smell of blubber had saturated every surface, and the occupants looked like chimney sweeps from operating the blubber stove. The two surviving ponies, Nobby and James Pigg, were kept sheltered under the hut’s verandah.

On 14 March the number of occupants in the hut increased to sixteen when Griffith Taylor’s party came shuffling in from their adventure in the Western mountains. Taylor, with Taff, Wright and Debenham, had completed a geological survey of the glaciers and valleys which Scott had discovered on the Discovery expedition. They gratefully ate a seal ‘hoosh’, or stew, and Scott allocated a space for their wet sleeping bags. It was hard to make out the living arrangements: only a candle in a sooty lantern illuminated the scene, recalled Taylor, and the windows were deeply frosted.

Scott was now well acquainted with his officers and men and, for the most part, thrilled with their work. And the men were beginning to know something of the complex personality of their leader. Those who knew Scott best could tell that he was a naturally shy man, possessed of a large and fragile ego, who liked to win at arguments and games. He was impatient, easily irritated, and sharp-tongued during his tempers. Newcomers like Debenham had an inevitable twinge of disappointment when they realised that, although Scott had distilled his brilliant essence in the pages of The Voyage of the Discovery, in person he had rather obvious flaws. In crises he had a tendency to lose ‘all control of his tongue,’ which left Debenham feeling quite disgusted with him.2 There are only hints about these tempers in the expedition records, and the emotionally reticent Scott never mentioned them in his own diary. But if Scott could be ‘fearfully angry’ or ‘rather wild’ when his plans were threatened, he made up for it by showing a sincere interest in the work and welfare of all.3 He had a way of making ‘his followers his friends by a few words of sympathy or praise,’ as Cherry wrote.4 Ponting, as skilled a portraitist with his pen as with his camera, described Scott as ‘always quick to appreciate, and generous in praise’.5

‘He took the most kindly interest in all about him,’ Ponting continued, ‘and his most prominent characteristics were determination, self-reliance and inherent modesty … Sometimes he was so light of heart that every inhabitant of the Hut felt the influence of his spirits. At other times he was morose and reticent. It was obvious on such occasions that he was silently weighted with the problems of the future – so infinitely increased by the heavy losses to his transport.’

Scott despised idleness; slacking off was the surest way to run afoul of him. He set an example by keeping long and busy hours himself. There had been no mistake about the measure of him on the barrier: he was not especially strong physically, yet he never seemed to tire. It was inactivity that made him morose. During the enforced sojourn at Hut Point, he was extremely anxious to get back to Cape Evans. He worried that the hut at the cape had been built too close to the water and, in the absence of sea ice, a swell would have washed it away. He investigated the possibility of reaching Cape Evans by land, across the slopes and icefalls of Erebus, but it was hopeless. He had to wait for new sea ice and put on a brave face for his officers and men, with whom he was living in close confines.

Hunkered down in the Discovery hut with a gale howling against the timbers, Scott wrote in his diary, glancing up at the men slumped resignedly around him, and taking note of their strengths and weaknesses. Cherry-Garrard had confirmed the impression made during the voyage south. He was a quiet and serious sort, and a good sledger despite constant difficulties with his fogged-up spectacles. Wilson had been a mainstay, as usual. And little store master Bowers had been exceptional. Birdie was currently writing up a twelve-page report about the loss of the ponies for Scott – terrified that his leader thought less of him – but he need not have worried. His capacity for work seemed nearly infinite, and his body and mind were ready-made for polar work. During sledging, he often pottered around for hours after his tent mates had turned in. Then he coiled up in his sleeping bag and jotted sights and weather notes in his notebook. When he did sleep, he could snore through the most howling blizzard, and he didn’t seem to feel the cold, not even exchanging his green felt hat for a balaclava or wind helmet.

But there were other men who Scott felt had slowed the party down. He had begun to view his ski expert, Tryggve Gran, as a ‘big hulking oaf’.6 His impression of Gran during the unloading of the ship had been a poor one: ‘He never does his share of work great strong chap as he is. He is only to the fore when he thinks he is being looked at and especially when a photograph is being taken – it’s extremely annoying.’7

The appearance of Amundsen in the Bay of Whales had placed Gran in an awkward position. Had it been possible, he would certainly have applied to join the Fram instead of the Terra Nova. But it was too late for that; he had thrown his lot in with Scott, and he still felt duty-bound to teach Englishmen the value of skis in the polar regions. As for the bid at the Pole, he no longer wanted to be involved in that part of the expedition. ‘I really don’t want to compete with my compatriots,’ he told his diary.8 He hoped instead he would be sent on a second geological expedition to the western mountains. His heart was in the right place, but he did show his youth during his first days in Antarctica. Other expedition members – namely Debenham – had also marked Gran as lazy and untidy. When the ship was being unloaded, he had persuaded Ponting to film him skiing down a nearby glacier. ‘He ridiculed the idea of danger with such scorn … that I finally agreed to accompany him,’ Ponting recalled.9 The filming session had ended with Gran suffering a hard fall and lying winded on the ice.

Scott ran out of patience on 17 March when Gran, sent out on an errand, suddenly seized up with ‘cramp’ in both legs and tottered over. The doctors could find nothing wrong with him. Later Scott observed him limping along when he thought he was within view, only to resume a brisk walk when he imagined nobody was watching. Maybe he was playing up his injury; maybe Scott, feeling the pressure of Amundsen’s encroachment, had seized on the Norwegian member of his expedition as a natural scapegoat. At any rate, the Owner felt there was ‘nothing for it but to tell the young man what I thought of him and did so … For himself and the contemptuous opinion which he has earned from every member of the expedition he appears to feel no shame whatever.’10 The telling-off happened in full view of everyone else in the hut, and some thought it had been too harsh. Bowers ‘could not help feeling sorry for Trigger, as he always meant well and was the youngest of the party’.11

Gran wasn’t the only expedition member who annoyed Scott. Griffith Taylor – clever, affable, quick to argue – had arrived at the hut full of anecdotes from his western journey, but Scott found he was a nervous cabin mate and ‘not very practically useful’.12 He was also disappointed in Meares, whose refusal to rescue the dogs from the crevasse near White Island must have left a sour taste. His list of Meares’ handicaps was growing by the day: he was apparently pigheaded, ignorant of Antarctic conditions, lazy, and he had a ‘refractory toe which gives him much trouble’.13 ‘Meares is a real nice fellow,’ Scott concluded, ‘but he hates exercise and doesn’t inspire any confidence to see the thing through.’14

Most worrying was the verdict on his second-in-command. After all the trouble Evans had given him in New Zealand, it was only in the waning summer light at Hut Point that Scott began to commit a fulsome description of his lieutenant to paper. ‘Evans himself is a queer study,’ he wrote.


His boyish enthusiasm carries all along til [sic] one sees clearly the childish limits of its foundation and appreciates that it is not a rock to be built upon. He is altogether a good fellow and wholly well meaning but terrible slow to learn and hence fails altogether to grasp the value of any work but his own – very desirous to help everyone he is mentally incapable of doing it – there are problems ahead here for I cannot consider him fitted for a superior position. Though he is physically strong and fit for a subordinate one. It was curious to note how his value (in this respect) suddenly diminished as he stepped onshore … on the land he seems incapable of expanding beyond the limits of an astonishingly narrow experience.15



Scott had never had much luck with his navigators. The Evans problem was reminiscent of Albert Armitage on the Discovery. The intelligent and capable Armitage had been in the delicate position of possessing more polar experience than Scott, having sailed to the Arctic with Frederick Jackson. Both Armitage and Evans were charismatic and seemed initially to compensate for Scott’s own lack of magnetism. Like Armitage, Evans strove to be popular and showed excessive familiarity with the men, qualities the introspective Scott shied away from. Both Armitage and Evans had enough conceit and ambition to think they could lead better than Scott, or impose their will on him. I don’t think he minds, as the programme is my own, Evans had written to his friend Percy Lewis.

Armitage, initially popular, had become increasingly isolated as the Discovery expedition went on. The officers did not like the way he argued with Scott, and the men saw through his attempts to curry favour. Evans seems to have been consigned to a similar fate; a cloud had come over him since he landed in Antarctica. He did not have the same sway over the wardroom that he had enjoyed on the ship, and his interactions with Scott were now marred by the slow-blinking contempt of grudging colleagues.

Debenham summarised Teddy as a ‘very nice jolly man with overflowing spirits (out of sight of the Owner) but he is not unfortunately the right man in the right place and relations between him and the Owner are rather strained – the fault I think, being 6 of one and half a dozen of the other.’16 Bowers wrote in a letter to Pennell that ‘Teddy has changed a good deal. He is just as enthusiastic and energetic as ever but inconceivably quiet for his mercurial nature. One hardly hears him and we have [not] had a single sing-song since you left us.’17

There could be no more lifting men in Teddy’s teeth or ripping their trousers. Horseplay was forbidden at Cape Evans in case of injuries. Antarctica was no place for displays of strength; carefulness and conservation of energy were the requisites for good sledging partners. Debenham found Evans ‘great fun in company but I don’t like being alone with him – his confidences are too overwhelming and ill-advised’.18 Even Bowers would have agreed with that. He had written to his mother from Dunedin that ‘with all respect to Teddy – who is the best of skippers and friends – I think it is a good thing for us that Scott is here. Evans is always on the top line for attempting the most absurd things in a burst of enthusiasm.’19 Debenham had also noticed that Teddy was refusing to eat seal meat, the expedition’s panacea for scurvy. The meat tasted like ‘very poor steak’, as the Australian recalled, ‘and the rest of us ate it’.20

Scott was now well aware of what Evans’ own biographer would concede as the man’s ‘limited mental range’.21 Even the sanguine Wilson had, according to his wife, come to see Evans as ‘surprisingly stupid’.22 Teddy was competent at his navigational duties, which included rating the chronometers and making surveys of the coast. But superintending an expedition required more than skill with a theodolite. The Owner asked a lot of his naval officers, expecting them to be genuinely interested in, and able to grasp, the deeper bearings of the expedition. He placed value in men like Bowers, who had a hand in every department and was accruing more and more responsibility. Birdie was teaching himself navigation, surveying, photography and geology. He was taking weather observations. He was becoming an authority on polar clothing and diet, and he could calculate the food and weights needed on sledging journeys, a help which Scott noted Evans ‘never could have given’.23 ‘He is in charge of the stores,’ as Deb wrote, ‘and his capability is such that he has practically displaced Teddy as 2nd in command and Captain Scott’s right hand man.’24

Evans had no interest in science – ‘silly old bird!’ was about the extent of his observations on Emperor penguins – but Scott thought science was the ‘rock foundation of all effort!’25 The Owner was often questioning his scientists and trying to figure whether their results would be accurate and useful. He was sensitive about this, because the meteorological data recorded by his inexperienced officers on the Discovery expedition had come in for criticism from the Physical Society of London. Determined that there would be no question as to the value of the Terra Nova’s results, he had taken it upon himself to know everything. He took instruction from his colleagues in the chemical composition of lava rocks and the formation of ice crystals. His Discovery fame had broadened his intellectual life in ways that his naval education never could have. Scott had made the science of Antarctica his life’s work.

The afterguard was often in debate. It had been the same on the Discovery, when each night after dinner the officers had rushed for their reference books to settle their arguments. At Hut Point, the evening talk was bellicose as a roomful of Renaissance minds sat around smoking their pipes and correcting each other. It sounds terribly self-serious, but the expedition members really believed their work was important. ‘Discussions were in the air nowadays,’ wrote Taylor, ‘and no one had a greater belief in them than Captain Scott. He was quicker to see a weak link in a chain of argument than any man I have ever met … I had many talks with him, and owe him much scientifically for his help in criticising and so strengthening my main conclusions.’26

The criticisms in Scott’s diary were destined to be redacted from the published version – as he would have wanted – and they still aren’t well known. He meant to shape the diary into an official narrative when he returned to London, like his Voyage of the Discovery. He was highly critical, especially when he had too much time on his hands, but he was also aware of his own faults. He knew that he tended to be censorious and to meddle in the work of others. ‘The man who knows everyone’s job isn’t much good at his own,’ he reminded himself in his notebook.27 ‘By all means think your self big but don’t think everyone else small!’

* * *

Other expedition members were also beginning to have their doubts about Evans. On 16 March Scott sent eight men under the lieutenant’s charge on another journey to Corner Camp, to add further supplies to the depot before the onset of winter. The party included the 23-year-old, happy-go-lucky Wright, who volunteered after just one day’s rest from his geological journey. His sleeping bag and gear were still wet.

On the march to Corner Camp, Wright shared a tent with Evans, Crean and Forde. It was a difficult journey with temperatures down to -40°C. He wrote of ‘supper by candlelight in frozen sweaty gear with hoarfrost down one’s neck and over everything’.28 After three days and 30 miles marching, they were held in suspense as Evans groped around for the depot in the thick weather. Eventually he spotted the depot flag miraged up in the air, four and a half miles away. Wright was surprised that the official navigator of the expedition had led them nearly five miles astray on the barrier surface. ‘Such a large error can hardly be considered reasonable.’29

It is true that tempers ran high under the conditions of sledging, but it is also the case that the expedition diaries contained as much praise for the good sledging partners as censure for the bad ones. Wright thought the party had not set out with enough food or oil for the week-long journey. This showed itself when his tent seemed to run out of pemmican and Evans resorted to ‘borrowing’ more from Bowers’ tent.30 Wright was so annoyed that he spoke to Bowers’ party, urging them to refuse Evans any more pemmican. He had also noticed that Evans had a ‘tendency to cadge matches and tobacco’ and that the good-natured Crean was looking after him ‘like a child’.31 Evans’ behaviour as a tent mate did not bode well for the spring sledging season.




CHAPTER NINE

THE WINTER

The Terra Nova refugees passed five weeks by the warmth of the blubber stove at Hut Point. ‘Time after time,’ wrote Evans, ‘the sea froze over to a depth of a foot or even more, and time and again we made ready to start for Cape Evans to find that on the day of departure the ice had all broken and drifted out of sight.’1

In mid-April, Scott departed with eight companions, leaving the dogs and ponies behind with seven men. His advance guard was nicknamed the ‘swimming party’ as it set off; safe passage to Cape Evans over the new ice was by no means assured.2 Even reaching the ice was a challenge. It had formed a couple of miles to the north, and Scott’s party first had to trek along sea cliffs and lower their sledges – and themselves – down a 25-foot ice-face onto the frozen sea.

They probed their way over the moist ice, halting every half an hour to test the thickness with an ice axe. It was dark and snowing by the time they had got across the mile-wide glacier tongue. In the poor visibility, and with the safety of the ice ahead doubtful, Scott decided to camp on the lee side of Little Razorback Island for the night. It was a case of so near and yet so far; the party was less than three miles from Cape Evans, with only one meal left. ‘There was undoubtedly a chance that the sea ice would break up and drift away in this high wind,’ Evans recalled.3 ‘Had that happened we should have been left to starve on the tiny island.’

In the morning the wind had increased to a full blizzard. Screaming above the gale, Scott and Taylor had a ‘very bad “fracas”’ over their next move.4 Taylor had lost his nerve; he did not trust the sea ice and wanted to march on in spite of the blizzard, but Scott thought the visibility was too poor. The Owner’s view prevailed, and they moved their tents to the ice-foot: the belt of raised ice around the island, separated from the floe by a tide crack. Then they climbed back into their sleeping bags, bringing the drift in with them. Debenham wrote that he shivered ‘from head to foot all night long’.5

Mercifully, the sea ice held, and a lull in the wind the next day allowed them to make the final march to Cape Evans. The nine occupants of the Terra Nova hut rushed out in greeting. Scott and his companions were so covered in soot from the blubber stove as to be unrecognisable; Ponting temporarily mistook them for a party of Norwegians. In the hut they looked at their grimy faces in a mirror for the first time in three months.

The Owner had half-expected to find his base station in ruins after a heavy swell. Not only was it intact, but it had flourished in his absence. Walking through the covered entrance brought Scott past an acetylene gas plant, the power source for twelve lights which Bernard Day had rigged around the hut. The station had lost one pony, the unruly Hackenschmidt, while Scott was on the barrier, but that had been the extent of their misfortunes. George Simpson, the smiling meteorologist known as ‘Sunny Jim’, had got the scientific programme well underway, and a tour left Scott euphoric. He was led to Simpson’s Corner, where ‘the eye travelled over numerous shelves laden with a profusion of self-recording instruments, electric batteries and switch-boards, whilst the ear caught the ticking of many clocks, the gentle whirr of a motor and occasionally the trembling note of an electric bell’.6

Instruments for measuring temperature, wind speed, barometric pressure and atmospheric electricity had been rigged behind the hut, on Wind Vane Hill, and connected to Simpson’s station by overhead wires. In an ice cave at the base of the hill there was a working telephone, a magnetograph, and a pendulum apparatus for taking gravity measurements. Ponting was eager to show Scott the results of his summer work in his darkroom – now complete with a porcelain sink and working tap – and the biologists’ cubicle was neatly arrayed with microscopes and enamel dishes. Clissold, the cook, proudly demonstrated his modifications to the hut’s oven: he had rigged it with an electrical circuit which rang a bell when his bread had risen. It was exactly the kind of detail which could send Scott into a frenzy of questions.

The Owner bathed, shaved, and took three days’ rest before heading out again. The men remaining at Hut Point would need more provisions before they could bring the dogs and ponies over the sea ice, which was not yet solid enough for animals. Scott went down with two sledges: himself, Lashly, Day and Gerov hauling one, and Bowers, Nelson, Crean and Hooper dragging the other. In their absence the Terra Nova hut was ‘delightfully empty’, as Deb wrote, but a sort of anticlimactic gloominess took hold of the ten occupants.7 They sat around and spoke of little except Amundsen.

‘Most of us here consider he will reach the Pole first, if he is not driven out to sea,’ wrote Gran in his diary.8 ‘Of course I hope Amundsen will beat us – that is just straight-forward patriotism.’9

Deb recorded that ‘we were discussing Amundsen’s chances today, opinions very varied, I think myself that their chances are rather better than ours.’10

Teddy Evans was in the hut, and his part in the discussions was made obvious when Debenham commented: ‘If the Owner will consult the senior men I think it can be done but if he keeps them in the dark as they were on this depot trip things are likely to go wrong.’11 Scott had not kept Evans abreast of his thought process during the depot journey. Because Antarctic conditions were so unpredictable, he tended to keep his plans fluid. He was reluctant, as he wrote home, to give ‘any definite information of details which it might be advisable to modify at a later date’.12

The rapid loss of daylight from Cape Evans cannot have helped moods either. Debenham, who had once felt ecstatic to follow Scott to the Antarctic, was coolly noting on 18 April that the hut was short of jam, sugar, carbide and candles. The sun’s daily apex in the north fell lower and lower. At the end of April the sun no longer rose at all, offering only a pale twilight at midday. There was some relief when, in mid-May, the last of the Hut Point men trickled in: Meares, Gerov, Day, Lashly, Nelson, Forde and Keohane, raising the hut’s population to twenty-five. They brought the dogs and ponies over the thick sea ice that now spanned the sound. The addition of Nobby and James Pigg brought the pony herd to ten.

‘It is a great comfort to have the men and dogs back,’ Scott wrote, ‘and … to contemplate all the ten ponies comfortably stabled for the winter. Everything seems to depend on these animals.’13

Scott, who knew better than most the hazards of a polar winter, resolved to keep everyone busy. He worried that his people were ‘too comfortable’ in the hut and hoped it would not make them slack.14 He introduced a system whereby a nightwatchman, selected on a rotating basis from the afterguard, spent the night observing auroras, clearing the anemometer tubes on the roof, keeping the galley stove burning, and catching up with his diary by lamplight. At 7 am he would finish his vigil and wake the cook. Breakfast slipped later from the original 8 am, but Scott was firm about a 9 o’clock rule, and as he sat down to his porridge at the head of the table, he noted one or two ‘laggards’ who cut the rule very close.15

After breakfast the men were put to work repairing sledging gear, exercising the ponies, or checking on the weather instruments. Oates sat with his pipe going beside a blubber stove in the lean-to stables, often with Meares for company. Simpson put up hydrogen-filled weather balloons, and Bowers went hunting for their recording devices over the floe after they had been released via slow-burning fuse. Cherry-Garrard worked at a typewriter: he was reviving a Discovery tradition in the form of the South Polar Times, a journal of light-hearted contributions from around the hut.

Wright measured the swing of a pendulum in the ice cavern. Ponting developed plates beneath the overhanging icicles in his darkroom. Taff, the handyman of the expedition, developed new equipment for the coming sledging season: tent linings, crampons, and new ski shoes, consisting of finnesko with outer casings of sealskin which could be bound to the skis. Atkinson, the naval surgeon and parasitologist, pulled fish out of the ice and dissected them, waving Scott over to his microscope when he had discovered some new protozoa. Once a week, he took everyone’s weights and body measurements and tested their breathing rate and grip strength.

Evans went on surveying excursions with his assistant, Gran, who stood shivering and noting down angles while the lieutenant looked through his theodolite. Gran was still anxious to convince his fellows about the merits of skis, but the winter had greatly reduced his radius of action.

Scott, when he was not taking his daily walk around the cape, sat at his writing desk, smoking incessantly, and working out weights and quantities of food that would be needed for men and animals on his great southern journey. He checked his calculations with Bowers, who stood on a chair and used his top bunk as a desk over a sleeping Cherry-Garrard.

The pen on Simpson’s revolving drum shot up and down as it recorded the air rushing through the anemometers. More than a quarter of the winds recorded during the winter were above gale force, and the drift often reduced visibility to a few yards outside the hut. The timbers whistled and creaked, men snored, and the ponies kicked in their stalls.

‘It bores one a bit,’ Evans wrote with some understatement, ‘to have night after night and day after day in black cold darkness.’16

Ponting became more nervous than usual and reluctant to exercise. Taylor was sluggish and unwell, and Omelchenko interpreted the disappearance of the sun as a bad spiritual omen. He thought that the bioluminescent plankton in the tide crack outside the hut were devils and felt obliged to sacrifice his cigarettes to them.

Scott himself noticed that he was putting off work and struggling to find news to fill the pages of his diary. Any diversion was helpful. All hands played football on the sea ice when it was light enough, lurching around in their grey jerseys and woolly hats. And there was music: in the evenings they played the gramophone. Taylor could play the pianola, but only knew two pieces of music, ‘so that there was rather a sameness about my performance’.17 Every Sunday they sang hymns for church service, with Scott leading in his tenor voice. He was ‘very keen on the hymns’, recalled Taylor.18 ‘On one occasion he gave out “Onward, Christian Soldiers”, and was so dissatisfied with the result, that he specially repeated the same hymn next Sunday till we were more in unison.’ The agnostic Scott was probably thinking of his mother, Hannah, a devout Christian who had made him promise to keep the Lord in his heart while he was working in the south.

 For three nights of the week, the table was cleared after supper for lectures. The talks – mandatory for the officers and voluntary for the men – included Wilson on birds, Simpson on auroras, Meares on his travels in China, and Bowers on sledging diets and clothing. ‘Three [lectures] a week is too often,’ wrote Deb, ‘as everyone but the Owner realises, but he is very keen on them.’19

Oates surprised everyone when he delivered a ‘ripping lecture’ on the management of horses.20 Wright even gave a talk on the constitution of matter – ‘Wonder if any of them knew what I was talking about,’ he asked in his diary.21 But by far the most attentive audience was the one which sat down to hear Scott’s lecture about his plans for the southern journey. He rolled out a large map which showed what lay ahead for the prospective sledgers. First there was a 20-mile march over the sea ice and a 400-mile crossing of the barrier. Then a 120-mile ascent up the Beardmore Glacier, and a 340-mile trek across the high inland ice cap to the Pole. In all it was a round trip of almost 1800 miles, to be completed in 144 days.

Ponies, dogs and motor sledges would all be brought to bear on the journey, but Scott foresaw that most of it would consist of man-hauling. The Owner said frankly that he was disappointed in the dogs. He had more faith in the ponies but did not expect to get any animals up the glacier. As for the motor sledges, he would send them off a week earlier than the other transport, to show if they could be of any use. His plans would not depend on them: they would drag a weight that could be transferred to the ponies and dogs if necessary.

 ‘He doesn’t wish to rely on the dogs or motor sledges,’ scribbled Gran in the audience.22 ‘He has grounds for the latter view, but I personally doubt whether the dogs are as useless as he says. I wonder whether there isn’t an element of complacency in his attitude.’

Scott thought that, as the dogs and ponies were unlikely to get beyond the Beardmore, teams of four men would have to haul their sledges up the glacier and onto the plateau, turning back successively until one team was left to proceed to the Pole. He would choose the members of the polar party much closer to the time, based on fitness and suitability to the task. Whoever was chosen would likely miss the Terra Nova and have to spend another winter at Cape Evans; they would not return from the five-month journey until about 29 March 1912. The ship would have sailed by 10 March at the latest to avoid being frozen in.

The great difficulty would be at the high altitude of the plateau. Shackleton and his party had had a miserable time on the ice cap during their Nimrod expedition. Their Burberry wind proofs, made of gabardine, had become thin and torn by the time they made the summit. An unyielding southerly wind blew on the plateau, and Shackleton had to march directly into it, developing frostbite wherever it got in through his clothing. His face was cut and cracked, he had a wrenching headache, and he thought continually about food. To make his limited rations last, he had reduced the daily intake, stretching ninety-one days’ food to sustain him for the extended 126-day journey.

Scott, on the other hand, planned to bring more men and ponies on his southern push, which would allow him to haul more food: nearly five months’ worth as opposed to Shackleton’s three months’. He well remembered the sapping effect of the plateau on his own energy during the Discovery days. On that trip his food allowance had been 26.6 ounces of food per man per day and ‘there was no doubt about our hunger’.23 This time he would increase the allowance to 35 ounces.

To keep out the cold, he had meticulously overseen the design of new wind proof suits: trousers, blouses and helmets made by Messrs. J. Mandelberg and Co. In London he had scrutinised the samples sent from Manchester until he thought they were just right. ‘The copper wire which supports the face shield should be double the thickness of that submitted, so as to afford greater stiffness of the shield,’ he wrote to the tailors.24 ‘The helmet is still slightly on the small side, and I suggest giving ¾ more room for the head and neck.’ The resulting suits were made from a strong, close-woven cotton fabric.

But the fact remained that no human had ever lived on the plateau for as long as Scott planned to be up there. Shackleton’s party had spent five weeks on the ice cap and were nearly done afterwards. Scott’s last man-hauling party would need to spend at least ten weeks on the plateau to get to the Pole and back.25

‘I don’t know whether it is possible for men to last out that time,’ said Scott to his audience.26 ‘I almost doubt it.’

* * *

 Ranked high among the anxieties of a winter in Antarctica was the prospect of scurvy, which was thought to flourish in stuffy, unsanitary conditions. Atkinson gave a lecture on the subject, explaining all the possible causes and the remedies used in the Royal Navy, although Scott noted the disease was ‘anything but precise’.27 Not until decades later, in the 1930s, would the antiscorbutic nutrient known as Vitamin C be isolated. In Scott’s day the prevailing belief was that scurvy was caused by toxins in spoiled or preserved food. The best means of preventing scurvy in Antarctica, Atkinson told his audience, was a diet which included plenty of fresh seal meat. Weekly he was testing the blood alkalinity of the expedition members, a pointless procedure by today’s standards. But the seal diet was keeping scurvy at bay as it had in the past, because the meat happened to be rich in Vitamin C.

Scott was alert to the health and morale of his men, and beginning to decide who would come south in the spring, and who would go west on another geological journey in Victoria Land. He appointed Taylor as the leader of the Western party, and Gran as its navigator, much to the Norwegian’s relief. Wright, meanwhile, was overjoyed to hear that he would be in the southern party. ‘Will go south next summer towards the Pole and stay down here a second year,’ he told his diary. ‘Gott sei dank!’28

On 6 June the hut celebrated the Owner’s forty-second birthday and sat down to a feast in the midst of Union Jacks and sledge flags. Then they split off into groups and argued good-naturedly about politics, science and war into the early hours. Two weeks later they had an even bigger soiree to mark Midwinter Day, when the sun reached its maximum depression. The English were fond of replicating the comforts of civilisation in Antarctica, as the neatly printed menu card for their evening meal attested. The fare was ‘Consomme Seal’, roast beef and Yorkshire pudding, and ‘Caviare Antarctic’.29 Then came crystallised fruits and chocolate bonbons, pineapple custard and raspberry jelly. Scott gave a tedious speech about the importance of having ‘fixed markers which serve to indicate the passage of time’, and then everyone else spoke and heaped praise on the Owner, starting with Evans to Scott’s left.30

Many of the expedition members were teetotallers or close to it, Scott and Evans included, but the champagne and brandy punch flowed freely that night. Oates insisted on dancing with Omelchenko; Clissold the cook sat around whooping with delight; and Keohane began debating the Irish question. Bowers managed to evade his speech by emerging with a makeshift Christmas tree and giving out presents. There were muzzles for Ponting and Taylor, the most talkative men on the expedition, and a whistle and pop-gun for Oates, the only army officer. Oates romped around commanding his victims to ‘fall down when I shoot you’.31 With a slip of his tongue, Clissold referred to Scott as ‘good old Truegg’, a nickname inspired by the scrambled egg dish he often cooked for the captain.32 The officers staggered outside to watch an aurora display, and then Evans managed with difficulty to put the seamen to bed. Scott wisely declared 23 June a day of rest.

Three members of the afterguard must have savoured the food and drink of Midwinter Day more than the rest. No expedition had ever undertaken a sledge journey on the barrier in the dead of winter, with temperatures and sunlight at their lowest ebbs. But Wilson, Bowers and Cherry were about to start a six-week journey into the polar night. The journey had been Uncle Bill’s idea, and he had gradually persuaded Scott, who had ‘considerable misgivings’, that it would be worth the risk.33

On the Discovery expedition, Wilson had studied the Emperor penguin colony at Cape Crozier, and rightly guessed that the birds nested in winter. He wanted to gather eggs from the rookery and examine the embryos, in a bid to understand how birds had evolved from reptiles. Eventually, Scott agreed to let Wilson have his winter project, on the condition he bring Bowers and Cherry back to base safely.

Five days after the Midwinter celebrations, Wilson and his two companions set off into the murk of the frozen sound. They were hauling a train of two nine-foot sledges, stacked with camping equipment, provisions and scientific gear: in all the weight was a massive 253 pounds per man. They had planned to ski but thought better of it at the last moment, not feeling confident enough in their skiing abilities. A contingent from Cape Evans – Gran, Simpson, Nelson, Taylor and Meares – accompanied them some of the way over the sea ice towards Hut Point. Then they parted ways, not expecting to see the winter sledgers again for a month and a half.

The winter routine continued in Wilson’s absence. The temperature at Cape Evans plummeted down to -40°C, the point at which mercury freezes, begging the question: what temperatures were the Crozier party measuring with their alcohol-based sling thermometers on the much colder barrier surface? They ‘must be having a very thin time’, as Deb wrote.34

In such conditions the time for trifles at Cape Evans was well past, as Scott was reminded on 4 July. It was blowing a blizzard, but Atkinson decided to check a thermometer screen north of the hut. He left at 5.30 in the afternoon, heading out over the sea ice for a spot that was little more than a mile away. His colleagues didn’t notice he was gone until they sat down for dinner at 7.15 pm. A furious Scott sent out search parties and had a paraffin flare lit above the hut.

The doctor had only got a quarter of a mile towards the thermometer before deciding to turn back in the wind and snow. He reached a fish hole that he knew was 200 yards from the cape. What happened next was subject to much confusion, but it seemed that, in the poor visibility, he went south instead of east, walking out to sea. He came upon Tent Island, a couple of miles south of Cape Evans. He was unable to see a yard ahead of him but had to keep moving to avoid freezing to death. He wandered around the island, slipping into the tide crack between the sea ice and the ice-foot. He tried to burrow into a snow drift for shelter and got his right hand badly frostbitten. It was only when the moon appeared through a gap in the clouds that he got some idea of his position.

He went towards the moon, and a flare on the cape led him home at 11.45 pm. He had been gone for more than six hours and was scarcely able to describe what he had been through, but very embarrassed and apologetic. The fingers on his right hand had swelled with bulbous blisters, but he had managed to warm them in the nick of time, and the sensation in his hand gradually returned. For Antarctic initiates like Deb, it was amazing to consider how a level-headed officer like Atkinson had become so hopelessly lost.

‘We must have no more of these unnecessary escapades,’ wrote Scott early the next morning, when the last of the search parties had come in. ‘This bit of experience has done more than all the talking I could have ever accomplished to bring home to our people the dangers of a blizzard.’35

The anxiety about Wilson’s party remained. On 7 July the Base Station recorded a new low of -45°C, and later in the month, hurricane-force winds of more than 80 miles per hour thundered against the hut. Anyone who stepped outside had to lean heavily against the wind and shield their face from rapid frostbite. By now the expedition members had begun to recognise the sudden feeling of noses, fingers or toes ‘going’ in the cold. As Taylor wrote:


Sometimes one could feel one’s nose ‘go with a ping,’ as if the blood had really solidified in one’s veins. But vigorous rubbing and nursing in the warm palm of one’s hand usually restored circulation. As long as one’s heat energy was abundant there was no risk; but when vitality was low, through fatigue and hunger, frostbite was certain in any cold extremity.36



‘One way or another the Crozier party must be having a pretty poor time,’ Scott wrote. ‘I am thankful to remember that the light will be coming on apace now.’37 The winter

 solstice having passed, the twilight at midday was gradually lengthening.

Everyone at Cape Evans had turned in for bed on the evening of 1 August when Hooper stepped out and exclaimed ‘by Jove!’38 Wilson, Cherry and Bowers were under the verandah taking off their harnesses, having got right up to the door without being noticed. Their clothes were frozen, faces scarred, eyes dull and sleepy. A traumatised Cherry had been dozing on his feet while he made the final march over the sea ice towards the hut. Most of his teeth had split from their constant chattering, and he thought it was only by a ‘miracle’ that he and his companions had survived.39

Scott questioned the travellers as they sat around the officers’ table drinking cocoa. Other men hovered around the table in pyjamas and dressing-gowns, and someone put a George Robey record on the gramophone. The winter travellers began laughing hysterically, as if they had gone mad. They were the most weather-worn men Scott had ever seen. He thought their deeds heroic, telling them that theirs was the ‘hardest journey that has ever been made’.40 Wilson agreed with him.

The hauling over the sea ice had been easy at first, but navigation was difficult in the dark, and camp work was much slower in the cold. It had taken at least four hours for them to get ready in the mornings, working their limbs into frozen clothes, using numb fingers to adjust their harnesses. Cherry had foolishly removed his mitts while they hauled the sledges up a drift onto the barrier, and all his fingers were now badly blistered.

 On the ice shelf they had relayed their sledges over soft snow, only making a couple of miles’ progress a day. The barrier ice creaked and popped beneath them, and in the firmament they observed the alien beams of the aurora. The barrier in winter was shockingly cold. One night the temperature had fallen to -60.8°C; no human beings sleeping under canvas had ever recorded anything as bad. The steam from their breath and the primus formed a white rime on the inside of the tent which fell on them with the slightest movement, and they shivered in their icy sleeping bags.

Scott had experienced the strange freezing and thawing of the reindeer-fur bags during his Discovery sledge journeys. The accumulation of bodily moisture in the bags turned to ice, so that when it came time for bed, it was a serious effort to pry the frozen furs open and crawl inside. The first stage of the night was marked by bouts of shivering as the ice thawed, and by morning the bag was damp and loose, but never comfortable. For much of their journey, Wilson and Cherry never consciously got any sleep. Only Bowers seemed to be able to drift off as soon as he was in his bag, often with a food pannikin still in his hand.

The cotton fabric of the wind proofs was, it turned out, a terrible choice for an outer layer in Antarctica. The material was absorbent and moisture-retaining, lacking the breathable quality of membranes that were still decades from being developed. It kept the winter party warm enough during man-hauling but got soaked in the sweat that passed out through their woollen undergarments, and then froze solid. Within seconds of stepping outside in the mornings, the party’s damp suits would fuse into ‘armour-plate’.41 They took care to be frozen into a bent-over position, so they didn’t have to march with their heads stuck upright.

Bowers, who had finally replaced his green felt hat with a canvas wind helmet, found that it froze into a solid block of ice, and he couldn’t look down without inclining his whole body. In this manner, fighting to prevent their own equipment from killing them, the three pathetic figures went north. For Cherry it was a time of horror that would have to be ‘re-experienced to be appreciated; and any one would be a fool who went again’.42 Wilson kept apologising to his companions; he had never imagined it would be that bad.

Eventually they reached the slopes of Mount Terror and moved between the great waves of ice created by the pressure from the barrier colliding with the land. On an exposed slope 800 feet above sea level, they began their scheme to build an igloo out of rocks and snow, and Cherry looked forward to the ‘Age of Stone’ when they could use a blubber stove instead of their primus.43 In the nightly struggle to keep warm and nurse their frozen feet, they had resorted to burning their primus for a while after dinner. They were down to the fifth of six oil tins.

In the north the Ross Sea was frozen as far as they could see. Their staging base completed, they struggled to find a way down to the penguin rookery through the tumult of pressure between the land and barrier cliffs. Cherry was now so sleep-deprived that he ‘did not much care whether I went down a crevasse or not’.44 Squeezing through gaps in the ice and rock, they emerged onto the sea ice and found a forlorn congregation of penguins huddled under the barrier cliffs.

 The day’s twilight was already fading, and Wilson had to rush his work. They collected eggs and killed and skinned six birds, and then scrambled back up in the dark with the eggs in their fur mitts, only managing to keep three intact. It had been a comically brief visit, and it would be impossible to get down to the rookery again. A blizzard pinned them in their draughty igloo for days. They talked in shouts while the wind tore through their shelter like the ‘rush of an express train through a tunnel’.45

The igloo was situated on the lee side of a ridge, but the southerly wind that came screaming down the slopes of Mount Terror created a suction that pulled the canvas roof up taut and brought in drifts of snow. They had pitched their tent outside the igloo for storage, but the wind simply picked it up and whirled it away. Then the canvas roof of the igloo was torn to shreds. They dozed and sang hymns in their sleeping bags under the gathering drift, and Cherry confessed in his diary that he thought this was the end. His thoughts turned to the morphia in Bill’s medicine case. Bowers occasionally thumped Uncle Bill to check that there was still life in him. It was Bill’s thirty-ninth birthday.

During a break in the weather, they located their tent half a mile from the igloo and hastily packed for the homeward journey. Their sleeping bags were now so frozen that they had to be stacked full length, ‘like coffins’, on the sledge, and it took more than an hour to climb into them in the evenings.46 They made good marches back along the barrier as the daylight increased, although they almost lost Bowers down a crevasse. They had experienced, as Cherry reflected, ‘an extraordinary run of accidents’; it was difficult not to think that Nature had been working against them.47

But Wilson had returned with three penguin eggs encased in alcohol, and these, with their intact embryos, would eventually be delivered to the Natural History Museum in South Kensington. The party had also made valuable recordings of the winter barrier conditions, and Scott was grateful for the experiments they had run on their gear and diet. Each man had tried a different food ration until they settled on a satisfying combination of biscuit, pemmican and butter. Despite the terrible performance of their wind proofs, Wilson stoically told Scott the gear was ‘excellent’.48 The Owner admitted to a sneaking feeling that the ‘fur clothing as made by the Esquimaux’ might outclass his cotton garb. ‘At any rate,’ he reassured himself, ‘we can now hold that our system of clothing has come through a severer test than any other, fur included.’ It was too late to change now.




CHAPTER TEN

COUNTDOWN

On 20 September 1911, little Peter came waddling over to Kathleen Scott and said emphatically, ‘Daddy won’t come back.’1 Kathleen had just awoken from a nightmare about her husband. Around her were sand dunes, the sound of the ocean, and a hammock swinging in the breeze. Mother and child were staying in a remote cottage in Kent rented from the Admiralty; they retreated here whenever Kathleen wanted to get away from London. She walked the beach, stopping to contemplate a tuft of grass where she had once sat with Scott so that he could light his pipe. Since their parting in New Zealand, she had been keeping a diary for him to read on his return. Apart from brief sojourns in Kent it had been a busy year.

In March, while throwing herself a birthday party in London, Kathleen had received word that the Terra Nova had been sighted off New Zealand. Pennell had had a smooth voyage up from Antarctica. He carried dispatches from Scott and, for the first time in months, the public had an update on the progress of the expedition. They heard of the gale that had rocked the ship on the way south, the unprecedented battle through the pack, the building of Scott’s winter quarters on a spit of rock called Cape Evans, and his plans for an upcoming depot journey. Naturally, the most fascinating detail was Campbell’s discovery of Roald Amundsen’s base in the Bay of Whales, 60 miles nearer to the Pole than Scott’s base.

There was now every prospect of a dramatic race to the Pole. Would Amundsen try to reach the plateau via the Beardmore Glacier as Shackleton had done, following a route that had been surveyed within 100 miles of the Pole? Or would he blaze his own trail? If he was going the Beardmore route, it was possible that he would run into Scott on the journey.

The Antarctic would soon be ‘uncomfortably crowded’, reported The Globe, as multiple nations laid siege to the continent from different directions.2 A German ship, under Wilhelm Filchner, was on her way to the Weddell Sea. The Japanese had been in the Ross Sea; the army officer Nobu Shirase had sailed into the Bay of Whales in January, inadvertently making contact with Amundsen’s expedition. Shirase had already made a sledge journey across the barrier, passing the 80th parallel before turning back.

Douglas Mawson was due to sail south later in the year, with a ship stuffed with graduates from Australian and New Zealand universities, but the Pole was not among his objectives. Mawson was still in London raising funds. He told the press he was surprised and saddened to hear that Campbell’s party had landed at Cape Adare, which was supposed to be his area of operations as he explored the unknown coastline to the west. Shackleton, as ever, also gave colourful comments on Scott’s dispatches. He thought the British and Norwegians were the only real contenders in any race to the Pole:


Captain Scott has the advantage to my mind in equipment, being well supplied with motor sledges and ponies. But against this must be set the hereditary knowledge of skiing and dog handling that the Norwegian possesses. What concerns the public most is, who will get to the Pole first? And I, for one, consider it a moot question.3



The reporters came knocking at Buckingham Palace Road, and Kathleen simply told them that the expedition needed more funds. There was only enough money to cover Scott’s expenses until the end of October. When she was not courting potential donors, she was at work in her garden studio, sculpting the busts of prominent gentlemen. One of these was Rolls-Royce founder Charles Rolls, who had died in an air crash at Hengistbury Airfield. Flying was the new activity for well-connected thrill-seekers. Men were milling around airfields and going up at every opportunity, much to the horror of their loved ones. Kathleen had gone flying several times herself.

If there is a danger for you or another man to face, you will face it. How many times had Scott read Kathleen’s last letter to him? They were staunch words, not unlike the parting cry of Spartan mothers to their sons. Kathleen knew as well as Scott that a bold death would be preferable to a timid return. She had given her husband licence to take risks, and risks must be taken. His southern journey would depend on luck: good weather, the success of his transport, and ultimately, the chance of some accident befalling Amundsen that would prevent the Norwegian from reaching the Pole first with his dogs. Scott’s diary spoke of putting ‘our fortune to the test’, and of the future being ‘in the lap of the gods’.4 It was no wonder that Kathleen’s letter had pride of place in his breast pocket.

* * *

Just before lunch on 26 August, Scott looked out on the sea ice beyond the hut and saw it was gilded with sunlight. Determined to partake in an old ritual, he went out with Ponting and climbed an overturned iceberg. In the north, he could see the sun clear over the rugged capes and headlands. ‘It was glorious to stand bathed in brilliant sunshine once more,’ he said. ‘We felt very young, sang and cheered – we were reminded of a bright frosty morning in England – everything sparkled and the air had the same crisp feel.’5

With the return of the sun, Scott told Ponting he realised it would devolve largely upon himself to illustrate the polar journey and asked for photography lessons. Ponting became a patient mentor to Scott, as well as Bowers, Debenham, Gran and Wright. He sent the Owner off with a camera, and his pupil returned some time later ‘pleased as a boy, telling me quite excitedly that he had got some splendid things’.6 But when Ponting developed the six plates, no image appeared on them, and he had to interrogate Scott on his process. Was he sure he had done everything right? Scott put his hand on his head and realised with disbelief that he had inserted the plateholder, drawn the slide, and set and released the shutter – but forgotten to take the lens cap off.

While Scott stalked around with his camera, some of the hut’s occupants were anxious to venture beyond the cape. On 1 September, Meares left for Hut Point with Gerov and the dogs. He planned to hunt seals for the next ten days. There was a hint in Scott’s diary that he and Meares had continued to clash during the winter. ‘I leave him to come and go as he pleases,’ the Owner wrote, ‘merely setting out the work he has to do in the simplest form.’7

The dogs were in good shape. They showed real promise; under favourable conditions Meares’ teams could cover the 15 miles between Cape Evans and Hut Point in two hours, a good day’s marching for the ponies. The expedition’s use of dogs had been far more efficient than the ‘beastly dog driving we perpetrated in the Discovery days’, as Wilson noted in his diary.8 When he joined the dog teams on his return from the depot journey, Scott had raced along the barrier at a rate of up to 33 miles a day. But then he had run into a crevasse and nearly lost an entire team, and the incident had spooked him. ‘Up to this day,’ Cherry recalled, ‘Scott had been talking to Meares of how the dogs would go to the Pole. After this, I never heard him say that.’9

If one crevasse on the barrier had given the dogs so much trouble, how would Scott get them up the Beardmore Glacier? Shackleton had warned in his Nimrod account that the glacier was covered in crevasse fields.

 Scott’s experiences with dogs had been largely negative, in particular during his Farthest South journey with Shackleton and Wilson years earlier. It seemed the stock fish that they were feeding the animals had spoiled while the Discovery passed through the tropics. The dogs grew weak and dropped like flies, practically marooning the party on the barrier. He had written in The Voyage of the Discovery that he saw exploration as ‘more nobly and splendidly won’ with man-hauling rather than dog-sledding, an echo of Markham’s thinking.10 The driving of dogs meant under-feeding, overworking and eventually killing the animals, with plenty of thrashings in between. But if an idea that man-hauling was the morally superior alternative had coloured Scott’s thinking on the matter, it did not direct his decisions. He had brought a combination of dogs, ponies and motors on the Terra Nova because he wanted to put all three to the test. He had set up his transport scheme as a live experiment; in theory, he would be able to lean more heavily on the modes that were working, while relegating those that were not.

Eskimo-style dog teams were the most sensible choice for navigating glaciers and ice caps at the time – with planes and tractors not sufficiently developed. But the fact is clear only in modern hindsight. Scott was operating in a context where his immediate predecessor, Ernest Shackleton, had made a stunning advance towards the South Pole without using dogs at all. Ponies had seen Shackleton to the Beardmore, and man-hauling had got him up the glacier and over the plateau. Scott wasn’t the only Antarctic explorer who had drawn a reductive conclusion about ponies. Filchner, the German, had brought seven horses with him on his voyage to the Weddell Sea.

In mid-September, all hands crowded around the dining table as the Owner delivered another talk about his plans for the southern journey. The details were about the same as they had been four months ago, but he specified that the dogs would turn back at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier. He didn’t think they would be able to proceed up the glacier ice. He didn’t think the ponies would make it up the Beardmore either; animals would assist him for less than half of the journey. The rest would be accomplished with British man-hauling.

Meares, relegated to an auxiliary role in the conquest of the Pole, probably felt ill-used and defeatist. He thought that Amundsen’s chances of reaching the Pole were ‘golden’, and said so to other expedition members.11

* * *

Meares wasn’t the only officer who was keen to resume sledging as the weather improved. Teddy Evans proposed a journey to the barrier to check that Safety and Corner camps had held up over the winter, taking Gran and Forde with him. Scott was hesitant – spring had not even arrived yet – but in the end he gave his blessing. He told Evans: ‘If you people want to suffer, for heaven’s sake, go!’12

As Scott foresaw, it was a horrible trip. The temperatures on the barrier were little different from those in the dead of winter. Evans reached Safety Camp all right, but again he struggled to find Corner Camp in hazy conditions. On the night of 13 September the temperature fell to -58.5°C. It was -35.6°C when he finally made Corner Camp and dug out the depot, repacked the stores and built a snow cairn. Forde got his right hand badly frostbitten during the work.

Evans was 35 miles from Hut Point, but he decided to cover the distance back to base in a single march, to avoid, as he wrote to Percy Lewis, ‘another unnecessary night on the barrier: we had merely shivered in our sleeping bags the previous night, we certainly had not slept’.13 They set off at 5 pm and marched for twenty-one hours with two hour-long meal breaks. When they reached Hut Point at 3 pm the following day, they had man-hauled for nearly twenty-four hours without sleep. Evans had made Gran and Forde go as though they were marching for their lives. His letter to Lewis provided some idea of his reasoning: ‘We arrived at Hut Point having pulled our sledge 34.6 miles in the 24 hours which is I believe a record for sledge travelling on the Barrier, and I believe 32 miles is the record on the sea ice here which is much easier going.’14

It had been a show of strength and stamina. Evans, like Meares, was prone to argument with Scott and eager to prove himself, his deficiencies as second-in-command having become apparent during the winter. His confidences are too overwhelming and ill-advised.

Absurdly, even when he reached the comparative warmth and shelter of the Discovery hut, he had wanted to continue marching across the 15 miles of sea ice to Cape Evans. Seaman Forde was honour-bound to agree with Evans. Gran became a voice of reason and persuaded them otherwise, writing in his diary that ‘I got them to see that it would be sheer folly to continue in the dark night, exhausted as we were … We must be quite content with our achievement.’15

They got back to Cape Evans on the evening of 15 September, but found Scott was not around to hear of their ordeal. That morning the Owner, Bowers, Taff and Simpson had left on a man-hauling trip of their own, but not on the frigid barrier. They crossed the sea ice to Victoria Land and, at Butter Point, made a depot for Taylor’s forthcoming geological journey. Then they went north, stopping to pluck geological specimens out of the moraines and to measure the movement of the Ferrar Glacier. Wright had put stakes down across the glacier the previous season; Scott found they had moved about 30 feet.

In all, they covered 175 miles in ten days. A blizzard held them up as they crossed the sound back to Cape Evans, but overall Scott considered it a ‘remarkably pleasant and instructive little spring journey’.16 He had found the work invigorating. By now Bowers had fully recovered from his winter journey to Cape Crozier, but Wilson still looked grey and drawn some days, and Cherry hadn’t regained his full strength either.

Scott and Evans compared notes, and if the lieutenant’s ‘record’ barrier march had impressed him, he made no comment on it.17 Forde’s frostbite, however, was a problem. Some of the fingers on his right hand had turned black and Atkinson feared he might have to amputate. Scott was annoyed at the injury as it ‘argues want of care … if the hand is slow in recovery, Forde cannot take part in the Western party. I have no one to replace him’.18 As for Gran’s performance on the barrier trip, the verdict was more sanguine. Evans reported that Gran had performed well and taken his share in all the work. ‘This is a great relief,’ reflected Scott, ‘and confirms the idea that the first troubles were due to youth. With the winter he has developed into a thoroughly good boy ready to face hardship with the best.’19

Evans and Gran only rested for a week before heading out on a coastal survey, returning intermittently to Cape Evans. They also did a stint at the Discovery hut where they could communicate with Cape Evans via an aluminium telephone cable which Meares had laid over the sea ice. Despite poor weather, Evans had finished his survey by 13 October; Scott described it as a ‘very useful bit of work’.20

‘Troubles rarely come singly,’ Scott was writing on 8 October.21 There had been two sobering accidents at the cape within the space of a few hours. First, a semiconscious Clissold was bundled into the hut in his sleeping bag. He had slipped and fallen 20 feet off an iceberg while he posed for Ponting. While Clissold groaned in his bunk, Scott noticed that Taylor was overdue from a bicycle trip to Turk’s Head.

The Owner had let Taylor visit the headland, near the glacier tongue, on the condition he would be back in time for dinner. The geologist had started south and found his bicycle wasn’t much use on the sea ice, so he walked instead. He stowed the bicycle at the tongue and became interested in a rock formation that was much further away than it looked. He was cold, hungry and ‘pretty done up’ when he got back to his bicycle.22 He had not eaten in seven hours, and still faced a long walk back to the hut. He would have been in serious trouble if not for a chance meeting with Wright, who helped him back to Cape Evans.

Scott could see that Taylor was ‘fearfully done’ when he made the hut.23 ‘Here is a man in charge of a party who cannot look after himself,’ he told his diary.24 ‘He must have pressed on towards his object long after his reason should have warned him that it was time to turn; with this matter to settle and a good deal of anxiety about Clissold, the day terminates very unpleasantly.’

On 10 October Scott ‘took Taylor to task very candidly’ over the lapse in judgement and was impressed with the humble way in which the geologist accepted his remarks.25 But he was worried about Clissold, who was still barely able to move from his bunk. The cook wanted to know whether his sledging gear was being prepared for the southern journey, and ‘in order not to disappoint him he was assured that all would be made ready’.26 There was more bad news when Meares returned from Hut Point to report that one of his best pulling dogs had died unaccountably. Wilson thought a parasitic worm might be to blame.

To Scott, the ponies looked in fine form during their daily exercise. Captain Oates was, as usual, much less optimistic. In New Zealand he had considered the ponies ‘first class’ but, a year later, he had revised his assessment to the ‘greatest lot of crocks I have ever seen’.27

‘I am of course very annoyed,’ he vented to his mother, ‘as it is perfectly wretched starting off with a lot of cripples and Scott won’t believe how bad they are.’28

 If the ponies were ‘crocks’, the motor sledges were little better. After supper on 17 October, all gathered outside for a post-winter unveiling of the motors which must have left Day embarrassed. He went sputtering towards the sea ice, only to grind to a halt with a slipped chain and a broken axle.

‘It all goes to show that we want more experience,’ wrote Scott, who was probably pining for Skelton.29 ‘I am secretly convinced that we will not get much help from the motors. A little more care and foresight would have made them splendid allies. The trouble is that if they fail, no one will ever believe this.’

On the eve of his southern journey, Scott sat down to write a tranche of letters to friends and supporters. ‘I am quite on my feet now,’ he told Kathleen.30 His thoughts drifted back to the whirlwind departure from New Zealand – the last time he had seen his wife – the lectures and the dinners, the questions over Amundsen, and the tantrums of Teddy Evans.

‘I feel both mentally and physically fit for the work,’ he continued, ‘and I realise that others know it and have full confidence in me. But it is a certain fact that it was not so in London or indeed until we reached this spot. The root of the problem was that I had lost confidence in myself. I don’t know if it was noticed by others consciously, but it was acted on unconsciously, as a dozen incidents in my memory remind me. Had I been what I am now, many things would have been avoided.’

Scott had to get his affairs in order, knowing that it might be a year before the outside world heard from him again. There was the possibility his polar party would still be in the south when the Terra Nova came and went from McMurdo Sound in early 1912. And if the party and a handful of scientists did remain, there would be no expedition money left to pay them. He relinquished his Antarctic salary to the expedition fund and wrote a letter to placate the anxieties of the treasurer, Sir Edgar Speyer. He also wrote to his New Zealand agent, Joseph Kinsey, enclosing a copy of his diary so far, to be forwarded to Kathleen, and worrying over the ‘financial question’.31 He insisted the ship would need no further landing stores in 1912 except coal.

He also praised his men, giving hints as to who might be included in the four-man team that would make the final descent on the Pole. ‘Wilson is positively splendid,’ he wrote, ‘Bowers a perfect treasure, Oates, Cherry-Garrard, Wright and the rest are not very far behind.’32 Nelson, the biologist, was one of few disappointments, ‘a clever fellow, but idle’. Then there was the problem of Evans:


Teddy Evans is a thoroughly well-meaning little man, but proves on close acquaintance to be rather a duffer in anything but his own particular work. All this [is] strictly ‘entre nous,’ but he is not at all fitted to be ‘Second-in-Command,’ as I was foolish enough to name him. I am going to take some steps concerning this, as it would not do to leave him in charge here in case I am late returning.



Atkinson, too, was convinced that Evans was unsuited to shore life in Antarctica. He suggested to Scott that when the Terra Nova returned in 1912, Pennell and Evans could swap duties, Pennell coming ashore and Evans going back on the ship. Scott agreed and wrote a letter for Pennell: ‘I guess that you yourself would like to have a turn at shore work and I have it in my mind to arrange it but it is a delicate matter.’33

Evans was also writing an oversweet letter to Pennell, having foreseen the inevitable: ‘If we stay a 2nd year I don’t mind exchanging [duties] with you if you like, as I am rather afraid it is not quite fair to my dear little Hilda.’

Scott seemed finally to have solved the problem of Teddy Evans. If a shore party had to remain in the Antarctic for another year, Pennell and not Evans would be his second-in-command at the base station.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE SOUTHERN JOURNEY

On the eve of the southern journey, a guilt-racked Cherry approached Scott with a confession: that the expedition could not ‘count on his navigating powers’.1 Scott had announced months earlier that he expected his officers to learn the navigation basics. He wanted them to know the variation of the compass in the Antarctic, so they could find a true course. He also suggested they learn latitude and longitude observations – ‘not a specially easy business’, as Taylor wrote.2

Latitude was angular distance from the equator and involved measuring the angle between the sun and the horizon at a certain time of day, with a sextant or theodolite, and consulting a nautical almanack. Longitude was angular distance east or west of the meridian at Greenwich, England. It meant finding the difference between Greenwich Mean Time (shown on the expedition’s chronometers) and local time (shown by the sun), and multiplying by 15, transforming the hours into degrees.

Cherry found the calculations too difficult, but Scott appreciated his candour. Far from ruining his chances of going to the Pole, it seemed yet another point in the young man’s favour. ‘Of course there is not one chance in a hundred that he will ever have to consider navigation on our journey,’ Scott wrote, ‘and in that one chance the problem must be of the simplest nature.’3

Late October brought warm, fine days to Cape Evans. Bernard Day had repaired his motor axle, and the ponies were as good as they were ever going to be. There was no reason for Scott to delay the journey any longer. The motor party set off first, on the 23rd, under the charge of Teddy Evans. Day and Lashly started the motors and walked alongside them with an occasional finger on the throttle. They were hauling three tons of supplies and aiming for latitude 80.30. Hooper went with them as the stand-in for Clissold, who had not recovered from his head injury.

The motor party didn’t get far on that first day. Just off the cape they hit an area of smooth sea ice where the caterpillar tracks spun without moving the sledges forward, and Evans and his men were forced to return to the hut for the night. Next day they made a fresh start and went a few miles at a time before the cylinders in the motors overheated. Each time they stopped the carburettors would get too cold to start the engines again; Day had to warm them up with a blowtorch.

Scott watched from Cape Evans as the machines made grinding progress to the south. He was eager that the tractors should succeed, ‘even if they may not be of great help to our southern advance’.4 A small measure of success would be enough to show their possibilities for future expeditions. Scott foresaw, rightly, that tractors would one day make short work of the barrier.

The Owner walked south to see how the motors were doing and was pleased to find them near Hut Point. Lashly, engaged in the intricate business of keeping his motor operational, was less impressed. ‘I am beginning to think the motors are not powerful enough to pull the loads over heavy surfaces as they are continually overheating,’ he wrote in his sledging diary. ‘The distance in each run is about a thousand yards to a mile.’5

On 27 October, Scott cheered wildly when Day trundled up a snow slope and onto the barrier. He was the first person to drive a motor on the ice shelf; Shackleton’s Arrol-Johnston motorcar had only ever been used on the sea ice. The Owner felt the machines had already vindicated themselves. ‘On dashed the motor,’ he recounted, ‘and it and the running men beside it soon grew small in the distance. We went back to help Lashly, who had restarted his engine. If not so dashingly, on account of his slower speed, he also now took the slope without hitch and got a last handshake as he clattered forward.’6

Lashly managed to catch up to Day, but that was as far as he would get for the day. After lunch he found that the big end of a connecting rod had ‘gone pot’, and he and Day spent hours putting on a spare, the cold metal burning their fingers as the temperature fell to nearly -32°C.7

As the motors became specks on the barrier plain, the pony party made ready to follow in their tracks. At lunchtime on 31 October Atkinson and Keohane got a head start with the slowest animals and, the next morning, the main body followed, picking their way over the sea ice as they had done nine months earlier. Gran had tears in his eyes as he saw them off from the cape, now fully alive to the realisation he would not be going to the Pole. ‘I almost cursed Amundsen at that hour,’ he told his diary.8 ‘It was he who had complicated life for me.’

Taylor felt a mixture of wonder and amusement as he watched the strange caravan of ten ponies trail off: Wright with Chinaman; Taff with Snatcher; Cherry with Michael; and Wilson with Nobby, the pony rescued from the orcas the previous season.9 Scott was leading Snippets, while Oates was stuck with Christopher, who as usual ‘behaved like a demon’, beginning his march at a gallop.10

‘Bowers was the last to leave,’ Taylor concluded.11 ‘His pony, Victor, nervous but not vicious, was soon in the traces. I ran to the end of the Cape and watched the little cavalcade – already strung out into remote units – rapidly fade into the lonely white waste to southward.’

The ponies covered the distance to Hut Point in five hours. Scott brought most of the animals into the Discovery hut to keep them out of an increasing wind, and then telephoned Cape Evans. All had arrived safely, he reported, but there was a problem: he had forgotten to bring the Union Jack, a gift to the expedition from Queen Alexandra.

As with the depot journey the previous season, Scott had made a false start and was in need of Gran’s services as courier. Gran skied down to Hut Point with the flag the following day and handed it to Scott, who could not help smiling at the notion that a Norwegian had carried the British standard for the first 15 miles of the southern journey. ‘The irony of fate my dear Gran,’ he said, now full of affection for the young man he had once seen as a liability. ‘Take good care of yourself over in the west. Good luck, my boy.’12

The pony party set off again that evening, having decided to change to night marching. By morning they were camped on the barrier five miles beyond Safety Camp, and the weather was fine and windless as they took to their tents. Cherry, having experienced the barrier at its worst, was grateful to find his sleeping bag warm and dry.

At first the notes that Scott found in the tracks of the motor party were encouraging; but then he came across a dump of petrol tins and lubricant drums, and on the afternoon of 4 November he found Day’s motor abandoned with a broken connecting rod. Evans had stacked spare clothes, seal meat, skis and cases of dog biscuits around the sledge and carried on with the other motor, which Scott expected to find by the hour.

* * *

Evans was making the best of Lashly’s engine. A blizzard had kept him at the site of Day’s broken-down motor on 30 October, and the next day, after the ‘rotten job’ of getting the snow out of Lashly’s motor, they had covered more than seven miles.13 ‘These were long days,’ recalled the lieutenant, ‘and although he didn’t say it, Day must have felt the crushing disappointment of the failure of the motors – it was not his fault, it was a question of trial and experience.’14

 The party managed to coax Lashly’s motor to Corner Camp and were finally able to steer south. But they had gone less than two miles when that machine gave out too, with a broken cylinder. Evans transferred 740 pounds of supplies onto a 10-foot sledge, including six weeks’ provisions. Thus burdened, Teddy, Lashly, Day and Hooper donned harnesses and went forward as a man-hauling party, pulling 185 pounds per man.

On 6 November, the pony party was marching out from Corner Camp when it came across Lashly’s motor. After reading a note from Evans which outlined all his troubles, Scott added the leftover supplies to the pony sledges.15 If nothing else, the motors had allowed the ponies to travel light for the first 50 miles of the journey, and the lighter loads seemed to have been good for them. Even Oates was pleased with their performance thus far.

But there was the old problem of the weather. That night a strong wind came up, and the Soldier arranged the horses between snow walls and covered them with rugs. The wind continued through the next day, the temperature holding at -23°C. Scott and Oates knew that the wind and drift were sapping the horses of their vital energy, as had happened the previous summer.

The weather did not rob them of a day’s march. After midnight on the 8th they were off again, following snow cairns built by Evans and covering a little over 10 miles a day. The surface was covered in a four-inch layer of snow, which gave the ponies the usual trouble. Fitful use of the snowshoes – conventional pairs and an experimental kind devised by Taff – didn’t help much. The skies were dark and overcast, and the party felt oppressed when the clouds obscured their land bearings; the white slopes and black outcrops of the mountains in the west.

It was now snowing persistently, which raised serious doubts as to whether the ponies would last to the Beardmore Glacier. The Soldier had added oats and oil-cake to their diet, but they were not feeding well. Meanwhile, Meares and Gerov had caught up, and the dog teams swished along easily at the rear of the caravan, unbothered by the weather.

Scott was coming around to Oates’s view that Meares had bought second-rate ponies in Siberia. ‘I am anxious about these beasts,’ he wrote in his diary, ‘very anxious, they are not the ponies they ought to have been, and if they pull through well, all thanks will be due to Oates … The camp is very silent and cheerless, signs that things are going awry.’16

It was the evening of 13 November, and it had been snowing for hours, adding inch upon inch to the soft surface. Nerves were short. The Owner argued with Bowers, who had distributed larger weights to the stronger ponies, including the three in Scott’s unit. Scott was worried the extra weight would tire his ponies out. He and Bowers went through the weights together after dinner, and agreed to carry on as they were going.

Two days later Scott found the tattered flag at One Ton Camp, the apogee of his efforts the previous season. In a tin lashed to the flagpole was the customary note from Evans, who said he had continued south five days earlier. After supper, the Owner held a meeting in his tent, one of those conferences which Cherry recalled were ‘always rather serio-comic’ in tone.17 They decided to give the ponies a day’s rest. Then they would proceed with just enough forage to get the horses to the Beardmore Glacier, leaving 400 pounds of it behind.

After One Ton they increased their pace, aiming to average 15 miles per day. They finally came across Evans at latitude 80.32. Teddy and his men had been waiting for Scott for almost a week, hungry from their hauling. Again the lieutenant had put himself and his comrades through an unnecessary ordeal. Scott’s orders had been to get the motors to latitude 80.30 if possible; if not, Evans was to take five weeks’ provisions and man-haul with ‘easy marches’, until the ponies overtook him in three or four days.18 ‘I do not wish you to tire any of [the] party,’ Scott had written.19

So much for easy marches. Evans had been determined not to be overtaken by the ponies. ‘We shall have to march pretty hard to keep ahead of them,’ he wrote in his diary on 4 November.20 In fact, Scott purposefully kept his distances low before he reached One Ton, averaging 11.5 miles a day to protect the ponies. But in his anxiety to stay in the lead, Evans had man-hauled for up to 17 miles a day and carried more weight than ordered; six weeks’ provisions rather than five. At One Ton he took on extra supplies, bringing his sledge weight to 205 pounds per man. When Scott found the lieutenant’s note at the depot, stating he had covered more than 35 miles in two and a half days, he could only write with some restraint that this was ‘exceedingly good going’.21

On the 14th Evans had made his party slog for ten hours to make 12 miles. Next day, when he reached latitude 80.32, he allowed his men a short rest before putting them to work in building an ‘enormous snow cairn’, which they christened Mount Hooper, after the steward.22 Then there was nothing left to do but wait six days until the ponies caught up. Day had entertained the group by reading passages from The Pickwick Papers in the tent. The engineer was tired after the rigours Evans had put him through. ‘Day looks very thin, almost gaunt,’ Scott noticed on his arrival.23

Mount Hooper now hosted a shanty of sixteen men in five tents. The marching day began when the Owner unsealed his sleeping bag, held his foggy watch up to the light and roused camp, drawing a muffled chorus of ‘Right-o, sir’ from the other tents.24 Every officer and man had been silently waiting for this morning call, and none were keen to linger in their damp sleeping bags. Tent entrances were untied, and bodies came tumbling out, leaving cooks stooped over roaring primus stoves.

The men passed snow into the tents for melting. They took day socks out of their breast pockets and pulled them damply on. Bowers jotted weather observations in his notebook and took bearings and rating sights. The tents were soon wafting with odours of pemmican. The cook thickened the stew with the other sledging staple – biscuit – and ladled it into metal pannikins. Another batch of melted snow provided water for tea or cocoa.

After breakfast and a smoke, the sledgers wormed their feet into pairs of finnesko: boots of reindeer hide. The boots had inevitably frozen overnight, causing their owners to heave and pant with the effort of putting them on. Then they struck camp and set off in their harnesses about two hours after waking. At lunchtime they made camp again and had tea and biscuits in their tents. Digestion warms the body, and the fortifying effect of the lunch would put them in fine form for the first couple of hours of the afternoon march.

By early evening, every man had his eye on Scott. If he began glancing left and right, it meant he was searching for a camp site. He would call ‘Spell oh,’ check the time with Oates, and invariably decide to continue for another hour.25 As a sledger he was ‘harder than any man of whom I have ever heard’, wrote Cherry.26

The march would end after up to nine hours in harness. Each team threw off their tacking and laid out a tent floorcloth, pinning it down with their rolled-up sleeping bags. Then came a collapsible, pyramidical frame of bamboo sticks, and over this went the green canvas, weighted down at the edges with blocks of snow cut with a spade. They climbed in through the tunnel of canvas which served as the door, and while the cook was busy the others pulled off their finnesko, and four layers of woollen socks underneath, exchanging them for night footwear. There was another meal of pemmican, and then it was straight into the sleeping bags. Each man wriggled around like a furry grub, and it took a long time to make the bags, which had been freezing on the sledges all day, comfortable enough to allow for sleep. Writing in one’s journal only delayed the process.

Scott was using the best-known equipment of his time, but it was primitive by modern standards. The only layer of insulation between the campers and the barrier ice was the floorcloth, and they slept with their heads buttoned inside their sleeping bags, gradually filling them with the moisture in their breath. Moisture is the great enemy in cold weather, because the body loses heat much more rapidly when wet.

The southern party was now beyond the camp footprint of the previous season and building new depots, each marked with a black flag on a bamboo stick. Evans was still man-hauling and in the lead. Scott was hitting his daily distances, but he worried the ponies were not pulling well, and thought Bowers was overly optimistic about the weights they could manage. They had another argument about forage; in the end, Bowers reluctantly agreed to leave another bundle behind.

‘I had a panic that we were carrying too much food,’ wrote Scott, ‘and this morning we have discussed the matter and decided we can leave a sack … how much better would it have been to have ten really reliable beasts! It’s touch and go whether we scrape up to the Glacier; meanwhile we get along somehow.’27

The leading of the ponies was becoming a ‘funereal business’, as Cherry wrote, especially for Atkinson, Wright and Keohane, who had the weakest animals.28 On the evening of 24 November, Oates took out his pistol and shot Atkinson’s pony, Jehu, and Atkinson took up a harness in Evans’ man-hauling team. Oates took some small comfort in knowing that he was at least 15 miles beyond the point where Shackleton killed his first horse. Jehu was butchered and distributed among the dogs and men, who added the tough, sweet-tasting meat to their hoosh.

Next morning, Day and Hooper bade farewell to Scott and began their journey back to Cape Evans, having followed him farther south than initially planned. The Owner gave them a note for Simpson, who had been left in charge at the hut: ‘We are making fair progress and the ponies are doing fairly well. I hope we shall get through to the glacier without difficulty, but to make sure I am carrying the dog teams farther than I intended at first.’29

On 26 November they built their Middle Barrier Depot at the approximate halfway mark on the 400-mile ice shelf. Three days later, after ‘quite the most trying’ march yet, they passed Scott’s Farthest South of ten years earlier and set foot in territory that only Shackleton had seen before.30 Scott knew that the limits of the barrier lay less than 200 miles ahead; Shackleton’s march beyond the 82nd parallel had been into geographical darkness. ‘I trust that no land will block our path,’ he had written as he pressed on for the Pole, only to encounter gigantic mountains.31

Sure enough, the mountains at the southern terminus of the barrier rose hazily in the distance, breaking the monotony of the icescape and lifting everyone’s spirits. By 1 December, when Scott built the Southern Barrier Depot, the pony herd was dwindling. Oates had now added Chinaman and Christopher to the butcher’s list in order to conserve fodder. Next day, before the march began, Scott decided another pony had to go. The lot fell to Victor, and Bowers thought it seemed ‘a great pity to have to shoot a great strong animal’.32

‘It seemed like the irony of fate to me as I had been downed for over provisioning the ponies with needless excess food,’ Bowers wrote, ‘and the drastic reduction has been made against my strenuous opposition up till the last, and it is poor satisfaction to me to know that I was right now that my horse is dead.’33

Scott noted that all hands had taken to horse meat and were ‘so well fed that hunger isn’t thought of’.34 But that wasn’t how Evans saw it. As had been the case on his previous sledge journeys, the lieutenant was regularly asking other teams for food. Back at Mount Hooper he had already ‘cadged some biscuits’ from Scott.35 Now, after the slaughter of Victor, he visited the dog-tent and Meares gave him some extra cocoa and biscuits. It was strange that Evans was so hungry, given that two days later his team took an inventory of their food and found they had a surplus of 27 biscuits.36 He claimed this was due to Bowers over-filling the biscuit tins. And yet, that evening Evans was again in the dog-tent, taking another donation of eight biscuits from Meares. He had an every-man-for-himself attitude to the ration system.

While Evans hoarded food, Scott was making fraught calculations, lowering the weight that the ponies had to drag by discarding the fodder on which they depended. On 4 December his balancing act seemed to have paid off. Scott camped 12 miles away from the little tributary glacier in the mountains known as Shackleton’s Gap, and it looked like the beasts would do their job after all. The dogs came in ‘wanting food’, leading him to sacrifice Cherry’s pony, Michael, to the communal pot.37 But he still had five ponies, and he was only a short day’s march from the glacier.

Any confidence Scott felt that evening was erased the next morning, when he awoke to find his camp buffeted by a ‘raging, howling blizzard … one cannot see the next tent, let alone the land’.38

The tents, sledges and ponies were covered in snow drift. Marching was impossible, but Oates remained busy, digging the ponies out, trying to keep life in them; conditions such as these had been their death knell the previous season. Evans, in his own tent, was reading another Dickens novel. When he peered out and saw the saturated Oates working among his charges, he felt chagrined. ‘I think it would be fairer to shoot them now, for what is a possible 12 miles’ help?’ he wrote in his diary. ‘Why, our party have never been out of harness for nearly 400 miles, so why should not the other eight men buckle to and do some dragging instead of saving halfpenny numbers?’39

Scott, for his part, was writing lamentations about his ill-fortune with the weather. Meteorological data would later confirm that the blizzard was unseasonable, the result of a pocket of warm, wet air from the sea that had crept unusually far over the barrier surface.40 But it was also true that Scott had expected fine weather at this stage of the journey in line with Shackleton’s experience, and Nature, once again, was sweeping aside his precedents.

Can I alone, poor weak wretch that I am, bear up against it all? The blizzard lasted for four days, during which the men, ponies and dogs all had to be fed without marching. There was not enough food to cover an unscheduled four-day delay. Birdie reluctantly opened the Summit Rations: a slightly more generous store of pemmican, biscuit and butter that was not due to be opened until two days’ march up the Beardmore. The snow climbed higher around the rattling group of tents that would be known in hindsight as Desolation Camp. The temperature was above freezing, which made the snow wet. ‘It is very evil to lie here in a wet sleeping-bag and think of the pity of it,’ wrote Scott.


To be here watching the mottled wet green walls of our tent, the glistening wet bamboos, the bedraggled sopping socks and loose articles dangling in the middle, the saddened countenances of my companions – to hear the everlasting patter of the falling snow and the ceaseless rattle of the fluttering canvas – to feel the wet clinging dampness of clothes and everything touched, and to know that without there is but a blank wall of white on every side – these are the physical surroundings. Add the stress of sighted failure of our whole plan, and anyone must find the circumstances unenviable. But yet, after all, one can go on striving, endeavouring to find a stimulation in the difficulties that arise.41



On the morning of 9 December the gale finally petered out and they emerged to find waist-high drifts around the tents. They began wading up to their knees towards the Beardmore, driving the malnourished ponies before them. It was a cloudy, muggy day. They worked all day without lunch – afraid to cut further into the Summit Rations – and camped within a mile of the Gap. Here, at the spot christened Shambles Camp, they shot the last of the ponies and butchered them, eating some of the meat immediately and depoting the rest for the return journey. Wilson felt relieved to see the end of his pony’s miseries. ‘Nobby had all my biscuits last night and this morning,’ he wrote, ‘and by the time we camped I was just ravenously hungry … Thank God the horses are now all done with and we begin the heavy work ourselves.’42

Standing in the shadow of Mount Hope, Scott thanked the Soldier for getting the ponies as far as he had. It was time for everyone to begin man-hauling.

* * *

The Beardmore Glacier would lead the southern party off the barrier and up to the plateau. It was a frozen waterway, 25 miles wide, which parted for islands, carried great boulders down from the mountains, and in some places broke into bewildering falls and rapids. It collided with the barrier with so much latent power that it created miles of impassable pressure. Scott was avoiding the disturbance by making for Shackleton’s Gap, a saddle of drifted snow that acted as a causeway up to the smooth glacier surface. From where he stood, he could not see where the glacier ended, but he knew from Shackleton’s diary that it ran for 120 miles and climbed 7200 feet into the coastal mountains.

Scott planned to tackle the glacier much as Shackleton had: with man-hauling. He reverted to day marching and divided his party into units of four to a sledge, hauling about 125 pounds per man. Evans had got his wish; everyone was in harness now.

They wore skis for the initial climb, and their sledges behaved like ploughs behind them. Shackleton had found a hard blue surface on the Beardmore, but for Scott the glacier’s lower reaches were covered in a deep layer of snow after the blizzard. If one man’s harness went slack even for a moment, the whole sledge sank, and needed up to fifteen violent jerks to get it moving again.

Meares and Gerov went ahead with the dogs, pulling 800 pounds and not seeming to have the trouble on the glacier surface that Scott had anticipated. Then came the Owner, Wilson, Oates and Taff. Bowers, Cherry-Garrard, Crean and Keohane followed in the second team. At the rear, and lagging ever farther behind, were Evans, Atkinson, Lashly and Wright. ‘I have not felt satisfied about this party,’ wrote Scott, ‘and very dissatisfied with its management.’43

After breakfast the next morning Evans and Scott had a long talk. The Owner worried that Evans’ team was cracking, but the lieutenant argued he and Lashly had borne the brunt of the work, man-hauling for five weeks. Atkinson and Wright had been man-hauling for some time too, ever since their ponies had been shot. ‘He was disappointed with our inability to keep up with the speed of the main party,’ Evans wrote later, ‘but I pointed out that we could not expect to do the same as fresh men – the other eight had only put on the sledge harness for the first December 10: Scott agreed, but seemed worried and fretful.’44

To Scott, some of the men looked prematurely tired. Wright seemed the worst, but Atkinson, Cherry and Keohane did not look good either. Half the party was suffering from some degree of snow-blindness; during their day marches the glacier was ablaze with reflected sunlight. All wore ‘goggles’, but these were simply leather straps embedded with pieces of tinted glass, which quickly became fogged with perspiration. Once snow-blindness set in there was no immediate cure; the burning, weeping condition of the eyes could take days to right itself, although cocaine tablets were ‘excellent’ for numbing the pain, as Cherry wrote.45

Invigorated with cocaine, weeping and perspiring, stripped down to vests and windproof trousers, and bent before their sledges, the southern party proceeded up the Beardmore. Scott, sensitive about his forty-three years, was relieved to find he was still able to set the pace as he had done in the Discovery days. He and Lashly were the oldest of a party which included men in their early twenties. There was, as Cherry reflected, ‘a great deal of competition between the teams which was perhaps unavoidable but probably a pity’.46 Scott was trying to prove his vigour, Evans was hoping to stick it to Scott, and everyone else was vying for a place in the polar party.

They built a depot on the lower reaches of the glacier, and Scott finally decided to send Meares, Gerov and the dogs home. Of Meares’ load, 200 pounds went into the depot, and the other 600 pounds was divided among the three man-hauling teams, increasing their weight to about 175 pounds per man. Meares now began the 450-mile journey back to Cape Evans, having supported the southern party up to latitude 83.35. Scott sent a brief note back for Kathleen: ‘Things are not so rosy as they might be, but we keep our spirits up and say the luck must turn. This is only to tell you that I find I can keep up with the rest as well as of old.’47

That day Scott’s team got away first on skis and made camp at 7 pm. Bowers’ team came in half an hour later. Evans’ team didn’t show until 10 pm, and they were a sorry sight as they inched into camp, struggling with their skis and straining willy-nilly in their harnesses.

Scott was already about five days behind schedule due to the blizzard, and three hours was too long to wait for a rear party. ‘I had expected failure from the animals but not from the men,’ he wrote stonily. ‘I must blame little Evans much – he shows a terrible lack of judgement, instead of having his people trim and drilled he lets things go on any way.’48

Evans had, for all his bluster, a tendency to leave his harness slack so that the work fell to Wright, Atkinson and Lashly. ‘Teddy, the damn hypocrite,’ Wright told his diary, ‘as soon as he sees the Owner’s sledge stopped and they watching us come up, puts his head down and pulls for all he is worth.’49

Cherry also noticed that Evans ‘did not pull … I was thankful I was never on the same sledge with him’.50 Morale was at rock bottom in the lieutenant’s tent: by night his tent mates listened to the usual complaints about Scott, and by day they pulled his weight for him. He had tired himself out during his dash to keep ahead of the ponies.

At first the teams were only doing about four miles a day on the glacier, but that increased to 10 miles in mid-December as they got beyond the snow layer and exchanged their skis for crampons. On the 17th they marched up tall pressure ridges and tobogganed down the far sides. The road before and behind them was a brilliant white, unendurable without snow goggles, and fringed with dark rocky hills. Cloudmaker Mountain loomed high in the west, marking the halfway point on the glacier. In the evenings they pored over Shackleton’s charts and diaries, searching for hills and headlands that had been left unnamed. Evans and Bowers looked through their theodolites, while Wilson sketched on his sledge. All of them were reading excerpts of Shackleton’s Nimrod diary, which Cherry had typed up before the journey. Three years earlier Shackleton had camped roughly where Scott was now, and wrote in his diary of ‘falls, bruises, cut shins, crevasses, razor-edged ice, and a heavy upward pull … the going was terribly heavy’.51

Before the march on 18 December they marked their Middle Glacier Depot with a red flag, struggling to take adequate bearings in a poor light. By the 20th, the surface was much easier and they had worked up to more than 20 miles a day. Scott had finally overtaken Shackleton’s schedule, and seemed to be avoiding the zones of pressure that his forerunner had become mired in. The outlook was improving, although Bowers had some misfortune. The clockwork of his sledgemeter – the wheel that trundled along behind the sledge and measured distance travelled – fell off somewhere during the morning march. After lunch he and Uncle Bill walked back but couldn’t find it. ‘This is serious,’ Cherry wrote, ‘for it means that one of the three returning parties will have to go without, and their navigation will be much more difficult.’52

As they neared the summit, Scott selected the first team of four men who would make their way back to Cape Evans: Atkinson (in charge), Wright (as navigator), Cherry and Keohane. Wright was shocked – he thought himself a far better candidate for the polar party than Teddy Evans. ‘Scott a fool. Teddy goes on,’ he wrote.53

Cherry received the news while hanging up his finnesko outside his tent. ‘I think, somehow, it is especially hard on you,’ said Scott, who had a particular affection for Cherry, and had thought carefully about whether the young man should go on.54 Cherry said he hoped he had not been a disappointment, to which Scott replied, ‘No, no, no,’ and put a hand on his shoulder.55 He confided that at the bottom of the Beardmore he had hardly expected to continue himself.

‘All are disappointed,’ concluded the Owner about the first return party, ‘poor Wright rather bitterly, I fear. I dreaded this necessity of choosing – nothing could be more heartrending.’56

Next day they picked their way up a steep, crevassed slope. Evans fell right down into a ‘bottomless chasm’ to the length of his harness, and Bowers and Cherry had to fish him out with an alpine rope.57 The procedure, now routine, was to tie a bowline for the victim’s foot, and then to pull alternately on the rope and harness until he was out. Atkinson, too, had to be pulled from a crevasse that day, while other men dropped often to their waists. By 7.30 pm they had practically reached the summit of the glacier and ate a hoosh with pony meat to celebrate.

They built another depot in the morning. Atkinson’s party deposited the food they had hauled up the glacier and turned back for home. The remaining men were divided into two sledging teams: Scott, Wilson, Oates and Taff in one tent; Evans, Bowers, Crean and Lashly in the other. They kept climbing and steering to the south-west to avoid the huge pressure ridges and icefalls at the glacier’s confused head. Gradually the Beardmore was merging with the plateau, a high tableland of ice, more remote and lifeless even than the barrier, disturbed only by a searching wind from the south. Shackleton had called it ‘the roof of the end of the world’; the place where he had experienced the most difficult hauling of all, and a demoralising mix of cold and hunger. A persistent southerly came over the ice to greet them, just as Shackleton had described it. The sledgers donned their full wind proofs.

To Scott the plateau was a ‘scene of the wildest desolation’, but he felt very cheerful to have reached the summit proper.58 The sun never left the sky, but it was colder on the plateau than on the glacier. Ice cakes formed in their beards, and Evans struggled to turn the little screws on his theodolite. The plateau is devoid of life other than microbes. Most years it is the coldest place on earth, with temperatures falling as low as -92°C in winter.

‘I should like to know what there is beneath us,’ wrote Bowers, ‘mountains and valleys simply levelled off to the top with ice? We constantly come across disturbances which I can only imagine are caused by the peaks of ice-covered mountains.’59 In fact the ice cap they were crossing was up to three miles thick.

On Christmas morning they went along at a decent pace, but soon found themselves among crevasses in an icefall that ran from east to west, another vast fracturing in the ice as it poured off the plateau. Lashly, who was celebrating his forty-fourth birthday, fell through a snow bridge and found himself spinning by his harness over an 80-foot drop. Evans’ sledge had only just bridged the gap of the crevasse. It was difficult to get Lashly out because he was dangling directly under the sledge, but the team managed it with alpine rope.

At lunch camp, they allowed themselves some chocolate and raisins, smoked their pipes and thought of home. When they stopped for a spell in the afternoon, the Owner found they had done 14¾ geographical miles, or 17 statute miles. He said, ‘What about 15 miles for Christmas day?’ and turned back into the wind.60 Scott was eager to increase the pace to make up for time lost in the blizzard.

After their special Christmas effort, they made camp at 7.30 pm. Birdie checked his hypsometer and found they had reached an altitude of 8000 feet, about the threshold for symptoms of altitude sickness.

At supper the real Christmas fare came out, which Bowers had kept hidden from the official weights all the way from Cape Evans. There was pemmican with horse meat and biscuit (flavoured with onion and curry powder), plum pudding, cocoa with raisins, and a dessert of caramels and ginger. It was almost too much for their unaccustomed stomachs, and afterward they lolled in their sleeping bags feeling thoroughly warm. ‘I positively could not eat all mine and turned in feeling I had made a beast of myself,’ said Bowers.61 ‘I wrote up my journal. In fact I should have liked somebody to put me to bed.’

Evans, in the folds of his sleeping bag, must have found himself deep in thought. Among his personal possessions was a little silk flag which Hilda had asked him to fly at the Pole. His body was tired, but surely Scott would allow him to stand at the bottom of the earth in the coming weeks. Had that not been their understanding when they merged their expeditions?




CHAPTER TWELVE

THE POLE

It was late December 1911. Scott had been out on the ice for nearly two months, and his patience with the slowest men in his party had fallen to nil. Before him was a flattening plain, riddled with line after line of sastrugi: hard, wind-formed ridges of snow. He was staring down the last stretch of his outward journey, but he noticed with a mix of pique and concern that Evans’ team was having great difficulty in keeping up with his own.

Bowers, too, worried that ‘there is something the matter with our sledge or our team, as we have an awful slog to keep up with the others’.1 On the 28th the Owner ordered the teams to swap sledges and found that Evans’ felt heavier. He thought the lieutenant had distorted the sledge by strapping the load on too tightly, and this, along with ‘bad pacing’, was the cause of his slower progress.2 He had no sympathy for Evans. ‘I have told them plainly,’ he wrote, ‘that they must wrestle with the trouble and get it right for themselves. There is no possible reason why they should not get along as easily as we do.’3

 On the night of 30 December, Wilson, always the mediator of Scott’s tempers, came into Evans’ tent for a long talk. The lieutenant recalled that his team was lying around drinking cocoa, ‘too tired to write up diaries even’.4 Wilson’s visit was an ominous reminder that the Owner’s decision on the members of his polar party was only days away.

After breakfast Scott told Evans to depot his skis and other surplus gear, reducing his load by about 100 pounds. Skis seemed superfluous while they crossed an apparently limitless sea of sastrugi. Pulling on foot with the lighter load, Evans managed to keep ahead of Scott all morning, ensuring that his chief ‘never got near us, in fact they actually lost ground’.5

At lunchtime they stopped marching for the day and built Three Degree Depot, named for its location three degrees of latitude from the Pole. In Evans’ tent, Taff and Crean stripped the sledges of their 12-foot runners and replaced them with 10-foot ones brought especially for the plateau. They were at work until 11 pm, while the officers huddled in Scott’s tent to ring in the New Year. It was -23°C, but they sat with the door open and the sun shining in: Scott was cooking, while Evans worked out sights and wrote up his diary.

The two teams had a lie-in on New Year’s Day and did not get away until after 9 am. Scott sent Evans away first and gradually gained on him. By the end of the day they were marching alongside each other, the Owner using skis on the smoother surface, and Evans on foot. They were now 9300 feet above sea level, and it was the coldest day yet on the plateau, the temperature down to nearly -26°C. ‘The supporting party not in very high spirits,’ Scott noted, ‘they have not managed matters well for themselves.’6

On 2 January, a lone skua gull came gliding out of the south, an ‘extraordinary visitor considering our distance from the sea’.7 It kept alighting on the snow ahead of the teams and fluttering away when they tried to catch it.

* * *

On the morning of 3 January, Scott came into Evans’ tent as his team was getting ready for the day’s march – rolling up their sleeping bags, pulling on their finnesko – and told him he would not be going to the Pole.

The Owner said he would be taking his own team forward: Wilson, Oates and Taff. The other team had lost their sledgemeter on the Beardmore Glacier, and Scott said he thought Evans was the only man capable of bringing the second return party home without one. While the news sunk in, he also asked if Evans could spare Bowers, bringing his team to five men and reducing Evans’ party to himself, Lashly and Crean.

‘Last night I decided to reorganise,’ Scott wrote crisply in his diary, ‘and this morning told off Teddy Evans, Lashly, and Crean to return. They are disappointed but take it well.’8

After two months and more than 750 miles, most of it covered by man-hauling, Evans had come within 150 miles of the Pole – a mere ten or eleven days’ good sledging – only to be sent home at the last opportunity. ‘I felt very sorry for [Scott] having to break the news to us,’ he wrote in his memoir, ‘although I had foreseen it – for Lashly and I knew we could never hope to be in the Polar party after our long drag out from Cape Evans itself. We could not all go to the Pole – food would not allow this. Briefly then it was a disappointment, but not too great to bear.’9

But Evans was more than disappointed – he was appalled. He believed he was still as physically fit as the next man, notwithstanding his disproportionate labours, and that his leader was simply unwilling to share the glory of the Pole with him. He was frank in a letter to Paul Irving, a former shipmate on the Talbot:


I left Cape Evans 2 months before the others laying depots, surveying and working my heart out. And I actually hauled my sledge 1508 miles in the Southern Journey building 4 cairns a day, alone navigating and surveying and pioneering the way for the Southern Party, while [Taff ], Crean and Keohane the 3 bluejackets [seamen] merely led ponies to the foot of the Beardmore. I continually had relays of fresh men but myself slogged on to Lat 87° 35’ and then … was sent back, with no sledgemeter and 1 man short. Capt. Scott took one of my people, Bowers, to make his hauling easier – thus having 5 men to do what I was expected to accomplish with 3. When we parted I was as fit as anyone … I only tell you what I have because there was no man in the landing party who was fitter than I was after the winter. I never was a weakling as you know … I have come to the conclusion that private Antarctic expeditions are public frauds for the glorification and selfish ends of the leader alone.10



 Scott also gave Evans a written order confirming that the lieutenant and Pennell would swap duties when the Terra Nova arrived at Cape Evans. This was another, more nuanced blow, tinged with the suggestion that not only was Evans ill-suited for the last stage of the polar march, but Antarctic life in general. In 1912 Scott and his polar party would remain at Cape Evans, continuing their scientific and exploratory work, while Evans was jettisoned home. He is not at all fitted to be ‘Second-in-Command,’ as I was foolish enough to name him.

On 4 January, Birdie rearranged the provision bags for teams of five and three men respectively and had one last breakfast with his sledge team. He noticed that Evans was ‘frightfully cut up’ during the meal. He gave Evans his letters home, and in a pathetic gesture, the lieutenant gave him Hilda’s silk flag. Then Evans, Lashly and Crean followed the polar party out for a mile or so and said their goodbyes, shaking hands all round.

‘Teddy Evans is bitterly disappointed but has taken it very well and behaved like a man,’ Scott observed. ‘Poor old Crean wept and even Lashly was affected.’11

Evans’ party gave three cheers and turned north. Scott was pleased to note that they were travelling easily and felt positive they would make a swift journey home.

As for the companions who remained with Scott, all were surprised. The polar party, they had thought, would be composed of four men, not five. Likely choices had included Scott, Teddy Evans (the navigator, able to double-check observations at the Pole), Wilson (a doctor and Scott’s most trusted companion) and a strong seaman: perhaps Taff, Crean or Lashly.

 Bowers had thought he would be in charge of the second return party; but it turned out that his strength and navigational abilities had made him a substitute for Evans. Even Wilson had been expecting to be sent home, predicting that Scott would simply end up taking the three strongest men with him, perhaps three seamen. Oates, too, had given up hope of selection, and after hearing that he was going to the Pole the biting tone of his letters home evaporated. ‘I am of course delighted but I am sorry I shall not be home for another year as we shall miss the ship,’ he told his mother.12 ‘We shall get to the Pole alright … I am afraid the letter I wrote to you from the hut was full of grumbles but I was very anxious about starting off with those ponies.’

Contrary to Evans’ angry letter, having a fifth man would not necessarily make Scott’s journey easier. The tent would be more cramped, and cooking meals for five men would take about half an hour longer. Bowers was not the windfall that might be imagined, because he had depoted his skis earlier on the plateau. The Royal Navy, the Army, the Royal Indian Marine, and the scientific community were all represented in Scott’s party; perhaps that had been factored into his decision-making. With the exception of Evans, he seemed to want to take as many men to the Pole as possible.

* * *

As the polar party continued south, they entered another forbidding sea of sastrugi, and their daily distance sometimes fell to less than 10 miles. On 7 January they depoted their skis in a bid to lighten their sledge, carried on a mile, and then went back for them when the surface became level again, at a cost of ninety minutes’ marching. All had skis except Bowers, who had to go along arduously on foot in the middle of the traces. That evening, Taff revealed to Scott that he had sustained a ‘nasty cut’ on his hand while he was converting the sledges several days earlier.13 ‘I hope it won’t give trouble,’ was the extent of Scott’s reaction in his diary. His experience with Taff over the years had made him see the large, simple sailor as undefeatable. Taff had also been nursing a cut on his hand during their plateau journey ten years earlier.

‘Our food continues to amply satisfy,’ Scott continued. ‘What luck to have hit on such an excellent ration. We really are an excellently found party.’

The Summit Rations had been worked out with Wilson, Cherry and Bowers as test subjects during their winter trip to Cape Crozier. But Wilson’s trip had been at sea level; not in the thin air of the plateau, where marching was much more taxing.

On 8 January a blizzard kept them in their tent for the day. Wilson dressed Taff’s hand, while Scott looked around the snug tent and again felt thoroughly pleased with his party.

‘RECORD,’ he wrote on the evening of the 9th. He had crossed the 88th parallel and reached latitude 88.25, finally surpassing Shackleton’s Farthest South. Everything ahead was new to the human eye, and less than 100 miles lay between Scott and the Pole. But the virgin ground was simply more of the same sastrugi-riddled plain, and the surface was only getting worse.

 On 10 January they built One and a Half Degree Depot and offloaded about 100 pounds of food and clothing, leaving eighteen days’ worth of food on the sledge. The depot was just shy of 10,000 feet above sea level, and that day the plateau began to slope downhill. The lighter load made little difference. The following day Scott found ‘heavy pulling from the beginning … I have never had such pulling; all the time the sledge rasps and creaks. We have covered 6 miles, but at fearful cost to ourselves.’14 How would every grinding mile on this surface be gained uphill on the journey back? Still, the team managed to work their mileages up to double figures again.

‘What castles one builds,’ Scott wrote, ‘now hopefully that the Pole is ours.’15 But mostly his thoughts debated whether he would reach the Pole at all, endlessly weighing his chances against the surface, the weather, the sledge weight, food supply, and the health and fitness of his men. ‘It is going to be a close thing … If we don’t get to it we shall be damned close … We ought to pull through … We ought to do it now.’16 At lunch on the 15th they built their final depot, proceeding with an extremely light load of four days’ provisions. That night they camped just 27 miles from the Pole.

After lunch on the 16th, the party had been marching for more than an hour when Bowers noticed a dark speck in the distance. For a long time he must have wondered whether he was hallucinating. But as the party drew near there could be no mistaking the object for something other than man-made. That the realisation should dawn on them so gradually must have felt like a further mockery of their efforts. Until now the Norwegians had been spectres in Scott’s imagination, but here was the awful tangibility of their presence, true and inevitable as Nature itself.

It was a black flag, planted near the remains of a camp. Scott saw that the snow around it was scored with the tracks of sledges, skis and dogs. Not only had Amundsen been here already – he had been engaged in furious activity as he made sure there could be no debate about his presence at 90 degrees south.

‘THE POLE,’ Scott was writing the following night.17 ‘Yes, but under very different circumstances than we expected … Now for the run home and a desperate struggle to get the news through first. I wonder if we can do it.’

In the published version of Scott’s diary, the phrase ‘to get the news through first’ was redacted, creating the impression that he was preoccupied with a struggle for survival. But as Frederick Cook had demonstrated when he returned from the Arctic, being first to the wireless station was half the battle of polar exploration. Scott was intent on a rendezvous with the Terra Nova so that he might at least beat Amundsen to the world press.

Scott did not yet fear for his life, but it had still been a dreadful day, marching into a strong headwind in -30°C, the horizon grey and thick with snow crystals. The wind, as ever, gnawed at the hoary faces of the polar party. ‘The coldest march I remember,’ wrote Wilson in his diary.18 ‘It was difficult to keep one’s hands from freezing in double woollen and fur mitts.’ By now the whole party was feeling the cold in their feet and hands, and Oates, Taff and Bowers had frostbitten faces. They drank a fat hoosh, ate a small stick of chocolate and puffed on the victory cigarettes brought by Wilson.

In the morning, Scott and Birdie pinpointed their position further, and found a small tent, secured to the ice with guide ropes, with the flag of Norway and another flag marked ‘Fram’ snapping in the wind. Inside was a written record of Amundsen and four of his men having been there on 16 December, more than a month earlier. The Norwegians had stowed assorted clothes and instruments they no longer needed. Amundsen had left a letter addressed to King Haakon and a note for Scott. ‘Dear Captain Scott,’ the note began:


As you are probably the first to reach this area after us, I will ask you if you can kindly forward this letter to King Haakon VII. If you can use any of the articles left in the tent please do not hesitate to do so. The sledge left outside may be of use to you. With regards I wish you a safe return. Yours truly, Roald Amundsen.19



The letter was simply Amundsen’s insurance policy. If the Norwegians died on their way back to the Bay of Whales, Scott’s party would be the only men who could vouch for their achievement.

Scott found the vicinity of the Pole littered with cairns, dog tracks and odd markers. The Norwegians had criss-crossed it while the British were still struggling up the Beardmore Glacier. Birdie took observations, and they set up their own Pole camp. It was nigh on impossible to find the mathematical spot – both the Norwegians and the English got as near to the Pole as they were able based on their observations – but it hardly mattered.

Scott built a cairn and raised the Union Jack. Then Birdie set up his camera, despite the cold, and the officers hung their sledge flags from ski poles. Birdie ran back to his companions and pulled the string attached to the shutter. Oates was the only man who was nearly smiling above his frosty beard. The other men, clad in their wind proofs, all bore variations of the same pained grimace. There was Bowers, sitting cross-legged with his mitts off. Wilson sat beside him, his headgear pulled low over his eyes. Standing in the background was Scott, blinking and frostbitten, and on the far right stood Taff, his mitt-covered hands held stiffly in front of him. They took several photographs in different configurations, but in each one Scott had his eyes closed as if from shame.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

AMUNDSEN

It had been a slick operation, honed to a single objective. While Scott had sat pondering ice physics and protozoa, coastal surveys and penguin eggs, Amundsen had only ever thought about the Pole. He wanted the Pole for the Pole’s sake, and openly described his expedition as a sporting stunt.1 It was as though Scott’s naval and scientific cohort had been pitched against an Olympic ski team. ‘The British expedition was designed entirely for scientific research,’ as Amundsen later wrote. ‘The Pole was only a side issue, whereas in my extended plan it was the main object.’2

Amundsen had no preoccupation with scientific results. His financial backers had believed he would be carrying out scientific work in the Arctic, but he was as far away from that region as it was possible to be. His transport arrangement was not experimental – it relied solely on dogs. Unlike Shackleton, Scott or Filchner, Amundsen had not been convinced that ponies could serve as useful draught animals in the Antarctic. Nansen’s tutelage, and encounters with the Netsilik people during his expedition through the North-West Passage, had made him a believer in ancient dog-driving methods. In Norway, when he read descriptions of the barrier in Scott’s and Shackleton’s books, he thought the surface would be ‘precisely what one would desire for sledging with Eskimo dogs’.3

As far as Amundsen was concerned, when the Fram sailed from Kristiansand in August 1910 the time for experimentation was long past. No new-fangled motor sledges were strapped to the decks; instead the ship was crowded with 100 dogs, and the crew’s motto was ‘dogs first, and dogs all the time’.4 There were no triumphal send-offs, no hazings when the ship crossed the line. The crew of nineteen had no dilettantes or dedicated scientists; it was made up of polar veterans and expert skiers. Amundsen was leery of taking intellectuals and even doctors on board his ships, believing they had the potential to divide a crew’s loyalty.

Though he briefly studied medicine at the behest of his parents, Amundsen had made up his mind to become a polar explorer at the age of fifteen, when Scott was a midshipman in the Royal Navy. He began his training with long ski tours in the hinterland around Oslo, gaining a head start on his future rival. There were only four years between the two men, and they had points of similarity. Amundsen was quiet, reserved, dismissive of fanfare. He would have welcomed the charge that he was an odd duck, a lifelong bachelor who had become obsessed with snow survival techniques. Both men were deep thinkers of a higher order of intelligence. But Scott’s thinking was scientific, Amundsen’s pragmatic.

 The Fram reached the pack ice on 2 January 1911, shortly after the Terra Nova had already broken through to the other side. But the pack did not delay Amundsen nearly as long as it had kept Scott. It was not known at the time, but the pack breaks up considerably after December. In contrast with the Terra Nova’s 20-day ordeal, Amundsen enjoyed a ‘four days’ pleasure trip’ through the ice.5

At the barrier edge, he sailed east until he reached a massive indentation known as the Bay of Whales. Two miles in from the ice edge he built his hut and felt perfectly secure. The outline of the bay seemed to have persisted ever since the Ross expedition, leading Amundsen to believe that it must be a permanent formation, resting on underlying ground rather than afloat. His assumption was incorrect, and the hut would break adrift from the barrier, but not until some fifty years later, when Amundsen and his men were long gone.

The Norwegians made several depot journeys before the onset of winter, and here the advantage of dogs was apparent. Scott had taken twenty-four days to reach One Ton Depot at latitude 79.29. Amundsen’s first trip reached 80 degrees south in a mere five days. He did not understand what Scott and Shackleton had meant when they said that dogs and skis were ineffective on the barrier surface.

His second depot journey, to latitude 82, was not so pleasant. The temperature went down to -45°C, the coldest weather he’d ever experienced in the polar regions for that time of year. Bent on laying in supplies for his run at the Pole, he pushed his dogs too hard:



The daily hard work and the object I would not give up had made me brutal, for brutal I was when I forced those five skeletons to haul that excessive load. I feel it yet when I think of Thor – a big, fine, smooth-haired dog – uttering his plaintive howls on the march, a thing one never hears a dog do while working. I did not understand what it meant – would not understand perhaps. On he had to go – on till he dropped. When we cut him open we found that his whole chest was one large abscess.6



Amundsen lost more than ten dogs during his three depot trips over the barrier, but he still had more than 100, the animals having bred during the Fram’s passage south. With the dogs allowed to roam free, the shore party of nine men settled in for the winter at Framheim. The hut was adorned with a gramophone, framed portraits of the Norwegian royal family, and touchstones of civilisation that other expeditions of the time would recognise. But the sparse population of Framheim lived more like commandos than explorers. Soon the hut was so buried in snow that the only signs of it on the surface were a smoking chimney and wooden trapdoor. Beneath the ice, Amundsen dug a network of tunnels and chambers out from the hut, allowing him to visit storerooms, workshops and a sauna heated with a primus stove without ever stepping above ground.

In his quiet warren in the ice, Amundsen passed the winter comfortably enough. But with the return of the sun he made a costly mistake. Anxious to get the jump on Scott, he began his first attempt on the Pole too early in the season, and the result was a near-fatal journey that created a lasting rift among his men. He set off on 8 September and was soon battling along in temperatures below -50°C. Five of his dogs died in the cold, and the fluid in his compasses froze, rendering them useless. The march ended with a frantic, 40-mile dash back to Framheim in a single day. Back at the hut his frostbitten men verged on mutiny. They felt they had been left to fend for themselves while Amundsen led the retreat.

Foremost among the dissenters was the expedition’s lieutenant, Hjalmar Johansen – Amundsen, like Scott, was having trouble with his second-in-command. Johansen and two others were dismissed from the polar party, relegated to the less glamorous task of exploring King Edward VII Land. As an added insult, Johansen was not even selected to lead the second party. It was an indignity from which he never recovered. He shot himself on his return to Norway in 1913.

On 20 October, Amundsen made his final attempt, setting out from his ice grotto with four men and fifty-two dogs. He was still ahead of Scott’s departure from Cape Evans by two weeks. The Norwegians crossed the barrier with four sledges, each one drawn by thirteen dogs in the fan formation used by the Inuit. They either rode on the sledges or rasped along on their skis. For the most part they were clad in Burberry gabardine suits of the sort used by Shackleton, but in especially low temperatures they donned the reindeer-fur anoraks of the Netsilik, worn loosely to allow for the evaporation of sweat.

The team achieved higher daily mileages than Scott’s ponies, and in fewer hours, allowing them more time for rest. At the south-eastern terminus of the barrier they discovered the Transantarctic Mountains. A glacier which Amundsen christened the Axel Heiberg provided his route to the plateau. Sometimes the surface was so steep as to reduce him to relaying with two dog teams to a sledge, but he otherwise made easy work of the four-day ascent. At the summit he pumped up his primus to drown out the sound of gunfire outside his tent. Twenty-four dogs were being slaughtered and butchered, to serve as food for the men and the remaining eighteen dogs.

Tears of pride welled in Amundsen’s eyes as he passed Shackleton’s Farthest South. He placed a final depot, and nervously continued over the plateau. His men craned their necks, and his dogs scented to the south. With his travelling speed it was impossible that Scott had beaten him, he reassured himself, ‘and yet – wherever there is the smallest loophole, doubt creeps in and gnaws and gnaws and never leaves a poor wretch in peace’.7

At 3 pm on 14 December his sledgemeters indicated he had travelled the necessary distance to reach the Pole. ‘I had better be honest and admit straight out that I have never known any man to be placed in such a diametrically opposite position to the goal of his desires as I was at that moment,’ he later wrote.8 ‘The regions around the North Pole – well, yes, the North Pole itself – had attracted me from childhood, and here I was at the South Pole. Can anything more topsy-turvy be imagined?’

From this point, three of his men set out in different directions for 12.5 miles, to maximise their coverage of the area. While Amundsen waited, he measured the sun’s altitude every hour to determine his position, willing the clear weather to continue. It looked as if his camp was at latitude 89.54.30, about six miles from the Pole. He also found the direction of the longitude meridian that he had been trying to follow since he left his base.

On 16 December he set out again, following the meridian, and reached his final destination at 11 am. This was the spot he christened Poleheim, where he erected a tent and left the letter for Scott. Taking observations every hour for twenty-four hours, he found he was not at the absolute Pole, but as close to it as he could hope to get with his instruments.

On 18 January, when Scott was inspecting the Poleheim camp, Amundsen was already more than halfway across the barrier on his return journey, enjoying fine weather and racing along at a rate of some 35 miles per day.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE RETURN

Teddy Evans, smarting over Scott’s decision to send him home, marched hard over the plateau on 4 January. He pushed on until late in the day, retracing his steps over the rippled plain. One finnesko-clad foot crunched down in front of the other in the rhythm he had followed every day for two and a half months. Lashly was in the lead, while Evans, the navigator, directed him from behind.

That evening it dawned on the lieutenant that he would need to make average daily marches of 17 miles to remain on full provisions on the plateau. ‘Reluctant as I was to confess it to myself,’ he later wrote, ‘I soon realised that the ceding of one man from my party had been too great a sacrifice … it was a fight for life.’1

But three-man sledge parties were not unusual, and neither Scott, nor anyone else in the polar party, had recorded any feeling of concern that Evans would struggle to get back to base with two men. The Owner regarded Evans’ teammates highly: the quiet and dependable William Lashly and the grizzled Irishman, Tom Crean. Poor Crean had wept with disappointment at the prospect of having to turn back from the Pole. But he was one of the toughest men in the expedition, and relatively fresh, having led a pony over the barrier. Lashly had been man-hauling for hundreds of miles, but he was still in remarkably good shape. Evans, on the other hand, was in poor health, though he had yet to admit it to his companions, or perhaps even to himself.

On 6 January they reached Three Degree Depot, removed one week’s provisions, and retrieved their skis. Two days later a blizzard threatened to halt progress, but they covered 15 miles, maintaining a rough northward direction in the drift. The blizzard lasted for three days and caused Evans to lose his outward tracks. Instead of arriving at the head of the Beardmore Glacier, he found himself standing above the extensive icefalls which Scott had avoided on the way up.

Evans could see the regular surface of the glacier hundreds of feet below. Rather than taking a three-day detour around the icefalls, he chose to make a direct descent. The three men donned crampons and Lashly, his face scaly and covered in a reddish beard, went ahead on a long trace, picking a way across the hummocks and crevasses while Evans and Crean held on to the sledge. ‘Did a rough day and came over some very rough surface with plenty of crevasses,’ ran the laconic entry in Lashly’s diary.2 The bulk of the descent was accomplished in half an hour as they glissaded down a steep ice slope. They gathered speed until braking was impossible, laying face-down on the sledge as it careened down the slope. It flew into the air and capsized, rolling over and over.

‘How we ever escaped entirely uninjured is beyond me to explain,’ said Evans.3 ‘When my heart had stopped beating so rapidly from fright, and I had recovered enough to look round, I realised that we were practically back on the Beardmore again.’

On 14 January they reached the Upper Glacier Depot one day later than planned and took three-and-a-half-days’ allowance to see them to the Middle Glacier Depot, 57 miles away. The glacier was covered in mist and Evans steered away from the main glacier stream and became lost in icefalls again. ‘We are camped in a very bad place tonight,’ wrote Lashly on the 16th.4 Next day they could not seem to get free from the wilderness of ice. It only got worse. They couldn’t tell whether the smooth track they had followed during the ascent was to the left or right of them. They camped without reaching the depot but felt certain it must be close.

It was another terrible day of struggle on the 18th. By now their food from the previous depot should have been exhausted, but Lashly had managed to conserve some of the biscuit and tea. At one point Evans fell to his knees and prayed to God for deliverance from the icefalls. Finally he managed to spot the smooth ice of the glacier, and they reached the Middle Glacier Depot at 11 pm. ‘Don’t want another day like this,’ wrote Lashly.5 Evans had kept his snow goggles off all day as he tried to pick a course. That night he was complaining about his eyes.

The morning confirmed the worst: ‘Mr Evans very snowblind, and we could not make progress as there is only two of us.’6 The lieutenant now had to be led like a blind man, his eyes bandaged with a poultice of tea leaves. Lashly tied Evans to the trace so that he could help to drag a little, and then the seaman led the march, telling his leader the course he was steering. He had taken over the navigation of the party, drawing up a table of distances in his diary. Evans was no longer capable of reading or writing.

A day later there was some respite when they reached snow and exchanged crampons for skis. Now they could make real progress. Down to the Lower Glacier Depot they went, and onto the barrier, passing the dreary remnants of the camp where the southern party had spent four days tent-bound in a blizzard. The temperature was a relatively balmy 1°C, and they went on skis over soft snow, with their floorcloth erected on the sledge as a sail to catch the southerly breeze.

But Teddy Evans was not well. ‘Mr. E. suffering from looseness of the bowels,’ Lashly wrote on 27 January.7 He gave his patient brandy and opium pills, and the looseness improved somewhat, but on the 30th, when they were camped at the Middle Barrier Depot, Evans complained of ‘slight stiffness at back of the knees,’ a known symptom of scurvy.8 The second return party was becoming, in effect, a two-man team with the burden of three men. It was a frighteningly similar circumstance to that faced by Scott, Wilson and Shackleton nine years earlier.

They passed the huge snow cairn of Mount Hooper and began to see the land to the north, but Evans did not improve. On 9 February they made One Ton Depot and Lashly fed his leader oatmeal and seal meat from the special rations held there, but it was too little, too late. He faced up to the situation the next day:


I am sorry to say Mr Evans is suffering from scurvy and very badly. Of course we knew this, but we have had to get along and not look at the bad side. But the time has come where we must take the greatest care of him. One thing, we have got a change of food and this might improve things, at least we hope so. I am pleased to say myself and Crean are both in good health so far thank God.9



The seamen were now faced with the responsibility of getting Evans back to Hut Point alive. His legs were, in his own words, ‘horrible to behold, swollen, bruised and green. As day followed day my condition became worse: my gums were ulcerated and my teeth loose.’10 Lashly and Crean sent Evans ahead on skis and watched his feeble figure with dread, anticipating that he might collapse any minute.

On 14 February, some 80 miles out from Hut Point, the team was just beginning the day’s march when Evans’ legs gave out. ‘Crean and Lashly picked me up,’ he wrote, ‘and Crean thought I was dead. His hot tears fell on my face, and as I came to I gave a weak kind of laugh.’11 The seamen held a brief council of war. Evans asked them to leave him behind in his sleeping bag with whatever food they could spare. Ignoring him, Lashly dumped ‘everything we possibly could’, including their skis, and strapped Evans to the sledge.12

For four days, Lashly and Crean dragged the lieutenant along in thick weather, now and then glimpsing the forms of Ross Island in the distance. Evans could ‘see them from the sledge by raising my head – how slowly their legs seemed to move’.13 By 18 February the foul weather had deposited a thick layer of snow on the barrier, and the hauling was too heavy. They made camp within 35 miles of Hut Point.

Crean was the freshest of the two seamen. He volunteered to walk the remaining distance and get help. With no skis, tent, sleeping bag or snow goggles, with only three biscuits and two sticks of chocolate on him, the Irishman set off on a near-suicidal walk across the barrier. He walked for 16 miles before he took his first break, sitting on the ice to eat all his food save one biscuit. It was past midnight when he reached the barrier edge; by now he was tired and cold, but he pressed on across the sea ice in a drifting wind.

Finally, Crean burst deliriously through the door of the Discovery hut. He had been walking for eighteen hours. Inside the hut were the sleeping forms of Edward Atkinson and Dimitri Gerov, still wrapped in their sleeping bags. They had stayed the night at Hut Point in preparation for a dog journey to meet Scott. Roused from sleep, Atkinson gave Crean a tot of brandy from his medicine case and heard of the plight of Evans. But for now nothing could be done, because a blizzard had broken thirty minutes after Crean’s arrival. It kept them in the hut until the following afternoon.

The surgeon and Gerov headed off with the two dog teams, leaving Crean to recover at the hut. They travelled for twenty-four hours in thick weather before setting up camp in what they thought must be the vicinity of Evans’ tent. During a lull in the weather Gerov spotted a flag at Lashly’s camp. They found Lashly nursing Evans, feeding him oatmeal and seal liver, and butter and cheese which he had retrieved from Corner Camp. After a night’s rest, Atkinson loaded Evans onto one of his two sledges and raced back across the barrier, reaching Hut Point in three hours. Lashly was still fit enough to run alongside Atkinson’s sledge, sometimes sinking to his knees in the snow.

* * *

On 19 January, while Lashly and Crean had been leading a snow-blind Evans down the Beardmore Glacier, Scott and his four companions were beginning their return journey from the Pole. It was a relief to turn north. Scott found it was warmer and less tiresome to march with the wind at their backs. Sometimes the southerly caught the sail on his sledge and helped it along. But when the day’s march was finished, the polar party seemed to feel the cold more than they had before. The summer solstice had passed almost a month earlier – the days were only getting shorter and colder.

Oates was struggling to keep his feet warm, and his nose and cheeks were a dead yellow. Wilson was snow-blind and regularly dousing his eyes in cocaine. For Taff the trouble was his face; Scott was forced to stop the march on the 23rd slightly early when he noticed that the seaman’s nose was white and frostbitten. Scott and Birdie were faring much better, but they were beginning to feel hungry all the time. Their daily Summit Rations consisted of 35 ounces per man of biscuit, pemmican, butter, cocoa, sugar and tea, yielding some 4500 calories. It was the biggest food allowance that Scott had ever brought on a sledging journey, but it still wasn’t enough. In the thin, cold air of the plateau, Scott and his men were expending far more calories than they were consuming.

On 24 January they had a scare when a blizzard came up, threatening to halt their progress to One and a Half Degree Depot, 16 miles distant. They marched anyway and managed to cover eight miles. They reached the depot the following afternoon, while the gale was still howling, and marched on with their new provisions. The unsettled weather did not augur well for their return journey, and Oates and Taff were becoming more and more susceptible to frostbite.

They followed their outbound tracks, zig-zagging through the sea of sastrugi, and picking up items accidentally dropped from their outbound sledges: mitts, boots and Oates’s pipe. Now they passed the point where Evans, Crean and Lashly had turned back, and carried on towards Three Degree Depot. They talked constantly about food. The provision bag contained enough rations to see them to the depot, but their lunch meal no longer satisfied them.

They reached the depot on the 31st and picked up their provisions – and Birdie retrieved his skis. By now, Taff was no longer his usual cheerful self, making jokes or regaling his tent mates with tales of his misspent youth. His hand was getting worse, the nails beginning to detach from his fingers. Oates’s big toe was turning black, and Scott joined the sick list when, on 2 February, he slipped and fell down a slope, jarring his shoulder.

It was time to get off the plateau. They pushed on to the head of the Beardmore, heartened by the sight of the mountain peaks which rose on either side. As they entered the disturbed ice, Taff fell into a crevasse and hit his head before he could be pulled out. It was the last thing the seaman needed: his fingers and nose were already covered in weeping sores. Scott had once considered Taff ‘the most invaluable asset to our party’, but he had become slow and clumsy, no longer capable of helping with the camp work.14

Scott picked through the maze of crevasses at the glacier head as Evans had done. On the morning of 7 February they began their day in a panic. One of the biscuit tins they had picked up at Three Degree Depot was inexplicably short. ‘Great doubt as to how this has come about, as we certainly haven’t over-issued allowances,’ the Owner wrote. ‘The shortage is a full day’s allowance.’15 That evening they reached the Upper Glacier Depot and found a note from Evans saying his party had passed through safely.

They glissaded down the glacier: Scott and Bowers leading on ski, Wilson and Oates on foot beside the sledge and braking it in the snow, and the ailing Taff detached from the traces. It was a relief to hit warmer temperatures, and to put their feet on the solid rock which fringed the glacier ice. Scott and Wilson could not help geologising. Under the shade of some cliffs they collected rock samples and the fossilised leaves of a fern-like plant. ‘It has been extremely interesting,’ wrote Scott.16 Shackleton had collected fossils from the Beardmore too, but Scott’s specimens were better preserved, and would help to settle a controversy among geologists about the former union of Antarctica and Australasia.

 There was another scare as they made their way down the Beardmore. Snow and fog closed in around them and, like Evans’ party, they became lost in the turmoil of broken ice in the middle of the glacier. On 13 February they had only one small meal of pemmican left in their provision bag as they tried to find a way out of the icefalls. It was an immense relief when Wilson spotted the black flag of the Middle Glacier Depot through the fog. They picked up three-and-a-half-days’ food and marched into the afternoon. It had been ‘the worst experience of the trip and gave a horrid feeling of insecurity’, as Scott recorded.17 ‘We mustn’t get into a hole like this again.’

In the morning, Taff revealed a huge blister on his foot. The morning march was delayed as his teammates helped him to adjust the crampons on his feet. They had a fine day with the wind behind them, but covered less than 10 miles, and that night Scott talked to the team about delays and slackness around the camp. They had three days’ food to cover the 30 miles to the next depot, so they must make 10 miles a day. As cook, Scott was serving a little under full allowance, so that the provisions could be stretched if need be. The weather remained snowy and hazy, and Taff was slowing the party down. Every morning he would declare that he felt perfectly well and up to the march, but he was clearly done.

As they pulled on 17 February, Taff kept having trouble with his ski shoes. Scott detached him so that he could fix the problem and catch up. Scott, Birdie, Wilson and Oates could see Taff in the distance when they camped for lunch, but after their meal he still hadn’t appeared. ‘By this time we were alarmed,’ Scott wrote.



And all four started back on ski. I was first to reach the poor man and shocked at his appearance: he was on his knees with clothing disarranged, hands uncovered and frostbitten, and a wild look in his eyes. Asked what was the matter, he replied with a slow speech that he didn’t know, but thought he must have fainted. We got him on his feet, but after two or three steps he sank down again. He showed every sign of complete collapse.18



Taff was unconscious by the time they got him in the tent. Wilson was convinced he must have injured his brain in his crevasse fall at the glacier head. The seaman died at 12.30 am.

It’s unclear what was done with Taff’s body, but any ceremony must have been brief: the team was at the end of their three days’ food, and had to press on to the Lower Glacier Depot, which they reached in the early morning hours. Before them lay the barrier and all its whims of surface and weather.

At Shambles Camp, where the last of the ponies had been slaughtered, they were able to add horseflesh to their evening meal, and on the morrow they dried out their sleeping bags in the sun. They reached Desolation Camp on 20 February – the spot where a blizzard had confined them to their tents for four days – and found it mysteriously lacking in pony meat.19 Cherry’s pony, Michael, had been killed and butchered here, but there was no sign of the polar party’s share. Several support parties had passed through this camp before Scott, most recently that of Teddy Evans, and Scott was relying on them to have left enough food cached for his own party. This was the second time the depots had come up short.

 They managed eight and a half miles the next day; not a sufficient pace to reach Hut Point before the end of March. Temporarily they veered off-course, missing the cairns and pony camps they had expected to see. But on 23 February they picked up the cairns again, and during the next morning’s march they reached the Southern Barrier Depot. Rifling through the provisions, they were concerned to find a shortage of paraffin. ‘Shall have to be very saving with fuel,’ Scott noted.20 The customary note from Evans was not as cheerful as usual, saying he had encountered a bad surface and high temperatures at this stage of his journey. The note seemed shot through with anxiety and offered no explanation for the missing fuel.

At any rate, the polar party had ten full days’ food to see them the 70 miles to the next depot. They managed two consecutive 13-mile marches, the mountains receding behind them. But their fuel was ‘woefully short’ and wintry temperatures were already setting in.21 On the night of the 26th the thermometer fell to -38°C, and it was still -36°C when they turned out the next morning. Though the temperature held all day, they pulled off a remarkable 14 miles. By now they were discussing the possibility of meeting Meares and his dogs. In October, Scott had ordered Meares to come and meet him with food and fuel in latitude 82 or 82.30, around 1 March, to ‘hasten the return of the third Southern unit and give it a chance to catch the ship’.22

It was 27 February, and Scott was right on schedule, and in line with the trail of cairns and snow walls that led all the way to the barrier edge. He was at latitude 82.15, roughly 35 miles south of the Middle Barrier Depot. Given the date and his position, Scott eagerly scanned the horizon for the little black dots which might resolve into dogs in harness. It was a frightening game he was playing. The window of sledging weather on the barrier was closing fast. To beat the weather, the polar party had to make long, hard marches, further weakening their cold and calorie-starved bodies. There was some fine threshold the party would cross where they would no longer have the strength to get off the barrier under their own power. Perhaps they had already crossed it. Meares was becoming their best hope of survival, and yet there was no sign of him.

That night the temperature fell below -40°C. After supper, Wilson carefully dressed Oates’s feet, now a nightly ritual. The Soldier had pushed his body beyond its limits. His feet had been deteriorating for months – he said in a letter to his mother that they had been wet ever since he left Cape Evans – but for much of the journey he had kept the trouble to himself.

Wilson and Bowers had both ceased writing in their diaries, probably to conserve energy and warmth. The best policy was to climb straight into their sleeping bags after supper. Scott’s own diary entries were running shorter, and he had taken to writing only at lunchtime. It was too difficult to write at night; the pencil slipped on the icy film created by his breath, apart from the need to constantly restore the circulation to his bare fingers.

On the afternoon of 1 March, they staggered up to the black flag over the Middle Barrier Depot and found another shortage of oil: half a gallon instead of the gallon expected. Even with the most sparing use, that amount would barely see them to the next depot. And there was still no sign of Meares and the dogs.

It was another night with a temperature below -40°C. In the morning, it took them an hour and a half to work their feet into their finnesko.

Early March found them hauling over a surface of woolly ice crystals which caused friction on the sledge runners and made progress disturbingly slow. The cold snap continued. They were on full rations – they could not afford to go hungry in the cold – and had enough food to see them to the Mount Hooper Depot, but their fuel was nearly exhausted. The Soldier’s spirit was waning as he experienced terrible pain in his feet, which were turning gangrenous. The smell of decomposing tissue would have filled the tent as Wilson tended to Oates. The doctor was putting his own health at risk; he was baring his hands and working when he should have been keeping warm.

Oates limped along beside the sledge, and when the party stopped to look for tracks he sat quietly resting. It was an awful thing to consider, but like Taff before him, Oates was becoming a drag on the party. They lost precious time waiting for him in the mornings while he wrestled with his footgear. Scott noted the others were outwardly cheerful and talked of all sorts of subjects in the tent. Wilson and Bowers were both staunch optimists – it was difficult to know what they really thought.

‘Providence to our aid!’ Scott wrote on 4 March. ‘We can expect little more from man now except the possibility of extra food at the next depot. A poor one. It will be real bad if we get there and find the same shortage of oil.’23

‘Regret to say going from bad to worse,’ ran his diary the next day.24 ‘Our fuel dreadfully low and the poor Soldier nearly done.’

As they neared Mount Hooper, covering less than a mile an hour, the shortages at the depots weighed on Scott. He was relying on the consideration of his aggrieved lieutenant. The Owner prayed that the next depot would hold ‘the correct proportion of food’, and an ample supply of fuel.25 He reached Mount Hooper on 9 March and was devastated to find ‘Cold comfort. Shortage on our allowance all round. I don’t know that anyone is to blame but generosity and thoughtfulness have not been abundant.’26

The party was now well past the latitude and date at which Meares had been ordered to meet them. ‘The dogs which would have been our salvation have evidently failed,’ Scott wrote. ‘Meares had a bad trip home I suppose. It is a miserable jumble.’27

Next day they could only march for half an hour before a gale halted them. They spent the rest of the day in their tent. The Soldier, his face jaundiced and the light gone from his eyes, earnestly asked Wilson if he had a chance, and the doctor had to say he didn’t know. ‘In point of fact he has none,’ Scott wrote frankly.28 It was obvious that Oates was near the end.

In the morning the wind had fallen enough to allow a march. After breakfast, Oates asked Scott for advice, and the chief could only urge him to march for as long as he possibly could. Then he ordered a reluctant Wilson to hand over the means for ending their lives, if it came to that. The doctor doled out 30 opium tablets apiece from the medicine case and kept a tube of morphine for himself.

They turned out and managed eight miles for the day, but according to Scott’s calculations they would not reach One Ton Depot before running out of food.

On 14 March they awoke to a strong northerly wind in their faces and a temperature down to almost -40°C. It was all they could do to eke out six miles, and it took them a long time to make camp and prepare supper. It had fallen to Scott and Bowers to do the camp work: Oates’s hands and feet were useless; Wilson, too, was feeling the cold, and took a long time to get off his skis.

Scott’s diary now fell silent for several days. When he took up his pencil again on the 16th or 17th (he was unsure, but thought the 17th correct) it was to relate the loss of another member of his party.

After lunch on the 15th the Soldier had said he could not go on and asked to be left behind in his sleeping bag, but the others refused. He struggled on and they made a few miles in the afternoon. That night Oates asked Wilson to send his diary to his mother and write a letter on his behalf. Uncle Bill said he would be happy to. Oates slept, and woke on the morning of the 16th to find the canvas shuddering in a blizzard wind. He said, ‘I am just going outside and may be some time.’29 Scott, Wilson and Bowers tried to dissuade him, but the Soldier had made up his mind.

Within a matter of minutes, Oates must have lost consciousness and become entombed in the drift. His comrades remained in the tent all day, waiting out the weather and knowing they would never see him again. ‘We all hope to meet the end with a similar spirit,’ Scott reflected, ‘and assuredly the end is not far.’

Scott was writing at Pony no. 14 camp, where four months earlier he had wondered whether his animals would see him to the Beardmore Glacier, and Oates had tended them in their makeshift stalls.

At lunch on 19 March, they were 15.5 miles from One Ton Depot and Scott thought they should get there in three days. But they had only two days’ food and barely a day’s fuel. To conserve the dwindling paraffin, they had taken to eating their suppers cold and using a tiny quantity of spirit in a makeshift lamp to heat up their cocoa. For the past two days they had talked confidently of pulling through, but Scott wondered whether anyone believed it.

Along with the problem of fuel was their deteriorating physical condition, which they were forced to ignore as they plodded on. Scott’s right foot was badly frostbitten. It had been the result, he thought, of a simple attempt to enliven his nightly pemmican: ‘Like an ass I mixed a small spoonful of curry powder with my melted pemmican – it gave me violent indigestion. I lay awake and in pain all night; woke and felt done on the march; foot went and I didn’t know it.’30

Only two days earlier, Scott had been the ‘proud possessor of best feet’ – now all the toes on his right foot were beyond help, and the best he could hope for was amputation. That day the wind was still blowing from the north, the temperature -40°C. Still they managed to march to within 12.5 miles of the depot.

 Next day Scott did not write in his diary. The party was laid up in a blizzard. A gale blew furiously from the southwest, and the tent was surrounded in whirling drift. The canvas shook as though in the grip of some vindictive animal. What does it all mean?

The party used the last of their oil to make cups of tea, and to cook their last hot meal. Wilson and Bowers made plans for a last-ditch march to the depot to obtain more fuel (Scott could barely walk on his frostbitten foot), but the blizzard kept them in the tent. They managed to stretch the food allowance across 21 and 22 March, eating it cold, and then the provisions were no more. On the 22nd (or thereabouts, he wasn’t sure) Bowers wrote a letter to his mother:


Each depot has been a harder struggle to reach, but I am still strong and hope to reach this one with Dr. Wilson and get the food and fuel necessary for our lives. God alone knows what will be the outcome of the 23 miles march we have to make … When man’s extremity is reached God’s help may put things right and although the end will be painless enough for myself I should so like to come through for your dear sake. It is splendid to pass however with such companions as I have and as all 5 of us have mothers and wives you will not be alone. There will be no shame however and you will know I have struggled to the end.31



On the 23rd, when Scott could get his fingers to work, he was hunched over a sheaf of farewell letters. Writing bravely on a forlorn hope – there was no knowing whether the expedition would find his grave, let alone his letters – he squared himself away with his family, friends and supporters, and the public at large. He wished for the happiness of Peter and Kathleen – he hoped his wife would remarry – and mustered what religious feeling he could to console his mother. He emphasised the courage and endurance of his companions, and said he did not ‘regret this journey, which shows that Englishmen can endure hardships, help one another, and meet death with as great a fortitude as ever in the past’.32

‘We should have got through but have been held for four days in a frightful storm,’ he wrote to Kathleen.


I think the best chance has gone … Make the boy interested in natural history if you can; it is better than games; they encourage it at some schools. I know you will keep him in the open air. Make him a strenuous man. I had to force myself into being strenuous as you know – had always an inclination to be idle … Tell Sir Clements I thought much of him and never regretted him putting me in command of the Discovery.33



‘My thoughts have been with you often,’ he wrote to Joseph Kinsey. ‘You have been a brick – you will pull the expedition together I’m sure.’34 Then, realising with dread that it would be Evans who took command of the expedition in his absence, he added: ‘Teddy Evans is not to be trusted over much though he means well.’

Wilson, too, was writing his last testaments. ‘Dearest old Dad and Mother,’ he said in an undated note.35 ‘Death has come and with it an earnest looking forward to the day when we shall all meet in the hereafter. Death has no terrors for me. I am only sorry for my beloved Ory and for all of our dear people. But it is God’s will and all is for the best.’

Every morning Wilson and Birdie were ready to march the last 12.5 miles to One Ton Depot, but even when the blizzard ceased they could not bring themselves to abandon Scott. It was nine days later – nine days without fuel, with only spare rations of cold food – that the Owner made the final entry in his diary. Much of the time he must have been sealed in his sleeping bag in a state of half-consciousness.

‘I do not think we can hope for better things now,’ ran his large scrawl on 29 March. ‘We shall stick it out to the end, but we are getting weaker, of course, and the end cannot be far. It seems a pity, but I do not think I can write more. R. Scott.’36

An indefinite amount of time later, perhaps after Bowers and Wilson had already passed, Scott did manage to write a final sentence: ‘For God’s sake look after our people.’ Then in death’s approaches he made one last struggle, throwing open the flaps of his sleeping bag and opening his coat. His arm fell across Wilson’s sleeping form.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE TENT

When Cecil Meares returned to Cape Evans from the southern journey on 5 January 1912, his work was far from finished. Scott had left him detailed instructions. First he was expected to take biscuit, oil and special rations marked ‘XS’ out to One Ton Depot.1 These rations, which included oats and seal meat, were meant to give a boost to the return parties on the final, 140-mile stretch between One Ton and Cape Evans.

The next, ‘vital’ order of business was to assist Scott in getting back to base.2 In the first week of February, Meares was to head south again and meet the polar party on the southern barrier, ‘in latitude 82 or 82.30’, to hasten their return and give them a chance to catch the Terra Nova before she left McMurdo Sound.3

In early 1912 the population at Cape Evans increased by degrees as the return parties trickled in from the southern journey: Day and Hooper, Meares and Gerov, and Atkinson, Wright, Cherry and Keohane. Atkinson, the thirty-year-old naval surgeon, became the officer in charge, while George Simpson was acting as the science chief while Wilson was away in the south.

A second season in Antarctica was voluntary and unsalaried, and Scott knew that some of his men were going to leave early. Taylor, Ponting and Day had arranged to go home on the Terra Nova, their work effectively finished. So had Clissold and the superstitious Omelchenko, who Scott wrote in October ‘has had enough of it’.4

But Meares had been noncommittal, informing Scott that his decision would depend on ‘letters from home’.5 The Owner was forced to draw up his plans without knowing whether his most qualified dog driver would still be around to follow through with them. When Scott parted with the first return party on the Beardmore, Cherry recalled, he had told Atkinson ‘to bring the dog-teams out to meet the polar Party if, as seemed likely, Meares returned home’.6

It is not difficult to imagine why Meares might have been eager to leave Antarctica. Bringing him into the fold had added 1000 pounds to the expedition books, but Scott had also been landed with a member of the afterguard who was individualistic, reluctant to follow instructions, and occasionally dishonest. It had been Meares’ fault that the Siberian ponies were sub-par. The horse dealers in Siberia had ripped him off, but he later tried to distance himself from the purchase. He had told reporters in New Zealand that he had spent a long time in Siberia and knew the region’s horses well, but he gave Debenham the impression nine months later that he was ‘no judge of horse flesh’.7

 Meares had never given Scott any reason to doubt his horse-buying skills in 1911. Even so, Scott had tried to send Oates out to Siberia to help Meares in procuring the ponies. The Soldier, another officer who had paid his way onto the expedition list, declined Scott’s request, because he wanted to sail with the Terra Nova from England rather than joining her in New Zealand.8 Oates couldn’t blame Scott for the quality of the ponies either.

It was a testament to the persuasiveness of Meares’ character that, despite his pony blunder, he was seen as an elder figure of the expedition, affectionately nicknamed ‘Mother’. He even became firm friends with Oates, though Oates himself acknowledged that the ponies Meares had bought were of terrible quality. The two men spent hours in the stables with their pipes going, probably grumbling about Scott. Meares was, in essence, an adventurer who ‘I think rather imagined himself racing to the Pole and back on a dog sledge’, Scott told his diary.9 Like Evans, he became disillusioned when he thought he was not being accorded the role in the expedition that he deserved. Scott did not trust Meares or his dogs. By October 1911 the two men were at loggerheads and had a ‘regular row’, as Oates wrote to his mother.10

The Owner had misjudged the potential of the dog teams, but he still relied on them heavily. In December Meares had taken the dogs 145 miles farther south than planned, to relieve the ponies of weight for as long as possible. It meant he would arrive back at Cape Evans two weeks later than expected. Scott had written in his orders to Simpson that a man-hauling party was to carry the XS rations out to One Ton Depot ‘in case the dog teams were unable to’.11 Meares was still in the south on Christmas Day, so Simpson dutifully sent out the man-hauling party consisting of Day, Nelson, Clissold and Hooper. Their journey was a success, although they only delivered three of the five weekly XS units, and none of the dog biscuits.

After Scott bid Meares farewell on the Beardmore Glacier, the dog expert struggled to find his way back across the barrier in thick weather. He took an extra allowance of biscuits from the Mount Hooper Depot and left a note there explaining as much. The return parties following in his wake thought he had cut unnecessarily into their own provisions – ‘Damn him!’ recorded Wright in his journal.12 At One Ton Depot, Wright’s party found another note from Meares, saying that the depot was short of two XS rations and he hoped to be able to run them out by the end of January.

So Meares was well aware of his duty. He needed to make up the shortfall at One Ton, before embarking on his third journey across the barrier to meet Scott.

On 17 January he had his sledges loaded and dogs ready to go and told his colleagues he meant to start that evening. But then Omelchenko rushed into the hut with the news that the Terra Nova was in sight, and Meares put down his traces. He had decided to go home with the ship and seemed afraid to miss her during a journey on the barrier. He used his mail on the Terra Nova as his justification for leaving. A myth would arise, oft repeated in polar books, that he had received word of his father’s death, but in 1912 his father was still alive.13 Cherry wrote only that Meares was ‘recalled by family affairs’.14 Gran was more direct in his memoir: ‘The matter was that the dog expert Cecil Meares – who had been disappointed at not being allowed to take his dogs up the Beardmore glacier – had neglected his work and left his job to the expedition’s doctor, Dr Atkinson.’15

Meares had decided to go home, so his orders to meet Scott on the barrier fell to Atkinson. But Atkinson did not depart in the first week of February as per the instructions. He focused on unloading the Terra Nova instead. Pennell anchored to fast ice near the hut, and Atkinson employed all hands in bringing off the cargo, which included seven Indian mules and fourteen dogs. Scott hoped to use the new animals for exploratory sledge journeys the following season.

It was not until 13 February that Atkinson and Gerov made a start for Hut Point with the dogs, planning to begin their journey proper on the 20th. At 3.30 am on the morning of their planned departure, Crean staggered into the Discovery hut with the news of Evans’ collapse 35 miles out. Atkinson’s focus shifted from meeting Scott to saving Evans’ life. It took him several days to retrieve Evans and Lashly from the barrier. Examining the lieutenant back at Hut Point, Atkinson considered his condition so severe that another amendment to the dog plan was necessary. He would stay to care for Evans, and Wright would go south with the dogs.

On the 22nd, Atkinson sent Crean up to Cape Evans with a note for Wright. ‘I have just brought in Teddy Evans from beyond Corner Camp with … scurvy,’ he wrote.16 ‘I want you please to take my team south to meet the last party. If you cannot possibly do so ask Cherry. I cannot leave TE in his present state.’ Atkinson told Wright to come to Hut Point at once, bringing apples, onions and oranges for Evans.

Wright was the logical choice for the journey to relieve Scott: a strong navigator who had seen the first return party back to base from the slopes of the Beardmore. But Simpson declined to let him go. Sunny Jim had received word of troubles at the Indian Meteorological Office from the Terra Nova and decided to return to India. He wanted Wright to replace him as head of science until Wilson’s return.

The alternative was Cherry-Garrard, who found navigation difficult. Of course there is not one chance in a hundred that he will ever have to consider navigation, Scott had written. Rather than ‘meet the last party’, Atkinson told Cherry to simply travel to One Ton and leave the outstanding XS rations there. One Ton was the last depot on the barrier from which it was possible to see the land in the north and to navigate visually in clear weather. South of that depot, the barrier became a featureless void where more advanced navigational skills were necessary – skills Cherry lacked. As Gran wrote, ‘the trip with the dogs would have lasted until latitude 82 or 83, should either Charles Wright or the biologist Nelson have been there’.17

Scott had made no material change to his instructions. The dog teams were meant to rush him and any news he was carrying back to base to catch the outbound Terra Nova, rather than rescue him; but they remained his only contingency. He knew that, as he had brought the dog teams farther south than intended, they might be ‘late returning, unfit for further work or non-existent’, as he wrote to Simpson in a note sent back to base with Day and Hooper.18 But that was the worst-case scenario. If the dogs were healthy, then he fully expected to meet them around the 82nd parallel – 300 miles from Hut Point and more than double the distance that Atkinson had told Cherry to cover. On 1 March, when Scott was in that latitude, he had written in his diary of keeping an anxious eye out for Meares. Finally he concluded that Meares’ return from the Beardmore had been so severe as to put the dogs out of action.

The dogs were well rested, but Meares had passed on the job, and Atkinson had greatly reduced its scope. Evans’ scurvy had not helped matters, and neither had his optimistic assessment of the polar party’s progress. According to Gran, when Evans reached Hut Point he added to the sense of casualness among the expedition members. He thought Scott was not far behind him on the barrier: ‘It would, in the opinion of Lieutenant Evans and his two companions, be well done if the dogs, even if they started immediately, reached One Ton depot before Scott.’19

Teddy was not well enough to be in charge, but he was still alert to the goings-on at Cape Evans. He knew what Scott had expected of Meares, because the Owner had shown him the written instructions.20 He could see plainly that the order was not being followed. But he was apathetic in his present physical condition, and indignant at having been sent back early.

Cherry and Gerov departed on 26 February, bound for One Ton Depot on an inadequate delivery run which would haunt Cherry for the rest of his life. ‘I confess I had my misgivings,’ he later wrote.21 ‘I had never driven one dog, let alone a team of them; I knew nothing of navigation; and One Ton was a hundred and thirty [nautical] miles away, out in the middle of the Barrier and away from landmarks. And so as we pushed our way out through the wind and drift that night I felt there was a good deal to be hoped for, rather than to be expected.’

Meanwhile, the Terra Nova had sailed west to look for Taylor, Gran, Debenham and Forde, who had been away on their second journey to the western mountains since early November. Taylor’s party had been due to be picked up from Granite Harbour more than a month earlier, but the sea ice had remained fast and kept the ship away. Taylor had begun trekking southward when the ship spotted him on 18 February and embarked his grateful party.

A few days later, the Terra Nova sailed down to Hut Point to land stores and newspapers for the polar party to enjoy on their return. Pennell now learned that Teddy Evans was seriously ill, and the lieutenant was sledged aboard in his sleeping bag, along with Atkinson, who was still doctoring him. Taylor saw Evans being brought onto the ship, noting he looked like a corpse, but could ‘speak cheerfully enough, as usual’.22 Gran wanted to say goodbye, and found Evans in his old bunk in the captain’s cabin. ‘I had a long talk with him,’ Gran wrote in his diary, ‘and he tried to persuade me to go with him in Terra Nova, for he thought he would take command as soon as he was fit again, and in that case I could become Third Officer. However I felt I had to decline his very kind offer, grateful though I was.’

Gran thought he could be more useful in the south. With Meares going home, he hoped to be put in charge of one of the dog teams that were supposed to meet Scott on the barrier. He was worried about the Owner. He asked Evans to deploy the dog teams as far as the foot of the Beardmore Glacier, and suggested that himself and Wright, both good navigators, should be in charge of the teams – but the lieutenant refused to send anyone.23

The ship was now overdue to retrieve Campbell’s party from Evans Cove, where they had moved from Cape Adare, but heavy pack ice prevented her from doing so. The ice often threatened to freeze her in, and it was only Pennell’s call to all hands to ‘rock ship’ – running from one side to the other – that broke her free again.24 The ship could not remain in the sound much longer. She dropped Atkinson back at Hut Point and sailed for New Zealand on 4 March, leaving Campbell’s party to overwinter at Evans Cove with scant supplies. By now Evans was improving under the care of Day, and laughter often rang out from his cabin, where he was fed onions, oranges and beer in excess of the ship’s ration.

Harry Pennell was annoyed by all the talk of promotion. ‘Teddy thinks of it incessantly,’ he wrote in his journal.25 ‘Even Scott seems to think one is down here to get promotion … Teddy was not the great success sledging that was expected by most of us, in fact if he had gone to the Pole there would have been great soreness in many breasts.’

Pennell was sorry to be sailing back to New Zealand. Scott had confirmed in writing that he could exchange duties with Evans, but the lieutenant’s scurvy had rendered the swap impossible.

* * *

Cherry and Gerov had set off with the dog teams at 2 am on 26 February, pushing through wind and drift; Gerov leading with his team so that he could look out for the cairns and flags that Cherry’s eyes might miss. After six days’ travelling they reached One Ton Depot on the night of 3 March. Scott obviously had not been there, and Cherry felt relieved, reasoning that he had got the polar party’s XS rations out in time. In fact, Scott was some 70 miles away, just past the Middle Barrier Depot, and desperately hoping to run into Meares.

Cherry spent six days camped at the depot. The temperature was down to -38°C in the evenings, and for four days the weather made travelling farther south ‘either entirely impossible or such that the chance of seeing another party at any distance was nil’.26

‘For the remaining two days,’ he wrote, ‘I could have run a day farther South and back again, with the possibility of missing the party on the way. I decided to remain at the Depot where we were certain to meet.’

At Hut Point, Atkinson and Keohane occupied themselves hunting seals while they waited for Cherry’s return. And the nine men at Cape Evans kept an eye out every night for the rockets that were meant to signal Scott’s arrival at Hut Point. The telephones in the two huts were now useless, the wire having gone out with the sea ice. On clear days, Gran looked across the open water to Hut Point through a telescope and saw no sign of life. The nights were growing darker. ‘The polar party should be back now,’ he wrote on 13 March.27

Cherry and Gerov arrived back at Hut Point on the 16th and told Atkinson they had seen no sign of Scott. By now Atkinson was haggard with anxiety. The surgeon and his three companions spent their days on tenterhooks; whenever the dogs howled they thought Scott must be coming in. Often, mirages fooled them into thinking they could see a party of men, and one night they heard a persistent knocking on the window and rushed outside to find nobody there.

Meanwhile, the officers and men at Cape Evans were in the dark – had Scott returned to Hut Point or not? ‘We have seen no signals from Hut Point tho’ we have kept a zealous lookout,’ wrote Deb on the 24th.28 ‘I think the Polar party must be there by now and probably are anxiously awaiting the ice to form permanently.’

Atkinson knew something more must be done. On the 27th, he set out man-hauling with Keohane; the exhausted Cherry and Gerov weren’t well enough to join them. Two days later, while Scott was writing his last diary entry, Atkinson was 150 miles away, tramping along the barrier towards Corner Camp. On the 30th he deposited a week’s provisions there, and then, taking into account the lateness of the season and low temperatures, decided he had done all he could. ‘At this date in my own mind I was morally certain that the party had perished,’ he wrote.29

Two weeks later Atkinson, Keohane and Gerov made for Cape Evans across the new sea ice, leaving Cherry to recover at Hut Point. When Gran saw them coming, he thought they were the polar party, and he rushed inside to put the national anthem on the gramophone. Instead Atkinson brought the news that Scott was almost certainly dead.

The surgeon settled in for the winter at Cape Evans with an awful dilemma hanging over him. In the spring, should he go looking for Scott or Campbell? The Terra Nova did not seem to have rescued Campbell; Pennell had declared that if he was successful, he would push south to exchange signals before proceeding to New Zealand. If the northern party were still at Evans Cove, they were in for the worst winter imaginable. No one had ever overwintered in Antarctica without a ship or a prefabricated hut. In late April, Atkinson had managed to depot two weeks’ provisions at Butter Point, south of Evans Cove: but those would be cold comfort for Campbell, if he found them at all.

There were now thirteen men at Cape Evans. In early May, the horizon mimicked a crimson sunrise at midday, but the sun no longer rose. ‘This second year the scenery has lost much of its beauty to us,’ wrote Deb.30 ‘The auroras are cheap and the cold rather colder.’ The second winter at the cape was indeed colder and windier than the first. Tearing blizzards rattled the hut and showered the walls with sand and stones; one of these raged unabated for eight days.

But the occupants decided they owed it to the expedition not to hang their heads. ‘For our own wellbeing we thought it our duty to push aside sad thoughts,’ said Gran.31 They settled down to the winter routine of night watch, Sunday service and weekly lectures; of checking thermometers and exercising animals. Cherry turned out new editions of the South Polar Times. Atkinson hunted seals and checked his fish-trap. After dinner they converted the mess table into a board for bagatelle, an early form of pinball. The winner of each tournament received a bottle of beer. The loser got the ‘Jonah Medal’ and had to announce, ‘I am Jonah’, when sitting down to meals.32

On 22 June the sledge flags were brought out for Midwinter Day, a much more subdued affair than the year before. Gran gave out the presents in a clown costume. After dinner, Atkinson proposed a spring journey to try and discover the fate of Scott and his companions. ‘I thought it most likely that they had been lost in a crevasse on the Beardmore Glacier,’ he explained.33 ‘Whether their bodies could be found or not, it was highly desirable to go even as far as the Upper Glacier Depot, 600 miles from the base, in the hope of finding a note left in some depot which could tell whether they had fulfilled their task or turned back before reaching the Pole.’

It wasn’t only the fates of the polar party that kept Cherry-Garrard turning in his bunk during the winter. Cherry had become the expedition’s de facto historian, and he was worried about what Teddy Evans might be up to in London. He neither liked nor trusted Evans and hated the idea of the lieutenant acting as spokesman for the Terra Nova. Cherry deliberated for three months before finally sitting down to write a letter to Reginald Smith, who was both his cousin and Scott’s publisher:


I wish to put it down in black and white (and I know) that Evans is no fit man to whom to entrust the account of this expedition. That he has spoken when sledging continually disloyally of Scott, not only to officers but also before the men is the main reason why I consider him not entitled to write a book about Scott’s expedition … He has been the one blot on what I believe is the best expedition which has ever sailed.34



It was a question that must have weighed on the other members of the wintering crew as well. When the time came, how would they present the demise of the polar party to the public?

* * *

When Pennell reached New Zealand in command of the Terra Nova on the bright day of 1 April 1912, two local men met the ship in a small boat and called out, ‘Why didn’t you get back sooner? Amundsen made the Pole … on the 14th December.’35 This was no April Fool’s joke – Roald Amundsen had fished up in Hobart a month earlier and relayed the news of his expedition to the world.

A dazed afterguard disembarked in Lyttelton Harbour and went their separate ways, still processing the news. Taylor left for Australia, and Meares, Day, Simpson and Ponting got on steamers bound for England. Evans had decided to recuperate at Hilda’s family home in Christchurch before sailing home.

Pennell relayed Scott’s statement for the press: ‘I am remaining in the Antarctic for another winter in order to continue and complete my work.’36 He could also say that on last contact, Scott had been within 150 miles of the Pole with ample provisions to see him there. All going well, his schedule would have got him to the Pole about 16 January, one month after Amundsen.

The public interest in the expedition fell sharply with the news that the Norwegians had forestalled the British. Ponting, arriving in London, was distressed at the popular idea that Scott had been involved in a race and lost. He aired his frustration in the Times: ‘Captain Scott has not been racing, nor has he been engaged in a mere “dash to the Pole.” He is leading a great scientific expedition – perhaps the greatest ever sent out from any land – and the reaching of the South Pole was but one part of the extensive programme laid out.’37

Teddy Evans, on his way home with Hilda after a month’s rest, was anxious about his reception in London. He repeatedly told his brother he wanted no great fuss. Naturally, he had to field questions about his scurvy breakdown and what the implications might be for other expedition members – how could he be sure that Scott had had an easy journey back from the Pole, if he himself had collapsed so dramatically?

He reassured the press that the polar party, having five men to pull their sledge, would return very easily compared with his own three-man team. He also said that Scott would be ‘met and supported’ by Apsley Cherry-Garrard and two dog teams during his return journey.38 But this was an invention, because Cherry had never been ordered to meet Scott.

A reporter for the Central News Agency noticed that Evans had a wry expression when Kathleen Scott greeted him at Charing Cross. He returned to his fundraising work at the offices on Victoria Street. In June, he went to Cardiff to visit one of his patrons, while King George V happened to be in port on the Royal Yacht. The king summoned Evans on board for a first-hand account of the expedition and promoted him to Commander. Evans, now with three stripes on his shoulders, made plans to return to New Zealand and take command of the Terra Nova.

Pennell was aghast when he received the news in a telegram from Speyer. He was still in New Zealand and preparing to sail the Terra Nova south in December to pick up the rest of the expedition members. He wrote in his journal that Evans was ‘singularly fortunate in getting his promotion. I never believed it possible. If he is really coming out it would seem that I am getting my congé … I still hope that the telegram was a mistake and that Evans will stick to his original intention of leaving me alone, as it is more than a personal matter, Evans not considering trawling [for biological specimens] worth much coal, while I think that this season should be principally devoted to it.’39

Unfortunately for Pennell, Evans was serious about taking back his ship. By the start of November, he had rejoined the Terra Nova at Christchurch. Pennell was relegated from captain to the ‘very awkward, one might almost say humiliating’ position of navigator.40 The ship sailed from Lyttelton on 14 December, farewelled by Kinsey, Hilda Evans and Oriana Wilson. Kathleen Scott was not in New Zealand yet but planned to be there for the ship’s return early the next year.

It seemed strange that Evans had returned to a superior position on the Terra Nova, given that he now loathed Robert Scott and everything the expedition stood for. I have come to the conclusion that private Antarctic expeditions are public frauds for the glorification and selfish ends of the leader alone. In July, he had written to his friend Paul Irving to express a sort of vengeful pleasure that Scott had not reached the Pole first:


When we parted I was as fit as anyone, and scurvy only developed when I was 300 miles from our base. However as it turns out I was invalided home, my life despaired of – and to my joy I was promoted and also received by the King … Scott treated me rather worse than Peary did Bartlett. [Peary had sent his second-in-command back to base before a dash for the North Pole.] However his injustice has brought retribution. He has failed in the primary object of his expedition. I return to bring back the party because I started the show and will not be like a rat leaving a sinking ship.41



* * *

In late October, Atkinson and his men emerged from the drifted-up Terra Nova hut and set off with a caravan of mules and dogs to find Scott. The search party reached One Ton Depot on 11 November and found its masses of food untouched. Next morning they began following the old cairns farther south. Wright, who was leading the mule party, noticed a ‘small object projecting above the surface’ off to the west.42 He thought little of it, but told the mule leaders to carry on while he went over the half mile or so to investigate.

 The object turned out to be a six-inch patch of green canvas, the tip of Scott’s tent poking above a mound of drift. ‘I tried to signal my party to stop and come up to me,’ said Wright, ‘but my alphabetical signals could not be read by the Navy and I considered it would be a sort of sacrilege to make any noise.’

It took an hour for Atkinson and the dog teams to catch up. By then Wright had halted his party 100 yards away from the tent and ‘the usual noises of making camp were absent’.43 Atkinson took charge and ordered the tent dug out. It had been set up right on track to reach One Ton Depot, practically on the line of cairns built the previous season. Ski sticks and a bamboo pole were stuck in the snow around it. Cherry observed that the tent had been pitched ‘as well as ever … taut and shipshape’.44 Cherry, in particular, must have struggled to come to terms with the location: it was a mere 12 miles from the food and fuel he had taken out with the dog teams in March.

The scene inside the tent was like that of a half-pillaged tomb. The eyes of the intruders fell inevitably on Scott’s frozen form, suspended in the action of getting out of his sleeping bag. Wilson and Bowers were sealed completely in their own bags. ‘The cold had turned their skin yellow and glassy,’ wrote Gran, ‘and there were masses of marks of frostbite. Scott seemed to have fought hard at the moment of death, but the others gave the impression of having passed away in their sleep.’45

Near Scott was a tin of methylated spirit with a reindeer-hair wick: a makeshift writing lamp. In a wallet beneath his head were his diaries, and spread around the floorcloth were papers and letters, including Amundsen’s note to King Haakon. The only remaining provisions were a pound of tea and a couple of teaspoonfuls of sugar. On the polar party’s sledge, which Atkinson’s team dug out of the snow, there were 35 pounds of ‘very important geological specimens which had been collected on the moraines of the Beardmore Glacier,’ the surgeon wrote. ‘At Doctor Wilson’s request they had stuck to these up to the very end.’46

Gran, for his part, was puzzled at the amount of gear the polar party had crowded onto their sledge, noticing that ‘apart from the geological specimens which weighed about 20kg, there were masses of empty sacks and tattered clothing. I think they could have saved themselves the weight.’47

Atkinson took charge of Scott’s diaries and pored through them for hours in his own tent. He only wanted an outline of what had happened; he would give the diaries to Kathleen Scott largely unread. The news that Amundsen had beaten Scott to the Pole by a month spread in murmuring fashion through the company. Crean tearfully congratulated Gran and shook his hand.

When Atkinson had finished, he called everyone together and read the account of Oates’s death and Scott’s ‘Message to the Public’, which appealed for the dependants of the dead to be looked after.48 Then he and his men removed the bamboo poles from the tent, turning it into a shroud over the bodies, and read the Burial Service. Finally they erected a 12-foot cairn on top of the shroud, topped with a cross made from skis.

 Atkinson went 20 miles farther south in search of Oates’s body, but found only his sleeping bag, left on a pony wall along the track. As near to the site of the Soldier’s death as he could judge, he built another cairn and adorned it with a small cross.

On his return to Cape Evans in late November, he was relieved to find that Victor Campbell’s party had reached the hut under their own power, freeing him from the responsibility of yet another search operation. Campbell and his five companions had spent the winter at Evans Cove with none of the comforts of the Terra Nova hut. They had managed to secure fifteen seals and 120 penguins just before the winter set in. With picks and shovels, they dug an ice cave into a snow drift on a small island. It was a dark, cramped space with seaweed flooring, choked with smoke from a blubber stove. Their ‘reading-lamps’ were Oxo tins full of blubber with improvised wicks, each producing about the same amount of light as a burning match. Suffering from diarrhoea and ‘igloo back’ in a shelter that did not permit them to stand upright, they passed the winter like trolls, chipping meat off their seal carcasses with a hammer and chisel. The only diversions were sing-songs, Swedish exercises led by surgeon Levick, and readings from the four books they possessed: the New Testament, David Copperfield, Simon the Jester and The Life of Robert Louis Stevenson.49 They rarely went outside into the teeth of a continuous gale from the west.

With the return of the sun Campbell’s party had mustered the will to march south, picking up depots left along the coast by Taylor and Atkinson. Their spirits rose steadily as they steered for Hut Point, only to be dampened when they reunited with Atkinson, who told them about the fate of Scott. All told, wrote Priestley, they were ‘six men very tired and worn out and fit for nothing much but a good rest’.50 Atkinson and his search party were also tired, having marched across the barrier for more than 300 miles in the search for the polar party. The expedition’s work in Antarctica was finished.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN

REQUIEM

Union Jacks and ensigns flew in gala fashion from the Terra Nova’s mastheads, and her wardroom was set up for a feast, hung with flags and silk ribbons, the dining table arrayed with champagne, chocolates and cigars. It was 18 January 1913 when the ship sailed into McMurdo Sound under the command of Edward Evans, who had placed her in full readiness to congratulate Scott on his successful journey to the Pole. A packet of mail was waiting on the fresh white linen of Scott’s bunk. Evans had made sure there would be plenty of fanfare when his chief came aboard – assuming he was still alive. He claimed in his memoir that a ‘lump stuck in my throat at the idea of greeting the Polar Party with the knowledge that Amundsen had anticipated us, it was something like having to congratulate a dear friend on winning second prize in a great hard won race’.1

As the ship neared the cape, Evans glassed the shoreline, watching little figures running excitedly back and forth. He was happy to spot Campbell in the fray; he knew that the northern party had been left with woefully short provisions at Evans Cove. But he couldn’t see Scott anywhere. The ship stopped engines, and Evans called through a megaphone, ‘Campbell, is every one well?’2 Campbell replied that the ‘Southern party reached the South Pole on the 17th January, last year, but were all lost on the return journey – we have their records’.

A great silence came over the ship, interrupted by Evans’ order to let the anchor fall. The men lowered the flags from the mastheads, and a clattering of plates rang out from the wardroom as the steward removed the table dressings.

No one was keen to linger at Cape Evans any longer. The shore party brought all the equipment, records and specimens aboard ‘in a great hurry, and I am afraid some things have been left behind’, wrote Debenham.3 While this was going on, Evans ordered the ship’s carpenter to fashion an immense cross out of Australian jarrah. The deeply carved inscription consisted of the names of the polar party and, at Cherry’s suggestion, the last line of Tennyson’s ‘Ulysses’: ‘to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield’.4

After a frenzy of activity, the ship sailed the following evening, down to the edge of the fast ice by Tent Island. A sledging party hauled the cross 10 miles over the sea ice and raised it on the summit of Observation Hill, facing the barrier.

By late January the Terra Nova was northward bound, and the expedition members were glad to part with the dark slopes of McMurdo Sound. Evans felt thoroughly done with polar exploration, but he had inherited Scott’s command by default. In the captain’s cabin he was bent over a pencil writing letters. ‘Reflecting on the situation, I may possibly make a name for myself,’ he wrote to Percy Lewis.5 ‘I do not know about this. I do know that my ambition is to succeed rather as a naval officer than as a Shackleton.’ Competitive with Scott to the bitter end, he couldn’t resist comparing the progress of the polar party with his own. ‘Their biggest day’s march on the Barrier was nine miles against our average 16,’ he told another supporter.6 ‘I must say I considered the safety of my party before the value of the records & extra stores … Apparently Scott did not. His sledge contained 150 lbs of trash.’ Scott’s sledge had contained 35 rather than 150 pounds of specimens, but it had always been in Teddy’s nature to exaggerate.

There was confusion when the ship arrived at New Zealand early on the morning of Monday, 10 February. At 2.30 am she crept into the harbour at Oamaru, ignoring the persistent message of ‘What ship’s that? What ship’s that?’ from the lighthouse.7 Pennell, Atkinson and Crean rowed ashore to cable news of the expedition to the Central News Agency in London. Locals chased Crean through the streets, but he revealed nothing.

The press assumed that Scott had been in the landing party and reported that he had returned safe and well. The ship was under a strict information blackout until the cable to the agency had been given twenty-four hours’ head start, per the agreement Scott had signed two years earlier. The cable, signed by Evans, spoke of the terrible calamity which had befallen the expedition.

 Next morning the Terra Nova came through Lyttelton Heads with her ensign at half-mast. By now the news of Scott’s death had reverberated back to New Zealand from London. ‘We landed to find the Empire – almost the civilized world – in mourning,’ wrote Cherry.8 ‘To a sensitive pre-war world the knowledge of these men’s deaths came as a great shock.’

It was difficult to overstate the shock. Word had reached London on Monday night local time, and on Tuesday, the newspapers were crammed with the full saga. Scott and his four comrades had been dead for a year in a canvas mausoleum on the Great Ice Barrier – that was the first, blunt reality that readers had to come to terms with. Tempering that sense of distance, of retrospective loss, was the directness of Scott’s Message to the Public, his appeal from beyond the grave. Writing on slippery paper with numb fingers, Scott had insisted the disaster was due to misfortune rather than faulty organisation. He would have got through had it not been for the sickening of Oates, the blizzard which fell on him 12 miles from One Ton Depot, and ‘a shortage of fuel in our depots for which I cannot account’.9 He continued:


We took risks, we knew we took them; things have come out against us, and therefore we have no cause for complaint, but bow to the will of Providence, determined still to do our best to the last. But if we have been willing to give our lives to this enterprise, which is for the honour of our country, I appeal to our countrymen to see that those who depend on us are properly cared for.10



 Scott had only ever been able to communicate with the public in the language of patriotism. It was how he raised money for his expeditions and how, as he lay dying, he hoped to ensure that Kathleen and Peter would be looked after and his scientific results would receive the attention they deserved. The result of hewing to such language, however, was that the personal tragedy of his death was transformed into a national sacrifice. He had become one with the very expectations placed upon him.

The irony would not have been lost on Scott, the self-doubting intellect who had never fit the image of the manly adventurer, the explorer for whom science was the foundation of all effort, that the ‘spiritual gains’ of his expedition were received as better than any material ones.11 It was ‘not worthwhile to lose such brave and gallant men for the sake of scientific discoveries’, said Major Percy Alexander in the Daily Mirror; ‘on the other hand, even so great a loss was worthwhile for its service to the nation. It shows that we as a people are not degenerating.’ The Mirror declared that Scott’s message should be emblazoned in letters of gold in ‘every place where Englishmen do gather’, and the MP for Bath asked that it be read as part of the lessons for every schoolchild.

The Royal Geographical Society president, George Curzon, was ill and out of London. From his sickbed he sent word of the tragedy to King George V, who telegraphed on Monday night to say he was ‘deeply grieved to hear the very bad news … please send to me any further particulars’.12 The king considered Scott a personal friend and was so moved by the news that he wrote a letter of condolence to Hannah Scott, now eighty-five years old.

 At the RGS office in Cromwell Gardens, society secretary John Scott Keltie was fending off reporters. ‘A whole lot of press representatives have been here today asking what the Society is going to do,’ he wrote to Curzon.13 ‘Evidently we are expected to take the lead in the matter and I suppose it is natural that we should. I suppose we ought to try and reach Mrs Scott as soon as possible with a telegram. She won’t reach New Zealand for some days. Would it do to send a cable to Christchurch to await her arrival?’

Kathleen Scott was on the high seas between San Francisco and Wellington in the steamer Aorangi, on her way to New Zealand with the anticipation of meeting her husband.

Keltie continued: ‘There are one or two things in Scott’s last message which suggest enquiries. He refers to a shortage of fuel in their depots for which he cannot account. How this happened ought to be explained.’

It seemed improper to ask, but reporters in New Zealand, too, were curious about Scott’s astonishment at the shortage of fuel in his depots. They also wanted to know why the polar party had not been rescued in March 1912. Hadn’t Evans said a year earlier that dog teams had gone out to meet Scott? Added to that sense of intrigue, of an operation gone awry, were rumours of ‘dissensions in the party’ and tapped depots.14 For the clear-eyed among the mourners, it was not difficult to see how Scott’s officers might have failed him. Evans moved quickly to shut down what he called the ‘wicked rumours and conjectures’.15

‘I went against the doctor’s advice to the Antarctic to see Scott through,’ he declared. ‘Does that look like dissension?’

 He said Scott had ‘left instructions that no search parties were to go out from the base’ and it had been ‘humanly impossible’ for the base party to save Scott. He denied the reports that the supporting parties had tampered with the fuel. He must have felt frustrated, because he had never wanted anyone to know about the fuel issue at all. In the Terra Nova’s wardroom during the voyage home, Teddy had wanted to doctor Scott’s Message to the Public, removing any reference to oil shortages, but Atkinson had refused.16

* * *

While Evans was shutting down reporters, Kathleen Scott was still at sea and out of contact. She had heard nothing of her husband since she received his last batch of letters and diaries almost a year earlier. In the interim she had thrown herself into her work, sculpting the likes of Prime Minister Asquith, Nansen, and the aviator Gustav Hamel, her earnings increasing to 300 pounds a year. In January 1913 she had left Peter with his grandmother at Henley and sailed to New York. She travelled across the United States and boarded the Aorangi at San Francisco.

While the Aorangi trudged south, there were frantic efforts to relay the news of Scott’s death to the ship by way of wireless telegraphy. The vessel had a wireless installation but could not be reached unless she came within range of the sparse wireless stations in the Pacific. She touched at Tahiti, which lacked a station, and sailed on for New Zealand.

 Kathleen had no idea that a memorial service for Scott had already been held at St Paul’s Cathedral, four days after the news had reached England. Thousands of mourners had waited in the cold early morning for admission. The cathedral was packed, and by the time the service began at noon the crowd outside had swelled to 10,000 – more than had gathered in the same place to mourn the sinking of the Titanic a year earlier. Reigning sovereigns were almost never present at the memorials of commoners, but King George V drove quietly from the palace to St Paul’s, dressed in the uniform of an admiral of the fleet.

It was not until the following week, on 19 February, that a telegram finally got through to the Aorangi, sent 500 miles through the ether by the steamship Talune. Kathleen was sitting on the deck after breakfast when the captain summoned her. In his cabin she noticed that his hands were trembling.

‘I’ve got some news for you but I don’t see how I can tell you,’ he said.17

‘The expedition?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well,’ said Kathleen, ‘let’s have it.’

The captain turned over the message, and let Kathleen read it for herself: ‘Captain Scott … perished in blizzard after reaching S Pole Jan. 18th.’

‘Oh well, never mind, I expected that,’ said Kathleen. ‘Thanks very much. I’ll go and think about it.’

She spent the remainder of the morning in one of the ship’s Spanish language classes. Then she had lunch, and in the afternoon sat on deck reading The Sinking of the Titanic. She revealed nothing to her fellow passengers. Inwardly she was in turmoil, struggling, as she told her diary, to keep an awful image from boring into her head: Scott’s last agonies in the blizzard. What troubled her most was the idea that he had suffered. If there is a danger for you or another man to face, you will face it.

As the ship neared New Zealand more messages poured in, the operator busy with his pencil in the wireless room, and an officer sitting near Kathleen to ensure she did not go overboard. She was astonished at Scott’s Message to the Public and found it strangely comforting. If her husband could face his death with such fortitude, she wrote, ‘then how dare I possibly whine’.18

An odd collection of supporters was waiting for Kathleen when she came off her ship in Wellington: Atkinson, Teddy and Hilda Evans, Oriana Wilson and Kathleen’s brother, Wilfred Bruce. Atkinson handed over Scott’s diaries (‘Send this diary to my widow,’ he had written on the first page), and Kathleen stayed a single night in New Zealand before embarking for home on the Aorangi.19




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

A SECRET ENQUIRY

Curzon had roused himself from his sickbed, and he was waiting for Kathleen Scott in London. The circumstances of the demise of the polar party troubled him. As Keltie had pointed out, Scott had referred to a shortage of fuel in his depots that warranted investigation. When Kathleen arrived home in mid-April, Curzon came to see her, hoping to look at Scott’s diary. He took notes during their meeting: ‘Words in his Diary on exhaustion of food & fuel in depots on his return. He spoke in reference to “lack of thoughtfulness & even of generosity”. It appears Lieut Evans – down with scurvy – and the two men with him must on return journey have entered & consumed more than their share.’1

Curzon also met with Oriana Wilson, who had Uncle Bill’s sledging records, and Oriana told him ‘there was a passage in her husband’s diary which spoke of the “inexplicable” shortage of fuel & pemmican on the return journey, relating to depots which had not been touched by Meares and which could only refer to an unauthorised subtraction by one or other of the returning parties. This passage however she proposes to show to no one and to keep secret.’2

For the fuel shortage at least, there seemed to be an explanation. Paraffin had a tendency to creep in polar conditions. In the Discovery days, Scott had written of losing as much as one quarter of a one-gallon tin of paraffin to evaporation through the cork bungs. On the Terra Nova expedition, the cork bungs had been replaced with metal screw-lids with leather washers, but the new tins were also prone to leaking. When Atkinson’s search party reached One Ton they found the provisions at the depot, left out on the barrier through the winter months, were soaked through with paraffin. ‘Here we found the stores which had been left by Demetri [sic] and Cherry-Garrard,’ he wrote.3 ‘One of the tins of paraffin on top of the cairns had leaked and spoilt some of the stores placed at the foot of the camp.’

The meticulous Scott, for his part, did not seem to suspect the tins. He wrote only that he could not account for the oil shortage. None of the other returning parties had recorded the same problem. And if Cherry later had ‘no doubt’ that the shortage was caused by the paraffin escaping through the tins, at the time Scott’s tent was discovered he was dumbfounded.4 ‘I am very very sorry that the question of the shortage of oil has arisen,’ he told his diary.5 ‘We in the First Return Party were most careful with our measurement – having a ruler of Wright’s and a piece of bamboo with which we did it: measuring the total height of oil in each case, and then dividing up the stick accordingly with the ruler, and we were always careful to take a little less than we were entitled to, which was stated to me, and stated by Birdie in his depot notes, to be one-third of everything in the depot. How the shortage arose was a mystery.’

During sledging, it was easy for uneconomical cooks to burn through too much oil, and Evans was a known offender. ‘Today my turn at cook,’ Wright had written in December 1911, during his approach to the Beardmore Glacier on the southern journey. ‘Left short of oil by the wasteful Teddy.’6

If the leaky tins were to blame for the oil shortages, how to explain the food shortages? Teddy was known to cadge food from other parties on the march, too. And why had Scott’s orders for the dog teams not been obeyed? Meares had absconded from his work and gone home with the ship in early 1912. As Gran reflected, if the dogs had met Scott at the appointed date and latitude he would have survived. Gran himself had wanted to meet Scott at the foot of the Beardmore, but Evans refused to send him.

Curzon formed a committee of RGS fellows to investigate, but he came up against surprising opposition. Society fellow Sir Lewis Beaumont, a retired admiral who had sailed to the Arctic on the Nares expedition nearly forty years earlier, wanted the committee to remain informal. He argued that it should not question expedition members. There was no need to wait for Evans, who was still abroad, insisted Beaumont. He did not want Kathleen Scott involved either.

‘For the society to be on sure ground,’ he wrote to Curzon in an eight-page letter marked ‘confidential’ on 17 April, ‘it would have to probe very deep and would have probably to disapprove of what was done in many particulars – it would be different if good could come of the enquiry, but I fear nothing but controversy would come of it.’7

But Curzon persisted, and by the 19th Beaumont was becoming adamant:


I beg of you to meet first and talk the matter over, before calling any of the members of the expedition before you. I am quite sure that to do this would be equivalent to holding an enquiry which personally I am very anxious to avoid. The rumour would be certain to do the rounds of the papers that the Geographical Society had held an enquiry – they would probably say ‘a secret enquiry’.8



Two days later, Curzon met with Atkinson, trying to understand why Cherry-Garrard had not reached Scott with the dog teams. That day he received yet another appeal from Beaumont, again urging him not to question expedition members.

Was Curzon planning to interview Commander Evans, who returned to London that day? He seems to have desisted. By 24 April, Beaumont was writing to thank Curzon for the committee’s ‘unanimous decision’, which was never made public.9 In the space of one week, the case of the polar party’s demise had been opened and closed. Britons were unaware the committee had ever existed.

Curzon was busy tying up other loose ends. He had successfully lobbied to have Scott posthumously knighted, granting Kathleen the rank and style of a widow of a Knight Commander Order of the Bath. He was also advising Kathleen on how to deal with reporters, who were trying to gain access to Scott’s diaries ahead of their official publication. Meanwhile, the public heeded Scott’s call to provide for the widows of the polar party; donations quickly surpassed the expedition’s 30,000-pound debt. Kathleen received 8500 pounds, and because the Admiralty had ordered that Scott and Taff should be regarded as if they were killed in action, she was entitled to a pension of 200 pounds a year. Another 3500 pounds was held in trust for young Peter.

* * *

Commander Evans and his wife had a terrible journey home from New Zealand. As they sailed through the Mediterranean on the liner Oranto, Hilda fell critically ill with peritonitis. A doctor on the ship performed surgery, but Hilda died shortly thereafter, and Evans buried her in Toulon. He was tired and grieving when he arrived at Charing Cross Station on the evening of 21 April, while Curzon was still making his tentative enquiries. Kathleen waited for more than an hour with Campbell, Meares and Speyer to welcome him and offer condolences.

Next morning, Evans paid a visit to the expedition offices, and to Lady Scott, who was placed in a very awkward position. Kathleen knew well about the rumoured ‘dissensions’ between expedition members, but she wanted none of it.10 She was now wholly concerned with honouring Scott’s memory, which meant seeing that ‘the journals and scientific results be published in a way that will not fall short of my husband’s very high ambitions’, as she wrote to Curzon.11

 Beaumont felt likewise. He knew about Evans’ shortcomings in Antarctica, because Scott had informed him by letter. In private, the old admiral was having his own trouble with Evans – the pair were jostling for official control of the expedition. Before the Terra Nova reached New Zealand, Evans had formed a committee with himself as president to terminate the expedition’s affairs. That didn’t fly in London, where an advisory committee chaired by Curzon and including Markham, Speyer and Beaumont wanted to take over his responsibilities. ‘The advisory committee and Evans are at loggerheads,’ Pennell wrote after attending one of the meetings.12 ‘Evans considers himself head of the whole running of the expedition, the committee do not … His Welsh temperament is not good for this sort of deadlock and he has missed the opportunity of giving way with grace.’ After kicking up a fuss, however, Evans was forced to acquiesce. The old ‘Arctics’ would wind down the expedition.

Privately, Kathleen thought Teddy was a ‘disgraceful creature’, but in early May the uncomfortable duo were working together on Scott’s diaries to fulfil contracts with The Strand Magazine and New York’s Everybody’s Magazine to publish exclusive extracts.13 Mrs Wilson, too, was playing along. She succeeded in keeping secret the passage in Wilson’s records about the shortage of fuel and pemmican – it has never been found. Edwardian sensibilities about honour and discretion had ensured that Scott’s problems with Evans never left the sphere of rumour.

* * *

 Evans, stripped of his administrative duties, grew antsy that he wasn’t receiving enough praise. In May the RGS was planning a massive dinner at the Albert Hall to welcome the expedition home. ‘I had a talk yesterday with Commander Evans,’ wrote Keltie to Curzon.14 ‘He is evidently disappointed that no honour has been conferred on him. He wants about 500 tickets for the Albert Hall which is very embarrassing … I propose to send him 50 tickets.’

On 16 May the king received Evans at Buckingham Palace and made him a Companion of the Order of the Bath. Five days later, Teddy took to the stage at the Albert Hall and told the tale of the expedition to an audience of several thousand that included members of the RGS and their friends. Scott had described Evans as a ‘shy and slow’ lecturer during their first winter in the hut.15 But tonight the audience hailed his young, clean-shaven figure as the ‘pink of perfection’.16 The talk included his own narrow escape from death after he developed scurvy ‘500 miles’ out from base. A year earlier it had been 300 miles.

Exactly where Evans had succumbed to scurvy, and why he had been the expedition’s only confirmed scurvy case, remained unclear. Cherry had hinted in his letters that Evans’ collapse was ‘not the fault of the medical side of the expedition’.17 Not until 1959 would Frank Debenham break rank and suggest that Teddy had refused to follow doctor’s orders.

Debenham, by then a 75-year-old emeritus professor at Cambridge University, gave an interview to the Sydney Morning Herald during his first visit to his native Australia in more than twenty years. He was talking about his Antarctic days, and on the subject of scurvy he suddenly said: ‘We beat it now with vitamin tablets because it is a deficiency disease. But in our day we hadn’t heard the word vitamin. We did know that seal meat was a preventative, and only one member of our expedition got scurvy in severe form: Teddy Evans. Teddy really was a very naughty boy and wouldn’t eat his seal meat.’18

Evans never mentioned an aversion to seal meat himself. Instead, it became routine for him to place the onus of his collapse on Scott. ‘I had done too much on the outward journey,’ he wrote in his memoir, ‘for what with the building of all the depot cairns ahead of the pony party, and what with the effects of the spring sledge journey, too much had been asked of me.’19

But the spring sledge journey had been Evans’ own idea, and so had the hard push across the barrier while he was ‘determined’ to stay ahead of the ponies.20

On 4 June 1913, he gave his first lecture to the general public in the Queen’s Hall. It got off to a shaky start when First Sea Lord Winston Churchill, who was presiding, had his opening remarks jeered by suffragettes. But Evans was able to speak for an hour and a half with no interruption other than frequent cheers.

Afterwards Churchill gave some closing remarks. Having seen the ‘dauntless tenacity, skill, and confidence’ of Scott and his officers, the First Sea Lord was confident that ‘if even other tests should be applied to the naval system, officers and men of the sea services and the army will not fail this country or the Empire in the hour of need’.21

 Lecturing would occupy Evans for the next year. He built a small house at Alverstoke and toured more than fifty cities and towns in England and Scotland; in some of them he was mistakenly introduced as Captain Scott. Then it was off to Paris, Rome and Berlin, and Oslo, where he proposed to Elsa Andvord, daughter of a Norwegian publisher. Evans went on half-pay for a tour of the United States with his friend Percy Lewis. I may possibly make a name for myself, he had prophesied to Lewis on his way home from Antarctica. He received 100 pounds a lecture in some American cities. It was a good life, and he considered leaving the navy altogether.

A fuller account of the southern journey appeared as an exclusive in the July edition of The Strand Magazine. It had been drawn from Scott’s diaries by the editor Leonard Huxley, and ‘carefully revised’ by Evans.22 Four months later, Scott’s journals and letters were published by Reginald Smith, again edited by Huxley. Naturally, Evans the queer study, the duffer, slow to learn and incapable of helping, ill-fitted for a superior position and terribly lacking in judgement, emerged from the two-volume work almost unscathed. Huxley credulously wrote that, during his return from the southern journey, Evans had developed symptoms of scurvy at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier, rather than halfway across the barrier, as Lashly had recorded in his diary.23 Scott’s note about the food shortages – Generosity and thoughtfulness have not been abundant – was removed.

The official record had been set down. All that remained was to keep any dissenting voices quiet.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE LION

In the spring of 1914, while the country was locked in debate over Churchill’s proposal that Britain and Germany should take a holiday from their competitive building of battleships, Herbert Ponting began showing his silent film of Scott’s expedition at the Philharmonic Hall. The film was, as Scott had hoped, the greatest visual record of Antarctica ever produced. Ponting had spent countless hours tramping around McMurdo Sound, training his camera on the life cycles of icebergs and sea ice, seals and penguins, orcas and skua gulls. For the first time, viewers felt they were along for the ride with a voyage of discovery, rather than having to rake through diaries, maps and the odd photograph. More than 120,000 people attended the film showings in January and March, and Ponting became the first filmmaker to receive a summons from the king.

Cecil Meares, of all people, was also on the lecture circuit. He was living with Ponting at his Oxford Mansions apartment, and handling enquiries for shows outside London. He also paid a visit to Oates’s mother, Caroline, and encouraged her view that Scott was to blame for her son’s death. Caroline took little comfort from the celebration of the Soldier’s sacrifice in the blizzard. She was so disillusioned with the expedition that she declined an invitation to Buckingham Palace to accept her son’s posthumous polar medal. There used to be ‘great trouble and unhappiness’ at Cape Evans, Meares had told her, and ‘the worst was it was not possible to get away from the rows’.1

Teddy Evans, berthing at Dover in July after his world tour, found a telegram waiting for him from Churchill. The ‘hour of need’ that the First Sea Lord had foreshadowed at the Queen’s Hall had arrived. Churchill told Evans that he had been responsible for his special promotion to commander over hundreds of lieutenants’ heads, and for recommending that he be awarded the Companionship of the Bath. Then he simply ordered Evans back into the navy. He was keenly aware of the inspiration that the men and officers of the Terra Nova could provide to the masses of young men who would soon be trooping off to war.

Evans’ wartime record was impeccable. He commanded a series of destroyers in the English Channel, and in each post he kept his Antarctic sleeping bag on the bridge, and used a stuffed penguin as the mascot for his ships. He carried weapons chests loaded with axes; he insisted he was going to board an enemy ship. In Antarctica that kind of dash had been foolhardy, but the war suited Teddy. He seldom took any rest; not at sea, and not during shore leave. He wrote a 430-page novel that was never published. At the end of 1916 the Admiralty beefed up the Dover Patrol with four large destroyers, and Evans received a new command in the speedy and well-armed Broke. By now he was a celebrity, recognised in the streets and asked for autographs.

In the early morning hours of 21 April 1917, Evans finally got the opportunity to open his weapons chests. Six German torpedo boats attempted to bombard Dover. In less than an hour the Broke and a fellow destroyer, the Swift, had sighted the raiders and gone in pursuit. Evans rammed the side of the German ship G42 at full speed, impaling her on the Broke’s stem. Fires broke out across both ships as the Broke surged forward with G42 attached to her bow. German sailors tried to escape their ship by climbing aboard the Broke. Evans’ crew drove them over the sides with cutlasses, bayonets, pistols and cups of scalding cocoa.

The Broke lost twenty men dead and thirty wounded, but two German raiders were sunk in the action and the others fled into the night, while the British ships rescued 140 German survivors. News of the routing of six ships by two, and the pitched cutlass battle in the dark, sent a thrill through London. Evans and the Swift’s commander were both awarded the DSO and promoted to captain, and the press began referring to Teddy as ‘Evans of the Broke’. He was fast becoming the most recognisable naval officer of his generation.

* * *

For Lady Scott, the war was a welcome distraction. Kathleen made electrical coils in the Vickers factory in Erith, and served as a confidante to the prime minister, Lord Asquith, who often visited her studio to complain about the war. She craved friendships with impressive men but remained chaste for years after Scott’s death. When a man ‘made love’ to her, which in those days meant to profess one’s love, she lost respect for him and cut him off. She would reject scores of men – including Asquith, and Fritjof Nansen – before settling down with Hilton Young, an MP who reminded her friends of Robert Scott.

Kathleen and Peter often visited Apsley Cherry-Garrard when he was at home in Lamer Park. In the summers they slept on the lawn, and Cherry read aloud from drafts of his narrative of Scott’s expedition. The war had interfered with Cherry’s writing. His Antarctic colleagues, from whom he needed information, were flung across the world, and Cherry wanted to play his part in the war effort as well. He joined the Royal Air Service and commanded a squadron of armoured cars in Flanders. He was invalided out in 1916, suffering from depression and bouts of colitis. Cherry was still young, but the Terra Nova expedition had demanded an overdraft on his energies which he feared he would ‘never quite pay off’.2

Other survivors could well relate to Cherry’s sentiment. The seaman George Abbott, who had endured six months in Campbell’s igloo, had a manic episode during the return voyage on the Terra Nova, obsessed with delusions that his hands were talking to him. The ship’s biologist, Dennis Lillie, also had a breakdown and was admitted to the notorious Bethlem Royal Hospital. Lillie maintained, however, that his time with the Terra Nova was among his happiest memories.

 During his convalescence Cherry fielded letters from his Antarctic friends, who knew he was prone to depression. ‘Hustle up and get well, old man,’ wrote Charles Wright from France, where he was developing wireless radio gear.3 ‘Will hope to see you in the great ADVANCE.’

‘I shall soon be alright again,’ wrote Frank Debenham from Hampshire, on light duties after he was blown up and half-buried by a shell in Salonika.4 ‘I am afraid I have done nothing as yet to the chapters [in Cherry’s book] on the Geological Journeys, but for that you must blame the C.O’s notions of Light Duty.’

Oriana Wilson was working for the Red Cross in London, and she agreed to provide Cherry with Wilson’s diaries. Oriana shared Cherry’s dislike of Evans; she felt he was taking credit for being Scott’s right-hand man, when that honour had really been her husband’s. ‘I am surprised to see that Evans is as dense as not to see that his prestige could only gain if he gave due credit to other men,’ she wrote bitterly, ‘instead of taking it all to himself.’5

In Malta, Atkinson was also laid up, having caught pleurisy in Gallipoli. The surgeon had gone to the Dardanelles to investigate the problem of fly-borne diseases. He spent his time spraying decomposing bodies, latrines and dung heaps with chlorine before he was invalided off the peninsula with fever. By 1916 he was well enough to fight at the Somme, receiving a DSO for his part in the action. Two years later he was caught in an explosion on HMS Glatton before she could sail out from Dover on her maiden voyage. Burned and blinded, Atkinson felt his way up and down a smoke-filled corridor, carrying five unconscious men to the ship’s upper decks.

As young men fell in their millions on the Western Front, the pluck and hope of the Edwardians passed into the gloom of memory, and the word ‘tragedy’ became almost meaningless. As far as the British public was concerned there were no great feats left to undertake in Antarctica. For Ernest Shackleton, however, there was more to be done. Shackleton was above active service age, and on the eve of war he had secured the Admiralty’s blessing to head south with two ships and attempt the first land crossing of the Antarctic continent.

He planned to land from the Endurance on the Weddell Sea coast and march overland to the Ross Sea, where the Aurora’s crew would be waiting for him at Cape Evans. Before he could reach the coast, however, the pressure of the pack ice crushed and sank his ship. Shackleton and his men spilled out onto the ice as the Endurance went down. Now focused on mere survival, they dragged their lifeboats to open water and sailed to the desolate Elephant Island. Shackleton then sailed 800 miles in an open boat to the whaling station at South Georgia.

The Aurora, too, had become trapped in the pack. She drifted north from McMurdo Sound, leaving her shore party stranded and relying on provisions left by the Terra Nova years earlier. Not knowing the fate of the Endurance, the men persevered and laid a depot line across the barrier to the Beardmore; supplies Shackleton had hoped to use during his land-crossing. Their adventure echoed all the tribulations of those who had come before: an enforced sojourn at Hut Point; unstable sea ice; men lost in blizzards. The Aurora finally rescued the shore party after she had managed to limp to New Zealand for repairs. Not until decades later, in the 1950s, would Vivian Fuchs and Edmund Hillary complete the first crossing of Antarctica. The sno-cats they used were the technological descendants of Scott’s motor sledges.

Shackleton’s return to a war-weary England in 1917 went almost unnoticed. Three years later he was writing to Edward Evans from a London gentlemen’s club asking for ‘urgent’ fundraising help.6 He was planning what he described as his last expedition, this time to the North Pole. ‘I want you to help me with your influence, your prestige, your practical knowledge of Polar work, to enable me to obtain the full amount I require,’ he wrote.7 ‘You know I will never let you down in my work and that you can have confidence in recommending me to your friends.’

Evans had once been in awe of Shackleton; now the 46-year-old explorer needed his assistance to beat up funds. The two men were kindred spirits, or at least, they understood each other better than they had ever understood Scott. Both saw polar exploration as a path to fame and recognition. Shackleton, in the words of his official biographer, ‘cared nothing for science nor for the Antarctic and would just as soon have sought buried treasure on the Spanish Main’.8

Teddy met with his old hero and seems to have done what he could. At some stage Shackleton’s focus shifted from the Arctic back to Antarctica, and by 1921 he was on his way south again, this time aiming to circumnavigate the continent. He died of a heart attack on South Georgia before he reached the Antarctic coast.

 Evans did not want to succeed ‘as a Shackleton’, but he remained the unlikely steward of the Terra Nova’s legacy. Curzon’s advisory committee had asked him to write the official narrative of the expedition, but he had been too busy lecturing abroad. Cherry had agreed to write the book in 1913 on the condition that he be given a free hand, but found he had to contend with Evans, who wrote to him that ‘I should not be justified in publishing certain parts of my material,’ as he told Atkinson in 1919.9 He thought Teddy was threatening him.

Atkinson, now badly scarred and fitted with an artificial eye from the Glatton explosion, had developed a fraternal affection for Cherry, four years his junior. He revealed that at Cape Evans Scott had written several letters – to Beaumont, Speyer, Kinsey and others – saying that Evans was ‘being sent home as he was unsuitable’ for the position of second-in-command.10 He also warned Cherry about running afoul of a celebrated public figure:


Evans to my mind is being bolstered up on a publicity which is false. In his lectures he makes statements of which he has no record of whether they are false or not. But he has got the eye of the public and he knows how to work the newspapers. At the same time he is dangerous and out for trouble. But of that fact I am certain he would not be if he knew the evidence against him and if it could be produced: in case it were needed.



Cherry was fed up with the oversight of the committee and decided to publish his book independently. Evans got out in front of him in 1921, dictating his saccharine book, South with Scott, on a P&O Cruise to Hong Kong to take command of a ship in the China Squadron. Cherry followed in 1922 with the fuller and more serious The Worst Journey in the World, the culmination of nine years’ work.

Under the wearying influence of the war and ten years’ reflection, Cherry lifted the veil on the expedition a little. The officers and men of the Terra Nova had, he admitted, run ‘appalling risks’ and lost their best men while Amundsen sped to the Pole and back in ‘business-like’ fashion.11 The winter journey for penguin eggs, in particular, had been a ‘horribly dangerous and inhumanly exhausting feat’.12

These were jolting admissions for the time, but the big failures remained dark. Cherry had long debated whether he should criticise Evans in public. ‘He comes out of my book far better than I desire or he deserves,’ he wrote to Atkinson.13

There was another weak link in the expedition worthy of criticism: the evasive Cecil Meares, who had spent much of the war with the Royal Naval Air Service in what was probably an intelligence capacity. There are hints that Cherry considered taking Meares to task in his book too, but again Atkinson urged caution:


I think you may make trouble with Meares by insisting we know his orders but have no proof in writing of them. You and I know that he disobeyed orders. I thought unwillingly then that he was flying the white feather [demonstrating cowardice] … If you make a statement to that effect and if it was challenged, you would have to substantiate it in writing. The Owner unfortunately never kept copies of his orders.14



 Evans and Meares were left alone in The Worst Journey in the World, but Scott was not. For the first time he came in for gentle criticism. Cherry portrayed him as a brilliant but flawed leader: temperamental, humourless, a bad judge of men and ‘femininely sensitive’.15 Lady Scott was hurt, and thought Cherry’s characterisation of her late husband was ‘ludicrous’.16 Unbeknownst to Kathleen, Cherry had taken notes from a mutual friend, the writer Bernard Shaw, who encouraged a more critical view of Scott in the interests of objectivity, although he had never known Scott personally.

Cherry’s book is often called a masterpiece of polar literature, but it did not address the failings of Evans or Meares. In fact, Cherry’s treatment of Evans – namely the lieutenant’s scurvy-addled return from the plateau – showed signs of tampering. While writing his book, Cherry had contacted Lashly and received some dirty sheets of paper which the seaman described as copies of his Antarctic notes.17 But these lengthy ‘diary entries’ were completely different from Lashly’s original sledging diary.

As an example, Lashly’s diary for 22 January 1912, ran thus: ‘Got off the glacier today and arrived at Pony depot [Shambles Camp], changed sledges. We also got a bit of meat and commenced the track across the barrier. We now have got 360 miles to get to Hut Point, geographical miles.’18

And here was the entry provided to Cherry for the same date:


Mr Evans complained to me while outside the tent that he had a stiffness at the back of his legs behind the knees. I asked him what he thought it was, and he said could not account for it, so if he don’t soon get rid of it I am to have a look and see if anything is the matter with him, as I know from what I have seen and been told before the symptoms of scurvy is pains and swelling behind the knee round the ankle and loosening of the teeth, ulcerated gums.19



In his original diary, Lashly did not mention Evans showing any sign of scurvy on 22 January. Nor did he ever write such long and rambling passages. Evans was not described as having stiff knees until the Middle Barrier Depot on 30 January; eight days and some 100 miles later in the journey. Again, the duration of Evans’ scurvy had been exaggerated. Lashly’s notes also mentioned finding a ‘shortage of oil’ at the Middle Barrier Depot, where ‘there seems to have been some leakage in the one can’.20 The original diary made no mention of oil shortages.21

Teddy Evans was never seriously questioned about his conduct in Antarctica. For the rest of his life he was lionised. Through sheer force of personality, and no small amount of physical courage, he emerged from the world wars as an admiral, bedecked with medals and honours, and raised to the Peerage as Lord Mountevans. He had more than satisfied his ambition to succeed as a naval officer, but he was always reaching for more. He tried to write a play. He dabbled in politics but didn’t have the head for it. In 1945, when he was made a Labour peer after he had spoken for a Churchill candidate only months earlier, he could only confess he had been ‘very naughty’.22 Booed by Labourites at the hustings, the 65-year-old resorted to his old tricks, performing a gymnastic turn on the platform that did little to pacify the crowd. I never was a weakling as you know.

In Sydney and Simon’s Town, London and Oslo, Evans never stopped giving lectures and broadcasts about the Terra Nova expedition, and writing forewords to new editions of his book, South with Scott. Sometimes he was emotional when he described his parting with Scott on the plateau. He gave the film Scott of the Antarctic his blessing and left a private viewing with tears in his eyes. Later in life, Evans spent his holidays in Norway, where he learned the language and became a personal friend of King Haakon. He died at a chalet in the Norwegian mountains at the age of seventy-five.

Not until the 1970s, when there was no longer a British Empire in need of sacrificial heroes, did the first shafts of a truly critical light fall on the expedition. The once-celebrated account of the southern journey was due a reckoning, but the backlash tended to focus on Scott himself. Imperial standards, the autocracy of the Royal Navy, the shaky confidence of the Edwardians – these things were now repellent, and by association, so was Scott.

The most influential attack came from Roland Huntford in his dual biography of Scott and Amundsen. Titled The Last Place on Earth, the book remains a popular reimagining of Scott as an almost criminal bungler. But for all its appeal, Huntford’s version of Scott was an improbable one: a man plucked from his original context and endowed with half a century’s hindsight, so that much of his conduct in Antarctica could be framed as wilful negligence. It is easy to criticise Scott for his choice to rely on ponies over dogs, for example, if contemporary knowledge is applied to his actions.

The Scott portrayed in The Last Place on Earth also seemed to have a death wish, because Huntford wrote that he had made no concrete plans for a relief team to meet him during his return journey. In fact, Scott had left detailed orders for Meares to meet him on the barrier, but Huntford claimed the instructions were verbal and last-minute; casually mentioned just before parting with Evans on the plateau and forgotten in the crisis of the lieutenant’s scurvy.23

By Huntford’s telling, the members of the base party were incapable of displaying the initiative required to save Scott because they were mentally fettered by his rigid orders. The Owner had left specific instructions that no search parties were to go out looking for him. The source for this claim was obviously unreliable. It was Evans, speaking to the press on his return to New Zealand in 1913.24

The myth of Scott the martinet was born. A bland disciplinarian, trailing a vague whiff of disgrace and incompetence throughout his naval career, and then obstinately leading the polar party to their deaths. It was entertaining to imagine him as the embodiment of everything that was wrong with naval discipline; but if anything, he had been overly tolerant and lenient towards his officers.

Not only Scott, but most everyone involved in the Terra Nova expedition was made to serve as bumbling foils for the Norwegians. Sir Clements Markham was tallied up as a devious homosexual with a predilection for Sicilian boys.25 Kathleen Scott was alleged on thin evidence to have been embroiled in a sexual affair with Nansen while her husband was trudging south.26 Petty officer Taff was dismissed as a ‘beery womaniser’, and even Edward Wilson was eulogised as a born loser.27

If Huntford was searching for caricatures of Edwardian excess, he need not have looked further than the expedition’s rash strongman, Teddy Evans – but Evans was one of few from the expedition to remain in the author’s good graces. Even in death, the officer privately described by Cherry as the ‘one blot’ on the expedition had a remarkable knack for evading scrutiny.28

The grave of Evans is in his adopted country of Norway; Scott’s last camp is still buried somewhere on the Great Ice Barrier. The accumulation of snow over the past century has probably pushed the tent down to a depth of 50 feet.29 As fate would have it, the polar party are slowly finishing their southern journey. They have already travelled at least 40 miles north, caught up in the glacial motion of the barrier that Scott first recorded on the Discovery. In about 200 years they should reach the ice-front, by then buried deep below the waterline. The changing climate might alter the dynamics of the barrier in the years to come, but if the past holds true, a colossal iceberg containing Scott’s tent will calve off into the sea and drift north with the currents. Scott, Wilson and Bowers, and eventually Oates and Taff, will be committed to the deep.

‘Had we lived,’ Scott wrote in the last pages of his diary, ‘I should have had a tale to tell of the hardihood and endurance of my companions which would have stirred the heart of every Englishman. These rough notes and our dead bodies must tell the tale.’30
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