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Last October | gave atalk to our Military History Group about Sir Ernest Shackleton.

Strictly speaking it shouldn’t come under Military History, although Shackleton was an
officer in the Royal Navy Reserve. It’sastory of leader ship.

Shackleton has become to beregarded as one of exploration’s great leaders; a man of
incredible courage, a man who led from the front, who would never give in even in the direst
adver sity, and who saved the lives of all his party.

The story of theloss of his ship Endurance and the subsequent rescue is now well known and
is now the subject example in many motivational schools.

But it was not always so, and the great rescue was over shadowed by the Great War, and for
many year s was known only to those interested in polar exploration.

In the early thirtiesthe postman cameto one of hissistersliving in London and said “| seethe
name Shackleton. Any relation to the famous cricketer ?”

“Sorry, I’'m afraid not”
“That’s a pity, | thought there was someone famous here”.

Sir Edmund Hillary in the forward of a book written by Frank Wolsey, captain of Endurance
saysthat he was of the opinion that quite a few people would know about Amundsen, Scott
and Admiral Byrd, but few would have heard of Shackleton. That was written in 1977!

These eventstook place during thefirst two years of the War.

It was Shackleton's third voyage: the first was with Scott in 1901-1903 in the ship Discovery
and really was a bit of a fiasco. Scott, Shackleton and Dr Edward Wilson made an attempt on
the Pole, crossed the Ross | ce Shelf; about the size of NSW, and stopped at the foot of the
great Antarctic Range.

It wasa poorly planned expedition, they nearly lost their lives, Shackleton got scurvy, was
invalided home against hiswill. Relations between the two men were forever strained.

In 1907 Shackleton took his own expedition, passed their previous latitude of 82.16 degrees
South, and with three others climbed the great glacier he named the Beardmor e after one his
backers, up to nearly 11000 feet man-hauling sledges all the way; came down to the polar
plateau and reached latitude 88.23 South-only 97 miles from the pole.

Incredible hardship made them turn back or die.

This paved the way to the success of Amundsen in December 1911, and then Scott the
following Mar ch.

All of usknow that tragic ending.

Shackleton had returned to England to a hero’'s welcome.



He was knighted by the King.

Hewasinvited to speak at the Albert Hall.

He became the darling of the newspapers.

He stormed across Europe and America giving lecturetours.

Hewas a guest in several Royal householdsin Europe.

But now he was at a loose end.

His business ventures had failed.

The Pole had been conquered by Amundsen and Scott.
He wasrestless and desperate to go South again.

So he decided that the next challenge wasto cross the Antar ctic Continent from coast to coast
viathe Pole.

Hesaid: “apart from its historic value it will be ajourney of great scientific value”

Theidea was to use two parties-one from the Weddell Sea on the eastern edge of the Antarctic
Peninsula to cross a great swathe of unmapped land to the Pole; thiswasto be called the
Western Party and to consist of five men; the other, to be called the Ross Sea Party, to leave
from the old hut on Ross Island at McM urdo Sound and to follow hisearlier route acrossthe
great Ross | ce Shelf, laying depots all the way to thetop of the Beardmore Glacier-to an
altitude of nearly ten thousand feet.

It was very ambitious venture-even foolhar dy.
It was greeted with scepticism in England-in some quarters even derision and scorn.

Winston Churchill, then First Lord of the Admiralty, complained :” The Pole has alr eady been
discover ed-what isthe point of another expedition?”

After all, Scott and hisfour companions had died on their venture.
Shackleton was prepared for the question.

“Every step will be an advance in geographical science” he said.” It will be learned whether
the great Victorian chain of mountains which has been traced from the Ross Sea to the Pole
extends acr oss the Continent and thus links up with the Andes of South America”

But really he was interested only in adventure.

He made his announcement in January 1914.
He was flooded with applications from the public.
Five thousand applied to go. He chose fifty six men for both parties.

After hisusual troublein raising funds, the Gover nment gave ten thousand pounds, the RGS
onethousand, several others good sums, and many of the Public Schoolsin England and
Scotland raised money for the dog teams. Some of the dogs wer e named after the schools.



But three big donors, Dudley Docker of Birmingham, Miss Dorothy Stancomb-Willsand Sir
James Caird gave hefty sums,and their names wer e given to the threelifeboats that took the
expedition to safety on Elephant Idand; The James Caird being the one in which Shackleton
made his famous journey to find rescue, and thus becoming one of the most famous small
boats in maritime history.

He bought two ships-one in Norway which he re-named “ Endurance”. The other for the Ross
Sea Party was “ Aurora” bought from Douglas Mawson and used by him on the Australian
expedition in two years earlier.

Then hehad to select scientists, specialistsand crew for both ships, and enough storesand
equipment to last at least two years.

He appointed histrusty friend Frank Wild as 2 i/c and was fortunate to find Frank Wordey, a
New Zealander to command the Endurance. Hetook a third Frank, Frank Hurley who had
already made his name with Mawson, and negotiated a contract to use hisfilmsand

photogr aphs after the voyage. Another very valuable and experienced man was Tom Crean as
second officer. Crean had been with Scott too.

Endurance was to have sailed from Southampton on the morning of 4" August when the news
arrived that Great Britain had declared war on Germany. He immediately mustered his men
on deck and broke the news. Then he said he hoped there would be no objection if he offered
the ship and the services of all 28 men to the Royal Navy. There was not a murmur of
complaint.

Shackleton made a signal to the Admiralty asking also that if accepted the expedition be
regarded as a single unit.

One hour later Churchill sent back a oneword reply. ” Proceed” .

Endurance sailed to Buonos Aires, and thence directly to theisland of South Georgia, arriving
in November 1914. There was a Norwegian whaling community on theisand with all very
experienced and ice-hardened men.

They strongly advised Shackleton to turn back because theicethat year was unusually heavy
and much farther north than normal.

But Endurance left theisland on 5" December sailing south-east towar ds the South Sandwich
Isand group. Two days later they sighted icebergs and that evening the ice was alr eady
gripping the hull.

On the 18" January the ship was trapped.

From the masthead lookout all they could see was ice— packed heavily and firmly around the
ship in every direction.

After days of inactivity, Shackleton ordered thefiresto be put out to conserve fuel. They had
been consuming about %2 a ton of coal each day.

They collected seal meat for themselves and the dogs.

After two weeks a lead opened up and he ordered a good head of steam on the engines, and
sent all hands onto the floe with icepicks, shovels, and saws.



For two full daysthey chipped and worked to get the ship into the lead. They achieved about
400 yards. That wasiit.

On 22" February Endurance touched L atitude of 77 degrees, the furthest South of her drift.
Shewasfully trapped for the winter.

The seals wer e disappearing and the birds leaving.

On 24™ ship'sroutine ceased — the Endurance had become a base.

They called their new winter quarters“The Ritz” . They took out their frustrations by playing
football and hockey on theice. They started the world'sfirst dog-team Der by.

The dogs had been put ashorein a series of kennels along a wire rope to which their leads
wer e attached.

These new lodgings wer e called “ dogloos”.

They started training the dogs for sledging work. They became efficient, but some of the
animals started to sicken.

The ship continued to drift all through March and April.
On the 1¥ May they said goodbyeto the sun.

They celebrated Empire Day on 24™.

By early July there were glows of sunrise on the horizon.
The temperature had gone down to -23 degrees F.

Then up camethe blizzards. Winds of around 70 knots and opposing ice floes were moving
against each other at therate of about 200 yards per hour.

Tremendous pressure was building up against the hull.
The end came on Sunday 23" of October.

Her starboard quarter was forced against the floe. The sternpost was twisted and the
planking started to buckle. The ship started to leak and they all manned the pumps.

On 27" Shackleton ordered the ship to be abandoned.

They had been locked in theice for ten months-actually 281 days, and had drifted nearly 1200
miles.

Thethreelifeboats were lowered to theice.
Asmuch of the gear, stores, sledges and provisions as could be taken were removed.

They established what they called Ocean Camp about a mile and a half away on a thick floe.
There werefive tents, and the total complement of 28 men.

Endur ance sank on 215 November.

They stayed at Ocean Camp for another month, but by now theice was starting to break up.
So they started to haul two of the boats acr oss the ice once more.

The going was so tough that they made 7 %2 milesin seven days. By the end of December they
established another base, thistime called Patience Camp. Here they stayed through January,
February and March 1916 astheice beneath gently drifted.



At one stage the heavy north east swell wasrocking the floe. A larger undulation than usual
lifted the floe under the seamen'stent, and split it in halves—one on either side of the crack.
Quite by chance, Shackleton found one of the men in the sea, still in his sleeping bag.
Somehow, he reached down, grabbed him and with one almighty heave, hauled the dead
weight of man and deeping bag half-full of water onto the floe. A few minutes|ater, Holness,
the seaman was rummaging through the wet bag, and complained that he'd lost histin of
tobacco!

Shackleton decided that the only way to survive was to make for Paulet 1sland off the tip of
the Antar ctic Peninsula, where he knew there were the remains of a hut.

But Paulet Idand was 350 miles away.

He sent Hurley and another man back to Ocean Camp with dog teamsto recover more stores.
They wer e successful despite several timesfalling through thin ice up to their waists.

Shackleton then sent 18 men to drag the third lifeboat back.
Their floe was drifting to the east, away from their target.

On 9" April the ice had broken up enough to drop the boats into the sea. They had enormous
troublein getting the stores on board, and not enough ice for fresh water.

They decided to sail and row to Elephant 1dland, about 60 miles away.

After three days at sea, some wer e seasick, all desperately thirsty, Worsdley, the Endurance's
captain managed to get a sunsight, only to find they had drifted further away.

Then a gale sprang up and the next two days wer e horrific. The temperature plummeted and
so did morale. When they weren't rowing they huddled together for warmth, while shower s of
snow and spray covered their bodies.

After six days at sea the island wasless than 20 miles away, but another huge gale came up
and the Dudley Docker nearly capsized. For hoursthey were baling for their very lives, some
vomiting repeatedly.

At dawn on 15" April the gale dropped, and the three boats managed to get ashoreon a
narrow rocky beach on Elephant Idand. It wasthefirst timethey had stood on land for
nearly 17 months.

They then found that the beach wastoo shallow and that the high-watermark was above
them. So they had to reconnaitre and found one slightly better, about seven miles along the
coast. They then got back into the boats and rowed there.

They turned two of the lifeboats upside down and proceeded to make a home under them.

Shackleton realised that no-one would ever find them on thistiny remote island, so he decided
to take the biggest lifeboat, the James Caird, to seek help and rescue from the whalerson
South Georgia.

South Georgiaisabout 120 mileslong and 20 miles across and is 800 miles east of Elephant
Idand.

McNeish, the ship's car penter found some canvas amongst the stores and put a deck covering
over the boat, using some sledge runners and lids of some of the stores cases. He also fitted the
mast of one the other boats fore and aft inside the James Caird forming a hogback and thus
strengthening the keel. They used sandbags and rocks for extra ballast.



Wordley was the navigator .Also in the crew were Tom Crean, McNeish and two hefty seamen,
Vincent and McCarthy. And Ernest Shackleton.

Wordley had a sextant, aneroid, prismatic compass,some charts and a pair of binoculars.
The boat journey of the twenty-foot James Caird isone of the great stories of the sea.

The ocean south of Cape Horn in the middle of May is one of the most tempestuousin the
world and there are almost unceasing gales.

Thevoyagetook sixteen days.

They were continually wet and freezing.They worked two watches, four hourson, four hours
off,

with two hourly spells at the tiller, and when off watch tried to climb into sodden slegping
bags and lie on the rocky ballast.

Sometimes the gales wer e so strong that they hove-to, and just drifted as the seas would take
them.

Sometimesthelittle boat was between huge waves so that the sail flapped idly in the calm
between the crests.

The gales come from the Antar ctic Continent and the temperature goes below zero. The
spray froze on the boat and they wer e always chipping off ice.

Theboat started to loseresiliency. The weight of the ice was hampering her. They broke away
the spare oars and threw them overboard. There were still two left to get ashore.

They threw over the side two slegping bags each weighing about 40 pounds. Then the painter
with the sea anchor parted.

On the seventh day the winds abated and the sun came out.
Worsley managed to get areading . They were nearly half-way.

On the eleventh day the seas had got up, and they wer e experiencing snow squalls and a cr oss-
sea.

Shackleton looked astern, and saw as he saysthe biggest wave he had seen in all his 26 years
at sea. Thelittle boat wastossed like a cork and they were baling for their lives. But she
survived.

Things wer e getting wor se. They had little fresh water because salt was getting in everywhere.
Their mouthswere dry and their tongues wer e swelling. They wer e suffering from raging
thirst.

Finally after sixteen daysthey sighted South Georgia.

Tofind such a small island with one sun sight and dead reckoning is an astonishing
achievement of navigation.

But another gale came up and accor ding to Shackleton one of the wor st hurricanes any one of
them had ever experienced.

They wer e off theisland but on a lee shore.

They saw alarge bay, and steered straight for it. Great glaciers came down to the sea, and
therewere angry reefson either side.



They saw a gap in thereef but then they wereturned back and blown out of the bay.

Eventually they tacked into a passage so narrow that they had to takein theoars. They ran
aground on a beach.

They heard a gurgling sound and found a stream of fresh water.
They found a cave and some young albatr osses which went into a stew.
They formed a camp which they called Peggotty Camp.

But of coursethey were on the weather side of South Georgia and the whaling station was on
the other side.

Thereisa mountain range forming a spine down the length of theisland, and there are
something like 160 glaciers. It had never been charted, let alone climbed, but it was the only
way to get help.

Two of the men wer e exhausted, so Shackleton left the other to look after them, and took
Wordey and Crean with him to climb the mountain range.

Their rotting boots weretoo light to climb over mountains and glaciers, so they took screws
out of the James Caird and put them into their soles.

Totravel light they did not taketentsor even sleeping bags. They had three daysfood ration,
a Primuslamp filledwith oil, a small cooker, a few matches, an adze for use asan ice-axe, a
coil of rope and the chronometer.

That was all. They didn't of course even have a map, so navigation had to be done by
guesswork.

After afew hours of climbing, they found their way blocked by the mountain range with huge
forbidding ridges. Threetimesthey climbed to the tops of 4000 foot ridges only to find they
wer e blocked by crevasses and precipices.

By dusk they were getting desper ate. A thick fog started to roll in and was beginning to
obscuretheir view. Therewas no way they could survive a night standed on a mountain.

Shackleton knew he had to act quickly.

They could see a huge snow slope below, and although they couldn't see the bottom or
whether it ended in a precipice, they took arisk. They coiled therope, sat on it, one behind the
other, Shackleton in front, Wordey's arms around him, and Crean behind.

They shot down the slopeinto the darkness at terrifying speed, crashing into a bank of soft
snow. They estimated that they had made over a mile and nearly 1000 feet of altitude in about
three minutes.

They all shook hands.

The course ahead lay between two mountains. Under thefog it was still dark but a full moon
came up and they could see the crevasses.

By now they had been on the march for 20 hours. They had a quick food stop, plodded on,
only to find the way blocked by a great ice mass.

So they had to turn back.



By 5am they were at the foot of a rocky spur in the range.
They decided to rest. They had no tent or sleeping bags so huddled together to stay warm.

Wordey and Crean fell adeep at once, but Shackleton realised that if they all dept they would
freeze to death.

After about five minutes he shook them both and told them they had dept for half an hour.
They cametoagap in theridgewhereat last they could see the coast below.
It was 6.30 am.

They knew that if they were near the whaling station they would hear the steam whistle
blowing to summon the men to work.

Right on 7am they heard the whistle. It wasthe first outside sound created by human agency
they had heard since December 1914, over 18 months ago.

What does that say about the accuracy of their chronometer?
Once again they shook hands.
They till had to get down to the coastal plain.

They came to another precipice. To turn back would mean extra miles and hours of wasted
time. They used the adze as an ice axe and cut steps down the cliff . They'd come down about
1000 feet and then came to a waterfall.

The only way down was through it.

They wrapped one end of the rope around a rock and somehow got down, jumping the last
few feet.

At last they were on the coastal plain. They stagger ed towar ds the whaling station. They
encountered two young boys who screamed and ran away.

They realised that they were so filthy, with rotted clothes and matted hair and beards. They
hadn't bathed sincethey left the Endurance.

They found their way to the manager's house.
“He said who are you?”

“Don't you know me, Mr Sorle? I'm Ernest Shackleton. We lost the ship and have come over
the mountain range’

Immediately of coursethey weretaken inside, even though protested that maybe they
smelled!

When the tough Norwegian whalerswho knew the ice and those water s so well, heard of their
experience, some of them wept.

The next morning the Norwegianstook a boat around to the other side of theisland to pick up
McNeish, McCarthy and Vincent. Wor dey went with them to show the site. The men didn't
recognise him at first.

They also towed back the James Caird. It can be seen today in the cloistersat Dulwich
College, Shackleton'sold school.

It was out here about four yearsago at the Maritime Museum.



There were still twenty two men left on Elephant Iland.

The British Government virtually gave little assistance for rescue. Shackleton had three
attempts with borrowed ships, having to turn back because of the ice around the isand.

Finally the Chilean Gover nment sent a small steamer called the Yelcho. She was quite
unsuitable for work in the pack, and Shackleton promised not to touch theice.

Finally on 30" August 1916 they got to theisland and could see the camp almost invisible
beneath snow. They managed to get a boat in close.

Shackleton called out: “Areyou all well?”
Frank Wild shouted “ All well Boss’
Then therethree cheersall round.

Within an hour they got all the men off, taking only essential equipment, including the last of
Hurley's precious photographic plates, some of which we have seen today.

Not alifewas lost.

THE MEN ON ELEPHANT ISLAND
Frank Wild was left in charge.
Wild was his right-hand man, calm, trustworthy and intensely loyal to Shackleton.
Shackleton knew that only he could keep the otherstogether and keep their spiritsup.
Some of them werein bad shape.

Soon after arriving on the beach, Rickenson, the Chief Engineer, had a heart attack, the
steward Blackborow had frostbitten toes, Hudson, the navigator could't move. Others had
mental depression.

Wild helped them all.
At first they made a snow cave, but it leaked terribly.

They collected rocks on the beach and built a couple of walls about 4 feet high and about 20
feet apart, and placed the upturned lifeboats over them, and covered them with material from
the tents.

They then dragged their sodden deeping bagsin.

They set up the blubber stove, and despite rigging up a chimney from old biscuit tins, the
smoke covered them in soot.

The same blizzard that hit the James Caird lasted for a fortnight. Water poured under the
boats; one day they baled out over 160 gallons of water. Frozen ice like sheets of glassblew
over them.

They lived on penguins and old seal bones boiled with seaweed in sea water.

The two surgeons amputated all the toes on one Blackborow's feet with bolt cutters by the
light of the blubber stove.



Every day Wild kept their spirits up by expecting rescue.
Finally, on 30" August, the relief ship, the Yelcho arrived.

On 3% September the ship entered the Straits of Magellan and reached Punta Arenasto a
tremendous welcome, from all around the world.

Back in England they nearly all joined up.
The War had been raging for over two years.

Alf Cheetham, the Third Officer of Endurance died when his minesweeper was sunk a few
weeks before Armistice.

Tim McCarthy, Able Seaman, who survived the voyage in the James Caird, waskilled at his
gun in France.

In 1922, Sir Ernest Shackleton died at sea in the South Atlantic on another voyage to the
South.

Hisgraveisnear the whaling station at Grytviken on South Georgia.

The James Caird can be seen today in the Cloister at Dulwich College, Shackleton's old
school.



