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The dramatic true story of the crossing of AntarcticaIn 1914 Sir Ernest Shackleton embarked on
what he called "the last great polar journey"—the . His expedition ended in disaster, with the
Endurance crushed and the frozen corpses of three explorers left on the Antarctic plateau. Forty
years later Vivian Fuchs and Edmund Hillary, the hero of Everest, set out to succeed where
Shackleton had failed—this is the full account of their travels. It details how despite the passage
of four decades, the Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition of 1955–58 encountered many
of the obstacles that had so hindered Shackleton—a chronic shortage of funds, inadequate
equipment, and an early onset of pack ice. Even more disastrously, it also suffered from a clash
of personalities so severe that it came close to destroying the expedition from within. Based
upon interviews with the survivors and upon contemporary diaries and letters, this book tells for
the first time the epic story of this last great expedition of the "Heroic Age" of Antarctic
exploration.



PRAISE FOR SHACKLETON’S DREAM‘Extraordinary. A story that will prove to anyone who
doubts it, that courage, determination, danger and disaster remain as much a part of Antarctic
exploration in the Modern Age as in the Heroic Era.’SIR RANULPH FIENNES‘Thoroughly
researched and engagingly written, Shackleton’s Dream tells the in-depth story of the first
crossing of the Antarctic continent, an expedition with more than its fair share of adventure,
rivalry, ego, and controversy. Following in the footsteps of his biographies of Frank Bickerton and
J.R. Stenhouse, this book further establishes Stephen Haddelsey as a key historian of Antarctic
exploration.’BEAU RIFFENBURGH, AUTHOR OF NIMROD AND RACING WITH DEATH‘The
story of the most daring British polar expedition since Shackleton’s and an important link
between the heroic and modern eras of Antarctic exploration.’NICHOLAS OWENS, DIRECTOR
OF THE BRITISH ANTARCTIC SURVEY‘A superbly readable and well researched book on the
trials and tribulations of the first successful crossing of Antarctica.’KEN BLAIKLOCK,
SURVEYOR AND DOG HANDLER ON THE COMMONWEALTH TRANS-ANTARCTIC
EXPEDITION‘The first crossing of the Antarctic continent remains a benchmark in the
exploration of our planet. Haddelsey’s book provides an important insight into the achievements
of Fuchs, Hillary and their companions.’JULIAN DOWDESWELL, DIRECTOR OF THE SCOTT
POLAR RESEARCH INSTITUTE

For my son George Fitzwilliam Haddelsey as he embarks upon the greatest adventure of them
all.

‘A pity we contribute yet another soiled page to the already extensive book of polar intrigue.’Hal
Lister, glaciologist on the Commonweath Trans-Antarctic Expedition‘… to think only in terms of
miles travelled is to include but a small part of the polar heritage that is ours.’E.W. Kevin Walton,
Two Years in the Antarctic‘A journey is like the life of a man. The labours of its birth are heavy, its
youth is full of ideals and hopes, its main course leads swiftly to harsh reality and its end,
whether of failure or success, is bitter.’August Courtauld, Surveyor on Gino Watkins’s British
Arctic Air Route Expedition, 1930–31

Contents Acknowledgements 1 The Last Great Polar Journey 2 The Voyage of the Theron 3
Oh, What Chaos! 4 A Shocking Bloody Winter 5 To the Ross Sea 6 Shackleton Base 7 Ross
Sea Reconnaissance 8 The Basement Flat 9 Scott Base10 Crevasse!11 Tractors to the
Plateau12 The Starting Line13 The Race to the Pole14 The Hundred
Days    Epilogue    Notes    Bibliography

AcknowledgementsI would like to express my admiration for all of the surviving veterans of the
British Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition (TAE) and, in particular, I should like to thank
Ken Blaiklock, Richard Brooke, John Claydon, Rainer Goldsmith, Roy Homard and the late Jon
Stephenson, without whose support and encouragement this book could not have been written.



In addition, I should like to acknowledge the immense patience of Ken Blaiklock who has not
only answered a constant flow of questions on all aspects of the expedition but has also very
kindly read the entire manuscript to ensure its historical accuracy. It has been a novel and
rewarding experience to have my account of an Antarctic expedition commented upon by one of
the leading participants. Despite their immense achievements, very few of the veterans have
chosen to formally record their experiences. Regrettable though this decision will undoubtedly
appear to future generations, it is typical of their modesty and inclination to self-effacement. If it
achieves nothing else, therefore, I hope that this book will serve to preserve some of their
memories and views regarding the remarkable exploits in which they played such a leading part.
I would also like to thank Derek Williams, the BP cameraman who accompanied the Advance
Party on the Theron, for his highly evocative descriptions of his journey to the Antarctic.Although
the events of the TAE took place in relatively recent times, the task of piecing together its full
story has been rendered unusually difficult by the fact that very few contemporary documents,
especially diaries and letters, have so far found their way into accessible public collections. I am
therefore also enormously grateful to a host of individuals, usually the widows or descendants of
the explorers, who have been immensely generous in permitting me to use documents in their
possession and in assisting me to trace other previously unknown sources. In particular, I would
like to thank: Peter and Ann Fuchs, for their hospitality and for granting me complete access to
the papers and diaries of Sir Vivian Fuchs; Peter and Sarah Hillary for permitting use of the diary
of Sir Edmund Hillary; Mary Lowe and Margaret Lister for allowing me to read and quote from
the diaries of their husbands, George Lowe and Hal Lister; Jan Fullarton and Roger Miller, for
granting me access to the diary of their father, Sir Holmes, or ‘Bob’, Miller; Lionel Stephens,
Lindsey Hinks and David Stewart, for their help in piecing together the story of Tony Stewart;
Paul and Colin Rogers for the TAE anecdotes of their father, Dr Allan Rogers; Sheila and
Stephen Marsh for permitting use of the papers of Dr George Marsh and Rosemary Breen for
facilitating access to those papers; John Cooper and Sydney Cullis for their assistance in tracing
the TAE publications of Hannes La Grange; Derek Gunn for permitting me to quote from the
memoir of his father, Bernie Gunn; and Eliane George for sharing her memories of working in the
TAE office at 64, Victoria Street.I would also like to express my appreciation to Anthea Arnold
whose account of the TAE’s Advance Party, Eight Men in a Crate, first inspired me to research
the expedition; to Joanna Rae of the British Antarctic Survey for her assistance in tracing the
TAE papers contained within the BAS archives; and to Andy Stevenson for producing such
dynamic maps for the book. This list is not, indeed cannot, be comprehensive and I hope that
those who have not been named individually will not think that their help is any the less
appreciated. Every effort has been made to obtain the relevant permissions and I should like to
crave the indulgence of any literary executors or copyright holders where these efforts have
been unavailing. All photographs are reproduced by the kind permission of the explorers and
their families, with particular thanks due to Peter Fuchs, George and Mary Lowe, David Stewart
and Stephen and Sheila Marsh.Above all, I should like to express my gratitude to my wife,



Caroline, whose love and support have, as always, been unfailing, and to my son, George, for
not hammering too loudly on my library door.It should be noted that many of the diaries and
letters quoted in this book were written in circumstances of extreme stress and hurry; inevitably,
this resulted in an array of spelling mistakes and grammatical errors. For purposes of clarity and
ease of reading, spelling has been corrected; punctuation has also been adjusted where
absolutely necessary. Any words inserted by the author for clarity of meaning are identified by
the addition of square brackets.All temperatures are given in degrees Fahrenheit and other
measures in imperial as these were the most commonly used during the expedition.Stephen
HaddelseyHalam, NottinghamshireFahrenheit/Celsius conversion−75−59.4−60−51.1−50−45.5−
40−40−30−34.4−20−28.8−10−230−17.810−12.220−6.7320404.450106015.67021.1

1The Last Great Polar JourneySomewhere on the floor of the Weddell Sea, at a point
approximately 69° South, lies the twisted wreckage of the steam yacht Endurance – one of the
most famous and yet also one of the most short-lived of all polar exploration vessels. On 21
November 1915, after a drift of more than 1000 miles among the grinding floes, Sir Ernest
Shackleton and his party of 27 survivors had watched from the ice as the pack squeezed the life
from their hapless vessel before finally letting her slip silently down to her last resting place.
Caught in the chaos of splintered wood, buckled metalwork and tangled rigging lay Shackleton’s
dream of being the first man to complete the crossing of Antarctica: an exploit which he had
described in his expedition prospectus as ‘the last great polar journey that can be made.’The
events following the loss of the Endurance have made Shackleton’s name a byword both for high
adventure and for heroic failure – after all, his plan for a trans-continental journey ended even
before he or any of his men had so much as set foot on the shelf ice of Antarctica. With his crew
marooned on the disintegrating floes hundreds of miles from the nearest inhabited island and
with only his ship’s boats to rely upon, the rest of the grandly named Imperial Trans-Antarctic
Expedition became, quite simply, a struggle for survival against seemingly overwhelming odds,
with any thought of geographic exploration or scientific discovery long since abandoned. In real
terms, therefore, for all his brilliance as a leader and as a polar explorer, Shackleton’s only
contribution to the idea of a continental crossing was to imbue it with an even greater weight of
romance and expectation.If events had turned out differently and the Endurance had survived to
disgorge men, supplies and equipment at Vahsel Bay on the southern edge of the Weddell Sea,
the odds stacked against Shackleton and the rest of his six-man crossing party would have been
colossal. The continental crossing would involve a journey of roughly 2000 miles across the
most demanding landscape on the face of the planet. Mean temperatures range between −40°F
and −94°F during the long Antarctic winter while bitingly cold winds not only reduce visibility by
hurling clouds of drift snow into the air but also, through the phenomenon known as ‘wind chill’,
push the temperatures lower still, so that exposed flesh will freeze almost immediately and even
teeth will split. On clear days, the power of the sun, combined with the thinness of the ozone
layer and the reflective glare of the ice, will cause skin to burn and peel. On cloudy days, even in



the middle of the summer, visibility can be reduced to nil or else massively distorted; in these
conditions of ‘whiteout’, all contrast is lost and objects lying only a foot away can appear to be far
distant, and vice versa.Despite the presence of spectacular mountain ranges that soar to around
16,000 feet, only 2 per cent of Antarctica’s landmass is free of ice and snow, while the rarefied
atmosphere of the central Polar Plateau, rising to some 14,000 feet above sea level, inhibits the
performance of men, dogs, motor vehicles and aircraft. Over large tracts, the wind has sculpted
the surface ice into ‘sastrugi’, wave-like crests which can be up to 4 or 5 feet tall and as hard as
iron. In other areas, less subject to the scouring action of the wind, soft snow collects in layers so
deep that a man will sink to his thighs, making every step a struggle. Vast ice sheets flow down
from the plateau buckling and splitting as they collide with rocky protuberances or with each
other, to form deep crevasses capable of swallowing whole a man, a dog team, or an entire
motor vehicle. Even worse, these fissures are often concealed by lids or bridges formed by the
gradual accumulation of drift snow. Sometimes these bridges will support a considerable weight
and allow relatively easy passage; sometimes they will collapse at the very slightest pressure.
But these were just the obstacles that Shackleton knew to exist on the side of the continent that
he, Amundsen and Scott had done so much to explore. So far as the other side was concerned,
he, along with everybody else, was almost totally ignorant.A glance at the map of Antarctica will
reveal, even to the least accomplished geographer, that the shortest crossing point lies between
two deep indentations in the continent’s coastline. These indentations are formed by opposing
seas: the Weddell Sea, lying directly beneath the island of South Georgia and first navigated by
the eponymous English sea captain, James Weddell, in 1823; and the Ross Sea, to the south of
New Zealand, named after Captain James Clark Ross, who discovered it, as well as Ross
Island, the volcanoes Erebus and Terror and the Great Barrier (later renamed the Ross Ice
Shelf) during a remarkable voyage in 1841.The two seas are very different in character. In the
period following the discoveries of Weddell and Ross, a number of expeditions proved that, of
the two, the Ross Sea is far easier to enter – though pack ice and icebergs remain an ever-
present danger threatening the unwary. The Weddell Sea, on the other hand, has earned a
fearsome reputation for trapping and destroying the vessels of even seasoned mariners. As a
result, all assaults on the South Pole – the objective closest to most polar explorers’ hearts in the
early years of the twentieth century – had been launched from the Ross Sea, with the majority of
expeditions over-wintering in huts erected on, or in ships tethered to, its shores. And the
identification of the glacial highways up to the Polar Plateau, most notably the Beardmore
Glacier discovered by Shackleton during his Nimrod Expedition of 1907–09, only served to
reinforce this trend.In contrast with the Ross Sea’s well-mapped coastal hinterland, by 1914 that
of the Weddell Sea remained largely unknown and only one expedition, led by the Swede Otto
Nordenskjöld between 1902 and 1904, had over-wintered anywhere on its shores. Undertaking
mostly geological investigations, Nordenskjöld’s party had spent two winters on Snow Hill Island
off the north-eastern side of the great Antarctic Peninsula, which juts out from the Weddell Sea’s
western flank. Despite the loss of its expedition ship, the Antarctic – destroyed by pack-ice 25



miles to the north of Paulet Island in February 1903 – the Swedish expedition achieved a great
deal, proving in particular that Antarctica was essentially similar in geological makeup to the
planet’s more temperate continents. But the Swedes had managed to make only limited sledging
journeys, the most extensive being made in October 1902, when Nordenskjöld and two
companions covered 380 miles in 33 days, and their discoveries would be of limited value to
anyone hoping to thrust deep into the continent’s interior.While Nordenskjöld focused his
attention on the western edge of the Weddell Sea, during the summer season of 1903–04
William Bruce’s Scottish National Antarctic Expedition explored its eastern limits. During this
voyage the underrated Bruce made two important geographical discoveries. The first was a wall
of giant ice cliffs on the sea’s eastern flank. Having correctly surmised that these cliffs were an
extension of Enderby Land, more than 1000 miles to the east, Bruce named his discovery Coats
Land, after the Coats brothers of Paisley, who had in large part funded his expedition. His
second discovery, which would prove vital for all future exploration of the Weddell Sea, was that,
during the summer months, a coastal lead, or channel, opens down the sea’s eastern edge in
the shadow of the ice cliffs. Although, in February 1823, James Weddell had followed a much
more westerly course and had reached 74°15’S with remarkably little difficulty, future navigators
would discover Weddell’s easy passage to be so unusual as to be practically unique. No route
into the pack ice of the Weddell Sea could ever be considered safe – as Bruce himself
discovered when his ship, the Scotia, became temporarily beset at 74°01’S – but the eastern
lead, which is formed by the action of the wind plunging down from the cliffs above, is at least
more reliable than any of the alternatives.The southern reaches of the Weddell Sea were left to
the German, Wilhelm Filchner, to explore during his Deutschland Expedition of 1911–12. Setting
out from South Georgia in November 1911, Filchner hoped to benefit from Bruce’s earlier
discoveries by sailing down the edge of Coats Land. However, his ship quickly ran into dense
pack ice and he was forced further west than originally planned, eventually following a course
lying between those pursued by Weddell in 1823 and Bruce in 1904. Filchner first spotted land
at the end of January 1912. This completely unknown coastal region, an extension of Coats
Land, he named Prince Regent Luitpold Land (now the Luitpold Coast). Continuing south
through the pack, the Deutschland eventually entered an ice-rimmed bay at the foot of an
enormous floating ice shelf, later named in Filchner’s honour by Kaiser Wilhelm II, while the bay
itself was called Vahsel Bay, after the captain of the Deutschland.Believing it to be securely
cemented to the face of the ice shelf, Filchner decided to erect his winter quarters on a large
tabular iceberg and construction work began on 9 February. Unfortunately, his confidence in the
stability of the optimistically named Station Iceberg proved to be ill founded and in the early
hours of 18 February the Germans’ campsite echoed to a series of loud reports, which quickly
grew in frequency and volume. Under the influence of the spring tide and a sudden drop in
barometric pressure, the ice had begun to split in all directions with large areas of the ice shelf,
some up to 18 miles in length, breaking off completely. In no time at all the Station berg itself was
rotating freely, with the expedition hut, eight Manchurian ponies, the dog teams and all the



expedition’s equipment – not to mention many of the explorers themselves – turning with it.
Realising that their position had become untenable, Filchner gave the order to abandon the berg
– but not before the hut had been dismantled and carried back to the Deutschland along with the
majority of the expedition’s stores.Enjoying a reputation for quite literally laughing in the face of
danger, the burly Filchner was undeterred by this near-catastrophe. The ice conditions made
another landing impracticable but with most of his stores and equipment salvaged, he decided
to retreat to South Georgia for the winter before returning the following spring to continue with
his planned programme of work. But it was not to be: by early March his ship was completely
beset and for nine months she remained locked in the pack, unable to steer or free herself – a
fate that would be shared by the Endurance just three years later. Unlike the Endurance,
however, the Deutschland survived her months of helpless drifting and when the floes eventually
began to break up she was able to limp back to South Georgia, which she reached on 19
December. Once again, the risks of navigation in the Weddell Sea had been amply
demonstrated.Given that the Weddell Sea was known to be so dangerous and that the 1000-
mile wide expanse between Vahsel Bay and the South Pole remained, to all intents and
purposes, terra incognita, why would any expedition intent upon prosecuting a crossing of the
continent start from there instead of from the much better known Ross Sea? The answer, of
course, lies in the fact that the Weddell Sea was known to be so difficult. Were a crossing party
to start from the Ross Sea, it might find neither depots nor ship on the far side of the continent,
because the pack ice of the Weddell Sea had either denied access to the rescue ship or, worse
still, trapped or crushed it. With no means of evacuation and depleted rations and fuel, a
successful crossing party would be doomed. Travelling in the opposite direction, even if their
ship were delayed by unusually difficult ice conditions in the Ross Sea – as Scott’s Terra Nova
had been in December 1910 – a party could survive on the stores known to be cached on Ross
Island by previous expeditions.The nature of the terrain, where known, also needed to be
considered – particularly when expedition plans included the use of motor vehicles. Any party
travelling between the Pole and the Ross Sea must traverse the vast ring of the Trans-Antarctic
Mountains. Rising to more than 14,000 feet, these mountains might prove to be an
insurmountable obstacle to motor vehicles and it would be better to attempt their crossing as
late as possible in the journey, as precedent had shown that, in the event of vehicle failure,
sledging parties could reach the coast from the mountains with dog teams or, if necessary, by
man-hauling. Of course, this theory made no allowance for impassable mountain ranges on the
Weddell Sea side of the continent, but the explorers had little option but to plan for the obstacles
that they knew to exist.Finally, the experiences of the pioneers, who had fought against the
katabatic winds which sweep down the glaciers from the high Polar Plateau, had led some to
believe, mistakenly, that the prevailing wind blew across the continent, from the Weddell Sea to
the Ross Sea. If this were really the case, then it would be far less gruelling to travel with the
wind rather than against it.Although there is some evidence that Shackleton may have given at
least passing consideration to a continental crossing as early as 1907, long before Nimrod



reached McMurdo Sound at the beginning of his own attempt on the Pole,1 he was not the first
explorer to draw up and publish detailed plans for such an expedition. The primary objective of
Filchner’s 1911 expedition had been to attempt a crossing, with the specific aim of determining
whether Antarctica was a continent or a great archipelago, with a frozen strait linking the
opposing seas.Filchner had first announced his plans in 1909. On 17 March of the following
year, William Bruce placed his own proposals for a crossing before the Royal Scottish
Geographical Society. According to his scheme, a party would be established in Coats Land,
where it would be left to over-winter. In the meantime, the expedition ship would land a second
party on the opposite side of the continent. During the second season, the Coats Land party
would launch its attempt to cross the continent on foot. The Ross Sea party, meanwhile, would
also push inland with the intention of meeting the crossing party and helping it to complete its
journey.Of course, none of these plans ever reached fruition. Filchner’s expedition, like
Shackleton’s, foundered in the Weddell Sea. As for Bruce, his own prickly nature, coupled with
the machinations of Sir Clements Markham – the erstwhile president of the Royal Geographical
Society (RGS), who never forgave Bruce for competing with his own beloved Discovery
Expedition – meant that he was never able to raise sufficient funds and his project was stillborn.
He did, however, exercise some influence over future events by lending generous support to
Shackleton. Despite his urgent desire to do so, the embittered Bruce never returned to the
Antarctic after 1904. Filchner also turned away from the frozen south, though with less
reluctance. Originally famous for his travels in Central Asia, after 1912 he confined his activities
to Nepal and Tibet. As for Shackleton, drained by the terrible months on the ice; by the epic
open-boat journeys to Elephant Island and on to South Georgia; and by his battles with the
establishment to secure the rescue of his men from Elephant Island and McMurdo Sound, he
did not live to make a second attempt at the crossing.Despite this sorry catalogue of aborted
schemes and near-fatal expeditions, the dream of an Antarctic crossing lived on and explorers
from later generations soon stepped forward hoping to make it a reality. The first fresh aspirant
was Gino Watkins, the wunderkind of British Arctic exploration in the early thirties. Following
successful small-scale expeditions to Edge Island and Labrador, in 1930 the 23-year-old
Watkins led the British Arctic Air Route Expedition to East Greenland, with the objective of taking
detailed weather observations to support a proposed air route from England to North America.
As well as collecting a mass of meteorological and geological data, the expedition discovered
the important Skaergaard intrusion, manned the first all-winter meteorological station on the
Greenland ice cap and completed a daring 600-mile open boat journey around the south of the
island. Acclaimed a spectacular success, the expedition brought Watkins both international
fame and the Founders’ Medal of the Royal Geographical Society – making him its youngest-
ever recipient.Given this meteoric rise, it was not very surprising that influential figures in the
RGS should seek to steer Watkins south. With the exception of Shackleton’s rather chaotic
Quest Expedition of 1921–22, no major British Antarctic expedition had been launched since
1914 and many believed that, unless bolstered, British influence in the sphere would rapidly



decline. In contrast, American interest was clearly on the rise: Admiral Richard Byrd’s Little
America Expedition of 1928–30 had already made the first flight over the South Pole and Byrd
and Lincoln Ellsworth were both rumoured to be planning further sorties. In this context, the
handsome and charming but also surprisingly tough and experienced Watkins appeared to be
the obvious successor to Scott and Shackleton.Watkins was altogether less convinced. Having
fallen deeply in love with Greenland, at first he pooh-poohed the idea of abandoning its people,
its rich wildlife and its hunting in favour of the comparatively barren southern continent. The
Antarctic, he said, did not appeal to him at all: ‘there were no natives, and hunting was just a
case of knocking fat and fearless animals on the head. The place was all ice, five million square
miles of it, very cold and deadly dull.’2 Despite these reservations, however, it did not take him
long to realise that, although Amundsen had already claimed the Pole, the south still offered
prizes greater than those to be found in Greenland. In particular, the question of whether the
Antarctic constituted a single landmass or a series of two or more islands remained unanswered
– and must remain so until someone crossed the continent. With the enthusiastic
encouragement of Antarctic worthies like Hugh Robert Mill, the friend and biographer of
Shackleton, James Wordie of the Endurance Expedition, and Frank Debenham, a veteran of the
Terra Nova Expedition and now Director of the Scott Polar Research Institute (SPRI), after a
tentative start Watkins’s plans evolved swiftly. Debenham gave an outline of the proposed
expedition at the Antarctic Club’s annual dinner on 9 January 1932 and wider publication of the
expedition’s prospectus followed just days later.From the outset, Watkins made no bones about
the fact that he considered the crossing to be ‘unfinished business’ for the Empire and that he
was deliberately stepping forward to assume the mantle of Shackleton. The primary objective of
his expedition, he announced, was ‘To cross the Antarctic from the Weddell Sea to the Ross
Sea, thus carrying out Shackleton’s plan for his 1914 Expedition “to secure for the British flag the
honour of being the first carried across the South Polar Continent”.’3 His expedition would land
in the vicinity of Vahsel Bay in January 1933 and immediately commence laying depots 300
miles southwards. The main journey would begin towards the end of October and would last four
and a half months at the most, with the crossing party being picked up from the Ross Sea side of
the continent no later than the middle of March 1934. Eight men would make the journey,
including fellow Air Route Expedition veterans Freddie Spencer Chapman, Quintin Riley and
John Rymill, with eight sledges and 120 dogs. This would be the first British Antarctic expedition
to rely so heavily upon dogs – but it would also be the first with real knowledge of the capabilities
and the limitations of dog teams, as Watkins and his colleagues possessed considerable
experience of dog-driving, having learned directly from the Eskimos themselves. It would also be
the first crossing plan to include air support, with aeroplanes being used to undertake
reconnaissance for the depot-laying parties and to chart the unexplored Weddell Sea coast
between Vahsel Bay and Graham Land.Having announced his intentions, Watkins now faced
the unenviable task of raising the necessary funds and he soon found himself in direct conflict
with what Freddie Spencer Chapman described as ‘a cynical, damping world, peopled mainly



with business men, whose outlook was entirely different from our own.’4 Of course, the outlook
Chapman so deplored had been shaped by the impacts of the Wall Street Crash of September
1929 and Watkins’s guileless enthusiasm and his tales of the great white wastes to be
conquered did little to impress Britain’s bruised financiers. While his ambitions might provide
them with a happy respite from more pressing worries, none had money to spare for such
romantic and essentially profitless pursuits.By the middle of May 1932 the situation looked
desperate and, in a last ditch attempt to shame his countrymen into parting with their cash, on
the 16th Frank Debenham wrote an impassioned letter to The Times. ‘In another week or so’, he
asserted, ‘it will be too late to secure a ship for the expedition, and their plans will have to be
given up, their personnel dispersed, and the chance lost forever … It seems a thousand pities
that for lack of a timely £10,000 their [Scott’s and Shackleton’s] successors should be forced to
give up their brave project, to abandon their hope of following in the footsteps of Scott and
Wilson, “to strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield”.’5Debenham’s letter brought in a few cheques
but nothing substantial and on 20 June the same newspaper published another letter on the
subject, this time from Watkins himself. ‘May I claim a small space in your columns’, he asked
the editor, ‘in which to announce with regret that my plans to cross the Antarctic this year have
had to be abandoned for lack of financial support. A recent letter in The Times on the subject
brought a great deal of moral encouragement and many good wishes, but it is clear that the
financial crisis has prevented the more material assistance without which such an expedition
cannot proceed.’6 On the same day, at the annual general meeting of the RGS, Admiral Sir
William Goodenough, the Society’s president, told Watkins that he hoped ‘that in the future you
will be enabled to carry out that great project in the Antarctic which I know fills your mind.’7 But it
was not to be. By the middle of the following month Watkins was back in his beloved Arctic
seeking to build upon his earlier air route surveys and by 20 August he was dead, drowned while
seal hunting alone in Lake Fjord. He was 25.Watkins’s brief glance southwards did produce
some results. The evening before his untimely death, he was still discussing with his
companions the future potential for an Antarctic crossing and on their return from Greenland,
Rymill and Riley joined other veterans of the original Air Route Expedition to launch the British
Graham Land Expedition (BGLE) of 1934–37. Under Rymill’s leadership, this expedition, which
proved to be the last pre-war British expedition to Antarctica, was highly successful in its
geographic and scientific investigations. In particular, using dog teams and a De Havilland Fox
Moth aeroplane, it mapped most of the coast of Southern Graham Land and proved decisively
that it was a peninsula and not an archipelago divided by one or more channels. In most
people’s eyes, this expedition formed the bridge between the Heroic Era and the modern age of
properly equipped and funded expeditions – it did not, however, seek to push south from the
Antarctic Peninsula. The BGLE was also significant because, sailing before the mast of its
expedition ship, the Penola, was a 21-year-old volunteer who would eventually become one of
the final contenders for the prize of completing the first Antarctic crossing; though it would be
another two decades before Duncan Carse staked his claim.During the war years, Britain limited



its activities in the Antarctic to the establishment of three manned bases: on Deception Island in
the South Shetland Islands and at Port Lockroy and Hope Bay on the Graham Land Peninsula.
This Royal Navy-led exercise, known as Operation Tabarin, had two objectives: to deny these
shelters to German U-boats and surface raiders and to reassert British territorial claims in
response to incursions by pro-German Argentina and Chile. Although scientific and geographic
investigations formed no part of the function of these bases, when they were ceded to the newly
established Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey (FIDS) after the war they – and similar bases
later established at Signy Island, Admiralty Bay, the Argentine Islands and Stonington Island –
became the hub of further British exploration on and around the Antarctic Peninsula. Just as
importantly, they became the training ground for a new generation of British Antarctic explorers
and scientists.Typical of this new breed of British polar explorers was Vivian Ernest Fuchs – or
‘Bunny’, as he had been known since his prep school days. Born at Freshwater on the Isle of
Wight in 1908, to a German father and an English mother, Fuchs had been educated at Brighton
College and at St John’s College, Cambridge, where he read geology, zoology and botany.
Handsome and athletic, with a shock of dark hair swept back from his forehead and a penchant
for illicitly climbing the college roofs, at Cambridge Fuchs was a close contemporary of Gino
Watkins, Peter Scott, son of Britain’s foremost Antarctic hero, and of Launcelot Fleming, who
would later serve on the BGLE. Most important of all, it was at Cambridge that Fuchs, like
Watkins before him, fell under the spell of James Wordie, who would do more then any other to
shape his future career as an explorer.In 1926 Wordie, whom Fuchs described as ‘a man of
great reserve and few words, but with an unexpectedly pawky sense of humour’,8 had led a
party of undergraduates on the Cambridge University East Greenland Expedition. He had
planned a follow-up expedition in 1927, for which he recruited Watkins, but had been forced to
postpone the trip until 1929, by which time Watkins had launched his own expedition to
Labrador. Looking for replacements, at the end of the summer term Wordie asked Fuchs to join
the party and the young geologist accepted with alacrity.As well as making the first ascent of the
9623-foot Petermann Bjerg, then thought to be the highest peak in the Arctic, and completing a
detailed programme of geological investigation, Wordie’s 1929 expedition was important for
giving the 21-year-old Fuchs his first taste of travel in the polar regions. Between 2 July and the
beginning of September, he encountered pack ice, crevasses, glaciers and polar bears for the
first time – and he relished every minute. ‘I keep on feeling how impossible it is to realise my luck
in being here to revel in and marvel at all these things’, he enthused in his diary. ‘… I wish I had
thought of wintering.’9Although the expedition had been ‘a memorable baptism of ice’,10 which
gave Fuchs an abiding passion for travel in high latitudes, he spent most of the next two decades
in rather warmer climes. In 1930 the Cambridge zoologist, Barton Worthington, launched a
university expedition to East Africa, his primary objective being to study the biology of Lakes
Baringo and Rudolf in the Eastern Rift and Lakes Edward and George in the Western Rift. But
Worthington also wanted to study the geological history of the lakes and for this he needed a
specialist. ‘To my amazed delight,’ recorded a grateful Fuchs, ‘Wordie suggested my name.’11
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G, “Absolutely superb account of a forgotten expedition. This book is an absolutely superb
account of a forgotten expedition, the 1957-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition led by
Dr. Vivian Fuchs. Fuchs and his team should be remembered for their achievement but this has
not been the case until now - this book is the definitive account, filling in a gap in the written
record. Fuchs' book has been reprinted but Mr Haddelsey's book adds to this with the accounts
of those who took part and so many other details not available elsewhere. It is extremely well
written and researched, and thoroughly enjoyable to read. It is very hard to put down, and I can't
recommend it highly enough.As a former Antarctic research scientist, I have read lots of polar
literature and this is a book I will read again and again. I read Fuchs' book first, and this book
adds so much more value to Fuchs' account of the expedition. Some expedition members are
still alive and I hope their achievements will be recognised with this book.Main
achievements:First surface crossing of AntarcticaFirst air crossing of AntarcticaFirst successful
return trip to South Pole from McMurdo SoundThe second of only three teams of dogs ever to
have travelled to the South Pole (led by Ken Blaiklock)Development of efficient deep field
exploration techniques: small dog teams for surveying, replenished by aircraft as well as the use
of aircraft for route planning, depot laying and remote base construction”

Stuart Lawrence, “TAE - THE Antarctic Expedition. A well researched account of what is sadly
now a little acknowledged achievement of the logistics, travel and survival in the Antarctic.
Accepting that Ernest Shackleton is the in vogue Antarctic Explorer, it is none the less a shame
that the successful Trans Antarctic Expedition is not given credit for its remarkable achievement
and that the names of Fuchs and Hillary are so seldom mentioned. The author is to be
congratulated in his attempt to remedy this wrong.”

DJW, “Spirit of adventure. In this history of a polar expedition little remembered and but poorly
documented prior to Mr Haddelsey's book, the courage, enterprise and endurance of those
involved are recognised and ably recorded. The writer's enthusiasm for the undertaking and his
admiration of the spirit of adventure which actuated the enterprise are apparent.Once the
expedition is underway, the pace of the narrative is impressively brisk.The use of period detail is
insightful and aptly conducive to an understanding of the hardships experienced, and to the
wider context within which men and machinery operated during the expedition.The book serves
as an appreciative tribute to the audacity and stubbornness of the members of the expedition,
particularly in relation to the predictably inadequate organisational skills of its leaders.One
quibble only - the font is ridiculously undersized.”

Joan Jamie, “Good to read a full account of the crossing.. Interesting - I travelled from New
Zealand to the U. K. on the Rangitoto with the members of the Antarctic Expedition in 1958 and
came to know a few of them. I originally borrowed this book from the library, but returned the



library copy and purchased my own.”

Ian Hampton, “Four Stars. Interesting account. Worthwhile addition to the literature.”

The book by Stephen Haddelsey has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 10 people have provided feedback.
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