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Cherry Apsley-Garrard, “Introduction,”
The Worst Journey in the World:
selections.

Polar exploration is at once the cleanest and most isolated way of having a bad time
which has been devised. It is the only form of adventure in which you put on your clothes
at Michaelmas and keep them on until Christmas, and, save for a layer of the natural
grease of the body, find them as clean as though they were new. It is more lonely than
London, more secluded than any monastery, and the post comes but once a year. As men
will compare the hardships of France, Palestine, or Mesopotamia, so it would be
interesting to contrast the rival claims of the Antarctic as a medium of discomfort. A
member of Campbell's party tells me that the trenches at Ypres were a comparative
picnic. But until somebody can evolve a standard of endurance | am unable to see how it
can be done. Take it all in all, I do not believe anybody on earth has a worse time than an
Emperor penguin.

[Brief history of Antarctic exploration follows, including an outline of events on the Scott
expedition which is the subject of Apsley-Garrard’s book]

... [Around the turn of the twentieth century,] the spirit of adventure, which has always
led men into the unknown, combined with the increased interest in knowledge for its own
sake to turn the thoughts of the civilized world southwards. It was becoming plain that a
continent of the extent and climate which this polar land probably possessed might have
an overwhelming influence upon the weather conditions of the whole Southern
Hemisphere. The importance of magnetism was only rivalled by the mystery in which the
whole subject was shrouded: and the region which surrounded the Southern Magnetic
Pole of the earth offered a promising field of experiment and observation. The past
history, through the ages, of this land was of obvious importance to the geological story
of the earth, whilst the survey of land formations and ice action in the Antarctic was more
useful perhaps to the physiographer than that of any other country in the world, seeing
that he found here in daily and even hourly operation the conditions which he knew had
existed in the ice ages of the past over the whole world, but which he could only infer
from vestigial remains. The biological importance of the Antarctic might be of the first
magnitude in view of the significance which attaches to the life of the sea in the
evolutionary problem.

And it was with these objects and ideals that Scott's first expedition, known officially as
the British Antarctic Expedition of 1901-1904, but more familiarly as 'The Discovery
Expedition,' from the name of the ship which carried it, was organized by the Royal
Society and the Royal Geographical Society, backed by the active support of the British
Government. The executive officers and crew were Royal Navy almost without
exception, whilst the scientific purposes of the expedition were served in addition by five
scientists. These latter were not naval officers.



[On this expedition, Scott, Wilson and Shackleton attempted to reach the South Pole;
Shackleton fell ill with scurvy, and they were obliged to turn back at 82° 16 S. Edgar
Evans and Lashly were also on this trip. On a subsequent expedition in 1908, Shackleton
pioneered a route up the Beardmore Glacier, reaching to 88° 23’S. Scott’s second
expedition departed England June 1910. Shackleton’s last expedition, about which we
will read, followed Scott’s.]

The story of Scott's Last Expedition of 1910-13 is a book of two volumes, the first
volume of which is Scott's personal diary of the expedition, written from day to day
before he turned into his sleeping-bag for the night when sledging, or in the intervals of
the many details of organization and preparation in the hut, when at Winter Quarters.
[MIT owns a first edition of this book; volume Il includes “reports of the journeys and
the scientific work undertaken by Dr. E. A. Wilson and the surviving members of the
expedition”]. The readers of this book will probably have read that diary and the
accounts of the Winter Journey, the last year, the adventures of Campbell's Party and the
travels of the Terra Nova which follow. [“Campbell’s Party”: a group of 6 men left at
another point on the coast; ice conditions prevented their relief by ship as planned, and
these men survived the Antarctic winter in a snow cave, eating seals] With an object
which 1 will explain presently I quote a review of Scott's book from the pen of one of Mr.
Punch's staff:

"There is courage and strength and loyalty and love shining out of the second volume no
less than out of the first; there were gallant gentlemen who lived as well as gallant
gentlemen who died; but it is the story of Scott, told by himself, which will give the book
a place among the great books of the world. That story begins in November 1910, and
ends on March 29, 1912, and it is because when you come to the end, you will have lived
with Scott for sixteen months, that you will not be able to read the last pages without
tears. That message to the public was heartrending enough when it first came to us, but it
was as the story of how a great hero fell that we read it; now it is just the tale of how a
dear friend died. To have read this book is to have known Scott; and if | were asked to
describe him, I think I should use some such words as those which, six months before he
died, he used of the gallant gentleman who went with him, 'Bill' Wilson. "Words must
always fail when I talk of him," he wrote; 'l believe he is the finest character | ever met—
the closer one gets to him the more there is to admire. Every quality is so solid and
dependable. Whatever the matter, one knows Bill will be sound, shrewdly practical,
intensely loyal, and quite unselfish.' That is true of Wilson, if Scott says so, for he knew
men; but most of it is also true of Scott himself. | have never met a more beautiful
character than that which is revealed unconsciously in these journals. His humanity, his
courage, his faith, his steadfastness, above all, his simplicity, mark him as a man among
men. It is because of his simplicity that his last message, the last entries in his diary, his
last letters, are of such undying beauty. The letter of consolation (and almost of apology)
which, on the verge of death, he wrote to Mrs. Wilson, wife of the man dying at his side,
may well be Scott's monument. He could have no finer. And he has raised a monument
for those other gallant gentlemen who died—Wilson, Oates, Bowers, Evans. They are all



drawn for us clearly by him in these pages; they stand out unmistakably. They, too, come
to be friends of ours, their death is as noble and as heartbreaking. And there were gallant
gentlemen, | said, who lived—you may read amazing stories of them. Indeed, it is a
wonderful tale of manliness that these two volumes tell us. I put them down now; but |
have been for a few days in the company of the brave ... and every hour with them has
made me more proud for those that died and more humble for myself."

I have quoted this review at length, because it gives the atmosphere of hero-worship into
which we were plunged on our return. That atmosphere was very agreeable; but it was a
refracting medium through which the expedition could not be seen with scientific
accuracy—and the expedition was nothing if not scientific. Whilst we knew what we had
suffered and risked better than any one else, we also knew that science takes no account
of such things; that a man is no better for having made the worst journey in the world;
and that whether he returns alive or drops by the way will be all the same a hundred years
hence if his records and specimens come safely to hand.

So there is already a considerable literature about the expedition, but no connected
account of it as a whole. Scott's diary, had he lived, would merely have formed the basis
of the book he would have written. As his personal diary it has an interest which no other
book could have had. But a diary in this life is one of the only ways in which a man can
blow off steam, and so it is that Scott's book accentuates the depression which used to
come over him sometimes.

We have seen the importance which must attach to the proper record of improvements,
weights and methods of each and every expedition. We have seen how Scott took the
system developed by the Arctic Explorers at the point of development to which it had
been brought by Nansen, and applied it for the first time to Antarctic sledge travelling.
Scott's Voyage of the Discovery gives a vivid picture of mistakes rectified, and of
improvements of every kind. Shackleton applied the knowledge they gained in his first
expedition, Scott in this, his second and last. On the whole | believe this expedition was
the best equipped there has ever been, when the double purpose, exploratory and
scientific, for which it was organized, is taken into consideration. It is comparatively easy
to put all your eggs into one basket, to organize your material and to equip and choose
your men entirely for one object, whether it be the attainment of the Pole, or the running
of a perfect series of scientific observations. Your difficulties increase many-fold directly
you combine the one with the other, as was done in this case. Neither Scott nor the men
with him would have gone for the Pole alone. Yet they considered the Pole to be an
achievement worthy of a great attempt, and "We took risks, we knew we took them;
things have come out against us, and therefore we have no cause for complaint...."

It is, it must be, of the first importance that a system, | will not say perfected, but
developed, to a pitch of high excellence at such a cost should be handed down as



completely as possible to those who are to follow. | want to so tell this story that the
leader of some future Antarctic expedition, perhaps more than one, will be able to take it
up and say: "l have here the material from which | can order the articles and quantities
which will be wanted for so many men for such and such a time; I have also a record of
how this material was used by Scott, of the plans of his journeys and how his plans
worked out, and of the improvements which his parties were able to make on the spot or
suggest for the future. 1 don't agree with such and such, but this is a foundation and will
save me many months of work in preparation, and give me useful knowledge for the
actual work of my expedition.” If this book can guide the future explorer by the light of
the past, it will not have been written in vain.

But this was not my main object in writing this book. When | undertook in 1913 to write,
for the Antarctic Committee, an Official Narrative on condition that | was given a free
hand, what | wanted to do above all things was to show what work was done; who did it;
to whom the credit of the work was due; who took the responsibility; who did the hard
sledging; and who pulled us through that last and most ghastly year when two parties
were adrift, and God only knew what was best to be done; when, had things gone on
much longer, men would undoubtedly have gone mad. There is no record of these things,
though perhaps the world thinks there is. Generally as a mere follower, without much
responsibility, and often scared out of my wits, | was in the thick of it all, and I know.

Unfortunately I could not reconcile a sincere personal confession with the decorous
obliquity of an Official Narrative; and | found that | had put the Antarctic Committee in a
difficulty from which I could rescue them only by taking the book off their hands; for it
was clear that what I had written was not what is expected from a Committee, even
though no member may disapprove of a word of it. A proper Official Narrative presented
itself to our imaginations and sense of propriety as a quarto volume, uniform with the
scientific reports, dustily invisible on Museum shelves, and replete with—in the words of
my Commission—"times of starting, hours of march, ground and weather conditions,"
not very useful as material for future Antarcticists, and in no wise effecting any catharsis
of the writer's conscience. | could not pretend that | had fulfilled these conditions; and so
| decided to take the undivided responsibility on my own shoulders. None the less the
Committee, having given me access to its information, is entitled to all the credit of a
formal Official Narrative, without the least responsibility for the passages which | have
studied to make as personal in style as possible, so that no greater authority may be
attached to them than | deserve.

I need hardly add that the nine years' delay in the appearance of my book was caused by
the war. Before | had recovered from the heavy overdraft made on my strength by the
expedition | found myself in Flanders looking after a fleet of armoured cars. A war is like
the Antarctic in one respect. There is no getting out of it with honour as long as you can
put one foot before the other. | came back badly invalided; and the book had to wait
accordingly.
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