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THE RACE TO THE SOUTH POLE 

CLASS 2 HANDOUTS 

 

PROF. BOOTHE CONTACT INFORMATION  
 

Email:  hoodooskr@aol.com  //  Phone:  415-233-1697  (cell) 

Re phone, feel free to text at any time, or to call between 9 am and 9 pm. If you have a question or 

comment and wish a quick response, please text or call rather than sending me an email. Otherwise, 

email is fine. 

 

HANDOUT CONTENTS 

1) Class 2 Outline — p. 2    

2) Key Participants of the 1897-99 Belgica Expedition and the Crew of Amundsen’s 1903–06 

Gjøa Expedition  — pp. 3 – 4  

Shown in the first array are the four key participants who feature most in this class’s narrative of 

Amundsen’s 1st Antarctic expedition, the 1897-99 Belgica. Incudes photo of each plus summary 

information. The second page of this section shows the entire crew of the Gjøa, seven men who 

together under Amundsen were the first to sail on a single ship through the fabled Northwest 

Passage. 

3) Quotes About Motivation to Explore and the Lure of the Antarctic — pp.   5 – 12  

A selection of statements from explorers about the motivation to explore or go to remote places, 

in particular, the Antarctic, and reasons for trying to reach places like the South Pole. Name of 

person quoted and source indicated for each statement, plus brief comments about what’s said. 

4) Timeline for Amundsen’s Polar Apprenticeship — pp. 13 – 21  

Covers Amundsen’s years before going to the polar regions, then the years of his Polar 

Apprenticeship — beginning with the 1897–1899 Belgica expedition on which he was the 2nd 

officer. Concludes with his first polar command, the 1903-06 Gjøa expedition.  

5) Maps — pp. 22 – 30  

All included maps are specific to this class. 

6) Cartoons by Expedition Naturalist Émile Racovitza — pp. 31 – 33  

You’ll see these in the lecture, but I’ve included them in the handout just for fun. Racovitza, 

who did many humorous drawings of his Belgica companions, was a Romanian who went on to 

an eminent career as a biologist and later as a university administrator in Romania. Jan Van 

Mirlo, a Flemish sailor on the voyage, wrote of him that “He spoke every language in the world 

except Flemish.”   

mailto:hoodooskr@aol.com
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CLASS 2 OUTLINE  

ROALD AMUNDSEN & HIS POLAR APPRENTICESHIP 

 

➢ Brief Review of Class 1 

➢ Outline of Class 2 — What we’ll be discussing today 

➢ After the 1895 6th Geographical Congress 

o Why the renewal of interest in the Antarctic? 

o Motivation for Antarctic Exploration —  Why were explorers, and those who backed 

them — eager to explore the south? and, in particular, to reach the South Pole? 

➢ Roald Amundsen 

o Personal background 

o Polar motivation; significance of word “apprenticeship” 

➢ The 1897-99 Belgica Expedition — Amundsen’s Antarctic apprenticeship 

o Learning from experience and from Frederick Cook 

o Experience of the first Antarctic night 

o Illness and madness on the Belgica 

▪ Scurvy (?) and/or beriberi (?) 

▪ SAD (seasonal affective disorder) 

➢ The 1903-06 Gjøa Expedition — Amundsen’s First Command 

o Learning from Arctic Peoples — dogs, food, clothing, travel . . . 

o The San Francisco connection 

  



  Handouts for Class 2 . . . Amundsen’s Polar Apprenticeship — page 3 

 

THE FOUR KEY MEN OF THE BELGICA EXPEDITION 

 

  

Adrien de Gerlache de Gomery 

Expedition Leader 

From Belgium 

1866 – 1934 

George Lecointe 

2nd-in Command / hydrographer 

From Belgium 

1869 – 1929 

 

 
 

Roald Amundsen 

2nd Officer 

From Norway 

1872 – 1928  

 

Dr. Frederick Cook 

Doctor & photographer 

From United States 

1865 – 1940 
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THE CREW OF THE GJØA 
 

 

There were only seven men on this expedition, each an expert at something (although that didn’t 

include a doctor). In addition to Amundsen himself, two of these men would participate in the 

South Pole expedition — cook/handyman Adolf Lindstrøm and Helmer Hanssen, who learned to 

drive dogs on this expedition, becoming, Amundsen said, the best dog driver he’d ever seen. 
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REACTIONS TO THE ANTARCTIC (AND ELSEWHERE) —

FEELINGS ABOUT BEING THERE, REASONS FOR 

GOING OR DESIRE TO RETURN & THE LURE OF THE 

SOUTH POLE   
 

The following is a selection of quotes primarily from explorers about the motivation for exploration 

and the quest to reach places such as the South Pole. There are two main sections here. The first 

includes two statements about motivation with regard to places outside the Antarctic — 

explanations that are equally applicable to the Antarctic. The second, and much longer, section 

contains quotations — mostly from participants in the Antarctic Heroic Age — explaining “why” 

explore or even go to the Antarctic, or race for the South Pole. These are arranged chronologically 

by date spoken or written. 

I’ve given you the source of the quote and name of the speaker/writer along brief information 

about who he/she was. In most cases, I add brief comments about the sentiment expressed.  As you 

read these, you’ll see a variety of reasons offered — romance, science, nationalism, companionship, 

lure of the Antarctic itself. . .  One theme common to many of these quotes is the appeal of a place 

far from civilization, an aspect of such places that appeals strongly to some. For such people, 

Antarctica was a place that called to something deep within them. The one thing you’ll not find in 

these quotes is an admission that the lure is fame and/or fortune. But the fact is that for some 

people, including several men involved in the Race to the Pole, this was an important motivation for 

heading south. 

To conclude, there’s also the simple classic, “Because it’s there. . .” which is the first entry on 

this list. 

 

TO PLACES OTHER THAN THE ANTARCTIC 

MT. EVEREST 

Because it’s there. . . Everest is the highest mountain in the world, and no man has reached its 

summit. Its existence is a challenge. The answer is instinctive, a part, I suppose, of man’s desire to 

conquer the universe. 

◼ George Mallory — in response to a question from a New York Times reporter in 1923 

Mallory’s famous answer when asked why he was returning for another attempt to climb Mt. 

Everest. He had made two previous attempts. His 1st had been a failure, his second, in 1921, 

a tragedy when seven porters died in an avalanche. His final try was in 1924. He was last 

seen through a telescope on the way to the summit along with his partner Andrew Irvine. 

Did he make it? We’ll never know because he didn’t return. His frozen body was found by 

climbers on Everest’s north ridge in 1999. 

In some ways, this says it all as the reason for attempts to reach the South Pole, just as it 

had for the North Pole. Not scientifically justified (though it could be), not economically 

justified (though it could be made so), no practical reason (though later we would realize 

these do exist) — just “because it’s there.”  

When Mallory spoke these words that have resonated ever since as a reason for men 

and women to reach out, beyond — both the North and South Pole had been reached. The 

summit of Mt. Everest was being described as the “3rd Pole.”  If Mallory didn’t make it in 
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1924, the Summit of Mt. Everest would at last be reached for the first time in May 1953 by 

New Zealand’s Sir Edmund Hillary and his Sherpa mountaineer companion Tenzing 

Norgay. And in a link to the Race to the South Pole, it would be Hillary who would be first 

to reach the South Pole overland using motor transport, in November 1957.  

 

THE ARCTIC 

People, perhaps, still exist who believe it is of no importance to explore the unknown polar regions. 

This, of course, shows ignorance. It is hardly necessary to mention here of what scientific 

importance it is that these regions should be thoroughly explored. The history of the human race is a 

continued struggle from darkness to light. It is, therefore, to no purpose to discuss the use of 

knowledge; man wants to know, and when he ceases to do so, he is no longer man.”  

◼ Fridtjof Nansen, to the Royal Geographic Society, London 1892 

Nansen, a Norwegian who was already famous for having made the first crossing of the 

Greenland Icecap in 1888, was speaking to the British RGS explaining his plans for his 

upcoming 1893-96 Fram expedition on which he planned to attempt to reach the North Pole 

by letting the ship be frozen in the ice and then be carried over the pole by the drift of the 

ice. Nansen was speaking from the perspective of a scientist as well as an explorer, having 

received his Ph.D. in zoology shortly after his return from his Greenland expedition.  

 

TO THE ANTARCTIC 

FROM BEFORE THE HEROIC AGE 

… Impressed with the feeling that England had ever led the way of discovery in the southern as 

well as in the northern regions, I considered it would have been inconsistent with the preeminence 

she has ever maintained, if we were to follow in the footsteps of the expedition of any other nation. 

I therefore resolved at once to avoid all interference with their discoveries and selected a much 

more easterly meridian (170°E), on which to endeavor to penetrate to the southward. . .  

◼ James Clark Ross, A Voyage of Discovery and Research in the Southern and Antarctic 

Regions During the Years 1839-43, 1847 

We saw part of this quote on a slide last week — Ross’s reaction to learning that the French 

and American expeditions had sailed to the coast of East Antarctica directly to the south of 

Tasmania in 1839-40. Ross here is expressing a nationalist motivation for choosing his 

particular southward route. 

 

FROM HEROIC AGE PARTICIPANTS 

FROM AN 1897-1899 BELGICA EXPEDITION PARTICIPANT 

For here is the world nearest to its youthful character. The moving crust of the earth in its infancy, 

long before the advent of man. It is this strange simplicity, this other-world air of terrestrial youth, 

which makes the polar regions so fascinating to nature-loving man. Everything about is new, yet 

old; every sight is simple, yet clothed in mystery; every phenomenon, like a shy maiden, is 

attractive but difficult of access. The haste and the bustle of the living world are far from the mental 

horizon, and the mind is ready to examine the new problems. It is fortunate that one can… here 

open the book of Nature and record the causes and effects of nearly all phenomena, for then the 
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mysterious halo which surrounds everything polar disappears. Each point of attraction which at first 

bewilders us by its strangeness becomes a written page to be added to the future annals of science… 

It is these tempting studies which lift the spirits above the even plane of white monotony. It is this 

fresh interest in the unknown which makes life tolerable. We all like to ponder over the days of our 

youth… looking at the polar world, as a whole, it bears a close relation to what it must have been 

when man first came to it… 

◼ Frederick Cook, Through the First Antarctic Night, 1900 

Cook was the doctor (and photographer) on the Belgica expedition. This book from which 

this quote comes is Cook’s narrative of that expedition. 

 

FROM 1901-04 DISCOVERY EXPEDITION PARTICIPANTS 

There is undoubtedly a wonderful attraction in these regions, whatever it may be. Men go to the 

remote corners of the earth, suffer untold privations, and face terrible risks; yet, knowing what is 

awaiting them, they return repeatedly. It may be to satisfy the desire to overcome obstacles which 

asserts itself, or a fascination may lie in endeavoring to unravel hidden mysteries. I am satisfied in 

my own mind, after two cruises in the Antarctic, that a charm certainly exists, which, perhaps, can 

only be described as ‘the call of the South.’  

◼ Gerald Doorly, The Voyages of the Morning, 1916  

Doorly was an officer on the Morning, the relief ship captained by William Colbeck that 

was sent in support of Scott’s Discovery in 1902-03 and 1903-04. 

 

What is there in polar exploration that fascinates men so? The long, long winter’s night is dreary 

enough, God knows. Much of the work is terribly hard and monotonous. The food is only made 

possible by the sauce of hunger. Pain and hunger and thirst have often to be endured. 

Disappointment and foiled ambition follow in their footsteps. And yet – and yet – something calls 

one back. It is a case of ‘Once bitten, never twice shy.’ The longing to be in harness once more: to 

scale the glacial heights and gaze o’er the mighty frozen rivers flowing between the precipitous 

cliffs beneath; to breathe in the keen ice-laden air; to view the brilliant, gorgeous effects of sun and 

sky; to look over the edge of the world into illimitable space and feel the thrill which uplifts a man’s 

being as he realizes that none other has been where he is. It makes the blood rush more quickly 

through his veins and inspires him with the belief that he can attain the hitherto unattainable. 

Excelsior! A song without words rises from his very soul in praise of the Unknown, of Nature – of 

God. And once, as it were, having looked Him in the face, a man can know no real rest until he 

looks again and again. And this, I take it, is the Call-back. A man finds his soul. 

◼ Albert Armitage, Cadet to Commodore, 1925 

Armitage was 2nd-in-command of Scott’s Discovery expedition. This quote is from his 

autobiography, written more than two decades after the expedition. He’s referring here not 

only to his reaction to his time on the Discovery expedition, but also about his experience in 

the Arctic on an 1894–1897 expedition to Franz Josef Land. Armitage spent two winters on 

each of his polar expeditions, living through a total four polar nights. 

 

FROM 1902-04 SCOTIA EXPEDITION PARTICIPANTS 

There is, I feel sure, no region of the world more grand in its scenery than the Antarctic, and no 

place more transcendent in its beauty. Its very vastness, no less than its beauty, while it quickens the 
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traveler’s daily wonder and deepens his reverence, forces him to feel that it is a world that he can 

never conquer, a world in which the forces of nature are too tremendous to overcome, and which 

must resignedly be bowed before in the hope that they will suffer him to come and pass again 

unscathed.” 

◼ R. N. Rudmose Brown,  Voyage of the Scotia, 1906   

Brown was a naturalist (botanist) on William Speirs Bruce’s 1902-04 Scotia 

expedition, and one of the co-authors of the Official Expedition Narrative, 

from which this quote comes 

 

Those days in the far-off Antarctic were very happy, and now seen down the lost vista of memory 

seem happier still. They were days of peaceful uneventfulness to think of amid the turmoil of life in 

crowded cities, days the mind loves to dwell upon until they weave a spell that almost irresistibly 

tempts one back again to taste the charm of those great solitudes. For, despite the many things one 

obviously lacked, despite too the faces one could but conjure up in dreams, we were never lonely. 

Isolation among the fastnesses of nature does not bring loneliness: that can perhaps be only felt in 

its full extreme among the busy haunts of men. 

◼ R. N. Rudmose, Voyage of the Scotia, 1906  

 

A cluster of about a dozen bergs was passed on the night of the 5th,  almost the last ice we saw, an 

outpost of the Antarctic army. We were bidding farewell to the land of mist and snow, — for most 

of us probably a farewell for ever. Ah, well! It had been a good time. Monotonous, dreary, and 

uncomfortable days there had been, but where do these not exist? In the future we knew there would 

often come a longing to be back again, however much we might rail against the present. The ice had 

cast its indescribable mysterious glamour over our souls. . . . 

◼ J. H. H. Pirie, Voyage of the Scotia, 1906 

Pirie was the doctor/geologist on Bruce’s Scotia expedition, and with Brown, was one of the 

co-authors of The Voyage of the Scotia. These lines were written about his feelings on 

leaving the Antarctic in April 1904. 

   

CHARCOT, FOLLOWING HIS 1903-05 FRANÇAIS EXPEDITION 

Why then do we feel this strange attraction for these polar regions, a feeling so powerful and 

lasting, that when we return home we forget the mental and physical hardships, and want nothing 

more than to return to them? Why are we so susceptible to the charm of these landscapes whey they 

are so empty and terrifying? Is it a delight in the unknown? Are we intoxicated by the struggle and 

effort needed to travel and survive here? Is it pride in attempting and achieving what others have not 

done? Or is it the pleasure of being far removed from meanness and pettiness? It is something of all 

these, but it is something else as well. I had long thought of how I seemed to feel a joy in my own 

existence more keenly when faced with this desolation and the threat of death. But I feel today that 

these regions stamp us in some way with religious awe. In temperate and tropical latitudes nature 

puts forth her main effort in an intense and relentless profusion of animal and plant life: everything 

is born, grows and multiplies, lives and dies, in order that its own species may reproduce so 

ensuring the continuity of its life. Here we are in the sanctuary of sanctuaries, where nature reveals 

herself in all her tremendous power, like the Egyptian divinity who dwelt in the gloom and silence 

of the temple, remote from the world and from the life which nevertheless she created and rules. 

The man who has been able to enter such a place feels his spirit lifted.  
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◼ Jean-Baptiste Charcot, trans. Billingshurst, Towards the South Pole Aboard the Français, 

2004 (trans. of  Le 'Français' au Pole Sud. Journal de l'Expedition Antarctique Français, 

1903-05, 1906)  

Charcot, a Frenchman, led two expedition to the Peninsula Region during the Heroic Age. 

The first was with his ship Français in 1903-05, the second with his ship Pourquoi-Pas? 

from 1908-1910. The quote is from his narrative about the first of these two expeditions. 

 

SHACKLETON, FOLLOWING THE 1907-09 NIMROD EXPEDITION 

Men go out into the void spaces of the world for various reasons. Some are actuated simply by a 

love of adventure, some have the keen thirst for scientific knowledge, and others again are drawn 

away from the trodden paths by the mysterious fascination of the unknown. I think that in my case it 

was a combination of these factors. The stark Polar lands grip the hearts of men who have lived on 

them in a manner that can hardly be understood by the people who have never got outside the pale 

of civilization. 

◼ Sir Ernest Shackleton, The Heart of the Antarctic, 1909 

Shackleton’s classic explanation of his motivation for returning to the Antarctic in 1907 — 

interestingly, without reference to the fact that his expedition goal is to reach the South Pole. 

Instead, he offers a romantic/emotional explanation, with a nod to science. 

 

I have often been asked, what can one see in the cold, inhospitable regions of the Antarctic? And, 

confronted by a bold question such as that, it is hard to find an answer. The mere fact that one 

cannot answer in a terse sentence, and that one feels what Keats called ‘The dearth of human 

words’, the roughness of mortal speech”, shows that there must be an intangible something that 

draws one back to the wild wastes of the Antarctic. And it is there, if those of us that knew it could 

only set it down in so many words. Ever since we were last there we have thought and dreamed of 

the wild stretches of snow and ice, the silence of those places where men never trod before, the 

wonder of the unknown as it rolled into our ken. Those are the memories that remain, and not the 

bitter cold, the hard work, the rough and often scanty food, and the constant effort to do just a little 

more than one should expect.  

◼ Sir Ernest Shackleton, From “Go I Must – The Call of the Antarctic by Sir Ernest 

Shackleton” The Daily Mail, 31 December 1913 

An article written while Shackleton was in the throes of fundraising for the Endurance 

expedition 

 

AMUNDSEN EXPLAINING “WHY” RE HIS 1910-12 SOUTH POLE 

EXPEDITION AS WELL AS POLAR EXPLORATION GENERALLY 

…even today we hear people ask in surprise: What is the use of these voyages of exploration? What 

good do they do us? Little brains, I always answer to myself, have only room for thoughts of bread 

and butter. 

◼ Roald Amundsen, The South Pole, 1912  

Amundsen writing in his introduction to his narrative about his successful South Pole 

expedition. He’s not poetic here, certainly not like many other quotes, but he implicitly 

expresses the idea that there’s much more to such efforts than practical achievements. 
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FROM TERRA NOVA 1910-1913 EXPEDITION PARTICIPANTS 

The main object of this expedition is to reach the South Pole, and to secure for the British Empire 

the honor of this achievement. 

◼ Robert Falcon Scott, The London Times, 9/13/1909 

Scott’s explanation of the purpose for his new expedition when he officially announced that 

he was going 

 

There is, unfortunately, a sharp difference of opinion as to the value of Polar exploration, and as to 

the results of Polar expeditions. The general public, whose knowledge of such matters is derived 

from the sensational press, can count success only in degrees of latitude…. On the other hand, there 

have been those better informed, and even eminent men, who have held or have affected a contempt 

for all result but that which accrues from the advanced scientific study of the regions visited.  

      Within these limits there is every shade of opinion as to the relative value of the objects to be 

pursued, and beyond them there is, and I fear will ever remain, the class which sees no good at all in 

Polar exploration. Excepting the last, I would express the opinion that there is much to be said for 

all points of view. 

      I submit that the effort to reach a spot on the surface of the globe which has hitherto been 

untrodden by human feet, unseen by human eyes, is in itself laudable; and when the spot has been 

associated for so long a time with the imaginative ambitions of the civilized world, and when it 

possesses such a unique geographical position as a pole of the Earth,  there is something more than 

mere sentiment, something more than an appeal to our sporting instinct in its attainment; it appeals 

to our national pride and the maintenance of great traditions, and its quest becomes an outward  

visible sign that we are still a nation able and willing to undertake difficult enterprises, still standing 

in the van of the army of progress. 

◼ Robert Falcon Scott, in a 5/27/1910 speech to the Royal Institution about his plans 

Here Scott is expressing a mix of motivations, attempting to address the varied interests of 

those he hopes will support him. But what stands out here is the expression that reaching the 

pole, and reaching it first, has value in and of itself. AND that this is a matter of national 

pride — a nationalist motivation. 

And I tell you, if you have the desire for knowledge and the power to give it physical expression, go 

out and explore. If you are a brave man, you will do nothing: if you are fearful you may do much, 

for none but cowards have need to prove their bravery. Some will tell you that you are mad, and 

nearly all will say, ‘What is the use?’ For we are a nation of shopkeepers, and no shopkeeper will 

look at research which does not promise him a financial return within a year. And so you will sledge 

nearly alone, but those with whom you sledge will not be shopkeepers: that is worth a good deal. If 

you march your Winter Journeys you will have your reward, so long as all you want is a penguin’s 

egg. 

◼ Apsley Cherry-Garrard, The Worst Journey in the World, 1921   

Cherry, as he was known, was a junior naturalist who purchased his place on Scott’s Terra 

Nova expedition for £1,000. His book, widely regarded as a literary classic, is the most 

complete single book account of the expedition. This quote is a famous one from his book. 

Cherry was not a scientist as such, but he was an active participant in all the sledging and 

became very close to many men of the expedition. His years 1910-13 with the expedition 
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were a profound experience for him.  Here he’s giving us a highly personal perspective, 

focused on the emotional experience of being in the Antarctic with like-minded companions. 

 

WILLIAM SPEIRS BRUCE ON THE VALUE OF SCIENCE VERSUS 

ATTEMPTS TO ACHIEVE DRAMATIC FIRSTS 

What is the use of these polar expeditions? If the sole aim is to reach the North or South Pole, or to 

get nearer to it than any one has been before, the answer must be that it is of little value either to 

science or commerce. That is the accomplishment of an athletic feat only to be carried out by those 

who have splendid physical development. But if it refers to expeditions well equipped with every 

means for the scientific survey of a definite section of the world – be it land or sea – then the answer 

is different. To add to the store of human knowledge means increased power of adding to human 

comfort. It also means making another step into the forever unfathomable unknown, and it is the 

duty of the scientific explorer as a pioneer to investigate a definite area of the unknown with a staff 

of competent specialists. 

◼ William Speirs Bruce, Polar Exploration, 1911 

Bruce had led the 1902-04 Scotia expedition to the Peninsula Region, which had wintered 

on Laurie Island in the South Orkneys in 1903 and explored the Weddell Sea in summer 

1903-04. He was a serious scientist, more interested in scientific inquiry than he was in 

dramatic exploration achievements, though in fact he did make them.  

 

DOUGLAS MAWSON ON THE VALUE OF SCIENTIFIC WORK IN THE 

POLAR REGIONS 

There are those who would impatiently ask, ‘What is the use of it all?; The answer is brief.     The 

Polar regions, like any other part of the globe, may be said to be paved with facts, the essence of 

which it is necessary to acquire before knowledge of this special zone can be brought to even a 

provisional exactitude. On the face of it, polar research may seem to be specific and discriminating, 

but it must be remembered that an advance in any of the departments into which, for convenience, 

science is artificially divided, conduces to the advantage of all. Science is a homogeneous whole. It 

we ignore the facts contained in one part of the world, surely we are hampering scientific advance. 

It is obvious to everyone that, given only a fraction of the pieces, it is a much more difficult task to 

put together a jig-saw puzzle and obtain an idea of the finished pattern than were all the pieces at 

hand. The pieces of the jig-saw puzzle are the data of science. 

     Though it is not sufficiently recognized, the advance of science is attended by a corresponding 

increase in the creature comforts of man. Again, from an economic aspect, the frozen South may not 

attract immediate attention. But who can say what a train of enterprise the future may bring?… 

     What will be the role of the South in the progress of civilization and in the development of the 

arts and sciences, is not now obvious. As sure as there is here a vast mass of land with potentialities, 

strictly limited a present, so surely will it be cemented some day within the universal plinth of 

things. 

◼ Douglas Mawson, The Home of the Blizzard, 1915 

Mawson was an Australian geologist who had been with Shackleton on the Nimrod 

expedition, having been in both the six-man party that achieved the first climb of Mt. Erebus 

(in 1908) and the three-man sledge party that (more or less) reached the South Magnetic 

Pole in January 1909. Several years later, he led his own 1911-14 Antarctic expedition, to 

the coast of East Antarctica. He was a serious scientist, but also a man who appreciated the 
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effort of exploration for its own sake to some degree. A sledging trip he was involved in in 

summer 1912-13 turned into of tragedy and his own struggle for survival, one of the most 

extreme Antarctic survival epics.  

This  quote is from Mawson’s unabridged, 2 volume, narrative of his 1911-14 

Expedition. (An abridged, 1 volume, edition was published in 1930, and is the version most 

easily available today.) 

 

OTHERS, AFTER THE HEROIC AGE 

What is the use of it, then? Could we not live content without knowledge of it? No, we cannot. The 

Antarctic is near. It is on our own globe. It plays its own part in the daily course of things here. 

Everything has its own weight in the balance of the earth. And, indeed, man goes farther than the 

Antarctic in his search for answers!” 

 

◼ John Giaever, The White Desert, 1954 

Giaever was the leader of an international (Britain / Norway / Sweden) that explored the 

Antarctic at the northeast corner of the Weddell Sea during the years 1949-52. 

 

It’s hard to describe the elation I felt at being back in Antarctica. The continent is one of the most 

colorful, varied landscapes I’ve ever seen, and I’ve never understood why other explorers describe 

it as a desolate stretch of white… Every day, you’re chasing an endless horizon that shifts as you 

travel uphill or down. Sometimes it’s above your heart, or at your midsection, or beneath your feet, 

but you never catch it. At times, you can see blue sky above you and yet there’s a ground blizzard 

around your feet. The wind swirls particles of ice and snow, and when the sun catches them you see 

reds and turquoises and purples. Each day is remarkable in itself… No person who hasn’t been to 

Antarctica can full appreciate the splendor of ice sculptures molded into the continent’s floor by the 

fierce winds and the wonder of a cold, white sun that never sets. I do miss greenery and other kinds 

of nature when I’m there… Yet to judge Antarctica by the familiar things it lacks denies everything 

that is unique and beautiful about it. 

◼ Liv Arnesen, No Horizon is So Far …, 2003 

Arnesen is a Norwegian adventure-expeditioner who has made several major sledge trips in 

the Antarctic, including skiing solo from the coast of the Weddell Sea to the South Pole in 

1994-95. This quote is from her book, jointly written with American Anne Bancroft, her 

partner on the expedition this book is about — a 2000-01crossing of the Antarctic continent 

by these two women.  

  



  Handouts for Class 2 . . . Amundsen’s Polar Apprenticeship — page 13 

 

CLASS 2 TIMELINE 

ROALD AMUNDSEN’S POLAR EDUCATION 

 

>>> THE EARLY YEARS — 1872–1896 <<< 

1872 • Amundsen born near Oslo, Norway on July 16 ― 4th son of wealthy shipowner 

1886 • Amundsen’s father dies 

1887 • Age 15, Amundsen reads about Arctic expeditions, decides wants to be a polar 

explorer 

1889 • Fridtjof Nansen returns to Norway after his triumphant 1st crossing of Greenland. 

Amundsen is among the crowds assembled to greet him when he reaches Oslo 

• Amundsen undertakes his 1st long ski tour, with three friends in the wilds near Oslo —

part of his preparation for becoming a polar explorer; more such trips will follow 

1890 • At his mother’s insistence, Amundsen starts Medical School at Christiana University 

1893 • Feb — Attends a lecture by Eivind Astrup, who had been with Peary in Greenland, 

learning much from the local native peoples, the value of skis for polar travel, and that 

Europeans could use dogs effectively in polar regions — lecture inspires Amundsen 

• June — Amundsen fails university exams, for which he’s not been studying 

— Joins the cheering crowds as Nansen sets sail on the 1893-96 Fram expedition — 

another inspiration  

• Sept — Amundsen’s mother dies; he quits medical school and turns to preparing 

himself for what he really wants to do, Arctic exploration focused on the North Pole 

1894 • March — sails on a sealing voyage to the Arctic, his 1st voyage into the ice; more 

interested in what he learns about sailing in ice than he is in the seal hunt 

1895 • Writes letter to a Norwegian ship owner about possibilities for Antarctic exploration 

• May — after several additional voyages, Amundsen gets his mate’s certificate 

• Summer — joins Norwegian army for required military service — serves statutory 7 

months & 5 days, doing parade ground drills at a barracks outside Oslo 

1896 • July 4 — after purchasing his expedition ship and renaming her Belgica, Adrien de 

Gerlache arrives with his ship at Sandefjord 

• July 29 — after arriving in Sandefjord at the end of a sealing voyage, Amundsen 

learns of de Gerlache’s expedition and writes volunteering to join, at no pay 

After consultation with his local agent, de Gerlache accepts Amundsen, signing 

him on as 2nd officer  

>>> THE BELGICA EXPEDITION ― ANTARCTIC APPRENTICESHIP <<< 

1897 
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June • Following completion of refit, Belgica sails from Norway to Belgium with her 

Norwegian crew members including Amundsen 

 

Aug 

• 23 — Belgica departs Belgium, heading for South America —  Just before final 

departure, expedition doctor quits.  

De Gerlache finds a last minute replacement, Frederick Cook — an American who 

had been with Peary in Greenland and had applied earlier to join the expedition 

but had been turned down. De Gerlache sends a telegram to Cook telling him to 

join the expedition in Rio 

Oct • 12–30 — In Rio 

Frederick Cook joins the expedition, bringing much Arctic gear with him. Spend 

time here working on ship and being entertained by local Belgian community 

 

Nov 

• 11–14 — in Montevideo. De Gerlache fires his original cook for insubordination, 

replaces him with a Swedish cook hired locally 

• 17 — See 1st albatross; 2 days later, 1st penguins (probably Humboldt penguins) 

• 29 — Enter the Strait of Magellan, en route to Punta Arenas 

 

 

Dec 

• 1 — Reach Punta Arenas, pick up mail 

While in Punta, major problems with the crew, drunk and insubordinate —  3rd 

engineer and several sailors desert or are dismissed, including the replacement 

cook, who had been ill on the voyage from Montevideo. 

Most sailors dismissed/deserted are Belgian, with result that are now more non-

Belgians than Belgians on this Belgian expedition 

• 14 — Depart Punta Arenas 

Leave with only 19 men — 11 officers and scientists and 8 sailors — making ship 

seriously short-handed. De Gerlache’s steward Michotte, who has earnestly 

claimed he can do it, becomes the new cook 

• 14–21 — From Punta Arenas to Ushuaia 

1st, sail to west end of Strait of Magellan, then round far west of Tierra del Fuego 

archipelago and sail eastward through the Beagle Channel, heading for Ushuaia — 

slowly exploring the archipelago en route 

• 21–31 — at Ushuaia and nearby, taking on donated coal 

1898 

 

 

Jan 

• 1 — Depart Ushuaia. That evening, run aground on a reef in the dark. Takes a full day 

to free the ship, which for a time they think will be impossible 

• 7–13 — At Staten Island taking on fresh water to replace water that had been dumped 

in the effort to free the ship from the reef  

• 14 — At last head for the Antarctic, south into the Drake Passage, starting scientific 

work (oceanography) at once 

• 20 — Sight land, the South Shetlands 

• 22 — Norwegian sailor Karl-Auguste Wiencke falls overboard in a storm, drowned 

despite desperate efforts to save him. Amundsen blames himself  
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• 23 — Sail from South Shetlands to west coast of Antarctic Peninsula.  

Land briefly on small island in Hughes Bay (an indentation in coast of Peninsula) , 

1st of what will be many landings over next several weeks 

• 24 — 2nd landing, also on an island. Begin collecting scientific specimens. Find tiny 

mites in the rocks, 1st known Antarctic insect 

• 27 — Leave Hughes Bay and begin exploring a channel that appears to run southward 

out of the bay 

• 30 — Five-man party including Amundsen land on Brabant Island — camp, sledge, 

explore the island, remaining there until Feb 6  

This is the First Antarctic Sledging trip 

 

 

Feb 

• 6 — Belgica returns to Brabant Island to pick up the shore party after exploring the 

newly discovered strait — today called the Gerlache Strait — southward 

• 12 — Reach the southern end of the Gerlache Strait, make last of 20 landings and exit 

the strait into the Pacific Ocean 

Then sail through the Lemaire Channel (which de Gerlache names) and begin 

sailing south along the coast of the Antarctic Peninsula 

• 15 — Cross the Antarctic Circle, heading south 

• 16 — Sight Alexander Island, the last land they will see for more than 13 months 

• 17–28 — Continue southward sail 

At times trying to penetrate off-shore pack ice to reach the land, sometimes briefly 

trapped, but always getting free, and then continuing southward 

• 28 — De Gerlache heads Belgica southward deep into the pack ice 

Mar • 1–3 — Belgica able to move under own control in the pack from time to time 

• 4–6 — Totally trapped 90 miles from open ocean; and beset drift begins 

• 14 — See their first Aurora Australis 

• 26 — De Gerlache orders engine boiler fires extinguished, has most of sails unbent, 

actions that are a surrender to the fact that they are trapped 

• Toward end of month, begin converting Belgica to a wintering station 

• 29–30 — kill crabeater seals and emperor penguins, initially for study, but the 

penguins in particular for food; seals mostly for their blubber which will use as fuel 

April  • Throughout month, work converting ship to comfortable winter home; scientists erect 

observation huts on the surrounding ice; de Gerlache draws up winter work/life 

timetable; begin regular meteorological observations 

• Time starts to weigh heavy on some of the men & morale is beginning to drop 

May • 16 – Sun sets, will not rise again for many weeks; Antarctic winter night begins 

• Depression and lethargy increase — nearly everyone physically growing weaker, 

suffering from something.  
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• 28–31 — Ice pack violently moving about, threating the ship which vibrates and 

shudders with impacts of the ice. Fortunately, the last serious pressure they experience 

during the year 

June • 3 — Cook takes his moonlit photo of the Belgica in the ice — 60+ minute exposure 

• 5 — Émile Danco dies; “buried” at sea through a hole in the ice on the 7th  

• 20th or 21st — Winter solstice, know that sun will now be beginning its return, but 

little impact on mental or physical health situation 

• As month progresses, most of the men increasingly ill with what Cook calls “polar 

anemia” [which he suspects may be scurvy, does not say this aloud] 

• Late in month — Nansen the cat dies  

July • Early in month, de Gerlache and Lecointe seriously ill and take to bunks; Cook and 

Amundsen assume moral leadership 

• Cook begins his “baking treatment,” increases seal and penguin in men’s diet; men, 

including de Gerlache and Lecointe, begin to recover 

• 25 – Sun rises for 1st time since May, winter night is over 

• 31 – Amundsen, Cook, and Lecointe set out on sledge trip over the pack ice 

Aug • 1–5 – Amundsen, Cook, Lecointe sledge trip 

• 7 — Belgian sailor Jan Van Mirlo goes notably insane, constant watch on him begins; 

recovers to a degree as month progresses 

• Begin to be aware of rats in large numbers on the ship 

Sept • De Gerlache orders ship machinery overhauled in attempt to boost morale 

• Early in month, experiment for 1st time with their explosive, tonite 

• Late in month, de Gerlache begins holding meetings with the officers/scientists to 

discuss plans for the following summer, after the ship is freed from the ice 

Oct • Open areas in the ice around them begin forming; leads visible in all directions, but 

Belgica was still completely trapped, encased in her surrounding ice floe 

• Mid-month, Cook for first time uses word “scurvy” — tells de Gerlache and Lecointe 

that two crewmembers are in advanced stages; a few days later, tells de Gerlache that 

he is also affected 

• Late in month, Norwegian sailor Adam Tollefsen begins to show signs of “mental 

derangement” 

Nov • 11 — Amundsen learns for 1st time of a provision in expedition orders that cuts him 

out of leadership succession, leads to break with de Gerlache. Amundsen officially 

“resigns” from the expedition 

• 16 — Sun does not set, weeks of midnight sun begin 

Dec • As month opens, still not free, began to fear might have to spend a 2nd winter 

• 21 — Pass summer solstice, ship still trapped, though lanes of open water are in sight 

• 25 — Celebrate Christmas but aren’t in a festive mood, much more concerned about 

future, their situation, which is looking hopeless 
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• 31 — Lecointe’s position calculation indicates that they are close to where they’d 

entered the pact 10 months earlier, very little net distance covered even though 

they’ve drifted on a twisting track of more than 1,300 miles 

1899 

 

 

Jan 

• 4 — At a meeting of all officers/staff, Cook insists they have to do something active 

to get out, that he’s identified at least four men who will not survive a 2nd winter and 

there are others at risk as well 

• 7 — Cook, with de Gerlache, presents a plan to reach the long leads of open water in 

the pack they can see beyond the ice that is imprisoning them  

• 12 — First plan fails and turn to another idea, either from Cook or de Gerlache 

(sources differ on this) — immediately set to work on plan, to saw through ice to 

create lanes the Belgica can sail through to reach the open water in the pack 

• 21 — Sun sets for the 1st time since November, days of midnight sun are over 

• 31 — Channel to open water completed but wind shifts close it up enough that is too 

narrow for the ship 

 

 

Feb 

• Start of month, looks as if the plan has failed, matters look bleak — but continue 

working on their channel 

• 4 — Belgica begins to roll gently, realize that more ice has broken than they’d thought 

• 11 — Swell increases, cracks begin to appear in their surroundings, imprisoning floe 

• 14 — Channel to open water opens sufficiently to sail through, but ship still held by a 

massive block of ice on the stern. Use explosives to break free 

• 15 — Sail down the channel to a beckoning lead, then to another and another 

• 16 — Have advanced about 12 miles north of winter prison floe, but now once more 

beset 

• 20 — For 1st time, can see open ocean they are trying to reach, less than 10 miles 

away across the pack ice — drift carrying them steadily westward 

 

 

Mar 

• Beginning of month, using binoculars, can see open sea breaking against edge of ice 

pack, know they are only 3-4 miles from open water 

• 3 — De Gerlache calls officers/scientists together to discuss names for discoveries of 

the previous year 

Name Danco Land and Wiencke Island for the two men who have died; many 

other locations including island they’ve sledged on Brabant Island. Each 

officer/scientist (but not sailors) given opportunity to name two features  

• 9-10 — Swell pushes ice hard against ship, inflicting damage, dangerous 

• 14 — Ice finally releases them into the open ocean 

Immediately sail directly for Punta Arenas. All ideas of any further exploration 

abandoned 

• 28 — Reach Punta Arenas. Expedition effectively at an end      
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April 

and 

after 

• De Gerlache spends several weeks in Punta Arenas repairing the Belgica and then 

sails north, slowly up the coast of South America — totally by sail because does not 

have the money to buy coal 

• Amundsen, still upset with de Gerlache, refuses to return on the Belgica and takes a 

passenger boat home. He takes the deranged Norwegian sailor Tollefsen with him 

• Cook remains in Tierra del Fuego region for several months conducting 

anthropological work 

• Near end of May, Amundsen reaches home — quietly, to no public welcome 

• Aug 14 — Belgica leaves Buenos Aires, crossing the Atlantic totally under sail, only 9 

men aboard under de Gerlache. No original senior officers or scientific staff are along   

• Sept — Amundsen leaves Norway, then rides a bicycle to Spain to join his brother’s 

ship to get the sea time needed to qualify for his final Master’s Certificate — ship is 

traveling to Pensacola, FL, at the time a timber port 

• Nov — Early in month, Belgica reaches Antwerp, greeted with great acclaim 

>>> FOLLOWING THE BELGICA EXPEDITION: 1899 – 1903  <<< 

1900 • In Pensacola, Amundsen purchases a load of hickory and has it shipped home, 

thinking it might be useful in the future for making sledges or skis.  

During voyage to/from Pensacola, spends free time studying Polar literature 

• April — Amundsen returns to Norway, having completed his sea time and qualified 

for his Master’s Certificate 

• Amundsen begins planning, preparation for a voyage of his own, an attempt to be the 

first to transit the fabled Northwest Passage in a single ship 

• Late in year, Amundsen goes to Germany for training on observations needed to 

determine the location of the North Magnetic Pole [NMP] 

1901 • Early in year, Amundsen buys the Gjøa 

• April 15 – Sept 4, sails on training voyage in the Barents Sea on the Gjøa with the 

ship’s previous owner, a sealing captain who knows the ice well 

Soon after return, orders a complete refit of the ship, new ice sheathing for the 

hull, installs a ‘hot bulb’ paraffin motor (making Gjøa one of the earliest motor-

driven ships, as opposed to a steam engine) 

1902 • End of May, work on Gjøa complete, Amundsen sails her from Tromsø to Oslo 

• Summer, accompanies deputy director of the Meteorological Institute in Oslo on a 

magnetic survey in northern Norway 

• Returns to Germany for training by the scientists designing his magnetic instruments 

• October — granted his Master’s Certificate, entitling him to command a foreign 

vessel under the Norwegian flag 

• Late in year, Sverdrup returns to Norway at the end of the 2nd Fram expedition.  
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Amundsen learns from him about the value of dogs for polar travel and Sverdrup 

gives Amundsen his own dog team. In addition, Sverdrup’s cook/handyman, 

Adolf Lindstrøm, joins Amundsen’s crew for the upcoming expedition 

• Nov — Amundsen goes to London, visits Dundee Scotland en route and arranges with 

whaling captains to ship supplies for him to Greenland 

1903 • Amundsen makes final visit to Germany to make sure he understood the instruments 

that he will use to find the NMP 

Throughout 1902 and 1903, Amundsen struggles with finding financing, and his money 

problems will not be resolved by the time that he leaves Norway — he hopes that his 

creditors will give him time until the expedition is complete and that he will then be able 

to pay them with money earned by newspaper articles etc. But in the months immediately 

before he leaves, he learns the creditors are not willing to wait, and he struggles to raise 

money. At the last moment, his family comes through and lends him the money he needs 

>>> THE GJØA EXPEDITION ― AMUNDSEN’S FIRST COMMAND <<< 

1903 

June • 16 — Amundsen leaves Norway on the Gjøa with a total complement of seven 

including himself — but does not include a doctor 

July • 25 — Reach Godhaven in NW Greenland, there adding 10 more dogs, also sledges 

and kayaks — everything ordered through Danish authorities in Copenhagen 

 

Aug 

• Mid-month, pick up supplies delivered by the whaling captains and restow the ship; 

add four more dogs 

• 22 — Make 1st landing in North American territory, at Erebus Bay on Beechey Island 

(The last of Franklin’s definitely known winter stations on his fatal voyage with 

the Erebus and Terror as he sought to travel the NW Passage, a place that 

Amundsen regards as near-holy ground) 

• In last days of month, Gjøa nearly lost when she runs aground several times 

Sept • 9 — Reach a sheltered cove that looks idea for a wintering spot. Amundsen decides to 

stop here, at a place he names Gjøahavn 

 

Oct 

• 3 — Gjøa firmly frozen in, in her cove, safe for the winter 

• During month, become more and more settled, including hunting caribou for food 

• 29 — Local natives arrive. Amundsen’s group begin to develop a relationship with 

them, learn from them 

Nov & 

Dec 

• Continue learning from natives, also ethnography and assembling ethnological 

collection. Amundsen also acquires fur clothing for his own use 

• Begin preparation for the planned trip to locate the NMP 

1904 

Jan & 

Feb 

• Continue learning from natives, particularly about polar travel techniques, especially 

dog driving.  
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One of the Norwegians, Helmer Hanssen (who will be with Amundsen on the 

South Pole trip) becomes a true expert dog driver 

 

 

Mar 

• 1 —Amundsen, with three others including Hanssen, set off on attempt to reach the 

NMP, estimated to be only about 90 miles away 

Have too few dogs to pull sledges for everything, so while Hanssen drives one 

sledge pulled by dogs, the other three man-haul 

• 3 — Realizing that they have started too early, that it’s too cold to continue, turn back. 

Conditions were so bad that they’d only advanced 6 miles. Dumped the loads, 

gave up on the man-hauling, and were back at Gjøahavn in 4 hours 

On return, Amundsen recorded in his diary that he’d learned several lessons: 1) 

manhauling was inefficient and stupid; 2) reduce the travel team to the number the 

dogs could haul for; 3) starting too early was risky 

• 16 — Amundsen sets out again with Helmer Hanssen who drives the dogs on a 

preliminary trip to advance the loads dumped on the aborted 1st start 

• 25 — Amundsen and Hanssen arrive back at the Gjøa 

 

 

April 

& 

May 

• April 6 — Amundsen sets off with Ristvedt, who is a better magnetic observer than 

Hanssen, for the trip to the NMP 

• April 26 — Reach the position James Clark Ross found for the NMP in 1831. 

Observations indicate the pole is no longer there, has migrated somewhere to north — 

1st proof that the NMP moves 

Next three weeks, travel northward hunting for the current position of the Pole. 

Unfortunately, final calculations later indicate they’d missed the new NMP 

location by 30 miles, a deep disappointment to Amundsen since it meant he’d 

failed to achieve one of his goals 

• May 11 — Back at Ross’s position 

• May 27 — Back to Gjøahavn 

June – 

Dec 

• Chooses to remain at Gjøahavn for 2nd year to learn more from interaction with native 

peoples; gain experience in polar travel with skis and dogs 

• During summer, one of the men takes a small boat westward for a recon of a route 

they might follow the next summer 

1905 

 

Jan – 

July 

• In Jan, finds a fault with one of the magnetic instruments, realizes may have been why 

couldn’t locate pole, so wants to make another try. But illness among dogs has 

reduced their numbers so only one trip possible, and Amundsen give up his trip to let 

another of his men make an important one he’d planned on 

• Continue learning from natives 

Aug • 13 —  Leave Gjøahavn after ice melts and waters to west open 

• 26 — Meet an American whaling ship coming from the west. Amundsen’s transit of 

the NW passage is complete — but until the world learns, the job is not yet done. 
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• After meeting the whaling ship, hurries on westward toward the nearest cable stations, 

on the Pacific coast 

 

 

Sept 

• Early in month, when still 1,000 miles short of the Bering Strait, ice forces the Gjøa to 

stop, on the coast of the Yukon. There the ship would have to spend her 3rd winter 

frozen in the ice 

Are only a bit west of Herschel Island, where a fleet of American whaling ships 

are wintering. One captain had a surprise for Amundsen, mail from home as well 

as news that because of urging from Nansen, the American government and 

whaling companies have been given orders to provide any aid they can to 

Amundsen and his men 

 

 

Oct - 

Dec 

• Oct 24 — Amundsen leaves with two Inuit and a whaling captain to sledge overland 

with the mail, heading for Eagle City, Alaska, where there is a telegraph station. It is 

500 miles away.  

Amundsen skies, the Inuit walk on foot or snow shoes driving the dog sledge, and 

the whaler ride on the sledge. The whaler is paying for the trip, taking the 

penniless Amundsen as his guest 

• Dec 5 — Reach Eagle City, news is sent. 

Amundsen, who has no money, has sent his telegram announcing his success to 

Nansen collect. The message got out of Eagle, but farther down the line was held 

up because it wasn’t paid for up front, and so the news, which was to have been a 

newspaper exclusive, got out. In effect, it was stolen, and Amundsen lost all that 

he would have been paid for the exclusive. It was a financial disaster that he would 

remember in the future. 

1906 

Jan – 

June 

• Jan — Amundsen, who has told Nansen in the cable to tell families of his men that 

letters sent at once will arrive in time for him to take them to the Gjøa, settles down to 

wait for the mail to come 

• Feb 3 — Amundsen leaves with the mail, skiing behind a dog sledge driven by Inuit 

• Mar 12 — Reaches the Gjøa 

Following Amundsen’s return, the ship continues to be held by the ice for four months; he 

spends his time exploring the area on dog-sledging trips, interacting with the whalers 

July – 

Sept  

• July 10 — Gjøa at last leaves her winter site and heads west 

• Aug 30 — Rounds Point Barrow 

• Sept — Passes through Bering Strait and leaves the Arctic 

Oct • 19 — Reach San Francisco, where the voyage of the Gjøa comes to an end 

    Amundsen leaves Gjøa as gift to people of San Francisco. He and his men then 

cross the US via train and return to Norway on a mailboat ― home to great 

acclaim.  
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MAPS 
 

1) Where 1897-1899 Belgica Expedition Took Place 

2) De Gerlache’s Map of What Was Known in 1897 of the Region That the Belgica Expedition 

Explored 

3) Belgica Track from January 20 to Mid-February 1898 

 

4) Lecointe’s Detail Map of Belgica Track in the Gerlache Strait 

5) Comparison of What Was Known of the West Coast of the Antarctic Peninsula Before and 

After the Belgica Exploration 

6) Belgica’s Track After Leaving the Gerlache Strait 

7) Gjøa Track from 1903-1906, Through the Northwest Passage 

8) Where the Gjøa Resided in Golden Gate Park From 1906-1972 
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Map 1 — Where the 1897-1899 Belgica Expedition Took Place 

The Antarctic time of the Belgica expedition was entirely in the Antarctic Peninsula Region or to the 

west of it, in the Bellingshausen Sea (off the coast of West Antarctica). Thus, it was nowhere near the 

locale of the Race to the South Pole. 

On this map, the blue line shows the track of the ship before and after she was beset in the ice and 

trapped in a helpless drift for nearly 13 months. The green line is her track for the beset drift, all of 

which was in the Bellingshausen Sea.   

[See Maps 3, 4 & 6 below for more detail of these blue and green sections] 
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Map 2 — De Gerlache’s Map of What Was Known in 1897 of the Region That 

the Belgica Expedition Explored 

When the Belgica sailed south to the Antarctic in 1897, very little was known of the area that de 

Gerlache headed for. The South Shetlands had been intensely visited by sealers early in the century and 

were well known and charted, though not all that accurately. The tip of the Antarctic Peninsula had 

been seen and placed on the charts, as had the more northerly parts of the west coast of the Peninsula. 

The farthest south along the west coast that anyone had definitely gone and sort-of charted was to just 

north of the Antarctic Circle. South of that, Bellingshausen had sighted Alexander I “Land” but very 

little detail was known. 

B. de Hughes [Hughes Bay] noted on this map is a significant location, one that was known and had 

been explored a bit, though not thoroughly. At things turned out, it is the place that de Gerlache began 

his exploration of the Antarctic Peninsula. 

South of this bay, de Gerlache hoped to find a strait leading from the west coast of the Peninsula all the 

way through to the Weddell Sea — a hope based on speculation arising from reports of a channel or 

bay (??) opening that had been seen by a German whaling reconnaissance voyage in 1874. This was the 

same voyage that had produced the most current chart that was available. On the above map, this 

speculative opening is indicated by two parallel lines immediately above the word “Polaire” that cut 

partially through the white area that indicates assumed land. 
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MAP 3 — Belgica Track from January 20 to Mid-February 1898 

The men of the Belgica first saw land in the Antarctic, the South Shetland Islands, on January 

20. From then until February 16, they were always in sight of land. Only two days after 

reaching their first Antarctic land, the expedition experienced tragedy — the death of 

Norwegian sailor Karl-August Wiencke who drowned after falling overboard during a storm. 

The location is noted on the above map. 

Following Wiencke’s death, the first three weeks during this period were spent exploring a 

new discovery, a strait that separated an archipelago — land that had previously been thought 

to be part of the Antarctic Mainland — from the actual mainland. Marked on the above map 

with the red line, de Gerlache named this the Belgica Strait, today known as the Gerlache 

Strait. These weeks of discovery began with several days in Hughes Bay, which did appear on 

existing maps (as noted on Map 1, above). They also included the week-long sledging trip 

made by five men, including Amundsen, on Brabant Island.   
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Map 4 — Lecointe’s Detail Map of Belgica Track in the Gerlache Strait 

This map, prepared by the expedition Second-in-Command and hydrographer George Lecointe, 

was published after the expedition had named many locations. The map reflects these names, as 

well as the name “Gerlache Strait,” which was the replacement for the expedition’s original 

name, “Belgica Strait.” 

In all, they made 20 landings in the Gerlache Strait, the first on January 23 in Hughes Bay. The 

twisting, turning track reflects the fact that they were exploring and surveying their discovery. 

Although seemingly confused and almost random, it was in fact an entirely voluntary twisted 

and repetitive track. 
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Before the 

Belgica 

 

Detail of Part of Map 1 

 

Which shows how very 

little was known of the 

west coast of the 

Antarctic Peninsula. 

[See comments for 

Map 1] 

 

After the Belgica 

 

Lecointe’s Map after 

the expedition, 

published post 1900 

The Gerlache Strait has 

been identified and 

both its east and west 

coasts surveyed in a 

preliminary way 

Islands in the Palmer 

Archipelago have been 

identified as separate 

from the Antarctic 

Peninsula mainland 

The possibility of a 

strait through the 

Peninsula to the 

Weddell Sea this far 

north has been 

disproven 

MAP 5 — Comparison of What Was Known of the West Coast of the 

Antarctic Peninsula Before and After the Belgica Exploration 
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MAP 6 — Belgica’ s Track After Leaving the Gerlache Strait 

After leaving the Gerlache Strait on Feb 12, de Gerlache initially headed south-south-west, 

hugging as close to the coast as ice permitted, sometimes trying to penetrate the ice to get 

closer to land. After passing Adelaide Island on the 15th, he sighted Alexander Island on the 

16th and the course became more west-south-west, dictated by the ice edge. 

On February 27-28, he decided to make a last try to penetrate the ice reach a much higher 

latitude. He headed due south into the pack ice, but on March 4 or so, the Belgica became 

trapped in the ice, beset into a helpless drift at the whim of the ice. For the next 11 months, the 

Belgica route followed a twisting course, indicated on this map by the green line. The twists 

ended in mid-February 1899 after the Belgica broke away from the ice floe that had held her 

prisoner for months and managed to move a few miles under her own power. From then until 

she was finally freed on March 14, 1899, the drift carried her due westward. 

The ship’s twisting and turning track while drifting covered 1,700 miles that resulted in only 

260 net miles traveled westward, with almost no change in north/south location.  

It’s interesting to contrast this twisting track of the drift with that of the ship in the Gerlache 

Strait on Map 4. To the extent that both appear like a tangled mess as they go back and forth, 

crossing over earlier tracks, they look similar. But the route in the Gerlache Strait was 

voluntary and deliberate. That in the ice was the precise opposite. 
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MAP 7 — 1903–1906 Track of the Gjøa Through the Northwest Passage 

Amundsen left Norway for his attempt to transit the Northwest Passage on the Gjøa in June 1903. By 

August, he was across Baffin Bay and entering the intricate passages between the islands in the Canadian 

Arctic. In September, he arrived at what would be his southernmost point on his route across the top of 

North America and found a sheltered cove that looked ideal as a winter home for his ship. He stopped here, 

at a place he named Gjoahavn, and let the ship be frozen in. Before winter set in, local Inuit showed up and 

Amundsen quickly established good relationship with them, learning all that he could from these people. In 

spring 1904, he went in search of the North Magnetic Pole, but did not reach it. He then spent a second 

summer and winter at Gjoahavn. 

In August 1905, Amundsen left Gjoahavn and sailed on westward. Less than two weeks later, he met an 

American whaleship that had come from the west. That meant he’d reached the western entrance to the 

Northwest Passage. He was through that had defeated every ship before his. The Northwest Passage had 

been conquered. But there were still most than a thousand miles to go to reach the Pacific, and he was eager 

to get the word out that he’d conquered the fabled route. He hurried on westward. Early in September, 

however, ice blocked the way westward, so Amundsen was forced to spend a third winter in the ice. While 

the ship wintered near a whaling fleet camp, Amundsen skied 500 miles south and sent a telegram to tell 

the world of his achievement. He then skied back to the ship and the rest of his men. 

In July 1906, the ice broke up and Amundsen was able to sail on, round the NW corner of Alaska and into 

the Bering Strait, then head south along the west coast of North America, eventually ending the voyage in 

San Francisco. 
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MAP 8 — Where the Gjøa Was in Golden Gate Park, 1906–1972 

The Gjøa’s voyage ended in San Francisco, where she was towed to shore, then up onto Ocean 

Beach and into the far west end of Golden Gate Park. There she ended her days as a sea-going 

vessel, now put on display on land for everyone to see. As for Amundsen, who gifted his ship to 

San Francisco, he returned to Norway by crossing the United States on the train and taking a 

mailboat across the Atlantic. 

Gjoa remained in Golden Gate Park for decades, sadly becoming more and more derelict. In 

1972, Norway reclaimed her and she was shipped “home.” Today she stands as a proud, and 

fully refurbished, display at the Fram Museum in Oslo. 

But San Francisco still has a reminder that Amundsen and the Gjøa were there — a bust of 

Amundsen that tops a pedestal at the north end of the Beach Chalet parking lot. 
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A SELECTION OF CARTOONS DRAWN ON THE VOYAGE BY 

NATURALIST ÉMILE RACOVITZA  

 

 

 

 

 

Arctowski 

geologizing, 

with a bit of 

interference 

from a 

native 

 

 

 

 

“The 

Sleeping 

Bag” 

 

The three 

who made 

the trip over 

the pack 

ice, in a 

sleeping 

bag 

designed by 

Amundsen 

 

Left to 

right: Cook / 

Amundsen / 

Lecointe 
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“Don 

George de 

Lecointe, 

the lion 

killer” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hunting 

rats in 

January 

1899 

 

The long-

haired 

hunter is 

probably 

Cook 
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Falling 

asleep 

while 

sawing ice 

in January 

1899 

 

 

 

 

 

Dr. Cook 

“The 

Antarctic 

Pill Angel” 

 

 

 


