
The Heroic Misadventure of Ernest Shackleton 
 
Born February 15, 1874  
 
1890:  At the age of 16 went on his first voyage as an apprentice merchant seaman to sail from 
England (his home country) to Valparaiso, Chile, around Cape Horn (southern tip of South America).  
They fought ceaseless winter storms and treacherous waters for two months to round the Horn. 
 
1901:  Set sail following the lead of British naval captain Robert Falcon Scott to reach the South Pole.  
Inexperience and lack of preparation haunted the crew as they ended up dragging their sleds 
themselves while their poorly trained sled dogs trotted next to them.  Many men fell victim to scurvy 
because of lack of vitamin-C in their diets.  Shackleton was stricken with a case of scurvy that was so 
severe that it called for him to lay on the sleds as the men drug him through the arctic wilderness.  
Illness and starvation caused the men to fall 700 miles short of their destination and they turned back 
and reached safety three months after their journey began.   
  
Shackleton’s first attempt to lead an expedition to the South Pole… 
July, 1907:  Set sail from England to reach the South Pole.  Stopped by mammoth icebergs and pack 
ice, they waited for months to reach shore and then built huts to plan a march for the Pole in the 
southern spring. 
October 29, 1908:  Set out on their march for the South Pole.   
January 9, 1909:  stopped within less than 100 miles of the South Pole, four months after their journey 
began.  They had reached the farthest point south in the history of man to that date (a 1,700 mile 
journey through blizzards, illness, and starvation).  The men arrived home as heroes from their journey 
and Shackleton were knighted.   
Something to note… On the return, him and his men were quickly running out of food and slowly 
starving to death.  They were surviving on a little meat from a pony that they slaughtered, and they 
rationed out 4 biscuits to each member of the crew per day.  On a day when the morale of the men was 
at an all time low due to the bitter cold, Shackleton offered one of his biscuits to a sickly crewmember, 
Frank Wild.  Wild refused the offering until Shackleton insisted.  Wild wrote in his journal that day, “I 
don’t suppose anyone in the world can thoroughly realize how much generosity was shown by this.  I 
do by God, and I shall never forget it.” 
 
The South Pole was reached by a crew lead by Robert Falcon Scott (who Shackleton took one if his 
first adventures with), who arrived days after a Norwegian explorer, Roald Amundsen (the first to 
reach the Pole), but Scott’s crew died on the return just a few hundred miles from a supply depot that 
would have saved their lives.  In his last days, Scott wrote in his diary, “Had we lived, I should have 
had a tale to tell of a hardihood, endurance, and courage of my companions, which would have stirred 
the heart of every Englishmen.  These rough notes and our dead bodies must tell the tale.”   
Sadly, Robert Scott had given up hope for his survival and the survival of his crew.   
 
Inspired by their adventures, Shackleton decided to push one step further.  He would not just reach the 
South Pole, but push beyond and cross Antarctica from Weddell Sea in the northeast to Ross Sea in the 
west (an 1,800 mile journey).  He bought a specially made boat and named it the Endurance after his 
family’s motto, “By endurance we conquer.” 
Shackleton posted the following invitation in London newspapers: 

“MEN WANTED:  FOR HAZARDOUS JOURNEY, SMALL WAGES, BITTER COLD,  
LONG MONTHS OF COMPLETE DARKNESS, CONSTANT DANGER, SAFE  

RETURN DOUBTFUL, HONOR AND RECOGNITION IN CASE OF SUCCESS.”  
- SIR ERNEST SHACKLETON 

Five thousand applicants responded to his call, of which he chose 27 experienced and trustworthy men.  
 



August 1, 1914:  At the outset of World War One the expedition embarks on possibly the most heroic 
failed adventure ever recorded.  His men not only failed to span the arctic continent, and not only did 
they fail to reach the South Pole, but his crew failed to even set foot on the continent of Antarctica.  
The treacherous weather and ice was exceptionally awful as the Endurance battled through the 
harshest conditions imaginable and eventually became trapped in the pack ice and crushed by the grip 
of the freezing waters.  The crew struggled for ten months to remove the ship from the pack ice, but 
they could only delay the inevitable truth that their ship was lost in ice 18 feet deep and that they were 
stranded with a gauntlet of formidable obstacles surrounding them.  Then, for four months the 28 men 
lived in five small tents trekking for days to find open water to set sail as they drug lifeboats, weighing 
nearly a ton, which they had managed to save from the Endurance.  During this ten-month span, they 
survived on penguins and seal (using the seal fat for fuel and eating the animal organs to avoid scurvy).  
At one point they had to shoot their four teams of sledging dogs as the ice had become too treacherous 
for their survival and their meat was needed for food.  Finally, on April 16, 1916, fifteen months after 
they were first trapped on the ice, the expedition went to sea in their lifeboats.  The entire crew was 
able to span the distance to the small, rocky, desolate Elephant Island that was within reach for their 
weak vessels.  The men lived there for five months through a constant diet of fish and penguin.  As the 
circumstances became progressively worse, Shackleton was spurred to greater heroics.  He personally 
met the needs of his men, shared their sacrifices, conferred with them, joked with them, and sang with 
them.  Shackleton hid his emotions and exuded a relaxed sense of confidence in the most dire of 
situations.  Shackleton then set sail in one lifeboat with five others through 800 miles of the most 
treacherous water on Earth.  Miraculously this small vessel carrying Shackleton and five brave souls 
survived the impossible 17 day journey through a hurricane and raging seas (during this journey, they 
recorded that their clothing was literally frozen over their skin as the raging waters combined with 
horrifically low temperatures which created a nearly unbearable condition on the small lifeboat) as the 
other 22 men fought for survival in the bleak circumstances on Elephant Island.  The six-man crew that 
went with Shackleton managed to reach South Georgia Island only to discover that they had reached 
the wrong shore.  Shackleton and two men mustered the courage to climb 22 miles of glacier-covered 
mountains reaching elevations just under 10,000 feet, but their feet did not feel a step of the hike as 
they were already stricken with frostbite.  After 36 hours of relentless climbing, they reached the 
whaling station in utter exhaustion, their destination for survival on May 20, 1916, and sent a rescue 
mission to retrieve their comrades that couldn’t make the journey through the mountains.  The next day 
(yes, the next day) Shackleton set out with an expedition to reach his stranded men on Elephant Island.  
They fell 60 miles short of their destination and were forced back by pack ice.  On June 10, Shackleton 
convinced the Uruguayan government to lend him a fishing trawler and he sailed to find his men.  
Again, the ice forced him back.  He then borrowed money to rent a schooner to attempt a third rescue 
mission.  One hundred miles out to sea, the engine quit, forcing them to return to land.  On August 30, 
1916 he borrowed a boat from the Chilean government and finally was able to reach his crew where he 
had left them on Elephant Island (over 2 years after their original departure from England).  In his 
book titled South, Shackleton wrote the following about his men and this voyage:  “In memories we 
were rich.  We had pierced the veneer of outside things.  We had suffered, starved and triumphed, 
groveled down yet grasped at glory, grown bigger in the bigness of the whole.  We had seen God in 
His splendors, heard the text that nature renders.  We had reached the naked soul of man.” 
Shackleton died on January 4, 1922 at the age of 47.  As he was setting himself for yet another arctic 
adventure when he suffered a massive heart attack while preparing for departure from South Georgia 
Island (the same island that saved him and his crew from near disaster six years earlier).  His wife 
requested that his body be buried on this island and his grave remains there in a small cemetery 
amongst the harsh landscape that he sought to conquer for most of his life.    
 
Quote from the article: “His optimism, determination, reliability, judgment, and composure inspired 
confidence in his men.  But the quality that most inspired confidence in his leadership was his loyalty 
to his men.  They knew he would always put their welfare before his own ambitions…” 


