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Developing Understanding timeline 

Part three - 1943 – 2000 
It is difficult to make a complete and detailed timeline of the major Antarctic expeditions as there have been over 300 of these since Antarctica was sighted for the first time. More details of the journeys below and some of the others can be found at www.south-pole.com.

· What was the main purpose of each expedition - exploration, research or both?

· Have the objectives of these visits changed over time?

Use the information on this sheet and parts 1 and 2 to answer the questions above. You could present your findings in the form of a table.

1943 - 1948: Operation Tabarin and beyond

Operation Tabarin was launched during World War II, its stated aim was to report any enemy activities in the Antarctic region, it also helped to establish a British presence in the region.  Bases were established at Deception Island, Port Lockroy and Hope Bay. At the end of the war the bases were transferred to the Colonial Office to be used for scientific and surveying purposes. After the end of the war in 1945, Tabarin’s three bases and its scientific work were transferred to a new organisation – the Falklands Islands Dependencies Survey The number of bases was increased from 1946 to 1948 and extensive scientific and mapping journeys made. 

Transcript of part of a 2000 video of Dr Bernard Stonehouse, who has worked in the Antarctic since 1947 and is a former Editor of Polar Record, talking about the setting up of the base at Stonington.

‘Stonington Island had been discovered by the British Graham Land Expedition and at the time it had a neck of ice north east of the glacier butting onto the island. This meant it was the one place along that coast where you could get up onto the plateau from sea level without having to climb an ice cliff or haul the dogs and everything else up there, it was the only place for miles and miles you could do this. It had been spotted by the BGLE and used by the Americans in the 1939 – 1941 operation so it was there and waiting and I think Ted Bingham, who had been on the BGLE and knew all about this, probably said “That’s a good place to put a station if you want to do any work. If you just want to sit there and be postmasters OK but if you want to do some work and get some surveying going on along the plateau then that is the place to go. And it made very good sense.’
SPRI Oral History Project
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Members of Operation Tabarin aboard HMS Eagle at Deception Island 
© British Antarctic Survey, IM Lamb

Transcript of part of a 2000 video of Dr Bernard Stonehouse, who has worked in the Antarctic since 1947 and is a former Editor of Polar Record, talking about the crash of an aircraft.

‘We hadn’t got the right safety equipment on board, but we got over to the far side, we landed, we marked out a runway. Then we saw them with the beach craft flying miles and lies away. We set up flares and ran up and down trying to catch their attention. We didn’t have any frequencies in common, we could call our base on the far side but not call them and they didn’t see us. It was one of the curious things, there were three people in that plane but they only had four good eyes between them! Two of them were on eyed. Now I am not making this up, I wouldn’t have the wit to make it up. The truth is we were being looked for by three people two of which had only one good eye. I don’t think that is why they missed us. I think they were probably looking in the wrong direction. I have often thought that was a very curious circumstance. Anyhow they didn’t see us we waited and waited and by the time we started back the weather had turned against us.’ (“Why did you start back then?”) ‘Well we had to get back, we didn’t even have adequate camping equipment, which we should have had. We should have thought it all out very much more carefully before hand.’

SPRI Oral History Project

Transcript of part of a 2000 video of Dr Bernard Stonehouse, who has worked in the Antarctic since 1947 and is a former Editor of Polar Record, talking about working at Alexander Island.

‘That left me free to join in the sledging programme. I had already managed to do a fair amount in the first year; odd little journeys here and there. I got my eye in for driving dogs and so on, but from the second year on I was much more involved in the field programme, which was marvellous, I enjoyed that enormously.’ (“That was a difficult journey wasn’t it, the depot laying journey?”) yes it was a winter journey and it was the first long journey on which people like Bunny Fuchs and Ken Blaiklock and Colin Brown our surveyors were taking part, so it was a training journey for some of us. We had Ray Adie who had sledged over from Hope Bay the previous year, he knew all about driving dogs and sledging. He was a figurehead. If you have somebody like Ray about you feel reasonably confident. We all learnt a lot from it.’

SPRI Oral History Project

Transcript of part of a 1998 video of Sir Vivian (Bunny) Fuchs 1908-1999, Geologist and explorer; Director of BAS 1958-1973. Leader of the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about travelling long journeys in Antarctica.

‘We did quite a lot of long journeys down King George VI Sound; well they are several hundred miles. We went down 350 miles from Home Base and then back again. So they were quite long sledge journeys taking three months or so. All the people worked very well together, to do that I would get one party of two to go out and lay a depot and the next party of two to go out go and use part of that depot and then go on to lay another depot then I would go through those two depots leaving enough to come back through them. So we had two and two and two as a six man party establishing a seven hundred mile journey.’ (“That is the classic way of doing a long journey isn’t it?”)

SPRI Oral History Project

1947 

The first women to winter on the continent, were Americans Edith Ronne and Jennie Darlington, wives of Ronne Antarctic Research Expedition members in 1947.

1949 – 1952 

The Norwegian-British - Swedish Expedition (NBSAE) was the first expedition in Antarctica involving an international team of scientists. Their main objective was to explore whether the climatic fluctuations observed in the Arctic were also occurring in Antarctica. The party was led by the Norwegian Captain John Giaever, with each country in charge of a different aspect of the expedition.

On 23 February 1951 the expedition was hit by tragedy when three of the expedition died. Poor weather had caused the party in one of the weasel tractors to misjudge their position and they plunged over an ice cliff into the sea. Only one of the four occupants was able to swim to safety reaching an ice-flow from which he was rescued thirteen hours later.

Transcript of 1996 video of Sir Charles Swithinbank, glaciologist who has worked in Antarctica since 1949 talking about working in Antarctica after the accident.

‘In those days however bad the emergency was nobody would come and get you. There was no way of flying to take you back to hospital. We just accepted that we were there for better for worse. If there were accidents we just made do, we just got on with it. The dog driver, who was my best friend probably, he became diesel mechanic. He’d never stripped down a diesel engine in his life but he did it. There was also the diesel mechanic who was drowned and I did things I had never dreamed I could do; change a gear box fro example. Necessity is the mother of invention and we just got on with it. But it was a sad thing.’

SPRI Oral History Project
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Charles Swithinbank in a weasel © Scott Polar Research Institute

Find out more about the expedition at www.spri.cam.ac.uk/resources/expeditions/nbsx/ 

1950 

Surveying the Antarctic Peninsula was undertaken 

Transcript of a 2000 video of Ken Blaiklock Surveyor; leader of the advanced party and dog driver on the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about travelling to Antarctica on the John Biscoe.

‘Cramped, uncomfortable, but of course I was only 20 and it was all rather an interesting experience. It was a pig of a ship and the skipper, to put it mildly, liked his tot and when he got close to Antarctica, Bunny Fuchs was on of course, he asked if  Bunny if he had any charts of the Antarctic waters. Bunny said ‘No I don’t have any of those. The ship has those.’ The skipper said he didn’t have any of those and I gather he navigated by an Atlas.’

SPRI Oral History Project

Transcript of a 2000 video of Ken Blaiklock Surveyor; leader of the advanced party and dog driver on the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about arriving at Stonington Base.

(”What were your first impressions of Stonington?”) ‘Well you remember there was still sea ice in the back bay and around the fjord and another ship came in to bring the ship in, I don’t think she would have got in otherwise, and cut this channel. The John Biscoe was wedged in the channel and my first impression was Dougie Mason and Ron Freeman coming out in dog sleds Colin and I went back with the dog sleds. The first impression was how well trained everything was and this marvellous entry into the bay by dog sled.’ (“Yes that would have been quite striking. And the base itself what were your impressions there?”) ‘Well, very cosy, very comfortable. Afterwards I realised that you, Dave and Terry has chosen the inside bunks round the stove. I chose a window bunk and it wasn’t really the best one to choose. It had a view through the window and sometimes a view through the wall with snow on the bunk, but it was a very, very comfortable base.’

SPRI Oral History Project

Transcript of part of a 2000 video of Dr Bernard Stonehouse, who has worked in the Antarctic since 1947 and is a former Editor of Polar Record, talking about working in Antarctica.

‘It takes about a year to learn the techniques of being an explorer, at least, for heavens sake Amundson took ten years over it and was competent. We were beginning to feel competent towards the end of our second year. We were beginning to feel we could deal with practically anything that came up.’

SPRI Oral History Project

1965 

International Antarctic Glaciological Project, the first use of radio echo sounding equipment in Antarctica to measure ice thickness.

Transcript of 1996 video of Sir Charles Swithinbank, glaciologist who has worked in Antarctica since 1949 talking about working in Antarctica.

‘We went down the very next summer, 65-66, and put the equipment in the single Otter and it worked. It worked extraordinarily well. Not as well as it did further south where the ice was warmer, the Peninsula is rather too much like the banana belt, the ice is rather warm, by ice standards, near the melting point. We got down as far as I can remember to 600m, but a lot of the ice was thicker and we couldn’t get through that at that time, but developments later did get through.’

SPRI Oral History Project

1955 – 1958 

The Trans-Antarctic Expedition led by Sir Vivian Fuchs and supported by Sir Edmund Hillary undertook the first crossing of Antarctic from the Weddell Sea to the Ross Sea via the South Pole. Although not part of the IGY valuable scientific research was undertaken. The expedition was not without its difficulties. A party of eight men was left at Shackleton base to over winter and set up the base but valuable stores were left on the ice sheet during a blizzard and were lost when the ice shelf broke up. 

Transcript of part of a 1998 video of Sir Vivian (Bunny) Fuchs 1908-1999, Geologist and explorer; Director of BAS 1958-1973. Leader of the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about setting up the advance party for the expedition.

(“Would you say the advance party made two big mistakes in establishing Shackleton base? The first was not to drag everything off the fast ice is a great hurry and they lost a great deal. The second was not to make the huts weather proof, also in a great hurry.”) 

‘Well the first one, there was a limit to what they could do. They had been taking things up. I think they could have done some more. They did lose a lot but they had got enough up to survive, that was a good thing. They got all the hut up, the parts for building. The other thing, the building of the hut, they couldn’t possibly do it in the time available so they had to live in the tent while they were building it.’ (“They had the whole winter to do it!”) ‘But it was a monstrous task for a very few men and the winter isn’t the best time for building. At one stage they had a blizzard and had to dig out 80 tons of snow from what they had already built as it was, standing there as beams as it was standing up in the snow, there was no means of keeping the snow out.’

SPRI Oral History Project

Transcript of a 2000 video of Ken Blaiklock Surveyor; leader of the advanced party and dog driver on the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about the early stages of the expedition.

‘We had flown in from that base but it was very heavily crevassed and Bunny wanted to try to get further south, due to the distance. So it wasn’t until the beginning of February I think that we actually reached west of the glacier. It was a great panic of course, we unloaded in bad weather. We had flown in, in fact it was on the flight with Bunny and others when we had a call to say come back quickly the captain wants to sail immediately. At that stage most of the stores had been put on the bay ice, it was very old bay ice. Most of the stores were still down there of course and we hadn’t started the base hut at all, there were a few crates and such like inland about a mile and a half. So the eight of us were left there fairly late in the season. At the time you don’t realise the predicament you have been left in but I know George Lowe said he thought we had done the wrong thing. Bunny did say if “If you don’t want to stay, I fully appreciate I have left you in a hard condition. If you don’t establish it I am not sure that we will be able to succeed.” Nobody of course dreamt of going back. Again looking back I think I can say that it was the hardest and most rugged winter experienced by any party in recent years’

SPRI Oral History Project

Transcript of a 2000 video of Ken Blaiklock Surveyor; leader of the advanced party and dog driver on the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about the first winter of the expedition.

‘We had brought up all our food, but we only had a minimal amount of fuel and we hummed and hummed, because although we weren’t prepared to do it, we could have an escape route through the American base about 50 miles away. We decided we had enough but it was about two gallons of paraffin a day, which in that climate, for heating, cooking and lighting would not get you very far. In the end we camped out all winter, again looking back it was fairly rugged. We didn’t wash at all, the fuel was too precious. The only thing that was washed was the cook’s hands!’

SPRI Oral History Project

The following summer Fuchs returned and Hillary’s team set up Scott Base in McMurdo Sound on the Ross Sea. His job was to set up depots on the Polar Plateau using air reconnaissance and tractors. Hillary continued overland to the South Pole becoming only the third party to reach the Pole overland and the first to do so in vehicles.

Transcript of part of a 1998 video of Sir Vivian (Bunny) Fuchs 1908-1999, Geologist and explorer; Director of BAS 1958-1973. Leader of the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about choosing the route for the crossing of Antarctica. 

(“Did the Otter not have a look for an easier route inland?”) ‘Oh yes, they did look, we used it to prospect the route, but there are zones of crevasses in the glacier and we selected the best that we could from that. In fact we decided to go to some mountains named the Theron and Shackleton mountains.’

SPRI Oral History Project

Fuchs' team reached the Pole from the opposite direction on 19 January 1958. Fuchs then continued overland, following the route that Hillary had laid, while Hillary flew back to Scott Base. The overland party finally arrived at Scott Base on March 2, 1958, having completed the historic crossing of 3,473 km (2,158 miles) of previously unexplored snow and ice in 99 days. In December 1957 four men from the expedition flew one of the planes flew the first non-stop trans-polar flight across the Antarctic continent from Shackleton Base via the Pole to Scott Base, following roughly the same route as Fuchs' overland party.
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Sir Vivian Fuchs © Royal Geographical Society
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Fuchs and Hillary shake hands at the South Pole © Royal Geographical Society
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Planning © Royal Geographical Society
Transcript of part of a 1998 video of Sir Vivian (Bunny) Fuchs 1908-1999, Geologist and explorer; Director of BAS 1958-1973. Leader of the 1955-58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition talking about the meeting with Hillary at the South Pole.

‘Oh it was the Press that invented the race because once they found out that instead of just laying depot 700, which was his job, which he did, he started to go to the Pole. Of course then the Press saw two parties, both approaching the Pole from different directions and invented the race, there is no doubt about that. He go there, I can’t remember now, but a couple of weeks before I did. (“He then proposed that you postpone the second part of the crossing, was he put up to this by the Americans?”) ‘Well the Americans were saying that I wouldn’t succeed in getting across,’ (“So was he?”) ‘Well everybody is entitled to their opinion.’

SPRI Oral History Project

1957 – 1958 

International Geophysical Year, an international scientific project that lasted from July 1, 1957, to December 31, 1958 with all major countries taking part in a variety of different scientific projects including research in Antarctica where 12 countries were engaged in research at 52 stations. The Halley Research Station was established in 1956 and the first permanent base at the Scott Amundson Base South Pole in 1957, using air transport, as part of this programme. As a result of the international co-operation displayed through the programme discussions which led to the signing of the Antarctic Treaty were begun. 

Transcript of a 2001 video of Dr Joseph MacDowall, joint leader of the 1955-59 Royal Society Expedition to Halley Bay, Antarctica, talking about scientific expeditions.

(“Your expedition was the first to be exclusively scientific in its objectives. What did you learn? Was there a quantum leap in our knowledge of Antarctica as a result of the IGY?”) 

‘Well particularly in terms of linking what we did with the rest of the world, that was the first time that was done because we were thoroughly bolted in to networks and that had never been done to the same extent before. Wee were all organised internationally into patterns. We now know for example that we were a major observatory to determine if it was a continent or not. Last night I got another paper from Liz Morris which showed how very clearly our observations of meteorology helped to validify a model which can be used all around the world to help evaluate and make models of the atmosphere, so we clearly made a contribution to modelling the atmosphere, which is absolutely essential for long range forecasting. It is clear that the work of the Antarctic network set up in meteorology made it prepared for the explosion of requirements from the aviation industry to fly planes all around the world. And of course the demands of the sophisticated northern hemisphere agricultural and industrial systems. So meteorology got a help on its way of meeting those requirements and to better model the world’s atmosphere. The world’s atmosphere is one system, you can’t split Antarctica off, it is one side of the heat engine.’

SPRI Oral History Project
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Diagram of original IGY buildings and later additions, 1964 © British Antarctic Survey
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Amundson – Scott Station at the South Pole © John Dudeney, British Antarctic Survey

1959 

The Antarctic Treaty was signed. Find out more about the treaty www.discoveringantarctica.org.uk/9a_treaty.php 
1962 

The British research and survey activities were renamed the British Antarctic Survey. Find out more about their current activities at www.bas.ac.uk.
Transcript of a 2001 video of Dr Joseph MacDowall, joint leader of the 1955-59 Royal Society Expedition to Halley Bay, Antarctica, talking about the importance of science in Antarctica.

‘You only have to look at the track history of science and technology, and this has been done many times, particularly in some of the studies in Congress in the United States. All the big breakthroughs have been relatively unexpected and they happen in strange directions. If it wasn’t for people who have an active curiosity and don’t mind working under terribly difficult circumstances with little funding you would never have got it.’
SPRI Oral History Project
1965 

International Antarctic Glaciological Project, the first use of radio echo sounding equipment in Antarctica to measure ice thickness.

Transcript of 1996 video of Sir Charles Swithinbank, glaciologist who has worked in Antarctica since 1949 talking about working in Antarctica on a radio echo sounding project.

‘We went down the very next summer, 65-66, and put the equipment in the single Otter and it worked. It worked extraordinarily well. Not as well as it did further south where the ice was warmer, the Peninsula is rather too much like the banana belt, the ice is rather warm, by ice standards, near the melting point. We got down as far as I can remember to 600m, but a lot of the ice was thicker and we couldn’t get through that at that time, but developments later did get through.’

SPRI Oral History Project

1979

Photogrammetry to measure the velocity of glaciers was used.

Transcript of 1996 video of Sir Charles Swithinbank, glaciologist who has worked in Antarctica since 1949 talking about measuring the velocity of glaciers.

‘Incidentally the work I did with the Americans on the Ross Ice Shelf, people at the time said, “What use is this”, and we replied that this was just the beginning of measuring the quantities involved. Since then the Americans have spent more than 100million dollars on amplifying our work on the Ross Ice Shelf and the glaciers feeding it.’

SPRI Oral History Project.

1979 – 1982 

Transglobe Expedition led by Ranulph Fiennes. The 100,000-mile route took the Transglobe Expedition team across the Sahara via Tombouctou, through the swamps and jungles of Mali and the Ivory Coast, over huge unexplored crevasse fields in Antarctica, through the inhospitable North West Passage, graveyard of so many famous adventurers, and into the unpredictable hazards of the Arctic Ocean. The expedition was in Antarctica from January 1980 to April 1981, read more about it at www.transglobe-expedition.org/page/the-antarctic 

1982 

Winter Weddell Sea Project was undertaken.

Transcript of part of a 2000 video of Dr Bernard Stonehouse, who has worked in the Antarctic since 1947 and is a former Editor of Polar Record, talking about the Winter Weddell Sea Project.

‘In bits we surveyed the whole of that coastline looking for Emperor Penguin colonies and whales. It was very, very interesting, that was one of the most interesting expeditions that I have ever been on. There were about forty scientists a mixture of Dutch, German, British, Americans and so on. We were trying to find out what was in the water, when things started in the Weddell Sea, when the colonies suddenly took off in the Weddell Sea. If it hadn’t been for this particular enquiry we might have all come home with rather different impressions. The fact that there were Emperors there and they were feeding their chicks meant that there was something going on in the sea which we were simply not picking up in any other way. We were putting trawl nets and we were putting down plankton nets and so on and we weren’t getting anything from those. The scientists were saying there was nothing going on and we were saying that we had found another 12,000 penguins that were obviously prospering and obviously feeding on something, so where was it? It turned out that all of this life was immediately under the sea ice and in the sea ice itself. Although people had realised there was life there they hadn’t realised how much there was and this was where all the action was. We weren’t picking it out from the plankton nets because you don’t put down plankton nets in the middle of sea ice, they would get torn to pieces. It was a very interesting exercise and it was wonderful how it all came together.’

SPRI Oral History Project
1988 

The Digital Data Base to aid mapping was set up

Transcript of 1996 video of Sir Charles Swithinbank, glaciologist who has worked in Antarctica since 1949 talking about setting up the Digital Database.

‘Well it was after I retired it was suggest to us that we had digital databases of every other continent, how about the Antarctic?  BAS was offered it and turned it down so I said ‘OK we will make a start.’ It wasn’t very long before we realised it was a much bigger job than we had envisaged and it needed to be done well and there really was a need. The thing that changed it was that somebody suggested collaborating with the Royal Conservation Monitoring Centre and they brought in BAS. The monitoring centre said that they needed money to do this and they went to BP who gave us a quarter of a million pounds.’

SPRI Oral History Project

1992 

Ranulph Feinnes and Dr Mike Stroud became the first people to cross Antarctica unsupported. 

1994 

The last dogs were removed from Antarctica 
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