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This book is a revision of one with the same
title published by the State Library of New South
Wales in 1996. The author, Stephen Martin, is a se‐
nior librarian of  the Mitchell  Library in Sydney
and has the advantageous situation of combining
a theoretical and literary knowledge of his subject
with the practical aspects of visiting Antarctic re‐
gions. The 1966 and 2013 editions follow similar
lines but many of the changes that occurred dur‐
ing the passage of almost two decades have been
incorporated in the new edition. As with the first
edition, the book is very timely with the several
centenaries of the "heroic age" of Antarctic explo‐
ration currently being commemorated. Indeed it
is particularly significant for an Australian audi‐
ence with the commemoration of the centenary of
Sir Douglas Mawson's Australasian Antarctic Ex‐
pedition. 

The Mitchell Library has one of the most com‐
prehensive collections of Antarctic material, espe‐
cially where relevant to Australia, which the au‐
thor has used effectively. Among this is a large col‐
lection of photographs, pictures,  and other illus‐

trative items. The book includes reproductions of
many of the rarer images, as well as the famous
ones that  have rightly become well  known. The
early chapters give a general account of the geog‐
raphy and history of the Antarctic, which, as a ge‐
ographical region, has proven not easy to define.
While many small islands in the Southern Ocean
are  reasonably  included, the  emphasis  appears
somewhat indefinite  (for  example,  the inclusion
of a reference to the Falkland Islands associated
with the potential of exploitation of Antarctic hy‐
drocarbons is difficult to justify, especially as ma‐
jor oil and gas fields farther south have been ex‐
ploited for at least half a century). 

The historical  account has the advantage of
dealing  with  the  sealing  industry  which  flour‐
ished during the 1800s after a late 1700s start and
slow extinction in the early 1900s. This major ex‐
ploitative aspect of the Southern Ocean is too of‐
ten neglected in  Antarctic  histories.  As  a  conse‐
quence of their activity, sealers were responsible
for  many  Antarctic  discoveries  during  a  period



when they made well over a thousand voyages in
the Southern Ocean. 

Martin  describes  the  essence  of  the  "heroic
age," a brief but intense period of continental ex‐
ploration between 1898 and 1918.  He offers  ac‐
counts  of  several  expeditions  in  detail,  but  his
treatment appears uneven. The earliest wintering
of scientific and exploration voyages aboard Bel‐
gica (winter  1898)  and  on  land  at  Cape  Adare
(1899) are described in detail over many pages. Of
the three, making coordinated observations, that
sailed in 1901 only Captain Scott's Discovery expe‐
dition is covered comparably (although it is cred‐
ited with an attempt on the South Pole rather than
an exploration in that direction). Erik Drygalski's
and  Otto  Nordenskjöld's  voyages,  aboard  Gauss
and  Antarctic  respectively,  which  made  major
contributions, are treated in barely a page each.
William Bruce's Scottish National Antarctic Expe‐
dition (1902-04), which established what became
the  longest  continuous  Antarctic  meteorological
station (now with 110 years of data), gets half this
and  the  subsequent  Argentine  operation  only  a
paragraph.  Jean-Baptiste  Charcot  and  Wilhelm
Filchner fare little better despite their pioneering
achievements. 

The  book  deals  extensively  with  the  attain‐
ment of the South Pole. After Robert Falcon Scott's
first  southern  journey,  Sir  Ernest  Shackleton
found a way into the interior plateau which was
extended by Scott who reached the pole where he
found he had been forestalled by Roald Amund‐
sen.  The brief,  but  fascinating,  Japanese expedi‐
tion aboard Kainan Maru appears here. Mawson's
major contributions are described in detail,  and
are well illustrated as are those of the unfortunate
Endurance  expedition  led  by  Shackleton,  which
failed to reach the coast of the continent when En‐
durance became beset. This chapter ends with a
summary pointing to, among other developments,
questions of sovereign claims. 

After  the  exploitative  period  of  the  sealers
came the second one with whalers who were ac‐

tive in the Southern Ocean for much of the 1900s,
especially  between  the  world  wars.  Martin  de‐
scribes the interests of the expeditions during this
period with increasing questions concerning ex‐
erting national claims. He treats extensively Ad‐
miral Richard E. Byrd's expeditions and use of air‐
craft. The Penola and Schwabenland expeditions
appear with lesser detail (although as Cape Horn
is not in the Indian Ocean, surely Cape of Good
Hope was intended). The author summarizes the
section with comments on developing technology
and other consequences of war elsewhere on the
earth. 

The  evolution  of  the  Antarctic  Treaty  is  an
enigmatic subject that is introduced by a descrip‐
tion of developing territorial conflict. I am doubt‐
ful about the "cold war" assertions regarding the
United States and Soviet Union in the Antarctic,
although this was very much the case in the Arc‐
tic. This was also a time when Australian interest
concentrated on the South, thus there is a good ac‐
count of the establishment of Mawson station in
1955 almost on the Antarctic Circle. Although a to‐
tal  of  twelve  countries  participated  in  the  pro‐
grams of the International Geophysical Year, the
descriptions of many of the activities are merely
perfunctory.  A  list of  stations  might  have  been
helpful (fifty-four were open during the first win‐
ter) as well as of the countries involved. 

Endnotes  and  sources  are  comprehensively
listed, and the numerous illustrations well select‐
ed (as one would expect with the involvement of
the  Mitchell  Library).  The  index  is  ample  and
helpful. The lack of maps of specific regions is un‐
fortunate as it presupposes a greater knowledge
of the region than might be expected from read‐
ers seeking an introduction to the Antarctic. Ad‐
mittedly  the  end-papers  are  maps  but,  because
these are continental in scale, they are of limited
use for specific locations (and one, derived from
Wikipedia,  has  more  errors  and  inconsistencies
than desirable). 
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In such an extensive and detailed work, it is
all too easy to find errors of fact as well as omis‐
sions.  There are  many more than this  reviewer
would have expected and it  appears that a pro‐
portion  have  persisted  from  the  first  edition.
While the author is a specialist in his own right, it
is  unfortunate that  he did not  have a colleague
read the text carefully which would have elimi‐
nated many (the "there, but for the Grace of God,
go I" principle is relevant here). It would be invid‐
ious to list these in a review--but hope for amend‐
ment in any subsequent edition remains. 

The other problem is to select which expedi‐
tion to describe in detail, which may be dealt with
briefly,  and which might  be  entirely  omitted,  is
fraught with difficulty. The information presented
would  have  been  clearer  if  the  author  had  ex‐
plained his choices, for, in addition to quite differ‐
ent treatments of comparable expeditions,  there
are many significant ones that are entirely omit‐
ted or perhaps dealt with in merely one or a few
sentences.  Several  major  private  expeditions  by
adventurers  are  not  mentioned,  although  they
have  achieved  much recent  publicity  and  some
have made contributions to geographical knowl‐
edge. These days much attention is being given to
the preservation of  the historic  huts that are of
special  interest  to  tourist  visitors--little  is  men‐
tioned about this aspect of Antarctic history. It is a
useful introductory reference but, with greater at‐
tention to detail, could have been so much better. 

S 

L 

which 

being commemorated 

- 

why 

occurs, 

T 

, is described between 1898 and 1918 

During this a 

are given&#160; 

the 

winter 

While 

which 

T 

is dealt with extensively, 

a 

Sir Douglas&#160; 

- 

indicating 

the&#160; 

W 

W 

T 

are described&#160; 

, 

, are extensively treated 

T 

is summarised 

E 

which 

s 

me 

activities the&#160; 

54 

, this reviewer believes, 

this was 

indicated 

as well as 

which 

which 

the&#160; 

H-Net Reviews

3



If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-histgeog 
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