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One hundred years ago, on 10 
March 1908, Mt Erebus was climbed 
for the first time. That anniversary 
was remembered and celebrated at an 
anniversary dinner held in the USA 
in early 2008. Karen Williams and 
Harry Keys attended that dinner and 
recall the story of the first ascent of  
Mt Erebus for Antarctic.

The first ascent of Erebus, the 
most active, the largest and the most 
studied of Antarctica’s active volca-
noes, was by a party of scientists from 
Ernest Shackleton’s British Antarctic 
Expedition of 1907–09. 

Erebus dominates Ross Island and 
it presented a tantalizing target for 
Nimrod Expedition members, keen to 
test themselves and their gear before 

the long Antarctic winter closed in.  
Six men set off from their winter 
quarters at Cape Royds on 5 March 
1908, and they spent a challenging 
week climbing the 3974 metre  
(12,444 feet) volcano. They were TW 
Edgeworth David (professor of geo- 
logy at Sydney University), Douglas 
Mawson (physicist and surveyor), 
Alistair Mackay (surgeon), Lt JB Adams 
(meteorologist), Eric Marshall (carto-
grapher) and Sir Philip Brocklehurst 
(assistant geologist).

‘Perhaps the Most  
 remarkable Summit’
Celebrating the centenary of the first ascent  
of Mount Erebus, Ross Island, Antarctica

Bill McIntosh, Nelia Dunbar and Harry Keys  
near fumarole tower. Photo by K. Williams
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It was a difficult climb for that 
era. The party sledged at first and 
then slogged up the volcano’s steep 
flanks, camping out night after night in 
freezing conditions. With the summit 
in sight, Brocklehurst’s feet were so 
badly frostbitten he had to remain in 
the final camp. The other five reached 
the edge of the active crater a little after 
10am on March 10. Shackleton noted 
in his expedition book, The Heart of 
the Antarctic, that they were the first 
men to “conquer perhaps the most 
remarkable summit in the world”. His 
book also records the following from 
the David and Adams report: 

“We stood on the verge of a vast 
abyss and at first could see neither to 
the bottom nor across it on account 
of the huge mass of steam filling the 
crater and soaring aloft in a column 
500 to 1000 ft high. After a continuous 
loud hissing sound, lasting for some 
minutes, there would come from below 
a big dull boom, and immediately great 
globular masses of steam would rush 
upwards to swell the volume of the 
snow-white cloud which ever sways 
over the crater. This phenomenon 
recurred at intervals during the whole 
of our stay at the crater. Meanwhile, 
the air around us was extremely 
redolent of burning sulphur. Presently 
a pleasant northerly breeze fanned 
away the steam cloud, and at once the 
whole crater stood revealed to us in all 
its vast extent and depth. Mawson’s 
angular measurements made the 
depth 900 ft and the greatest width 
about half a mile.” (The Heart of the 
Antarctic (1910) page 114). 

The party was spellbound by 
the amazing contrast of fire and ice. 
David was of the opinion that Erebus 
had erupted recently. In his report he 
wrote, “The fresh volcanic bombs 
picked up by us at spots four miles 
distant from the crater and lying on 
the surface of comparatively new snow 
are evidences that Erebus has recently 
been projecting lava to great heights.” 
The summit party described Erebus 

crystals in detail, along with the 
curious ice towers: the frozen steam 
fumaroles that are such a feature of 
Erebus. Although the party noted at 
least three well-defined openings at the 
bottom of the cauldron, and said it was 
from these that the steam explosions 
proceeded, there was no mention of 
the persistent lava lake for which Mt 
Erebus is now famous.

While Shackleton’s party climbed 
the mountain in 1908, it was Capt. 
James Clark Ross and his men who 
in 1841 had discovered and named 
the mountain. Erebus was named for 
their ship – fittingly, as Erebus is the 
son of Chaos in Greek mythology, 
and the mountain was belching “flame 
and smoke”. Robert McCormick, 
surgeon aboard the Erebus, described 
“a stupendous volcanic mountain 
in a high state of activity”. Another 
crew member, Dr. Hooker wrote: “...
to see the dark cloud of smoke, tinged 
with flame, rising from the volcano 
in a perfectly unbroken column, one 
side jet-black, the other giving back 
the colours of the sun....was a sight 
so surpassing everything that can 
be imagined...that it really caused a 
feeling of awe to steal over us...” 

Although there have been num- 
erous international expeditions to the 
volcano over the decades, the focus for 

Erebus research has long been in the 
town of Socorro, New Mexico, USA 
(population 8,600). This is the hotbed 
of volcanic research relating to Erebus. 
The New Mexican connection can be 
traced to New Zealander Phil Kyle, 
who in 1972–73 was a member of a 
Victoria University of Wellington and 
Department of Scientific and Industrial 
Research team that was the first to 
observe Erebus’s convecting lake of 
molten lava within the summit crater. 
Kyle has lived and worked in the USA 
since 1976 and has been based from 
the ’80s at the New Mexico Institute 
of Mining and Technology in Socorro. 
Socorro is the site of the Mt Erebus 
Volcano Observatory (MEVO). Kyle’s 
closest colleagues there are husband-
and-wife team Bill McIntosh and Nelia 
Dunbar. These three scientists and 
associated students have spent 
numerous field seasons at Erebus.

On 10 March 2008, Socorro was 
the venue for a low-key anniversary 
dinner to celebrate a hundred years 
since the volcano was first climbed, 
and a handful of people gathered there 
to toast the first explorer-scientists. 

Harry Keys is a veteran of numerous Erebus 
field seasons and is currently a Department 
of Conservation scientist. Karen Williams was 
journalist at Scott Base in 1978–79 and became 
the first woman to venture into the main crater 
of Erebus.

Erebus lava lake. Photo by H. Keys



Alphabet 
label EDA Type Environments and extended descriptors

A Antarctic Peninsula northern geologic

B Antarctic Peninsula mid-northern latitudes geologic

c Antarctic Peninsula southern geologic

d east Antarctic coastal geologic (e.g. Vestfold, Bunger, wilson hills)

e Antarctic Peninsula, Alexander and other islands main ice fields and glaciers)

f larsen Ice Shelf (also includes Prince Gustav and other northern peninsula ice shelf remnants)

G Antarctic Peninsula offshore islands (e.g. most of deception Island)

h east Antarctic low latitude glacier tongues (e.g. Mertz, rennick)

I east Antarctic ice shelves (e.g. fimbulisen, Amery, Shackleton, cook, Moubray Bay)

J Southern latitude coastal fringe ice shelves and floating glaciers (e.g. Pine Island,Thwaites, Getz, drygalski)

K Northern latitude ice shelves (e.g. wordie, George VI, wilkins, Abbot, riser-larsenisen, Nansen)

l continental coastal-zone ice sheet

M continental mid-latitude sloping ice (e.g. ellsworth & coats lands, upper lambert Gl, northern Berkner & Thurston islands) 

N east Antarctic inland ice sheet

o west Antarctic Ice Sheet (also includes inland coats land, Taylor dome, ross Island ice cap)

P ross and ronne-filchner ice shelves

Q east Antarctic high interior ice sheet

r Transantarctic Mountains geologic (Shackleton range to cook Mountains)

S McMurdo – South Victoria land geologic (also includes ellsworth, werner etc mountains)

T Inland continental geologic (dronning Maud, Macrobertson, Victoria, oates lands, ford range)

U North Victoria land geologic (also includes executive committee range, Prince charles & Jones mountains)

The spatial classification of Antarctica into 21 Environmental Domains is presented in the attached figure. 
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“Well Fraser... we did it! Fantastic 
job... we got there” This email from  
a decidedly happy Harry Keys  
(a scientist with the Department of 
Conservation) to Fraser Morgan (Land-
care Research) confirming that the 
Systematic Environmental Geographic 
Framework (Environmental Domains 

for short!) for Antarctica was adopted 
by the Committee for the Environmental 
Protection (CEP) at their annual 
Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting 
in Kiev.

The CEP is the “caretaker” of 
the Protocol, a legal document that 
was drafted to ensure the Antarctic 

environment is adequately protected. 
The CEP considers the obligations 
found in the Protocol, considers 
impacts that all human activities have 
in the Antarctic, then provides advice 
to countries working in Antarctica on 
how to minimise their environmental 
impact there and how best to proceed 

Antarctic Treaty countries 
Adopt environmental Tool
What does the phrase “systematic environmental geographical framework” actually mean? 
This question had been considered by the Antarctic Treaty Countries (all 48 of them) ever since 
the Protocol for Environmental Protection was created in 1991. This June, at the 31st Antarctic 
Treaty Consultative Meeting in Kiev, Ukraine, New Zealand finally provided the answer.

Environmental Domains of Antarctica



N ewS

25

and abide by the strict environmental 
terms of the Protocol. One section 
of the Protocol called for countries 
working in Antarctica to identify 
special areas of Antarctica “within a 
systematic environmental geographical 
framework”. And so work began, led 
by New Zealand, on understanding 
what this phrase actually meant and 
on developing a tool that could be used 
by countries working in Antarctica to 
identify special areas that warranted 
certain levels of protection.

Adoption of the Environmental 
Domains is a significant achievement 
for New Zealand in the role this country 
plays in Antarctica. It is a prestigious 
recognition for Fraser and his colleagues 
Gary Barker, Craig Briggs, Robbie Price 
(all Landcare Research) and Harry. The 
Environmental Domains is a system 
that classifies the various environments 

we find in Antarctica. Developing such 
a framework sounds like a simple 
task, but it wasn’t. Previous attempts 
at Antarctic environmental zoning 
classifications were subjective, of limited 
value and were not used for practical 
management purposes.  

“We now have an agreed systematic 
basis to ensure we are managing and 
protecting some surprisingly vulnerable 
environments in the face of increasing 
pressure and risks” Dr Harry Keys said. 
“The support New Zealand received at 
the Treaty Meeting will help ensure we 
can apply the new tool to conserve the 
Antarctic continent, rather than being 
sidetracked in ongoing debate. It will 
help us identify and protect areas that 
need to be kept inviolate in a wilderness 
state to maintain Antarctica’s unique 
role in global science and environ-
mental monitoring.” 

Dr Keys also noted that this is 
setting a helpful example to those 
responsible for conserving Antarctic 
marine living resources. In the face of 
increasing fishing pressure this is an 
increasingly urgent need but a more 
controversial task than on land.  

A review of the Antarctic pro- 
tected area system conducted by  
New Zealand in 2000 revealed a gap 
in the Antarctic legal system that the 
Environmental Domains project has 
now filled. Following the review,  
Harry gathered support from other 
Treaty countries and in New Zealand 
for the work. The project was funded 
by Antarctica New Zealand, the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 
the Department of Conservation, the 
Ministry for the Environment and 
Landcare Research Ltd. 

The Environmental Domains is  
the first systematic environmental 
classification framework that allows 
similar environments (including small 
distinctive environments that are 
otherwise easily overlooked at the 
continental scale) to be grouped based 
on their environmental character 
regardless of their geographic location. 
The different environments are iden-
tified and characterised by combining a 
suite of variables including climate data 
(from 106 weather stations across the 
continent), slope, geology, land cover, 
and ice cover. Some serious computing 
time and a lot of patience was needed 
to repeatedly run the computer 
programmes over the >3.5 million  
data points to produce the final 
classification, and ensure it was realistic 
and practical.

Completing the 4-year classifi-
cation project was a major milestone 
for the research team. Fraser says 
the best part is “notification that 
the classification had been adopted 
by the treaty partners, but also the 
diverse interactions with scientists  
and organisations from around the 
world that were extremely supportive 
of the work.” 
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Temperatures in the Antarctic 
peninsula have risen by 3oC over the 
past 50 years, to an average of -14.7ºC 
and rain is now far more common than 
it used to be in the peninsula region.

For the Adelie penguins chicks, 
which are born with a thin covering 
of down, it takes 40 days to grow 
protective, water-repellent feathers. 
The report state that if the chicks get 
soaked before these protective feathers 
are developed, the chicks become 
soaked and die from hypothermia. 
As a result, penguins are liter-
ally freezing to death. 

Professor P. Dee Boersma, a 
biologist from the University of 
Washington, Seattle, USA, has published 
the study in the magazine BioScience  
in which she says that the warming 
climate is also threatening the Emperor 
penguin. Her data is from the 2006/07 
season when she reportedly saw no 
Emperor penguin chicks, no sea-ice  
and fewer than a dozen small icebergs. 

Emperor chicks are similar to the 

Antarctic Penguin chicks feeling 
the effect of warmer weather
Adelie penguins and Emperor penguin chicks appear to be freezing to death due to rain 
in the Antarctic Peninsula region say recently published reports.

Adelie – they are downy and not 
waterproof and could not survive in  
the cold sea for any period of time. 

A spokeswoman for the British 
Antarctic Survey, said that 50 years ago 
two days of snow were recorded for 
every one day of rain at the peninsula’s 
Faraday meteorological station. Now, 
in the past few years, the trend is two 
days of rain to every one day of snow. 
How this type of change is impacting 
on penguin chicks is still not totally 
certain, but it does appear to reflect a 
change in the peninsula region that is 
more accelerated in other parts of the 
Antarctic.

Adelie penguin and chick. © R. Roper-Gee,  
Antarctica New Zealand Pictorial Collection: K500 04/05
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Antarctica New Zealand CEO, 
Lou Sanson, said that the aim of 
the programme is to increase New 
Zealanders’ understanding of Antarc-
tica’s value and its international 
importance through the work of our 
top artists. “This programme gives  
New Zealand artists a rare opportu-
nity to explore the concept of Antarc-
tica and the world-leading science 
programme we have down there,” 
Sanson said. “We hope that the experi-
ence of living on the ice will open new 
doors for our artists and inspire them 
to expand their creative work. It also 
allows New Zealanders to discover 
the amazing Antarctic environment 
through the eyes of our artists. It’s the 
mixing of art, science and the power  
of the Antarctic landscape that make 
this residency truly unique.” 

Lloyd Jones’ latest novel, Mister 
Pip, has been published in 33 countries 
worldwide and is the winner of the 

2007 Commonwealth Writers’ Prize. 
The novel was also shortlisted for 
the Man Booker Prize 2007, and is 
winner of the Montana Medal for 
Fiction 2007 and the Kiriyama Prize 
for Fiction 2008. “The invited artists 
programme is a fantastic opportunity 
to go where very few people get to go,” 
said Jones. “I feel privileged, and I feel 
very curious about Antarctica. I don’t 
know how I will respond to it nor do 
I have the usual preconceptions that 
occur when I set out to visit a place.  
So in that sense Antarctica is a bit 
unusual for me.” Exposure to the 
Antarctic and the science that takes 
place will provide a unique challenge to 
Lloyd Jones’ work which has reached 
the forefront of New Zealand’s literary 
achievements. 

Born in Christchurch, New Zealand 
in 1947, Boyd Webb travelled to 
London to study at the Royal College 
of Art in 1972. He has exhibited 

widely in New Zealand, Europe and 
America since 1976. Webb currently 
lives in England and was short listed 
for the Turner Prize in 1990. His works 
are included in many internationally 
recognised collections such as the Tate 
Gallery in London, Musée National 
d’Art Moderne in Paris, The National 
Gallery of Australia and the Museum 
of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles. 

The trip to the ice in December will 
be a long held dream for Boyd Webb. 
“Almost in the same order as a trip to 
the moon,” Webb said. “Ice, weather, 
scientists and penguins – a heady mix 
of great portent set in the last great 
wilderness – what could be more 
inspiring?”

Through their creative explora-
tions, Boyd Webb and Lloyd Jones will 
continue the legacy of New Zealand 
Artists on the ice that goes back over 
50 years of New Zealand’s Involvement 
with Antarctica.

Antarctica New Zealand  
Announces Invited Artists
New Zealand artists, author Lloyd Jones and photographer Boyd Webb, are the 2008/09 
Antarctica New Zealand Invited Artists. Wellington-based Jones and London-based Boyd Webb 
will travel to Scott Base, Antarctica, in December of this year to take part in the programme, 
which targets prominent New Zealand artists.

Boyd WebbLloyd Jones
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The Press newspaper reported in its 19 July 
edition, that Antarctic programmes are feeling the 
pinch due to rising fuel costs. How these rising 
costs will impact Antarctic science programmes is 
still unclear, but with fuel being one of the biggest 
expenses in support of Antarctic science, there 
will be some sort of impact.

The US Antarctic Programme reportedly faces 
a $NZ41 ($US32) million budget shortfall for  
2008. The head of the United States’ National 
Science Foundation office of polar programs  
Dr Karl Erb said the rising cost of fuel and the 
falling value of the US dollar were primarily to 
blame for the deficit. 

“We’re looking at a variety of options as part 
of a process to minimise the long-term effects on 
the science we support ... but haven’t come to any 
final conclusions,” Erb said.

Any budget cuts in the US Antarctic 
Programme (the largest scientific programme  
in Antarctica) has implications for the New 
Zealand Antarctic science programme, as the 
New Zealand programme relies on the US for 
logistics support to all science operated out of 
Scott Base. 

Petrol in Antarctica was among the most 
expensive in the world by the time it is delivered  
to Antarctica. It was the biggest issue on the 
agenda at a national council of programme 
managers conference held in Russia last week, 
Sanson said. Operations get more and more 
expensive to run as the cost of fuel continues 
to rise. Accordingly, New Zealand has signalled  
that they will keep the level and direction of 
research activities under constant review.

While there was been wide speculation as to 
what portions of Antarctic science programmes 
might be cut in the upcoming season to save 
money, no firm decisions have been made and 
no programme changes have been released. The 
US has stated that US scientists and support 
personnel would be made aware of decisions and 
their rationale once they were made.

This news is particularly grim, given that we 
are in the middle of the International Polar Year. 

cost of fuel hits Antarctic Science
Fuel prices as high as $NZ52 a litre ($US150 a gallon) 
are mainly to blame for budget cuts threatening vital 
scientific research in Antarctica.



Films, Lectures, Live Links, Exhibitions,  
Tours, The Antarctic Ice - capade 
 
www.antarcticfestival.co.nz

Celebrating  
Christchurch’s  
unique relationship  
with the Antarctic

Christchurch Antarctic  
26 September - 3 October 

Festival 2008

Celebrating Christchurch’s century- 
old connection to the icy continent, 
the Antarctic Festival seeks to pack in 
as many fun events and Antarctica-
associated features as possible from 
September 26 to October 3.

Hagglund pulling competitions, 
huskies, sled rides and inspection of 
equipment used on the continent, 
including aircraft used as transport to 
and on Antarctica will feature at the 
Family Day over the weekend of Sept 
26th. The aircraft and hangar tours 
are made possible in partnership with 
Air New Zealand and its engineering 
section and the Royal New Zealand 
Air Force, as well as the US Air Force 

which is expected to showcase its  
C-17 Globemaster. 

Offering a wow factor and an inter-
active learning experience for the 
younger generations, the Festival is 
hoping to attract families out to the 
Antarctic Centre and the adjoining 
hangars and tarmac with discounted 
entrance fees for the two days. “It is  
our heritage and we need to celebrate 
this unique connection with the next 
generation,” says Jo Blair, Events Devel-
opment Manager with the Christchurch 
City Council. The Council provides the 
core funding for the Festival.

Ms Blair is keen to make the 
Christchurch Antarctic Festival the 

Ice-packed Antarctic festival for 2008
foremost Antarctica-connected festival 
in the world. 

Quite a number of famous, histor-
ical expeditions to Antarctica marked 
Christchurch as their point of departure, 
giving it very strong historic connec-
tions. And, with New Zealand, the 
USA and Italy all using Christchurch as 
the departure point for their National 
Antarctic Programmes today, there is a 
modern-day connection as well. 

“With associations like this, we  
are well-placed to offer a range and 
variety and depth that very few can,” 
says Ms Blair.

For further information see  
www.antarcticfestival.co.nz.
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Ship’s company included 44 
researchers and crew.

Travelled 7140 nautical miles  
in 50 days. 

Brought back more than  
37,000 specimens.

recorded 55 hours of video and 
12 500 still images.

for a blog from the voyage and 
useful links, see: www.niwa.co.nz/
rc/antarctica/ipy-caml

With a ceremonial send-off by the 
New Zealand Prime Minister, they left 
Wellington on 31 January 2008, bound 
for the Ross Sea. Fifty days and 7140 
nautical miles later, Tangaroa and 
her 44-strong crew returned home. 
Despite encountering the worst sea-ice 
conditions witnessed in the region in 
30 years, they successfully sampled 39 
sites from the shelf, slope, abyss, and 
seamounts, including areas and habitats 
that had never been sampled before. 

The ship’s scientific contingent 
included 25 researchers from NIWA, the 
Ministry of Fisheries, Te Papa (Museum 
of New Zealand), Victoria University 
of Wellington, University of Waikato, 

National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA, USA) and the 
Università di Genova (Italy). Eighteen 
ship’s crew operated the vessel and 
assisted with deploying the sampling 
gear, while a Natural History New 
Zealand filmmaker documented the 
entire voyage.

Known as NZ IPY-CAML, the 
voyage was part of New Zealand’s prin-
cipal International Polar Year project 
and was a collaborative effort between 
government agencies and research 
providers throughout New Zealand.  
It also formed part of the Census of 
Antarctic Marine Life, an international 
circumpolar survey effort. 

Back from the Ice  
Bearing Scientific Treasure
The National Institute of Water & Atmospheric Research (NIWA) research vessel Tangaroa 
has battled extreme sea-ice conditions to bring back the goods: thousands of specimens and 
images of Antarctic Ross Sea biodiversity as part of the IPY project “The Census of Antarctic 
Marine Life (CAML)”. 

Fiona Proffitt reports on some of the finds.

Running the numbers

http://www.niwa.co.nz/rc/antarctica/ipy-caml
http://www.niwa.co.nz/rc/antarctica/ipy-caml
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The team successfully deployed NIWA’s 
deep towed imaging system (DTIS) 
down to 3500 m – capturing 55 hours 
of video and 12,500 still images of the 
seabed and its inhabitants.

Deploying the DTIS camera system amid 
pancake ice. Photo by John Mitchell,  
NZ IPY-CAML



Tangaroa Master Andrew Leachman  
studying an ice map on the bridge.  
Photo by Peter Marriott, NZ IPY-CAML
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Its focus was to survey biodiversity 
to provide a picture of the Ross 
Sea ecosystem, both for fisheries 
management purposes, and as a 
baseline for monitoring the effects of 
climate change and human activities. 

The scientists returned with 
more than 37,000 specimens. The 
invertebrate specimens, which cover 
some 51 groups, are being processed 
by the NIWA Invertebrate Collection 
team in Wellington, while the fish 
have gone to Te Papa for identification 
and curation. The process of formally 
identifying, describing, and naming 

them will take several years. Many of 
these species will turn out to be new 
to science, including potentially nine 
‘new’ fish species, several new deep-sea 
molluscs, and a new and particularly 
large species of hydroid (a coral-like 
organism). 

The team successfully deployed 
NIWA’s deep towed imaging system 
(DTIS) down to 3500 m (11,500 feet) 
– capturing 55 hours of video and 
12,500 still images of the seabed and its 
inhabitants. This bonanza of imagery 
will reveal new insights about seafloor 
habitats, and species distribution, 

behaviour, and interrelationships. 
Studies of plankton, microbes, ocean 
colour and physical properties, fisheries 
acoustics, and multibeam sampling 
will also yield a wealth of information 
about the Ross Sea and Southern 
Ocean environment.

As well as the scientific achieve-
ments, the voyage supported a  
successful education programme 
hosted by the Science Learning Hub, 
and featured in news media around 
the world. 
Check out www.sciencelearn.org.nz
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Dr Fiona Proffitt is a science journalist based at NIWA  
in Wellington. The voyage was led by NIWA, supported  
by government funding from Land Information  
New Zealand (LINZ). The overall NZ IPY-CAML project  
is led by the Ministry of Fisheries, with additional 
governance provided by LINZ, Antarctica New Zealand, 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, and NIWA. 
This article for Antarctic is based on the article ‘Back  
from the ice bearing scientific treasure’ by Fiona Proffitt  
in Water & Atmosphere 16(2) 2008, pp 14-15,  
© NIWA 2008, and is used with permission.

Sadie Mills and Niki Davey (NIWA) holding giant Macroptychaster sea stars. Photo by John Mitchell, NZ IPY-CAML

Ship’s track of the NZ IPY-CAML Voyage 2008.  
Image by Arne Pallentin, NZ IPY-CAML

An amphipod, possibly a new species, from the Ross Sea. 
Photo by Stefano Schiaparelli, NZ IPY-CAML

An isopod collected from the Ross Sea.  
Photo by Peter Marriott, NZ IPY-CAML

Sea star (Labediaster species) surrounded by brittle stars 
at 150 m depth. Photo by DTIS camera, NZ IPY-CAML

Abundant sea pens and ophiuroids (brittle stars) at 150 m 
depth. Photo by DTIS camera, NZ IPY-CAML

An Antarctic octopus. Photo by Darren Stevens, NZ 
IPY-CAML



By Joanna Condon
Information Manager / Curator of Manuscripts
Canterbury Museum

Canterbury Museum has recently purchased a significant 
artefact from Robert Falcon Scott’s British Antarctic 
Expedition, 1910 – 1913. This menu, in the shape of an 
Emperor penguin, was hand made in pen and watercolour 
by Edward Nelson for the Midwinter’s Day Dinner held at 
Cape Evans, Antarctica, on 22 June 1912.

Midwinter’s Day has traditionally been a celebratory 
occasion for those wintering over in Antarctica. Those at 
Cape Evans in June 1912 would have been particularly in 
need of having their spirits lifted because at this point in 
the expedition, the polar party, who included Scott, Henry 
(Birdie) Bowers, Edward Wilson and Lawrence Oates, had 
been lost and their bodies not yet discovered. 

On Midwinter’s Day the hut was decorated with flags 
and a Christmas tree improvised from bamboo in a pot of 
gravel. Apsley Cherry-Garrard presented the men of the 
expedition with the latest edition of the South Polar Times, 
and there was a present for each man. That evening Nelson 
presented all expedition members with menu cards cut out 
of cardboard and painted to represent Adélie penguins. The 
Emperor penguin menu was larger and took pride of place 
in the middle of the officers’ table, while the Adélie menus 
were placed before each man around both tables. The menu 
lists a number of imaginatively named dishes as follows: 

Croûte Erebus.  Amandes Sellés
Creme de Volaille Ferrar.

Noisettes d’Agneau Darwinian.
Centre Filet de Boef rôti

Asperges en Brances.
Pommes de Terre Naturel.

Poudin Noel.  Paté d’Eunige.
Compote de Fruits.

Charlotte Russe glacé à la 
Beardmore

Buzzard’s Cake.
Dessert.

Treasures from 
canterbury Museum: 
emperor Penguin Menu from the British Antarctic expedition

1910 – 1913
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There were various entertainments after dinner, including a 
comedy routine by Tryggve Gran and a lantern slide show by 
Frank Debenham. The evening then took a more sombre turn 
as the leader in Scott’s absence, Edward Atkinson, gathered the 
group together to propose his plans for an expedition to find 
the Polar Party. This chapter of the expedition has often been 
overshadowed by earlier events; however the discovery of the 
bodies of the Polar Party on 12 November 1912, along with 
their diaries and other documents, ensured that their fate was 
recorded in history. 

This Emperor Penguin Menu is an outstanding 
addition to the Museum’s existing collection of 
Antarctic menus, many of which are also from the Heroic 
Era. It has been autographed by all who were present at the 
dinner: Edward Atkinson, Frank Debenham, Edward Nelson, 
Dimitri Gerof, Charles Wright, Thomas Crean, William Lashly, 
Tryggve Gran, Patrick Keohane, Apsley Cherry-Garrard, 
Thomas Williamson, Frederick Hooper and W. W. Archer.  

Among the Museum’s existing collection of Antarctic 
menus, two other Heroic Era menus are worth highlighting. 
The first is a menu / programme from the British Antarctic 
Expedition, 1907 – 1909, led by Sir Ernest Shackleton, for the 
midwinter’s celebrations at Cape Royds, 23 June 1908 (MS 
101). This is printed on cream laid paper and tied with green 
string. It includes two beautiful engravings showing scenes 
of the huts, and is signed by 13 members of the expedition. 
Penguin patties and seal cutlets were on the menu that day and 
in a humorous vein, whiskey and champagne are mentioned 
multiple times, with the last line reading “more whiskey”, 
printed in sideways, falling down letters! This menu would 
have been printed on the same printing press as the Aurora 
Australis, which was the first book ever printed in Antarctica, 
during this same expedition. 

Another notable menu is that from the Midwinter’s Day 
dinner of the National Antarctic Expedition, 1901–04, led by 
Sir Robert Falcon Scott, at Hut Point on 23 June 1902 (MS 
259, item 5). This is a small typed menu card decorated with 
the expedition logo. In the same collection, are menus from 
dinners celebrating the departure from and also the arrival back 
in Portsmouth and London of the expedition. There is also a 
menu from a dinner at the Christchurch Club on 9 April 1904, 
celebrating the arrival of the expedition back in New Zealand. 
This is signed in pencil by members of the expedition.

These menus form part a wider group of Antarctic 
manuscripts and artefacts which illustrate the importance 
of rituals and recreational activities for the morale of those 
wintering over in Antarctica during the Heroic Era expeditions. 
The creating and naming of the dishes on the menu, as well 
as the production of attractive menus were activities which 
helped to relieve boredom and depression. The food itself often 
contained carefully rationed special ingredients, such as the 
‘Compote de Fruits’, which would have been a very welcome 

break from the monotony of seal and penguin meat – not 
to mention such delights as pemmican biscuits and ‘hoosh’ 
which were the staple of sledging journeys. Food in Heroic Era 
Antarctica was scarce, mostly unpleasant and could mean the 
difference between life and death. However as menus such as 
these show, it could also be central to rituals for maintaining 
morale and celebrating life on the ice.

The Emperor Penguin Menu will be displayed in the 
Documentary History Landing at the Canterbury Museum 
later in 2008.
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Social history describes the 
development and interaction of social 
classes, social groups (labourers, 
gender, etc.) and the influence of 
economics and politics on everyday life 
and vice versa. Social history research 
is often based on diaries, letters, 
interviews, images and official reports 
from expeditions.

Social conditions or every-day-
life among the members of polar 
expeditions have not been the subject 
of scholarly research, but that is 
changing. Research by Ursula Rack of 
the Alfred Wegener Institute, Germany, 
is revealing much about the every-
day-life of expedition members from 

four polar expeditions that took place 
between 1868 - 1939. These are: the 
Weyprecht/Payer Expedition (Arctic) 
1872-1874; Drygalski Expedition 
(Antarctic) 1901-1904; Filchner Ex- 
pedition (Antarctic) 1911-1912; and 
the Wegener Expedition (Greenland) 
1930-1931 (Figure 1).

In this article for Antarctic,  
Ursula takes a look into the social 
conditions of the men during the 
Filchner Expedition, revealing prob-
lems with hierarchy and leadership in 
the expedition.

Wilhelm Filchner (1877-1957) 
explored the Antarctic at the same time 
as Scott and Amundsen raced to be  
the first to stand at the south pole.  

The reality of early Polar explorers
Social history of German and Austrian-Hungarian Expeditions 

1868 - 1939

The scientific goals of the Filchner  
Expedition included geological map-
ping of the Antarctic and obtaining  
oceanographic measurements. Along 
the way, the Filchner Trench was 
discovered and named after the polar 
explorer and various currents in 
the Atlantic Ocean were measured 
and charted. A meteorological and 
a geomagnetism program were also 
carried out. The results from this 
science program were extremely valu-
able and, so, from a scientific perspec-
tive, the expedition was successful. 

Filchner, however, had not proved 
himself to be a very good leader.   
He often worked only by himself 
and he strictly enforced a hierarchy 
amongst the crew. This, along with 
other reasons related to Filchner’s per-

sonality meant that 
many consider his 
expedition a failure 
in terms of human 
tradegy during the 
expedition.

Ursula’s research 
compares the Filchner 
Expedition with that 
of Drygalski. Drygal-
ski’s Expedition was, 
by comparison, har-
monic. 

Drygalski had a 
“Secret Order” from the 
Ministry of the Interior 
that allowed him to 
replace the ships captain 
in certain circumstances. 
In particular, in the case 
where, the captain would 

Figure 1: Antarctic with the positions of 
the expeditions. (Filchner, Wilhelm; Zum 
Sechsten Erdteil, Berlin 1922).
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have been an obstacle or threat to the 
expedition goals. Drygalski never had 
to make use of this order – but he 
recommended it for later expeditions. 

Filchner had no similar order and 
was therefore, in a weaker position 
should he be unhappy with the progress 
of the expedition. 

And, unhappy he was! Problems 
began even before the expedition left 
Germany. 

Filchner was forced by the German 
Antarctic Society to accept Richard 
Vahsel (1868-1912) as Captain of the 
expedition. Vahsel was very experi-
enced with polar exploration, he was 
the second mate on the Drygalski 
Expedition.

Vahsel fancied himself as “the real 
leader” of the Filchner Expedition.  
He believed that only a navy man  
could lead the expedition. He, there-
fore, constantly undermined Filchner’s 
authority. He said once at a meeting, 
that he would ‘clap Filchner in iron’  
if he should dare to contradict him. 

Filchner was not onboard the ex- 
pedition ship from Germany to Buenos 
Aires. During which time, Vahsel 
and the scientist Wilhelm Brennecke 
(oceanographer, 1875-1924) rallied a 
group against Filchner. When Filchner 
arrived in Buenos Aires to join the 
expedition, his second-in-command, 
left the expedition due to the conflicts 
that were already appearing. At the 
same time, Vahsel announced that he 
would resign his position, so Filchner 
found another navy officer, Alfred 
Kling, to replace Vahsel as Captain. 
Vahsel eventually changed his mind 
and stayed with the expedition. But  
the damage was already done. 

The conflicts took their toll on the 
crew. When the expedition stopped 
in South Georgia, the Third Officer, 
who was the expedition’s sole radio 
operator, committed suicide. The 
physician left the expedition early, 
requiring surgery on his appendix 
and so stayed in Gryviken. This left 
the expedition, without two key  

personnel, before it actually got started.
Vahsel also became ill. He had 

reached the final stages of syphilis and 
his ability to make decisions became 
very limited. One such decision proved 
to be very bad indeed, with Vahsel 
deciding to build the over-wintering 
station on ice on a site very close to  
the ice edge. This piece of ice calved  
off, placing the station on an iceberg. 
The station and one dog were lost 
when the iceberg drifted away and  
then turned over. 

The crew lived in the ship, which 
was frozen into the ice for the winter. 
Vahsel died during the polar night. 
The official expedition journal records 
his death as “heart-illness”. But in 
some diaries it is reported, that Vahsel 
himself told the physician that he 
suffered from syphilis. 

The problems did not disappear 
with Vahsel’s death. As was usual 
in the navy, the First Mate, Wilhelm 
Lorenzen, became the next master. 
Filchner could not get along with 
him either. They never spoke directly 
to each other, their only form of 
communication written via an order 
book, in which, Filchner crossed out 
from Lorenzen’s signature the word 
“Captain” and wrote over this just  

the name “Lorenzen” (Figure 2).
Another member of the expedition, 

Felix König (1880-1945), suffered 
from paranoia during the long winter-
over. He was convinced that the 
other members wanted to kill him by 
poisoning his food. As a result, he lived 
on his own in a snow-house away from 
the rest of the group. He also believed 
that a gun was fired at him at some 
point during the winter. After that, he 
thought it must be safer to live onboard 
the ship. In the end, both Filchner and 
König slept on their cabin floors with 
loaded guns beside them because they 
believed that the others could try to 
shoot them through the cabins wall.

On their journey back to South 
Georgia, a mutiny broke out under the 
leadership of Lorenzen and only with 
the help of the whaling station leader, 
Carl Anton Larsen, was the situation 
brought under control. Filchner re- 
turned to Germany alone. 

The official reports of the expedi-
tions don’t often reveal the true stories 
of the lives of the expedition men. This 
new social history research will help us 
to uncover some of the unofficial stories 
which give us insight into what life on  
a polar expedition was really like.

Figure 2: Order book from the ship deutschland, 
where Filchner crossed out the word “Captain” from 
the signature of Lorenzen.
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Bernie grew up on a sheep farm near Wanaka,  
New Zealand, and joined the Royal New Zealand  
Air Force as a trainee pilot during WWII. After the 
war, success in a forestry training course encouraged 
him to attend the University of Otago where he studied 
botany, zoology and geology – gaining his BSc in 1953.  
At university he met and later married Tania. 

dr Bernard Maurice Gunn
1926 - 2008

Bernie Gunn arrives back at Scott 
Base after four months in the field.

© Antarctica NZ Pictorial 
Collection: TAE 1260

While studying for his Masters, he worked in the Mt 
Cook area as an alpine guide. Harry Ayres encouraged 
Bernie to apply for Antarctic service, and he joined 
Operation Deep Freeze. Achievements included discovering 
an undersea mountain range, surveying routes through 
the South Victoria Land mountains and completing over 
1000 miles of aerial photographic survey work.  

Between 1955 and 1958 Bernie acted as geologist 
for the Trans-Antarctic Expedition and was the first to 
climb Mt Harmsworth. Bernie was part of the team who 
surveyed and geologically mapped the terrain between the 
Mawson & Skelton Glaciers. The results were published 
in the Geological Survey Bulletin on Antarctic Geology. 

Bernie studied the geochemistry of the sills that  
formed across Antarctica after the breakup of Gondwana 
for his doctorate. In 1959, he returned to Antarctica to 
map the area between the Barne & Beardmore Glaciers. 
Due to a serious accident, he was medivac’d home but 
returned in 1960 with the American program to do 
further work on his PhD, sampling much of the Wright 
Valley, Taylor Valley and Ferrar Glacier area, making  
the first ascent of Mt Lister in the Royal Society Range 

and visiting the South Pole. 
Bernie returned to Antarctica in 1988  

as a media representative for The Herald 
and then again in January 2000 with 
other TAE members for a reunion. 

Bernie retained his interest in geology and 
Antarctica, hosting websites relating to 

geochemistry and the natural environment 
of the Ross Sea Region.  
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By David L. Harrowfield

On 7 June 2008, the New Zealand Antarctic 
Society lost one of its stalwarts. Albert William 
Charles Burton, was the son of the late William (Bill) 
Burton AB, a stoker on the Terra Nova who made  
all three voyages during the British Antarctic 
Expedition 1910-13. Bill Burton returned to Ross 
Island in 1963 as a guest of the U.S. Navy and 
died, aged 99, in February 1988.

In 1935-1936, Alby attended courses in the 
building and sheet metal trades and was then 
apprenticed to J. Carter & Sons Ltd motor 
engineers and machinists as a fitter-turner.  
He served with the Royal New Zealand  
Air Force during WWII and then worked for Plastic 
and Diecasting Ltd (PDL) and Patience and Nicholson 
at Kaiapoi, New Zealand, until retirement.

Inspired by stories from his father and meetings 
with Terra Nova veterans Mortimer McCarthy and 
Bill McDonald, Alby said his interest in Antarctica 
“gradually grew on me”. He became a member of 
the Canterbury Branch NZAS committee and in 
the summer of 1976-77 went south with Jeremy 
Sutton-Pratt as a New Zealand Antarctic Society 
“hut caretaker”. This was a scheme implemented 
by Antarctic Division superintendent the late Bob 
Thomson in 1969, as a means of undertaking main-
tenance on the huts and assisting with visitors. 

Alby and Jeremy worked at the historic huts on 
Ross Island where they removed snow, sealed holes 
and re-glazed windows. In the course of their visit, 
many interesting artefacts were found at the huts.  
These included a tin of French sardines found in the 
ceiling of Discovery Hut at Hut Point and a hockey 
stick found on top of a boulder at Cape Evans.   
A poignant moment for Alby was finding his father’s 
signature in a visitor book.

On return, Alby completed a tapestry of the 
view towards Scott’s hut and Mt.Erebus from the 
wannigan at Cape Evans.  Together with his late wife 
Margaret (Peggy) who died in January 2008, they 
continued to be active participants in Society affairs 
until ill health made it not possible to continue.

Hut caretaker, Albie Burton 
with new finds at Scott’s 
Cape Evans hut.
© N Peat, Antarctica NZ 
Pictorial Collection: 77-043

Albert (Alby) Burton
1920 - 2008
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Book review by Natalie Cadenhead

Explorer is a thoroughly researched biography of the 
accomplished and sometimes controversial life of the polar 
explorer Richard Evelyn Byrd. The attention to detail in 
the book allows the character of Byrd to emerge through 
stories which capture his sense of adventure, determination, 
egotism, ambition and ability to move comfortably in 
powerful and influential circles.  

The account covers the entirety of Byrd’s remarkable 
life from his boyhood and family influences; through his 
determination from a young age to become a “pioneer and 
adventurer”; to his early Arctic flying and his transatlantic 

flight of 1927; his several Antarctic explorations; to his 
years of political activism. There is a significant amount of 
information relating to the First and Second Byrd Antarctic 
Expeditions and Operation Deep Freeze in the late 1950s. 
These accounts include details of Byrd’s attempt to spend the 
Antarctic winter solo many miles south of the Little America 
Base, the effects of this on Byrd and of the rescue mission 
the remainder of the expedition team made to collect him. 
The story of this mission became one of the epic stories of 
polar exploration, which some put alongside earlier greats 
such as the rescue voyage of the James Caird in Shackleton’s 
Imperial Trans Antarctic Expedition of 1914. 

Byrd’s achievements are all the more remarkable, 
coming, as many of them did, in the decades between WWI 
and WWII and during the Depression years of the 1930s.  
He was both revered and reviled in the American 
consciousness and media, with suspicions raised that he 
claimed success in feats he didn’t actually accomplish at the 
same time as supporters acclaimed his achievements. Rose 
sites numerous references and historical evidence which at 
times vies with Byrd’s critics. 

Byrd continued to be actively involved in the Antarctic 
with two expeditions after WWII but according to Rose, 
Byrd had “tarnished his reputation” through both 
his political activities and his various money making 
endeavours. These included a long association with 
Reeves Brothers clothiers where in 1951 he appeared in a 
fashion show, wearing full dress uniform and surrounded 
by models wearing mink coats. Two weeks before Byrd 
died in 1957 he was awarded the Medal of Freedom, the 
highest civilian award in America. He received the medal 
at his home where he was confined due to ill health but, 
in typical Byrd fashion insisted on dressing in the full 
dress uniform of a Rear Admiral.  

Byrd spanned the era between the “great explorers 
of the unknown” and the beginnings of the scientific 
era in Antarctic exploration. Rose’s quality of research 
is undeniable and he writes vividly giving insight into 
Byrd’s world. His sometimes slightly flowery language 
can detract from this but overall Rose has written 
a complete biography which, while describing the 
complete man, pays homage to his legacy. 

Recommended for to all those interested in the 
post heroic era of Antarctic exploration and as a 
reference book for students of Antarctic history.

Explorer: The life of richard e Byrd
by Lisle A Rose

Explorer: The life of Richard E Byrd by lisle A rose.
Published by the University of Missouri Press, 2008

ISBN 978 0 8262 1782 0
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This eoS satellite image, courtesy of the National Snow and Ice data center / NASA, taken on 9 July 2008, shows the now total disintegration of the wilkins Ice Shelf,  
Antarctic Peninsula. To understand the extent of the change, compare this image with the image shown in Antarctic, issue 203, vol 26, no 1, 2008, page 20.
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