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PREFACE 

This is an account of the activities of the Joint Services Expedition to 
Elephant Island, 1970 - 71. 

Following the general report are a number of annexes including some 
describing in greater detail the scientfic undertakings of the expedition. 
These summaries of scientfic work were written in the closing days of the 
expedition and are very much of a preliminary nature. A final paper on 
each discipline will be published when the respective results have been 
fully worked up. 

This expedition could not have been fielded without the wholehearted 
and enthusiastic support of a large number of organisations and individuals. 
Most are listed in the final annex. To these and others who are not 
mentioned, the members of the team express their deep gratitude for all 
their efforts on behalf of the expedition. 

LEADER 
Royal Geographical Society 
Kensington Gore 
London SW7 
20th May, 1971 
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INTRODUCTION 

Geography 
The Elephant Island group of islands lies some 500 miles south-east of Cape Horn at 

the eastern end of the South Shetland Islands in British Antarctic Territory. In combination 
with other groups of islands, the South Shetland Islands comprise part of the Scotia Arc. This 
Arc is primarily a submarine mountain chain, believed to be an extension of the Andes, which 
continues south from Cape Horn to the Antarctic Peninsula on the main Antarctic Continent. 
The islands are, in effect, mountain ridges projecting above the sea. 
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The area of expedition activities embraced six main islands of which Elephant Island 
is the largest being about the size of the Isle of Wight. The weather in this region has a certain 
notoriety and the occasions when Elephant Island is clear of cloud are singularly infrequent. 
All the islands in the group are covered with a permanent ice-cap and are mountainous with the 
highest point on Clarence Island reaching approximately 5,500 feet. Since the first recorded 
landing, four small rock collections have been made from the group from which geologists have 
presumed that the group is formed of highly metarmorphosed sediments. 

History 

The South Shetland Islands were first sighted in February, 1819 by Captain William 
Smith when his trading brig Williams was blown off course while rounding Cape Horn. The 
following year, the main island at the eastern end was discovered and named 'Sea Elephant 
Island' because of the profusion of these seals on the beaches but on charts published in 1822 
and subsequently the name had become contracted to 'Elephant Island'. 

There is little doubt that during the last century and particularly during the 1820's, 
Antarctic sealing vessels visited Elephant Island in the course of their activities. The first 
recorded landing, however, occurred in April, 1916 when Shackleton's Imperial Trans-Antarctic 
Expedition sought sanctuary after their ship, the Steam Yacht Endurance, had been crushed and 
sunk in the pack ice of the \Veddell Sea. The expedition had been encamped on the north-west 
moving pack ice for over five months and when the ice started to break up, took to their three 
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boats and eventually landed at Cape Valentine. They bivouaced along the narrow beach at the 
foot of a steep scree cliff but because of the exposed position of the beach their stay was brief 
lasting only 48 hours. During this time, however, they cached ten boxes of sledging rations 
inside a secure cranny in the cliffs, well above high water mark, for safekeeping should a storm 
suddenly blow up causing seas to sweep over the beach. 

After a reconnaissance by boat along the coast to look for a safer site, the expedition 
moved six miles to the west in their three boats and established camp on a small spit of land 
which they called Cape (now officially designated 'Point') Wild, While Shackleton, with five 
companions, sailed north for South Georgia to fetch help in one of the boats, the other two boats 
were improvised to form the roof of a makeshift shelter in which the remainder existed until 
their rescue on 80th August, 1916 by the Chilean Ship Yelcho. 

The next visit occurred in 1922 when parties from the research ship Quest made brief 
beach landings at Cape Lookout and Minstrel Bay. 

Since these visits, it is understood that small British, Argentine, Chilean and United 
States parties have been ashore but these landings have all been of short durations and no 
penetrations inland were undertaken. 

In January, 1957 during cloud clearances, Hunting Aerosurveys Ltd. completed aerial 
photographic coverage of the island group at a photo scale of 1: 27,000. This photography 
formed the basis for the projected survey by the expedition. 

PRELIMINARY ARRANGEMENTS 

Acceptance of plan 

A proposal for a Joint Services Expedition to explore Elephant Island was submitted to 
the Ministry of Defence in December, 1968 and approval, together with a call for volunteers, 
was promulgated by Defence Council Instruction in August, 1969. An Elephant Island Exped-
ition Sub-Committee was also formed under the Chairmanship of the Director of Seaman and 
General Naval Training to help with detailed planning. 

Selection of team 
Out of the many volunteers, each Service nominated a short list of twelve applicants for 

interview at the Royal Geographical Society. The team subsequently selected is listed on page 3 
after two changes. These involved replacing the original geologist following the Winter Survival 
Course in Scotland and reduction by one member following the sad accidental death of Surgeon 
Lieutenant Roger Wells, RN just prior to the expedition's departure. As no replacement doctor 
was available at short notice, medical responsibilities devolved on the Leader. 

By invitation, the British Antarctic Survey took advantage of the occupation of the island 
by attaching one of their botanists to the expedition. 

Aims 
The aims of the expedition were :- 

Survey 
To survey the Elephant Island group and draw a map at a scale of 1 : 200,000 as part 

of the Directorate of Overseas Surveys series 610. 
To observe a series of stakes set out on the main discharge glacier of Elephant Island 

at the beginning and end of the expedition stay to determine glacier movement. 

To survey the snout of the main discharge glacier and compare the position with air 
photographs taken in 1956. 

Geology 

To make a representative rock collection from the Elephant Island group for petro-
graphic analysis 

To collect samples of a single rock type in sufficient quantities to allow for Potassium 
Argon and Rubidium Strontium dating. 

If suitable outcrops are found, to collect and mark up specimens for paleomagnetic 
analysis. 
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Geomorphology 

To identify the major landform systems and assess the probable course of landscape 
evolution on Elephant Island. 

To investigate present-day morphogenetic conditions. 

Claciology 
To study the extent and topography of the Elephant Island glaciers, associated glacial 

landforms and evidence for former glacial limits. 

To study accumulation, ablation and ice movement on the principal discharge glacier 
in order to make an assessment of the budgetary state of the glacier in relation to current 
climatic conditions. 

Botany 

i. To make a representative collection of the terrestrial plants of Elephant Island together 
with soil samples, field records and habitat notes. 

ii. To carry out a phytosociological survey and distribution study of the plant com-
munities. 

Ornithology 

To carry out a first census of the avifauna of Elephant Island particularly of the 
breeding population. Descriptive details of nesting habitats are required as part of the census. 

To make observations on a number of miscellaneous points to broaden and deepen 
current knowledge of various species in this section of the Scotia Arc. Typical subjects to be 
covered are breeding biology, feeding habits, social behaviour and seasonal movements. These 
are to be recorded in writing and also by photographs and drawings. 

To record the distribution and habits of species at sea as observed from Endurance 
on passage to and from the island. 

• Mammalogy 

i. To carry out a census of the seal population of the Elephant Island group with 
particular reference to possible breeding species. 

• ii. To record sightings of tagged seals, with tag numbers where possible. 

iii. To record sightings of whales and dolphins from Endurance or ashore. 

Terrestrial and Marine invertebrate Zoology 
To collect and record specimens of terrestrial and marine invertebrates from a given 

selection of habitats on the island and in pools to enable the initial record of invertebrate life 
on the island to be compiled and compared with other Antarctic regions. 

Mountaineering 

To make first ascents of as many mountains in the Elephant Island group as possible 
without prejudice to the scientific programme. 

Cine-photography 

To make a full record of all expedition activities on Elephant Island in 16mm colour 
cine film with a view to the production of a documentary film. 

Complementary to these aims, it was hoped to achieve a further underlying aim of giving 
appropriate experience to potential leaders of future expeditions. 

Preparatory Training 

After the members had been selected, a two day briefing on all aspects of the expedition 
was given by the Leader at the RAF Outdoor Activities Centre, Llanrwst. In the course of this 
briefing, each member was delegated his own specialist responsibilities and aims. He was further 
directed to acquire a thorough grounding in his own discipline as applicable to Elephant Island 
which would include visiting the appropriate centre primarily concerned with the subject. 

During January/February 1970, the majority of the team attended a two weeks Winter 
Survival Course at Glenmore Lodge in the Cairngorms, which included two nights sleeping in 
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snow holes or igloos on the Cairngorm plateau. This practical and theoretical familiarisation 
with snow and ice conditions was complemented by a further week in September, based on 
Poldubh Cottage in Glen Nevis, which was devoted to rock climbing in teams and consolidating 
experience in rescue techniques. Each evening, during the latter week, at least one of the specia-
lists in turn described the scope of his own work to the rest of the team so that everyone was 
familiar with all the intended activities of the expedition. 

To help ensure that the cine and still photographic coverage should reach the highest 
quality of which the expedition was capable, a week's course for those concerned was held at the 
RN School of Photography at RN Air Station, Lossiemouth in May, 1970. 

As the topographical survey was to be the expedition's major undertaking, it was highly 
desirable that all members, besides the surveying specialists, should be well acquainted with the 
general survey plan and the survey techniques to be adopted in the Elephant Island area. The 
surveyors could then be assured of optimum effective support from the rest of the team when the 
need arose and to achieve this, a week's familiarisation course was held at the School of 
Military Survey, Hermitage in October, 1970. 

Finally the team spent a day at the Scott Polar Research Institute at Cambridge when the 
Director and Staff painted a broad brush picture of the situation in Antarctica bringing out in 
greater detail information of more immediate relevance to the expedition's work in the Elephant 
Island area. 

Logistic support 
While the members applied themselves to preparing for their own specialist roles, the 

onerous task of assembling stores was being pursued. The Directorate of Victualling co-ordinated 
assembly of cold weather clothing and rations, the former being packed at the Royal Clarence 
Yard, Gosport and the latter at the Victualling Yard, Botley. The RN Hospital, Haslar provided 
and packed the medical stores and the Directorate of Stores (N) assumed responsibility for 
obtaining the remainder of the 'hardware' which was packed under the auspices of P.S.T.O. 
Portsmouth. 

By September all packed stores were centralised at H.M. Dockyard, Portsmouth in 
readiness for embarkation in H.M.S. Endurance then refitting in the dockyard. 

During the summer a small hut, adapted from the design of a British Antarctic Survey 
base hut, was constructed at H.M.S. Sultan. The hut, which would serve as a work laboratory and 
eventually remaining as a refuge hut, was built in easily assembled pre-fabricated portable 
sections, and the completed structure painted day-glo red. When finished, the sections together 
with transporting pallet, were taken to RN Air Station, Lee-on-Solent to enable the helicopters of 
Endurance's Flight to carry out lifting trials. On completion, the sections were transferred to 
H.M. Dockyard, Portsmouth to await embarkation. 

In early October, in pouring rain, the 633 cases, packages and hut sections were embarked 
and stowed in the forward hold of Endurance in the logical sequence for disembarkation at the 
respective dump sites on Elephant Island. 

Patron 
The expedition was delighted and honoured to hear in June that his Royal Highness the 

Prince of Wales had consented to be its Patron. 

Farewell Party 
With all preliminary arrangements completed, the members of the expedition gave a 

farewell party in the Wardroom of H.M.S. President on 11th November. A distinguished assembly 
of guests, including the three survivors of Shackleton's 1914-16 expedition, were present but 
unfortunately the expedition's Royal Patron was prevented at the last minute from attending. 

OUTWARD PASSAGE 

Passage to Buenos Aires 
The Royal Air Force had kindly agreed to make available an aircraft employed on navi- 

gation training to transport the expedition to South America. The team therefore met at RAF 
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Lyneham on Sunday, 15th November and embarked in a Hercules aircraft of RAF Support 
Command. After overnight stops at Lajes in the Azores and Recife in Brazil which afforded 
pleasant relief from the diurnal cacophany, the Hercules arrived at the civil airport at Buenos 
Aires on schedule at 1700 on 17th November. 

Buenos Aires 
Waiting to welcome us were Captain G. D. van Someren, RN and Group Captain F. 

Melrose, RAF, the Naval and Air Attaches. They quickly whisked us through the arrival formal-
ities and then introduced members to their hosts in Buenos Aires who were also waiting in their 
cars. All enjoyed a delightful but exhausting week which included at least a week-end's eques-
trian exercise on Estancias up country. Our thanks go to the Naval Attaché for his excellent 
hospitality arrangements and incidentally also for his splendid Asado which was enjoyed greatly 
despite the torrential rain. 

I was invited to give a talk illustrated by slides on a Joint Services Expedition to South 
Georgia, which I led in 1964-65, at the British Embassy, attended by Their Excellencies, the 
Embassy Staff and a number of Argentine Service and civilian representatives associated with 
the Antarctic. This seemed to be well received and on completion, the expedition was given a 
bible by Miss I. MacLean. This bible had been presented to Sir Ernest Shackleton by H.M. 
Queen Alexandra before his expedition left for the Antarctic in 1914. In his book "South", 
Shackleton recounts that when the expedition was obliged to abandon all unessential gear prior 
to taking to their boats, he tore out the flyleaf and the pages containing the 23rd psalm and part 
of the Book of Job and then threw the bible away in the snow. It now transpires that one of the 
expedition members, Able Seaman T. F. McLeod, retrieved the bible and retained it throughout 
his privations in the boat and on Elephant Island. After the expedition had been rescued and 
brought to Punta Arenas in the Ye!cho, he presented the bible to Mr. and Mrs. MacLean (Miss 
Maclean's parents) with whom he had stayed, in appreciation of their hospitality. It is proposed 
that the bible should be given to the Royal Geographical Society for safekeeping. 

A further opportunity was afforded while in Buenos Aires to meet officials concerned 
with directing Argentine polar activities at a reception given by the Ambassador at his resi-
dence. A refreshing spirit of accord and co-operation was a noticeable feature of the conversa-
tions and, coinciding with the first visit by the British Ice Patrol Ship to the Argentine, gave the 
impression of auguring well for the future. 

Passage to Falkland Islands 
The team embarked in Endurance, which was secured alongside in Buenos Aires, on the 

evening of 23rd November and the ship sailed the following forenoon. On the gentle passage 
south to the Falkland Islands, cold weather clothing and equipment required for camping and 
checking in the Falkland Islands were broken out and distributed. 

Falkland Islands 

The Ship arrived at Port Stanley at 0900 on 28th November and the members took advan-
tage of the opportunity for last minute shopping. In the evening, H.E. the acting Governor 
kindly invited half the expedition to drinks at his house, the other half being invited on the 
last evening in the Colony. 

Early the following morning, the team landed for a 16 mile shake-down walk with packs 
to Sparrow Cove, to the north of Port Stanley. The cross country route involved fording the 
river Murrel but as, on arrival, the river proved deeper than anticipated, members were obliged 
to strip off and porter their gear across on their heads. Despite the preoccupation with the cold 
water and maintaining a footing, it was reassuring to observe there was no habitation in the 
vicinity to afford embarassing witness to this uproarious and ludicrous spectacle. 

Sparrow Cove, with its blue water and white sand, proved to be an attractive camping 
site though the idyllic view has suffered an intrinsic loss now that the hulk of Great Britain, 
which has graced the cove for many years, has been towed away to Bristol. 

The next day, the expedition made its first intriguing acquaintance with the congregations 
of King, Gentoo and Magellanic penguins in their rookeries over the hill, climbed Mount Low 
and studied with fascination the flora, rocks, seals, birds and countryside in general. 

It 
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