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1. South around 

the continents 

The ao.ciem Greeks, by about 300 BC, were quite sure 
that the Ear1h wa.� a globe, a round ball. They knew it 
had a North Pole at one end, a South Pole at the other, 
and lhc line of the Equator exactly in becwcen. 

None of the Greeks had ever been 10 the North Pole or 
to the South Pole, or even 10 the Equator. The Greek 
scholars knew those plate.Ii had 10 be there just the same. 

They could tell from the fac1 that the Sun was always 
in the somhcrn par! of the sky that all the l:;rnds they 
knew la.y north of the Equator. 

Could there be la1\d south of the Equator 100? 

Some Creek scholars thought there must be. They fell 
that it was only rea.son3ble to suppose that if there was 
land north of the Equator, there ought 10 be land south of 
the Equator, 100. 

Bot., then, it might be impossible ever to visit the land 
south of  the Equator. The further south one tr.welled, 
the hotter il was. Many people thought lhat near the 
Equator it would be too hot for human beings LO survive. 
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In thal case Lhe Lwo sides of the Earth ,,.rould be forever 
separate. The northerners could not visit the soulh� 
ernerst nor could the. s outherners visit the n ortherners. 

Of course, we now know there are lands south of the 

Equator. \>Ve know that there have been people living on 
th ose lands since very ancient 1jmcs. In fact, human 

bein gs may even have first come into existence on land 
s oulh of the Equat or .  

The Greeks didn't know about that, howe,•er, and they 
never found out. They could only lhink about it. ' t'he 
R omans didn't find out, ei1hcr. Nor did the Europeans in 

the Middle Ages. 
Even as lale as 1420 AO no European had ever been as 

far south as the Equator. 
By the l400s Europeans were vel)' anxi ous to find a 

way t o get t o India and 10 the lands and islands to the 
east oflndia. from those eastern lands came such things 
as c otton, silk, sugar, spices, and many other things 
Europeans wanted to have. Those lhings had 10 come 
long distances by land t..hrough various nati on s .  Each 
nat..ion charged a tax, and by the time the pr oducts 
reached western Europe, t..hey were very expensive. 

The most western Eur opean oation was Portugal, and 
the eastem produCL\ were m ost expensive lhel'e. II\ 14 I 8 
a Portuguese prince named Henry got an idea. \Vhy not 
go to India by sea? \<\1hy not sail r ound Africa a1\d get to 
India? 

Of course no one knew h ow large Africa ,vas or how far 

south it siretched, but there was only one way t o find out: 
send ships. 

Henry established a cemre for navigati on at the 
soulhwestero tip of Portugal. From it he began sending 
out ships. Each one went a lit de further down 1he coast of 
Africa than the one before had g one. 
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Henry, who came to be called Henry the Navigator, 
died in 1460. By that time the Portuguese ships had 
sailed a couple of th ousand kilometres along the African 

coast, but they were stiU far fr om the Equat or. They 
hoped they would find that Africa didn't st.retch as far 

as Lhe Equat or and that they could get r ound Africa 
without getting into the area of terrible heat. 

For some way, the African coastline forced them t() sail 
cast, but lhen they were abl e t o sail s outh again. In 1482 
a Portuguese navigator, Di og o C5. o, finally reached the 

Equator and passed beyond .  He was the first European 
10 do so. 

He found out two Lhings. First, 1..he Equator wasn't 
unbearably h ot. It could be reached and passed. 
Second, there was land south of the Equator, for Africa 
stretched beyond it. 

In 1488 another Portuguese navigator, Bartholomew 
Diaz, reached the Cape of Good Hope, the s o\lthcrn tip 
of Africa. In 1497 )'Ct an other Ponuguese navigat or, 
Vasc o da Gama1 went round Africa and reached India. 

How far sou1h did Africa extend? 
The dist..ance nort..h and s outh is measured in equal 

"degrees of latitude''. The Equator is at O degrees, 
usually written 0°. The dis1ance between the Equator 

and the N orth Pole is divided into 90 parts s o that 
the North Pole is 90 degrees north latit ude, or 90°N. 
Halfway fr om the Equat or to the North Pole would be 
45°N; two-thirds oft..hc way would be 60°N, and so on. 

In the same way, the South P oJe is 90 degrees s outh 
latitude, or 90°S. HalfWay from the Equator to 1..he South 
Pole is 45°S; two-thirds oflhe wa>• is 60°5, and so on. 

The S,()uthern 1ip of Africa i� at ab out 35°S .  That is 
only a liltle over a third of the way fr om lhc Equator to 
the South Pole. 

9 



Christopher Columbus' ship Santa Marla 

.,. . ;jt . .. .  ·, ;• .. •'•. :,' . . . ' 

', . 

JO 

.. . .. . , 

•' 
.� .. ... ' .-;. • 

., 

\t\lhilc the Ponuguese navigalors were trying to get 
n)und Africa, Christopher Columbus, an halian navig a •  
tor, had another idea. Since the world was round, he 
might be able to reach India by sailing west from 
Europe. The route to India that ,vay might be shorter 
than by sailing round Africa . 

Spain suppl ied Columbus wi1h 3 ships, and he sailed 
westwards in 1492. He reached the American oonti1\e1u 
and thought it was India, but it wasn't. Afler a while, 
people realised that the worl d was larger than Columbus 
had thoughL He had come across brand new cominents) 
and I ndia lay far beyond. 

Spain was diss...1.tisfied. Portugal was doing all the 
trading with India and other place5 in Asia, a nd $pain 
wasn)t. 

A Poru.i.guese navigator, Ferdinand Magellan, had 
bee.n ill treated by the Ponuguese government, and he 
decided to sail for Spain instead. ( t was his idea to ge1 
pa.st th e American contioents somehow and to co,ujoue 
to sail westwards to India. 

In 15l9 Magellan left Spain to look fol' a way past the 
American continents. It wasn'1 easy, for the American 
continents seemed to be solid land from the far north to 
the far south. 

Finally, when Magellan had gone a long way south, he 
came to an inJet of water on 21 October 1520. He entered 
it and continued aJoog through ve1·y bad weather and 
stonns. It did lead him to 1he oiher side oflhe American 

continent, and to this da)' it is called the Strait of 
Magellan in his honour. 

At the other end of the strait, �fagellan came out into 
another ocean where the sun was shining and there were 
no storms. He called it the "Pacific", or "peacefur', 
Ocean. 

11 



The Strnil of Magellan is at about 54°$ .  It is three-
fifihs of the way from the Equator to the South Pole. 

\�'hat's more, south of the Strait of Magellan is 
another piee<: ofland. \\1hen they were going through the 
strait, the sailors on MageJJan 's ships could sec campfires 
there, so they called the Jand "Tierra del Fuego", or 
"land or fire". 

MageHan paid no attention to Tierra <lei Fuego. He 
just wanted to get through the strait and go on to India. 
He didn't make it himsel f. He died in the Philippine 
Is l ands, but the survivors kept on going. 

Oo 8 September 1522,just one of Magell an's original 
5 ships arrived home safely . There were onl y 18 men Jeft 
on board. They had been the first people ever to 
circumnavigate (sail all around) the Earth. 

Some geographers remembered the ancient Creek 
speculations about l and south of the Equator. They 
didn't think that it could be just the southern parts of 
Africa or South America. That wasn'l enough. They 
thought there should be as much land south of the 

Equator as there was nonh of it. They felt there should 
be continents 1here as big a s  Asia or even bigger. 

Perhaps Tierra dcl Foego was part of that continent. 
They drew maps of the globe \Vith an imaginary big 
continent of which Tierra del F\tego was part. 

Towards the end of 1577 the English navigator Francis 
Drake set off for the Pacific coast of South America. 

England and Spain were practically at war in those 
days, and daring English navigators couJd get rich by 
loOLing the Spanish possessions in the Americas. Spain 
stood guard over the A1lantic coastline of the Americas. 
'fhey thought the Pacific coastline wa$ $afe, so it was left 
uoguarded. 

Drake passed Lhroogh the Strait of Magellan, and by 
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Land sou1II of the Equa1Dr as known in 1578 
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6 Sc::ptember 1578 he was in the Pacific Ocean. Then a 
storm struck him and drove him south. He was pushed 
sufficiently far south to let him see that Tierra del Fucgo 
was an island. South orit was open sea. 

That stretch of sea is now known as Drake Passage. 
There were people who lived on the is13nd of Tierra 

<lei Fuego. \¥hat no one knew at this time was that this 
was the most southerly piece of land on which peopl e 
lived and which they called home. The southern tip of 
Tierra de) Fuego is Cape Horn, and that is at about 56°5. 

Drake didn't pause to do any expl oring. He was afler 
1001. He picked up all his ship could carry along the 
Pacific coast of the Americas. Then he crossed the Pacific 
ar\d went home to England. He was the second person to 
circumnavigate the Earth. 

15 



2. South to the 

Antarctic Circle 

Even after people knew ,hat Tierra de.I Fuego wasn•1 part 
of a continent, they still believed a southern con1inent 
existed somewhere. It might be somewhere in I he Pacific 
Ocean. By the l600s the g·eographers koew the real size 
of the gl obe, thanks to Magellan and Drake. They knew 
where the American coas1li1\e was on the west and where 
the Asian and African coastl ines were on the east. 

Between the Americas on one side a,,d Asia and Africa 
on the other was an ocean that stretched more than 
hallWay round the world. People couldn>t believe that 
all that vast area was just water .  They fell there must be 
huge unknown oonti1\e1Hs located somewhere in it. 
Navigators began to look for Lhrn;e continents. 

South east of Asia \,Jere large islands called the East 
Indies. Were any of them really part ofa continent? 

In 1602 a Spanish navigator= Luis Vaez de Torres, 
sailed round those islands and cheeked their coastlines .  
They were all islands. None was big enough to be a 
continent. The largest of the East Indies was the eastern-
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most island, which \Vas called New Guinea. 
Torres explored the soUlhern coast of that island, a11d 

the waters off that south,crn coast arc called Torres 
Strah in his honour. He did not see any of the large 
body of land that Jay immediately south of Torres 
Strait. 

In t.hc year of Torres' voyage, Dutch navigatoi·s and 
merchants had t.aken over the East Indies. Ahhough 
Torres had not seen any land, vague reports about such 
land bega1\ to reach the Dt�tch. 

In 1642 the governor of the East Indies, Anton van 

Diemen1 sem an exploring expedition southwards under 

Abe.1 Janszoon Tasman. 
Tasman had amazingl y bad luck. In the course of a 

IO-month voyage he managed to sail all around a piece of 
la nd as large as the entire Unhcd States without ever 
seeing it. 

However, he managed to find smaJler islands near that 
very large one. To the south east of the land he mis.scd, 
Tasman discovered an island he named Van Diemen's 
Land after the govemor of the East Indies. 
Many ye.arS later, however. it was r e -named Tasmania, 
after the disco\ferer. 

further to 1he south east Ta..�man discovered two larger 
islands, which he caHed New Zealand after the Out ch 
province of Zeeland. 

On a later voyage, io 1644, Ta..,man did detect the 
northern shores of the Jargc land he had missed bef ore. 
There were also vague additional reports. The Dutch 
called this nev.· land New Holland but didn't know much 
about it. 

None of these sightings satisfied those who were 
hoping for a large southern oontinent. 

Some people were sure that there must be a southern 
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contfoe111 su1·rounding the South Pole and bul ging up far 

into the Pacific. h mighl be difficult 10 sail the va..st 
Pacific and hope to bump into the continent just by 
chance. Why not sail south i11s1ead? A ship would be sure 
lO find the continent that way, and then it couJd jusl 
foll ow its shores up through the Pacific Ocean. 

In L 738 a French navigator, Pierre Bouvet de Lozier, 
headed southwards from the southern tip of Africa. It 
was the first voyage with the sole aim of looking for the 
southern <.-ontinent. All he uncovered was a small island 
that is called Bouvet Island in his honour. 

Another French navigator, Yves.Joseph de Kerguelen
Tremarec, set out in 177 I. He probed south of Africa, 
too, and found nothing but another island, now known 
as Kerguelen Island. 

Neither 8ouvet Island nor Kerguelen Island was as far 

south as Cape Horn. Thai remained the most southerly 
piece of land known. 

At sea, however, was the greatesl navigator of them 
all, an Englishman.James Cook, known to everybody as 
Captain Cook. 

Between 1768 and I 771, on the first of 3 great 
voyagcs1 Captain Cook sailed across the South Pacific 
Ocea1l and explored the coasL.:. of New Guinea, New 
Holland, and New Zealand. 

He was able to show exact!)' whal Tasman had 
missed. New Holland was the largesl island in the world. 
It is so large that il is usuall y considered a cootinent. 
Captain Cook called it Australia, from the Latin word for 
south. The n3me makes sense. Africa and South America 
are both larger 1han Australia, but each is only partly 
south of the Equator. Australia is cntirel>• south of the 
Equator. It was the largest piece ofland that anyone had 
yet fourld that was wholly soulh of the Equator. 
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But was there nothing more? J\•light there not be an 
even larger oontinem in the vastness of the Pacific? 

In 1772 Captain Cook sel off on a second expedition to 
see if anything at all existed in the wides1 f)art of the 
Pacific Ocean, the part south of the Equator. He 
searched the ocean thoroughly and showed beyond 
any doub1 that there was no piece of land that was conti 
nental in siz.e in the South Pacific except for Australia. 

In a third voyage, he searched 1he Pac;.ific north and 
south. He died on the Hawaiian Islands in I 779. 

Let's think about the Earth's gl obe now. 
Around the Equator is the Torrid Zone, whid\ 

stretches from 23·5°N to 23·5°$. Over all this are-a. 
north and south of the Equator, the Sun is overhead a, 
noon at some period during the year. 

The North Temperate Zone stretches from 23·:'>°N 10 

66·5°N. In the Nor1h Tempcra1e Zone che noonday sun is 
always south of overhead. It comes closer 10 overhead in 
the Spring and is highes1 on 21 June. Then it mo,•es 
further south and is lowest on 21 December. The day is 
therefore longes1 and the nigh1 shortest on 21.June. The 
day is shortest and the night longest on 21 December. 

The further nor1h one goes, the longer the days get in 
June and the sho1·ter the nights .  \Vhat's more, the days 
get shorter in December, and the nigh is get longer. 

In the South Temperate Zone, stretching from 23·5°S 
to 66·5°$, everything is the opposite. The noonday sun is 
always north of overhead. It is closest 10 overhead on 
21 December; it moves furthest north and is lowest on 
21 June. The longest da)' and shortest night is on 2 1  
December, and the shortest day and longest night is on 
21 June. 'fhe fur1her south one goes, the longer the days 
and the shorter the nights on 21 Oecembert the shorter 
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the days and the longer the nights oo 21 June. 
N(>rth and s outh have winters at opposite times of 

years. In the North Temperate Zone it is c oldest in 
January and February and warmest in July and August. 
In the South Temperate Zone, it is warme.<tt in Januar)' 
and February and c oldest in July and Augusl. 

North of66 ·5°:";1 stretching all 1he way up to the Korth 
Pole is the Arctic Zone. There, on 21 June> the day is so 
l ong that the sun stays above the horizon for 24 hours. 
The nearer you get 10 the N orth P ole, the longer it stays 
in the sky. When y ou arc at the N orth Pole, the sun stays 
in the sky for half a year (though it is always near the 
h oriz on). 

On 21 December in the Arctic Zone the sun doesn•t 
show up at aU for the whole day. The fur1 her north y ou 
go, the longer it doesn't appear. At 1he North Pole the 
sun stays out of the sky for 6 months. 

Hours of summer daytlght above Ille Arctic Circle 

12 noon 2pm 
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The line of66 ·5°N forms a circle round the Earth and 
is the boundary of the Arctic region. It is called the 
Arctic Cirde. 

South of the South Temperate Zone is a region that is 
Oil the opposi1e side of the worJd from the Arctic. h is 

just like the Arctic as far as the behavi our of the Sun is 
coJ1cerned. 11 is the Amarctic Zone ('' opp0si1e the 
Arc1ic"). 

The line of66 ·5qS forms a circle round the Eanh. It is 
the boundary of the Amarctk Zo11e aod is call ed the 

Antarctic Circle. 
Inside the Antarclic Zone, the sun stays i11 the sky the 

whole day of 2l Deceinber and stays out of the sky the 
whole day of21 June ijust the opposite of the si1ua1ion in 

the Arctic). The further you go towards the South Pole, 
the longer the sun stays in the sk)' in June aod the longer 
it stays out of1he sky in Decembc:r. At the South P ole the 

2am 4am 6am 8am 10am Noon 2pm 
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sun is in the sky for 6 monLhs and oul of Lhe sky for 6 
rnoruhs. 

AIJ the explornLions from lhe Lime of 1he Por1uguese 
naviga1ors had never taken anyone beyond lhe South 
Temperate Zone. 

On 17 January L 773, however, Captain Cook took his 
ship so far soulh Lhat they crossed Lhe Antarctic Circle. 
He and Lhe men on his ship were the first human beings 
who ever crossed the Antarctic Circle and who ei�r 
pene1ra1ed Lhe Antarctic regioo. 

Cook made two other crossings in the course of his 

journey, and his most southerly perletration took place 
on 30 January 1774 . He ,hen reached 7 I ·2'S. He was 
nearly four.fifLhs of Lhe way from the Equa1or to 1he 
Sout.h Pole; he was only 21 I 00 kilometres from the 
Sou,h Pole. 

Cook never saw land, however, when he crossed the 
Antarctic Circle. The further sou1h he went, Lhe colder it 
got and the icier the ocean was. Even though Captain 
Cook crossed the A1uarc1ic Circle whe,n it was summer in 

the Far S0uth1 the ice stopped him before he could 
reach land. 

In the course of his far southern voyage, Captain 
Cook came across an islaod he ca.lied South Georgia 
Island (after George 111) a.bout 1 ,770 kilometres east of 
Tierra del Fuego. He also came across the Soulh 
Sandwich Islands (after the Earl of Sandwich, who 
was Lhc head of Lhe British Navy at this time). 

South Georgia Island i.s about as far south as Cape 
Horn, but the South Sandwich Islands are further south. 
They were lhe first pieces of land to be found Lhat were 
further south 1han Cape Horn. The southernmost island 
of the group is at 59·4°:S, however, and is still in the South 
Temperate Zooe. 
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Captain Cook oever came ac.ros:; any fa,,d inside the 
Ant.arctic region. 

Land south of Ille Equator as known in 1ns 
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3. South to the edge 
of Antarctica 

As a result of Captain Cook·s explorations. 1he far 
southern waters  or the ocean were shown 10 be rich in 
scab and whal es. Se.als arc valuable for their furs and 
whales are \•oloable for their fat. Ships hun1ing for seals 
and whales Rocked southwards. Explorers did so also. 

A Oritls.h naval officer, William Smith. disc:overccl the 
South Shetland lslal'lds (named after the ShctJand 
Island, north of Sco�and) in Octob<r 1819. Th= are 
directly sou1h of the Falkland Islands, and the most 
5()Uthcr)y island of the group is at 63°$, Jt W;tj the mOSI 

southerly piece ofland di.sc::overed up to that time. but i1 
was 11ill in the South Temperate Zone. 

The Bri1ish naval commander, Edward Bransfield, 
charted the South Shetland Islands and then wrm 
fu,ther sou1h to 64·5°5. On 30 Janu.11} 1820, he ma) 
ha,·c sttt\ land there. The wa1c"' between the South 
Shetland lsland.s and the land to the soulh are !lilill called 
Braosfkld Suai, in his honour. 

Latef' that year, on 16 November 1820, a 21-year-okl 
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American, Nathaniel Brown P�lmcr1 in command or a 
small ship thiu was pan or a larger fleel hunting- seals, 
dcfini1dy sighted land .south of Bransfield Strail. 

The land sighled by Bransfield and by Pa)mef' was 
pan of a long thin S•shaped peninsula. The Americans 

caJJcd it Palmer Land, but the British, who insi sted 
Ilransfickl saw it first1 call� it Graham Land in honour 
o(jarMS Graham, who wa3 head of the British Na,1· at 
tha1 time. 

It wasn't until 1964 that the argument -.,.-as sc1tled. 
The land is now called the Anw1·c t..ic Peninsula. 

8tan.Sficld ::ind PalmC'r were the tint human beings in 
hinory ever to sigh, lhe large body or land ..,, hich wa.s 
the AnLar<:tic cominent, but they didn't kno�· what they 
had done:. 

On 1 February 1821, an American seal hunter, Joh1l 

In,is. actually sc, rom on 1.ht Anta.rctlc Pcninsula. This 

ract was no1 known until the log of hi.! :ship was 
discoycf'td and studied in 195!'>. Davis c:xprc,scd 1hc 
opintOn in the log that the lnnd was part of an Ant.a.retie 
continern, but he had no real cvidtnoc IOr that. Still, he 
-.,.,as the first human being ,\ho ever stood on it. 

The part of the Antarctic Peninsula lha, Bransfield, 
Palmer, and l)avis "ere invohtd with is not in 1he 
Antarctic region, however. The peninsula juts north• 
wards 11 oonsidcrabl e distan« inlO the South Temperate 
Zone. In fact, lhc northernmost part or the Antarc1ic: 
Peninsula i.!I al 63°S, abo\lt 4-00 kilometre, non.h or the 

Antarcllc Circle. 

. The Russian, were busy exploring the Arctic regions 
�n the . far North. and they thought it rnight be 
mtercsung to look into t.he A111.arttic:1 

too. 
In 1819 the Russian ls.ar. Alexander I, sent a 

navi gator, Fabian Go1tlieb Bt:llingshausen, southward,. 
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Bellingshausen had orders to go further sot1th than 1he 
mark Capt.a.in Cook had reached. 

Bellingshausen did his best I but the ice stopped him 
short of Captain Cook's mairk. Bdlingshausen came 
across a small island, however. which he named Peter I 
Island after the Russian tsar, Peter the Great. 

Peter I Island is at 68·8"5 or 250 kilometres soulh of the 
Antarctic Circle. [ 1 w� the very first piece of land ever 
found inside the Antarctic region. 

Bellingshausen then discoV"ercd a larger island just 
west of the Antarctic Peninsu.la and named it after the 
t.sar who sent him. 1 t is Alexander I Island, and it turned 
out to be the largest island in t.he Antarc Lic region, or, in 
fact, anywhere south of Cape Horn. 

It is not certain if Belliogshausen actually saw the 
Antarctic continent or not. It is hard to tell if a distant 
shelf of ice is just ice or ifit has land under iL lfhe didSCi:· 
the continent, he may have been the first one to do so .  

Perhaps it is best to divide the credit and not argue 
about it. We can say that Palmer of the United States= 
Bransfield of Great Britain, and Bellingshausen of Russia 
all saw pieces of it before the end of 1820. 

The importa1u thi11g to re:rnember, though, is that 
none of the three had any way of telling whether any land 
the�· saw was l'eally parl of a continent or w� just an 
island. Davis said it was pan of a continent, but he was 
just guessing. He had no evidence. 

In 1823 Captain Cook's southern mark was finally 
broken. An English whaling ship, under James \iVeddeJI, 
fouod a stretch o f  ocean that ex.tended further south than 
anything expl ored before. On 20 February 1823, 
Weddell reached a mark o f  72·25°S before winds 
and ice forced him to tum back 

This was a new recol'd. \VeddeU had approached to 
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within 2,000 kilometres of the South Pole. 
The portion of 1he ocean into which \,Vcddell had 

sailed lies east of the Antarctic Peninsula aod is known as 
\Veddell Sea in his honour. 

\Veddell suspected lhat lhe sea in I his reg-io11 pene• 
ttatcd all the way to the South Pole and that it was onJy 
the ice that vJould prevent a ship from sailing there. 
Ac1ua1Jy1 this proved not 10 be so io later years. The 
southert)mo.'it reach of Weddell Se.1. is at 76°S, and at tha1 
point there is a shoreline that is still 1 ,500 kilometres 
from 1he S0u1h Pole. 

All the discoveries of the I 820s in the neighbourhood 
of the Antarc1ic Circle were made in the general area 
south of Tierra del Fuego. In 1831 the first sighting of 
Antarctic land on the other side of the Antarctic region 
was made. 

In that year, an Engl ish navigator, John Briscoe, saw a 
shoreline far to the south of Africa. It was about 96 
kilomeucs north of the Antarctic Circl e, so it was stiU in 
the Sout.h Temperale Zone. He ca.lied it Enderby Land 
after the owners of his vessel. He saw it from a distance, 
though. lee prevented him from aetuaUy reaching it. 

In 1840, 1he French explorer.Jules Dumonl d'Urville, 
sailed south from Australia and spied a shoreline almost 
exactly on the Antarctic: Circle. He named iL Adl:l ie Land 
after his wife .  

At almost the same time, an American explorer 1 

Charles \'\'Hkes, was steering his ship along a lorlg stretch 
of coastline between Enderby Land and AdCl ie Land1 a 
coastline that followed the curve of the Antarctic Circle 
almost exactly. This stretch of coast, l)'ing south of the 
Indian Ocean, is now known as Wilke:; Land. 

\Vil kes, 011 returning, was the first to show tha1 all the 

dilferent discoveries of I he previous 20 years could be 
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Lands in lie Antan:tic region as known in 11140 

Tierra dd F1iego 4>- .. SOI.ch Georgia Islands 
• South Sandwic:11 
': ISiands 

South Shedand Islands •··• • Bransfield Strait 
• 

Belingshaus«l Sea 

28 

� 
I 

Weddell Sea 

Antarcrlc Peninsula 
�llsland 

Wilkes Land 

Adelle land 

Antarctic 
Circle 

fined together 10 sho,"· the cxislcnce of an Antamic 
con1inenl. 

His orgurnents were very con,'lncing, and explorers 
accepced them. The southernmost continent was all in 
the Aru.arc1ic region, h�·ever, so that it had 10 be 
co,·ered by ice. l I was not a continent that human beings 
could Live on. To this day, 1hc ool)• human beings 'ff'hO 
are 10 be found on it a.re explorers aod s.cicmins who arc 
only there temporarily . 

A natural name for the continent wu Amar<;tica. 
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4. South to the 

South Pole 

Once Amarctica was discovered, exploration went on 
more cx1cnsivdy 1han ever. People wanted 10 find out all 
the details of the new comioenL 

l o  January 1841 a Soonish explorer, James Clark 
R oss, eme1·ed an ocean inlet al ong the A,uarctic coasL 
This inlc:::t lay to the south of New Zealand, aod it is 

ca.lied Ross Sea i n his honour. 
hs wes1crn shore ROS$ named Victoria Land after the 

British Queen wh o had just begun her reign 4 years 

before. Al o ng that western shore was a mountain range, 
which he called Prince Albert A,lou ,uai ns, after 
Victoria:s husband. 

Ros.s sailed south int o Ross Sea till he found himself 
sl opped by a cowering waJI of ice 6 0  to 90 metres high. 
This turned out to be ao ice shelf. It had been formed on 

land and had been forced outwards ont o the sea as more 
ice c-0n1inuaUy formed on t op of i1. 

The thick ice shelf filled most of Ross Sea. This R oss 
lee Shelr, a..'i ii is now called, c overs an area equal t o that 
of the nation of Fran ce. 
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At the point where Ross encountered the ice shelf, 
there is a piece of land now known as Ross Island. Oo it, 
R oss discovered, on 27 January 1 84-l, two volcan oes, 
which he named Mount Erebus and Mount Terror after 

his two ships. M ount Erebus is the 1aller of the two and is 
3· 7 kilometres high. It is an active volcano, the m os1 
southerly active volcan o in the world. 

T o the cast of Ross Island, the open sea ex1e11ded 
somewhat further south 1han t o the west. The inlet to the 

west Ross called McMurdo Bay after the first mate on 

one of his ships. 
Ross expl ored along the Ross Ice Shelf for about 720 

kilometres before leaving Antarctica. In 1 842 he visited 
Ross Sea again and reached a new southern rec ord of 
78· I 5°S. This is only 1,300 kilometres from the South 
Pole. 

ff we could imagine 1he Ross Ice Shelf disappearing, 
it would be seen that the R oss Sea extends fu1·ther south 
than any other part of the w(>rld's oceans. At its furthest 
south it is at 86 °S, ab out 450 kil ometres fr om the 
SouLh Pole. 

By the middle of lhe 1800s il ,..,as clear thal lhe South 
Pole was located on 1hc oontinenl of Antarctica and 
R oss•s southern mark was as fal' soulh as it ,..,as possible 
t o go by ship. Any one who wan1cd 10 get closer ,o the 
South Pole than that would ha..,e to go overland. 

Bul 1hcrc wasn't really any land on Antarctica, only 
ice. It is n11 easy to travel loog dista11ces over ice. f or 
years after Ross's voyage, ships kept nosing around 
Antarctica without aoyone ever setting fo ol on t.hc 
oontineru. 

At the beginning of 1895, a Norwegian whaling ship, 
commanded by Leonard Krisienson, visited Vict oria 

Land on the rim or the Ross Sea. There, on 23 January 
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1895, a party alighted and stood on Antarctica. 
Of course, Davis had stood upon Antarctica 70 years 

before, but no one knew that in 1895. Besides, Davis had 
stood on Antarctic Peni,uula, which curves north i1uo 
the South Tempcratc Zone. Kristenson and his party 
were 1he first human beings �tvr to stand on Antarctica 
inside the Antarctic Circle. 

One of the pany was a Norv.•egian named Carste1l E. 
Borchgrevink. He returned in 1898 and, with 9 other 
men, spent the whole winter along the Antarctic coast. 
This was the first time that anyone had ever vi.siled the 

continent duri ng its winte:t' seas.on. 
In the Antarctic summer of 1900 Borchgrevink 

relurned, and this time he decided to do more lhan 
just stand on Antarctica. He left his ship, put on skis= 
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and sped souLhwards. It was lhe fin,t time anyone 
had acwaUy tri ed to u:.wel on Antarctica. 

On 16 February 1900. Borchgrevink reached a point 
that \\•as at 78·8°S1 only 1,250 kilometres from the Sou1h 
Pole. He had finally broken Rms's record after 60 years. 

Aflel' tha1, every expedidon lO Antarctica pu1 people 

onshore on the Ross Ice Shelf. Person after person tried 
to break the record and go further soulh than anyone eJse 
had ever gone. The ambitjon was to be the first person to 
reach the South Pole. 

One person who was particularly anxjous to set the 
record was a British explorer, Robert Fakon Scott. 

Naturally, you can't just walk southwards over the ice, 
or even ski southwards for long distances. You have to 
have food. foe.I, tents, and other suppl ies whh you, or you 
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will simply starve or freeze lO dealh before you have got1e 
ve1·y fal', 

Thal means you have to take along sledges- vehicles 
on runners. On the s ledges are your supplies. EiLher y ou 

musl pull the sledges as you go, or you mus1 have 

animal s to pull them. Dogs with thick coats of hair, used 
to col d weall1er, are bes1. 

Towards the end of 1 902 Scou eJltered Ross Sea and 
named the land along i1s eastern shore Edward VII 
Land, after the thell newl>1�crowned King of England. 
Sc ou and his colleagues then pulled sledges over the 
Ross Ice Shelf. On 13 December 1902 1hey reached 
82·28'S, only 870 kilometres from 1he S0u1h Pole. 

In January 1909 one of Scou's colleagt1cs1 a British 
explorer named Ernest Shackleton, made another LI)' for 

Lhe South Pole. On 9 January 1909, his party of 4 men, 
each man dragging a sledge, managed lO reach 8 8 ·38°S, 
only 180 kilometres from the South Pole. 

There, they were forced to turn back. If Lhey had 
travelled further, their food supply would not have 
lasted the return journey. The)' did manage to show, 
though, that the South Pole was located on a high 
plateau. 

All was sel now ror the final push. Scott was going to 
make one more try. A Norwegian expl orer named Roald 
Amundseo, who had done a lot of expl oring in the 
regions of the Arctic, was also set lO try. 

Amundsen prepared very carefully and used more 
dogs than anyone else ever had in Lhe Antarctic region. 
He had 52 dogs to pull the sledges which c.irricd 
everything he needed. He began to cross the Ross Ice 
Shelf on 20 Octobel' 1911. As he proceeded, he killed the 
weaker dogs a11d fed 1he.m to the others. In this way the 
food supplies he brought were saved for lhe human 
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Amundsen's party at the South Pole 
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me�bers of the cxpedi1ion and there was no danger of 
tunning out of food. 

Amundsen reached the South Pole on 14 December 
191 J. He left a marker Lhere, and he and his men were 
bac.k at Lheir ship on 21 January 1912, wiLh 12 dogs still 
surviving and wiLh plenty of food stilJ left. All the 
members of the expedition had re1uroed safely and in 

good heallh. 
Scott's attempt was less carefully organised and he did 

not supply himseJf with as many dogs. By the last 640 
kilometres Scon's party had to pull their own sledges. 

They finally reached the South Pole on 17 January 
1912, but they found Amundsen's marker Lhere. They 
had lost Lhe race. 1 t had taken them 69 days to reach the 
South Pole1 and it had 01tly taken Amundsen 55 days. 

Scott's party pulling a sledge 
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Scott and his 4 companions were worn out, but they 
couldn't stop to rest. T.hey had to get back as quickly a.s 
possible., or they would run O\Jt of food. On the way back, 
however, aJI 5 men were caught in a blizzard that \•.rent 
on and on for 9 days. AU died of cold on or about 29 
March 1912. 

Meanwhile, a German explorer, \'\1ilhelm Filchner, 
explored Weddell Sea and found in its southem reaches 
an ice shelf as large as Lhe Ross Ice Shelf. This second 
one is lhe Filchner Ice Shelf. 

J f the ice shelves arc ignored, Ross Sea and Weddell 
Sea would approach each other with just a 965.kilornetre 
stretch of land lying between. This would be an isthmus 
connecting two parts of Antarc1ica. 

The two parts, East Antarctica and \Vest Amarctica: 
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are unequal in size. West A_nlarcljca, which Lies south of 
the American continents, possesses an irregular coastline 
and indudcs the Antarctic Peninsula. It makes up only 
about one•third of the continent. 

East Antarctica has a nearJy semicircular coastline 
running almost exactly al ong the A_ntarctic Circle. It lies 
south of Africa, Asia, and Australia.  

Crossing the isthmus and running along the eastern 
shores of Ross Sea a11d Vleddell Sea is Antarctica's 
greates1 mountain range, the Transamarctic Mountains. 
One of its pea.ks is Mount Fridtjof'Nansen, named after a 
Norwegian who had explored tlte Atctic region. It is 

1-,068 metres high, the second tallest peak in Antarctica. 
In the years immediatel)• after the South Pole had 

been reached, an Australian explorer, Douglas Mawson, 
carefully mapped just about the entire Antarctic coast. 

The first air Aigh1 over Antarctica was made on 20 
December 1928. 

This was something new in exploration. An aeropla11 e 
could cover great distances in very short periods of time. 
It wa1 no longer necessary to make a dangerous and 
difficult journey on foot if you did.1111 want 1 0 .  

In 1 929 the 1\merican c•plorcr Richard Evelyn Byrd 
flew from the Antarctica shore no the South Pole and 
back in one day, covering a round·trip distance of2,500 
kilometres. He established a base he named LiHlc 
America on the eastern edg·e of the Ross Ice Shelf, 
near Roosevelt Island. 

In 1 934 Byrd winlered alone in a tiny base 200 
kilometres south of Little America .  h was the first 1jme 
any periOn had spenc the winter in the Antarctic interior. 

In 1935 an Australian explorer , Hubert Wilkins, and 
an American, Lincoln Ellsworth, flew all the way across 
from one shore of the continent to the opposite .shore, 
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maki11g a tl'ip that ,vas 3= 700 kilometres long. 
In 1939, an cxpedi11on headed by Byrd mapped 

350,000 square kilometres of Antarctica by means of 
plane flights. 

Antarctica 

Antarctic 
'[) 
J ' Weddell Sea

/'-
-

,

CircJe 

Antarcti 
Peninsula '-..J. 

IFi lchner Ice Shel f West Antarctica 
Edward YII Land South • 

Roosevelt -.J, -- - -ls,;to " l  Pole ;. 1 stand / Mooot Fridtjof Nansen 
Ross Ice Shelf 

Easl Antarctica 
Victoria Land 

Finally, i l l  1957, a party under the leadership of 
Vivian Fuchs made a successful crossing of the contincn, 
from shore to shore, on land. 

The exploration ()f Antarctica, geographically at leal'il, 
was ju.st about compl ete. Only details remain to be 
filled in. 
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5. Life on 

Antarctica 

When Antarctica was sludied from the ail', no one was 
surprised LO find it ,,,.as all covered by ice. The layeroficc 
that covers it is one and a half Limes as large as the 
United States and is nearly a kilometre thick on the 
average. In some pl aces it is 4 kilometres thick. 

There is nine Limes a.s muc;.h ice in .Antarctica a.s in all 
the rest of the Ea.rth combined. 

There are bare patches here and there along the 
Antarctic shore, however. The largest bare pcuch is at 
the eastern edge of the Ros.s Ice Shel f. There is a bit of 
exposed ground there that is about 40 kilometre.� long 
and 20 kilometres wide. 

There arc a few bare patches in the interior of 
Amarcdca, 100. Some of the mountaintops arc blown free 
of :;now and stand bare under the sky. 

11,ere are even some ice.free spots here and there in 
the valleys. Scientists aren't sure why they arc ice-free. 
All the bare spots in Antarctica have an area of about 
7,770 square kiJometres altogether, about 3 times the 
size of Luxembourg. 

4-0 

The southernmost of these bare spots is on Mount 
Howe, and it is only 250 kilometres from the South Pol e. 

Perhaps the bare spolS arc kept free of ice because of 
heat from underground. In some of the valleys there arc 
small ponds of water that stay liquid all through the 
terrible Antarctic wimer. fo l947 one aeropla1\e spotted 
a bare !.pot in which there were 23 separate ponds of 
water. 

The ponds aren't large. One, Sall. Juan Pond, isn,t 
much larger than a football stadium and the water is 
only 15 centi metres deep. 

There is almost no life in the interior of Antarctica. 
There is none on the ice. In the lakes and on the bare 
ground I here are some very simple plants, such as al.ga

.
e, 

lichens, and moss. There are 200 kinds of algae found 11\ 

Antaretica. 400 kinds of lichens, and 75 kinds of moss. 
San Juan Pond contains nOLhing but one kind of 
bacterium. 

There are eve1\ two kinds of flowering plants found on 
the Antanctic Peninsula, which juts into the South 
Temperate Zooe. 

Lichens have lxen detected on bare rock as dose as 
400 kilometres from the South Pole. That is the closest 
that life on the ground has come to the S0u1h Pole, 
except for human beings and whatever other life forms 
human beings have brought with them. 

Thete is eveo less animal life on Antarctic.a than there 
is plant life. The only land animals native to Antarctica 
are 70 kinds of insects and mites. (Mites are smaJl 
members of the spi der family.) The largest Antarctic 
animal is a wingle.�s fly about a third of a centimetre 
long. Mites have been detected only 684 kilometres from 
the Sou,h Pole. 

Though there; i� almc,sl no life in Anlarctica itself: 1he 
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ocean olT its shore$ is rich in lifo. There are myriad liny 
plants in 1he upper layers or the col d ocean and animals 
of all ki,,ds from microscopic cells to giant whales. 

The blue whale lives in the ocean olT Antarctica. h is 
1 he largest animal thal has ever lived on planeL Earth. It 
c..1.n be 30 metres long and weigh 150 tonnes. 

Some animals that live on fish spend time 01, the 
shore5 <>f Antarctica and have their young there. These 

include 5 kinds or seals. The most southerly or these is 
the Weddell seal, which sticks very dose to shore at all 
times. h can usually be found bene.a.th the ice in the 
coastal walers. h breaks holes in the ice through which il 
breathes. 

There are 15 kinds of Hying birds lhat live on the fish 
o!f the A,uarctic coast. The most southerly of these is a 

kind of gt1 II call ed the skua. It flies long distances over 
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Aruarctica arld probably has flown over the South Pole. 
If so, ll is the only living lhing to have l'e-ached the South 
Pole with()ut the help of human beings. 

1�here arie 2 kinds of ffightlcss birds called penguins 
that live in Antarctica. Though they can't use their wings 
for Ayiog, those wings make wonderful paddles for 
swimming. [>enguins can swim 48 kilometres an hour 
under water, and they can rwist and turn with great skill. 

Ooe of the Antarctic penguins is the Adilie pt1,guin. 
,,.,hich is ca lled that because it is found in AdC:lie Land. 
The Adl:lie penguin stands about 50 centimetres tall and 
weighs about 22 kilogrammes. These penguins make 
lheir homes along patches of bare grou1ld ,,ear the shore. 

The othetr Antarctic penguin is the largest of all Uving 
penguins. l t is the Empuor ,Ungui11, which can be nearly 
120 centimetres high and can weigh as much as 34 
kilogrammes. 
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Emperor penguins have the straogesl nesting habits of 
any bird in lhc world. They collect into crowded 
"rookeries'• in order 10  la)' lheir eggs. There arc now 
known to b,c 1 4  rookeries with an average of about L I  ,000 
birds in each. 

The rookeries are located about 80 10 1 20 kilometre.� 
inland. The Emperor penguin.s get their food along the 
shore, of course, since they Jive on fish. \,\ ihen it comes 
tirne lO lay ,eggs, they mus1 walk to the rookeries. It takes 
them a month to walk there. 

Once they start their walk, there is no more food 
available, so they go lhe month without eating .  

h is the: beginning of winter when they reach lhe 
rookery and there the female lays a single egg. There is 
no nest. The single egg is 1aken by the inale, who places 
it or1 hi.s feet immedia1ely under a bare �md unfeathered 
patch on his abdomen. A Hap of skin covers the egg and 
keeps it warm. 

Once the egg is laid, the female leaves and travels back 
to the sea., whjch means another month's journey 
without food. 

The male penguin stays in the rookery for 2 months <>f 
the Antarctic wirHer, ketpi ng the egg warm. Before he 
came 10 the rookery, the male penguin had pul on as 
much fal as possibl e, and now he mus1 li\'C on this fal. 

Thousands of the male penguins huddle togeLher. each 
with his egg, while the Antarc 1ic temperawres go as low 
as -60°C (-76°F) and frigid gales whistle past a, speeds 
up to 144 kilornelres an hour. Those peng1.1ins on the 
oulside of the swarm, who arc exposed lo the wind and 
c,-old, keep pushing their way into ii in order to keep 
warmer. Others are forced onlo the outside aod begin to 
push inwards in their tufll. Every penguin geis his lurn 
at being outside an.d inside. 
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\\lhcn the eggs are near to halching, lhe females 

relUrn and lake over. At last the males can head for the 
sea1 ,..,,hich they finally reach after their 4-month fast. 
Duriog that fast I hey lose 25 to 40 per cem or their 
weight. 

\Vhen the egg hatches, the mo1her penguin musl reed 
,he c.hick wi1h food she has stored in her crop, bt1t this 
woo'l last. The father must return. The parents take 
,urns walking to the sea, eatiog as much as they can and 
returning to reed the chick. 

Finally, by the time the Anlarctic wioter is over, the 
baby penguins that have survived arc bi g enough to 
march to the sea and begin to fted themsdve.-.. 

It's a hard Jife, bul the emperor penguin has complete
security inland. \,\ihile it is hatching and raising its chick, 
there is no animal that can lhreaten to eat them. Only 
people can come near them. 

People are coosta1uJ y on Antarctica now, studying it. 
There arc traces or ancient animals there lhat t_xisted 
when Antarctica was located in milde1· pans of the world 
before it moved to the Sou1h Pole many millions of years 
ago. There are coal beds there, too. 

'What•s more, the huge chunks or ice lhat bre.ak offioto 
lhe ocean around the rim of Amarctka may be important 
sources of fresh water some day. An1arctica may not be 
much ofa holiday spot, but the lime may come when it 
will be very usefol to humanity. 
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