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On 10 May 1916, nearly one hundred years ago, Ernest Shackleton and 
five of his crew arrived at King Haakon Bay on the south coast of 

South Georgia. They had sailed 700 stormy nautical miles from Elephant 
Island across the Scotia Sea, in the 22ft James Caird, to get help. There were 
22 crew remaining at Elephant Island, following the wreck of the Endurance 
in the ice of the Weddell Sea six months earlier.

After a few days of rest, Shackleton and two of his men set off across 
the island to reach Husvik whaling station and rescue. The trip across 
South Georgia, from King Haakon Bay to Stromness (where they ended 
up, rather than Husvik) is now known as the Shackleton Traverse and is 
recognised as one of many epic Antarctic journeys. In October 2014 a team 
of three Alpine Club and two Swiss Alpine Club members (including the 
author, who is both), set out on this traverse under the leadership of Phil 
Wickens. It did not take long for our admiration of Shackleton’s achieve-
ment to reach new heights.

Even today, getting to South Georgia is not simple. There is no airport 
or regular connection by ship. A number of expedition cruise ships visit the 
island during summer, but they do not take passengers who wish to remain 
on the island for any length of time. If you are the member of one of a 
handful of expeditions that go to South Georgia every year, you are gener-

King Haakon Bay with Murray Icefield and the Shackleton Gap at the end of the 
Bay. (All photos: Bjørn Riis-Johannessen)

ally left with a sailing trip from the Falkland Islands as the only alternative.
And then it is not just a question of chartering a yacht and setting off. 

Permission to land must be applied for, backed by a detailed plan laying 
out expedition objectives, members’ experience and – last but not least – a 
plan for emergencies, such as escape routes, in case the traverse has to be 
aborted.

For our team, the 
traverse was to be made 
on skis, and relatively 
late in the season. We 
decided not to follow 
slavishly in Shackleton’s 
footsteps, and for parts of 
the traverse a higher route 
was picked, hoping for 
a better chance of good 
snow. In his traverse, 
Shackleton had to turn 
back at several attempts 
to cross mountain ranges. 
Not being purists, we saw 
no need to repeat these 
attempts, and some of his 
descents were unsuitable 
for sledges so we skipped 
those, too.

With all preparations well in place, including a generous supply of sea 
sickness pills, we put to sea at Port Stanley, on the Icebird. Icebird is a 10 
berth, 61ft expedition yacht, specially equipped for high latitude operation. 
The sea crossing typically takes 5-6 days and there are good chances of an 
exciting trip. Skipper Cath Hew, a pleasant and blunt-speaking Australian 
and  veteran Antarctic sailor, assured us that conditions were mild. ‘Mild’ 
conditions means 30 knots of wind and 4-5m waves. Not so mild for most 
land lubbers, but good for losing a couple of pounds.

After some five days in the open sea, we noticed signs of approaching 
land. Shallower water makes for sharper waves, and coastal sea birds 
started to appear. Soon we had the entry to King Haakon Bay ahead, as 
it must have appeared to Shackleton and his men almost 100 years ago. 
On their first attempt to land, they were blown off in a gale, but managed 
eventually to enter the bay where they landed at Cave Cove. We sailed 
on, into the eastern end of the bay to anchor in lee of the Vincent Islands, 
with the first leg of the traverse in view: the Murray Snowfield with the 
Shackleton Gap.

Following a day of rest and generous protein intake in the form of barbe-
qued Argentine beef, we ferried all the equipment onto the beach, carried 
the gear a couple of kilometres up to the glacier, and set off. We were 

The team (less photographer), from the left: Benoit 
Duplay, Phil Wickens, Sylwia Duda, Dan Harwood.
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equipped for 10 days: four days planned for the traverse, two to three days 
for some extra-curricular ski touring on the way, plus a bit of reserve. The 
load amounted to about 30kg per person, split roughly 50/50 between ruck-
sacks and haul loads. The route included both traverses and long descents 
so we were using ‘dry bags’ for hauling, rather than pulks or sledges. On 
a traverse the dry bags just slide downhill below you and are far easier to 
handle than a pulk.

Day two started with reasonable weather, but before long we were in 
a complete whiteout. The South Georgia map is 1:200,000 scale so there 
isn’t an overabundance of details. Combined with Google Earth satellite 
images, where you can take GPS waypoints from the online images, we 
were able to establish a pretty good route before we left. The imagery dates 
may not be very current, but they show important key features, such as 
heavily crevassed areas one may want to navigate around. 

Progress in a total whiteout tends to resemble a drunkard’s walk, and we 
used the ‘right’ – ‘left’ calls from down the line to navigate; Shackleton and 
his team were in similar conditions and used the same method but with a 
‘port’ and ‘starboard’ touch. Our modern team had the added advantage 
of the occasional GPS check and we succeeded in a bull’s-eye hit on the 
planned location for camp 2, on a small pass below the Trident. 

Day three started with a brief view of the surroundings, but conditions 
again went from bad to pretty awful. We were now heading for the highest 

The three-day storm finally over and time to dig out the tents.

point on the route, the Zig-Zag pass, at about 1100m. The terrain was fairly 
easy but conditions continued to worsen, with increasing wind and a bit of 
freezing fog thrown in for good measure.  We were clearly experiencing 
‘weather; highly variable and harsh’ as it says in the description of the 
island’s climate. With goggles iced up, and even worse visibility without 
them, we proceeded with caution along the ridge of a monstrous wind 
scoop just below the pass. It must have been close to 100m across and just 
as deep, with almost vertical walls. A pretty scary sight it was, at least what 
we could see. Conditions were distinctly unfavourable, but after a quick 
review of the options we decided to carry on over the pass and hope for 
better conditions on the other side.

Safely through the Zig-Zag pass, we descended on to the Kohl-Larsen 
Plateau where we pitched our third camp. With the tents anchored in all 
24 points, snow valances well covered and substantial lee walls in place, we 
crawled into our sleeping bags, hoping the worst had passed.

That was definitely not to be the case. A couple of hours later we woke 
to wind gusting at 100 knots. Getting slightly worried as this carried on 
through the night, we had bivvy bags at the ready in case something should 
rip. The tents, all Helsport Fjellheimen X-Trem, stood up to the beating 
and made it through the night without problem.

Day four. The wind dropped, but was still blowing at a steady 50 knots 
and now with a heavy snowfall, so any departure was completely out of the 
question. The wind was no longer the main worry as far as the tents were 
concerned but we had to keep digging to prevent them from getting buried 
and collapsing under the weight of the snow.

Day five. Slight improvement, but still blowing at 40-50 knots. Dig – eat 
– dig – sleep – dig – read – dig, dig, dig; and so it went on.

Day six. Still no significant improvement. Getting bored. iPhone and 
Kindle batteries starting to run out.

The route: King Haakon Bay to Stromness.  
(South Georgia (1958) published by the Directorate of Ordnance Surveys)
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Day seven. Completely still. Clouds drifted away and a spectacular view 
appeared as we dug ourselves out of the tents. High up on the Kohl-Larsen 
Plateau, we were surrounded by the Wilkens Peaks to the north and start 
of the Allardyce Range in the south. For the first time we could actually see 
where we wanted to go – to a small window at the east end of the Wilkens 
Peaks that we would hopefully get through, then down on to the König 
Glacier and on to Fortuna Bay. And what a day it was: sun, no wind and 
great snow. We made it through the window and a 15m scramble put us 

down on the glacier where 
we enjoyed a 10km descent 
that dropped us 900m 
down to Fortuna Bay.

Reunited with the 
Icebird, we spent the night 
onboard the boat. After 
a day hauling our equip-
ment back across the 4km 
long König Glacier end 
moraine, we set off on 
the last leg of the traverse: 
Fortuna Bay to Stromness 
Harbour. Not a lot of snow 
there, but no need for over-

Approaching the window leading onto the König Glacier.

King penguins in Fortuna Bay.

night equipment, so the crossing was made as a pleasant day of spring 
skiing over the Stromness-Fortuna pass and down the Shackleton Valley.

Looking down on Stromness from the pass, it is difficult to imagine how 
Shackleton and his men must have felt at that point. They sailed out of 
Grytviken on the Endurance on 5 December 1914. During the subsequent 
18 months, the Endurance eventually sank after being stuck in the ice and 
suffering a slow death by crushing. After abandoning the ship, the crew 
spent six months on the ice with the ship’s three lifeboats, drifting north-
wards. They eventually made it across open water to Elephant Island and 
from there Shackleton and five of his crew set off in the largest of the life-
boats, the James Caird, to sail the 700 nautical miles to South Georgia. 
On arrival, three of them legged it across the island in 36 hours, to reach 
Stromness on 20 May, 1916.

Shackleton’s possibly apocryphal advertisement for crew on that expedi-
tion read:

Men Wanted for Hazardous Journey
Small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant 

danger, safe return doubtful. Honour and recognition in case of success.
– Ernest Shackleton

The advert, real or fabricated, was correct in its description, and yet the 
whole Endurance crew made it home – one of the really big achievements 
in Antarctic history.

Descending the König Glacier to Fortuna Bay.
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Above: the Shackleton Valley with Stromness harbour in the background.
Below: Icebird in St Andrew's Bay, home to some 750,000 king penguins.

A typical yacht-based expedition to South Georgia lasts four to five 
weeks. Having completed the traverse, we still had a week or so to travel 
the coast and experience this amazing place. Not without reason, Tim and 
Pauline Carr named it an ‘Antarctic Oasis’ in their splendid book about the 
five years they spent at the island, based in their 100-year-old, 28ft cutter 
Curlew.

Following a couple of day ski tours and visits to some of the spectac-
ular wildlife sites, such as St Andrews Bay with its half-a-million-plus king 
penguins, the last item on the agenda was to experience some of the histor-
ical sites from the whaling days. Most of the sites are closed for access 
due to asbestos danger and buildings falling down, but Grytviken has been 
restored, with access and an excellent museum and souvenir shop, open 
during the southern summer months.

Shackleton is buried at the Grytviken cemetery, and it is customary to 
drink a toast in honour of ‘The Boss’ when you visit the grave. He died in 
1922 at South Georgia, and considering the life he had led, his heart failure 
seems insufficiently dramatic.

After a few days of good weather and with the storms a distant memory, 
we set off for a last anchorage at Rosita Bay before the return crossing. 
Great plans for a farewell party were quickly squashed when all hell broke 
loose again, as South Georgia had not yet finished with us. Wind of 70-80 
knots – that’s well into Beaufort force 12, hurricane – blew us off the 
anchorage and out of the bay three times before we gave up, put out to sea 
and headed back to the Falklands to a late celebratory pint in the Globe, 
the battle hardened watering hole in Port Stanley harbour. 

Summary
A team of five (Phil Wickens, Bjørn Riis-Johannessen, Dan Harwood, 

Sylwia Duda, Benoit Duplay) repeated the Shackleton Traverse on 
South Georgia, from 
King Haakon Bay to 
Stromness, on 11 to 19 
October 2014. While 
this might be a bit longer 
than the 36 hours of the 
first team’s crossing, 
we did have the added 
burden of Kindles to 
carry, and needed the 
poor weather days in 
which to use them. 
The expedition, from 
Stanley to Stanley, 
ran from 5-31 October 
2014.

Antarctic storm.


