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Who Was Sir Ernest Shackleton? 
Born in 1874 in County Kildare, Ireland, Ernest Shackleton lived with his family first in 
Dublin, Ireland, and then in England, where he was educated at Dulwich College. At age 
16, Shackleton joined the British Navy. A decade later he volunteered to accompany the 

National Antarctic Expedition under British Captain Robert Falcon Scott,   
which became the first of four polar adventures Shackleton would undertake. 

The 1901–1904 Scott expedition aboard the ship Discovery came 
within a record-breaking 400 miles (643.7 km) of the South Pole, but was 
ultimately unsuccessful in reaching its destination. 

Shackleton returned to England, married, and tried to establish a name 
for himself in journalism, business, and politics. 

By 1908, however, Shackleton was again drawn to the Antarctic. 
Deciding to attempt the South Pole trek himself, he raised the funds for his 
own expedition. But the  quest for the Pole failed, too. His crew got within a 
a scant 100 miles (160.9 km) of the Pole—farther south than anyone had 
gone before— when Shackleton was forced to turn back because of the 
party’s ill health and dwindling supplies. To the dismay of England’s 
citizens, boasting rights to the South Pole went to Norwegian explorer 
Roald Amundsen three years later. 

Shackleton set out to gain Britain the honor of what he called “the largest 
and most striking of all journeys—the crossing of the Continent.” To recruit 
the crew of his British Imperial Trans-Antarctic 
Expedition, who would sail aboard the 
Endurance, it is said that Shackleton posted
the following notice:“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.” 

Endurance crew members pose beneath the ship’s bow. 

 Sir Ernest Shackleton Biography

Introduction: 
Sir Ernest Shackleton is widely known as one of the most inspirational explorers and 
leaders of the twentieth century. Whilst he never achieved his  dream of being the first to 
reach the South Pole, his name lives on as a synonym for courage, bravery and most of 
all, leadership having against all the odds managed the safe return of his entire crew.
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Shackleton chose 27 men to serve a variety of positions, such as running and navigating 
the ship, cooking the meals, and keeping track of the supplies. He also took scientists, 
surgeons, a carpenter, and a photographer on board. The crew set forth from Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, on October 26, 1914. 

Biographers have said that Shackleton was drawn to polar exploration by his romantic, 
adventurous nature rather than scientific interest. But Shackleton knew that the Nimrod 
expedition was formally sanctioned by their scientific goals; therefore, he recruited a 
scientific staff of four—a biologist, a geologist, a meteorologist, and a physicist. The plan 
was for these men to work from their base on the Weddell Sea to investigate Graham Land 
to the West and Enderby Land to the East; the Endurance was equipped for hydrological 
work. These original goals were thwarted, so, in the end, the crew’s most significant 
contribution to science was its careful record of the Weddell Sea’s infamous drift. 

While Shackleton and his crew failed to make the first crossing of the Antarctic continent, 
their expedition became a larger-than-life testament to heroism and human endurance, 
with all 28 men surviving two years in the barren, frigid Antarctic after their ship, the 
Endurance, was caught in pack ice and eventually crushed. 

The crew officially dispersed in October 1916, with most of the men returning to England 
to serve in  World War I. The expedition team was later awarded the Polar Medal, 
although Shackleton denied it to four of his men who he seemed to feel had not given their 
all in that dire time. 

In 1921, Shackleton led his final journey to the Antarctic on the ship Quest, bringing with 
him a handful of the original Endurance crew members. But shortly after the start of the 
expedition—on January 5, 1922 —Shackleton died of a heart attack; he was in his late 
40s. At the request of his wife, he was buried at Grytviken, the South Georgia Island 
whaling station that played a pivotal role in his journey of endurance. 
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Shackleton originally intended to land at 
Vahsel Bay and head southwest toward 
the Ross Sea. His actual route (inset) was 
much different—because the Endurance 
became stuck in pack ice, Shackleton and 
his crew remained in the Weddell Sea, 
never actually setting foot on the 
continent. 
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