
Racing With Death: Douglas Mawson, the
Unsung Hero of Antarctic Exploration

In the annals of Antarctic exploration, the name Douglas Mawson often
takes a backseat to more well-known figures like Robert Falcon Scott and
Ernest Shackleton. But Mawson's story is no less gripping – a tale of
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immense hardship, unwavering determination, and a remarkable escape
from the clutches of death.
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The Early Years

Douglas Mawson was born in Yorkshire, England, in 1882. From a young
age, he developed a passion for science and exploration. After studying
geology at Sydney University, he joined Shackleton's Nimrod expedition to
Antarctica in 1907-09.

The Australasian Antarctic Expedition

In 1911, Mawson led his own expedition to Antarctica, the Australasian
Antarctic Expedition (AAE). The AAE was an ambitious undertaking that
aimed to explore the coastline of Antarctica from the Ross Sea to the
Weddell Sea.

Mawson divided the expedition into three teams: the Main Base at Cape
Denison, the Western Base at Queen Mary Land, and the Eastern Base at
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MacRobertson Land. Mawson himself led the Eastern Base, which included
16 scientists and support staff.

The Near-Fatal Accident

On December 14, 1912, Mawson set out on a sled journey from the
Eastern Base with two companions, Xavier Mertz and Belgrave Ninnis.
Their mission was to explore the vast ice sheet covering the interior of
Antarctica.

Days into their journey, disaster struck. Ninnis fell into a large crevasse and
was killed instantly. Mawson and Mertz were devastated but resolved to
continue.

As they pressed on, however, conditions worsened. A blizzard descended
upon them, and temperatures plummeted. Mawson and Mertz became lost
and disoriented. their rations dwindling and their hope fading.

The Unthinkable Sacrifice

With death looming over them, Mertz made a selfless sacrifice. Knowing
that his frostbite was too severe to recover, he asked Mawson to leave him
behind. Mawson was torn, but he realized that he could not save both
himself and his friend.

With a heavy heart, Mawson turned and stumbled away, leaving Mertz to
his fate. He knew that he had a slight chance of survival, but it was a
gamble.

Racing With Death



For the next four weeks, Mawson endured unimaginable hardship. Alone
and exhausted, he dragged his sled across the treacherous ice sheet. He
suffered from frostbite, starvation, and snow blindness.

But Mawson refused to give up. He knew that if he stopped, he would
surely die. He kept telling himself, "You are not going to die. You are going
to live."

As he approached the Main Base at Cape Denison, Mawson's hope
flickered. But the last stretch of his journey was the most perilous. The sea
ice was breaking up, and he had to cross a series of treacherous ice floes.

Finally, on February 8, 1913, Mawson stumbled into the Main Base. He
was greeted by his fellow expedition members, who had long given up
hope of his return.

Legacy

Mawson's survival was a testament to his indomitable spirit and
unwavering determination. The story of his trek across the Antarctic ice
sheet is one of the most harrowing tales in the history of exploration.

After his return to Australia, Mawson became a celebrated hero. He was
awarded the Polar Medal and received numerous other honors for his
achievements.

Mawson also dedicated his life to promoting Antarctic exploration and
research. He founded the Mawson Institute for Antarctic Research at the
University of Adelaide and led several scientific expeditions to the
continent.



Douglas Mawson died in Adelaide in 1958 at the age of 76. He left behind a
legacy of scientific achievement, adventure, and unwavering determination.

Douglas Mawson was one of the greatest Antarctic explorers of all time. His
story is a tale of courage, endurance, and the triumph of the human spirit
over adversity. His name may not be as well-known as some of his
contemporaries, but his achievements deserve to be celebrated. Racing
With Death is a fascinating, gripping, and inspiring read that will leave you
in awe of the human capacity for adventure.
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