
Tom Crean – an Irish Antarctic Hero 

Tom Crean was born in Annascaul, Co.Kerry on the 20th July, 1877. He was one 

of ten children of Patrick and Catherine Crean. Tom worked very hard on his 

father’s small farm, but he was a day dreamer. He dreamt of escaping his life of 

poverty.  One day Tom had an argument with his father.  He decided to run away 

from home. He met a British navel officer on the beach recruiting young men to 

crew ships in the British navy. Tom lied to the officer, telling him he was 

sixteen instead of fifteen years old. Tom was immediately enrolled as a junior 

seaman in Queen Victoria's mighty Royal Navy. 

Tom worked hard in the Navy and soon became a strong sailor. After eight 

years of working in the navy, Tom got the chance to join an expedition to 

Antarctica.   

In 1901, Captain Robert Scott was en route to the Antarctic on his ship the 

Discovery.   One of his crew members fled the ship so he needed a replacement. 

By sheer coincidence, Tom Crean's ship was in the same harbour in New Zealand 

and Tom eagerly joined the crew.   

Life was tough on the Discovery.  They travelled 3,200km to the Antarctic.  

They had enough fuel, food and equipment to last two years.  The ship arrived in 

Antarctica at the beginning of the Autumn. The weather was so harsh that the 

ship was frozen solid in the ice and the sailors had to stay there and endure the 

bleak Antarctic Winter.   The expedition stayed in the Antarctic for two years 

and finally, with the use of explosives brought by navy rescue ships, the 

Discovery broke free from the ice and the crew returned to New Zealand.  It 

was on this expedition that Crean met Shackleton for the first time.   

 

In 1910, Captain Scott launched a new expedition to the Antarctica, on the 

Terra Nova. He wanted to be the first man to reach the South Pole and he 

wanted Tom Crean to be part of his crew.  They soon learned that a well known 

Norwegian explorer called Roald Amundsen was also on his way to the South Pole 

with a team of experts.  The race was on!  Tom Crean smuggled a rabbit on 

board and on Christmas morning 1911 she gave birth to 17 baby rabbits.  They 

were well-travelled rabbits!   

The Terra Nova arrived  at Antarctica and the crew built a wooden hut as their 

base camp.  The ship returned to Australia, leaving the explorers to their 

gruelling challenge.  It was a 2,800km trek across the ice from base camp to the 

South Pole and back again.  The men pulled their own sledges with their 
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equipment and food.  They had ponies to help them, but they did not survive the 

harsh elements.  When they were only 240km from the South Pole, Scott chose 

four of the men to accompany him on the final stretch to the Pole.  He sent 

three back to base, including Tom.  Tom was devastated.  They turned back to 

base camp, downhearted, tired, hungry and cold.   

On the way, one of the men, Evans, became very ill with scurvy.  He became so 

weak that Tom decided to walk the last 56km alone to get help.  He had walked 

about 2,400km, pulling a heavy sledge, in the previous four months.  He was 

bitterly cold and ravenously hungry.  Amazingly, he survived and reached base 

camp before collapsing.  A team went back to rescue Evans and his other friend 

Bill and they were nursed back to health.   

Meanwhile, Captain Scott and his four companions reached the South Pole on 

January 12 only to discover that Amundsen had beaten them by one month.  

Tragically, all five men died on the trek back.  Tom found the bodies of Scott 

and two of the others in Scott’s tent.  The two others were never found.  The 

Terra Nova returned to base camp and picked up the survivors.  Months later, 

they arrived back in England.  Tom was rewarded with the Albert Medal, the 

highest award for gallantry, for saving the life of Lt. Evans and Bill.  King 

George pinned the medal on his chest in a ceremony at Buckingham Palace.   

 

 


