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Abstract 

Since 1987 the Antarctic Heritage Trust (AHT) has been responsible for the preservation of 

four expedition bases from the early explorations of Carsten Borchgrevink, Captain Robert 

Falcon Scott, and Sir Ernest Shackleton. In 2002 the Ross Sea Heritage Restoration Project 

was initiated to begin conservation on the historic bases at Cape Adare (Borchgrevink), 

Discovery Hut (Scott), Cape Royds (Shackleton), and Cape Evans (Scott). All of these iconic 

sites are protected under the Antarctic Treaty System and are listed on the World Monuments 

Fundôs 100 Most Endangered Sites in the World. Supported through The Getty Foundation, 

American Express Foundation and several governments, institutions, and individuals, the 

Trust strives to include the international community in the conservation efforts through 

several educational outlets. Some of the questions presented by the public include: Why 

preserve the bases when they are inaccessible to the general population? What is the best 

representation and method of preservation for the bases? Who will take responsibility for the 

protection of the sites? 

 

The Trust has combined an international team of scientists and professionals consisting of 

conservators, heritage architects, conservation carpenters, archaeologists, and microbiologists 

in order to engage discussion and provide solutions to the unique problems associated with a 

heritage project of this scale. The bases are tangible reminders of the hardships embraced by 

these famous men and their enduring crews. The discovery of Antarctica and the race to the 

South Pole are stories that do not belong to one country, but rather should be embraced by all 

of human kind.  

 

There are a number of challenges associated with preserving the bases ranging from technical 

treatment issues to larger ethical questions of conserving them in an environment that very 

few people will experience. Technical challenges include the extreme environment, remote 

location, returning the objects to an uncontrolled in situ environment, and ongoing 

monitoring of the collection. While the sites receive at most a few thousand visitors each 

year, the opportunity to access millions of members of the public is greatly enhanced through 

technology. Access to information on the sites and the project by means of photographs, 

historical documents, and blog sites is currently available through the Natural History 

Museum of London website (www.nhm.ac.uk/antarctica-blog/). A 360-degree virtual tour of 

Cape Evans and Cape Royds is also on the Trustôs website (www.nzaht.org).  

 

Perhaps the largest debate surrounding the huts is what the most appropriate representation of 

the bases themselves should be. Through the use of historical photographs taken during the 

expedition and the diaries and associated records, the Trust has worked to configure the 

basesô contents in keeping with their documented original locations. Unlike traditional 

museum displays where objects are replaced by reproductions or elaborate displays are used 

to represent a time period, these sites are filled with thousands of original objects in situ. The 

overriding sense of entering a time warp and travelling back to the occupation of these sites 

by the first explorers is a frequent comment from visitors.  
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While the bases are the responsibility of all nations, the Trust, under the auspices of the New 

Zealand government, has recognized the historical importance and is committed to saving 

these unique time capsules of a heroic era.  

These significant historic sites truly represent the balance of preserving human history and 

protecting native wildlife species that reside around them. Just as Scottôs men inscribed on a 

memorial to the fallen South Pole party, ñTo strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.ò, this 

project strives to preserve their legacy for future generations, and in doing so the 

conservation teams are seeking and finding new ways to meet the conservation challenges 

presented by Antarctica. 

 

Introduction  

The Ross Sea region of Antarctica, located South of New Zealand between Victoria Land and 

Marie Byrd Land, is home to four of the most historically famous exploration bases in human 

history. Beginning in the late 1980ôs the Antarctic Heritage Trust (AHT) accepted the 

responsibility of protecting and preserving the historical bases and associated memorials from 

the heroic era (1895-1917). The trust has two main objectives: 

 

1. To conserve the physical legacy of the bases; and 

2. To educate the public and future generations through international 

collaborations. 

 

The bases are physical representations of the hardships that humans voluntarily endured to 

promote science and exploration. For over 100 years, the huts have withstood the extreme 

Antarctic environment and seasonal changes, but not without obvious signs of deterioration. 

The structures of the bases, and the thousands of artifacts contained in them, require the 

expertise of heritage professionals to ensure survival of the physical remains for current and 

future generations. This responsibility is compounded by the local biological population of 

penguins, seals, and other wildlife that has taken refuge at these historical sites. AHT is a 

non-profit organization funded through several government sources, private individuals, and 

corporations and is charged with caring for the following four expedition bases on behalf of 

the international community.  

 

Cape Adare 

The Southern Cross Expedition of 1898-1900, led by Norwegian explorer Carsten 

Borchgrevink, is the first to winter-over on the continent and obtain significant scientific data 

about this largely unexplored land. Funded by British financiers, Borchgrevink erected a base 

at the tip of the peninsula known as Cape Adare. The team of ten men from Norway, 

England, Australia, and Lapland constructed two prefabricated huts: a residence and a 

storeroom.  

 

The expedition spent one year living in the small hut until the relief ship arrived. Most of the 

supplies were loaded onto the Southern Cross for the return journey, but the buildings were 

left to withstand the elements. The structures were later reused by Scottôs Terra Nova party in 

1911 and a third building was constructed. Unfortunately, the additional building constructed 

by Scottôs northern party was lost to the elements. Several scientific parties revisited the site 

until AHT began protecting the structures in 1990.  

 

Artifacts are strewn around the exterior and have become shelter for the local Adelie penguin 

rookery. The grave of Nicolai Hanson, the first person to perish in Antarctica, is also located 

northeast of the buildings. 

 



 
Figure 1: The historic base at Cape Adare, constructed during the Southern Cross Expedition (1898-

1900). Image courtesy of the Antarctic Heritage Trust. 

 

Hut Point 

The second expedition base to have been constructed in Antarctica was by the Discovery 

Expedition, led by Captain Robert Falcon Scott from 1901 to 1904. Among the supplies that 

were loaded onto the vessel before departing for Antarctica were a large prefabricated hut and 

two smaller structures to be used for living quarters and scientific observations. Eventually, 

the main hut was used as storage for food, a repair shop for skins and sledges, and even a 

theatre for performances.  The majority of time, the crew lived on board the ship Discovery. 

After spending two winters and summers in Antarctica conducting geographical surveys, 

collecting biological data, and traveling to the furthest southern point, Scott and his men 

abandoned the base and returned to New Zealand. A cross was erected in memory of George 

Vince who perished when he fell over an ice cliff during a blizzard. The hut was 

subsequently reused by Shackletonôs Nimrod Expedition (1907-1909), Scottôs Terra Nova 

Expedition (1910-1913), and Shackletonôs Trans-Antarctic Expedition (1914-1917). 

McMurdo Station, the American facility constructed in the mid-1950ôs, is located in close 

proximity to Discovery Hut; therefore, unregulated visitation and souveniring occurred 

frequently before the hut was secured in 1989.  

 

 
Figure 2: Discovery Hut, located at Hut Point, constructed during the Discovery Expedition (1901-1904). 

Image courtesy of the Antarctic Heritage Trust. 

    

Cape Royds 

Sir Ernest Shackleton led the Nimrod Expedition from 1907 to 1909 subsequent to serving on 

Scottôs Discovery expedition. After contracting scurvy during a sledging trip to the South 

Pole, Shackleton was sent back to England where he promptly made plans to return.  

This third British expedition constructed a base at an area known as Cape Royds, 20 miles to 

the North of Hut Point. The structure of the hut was prefabricated in England and constructed 



in seven days. Several additions to the hut were made with wooden food boxes and canvas, as 

well as dog houses along an exterior wall. The base was occupied for 14 months by 

Shackleton and his men while they attempted to reach the South Pole, and was later visited 

by Scottôs Terra Nova Expedition and Shackletonôs Trans-Antarctic Expedition. Several 

people later visited the hut during Operation Deep Freeze in the mid-1950ôs to the early 

1990ôs. In the early days the base was used as living quarters by scientists and conservation 

work was undertaken on an ad hoc basis to the site over this period of time. Cape Royds is 

also home to the southernmost Adelie penguin rookery in Antarctica.  

 

 
Figure 3: Cape Royds, built by the Nimrod Expedition crew (1907-1909) is seen in front of Mt. Erebus. 

Image courtesy of the Antarctic Heritage Trust. 

Cape Evans 

The Terra Nova Expedition, led by Capt. Scott from 1910 to 1913, decided to construct the 

expedition base at Cape Evans, which is located 6 miles to the south of Cape Royds.  

 

This base consisted of a large hut for quarters and three smaller huts for scientific purposes, 

all prefabricated in London. One of the smaller structures was used as a magnetic observation 

hut, one was constructed at Cape Adare, and the third was never unloaded and was 

subsequently returned to New Zealand. Several additions were made to the main hut 

including pony stables, a storeroom, a latrine, and a garage. Cape Evans was occupied by 

Scottôs expedition for two years, with several modifications made, and was abandoned with 

numerous provisions in 1913. Two of the most famous stories of Antarctic exploration took 

place during the Terra Nova expedition: Cherry-Gerrardôs worst journey in the world to Cape 

Crozier, and Scottôs ill -fated journey to the South Pole. A large cross was erected on top of 

Observation Hill to pay tribute to Scott, Bowers, Wilson, Oates, and Evans.  

 

The hut was reoccupied by Shackletonôs Ross Sea Party of the Trans-Antarctic Expedition 

from 1914-1917. Similar to Cape Royds, Cape Evans was visited by members of Operation 

High Jump (1947) and Operation Deep Freeze and continually afterwards by several 

scientific groups. Despite souveniring of objects, basic conservation work was undertaken on 

the site during the second half of the twentieth century. 

 

 



 
Figure 4: The historic base, Cape Evans, constructed during Scott's Terra Nova Expedition (1910-1913). 

Image courtesy of the Antarctic Heritage Trust. 

 

Since beginning a coordinated program of conservation to both the buildings and their 

extensive artifact collections, AHT has completed work at Cape Royds and is currently in the 

process of preserving Cape Evans. Funding for the conservation efforts requires continued 

international support. With three huts to complete, this time frame requires a strict work plan. 

While there are other science events conducting research in Antarctica, AHT is the only 

organization to have teams of cultural heritage experts working year round in Antarctica.  

 

Accessibility 

Perhaps the largest challenge with the historic bases is accessibility to the public. On average, 

3300 people per year physically visit the huts through tour ships or by having been stationed 

at one of the local operations bases (McMurdo Station, USA or Scott Base, NZ). While it is 

not possible for the majority of the public to visit the huts, steps have been taken to provide 

access to the public through a variety of resources.  

 

Virtual tours of the interiors of the huts can be viewed through the AHT website 

(www.nzaht.org). These tours offer the opportunity to view the huts at home or in a 

classroom. Also available online, the Natural History Museum of London (NHM) website 

provides another window to the work of the Trust and this remarkable legacy. The NHM 

website is the host for the conservation blog located at www.nhm.ac.uk/antarctica-blog, and 

allows conservators currently working on the ice to interact with the public and share what it 

is like to live and work in Antarctica. The blog is updated twice a week with photos and 

personal stories by the conservators. This format also allows the public to ask questions and 

leave comments on the blog postings, providing direct interaction.  

 

In addition to the virtual resources available, the public can also view objects from the huts 

and related materials to the early expeditions through displays at museums such as the 

Natural History Museum of London, the American Museum of Natural History, and the 

Canterbury Museum.  

 

In addition to viewing the objects, members of the public can access the historic photographs 

that were taken during the expeditions. These images are available at the Scott Polar 

Research Institute, Royal Geographical Society, and the Alexander Turnball Library.  



Conservation Challenges 

The preservation of the four bases is arguably the most challenging terrestrial conservation 

project in the world. Working with International Conservation Services, based in Australia, 

AHT contracts several cultural heritage specialists to conduct work on the huts. Each year, 

two teams are organized to accomplish the conservation objectives. The summer team of four 

to six people usually consists of two conservators, who spend six months in Antarctica, and 

four carpenters or other building specialists, who spend two months in Antarctica. This team 

lives and works onsite at the historic bases for the majority of their time in Antarctica, 

returning periodically to Scott Base, the modern New Zealand government-run facility.  

The winter team consists of four professional conservators who specialize in various 

materials conservation. Unlike the summer team, the winter crew has 24 hours of darkness 

for three months and endures colder temperatures and harsher weather; therefore, a field 

laboratory is used at Scott Base. The work plan for the winter team consists of conservation 

of the objects that have been brought back by the summer team and occasional visits to the 

huts when weather allows. 

 

 
Figure 5: Summer team campsite at Cape Royds, Summer 2006. Image courtesy of the Antarctic Heritage 

Trust. 

The cold temperature not only affects the conservators, but it also produces technical 

challenges for chemicals and materials that conservators traditionally use. The working 

properties of archival materials such as adhesives and coatings are considerably affected by 

the subzero temperature. Sometimes treatments that survive well in museum environments 

fail when used in situ at the huts. The remote location of the huts makes it difficult to quickly 

get supplies and to monitor changes that may occur at the sites.  

 

The main deterioration factors affecting the huts are the salts from the surrounding sea water, 

large variations in humidity, the heavy build up of snow, wind damage from ice crystals, 

floor damage from surrounding scoria, and the hurricane force winds. Conservators and 

cultural heritage carpenters work against each one of these factors to mitigate corrosion and 

deterioration through treatment of individual objects and repairing the structure. Once treated, 

the artifacts are returned to huts for display.  

 

Display Challenges 

In addition to the physical remains of the bases, historical photographs taken during the 

occupations allow conservators to view the original location of objects and features in the 

huts. Various expeditions have occupied the huts during the heroic era, but the original 

expedition that built the structure is referenced for the return of artifacts. This provides 

visitors with a realistic experience of the hut interior.  



Every effort is made to return artifacts to the original location after treatment is complete, 

unless further damage will occur due to the environment.  

 

In traditional museum settings, the final display process is the most controllable stage in 

conservation. With the appropriate materials, a stable environment can be created for an 

object, no matter what condition the artifact is in, but one of the largest challenges concerning 

the conservation of artifacts from the huts is the display. While every effort is made to 

prevent further deterioration of the materials at the bases, the objects are essentially replaced 

into an uncontrollable environment. Generally, the artifacts have reached equilibrium with 

the varying humidity and temperature and are not adversely affected when replaced. While 

monitoring the bases for changes can be difficult, photographs are taken every field season of 

the exterior and interior objects are examined during hut inspections.  

 

 
Figure 6: Interior of Cape Royds after replacement of objects. Image courtesy of the Antarctic Heritage 

Trust. 

Site Protection 

 In 2002, the Ross Sea Heritage Restoration Project (RSHRP) was commenced to mitigate the 

deterioration that was occurring at the four historic bases. This effort exposed the 

conservation challenges of the huts to the international community and the sites were listed 

on the World Monuments Fund of the 100 Most Endangered Sites in the World. Conservation 

plans were developed for all four sites and the structures and surrounding areas were placed 

under the protection of an Antarctic Specially Protected Area. Conservation work is regulated 

by the ICOMOS Charter, Antarctica Environmental Protection Act, and the New Zealand 

Government. In 2003, with funding provided by The Getty Foundation, World Monuments 

Fund, American Express, and the New Zealand government, conservation work began on the 

first hut scheduled to be completed, Cape Royds.  

 

Several challenges still exist in the preservation of the bases. Before protection of the four 

expedition bases, objects were removed from the huts and taken as souvenirs. Over the past 

few years, artifacts that were removed from the sites are beginning to be returned to AHT and 

are kept as part of a reserve collection at Canterbury Museum in Christchurch, New Zealand.  

 

Conclusion 

Antarctica is the last continent on Earth where the first human dwellings survive. Without 

conservation efforts, the historical bases located in this extreme environment will deteriorate.  


