
Scotia’s Antarctic Expedition 

UIST ower a hunner year syne, the Scots National Antarctic Expedition o 1902 – 1904 
tae the Suddron Ocean wis weel unner wey in the research ship “Scotia”. The venture 

wis peyed for bi public subscreivin wi maist o the siller comin frae the Coats faimly o 
Paisley, kenspeckle makars o shewin threids. Frae the ootset it wis controversial. The 
hinneren o the 19t century wis a time that mony expeditions tae the Antarctic wis bein 
planned. This Scots ane wis thocht up an led bi William Speirs Bruce, a cheil wi nae sma 
experience in polar exploration an a eydent Scots nationalist forbye. The voyage wis a 
sindry Scots venture an it wis sairly contered bi Sir Clements Markham, Preses o the 
Royal Geographical Society, that spake o „mischievous rivalry‟ atween the Scots 
expedition an the “Discovery” expedition led bi Robert Falcon Scott, that haed mair siller 
an mair publicity an haed left for the Antarctic the year afore. 
Howanever, the aims o the Scots expedition haed naethin tae dae wi racin tae be first tae 
the Sooth Pole, or tae compete wi ithers in ony ither wey. It wis tae cairry oot systematic 
oceanographic an meteorological observations in the Antarctic Ocean, an tae dae this in 
the name o Scotland. In Bruce‟s ain words, “Science wis the talisman o the expedition, 
Scotland wis emblazoned on its flag.” It wis the Scots Saltire that wis proodly set tae flee 
frae the heid o the main-mast. 
The “Scotia” wis an unco bonnie ex-Norwegian whaler, 140 ft lang an biggit o wid that wis 
sheathed in greenhert tae hain the hull frae the skaith that micht be duin bi pack ice. She 
wis weel hanselt wi a laboratory, guid accommodation for the scientists an crew, an wis 
fitted wi the newest kinna engines for dredgin an trawlin.  
The ship, captained bi Thomas Robertson, an experienced ice navigator frae Peterheid, 
left Troon in November 1902 an won tae the Falkland Isles in Januar 1903 then bore sooth 
athort whit is noo kent as the Scotia 
Sea, aimin tae win tae the unexplored 
watters o the Weddell Sea afore the 
suddron winter taen a haud. Efter 
passin the Sooth Orkney Isles, Scotia 
cam on tae tichtly packed ice an, tae 
evite winterin in open pack ice, whaur 
scientific wark wad be gey limitit, the 
ship makit her wey north airly in Mairch 
tae winter in the Sooth Orkneys. She 
anchored in a muckle bey aff Laurie 
Isle, that later on wis tae be kent as 
“Scotia Bay”, juist afore the ice shut aff 
the entry. Athin days, Scotia wis iced in an bid that wey tae November. 
The Sooth Orkneys wis gey near unbekent bi scientists afore the visit o the Scotia. 
Howanever, they war tae mak an ideal bit tae pass the winter in an mak meteorological 
observations. The islands sits on the mairches o the ice-bund sea, faur tae soothart o 
Cape Horn an its storms. Scotia wis able tae bide wi safety athin the polar ice, yet in a bit 
that wis fu o seals, birds an marine life. Richt throu the winter in the Sooth Orkneys, the 
expedition maimbers makit a guid nummer o scientific observations frae the Scotia, biggit 
a steive-like hoose on land an estaiblisht sma meteorological an magnetic observatories. 
As lang‟s the watter bid open, an whiles e‟en throu the ice, the scientists taen a guid 
nummer o dredge an trawl preeins, shawin a rich marine fauna athin the bey. 
Efter gittin oot the ice in November an gaun north tae re-provision, the expedition sailed 
sooth agane ower kittlie an unchancie watters tae come up agin a new ice-bund pairt o the 
Antarctic continent, that wis cried “Coats Land” bi Bruce efter the expedition‟s sponsors. 
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Scotia winters at Sooth Orkneys 1903 



New depth soondins wis taen in the Weddell Sea, allouin the eastern pairt o this puirly 
explored sea tae be chairtit for the first time. Efter feinishin a full program o scientific 
observations, the Scotia makit her wey oot the Weddell Sea in airly Aprile an set oot for 
Gough Island, 200 mile due sooth o Tristan da Cunha; her gate taen her tae Capetown, St. 
Helena, Ascension Island an the Azores, in the hinneren anchorin in the Firth o Clyde aff 
Millport in July 1904. 
The voyage lestit 20 month an covered ower 23,600 mile. The expedition‟s success awned 
muckle tae the character o Bruce hissel for he kent that new wark in the unchairtit Suddron 
Ocean wad want new techniques an new graith an that wis the wey he haed makit siccar 
that Scotia haed cairriet mair oceanographic graith nor ony ither Antarctic ship haed duin 
in the bygane. 
Aroond 150 trawl hauls wis taen bi Scotia at depths doon tae 293m an 48 deeper hauls 
wis gotten at 1,830 tae 4,575m, the ootcome bein a collection o Antarctic marine 
invertebrates that for mony a year haed nae maik frae ony ither expeditions. Sea flair 
deposits wis chairtit  ower a muckle area, an reports brocht oot on Antarctic birds an 
mammals. The Scotia expedition won tae ilka ane o its aims an added a guid bit tae 
knawledge o the ootline o the Antarctic continent, an tae the bathymetry o the Weddell an 
Scotia Seas. Mony o the specimens collectit bi Scotia is noo hauden bi the National 
Museums o Scotland in Edinburgh, an includes species o Antarctic fish that wis new tae 
science in thae days. 
Back hame, Bruce wisna forgien bi Sir Clements for cairryin oot a sindry Scots expedition 
an wisna   gien the Polar Medal o the Royal Geographical Society that aw Arctic explorers 
aye haed thair ee on. Insteid, Bruce haed his ain medal designed an presentit tae the 
scientists an crew. 
In pickin oot his scientific feres, Bruce gaed for specific skill, youth an virr. For his crew he 
picked thaim wi experience in polar watters. There wis nae brass-bund officers haudin tae 
naval etiquette an routine. Maist o the sailors wis experienced Arctic whalers, mony o 
thaim frae Dundee. He peyed particlar tent tae the weel-bein o his scientists an sailors an 
said he wad like thaim tae see the ship as thair university, no as an institution for gittin 
throu exams, but raither as ane whaur they cuid study the sindry phenomena o Nature, 
athoot bias an frae Nature itsel. 
Bruce‟s memory is honoured tae this day: the Bruce Memorial Prize is awardit bi the Royal 
Society o Edinburgh tae scientists at the ootset o thair careers for thair kenspeckle 
contribution tae research in polar regions. 
Scotia haes been follaed bi anither three research vessels proodly cairryin this name an 
noo awned bi the Fisheries Research Services that‟s an agency o the Scots Government. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~oooooooooooo~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Owerset intae Scots frae “SCOTIA, The Four Research Ships” author A.D. Hawkins.  
ISBN 0 9532838 1 X 
© Crown Copyright, translated an reproduced wi permission o FRS Marine Laboratory, 
Aberdeen. 
Copies o the buik can be gotten frae The Librarian, Marine Laboratory, PO Box 101, 
Victoria Road, Aberdeen, AB11 9DB. 

 
R. Fairnie. 


