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Contribution of H. Arctowski and A. B. Dobrowolski
to the Antarctic Expedition of Belgica (1897-1899)

ABSTRACT: Alongside the purely scientific nature and the first wintering in Antarctica,
another innovative feature of the Belgica expedition was its multinational composition. Two,
out of its seven persons strong scientific staff, were Polish — H. Arctowski and A. B. Dobro-
wolski. The first served as scientific deputy-leader of the expedition, the other as laboratory
assistant and meteorologist. Their contribution to the scientific success of the Belgian Antarctic
Expedition outlined in the present paper, turned into the starting point of brilliant academic
careers in the native country and at international level. Both, Arctowski and Dobrowolski, were
acknowledged as symbols of the Polish explorations and scientific investigations in polar
regions.
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Introduction

The Antarctic expedition of Belgica (1897-1899) occupies a very special
place in the history of the discovery and scientific exploration of that part of the
world. This is not only due to its timing and the first wintering event in Antarc-
tica, but principally to its scientific achievements. Two distinguished Polish
scholars, Henryk Arctowski and Antoni Bolestaw Dobrowolski took part in this
multinational Belgian expedition led by Adrien de Gerlache de Gomery (see
Arctowski 1899a, 1960; Cook 1900; Dobrowolski 1950; Gerlache 1902; Le-
cointe 1904; Kosiba 1960).

Background
Since the middle of the 19th century, scientists followed with growing con-

cern the events accompanying the exploration of the polar regions. In particular,
they pointed out to the disproportions between its relatively poor scientific
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effects and the exorbitant costs, both financial and in loss of life. In the mean-
time, the successive polar expeditions turned ever more into competitive sport
events and an incoherent race towards the Poles.

In an attempt to reverse that trend, the scientists have succeeded, as a result
of a series of international meetings, to organize in 1882/83 the First Interna-
tional Polar Year, providing for an extensive research programme. As a part of
it, 49 scientific research stations were established in both polar regions, but only
two in Antarctica.

Trying to rekindle interest in that forgotten part of the world, the 6th Inter-
national Geographical Congress held in London in July, 1895, passed an appeal,
stressing that “further exploration of the Antarctic regions should be undertaken
before the close of the century”.

Preparations for expedition

It was not easy to persuade anyone to freeze his capital in the Antarctic ice,
while each penny invested in the tropical regions profited fast and was multiplied
manifold. What seemed beyond reach of the learned scholars, was however
attained by the modest and as yet unknown Adrien Victor Joseph de Gerlache
de Gomery, a 29-year-old Lieutenant in the Royal Belgian Navy. Disappointed
in his unsuccessful endeavours to join a Swedish polar research party, this young
officer decided he himself would set up an Antarctic expedition.

This timing was faulty, for Belgium was more interested to earmark financial
resources for her newly acquired cofony Congo, not the Antarctic. However, de
Gerlache managed to attract the interest of the Belgian scientific community, the
government and the parliament and, after organizing a national subscription, he
succeeded by the early Spring of 1896 to raise the necessary funds.

In Norway, de Gerlache bought the 30-m (98 ft) three-masted whaler Patria,
renamed as Belgica. Its 112 kW (150 hp) engine was overhauled, cabins were
built on the afterdeck for the officers and scientific staff, a laboratory was fitted
under the bridge, while the crew’s quarters were crammed in below decks.

One of the most important tasks, on which the expedition’s success much
depended, was the careful choice of its staff. The request for candidates had
brought a polyglot reply from much more volunteers than needed. It was, there-
fore, crucial to select the best and most reliable ones, who would be able to cope
unfailingly with the extremely harsh Antarctic conditions.

In July, 1896, de Gerlache succeeded to recruit the 25-year-old Norwegian
polar explorer Roald Amundsen as the second officer. A number of crew were,
like him, Norwegian. The second-in-command, also to be navigating officer,
astronomer, hydrographer and geodesist, was a young Belgian, Lieutenant
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George Lecointe (born 1869), as was another officer, Lieutenant Emile Danco
(born 1869) — geophysicist of the expedition.

Research programme

A. de Gerlache attached much importance to the scope of the expedition’s
research programme. Strictly limited by the ship’s capacity, he had to recruit for
the scientific staff not only the best, but also the most versatile scholars. He
welcomed, therefore, the Polish scientist Dr Henryk Arctowski (born 1871) who
was strongly recommended by Professor Walther Spring from the University of
Liége, and contacted him as early as in 1895, starting immediately as scientific
deputy-leader of the expedition.

Arctowski assisted de Gerlache not only in setting up the scientific staff, but
also in raising financial means by delivering public lectures. Despite young age,
he was well educated in geology and chemistry at the universities of Liege and
Paris, and also has mastered extensive knowledge in mathematics, physics and
astronomy. That prompted de Gerlache to charge him alongside geology with
responsibilities in oceanography and meteorology.

Accepting these committments, Arctowski requested, however, the commander
to recruit his countryman Antoni Bolestaw Dobrowolski (born 1872), a student in
natural sciences at Zurich University. He was expected to assist Arctowski in
meteorologfical observations, alongside his other, navigational duties. Because the
list of the staff was already closed, that was done in the last minute before
departure, when Dobrowolski replaced one of the crew members who resigned.

Earlier, availing himself of his wide connections in European scientific cir-
cles, Arctowski helped de Gerlache to recruit Dr Emile G. Racovitza, a Roman-
ian biologist, who filled the last vacancy in the multinational scientific staff!.

Preparing for scientific leadership

To prepare soundly for his role as the scientific leader of the Belgian expedi-
tion, Arctowski took up intensive and comprehensive theoretical and practical
studies in polar sciences. He started with problems of geology and geomorpho-
logy of Southern Andes and island archipelagoes between South America and
the Antarctic continent (see Arctowski 1895, 1896, 1897). To prepare for gla-

! According to the recent disclosures by Professor Alexandru Marinescu, from the Natural History
Museum in Bucharest, it was neither Henri de Lacaze-Duthiers nor Edouard van Beneden, as
earlier assumed, but H. Arctowski who first recommended E. Racovitza to A. de Gerlache (see
Marinescu 1992).



18 Jacek Machowski

ciological research, he went to Switzerland, where he met in Zurich with Pro-
fessor Albert Heim, at that time an international authority on glaciers. Then, he
set out for a number of excursions on glaciers in the Swiss Alps, mainly in the
Bem area.

To get acquainted with the advanced methods in oceanographic research,
Arctowski visited in England G. Murray and J. Buchanan, members of the
famous Challenger expedition, and also H. R. Mill. During his stay in England,
he has also sought advice of Sir Napier Shaw and other prominent British
meteorologists. For practical experience, he spent some time in the Belgian
Royal Meteorological Institute at Uccle.

That increased knowledge enabled Arctowski to become one of the most
active members of the expedition and, in fact, its scientific leader.

Off to Antarctica!

The Belgian Antarctic Expedition left Antwerp on 16 August, 1897. In Rio
de Janeiro, it was joined by the 32-year-old American arctic explorer surgeon
Dr Frederick A. Cook. On 1 December, 1897, the vessel reached Punta Arenas
from where intensive research was carried out in the area of Tierra del Fuego.
These investigations were aimed at comparative geological studies between the
South American and Antarctic continents. They were of particular importance to
H. Arctowski (1895) who was seeking evidence in support of his theory of
“Antarctandes”? on direct continuation of the Patagonian Andes through a sub-
marine mountain chain to Shetland Islands and Graham Land.

Belgica did not leave Punta Arenas until 14th December, 1897. Desertion of
five sailors reduced the number of expedition staff to 19, among which were:
9 Belgians, 6 Norwegians, 2 Poles, 1 Romanian and 1 American.

Critics of de Gerlache pointed to the delay in departure as the first indication
that what happened later was not mere an accident. However true these suspi-
cions, the Belgica did not heave into Antarctic waters until 20 January, 1898,
rather late in the exploring season. On 22 January, a north-easterly gale hit the
Belgica devastating the vessel and taking the first death toll — Carl August
Wiencke (born 1877), the Norwegian sailor who get drowned. By the following
day, Sunday 23 Japuary, the gale had blown itself out and the explorers, taking

2 Arctowski’s (1908a) term “the Antarctandes” in application to Tetriary mountain chains of West
Antarctica was in use in geological literature for more than seven decades. The Patagonian Andes
were separated from mountain chains of Antarctic Peninsula-South Shetland Islands as a result
of opening of the Scotia Sea in the Tertiary (e.g., Dalziel & Elliott 1973).

Field work in West Antarctica was resumed by Polish geologists since 1977 (see Birkenmajer
1978, 1980a, c, 1982, 1987, 1988, 1991, 1996; Birkenmajer & GaZdzicki 1991; Tokarski et al.
1981).
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Fig. 1. The route of Belgica
voyage in the Antarctic waters,
20 January, 1898 — 15 March,
1899 (after de Gerlache, 1902).
1 — Belgica trapped in ice on 2
March, 1898, at 70°20’S -
85°W; 2 — Belgica freed from
the ice trap on 14 March, 1899,
at 70°30°S - 103°W.




































