
SHACKLETON’S WAY
LEADERSHIP LESSONS FROM THE GREAT ANTARCTIC EXPLORER
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PART 2 /  LEARNING
TO BE A LEADER
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Born  in  I re lan d  in  1874,  
Sh ack leton ’s  fami ly  move d  to  
L on d on  wh en  h e  was  s i x .  

At  sch oo l ,  h e  was  p e rce ive d  as  
d i f ferent .  He  kn ew wh at  i t  was  l i ke  
to  b e  th e  ou ts id er.
I m a g e :  S h a c k l e t o n  F a m i l y  h o m e  i n  S y d e n h a m ,  
s o u t h e a s t  L o n d o n .
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Ernest  Shackleton got  h is  
f i rst  taste  of  leadership  as  
the oldest  son in  a  fami ly  of  
ten chi ldren.

He encouraged his  s i sters  to  
pursue their  interests  and 
have great  careers  - as  an 
art ist ,  a  customs off ic ia l ,  a  
chef,  a  midwife ,  and a  
wr i ter.

I m a g e :  S H A C K L E T O N  AT  1 1 .
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Through his  s ib l ings ,  he  
learned how to mot ivate  a  
group to achieve a  goal .



Shackleton left  school  at  16 to jo in  the 
merchant  navy.

On his  f i rst  voyage,  he  g l impsed his  
future  when his  sh ip  rounded Cape Horn 
“ in  the depth of  winter.”

He later  wrote,  “ I  fe l t  st rongly  drawn 
towards  the myster ious  South.”

I m a g e :  S h a c k l e t o n  a t  1 6
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On this  f i rst  voyage,  Shackleton was  
homesick  and unhappy,  but  he had a  
great  capta in  who ran an eff ic ient  ship  
and hosted the apprent ices  to  d inner  on 
Sundays.  They f in ished off  the evenings  
with  s ingalongs.  Shackleton took note.
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On Shackleton’s  next  voyage,  he  
wasn’t  as  lucky in  h is  capta in.  Under  
th is  leader,  the ship  was  poor ly  run 
and required much more work.

Again,  Shackleton took note.
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Shackleton endured a  “rough” 
apprent iceship  at  sea,  but  i t  was  
worth i t .  

He wrote  years  later,  “ I  dreamed 
prodig ious ly  about  b ig  th ings  
ahead….  No,  i t  wasn’t  anything 
ambit ious  in  the way of  
becoming a  hero;  that  never  
occurred to me.   I t  was  rather  a  
fee l ing that  great  adventures  lay  
ahead,  ADVENTURES GREAT ENOUGH TO
BE WORTH THE HARDSHIPS OF TRAINING
FOR THEM…. But  a l l  the  same,  
whi le  I  dreamed in  th is  way,  I  
STUCK TO MY JOB,  DETERMINED TO
SUCCEED AT IT.”  

Image: Shackleton at 33.
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In  1901,  27-year-old  Shack-
leton fought  hard to win a  
p lace on Capta in  Robert  F.  
Scott ’s  Discovery Expedit ion.  

On this  expedit ion,  Shack-
leton emerged as  a  leader.  
He served as  editor  of  the 
f i rst  magazine produced in  
Antarct ica ,  “ The South Polar  
T imes.”

With Capt .  Scott  and Dr.  
Edward Wi lson,  he set  a  
record for  “Farthest  South”  
in  December  1902.

I m a g e :  S h a c k l e t o n ,  S c o t t ,  W i l s o n
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Back in  London,  Shackleton marr ied Emi ly  
Dorman,  and started a  fami ly  which grew 
to inc lude Raymond,  Cec i ly  and Edward.  

Shackleton worked as  a  journal i st ,  as  
Secretary of  the Royal  Scott ish  
Geographica l  Soc iety  in  Edinburgh,  and 
dabbled in  pol i t ics ,  but  he fe l t  drawn to 
return to Antarct ica  and try  aga in  to 
capture  the great  pr ize  - the South Pole.

With independent  funding f rom backers ,  
he  organized the Br i t i sh  Antarct ic  
Expedit ion – usual ly  referred to by the 
name of  the expedit ion’s  sh ip,  Nimrod .
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In  the next  sect ion,  we’ l l  look at  how Shackleton put  what
he had learned about  leadership  into pract ice.
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