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MAKING HISTORY: Staff Sergeant William Joyce (left) with tripod and camera on a British Mark V tank with Australian Official Photographer Captain George Hubert Wilkins (right) as the 
pair record the advance of Australian troops through the Hindenburg line, the last line of German defence on the Western Front during World War I in 1918 and, inset, Wilkins was erased 
from the image on a commemorative 20c coin, The wilkinsfoundation.org.au says he still has not been memorialised on a coin or a note. Main picture: AUSTRALIAN WAR MEMORIAL
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Capturing 
WILKINS

IF ever there were a man who 
deserved immortality, it was Sir 
George Hubert Wilkins (1888-1958).

Yet the SA-born polar explorer
and war correspondent is barely 
known in his home state. 

Locally, the Wilkins Foundation
is striving to rectify that.

Patron Dr Richard “Harry” 
Harris, best known for his role in 
the dramatic underwater rescue of 
Thai boys and their soccer coach 
from a flooded cave, now counts 
Wilkins among his heroes. 

“Hubert Wilkins was such an 
extraordinary fellow, from his 
wartime photography to his 
aviation exploits, to his adventuring 
all around the world,” he says. 

“I admire Wilkins so much 
because of his enormous courage 
and tenacity, the fact that he was 
often ridiculed by the established 
scientific community and he would 
never lie down or take no for an 
answer. If he had an idea he wanted 
to pursue he would see it through.”

Continued page 26

Airbrushed from history, Sir Hubert Wilkins 
is making a comeback, writes Clare Peddie
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The anaesthetist and cave diver 
Dr Harris was “astonished” as a 
fellow South Australian to 
discover Wilkins so late in life. 

He believes Wilkins should be
a household name, much like 
Douglas Mawson, Burke and 
Wills, Eyre and Stuart, and also 
wants to introduce him to the 
next generation as they discover 
their own “inner explorers”. 

Foundation chair Dr Stephen
Scammell says there’s something 
for everyone in Wilkins’ story. 
He was born one of 13 children 

to a pioneering family on a sheep 
station in Mount Bryan East, the 
wrong side of the Goyder line. 

“Wilkins was an engineer, an
explorer par excellence who 
covered more miles by aircraft, 
car, horse and foot than anyone 
before the astronaut age; a 
meteorologist and climatologist; 
a naturalist and an 
anthropologist; an aviator-
navigator with few peers then or 
since in fixed wing aircraft and a 
Zeppelin; a geographer, 
submariner and a musicologist – 
to name but a few of his talents,” 
he says. “As a World War I 

photographer and journalist he 
won two military crosses and 
was described by the great 
Australian General Sir John 
Monash, as ‘the bravest man I 
have ever seen’.”

He defied death on the 
battlefield as he captured the 
horror and futility of war in still 
and moving images, while also 
rescuing injured soldiers. 

Dr Scammell reels off a long
list of firsts: “He was first to land 
a plane on arctic ice, first to fly 
the Arctic Ocean, first to fly in 
Antarctica and first to take a 
submarine under arctic ice.”

EXPEDITIONS: 1 Sir George Hubert Wilkins led a British
Museum expedition into the Australian outback 1923–25 to

collect specimens such as the grey kangaroo; 2 Wilkins with
pilot Carl ‘Ben’ Eielson loading the Lockheed Vega they flew

from across the Arctic from Point Barrow to Spitsbergen,
1928; 3 Wilkins on his first polar expedition in 1913; 

4 Australian actress Lady (Susanne) Wilkins (nee Bennett)
with her husband; 5 The submarine Nautilus and her crew

before it left Camden bound for Brooklyn; 6 Wilkins in
Adelaide in 1911, shortly before he left for England.

Pictures: SUPPLIED
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Wilkins was a man on a 
mission to understand the global 
climate and predict drought, 
enabling farmers to take 
advantage of good seasons and 
avoid the bad. 

A story in the News Chronicle,
dated July 29, 1931, “Why 
Wilkins is Going to The North 
Pole” says the most dramatic 
reason is because his family were 
ruined by a drought in Australia 
when he was young. 

He told the journalist J. L. 
Hodson: “No expedition yet has 
been able to take enough 
scientific equipment to study 

adequately meteorological 
conditions in the Arctic and 
discover whether it is possible to 
establish on the ice permanent 
meteorological stations. 

“I believe if they were there
they could foretell our weather 
and the Australian droughts. I 
hope to find out.” 

His pioneering flight across
the Arctic in 1928 was a search 
for land that might be suitable to 
host weather observing stations. 
He was knighted for his efforts in 
both aviation and exploration.

Having determined there was
no land for a scientific station, 

Wilkins hatched a new plan, to 
use a submarine called The 
Nautilus (in honour of Jules 
Verne) as a scientific laboratory. 
He found major sponsors and 
sank his own money into the 
vessel, which was never really up 
to the task and was probaby 
sabotaged by his crew during the 
voyage, but he still managed to 
travel beneath the ice, take 
measurements and samples, 
resurface and return to safety. 

He later reflected on an 
alternative approach, having 
explored the opportunity for 
both land-based and deep-sea 

laboratories, foretelling the use 
of Earth-observing satellites: 
“We really should be able to put 
ourselves outside this Earth of 
ours and study it as a whole.”

Long before the space race, he
had a vision of the globe that was 
later revealed to humanity by 
the Apollo astronauts: 
“Visualising the atmosphere, 
imagining it to be in colour I see 
the Earth as a solid bodied 
sphere with two circulating 
systems of atmosphere 
circulating about its surface. The 
centre of its air mass was at the 
polar areas.”
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