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Introduction

THE FRENCH ANTARCTIC

Nearly half of Earth’s circumference separates Paris from its Antarctic territory, 
Terre Adélie, a sliver of the white continent as far removed from France’s capital 
as geography, environment, and climate allow. Since its discovery by a French 
navigator in 1840, Terre Adélie has given France a strategic foothold in the Ant-
arctic, and today France is one of the seven states laying claim to part of the white 
continent.

France’s entry into the Antarctic sphere was unexpected, a product of rival-
ries, last-minute changes of plan, and royal decree. For King Louis-Philippe, who 
sent the explorer and navigator Jules Sébastien César Dumont d’Urville south 
in 1837, the appeal of Antarctica (at that point, not yet proved to be a continent) 
was based in imperial rivalry: a desire to best both Britain, France’s old enemy, 
and the United States, the emerging commercial rival. When Dumont d’Urville 
discovered and claimed Terre Adélie for France in 1840, his country was by no 
means ready to act on that claim. Indeed, no Frenchman would again set foot 
in the territory for over a century. For much of that long period, it was all but 
forgotten and the French claim lay dormant. While France’s empire was second 
only to Britain’s in terms of size and wealth by the end of the nineteenth century, 
little geopolitical or strategic significance was ascribed to Terre Adélie. It was 
not until Britain and its Dominions began to carve up the continent in the 1920s 
that France enacted decrees in support of Terre Adélie. But the decrees were legal 
instruments, utilitarian and practical, prompted by the threat of annexation 
rather than by genuine interest. They were not accompanied by expeditions and the 
Antarctic was all but absent from the French political and cultural imaginations. 
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Even after World War II, as the geostrategic importance of the Antarctic grew, 
it was neither a government initiative nor priority. France’s return to Terre Adé-
lie was championed by a private individual, Paul-Emile Victor, who had the 
connections necessary to finally make the territory matter. By using science to 
perform sovereignty, Victor launched French presence in Terre Adélie. And as 
France’s second colonial empire collapsed and Charles de Gaulle returned to 
power at the end of the 1950s, Terre Adélie took on new meaning as a secure 
overseas region: remote, often overlooked, and yet increasingly relevant to de 
Gaulle’s desire for France to remain a puissance mondiale moyenne (midsized 
world power).

But Terre Adélie has also drawn harsh criticism at home, to the extent that 
the 1970s and 1980s saw open debate over whether France should give up its Ant-
arctic territory. With no permanent population, no electors, and no clear eco-
nomic potential, Terre Adélie does not fit into normal political structures. As 
the political class openly questioned the value of retaining the territory, France’s 
commitment to the Antarctic fell into crisis. New life was injected at the very 
end of the 1980s when questions of environment and sovereignty came together 
to make Terre Adélie matter at the highest political levels. As President Fran-
çois Mitterrand and Prime Minister Michel Rocard took personal interest in the 
white continent, France engineered the success of the Madrid Protocol in support 
of Antarctica’s environment. Since then, France’s relationship with Terre Adélie 
has been guided by environmental principles, not always consistently and not 
always successfully, but with a force that persists to the present day. Today, there 
is a conviction that the Antarctic offers France a privileged and strategic space. 
Still, the money necessary to support Terre Adélie is sorely lacking. The territory 
also retains a low profile in the public sphere: the French have never felt an inti-
mate connection to the Antarctic, in contrast to what Rohan Howitt describes for 
Australians and Francis Spufford for Britons.1

By analyzing Terre Adélie’s place in evolving political contexts, from imperial 
expansion to postwar reconstruction and from the Cold War to the environmen-
tal turn, this book shows how France became and has remained an Antarctic 
power malgré soi, that is, despite only intermittent political and cultural inter-
est at home. With no sense of urgency surrounding Terre Adélie and few clear, 
immediate advantages to be gained from the territory, successive French gov-
ernments had nothing to lose by ignoring it, often for long periods. Each stage 
in France’s journey to its present position as a claimant state and Antarctic Treaty 
System (ATS) power was propelled less by internal desire or motivation than 
by a deep need to respond to an adversary, whether it be another state or a more 
nebulous threat. The idea of losing Terre Adélie to a rival has always been anath-
ema, and France has long used the territory to try to show itself superior to 
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other states, from Britain in the far past to the United States during the Cold 
War to China and Russia today. More broadly, since World War II, Terre Adélie 
has become central to grandeur, faraway and yet essential to the redefinition 
of France as a global political entity following decolonization, resonating as 
strongly for geopolitical purposes as for environmental ones. The story of 
France in the Antarctic is rooted in national pride and honor rather than strictly 
in territory. This pattern of French involvement with Terre Adélie is also repre-
sentative of the territory’s outlier status in broader French conceptions of colo-
nialism and empire.

Terre Adélie is the strangest of possessions: France’s claim to the territory is 
only recognized by a handful of other nations, and this claim is at present “fro-
zen” by the Antarctic Treaty. In this geopolitical environment, to perform sov-
ereignty is to at once build a moral (and potentially future legal) claim to territory, 
to shore up support at home for an expensive yet faraway endeavor, and to con-
tinue building a historical legacy in what could well one day again be an openly 
disputed region—all part of the construction of Antarctica’s legal geography.2 
Toward these ends, performances of sovereignty—the practices and narratives, 
both physical and intellectual, that countries employ to build identity and au-
thority over a place—take center stage. How, Klaus Dodds asks, do “the repre-
sentatives of claimant states ‘speak’ and the discourses and practices they 
deploy . . . ​construct their identities as claimants with sovereign rights”?3 From 
postage stamps to airstrips, from flag raising to childbirth, sovereignty perfor
mances have long been (and continue to be) used to demonstrate commitment 
and respond to challenges to legitimacy in the Antarctic—despite the Antarctic 
Treaty’s freeze on territorial claims. Science plays a preeminent role here: it is 
one of the leading ways in which countries, and particularly claimant states, have 
justified their presence and built power bases on the white continent.4 While sci-
ence was at the heart of the establishment of French presence in Terre Adélie 
in the 1950s, today French Antarctic science is underfunded, a black mark for 
the claim. Science, environment, and sovereignty go hand in hand not only in 
the Antarctic but also in other remote and uninhabited regions of the world 
where territorial claims push at the edge of international law. In these contexts, 
the creation of new knowledge about a space is a means of asserting and justify-
ing authority over that space in the absence of more traditional symbols of sov-
ereignty; knowledge, quite literally, is power. To this end, this book also looks 
to France’s sub-Antarctic possessions, scattered islands and archipelagos whose 
history is entwined with Terre Adélie.

The history of sovereignty claims in the Antarctic can be separated neither 
from the history of the Antarctic environment, as Adrian Howkins empha-
sizes, nor from the physical materiality underpinning presence in the region.5 
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Sovereignty—control, authority, and legitimacy over territory—is integral to en-
vironmental history, especially as it affects geopolitical interaction with natural 
environments. In this context, Terre Adélie’s environment has been shaped by 
the political desire for authority and prestige and constructed to fit ideas of a 
global France set out in Paris. The geopolitics of Antarctic space affected the 
relationship of French politicians, diplomats, and scientists with the white 
continent—even though many, indeed most, of these actors never set foot there. 
As such, this story takes place as much in Paris, the seat of the French political 
scene, as it does in the Antarctic (and, to a lesser extent, other parts of France 
and other countries). It is a story as much of the navigators, explorers, and sci-
entists who discovered, explored, and investigated Terre Adélie as of the pro-
moters, public servants, elected officials, and environmental activists who have 
so shaped the territory. It is also a story of how Terre Adélie fit into imperial, 
political, economic, and diplomatic ideas and plans set out in and controlled by 
Paris—and into France’s more recent environmental diplomacy. By looking at 
these relationships, this book responds to Stéphane Frioux and Vincent Lemire’s 
call to elucidate the absorption of environmental questions into the fabric of po
litical and public action in France.6

France’s relationship with Terre Adélie is deeply connected to physical envi-
ronmental realities: in a place where human interaction with the natural envi-
ronment is severely constrained by the harshness of that environment, and where 
even access to the territory in question is impeded by geography and natural 
phenomena—distance, pack ice, wind, and polar extremes—Antarctic activity 
requires a high level of human-environment engagement. By mischance of dis-
covery, France’s Antarctic territory constitutes one of the least accessible por-
tions of the continent, something that has long been a source of woe. From the 
construction of the first French base in Terre Adélie in 1950 to the present day, 
France has never had fully secure, year-round, independent access to the terri-
tory. Over the decades, it has depended on maritime access, most often by leas-
ing foreign ships, but ships can only reach Terre Adélie for a very few months 
each year. At its worst, pack ice can entirely block maritime access to the coast 
even in the austral summers. The need for assistance from other countries, reg-
ular and emergency, air and sea, is far from rare. In the 1980s, these challenges 
led the French to build an airstrip as a way of beating the hostile sea environs 
near the territory. While the airstrip’s construction harmed Terre Adélie’s liv-
ing environment, this was considered by the project’s drivers as more than ac-
ceptable in light of the control over territory it offered. But the airstrip project 
ultimately failed, destroyed by a ferocious storm before it was ever put to use. 
By the time of the storm, Antarctica’s evolving political dynamics had changed 
the debate in France and a high-level political decision was made to strike an 
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environmental course. Since the end of the 1980s, France has deliberately and 
explicitly invoked the environment as central to the maintenance of political 
power in the Antarctic. France’s identity as a claimant state and a leader in the 
Antarctic Treaty System, too, has been constructed, shaped, and altered by the 
physicality of the Antarctic environment and the materiality of Antarctic space. 
The weight of authority invested in the materiality of French bases and installa-
tions (and even the unused airstrip) forms a key link in the backbone of France’s 
moral and legal argument for its claim to Terre Adélie.

While in the postwar decades Antarctica’s environment was seen as an enemy, 
a hostile force to be conquered, the gradual emergence of the polar regions as 
part of a growing environmental consciousness has changed the human rela-
tionship with the continent.7 As conceptions of Antarctic space and landscape 
(real and imagined) evolved, so too did the activities conducted there.8 In the 
case of France, the production of scientific knowledge about Terre Adélie’s natu
ral environment (first through mapping and meteorology, then through glaci-
ology, biology, and other sciences) was appended by the explicit protection of 
that environment through physical and legal acts. For France, environmental 
protection also went hand in hand with efforts to reinforce its own claims to le-
gitimacy and authority in the Antarctic. In this sense, the environment acts as 
a lens through which French attitudes toward Antarctica have evolved, ultimately 
emerging as a politicized responsibility, to build on Alice Ingold’s conceptual-
ization.9 Indeed, changing French perceptions of the interrelationship between 
Antarctica’s environment and the preservation of political power shed light on 
how environmental authority has been brought to bear on sovereignty issues, 
especially since the late 1980s.10 This environmental turn has been motivated as 
much by political calculations, domestic and international, as by concern for the 
natural world.

The disregard of environmental degradation, and especially anthropo-
genic pollution, for political borders, combined with the trend toward global 
environmental thinking, is challenging the ways in which states conceive of 
sovereignty—something that emerging environmental practices and policies are 
increasingly being forced to recognize. How, Karen Litfin asks, do attempts to 
deal with environmental problems contribute to the reconfiguration of political 
space and to new norms for sovereignty?11 Since the end of the 1980s, France has 
used environmental authority as a tool for solving the thorny political problems 
facing Antarctica in its own favor, to support its claim to Terre Adélie and to 
justify political control on the white continent. Just as Thom Kuehls argues in 
the case of the Brazilian rain forest, the environmental importance of Antarc-
tica extends far beyond the territorial borders of individual claims, and the en-
vironmental politics of any individual Antarctic claim cannot be restricted to 
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that specific place.12 By explicitly recognizing this in the Madrid Protocol pro-
posal, France (together with Australia) held that the sum of the Antarctic is 
greater than its parts—an argument that increased the moral authority of the 
Antarctic Treaty System. By mollifying the developing country group and the 
environmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs) that had been chal-
lenging Antarctica’s management, the Madrid Protocol relegitimized the ATS’s 
voice through environmental policy.13 This illustrates a way in which a privileged 
group of countries can use the environment—indeed manipulate it—to main-
tain power. But today we are beginning to see the limits of this greening, and 
once again France is being forced to step up to support its interests.

Despite an increasing focus on Antarctica in the literature, there is still a dis-
connect between Antarctic history and imperial history.14 In the French case, 
the historical connection between Terre Adélie and empire is particularly inter
esting: while Terre Adélie always stood apart from the French imperial project, 
it was still intimately connected to identity and prestige during and after the col-
lapse of the second colonial empire. This is a story neither of domination nor of 
traditional colonialism, but one of imperial motivation and global ambition 
nonetheless. As the French empire collapsed after World War II, remote and un-
inhabited possessions such as Terre Adélie took on more significance as part of 
France’s overseas identity. The first postwar expeditions to Terre Adélie were both 
a means of securing the claim and a way of raising a devastated nation’s morale, 
part of what Gabrielle Hecht calls the broader “metaphysical and physical (re)
building of the French nation.”15 By the end of the 1950s, it was clear that the 
vision of the French state as a territorial entity that reached around the world—
something intrinsic to the Fifth Republic’s 1958 constitution—would now be de-
pendent on smaller and more remote possessions. In this rapidly changing 
order, Terre Adélie took on a new role, providing a means to maintain French 
presence in all the world’s major oceans, rebuild prestige and international 
weight, and underline France’s independence from the United States, all central 
to the Gaullist worldview. While the Antarctic did not have the same resonance 
as de Gaulle’s other major projects—building an independent French nuclear 
deterrent and pulling out of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization—still, in 
its own way, it lent weight to grandeur, a geopolitical statement in one of Earth’s 
most remote areas. Moreover, Terre Adélie offered a territory immune from the 
anger and stain of decolonization, unscarred by its shameful history. By virtue 
of being devoid of Indigenous inhabitants, too, and never dispossessed, Terre 
Adélie and France’s sub-Antarctic islands floated above the thorny problem of 
how to reconcile the Algerian War with the myth, so integral to French identity, 
of the mission civilisatrice (civilizing mission). Terre Adélie has now become 
symbolic of French environmental diplomacy, part of a larger strategic foreign 
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policy. In this sense, Terre Adélie offers a lens into the struggle to reimagine 
Frenchness and French identity, and to redefine the French nation as an inter-
national political entity, in the postwar world.16 Still today, Terre Adélie offers 
to France both a means and a rationale for maintaining the status of a midsize 
world power.

Today, France is engaged in new power plays in the Antarctic. As the chang-
ing balance of great powers calls into question the political status quo on the 
white continent, high-level political interest has emerged and France is increas-
ingly vocal about Chinese and Russian interference in the Antarctic, as well as 
the dangers posed by tourism. These threats have fed a French drive to push the 
“science and peace” agenda of the Antarctic Treaty System, a system in which 
France is highly invested. President Emmanuel Macron is urging his country to 
develop an overarching Antarctic policy, one that is future oriented and less 
piecemeal than in the past—something other claimant states are also pursuing.17 
Still, while Macron officially projects confidence with respect to Terre Adélie’s 
status and future, internally there is fierce debate over how the cost of maintain-
ing Antarctic presence will be met. When Jérôme Chappellaz, the director of 
France’s polar institute, addressed the National Assembly in mid-2019, he 
sounded the alarm: France’s Antarctic budget is too low, France trails behind 
other countries in terms of science and logistics, and the French Antarctic base 
is decrepit, he said.18 “A central question today is, ‘Do we still want to play a 
role in the Antarctic?’ ” Chappellaz asked. If more investment is not forthcom-
ing, he continued, “not only will we lose our rank as a nation currently located 
at the forefront of scientific production in Antarctica, but France’s weight in the 
Antarctic diplomatic context as well as its initial claim of sovereignty in Terre 
Adélie could be called into question.” These questions were almost verbatim 
those asked through the crises of the 1970s and 1980s, and capture the peak and 
trough, on-and-off-again nature of France’s relationship with Terre Adélie.

The importance of the Antarctic to our world, to Earth’s future, cannot be 
underestimated. As the planet warms, fragile Antarctic ecosystems are being dis-
rupted. Penguin colonies are shrinking or disappearing, floating ice shelves are 
melting, and average summer temperatures are rising alarmingly. These changes 
have global consequences, from sea levels to the absorption of excess heat and 
carbon dioxide to the frequency of extreme weather events.19 In this context, un-
derstanding the position (historical and present) of all states with significant 
Antarctic interests is essential. While Antarctica’s history has received appre-
ciable attention, France has all but been left out of this work. Based on a thor-
ough study of French government, military, institutional, non-governmental, and 
private archives, this book brings France into the literature. In doing so, it explains 
critical aspects of Antarctic history in new and illuminating ways, broadening 
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our understanding of the white continent’s geopolitical position. In particular, 
the analysis of the environmental turn presented here provides a much-needed 
counterpoint to work on the Antarctic interests of other states.20 By bringing in 
newspaper and film archives, diaries, and photography collections, too, this book 
further links the cultural, personal, and social to the political.

Today, Terre Adélie is seen to give France a privileged space, one that con-
tributes to maintaining its status as a political entity reaching around the globe. 
But while the environmental approach that emerged in the late 1980s has pro-
vided a clear narrative for France’s course in the Antarctic, Terre Adélie is by no 
means securely supported today: it suffers from chronically low funding for sci-
entific research, weak logistics, crumbling infrastructure, and burned-out per-
sonnel. While there have been signs of greater positive engagement at high 
political levels, especially in response to Chinese and Russian actions, real com-
mitment in the form of euros is lacking. The undeniable effects of climate 
change in the Antarctic offer both an immense challenge and a critical oppor-
tunity for France to step up to the plate and lead. With an evolving geopolitical 
situation that once again threatens to reconfigure political space and destabi-
lize governance on the continent, the need to strengthen environmental gover-
nance and better integrate Antarctic space into French political discourse is 
pressing.
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1

“ALL THAT IS REQUIRED IS TO 
DISCOVER IT”

The idea of a great southern continent permeated geographical dreams and the-
orizing from antiquity.1 The ancient Greeks postulated that the Southern Hemi
sphere was home to a vast unknown continent, part of a larger speculative 
cosmology that wove together scientific thinking and an intellectual and aes-
thetic desire for symmetry, or ideal harmony. For the terrestrial masses to be in 
equilibrium, a southern continent was needed to counterbalance the known 
northern lands of Europe, Asia, and North Africa. Ancient philosophers, map-
pers, and cosmographers alike were attracted by the idea of a vast austral conti-
nent, with its connotations of otherness, extremity, and geographic symmetry. 
The word we use today to name that continent, Antarctica, stems from the Greek 
word antarktikos, “opposite the Arctic”—arktos being the Greek term for bear, 
representing the eponymous constellation that graces the northern sky. While 
the ancient Greeks defined this land in terms of their knowledge of the Euro
pean world, early ideas of such lands were not restricted to Europe: Polynesian 
narratives describe the seventh-century voyage of Hui Te Rangiora to the white 
land of the frozen southern ocean and Māori legends, too, recount that such 
lands existed.2

In European medieval geography, the Antipodes (to use the term generally 
attributed to the Spanish scholar and cleric Isidore of Seville) lay at the heart of 
debate over Earth’s configuration and the extent of its habitation.3 For non-
Christian classical scholars such as Servius and Macrobius, land beyond that 
which was known—if it existed—was conceivably populated. For Christians, 
however, this idea was unacceptable. Augustine and other Christian writers rejected 
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the idea of inhabited southern lands because of the threat they posed to the in-
tegrity of scripture and to Christian thought itself—namely, the spread of salva-
tion to all people. If people lived on the other side of the globe, and if this place 
was unreachable from the Northern Hemisphere due to the impassability of the 
torrid regions, as it was thought, how could Christ’s instruction to evangelize all 
people be fulfilled?

In the Renaissance, the rediscovery of ancient texts (in particular, Ptolemy’s 
Geographica, translated into Latin in 1409) brought about renewed interest in 
the idea of a vast continent occupying the southern portion of the globe, an idea 
that was widely cultivated in the intellectual milieux of this era. Cartographers 
and geographers began to conceive of southern lands in visual and spatial terms, 
and they became a regular feature on sixteenth-century maps. Despite being the 
product of imagination and speculation, albeit rooted in classical and medieval 
ideas, maps of the time evolved to show a fair degree of consistency in their de-
pictions of a great southern land. Its coastline, topography, and toponyms were 
recognizable and even well-known (if invented) geographic features. Christo-
pher Columbus’s voyage of 1492 to the New World—the western Antipodes—
also gave cartographers of the imagined southern continent a real and yet 
just-discovered place to mirror. More broadly, as Alfred Hiatt writes, by show-
ing that antipodal spaces were indeed reachable from the known world, Colum-
bus’s voyages turned the question of the evangelization of antipodal peoples 
into a real, practical problem with political as well as religious consequences.4

One of the earliest of these maps, French mathematician, cartographer, and 
artist Oronce Fine’s influential 1536 cordiform map of the world, shows a mas-
sive austral continent covering the South Pole region and reaching far up the 
coasts of South America and Africa, separate from other lands (figure 1). Along-
side mountain ranges jutting skyward near a coastline speckled with intricate 
inlets and bays, Fine inscribed the words “nvper inventa, sed nondvm plene ex-
aminata” (lately discovered but not yet fully examined)—a reference to Ferdi-
nand Magellan’s great voyage of 1522. Indeed, it was Magellan’s sighting of land 
to the south of the furthest known extent of South America—the land he named 
Tierra del Fuego—that gave new cogency to the idea of a southern continent. It 
is thought that Fine was the first to baptize this continent “Terra Australis,” 
which, alongside “Terra Australis Incognita,” soon became widely used. Fine’s 
cartography combines cosmographic and geographic theorizing; ideas passed 
down from classical and medieval traditions; and the new discoveries and travel 
narratives, varied in their authenticity, from traders, navigators, and evangelists, 
which flooded Europe through the sixteenth century. That maps of the era 
showed nearly equal ratios of land to sea in both hemispheres is a reminder that, 
far from being simply speculative, Terra Australis was equally the result of cal-
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culation, mathematical and precise, driven by the ancient ideals of symmetry 
and balance.

While in the sixteenth century Terra Australis Incognita was often repre-
sented as stretching high up toward (or even joined to) Africa, Oceania, and 
South America, this imagined land gradually lessened in size as navigators and 
explorers brought back observations from their epic voyages.5 Speaking to 
broader visions of man’s place in the world, in seventeenth-century Europe Terra 
Australis manifested itself in political views of colonial expansion and roman-
tic ideals in literature. While today the Antarctic evokes images of endless ice, a 
white and barren environment, empty and unable to support human life, until 
well into the eighteenth century Terra Australis was conceived of entirely dif-
ferently, with ample, fertile lands, blessed with a temperate or even hot climate, 
thought to be inhabited by people, possibly highly civilized—elements from the 
known world brought to bear on the unknown, used to give meaning and shape 

FIGURE 1.  Oronce Fine, Mappemonde en forme de cœur (World map in the 
form of a heart), 1536, 52 × 59.5 cm, 2 assembled sheets (Bibliothèque 
nationale de France).
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to the unseen. On maps, animals, people, and plants—many fantastical but with 
groundings in the known (and especially the newly discovered)—filled the con-
tinent’s blank spaces, which were being explored by thought and imagination 
even before they were explored in reality.

At the opening of the eighteenth century, Terra Australis Incognita was still 
a mystery, unseen, a place of lore and fable, despite its appearance on maps for 
centuries. At this time, the New World was increasingly well-known, and the 
Pacific and Indian Oceans had been extensively explored. While Terra Australis 
had never been sighted, its existence was presumed. It called to navigators and 
explorers, to scientists and writers, to cartographers and philosophers enchanted 
by its possibilities and by speculation of the riches and glory that might be found 
there. The continent was often still drawn as a huge landmass filled with people 
and the splendors of nature. At a time when exotic countries and faraway lands 
were à la mode in European intellectual circles, Terra Australis drove discus-
sions of known versus unknown, distance and the reach of human knowledge, 
and otherness. This space was informed as much by classical and medieval ideas 
disseminated over the centuries as by the age of exploration as by imagination, 
fancy, and desire. As observations from Pacific explorations were disseminated, 
especially from Dutch navigators, the boundaries of the unknown continent slowly 
receded. So too did the dream of tropical or even warm climates, of habitation, and 
eventually of riches. As geographic experience pushed out the older conceptions, 
the land slowly took the shape of the Antarctic Continent we know and recognize 
today. The hinge point in this transformation was the famed British explorer and 
cartographer James Cook’s great southern circumnavigation of 1772–1775, which 
brought back evidence of impenetrable pack ice south of vast ice-free seas, finally 
and conclusively disproving the idea of a temperate and abundantly populated 
southern continent as had been dreamed about from antiquity on.

Early Ideas of the Antarctic in France
Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century maps and illustrations of Terra Australis In-
cognita caught the imagination of French cartographers, traders, and writers. 
Fantastical imagery and lavish descriptions served only to feed this imagination, 
which soon led to plans for exploration, colonization, and expansion. Inspired 
by compatriot Oronce Fine as well as by Flemish cosmographer and cartogra-
pher Gerardus Mercator, Norman mapmakers paid particular attention to Terra 
Australis, which dominated the southern portion of their resplendent mid-
sixteenth-century maps. Known as the Dieppe maps, these were drawn for 
royal and wealthy patrons, and showed Terra Australis as a vast landmass stretch-
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ing from the tip of South America across to present-day Australia. In the 
Dieppe school’s Pierre Desceliers’s rendering from 1550, a sumptuous color map 
two and a half meters long, the continent is elaborately detailed with exotic beasts 
and plants and a scallop-edge coastline. And Guillaume Le Testu, a French pri-
vateer and one of the preeminent cartographers of the Dieppe school, drew Terra 
Australis replete with human figures with ears as long as their bodies, described 
as “idolatres ignorans Dieu” (idolaters ignorant of God) inhabiting a land rich 
in nutmeg, cloves, and fruits.6 That this Terra Australis was imagined rather than 
known was something the Dieppe mapmakers emphasized: “The so-called Terra 
Australis [is] unknown to us because all that is passed off on this subject is noth-
ing but the work of imagination and unfounded opinion,” wrote Le Testu.7

Putting images and ideas into action, in the late sixteenth century André and 
Francisque d’Albaigne, Italian merchants from Lucca, proposed to Charles IX a 
voyage to explore and colonize what they called “la tierce partie du monde” (the 
third part of the world).8 The brothers reminded the king about France’s mistake 
in dismissing Columbus and spoke of the benefits that would accrue from discov-
ering a new part of the world with “lands and realms abundant and rich in gold, 
silver, precious stones, drugs and spices.” While not much is known about the 
brothers and their project, the late nineteenth-century erudite scholar Ernest-
Théodore Hamy’s careful argument that they were referring to Terra Australis is 
widely but not unanimously accepted.9 Gaspard de Coligny, the admiral of France 
and a Huguenot, looked favorably on the proposal, offering as it did prospects 
similar to his earlier venture to secure a haven for persecuted French Protestants.10 
But when Coligny was killed along with tens of thousands of Huguenots in the 
Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572, the d’Albaigne project died too.

The “third part” of the world, as distinct from the Old World of Europe and 
the New World of the Americas, beckoned with the opportunity to extend Eu
ropean exploration and colonization of faraway lands and with the hope to cor-
rect some of the excesses and abuses associated with European incursions into 
the New World. In France, these dual possibilities were taken up by the Hugue-
not historian and writer Henri Lancelot Voisin de La Popelinière (1541–1608). 
His book Les Trois Mondes, published in 1582, combined geography, religious 
history, and political advice to offer a vision of French colonial expansion to the 
new promised land of Terra Australis—that immense land of “all kinds of good 
and things of excellence,” discovered by Magellan and “belonging to nobody.”11 
This was offered as much as an antidote to the Portuguese and Spanish hold over 
the New World as a refuge for French Protestants. With the New World divided 
up between the Iberian powers—a result of the Papal Bull of 1493 and the sub-
sequent Treaty of Tordesillas—France was excluded from that region of the globe. 
That France had empowered Spain’s political and military position by failing to 
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colonize the Indies was strongly felt even as France was subsumed by the Wars 
of Religion. For La Popelinière, Terra Australis offered a way for his country to 
redeem itself, a new hope, at once a means of strengthening the French state and 
of atoning for the violent behavior inflicted in other newly discovered territo-
ries. From these swirling ideas, La Popelinière is thought to have departed from 
La Rochelle in May 1589 with three ships in search of Terra Australis. “All that 
is required,” he had written seven years prior, “is to discover it.”12 It is hard to 
reconstruct his voyage. It seems that he turned around upon reaching Cap Blanc 
in western Africa, for reasons that are opaque, and returned home with one of 
the ships. The other two ships continued on to South America.

While La Popelinière elicited interest in the idea of Terra Australis as a place 
for French renewal, for sixty years after his aborted voyage no further French 
expeditions set out for the unknown southern continent. Engrossed by the Wars 
of Religion, which stretched from 1562 until the end of the century and took per-
haps three million lives, the country was divided and exhausted. This only 
changed in the first half of the seventeenth century as the Counter-Reformation 
elicited tremendous interest in missionary work and evangelization. With this 
push to renew the French Catholic Church, asserting Christianity beyond 
France’s European borders and searching for new peoples to convert took cen-
ter stage. In this context, the “third world” offered a speculative space for France 
to realize these aims without encroaching on rival powers and a place in which 
the church could absolve itself after the devastation of the Wars of Religion. Eager 
for France to build an empire to rival Spanish holdings in the Americas, Abbé 
Jean Paulmier de Courtonne, the canon of Saint-Pierre Cathedral in Lisieux 
(Normandy), argued that France was obligated to discover and evangelize this 
unknown third part of the world. He proposed to the pope a mission to “Terre 
Australes” in a series of drafts and publications in the 1650s and 1660s.13 This 
was not the Antarctic as we conceive of it today, but a southern land whose bor-
ders, location, and climate were not yet known.

In his writings, de Courtonne told of a French navigator, Binot Paulmier 
de Gonneville, who had discovered “Terre Australes” in 1504.14 According to de 
Courtonne, Gonneville left the Norman port of Honfleur aboard L’Espoir in 
1503, heading for the Spice Islands—but after reaching the Cape of Good Hope, 
his ship was blown by a storm to “the great austral land,” where he spent six 
months. De Courtonne describes this land as rich and well populated, with 
friendly natives, plentiful food, and an ideal climate for settlement. He adds that 
Gonneville took possession of the land in the name of Pope Alexander VI, King 
Louis XII, and the Amiral de Graville. But scarce evidence remains of this voy-
age: while Gonneville returned to Rouen in 1505, de Courtonne wrote, his log-
book was lost during an attack by an English corsair. “Terre de Gonneville” has 
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subsequently been identified as being in places ranging from southern Brazil to 
Patagonia to New Zealand to Madagascar.15 De Courtonne himself claimed 
(rather doubtfully) to be a descendant of a native of Gonneville’s land, Essomeric, 
the son of a chieftain.

But who was Gonneville and why had he never been heard of before de Cour-
tonne’s account? After all, his purported discovery took place in 1504, while de 
Courtonne wrote of him a century and a half later. And why does there seem to 
be no original documentation about him or his voyage? These problems have led 
to controversy, with some suggesting that Gonneville’s voyage, and perhaps even 
the man himself, are entirely fictional, invented by de Courtonne—conclusions 
supported by the evidence.16 But regardless of the account’s veracity, and regard-
less of where the land was thought to be, its impact was significant: for more 
than a century, the allure of imagined southern lands, and Gonneville’s pur-
ported discovery in particular, beckoned to French explorers who were eager to 
rediscover this lost paradise and colonize it for their country. De Courtonne him-
self was the first to propose an expedition to refind the lost land. Despite uncer-
tainties surrounding its location, the king and the pope were both drawn to the 
proposal. Owing to internal church bickering over the granting of bishoprics, 
however, de Courtonne’s plan was soon shelved. Still, his ideas took hold, moti-
vating extensive French exploration of the southern oceans over the next century.

With de Courtonne’s accounts, Gonneville, theretofore unheard of, was 
widely believed in mid-to-late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France to 
have discovered a new land, and numerous French and foreign expeditions set 
out in search of it. His writings were well-timed, offering a balm in an era when 
the English and the Dutch were far outpacing the French in the South Pacific. 
They also fit well with Cardinal Richelieu’s view of the colonial enterprise as a 
means of developing commerce, opening routes for emigration, and heighten-
ing national glory, as well as a political tool to combat Spanish hegemony. Riche-
lieu’s government built a strong navy, giving a firm foundation to dreams of 
exploration, something that only increased with Jean-Baptiste Colbert’s arrival 
in power. Further, by crediting Gonneville with the discovery of a land far to 
the south, de Courtonne gave to France a moral legitimacy toward Terra Aus-
tralis parallel to that of Amerigo Vespucci in the New World. His description of 
a fertile, temperate climate sparked the imagination of French explorers and 
writers, and the search for the unknown land wove a thread through subsequent 
French exploration in the Southern Hemisphere. To refind “Terre de Gonnev-
ille” and, with it, a great southern continent, had an unparalled allure. It was 
only with Cook’s penetrating explorations of the southern seas in the 1770s that 
this French quest for the fabled southern continent, warm and full of lush life, 
abated. With Cook’s voyage, the massive extent of the southern pack ice was 
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finally exposed—but still there was no knowledge of what lay beyond the for-
bidding ice, whether it be open sea, land, or more ice.

Through the eighteenth century, French interest in Terra Australis—whether 
it be a vast southern continent or specific territories in and near present-day 
Australia—grew in line with public fascination with faraway lands and the sci-
entific, commercial, and colonial questions they raised. When the philosopher 
and mathematician Pierre Louis Moreau de Maupertuis wrote to Prince Frédéric 
de Prusse that southern lands offered important possibilities for science and 
commerce, his letter gained much attention in France’s flourishing literary sa-
lons.17 By the middle of the century, these ideas preoccupied scientific, intellec-
tual, and social circles. The attraction also spoke to geopolitics, power, and 
rivalry: if France could find and exploit these lands, the country could “catch 
up” in the race for exploration and colonization, and it would also help restore 
France’s naval position at a time when British naval power was in ascendence. 
Navigators, especially from the French East India Company, were fascinated with 
the idea of establishing an “Austral France” in a land that, they thought, con-
tained riches to outstrip even those of El Dorado.

Expeditions, however, were at the mercy of changing political winds. In the 
opening years of the eighteenth century, until 1715, the accession of Philip V to 
the Spanish throne and the subsequent transformations on the European po
litical scene facilitated French maritime activity. During the War of Spanish Suc-
cession (1701–1714), several French voyages set out for the southern seas, 
including that of Pierre Perrée du Coudray de la Villestreux, who became one of 
the first to navigate the Strait of Magellan. But this burst of activity ended in 1715 
with the Treaty of Utrecht, which stripped France of many of its overseas posses-
sions, especially in what is now maritime Canada and the West Indies. For the 
following fifty years, Britain ruled the waves while French mariners slumped 
into a period of lethargy, with no coherent policies to guide them. Still, this pe-
riod did see one explicit effort to search for Terra Australis: that of the French 
East India Company’s Jean-Baptiste Charles Bouvet de Lozier (1705–1786).

Like many at the time, Bouvet was as inspired by de Courtonne’s writings as 
he was frustrated by his inability to find original accounts of Gonneville’s voy-
age. Between 1734 and 1738, the experienced navigator petitioned the East In-
dia Company three times before receiving approval for his voyage to rediscover 
“Terre de Gonneville.” There, Bouvet hoped to evangelize the natives, develop 
commerce opportunities, and establish a depot to serve navigators sailing be-
tween France and the Far East. Bouvet left France with two ships, L’Aigle and Le 
Marie, in mid-1738. On the first day of the new year, he caught sight of snow-
covered land south of the Cape of Good Hope, but all attempts to disembark were 
blocked by thick fog and unnavigable ice. Forced to turn around, Bouvet returned 
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to France with descriptions of towering icebergs, freezing seas teeming with 
whales, and odd black and white birds, unable to fly but gracefully agile in the 
water. Thinking that he had seen the advanced part of a great austral continent, 
Bouvet named his land “Cap de la Circoncision” in reference to the religious day 
on which he sighted it, the Feast of the Circumcision of Christ. A map made 
based on Bouvet’s expedition by the pioneering geographer Philippe Buache in 
1739 shows a large bipartite southern continent encircling but not covering the 
South Pole, with Cap de la Circoncision highlighted in red at the tip of the smaller 
continental section (figure 2). While the French East India Company had ini-
tially thought that Terre Australe might offer strategic advantages—including a 
rest and resupply station for ships, a site for a new colony, and even a base for 
war—it did not find Bouvet’s description of a snowy and fog-frozen land entic-
ing and declined to pursue the idea further. While Bouvet thought he had dis-
covered a southern continent, his land was later shown to be insular.18 Still, the 
idea of a great southern land ripe for colonization and domination, analogous 
to other waiting parts of the globe, persisted.

Soon after Bouvet’s return, the French naturalist Georges Louis Leclerc de 
Buffon proposed a route through the Pacific Ocean toward Terre Australe, the 
unknown continent, which he thought to be as big as Europe, Asia, and Africa 
put together. Buffon had an open mind as to the climate of this land, writing 
that conflicting reports made it impossible to know whether Terre Australe was 
colder than the Arctic or possessed a temperate or even warm climate.19 His close 
friend, the writer and Bourguignon magistrate Charles de Brosses (1709–1777), 
took up the idea. De Brosses’s five-volume history of the search for Terre Aus-
trale, written in the 1750s, drew from navigators’ logbooks and journals of the 
previous two centuries to evidence a huge land situated in the austral region but 
with the climate, opulence, and allure of the tropics. His interest in French co-
lonial expansion and commercial gain was both political and personal; he 
thought that the successful colonization of Terre Australe could counter Brit-
ain’s profligate imperial expansion and, as a shareholder in the French East In-
dia Company, he saw the control of new lands on the route to India as a means 
of lifting the company’s fortunes—and thus his own.20 De Brosses called on the 
king to pursue this idea: “For a king, it would be an enterprise much more glo-
rious than a war, than a conquest. The most celebrated of the modern monarchs 
will be he who gives his name to the austral world. . . . ​It is France above all who 
must attempt this, France which, until now, has let herself be bested by other 
nations in the domain of austral discoveries.”21 But de Brosses had the misfor-
tune of advancing his proposals at the opening of the Seven Years’ War (1756–
1763). With that war, France lost its best remaining colonies as well as access to 
the lucrative spice trade in India. Conquered on the sea, too, where Britain now 
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reigned supreme, France was a country humiliated—all the more so since less 
than a decade earlier, France had arguably been the most powerful nation in 
Europe.

In a push to rebuild France’s empire, Louis XV, fascinated by geography and 
encouraged by Bouvet’s voyage, ordered expeditions anew. Together with his 
principal counselor, the Duc de Choiseul, the king sought to restore his navy’s 
prestige with grand expeditions to the Pacific. This push continued with the ac-
cession of Louis XVI in 1774. With the new king’s interest in maritime affairs, 
the French Navy entered a period of prosperity. From 1766 to 1840, France sur-
passed all other countries in grand exploratory voyages in search of unknown 
lands, especially in the Pacific. The men who led these expeditions served the 
monarch, chosen for their proficiency as sailors and their courage proven in 
earlier battles; their names are still today well-known in France. While some of 
these navigators set out explicitly to discover Terre Australe, and several thought 
they did so, none of them made it as far as the Antarctic Continent. They did 
play an important role in the discovery of the sub-Antarctic possessions France 
retains today.

This era of Pacific exploration falls into two parts, separated by the French 
Revolution. Between the 1760s and the Revolution, French navigators set out on 
a series of well-equipped, state-funded, scientifically oriented voyages to the 
southern Pacific and Indian Oceans. Beginning with Louis-Antoine de Bougain-
ville, these voyages—including those of Jean-François Marie de Surville, Yves 
Joseph de Kerguelen de Trémarec, Marc Joseph Marion Dufresne, Jean François 
de Galaup, comte de La Pérouse, and, during the Revolution itself, Antoine Rey-
mond Joseph Bruny d’Entrecasteaux and Nicolas Baudin—exemplify the ar-
chetype of grand, exploratory, ethnocentric voyages in the French cultural 
imagination. They mark the beginning of a grand dessein for the Pacific for which 
enthusiasm was profound and long-lasting.22 Nourished by the philosophy and 
intellectual pursuits of the Enlightenment, these voyages also offered new hope 
to a defeated country, a means of rebuilding French prestige through faraway 
exploits. The discovery of strange societies, too, perceived in France as the in-
carnation of the philosophical ideal of nature, underwrote the French belief in 
the dual progress of the nation and the human spirit.

Of these many voyages, it is those of Kerguelen and Marion Dufresne that 
are important for the sub-Antarctic islands France possesses today. Having 
joined the navy at the age of sixteen, Kerguelen (1734–1797) rose steadily through 
its ranks, serving in the Antilles during the Seven Years’ War and subsequently 
in the North Atlantic. Inspired by Bouvet and by the idea of Terre Australe, all 
the rage in scientific and literary circles, Kerguelen dreamed of launching a grand 
exploratory campaign to find the unknown southern land. In September 1770, 
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he presented his ideas to the Duke of Praslin, the influential minister of the ma-
rine. Soon, he received orders to find and explore the large continent thought 
to occupy the southern part of the globe, an immense and unpenetrated space. 
Kerguelen was instructed to disembark, examine any existing production and 
manufacturing facilities, evaluate commerce possibilities, and begin building a 
trade relationship with the natives.

With two ships (the second commanded by Louis François Marie Aleno de 
Saint-Aloüarn) and more than three hundred sailors, Kerguelen headed south.23 
In mid-February 1772, sailing through strong winds and snow in the southern 
Indian Ocean, the French captain caught sight of land and, thinking it the fa-
mous continent, baptized it France Australe. An ensign, Charles de Boisguehen-
neu, managed to disembark and claim the uninhabited land for France, a 
simple prise de possession unimpeded by the complexities of territorial claim in 
populated regions.24 In the ensuing violent storm, the two ships were separated. 
Kerguelen and his men made their way back to France, arriving in Brest in mid-
1772. The navigator went straight to Versailles to recount his voyage to the king 
and court, telling of a land that was likely to contain wood, minerals, diamonds, 
rubies, precious stones, and marble. With his lavish descriptions of the elusive 
Terra Australis, Kerguelen was, in the words of the naval officer and explorer La 
Pérouse, received in France “like a new Christopher Columbus.”25

Given the appeal of his report, it is no surprise that Kerguelen convinced the 
king to authorize a second, more ambitious voyage. Kerguelen left France again 
in March 1773 and soon refound his promised land—but the sailors and future 
colonists aboard the ships quickly realized that their captain’s idyllic descrip-
tions bore no resemblance to reality. The inhospitable coasts and ferocious 
weather—nothing but relentless cold, fog, and icy winds—allowed for only a 
short debarkation. Early in the new year of 1774, the men renewed the French 
claim from two years prior: to the accompaniment of musketry fire, they wired 
a bottle containing a piece of parchment with the king’s name and the date to 
a rock in Baie de l’Oiseau (named for one of the expedition’s ships). But the dream 
was shattered. Fearing mutiny, Kerguelen returned to France despondent, 
penning a letter to the court en route admitting his failure.26 In the meantime, 
Louis XV had died and Kerguelen’s support at the Ministry of the Marine had 
evaporated. With his extravagant claims about the supposed austral continent 
shown to be false, he was stripped of his rank, struck from the list of officers, 
and imprisoned.27

Despite Kerguelen’s personal misfortunes, his voyages laid claim to the islands 
for France. When James Cook arrived at the seal-dotted archipelago on Christ-
mas Day 1776, he found and respected the French prise de possession. He did add 
his own declaration of debarkation to the French parchment—and, of more im-
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mediate value, his surgeon, William Anderson, found the abundant Kerguelen 
cabbage to be a potent antiscorbutic.28 While he was tempted to name the ar-
chipelago “Desolation Islands,” Cook ultimately chose to name it for the demoted 
French navigator, “but that I would not rob Monsieur de Kerguelen of the hon-
our of it bearing his name.”29 Port Christmas (or Christmas Harbor), of course, 
was named for the day of Cook’s arrival. That these names were given by Cook 
is a reminder that, despite the French claim to the islands, France had neither 
presence in nor control over them at the time.30 While the islands were frequented 
by British and US sealers in the years following Cook’s visit, they only became 
of political interest much later.

In the same year as Kerguelen set out on his first voyage, so too did another 
French navigator with similar intentions: Marc Joseph Marion Dufresne (1724–
1772). Born into a rich Saint-Malo family with significant interests in the French 
East India Company, Marion Dufresne had the sea in his blood.31 As a privateer 
during the War of the Austrian Succession, he captured several English ships 
and aided in the rescue of “Bonnie” Prince Charles Stuart from Scotland in 1746 
before being taken prisoner. After being exchanged and returned to France, Mar-
ion Dufresne joined the East India Company, venturing as far as China. With 
the dissolution of the company in 1769, the navigator settled on Isle de France. 
Soon, he embarked on a dual mission: to return Aotourou, a Tahitian presented 
at the court of Versailles by Bougainville, to his home country, as well as to ex-
plore the southern seas with a view to finding Gonneville’s long-lost land—and, 
he hoped, to make his fortune through trading. More than a century after de 
Courtonne’s writing, Gonneville’s land still beckoned to explorers.

Marion Dufresne, who was financing the voyage largely from his own funds, 
left Isle de France in October 1771. After Aotourou died of smallpox at Port Dau-
phin, Madagascar, Marion Dufresne continued south to the Cape of Good 
Hope, where he took on fresh supplies and then set out eastward. In early 1772, 
he sighted a number of islands shrouded by fog. His second-in-command, Ju-
lien Marie Crozet, took possession of some of these islands for France—the prise 
de possession which today backs French sovereignty over the Crozet archipelago.32 
Marion Dufresne did not, however, refind Gonneville’s land or Bouvet’s Cap de 
la Circoncision—and his voyage ended badly. With his ships damaged from a 
collision in heavy fog, he set sail in search of a place to make repairs and treat 
his scurvy-ridden crew. In March 1772 they reached Van Diemen’s Land (now 
Tasmania), previously sighted by Europeans 130 years earlier on Dutch seafarer 
Abel Tasman’s voyage. But a lack of materials forced the Frenchmen to depart 
quickly, heading north toward New Zealand. In mid-June, Māoris killed Mar-
ion Dufresne and nearly two dozen of his men, most likely after they fished in 
taboo waters.
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While these voyages did secure sub-Antarctic possessions for France, they 
provided little in the way of new information about Terra Australis. It was Cook’s 
momentous expedition that showed that if there was a southern continent, it was 
necessarily much further to the south than had previously been thought. Cook’s 
circumnavigation of the globe in the high southern latitudes indicated that any 
such continent would be a permanently cold and icy land, devoid of the exotic 
riches long thought to exist there and not suitable for colonization. When he 
reached the Antarctic polar circle at 71°10 south in early 1774—the furthest south 
that anyone had penetrated to date—his efforts to push farther were blocked by 
ice. “The risque one runs in exploring a coast in these unknown and icy seas,” 
Cook wrote, “is so very great that no man will ever venture farther than I have 
done, and that the lands which may lie to the South will never be explored.”33 
With Cook’s findings, the Antarctic question took on its modern aspect. For 
their part, the French were greatly discouraged by Cook’s successes. Cook had 
done so much, La Pérouse complained, that little was left for others to explore.34

In the narrow window between Cook’s second voyage and the outbreak of 
the French Revolution, and despite his grumbling about the British captain’s ac-
complishments, La Pérouse set out on a grand exploratory voyage to the Pacific. 
He had been personally chosen by Louis XVI to lead an expedition to try to link 
up Cook’s and Bougainville’s earlier voyages. The choice of La Pérouse reflected 
his long experience: already forty-four years old, he had distinguished himself 
in the Americas and the West Indies during the Seven Years’ War and the Anglo-
French War. He was much admired for capturing two British forts on the coast 
of Hudson Bay in the summer of 1782, and particularly for his treatment of the 
governor of the Prince of Wales Fort. Charged with refinding Bouvet’s land and 
examining the far southern archipelagos discovered by Cook—instructions that 
hinted at the global scale of French-British rivalry—La Pérouse’s expedition also 
included sixteen scientists who undertook meticulously planned work in phys-
ics, astronomy, mineralogy, zoology, geography, botany, and meteorology.

La Pérouse left Brest in mid-1785, a huge crowd cheering on his ships.35 Their 
departure marked the beginning of a remarkable three-year voyage that took 
them from Africa to South America to Alaska before crossing the Pacific and 
arriving in Macao in early 1787. The ships then sailed the China and Japan Seas, 
making La Pérouse the first European navigator to penetrate these waters, pass-
ing through the strait that now bears his name, dividing the Russian island of 
Sakhalin from the northern part of Japan’s Hokkaidō Island. When he reached 
Petropavlosk in September 1787, La Pérouse dispatched Barthélémy de Lesseps 
(uncle to Ferdinand de Lesseps, the developer of the Suez Canal) to return to 
France via Siberia, taking with him reports to be presented in Versailles—a de-
cision that would prove prescient. La Pérouse’s ships then proceeded south to 
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Australia. It is from Botany Bay that the navigator wrote his last known mes-
sages to Versailles, detailing his plans for returning to Isle de France by the end 
of 1788. Resupplied with wood and fresh water, the ships left Australia on 10 
March 1788 and were never heard from again. Their fate was of deep concern in 
French maritime, scientific, and public circles, and several rescue attempts were 
launched. While La Pérouse’s expedition had set off in an atmosphere of opti-
mism, even jubilation—which was initially borne out by the impressive list of 
new territories explored and the numerous trading opportunities identified in 
the Americas, Asia, and Russia—the loss of both vessels without any trace was 
a severe blow, dashing immediate hopes of further expansionist voyages.

Even though these voyages enjoyed huge popularity, the Versailles monar-
chy was moribund. During the turbulent years of the Revolution, French sea-
faring entered a lull. Still, one voyage stands out: a rescue mission dispatched to 
search for La Pérouse, about whom no news had been heard for years but whose 
fate remained of great interest. The naval officer and colonial governor Antoine 
Reymond Joseph Bruny d’Entrecasteaux was chosen to lead the expedition. He 
departed from Brest in September 1791 with two ships, the second one captained 
by Jean-Michel Huon de Kermadec.36 As they sailed toward Australia, the ex-
pedition’s scientists collected and cataloged hundreds of new species. 
D’Entrecasteaux also reconnoitered Nouvelle-Amsterdam Island, which had first 
been seen by a Castilian navigator in 1552 and which would be claimed by France 
in 1843. But while d’Entrecasteaux’s ships came tantalizingly close to the site of 
La Pérouse’s disappearance, he did not realize it and found no trace of the lost 
Frenchmen or their ships. And the expedition, ambitious and hurried, ultimately 
claimed the lives of both captains: Kermadec died of consumption and exhaus-
tion in early March 1793, while d’Entrecasteaux died of scurvy and dysentery 
four months later. The ships subsequently made it to Surabaya, where they were 
seized by the Dutch, who were at that point at war with France. The men were 
imprisoned and, upon their release, had to find their own way home. While the 
many crates of scientific specimens gathered on the voyage were confiscated, the 
well-known British botanist Joseph Banks was able to secure the return of most 
of the specimens to France.

The disappearances and deaths of Marion Dufresne, La Pérouse, 
d’Entrecasteaux, and Kermadec were by no means exceptional: navigators Sur-
ville (drowned off Peru), Saint-Aloüarn (tropical disease), and Baudin (tubercu-
losis) also perished on their austral expeditions.37 Quite apart from the likes of 
Marion Dufresne and his men, who were killed by the inhabitants of the lands 
they visited, French seamen of the era (like those of other countries) fell ill and 
died at a high rate from a combination of disease, spoiled food, and exposure. The 
unceasing cold endured on searches for Terre Australe, and the heavy humidity 
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of the tropical waters that separated France from the cold southern seas, were 
unkind to the sailors, who worked and slept in damp clothes. Food stores were 
often wet and spoiled from leaks in the wooden ships, and the water in the hold 
was frequently contaminated with excrement. The lack of fresh fruit and vege-
tables onboard exacerbated the situation as entire ships fell ill due to lack of 
vitamins. Malaria, dysentery, typhus, yellow fever, and venereal diseases, too, 
often decimated crews with no regard for rank. While efforts were made to con-
quer scurvy during the revitalization of the French Navy after the Seven Years’ 
War, the path to understanding this illness was neither linear nor swift.38

The Opening of Antarctica
Despite Cook’s pessimism, it did not take long for the Antarctic waters to emerge 
as a commercial opportunity. As Napoleon led France into war, sealers swarmed 
toward the Antarctic, eager to exploit the frigid southern seas for profit. Between 
1780 and 1820, private entrepreneurs slaughtered millions of seals in the vicin-
ity of the Falkland Islands, the South Georgia and South Sandwich Islands, and 
the Chilean coast.39 The seal populations of the French possessions of Kerguelen 
and Crozet were likewise ravaged. Whalers followed the sealers in pursuit of 
whales and elephant seals, valued for their oil.40 Driven by growing rivalry over 
resources, territory, and trade, sealers, sailors, and surveyors ventured farther 
and farther south until, in 1820–1821, three parties, from Russia, Britain, and 
the United States, all sighted the Antarctic Continent (at that time, not yet known 
to be continental in nature). The first to do so, almost in unison, were Russia’s 
Fabian Gottlieb von Bellingshausen, a naval officer acting on behalf of the state, 
and Britain’s Edward Bransfield.41

While France was absent from these first sightings of the Antarctic Conti-
nent, this was still one of the great eras of French navigation. During the Resto-
ration, from 1814 to 1830, and the July Monarchy, from 1830 to 1848, France 
embarked on a striking series of expeditions to the Pacific.42 During the first part 
of this era, from 1814 to 1840, the French state sponsored eleven major voyages 
for the purposes of discovery, expansion, and scientific investigation—many 
more than Britain (five) and the United States (three), and a hair’s breadth more 
than Russia (ten). Given the French political and economic situation of the time—
following the upheavals of the Revolution and defeat in the Napoleonic Wars—
this investment demands explanation. France was a country defeated, physically 
drained, choked by rampant social and political divisions, and forced to pay a 
huge war indemnity and accept 150,000 occupiers from Britain, Russia, Austria, 
and Prussia. The crushing loss at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 had left the 
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French fleet in tatters. But France’s defeat in the Napoleonic Wars did not mean 
the end of aspirations to power and prestige, especially as represented by science. 
The navy, certainly, was in dire shape both materially and financially, but mari-
time scientific voyages were still seen as a means of building reputation and 
standing. There was a desire to perpetuate the tradition of impressive (if often 
ill-fated) expeditions under the Ancien Régime (and even through the Revolu-
tionary period), and especially to build anew on the Ancien Régime’s scientific 
legacy. Like in 1763, in 1815 many good naval officers found themselves inactive 
and looked to scientific voyaging as a means of advancing their careers at a point 
in time when the navy was weakened. The Pacific was chosen as a venue for re-
building and projecting French power since it was a theater in which France had 
enjoyed previous successes, a region of the globe with much left to discover and 
explore, and an ideal location for resuming rivalry with Britain.

There was also a clear geopolitical dimension at play: between the loss of Isle 
de France (renamed Mauritius) in 1810 and growing British influence in the re-
gion, resentment of the French-British power imbalance grew. Isle de France 
had long been a key Indian Ocean naval base and shipbuilding center, as well as 
a regular supply depot, for French navigators. As one of the few colonies retained 
after 1763, its loss was felt sharply. At the same time, the French also resented 
British colonial activity in Australia and New Zealand, which was seen as prof-
iting from France’s defeat in the Napoleonic Wars to capture a decisive advan-
tage in the South Pacific. The British, lamented Hyacinthe de Bougainville (son 
of Louis-Antoine de Bougainville), were poised to gain control of the entirety of 
Australia despite previous French landings in the region.43 The British annexa-
tion of New Zealand similarly antagonized the French. To the French after 1815, 
preventing Britain from extending its sphere of influence over the entire Pacific 
was paramount.

It was thus with glory, rivalry, and pride in mind that the restored monarchy 
took to Pacific voyaging with zest. Louis XVIII gave his patronage to expedi-
tions including those of Louis-Claude de Freycinet and Louis Isidore Duperrey, 
who circumnavigated the globe in 1817–1820 and 1822–1825, respectively, and 
Bougainville the son, who set out to establish diplomatic and commercial rela-
tions with the Far East in 1824. While Freycinet’s ship was lost in the Falkland 
Islands, the crew and most of the scientific work, including almost five hundred 
previously unknown plant specimens, were rescued, a huge morale boost to those 
who followed in his wake. And in the 1830s, with the reign of Louis-Philippe, 
political ends—namely, commerce and empire—took on a larger role in the pat-
tern of French southern voyaging.44 It was on one of these voyages, Jules Sébas-
tien César Dumont d’Urville’s 1837–1840 expedition to the southern seas, that 
France became an Antarctic nation.
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AN UNEXPECTED TERRITORY

Near the end of the remarkable post-Napoleonic series of Enlightenment-inspired 
voyages to the south seas came the one that would place France’s name on the 
Antarctic map: that of the seasoned explorer and naval officer Jules Sébastien 
César Dumont d’Urville in 1837–1840.

Born in Condé-sur-Noireau, Normandy, in 1790, the eighth child but only 
surviving son of Gabriel Charles François Dumont d’Urville, a bailiff, and Jeanne 
Françoise Julie Victoire de Croisilles, Dumont d’Urville was an intelligent but 
sickly boy.1 After his father’s death, the family settled near Caen on the banks of 
the Orne and Dumont d’Urville was tutored by his maternal uncle, Father Jean 
Jacques François de Croisilles, who offered the young boy a classical education. 
With a bursary, Dumont d’Urville then entered Caen’s Lycée Malherbe. When 
he turned seventeen in 1807, he joined the French Navy. But this came at a bad 
time: just two years earlier, the navy had been humiliated at the Battle of Trafal-
gar, and with the British still blockading French ports, Dumont d’Urville found 
himself inactive, only able to dream of the faraway voyages that had initially 
drawn him to service. He put this time to use by nurturing his intellectual in-
terests: classical languages, mathematics, and natural sciences. The more he im-
mersed himself in his studies, the more he gained a reputation as a difficult 
man, sullen and taciturn, to the point that he was turned away from the first 
French grand scientific voyage after the end of the blockade, that undertaken in 
1817 by Louis-Claude de Freycinet aboard the Uranie. In these years of disap-
pointment, Dumont d’Urville’s world was lightened by his relationship with 
Adèle Dorothée Pépin, the daughter of a watchmaker, whom he married in 1815.
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Dumont d’Urville finally found his long-awaited opportunity to travel in 
1819, when he was named to the Chevrette expedition, which was assigned to 
map the islands of the eastern Mediterranean. It was on this voyage that his sci-
entific career and public profile took off. When the Chevrette called on the 
Greek island of Milos, Dumont d’Urville went ashore, as always, in search of 
plants and insects. A farmer showed him a stone statue, a female figure, broken 
into pieces. Awed by its beauty, Dumont d’Urville identified the statue as likely 
representing Venus of the Judgement of Paris. He had to leave it behind, how-
ever, when his captain decided that their ship had no suitable storage place for 
such a find. Upon arrival in Constantinople, Dumont d’Urville recounted the 
whole story to the French ambassador, who promptly sent men to purchase the 
statue. The transaction was complicated by competing bids—but, from the 
French point of view, it was ultimately successful: the statue was soon the cen-
ter of attention at the Louvre, where it was considered the quintessential exam-
ple of the classical female nude.2 Today, it is one of the most famous statues in 
the world. For his part in the Vénus de Milo affair, Dumont d’Urville was awarded 
the Légion d’honneur and promoted to lieutenant—and he also became a 
household name in France. Less spectacular but more personally satisfying was 
his appointment to the Linnean Society in recognition of his collection and study 
of botanical and entomological specimens from the voyage.

A year later, the navy, newly reorganized, was eager to send a major expedi-
tion to the south seas. Under experienced officer Louis Isidore Duperrey, with 
Dumont d’Urville as his second-in-command, the expedition left Toulon in mid-
1822 for a three-year circumnavigation. Their ship, La Coquille, had a huge ca-
pacity for stocking fresh water, victuals, and scientific specimens—the last 
particularly pleasing to Dumont d’Urville, who had tasted success and had big 
scientific ambitions. The significant time spent around the islands near Austra-
lia and New Zealand was an El Dorado for Dumont d’Urville, again responsible 
for botany and entomology. During the voyage, which covered more than twenty-
one thousand leagues and crossed the equator six times, he collected vast num-
bers of specimens, including four hundred previously unknown plants and seven 
hundred previously unknown insects. Although the men did not know it, their 
ship also passed very close the site of La Pérouse’s wreck of 1788—something 
that would later become of great importance to Dumont d’Urville. La Coquille 
returned to France in early 1825, full to the brim with scientific discoveries, 
hugely celebrated for having spent nearly three years at sea with no loss of life.

Dumont d’Urville was again promoted and assigned command of La Coquille, 
which he was instructed to take back to the South Pacific to further explore its 
islands, and specifically the region in which it was thought that La Pérouse’s ships 
had been lost. Decades after his disappearance, La Pérouse’s fate still mystified 
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and intrigued the French, so much that Dumont d’Urville rechristened his ship 
the Astrolabe in honor of one of La Pérouse’s lost vessels. Dumont d’Urville left 
Toulon in the spring of 1826 and made his way to the Pacific via the Cape through 
terrible storms. His men spent most of the following year exploring the islands 
to the north and east of Australia. In Hobart, where they came for rest and re-
supply, Dumont d’Urville heard stories of Peter Dillon, a merchant trader who 
claimed to have found evidence of La Pérouse’s ships.3 Born in Martinique to 
an Irish father, Dillon was a disreputable adventurer. Nonetheless, the French 
navigator decided to pursue the lead—a good instinct, as Dillon had been cor-
rect. In February 1828, Dumont d’Urville found the wrecks of La Pérouse’s ships 
among reefs in Vanikoro. His men labored to bring up anchors, a cannon, and 
a blunderbuss, all encrusted with coral, proof of the discovery. The wreck had 
been located, even if its circumstances and the fate of La Pérouse and his men 
will never fully be known. The Frenchmen paid homage to their lost compatri-
ots with a twenty-one-gun salute from the Astrolabe. They also built a monu-
ment of stone and wood and inscribed it with the words “To the memory of La 
Pérouse and his companions!—Astrolabe, 14 March 1828.” 4 Dumont d’Urville 
then turned his ship back to France, where it arrived in the late spring of 1829, 
full to the brim with a precious cargo of specimens including sixteen hundred 
plants and nine hundred rocks.

Hailed in France for unraveling the mystery of La Pérouse’s disappearance, 
Dumont d’Urville found acclaim in official and public spheres. In the summer 
of 1829, Charles X approved his promotion to captain and the Académie des sci-
ences lauded his expedition’s scientific results. The next year, Dumont d’Urville 
took the deposed king into exile after the July Revolution. As well as the mas-
sive official account of the Astrolabe’s voyage, comprising twelve volumes and 
five albums, Dumont d’Urville wrote the popular “Voyage pittoresque autour 
du monde” (“Picturesque Journey Around the World”) for a public audience.5 
A lavishly illustrated account of French and foreign maritime expeditions, the 
“Voyage pittoresque” enjoyed huge success and many reprintings, propelled by 
the navigator’s rising fame.6

As he finished writing his accounts of the Astrolabe’s voyage, Dumont 
d’Urville was already on the lookout for a new expedition: he wanted to sail 
through the Strait of Magellan to the Pacific—something no French vessel had 
done since Bougainville’s circumnavigation of the 1760s—and then on to the 
Solomon Islands, New Zealand, and the Philippines. With this voyage, he 
planned to fill in blank and little-known parts of maps, fly the French colors in 
the region, and continue his ethnographic and natural scientific studies—
ambitions that spoke to him as much as for the advancement of scientific 
knowledge as for building on his life’s work.
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But when news reached France that both the United States and Britain were 
preparing new voyages of discovery to the Antarctic, it was received with alarm. 
In face of the two foreign expeditions, King Louis-Philippe intervened directly in 
Dumont d’Urville’s plans, adding a second ship and altering the voyage to in-
clude an Antarctic component. Dumont d’Urville was instructed to follow and 
extend the British sealing captain James Weddell’s route near what is now known 
as the Antarctic Peninsula and, ultimately, to penetrate farther into high south-
ern latitudes than anyone had done before.7 Weddell’s record of sailing to a lati-
tude of 74°15’ south, achieved in 1823, was at that time unbeaten. Louis-Philippe 
also ordered Dumont d’Urville to bring honor and glory to France by attempt-
ing to reach the South Pole.8

With the British (under James Clark Ross) and the Americans (under Charles 
Wilkes) also preparing to head to the Antarctic, the element of national ambi-
tion and pride imbued in Dumont d’Urville’s voyage—his third and last to the 
Pacific—was unmistakable. His initial reaction, however, was far from enthusi-
astic: “I would prefer three years of navigation under burning equatorial skies 
to two months in polar climes,” he wrote.9 But Dumont d’Urville soon saw a glit-
tering opportunity to enhance his public profile, increasingly important to his 
self-image, writing that “I finally recognized that an attempt to reach the South 
Pole would, in the eyes of the public, have a character of novelty, grandeur and 
even wonder, which would not fail to draw attention.”

All three expeditions were also motivated by a desire to win one of the great 
remaining scientific firsts: the south magnetic pole. At the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, there was intense interest in Earth’s magnetic field. Sailors and 
scientists alike saw the magnetic poles as key to solving navigational problems 
and better understanding the physics of the globe. “In the humanist tradition 
of the West few artefacts are as revered as the magnetic compass,” writes Gran-
ville Mawer: “It is regarded as an invention that made it possible to spread the 
influence of Western civilization across the face of the globe. . . . ​More impor
tant, the desire to understand magnetism as a natural phenomenon—the better 
to exploit it—was a powerful stimulus to the development of Western scientific 
method.”10 In what has been termed the “Magnetic Crusade,” the 1830s and early 
1840s saw a series of expeditions to locate the magnetic poles and chart Earth’s 
magnetic fields. After James Clark Ross—the British naval commander, natu-
ralist, and Arctic explorer—located the north magnetic pole in 1831, the search 
for its southern counterpart was on. As the three national expeditions prepared 
to head to the Antarctic, there was for France the chance to best both Britain, its 
adversary of old, and the United States, the emerging commercial rival, by be-
ing the first to the south magnetic pole. Even having been defeated in the Napo-
leonic Wars not long before, by the 1830s France was the second most powerful 
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naval presence in the Pacific and winning the magnetic race seemed entirely 
possible. Doing so would be proof of national reascendency.

Dumont d’Urville to the Antarctic
In preparation for the voyage, Dumont d’Urville’s two ships—his well-loved As-
trolabe and the Zélée—were reinforced in anticipation of passing through Ant-
arctica’s ice fields: their prows were strengthened with wood and bronze and their 
hulls with copper, and giant ice saws were installed.11 And given the lack of spe-
cific knowledge of the Antarctic waters in France, Dumont d’Urville himself 
traveled to London for ten days in the spring of 1837, where he purchased maps 
and books and spoke to navigators, hydrographers, and naturalists familiar with 
some of the waters in which he would travel. His encounters with the British at 
this time of Franco-British rapprochement (which would culminate in a mili-
tary alliance during the Crimean War) were a far cry from his early days in the 
navy, when British ships were blockading French ports. Still, while John Wash-
ington, secretary of the Royal Geographic Society, and Francis Beaufort, Royal 
Navy hydrographer, greeted him warmly, privately they considered the French-
man an unwelcome intruder into a British area of expertise.12

As summer changed to autumn, Dumont d’Urville guided his ships away 
from Toulon on his third long voyage to the southern oceans.13 While he was 
eager with anticipation, his wife was not, dreading yet another long separation. 
Dumont d’Urville commanded the Astrolabe, and his good friend Charles Hec-
tor Jacquinot the Zélée. Following the king’s instructions, they headed first 
toward the Antarctic Peninsula, crossing through the Strait of Gibraltar and then 
sailing across the Atlantic to the eastern coast of South America. This early part 
of the voyage was fraught with troubles. In Tenerife, crew members were arrested 
by the Spanish authorities after a drunken brawl, and a stop was necessary in 
Rio de Janeiro to disembark a sick midshipman, who was left in the care of the 
French consul. And the crew was weakened by the rotten meat they were regu-
larly ingesting—a harbinger of the troubles that would plague the men for the 
next three years.

The ships encountered their first icebergs in December, and on New Year’s 
Day 1838 pack ice blocked them from venturing any further south. Over the fol-
lowing two months, the crews worked to find a passage through the ice, but 
their efforts were in vain. Where Weddell had found open sea fifteen years pre-
viously, Dumont d’Urville found only ice. Despite being reinforced, his ships 
were not adequate to the task: a warship, the Astrolabe’s sides bore gun holes, 
weakening the structure of its hull and, consequently, its handling in ice fields. 
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Wind, fog, snow, and ice battered the ships, exhausting the men until so many 
suffered from hypothermia that Dumont d’Urville was forced to turn back de-
spite not having penetrated as far south as he had hoped.

Escaping the ice, the ships sailed to the South Orkney Islands and then to the 
tip of the Antarctic Peninsula. Through thick fog, the men spotted land that was 
only roughly sketched, if shown at all, on their maps. Dumont d’Urville named 
the coast Terre Louis-Philippe for the king who had sponsored his voyage, and 
the land to the east of this coast he named Terre Joinville for the king’s son, the 
prince of Joinville. In 1902, the Swedish explorer and geographer Otto Norden-
skjöld showed that Terre Joinville is actually a group of islands and named the 
northernmost of them for Dumont d’Urville: it is now known as D’Urville Is-
land.14 Dumont d’Urville, wrote Nordenskjöld, “must be esteemed the real dis-
coverer of the whole of this coast.”15

But conditions on the ships were rapidly worsening. Between the unending 
fog, rain, and cold and the onset of scurvy, by February 1838 dozens of men were 
bedridden. At the end of the month, Dumont d’Urville abandoned his efforts 
and headed for Chile. By the time the ships reached Talcahuano, both captains 
and two-thirds of the crew were showing signs of scurvy, and one sailor had died 
from it. The sick men were taken ashore and tended to, and the ships were re-
provisioned with fresh fruit, vegetables, and meat. Dumont d’Urville also man-
aged to find copper to repair the ice-damaged sheathing of the ships’ hulls.

Further up the coast, in Valparaiso, Dumont d’Urville received a distraught 
letter from his wife, Adèle, telling him that their youngest son, Emile-Jules-Léon, 
had died of cholera only a month after his departure from Toulon.16 Emile-Jules-
Léon’s death came one year and one day after their daughter Sophie had suc-
cumbed to cholera at the age of two. In fragile health, alone in France and 
mourning the loss of her son, unable to contemplate her future, Adèle begged 
her husband to come home. While he did not heed her request, and instead “com-
posed himself” and chose to continue with his voyage, Dumont d’Urville was 
devastated by the news and increasingly ill in its aftermath, suffering frequently 
from gout and incapacitating stomach pains.17

The expedition then sailed to the South Pacific and spent a year among the 
Pacific islands. Dumont d’Urville guided his ships to the site of La Pérouse’s 
wreck, which he had located ten years earlier. On that voyage, the captain had 
been too sick with malaria to visit the wreck in person; this time, he was able to 
search the seabed for more remnants of La Pérouse’s ships and go ashore to look 
for traces of the lost men. While Dumont d’Urville’s men conducted wide-
ranging scientific and ethnographic investigations during this year in the is-
lands, illnesses continued to plague the ships. Seventeen men died of dysentery 
and tropical fevers, including five within a single week, and dozens more were 
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incapacitated with violent diarrhea. No one was spared, from cooks to officers 
to the captains themselves.

In mid-December 1839, two years and three months after leaving France, the 
two ships arrived in Hobart. There, and in Australia more widely, interest in Du-
mont d’Urville’s voyage was high since almost a year earlier Vandemonian and 
Australian newspapers had reported—incorrectly but to great curiosity—that the 
French expedition had discovered an austral continent to the south of the South 
Shetland Islands.18 While these articles were corrected a few months later, the 
interest they generated in Dumont d’Urville’s expedition was palpable.19 As the 
sick men received treatment at the hospital in Hobart, Dumont d’Urville set him-
self to the task of uncovering information about the path and results of his rival 
American expedition, the United States Exploring Expedition under Charles 
Wilkes. He met first with Sir John Franklin, the governor of Tasmania, “who 
had such a grand and honorable reputation since his discoveries in the north of 
America” and whom the French captain, as he wrote, “passionately wanted to 
meet.”20 But at their first meeting, Franklin could offer no information on Wil-
kes’s expedition. From others, Dumont d’Urville learned that Wilkes was in Syd-
ney, having once already been blocked from venturing south by pack ice, and 
making ready to again set sail toward the Antarctic—news that the Frenchman 
took as a challenge. While Dumont d’Urville’s instructions had been to pene-
trate toward the Antarctic on the other side of the globe, he decided to try again 
south of Hobart: preoccupied by the knowledge that Wilkes and Briton James 
Clark Ross were planning to push southward, Dumont d’Urville did not want 
to leave the honor of discovery to his rival captains. “What I have heard here [in 
Hobart] has converted a venture into an obligation. The American expedition, 
which is now in Sydney, and the James Ross expedition, which is expected here 
at any moment, are ardently in pursuit of the same objective, and each thinks 
only to penetrate into the Antarctic regions as far as possible. In the same spirit, 
it would be regrettable if a French expedition was obliged to hold itself back,” he 
wrote to the minister of the navy on the last day of 1839.21

In preparation, Dumont d’Urville inspected and repaired his ships and re-
cruited men (including several deserters from a French whaler berthed in Ho-
bart) to replace the many he had lost to death or sickness. Given the decimation 
of his crews, Dumont d’Urville wanted to push south with only one ship, the 
Astrolabe—but when this decision prompted a feud with Jacquinot, the Zélée’s 
captain and his good friend, Dumont d’Urville acquiesced. He himself was so 
afflicted with gout that he was unable to accept all the dinner invitations he re-
ceived in Hobart, instead sending Jacquinot to represent the French expedition. 
“Our crews were so weak, with so few healthy men,” he wrote, lamenting that 
the preparations were taking much longer than he wanted.22 And pressure was 
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on: the ships needed to leave by New Year’s Day to make the most of the austral 
summer season before the waters were barred by ice. Given the time they had 
already been away from France and the weakness of the crews, this was not to 
be a lengthy campaign, but a short and focused one. Dumont d’Urville’s path 
was dictated by what he calculated to be the most direct route toward the mag-
netic south pole, one of the era’s scientific holy grails.

The ships set sail south in the wee hours of the New Year. On the corvettes 
were enough live pigs and sheep to provide fresh meat for three weeks, as well 
as gallons of lime juice—efforts to counter the sicknesses that continued to plague 
the expedition. Fifteen days later, on 16 January 1840, the men spotted their first 
iceberg, an immense mass stretching for nearly half a kilometer and rising over 
twenty meters out of the sea, an unworldly and ethereal specter. Soon the ships 
were surrounded by pack ice. When they crossed the Antarctic Circle on 20 Jan-
uary  1840, the men showered rice and beans from the mastheads in a polar 
parallel to equatorial baptism; given the freezing temperatures and precarious 
state of health onboard, Dumont d’Urville had expressly forbidden any rituals 
involving water.23 Later that same day, sailing through heavy snow, surrounded 
by icebergs, they spotted land—rocky islets covered in black dots, which upon 
closer inspection turned out to be small penguins (figure 3). Since Dumont 
d’Urville forgot to add a day in his journal when his ship passed the 180th me-
ridian from the east, this is recorded in his own diary as 19 January 1840, a source 
of some confusion and controversy in the following years.24

The next day, the ships each sent a yawl toward the islets. A small group of 
men disembarked on an islet they aptly named Rocher du Débarquement. The 
landing parties stayed for half an hour, observing the penguins, collecting rock 
samples—proof of their debarkation—and searching in vain for lichens and 
shells.25 Between the churning waters and rocky slopes, climbing out of the yawls 
and onto the rocks was no mean feat; one man fell into the water and subse-
quently developed hypothermia and died of a respiratory infection. While ice 
prevented the ships from reaching the Antarctic mainland—Rocher du 
Débarquement was about five hundred meters away—the coast was visible from 
the ships. Dumont d’Urville claimed the territory, islets and mainland, for 
France, and his men unfurled the tricolore on the top of the islet, the red and 
blue bands providing a sliver of color in an otherwise monochrome environment 
(figure 4). “We took possession in the name of France, including the neighbor-
ing coast, which the ice prevented us from approaching. Our enthusiasm and 
our joy were such that it seemed to us that we had added a province to French 
territory by this peaceful conquest. . . . ​In this case, we believed our actions to 
be sufficiently founded in law to maintain the old custom in favor of our coun-
try: we did not dispossess anybody, and our titles were indisputable. Thus we 
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then saw ourselves as being on French soil,” Lieutenant Joseph-Fidèle-Eugene 
Dubouzet wrote soon after.26 The only other witnesses to the prise de possession 
were the penguins, whose antics and facial expressions greatly amused the 
men. The sense of accomplishment and honor is clear: “The ceremony ended 
as it should, with a libation. We drank to the glory of France which filled us 
completely, a bottle of the best of her wines, which one of our companions had 
the presence of mind to bring with him. Never has Bordeaux wine been called 

FIGURE 3.  Path of the Dumont d’Urville expedition between Hobart and the 
Antarctic, 1840. Map by Richard Martin-Nielsen.
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upon to play a more worthy role; never has a bottle been more satisfactorily 
emptied.”

When the yawls returned to the ships and Dumont d’Urville saw the rock 
samples for himself—samples that appeared to be granite, indicative of conti-
nental geology—all doubts about the discovery left him, and he began to name 
the nearby land.27 Having honored the king and prince on the expedition’s first 
foray south, this time Dumont d’Urville chose to recognize his own family. For 
the mainland, he chose Terre Adélie for his wife, who had endured many long 
separations from her husband over the course of his explorations and who had 
suffered greatly in his absence. “Adélie” was the affectionate diminutive by which 
Dumont d’Urville called his wife, born Adèle Dorothée Pépin. The land the men 
first sighted was named Cape Découverte, and the mainland point closest to Ro-
cher du Débarquement was named Pointe Géologie. Two other promontories 
were named Cape Jules, for Dumont d’Urville’s surviving son, and Cape Pépin, 
for Adélie’s family. And, later, the expedition naturalists Jacques Bernard Hom-
bron and Honoré Jacquinot named the penguins that dotted the islets of the 
region for Adélie as well: still today they are known as Gorfou d’Adélie, or Adélie 
penguins (Pygoscelis adeliae).28 That many of the names chosen were personal, 

FIGURE 4.  Léon Jean Baptiste Sabatier, Prise de possession de la Terre Adélie 
le 21 janvier 1840, parages Antarctiques (Taking possession of Terre Adélie on 
21 January 1840), 1846, lithograph, 34.5 × 54.5 cm (National Library of 
Australia).
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reflective of family and not of nation, is indicative of the human toll of 
separation.

When Dumont d’Urville guided his ships away westward, he had no idea that 
it would be over a century before the French would return to the territory he 
had claimed for his country. Over the following days, the ships zigzagged back 
and forth in front of towering ice cliffs as their captains tried to guide them safely 
to the coast, but all efforts were stymied by ice, heavy snow, and wind (figure 5). 
The compass needle spun wildly and enticingly, indicating proximity to the south 
magnetic pole. While the French expedition did not locate the pole, the cartog-
rapher and hydrographer Clément Adrien Vincendon-Dumoulin and his assis-
tant amassed significant magnetic data—enough, Dumont d’Urville hoped, that 
they would later be able to precisely determine its position.

FIGURE 5.  Clément Adrien Vincendon-Dumoulin, Carte de la Terre Adélie et 
Régions circum-polaires. Levée et Dressée par Mr Vincendon-Dumoulin Ingénieur 
Hydrographe de la Marine à bord de la Corvette l’Astrolabe et assujettie aux 
observations de MM. les Officiers des deux Corvettes. Expédition au Pôle Austral 
et dans l’Océanie Commandée par M. Dumont d’Urville Capne. de Vaisseau, 
Janvier 1840 (Map of Terre Adélie and circumpolar regions. Surveyed and drawn 
by Mr. Vincendon-Dumoulin, hydrographic engineer of the Navy aboard the 
Corvette Astrolabe and in accordance with the observations of Messieurs the 
Officers of the two Corvettes. Expedition to the Southern Pole and Oceania, 
commanded by Captain Dumont d’Urville, January 1840), 1840, ~1: 288 000 
(Bibliothèque nationale de France).
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On 28 January, eight days after the Frenchmen spotted land, a ship appeared 
out of the fog and raised the American flag. Dumont d’Urville recognized it as 
the Porpoise under Commander Cadwalader Ringgold, part of the United States 
Exploring Expedition. What happened next is unclear. While Ringgold’s rec
ords suggest that Dumont d’Urville deliberately put on sail to avoid meeting 
with the Porpoise, Dumont d’Urville’s records show that, after hoisting the 
French flag, he reset his sails to keep up with the other ship, hoping to facili-
tate communication—but, Dumont d’Urville wrote, Ringgold misinterpreted 
this maneuver and bore off to the south.29 The captains agree that the ships failed 
to meet. Afterward, censure was volleyed in both directions: Dumont d’Urville 
criticized the Americans for shrouding their expedition in a cloak of secrecy, 
both in port and on the seas, while Ringgold accused Dumont d’Urville of un-
gentlemanly and even dangerous conduct. While Dumont d’Urville was largely 
exonerated from wrongdoing in France, the Zélée’s surgeon, Élie Le Guillou, sug-
gested that the French captain’s actions might have been taken deliberately to 
keep his discoveries secret.30 This disagreement over the encounter between the 
Porpoise and the Astrolabe, however, paled in comparison to the feud between 
the two expeditions over first sighting.

Dumont d’Urville’s ships continued sailing westward and French lookouts 
again spotted the coast, or so they thought. Dumont d’Urville named this part 
of the coast Côte Clarie, using Jacquinot’s diminutive for his wife Clara. This land 
has never been refound: it was an illusion, floating ice seen through fog, illustra-
tive of the difficulty of perception in polar waters. For Dumont d’Urville, the 
advantages of continuing to explore were rapidly diminishing. He had sighted 
land in the Antarctic and had the rock samples to prove it, and his men had dis-
embarked and claimed territory for France. Little more was to be gained, espe-
cially given that the crew were suffering from cold, tired, and falling sick. Aware 
of Wilkes’s ships roaming the area, Dumont d’Urville also wanted to publicize 
his discovery and preempt any American claims. On 1 February, a month after 
leaving Hobart, he turned his ships north and headed back to port.

Upon arrival in Hobart seventeen days later, Dumont d’Urville immediately 
wrote to Paris with a detailed report and charts of his Antarctic explorations: 
the expedition, he emphasized, had sighted land, disembarked, and claimed pos-
session for France. These communications were entrusted to the Calcutta, an 
English ship setting sail for Europe. Dumont d’Urville also called on the Frank-
lins at Government House and described his discoveries to them in person, and 
further circulated a short report to newspapers throughout Tasmania and Aus-
tralia. In these papers, the French captain profusely thanked the Vandemoni-
ans, and especially Sir and Lady Franklin, for their warm welcome and declared 
that his expedition had found land in the Antarctic: on 19 January, he wrote, 
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“We observed land stretching from the S. to the W.S.W. as far as the eye could 
reach either way.”31 Soon, his expedition was fêted as having discovered land—
both islets and coast—and collected rich geological samples. “The exertions of 
the French Commodore have been crowned with success,” announced one news-
paper.32 In accordance with the procedures of the era, the discovery and prise 
de possession were announced in the Moniteur, the official journal of the French 
government, and the Annales maritimes et coloniales, the official monthly peri-
odical published by the Ministry of the Navy.

After repairing, repainting, and resupplying their ships, the French crews 
made to depart Van Diemen’s Land and start on the long journey back to France. 
Two of the crew, too ill to make the voyage, were left in hospital in Hobart. The 
return journey took them first to New Zealand, where they stopped to make 
more geomagnetic observations, and then on a course past New Caledonia to 
the Indian Ocean, around the Cape of Good Hope and north to Saint Helena, 
where Dumont d’Urville ordered the ships to pause to allow his men to visit Na-
poleon’s tomb. It was the last such pilgrimage as shortly thereafter Napoleon’s 
remains were brought back to France. Finally, the Astrolabe and the Zélée en-
tered Toulon harbor in early November 1840, after a voyage of three years and 
two months and more than twenty-five thousand leagues. Despite the pouring 
rain, all men were on deck for the ships’ arrival, representing one of the most 
remarkable voyages of discovery under the French flag.

Upon return, Dumont d’Urville, suffering from debilitating gout and 
exhaustion—“no more than a spectre, a worn body”—was reunited with Adélie 
and spent some much-needed downtime in Toulon before attending to official 
duties in Paris.33 Promoted to rear admiral, he was awarded the Société de géog-
raphie’s gold medal, fêted as the guest of honor at the Parisian Literary Society, 
and invited to dine with the king at the Tuileries Palace. The expedition was 
lauded for its scientific contributions and for its discovery of land in the Ant-
arctic. Despite these successes, the heavy loss of men continued to weigh on Du-
mont d’Urville, as did his own health problems and his wife’s depression, fueled 
by the deaths of her children and her failing physical health. “We have these po-
lar discoveries to console us a bit [un peu] of the loss of thirty men to dysentery, 
of 160 people on the expedition,” he wrote to his close friend Isidore Lebrun.34

Competition and Rivalry in the Ice
Far from having been conducted in an uncontested space, Dumont d’Urville’s 
discovery of Terre Adélie was intimately linked to two other exploratory voy-
ages of the era: those of US Navy lieutenant Charles Wilkes and Briton James 
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Clark Ross.35 In the years immediately after Dumont d’Urville’s return to France, 
Wilkes challenged the French captain’s claim to the first sighting of land in the 
vicinity of Terre Adélie—a challenge that played out in a court-martial stateside, 
in newspapers and books, and in public. Ultimately, however, the United States’ 
decision to not claim any territory in the Antarctic meant that it had no long-
term political repercussions.

Under Wilkes’s command, the United States Exploring Expedition set out in 
mid-1838 with six ships and 350 men.36 Motivated by a desire to expand US in-
fluence, diplomatic presence, and commercial opportunities around the globe, 
it was one of the largest Western voyages of discovery (in terms of numbers of 
men and ships) ever to set sail. Wilkes and his men spent four years exploring 
and surveying the Pacific, Atlantic, and Indian Oceans as well as penetrating 
toward the Antarctic. The last fully sail-powered circumnavigation of Earth, the 
expedition covered nearly twenty-six thousand leagues, during which geographic 
surveys and cartographic work were supplemented by scientific studies, espe-
cially in botany and ethnography, by the handful of civilian scientists onboard. 
Despite Wilkes’s disdain for the natural scientists on his expedition—he often 
refused to let them leave the ships until surveying and charting had been com-
pleted, much to their fury—the expedition brought back tens of thousands of 
floral and faunal specimens, which came to form the basis of many of the Smith-
sonian Institution’s collections.37

Concerning the Antarctic, Wilkes’s instructions were to explore as far as pos
sible to the south of both Tierra del Fuego and Van Diemen’s Land. After a first 
failed effort near the Antarctic Peninsula, the expeditions’ lead ships arrived in 
Sydney in late 1839. The Americans spent a month repairing the ships and pre-
paring for another encounter with the ice, setting sail again on 26 December, 
six days before Dumont d’Urville. Wilkes’s aim was to sail south until blocked 
by ice and then turn westward and search for open paths. The ships spent nearly 
two months battling the ice, sailing and charting land for fifteen hundred kilo
meters near the Antarctic coast, naming many individual features. To Wilkes’s 
immense frustration, his men were never able to disembark, except on an 
iceberg—denying them physical proof of discovery.

When Wilkes arrived back in Sydney on 11 March 1840, he was unimpressed 
to be met by newspapers announcing Dumont d’Urville’s discovery of land on 
19 January. Despite his ships’ logbooks not showing any land sightings on or be-
fore that date, Wilkes began to build a claim for an earlier sighting. In his first 
report to the US secretary of the navy, he asserted that his expedition had spot-
ted land just hours before Dumont d’Urville. While Wilkes’s instructions swore 
him to secrecy about his expedition’s results, upon hearing of Dumont d’Urville’s 
proclamation he decided to speak out.38 In the Sydney Morning Herald, Wilkes 



40	C hapter 2

claimed the first sighting of land in the region: “On the morning of the 19th of 
January we saw land to the south and east, with many indications of being in its 
vicinity, such as penguin, seal, and the discoloration of the water; but the im-
penetrable barrier of ice prevented our nearer approach to it,” he wrote.39 This 
edition of the newspaper also contained, on the same page, a report of the French 
sighting, a hint of the dispute that was about to erupt. As other Australian news-
papers took up the story, they were divided between trumpeting Wilkes’s “glo-
rious result” and circumspection on the basis that Wilkes failed “to take 
possession of the territory, or to effect a landing at any point.” 40

The United States Exploring Expedition returned home in the spring of 1842 
with only two of the original six ships, the Vincennes and the Porpoise.41 By the 
time they arrived stateside, tensions onboard had reached a breaking point. Wil-
kes, whose arrogance and temper were legendary, was all but at war with his 
officers. Far from a triumphant return after an arduous four-year voyage, the ex-
pedition descended into open hostility. The secretary of the navy was soon 
flooded with complaints and accusations. Wilkes himself was court-martialed 
on charges of illegal punishment and of altering written records so as to be able 
to claim priority over the French in the discovery of land in the Antarctic. “Lieut. 
Wilkes never thought of claiming this discovery of land on the 19th, until after 
his arrival at Sidney, when he found that another nation had claimed to have 
made such discovery on the afternoon of the 19th,” read the official charge.42

The court-martial took place aboard the ship North Carolina, berthed in New 
York Harbor, in the summer of 1842. As witnesses gave evidence and documents 
were produced, the case laid bare the rifts between Wilkes and many of his of-
ficers. While Wilkes had announced in Sydney that his expedition had discov-
ered land on the morning of 19 January, the ships’ logbooks showed the first 
sighting as taking place on 28 January. When personal journals, possibly modi-
fied, and draft reports were added to the slew of evidence, the date on which 
Wilkes’s men first sighted land was muddied further.43 The officer of the watch 
for the morning in question and the Porpoise’s captain both told the court that 
they had heard nothing to support Wilkes’s claims and did not believe land 
had truly been sighted prior to 28 January.44 While Wilkes was supported by 
two officers from the Peacock, no clear evidence was produced to substantiate 
earlier sightings. Confronted with this messy testimony, the court found that the 
charges of falsifying his discoveries and doctoring his journals were not proved, 
and thus that the verdict had to be not guilty. Wilkes was, however, convicted 
on two charges of authorizing improper punishment and sentenced to public 
reprimand.

Priority of discovery within the Antarctic Circle became mired in controversy 
on both sides of the ocean. French opinion was, unsurprisingly, strongly in Du-
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mont d’Urville’s court. While preparing the expedition narrative for publica-
tion after Dumont d’Urville’s untimely death in 1842, Vincendon-Dumoulin 
appended a blunt repudiation of Wilkes’s claims. “Ultimately, it is certain that 
Lieutenant Wilkes, on his own testimony, did not see Terre Adélie, and did not 
undisputedly establish its existence, until several days after us,” he wrote: “It is 
thus difficult to understand why he is seriously claiming in his favor the honor 
of first discovery of the austral continent, upon which we were the first to have 
disembarked.”45 That there was, in fact, still no proof of the continental nature 
of the land is representative of both a long history of hope and the high stakes at 
play. On both sides of the Atlantic, all agreed that the French set foot on land in 
the Antarctic but the Americans did not—something held up as a clear victory 
in France.46 That the disembarkation was only on an islet and was enabled by a 
matter of chance—the weather shone favorably on Dumont d’Urville’s ships that 
day—was acknowledged but not seen to distract from the success. In the United 
States, the media initially heralded Wilkes’s discovery with great fanfare, but this 
enthusiasm quickly faded as Wilkes’s reputation was tarnished by the charges 
and publicity they attracted, especially as US newspapers printed the court-
martial transcripts and the confusion of evidence they brought to light in lurid 
detail.47

The controversy over Wilkes’s claims persisted well into the twentieth century. 
The French remained prickly on this point even after World War II, consistently 
emphasizing Dumont d’Urville’s priority over his rivals and not infrequently ex-
aggerating the French navigator’s role, calling him the “true discoverer” of the 
Antarctic Continent.48 US sources came to shy away from claiming “first sight-
ing” or said outright that Dumont d’Urville had preceded Wilkes.49 An excep-
tion, but a vocal one, was Wilkes’s most strident supporter of the interwar period, 
William Herbert Hobbs. A US geologist and former director of the University 
of Michigan Greenland Expeditions, Hobbs embarked on a mission to win 
recognition for American Antarctic exploration. In an article pointedly titled 
“Wilkes Land Rediscovered,” he attempted to prove Wilkes’s priority of discov-
ery over Dumont d’Urville and credited Wilkes with “establishing the existence 
of an Antarctic Continent, one of the great discoveries in the history of geogra-
phy.”50 Ego, honor, and reputation all hung in the balance.

Evaluating the evidence from the time, Wilkes’s claim to first sighting is al-
most certainly untrue. That Wilkes’s own words and actions “raised as many 
questions as they answered,” in Granville Mawer’s assessment, is itself condem-
natory.51 Ultimately, however, in terms of long-term geopolitical consequences, 
that Dumont d’Urville claimed land for his country with the backing of his 
king has made all the difference. Wilkes made no such claim for the United States, 
something that has been explicitly recognized by the US government. While Wilkes’s 
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expedition was sponsored by his government, he had no authority to make ter-
ritorial claims, in line with broader US policies of the time. Still, the United 
States consistently points to Wilkes’s achievements as part of the historical ac-
tivity on which the country reserves the right to make claims in the Antarctic.52

The third expedition into the ring was that of the veteran British explorer 
James Clark Ross. Ross’s British Antarctic Expedition of 1839–1843 was more 
focused than the French and US expeditions: Ross’s primary aim was to locate 
the south magnetic pole; his instructions “made no mention of colonial acquisi-
tion and said little about geographical discovery.”53 For the British and for Ross 
particularly, having won the north magnetic pole, the southern one beckoned. 
While its position had been calculated, most famously by Carl Friedrich Gauss, 
setting foot on the pole was considered both one of the great scientific firsts and 
an exploratory jewel. Of the three rival expeditions, Ross’s was by far the best 
equipped. HMS Erebus and HMS Terror were former bomb vessels, enormously 
strong, built to withstand the powerful recoil of their mortars—a boon in the 
Antarctic pack ice that could crush weaker ships. The ships were also reinforced 
to enable them to push and break through ice in ways in which Dumont d’Urville 
and Wilkes could only dream of. Ross may have been third on the scene, but he 
was much better prepared to handle the conditions, and he also had the advan-
tage of John Balleny’s journal from his 1838–1839 voyage aboard a sealing schoo-
ner, which he studied meticulously.

Ross set off for the Antarctic from Chatham in September 1839, making stops 
en route to erect magnetic observatories across the southern region. This in-
cluded the French territory of Kerguelen, where he landed in May 1840 and in-
stalled an observatory despite the ferocious winds that nearly carried the entire 
contraption away. The Erebus and the Terror arrived in Van Diemen’s Land in 
mid-1840 when Dumont d’Urville was already on his way back to France. Dur-
ing his first season in the ice, Ross deliberately pursued a more easterly route 
than the other two expeditions so as to not retrace their steps. The British ships 
met the Great Icy Barrier (now called the Ross Ice Shelf) and followed it east-
ward, searching for a way to penetrate further south. While Ross failed to set 
foot on the south magnetic pole, he came very close. When pack ice stopped his 
ships just off the coast, Ross and Francis Crozier, his close friend and commander 
of the Terror, calculated that the pole was 260 kilometers inland. They hoped to 
find a safe harbor for the winter from which parties could strike out in the spring 
for Mount Erebus and the magnetic pole, but they were stymied by the ice.

When Ross retraced Wilkes’s route following a map provided by the US cap-
tain, he found only water and ice in many places where Wilkes’s charts showed 
land. Ross declared that Wilkes had been deceived by glacial reflections and by 
low-hanging clouds, mistaking ice shelves for coast. To Ross, this threw doubt 
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on all Wilkes’s claims of land sightings and on all his maps: “The sky has been 
dull, but the horizon quite clear; we could have seen land at a great distance, yet 
none has been in sight, and thus once and for all we have definitely disposed of 
Wilkes Land. . . . ​After reading Wilkes’s report again, I must conclude that these 
places are non-existent.”54 Backed by the British Admiralty, Ross’s public denun-
ciation of Wilkes further tarnished the US navigator’s reputation. The British 
press was quick to pick up on Ross’s comments, soon calling Wilkes’s accounts 
of his voyage “quite untenable.”55 Ross was also unimpressed with the French 
and US captains for other reasons. “That the commanders of each of these great 
national undertakings should have selected the very place for penetrating to the 
southward, for the exploration of which they were well aware, at the time, that 
the expedition under my command was expressly preparing, and thereby fore-
stalling our purposes, did certainly greatly surprise me,” he wrote in his expe-
dition narrative in 1847.56 To the Hydrographic Office, Ross reported that the 
two other expeditions had produced only meager results.

While Ross’s accusations and criticisms wounded Wilkes deeply, Dumont 
d’Urville did not live to hear them. His untimely death in the spring of 1842, 
just a year and a half after returning from the Antarctic, marked the end of the 
journey for one of France’s great navigators. With his discovery of Terre Adélie, 
the crowning jewel on a voyage he had initially been reluctant to undertake, 
France took an unexpected and unanticipated place in the Antarctic arena. While 
Dumont d’Urville’s discovery would be largely ignored through the rest of the 
nineteenth century, it grew increasingly consequential as rivalry over the Ant-
arctic intensified in the twentieth century.
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APATHY AND NEGLECT

Just a year and a half after returning to France from his third grand voyage, Du-
mont d’Urville died in entirely unexpected and horrendous circumstances 
along with his wife, Adélie, and son, Jules. On the second Sunday of May 1842, 
the family spent the day at Versailles, taking in the Grandes Eaux festival and 
admiring the splendor of the palace’s many fountains. Late that afternoon, they 
boarded a steam train to return to Paris. Then, catastrophe: the first locomotive 
broke an axle and collapsed, causing the train to crumple in on itself and derail. 
As the coke from the fireboxes ignited, the wooden carriages caught fire. Un-
able to escape through the carriages’ locked doors, the passengers were trapped, 
victims of smoke and flames. The horror and the toll were high: as many as 250 
people died in excruciating and terrifying conditions, including Dumont 
d’Urville, his wife, and their son. The rail accident and the subsequent efforts to 
identify victims from immolated body parts was described in all its awful de-
tail in newspapers even in the smallest French regions.1 It was the worst rail ac-
cident in Europe to that day.

Dumont d’Urville’s funeral befit his status as a celebrated explorer and navi-
gator, indeed a national hero. The cortege, pressed in on all sides by sailors, in-
cluded several companies of grenadiers as well as a regimental marching band. 
Hundreds of members of the public, too, lined the streets, kept back a respect-
ful distance by the municipal guard. The list of dignitaries attending the funeral, 
from naval minister admiral Guy-Victor Duperré to representatives from sci-
entific academies to deputies from the National Assembly, was as impressive as 
was to be expected. After the service at the Church of Saint-Sulpice, Paris’s 
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second-largest church, Dumont d’Urville, Adélie, and Jules were buried in the 
Montparnasse Cemetery.2 The tomb, designed by architect Simon-Claude 
Constant-Dufeux and paid for in part by the government, still stands: it is a tall, 
tapered limestone column with bas-relief scenes from Dumont d’Urville’s ex-
peditions. One scene shows the Astrolabe and the words “Voyage autour du 
monde Pôle Sud—Terre Adélie.”

Dumont d’Urville’s death, both tragic and sensational, was talked about across 
the country. The predominant sentiment was one of shock that a valiant explorer 
who had survived so many risks on his far-flung voyages could die in such a 
ghastly and needless way so close to home. “After having escaped the most hor-
rendous dangers, after having sailed all the seas, having made immense contribu-
tions to science, the brave rear admiral Dumont d’Urville has perished at the edge 
of Paris with his wife and young son,” read a typical newspaper.3 Held up as “one 
of the most illustrious navigators to have pushed back the boundaries of the Earth 
and enriched the universe with a new continent,” as astronomer Gustave de Pon-
técoulant declared at the unveiling of a statue of the navigator in 1844, Dumont 
d’Urville was praised for his courage, his perseverance in face of adversity and 
personal tragedy, and his triumphs in distant seas.4 His taciturn manner and can-
tankerous nature were forgotten. In the aftermath of his death, the attention was 
on the man himself, cast as a heroic figure: Dumont d’Urville was seen and cele-
brated as one of France’s leading nineteenth-century navigators, a scientifically 
erudite captain whose voyages illuminated the ethnography of the Pacific islands, 
solved the mystery of La Pérouse’s fate, and discovered the treasured Vénus de 
Milo statue.5 In comparison, Terre Adélie attracted little attention: Dumont 
d’Urville’s Antarctic discovery would only come to define his legacy much later.

Through the rest of the nineteenth century, Terre Adélie appeared regularly 
in French geography textbooks and atlases, where it was listed along with other 
austral lands but rarely singled out. Other than brief descriptions along the lines 
of “buried under heaps of snow and ice,” these works offered no discussion of 
the territory—a lacuna attributable to the economic and human focus of geog-
raphy teaching in the school system at the time.6 This focus prioritized the pop-
ulated and productive lands of France’s growing colonial empire. Further, in line 
with the toponymic norms of other countries, these books labeled the territory 
“Terre Adélie or Wilkes Land,” an appellation that intimated ambivalence about 
discoverer, putting more weight on international consistency than on the French 
claim.7 At the university level and even in geographical societies, study and 
knowledge of the polar regions was minimal and Terre Adélie played no impor
tant role, again owing to the primacy of the colonial project.8 In public life and 
the cultural sphere of the mid- to late nineteenth century, too, the territory 
was only rarely a topic of genuine interest or conversation; indeed, Jean Robert’s 
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comment that Terre Adélie was almost forgotten after Dumont d’Urville’s 
death is fair.9

Terre Adélie did find a small slice of fame in the literary world through Jules 
Verne’s writing. Verne’s admiration for Dumont d’Urville comes through in his 
science fiction adventure Vingt mille lieues sous les mers (Twenty Thousand 
Leagues Under the Seas), originally serialized in 1869–1870 in the periodical Le 
magasin d’éducation et de récréation and published as a lavishly illustrated book 
the following year.10 “This d’Urville was one of your great sailors,” said Captain 
Nemo to the story’s narrator, scientist Professor Pierre Aronnax, “one of your 
most intelligent navigators. He is the Captain Cook of you Frenchmen.” Nemo 
and Aronnax then dream of Dumont d’Urville’s expeditions, “his circumnavi-
gations, his double attempt to find the South Pole which brought about the dis-
covery of the Adélie and Louis-Philippe Lands.” Through the story, Verne uses 
accounts of Dumont d’Urville’s voyages as source material to craft geographic 
descriptions, narrative content and structure, and even wording and literary 
devices.11

In this period, too, Terre Adélie was absent from French national ambitions. 
No French explorers voyaged to the Antarctic for the rest of the nineteenth 
century, nor was Terre Adélie on the political radar. Under Napoleon III and the 
Third Republic, the country had other priorities. France’s overseas efforts, driven 
by commerce and a desire for influence and guided by the mission civilisatrice 
(the “civilizing mission”), focused on Africa, the Far East, and the South Pacific. 
In addition to the existing colonies, this new empire eventually included Alge-
ria and other parts of North Africa, a large swath of West Africa, Madagascar 
and the Comoros, Indochina, and a number of archipelagos in the Pacific. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, France’s colonial empire was second only to 
Britain’s in terms of size and wealth.12 While the French were deeply interested 
in their colonial lands, Terre Adélie lay outside this interest and no geopolitical 
or strategic significance was ascribed to the Antarctic territory. Terre Adélie 
stood apart from the French colonial project, offering neither profits and reve-
nues, valuable raw materials, nor a market for French goods, and from French 
cultural exploration, lacking as it was in Indigenous inhabitants. Unlike in Brit-
ain, where the Antarctic was seen to be an integral part of empire, Terre Adélie 
did not fit into the French imperial fabric. Neither did Terre Adélie and the Hexa-
gon share any of the geographic, geological, environmental, or emotional con-
nections that linked the Antarctic to Australia, Argentina, and Chile.13 The lack 
of direct competition for Terre Adélie also contributed to the absence of any sense 
of urgency surrounding the Antarctic territory: unlike the British-Argentine dis-
pute over the Falkland Islands, Terre Adélie faced no external threat and there 
was no impetus forcing the French state to act there.
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Sub-Antarctic Challenges
Through the same period—the long second half of the nineteenth century—French 
interest and activity in its sub-Antarctic possessions was likewise low. These un-
inhabited possessions comprised four sets of islands: Îles Saint-Paul and 
Nouvelle-Amsterdam and the Crozet and Kerguelen archipelagos (figure 6). 
While Crozet and Kerguelen had been discovered and claimed by French navi-
gators in 1772, the other two islands were not discovered by the French. Nouvelle-
Amsterdam was first sighted in 1552 by Juan Sébastien Elcano, a Castilian 
navigator who accompanied Magellan on his famous voyage, and Saint-Paul 
sometime before 1559 by Portuguese navigators. France laid claim to these is-
lands in 1843, when the governor of Bourbon (Réunion)14 sent Captain Martin 

FIGURE 6.  France’s Antarctic and sub-Antarctic possessions. In 2007, the 
Îles Éparses (Scattered Islands) were joined administratively to the other 
austral possessions. Map by Richard Martin-Nielsen.
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Dupeyrat to take formal French possession of the islands, which he did on 1 July 
(Nouvelle-Amsterdam) and 3 July (Saint-Paul), hoisting the tricolore and firing 
a gun salute. The governor had been acting on the interests of fishermen from 
Bourbon, who were increasingly active in the vicinity of the islands.

France’s interest in these possessions was sparked by the imperial division of 
the globe, when the European powers were eager to take even remote and unin-
habited territories for their expanding empires, but sovereignty over the islands 
was not well defined. While prises de possession took place and were duly an-
nounced, actual control was nonexistent. During the second half of the nine-
teenth century, small numbers of French fishermen frequented and occasionally 
lived on Saint-Paul and Nouvelle-Amsterdam, where they made unsuccessful at-
tempts to found small stations and colonies. And French astronomers aboard 
Le Fernand visited Saint-Paul in 1874 to observe the passage of Venus in front of 
the sun, at which time the geologist Charles Vélain undertook a geological study 
of the islands.15 But the most numerous visitors in this period were British and 
US whalers and sealers. Austrian and German scientists and British troop trans-
porters also used the islands unchallenged. In a particularly telling incident, 
when French sailors were shipwrecked on Crozet in 1887, their only means of 
rescue was to attach a tin label to the neck of an albatross, which eventually came 
ashore in western Australia.16 The Australians informed the French about the 
situation, but by the time France sent a ship to investigate, the men were gone.

Given the lack of French control over the islands, Britain twice considered 
making a play for Kerguelen, in 1841–1842 and again in 1886–1887. In the first 
instance, James Clark Ross reported to his government that Kerguelen (which 
he had visited on his way to the Antarctic in 1840) would be valuable as a coal 
depot given its position on the route between the Cape, India, and Australia.17 
Its interest piqued, the Foreign Office consulted with the Queen’s Advocate as 
to Kerguelen’s legal status. Weighing the exigencies of sovereign possession, the 
Queen’s Advocate argued that France’s failure to undertake “a real occupation 
of it [Kerguelen], within any reasonable space of time” nullified the title claimed 
on the basis of discovery and prise de possession.

A similar situation arose a half century later when two men representing the 
Indian Ocean Guano Company of Melbourne applied for a concession “to en-
able them to export guano and other exports and products from an island named 
the ‘Island of Desolation,’ or ‘Kerguelen’s Land’.”18 The men, Bruce Smith and 
J. Brougham Drummond, emphasized the strategic advantages of their proposi-
tion for the British Empire: “We need not point out to you the advantages which 
would accrue to your Government (in the event of valuable coal or shale depos-
its being discovered) by the possession of an additional coaling station which 
would be about midway between the Cape of Good Hope and the Australian 
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Continent; nor need we mention the value which such a depot would be to the 
merchant shipping of Great Britain, the vessels of which are frequently passing 
in or about the latitude of the island.”19 Investigating the situation, the British 
government again concluded that by abandoning the islands after discovery, the 
French had likewise abandoned their territorial rights. The parchment left by the 
French did not, the British concluded, support “de facto occupation” since “dur-
ing the whole of that time [the past 114 years], they [the French] had not (so far 
as is known here) revisited the island, nor had any Frenchman ever occupied any 
portion of it.”20 Ultimately, however, despite what seems to have been a practi-
cal and legitimate questioning of French rights in Kerguelen, and potential ad-
vantages to the British, these challenges to rights and resources were not acted 
on.21 They did, however, raise questions that would become more urgent in the 
early twentieth century, especially for Terre Adélie: Was discovery alone suffi-
cient for maintaining a territorial claim, and if so for how long? Could France 
hold onto remote possessions without effectuating some degree of occupation 
and control? What legal standards and precedents were at play? And did the po
litical will exist in France to make the commitment and investment necessary 
to uphold the claims under international law and forestall annexation?

Despite the clear weakness of the French claims, the lack of real threat—after 
all, the British twice chose not to pursue a challenge—gave the French govern-
ment leeway to continue to neglect its sub-Antarctic possessions without reper-
cussions. Until the very end of the nineteenth century, these possessions were 
all but ignored in Paris. While there was discussion of sending a French vessel 
to Kerguelen in 1870, the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War quickly put an 
end to that idea. Various schemes, from the practical to the outlandish, were 
from time to time proposed: fishing, hunting, and livestock raising (despite 
the myriad practical impediments); a naval resupply station for victuals and 
coal (championed by Vice Admiral Charles Jules Layrle as a precaution in case 
navigation via the Suez Canal was interrupted); and even a penal colony.22 Fi
nally, in 1892 the Ministry of the Navy ordered French ships to the islands. The 
aviso La Bourdonnais was tasked with raising the French flag on Saint-Paul and 
Nouvelle-Amsterdam—but upon arrival at the islands in October  1892, bad 
weather made debarkation impossible, and the ceremony took place aboard the 
ship in the outlying waters. Soon afterward, the ship L’Eure, sailing from Mada-
gascar, visited Kerguelen’s Port Christmas. This time, the men were able to dis-
embark, and on 2 January 1893 they renewed the French claims made in the 
early 1770s. Led by Commandant Louis Édouard Paul Lieutard, the men 
erected a mast topped by a metallic flag and mounted a copper plaque with the 
inscription “Eure—1893.” The officers presented arms, sounded the bugle, and 
saluted to twenty-one blasts of the ship’s cannons.23 They then continued on to 
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Saint-Paul and Nouvelle-Amsterdam, where they renewed the claim made by 
the men of La Bourdonnais.24 There were no challenges to these moves from 
Britain or from other countries, a sign the French took as indicating that their 
sovereignty over the islands was secure.

The renewed prises de possession captured the imagination of brothers René 
and Henry Bossière, private entrepreneurs from Le Havre, who solicited and re-
ceived a concession from the French state to work the Kerguelen archipelago.25 
Valid for fifty years from 1893, the concession allowed the brothers to breed sheep 
and to build facilities for fishing and commerce, but the government offered no 
financial or material assistance. Leaving behind their family whale oil business 
in Patagonia, the brothers brought sheep from the Falklands to Kerguelen. The 
enterprise soon failed and by 1901 they were forced back to Le Havre.

As the Bossière brothers toiled with little success on Kerguelen near the end 
of the century, a quiet challenge arose from Australia. In 1899, Henry Copeland, 
a member of the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, published a pamphlet 
titled Kerguelen Island and Australian Commerce. Noting Kerguelen’s position 
as a strategic waypoint between Australia and South Africa in an otherwise 
largely empty ocean, Copeland argued that Kerguelen’s future could be imagined 
in two starkly different ways: as a location for a naval base to protect Australian 
shipping interests or as “a den from which sea-wolves could sally forth to prey 
on our unarmed vessels.”26 Copeland proposed that Australia occupy and colo-
nize the archipelago to avoid having it fall into the hands of a future enemy. With 
Australia on the verge of becoming an independent Dominion, and the conse-
quent growing interest in establishing a broad regional presence, Copeland’s 
message would gain traction in the following decades.

To Antarctica for Science and for France
The absence of French ships from the Antarctic through the second half of the 
nineteenth century is representative of a broader lull in exploration at the time: 
between 1843 and 1895, no official expedition from any country ventured to the 
white continent. During this half century, only sealers and whalers roamed Ant-
arctica’s waters.27 Despite the many questions raised by the Dumont d’Urville, 
Wilkes, and Ross expeditions—among them, the extent and shape of Antarctic 
lands, their geography, and their insular or continental nature—no answers proved 
quickly forthcoming. As the end of the century approached, the outline of Antarc-
tica’s coast was only roughly sketched and its interior completely unknown.

This lull ended abruptly at the turn of the century. In 1895, the 6th Interna-
tional Geographical Congress, held in London, identified the Antarctic as a ma-
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jor void in human knowledge and pointed to the exploration, mapping, and 
naming of that furthest region as the most important outstanding project fac-
ing geographers. As geographical, commercial, and scientific curiosity turned 
eyes south, a series of expeditions took shape.28 For the explorers, Antarctica was 
a virgin territory, an uninhabited and icy land, hostile and forbidding—but also 
full of promise, beckoning with glory and fame. Beginning with Adrien de Ger-
lache de Gomery’s Belgian Antarctic Expedition of 1897–1899, the first to over-
winter in the Antarctic, this era of exploration took shape as a race to fill in blanks 
on the map and—the ultimate prize—to reach the South Pole. While de Ger-
lache’s overwinter was unplanned (his ship, the Belgica, became trapped in ice 
in the Bellinghausen Sea in late February 1898 and only broke free seven months 
later, costing several expedition members their sanity and lives), the Anglo-
Norwegian explorer Carsten Borchgrevink’s Southern Cross Expedition, a pri-
vate venture, executed a planned overwinter on the Antarctic mainland in 1899.29

Antarctic explorers of this era came from many countries, including Britain, 
Belgium, Norway, Germany, Sweden, Australia, Japan, and indeed France. “Its 
goal was as abstract as a pole, its central figures were romantic, manly and flawed, 
its drama was moral (for it mattered not only what was done but how it was done), 
and its ideal was national honor,” writes Tom Griffiths of what is often called 
the “heroic age” of Antarctic exploration.30 These expeditions brought back co-
pious amounts of geographic and scientific data about a virtually unknown part 
of the world, capturing international attention for their remarkable feats of phys-
ical and mental endurance as much as for the many lives claimed by the ice. 
Central to this era, of course, was the race to the South Pole, which saw humans 
penetrate deeper than ever before into the continent, smoothing the way for ex-
plorers to secure funding and bringing the Antarctic into the public imagina-
tion. When Robert Falcon Scott and Roald Amundsen set out for the pole in 1911, 
the first to die trying and the second to emerge victorious, national pride and 
one of the last great exploratory firsts were on the line. By World War I, the con-
tinental nature of the Antarctic was confirmed, most of its coastline was 
mapped, and exploration of its interior had begun.31

French involvement in turn-of-the-century Antarctic exploration was spear-
headed not by the state but by a private individual, the explorer, physician, and 
sportsman Jean-Baptiste Charcot. Born in Neuilly-sur-Seine in 1867, Charcot 
soon developed a love of the sea and of adventure.32 As a young boy, he was cap-
tivated by the novels of Jules Verne and revered Christopher Columbus for his 
exploits in the Americas. He excelled in sports, at rugby and as a yachtsman. 
But at his father’s urging, he put these dreams to the side and studied medicine. 
The elder Charcot, Jean-Martin, was an eminent physician and pioneering neu-
rologist and expected his son to follow in his footsteps. Charcot the younger studied 
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at Paris’s La Salpêtrière Hospital from 1890 to 1894, then worked in a clinic for 
diseases of the nervous system and at the Pasteur Institute. Charcot’s first loves, 
however, continued to call to him, and soon he was both training for the Sum-
mer Olympics of 1900, where he won two gold medals in sailing, and beginning 
to sketch out plans for expeditions to the polar regions. Freed from the need to 
practice as a physician by his inheritance—his father’s death left him well off—
Charcot cast his eyes to the furthest reaches of Earth. To Charcot, the Antarctic 
represented an immense scientific laboratory, the vastest and most unknown 
of the world—and one in which he desperately wanted to play a part. Like the 
Olympics, the Antarctic also appealed to Charcot as a means of winning pres-
tige through gentlemanly competition.

Charcot began his exploring in the north with expeditions to the Shetlands, 
Hebrides, Faroe Islands, Jan-Mayen Land, and Iceland in 1901–1902. These were, 
in his mind, preliminary voyages designed to build his experience, confidence, 
and name before embarking on a major polar expedition. Charcot organized and 
financed these expeditions himself; they were private, not state, endeavors. Sat-
isfied with this experience, Charcot then turned to the Antarctic. His choice to 
head south was rooted in his desire for France to play a part in the trailblazing 
explorations taking place there, for the French flag to fly in Antarctica at a time 
when so many other countries were mounting expeditions to that great land. 
“The history of foreign polar expeditions is so long that volumes are required to 
recount it, but ours can be summarized in a few notes,” he wrote in a pamphlet 
pointedly titled Pourquoi faut-il aller dans l’Antarctique? (“Why Must We Go to 
the Antarctic?”).33 In it, Charcot begs France to wake up, to escape its “extraor-
dinarily ignorant” posture about the southern reaches of the globe, to “win the 
esteem and respect of other nations” by playing an active part in the discovery 
of the Antarctic. For Charcot, an Antarctic expedition was also a way of rebuild-
ing France’s national cohesiveness and international image in the aftermath of 
a period of social and political disharmony as well as the deeply divisive Drey-
fus affair. Indeed, to Charcot, the expedition was necessary for the glory of 
France, offering an opportunity for his country to reaffirm its vitality and reas-
sert its rightful place on the world stage. Charcot also hoped to lend assistance 
to the search for the Swedish explorer Otto Nordenskjöld, missing after an over-
winter on Snow Hill Island off the coast of the Antarctic Peninsula.34

To Charcot’s scientifically trained mind, the Antarctic represented a region 
of unparalleled possibility for discovery. There, he wrote, “all is unknown, every
thing presents with a strange aspect, unexpected, and the efforts made to date 
to understand the mysteries of the large white patch that the twentieth century 
cannot leave undefined on its maps have only made their illumination more pas-
sionate, more necessary.”35 Charcot was particularly intrigued by the glaring 
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blanks on turn-of-the-century maps: with only a few small exceptions, every
thing inside the south polar circle was completely unknown, and even outside 
that circle there were still vast unknown regions. While the Antarctic was al-
most always described as a continent, he noted, at the opening of the century 
there was still no proof that it did not consist of islands separated by vast ex-
panses of water and ice, or two or more large landmasses with outlying islands. 
These questions gripped Charcot, whose natural curiosity shone strongly, and 
propelled him to assemble a group of scientists to join him on his voyage.

With the Antarctic in his sights, Charcot ordered the construction of a thirty-
two-meter-long steamship, Le Français, in Saint-Malo, and petitioned the 
French government for funding. He found sympathetic ears in intellectual cir-
cles, including those of Henri Froidevaux, a historian and geographer and the 
director of the Société de géographie’s library, who was hopeful that Charcot’s 
plans would light a fire under the French state and convince the government to 
build on “the heritage of Bouvet and Kerguelen and Dumont d’Urville.”36 But 
Charcot’s and Froidevaux’s hopes proved empty as the government declined to 
grant financial support. Even though French president Émile Loubet endorsed 
the expeditions, Charcot was forced to raise most of the funds privately, an in-
dication of the continued lack of state interest in the white continent. Drawing 
largely on his own funds, he put together four hundred thousand francs, barely 
sufficient for his plans. Charcot was forced to rely on in-kind donations and buy 
much of his equipment secondhand; as a result, Le Français was a maddening 
ship to handle. “The engine, the best we could get for our money, was not strong 
enough for the work to be done, and its defects had to be made good by the skill 
and energy of men and officers,” Charcot wrote, resulting in a slow and tedious 
voyage interrupted frequently by the need to stop for repairs.37 Charcot was 
deeply disappointed by the lack of support from his country, but not overly sur-
prised: after all, as he noted, France had entirely neglected the Antarctic for 
more than sixty years. That his expedition was by necessity a “poor, small, mod-
est” private initiative was something he was willing to endure in the hopes that 
it would become a launching pad for future French Antarctic exploration.38

His ship ready, Charcot and his men set out from France for the Antarctic 
Peninsula in mid-1903. His choice of destination was influenced both by Nor-
denskjöld’s last known coordinates and by a desire to build on de Gerlache’s car-
tographic work in the region. The peninsula was diametrically opposite Terre 
Adélie, and Charcot felt no compunction to return to the territory Dumont 
d’Urville had claimed for France some sixty years previously. Between 1903 and 
1905, Charcot and his men explored and overwintered “as far south as possible” 
in the peninsula region, as Charcot told the Royal Geographical Society upon 
his return, naming some of the lands they saw but making no territorial claims.39 
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The team collected vast quantities of scientific data and the expedition’s second-
in-command, Lieutenant André Matha, drew the best maps of the region to 
date. With specialists in cartography, botany, zoology, gravity, magnetism, and 
hydrography, the expedition had a serious scientific tone set by Charcot him-
self. During the overwinter, when Le Français was frozen into the ice, the men 
used skis and sleds to conduct overland raids. In 1905, with his men suffering 
from scurvy, Charcot left the Antarctic and took Le Français to Buenos Aires, 
where he sold it to the Argentinian government to cover the expedition’s debts.

French newspapers and periodicals covered Charcot’s expedition in minute 
detail and in glowing terms, often accompanied by resplendent photographs of 
the explorer, his men, and his ship against the gleaming Antarctic ice fields. 
Charcot was held up as a hero in the tradition of Jules Verne, at once visionary, 
patriotic, and adventurous.40 The expedition was hailed as a triumph for all of 
France despite the state having refused to assist Charcot. France was now part 
of a small and distinctive club, that of countries whose men had spent a full year 
in Antarctica’s ice. Thanks to this coverage, Charcot returned home a national 
hero. And when the minister of the navy greeted him in Paris and presented him 
with the Légion d’honneur, Charcot’s hopes rose that the French government 
might now be receptive to his vision of a state committed to the white continent. 
With his newfound fame and a pressing desire to continue his scientific work in 
the Antarctic, Charcot was in a stronger position to push the French government 
to support a second expedition. This time the government agreed, providing 
seven hundred thousand francs, significantly more than the entire cost of the 
first expedition.

Having sold Le Français in Argentina, Charcot procured a more robust ship, 
the Pourquoi-Pas?, and set sail again in 1908, “pour la science, pour la France” 
(for science, for France).41 Upon arrival in the Antarctic Peninsula region, he con-
tinued the cartographic and geographic work of his first voyage. Pushing south 
of 65° into an unknown region and discovering Côte des Fallières (which he 
named for new French president Armand Fallières), Charcot expressed his joy 
for having “penetrated into a region considered by explorers and geographers 
as being of the highest interest, but heretofore impenetrable.” 42 The men over-
wintered and then set course through a vast unexplored area, discovering over 
3,200 kilometers of new coastline and drawing maps southward to 70°—maps 
that remained authoritative for decades afterward.43 Indeed, in 1939 the US ge-
ologist William Herbert Hobbs, a notoriously harsh critic of Dumont d’Urville, 
commented that the best existing maps of the Antarctic Peninsula were based 
on “Charcot’s careful surveys.” 44

With his two expeditions, Charcot gave France a place at the table of coun-
tries that had undertaken significant work in the Antarctic. In Britain and the 



	A pathy and Neglect	 55

United States, especially, his scientific work was highly lauded. France had 
“take[n] her part with the other great nations in the peaceful struggle against 
the unknown,” as Charcot was immensely proud to declare to the Royal Geo
graphical Society.45 Charcot never again returned to the Antarctic, instead ris-
ing steadily in the navy during and after World War I and then pursuing scientific 
voyages from the Mediterranean to the North Atlantic to Greenland. In 1936, 
his ship was hit by a violent storm near Iceland and battered against rocks. All 
the men aboard save one died as the ship sank. Charcot’s body was recovered 
and returned to France, where he was mourned as a national hero and honored 
with a state funeral at Notre-Dame de Paris. In the ensuing decades, the story 
of Charcot’s shipwreck was well-known in France, but his Antarctic exploits were 
largely forgotten—something that would have been devastating to the man him-
self, should he have known.

Like Dumont d’Urville, Charcot discovered lands in the Antarctic Peninsula 
region but never claimed them for France. Today these lands form part of the 
overlapping British, Argentinian, and Chilean claims. While he did name many 
of the features he saw, claiming territory was never part of Charcot’s plans or 
intentions.46 He was driven not by a desire for territory but by a desire to renew 
French prestige and conduct the most exhilarating scientific work he could imag-
ine. Given the state’s disinterest in his first expedition, too, any claim he might 
have made then would have been evaluated weakly in international law: he was 
certainly under no official instruction to claim land for his country. Charcot’s 
disinterest in territorial claims is also evidenced by his choice of location: on nei-
ther of his expeditions to the Antarctic did he choose to visit Terre Adélie, 
where he could have reinforced Dumont d’Urville’s earlier claim. Nor did Char-
cot attempt to reach the South Pole, at that time an object of the utmost fascina-
tion. Though he toyed with the idea, ultimately he considered the pole a goal at 
odds with his scientific focus.

British Claims and French Apathy
Even as Charcot drew attention to the white continent, the French state contin-
ued to all but ignore its Antarctic and sub-Antarctic possessions—to the extent 
that France nearly ceded Crozet to the British out of indifference. In 1905, hav-
ing received an application from a private individual for mining rights in Crozet, 
the British government concluded that the archipelago’s status was unclear given 
the inchoate nature of France’s title. The Foreign Office approached the French 
government and inquired about the islands.47 While the British emphasized that 
“H. M. Government had no intention of asking for the abandonment of any 
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French rights or for any arrangements which could be considered as requiring 
the surrender of an equivalent on their part,” the French response was vague and 
unconsidered. The French ambassador in London told the British that France 
would be willing to consider renouncing its claim to Crozet if it were to receive 
something in return; recognition of the neutrality of the Minquiers Islands in 
the English Channel was mooted.48 This response shows how little value the 
French state placed on its sub-Antarctic possessions at the time: far from ring-
ing alarm bells, the British inquiry did not even merit serious debate in govern-
ment. But Britain declined to pursue the matter, and when the French decided 
almost ten years later that the entire exchange had been badly handled, France 
was able to retain possession of Crozet.

As for the Bossière brothers, despite the failure of their enterprises at the end 
of the nineteenth century, they were still determined to make a go of Kerguelen. 
The brothers joined forces with a Norwegian company and established a small 
whaling factory and a seasonal settlement at Port Jeanne d’Arc in 1908. They also 
expanded their activities to Saint-Paul and Nouvelle-Amsterdam in 1911. But 
sheep rearing proved to be in vain and whaling was not much more successful. 
By 1914, only the two brothers remained; their employees had all fled to France 
and their many appeals to the French government for assistance were ignored 
or rejected. Even when the brothers asked for official help in supporting France’s 
claim to the islands, they were rebuffed. When the minister for colonies sug-
gested to his naval counterpart, Théophile Delcassé, that he send a warship to 
renew the French claim to Kerguelen, replenish the previously established sup-
ply stocks, and police fishing in the region, Delcassé was uninterested, replying 
that he had no ship available for such a difficult task.49

In the Antarctic, the situation began to change as whaling, the race to the 
South Pole, and dreams of mineral riches drew attention to the political lacuna 
on the white continent. In 1908, the year Charcot set out on his second expedi-
tion, Britain issued Letters Patent to formalize its first Antarctic claim. The Falk-
land Islands Dependencies included Antarctic mainland territory (Graham’s 
Land) as well as the South Georgia Islands, the South Orkneys, the South Shet-
lands, and the Sandwich Islands. The 1908 Letters Patent were intended to per-
fect Britain’s inchoate title to the region by providing elements of administration 
and oversight: attached to “Our Colony the Falkland Islands,” the territories were 
placed under the governance of the governor and commander in chief of the 
Falklands.50 The British claim was motivated in large part by the economics of 
whaling, which had exploded around the Antarctic Peninsula in the early years 
of the twentieth century, and the desire to control the activities of Norwegian 
whalers in the area.51 The Letters Patent were also meant to secure British rights 
in the face of possible challenges from the French, the Argentinians, and the 
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Chileans.52 British authorities began to exercise jurisdiction in the area, requir-
ing whaling companies to apply for British licenses and pay British taxes. That 
the claim included lands seen and explored by Dumont d’Urville and Charcot 
did not cause any protest in France, as the French explorers had not made any 
territorial claims in the Antarctic Peninsula region and the French state did not 
consider discovery alone to be a valid basis for sovereignty. The abject lack of 
discussion about these territories in government, however, exemplifies just how 
little importance France ascribed to the Antarctic at this time. Indeed, only a 
few years earlier, as the French geographer and explorer Charles Rabot lamented, 
the French state had destroyed almost all of its accounts of Dumont d’Urville’s 
voyage to Terre Adélie.53

Three years later, the British turned their interest to the one part of the con-
tinent for which there was an existing French claim. Wanting to increase admin-
istrative control over the southern seas and to regularize the issuance of 
whaling licenses near Terre Adélie, in late 1911 the Foreign Office instructed Sir 
Francis Bertie, the British ambassador in Paris, to ascertain the status of France’s 
Antarctic claim. Noting that Dumont d’Urville had landed in the region and 
taken formal possession of “Adelie Land” in 1840, but that there had been no 
further French activity there, Bertie was instructed to “enquire of the French 
Government whether they claim that portion of the Antarctic continent.”54 Days 
after receiving the instructions, Bertie approached Justin de Selves, the French 
foreign minister.55 Within the French government, alarm bells finally started to 
ring. That the British were sounding out the French on this question was cor-
rectly interpreted as a nascent challenge to France’s inchoate title over the 
territory—and suddenly the lack of any French presence, administration, or even 
government interest in Terre Adélie for more than seventy years took on new 
significance.

During a flurry of meetings and consultations early in the new year, Albert 
Lebrun, the French minister for colonies, urged de Selves to assert France’s rights 
to Terre Adélie.56 The navy, too, spoke out, arguing that Dumont d’Urville’s prise 
de possession of 1840 meant that these rights were secure and offering the navi-
gator’s records as evidence.57 Lebrun also advocated direct action, pushing his 
naval counterpart to send a ship to the “lands previously recognized by Dumont 
d’Urville” to support the French claim.58 Likewise, he again called for an offi-
cial visit to France’s sub-Antarctic possessions to head off similar challenges. It 
was at this time that France came to regret offering to renounce its claim to 
Crozet several years earlier. The worry that a foreign power—most likely Britain—
might displace France in these possessions spread through several sections of 
government: in addition to the two ministries and the navy, Raymond Poincaré 
(président du Conseil and future president of France) and Louis Barthou (garde 
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des Sceaux) urged the government to reassert France’s claims over its austral pos-
sessions without delay.

Soon, Poincaré, who had succeeded de Selves as foreign minister, told the Brit-
ish in unequivocal terms that the French claim to Terre Adélie was valid and 
secure. Dumont d’Urville had taken possession of Terre Adélie “in the usual way 
for the era,” Poincaré asserted, and his prise de possession was widely published 
and circulated at the time.59 The French state, he concluded, had no intention of 
renouncing its rights over any of France’s Antarctic or sub-Antarctic possessions 
and was taking steps to reinforce those claims. The British quickly acquiesced, 
informing the French government that Britain recognized the French claim to 
the land seen by Dumont d’Urville—specifically, the land of “about 150 miles, 
lying between 66° and 67° south latitude and 136° and 147° east longitude”—
and that future British claims to Antarctica would avoid this area.60 The limit of 
147° east was in fact an error, a misprint made by a Hobart typesetter in 1840 
and propagated over time. The limit claimed by Dumont d’Urville himself was 
142° east, and the discrepancy would come to have interesting repercussions in 
the late 1930s.

This response, with its assurance that Britain was not planning to annex Terre 
Adélie, quieted the flurry of voices that had been calling for France to reassert 
sovereignty over its Antarctic and sub-Antarctic territories. With the immedi-
ate threat gone, so too the sense of urgency disappeared—and the territories 
again slid out of government interest. It took a full year for France to send a ship 
to its sub-Antarctic islands: in 1913–1914, Captain Raymond Rallier du Baty, a 
veteran of Charcot’s first Antarctic expedition, surveyed Kerguelen aboard La 
Curieuse. But with the outbreak of World War I, the Antarctic was pushed to 
the back burner. In the end, no French expedition set out for Terre Adélie at all 
at this time.

Douglas Mawson and the 
Australian Challenge
At the same time as the British were quietly testing France’s hold over Terre Adé-
lie, the Australian geologist and explorer Douglas Mawson set out on an ambi-
tious expedition that would also serve to underline the insecure nature of the 
French claim. Trained as a mining engineer and geologist, Mawson joined Er-
nest Shackleton’s British Nimrod expedition of 1907–1909, when he delighted in 
reaching the south magnetic pole and climbing Mount Erebus. Inspired by these 
exploits, Mawson envisioned an explicitly Australian expedition to what he 
called Adelie Land, the unexplored portion of the Antarctic Continent to the 
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south of Australia, which included Terre Adélie. Known as the Australasian Ant-
arctic Expedition, it took place from 1911 to 1914.61

The political dimensions of Mawson’s expedition were clear from the begin-
ning. The region of the Antarctic south of Australia, Mawson explained to the 
Sydney Morning Herald in 1910, “is the nearest part to Australia, and it should 
be Australia’s special duty and her obligation to contribute to the world at large 
whatever store of secrets this land holds. Whatever material of economic value—
gold and mineral wealth, whale oil, seal oil, or anything else it may contain—
will of course be to the advantage of Australia.” 62 And when he formally 
announced the expedition at the Australasian Association for the Advancement 
of Science early the next year, Mawson made clear his desire to secure the re-
gion he called “Australasian Antarctica” for his country. For Mawson, territory 
and science were intimately linked; science was both an objective unto itself and 
a means for Australia to build territorial legitimacy in the Antarctic. His expe-
dition, he said, would “take possession of that area between Cape Adare and 
Gauss Berg, and hoist the Australian flag upon it”—a pressing task, he contin-
ued, to ensure that the region would not “have to be abandoned to a foreign na-
tion, several of which are already pressing upon the Australasian Antarctic.” 63 
Critically for France, the area Mawson described included Terre Adélie.

After setting off from Hobart aboard the whaling steam yacht Aurora in late 
1911, Mawson established his main base at Cape Denison, just a sliver east of 
the edge of Terre Adélie as defined by Dumont d’Urville. Mawson’s men con-
ducted an ambitious scientific program, collecting data about a region for which, 
as Mawson emphasized, “only the most scanty information was at hand.” 64 De-
spite extreme winds which made life unbearable and work often impossible, sled-
ding teams penetrated deep into Terre Adélie: a party led by Edward (“Bob”) 
Bage traversed five hundred kilometers into the French territory and Frank 
Wild’s group detailed Terre Adélie’s coastline. While the expedition’s scientific 
results are striking, it is best known for the tragic deaths of Belgrave Ninnis, who 
fell (along with six of the team’s best dogs, most of their rations, and their tent) 
into a crevasse on a sledding traverse, and Xavier Mertz, who died on the re-
turn journey of the same traverse, possibly from hypervitaminosis A (the exces-
sive intake of vitamin A, which is found in high levels in the livers of the sled 
dogs the men were consuming).65 Mawson’s subsequent punishing solo trek back 
to Cape Denison, where he arrived after the Aurora had departed, forcing him 
to spend an extra year in the Antarctic, secured his legacy as one of the heroic 
Antarctic explorers of the early twentieth century.

Mawson’s position on the French claim to Terre Adélie was one of diplomatic 
nicety on the French and international stages, especially before his expedition, 
combined with nationalist exigency on the Australian stage, particularly in the 
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expedition’s aftermath. Before leaving Australia to embark on his expedition, 
Mawson courteously wrote to Charcot, the French figure most closely associ-
ated with the Antarctic at that time, formally announcing his intention to de-
bark in Terre Adélie, which he explicitly described as having been “discovered 
by Dumont d’Urville.” 66 That the French had been the first to sight Terre Adélie 
was something Mawson repeated frequently, along with his admiration for the 
French captain’s abilities and courage. The respect Mawson evidenced toward 
Dumont d’Urville was emulated by his men, and particularly by John King Da-
vis, the Aurora’s captain. Prior to their setting out, Charcot had gifted the Aus-
tralian team bottles of Bourgogne wine. In early 1912, Davis wrote to Charcot 
to say that he and his men had brought the wine to Terre Adélie and drunk it in 
honor of Dumont d’Urville. “We found Terre Adélie, discovered by Dumont 
d’Urville, exactly as he had described it,” wrote Davis: “Having seen this coast 
myself, I have more admiration than ever for Admiral Dumont d’Urville. He 
must have been a magnificent sailor to have accomplished what he did without 
steam and without any of the progress of the modern era.” 67

Given the location of Mawson’s explorations, he was drawn into the long-
standing controversy over the rival French and US claims to first sighting. In 
this, Mawson was solidly on the side of the French navigator, writing that Du-
mont d’Urville had preceded Wilkes to the region by seven days. In Mawson’s 
mind, the veracity of Wilkes’s account was fatally tarnished by its inaccuracies 
and inconsistencies. “Land was reported [by Wilkes] almost daily, but, unfor-
tunately, subsequent exploration has shown that most of the landfalls do not ex-
ist,” wrote Mawson, further underlining that Wilkes’s expedition “did not once 
set foot on Antarctic shores, and, possibly on account of the absence of the sci-
entific staff, his descriptions tend to be inexact and obscure.” 68 Mawson’s posi-
tion on the issue is epitomized by his choice to name the stretch of navigable 
waters to the north of Terre Adélie the D’Urville Sea. The naming of geograph
ical features is ipso facto political; in this case, Mawson made clear his position 
on the Wilkes-Dumont d’Urville controversy.

But upon return, Mawson’s stance hardened. In the book of the expedition 
he published in 1915, called The Home of the Blizzard: Being the Story of the Aus-
tralasian Antarctic Expedition 1911–1914, Mawson accentuated the weaknesses 
of Dumont d’Urville’s expedition: his men never set foot on the Antarctic main-
land, and they too were tricked into seeing and naming land that was, in fact, 
only a mirage.69 Mawson then cited the Antarctic scholar Hugh R. Mill’s un-
flattering summary of Dumont d’Urville’s expedition, which called his discov-
eries “of but little account” and complained that the French captain only gave 
the “vaguest account” of the lands he saw. Building on these ideas, Mawson be-
gan to articulate a different future for Terre Adélie.
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Mawson’s emphasis on the weaknesses of France’s claim to Terre Adélie went 
hand in hand with his desire to secure for Australia the Antarctic sector he ar-
dently believed to belong to his country. He repeatedly pointed out that there 
had been no French presence in Terre Adélie whatsoever since Dumont d’Urville’s 
discovery of 1840—a choice on the part of successive French governments 
that, to Mawson, negated any rights to the territory.70 As such, Mawson contin-
ued, France’s inchoate title was superseded by his own explorations. He urged 
the Australian Commonwealth Government to advance a claim not only to 
Terre Adélie but also to France’s sub-Antarctic islands, which suffered from 
similar weaknesses to title.71 Mawson’s argument—that these sub-Antarctic 
islands could, in the future, provide Australia with critical strategic naval 
bases and communications facilities—was one that would recur regularly over 
the next half century.

Mawson took a very different line when he traveled to France in 1914, where 
he was much admired for his exploits and received a very warm welcome. At a 
reception hosted by the Société de géographie in Paris, Mawson praised Dumont 
d’Urville and took pains to explain that the Australian expedition had not “de-
baptized” Terre Adélie, but rather focused its efforts in the adjacent region—a 
portrayal of the expedition massaged for his audience.72 The French press re-
ported widely on Mawson’s visit, painting him as a larger-than-life figure who 
had survived against the greatest of odds, but said nothing about the implicit 
and explicit challenges his expedition posed to France’s Antarctic claim. News-
papers, journals, and even scholars focused on the dangers and near misses, on 
Mawson’s perilous solo trek and the tragic deaths of Nennis and Mertz.73 In gov-
ernment, too, there was all but no discussion of Mawson’s challenge to the 
French claim. In contrast to Britain, which had made its ambitions in Antarc-
tica well-known, the French Third Republic showed little interest in engaging 
in Antarctica in the early twentieth century, even in the face of rising and ever 
more explicit challenges.
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FORMALIZING SOVEREIGNTY

By the end of World War I, nearly eighty years had elapsed since Dumont 
d’Urville had claimed Terre Adélie for France—eighty years in which no French 
citizen had returned to the territory and in which the French state had shown 
all but no interest in it. This began to change in the interwar years, when Britain 
and its southern Dominions made clear their long-term intentions for the white 
continent. By the 1920s, France had no choice but to act if it wanted to retain its 
Antarctic territory.

Britain made the first move, modifying the wording of its 1908 Antarctic 
claim to explicitly state that the Falkland Islands Dependencies stretched all the 
way to the South Pole. This was done using the sector principle (that is, the ex-
tension of territorial claims to a pole along meridians) in 1917.1 Despite the un-
clear legal standing of the sector principle, there was little international reaction 
to the British declaration, even by countries that might have considered the Brit-
ish claim to infringe on their own rights in the region. Soon, the extent of Britain’s 
ambitions became clear: no less than painting the Antarctic pink. Leading this 
charge was Leopold S. Amery, the undersecretary of state at the Colonial Office, 
who declared that “the whole of the Antarctic should ultimately be included 
within the British Empire [and] while the time has not yet arrived that a claim to 
all the continental territory should be put forward publicly, a definite and consis-
tent policy should be followed of extending and asserting British control with the 
object of ultimately making it complete.”2 By 1920, this was official government 
policy. To claim more territory, Britain next acted through its southern Domin-
ions. In 1923, Britain took possession of the Ross Dependency (originally claimed 
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by James Clark Ross in 1841) and put it under New Zealand’s charge. Situated 
southeast of New Zealand, the Ross Dependency again stretched to the South Pole 
along meridians. The sector principle would later be used by other Antarctic 
claimants, including France.3 While an Australian claim was also discussed at this 
time, British authorities were apprehensive about how the French would react to 
territorial challenges in the vicinity of Terre Adélie, and held off.

As Britain upped its game, France was forced into action. Australian voices 
calling for the annexation of Terre Adélie grew louder, too, pointing out that the 
French state had entirely neglected Terre Adélie for nearly a century. Finally, the 
French government sensed a real threat. While Dumont d’Urville and Charcot 
had both explored the Antarctic Peninsula region, neither had made any claims 
there, leaving Terre Adélie as France’s only possible Antarctic territory.4 Should 
the Australians convince the British to make a move, France could well find itself 
shut out of the white continent altogether. France was also motivated by the need 
to protect fishing, whaling, and sealing rights around Terre Adélie and around 
its sub-Antarctic possessions, as well as by a desire to secure coal and mineral 
resources in those possessions. These resources were of increasing interest to both 
the French and the British, as evidenced by a growing series of requests for permits 
to exploit them.5 Just as the British Antarctic claim of 1908 had been prompted 
in part by whaling, so too did questions of resources push the French decisions 
of the 1920s. “Scientific missions effected at the beginning of this century in the 
austral seas have established that these dependencies of our overseas domain, for 
a long time neglected, can offer extremely precious resources to the fishing in-
dustry: whales, seals, and elephant seals are abundant in these neighborhoods,” 
declared the Ministry for Colonies—but only with state involvement and admin-
istrative authority could France ensure control over these resources.6

Acting on these concerns, in 1924, eighty-four years after Dumont d’Urville 
discovered Terre Adélie, France formalized its claim to the Antarctic territory, 
as well as to its sub-Antarctic possessions, with a series of decrees. The first, is-
sued on 27 March, reserved hunting, fishing, and mineral rights in and around 
Terre Adélie and Crozet to French citizens, and announced that the minister for 
colonies would have authority over “every concession of any nature” in the ter-
ritories.7 Shortly thereafter, on 2 April, Terre Adélie was placed in the surveil-
lance zone of French naval units in the Pacific, while Kerguelen, Crozet, and 
Saint-Paul and Nouvelle-Amsterdam were assigned to France’s Indian Ocean 
patrols.8 The most important of the decrees came on 21 November, when France 
further consolidated its claims to Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic islands and 
placed these possessions under the jurisdiction of Madagascar’s colonial govern-
ment.9 Finally, on 30 December, another decree regulated whaling, sealing, and 
the exploitation of other cetaceans in the coastal regions and territorial waters 
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of the austral possessions, and made all but a small part of Kerguelen into a na-
tional refuge park with specific protections for certain species of birds and 
mammals.10 The refuge park initiative had been sparked by Étienne Peau, a nat-
uralist, pioneering underwater photographer, and assistant curator at the Mu-
séum du Havre, who visited Kerguelen in 1923. Peau’s criticisms of whaling 
practices there and his arresting photographs of the slaughter, reprinted in 
French newspapers, struck a note with the French public.11 Rather than a means 
of articulating authority in and control over distant possessions, however, the 
park initiative was a bureaucratic response to the public outcry. It had little ef-
fect on whaling, in part because no map existed showing the area under protec-
tion.12 Following the normal cartographic practices of the time, these decrees 
spoke of “la Terre Adélie ou Wilkes,” an appellation that, despite its undertones, 
seems to have generated no discussion in France.

From the perspective of sovereignty, the French government hoped that by 
attaching the austral possessions to an existing colonial government, they would 
be incorporated into a preformed administrative structure, thereby perfecting 
their inchoate titles. The intention, as the Ministry for Colonies wrote to the pres-
ident of the Republic, was to exercise “effective and continued control” over the 
possessions through administrative organization.13 Madagascar was chosen 
based on its location: it seemed “naturally designed, by the geographical situa-
tion of this colony and the means of action within its power to ensure the sov-
ereign authority of France for this part of our colonial possessions.” While 
Madagascar was certainly closer in proximity to the austral possessions than was 
the Hexagon, it was still very far away, and in practical terms it was a weak choice 
for establishing effective occupation—a situation that would grow more prob-
lematic in the following decades.

Soon after the 1924 decrees, the government of Madagascar took some con-
crete steps toward establishing administrative and protective structures over 
Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic islands. Judicially, the territories were at-
tached to the tribunal de paix in Tuléar (now Toliara, on Madagascar’s southwest-
ern coast). And toward the control of natural resources, the government named 
a game and fish warden for the territories, a role initially held by Commandant 
Fontaine, the captain of the steamer Lozère.14 While they provided a veneer of 
sovereign power, however, these actions were weakened by the realities of the sit-
uation: with no means of reaching Terre Adélie, the government in Madagascar 
had no capacity to exercise the powers it claimed via legislation. Moreover, with 
no on-the-ground administrative presence in any of the austral possessions, it 
was hard to argue that France exerted any real authority over those possessions.

Even in Kerguelen, where private attempts at resource exploitation had been 
underway for decades, cost, distance, and remoteness served to undermine ef-
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forts to install state presence. In 1930, the Ministry for Colonies urged Mada-
gascar’s governor general to send a functionary to Kerguelen to establish an 
administrative office, keep an eye on fishing and hunting, and maybe even open 
a customs outpost. And in preparation for the Polar Year of 1932–1933, discus-
sion swirled around the idea of installing a meteorological station in Kerguelen. 
But in face of the sheer impracticalities of access and supply, nothing came of 
these ideas. In the 1930s, official French presence in the austral territories was 
limited to two brief naval visits to the sub-Antarctic islands: the Antarès sailed 
to Kerguelen, Crozet, and Saint-Paul in 1931, and the Bougainville visited Ker-
guelen and Crozet in 1938–1939. Even communication was essentially nonexis
tent. In Saint-Paul, neglect turned tragic in 1930 when a relief ship did not arrive 
to evacuate the employees of a failed spiny lobster cannery and five people, in-
cluding a young child, died from starvation and scurvy.15 And when another 
group attempting to exploit crustaceans ran out of coal and food on the island 
eight years later, their shortwave radio distress calls were picked up not by the 
French officials in Madagascar they were trying to reach but by a twelve-year-
old amateur radio operator in California. In these circumstances, it is surpris-
ing that these French possessions were not annexed by the British, Americans, 
or Australians.

In France, the 1924 decrees attracted only polite, brief attention. There was 
general agreement among those with any interest that the decrees were neces-
sary to protect French rights, especially as Britain was beginning to aggressively 
assert its presence in the region.16 But they were legal instruments, utilitarian 
and practical; they were accompanied neither by expeditions nor by presence. 
While the empire had a strong hold on political, intellectual, and cultural imag-
ination in interwar France, this conception of empire was still centered on the 
populated and economically viable colonies and did not stretch to include re-
mote and uninhabited possessions in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic.

Australian Ambitions
In Australia, the French decrees of 1924 were received with a mixture of alarm 
and outrage. The Australian press judged the French claim to Terre Adélie based 
on discovery to be secondary to the territory’s geographic, historical, and emo-
tional ties to Australia. “Adelie Land should be ours, from every point of view—
patriotic, sentimental, and economic,” wrote The Register, noting that Australia’s 
leading geologists and explorers considered the entire swath of the Antarctic 
Continent to the south of Australia to belong to that country.17 Of particular re-
sentment was what in Australia was seen as the French claim’s lack of geographic 
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justification. “France aims at making Adelie Land a dependency of Madagas-
car, although Madagascar is separated from Adelie Land by almost a quarter of 
the earth’s circumference,” wrote Brisbane’s The Daily Mail: “On the other 
hand, Adelie Land is not only well within the ‘Australian Quadrant’ of the Ant-
arctic Continent, but is actually nearer to Hobart than Hobart is to Perth.”18 
The dearth of French presence in Terre Adélie since Dumont d’Urville’s brief 
insular landing of 1840, together with the Australasian Antarctic Expedition’s 
extensive exploration of the territory, too, rankled.19 Mawson thundered against 
the French decrees, declaring that “the French cannot uphold their claim” and 
that “the mere planting of the flag has no significance in international law.”20 
While emotions on this issue ran high in Australia, the opposite was true in 
France. By dint of geographic proximity, the Antarctic mattered to Australians 
in a way it did not matter to the French. As Rohan Howitt points out, this was a 
case of the “vernacular Australian understanding of sovereignty that presumed 
that proximity to the Antarctic bestowed implicit territorial rights clashing with 
a French understanding that emphasized discovery, proclamation, and nomi-
nal administration.”21

The press, the Australian National Research Council, and prominent geolo-
gists and explorers all pressured the Australian government to act. Only by 
speaking out against the French claim to Terre Adélie, these voices argued, could 
Australia secure control of the much larger slice of the Antarctic pie that “on 
geographical and historical grounds, it is thought, should belong to Australia.”22 
In response, the Australian government pushed the British Colonial Office to 
take up the issue, recommending that the “Australian quadrant” be immediately 
annexed and France’s claim to Terre Adélie explicitly challenged. The Austra-
lian argument was centered on geographic and historical considerations that 
pointed to Australia as the rightful claimant. While Australia’s request seem-
ingly fit into Britain’s long-term Antarctic policy—to eventually annex the en-
tire continent—still Britain treated the so-called Australian quadrant cautiously, 
guided not by emotion or nationalism but by big-picture strategic interests. The 
Colonial Office was less rash than the Australians, more attuned to the broader 
premises on which the empire rested. Thanks to the French decrees of 1924, the 
British realized, Terre Adélie could not be wished away, but needed to be dealt 
with diplomatically—and, in particular, in a way that did not open any doors 
for potential challenges to British holdings anywhere around the globe. Until that 
happened, the Australian claim was put on ice.

At Australia’s request, the Antarctic was discussed at the 1926 Imperial Con-
ference, one of a series of meetings of government leaders from the British Em-
pire held periodically between 1887 and 1937. To the dismay of Australian 
Antarctic proponents, British officials concluded that France had an indisput-
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able claim to Terre Adélie. As to Australia’s geographic proximity argument—
that countries situated near the white continent should have priority rights to 
territorial control—the British government rejected it outright, since any ac
ceptance of this argument would give credence to Argentina’s interests in the 
Falkland Islands and their Dependencies. For Britain, in comparison to the 
maintenance and defense of the empire as a global entity, Australia’s hunger for 
Antarctic territory ranked a distant second. Further, British officials judged that 
the French would react badly to any proposal to exchange Terre Adélie for an-
other territory such as the New Hebrides. The result was a severe setback for Aus-
tralian Antarctic hopes—a setback that only intensified the Australian desire to 
make a claim and to deny France its title to a sliver of the continent. Soon, Doug-
las Mawson was sent back to the Antarctic to lead a new expedition with ex-
press instructions to make territorial claims at every opportunity.23

Finally, in early 1933 Britain made its move, claiming a huge sector of the Ant-
arctic to the south of Australia, but explicitly excluding Terre Adélie. A few 
months later, Australia legislated to accept administration of this vast swath of 
Antarctica, which is known as the Australian Antarctic Territory. Covering 
42 percent of the white continent, the Australian Antarctic Territory both sur-
rounds and dwarfs Terre Adélie (figure 7).24 With this move, Britain and its Do-
minions had now laid claim to about two-thirds of the continent. That Terre 
Adélie was excluded from this new claim was clear from the Australian Antarc-
tic Territory Acceptance Act, which read: “That part of the territory in the Ant-
arctic seas which comprises all the islands and territories, other than Adelie Land, 
situated south of the 60th degree south latitude and lying between the 160th de-
gree east longitude and the 45th degree east longitude, is hereby declared to be 
accepted by the Commonwealth as a Territory under the authority of the Com-
monwealth, by the name of the Australian Antarctic Territory.”25

For the French, the exclusion of Terre Adélie from the Australian claim was 
both a relief and a victory: a relief because it ended years of niggling uncertainty, 
and a victory because the state construed this exclusion as explicit recognition 
and acceptance of France’s title. But Terre Adélie still lacked clear boundaries. 
Neither France’s 1924 decrees nor the Australian Acceptance Act specified its 
precise extent, a touchy issue that would prove tricky to resolve.

Negotiating Boundaries
With the creation of the Australian Antarctic Territory, the lack of clarity over 
Terre Adélie’s boundaries came to the fore. The French decrees did not specify 
whether the claim consisted of only the coastal region seen by Dumont d’Urville 
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or of a pie-shaped sector stretching to the pole—and nor was it clear where ex-
actly the territory’s eastern and western limits lay. Now, fixing Terre Adélie’s 
boundaries could only be done in negotiation with the British.

As negotiations opened, the French government looked to take advantage of 
the lack of consistency between different maps and documents to maximize the 
extent of the possession. They began cheekily, proposing limits of 136° east and 
147° east longitude, a choice which almost doubled Dumont d’Urville’s original 
claim of 136° east to 142° east, but which was consistent with an official British 
note from 1913.26 When the French ambassador in London, Charles Corbin, 
wrote to British officials proposing these boundaries in October 1933, he also 
made clear that France’s claim extended over the entire pie-shaped sector stretch-
ing to the South Pole.27 Any lingering Australian hopes that the two sections of 
the great Australian Antarctic Territory might be connected south of the coast 
were dashed by this use of the sector principle.

The British countered that the mention of 147° east in their 1913 note had been 
a mistake—and it stemmed, indeed, from an error made by a Hobart typesetter 

FIGURE 7.  Claimed territories in the Antarctic, 1933. Map by Richard 
Martin-Nielsen.
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in 1840 and perpetuated over the decades—and declared themselves unable to 
accept the French proposal. They countered with the narrower limits “given on 
Commandant d’Urville’s own chart as published by your Government, and dated 
1840.” “In view of the tremendous amount of work and expenditure that has al-
ready been undertaken by His Majesty’s Governments in connection with the 
exploration of the whole of the coastline and portions of the interior of the Aus-
tralian Antarctic Territory, and also of Adelie Land, and of the fact that the 
only French effort which has been directed toward this area of the Antarctic has 
been the extremely brief visit of Commodore d’Urville in 1840, the suggestion 
of the French government that the eastern boundary of Adelie Land should be 
fixed to the east of the 142nd meridian of longitude east of Greenwich cannot 
be accepted,” the British explained patiently to the French government.28 By 
bringing up the lack of any French presence in the territory since 1840, the Brit-
ish probed France’s weak spot. Fully aware of the realities of the situation, French 
diplomats quickly abandoned the push for 147° east. But they were still not sat-
isfied with being restricted to 142° east. They then argued for a limit of 143° east, 
this time justifying the extra degree with a map published by the British Admi-
ralty. But the British again pushed back, pointing to the activity of Mawson’s 
Australasian Antarctic Expedition between 142° east and 143° east. The French 
negotiators knew they were defeated but saw a way to save face, declaring it 
proper that the monument in memory of Australian Antarctic explorers conve
niently erected a hairsbreadth east of 142° east be situated in the Australian, and 
not the French, sector.29

As these negotiations were advancing, Australia spoke out, upset about France’s 
use of the sector principle. Australia pushed Britain to challenge this usage since a 
Terre Adélie which stretched to the South Pole would split Australia’s Antarctic 
territory into two distinct wedges joined only at the pole. Dumont d’Urville’s men, 
the Australians emphasized, had only landed on an outlying islet, and no French 
citizen had ever actually set foot on the continental part of Terre Adélie, let alone 
explored its interior. But the British were well aware that denying the use of the 
sector principle to the French would jeopardize the Falkland Islands Dependen-
cies, the Australian Antarctic Territory, and the Ross Dependency, all of which 
were dependent on that principle. Allowing the French to claim a pie slice of the 
Antarctic, British authorities contended, was necessary for broader imperial in-
terests.30 On this, Britain was also influenced by Canada’s needs, since the sector 
principle was important to Canadian territorial integrity in the Arctic. The British 
did, however, recognize Australia’s concerns and suggested asking the French 
government to permit free passage between the two Australian sectors.

Terre Adélie’s boundaries were formalized on 1 April 1938 with a presiden-
tial decree declaring that “the islands and territories situated to the south of the 
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60th parallel of south latitude and between the 136th and 142nd meridians of 
longitude east of Greenwich are under French sovereignty.”31 From the French 
point of view, the result was slightly disappointing but not unexpected; after all, 
the French had been absent from Terre Adélie for nearly a century and had no 
answer to Australia’s twentieth-century expeditions in the region. And from the 
British point of view, the negotiations were a success: France had been restricted 
to the smallest possible slice of the Antarctic pie.32

The British suggestion concerning free passage between the two sectors of the 
Australian Antarctic Territory was acted on quickly as it offered advantages to 
both parties. After a brief exchange of notes between Sir Eric Phipps, the British 
ambassador to Paris, and Georges Bonnet, the French foreign minister, an agree-
ment on aerial navigation was signed in October 1938. It allowed Common-
wealth aircraft unfettered overflight rights over Terre Adélie and, conversely, 
French aircraft unfettered overflight rights over the British, Australian, and New 
Zealander Antarctic territories.33 For the British and Australians, this was a 
means to tie together the otherwise split Australian Antarctic Territory. For the 
French, it served a different purpose: the agreement represented formal Com-
monwealth recognition of Terre Adélie’s boundaries. That the French had no ca-
pacity whatsoever to act on this agreement—no French ship had sailed to Terre 
Adélie in nearly a century, let alone had a French aircraft penetrated Antarctic 
space—was beside the point; ultimately, for the French, this agreement was about 
recognition.

The War Interrupts
At the opening of World War II, French administration of its Antarctic and sub-
Antarctic possessions was embryonic and control was only theoretical. The 
government of Madagascar had no means of accessing Terre Adélie or exercis-
ing any real authority over that territory. At this time, the French claim to Terre 
Adélie was recognized by Britain, Australia, and New Zealand. France also con-
sidered Norway to recognize the claim, but here the circumstances were less 
clear: while Norway had given de facto recognition to the French claim in 1939 
when its minister of foreign affairs declared that Norway would not lay claim to 
any territory already in the possession of another nation, this recognition was 
not explicit.34 But it was the United States’ refusal to recognize the claim that 
most perturbed the French state. As well as protesting the 1924 decrees with an 
official complaint to the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the US State De-
partment swiftly protested the 1938 aviation agreement, informing both the 
French and the British that “the United States reserves all rights which it or its 



	 Formalizing Sovereignty	 71

citizens may have with respect to the question of aerial navigation in the Ant-
arctic as well as to those questions of territorial sovereignty implicit therein.”35 
And later the same year, the United States lodged a complaint with the French 
government asserting that since no French citizen had ever set foot on the con-
tinental portion of Terre Adélie, the claim was invalid under international law.36

Led by Bonnet, the French government reacted swiftly to these challenges, 
underlining the “unquestionable sovereign rights which France has acquired 
over Adelie Land” and pushing back against the American position.37 Bonnet 
pointed out the various official publications, notices, and decrees supporting the 
claim, writing that “under these circumstances, I take pleasure in thinking that 
the reserves formulated by the United States Government do not concern Ade-
lie Land, over which the rights of the French Government have, for nearly a 
century, been regularly established and have never given rise to contention.” Bon-
net’s closing remark exaggerated the situation—in the first instance, far from 
having “regularly” supported its title to Terre Adélie, the French state had ig-
nored the territory for nearly eighty years, and in the second, France’s claim to 
Terre Adélie had indeed been contested by Australia—but it was a necessary ex-
aggeration to bolster the strength of the French position. This aggrandized 
identity narrative, designed to pull distant territories closer to the French col-
lective consciousness, was built on over the following decades and persists to the 
present day.

But just as it seemed that the French government was beginning to defend its 
interests in Terre Adélie more vigorously, war broke out and the Antarctic was 
again shunted to the background. Terre Adélie and France’s sub-Antarctic pos-
sessions were all but forgotten as the Hexagon was invaded and occupied. Terre 
Adélie means “almost nothing” in France, stated Paris-Midi in 1940, accurately 
and concisely summarizing the situation in both political and public discourse.38 
In late April 1940, Jules Marcel de Coppet, Madagascar’s governor general, did 
pass a decree “urgently” reserving the right to explore for mineral resources in 
Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic islands to the colony, a formal act building 
on Bonnet’s earlier protestations.39 But this decree was meaningless given the 
complete lack of access and presence. Just months later, de Coppet was dismissed 
by the Vichy regime for his pro-British policies.

During the war, a few voices in France called attention to Terre Adélie’s po-
tential strategic value but, while prescient, at the time they were very much in 
the wilderness. These voices were by and large collaborationist, concerned by the 
implications of the American naval officer and explorer Richard E. Byrd’s Antarc-
tic expedition for the continent’s political future. The paper L’union française, for 
example, saw growing American activity in the Antarctic as a threat to French in-
terests there and pushed France to position itself advantageously in the Antarctic 
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sphere.40 These ideas were underpinned by a belief, deeply felt but vague in de-
tail, that Terre Adélie would in the future be important for aviation routes and 
might even offer mineral riches.41

The war did demonstrate the strategic importance of France’s sub-Antarctic 
islands. In October 1940, the British ship HMS Neptune visited the Kerguelen 
and Crozet archipelagos in search of a German surface raider that was preying 
on Allied ships off the western coast of Africa. Midshipman Nigel Fawcett de-
scribed the islands as “deserted but beautiful in a rough and unspoilt way.” 42 
While they did not find the raider, there was no mistake: German auxiliary cruis-
ers, including the Atlantis, the Pinguin, and the Komet, visited Kerguelen in 
1940 and 1941.43 As the islands were uninhabited, the Germans were able to re-
pair their boats, replenish fresh water supplies, and hunt and forage for rabbit, 
mussels, and Kerguelen cabbage without interference. The Germans even con-
sidered establishing a weather and radiotelegraphy station in Kerguelen, going 
so far as to load the necessary supplies onto the Charlotte Schliemann, but the 
mission was never carried out. In late 1941, Australia, concerned that Kerguel-
en’s deep, sheltered inlets could easily hide Axis commerce raiders and subma-
rines, sent a naval ship to the islands. Finding traces of German presence, the 
Australians planted mines to deny the Germans further use of the harbors.44 In 
this way, the war brought both the austral islands’ strategic value and vulnera-
bility to the fore.

Law, Title, and Territory
What did international law say about France’s hold over Terre Adélie?45 Stan-
dards and conditions for territorial claims and sovereignty are neither static nor 
immutable; they have changed and evolved over time, and they are still in flux 
today.46 While prior to the sixteenth century, papal grants formed the basis for 
European territorial acquisition, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the 
British, French, and Dutch refused to recognize Castile’s and Portugal’s papal 
grants in the New World. As explorers sailed into the New World without en-
countering real opposition, the claims of the Iberian powers were delegitimized. 
Soon, discovery and prise de possession (typically, raising or displaying a royal 
ensign or other symbol) by a person authorized by a king or government to ac-
quire territory, as well as public notification of the discovery, came to form the 
basis for European territorial claim. Later, the concept of effective occupation 
took hold as a necessary follow-up to discovery. While the use of occupation to 
claim new territory can be traced to ancient Rome, in the eighteenth century 
effective occupation became increasingly important for Western powers look-
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ing to acquire land outside Europe. The insufficiency of discovery alone for ac-
quiring territory is seen, for example, in the contests for the Pacific Ocean’s Sulu 
Archipelago (which was awarded to Spain in 1885 over Britain and Germany ow-
ing to Spanish presence on some of the islands), for Nootka Sound (Vancouver 
Island), and for Navassa Island (Caribbean Sea). The effective occupation crite-
rion was codified during the late nineteenth-century partition of Africa, and par-
ticularly the 1885 Treaty of Berlin, where it was enshrined as necessary for a 
European state to acquire rights over African territory. By the early twentieth 
century, occupation in some guise—usually permanent, under the sanction of a 
state, and including official acts of administration—was widely considered es-
sential to determining the legal status of disputed territories.

Prior to the 1924 decrees, France’s claim to Terre Adélie was based solely on 
Dumont d’Urville’s discovery, prise de possession, and official notifications of 
1840. At that time, in legal terms, this was generally regarded as creating only 
an inchoate title that needed to be perfected within a reasonable time period. 
Without some formal administration or occupation, the act of discovery, even 
of uninhabited lands, was considered to gradually lose its validity. By the inter-
war period, France’s absence from Terre Adélie reached eighty years—a time 
span that pushed at the limits of acceptability, as Australia was quick to point 
out. Given the growing Australian aspiration to annex Terre Adélie, it became 
clear to the French government that discovery alone was no longer sufficient 
to support its claim to sovereignty. With the interwar decrees, France aimed to 
perfect its inchoate title over the territory by integrating it into an existing 
colonial administration. But no state personnel were sent—and, moreover, the 
government of Madagascar had no means of accessing Terre Adélie. Territorial 
control was entirely fictional, as was the actual exercise of sovereign rights.

Despite these weaknesses, a legal decision about East Greenland, taken in 
1933, provided a useful precedent for France, as it suggested that more lenient 
legal standards for effective occupation could apply in regions that were unin-
habited, geographically remote, or with harsh natural environments. In the 
Greenland case, Norway challenged Denmark’s claim to sovereignty over the 
eastern portion of that great island on the basis that Denmark had no established 
presence there. The International Court of Justice in The Hague ruled that Den-
mark could not be expected to continuously occupy and exert authority over all 
of Greenland because of its inaccessible nature and harsh Arctic environment. 
Instead, the court decided that Denmark’s limited governmental functions in 
connection with Greenland were sufficient to award that country full sovereignty 
over the vast island, a decision that suggested that effective occupation in polar 
environments demanded little in the way of the actual exercise of sovereign con-
trol and rights. The functions the court cited included legislation regulating 
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hunting, fishing, and navigation; the administrative division of Greenland into 
provinces; and state-authorized and -sponsored resource, exploratory, and sci-
entific activity.47 It was Denmark’s “intention and will to exercise such sover-
eignty and the manifestation of State activity,” the court concluded, that gave 
the country a valid title to sovereignty over the entirety of Greenland.48 This case 
suggested that effective occupation should be measured against more lenient 
standards in the Antarctic than in more typical regions, and that countries could 
in some cases exercise sovereignty over distant territories through symbolic ad-
ministration alone.49

In the interwar years, France used precisely this diluted form of effective oc-
cupation to justify its claims to Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic islands: it is-
sued administrative decrees and regulations, tied the territories into the 
country’s colonial judicial apparatus, and appointed nonresident officials. But, 
as Malcolm Shaw points out, in order to claim sovereignty over terra nullius, 
states must demonstrate a relatively stronger title than that of competing states, 
“one that may take into account issues such as geography and international re-
sponses.”50 And in this respect, Australia posed a genuine threat: not only could 
Australia point to geographic proximity, but Mawson’s expeditions—with their 
bases, scientific activities, and monuments, representing presence, the creation 
of new terrain knowledge, and a physical stamp on the natural environment—
provided the basis for a competing legitimacy. That Mawson and his compatri-
ots had sailed to, landed at, camped on, and explored parts of Terre Adélie while 
no French citizen had ever set foot on the continental portion of the claim gave 
particular weight to Australia’s position. In comparison, France’s legal decrees 
looked increasingly archaic. And loss of title by discovery in face of the exercise 
of other sovereignty rights by another state was not unknown: in 1928, the Per-
manent Court of Arbitration awarded the Island of Palmas to the Netherlands 
over the United States in precisely such a situation, asserting that sufficiently 
developed displays of state authority over territory “prevail over an inchoate 
title derived from discovery, especially if this latter title has been left for a very 
long time without completion by occupation.”51 With such precedents, the 
French claim to Terre Adélie looked weak as the centenary of Dumont d’Urville’s 
discovery approached with no further French activity or presence. This was re-
solved in France’s favor only in 1933 with the explicit exclusion of Terre Adélie 
from the Australian Antarctic Territory, itself a product of British imperial 
calculations.

Also problematic for France, as for all claimant states, was the lack of recog-
nition of Antarctic claims in the international arena. While Britain, France, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand recognized each other’s claims by the late 1930s, other 
countries—including most notably the United States—did not. Sovereignty is 
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inseparable from the recognition of legitimacy of a state’s authority over terri-
tory by other states. It is not only declared but also bestowed by mutual recog-
nition at the state level. That France’s claim to Terre Adélie was only recognized 
by a very small number of other countries pushed at the limits of sovereignty, 
however conceived.

This lack of recognition was at the heart of the increasingly important Amer-
ican position. Indeed, the United States was the only other country that might 
have made a claim to Terre Adélie in the interwar years. After all, Charles Wil-
kes had explored the same area in the same time frame as Dumont d’Urville, 
and despite the problems with the veracity of his accounts, he was still staunchly 
defended in some quarters. The lack of an American claim to Antarctic terri-
tory at this time is especially curious in the context of the British claims of 1908, 
1917, and 1923, which included many islands and regions that had been earlier 
discovered and explored by Americans, as well as the French claim to Terre 
Adélie.

In the closing decades of the nineteenth century, the United States paid little 
attention to the distant and unwelcoming Antarctic, preoccupied as it was with 
post-Civil War domestic development. This continued into the early twentieth 
century. By the early 1920s, as Britain’s intentions for the Antarctic were becom-
ing clear and just as France was readying its decrees, the US government still 
had no coherent policy for the white continent. While the US Navy Department 
was antagonized by the French decrees and expressed some interest in pursu-
ing territorial claims around Terre Adélie, “particularly in view of the possibil-
ity of the discovery of fuel and other mineral deposits,” the matter was soon 
dropped—something Barry Plott attributes to the sheer impossibility of exploit-
ing mineral resources in the Antarctic at the time.52

In the interwar years, the American decision to not pursue an Antarctic claim 
was based on two principles, both enunciated by Secretary of State Charles Ev-
ans Hughes. The first declared that in the case of terra nullius, discovery and prise 
de possession alone were not sufficient to support a claim to sovereignty; rather 
“actual settlement” was also required—and Hughes stipulated that there could 
be no dilution of this requirement for regions “where for climatic or other rea-
sons actual settlement would be an impossibility,” such as Antarctica.53 The sec-
ond said that since the US government had not officially endorsed the early 
Antarctic discoveries made by its citizens, the State Department was reluctant 
to recognize territorial rights based on their expeditions. Made in the spring of 
1924, these statements came to be known as the Hughes Doctrine. The first of 
these points—the lack of settlement—provided justification for the United States’ 
refusal to recognize the French claim. But conversely, the Hughes Doctrine was 
also a saving grace for France, since the United States applied it equally to its 
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own potential claims. Hughes noted explicitly that he could not recommend that 
the United States claim the territory seen by Wilkes in the vicinity of Terre Adé-
lie because of the lack of American settlement in the region and because Wilkes 
had not been instructed by Congress to acquire territory.54 With this, the pos-
sibility of an explicit American challenge to the French claim was greatly dimin-
ished: while the United States did not recognize France’s claim, nor was it going 
to enter the fray with a counterclaim.

With the declaration of the Australian Antarctic Territory in 1933 and the 
entry of Argentina and Norway into the claims race, even the theretofore disin-
terested State Department began to take the continent, and possible American 
rights there, more seriously. Concern escalated stateside in 1938 when the Ger-
man Reich launched a third Antarctic campaign, intended to secure whaling re-
sources in order to reduce dependence on imported oils and fats.55 President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt took up the matter of the Antarctic personally, directing 
the State Department to “conduct a study on the manner in which the United 
States might protect such territorial rights as it possessed in these regions.”56 In 
1939, Roosevelt himself signed a letter of instructions for Byrd, directing him to 
establish two bases in Antarctica and to explore the regions of the continent 
where the basis for American claims was the strongest. “Members of the Ser
vice may take any appropriate steps such as dropping written claims from air-
planes, depositing such writing in cairns, etcetera, which might assist in 
supporting a sovereignty claim by the United States Government,” read Roose
velt’s letter.57 But the pressures of the war soon ended these activities. Byrd was 
recalled to serve in the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations in the spring of 
1940, his new bases were abandoned, and the expedition’s last members returned 
to Boston in early 1941. The status quo established in the interwar period per-
sisted and continues to the present day: while the United States reserved and con-
tinues to reserve the right to make Antarctic claims, it has neither made a claim 
to any part of the continent nor recognized any claims made by other countries.

While neither of the two potential interwar challenges to France’s claim to 
Terre Adélie—Australia’s desire to annex the territory and an American move 
based on Wilkes’s explorations—came to fruition, they were sharp reminders 
that France still had a long way to go to perfect its title. The French state needed 
to show possession of the territory, effective control and not merely the publica-
tion of legal decrees, in order to defend its claim to sovereignty both legally and 
morally. But this need was not recognized until the very end of the 1940s.
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SCIENCE AND PRESENCE

Douglas Mawson’s declaration that the Antarctic contained great deposits of ura-
nium, made in the autumn of 1946, was sensational in the burgeoning posta-
tomic world. Soon after Mawson’s comments, the New York Times ran a story 
describing a six-nation race to find and exploit this uranium.1 Despite the famed 
aviator and polar explorer Richard E. Byrd’s subsequent denial of any Ameri-
can pursuit of uranium on the white continent, the idea of the Antarctic as a 
source of uranium was fanned by the media, particularly in France. While Terre 
Adélie had long been considered worthless, the journalist and translator Gus-
tave Aucouturier wrote, everything had changed now that the continent was 
thought to have economic and strategic value.2 In this new situation, he contin-
ued, France ought to be wary of American intentions and particularly of Byrd’s 
new Antarctic expedition, called Operation Highjump—especially given the re-
fusal of the United States to recognize France’s claim to Terre Adélie. The lib-
eration paper Combat, too, urged the French state to “not abandon the ‘few acres 
of frozen land’ that remain ours”—a reference to the still-bitter loss of France’s 
colonies in Canada to the British in the eighteenth century.3 And, drawing a par-
allel between the nineteenth-century partition of Africa and the twentieth-
century partition of the Antarctic, Le Monde, the newspaper founded at Charles 
de Gaulle’s request after the liberation of Paris in 1944, dangled the possibility 
of finding uranium in Terre Adélie as the next chapter for France’s Antarctic 
story.4 While these calls for action went unanswered by the state, their general 
tone—both vis-à-vis France’s relationship with the United States and the desire 
to retain French possessions in a rapidly changing world—would persist for 
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decades to come. The French state’s lack of engagement with Terre Adélie in the 
immediate postwar years reflected the overwhelming need for reconstruction 
at home as well as the political instability of the Fourth Republic, whose 
revolving-door governments allowed only the most urgent tasks to be tackled.

While in France the Antarctic was off the political agenda at the end of the 
war, in the United States government interest in the white continent surged. In 
1946, the US Navy launched Operation Highjump, bringing 4,700 men, thirteen 
ships, and thirty-three fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters to the Antarctic under 
Byrd’s command—the largest and most organized operation the white continent 
had ever seen. It aimed to photograph extensive areas of the continent from the 
air, train thousands of troops in polar environments, and test equipment in po-
lar conditions. Byrd’s operation also built a shore base, known as Little Amer
ica IV, and an airstrip at the Bay of Whales, and conducted extensive scientific 
investigations. Operation Highjump’s mission, confidential at the time, spoke 
directly to the sovereignty question: it was responsible for “consolidating and 
extending United States sovereignty over the largest practicable area of the Ant-
arctic Continent.”5 In early 1947, just days after the expedition’s forward group 
reached the Antarctic, the New York Times published an article outlining the 
American strategy: “The United States plans to claim a big share of the 
6,000,000-square-mile Antarctic continent, officials disclosed today. The strat-
egy for clinching the claims will be considered upon the return of Rear Admi-
ral Richard E. Byrd. . . . ​United States policy now, as restated this week by Under 
Secretary of State Dean Acheson, is to rest on the claims made by individual 
American explorers and surveyors and to recognize none of the claims advanced 
by Britain, Chile, Norway, France, Argentina and other countries.” 6 Alarming 
as this should have been, the French government—far too preoccupied by do-
mestic reconstruction and European politics—made only the weakest of diplo-
matic protests.7

Paul-Emile Victor and Expéditions 
Polaires Françaises
But even as the French Fourth Republic showed no interest in Terre Adélie, the 
territory was championed by a private individual: the ethnographer and polar 
explorer Paul-Emile Victor. Born in Geneva in 1907, Victor grew up in the Jura 
region of eastern France, with its rolling, forested mountains.8 His boyhood was 
spent immersed in the worlds of Jack London, Jules Verne, and Rudyard Kipling, 
fueling in Victor dreams of exploring the furthest ends of Earth. As a young man, 
however, he had difficulty choosing his path. After leaving the École Centrale de 
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Lyon, a grande école for engineering, without a diploma, Victor went south to 
the port city of Marseilles, where he attended the École nationale de la naviga-
tion maritime as a student officer from 1928 to 1930. He found his military ser
vice in the French Navy disappointing and again changed direction, moving to 
Paris in 1933 to study at the Musée d’ethnographie du Trocadéro, housed in the 
impressive Trocadéro Palace, built for the Paris World’s Fair of 1878. There, Vic-
tor tutored under Marcel Mauss, a sociologist who taught his students to reject 
geographical determinism, to question traditional conceptions of race, and to 
immerse themselves in Indigenous societies.9 Mauss’s interest in the Arctic drew 
Victor’s eyes north.

Just a year after arriving at the Trocadéro, Victor’s long-held dreams of ex-
ploration were realized when he spent the winter of 1934–1935 in Angmagssa-
lik (now Tasiilaq), a community in southeastern Greenland. The following year, 
Victor and three companions used dogsleds to cross Greenland’s great ice sheet 
from west to east, an arduous forty-nine-day traverse covering more than seven 
hundred kilometers. “We have arrived tired but enchanted,” they wrote in a tele
gram to Paris at the end of the crossing: “Numerous dogs are dead.”10 Victor 
remained another fourteen months in Greenland, living with an Indigenous 
Greenlandic family. Upon return to France, his forceful personality and eloquent 
recitations of his adventures captured the media’s attention, while his ethno-
graphic articles, lectures, and drawings gathered praise in the scientific world. 
He also entered the public eye with two popular books, Boréal and Banquise.11 
This ability to make a name for himself would underpin his ensuing decades of 
work in both the Arctic and the Antarctic.

With the Fall of France in 1940, Victor—who had been assigned to the French 
naval attaché in Stockholm—left Europe for Morocco and Martinique. There, 
he was unsettled, unhappy with his inaction in face of the war but at the same 
time reluctant to join the Gaullists in wake of the Allied invasion of Vichy French-
controlled Levant. In 1941, he arrived in the United States, where he applied for 
citizenship and enlisted with the US Army Air Forces. Thanks to his experience 
in Greenland, Victor was assigned to the Arctic section of the Arctic, Desert, 
and Tropic Information Center, which had been created to study the challenges 
posed to military personnel by hostile natural environments.12 There, he wrote 
manuals for polar travel and survival, conducted cold environment training 
camps in the Rocky Mountains, and commanded an air search-and-rescue cen-
ter in Alaska.13

Victor’s wartime experience with the US military opened his eyes to more 
efficient ways of interacting with polar environments. “Here I became familiar 
with parachuting techniques and the performance of aircraft and Weasels [mo-
torized tracked vehicles] under northern conditions,” he wrote, seeing in these 
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technologies the solution to all the problems which had plagued his earlier dog-
sled travels.14 As the war ended, Victor set his sights on building France into a 
leader in polar science and logistics. With years of experience in Greenland in 
the 1930s, his new knowledge, and a thirst for polar affairs, Victor dreamed of a 
new age of polar exploration: one that left the lone, struggling heroic explorer 
far behind and capitalized on technological innovations to conduct large-scale, 
systematic campaigns. The era of polar exploration focused solely on survival 
was over, he believed, and a new era of scientifically oriented, precisely planned 
expeditions was dawning.15

Victor returned to France at the very end of 1945, eager to embark on a new 
expedition to Greenland. While he initially focused only on that great island, 
which he called “the land of my dreams,” he soon expanded his plans to include 
the Antarctic.16 Victor was persuaded to look to the white continent by the French 
alpinists Jacques-André Martin, Yves Vallette, and Robert Pommier. In 1946, 
the three young men spent several months mountaineering on the Norwegian 
island of Spitsbergen, where they discovered a high mountain peak they named 
Mont Général-Perrier (now Perriertoppen) after Général Georges Perrier, the 
president of the Paris-based Société de géographie which had funded their expe-
dition. On their way home, however, the men were perturbed to see a Norwe-
gian newspaper article questioning France’s right to Terre Adélie.17 Since no 
Frenchman had set foot in the territory since 1840, the article argued, it could 
hardly be considered to belong to France. At the time, Norway’s strategic inter-
ests in the Antarctic, propelled by the need to support its whaling fleets, were 
well-developed. While Martin, Vallette, and Pommier were eager to head to Terre 
Adélie themselves to fly the French flag over the territory, they had neither the 
funding, reputation, nor connections needed. Instead, they brought their con-
cerns to Victor, already France’s dean of polar exploration, asking him to sup-
port France’s claim to Terre Adélie by launching an expedition to the territory.

After initial reluctance, Victor agreed to add the Antarctic to his agenda and 
his fledgling polar organization, Expéditions polaires françaises—Missions Paul-
Emile Victor, took on new significance. Victor’s plans for dual expeditions to 
Greenland and the Antarctic were ambitious and technologically intensive, much 
too expensive to be funded privately. As Victor wrote, “There was no question 
of undertaking such a program . . . ​with dog sleds and walking;” rather, the ex-
peditions were to be “essentially scientific” in both intent and execution—ideas 
that would form the core of Expéditions polaires françaises’ narrative for de
cades to come.18 To gain state support, Victor emphasized the role of scientific 
expeditions in performing sovereignty in Terre Adélie—a territory in which no 
Frenchman had set foot for over a century. “We must not lose this land for which 
French possession is already deeply contested,” Victor wrote in 1947—an exag-
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geration, but an effective one.19 The clear weakness of France’s title gave Victor 
the ammunition he needed. “Since its discovery more than 100 years ago, no 
Frenchman has returned, while several foreign expeditions have been there,” he 
repeated, reminding the French political class of Mawson’s earlier challenges to 
Terre Adélie—and adding that an expedition was urgently needed “if France 
wants to defend her rights to this territory.”20

On this point, Victor was supported by international law. Even with the ad-
ministrative decrees of the interwar years and taking into account judicial deci-
sions about other remote territories, French effective occupation in Terre Adélie 
hung by a thread. Real control over its slice of the Antarctic pie (or, in French 
parlance, Camembert) was nonexistent. The territory was only sustained because 
no other country chose to mount an active challenge. The two countries that 
might have done so, Australia (via Britain) and the United States, had both 
backed off before the war. Still, the United States represented an ongoing, nig-
gling uncertainty given Operation Highjump’s aims. To add to this, the mean-
ing of effective occupation in the polar arena shifted in the 1940s. With new 
developments in polar logistics, as Peter Beck writes, “a permanent Antarctic 
presence through a scientific base and associated administrative arrangements 
came to be regarded as essential for the satisfaction of the effectiveness criteria, 
and during the 1940s governments were subject to pressures to maintain their 
claims in this manner.”21 Britain responded to these pressures with Operation 
Tabarin, a late-war operation that established several bases and post offices on 
the Antarctic Peninsula, and its peacetime extension, the Falkland Islands De-
pendencies Survey.22 Chile and Argentina, too, opened permanent continental 
bases in 1947–1948 and in 1951, respectively.23 Even the United States, which 
claimed no territory and recognized no claims, reestablished the suggestively 
named Little America base in 1946. But France still had nothing. Even worse, as 
American voices were eager to remind the French, Dumont d’Urville’s men had 
never set foot on the continental portion of the claim, but only on an outlying 
islet.

Victor pointed, too, to growing strategic interests in the Antarctic. “Since the 
war, the principal nations of the world have recognized the strategic, economic, 
technical, and scientific importance of the polar regions,” he wrote in 1947—but 
France was too preoccupied by domestic and European concerns to look to the 
poles.24 France risked, Victor continued, being eclipsed by the long list of other 
countries—the United States, Canada, Great Britain, the USSR, Denmark, Nor-
way, Sweden, Australia, New Zealand, Chile, and Argentina—already active in 
one or both polar regions. And should the Antarctic prove to be a bonanza of 
natural resources, he added, France needed to be present both to capitalize on 
them and to keep Terre Adélie French. As he pled his case, Victor only found a 
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modicum of public support: while some newspapers called for France to reas-
sert itself in the Antarctic, French society by and large ignored (or was ignorant 
of) Terre Adélie in the immediate postwar years.25

The French government, too, was not initially receptive to Victor’s ideas: the 
enormous costs and difficulties of postwar reconstruction dominated all other 
considerations. But the sovereignty argument ultimately won the day. Soon, the 
government agreed to support Expéditions polaires françaises’ planned expe-
ditions to Terre Adélie and Greenland. On 2 July 1947, the French president, Vin-
cent Auriol, a moderate Socialist, granted Victor’s fledgling polar organization 
his patronage, writing personally to Victor to give him the good news.26 Fund-
ing was channeled through the Ministry of Education and the Centre national 
de la recherche scientifique. The presidency also instructed the French military 
to assist Victor as necessary, by loaning equipment and personnel, emphasizing 
the potential strategic and military value of France’s Antarctic territory.27 As well 
as the need to assert French sovereignty in Terre Adélie, the government was 
swayed by strategic thinking suggesting that in the future, Terre Adélie might 
be located on the shortest aviation routes between South America, South Africa, 
and Australia, and might even provide a tactical base in times of war.28 As the 
Antarctic gained international attention, its strategic and resource value—
whether imagined, wished for, or real—glittered brightly enough for the gov-
ernment to devote some money even as other, more urgent, needs pressed.

The government’s decision to support Terre Adélie was also a reaction to 
American activity in Antarctica. In January 1946, not even eighteen months after 
the liberation of Paris, the polar explorer Lincoln Ellsworth announced a ter-
restrial and aerial cartography campaign on the white continent. In the same 
month, First World War fighter ace Eddie Rickenbacker proposed that the United 
States drop an atomic bomb on the Antarctic ice cap to gain access to the gold, 
copper, iron, coal, and other riches he thought to be hidden below.29 And Op-
eration Highjump’s unambiguous aim to gather as much information about the 
continent as possible before new claims were made added fuel to the fire. Politi
cally weakened by the war and dependent on the United States for aid, France 
was eager to push back against American hegemony where it could—and the 
Antarctic was an area in which this seemed possible.30 This was wrapped up in 
broader fears of encroaching American culture and control, widespread in 
French politics and society at the time.31 And this French concern about Ameri-
can intentions for Antarctica was far from misplaced: as soon as the French gov-
ernment agreed to support an expedition to Terre Adélie, the United States 
lodged an official protest.

It needs to be emphasized how extraordinary the commitment of state money 
for Terre Adélie and Greenland in 1947 was: newly liberated after World War II, 
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France was a country ruined, in dire need of reconstruction. Cities, roads, and 
ports were devastated from years of bombing and from German sabotage in the 
closing days of the war. One-quarter of the country’s housing stock was de-
stroyed. Rationing was still in effect. The country’s scientific establishment was 
in tatters, directionless, and short of resources.32 Politically, France was preoc-
cupied not by adventures to far-flung regions of the world but by the practical 
matters of putting things to right after a shattering war: rebuilding the country, 
physically and emotionally; reviving democratic institutions and governance 
after Nazi occupation and Marshal Pétain’s rule; punishing collaborators; and 
an ideological struggle with Communism.33 Tensions in Europe, especially con-
cerning the future of Germany, and the need to rebuild France’s place in the 
European sphere post-Pétain also preoccupied the government.

For all these reasons, it was not the right time to mount expensive missions 
to the polar regions, especially not to Greenland, where France had no territo-
rial interests. In another way, however, the expeditions were a means of allevi-
ating some of the emotional effects of the war. Victor’s plans offered an apolitical 
way to boost the nation’s esteem after the humiliation of occupation, part of a 
broader faith placed in the idea of the overseas as a vector to rebuild France into 
a great nation. As Victor remarked during a visit to Washington in 1956, “It is 
simply that precisely at that moment France needed a ‘lift.’ Even such a strange 
thing such as a successful polar expedition would help in its way to revive our 
national prestige.”34 Victor’s desire for France to take a leading place in polar 
science—a place that would bring economic and technological advantages as the 
polar regions grew in importance—also spoke to the country’s ambitions in the 
early Cold War and offered a much-needed way of raising morale, part of what 
Gabrielle Hecht calls the broader “metaphysical and physical (re)building of the 
French nation.”35 With his polar plans, Victor became part of a small group of 
postwar French hero-explorers who gave the public a chance to dream amidst 
the devastation. Together, Victor, Jacques Cousteau (oceans), Maurice Herzog 
(mountains), Norbert Casteret (caves), and Haroun Tazieff (volcanoes) broke 
seemingly impenetrable barriers, encapsulating youth, risk-taking, adventure, 
and success. Apolitical heroes, admirable to all, these men gave the country 
something to be proud of at a time when pride was greatly needed.

Victor’s success in gaining government funding in an unpropitious political 
climate owes to his connections and sheer force of personality. Indefatigable, he 
met with the French president, pressed ministers and military personnel, lob-
bied the media, and gave public lectures to draw attention to his cause. But it 
was his friendship with André-Frank Liotard that clinched it. Before the war, 
Liotard had emigrated to the United States, where he worked as a professor of 
French language and literature and as a pastor. Drawn together by their mutual 
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fascination with the Arctic, Victor and Liotard shared an apartment in Wash-
ington in 1941. After the war, Liotard came back to France, where he was close 
to André Philip, the minister of the economy: they had served together in Alge-
ria in de Gaulle’s Free French Forces and both belonged to the Reformed Church 
of France. By convincing Philip to support Victor’s polar plans, Liotard brought 
the government on board. He was rewarded by leading Expéditions polaires 
françaises’ first expeditions to Antarctica, leaving Victor to focus on his main 
interest, Greenland.36

The vehicle through which France was to assert its claim over Terre Adélie, 
Expéditions polaires françaises, was a private organization, not a government 
body, led by a private man, not a government employee. This setup underlines the 
lack of French government interest in the Antarctic in the postwar era and fore-
shadows future strife, when private and official agendas would clash. Given the 
private nature of Expéditions polaires françaises, it was not fully funded by the 
government. Victor raised significant funds and in-kind donations from the pri-
vate sector, especially from companies eager to associate themselves with polar 
adventures and daring. Food giant Nestlé, for example, supplied Victor’s expedi-
tions with Nescafé and Nescao: “strong comforts in difficult moments,” the com
pany’s advertisements read, highlighting its relationship with France’s Arctic and 
Antarctic heroes.37 “In Greenland, in Terre Adélie, all the members of the Paul-
Emile Victor expedition use Lafuma Super-Camping bags,” read another adver-
tisement, showing two underdressed members of Expéditions polaires françaises 
apparently about to embark on a polar hike with the company’s backpacks.

State involvement with Expéditions polaires françaises in its early years was 
minimal. Other than creating a scientific commission, guided by members of 
France’s most prestigious scientific and research academies and responsible for 
elaborating scientific programs, the government imposed little supervision. Far 
from being a government initiative or priority in the postwar years, Terre Adé-
lie was a private endeavor. In some cases, this went exceptionally far. When the 
United States proposed a “condominium” for the Antarctic in 1948, the French 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs was not the least bit interested—and it fell to Expédi-
tions polaires françaises to conduct bilateral meetings with other countries on 
the subject.38 The lack of state political interest in the Antarctic was a source of 
unending frustration for Liotard and Victor in these years.

Mission: Terre Adélie
With funding secured, Victor immediately began making plans for expeditions 
to both Terre Adélie and Greenland.39 For the Antarctic, his aims were ambi-
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tious: he wanted to establish a permanent base and maintain continual French 
presence in Terre Adélie, explore and map the coastal and inland regions of the 
territory, and undertake a comprehensive program of scientific research. And 
he wasted no time: Expéditions polaires françaises launched its first expedition 
to Terre Adélie in late 1948, not even a year and a half after winning govern-
ment support. Given the lack of French experience in the Antarctic, Victor sent 
Frenchmen to participate in British and Australian Antarctic expeditions in or-
der to gain experience and know-how. As Victor set his plans in motion, Yves 
Vallette (one of the three Spitsbergen mountaineers) joined the Australian Na-
tional Antarctic Research Expedition for the 1947–1948 austral summer, where 
he was overjoyed to meet his hero, Douglas Mawson. And Liotard joined the 
Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey in 1948, visiting Britain’s Antarctic me-
teorological stations aboard the John Biscoe. France’s planned reassertion of sov-
ereignty over Terre Adélie was, by necessity, launched with foreign help.

But how was France going to access Terre Adélie, given that the country had 
no ship capable of breaking through pack ice and reaching the Antarctic coast? 
The solution, again, was to look abroad. Victor used his wartime connections to 
purchase an American ship in San Francisco, which he rebaptized the Comman-
dant Charcot in honor of the French polar explorer with whom he had sailed to 
Greenland in the 1930s.40 Paid for by the French government, the former US 
Navy netlayer was brought first to Saint-Malo, where it was reinforced in antici-
pation of the icy Antarctic waters. Much of its hull was doubled and covered in 
iron at the waterline; the bow strengthened with tar, sheet metal, and more wood; 
and the diesel tank doubled in size. The interior, too, was overhauled to allow 
the small ship to accommodate sixty men, thirty dogs, and a huge quantity of 
supplies. The Commandant Charcot was then moved to Brest to be kitted out 
for the voyage by the French Navy. Purchasing a ship for this first voyage, as op-
posed to the cheaper option—leasing an icebreaker from another country—was 
both deliberate and symbolic: the presence of a French ship in Terre Adélie was 
meant to be a display of France’s hold over the territory. Indeed, in attestation 
to the expedition’s sovereignty objective, the navy was assigned responsibility 
for the sea voyage to the Antarctic and for officially reaffirming French sover-
eignty in Terre Adélie—missions that, in the government’s eyes, needed to be 
undertaken by an official, not a private, body.41

But en route from Saint-Malo to Brest, the Commandant Charcot’s two mo-
tors broke down and the ship had to be towed to port. The motors then had to 
be completely disassembled and repaired, a task that took weeks, eating through 
vital time and making it unlikely that the ship could reach Terre Adélie before 
the end of the precious austral summer season in which the Antarctic waters 
are navigable. Expéditions polaires françaises blamed the navy for these delays, 
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for not having properly checked the motors before the departure for Brest, an 
inauspicious beginning to the partnership. The ship was not ready until late No-
vember, leaving little time and hope for reaching Terre Adélie during the 1948–
1949 season. Still, spurred by political developments in the Antarctic, Victor 
pushed forward, not willing to wait an entire year for a better opportunity—even 
though he thought their chances of success minimal.42 The US State Department 
had made it known that it wanted the claimant countries to come together and 
reach an agreement on the Antarctic’s political future. It was clear that without 
presence in Terre Adélie, France would find itself in a weak position at the ne-
gotiating table. The Commandant Charcot had to leave and try to reach the ter-
ritory that season.

Under the command of Captain Max Douguet, one of the only French naval 
officers with polar experience, the Commandant Charcot departed from Brest 
on 26 November 1948, over a month later than planned. Hailing from a long tra-
dition of sailors, the Brittany-born Douguet had spent eleven months around 
Greenland during the Second International Polar Year of 1932–1933. The Com-
mandant Charcot called at Casablanca, Durban, and Hobart before reaching the 
Antarctic ice floes on 11 February 1949 (figure 8). It was, however, as feared too 
late in the season: the ship was unable to handle the tremendous pack ice near 

FIGURE 8.  Path of the Commandant Charcot: first voyage 1948–1949, second 
voyage 1949–1951, 25 × 33 cm (Expéditions polaires françaises, Archipôles, 
IPEV).
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Terre Adélie. After two weeks of fighting the ice, Douguet took the decision to 
turn around and head back to France empty-handed. The stops to explore the 
Balleny Islands and Macquarie Island en route back home were small consola-
tion for the Expéditions polaires françaises team. Perhaps most disappointed 
were the three mountaineers who had originally inspired the expedition, all of 
whom had been included on the team.

The failure to reach Terre Adélie also exposed a rift between Expéditions po-
laires françaises and the navy. For its part, Expéditions polaires françaises 
blamed the navy for the motor problems that delayed the ship and ultimately 
ruined the expedition. And the navy, which saw the Antarctic expedition as a 
narrow political venture to reaffirm sovereignty, grew increasingly frustrated 
with Expéditions polaires françaises’ elaborate scientific program. While for the 
navy, science was a peripheral component of the Terre Adélie project, for Victor 
and Expéditions polaires françaises, the case was reversed: science was front and 
center, the expedition’s raison d’être, a goal unto itself and tool for reaffirming 
sovereignty. The French Navy was never as attuned to Antarctic affairs in the 
early postwar period as was the US Navy, with its major operations driven by 
the nascent Cold War. In the US military, environmental knowledge of the po-
lar regions was seen to have direct strategic relevance to the East-West divide.43 
But in the French military, the collapse of the colonial empire, and not the grow-
ing antipathy between the superpowers, was all-consuming. As a private organ
ization, Expéditions polaires françaises did not feel compelled to align itself with 
the navy’s perspective, while the navy shared the government’s lack of interest 
in Terre Adélie—fissures that would soon widen and lead to divorce.

As the Commandant Charcot slowly made its way back to France having failed 
to reach Terre Adélie, the National Assembly took up the question of France’s 
Antarctic and sub-Antarctic possessions. Just as American interest in the Ant-
arctic had forced Expéditions polaires françaises’ hand in late 1948, foreign in-
terest in the sub-Antarctic islands was beginning to raise alarm bells in France: 
the British wanted to erect a meteorological and radio station in Saint-Paul, while 
the Australians and the Americans were itching to install themselves in the Ker-
guelen archipelago. The strategic position of these possessions was increasingly 
clear: they were well-situated to provide meteorological information for mari-
time and aerial navigation, to study the little-understood general circulation of 
the atmosphere, and to link South Africa and Australia. These two countries had 
been pushing France to install meteorological facilities on its sub-Antarctic is-
lands for a number of years, as had the International Civil Aviation Organization. 
In light of this, a group of deputies led by the long-serving politician Louis Rol-
lin asked the government to act. “The requirements of international law in 
matters of sovereignty command us to assert our rights over the southern islands 
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by effectively occupying them on a permanent basis and by establishing an ad-
ministrative unit there,” they told the National Assembly: “It is important that 
France choose without delay: either she will respond . . . ​or else she will lose ter-
ritories whose economic value is certain.” 44 Other countries, the deputies con-
tinued, “consider our titles and our rights precarious”—a warning underscored 
by the Australian group that spent three months in Kerguelen in the spring of 
1949. France had no independent means of knowing that the Australians were 
on French territory, no means of observing their actions there, and no means of 
controlling their access or length of stay.

In France, it was agreed that action needed to be taken to prevent annexa-
tion.45 The government in Madagascar, which officially administered the aus-
tral possessions, however, had few tools and little money at its disposal. While 
it did unite Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic islands into an austral district 
and attach them administratively to the province of Tamatave in 1949, this legal 
move—reminiscent of the decrees of the 1920s—did little to strengthen the 
French position.46 Any real exertion of control over the territories would be ex-
pensive, requiring expeditions and presence. This time, the threat of annexa-
tion was strong enough to push the French government into action. In the 
autumn of 1949, an expedition finally left France for the sub-Antarctic posses-
sions, installing permanent stations in Kerguelen and Nouvelle-Amsterdam—
the most significant sign of effective occupation to that date.47

The state did not need to organize a similar expedition to Terre Adélie as Ex-
péditions polaires françaises was already setting its second attempt to reach the 
Antarctic territory in motion. During the summer of 1949, the Commandant 
Charcot—battered from its first battle against the ice—was repaired in Brest. A 
second expedition to Terre Adélie, again captained by Douguet, departed France 
on 20 September 1949, much earlier in the season than the previous year. The 
ship followed the same route, around the Cape to Australia where, at a cocktail 
party thrown in their honor, the French team met Douglas Mawson. Starstruck, 
the Frenchmen listened, rapt, to the veteran Australian explorer as he recounted 
tale after tale from his expeditions. Gone, at least for that evening, was any hint 
of Mawson’s previous opposition to the French claim to Terre Adélie.

Having learned the hard way about the ice conditions near Terre Adélie, this 
time the Commandant Charcot carried a bright red Stinson Voyager seaplane 
to guide it through the pack ice. Aided by the plane, which made ten reconnais-
sance flights over fifteen days to chart a path to the coast, the expedition arrived 
successfully in Terre Adélie in early 1950.48 On 18 January 1950—110 years al-
most to the day after Dumont d’Urville had reached Antarctica and claimed the 
territory for France—the French team carefully stepped out onto Terre Adélie’s 



	S cience and Presence	 89

icy banks under the gaze of hundreds of curious penguins. They were the first 
French citizens to ever set foot on the continental portion of the claim. “Our 
hearts overflowed with inexpressible joy,” wrote Liotard, the expedition’s leader 
and the man who had been so instrumental to winning government support: 
“The long months of effort and waiting, the successive trials faded in the jubila-
tion of this first victory.” 49 In a ceremony intended to reaffirm French sovereignty, 
Captain Douguet hoisted the tricolore in the presence of a navy honor guard. 
The blue, white, and red flag flapped violently in the Antarctic winds.

The flag hoisting was one of a series of symbolic, legal, and administrative 
acts designed to strengthen France’s claim over the territory. The Council of 
Ministers appointed Liotard as the government’s official representative in Terre 
Adélie, giving the expedition a clear political raison d’être.50 While in practice 
this appointment raised a number of questions to which there were no simple 
answers (Should Liotard carry a service or diplomatic passport? Did he need to 
stop in Madagascar on his way to the Antarctic?), the intent to buttress sover-
eignty was clear. Liotard was also personally instructed by the overseas minis-
ter to report confidentially on anything that might strike him as relevant to 
national defense or the security of the state.51 In his official capacity, Liotard 
established an administrative unit in the territory. “In accordance with the 
instructions given to me,” as he wrote later, “I then proceeded with the material 
installation of the permanent postal establishment of Terre Adélie.”52 The Terre 
Adélie post office, which was in principle open for sending and receiving regu-
lar and registered mail, as well as for official and private telegraph services, is 
representative of a common and inexpensive way of demonstrating sovereignty 
in remote territories.53 The men also installed a copper plaque on Rocher du 
Débarquement, where Dumont d’Urville’s men had set foot 110 years earlier. And 
in another performance of sovereignty, France overprinted stamps with the 
words “Terre Adélie—Dumont d’Urville”—the sale of which, Victor hoped, 
would provide additional funding for his expeditions.54 The Overseas Ministry 
legally affixed a time zone to Terre Adélie—namely, that of Greenwich +9 all year 
long.55 Finally, the French government went to great efforts to route radioteleg-
raphy transmissions between Terre Adélie and Paris through French territories 
(at first, New Caledonia and, later, Kerguelen), not wanting to rely on a foreign 
country (namely, Australia) for communication purposes. Taken together, these 
performances of sovereignty built a basis for effective occupation in line with 
legal decisions about other remote territories and the actions of other claimant 
countries. While the French government knew there was no hope of convincing 
the Americans to recognize the claim to Terre Adélie, it was finally beginning to 
do the work necessary to be able to defend that claim in the future.
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Overwintering in the French Antarctic
As the ship was slowly unloaded, Liotard and his men found themselves sur-
rounded by the hundreds of tons of materials that would keep them alive over 
the next year in one of Earth’s harshest natural environments: food rations, med-
ical equipment, tents, fuel, and a prefabricated wooden base, designed to resist 
extreme cold and winds (figure 9). Scientific instruments, sleds, and motorized 
snow tractors called Weasels, too, lay on the rocky shore. The Weasels, central 
to Victor’s vision of modern polar exploration, had been purchased used from 
the United States. In keeping with more traditional polar travel, the team also 
brought thirty sled dogs to Terre Adélie, including a much-loved puppy named 
Tuffiau who had been born on the Commandant Charcot. Three weeks after ar-
riving, the Commandant Charcot departed and Liotard’s team of eleven men en-
tered a full year of isolation. The team overwintered through twenty-four-hour 
darkness and ferocious weather, their days and nights dictated by an ambitious 
scientific program as well as by the technical challenges of supporting life in the 
Antarctic.

A site was soon chosen for France’s first Antarctic base, named Port-Martin 
in honor of Jacques-André Martin, one of the original three mountaineers who 
had suggested adding the Antarctic to Victor’s agenda. Martin died of a heart 
attack on the trip south and was laid to rest in South Africa. Port-Martin’s main 

FIGURE 9.  At the Port-Martin site in Terre Adélie, 1950: before the base was 
built, the men lived in tents (Robert Pommier, Archipôles, IPEV).
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building, a wooden cross-shaped hut forty meters long by nine meters wide, was 
nestled on uneven bare rock and appended by smaller huts for scientific work. 
It took the men more than two months to build the base and install their scien-
tific equipment—two months defined by ferocious storms and howling winds, 
fatal in the case of some of the dogs, and often overwhelming for the men. “This 
was the establishment of a veritable French village, the most isolated, the fur-
thest from all civilized places,” declared Liotard.56

In 1950, Terre Adélie was still virtually entirely unknown and unexplored. 
Only part of its coastline and a very small portion of its interior had been mapped, 
by Dumont d’Urville’s expedition in 1840, by Mawson’s expeditions of 1911–1914 
and 1929–1931, and by the British Royal Research Ship Discovery II, which sailed 
near the territory in 1931 and 1938. But many of these observations were made 
from a fair distance away and the maps were imprecise and incomplete. Opera-
tion Highjump’s aerial photos from 1947, too, proved all but useless because of 
the lack of coordinating observations from the ground—something that, while 
immediately frustrating, was in fact a comfort to the French: in this case, at least, 
American technological superiority in the Antarctic had fallen flat. When the 
Expéditions polaires françaises team arrived, then, their best map showed only 
a scallop-edged coast with promontories vaguely indicated, and in their best pho-
tos it was impossible to distinguish floating ice from coast. Of Terre Adélie’s 
weather the team was better informed through Mawson’s written accounts of 
his time in the territory, which he discomfortingly called “the home of the bliz-
zard.”57 The French team pored over Mawson’s accounts on their voyage south 
and accosted the man himself with questions during their stop in Australia—
but still they were taken aback by the first blizzard they endured, on 18 Febru-
ary 1950, whose 140 kilometer per hour winds made the sea smoke and froth 
under a sky the color of ink and whipped snow horizontally across the ice with 
unfathomable violence.58 A portentous beginning, this storm claimed one vic-
tim, Reine, Tuffiau’s dam and one of the team’s favorite dogs.

From the moment their ship docked, the men were surrounded by great num-
bers of Adélie penguins, thousands upon thousands of the small black and 
white birds, gorging themselves on krill, noisy to the point of being deafening. 
Like their compatriots of 1840, the men were delighted and entertained by the 
penguins, quickly anthropomorphizing them and attributing human emotions 
and temperaments to their physical appearance, facial expressions, and move-
ments. “We were struck by the resemblance of these extraordinary birds to 
middle-aged burghers in frock-coats. Their very gait has something about it of 
the self-satisfied man of property. And the sight, not just of one or a handful, 
but literally thousands of these creatures in their native habitat, smug in appear-
ance, and exuding an air of conservatism and traditionalism, rooted in a long 
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past of established institutions, is fraught with comic overtones,” wrote Luc-
Marie Bayle and Pierre Dubard.59 While penguin eggs and steaks featured reg-
ularly on Port-Martin’s menu, and sled dogs at play killed the penguins by the 
hundreds, the Adélie penguins also provided emotional comfort for the men, 
identifiable living creatures in an otherwise desolate land, disappearing for the 
winter and reappearing in the spring, almost as if announcing the imminent ar-
rival of the supply ship.60

During their year in Terre Adélie, Liotard’s team undertook twelve traverses 
by dogsled and Weasel, covering over two thousand kilometers of sea ice and of 
the Antarctic Continent itself.61 Among these traverses, the discovery of one of 
the largest known Emperor penguin rookeries stands out—a rookery that was 
later celebrated in the Oscar-winning film La marche de l’empereur (March of 
the Penguins, 2005) and which has come to symbolize Antarctica’s climactic fra-
gility (figure 10). Another traverse took the men to Cape Denison, where they 
found the huts that Mawson had erected forty years earlier on his Australasian 

FIGURE 10.  Procession of Emperor penguins and chicks, Pointe Géologie 
archipelago, 1957 (Archipôles, IPEV).
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Antarctic Expedition. When the Frenchmen arrived at Mawson’s base after a 
two-day-long sled journey, “with emotion, we contemplated this place which it 
seemed we had known forever, so many times we had read and re-read about 
it.” 62 While Mawson’s astronomy hut had survived the elements, the rest of the 
buildings were partially destroyed, and the huge cross erected as a memorial to 
Belgrave Ninnis and Xavier Mertz, who perished on the Far Eastern Party sled 
expedition, had lost its crosspiece. Breaking into the collapsed living quarters 
with sledgehammers, the French team enjoyed a veritable feast: plum pudding, 
French-style peas, rhubarb, and strawberry jam. Before returning, they repaired 
the cross and lashed Mawson’s Nansen-style sled—still in perfect condition—to 
their dogsleds to bring back to Port-Martin.

Expéditions polaires françaises maintained continual presence in Terre Adé-
lie from January 1950 until January 1953 with three successive expeditions.63 
Each austral summer, a new team and new supplies arrived by ship, and the old 
team rotated out and returned to France. The goals of the expeditions were four-
fold: to reassert French sovereignty over Terre Adélie, to establish and occupy a 
French base, to explore and map the coastal regions and border of the ice sheet, 
and to conduct scientific research in the territory. This represents the first French 
effort to use presence and science to strengthen its Antarctic claim. In addition 
to the scientific program at Port-Martin, the teams covered over seven thousand 
kilometers with dogsleds and with the Weasels that had so captured Victor’s 
imagination during the war, pushing as far as three hundred kilometers into the 
continent’s interior. By naming each expedition leader as an official representa-
tive of France, the government, too, lent political weight to the expeditions. After 
Liotard returned to France, this position was conferred on Michel Barré, René 
Garcia, and Mario Marret in turn. As such, France’s territorial claim in the Ant-
arctic was reinforced by three years of continual presence and the knowledge 
that scientific discoveries, investigations, and expeditions bring. From the point 
of view of international law, the manifest interest shown by France in the terri-
tory, as evidenced by the deployment of state authority in the form of funding, 
official representatives, postal and telegraphic services, and environmental au-
thority all worked together to demonstrate effective occupation.

Following Victor’s vision of modern polar work, the Expéditions polaires 
françaises teams were designed to prioritize scientific work: there was a separa-
tion of roles between the scientists, whose job it was to focus on their research, 
and the polar technicians, who were there to make everything go smoothly for 
the scientists. “Not so many years ago, the only polar problem was survival,” 
wrote Marret, the last expedition leader, in 1953: “Today, the role of polar tech-
nicians is to make the scientists forget about this vital problem.” 64 This ex-
tended far beyond the mechanics of making things work: Expéditions polaires 
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françaises also put time and effort into those details that make life in a remote 
and difficult environment less demanding. Particular attention was paid to 
meals, which were prepared to French standards by a dedicated cook. In the 
winter of 1951, the cook, Raoul Desprez, went so far as to make a cake deco-
rated with a sugar model of the Port-Martin base (figure 11). By providing not 
only proper meals but also using pleasures of the palate to boost morale, De-
sprez and the other cooks who served in Terre Adélie in the early 1950s were 
seen by the scientific personnel as critical to maintaining good relations among 
the overwinterers. Still, technological progress was far from an unbroken line: 
while Victor was using airplanes to support his expeditions in Greenland at 
this time—as he had dreamed of doing at the end of the war—this proved less 
feasible in Terre Adélie, an example of geography and logistics limiting the use 
of technology.

FIGURE 11.  Raoul Desprez (cook) and Michel Barré (expedition leader) 
contemplating a cake decorated with a sugar model of Port-Martin, 1951 
(Roger Kirschner, Archipôles, IPEV).
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But in the early hours of 23 January 1952, Port-Martin’s workshop caught fire. 
Unable to tame the flames, the men could only watch as gale-force winds fed 
the raging fire. Flames and black smoke engulfed the main building, bursting 
out the windows and pushing through the roof (figure 12). In just thirty min-
utes, the living quarters, workshop, garage, and machine shelter were destroyed: 
the base was reduced to metal frames, blackened and heaped on the rocks, a large 
oven leaning drunkenly atop. No men or dogs were injured, and the men man-
aged to save their scientific results, but little else could be salvaged from the 
wreckage. In this, the team was lucky: fire was a huge and often fatal risk at 
wooden Antarctic bases of the era, and just a few years earlier two men had been 
killed when a British base on the tip of the Antarctic Peninsula burned down. 
In a second stroke of luck, the supply ship Tottan, which had brought the third 
team just weeks before, was still nearby and was able to evacuate most of the 
men. Expéditions polaires françaises had been forced to lease the Tottan, a 
trawler, from Norway after falling out with the French Navy. Small, cramped, 
and without much in the way of cargo space, the Tottan was ill-suited in all ways 
except cost: at 60 million francs, it was much less expensive than any other op-
tion. The men from Expéditions polaires françaises quickly grew fond of the 

FIGURE 12.  The Port-Martin base burns, 23 January 1952 (Roger Kirschner, 
Archipôles, IPEV).
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Norwegian crew, whose taciturn manner and liberal consumption of aquavit 
they admired. That the Norwegians had none of the French Navy’s disgruntle-
ment with the Antarctic mission, too, helped. While Victor pointed out the dis-
advantages of relying on a foreign ship to access a French territory from the 
perspective of sovereignty, the French government was preoccupied by more 
acute problems.65 It was only later that lack of independent access would come 
to be seen as a threat to French sovereignty over the territory.

Even with the base in ruins, the idea of losing the overwinter was anathema 
to many of the men, and especially to experienced polar hand Mario Marret, 
who saw presence in Terre Adélie as the linchpin for the legitimacy of France’s 
claim. Marret was also repulsed by the idea of failure: “Morally, the image of 
our return to France, the mission not accomplished, leaving in place a base razed 
by fire, seemed intolerable to me,” he wrote.66 After all, this was a time when the 
French still felt it necessary to emphasize Charles Wilkes’s dishonesty in his claim 
to first sighting.67 Still, with Port-Martin demolished, means were limited. While 
the bulk of the third expedition team was forced to leave aboard the Tottan, seven 
men led by Marret remained for a full year at a secondary base on Île des Pé-
trels, seventy kilometers away from Port-Martin in the Pointe Géologie archi-
pelago. The island had been named during an earlier overwinter for the many 
snow petrels that nested there, and a small base had deliberately been situated 
there so as to be near the Emperor penguin rookery discovered in 1950. The 
wooden base, built and provisioned for four men, was cramped and uncomfort-
able with seven, but Marret proved to be an exceptional if unconventional 
leader. A young anarchist, during the war he served in the Resistance as a radio 
operator for the US Office of Strategic Services in Algeria before being infiltrated 
into France, where he was captured in the spring of 1944. Four months later, he 
was exchanged for two Abwehr agents. Marret joined Expéditions polaires fran-
çaises as a radio operator, first venturing to the polar regions during the 1948 
summer campaign in Greenland. He then joined the first French expedition to 
Terre Adélie and, with the death of the cinematographer Jacques-André Martin 
at sea, he took over the filming tasks and found a calling. His first short film, 
Terre Adélie, which narrated the overwinter of 1950, won a prize at the 1954 Ven-
ice Biennale.68 Another film, recorded during the Île des Pétrels overwinter, 
focused on the Emperor penguin rookery: documenting the penguins’ life cy-
cle, detailing their social and breeding habits, and capturing their sounds—the 
first time their extraordinary full winter breeding cycle had been recorded.69 
Marret was also uncannily skilled in polar techniques, able to repair just about 
any piece of broken equipment, a skill he put to good use during his year on Île 
des Pétrels.
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When Marret and his men left Terre Adélie at the end of their overwinter in 
January 1953, there was no team to replace them: the government had declined 
to provide money to rebuild the Port-Martin base. After three years, French pres-
ence in Terre Adélie ended. With no idea when France might mount another 
Antarctic expedition, Marret and his men arranged some dried flowers, candles, 
and a welcoming note in their small base before leaving abroad the Tottan. The 
funding promise of 1947 had been on a one-time basis, and the government had 
neither the inclination nor desire to extend it.70 This underlines the general lack 
of interest in Terre Adélie in France at the time. Victor’s lobbying efforts—he 
met with the French president, arranged elaborate public welcomes for each re-
turning ship, and hosted film soirées in France, Britain, and the United States—
did not bear fruit this time.71 This was because of other, significant pressures on 
the government as well as growing resentment in the upper echelons of the navy 
toward Expéditions polaires françaises. The navy had never been enthusiastic 
about the Antarctic mission, only coming on board reluctantly in 1947, and was 
particularly unhappy with the mission’s broad scientific remit. This attitude was 
incomprehensible to Expéditions polaires françaises, which remained prickly 
toward the navy, the result of simmering resentment over the time it took to re-
pair the Commandant Charcot’s motors in the autumn of 1948. When the rise 
of hostilities in Indochina put pressure on the military’s budget in 1950–1951, 
the Antarctic fell off the bottom of the navy’s priority list.72 The Ministry of 
National Defense concurred, arguing that all Antarctic funding should be 
shifted to Vietnam.73 The lack of any urgency on the part of the government 
was also due to the absence of any clear or direct threat to Terre Adélie. Never 
did the French find themselves in the same situation as the British expedition 
that arrived at the Antarctic Peninsula’s Hope Bay in 1952 to find an Argentin-
ian naval party already present, firing guns over their heads and ordering them 
to leave.

Already at odds over the failure of the first mission and the costs of the Com-
mandant Charcot, the navy sought to end its partnership with Expéditions po-
laires françaises on the basis that sovereignty had been reasserted in Terre Adélie 
and thus that the mission was complete. This way of thinking was antithetical 
to Victor, who saw continual presence as the only method of ensuring that sov-
ereignty. Soon, tensions between the Expéditions polaires françaises team and 
the naval personnel were palpable. It did not help that Victor lost one of his best 
contacts in the armed forces, General Delaye, when he was sent to Indochina.74 
In August 1951, the Service hydrographique de la marine ordered the navy to stop 
all work for the Antarctic expeditions and to recuperate the navy’s instruments 
and equipment from the Commandant Charcot.75 The navy then disposed of the 
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Commandant Charcot and refused to put any more personnel to Expéditions po-
laires françaises’ disposition. More broadly, the armed forces as a whole began 
turning down Victor’s requests for equipment, explaining that they had to put 
Indochina and French North Africa first and no longer had excess capacity for 
the Antarctic. From then on, for decades, Expéditions polaires françaises would 
lease foreign ships to access Terre Adélie.

Victor and Expéditions polaires françaises had other critics, too. In the early 
to mid-1950s Victor found himself in a feud with R. Pierre Lejay, an influential 
Jesuit geophysicist. The son of a navy rear admiral, Lejay entered the Society of 
Jesus in 1915 and was ordained in 1926; he also earned a doctorate in mathe
matics at the Sorbonne. Soon, Lejay left France for China, where he worked at 
and then directed the ZiKaWei observatory near Shanghai. Operated by the Je-
suit Fathers of the French Province, ZiKaWei was at the time the largest private 
meteorological organization in the world, connected to a network of stations 
spanning from Siberia to Manila to Guam.76 There, Lejay’s interests included ge-
odesy, meteorology, the high atmosphere, and radiotelegraphy. Most ambi-
tiously, he conferred with General Chiang Kai-shek about the feasibility of 
mapping the whole of China, something Lejay thought possible to accomplish 
within five years owing to his technical inventions.77 After the war, Lejay re-
turned to France and became active in Parisian scientific circles: he was named 
director of the Ionospheric Bureau and president of the National Center for Grav-
imetric Studies, and elected as a member of the prestigious Academy of Sciences. 
He was deeply unimpressed with Victor and Expéditions polaires françaises, 
which Lejay thought spent too much money, were poorly organized, and con-
ducted inadequate scientific work. When he was named president of Expéditions 
polaires françaises’ scientific commission, Lejay became an opponent close to 
home. This conflict would come to a head during France’s preparation for the 
International Geophysical Year of 1957–1958.

Even in the period from 1948 to 1953, it was a struggle for Expéditions po-
laires françaises to access the funds it had been promised. The second and the 
third expeditions were on-again, off-again as funding transfers were repeatedly 
delayed, and the navy’s growing disinclination toward the enterprise caused 
enormous stress within Expéditions polaires françaises.78 The revolving door of 
Fourth Republic governments did not help, either: soon after Auriol granted Ex-
péditions polaires françaises his patronage in 1947, the ministerial instability of 
the postwar political system became clear. Government coalitions were undis-
ciplined and insecure, and the actions of the Communists after they left gov-
ernment led to social unrest, strikes, and violent clashes with the police. Steep 
rises in the cost of living further inflamed social conflict and unleashed riots. 
Sabotage on the Paris-Tourcoing rail line in late 1947 killed nearly twenty people. 
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Between political instability, social upheaval, labor disruptions, and the situa-
tion in Indochina, the Antarctic was far from the minds of the French political 
class. It was quiet threats such as that Liotard made in 1951 that kept the money 
flowing: in that year, Liotard wrote directly to the president, saying that his Aus-
tralian counterparts were showing interest in operating in Terre Adélie them-
selves and would fill any vacuum left by the French.79 The threat of annexation, 
it seemed, had not disappeared.

Likewise, there was no sustained interest in the Antarctic in the public sphere 
in the early 1950s. This was despite Victor’s efforts to publicize (and raise money 
for) Expéditions polaires françaises through film soirées, some of which were 
even attended by the president of the Republic. Brief spikes of interest, spurred 
by specific events, were the exception to this rule. There was a spike of public 
interest when Dumont d’Urville’s route logs from his Antarctic voyage were 
discovered in a private library in Isère. Dumont d’Urville, who died in the 
Versailles rail disaster of 1842, had left the logs with Clément Adrien Vincendon-
Dumoulin, his hydrographer. Vincendon-Dumoulin used the logs to compile 
the expedition’s official publications when he took over responsibility for docu-
menting the voyage after Dumont d’Urville’s untimely death. Left among his 
effects when he died in 1858, the logs resurfaced in late 1948, drawing a brief flurry 
of attention.80

There was a second spike of interest when Expéditions polaires françaises 
sought adoptive families for the sled dogs used in Terre Adélie. In late 1952, when 
it became clear that no funding was forthcoming for a new base and that French 
presence in the territory would have to end, Victor radioed Marret, asking him 
what he wanted to do with the dogs. Marret’s response was immediate: “Refuse 
to slaughter dogs which we will bring back STOP have confidence in you to find 
solution.” 81 The men were attached to the dogs, one of whom had been born on 
the Commandant Charcot and was bottle-fed at Port-Martin after its dam died 
in a storm, and dreaded the possibility of having to kill them. Victor launched 
an appeal on the radio and in newspapers throughout France to find adoptive 
homes for the dogs. “Lack of funding: The 25 Esquimo dogs of the Liotard ex-
pedition threatened with slaughter,” read the headlines. Twenty-four hours after 
the appeal went out, three thousand volunteers came forward: the problem was 
not finding new homes for the dogs but choosing among the many options. When 
Marret received the good news, it was, he wrote, “one of the happiest moments 
of our entire stay!” 82

But this interest was only sporadic. For the French public, activity in Terre 
Adélie was seen as a series of exciting but intermittent and discrete events, ones 
that generated intense but short-lived interest.83 This interest was spurred primar-
ily by media reports, themselves only irregular and fleeting. Reporter François 
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Courtet’s description of the French attitude toward Terre Adélie at the time as 
one of “total disinterest” was accurate.84 Still, the actions taken in this era laid the 
groundwork for supporting France’s claim to Terre Adélie: putting men on the 
ground, erecting bases, establishing an on-the-ground administrative presence, 
and building geographic and scientific knowledge about the territory. Together, 
these elements provided a foundation for legitimating the French claim in a 
geopolitical environment that was about to become much more heated.
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GROWING MATURITY

While Terre Adélie had been administered by Madagascar since 1924, by the 
mid-1950s this was no longer tenable. Between Madagascar’s move toward in
dependence and a growing desire to reaffirm French sovereignty over its most 
distant possession, Terre Adélie needed to be pulled closer to the Hexagon. The 
link with Madagascar had always been tenuous at best. While legal decrees tied 
the Antarctic territory to the Indian Ocean colony, in practice it was a fictional 
link: there was no geographic, historical, nor economic connection. Neither did 
Madagascar have the financial, logistical, or technical means to access Terre Adé-
lie or to establish an administrative presence there. After World War II, it be-
came harder to maintain with a straight face that Madagascar contributed to any 
real effective authority over Terre Adélie. The crux of the matter was made clear 
by Robert Bargues, the inspector general for Overseas France: “The administra-
tive attachment to Madagascar could seem, to a certain extent, theoretical,” he 
asserted in a speech in late 1950.1 With Expéditions polaires françaises’ expedi-
tions of 1949–1953, it became clear that Terre Adélie’s future lay not with an is-
land off Africa’s eastern coast but with polar experts in Paris. Madagascar’s 
Representative Assembly recognized the inherent problem and soon announced 
that it was in favor of the austral territories being detached from Madagascar 
and administered directly from the Hexagon.2

In Madagascar, too, the political situation was in flux. In late 1945, the Mou-
vement démocratique de la rénovation malgache (Democratic Movement for 
Malagasy Rejuvenation) began to push for independence in an early postwar 
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challenge to France’s colonial empire. By the spring of 1947, the nationalist 
movement was spreading across the island. It was violently repressed by eigh
teen thousand French forces who drew on weapons of terror—including torture, 
rape, and mass executions—to quash the uprising. Officially, 11,200 people were 
killed, but historians have estimated the real number to be much higher, possi-
bly as high as two hundred thousand.3 By early 1949, the nationalists were de-
feated and their leaders imprisoned. For a short while, it seemed that Malagasy 
independence had been thwarted. But with the Việt Minh victory in Indo-
china in 1954—after an eight-year war, financially and morally devastating for 
France—the potential independence of other French colonies became a politi
cal reality. France’s Socialist government passed the loi-cadre Defferre in 1956, 
transferring powers from Paris to French colonies in Africa. Named for Gaston 
Defferre, the overseas minister, the law introduced almost-universal suffrage: 
while Africans living in French colonies had become French citizens in 1946, 
the vast majority were deprived of the right to vote until the new law. The law also 
devolved power toward territorial assemblies and abolished the different electoral 
colleges for Europeans and non-Europeans. Still, it was designed not to encour-
age equivalence or decolonization, but as an “active attempt to renegotiate im-
perial policy and perpetuate French influence overseas” by transferring direct 
administration but retaining ultimate control.4 Regardless, the law’s reforms 
built the framework for Madagascar’s independence. The Malagasy Republic 
was declared in October 1958 and full independence was achieved in 1960.

Taken together, these events pushed the French government to question Terre 
Adélie’s attachment to Madagascar. Noting the growing international interest 
in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic regions, Bargues, the inspector general, called 
for the government in Paris “itself to directly exert its authority over these far-
away lands.”5 While the overseas minister, Louis Jacquinot, introduced legisla-
tion to this effect in 1951, the instability of Fourth Republic governments meant 
that nothing happened quickly. Finally, on 6 August 1955, Terre Adélie, together 
with France’s remote and uninhabited sub-Antarctic possessions (Crozet, Ker-
guelen, and the Îles Saint-Paul and Nouvelle-Amsterdam), were folded by law 
into a Territoire d’outre-mer, or overseas territory.6 The new territory, called 
Terres australes et antarctiques françaises (French Southern and Antarctic Lands, 
or TAAF), was headquartered in Paris.7 A legal entity with administrative and 
financial autonomy, funded through the Overseas Ministry, TAAF was managed 
by a chief administrator (administrateur supérieur) named by the Council of 
Ministers and charged with the powers of the Republic in the territory.8 The chief 
administrator was assisted by a consultative council made up of members named 
by the implicated ministries for periods of five years. This political and admin-
istrative setup was expressly designed for possessions with neither Indigenous 
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nor permanent populations. Since TAAF’s four districts had no electors, TAAF 
had no elected representatives in the French parliament.

The TAAF districts were linked by neither history nor geography nor climate: 
they included a slice of the Antarctic and a handful of archipelagos scattered in 
the southern Indian Ocean, some discovered by French and some by Castilian 
and Portuguese navigators. They were, however, linked by isolation and a lack 
of Indigenous inhabitants and permanent populations, as well as by their previ-
ous attachment to Madagascar. In terms of France’s overseas empire, they rep-
resented the ends of Earth. As François Garde, TAAF’s chief administrator from 
2000 to 2004, has noted, they were grouped together in 1955 as a marriage of 
convenience: given the need to transfer their attachment from Madagascar to 
Paris, it was simplest from an administrative point of view to keep the group of 
uninhabited possessions as one.9 Over the ensuing decades, the districts posed 
very different logistical, administrative, and legal challenges. Being grouped with 
the other districts in a single administrative bracket would later prove problem-
atic for Terre Adélie, when it was singled out as having the least economic 
potential.

The creation of TAAF in 1955 was also prompted by growing concern about 
France’s hold over its austral possessions. In an era of increasing international 
interest in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic, as well as sweeping geopolitical 
changes affecting the region and France’s overseas presence more broadly, the 
Fourth Republic felt compelled to reaffirm sovereignty over these districts for 
several reasons.

First, the wartime use of Kerguelen as a supply and rest station by the Ger-
mans highlighted the vulnerability of the austral districts. Early in the war, Ker-
guelen was visited by German auxiliary cruisers, which took advantage of the 
lack of human presence in the archipelago to repair their boats and replenish 
fresh water and food supplies. These incursions were only discovered when Aus-
tralia sent a naval ship to the islands in late 1941. After the war, Australia openly 
declared its interest in Kerguelen, prompted by the security implications of leav-
ing a vacuum. Starting in 1947, Australian scientific expeditions landed in Ker-
guelen, where they made magnetic observations and visited the abandoned 
French whaling station.10 The political rumblings of the previous decades resur-
faced. France needed to make a choice: establish permanent presence in Ker-
guelen or risk Australian annexation. The belief among high-ranking French 
officers that Kerguelen was strategically important pushed France to decide to 
establish presence there. These officers saw Kerguelen, situated equidistant be-
tween South Africa and Australia, as a strategically valuable waypoint for ships 
in an otherwise empty expanse of ocean.11 “The role of Kerguelen in controlling 
Atlantic-Pacific lines of communication in case of conflict will be essential,” 
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wrote Robert Genty, a French Air Force colonel seconded to the Ministry of Na-
tional Defence: “He who possesses Kerguelen will become master of sea and air 
links between the two big oceans and will control traffic in the southern Indian 
Ocean.”12 If France did not establish presence in Kerguelen, the French govern-
ment realized, either the Australians or the Americans would step in and take 
over. In 1949, France announced its intention to build a base in Kerguelen. 
Named Port-aux-Français, the base saw its first overwinter in 1951 and has been 
occupied ever since. For similar reasons, a base, named Camp-Heurtin, was built 
on Nouvelle-Amsterdam to serve both Nouvelle-Amsterdam and Saint-Paul.13

Second, the rapid loss of overseas territory during decolonization also pushed 
France to affirm sovereignty over its remaining possessions, including the re-
mote and unpopulated ones. As the colonial system was dismantled, it slowly 
became clear that the future of France’s overseas ambitions was going to look 
very different from the past. With Hồ Chí Minh’s decisive victory at the Battle 
of Điện Biên Phủ in 1954, France withdrew its forces from all its colonies in In-
dochina and relinquished all claims to territory on the Indochinese peninsula. 
In the same neighborhood, Laos and Cambodia had gained full independence 
a year earlier. In Africa and the Maghreb, where French influence had likewise 
reigned, the situation was similar. Pro-independence fighters in French Camer-
oun began a guerrilla war in 1955, leading to independence in 1960, while Mo-
rocco regained its independence from France in the spring of 1956. Of pressing 
concern to the Fourth Republic was the Algerian War, which began in 1954 and 
sparked a series of political crises in France, consuming the country for eight 
years.14 This war led to the collapse of the Fourth Republic and the return of 
Charles de Gaulle to power in 1958 before Algeria won its independence in 
1962—political events that would directly affect Terre Adélie. As these conflicts 
grew and their ramifications became clearer in the early to mid-1950s, there was 
a desire to pull together France’s remaining overseas territories, regardless of 
their size, remoteness, or population, and reaffirm sovereignty over them. For 
Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic islands, this meant a new administrative 
structure, governed from Paris, and legal attachment to the Hexagon, all of which 
was achieved through the creation of TAAF. While they did not form a large or 
politically significant portion of France’s overseas presence, the TAAF districts 
did, in their own modest way, help maintain France’s prestige and place in the 
world when its colonial empire was collapsing. By virtue of being devoid of In-
digenous inhabitants, too, the TAAF districts floated above the thorny problem 
of how to reconcile the Algerian War with the idea, so intrinsic to French iden-
tity, of the mission civilisatrice.

Finally, rising international interest in the Antarctic after World War II also 
forced France to reconsider Terre Adélie’s status. Beginning with Operation 
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Highjump in 1946–1947, the United States made clear its ambitious plans for the 
white continent. Operation Highjump provided Expéditions polaires françaises 
with thousands of aerial photos of Terre Adélie—photos that, while not of prac-
tical use due to technical problems, were still a sharp reminder that France lacked 
any aerial capacity in Antarctica. Being outperformed by the United States in 
terms of creating maps and developing terrain knowledge did not bode well for 
France’s claim to sovereignty. The sheer scale, ambitious nature, and technologi-
cal superiority of Operation Highjump and its successor, Operation Windmill, 
made the French expeditions of the early 1950s seem small and insignificant.15 
This American activity in Antarctica, coupled with concurrent Argentine and 
Chilean expeditions as well as the British Falkland Islands Dependencies Sur-
veys, drew attention to the continent and the uncertain state of its sovereignty 
claims. By the mid-1950s, Norway, Sweden, Australia, and the USSR were also 
active in the Antarctic, and South Africa and New Zealand were making plans 
for the continent. While the French claim to Terre Adélie had been reinforced 
by the expeditions of 1949–1953, there was still a need to pull Terre Adélie closer 
to the Hexagon and to make clear France’s intention of retaining sovereignty over 
its slice of the Antarctic—and the creation of TAAF in 1955 served these ends.

In line with the motivation for its creation, TAAF had four principal missions: 
assuring French sovereignty, conducting scientific investigations, providing me-
teorological services, and inventorying and exploiting natural resources in its 
districts. As France had already formally claimed the districts and linked them 
administratively to the Hexagon, the next step in the assertion of sovereignty 
was presence: TAAF aimed to establish permanent French bases in every aus-
tral district. From the outset, these were envisioned as scientific bases in recog-
nition of the role of science in performing sovereignty in remote and uninhabited 
lands—something that had been encouraged by earlier international legal deci-
sions about other remote territories and that other claimant states, especially 
Britain, were making matter in the Antarctic. In Nouvelle-Amsterdam and Ker-
guelen, bases had existed since 1949–1950, providing homes for small, rotating 
teams of scientists. TAAF continued to support and expand these bases, includ-
ing setting up meteorological stations in conjunction with the Direction de la 
météorologie nationale. These stations relayed daily observations to France and 
to countries with interests in the Indian Ocean (namely, Australia and South 
Africa) and also conducted research in climatology and high-altitude physics.16 
But when TAAF was founded in 1955, neither Terre Adélie nor the Crozet ar-
chipelago had bases or, indeed, any French presence at all. In Terre Adélie, pres-
ence was soon reestablished thanks to the International Geophysical Year of 
1957–1958, while Crozet had to wait until early in the following decade. With re-
gard to TAAF’s resource mission, there was no discussion of resource exploitation 
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in Terre Adélie during TAAF’s early years. At this time, TAAF’s resource out-
look focused on the sub-Antarctic districts, where it included the exploitation 
of marine resources (algae, spiny lobster, and fish), attempts at sheep and rein-
deer farming (with reindeer imported from Lapland, in addition to the sheep 
that brought earlier from the Falklands by the Bossière brothers), and plans to 
harvest sea elephants for oil and bonemeal.17

The creation of a new administrative structure for Terre Adélie meant changes 
for Expéditions polaires françaises. Until 1955, Expéditions polaires françaises 
had a large degree of freedom in its activities. It was a private polar organization, 
something that differentiated it from all big polar programs in other countries. 
While Expéditions polaires françaises was reliant on government funds—it did 
raise funds privately, but its bipolar programs were too expensive to be sustained 
with private funding alone—it had been largely free from political considerations 
from its inception in 1947. This changed with the creation of TAAF. In 1955, 
TAAF became responsible for Terre Adélie, taking charge of the district’s ad-
ministration, facilities, budget, and planning, while Expéditions polaires fran-
çaises was transformed into a contractor carrying out work in the Antarctic. All 
funding for Terre Adélie now passed through TAAF, which exerted oversight 
over Expéditions polaires françaises’ budget. Expéditions polaires françaises was 
required to keep TAAF “constantly informed” about its activities and spending.18 
With respect to science, TAAF became responsible for conceiving of and devel-
oping annual scientific campaigns and long-term scientific projects in the Ant-
arctic and sub-Antarctic. Expéditions polaires françaises’ remit was to execute 
those programs by providing the necessary logistics, organization, transport, and 
infrastructure.19 As Expéditions polaires françaises became drawn into TAAF’s 
political orbit, its role, as the American Antarctic scientist and naval officer Leon-
ard LeSchack wrote, “changed from that of constituting essentially the entire 
French Arctic and Antarctic program to its present function of supplying the 
logistics for a larger, more developed, permanent program.”20 Paul-Emile Vic-
tor chafed at the new administrative structure, resentful of the divide between 
what he saw as Expéditions polaires françaises’ demotion within France and the 
organization’s stellar international reputation: in the mid-1950s, for example, 
both Japan and Belgium expressly used Expéditions polaires françaises as a 
model when designing their own national polar organizations, and the US mil-
itary even called on Expéditions polaires françaises to help solve scientific and 
technical problems.21 Tensions came to the surface as Victor pushed back against 
the new supervisory structures, repeatedly complaining to the French presi-
dency.22 While Expéditions polaires françaises remained a private organization, 
it no longer enjoyed the freedoms of its first eight years, and became more and 
more entangled with government structures.
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New Impetus: The International 
Geophysical Year
When TAAF was created in 1955, France had no base and no presence in Terre 
Adélie. After Port-Martin burned, there was no money forthcoming to build a 
new base and Victor’s dream of continual French presence in Terre Adélie was 
cut short. For TAAF, this presented a problem: without presence, there was no 
way of securing French sovereignty. TAAF saw science, and the presence and 
authority imparted by scientific bases, expeditions, and knowledge generation, 
as the chief means of performing sovereignty in its districts. Before long, a solu-
tion came in the form of the International Geophysical Year (IGY) of 1957–1958, 
which gave new impetus to French state interest in the Antarctic.

The IGY was an unprecedented global program of scientific data collection 
and observation, a cooperative effort of sixty-seven countries and thousands of 
scientists.23 Envisioned as a successor to the First and Second Polar Years, which 
took place respectively in 1882–1883 and 1932–1933, the idea for the IGY was 
first raised in the United States in the early 1950s. With the advent of comput-
ing, radar, and rockets, the scope of the project was expanded from the polar 
regions to encompass the geophysics of the globe as a whole. The timing—from 
1 July 1957 to 31 December 1958—was chosen to coincide with an expected max-
imum in solar activity. The Antarctic, a region of exceptional geophysical and 
geographical interest, formed a major component of the IGY: twelve countries 
were active on the white continent during the project. Britain, Argentina, the 
United States, and the USSR all installed seven or more stations. Hundreds of 
men and thousands of tons of material were brought to the Antarctic by ship 
and by plane, representing massive financial and logistical investment, one of 
the largest and most expensive scientific projects ever envisaged to that point.

The IGY’s chief aim was a coordinated, open, civilian program of concurrent 
data collection, analysis, and exchange across the globe to study geophysical phe-
nomena on a large scale. Equally, however, it was an international scientific en-
terprise operating outside of politics at a time of tension across East and West, 
an audacious project with deep implications for the production, circulation, and 
exchange of scientific data as well as for international relations. With the Ko-
rean Armistice Agreement in July 1953 and Joseph Stalin’s death earlier that year, 
the way was paved for scientific cooperation between the West and the USSR, 
and the IGY emerged as a respected and unifying project in the early Cold War. 
While this ideal was certainly not perfectly realized in practice, the level of in-
ternational cooperation seen during the IGY (such as friendly exchanges of sci-
entific personnel between the Americans and Soviets in Antarctica) was 
impressive given the geopolitical climate of the era.24 Particularly noteworthy 
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was that the Antarctic claimant states allowed other states unimpeded access to 
work in, and even build bases in, claimed territories—something almost un-
thinkable in other parts of the world. Political tensions were, unsurprisingly, 
not completely erased, something seen in particular in the depiction of territo-
rial claims on maps. The location of many Antarctic bases, too, was motivated 
not by scientific considerations but by political ones.25

While tensions over the Antarctic were in principle put to the side for the du-
ration of the IGY, in France the political reality of mass activity on the white 
continent could not be ignored. “It has been announced that the Americans will 
equip 50 boats, an air and submarine fleet, with an expeditionary corps of 10,000 
men, as well as colossal vehicles built to roll over the ice despite its cracks and 
chasms,” Revue des deux mondes, a respected cultural, literary, and current af-
fairs periodical, announced in 1955: “It is thus an enterprise that seems as po
litical as it is scientific.”26 Describing the IGY as a combination of “cooperation 
and rivalry” in Le Monde, Paul-Emile Victor pointed out that France needed to 
join the “crowd” making its way to the Antarctic or risk being excluded from 
the continent’s future.27 And as the writer Xavier Reppe reminded his country, 
France had a poor record of conserving the fruits of its explorers, having already 
lost Bouvet, Prince Edward, and Marion Islands, and having failed to protest 
when the British annexed the Antarctic Peninsula.28 As other countries made 
their interest in and ambitions for the Antarctic visible, the French government 
came to realize that France could scarcely stay out and hope to retain a claim to 
authority over a slice of the Antarctic pie. The lack of French presence in Terre 
Adélie since early 1953 took on new meaning: only with presence could France 
demonstrate sovereignty over this territory. Soon, the government committed 
almost 1.5 billion francs for the IGY, of which 900 million were earmarked for 
bases in Terre Adélie.29 This amount was widely criticized by scientists and in 
the media as being too low, leaving France at risk of being eclipsed by other coun-
tries with higher budgets, but it was grudgingly accepted as the best possible 
outcome given the enormous financial pressures of the situation in Algeria.30

In France, the Academy of Sciences took charge of preparations. These efforts 
were led by R. Pierre Lejay, the Jesuit geophysicist who had long been a vocal 
opponent of Victor and Expéditions polaires françaises. Lejay soon recruited 
Bertrand Imbert to head France’s Antarctic program for the IGY. During the 
war, Imbert had joined the Free French Navy, operating in North Africa and 
landing on the Normandy coast in June 1944, where his frigate, La Surprise, pro-
tected the American battleship Augusta from German attack. After a brief 
postwar stint in Indochina, Imbert was seconded from the navy in order to par-
ticipate in Expéditions polaires françaises’ expeditions to Terre Adélie. When 
he was contacted by Lejay, he cut short a hydrographical expedition in Morocco 
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to return to France. It was immediately clear to Imbert that only one organization 
in France had the logistical know-how to operate in the Antarctic: Expéditions 
polaires françaises. But for years Lejay had been combative toward Victor and 
his organization, criticizing them in Parisian political and scientific circles, ac-
cusing them of scientific and logistical shortcomings and of wasting public 
funds.31 Given his eminence, Lejay’s words carried weight, especially in the Acad
emy of Sciences, where he found sympathetic ears. There was also a feeling in 
the upper echelons of the academy that the private nature of Expéditions po-
laires françaises was problematic as it meant that the government lacked con-
trol over the organization. But practicalities settled the matter quickly: as Imbert 
pointed out, only Expéditions polaires françaises could get the job done. A con-
tract was soon signed stipulating that the Academy of Sciences would define the 
scientific work to be done while Expéditions polaires françaises would be respon-
sible for operations and logistics. The French Army was involved, too, lending 
Imbert heavy tracked vehicles for transport in Terre Adélie, the protracted ne-
gotiation of which made clear that Expéditions polaires françaises’ previous dis-
pute with the navy colored the way the entire French armed forces saw Antarctic 
endeavors.32

Imbert planned three expeditions to Terre Adélie for the IGY: a preparatory 
expedition in 1956, followed by two scientific expeditions from 1957 to 1959. In 
October 1955, the first team left France aboard the Norsel, packed to the brim 
with materials to build and supply two bases, as well as five tracked vehicles, an 
enormous tractor, and sleds. Wooden crates were piled every which way on the 
deck and no space, however small, was left empty. On the day of departure, gray 
and overcast, hundreds of family and friends lined Rouen’s concrete dock, the 
men dressed formally in suits and long coats, the women wearing hats, and the 
children stiff in school uniforms.33 As the Norsel’s Norwegian captain, Guttorm 
Jakobsen, sounded the ship’s horn three times, all the men assembled on the 
bridge for the departure. Robert Guillard, the leader of the preparatory expedi-
tion, was struck by the enormity of leaving his wife and infant son, Thierry, for 
over a year.34

Expéditions polaires françaises had been forced to lease the Norsel from Nor-
way after the split with the navy and the loss of the (in any case largely inade-
quate) Commandant Charcot. The Norsel had originally been built as an 
icebreaking tug for the Kriegsmarine by the German occupiers of Norway but 
was not finished before the end of the war. After the war, it was purchased by a 
Tromsø-based company and fitted out for sealing. Before being chartered by the 
French in 1955, the Norsel had visited the Antarctic as part of the Norwegian-
British-Swedish Antarctic Expedition (1949–1952) and the Falkland Islands De-
pendencies Survey (1954–1955). Known as Polarbussen (the Polar Bus), the ship 
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was scarred from its many encounters with the ice, neglected and sad in appear-
ance.35 But Imbert knew that its captain and his Norwegian crew had a stellar 
reputation. Still, that France was leasing a foreign ship to access Terre Adélie was 
a point of contention: why, Reppe asked, when the Americans, the Soviets, and 
the British owned massive polar icebreakers, did France “need to relegate her-
self to the last rank, by continuing to lease a foreign ship of 600 tons [which can 
only] transport twenty-five people and less than 200 tons of cargo?”36

After leaving Rouen, the Norsel called at Algiers, Aden, Melbourne, and Ho-
bart en route to Terre Adélie. Through the Suez Canal, it had a military escort 
due to ongoing tensions between France and Egypt. And when the ship reached 
the Red Sea, Captain Jakobson stopped to allow his passengers to bathe in 
the biblical waters. This preparatory expedition also marked Paul-Emile Vic-
tor’s first trip to the Antarctic. Victor, who had flown to Australia to avoid the 
months-long sea journey, joined the ship in Melbourne. Previously, Victor had 
been too involved in Expéditions polaires françaises’ work in Greenland to travel 
to Terre Adélie.

The Norsel arrived in Terre Adélie on New Year’s Day 1956, almost three years 
to the day since the last French presence in the Antarctic territory. The fourteen-
member team, led by Guillard, was tasked with building two bases and prepar-
ing them for the opening of the IGY on 1 July 1957. A veteran of the Resistance, 
Guillard had assisted in the liberation of Lyon and the campaign in Alsace. After 
the war, he entered the École militaire de haute montagne, where he specialized 
in the maintenance of tracked vehicles. During a sojourn in Austria to practice 
high-mountain parachuting, he met Victor. Recognizing Guillard’s technical ap-
titude, Victor asked the young man to join Expéditions polaires françaises. Be-
tween 1948 and 1951, Guillard spent nearly all his time in Greenland—but still 
he found time to become a national bobsleigh champion and compete for France 
at the 1952 Winter Olympics in Norway. Between his close friendship with Vic-
tor, his vast experience in polar environments, and his unparalleled technical 
know-how, Guillard was a natural choice to lead the preparatory team to Terre 
Adélie.

It took Guillard and his men two weeks to unload supplies from the Norsel 
by hand, laboriously, one item at a time, until a mountain of wooden crates sat 
upon the exposed rock, each one labeled in black stenciled lettering, an edifice 
of great curiosity for the many penguins who crowded around. Rather than re-
build at the hellishly cold and windy Port-Martin site, the new main base was 
situated at the site of Mario Marret’s old hut on Île des Pétrels, near the Emperor 
penguin rookery, a location with marginally calmer weather. The base was named 
Dumont-d’Urville in honor of the French explorer who had discovered the ter-
ritory. Upon arrival at the site, Guillard and Victor found Marret’s hut still in-
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tact, with the welcoming note, candles, and dried flowers left three years earlier, 
all atop a checkered green tablecloth. Thanks to the lessons of the Port-Martin 
fire, Dumont-d’Urville was built from prefabricated metal buildings erected on 
scaffolding over the irregular rock surface: fireproof, lightweight, and able to 
withstand the weight of snow accumulation. The base consisted of living quar-
ters, a workshop, a kitchen, a mess, a bathroom, a darkroom, a laundry room, 
and sleeping quarters, all kept warm—or at least tolerably warm—by fuel oil gen-
erators. In anticipation of the base being buried by snow, the windows were al-
most all in the roof (figure 13). Surrounding the main base were eleven small 
wooden shelters for scientific work, as well as a garage for maintaining the tracked 
vehicles and sleds.37

The preparatory team then transported a second, smaller base over the ice 
sheet to a site near the magnetic south pole, 320 kilometers south of the Dumont-
d’Urville base, in preparation for two three-man overwinters to take place dur-
ing the IGY. The base and supplies (including 360 kilograms of flour, 35 kilograms 
of lentils, 15 kilograms of carrots, 1,200 packs of cigarettes, and one game of 
Monopoly), a total of more than forty tons, were mounted on long skates and 
towed by Sno-Cats and Weasels, tracked vehicles specially built for polar condi-
tions. The team of seven men, led by Guillard, left Dumont-d’Urville in early 
October  1956 and only arrived at their destination at Christmas: ferocious 
weather prevented them from traveling for 100 of the 120 days of their traverse. 

FIGURE 13.  The first two buildings for the Dumont-d’Urville base, built for the 
International Geophysical Year, 1956 (Archipôles, IPEV).
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One-meter-deep sastrugis—snow dunes, as smooth as marble and as hard as 
rock, easily capable of breaking Caterpillar tracks—reduced the average speed 
to five kilometers an hour and the vehicles struggled to stay upright in the howl-
ing winds and uneven terrain.38 Guillard’s years of experience maintaining and 
repairing tracked vehicles proved essential to the traverse’s success. The immense 
difficulty of this overland traverse highlighted the lack of French aviation capac-
ity in the Antarctic: Imbert would have preferred to establish the inland base 
with air support, but he could secure neither an airplane nor the help of the Ar-
mée de l’air.39 This lack of aviation capacity would become a recurring theme 
over the following decades.

Arrival: snow as far as the eye could see in all directions, a white desert stretch-
ing to the horizon, not smooth but ridged and sculpted by the wind, rough 
edges throwing shadows helter-skelter, no indication other than from the sex-
tant that they were in the right place. To the Frenchmen, it was at once nothing 
and everything: the blankest of slates, the riskiest of endeavors, and the most 
necessary. Exhausted from the arduous traverse, the men still needed to build 
the base from prefabricated semicylindrical sections of sheet metal, a form de-
signed to withstand the pressure of snow accumulation, and dig out a 130 cubic 
meter hole by hand to accommodate it.40 When this was completed, the base, 
named Station Charcot, was slid gently into the hole by two Sno-Cats. During 
the first night, a blizzard hit, whipping snow like froth and completely burying 
the base. The following morning, only the two ventilation shafts and the radio 
masts, which reached several meters up into the air, were visible. Station Char-
cot looked like a submarine frozen into the ice (figure 14). Atop one of the masts 
flapped the French flag, a declaration of France’s presence in the deep interior 
of Terre Adélie. For the entirety of the IGY, the base could only be accessed via 
trapdoors in the roof.

Early in 1957, the second French team arrived in Terre Adélie. The voyage, 
again aboard the Norsel, had been long and dull: with the nationalization of the 
Suez Canal by Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser, the ship was forced to 
take the long route around, passing through the Panama Canal.41 The team of 
twenty-three men, led by Imbert, found their quarters uncomfortable, smelly, 
and cramped, and many suffered from weeks of seasickness. Upon arrival in 
Terre Adélie, they installed scientific equipment at the Dumont-d’Urville base 
and, with the official launch of the IGY on 1 July 1957, began a year of data col-
lection and studies. Their work was continued by the third team, which arrived 
in 1958, led by Gaston Rouillon, an alpinist and veteran of three expeditions to 
Greenland. The French scientific program included extensive work on high-
altitude circulation, katabatic winds, snow accumulation, ice thickness, mag-
netism, the high atmosphere and ionosphere, and south polar auroras.42 In the 
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FIGURE 14.  Station Charcot buried in the snow, 1957 (Archipôles, IPEV).

spirit of the IGY, the team at the Dumont-d’Urville base was also in daily radio 
contact with the Soviet teams at Mirny and the American teams at McMurdo, 
and weekly contact with the British, New Zealanders, and Australians.

Of the twelve countries who built bases in the Antarctic during the IGY, only 
three—France, the United States, and the USSR—dared to overwinter in the con-
tinent’s interior. For Imbert, the two overwinters at Station Charcot were not 
debatable: France needed to be present in the continent’s interior, a need as es-
sential for political considerations as for scientific ones. It was a risky endeavor 
with no chance of rescue should something go wrong over the long austral win-
ters, with their extreme cold temperatures, ferocious winds, and powerful bliz-
zards. Overwintering in the interior was meant to prove French capability on 
the great ice sheet, to demonstrate the success of made-in-France polar technol-
ogies, and to send a clear message about future ambition. Acutely aware that 
the United States and the USSR were investing much more heavily in the Ant-
arctic, Imbert and the Academy of Sciences saw Station Charcot as an essential 
symbol of France’s commitment to the white continent.43 The choice of location, 
too, was symbolic. By situating Station Charcot near the magnetic south pole, 
Imbert carved out a place for France in the landscape defined by the two super-
powers: the American interior station, Amundsen-Scott, was located at the geo-
graphic South Pole and its Soviet homologue, Vostok, at the southern pole of 
inaccessibility.44 Indeed, Station Charcot provides the quintessential example of 
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what Aant Elzinga calls the “siting of new research stations [based on] the po
litical need to demonstrate a presence.” 45 Entirely cut off from the rest of the 
world with no possibility of relief, escape, or help, the two teams of three French-
men endured twenty-four-hour darkness and temperatures that plunged to mi-
nus 40°C in their laboratory.46 Indeed, the project was so risky given the limited 
means at Imbert’s disposal that he had a hard time convincing his superiors to 
give it the green light. He did so by taking preparatory measures to the extreme: 
among other precautions, the men who were to spend the year at Station Char-
cot had their appendixes removed before they left France.47

Station Charcot was very much the poor man’s effort: whereas the United 
States and the USSR used airplanes and enormously long trains of tracked ve-
hicles to transport large teams of men and thousands of tons of material into 
the interior from their respective coastal bases of McMurdo and Mirny, the 
French effort was small and entirely dependent on small-scale land transport. 
These arduous traverses saw their passengers imprisoned for days on end in the 
vehicles while storms raged outside. With the motors off to save fuel, the cold 
was biting, and between the lack of visibility and howling blizzards, the men en-
dured extreme discomfort when venturing outside to relieve themselves. The 
French traverses were mentally trying—as were the overwinters at Station Char-
cot. Near misses included carbon monoxide poisoning and the only man with 
extensive medical training falling seriously ill. A windmill, which was supposed 
to generate electricity for lights and radio contact with Dumont-d’Urville, also 
failed catastrophically during the first winter. When he had not heard from Sta-
tion Charcot in weeks, Imbert, who was overwintering at Dumont-d’Urville, had 
to decide between sending out an overland rescue team in the heart of the polar 
winter—by any estimatation, an extremely risky proposition—or asking the 
Americans or Soviets for help. In the end, he did ask the Soviets for a reconnais-
sance flight over Station Charcot, but with no radio contact and perpetual dark-
ness, there was no chance of finding the station from the air. Even given the 
spirit of the IGY, this reliance on a foreign country to come to the help of French-
men in a French territory did not bode well for sovereignty. All this was a far 
cry from the American and Soviet interior stations with their sophisticated fa-
cilities, creature comforts, and air links to the coast. At Amundsen-Scott, lo-
cated at the South Pole, the Americans enjoyed barracks, a galley and mess hall, 
a photography lab, a chapel, a garage, and several buildings for scientific work.48 
There, the eight scientists were supported by another eight naval personnel. Still, 
the men at Station Charcot found ways of alleviating the harsh conditions of their 
overwinter: at midwinter, on 21 June 1957, they enjoyed a special dinner includ-
ing Tahitian punch, asparagus and ham, vol-au-vent, chicken, chocolate biscuits, 
fruit tart, coffee, and cognac.49
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Even though the IGY was designed to be apolitical, and there was tacit agree-
ment among the participating nations that political arguments over Antarctica 
were to be put to the side for its duration, still performances of sovereignty were 
common. In addition to flying the tricolore over the two bases, the French also 
issued several new postal stamps declaring their presence in Terre Adélie, erected 
plaques and monuments, and printed postcards and other paraphernalia high-
lighting the “French Antarctic” (figure 15). And in 1958, the French president, 
René Coty, received and congratulated Imbert and the members of his Antarc-
tic expedition, decorating them with the Étoile noire du Bénin for their contri-
butions toward rayonnement and France’s influence in the world.50 The choice 
of this award was carefully made, and represented Terre Adélie’s rising impor-
tance to France’s overseas stature in a time of rapid territorial loss.

French scientific work during the IGY cemented the country’s reputation as 
a powerhouse in Antarctic science—something that would bring benefits for 
decades to come. Most immediately, this status was recognized when, upon 
the creation of the Scientific Committee on Antarctic Research (SCAR) in 1957–
1958, the French geographer Georges Laclavère was elected as its first presi-
dent.51 But despite France’s scientific successes during the IGY, it ended in tragedy 
on 7 January 1959 when, just hours before the Norsel was due to arrive and trans-
port the third expedition team back home, the meteorologist André Prud’homme 

FIGURE 15.  A stamp issued by France for the International Geophysical 
Year—note Terre Adélie highlighted in the bottom left.
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disappeared in a blizzard while taking measurements only two hundred meters 
from the Dumont-d’Urville base. He was presumed drowned.

Toward the Antarctic Treaty
Far from being an isolated event, a self-contained year and a half of intense sci-
entific work, the IGY ultimately transformed Antarctic politics and laid the 
groundwork for the continent’s future management. At its best, the IGY offered 
a vision of Antarctica as a cooperative laboratory for scientific inquiry, a place 
of mutual advancement of human knowledge, even of friendship and peace. The 
idea of returning to the pre-IGY state of rising tensions in the Antarctic, espe-
cially given the enmity of the Cold War and the impact of the East-West divide 
on geopolitics, was far from desirable. The Antarctic stood out as a pristine en-
vironment, one of the least touched places on Earth, and there was a growing 
desire to protect it from becoming yet another site of military buildup.

Even before the IGY officially opened, there was already debate about what 
would follow. In December 1956, six months before the IGY got underway, the 
United States proposed a one-year continuation, and many participating coun-
tries readily agreed to extend their work and international cooperation for an 
additional year. In France, the possibility of an additional year led to a heated 
debate: Expéditions polaires françaises and many French scientists were in favor, 
but the government—the holder of the purse strings—was hesitant. There was 
also opposition from some scientists, led by Lejay, who were still unhappy with 
Victor’s hold over French polar science. With Lejay’s death in 1958, however, this 
opposition foundered. While the government had committed to fund France’s 
participation in the IGY itself, it had little interest in extending this support, 
especially given the financial burden of the war in Algeria. The funding for the 
Dumont-d’Urville base and Station Charcot had been intended to support ex-
peditions between 1956 and 1959, full stop. Indeed, the plan for the third and 
final expedition explicitly included closing the two bases and ending French 
presence in Terre Adélie. This was part of a broader state disregard for Terre 
Adélie, underpinned by a belief that the territory lacked the prestige of France’s 
other overseas possessions.52 Victor, still fuming from the abandonment of 
Terre Adélie after the Port-Martin fire, was furious at the thought that it might 
again be left bereft of French presence. He lobbied the government, arranging 
for meetings with the president and pressing his case, all in pursuit of an ex-
tended mandate.53 But it was not until pressure was applied from outside that 
Victor got his way.
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By the time of the IGY, the political situation in the Antarctic had changed 
significantly from the interwar years. While Britain, its Dominions, France, and 
Norway all made claims to Antarctic territory in the interwar period, the mas-
sive logistical difficulties of operating in such an inhospitable place meant that 
they installed no permanent facilities and conducted little or no activity in the 
claimed territories. Indeed, in France, the sheer difficulty of accessing Terre Adé-
lie was seen to justify complete absence from the territory. But this vision of the 
Antarctic Continent began to change during the war. The IGY then saw the in-
stallation of bases (some very sophisticated), the construction of ice runways and 
complex radio networks, and regular incursions of icebreakers and large cargo 
planes. Antarctic logistics, while still difficult, were no longer in the realm of the 
impossible. As such, the standards for effective occupation also changed. The clo-
sure of the French bases, Victor knew, would greatly weaken the claim to sover-
eignty over Terre Adélie.

At the same time, US president Dwight Eisenhower proposed an international 
conference to discuss the future of the Antarctic. Eisenhower addressed the 
eleven other countries active in Antarctica during the IGY: France, Britain, the 
USSR, South Africa, Belgium, Japan, Australia, Chile, New Zealand, Norway, 
and Argentina.54 “It would be desirable for countries who participated in the IGY 
Antarctic program to agree on a program to assure the continuation of success-
ful scientific cooperation,” said Eisenhower: “Such an agreement could also have 
the advantage of avoiding political rivalries, needless and undesirable on this 
continent, the waste of funds intended to defend isolated national interests, and 
the return of frequent international disagreements in this territory.”55 In this, 
the United States was strongly influenced by a desire to limit Soviet activity in the 
Antarctic, and saw internationalization as a peaceful and effective means of 
doing so. American officials were also motivated by the lack of any major miner-
als findings (or indeed any findings of economic significance at all) in the Antarc-
tic during the IGY, which suggested that the United States would not be missing 
out on an economic bonanza by pushing for internationalization.

From mid-1958 to mid-1959, at the height of the Cold War, the twelve 
countries—including the two rival superpowers—embarked on a marathon of 
over fifty meetings in Washington to define Antarctica’s political future.56 Rather 
than solving the thorny political problems facing the continent, the United States 
proposed freezing the legal status quo: no country would have to renounce its 
historic rights or claims and no country would be able to make new claims or 
accrue rights from its activities on the continent for the duration of the treaty. 
This careful structure protected the interests of all countries at the table despite 
a tripartite division of views on sovereignty. This division consisted of those 
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countries with mutually recognized claims to parts of the Antarctic based on 
discovery and territorial acquisition (Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, 
and Norway); those countries with mutually recognized claims based on inher-
ited territorial rights from the Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494, as well as geograph
ical proximity and continuity and related “natural rights” (Chile and Argentina); 
and those countries who had not made formal claims but who reserved the right 
to do so or were interested in possibly doing so.57 The United States and the USSR, 
in particular, saw the continent as a terra nullius, a land that belonged to no one. 
That the Argentinean and Chilean claims overlapped with the British claim fur-
ther complicated matters.

In order to prevent the continent from being pulled toward militarization, 
the United States also proposed to make the Antarctic a nonmilitarized and 
nuclear-free region—something that both supported long-term American inter-
ests and spoke to broader international concerns about the white continent. 
These proposals were deeply pragmatic: the two superpowers saw them as the 
best possible way of avoiding confrontation and, simultaneously, preventing 
the other from gaining any strategic advantage.58 The claimant countries saw 
the proposals as a solution to the impossibility of defending their claims by con-
ventional military means, should tensions reach that point. Further, an agree-
ment among the twelve, and especially an agreement built on science as a cohesive 
and unifying force, was a means of keeping outsiders (such as the United Na-
tions) out of the continent’s management. In short, the twelve countries involved 
came to believe that their interests in the Antarctic, disparate as they might be, 
would be best protected by a treaty along the lines of that proposed by Eisen-
hower. This is perhaps best summarized by the British diplomat John A. Heap, 
who wrote that the treaty was propelled not by altruism but by practical judg-
ments: “The parties gained little from [the Antarctic Treaty] but what they all, 
variously, have stood to lose without it made the exercise worthwhile.”59

With this stance, the United States made it clear that it was not going to pur-
sue any claim to territory in the Antarctic. By the 1950s, the United States only 
had two possible courses of action toward a claim: making a claim to the un-
claimed sector of the continent, widely seen as the least valuable region, or chal-
lenging other nations’ claims, all of whom were partners in important Cold 
War defense and security alliances. Further, if the United States were to make a 
claim, the Soviets would inevitably follow suit—not something the Americans 
wanted to encourage. And after the IGY, when the Soviets declared their inten-
tions to remain active in the Antarctic, the United States saw internationaliza-
tion as a solution to both the Soviet problem and American scientific aspirations.60 
In the balance of things, an agreement that the Antarctic would be used only 
for peaceful purposes and guaranteeing free access to the continent to Ameri-
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can scientists offered distinct advantages over a troublesome claim to the United 
States.

The American decision to not pursue a claim was also a reaction to the esca-
lating dispute between Britain (on one hand) and Argentina and Chile (on the 
other), whose Antarctic claims overlapped. Argentina laid formal claim to land 
in the Antarctic in 1942, when a military expedition placed a copper cylinder 
containing an official notice and a flag on Deception Island. This claim added a 
new dimension to the long-standing British-Argentine dispute over the Falkland 
Islands, leading to an increasingly acrimonious bilateral relationship and open-
ing the door to a complete breakdown in the Antarctic Peninsula region. The 
United States was left in the uncomfortable position of potentially having to 
choose between a significant European ally and important Latin American re-
lationships. As the dispute deepened, the specter of military confrontation in 
the Antarctic loomed. In this context, internationalization offered a peaceful so-
lution to the British-South American dispute in which the United States could 
maintain its desired neutrality.

The potential of a treaty for the Antarctic—something long-term and carry
ing international weight—changed the debate in France. In mid-1958, the Con-
seil de Cabinet decided, on recommendation from the Overseas Ministry, to 
permit one more year of work in Terre Adélie to coincide with the extension of 
the IGY. But the government’s commitment was restrained: it did not provide 
any substantial funding. Rather, money for the additional year came from Ex-
péditions polaires françaises, which had raised funds privately since its incep-
tion in 1947, primarily from the sale of photographs and books and from tickets 
to exhibitions, films, and speeches. The subsequent year was a reduced campaign 
with the simple goal of continuing the momentum of the IGY and hopefully 
bridging to permanent presence in the territory. The additional expedition, de
cided on at the last minute, had to be put together in a rush. A team of twelve 
men under the leadership of René Merle arrived in Terre Adélie in late Janu-
ary 1959. Their overwinter was difficult, defined by maintenance tasks and fix-
ing the scientific instruments that had been used continuously for two years, but 
they also managed to conduct some territorial reconnaissance and draw a geo-
logical map of Terre Adélie’s coastline.61

TAAF, too, was pushing for continued French presence in Terre Adélie, see-
ing presence as the kingpin for maintaining French sovereignty over the district. 
TAAF joined Victor’s lobbying effort, pressuring the government to commit to 
permanent presence. The left-wing media also called for the government to not 
pull out of the Antarctic so that, as Le Monde put it, “France [would] have a stron-
ger position during the discussion on the future of the Antarctic.” 62 The es-
teemed law professor René-Jean Dupuy summarized a growing feeling when he 
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wrote that France could only defend its claim to Terre Adélie by keeping the 
Dumont-d’Urville base open and demonstrating “real occupation” of the terri-
tory.63 Together, these voices argued that, with the continent’s future under in-
tense scrutiny, French sovereignty over Terre Adélie could not be assured by 
sporadic presence; rather, to guarantee its rights in Terre Adélie, morally, legally, 
and politically, France needed to commit to permanent presence.

With the return of Charles de Gaulle as prime minister in mid-1958 and then 
as president soon afterwards, these advocates found the political opening they 
needed.64 With its implications for prestige, overseas reach, and relations with 
the United States, French activity in Antarctica fit neatly into the Gaullist world-
view. Soon, motivated by the negotiation of the Antarctic Treaty and by grow-
ing American activity on the continent, de Gaulle committed France to continued 
and continuous presence in Terre Adélie.65 This decision was both a concrete step 
toward rebuilding France’s prestige and grandeur and part of his broader, sys-
tematic effort to distance France from the United States while remaining Cold 
War allies—a balancing act designed to underline France’s independence.

De Gaulle’s obsession with independence had its roots in both his complete 
dependence on Britain during the war and France’s dependence on the United 
States for postwar credit and reconstruction. It also stemmed from resentment 
of his treatment by Eisenhower and Roosevelt during the war and by the great 
powers immediately after the war. The allies took time to recognize the legiti-
macy of de Gaulle’s provisional government and France was invited neither to 
the September 1944 meeting of the new United Nations Security Council nor to 
Yalta in February 1945. Determined to rebuild a stronger, autonomous France, 
de Gaulle pushed for an independent nuclear deterrent, which would ensure 
France’s place as a permanent member of the UN Security Council and make a 
strong statement about French capability and sovereignty. It was also the basis 
for his 1966 decision to withdraw France from the North Atlantic Treaty Organ
ization’s integrated command structure and to demand that the United States 
remove its thirty bases and nearly thirty thousand troops from French territory.

In the wake of the Suez Canal crisis, de Gaulle was primed to distance his 
country from the United States as far as practically possible given the Cold War 
in all spheres, whether they be political, military, economic, or cultural. In the 
Antarctic context, de Gaulle deplored the idea of depending on the United States 
to affirm French rights in Terre Adélie—and the only way to prevent this, he 
agreed with Terre Adélie’s advocates, was with continual French presence. At 
the same time, de Gaulle was motivated by the desire for France to keep pace 
with other countries in the Antarctic: “France, which possesses Terre Adélie, 
cannot remain absent in a land where all her neighbors maintain numerous and 
permanent bases,” as one of his secretaries of state declared.66 In this respect, 
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too, de Gaulle was concerned about the United States’ immense financial and 
technological advantages in the Antarctic arena. Similar forces were at work 
when it became clear that the USSR would not vacate the Antarctic after the IGY. In 
practical terms, de Gaulle’s decision meant that the Dumont-d’Urville base would 
remain open and continually occupied by teams of French scientists and techni-
cians, managed and operated by TAAF and Expéditions polaires françaises.

Of central importance to de Gaulle was to restore France’s honor, grandeur, 
and rank among the great powers. While the idea of “grandeur” radiates through 
France’s past, the war and its aftermath—and especially decolonization—called 
into question the future of French identity.67 The gap created by the Vichy re-
gime during the war and the revolving-door governments of the Fourth Repub-
lic, beset by ministerial instability and political crises, threatened France’s status 
on the world stage—a status that was dear to the political landscape advanced 
by de Gaulle. And the winding down of the second empire forced the country 
to confront the tight link between grandeur and domination, to find new ways 
to showcase French prestige globally. During the war, the empire contributed in 
no small way to the liberation of the Hexagon, in strategic terms and by supply-
ing colonial troops—and after the war, when France was so weakened at home, 
the empire provided a basis for the country to reclaim its status as a world power. 
This is why, as soon as the war in Europe was over, France looked to rebuild its 
imperial presence in the Levant, Indochina, and Africa. But when de Gaulle re-
turned to power in 1958, that idea of France was finished. With the indepen
dence of significant former French colonies in the 1950s, and with the path set 
for Algerian independence, de Gaulle’s vision of France as a puissance mondiale 
moyenne (midsized world power) demanded a stronger hold over France’s re-
maining overseas possessions.

By the end of the 1950s, it was clear that the vision of the French state as a 
territorial entity that reached around the world—something intrinsic to the Fifth 
Republic’s 1958 constitution—was now dependent on smaller and more remote 
possessions such as Mayotte, Martinique, Djibouti, Réunion, New Caledonia, 
French Polynesia, and Terre Adélie.68 As Jean Chesneaux reminds us, these lands 
were “no longer seen as mere French possessions in the old colonial tradition 
but as intrinsic parts of France itself; they stand as terres de souveraineté, lands 
under French sovereign jurisdiction, a term dating back to the expansionist pol-
icies of Louis XIV.” 69 More and more, they became central to France’s influence 
and presence internationally. In this context, the four TAAF districts, with no 
Indigenous populations, stood out as secure overseas regions: remote, often over-
looked, and yet increasingly relevant to demonstrating France’s presence far from 
the Hexagon and to providing a basis for rebuilding French prestige unmarred by 
a colonial past. Indeed, as TAAF’s former chief administrator François Garde 
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has written, “In a deserted continent where the great tide of decolonization 
will never reach, the assertion of the tricolore is a discreet form of revenge on 
history.”70 By committing to continual French presence in Terre Adélie, de 
Gaulle offered a boost to his country’s national pride at a time of immense 
change, a way forward from what were widely seen in France as humiliating 
failures in Indochina and Algeria. In this context, Terre Adélie gained impor-
tance “in the eyes of all who want France to remain grande.”71

Victor capitalized on the sympathetic mind he found in de Gaulle, meeting 
with him several times to push his case and writing to him on a regular basis. 
De Gaulle was warm toward the dean of French polar exploration, disposed to 
his cause and also of practical help, pushing other ministries to do Victor’s bid-
ding and even occasionally conjuring up more money in response to Victor’s fre-
quent requests.72 De Gaulle also personally met with members of Expéditions 
polaires françaises at the Elysée palace and wrote letters to Victor and his teams 
at least annually congratulating them and showing his support for French Ant-
arctic presence.73

Negotiating a Future
During the negotiation of the Antarctic Treaty, which took place from mid-1958 
until the end of 1959, France’s interests were represented by Pierre Charpentier, 
who headed the French delegation in Washington. Trained in law, Charpentier 
joined the diplomatic service in 1929, serving in London, Moscow, and Rabat 
before the war. A Resistance fighter and member of the Forces françaises de 
l’intérieur (French Forces of the Interior) during the war, Charpentier was again 
posted to Moscow in 1944. Over the next decade, he worked at France’s embassy 
in Romania and led the French delegation to the Organization for European Eco-
nomic Co-operation as well as France’s trade negotiations with the USSR before 
being named ambassador to Greece. By the time the Antarctic Treaty negotia-
tions opened, Charpentier was a senior diplomatic adviser to the French 
government.

Led by Charpentier, France came out fully in favor of military neutralization 
and scientific cooperation in the Antarctic. Military neutralization appealed to 
France for the same reasons it appealed to the other countries at the table: it re-
moved both a set of potential threats to Terre Adélie and the intractable ques-
tion of how the territory might be defended militarily. For France, too, whose 
Antarctic presence had essentially never had a military component, a demilita-
rized continent was a hedge against any future Operation Highjump. And the 
idea of Antarctica as a continent dedicated to science was appealing to France 
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given the country’s scientific successes in the early 1950s and during the IGY: 
with science as currency, the French would be rich in Antarctic terms, able to 
project authority and command respect. Charpentier pointed, too, to the politi
cal will in France to increase scientific cooperation in the Antarctic, another 
means of pushing back against American hegemony. In this respect, Expéditions 
polaires françaises’ focus on science in the early 1950s was vindicated, while the 
French Navy’s position seemed ill-thought-out.

More difficult for the French negotiators was the concept of sovereignty in 
Antarctic space. For Charpentier and his political masters, French sovereignty 
over Terre Adélie was written in stone, stretching back to Dumont d’Urville’s 
discovery of 1840. Pointing to de Gaulle’s commitment to continual presence, 
Charpentier noted that “the French Government is proud, in addition to having 
indisputable historical claims, to be able to rely on a permanent occupation.”74 
The idea of relinquishing or weakening that sovereignty was anathema to the 
government, which saw France’s slice of the Antarctic pie in the larger context 
of French overseas possessions and ambitions. But it was equally clear that any 
treaty would have to balance the positions of claimant and non-claimant states, 
something that could only be done by acknowledging but not fully recognizing 
existing territorial claims.

Tasked with winning the French over to the idea of “freezing” sovereignty 
claims, the US State Department legal adviser Herman Phleger and diplomat 
Paul C. Daniels spent considerable time negotiating with their French counter
parts in the months leading up to the conference. Determined not to weaken 
France’s claim to Terre Adélie, the French remained resolute.75 Three days be-
fore the Washington Conference on Antarctica opened, Charpentier called on 
Phleger and Daniels and declared that France would “under no circumstances” 
agree to an article that inhibited the recognition of France’s claim to Terre Adé-
lie: “On the highest levels it had been decided that French sovereignty in Ant-
arctica should not be prejudiced by any treaty which provided that the other 
parties reserved their position that such claims were not recognized,” declared 
Charpentier.76 Charpentier delivered the same message to Richard Casey, the 
Australian minister for external affairs and head of Australia’s delegation to the 
conference.

As the negotiations progressed, Charpentier maintained this stance, calling 
for the freezing of sovereignty claims proposed in the draft treaty text to be di-
luted since it “implied a legal negation of France’s rights in Antarctica and was, 
therefore, unacceptable to France.”77 On this, however, he found himself alone: 
other national representatives, including from Britain, the United States, 
Australia, Norway, and the USSR, believed that altering the draft text would 
upset the delicate balance between claimant and non-claimant states—a balance 
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being tested on other fronts at the same time.78 France’s intransigence was due 
to both an unyielding position on sovereignty and uncertainty over the consti-
tutionality of signing a treaty weakening any claim to sovereignty. France, the 
state with the smallest claim, was proving the least flexible of the participants. 
As he wrote in his diary, Casey feared the French position would “destroy the 
conference and treaty.”79

When Charpentier privately made it clear that any change in the French po-
sition would have to be taken up at the highest levels of government, Casey did 
just that. Complaining personally to the French foreign minister, Maurice Couve 
de Murville, Casey warned him that by proving the least flexible of all the par-
ticipating countries, France was playing at ruining the entire treaty conference.80 
His case was helped by the chief of Soviet Antarctic expeditions and president 
of the USSR’s geographical society, who chose that moment to describe French 
sovereignty over Terre Adélie as “imagined.” 81 Indeed, it was the Soviet threat 
that finally won the French over: as Casey pointed out to Couve de Murville, a 
freezing of claims was the best way of countering Soviet ambitions in the Ant-
arctic, which might include claims to any sector, including Terre Adélie. Aus-
tralia was especially provoked by the USSR’s decision to open research stations 
in the Australian Antarctic sector, which stoked fears that the Soviets would es-
tablish secret missile bases from which they would be able to threaten major 
Australian cities—fears Casey enunciated clearly to the French.82 As other coun-
tries piled on, ultimately isolating the French, the die was cast. Couve de Mur-
ville wanted neither to lose out to the Soviets nor for France to be blamed for a 
failed treaty conference. Charpentier’s instructions were reversed and, after in-
sisting on small changes to the article’s language, he announced that France was 
willing to agree to a freezing of claims. France also succeeded in having French 
included as one of the four official treaty languages, along with English, Rus
sian, and Spanish—a reassurance of prestige with which Norway, also a claim-
ant state, had to do without.

The Antarctic Treaty was signed in Washington on 1 December 1959 and en-
tered into force in June 1961. The treaty banned all military measures, includ-
ing bases, fortifications, maneuvers, and weapons tests south of the 60th parallel 
(with an exception for logistical presence). It also enshrined Antarctica as a land 
of open scientific investigation and maintained the legal status quo of sovereignty 
claims in their present state for the duration of the treaty. The article pertaining 
to sovereignty, Article IV, reads as follows:83

1.	 Nothing contained in the present treaty shall be interpreted as:

(a)	 a renunciation by any Contracting Party of previously asserted rights 
of or claims to territorial sovereignty in Antarctica;
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(b)	a renunciation or diminution by any Contracting Party of any basis 
of claim to territorial sovereignty in Antarctica which it may have 
whether as a result of its activities or those of its nationals in Antarc-
tica, or otherwise;

(c)	 prejudicing the position of any Contracting Party as regards its 
recognition or non-recognition of any other State’s right of or claim 
or basis of claim to territorial sovereignty in Antarctica.

2.	 No acts or activities taking place while the present treaty is in force shall 
constitute a basis for asserting, supporting or denying a claim to 
territorial sovereignty in Antarctica or create any rights of sovereignty in 
Antarctica. No new claim, or enlargement of an existing claim, to 
territorial sovereignty in Antarctica shall be asserted while the present 
treaty is in force.

This article is often called the “miracle” of the Antarctic Treaty, as it allows 
states with conflicting interests to interpret its meaning to suit their purposes. 
It is precisely on this basis that France was able to accept it: France has consis-
tently interpreted Article IV as in no way weakening its claim to Terre Adélie. 
Charpentier made this point clearly at the end of the negotiations, asserting that 
“on the occasion of signing the Antarctic Treaty, the Republic of France reaf-
firms the sovereignty that she exerts over Terre Adélie.” 84 In France, the treaty 
was also interpreted as respecting the historical actions of Antarctica’s early dis-
coverers, in particular Dumont d’Urville, and hence as lending support to 
France’s claim.85 Since signing the treaty, France has consistently maintained that 
“in signing and ratifying the Antarctic Treaty the claimant States have in no way 
renounced their sovereignty and that this is especially true of France in respect 
of Terre Adélie,” as the government put it to the United Nations in 1984.86 In 
this narrative, the major discontinuities in France’s Antarctic activity (which 
reached 110 years between discovery in 1840 and the next visit in 1950) do not 
figure at all; rather, in the French perception of the territory, the country is seen 
as having a long, proud, historic Antarctic tradition. This construction of an 
identity narrative is enabled by the lack of any competing narrative: Terre Adé-
lie has neither an Indigenous population nor direct territorial competitors of-
fering an alternative view.

In practice, France has held that continual presence in Terre Adélie is the 
third essential step, after discovery and formal claim, for sustaining and justi-
fying the territorial claim.87 With this in mind, France has maintained contin-
ual occupation at the Dumont-d’Urville base from 1956 to the present day. This 
occupation has focused on scientific research, illustrative of the ways in which 
science has become the lens through which Antarctic legitimacy and influence 
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are measured.88 Nonetheless, the treaty has had practical impacts on France’s 
governance of Terre Adélie, including preventing the French state from en-
acting regulations affecting foreign nationals. Since signing the treaty, France 
has been actively engaged in the Antarctic Treaty System, assuming a leadership 
position, determined to maintain an authoritative voice in Antarctic affairs and 
particularly in shaping how Terre Adélie is perceived internationally.89 The ATS 
is paramount to French national interests in the Antarctic: it offers France a po
litical structure through which its claim is stabilized and protected, and it is the 
mechanism by which France feels best able to wield authority over Terre Adélie 
itself and the management of the continent more broadly. The ATS also gives 
France another power base in Antarctic affairs, one that in some senses coun-
teracts France’s lack of geographic connection to the continent.

The Calm before the Storm
Underpinned by new commitment, the 1960s saw a steadiness and maturity in 
French Antarctic affairs. The Antarctic Treaty provided a path for the continent’s 
future, making it clear that science would play a predominant role, and science 
was one of France’s strengths in the region. Activities in Terre Adélie shifted from 
individual scientific projects and campaigns to long-term plans, from tempo-
rary facilities to a better-built and -equipped base. But the decade was also 
marred by tensions over logistics and Terre Adélie’s administrative situation.

Designed for the IGY, the Dumont-d’Urville base was originally built with a 
three-year lifetime in mind. It was adequate for those purposes, but by no means 
suited for larger groups over longer periods. Once the stamp of permanence was 
given to French presence in Terre Adélie, the base needed to be rethought. Im-
proved unloading facilities, including a road between the ship’s docking place 
and the base, were urgently needed: through the IGY, the supply ships were 
loaded and unloaded by hand over rocky, unprepared terrain, a time-consuming, 
arduous, and inefficient affair. Victor quickly drew up detailed, long-term in-
frastructure plans for proper dockside facilities, a road, a quay, a vehicle garage, 
larger living quarters, and new scientific laboratories.90 He envisioned a base ca-
pable of comfortably hosting forty people over the winters and twice as many 
during the austral summer crossovers, suited for the climate, pleasant rather 
than utilitarian—all in keeping with his view that polar expeditions had entered 
a modern scientific age, one that left the hardships of the earlier era of adven-
turing behind.

Victor’s plans were soon approved by his government masters and work be-
gan in earnest in the summer of 1962. That season, the scientific program was 
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reduced in order to maximize progress on infrastructure. Priority was given to 
new generators to more than quintuple the base’s power capacity and to scien-
tific facilities for the upcoming International Years of the Quiet Sun (1964–1965). 
Over the following two years, new laboratories were built for meteorology, mag-
netism, seismology, cosmic rays, and natural radioactivity. A bar, foosball table, 
discotheque, and library (complete with comfortable leather chairs and thou-
sands of books and magazines) were added, and the inadequate unloading fa-
cilities were transformed with a wharf, five-ton crane, and proper road.91 Aware 
of the challenges of isolated overwintering in small groups in a harsh climate, 
Victor also capitalized on physical infrastructure decisions to improve mental 
health on the base through the long, dark winters—for example, designing the 
living quarters to be homey rather than institutional and calling for the per-
sonnel to have individual bedrooms. Expéditions polaires françaises had also 
long insisted that overwinterers be able to be in telegram contact with their 
families back home at minimal expense.92 In late 1966, a sleek, modern kitchen 
was installed, part of a broader effort to make meals a source of pleasure. The 
stainless-steel kitchen, with humungous ovens, neatly stacked crockery, and 
copper pans hanging from wall hooks, was the domain of a dedicated chef. 
“Everyone knows that in France, appetizing meals are indispensable for main-
taining morale,” wrote the newspaper Le Monde in an approving article, noting 
that suppers at Dumont-d’Urville included gratin dauphinois, veal marengo, 
and Camembert.93

On the ground, this infrastructure work was overseen by Christiane Gillet, 
Expéditions polaires françaises’ chief engineer and one of the first women to par-
ticipate in expeditions to both polar regions. Gillet, who designed the French 
Jarl-Joset station in Greenland as well as much of the new construction at 
Dumont-d’Urville, had both the technical aptitude and mechanical abilities to 
hold her own in an otherwise exclusively male environment. While other coun-
tries forbade women from the Antarctic at this time (the British Antarctic Sur-
vey, for example, took until 1983 to allow women to participate in its field 
programs), Gillet’s presence in Greenland and Terre Adélie was not so much a 
result of French gender or workplace policy as of the fact that Victor and Ex-
péditions polaires françaises considered her indispensable.94 But while Gillet 
headed Expéditions polaires françaises’ technical section from 1956 until 1998, 
still she was forbidden from overwintering in the Antarctic, something only 
opened to Frenchwomen in the 2000s.

Through the 1960s, the maturation of France’s place in the Antarctic can be 
seen through funding, science, logistics, international cooperation, and admin-
istration. Economic growth at home meant that money was available to support 
extensive work at the Dumont-d’Urville base—even if the amount provided was 
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never enough to satisfy every want. The improvements made to the base in this 
decade were not just about the comfort of its inhabitants; they were also a phys-
ical stamp of French presence in Terre Adélie, a tangible statement about the 
French claim. Expedition teams grew in size and scope. In the austral summer 
of 1963, the Dumont-d’Urville base played host to seventy people, a number un-
imaginable in the days of the early expeditions. Increased means meant bigger 
projects, such as the launch of Dragon sounding rockets in 1966–1967 by a team 
of nearly thirty researchers from the Centre national d’études spatiales (fig-
ure 16).95 The French conducted joint expeditions with the Soviet Academy of 
Sciences, including a 1,500-kilometer traverse from Vostok to Mirny led by 
French glaciologist Albert Bauer. While the Soviets were impressed by Bauer’s 
scientific expertise, the French were equally impressed by Soviet polar logistics.96 
Bauer and his compatriots were transported directly to Vostok aboard a Soviet 
Ilyushin aircraft. The Ilyushin, flown by the polar aviation branch of Aeroflot, 
landed on a four-kilometer-long snow runway at Vostok. Unlike the Americans, 

FIGURE 16.  With penguins in the foreground and the Astrolabe glacier in the 
distance, a Dragon rocket rises in a plume of combustion gases, 1967 
(Jean-Clair Loison, Archipôles, IPEV).
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who used jet rockets to enable their planes to take off from snow surfaces, the 
Russians “just opened the throttles and waited, apparently unconcerned by the 
time and the distance it took to get lifted by the thin air.”97 This logistical feat 
underscored France’s lack of heavy aviation capacity in the Antarctic and pre-
saged a push for air access to Terre Adélie.

Performances of sovereignty, too, were common through the decade. In 1966, 
TAAF’s chief administrator, Pierre Rolland, inaugurated an official mapping and 
toponymy commission, the Commission de toponymie des TAAF, intended to 
systematize the giving of historically significant French names to locations in 
the TAAF districts.98 The inclusion of Gaston Rouillon as one of the commis-
sion’s four members underscores Expéditions polaires françaises’ influence on 
French Antarctic affairs at the time. Through this decade, French authorities also 
pushed back when they sensed that any aspect of France’s hold over Terre Adé-
lie was in jeopardy, such as protesting when the Soviets wanted to take over the 
radio frequency already in use in the territory.99 More broadly, France hosted 
the Antarctic Treaty’s fifth consultative meeting in Paris in November 1968, at 
which the French minister of foreign affairs, Michel Debré, made clear his coun-
try’s commitment to the white continent.100

With the Antarctic Treaty, credibility and a strong voice in the Antarctic de-
pended on scientific work and logistical capacity. France excelled at the first but 
suffered from logistical shortcomings and—contrary to de Gaulle’s desires—was 
not infrequently forced to rely on help from other countries. At the end of the 
1968–1969 austral summer campaign, the supply ship Thala Dan got stuck in 
pack ice eighty-five kilometers from Dumont-d’Urville. Purpose-built for polar 
waters by Danish company J. Lauritzen Lines in 1957, the red-and-white Thala 
Dan was the Norsel’s successor. The lease of a foreign ship itself was an indica-
tion of France’s logistical weaknesses: despite claiming a portion of the Antarc-
tic pie, France still did not have its own polar ship and relied on foreign vessels 
to access its own territory. After several days of effort, it became clear that the 
Thala Dan could not make it to the rocky shore of Terre Adélie that season. With 
forty-two men waiting to be repatriated to France and insufficient provisions at 
the base to sustain them through another austral winter, France was forced to 
ask the Americans and the Australians for help.101 Australia stepped up and, to-
gether, the teams used helicopters to ferry all the men, scientific documents, 
provisions, and materials between the Thala Dan and the Dumont-d’Urville 
base. This incident, combined with earlier failures and near misses, made it clear 
that France could not assure the security of the Dumont-d’Urville base alone—a 
significant problem for the sovereignty mission. The French were also embar-
rassed when an American team conducting observations of Antarctic bases 
under Article VII of the Antarctic Treaty in 1963–1964 could not land and 
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properly inspect Dumont-d’Urville because of the lack of landing facilities at 
the French base.102 Air access to Terre Adélie, in the form of a long prepared 
snow or tarmac runway, was increasingly seen as essential.

There was also trouble on the administrative and management front through 
the 1960s. With Expéditions polaires françaises now answering to TAAF, Vic-
tor found himself in a new and uncomfortable position, with diminished con-
trol over French Antarctica. Victor appealed to officials at all levels of government 
to clarify the lines of demarcation in order to—as he saw it—prevent TAAF from 
encroaching on his remaining authority. Victor was particularly insistent that 
the name “Expéditions polaires françaises” appear on all data, photographs, and 
articles published from French scientific work in Antarctica, demanding retrac-
tions and corrections from offending publishers and scientists.103 Those who 
published material without Expéditions polaires françaises’ explicit consent, too, 
found themselves at the receiving end of long, legal reprimands.104 Expéditions 
polaires françaises also pushed its own agenda by promoting its films and books 
in school classrooms and reaching out to teachers via pedagogical magazines, 
as well as holding public lectures and film soirées. None of these efforts were well 
received by a growing group of young scientists who thought Victor’s iron grip 
over scientific work in Terre Adélie unreasonable.105 In 1965, they rebelled, alert-
ing the Academy of Sciences of Victor’s demand that his own name be included 
on all publications. Government authorities agreed that the practice was inap-
propriate and put an end to it.

Nonetheless, the 1960s were the calm before the storm. At the very end of 
the decade, on 21 July 1969, the twenty-seven-member French team at Dumont-
d’Urville—deeply ensconced in the Antarctic winter—listened intently as Neil 
Armstrong made history by setting foot on the moon. The radio broadcast was 
staticky and in English, a language with which many of the overwinterers strug
gled, but the emotion they felt was deep: “The moon, always extraordinary in 
the Antarctic, seemed close to us, and, paradoxically, in our isolation, we felt 
more at one with the three astronauts than with the other Earthmen,” recalled 
overwinterer Jean-Pierre Jacquin.106
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CRISIS AND CHOICES

After a period of calm through the 1960s, in the following decade Terre Adélie 
became mired in troubles. Budgetary and management problems, compounded 
by intragovernmental disputes and an economic crisis, threw France’s commit-
ment to its Antarctic territory into crisis. Soon, the fundamental national inter-
est of retaining Terre Adélie was openly questioned at high political levels. The 
strategic and political advantages the territory offered to France were difficult 
to measure and hard to explain in concrete terms. As French scientists strug
gled to work in the Antarctic through the 1970s and 1980s, the tight link be-
tween science and authority began to unravel. This was a period of soul-searching 
for French polar aficionados, one that forced the country to confront the hard 
truths of Antarctic presence.

The proximate cause of this crisis was the onerous cost of chartering ships to 
service France’s Antarctic and sub-Antarctic districts. By 1979, well over half of 
TAAF’s budget went to leasing the French-owned Marion Dufresne to service 
the sub-Antarctic islands and the Danish Thala Dan to service Terre Adélie.1 
While the Marion Dufresne was property of the French state, TAAF still needed 
to pay to use it, and leasing a foreign vessel was necessary for accessing Terre 
Adélie since France had no polar ship of its own—a fact that weighed heavily 
both on the balance sheet and on perceptions of sovereignty. The Thala Dan was 
Expéditions polaires françaises’ workhorse through the 1970s. By the middle of 
the decade, however, much-needed renovations—including an enclosed bridge, 
extra cabins, and a helicopter pad—increased the cost of the lease to the breaking 
point. In 1978, Expéditions polaires françaises sent Jean Vaugelade, its director 
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following Victor’s retirement two years earlier, to Norway on an urgent mission 
to find a cheaper ship.2 Costs also piled on from other directions: fuel prices 
rose sharply and, citing economic pressure, the Armée de l’air drastically in-
creased what it charged to provide helicopter pilots for Terre Adélie.3

By the late 1970s, TAAF was in serious financial trouble. Even with emergency 
infusions of money, at the end of 1978 TAAF’s debt was just shy of 10 million 
francs, and in 1979 unpaid bills from the previous year piled up.4 TAAF’s ocean-
ographic campaigns, a vital part of its scientific research program, had to be 
canceled for lack of money. For Terre Adélie itself, the combined costs of ships 
and salaries for personnel exceeded the territory’s budget allocation. These prob
lems meant that Expéditions polaires françaises’ upcoming overwinter at 
Dumont-d’Urville had to be reduced by a third, from thirty-five to twenty-four 
people, severely affecting the planned scientific program.5 On TAAF’s bases, in-
frastructure work was postponed and living conditions—already difficult—
worsened, leading to unhappy personnel isolated and far from home. The 
Dumont-d’Urville base, in dire need of repairs, was far from the seamless, mod-
ern polar installation Victor had envisioned in the late 1940s. Even Victor’s per-
sonal efforts to remedy the situation were blocked by the lack of money: retired 
and living in French Polynesia, Victor wanted to travel to Terre Adélie and use 
his media aptitude to bring attention to the territory—but Expéditions polaires 
françaises did not have the money to pay his passage.6

Apart from limited emergency infusions, the broader economic situation in 
France meant that there was no room to provide TAAF with real financial re-
lief. By the late 1960s, France’s long period of strong economic growth had be-
gun to falter. The franc was devalued against the West German mark and the 
US dollar in 1968, and with Richard Nixon’s suspension of the Bretton Woods 
system in 1971 the franc entered a decade of instability. The 1973 oil crisis and 
subsequent economic stagnation across the Western world hit France hard, re-
liant as it was on imported oil. As energy and production costs increased, social 
upheaval was rife and the era of the Trente glorieuses (Glorious Thirty) came to 
a sudden end. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing’s government, in power from 1974 to 
1981, was marred by rampant inflation and economic instability and had little 
extra money for TAAF’s remote territories.

Incapable of fulfilling its missions and operating its bases in a safe manner, 
TAAF was in crisis. Unable to pay bills, Vaugelade took the exceptional step of 
writing to Prime Minister Jacques Chirac, warning that Expéditions polaires 
françaises might be forced to abandon the Dumont-d’Urville base since it could 
no longer afford to continue leasing ships to access the territory.7 Vaugelade’s 
threat had clear implications for sovereignty: continual presence at Dumont-
d’Urville was critical to France’s claim to effective occupation in the territory, 
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to French polar legitimacy, and to the country’s status in the Antarctic Treaty 
System. TAAF’s administrators built on these themes to make their case, adroitly 
combining self-preservation and strategic arguments. If TAAF did not receive 
more money, and soon, its chief administrator Roger Barberot wrote, the 
Dumont-d’Urville base would have to close—“a blow against the interests of 
France’s future.” 8 “It must be remembered that the ultimate purpose of the French 
presence [in the TAAF districts] is the affirmation and maintenance of our sov-
ereignty over these lands,” continued Barberot: “But this sovereignty only makes 
sense because it is accompanied by scientific and economic activities and a per-
manent presence.” France’s future as an Antarctic player, Barberot argued, was 
linked to questions of scientific priorities and prestige: Was Antarctic science a 
field in which France wanted to be competitive on the international scene? While 
French scientific work in Terre Adélie had long been well regarded, TAAF’s bud
get was no longer sufficient to support a robust and internationally competitive 
program of inquiry. By linking science and sovereignty, Barberot tried to posi-
tion TAAF as critical to maintaining possession of France’s Antarctic territory. 
Three years after Vaugelade wrote to Chirac, TAAF’s consultative council brought 
this to a head by addressing the new prime minister, Raymond Barre, warning 
explicitly that France would have no choice but to close the Dumont-d’Urville 
base, pull out of the Antarctic altogether, and cede the Crozet archipelago to a 
friendly nation if more money was not forthcoming.9

Alarmed, the Overseas Ministry ordered an official inspection of TAAF. Ber-
nard Vinay, the inspector general for overseas affairs, traveled to TAAF’s three 
sub-Antarctic districts but not as far as Terre Adélie, which was significantly more 
difficult to access. His report was broadly supportive of TAAF and the austral 
possessions.10 The Antarctic was increasingly a place of international competi-
tion, Vinay wrote, attracting interest from the two superpowers—and as such it 
was “inconceivable” for France to give up on its Antarctic base despite its high 
cost. As more and more countries built up bases and activity on the continent—
activities that were in principle scientific but that in practice had present and 
future political implications—French influence and authority in Antarctica were 
at stake. Given the particularities of the Antarctic, supporting Terre Adélie meant 
supporting Antarctic science: science was both at the heart of French presence 
in Terre Adélie and central to the international conception of the white conti-
nent. The choice facing the government was simple, Vinay concluded: either more 
money needed to be committed or the Dumont-d’Urville base would be 
shuttered—and with it, France’s role in the Antarctic would end. In this, TAAF 
also found support at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where the prestige and in-
fluence associated with Antarctic presence were seen as beneficial in a global con-
text. At a time when many countries were turning their attention to Antarctica, 
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that ministry insisted, “it would be regrettable if the French presence in this re-
gion be questioned because of a lack of funds.”11

As inspector general, Vinay was a politically neutral party, but his personal 
experience made him naturally supportive of Terre Adélie. Born in the French 
protectorate of Tonkin, Vinay (1921–2018) studied Oriental languages and over-
seas administration before embarking on a series of diplomatic appointments. 
He began on home ground as an administrative liaison for the Far East imme-
diately after the war, and then moved to Paris, where he took part in the Pau 
conference on Indochina and worked on France’s fragmenting African interests. 
When he was named to the Office of the Inspector General for Overseas Affairs, 
he soon found himself entangled in Terre Adélie’s problems. Having been struck 
personally by the loss of French Indochina, Vinay was a natural ally of TAAF, 
sympathetic to both the specific challenges faced in Terre Adélie and the broader 
desire to secure France’s remaining overseas possessions.

But not all in government saw TAAF and Terre Adélie as the victims of too 
little funding. At the Overseas Ministry, TAAF’s problems were seen to be the 
result of poor leadership and management. The ministry’s opinion was scath-
ing: TAAF’s lack of administrative competency is “particularly worrying,” wrote 
ministry official Jean Chaussade in 1979, listing a litany of problems: the secre-
tary general is not being informed about the territory’s files, the technical ser
vice is understaffed, the bases are inadequately managed, the rules governing 
finances are being ignored, no long-term budget plan is in place, and so on.12 
TAAF is no longer “being managed in any real sense of the word,” he concluded. 
The relationship between the ministry and TAAF became increasingly strained 
when TAAF stopped replying to Chaussade’s requests for information, claim-
ing to be overwhelmed, and Chaussade responded by accusing TAAF’s staff of 
incompetence. The minister himself weighed in, blaming TAAF’s financial prob
lems on its broader administrative failings and arguing that TAAF’s scientific 
research, while of high quality, did not focus sufficiently on economic opportu-
nities.13 The ministry gave TAAF an ultimatum: TAAF needed to reorganize its 
administration, search for budgetary savings, focus on resources of economic 
value, and assure sovereignty in its districts, or face the consequences.14

This focus on economic value represents a different assessment of TAAF’s pri-
orities. By telling TAAF to prioritize economy- and resource-based science, the 
ministry both emphasized the three sub-Antarctic districts, which had more re-
source potential than Terre Adélie, and underlined the importance of the up-
coming Antarctic minerals convention negotiations to France. That French 
geological research in Terre Adélie was not sufficiently advanced to contribute 
usefully to those negotiations was another black mark for the territory.15 From 
the ministry’s point of view, in economic terms Terre Adélie paled in compari-
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son to the sub-Antarctic possessions, which offered an abundance of krill, fish, 
algae, and alginates.16 Even Vinay, the inspector general who was otherwise sup-
portive of France’s Antarctic mission, thought that TAAF’s scientific program 
demonstrated a lack of forethought about the territory’s long-term goals and the 
country’s overseas priorities. “The results obtained after more than twenty years 
of research, while they have permitted better comprehension of certain phenom-
ena important to national or international science, do not seem to have brought 
answers to questions of great importance for TAAF,” wrote Vinay, “not because 
the research did not produce results, but simply because the desirable research 
was either not undertaken or only partially undertaken (cf. economic mission).”17 
Vinay, too, wanted TAAF to focus on research with potential links to economic 
activity—that is, geology and the movements and nature of fauna and flora. The 
science-sovereignty link, so important in the Antarctic sphere, had more than 
one interpretation.

TAAF pushed back against these criticisms, appealing directly to Prime Min-
ister Barre, demanding to know why its repeated requests for more money had 
been ignored and again pointing to the closure of the Dumont-d’Urville base 
and the end of France’s role in the Antarctic as natural consequences of the on-
going situation.18 For TAAF, this “nuclear option” was never thought of as a real 
possibility, but rather as a threat intended to spur action on the part of the gov-
ernment. But outside of TAAF, the idea of abandoning France’s Antarctic terri-
tory was being seriously considered. The questions raised by the Overseas 
Ministry were broad and strategic: How much emphasis should be given to each 
of TAAF’s four primary missions? Did it make sense to focus on economy and 
resources in a frozen territory? In a period of economic hardship at home, was 
Terre Adélie worth the expense, or should resources be focused on other, more 
economically promising overseas districts? What benefits did Antarctic presence 
bring to France, and at what cost should it be maintained?

Aware of the depth of these problems, TAAF turned to an outsider—an ac-
complished polar scientist, not a government official or administrator—to turn 
things around. In 1980, Bernard Morlet, a high atmosphere physicist and vet-
eran of several campaigns in Terre Adélie, was named head of TAAF’s research 
mission. With his decades of experience in the Antarctic and his immense sci-
entific competence, the hope was that he could turn a new page for the austral 
territories. Morlet took to his new role with enthusiasm and energy. He soon re-
assessed TAAF’s research mission, created scientific and environment commit-
tees, and reorganized Expéditions polaires françaises, all with the aim of better 
evaluating scientific priorities and budgets—a deliberate effort to respond to the 
Overseas Ministry’s concerns.19 Morlet’s scientific committee, independent of 
TAAF, consisted of twelve scientists and experts appointed by the Ministry of 
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Research and charged with evaluating, organizing, and coordinating all scientific 
research in TAAF’s districts. Morlet also spearheaded conferences bringing to-
gether France’s polar and subpolar scientists and promoted French polar research 
internationally. His efforts made waves in government, and soon the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs named Morlet both as its scientific adviser for the Antarctic and 
as the country’s scientific representative to the Antarctic Treaty meetings.

Born on Valentine’s Day 1932 in Paris, Morlet was educated at the École nor-
male supérieure, a prestigious French grande école, in physics, specializing in ra-
dioastronomy. Upon graduation, he became involved in the preparations for 
the International Geophysical Year. He was rewarded with an overwinter in Terre 
Adélie, where he took charge of high atmosphere studies and ionospheric re-
search. This year opened his eyes and his heart to the Antarctic, a place that 
came to define the rest of his life. After a break for military service in Algeria, 
Morlet once again set his eyes on France’s southern territories: through the early 
1960s, he led atmospheric and ionospheric studies in Kerguelen, including co-
ordinating global efforts to study nuclear fallout from the American Johnson Is-
land atomic bomb test of 9 July 1962. Morlet then set up ionospheric stations in 
Kerguelen and Terre Adélie, as well as in the Hexagon, and again overwintered 
in Terre Adélie, this time as chief scientist. In the 1970s, he led four more sum-
mer campaigns in Terre Adélie and coordinated extensive high atmosphere, 
magnetospheric, and ionospheric studies throughout TAAF’s districts.

But one thing Morlet could not do was secure more money for TAAF. De-
spite his interventions, TAAF’s budget woes continued to worsen. As TAAF ran 
deficits year after year, the territory was forced to impose austerity measures, and 
maintenance of and presence at its bases continued to decline.20 By 1985, Ex-
péditions polaires françaises hit bottom: unable to afford to lease a ship for the 
entire austral summer season, the estival scientific campaign in Terre Adélie was 
shortened by a month, cutting it to a bare minimum.21 Permanent staff at Ex-
péditions polaires françaises’ Parisian headquarters were let go, too, falling from 
thirty in 1976 to only nineteen in 1988. Among the remaining personnel, mo-
rale was low. Things only worsened at the end of the decade when a fire on the 
Marion Dufresne immobilized it for two months. Since TAAF could not afford 
to lease another ship, both servicing of the sub-Antarctic districts and planned 
oceanographic campaigns were cut.22

Ship problems were not restricted to the Marion Dufresne, either. In 1988, 
France finally purchased a polar ship of its own to service Terre Adélie. The ship 
had been built in Britain two years previously, intended for servicing offshore 
oil platforms in the Canadian Arctic. But with the collapse of oil prices, this ex-
pensive source was abandoned. France was able to purchase the ship, still un-
used, for 25 million francs. It was renamed the Astrolabe in honor of two older, 
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celebrated Astrolabes, those of La Pérouse and Dumont d’Urville.23 With a steel-
reinforced hull designed to withstand thick pack ice, the Lloyds-certified polar 
ship was symbolically important: France was no longer dependent on foreign 
nations to access Terre Adélie. For the first time in nearly four decades, the French 
flag was to fly above a French ship in France’s Antarctic territory. But it was not 
smooth sailing: soon, the Astrolabe was forced to remain in port in Hobart 
because Expéditions polaires françaises could not afford to pay for fuel. When 
it finally sailed, it became imprisoned in pack ice, trapped fifty kilometers from 
Terre Adélie with sixty people and a year’s worth of supplies on board.24 Over 
the ensuing years, the ship proved to be slow, cramped, and expensive to oper-
ate, guzzling enormous quantities of fuel. The Astrolabe’s rocky journey was rep-
resentative of TAAF’s situation more broadly at the end of the 1980s: trapped, 
pressed in on all sides, and with an uncertain future.

Throughout this decade, TAAF’s financial problems were compounded by 
the deteriorating relationship with its parent ministry. Incensed with TAAF, the 
Overseas Ministry steadily decreased its funding, from 103 million francs in 
1980 to only 75 million francs at the end of the decade (all in 1990 francs, with 
inflation taken into account).25 The 1990 research season was only saved when 
TAAF and Expéditions polaires françaises diverted money from other sources, 
but by the end of that year those sources, too, were exhausted. Between the very 
high fixed costs of running an Antarctic base and the rise in fuel prices due to the 
Gulf War, almost nothing was left for scientific research. TAAF protested these 
reductions each year, pointing out the dangers of the devolving situation. “It is il-
lusory to think that this privileged situation [France’s position in Antarctica] can 
be maintained in the face of growing international pressure, with decreasing 
means,” wrote squadron vice-admiral Claude Pieri, TAAF’s chief administrator, 
in 1985, warning that the present situation meant “a significant step backwards 
for French presence in Antarctica in terms of sovereignty as well as in terms of 
scientific research.”26 A veteran of World War II and the Indochina War, Pieri 
(1922–2002) ascended the ranks of the French Navy in the 1970s, ultimately as-
suming overall command of France’s submarine fleet, including the naval compo-
nent of France’s nuclear force de frappe. In 1982, he was named chief administrator 
of TAAF, a position he held until his retirement five years later. Tough, confident, 
and accustomed to getting his way, Pieri was a fierce defender of Terre Adélie 
throughout his tenure. But Pieri’s pleas fell on deaf ears. The extent of the minis-
try’s frustrations with TAAF was never fully appreciated by the territory.

By the end of the 1980s, TAAF’s problems had persisted for nearly two de
cades. The Overseas Ministry ordered a full audit of the territory. The auditors’ 
report, released in the early spring of 1989, was damning.27 Between budget prob
lems and rising expenses, the auditors wrote, TAAF was no longer able to fulfill 
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its missions. The auditors emphasized that TAAF’s spending was not properly 
accounted for—a red flag for the territory’s financial management. It also be-
came clear that Expéditions polaires françaises did not document its spending 
properly and its accounts were a mess—to the extent that experts had to be called 
in to decipher the books.28 Even more seriously for Morlet, the auditors ques-
tioned TAAF’s legal basis for conducting scientific research. The territory had 
assumed research responsibilities, the auditors argued, that were not explicitly 
given by its founding legislation. For Morlet, alarm bells were ringing: the inad-
equacy of TAAF’s founding texts of 1955 vis-à-vis the territory’s actual research 
activity gave its critics a legal mechanism for taking research responsibilities 
away. Here was, very possibly, the beginning of the end of TAAF.

For Morlet, responding to the auditors’ report had to be done carefully: he 
needed to shape the narrative or risk being sidelined (or worse) and convince 
the Overseas Ministry of TAAF’s value and utility. At the same time, he needed 
to take the auditors’ complaints seriously and not ignore them, as TAAF had been 
doing to its critics for over a decade. Morlet agreed with the auditors that, read 
narrowly, TAAF’s legal texts were incompatible with the modern conception of 
research that was being practiced in Terre Adélie.29 Changing the 1955 legisla-
tion, however, was not an option as it would require reaffirming France’s sover-
eignty over Terre Adélie, something that was now complicated by the Antarctic 
Treaty. Presciently, Morlet worried that the ministry would respond to the au-
ditors by creating a new polar organization to supersede TAAF. Concerned that 
TAAF would be deprived of control over its scientific mission, he argued that 
the legal issue was not enough to warrant this step. After all, TAAF was already 
feeling pushed out of the Antarctic sphere in other ways, such as being denied a 
representative at the Antarctic minerals convention negotiations of the mid-
1980s.30 By linking science to sovereignty, Morlet sought to argue that scientific 
research was the most certain expression of sovereignty in the otherwise unoc-
cupied austral districts, and especially Terre Adélie—something he hoped would 
guarantee TAAF’s survival.

But TAAF’s fortunes only continued to worsen. By early 1991, its reserves were 
empty. Exasperated, the financial controller refused to approve the territory’s 
draft budget.31 TAAF was unable to transfer money to Expéditions polaires fran-
çaises, threatening the entire 1991–1992 Antarctic program: the situation was 
“catastrophic to the point of compromising the activity of the Antarctic base,” 
as the newspaper Le Monde put it in a scathing article.32 Morlet, for his part, took 
the issue public, telling the paper Libération that, at this rate, the Terre Adélie 
base might have to close.33 This had long been TAAF’s trump card, but only rarely 
was it used in the public sphere. Expéditions polaires françaises also spoke out 
publicly, complaining that its scientific program was in jeopardy for lack of 
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funds.34 In the end, the overwinter went ahead, but only because money was 
moved between accounts, against the rules—a maneuver reminiscent of those 
that had previously been flagged by the auditors.

Terre Adélie in Political Context
For the Overseas Ministry, the strategic, economic, or political utility of most 
of France’s possessions was clear. Building French societies overseas, and in 
particular rayonnement (the diffusion and influence of French language and 
culture), was a priority for the ministry—but this only applied to populated 
possessions. Some possessions offered economic advantages, such as nickel in 
New Caledonia and marine resources more broadly. Others provided the basis 
for regional cooperation and alliances. And French Polynesia was a critical 
geostrategic asset as the location of French nuclear testing after Algerian inde
pendence. But Terre Adélie was an outlier. With no population, no electorate to 
push its interests, and no clear economic potential, Terre Adélie was funda-
mentally different from France’s other overseas possessions. The strategic and 
political advantages Terre Adélie offered to France were difficult to measure 
and hard to explain in concrete terms. In all these ways, the Antarctic territory 
held little cultural, diplomatic, or economic importance at the ministry. In the 
1970s and 1980s, too, the Overseas Ministry was consumed by unrest in the 
French Pacific territories, including a militant nationalist movement in Melane-
sia and rebellions that twice brought New Caledonia to the brink of civil war. 
These urgent problems shunted the Antarctic to the far back of the ministry’s 
concerns.

The Overseas Ministry’s attitude toward Terre Adélie was an extension of a 
long history of state disinterest toward the territory, especially by conservative 
governments. In what was a strongly political ministry, Terre Adélie held little 
sway. In 1954, in a telling example, the finance commission complained pub-
licly that Terre Adélie was home to only a few Frenchmen posted there tempo-
rarily, and some penguins—hardly a view conducive to investment.35 That 
France’s strategic priorities did not include the Antarctic is evident from budget 
comparisons, which show that France’s Antarctic budget was half or less than 
that of the other Antarctic Treaty consultative parties.36 “We are not taken seri-
ously” and “Antarctic research doesn’t interest anyone at the DOM-TOM [the 
Overseas Ministry],” complained Expéditions polaires françaises, lamenting the 
reality of the situation—that with no voters and no clear political raison d’être, 
Terre Adélie had no political clout.37 This disinterest was not challenged by the 
French public, for whom the Antarctic attracted only sporadic attention.
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On the other hand, Terre Adélie did contribute to grandeur, to France’s pres-
tige and global reach, which have long been central to its self-image. France’s 
early overseas activities were motivated by the search for strategic, commercial, 
and political benefits to boost its global power—objectives shaped as much by a 
desire for wealth and knowledge as by competition and cultural influence. In 
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, France was the predominant force 
in Europe. As France subsequently lost authority and territory in Europe, it ex-
panded its overseas interests to counteract those losses—an approach that was 
felled by decolonization after World War II.38 With France’s overseas presence 
greatly reduced, the remaining possessions provided credibility to France’s self-
defined desire to be a midsized world power—a concept central to the French 
collective imagination and to de Gaulle’s grand design. As the former prime min-
ister Barre (himself from Réunion) put it, “Whatever the cost, our overseas pos-
sessions assure us of a global dimension which is fundamental to us.”39

In this context, despite the Overseas Ministry’s lack of enthusiasm for TAAF 
and Terre Adélie, still Terre Adélie played an important role for France—not an 
economic or cultural role, but something more subtle. France’s remaining over-
seas territories, Terre Adélie included, provided a physical basis for France’s claim 
to international reach and global presence. The French ambition to retain pres-
ence in all the world’s major oceans, as Jean Chesneaux reminds us, is not to be 
underestimated:40 it carries influence comparable to that of the Cold War Amer-
ican containment doctrine and Soviet Brezhnev intervention doctrine.41 Sup-
porting this ambition, he continues, “does not need to be justified in terms of 
profits and losses, any more than France’s army and navy, the French state mu-
seums, or the diplomatic service.” It was precisely these ends that sustained Terre 
Adélie through the 1970s and 1980s despite the Overseas Ministry’s censure. 
Terre Adélie and the sub-Antarctic possessions were also connected to the larger 
Pacific arena, with which France has strong historical, ideological, and emotional 
ties—and which has long been used to help justify the global nature of French 
ambitions. In this way, the austral possessions helped resolve the dilemma of how 
to maintain grandeur even after the end of the empire. The lack of Indigenous 
populations in these possessions, too, was pointed to by their supporters as a ben-
efit: they were one part of France’s overseas history arguably entirely untainted 
by colonial wrongs.42

TAAF’s case was also helped by growing economic interest in living marine 
resources in the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic waters. As commercial interest in 
these resources grew through the 1970s, the Antarctic Treaty System consulta-
tive parties set out to define a convention to manage them.43 The Antarctic Treaty 
had been silent on the question of resources since the treaty negotiations were 
sensitive enough without bringing to the table a fraught issue with tight links to 
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ownership, control, and title. But by the 1970s there was pressure to act. New 
understandings of environment and conservation arose from the 1972 UN Con-
ference on the Human Environment as well as the 1974 Law of the Sea Confer-
ence, highlighting questions of sovereignty and control over living marine 
resources in coastal waters and beyond. Increased fishing in the southern oceans, 
too, led to the prospect of radical declines in krill stocks.44 For the consultative 
parties, there was a feeling that if they did not manage (and were not seen to man-
age) these resources properly, the international community would gain leverage 
in its burgeoning challenge to the Antarctic Treaty System’s monopoly over Ant-
arctica’s management. Propelled by a sense of urgency, the Convention for the 
Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources (CCAMLR) negotiations 
took place rapid-fire between 1978 and 1980.45 In order to protect their domi-
nance and minimize challenges from the international community, the consul-
tative parties conducted the negotiations in secret. For TAAF, the negotiations 
drew attention to the economic potential of the austral districts, which was 
viewed positively by the Overseas Ministry.

During the negotiations, French authorities, especially military authorities, 
were deeply concerned about the convention’s proposed application north of 60° 
south, a zone that included the Kerguelen and Crozet archipelagos. They wor-
ried that, were France to agree to allow these islands to be governed by the con-
vention, it risked creating a slippery slope by which the provisions of the 
Antarctic Treaty would creep northward and threaten French sovereignty inter-
ests in the sub-Antarctic.46 France demanded, and obtained, a special covenant: 
measures already adopted by France for the conservation of marine living re-
sources in the waters adjacent to Kerguelen and Crozet remained in force even 
after the convention came into being, and France reserves the right to decide 
whether those waters will be included or excluded from each of the convention’s 
measures (including new ones) for as long as it remains in force.47 This demand 
went against the trend of the negotiations and the desires of the other consulta-
tive parties, almost leading to the collapse of the talks—a sign of France’s deter-
mination to put sovereignty and control over its possessions first.

This entire episode cast France in a bad light, especially given the secrecy sur-
rounding the negotiations. France’s assertiveness was taken as a sign that it was 
“unambiguously . . . ​prepared to prevent Convention conservation measures ap-
plying within the EEZ [Exclusive Economic Zone] of its sub-Antarctic islands, 
thus considerably reducing the ambit of the ecosystem approach”—a black mark on 
France’s already-poor environmental record.48 The French were also seen, not for 
the first time, as being unnecessarily prickly about sovereignty issues. But from 
France’s point of view, it was a triumph: the special covenant explicitly demonstrated 
international recognition of French rights over its sub-Antarctic possessions.49 
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From the point of view of the Antarctic Treaty System, too, the convention 
was regarded as a success: by quickly and firmly agreeing on a convention to fill 
a gap in the Antarctic Treaty, the consultative parties demonstrated both their 
capacity to manage resources responsibly and their responsiveness to pressing 
concerns. Similar forces would soon be at work during negotiations over Antarc-
tic minerals.

Shortly after the living marine resources negotiations, with the 1982 UN Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), French worldwide territorial power 
took on a new aspect. France’s far-flung and remote possessions were now an-
chors for its extensive Exclusive Economic Zones and continental shelves, areas 
where France enjoys sole exploitation rights over all natural resources (with cer-
tain limitations).50 Given the widespread geographic nature of those posses-
sions, France has one of the largest Exclusive Economic Zones in the world, an 
enormous area of nearly eleven million square kilometers, two-thirds of which 
are in the Pacific.51 With UNCLOS, France’s austral possessions cemented the 
country’s oceanic status, giving the previously marginal possessions new value. 
While Terre Adélie’s political situation means that the Antarctic territory has 
not yet been included in France’s UNCLOS submissions, the territory’s poten-
tial future strategic and economic value took on new meaning.52

In the 1980s, the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) was facing other challenges, 
too. The ATS had long been criticized for being a “club of the rich,” exclusive 
and undemocratic. This came to a head in the autumn of 1982 when Malaysia’s 
prime minister, Mahathir bin Mohamad, put the issue to the United Nations 
General Assembly. Since substantial scientific research in Antarctica—a very 
costly endeavor—was required for a country to gain voting rights in the ATS, 
Mahathir argued, developing countries were all but banned from having a voice 
in Antarctic affairs. He called for the Antarctic to be deemed “common heri-
tage of mankind” and for the Antarctic Treaty to be replaced by an international 
authority that would administer the continent based on majority consensus—
and ensure that developing countries would benefit from the profits of any future 
mineral activity.53 The Antarctic was too important to the world as a whole to 
be controlled by a small number of states, he continued, advocating the UN as 
a multinational body capable of democratizing the continent’s management.

Malaysia pushed this issue in bilateral diplomacy, gaining the support of many 
developing countries. At the UN, Antigua and Barbuda called for the rectifica-
tion of historical injustices: “The world has vastly changed since the Antarctic 
Treaty was signed in 1959. There are now 159 Member States of the United Na-
tions, most of which are developing countries. In 1959 they had neither the op-
portunity nor the sovereign competence to participate in events in Antarctica. 
It is not only unfair, it is unjust to suggest that we should abide by decisions made 
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without our involvement. . . . ​It is in the interests of global peace and stability to 
address the democratization of Antarctica now.”54 By treating the Antarctic as 
terra communis, this position denied the validity of existing territorial claims. 
The continent’s political and legal landscapes were facing their most significant 
challenge since the negotiation of the Antarctic Treaty. “These uninhabited lands 
do not legally belong to the discoverers, just as the colonial territories do not be-
long to the colonial powers,” Malaysia asserted in a statement that rang alarm 
bells in France: “[They] belong to the international community. The countries 
presently claiming them must give them up so that either the United Nations 
administers these lands or the present occupants act as trustees for the nations 
of the world.”55

To the French government, this clash between opposing perspectives of le-
gitimacy and management posed a serious threat to Terre Adélie.56 While behind 
closed doors, French authorities worried that the Antarctic Treaty System—and 
thus France’s position in the Antarctic sphere—would be weakened by these 
challenges, in public France vigorously defended the ATS. Pointing out that 
mechanisms existed in principle for any state to accede to the Antarctic Treaty, 
and that the ATS had grown from the original twelve signatory states in 1959 
to thirty-two states in 1984, France’s representative to the United Nations ar-
gued somewhat unconvincingly that the Antarctic system “ensures the repre
sentation of States of all political and economic categories from all regions of 
the world.”57 France also emphasized the Antarctic Treaty’s success in providing 
a lasting solution to the claims problem and in preventing a reescalation of in-
ternational rivalries. If the treaty were to fall, French diplomats told the UN, 
disputes and even open conflict over territorial claims could well arise. Through 
the decade, challenges to France’s position in Antarctica and hold over Terre 
Adélie came from all sides, internal and external, and the territory’s future seemed 
far from clear.

France as a Polar Nation
In the 1980s, there was among French polar aficionados a great pining for the 
heroic days of French polar adventuring—a feeling that France had once been a 
polar giant and was now reduced to a bit player, with all the fault resting squarely 
on its own shoulders. French polar explorers of the past—Jules Poret de Blos-
seville, Philippe d’Orléans, Jules Sébastien César Dumont d’Urville, Jean-
Baptiste Charcot, and Paul-Emile Victor among them—were revered as men 
who charted new paths in the coldest regions of Earth and brought deep pride 
to their country. But by the 1980s, this age of heroism was long over: France’s 
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Antarctic interests were suffering and the country was all but absent from the 
Arctic.

For French polar scientists, the effects of TAAF’s financial problems and the 
state’s lack of commitment to the polar regions were acute. The successes France 
had enjoyed in polar glaciology, atmospheric studies, and biology in the 1970s 
and 1980s were increasingly hampered by money woes. French polar scientists 
worried constantly about funding, personnel, logistics, and facilities; they had 
neither the money needed to conduct vigorous, wide-ranging scientific programs 
nor the funds to build modern laboratories at the Dumont-d’Urville base. Even 
the wildly successful 905-meter-long ice core drilled by French glaciologists in 
the interior of Antarctic in the late 1970s, which allowed for the reconstruction 
of climate over almost fifty thousand years, was colored by the paucity of French 
logistics: the operation would not have been possible without American air sup-
port, again underlining France’s inability to act independently in Antarctica—
something that was embarrassing to a nation that saw itself as one of the big 
Antarctic powers.58 Every time French scientists had to rely on their American 
counterparts to transport them to or in the Antarctic, they were reminded of 
their own country’s lack of logistical infrastructure and capacity. While the 
French continued to debate air access, the Americans were landing ski-equipped 
C-130 Hercules aircraft directly at Dumont-d’Urville on temporary snow land-
ing strips.59

Through the 1980s, French Antarctic scientists grew increasingly frustrated. 
Their grievances were legion. Contractual terms for scientists working in Terre 
Adélie left much to be desired. The biological science building at the Dumont-
d’Urville base did not have running water and support for Antarctic biology was 
insufficient, complained the biologists Pierre Jouventin and Alain Guille.60 
French astronomers and astrophysicists saw Terre Adélie as an ideal observa-
tion site and wanted to come to the Dumont-d’Urville base, but, as Morlet la-
mented, TAAF did not have the financial or logistical means to support them.61 
A team from the Nice observatory went instead to an American Antarctic base 
for its research, again emphasizing the gap between the United States and France. 
As France’s lack of support for Antarctic science impinged on the work of its re-
searchers, international partners began to turn away, abandoning France and 
moving their activities to the other side of the continent. There was a widespread 
feeling among French Antarctic scientists that their research could only be res-
urrected with a new station in the continent’s interior—but at the time, TAAF 
had neither the logistical capability nor the money to build such a station.

Victor, by then retired, was appalled at the situation. The edifice he had worked 
so hard to build, he wrote to the French government, was crumbling, and France’s 
privileged place in polar research—Victor’s life work—was being lost. Victor had, 
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after all, devoted his entire career to building Expéditions polaires françaises. 
Through Victor’s work, France was the first country to organize civilian research 
expeditions in both the Arctic and Antarctic after World War II. In the first four 
postwar decades, Expéditions polaires françaises led more than forty expedi-
tions in Antarctica as well as twenty expeditions in the Arctic with almost three 
thousand scientific and logistics personnel, covering hundreds of thousands of 
kilometers, producing thousands of scientific publications, and developing in-
novative new polar techniques and materials. But by the mid-1980s, this was in 
decline. “Expéditions polaires françaises is in the process of dying, asphyxiated,” 
Victor wrote, calling for “an SOS” to revive French polar research.62 This feeling 
that France was losing its “polar greatness” also came across in French newspa-
pers, which expressed outrage at the idea of France’s only Antarctic base being 
closed.63 All these voices came together to call for an airstrip near the Dumont-
d’Urville base. The airstrip project, which stretched from the late 1960s to the 
early 1990s, consuming well over 100 million francs despite ultimately failing, 
was long seen as a panacea for the host of problems facing Terre Adélie: the oner-
ous cost of ship servicing, the limitations to scientific campaigns dictated by 
Terre Adélie’s natural environment, the safety of personnel on the ground, French 
competitiveness in Antarctic affairs, and the legitimacy of France’s claim to the 
territory.

For Morlet, these aggrieved voices represented a grave concern: French re-
search in Antarctica was already dwindling and suffering and would continue 
to do so—perhaps even to the point of no return—unless French capacity in Terre 
Adélie was strengthened. For France to contribute to solving major global prob
lems in the fields of climate research, glaciology, paleoclimatology, and physical 
chemistry and dynamics of the atmosphere, Morlet concluded, the country 
needed to take ownership of its work in Antarctica—and that meant renewed 
investment and commitment.64 If French Antarctic research was to get a new 
wind, then scientists and government officials needed to come together and build 
a stronger system; there needed to be consensus on objectives and solidarity in 
terms of means. But the political backing for this was lacking through the 1970s 
and 1980s.

The situation was even worse in the Arctic, where France claimed no terri-
tory and had no body corresponding to TAAF to support French research at all. 
While French explorers and scientists had been active in the Arctic earlier in the 
twentieth century, by the 1980s France conducted essentially no independent 
Arctic research. French work in Greenland through the middle of the century, 
in particular, had hinged on Victor’s personal interest in the island, and with 
Victor retired and living in the South Pacific, the Arctic fell off France’s radar. But 
still a feeling of connection, even of entitlement, endured, resurfacing during 
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France’s fight to be included in the International Arctic Science Committee 
(IASC).

In late 1988, the eight Arctic border countries (Canada, the United States, the 
USSR, Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, and Iceland) proposed to join to-
gether to form a committee for Arctic scientific research. From the get-go, France 
was deeply concerned about being excluded from this new Arctic “club.” 65 De-
spite France’s lack of territory in the Arctic, there was still a perceived relation-
ship stemming from the country’s earlier activity in the region, and particularly 
from Expéditions polaires françaises’ successes in developing polar technolo-
gies in Greenland. But given France’s low activity in the Arctic sphere, it was 
hard to make the argument that France ought to be included. French commit-
ment to the Arctic was something of the past, not the present. The parallel with 
the Antarctic was crystal clear: unless France succeeded in being admitted to 
IASC, the country would find itself in the position of an outsider in the Antarc-
tic Treaty System, denied decision-making power, an unequal status that would 
be a blow to French pride and historical memory.

The threat of being left out of IASC came as a wakeup call to the French state. 
The response was swift: France must, the government asserted, rebuild its Arc-
tic strengths and look to capture a stronger place in the Arctic world—goals that 
could, given France’s lack of territory in the region, only be accomplished through 
scientific research. “While France has for a long time been a country engaged in 
polar Arctic research, her interests [now] seem to be poorly defended,” wrote the 
Ministry of Research and Technology: “There exists no structure that can sup-
port and endorse the actions of French scientists, nor that assures the coordina-
tion and follow-up of their research.” 66 A plan was quickly laid out to bolster 
France’s status in the Arctic with the hope of ultimately gaining admittance to 
IASC.67 It was nothing short of ambitious: to turn France into a significant player 
in Arctic science, to create permanent Arctic research structures with guaran-
teed funding, and to establish a new organization to coordinate research pro-
grams in both polar regions.

The broad-scale and long-term geopolitical implications of being excluded 
from Arctic affairs rang alarm bells in other parts of government, too. For the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, IASC membership represented a crossroads: if 
France did not succeed in being admitted, the country would likely never re-
find a path to participation in the Arctic region—an outcome that was anath-
ema to a ministry that so valued French influence and presence across the globe. 
“Without rapid action on our part, we risk finding ourselves separated from a 
strategic region in which France has a long history with the expeditions of Cdt 
Charcot and Paul-Emile Victor,” agreed the Centre national de la recherche sci-
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entifique, emphasizing the weight of historical memory.68 This appeal to the ex-
ploits of a small number of individual explorers, too, was linked both to the 
collective memory of a prouder past and to uncertainty about the future of 
France’s place in the Antarctic.

As it became clear that France alone did not have a strong enough voice to 
push into IASC, it joined forces with three other European states (Germany, Brit-
ain, and the Netherlands) in an effort to gain entry. They immediately encoun-
tered resistance and named themselves the “quatre exclus” (the “four excluded”).69 
The main sticking point was territorial sovereignty: as the Finnish government 
pointed out bluntly to French diplomats, the Arctic is different from the Ant-
arctic in that the North is exclusively comprised of territories over which a limited 
number of countries exert full sovereignty.70 The Finns patiently explained that, 
since France was not one of those countries, France had no place in Arctic proj
ects. This simple point had a big impact on the government’s thinking. In the 
Arctic, France’s voice was weak precisely because it claimed no territory in the 
region. If France were to give up on Terre Adélie, as was being considered, it 
would find itself in the same position in Antarctic affairs: excluded, with no voice 
and no power. France’s privileged place in Antarctica was dependent on Terre 
Adélie. When put so bluntly, this point boosted ministerial support for French 
Antarctic presence.

A month after France was rebuffed in Helsinki, the “quatre exclus” made a 
joint démarche to the Arctic border countries.71 While the United States hinted 
that it was sympathetic to France’s desire to participate in Arctic affairs, Can-
ada and the USSR took a harder line. All interested scientists, regardless of na-
tionality, would be able to participate in IASC’s scientific activities, the Canadians 
said, but the Arctic border countries had special responsibilities and thus would 
retain special authority in IASC. This was, of course, precisely what France had 
been maintaining in the Antarctic Treaty System for decades; it was precisely 
the reasoning that gave France its privileged place in Antarctic affairs. Being on 
the other end of the stick hurt.

Ultimately, France’s lobbying paid off and it was invited to IASC’s founding 
meeting in Resolute Bay in 1990—not as a full or founding member, but as a par-
ticipant. French government officials were surprised and pleased with this out-
come—it was more than they had hoped for given the negative reaction to their 
diplomatic efforts.72 Early the following year, France was admitted as a new mem-
ber of IASC in Oslo. Pride was redeemed and a lesson learned: France could no 
longer remain absent from Arctic science and still expect a voice at the table—and, 
similarly, France needed to invest in Antarctic science if it wanted to maintain 
its voice in the Antarctic sphere.
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ENVIRONMENTAL AUTHORITY

As Terre Adélie was engulfed by crises, one idea above all stood out as a pana-
cea for all the problems facing French Antarctica: air access. The effort to build 
an airstrip in Terre Adélie stretched from the late 1960s until the early 1990s—a 
massive and costly endeavor that ultimately ended in failure as the continent’s 
political dynamics evolved.

When France became active in Terre Adélie after World War II, the only way 
to access the territory was by ship: first the French-owned Commandant Char-
cot, which despite its reinforced hull could not reliably make it through thick 
pack ice, and then leased Norwegian, Danish, and Canadian ships. Reliance on 
foreign vessels to access a French territory did little to support France’s sover-
eignty agenda. Moreover, frustration soon grew with the formidable expense of 
the leases, as well as with the ships’ propensity for getting stuck—often for weeks 
on end—in the pack ice near Terre Adélie. The French had, by mischance of dis-
covery, been cursed with one of the least accessible sections of the Antarctic 
coast. Given the limitations, unreliability, and onerous expense of the ships, the 
French government and Expéditions polaires françaises soon identified air ac-
cess as the solution to the many problems plaguing Terre Adélie. With the Amer-
icans and Soviets already using aircraft in the Antarctic, the idea did not seem 
farfetched.

While the airstrip project was first discussed in the 1960s, nothing happened 
quickly. For more than a decade, Expéditions polaires françaises undertook pre-
paratory studies and government ministries debated how to fund the project. 
After consultations with the French Air Force, who would ultimately be respon-
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sible for providing the planes, and the Americans, who were vastly more expe-
rienced in polar aviation, a plan was set: to build a long hard-rock airstrip near 
the Dumont-d’Urville base, capable of supporting Transall C-160s, a medium 
tactical transport plane codeveloped by France and West Germany, flying in 
from Tasmania or New Zealand.1 In early November 1982, the secretary of state 
for Overseas France, Henri Emmanuelli, announced that France would build an 
1,100-meter-long airstrip in Terre Adélie.2 It would take another eleven years be-
fore the airstrip was completed. Five main arguments underpinned the 
project.

First, calculations showed that air access would reduce the cost of servicing 
Terre Adélie. The high cost of ship leases weighed heavily on TAAF’s budget, 
leaving the territory in financial distress from the early 1970s on. Little money 
was left to support scientific personnel at the Dumont-d’Urville base. As France 
was forced to reduce, and reduce again, the number of overwintering personnel 
at Dumont-d’Urville, questions began to be raised about the compatibility of 
minimal presence with the sovereignty mission in the Antarctic.3 With an air-
strip, ship transport would only be needed for fuel oil and heavy machinery; all 
passenger and supply transport would be accomplished by air. The cost issue was 
taken further by Paul-Emile Victor, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and senior 
members of the government, who argued that with ship servicing alone, pres-
ence in Terre Adélie was too expensive to maintain and France would be forced 
to abandon its Antarctic claim.4

Second, air access would allow for longer scientific campaigns and more 
sophisticated scientific work in Terre Adélie. Given the direct link between sci-
ence and authority in Antarctica, this was seen as a means of boosting France’s 
status in both Antarctic research and politics.5 As the continent’s political situ-
ation normalized with the Antarctic Treaty, competition between states for 
territory was replaced by competition to unearth the continent’s scientific se-
crets. Strong scientific work has long engendered the justification of political con-
trol in the Antarctic and moral claims to Antarctic sovereignty.6 It was precisely 
this relationship between scientific research and authority that the French were 
eager to capitalize on with the airstrip project: the airstrip was envisioned as a 
conduit through which French science, and thus France’s position, in the Ant-
arctic would be strengthened. With air access, summer campaigns could be more 
than doubled in length, from two months to five months. A coastal airstrip was 
also the first step toward facilitating interior travel and building a permanent 
scientific station deep inland—something French scientists and politicians saw 
as paramount to France’s future in Antarctic research. Reliance on mechanized 
overland transport, Victor and his deputy Jean Vaugelade noted as early as 1962, 
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was severely limiting France’s operations in Terre Adélie; only the airplane, they 
continued, “offers an efficient and affordable solution to the problems of travel-
ing across the interior of the Antarctic continent.”7 The use of airplanes to open 
scientific doors, too, was representative of Victor’s view of technological mod-
ernism as central to the conquest of the polar worlds in the postwar era, and he 
was already putting them to use with great effect in Greenland.8

Third, air access would improve the safety of personnel in Terre Adélie, as 
with sea servicing alone it was impossible to evacuate personnel during the long 
austral winters. Since France was maintaining continual presence at Dumont-
d’Urville, the inability to rescue ailing or injured personnel was an ongoing con-
cern. In 1951, this came to a head when Claude Tisserand, the radio operator, 
suffered from an intestinal occlusion. It was a matter of life and death, and evac-
uation was impossible. Surrounded by all the station’s men, who assisted as 
they could with the finicky anesthetic gas, expedition doctor Jean Cendron op-
erated twice on Tisserand, placing an artificial anus in his abdomen as a patch 
until he could be evacuated the following austral summer (figure 17). Despite 
the successful outcome for Tisserand, it was not a situation the French wanted 
to repeat. But the danger was underlined by a second near fatality when, during 

FIGURE 17.  An emergency surgical operation in the improvised operating 
room in Terre Adélie: Jean Cendron prepares to operate on Claude Tisserand, 
1951 (Archipôles, IPEV).
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the International Geophysical Year, geophysicist Andre Lebeau needed an emer-
gency appendectomy.

Fourth, air access would allow the French to be more competitive in the 
Antarctic. As it stood, France was at a distinct disadvantage compared to other 
countries who already operated aircraft in the Antarctic. When the United 
States proposed a transport network to connect all Antarctic bases with Amer-
ican ski-equipped C130s in the early 1970s, the link between logistical capac-
ity and political weight came to the fore.9 Concerned that France risked 
becoming dependent on the United States for logistics in the Antarctic, Ex-
péditions polaires françaises wrote to the minister of defense warning that 
“the realization of this project would inevitably lead to a situation in which the 
US has a monopoly over air transport to and in the interior of Antarctica.”10 A 
decade later, the French deficit in Antarctic aviation had not abated: “France 
could soon be the only country that has not yet taken the turn toward air 
links,” complained Bernard Vinay, the inspector general for overseas affairs.11 
France also felt threatened by increasing international interest in the Antarctic 
as represented by other access technologies such as West Germany’s new polar 
icebreaker, an expensive symbol of commitment from a country with no terri-
torial claim on the continent. That France did not have an icebreaker of its own 
was long a source of embarrassment. It did not help that the seasoned New Zea-
lander diplomat George Laking pointed out publicly that his country’s air ac-
cess to its Antarctic territory was a marker of superiority over France.12 Falling 
behind in the Antarctic was particularly worrisome to France: an airstrip would 
at once enhance France’s presence and show its desire to retain its voice in Ant-
arctic affairs.

Fifth, and lastly, an airstrip would be a concrete representation of France’s 
presence in Terre Adélie, a physical symbol of French sovereignty over the ter-
ritory. Just as Antarctic science has always been a geopolitical performance, as 
Peder Roberts reminds us, so too have Antarctic logistics and infrastructure.13 
In a place where the traditional norms of sovereignty do not hold, in a conti-
nent so remote and difficult to access, investing in logistical capability is a key 
way of performing sovereignty. The French decision to build an airstrip in the 
middle of an important bird nesting site speaks to the strategic import of the 
project: a primary belief that an airstrip was not only desirable but indeed 
necessary to support France’s claim to territory. Further, an airstrip would 
boost France’s polar legitimacy at a time when the Antarctic Treaty was being 
challenged by developing countries and environmental NGOs (ENGOs).14 
The airstrip soon became symbolic of a new chapter in human interaction 
with Terre Adélie’s environment, one that integrated technology, science, and 
sovereignty.15



152	C hapter 8

Construction and Controversy
The Terre Adélie airstrip proved a beast to build. It quickly became clear that 
there was no suitable site near the Dumont-d’Urville base. On the inland side, 
icy cliffs towered thirty meters in the air, an impenetrable wall of white. On the 
other side, rocky islands and archipelagos, free of ice and close to the coast, dot-
ted the sea. None of them, however, were long enough to accommodate an air-
strip. To solve the problem, Expéditions polaires françaises decided to connect 
a group of islands with a rock causeway. The islands would be leveled with dy-
namite and the rock thus obtained used to fill the spaces between them (fig-
ure 18). In all, over 720,000 cubic meters of rock were to be blasted and moved.16 
After preliminary studies suggested that this plan would succeed, construction 
began during the austral summer of 1982–1983.

Quickly, however, the airstrip project met with opposition from ENGOs who 
argued that the work would destroy important nesting grounds for Adélie pen-
guins, snowy and giant petrels, Cape pigeons, and fulmars, and disrupt the 
nearby Emperor penguin colony. Greenpeace maintained steady direct action 

FIGURE 18.  Airstrip plan, 1983: The rectangular grid shows where the airstrip 
will be built; the outlines of the islands to be razed are seen underneath. The 
small black rectangles in the lower left are the buildings of the Dumont-d’Urville 
base (Archipôles, IPEV).
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with activists in penguin costumes occupying government buildings in Paris 
and others blocking the Polarbjørn—the Norwegian ship leased to bring con-
struction materials to Terre Adélie—from leaving Le Havre.17 Later, Green-
peace confronted the Polarbjørn with a twenty-ship protest flotilla in Hobart.18 
Greenpeace’s aim was to attract international attention to the airstrip and pres-
sure the French government to suspend construction until an environmental im-
pact study could be carried out—a study that, as Greenpeace pointed out, was 
required by French law. Greenpeace’s concerns were echoed by other ENGOs, 
including the Antarctic and Southern Ocean Coalition, which emphasized that 
the islands the French were blasting and leveling were one of the richest sites for 
fauna in the whole of Antarctica.19 The French Academy of Sciences joined these 
voices, unanimously passing a resolution highlighting the danger of the airstrip 
for the area’s avifauna, demanding a rigorous environmental impact study, and 
arguing that the construction violated both national law and the Antarctic 
Treaty.20 In contrast, the Antarctic Treaty consultative parties took no action, 
even when evidence of harm to penguin colonies was presented—representative 
of a broader lack of willingness within the Antarctic Treaty System to impose 
sanctions or reprimands for environmental infractions.21

The French law referred to by Greenpeace and the Academy of Sciences was 
a 1976 law requiring all big projects affecting the environment to conduct impact 
studies. Since their introduction by the United States in 1970, environmental 
impact statements and assessments have played a central role in environmental 
management in the Antarctic.22 While French law required environmental im-
pact studies from 1976 on, the efficacy of this legislation left much to be desired: 
the law was neither well enforced nor held to high standards.23 There was wide-
spread mistrust of the law and the studies were seen as something to be worked 
around rather than constructively engaged with.

In face of outside pressure, France was forced to carry out an environmental 
impact study for the airstrip. The study, undertaken by Expéditions polaires fran-
çaises, concluded that the airstrip’s impact on bird life, landscape, and ice cir-
culation would be minimal to null.24 It is clear from the study that the idea of 
“impact” had been politicized: the airstrip’s impact on access to Terre Adélie and 
scientific research in Antarctica was given more weight than its impact on bird 
life and the environs. The study was approved by TAAF but strongly criticized 
by ENGOs as well as by the Ministry for Industry and Research. In response, 
the overseas minister named an expert committee, led by Louis Thaler, to reas-
sess the project’s environmental impact. Thaler (1930–2002) was a natural choice: 
perhaps the most influential French evolutionary biologist of his time, by the 
early 1980s he was widely called upon as an authoritative voice on controversial 
subjects. As a student in the United States in the 1950s, Thaler had been captivated 
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by the ideas of George Gaylord Simpson, one of the fathers of the modern syn-
thesis of evolutionary theory. Over the following two decades, Thaler’s research 
brought together methods from paleontology, ecology, molecular biology, and 
genetics to shed light on the mechanisms of evolution. A brilliant speaker and 
interlocutor, his ideas—often radical in France at the time—soon made him 
well-known in scientific circles. With respect came duty: from 1978 to 1983, 
Thaler served as president of Montpellier-II University and frequently adjudi-
cated in various capacities.

Thaler’s report described the initial environmental impact study as “unsatis-
factory in procedure and depth” and painted the airstrip project in a negative 
light but did not go so far as recommending that it be stopped.25 The technical 
underpinnings of the project were insufficient, Thaler wrote, adding that human 
activity was already having negative consequences for the Pointe Géologie ar-
chipelago. Unsurprisingly, his report failed to please anybody. On one hand, 
Greenpeace thought that Thaler’s report did not criticize the project strongly 
enough, and other ENGOs argued that the project should be terminated on the 
basis of the report.26 On the other, Claude Pieri, TAAF’s chief administrator, 
complained that Thaler’s report neither understood nor represented the project 
correctly.27

Rather than openly distribute Thaler’s report—a concept at the heart of en-
vironmental assessments—the French government chose to withhold it, draw-
ing rebuke from Australia and New Zealand.28 The Australian government was 
sensitive to the difficulties the airstrip controversy was causing for the Antarctic 
Treaty System: at a time when the ATS was being increasingly challenged, Aus-
tralian politicians argued, it was not wise to open doors to criticism, especially 
with regard to the environment. Tasmanian State MP Bob Brown led this fight 
against the project, calling on the federal government to refuse the Polarbjørn 
entry to Hobart port and accusing the French of egregious environmental 
breaches, including “plann[ing] to inject hundreds of Adelie penguin eggs with 
poison to stop breeding” and dynamiting Adélie penguin nesting sites.29 While 
the Australian government did not go so far as closing the port to the French, 
Brown’s outspokenness drew attention to the airstrip. In private, furious French 
authorities accused Australia and New Zealand of egging on the environmen-
tal protesters in the hope that France would be forced to abandon the airstrip 
and pull out of the Antarctic altogether.30

Brown’s accusations, while inflammatory, were not far off the mark. French 
government documents make it clear that nests were disturbed and displaced, 
eggs were destroyed, and birds (both chicks and adults) were killed during the 
airstrip construction. In some cases, eggs were removed from nests to encour-
age adult birds to vacate a certain area. In other cases, eggs were replaced with 



	En vironmental Authority	 155

artificial ones (often, potatoes painted white); the real eggs were then transported 
to other colonies in the archipelago, where they were redistributed into the nests 
of unsuspecting penguins. Adélie penguin chicks in the construction zone were 
also deliberately killed in the months corresponding to the incubation and hatch-
ing phases. Adult penguins, too, were killed by explosions (approximately 
twenty in 1984, for example), but it was difficult to determine how many because 
of the nature of the debris.31

In both Australia and New Zealand, the airstrip tensions added to what was 
already a difficult political relationship with France. As well as a serious falling-
out over French nuclear tests in Polynesia, in the 1980s the countries clashed over 
the future of New Caledonia, which led France to eject the Australian consul 
general in Noumea.32 While Australia worried about the long-term ecological 
consequences of nuclear testing and about French military presence in Austra-
lia’s sphere of influence, in France there was steadfast unanimity on the need 
for the tests to guarantee an independent nuclear force de frappe. The low point 
came in July 1985 with the Rainbow Warrior bombing, when French agents blew 
up the Greenpeace ship in a New Zealand port as it was about to embark on a 
protest against the tests. Bilateral protests against the airstrip were not limited 
to Australia and New Zealand: around the world, French embassies were so in-
undated with letters from governments, environmental groups, scientists, and 
individuals that Paris had to draft talking points to help the embassies craft their 
replies.33

Faced with these differing views, the Overseas Ministry hesitated, request-
ing a second environmental impact study. At the same time, the French Minis-
try for Industry and Research, which had given 12 million francs toward the 
airstrip in 1982–1983, pulled its funding, arguing that both the cost and the en-
vironmental risks were too high. An interministerial dispute broke out, with 
the secretary of state at the Ministry of the Interior accusing the Ministry for 
Industry and Research of jeopardizing not only French scientific research but 
also French sovereignty in Terre Adélie.34 Exasperated by these disputes, the 
overseas minister halted work on the airstrip in the spring of 1984 and asked 
for a high-level ruling on whether the project should go ahead.35

Senior figures in the French government lost no time making their case, ar-
guing that the airstrip was essential to France’s claim to Terre Adélie. Their po-
sition was stark and simple: either the airstrip went ahead or France would be 
forced to abandon its Antarctic claim. Diplomats appealed directly to the prime 
minister, writing that “the construction of this airstrip constitutes, in effect, the 
condition sine qua non for the maintenance of our presence in Antarctica.”36 And 
an interministerial group addressed President François Mitterrand, stating 
bluntly that “stopping the construction of the airstrip would lead to the closure 
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of the base and, by consequence, the end of French presence in Antarctica. This 
departure from Terre Adélie would question (1) our sovereignty, (2) our strate-
gic position, and (3) our participation in international conferences on the Ant-
arctic which is critical at a moment when the mineral resource treaty is being 
negotiated and when the question of common human heritage in Antarctica is 
being raised at the UN.”37 They were supported by Paul-Emile Victor, now re-
tired but still very much the dean of French polar science: “Without this airstrip,” 
he wrote, “France’s presence in Antarctica will be seriously compromised and 
will probably quickly disappear.”38 The airstrip was also wrapped up in larger 
dreams of national pride and polar legitimacy. “At a time when India and Brazil 
are making considerable efforts to establish permanent bases in Antarctica, and 
just now China too,” the Ministry of Foreign Affairs pointed out, “it is incon-
ceivable that France, a pioneer in the discovery and exploration of the continent, 
gives up for lack of means.”39

These arguments carried weight and there was broad cross-party agreement 
on the airstrip’s necessity. The French state took the decision to restart construc-
tion unofficially in 1986 (by providing funding and allowing construction ma-
terials to be sent to Terre Adélie) and officially in 1987.40 With Expéditions 
polaires françaises’ director Michel Engler at the helm, the aim was to complete 
the airstrip by 1991. One hundred million francs were authorized for the proj
ect, to be provided jointly by the Overseas Ministry, the Ministry for Research 
and Higher Education, and the Ministry for Transport.41

As soon as the decision to proceed was made, Greenpeace upped its campaign 
against the project. Its ships stopped at Terre Adélie as part of the World Park 
movement, during which Greenpeace installed a base near Robert Falcon Scott’s 
hut at Cape Evans and pressured the consultative parties to ban commercial ex-
ploitation and pollution in the Antarctic.42 When Greenpeace’s activists disem-
barked in Terre Adélie, they were met by signs in French and English declaring 
that access to the airstrip site was prohibited “to all people foreign to the site, 
due to the risks linked to the operation of such a site and in particular to the 
movement of heavy public works machinery.” 43 These signs had been carefully 
worded by the French government in order to comply with the Antarctic Trea-
ty’s observer rules while also giving the on-the-ground personnel justification 
for denying the activists access to the site. But those personnel had been expressly 
forbidden from confronting the activists, who simply bypassed the signs and 
chained themselves to the heavy construction equipment (figure 19).44

French authorities were at a loss for how to deal with the protesters, especially 
given the nebulosity of legal jurisdiction in the Antarctic. What should, and what 
could, be done if protesters conducted illegal acts in Terre Adélie? The Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs spilled much ink on this question, ultimately proposing that 
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arrested protesters could be brought to Hobart and dealt with there—an unsat-
isfactory solution from the point of view of sovereignty—but also instructing the 
construction teams on the ground in no uncertain terms to avoid confronta-
tion.45 Arresting foreign national protesters in Terre Adélie would open a legal 
Pandora’s box and highlight the uncertainties of jurisdiction in the Antarctic, 
something French authorities were determined to avoid. Greenpeace’s activists 
made the most of the French restraint, scoring a victory with photos showing 
penguins running from heavy machinery, as well as the cadaver of a penguin 
killed during the earthworks: “irrefutable proof,” Greenpeace argued, that the 
French authorities were minimizing the real impact of the project.46 While 
France was impotent to push back against this direct action, it did retaliate by 
calling for Greenpeace and other ENGOs to be banned as observers at the Com-
mission for the Conservation of Antarctic Marine Living Resources meetings, 
and certainly feared that ENGOs might succeed in pushing their way into Ant-
arctic Treaty meetings, creating what French diplomats called “an effect of con-
tagion within the Antarctic system.” 47

Greenpeace’s tactics, which stretched from Europe to Australia to Antarctica, 
drew the ire of the French government, forcing General Bernard Norlain, the chief 
of the prime minister’s military cabinet, to spend time and energy countering 
the environmentalists.48 The police were summoned several times to TAAF’s 
headquarters, to ports where the Polarbjørn called, and even to Expéditions 
polaires françaises’ fortieth anniversary celebrations, all targets of the activ-
ists.49 But the French had little success against Greenpeace’s public relations 
strategy. The airstrip became a cause célèbre for ENGOs. “France deliber-
ately broke the eggs of a hundred birds’ nests and is ready to displace 5,000 

FIGURE 19.  Greenpeace activists blocking construction equipment at the 
airstrip site, 1990 (Patrice Fauquemberg, Archipôles, IPEV).
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penguins, contravening the provisions of international agreements of the pro-
tection of the environment,” reported the spokesperson for the Antarctic and 
Southern Oceans Coalition.50 With these protests came media coverage: 
“France dynamites Antarctic penguins” read a provocative headline in the New 
Scientist.51

Australia, too, was unhappy, complaining to the French embassy in Canberra 
that “by restarting construction, France risks to find itself again committing in-
fractions against agreed measures as the project constitutes a danger for the 
survival of the Emperor penguin colony.”52 This tense meeting was part of two 
years of ongoing discussions between Australia and France as to whether France 
was contravening its obligations under the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS). While 
the French maintained that they were within their rights under the treaty, the 
Australians were uncomfortable with the immediate environmental conse-
quences of the construction and with the longer-term implications for the sta-
bility of the ATS. The Australian concerns, however, were ultimately without 
teeth. While the Australian government initially considered closing the port of 
Hobart to France, in the end it not only kept the port open but also allowed the 
French to charter the Australian ship Nella Dan to transport heavy equipment 
to Terre Adélie. To France’s advantage, Australia chose to prioritize unity within 
the ATS and its own Antarctic airstrip ambitions.53 And Australia never did fol-
low through on its veiled threat to come inspect the construction site under the 
auspices of the Antarctic Treaty, although it is unclear whether this was due to 
the high cost of such an inspection or to the French counterthreat to retaliate 
by inspecting the ice runway the Australians were proposing for their Casey Ant-
arctic base.54

Environmentalism in France
While international ENGOs led a charge against the airstrip, there was less in 
the way of local or national protest against the project—a reflection of the state 
of environmentalism in France at the time.55 In the 1960s, the environmental 
movement spread from the United States to Europe, making tentative inroads 
in France. French scientists, local politicians, and members of the public who 
lived close to sites of industrial degradation (such as the southern port zone of 
Fos-sur-Mer and the Breton coast, where the Torrey Canyon oil spill devastated 
the shore) began to speak out. Jean Dorst’s 1965 book, Avant que nature meure 
(Before Nature Dies), one of the first French treatments of human impacts on na-
ture, was widely read.56 Still, the French public was largely unconcerned about 
and unengaged with environmental issues up to and after the events of 1968. 
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During the May 1968 civil unrest, protesters saw environmental problems as a 
secondary issue, a reflection of broader problems with France’s political elite and 
consumer society. Still, May 1968 marks a turning point: before then, French 
environmentalism had been restricted to a small number of intellectuals, whereas 
the protests brought more attention, albeit not sustained, to the cause.

The French government responded to these burgeoning concerns by creat-
ing a Ministry for the Environment and Protection of Nature in 1971. This min-
istry, however, was weak, poorly funded, and unable to control its agenda. It 
struggled to take a holistic approach to the environment as large swaths of na-
ture, such as forests, wildlife, and waters, were already under the control of other 
ministries who saw the newcomer as a rival. Other major issues with environ-
mental aspects, such as energy, health, and planning, were also controlled by 
other, stronger, ministries. It was no secret that environmental policy was ex-
pected to be subservient to economic development: Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, 
then minister of the economy and finance, made it clear that the environment 
ministry should cost the state nothing. Soon, the new ministry’s first leader, Rob-
ert Poujade (who was only a ministre délégué, or junior minister, and not a full 
cabinet minister—another indication of the ministry’s lowly status), declared 
that it was “the ministry of the impossible” and resigned.57

As Jacques Theys writes, in the 1970s French environmental politics “was con-
ceived of and institutionalized more as a short-term and technical response to a 
political problem (the crisis of May 1968) than as a real political choice.”58 It was 
a concession rather than representative of genuine political desire for change, 
favoring intellectual debate over action. Instead of tackling environmental prob
lems, the new ministry sought to gain leverage over the environmental move-
ment. “By hiring and directly engaging the movement’s leadership, the ministry 
in some sense co-opted and silenced the political ecologists,” notes Stephanie 
Pincetl: “Their issues became the state’s issues, only to be relegated to intellec-
tual debate.”59 For two decades, French environmental politics suffered from a 
persistent lack of legitimacy.

In French society, too, environmentalism was inchoate through the 1970s: the 
French public was less concerned about environmental issues than was the case 
in other western European countries. After the oil shock of 1973, the French gov-
ernment intensified the construction of nuclear power plants. The plan was met 
with ardent opposition: militant demonstrations against nuclear power, grow-
ing doubt about the state’s ability to manage resources, and protests over in-
dustrial pollution raged through the middle of the decade, culminating with 
the sixty- to eighty-thousand strong protest at the Creys-Malville reactor site near 
Grenoble in the summer of 1977. As protesters threw Molotov cocktails, riot 
police responded with truncheons and tear gas, killing one man and seriously 
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injuring more than one hundred others. But the antinuclear protests were not 
representative of any broader environmental movement; indeed, through the 
decade environmental issues were taken up by only a small minority.60 ENGOs 
such as Greenpeace likewise had little success gaining members in France. The 
sinking of the Amoco Cadiz off the coast of Brittany in 1978, with its catastrophic 
oil spill, highlighted the fragility of coastal environments and the dangers of 
transporting petrol through those environments—but the ultimate lesson the 
French public learned from the sinking was that the idea of making polluters 
pay rarely works in practice, another obstacle to the take-up of environmental 
ideas.

As the 1980s opened, there was still no broad public concern over the envi-
ronment in France, and what vitality had been present in the 1970s was drained 
by the stresses of another economic crisis. The French antinuclear movement re-
ceded as the impact of its protests proved minimal. The movement had lost the 
nuclear power battle, and not even the Three Mile Island (1979) and Chernobyl 
(1986) accidents did much to revive it.61 While some environmentalists wanted 
to enter the political arena, they were not able to come together, agree on plat-
forms, and run effective campaigns. When the left came back to power in 1981, 
environmentalists were initially optimistic, but the Rainbow Warrior bombing 
severed all bridges between the environmentalists and the left in power. As such, 
French environmentalism remained weak, especially in comparison with other 
western European countries.62 With regards to the airstrip, while the Ministry 
of the Environment initially expressed concerns, it was swayed by the strategic 
arguments in favor of the airstrip and soon indicated that it would not oppose 
the project.63

That there was little in the way of protests against the Terre Adélie airstrip in 
France is part and parcel of this broader context. The Academy of Sciences and 
the small group of French biologists who spoke out against the project were ex-
ceptions to this rule. Among them, the animal biologists Yvon le Maho and 
René Groscolas wrote to French government officials and published an open let-
ter in Le Monde: “The risks are unacceptable for scientific reasons as well as for 
the simple preservation of a wildlife capital and the protection of one of the Ant-
arctic’s most beautiful sites,” they argued.64 They were incensed over the envi-
ronmental impact study, which they described as “particularly naive, especially 
concerning the consequences of the project on the mortality of birds.” Terre Adé-
lie held a deep place in Le Maho’s heart—he had first overwintered at the 
Dumont-d’Urville base in 1971—and he firmly believed that the biological im-
pacts of the project were being willfully ignored. Biologist Patrice Robinson, too, 
argued that the work was having dire consequences for Adélie penguins, cut-
ting off their normal migration route and destroying an important nesting and 
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reproduction site.65 This was part of a wider conflict between disciplines in 
French Antarctic science, where biologists found themselves in the minority on 
a number of issues. In the airstrip context, their voices had little impact.

The Airstrip in Political Context
Why was the airstrip so strongly defended in France over the years, even as in-
ternational opposition to the project grew? Through the 1980s, ENGOs won me-
dia coverage and harangued the French government, but they were unable to 
make the airstrip’s environmental context matter at a high level. Bilateral com-
plaints at France’s embassies around the world, too, failed to resonate in gov-
ernment. For French authorities, the issues that drove the airstrip—strategic 
interests, national ambition, and sovereignty—trumped concerns for the envi-
ronment. Throughout the 1980s, the airstrip’s proponents were dismissive of en-
vironmental concerns, arguing that the construction would have minimal 
detrimental effects on bird life and that any damage would be eclipsed by the 
airstrip’s benefits. Moreover, they simply refused to meaningfully engage with 
critics. The airstrip’s opponents, Pieri thundered, were conducting “false and 
partisan campaigns.” 66 Victor wrote bluntly that “all the numbers advanced by 
the project’s adversaries [about the loss of bird life] are false.” 67 He also ridi-
culed the concerned biologists, going so far as to accuse them of abusing their 
scientific responsibility, calling them “tout feu tout flamme” (all fired up).68 
While the minister of the environment did send a biologist, Vincent Bretag-
nolle, to mitigate disruption to bird populations, this was only after French bi-
ologists openly published data showing that the Emperor penguin colony close 
to the construction site had decreased in size by 60 percent between 1962 and 
1989.69 Bretagnolle ringed more than seven thousand birds, built barriers to pre-
vent birds from nesting on the work site, and lured birds away from the con-
struction zone by painting rocks white to imitate guano deposits.70

The airstrip retained an aura of importance, indeed of necessity, to its sup-
porters because the very idea of sovereignty over Terre Adélie had become em-
bedded into the project. As Christy Collis and Quentin Stevens have written, 
Antarctic spaces are actively produced by physical practices and infrastructure: 
the installations built in the Antarctic are a means by which claimant countries 
exert control over distant possessions.71 For France, the airstrip was, from the 
get-go, construed as a potent symbol of French sovereignty over Terre Adélie. 
Despite occupying a small area at the very edge of the territory, the airstrip’s 
imagined impact on France’s Antarctic space was huge. Representing increased 
territorial control via improved access, it came to embody France’s future in the 
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Antarctic; indeed, the airstrip and the claim to Terre Adélie became insepara-
ble. In an era where technological and scientific achievements increasingly sup-
ported geopolitical power, the airstrip was a modest but pointed means of 
demonstrating France’s political intentions in Antarctica. And as a way through 
which the government articulated its political intentions, the airstrip became en-
trenched in the production of France’s Antarctic space.

Support for the airstrip was also connected to a wider lack of interest in en-
vironmental protection in government. While every French political party of the 
1980s spoke about the importance of environmental protection, in practice en-
vironmental concerns did not greatly influence policy- and decision-making. The 
lack of high-level interest in the environment was exemplified by the aftermath 
of the sinking of the Rainbow Warrior in July 1985. The Greenpeace ship was in 
port in Auckland, about to lead a protest against French nuclear testing near the 
Mururoa Atoll, when French operatives bombed the ship, killing one man, the 
Portuguese-Dutch photographer Fernando Pereira. Tellingly, after finally admit-
ting culpability, the French government expressed more regret over the arrest 
of its agents and the forced resignation of high-level officials than over France’s 
position on nuclear testing.72 Indeed, just months after the bombing, President 
Mitterrand visited Mururoa to show support for nuclear testing, and France re-
sumed nuclear testing in the South Pacific the following year. While in the Pa-
cific region the bombing aroused intense emotions and triggered protests against 
violations of rights, morals, and international law, in France there was an ex-
plosion of patriotic solidarity toward the two arrested agents, whose incarcera-
tion was seen as harassment, not justice. In French society, the state’s use of 
violence to stymie Greenpeace’s campaign, even in the waters of a friendly coun-
try, was entirely acceptable. This instinctive reaction is representative of a 
broader national solidarity surrounding France’s worldwide status: when it 
comes to grandeur—and nothing embodies grandeur as much as an indepen
dent nuclear deterrent—the ends always justify the means.73 High-level disre-
gard for the environment was again visible in 1986 when, in the aftermath of 
the Chernobyl disaster, the French government deliberately concealed the do-
mestic fallout in order to protect the French nuclear program. While other Eu
ropean countries panicked, in France the authorities calmly explained that the 
radioactive clouds had lost all their noxiousness by the time they arrived at the 
French border.74 Independent tests showed otherwise. As Gerry Nagtzaam 
writes, by the mid-1980s France had developed a reputation as being “among the 
least interested states when it came to global environmental protection.”75

This poor environmental reputation was accentuated by the government’s po-
sition on the airstrip. Greenpeace and the Academy of Sciences argued that the 
construction violated the Agreed Measures for the Conservation of Antarctic 
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Fauna and Flora since it was wounding, killing, and interfering with the living 
conditions of native birds.76 Adopted at the 1964 Antarctic Treaty Meeting in 
Brussels, the Agreed Measures aims to protect fauna and flora from the impact 
of human activity on the continent. Outside commentators agreed: the histo-
rian and polar expert Peter Beck, among others, argued that the airstrip con-
struction “appeared to constitute a clear breach of the Agreed Measures” and 
certainly did not comply with the spirit of the safeguards.77 The secretary of state 
for Overseas France responded forcefully to these accusations, making it clear 
that the French state was not going to allow the Agreed Measures to restrict its 
freedom to act in Terre Adélie: “Planning for air access does not constitute a vi-
olation of the treaty because it falls in the framework of necessary operations 
for the establishment, supply and exploitation of stations,” he argued.78 Allow-
ing the Agreed Measures to interfere with the airstrip plans, he continued, would 
represent an unacceptable infringement on France’s claim to Terre Adélie. To 
the government, the physical transformation of the Antarctic environment 
caused by the construction was justified by the strategic transformation of the 
space for France’s benefit. In this context, the airstrip was seen as a means of 
boosting the legitimacy of the claim: a physical symbol of France’s intention to 
remain in Terre Adélie despite the efforts by developing countries to dismantle 
existing claims. The physicality of the airstrip and its attendant structures 
(hangar, road, and control tower) were a stamp on the environment, a concrete 
sign of human, and specifically French, engagement in an otherwise almost en-
tirely desolate territory.

This reaction is also indicative of the limits of France’s policy of positive en-
gagement with the Antarctic Treaty System. For France, the ATS is of apprecia-
ble value; it is the mechanism through which France wields power and influence 
in the Antarctic sphere, and it protects Terre Adélie at minimal cost to the French 
state. The French attitude toward the ATS has generally been one of positive, even 
eager, cooperation. But this has one important reservation: France has consis-
tently defended its sovereignty interests in Terre Adélie and its sub-Antarctic pos-
sessions to the point of breaking with the consensus-based norms of the ATS 
when those interests are perceived to be threatened.

Minerals, Sovereignty, and Environment
While sovereignty over Terre Adélie was at the heart of the airstrip project through 
the 1980s, at the end of that decade France’s geopolitical strategy for Antarctica 
shifted—with unexpected consequences for the airstrip. These changes were 
driven by the negotiation of a minerals convention for the Antarctic.
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Like in the case of living marine resources, the Antarctic Treaty made no ex-
plicit reference to mineral exploration and exploitation—what is often called 
the “resource gap.”79 The sovereignty implications of minerals were simply 
too touchy to deal with at the end of the 1950s. In the 1970s, the question of Ant-
arctic minerals came to the fore, propelled by the Glomar Challenger expedition, 
which uncovered potential traces of hydrocarbons in the Ross Sea, and the Arab 
oil crisis. But it was still unclear whether the Antarctic offered viable mineral 
resources, and, if so, how feasible it would be to extract them.

Within the French government, ministries jostled to bring attention to the 
Antarctic minerals question through the mid-to-late 1970s. Anxious to 
strengthen France’s petrol politics, the Ministry of Scientific and Industrial De-
velopment saw the Antarctic as one ingredient in the diversification of hydro-
carbon resources and pushed for the continent and its waters to be opened to 
prospecting and exploitation.80 With technological progress, the ministry 
thought, French companies would be in a strong position to exploit hydrocar-
bon resources in Antarctic sedimentary deposits. Given that the chance of dis-
covering hydrocarbons in Terre Adélie was thought to be zero, the ministry 
wanted France to obtain assurances from the other claimant states that French 
companies would have free access to more promising areas. This thinking was 
strategic but also speculative: no exploitable mineral resources had yet been dis-
covered in Antarctica despite centuries of “treasure island” visions. The Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs partially concurred, instructing the French delegation to 
the 1974 Antarctic Treaty consultative meeting to announce that France was dis-
posed to opening Antarctica to mineral exploration.81 France’s top diplomats 
were, however, more attuned to the sovereignty implications of resources, and 
made it clear that their first priority was to keep Terre Adélie as “a territory where 
her sovereignty is whole and entire.”

In 1982, the Antarctic Treaty System consultative parties began negotiations 
to regulate mineral resources on the white continent.82 At the same time, the ATS 
was being increasingly challenged by outsiders. Soon, the consultative parties 
saw the minerals question as a potential tipping point, an issue that, if not han-
dled correctly, could destabilize or even destroy the ATS. The negotiations were 
tense and complex as the claimant states tried to balance the jurisdictional im-
plications of mineral resources with the need to accommodate other parties in 
order to make the regime widely acceptable and forestall efforts to establish an 
alternative framework for Antarctica’s management. And pressure was on: as 
Christopher Beeby, the New Zealander chair of the negotiations, wrote, “The 
most important reason for deciding to do the job quickly was that, for so long 
as the minerals question remained unresolved, it presented a political threat to 
the Antarctic Treaty and the Antarctic Treaty system.” 83
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During the negotiations, France found itself in a difficult position, frustrated 
by the competing interests of the parties around the table. Bombarded with tele
grams and instructions from Paris, the French negotiators were on the losing 
end of many debates, including veto powers over mining activity, which France 
wanted to disallow, fearing that they would be deployed for political purposes.84 
But ultimately the Ministry of Foreign Affairs instructed the French negotiators 
to not let specific issues stymie cooperation, judging that failure to reach an 
agreement quickly would weaken the ATS, potentially fatally.85 In this respect, 
the presence of observer states such as India and Brazil at the meetings, as well 
as increasing pressure on the ATS from the developing world, swung the bal-
ance in the French position. For France, the negotiation of a strong agreement 
to show the collective character of the ATS’s management and maintain control 
over Antarctic space proved more important than the details of the convention 
itself.86

The Convention on the Regulation of Antarctic Mineral Resource Activities 
(CRAMRA) negotiations lasted for six years, until June 1988. Despite being 
forced to accept significant compromises, as the convention took its final form 
the French negotiators sent a telegram to Paris recommending that it be accepted 
as it was the best possible deal for France under the circumstances.87 The Over-
seas Ministry concurred, arguing that the convention was positive for French 
interests in Antarctica since it reinforced France’s position at the heart of the 
“Antarctica club,” it awarded France an important role on the regulation com-
mittees, and it kept the balance of power over Antarctica with the claimant states. 
France’s main aim—strengthening “the credibility of the Antarctic system, its 
coherence and its operational character,” as the envoy François Senemaud 
wrote—had been achieved.88 Before the convention could come into force, it still 
had to be ratified by the sixteen consultative parties to the Antarctic Treaty.

In mid-1989, however, President Mitterrand declared that France would not 
ratify the minerals convention for environmental reasons—a death knell for the 
convention. Mitterrand’s decision was a volte-face from a country that had long 
been considered one of the least pro-environment members of the Antarctic 
Treaty System, and an entirely unexpected decision given both how intensely 
France had been involved in the mineral rights negotiations and the strength of 
normative consensus-based decision-making in the ATS. Mitterrand’s decision 
caught France’s allies and outside commentators off guard.89

Concerned about the implications of the minerals protocol for its territorial 
rights in the Antarctic, Australia likewise declined to ratify it.90 Together, the 
two countries published a joint communiqué declaring their desire to instead 
establish a comprehensive environmental protection regime for Antarctica.91 
After fierce negotiations, this came to fruition just two years later, in 1991, when 
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the Protocol on Environmental Protection to the Antarctic Treaty was signed 
in Madrid, designating Antarctica as a “natural reserve, devoted to peace and 
science.” Known as the Madrid Protocol, it came into force in 1998.92 The Ma-
drid Protocol prohibits all activities related to mineral resources in the Antarc-
tic, other than scientific research, until 2048; this can only be changed with the 
unanimous consent of the consultative parties and if a binding legal regime on 
Antarctic mineral resource activities is in force.93 With regard to sovereignty 
concerns—always a sticky issue in the Antarctic—the Madrid Protocol’s ban on 
mining acts to prevent potential disputes over the ownership of any exploitable 
mineral resources.

Why did France change its mind on the minerals convention and pursue the 
Madrid Protocol? And how did this connect to the Terre Adélie airstrip? In 1989, 
two widely publicized oil spills highlighted the fragility of the polar regions: the 
Exxon Valdez, which spilled 10.8 million US gallons of oil in Alaska’s Prince Wil-
liam Sound, and the Bahia Paraiso, which unleashed 170,000 US gallons of oil 
when it sank in Antarctica’s Arthur Harbor. Both resulted in environmental ca-
tastrophes. Images of the devastation, broadcast by media around the globe, 
gave ammunition to ENGOs in their fight against the minerals protocol. To-
gether with growing interest in ozone depletion over the Antarctic and aware-
ness of the white continent’s importance for climate change, these oil spills fueled 
a global turn toward the protection of Antarctica’s environment. While in 1982, 
when the minerals negotiations began, global warming and ozone depletion were 
hardly on the radar, by 1989 they were major international issues and the Ant-
arctic was considered critical to understanding them. In that year, a “green fe-
ver” erupted: Time magazine chose planet Earth as its “person of the year” and 
in France the popular television station TF1 declared that human damage to the 
natural environment was endangering the planet’s future. As the environment 
came to the fore in Antarctic geopolitics, the mineral protocol’s credibility suf-
fered a blow. Mineral exploration and exploitation of any kind would engender 
environmental risks that were now much less defensible.

In France, the oceanographic explorer and conservationist Jacques Cousteau 
(1910–1997) took up the Antarctic minerals cause. A pioneer of modern under-
water diving and filmography, Cousteau also had strong environmental inter-
ests that grew from his successful publicity campaign against the planned 
dumping of radioactive waste in the Mediterranean Sea by the Commissariat à 
l’énergie atomique in 1960. In the postwar decades, he became known world-
wide as a television personality for bringing the undersea world to life. His Amer-
ican television series, The Undersea World of Jacques Cousteau, which ran from 
1966 to 1976, enamored him to the American public: his thick French accent, 
epic adventures, and unmistakable red bonnet were uniquely appealing. Build-
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ing on this fame, he created the Cousteau Society, a US-based international 
ENGO, in 1973 as part of a campaign to win funding to finance expeditions 
around the world. His society grew into a leading body for environmental pro-
tection. Cousteau’s choice to operate out of the United States was driven by the 
weakness of environmentalism in France at the time. He created a sister organ
ization in France in 1981, but even then he continued to focus the majority of 
his efforts stateside. The French public was much less receptive to his ideas than 
the American public, and he was continually frustrated by the red tape that sty-
mied his French society. Still, as he campaigned hard against the minerals con-
vention, painting mining as a grave risk to Antarctica’s fragile environment, this 
vision gained enough ground in France to make a critical difference. When 
Cousteau’s petition against the convention gained 180,000 signatures, the French 
government was forced to sit up and take notice.94

Cousteau, along with Victor, also directly lobbied the French government, and 
the two respected voices had the ear of President Mitterrand and Prime Minis-
ter Michel Rocard. Victor wrote to Mitterrand with an urgent plea: “The recent 
catastrophe on the Antarctic peninsula [the Bahia Paraiso spill], which may have 
worldwide consequences for certain fundamental ecosystems, demonstrates the 
extent to which it would be aberrant to not definitively protect the Antarctic con-
tinent from all aggressions including those that it would suffer as a consequence 
of [mineral] exploitation.”95 “With force and urgency,” Victor continued, “I take 
the liberty to ask you to demonstrate to the world international civic spirit by 
refusing to sign the Wellington Convention of June 1988 [the minerals conven-
tion].” In the spring of 1989, Mitterrand declared publicly that he had consulted 
Cousteau on the minerals convention. “His proposition to make the Antarctic 
continent an international natural reserve has seduced me,” said Mitterrand: “I 
am going to ask the French government to study this proposition and to see if 
whether, together with the countries who share our preoccupations, it would be 
possible to implement this idea without delay.”96

Through early to mid-1989, Antarctic issues were discussed at high levels in 
the French government, and soon both Mitterrand and Rocard adopted the Ant-
arctic as a personal crusade.97 In the aftermath of the oil spills, Rocard argued, 
the mineral convention’s provisions for environmental protection could no lon-
ger be considered adequate, and neither could its fundamental basis—that is, that 
mining in the Antarctic was in principle acceptable.98 This represented a rever-
sal of the position France had held since the 1970s. Protecting Antarctica’s en-
vironment, Rocard announced in the autumn of 1989, is “my most fervent 
desire.”99 Rocard’s personal rapport with the Australian prime minister Robert 
(Bob) Hawke, who likewise decided to reject the minerals convention, was also 
central to shaping the French government’s position on the Antarctic. This rapport, 
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nurtured by Rocard’s personal charm, was critical to reviving the French-
Australian bilateral relationship, which had been in tatters for a decade.100 Gone 
were the days in which Australia treated France as a political rival in the Ant-
arctic; on the minerals protocol, the two countries formed a united front. In 
France, the minerals convention was also opposed by the National Assembly, 
whose president, Laurent Fabius, was irritated that he had been shut out of the 
negotiations. Together, these voices called for France to fight for a complete ban 
on mineral exploitation and to protect the Antarctic “from any and all risks of 
pollution regardless of their origin.”101 Mitterrand’s final decision echoed Cous-
teau’s position: “I am preoccupied by the safeguarding of the Antarctic conti-
nent,” he said, and with the “idea of transforming this continent into a vast 
natural and peaceful reserve.”

This decision was part of a nascent but limited validation of environmental 
concerns in government. Elected in the spring of 1988, France’s new Socialist 
government included committed environmentalists, most importantly Brice 
Lalonde. A political ecologist, founding member of Les amis de la terre (which 
campaigned against the French nuclear program through the 1970s), and eco-
logical candidate in the 1981 presidential election, Lalonde was recruited to gov-
ernment from a European think tank. He was named secretary of state and 
then minister for the environment—the first ecologist to hold this position. He 
immediately launched an assertive environmental agenda at home and abroad, 
ratifying international treaties including the Montreal Protocol (CFCs/ozone), 
the Bonn Convention (protection of migratory species), and the Bern Conven-
tion (protection of natural habitats), as well as banning ivory imports into France. 
Domestically, his government’s plan vert was adopted in October 1990. For 
Lalonde, opposition to mining in the Antarctic was a matter of identity. But even 
with his environmentalist credentials, he was in no position to change the gov-
ernment’s stance on issues of significant national importance, such as nuclear 
testing. The Socialist government he served was, as Robert Gildea writes, “happy 
to steal individual policies from the ecologists, but not to let them interfere with 
the overall thrust of their strategy.”102 On the Antarctic minerals question, 
Lalonde’s views carried weight as Mitterrand and Rocard formulated their 
position.

The French rejection of the minerals convention cannot, however, be attrib-
uted simply or solely to an environmental turn in government. Several analyses 
of this volte-face argue that it was steeped in environmental altruism, or, an ex-
plicit desire to improve the country’s image on the world stage after having 
been lambasted for a trio of environmental mistakes in the 1980s: the Rainbow 
Warrior bombing, the Terre Adélie airstrip, and nuclear testing in the Pacific.103 
While this explanation makes logical sense, it is not supported by the archival 
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material. It is important not to conflate environmental credentials and choices 
with conversion to the cause. This is not a story of simple altruism, or adoption 
of environmentalism. It is more complicated than that, entangled with two 
strongly political rationales: domestic politics and electoral strategy, and strate-
gic considerations in the Antarctic.

Electoral pressure from the ecological movement and from pro-environmental 
voters made the environment matter on the French political agenda in late 1988 
and into 1989.104 Domestically, green candidates were making strong inroads. 
In the cantonal elections of autumn 1988, the Greens broke through the 5 percent 
barrier for the first time. And in municipal elections the following spring, Nantes, 
Toulouse, Lyon, and Bordeaux all saw victories for Green lists. In total, two thou-
sand Green or Green-leaning candidates were elected to municipal councils in 
what Brendan Prendiville has called a “green wave” sweeping over France.105 Mit-
terrand’s refusal to ratify the minerals convention was meant to counter this 
momentum. On the European front, too, pollsters predicted dramatic break-
throughs for the surging Green parties in the mid-1989 parliamentary elec-
tions.106 In the lead-up to those elections, Green interests in France came together 
for the first time and presented a single list, whose popularity soared. Mitter-
rand’s volte-face on Antarctic minerals was part of his strategy for those elec-
tions, designed to attract potential Green voters and to demonstrate that the 
Socialists were responsive to environmental concerns. Still, Mitterrand was 
hugely tarnished by the Rainbow Warrior scandal and even with the minerals 
decision he found it hard to win the environmentalists back. In a major break-
through the Greens won 10 percent of the vote and made their entrance on the 
European parliamentary scene, with a significant portion of those votes com-
ing from former Socialist supporters.

The rise of green politics in France at the end of the 1980s is representative of 
the new life environmentalism enjoyed in the country at that time. After decades 
of stagnation, environmentalism was beginning to spread wings in French so-
ciety: environmentalist ideas circulated more widely and in many aspects of so-
cial life, ecology and the environment became “in” topics. As business leaders, 
intellectuals, and politicians pronounced themselves “green,” environmentalism 
edged toward the mainstream. Still, while it was chic to be concerned about en-
vironmental issues, real action still lagged. Even with major policy announce-
ments such as the Antarctic minerals convention rejection, France continued to 
be seen internationally as among the worst offenders in the realm of environ-
mental protection. And this environmental spirit did not persist for long: after 
the Rio de Janeiro Earth Summit in 1992, environmental issues again took on a 
leisurely pace in France.107 Three years later, when newly elected president Jacques 
Chirac ordered a series of nuclear tests in the South Pacific coinciding with the 
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negotiation of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, France again became a pa-
riah in the international environmental community. Still, there was relatively 
more acceptance of environmental ideas and the environment continued to 
matter in the Antarctic arena.

Mitterrand’s rejection of the Antarctic minerals convention also spoke 
directly to strategic concerns about the French claim to Terre Adélie. In the 
late 1980s, as the environment came to matter in a way it had not earlier in the 
decade, the developing country group and ENGOs who had long been focused 
on Antarctica found their leverage. Malaysia spoke out at the United Nations, 
portraying the minerals convention and the Antarctic Treaty System as anti-
environment. The ENGOs argued that the consultative parties would not be 
able to make good on the convention’s environmental safeguards and por-
trayed the protocol as a slippery slope toward environmental degradation in 
the Antarctic.108 For the ENGOs, the ongoing Terre Adélie airstrip saga was 
proof that the ATS would not reign in problematic projects, and was as such a 
red flag for minerals exploration and exploitation. The penalty for France if it 
was to ignore these voices, as Marie Françoise Labouz has written, was “dis-
credit, or even disappearance” from Antarctic affairs.109 In this context, senior 
figures in the French government considered the rejection of the minerals con-
vention on environmental grounds and the proposal of the Madrid Protocol as 
the most effective way to protect the French claim to Terre Adélie: by champion-
ing a protocol for environmental protection within the existing ATS, they ne-
gated the environmental arguments for the creation of a supranational control 
authority.110

Indeed, while held up as an environmental victory, the Madrid Protocol was 
also designed to serve narrower French and Australian interests. For those two 
countries, the protocol was both a tool for environmental protection and a tool 
for restoring the Antarctic Treaty System’s moral legitimacy. By trading auton-
omy in action for a more stable and robust ATS, it was, in Bruce Byers’s terms, 
a “sovereignty bargain” that maintained Antarctica’s power dynamics firmly in 
the ATS’s court, exactly as France and Australia wanted it.111 Foreign Minister 
Roland Dumas made this explicit: France’s rejection of the minerals convention, 
he wrote, aimed at “the consolidation of the Antarctic Treaty System and its im-
provement to counter the doubts and criticisms levied against it.”112 This power 
play is generally regarded as having been successful both within France and by 
historians.113 In this way, France retained authority on Antarctica’s political scene 
and legitimacy in Terre Adélie. Further, France’s leadership in this context built 
its reputation as a powerhouse in Antarctic environmental governance, impor
tant to French diplomats as it gave the country a means of exerting influence 
outside the Anglo-Saxon dominated SCAR.114
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The French government also saw the rejection of the minerals convention as 
a way of preventing other countries from increasing their power in Antarctica, 
thereby preserving France’s place as a major player in the Antarctic sphere. Coun-
tries such as Chile and China, Jean-Yves Le Deaut of the Parliamentary Office 
for Evaluating Scientific and Technological Choices noted, were acting aggres-
sively in the Antarctic, by sending pregnant women to Antarctica to give birth 
(Chile) or by building large numbers of “supposedly scientific” bases in order to 
secure presence (China).115 If Antarctic mining were to go ahead, Le Deaut em-
phasized, “we cannot completely exclude the opening by a claimant country of 
‘political’ mining or petroleum installations which will serve only to affirm their 
rights to a territory. This could also be the case for countries which until now 
have not presented claims but which do not want the Antarctic to remain a do-
main reserved for a small club of developed countries.” For France, limiting pos-
sibilities on the white continent was a means of self-preservation. And Le 
Deaut’s assessment that significant mineral deposits in the Antarctic, should they 
exist, would be economically and technologically unexploitable for a long time 
into the future quelled any push for France to capitalize on the opening of the 
continent to minerals activity.

With these decisions, France found itself in a new position vis-à-vis other Ant-
arctic actors: the many voices that had criticized France, often vociferously, 
through the 1980s, from Australia to the developing country group led by Ma-
laysia to the ENGO group led by Greenpeace, now publicly supported France’s 
new environmental stance.116 Greenpeace even invited French diplomats in Wel-
lington to a reception on board the Gondwana, declaring that “we have had our 
differences with France, but we support your policy in the Antarctic”—an im-
pressive offer given that the French state had bombed a Greenpeace ship in New 
Zealand only five years previously.117

The volte-face on Antarctic minerals also represents another instance in 
which France broke with its normal policy of positive cooperation in the Ant-
arctic Treaty System. After six years of negotiations, there was every reason to 
expect all countries to ratify the convention, especially given the informal rules 
governing common behavior at the ATS. A high degree of trust—the belief that 
governments are acting and negotiating in good faith—is critical to the effec-
tive functioning of the ATS.118 For France to break these rules and reject a con-
vention for which it had fought hard for years was remarkable. Here we see a 
similarity with France’s decision on living marine resources: in both cases, 
France put sovereignty above adhering to the ATS’s norms. While in the case of 
living marine resources, France’s defense of its sovereignty priorities did not kill 
the convention as it did in the minerals case, both are representative of the lim-
its of French adherence to the cooperative nature of the ATS.
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The End of the Airstrip
As these events were swirling in Paris, the construction team in Terre Adélie dy-
namited and moved almost two million tons of rock, leveling Cuvier, Lion, 
Zeus, and Buffon Islands and lacing them together with the debris.119 Gradually 
a long airstrip emerged, its straight sides and flat grayness an anomaly in its icy 
environment. By mid-1989, the blasting was all but complete: the causeway 
reached the last island and a zone had been prepared for a hangar and control 
tower (figure 20).

The Terre Adélie airstrip was finally completed in early 1993, over ten years 
after construction first began. The first plane to land on the airstrip, a French 
Air Force Hercules C-130, was scheduled for February 1994. In celebration, 
France released a stamp showing an airplane swooping above the rocky tip of 
Terre Adélie, the long airstrip gleaming in the background. But the stamp was 
premature: just two weeks before the plane was due to land, a storm hit Pointe 
Géologie. Winds whipped over two hundred kilometers per hour, causing ice to 
shelve from a nearby glacier and a tidal wave to slam into the causeway. The air-

FIGURE 20.  High-altitude aerial view to the southeast, 1990: In the fore-
ground is the airstrip under construction, with the razed islands clearly visible. 
The archipelago, the Dumont-d’Urville base, and the continent can also be seen 
(Antoine Guichard, Archipôles, IPEV).
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strip was destroyed. Over two decades of planning, building, and strategizing 
was laid to waste by a single storm; what had taken years of political wrangling 
and on-the-ground earth moving to build was gone in a flash.

Why had such an event not been foreseen? The district chief in Terre Adélie 
blamed the storm’s intense violence, calling it without precedent and utterly un-
predictable.120 But it is clear that Expéditions polaires françaises grossly under-
estimated the action of the sea and waves in its preparatory studies. This oversight 
is due to self-bias: the studies were strongly influenced by Expéditions polaires 
françaises’ steadfast desire for the airstrip project to go ahead, by the belief that 
only an airstrip could resuscitate France’s position in the Antarctic. It is also rep-
resentative of the concentration of knowledge in Expéditions polaires fran-
çaises, its long history as a private organization, and its general disdain for 
external consultation. Government auditors lambasted the outcome, calling it a 
“poorly thought out [and] unhappy affair” that had “gravely underestimated” 
both the risks of natural disaster and the environmental damage wrought and 
led to the “pure loss” of more than 100 million francs.121

With the airstrip destroyed, the French government found itself in a delicate 
situation: on one hand, one basic premise underpinning the airstrip had always 
been to reinforce French sovereignty over Terre Adélie—something that could 
not simply be cast aside. On the other hand, it was not clear that rebuilding the 
airstrip would be successful, even if the necessary rock could be found, blasted, 
and moved. It was also unclear where the money to do so would come from. And, 
more importantly, given France’s push for environmental governance in the Ant-
arctic, the environmental consequences of rebuilding were hard to justify. In 
fact, the contradiction had been visible for some time and had been a quiet source 
of tension during the final years of construction.

The airstrip’s fate was announced by Michel Barnier, the new minister of the 
environment in Mitterrand’s government. With a long history of environmen-
tal interest, Barnier was a natural choice for the portfolio. He had been chargé 
de mission in Robert Poujade’s cabinet in the early 1970s and had advocated en-
vironmental protection throughout his long tenure as the deputy for Savoie. 
After deliberation, Barnier declared the end of the airstrip project in the autumn 
of 1994. France’s Antarctic airstrip had never been used and would never be used. 
Barnier gave two reasons for ending the project: “France’s desire to better pro-
tect the Antarctic environment” and the cost and difficulty of rebuilding.122 This 
decision went against the explicit wishes of Terre Adélie’s district chief.

With French Antarctic diplomacy now guided by an environmental proto-
col that had given new wind to the Antarctic Treaty System’s legitimacy, the po
litical situation facing the French government was starkly different than it had 
been during the airstrip’s construction. Through the 1980s, the airstrip had been 



174	C hapter 8

a physical symbol of French commitment to its Antarctic claim and was seen as 
essential to maintaining that claim. But once French authority in Terre Adélie 
and legitimacy in Antarctic affairs had been bolstered by the minerals conven-
tion and Madrid Protocol decisions, the argument that the airstrip was primal 
to the territorial claim lost its driving force. Further, France’s new, very public 
commitment to environmental protection in the Antarctic meant that rebuild-
ing the airstrip was not defensible in light of the amount of further blasting, harm 
to birds, and damage to the landscape that would incur. By citing environmental 
protection as a key reason for terminating the airstrip project, Barnier reinforced 
France’s strategic position within Antarctica’s evolving political dynamics.
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AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE

At the same time as President François Mitterrand’s volte-face on the minerals 
convention reoriented his country’s Antarctic stance, major changes were shak-
ing up French polar research. In early autumn 1989, the overseas minister and 
the minister for research and technology demanded an evaluation of France’s 
polar activities in order to get to the bottom of TAAF’s persistent funding cri-
ses. The report, delivered just two months later by Claude Fréjacques (the presi-
dent of the Centre national de la recherche scientifique and of TAAF’s consultative 
council) and Frédéric Thiriez (a senior director at the Overseas Ministry), was 
damning. France was weak in both Arctic and Antarctic affairs, the men wrote, 
with a polar budget of half or less than that of comparable countries: while 
France’s polar budget in 1989 was 110 million francs, those of Britain and West 
Germany were 250 million francs and 230 million francs, respectively. France 
used to be a strong player in Arctic research, they continued, but “has now been 
reduced to participation in a few operations here and there via international part-
nership.”1 The risk of an Arctic treaty between the bordering countries meant 
France would be entirely excluded from that region of the globe unless it aug-
mented its presence. The outlook in Antarctica was better, but still French Ant-
arctic science was clearly suffering, and unless France demonstrated more 
commitment and investment it would soon be without means and left out of in-
ternational cooperation. Fréjacques and Thiriez then linked the two polar 
worlds, recommending that France establish a new polar organization to cover 
both Arctic and Antarctic research.
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The idea of a new French polar organization had been floated for a while but 
had not been championed by anyone until this moment. Emboldened by high-
level political interest in the Antarctic, the ministries saw a chance to act, to re-
form French polar research to their liking after years of frustration. As 
Mitterrand and Prime Minister Michel Rocard shone a spotlight on Antarcti-
ca’s environment, the idea of France abandoning the Dumont-d’Urville base, 
long mooted, was definitively off the table. Environmentalism in the Antarctic 
was now official government policy and enjoyed support at the highest levels. 
Publicly, the ministries announced that the conditions had “come together for 
French polar research to have a new momentum and for our country to preserve 
its place in this peaceful competition between nations, that is to say among the 
first”—a clear harkening back to Jean-Baptiste Charcot’s vision enunciated nearly 
a century earlier.2 Still, they were not about to let go of their battle with TAAF. 
The ministries made it clear that they wanted a new structure for French polar 
research not only to revitalize it and create robust support mechanisms for it, 
but also to reduce TAAF’s authority in wake of the auditors’ criticisms. But there 
were competing interests and strong feelings.

With Mitterrand’s and Rocard’s push for an environmental protocol in the 
Antarctic, and especially with the environment acting as the public face behind 
their rejection of the minerals convention, France staked a claim: the Antarctic 
was a place where France was going to be active and decisive, a place where the 
environment was going to matter in decision-making. Armed with this high-
level support, the ministries decided that France should aim to capture a big slice 
of the polar environmental research pie. The Antarctic and the Arctic, the min-
istries explained, held “the key to numerous questions about our universe and 
its future,” from the ozone layer to the general circulation of the atmosphere to 
climate history and change.3 Speaking in the summer of 1990, Louis Le Pensec, 
the overseas minister, made clear his aim: pointing to France’s championing of 
a global convention for the protection of the Antarctic, he called for the “excep-
tional natural laboratory” of Antarctica to be preserved and for polar science to 
progress in the interests of humanity as a whole—and for France to lead these 
efforts.4 But these steps toward shedding France’s long-held international repu-
tation as an environmental pariah were as motivated by internal French politics 
as they were by environmental concerns.

The plan to link the Arctic and Antarctic in a new polar organization was 
fueled by a trio of reasons: pride, pragmatism, and punishment. Given that all 
big countries possessed a polar organization covering both the Arctic and the 
Antarctic, the ministries felt that France should follow suit. France’s pride and 
prestige in the polar spheres mandated it, the ministries insisted, and without 
joining the two poles, France would fall further behind and be unable to coop-
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erate and compete on the international scene. Given the similarities of the 
themes, methods, and logistical problems of scientific research in the Arctic and 
the Antarctic, too, the ministries thought it pragmatic to link them. A new organ
ization was also seen as a practical way of amalgamating the various disparate 
forces governing French polar science at the time. Lastly, linking the Arctic and 
Antarctic was a convenient way for the ministries to punish TAAF for decades 
of financial and administrative turmoil. Since France had no territorial posses-
sion in the Arctic region, the ministries argued, TAAF could not take on the role 
of an interlocutor with foreign partners in that region—and thus could not take 
a leading role in the new polar organization.5 This was part of a broader argu-
ment which held that TAAF’s legal structure and political connections meant 
that it was not the best vehicle for French research in the austral territories.

At the heart of the proposal for a new polar organization was a scientific sta-
tion in the interior of Antarctica—something French scientists had long hoped 
for, but which was very expensive and logistically difficult. At the time, there were 
only two interior stations (Amundsen-Scott, run by the Americans, and Vostok, 
by the Soviets), but the interior offered unparalleled access to knowledge about 
the planet. By building an interior station, France would be able to both prove 
that it could keep up with the superpowers in the Antarctic and contribute to 
answering pressing environmental questions. While scientists and Expéditions 
polaires françaises saw Dome C (as the yet-unbuilt station was known) as crucial 
for boosting France’s image in the international scientific community, for the 
government it represented a place where France could stake out its new environ-
mental position in the Antarctic.

The site chosen for Dome C was located in Australia’s Antarctic territory, tak-
ing advantage of the free access for scientific research allowed by the Antarctic 
Treaty. One of the coldest places on Earth, it is under the ozone hole and iso-
lated from pollution and maritime influences, making it an ideal natural geo-
physical and astronomical observatory. In the mid-1970s, the French—with 
essential American help—drilled an impressive kilometer-long ice core there, 
extracting samples reaching back fifty thousand years. And during the austral 
summer of 1979, a joint French-American team undertook ice core drilling and 
seismological and meteorological studies at the site, work again only made pos
sible by American logistics and funding. But still the site lacked a permanent 
station. In 1990, the two ministers leading the reorganization of French polar 
research, Hubert Curien (research and technology) and Louis Le Pensec (over-
seas), publicly announced their intention to move forward with a permanent 
Dome C station. The new French commitment to an environmental path in the 
Antarctic seemed to have legs. But despite multiple public announcements and 
much backroom maneuvering, through the end of 1990 and into 1991 no real 
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progress was made. There was a fundamental discord between the ministries, 
who were eager to take authority away from TAAF, and TAAF itself, forced into 
a posture of self-defense. Power, authority, and control were at stake.

At TAAF, the government’s sudden intense interest in the polar worlds was 
viewed with suspicion. Bernard Morlet and Bernard de Gouttes (TAAF’s chief 
administrator from 1990 to 1991) correctly saw the new polar organization as a 
mechanism for sidelining TAAF, in effect punishing the territory for years of 
financial problems.6 Concerned that TAAF’s control over its scientific mission 
would be reduced, Morlet petitioned for TAAF to maintain its authority over 
French Antarctic and sub-Antarctic science, pointing to the science-sovereignty 
link that had underpinned Antarctic legitimacy for decades. Research, Morlet 
argued, was TAAF’s raison d’être, the means by which TAAF assured French 
sovereignty over its districts—and thus research “cannot be dissociated from the 
Territory,” as he repeated over and over in public and private.7 Morlet’s position, 
however, was weakened by the damning auditors’ report, which made it difficult 
for him to defend TAAF in government circles.

Pushed to the wall, Morlet and de Gouttes dug in their heels, obstructing and 
obfuscating, refusing to assist with tasks to build the new polar organization. 
When asked for documents about TAAF’s personnel, Morlet did not reply; for 
his part, de Gouttes deliberately muddled his responses to questions about 
TAAF’s budget—all of which, complained officials at the Ministry of Research and 
Technology, made it impossible to figure out staffing and a provisional budget.8 
Thoroughly fed up with TAAF, the Overseas Ministry decided that funding for 
Antarctic research would not be increased until the new polar body was up and 
running.9 New projects in the Antarctic, the ministry hoped, would be removed 
from TAAF’s hands. Indeed, the ministry’s contribution to TAAF had fallen by 
a quarter between 1980 and 1990—a decline significant enough to threaten the 
entire scientific program in Terre Adélie. The Overseas Ministry was so incensed 
that it even proposed dissolving Expéditions polaires françaises completely de-
spite it being the chief repository of polar logistical knowledge in France.10

For his part, Paul-Emile Victor was furious. In the late autumn of 1990, he 
appealed publicly to Prime Minister Rocard to establish the new polar organ
ization immediately. The delay, he said, was “a catastrophic lateness” due to “in-
terpersonal quarrels, heavy and slow administrative structures, a general lack 
of dynamism, and no financing”—an accurate, if damning, assessment.11 “At this 
rate, in two years France will lose the enviable place in the polar regions she 
has built up over the past 30 years,” he continued: “She will be absent from 
European Arctic science; and she will have definitively lost her pioneer rank in 
Antarctica.” Victor was soon granted a meeting with Rocard—confirmation of 
his continued influence in government even after retirement. At the meeting, 
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Rocard assured Victor that action would be taken within a fortnight. But when 
Rocard was forced to resign after clashing with Mitterrand, with whom he had 
a notoriously poor relationship, and Laurent Fabius, the matter was once again 
delayed.12

It was not until a year and a half later, in early 1992, that the new polar organ
ization, called Institut français pour la recherche et la technologie polaire (French 
Institute for Polar Research and Technology), was created. Headquartered in 
Paris, it was responsible for selecting and financing scientific programs, organ
izing expeditions, participating in international scientific work, and managing 
laboratories in the polar and subpolar regions, as well as building a station at 
Dome C. It brought together representatives from the Overseas Ministry, the 
Ministry of Research and Technology, TAAF, Expéditions polaires françaises, 
and national scientific institutes—the key French structures, in short, whose 
work touched on the polar and subpolar regions. In 2002, its name was changed 
to Institut polaire français Paul-Emile Victor (often simply called the Institut po-
laire français, or IPEV) in honor of the dean of modern French polar work who 
had passed away seven years earlier.

While the new organization was instructed to assure the continuity of exist-
ing research, scientific activities, and operations, the animosity of the past two 
decades persisted, driven by long-standing mistrust and resentment. TAAF’s 
chief administrator was prevented from taking a leading role in the new sys-
tem—a serious blow to the territory, which continued to feel that it was treated 
as a second-class political citizen. Morlet himself was pushed aside because he 
would not come into line—something he saw as an immense deception and 
which he looked back on bitterly for the rest of his life.13 And rather than end-
ing the ongoing intragovernmental feuds, the creation of the new organization 
merely transformed their setting.

Following the Narrative to the Present Day
Since the early 1990s, the environmental approach that followed from France’s 
rejection of the minerals convention and sponsorship of the Madrid Protocol 
has provided a clear narrative for the country’s course in the Antarctic. It has 
not, however, put an end to the peaks and troughs of the preceding decades. This 
approach has also by no means been perfect; in particular, it took France far too 
long to pass legal and regulatory measures to enshrine the Madrid Protocol stip-
ulations in law. Samuel Deliancourt rightly calls France’s delays in this respect 
embarrassing in the context of the country’s desire to be a leader in the protection 
of Antarctica’s environment.14
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The creation of the Institut français pour la recherche et la technologie polaire 
did boost French Antarctic science, and France remains a significant actor in 
that field. In cooperation with Italy, France finally built a scientific station at the 
Dome C site in the interior of the Antarctic Continent—something its scientists 
had long hoped for. The station, named Concordia, opened for the austral sum-
mers in 1996 and as a year-round facility in 2005. It represents a place where the 
French government can stake out its environmental position in Antarctic re-
search. Due to the failure of the airstrip project, Concordia relies on overland 
convoys to cover the 1,100 kilometers of ice separating it from the coastal 
Dumont-d’Urville base.15 The partnership with Italy, while not France’s preferred 
option, was necessary for both countries: Italy provided money, which France 
lacked, and the French provided to the Italians a foothold into the Antarctic. 
France is also participating in the ambitious European “Beyond EPICA” ice core 
project, which aims to drill a 2.7-kilometer-long ice core and shed new light on 
Earth’s climate history over the past 1.5 million years. Begun in 2019, Beyond 
EPICA’s first results are expected in 2025. Ironically, the project is being led by 
Italian scientists, who had been shown the ropes in the Antarctic by the French. 
It is clear that the French government continues to see Antarctic research, and 
particularly ice core research, as a potent political symbol, a means of showing 
that France is “powerful and scientifically sophisticated,” as Christian Gaudin 
of the Parliamentary Office for the Evaluation of Scientific and Technological 
Choices put it.16 Indeed, this environmentally oriented scientific research is per-
forming a political task toward legitimating the French claim. But still, even as 
France remains a world leader in terms of the number of scientific publications 
on the Antarctic and sub-Antarctic, investment in scientific resources, logistics, 
and human capital continues to falter.17

The political and institutional bickering that so colored France’s polar efforts 
for decades has not abated. The two main players in French polar work, the In-
stitut polaire français and TAAF, continue to disagree, especially in areas where 
their mandates overlap. Instead of cooperating, they often act as rivals. Govern-
ment reports repeatedly stress that the lack of clarity surrounding their man-
dates is causing duplication, confusion, and waste, even going so far as to call 
on the prime minister’s office to step in and regularize Terre Adélie’s manage-
ment.18 TAAF’s financial mismanagement, too, shows little improvement: prob
lems with receipts, ordering, and accounts abound and there is a painful lack of 
transparency over simple matters such as the sale of stamps.19

The old funding problem also persists. French investment in the Antarctic 
remains significantly lower than that of other comparable countries, something 
regularly pointed out in the National Assembly, by scientists, in government re-
ports, and in the media. Terre Adélie’s budget is strained and the Dumont-



	An  Uncertain Future	 181

d’Urville base suffers for it, with serious sanitation and maintenance problems. 
“The Dumont-d’Urville base is the major symbol of our presence,” wrote Gaudin 
in 2007: “It is our duty to have a station in line with our rank and not a disorga
nized series of dilapidated buildings.”20 The base has not greatly improved since 
then. Chronically insufficient funding is continually complained about by those 
in charge of, and in charge of evaluating, France’s role in the Antarctic: scien-
tific research is not as robust as it could be, morale among personnel is low, and 
logistics are weak.21 While the Institut polaire français and TAAF have made it 
clear that €70 million are necessary over the next twenty-five years to renovate 
the Dumont-d’Urville base, of which €40 million are needed immediately, no 
money appears to be forthcoming. Perhaps most embarrassing is that France is 
being outspent by countries with no territorial claim in the polar regions: while 
France spent about €18 million on polar research in 2019, Italy spent €20 mil-
lion, and both were far eclipsed by other nonclaimant countries such as South 
Korea (€45 million) and Germany (€50 million).22

The link between investment in its myriad forms and sovereignty is clear. 
When the Institut polaire français’ director, Jérôme Chappellaz, addressed the 
National Assembly in mid-2019, he asked the French government to consider 
carefully whether the country was still committed to playing a role in the Ant-
arctic.23 Without more investment, Chappellaz asserted, “not only will we lose 
our rank as a nation currently located at the forefront of scientific production in 
Antarctica, but France’s weight in the Antarctic diplomatic context as well as its 
initial claim of sovereignty in Terre Adélie could be called into question.” These 
issues were almost verbatim those that had defined the preceding several decades 
of France’s relationship with the Antarctic. In particular, Chappellaz’s appeal to 
the sovereignty question to push for additional funding recalls Morlet’s earlier 
efforts to link sovereignty and science. As Olivier Poivre d’Arvor, France’s am-
bassador for the polar regions, added in early 2022, France’s legitimacy in the 
Antarctic sphere on all levels—politically, morally, scientifically, and potentially 
legally—will continue to fall if France is not seen to be invested, literally and fig-
uratively, in the continent’s future.24 Once again, France risks being left out and 
left behind in the Antarctic arena.

The high cost of operating in the polar regions has of late been pushing France 
toward a European-based strategy, something it had been loath to pursue in 
earlier decades. In the 1980s, France chose to stay out of European projects in 
order to emphasize French-specific capacity in the Antarctic, something seen 
clearly when Morlet refused to join a European icebreaker project for reasons of 
sovereignty.25 Now, the “colossal” costs of polar logistics are making coopera-
tion more appealing.26 France already cooperates with the Italians in the Ant-
arctic (Concordia Station) and the Germans in the Arctic (the AWIPEV research 
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base in Ny-Ålesund), among other projects. But cooperation is more appealing 
to France in the north than in the south given the lack of French capacity and 
territorial claims in the north. In the south, there is an underlying wariness since 
most European countries do not recognize France’s claim to Terre Adélie, as Ger-
many made very clear in its United Nations submission on continental shelf 
claims in 2005.27 Still, France is embarking on a two-pronged European strat-
egy in the Antarctic: First, eager to build the Institut polaire français into the 
leading European Antarctic projects body, France is increasingly coordinating, 
organizing, and participating in cooperative scientific projects. Here, there is a 
strong element of prestige; while France is open to scientific cooperation, it wants 
to be directing that work, not merely participating. Despite a persistent lack of 
money, the feeling of entitlement that has long colored France’s polar affairs en-
dures. Second, France is opening its bases to EU member countries with little 
Antarctic experience, at once enabling them to undertake Antarctic work and 
promoting French capacity on the continent. To France, a European strategy rep-
resents a means of competing with the great powers in the Antarctic, some-
thing which it is increasingly clear that isolated European nations cannot do on 
their own.28 But even as this is understood in principle, practical commitment 
is lacking. While France and Italy agreed in early 2021 to renovate Concordia 
Station, for example, the Institut polaire français has no means of contributing 
France’s €10 million share of the costs.29

Access weaknesses, too, continue to pose challenges to France’s Antarctic 
future. The new French icebreaker, again called the Astrolabe, developed a ma-
jor defect during its first trip to Terre Adélie in late 2019.30 As a result, planned 
scientific work was canceled and the French were forced to rely on Australia to 
service Terre Adélie. As pointed out in the National Assembly, this meant that 
access to a French territory was once again entrusted to a foreign country, a “crit-
ical situation which puts research and French sovereignty in the TAAF in dan-
ger.”31 Between the lack of air access and the pack ice that can completely block 
maritime access, France cannot be said to have fully independent access to Terre 
Adélie—certainly not through the long austral winters nor to its vast interior. 
The icebreaker situation is particularly poignant since France’s lack of a dedi-
cated scientific icebreaker divides it from other major polar powers, a clear sign 
of not belonging with the “big players.”32 Even when it is running, the new As-
trolabe is heavily used by the French Navy to patrol France’s Exclusive Economic 
Zones, and the Institut polaire français only has access to it for four months each 
year for supply voyages. As such, French researchers have little capacity to con-
duct lengthy polar oceanographic campaigns.

France is also the only country highly active in the Antarctic with no air ac-
cess to the continent.33 To the Foreign Affairs Commission, which reported in 
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2019, the access problems speak to a quintuple weakness: inadequate servicing 
of a French territory, reliance on foreign nations, limitations on science and co-
operation, danger to personnel on the ground, and a blow to France’s legiti-
macy in Antarctic affairs.34 The decision to end the airstrip project in 1994 still 
resonates, especially now that the Australians have an air link between Hobart 
and Casey Station, a four-hour flight that makes crystal clear what France still 
lacks: efficient access to a territory, a demonstration of commitment and con-
trol, and the ability to protect national interests via aerial surveillance.35 France’s 
inability to rapidly connect Hobart, Dumont-d’Urville, and Concordia Station, 
as well as not-infrequent appeals to other countries for supply and emergency 
help, Poivre d’Arvor emphasizes, weakens Terre Adélie’s territorial continuity 
and integrity.36 It will also make it more difficult in the future to argue for sov-
ereign power if France cannot independently and securely access the territory—
for example, to evacuate an ailing or injured scientist. These problems are not 
new. Gaudin’s complaint that “among the great Antarctic nations, France suffers 
from the weakest logistics,” written in 2007, could have been written at almost 
any time over the past seventy years.37

High-Level Engagement
Early in the twenty-first century, high-level concern over Antarctic geopolitics 
emerged in government, sending signs that France was eager to revitalize its 
stance in the Antarctic. This renewed interest can be traced to Michel Rocard’s 
term as the first French ambassador for the polar regions, a position he held from 
2009 until 2016. With his long-standing support for Antarctica’s environment 
and his reputation as one of the “heroes” responsible for the moratorium on min-
eral exploitation, Rocard fought to make the Antarctic matter on France’s po
litical scene throughout his ambassadorship. His efforts bore fruit the year after 
his term finished when newly elected president Emmanuel Macron incorporated 
the Antarctic into his agenda. Macron’s government has vocally engaged with 
the polar regions as a means of promoting broader geopolitical aims, a renewal 
of French diplomacy and revitalization of French influence across the globe.

Macron’s frequent stressing of the Antarctic as a unique place for peace, sci-
ence, and partnership, a place of extreme environmental fragility requiring co-
operative protection, is a deliberate counterbalance to growing tensions in the 
region. Chinese and Russian assertiveness, in particular, have sparked high-level 
concern throughout Macron’s presidency, something only reinforced by the re-
emergence of Russia as the common Western enemy with the invasion of Ukraine 
in early 2022. In 2019, Prime Minister Édouard Philippe made clear France’s 



184	C hapter 9

mistrust of Chinese intentions in the Antarctic, pointing to the lack of trans-
parency at Kunlun Station, located in Australia’s Antarctic territory.38 It does 
not help that China gives its Antarctic stations patriotic names and uses terms 
such as “conquest” to describe its activities on the continent, suggesting a latent 
nationalism.39 Macron’s new ambassador for the polar regions, Poivre d’Arvor, 
too, writes that China is working to destabilize the Antarctic Treaty System, 
dividing the consultative powers against each other and trying to destroy the 
governance consensus that has reigned for the past half century.40 On the envi-
ronmental front, French officials are concerned about Russian and Chinese agen-
das for Antarctic minerals, especially if one of these countries chooses to leave 
the Madrid Protocol and operate outside its constraints.41 These threats have 
fed a growing French desire to reinforce its claim over Terre Adélie and to push 
the science and peace agenda of the ATS, a system in which France is highly 
invested.

In keeping with the environmental stance that has guided French involve-
ment in the Antarctic for three decades, France has of late been pushing hard 
for the protection of eastern Antarctic waters. As China and Russia have stymied 
these efforts, explicitly opposing the creation of a protected marine reserve next 
to Terre Adélie, the French government has recognized the need to step up and 
protect its strategic interests. The Chinese and Russian opposition is entirely po
litical, emphasized the Foreign Affairs Commission in 2019, demanding an 
equally strong political response from France.42 For China and Russia, new ma-
rine protection areas are perceived as an implicit acknowledgment of Antarctic 
territorial claims as well as a threat to future fishing activities. Likewise, these 
countries are steadily undermining the existing living marine resources conven-
tion by deliberately stalling proceedings intended to impose consequences for 
rule breaking and blocking progress on other issues for political reasons.43 In 
Japan, too, conservation and rational use are too often conflated. France must 
do more to ensure that conservation remains the primary focus in the region—
especially as the biggest remaining underexploited fishery in the world, the Ant-
arctic krill fishery, is poised to become a source of dispute between the fishing 
industry and environmentalist states and organizations. French efforts to engage 
with these issues in 2020 through the European Union were unsuccessful, and 
over the past few years little has been accomplished because of the COVID-19 
pandemic.44 This is representative of a larger battle: as more and more countries 
join the Antarctic Treaty System, the claimant states are finding themselves out-
numbered, challenging their power on the continent.45 For China especially, 
the Antarctic is a region that offers an important means for the expansion of soft 
power as well as a region in which China can challenge the hegemony of the orig-
inal ATS powers, all of which is wrapped up in larger political strategies.
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France has also actively been pushing for stringent restrictions on Antarctic 
tourism.46 At least until interrupted by COVID-19, tourism numbers had been 
rising sharply for decades, representing both the physical presence of another 
interest group on the continent and the commercialization of the Antarctic. 
While the vast majority (upward of 98 percent) of this tourism takes place in 
the Antarctic Peninsula region, far from Terre Adélie, France is vocally speak-
ing out against the environmental consequences of tourism, calling for strict lim-
its on the number of passengers per ship and on the construction of land-based 
tourist infrastructure. French authorities are particularly concerned about the 
perturbation of fauna by tourists, especially given the coincidence of the high 
tourist season and wildlife reproduction periods. In Terre Adélie itself, France 
also wants to ensure that tourism does not detrimentally affect scientific work 
and is loath to have state logistical resources assist the growing industry.47

Hand in hand with these concerns is the potential for tourism to become a 
vector for legal challenges to the French claim. The arrest of a foreign national 
tourist for breaking French law, for example, would undoubtably call into ques-
tion jurisdiction and authority in Terre Adélie, highlighting the fragility of the 
claim. This raises a broader point: Terre Adélie’s uncertain legal regime has long 
been of quiet concern to France.48 While the state has on occasion tried to clar-
ify the territory’s legal situation (for example, by giving the district chief limited 
police functions and by stipulating that the French penal code applies with cer-
tain exceptions), the practicalities are tricky. By what means could a district chief 
detain a French suspect in Terre Adélie during the austral winter, for example, 
when removal by a French vessel might be up to nine months away? Moreover, 
any attempt to arrest a foreign national in Terre Adélie would almost certainly 
result in a jurisdictional dispute—one that, at its limit, could conceivably desta-
bilize the Antarctic Treaty System and exacerbate tensions on the continent. This 
has long been on France’s radar, dating back to the negotiation of the Antarctic 
Treaty, when French diplomats argued against establishing exclusive criminal 
jurisdiction on the basis of nationality. These uncertainties are by no means 
unique to France: as James Crawford and Donald R. Rothwell note using the fic-
tional example of a foreign observer who kills an Australian scientist during a 
private brawl on an Australian base, the application of national law in the Ant-
arctic is a Pandora’s box best not opened.49 This also applies in the regulatory 
arena. When France attempted to impose a mooring tax on foreign ships and a 
visitor tax on tourists to Terre Adélie in 2001, the United States argued that the 
move was not allowed under the ATS, and France was forced to retract the 
taxes—an unwelcome reminder of the limits on sovereignty imposed by the Ant-
arctic Treaty. In contrast, France does impose taxes on ships and visitors to its 
sub-Antarctic islands, where sovereignty is not at play.50
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These efforts to revitalize France’s stance in the Antarctic have led to a num-
ber of practical results.51 In mid-2019, the National Assembly set up an infor-
mation mission to define a strategic vision for French presence in the polar 
regions. Later that year, France sent a minister to Terre Adélie for the first time. 
The visit was a calculated gesture intended to underline France’s commitment 
to Antarctic research and marine protection at a time of increasing tension. And 
Macron instructed his ambassador for the polar regions, Poivre d’Arvor, to pro-
duce France’s first polar strategy roadmap. More visibly, Macron’s government 
used the French presidency of the 2021 Antarctic Treaty consultative meeting 
and Madrid Protocol meeting to publicly push environmental governance on the 
white continent. Speaking on the occasion of the sixtieth anniversary of the Ant-
arctic Treaty in June 2021, Macron highlighted France’s environmental creden-
tials in the Antarctic.52 The Antarctic Treaty System is still central to France’s 
vision of the continent, and Macron’s emphasis on France’s responsibility for the 
perpetuation of that system was a not-so-subtle warning to China and other 
countries who have begun to test its strength.

With this high-level engagement, by early 2022 all elements were in place for 
significant French reinvestment in the Antarctic, and hope among polar officials 
and scientists was high. But promises and action—specifically, money—are dif
ferent things. Despite the repeated promises made by Macron in 2021 and early 
2022—promises that linked renewed polar commitment with broader geopoliti
cal and environmental strategies—neither money nor other tangible invest-
ment have materialized. The road map for French polar strategy released by 
Poivre d’Arvor in the spring of 2022 reads not as a policy document but as a lit-
any of complaints: chronic underinvestment in scientific research, embarrass-
ingly weak logistics, crumbling infrastructure, no coherent strategic vision, 
burned-out personnel, and a falling reputation.53 This was the end of the line 
for the Institut polaire français’ director, Jérôme Chappellaz, who has for years 
been sounding alarm bells about France’s Antarctic engagement. Tired of re-
peated promises but no follow-through, Chappellaz resigned his position and 
plans to now pursue polar research with another country—a serious blow to 
French polar interests.54
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​Epilogue

AN ANTARCTIC POWER MALGRÉ SOI

It is crystal clear that France cannot remain a major player in the Antarctic with-
out significant new investment. That investment needs to come in the form of 
real money; promises, announcements, and reports are not enough. The goals 
enunciated by President Emmanuel Macron—championing the protection of 
Antarctica’s environment, standing out as a scientific powerhouse, and playing 
a leading role in the management of the continent and its surrounding 
waters—are all critical to France’s legitimacy in the Antarctic world. As the bal-
ance of influence in the Antarctic Treaty System shifts and other powerful 
countries make their weight felt, France finds itself in an uncomfortable posi-
tion. Moreover, since claims to sovereignty over Antarctic territory are not 
constitutive principles of governance, the influence enjoyed by France in the 
decades immediately following the signing of the Antarctic Treaty is waning. 
This predicament is shared with other claimant states: as Anthony Bergin and 
his colleagues point out in their assessment of Australia’s Antarctic interests, the 
politics of the white continent are in flux as the “old” Antarctic countries reduce 
or maintain their capabilities and activities while the “new” Antarctic countries 
(namely, China, India, and South Korea) continue to increase their investments.1 
Today, Antarctica’s future looks less predictable than ever over the past sixty 
years.

That France once again finds itself at a crossroads in the Antarctic is not sur-
prising from a historical perspective. As the long narrative of this book shows, 
France became and has remained an Antarctic power malgré soi. Indeed, France 
discovered a portion of the white continent, became an Antarctic claimant state, 
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and grew into an Antarctic Treaty System leader all despite only intermittent 
political and cultural interest at home. With no sense of urgency and few im-
mediate advantages to be gained from Terre Adélie, successive French govern-
ments had nothing to lose by ignoring the territory, often for long periods. Each 
critical stage in France’s journey to Antarctic power was propelled not by inter-
nal desire or motivation but by a deep need to respond to an adversary, whether 
it be a rival state or a more nebulous threat such as alternative governance struc-
tures.2 Terre Adélie has long been a site used by France to show itself superior to 
rivals, from Britain in the nineteenth century to the United States in the post-
war period to China and Russia today. The story of France in the Antarctic is 
rooted in national pride and honor rather than strictly in territory.

Dumont d’Urville’s prise de possession of 1840 was more a product of impe-
rial rivalries than of eagerness to claim a tract of inhospitable land so far from 
home. His entire voyage, from the king’s command to the navigator’s decision 
to push south of Hobart, was motivated by the desire to best both France’s old 
rival, Britain, and the new, impudent challenger, the United States. But for the 
rest of the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth century, when there 
was no threat to the claim, no outside pressure, Terre Adélie remained absent 
from French political and cultural interests. When France finally enacted legal 
decrees in the 1920s, it was only because Britain and its Dominions had begun 
to make claims on the continent and challenge France’s hold over Terre Adélie. 
And the French state committed money for an expedition to Terre Adélie after 
World War II only when Victor made it clear that other countries were prepar-
ing a political solution to tensions on the Antarctic Continent and that France 
could not retain its territory without presence. As the International Geophysi-
cal Year and the Antarctic Treaty negotiations raised the white continent’s pro-
file, the potential of being left out of international projects and losing control of 
Terre Adélie again forced France to act. De Gaulle’s commitment to permanent 
presence at the very end of the 1950s, too, was a response to the need to support 
France’s status as a puissance mondiale moyenne after the collapse of empire, as 
well as a means of standing up to American hegemony. Similarly, Mitterrand’s 
and Rocard’s decision to merge questions of environment and sovereignty and 
stake out a new, spirited French position for the white continent at the very end 
of the 1980s was motivated by challenges to the Antarctic Treaty System and to 
French authority in the Antarctic world.

This pattern of French engagement with Terre Adélie in response to adver-
saries or threats is indicative of the territory’s outlier status in broader French 
conceptions of colonialism, empire, and global power.3 Whereas the primacy of 
French presence abroad has long been weighted in commercial potential and cul-
tural influence, Terre Adélie has offered neither real economic promise nor 
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populations conducive to rayonnement (or its past incarnations of evangeliza-
tion and the imperial mission). Nor did the Antarctic territory serve France in 
the way faraway territories were supposed to: returning profits and raising rev-
enues to cover (and indeed exceed) the expenses of keeping them, providing valu-
able raw materials, building a market for French goods and products, and—less 
concretely but no less importantly—helping to solve national problems. The stra-
tegic, economic, and political advantages Terre Adélie has offered to France 
have always been difficult to measure and hard to explain in quantitative terms. 
Unpopulated, frozen, and fiendishly difficult to access, Terre Adélie remained a 
land apart well into the twentieth century. As Alexandre Simon-Ekeland notes, 
too, with no Indigenous or permanent inhabitants, the Antarctic was detached 
from French cultural exploration.4 But this also meant that Terre Adélie stood 
above the immense anger and shame associated with the fall of empire after 
World War II—“a discreet form of revenge on history” indeed, a territory im-
mune from the complex emotions of decolonization—again emphasizing its sep-
aration from wider historical and cultural themes.5

It is this apartness from the imperial project, too, that has driven the gulf sep-
arating Terre Adélie and the Hexagon in both the political and cultural imagi-
nations. Unlike in South America and Australia, with their geographic proximity 
and historical-emotional ties to the white continent, the Antarctic has never been 
strongly connected to French identity nor integrated into the broader French 
worldview. For the South American claimants, environmental and geographic 
connections—weather patterns, contiguous rocks, even fauna—play a role alto-
gether absent from the French experience. And the Australian belief that geo-
graphic proximity confers territorial rights and responsibilities, too, reveals a 
nationalism toward the Antarctic entirely lacking in the French case. This is not 
simply a matter of physical distance: as Francis Spufford shows, Britain has long 
had a “hazy love affair” with the polar regions, a spirit of popular interest bor-
dering on obsession.6 While the French were certainly greatly interested in the 
world beyond the Hexagon through the nineteenth century and into the twen-
tieth century, this was driven by the expansion of the French colonial empire, 
exotic populated territories ripe for the mission civilisatrice and blooming with 
economic promise. The polar regions were decidedly secondary, if not entirely 
absent, even at universities and in geographical societies, where again the utili-
tarian focus was on France’s colonial possessions and their prospects. Unlike in 
Britain, where the Antarctic was seen in both scientific and public circles to be 
an integral part of empire, in France Terre Adélie did not fit into the imperial 
fabric. Never did France have to contend with the anti-imperial rhetoric with which 
Argentine president Juan Domingo Perón challenged Britain’s Antarctic claim; 
never did France meet with any direct territorial challenge for Terre Adélie such 
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as that which the British faced when, upon arrival at the Antarctic Peninsula in 
1952, they were confronted by an armed Argentine naval party. Terre Adélie’s 
much quieter history both furthered its distance from the imperial project and 
meant that the French state was able to ignore the territory for long periods 
with no repercussions.

But the idea of losing Terre Adélie to a rival has long been anathema. France 
had already lost Bouvet, Prince Edward, and Marion Islands for lack of pursu-
ing claims—losses that paled in significance with the failure to claim and colo-
nize land in Australia and New Zealand despite early landings, failures that 
enabled British hegemony in the South Pacific. And while French explorers made 
many discoveries in and around the Antarctic Peninsula, they never made any 
claims to territory there, shutting France out of that region as well. If Voltaire 
had underevaluated the strategic importance and economic value of territory in 
Canada, calling France’s holdings there but “a few acres of ice,” what future re-
grets might a similarly premature evaluation of Terre Adélie bring? The idea that 
this situation of loss, of regret, might replicate itself in Terre Adélie has long 
driven support for that territory, tying together prestige, honor, and international 
influence. More broadly, since World War II, Terre Adélie has become central to 
grandeur, faraway and yet essential to the redefinition of France as a global po
litical entity following decolonization, resonating as strongly for geopolitical 
purposes as for environmental ones. With its arresting landscapes and striking 
visual imagery, Terre Adélie—land of ice and barrenness, home to those extraor-
dinary birds that breed in the heart of the Antarctic winter, the Emperor pen-
guins, emblems of Earth’s climactic fragility—is now symbolic of French 
environmental diplomacy, part of a larger strategic foreign policy.

A Way Forward
As France finds itself in another crisis in the Antarctic arena, what can be learned 
from the past? If France is to continue to pursue Antarctic engagement, the best 
course of action lies in environmental governance. France has constructed an 
identity as a claimant country through environmental leadership since 1989, 
explicitly aiming to produce an Antarctic space in which environmental issues 
steer decision-making. By rejecting the minerals convention and championing 
the Madrid Protocol, Mitterrand and Rocard deliberately used environmental 
authority to support France’s Antarctic claim and to justify political control in 
the Antarctic. This builds on France’s earlier use of scientific research toward 
epistemological sovereignty, the creation of new knowledge to legitimate author-
ity over territory. But while France can certainly point to environmental suc-
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cesses in the Antarctic over the past thirty years and still commands international 
respect in this arena, it now faces an evolving geopolitical situation that threat-
ens once again to destabilize governance, and specifically environmental pro-
tections, on the continent. The need to increase those protections (including 
for the surrounding waters), prevent tourism and living resource activity from 
further harming the environment, and ensure the compliance of all states ac-
tive in the Antarctic, is pressing. So too is the need to control the deployment of 
“dual use” technologies and creep in the security dimension. France’s record of 
conducting inspections of other countries’ Antarctic facilities under the Ant-
arctic Treaty and the Madrid Protocol is embarrassingly poor; while expensive, 
inspections are a key means of promoting transparency and displaying interest 
in the Antarctic.7 France would be well served to cooperate with like-minded 
states and undertake regular inspections at shared cost. As both a claimant state 
and a state vowing to champion Antarctica’s environment, France has a partic
ular responsibility in these regards.8

There is no time to waste. Record-breaking high temperatures are being reg-
ularly recorded across the continent. At the French-Italian Concordia Station, 
the mercury rose to minus 11.5°C in mid-March 2022, a reading that took even 
climate scientists by surprise.9 Melting Antarctic ice will severely affect sea lev-
els, ocean currents, and the atmospheric circulation around the world, while 
warming temperatures are already threatening Antarctica’s iconic penguins as 
well as its less well-known species of flora and fauna. Not a week goes by that a 
major newspaper fails to publish an article about the dire consequences of global 
warming for the Antarctic, but real political commitment to change still lacks. 
Over the past half century our vision of the Antarctic has been transformed from 
one of a hostile, impenetrable place, the most implacable of foes, to a place of 
unparalleled environmental fragility in need of the strongest protections. With 
the Madrid Protocol, advanced by France and Australia, the Antarctic is now 
one of Earth’s most protected environments. The past shows us that this trans-
formation was propelled not only by environmental concern but equally by po
litical motivations, from domestic electoral strategy to the protection of territorial 
claims to the relegitimization of authority and power through environmental 
policy. As French actions of the past suggest, the continued sculpting of envi-
ronmental responsibility toward the white continent will necessarily be politi-
cized on both domestic and international levels.

While France’s claim to Terre Adélie benefits greatly from the “freezing” of 
sovereignty claims under the Antarctic Treaty, and while that framework still 
offers an advantageous governance structure vis-à-vis France’s aims for the con-
tinent, the claimant states are now being forced to reconsider how to strengthen 
their position.10 For the claimant states, continued displays of legitimacy and 
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moral authority are essential, both individually and as part of the Antarctic 
Treaty System. As with the minerals volte-face of 1989, this will require flexibil-
ity and strategic thinking in order to meet present and future challenges such 
as the conservation of the surrounding waters, rapidly growing interest in bio-
prospecting, and the potential (if unlikely) reopening of the minerals question 
in 2048. In a manner parallel to what Andreas Østhagen points out for Norway’s 
Arctic interests, Chinese and Russian actions are producing a new political land-
scape in the Antarctic, one increasingly at odds with French security and envi-
ronmental policies.11

In the past, France has successfully translated environmental decisions and 
leadership into strong moral claims to Antarctic legitimacy. This transforma-
tion from a state long considered an environmental pariah has given France a 
scaffolding on which future action can be built. In the current climate, France’s 
advocacy for increased protections in Antarctica and especially in its surround-
ing waters builds on this past and, if successful, will shape Antarctica’s future 
legal geography in a way that benefits both France’s strategic interests and the 
natural environment. France’s continued push for strong limitations on Antarc-
tic tourism, too, must be maintained; indeed, France is well positioned to take 
this one step further by pushing for internationally negotiated, legally binding 
regulations for tourism.12 But success is by no means guaranteed. While con-
tinued tight ties between environmental governance and the construction of 
Antarctic space in political discourse show that France is committed to again 
trying to relegitimize the Antarctic Treaty System’s voice through environmen-
tal policy, this will become more difficult in the coming years and decades. It is 
only by strengthening its position now that France will be able to withstand 
future challenges to its claim to Terre Adélie.

As control of waters adjacent to territorial possessions becomes more press-
ing, France has twice extended the external limits of the continental shelves 
around many of its overseas possessions, including its sub-Antarctic islands. This 
is a long-term project and the stakes are high: France is at once asserting its Pa-
cific presence, preserving its rights for the future, and extending the jurisdic-
tion over which it has sovereignty in order to increase resource potential.13 But 
while this projection of power is relatively simple around Kerguelen, Crozet, 
Saint-Paul, and Nouvelle-Amsterdam, application of the United Nations Con-
vention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) to the Antarctic itself is a complex and 
unsettled matter. First, the freezing of sovereignty claims under the Antarctic 
Treaty precludes any new claims or any enlargement of existing claims. Second, 
the lack of broad international recognition of the existing claims suggests that 
claimant states will encounter opposition if they try to exert control over the 
maritime zones adjacent to their Antarctic territories, or to exert legal authority 
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over nonnationals operating in those zones.14 While all seven claimant coun-
tries belong to UNCLOS and maintain that their Antarctic claims give them the 
status of coastal states, many have been cautious in defining extended continen-
tal shelves. For its part, France deliberately excluded Terre Adélie from its 2009 
submission, but noted that a submission for the Antarctic territory may later be 
made.15 This prevents arguments that, if pursued, could backfire on French in-
terests in the Antarctic sphere. Still, the waters near Terre Adélie are another area 
in which France will need to act decisively and strategically in the near future.

While France’s claim to Terre Adélie is essentially protected so long as the 
Antarctic Treaty remains in force, this claim is still legally tenuous.16 The claim 
is underpinned by discovery and prise de possession, as well as legal decrees, ad-
ministrative and government activities, presence, infrastructure, and scientific 
research, but still the territory lacks more traditional (and widely accepted) in-
gredients of sovereign control. Moreover, the claim is not recognized by most 
other states. While there is no serious potential rival claimant, no country with 
a stronger claim under international law, France’s hold over Terre Adélie could 
conceivably be threatened by the breakdown of the Antarctic Treaty System or 
by a challenge to the treaty from a multilateral forum.17 This is precisely why 
French officials have been speaking out about the need to buttress the existing 
governance system. It is also why France has continued to perform sovereignty 
in Terre Adélie in public ways, from issuing stamps to minting commemorative 
coins to creating official websites.18 Since 1993, TAAF has also been inventory-
ing historical sites in Terre Adélie and adding them to the country’s cultural heri-
tage.19 The sites include Rocher du Débarquement (where Dumont d’Urville’s 
men set foot in 1840), what is left of the fire-damaged Port-Martin (used from 
1950 to 1952), Mario Marret’s wooden hut on Île des Pétrels (site of the postfire 
1952 overwinter), and the iron cross on the northeast promontory of Île des Pé-
trels erected in memory of André Prud’homme, who disappeared during a 
blizzard in 1959.20 With their emphasis on the earliest French encounters with 
Terre Adélie, these sites contribute to building and reinforcing a narrative of 
lengthy historical engagement in the territory. Such visible performances of sov-
ereignty are all careful steps meant to improve France’s chance of retaining 
Terre Adélie in case the sovereignty issue is forced in the future. They are an ex-
plicit recognition that much in the Antarctic, as Francis Auburn has noted, de-
pends on the creation of facts.21 But these performances of sovereignty alone are 
not enough: they will mean little without significant new scientific, logistical, 
and infrastructure investment.

Science remains an important currency of influence in the Antarctic Treaty 
System, a measure of political power on the continent, and it is at its own peril 
that France continues to underinvest in scientific research in the Antarctic. If 
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France wants to maintain a leading role in Antarctic governance and continue 
to support its claim to a slice of the Antarctic pie, it needs to finance a robust 
program of scientific inquiry at the coastal Dumont-d’Urville base, deep into 
Terre Adélie, and in the nearby waters; it also needs to build the logistical ca-
pacity necessary to lead large European and international projects. The creation 
of new geographic and scientific knowledge about Terre Adélie cannot be left to 
other states with superior logistics and higher budgets. At the same time, France 
needs to strengthen security in and around Terre Adélie and its sub-Antarctic 
possessions, and particularly to build maximal coverage capacity through Terre 
Adélie’s vast expanse. Negotiating this balance—supporting both national and 
international interests, both France’s territorial claim to Terre Adélie and the 
continent’s multilateral governance system—will not become easier in the com-
ing years.

The Many Costs of Territory
The story told in this book is neither one of domination nor of colonialism as 
traditionally understood, but one of imperial motivation and global ambition 
nonetheless. Since its discovery, Terre Adélie has offered to France a stage on 
which to play out broader rivalries, a means of showcasing national pride and 
prestige, and a way to support its status as a midsize world power. From besting 
the Brits and the Americans in 1840 to lending weight to grandeur at a time of 
empire collapse to the invocation of environmental authority toward political 
legitimacy, Terre Adélie has long been constructed as a geopolitical statement 
in one of Earth’s most remote areas. Today more than ever, the vision of the 
French state as a territorial entity that reaches around the world is dependent 
on remote and even uninhabited possessions. From a geopolitical perspective, 
these possessions—including Terre Adélie—lend credence to the idea of a global 
France.22

In the twenty-first century, there remains a political conviction that the Ant-
arctic offers to France a privileged space. But the money to back up that convic-
tion has not been forthcoming and Terre Adélie’s situation seems precarious. 
Since 1840, France’s journey to Antarctic power has been propelled by a deep 
need to respond to and best adversaries. This is precisely the case France faces 
again today. With China, Russia, and other countries emerging as challengers, 
even opponents, in the Antarctic arena, France’s interests are again threatened. 
France has the opportunity to respond by making the Antarctic a real political 
priority. Doing so would allow France to continue to play a key role in Antarctic 
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governance, environmental protection, and scientific research going forward—
but only if the political will to back words with euros emerges. As it stands, lack 
of money means dilapidated bases, logistical shortcomings, discouraged person-
nel, and faltering scientific research and partnerships. Without significant new 
investment, France will neither be able to respond to the evolving geopolitical 
situation that threatens to reconfigure the white continent’s political landscape 
nor support its currently frozen claim to Terre Adélie in an uncertain future.
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