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Capt. Archibald Lang McLean MC

5 Field Ambulance AAMC
(Edited by kind permission of Colin McLean Sproule, which included extracts from the SMH “Obituaries” 15 May 1922, extracts from The Medical Journal of Australia 3 June 1922 & edited notes from University of Sydney magazine “Radius” Vol 21 No:1 March 2008 (mailed to me by John Roche OAM) and also from the National Archives of Australia)

----------------------------

Archibald Lang McLean was born on the 27 March 1885 in Balmain Hospital. He grew up in FIVE DOCK and lived on the corner of The Great North Road and Gartfern Street. His parents called their home “GARTFERN”.
Archibald attended Five Dock Public School for his primary education and later attended Leichhardt High School for his secondary education to Intermediate Certificate. He showed signs of being a gifted student and was encouraged to move on to Fort Street Boys High School, (this school was established in 1849 and is the oldest Government High School in Australia) where he matriculated. He was an exceptional student and although not of strong build he was a good sportsman.

His final exam results were of a high enough standard for him to enrol in the Faculty of Medicine at the University of Sydney.

He immersed himself in all facets of university life with much relish, including, in his 3rd year, joining the Signalling Corps of the Sydney University Regiment. He was gazetted as “Lieutenant” on 1/7/1908. Archibald was well liked and signs were appearing of him being a good writer.

Archibald attained his B.A. with Honours in 1906 and his M.B., Ch.M. in 1910. This completed his studies.

In 1911, Archibald applied for 3 positions within this 12 month period, and his career started when he accepted and was appointed as RMO at Lewisham Catholic Hospital. He remained here for about 6 months when the 2nd position was accepted at the Coast Hospital at Little Bay. 

(This hospital was built in 1881 to deal with the growing epidemic of smallpox in Sydney—the site was chosen because of its isolation from the population of Sydney—by 1888 it had become a fever hospital, treating diseases such as diphtheria, TB, smallpox, measles and scarlet fever. In 1890 it opened a new Lazaret to accommodate patients suffering from Leprosy. In 1900 it dealt with the outbreak of Bubonic Plague.)

Archibald remained here for about 4 months. He would have had a long and tiresome journey, by tram, to and from Little Bay each day and he would have been at this hospital when chloroform was replaced by kelene, ethyl chloride and ether for anaesthesias.

In late 1911 his 3rd position was accepted. This was to accompany the newly formed “First Australasian Antarctic Expedition” to be led by Dr. Douglas (later, Sir) Mawson. 

Archibald was duly appointed Chief Medical Officer and Bacteriologist of the “Expedition” for one year.

THE ANTARCTICA STORY

On Saturday, 2nd November 1911, Archibald and the rest of the “party’ departed Queen’s Wharf in Hobart. 

They had been the subjects of this much heralded expedition which included Intercessory Services being held in many churches and cathedrals around Sydney and Hobart. The King and Queen sent kind messages of success and, finally, all were “feted” at a “Farewell Luncheon” before making their way through a vast crowd, gathered at the wharf to give them a “parting cheer” and God Speed”

The expedition set out on board the “SY AURORA” (with Capt. John King Davis in command and who was also second in command of the expedition)) and after encountering a storm and battling huge seas the “Aurora” anchored off  Macquarie Island. Here, they dropped off staff and supplies before arriving in a “land-locked harbour” (later named Cape Denison) to unload more stores and supplies. 

This whole area was now named “ADELIE LAND STATION”.  The ship had landed at Commonwealth Bay on the 7th January 1912 and had completed unloading by the 19th January. (The “Aurora” then sailed with 8 members to another landing place called “Queen Mary Land Station”).

Although Archibald’s primary role was to attend to the medical needs of the expedition and to bacteriological research in the region, he also attended to the vetinary care of the sledge dogs, when necessary. 

He also assisted in the many general duties of “setting up” the MAIN BASE CAMP (which included building the Main Hut from pre-fab materials, being “nightwatchman”, which entailed the cooking and mess duties and lighting the range, and of course, Meteorological and Tidal readings.

Archibald’s medical duties actually commenced when the “party” landed in Hobart, prior to departure to Antarctica. The party was subjected to blood examination and blood pressures—he noted that once in Antarctica it took approximately 6 weeks to acclimatise to the extreme cold and after periods of constant physical labour their red cell numbers increased quickly—totalling in one instance to more than 7,000,000. All the party put on substantial weight—on average 10lbs and in 2 cases 28lbs.

Archibald provides some insight to the difficult situation of research when he wrote…”A small corner of the hut was reserved for bacteriology. Here, a few shelves and a table accommodated stains and other reagents, slides, a spirit lamp, a centrifuge, a microscope, a steriliser and other miscellaneous apparatus. For more than 4 months I was unable to make up GRAM’S IODINE, owing to the potassium iodine and the iodine having been misplaced—the heat for the incubator was supplied by a kerosene lamp. The ether capsule and lever regulators worked well, so that it was possible to grow cultures at 18 to 20 degrees or at 37 degrees Celsius. Boxes containing my stock of materials were buried in snow outside the Main Hut and were only accessible on the rare fine days when they had to be dug out, opened and then re-packed.”

Archibald’s work went well for the first year and he amassed a vast collection of bacteriological specimens of ice, soil, mud, sea, mammals, birds and fishes. He also analysed regular swabs of the “team members”.

He was subjected to the same arduous conditions as the rest of the party, such as; blizzards, winds, snow, ice and  frost bite.

The long periods of inactivity, due to the weather, were fruitfully used to exchange and debate various topics, particularly the study of the meteorological findings regarding temperature, wind etc.

Any occasion was used to create a jovial atmosphere such as birthdays, anniversaries, to even celebrating Midwinter Day. It was usually in the form of eating a “delicacy” with “toasts and speeches” accompanied by singing and merriment.

Archibald recorded the startling electrical effects he witnessed during storms such as ST ELMO’S FIRE and the wonderment of the brilliant, bright display of lights of the AURORA POLARIS.

The winter period was also the time the “team” prepared the sledging equipment, rations, clothing, tentage etc ready for the Spring/Summer treks.

The main party was divided into a number of exploration treks. Archibald was part of a group of 6 made up of Madigan, Correll, Close, Hodgeman and Stillwell and their task was to delineate the coastline beyond a point 60 miles east of the MAIN BASE.

After the first 46 miles was reached, Close, Hodgeman and Stillwell continued on to chart the coastline whilst Archibald, Madigan and Correll charted the topography. The party spent a lot of time erecting surveyor’s cairns and making topographical observations.

A “Feature”, called a nunatak (subsequently called “McLEAN NUNATAK”—after Archibald) was encountered—it is an island-like outcrop of rock projecting through a sheet of enveloping land-ice.

They toiled up slopes to the south, with frequent sledge capsizes and deep snow furrows to contend with. 
Archibald and Madigan suffered acute sunburn and snow blindness. Correll had badly strained his back.

A close call occurred when Madigan fell, with his sledge, into a deep chasm; fortunately it was anchored to the other two sledges. Archibald and Correll hauled Madigan’s sledge out of the crevasse and then they hauled Madigan up to safety.

They travelled over badly crevassed ground and gaping quarries, there were smooth and slippery surfaces, occasionally rubbly snow, blue ice and crevasses filled with snow and lots of fissures.

On their return back to Main Camp they crossed the MERTZ GLACIER TONGUE and reached the NINNIS GLACIER TONGUE where they encountered really bad weather. On two occasions, due to deep snow, it took 6 hours to travel 5 and ¾  miles and then got worse when it took 8 hours to travel 4 and ½ miles. 

They decided to erect their tents and ride out the blizzard—for 4 days! They celebrated Christmas on the Ninnis Glacier Tongue.

When they were able to continue on, they crossed to the east, 70 miles out to sea from the nearest land to the south.

They finally moved on over a fine flat surface until they sighted CAPE FRESHFIELD ahead and then turned around at BLUFF POINT for their homeward journey.

Archibald recorded a “first” when he recorded finding eggs of the silver-grey petrel.

When they arrived back at MAIN BASE they heard that Mawson’s trekking party of MAWSON, NINNIS and MERTZ were not back and were overdue. They had set off to map the eastern coast.

The “SS AURORA” had now arrived to pick up the “Expedition” and was due to return back before the winter and bad weather set in. 

The Captain of the “Aurora”, Capt. Davis, and his 2ic  made the decision to set sail and depart as they had to pick up the other parties at “QUEEN MARY LAND” and “MACQUARIE ISLAND”. If departure was delayed it would risk the vessel being caught in pack ice/ice floes or wrecked in the heavy seas.

Capt. Davis agreed that six men, including Archibald, being the only doctor, would remain behind in a bid to find Mawson, Ninnis and Mertz. It meant remaining at MAIN BASE for another YEAR!

Immediately, Archibald, Hodgson and Hurley began the search for Mawson, Ninnis and Mertz.

They left food parcels and notes, in various places, outlining the location and compass direction to return to MAIN BASE.

On January 29th 1913, Mawson found their food and notes and renewed his will to survive—he navigated his way back to MAIN BASE and arrived in very poor health, on the 8th February. 

He had extensive internal and external injuries, including his skin and hair having come off much of his body from starvation and frostbite.

(Archibald later, descriptively wrote of Mawson…”There is a vision of a figure stumbling companionless, dragging on through the changeless days of threshing, seething snow-drift and he is impelled to stumble on, sinking in the yielding beds of downy snow—so white and pure—yet so relentless in its mockery of human suffering! Hands and feet numb to the flapping gust of the sleeting blizzard; yet the heart palpitates hot in the will-driven frame of the man who fights for the life still sweet to self, who fights for a life in the service of others”.)

The “Aurora” was immediately contacted by wireless with the news on Mawson but the ice and bad weather would have made it near impossible to return to MAIN BASE. Mawson requested, and it was agreed, that the “Aurora” proceed back to Australia.

Archibald was able to nurse Mawson back to more reasonable health and repair.

(He also nursed Jeffrys, the ship’s wireless operator who had also volunteered to remain behind, but unfortunately he suffered a mental breakdown but was eventually able to return to his duties.)

The second year at MAIN BASE was mainly used on scientific data to do with measuring the ablation of the glacier, observing temperatures and salinity of sea water. 

Blizzards and weather were atrocious and wind velocities were the highest recorded in the 2 years—the average wind measured 63.6mph.

Geological collections became a popular diversion and also fishing—these froze as soon as they were caught and were stored for later variations to the menu.

On one sledging expedition a group of 3 nunataks were discovered on the western side of the Mertz Glacier and named “McLEAN NUNATAKS” in honour of Archibald.

During this second year, Archibald took to writing a “monthly newspaper” named the “Adelie Blizzard”. Mawson encouraged the “team” to contribute articles and saw much in the creative pieces. 

Archibald took to the task of editing the articles with fervour.

The “SS AURORA” returned to MAIN BASE in December 1913 –and so ended the second year!

The “Aurora” arrived back in Australia in March 1914. 

Archibald then accompanied Mawson to England to continue their scientific research and to “revise and amplify” Mawson’s journals—the published account of their Antarctic travails—titled “Home of the Blizzard”.
Mawson returned to Australia to carry on a lecture tour to cover the cost of the expedition whilst Archibald remained in London to revise the proofs and see the book through the press.

Archibald had, by this time, met his future wife, Eva Yates, but then WAR broke out.
THE WAR STORY

When war broke out in 1914, Archibald was still in London and he volunteered his services as a doctor in the RAMC. He was subsequently appointed to the 8th Black Watch, 9th Division, (“The First Hundred Thousand”) as a surgeon.

In France he also served 4 months with the 13th General Hospital and later, 4 months with the 20th Casualty Clearing Station.

He suffered a poisoned finger and was returned to England with the invalidity and subsequent appendicitis.

Archibald was eventually discharged in November 1916 but during his period in England he married Eva, which took place on the 21st April 1915. Archibald’s address was “BORDEN CAMP” and Eva resided at 2 Shakespeare Road, ACTON, West London.

Archibald returned to Australia in early 1917, to join the A.I.F., but both thought it best if Eva remained with her folks, as he would re-join her when he returned in a few short months, when he got leave in France.

However, it was to be nine months before Archibald was able to join the A.I.F.  

During this period he obtained a position at Gladesville Hospital for the Insane.  Here he was able to continue his bacteriological and biological studies collected during his Antarctic Expedition.

Archibald presented a “Paper” to a packed audience at a “once only” meeting of the NSW Branch of the British Medical Association.

This meeting revealed him as a man of accomplishment and of achieved success in the world of science and brought him into his proper place in the front rank.

Archibald submitted his thesis on Pathology and was rewarded with FIRST CLASS HONOURS in the degree of Doctor of Medicine, The University Medal and the Ethel Talbot Memorial Prize.
Archibald enlisted in the A.I.F. on the 21st September 1917. He was 5ft 9in tall and weighed 9st 10lb and had a 31/34 Chest. He could ride a horse and could speak French.

His first posting was on the 28th September 1917 as ship’s medical officer aboard the “SS MARSINA”. The ship was sailing to RABAUL with reinforcements and returning.

On the 16th November 1917, Archibald, together with the A.I.F. contingent, boarded the “SS CANBERRA” in Sydney. He was now in the AAMC and was part of the A.I.F. force that would serve, first in EGYPT and then, FRANCE.

“They” disembarked the “SS CANBERRA” on the 21st December 1917 in SUEZ (Christmas would have been celebrated here) and then a few weeks later, on the 9th January 1918, “they” embarked at PORT SAID aboard “HMT KASHGAR” and arrived at SOUTHAMPTON on the 30th January 1918 when he was taken on the A.I.F. strength of the AAMC Training Depot.

On the 9th February 1918, Archibald was taken on strength of No: 1 Command Depot at Sutton Very. He remained here until the 31st May 1918 whence he proceeded overseas to FRANCE via Folkestone.

Archibald was attached to 2 Australian General Hospital for duty until the 11th June 1918 when he was transferred to 5 Field Ambulance. 

He remained here until again transferred, on the 2nd August 1918, as RMO to 17 Bn.

Archibald went into battle with the 17th Bn. on the 8th August 1918. His bravery under fire saw him rewarded with the MILITARY CROSS. 

His citation read…”For conspicuous gallantry and devotion to duty. During the attack on the 8th August 1918, east of Villers Bretonneux, near Amiens, he followed the attacking troops with his section, tending and dressing wounded under fire on the way. Almost immediately the objective had been taken he established his R.A.P. in the village of Warfusee, where he worked continuously under great difficulties. Later, during the advance on the following day, he established his R.A.P. almost on the jumping-off line where he tended and cared for wounded under heavy artillery fire. His energy and zeal saved many lives.”

(This citation was dated, by letter to his wife Eva who was still living in Acton, on the 9th July 1919).

Archibald was again recommended for a Bar to his Military Cross after another action but it was “downgraded” to a MENTION IN DESPATCHES. 

The recommendation read…”During the attack on Mont St Quentin near Peronne on the 31 August 1918, this officer established the most forward R.A.P. at the time and attended cases from practically all units before a neighbouring R.A.P. could be opened. 200 cases went through his R.A.P., exclusive of enemy wounded whom he attended when the position was clear of our men. His work for 18 hours was carried out under intermittent shellfire during which time 8 casualties were caused at his post. His coolness, bravery and devotion to duty had an excellent effect on the morale of the unit. Although utterly fatigued at the end of that time, he still displayed that forgetfulness of self which is characteristic of him.”

Archibald was next recorded back with 5 Field Ambulance, in the SOMME area, when he was admitted to the 8th General Hospital in ROUEN on the 5th October 1918. He was suffering the effects of mild gas poisoning.

He was moved on the 7th October 1918, to the 3rd General Hospital in Wandsworth in the U.K.

Archibald convalesced here until the 11th November 1918 (ARMISTACE DAY) when he was classed as “fit” to report for duty with the ADMS. 

On the 26th November 1918 he was granted leave until 13 January 1919. He then commenced duties with Col. Graham Butler DSO, (at Horseferry Road in London) as Assistant Collator of Medical History.

(It was later written…”These two men handled the material which was intended for, and will it was trusted, be used as the basis for the medical history of the war. The magnitude of the work, its intricate difficulty and the demand on both men for the highest order of technical knowledge have not been fully recognised by the profession.”)

During this period he was admitted to the 3rd General Hospital in London on the 4th April 1919 until his discharge on the 20th May 1919, when he resumed his duties as assistant collator.

On the 22nd July 1919, Archibald, accompanied by his wife, Eva, boarded the “HMT PRINZ LUDWIG” in London and headed back to Australia.
They landed in NSW in September 1919. Archibald was discharged on medical grounds from the A.I.F. on the 8th October 1920.
AFTER THE WAR

Archibald was not a well man. 

It was written…”His friends saw an altered man, a victim of a cruel fate. Hope obscured the truth from many, and even the knowledge that his damaged lungs had been invaded by TB, fortunately did not lead those nearest and dearest to him to realise that the ultimate result would only be a matter of time.”

Archibald spent 12 months in a private sanatorium at LEURA in the Blue Mountains, west of Sydney and here his health did improve.

During this time he immersed himself in his work and his writing and he had his book (“Bacteriological and other Researches”) published by the NSW Government Printer in 1919.
A “Review”, written in the Medical Journal of Australia (January 10, 1920) said…”Archie McLean possessed the extraordinary gift of writing a scientific work in language so charming and poetic, in a style so fascinating and with a vividness so clear that it has become the envy and despair of other medical writers.”

After Archibald’s discharge from Leura he was appointed the Medical Officer at the Red Cross War Chest Farm colony, situated at Beelbangara (near Griffith) in NSW.

He was not here long when his health again broke down and he had to relinquish his work. 

He spent 4 months at Bowral in NSW and then a long period at Leeton in an accommodation house called “The Hydro”.

In November 1921 Archibald was moved from “The Hydro” to the Royal Prince Alfred Hospital, Camperdown in Sydney. He was diagnosed with having Pulmonary Tuberculosis—the very disease he was researching in the hope of finding a cure.  Archibald was dying.

He lasted until the 13th May 1922 and passed away peacefully in hospital under the loving care of the doctors and nurses who tended him.

Archibald was survived by his dad, Robert and Archie’s wife, Eva. Sadly, they had no children. Archibald was 37.

(Eva passed away in 1941 and is interred with Archibald in the family plot at Gore Hill Cemetery in North Sydney) 
------------------------------
Doctor E.B.M. Vance wrote…Archie’s death will be acutely felt by many. He was a very gallant and gracious gentleman. He was a medical man, scientist and literary artist, a soldier, explorer and a sportsman. A man quick to feel with others and one who never saw anything but good in us. We should see to it that his name and fame be not forgotten.”

--------------------------------
Doctor G.J.Hunter (an old school friend and fellow Antarctic Expeditionist) wrote…”Myself and Archibald were interested in similar work and after living together for over 2 years in Antarctica, I came to appreciate the sterling worth of the man, of a most happy and cheerful disposition. McLean was beloved by us all. Keenly interested in his own work, he was yet eveready to assist anyone else should occasion arise. And many a time I had him hauling on a frozen dredging rope, with the wind blowing strong and temperatures well below zero. But it was all a pleasure to McLean and the greater the difficulties the more he enjoyed it. Though not strongly built he was endowed with a wonderful energy and delighted in action. He was a member of a sledging party which travelled over 250 miles along a previously unknown coastline. As a colleague he was loyal and helpful, endowed with a logical mind and a sound judgment. He appeared to grasp intuitively the chief points of any subject he was dealing with and so commanded the respect of all those with whom he associated. He was possessed of deep religious conviction but he was never aggressive in his ideas. In fact, it was only in very close acquaintanceship that one realised how deep his convictions were. Apart from his professional attainments he had marked artistic tastes and was a versatile writer. It was during our stay in the Antarctic that Mawson discovered his journalistic talent, for McLean occupied the post of editor of “The Adelie Blizzard”, a journal which helped relieve the monotony of the winter months. So, when Mawson proceeded to England in 1914, McLean accompanied him and edited “Home of the Blizzard”. As Mawson himself says…”To him the book owes any literary style which it may possess.” Those who have read it will readily appreciate his fine literary effort. McLean did not hesitate to enlist when war broke out in 1914 and of his war service others will write. But it was the earnestness and devotion to duty and the fact that he never spared himself which brought on the illness that caused his death. Thorough in everything he undertook he was never known to speak ill of anyone. Worldly advantages were nothing to him and his only too short career was entirely devoted towards benefiting mankind. And to the many who grieve his loss, his friendship will be an abiding memory.”

--------------------------------------------

Captain Archibald Lang McLean MC was awarded the following:-

The King’s Polar Medal (Antarctic) 1915

University Medal

Ethel Talbot Memorial Prize

Honours for Thesis on Pathology

Military Cross

Mentioned in Despatches with two Oak Leaves (one large, one small)

Victory Star

British War Medal

Victory Medal
------------------------------------------

