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On the 11th January 1986, after the longest unassisted march in history, a team led 

by a Durham University graduate, Mr. Robert Charles Swan, arrived at the South 

Pole. The Team had marched for 900 miles, travelled without radio communication 

for 70 days and had hauled 160 kg sledges, each more than twice the normal adult 

body weight. Three years later, on the 14th May 1989, Mr. Swan, after a treacherous 

journey linked to the unseasonal melting of Arctic ice, became the first man to walk 

to both the North Pole and the South Pole.  

 

Robert Charles Swan was born in the City of Durham on the 28th of July 1956. He 

attended Aysgarth School and then Sedbergh School before studying for a Bachelor 

of Arts degree in Ancient History from 1976 to 1979 at St. Chad’s College and 

Durham University. Since his graduation and his two polar expeditions, Mr. Swan 

has become one of the world’s standard bearers for three inter-related causes and it 

is these, along with his extraordinary polar achievements, that we celebrate today. 

 

The Antarctic continent represents one of our last wilderness environments. Mr. 

Swan’s first contribution has been to grow our awareness its fragility and to do that 

through the hard effort of practical actions, ones that took a particular form. After his 

long march to the South Pole in 1986, Swan and his team received bad news. Their 

ship had fallen foul of Antarctic pack ice and had sunk. They had to be flown out. 

Swan responded by returning to Antarctica one year later, in 1987, to remove all 

traces, the rubbish, of his expedition. This act of removal was to be repeated in his 

trip to the North Pole in 1989.  

 

This removal of rubbish is symbolic. The history of humankind is one of progressive 

encroachment into wilderness. It is harder to imagine waste that is more out of place 

than that deriving from scientific expeditions, and left in the environments that those 

expeditions, in the best of interests, have set out to understand. Hence, Swan’s 

second contribution is to wider elements of sustainable development, a cause that 

has taken him well beyond the polar regions. He gave a keynote speech to the first 
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Earth Summit for Sustainable Development in 1992, what we now widely refer to as 

the Rio meeting. At the Earth Summit, he committed to deliver a mission, One Step 

Beyond, that has achieved global acclaim. In 1993, he took 35 young people from 25 

nations to the Bellinghausen station in Antarctica to remove 1,500 tons of waste left 

behind by decades of scientific research. Eventually, penguins were able to reclaim 

their beach for the first time in 47 years. 

 

His third contribution brings together the environment, sustainable development and 

crucially education. Beginning with his expedition to the North Pole in 1989, Swan 

has sought to bridge between the poles of environment and society; of industry and 

sustainability; and of the old and the young. His projects have brought a radical 

dimension to education, in which leaders in industry, inspirational teachers and 

young people come together to show that we can make the world a different place. 

He took his 2041 sailboat on an overland voyage to the 2002 World Summit, making 

contact with over 750,000 young people across South Africa on the way. His ‘Ice 

Station’ exhibit at the Summit was visited by almost 130 world leaders and over 

12,000 young people. It won first prize for outstanding contribution to the Summit. 

Charged with reporting back to the 2012 World Summit on Sustainable 

Development, he has transformed his 2041 sailboat to operate entirely on solar, wind 

and biodiesel-generated energy. He is now working with young people to show how 

renewable energy can transform the world.  

 

Swan’s contributions to the protection of the world’s last great wilderness 

environments, to the cause of sustainable development, and to education have been 

widely honoured. He received the Polar Medal from Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth in 

1988 and an OBE from Her Majesty in 1995. In 1989 he became a United Nations 

Environment Programme Ambassador of Goodwill, winning a United Nations Global 

Award in 1990 and becoming a Special Envoy of the Director General of UNESCO in 

1994. He was recognised by a Visiting Professorship from Leeds Metropolitan 

University in 1992 and an Honorary Doctorate of Letters from the Robert Gordon 

University in 1993. Some of our graduates we are celebrating today will be 

particularly interested to note that he was elected Honorary President of ‘The Ski 

Club of Great Britain’ in 2005. 
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Practical action takes time, energy and vision and it is of great honour to this 

University that we can celebrate these talents today through award of an honorary 

degree.  

 

Mr Chancellor, I present Mr Robert Charles Swan to receive the degree of Doctor of 

Science honoris causa. 
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