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Chile has done on the white continent since.
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through their own diaries, eighty years on.
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The photographs reproduced in this edition belong to Terra Australis by 
Eugenio Orrego Vicuña (Editorial Zig-Zag, 1948).

Commemorative edition marking the eightieth anniversary of the 
founding of the Soberanía station, today the Captain Arturo Prat 

Antarctic Naval Station (6 February 1947).
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Foreword

A country's geographical dimension determines, to a 

certain extent, its future development. In Chile's case, 

its extensive coastline makes it a nation that looks to the 

sea as an inexhaustible source of wealth, and that bears 

a  responsibility  for  guaranteeing  the  security  of 

interoceanic shipping routes.

Moreover,  its  continental  proximity  to  Antarctic 

territory  constitutes  a  geopolitical  strength  for  the 

development  of  scientific  research,  tourism  and 

logistical support.

This prompted the Government of Chile to plan a first 

scientific expedition, which had to be suspended in 1906 

owing  to  the  need  to  concentrate  resources  on 

rebuilding Valparaíso after the violent earthquake that 

struck the city in August of that same year.

On 6 November 1940, President Pedro Aguirre Cerda 

issued Supreme Decree No. 1747, which established the 

exact  boundaries  of  the  Chilean  Antarctic  Territory, 

defining  with  precision  the  frontiers  the  nation 

considered its own. This was the first step towards the 

conquest of Antarctica. What remained, however, was 

the decisive step: turning that line drawn on a map into 

physical and continuous presence.

It fell to President Gabriel González Videla to bring 

that pending task to fruition, organising within a few 

weeks the flotilla that would sail in January 1947 under 

the command of Commodore Federico Guesalaga Toro 

and that,  the following month,  would inaugurate the 

Soberanía  station  —  today  the  Captain  Arturo  Prat 
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Naval  Station  —  as  the  first  permanently  inhabited 

Chilean military and scientific settlement in Antarctica.

As  the  eightieth  anniversary  of  that  important 

historical milestone approaches, the work carried out by 

Francisco Sánchez Urra, Full Member of the Chilean 

Academy  of  Naval  and  Maritime  History,  and  by 

construction engineer Felipe Molina Molina, brings into 

relief the details and particulars of a geopolitical and 

strategic process that gave substance to Chile's claim of 

sovereignty  over  the Chilean Antarctic  Territory  and 

laid the groundwork for the subsequent signing of the 

Antarctic Treaty.

This research effort succeeds in showing the sheer 

rigour  of  the  life  led  by  the  first  naval  and military 

garrisons  on  the  frozen  continent,  where 

communication  northwards  was  limited  to  radio  and 

telegraph contact, and where their stay was interwoven 

with the singularity of nature in a cold and inhospitable 

environment.

It  highlights  not  only  the  importance  of  the  first 

Antarctic expedition, but also sets out in great detail the 

voyage of President Gabriel González Videla during the 

second expedition, which made him the first head of 

state anywhere in the world to set foot on Antarctic soil, 

accompanied by the Commanders-in-Chief of the Armed 

Forces and by various political authorities.

Within that party stands the figure of General Ramón 

Cañas  Montalva,  one  of  the  foremost  authorities  on 

Chile's southern and Antarctic sovereignty, to whom the 

author devotes several pages of his work, regarding him 

as a pioneer of national geopolitics and a leading figure 

of Chilean strategic thought.
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The authors also position the Chilean Navy as the 

branch  that  exercised  operational  leadership  of  the 

great Antarctic initiative, defying the unknown and the 

scarcity  of  available  resources,  and  placing  the 

institutional objective above budgetary comfort.

The participation of prominent intellectuals, writers 

and  scientists  in  the  first  expedition  is  likewise 

underscored:  from  within  their  own  disciplines  they 

helped to convey the importance of the voyage as an 

expression  both  of  national  sovereignty  and  of 

knowledge.

Finally, the author ventures to employ the concept of 

"Antarcticization"  as  the  fruit  of  an  awakening 

awareness of a physical space never before discussed in 

our country, and which, from 1947 onwards, began to be 

known in its full dimension.

In sum, the present work, entitled "Así la Proa": The 

First  Chilean  Antarctic  Expedition  of  1947  and  the  

Founding  of  the  Captain  Arturo  Prat  Naval  Station, 

succeeds in faithfully reconstructing the feat of 1947 in 

all its breadth, drawing on testimonies, the press of the 

day  and  recent  Chilean  polar  historiography,  and  it 

further manages to restore to that feat the greatness it 

objectively  possessed — a greatness  that  illuminates 

Chile's Antarctic present and future.

This work therefore represents a remarkable effort 

to bring back into the national memory an epic deed 

eighty years on, for its undeniable appreciation within 

Antarctic historiography.

Jorge Vidal Stuardo
Rear Admiral (Ret.)

President
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Chilean Academy of Naval and Maritime History
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Abstract

Abstract. Between January  and April  1947,  Chile 

organised and carried out its first official expedition to 

the  Chilean  Antarctic  Territory,  an  undertaking  that 

culminated  on  6  February  with  the  founding  of  the 

Soberanía station — today the Arturo Prat naval station 

—  on  Greenwich  Island,  in  the  South  Shetland 

archipelago.  This  work  offers  a  comprehensive 

reconstruction  of  that  feat  and,  above  all,  an 

interpretation  of  its  meaning  eight  decades  later.  It 

examines  the  historical  and  legal  roots  of  Chile's 

southern vocation; the post-war international scene that 

precipitated the undertaking;  the transition from the 

territorial  delimitation  of  1940  to  the  effective 

occupation of 1947; the body of geopolitical ideas — 

exemplarily  embodied  in  General  Ramón  Cañas 

Montalva  —  that  gave  doctrinal  foundation  to  the 

Antarctic  projection;  the  joint  character  of  the 

operation,  with the indispensable  contribution of  the 

Navy, the Army and the Air Force; the decisive role of a 

select body of intellectuals, writers and scientists; the 

voyage and the founding of the station; the epic of the 

garrison that wintered at the edge of the world; and the 

technical foundations — lighthouse and meteorological 

records  — that  the campaign bequeathed.  The work 

closes with a forward-looking outlook: in light of the 

Chilean  Antarctic  Statute,  of  twenty-first-century 

Antarctic policy and of new national capabilities, it is 

argued that the hallmark forged in 1947 — permanent 

presence combined with scientific activity — still orders 

Chile's Antarctic destiny and projects its future.
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Keywords: Chilean  Antarctica;  1947  expedition; 

Arturo  Prat  station;  Armed  Forces;  Ramón  Cañas 

Montalva; sovereignty; southern geopolitics.

Resumen. Entre noviembre de 1946 y abril de 1947, 

Chile organizó y ejecutó su primera expedición oficial al 

Territorio Chileno Antártico, empresa que cumplió un 

importante hito el 6 de febrero con la fundación de la 

base Soberanía —hoy base naval Arturo Prat— en la isla 

Greenwich, en el archipiélago de las Shetland del Sur. 

Este  trabajo  ofrece  una  reconstrucción  integral  de 

aquella gesta y, sobre todo, una interpretación de su 

sentido a ocho décadas de distancia.

Palabras  clave: Antártica  chilena;  expedición  de 

1947; base Arturo Prat; Fuerzas Armadas; Ramón Cañas 

Montalva; soberanía; geopolítica austral.
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