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FOREWORD


SIR CHRIS BONINGTON


Twenty seven years ago, six men and thirty-eight huskies set out to attempt a crossing of the most hostile continent on earth: Antarctica. This was no ordinary venture. Unlike others who have made traverses over shorter routes, theirs would be a journey of some 3760 miles, via the South Pole and through the remote and aptly-named Area of Inaccessibility. Once committed, the team-members of the International Trans-Antarctica Expedition (ITAE) would be on the ice for 220 days. They had chosen to tackle Antarctica the hardest way.


There are different levels of adventure which can be separated in the same way as the athlete distinguishes between a hundred yard sprint and a marathon. The hundred yard dashes of adventure are activities that are very intense but of short duration. Take, for instance, a solo ‘last-degree’ sprinter to the North or South Pole – where the adventurer is flown in to a camp based at 89˚ latitude, and skis to the Pole before being airlifted home. Those ten days, skiing 60 nautical miles, will be the ultimate in adventure. He or she will be faced with the challenge of the unknown and the extreme limits of muscular control. It needs an intense level of commitment, but the period involved is comparatively short.


The marathons of adventure are expeditions such as the ITAE, where the sheer scale of logistics, human relations and cost make it a mammoth undertaking. The immediate risk and skill level might not be so continually concentrated, but the expedition requires both physical and mental stamina. I can say from experience that a journey of this scale can be exhilarating.


The quality of the achievement of the ITAE speaks for itself. Not only did these six men complete their ambitious objective, enduring the onslaught of many storms and the gruelling Antarctic winter, they also proved that team-work over a prolonged period, involving extremely diverse characters and cultures, can accomplish remarkable successes.


Those who have never ventured out into the polar wilderness, may find it difficult to understand the motives of anyone who heads out on such enterprises, let alone those who choose to endure extreme discomfort lasting several days, or even months as Geoff Somers and his companions did in 1989-90. Personally, I believe that a genuine sense of adventure is found not by taking a well-trodden path to the top of the mountain but instead by pioneering one’s own route. Exploration is a vital element, both of the geographical sense – or in the exploration of the self, in stretching limits or getting a deeper level of self-awareness. In this book, Geoff at times questions his own motives and finds that there is no simple answer. Yet, the challenges to be found in this remarkable environment continue to be strangely seductive for many people.


In reading Geoff’s narrative of his experiences on the ITAE, I am reminded of my own, somewhat limited, experience of Antarctica. In 1983 my five climbing partners and I flew with the veteran pilot Giles Kershaw to the Ellsworth Mountains, which Geoff and his companions would later pass with their dogs. We stopped at the BAS base of Rothera, on the way in, and Siple Station, then still operational, on our way out.


I ended up reaching the summit of Mount Vinson on my own during that expedition. There I felt the weight of solitude that one can only experience in true wilderness. Standing on the highest point of the continent, I was surrounded by a land of empty desolation and beauty, the like of which I have never before seen. I have never felt so alone before or since. I revelled in that sense of absolute isolation, the emptiness, the purity of the air, the absolute silence and the still grandeur of the mountain forms. It was as if I was the only person left on the surface of the earth. There was no life, just a sky that was almost unbearably clear and the immense, seemingly endless sweep of the Polar Plateau. It was just a taste of life in Antarctica, but it has led me understand a little of its allure.


Typical of his modesty, it is only now that Geoff has decided to publish his journals that were written during the traverse. Reading his absorbing account, it is clear how each individual on such an ambitious journey plays his part. Geoff was clearly an essential member of the group – a knowledgeable and moderating force, whose meticulous attention to detail helped keep the expedition on track. I recognise Geoff’s dedication to precision and accuracy, and can imagine his frustration when carefully planned schedules were threatened by foul weather or by tiresome visits by a film crew. I can empathise with his anxiety when carefully laid depots could not be found or when the dogs in his care were suffering with cold and hunger. And I am familiar too with those marvellous moments when after so much effort you are stopped in your tracks by the sheer beauty of the environment around you.


The ITAE stands as one of the most impressive large-scale polar expeditions in modern times: a difficult and arduous undertaking that is unlikely to be repeated. For one thing, in order to protect the native wildlife along the coast from diseases that might be introduced by all non native species of animal (except man), dogs are no longer allowed to set foot in Antarctica. The last of the huskies were evacuated from the continent in 1994. In the future, others may attempt to recreate a similar journey by other means – perhaps by using kites or mechanised transport, but the beauty of this expedition was the relative simplicity of a traverse of a continent by man and dog. In that alone, the expedition exemplified the romance and spirit of adventure. This story of a long, hard journey across Antarctica is a testament to those that keep their eyes trained on the horizon and stride out on a quest into the unknown.


La Loma, France, 2016




AUTHOR’S NOTE


In 1990, along with five companions, I completed the first and only full traverse of Antarctica on skis and with dogs. The International Trans-Antarctic Expedition was a colossal undertaking and a remarkable experience that I think profoundly marked us all.


In the years since, each of my companions has published his own account of that journey. Until now, I, on the other hand, have simply been content with my memories and have felt no compulsion to see my words in print. Recently, however, I unearthed my battered journals that were written in the field and re-read them. They weren’t too bad! And so, encouraged by my family and friends, I have gathered and shaped these reminiscences. Written in ‘real-time’, here is my story of those two hundred and twenty days on the ice.
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Firstly I would like to thank my teammates: Will and Jean-Louis for the organisation and coordination of the expedition itself, Victor for his unceasing enthusiasm and joviality, Keizo whose quiet selflessness was a great leveller and Dahe, my faithful sledge partner, who stuck by me on so many difficult days.


Expeditions are often presented as the work of one person, occasionally, like ours, that of six men. The reality is, however, that behind almost every expedition there is a huge network of individuals who slaved tirelessly to ensure the success of those in the spotlight. Therefore, there are many others I also need to thank: my parents and family who suffered many an anxiety over the years while I was away on my adventures; Will’s parents who have, during the two years of preparations, let us use their home as ‘Hotel Trans-Antarctica’; those in the office who had to struggle through mountains of paperwork, telephone correspondence and innumerable problems; the many volunteers who gave their own time for no reward; and the many who helped look after and train the dogs in Minnesota. Without good equipment, food and logistics, we could have had many problems.


Our Gore-Tex clothing, manufactured by North Face proved excellent – each of us still has ten toes and ten fingers. The quality of the dog food (Hills Science Diet specially formulated for our dogs) was the key to the unfailing strength and stamina of the dogs. Our own human food, donated by a number of companies, kept us going. We thank those who gave us goods, bought or specially prepared, and all those volunteers who did an excellent job with the packaging of supplies. Thanks to everyone who supported me personally in this venture and especially, if I have not mentioned you.


In particular, I would like to thank my brother Chris in Australia who independently set up facilities for thousands of Australian schools to follow the expedition. All his waking hours, when not lecturing at the University, were dedicated to the education programme and, linking up schools across borders, particularly between Australia and China.


When I was first invited to participate in this expedition, I had little thought other than for myself, for the adventures I would have. However, I was soon to realise that this would not only be important to us six doing the trip, but also to our sponsors and to the many thousands, even millions of children in schools around the world. We gained much of our strength and will to continue from the enthusiasm shown by all of you that followed our exploits and wrote to urge us on. Thank you for your many letters of encouragement and enquiry. Although it sometimes took several months for your correspondence to reach us, every letter was greatly appreciated and read and re-read many times.


In the years following, we tried to pass on stories and knowledge of our journey and to encourage others to appreciate this extraordinary continent and its global significance.


Lastly to my dogs, Thule my lead dog, Huck, Floppy, Jocky, Kaviaq, Pup, Soda Pop, Rodan, Chewbakie, I give thanks. I cursed them, drove them hard, and in all likelihood did not praise them often enough. In return they gave excellent service, affection and loyalty. In spite of being the smallest team, they lead the way and broke the trail for almost the entire expedition and were usually way out in front of the other teams. I was sorry to say goodbye to these faithful companions. Whilst I never regarded them as pets, I will remember them as dedicated members of our team, friends who took part in a great adventure.


Thanks to my brother Pete for typing out my diaries and for the sketches he provided for illustrating this story.
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PROLOGUE


TO THE ICE





It is possible to reach a saturation point of fear, beyond which there is a strange sensation of being at ease with whatever the outcome might be. Through the horror comes calm. I have endured blizzards that threatened to tear away my tent and me with it; I have dreaded falls into crevasses that were deep, cold and terrifying, like the jaws of some kind of frozen hell. Inner focus quietened the screams of the storms and a powerful surge of adrenalin pulled me from the icy depths, but at this moment I am truly petrified. The stiff silence of my companions confirms they all feel the same. There is nothing I can do but stare ahead and grit my teeth as we brace ourselves for a crash-landing in Antarctica.


Our flying coffin is a Soviet Ilyushin-76 military cargo plane; a windowless steel shell, filled with the smell of kerosene, dogs and cigarette smoke. Our thirty-eight huskies are secured at the rear of the aircraft, barking and whining inside their individual custom-made plywood crates. Forward and aft are boxes of expedition gear, film and scientific equipment and bag upon bag of clothing and tents. There are packs of skis, large plastic containers of cooking fuel and crates of food for men and dogs. A lucky few occupy the two rows of airline seats crammed into a small cabin behind the cockpit. The rest arrange themselves amongst this unusual cargo, lying, sitting or hunched on bundles of clothing or the mattress that has been unfurled on a sledge.


Despite the discomfort, we had departed Punta Arenas in Chile with the air of a cocktail party. As our vast cargo plane powered down the runway, passengers and flight staff barely took any notice, chatting and smoking, despite barrels of fuel being a strike of a match away.


We are a diverse group: mechanics, support staff, reporters, photographers, film crews, a nurse, a translator and our international expedition team consisting of six adventurers intent on making the first crossing of Antarctica on skis and by dog sledge. We are heading for King George Island, the largest of the South Shetland Islands – historically the location for eight international research stations and the launching pad for many expeditions to mainland Antarctica, just seventy-five miles further south-east. It is a noisy, ebullient atmosphere in the cabin. But as we close in on our destination, everything changes. Netting is thrown over our equipment and tied securely. Faces turn pensive, anxious. Cargo planes regularly land on the glacier at the Russian Antarctic station of Novolazarevskaya, but this is the first time an aircraft of this size has attempted the tiny ice runway at King George Island, which is well below the minimum length usually required.


We cannot see outside. The engines are on part throttle. We are starting to descend. I visualise our landing strip: an ice runway lined by high snow banks, with cliffs plunging to the sea at its threshold and Chile’s Teniente Rodolfo Marsh base at the other end. The plan is to make two or three preliminary passes, including one ‘touch-and-go’ before we make the final landing. Thick cloud prevents our test run.


I feel the plane turn, there is a drop-off in speed. We must be approaching. My heart stays in my mouth. Victor Boyarsky, our Soviet teammate has positioned himself by the cockpit and is shouting out our altitude as we rapidly descend: ‘Seven hundred metres… three hundred metres…’ I try not to think about the possibility of our several tons of equipment becoming dislodged as we hurtle downwards.


‘One hundred metres…’ The wheels squeal as they are lowered.


‘Fifty metres…’ The dogs whimper and moan.


‘Thirty metres…’ The lights in the cabin go out.


‘Twenty metres…’


CRASH!


ROAR!


Violently we slam onto the frozen ground. Light streams through the doors as they burst open with the impact. The engines scream as the pilot puts them into maximum reverse thrust and we snowplough down the runway. I pray that the nets and ropes pinning down our equipment and barrels of fuel are strong enough because if the restraints break loose, we will all be crushed. I imagine the aircraft hurtling over the precipice at the far end of the runway, plummeting headlong into the rocks and the station buildings below and bursting into a ball of fire.


Finally, after an interminable few seconds we come to a halt, just three hundred yards from the end of the runway. Silence. Victor, his face beaming with relief, punches the air with his fist. There are cheers and applause, back slapping, smiles and laughter. We make it, by the smallest of margins.


As we scramble out on the ice we see how close we came to disaster. As it landed the aircraft had hit the banking at the threshold and, with its front wheel embedded a foot below the surface, gouged a deep trench in the ice, destroying the runway lights. The impact, according to two other pilots watching from the ground, was so great that it was astonishing that the plane was still in one piece.


***


For the first time since we left Minneapolis we seem to have been blessed with some good luck. From the outset our expedition has been fraught with difficulties. In Havana, what was promised to be a six-hour stopover turned into a worrying four days. The aircraft was grounded, requiring a replacement engine, but we were assured the repairs would be quick and straightforward. We were told there would be no need to unload the dogs, as the aircraft interior was air-conditioned. But on arrival at our hotel we were informed that this air conditioning had malfunctioned. To be confined in the metal aircraft in this oppressive heat and humidity would be uncomfortable for anyone, but could be disastrous for our polar dogs.


Victor and I hurried back to the airport, but already the huskies were in a terrible state with some gnashing at the metal gates of their boxes in desperation, saliva pouring from their panting mouths. It was imperative that we unloaded them immediately. The city zoo offered to help and provided a truck onto which we loaded half of the dogs, taking them to a secluded area of the zoo compound.


Once spanned out in the shade and hosed down the dogs began to recover. They drank copious quantities of water and soon looked quite content in their more tolerable surroundings. A tropical downpour cooled the air and a strong wind drove rain at the dogs. Unfortunately, this same storm delayed the departure of the remainder of the animals. As we unloaded the last of the hundred-pound huskies from the aircraft we discovered one, Apak, had died from heatstroke. The following day one of my strongest dogs, Godzilla, also collapsed and died. All attempts at resuscitation by the zoo vet were to no avail. It is a dreadful blow, both personally and logistically. We had left Minnesota with forty animals, and there were two dead even before reaching Antarctica.


The flight to King George Island had been yet another dramatic episode. I don’t believe I have ever been as terrified as I was in those last few minutes aboard the Ilyushin-76. Even Will Steger, our expedition co-leader, admits that it was the most frightening moment of his life, and he has survived numerous terrifying episodes in the Polar Regions.


There are six of us in the team: Will Steger, an American adventurer, and Dr. Jean-Louis Etienne, a French doctor and scientist, are co-leaders. The rest of the team is made up of Victor Boyarsky, a Russian radio glaciologist and expert cross-country skier; Qin Dahe, a Chinese glaciologist; Keizo Funatsu, a Japanese dog trainer; and me – a veteran of the British Antarctic Survey (BAS), where I had been a field guide.


The first two thousand miles of our planned route will take us from the tip of the Antarctic Peninsula to the South Pole, before entering the Area of Inaccessibility – so-called for its remoteness of access – to the Russian base of Vostok and onwards to Mirnyy on the far eastern coast of the continent, nearly four thousand miles away. We estimate it will take us seven months to make the crossing. I truly have no idea whether we will complete the task ahead, but now we are within easy reach of Antarctica, it seems for the first time in ten days that we are in with a chance of at least setting out as planned.


After a night’s stay on King George Island we board a Twin Otter ski plane, a two engine turboprop aircraft, for the short final leg to our start position at Seal Nunataks; a chain of sixteen volcanic vent islands that rise out of the Larsen Ice Shelf about one hundred miles south of the tip of the Antarctic Peninsula. As we ascend, the cloud disperses and a magnificent vista spreads out in front of us. Icebergs gleam in the Weddell Sea in the distance. Brabant Island passes by on the right hand side, its’ tall peaks standing out against the contrast of sunlit slopes and jagged shadows. The Peninsula comes into view – a formidable barrier of rock, ice and tumbling glaciers – then the Larsen Ice Shelf, a glacier-fed platform of ice, hundreds of feet thick, floating on the sea but still clinging to the frozen continent. From an aerial perspective, Antarctica is the epitome of serenity and beauty, but on the ground, when the weather turns, its’ cruelty is unequalled.


***


Your quest for adventure may start long before you realise it. A series of events often leads you to that crucial moment – it may take several weeks, months or even years – and suddenly there is a spark; a little voice at the back of your mind that says ‘Go!’ My spark was ignited about the end of the summer of 1973, having for the umpteenth time been given the advice that I should get some wilderness and mountain experience, testing myself in the outdoors.


I was born in Khartoum in 1950. My father, Raoul Usher Somers – nicknamed ‘Pat’ because of his Irish decent – was a doctor who had studied at the medical school in Birmingham, then at the London School of Tropical Medicine. Once qualified, his first appointment was as a ship’s doctor. After two years working at sea he signed up to be a physician in Juba, then a small outpost town, in the Southern Sudan, later as Dean of Khartoum Hospital. It was a job he would hold for almost twenty-three years.


My mother Maurine (née Pope), meanwhile, had spent the Second World War in the army, and trained as a radar operator monitoring the movements of enemy aircraft. For the most part she was based in the Newcastle area and later in Bexley Heath, London. After being demobbed in 1945 she returned to her family home in Kenya, and it was there that she met my father while he was on leave from The Sudan. Within six weeks of their first meeting they were married and in the space of four years my mother gave birth to three sons and a daughter. I was the youngest of the boys.


My mother was stern but fair – a matriarch with an aura of strength. We quickly learned to do as we were told. We were orderly, neat and punctual, and lived by routine. We even had our own colours – all our clothes were marked accordingly. My eldest brother Christopher’s colour was red, Pete’s was blue, mine was green, my sister Louise, the youngest had yellow.


At seven years old I was sent to boarding school – St Joseph’s College in Ipswich. School-life was even stricter than at home, brutally strict in fact. We were thrashed for the smallest misdemeanours and I lived in fear of the cane. Despite being well behaved, in junior school I was caned at least twice a term. We continued our education in private schools, brought up in their tough, at times almost barbarous, regimes.


Perhaps it is no surprise that my happiest childhood memories are of the cycling tours I made with my siblings in the holidays. The first was with my brother Pete, when I was aged thirteen, he fourteen. We cycled, just the two of us, from our hometown of Eye in Suffolk to West Bromwich, where my uncle lived, before returning home. We were away for a week, and had cycled some three hundred and thirty miles. My parents approved of such trips only because they were structured holidays. We had to organise everything for ourselves, plan our route, write to the hostels we aimed to stay at and manage a small budget. Each day we wrote a postcard home, to reassure my parents that we were safe, though my mother never let on that she had concerns about us. Every year we would plan a new ‘expedition’. My next tour was a fourteen-day ride with my eldest brother, Chris, cycling from Edinburgh in Scotland across to the west coast and back down to Suffolk. I was fourteen, and the proud owner of a red Raleigh with three gears.


These enjoyable cycle trips were about as extreme as my wanderlust went. At no time did I even consider being an ‘explorer’. I had no desperate thirst for adventure or the aspiration to seek out new frontiers like other adventurers before me. Looking back on my childhood, I cannot say that I was anyone special. I didn’t excel in anything. I was moderate in sport, shy and, much to my father’s intense disappointment, poor in my studies. I suppose I was very much a Mr. Ordinary. I left school with poor exam results and little knowledge of what I would be able to do. My dream of becoming a pilot in the Royal Air Force was unattainable – my low school grades saw to that. I was resigned instead to the faint hope of passing my life in a reasonable fashion, to get by happily, to find something that suited me.


My real start in life was to enrol in a couple of four-week Outward Bound courses, one in Wales and the other in the English Lake District. I had finally found my niche. I thrived on the challenging activities, the joy of the outdoors, the discipline and routine. Here was something that I could do and, more to the point, do well. Before long I started my apprenticeship as an instructor at the Ullswater Outward Bound School in Cumbria.


I had been working at the school for a year when Rod Pashley, one of the other instructors, gave a slide presentation about Antarctica. He had recently completed a three-year stint working for the British Antarctic Survey (BAS), and the pictures he showed were captivating. It was an alluring, fleeting glimpse of some of the most stunning landscapes I had ever seen. I thought the sheer beauty of the place was astonishing. The very next day I wrote to BAS for an application form. I quickly realised by just looking at the questions on that form that I was simply too inexperienced. I needed to have some life experiences and outdoor encounters of my own to qualify for a post in Antarctica.


In my early days at Ullswater I had shared a room with another instructor, Brian Snowdon, an adventurous twenty-nine-year-old construction engineer and seasoned climber who had travelled overland in many exotic-sounding countries. His stories were enthralling, intriguing. I resolved to go out into the world and experience for myself some of the challenges and wonders of lone travel. Sydney, Australia was to be my destination – my brother Chris had emigrated there a few years earlier, so this seemed as appropriate a place as any to start.


This was a grand plan, but as an Outward Bound Instructor in those days I was pocketing just twelve pounds a week, so I needed to accrue sufficient funds to sustain me for a year or so. For months I meticulously saved my earnings and would not part with any money unless it was absolutely necessary. A postage stamp or a pair of boot laces were as extravagant as my budget would allow – a coffee at a local cafe was out of the question. I even sold my precious red Raleigh bike to one of the other instructors. Being a non drinker was a great advantage. Seeing my brother again had become a powerful motivation and by June 1974 I had sufficient savings to begin my adventure.


I was determined to reach Australia in an interesting way. I wrote to several Outward Bound Schools in Africa and offered to work for them in exchange for board and lodging. By March I had travelled from Nairobi to Cape Town by hitching and using local buses and had worked in Kenya, Zambia, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and South Africa. In Tanzania I was arrested for illegally crossing the border – the Kenyan school was situated in the no man’s land between the two borders, and during our daily activities with students we unwittingly crossed into Tanzania countless times. It was only a matter of time before the officials would notice. Luckily, cash and promises that I would not do it again secured my release.


Once reaching Cape Town, I boarded a passenger ship, the Marconi, and sailed for Fremantle, Australia, and from there hitch-hiked across the country to Sydney.


It was a wonderful reunion with my brother. Over the next few weeks we had several excursions into the outback, meandering beside wild rivers and amongst dry eucalyptus trees, or beating our way through lush rainforests. We cooked over open fires, talking endlessly into the night, the vast star spangled sky above.


As with most good things, it could not last forever. Chris had work commitments and before I knew it, my three-month tourist visa was about to expire and it was time to move on. On 7 June 1975, I turned my back on Australia, boarded a plane bound for Indonesia and travelled onwards, overland through Asia towards home.


By the time I arrived in Dover a year later, I barely had a penny to my name, but was rich in new experiences. I had travelled thousands of miles, through Africa, Australia then back overland via Bali, Java, Malaysia, Thailand, Nepal, India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran, Turkey, Greece, Yugoslavia, Italy and France. I had used trains, buses and rickshaws, and had been given lifts on articulated lorries, a motorbike and even on a push-bike. Weary and dirty, I was very happy to be home again in late September 1975.


After more instructing at various Outward Bound schools, I trained as a joiner and began working for a local builder in Penrith. I eventually purchased and renovated a derelict house. I enjoyed the outdoors, and settled into a steady way of life but by 1978 I needed a fresh challenge. Digging out the treasured, fading application form for the British Antarctic Survey, still carefully folded in my writing case, I filled it in, this time being able to complete all the “boxes”.


The form, kept for so long and now obsolete, coupled with my determination to gain the appropriate experience seemed to impress the selection committee enough to invite me to an interview. To my surprise, I was offered a position as a field assistant and guide, and would get paid for it. The job would entail accompanying base personnel and scientists on expeditions away from the base, up to a couple of months’ duration, travelling amongst the mountains and glaciers as far as three or four hundred miles away.


I clearly remember the day I sent my acceptance letter back to BAS. I stood at the post box, still holding the envelope tightly, pushed it through the slot, and then quickly pulled it out again. I was on the brink of a life-defining change of direction. This letter in my hand would commit me to spending thirty-three consecutive months in Antarctica. I thought of my parents, now aging, and how I would be abandoning them. It was a momentous decision, and it took me several minutes to pluck up the courage to finally drop the envelope into the box.


In September 1978, along with nineteen other young recruits, I boarded the aging 1,500 ton research ship John Biscoe at Southampton and sailed to Montevideo in Uruguay, then on to the Falkland Islands where we disembarked. After ten weeks the other BAS research vessel, the Bransfield – or Brantub as it was nicknamed – conveyed us over the treacherous southern ocean to Antarctica.


We were a motley bunch of young men aboard that ship – scientific researchers, essential tradesmen and outdoor guides – all of us committed to isolation and hardship in a part of the world about which we knew very little. For almost three years there would be no friendly telephone calls (there was no telephone!), no fresh food or home comforts. In the summer time, when the sea ice had broken away there would be just one or two deliveries of post when the ships resupplied us.


Looking back, I can smile at how naive and green I was as I took my first steps on the great frozen continent. There was no time to be impressed then, everything was so busy. I was barely noticed by the base personnel in those early days – I started out simply as a new recruit who hammered nails – a tiny cog in an impressive machine. It would be several months before I had earned my stripes as a field assistant and could stand equal to my colleagues.


Now, a decade later, I am representing my country on a grand enterprise. We are six men from six nations, with six distinct cultures, languages and six different ways of thinking. Our proposed journey is ludicrous, not bold, truly ludicrous. Using three dog teams our International Trans-Antarctica expedition intends to traverse some four thousand miles across the continent’s greatest axis. It is a journey no one has dared attempt before. We are starting in winter and shall continue throughout the summer into the following winter. Whether we will succeed or not, I cannot say, but as the ski plane touches down on Antarctica, I have that unmistakable feeling of suspense and excitement one gets as one stands on the precipice of the unknown.
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THE JOURNEY BEGINS


26 July 1989, EXPEDITION EVE      miles to go 3757.9


I sit in my sleeping bag, a cup of tea steaming beside me and the stove hissing away to provide some warmth. The interior of the tent is divided by a couple of boxes, with my tent-mate and me on either side. The Chinese glaciologist Qin Dahe is my companion for the first few weeks of our journey. He sits quietly on his bag, writing notes, sorting through some papers.


This morning, Dahe and I together with a cameraman as the advance party, landed on the continent. We were tasked with overseeing the offloading and sorting of equipment, establishing the camp, putting up tents and preparing night lines for the incoming teams of dogs whilst the Twin Otter relayed all the gear, dogs and TV crews from King George Island. Eventually, with all the members of the team safely delivered, the flaming landing lights – made from cans of kerosene and toilet rolls – were finally extinguished and we have now all retreated to our tents.


I allow myself a brief moment of satisfaction, knowing that I have done everything I can to ensure a smooth start. Careful preparation for this journey has been crucial, not only for our eventual success, but for our very survival. My primary responsibility so far has been laying caches of food and fuel. Six months ago I flew over this route by Twin Otter with Adventure Network International (ANI), laying twelve caches across the two thousand mile stretch from our planned first camp, all the way to the South Pole.


Each cache is in a large plywood box with two to four weeks-worth of supplies, enough to take us to the next cache and perhaps even to the subsequent one. Positioned one hundred and fifty to four hundred miles apart, each is marked by a nine-foot-tall aluminium pole topped with a blue flag, which should be visible even if there has been heavy snowfall since they were established. For every cache I made precise navigational and geographical notes and took photographs of the location and any nearby landmarks so that we can find them again.


This evening I checked again on my dogs. They are in remarkably good shape given the disastrous episode in Cuba. I’m cheered too by the thought of the hundreds of supporters, family and friends, who will be carefully watching our progress. If I think too much about the monumental journey we are about to attempt, I could be immobilised with anxiety. After all, our expedition will be one of the most challenging in recent polar history. We shall be at the mercy of an environment that has claimed innumerable lives – a place where the simplest miscalculation could result in disaster.


Most of the team have had experience of the polar wilderness, but under very different circumstances. Will Steger and Jean-Louis Etienne, the leaders of the expedition, have both trekked and sledged in the Arctic, but today is the first time either of them has set foot on Antarctica. Dahe and Victor Boyarsky have worked on the continent, but conducted their research primarily from heated vehicles or scientific stations. Keizo Funatsu’s only polar experience is from our training trip in Greenland and, although I have spent several years working in Antarctica, my longest dog journey here was just three weeks’ duration. I am sure all of us feel a sense of excitement and trepidation.


We are camped on the tip of one of the most beautiful, yet hostile, wildernesses on Earth. This vast, frozen continent is a glaring white emptiness at the heart of the Southern Hemisphere. It is a polar desert fringed with glaciers, towering ice-shelves and barren islands. Winter temperatures can plummet to -50˚C or lower and ferocious winds sweep across its’ surface for days, even weeks, on end. It is the coldest, driest, windiest place on Earth.


The Antarctic spans an area of 5.4 million square miles in the summer and in winter almost double that, when sea ice forms around the coasts. About ninety-eight percent of its landmass is permanently covered in an ice sheet that in places is two and a half miles thick. When the cold, dense air pours off the nine thousand eight hundred foot plateau, powerful katabatic winds scour the continent. It is no wonder that the Australian explorer Douglas Mawson called his account of Antarctica The Home of the Blizzard.


Human beings do not belong here. There are no indigenous people that live on this immense and inhospitable continent. Apart from mosses and lichen on some of the rocky areas, the interior supports no flora or fauna on which to survive –nothing can grow in the ice and frozen rock. The shores of Antarctica are visited by large seal and penguin populations but these species are maritime dependent and the only land-bound creatures are microscopic. Anyone who intends to journey to the heart of Antarctica must take all the prerequisites for survival with them: fuel, food, shelter and clothing.


For early explorers, simply reaching the continent itself was challenge enough. Even the most experienced found themselves bewildered by the intensity of the sudden storms, treacherous southern seas, fog and, of course, the ice. Having overcome such obstacles unscathed, Antarctica, with its imposing coastline of towering ice-cliffs and sharp, rocky ridges, presented no comfort or reward. Even if a safe landing place could be found, their trials were just beginning.


The lowest temperature ever recorded in Antarctica was -89.2˚C, just six years ago at the Russian Vostok Station in 1983. At temperatures such as this, exposed skin can freeze almost instantly. Eyes become iced shut. Breathing itself is painful. Fingers and toes need careful protection. This extraordinary, challenging place is to be our home for the next seven months or more, as we attempt to cross Antarctica on foot and with dogs.


For the first three months, as we travel the eight-hundred-mile-long Peninsula, we shall be climbing from sea level to an altitude of some ten thousand feet. It will be late winter and we can expect temperatures to be from -30˚ down to -40˚C or even colder, and winds to gust up to eighty miles per hour. It should be early austral spring by the time we reach the Ellsworth Mountains in late October, and summer by the time we reach the South Pole.


After the Pole we enter the Area of Inaccessibility as we head for the coldest place on Earth, the Soviet base of Vostok. If all goes to plan, we will end our journey on the opposite side of the continent early next winter in March, having faced the inevitable hell of seasonal blizzards and cruel winds as we descend from the polar plateau back down to sea level once more.


Though it might sound unwise to begin and end our traverse in Antarctica’s treacherous winter, in theory we’ll be less exposed to foul weather if we leave now rather than at any other time. Also, we must reach the other side before the sea starts to freeze again and thus prevent our ship from picking us up. All this, of course, is hypothetical. There is absolutely no knowing what Antarctica is going to throw at us. One thing is certain: the coming months are going to be a gruelling test of our endurance. I crawl into my sleeping bag and enjoy the feeling of anticipation as I imagine the hard ice beneath me, stretching all the way to the Pole and beyond. Tomorrow, our journey begins.
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27 JULY 1989,              DAY 1                total 0.3 miles                to go 3757.6


A fine morning. There is virtually no wind, no cloud, and the temperature hovers at a comfortable -20˚C. Half a dozen reporters and a television crew are milling around, taking pictures and recording our final preparations. By noon the dogs are barking and restless, tugging wildly at their traces, raring to go. Another hour and I too am longing to get cracking.


With cameras rolling, I’m given the nod and the huskies take off at a hell of a lick. What we hoped would be a seamless, straightforward departure quickly descends into farce. As ABC interviewer Bob Beattie attempts to round up an interview, Will’s dogs surge forward, bending their steel ice anchor and ripping it out of the ice, sending it careering directly at Beattie. By some miracle it doesn’t hit him. Will’s dog team tear after my sledge, completely out of control. Victor has to sprint to catch up. Meanwhile, Keizo’s team has also set off in the frenzy and makes a dash for the huddle of reporters and film crew, knocking several to the ground. It is utter chaos, and all, rather humiliatingly, captured on film. A small film crew will be accompanying us on these early stages, so it will be a good few days before we will be free of the ever-watchful gaze of the media.


The day was dedicated to the film crew with continual stop/start through just 0.3 miles gained through the afternoon. Thankfully, we haven’t far to go to our first cache – just four miles – so we can gradually break in both our dogs and our less experienced team members. A few hours later we set up camp in the pastel shades of dusk, taking our time and enjoying the mild temperatures. These good conditions are unlikely to last. The coming months will bring storms and blizzards – how severe is anyone’s guess.


***


We are not the first to attempt a crossing of Antarctica. In 1913 Ernest Shackleton announced his intention to traverse the continent from the Weddell Sea to the Ross Sea – a trek of seventeen hundred miles. It was, he declared, ‘the largest and most striking of journeys yet to be made’. The South Pole had already been reached by Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen in 1911, followed by the ill-fated Captain Scott in 1912. Shackleton knew he had to pioneer a more ambitious quest if he was to maintain his profile as one of the world’s leading explorers. Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition, however, would not even reach the continent, as his ship Endurance was crushed in the ice of the Weddell Sea. What he had hoped would be the last great polar journey turned out to be a different tale of endurance and survival.


Forty-three years later, in 1957-58, Vivian Fuchs successfully completed Shackleton’s dream – a two thousand one hundred and fifty-eight mile crossing from the Weddell Sea to the Ross Sea via the South Pole – using Snowcats and tractors. It was a huge undertaking, supported by the governments of the UK, New Zealand, the USA, Australia and South Africa. Then, in 1981, Sir Ranulph Fiennes, too, made a crossing of the continent. During his circumnavigation of the globe via the Poles, Fiennes, along with Charlie Burton and Ollie Shepard, snowmobiled two thousand two hundred and fifty-four miles across Antarctica from the South African base of Sanae, located in Queen Maud Land in eastern Antarctica, to the New Zealand Scott Base. Yet, no one has attempted a full and unmechanised traverse of the continent along its longest axis, let alone by ski and dog sledge.


Many polar experts believe our objective to be nigh on impossible. The sheer scale of the distance and geography make this journey an enormous logistical, physical and mental challenge. Considering the unpredictability of freezing temperatures, snowstorms and crevasse fields, exposure, exhaustion and any number of life-threatening accidents that could easily occur on such an expedition, one wonders why we had considered it at all. There is only one person I know, apart from Will and Jean-Louis, who believes we might actually make it – Giles Kershaw, the most experienced polar pilot and co-founder of the air charter company Adventure Network International. Giles has flown over our route countless times, and helped lay our caches and his vote of confidence means a great deal. Personally, I will regard it as an achievement if we simply manage to complete the traverse of the Peninsula. Anything further will be a bonus.
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28 JULY, DAY 2                7.8 miles                total 8.1        to go: 3749.8


The alarm goes off at 6 a.m. The sun finally appears after noon, pushing its’ way through threatening clouds. It glows only for a couple of hours before dipping below the northern plateau again, painting this otherwise desolate wilderness in burnished oranges and gold. Crevasses and mountains, small slopes and rock outcrops appear magnified to extortionate proportions, with the distant peaks of Cape Framnes and Churchill Peninsula miraged into gigantic ice and rock cliffs.


Rising early, Dahe and I empty my sledge and take the team up the hill behind to our first cache on Seal Nunataks to pick up food for men and dogs and fuel for our pressure lamps. It is reassuring to see the cache perched untouched on the bare rock with no snow accumulation to hide it. I fear the others may be much more difficult to find.


My lead dog, Thule, is not doing too well today when leading the other sledges and constantly veers off-course. Victor has been encouraging her by skiing a hundred yards or so in front. However, this is not as bad as the general chaos caused by Will’s dogs who career all over the place, oblivious to the commands being shouted at them. His dogs are intent on overtaking and colliding with any team that is ahead of them.


The ice conditions are exceptional too, which only increases the speed of the already uncontrollable dogs. Without brakes on our sledges the drivers cannot easily slow down the dogs and must run amongst the teams and physically bring them to a halt.


There is a certain amount of romance and aestheticism in using sledge dogs for a long polar journey. In our case, the alternatives are limited: either man-haul or use motorised snow vehicles. The idea of man power was very quickly ruled out – the physical effort of hauling one’s own loaded sledge over four thousand miles would be impossible, even with many airdrops of food and fuel, and the cost would be prohibitively expensive. The use of kites or sails would not be much use to us either because of the adverse wind conditions. We could have imitated Fuchs’ crossing by using snowcats and tractors, but we will be travelling twice their distance so the logistical support and cost made this option unfeasible. Although dogs are slower than motorised transport, they are more reliable. If a snowcat breaks down you need spares and mechanics. If one of our animals becomes sick, it can be carried on the sledge until it recovers, while the rest of the team continue to pull the load.


Our International Trans-Antarctica Expedition was Will’s brainchild. Will is an American adventurer with many years of dog-driving experience in Canada, Alaska and the Arctic. His most recent feat, in 1986 was an expedition by dog sledge to the North Pole with seven companions. In the middle of the Arctic Ocean, amongst the continually pressuring, splitting, moving sea ice, Will ran into Jean-Louis Etienne, a French physician who was attempting to ski solo to the Pole, hauling his own supplies on a plastic sledge. Both men had left from separate locations on the north coast of Ellesmere Island, northern Canada, with Jean-Louis setting out a month earlier than Will. The chances of the two of them crossing paths were so slim that Will says he believes their meeting to be fate rather than coincidence.


The two adventurers greeted each other warmly and the next morning drank tea together and shared stories of their journeys so far. Their conversation turned to their future plans and they soon discovered that they both had dreams of exploring Antarctica. Will says that he remembers bringing out a map of Antarctica and, spreading it out on a sleeping bag, traced a finger over a red line he had drawn along the continent’s longest axis. His aim was to dogsledge across Antarctica, on a full ocean-to-ocean traverse. Jean-Louis apparently studied the map and joked, ‘This is a long expedition; you will need a doctor.’ By the time they parted ways on their individual quests for the North Pole, they had already discussed logistics. A year after their return home they joined forces and began formally planning a journey that they hoped would be a ‘global event’. Their primary aim was to draw the world’s attention to the beauty and fragility of Antarctica, and to help illustrate why this frozen continent is a place that deserves preservation, not exploitation.


I first heard of the International Trans-Antarctic Expedition during a lecture given by one of Will’s North Pole teammates, Richard Weber, at the Royal Geographical Society in London. During his talk, Richard mentioned that Will was planning a new Antarctic expedition, which would include making a full crossing of the Peninsula. That immediately caught my attention. In my time working for BAS I had often thought of doing such a traverse from the north to the south down the length of the Peninsula. Wally Herbert had done an impressive first journey in the 1950s, mapping the northern region from Hope Bay to Portal Point, but a complete traverse up to the Polar Plateau was yet to be attempted. I immediately wrote to Will but, not knowing his address, sent three letters via various organisations, hoping one would reach him. One of them did. Fortunately for me, he had already decided that he wanted to find a recent BAS employee with experience of driving dogs. Out of the blue he telephoned from London and the next day arrived on my doorstep in the Lake District for an informal interview.


I remember thinking his proposition was outlandish, but I was intrigued. If the team got as far as the Ellsworth Mountains then that would be worthwhile enough for me. Before I had even formally agreed to join him, I was assigned the role of expedition navigator. Within two months I found myself in northern Minnesota for preliminary preparations.


At that time, Will’s major personal project was the development of his secluded four-hundred acre ‘Homestead’ on the Canadian border. This was our expedition headquarters – a place where the team members would be put through their paces, and where the dogs would be trained. For us, this training mostly seemed to involve shovelling cement and building Will’s new house. He clearly had ambitious plans for the place, but for now it was the expedition hub. At its heart was a homely lodge, the place where arrangements were made, logistics and dreams discussed. Dotted among the surrounding woods were other cabins – a woodworking hut where the sledges were being built, a sewing shed where dog harnesses and extra expedition clothing were made, bunk houses for the dog trainers and a sauna positioned on the shores of the nearby lake.


Over two winters our huskies were worked hard at the Homestead, mostly hauling heavy construction materials for eight hours a day to build up their strength and stamina. After the first winter, forty of the best were then taken to Greenland for our sixty-day training expedition: a record-breaking, fourteen-hundred mile south to north traverse of the Greenland Ice Cap. It was as much a test of our equipment and teamwork as it was for the dogs, but we were quickly able to see which would be the best animals to use for our long journey across Antarctica. These are here with us now.


We have three teams of twelve sledge dogs, plus four reserves that have been left in Punta Arenas. All were carefully selected. We needed animals that were capable of surviving the harshest of cold conditions; they had to be strong and enjoy pulling sledges: after all, they would have to keep going for many months with little rest. The polar husky was the only option. The American explorer Robert Peary, who claimed to be the first to travel over the ice to the North Pole, wrote: ‘They [huskies] are sturdy, magnificent animals. There may be larger dogs than these, there may be handsomer dogs: but I doubt it. Other dogs may work as well or travel as fast and far when fully fed; but there is no dog in the world that can work so long in the lowest of temperatures on practically nothing to eat.’


There are four major breeds of sledge dog – the Greenland husky, Malamute, Siberian and Samoyed. Greenland huskies are the largest of these, used extensively by the Inuit and historically by explorers such as Amundsen and Peary. Malamutes, originally bred in Alaska, are generally slightly smaller than Greenland huskies and were notably used by Admiral Byrd in Antarctica in 1928. Siberian huskies, bred in northeast Siberia are considered the fastest of all sledge dogs, but are more excitable. Samoyed dogs, the smallest, favoured in the northern region of the Russian Arctic by a Finn-Mongol tribe who lived between the White Sea and the Yenisei River, were favoured by the likes of Nansen, Shackleton and Scott. We are using a combination of these breeds.
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