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INTRODUCTION TO THE COOPER SQUARE
PRESS EDITION

ON MAY 16, 1977, some three years after the present book’s first publication, the following essay, titled “Two Antarctic Vignettes,” appeared in the op-ed pages of the New York Times. In the ensuing decades, I forgot about it, but was reminded recently by someone at the National Science Foundation in Arlington, Virginia, who asked me if I still had a copy, or if I could tell him when it had appeared. I found the original newspaper in my files. The op-ed page that day was dominated by a four-column black and white photo of a solitary Adelie penguin perched on a high slab of what I took to be granite. I recalled the circumstances of taking the picture.

I had gone ashore from the RRS Bransfield, a British ship, in a Gemini, a rubberized craft, and was poking around an uninhabited, forlorn, rocky, desolate island with several British companions one February afternoon. Then I slowly wandered away until I was pleasantly alone. Privacy wasn’t often easy to come by in the Antarctic. I had about an hour to myself before the scheduled rendezvous on the immense, brown, rock-strewn storm beach. During that hour I encountered the penguin, which was calmly staring at me with one eye. I wondered if it had ever met a human being. Behind it was a stretch of sky and an Antarctic ice cape. I felt like a cold but enchanted Robinson Crusoe.

Not having a telephoto lens for my camera, I decided to see if I could draw close enough to get a portrait with my fifty millimeter lens. I was familiar with Adelies, having camped beside the planet’s southernmost Adelie rookery on Ross Island. I hoped to hold the bird in place by capturing its attention. Advancing slowly, camera at eye level, I softly told it how brave, beautiful and intelligent it was, and how honored I was to make its acquaintance. Never fidgeting, eye calmly observing me, the penguin was an excellent portrait subject.

Rereading the piece stirred echoes of my stay at Argentine Islands Station, especially of my taking leave of the main hut down a crowded corridor and of once more having the disquieting realization I probably would never again see people I had shared parts of Antarctica with.

I reprint “Two Antarctic Vignettes” here in the belief it’s worth rescuing from the confines of an old newspaper.

SCENE ONE: ARGENTINE ISLANDS STATION, BRITISH ANTARCTIC SURVEY, THE ANTARCTIC PENINSULA


It’s Saturday night and an extraordinary change has taken place. The usually grimy thirteen members of this small, isolated station, all young, most of them wild-bearded, some with hair shoulder-length, gleam in fresh clothes after the weekly scrub.

Hours ago four of them were butchering a young female crabeater seal, turning the clean surface of the top of the ice cliff to gore. Her skin was pearly, her whiskered mouth almost tender. Even after she had been cut up some of her large muscles twitched. She had been shot by a rifle with a .22-long bullet to feed the last of the station’s huskies, Rachel, lonely, no longer working, now only an outdoor pet.

The mess room table, which barely fits into this small hut room, shines with a checkered cloth stolen from the Bransfield. The windows are curtained against the midnight sun so the candlelight may be visible. Three candles, set in wine bottle mouths, flicker and drip. We dine on roast beef, brussels sprouts, boiled and fried spuds, Yorkshire pudding with liquid caramel custard, hot biscuits and Danish blue cheese. Bottles of red and white Chilean wine help make the gala mood, a break in the monotony of the week’s hard routines.

But in the lapses of chatter one senses–or does one imagine?–bewilderment, sadness, mourning, fatalism. Three station men are missing and will never return. Last September, eager to have a holiday after the long winter, they crossed the sea ice to Rasmussen Point on the mainland and climbed Mount Peary, 6,000 feet high. They radioed news of their success but weren’t heard from again, nor were they found.

After dinner we go to the small lounge, where Beethoven’s “Ninth” is playing on the stereo. The coal stove is hot. A young Adelie penguin, a wanderer from a distant rookery, is seen outside a window, clambering on the shards of frost-shattered rock. It’s picked up gently and handed into the lounge. Uncharacteristically, it doesn’t bite or angrily squawk. Observed at close range, it observes back silently, a bit nervously, its eyes rolling a little. When someone carefully strokes its immaculate, white, glistening, pin-feathered breast, it backs up a bit on its pink feet, a humble visitor but gallant, brave.

And then it opens its dark beak and I see a pink, narrow, fluted tongue thrust out, and the bird begins to pant. “It’s overheating,” I say. It’s ushered toward the open door and down the long crowded corridor. Waddling, it casts an eye backward to see if its rear is secure. It remains silent. The double doors of the hut are held open. It walks out into the sunlit night.

I feel warm and good inside. I’ve drawn closer to something important: the tenderness with which the Adelie was treated and the gentleness and mutual caring in the lounge. And I feel the aura of a true, indigenous resident, even if only seasonal, of the great, mysterious continent.

SCENE TWO: PALMER STATION, UNITED STATES ANTARCTIC
RESEARCH PROGRAM, THE ANTARCTIC PENINSULA


One late afternoon I look out at the misty harbor–the weather is threatening to close down–and see that several small lovely icebergs have been blown in. Their wind- and water-textured forms are extraordinarily beautiful.

Rather than photograph them from shore with a telephoto lens, I decide to go out to them so I can experience them more intimately and photograph them while looking upward at them.

If you’re in a small boat you approach weathered bergs gingerly. They may roll over suddenly and hit or swamp you, or a large piece may break off and fall on top of you. Our Zodiacs, made in France, are tiny. Two young men accompany me. One handles the rubber craft, the other is a backup in case of an emergency. We wear float coats over our parkas and carry a radio. Rounding a berg corner, we spot and draw close to a leopard seal.

I’m familiar with Weddell and crabeater seals. They will lie cigar-like on the ice, basking, half-asleep, sometimes scratching their face with a flipper claw, occasionally yawning and revealing surprisingly large teeth. If you wake one with your voice it will look at you with soft, dark, uncertain, uncomplaining, unwondering, sleepy eyes, making you think of a cow’s temperament. They’re gentle even if a pup is lying near.

There is nothing bovine about the looks and behavior of this leopard seal, this oceanic predator who has only the killer whale to fear. He’s on station, waiting for prey: blue-eyed shags, Adelie penguins, perhaps a young seal. His streamlined muscular head raised well above the water, the reptilian slit of his mouth, his extended, large, cavernous eyes and nostrils give the impression of total visual concentration. His eyes are neither ferocious or voracious. It’s as though a creature with a tremendous capacity for visual focus is observing us, all vivid force of neck and head. His gaze is almost hypnotic.

Photographing him, I see him only in my viewfinder and have no sense of the distance closing between us. “Closer, closer,” I urge. “That’s close enough,” says the young man with the deep voice. With my butt on the pontoon inches above the water, I feel vulnerable. The deathly cold water is dangerous enough. If you fall in you’re in an immediate and very serious survival condition. With him close by, capable with a lunge of pulling me out of the rubber boat or with a bite of deflating the pontoons, the situation, fascinating though it is, is becoming untenable. When he dives toward us with litheness and huge dark power we race the engines and hasten away.

Slowing down, we go into thick brash toward the glacier, aware the crevassed glacier snout may calve thunderously and create a swell dangerous for our craft. The dense, hard, blue glacial brash, formed under great pressure, glistening, pockmarked by weathering, pops as, melting, it depressurizes. A radio call from shore asks us to bring in a piece for cocktails. We haul in a chunk that possibly dates from Shakespeare’s time or Chaucer’s. The weather has closed in. The radio urges us to return promptly. Mist upon mist: a Japanese ice cape. Marvelous moods of oily water and barely perceptible ice and land forms. The beauty of this place is endless.

CHARLES NEIDER        
Princeton, New Jersey
July 21, 2000              
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PROLOGUE

THE CONTINENT of Antarctica and its surrounding seas have been the stage of extraordinary experiences during the last two centuries, eliciting remarkable behavior from men in conditions of extreme stress.

Renewed interest in Antarctica is timely now for several reasons: 1969 marked the tenth anniversary of the Antarctic Treaty and the fortieth of Richard E. Byrd’s flight over the South Pole; 1971 the sixtieth anniversary of the attainment of the Pole by Roald Amundsen; 1972 the sixtieth anniversary of the death of the ill-fated Robert Falcon Scott and his four companions on their homeward trek from the Pole, and the fiftieth anniversary of the death of Ernest Shackleton in South Georgia during his fourth Antarctic expedition. The recent discovery of freshwater vertebrate fossils on the continent greatly strengthens the theory of continental drift. American women have recently been introduced into Antarctic life and work. Also, at a time of ecological crisis, the white continent serves as a benchmark of a still relatively undefiled frontier, and readers are perhaps now ready to encounter, if only vicariously, a world of simplicity and purity in which the struggle between man and man must be set aside so that mankind can better understand and endure nature.

My interest in Antarctica goes back to my boyhood in Richmond, Virginia. In 1931, when I was sixteen, I heard Byrd lecture on Antarctica. He became a boyhood hero of mine. I wanted very much to go to the Antarctic, so I wrote letters to the National Geographic Society and the American Geographical Society, asking to be included in an expedition. Naturally I was turned down.

My dream of visiting the continent continued into my adult years but I never thought it would be realized. I have long been interested in man’s behavior in conditions of great stress, especially when he is pitted against nature. In 1954 I edited a book titled Man Against Nature, published by Harpers, which included authentic accounts of exploration. In several of these Antarctica was the environment against which man struggled. It later struck me that the time had come for a literary person to go to the Antarctic.

We have had reports from the explorers, and innumerable highly technical papers from the scientists, both emanating from Antarctica, but no one, so far as I know, has brought out a detailed, aesthetic account of the novelistic texture of life as it has been and is lived and worked there. The reason for this lack is that literary persons, like other representatives of the humanities, have rarely been granted a working residence in Antarctica. Such a shortcoming of the United States Antarctic program is unfortunate for the taxpayer, who supports the program and who is culturally impoverished by the current limitations. Hopefully the present book will encourage a congressional broadening of the program to include the humanities. What I am saying about the United States Antarctic program is equally true of the Antarctic programs of other nations, as far as I am aware. There is much in that strange continent (beyond the scope of scientific research) that can enrich the general public.

There are tours that take you by ship from South America to the Antarctic Peninsula but these do not go to the high latitudes. (South of the equator “high latitudes” describes the more southerly ones.) Recently there have been a few, expensive tours by ship from New Zealand to Ross Island. The tourists spend only a brief time on the island but it is far better than no time at all. The usual way for an American to go to the high latitudes is to have the United States Navy fly him from its base in Christchurch, New Zealand, down to Ross Island in the Ross Sea. The main United States base in the Antarctic, McMurdo Station, is on Ross Island, whose latitude is close to 78°.

In November of 1969 I went to the Antarctic as a guest of the Navy, having been invited with three newsmen to observe Operation Deep Freeze, the Navy’s logistic support activity on behalf of American scientific research on the continent. The research, which is entirely basic research as contrasted with applied research, is conducted by USARP, the United States Antarctic Research Program, under the supervision and with funds of the National Science Foundation. With us were four science writers who were guests of NSF.

But this is putting it coolly. What actually happened was that from the moment I learned I was a candidate for a trip to Antarctica, however brief, my boyhood hopes and memories welled up and I lived for a period in almost painful suspense. When a letter arrived from an admiral, informing me on behalf of the Navy Department, the Department of Defense and the State Department (I was puzzled by the State Department’s being part of the sponsoring group) that I had been selected to go, I reached for the nearest bottle in the liquor cabinet, downed several shots and found my eyes tearful with incredulity and joy. Alone in the house, I waited for my wife Joan to return from an errand so she could be the first to hear the news. I was at the top of the stairs when she entered the door. I said casually, “I’m going to Antarctica.” She rushed to the foot of the stairs to see if I was joking, saw my glass in hand and my beatific, bourbonized smile, and, beaming, congratulated me with a kiss.

The lure of Antarctica, that fabulous, awesome and in some ways exquisitely beautiful last frontier, is so great that the long first leg to New Zealand seemed even longer despite the speed of the huge Air Force jet (a C-141) that took us to Christchurch via California, Hawaii and Samoa. You travel with the suspense of a pilgrim eager to reach places sanctified by human and superhuman events. But the chief goal of the Antarctic pilgrim is to reach pure nature itself–from ancient, pre-human time, frozen in an incredible ice cap. Such a pilgrim goes to pay his respects to natural conditions; to take a breath of unpolluted air; and to sense how it all felt in the beginning, before the introduction of man. But he also goes to see how man survives in the world’s most hostile place and does so by means of the very gadgetry which increasingly possesses and assails him. He travels, in short, from technological defilement for a glimpse of innocence, hoping to learn along the way a few things about himself.

Innocent he has no doubt the white continent is; because it has so far not been more than superficially degraded by man (although it is not entirely free of nuclear fallout and of traces of air pollution, it’s as close to natural purity as one can attain in this world); because nations work there in tranquillity and cooperation under the remarkable Antarctic Treaty; because it is largely devoid of life, a fact which in some strange, not easily comprehended way is pleasant to contemplate, as if life itself and not only man is so problematical that it is astringently pleasant to take a vacation from it (perhaps by life the pilgrim tends to mean not those rare mosses and lichens and certain soil organisms which manage to hang on in the Antarctic’s inimical climate but pestilential forms which he would gladly do without: cold, flu and pneumonia bugs, which are usually dormant in the extremes of cold and dryness); and because with the exception of a few predatory examples such as the Killer whale and the leopard seal higher forms of life like penguins and seals regard man as a friend, not having had sufficient experience of him to develop inbred suspicion and fear, and because historically they have had no enemies on land–if you exclude the skua’s preying on the Adélie penguin.

Read even the early explorers of Antarctica, such as Charles Wilkes and James Clark Ross, and you will understand that Antarctica can become an addiction. Wilkes commanded a United States exploring expedition in the years 1839–42, went very far south and made observations from which he correctly concluded that Antarctica was a continent. He marveled, as did Ross, at the continent’s haunting beauty. His name is honored by a vast stretch of Antarctica south of Australia: Wilkes Land. If you read the Antarctic explorers of the early part of our own century you will see that Antarctica not only can but sometimes does become an addiction. Antarctica is a great proving ground. It tests ships, sledges, dogs, ponies, equipment and above all men. Even while you’re there the place sometimes seems like a fantastic dream. After you’ve left it you want to return to make sure it really happened to you, in all its grandeur, rarity, purity and beauty.

I have sometimes been asked whether one is oppressed by a sense of danger while living and working in Antarctica, or even while making the long flights to the continent that is the windiest, coldest, driest, highest and most remote on earth. The answer, as far as I know it from personal experience and from the experience of some of my Antarctic friends, is that you leave much of your sense of physical danger behind in the temperate zone. You have a long and sometimes rather hazardous flight journey from the United States to Ross Island. In those thousands of miles you seem to take on a new set of values and feelings concerning your physical safety. It’s as though you have two Chinese masks, one for the temperate zone, the other for Antarctica. In Antarctica, assuming you like the place (there are those who feel ill at ease in it or even dislike it), you usually wear the mask of euphoria and immortality. You know that accidents, some fatal, do occur, but you do not believe they will happen to you. Any other attitude would make working well there difficult.

The euphoria seems to be caused by a complex of reasons: the extreme dryness of the air; the fact that many places on the continent are high pressure areas; the great beauty of the place; the challenge of danger that so heightens one’s sense of being alive. Personally, I also have to reckon with an unusual amount of aggression, which finds a clear and natural outlet against a form of nature that is extremely hostile to life. After my return to Princeton, New Jersey, it occurred to me that with one exception I had not used any medication whatsoever, not even an aspirin tablet, during my second and extended stay in Antarctica. Both mentally and physically I had rarely felt so harmonious and well. The exception was a muscle-relaxant pill prescribed for me because of severe cramps due to dehydration in my left thigh, the result of camping out.

Maurice Herzog, the French mountain climber and author, once wrote:

“The true value of life is never apparent until one has risked losing it. A man who has triumphed over mortal danger is born again. It is a birth without indebtedness to anything on earth. It endows one with a serenity and independence which are truly unutterable.

“Mountain climbers, polar explorers, pioneers in unknown, hostile regions, in the caves of the earth and the sea’s depths, are all linked by the same vision. All of them stake their native, human gifts against the unknown. Their reward is to enrich mankind’s heritage, and the sense of this is their common bond.

“When all the mountains in the world have been scaled, when the poles hold no more secrets, when the last acre of the last continent has been traversed, when, in short, everything on our planet is known and catalogued, the way will still be open for discovery. The world will never be conquered so long as the zest for conquest, for adventure, is in men’s hearts.”

During my 1969 visit to Antarctica I was the beneficiary of the usual grand tour: McMurdo Station, Pole Station, Byrd Station, Scott Base, and Capes Evans and Royds, the latter two on Ross Island. I was tremendously moved by what I saw. Awaking in a Jamesway hut early one morning, I felt a desire to write a book about Ross Island and determined that I would do all I could to return to Antarctica to research the book.

Back home in Princeton, I made inquiries by mail regarding the possibility of obtaining a working residence in the Antarctic in connection with the book. I learned from my senators, my congressman and from the legal office of the State Department that such a residence was not available to a person like me. Nevertheless I wrote letters to the Navy and to the National Science Foundation, outlining my project and requesting that I be permitted to return to the ice for a relatively extended stay. Realizing that my chances for success were exceedingly slim, I developed as much leverage as I could by obtaining a grant from the Chapelbrook Foundation of Boston (a philanthropic institution) and contracts with prominent publishers for two books about Antarctica. I was going far out on a limb as more and more of my literary energy was being consumed in difficult and delicate correspondence. If I failed to return to Antarctica I would have nothing to show for the time I had spent.

Both the Navy and the National Science Foundation informed me they were having budgetary problems and that until these were resolved no decision could be made in my case. It seemed to me that the National Science Foundation if not the Navy had something to gain by letting me do my book, for although it had sponsored much important scientific research in the Antarctic most of its work was unknown to the general public. The Navy, in the form of Operation Deep Freeze, on the other hand, had looked consistently to the broader aspects of its public relations.

There came a time when I sensed that both organizations preferred that I drop the matter. I wrote to the White House, suggesting the desirability of broadening the United States Antarctic program and requesting help for my project. Possibly I would have lacked the temerity to do so had I not had behind me a curious experience of 1959, when I had successfully requested Premier Khrushchev of the Soviet Union to intervene on my behalf in a controversy I was having with The Literary Gazette of Moscow. Khrushchev had opened the pages of this magazine to me for a defense against an attack on me in connection with The Autobiography of Mark Twain, which I had arranged and edited. As a result of my letter to the President I received a reply, written on behalf of the White House, from an executive of the National Science Foundation informing me that my project would be seriously considered.

Some time later, after much silence from the National Science Foundation, I sensed that it was becoming dangerously late in the season for making a decision about my project. Feeling that a desperate move was necessary, I picked up the phone in my home study and called Thomas O. Jones of the National Science Foundation because he was the person who had replied for the White House. I had to deal with two secretaries before I got through to him. He barely remembered my name. I said that it seemed to me extremely important that the humanities had some representation in Antarctica; that the book I had in mind was a unique and good one; and I began to outline the kind of support I had for it. He interrupted by saying stiffly that he knew nothing about this, that he had staffs to handle this sort of thing.

I said, “There is absolutely no hope for my project unless you intervene on my behalf. I can’t reasonably expect the Navy to do it. The Navy is not essentially an intellectual organization, as the National Science Foundation is. Only you can help me.”

His tone grew more plastic. He said he would speak to his people about my proposal and that someone would be in touch with me about it.

Having taken this last-ditch step, I resolved to put the matter out of mind as much as possible.

Several days later I returned home from an afternoon walk to find a message that a Phil Smith had phoned me from Washington and had said he would either call again before five or in the morning. I had no idea who he was. I phoned NSF, learned that he was Philip M. Smith, Deputy Head of the Office of Polar Programs, and that he had already gone home. His secretary gave me his home telephone number, at which I reached him. He said he was an admirer of my books and that he was very enthusiastic about my Ross Island project. Could I come to Washington for a luncheon meeting?

The meeting, at which Roland Paine and Jack Renirie of the NSF press department were also present, was entirely successful. I knew Renirie from my 1969 trip to Antarctica and had already met Paine. On the Metroliner back to Trenton I studied a booklet called Survival in Antarctica, which Smith had given me. It helped me grasp the fact that I had indeed become a member of the USARP team for the upcoming austral season.

During September and October of that year, 1970, I had a residence fellowship at the MacDowell Colony in Peterborough, New Hampshire. MacDowell is an old and honored artists’ colony, where I had lived several times previously. I was working on a book but I used part of my time in preparations for my coming trip. During previous stays I had driven daily to Keene, New Hampshire, some twenty-two miles west of Peterborough, to swim a half mile of the crawl nonstop at the Y there. This year I increased the distance to three quarters of a mile. On weekends, when the pool was closed, I cycled long distances in the New Hampshire hills. I had usually been in hard physical condition. Now I meant to toughen myself further, for my work in the Antarctic would be based on a rigorous life, with periods of little sleep and with much physical exertion. My program would be a very varied one. My stay would not be limited to Ross Island. I regarded the island as the hub of United States activities, both scientific and logistic, in Antarctica, and I meant to treat it accordingly. In this view I had the complete support of Phil Smith. Although I had come uncomfortably close to failing in my efforts to return to Antarctica, now that I was a Usarp (pronounced you-sarp) I was to have all the cooperation I could wish for, both from the National Science Foundation and the Navy. I was fifty-five. I hoped my age would not interfere with what I had to do.

There were several things I urgently wished to accomplish on this second visit. I hoped to have the rare experience of camping at Capes Royds and Evans on Ross Island and sleeping in the historic Shackleton and Scott huts there; to live with the New Zealanders at their Scott Base on the island; to observe the operation of the remarkable ice airfield, Williams Field, near the island; to live on an icebreaker as it approached the island and cut a channel to McMurdo; to hike in one of the fascinating Dry Valleys in Victoria Land across McMurdo Sound from the island; to visit Vostok, the Russian station deep in the continent’s interior, on the annual diplomatic flight from McMurdo as a witness of the functioning of the Antarctic Treaty; to study McMurdo and its environs at close range; and in general to get to know as much of Ross Island as I could.

Also, I wanted to report as vividly as I was able on what the continent is like, this report being based on both of my visits. The Arctic and the Antarctic are poles apart in more ways than one readily realizes. The North Pole is a frozen, floating point on a sea some ten thousand feet deep. The South Pole is at an elevation of ninety-two hundred feet and is located roughly in the middle of a continent whose average elevation is about seventy-five hundred feet. The Arctic is a sea surrounded by great land masses. The Antarctic is a land mass approximately as large as the United States and Mexico combined, containing great plateaus, vast mountain ranges and an ice cap that in places is almost three miles deep. Its average temperature is some 35° F. lower than that of the Arctic. It is surrounded by the unbroken confluence of the Pacific, Atlantic and Indian Oceans which, with the prevailing westerlies, comprise the world’s most savage sea. The lowest temperature ever recorded on earth was noted at Vostok: –126.9° F. Whereas the North Pole is relatively close to places inhabited by man and is not very distant from highly developed forms of life, the South Pole is utterly remote on a continent that holds life at bay, allowing survival only minimally in its interior.

Above all I hoped to bring out a report in language of the awesome beauty of Antarctica; of the mystical spell one becomes addicted to there; and of the unusual persons and morale one is likely to encounter and to get to know in a very special way. The frame of my narrative would be, quite simply, what happened to me: what I did and saw, whom I met, what stories I heard. Within that frame I hoped to include some of the incredible highlights of the island’s history. I would not have much time to accomplish all this. Only a bit more than a month had been allotted me on the ice. But still, as a non-scientist I was lucky to be going back at all.

In September I received a notice to appear at the naval base in Kittery, Maine, for a physical examination. I had an early morning appointment. The New Hampshire villages I drove through were still mostly asleep. I encountered fog as I approached the seacoast. The examination was lengthy and thorough. While lying on a table and having a cardiogram taken I fell asleep, to the surprise of the young male attendant. Weird, extremely high and barely audible sounds came through large earphones during the hearing tests. When a male nurse stabbed at my arm to draw blood from a vein it felt like a blow from a hammer. A medical officer was impressed by my low pulse rate: 62. I returned to the Colony with the sense that I was in excellent physical condition.

Shortly afterwards I attended an Antarctic orientation conference, lasting six days, in Skyland, Virginia. The purpose of the conference, sponsored by the National Science Foundation, was to acquaint new Antarctic hands with certain facts and problems and to permit USARP personnel to meet Navy people. Phil Smith had asked me to give a talk at Skyland. I had agreed to speak on some of the psychological aspects of a life of action. I was greatly surprised to learn from a printed brochure that mine was the main talk the first evening of the conference.

As an example of what I mean by the psychological side of action let me mention a repeated revelation I once had at the periscope of a submarine during diving practice. I could see the Atlantic’s whitecaps gleaming in a bright sun, and the forward end of the submarine already submerged, and the rest of the craft disappearing rapidly. A part of me still seemed above water while the rest was beneath. I was reminded of Stevenson’s imagined split personality as portrayed in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, and of the equally split protagonist of Dostoyevsky’s fictional Notes from Underground, and of stories I had read of surgeons performing major operations on themselves.

Some years later I was in the lava zone on Mount Etna in Sicily. The lava patches were hundreds of yards wide and often they were of considerable height, standing like hills. These cold ribbons stretched for miles, flinty, barren. I imagined the molten stuff streaming out of fissures, burying chunks of forest, setting fields afire, then slowly cooling, the gases erupting, the most porous stuff on top, and down beneath, the solidifying lava rock. I had been standing awestruck when suddenly the place became intolerable, for I was in an entirely inorganic world, without life or souvenir of life: a pitted moon-world. I had a new sense of the awesome loneliness of man in the inorganic universe and felt a close affinity with all forms of life I momentarily remembered, however lowly.

What impelled Byrd to brave the Antarctic winter alone was not only the desire to make accurate and historic meteorological observations but also the opportunity to discover utter, sustained and dangerous solitude and in that solitude to take stock of himself, his future and his relations with the community of men. One of the most fascinating aspects of Jim Corbett’s hunting of man-eating Indian tigers was that the man became the beast, with a cunning approximating the tiger’s, while the tiger, in its ability to outguess Corbett at times, even to the point of almost hunting him down, assumed the intellectual and instinctual contours of the human being. There is the beast in all of us and there is no sure borderline between the animal and his human brother.

Aside from the feat itself, the most remarkable thing about William Beebe’s descent into the deep ocean was its experience of unimaginable darkness, broken by the flashes of phosphorescent fish that suggested the sparks of thought and image in our night dreams. It was beautiful and stunning. That the effect of great darkness is very profound can be attested to by those who have descended into the depths of vast caverns.

What I have been suggesting is that adventure, large or small, excites not only our physical selves but our imaginative ones as well, and that a true adventure is also a psychological and perhaps even a spiritual matter.

Many of the greatest adventures of the present century have occurred in Antarctica, a continent that perhaps more than any other in this period has been the scene of man’s prolonged and at times incredibly persistent will to endure in the teeth of nature’s hostility. The adventures have not solely involved geographical exploration. There has been interior exploration as well, as evidenced by Scott’s and Shackleton’s almost compulsive need to test the interior limits of man’s endurance. Their belief in the nobility of man-hauling sledges was not an expression of masochism (however, it did involve deep national and personal prejudices against the use of dogs in sledging) but at least partly of patriotic concern regarding Englishmen’s manliness at a time when there was spreading wonder about the possible decadence of Britain’s youth in the face of a rising threat from Germany. While they pushed forward the boundaries of geographical exploration they simultaneously explored the frontiers of their ability to endure severe physical and mental punishment.

At the conclusion of my talk, during the question and answer period, Rear Admiral David F. Welch, commander of Operation Deep Freeze (another name for this operation is Task Force 43), sitting in the front row and eying me steadily, asked, “In your opinion, was Scott’s tragedy largely due to the fact he had a narrow Navy mind?”

I thought a moment, smiled, and said softly, “Admiral, I intend to return to McMurdo.”

There was laughter, in which the admiral joined.

Then I said it was my view that Scott’s greatness and his ability to keep writing up to the end were in some measure due to esprit de corps, to his career in the Royal Navy, his devotion to its tradition, his concern for matters larger than personal ones, his training in the importance of keeping logs. I added that it was no accident that he should have been gifted as a literary stylist. He was steeped in the works of his Royal Navy predecessors such as James Cook, the remarkable navigator, marine surveyor and expedition commander who was also a skilled observer, with an alert prose style. And I said that the partnership between science and naval logistic support, or between naval geographical discovery with the accompaniment and support of science, was a tradition going as far back as Cook of the eighteenth century and continuing through Bellingshausen, Ross and Wilkes of the nineteenth and Scott and Byrd of the twentieth.

I met many interesting people at Skyland. Among them were the British Antarctic explorer Sir Vivian Fuchs; Dale Vance of Boulder, Colorado, who would be spending a year as an American exchange scientist with the Russians at Vostok Station; Roy Cameron, a microbiologist of the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena; Bill Cobb of Longmont, Colorado, a meteorologist who would spend about a week at Pole Station; Bob Wood of Johns Hopkins, who had worked several seasons with penguins at Cape Crozier, Ross Island, and who would be returning there; and Chris Shepherd, whom I had met at McMurdo Station in 1969 and who was now the station’s USARP representative. I had met Admiral Welch the previous year. I renewed my acquaintance with him in his quarters after my talk. I also spoke at length with Phil Smith.

It was hot and humid at Skyland and the valley below us was obscured by mists except at night, when, looking out over it, you saw the lights of distant farms, cars, a town. We had three large meals daily. The only regular exercise we had was in climbing the trail through woods up to the dining hall. But on occasion a few of us, including Fuchs, who looked handsome and trim, played frisbee.

I heard some interesting anecdotes. Cameron had been the leader of a party camping in Taylor Valley, and one morning a young man, new to Antarctica, was found running and shouting around and around a tent because, as he explained, he could not stand the silence. Cameron had him shipped back to McMurdo. Another young man had been approved for wintering over at Byrd Station, which was underground, or rather undersnow. After a week there he mentioned to some buddies that he felt menaced because there was something above him. They repeated this to the station scientific leader and he was flown out because it was feared he might crack up. I asked several young men who were scheduled to winter over at Byrd Station and Pole Station (the latter was also undersnow) if during their physical examinations they had been asked by a psychiatrist if they had ever had claustrophobia. Their answer was no. They said that both the psychologists and the psychiatrists had behaved in a deliberately aggressive, provocative manner, posing such questions as, “What the hell do you want to winter over at the Pole for?” Their replies had been carefully moderate.

On my return to the MacDowell Colony I found a letter requesting that I appear at Kittery, Maine, for more chest X rays. It was a long drive for the few minutes it took to take two or three photographs. This time I was treated very specially by the attendants, one of whom was a young woman. There was too much solicitude in their handling of me.

I requested a meeting with the radiologist. He remained seated at his desk. He was about forty and wore Navy khakis. He was studying my films on a lighted screen in front of him.

He said casually, “I’m afraid your right lung is in pretty bad shape. I’m going to have to scratch you from the Antarctic program.”

“What do you have in mind–cancer?”

“Frankly, yes.”

What struck me most at this moment was not fear that I might have the disease and might require surgery and possibly removal of the lung or might have to face the possibility that the disease had spread fatally but a horror that after all my efforts I might not make it back to the Antarctic.

He wanted to settle the matter at once; he was already late in sending in the report on me. I explained what my return to Antarctica meant to me and begged him to give me a little time in which to have earlier chest X rays sent to him by Princeton Hospital for comparison.

Then I asked, “If there is something seriously wrong with my lung wouldn’t I feel some pain during the long-distance nonstop swims in which I almost always push myself?”

He thought a moment, said, “Yes, that seems reasonable to assume,” and agreed to wait for the Princeton films before reaching a decision.

This was on a Monday morning. He said he should have the Princeton plates by Wednesday if they were sent promptly. He suggested I phone him Wednesday at three.

During Monday and Tuesday nights I kept waking up and imagining that my right lung had collapsed. I went swimming in Keene on Wednesday but couldn’t finish even half a mile. I felt my right lung wasn’t working at all. When I returned to my MacDowell studio it was ten to two. I downed some scotch and told myself I’d just nap for a quarter of an hour. When I awoke it was almost four. I walked groggily to Colony Hall and got through to the radiologist.

He said coolly, “Oh yes, the plates have come. We’re letting you go. Have a good trip.”

“You can’t imagine what this means to me.”

“I think I can,” he said. “Stay out of trouble down there.”
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A HISTORICAL GUIDE TO ROSS ISLAND

ROSS ISLAND is one of the most fascinating places in Antarctica. Of volcanic origin, situated at a latitude of almost 78°, roughly triangular in shape and some forty-five miles wide and an equal distance long, it is the site of the continent’s largest and most active volcano, Mount Erebus, 12,450 feet high. On its western side, at Cape Royds, it harbors a group of Adélies in the world’s southernmost penguin rookery; at Cape Evans, several miles south of Cape Royds, the world’s southernmost skua rookery; and on its eastern side, on the ice shelf just off Cape Crozier, the world’s southernmost Emperor penguin rookery.

On the southern end of the island, the world’s southernmost land accessible by ship, is the continent’s largest and most populous station. McMurdo Station is the United States’s prime logistic base for the nation’s inland stations and is the center of the nation’s scientific research in Antarctica. The station contains the continent’s sole nuclear plant and its largest building. Some two miles east of McMurdo Station, on the opposite side of Cape Armitage, is its relatively small but scientifically very active and productive neighbor, New Zealand’s Scott Base. Six or seven miles from McMurdo Station is one of the world’s most remarkable airfields, Williams Field, built on the floating ice of the Ross Ice Shelf.

Above all, Ross Island is fascinating for the numerous and important historical events which have occurred on or near it and for the remarkable stature of certain of the actors in them. In this respect it surpasses any other place on the continent. The visitor to Ross Island is fortunate to be intimately exposed to a profound sense of the Antarctic past and to the influence of heroic times and men. Both Robert Falcon Scott (1868–1912) and Ernest Shackleton (1874–1922) used the island as the base for their polar explorations. Scott’s two huts at Hut Point and Cape Evans and Shackleton’s hut at Cape Royds are still intact. All three are protected as historic sites under the Antarctic Treaty.

The island was discovered by James Clark Ross (1800–62), a British explorer who also discovered the Ross Sea and the Ross Ice Shelf and who named many of the most conspicuous features of the island and its vicinity: Mount Erebus, Mount Terror, Cape Crozier, Cape Bird, McMurdo Bay (renamed McMurdo Sound by Scott’s first expedition), Victoria Land, Beaufort Island and Franklin Island. On his first expedition (the National Antarctic Expedition) Scott named the island in honor of Ross. The rare Ross seal is also named after him.

Ross entered the Royal Navy at the age of twelve. He was a member of several important Arctic expeditions. At the age of thirty-one he discovered the north magnetic pole. He commanded the Erebus and the Terror during the Antarctic expedition of 1839–43. On this voyage he conducted experiments in terrestrial magnetism and gathered much important data on the behavior of magnetic compasses in the high southern latitudes. Also, he attempted to reach the south magnetic pole. His hope of being the discoverer of both magnetic poles was frustrated by the fact that the south magnetic pole was not attainable by sea, being located in Victoria Land, and by the dangerous lateness of the season, which made it imperative that he return north without an attempt to winter over on the continent. It was while intrepidly drawing ever closer to the pole that he broke through a wide belt of pack ice into the unsuspected, large and clear sea that was to bear his name.

He discovered Ross Island in January 1841. Writing in his book, A Voyage of Discovery and Research in the Southern and Antarctic Regions, Ross described the first sighting of the island.

“With a favourable breeze, and very clear weather, we stood to the southward, close to some land which had been in sight since the preceding noon [January 26], and which we then called the ‘High Island’; it proved to be a mountain twelve thousand four hundred feet of elevation above the level of the sea, emitting flame and smoke in great profusion; at first the smoke appeared like snow drift, but as we drew nearer, its true character became manifest.”

This is still the largest eruption of Mount Erebus to be witnessed and recorded.

Although Ross made landfalls at Possession and Franklin Islands in the Ross Sea, he made none at Ross Island, which remained untouched by man for sixty-one more years. On January 21, 1902, Scott, in the ship Discovery (of about 700 tons and specially built for Antarctic work), with a crew of some fifty men, became the first explorer since Ross to make his way into McMurdo Sound. The Sound, which lies between Ross Island and Victoria Land, is forty miles wide at its entrance and is approximately fifty miles long. Its southern terminus is the Ross Ice Shelf and the ice sheet of the Koettlitz Glacier.

Scott’s National Antarctic Expedition (1901–4), often referred to as the Discovery Expedition, was sponsored chiefly by the Royal Geographical Society. Like Ross’s expedition and numerous Antarctic expeditions both before and after Ross’s, it had two main goals: geographical and scientific exploration. During this visit to the Sound, Scott wondered about the possible advantages of setting up winter quarters to the eastward. He was seeking a sheltered place, yet one that would provide him with more than local meteorological data and that would afford him ready access to the south. He planned to explore the Ross Ice Shelf (known as the Ice Barrier or the Barrier at that time), as well as to sledge in the direction of the geographic pole.

Turning north, he sailed around Cape Bird to Cape Crozier, examining the coastline from the ship, then proceeded eastward for several days alongside the imposing cliffs of the ice shelf. Finding no satisfactory harbor, he returned to McMurdo Sound, where on February 8 he decided to winter at Hut Point, the southwestern extremity of Ross Island. The Discovery Hut was constructed during February and the early part of March.

Scott devoted almost his entire life to the service of the Royal Navy. He had become a naval cadet at thirteen, a midshipman at fifteen and a full lieutenant at twenty-three. He was reticent, sensitive and moody. His intelligence and admirable personal style marked him as a leader. He was a naval commander when he was selected to head the Discovery Expedition.

During the expedition he introduced a number of Fridtjof Nansen’s Arctic techniques into Antarctic work and opened the era of full-scale land exploration of the continent, using sledging traverses. He made many geographical discoveries, among them Edward VII Land, which much later was found to be a peninsula and was renamed accordingly. He also discovered and named Mount Discovery, the Royal Society Range and many important landmarks among the “Western Mountains.” The Western Mountains was the name often used by him for the chain of mountains (part of the Transantarctic Mountains), beautifully visible from McMurdo Station, on the western side of McMurdo Sound. He, Ernest Shackleton and Edward A. Wilson sledged to a new farthest south of 82°17′ on December 30, 1902.

It was the Discovery Expedition that named many of the features of Ross Island. Scott wrote in The Voyage of the “Discovery”:

“Names have been given to various landmarks in our vicinity. The end of our peninsula is to be called ‘Cape Armitage,’ after our excellent navigator. The sharp hill above it is to be ‘Observation Hill’; it is 750 feet high, and should make an excellent look-out station for observing the going and coming of sledge-parties. Next comes the ‘Gap,’ through which we can cross the peninsula at a comparatively low level. North of the ‘Gap’ are ‘Crater Heights,’ and the higher volcanic peak beyond is to be ‘Crater Hill’; it is 1,050 feet in height. Our protecting promontory is to be ‘Hut Point,’ with ‘Arrival Bay’ on the north and ‘Winter Quarters Bay’ on the south; above ‘Arrival Bay’ are the ‘Arrival Heights,’ which continue with breaks for about three miles to a long snow-slope, beyond which rises the most conspicuous landmark on our peninsula, a high precipitous-sided rock with a flat top, which has been dubbed ‘Castle Rock’; it is 1,350 feet in height.”

On the return trek from the new southing Shackleton came down with scurvy complicated by the coughing of blood, and Wilson, a doctor, had fears for his life. Scott seemed to feel that Shackleton had let the party down, even though he realized that Shackleton’s illness was as disappointing and disagreeable to Shackleton as to himself. Shackleton was invalided home in March 1903 with a taint of disgrace, as if he had failed to meet the rigors of a polar traverse. After his recovery he mounted his own expedition although he had difficulty in getting it financed. When he asked Scott if he could use the latter’s Discovery Hut as his base, Scott declined, explaining that he himself hoped to use it in the not distant future.

Shackleton’s British Antarctic Expedition left England on the Nimrod in 1907. Shackleton hoped to base himself on the Ross Ice Shelf off the Bay of Whales but on examining the ice there decided it was too dangerous. He thereupon sailed to Ross Island, where he found he could penetrate the sea ice only as far south as Cape Royds, some twenty-two miles north of Hut Point. He settled on this cape, where he built his now famous hut. On January 9, 1909, he and three companions made a southing to within ninety-seven geographical miles (almost 112 statute miles) of the Pole, in the process pioneering the Beardmore Glacier route over the Transantarctic Mountains. The party barely made it back to Ross Island. In his work of laying depots and at the beginning and end of the great traverse Shackleton made use of the Discovery Hut. He first revisited the hut August 14, 1908.

“It was very interesting to me to revisit the old scenes,” he wrote in The Heart of the Antarctic. “There was the place where, years before, when the Discovery was lying fast in the ice close to the shore, we used to dig for the ice that was required for the supply of fresh water. The marks of the picks and shovels were still to be seen. I noticed an old case bedded in the ice, and remembered the day when it had been thrown away. Round the hut was collected a very large amount of débris, including seal-skins and the skeletons of seals and penguins. Some of the seal-skins had still blubber attached, though the skuas had evidently been at work on them. . . . The old hut had never been a cheerful place, even when we were camped alongside it in the Discovery, and it looked doubly inhospitable now, after having stood empty and neglected for six years. One side was filled with cases of biscuit and tinned meat and the snow that had found its way in was lying in great piles around the walls. There was no stove, for this had been taken away with the Discovery, and coal was scattered about the floor with other débris and rubbish.”

Shackleton’s expedition accomplished important work in addition to the new southing. For example, it made the first ascent of Mount Erebus and it reached the south magnetic pole. At that time the latter was some 375 statute air miles northwest of Cape Royds.

Scott’s second and last expedition (the British Antarctic Expedition, 1910–13), left England in June 1910 on the Terra Nova and reached McMurdo Sound in the first week of January 1911. Unable because of ice conditions that year to base himself again at Hut Point, Scott chose a cape known as “The Skuary,” some fifteen miles to the north, for his base. He renamed the cape Cape Evans in honor of his second in command, Lieutenant E. R. G. R. Evans. Like the great eighteenth-century English explorer and navigator James Cook, Scott was much interested in the scientific work of his expeditions, to such an extent that he often tempered the fevers of geographical exploration in order to gather and retain the materials for scientific investigation. But always his and the British nation’s prime hope for this expedition was the discovery of the South Pole.

The Discovery Hut was again destined to be used as a staging post for depot-laying parties and as a jumping-off base in an attempt to reach the Pole. Scott revisited it January 15, 1911. He was appalled by its condition. He wrote in his journal:

“Shackleton reported that the door had been forced by the wind, but that he had made an entrance by the window and found shelter inside–other members of his party used it for shelter. But they actually went away and left the window (which they had forced) open; as a result, nearly the whole of the interior of the hut is filled with hard icy snow, and it is now impossible to find shelter inside. . . . There was something too depressing in finding the old hut in such a desolate condition. . . . To camp outside and feel that all the old comfort and cheer had departed, was dreadfully heartrending. I went to bed thoroughly depressed. It seems a fundamental expression of civilised human sentiment that men who come to such places as this should leave what comfort they can to welcome those who follow, and finding that such a simple duty had been neglected by our immediate predecessors oppressed me horribly.”

By March 7, after some hard work, the hut had been put into good condition again. On November 3, 1911, Scott and four companions–Edward A. Wilson, Henry R. Bowers, Lawrence E. G. Oates and Edgar Evans–left the hut for the last time. They reached the Pole January 18, 1912, only to find they had been bested by Roald Amundsen, the Norwegian explorer. Their return journey was beset by illness, hunger and blizzards. Evans died February 17 at the foot of the Beardmore Glacier. On March 16 Oates walked out of the tent into a blizzard in the hope of saving those more physically fit. Scott, Wilson and Bowers pitched their final camp only some eleven miles from One Ton Depot on the Ross Ice Shelf (about a hundred and fifty miles from Hut Point) but were hopelessly blizzarded in. In a great naval tradition of keeping logs under the most adverse conditions, Scott kept writing his journal until close to the end. Also, he wrote several letters to friends and colleagues explaining what had gone wrong and crediting his sledging companions with noble behavior under heartbreaking conditions. He referred to himself and his companions as dead men but there was no self-pity and little self-concern in either the journals or the letters. His outlook remained broad to the end.

On November 12, 1912, a search party discovered the tent, containing his body and those of Wilson and Bowers, as well as his records, letters and journals. On the sledge were thirty-five pounds of geological specimens, gathered on the Beardmore Glacier, that the party had declined to abandon despite the fact that for a long time they had been exhausting themselves in manhauling.

The Discovery Hut was to play still other important roles during the heroic era of exploration of the continent. After hearing that Amundsen had reached the Pole, Shackleton concluded that “there remained but one great main object of Antarctic journeyings–the crossing of the South Polar continent from sea to sea.” The route he chose was from the Weddell Sea to McMurdo Sound. In 1914 he commanded the British Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition in the hope of achieving this goal. He failed to achieve it but as with Scott the failure was in some respects a glorious one: a triumph of the human spirit over great adversities. His ship Endurance was trapped by ice in the Weddell Sea, drifted ten months and was eventually crushed. The crew thereupon lived on an ice floe for almost five months, drifting northward. Finally escaping by whaleboats which they had saved from the Endurance, they reached deserted Elephant Island. Shackleton and five companions then set out in an open boat to seek help, crossing eight hundred miles of Antarctic waters to South Georgia, where they became the first men to traverse the island’s high, dangerous mountains in their journey to the Norwegian whaling station on the opposite side of the island. The men stranded on Elephant Island were rescued, but only on the fourth attempt. One of the extraordinary facts of the Weddell Sea part of the expedition is that not one life was lost.

The McMurdo Sound section, however, lost three men, including its leader, Aeneas L. A. Mackintosh, captain of the Aurora. Mackintosh had been charged by Shackleton with the task of laying depots from Ross Island to the foot of the Beardmore Glacier, down which Shackleton planned to make his traverse after reaching the Pole. The depots were duly laid but under terrible conditions and with inexperienced dogs, many of whom died. The Discovery Hut was often used as a base of operations. Ironically, the Mackintosh party, ignorant of Shackleton’s plight, did not know that the depots were now useless to him.

The major effort in depot-laying began in September 1915. It was carried out by six men, one of whom, the Reverend A. P. Spencer-Smith, died on the return trek from a combination of scurvy and exhaustion. The others, all suffering from scurvy, holed up in the Discovery Hut on March 18 with inadequate food, fuel and clothes. Their main base was Scott’s hut at Cape Evans but they did not dare to venture toward it over the still soft sea ice. (The land route was considered to be even more treacherous than the sea one.) Mackintosh and V. G. Hayward, having grown impatient, set out on May 8 for Cape Evans despite the warnings of other members of the party. Expecting to reach Cape Evans in a matter of hours, they did not carry a tent or sleeping bags with them. Shortly after their departure a blizzard blew up. They were not heard from again. It was presumed that they either fell through the ice or were blown out to sea on a floe.

On July 15 the remaining three men at Hut Point made a safe traverse over the sea ice to Cape Evans, where, together with four other companions already on the cape, they spent the rest of their second winter in the Scott hut. They were all rescued in mid- January 1917 by the Aurora.

Shackleton died of angina pectoris in South Georgia at the beginning of his fourth Antarctic expedition. His death, on January 5, 1922, at the early age of forty-eight, may be said to mark the close of the heroic era.

As far as is known, man did not visit either Ross Island or McMurdo Sound for a full thirty years after the Aurora sailed in 1917 for New Zealand. Then, late in February 1947, members of the U. S. Navy’s Operation High Jump, a task force that had recently established Little America IV at the Bay of Whales, landed at Hut Point to survey the possibility of setting up an auxiliary base there. Although Admiral Richard E. Byrd, accompanying the task force, did not himself land on Ross Island, he described the landing in the October 1947 issue of the National Geographic magazine.

“Scott’s camp might have been abandoned only a few weeks ago. The prefabricated cabin . . . still stood in perfect condition. The timbers looked as if freshly sawn. Printed directions for putting them together, which were found pasted on one wall, might just have come from the press.

“A hitching rope which Scott had used for his ponies was so completely undeteriorated after 43 years that it was used without hesitation to secure the helicopter in which Admiral Cruzen had flown from ship to shore. A few sealskins scattered about looked new. Cartons of biscuits still were edible, although rather tasteless.

“And there was the ‘latest news.’ A Russian army was invading the Pamirs, according to the headlines of a British news magazine found in the ice. Paper and print looked as if the publication had come from the press only a few days before. But this journal had been printed in 1892.”

Members of the task force also landed at Cape Evans, and Admiral Byrd described the hut there.

“It appeared somewhat disorderly after the buffeting of 35 winters. Snow had drifted through cracks in the planks of the sealed cabin. Straw and debris were strewn over the nearly ice-free volcanic ash.

“The frozen carcass of a dog stood on four legs as if it were alive. Seal carcasses from which fresh steaks might have been cut lay about. Scattered around the cabin were cartons of provisions, still good to eat. A box of matches ignited easily.”

A year later members of Operation Windmill toured the huts briefly, after which Ross Island was not visited by man until late in December 1955, when Operation Deep Freeze I established a base in preparation for the extensive and continent-wide scientific activities of the International Geophysical Year of 1957–58. Hut Point was selected as the site in January, and the base was called Naval Air Facility McMurdo, McMurdo being Archibald McMurdo, a lieutenant on the Terror, in honor of whom Ross named McMurdo Bay. Ten-man and thirty-two-man tents formed a tent camp until prefabricated buildings could be unloaded and erected. The camp rose in the immediate vicinity of the Discovery Hut. Then Clements huts went up, the chapel was built, a supply dump and a tank farm were constructed, and “downtown” McMurdo, today the westernmost part of the station, overlooking the historic hut across the anchorage of Winter Quarters Bay, was born. After the Richard T. Williams tragedy (referred to later), Admiral George J. Dufek, at the chaplain’s suggestion, officially named the base Williams Air Operating Facility, McMurdo Sound, Antarctica.

That early form of the station comprised some thirty buildings, including the kennels, a parachute loft, an inflation shelter, VIP quarters and a hut designated as “Aerology.” One of the easternmost buildings was the Quonset chapel. The first wintering-over party at the station (1956) consisted of ninety-three men.

The United States scientific program during the IGY was administered by the United States Committee for the International Geophysical Year of the National Academy of Sciences. The Antarctic part of the program was conducted with the logistic support of the United States Navy. At the conclusion of the IGY, the National Science Foundation, an independent federal agency established in 1950, assumed the responsibility for United States Antarctic research.

The great scientific successes of the IGY spurred new and continuous scientific work on the continent, and gradually what was at first envisioned as a temporary central base took on a look of semi-permanence. The station began to climb the adjacent volcanic hills and experienced the introduction of metal-frame buildings, a nuclear plant, graded roads, power lines and even waves of “urban renewal.” It was renamed McMurdo Station in 1961.

If one were to take a walking tour of the station and its environs, including Scott Base, one might do best to begin at Scott’s Discovery Hut (see map) and work back toward the center of the station. In the austral summer there’s a bustle as cargo ships unload near the hut but at other times the hut sits silent and remote. It is spacious (some thirty-six feet square) and has a pyramidal roof and overhanging eaves. It was brought from Australia and was the kind of bungalow used by Australian frontier settlers of the time. Inasmuch as the ship Discovery was iced in and available as living quarters, the hut was not lived in during Scott’s first expedition. It was used for such purposes as drying furs, skinning birds, refitting awnings and for the rehearsal and performance of various theatrical entertainments, complete with scenes and footlights. It was also utilized for gravity observations made by the swinging of pendulums.

Both Hut Point and Hut Point Peninsula derive their names from the famous hut which stands here, overlooking Winter Quarters Bay, McMurdo Station, Observation Hill, Cape Armitage, McMurdo Sound and the Western Mountains. During Scott’s first expedition the hut had no formal name but when Scott returned for his second expedition he always referred to the hut as the Discovery Hut. The hut is probably the most important single historic site on the entire continent, and visitors to McMurdo are specially privileged to be able to enter and inspect it. Over the years it became filled with ice and compacted snow. It was restored in 1963 and 1964 by members of the New Zealand Antarctic Society, with the help of the United States Navy.

Scott wrote in The Voyage of the “Discovery”:

“It was obvious that some sort of shelter must be made on shore before exploring parties could be sent away with safety, as we felt that at any time a heavy gale might drive the ship off her station for several days, if not altogether. With the hut erected and provisioned, there need be no anxiety for a detached party in such circumstances. . . . We found, however, that its construction was no light task, as all the main and verandah supports were designed to be sunk three or four feet in the ground. We soon found a convenient site close to the ship on a small bare plateau of volcanic rubble, but an inch or two below the surface the soil was frozen hard, and many an hour was spent with pick, shovel, and crowbar before the solid supports were erected and our able carpenter could get to work on the frame.

“In addition to the main hut, and of greater importance, were the two small huts which we had brought for our magnetic instruments. These consisted of a light skeleton framework of wood covered with sheets of asbestos.”

The smaller huts are no longer extant.

Approximately ninety yards southwest of the Discovery Hut is Vince’s Cross (2), made of wood and erected in 1902 to commemorate Seaman George T. Vince, the first man to lose his life in McMurdo Sound. One of a party of nine that got caught in a blizzard and decided to make their way back to the ship instead of lying low, Vince, unfortunately wearing fur-soled boots, with little traction, slid down what was later to be called Danger Slope and plunged off its cliff into the Sound. His body was never recovered.

Scott wrote: “Tuesday, March 11, was to be one of our blackest days in the Antarctic. . . . From the moment when he joined us at the Cape of Good Hope, Vince had been popular with all; always obliging and always cheerful, I learnt that he had never shown these qualities more markedly than during the short sledge journey which brought him to his untimely end. His pleasant face and ready wit served to dispel the thought of hardship and difficulty to the end. Life was a bright thing to him, and it is something to think that death must have come quickly in the grip of that icy sea.”

Almost miraculously, no other member of the group was permanently injured, although a seaman of eighteen named Hare fell asleep and lay under the snow for about thirty-six hours, yet was free of frostbite. He went forty hours without food and sixty without warm food.

Some 330 yards northeast of the Discovery Hut is Our Lady of the Snows Shrine (3), built by United States Navy personnel in 1956. The small rock cairn with the statue of the Virgin Mary honors the memory of Richard T. Williams, a Seabee tractor driver who drowned off Cape Royds when his Caterpillar D-8 tractor broke through the sea ice on January 6 of that year. Williams went down about two miles west of Royds while he was en route to Cape Evans. His tractor crossed a bridge over a crack in the bay ice and was twenty feet beyond when a section of ice broke and the vehicle fell through. The tractor weighed more than thirty tons. Its escape hatch and side door were locked open, but the machine went down so rapidly Williams was unable to escape. It was after this tragedy that the Navy decided to use a sea-ice runway at Hut Point for its aircraft rather than one that was planned for Cape Evans. When the McMurdo base became known as McMurdo Station, the station’s unusual airfield was named Williams Field.

From the Discovery Hut one can make one’s way to old McMurdo (4) over Hut Point Road, which flanks the western and northern shores of Winter Quarters Bay. The oldest parts of the station, excluding the chapel, are the western and southern sections. Here stood the original mess hall, the library, the administration building, the medical quarters and the kennels. Standing in front of the Press Hut, one can look out over the anchorage and the historic hut and see the Western Mountains, whose distant peaks and glaciers endlessly fascinate one because, as a result of variations in snowfall, cloud cover, humidity and the position of the sun, they seem to change almost hourly. The Press Hut is an example of one of the old Jamesways, a green, tentlike, round-topped structure of prefabricated wood and insulated canvas, almost windowless, heated by two oil-fired units and containing several tiny semi-private cubicles.

Of The Chapel of the Snows (5), Admiral George J. Dufek wrote in Operation Deepfreeze, “It had been planned to hold religious services in the mess hall [in 1956] because there were no plans or materials for a church. But as the construction of the buildings at McMurdo progressed, a mysterious pile of lumber, planks, nails, Quonset hut sections, and assorted materials began to accumulate on a knoll overlooking the camp.” The chaplain and some volunteers had begun gathering odds and ends for a church that the chaplain believed to be the first ever to be erected in Antarctica. In that year Father John C. Condit’s parish was by far the world’s southernmost. The chapel was constructed by volunteer labor. Dufek wrote, “The men, after a hard day’s work, would drift over to the church site. Before the main camp was finished a tidy neat church with a steeple was to stand on a ridge overlooking the dump. Later it even had a bell, procured from a small gasoline tanker.”

The Richard E. Byrd Memorial (6), standing just south of the chapel, is a bronze bust of Admiral Byrd on a polished black Norwegian marble pedestal. It was donated by the National Geographic Society and erected in October 1965.

As almost everyone knows, Byrd (1888–1957) was one of Antarctica’s greatest explorers. More than any other person, he was responsible for the introduction into and wide use of aircraft on the continent. He led five successive Antarctic expeditions, beginning with the expedition of 1928–30. During this expedition he constructed the station Little America on the Ross Ice Shelf near the site of Amundsen’s old base off the Bay of Whales, and made numerous geographical discoveries, including the Rockefeller Mountains, Marie Byrd Land (named in honor of his wife), and the Edsel Ford Mountains (now called the Ford Ranges). It was on November 29, 1929, that he first flew over the South Pole and became the first person to fly over both geographic poles.

Returning to Antarctica in 1934, he made other significant geographical discoveries. It was during this second expedition that he wintered over alone at Bolling Advance Weather Station on the ice shelf some 125 miles south of Little America. It appears from his narrative that he not only wanted to take weather readings of the continent’s interior but to experience the extreme solitude of a solitary winter over. This was the kind of human exploration reminiscent of Scott’s insistent desire to see how far the human body could be pushed short of disaster during manhauled traverses.

An aloof, reserved member of an old Virginia family, Byrd was reluctant to publish the personal details of the near-tragedy that overtook him at Bolling station but was persuaded by friends and colleagues to do so. His narrative is one of the finest to come out of the continent. He belongs to that select group of well-educated, intelligent, gifted and imaginative naval officers (beginning with Cook and including Scott and Shackleton) who produced first-rate narratives out of their Antarctic experiences.

He came close to dying from carbon monoxide poisoning at Bolling station but tried to keep his condition a secret from Little America because he feared that men would risk their lives in a midwinter rescue attempt if his true state became known. His increasingly erratic and irrational radio messages during the scheduled radio contacts gave him away and a successful rescue attempt was made.

The more athletically inclined visitor to McMurdo will find a climb of Observation Hill (7), about 750 feet high, rewarding for the beautiful panoramic views it affords. Approximately halfway up the hill, reached by a modern road, are the buildings of the nuclear plant (PM-3A), whose construction was authorized by Congress in 1960. The plant arrived at its destination December 12, 1961, and went critical March 3, 1962. It has an electric output of 1,800 kilowatts gross. All nuclear wastes are returned to the continental United States for disposal in conformity with the requirements of the Antarctic Treaty.

On top of the hill stands a great cross, made of Australian jarrah wood, in memory of Scott and his four companions. It was erected by members of Scott’s last expedition, who took two days to carry it to the hill’s crest. Apsley Cherry-Garrard, a young member of the expedition and the author of the classic account, The Worst Journey in the World, wrote of the Polar Party Cross:

“There was some discussion as to the inscription, it being urged that there should be some quotation from the Bible because ‘the women think a lot of these things.’ But I was glad to see the concluding line of Tennyson’s ‘Ulysses’ adopted: ‘To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.’ . . . We went up Observation Hill and have found a good spot right on the top, and have already dug a hole which will, with the rock alongside, give us three feet. . . . Observation Hill was clearly the place for it, it knew them all so well. Three of them were Discovery men who lived three years under its shadow: they had seen it time after time as they came back from hard journeys on the Barrier: Observation Hill and Castle Rock were the two which always welcomed them in. It commanded McMurdo Sound on one side, where they had lived: and the Barrier on the other, where they had died. No more fitting pedestal, a pedestal which in itself is nearly 1000 feet high, could have been found.

“Tuesday, January 22. Rousing out at 6 A.M. we got the large piece of the cross up Observation Hill by 11 A.M. It was a heavy job, and the ice was looking very bad all round, and I for one was glad when we had got it up by 5 o’clock or so. It is really magnificent, and will be a permanent memorial which could be seen from the ship nine miles off with a naked eye. It stands nine feet out of the rocks, and many feet into the ground, and I do not believe it will ever move. When it was up, facing out over the Barrier, we gave three cheers and one more.”

From the cross one can see in all directions. Mount Erebus, not visible from McMurdo Station, is the great landmark in the north. One can see Crater Hill, Crater Heights, the Gap, Williams Field, and the green huts of Scott Base at Pram Point.

Even finer views of the environs are provided by the crest of Crater Hill (8), approximately one thousand feet high. On the way to Crater Hill the visitor may wish to pause at Fortress Rocks (8), located in the outlying area behind McMurdo, between the Gap and Middle Crater (Middle Crater is between Ski Slope and Crater Hill). The descriptive name for these rocks was supplied by members of Scott’s last expedition. The rocks are now the station’s quarry.

Scott climbed Crater Hill numerous times during his first expedition. In The Voyage of the “Discovery” he left a detailed description of the views from the hill the fourth week in August.

“With full daylight each detail of our landscape once more stands clear, and the view from Crater Hill is magnificent.

“From Arrival Bay a line of rocky ridges runs towards Castle Rock, facing the north-west and gradually rising in height, with four distinct eminences, of which two are well-formed craters; the fourth is almost on a level with Crater Hill, and therefore nearly touches the sky-line; behind it Castle Rock, rising to 1,350 feet, shows in sharp precipitous outline, a black shadow against the snowy background of Erebus. It is a high, hilly country, this foreground, with many a black mass of rock and many a slope of smooth white snow; in itself it might be called a fine rugged scene, but how dwarfed it all is by that mighty mountain behind, which, in spite of its twenty geographical miles of distance, seems to frown down upon us. Even Castle Rock, with its near bold eminence, is but a pigmy to this giant mass, which from its broad spreading foot-slopes rises, with fold on fold of snowy whiteness, to its crater summit, where, 13,000 feet above the sea [Mount Erebus is actually 12,450 feet high], it is crowned with a golden cloud of rolling vapour.

“The eastern slope of Erebus dips to a high saddle-backed divide, beyond which the snowy outline rises to the summit of Terror, whence a long slope runs gradually down to sea-level far to the east. From point to point these two huge mountains fill up nearly 90° of our horizon, and from this southern side offer almost a complete prospect of snow-covered land. Beyond Castle Rock commences the low isthmus which connects our small peninsula to the main island, and as it bends slightly to the east it can be seen from Crater Hill. In running towards the right slope of Erebus and gradually broadening to its foot-slopes, it sweeps out on either side a huge bay. . . .

“Looking to the eastward from Crater Hill, one has Pram Point almost beneath one’s feet, and one gets a good view of the regular parallel ridges that fringe the coast; beyond these ridges stretches the immeasurable barrier surface, limited to the eye by one long clear sweep of perfectly regular horizon stretching from the eastern slopes of Terror through more than 70° of arc to the eastern slope of White Island. . . .

“Meanwhile the eye has passed on to scan that great frowning range of mountains to the west which has looked down on us in such ghostly, weird fashion throughout the winter months. Seen now in the daylight, what a wild confusion of peaks and precipices, foothills, snowfields, and glaciers it presents! How vast it all is! and how magnificent must be those mountains when one is close beneath them! . . .

“Finally, from the vantage point of Crater Hill one can now obtain an excellent bird’s-eye view of our own snug winter quarters. Even from this distance the accumulation of snow which has caused us so much trouble can be seen; the ship looks to be half buried, and a white mantle has spread over the signs of our autumn labours and over the masses of refuse ahead of the ship. Hodgson’s biological shelters show as faint shadowed spots, and numerous sharp black dots show that our people are abroad and that work is being pushed ahead.

“Over all the magnificent view, the sunlight spreads with gorgeous effect after its long absence; a soft pink envelops the western ranges, a brilliant red gold covers the northern sky; to the north also each crystal of snow sparkles with reflected light. The sky shows every gradation of light and shade; little flakes of golden sunlit cloud float against the pale blue heaven, and seem to hover in the middle heights, whilst far above them a feathery white cirrus shades to grey on its unlit sides.”

Williams Field (9) is roughly half a dozen miles from McMurdo by bus. It comprises a large airfield complex that includes a skiway, the adjacent camp (both skiway and camp are on the ice shelf), ice runways for wheeled aircraft on the sea ice and, at a greater distance, also on the ice shelf. It is the focal point of aerial support provided to inland stations. Through it Antarctic Development Squadron Six (VXE-6) maintains air links between the interior of the continent and the outside world.

The site of Scott Base (10), which is about two miles by road from McMurdo Station, was selected by Edmund Hillary, one of the two men (the other was Tenzing Norkay) to make the first ascent of Mount Everest (May 1953). He selected it for two reasons: as a scientific station for the IGY, and as the Ross Island base of the British Commonwealth Transantarctic Expedition, whose goal was Shackleton’s old one of traversing the continent from the Weddell Sea to the Ross Sea via the Pole. Hillary led his nation’s section of the expedition. His main task was to set up depots from Ross Island to the Pole to support Vivian Fuchs’s party, which would make the full traverse. Hillary reached the Pole in a tractor January 4, 1958, becoming, after Scott, the first man to reach the Pole overland.

The station was constructed in 1957. Hillary was a member of its first wintering-over team. During the IGY, Scott Base conducted almost all the scientific research in the McMurdo area. It was not until after the conclusion of the IGY that McMurdo Station began its scientific work.

If Ross Island is indeed one of the most fascinating places in Antarctica, as I hope this chapter has shown, it follows, given the nature of the continent, that the island is also one of the most fascinating places in the world. I was almost painfully impatient to return to it and to experience it as richly and as fully as I was able so I could bring back an authentic account not only of human life and work there but of that awesome extra dimension that goes far beyond man: a sense of the primeval mystery, of unutterable beauty, of unbelievable silence and solitude, of looking out into the universe’s spaces while experiencing a humbling regeneration of one’s soul.
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MCMURDO STATION: ONE

WHAT A CONTRAST there was between my two flights from the vicinity of Washington, D.C., to Christchurch! The first, as I have mentioned, was in an Air Force C-141, called the Starlifter. This giant craft squatted low, its wing almost touching the ground, suggesting the wing of a gull that has just landed. It had a very high tail.

Pipes, tubing, girders overhead; a raw metal floor; two tiers of rudimentary seats, three abreast, facing backwards for safety; very few windows; bright little spotlights everywhere; transparent plastic tubing hanging from the walls, attached to plastic masks in gray plastic cases (these were the auxiliary oxygen supply, to be used in case the craft’s pressurization system failed); irregular heating; and a terrific ceaseless noise, a compound of grinding, hissing and bass roaring, rarely varying in pitch or intensity. (Take-offs sounded like a subway train rushing through a tunnel.)

At times the noise created a welcome solitude. You became a bit unapproachable when people had to risk hoarseness to converse with you, and they tended to select their words more carefully than usual. Still, some things had to be said even if shouted, such as the claim that Admiral Byrd had once asked, “How do you get a four-inch pecker out of six inches of Antarctic clothing?”

We faced our altar, a mountain of luggage and cargo chained, webbed and plastic-sheeted as though like a maniac it might go berserk and commit unspeakable crimes. At 35,000 feet, mostly on autopilot, we chewed up space in a hurry. Flight time between Dulles Airport and Travis Air Force Base in California: about five hours. A two-hour refuel stop at Travis. Flight time from Travis to Hickam Air Force Base in Hawaii: some six hours. We spent part of the night at Hickam. Flight time between Hickam and Pago Pago: about five and a half hours. Another two-hour refuel stop. Flight time from Pago Pago to Christchurch: approximately four and a half hours.

We mocked the globe’s vastness. In doing so we mocked our human nature. Pago Pago had the quality of a dream. We took photographs which we hoped would tell us what we should have experienced.

Our quarters in Christchurch were at the luxurious White Heron Motel near Harewood Airport.

My second flight was in a beat-up C-121, Operation Deep Freeze’s last surviving Super Constellation, called Phoenix 6. The Connie, which felt small and fragile, looked like a used-up sheep dog. Its triple tail, painted red and outlined in black, like the rest of the craft seemed to be begging for retirement.

A grooved, fluted aluminum floor; bucket seats with dirty orange cloth bags hanging on the backs; an arched, dusty-blue ceiling with a row of shielded lights down the middle; an emergency ladder hanging from the ceiling on one side. When eating (the craft was crowded) you felt on the verge of disaster: one wrong gesture and you could have a lapful of gravy to contend with. Your motions were as cautious as those of a brain surgeon.

We took almost eleven and a half hours to get from Andrews Air Force Base to Alameda Naval Air Station in California. Normal flight time for the Connie was ten hours but the plane bucked head-winds. I spent the night at Alameda, sharing a room with Bill Cobb, whom I knew from Skyland. At breakfast we met Dale Vance, who had flown in from Boulder. Vance was a tall, handsome man with a charming laugh that sometimes broke into a giggle. He said he was eager to begin his long stretch at Vostok Station.

We lifted off at 9:15 A.M. It took us ten hours and fifteen minutes to fly to Barber’s Point Naval Air Station in Hawaii. We spent twenty-five hours at Barber’s Point. Then came the long leg–twenty-two or twenty-three hours–to Christchurch, including a three-hour stopover in bucketing rain at Pago Pago. The Connie, cruising at 8,000 feet, droned on, on.

I noted in my journal:

“One feels impatient, one wants finally to arrive, to meet whatever it is that’s going to happen. Talk between Sy Richardson and Bill Austin about Tom Berg’s death in the helo crash last year. Sy accompanied the remains back to the States. Nobody still seems to know why Berg and Jeremy Sykes died in that crash. . . .

“Saw a circular rainbow seeming to lie upon the ocean. And beautiful coral isles from 8000’. The ocean as usual looks gray, dull, with flecks of bright white that are whitecaps. But the isles show pure pale greens, intensely white circular surf, patches of brown.

“Vance told me a story about a Usarp at Byrd Station. A valuable worker, he got sore over an argument in a poker game, left the station angrily and took a walk. His tracks were followed three miles. The stride was still long, so he was probably still angry. Then they disappeared. He was never found. Vance, who wintered over at Byrd, said there are no crevasses in the area. So the man must have been caught by sudden bad weather.”

Landing in Christchurch, we drove downtown to Warner’s Hotel on Cathedral Square. This is the old hotel that was known to Scott and Shackleton, the one that now had a huge bar on the ground floor. My room looked out on the back end of Canterbury Cathedral.

Early next morning Vance, Cobb and I went to the USARP warehouse at the airport for the clothing issue, tryout and weigh-in. The warehouse was unheated, the doors were wide open. Together with other Usarps we stripped to our underwear. Much of the clothing was new; tags and straight pins had to be removed and adjustments made–for example in the mukluks: you separated the mukluks, removed in each the double felt inner sole, inserted a plastic sole, inserted the double felt sole, inserted a large felt liner, stuck your foot in, squeezed, banged your heel against the floor to settle everything, laced the boot, walked around. It was very important that clothes fitted properly; they must be neither too loose nor too snug.

We spent three days and four nights in Christchurch. On our last day I walked rapidly to the narrow, winding, willow-shaded Avon and crossed to the Hagley Park side of the river. My gravel trail took me under large trees whose shade was welcome. Thick tan masses of recently cut high grass, dry yet still redolent, called forth childhood memories of Bessarabia, an antediluvian harmony of stable smells, poppy fields and expanses of warm, moist farmland. On my left the park’s great fields, empty and virginal-looking, reminded me of days in the Bronx shortly after I arrived in the United States in the early twenties, and a sense of uncrowded park lawns and of a milder time, when our population was a hundred and twenty million. By the time I returned to Warner’s I had worked up a good sweat. I took a bath before going downstairs to the bar to drink warmish sweet Kiwi beer in the company of some Kiwi workmen.
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“By far the most useful book about the Antarctic.”
—William F. Buckley Jr., New York Times Book Review
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