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PROLOGUE


Moments in life can often be categorised as “before” or “after” a defining event. Calendars revolve around Christ, families talk about divorces or deaths. My defining event occurred on a night that started like so many others but ended with me as a different person. I was young, idealistic and serving my country in a misunderstood war far from home in an “exotic” location.


It was mid-January 1969 and I was working at a forward fire support base called Julia in Vietnam. My unit, the 104 Signal Squadron, was part of the 1st Australian Task Force’s Operation Goodwood.


The days were long. I worked in the signal centre (an Armoured Command Vehicle) from 0800-1700 hours before gun pit duty from 2200-2400 hours and again from 0400-0600 hours, or a similar variation. Sleep was no longer that well-deserved rest at the end of the day but an elusive state grabbed in small snatches a few hours at a time.


Every night we came under Viet Cong (VC) attack. I would slide into my pit hole, knuckles white as I gripped my SLR rifle, and watch as our armoured tanks and gun pit personnel fired into the jungle where they thought the VC were hiding. Night would become day as flares ignited around the base and incoming tracer bullets whizzed overhead. Nothing, not even the best training, prepares you for the awful sounds of war; the cracking of flares, the booming of guns, the sound of human confusion. Attacks continued through the night and by the time dawn arrived we were completely drained of physical and mental energy.


The night of my defining moment I was in a deep sleep in my pit hole. The Viet Cong hit our base at 0200 hours with small arms fire and mortar shells, one of which landed nearby and caused the left side of my hole to collapse.


I can’t breathe … oh my God, the whole world is falling on top … I’m suffocating.


Pushing through the edge of consciousness, I realised the heavy dirt, sandbags and iron sheeting had collapsed and buried me. My head was throbbing with the pressure my ears had taken and the ringing drowned out my gasps as I struggled to breathe. The pure blackness fed my claustrophobic panic and I started thrashing my body. My feet were free; this discovery fed my adrenalin and I started kicking madly.


How long have I been here … hell, what else is going to fall on me?


Time was confused, but I managed to thrust and heave to the right side of the pit hole and roll over sideways. Most of the debris had landed to the left and I scrambled past it to freedom, inhaling sweet fresh air.


I can’t stand it.


Instinct led me to my SLR and I scrambled to the surface, thoughts of being buried alive in the tiny space driving me in a desperate dash to the nearby gun pit hole 8-10 metres away as tracer bullets flew low overhead.


I jumped in and the two diggers on duty were shocked when I suddenly landed beside them.


A startled Signaller, Brian O’Neill, yelled out, “Morgan, you crazy bastard, what’re you trying to do, get your bloody head shot off? Shit man, you crazy bastard.”


Shaken, I yelled back, “I didn’t want to die alone under a pile of dirt.”


I sat shaking and dry retching among the others, cuts to my head and scratched face throbbing for the few hours until daylight. I went to the first aid tent but was back on duty within a short time.


Though I didn’t know it at the time, that night changed my life. It continues to haunt me during my sleep, sometimes seven, sometimes 10 times a week, in the form of a violent nightmare. They say war is hell and I think that’s quite an apt description. It suggests an ongoing trauma, something just bearable, a situation which traps you in a constant state of “just coping”.


Hell suggests a perpetual struggle – continuing discomfort, distress and pain. The nature of this personal hell requires that element of ongoing struggle. This fits the experience of many a Vietnam veteran, I believe. Conditions were just bad enough, often enough, or constant enough (as the case may have been) to be endured at the time. Just like a hungry predator, it picked off the vulnerable and the sick first.


Anyone with any stress from home, with injury or any particular sensibility which might leave them particularly open to depression or boredom or fragility, were the ones from among our ranks affected first. And the trauma moved inwards from there, encircling most, if not all, of us.


It caught up with many of us after being granted freedom from the army and returned to our homes and tried to live a “normal” life. It wasn’t so much a matter of if, but when, you cracked. The pressure was immense and eventually something had to give.


Vietnam was tough. A lot of us were young. We were over there fighting for a way of life that we’d barely experienced ourselves. I came home to a place which hadn’t changed, only to find how much I had.


It took a long time to come to grips with the notion that I’d just worked my guts out, facing night after night of gut-wrenching fear, living in a hovel, for nothing. For less than nothing. All because the “policy” had lost favour, because the media had spun things one way and public opinion had shifted accordingly.


Like many Vietnam vets, I struggled with psychological problems but tried to present a “normal” face to the world, raising our children with my wife, going into the office every day. I initially adopted this mask of normality as a way of coping. But over the years it became such a part of me I started to forget I was wearing it.


As I aged, my struggles with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder became harder. As the pressure built, escape became my obsession.


The dream of romantic isolation drove me to work my way through the channels of the Bureau of Meteorology until I earned a posting in Antarctica. When man fights nature, it’s easier to forget that man is fighting himself. It was easier to appear normal while fighting my demons down there. Everyone who seeks the challenge of Antarctica has their own reasons for doing so.


Surrounded by intoxicating beauty and the challenge of various co-expeditioners, I believed I was in control. My mask was strong. Problems could be ignored. In this new world I could cope.


Casey taught me otherwise.
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PART ONE


ANTARCTIC DREAMINGS


“In this life we only get those things for which we hunt, for which we strive, and for which we are willing to sacrifice.”


George Matthew Adams




CHAPTER 1


THE CURSE OF CASEY


How to explain what drives a man?


It was April 2000, and I was sitting opposite an Australian Antarctic Division-approved psychiatrist at my old Enoggera Army Base in Brisbane answering questions while he studied my every move, searching for weaknesses.


I was a 52-year-old man, married with two teenage children, trying to get down to Antarctica. “Everyone has an Antarctica”, Thomas Pynchon once wrote. As a young bloke standing on the edge of a windy, wintery Melbourne beach, I didn’t understand the spirit that drove the early explorers and those during the heroic age to leave family behind as they battled towards “The Unknown South Land”. I just knew, staring towards the cold vastness of the Southern Ocean, that one day I’d go beyond the horizon.


But you need someone’s dollar to get there. Travelling as a tourist wasn’t the challenge that I was looking for, and to be part of the Australian National Antarctic Research Expeditions (ANARE) group, you need a skill. I’d been working with the Australian Bureau of Meteorology (BoM) since 1972, and had just finished a six-month stint as officer-in-charge at Giles, perched on the edge of the Gibson Desert, the only staffed weather station in an area of about 2.5 million square kilometres. It ranks in BoM folklore with tiny Willis Island in the Coral Sea as one of the most isolated weather observation points in the country.


When I’d applied a few years later with ANARE for a position on one of Australia’s four main bases, I’d proved I could handle remoteness. The BoM had flown me from my home in Rockhampton, Queensland to Melbourne, Victoria for a two-hour grilling from a three-person panel. I’d passed the first test – now all that remained was to pass the physical and psychological examinations.


The psychiatrist wasn’t interested in boyhood fantasies of rip-roaring adventure, the human thirst for challenge and exploration. He wanted to know much more than that. In the early years, ANARE expeditioners weren’t psychologically screened, but the Mawson winter of 1959 changed that. One of the two diesel mechanics, a German national named Henry Brandt, had a nervous breakdown in April. He’d been showing some problems in the months before, but in early April he entered the mess with a knife in his hand and the other expeditioners had to wrestle him down. He became violent and ended up being restrained in a hastily-made cell. The station doctor tried to control his illness with medication until the winter ended. The nearby Russians flew 600 kilometres to try and help. He improved after nine months of treatment and confinement at Wilkes and was flown back to Melbourne for further treatment. That was a big lesson to ANARE, and today’s screening aims to ensure the mental health of any person facing that kind of isolation.


“Tell me about Vietnam”.


That was the question I’d been anxious about. The Vietnam vet label had followed me around for years, changing in focus as society learnt more about the scars that so many were left with.


“Yeah, fine. A few nightmares, but nothing much” That was the most I was willing to say, knowing it would be hard to hide those once I started sharing space with other expeditioners.


In reality, I’d been diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) just a short time before. My wife Deb had been after me for years to get help as my nightmares were getting more severe. After returning from Giles, I finally went to the doctor. He told me I had grounds to get out of the workforce as my symptoms were so brutal. I said that was the easy way out. I knew I’d never get down to Antarctica if it got out, so I ignored his recommendation.


I prided myself on the fact that I had a good job and a good family. I didn’t drink much, didn’t smoke or do drugs. As far as I was concerned, I was fine, unlike my mate Don who I’d worked with in the BoM and who’d also signed up for the army and served in Vietnam. He found his peace in Thailand, going over once or twice a year until he blew his brains out one day.


Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew that my anxiety attacks and nightmares weren’t normal, but I figured that was my lot, and just to get on with it. I’d gone to Giles to see how I’d cope with nightmares as much as how I’d cope with remoteness. I was confident that while PTSD was an issue for me, it wouldn’t be an issue for anyone else.


And I wanted a challenge. All my life I’d wanted to push myself. I learned to fly in my late teens, joined the Citizens’ Military Force (CMF) in my sub-senior year. I must have convinced the psychiatrist as a few days later I got the call to pack my bags and be in Hobart at the end of August to join the 2000-2001 expedition to Casey.


It wasn’t quite as simple as that. There were bulky manila folders full of forms to be filled out in triplicate, a checklist of sizes for cold-weather gear to be issued, and advice on how to prepare my family. In the meantime, I continued my shifts as meteorological officer at the Rockhampton (Rocky) Bureau where I found it hard to focus as everyone else kept shuffling along with their duties. I wanted to scream out, “I’m going. I’m really going”.


Time was dragging, but for my wife Deb and my kids David and Michelle it was speeding up. Deb and I had to sort through the necessary financial and legal documents dealing with “what if” scenarios. Before I’d applied, we had sat down as a family to discuss what it would mean to us if I pursued my dream. It would mean more than a year away in a period when David and Michelle would want me around for advice and support. And it would mean leaving Deb to cope with everything by herself. I knew she was battling a sense of being left behind, an unfortunate reality for the families of expeditioners. However, it would also bring financial benefits, especially with private school fees owing and university fees looming. Most importantly, it would mean an end to working at Rocky with its long commute and shiftwork, especially the hated 2.30am starts.


It was only with their approval that I’d moved ahead, but as we prepared for my departure a sense of urgency weighed on everything we did. One morning as I was laying turf in the backyard, the pain in my groin that I’d been feeling on and off for weeks turned severe and left me doubled over.


The news wasn’t good: “It’s a hernia. We’ll have to operate, but it’s a straightforward operation and shouldn’t put you out of commission for too long.”


I couldn’t afford to be sick right then, and tried to make the doctor understand. He wasn’t swayed. “It’ll have to be fixed, Dave. Look, the op itself should only last an hour at the most and we’ll talk recovery time after that.”


I went in at 1pm. When I managed to finally force my eyes open around the grogginess, saw it was after 4pm. That’s bloody strange, what’s going on?


Two hours later, Dr Renton-Power came to my bedside and told me I was a lucky boy. Apparently the hernia had strangulated a portion of my bowel. Left any longer, it could have burst with fatal results.


Two weeks later, I was back in Dr Renton-Power’s rooms in Rocky for a follow-up examination.


“How do you feel, Dave?”


“Yeah, good.”


He studied me for a moment, and then asked, “Anything unusual?”


“Well, I’m still bleeding from my bowel.” I knew my news wasn’t good, but certainly didn’t expect his reaction.


“What?”


An undignified exam later, he said what, deep down, I already knew: “You’ve got problems”.


The doc sent me urgently to the Mater Private Hospital in Brisbane to meet Dr Steadman, who performed a colonoscopy. It revealed 13 polyps in my bowel, the largest the size of a golf ball, which he burnt off. Not a man to mince words, he told me the large one looked nasty and I was more than likely looking at cancer.


Sent back to Yeppoon in Queensland to wait for the results, I was finding it hard to remain optimistic. August was drawing near, the beginning of intensive ANARE training, and I couldn’t move or bend. And I was waiting to hear if I had cancer.


Luckily I didn’t. Both Dr Steadman and Dr Renton-Power assured me I would be fit in time for the August departure, and I concentrated on getting fit and getting organised.


One day I received a phone call. The professional voice at the other end introduced himself as Dr Peter Gormly, head of ANARE’s medical division. After some small talk, he asked about my health.


Hoping it was a stock-standard question for all expeditioners, I answered in my usual manner: “Yeah, good.”


He paused. “I believe you’ve been having some medical problems.”


I knew neither of my doctors would’ve said anything and figured it must’ve been someone at the Rockhampton Meteorology office who’d told him. If that were the case, I assumed he wouldn’t know too many details. “Where’d you hear that? No, doc, I’m fine”


The doc’s tone changed and he asked me again, this time telling me there was a Commonwealth Act which meant if I didn’t tell the truth when questioned, there could be severe penalties.


Well, when you put it that way. “I did have a hernia op in May and they found a golf ball-sized polyp.”


“In that case, you’re not going to Casey.”


The last two months of worrying had finally come to this, and I wasn’t going to back down. I argued with him, saying that both my doctors said I’d be medically fit by August. Dr Gormly said I would need medical certificates from both doctors before I went to Hobart in Tasmania, and we left it at that. I spent the last few weeks training up my replacement at work, spending time with my family and friends, and enjoying a farewell bash at the Yeppoon Sailing Club.


Saying goodbye to Deb, Michelle and David was hard. After a final hug, I didn’t want to linger. On the trip down to Hobart I was hollow, questioning the fairness of what I was doing, especially as the kids were at an age when they should have their dad nearby.


At the Antarctica Division’s building in Kingston, I met the other 20 expeditioners who were also to head down to Casey. One introduced himself as the station’s doctor and said he wanted to talk. What he actually wanted to do was examine me. Afterwards he said: “I’m not happy to take you, Dave. I just don’t want the risk”.


I froze. Surely I wasn’t going to be turned away now, not after all it took to get there. I argued I was fit and asked if he’d received my certificates from Dr Steadman and Dr Renton-Power. He said he did and that we’d have to refer the decision to Dr Gormly. After his examination, the two doctors conferred.


Dr Gormly delivered the news. “Dave, I agree with the station doctor. You’ve got problems.”


I tried to explain I was fit, that my problems were fixed.


“Sorry. You can go any other year, just not this year.” And with that I was dismissed.


I was devastated. And angry. That night I stayed at a friend’s place and rang Deb with the news. I couldn’t understand why Dr Gormly let me say goodbye to family, leave work and come down if my acceptance was always going to be conditional. I felt he should’ve been clear there was a chance I wouldn’t be going. Instead, I’d organised the medical certificates they’d wanted and they’d dismissed me.


I returned to Yeppoon and tried to pick up as if I’d never gone away, but it wasn’t working. Having to face all the people who had been celebrating with us a few weeks before was hard, but going back to work was claustrophobic. The Rockhampton Bureau of Meteorology is based at the airport. It’s a major regional airport with substantial aircraft operations, including choppers landing about 100 metres away. The flat shuddering sound of these is a noise anyone who went to Vietnam recognises, and the relentless slapping noise made my stomach tighten, especially when the Singapore military used the airport for their annual exercises.


Besides the choppers, the politics and the in-fighting amongst the staff became intolerable. I’d escaped once before by going to Giles, but when I’d come back I found the stress built and I couldn’t cope with the pressure, finding even taking phone calls from the public hard. The period at Giles had been heaven. Even with the added responsibility of being officer in charge, I’d found peace there. The disappointment of the aborted Casey expedition rested heavy as I forced myself to go back to work and answer questions from well-meaning people.


***


Where to from here? It seemed that all the choices I’d made in my life, and the twists and turns life had thrown, had brought me to this point.


“We might be poor,” my mum Sybella often said to us kids, “but as long as we’re always good honest citizens, people in town will respect us for that.”


Mum was the backbone of our family, single-handedly raising us after my dad died. One minute she was with my dad Gerald (Gus) running a cafe in Alice Springs in the Northern Territory, ‘The Sybella’, raising my brother Gerald and sister Sybil (known as Patsy) and newly pregnant with my twin brother and me. The next she was widowed. Perhaps Dad’s death shouldn’t have been that unexpected as he’d been a heavy smoker most of his life, smoking up to 60 cigarettes a day. Mum not only lost her husband that day, but the inheritance she’d invested in the family business vanished with him. With no money and no income, she took Gerald and Patsy to Melbourne to be near her family. In March 1948 my brother Don was born. I followed seven minutes later.


Those early years were marked by hard work and bad health, moving and adventures. When I was four we moved to Somers, a small Victorian seaside town on the Mornington Peninsula. Shortly after, Patsy accidentally knocked the kerosene lamp off the cupboard which shattered on the floor, bursting into flames and trapping Don in the kitchen. Mum rushed through the blaze to carry him out to safety before heading back in to fight the fire. She inhaled a considerable amount of smoke and was sick for weeks which, on top of her chronic cough, badly affected her health. On doctors’ advice, she decided we would move north to Mildura on the banks of the Murray River. After a teary farewell, we headed to Melbourne to catch an overnight “Red Rattler” to our new lives.


The move and our father’s death affected our family deeply. Being much older, Gerald and Patsy missed Dad and their loss caught up with them. Gerald found a job and moved to Melbourne. Patsy ran away from home and refused to return, living instead in a government house in Adelaide. Mum decided to move back to Alice Springs, reasoning she had friends there and it would help her deal with Dad’s death if she could visit his grave.


Once again our worldly belongings were packed into a couple of suitcases and we were off on The Ghan for a three-day journey to The Alice. With no accommodation available, Don and I stayed in the Church of England Hostel for a week, until Mum found a job and a place for us all to live. While she worked as a housekeeper at a holiday farm, a whole new world opened for Don and me at the Alice Springs Caravan Park, sitting around campfires with travellers or Aborigines who lived nearby. Gerry and Patsy came to join us and once again we were one big happy family.


After a year Mum decided it was time to head south again but became ill shortly after we’d arrived back in Melbourne and required hospitalisation.. The doctors diagnosed tuberculosis (TB), telling Mum to expect the worst. Dad had been an officer in the Merchant Navy so Mum’s doctor, who was a good bloke, arranged for Legacy (the Australian organisation established in 1923 by ex-servicemen dedicated to caring for widows and dependants of deceased soldiers) to keep an eye on us. Patsy, who was 17, could only look after us at night so the doctor arranged for Don and me to be put into a Legacy holiday camp program. We went to Blamey House to join 50-odd other boys in one of the best periods of my young life. To our complete amazement, we were even given two shillings a day as pocket money. I’d never felt so rich.


Once out of hospital, Mum eventually found a job looking after a farmer and his two sons on a sheep and wheat property up near Balaklava, South Australia, and Don and I, nine years old by then, were assigned jobs around the farm before and after school to pay for our keep.


A failed move to Tasmania followed, with our return to Melbourne and onto Echuca on the Murray River. In Grade 5, I had my first job working for a small greengrocer on Saturday mornings, earning one bob for each five-hour shift. I did that for 12 months and near the end of that year, Mum was again admitted to hospital with TB. For several months Don and I lived with her friends from church.


When I was in high school, Mum’s health deteriorated to the point where Legacy found us a rental house in Caloundra, Queensland, for the warmer climate. Here I got a job working a milk run Friday and Saturday mornings from midnight to 8am, and school holidays Monday to Saturday. They were hard hours to balance with studies, but I managed to put some money aside for the two years I kept the job.


Just after Don and I sat our junior exam, the headmaster called us into his office to tell us Mum was in hospital in Brisbane. She had fallen and broken her hip at the site of some council works. For six weeks we fended for ourselves while Mum was in Brisbane. We got holiday jobs as postmen, working from 5am until 3pm, though as Christmas approached we’d work until 5pm.


After gaining our Junior Certificate, Don and I decided to keep going at school and began our sub-senior year (Grade 11). One of my teachers was an officer in the Citizens’ Military Force and I decided to join. My commitment to the CMF included a weekly parade at the drill hall and one weekend a month. I loved every moment.


I was getting average marks in sub-senior so I decided it would be my last year at school. I was thinking of trying to pursue a career in the army or perhaps as a pilot so, as well as continuing in the CMF, I started taking flying lessons. I’d always wanted to fly since the day in my first year of primary school when a biplane came down in a paddock and all the kids went running out to see it. Three times a week I took a one-hour lesson, eventually flying solo. I would’ve kept going indefinitely but money, or rather the lack of it, had become a challenge. After a request to Legacy for help to continue with lessons was denied, I applied to join the regular army, hoping to get into the aviation program indirectly.


My army career started like everyone else’s: the trial of training, the shaping of a soldier and the selection of postings. I got my first choice of the Royal Australian Signal Corp and was eventually posted to 139 Signal Squadron based at Enoggera in Brisbane, which served as a reinforcement unit for 104 Signal Squadron stationed in Vietnam.


Selected to attend a cipher course at Balcombe, I learned how to code and decipher messages on different machines and how to set them up. When we arrived back at Enoggera, we learned that our postings to Vietnam had been confirmed and we could expect to depart sometime in January. I’d be heading to Nui Dat in Phuoc Tuy Province, about 50 kilometres south-east of Saigon.


I completed my posting at 139 Signal Squadron in mid-December 1968 and started my leave. While at home, some of my ex-school friends approached me, criticising Australia’s involvement in the war and I got into pretty heated arguments with them. A few weeks later, at 4.30pm on January 1, 1969, I took the train from Brisbane to Sydney for the flight to Vietnam. It was time to leave not only my home, my family and friends, but also my country.


Just over a year later, my tour of duty over, I returned to Australia disillusioned and struggled to settle into my old life. Nothing seemed to matter and after six months, I decided to take discharge from the army. That came as a shock to my unit as everyone thought I was a “lifer”, but even talks of my bright future couldn’t change my mind. It was time for Civvy Street.


I left the army July, 1969. I didn’t waste any time in applying for different jobs, I started with the Department of Supply in Melbourne on August, 1970.


After 12 months in Melbourne, I had my first nightmare. One night, after heading out to watch the footy with a friend, I fell into bed exhausted. It wasn’t long before I woke, gasping for breath and screaming out in horror. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a nightmare but as I scrambled for the light switch, my body shaking all over and covered in sweat, I realised that’s what had just happened. News that my mate Robert “Scotty” Wilson had been killed in Vietnam on his second tour of duty made me realise the futility of what I had been doing and set off what would be a pattern of nightmares and anxiety that would curse me for the rest of my life.


After Scotty’s loss I seemed to get very angry within myself feeling guilty that I had left the army and let my mates down including Scotty. A lot of anti-Vietnam war demonstration marches were being held in Melbourne at the time. It made me angry and disgusted. All I wanted to do was to get out of Melbourne.


In the following weeks I applied for different jobs, and even considered rejoining the army. They offered me my rank, trade and subjects back and said I could have my old posting at 139 Signal Squadron in Enoggera, but I was also offered a job with the Bureau of Meteorology and a job with Foreign Affairs.


Antarctica kept haunting the back of my mind. After I left the army I met an ex-army bloke who had been to Antarctica as a radio operator and talked about his experiences and this became a dream of mine. I knew the Bureau of Meteorology had a strong history down on that continent.


I chose the Bureau. It was a chance for a new environment and I opted to be posted to Darwin as a communications operator, where I’d send out forecasts and synoptic weather observations via teleprinter to the main Communication centre in Melbourne and media outlets. Much as I loved Darwin, the humid climate was aggravating the chronic conjunctivitis I’d developed in Vietnam and I transferred to Brisbane.


The Brisbane staff were great and we made a good team, we proved this during the Brisbane floods caused by Cyclone Wanda in January 1974. Those of us who were working when the river flooded were trapped for the duration. In a 72-hour period I worked for 60 hours, followed by another 12-hour shift. Others worked even more.


While I liked my work and the people I worked with, I continued to struggle with nightmares and felt unsettled. I headed to America to visit my sister, who’d married her long-lost boyfriend and moved with him to Portland, Oregon. I also caught up with an American friend from Vietnam. When I returned, I started dating a beautiful young lady who worked in the Bureau’s administration section, Debbie Leabeater, and we married six months later.


It was the beginning of many changes. I was selected for the Bureau’s observers’ course and started my training in Melbourne on October 24, 1977. After completing the course, I took a posting at the Amberley Air Force Base and over the next 20 years we moved around Queensland – Oakey Army Base, Longreach, Rockhampton and back to Brisbane where our daughter Michelle was born. From there we headed to Cairns, back to Brisbane and out west to Charleville, where David was born. After that came Gladstone and, finally, Rockhampton, with each posting bringing me further skills.


Through it all, I kept searching for something more. As my children grew older, I started seriously considering the possibility of trying to make the dream of Antarctica a reality. I knew my experience could lead me into a spot in the Australian National Antarctic Research Expeditions (ANARE) which have served Australia in south Polar Regions since 1947.


The Bureau of Meteorology is one of several Australian government agencies involved with Antarctic research, including the Antarctic Division (formed in 1948 to administer ANARE), the Australian Geological Survey Organisation, the Australian Surveying and Land Information Group and the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO), as well as other non-government organisations such as universities.


I also knew that I’d have to prove that I could handle isolation before I’d be taken seriously, so I sat down with Deb and talked through the idea of applying for Giles. A weather station located at the edge of the Gibson Desert south of the Rawlinson Range, 750 kilometres west-southwest of Alice Springs and just over the West Australian border, it would be a good test to see how I’d handle isolation.


We’d always travelled together as a family but this time I’d have to leave them for six months. It was a big ask for them, but without this experience I’d have little weight behind my application to go south.


In March 1998, I was accepted and headed out to meet the other four guys I’d be living with for the next six months. I’d lived at Longreach and Charleville but Giles made those experiences feel like a joke. This place was seriously isolated. The only staffed weather station in an area of about 2.5 million square kilometres (Australia’s second largest State, Queensland, measures 1.72 million square kilometres), it ranked in Bureau folklore with tiny Willis Island in the Coral Sea as one of the most isolated weather observation points in the country.


Established in 1956 by the Weapons Research Establishment (a division of the Department of Defence now known as the Defence Science and Technology Organisation), Giles was designed to provide weather data for the UK atomic weapons tests at Emu Plains and Maralinga and to support the rocket testing program based at Woomera. It transferred to the Bureau of Meteorology in 1972. Today its weather balloons go straight into the core of Australia’s subtropical jet stream, making the station vital for forecasting over most of eastern and south-eastern Australia, particularly for rain.


I went in as officer-in-charge and learned very quickly to juggle the different demands that the role brought. Apart from the isolation, there was pressure to keep everything running on a tight budget and the need to be self-sufficient. When something broke, you couldn’t just order in equipment or ring up a repairman. We became quite handy with the good old Aussie tradition of jerry-rigging, learning quickly how to fix things ourselves.


Harder than that, though, were managing the human relationships. As the person in charge, I was always aware that the people who’d apply for a position at Giles would be independently-minded and would likely have been attracted to the remoteness to escape the normal bureaucracies and rules of everyday life. Being officer-in-charge, I was concerned about being able to balance the social side of the lifestyle with ensuring we stuck to our program, but soon learned to read the moods of the other blokes.


When my six-month stint was over, I went back to Yeppoon where I decided that if I could survive Giles, I could certainly survive anything Antarctica could throw at me. The next step was to apply for Willis Island, located almost 500 kilometres off the coast of Cooktown in Far North Queensland, where my job would be to provide cyclone information. It would mean another six months away from my family, but after talking it through with them, I decided to apply.


I was assigned the June-December 1999 stint, but the day before I left, David broke his arm. Faced with my son’s injury, I had no choice. I just couldn’t abandon them.


Instead, I stayed at home and in March 2000 applied for a position directly on Casey, one of Australia’s four main bases in Antarctica. That had been the failed Casey position.


Now I was struggling with the disappointment. One night I sat down and talked to the family. We needed a change, so we packed our bags and headed to North America for a break, enjoying our first white Christmas in Helena, Montana, with my Vietnam friend Ron and his wife Sandy. I sat at the window, watching the snow fall outside and tried to pretend I was in Antarctica.


Staring at the snow, I realised that pretending wasn’t working. It was pretty, yes, but it wasn’t “on the Ice”. When we returned to Australia, I would have to try again.


***


I was back at work in Rockhampton in March, preparing my application for the 2002 year, when I received a phone call from the head of the ANARE Meteorology program Ian Hickman.


“You interested in going to Macca?”


Apparently pulling me from Casey had caused a problem with station postings. The bloke who was due to head to Macquarie Island (“Macca”) had filled my place at Casey and they had found someone from Launceston who would go to Macquarie Island, but only for the winter. Now they needed someone to fill the 2001 officer-in-charge summer season role.


“You’d head to Hobart for training in early September and leave later that month,” Ian said.


“I’ll be in like Flynn. Count on it.” I wasn’t going to knock back a chance to get my foot through the door and went through the physical and psychological examinations. By now I was fully recovered and couldn’t believe my luck; if I went to Macca and did well, I’d have a good chance at one of the continental stations.


Once again, I had to prepare my family. Though they’d supported my decision and sympathised with what had happened in Hobart, I was back home with them again. Now we were preparing for a seven-month separation. On 2 September I left Rocky for Melbourne after another emotional goodbye at the airport. It wasn’t any easier the second time around, and I felt wretched as I headed down the plane’s walkway.


***


First up was training at the Bureau’s Broadmeadows training school with Jim Easson, the chief physicist of the ozone section. The Bureau has an Ozone Monitoring Unit which maintains an extensive commitment to ozone measurements helping to piece together the big picture of global climate and ozone depletion. I needed training in the ozonesondes used at Macca – the only subantarctic site to launch them. This balloon-borne device profile ozone concentration from the ground up to an altitude of about 35 kilometres and measures the ozone concentration of the sampled air. A standard meteorological radiosonde is incorporated in the balloon payload, and provides additional data on pressure, temperature and humidity every 10 seconds during the flight. An on-board global positioning systems (GPS) receiver provides location information for wind speed and direction. All these readings are transmitted to a ground-receiving station providing ongoing information on exactly what was happening to the ozone layer.


Three 12-hour days with Jim were followed by training on the Dobson spectrophotometer which measures atmospheric ozone and electrolyser training, needed to make hydrogen gas for the weather balloons, before I flew out to Hobart and moved into Trinity House.


The next day I met Graeme Taylor, who was in charge of all BoM training. He brought me to the Australian Antarctic Division (AAD) headquarters in Kingston for the time-honoured kitting out of extreme cold weather clothing. A kindly, grey-haired man met us and answered my questions with the patience of a someone who’d been asked many times. He was former expeditioner Don Reid, known to all as “Uncle Don”, and there wasn’t anything about Antarctica he didn’t know. As he sized me up and disappeared down the back to gather the brightly-coloured bits, I studied the walls plastered with photos from previous expeditioners. The amount of survival gear he piled up seemed immense, and I would have to separate it into three categories before leaving.


My red survival clothing kit bag contained mandatory survival clothing: freezer suit, AAD First Aid Manual, AAD Field Manual, sunglasses, balaclava, socks, woollen thermal top and leggings, polar fleece top, pants and gloves, and walking boots. I’d be required to take this as part of my carry-on luggage and keep it in my cabin in case of shipboard emergency musters and all aircraft flights.


Don recommended I take the windproof jacket, sun hat and neck gaiter in my cabin luggage, and pointed out the limit on this was 30 kilograms (excluding the survival kit). All my other expedition clothing and equipment, which had a limit of 15 kilograms, had to be packed and delivered to the AAD main warehouse before boarding the ship, and would go into the cargo and therefore unavailable for the duration of the voyage.


***


It was early morning, and my head was busy with the DigiCORA training, used to track the weather balloons, that Graeme had given me the day before. I flicked on the television and stared at the screen for a while before realising I was watching Armageddon. Planes slammed into buildings, people jumped from incomprehensible heights, white ghosts calmly walked out of the city in shock. September 11 in America was chaos as terrorists attacked New York’s Twin Towers.


I rang my family, who were also watching, and we tried to make sense of what was happening. We couldn’t, although we sensed its impact. It was raw and unprocessed, and it stunned us. That night I spent hours watching “America Under Attack”. As I watched the Towers collapse over and over again on screen I recalled visiting them in 1975. My disbelief and terrible sadness for the families whose worlds had been shattered left me with an overwhelming need to be with my family. It didn’t escape me that I was about to put even more distance between us. If I got injured at Macca, or God forbid one of the kids got injured while I was there … It was a lonely night.


***


Further Meteorology (Met) training followed – DigiCORA, how to reset logs, rainfall, computer, how to put weather profiles into various programs to send to Hobart. Ian and Graeme briefed me about my duties as officer-in-charge, and I spent a half-hour on the phone with outgoing Macca Officer in Charge (OIC) Andrew McGifford discussing station life.


After three days of forklift training, it was time for the serious field training at the Bronte Park Highland Village, located midway between Hobart and Queenstown in the geographic centre of Tasmania. Expeditioners need a wide range of skills to work at the stations and it was mandatory to undergo the four-day pre-departure training. We were divided into two groups, one going to the heated village accommodation while our section headed off to set up camp for outdoor training.


Spring in Tasmania can bring some unpleasant weather, and this time it chose to give us cold and rain. I crawled into the small space in the polar pyramid tent and set up next to my tent mate.


Night-time had become my enemy, and I knew I’d have to warn him. Since Vietnam I’d relived being buried alive, but as I got older it became more vivid and more frequent. I’d also had the occasional shakes, but since Giles everything had become worse, including my anxiety attacks. My wife Deb had been pressuring me to see a doctor, but it wasn’t until I started going to a drop-in centre for veterans at the Naval hall in Rockhampton that I had to admit I was affected. The other vets could see my shakes and told me I had Post Traumatic Stress Disorder – Vietnam’s calling card. After talking to them about things I couldn’t share with my family, I finally went to see a doctor who confirmed the PTSD.
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