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Praise for Beyond Cape Horn


“Anyone who believes that the planet Earth is fully charted and that no vast areas of wonder and beauty remain would be well advised to read this book. . . . It is nothing short of a public service to the human race.” —NORMAN COUSINS, author of Anatomy of an Illness as Perceived by the Patient


“Neider’s Antarctic adventures include the bizarre dance of the killer whales and observations of amazing weathers and skies unseen elsewhere on earth. The book is an excellent introduction to the earth’s least-known continent.” —San Francisco Chronicle


“Neider’s knowledge of the region is exhaustive, and he delights in displaying believe-it-or-not nuggets of polar lore. . . . Neider’s primary purpose is neither factual nor polemical. He is a man of letters who knows that for the vast majority of his readers the chances of going to Antarctica are nil. For this reason, he feels duty-bound to evoke the place and the journey for us. . . . The frigid ends of the earth are brought closer to home.” —St. Louis Post-Dispatch (Missouri)


“Scientific data is there for those who wish it, but [this book] is also first-rate entertainment and often amusing. . . . Delightful reading.”


—KENHELM W. STOTT, JR., San Diego Union, explorer, zoologist, and former curator of the San Diego Zoo


“Fascinating. . . . Neider paints a startling portrait of the vast ice-covered wasteland.” —Dallas News


“Neider packs a great deal of information into his Beyond Cape Horn.” —Denver Post


“Neider conveys a sense of the awesome beauty and terror of Antarctica, and a feeling for those who love it.”—Library Journal


“Neider’s eye is a precision instrument. His descriptions are not impressions, but verbal equivalents of scintillating color photographs. . . . Excellent.”—CLIVE SINCLAIR, Times Literary Supplement (London), critic and author of Cosmetic Effects and Augustus Rex


“[Beyond Cape Horn] is enlivened by interviews with three key explorers of past eras: Sir Charles Wright, who was with those who found the bodies of Scott and his companions after their fatal attempt at the South Pole; Sir Vivian Fuchs, who led the first land crossing of Antarctica; and Laurence McKinley Gould, who was second in command of Admiral Robert Byrd’s Antarctic expedition.” —New York Times
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IT IS NOT TOO EARLY to speak up on behalf of a continent that has a reputation for being fiercely hostile to life and yet which, when the weather is quiet, impresses one with its gentleness, peacefulness, innocence—a place remote from other great landmasses, different because so extreme, the sole continent that never harbored man.


Jesus said, “The poor ye shall always have with ye,” and one has to agree, sadly, that he has not been proved wrong. Now it seems likely that we will have overpopulation with us for a long time, and the increasingly rapid depletion of the earth’s fossil-fuel resources that will be an inevitable result.


The present oil crisis has dramatized the pressure to exploit such reserves, and it is not surprising that the eyes of certain nations, our own among them, have turned to Antarctica, for Antarctica comprises one-tenth of the earth’s landmass, and there are many reasons to believe, if we are to trust geological research and extrapolation, that the continent and its continental shelves may contain great oil and gas resources. It is only a question of a decade or two before the advanced nations possess the technology for exploiting them.


The harm that can be done by unchecked commercial activity in Antarctica was witnessed early in the last century when freewheeling, often secretive sealers decimated the fur seals to a point close to extinction and slaughtered vast numbers of penguins for a pittance of blubber. It may be observed today in the frightful depredations being committed by Japanese and Soviet whaling vessels outfitted with the latest apparatus for killing and processing great whales, whose like, if they are not soon protected by international outcry, mankind may never see again. The management of Antarctica is in a state of confusion despite the claims of the Antarctic Treaty signatories that the continent and its sea are safeguarded by human reason and enlightened disinterest.


The treaty has reserved certain regions for the protection of special fauna and flora but the areas are small, isolated and scattered, and the provisions covering them are limited in scope and do not envision the desirability of selection and protection of sites for aesthetic as well as ecological reasons. Furthermore, their life is limited to that of the treaty, and their effect is possibly limited to the treaty signatories.


The heart of the matter was touched in a little-publicized resolution of the second World Conference on National Parks, held in Wyoming in September 1972. More than four hundred delegations from seventy-five countries urged (unanimously, it was reported) that a world park be established in the Antarctic region, under the direction of the United Nations, to “further protect the unaltered natural ecosystem of the Antarctic continent and the areas surrounding it.”


In Antarctica man can view a truly primeval wilderness. It is essential to his psychic well-being that his feelings of awe, wonder, mystery, humility, his appreciation of incredible and unspoiled natural beauty on a tremendous scale, not be taken from him. But what will protect this so-called savage place against the coming ravages of man if it is not a concordance of international opinion? Antarctica is an everyman’s land, and any nation, however small, or any private firm, for that matter, if it has the capabilities, can go there to do its commercial will.


Those who have experienced Antarctica and have fallen under its great spell imagine a time of the continent’s commercial exploitation, of hostile international rivalry, perhaps even of physical conflict in a huge landmass where, as far as is known, no murder has ever been committed. But one does not need to know Antarctica personally to be profoundly saddened by the prospect.


What more appropriate place for an international park than Antarctica where, although a number of nations claim sovereignty over various slices of the Antarctic pie, all such claims were shelved for the duration of the treaty, which went into effect in June 1961 and whose life-span, without counting possible renewals, is thirty years.


It should be agreed that no exploitation of any sort may take place in the proposed park. We owe it to our descendants, near and remote, to undertake this task before it is too late.


Why is Antarctica so important? It has a commanding influence on the weather of the southern hemisphere and a considerable influence on the weather of the entire planet. It is the only continent that pulses or fluctuates. In winter it spawns masses of dense sea ice that spread out for hundreds of miles, and at that time it is about twice as large as it is during the austral summer. It has its own kind of ocean. The Antarctic waters are colder and less saline than the other oceans. With their rich supply of nutrients, both phytoplankton and zoo-plankton, they provide a major grazing area for the great whales. And there is another kind of ecology—political ecology, so to speak—that makes Antarctica more important than ever. I refer again to the Antarctic Treaty, under which nineteen nations (including the United States and the Soviet Union) have agreed to respect the continent as a demilitarized zone and preserve it for scientific research. Thus far, the signatories have avoided any major violation and the treaty stands as a remarkable prototype of international cooperation. But the stress of international competition is bound to increase, and the treaty has no teeth except moral ones. Any tearing of its fabric will be a loss not only to contemporary man but to our posterity.


I do not think I have to belabor Antarctica’s current importance, but let me stress one resource which is not often spoken of and which in our utilitarian and pragmatic age is insufficiently valued. And that is Antarctica’s remarkable beauty. It is of first importance to remember the value of beauty and aesthetics for man’s psychic health. It would be tragic if humanity were no longer able to view a primordial and unbelievably beautiful wilderness that far predates man. I make a plea for the distinction between humanizing a continent and manhandling it.


The Arctic Ocean is a basin within large landmasses: Eurasia, North America and Greenland. The North Pole is an imaginary point on a sea about 10,000 feet deep. Antarctica, on the other hand, is a circumpolar continent surrounded by a great sea. The South Pole, with an elevation of about 9200 feet, is approximately at the center of the continent.
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To give a sense of scale: Antarctica occupies more than one-quarter of the landmass south of the Equator. Its area is about 5,500,000 square miles, or approximately that of the United States and Mexico combined. The largest of its ice shelves, the Ross Ice Shelf, which is some 1400 feet thick and is mostly afloat, although it is attached to the land, is roughly the size of France. Antarctica is by far the highest continent, with an average elevation of some 7000 feet. The next highest is Asia, with an average altitude of about 3000 feet. There are mountains in Antarctica, such as Mt. Tyree and the Vinson Massif of the Ellsworth Mountains, whose elevation exceeds 16,000 feet, and several peaks of the Transantarctic Mountains are higher than 14,000 feet.


The Antarctic icecap, which covers about 92 percent of the continent, is roughly conical in form, always in motion, and has a depth of as much as 15,000 feet. It is so vast and heavy that it has been surmised it has depressed the Antarctic land by about 1950 feet. It contains around 90 percent of the world’s fresh water. It has been calculated that if this icecap were to melt, the level of the world ocean would rise 200 to 250 feet, with obvious disastrous effects on the world’s port cities. No earthquakes have been recorded in Antarctica, possibly because they are suppressed by the icecap’s weight. But there is volcanic activity in the huge iceland. Deception Island, off the northwest coast of the Antarctic Peninsula, erupted about a decade ago. And Mt. Erebus on Ross Island is continuously active, although in varying degrees.


The lowest recorded temperature on earth occurred at Vostok Station, the Russian Antarctic base near the geomagnetic pole: minus 126.9° F. As for its dryness: Antarctica is the great white desert. It is too cold to permit much free moisture. During the fierce blizzards, what blows about is not so much new-fallen stuff as old matter that is very dry, hard and harsh. The average annual fall in terms of water equivalent at the Pole is 2 inches as against 7 1/2 inches in Phoenix, Arizona. The extreme dryness can create physiological problems. Dehydration can lead to spasms of large muscles such as the hamstring. And as for winds: there are places where you can experience gales of up to 200 miles an hour.


Another example of scale. Antarctic icebergs, in contrast with Arctic ones, are tabular because they calve off the tabular ice shelves. A tabular berg is a berg that’s like a table. Some years ago such a berg was encountered that was roughly the size of Connecticut.


In addition to being the highest, driest, coldest and windiest continent, it is also by far the most remote. In 1969 a fossil was found there, Lystrasaurus, that nailed down the theory of continental drift from the point of view of paleontology. The tectonic and oceanographic evidence for the theory had been developing over a period of many years but it was still possible to be an anti-drifter, so called. But here was a freshwater amphibian, largely reptilian, with some mammalian characteristics, that was separated from the nearest other landmass in which you find its counterpart by at least 600 miles of open, salt sea, across which it could not possibly have migrated.


Antarctica was once the hub of a southern supercontinent called Gondwanaland after a region in India, and was attached to South Africa, southern South America, the Indian peninsula and Australia, and it is obvious by extrapolation that this continent and its continental shelves should have resources similar to those found in the previously contiguous areas, such as minerals and fossil fuels. Nations are developing the technology for drilling for gas and oil in polar regions, not only in the northern hemisphere but in the southern as well. Recently a multinational scientific group penetrated the Ross Ice Shelf down to waters of primeval darkness, which had not seen light for centuries and perhaps millenia. After a season of failure, corrections were made and the new drilling was successful. Such progress in basic science cannot be divorced from progress in applied science. The days of “little” science, of individuals and small teams, are giving way to those of “big” science, including multinational operations such as the Dry Valley Drilling Project and the Ross Ice Shelf Project. The multinational oil companies are watching the developments closely. One of the things that’s keeping them from pouring large sums of money into attempts to exploit the continental shelves is the fact they can’t yet be guaranteed their investment will be safe, and the reason is the problem of territorial sovereignty claims.


Antarctica’s ecosystems are fragile, almost marginal, and great and irreparable damage could be done. As for oilspills, the waters are so cold that oil is not readily biodegradable. And the currents would spread the spills into the temperate regions. The hazards of working in the Antarctic weather and in the teeth of the tabular bergs which are known to be able to scour the ocean bottom because of their great thickness are extreme. If the North Slope and the Alaska oil line presented problems, with the environmental degradation that ensued, not to mention the improper work such as the bad welds, consider what might happen in the Antarctic, where the arena is international in scope.


The ancient Greeks postulated that because there was a landmass in the high northern latitudes, to balance things out there had to be a landmass in the high southern ones. They turned out to be correct although not for the right reason: the landmass of the northern hemisphere is more than twice as large as that of the southern one. For centuries it was believed the southern continent was huge and even torrid. Antarctica exists, linguistically, by sufferance. It means “opposite the Arctic.” The word “arctic” is from a Greek root meaning “bear” and refers to a northern constellation known as the Great Bear.


For a long time it was believed that beyond the tropics (if one were ever able to cross them; they were imagined to be devastatingly hot) there was a great continent to be discovered, claimed and exploited. Then came the age of sea exploration. Perhaps the world’s greatest navigator, Captain James Cook of the British Royal Navy, made three great voyages between 1772 and 1775 specifically to determine if such a continent existed. In 1773 and again in 1774 his was the first ship to cross the Antarctic Circle. He reached a latitude of 71°S. And because he was able almost completely to circumnavigate the globe at a high latitude he disproved forever the possibility of the existence of a continent that was thought to stretch from the Pole all the way up to the Drake Passage. It was Cook’s published reports of the prodigious numbers of fur seals on Antarctic islands like South Georgia that started the fur seal trade and eventually the fur seal madness. Cook was a marvelous navigator and a very admirable person, but as a prophet of Antarctica’s future he was mistaken. He doubted that anyone would find it profitable to proceed southward beyond him into the great and beautiful and deadly icy wastes.


Then there was the age of commerce, with its harvesting of fur seals for their fur, and penguins and whales for their blubber. The United States and Great Britain were the chief sealers. In the early decades of the last century the United States needed a balance of trade and got it by shipping fur seals to China. Around the middle of that century, when whaling profits in the Arctic grew marginal, there came the destruction of the great whales. And now there’s a unilateral and unchecked harvesting of krill. All this is sad to have to report, for Antarctica is remarkable in many ways, among them the fact that it’s the only large landmass on earth that you can visit without a colonialistic sense of guilt—there was no native class there to be expropriated and dishonored, if not destroyed.


We are all becoming aware of krill, Euphausia superba, a small, shrimplike crustacean that’s a very significant point in the Southern Ocean food chain and that has a high protein yield. You often see parts of snowy hillsides in Antarctica tinted pink because the penguins feed on the reddish krill. The Southern Ocean, which is the confluence of the Pacific, Indian and Atlantic oceans at a high latitude, has its own characteristics. It encircles a roughly circumpolar continent, is the coldest and least saline great sea on earth, and is very rich in nutrients, most of which are formed in the so-called Antarctic bottom water, particularly that of the Weddell Sea, and many of which nourish the world ocean. The rich Humboldt Current on the western shore of South America is part of that water. The Southern Ocean has lots of phytoplankton and zooplankton, and the chief zooplankton that processes the phytoplankton is krill. Although the Southern Ocean has few species as compared with other oceans, it has extremely large numbers of individuals.


It has been said you can annually harvest more krill than the whole of the world’s annual catches of fish, and you can supply this high-protein substance to undernourished populations. Unfortunately such populations are mostly to be found in the Third World, which doesn’t yet possess the technology required for harvesting krill successfully. Among other problems involved in harvesting krill is that the crustacean spoils rapidly. Chile, Japan, Poland, the Soviet Union, Taiwan and West Germany are currently harvesting krill, and with the modern sonar and other sophisticated devices it’s startling how much they can dredge up. The krill is turned into a powder and later made, among other things, into a sort of anchovy paste. It is also sold as a meal or directly as a seafood.


Few if any of the harvesting nations have been willing to heed a simple question: Has the depletion of the great whales been balanced by increasing numbers of seals, penguins and other animals that feed off the krill? We don’t know very much about krill and its relation to the rest of the Southern Ocean biomass, yet we are very busy doing our will there, which historically is about what is to be expected of any common. By “we” I mean mankind in general, and I exclude the United States, whose fisheries in modern times have not been active in the Antarctic.


After the age of commerce, there followed the heroic age which began around the turn of the present century, when the first deep land explorations were made under the direction of a remarkable member of the Royal Navy—Robert Falcon Scott, who died with four companions on his return from the Pole after learning at the Pole that he had been bested as its discoverer by the Norwegian, Roald Amundsen, but who nevertheless in his dying left a much greater mark on western civilization than Amundsen in his triumph. The reason for this is complex but is certainly to be found in the manner in which he died, the grace with which he died and, most remarkable of all, the documents he wrote while dying. By the way, readers interested in twentieth-century works of great literature should not overlook Scott’s last diaries, letters and journals in a volume called Scott’s Last Expedition. Nor should they fail to read Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s The Worst Journey in the World, which is an extremely well-written and authentic account. It is debatable when the heroic age ended, whether it was with the death of Ernest Shackleton on South Georgia in 1921, or with the completion of one of Richard E. Byrd’s expeditions.


In 1957 came the age of science. The continent’s chief current exported product is scientific information, as it has been for some time. I am not antagonistic to science. I have a science degree and I find the world most fascinating to me when I deal with it in terms of scientific concepts. But I do not like the idea of a monopoly in the Antarctic, and one that is supported by the federal treasury and tends to exclude people like myself.


Despite this caveat, the monopoly of science has been one of the most intelligent, far-seeing and benevolent of monopolies. Men of good will, with a large sense of things, and concerned with ideals of conservation, have done much to protect the continent despite their relative political innocence. They have had an important influence on national and international policies in the Antarctic, although admittedly in varying degrees. And the role of the United States in the Antarctic in modern times has on the whole been admirable. The nation has been a leader in exploration, in science, in conservation, in political enlightenment (including the employment of women both in science and logistics). Under its guidance and laws, numerous environmental impact studies and statements have been drafted and implemented, and significant efforts have been and are being made to protect the unique environment. The mistakes of the past, such as the dumpground at McMurdo Station and the pollution of the floor of McMurdo Sound near it, are recognized and regretted. I was impressed by what I saw of the attempts to respect the environment.


I think I can understand why people like me are not begged to go to the Antarctic. In the first place, the channels have been set up by Congress to send scientists there via the National Science Foundation. The National Endowment for the Humanities does not have direct access to Antarctica. In the second place, I am not a team member, I am not “controllable” in the normal sense, I have loyalties that possibly seem nebulous and threatening, I don’t feel that my first allegiance is necessarily to the National Science Foundation or to the British Antarctic Survey or even to the United States or to the United Kingdom. In writing the present work I have an allegiance to what I call the general public, or my own conscience. I don’t know precisely what that is but certainly it has something to do with trying to portray the truth as accurately as one’s talents and psychic limitations and defenses permit. I hope the present book will help broaden the United States program to make it a less hostile one toward humanists.


Antarctica was included in the great global scientific study known as the International Geophysical Year (1957–58). As a result of the remarkable international scientific cooperation, twelve nations that were involved in Antarctic research decided it was in the best interests of science and its internationalizing influence to continue the excellent work there. The result was the Antarctic Treaty, of which the United States was a leading advocate and architect. The treaty was signed in Washington in December 1959. The twelve original signatories (the claimants are asterisked) are Argentina*, Australia*, Belgium, Chile*, France*, Japan, New Zealand*, Norway*, South Africa, the United Kingdom*, the United States and the Soviet Union. The acceding powers are Brazil, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, the German Democratic Republic, the Netherlands, Poland and Romania.


It is generally understood that science has a benevolent internationalizing effect. Perhaps the most monumental work of science, in the sociological and diplomatic senses, was the creation of the treaty, which was put together so there would be free scientific use of the demilitarized continent, free international exchange of scientists and scientific information, and above all free access. Nuclear explosions and the deposit of nuclear wastes were banned and open inspection of stations permitted. It is the sole international treaty set up primarily in the interest of science. It has already served as a prototype for two important international treaties, the Treaty for Outer Space and the Nonproliferation Treaty.


The treaty came into being through secret diplomatic means. It was believed that this was the only way in which it could be born. But unfortunately the secrecy, which amounts to a distrust of the public that foots the bill, or to disbelief that the people who pay to flesh out such ideas are capable of being large-minded and reasonable, has continued in the all-important consultative meetings of the treaty powers that are held regularly around the world. This is a disservice to the public and to Antarctica itself. We need open discussions of the issues, and we need to introduce into the Antarctic new kinds of people, such as the social scientists, who can help broaden the area of understanding and can help bring the public to a greater awareness of the Antarctic and of its importance to the health of mankind and the globe.


One of the most nettlesome problems in the Antarctic politically is: Just how are the territorial claims to be resolved? It’s not so much a question of whether they have a solid basis in fact (many and possibly all of them do not), for logic is not the principal force to contend with. Much more important are nationalistic emotions and interests, and whether the claimants will resort to the use of force if hard pressed. Under contemporary international law it is not enough to raise a standard, or nail a brass plaque to a tree, or make an oral proclamation, as in the old days, to secure a territory for one’s country. Nowadays you must have what is known as effective occupation. But how do you effectively occupy Antarctica, which is so very hostile to life? To date no one has effectively occupied any part of the continent, yet the territorial sovereignty claims are felt nevertheless, even though they have supposedly been shelved for the life of the treaty.


When consultative meetings of the treaty powers are held and someone raises the issue of keeping the treaty viable by being realistic and dealing openly with problems of possible exploitation of mineral resources and fossil-fuel reserves (otherwise the outside world will step in; it isn’t going to be patient with the treaty powers forever; it will move in with its own ships, either unilaterally or under the aegis of the United Nations, and do what it wishes, as some nations are doing now with krill), everything comes to a standstill because the claimants in certain respects refuse to act as though they’ve actually shelved their claims. I should add that the two superpowers make no claims to sovereignty in the Antarctic. However, both reserve the right to make such claims based on geographical discovery and scientific research while disclaiming the right of other nations to make sovereignty claims.


Another very difficult question arises in connection with the treaty: Is the treaty too utopian in banning the use of force? When you have a treaty whose ideal is the non-use of force, what do you do about mavericks? What do you do about a contracting party, or an acceding party, or a nation that does not belong to the treaty, or a private consortium, or an extremely wealthy individual, that says, “I’m going to go down there and do my will”? What do you do, for example, about Prince Faisal of Saudi Arabia, who has publicly announced his intention of harvesting Antarctic icebergs and hauling them to Saudi Arabia to supply fresh water to his country at a much cheaper price than by desalinization processes? And who has also announced he’s going to offer such bergs for profitable sale to anyone who cares to buy them?


Many people think it’s a great joke, and Prince Faisal goes on TV and is written about widely. Or people say, “Terrific. How wonderful. We do need fresh water.” But it’s not likely to be a joke or terrific to southern hemisphere nations, particularly the more temperamental and nationalistic ones like Chile and Argentina, whose climate and the ecology of whose waters may be disturbed by large-scale movement of tabular bergs to the northern hemisphere.


Harvesting icebergs may well involve problems of the Law of the Sea as well as those connected with Antarctic sovereignty claims. The claims are not limited to the Antarctic continent. They include great portions of the Southern Ocean and its islands. For eons the bergs have moved northward until they melted, and they have affected the temperature and salinity of the austral waters and no doubt have had their effect on the Antarctic atmosphere as well. Are the austral nations to be expected to watch placidly while their environment is changed by northern ones? Or can one foresee, while peering dimly into the future, North–South confrontations?


And what of the effects of the huge bergs if they’re parked in the northern low and middle latitudes? What would happen, for example, to the weather of the San Francisco Bay area, not to mention to the ecology of the bay itself, if one were placed in San Francisco Bay?


Saudi Arabia is neither an original signatory of the Antarctic Treaty nor an acceding nation, and yet who is to exclude it from the Antarctic, and on what legal grounds? For that matter, on what legal grounds is the Third World to be excluded, or any agency of the United Nations such as the FAO (Food and Agriculture Organization), which has shown much recent interest in the Antarctic, to the considerable nervousness of the treaty club nations? At present the Third World lacks the technology required for harvesting Antarctic riches, the riches presumed to be there, but what of the future? And what of the Third World’s claim to a share of the riches in any event, based on their reasoning of “the common heritage of mankind”?


As an example of the complexity of the politics of the Antarctic, let us briefly examine the Antarctic Conservation Act of 1978, which the United States Congress created in October of that year, which circumscribes various activities of American citizens in the Antarctic and which makes it a criminal offense to do certain things there.


The act (95–541), which was initiated by the State Department, is described as intended “to implement the Agreed Measures for the Conservation of Antarctic Fauna and Flora, and for other purposes.” The term “Antarctica” (note that this term usually refers to the continent) is defined as “the area south of 60 degrees south latitude,” and so it includes large portions of the Southern Ocean and their islands. The act begins: “The Congress finds that (1) the Antarctic Treaty and the Agreed Measures for the Conservation of Antarctic Fauna and Flora, adopted at the Third Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting, have established a firm foundation for the continuation of international cooperation and the freedom of scientific investigation in Antarctica; and (2) the study of Antarctic fauna and flora, their adaptation to their rigorous environment, and their interrelationships with that environment has special scientific importance for all mankind.”


The purpose of the act is “to provide for the conservation and protection of the fauna and flora of Antarctica, and of the ecosystem upon which such fauna and flora depend, consistent with the Antarctic Treaty, the Agreed Measures for the Conservation of Antarctic Fauna and Flora, and Recommendation VII-3 of the Eighth Antarctic Treaty Consultative Meeting.”


The act makes it unlawful for any United States citizen, unless authorized by regulation or permit prescribed under the act, “to take within Antarctica any native mammal or native bird, to collect within any specially protected area any native plant, to introduce into Antarctica any animal or plant that is not indigenous to Antarctica, to enter any specially protected area or site of special scientific interest, or to discharge, or otherwise dispose of, any pollutant within Antarctica.” It further makes it unlawful “for any United States citizen wherever located . . . to possess, sell, offer for sale, deliver, receive, carry, transport, or ship by any means whatsoever, or to import into the United States, to export from the United States, or to attempt to so import or export, any native mammal or native bird taken in Antarctica or any native plant collected in any specially protected area.” The act excepts actions committed “under emergency circumstances to prevent the loss of human life.”


The act prescribes civil penalties (fines of up to [image: image]10,000 per prohibited act) and criminal ones (a fine of [image: image]10,000 or imprisonment for not more than one year, or both, for each offense). It empowers certain authorized officers to “search without warrant any person, place, or conveyance where there is reasonable grounds to believe that a person has committed or is attempting to commit an act prohibited by section 4 (a); seize without warrant any evidentiary item where there is reasonable grounds to believe that a person has committed or is attempting to commit any such act” and to “make an arrest with or without a warrant with respect to any act prohibited by section 4(a) if such officer has reasonable grounds to believe that the person to be arrested is committing such act in his presence or view, or has committed such act.” The italics are mine.


Regarding large-scale commercial activity in the Antarctic, the act is not as rigorous as it might seem at first glance, for section 13, near the end of the act, states: “Nothing in this Act shall be construed as contravening or superseding the provisions of any international treaty, convention, or agreement, if such treaty, convention, or agreement is in force with respect to the United States on the date of the enactment of this Act, or of any statute which implements any such treaty, convention, or agreement.”


It is a curious act. Under it, I, as a United States citizen, would be committing an unlawful offense if, while living alone on an uninhabited Antarctic island, I carried a penguin from one place to another, or if I did so while a guest of the British Antarctic Survey or any other foreign Antarctic organization. There is no question but that the intent of the act is idealistic. However, good intentions do not justify bad means. In the first place, one wonders about the right of Congress to circumscribe the behavior of American citizens “wherever located.” Is this a case of Big Brother reaching out too long an arm? Of course, Congress has the right to legislate the behavior of its citizens when they are bearing arms overseas, as well as to control their behavior in commerce with other nations. But does it have the right to legislate their behavior while they are within the borders of other sovereign states? Surely if I am in Moscow or London I must obey the laws of Moscow or London rather than those of Washington. If I am a guest of the British Antarctic Survey in Antarctic waters or at an Antarctic station, in a territory claimed by the United Kingdom, Chile andArgentina but not by the United States, and in many senses in a territory to which no nation has authentic claims, is my behavior to be legislated by Congress or by the United Kingdom or by Chile or by Argentina? Realistically and diplomatically it would require that it be legislated by the United Kingdom, yet the fact is I would be subject to the act wherever I was located. To make the point: Precisely where in the Constitution does Congress derive the right to pass and enforce such an act?


There are other important questions. Is it wise of Congress to pass legislation that possibly it cannot enforce? What specific quid pro quos do we have with other Antarctic Treaty powers for preserving the Antarctic in this connection and in this manner? And what about the clauses of the act that provide for search and seizure without a warrant, on suspicion only? Do they violate one’s constitutional right to due process?


The Antarctic Conservation Act of 1978 bases itself prominently upon certain recommendations of the Antarctic Treaty powers. As a matter of fact, the chief purpose of the act is to have the nation abide by its treaty commitments. But is this not very self-serving? Does it not help to legitimize a treaty created by self-appointed Antarctic landlords? And does it not also possibly legitimize the exclusion of the Third World from the Antarctic, not to mention other non-acceding nations?


In order to have a more complete understanding of the political basis of the act, one needs to know something about the clubs-within-clubs structure of the group of nations adhering to the Antarctic Treaty. Article XIII of the treaty states in part that the treaty shall be open to accession by any state which is a member of the United Nations or by any other state which may be invited to accede to the treaty with the consent of all the signatories who have consultative power, that is, the power to attend and to vote at the consultative meetings. Article IX of the treaty states in part that each acceding nation shall be granted consultative status “during such time as that Contracting Party demonstrates its interest in Antarctica by conducting substantial scientific research activity there, such as the establishment of a scientific station or the dispatch of a scientific expedition.”


In short, the original signatory powers have the self-granted right to attend and vote at the important consultative meetings regardless of whether they continue to demonstrate their interest in Antarctica “by conducting substantial scientific research activity there.” Among the twelve original signatories, Belgium and Norway have been inactive in Antarctica for varying periods without damaging their consultative power. Nations that merely accede to the treaty are not granted a similar right. It was not until July 1977 that an acceding nation was given consultative status, which Poland received after two years of conducting regular Antarctic research expeditions and after building ArctowskiStation on King George Island. Technically, Poland may lose this right, which she enjoys only “during such time as that Contracting Party demonstrates its interests in Antarctica by conducting substantial scientific research activity there,” whereas Norway and Belgium do not have to fear the loss of the right.


And so we have the original signatories, which have this important right without restrictions, and acceding nations that do not have the right or vote, and the unique acceding nation that has been granted the right but on condition she continues to be active in Antarctica. This is what I mean by clubs within clubs. Not to forget the claimant nations, which hope to have their territorial sovereignty claims ratified by the rest of the chief club and by the world at large, as against the nonclaimant ones, which recognize no territorial claims and make no claims in Antarctica, yet reserve the right to make them.


I have no wish to belabor the point. Political matters with regard to the Antarctic are difficult and complex.


Antarctica is in some respects intermediate between terrestrial places and those in outer space. If we hope to find reasonable solutions to coming political problems in deep space and on the moon (for example, the willful international destruction of satellites, or territorial sovereignty claims to parts of the moon), we had better reach intelligent precedents for them in the Antarctic while there is still time.


Before I close this Prologue I should like to say a few words about myself in relation to the Antarctic and about the present book. I have been absorbed in the study of the Antarctic region for the past decade and I have visited Antarctica three times. My first trip was made in 1969 under the auspices of the United States Navy, my second in 1970 under the sponsorship of the National Science Foundation (an independent United States federal agency) and my third once again with NSF. During the last trip I was for a while a guest of the British Antarctic Survey, so it may be said that the third visit was partly sponsored, although perhaps unofficially, by that organization.


The first trip gave me a rapid, overall view of American activities in a major part (the Ross Island Dependency sector) of the continent. The second was a working residence, made for the purpose of gathering materials for a book. The product of this trip was Edge of the World: Ross Island, Antarctica, a large, illustrated book published in April 1974. In it I described the life, the scientific research, the history of exploration, and the beauty of the sector containing the chief American base, McMurdo Station. I also described a visit to the Russian base, Vostok Station, and life at Scott Base, the New Zealand station on Ross Island, where I lived for a time.


Prior to the beginning of my last trip the National Science Foundation and I jointly selected the Southern Ocean and the Antarctic Peninsula as my new focus of Antarctic interest, the Southern Ocean because I was unacquainted with it, and the Peninsula, in addition to my being unfamiliar with it, because it is the most international of all sectors of the continent in the sense that it contains, within a relatively small area, bases owned by six nations: Argentina, Chile, Poland, the United Kingdom, the United States and the Soviet Union. Also, it is the richest part of the continent historically. It is here the sealers and whalers operated in the early decades of the last century. Finally, the Peninsula is the scene of three overlapping sovereignty claims (made by Argentina, Chile and the United Kingdom), and is most likely to be the place of international contention should mineral or other valuable resources be discovered there. In visiting this sector it was my hope to fill out my understanding of the continent, of its ecological problems, of its scientific work and goals, of the relationship between science and the increasing encroachment of technology, of the use of science and technology by national states as part of their geopolitical strategy, and of the problems of international relations, the latter very likely to come under considerable strain in the Peninsula sector (if not in the entire Antarctic region) during the next decade or two.


Let me end this prologue by saying what the present work is not. It is not an Antarctic primer. Nor is it an extended fact sheet. Attempts to sum up the Antarctic in terms of “hard” facts are at present still doomed to be dated rapidly. In the first place, many of the so-called hard facts turn out on intensive examination to be quite soft. In the second, some of the most exotic facts have surfaced in just the last several years. Examples of the latter come readily to mind: perhaps the most remarkable meteorite finds in history, in terms of number, weight and possibly also kind of meteorites; the discovery that there are benthic life forms in the great darkness under the Ross Ice Shelf; the discovery of microecosystems a few millimeters beneath the surface of certain rocks, particularly Beacon sandstone, in the Dry Valleys; and the discovery that algae flourish deep under the ice of certain Dry Valleys freshwater lakes.


The present volume is not didactic by intent or nature; that is, it is not primarily interested in making moral observations or with unburdening itself of a shipload of facts. However, it attempts, especially in this Prologue, to orient the reader unsophisticated in the subject of the Antarctic.


What then are its hope and intention? They are no more nor less than to be a narrative of one person’s second reunion with the Antarctic, and an attempt to humanize the place, so far as this can be done, by capturing the texture of human existence there, not the least task of which involves an effort to describe the Antarctic’s remarkable and haunting beauty, and not simply impressionalistically, to use the word as the painters used it, but with as much precision as possible, the belief being that aesthetic, psychological and emotional facts are just as authentic and valuable as scientific ones, and possibly more so. The book may be described as evocative insofar as it tries to avoid the abstract and to suggest instead the quality of human existence in the Antarctic, including human work and human relationships, and the strange relationship between humans and the haunting continent together with its equally haunting and remarkable ocean.


It attempts, among other things, to present the first literary narrative of an extended voyage on the Southern Ocean at an extremely high latitude, two degrees south of the Antarctic Circle. Similarly, the book tries to offer the first literary narrative of the crossing of the Drake Passage from Antarctica to Tierra del Fuego, and on a relatively small vessel, a 125-foot motor sailer.


The present book is also an attempt to describe certain regions of the Antarctic for the first time in literary ways and to give an interior, an emotional, a psychological equivalent to the exterior places I have seen. The latter do have their human counterparts. It would take a dull human being indeed to go to the Antarctic and just look and say, “So what? There’s a mountain, there’s ice, there are a lot of actinic rays and cosmic rays, and now I’ll go home.” That’s not the way it works. There are deprivations you experience in the Antarctic—sensory, perceptual, emotional, sexual—and there are fascinating interior consequences, which the present work will try to explore.


There are things in the Antarctic that no human imagination can dream up. They’re unearthly. As a matter of fact, one of the haunting things about the place is that you look at pictures you yourself have taken, and you do not believe you actually saw such scenes of surpassing nobility, mystery and beauty, and it’s part of the Antarctic addiction to have a voice in you that says with increasing intensity and persistence, “I must go back to check out that I truly did see them.”


It does not often happen, in a contemporary lifetime, that one has the visible opportunity, in one’s chosen medium, to confront the challenges of an absolutely fresh frontier. I was well aware of the opportunities that presented themselves. They were part of the reason I urgently wanted to visit the Antarctic again. I trust I was equally aware of the responsibilities that came interwoven with them.
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THERE IS ONLY ONE United States base (Palmer Station) in the entire Peninsula region of Antarctica. Access to it is by a relatively small motor sailer, R/V (Research Vessel) Hero, owned by the National Science Foundation and operated for the Foundation by a private contractor, Holmes & Narver of Southern California. In any single austral summer season the vessel could make only a limited number of trips across the Drake Passage between Argentine Tierra del Fuego and the American base on Anvers Island, and the maximum number of passengers it could carry, for safety reasons, was thirteen.


My visit to the Peninsula did not have the priority of those of most scientists, and even scientists were having special trouble reaching the Peninsula at the beginning of 1977. Earlier in the season the Hero had been disabled in trying to shove an iceberg, and had to retreat to South America for repairs, and this narrowed the bottleneck even further. It was out of the question for me to fly directly to Tierra del Fuego and to cross the Drake Passage on the vessel.


Consequently I would fly to Christchurch, New Zealand, where I would receive polar clothes, would fly from there to McMurdo Station almost due south of New Zealand, and the United States Coast Guard icebreaker Burton Island would take me across a vast stretch of the Southern Ocean to Palmer Station. I would depart the United States on January 3, 1977, from Pt. Mugu in Southern California.


From my journal: “Landed at Hickam Air Force Base near Honolulu at 10:30 P.M. California time (8:30 Hawaii) for a two-hour refuel stop. We had been fed a TV dinner at 6:30—steak like charred wood. Now we ate papaya in the cafeteria. Temperature outside: 70° F.”


I went out for a long solitary walk. Although I was familiar with Hickam and Honolulu, I was already feeling that loosening of emotional connections that occurred as one stretched the umbilical cord between home and Antarctica. I could sense the gravitational force of my normal life begin to diminish and I imagined briefly that I was in a space ship moving steadily away from earth. Somewhere between Christchurch and McMurdo that cord would be effectively severed, as a consequence of which one would begin, in the Antarctic, the process of rebirth and would return to one’s home a strangely seachanged figure, however hidden from external scrutiny that change might be. The field stretched away, spacious, flat and dark.


4 JANUARY. “We landed at Pago Pago, Samoa at 6:15 A.M. California rime. I think it was 3:15 A.M. local time. Balmy, fruity, humid night. 81° F. The familiar small terminal building. Natives and Americans sleeping on mats, benches and pebbles. Sweating heavily, I stretched out on a bench in the terminal.”


In Pago Pago we were in the Southern Hemisphere, almost fifteen degrees below the Equator, and we were very close to the International Dateline. We were not only tired, we were disoriented as well. All we wanted now was the solace of landing at Christchurch and ridding ourselves of the plane’s noise and of our sweat and our crowded condition. As we strolled on the tarmac to the great plane whose wings at rest drooped like those of a tired or injured bird (they straightened in flight), breathing the solid, perfumed air, taking in the backdrop of green and very rank mountains and the tropical flowers and hearing the lulling sough of combers, Samoa seemed romantic enough despite our weariness.


Above all it spoke to us of the very great climatic change we would soon experience. We had left winter and entered summer, and in Christchurch we would be at a latitude of almost 45°, farther south than Australia and even Tasmania and a good deal south of the Cape of Good Hope. The South Island, of which Christchurch was the largest city, was the latitudinal equivalent, approximately, of Nova Scotia, South Dakota and Oregon. We would feel the fullness of early summer in Christchurch, only to leave it for the perennial winter of Antarctica. And 45° would seem a low latitude indeed to those of us who voyaged to 90°, the Pole itself. If Samoa seemed romantic with all its associations of tropical languor, our destination seemed even more so at the spectrum’s other end: the paucity of warmth and warm colors and of life itself.


5 JANUARY, WEDNESDAY. “Arrived in Christchurch at 10:15 A.M. New Zealand (daylight saving) time. Shared a room at the Town Hall Motel on Peterborough Street with Don Osby, a young geology graduate student at Northern Illinois University, going to the Dry Valleys for work to be used in his doctoral dissertation: logging gamma rays in boreholes.”


7 JANUARY, FRIDAY. “Arrived at CDC (Clothes Distribution Center) at the U.S. Navy depot at 8:45. Tried on clothes and separated my hold luggage from my survival gear. Asked for and got an anorak, which had not been issued me. It will make a good windbreaker on the Burton Island. New mukluks, which I’ll probably not use.


“Osby and I took a cab back to the motel, where we received this message: we will fly to the ice Monday morning at the latest. The motel is on Peterborough Street, which reminds me constantly of Peterborough, New Hampshire and of the MacDowell Colony there.”


The MacDowell Colony is an artists’ colony at which I had spent much time. Thoughts of it brought back memories of Peterborough town, of Mt. Monadnock and Pack Monadnock, of long evenings playing cowboy pool (a combination of pool and billiards), of poker games, of long swims in the Y pool in Keene twenty-two miles to the west, of Dublin Lake, of endless bike rides to Jaffrey and Hancock and beyond, of people I had grown very close to, and above all of the glories of solitude devoted to doing exactly what one wanted or hoped to do in terms of work, solitude mixed with fireplace smoke, bright meadows hot and redolent of early fall, the sounds of an ax on a fallen tree, the scratching and racing sounds of small squirrels living in my roof.


10 JANUARY. “10:25 P.M. Osby and I have checked out of the motel. The last couple of evenings he has been staying up very late trying to reduce rocking play in a 35mm f/2.8 lens, using a set of tiny screwdrivers I brought with me. He’s charming, of medium height, with dark curly hair and a full beard, quiet, respectful and serious but with a good sense of humor.”


The C-130 Hercules, which had a silvery pylon tank under each wing, was a large, four-engine turboprop plane capable of carrying troops and equipment. The present one, owned by NSF and operated by the U.S. Navy, had skis as well as wheels. We would land on skis when we reached McMurdo.


It was mid-January, the equivalent of mid-July in the northern hemisphere, a full-blown summer’s day, yet here we were, dressed in polar clothes, for this afternoon we would debark onto a great floating ice sheet, the world’s greatest, the Ross Ice Shelf, the size of France and 1400 feet thick. This Christchurch day would be followed by night, for here the world still behaved diurnally, rationally, whereas tonight at McMurdo the sun would not set but would go round and round counterclockwise, a little higher over the horizon at noon than at midnight.


I remembered how, during my second Antarctic trip, I had yearned for the sun to quit stabbing and bristling for just a while, to stop bouncing off all the ice and sunburning me at three and four in the morning when I was camping out, and how I would sometimes think, “Please, sun, go away. Go to sleep.” And I recalled how marvelous it had felt on my return to Christchurch when, standing in the middle of the night on a motel balcony, I had stared up through willows past a churchyard and steeple at the wondrous stars and the sky’s sweet, dark, soothing blanket, and how grateful my facial skin, which at times had come off in shreds because of Antarctic sunburn, had felt.


We had hung around Christchurch and New Brighton Beach and now we were hanging around Harewood Airport. Hanging around felt like an essential part of getting to Antarctica. And after you entered the Here and found a seat and dumped your survival bag and parka wherever you could, you hung around some more, only now you were chatting and laughing and your spirits were very high, for you had made it to the inside of the C-130 and there was a good prospect of your leaving this town at last. We waited about an hour before takeoff.


We headed 2400 statute miles almost due south. The craft’s noise was terrific and eventually exhausting, and although you tried not to talk against it, to content yourself with plugged ears and plugged privacy, the need to communicate with something other than gestures (in a situation better suited to deaf mutes) occasionally was too strong to resist, and so you unplugged yourself and shouted and strained to hear until you were rewarded with a sore throat and throbbing eardrums. Still, one was grateful for the incessant sound and the powerful vibrations. If they had suddenly stopped, the effect would have been great and instantaneous alarm. The plane was too crowded for much moving about. The general feeling, at least for me on this third flight down, was compounded of excitement, disorientation, physical irritability and a strong desire to get the flight over with. The midday meal, which you balanced on your lap, because it broke the flight’s monotony had some of the glamour of a banquet and all the careful tiny gestures of openheart surgery.


The C-130 did not have a round-trip capability between Christchurch and McMurdo Station, therefore there was a PSF, a Point of Safe Return, past which the craft had to continue toward McMurdo. There had never been an instance of a C-130 going down on this flight. I thought how lucky this was, for there was little rescue possibility in the high-latitude southern waters, and a large loss of life would be a severe blow to the American Antarctic program. The C-130 was a remarkable workhorse. It could take a great deal of punishment. In many significant ways it had transformed the American program. When one first took this flight there was a tendency to think about the PSF, and I had noticed several persons quietly crossing themselves, but later one was as fatalistic about this aspect of Antarctic travel as any other.


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, Mt. Erebus, 12,450 feet high. On its western side, at Cape Royds, it harbors a group of Adélie penguins in the world’s southernmost penguin rookery.


Above all, Ross Island is famous for the historical events which have occurred there and for the remarkable stature of the men who participated in them. In this respect it surpasses any other place on the continent. 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 (1800–1862), 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: Mt. Erebus, Mt. Terror, Cape Crozier, Cape Bird, McMurdo Bay (renamed McMurdo Sound by Scott’s first expedition), Victoria Land, Beaufort Island and Franklin Island. 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.


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 Fridjof 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 Mt. 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 Range), 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.


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. 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.
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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, in which I had the honor to live during my second Antarctic trip. On January 9, 1909, he and three companions made a southing to within 97 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. In The Heart of the Antarctic he recalled:


It was very interesting to me to revisit the old scenes. There was the place where, years before, when the Discovery was lying fast in the ice close to 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 skeletons of seals and penguins. Some of the seal-skins had still blubber attached, though the skuas [a polar bird which preys on Adélie eggs and chicks] 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 Mt. 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, Lt. 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 heart-rending. 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 on 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 150 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 circumstances. 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 reach 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 800 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.


In February 1947, members of the U.S. Navy’s Operation High Jump, a task force that had already established Little America IV at the Bay of Whales, landed at Hut Point to survey the possibility of setting up an auxiliary base there. They also landed at Cape Evans. A year later members of Operation Windmill toured the historic 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.


Suddenly we landed, with a few heavy bumps on the skis. The aft platform was lowered, bluish polar light streamed in. We disembarked by the front door and there one was, on the ice of Williams Field, with plow trucks and huts all around, and Mt. Erebus looming like an unbelievable hill. I say hill because that’s the impression Erebus gives despite its great altitude. It’s a shield volcano, with gently sloping sides, as compared with a cone volcano like Mt. Fuji, which is to say that the lava that formed it was relatively thick. Erebus is one of the great active volcanos of the world and is larger than Vesuvius, Fuji or Etna. It is one of two or three volcanos that contain a red-hot lava lake, and I believe it’s the only white volcano in the world. In Greek mythology Erebus was the son of Chaos. It was also the dark nether place through which souls passed on their way to Hades. Shakespeare used the phrase “as dark as Erebus,” and Homer in The Odyssey described souls gathering and stirring in Erebus.


I had a special and personal reason for being moved by the sight of it now, for near the end of my second Antarctic trip I had been one of four men who crashed in a Coast Guard helicopter close to its crater. The story is a complex one which I have no desire to tell again, having detailed it in Edge of the World. But for reasons that will become clear later, the reader of the present work needs to know about this special relationship I had with the volcano, and the fact that my companions and I were for a time believed to be dead and that I regarded myself as a dead man during much of the episode.


Williams Field is roughly half a dozen miles from McMurdo by bus. It comprises a large airfield complex that includes a skiway, the adjacent camp, and ice runways for wheeled aircraft on the sea ice. 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 field was named for 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, 1956. 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.


McMurdo is the center of American logistic and scientific activity in Antarctica. Its winter population of about two hundred and summer population of almost a thousand make it the largest base on the continent. Perched on volcanic hills on the southern tip of Ross Island, it has a severe climate, with an all-time recorded low of −59° F and with winds clocked as high as 155 miles an hour. Its black hills and roads give it the look of a mining camp.


The base looked as I had described it in Edge of the World.


The station, dark, its background hills dark also despite their mantle of snow, was much uglier than I remembered it to be, for now it lacked a benign covering of snow and ice. Porous volcanic rock was everywhere, crushed to gritty dust in the main roads. There were no streets, only lanes, unpaved, without sidewalks, gray, uneven. Littered as it was with much equipment, some of it on pallets—crates, cases, gas cylinders, sledges, huge fuel tires, generators, bulldozers, reels of heavy wire—the station suggested a wartime supply dump. One saw telephone poles, power lines and large silvery tubing on wooden trestles. The place was not without some color. In addition to green Jamesway huts there were rust structures, wine-colored ones and crimson boxlike plywood shacks. Towering over the station was the brown-gray heap of Observation Hill, a trail snaking up to the crest, on which stood the Polar Party Cross. At times you wanted to spread something over the hill’s embarrassing, ugly nakedness.


Building 166 was a large, blue, two-story prefabricated metal building with buff stripes and was set on heavy wooden timbers so that drift snow wouldn’t pile against it but would blow under and past it, and because it was cheaper and quicker to build in this manner than to drill into volcanic permafrost. There were eighteen separate rooms on the first floor and single rooms and a couple of dormitory rooms on the second, together with a lounge. A simple wooden stairway of six steps, with a wooden balustrade, stood at the main entrance. The Lodge was luxurious by comparison with most of the continent’s structures. At its main entrance were heavy, foyered double doors.


My room was spacious, had two closets, two single beds, a Formica-topped desk, an overhead light, a floor lamp, bed lamps, two red armchairs, red curtains to match, a coffee table, a linoleum floor and steam heat. One view out of the windows was of a row of red Nodwells (a large, heavy, tracked vehicle) parked on the southern side of the USARP garage across the road.


The Lodge (Building 166) was situated on the station’s eastern extremity. A little way south of it was the USARP administration building, known as the Chalet. The Chalet was a rare structure in Antarctica because it had a bit of style, even though it was imitation-Swiss. It sat on a hill above the helo pads and hangar. As you approached it from the Lodge you saw beyond it the sea ice of McMurdo Sound and the beautiful white cone of Mt. Discovery. To the right of the entrance door, in silver letters, was the legend: NATIONAL SCIENCE FOUNDATION.


[image: Image]


Standing on the Chalet’s small open porch, I noticed that the Richard E. Byrd Memorial, a bronze bust of Byrd on a polished black Norwegian marble pedestal, had been moved from the close vicinity of the chapel to an open space closer to the Chalet. It was donated by the National Geographic Society and was originally erected in October 1965. 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. 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. His narrative, Alone, 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.
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