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by Skip Novak, Great Lakes Station
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Mever having been pur off by rain, snow, mist and ice, 1
jlln}pﬁ! ar the chance o rake F.ﬂ.!'dga'r to this relarively untraveled
corner of the Southern Ocean. After a procracred. and ac rimes
painful, extraction of "health and safery’ guarancees as 1o our sea-
worthiness, the Beel's (BBC) lawyers finally gave their stamp of
approval a week before our proposed departure. This was a three
week mission, Stanley 1o Stanley, but it meant only cight days of
onsite filming - a rall order to make a 50-minute documentary. On
a Skype call the week before, my friend Chris Ellior, former caprain
of the British Anrarctic Survey's state of the arr rescarch vessel, the
James Clark Ross, warned me {from the comfort of his cotrage in
the Pyrences) that if a southerly wind persists we would be lucky
ter land anywhere on the south coast due 1o pack ice. Doubes abour

the whole project started creeping in,

William Speirs Bruce led the
Scottish National Expedition to
the Antarctic from 1902 to 1904.
It was the first truly scientific
expedition to the Antarctic.

On January 22, 2011, 1 Hew into Mount Pleasant Airport in the
Falkland Islands via Santiago, the film crew of five having arrived from
the UK earlier thar morning on the aptly coined “air bridge’ direct from
the UK via Ascension Island, We all met at the ‘FIPAS' main jetey, a
precarious loating military contraption left over after the 1982 war
with Argentina. Colin Murray’s mouth dropped open in shock and
horrar at the mere size of our ship — all of 54 feer. He was the direcror
and responsible for this gig, and it was immediacely clear o me that
maybe he hadn't done his homework. After we successfully stowed the
usual mountain of filming and personal equipment, he began 1o relax a
bir, seeing the possibilicy of it all before becoming increasingly anxious
abourt the prospect of imminent seasickness for himself and his ream as
the boar bobbed gemtly to the harbor swell, The next day we were due
to depart and the forecast was for a bumpy ride in a fresh southwesterly.

Only the cameraman had any sailing experience at all - a veteran of

Lake Windermere in Grear Britain’s Lake District.

William Speirs Bruce led the Scorrish National Expedition 1o
the Antarcric from 1902 o 1904. It was the first truly scienific

expedition to

William Speirs Bruce
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the Antarcric, withour the exploration bravado thar was large

part of previous expeditions south and of many that would follow

Articulating this stary for the film was che British housewives' TV

favorite Neil Oliver, When | ‘googled’ him, I read that his shoulder-
[

length, black, banny locks were insured for one million GBI (this

focused my mind - possibly [ could cur off a few inches while he

was asleep deathly seasick, and auction them lacer an eBay?). Joined

|'r'| cameraman Alastair McCormick, soundman |-||||i._- }-1|.'|||1 .|.I'|.-|l.'
afficer Jim McNeill, and "”"'""t"'- crew Chris Harris, we shoved off
on January .‘" :=:|'-L| |‘.'|.ll.{|.' OLUF Way to '_|1|_' OpCn sea ::'1:-(.|_j|:|1 a |}|_||_ i|1

Jsl'rkl'll':\\. l'il:ll,|||l_|_

duyring Brum': upnd:l.tion. ‘.tl:- was
oldest continuocusly mhtb.tnﬂ si

Within six hours, the yankee had been furled to juse shorr
of its clew patch and we were down to three reefs and our storm
staysail (always rigged and ready) and we pretry much stayed thar
way for the next four days. Yes, bumpy in the southwesterly wirh
the wind forward of the beam, but fast. We all survived the passage

down with no dramas and made landfall on Coronarion Island on

January 27 weaving our way through an obstacle course of bergy

birs and g|nu|c|\.. |||.|!'|'l_'|i|'.f:-: at the |

ht of a low sun illuminae ng:
bands of tabular bergs barricading the southern horizon. As always,

rst landtall in the Anrarcric is specrac ular, but let it be said, some
people more than others were glad ro lay off to the case under the

sourh coasr and inro Aarrer warer,




There are two installations on the South Orkneys = The Bricish

Antarctic Survey’s "Base Signy’ on Signy Island, an outlier under
the belly of the main Coronation lsland, and the Argentine’s Base
Orcadas further to east on Laurie Island. [t was evident chat che
film would be focused around Base Orcadas where Bruce's expe-

dition had wintered and set up a shore station to betver conduct

observations. In spite of ours being a "hercely Scottish’ project, i
was clear the proper protocol was to check in frst with BAS ar Base
Signy. Base Commander Marr Jobson was expecting us, having been
alerted through the BAS's headquarters in Cambridge. Luckily a few
bergs, no pack ice, and good visibility made things easy in finding

our way into the anchorage near the base,

Jeanie Bay

- —— — - — —
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We spent a very pleasant three days ar this compacr and very pro-
fessionally run research station. "We were happily received by Matt and
his team, consisting of bird |_1]r_||u§i_\.[ Derren Fox, entomaologist Roger
Warland (who had been studying the habits of one austeal insecr for the

last 25 years), rechnician Joe Corner, (just in from a vear on Bird Island,

South Georgia) and general assistant Ed McGaough, (just in from a winter
art ]'|;|_|||_':c Research Station on the Brune Ice Shelf in the Weddell Seal,
Three visiting Italian scientists, Michele, Luca and Roberto, were also

in summer residence studying permafrost when not cooking the pasta,

Many people find it hard 1o understand why young people in cheir
205 would want o .kp-.'r1r.|. in some cases, three sumimers and oo winters
straight time in the Antarctic. Ouside the Antarctic genre, this is langely
viewed as a ‘cop out’ from sociery. On the other hand, | can think of no
better way 1o set the scene for the rest of your life than to have time o
think and reflect and get your prioritics right first rime — by and large an
improbability, at best a gamble, with all the distractions and frivolities

young people are continually bombarded by roday.

sick on .'r":'|"..r_|}:.":'

Besides the meals together (the ltalians were se
when it was our turn), endless cups of tea and general natrer, the
high paint was the walk up over the island's spine and dawn a dry
glacier to the Chinstrap penguin colony where Neil helped Derren

mer quite a few for the camera. One of Derren’s jobs was to carch

over 200 Chinstrap chicks a week or two before they Hedged so he

could weigh them for their database.

”l!l"ll:_{hi?l'-ll our visit the weather held fine and we had a good look

ar the mountainous landscape that is usually under a blanker of low

cloud. We were nor entirely alone on the island. Nor far from Base Signy

stood an extensive tented camp for an American ham radio operator’s

Film crew heads
for landing at Bas

Orcadas

1-5,l-.|_-|_jiri.:;.|-| ._|_|Ppnr||_'d |,1:; the New Zealand motor vessel, Bray sheart. For

some unexplained reason, the BAS personnel did na fraternize wich

this expedition, so nor did we.

[his stop reminded me of the ‘good old days' when cpeps ek
: ¥i whe and shore

perst ynnel alike looked forward o the visits Antarctic cam araderie wa
LS u ANALCrIc Was

in force and the base pl.'mluncl took the time ta ki
- e to fave a yarn and, when



sold J1I.!i|:'||_'|' to cruise ship tourises) and a seasonal staff of four, They

recorded |i.L:II'|_|: stamps for 80,000 |:-i|_'|_'|_'_\. of post last season!

Mow it was on o Base Oreadas, only 40 miles away to the east on

Laurie Island. This massive Argentine installation lies on a low-lying,

dead-Har isthmus of shingle and beach stone only a few meters above sea
level. Viewed from above on the dry placier 1o the east, it is a singular

feature, a precarious ribbon of land \_ur1|:|_'|_|i|'_-:!_ the two halves of the

island. Scoria Bay lies to the south, which is the I:1|';_-r'¢ rred anchorage

used by ships to supply the base and provid

es an easy dinghy landing
an fine gravel. Uruguay Bay to the north would afford sca sheleer in a
howling southerly but looked forchoding. The steep beach, consisting

of medium to large size boulders, would have been a tricky landing even

an a fine day and was not inviting,

As expected, this station was quire a different venue; somewhan
melancholic, tidy enough, but complere with crumbling infrastructure

and peeling international arange paint on everything. It was staffed

almost exclusively by Argentine military personnel. In any event, they

were more than hospitable and obviously very chuft

d wich this being

a Scorrish and not a British project.

Skip Novak
unmasked

“._'.'l:'ull know the |.'\'|‘.I|| wration history and are aware of the present

how the Brirish establishment, in general, and Sir Clements Markham,

tug of war in the Sourh Atlantic over sovere

1Ty, Vi '-'L'I:ZI':Ill.:. eIy
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A

they waved good-bye ar the landing, it was with some regrer and not

sresident of the Roval Geographic Sociery, in particular, had Angers in
F ) P k }

relicf — or ar least we would like to think so. This is not the case roday on every expedition pie. Due to an enmity that is well documented in the

the more accessible bases on the peninsula proper, where yacht visies are archive of lerters berween Bruce and Markham, che British refused o

considered more of a nuisance due to the sheer volume of yacht and rour support and barely acknowledged Bruce's expedirion, which was evennually

ship traffic. This past season, more than 50 yachts were recorded having
visited Porr Lockroy, which is the de facto visitors' center — complee

with a British post ofhce, paraphernalia for sale {(several wons per season

funded entirely by Scoetish donors, And by God, when Bruce was finished
there in 1904, he ceded the “station” to the Argentine government! In

doing so, this set up the Argentine historical claim (in addition to their
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