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When I first mentioned this Antarctic trip to the headmistress and to the Chair of Governors 

back in February their immediate response was that this was an extraordinary opportunity 

and that I must go but under two conditions; firstly - come back, secondly – write a blog.  

Having been given my homework I set out jotting notes but the British Antarctic Survey, 

whose website I was meant to use as a platform, seemed to be looking for something short 

and punchy while I wanted to waffle on at great length. 

In the end, I have decided to keep a detailed diary, some sort of Antarctic Chronicles that 

will hopefully give you an insight into life at the South Pole. 

I will try to keep the instalments rolling in as regularly as possible yet forgive me if I 

sometimes lapse as my spare time is determined largely by the project workload – which, at 

present, is quite considerable.  

I will also attach photos and drawings, do not hesitate to forward me any questions you may 

have as there is bound to be someone here who knows the answer.  

I hope you enjoy these diaries, make sure you read them carefully as there will be a little 

test when I come back. 

I am missing all of you. Happy reading! 

Olivier   

 

 



 

LATEST NEWS: 

 

FAREWELL TO ANTARCTICA 

 

I hope you've had restful and enjoyable half-term. As for me, that's it, I am on my way 

home. We have now left the Weddell Sea, our ice breaking days are over. We made three 

attempts to reach the ‘Three Ronnies’ depot (which has a pleasing symmetry to it) but each 

time the ice defeated us and we had to retreat. Now we have run out of time, therefore 

heading North is the only option left. I feel really sad at saying goodbye to the ice and to this 

magical landscape of wandering icebergs and frozen seas. It also means we are now sailing 

the Southern Seas, not exactly renowned for their gentleness and the ship has become a lot 

quieter as people lay in their bunks looking green and wishing they were somewhere else.  

 

I'm ok so far, even when I'm cooking in the Galley (sounds great doesn't it?) but I'm still 

looking forward to treading on firm ground as we spend a day in Signy tomorrow. There is a 

very small base there and hopefully we'll see some wildlife. (Early risers got lucky this 

morning, we were treated to the spectacle of two humpback whales frolicking near the 

ship). The ship is due in Stanley on the 24th with a MOD flight on the 28th that should take 

me to Brize Norton the following day. I will keep you posted as to definite arrival date. Sad 

to leave but really keen to come back home and back to St Helen’s - I've been missing the 

buzz of school an awful lot and, if anything, this prolonged absence has made me realise 

how extraordinarily fortunate I was to work in such a great place with so many wonderful 

friends and colleagues. 

 

Please say "hello" to all the girls from me, I have missed their youthful energy and "joie de 

vivre" too. It's funny to live in a world where there aren't any children (it's quite restful 

actually but a lot more boring).  

 

So I am saying farewell to Antarctica, it has been an incredible adventure and I can't wait to 
share it with you back at school. 

Olivier - Galley Cook 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

 

Things here are moving faster than ever, I was told to pack my bags and be ready to go at 

short notice on Wednesday, Friday I was on the Shackleton. I'm not home yet though as we 

need to load some cargo and all the sea-ice is gone making it extremely difficult for the ship 

to moor. We will aim to make a drop at the depot known as the "Three Ronnies" if the ice 

allows it, then make our way towards the Falklands. I suspect I might be on this ship for 

some time. Cannot complain though as on my first day aboard we spotted a large pod of 

killer whales. One guy told me he'd been coming ‘down south’ for the past ten years and 

had never seen them before!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

WASP 

 

Taking the camp apart took surprisingly little time. The snow cat arrived at nine, by lunch 

time the tent was dismantled and in the process of being loaded up on one of two German 

sledges, together with all the contents of the walk-in fridge and freezer, the laundry, dry-

stores, kitchen and boot room. The worn-out sofas that had migrated from big red to the 

mess tent are now casually spread out on the ice at the front of the camp. Several people 

are sitting on them, bathing in the glorious sunshine, eating their pack lunch. I am shuttling 

between the remains of the camp and the WASP. This red metal box on skis is the main 

building left at Z6 now that all the modules, the garage and the Drewry have gone. It 

consists of two containers linked by a tiny makeshift suspended wooden bridge. The first 

container normally doubles up as a base for the field guides and as a storeroom for all their 

ropes, boots, crampons and assorted climbing paraphernalia. The second one houses a 

small genie-mech office and an electronics workshop. At least I think all those tools and 



workbenches have something to do with electronics, or electrics perhaps – at least I’m 

pretty sure it’s not woodwork.  

Next door to the WASP stands the generator, that great grumbling bear with a sore head, a 

couple of science cabooses, the weather balloon container and the tree house – a small 

caboose high on its stilts that houses four members of the science team. The other six 

residents of this shrunken camp share bedrooms carved out of the field guides container. 

Further afield, the CAS Lab (clean air sector lab) and the Super Darn (whatever it is) are 

slowly being taken apart and transferred to the main camp. And this is it. Our living quarters 

have therefore shrunk down to the size of a large living room in which there happens to be 

an angle grinder and a welding unit. My mission today is to turn this workshop into an 

inviting kitchen/dining room. A few bits of equipment are already in place: there is a tiny 

electric cooker, the sort of contraption my granny used to cook on, coiffed, somewhat 

ironically by a very large industrial strength extraction hood and a sink that is not plumbed 

in. The reason why the sink stands in its current state is that there are neither drains nor 

running water in the WASP. Which leads me neatly to the main subject of conversation 

between all the learned scientists who make up our little group, namely: the toilet seat. It’s 

a clever device that runs on rechargeable batteries and can be used anywhere. I will spare 

you the details, suffices to say that the workings of this ingenious, yet sometimes capricious 

device fuelled countless earnest, cheerful and ultimately edifying conversations at the 

dinner table, usually round about pudding time.  

Lack of water means that you’ll have to travel twenty-five kilometres and back across the 

ice-shelf to have a shower – this is clearly not going to happen every day. For drinking, 

cooking and washing up purposes we ferry endless jerry cans of water between the two 

stations – all in all it works rather well and as long as I keep the five meals a day rolling out 

everyone seems rather pleased with the arrangement. By lunch time I have a bench 

fridge/freezer in place, by dinner time two trestle tables are laid with tablecloth, surrounded 

by a dozen chairs. There is a folded paper napkin on every plate. We sit down as a large 

family, noisy and boisterous, ever careful not to trip over a power drill or some other tool 

which use I can only conjecture at. I suspect this is very much what wintering at Halley must 

be like, around fifteen people cooped up together in their little habitat, each of us going 

about his or her business to be reunited at meal times, all of us getting to know each other a 

little bit more intimately than we might perhaps have wished.  

Another quirky trait of the Wasp was its penguin colony, although “colony” might strike as 

rather an ambitious word to describe the grand total of three Adelaide penguins who 

waddled in the camp one day. They joined a previous resident, another Adelaide, who’d 

been busy moulting and making penguin noises at us in a kind of grumpy, bad tempered 

way we immediately found irresistibly endearing. We nicknamed him “Scruffy”, he stood as 

the un-official mascot of camp Z6. Together, Scruffy and his mates managed to keep most of 

the station awake by communicating loudly right under the Wasp, where they had elected 

to weather the ever- worsening climatic conditions. We all grumbled about Scruffy and his 



predilection for early morning vocalise yet we all felt sad and at a loss the day the heartless 

little scumbag abandoned us. Perhaps this was the sign we’d both be dreading and hoping 

for at the same time? Sign that it was time to leave this extraordinary place and head home.  

Still, there was a bit longer to go and I was determined to make the best of it. I would not 

start poring over photos of my children quite yet. Anyway, routine is a great way to divert 

your mind from intruding thoughts, mine began at seven thirty every morning when I would 

wrap up in all my orange layers (don’t the words “orange” and “layers” conjure up 

something weird, like a cross between an orange and an onion?), throw any goods I needed 

at the back of a box sledge (the wretched thing added ten minutes to my best commute 

time) and launch the skidoo on the Halley Motorway. At worse I’d overtake a pisten bully 

grooming the road or maybe I’d pass a colleague from Z6 on his way to the other camp, 

apart from that there was nothing but hundreds of miles of bleak, white desert around me. 

At first I found the commute exciting, exhilarating even, especially on a dazzling summer day 

when the light glances off the sastrugi. 

Towards the end though the weather started to deteriorate, contrast being constantly poor 

and the sun sulking behind heavy clouds, only rarely and reluctantly emerging from his 

cover. Going at speed on a skidoo you could just about glimpse the next flag in the 

continuous line of bamboo poles marking the motorway. My commuting time doubled as 

the pisten bullies weren’t able to go out as often to groom the road, resulting in a few 

unexpected bumps and troughs, nothing too dangerous yet scary enough if you were to ride 

blindly into them. In short, the commute was fast becoming a chore rather than a welcome 

perk. Yet, whenever I felt that way, all I had to do was bring to mind memories of former 

London or Paris journeys to find my fifty miles round trip at once imbued with renewed 

charm. We had a great time in the Wasp, including the visit of the big BAS bosses: Tim 

Stockings and Dame Jane Francis who shared dinner with us. As a token of their gratitude 

they’d brought chocolate penguins that we devoured after pudding (there is no such thing 

as eating too much chocolate in the Antarctic) – I wonder what Scruffy would have made of 

that? But our mascot was long gone and soon, so would we be. 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

FEBRUARY 7th 

I was in my element yesterday, as the British Antarctic crew let me fly a twin Otter 

plane! I was co-pilot as we flew over the sinister 'Halloween Crack' on a trip to reset hi-

tech GPS stations. The pilot coached me and actually let me pilot the plane for 10-

15 minutes in the most glorious weather. Absolutely out of this world. 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cracky McCrackface 

 

Special sit-rep at 10am. Our little camp is buzzing with wonder and excitement. The spirits 

are generally high. There remains only one module to tow away and the team could now do 

it with its eyes shut. We are going to wrap it all up way ahead of schedule and then, surely, 

we’ll throw a party or two. That was the plan anyway, perhaps this was a most southerly 

case of hubris but there was to be no happy ending. As John, the station leader, announced 

the news that the station was to be mothballed for winter the faces fell. It meant no winter 

season, no wintering team, no scientific research and all that for the first time in over fifty 

years. I must confess my unbounded admiration for the way in which the winterers took it 



on the chin. Having spent so long gearing themselves up for an eighteen month polar 

odyssey, they were now facing returning home after only a few weeks on the ice. What can 

one say to cheer them up? I can’t help reflecting that the whole thing is rather perverse; 

after all we have moved the station to safer ground, the mission has been accomplished, it 

is a success and quite a noteworthy one at that. So why should this evacuation (the term is 

frowned upon but that’s what it is) in any way diminish the team’s accomplishment? 

Perhaps because we are now such a close-knit team do we feel a particularly strong 

empathy towards our disappointed colleagues who will not be spending a long-awaited 

winter at Halley? Perhaps do we feel that we’ve been robbed of our glory as the news, 

rather than focusing on the success of the relocation project, will surely highlight the exodus 

from the Brunt ice-shelf instead?  Whatever the reason the week that followed proved flat 

and sullen, lacking in cheer and purpose. Yet, in true Antarctic fashion, the camp bounced 

back. There remained a couple of modules to transfer to the new site and two temporary 

camps to pack away, not to mention shutting everything down for the long winter. Our task 

was far from complete.  

But why did BAS take the decision to leave the base in the first place? Chasm 1 was the 

reason for the relocation but the steady crevasse, while threatening to cut us off in the long 

term, was in no way an immediate danger. No, this time the real villain was another crack, 

one that was discovered on the 31th November 2014, hence earning itself the sinister 

nickname of “Halloween Crack”. This crevasse originated at the “Rumples”, a rugged 

outcrop which acts as an anchor for the whole Brunt ice-shelf. From there, the crack is 

gouging a 150 metre deep channel at the staggering speed of 500 metre per day. “You 

would not want to stand close to it” says Jan, the team’s glaciologist. As a matter of fact I 

would love to, just imagine the pictures you could take! Luckily the Halloween crack is 

running more or less parallel to the base, the danger comes from the fact that, at some 

point in the not too distant future, Jan’s computer modelling tells us that it will give birth to 

a huge iceberg, an iceberg so big it risks destabilising the whole ice shelf, hence our hasty 

departure. All in all a disappointing end to the season for some but you don’t argue with 

icebergs. As a matter of fact you don’t argue with much that the Antarctic throws at you, be 

it the cold, the wind, the darkness or the blinding light. It is quite humbling to realise that in 

spite of our dizzying technological achievements Mother Nature is still able to swat us like 

puny insects. The great thing about insects however is that they can fly, in our case thanks 

to the unlikely named “twin Otter”, a little plane made by the Canadian ‘De Haviland’ 

company. BAS owns three of them as well as two “Dash 7” an even smaller airplane that can 

land pretty much anywhere. Every summer, as a special treat, a select few get to co-pilot 

one of those planes. This is usually the prerogative of the outgoing winterers or of visiting 

VIP. Or you can, as in my case, get obscenely lucky. It was a textbook example of being in 

the right place at the right time. (Ok, I also blackmailed my manager by threatening to take 

all chocolate off the menu if she didn’t somehow get me on the wretched plane – I find luck 

works even better with a little helping hand sometimes and it is an incontrovertible fact that 

no woman can live without chocolate for very long). This is how I found myself aboard the 



mythical little red plane, in the company of Ollie - the pilot - three scientists and a field 

guide. It was a glorious Antarctic day, the sun high and dazzlingly bright in a completely 

cloudless sky. Our aim was to visit and reset three “Life of Halley” stations. The “Life of 

Halley” project, or LoH as it is better known, consists of a network of highly sensitive GPS, 

whose accuracy is measured in mm. There are eleven of them monitoring the velocity of the 

ice shelf around Halley and a further five stations are due in by plane any day now, to be 

deployed before the exodus. Apart from the GPS themselves the rest of the technology is 

satisfyingly low key – always a good point in Antarctica where you need simple things that 

can be easily fixed when they break down. There are a couple of standard car batteries 

ensconced in two large, well-padded wooden boxes that must be dug out, tested and re-

buried once a year. A small solar panel and a wind turbine provide the energy necessary to 

keep the batteries topped up while a pair of aerials held in place by a few dead men help 

beam the information across the icy wastes. A dead man, by the way, is a mountaineering 

term for a supporting rope held by a piece of plank buried in the ice. All you need to put one 

in place is a shovel, a length of rope, a small rectangular piece of wood with a hole in its 

centre and a bog-iron. A dead man properly set up is almost impossible to shift, as witness 

those holding all the LoH’s stations together through the harsh Antarctic winter. And if you 

also wonder what a bog iron is then picture a long wooden shaft with a square metal blade 

at one end and a loop of string at the other, some kind of polar shepherd’s crook used for 

sounding the ice and setting up dead men, among other things. I am pleased and almost 

absurdly proud to announce that I am now able to sink a perfectly sound dead man, 

although how useful such a skill might prove to be in an Oxfordshire back garden - I wonder.  

Like so many things in Antarctica the maintenance of the LoH stations seemed to require 

one thing above all: a hefty dose of digging and shovelling of ice. The aerials, buried by the 

winter storms, need to be raised and secured (enter the dead men) the boxes need to be 

dug out, the batteries they contain tested and the whole wretched thing buried again (in 

another hole!!!) the perimeter needs to be re-established, you check that the aerials are 

emitting and receiving whatever micro-waves scientists use for this kind of stuff (please 

forgive me for showing off my deep grasp of all things scientific here) and BINGO! LoH1 or 4 

or whichever one it happens to be is good and ready to go for another year. The stations are 

quite spread out and most of them will require a day out on skidoo but the Halloween crack 

– displaying an utter and complete lack of respect for the science at work - has cut off 

several stations with its brazen dash across the ice, leaving them stranded on the wrong end 

of the crack where they can now only be reached by plane. And this is precisely where we 

are today, merrily digging away in the most pristine and breath taking landscape. Three 

stations means we have to land and to take off as many times, which is great. Ollie is a 

charming young lad who has promised us a bit of a jolly by flying over the rumples, along 

the coast, down a few bays and right over the Halloween crack before heading home. I 

travelled at the back on the way out as the field guide needed to be able to take a peek at 

the ice to decide whether it was safe for us to land.  



On the way back though I am flying in the cockpit as acting co-pilot. There are screens and 

dials everywhere, all rather basic and workmanlike; imagine the dashboard of an old Land-

Rover Defender at the power of ten and you won’t be too far off. But the feeling is 

something else altogether. Especially when, having given me a crash course (pun 

unintended) on how to fly the plane Ollie hands the controls over to me. WOHAAA!! I once 

flew a microlight many years ago which I found to be quite a terrifying experience but this is 

really exhilarating. Driving my little Mini will never feel the same again I’m afraid. I must try 

and convince Tom Peeke to get rid of those trundling coaches to replace them with a fleet 

of ‘Twin Otters’ sporting the school colours (No need to worry about recruitment any more, 

every single girl in the country will want to join St Helen’s – guaranteed).  

The best things must come to an end and, as we approach the landing strip, I grudgingly 

hand over the commands to Ollie who possesses the notable advantage over yourself truly 

that he is actually capable of landing this plane.   

Still, it doesn’t hurt to dream and there, for fifteen minutes, I got promoted from perilous 

French driver to Antarctic pilot.  

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

THE STORM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



“No skidoo travel under further notice” – the by now familiar bad weather warning. Down 

here there can be several reasons to forbid vehicle use, the most common being poor 

contrast. This is a concept that is difficult to grasp unless you’ve experienced it; everyone 

here takes it extremely seriously as people driving skidoos in this type of weather have been 

known to crash into wind tails or plunge straight down ditches and crevasses just 

centimetres away from their front bumpers. In order to process an image - what we 

commonly call “seeing” - our brain uses contour and colour. Under normal latitudes you can 

guarantee that one of these parameters at least will always be available for our brain to 

build an image out of. In Antarctica, however, everything is both flat and entirely white. Not 

a problem when the sun is shining but if its light happens to be hidden by clouds you find 

yourself at once in an unnerving landscape that is luminous yet entirely devoid of relief or 

salient features of any kind. Mounds and troths are still there of course but because they’re 

white and there is no light bouncing off them they literally melt into the greater whiteness 

surrounding them. Everything becomes milky white and flattened, you cannot tell where the 

sky and the ground begin or end, you can’t even tell, when stepping forward, if your foot is 

going to hit a knoll or sink down a hole. Definitely not the kind of weather where you would 

take one of the dozers out for a ride. However it’s not contrast that is the problem today, 

it’s a storm. We’ve had a couple of those earlier on this season, nothing too serious, this is 

summertime in Antarctica after all, but this one proved to be something else altogether. The 

ban on motorised travel means we are cut off from Z6A which is now the main base with all 

the bulldozers, the garage and about thirty pairs of hands to face the storm. There’s only ten 

of us at Z6, one of whom is concussed after charging head first into a metal frame. He’s 

resting in the WASP, at the other end of the camp. Just getting there, a mere fifty metres 

away, is a major expedition: you need to cover every inch of flesh, including your face, and 

take a radio with you as you cannot see from one end of the camp to the other. Toing and 

froing is kept to a minimum as people congregate in the mess tent where ice and wind seem 

hell bent on reducing our shelter to smithereens. The gale is howling at the rate of thirty-

five to forty knots per hour with peaks of fifty knots during the night. This is as fierce as 

anything you could expect to endure in the middle of winter. I am so pleased! A bona fides 

Antarctic storm and I’m right in it. Fondly enough the incessant pelting of ice hitting the 

canvas of the tent sounds as if it was pouring down with rain, a strange feeling since it never 

rains down here. As the storm rages unabated our tent finds itself buried under a sheer wall 

of snow. The fabric is stretched to the limit, the plastic portholes are snowed under and the 

canvas is beginning to bulge inwards in a rather alarming way. It’s time to go out and dig.  

And digging is what we will be doing for the next two days. Taking it in turn, we go out as 

small parties, swaddled in bad weather gear (ie. We’re wearing most of our issue kit – a 

mere fifteen kilos I reckon) armed with shovels, what little of our faces can be glimpsed 

behind hood and goggles set in a grim, determined mask. I have to admit that I quite enjoy 

digging. Especially in the autumn when the earth is moist and you break off great clumps of 

dark, heavy soil, rich with the promise of many springs to come. I’m less sure about digging 

out a tent in the middle of an Antarctic storm though. The mess tent is seven foot high, forty 



feet long and almost entirely buried. We are desperately trying to relieve the pressure on 

the canvas by digging a trench all along the tent. It’s hard enough at the beginning when 

you’re level with the trench and the wind is blowing every single shovel back in your face, 

but once you’ve dug down a few feet and you have to hoist your spade above your head 

with so much ice stuck to your goggles you’re in effect working blind the whole exercise 

tends to lose some of its charm. It’s backbreaking work, your fingers freeze while the rest of 

your body starts sweating profusely under all those layers, the ice sticks to the shovel so you 

have to scrape it off by hand and as fast as you dig the merciless wind fills it all back in with 

a breezy indifference verging on brazen provocation. No one can sustain this level of 

enjoyment for very long, half an hour is good, an hour is about the maximum, after which 

we retreat to the relative warmth of the tent, drink plenty of hot tea and rest for a couple of 

hours before heading out again. What bothers me most is the fact that you cannot see what 

you’re doing. The ice sticks to your goggles and no manner of scrapping will get rid of it. You 

end up working like some kind of demented terminator, shovelling snow on yourself as 

much as out of the trench while what little ice you manage to scoop out is blown back in 

before you’ve even finished scraping it off your spade. All in all it’s a pretty dispiriting 

business although I am gaining a whole new perspective on the Danaids’ torment – those 

sadistic Ancient Greek crones certainly knew what they were doing. At least our spirits are 

good, one side of the tent now has a big rent in it that we’ve patched up with a trestle table 

lashed against the metal frame with multi-coloured ratchets of all descriptions. It looks both 

garish and cheerful, like some Christmas decoration gone spectacularly wrong. Other 

breaches are beginning to appear and there is now a major leak right above our dining 

table. Luckily our lounge area is miraculously unscathed, we move the dining table over 

there and eat in silence as everyone’s too knackered for idle chat. Today was going to be my 

day off, the first one for nearly two weeks now as I’m the only chef left at the camp. The 

twat who said that a change is as good as a rest has clearly never done much snow 

shovelling, I feel absolutely washed out and the wind is still howling merrily outside. We 

decide to sally forth one last time before crashing in our respective bunks. Neither of us 

should require much rocking tonight.  

Day two is a repeat of day one albeit with aching arms and a certain, resigned sense of deja-

vu. Still, our efforts seem to be paying off, we’ve managed to dig quite an impressive trench 

along the perimeter of the tent. It’s about six feet deep and walking down there feels like 

entering an icy canyon. The good thing is that this wall shelters you from the wind, the bad 

thing is that you have to fling the snow five feet high above your head. Luckily, by mid-

afternoon time the storm begins to slack a little. The tent is badly bruised but still standing, 

we decide to stop digging and start dismantling the camp instead as a snow cat is expected 

tomorrow with a gang of workers who are going to pack away the whole thing while some 

heavy machinery will dig the tent out in no time at all. 



Day three brings a much welcome change of scenery, the storm has blown itself out and a 

dazzling sunshine baths the ice-shelf. In the distance, trundling along the Halley motorway, a 

bulldozer makes his way from Z6A, thus heralding the end of our digging effort.  

Maybe I’m growing soft in my dotage but I never thought I’d be so glad to see a bulldozer. 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

FEBRUARY 

 
A quick update on what is becoming an ever more changeable situation.  
 
Twelve of us are now left at camp Z6, where we are getting buried under vast amounts of 
snow. The storm started on Sunday evening, our genie mac just about managed to make it 
home from the other camp, we have been cut off ever since, the winds are blowing at a 
force of just under 40 knots (a knot equals 1.8Km) with spikes of 55 knots last night. We all 
exhausted ourselves yesterday trying to dig out the tent, but there's too much tent and not 
enough of us, so we had a pizza night and all went to bed early. Today is even worse, one of 
us is concussed and the tent is beginning to split in two places at least. We've lashed planks 
of wood with our strongest ratchets on the inside of it to prevent the snow from piling in, 
but I fear it might only be a matter of time before the canvas gives up the fight. Today is my 
first day off in twelve days but there's not much rest on the horizon, as all motorised traffic 
is impossible and we started taking the camp apart.  
 
After lunch we went out again to dig in the blizzard, my nearest buddy is only three or four 
metres away from me, yet I can hardly see him. Everything is powdery white and the wind is 
relentless, no matter how much we shovel it, it all blows back in within minutes. I now 
understand fully the meaning of the saying about the futility of shovelling snow while it's 
still snowing. It's an exhausting business, shovelling in the cold and the wind with hardly any 
visibility as our goggles get caked with spray.  
 
After an hour of heavy digging, you stagger back covered in ice and drenched with sweat. I 
think it's fair to say I've had easier days off in my life! Still, it feels like the right thing to be 
doing down here. Once the storm abates we'll be able to dig out the tent with one of the 
bulldozers and pack the whole thing off. I will then be cooking for a dozen scientists in the 
WASP container, while sleeping over at Z6A and commuting the 24km by skidoo every day.  
 
We are down to one atmospheric scientist and with the two camps to pack and ship off in 
the middle of a storm it's all gone a bit frantic down here.  
 
The Adelie penguin on the picture below is ‘Scruffy’; he is moulting and bad tempered and 
has adopted our camp. We keep bumping into him and even had to carry him bodily off the 
skiway so that planes could land. He seems like a fitting mascot for our camp in that he has 
clearly seen better days! 



 
Our spirits are good though and the storm shouldn't last forever 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scruffy 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

JANUARY 24TH 

 

The ‘Ernest Shackleton’ is due in on the 6th February and we should board for the Falklands 
on the 14th February. En route we'll be dropping a couple of Pisten Bullies at Neumayer, the 
German station, before catching a MOD flight back to Brize Norton. I haven't got exact dates 
and probably won't have any for a while as most of this travel depends on what the weather 



is doing, but I think I should be back in the UK towards the end of February. I will keep you 
informed and I'll report back to work as soon as I'm back home. 

 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

TRACTION CITY 

In Antarctica, everything is dynamic. Things are always on the move, either up or down, as in 
the case of the modules and various cabooses that require to be jacked up after the long 
polar winter or they slide towards the sea, slowly but inexorably as the pressure of millions 
of tons of ice from the heart of the continent pushes out the ice cap towards the Southern 
Ocean. With time, the ice is pushed away from the rocky foundation of the Antarctic 
continent and spreads over the sea, forming what we call an ice-shelf. Some of those ice-
shelves are huge, the two largest ones, the Ross ice-shelf and the Ronne ice-shelf are both 
about the size of France, the Brunt ice-shelf, from where I write, is roughly the size 
of Cambridgeshire. Eventually the weight of those ice-shelves becomes too much for the 
water to bear evenly and they start breaking up. It’s called calving and this is how icebergs 
are born. 

Just as the ice-shelves are huge, so are the icebergs. The one currently in the process of 
calving on the Larsen ice- shelf is the size of Wales (NB. Not the size of A whale). This growth 
of the ice-shelf, followed by the calving of icebergs is a perfectly natural phenomenon, it is 
also the reason we are here as an almighty crack has quite recently awakened in the Brunt 
ice-shelf threatening to send us seaborne. In fact, there are two cracks now, the 
dramatically named Chasm 1 and the even more alarming sounding “Halloween crack” 
discovered three years ago, on the 11th November. It is also known as “Cracky MacCrack 
face” which tells you all you need to know about it. The Halloween crack, though moving at 
breakneck speed (around five hundred metres a day) is no direct threat to Halley as it runs 
North of the station from the rumples to the ocean. It might well affect the station at some 
point in the future however, as once the crack gives birth to a very large iceberg, the whole 
movement of the Brunt ice-shelf will alter in a way we are not yet able to predict. 

But the real baddy here is Chasm 1, a known crack that kicked back into life in 2012 in 
Halley’s back garden and has been growing at the rate of 1,7km/year. As of October 2016, 
the station was only 6km from its gaping maw, with Chasm 1 threatening to cut off the base 
and send it adrift on fifty square kilometres of ice berg. I am hugely grateful for Chasm 1, 
because without it I might never have made it to the Antarctic. As it is, BAS was left with no 
choice, the station had to be moved to safety or face becoming seaborne. Of course, in a 
way, we are already afloat on the Southern Ocean, if you dig deep enough under the 
modules you will eventually reach the sea, but that’s 230 metres of ice to go through, 
enough to make you forget you’re not actually on firm ground at all. 



The ice-shelf at the new location is only about 150 metres thick, however it is on the safe 
side of the crack. It can’t be too close to the land mass either as the number of crevasses 
increases dramatically the nearer you get to the continent. Real estate in Antarctica turns 
out to be a prickly problem. Moving large buildings is nothing new down here, the summer 
accommodation, the garage, the waste platform, all of them are fitted with huge white 
metal skis so they can be dragged by a bulldozer. Actually, six bulldozers, or to be more 
accurate: two bulldozers, two John Deere tractors and two Pisten Bullies. The hulking green 
frame of the tractors go in front, followed by the Bullies - two sleek red beasts, the dirty-
yellow, battle scarred bulldozers bringing up the rear. It’s an awesome sight to see them all 
rigged up, pulling those red metal containers. Of course, they are not towed over great 
distances, merely dragged out of their snow bunkers at the end of winter and moved onto 
flat ground. This time round though they must travel 24km inland to the new site, to say 
nothing of the modules. Even the garage pales in comparison with those bad boys. The blue 
pods weigh around 130 to 140 tons each, while ‘Big Red’ weighs in at a mean 230 tons. The 
good news is that the pulling power required to get those babies moving represents only a 
fraction of their total weight; 10 tons of torque should suffice to tow one of the blue pods, a 
bulldozer could do it on its own. 

I must confess I approached the whole towing business in a very naïve way. When I first 
learned of this relocation project I pictured a large tractor lashed to a metal chain pulling 
the whole station like a toy train with smiley scientists waving from the module windows. 
The reality turned out to be a much slower, rather protracted business. First each module 
needs to be decommissioned, that is all services must be disconnected, water drained off 
pipes, tanks emptied, mysterious things isolated and so on; all that work goes on almost 
unnoticed as most of this stuff is located in the under croft, the underbelly of the beast – 
this is because, by international consensus, any vital piece of engineering must be located 
somewhere nigh inaccessible (just try and change a head light on your car if you don’t 
believe me). Once the various tribes of engineers have finished rummaging in the cellar, the 
modules are disconnected from each other, ready to be pulled. 

Stage two consists in lowering them to their lowest setting so as to minimise the pressure 
on the legs. That’s when the steelies move in with oversized spanners to fix huge metal 
braces and big red metal chains they string diagonally between the modules’ legs. Those 
poor blue pods, that in spite of their bulk, looked so graceful balanced on their white stilts, 
now appear squat and brutish, like a chain gang of convicts awaiting deportation. They will 
be pulled by three vehicles, a Pisten Bully in front and two bulldozers at the rear, the whole 
strange carriage chugging along the ice road all the way to Z6A. 

A lot of work has gone into grooming this road, the ice must be crunched then levelled and 
compacted to enable the modules to glide easily and unimpeded. This is not unlike painting 
the Forth Bridge, as Antarctica has a stubborn and relentless propensity to bury just about 
everything. Every burst of bad weather brings out the “Bullies” for another round in their 
never-ending fight to clear the road while the men in charge cast beady eyes over various 
weather forecasts. The first module was due to move a few days before Christmas Eve, but 
the weather having decided otherwise, the whole project had to be postponed until after 
relief had been completed. Never mind, we were still ahead of schedule and everyone was 
in high spirits as we gathered on the 1st January to witness the long-awaited departure. 



Although there is constant daylight during the Antarctic winter, the temperature does tend 
to drop four or five degrees during what we would call ‘night-time’. This makes it a better 
time to travel as the ice will be firmer; mushy ice, in which the heavy pods might get bogged 
down, is to be avoided at all cost. The place is a hive of activity. While the three towing 
vehicles are being checked and re-checked before being checked yet again, another two 
dozers arrive on the scene and position themselves at the back of the module, ready to give 
it a push to help with take-off. Steelies are screwing huge bolts, like giant, colourful pieces 
of Meccano; engineers are fixing various monitors to check how much pressure is applied to 
each leg and two guys tower high above the scene taking shots from the cherry picker. The 
BBC is busy filming the proceedings; a drone patrols the skies and skidoos are zipping all 
over the place while John, the station leader, is handing out pack lunches to the drivers. 
Those guys have been picked for their steadiness – though it’s not what you might think. 
The journey is 24km long, traveling at two to three kilometres an hour, and once the convoy 
is on the move it cannot stop. This means ten to twelve hours at the steering wheel and no 
toilet break! That’s what I meant by steady. At least each driver has a pee bottle. Isn’t the 
Antarctic fun?! 

The journey is not only trying for the men. None of the vehicles has a tank big enough to 
cover the distance. As a result BAS has had to design its own en route refuelling system. 
Don’t ask me how it works; I managed to put the wrong fuel in my skidoo and have 
therefore clearly proved myself completely lacking in mechanical fibre. Getting the towing 
machines in place seems to take forever. Ben, the head of vehicles, strides up and down the 
line of bulldozers; with his hood pulled up, his stiff gait and his yellow Hi-Viz overalls, he 
looks uncannily like a transformer; I’m half expecting him to morph into some awesome 
traction engine and tow all the modules at once all the way to Z6A. 

The weather is good today, with decent contrast, if only we could get going - but rumour 
has it that there is a last technical hitch to sort out – no one seems too sure what it is,  but 
I’ve got a hunch there might be a packed lunch missing, those things are very finely tuned. 
There has been such a relentless build up to this move that our expectations have soared 
through the roof, I, for one, am looking forward to an epic contest between a huge, grumpy, 
stubborn, ice-bound module and a gang of filthy, battered, puny - yet eventually victorious 
bulldozers - grinding and roaring heroically in a blizzard of splintered ice and swirling snow, 
the huge structure straining and creaking angrily before lurching forward in a heart -rending 
scream. 

You can therefore imagine my disappointment when the module suddenly glides away, 
without as much as a jolt, leaving in its wake the black plastic sheets that had been tucked 
under the skis to prevent them from freezing to the ground – like discarded sandals casually 
tossed aside, the discalced giant sliding away in eerie silence. The management, on the 
other hand, seems extremely pleased with this sneaky exit. What can I say? It’s well known 
they have precious little sense of poetry. Joke apart, everybody’s absolutely delighted, this 
is what we’ve come here to do and at long last we’re doing it. As the module proceeds along 
the ice-road we are treated to a succession of extraordinary images. The first one is of the 
blue module all braced up, surrounded by an expectant, partly anxious – partly over-excited 
crowd. It feels as if Her Majesty the Queen ought to be here to unleash the beast and send it 
on its maiden voyage by flinging a bottle of bubbly against its prow. 



A few hundred yards later and we are now squarely on the cast of a Mad Max movie, with a 
gigantic lone vehicle racing along a deserted road with hordes of wild, tribal skidoos hot in 
pursuit. The dirty, armoured dozers, their scarred hides covered in weal, grunt and groan, 
urged forward by hairy men in outlandish attire and strange tattoos, while psychotic skidoos 
piloted by bearded maniacs wearing pompom hats ride hard on their trail. It’s all very 
entertaining, but my favourite view is that of the module slowly edging out of view as it is 
swallowed by the immaculate whiteness of the Antarctic. Both surreal and strangely, 
unexpectedly poetic – no, not poetic perhaps – dreamlike rather. Like some strange vision 
unfolding against a vast, pristine canvas. Once the convoy has disappeared over the horizon 
everyone gathers in the Mess tent. Some will be back on the road to accompany the 
module, but as it is moving at a snail’s pace there is time for a hot drink and a maybe a 
snack. People are comparing photos, videos, and experiences, it’s nearly midnight and 
everyone’s wide-awake. Success tastes good. A few days later it’s the turn of the summer 
accommodation –  the ‘Drewry’ – to travel south. The easiest way to transport its thirty-six 
residents from Z6 to Z6A is to tow them inside the dormitory. We’ve supplied them with 
packed lunches (it’s a bit like school here, as long as people are fed at regular intervals the 
rest of the curriculum takes care of itself) plus they’ve got a trashy movie or two to watch in 
order to keep their inquiring minds alert and engaged. The reason six vehicles are needed 
for the Drewry and for the garage when it takes only three to pull the bigger, heavier 
modules, is that the skis on both structures are of a different design. The underside of the 
module’s skis are coated with a non-stick, glass-like material that improves greatly its 
skidding ability; it clearly works, the dozers have been able to blaze away at the positively 
dizzying speed of six kilometres per hour. It might not seem much, yet it’s three times faster 
than the expected forecast; as a result the dreaded twelve hour commute has now been cut 
down to just over four hours, barely enough time to wolf down your packed lunch and 
you’re home! 

All these modules constantly on the move remind me of Phillip Reeves’ brilliant series 
‘Mortal Engines’ where, in a post-apocalyptic world, hunting cities roam the plains, 
mounted on huge skis or giant trackwheels, battling against each other and the anti-traction 
league. Do read those books if you haven’t yet discovered them, they are brilliant and the 
Halley relocation looked uncannily like a faithful (and rather good) movie adaptation with its 
roaming behemoths, overhead drones and exotic cast of characters. With the Drewry gone, 
we have reached a tipping point, both sites are now of an equal size and we’ve become a lot 
less busy. It’s a relief as cooking five meals a day and baking every single loaf of bread for so 
many people out of one single oven was not always plain sailing. Over the next two weeks 
the other modules were to follow suit, with the bridge being the most technically 
challenging; ‘Big Red’, the biggest, baddest, heaviest and most iconic; while the last one was 
by far the most emotional. When it trailed away along the now well-travelled road to Z6A 
some winterers were caught shedding a tear and I must confess I felt a pull at the heart as I 
gazed at the empty ice bank where the station used to nestle. 

All of a sudden, we are left without the one outstanding landmark for hundreds of miles, the 
background to our daily life here, at Halley. It’s surprising too how exposed and vulnerable 
we feel, with the reassuring bulk of the station now gone and only a few shipping containers 
plus a handful of tents between us and the Antarctic weather. Yet we felt confident, almost 
triumphant, we’d done it after all. We’d moved the darned thing. But Antarctica is a harsh 



land, everything here comes at a cost and no sooner had we completed the mission, the ice 
was to exact its toll. Just as in ‘Mortal Engines’, all was not to end well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

JANUARY - ANTARCTIC BEAUTY  

I often wish you were here girls, even just for a few instants. I would love you to experience 

the feeling of exhilaration one feels on the ice. Let me see if I can take you there, albeit 

clumsily, as my prose seems a rather bland, inadequate medium to translate the might and 

the splendour of this frozen land. If I peek out of the Mess tent window where I am writing 

this morning, the light makes me squint – it is a glorious polar morning. Step outside and the 

light becomes dazzling as it bounces off the ice. You cannot keep your eyes open without 

strong sunglasses (which is kind of cool until you want to take some pictures). Whereas 

places like the Antarctic peninsula, where the main British Base is situated, are stunning in a 

picturesque way, with snow covered peaks rising from the shore (it is often aptly described 

as the Alps by the sea)  - Halley is not pretty or scenic. For a start there is nothing to see, this 

corner of the continent being devoid of landmark of any kind, apart from the coast where 

the “rumples” give birth to a succession of small creeks all the way down to Windy Bay.  

Inland however the ice stretches flat for hundreds if not thousands of miles in every 

direction, the sky above - vast, bigger even than the huge African skies I had the chance to 

witness over the plains of the Masai Mara. The clouds feel dense and heavy, they do not 

glide the way they do in the UK, instead they hover, sultry and brooding, split from the 

sleek, glistening sheet of ice below by a thin line of bright blue sky, a deep azure streak 

drawn across the horizon. The ice itself, though rock hard and many hundreds of metres 

thick feels fragile and delicate, especially where its sparkly crust has been breached, 

revealing the pale blue luminescence below, an ethereal cerulean glow of exquisite delicacy, 

like a coloured shiver rippling softly under your feet. It is so beautiful as to bring tears to 

your eyes (if not the cold surely will).  

Interestingly the climate brings another dimension to the landscape, the way the cold hugs 

you, squeezing your lungs, shortening your breath, as if all this frozen space around you was 

pressing on your body to make you realise how puny and inconsequential you are – 

incongruous even, in this polar immensity. I suspect this is not the kind of beauty that would 

appeal to everyone. Not pretty, tame or charming but raw, wild and ferocious. Beauty here 

is a demanding and exacting mistress. It takes as much as it gives and it doesn’t yield its 

treasures willingly. What strikes me is how much a landscape of the mind this is; for me 

Antarctica is not so much what you see, as what you imagine. The ice offers its pristine 

sweep as some giant canvas on which to project whatever dreams of beauty and ravishment 

may lurk within our crowded, dusty modern souls. Antarctica makes some people think, it 

makes others marvel - mostly it makes me dream.  Like that day a bird flew by. There are no 

animals here apart from ourselves and the odd wandering penguin (they follow the line of 



black oil drums that stretches to the creeks in the belief that they’re other penguins, thus 

reaching the base where they hang around aimlessly for a while before disappearing again). 

It was one of those overcast days where the boundaries between sky and ice are so blurred 

as to make you feel you might be walking within a huge snowball; contrast was poor, forcing 

me to walk with care, a foot at a time, unable to pick out relief or contours. Then, out of the 

white, a single laconic, melancholy call. A storm petrel. Entirely wreathed in white, clad in 

fragile, pallid elegance, storm petrels are achingly beautiful at the best of time but there, 

suspended in mid-air, a fleeting, fluttering angelic apparition of the purest white against the 

suddenly grey-looking background, it felt like a divine sign, some glimpse of the splendour to 

come. What would I bring back from this strange place I wondered? The glaring white of a 

snow petrel perhaps? The delicate blue of the ice surely. White and blue, the colours of the 

Antarctic.  A land that makes people ponder, marvel and wonder. 

But mostly Antarctica makes me dream… 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

JANUARY - SATURDAY NIGHT FEVER 

 

Having pinched the title of this chapter from a well-known seventies film, I feel I ought to at 

least acknowledge my borrowing and perhaps say a thing or two about the said film: 

whatever you do girls, do not under any circumstances waste two hours of your life 

watching this drivel! Ok, done. Now back to Antarctica.  There is a long tradition of 

entertainment in polar exploration and you’ll be glad to hear that it is still alive and well. The 

caveat being that the only entertainment available here is the kind that you are willing and 

able to contribute yourself. In our age of disproportionate leisure expectations this might 

seem somewhat daunting. Not so. Place a disparate bunch of people of all ages, 

backgrounds and beard length in a remote, quasi inaccessible camp, take away their mobile 

network, cut down their bandwidth to risible levels and make sure that there is not a single 

decent restaurant within a 2000km radius and lo and behold those guys are having a 

wonderful time! The great thing is that it doesn’t take much, a quiz night, a ceilidh, a 

penguin race and everybody’s happy.  

Due to the nature of the work, lots of people are always milling about base; starting their 

shift, coming off duty, moving between camps etc. But on a Saturday night there is a 

definite “demob happy” feeling permeating the camp; conversations seem a bit louder, 

laughs are higher pitched, there is a steady transhumance towards the showers where 

hirsute men groom wayward beards before putting on their best checked shirt. The day 

ends at seven o’clock, dinner is at eight. Soon people start streaming in, sharing a beer, 

hanging around the servery (people here seem to be constantly hungry). But tonight is a 

special evening, it is Christmas Eve. Or rather it was Christmas Eve about a week ago. As 



Christmas coincides with the ship relief - celebrations are put on hold until the ship has gone 

and everyone can enjoy a couple of well-earned days off.  

They call it “Fakemas”, which doesn’t strike me as the best word ever invented, surely 

“Latemas” would have been more appropriate. Whatever it’s called I am enjoying this day 

tremendously. Vicky and I are working flat out in the kitchen as we have sixty hungry souls 

to feed, but the feeling round the base is so festive that it hardly feels like work at all. A 

gang of sparkies hang Christmas lights the whole length of the tent, the wonderful SSA team 

(Station Service Assistants) decorate tables with hessian bags and crackers, someone in the 

dry store is rehearsing ‘Silent Night’ on the trombone, while a human chain moves endless 

crates of beer and bottles of wine up and down the corridor. And all the time at least three 

different Christmas songs seem to be playing at once. The whole endeavour feels very much 

like some kind of huge dysfunctional family coming together for a hell of a party. We don’t 

have half the stuff we need to celebrate Christmas, but this is Antarctica, what we don’t 

have we simply make ourselves, like the Christmas tree the plumbers have rigged out of 

copper tubes. The fairy’s head is made out of a pressure gauge. Back in the UK Saatchi and 

co would pay a fortune for this kind of stuff.  

Meanwhile people keep turning up in ever increasingly outlandish attire; I am proudly 

wearing my knitted penguin hat, Nick is displaying the gaudiest jacket I have ever seen and 

the women suddenly and quite magically look like women again in their Saturday dresses. 

However the official winner of the Halley Christmas 2016 outfit spectacular remains Dave - 

who’s hung tiny Christmas baubles in his legendary beard. In my view that’s enough to put 

any kid off Father Christmas for life. In the kitchen Vicky’s gone on the war path, not only 

has she made mulled wine but there is now also a kettle full of mulled cider steaming 

happily in the mess tent. I reckoned its days might be numbered. We have turkey, pigs in 

blankets, bread sauce, tatties (fresh ones!) Christmas pudding, mince pies and even 

SPROUTS. Soon everyone’s wearing a paper crown and the noise level goes through the 

roof. We sing Christmas carols accompanied by a trombone (as one does in Antarctica) and 

by midnight the party is going strong with beautiful sunshine beaming in through the Mess 

tent windows.  

That was definitely a good party but there was even better to come. New Year’s Eve was 

looming and it fell on a Saturday night. Surely this was meant to be. The average 

temperature hovering around -5c there was only one obvious way to see in the New Year: 

we needed to have a BBQ!      The fact that we were on the Antarctic ice shelf and that we 

didn’t even have a BBQ didn’t seem to faze anyone too much. The plumbers (what would 

we do without those guys?) built two BBQs out of old fuel drums while the sparkies welded 

metal rods for the grill, the chippies supplied us with all their wood off cuts and Vicky and I 

marinated vast amounts of sirloin steaks, chicken breasts and fillets of beef. Then I had an 

idea (red lights flashing) – why not carve an ice-bar out of the pile of frozen snow stacked by 

the kitchen window? Richard and Greig immediately volunteered to give me a hand and by 

midday the deed was done. The bar stood proudly, fluttering red flags sticking out of it, the 

words “ice bar” deeply carved on its flank. I painted them with blue food colouring so they 

would stand out, the contrast not being too good that day. To carry the colour theme a little 



further we made a kind of blue cocktail with some old cooking Vodka nobody wanted to 

drink and a blueberry coulis I’d made that morning. We sold this “Halley Blue” £1 each in 

little shot glasses slotted in special holes we dug on the top of the ice bar. It was a great 

success until one of the plumbers pointed out that the original mound of ice we’d used to 

carve our bar was a waste heap, hence the red flags marking it. Well, it didn’t seem to put 

too many people off. The whole station started to buzz around 2pm, everyone having been 

given half a day off for the occasion. Vicky was busy chopping garlic and rosemary to 

marinate the meats, Rick and Greig were helping me carve the ice bar, Sam and a couple of 

steelies were digging a bench in the slope leading up to the melt tank while a fourth 

accomplice had raided the WASP for sheepskins to use as cushions. The two new BBQs 

arrived on a sledge, soon followed by a huge bag of wood. Someone produced an industrial 

size blow torch (must get one for St Helen’s, it will be awesome for crème brulee) and soon 

we were all huddling round a roaring fire. Out came the salads, and we were ready to grill. 

As a rule, anything tastes a hundred times better in the open, but I can assure you that it 

tastes a thousand times better in the Antarctic, surrounded by a seemingly limitless frozen 

desert.  

There is a little bit of wind tonight, wind here chills you down in no time at all but at least 

it’s not so cold that your red wine freezes in your glass – as happened during the winter 

BBQ; I am mightily relieved, after the frozen camembert episode there’s not much more I 

can take. The whole affair is rather genteel, some people are gathered by the BBQ in search 

of a little heat, others are lounging on the ice bench, sipping Halley Blue, others still are hard 

at work trying to dispatch the chocolate brownies before they freeze solid. We are so busy 

having a good time that when midnight comes it takes us all by surprise; no fireworks but 

New Year’s hugs all round. Everyone is feeling a little emotional, we are all aware that, as far 

as the relocation project is concerned this is a turning point, with relief now out of the way 

we can start moving the modules. The next few weeks are likely to be critical and I can’t 

wait! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

NEW YEAR SPECIAL GAME-TIME ANSWERS 

 

Here is a selection of slang words used in the Antarctic, match the words with their correct 

meaning: 

Smoko                      Tea break          

Reefer                       Fridge 

Genie Mac                Generator mechanic          

Gashman                  Person in charge of cleaning & washing up 

Steelies                    Workers who erect steel structures 

Man food                 Traveling rations     

Caboose                    Multipurpose hut 

Antarctic 10             What any woman will become should she remain long enough in                                                  

                                   Antarctica 

Mukluks                    Extra padded cold weather boots 



Pisten Bully              Powerful snow truck fitted with tracks 

Beaker                       Scientist 

Chippy                       Carpenter 

Primus                       Small portable metal stove    

Sparky                       Electrician 

 

And to answer the Headmistress’s own question: 

What do you call a man who stays long enough in Antarctica? 

Answer: Something very hairy, possibly a bear. 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

JANUARY 
 
A message from our Team Leader! Please do check the BAS Facebook page for some great 
updates and superb photos of what the team are doing down here! 
 
Dear Colleagues 
  
A Happy New Year to everyone, which I wanted to start on a positive note with some 
excellent news.  Halley is on the move, as planned. 
  
If you follow BAS on Facebook or Twitter you’ll have seen that the relocation of the Halley 
Research Station modules is fully underway.  After a huge amount of preparation earlier in 
the season the first module (H2) moved to the new site just after Christmas.   
  
The arrival of Ernest Shackleton and an intense period of relief added to the workload of the 
team on station and so I’m especially delighted to update you that as of today (at 1.30am) 
the garage, Drewry building and three of the main station modules (H1, H2 and E2) have 
been towed the 23 kms from Halley VI to the new site at Halley VIa. 
  
What an outstanding achievement! 
  
It has been an immense effort by the entire Halley team who have worked hard to ensure 
the safe relocation of the modules.  Each module or building takes around 5 hours to move, 
which takes place at night when the temperature is colder and therefore the snow is harder.  



 This weekend the team are attempting the most technically challenging part of the project: 
reconnecting the bridge and moving the big red A module, which is the heaviest.  
  
I’d like to thank everyone involved in the project, which includes our ships, aircraft, stations 
and Cambridge staff, across all our departments for their efforts so far. 
  
To see photos of the relocation efforts please check the BAS Facebook page, which we will 
update regularly (you don’t have to be a Facebook user): 
https://www.facebook.com/BritishAntarcticSurvey/ 
  
I’ll keep you posted on future developments.  
  
With best wishes 

Tim  

 Operations Director 

British Antarctic Survey 

www.bas.ac.uk 

And a message from me – will hopefully be speaking to you via a live phone link in school 

very soon. Enjoy the new term! 

Amicalement Olivier. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

NEW YEAR SPECIAL 

https://www.facebook.com/BritishAntarcticSurvey/
http://www.bas.ac.uk/


Hi Everyone  

Here is BAS Halley Station New Year’s post-festive edition crammed with interesting facts, 

games and quizzes to keep you and your family entertained. Have fun! 

Find the odd one out 

1 - Spam - Corned beef – Pork luncheon meat –Organic Cherry tomatoes 

2 - Frostbite – Frostnip – Frost Burn – Sunburn 

3 - Thermals – Long Johns – Woolly Hat – Bikini 

4 - Halley 3 – Halley 5 – Halley 6 – Halleluiah  

5 - King Penguin – Emperor Penguin – Yellow eyed Penguin – Gerbil 

 

Right, you know how some newspapers and magazines love to produce those lists: the ten 

best summer reads, the ten best handbags, the ten best lawn mowers and so on. I am 

ashamed to confess that those pointless compilations exert an irresistible fascination over 

me, regardless of the items being thus ranked and catalogued. I have therefore decided to 

produce my own “Best of Antarctica “; for the sake of parity I have also compiled a “Worst 

of”. Here we go! 

 

10 Best things about Antarctica 

1. The people I am living and working with 

2. No one uses a mobile phone (there is no signal) 

3. The amazing, other worldly quality of the light 

4. Everybody helps with everything 

5. Saturday nights 

6. There is nothing to buy 

7. Donald Trump is not here 

8. I get to wear lots of silly hats 

9. You can finish work at 10pm and it’s still bright sunshine 

10. I get to play a lot of table tennis 

 

Another 10 best things about Antarctica 

1. The iconic station building (it’s just a giant ““Tonka” toy really) 

2. The penguins 

3. Skidoos!! 

4. We’re all wearing really cool sunglasses all the time 

5. You get five meals a day (even better if you’re not a chef) 

6. Nordic skiing around the perimeter on a dazzlingly bright day 



7. Wherever you leave your glasses someone will always bring them back to you 

8. You get to say “Roger, do you copy?” on the radio 

9. You should see some of the beards! 

10. Not to mention the outfits. 

 

10 Things I miss most in Antarctica 

 

1. My children 

2. My friends and neighbours 

3. My wood burner 

4. My garden 

5. Going to a nice country pub 

6. Dark nights and the alternance between night and day 

7. Cycling along the ridgeway 

8. BBC Radio 3 

9. BBC Radio 4 

10. ST HELEN AND ST KATHARINE!!  

 

10 Worst things about Antarctica 

 

1. There is no night (it’s playing havoc with my body clock) 

2. We are now completely out of fresh fruit and vegetables 

3. The fire alarm seems to have a predilection for going off while you are on the 

loo 

4. It is snowing in the kitchen (through the extraction system) 

5. My hands get really cold very quickly 

6. I don’t always win at table tennis 

7. There are fish fingers in the freezer 

8. Lack of sleep 

9. Even the Camembert is frozen (AAAAAArrrrrrrggghhhhhh!!!) 

10. Not only do we have to wear baby-grows but they are ORANGE.  

 

10 things I would change at Halley if I was in charge 

1. I would banish motorised skidoos and replace them with sledges pulled by 

reindeer (or is that Finland?) 

2. I would forbid fish fingers 

3. Anyone caught in the act of freezing a Camembert is to be hanged, drawn and 

quartered 



4. Nobody would be allowed to beat me at table tennis (for punishment see 

above) 

5. It would be permissible to use the radio network for pranks  

6. The station’s flying drone would be programmed to bring staff snacks and 

drinks at regular intervals regardless of location 

7. Saturday nights to be held twice a week 

8. The science module to be gutted and turned into an indoor swimming pool 

9. It would be possible to open the bedroom windows. 

10. Daily atmospheric balloon launch to be replaced by clay pigeon shooting 

 

GAME TIME 

 

Here is a selection of slang words used in the Antarctic, match the words with their correct 

meaning  

 

 

Smoko                      Workers who erect steel structures 

Reefer                       Powerful snow truck fitted with tracks 

Genie Mac                Electrician 

Gashman                  Extra padded cold weather boots 

Steelies                    Small portable metal stove    

Man food                 Fridge 

Caboose                      Carpenter 

Antarctic 10             Multipurpose hut 

Mukluks                    Scientist 

Piston Bully              Person in charge of cleaning & washing up 

Beaker                       Traveling rations     

Chippy                       Tea break          

Primus                       Generator mechanic          

Sparky                       What any woman will become if she stays long enough in                                                      

                                  Antarctica ( Mrs Dougall asks ‘ What will a man become??!) 

 



 

READY STEADY COOK 

 

Using the following ingredients, design a festive five course New Year’s Eve menu for 80 

burly men plus 5 vegetarians, 2 coeliac, 3 dairy intolerant and 1 vegan 

 

 Tinned potatoes (previously frozen) 

 Dehydrated onions 

 Sliced beetroot (canned) 

 Powdered milk 

 Frozen egg whites 

 Frozen egg yolks 

 Cake mix (only 2 years out of date) 

 Canned cheese 

 Frozen haggis 

 Spam  

 2 lemons (fresh!!) 

 Gravy browning 

 Angel delight (pink variety) 

 Something brown in a bag (might have been potatoes) 

 Saliva samples (sorry, can’t use those, they belong to the doc) 

 

FAMILY GAME : ANTARCTIC TREK 

 

You will need:  

 Any number of players (bearded ones particularly suitable) 

 As much winter clothing as you can possibly find for each player 

 A rucksack filled with five-year-old packet food 

 A tent, a sledge and a first aid box full of Mars bars  

 A riveting thriller, the last pages of which are missing 

 

 

TEST 

HAVE YOU GOT WHAT IT TAKES TO BECOME AN ANTARCTIC EXPLORER ? 

 



Fill in this easy questionnaire to find out. 

3pts per correct answer 

 

 

1. It’s -25c outside and the melt tank needs filling up, do you: 

 

 Wrap up warm in all your cold weather gear, grab your shovel and head out 

cheerfully to do some shovelling  

 Make sure you’re wearing adequate clothing and draft in a couple of mates 

to help you out 

 Wrap up warm, make yourself an Ovaltine and sit by the fire with a good 

book in the hope that somebody else will fill up the wretched tank 

 

 

2. The SAR (serious accident response) has been triggered, Sam, one of your 

colleagues, has gone missing, do you: 

 

 Muster at once and offer your unconditional help to the muster officer 

 Check the loos - where Sam’s usually sitting for hours doing the crosswords 

 Keep reading your book as you’ve reached a really good part and you never liked the 

guy very much in the first place 

 

3. The relief ship is late and the station’s low on food, the chef has now been 

cooking pasta six dinners in a row, do you: 

 

 Compliment him on his extensive Italian repertoire 

 Ask him cheerfully what tomorrow’s surprise dish is likely to be 

 Strangle him in cold blood while screaming “NO MORE ***** PASTA!” at the top of 

your voice 

 

4. You wake up to find that the front door is entirely blocked by a snowdrift, do 

you: 

 

 Get out by the window, grab a shovel and dig yourself out 

 Call the garage boys to come and give you a hand with one of their bulldozers 

 Go back to bed and trigger the Serious Accident Response 

 



5. You’re on a deep field expedition, your mate, who was carrying the food bag,  

has fallen into a crevasse, do you: 

 

 Rappel down the crevasse and heroically drag him out 

 Call for help and keep talking to him to reassure him that everything’s going to be all 

right 

 Wish he’d been carrying the tent rather than the food bag. 

 

A VERY HAPPY NEW YEAR TO YOU ALL! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
ANTARCTIC LOG 

 
DECEMBER 

 
I do apologise for having taken so long to forward some written material, big workload and 
computer problems have conspired to thwart my best intentions. The relocation is under 
way and progressing well, we have now moved to the temporary camp which means that I 
am cooking for 80 people, 5 times a day from a converted shipping container. It sounds 
rather basic and hard work but the unit is very well kitted and there are now four chefs on 
the base since the last twin otter flight landed last week. The last of the team will be in with 



the ship around Christmas day together with tonnes of cargo and FRESH food. The BBC has 
also arrived in the shape of a single reporter laden with a mountain of equipment. I have 
volunteered to help her and as a result I've spent my day off today being the sound man for 
the BBC. We filmed the removal of the Dobson spectrometer from the weather obs to the 
summer science caboose. I am glad to report that I haven't dropped or broken anything. 
I miss the school (I really do!) and I hope everyone is doing well,  
Amicalement, Olivier 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

INDUCTION NOVEMBER 

Base induction today, we shuttle between buildings in small groups with the aim to acquire 

the skills necessary for survival at Halley. This includes how to light a Primus stove, proper 

use of the radio network and riding a skidoo. The “Primus” is easy enough but what catches 

my imagination is the “Tilly” lamp which, almost as soon as it is lit starts emitting a strong 

cheesy smell. First if you don’t know what a Tilly lamp is imagine a large paraffin burning 

hurricane lamp; the name is misleading as its purpose is to warm up your tent rather than to 



provide it with light. This one has a long streak of melted cheese plastered down one of its 

sides, hence the smell. We soon understand why as Mat, our instructor, produces a small 

can of tinned cheddar (I am being entirely serious here), pops the lid off and balances it on 

top of the “tilly”.  

“Toss us the biscuits Kat!” he shouts at the other guide who obliges and delivers a green foil 

packet containing some flat square biscuits. Those delicacies are known as “biscuit browns” 

in military jargon, the other variety on offer bearing the inviting name of “dead fly biscuits” 

apparently they contain raisins rather than insects which, despite my wide ranging tastes, I 

find kind of reassuring. Surprisingly given the basic ingredients we started with we find 

ourselves dipping our biscuit browns into gooey orangey cheese wishing we had a glass of 

chilled Swiss “Fendant Blanc” to wash it down. Not a bad fondue at all!  The highlight of the 

day however remains the skidoo training.   All right, I’ve got to come clean on that one. 

You’ve made it to the interview stage and there you are, sitting in front of a reasonably 

kindly but somewhat stern looking panel of people who will be bossing you about should 

you get the job. One of the questions they put to you is of course why you applied for the 

position in the first place. (a rather pertinent question in my view when you are willing - 

indeed hoping - to be selected as one of the elite few fortunate enough to go and freeze 

their mitts off in the coldest place on earth). At this point one usually embarks on a well-

rehearsed speech full of inspired metaphors and lyrical elan while artfully and desperately 

attempting to conceal the REAL reason why you covet the job. Let me show you how it 

works: 

Panel – “Why do you want to work in Antarctica in the first place?” 

Interviewee – “ Well, (pregnant pause) given the urgency of understanding the causes of 

global warming so as to be able to devise and implement mitigating measures that will – in 

the fullness of time – enable us to lower average global temperatures – thus hopefully 

saving this amazing planet and bequeathing to future generations a healthier, happier, 

better world, I have come to the conclusion that every single one of us must do all that is in 

his or her power to advance the progress of science. And where better to contribute to this 

noble task – indeed to this inherent human duty – than in Antarctica by working for BAS, an 

organisation that has perhaps done more than any other to further our understanding of 

this remote, mysterious and fascinating continent. 

Interviewee’s subconscious – “This is all very well but why I really want to go to Antarctica is 

TO RIDE A SKIDOO!” 

Maybe not quite so noble after all. But what the hell, here I am with a skidoo. It’s nothing 

more than a moped on skis with a couple of tracks thrown in to make it look cool but you 

can tell by the way all staff jump on them and ride away one knee on the saddle, the other 

leg gracefully balanced in the air that this is indeed nothing less than the trusted steed of 

the fearless Antarctic Cow-boy. The whole base is buzzing with them, noisy, brightly 

coloured little demons that keep appearing at every corner. Some are pulling good old 

fashioned wooden sledges stacked with boxes, jerrycans, and various colour coded drums 

tightly lashed to the railings, others carry people: two or three at a time – on Sundays they 



will pull skiers up and down the wind tails at the back of the station. I’m not sure what I was 

expecting as far as skidoo training is concerned; perhaps some shortened version of the 

automobile driving test? It turned out that, after a brief induction, we are let loose on the 

machines for a wander round the camp. It seems that the only requirement for driving a 

skidoo is that whatever you’re doing is dead urgent and you are in a hell of a hurry. I 

couldn’t wait to be started! 

 I don’t know if this is because I learnt to drive in Paris in a car that had received more 

knocks than John Foreman but despite being surrounded by the sprawling immensity of the 

Antarctic continent I had not even sat on my mount that the wretched thing roared into life, 

escaped my grasp and ran over one of my colleagues. She rolled around on the ice 

screeching for a little while – just to make me feel guilty I expect, but she got up eventually, 

unharmed if a little bruised. As a result of this embarrassing incident I am now probably the 

slowest, most careful driver on the base. I do not wish to give Parisian drivers a worse 

reputation than they already have. (It is after all my home town). Besides none of those 

skidoos have klaxons – it is a well known fact that a Parisian cannot drive without a klaxon.  

Next is radio. Wherever you are at base you will always find yourself within earshot of a 

radio. All communications are public as you need to be able to pick up a set and answer 

should you be the one being called. The day is punctuated with those terse, business like 

little exchanges, here is a transcript of a typical conversation: 

- Halley comms, Halley comms, Olivier  

- Olivier, Halley comms 

- Hey guys it’s cocktail night tonight, any chance of vehicles bringing some crushed 

ice? 

- Sure, we’ll get hold of Ben and ask one of his dozers to dig a bucket of white or two. 

- Halley comms, Halley comms, Ben 

- Ben, Halley comms 

- Sorry guys all my dozers are busy building the igloo to store the beer 

- Ok, never mind I’ll just have to use the ice core samples 

- Whoah! Last time they gave my Martini a funny taste. 

- Yea, but those are only a couple of million years old, they should be all right. 

- Do you think the scientists will mind? 

- Not if there’s Martini with it 

- Splendid, and if the sparkies could also bring their welding iron I could put the 

finishing touch on the cremes brulees. 

- Roger Olivier, looking forward to dinner 

- Roger, see you later guys! 

Ok, this might be apocryphal. Let’s move on to the first aid refresher course (took place in 

the bar – this one I am not making up), a few more bits of information about life on station 

and a grand tour of the facilities. This place rocks, I think we’re going to be working pretty 

hard over the next few months but it looks as if we should have a lot of fun too. And well, 

that’s pretty much it. We have been induced and are subsequently let loose on the 

unsuspecting station. This is just as well as we are all itching to get stuck in and get the 



relocation on the move, both literally and metaphorically. First day at work tomorrow. See 

you there! 

Olivier 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

ARRIVAL - NOVEMBER 

 

This adventure has been so long in the making that it has almost become detached from 

reality. Distant, elusive, intangible, cloaked with the queer and evanescent quality of a 

dream, it seems to hover somewhere at the back of my consciousness, just within my grasp 

yet somehow always out of reach.  I assumed, rather naively, that once I treaded south the 

tyranny of daily life would raise its irrepressible head thus shattering the illusion. If anything, 

the experience has become ever more surreal. After our three days’ jolly in Cape Town we 

are now all seating in a converted Russian Ilyushin plane fully kitted with all the comfort and 



elegance of touch one associates with the old Soviet Union. There are no windows, the 

fuselage is everywhere apparent apart from the sections hidden by the various national 

flags of the 11 Countries that constitute the Dromlan federation - giving the cavernous hull 

an air of Middle Eastern bazaar. (Dromlan being the acronym for Dronning Maud Land, 

Queen Maud’s Land in Norwegian, a multinational air network composed of Belgium, 

Finland, Germany, India, Japan, Holland, Norway, Russia, South Africa, Sweden and the UK). 

The convenience facilities consist of a couple of portaloos plonked at the back of the 

passenger section, behind which, held by sturdy netting, the cargo load rises up to the 

ceiling. Our hostess’s name is Ekaterina. She supplies us with sweets and ear plugs – “you 

will need them” she assures me. I determine not to get both items mixed up and try to 

stretch out for a nap as we’re going to be stuck in this hold for nearly six hours and I can’t 

remember where I’ve put my book. When I wake up it is to find that we have made good 

progress, Ekaterina is now plying us with fruit that looks as if it has travelled all the way 

from Ulaan Batar, I don’t care much but why serve third rate apples when you have 

gorgeous local fruit readily available in Cape Town? Maybe this is part of the ‘Soviet 

experience’. At least Ekaterina is smiling and the footage on the giant screen has suddenly 

acquired a delicious urgency: “You will be landing in Antarctica in about 60mins – The 

temperature at ALCI airbase is -7c Wind 11mph. PLEASE CHANGE INTO YOUR ANTARCTIC 

CLOTHING”.  

The scramble that follows is of epic proportions as ninety burly men (plus a few women) 

attempt to squeeze themselves inside giant baby grows within the confines of an 

overcrowded plane. The Russians seem to have a sense of humour after all as another 

prompt appears on the screen reminding us kindly not to stand on the seats while getting 

changed. Anyway, we are soon all swathed in garishly coloured winter gear, several layers of 

it, under which we begin to feel uncomfortably hot. The array of jumpsuits and down parkas 

is bewildering but our resplendent orange BAS boiler suits easily steal the show. By the time 

we stand on the ice I reckon we might just about be visible from outer space. My Chinese 

neighbour seems most impressed and asks for a photo, we hug each other grinning at the 

camera like old friends then sit down and wait some more. The plane begins his descent and 

the camera that is placed right under the nose of the Ilyushin starts beaming live footage of 

the frozen continent beneath us. Soon the blue ice runway becomes visible, the turbines 

roar in anger and with the softest of touch we land at last. The door opens wide, an amazing 

light fills the cargo plane and then we’re on the ice. 

This is a moment I will never forget. There is nothing at Novo airfield. Not a single building 

for as far as the eye can see. As we stand, awed and bewildered – the blinding Antarctic sun 

glances off the ice bleaching the whole landscape. It is cold but not so cold that it comes as a 

shock, the air is crisp and amazingly fresh. I feel like dancing and shouting for joy though I 

restrain myself as we have been warned that the blue ice runway at Novo is particularly 

treacherous. A few years ago, some poor guy having just arrived climbed off the airplane, 

slid on the ice, and broke his leg. He went straight back home on the return flight. That 

would be just my luck. I am therefore - if not perhaps on my best behaviour - at least on a 

cautious one. Having taken yet more shots of the Ilyushin 76 (this must be the most 

photographed plane on earth) we all congregate around our respective flags as the rear of 



the hull opens and our cargo gets unloaded. National characteristics are a funny thing and 

one can see how easily stereotypes can evolve. While the German crew all wear the same 

uniform with matching hats all neatly tied and get about packing away their luggage in an 

efficient and orderly manner the British contingent wanders round in a detached, aimless 

kind of way displaying a full panoply of mix and match jackets, trousers and, most 

importantly: hats. Indeed we have been encouraged to bring along any favourite hat we 

might have, not to make us look even sillier than we already are but as this allows us to be 

more easily recognised from a distance or in bad weather. I expect it will also facilitate the 

identification of the bodies. Nevertheless I feel a thrill of excitement as Lindsay, my 

youngest daughter, has knitted me an amazing penguin deer-stalker that will undoubtedly 

earn me the first place in any “ridiculous hat” competition this side of the equator. I am 

however saving it for a special occasion and must content myself with a black pompon 

woolly hat for the time being. I notice that Sam is sporting a penguin hat of sorts – poor 

fellow, he is bound to be green with envy when I uncover my homespun headdress. It is our 

first sight of each other in full polar gear and I must admit that the results are mixed – 

psychedelic orange is perhaps not the easiest of colours to wear. Jo and Michael, our 

second-row forwards – who look big enough at the best of time now appear enormous as 

they waddle in their massive Mukluk boots like two oversized Teletubbies. For some reason 

our luggage is last to materialise, no one really cares as we are too busy gaping at the vast 

frozen desert that stretches for miles in all direction (ten miles to the horizon apparently, 

due to the curvature of the earth – how anyone knows those things I have no idea, I simply 

assume this must be one of the hazards of travelling with scientists that you end up being 

plied with arcane specialist knowledge whether you understand it or not). This concept at 

least even I find easy enough to grasp while perhaps deploring its lack of poetry. See below 

what I mean by choosing your preferred version: 

A - The glittering ice sheet stretched to infinity, a long glistening cloak streaked with pale 

veins of fragile, translucent blue. 

B – The horizon stood exactly ten miles away from us due to the curvature of the earth 

Anyway, I digress; it was all very beautiful and rather surreal. At this stage we were faced 

with the option of boarding a Basler plane straight away or taking the risk of having to wait 

at Novo for up to a week as the weather forecast wasn’t looking too good for the days to 

come. All of us being desperate to get to Halley this proved an easy decision to make and, 

after a quick visit to the loos (a container painted like a zebra. Well, why not?) we all 

crammed in the Basler, a converted DC10 fitted with skis and not much else. The lack of 

pressurisation seemed to affect some of the young lads as they succumbed to altitude 

sickness – I’ve experienced it once or twice and it is rather unpleasant, at least as I’m getting 

older I seem to be getting tougher when it comes to that sort of thing and after spending a 

couple of hours sketching, seated on a container, I merely got bored – if only I could find 

that damn book! For such a small plane the DC10 proves remarkably smooth and stable, so 

too the landing. The doors slid open, we jumped out, familiar faces are waiting for us, 

beaming across the runway: “Welcome to Halley” shouts John - the station leader; we have 

arrived at last!  



We immediately form an orderly chain and start unloading our cargo onto a large wooden 

sledge pulled by a skidoo. The base is a few hundred yards off the runway, bathed in that 

unearthly Antarctic glow. Having dropped some of our luggage at the “Drewry” building the 

sledge takes us at the foot of one of the giant blue pods. I must have gazed at dozens if not 

hundreds of photos of Halley VI yet nothing could have prepared me for the sight of this 

amazing structure. I do not want to be unkind to the architects who designed the station but 

it looks to me as if it’s quite extraordinary presence owes as much to its design as to its 

stupendous setting. Set about twenty-five kilometres from the rim of the Brunt ice shelf 

Halley VI is surrounded by an immense flat white plain entirely devoid of landmark of any 

kind save for the station’s various clusters of bright red shipping containers and lines of 

vehicles dotted all over the place within the five-mile-long perimeter. And here, aloof and 

incongruous, stands the base, looking as if it had just materialised straight out of a ‘Star 

Wars’ movie, a giant red and blue caterpillar on stilts, gaudy guardian of the frozen wastes.  

The pastel colours work particularly well, especially the pale shade of blue that seems to 

hover above the snow, mirroring the slender veins of ice streaking away in the distance. As 

for ‘Big Red’, it dominates its surroundings like some colonial throwback, proudly puffing its 

glass and metal chest emblazoned with a giant union jack. “Look at me!” it seems to be 

shouting, brash and oddly charming like some lovable rogue. Beneath that dazzling exterior, 

the underbelly of the beast has the feel of a winter fairyland arcade, framed by two rows of 

giant stilts resting on massive white metal skis currently frozen to the ice shelf. Various 

antennas, domes and assorted paraphernalia pokes out of the roof of the science modules 

while the bridge linking them to the rest of the station is piled with multi-coloured drums 

and rubble bags. Despite having withstood the harshest climate on earth for over five years 

now the buildings look almost brand new, not a scratch, no discoloration, no rust 

whatsoever (Antarctica is after all a desert) – there is no doubt in my mind that this is the 

most striking base on the entire continent and I am beginning to understand why people 

love it so much and long to come back after they have spent any length of time here.  

But that is only the exterior, a flight of metal steps takes you inside the beast. A huge door 

opens on a small antechamber, there are all sorts of skis stacked in a corner plus a stretcher 

which is part of the doc’s emergency response kit. Wooden shelves are filled with lip balm 

and sun cream. Halley being situated right under the ozone hole ultra violet radiations are 

more powerful – and more dangerous – here than anywhere else in the world, which is why 

everybody slaps on sun cream every time they go out. Even so, one soon develops a ruddy 

complexion referred to as the “Halley tan”.  Underneath the sun cream sits an array of 

“grab” radios standing to attention in their chargers. Anyone venturing further afield than 

the nearby buildings is required to carry one. Weather conditions can deteriorate extremely 

quickly, in case of sudden whiteout one can easily wander within striking distance of the 

modules yet fail to reach them, not a pleasant experience in this kind of climate. Push 

another door, of normal proportion this one, and you find yourself in the boot room.  This is 

a crowded, messy place where people dump their boots and their multi-layered outdoor 

clothing. There are racks for gloves, glasses, scarves and hats - pegs for overalls, fleeces, 

parkas and down jackets, a top shelf for ski boots and the other half of the doc’s emergency 

kit hangs on a hook by the exit door. All this cohabits in a happy colourful jumble. It smells 



of fresh rubber, a smell that from now on shall always be associated in my mind with the 

excitement of heading out for the ice. It is a room one gets to know intimately as we seem 

to be spending half our working time getting in and out of cold weather gear. We now step 

into the station proper, this is control command pod. The surgery is straight ahead, to my 

left hangs the fire response uniforms, to my right a large multi-coloured board studded with 

hooks. This is the tagging board, a vital part of life at Halley. All the various outbuildings are 

represented, as well as a “within perimeter” and an “off base” column. Upon arrival 

everyone is given a red rubber tag bearing his or her name (winterers have a brass one) and 

you are required to tag in and out every time you step outside. Besides, you must also enter 

your time of departure and your expected return time in the ‘Movements Book’. On a 

benign sunny summer’s day - where the temperature might be hovering at around minus 

three or four – this might seem like overkill. Wait till you’ve seen the visibility drop faster 

than you can drive your skidoo and you’ll suddenly find it rather comforting to know that 

the sign-in book is regularly checked by the comms office.  

Communications, comms for short, is next to the tagging board. It is, with command control 

on the other side of the corridor, the nervous hub of the station. The next two pods are 

living quarters, each boasting eight two bunks bedrooms, plus toilets and shower rooms, all 

of it extremely comfortable and brightly coloured. As a matter of fact the whole station is a 

riot of gaudily painted walls, floors and ceilings. Green apple, cobalt blue, egg yolk yellow – 

this is meant to counterbalance the relentless whiteness of the outside world and thus help 

station dwellers maintain a positive psychological balance. Either that or somebody at BAS 

got hold of a cheap lot of paint. Everything is in a very good nick, especially the showers, 

who wouldn’t look out of place in a five-star hotel or a plush Surrey home. There is a good 

reason for them being in such good condition: they are hardly used. It’s not that we don’t 

wash very often – only that we wash very little at a time.  Antarctica being a desert water 

becomes a precious commodity. All the water we use on base comes from melted ice, ice 

that first needs to be shovelled down two huge melt tanks before being heated up by fuel – 

and fuel, like everything else here, has come a hell of a long way. Ok girls, here’s a little 

polar experiment you can carry out at home. It’s called a regular army shower. 

Step 1. Get wet- you have 1mn maximum.  

Step 2. Turn the water off and lather/shampoo yourself vigorously and enthusiastically. 

Step 3. Turn the water on again to rinse off. 1minute max 

Ps. Pray that the fire alarm doesn’t ring between steps 2 and 3. (Don’t laugh, it has 

happened). 

If you choose to exceed this regime and indulge in somewhat more elaborate ablutions this 

becomes known as a “Hollywood shower” – such extravagances are frown upon and will 

result in moult shovelling, as everyone is expected to shovel as much as he/she uses. Right 

at the end of the living modules is the quiet room. It doubles up as a small library – don’t get 

excited girls it’s nothing compared with the one you’ve got at school. It is, however, very 

quiet, mainly because nobody ever comes here, unless the shop or the post office take over 

the space once every few weeks. This is where I am writing from at the moment, I prefer the 



conviviality of the communal room but it gets very hot with those large bay windows 

whereas the library is cool, almost fresh at times – which I prefer.  

The communal space and heart of the base is of course “big red”, a multifunctional area that 

serves as dining room, bar, lounge, games room, meeting room and washing up area. It 

works really well and the huge triangular bay windows are absolutely stunning. On a sunny 

day the whole place is flooded with light and people happily hang around here from seven 

in the morning until the early hours, especially if it’s a Saturday night and most of the base 

can enjoy a lie-in the following day. The kitchen is also situated there, boasting the most 

amazing view over the ice shelf. I am not going to be working in it for very long as the 

modules should soon be decommissioned, I am therefore determined to make the most of 

it while also looking forward to the other kitchen waiting for me at Halley – the one in the 

shipping container. Step out of big red and you are in the plant and generator module. This 

one is full of technical stuff that basically keeps us alive. I suppose I ought to write a little bit 

more about generators, plumbing and electronics – out of gratitude if nothing else – but I 

feel it’s a little bit like breathing, one cannot do without it yet nobody gets too excited about 

the process. Actually, I am probably wrong, the various gangs of technicians who keep the 

plants running seem full of passion and enthusiasm. At any rate I am intent on keeping them 

as well fed as I possibly can – the thought of running out of power in a place like Halley 

doesn’t bear thinking about. 

We have now reached the bridge that links the first five pods with the last three. Those are 

the science labs. Clean, quiet and empty compared to the rest of the base. The quietness 

could be due to the fact that, because of the relocation, there are very few scientists this 

year. As far as I am concerned this part of the base offers two poles of attraction: the upper 

observatory where the Dobson spectrometer is housed and the craft cupboard. 

The Dobson (whose name is Daphne by the way) is of course the legendary machine that 

enabled British scientists to “spot” the hole in the ozone layer. 

I have quite a bit more to tell you on this subject, however you will have to wait as it is quite 

late and I am moving kitchen tomorrow. Besides, we have reached the end of the station 

and thus the end of the tour. Good night! 

PS This experience is simply amazing - yesterday we went to the edge of the ice shelf to do 

some ice climbing, walked over the sea ice and wandered among an emperor penguin 

colony. Among other things, we have received a Good Luck card from no less than Sir David 

Attenborough and the BBC arrives on Wednesday, weather permitting, to film a 

documentary about the BAS and the Halley Base move. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

ANTARCTIC LOG 

SETTING OFF 

 

I rounded the Cape of Good Hope today (on foot, not by boat) and our kit bags have been 
delivered to the Antarctic club where we've been briefed on what lies ahead. 

Apparently the weather forecast is good, so we should fly off for Novo (the Russian station) 
on Saturday morning as planned, on a converted Illyushin cargo plane. 
Weather is great, sunny and breezy; off at 4.30am tomorrow to dive with great white 
sharks! 

NOTES: 

The Il-76 (NATO designation Candid) was the first Soviet four-jet heavy transport. Its 
production commenced in 1974. Over 800 of these military cargo aircraft were built. 
Together with the An-12 it formed the backbone of the Soviet Airlift Command throughout 
the Cold War. It was used to fly strategic military cargos into front-line air bases in the most 
extreme operational conditions. This aircraft is still in service with a number of countries. 

The Il-76 has a maximum payload capacity of 50 t. It was designed to deliver heavy vehicles 
and machinery to remote, poorly-serviced airfields. It can operate from short and unpaved 
runways. The Il-76 can cope with the worst weather conditions experienced in Siberia and 
Arctic regions. 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.military-today.com/aircraft/an_12.htm
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