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August

COMNAP Antarctic Research 
Fellowship 2012

Ursula Rack is an Adjunct Fellow  
of Gateway Antarctica and a member 
of the New Zealand Antarctic Society. 
She is the recipient of the COMNAP 
Antarctic Research Fellowship 2012 
and is the first humanities researcher 
to successfully receive this award.  
The award is for an early career 
researcher to undertake research at an 
international institute located somewhere 
other than their resident country or 
home institute. The title of her project 
is: Reconstructing historic Antarctic 
climate data from logbooks and diaries 
of the Heroic Era. The project has two 
major parts: gathering and analysing 
logbooks, diaries and reports to make the 
material accessible for climate scientists; 
and analysing diaries of the expedition 
members in view of weather and climate 
conditions and how they influenced their 
interactions and behaviour during their 
time in the Antarctic. The Fellowship 
award is for $US 12,000 and with the 
award money, Ursula will be visiting 
the archives of the Scott Polar Research 
Institute (SPRI), Cambridge, UK and 
the archives of the Leibnitz Institute in 
Leipzig, Germany, in October. 

Behind the Scenes at Antarctica 
New Zealand
On 21 August Canterbury branch 
members were given an opportunity to 
go into the Antarctica New Zealand 
Warehouse and be given a tour by Paul 
Woodgate on activities which happen 

Ursula Rack, recipient of the COMNAP fellowship.  
Image courtesy Ursula Rack.

there during Winfly. Matt Vance also 
took the group around the office area 
and showed the displayed works from the 
Artists to Antarctica programme. 

Winfly
The first flight of the Antarctic season 
arrived in Antarctica on 23 August 2012, 
following four months of total darkness 
and six months of isolation for New 
Zealand’s winter-over team on the Ice.

The Press Christchurch  
Writers Festival
This talk was given at the Geo Dome, 
Hagley Park by Chris Turney as part of 
The Press Christchurch Writers Festival. 
Chris, an Australian based British 
geologist talked about his book 1912:  
The Year the World Discovered Antarctica 
which examines five separate teams 
that are changing the face of scientific 
exploration on the Ice. Chris Turney’s  
26 August 2012 interview on Radio New 
Zealand is available at www.radionz.co.nz/ 
national/programmes/sunday

September

The Oamaru Scott 100 
Commemoration Gala Dinner
The black tie Gala Dinner held at the 
Oamaru Opera House on 7 September 
featured guest speakers, Christopher 
Finlayson, Minister of Culture and 
Heritage and Nigel Watson, Executive 
Director of the New Zealand Antarctic 
Heritage Trust. The Sumpter Wharf 
Restoration Project appeal was 
launched at the dinner. For more 
information see www.oamaruscott100.
org.nz/index.html

Antarctic Explorer, Chris Turney.

Antarctic Round Up

Scott Base Volunteer Programme
Applications for the Scott Base Volunteer 
Programme for the 2012/2013 summer 
closed on 12 September. This popular 
programme provides an opportunity for 
current financial members of the Society 
to work on maintenance activities at 
Scott Base over the Christmas period. 
More information on the programme 
can be found at www.antarctic.org.nz

Antarctic Trail for Christchurch
A new Antarctic Trail has been developed 
for Christchurch which includes 
sites which are still standing post the 
earthquakes. The Trail, supported by 
the New Zealand Antarctic Society and 
the Christchurch City Council will be 
launched at IceFest. The website for the 
trail (under development) can be seen at 
www.christchurch.org.nz/antarctic

Book Launch – With Hillary at Scott 
Base (A Kiwi Among the Penguins)
On 14 September an event was held 
to launch Vern Gerard’s book With 
Hillary at Scott Base (A Kiwi Among 
the Penguins) published by Bateson 
Publishing Ltd. Vern Gerard, now 87, 
one of the only six remaining survivors 

Sumpter Wharf in Oamaru. 
Image courtesy Scott 100 Commemoration.

Scott Base and Mount Erebus.  
Image courtesy Anthony Powell.
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and the only physicist in the TAE-IGY 
group led by Sir Ed has written this 
book on the expedition. During the 
launch Antarctic photos taken by Vern 
were shown on a big screen and Vern 
was available to sign books purchased 
on the night. 

Canterbury Branch AGM
The Canterbury Branch of the New 
Zealand Antarctic Society is holding 
its Branch Annual General Meeting on 
Monday 17 September 2012 from 7.00 
pm at Lecture Theatre A9, University of 
Canterbury. All welcome.

Film: Hunting the Ice Whales
On 19 September Hunting the Ice 
Whales will have its New Zealand 
premiere at IceFest in Christchurch. The 
screening will be introduced by Max 
Quinn who will tell some of his film-
making adventures working in such icy 
extremes. Given his rich history of 15 
documentaries from the Ice – both in the 
Antarctic and Arctic – Max has plenty 
of stories to tell. For more information 
see http://nzicefest.co.nz/event/10601

Wellington Branch AGM
The Wellington Branch of the New 
Zealand Antarctic Society is holding 
its Branch Annual General Meeting on 
Thursday 20 September from 6.00 pm 
at Antrim House, 63 Boulcott Street, 
Wellington followed by an informal 
dinner. All welcome.

Auckland Branch AGM
The Auckland Branch of the New 
Zealand Antarctic Society is holding 
its Branch Annual General Meeting 
on Thursday 27 September 2012 from 
6.45 pm at Unitec (Room 112-1002), 
Carrington Road, Point Chevalier. Linda 
Kestle will be giving a presentation on 
the 2011/2012 Scott Base Volunteer 
Programme titled: Scott Base – Painting 
Below Zero. All welcome.

10th Annual S. T. Lee Lecture  
in Antarctic Studies
On 27 September Dr QIN Dahe from the 
China Meteorological Administration 
will give a lecture reviewing progress 
in cryospheric sciences in China 
over the last 55 years and discussing 
Chinese research in Antarctica. The 
lecture, arranged by Victoria University 

of Wellington, Antarctic Research 
Centre, will discuss both current and 
future projects by Chinese scientists 
in Antarctica. For more information 
contact: antarctic-research@vuw.ac.nz 

September/October

Antarctica: A Year on Ice Feature 
Film by Anthony Powell

Anthony has been working in Antarctica 
since 1998, and steadily gathering 
footage specifically for this project for 
the last 10 years. His work has appeared 
in numerous locations all over the 
world, including Te Papa, the Natural 
History Museum in New York, National 
Geographic Channel, Discovery, and 
most recently BBC’s Frozen Planet series.

He is now finally ready to present his 
feature film about what it is like to live at 
the bottom of the planet, in Antarctica, 
for a full year. The story is from the point 
of view of the people who spend the most 
time there, the everyday workers who are 
there to keep the stations running in the 
coldest place on the planet so that the 
researchers can do their work.

Never before has this been brought to 
the screen. Documentary film crews 
usually only get to visit Antarctica 
during the few short months of summer. 
This film includes footage meticulously 
gathered over 10 years, including nine 
winters, isolated from the rest of the 
world, in 24-hour darkness and mind – 
numbing cold for months at a time.

Plan9 Music is on board, writing a full 
original score. They are well known 
in New Zealand film circles, having 
worked on numerous feature films 
including The Lord of the Rings movies.

Advance preview screenings will take 
place as part of the Ice Festival in 
Christchurch, at the Geo Dome in 
Hagley Park on 18 September and  
2 October at 7.00 pm. Tickets are available 
for early purchase at the following link  
http://nzicefest.co.nz/event/10629

Black Island. Image courtesy Anthony Powell.

IceFest 
The Antarctic Festival will be held 
in Christchurch from Friday 14 
September to Sunday 14 October 2012. 
For information and events programme 
see http://nzicefest.co.nz

October

Annual Antarctic Conference 2012
This will be held in conjunction 
with the Antarctic Festival IceFest in 
Christchurch and will take place on  
4 October for two days. The theme of 
the conference is Looking to the Future. 

New Zealand Antarctic Society 
National Annual General Meeting
The National AGM will be held on 
Saturday 13 October 2012 between 
1.00 pm and 2.30 pm at the Red 
Room, International Antarctic Centre, 
Christchurch.

Sir Holmes Miller Memorial 
Lecture 2012
Al Fastier, Programme Manager for the 
Antarctic Heritage Trust will present this 
lecture entitled Conserving the Historic 
Huts on Ross Island. The lecture will be 
held at Antrim House, 63 Boulcott St, 
Wellington on 18 October. Since 2002 
the Antarctic Heritage Trust has been 
conserving the huts and artefacts from 
Scott and Shackleton’s heroic expeditions. 
In this centenary year of Scott’s Terra 
Nova expedition the lecture will describe 
the challenges of conservation in one of 
the world’s harshest environments.

February 2013

The Sumpter Wharf Restoration 
Trust, Oamaru
The Sumpter Wharf Restoration Trust 
was formed to fund-raise for, restore and 
promote the use, education and enjoyment 
of Sumpter Wharf at Oamaru Harbour. 

From 6 to 10 February 2013 the 
Oamaru Harbour will come alive with 
events to commemorate the 100th 
anniversary of the Terra Nova’s arrival 
outside Oamaru Harbour with the 
tragic news of the death of Robert 
Falcon Scott and his expedition party. 

For more information see:  
www.oamaruscott100.org.nz 
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Maintenance Painting at  
Scott Base 2011/2012 Summer;  
K433 Antarctica New Zealand/ 
New Zealand Antarctic Society 
Volunteer Scheme 
By Ross Shapley and Linda Kestle

Antarctica New Zealand and the New Zealand Antarctic Society signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding relating to the new Volunteer Scheme in 2009 and for the last two seasons selected 
volunteers have completed painting maintenance on selected exterior windows at Scott Base. 

The primary focus for the 2011/2012 season was 
preparing and painting exterior window frames at 
Scott Base. When weather conditions were too cold 

and/or windy we painted interior windows and the workshop 
floor on base. Actual work days numbered 20, on the basis 
of a six day working week (toolbox meeting between 8 and 
8:30 am, and ‘on the planks’ and into it from 8:45 till 5:30 
pm). The work was undertaken from 15 December 2011 
until 10 January 2012 by Ross Shapley and Linda Kestle, the 
two selected New Zealand Antarctic Society Volunteers this 
season. The priority exterior windows to be worked on were 
located mainly on the Hatherton Lab and a few awkward, 
high-up individual frames on the Plant Room, Administration 
walkway and Q Hut accommodation.

The allocated windows had not been painted for some 
years and needed ‘full service maintenance’ starting from 
bare timber. 

‘Zero Harm’ was the catch-phrase environmentally,  
so much care to avoid drops and splashes and we only used 
hand-tools for the work. Temperatures ranged from +1ºC to 
-18ºC, when the wind-chill was taken into account. We could 
not do external painting when the temperatures were too low.

Work planning was important as most of the window 
sills were often three to just over four metres off the ground 
and required scaffolding. The scaffolding was in use virtually 
every work day, and with some determination we were well 
able to move the scaffolding to address neighbouring or 
nearby windows by ourselves. The trickiest area to work 

New Zealand Antarctic Society Volunteers: Ross Shapley and Linda Kestle.  
All images are courtesy Linda Kestle.

Ross on the scaffolding ready for work.

Window before  
work began.

Window stripped and 
ready for painting.
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in was at the back wall of the Hatherton Laboratory as 
there was a plethora of lifeline cables on the ground that 
had to be avoided and protected from harm at all times.  
It was important when using the scaffolding to ensure that 
we put timber under the wheels as they had a tendency to 
freeze solid into the ground requiring a crowbar and much 
encouragement to disengage them. 

 Personal postscripts 
Ross – Having been chosen to represent the Antarctic 

Society at Scott Base for four weeks I was over the moon,  
for me it was a dream come true and one that I never thought 
possible. The excitement truly sank in when I found myself 
sitting in the departure lounge about to board the C17 Globe 
Master on the trip of a life time. I remember being told that 
upon arrival the atmosphere was going to be really dry so we 
had to drink plenty of water. The excitement got to me and  
I went a little overboard which made for a pretty uncomfortable 
bus ride from the ice runway to Scott Base. When the plane 
door opened and I stepped out onto the ice for the first time it 
was a moment I will forever cherish, the aura of the place was 
amazing. When we got to Scott Base I was very privileged to 
meet some amazing people who quickly made life at the base 
very homely. Highlights of my time in Antarctica included: 
the Antarctic Field Training course which involved spending 
a night camping out on the ice, getting a helicopter ride out to 
Scott’s Hutt and being shown through it by the New Zealand 
Antarctic Heritage Trust’s Programme Manager Al Fastier.  
The time spent at the Scott Base ski field with the base staff was 
a big highlight as was spending New Years in one of the most 
remote locations on the planet. By far my biggest highlight 
was meeting so many awesome people that made my time at 
Scott Base that much more enjoyable. I would like to thank the 
New Zealand Antarctic Society and Antarctica New Zealand 
for providing such an amazing opportunity for which I will be 
forever grateful. 

Linda – This was my second trip to Antarctica and Scott 
Base; the first being 10 years ago with the Graduate Certificate 
in Antarctic Studies. To be selected this time by the Antarctic 
Society and Antarctica New Zealand was the realisation of the 
hope that I would again experience this most extraordinary 
place, and the people that gather at Scott Base. Highlights for 
me included our helo trip up to Cape Evans that took us toward 
and over the icefalls at the foot of Mount Erebus on our way 
there. It was a stunning afternoon, clear crisp and exhilarating. 
To see the hut up close and to be given a detailed personal spiel 
on the hut’s restoration programme by Al Fastier and the team 
was truly awesome. Working alongside Ross, meeting and 
mixing with the whole Scott Base team, the visiting scientists 
and official guests from Norway etcetera was fascinating and 
fun. So many laughs, hugs, stories and memories. Christmas 
and New Year on the Ice is something I will never forget, 
particularly the chefs’ spread, the opportunity to get out to 
the skfield on Christmas afternoon, BBQ’ing hotdogs for an 
hour or so at Mactown on New Years Eve for IceStock Festival 
revellers, and to see a lone Emperor penguin in the pressure 
ridges. I never tire of witnessing the stark beauty of Antarctica, 
and as I reflect on the experience a few months after returning 
I realise just how big the experience was. 

The Scott Base baseball challenge team.

The desert spread put on by the chef for Christmas at Scott Base.

Scott Base, the best painting site in the world.

Examples of maintained, painted, finished windows.
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Fresh enough to drink? Natalie Robinson holding a crystal recovered free-floating 
near Cape Armitage just a few km from Scott Base – these crystals were found to 
be moving in a dense but mobile slurry. Image courtesy Craig Stevens.

Sea Ice in McMurdo Sound: 
Interdisciplinary Science  
in Action
By Craig Stevens, Patricia Langhorne and Timothy Haskell

For a period during Captain James Cook’s second voyage in the 1770s, he and his crew became the 
southernmost (documented) humans on the globe. He would have gone even further South but 
was turned back by a higher power – the sea ice of the Southern Ocean. 

This annual cycle of freezing and 
thawing represents the largest 
annual geophysical event on the 

planet as 18 million square kilometres of 
ocean surface changes its reflectivity and 
insulation properties. It also harbours the 
food for one of the greatest species on the 
planet – krill – upon which many other 
species, including our own, depend.

Despite its importance to the globe 

and its occupants, sea ice contains many 
mysteries and presents great challenges 
to researchers. It’s neither ocean nor 
atmosphere and it’s not quite traditional 
Antarctic science and it’s not quite 
oceanography – oceanography via skidoo!

Exploration
In 1841 James Clark Ross brought 

his strengthened bomb-ships, the Erebus 

and Terror, along the face of the Ross 
Ice Shelf, into the McMurdo Sound 
region and into sight of their volcanic 
namesakes that dominate the skyline. 
Only a few years later sea ice finished 
the adventures of these two great 
ships – crushed between Arctic floes 
in Franklin’s disastrous quest for the 
Northwest Passage. Sea ice research had 
its true beginnings half a century later in 
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a much more deliberate freeze-in when 
Fridtjof Nansen froze his vessel, The 
Fram, into the Arctic sea ice to reveal 
just how mobile this cloak of white 
could be. Erich von Drygalski aboard 
The Gauss repeated The Fram’s frozen 
winter, but instead in Antarctic sea ice, 
opening up southern sea ice research.

There’s good reason to not directly 
translate the results from the Arctic to the 
Antarctic as there are some fundamental 
differences between the sea ice of the 
two hemispheres. The Arctic is an ocean 
surrounded by land, whereas Antarctica is 
clearly the opposite. Hence, at least in the 
past millennia or so (but perhaps not much 
longer), the Arctic ice cap has bounced 
around breaking up and reforming a 
jumble of old ice that might last for many 
years and insulates the ocean from the 
colder atmosphere. Antarctica instead is a 
fringe of new ice that breaks up and melts, 
then forms afresh every year. 

Another key difference between the 
two ends of the globe is the presence in 
Antarctica of ice shelves. These huge 
expanses of floating ice, sometimes a 

kilometre or more thick, hold back the 
giant polar ice sheets, maintaining our 
present sea level. Furthermore, they 
harbour beneath them pools of largely 
unexplored ocean that has a profound 
influence on the regional sea ice. Ice 
shelves generate water so cold it is 
liquid at temperatures colder than its 
freezing point. 

Heroic science
Thomas Vere Hodgson aboard Scott’s 

Discovery (1901–1904) was the first to 
describe suspended ice crystals that we 
now know to be tell-tale evidence of the 
influence of ice shelves. But it remained 
to the Terra Nova expedition nearly 
a decade later when Nelson, working 
from the sea ice off Cape Evans, made 
extremely accurate water temperature 
measurements (to 1/300°C) in conjunction 
with documenting the ice crystals. Nelson 
had found that “temperature of the sea, 
in fact, did not vary during the whole 
winter, until in the spring there ocurred 
a complete change in the direction of the 

prevailing currents”. Thus identifying the 
crucial point that it was the temperature 
of the ocean not the air that was driving 
the ice formation – something else was 
driving the system.

Pioneering science
Nearly 50 years after Nelson, 

the International Geophysical Year 
represented a giant leap forward in our 
understanding of the geophysical nature 
of the earth system, yet sea ice was 
essentially ignored. The increasingly 
common aircraft operations needed 
to understand how safe sea ice was to 
land on. Pioneering work by the US 
Snow, Ice and Permafrost Research 
Establishment described sea ice 
structure and strength. In hindsight 
this was something of a golden age for 
McMurdo Sea ice research because at 
the same time separate teams were 
undertaking pioneering work into 
oceanography as well as the biological 
communities that have their home 
in the sea ice forming the basis for 

Andy Mahoney and Pat Langhorne checking ice thickness 
during WinFly 2009. Image courtesy Craig Stevens.

Edward Nelson sampling off  Cape Evans. Image courtesy SPRI..
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interdisciplinary work decades in the 
future. 

With this interest in the strength 
of sea ice in order to support aircraft 
landings, Timothy Haskell and Joe 
Trodahl were part of a team of New 
Zealand researchers who planned the 
initial form of New Zealand’s sea ice 
research programme in the late 1970s. 
At the outset the focus was very much 
on the mechanical, thermal and optical 
properties of sea ice and how it might 
be mathematically modelled. As well 
as being important for understanding 
the loading caused by aircraft, this is a 
key part of identifying how ocean swell 
waves breakup sea ice so for the first 
time giving the work an Antarctic-wide 
focus. 

A reliable baseline is vital for 
examining climate processes that bring 
change over many decades. A series of 
Canadian studies in the 1980s, including 
a winter-over at Scott Base by Greg 
Crocker, extended these early US studies 
and crucially provided this baseline. 
With the benefit of hindsight though, 
opportunities were missed when sea ice 
and oceanographic studies took place 
independently and so the intertwined 
nature was not observed.

Modern era
The connection between ice and 

ocean became the focus of researchers 
from the late twentieth century. Clearly, 
sea ice is vitally important to how our 
planet works, but until the advent of 
satellites around 40 years ago we had 
no way to measure its extent other than 
by sailing into it or flying over it. Even 
with this knowledge we struggle with 
its thickness and composition – you 
essentially have to be there on the ice 
and measure the thickness manually. 

As well as the difficulty in doing 
this work over a wide area it is also a 
challenge to conduct the work year-
round. The New Zealand sea ice team 
has been pioneering in its ability to run 
winter sea ice projects through Scott 
Base. The sea ice group at the University 
of Otago were able to measure the very 
initial stages of development of sea 
ice cover during winter. Interestingly 
they were able to compare their results 
with those of Nelson’s a century earlier 
showing the stability of the ocean system.

Change, however, is not always 
steady. The satellite era also brought us 

the ability to detect giant icebergs. Imagine 
not knowing that a 200 km long piece 
of ice was loose in the Southern Ocean 
until spotted by a ship? This was the case 
before satellites. The iceberg break-out in 
the early 2000s along the Ross Ice Shelf 
influenced the sea ice in McMurdo Sound 
for a decade, and for some time threatened 
the ability of ships to resupply McMurdo 
Station and Scott Base. It turns out these 
giant bergs play an important role in sea 
ice development beyond basic shelter 
from storms. Natalie Robinson and Mike 
Williams from the National Institute of 
Water and Atmospheric Research (NIWA) 
unravelled decades of sparse data to show 
how these icebergs have an influence on 
the regional ocean that persists long after 
the bergs have moved on – partly through 
how they’ve affected the sea ice.

The New Zealand sea ice work also 
spawned some much wider applications 
demonstrating the non-linearity of 
science and the challenges in effective 
management of research. Spin-off 
developments included aspects of the 
base isolators used to earth-quake proof 
New Zealand buildings and Sir Paul 
Callaghan’s portable nuclear magnetic 
resonance technology. 

Future 
Understanding the role of sea ice 

in the earth system operation has never 
been more important. Understanding 
how this role will change over the next 
century is vital for our society as a whole. 
Southern Ocean ecosystems are directly 
influenced by the food source provided 
by the sea ice cycle. Sea ice also affects 
how warmer ocean water accelerates 
ice shelf collapse and subsequent sea 
level rise when ice sheet flow into the 
ocean accelerates. To connect processes 
that occur at massively different scales, 
a flexible, evolving, multidisciplinary 
team is building upon pioneering studies 
in seeking to improve understanding of 
one the earth system’s greatest drivers. 

Authors and Acknowledgements: Dr Craig Stevens has 
a Joint Appointment at NIWA and the University of 
Auckland and Patricia Langhorne is Associate Professor 
at the University of Otago. Dr Timothy Haskell is based  
at IRL in Wellington and holds the New Zealand Antarctic 
Medal, the Royal Society Hector Medal, the Marsden 
Medal, the Royal Society Science and Technology 
Medal and has a Strait connecting the Ross Ice Shelf to 
McMurdo Sound named after him. The authors would 
like to thank all the various colleagues and students who 
have worked with them on the topic. The work has been 
supported in various forms by Antarctica New Zealand 
and the government Ministries that have supported 
science over the past few decades.

Crystal structure in a thin slice of sea ice with the different 
colours showing the crystals once they have been 
incorporated into the sea ice. Image courtesy Pat Langhorne.

Ice crystals being scooped from a mooring hydro-hole. 
Image courtesy Brett Grant.

Sea ice breakup near the Drygalski Ice Tongue.  
Image courtesy Craig Stevens.

31Vol 30, No. 3, 2012

S C I E N C E



Mid-Winter  
Auckland Branch Dinner 
By Myra Lererua and Linda Kestle

In Auckland we enjoyed a mid-winter gathering on Tuesday 27 June at the Avondale RSA Club.  
A scrumptious mid-winter feast and buffet was laid on by Chef Warwick in a specially screened 
area. There was a very good turnout out with a grand total of 28 members and family friends.  
Some new faces were welcomed, from both new members and existing members who had not 
come to mid-winter events before. 

Our meal was a traditional 
Christmas feast with roast 
cranberry turkey and a huge 

ham, all with a selection of traditional 
Kiwi veges and desserts. The RSA’S bar 
was a huge plus with easily affordable 
drinks and smiling service. 

Half way through the meal we 
celebrated of two unique events. The 
first was the 50th Anniversary of 
wintering over at Scott Base for Ron 
Hewson, who was down there in 1962. 
We were delighted to be able to share 
this landmark occasion with Ron and 
his wife Lynne. The second was the 
10th anniversary of Graham’s infamous 
Ice Files, which have now become 
something of an institution to all NZAS 

members (not to mention international 
contacts) and provide us with Antarctic 
and Arctic clippings, news and 
anecdotal stories, all carefully typed out 
by Jeanette. Always a great read, both 
serious and entertaining. Both Ron and 
Graham were invited up to the front to 
cut two Antarctic style “blue ice” cakes.

For the real”icing on the cake” and 
the final trump card of the evening, we 
were treated to an excellent slide show 
presentation by Michael Archer (ably 
assisted by his wife Loraine) of a very 
recent expedition skiing to the South 
Pole. On 22 November, Michael and 
his four team mates set off on a 900 
kilometre trek from Messner on the 
Ronney Ice Shelf to the South Pole. 

Starting at 140 metres above sea level 
they climbed 3048 metres while towing 
a loaded sledge and carrying heavy 
back-backs onto the Polar Plateau – 
reaching the South Pole 38 days later. 
On New Year’s Day, they experienced 
the unique annual ceremony, to 
mark the “moved” position of the 
Geographical Pole. For the return leg, 
Michael and Richard, his remaining 
expedition member hoisted their kite 
and “kite-skied” their way back to 
the Ice Shelf. This was not all plain 
sailing due to white-outs and biting 
winds. With fantastic photos of this 
expedition, which took four years 
to plan, the presentation was very 
enthusiastically received. 

National President Graham White cutting the Ice Files 10th 
Anniversary cake. Image courtesy Jeanette White.

The two cakes made to celebrate two anniversaries at the 
Auckland branch Mid-Winter. Image courtesy Jeanette White.
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Iris Orchard. Image courtesy Michael Orchard.
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Iris Orchard
22 February 1920 – 4 August 2012

Tribute by Michael Orchard and Natalie Cadenhead

Iris lived a very full and active life and she crossed many paths both academically and in her private 
life. She was the first woman to graduate with a Bachelor of Commerce degree from the University 
of Canterbury in 1943 and became a Life Member of the Society of Accountants. She enjoyed a 
long professional career as a Chartered Accountant and also put these skills to use for a variety of 
community and sporting organisations.

Iris was active in a number of sporting and special interest 
groups. She played both hockey and cricket, earning her 
University of Canterbury blue and was a life member 

of both the Canterbury Women’s Hockey and Cricket 

Associations. Iris was instrumental in forming the Women’s 

Umpire Association in the 1940’s and was the treasurer of 

the Canterbury Women’s Hockey Association for many years 

before becoming the Associations auditor. She continued 

her interest in the both sports even after retirement, acting  

as treasurer for the fundraising committee for the replacement 

of Porritt Park 1 in the 1990s.

Her other interests included travel, being a founding 

member of Zonta in 1970, being a life member of the Youth 

Hostels Association, hosting secondary and tertiary students in 

both her younger and later days, and of course becoming a Life 

Member of the New Zealand Antarctic Society at the AGM 

in 1990. Iris audited the national and branch accounts for the 

Society and helped audit the Antarctic Heritage Trust accounts 

when they were established. She was presented with a large 

painting of one of the Historic Huts by them on her retirement 

from that position in1998.

She was an active member of the Canterbury Branch for 

many decades. Margaret Bradshaw remembers her “turning 

up to meetings on her bike” and her cheerful personality.  

Her interest in Antarctica was passed on to her nephews 

with Philip acting as secretary for the Canterbury Branch for 

many years and, with her strong encouragement, Michael 

participating in the Societies Hut Restoration Team in 1969  

at Cape Royds as one of the first Antarctic Hut Caretakers 

(along with Peter Skellerup). 

In 2004 Iris was awarded the Queens Service Medal 

(QSM) for Community Service. In a newspaper article written 

on this occasion, Iris revealed to the reporter that she joined 

the Antarctic Society partly because of an earlier interest, for 

when at high school she wrote an essay in French, outlining her 

ambition to be the first woman at the South Pole. Even though 

she did not achieve this ambition, her work and associations 

with Antarctic and educational organisations gave her great 

satisfaction. 

Fittingly too, at some age, Iris, accompanied by Michael, 

attended the 50th Anniversary Celebrations of Scott Base held 

at the Air Force Museum, staying late! This was a fabulous 

event she said, squeezing into the lift with Sir Ed and Lady 

Hillary, walking down the darkened aisles lit by ‘ice penguins’, 

listening to the explorers tales, eating fine food and reminiscing 

about what the Antarctic spirit was all about and its close 

connections with New Zealand.

Her activities slowed in recent years, but she was able 

to stay enjoying her own home until, due to ill health, she 

moved into the Albarosa Rest Home in 2009. Her funeral was  

a true celebration of her life and, in Iris style, was full of fun.  

Our condolences are extended to her many nieces and nephews, 

and her many friends and colleagues in our Society. 



The highlight of my visit to 
Antarctica with Margaret 
Mahy was the five days we 

spent at Cape Bird, a stunningly 
beautiful place with views of 
mountain peaks, sea, ice cliffs 
and densely populated Adélie 
penguin rookeries. One afternoon 
Margaret and I set off to walk 
along the beach until we arrived at  
a small lake with many aggressive 
Skuas. Just another day at the 
beach apart from being strafed 
by the Skua air patrol, hanging 
glaciers, sparkling sea ice and  
a desiccated seal carcass.

Margaret would sit in the 
corner seat at the table in the 
Cape Bird hut listening to the 
conversation as a meal was 
prepared. Suddenly something 
would spark her interest and 
her eyes would light up then 
out would come the note book.  
We would stand looking out the 
window at the penguin soap opera 
unfolding in the small colonies 
near the beach as bands of bored 
adolescents disrupted those trying 
to sit on their nests.

At the end of the day 
recumbent in our bunks we would 
share ideas and insights ranging 
from the way penguins tolerated 
the presence of Skuas nesting on 
the edge of the rookery to the 
challenges of having to ensure the 
presence of all necessary items 
before venturing into the field 
safely. Margaret was fascinated 
by the names of these items 
and words like polypropylene, 
mukluks, and skidoos were being 

mulled over. The words jumped 
off the page when I read her 
resulting book The Riddle of the 
Frozen Phantom three years later. 
“I’ll be cosy, I’ll be clean, in my 
polypropylene.”

For a seriously famous person 
Margaret was very down to 
earth. The heater at Cape Bird 
refused to work, filling the hut 
with noxious fumes. Attempts 
to repair it resulted in a whole 
lot of soot coming out of the 
chimney. Margaret got stuck in, 
scrubbing and mopping the floor 
while insisting that I carry on 
drawing causing another sort of 
accumulation, creative guilt! This 
was only partially assuaged when 
I cooked minestrone soup for 
lunch (not nearly as strenuous as 
scrubbing). 

In 2001 Margaret presented 
me with a shiny new autographed 
copy of The Riddle of the Frozen 
Phantom, a rambunctious collection 
of villains, pirates, explorers 
and children careering across 
an Antarctic landscape bought 
vibrantly to life. The scenery 
and experiences that form the 
backdrop to the action vividly 
remind me of our time in the 
Antarctic together. 

“As for Edward and Sophie 
they were now staring across a 
stretch of dark beach. Summer 
winds had beaten the snow back, 
revealing the black sand and 
stones curving away towards a 
distant headland. Embraced by 
this beach was yet another long 
curve (of broken ice this time), 

and beyond the ice, the sea, spread 
like a great blue plain. Old! Old! 
Old! that Antarctic sea whispered 
to Sophie while, in the distance on 
the other side of the sea, far, far 
beyond the black stones and the 
broken ice, Sophie could make out 
another distant blue – and – white 
shoreline marked with valleys 
peaks and glaciers.”

The Riddle of the Frozen Phantom 
page 76 

Get a copy and share it with 
a child (if you have one handy) or 
read it to yourself. The descriptive 
passages pop up like gems 
amongst the antics of Antarctic 
treasure hunters and a ghostly 
pirate captain.

Margaret was a great fellow 
Antarctic explorer. I will miss 
her generosity, humour and 
imagination. I lament that there 
will be no more conjuring feats 
from “down the back of the chair”.

Editor’s note: Margaret Mahy 
and Margaret Elliot were the 
Antarctica New Zealand Antarctic 
Arts Fellows for the 1988/1989 
summer season. 

Margaret Mahy 
1936 – 23 July 2012

Remembering Margaret Mahy in Antarctica

Tribute by Margaret Elliot (The Other Margaret)

“I’ll be cosy, I’ll be clean, in my polypropylene.”

Margaret Mahy outside Scott Base. Image courtesy Margaret Elliot.
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(Lawrence Walter)  

Wally Tarr 
1924 – 10 June 2012

Tribute by Richard Brooke

Looking back at the events/
activities of the New Zealand 
party of the Trans Antarctic 

Expedition, more than 50 years ago, 
in 1956/57, I have to accept that my 
memory is fading. My own sledge 
journeys stand out clearly enough, but 
my memory of the long dark winter and 
the men I shared it with has to a large 
extent been lost in the mists of time. I 
just accepted that Wally was the quiet 
man who just got on with his job of 
maintaining the two aircraft, an Auster 
and a Beaver. Amongst expedition 
members Wally was special; he was the 
only member of whom it could be said 
that he was indispensable.

Let me explain.
The main purpose of the expedition 

was to lay the depots of food and fuel 
which Fuchs’ crossing party would 
need in the second half of their journey 
as they travelled from the Pole to Scott 
Base. The only way these depots could 
be established was by air. Dog sledgers 
or tractor drivers could report the 
prevailing weather conditions but only 
the Beaver had the ability to fly in drums 
of fuel etc. Just one drum would have 
been much too heavy for dogs to pull, 
and the fuel consumption of the tractors 
was so heavy they would have had little 
or nothing left for depots.

Aircraft need maintenance at regular 
intervals if they are to fly safely. If Wally 
had had an accident or illness which 
prevented him doing his job, it would 
have been essential to get a replacement 
flown in from New Zealand. (In the 
event additional technical help was 
flown in for the 57/58 summer season.) 
One cannot say the same for any other 
member of the expedition. They all had 
responsible expedition tasks to perform 
but the loss of any of them would not 
have affected the work of the expedition 
in the same critical way that the loss of 
Wally (and therefore the aircraft) would 
have had. There were two excellent 

pilots sharing the 
flying. If one had 
been out of action 
the other could have 
coped, though no doubt with difficulty. 
The loss of a dog or tractor driver would 
have been inconvenient, but it would 
not have jeopardised the main purpose 
of the expedition.

The event which first showed me 
Wally’s true worth was the aftermath 
of a severe week-long blizzard in the 
winter. The Beaver, with wings removed, 
had been securely tethered on an 
exposed spot where snow would not 
accumulate. As the pilots had decided 
to see if they could fly the Auster 
throughout the winter, with wings 
on, it was secured behind a wire mesh 
screen acting as a windbreak. When 
the blizzard subsided only the tip of 
the propeller could be seen. Expedition 
members helped dig a great hole around 
the aircraft and in the following days, 
with the help of a hydraulic tractor jack, 
the plane was raised, literally inch by 
inch, for there was probably half-a-ton 
(450 kg) of packed snow in fuselage, 
cockpit and wings. After several days 
work it was possible for the Auster to be 
towed out by a tractor to a new position 
and a new windbreak. Wally was central 
in all this work, much of it done in a 
moderate blizzard. The repair of holes 
and tears made by shovels and ice axes 
during the digging out process, together 
with making the aircraft serviceable 
again was mainly done by Wally in 
temperatures down to -40°, light being 
provided by lanterns. On July 17, a 
month after the blizzard, the aircraft 
was test-flown satisfactorily.

This was the third, and happily 
the last of the mishaps to the Auster. 
The first occurred while expedition 
members were training on the Tasman 
Glacier. The Auster had been fitted with 
skis through which the non-retractable 
wheels protruded thereby enabling it to 

take off from the grass air strip at the 
Hermitage and to land on the snow of 
the glacier. That was the intention but 
on the very first occasion of trying to 
land on the glacier the wheels dug into 
the snow and the plane somersaulted 
forward to rest on its wings, wheels in 
the air. John Claydon, piloting, crawled 
out unhurt. He must have half expected 
this result for he had ensured that only 
the minimum petrol was in the tank. The 
plane was righted by digging a big hole 
underneath the nose so that, with plenty 
of manpower, its somersault could be 
reversed. It was hauled over to the side 
of the glacier where it was repaired and 
flown out. Fortunately there was no need 
for wheels down south where it always 
operated with a ski undercarriage.

The second mishap occurred 
when the Endeavour sailed from 
Christchurch with the Auster secured 
on deck in the stern. In leaving the jetty 
a protruding wing got crunched and a 
replacement was needed. Wally took 
all these emergencies in his stride. He 
never seemed perturbed even though 
inwardly he might be seething over the 
unprofessional conduct of others.

In the spring/summer of 57/58  
I was with the Northern Party. Although 
out for more than four months we only 
needed two depots, the first of which was 
supplied by the Auster which, early on, 
also flew in some better radio equipment. 
So we missed any close contact with the 
establishment of depots 400 and 700 and 
all the flying that this entailed, though 
we were kept reasonably well informed 
through our twice weekly radio schedules 
with Scott Base. In our minds there was 
never any doubt about the reliability 
of the flying programme, thanks to the 
expertise and sheer hard work of Wally.

May he rest in peace. 

Wally Tarr. Image courtesy 
Antarctica New Zealand 
Pictorial Collection: TAE967
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Climbing the Pole,  
Edmund Hillary 
and the Trans-Antarctic  
Expedition 1955–58 
by John Thomson

Reviewed by Peter W. Carey

New books about iconic people are difficult terrain for historians since not only are iconic figures 
adored, their lives have also been thoroughly documented. One area ripe for further investigation is 
the personality behind the icon and it is here that skilled research can shed new light on familiar faces. 

In Climbing the Pole, journalist John Thomson takes  
a fresh look at Sir Edmund Hillary’s involvement in the 
Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition (TAE) (1955–58). 

In particular, Thomson looks at Hillary’s unsanctioned “dash” 
for the Geographic South Pole, which was accomplished after 
the New Zealand party had completed their assigned task of 
establishing supply depots for the crossing party led by Vivian 
Fuchs. Although original plans had called for Hillary’s party 
to wait at their southernmost depot for Fuchs’ arrival, Hillary 
chose to press on to the Pole and in reaching it became the first 
party to arrive there overland since Robert Scott’s in 1912. 
(Using aircraft, the United States established a permanent station 
at the Pole in 1956, hence all post-Scott overland travellers have 
arrived to find an inhabited base.) Criticised in many British 
newspapers and lauded by the papers in New Zealand, Sir 
Edmund explained his decision to head to the South Pole as 
a case of impromtu opportunity. Why not? He just happened 
to be ahead of schedule and had fuel to spare. Hillary stuck to 
this story for the rest of his life. Thomson’s meticulous research 
however, shows that Hillary had long been planning to make 
a push to the Pole, and that his having time and fuel available 
to go further south on an “impromptu” adventure was by no 
means accidental. It is this discrepancy between Hillary’s claim 
of a lucky opportunity and what many documents show was his 
clearly premeditated planning of the Polar trip that intrigued the 
author, and led to his investigations. 

The book explores the interweaving of Hillary’s clandestine 
personal adventure ambitions with those of the greater TAE, for 
whom he was a supporting player and subordinate to Fuchs. 
A lot of light is shone on the not-always-smooth relationship 
between Hillary and the Ross Sea Committee, the body that 
oversaw New Zealand’s involvement in the TAE, and the 
sometimes tense relationship between Fuchs and Hillary.  
In addition, we learn of the critical thoughts held by some of 
Hillary’s fellow Kiwis. For example, Second-in-Command 
Holmes Miller recorded in his diary his disgust that Sir Edmund 
was showing “such selfishness and personal ambition.” 

One other fresh angle presented by Thomson is a look 
into the role of the news media in getting the story out to the 
wider world. The so called “race to the Pole” between Fuchs 
and Hillary was mostly a media construct. But this media 
fabrication did bring publicity to the expedition, and kept it in 
the news for several weeks. As an experienced newspaperman, 
Thomson is able to provide details about how different news 
sources competed for exclusives and “scoops”. 

Patriotism also shaped the covereage. There was a lot 
of criticism of Hillary in papers from the United Kingdom 
and Canada, whereas in New Zealand he was seen as a hero. 
Thomson, a New Zealander who was based in Britain during 
the 1950s and 1960s, could therefore understand both camps 
and is well qualified for the role of objective investigator. While 
Thomson is critical of the discrepancy between Hillary’s actions 
and his explanation, this is no muckraking smear campaign. 
Indeed, Thomson makes his respect for Hillary obvious 
throughout the book, including in its wonderful first sentence:

“In 1957, on the raw and chill purity of Antarctica,  
a good and famous man did a bad thing.” 

Having stated his admiration of both Sir Edmund and the 
truth, Thomson uses the next 140 pages to carefully spell out 
the details that reveal the dash for the Pole as a carefully planned 
insubordinate act. He also celebrates how Hillary’s other 
actions in leading New Zealand’s exploration of this portion of 
Antarctica were significant and praise-worthy. There’s nothing 
hyperbolic or sensational about the presentation and there’s no 
attempt to knock a icon off his pedestal. Instead, we are given 
a very detailed look at one aspect of the last major exploring 
expedition of the Antarctic, and of the career of its most famous 
participant. Students of Antarctic history will be pleased to have 
this additional information brought to light. 

Erskine Press, 2010.144 pp. Illustrated, Softcover.  
ISBN 9781852971069.

(An unabridged version of this review was first published 
in December 2011 in Polar Record, DOI:10.1017/
S0032247411000714). Reprinted here with permission.
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Photo above: Sketches done by Edward Wilson when they arrived at the South Pole to discover Amundsen’s team had arrived there first. Image courtesy Canterbury Museum: 1975.261.2
This poem first appeared in the Bournemouth Graphic on 14 February 1913. 

The Heroic Five
January 18th, 1912 – Captain Scott reached the South Pole 

February 17th, 1912 – Petty-Officer Evans died 
March 17th 1912 – Captain Oates died 

March 29th, 1912 – Captain Scott, Dr. Wilson and Lieutenant Bowers died 

All honor to those who died 
For England’s fame and glory; 

From their own lips we ne’er shall hear 
Their brave, heroic story. 

A few rough notes to us remain
To tell us of these heroes; 

Written, when death was near; the end
To misery in the land of snows. 

Petty-Officer Evans, the strongest man
Was the first to meet his doom, 

And the great ice plateau, his last resting place, 
Was the gallant, heroic man’s tomb. 

See the brave self-sacrifice of Captain Oates,
For of his own will he went

Out into the blizzard, to try and save
Those lives, that were so near spent. 

The blizzard then became so fierce,
That the three brave men had to stay;

With food and safety, only just
A few short miles away. 

Four four long days the blizzard raged;
When they were starved and worn

These men then laid them down to rest;
With hopes for a brighter dawn. 

All glory be to those who died,
It is the nation’s duty and lot

To honour, the names we’ve learned to love,
Bowers, Wilson, Oates, Evans and Scott. 

“Grant”
Parkstone, February 12th, 1913.


