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1. Journey to the Bottom
of the World

Snuggling deeper inside my parka, I tried

to stretch my legs without waking the bearded
man sitting across from me. Our knees—well
padded in thick, insulated pants—were nearly
touching. So were the knees of all the other
passengers. We were crammed together like
sardines near the front end of this military trans-
port plane, a U.S. Air Force C-141 Starlifter.
Beyond the people, the shadowy cargo area was
packed full too. There were wooden crates of
food and supplies, tarp-covered boxes of sci-
entific equipment, machine parts, a few snow-
mobiles, and what looked like part of a heli-
copter.

Most of my fellow passengers were sleeping
anything to pass the time on this
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1. Journey to the Bottom of the World

five-to six-hour flight. We couldn’t talk over
the roar of the engines. It would be two more
hours before we landed at McMurdo Station,
Antarctica. At least that was the plan. But if a
blizzard blew up around McMurdo, the pilot
would be forced to turn the plane around
and fly back to Christchurch, New Zealand.
Boomeranging, it was called. We had already
done that once. This was our second try for
“the Ice.’

[ looked down the line of people, wonder-

y

ing who they were and what they would all be
doing once we reached the continent. In the
past, Antarctica was a destination for adventur-
ers, explorers, and seal and whale hunters.
These days, most of the people who spend time
on the world’s southernmost land are involved,
one way or another, with science.

Biologists come to learn how Antarctica’s
wildlife survives extreme cold and is affected by
changing environmental conditions. Astrophysi-
cists and astronomers come to study the ozone

hole, cosmic rays, stars, and meteorites.
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I. Journey to the Bottom of the World

Paleontologists arrive in search of the fossils of
dinosaurs and other ancient amimals that once
lived on the continent, while geologists study
rocks to discover more about the formation of
Antarctica and its relationship to the other con-
tinents. For glaciologists, Antarctica is one of
the best places on earth to study ice, in all its
many shapes and forms. Glaciers and ice sheets
hold clues to changes in the earth’s atmosphere
and climate over long periods of time.

Along with scientists come support staff—
teams of people who help scientists carry out
their work and who maintain Antarctic research
stations. Some are engineers, plumbers, and
electricians, while others work as computer
technicians, survival-school instructors, and
heavy-equipment operators. The military lends
a hand to scientists in Antarctica by transporting
people , equipment, and supplies, and by help-
ing with communications, weather forecasting,
and medical care.

The plane lurched suddenly, jarring the
sleepers awake. But the constant droning of the
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Journey to the Bottom of the World

engines soon had them dozing again. I closed
my eyes and thought about Christichurch, where
it was warm and green, and where this long

journey south had begun.

“Be sure your boots are big enough.” said
a woman sitting on the floor, surrounded by
heaps of clothing. She had been watching me
struggle into a pair of white, lace-up rubber
boots. “If they’re too tight, it doesn’t matter
how many pairs of wool socks you wear, your
feet’ll still be cold.” We were in the changing
room of the CDC, or Clothing Distribution Cen-
ter, in Christchurch. Everyone traveling to
Antarctica with the United States Antarctic Pro-
gram gets outfitted here with a complete set of
cold-weather survival gear.

My pile of gear was considerable. And I
had to try on everything, all together, to make
sure it all fit: thermal long johns, windproof
pants with a heavy insulating liner, a thick wool
shirt, a down vest, a massive bright-red down
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1. Journey to the Bottom of the World

parka, and two pairs of wool socks inside the
funny-looking, but really warm, white rubber
boots. Everyone calls them bunny boots. They
have air bladders in the sides, with little valves
to seal them off. The trapped air acts as extra
insulation .

There were also several types of gloves and
mittens, including a pair of gigantic bear paws
mitts, along with a neck gaiter, face mask,
cap, and goggles. With all those clothes on, 1
could hardly move.

Several days later, I was wearing most of
my polar survival gear as we waited to board the
C-141 for the second time. We had
boomeranged the day before. Now we were
ready to try it again.

It was a beautiful morning in Christchurch,
warm and sunny, with flowers blooming along
the runway . Everyone was sweating under many
layers of wool and down. Mittens, caps, exira
cold-weather gear, water, and some high-
calorie snacks were stashed in each person’s
only piece of carry-on baggage: a bright orange
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survival bag. One by one, we each picked up a
sack lunch and a pair of foam earplugs and then
stepped into the dimly lit interior of the plane.

Inside, people took their places quickly,
settling down into the canvas bench-type seats,
stowing their survival bags beneath them, and
strapping in with heavy-duty seat belts. The
loadmaster, a member of the flight crew, shout-
ed out directions. “Pack in!” “Stow your gear
all the way under your seat!” “Women up
front!” He was wearing a headset to communi-
cate with the pilot up on the flight deck. I
pressed the foam earplugs into tiny rolls and
pushed them into my ears. As the foam expand-
ed, the deafening roar of the engines dimmed to
a low growl. “Check your boots!” someone
shouted. I made sure that the valves on my
bunny boots were open. If the valves are
closed, a rapid, change in air pressure inside
the plane can cause the boots to explode .

We sat on the runway for half an hour. Fi-
nally the plane began to move. The noise of the
engines changed to a high-pitched whine as

11



