
The Antarctic present badly needs contact with the Antarctic past. 

—Stephen Murray-Smith

This book was written almost entirely on a seven-week Antarctic  

re-supply voyage on board the RSV Aurora Australis, from 31 January 

to 20 March 2008. I am indebted to the Australian Antarctic Division’s 

Antarctic Arts Fellowship Program, which allowed me to travel to 

Australia’s three stations on the continent, and also to the helpful  

people from the Australian Antarctic Division who I was fortunate to 

have as travelling companions (you know who you are!). This book is 

dedicated to their enduring spirit of discovery, adventure, comradeship 

and love of both acronyms and the great white continent. 

Thank you to Emma McEwin and the Mawson estate for allowing 

me to quote from Douglas Mawson’s work, particularly his and 

Paquita’s letters, and also thanks to Tom Griffiths for the excerpt from 

his speech at his well-deserved NSW Premier’s Literary Award.

And a special big thanks to Bill, Nicki, Sally, Robyn and Gary, Mark 

and all the others who read the manuscript for errors and provided 

comments. 
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Introduction

We will see the Antarctic ice soon. It is clearly marked on the 

ship’s radar but the horizon is shrouded in fog. We are standing 

on the pitching bridge of the good ship Aurora Australis, Australia’s re-

supply vessel for the Australian Antarctic program, in early 2008, and 

we fill the time by talking about conservation. There are four of us in 

a small group on the port side of the bridge and another half-dozen or 

more over on the starboard side. The bridge is large enough for about 

30 more people to fit in relative comfort. 

My companions have all been south many times, to either the 

Antarctic continent or to subantarctic Macquarie Island, and all have 

many terrific stories to tell. But for now they are discussing conser-

vation and preservation. They think it maddening that legislation does 
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Antarctic Dreaming

I never saw or dreamt of anything so gloriously beautiful as some of the 

stuff we have come through this morning. After lunch the country changed 

entirely. In place of the confused jumble and crush we have had, we got 

on to neve slopes; huge billows, half a mile to a mile from crest to crest, 

meshed with crevasses …

—Douglas Mawson, The Home of the Blizzard 

I had dreamed of Antarctica a thousand times before ever I trod 

upon its frozen shore. But none of my imagining prepared me for 

that exhilarating feeling of walking up the gangway onto the Aurora 

Australis at the wharf in Hobart. When I stepped onto the metal deck 

not allow for the salvaging of any artifact found in these territories.  

They say many historical things are washed up on the shores of 

Macquarie Island and many things are found around the Antarctic 

stations but it is forbidden to touch them. Even if it is aged rubbish 

it is forbidden. It is even forbidden to move things to a safer location 

where the oceans or the elements or time won’t destroy them. 

They think this is an example of the good intention of bureaucracy 

gone too far because they feel many interesting and priceless artifacts 

are in fact being lost due to the policy. ‘But what can you do?’ they say. 

‘What can you do?’

I don’t yet know enough to make a comment. But I do know that 

on my voyage I’ve discovered that in Antarctica it is also possible to 

find stories washed up at your feet. Many are both interesting and 

priceless and it worries me that they might be lost to the elements or 

to time. So I have attempted, with due care, not to damage the stories 

or their tellers in any way, to collect them for preservation. 

That’s something I can do. 

So my book is looking at the past, the present and the future of 

Australian involvement in Antarctica. The past, although well recorded, 

we know is sometimes open to interpretation. The present, although 

with us, is multifaceted and varies depending on your perspective 

of things. And the future is mostly conjecture so will always be a 

quite varied. Therefore, and importantly, whatever I have to say in 

this story reflects my experience and perspectives—not necessarily  

anybody else’s. 
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Antarctic Dreaming

I am finally filling that huge Antarctic-shaped hole within me with 

the many experiences I imagine over and over. Fighting against the 

elements to construct our shelter. Struggling with tents in the fierce 

flapping winds. Endeavouring to make headway against a blinding 

blizzard. Hauling heavy loads across the ice. Overcoming hardships 

and adversity to discover the inner strength of the human spirit. All 

enacted in grainy high-contrast black-and-white scenes.

And that’s surely just how it will be.

Surely.

r r r

‘I thought it was bigger,’ my wife Sharon had said to me the day 

previously in Hobart. She was looking down at the Aurora Australis 

from an office block window, staring out over the wharves, and there 

was a monster cruise ship that looked the size of a city suburb tied up 

there. I was looking at it for some time before I recognised the tiny 

orange shape beside it. It did look rather small by comparison.

The first time she had seen the ship we were staying at the hotel on 

Elizabeth Wharf and when we looked out the window in the morning 

this huge orange ship was docked there. I told Sharon, ‘That’s the 

Aurora Australis, and one day I’m going to go to Antarctica on it.’

Well, that’s how I remember saying it. And I’d remembered the ship 

being bigger too. As big as my imagining of sailing to the icy continent. 

But the cruise ship had gone now, off to New Zealand or Melbourne 

or somewhere else that the thousand or so people on board could take 

photos of and buy souvenir T-shirts from. And the Aurora Australis  

of the large orange ship, I was grinning like an idiot. This was it. I was 

really going to Antarctica! 

The voyage had actually begun in earnest many months before 

with my packing and medicals and re-packing and pre-reading and 

re-packing once again, yet it never felt like it was really, really going 

to happen until I stood there on the ship’s deck early that January 

morning. 

I had played this scene out in my mind so many times. In fact I had 

imagined the whole trip in detail many times, and each film I have seen 

or book I have read or expeditioner I have talked to added details to my 

imagining. But it always starts with Mawson. The Home of the Blizzard,  

the film of his 1911–14 voyage made by Frank Hurley, shows the 

expedition ship, the Aurora, leaving Hobart. There is a rapid-paced 

excitement to everything, like there always seems to be in old black-and-

white films played at a slightly higher speed than they were recorded. 

I can see the crates of supplies all over the ship and all the husky 

dogs in their deck kennels. The air is electric with adventure as the 

Aurora pulls away from the wharf, the crowd waving frantically. Then 

the ship is out there on the great Southern Ocean, rising and plunging 

through the swell, the icebergs just over the horizon and everyone 

busy readying their gear and selves for the ice. 

And then the ship is ploughing through the whiteness. Hacking 

into the wide plains of ice that try and hold us back from the continent. 

But we endure. We reach the land and step off the ship onto the ice 

and walk ashore, planting our legs onto the snow-covered sparse 

land. We are here. In Antarctica. The last great wilderness on earth.  

The last great adventure. 
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Antarctic Dreaming

upon the ship’s deck. The RSV Aurora Australis is a purpose-built ice-

breaker, constructed in Newcastle and commissioned in 1990, and it 

has been Australia’s workhorse for the Australian Antarctic Division 

ever since. The ship can accommodate 116 passengers, is equipped 

with a trawl deck built for marine science and can house up to three 

helicopters, which are launched off the helideck at the rear of the ship. 

Aurora Australis , known affectionately as the ‘Orange Roughy’, is 

listed as being capable of penetrating 1.2 metre-thick ice, which I was 

hoping we would get a chance to witness. 

About 40 of us assemble in the ship’s conference room and 

old friends shake hands and colleagues who know of each other by 

scientific reputation size each other up and exchange cordial greetings. 

I am surprised at the amount of grey hair around me. I had expected 

this would be a young person’s expedition, but ages stretch from early 

20s up into the 60s. You can easily spot the first-timers though by 

their fidgety excitement. The old hands just look quietly pleased to be 

heading south once more.

Then Nicki, our voyage leader, calls us to attention. Nicki seems 

endlessly cheerful and ever in control, and I hope that she never 

ends up with a clipboard in middle age. She does a rollcall like we 

might be in school and then tells us that, although we have mostly 

roundtrippers on board, we will be leaving some people at each of 

the three stations we visit—Casey, Davis and Mawson—and we will 

be taking many people on board at each station, returning scientists 

or technicians who have finished either a summer or overwinter stay.  

We will have over 100 people on our return voyage, which will be near 

to full capacity. 

did look bigger every step closer I took. As big as my imagining. I was 

really, really going to Antarctica.

r r r

We had been promised that Sharon could come on board and attend 

our departure briefing with me, but as we stood in line at the security 

barrier, ready to board the ship, a small middle-aged woman in 

uniform held up a clipboard. She ticked off each of our names in turn, 

but Sharon’s name wasn’t on her list. She said Sharon therefore would 

not be allowed on the ship. 

Sharon looked devastated. I appealed to the woman-in-uniform’s 

better nature. I asked her to be reasonable. I said there must have been 

some mistake. But she wasn’t having any of it. The list was the list. No 

name on it, no entry. ‘Rules are rules,’ she said, and turned to the next 

person. I was tempted, I must admit, to point to a name at random and 

say, ‘Oh, that’s her!’ But I knew it would only get us both into trouble 

at some stage later when the name’s real owner tried to come on board. 

And this woman before us had hands that seemed to me very skilled at 

body cavity searches of troublemakers. 

(Note to self: Try and recall the unfortunate fact that, despite 

the romantic and adventurous notion of travelling to Antarctica 

with an official Australian expedition, it is as much an adventure in 

bureaucracy and regulation, and that almost everything in Antarctica 

is tightly governed by bureaucratic lists.) 

So I hauled myself up the gangway on my own, following  the line of 

expeditioners, and felt that tremendous flood of excitement as I stood 
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only downside is that I reckon it would take me anywhere from six to 

30 hours to get into one and fasten it correctly while in a panic. It also 

gives us a chance to talk to some of our fellow expeditioners. 

‘So what do you do?’ one of the very international observer-looking 

guys asks me. 

‘Oh, I’m one of the arts fellows,’ I mumble. 

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘But what do you do? Paint?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m a science journalist.’ This is my safe standard reply.

‘Oh? What will you write about?’

I wonder if this is building to being some international observer 

question, so I decide to play it safe. ‘Articles mostly.’ But then I can’t 

help myself and say, ‘I’m also considering writing a book.’

‘What about?’

Now I could have said, about Australia’s hidden weapons of mass 

destruction in Antarctica. Or I could have said, about secret Nazi bases 

or UFOs, or any crap at all, and I think it would have sounded more 

credible than what I did say. 

‘About Mawson,’ I tell him. 

‘Oh?’ he asks. 

‘But it would be set in different times, like part contemporary and 

part in the past. You know?’

He nods his head slowly and I can see he knows that I’m making 

this up as I go along. 

After the death talk we are each given a seasickness tablet to take. 

Lloyd, the voyage doctor, tells us it will make us drowsy, so we’re 

not to drive, operate heavy machinery or pretend that we are clever, 

particularly if we get back off the ship for last farewells before departure 

She then tells us that we have a few international observers on 

board, a few Bureau of Meteorology people and also three arts fellows. 

Now it’s a peculiar thing, at least to my way of viewing it, that while 

nobody turned a head at the mention of international observers there 

to monitor Australia’s compliance with the international Antarctic 

Treaty, they all look around the room in curiosity at the mention of 

three arts fellows. And we have to hold our hands up so that everyone 

can eye-ball us like we are exotic creatures they have never seen 

before. 

The Antarctic Division regularly takes arts fellows down to the 

frozen continent with the aim of expanding the ways that the Antarctic, 

and Australia’s interactions with it, can be expressed. Some wonderful 

books and works of visual art have resulted from the program, but I 

have a personal belief that some truly weird stuff has resulted too. This 

was confirmed in my mind when I asked Jenny, who administers the 

program for the Australian Antarctic Division, to tell me what were 

the weirdest things that had been produced under the program. She 

dodged the answer as expertly as if she had a clipboard with a list of 

questions not to answer. 

Catching my wandering attention, Nicki says we will be gone from 

Australia for about 49 days, give or take a day depending on the ice 

conditions, and we’ll be back in Hobart just in time for Easter. 

Most of the next two hours of briefings concentrate on death: how 

to die, or how to avoid dying, including a lifeboat drill and squeezing 

ourselves into emersion suits that can keep you alive in near-zero 

waters for anything from six to 30 hours, evidently depending on 

which programs you watch on the National Geographic Channel. The 




