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			PRAISE FOR LOUISE K. BLIGHT AND WHERE THE EARTH MEETS THE SKY

			“Where the Earth Meets the Sky is an elegant and insightful memoir set in seemingly bleak and featureless Antarctica but made rich and textured through the sharp eyes of Louise K. Blight. There is serious work being done here—a study of penguins, a study of humans—but also humour, curiosity, and reverence for every creature who spends their days and lives trying to make sense of this beguiling corner of the world.”

			—Harley Rustad, author of Lost in the Valley of Death: A Story of Obsession and Danger in the Himalayas

			“Louise K. Blight paints a vivid portrait of a harsh and unforgiving landscape in Where the Earth Meets the Sky, succeeding in making the inhospitable seem inviting. Surrounded only by penguins—and a few lovable curmudgeons—Blight weaves a captivating memoir of a field season spent on the White Continent. Full of scientific curiosity, and equal parts illuminating prose and wry humour, Where the Earth Meets the Sky is a wonderful addition to Antarctica’s rich literary history, told from the unique perspective of a wildlife biologist…. A heart-tugging requiem for Antarctica’s imperiled penguins.”

			—Gloria Dickie, author of Eight Bears: Mythic Past and Imperiled Future

			“Stunning. Part love story for the wildest place on Earth, part meditation on what we’ve lost, Louise K. Blight combines a scientist’s clarity and rigour with an artist’s appreciation of landscape and language to create a hauntingly beautiful depiction of her season studying Adélie penguins at a remote Antarctic field station. Where the Earth Meets the Sky gives us brilliantly rendered sketches of people, place, and penguins; fascinating, funny, insightful—and occasionally bizarre—details of an isolated, stripped-down life and its effect on those who live it; an ultimately positive personal trajectory; and a powerful testimony to the vital importance of the Ross Sea as the most intact marine ecosystem on Earth.”

			—Kate Rawles, author of The Life Cycle: 8,000 Miles in the Andes by Bamboo Bike

			“Louise Blight presents an intriguing theatre of emotions, a fascinating world of highs and lows where ice, humans, and birds interact. At the centre of this evocative book is a small team of dedicated scientists and their support crew surviving in the cold, snowy, windswept wastes, while studying these amazing and lovable birds. But it is the small community of academics and support crew, isolated at the end of the world, which provides a fascinating mix of harmony and conflict. The wonder, beauty, and tragedy of nature meet human love, fear, and dispute. A fascinating story of the family life of penguins and those who study them.”

			—Brian Hall, author of High Risk: Climbing to Extinction

			“Where the Earth Meets the Sky vividly chronicles the experience of working in Antarctica in a moment of profound change, capturing not just Blight’s delight in the penguins she studies, but also the strange isolation and intense closeness of life in the most remote place on Earth and the transformative power of the landscape. Deeply felt and expansive, it is a reminder that science is, at its heart, a deeply human endeavour.”

			—James Bradley, author of Deep Water: The World in the Ocean

			“There is so much to praise about Louise K. Blight’s multi-layered account of her season as a researcher on Ross Island, but for me there are two standouts: her lyrical portrayals of Antarctica’s ever-changing skies, landscapes, ice, and weather; and how she brings us deeply into the world of Adélie penguins, and her interactions with them. Her description of skiing back to camp alongside curious penguins tobogganing on their bellies will never leave me.”

			—Maria Coffey, author of Where the Mountain Casts Its Shadow and Instead
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			For the birds.

		

	
		
			
				
				
				One day recently, while I was in Atlantic City doing some writing, the elevator man in my hotel remarked to me, “It must be mighty quiet down there around the South Pole.”

				“Yes,” I replied, “it is. That’s why I like it.”

				—LINCOLN ELLSWORTH, MY FLIGHT ACROSS ANTARCTICA, 1936
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			IN EARLY 2024, after a second season of record-low Antarctic sea ice, news outlets around the world reported mass breeding failure at 20 percent of the world’s emperor penguin colonies, following early fast ice break-out in December and January. Emperors need fast ice—ice that is frozen fast to the shoreline or an overland ice shelf—to lay their eggs and raise their young. But when the ice breaks up before the chicks have fully grown their adult plumage, many are forced to enter the sea too early, where they will either freeze to death, or drown.

			However, 2023 saw fewer breeding failures than 2022. Some of the emperor penguin colonies that had failed subsequently re-formed on more stable ice or large icebergs, where the birds were safe to breed the following season. Do such adaptations provide hope that penguins may be able to adjust to a changing Antarctic, at least over the short term?

			

			—

			
				When I first travelled to work there as a young ecologist, Antarctica felt so far away that it seemed untouchable. Its very existence appeared to be a mystery to most people, at least in the northern hemisphere. “Oh, you’re going to the South Pole!” they would exclaim, as if the entire continent could be reduced to a point on a map. I heard this response as much from the well-travelled airline employees checking me in at flight counters as I did from family and friends. However, with the advance of the twenty-first century, Antarctica has begun to intrude into our headlines. With its collapsing ice shelves, melting ice sheets, and record-high temperatures, the place has become emblematic of a changing planet. But the reality is that humanity has been altering Antarctica since the ships of sealers and whalers first plied its icebound waters. What has changed so suddenly is the scope and the reach of human impact. This is a story of an Antarctica on the cusp of that change.

			

			—

			In the summer of 2003, after travelling to Antarctica as a tour guide more times than I could count, I was offered the opportunity to live on the frozen continent working as a field assistant to one of the world’s most renowned penguin scientists. I would be situated for an entire field season at Ross Island, one of the most remote research sites on the planet, and the place from which British explorer Robert Falcon Scott had begun his race for the South Pole. My previous Antarctic trips had all been stints aboard luxury cruise ships, where my roles included naturalist, Zodiac driver, and visiting scientist; and while these ships sailed about as far from civilization as is possible on the face of the earth, on board we were never far from being handed a glass of champagne in a warm and well-appointed lounge. Understandably, the comfort and safety of the passengers was always the focus of those trips; science there took a back seat.

			In contrast, the work on Ross Island offered the chance to live with just one other person in a rudimentary hut far from even the basic amenities offered by the nearest research station, and to spend each day doing nothing other than studying penguins, and surviving. There was to be no finery, no comfort, and precious little warmth; but there would be plenty of time to live among wild birds, coming face to face with them each day in their own world. Simply being with them as they went about their lives. At the time it sounded like a dream come true, and in many ways it was—although I never dreamed how much the experience would consume my soul while I was there, and how it would haunt me for years to come. In fact, this experience never left me: the spare beauty of Antarctica—that hypnotic, monochromatic land of rock and ice—and the trusting nature of its animal inhabitants, who have not evolved a fear of people, had such a transformative effect that the feeling of it still remains in my bones. That particular place and time showed me more than any previous wilderness or fieldwork episode just how much there is to gain from listening to the natural world.

			In a sense this experience was nothing revelatory. It was more of a return to some ancient and wiser way—after all, a longing to be one with creation is a yearning as old as humankind. The British essayist John Berger pointed out that before the “rupture”[1] that severed Western society from the rest of nature, non-human animals were everywhere with humans, at the centre of our lives. To be held in the gaze of a wild animal remains a primordial thrill, one that takes us back to a place beyond remembering. There is a profound sweetness in opening oneself to the natural world: We feel it when sitting on a quiet seashore, or at sunset while watching a flock of birds skim the unbroken surface of an evening pond, or while contemplating a dawn sky lightening beyond the ridge of a distant mountain. But such moments of oneness with the earth are ever harder to find on our increasingly crowded planet, and the loss of this fundamental relationship pervades our society now, a deep but almost forgotten grief. We are wounded by the loss of our connection with wild beings and wild places without quite knowing what it is that we have lost.

			The Canadian landscape artist E. J. Hughes said that he painted as a form of worship, because the world is so wonderful. In the same vein, I wanted to write this book as a way of bearing witness to the world’s beauty. And as a way of bearing witness to what we are losing from it. This is a story of falling in love with a wild place—and of what can be learned from penguins, other wild creatures, and the coldest, most isolated place on Earth. That we as humans are not central to life, but are mere specks carried along by its flow: important, but no more so than anything else. And that nature is indifferent to all human suffering—and yet, paradoxically, it holds the key to our healing from it.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			In a white world there are many words to describe the whiteness. Fast ice, brash ice, nilas, bergy bits, growlers, pack ice, ground blizzard, pancake ice, grease ice, sastrugi, graupel…[*]

			The Antarctic wind hammers my tent. Despite being thousands of kilometres from the sounds of civilization I have gone to bed wearing earplugs, as I have every night since I’ve been here. Even on a calm evening the tent is a noisy place to sleep, with the cold air that constantly flows down from the Polar Plateau flapping and snapping the nylon around me with a sound like luffing sails in a squally breeze.

			It is easy to see why a century ago the men from Antarctica’s Heroic Age of Exploration wrote about hearing voices in the wind outside their shelters. I, too, have heard them—people calling out, footfalls, animal noises. On more fanciful nights, I ask myself whether these could be the ghostly sounds of the explorers who died here in an earlier era. But my companion David and I are the only people alive for many kilometres in this wilderness, and in Antarctica there are no foxes or bears.

			Hours ago, a storm took hold, blasting in from the south over the continent with endlessly blowing snow. After turning in I lie restless inside my sleeping bag, trying to think of a metaphor for the noise, and finally drift into a troubled doze with the thought that it is like sleeping in a tent that has been erected on the back of a flatbed truck driving full speed down the freeway, in a hailstorm.

			By early morning the winds have risen to hurricane force, and in my tortured half-awake state it seems like a giant bellows is squeezing in and out around me. The tent collapses inward until it touches my face, then blows out to the point where an exploding mess of flying poles and shredded nylon seems inevitable, then collapses inward again, repeating the motion like some giant creature breathing, until I give up on any more rest. I pull on extra layers of clothes over the wool and fleece I wear in my sleeping bag and go into the hut to start the day. The sun is up, of course, not having set for weeks now. On quiet days the calls of the penguins drift up from the nearby colony, but this morning all I can hear is the frenetic flapping of the tent, and the shriek of the frigid wind.

			
				SKIP NOTES

				
					* See Glossary

				

			

		

	
		
			1

			THERE EXISTS WHAT is known as a boomerang point on the flight from Christchurch, New Zealand, to McMurdo Station, Antarctica. It is literally the point of no return. Up on the flight deck of the C-141—a bare-bones military transport that looks like a 747 with any trace of comfort stripped away—the Air Force pilots constantly monitor weather satellite data with this in mind. In reality, it’s the point at which the aircraft still has sufficient fuel to return home if the weather suddenly goes to hell at our destination, but to me it feels like the sort of tipping point that exists in a children’s fantasy book, where the fates and the angles of the heavens align and the characters are able to slip into a parallel reality. Pass the boomerang point, and you enter Antarctica; fall short and miss it, and you’re jerked back to the Real World with the sense that a state of grace has slipped through your fingers.

			I am on my way to live in Antarctica for three months. I depart Canada in early November, leaving behind an intimation of winter in the air, and head toward springtime in the southern hemisphere. As a wildlife biologist I have already been lucky enough to travel many times to the frozen continent, but on previous trips I had been based on the small tourist vessels known in the trade as “expedition” cruise ships. There I worked on board as a naturalist or visiting scientist, battling seasickness while giving lectures on whales, penguins, and climate change, and censusing the seals and seabirds at the sites we visited along the Antarctic Peninsula, that skinny handle-shaped protuberance that stretches up to South America from the Antarctic continent proper. These trips helped pay my way through an undergraduate degree and an MSc in seabird ecology and provided satisfying enough work, but they mostly involved dealing with passengers and their questions: How long do penguins live? How deep do they dive? Do they bury their dead?

			When I found out that I would actually be going to live in Antarctica to work on a long-term penguin study, it felt as if I’d just been told I was going to the moon. I walked around feeling lightheaded for days. It had been my childhood dream to become a biologist studying animals in faraway lands: As a girl growing up in a small town, I took notes on songbirds in summer and watched the seaducks flock in their thousands in winter, nursed a range of injured fauna—snakes and lizards, wasps and crows—back to health, and imagined a career in isolated and inhospitable places pursuing a deeper understanding of the other beings with whom we share our world. After finishing my undergraduate degree I lived in remote field camps to study seabirds on Canada’s west coast, and I did a stint as a field assistant on a howler monkey project in the muggy and mosquito-infested rainforests of Belize. Despite these exposures to extremes of both beauty and adventure, they somehow never felt like what I’d had in mind as a child. The locations were remote, but not remote enough; the studies were interesting, but didn’t profoundly change my understanding of the world; and, as my skills grew, I was often in charge of field logistics and boat operations, so I dealt as much with people and paperwork as I did with animals and data.

			But this trip would be different. This time, three years after my latest cruise ship voyage, I would be going to Antarctica to study the world’s southernmost penguins at their colonies on Ross Island, a place remote even by Antarctic standards, and one that would be blissfully free of humans. It would be the research questions of the project—What drives the demographics of Adélie penguin populations?—rather than those of the tourists—Does this island go all the way down to the bottom of the sea?—that would define our days.

			

			—

			Antarctica is a continent of extremes. It is the highest, driest, windiest, and coldest place on Earth, and the most inaccessible. Ross Island is as many as nine hours away via military transport flight from New Zealand, with research teams passing through the sprawling US base of McMurdo Station—situated on Ross Island’s southern shore—and deploying from there into the deep field. I am to be spending the southern hemisphere’s summer field season in a remote camp near the Adélie penguin colony at Cape Royds: Approximately thirty-five kilometres from McMurdo, Royds is about a twenty-minute helicopter ride or a long trek by snowmobile over the fast ice covering the ocean. Situated at Ross Island’s westernmost point, Cape Royds is the place Ernest Shackleton chose for the base of his 1907–09 Nimrod Expedition, his unsuccessful attempt to be the first person to reach the South Pole. Towering above the cape is Mount Erebus, Ross Island’s tallest peak and the world’s southernmost active volcano. And the entire island is embedded into the edge of the Ross Ice Shelf—an immense glacial sheet the size of Spain, or two and a half Great Britains—that flows off the Antarctic continent and covers half the Ross Sea with a frozen cap several hundred metres thick.

			If Ross Island is home to the world’s southernmost penguins, it is also the location of some of the world’s southernmost humans. Each year at its summertime peak, McMurdo Station houses over a thousand people: scientists and engineers working on research projects like sea ice studies and NASA missions, and non-scientists such as firefighters, physicians, dishwashers, heavy equipment operators, field safety trainers, administrators, and the dozens of other personnel required to run an isolated community centred around scientific research. McMurdo also supports the outlying US field camps, and serves as the waystation for people and supplies making their way to Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station (or “Pole” to the locals). Scott Base, the compact New Zealand facility that sits three kilometres to the west of McMurdo, houses eighty or more residents—or ten in winter—working in a similar diversity of roles. And although I was going to Antarctica to study penguins at their remote colonies, I was to find myself as fascinated by the continent’s strange and quirky human subculture as I was by the penguins themselves. At McMurdo, I would learn that the isolation, extreme weather, and mediocre pay create a unique society that combines the banal, the bizarre, and the unexpected: Think US military infrastructure meets Burning Man.

			“Men go out into the void spaces of the world for various reasons,” wrote Shackleton at the start of his epic autobiography, The Heart of the Antarctic. “Some are actuated simply by a love of adventure, some have the keen thirst for scientific knowledge, and others again are drawn away from the trodden paths by the ‘lure of little voices,’ the mysterious fascination of the unknown.”[2] Ever since humans set their eyes on the perennially frozen continent, the concept of Antarctica has attracted adventurers, iconoclasts, and loners—and the modern day is no exception.

			

			—

			
				I will be working on a research project that has its roots in Antarctic history, spending a season on an enterprise that in some form or another has been underway for more than fifty years. The lead scientist, David Ainley, has been working on Adélie penguins since studying them for his PhD in the late 1960s. David himself began his career with the great Bill Sladen, the man best known for his work with Canadian naturalist and inventor Bill Lishman training orphaned geese to migrate by following ultralight aircraft, popularized in the Hollywood film Fly Away Home. But Sladen was also a pioneering penguin biologist, and his group was one of those that spearheaded penguin research at Ross Island back in the 1960s.

			“William J. L. Sladen, Expert on Penguin Libidos, Is Dead at 96” read the headline for his obituary in The New York Times in 2017.[3] Sladen’s first trip to Antarctica was in 1948, as medical officer and biologist for an expedition led by the British explorer Vivian Fuchs (later Sir Vivian Fuchs, leader with Sir Edmund Hillary of the first overland Antarctic crossing in 1957–58). Soon after their ship dropped them off a fire destroyed their hut and supplies, killing two of his companions. The other members of the expedition were dogsledding far afield, and Sladen survived alone for more than two weeks by living in his observation tent at the nearby penguin colony, and eating members of his study population. He used his medical background to derive as much information as possible about the physiology of the Adélie penguins he ate and lived alongside—their sex, level of maturity, and more. That experience led to him switching from medicine to ornithology, more specifically to animal behaviour, where he was the first scientist to collect information from penguins individually marked with metal bands. He is also credited with being the person who first moved our understanding of these birds toward a modern scientific one instead of the quaintly anthropomorphic accounts of Edwardian naturalists—penguins as comical little men in dinner jackets—that prevailed in the Heroic Age of Antarctic Exploration. Nonetheless, it was the Heroic Age that defined the modern idea of Antarctic inquiry, despite lasting a mere twenty-five years. It began in 1897 with the Belgian Antarctic Expedition, the first group to overwinter south of the Antarctic Circle, and ended with the Shackleton-Rowett Expedition in 1922, which finished early with Shackleton’s death from a heart attack at the island of South Georgia, a decade and a half after the Nimrod Expedition that saw him based at Cape Royds.

			Now, with David as one of its leaders, penguin science has moved into the modern world of satellite tags (and, more recently, drones and automated underwater gliders). This particular four-year segment of the project is studying how the demography of the region’s Adélie penguins is being affected by the world’s largest-ever iceberg, named B-15 and literally the size of Jamaica. For the last couple of years a large portion of this berg—called B-15A—has been wedged against Ross Island and is currently responsible for restricting the ice movement patterns of half the Ross Sea. Its impact is geological in scope and life-changing for the tens of thousands of breeding penguins now rushing to mate and then rear their young. The breeding season here is short, restricted to the few weeks in summer when the sun remains above the horizon twenty-four hours a day and the sea ice retreats. The giant berg has meant that local ice break-out is late, and access to open water for foraging and travel is limited. Despite this, the penguins’ egg-laying and incubation must take place in November and December as it always does, followed by chick-rearing and fledging from mid-December to February. Our field season will coincide with this portion of the birds’ annual cycle, and the presence of the midnight sun.

			

			—

			
				On the flight down to New Zealand I run into David and two other team members at Los Angeles International Airport, picking them out from the lineup at security by their field clothing, unkempt hair, and mounds of gear. In research terms, David is our study’s principal investigator, or PI. Like Bill Sladen, he’s a legend in the world of penguin research, revered for his endless stream of publications and the ground-breaking ideas he has consistently generated over a lengthy career; he is probably the biggest thinker in his field in half a century.

			He looks the part of an academic genius—a tall man with bushy eyebrows and a thick shock of grey hair. Unusually for a researcher, he has also become known to the Antarctic-loving public since he penetrated the wall between science and the rest of society by appearing in Lloyd Fales’s Wild Kingdom documentary “Return to Penguin City” and in Werner Herzog’s Oscar-nominated Encounters at the End of the World. He has a reputation among seabird scientists for being hard to talk to, something that has mildly concerned me since being told pre-deployment that he and I will be alone at our Cape Royds field camp. Previous brushes with isolation have taught me how communication can break down in remote places, causing a descent into a tortured and wretched world. Working in the deep field is a make-it-or-break-it thing for human relationships. By the time the season ends you’re either firm friends for life—a bond born of profound mutual respect forged in the fires of some interpersonal hell—or you despise each other with a burning hatred forged in that same place. It’s the isolation, of course, but it’s more than that. It’s something about relying on another person for your survival.

			But David seems friendly enough when we greet each other in the security line-up, shy and taciturn, with no sign of the snarky superiority of a lot of leading academics. I recognize in him a fellow nerd, albeit one perhaps further along the spectrum than I am. His voice is hesitant and slightly hoarse, as though he doesn’t use it very much. “I don’t have the gift of the jabber,” he tells me much later, in what I’ll come to recognize as his pithy style of communication.

			Grant Ballard, second-in-command and a long-term associate of David’s research program, is tall, dark-haired, and thin, with a warm smile. Viola Toniolo, Grant’s partner, looks Italian—dark and expressive eyes, olive skin, lithe physique—and it turns out that she immigrated to New York from Milan in her early teens. We will be working from three study sites on Ross Island—the penguin colonies at Cape Royds, Cape Bird, and Cape Crozier. Grant and Viola are to be based at Crozier, the most distant of the three from McMurdo and isolated by the fierce weather systems that roll straight off the ice shelf and prevent any chance of an incoming helicopter for days at a time. When I meet the two of them, they are fiddling with a small Pelican case loaded with the fearsome-looking syringes used for injecting ID tags just beneath the skin of the study penguins. The large hollow needles are a few centimetres long, three or four millimetres in diameter, and have a sharp and steeply bevelled tip.

			“Are they actually going to let those through as carry-on?” I ask disbelievingly. “They look like some sort of weapon.”

			“I expect so,” says Grant with a grin. “Last time we just told them they’re research equipment and it wasn’t a problem.”

			Katie Dugger, David’s co-PI from Oregon State University, is supposed to be joining us on this flight but she’s nowhere to be seen and eventually we assume she’s either missed her connection or headed out a day early. Rachael Orben, from Pennsylvania and another assistant on this project, has missed her connections due to weather delays, and has been rerouted via Sydney. These are the people with whom I’ll be spending the next three months, and happily the ones I’ve met don’t seem crazy or unkind.

			

			—

			
				Antarctica is unique in being the only continental landmass never to have been inhabited by an Indigenous population of people. Humans are a late arrival here, with the first only setting foot on the continent in the 1800s. This is in stark contrast to the Arctic, which has been inhabited by people for thousands of years. The true Antarctic natives are the non-humans, lesser terrestrial life forms such as springtails, mosses, and lichens, which survive the punishing winters through extreme strategies like supercooling, drying, and freezing; for example, in the McMurdo Dry Valleys—an ice-free area of about 4,800 square kilometres that is one of the most extreme deserts on the planet, and situated just across McMurdo Sound from Cape Royds—soil-dwelling nematodes can desiccate and survive in a state of suspended animation (called anhydrobiosis) for decades. Then there are the ocean dwellers: marine mammals, fishes, and birds. These get through the coldest part of the year by spending it in the relative warmth of the ocean, possessing blood-borne antifreeze proteins, or migrating north to leave the Southern Ocean entirely. The coastal seas teem with these animals, and in spring the seals and penguins come ashore by the millions to breed. This is a world where natural rhythms hold sway.

			Hand in hand with my childhood dream of becoming a wildlife biologist went a conviction that nature needed people to be its voice. Growing up, I was drawn to books about extinct or endangered species with evocative names: passenger pigeon, Tasmanian tiger, blue whale, Eskimo curlew, Labrador duck. As a teenager I was inspired by the barren Arctic vistas described by Farley Mowat in his Canadian classics and by my father, who travelled the North while working as an engineer for the Canadian Coast Guard, and wrote me letters about the wildlife there. But as I started to study biology in university, I turned toward the mysteries of the Antarctic. I saw it as an unspoiled reminder of what the natural world used to be, and perhaps could be again: a place to study ecological baselines, with penguins as canaries and Antarctica as coalmine. The whole continent offered a place that seemed scarcely touched by society’s impacts, a beacon of hope and possibility for a humanity increasingly concerned about biodiversity loss and climate change.

			But without knowing it at the time, I was also drawn to Antarctica’s indifference. At the age of thirty-five, my sister had died of cancer: a long and pain-filled demise, a grim and drugged slide toward death. For two years she shrivelled before her family’s eyes, including those of her two young sons. She had been beautiful, but toward the end an image of her standing naked in her bedroom was burned into my mind as a metaphor for the horror of it all, her buttocks turned by the ravages of disease into loose flesh sagging from bone, the body of a woman in her eighties. A decade earlier, my beloved father had succumbed to leukemia in his mid-fifties. In the wake of this earlier loss, my sister’s death mostly just left me numb, the sorrow too deep to release all at once; I feared it might overwhelm me. And so I mourned my sister in increments. Sometimes I cried uncontrollably on hearing a kind word or a moving story; more often, I was shut down entirely. After four years of grieving the unfairness of her death, I craved a place where human suffering felt insignificant. I wanted to lose my sorrows in a place whose vast immensity had stripped better souls than mine.

			And travelling came naturally to me. By the time I reached the age of four my parents and sister and I had lived in three places in Scotland and England then suddenly emigrated to Canada, leaving behind grandparents, cousins, aunts, uncles, and all the rest of the extended family. My father’s job as an engineer took us first to a small community on the wooded shores of west Montreal, then to California, to a new house built at the interface of the desert and the Los Angeles sprawl, and then back to Canada again. We had lived in eight communities in four countries by the time I turned eleven. Wandering toward new horizons was in my blood.

			

			—

			
				From my seat in the C-141, I hear an announcement that we aren’t going to boomerang, and a palpable feeling of relief settles over the cabin. I’m invited up to the cockpit by one of the flight crew to see the frozen continent emerging on the horizon. The cockpit is entered by a doorway one deck above us, via a metal ladder bolted to the bulkhead forward of our passenger cabin. Ahead of us lies Victoria Land, the first region of Antarctica landed upon by Captain (later Sir) James Clark Ross in 1841, on a four-year voyage of discovery that explored the sea that was later to bear his name. I watch as a craggy white landscape begins to unfold below, and then return to my seat to doze. Aft of the two or three dozen passengers is an open cargo area, where a small mountain of supplies is strapped to the floor under a massive tarpaulin—mail, food, and equipment for McMurdo Station and Scott Base.

			Finally, we descend over Ross Island and the wheeled aircraft roughly touches down on the frozen ocean—the McMurdo Ice Runway (airport code NZIR), its ice up to three metres thick—then bumpily taxis to a standstill, a disorienting experience from the windowless space of the passenger zone. We gather our belongings and then line up in the cavernous, gloomy belly of the plane, waiting to disembark. The door of the aircraft cracks open and the light floods in, and at first all that I can see outside is a brilliant whiteness. Frigid air rushes in through the doorway, gnawing at the exposed parts of my face. My time on the Antarctic Peninsula—a place some call Antarctica’s banana belt for its comparatively mild weather—has barely prepared me for this. A voice, unintelligible with static and Kiwi vowels, comes over the speaker from where it is mounted up on the bulkhead below the cockpit, and the flight crew, trim in their Air Force uniforms, begin directing us toward the stairs and down onto the sea ice runway.

			At the military airbase in Christchurch, we had all been made to change into our regulation Extreme Cold Weather gear, or ECW: big blue puffy polar boots that lace up to the knees, with soles ten centimetres thick; insulated windproof coveralls; oversized red parkas with a faux-fur fringe around the face and a white nametag with black lettering Velcroed onto our chests. Back in New Zealand someone had said the name tags were all the better to identify each other under our glacier glasses and all that ECW, but I suspect that really we have to wear them so they can identify our bodies if anyone steps outside into a whiteout, or gets unlucky with a crevasse before we get to our field safety training. On the flight, parkas doubled as pillows and necks of undershirts gaped open. Now, as we press together on the plane’s gangway, our excessive clothing is welcome, even necessary.

			We disembark down the ramp onto the sea ice, frozen McMurdo Sound beneath our feet. Once off the plane we mill about like a flock of young penguins, disoriented by the newness. My first impression was right. Everything is brilliantly white. To be sure, there are McMurdo Station personnel in matching red parkas; a few people from New Zealand’s Scott Base in earthier tones, there to pick up the handful of Kiwis on board; and a collection of bizarre orange vehicles with big wheels or massive tracks, clearly ready for whatever weather extremes the continent can throw at us. A colourfully flagged route leads from the sea ice runway toward McMurdo, with its utilitarian collection of drab buildings crouched just a few hundred metres up the slope, and black electrical cables snake back down toward us to feed the aircraft operations. But apart from these insignificant objects we are in a vast monochromatic frozen world. Smooth sea ice underfoot, the surface of a frozen ocean. Hummocky fast ice, lumpy against the nearby shore. A thin layer of snow dusting the ground around the buildings of McMurdo. A luminous sky of high cloud hiding the twenty-four-hour-a-day sun. And surrounding us, glaciated mountains and the continental ice sheet stretch to the horizon. For a moment I feel we’ve been transported via a time warp to the ice caps of Mars, trapped on the surface of an inhospitable planet.

			We are herded toward a massive six-wheeled people-mover that is waiting nearby, with “Ivan the Terra Bus” lettered on its sides.[*1] Most of us bumble along, unaccustomed to feeling the icy surface beneath our feet, encased in their unfamiliar field-issue boots with the double-thick soles. Everyone’s parka hood is pulled tight against a bitter wind from the south, blinkering our vision and causing us to bump into each other as we slowly turn our heads to see this new world through a narrow red field of view. The shapeless red girl in line in front of me is distinctive because she’s carrying a plastic lunchbox in the shape of a sandwich in her gloved hand. Perhaps sensing me checking out the lunchbox, she turns around.

			“Hi, my name’s Sandwich,” she says, introducing herself from within her hood.

			“Hi,” I say. “I recognized your lunchbox. I saw you in the departure lounge in LA. What are you going to be doing here?”

			“Working in the Galley,” she replies. “You?”

			“Working on the penguin project at Cape Royds,” I say.

			“Oh great!” she says. “I know Grant and Viola. Not my first year here.”

			I’m reminded of the saying in Antarctica: The first time you go for the adventure, the second time you go for the money, and the third time you go because you no longer fit in with the rest of the world.

			

			—

			
				From the superheated interior of the Terra Bus there is nothing to see through the windows, encrusted as they are with sheets of frozen condensation, and some of us get off again to linger outside, gawking, until we are yelled at to get back on board for the short trip to the station. I breathe a hole in the window ice to look at the scenery and futilely scan the frozen ocean for signs of penguins or seals. At this time of year, however, the edge of the sea ice is at least thirty kilometres to the north and the nearest penguins are likely no closer than Cape Royds, so a sighting is unlikely until we move out to the field. Here at Antarctica’s largest logistics hub we are mostly too far south even for these birds. Though everybody in the world who hasn’t been here equates Antarctica with penguins, for most of the people stationed at McMurdo these are creatures that are rumoured to exist out where they don’t get to go, except very rarely, on a so-called boondoggle.

			In fact, it begins to dawn on me that even here in Antarctica our group is considered to be supremely lucky to be going into the field to study these birds. I find out later that the occasional appearance of a lost Adélie out on the sea ice runway will prompt a massive downing of tools at McMurdo and a rush to the site for photo-documentation of this element of the “real” Antarctica. Of course such penguin envy excludes the deep nerds of the more obscure branches of polar science, those here to study nematodes or glaciers or phytoplankton or muons. None of these scientists are much impressed by the banal higher life forms represented by marine birds. One of my companions on the Terra Bus is a biomedical researcher who is here to study the effects of extreme cold and lack of daylight on human physiology. She barely seems to know that penguins are in the animal kingdom.

			To be fair, she’s not alone in her confusion about their taxonomy, for with their flightless behaviour and phenomenal swimming and diving ability it is natural to wonder if penguins are more fish than fowl. In the year 1620, the French commodore Augustin de Beaulieu said of the African penguin that “they have nothing of the taste of flesh, and I take them to be feathered fish.”[4] But with their combination of feathers, beaks, warm-bloodedness, and egg-laying, penguins are decidedly in the same taxonomic class as ostriches and hummingbirds, and like other families of birds, they come in a variety of colours and sizes. The emperor and king penguins—both by far the largest of the penguin species—have a pinkish lower bill, and an attractive flush of yellow and orange on their head and neck feathers. Crested penguins, such as the macaroni, royal, and rockhopper, have fat, bright orange beaks and foppish yellow plumes atop their heads. The smallest species of penguin, which is variously known as little, blue, or fairy, is as diminutive as its names suggest, and with dorsal plumage that’s an attractive blue-grey in colour.

			On Ross Island, the focal penguin for our research will be the Adélie, a basic knee-high, black-and-white variation on the penguin theme. Adélie penguins were named in the 1800s after the wife of French explorer Jules Sébastien César Dumont d’Urville, Adèle, and were the first member of the penguin family to receive widespread public attention. The ubiquity of this species in the Ross Sea meant that the expeditions of Scott, Shackleton, and other Antarctic heroes of the early twentieth century exposed Adélies to positive press early on. In 1936, in his classic book The Oceanic Birds of South America, the great seabird biologist Robert Cushman Murphy wrote that “with singular unanimity, explorers have likened the Adélie penguin to a smart and fussy little man in evening clothes.”[5]

			Adélie penguin breeding distribution follows the coastline of the Antarctic continent, with our study site at Cape Royds described in the literature as the species’ most southerly nesting location in the world—although in recent years a few breeding pairs have sometimes taken up residence at neighbouring Cape Barne, a few kilometres farther south still. Cape Royds has been occupied by Adélies for about one thousand years, from the time that this tiny point of land became free of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. Ross Island, in its entirety a mere 2,500 square kilometres, is home to about 8 percent of the world’s Adélie penguins—with the vast majority breeding on its eastern shore at the giant Cape Crozier colony, which is home to literally hundreds of thousands of Adélies at the height of the breeding season. Anticipation at being in their midst is building in me; I would much rather be in the field in their penguin city than here at McMurdo, an isolated but very human village.

			The bus pulls up the slope leading off the sea ice toward a collection of utilitarian prefabricated huts and barracks-like dormitories, hunched together against a backdrop of volcanic grit. The scene is reminiscent of a remote and dirty Arctic mining camp, or a High Arctic village circa 1980. “Ugly” is the first word that comes to mind to describe it, an assault on the continent’s purity.

			Our vehicle stops at the entrance to the main building, 155, where the driver tells us we’ll be assigned a room before receiving an orientation session. As I step off the bus a cheerful woman bundled in thermal National Science Foundation garb passes me a printed handout that reads “Welcome to McMurdo,” as if I’m entering some bizarre polar holiday camp. Everything here seems slightly off-kilter or larger than life, a bit like something out of Alice’s Wonderland—from landing in a military plane on the frozen ocean to the fact that I’ve already glimpsed one of the locals wearing a coloured party wig. Even the infrastructure is arcane. Where at home one might find a garbage can and a blue box for recycling, for example, here each building holds entire waste stations composed of a bewildering array of containers.

			One of the first things I learn at the orientation is that McMurdo’s waste management system requires separation into more than twenty streams of trash for shipping back off-continent, where about three-quarters of the items are reportedly recycled. I soon find it’s the norm to see a puzzled resident standing in front of one of these stations reading the many waste stream descriptions while some article of garbage hangs forgotten from their fingers. Avoiding this sort of behaviour is one of the many things that distinguishes an old hand from a fingee—an FNG or fucking new guy, army slang dating back to Vietnam. McMurdo (Mactown to the locals, or just “town” to the field crews) is rife with such anachronistic jargon from the days when the station was run by the US Navy: The cafeteria is the Galley, the station’s shop is also known as the Ship’s Store, and if we work late we can go for midrats, the term for the midnight rations cooked for the night shift crews.

			We’re toured around Building 155 and I’m drawn to the hustle and bustle of the station store, the notices for yoga sessions and cross-country ski lessons posted on sundry bulletin boards, and the photographic studies of workers from previous seasons, courtesy of a participant in the National Science Foundation’s Antarctic Artists and Writers Program. McMurdo’s recreation department dispenses everything from cross-country skis and board games to high heels, feather boas, and penguin costumes—these are important party ingredients in a place where people have to make their own entertainment. There are two bank machines (somehow run from afar by Wells Fargo) and a bowling alley, and over at Scott Base there’s a well-used rugby pitch on the adjacent ice shelf (the Kiwis always win). Next door to Building 155 is the coffee shop and wine bar, in a cozy, wood-panelled Quonset hut that’s the oldest building in town, originally erected in 1959. Apart from espresso and liquor, the Coffee House has herb tea, board games, and mellow music. Also around the station are two more bars, a computer lab, science labs, a bouldering gym, and a library. McMurdo feels consummately self-contained in its extreme isolation, like a ship stuck just above the fast ice of the frozen sea. This is the place that will be our base until we head into the field, and our point of contact with the rest of the world for the two and a half months after that.

			At the end of our station tour I’m led to my room—an impersonal cave-like dorm—to unpack. I sit on my bed, contemplating the blackout curtains drawn back to let in the sun, and realize I already feel at home.

			

			—

			Although I am keen to get out into the field to see the local penguins in situ, we won’t be able to go until we’ve spent a week or so at McMurdo, doing mandatory field safety training and readying gear. One of my pre-deployment responsibilities is to develop a basic meal plan for the season and then choose and pack our supplies from among the frozen, canned, and dehydrated foods stocked here in another of the many buildings. And while we’ll no doubt be craving fresh fruits and vegetables by the end of our field season, we will be well enough fed that we won’t need to eat our study animals, unlike Bill Sladen and some of the earlier human residents of McMurdo Sound and other parts of Antarctica.

			In the first part of the twentieth century, penguins were seen as a ready source of food for many a stranded field party. The early explorers favoured penguin colonies for their camps as these headlands and islands were ice-free, and the birds could be killed and their eggs collected by marooned expeditioners in preparation for overwintering—although the edibility and flavour of these provisions were often disputed. American polar explorer Lincoln Ellsworth wrote, “Penguin eggs are delicious when made into omelettes, but ye gods, when they are boiled! Then they are like rubber balls, and fishy besides. My first experience with these eggs was when they were boiled [and] I have never since been able to eat them in any form.”[6]

			But during their winter stranded in an ice cave at Inexpressible Island in 1912, the members of Scott’s Northern Party mixed Adélie meat into breakfast stews to the hearty enjoyment of the starving men. Even a dried-out old penguin flipper—a forgotten pot scraper—eventually made it into a meal. Before that, on board the icebound Belgica in 1898–99, first mate Roald Amundsen escaped scurvy by mixing raw penguin with his tinned fruit.[*2] But by mid-century field parties were better provisioned and less hungry. In Hoosh: Roast Penguin, Scurvy Day, and Other Stories of Antarctic Cuisine, author Jason Anthony recounts the advice of the cook from the Falkland Islands Dependencies Survey (as the British Antarctic agency that employed Bill Sladen was once called): “If, after cutting out the breast meat and washing it, hanging it outside for a few days, washing it again, blanching it, and washing it one final time, it still reeks of penguin…sling it out through the nearest window.”[7] For many of the early explorers, hunger was the spice that rendered a penguin edible.

			One relatively fine day (cold, high overcast clouds, little wind) during our first week, I take a break from field prep and walk with Rachael out to Hut Point to look at Scott’s Discovery Hut after signing out the key from the Chalet, as the steep-roofed wooden building that acts as the McMurdo headquarters for the National Science Foundation is known. Rachael is a recent graduate of Cornell University, which as a prestigious Ivy League institution has a reputation for being one of the top spots for bird research worldwide. She is quiet and cheerful, and has long, dark blonde hair that’s always escaping from under whatever hat she’s wearing at the time. She also has a big smile, and a slow and thoughtful way of commenting on a situation or a research question. It turns out we are both avid readers and on our walk we discuss the books we’ve brought with us for the season, a mix of Antarctica-focused non-fiction, literary fiction, and trashy novels.

			The Discovery Hut was built as the storage facility and base ashore for Scott’s 1901–04 Discovery Expedition, but for those working at McMurdo Station it’s a de facto museum from a time when life in Antarctica was for just a few people, all of them men. Yes, it was the hut of that Scott, Captain Robert Falcon Scott, Scott of the Antarctic, the British explorer Scott who died on the Polar Plateau in 1912 after being beaten to the South Pole by the Norwegian Roald Amundsen (who had gained extensive Antarctic experience through his enforced overwinter on the Belgica). Before handing over the sacred key its guardian tells us twice about the rules to follow while it’s in our possession, and we are warned that anthrax spores have been found (who looked?!) in Scott’s
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