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INTRODUCTION

IN 1969, I VOLUNTEERED TO SERVE AS A DOCTOR ABOARD A UNITED States Coast Guard icebreaker bound for Antarctica. At the time, I was twenty-six years old, naive, and poorly informed. I was going to be on the Glacier, the largest, toughest, and most powerful icebreaker in the free world. I had specifically asked to be assigned to this ship because it reportedly received the most exotic assignments—an enticing inducement for a guy from the Midwest. The main reason I had volunteered for any Antarctic deployment was because of all the fun and interesting ports normally a part of such a voyage.

The Glacier  was under the command of Captain Eugene McCrory, a knowledgeable and experienced captain, who had successfully skippered the ship in Antarctica the previous year. I was blissfully ignorant of all the dangers that lay ahead. What I expected when I volunteered and what I later experienced were shockingly different.

Having grown up in Minnesota, I thought I knew a thing or two about cold, storms, and ice, but I had no idea how severe these conditions could be in the southernmost part of our planet. Comparing Minnesota’s version of natural forces to those in Antarctica seemed akin to comparing a slingshot to a machine gun. Both could hurt you, but the latter was far more likely to be lethal.

I knew little about the sea—very little. Other than a half-day in a small sailboat in the sheltered waters of San Francisco Bay, I had never been sailing. The only times I had been on the open ocean had been on my surfboard. In other words, I was about as clueless a mariner as had ever cruised the seven seas.

There are numerous perils a ship faces in Antarctica and the surrounding seas: hitting an iceberg, becoming trapped in a crushing ice pack, battling mountainous waves. We did not face just one of these perils—we faced them all. Other shipboard dangers can occur anywhere, such as a fire aboard a ship. Most fires on a ship are extinguished in a few minutes. We had an inferno that lasted three hours.

This book is primarily about my experiences confronting a number of significant challenges as a ship’s doctor and as a human being during a remarkable era and transformative time of my life. It is not just my story, but also that of my shipmates, as well as some of the brave sailors and explorers who preceded us, such as Sir Ernest Shackleton. Like Shack-leton, we faced total destruction of our ship while held powerless in a crushing ice pack.

My story necessarily touches on my cultural background, the prevailing culture during the sixties, the culture of the military, and the general issue of leadership. My deployment was during the time of the Vietnam War—an era exemplified by such sayings as “Don’t trust anyone over thirty” and “Question authority.” As the ship’s doctor, my major responsibility was for the health and welfare of the crew. There were times that Captain McCrory—an authoritative, arrogant, hard-core military type—had a different agenda. Conflict was inevitable.

Of the many problems the crew and I faced aboard the Glacier, I did not know which difficulties were due to bad luck and which were due to “pilot error,” or something similar. Nor did I know if the answers I had been given back when the ship was in trouble were the whole truth. As the ship’s doctor, I was not part of the operational command of the ship. In the process of doing extensive research for this book, I ventured to better understand the seriousness of the situations we faced and why they occurred. Mysteries I wanted to solve.

Many of the things the crew and I experienced aboard the Glacier are relevant for people traveling to Antarctica today. Most will travel there by ship and will potentially be exposed to some of the same dangers. For example, on December 24, 2013, a Russian icebreaker, the MV Akademik Shokalskiy, carrying passengers and research scientists, was trapped in ice pack adjacent to the Antarctic continent south of Australia. The nearest icebreaker, a Chinese ship, the Xue Long (aka, the Snow Dragon), sailed 600 miles to rescue them, only to become icebound within sight of the Russian ship.

The plight of these two ships became international news. Climate change skeptics claimed that the high level of sea ice trapping the vessels was evidence of the lack of global warming. These uninformed few did not realize that it is the disappearance of land ice—not changes in sea ice—that causes our sea levels to rise.

The only available ship powerful enough to break them free was the US Coast Guard Cutter icebreaker, the USCGC Polar Star, which even though eight to nine days away, sped to their rescue. How did the Russian ship get trapped in the first place? Were the two ships in much danger? Would the Polar Star be able to rescue them? How much was their situation like the one we had faced aboard the Glacier? All questions which I will endeavor to answer.

Antarctica can be a very dangerous place to visit, particularly aboard a ship. Although this book is partly a cautionary tale, it is also an ode to an exceptionally beautiful and exciting part of the world. In words, pictures, and curated videos, I hope to share some of that beauty and excitement.





1

In Shackleton’s Wake

ALTHOUGH THE SHIP VIBRATED FROM THE THRUST OF ITS MASSIVE DIEsel engines, it barely moved. I dreaded to think what that might mean.

I stood alone on the cheerless fantail, aimlessly looking at broken chunks of ice pack rocking back and forth in the prop wash. Most of the fractured pieces of ice were about the size of a flattened pickup truck. A small group of penguins stood off to the side, squawking and staring, as if they had never seen a human being or a ship before. Maybe that was true. We were deep in the Weddell Sea, off the coast of Antarctica. It had been over fifty years since another ship had traversed this particular patch of ocean: Sir Ernest Shackleton’s ill-fated ship, the Endurance. Shackleton was the leader of the Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition (1914–1916), the most heroic and epic in Antarctica’s history.

I knew too much about what Shackleton and his men had suffered.

A serpentine trail of fractured ice extended off our stern for about 200 yards. It had taken most of the day to travel this short distance. On either side of our wake lay a blinding white expanse of sea ice. Jagged ridges of tented and buckled ice crisscrossed this expanse. Massive icebergs in the distance dwarfed the compressed ridges. Some of the bergs were 100 feet high and 20 miles square. Yet even those huge icebergs looked small compared to the nearby continental ice shelf, which soared 150 feet into the crystalline blue sky. And it stretched from east to west as far as the eye could see.

The face of this ice cliff was vertical, multifaceted, and angular. It was a mixture of intensely reflected light, distinct shadows, and shades of blue-gray. It looked as if some giant with a hammer, chisel, and icepick had roughly fashioned a towering wall. I thought it was the edge of the continent, but it wasn’t. It was the toe of a monstrous glacier floating on the surface of the sea. About 100 miles to the south, the glacier rested on the solid rock of the continent. This glacial mass—the Filchner Ice Shelf—was named after the leader of a German expedition in 1912. Filchner’s expedition, which had preceded Shackleton’s by several years, had been a colossal failure.

Our ship was the US Coast Guard Cutter (USCGC) Glacier. The year was 1970. At the time, the Glacier was the largest and most powerful icebreaker in the free world. It had the power to break through sea ice up to 20 feet thick. But there was one major problem: There was no place for the ice to go. There was too much pressure on all sides. The nearest open water was 100 miles away. We were trapped. Hemmed in. Or to use the nautical term, beset.

Brutal storms frequent this part of the world. For three days a gale blowing in from the northeast had crammed the ice pack against our ship. The storm pushed us toward the continental ice shelf and held us in its icy grip. The pressure of the ice pack against the ship showed no signs of letting up.

We all knew that the Weddell Sea ice pack had crushed Shackleton’s stout ship. Everyone aboard had to wonder if that was going to be our fate as well.

Our two helicopters diligently searched for open leads in the ice. We needed an escape route. If there were leads, they had to be close, or we would never be able to reach them. But there wasn’t a lead in sight.

Unlike the Endurance, which was a wooden ship, ours was made of welded steel. And it was specifically built for icebreaking. It was not the kind of ship that could be easily crushed. However, the Endurance hadn’t exactly been built out of balsa wood. It too was a tough, stoutly built, heavily reinforced ship. A special type of hardwood covered its hull—wood so dense that normal tools could not cut it. Furthermore, when the
 Endurance was trapped in the ice, her hull was intact. Our outer hull was already torn and leaking. A 20-foot section of it had buckled inward.

Thanks to the Glacier’s double-hull construction, we had been able to remain afloat, in spite of the damage. Although our thinner inner hull had buckled, it had remained mostly intact. Whether or not it would remain that way under the mounting pressure was an unknown. Sections of the structural frame had been damaged. The bilge pumps, which had been operating continuously for over a month, were controlling the leak. We were focused now on whether the bilge pumps would be able to keep up, as we knew that a small leak in a damaged hull can easily become a big one.

Alfred Lansing’s book Endurance (which I highly recommend) is based on firsthand accounts from Shackleton and his twenty-seven crew-members. It describes in detail what eventually happened to the Endurance after drifting for ten months in the ice pack. Ice floes on the starboard side, both fore and aft, held the ship like a vise. Pressure from the ice pack partially caved in the center of the ship, where the sides were an impressive 1.5 to 2 feet thick. A heavier mass of ice slowly ground away at the stern, splitting it open. The deck planking separated and water poured in. One of Shackleton’s crew described the sensation of the crushing pressure as being “something colossal . . . something in nature too big to grasp.”

Finally, the pressure became so great that the decks of Endurance buckled. The heavily reinforced beams broke and the stern vaulted 20 feet into the air. Frigid seawater poured into the bow. It quickly turned into ice. The heavily weighted bow started to sink. There was nothing else they could do to save her. Their only option was to off-load their longboats, along with as much of their essential supplies as possible. They had to hope they could survive, living on the pack ice, then somehow make it safely back to civilization.

Shackleton’s expedition was privately funded, its goal, to be the first to traverse the Antarctic continent. Although called the “Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition,” neither the British government nor the Crown officially supported it. The expedition was “Imperial” in name only, the impressive label helpful when it came time to market it to private investors. There was no rescue ship coming after them if they got into trouble. Even if there had been a rescue ship, they would not have known where to look for them. They were in a frozen wilderness—beyond vast. And they did not have a functioning radio. If they were going to survive, they would have to rely upon their bravery, wits, and skills.
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The final sinking of Endurance. (Courtesy of Royal Geographical Society and Wikimedia)



Although our situation aboard the Glacier was grave, it was not as horrific as the one Shackleton had faced. Unlike him, we had good radios. Although there were some fluctuations due to atmospheric conditions, we were in touch with the world most of the time. However, the world knowing of our plight was one thing; actually providing help was another. Our chances of an eventual rescue or even escaping under our own power were certainly better than Shackleton’s, but there was the risk of any rescue or escape attempt being too little, too late.

We faced a number of real and immediate problems. The Antarctica summer season was almost over. The current was taking us closer and closer to the continent. The ice was freezing an inch thicker each day. Temperatures were dropping. The farther south we drifted, the colder it would get. The extent of the ice pack surrounding the continent would soon double—increasing by 40,000 square miles each day . By the end of winter, the ice pack in the Weddell Sea—a million square miles—would more than quadruple. Further storms could increase the pressure ridges to 20 to 30 feet thick—too thick for the Glacier to break, even with backing and ramming. Then there were those massive icebergs—floating glacial ice with a tensile strength greater than steel.

During the preceding couple of days we had burned over 100,000 gallons of fuel trying to escape. Despite our valiant efforts, we had traveled about as far as a good tee shot by Tiger Woods. At this rate, it was clear we would exhaust our fuel reserves long before reaching navigable waters. It was senseless to try to fight the forces of nature any longer, and we couldn’t count on having another icebreaker come to our rescue.

The other two Coast Guard icebreakers in Antarctica at the time were Wind-class icebreakers. They were slightly smaller and had only about half the horsepower. The Glacier was known as “The Mighty G” or “The Big G.” To some, we were known as “The Big Elephant.” Our motto was “Follow Me.” We were the ship meant to rescue others, but right now we were the 800-pound gorilla in an 8,000-ton dilemma.

If our two Wind-class icebreakers had been able to reach us, they might have been able to help; they had done it before. But they were too far away. By the time they could get anywhere near, we would be fully in the grip of the dreaded Antarctic winter, when icebreaking, particularly deep in the Weddell Sea, becomes impossible.

We had to accept the bitter reality of our situation. Our voyage, which was part of what was called Operation Deep Freeze, had come to a standstill. Our deployment was supposed to last through the Antarctic summer season and end up in sunny California, where the trip had begun. That wasn’t going to happen. We were trapped. Beset.

Given the rapidly deteriorating conditions, our only reasonable hope for escape seemed to rest with an early spring thaw. It was apparent to everyone that we would be spending the winter in Antarctica. Were we prepared for such a situation? Good question. Maybe we wouldn’t be crushed by the ice pack. Maybe the ice wouldn’t catch in the jagged hull and tear us apart.

Maybe.

Largely because of his magnificent leadership and his vast polar experience, Shackleton was able to keep his crew alive, despite extreme hardships, until they were finally rescued two years later. Our captain was an experienced and competent sailor, with good and bad points. But he was no Shackleton.

Our exact location was latitude 77.28° S, longitude 38.09° W. We were just north of the Filchner Ice Shelf and Vahsel Bay. In Shackleton’s case, the Endurance’s position was latitude 76.27° S, longitude 28.46° W when he became trapped. In other words, out of the million square miles encompassing the Weddell Sea, our positions differed by about 70 miles. One had to think, as Winston Churchill once said, “Those who fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”

Although our relative positions were almost identical, the seasonal timing was different. We became trapped in the ice pack on February 23, whereas the Endurance was beset on January 18. Thus, we were over a month closer to the brutal winter weather of the Southern Hemisphere.

Given that the prevailing currents had not changed much between 1915 and 1970, it was likely that the ice pack and the Glacier would soon be heading in the same direction the Endurance had taken. Initially, we would be going south, but later we would be heading north. The main problem was that the current would also push us west—to an area where the ice becomes even denser as it packs up alongside the edge of the Antarctic Peninsula. An area too hazardous for any icebreaker. At any time of the year.
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The large “X” marks the area where Glacier was trapped. (Map courtesy of Bourrichon and Wikimedia Commons)



In Shackleton’s case, he and his crew were attempting to complete a first-ever, truly historic expedition. Shackleton, who had already survived two legendary Antarctic expeditions, handpicked his crew. He knew the kind of men he would need. He had the good fortune of being able to choose from thousands of volunteers, many of whom had responded to his advertisement in the Times of London: Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small wages, bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, constant danger, safe return doubtful. Honor and recognition in case of success.


About five thousand people applied for the position. The crew signing up for Shackleton’s Imperial Trans-Antarctic Expedition knew they would be heroes if they survived. His well-publicized expedition was truly for the glory of the British Empire. And it occurred during the time commonly known as the “Heroic Age” of Antarctic exploration. It was an era when polar explorers such as Scott, Amundsen, and Shackleton were akin to modern-day rock stars. The King of England had knighted Shackleton because he had previously come close to being the first person to reach the South Pole.


The Glacier crew didn’t sign up for some glorious expedition to enhance the prestige of an American Empire. We weren’t going to become famous celebrities or heroes just because we survived a winter in Antarctica, no matter what befell us. We were supposedly on a simple and modest mission. Part of our task was to open a channel for supply ships going to the US Navy base on the Antarctic Peninsula. We also were going to provide logistical support for research scientists, including some that stayed on the ship. Nothing incredible. Nothing “Imperial.” Nothing heroic.


While the Coast Guard did not consider our mission particularly dangerous for a large icebreaker, no deployment deep into the Weddell Sea should ever be considered “routine.” The crew understood that our assignment would expose us to certain inevitable and unavoidable risks, such as sailing in iceberg-filled, uncharted waters. “Hazardous duty pay” for some of the officers and a double-food ration for the enlisted men partially compensated for the difficulties we would endure.

One thing was certain: Our orders did not include wintering over in the cold, dark, Antarctic night.
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Imprisoned in the ice pack off the Filchner Ice Shelf, we had no choice but to accept our fate. At first blush, the general attitude of the men seemed to be positive and constructive—a “Let’s make the best of a bad situation” kind of outlook—but not everyone felt that way. And those with a positive attitude might not be able to maintain that perspective for long. Behind the macho “Let’s take the bull by the horns” spirit, there was an unspoken deeper feeling, a mixture of fear, worry, and dread. There was tremendous uncertainty and many unanswered questions.
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The “X” marks the area where Glacier was trapped. (Map courtesy of the US Geological Survey)



One unresolved question was “Why?” Why did the free world’s largest and most powerful icebreaker—one capable of breaking ice 20 feet thick—end up in such a horrendous, Shackleton-like situation? It was a mystery to me. Were we trapped merely because of bad luck? Or had our situation been reasonably avoidable? Maybe there were no answers to these questions. Or maybe there were.


Our commanding officer (CO), Captain Eugene McCrory, probably could have answered the “Why” question, but he wasn’t talking. Certainly not to me. If he had deigned to answer any of my questions, I expected at best half-truths. I was not part of Command and Control.

Even so, I wanted to get the whole story. What were our rescue options, and who would be rescued? I was told that ferrying all the men on the Glacier to the continent by helicopter was one option. In theory, fixed-wing planes could land and take off from the adjacent ice shelf. A large-scale evacuation. A crew could come back in the spring to rescue the ship after the ice had broken up. But evacuating everyone, as far as the crew knew, was never seriously considered. I never learned whether that idea was rejected because it was the consensus opinion of the senior command officers, or the overriding opinion of the captain.

We soon learned that the decision about who would be rescued had been made. A minimal crew would remain aboard the ship. If possible, everyone else would be evacuated. Out of two hundred crewmembers, only forty people were selected to remain. Those forty would stay with the ship through the dark, frigid, polar winter. They were the ones deemed “essential for the operation of the ship.”

I was not surprised that I was one of the “essentials.” They didn’t need me to operate the ship. They needed me for the crew. I was the ship’s doctor.

Freakishly good luck would change everything. It was nothing the crew or I expected. If anyone aboard did expect a reversal of our bad fortune, they weren’t talking about it. It was not a time anyone chose to project false hopes. We would end up escaping the Weddell Sea prior to the quadrupling of the ice pack that occurs every winter.

But I will tell the story as I experienced it, describing in detail what likely would have happened aboard the Glacier had we remained in our Shackleton-like trap, partly based on what happened to those in similar icebound situations who were less fortunate than ourselves.

Although we eventually escaped the Weddell Sea, our good luck would not hold out. We avoided one perilous situation only to face dangers far more acute—the kind where one minute or one gust of wind makes all the difference.






2

The Year Before

THE COOL CLEAR WATER IN THE SWIMMING POOL FELT REFRESHING after a long day’s work. My tight muscles eased as I stretched out in rhythmic strokes.

I needed the swim, as I had a lot on my mind in the spring of 1969. Being on a ship in Antarctica was not one of those things. That possibility, if someone had suggested it to me, would have seemed ludicrous. I would have thought being struck by a meteor more plausible.

Interning at Highland General Hospital, the county hospital for Oakland, California, was a tough job. I had little time for recreation, much less for a regular aerobic workout. The swimming pool was not one of the perks of the job. A pool table provided the only recreational outlet in the interns’ dorm, where I had lived for the previous nine months. Playing pool was somewhat entertaining, but not nearly as refreshing as a good swim. I had always loved water sports. Moving out of the interns’ dorm and into an apartment complex with a pool had been a big improvement.

I tried to swim laps two days out of three. The third day I was always on call and had to work late—oftentimes, most of the night. My semi-regular swims gave rise to one small problem. My eyes were becoming bloodshot from the chlorine in the pool. If I had had any spare change or extra time, I would have bought a pair of swimming goggles, but I didn’t have much of either. Opening my eyes underwater allowed me to see well enough.

In order to minimize my exposure to chlorine, I decided to close my eyes for the majority of each lap. I would count my strokes and then open my eyes a couple of strokes before I reached the opposite side. This technique worked well for a couple of weeks, until one day when my strokes must have been unusually strong. Just as I opened my eyes at the appropriate stroke count, I felt an excruciating pain in my left hand. I had jammed it into the side of the pool. When I looked at my hand, my knuckles no longer lined up. I had broken the bone attached to the base of my fifth finger, my fifth metacarpal.

It was the first time I had ever broken a bone. To add insult to injury, I had suffered what is commonly known as a “boxer’s fracture.” The most common cause is punching someone or something. My fellow interns couldn’t resist giving me a hard time about it. Their most frequent question was, “Who did you punch?” They were not about to accept my swimming accident story (or admit they believed it).

In retrospect, I was fortunate to have suffered this fracture. It later turned out to be a blessing when I was deep in Antarctica.

I shared the hilltop apartment with two of my intern buddies. It was small, but it had a view of both the Bay Bridge and the Golden Gate. I was only making $300 a month as an intern, but, back in 1969, that was enough to pay for basic living expenses as well as my share of the rent. I had borrowed some money from my uncle to buy a 1965 Austin-Healey 3000 sports car. My 1956, rusted-out, baling-wire-reinforced Chevy had finally died while valiantly trying to ascend one of San Francisco’s steeper hills. The Mark 3000 was a vibrant red, with a white, rolled-leather interior and a burled walnut dashboard. I loved its classic lines, curve-hugging traction, mellow-sounding pipes, and powerful engine. After living hand to mouth through college and medical school, I was feeling like one lucky guy.

Growing up in the flatlands of Minnesota—the suburbs of Minneapolis, to be precise—I had never lived in a home with a good view. The first place I remember living had a view of a busy street. The last place I lived with my family was in Richfield, a middle-class suburb adjacent to Minneapolis, where I viewed small, single-story tract homes much like my own. I had a typical, middle-class upbringing. Midwestern. Nothing fancy. Low-key. Modest. Religious. Down-to-earth. Solid values.

I was the second of three children. The only boy. In some ways, I felt like a firstborn—the one meant to succeed. My parents owned a small paint and wallpaper store. It had been a good business for a while, but then the building boom ebbed. By the time I started high school, we were just making ends meet. Somehow, my parents scraped together enough money to send me to a good Catholic high school. Education was important, particularly to my mother. To me, too.

My mother had been valedictorian of her high school class. She had grown up on a farm during the Depression. There were times when the only food she had was cranberries—they grow wild in northern Minnesota. As an adult, come Thanksgiving, there were no cranberries on her plate.

By the end of high school, my parents’ business had declined considerably and they struggled to avoid bankruptcy. They were not the kind to pressure me into following any particular career path. They simply advised me, “Don’t go into the paint and wallpaper business,” and “Go to college.” In general, they supported my independent decisions. When I later told them I was going to be a physician on an icebreaker going to Antarctica, they were only mildly shocked, and they did not try to dissuade me.

If I went to college, I knew I was going to have to do it without their help. I became quite self-sufficient, perhaps to a fault, as I later learned when I started my deployment on the Glacier . Fortunately, hard work and I were not strangers. My first job was as a caddie when I was ten years old, carrying golf bags that seemed to weigh as much as I did. In high school, I landed a night job as a dishwasher. The worst part about the job was scrubbing dirty pots and pans, attempting to remove layers of burnt-on grease, while watching the cook add more industrial-sized pots to my pile. The job included free dinner—usually the cheapest meal on the menu. It was an “authentic German restaurant.” Alan Wong was the head chef.

During the summers, I continued to work as a caddie, often doing “doubles.” With a heavy golf bag on each shoulder, I had to pray not to get paired up with a “hooker” and a “slicer,” or I would be spending a good part of the round zigzagging across the fairway. Some days I could make extra money doing doubles for thirty-six holes.

The golf course was a pleasant place to work. Most of the country club golfers were nice people, but I could never imagine being like them—rich. They were a different class of people than my friends or relatives.



In the late spring of 1961, when I was a senior in high school, the “caddie master” at Minnesota Valley Country Club, the golf course where I worked, told me about the Evans Scholarship—an academic scholarship for caddies. To qualify, one needed to be poor, have good grades, and have worked as a caddie for at least two years. Although I fit those criteria, I couldn’t see myself as being such an exemplary person that I deserved a full scholarship. However, no caddie from that country club had ever won an Evans Scholarship, so the caddie master insisted that I at least try, and my mother heavily supported the idea.

At some point, I began to think I might even have a chance to win the scholarship, which was a critical step for me. When I get it in my head that something is doable and I am motivated to do it, then I am not easily dissuaded. Some people call me a stubborn Norwegian. (It’s true. I am.)

I applied for the scholarship with a singular focus. If I didn’t win the scholarship, I realized I would have a very tough time putting myself through school. I knew I would do whatever I had to do to get through school, even if I didn’t win the scholarship, but I dreaded that possibility.

Several weeks after completing the arduous application and interview process, I was beginning to think my chances of winning were about as good as lighting a match on a wet cake of soap. Then the letter came. I was shaking as I picked up the envelope. It was heavy. It was thick. I didn’t even open it up; I just started shouting and jumping for joy. I knew it couldn’t be a rejection letter—it was too fat. The letter, when I finally opened it, started with “We are pleased to inform you . . .”—which was about as far as I got before I started running around again like a giddy fool.

Receiving the Evans Scholarship was like finding a treasure map—and realizing the treasure was buried in my backyard. It changed my life. With the help of this scholarship, I knew I could pursue my dreams. One of them was to become a doctor. Another was to see the world.
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In June of 1968, after completing pre-med and medical school at the University of Minnesota, I started my internship at Highland General Hospital in Oakland, California. It was a rotating internship, including psychiatry, emergency room medicine, internal medicine, pediatrics, and surgery. Going into the internship, I was leaning toward later specializing in either internal medicine or psychiatry. Other specialties, like emergency room medicine or surgery, were scarier to consider, because the risks of an immediate death of a patient were greater. Nonetheless, I didn’t want to rule out any specialty because I was afraid of it or because I had almost no experience in that field.

Since I was still uncertain about a specialty, and because I wanted the most experience I could get, during each rotation I told the head of that service that I was seriously considering entering their specialty. It made a big difference. Instead of regarding me as someone marking time, I was treated like a peer-in-training. The residents and attending staff would go out of their way to show me special cases or let me scrub in on more-complicated surgeries. This strategy and experience would prove to be invaluable when I was assigned to the Glacier.


[image: chpt_fig_049]


About halfway through my internship, one of the oral surgeons at Highland General told me, “If you ever get into the Coast Guard, try to get assigned to an icebreaker going to Antarctica. They always go to Hawaii, Tahiti, New Zealand, Australia, and South America. And if you’re lucky, you’ll get to travel around the world.”

He also said, “Try to get assigned to the Glacier. It’s the biggest ice-breaker and gets the most exotic duty.”

I had no idea why he told me this, but it was such an odd piece of advice that I remembered it. I had no plans to go into any military service. I planned to serve my country—and satisfy the mandatory draft requirements at that time—by going into the United States Public Health Service (USPHS).

I had applied to three different divisions of the USPHS: Chronic Disease Services, Mental Health, and Indian Health (the federal health program for Native Americans and Alaska Natives). While my USPHS applications were pending, I received three calls from the US Navy asking me to report for my pre-induction physical. It was the peak year of the doctor draft for the Vietnam War (the military draft was the “law of the land” until 1973, when military service became voluntary). From what everyone had told me, a navy assignment for a doctor in 1969 typically meant the marines, and Vietnam.

On each occasion when the navy called, I replied that there was no need to bother with a pre-induction physical, as I was going into the Public Health Service. They politely accepted my explanation. In the meantime, I had heard that a pre-induction physical for a physician was little more than a farce. One physician I knew suffered from gout, which can be diagnosed by a simple urine test and normally would qualify one for a medical deferment. When this physician had his physical, he gladly provided a urine sample, telling the lab technician, “If you test my urine, you’ll see that I have gout.”

The lab tech replied, “Oh, that doesn’t matter. You’re a doctor.”

The doctor then watched in horror as the lab tech grinned—and poured his urine sample down the drain.

It really didn’t matter to me whether the physical was a farce or not. I was physically fit, except for being bespectacled and flat-footed—but then I wasn’t going to be an aviator or in the infantry.

I applied to three different divisions of the Public Health Service. One division turned me down because they were short on funds. A second turned me down because I did not have enough clinical experience. I wasn’t worried, though, because I was positive of gaining a position with the Indian Health Service. The director of my internship program had been the boss of the physician who, at that time, was the head of Indian Health.

I was in the internship director’s office when he called the head of the Indian Health Division. He sang my praises and gave me an unequivocal recommendation. I smiled. My immediate future was secure.

The head of Indian Health said he would certainly accept me, except for one thing. They had no record of my ever having applied for a position. They had lost my application.

I immediately sent in another application. By the time it arrived, it was too late. All the positions had been filled. My heart sank. I was facing the marines and Vietnam. I was in a state of shock.

Shortly after learning that my last hope had been dashed, I received another call from the navy. The naval staff person spoke in an entirely different tone. He did not ask me to report for a pre-induction physical. He basically said, “You will report for your pre-induction physical.” He scheduled my appointment for the following week, and suggested that if I did not go willingly, the navy would send an “escort” to pick me up.

In order to better understand my situation in the spring of 1969, as well as the era in which this story takes place, a little background information is in order. People who weren’t alive during the Vietnam War may have difficulty fully understanding what it was like then. Millions of people were actively demonstrating against the war. I was not one of those active demonstrators, but I did not believe in the Vietnam War. A military dictator ran South Vietnam. I saw no reason to risk my life to support a dictatorship in a war not reinforced by the political will of the people, a war of essentially no strategic importance to the United States.

In my bones, I knew there was something rotten about the war. I suspected our government was not telling us the whole story. For example, we were led to believe that the North Vietnamese precipitated the war by firing on our naval ships in the Gulf of Tonkin. According to historians, we provoked the attack by firing on them. In addition, we were repeatedly told that we were winning the war, which was probably never true. At best, we won some battles. The leader of the North Vietnamese Army, General Vo Nguyen Giap, told the Americans, as he had the French, “You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours, but even at those odds, you will lose and I will win.” He was right. There was no way the American people were willing to suffer extreme casualties for such an unpopular war—one that would eventually cost us $100 billion and fifty-eight thousand lives.

Given my thoughts and feelings about the Vietnam War, I did not know what to do. I loved my country, my family, my home. I did not want to be labeled a “draft dodger” or a “coward.” My father had served in the US Navy during World War II. He was thirty-three years old and the father of two children when he was drafted. I knew he deeply resented one of my uncles who had somehow avoided the draft. I did not think he would understand my feelings about the Vietnam War. I don’t know. We never talked about it. In fact, we rarely talked much about anything. He didn’t talk much when he was sober. And I certainly wasn’t going to try to talk to him when he was drunk.

I was more than willing to dedicate two years to serving my country and even risk my life in a military service. If it had been World War II, I would have volunteered. After the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, it would have been an easy decision. If someone attacks your country, you fight to defend it. But I was not going to volunteer for a cause in which I did not believe. I was not going to lie to the draft board and say I was a conscientious objector. And I wasn’t going to try to come up with some bogus medical excuse for a deferment, like many people I knew. My nightmarish options seemed to boil down to, “Serve in Vietnam or move to Canada.” It was tearing me apart. I could not make a decision one way or the other.

Then I got a call from the US Public Health Service. I did not know who made the call. I never asked. All I can remember was some woman saying, “How would you like to be a Public Health Service doctor . . . assigned to the Coast Guard?”

Those were the sweetest words I had ever heard.

I could serve my country.

I would not have to go to Vietnam.

I could not believe my good fortune.

They were offering me a position for which I had never applied and one I never knew even existed.

I responded to her with a resounding, “Yes.”

The next words out of my mouth were, “And could I be assigned to an icebreaker going to Antarctica?”

There was a pause at the other end. I assume my request took her a bit by surprise. I was, after all, going against the military service maxim, “Never volunteer for anything.”

After a short pause, she responded simply, “Okay.”

“And can I be assigned to the Glacier?”

There was an even longer pause, after which she said something like, “That can be arranged.”

I will always wonder whether those pauses had any meaning other than mere surprise. The woman I was talking to, I later learned, was Dottie Step, the secretary for the doctor in charge of all Public Health Service physicians, Admiral Fishburne. Dottie was a powerful, influential, and knowledgeable person. Doctors, in her experience, did not volunteer for an icebreaker assignment; they were ordered to take it. In addition, she likely knew about icebreaker life as well as the Glacier’s mission plan. If she did, then she had all the more reason to be taken aback by my requests.

If she had spoken her mind, she would have said something like, “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Or, more to the point, “Are you crazy?”




3

Introduction to Military Life

THE COAST GUARD HAD TWO BASIC TRAINING CENTERS IN 1969. ONE WAS in Cape May, New Jersey, located on the southern tip of the state. The other was in Alameda, California, about 10 miles from where I was living in Oakland. Prior to my icebreaker duty, I was going to be assigned to one of these boot camps as a GMO (general medical officer). I would be responsible for providing my own housing, but the Coast Guard would be covering all of my moving expenses. Obviously, it would have been far cheaper to let me stay in Oakland, where there would have been no moving expenses at all. I loved the Bay Area and would have been delighted to remain there. That is not what happened, however. I was assigned to Cape May. Everything I owned was shipped there at government expense—your tax dollars at work.

I never expected the Coast Guard to give my personal happiness a high priority, but I did expect it to be reasonable, logical, and economical. Apparently, one of the reasons it was going to pay my shipping expenses to the East Coast was because of a policy aimed at young men enlisting who were just out of high school. The worry was that these kids would become homesick and run back home, particularly if home was nearby. Thus, no one was allowed to go to a boot camp within 50 miles of their home. I considered that a reasonable policy, but I did not see how
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