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Foreword

For more than seventy years, the Australian Antarctic Division and its predecessor, the Australian National Antarctic Research Expedition, have provided the platform for some of the most important and exciting research undertaken by Australia. By unlocking the secrets of the Antarctic, we are able to learn so much about our planet – its past and its potential future. That the program has been so successful can be attributed directly to the men and women who have accepted the many challenges that working in the Antarctic presents. This book, 537 Days of Winter, pulls back the curtain on life in an Antarctic station under both normal and abnormal circumstances.

Governors-general of Australia have held a close relationship with the Australian Antarctic Division for many years. Two governors-general have visited Australia’s Antarctic stations. Given this vice-regal relationship, my visit to the division’s headquarters at Kingston and my interest in leadership, my curiosity was piqued when David sent me an advance copy of his book accompanied by a request to write a foreword. Once I had read 537 Days of Winter, I realised that it was an essential book to read about leadership. I accepted his request with pleasure.

Expeditions to the Antarctic are normally of twelve months’ duration. For David and his twenty-three companions, their expedition began on that premise. David writes in a very readable and honest style his account of life on their station, about their arrival and their early trials and achievements. He pays particular attention to the pressures that he experienced as the expedition leader. Almost subliminal in this story is the knowledge that after twelve months, the expeditioners would all be home for Christmas. The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic was to disrupt this assumed truth.

As the pandemic spread across the globe, the closing of borders and the shutting down of international travel being among many national responses, the isolation of the Antarctic spared David and his team from the pandemic’s physical and health impacts. But the pandemic contained a ‘bombshell’. Eventually it became clear that the team could not be relieved after twelve months and that they would be required to stay for another summer season. This news placed the team under severe stress. Life at the station after this news is the heart of David’s story. In telling his story, he illuminates for us an experience that all leaders face: the ‘loneliness of command’. 

From the bombshell of the pandemic to the drama of an engine fire on MPV Everest on the eventual return journey, David tells a remarkable story of emotional turmoil, feats of courage in difficult weather conditions and the challenge in leading twenty-three people in extraordinary circumstances in perhaps the harshest environment on earth. It is a very personal story, laying bare his frustrations, uncertainties and concerns. It is a story for everyone in a leadership position, for all will travel on this journey. 

My advice is to read this book and urge others to do so. David’s story reminds us of the strength of our human will and our ability to overcome the most difficult challenges. This book will hopefully excite others to take on the challenges of leadership in our country. 


His Excellency General the Honourable 
David Hurley AC DSC (Retd)
Governor-General of the Commonwealth of Australia





Map 1: Australia to Antarctica.
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Map 2: Davis Station Operating Area.
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Note that the coastal route depicted from Davis station to Whoop Whoop is open water from around January to March and covered by sea ice from April to December.






Preface

Based in the Tasmanian city of Kingston, just outside Hobart, the Australian Antarctic Division (AAD) is responsible for managing the Australian Antarctic Territory and Australia’s two sub-Antarctic islands of Macquarie Island and Heard Island. The AAD’s main role is to manage Australia’s three permanent Antarctic stations, Casey, Davis and Mawson, which are accessible only in the summer months, when warmer weather allows access to the Antarctic continent. The AAD also manages the station at Macquarie Island on behalf of the Tasmanian Government. 

From 1990, Australia relied on the purpose-built icebreaking ship the RSV Aurora Australis and over thirty years the shipping schedule became routine and well timed with the melting of the Antarctic sea ice over summer. After 2006, Aurora’s schedule was supplemented by regular flights to the Wilkins Aerodrome, 60 kilometres inland from Casey station, to carry expeditioners back and forth between Hobart and Wilkins via a long-range Airbus A319, adapted for Antarctic operations. The four-hour flight is also a critical part of emergency capabilities, should the need arise to evacuate someone back to Australia for medical treatment. 

During the summertime, smaller fixed-wing aircraft and helicopters are used to move teams of scientists, expedition teams and visitors between stations and vessels over vast distances, enabling a dynamic and fast-paced season. In the winter, access to Antarctica by air or sea is almost impossible, with thick pack ice blocking maritime access, hurricane-strength winds, temperatures as low as minus 50 degrees Celsius and near-total darkness.

The Australian Antarctic Program includes all those who work and conduct research at Australia’s stations and on AAD voyages, even though many of the participants are in non-scientific roles, such as engineers, doctors, tradesmen, pilots and aircrew. They are collectively known as expeditioners in recognition of the unique challenges and work required to operate and survive in the harsh Antarctic wilderness.

During the summer of 2019–20, over 118 expeditioners visited and worked at Davis research station, many flying in via Wilkins and across to Davis to stay for as little as two weeks. The station itself is spread over about a square kilometre and features summer accommodation buildings, the main wintering accommodation building, two diesel powerhouses, helipads and a hangar, the operations building and multiple science laboratories, as well as a warehouse, vehicle workshop, communications satellite, wharf, boatshed and science storage areas. In many ways, Antarctic stations resemble small towns and are well equipped with gyms, saunas, cinemas and libraries for the community to enjoy when not working. 

At Australian stations, wintering expeditioners are seasonal contractors who have signed up for a single year before returning to their lives back home. The wintering teams’ job is to maintain the station infrastructure during the dark winter months and to monitor remote scientific instruments. The bulk of the scientific work is conducted during the summer months by glaciologists, geologists, marine biologists and many other scientists from universities across Australia who join the program to complete their fieldwork. Some return multiple times; others only ever get one chance to visit Antarctica for their research.

On 25 October 2019, the wintering team of the Davis station’s 73rd Australian National Antarctic Research Expedition (ANARE) sailed south on one of the final voyages of the Aurora for a routine summer and winter in Antarctica. We were scheduled to return on Australia’s new icebreaker, the RSV Nuyina, which was being built in Romania and was due to arrive in Hobart by late 2020. What happened across the world that year as the COVID-19 pandemic unfolded would dramatically change that plan.

This is a true story. Names and characters have been changed and amalgamated for literary efficiency and privacy, but the narrative remains true to the situations we faced and both the good and bad reactions we all had along the way. The sequence of events is accurate and chronological where practical, with a few minor variations that do not impact the overall outcome. Using my personal notes and diaries to assist my memory, I have tried to recount events as accurately as possible. Where differing opinions or alternative narratives exist, I have included them where appropriate. I am humbly aware that I made mistakes along the way and that, with hindsight, there were better ways to achieve success on occasions, but if you’re able to sit around and have such discussions with everyone home safely, then I’ll take feedback, criticism and opinions anytime.

David Knoff
Station leader, Davis research station
73rd ANARE


It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.

—Theodore Roosevelt, 23 April 1910






Part I

SUMMER





Chapter 1 

Hitting the Ice Running

Day 16: 9 November 2019

Temperature: -6.1°C to 0.1°C

Station population: 93

‘There it is, Dave! Our home for the next year,’ Doc said. 

We were perched high above the decks of Australia’s iconic icebreaker, the RSV Aurora Australis, watching Aurora’s bow crunch into the edge of the ‘fast ice’ – so called because it is fastened to land. In this case, the fast ice extended from Davis about 5 kilometres out to sea, blocking access to our intended anchorage: about halfway between us and the coloured buildings of Davis station, which looked like Lego bricks in this distance. It had been a two-week voyage across the Southern Ocean, through giant seas and then, as we got closer to our destination, the floating pack ice and fields of icebergs that surround Antarctica, but we had arrived.

The ship ground to a halt in the nearly 2-metre-thick ice and the engines reversed, creating a whirlpool in front of us as the captain backed her up for another run.

‘Hold on for round two,’ I said to Doc as the captain engaged forward drive and we lurched into the fast ice once more. The steel hull screeched as the ship’s bow rose up onto the ice and a gaggle of penguins went scrambling as a loud crack could be heard below us as the ship broke through the ice and came to rest on the water.

‘This is going to take a while,’ said Doc.

Bing-bong. A call came over the PA – it was for me: ‘Can we get the ingoing station leader to the bridge, please?’

When I got to the bridge the voyage leader was waiting for me. ‘It’ll take all night to break through this ice to get close enough to station for resupply to commence,’ the voyage leader said, loud enough to be heard above the captain on the radio marshalling his crew for another run at the ice. ‘Grab your gear and head to the heli-deck. We’ll fly you and a few others ashore this afternoon and start cargo tomorrow.’

As I returned to my room to collect my bags, I ran into my cabinmate, Paul, who had recently been appointed captain of the RSV Nuyina. Paul was on the voyage to familiarise himself with Australian standard operating procedures for a station resupply voyage. He had taught me more in two weeks about icebreakers and polar operations than I’d thought possible.

‘See you in November with the new ship,’ I said as we shook hands.

‘You can count on it,’ said Paul, smiling cautiously. ‘See you then and have a good season.’

There aren’t too many perks to being a station leader, but being first ashore is one. I rugged up in about 10 kilograms of Antarctic survival gear for the quick flight and headed down to the ship’s heli-hangar, which opened out onto the back deck and helipad. It was a lovely day, hovering around zero degrees but sunny enough to feel the warmth of the sun.

For flights, every expeditioner wears their full survival kit, consisting of a merino wool thermal underlayer, a polar-fleece mid layer and a Gore-Tex-style outer layer or heavyweight goose jacket, plus a few options for beanies, gloves and boots, depending on the situation. What you aren’t wearing is carried in one bright-red survival bag, figuratively attached to your hip wherever you go in Antarctica. I was sweating underneath the layers but, if the helicopter went down or we had to land anywhere other than the intended destination, at least I’d be warm.

I’ve always loved flying, and even though it was only a five-minute ride in the Squirrel B3 helicopter over the ice and towards Davis station, I was grinning from ear to ear. Even after studying it for months on maps and in briefings, I was still impressed by the scale and size of the station. The buildings were scattered between gravel roads, with banks of snow separating them. I looked out at the bright-green accommodation building in the middle and wondered which of the windows would be my home for the year. I then squinted against the glare of the helicopter’s windshield to the rooftop of the yellow operations building, adorned with antennas and cameras, where a lone figure was hurriedly making his way down the stairs and along the road towards the helipads to greet us.

Flying above the fast ice, I looked past the hills towards the Antarctic Plateau, which looked like a giant cloud on the horizon, and remembered a similar moment four years earlier that led me here. It was 2016 and I was flying over Baghdad in a Blackhawk helicopter and wondering about my future. After a decade of seeing the worst side of humanity in conflict zones and war-ravaged landscapes, I’d decided it was time to refocus my life and join Australia’s Antarctic Program.

Now, as we flew over the parades of penguins and spectacular icebergs, I knew this new chapter in my life would be exactly the change I’d been looking for so I could focus on the more positive side of humanity – its pursuit of science and adventure.

As we touched down, I was met by the outgoing station leader, Simon, whom I’d met a year earlier in Melbourne.

‘Welcome to Davis! Boy, it’s good to see you here,’ he said as the pilots took off again.

‘It’s good to be here, finally,’ I said, studying Simon’s face. It was clear this experience had changed him. I wondered what I would look like after a year down here.

There was no time to catch up, though, as we got straight down to the business of planning the resupply and handover of the station. This was the busiest and most complex time of the year, and Simon would remain in overall command right up until the last minute of handover. There was a very clear difference between his outgoing team, who walked around in T-shirts and knew where everything was, versus my team, all rugged up and wandering around starry-eyed. Naturally, we worked closely together for the next two weeks as my team learned the ropes and got ready to take over.

With the Aurora now at anchor, and solid ice surrounding it like a wharf, the resupply was in full swing. Those who hadn’t been flown in now disembarked down the gangway and were driven ashore. The station population had reached maximum capacity: ninety-three people who were there for summer, plus daytrippers from the resupply team based on the ship who came ashore to help during the day.

Between getting everyone ashore, conducting the briefings, transferring a year’s worth of cargo and then refuelling the station, it was hard to find time to sit down and talk one on one with Simon to ask him all the questions I had about the realities of being an Antarctic station leader. After I’d followed Simon around for a few days, we grabbed a ute and went for a drive off station along Dingle Road, which snakes its way north and into the Vestfold Hills that surround the station. The road makes for a good 5-kilometre run, walk or bike ride, depending on the conditions. 

Today the conditions weren’t suitable for the ute, and we quickly got bogged in snow. We returned to the station to upgrade to one of the tracked Hägglunds vehicles, which cope better in the soft summer snow.1 The downside of the Hägglund was that we were sitting on top of a very noisy diesel engine and, along with the noise of the tracks bouncing over rocks, it was hardly the best place for ‘a quiet word’.

Eventually, we had a chance to talk with the engine off. I had many questions to ask: ‘How did you manage alcohol? How did you deal with troublemakers? How did you deal with conflicts? Who did you trust? Who can’t you trust? What did you get wrong? What would you do differently? Who did you turn to for help?’

‘Mate,’ Simon began before I had the chance to say anything, ‘you can forget anything written in a management textbook about how to deal with what happens down here while you’re all living and working together through the winter. The smallest things become massive, people will be at each other’s throats, you’ll be pulling your hair out – even the best feel the effects of the darkness and isolation.’

It seemed like Simon was glad to be able to vent for the first time in a while.

‘How’d you keep yourself sane?’ I asked, knowing that if the station leader isn’t running well, the whole system is doomed.

‘Get a good support network of previous or current station leaders to talk to,’ Simon answered, ‘because none of the problems you’ll face are unique or new. Seek help, and don’t let it wear you down when you think it’s not going perfectly, because it never does.’

***

Simon was pushed for time as he managed the resupply and we got ready for the summer. As I trailed him, I felt somewhat overwhelmed by the complex aviation, maritime, industrial and scientific operations all working in unison around me. There was never a quiet moment during an Antarctic summer, as many of the expeditioners returned nearly every season to continue their research. Running the station and keeping my finger on the pulse without micromanaging or slowing things down would be a delicate balance, as would safety and expectation management; I knew we’d all want opportunities to get out and enjoy the environment and not just work the whole time.

The summer expeditioners would have a brief window to get as much done as possible in the warmer months, and they could manage a frantic pace knowing they’d only be there a short time. But those of us in the winter team would have to ensure we could keep up a steady pace for twelve months. Right from the start, I looked at the two groups differently, from a management and personality point of view. Almost anyone can work together for a few months in summer, but an Antarctic winter is a different story.

***

The handover ceremony was a low-key occasion marking the completion of the 72nd ANARE team’s winter and the beginning of the 73rd’s season.2 We gathered in the upstairs living quarters, where about one hundred people were squeezed into the area. Simon presented the wintering medallions to his team and the official ‘Key to Davis’ to me, along with the station leader’s VHF portable radio. 

I’ll never forget the odd look of joy on Simon’s face as he handed me the radio. It gave me a sense that this was the real burden of the role; that, from now on, twenty-four hours a day until I handed over the key to my successor, I was in charge, on call, the person ultimately responsible.

Although it sounds dramatic, this is true for everyone on an Antarctic station, regardless of your role. At any point you may be required to assist in an emergency situation or with an aspect of community life that needs your help. During resupply, it was commonplace to see some of Australia’s leading scientists helping unload containers of frozen food or peeling fresh produce to be frozen for the months ahead. During the summer season we would maintain about a fifty–fifty split of scientists to non-science participants, who included the operations team, chefs, plumbers, electricians, carpenters, plant operators and mechanics, and the safety auditors and environmental inspectors, who visited for sometimes as little as a few weeks. Science would always be the priority, and I knew it would be challenging to manage the expectations of field teams as they sought to maximise their time sampling everything from mosses to rocks, soil, lake sediments, ice cores, sea ice, marine debris, penguins and even the Antarctic air, to better understand the planet we live on and how it is changing. Many of these field teams would work well into the night and on any day of the week if the weather allowed, but the station tempo was based on a typical work week to ensure a balance between work and rest.

To me, working unusual hours was standard. My friends often say I’ve never had a ‘real job’ working nine to five for ‘the man’. All of my professional experience has been in immersive jobs, working twenty-four-hour days. It didn’t matter what your workplace agreement said you got paid to do, because you had a higher sense of purpose and duty to do whatever was required. I quickly learned this wasn’t necessarily true for everyone else’s professional experience at Davis, so I knew that building a sense of team and purpose would be essential.

***

Following handover of the station and as the Aurora turned north and headed back to Hobart, we stood on the balcony and along the rocky and icy banks of the station to farewell the ship with the traditional lighting of flares, to which the ship replied with a long blow of its horn. Thankfully this all happened on a nice sunny afternoon, so I opened the bar for the first time and we enjoyed a drink and some snacks before getting a good night’s sleep, knowing that tomorrow the season proper would start.

***

Walking into the station leader’s office for the first time without Simon, I took stock of my surroundings. The view was spectacularly distracting: the office window looked out across the bay towards a horizon of icebergs and islands. Nearer to my window was the station flagpole and every morning I’d raise the Australian flag – a brand new flag I’d put up to signify the start of the 73rd ANARE – before starting work. 

From the window I could also see the ‘street sign’ monument, with distances marked to various capital cities and stations around the world. My home town, Melbourne: 5210km. The sea ice was still solid and I could see that the gap where the Aurora had been parked was now serving as an easy way for penguins to access the open water as they leaped in and out – a distracting view indeed!

The office itself was a drab purple colour and featured a bookshelf of old station logbooks and standard operating procedures for everything from aviation to hazardous chemical storage. In the centre of the room were three ‘comfy’ green leather chairs and a coffee table. An invitation to the station leader’s office to sit in the ‘comfy’ chair was the equivalent of being called to the principal’s office at school, and not something expeditioners wanted to happen to them. I wondered how often I’d have to close the door and counsel bad behaviour or mediate disputes.

The walls were adorned with maps of the Vestfold Hills, the 400-square-kilometre rocky area surrounding Davis and forming the main station operating area, as well as colour-coded charts for wind speeds and the corresponding operating restrictions when they crossed certain thresholds. I looked at the whiteboard and the fortnightly planning system Simon had used. I planned to keep his systems for now and would adjust it later, once I knew what I was doing. I’d left Australia weeks before, but this was my real day one.

I’d been to Antarctica twice before, but this was my first time as the station leader. The station was a strange but perfect mix of the features of my two most influential professions before the Antarctic Program. The layout of the station and facilities were similar to that of a modern military Forward Operating Base (FOB); I’d spent a year in one in 2016, embedded with coalition forces and flying back and forth between northern Baghdad and the Australian embassy in central Baghdad, except all the buildings here were brightly coloured so you could find them in a blizzard. But the organisational structure of the AAD and station was similar to that of an Embassy or government taskforce. Everyone knew their roles well and could operate independently, but ensuring they were all working towards the same goals and communicating well would be my biggest challenge.

On an Antarctic station, you and your team are on your own, so if anything goes wrong, there is no fire brigade, no police rescue, no cavalry to save the day except for the team on station, who need to be trained up and ready to fill these roles. Therefore, before anyone headed out into the wilderness – the unforgiving landscape of Antarctica – we needed to set up and exercise the Incident Management Team and establish its search and rescue (SAR) capability. Throughout the voyage to Davis, the core leadership group and I had been planning how we would get through the checklist and requirements efficiently so we could ‘hit the ice running’.

The Incident Management Team was chaired by me and comprised the leadership team members plus a few others filling additional roles such as notetakers and watchkeepers. This would ensure continuity, as an incident response can drag on for days and weeks. The overall crisis management system is brilliantly simple in the way it scales up, and comprises three main levels:



	The Incident Response Team is a small team of first responders at the actual incident site, including doctor, or field specialists as required.

	The Incident Management Team (IMT) coordinates the station or voyage response to a critical incident, separating responses and managing station continuity. It involves everyone on station pivoting their role to support the response.

	The Crisis Management and Recovery (CMR) team is based in Kingston, Tasmania, and involves almost the whole Australian Antarctic Division, as well as elements from Canberra, and is coordinated between the stations and other nations with Antarctic stations and assets that may be able to assist.




Antarctica is a complex operating environment and the AAD was no stranger to managing critical incidents. In the last decade alone, the Aurora had broken its mooring lines while resupplying Mawson station and run aground, a helicopter had crashed into a glacier near Davis station and, in a separate and tragic incident, a helicopter pilot had died after falling down a crevasse.

On my first day as station leader, I gathered my leadership team in the operations room and laid it out cold. ‘I know many of you have sat in this very room when things have gone wrong. Antarctica is an unforgiving and dangerous location in which to operate and simply exist. The smallest incident can be fatal when it incapacitates you in the bitter cold. Hypothermia and frostbite can occur in minutes if you are not properly protected from the elements. So don’t let the sunshiny days breed complacency.’

I looked around the room. I could sense minds wandering to the darkest moments of Antarctic history. The walls of the operations building were adorned with photos of medical evacuation scenarios involving foreign planes being loaded with casualties.

I felt a sudden wave of empathy for previous station leaders who had to deal with the life-or-death situations Antarctica had thrown at them. I hoped I would never have to face such a moment during my time down south. Despite the professionalism and experience on station, in a crisis, you’re it. It can take days or weeks to get any additional support to a station during an emergency, if there even is someone nearby who can help.

It was a slightly different story with the search and rescue team. The four field training officers3 on station during the summer were the immediate response team to any field incident. I felt confident in their skills and experience, but in winter we would only have one FTO left, so we selected six members from the winter team to support him and be trained in advanced search and rescue techniques. One of my mottos became ‘lead the team you’ve got, not the team you want’, as I struggled to select the perfect combination of experience for the winter search and rescue team.

The excitement and enthusiasm of the six members we settled on indicated they expected their training to be a Hollywood-style version of helicopters, rappelling, ice axes, ropes and fun, when the reality was often long, repetitive days of training in basic systems of rescue and developing familiarity with equipment and procedures. For every moment of excitement, there would be hours of learning the basics.

Expectation management would be one of the biggest challenges of the summer, but it was often the workaholics and martyrs who caused the friction, not the expeditioners who were there to enjoy the experience.

***

Walking back from my office one evening to track down some scientists, I entered the main ‘cold porch’4 of the living quarters (LQ), which acted as the buffer between the inside and outside, hung my jacket on a hook and clumsily tried to take my boots off by stomping on the heel with the other foot. I overheard one expeditioner turn to another and remark, ‘Oh, that’s great you went on a boat trip. I just don’t have time for things like that.’ The other expeditioner was grinning ear to ear after an evening of cruising around the icebergs and penguin colonies in an inflatable rubber boat. I followed them in and pulled the aggrieved expeditioner aside.

‘Mate, I just heard what you said. Leave it with me and I’ll get you covered tomorrow night so you can do an iceberg cruise. Everyone should get a chance by the end of the season.’ I expected this to be music to his ears.

‘No, it’s okay. I don’t really want to do one,’ he replied.

‘But you just said you wish you had time? We can make it work, just say the word,’ I replied. Soon I realised he just liked complaining and acting busy. This was still just a workplace, after all, with all the usual gripes and complaints, just with more penguins than back home.

Staring at the crowded mess on the lower level of the LQ, I joined the back of the queue that snaked around and looked at the room – there was barely enough room to walk between the tables. It reminded me of a scene from a prison movie, with rival gangs sitting at different tables: the scientists, the tradies, the pilots, the old guys, the round-trippers and the misfits who bridged the gaps.

‘Thanks, chefs!’ I said to the trio of summer chefs loitering around the kitchen as I piled my plate with another delicious meal. The competitive nature of the chefs certainly helped the meal quality, as they seemingly outdid themselves every night. Tonight: Danish meatballs.

It was a daily challenge to keep up with what was happening in the station community while I was busy running the place, and early on in the summer I was reassured that a decision I’d made months earlier to select my deputy station leader from the wintering team was the right one.

The deputy plays a critical role in the running of an Antarctic station and is an important part of the community. Two candidates from the wintering team put their hands up; a third candidate from the summer team had me toying with the idea of having both a summer deputy and then a winterer, but after taking advice from a few wise retired station leaders I went for the same deputy, Rhonda, the wintering chef, from Day 1 to Day 537, and never regretted my decision for a second.

‘How’s everything going?’ I asked her as I cleaned my plate and added it to the tray of dirty dishes.

‘Fantastic!’ she said. ‘This is always the best time of the year, while we’re all new.’

Rhonda was well known in the Antarctic program, having completed multiple winters at Australian and New Zealand Antarctic stations. A no-nonsense chef from New Zealand, she’d spent her life running kitchens at mining camps and Antarctic stations. From the beginning, Rhonda had been the obvious choice for deputy, but she was reluctant to apply until she’d had a chance to assess me.

This cheeky but calculated approach was exactly what I wanted. I needed a deputy who was not after the status or extra pay, but was motivated by wanting the group to succeed and would complement my leadership style while offering an alternative to it, acting as a check and balance for my decisions and helping me plan for the season.

Back in Hobart before we left, as we concluded the week-long firefighting training with the Tasmanian Fire Service, covered in soot and saturated with water from fighting fires all day during exercises and assessments, I quietly asked Rhonda, ‘Do you still want the job you applied for?’

‘I’d be delighted,’ Rhonda replied with a smile as we shook hands, and that was that. The two of us would be the core leadership team for the journey ahead, but, on station, the chefs and the kitchen were the heart of morale and community.

I later approached one of the unsuccessful candidates to offer some feedback, to which he simply replied, ‘No need for feedback – good choice.’

***

The most exciting and adventurous thing down south is to get out into the field. The Australian program gives everyone a chance to head into the field during their time but, before you do, you have to complete Antarctic-specific survival training or field travel training with one of the field training officers. With up to ninety-three expeditioners on station at any one time during the summer and only four FTOs, it was a juggling act to get everyone trained.

As the summer progressed, the sea ice gradually decayed and around mid-December it became unsafe for travel. The priority was to get the winter team trained on the sea ice before it closed, and then we’d get as many of the summer team as possible through the one-night on-land survival training to give them some freedom to get off station on the weekends. People generally understood the priorities and were happy enough to wait their turn, but there were always those who felt an injustice had been served.

Enter Fred. We all had our ‘Fred’ moments, and no one was perfect. Ultimately, we all react differently to challenges but Fred was the one expeditioner who took it to the next level. When I said one thing, Fred did another. When the community voted for a pizza night, Fred wanted stir-fry. When the rules said drive safely at 30 kilometres per hour, Fred drove at 40. Fred was an expert on everything and accountable for nothing. He was the first to ask questions out of hours, yet took offence when asked to work on his day off. We’ve all worked with someone like Fred, and despite most workplaces having rigorous selection processes and screening in place – from Amsterdam to Antarctica – there is always a Fred.

I was staring out the mess window across the sea ice, pondering the day ahead while waiting for my toast to pop up, when Fred saw his opportunity.

‘Why am I in the last group to be trained?’

‘Morning, Fred, how are you?’ I replied.

‘I just think I should be in an earlier group. It’s important, and I’ll be a good field leader,’ he continued, clearly having rehearsed this conversation.

‘Fred, my toast is still in the toaster on its journey from bread to toast to breakfast. Swing by my office later and we can talk about it,’ I offered.

‘I’m busy all morning,’ replied Fred, insistent on getting an answer right there and then.

My toast popped up and I grabbed it gingerly, buttering it and adding a thin but perfect amount of vegemite. As I did so, I explained the process to Fred. ‘It’s simple, everyone who has an operational need goes first, and then we’ll assess who is going to be a field leader based on how the training goes. Field leadership is more about attitude than completing the training.’

I was bemused that someone demanding something for their own benefit would approach me in such an abrupt manner and have zero awareness of the fact it was seven o’clock in the morning and I was in the middle of making breakfast.

‘Well, okay, but I’ve been a field leader before,’ replied Fred.

‘And I’m sure you’ll demonstrate those skills when you get out in the field here, and then we can assess if I sign you off as one this season.’ I ended it there, as it was time for me to start eating my toast and get on with the morning. Fred at least seemed to understand the situation and was satisfied there was a pathway for him to achieve his goal.

This exchange left a strange seed of uncertainty in my mind about the expectations and motivations of the team. I had a sense that their approach to the Antarctic program was as much about some of them getting what they saw on the brochure as it was about achieving the aims of the program. I’d spend many hours discussing this topic with various team members. Was it a millennial thing? Was it an education and professional experience thing? Should I call their parents and blame them? Or was it simply humans being humans and looking out for number one?

I also needed to get myself on field training and suitably experienced to lead fieldtrips, ideally before the sea ice decayed and eventually broke out. The decision to open and close access to the sea ice falls to the station leader. I’m no scientist and had limited experience with sea ice, but it’s actually quite intuitive – when it starts to look bad, it’s time to close. With a bit of luck, I was able to join the last training group in early December, along with Doc and two other lads from the winter team – Jimbo the plumber and Lewis the head mechanic – led by our trusty wintering training officer, Jarrod. 

For the first time, I handed the reins to Rhonda, who’d be in charge while I was off station. In the event that something serious happened, a helicopter could return me within thirty minutes, but I still went through everything with Rhonda, from current field parties to emergency procedures. This became a good habit every time I left station to make sure there were no surprises, and also to prevent anyone from trying the old ‘Knoffey approved it before he left’ trick.

You can’t just walk out the door in Antarctica and wander off. The weather is unpredictable, the temperatures are always freezing and there are limited resources for rescue, should you get into trouble. Before we left, we spent an hour or so loading up the gear and equipment we needed to survive. We then briefed everyone on the trip plan, made sure our rosters were covered and finally turned our fire tags to ‘red’ on the station muster board in the mess, which indicates to the team that you’re off station.

This time we’d be heading out on quad bikes. Quad bikes were a controversial topic at the time; a government-wide policy was pushing for their replacement and a recent announcement confirmed they would be phased out of the program. The area around Davis is well known for its good access to sea ice and vast frozen fjords and lakes to explore and, since sled dogs were replaced in 1992, quad bikes were the most popular vehicles to get around on.

We were all smiles as we motored off on a sunny day onto the sea ice at the approved 30 kilometres per hour. It was a strange sensation to ride along over the frozen ocean, knowing that later in the season, after the sea ice had melted, we’d have to use boats to access the same area.

Our destination that night was Bandits Hut, about 
30 kilometres north of station along the coastal sea ice, navigating through icebergs and islands all locked together by the frozen ocean. Along the way we stopped to learn about the environment from Jarrod, who pointed out various ice anomalies and hazards to look out for around the grounded icebergs and leads.5 We also enjoyed stopping to take photos of penguins and seals. Who says you can’t have fun on a training trip? 

After a long day’s ride we made it to Bandits, which was perched on a rocky island surrounded by icebergs, much closer than the station to the Antarctic Plateau. Bandits is considered the best of the field huts scattered around the Davis operating area. With a spectacular view from the helipad just behind the hut and a comfortable layout for four people (with a fifth on the floor this time), the huts were five-star accommodation in my book. Complete with a gas stove and oven, a kettle and a generator, these huts had been built around the hills over the years and were a brilliantly simple construction of freezer panel walls and wooden bunk beds. 

As we unpacked the gear and got settled, a radio call from Davis changed my
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