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Ice Driving in 
Antarctica 
by Murray Macleod 
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The adventure begins... 
 
It all started with a phone call from a colleague, asking if 
I would consider going down to work in Antarctica with 
him for a few weeks over winter (their summer), 
travelling to South Georgia, the Falklands, Antarctica and 
the  Chilean fjords over a period of five weeks in total... 
and getting paid for it! 
 
A good bit of planning had to be done as you cannot 
turn up in the coldest, stormiest, most remote place with 
the harshest climate on the planet without being 
thoroughly prepared for the conditions.  
 
Clothing is the main issue and, as you might expect, a 
dry suit is your best option. With a water temperature of 
zero degrees, you would not last long in the sea. Crew 
saver and Typhoon came to the rescue with their latest 
breathable dry suits which proved to be fantastic 
products, keeping  me dry, while all my under layers 
kept me warm. 
 
My main job was as Zodiac driver to transport people 
safely about, whether it was to land them safely or for 
the popular Zodiac cruise, viewing the incredible wild life 
or around the icebergs and brash ice. There is a lot to 
learn about driving boats in Antarctica. My colleague has 
been down here 10 Antarctic seasons so has vast 
knowledge of the fast changing conditions, where the 
temperature can drop 30 degrees in the space of 10 
minutes and it is only just above freezing at the best of 
times! In addition to what we were wearing, we carried 
our dry bag with the essentials: Mars bar, fluids, 

Gatorade which is the latest liquid on the market and of 
which we had to drink 2 bottles daily, in order to prevent 
dehydration.  
 
We also carried GPS, spare batteries, hand held VHF (as 
well as our UHF which we used daily for 
communications), spare gloves and head gear. When the 
weather turns bad, you need to cover every part of your 
skin as the cold will freeze your skin: sun block must be 
non- water based as otherwise it will freeze on your skin 
in extreme conditions. 
 
Daily diary  
 
Tuesday 18th December 
Finally arrived in Buenos Aires after a touch down in Sao 
Paolo, with our luggage – amazingly, since we had a 
pretty tight turnaround in Heathrow due to the late 
arrival of our flight from Edinburgh. 
 
Got to the ship where we were introduced to the crew 
and the rest of the expedition staff; makes you feel 
somewhat overawed to be in such experienced company. 
Niall is Chief Zodiac driver with Tony, Tim and myself 
making up his team. It will take a bit of time finding our 
way about the ship; I’ve already been lost a few times 
on board.  
 
Wednesday 19th 
Getting all our last bits together, as last chance for 
shopping for a few weeks. All the passengers arrived 
today - mostly British and over 60. Some seasoned 
travellers but for the majority it’s a new experience. 
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We shifted the boats from the front deck up onto the 
launching position as they could be ripped off in the big 
seas they are expecting by the time we get to South 
Georgia.  
 
Thursday 20th  
First full day at sea, very relaxed although with a lot of 
excitement for us and the passengers, looking forward 
to our trip, even those who have been here on many 
occasions. 
 
Another lovely day, weather wise, slight winds and calm 
seas, speed about 15 knots. Most of today was spent 
sorting the boats, making sure that all are fully equipped 
with anchors, fire extinguishers and first aid kits. 
Another boat arrived last night and needed to be 
assembled: quite a while since I had assembled a 
Zodiac, but this expedition model was quite impressive.  
 
Saw a big sun fish today, about 2 metres across. 
 
Captain’s Cocktail party tonight which requires 
compulsory attendance - think I can cope with that.  
 
Friday 21st  
Another lovely day with blue skies and good sea 
conditions. Spent most of the day working on the boats 
and trying to find bits and pieces that have come on 
board but which can not be found anywhere! Forecast 
for bad weather coming in later tonight. 
 
Saturday 22nd 
The strong winds did come: by 4am wind up to 60 knots 

from the west, catching us side on. The ship is 
amazingly stable, even in these conditions. A lot of the 
passengers feeling ill. No surprise. As the day went on 
conditions grew worse, as the sea built up to about an 8 
to 9m swell. 
 
Lots of people stayed in their rooms as they did not 
know how to cope with this; some made it outside but 
could fall over when the ship rolled. Spent a good bit of 
time helping people to their feet and finding a safe place 
to sit. 
 
Went to an interesting talk on the history of South 
Georgia and Scott’s trip to Antarctica. Even in here 
people were not safe sitting on their chairs as the chair 
and person sitting on it would go for a tumble. Just like 
crossing the Minch with no respite in sight. 
 
Could not do any work outside on the boats but went up 
top to watch the sea. 
 
Sunday 23rd 
Woke up, still feeling the ship rolling but not as bad as it 
had been during the night when it was very difficult to 
sleep as you were sliding across the bed. Went down to 
get the usual cup of coffee for breakfast where there 
were a few people about, watching the birds feeding in 
the wake of the ship. 
 
Back to work on the Zodiacs as this is our last day 
before we arrive it Grytviken, South Georgia. Really 
looking forward to this place as I have read so much 
about it. One of the engines is playing up so spent most 

Murray makes friends with penguins 
in South Georgia 
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of the day fiddling with that, also had to pump up all the 
boats as a dramatic decrease in temperature means they 
are almost flat! 
 
Saw my first iceberg and my first penguin, amazing! Pod 
of killer whales were seen off the starboard side! 
Unfortunately we were working on the port side at the 
time. 
 
Tomorrow is our first day of landing people!   
 
Christmas Eve 
An amazing day from a history and wildlife viewpoint. 
Having read so much about South Georgia, then to wake 
up Christmas Eve and find oneself sailing into Grytviken 
harbour was fantastic.  
 
6.30am start for boat crews. We had to get the boats 
into the water as quickly as possible after the anchor 
was dropped, as the stay was only till 2pm. Since we 
had lost some time on the rough days, we had to make 
do with the time allocated.  
 
Got the boats in the water and started to get people 
ashore, all 200 of them. We had to anchor just off King 
Edward’s Point and ferry passengers in from there. As 
the last lot arrived the first had to be taken off which 
only gave me enough time to run up to Shackleton’s 
grave and back into the Zodiac to start doing the return 
runs.  
 
From there we had a short sail of 1.5 hours to Leith then 
on to Stromness where we were hoping to land but were 

unable to do so due to the sheer number of seals on the 
beach, mostly fur seals which can run at speeds of 
30mph. They also have up to 35 different types of 
bacteria on their teeth! No thanks. But what a sight: 
elephant seals, fur seals, king penguins, gentoo 
penguins, giant petrels the size of a swan, even 
reindeer. The ruins of the old whaling station are still 
there, and there are plans to fix up the house 
Shackleton arrived at after his long walk.   
 
We spent 4 hours doing Zodiac tours along the seafront 
of Stromness:  we were only meant to be 30 minutes 
per trip but it was difficult to stick to that as there was 
so much to see.  
 
Christmas Day 
Gold Harbour, South Georgia.  
 
With Bertrab glacier in the background, the scene is 
awesome. We had a 5am start with no breakfast as the 
boats need to be launched for a 6am start to get the 
scout party into one of the Zodiacs to see if there was a 
safe landing place, free from too much swell and the 
vicious fur seals. By the time we launched the boats 
most people were out on deck. A  beautiful day with 
little wind and not too cold. Everyone busy with their 
cameras. We get people ashore in groups of 10. 
 
The beach  is covered with king penguins, gentoo  and 
marconi  penguins. There are more elephant seals than 
fur seals on this beach, but what is amazing is you can 
walk carefully among them as they are more inquisitive 
than scared of you. Passengers are given up to 2 hours 

This one fancied a RIB ride—
wonder if Murray gave him  

details of how to join BIBOA! 
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on this beach with a maximum of 100 ashore at any one 
time; with such a beautiful day you could spend all day 
here.  
 
Passengers are given a strictly defined place to walk. At 
one point, when I was standing by the ship, there was a 
terrific rumble like very loud thunder. I looked round to 
see a massive part of the glacier falling down the cliff 
face into the sea to produce an enormous cloud of snow 
dust.  
 
The highlight of the day came when we were just 
waiting in the boat, around 30 yards from the beach, and 
a gentoo penguin mistook the black Zodiac for a rock 
and projected himself at high speed from the water onto 
the deck of my Zodiac! Not sure who was more 
surprised, me or him! Once he realised this was not the 
normal landing platform, he could not get back out of 
the Zodiac as he could not jump high enough to reach 
the top of the tube. After a few photos I gave him a 
hand over the side, what a speed he swam off at!   
 
After getting the passengers and Zodiacs safely aboard, 
we spent the evening cruising up the dramatic Drygalski 
Fjord which is on the south east corner of South Georgia 
and close to Cape Disappointment, with some impressive  
ice bergs floating about its entrance. This left us ready to 
have our Christmas dinner in the comfort of the ship’s 
dining room.  
 
Boxing Day 
Leaving of South Georgia. 
 

Another 04.30 start for us but what a change in the 
weather -  50 knots of wind and blizzards. The plan was 
to land at St Andrew’s Bay, which is regarded by many 
as the most spectacular wildlife site in the world. But 
with the deteriorating  weather there was no chance of 
this happening, although we still had to shift the Zodiacs 
from the foredeck to the quarter deck which gives them 
more protection so they are not so likely to get washed 
away; not an easy task in such weather but we got some 
shelter in Grytviken to get the job done and got them 
well lashed down, which would prove to be the correct 
thing to have done. 
 
We were meant to leave South Georgia later that day 
anyway, so the captain decided to leave earlier because 
the bad weather coming in would slow us down getting 
to the Falklands. By lunch time we were clearing from 
the shelter of South Georgia, and the huge Atlantic swell 
that rolls around Cape Horn hit us. By late afternoon, 
wind speed was 73 knots and wave heights were 15 
metres: the bridge is 14 metres from sea level and the 
seas were well above that! Spectacular but also 
uncomfortable for a lot of people. It stayed like this for 
most of the night but was forecast to moderate the 
following day. 
 
An amazing place and I feel very privileged to have been 
there and seen it. 
 
Thursday 27th  
South Georgia to the Falklands. 
 
Life on board can be quiet when the weather is bad as a 

And you reckon it’s too cold 
to cruise in Britain during 
the winter months?! 
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lot of people stay on their beds and do not move about 
the ship, but a lot of them are getting their sea legs now. 
Had a few meetings today to discuss landings in the 
Falklands, where they use the ship’s tenders, Zodiacs, or 
come along side. 
 
Spent a relaxing evening in the yacht club before dinner. 
 
Saturday 29th 
Port Stanley, Falklands. 
 
Came along side the jetty about 7.30am today. The first 
thing that strikes you is how like the Uists the Falklands 
are! I headed for downtown Port Stanley. Had to be 
careful not to walk through it and miss it, but found the 
place I was to meet my friends, John and Jess, who are  
down here till September. Spent the day with them, 
seeing the sights round the area of Stanley. I had to be 
back on the ship by 5.30pm as we were due to sail at 
6.30 for West Falkland.  
 
Sunday 30th 
West Point Falklands. 
 
Another lovely day. At 5am, we headed onto the bridge 
to get our instructions for the day: this time it is to get 
everyone ashore, as there is a mile and a quarter walk to 
where one can see black browed albatross and rock 
hopper penguins which look very comical. The island is 
owned by Roddy Napier whose family 3 generations back 
came from Scotland.  
 
At the end of the day we have to get the Zodiacs back 
on the top deck and get ready for Cape Horn, the Drake 

Passage and Antarctica. 
Into Antarctica 
 
Hogmanay   
We had been making such good progress that the team 
decided to get an extra landing in on Penguin Island in 
the South Shetland islands.  
  
It was strange to be on the other side of the world on 
New Year’s Eve and a few phone calls home made me a 
bit home sick! But we were kept busy, with a cocktail 
party at 6.pm before food time. There are plenty of 
entertainers on board; a banjo player certainly livened 
things up. I packed it in about 12.30am but I believe 
some of the others kept going into the small hours. 
 
New Years Day 
My  first sighting of Antarctica. It was around midday 
and we were meant to be anchoring at 2.30pm but, as 
there was a bit of ice about and the wind had picked up, 
we did a few turns in the bay before anchoring. We had 
a good display from some humpback whales that were 
close to the ship; fantastic to see these cetaceans, as the 
last ones I had seen were off Gallan Head in the 
summer. 
 
It was a new experience driving a boat in ice! But it 
definitely focuses the mind as it would be easy to rip a 
hole in the sponsons and give us an early bath - a very 
cold one indeed, with a water temperature of zero 
degrees! 
 
Once the boats are launched and the landing party goes 
ashore, we soon get into the swing of getting 100 people 

Videla Station 
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ashore at any one time. Apparently, when the island was 
first landed on it had many penguins on it, but there are 
only 2 main breeding colonies left. What makes this 
island different is that it is volcanic and seems to have 
less snow. The boffins on the expedition team reckon it 
is because it is a bit warmer than the neighbouring King 
George Island.  
 
Tonight we are heading for Iceberg Alley to do 2 
landings there.   
 
Wednesday 2nd  
Another early start - 5.30am to get the Zodiacs 
launched, this time to Brown Bluff, home to a big Adelie 
penguin colony with some Gentoo penguins as well. First 
trip in and another penguin landed on the deck! This 
time the boat was full of passengers, but the penguin 
managed to squeeze itself on at the front without hitting 
anyone. It was quickly helped back over the side. Later, 
when I told Niall about this, he could hardly believe it as 
he has worked for 11 years in Antarctica without a 
penguin ever jumping  onto his boat. (I guess they just 
like you, Murray! - Ed.) 
 
There was a bit of motion round the ship today which 
made getting onto the Zodiacs a lot harder, particularly 
trying to get passengers on board before they became 
unbalanced by the movement.  
 
The afternoon was spent cruising Iceberg Alley and 
round King George Island, looking for leopard seals and 
whales. We also visited the Argentinean research base at 
Hope Point: strange to see houses in such a hostile 
environment. They have a school, church, graveyard and 

seemingly the kids were keen for us to land as they do 
not get many visitors.  
 
Had to eat dinner outside on the veranda as the inside 
dining area was full! It is bizarre having an evening meal 
out side with ice bergs floating past on all sides.  
 
Friday 4th 
What must be among the 10 most spectacular sights in 
the world: Paradise Harbour, Antarctica. Truly amazing! 
 
We were on the deck from 6am till 9am. Snow covered 
mountains, icebergs, penguins, humpback whales, lion 
seals - incredible. Landed at Gonzalez Videla Station at 
3pm. 
 
Zodiac cruising is the best way to explore such a 
beautiful setting. Passengers had about an hour’s boat 
trip round the flat calm waters off Paradise Harbour, 
which is not actually a harbour but a channel that gets 
filled with icebergs. Being so deep it also attracts the 
whales; some humpbacks came very close to the boat. 
 
We were meant to keep the Zodiacs travelling in a 
convoy but it was very easy to lose track of the boat in 
front with so many icebergs blocking your field of vision. 
Luckily, the ship was big enough for us to keep our 
bearings most of the time.  
 
Care has to be taken to keep a safe distance from the 
big icebergs as they could turn over and put us in 
serious danger. If you maintain a distance of 1.5 times 
the width away from the iceberg it gives you a good 
safety margin. 

Videla Station 
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Gonzalez Videla Station is run by Chile and is only 
occupied during the summer months. Staff are very 
welcoming to visitors to the site which has a small 
museum and plenty of penguins about.  
 
Saturday 5th 
Unfortunately we woke up to low cloud so the Lemaire 
Channel did not have the dramatic impact that we had 
hoped for, but it was still an impressive sight: high cliffs 
on each side and all covered in snow, and more 
humpback whales, which I could watch all day as they 
dive for their food. People who have been through the 
channel before rank it as one of the most impressive 
sights in the world! 
 
We worked our way through the ice, down to Vernadsky 
station, which is now Ukrainian owned but did belong to 
the British. It was here that they first discovered the 
hole in the ozone layer! It has since been handed over 
to the Ukraine to run as it was going to cost a lot to 
decommission it. 
 
Landed passengers in groups of 80 to look round the 
site and get into the famous bar. The reason for its fame 
is that the joiner who was employed to do a lot of 
construction work for a season spent his whole time 
constructing this bar- he was promptly sacked when he 
got back to base. 
 
From there, 10 miles back up the Lemaire Channel to a 
place where the icebergs get forced into the channel. 
Here we ran Zodiac tours to see the icebergs and 
leopard seals, which cruise about catching the penguins 

for their breakfast. 
Sunday 6th 
This was to be our last day of Zodiac landings on this 
expedition, and what a lovely day it turned out to be, 
with clear blue skies and little wind.  
 
The morning landing was on Port Lockroy, which is a 
small rocky outcrop.  Strange to see buildings on such a 
small rock but they are about the only place which is ice 
and snow free in the short summer months. Sheltered 
bays make for easy boarding from the ship’s platform 
onto the Zodiacs and this is one of them. 
 
These rocky outcrops that are free of snow are where 
lots of penguins come ashore to breed. They are not 
scared of people so if you wanted you could wander in 
around them. For this reason we have groups of about 
20 visitors within a marked-out area, in order not to 
disturb the penguins or any other animal that is in the 
area. 
 
We got all 200 passengers off in groups of 80, trying not 
to overwhelm the well-stocked shop, which must be the 
most expensive gift shop on the planet. They did a 
roaring trade in postcards, with a captive audience that 
has not been able to buy anything for the last week. 
 
From the landing stage, which is just a rock ledge, there 
is a big lump of chain that used to be stretched across 
the bay to Jougla Point to tie off all the whaling boats 
that operated down here. 
 
Back to the ship for lunch then another landing onto 
Jougla Point - again lots of gentoos, and a number of 

Murray and Seatrek at Pabbay in the Western Isles 



9 

whale bones.   
Monday 7th and Tuesday 8th 
At last, a long lie in. Just passing Cape Horn to our port 
side; never realised it was an island until we looked at 
the chart the other night. 
 
Wednesday 9th 
Back to port. Reached Ushuaia (Tierra del Fuego) late 
last night. It’s set in a stunning location and has become 
the main port for departures to Antarctica, since the 
Argentineans built an airport that could handle bigger 
planes and a harbour that could accommodate bigger 
ships. What a lunch we had! Must have been the best 
part of half a cow, at one of the famous bar grills in 
Ushuaia.  
 
Back to the ship by 4.30pm for a 5pm sailing back to 
Antarctica. 
 
Night of Wednesday 9th and all day Thursday 
10th 
Spent at sea as due to be at Half Moon Island (South 
Shetland Islands) for a 7am start on the 11th January. A 
pretty uneventful passage as the weather was very 
good.  
 
Thursday 11th 
Woke up to find thick fog and zero visibility - launched 
the Zodiacs to start our day’s work with no land in sight. 
At least the ship was at anchor, so we set our first 
waypoint at the anchor chain, as if it is set at the 
boarding platform the ship can easily be missed on the 
return if it has swung round in the wind. We worked our 
way in to where we were going to land people using a 
compass bearing and in radio touch with the ship to 
double check we were on the right track. Part of the 
basic equipment on the Zodiacs is a small radar reflector 

that is visible on the ship’s radar. This enables the ship 
to help us go in the right direction or, if the ship has to 
move quickly if the ice comes and we have to chase 
after it, the ship can then track us on their radar. Land 
was quickly found and we got on with the job of getting 
the passengers ashore. 
 
An extra sail-by in the afternoon was to Deception 
Island - the remains of a volcano which was last active 
just a few years ago resulting in quite a number of the 
stations having to be evacuated at very short notice. The 
entrance is very narrow so the Master has to be very 
sure of his course as there is a big reef in the middle 
that has already caught out one cruise ship. The remains 
of an old whaling station is all that remains of the 
original buildings. 
 
Friday 12th 
Port Lockroy and Jougla Point. 
 
Back again to Lockroy for what was to be the warmest 
day so far. Not a breath of wind, just the penguins 
chattering away. Beautiful. 
 
Amazing to see how the chicks have grown in the week 
since we were last there. Since they nest everywhere 
around the buildings, you have to be careful not to stand 
on them. From there on to Jougla point, which is just 
100 yards away but with 300 passengers on board that 
makes for a lot of Zodiac trips. In fact it is the first day 
that I have used a full tank of fuel: 25 litres. The 
Yamaha 40hp 4 strokes are very fuel–efficient, running 
for up to 10 hours on one tank of fuel. 
 
Saturday 13th 
Back to Waterboat Point - not quite as spectacular today 
as last week: lower cloud cover so did not have quite the 

Murray and Seatrek 
entering harbour 
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same dramatic impact.  
From there we headed into the Lemaire Channel to see 
the whales, leopard seals and penguins against the 
dramatic backdrop of the Lemaire Channel, and to slowly 
negotiate the icebergs which, from a distance, look like 
they are completely blocking the way through.  
 
Sunday 14th  
Neko Harbour.  
 
Looking forward to our last early start. We woke up to 
about 4 inches of snow covering everything and visibility 
less than the length of the ship! This was to be a Zodiac 
cruise which would take up to about 6 hours for all 300 
passengers.  
 
What a fantastic experience this turned out to be: 
driving in slush-like ice as the sea was just starting to 
freeze; negotiating our way round the icebergs; coming 
across penguins chilling out on the ice flows, trying to 
stay clear of the prowling leopard seals which are the 
main predators of penguins; and all this in the setting of 
Neko Harbour. The harbour consists of a shed on the 
headland that provides a safe haven for anyone in 
distress. It is one of several around the coast, erected by 
the Argentineans as a means of staking their claim on 
the Antarctic Peninsula.  
 
This was our last stop in Antarctica for this trip, so we 
battened down the hatches for Drake Passage. For the 
first few hours this seemed all right but conditions grew 
gradually worse, and since I had moved cabin further 
towards the bow, it proved to be near impossible to 
sleep. As we were nearing Cape Horn, it sounded like 
there was someone trying to break into the ship from 
the outside, so together with getting thrown about 
the bunk, it all made for a sleepless night. 

 
Monday 15th 
At last into the shelter of the Beagle Channel, Patagonia 
and Tierra Del Fuego. I felt very much at home in the 
lashing rain and gale force winds. 
 
Wednesday 17th 
Punta Arenas. 
 
Berthed early in the morning - the noise from the bow 
thrusters on the ship makes a terrible racket and sounds 
like it is next door to me. Went ashore into the town to 
have a look round and just get off the ship. Had a very 
good lunch, went to do some shopping but found most 
of the shops were closed! Three cruise ships in town and 
nowhere for passengers to spend their money! 
 
Thursday 18th to Saturday 20th 
Cruising the Chilean fjords but could be anywhere on the 
west coast of Scotland; very much like looking out of the 
window on the ferry MV Isle of Lewis  coming into Loch 
Broom. There is a definite change in temperature as it is 
getting warmer. Patagonia has 5000 square miles of ice 
plateau - we slowed down to look at one today which is 
an impressive 2 miles wide. 
 
Sunday 21st 
Puerto Montt.   
 
Interesting day as I have been stuck with a coach party 
as an escort to 34 passengers who are on a 4 hour short 
trip to the volcano and the water falls. Luckily our 
Chilean guide keeps us right. At last we have warm 
weather and sunshine as we head into the Pacific for our 
last day at sea before Valparaiso and then home. 

Murray and Seatrek taking 
on the rough stuff 

All photos courtesy of Murray Macleod  


