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he joB Today is to 
go check on a radar 
that detects auroras. 
The remote interface 

from my desk in the B2 
Pod of the elevated sta-
tion indicates things are 
probably just fine, but it’s 
Thursday, and an on-site 
check needs to be done. 
Were it only a couple 
months ago in December, 
it would be a nice ski with 
a light jacket, tempera-
tures in the single-digit 
negatives Fahrenheit, to 
traverse the 750 meters 
to the small elevated 
outbuilding housing the 
electronics that power the 
array. But it’s not Decem-
ber. It’s April. The sun 
dipped below the horizon 
last month and tempera-
tures are well below −70F. 
The wind-chill mark sits 
around −100F. At least the 
wind is blowing across the 
flag line, so I’ll never have 
to face it directly. 

The thought of try-
ing to ski does come to 
mind, but it’s frostbite in 
under five minutes and 
skiing leaves your hands 
exposed. There’s also the 
chance, slim as it may be, 
of freezing into the bind-
ings. No, the journey across the snow and ice is on foot 
today.

I applied to the U.S. Antarctic Program three times 
before I heard back. Figured: why the hell not? Never 
hurts to throw in an application. Then I got an email 
asking for a good time to call and talk about a job at the 
South Pole. The first phone call, the person on the other 
end politely tried to scare me out of it. Phrases like “it’s 
a 13-month deployment,” “you get two two-minute show-
ers a week,” or “the internet is slow and only available 
a few hours a day.” Daunting for some, sure, but I was 
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in. No way was I going to 
give this chance up: I’d 
actually gotten a call to 
work at the South Pole!

I’ll never know what 
exactly qualified me, 
above other certainly top-
notch applicants. I started 
my application with a 
story about my family 
caretaking a ranch in win-
ter in the remote Wyo-
ming Rockies. The ranch 
(an active dude ranch in 
the summer season) is 
situated on the edge of the 
Gros Ventre Wilderness, 
not far from Jackson Hole. 
It’s 22 miles from where 
they stop plowing the 
road in winter, and oper-
ates completely off the 
grid. I went on to discuss 
my many years working 
in research labs, during 
undergraduate work, grad 
school, and later as a civil-
ian contractor for the U.S. 
Air Force. I mentioned 
working for a small com-
munications company in 
Wyoming, which included 
maintaining mountaintop 
sites during harsh win-
ters. 

After getting to know 
some of the other winter-
overs this year, I suspect 

the reasons for my selection were all of the above, and 
more. Every soul down here this winter is dynamic, moti-
vated, confident, and diverse. Our food service supervi-
sor volunteered for days helping his neighbors during 
Hurricane Harvey, after he returned home from his time 
in the army. One of the IceCube (a neutrino detector, 
occupying about one cubic kilometer, buried 1.5 kilome-
ters under the surface of the ice) operators, who happens 
to be from Germany, is a women’s self-defense instruc-
tor and teaches a knitting class at the Pole. A similar 
story can be said for everyone on-station. Our combined 

t

A Tau Bate reports from the bottom of the planet on a winter 
of life in the long, dark night of Antarctica

   Baby, It’s Cold Outside!     
  

The United States Antarctic Program is managed by the National 
Science Foundation. The author is employed by the Antarctic 
Support Contract to perform work at Amundsen-Scott South 
Pole Station. He is shown outside the station during the three-
month summer season when temperatures are around -20 to -30F. 
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knowledge, skills, and experience 
make us a team, entrusted with 

not only surviving, but also 
conducting and maintaining 

cutting-edge science at the 
bottom of the world.

The process of Ant-
arctic deployment is not 
a trivial one. After the 
interviews, I visited 
the Antarctic Support 
Contract headquarters 
in Centennial, CO, and 
proved to the sta-
tion leadership that 
I wouldn’t absolutely 
lose it during the eight 
months of physical 
isolation from the out-
side world. Then, I had 
the extensive physical 

and psychological tests 
(including a 500+ question 

psych test). Lastly, there 
are the weeks of weather 

observer, firefighter, and 
team-building training. 

Finally, at the end of Octo-
ber, seven months after that first 

phone call, I was ready to board a 
plane at Denver International Airport. 

Denver is about 12,000 travel miles from 

Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station 
seen in 2009, when construction on 
the station was nearly complete. Photo:  
Daniel Leussler. Map below by NASA.
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the South Pole. Program partici-
pants (at least those not traversing 
the Americas to reach Palmer Sta-
tion on the Antarctic Peninsula by 
boat) take commercial flights from 
Denver to San Francisco or L.A., to 
Auckland, New Zealand, and finally 
to Christchurch. The CDC (Cloth-
ing Distribution Center) is within 
walking distance from Christchurch 
Airport. We stayed in “Cheech”— 
Christchurch in our slang—  for a 
couple days. There, we all received 
our ECW (Extreme Cold Weather 
clothing), sat through several brief-
ings, mostly on safety and waste 
disposal on the Ice (local name for 
Antarctica), and then boarded a C-17 
operated by the U.S. Air Force, 
bound for Phoenix Airfield on the 
Ross Ice Shelf. We had seen the last 
green grass we would see for over 12 
months.

A C-17 makes the flight to Phoe-
nix both comfortable and fast. Only a 
few hours after leaving lush, green, 
fragrant New Zealand, the Ice was 
visible outside the portholes. About 
five hours after leaving Cheech, we 
touched down on a field of endless 
white. Phoenix is some distance out 
onto the Ross Ice Shelf. Ross Island, 
home to Mount Erebus, Mount Ter-
ror, two active research stations, and 
a long history of polar exploration, is 
visible a few miles distant. It is cold 
out, but not haltingly so. We are ush-
ered into a transport on huge tires, 

pulled by a tractor. It’s just under an hour drive off the 
Ice, past New Zealand’s Scott Base, and over the hill to 
the largest station on the subcontinent: McMurdo.

In the beginning, the U.S. Antarctic Program was 
operated by the U.S. Navy. Even Amundsen-Scott South 
Pole Station, hundreds of miles from open water, was 
led by a naval officer. As the program grew, it quickly 
became apparent that a substantial station, dedicated not 
only to science and exploration, but also to logistics and 
support was needed. McMurdo was the solution. The sta-
tion boasts a population close to 1,000 during the summer 
season (October to February). Every year, a U.S. Coast 
Guard icebreaker cuts a channel from the open waters of 
the Southern Ocean to the ice pier. The cargo vessel that 
follows brings supplies for McMurdo, Scott, South Pole, 
and all U.S. field camps scattered across the continent.  

There is a catch with flying around Antarctica: there 
is only solid ground near the coasts. Wheeled aircraft are 
limited to operations with hard-packed ice or earthen air-
strips. In fact, it’s standard practice for smaller craft like 
Baslers and Twin Otters to actually switch from wheels 

PHOTOS—TOP: An LC-
130 Hercules, engines still 
idling, offloads passengers 
and cargo on the packed 
snow skiway at the South 
Pole. Photo: Rob Streeter. 
CENTER: Sunset Dinner 
hails the start of twi-
light before months of 
darkness and cold tem-
peratures at the South 
Pole. Photo: Adam Jones, 
2018 South Pole Telescope 
winter-over. 
BELOW: A larger berth-
ing room in the A1 Pod of 
the station. Most winter-
overs opt to move into 
such a room when the 
station closes at the end 
of February.
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to skis, depend-
ing on their 
mission. Given 
this, a C-17 can-
not land at the 
South Pole (but 
it can conduct 
airdrops). A spe-
cialized plane, 
the LC-130 
Hercules, is the 
vehicle of choice 
from McMurdo 
to Amundsen-
Scott. The 
“Herc,” as it’s 
called, is a mili-
tary transport 
outfitted with 
hydraulic skis. 
When one wants 
to land on tar-
mac, the skis are lifted. When a “Herc” wants to land 
at the South Pole, the several-foot-wide skis descend, 
allowing the aircraft to glide smoothly across a skiway’s 
groomed surface. 

That first step off the LC-130 at Amundsen-Scott 
South Pole Station, around 1400 local time on Novem-
ber 1, 2017, for me, hit like a punch in the chest. Physio-
elevation was around 10,000 ft. above sea level, so my 
breaths were deep, but the air was 40 degrees (Fahren-
heit) below zero (a temperature I would later consider 
very tolerable). I coughed into my balaclava and hoisted 
my bag higher on my shoulder. I was home. My berthing, 
the only space I could really call my own 
for the next 13 months, was a 6 ft. by 9 ft. 
room. Packed into the space was a small 
desk, a dresser, a closet, and a lofted twin 
bed. My room was on the inside row and 
had no window, something I was actually 
thankful for. The 24-hour sunlight during 
the austral summer would mean I’d need 
to cover the window to sleep anyway. It was also warmer 
and quieter on the inside. Some outside rooms have thin-
ner walls, meant to be reconfigured if needed, but all the 
walls on the inside rows are thicker. 

When summer ended in February and that last flight 
left, I moved into a larger room. Still on the inside, it 
included a larger desk and more dresser space. Most 
importantly though, the new room was big enough for my 
6 ft. 5 in. frame to move around in. Even though it’s only 
9 ft. 9 in. by 8 ft., the difference is liberating.

Time seems to move at a different pace. Many of the 
distractions present in a “normal” workplace are absent. 
There is no commute, no traffic, no phones, no social 
media (except when the satellite is accessible from the 
station, and then only a limited amount). Scheduling is 
mostly up to me. I have a few things that need to be done 
at certain times, like weather observations, financial bal-

ancing, or experimental data recording, but otherwise my 
day-to-day is up to me. A job that might take me a week 
in the States, takes me only a day or two here. It’s an 
empowering feeling.

As I would learn over the first few months, my job, 
formally “Cusp Research Associate,” would involve too 
many aspects to count. I trained with the summer fuel 
operators (“fuelies” for short) to marshal aircraft, draw 
fuel from LC-130s, provide fuel to Twin Otters and 
Baslers, and help manage the fuel stockpile buried under 
the icecap. I also leveraged my experience as a volunteer 
firefighter to lead the station’s fire brigade, part of the 

four-team emergency response system. 
I also learned how to launch weather 
balloons and take observations, manage 
finances for the entire station, and how 
to properly apply elbow grease in the 
galley’s “dish pit.” 

Primarily though, I was to maintain 
a host of scientific experiments dealing 

mostly with space weather. That is, upper atmospheric 
phenomenon caused by charged particles from the sun 
interacting with our planet’s atmosphere and magnetic 
field. Unlike mid-latitudes, Earth’s magnetic field lines 
run nearly vertically here. This literally guides charged 
particles from space directly toward the surface. Turn 
a particular knob and I can listen to a representation of 
atmospheric electrical signals, like lightning and auro-
ras. I can remotely log into a computer to see images of 
the sky from a camera with a full 180-degree, horizon-to-
horizon view. Instruments I tend monitor spectral con-
tent from the extremely low frequencies, through high 
frequencies, then into the visual range. Today though, it 
was time to check the auroral radar site. And it was cold 
and dark out.

As I start down the stairs at Destination Zulu (DZ 
for short), I double-check my pockets. I have my radio, 

Time seems to move at a 
different pace at Pole. Many 

of the distractions present in a 
“normal” workplace are absent. 
There is no commute, no traffic, 

no phones, no social media.

The aurora australis over Amundsen-
Scott Station on June 24, 2009. The 
photographer used a 3 second ex-
posure to capture this image. Photo: 
Patrick Cullis, NSF/U.S. Antarctic Program 
photo Library
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my headlamp, a small notebook and pencil (a pen would 
freeze and be unusable), and a camera. I’ll probably need 
none of these, but I carry them anyway. Better to have it 
and not need it than have to hike back to the station. As 
soon as I hit the landing halfway down the stairs, I am 
pelted by the wind whipping under the station. To pre-
vent drifting against the structure, the Elevated Station 
is built on 36 columns, holding the 60,000-sq. ft. building 
a generous full floor above the surface 
of the ice. It’s dark enough out that I’m 
awkwardly looking down, watching my 
feet, trying not to trip on the snow-cov-
ered steps. Crunch. I’m off the stairs and 
onto the ice. The actual ground is some 
9,000 feet beneath me, but the ice cap is 
solid enough to walk on easily.

The first hundred feet or so are cum-
bersome and slow. I have to move carefully when I’m 
directly under the station to avoid slipping on the wind-
polished ice. Under the station, it is actually ice, swept 
clean by the winds. Away from the station, it’s dry snow. 
The details of the landscape are lost to the dark, but I can 
tell when I reach the base of the station’s drift. There’s 
a path cut into the slope on the grid east side of the sta-
tion. We use grid directions in Antarctica, since “north” 
from the South Pole is literally every direction. To make 
it easy, grid north is the Prime Meridian passing through 
Greenwich in the U.K. Grid east then is 90-degrees off 
from that, or roughly the direction of Bangladesh. That’s 
where I’m heading. I blink a few times, my eyes still 
adjusting to the low light, and head up the stairs cut into 
the ice and snow.

At the top of the station’s drift, offset from the struc-
ture by 20 ft. or so and nearly level with the lower level of 
the station, I head for the Geographic South Pole. There 
are three poles in Antarctica. The Amundsen-Scott Sta-

tion is located at the Geo-
graphic Pole, or the south-
ern point on the Earth’s 
axis of rotation. The 
station, and all the out-
buildings, drift at a rate 
of about 33 ft. annually. 
This is the ice cap shifting 
toward the coast. The Geo 
Pole is relocated every 
January 1 to make up the 
difference. The other two 
poles are the Magnetic 
Pole, now located off the 
coast of Antarctica, and 
the Geomagnetic Pole, sit-
ting somewhere between 
the two near Russia’s 
Vostok Station. I’m 
headed for the Geo Pole 
now to meet up with the 
end of the flag line leading 
out to the radar. 

That’s how we navigate around outside in the austral 
winter: flags, placed in the snow under the light of the 
sun, spaced 20 or so feet apart. No white light is allowed 
outside, many experiments are hypersensitive to light, 
and dim red is a workable alternative to blinding (and 
electromagnetically noisy) white. I don’t really need any 
light for now, as I can see a flag or two by the bit of star-
light and auroral activity making it through the wind-

created blowing snow traversing the 
landscape.

 I hesitate a bit near the edge of 
the flags marking the boundary of the 
sub-ice facilities, called “arches.” These 
include supply storage, fuel storage, 
our primary diesel power plant, and the 
vehicle maintenance facility. The flags 
are to warn vehicles from driving over 

the buried structures. I cannot quite see the first flag of 
the line out to the radar. A quick glance around spurs a 
moment of trepidation. I almost unzip my parka to pull 
out my red headlamp (keeping it exposed would drain the 
battery very quickly at these temperatures), but I decide 
against it and take a few steps along the flags. Squinting 
out into the darkness, I can see it, a single flag, flapping 
in the wind. I know from memory it’s red, but it’s just 
a slightly darker black now. That’s my line. I head that 
way, the snow beneath my heavy steps crunches with 
each step. It’s more felt than heard. It’s tough to hear 
anything under all the layers needed to stave off frost-
bite.

Walking outside in the dark, especially as I prefer to 
without a light, is a bit of a gamble. It’s mostly flat and 
easy to navigate, but there’s a good number of invisible 
dips and rises. Sastrugi, wavelike ridges of hard snow 
formed and always changed by the wind, can rise or sink 
off-grade by several feet. In this lack of light, they’re 

Dark Sector buildings almost a kilo-
meter from the station. Foreground: 
the Martin A. Pomerantz Observatory 
(MAPO) building with the Keck/SPUD 
telescope array. Distant: the Dark Sec-
tor Lab (DSL) housing the South Pole 
Telescope and (SPT) the BICEP array. 
Photo: Rob Streeter.

The snow beneath my heavy 
steps crunches with each 

step. It’s a sound more felt 
than heard. It’s tough to hear 
anything under all the layers 
needed to stave off frostbite.
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almost indistinguishable, and walk-
ing becomes a shuffling motion. 
I don’t fall, but I stumble a few 
times, once dropping in up to my 
knees. Slow and steady is the way 
to go. I’ll get there. 

Almost three-quarters of the 
way down the flag line and the 
faint red light on the building I’m 
headed towards becomes visible. 
It’s not particularly necessary for 
navigation to the site. It is mainly 
on to help me navigate the ever-
changing drift on the downwind, 
and entrance, side of the building. 
A slippery misstep there and I’m 
sliding down under the elevated 
structure. If that happens, and I’m 
lucky, I’ll miss the thick metal sup-
port structure holding the build-
ing up, and the thin cables keep-
ing the structure taut against the 
wind. I’ll be able to crawl my way 
back up and retry my erroneous 
first attempt. If I’m unlucky, then 
I’m glad I told someone where I was going. The site is 
right at the edge of the station’s hand-held radio range. 
We attenuate the signal from the station’s repeater dur-
ing standard operation. That keeps the noise out of the 
sensitive telescopes and sensors in the Dark Sector. The 
thought of falling does not make it into my conscious 
mind while I’m walking along the flags; indistinct dark 
shapes whipping in the wind.

This time of year, the auroras are just really starting 
to put on a show. I stop to look behind me, back toward 
the station and the Dark Sector beyond that. The mystic 
green waves parade across the sky, a dance driven by 
charged particles from the sun. These particles, pulled to 
the Poles in the “cusp” region of Earth’s 
magnetic field, excite atomic oxygen and 
nitrogen in the atmosphere. The result-
ing energy produces the green, red, and 
sometimes blue aurora australis seen in 
Antarctica, and the sister phenomenon 
aurora borealis in the Northern Hemi-
sphere. It’s mesmerizing. 

It’s also damn cold. As I turned, I 
faced directly into the wind coming from 
the Clean Air Sector. A mistake. I’m now 
acutely aware of the tiniest weaknesses 
in my face covering. It’s a balaclava and two neck gaiters, 
but it’s not perfect. I shiver and pull the longer of my two 
neck gaiters higher, now intruding upon my vision. I also 
tug my heavy winter hat down a little farther. The best 
arrangement leaves only a thin slit for vision. Goggles, 
useful in summer, fog up almost instantly when it’s this 
cold. I take one more reverent glance at the auroras and 
turn, this time toward the downwind direction, and con-
tinue on my way.

The snowdrift at the base of the stairs isn’t bad. Today 
brought the first real wind we’ve had in some time, so the 
drift has not had a chance to fill in the shoveling I did last 
week. That means only a couple minutes with the shovel 
and I’m ahead of the snow. It’s always a competition. The 
ice slowly reclaims everything man tries to build down 
here. The flag lines, the station, everything needs to be 
raised or dug out each summer. The station is designed 
for this. In the future, sections can be added to the pil-
lars supporting the station, lifting it safely away from 
the ice. Many outbuildings, including the one I’m look-
ing up at now, are similarly elevated. The stillness of late 
has allowed a layer of snow to attach itself to every inch 

of the railings and stairs leading up to 
the building. It’s a subtle and beauti-
ful reminder of just how cold it is. Some 
of the snow falls from the stairs as I 
plod up them with my heavily insulated 
boots.

From the vantage point at the top of 
the stairs, and with the help of the dim 
red exterior light, I can see a couple 
flags that continue past the warm build-
ing. I helped place those the previous 
summer. Another few 100 yards, and 

one 45-degree turn, marked by crossed flags in the line, 
is a new experiment installed only a couple months ago. 
This deals with snow pack and accumulation. 

Antarctica is a desert, receiving little actual precipita-
tion. The wind moves a lot of snow around though. Past 
the new experiment, the world looks like the ocean, only 
frozen, white, and lifeless. It’s both awe inspiring and ter-
rifying. 

Travel for hundreds of miles in any direction and 

 The ice slowly reclaims every-
thing man tries to build down 
here. The flag lines, the station, 
everything needs to be raised or 
dug out each summer. The sta-
tion is designed for this. In the 

future, sections can be added to 
the pillars supporting the station, 
lifting it safely away from the ice.

From bottom left clockwise: 
the author shows how to 
layer up clothing for a walk 
outside, even in the summer 
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the view is the same. There are many things out there 
though. Drive a vehicle a short distance that direction 
and one would find a solitary flag line, not too far from 
where I’m standing now. It seems to extend to the hori-
zon. In fact, five miles down its length, and past several 
small expansion vaults with coils of power and fiber optic 
lines in them, is a group of seismic measurement devices. 
The vaults contain loosely coiled cabling, which plays out 
as the ice shifts, the experiment remains connected to 
the station. We call that direction the Quiet Sector. The 
instruments are so sensitive that if I were to walk that 
direction, they would detect me. It is easy to imagine 
then how an earthquake anywhere in the world would be 
like a blazing light in darkness. I smile. 
I’m amazed and inspired by the diverse 
projects I get to help maintain.

I shiver, involuntarily, and shed some 
of the soft snow crusting my outer layers. 
The wind ensures a fine dusting has cov-
ered everything exposed to the outside; 
filling the tiniest spaces and making it 
look like my clothes are trimmed in pure 
white. My balaclava and neck gaiters are frosting up, the 
moisture from my breath enough to begin freezing the 
garments solid. I can see the little spears of ice attached 
to my clothes and eyelashes, framing what I see with jag-
ged crystal. I would love to share this image with friends 
and family back home, a view framed in ice, fleece, and 
blotted by frozen breath. A long blink and my eyes are 
difficult to open again. Time for some warmth.

I grab the handle on the large door; pull against the 
snow drifted at its foot, and duck inside, shutting the 
heavy, insulated door before the automatic lighting 
knows I’m around. All exterior doors are identical, only 
here, they keep the warmth on the inside. The lighting 
triggers after a few seconds, illuminating the small but 
comfortable space. It will take me less than five min-
utes to confirm what I already know: the array is up 

and running just fine. It took time and effort to get out 
here, but now I have eyes-on, I know beyond a doubt 
that everything is functioning correctly. Another check 
done, and another endless stream of scientific measure-
ments queued to go north on the next satellite pass. It 
could have been any number of other locations too. Some 
instruments are in the elevated station and don’t require 
me to go outside. Others are buried in vaults, often 
several meters below the surface, slowly being twisted 
and crushed by the shifting ice cap. Some are outside, 
exposed to the elements year-round. Others still, like the 
radar, are in heated, comfortable outbuildings. Tomor-
row, it might be a completely different experiment, with 

a remarkably similar story. Time to don 
my layers again, switch off the light, and 
enjoy the auroras but avoid the wind, on 
the walk home. 

Working at the South Pole is like 
that: adventurous, thorough, and cold. 
I get to go outside every day if I want 
to. I could check on an experiment or 
two; launch a weather balloon; observe, 

encode, and transmit the current weather conditions; 
lend a hand to a carpenter or telescope operator; or just 
take the trash out. The notion that “it’s not my job” 
should never cross anyone’s mind down here. I’m an 
electrical engineer by schooling. I’ve worked for the U.S. 
Air Force and for a communications company with less 
than ten employees. I’m savvy with the science and engi-
neering. Knowing that some particular device detects 
and records extremely low frequency (ELF) signals and 
writes the data in real-time to a series of RAID (Redun-
dant Array of Independent Disks) drives makes per-
fect sense to me. Figuring out how the automated pump 
house down in the Fuel Arch, our 450,000-gallon fuel stor-
age facility buried 50 ft. beneath the ice, pumps specially 
formulated AN8 diesel fuel to various tanks and boilers 
around the station isn’t quite so trivial. Learning synoptic 

weather coding, and using 
it to observe, encode, and 
transmit weather obser-
vations within the last ten 
minutes of the hour isn’t a 
walk in the park. 

There’s much to do, 
and we’re all in the same 
tin can together until 
that next flight comes in 
seven months. We have 
no choice but to resolve 
conflicts, fix malfunctions, 
improvise when needed, 
move forward, and get the 
job done. Every action 
outside, especially in the 
dark of winter, takes 
extra time, extra prepa-
ration. We cannot afford 
a serious injury, particu-

I smile. I’m amazed and 
inspirethe world looks like the 
ocean, only frozen, white, and 
lifeless. It’s both awe inspiring 
and terrifying. Travel for hun-
dreds of miles in any direction 

and the view is the same.

The author poses with 
sen ior  meteoro lo -
gist Janelle Hakala in 
front of a full moon 
only 100m away from 
the station. Photo: Rob 
Streeter.
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larly now, when help is literally 
weeks away. A winter medevac is 
possible, but the last one required 
an extremely dangerous Twin 
Otter flight from Canada, down 
the Americas, to the British Ant-
arctic Survey’s Rothera Station on 
the Antarctic Peninsula. The last 
push, some eight hours one-way, is 
completely in the dark. The planes 
are never on the ground long, and 
they still could freeze to the ice. 
A little extra caution is worth not 
having to activate that system.

It’s not all work at 90-degrees south though. Unlike a 
typical, state-side job, the 40 of us spending the austral 
winter here at Pole don’t get to walk out the door, get 
into our cars, onto our bicycles, or into public transpor-
tation at the end of the workday. We don’t get to open 
the door to our apartment or house and sit on our favor-
ite sofa. There aren’t loved ones or pets welcoming us 
“home” at the end of a long, stressful day. We live here, 
at the South Pole. To stay healthy, both physically and 
mentally, we have to recreate and take time for our-
selves. Every Monday, for instance, I play a couple hours 
of basketball with around a dozen station-mates. Tues-
days, Robert Schwarz, the person with the most winter-
overs on record (a whopping fourteen 
winters, eight consecutively) teaches a 
college-level astronomy class. Thursdays 
are travelogue and board game nights, 
which occupy much of the galley.  

When it’s not an organized recre-
ational event, there’s loads of movies 
(many on VHS or Betamax even), lots 
of games, and an 18,000-piece puzzle 
brought down by one of the IceCube operators. Regret-
fully, I haven’t tracked the hours I’ve spent meticulously 
placing tiny pieces into the enormous puzzle. The cardio 
and weight gym is exceptionally well equipped. There’s a 
“Run to McMurdo” event where we can tally the distance 
we’ve treadmilled, stationary biked, rowed, or skied. I’m 
on the list, and far from zero, but I don’t think I’ll make 
it. There is a decent selection of books in the two librar-
ies. The band room has instruments from every corner of 
the globe, although it is “bring your own earplugs.”

We celebrate holidays and birthdays almost as we 
would back in the outside world, just with bigger coats 
and colder toes. The galley staff puts together a truly 
spectacular spread almost every meal. This iteration of 
Amundsen-Scott Station (the third) is the first to feature 
a true chef’s kitchen. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are 
served up buffet style six days a week (they’re closed 
on Sundays to give the crew a much deserved break). 
Burger day is popular, but so is the range of Indian 
dishes, sandwiches, casseroles, and soups. The variety is 
impressive: we don’t repeat meals for five weeks or more. 
Everything is hearty and rich. It’s easy to burn thou-
sands of calories daily working out in the cold. 

I might be ready to see plants, 
smell dirt, and see liquid water 
outside by the time I leave, but 
Amundsen-Scott South Pole Sta-
tion will always be a place that 
changed my life and a place I’d 

love to return to.

An 18,000-piece puzzle has been a 
lasting source of entertainment for 
several people this winter season. Se-
nior meterologist Janelle Hakala poses 
mid-placement. Photo: Rob Streeter.

On holidays, the galley goes all out. We’re treated 
to plated, multi-course meals in winter. Sunset, our 
last observed holiday, started with cocktails and hors 
d’oeuvres and featured personalized menus and several 
courses of wonderfully prepared and portioned food. 
Holidays are a time to dress up and forget about the day-
to-day worries.

Relationships are intense. It’s a unique social envi-
ronment in winter. While there is not much interaction 
with the rest of the world, we get continuous interaction 
among ourselves. There’s little privacy, and no one has 
much in the way of secrets. All of us live and work within 
a comparatively small space. Dislike someone and the 

feeling is intensified as you see them 
around the station, at meals, while rec-
reating, and during holidays and gather-
ings. It’s not worth it to hold a grudge 
or leave a conflict unresolved. Easy 
or not, it’s always worth it to have the 
tough discussions and move on. Friend-
ships work the same way. You’ll learn 
about someone quickly, and get to spend 

hours and hours a day with them. Needless to say, I’ve 
made friends for life.

I have thought a lot about my decision to come here. I 
left everything behind me: my recently purchased home, 
my friends, my family, my new truck, my old job, every-
thing. It’s a risk, to my career, to my friendships, even 
to my health and safety. Most people don’t do this. What 
I’ve experienced is truly one of the most extraordinary 
opportunities on the planet. 

Since the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station was 
built in 1957, each person to winter-over has been 
assigned a serial number. People get one number, cor-
responding to their first winter-over. I’m only number 
1,546. It’s impossible to say how I’ll feel at the end of 
the winter, when flights start coming in again and new 
faces invade the static population I’ve lived, worked, and 
played alongside for eight months. At this point though, 
I’d come back in a heartbeat. The place is unlike any-
where else. I might be ready to see plants, smell dirt, and 
see liquid water outside by the time I leave, but Amund-
sen-Scott South Pole Station will always be a place that 
changed my life and a place I’d love to return to.-


