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I fell in love on Valentine’s Day. The object of my affection sidled up to me, cocked his head and regarded me with a flirtatious eye. My heart melted.

But hearts are fickle in Antarctica and before my 11-day cruise ended last February, I had given mine to dozens of tuxedo-clad creatures. Penguins are plentiful on the Antarctic Peninsula and I was smitten with all of them. Couldn’t I just put one of these cute guys in my backpack and take him home?

Getting a close look at wildlife and Antarctica’s other natural wonders ranks at the top of the reasons travelers are coming here in record numbers. Penguins, seals and whales abound, and while the landscape is barren it’s also stunning: snow-capped mountains, thundering glaciers, icebergs in fantastic shapes and hues.

Most travelers visit Antarctica on educational cruises aboard small expedition vessels departing from the tip of South America for the Antarctic Peninsula. On board a team of experts gives lectures and accompanies passengers on shore landings where they observe wildlife at close proximity.

On my cruise, aboard Quark Expeditions’ ship Orlova, the expedition staff included one of Britain’s leading ornithologists who also is an author and a filmmaker for the BBC. He was joined by a marine biologist from South Africa, a geologist with a Ph.D. from Cambridge on leave from British Petroleum in Scotland and a historian from Canada who specializes in Antarctica, especially the explorations of Ernest Shackleton. Our expedition leader had guided trips to wilderness areas for 25 years and lectures in the United States when she returns to her home in Rhode Island.

These academic pedigrees didn’t prevent them from being a fun-loving bunch, sharing their extensive knowledge with enthusiasm and good cheer.

Did you know you can tell whether a penguin is happy by looking at the feathers on its head? One of the naturalists showed us, pointing to a sketch of a stressed-out penguin whose head feathers stood out in a mohawk. Happy penguins — those not threatened by predators or camera-toting tourists — have sleek, smooth heads.

Protecting wildlife 

Viewing Antarctica’s wildlife without threatening it or its habitat became the central theme of our cruise. Expedition cruises follow a strict set of guidelines set down by the International Association of Antarctica Tour Operators, or IAATO, formed in 1991 when tourism to the Antarctic had just begun to take off. Since then the number of annual visitors to Antarctica has more than doubled and the need to lessen its impact has become even more crucial.

For example, passengers may not collect stones or feathers or any other objects on shore and nothing — cigarette butts, tissues, film boxes — can be left behind. Anyone who experiences his own “call of nature” while ashore must wait until he is back on ship to answer it.

We were told to stay 15 feet from wildlife, farther from fur seals, which can be ornery. Birds flying and calling overhead meant we were too close to a nest. Any change in animal behavior meant we should back off.

“Let wildlife come to you,” said our expedition leader Susan Adie. Sit down, don’t make any noise or sudden movements and see what happens. “On a cruise last month one lady, within five minutes of sitting down, had a penguin chick in her lap,” she said.

No one reported any lap dances on our cruise, but a penguin became so fascinated with one passenger’s boot lace it kept tugging at it until it was time to leave.

Our boots were thoroughly washed after landings to prevent the spread of plant and animal matter. Those cute penguins can be quite messy during nesting and molting season when huge colonies of them stand on rocky outcroppings. By my cruise in February they had been around a couple of months and the accumulation of droppings was impressive. Down wind from the rookery the smell permeated clothing right down to long underwear.

Everything has a purpose in nature in Antarctica, however. With so much ice and so little soil, plant life is scarce, mostly algae, moss and lichens that grow on — you guessed it —penguin guano.

Our landing sites were designated by IAATO, which requires that no more than 100 passengers at a time visit any one area. We made eight landings during our cruise and saw penguins at each.

On that first landing on Valentine’s Day it was a Chinstrap that caught my eye, its head marked by a distinct black line of feathers stretching from ear to ear. It waddled and hopped over rocks on Half Moon Island, stopping to peer at the strange creature in the red parka.

At Neko Harbour perhaps a hundred Gentoos perched high above the landing site, setting up a racket as parents and chicks called to each other. During the nesting period penguins feed on krill in the sea, climb back to the nest and regurgitate the food into the mouths of their noisy, demanding offspring. Skuas and other marine birds flap around overhead, hoping to snatch a morsel. For the penguin chicks it’s a desperate game of survival. As many as one-third of them — those not old enough or strong enough — will die when the colony returns to the sea for the winter.

Awesome ice

During the long climb uphill to the penguin colony I stopped to watch huge chunks of ice calve from the glacier ringing Neko Harbour. The cracking sound, like gunfire, was followed by a whoosh and a roar as the splash of the newborn bergs rippled across the ice-choked harbor. Waves sent smaller bergs crashing into each other, tossing boulders of ice onto shore as if they were mere pebbles.

The awesome power of moving ice is the overriding geologic force in Antarctica, shaping mountains, valleys and coastlines. Ninety percent of all the ice on earth is found on the continent, which accounts for more than 68 percent of all the fresh water on our planet. Ice covers 99.6 percent of Antarctica. During the austral winter, sea ice extends as much as 120 miles out from land, effectively doubling the size of the continent.

Occasionally, huge tabular bergs break off the Antarctica’s ice shelf. One, the size of Rhode Island, is being tracked by satellite. These islands of ice can drift at sea for up to 10 years and have been spotted as far north as Buenos Aires.

Bergs calved from glaciers can be blue or dark green, the result of a change in the density of the ice as it was compressed by the weight of the glacier over thousands of years. We saw several bergs with streaks of dark brown, the frozen debris of glacial moraines or volcanic ash. Wind, waves and collisions with land and other bergs eroded them into fantastic sculptures, some with aquamarine tunnels and emerald caves.

Between a sixth and a third of an iceberg pokes above the surface and as it erodes it tips to realign its center of gravity. When one of these big boys decides to recline, you don’t want to be next to it in a Zodiac raft. Thankfully our Zodiac drivers had been trained to spot unstable bergs and to keep a safe distance from the face of a glacier in case it should suddenly give birth.

The Zodiacs not only carried us between ship and shore, but also took us on sightseeing cruises along the peninsula. Penguins leapt from the water around us. Seals and small minke whales torpedoed toward us, then dove below the raft just as they came within arm’s reach.

On several occasions we motored close to a small berg where a leopard seal perched. The penguin’s natural predator, a leopard can devour six penguins an hour, killing them as they enter the sea to feed. With huge head and big eyes — the better to see under water — leopard seals look almost reptilian. We saw them lying in wait offshore from a penguin colony or stretched out on the ice, sated and sleepy.

Below the circle

Just when I thought I had seen all that Antarctica had to offer, day No. 7 proved the highlight of my cruise.

The exact itineraries of all Antarctic cruises are subject to change depending on weather and ice conditions. We were told early on that we would not cross the Antarctic Circle, but as the ship drew farther south a buzz began to develop among the Orlova’s crew that this certainty might change. February is the warmest month in the Antarctic and passages normally blocked with ice were breaking up. On our sixth night, expedition leader Adie made the announcement: the captain had radioed other ships in the area and learned the passage below the circle was open. We were going to go for it.

Cruising south of the Antarctic Circle is a big deal because so few people have done it. Even our Russian captain had crossed just three times in his long career. In the northern hemisphere you’ll find cities, industry, forests above the Arctic Circle. Down here there is nothing but ice.

So while we slept, the Orlova glided over that invisible line at 66 degrees, 33 minutes south and we woke up below the circle in Crystal Sound. The sea was smooth as glass, the sun was out and icebergs and glaciers sparkled all around us. We lined up for the Zodiacs.

Our driver spotted four Weddell seals on an ice floe. We circled the ice twice; one big fellow reared up and yawned. We headed toward shore where about 20 fur seals sat barking, then amused ourselves by cruising past towering ice cliffs and maneuvering close enough to a stable iceberg to break off one icicle: nature’s Popsicle. The water of one inlet was so blue and full of crystal cubes it seemed we were floating in an exotic cocktail.

At one point our driver turned off the motor and we sat in silence, admiring the reflection of locomotive-size icebergs mirrored in the calm water, listening to the call of a tern overhead and watching a pair of crabeater seals dive and chase each other. When they noticed us they swam over and circled the raft.

No one wanted to leave, so when the driver’s walkie-talkie squawked, telling us it was time to return to the ship, he answered: “You’re breaking up.” That bought an extra 10 minutes until it squawked again: “We know you can hear us, come back.”

As all of the Zodiacs were loaded onto the ship, someone spotted a pair of humpback whales about 40 yards away, diving and showing their flukes. The Orlova remained at anchor as the whales spyhopped and breached and finally approached the ship. Passengers lined the deck rails on the port side and watched as a mother and young adult swam slowly past, rolled to one side and looked them right in the eye. They disappeared and popped up on the other side of the ship sending cheering passengers scurrying to starboard. This went on for more than an hour with passengers stampeding from side to side.

“There’s no question they were playing with us,” said Adie in the wrap-up lecture after dinner that night. “Humpbacks respond to sound. To me it is absolutely remarkable that they came to us.”

The humpback population in Antarctica nearly was wiped out by whaling. In the 1920s, the peak of whaling on factory ships, the bay off the whaling station at Deception Island would be red with the blood of the mammals butchered there. Their numbers began to grow after whaling was banned in 1967 and now the humpbacks are losing their fear of humans. They can hear a ship and can choose to flee — or stay and play.

Preserving Antarctica

Whaling and the hunting of fur seals no longer represent significant threats to Antarctica’s environment. Today’s threats include global warming, caused by an increase in greenhouses gases, and pollution from chlorofluorocarbons that deplete the ozone layer over Antarctica.

Some environmentalists question whether tourism also poses a threat. IAATO says no. Given the environmental guidelines tour operators follow, tourism has a very low impact, and, in fact, might be beneficial by educating people about the need to protect Antarctica.

“We regulate ourselves. We take on very stern rules,” said Lars Wikander, chairman and principal owner of Quark Expeditions, which operates the Orlova and other expedition vessels in Antarctica. He predicts tourism will continue to grow, doubling again in the next decade. “If we are going to keep the continent pristine for the future, we must be careful.”

Making sure the rules to protect the environment are followed is all in day’s work for Adie, who can be stern with passengers who forget them. “It’s not easy being a cop for Antarctica, but that’s my job,” she said.

Most passengers leave Antarctica with a new respect for the environment, and that’s the positive aspect of tourism — getting people to take responsibility for protecting Antarctica, Adie said. They return home as activists. “You cannot care for what you have not seen with your own eyes.”

On the last night of the cruise, after toasts at the captain’s cocktail party and the exchange of e-mail addresses among passengers who had become friends, Adie gave her farewell speech. “Being in Antarctica is a privilege and we hope when you go home you will remember this privilege every day,” she said. “Be an ambassador for Antarctica.”

•  Information for this article was gathered on a research trip sponsored by Quark Expeditions.

If you go

Destination: Antarctica

Need to know: Quark Expeditions, (800) 356-5699, www.quarkexpeditions.com

Go: To see Earth’s last great wilderness and its wildlife

No: If educational tours bore you; if you’d rather see penguins in a zoo

Cruises: My ship, the Orlova, is chartered by Quark Expeditions, which will operate four expedition vessels in the Antarctic Peninsula from November to March. A fifth vessel will operate on the opposite side of the continent. 

For a full list of tour operators in Antarctica consult the International Association of Antarctica Tour Operators, IAATO, (907) 704-1047, www.iaato.org.

Who owns Antarctica: Antarctica has no government, no cities, no permanent population. The Antarctic Treaty, signed in 1959 in the cold war environment, designates the continent as a “natural reserve dedicated to peace and science.” Today 27 countries, including the United States, have signed the treaty and 18 more are non-voting members of the treaty system. Member nations establish scientific research stations on the continent and representatives of member nations meet to settle disputes and establish regulations. The treaty, considered a model of global cooperation, expires in 2041.

Books:

“Antarctica, A Guide to the Wildlife,” by Tony Soper (Bradt Travel Guides, $19.95)

“The Crystal Desert: Summers in Antarctica,” by David G. Campbell, (Mariner Books, $14)

“Discoveries North Pole/South Pole,” by Bertrand Imbert ( Harry N. Abrams, $12.95)

“Endurance: Shackleton’s Incredible Voyage,” by Alfred Lansing, (Carroll & Graf, $13.95)

“Penguins,” by Roger Tory Peterson (Houghton Mifflin Co., $20)

Web sites: www.coolantarctica.com

www.nsf.gov/home/polar/start.htm


http://usarc.usgs.gov
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