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Prone to seasickness and with an aversion to flying, I am an unlikely candidate for a 10-day cruise to Antarctica via Ushuaia and Buenos Aires. Yet there I was at 41,000 feet on a 9 hour flight that featured 8 hours of turbulence, returning from such a journey.

Did it started in the crazed frenzy that is San Miguel’s Dia de los Locos when the suggestion was first made? Was it the blinding sequins on Jim and Judy’s dresses that dazzled me? Or the beer consumed with the Hash House Harriers, those infamous “drinkers with a running problem”? Me, raising my hand high and shouting, “I’ll go!”
No. It goes back much further. It was a promise from me to me made as a child to visit all seven continents. North America was easy, born and raised. Next came Europe when at 16, I joined a youth exchange to West Berlin for a summer in 1979. Third, Asia, when I moved to China in 1988 to teach at a Normal University in Manchuria. Australia was fourth in 1994, where I stopped for an extended holiday with an Aussie friend on my way to a conference on the Subcontinent. Then there was an extended gap before finally getting to Africa—twice—in 2004; once to Egypt and then to Botswana for holidays. 
It was only after moving to Mexico in 2006 that I realized how tantalizingly close I was to my sixth continent, South America. But time and money were tight due to the demands of a new (to me) business and the purchase and renovation of a home. I focused my energies on life in San Miguel, knowing that there would be plenty of time in the future for keeping my promise.

And then, Dia de los Locos. Judy Newell announced that Perfect Journeys, her company, was planning a cruise through Antarctica, including several days in Buenos Aires. Bingo!! Six and seven with someone else doing all the leg work. I raised my hand and shouted, “I’ll go!”
Six month later, twelve residents of San Miguel gathered at St. Paul’s to start our adventure. Two others would join the group in Buenos Aires. As we waited for the van to Queretero’s bus terminal to catch our shuttle to Mexico City’s international airport, several friends passed by. “We going to Antarctica,” we sang out. 

Some people had asked me what I was most looking forward to before leaving. Glacial ice, I replied. The tones of turquoise, blues and greens that emanate from glacial ice are mesmerizing. So I had given little thought to Buenos Aires or Argentina when I anticipated the trip. But oh my goodness. 

Even though road-weary from the 24-hour trip from San Miguel, my bleary eyes cleared during the city tour. For several hours, we were treated to a city of wide boulevards, varied architecture, green oases of parks and gardens, public art and sculpture that was both traditional and modern, and a vibrant, startling beautiful people. An early morning departure cut short any time available to explore BA. The San Miguel 14 joined roughly 370 other, mainly English, passengers on the Discovery, waiting for us in the southern most city in the world, Ushuaia.

It was only once we arrived in the final passenger waiting lounge in BA that I realized all those in the lounge were in fact fellow voyagers. I don’t know why I found this surprising, but I did. However, it was while standing in line for that flight that I began to meet and talk with people that I would spend the next 10 days with. The first I met were a father and daughter pair, Basel and Rebecca, who were getting to Antarctica before Basel’s sight failed him entirely. He was confident that his ability to see light and dark would satisfy his visual needs on the ice continent, rightly as it turned out.

Immediately upon arriving in Ushuaia, we were transferred to the ship on a fleet of busses. The coordination of the Discovery operations was non-stop and virtually military in precision. My roommate and I headed into town to find a day trip into Tierra del Fuego National Park and to buy a few knick knacks before setting sail the next evening.
We woke early and hustled out to the main road beyond the pier by 7:20 to wait for our 7:30- pick-up. And we waited. And waited. By 7:50 I walked over to the taxi stand and talked with a driver, George. No, he hadn’t seen a tour van waiting for anyone. By 8:00, we were getting frustrated. She walked over to a taxi stand and had the attendant call the tour company. No answer. At the same time, George had driven over to where we were waiting, offering to take us up to the Park so we could rendezvous with the van. Accepting his offer, we clambered into the van and we were off, we thought. Two blocks up the hill, George pulled over by a hotel and pulled out his mobile. After five minutes, he loaded up two more people in the van and pulled away.
Two blocks further up the hill, he pulled over again at another hotel and said, in that wonderful Italian-styled Spanish of the Argentine, I talked to your company, they’ll pick you up here in 15 minutes. There was a problem with their van and they found a new one. Have a coffee and enjoy Ushuaia. With that, he was off. No request for money. Just time for a quick kiss of thanks and away.

As we waited in the hotel’s café, enjoying what was to be my last good cup of coffee for 15 days, the receptionist came up quietly and said, I just talked with your company, they’ll be here in another 10 minutes. Amazing! Unbidden, gracious. If Ushuaia is a tourist town, it is the most generous and caring of any I’ve ever seen.

And the national park did not disappoint either. I headed up the hill for a 45 minute walk toward the park’s entrance with Enrique, a Buenos Airean who raises tiger and lion cubs for zoos and performances. He had made it his life’s goal to visit all of his country’s national parks, and Tierra del Fuego was second to last. He seemed prepared to march his way to the last one at the rate we approached the park gate. At one point a white van blasted passed us, the driver leaning halfway out the window, waving and yelling wildly. George!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
We returned to the Discovery in time for a good lunch and time to relax before a good meal in the Yacht Club, one of the ship’s four restaurants, and our departure. In the mid-afternoon, I left the tiny cabin on Bali Deck (where the gangplank is located) to head up to the Lido Deck to enjoy the sun and the views of Ushuaia and Beagle Channel (named after Darwin’s ship). As I reached the stairs, I ran into one of the San Miguel group, Bea Wood, just returning from the local hospital where she had just been treated for two broken wrists. As she held up two arms in casts, she was asking the ship’s doctor, “Will I still be able to get into those boats and onto Antarctica?” He looked at her with surprise and joy and said, “You’re gorgeous!” 

Not being one for organized activities, cards, bars, or late nights, I turned to helping Bea when and as I could. She stayed remarkably positive in spite of pain and mobility limitations. Never did she lose sight of the goal of getting in and out of the zodiac and onto her seventh continent. I only saw her frustrated once, although she admitted being frustrated three times in the course of the cruise. It was a pleasure to be with her and a gift to make a life-long friend.
Many on the ship watched her progress and would encourage her whenever she ventured out of her cabin, which happened more with each passing day. Day after day, Bea and Dr. Arno (his first name) and the nurses, developed such a caring and wonderful relationship. But that first day defined their mutual understanding. Later we learned that he had delayed filing the incident report of her accident until after we left port to prevent the chance that the captain would order her off the ship as a liability. As Bea grew stronger and more stable, Dr. Arno also lobbied the captain on her behalf for getting her in and out of zodiacs not once but twice. 

Several months before leaving San Miguel, I did some reading on Drake’s Passage and decided I would need serious drugs to survive a crossing. Dad and Marguerite brought me several boxes of Scopalomine patches to aid me in the trip. Hoping for a smooth ride, I applied a patch and shared another with Judith. According to the ship’s crew, we had one of the smoothest crossings they ever enjoyed, which was good because the 2-3 meter swells for 30 hours pushed my non-sailor balance to the limit.  
As soon as we crossed the Antarctic Convergence from Drake’s Passage the seas settled into gentle ripples and near glassy conditions for the rest of the trip through the Southern Ocean. What luck! Our first destination was Deception Island, where the Explorer had sunk just 2 weeks earlier. The weather was bright and sunny, but we were unable to enter the broad caldera of the island due to questions still surrounding the damage of another ice breaker, the Nordkapp in the previous season. (Didn’t know about that one, didya??)
Later in the afternoon, we were marshaled into our color groups (green, white, yellow, blue, and red—San Miguel were all reds) and took brief zodiac rides off Triangle Point of Greenwich Island in the South Shetlands. From the zodiacs we saw our first penguin rookeries and a few seals. It was thrilling. In the evening, we headed through the McFarlane Strait and north toward King George Island for our first landing.

Because we were traveling just before and after the solstice, the amount of daylight was fantastic. When we boarded the Discovery on the 14th, sunrise was at 4:50; one week later on the 21st, it rose at 2:35. Sunset changed just as quickly. On the 14th, the sun set at 22:04 (just after 10pm). On Solstice, the sun set at 23:44 (11:44pm). And really, it never got dark, just twilighty, from what I was told. I was not on deck. I did get a photo on the 22nd at about 11:00pm of rose-tipped mountains at sunset.
On the 18th, after nearly four days on the ship, we finally got a chance to step on land at Arctowski Station, the Polish station on King George Island. Originally founded as a whaling station much earlier in the 20th Century, vertebrae and ribs of whales still dot the rocky shore. The rookeries of both Adelie and Gentu penguins crowded the far end of the crescent beach. We were allowed one hour and fifteen minutes on shore, what would be the longest time of all our three landings during the 10 day voyage.
The day was largely cloudy, but occasionally the sun would peak out or light a distant peak. What struck me most about the overcast conditions was that the clouds seemed incredibly low, as if I extended my arm and raised my hand I could touch the cloud cover and stir it. While I have no idea what the deck was, it seemed to be no higher than 500 to 1000 feet. Periodically the clouds would part into streaky tears and reveal a cliff face of unimaginable height, leaving me to wonder what other marvels were hidden by the clouds. 
The next day we cruised passed Elephant Island, the famed site where Ernest Shakleton’s men, lead by Frank Wild, wintered over in 1916 while Shakleton and five others made their epic journey to rescue the entire crew after their ship the Endurance was crushed by pack ice. Shortly after passing Elephant Island, we encountered a gigantic tabular iceberg that covered nearly the entire horizon. Over the course of several hours of approaching this monster, we were told that it was at least 10 kilometers long. The photos I took of it with others miles in front simply fail to capture the scale of the tabular iceberg. But then, very few of my photos capture the massive vastness that is Antarctica. Ok, none of them do.

The next few days were a series of challenges—unexpected pack ice, dense fog, blocked channels—all contributed to deferred landings and slow going. We learned that for nearly 3 days, the captain never left the bridge. Our days were filled with lots of British food, hours of staring into mind-numbing beauty or veils of grey, and increasingly salty beverages as the desalinization system went on the fritz. Salty tea in Mongolia, ok. Salty coffee on the cruise ship, uh-uh.
Fortunately, on the first evening on board, I had raided the ship’s library of a copy of the complete Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Universe, a trilogy in four parts. I filled these slow days with hours and hours of wacky 1970s British sci-fi humor. It seemed to fit right in with current circumstances in a weird way.

Finally the fog lifted and we were treated to another brilliantly sunny day that painted the entire world a silver/white/blue brilliance. We had moved from the South Shetland Islands into the western edge of the Antarctic Peninsula. Finally, close to the 65th parallel, we landed at Duthiers Point. Our zodiac carefully wound its way around numerous icebergs, resembling more ice sculptures than the table-like bergs of the movies. Along the bluff we saw snow tinted in green and red. Bill, our zodiac pilot, told us that these were algae blooming briefly in the southern summer. We also saw a skua (bird of prey) harassing a penguin around its nest in repeated attempts to steal its egg. 
We had 5-8 minutes for the pleasure on a patch of rocky outcropping that was no larger than your average living room. But it was continental and it counts!! And, yes, Bea was there to claim her 7th continent that day, too.

The original itinerary had us sailing through the dramatic and deeply carved Lemaire Channel, but again, pack ice (which, by the way, is frozen sea ice, as opposed to the fresh water of icebergs) within the channel prevented our passage. As a result, the farthest south we got was the 65th parallel, equivalent to Fairbanks, Alaska in the north. Nevertheless, the landscape leading up to the Channel is among the most awe inspiring I have seen. The lasting impression, however, is one of a massive land incredibly fragile and vulnerable.
As we turned northwards to make our way back across Drake’s Passage, we had another shot at Half Moon Island where we had been scheduled to land much earlier in our trip. On a sullen, grey and snowy solstice day, we were able to land for the third time of the voyage. As I trudged up a narrow, pocked-marked path toward the rookery, I stopped to chat with one of the ship’s crew (primarily Phillipino) marking the path. She said, “This is my first snow experience! This is great!” Her smile was the brightest sunshine I saw all day.
On the zodiac back to the ship, Bill told us that we were actually in the same bay that we had been on our first zodiac tour a week earlier. I would never have known that we were in the same place, as the difference between the sunny day of the first trip compared to the grey snowy conditions of the second made it wholly unrecognizable.

We passed Deception Island (recognizable) on our way toward the Antarctic Conversion and Drake’s Passage. I found the return trip more difficult (in part because my bunk’s head faced the bow of the ship, which is the wrong direction for motion). In spite of the patch, I was unwell. Bea was gracious and let me lay in her extra bed. She was packing, but couldn’t fold her clothes, so she’d hand me clothes (me prone on the bed) which I would fold with eyes closed and hand pack to her to put into her bags. At one point I laughed and said, “Together we make one whole person!” Finally I threw in the towel. I went to Dr. Arno and admitted “I am no mariner.” I took a shot of the extra-strength anti-seasickness medicine and was told that I would feel better within an hour or so. And I did. Sort of. Enough to manage packing.

By the morning we had passed Cape Horn and traveled the length of Beagle Channel once more. By 5:00 am, we were docked safely again in Ushuaia. I spent the morning in town buying a few souvenirs while Bea went back to the hospital for a CAT scan. At noon, she had returned with a clean bill of health, and full approval to travel. As she was making her final farewells, she told Dr. Arno she was going to adopt him, and he blushed deeply and gave her a warm hug and kiss. I got a kiss too. Did I mention he is handsome?
Together, all the passengers of the Discovery were again transferred to the airport where we all boarded another airplane to return us to Buenos Aires for Christmas Eve, which turned out to be a muted affair. 

Christmas Day, however, was an entirely different matter. The passengers of Discovery were again marshaled on a series of buses that took us to la Distancia, the countryside. We were feted on a lovely horse farm of 5 generations of Argentines, complete with gaucho games, grilled meats, villa-produced wines, and dancing. What an amazing, beautiful, festive, joyous day!!

And that was not the end of it. Judy had also organized some of the San Miguel crew for a fabulous night of Tango in the infamous Boca neighborhood of Buenos Aires. The show was in a cavernous pub-like hall reminiscent of pubs in old London (but cleaner). The stage wound around a pillar that we thought would obstruct our view but instead was used by the performers to great effect.
Boxing Day was spent with Bea, shopping along the famous Florida Avenue pedestrian street where leather is king! There is an energy and beauty to Buenos Aires, after decades of repression and economic collapse that is almost breathless. And it is the sexiest city I have ever been to in my life. I could live in Buenos Aires. I just might live in Argentina some day.

And now that my childhood promise has been kept, I am suspended between a sense of accomplishment and ennui. Oh, I have a list of places that I want to see and experience. Petra, the Taj Mahal, the Grand Canyon, the Canals of Britian, Machu Picchu come to mind first. But I can’t help thinking that I have seen Antarctica at a moment when majesty gives in to fragility and if this is true, shame on us.
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