A PILGRIMAGE TO THE END OF THE EARTH

Written by Amanda Boxtel, Co-founder/Special Projects Director, Challenge Aspen

“By Endurance We Overcome” ~  Fortitudine vincimus… This is Ernest Shackleton’s family motto and a message of silent truth when I am faced with challenges.  My goal is to triumph over challenges.  Antarctica seemed to be the ultimate challenge for any able person, let alone someone with physical limitations.  What contrast, what irony… a place displaying all the possibilities of life and all the perils.  Here was the attraction.

At seas end lies a place reachable by ship and limited air.  In the history of mankind the only imprints left behind are stories of explorers, scientists and travelers with a spirit for adventure and untamed wilderness.  My colleague, Houston Cowan and I set off for the journey of a lifetime to the bottom of the earth.  Our intent was to pave the way for people with disabilities.

The Antarctic Peninsula rises into the Atlantic Ocean – a part of the Andes mountain range and the Great White Continent.  Antarctica is the highest, driest, coldest place on the planet holding 90% of the earth’s ice and 68% of the world’s fresh water.  Unlike the Arctic, Antarctica is a land mass surrounded by the Southern Ocean on all sides.  It is a complex interaction of flora, fauna, ice, wind and waves.  The delicate balance of these elements is necessary to sustain life.  The word Antarctic means the place with no bears.  The center is totally free of indigenous life.  Any life that exists does so on the fringes of the continent where there is an abundance of life, although not very many species.  Unlike the frigid temperatures on the South Pole, temperatures on the Peninsula are considerably warmer with an average mean temperature in January at 1 degree C (34 degrees F).  It is the largest wilderness area on earth.  Governed by the Antarctic Treaty, it has been established as a zone devoted to peace and science.  

Ours was a journey toward the end of the earth - a journey aboard the Polar Star.

She is a star in the polar seas,

She knows the Big Dipper and the Southern Cross,

She has soul.

Her soul is felt by all that she carries.

Her red bow breaks through ice

With strength, determination and knowing eyes

Paving the way for new explorers and unchartered territory.

She is the little red engine that could,

She is a warm nurturing womb,

She is the trusting friend,

She is the ship in the night always moving,

She rests silently and knows about being still,

She doesn't discriminate,

She revels in possibilities...

She is the Polar Star.
At 6 p.m. the m/v Polar Star left port in Ushuaia, the most southerly city in Argentina and the world.  By midnight we were in the open water crossing the Drake Passage and some of the roughest seas.  The Southern Ocean is known for its enormous waves… the main cause being the gusty unchallenged winds that whip around the Antarctic continent.  At times I hung on for dear life.  My wheelchair picked up speed quickly as the ship rocked to a 45-degree angle.  I discovered it was far more comfortable transferring to a fixed stationary chair in the observation lounge peering out at a distant horizon, the only constant.  Houston mastered carrying me from deck to deck on his back.  Each flight of 11 steps was accomplished with one hand free to hang on to the railing – a feat in itself on a rocking ship.    

After two and a half days of nothing but sea and sky and an endless straight horizon we spotted our first sighting of land – Deception Bay.

Moving elevator clouds, sleet, mists hovering on cliffs of white, oceans gray, rocks black – I am immersed in a black and white photograph from the early years of polar discovery.  Icebergs, ice-flows, restless waters constantly moving – I imagine I am aboard a tall ship, I have scaled a 50ft. mast and I am one with the elements.  I become an albatross.  The wind lifts my wings and the Great White Continent looms forebodingly ahead – a playground for feathered species yet unlivable for man. 

The Polar Star moves steadily south towards jagged mountains, skirting the periphery of the Peninsula.  Out of the black and white photograph emerges a landscape more vibrant and brilliant than blue stained glass or the orange-red embers of a smoldering fire.  The ice flows glow fluorescent blues – the most beautiful blues I have ever seen.  The ice is sharp against the reflective waters, the setting sun magically painting bergs hues of yellow, orange and salmon pink.  It doesn’t look real.  I am in a mystical world and I try to capture the transient beauty of the moment.  Light plays magic.  A southern sky clear of smog, a southern sky pure, changeable with elements that grab your attention and respect… a southern sky navigated by legends before our time…. And now us!

A new day dawns with yet another vista.  Antarctica is white, yet there are so many whites and there is such beauty in the starkness and depths of white.  By means of an inflatable zodiac, we were a group of eight passengers with wheelchair tied down, cruising toward our next landing.  At shoreline, I hitched a ride on the back of my colleague and together Houston and I hiked the uneven terrain.  Around a corner a whiskery Weddell Seal with leopard spots and melting eyes lulled lazily on a rocky beach… undisturbed by the bantering Fur Seals cursing our approach.  This huge gentle creature, its hundreds of pounds resting heavily on the stones, raised an unexpectedly graceful flipper, wiping her eyes and waving at us with an elegance of her own.  The Weddells are easily my favorite.

Aitcho Island – The Shetlands.  Penguins… many penguins.  A rookery… a battalion standing tall against the wind - each one undisturbed and preoccupied with catching the occasional drifting snowflake in its beak.  Within minutes of my landing ashore a small army of penguins flanked me.  Inquisitive by nature, they were intrigued with the fluorescent purple wheels of my chair.  They dressed for our arrival.  Sporting plump white chests and bellies stuffed with krill, their dark gray dinner suits looked like they had been dry-cleaned after a recent molt.  A white cap above their eyes identified my feathered friends as Gentoos.  An orange beak complimented their flippered feet.  These are flightless diving birds that have survived 55 million years – definitely well ‘suited’ to the elements.

Unbeknown to me, a Gentoo casually wandered underneath my wheelchair.  Curiosity got the better of this game bird in his attempt to exit.  Insisting on flailing through the opening in my wheel his attempt was unsuccessful.  With some encouragement his panicked body popped out between my legs as if I gave birth to the thing.  Minus a few feathers he fled in a waddle causing distant laughter from the crew.  I pray this little one isn’t traumatized for life.  

The skies darkened and the pelting sleet turned into huge flakes coming at us in a horizontal fury.  It became clearly evident who was at home in this seemingly inhospitable climate.  The penguins turned their backs to the wind.  We climbed aboard the zodiac and wrestled in awkwardness through white-capped waves to the warmth and protection of the ship.  

I feel like I have been to the end of the earth.  This was our last landing in Antarctica.  I felt like I was leaving behind a part of my soul.  I am changed, I am transformed, I have molted like a Gentoo.  I look at my world with new eyes and an open heart.  I pine for nothingness free of cell phones, television, and car alarms where the interruption is the loudness in the silence…  a wilderness pristine and untouched by man.  I have seen and felt mother earth in its purest form – a natural wonderland.  It didn’t cost a dime to make it but it will take care, awareness and respect to keep it.

I take with me the sense of the earth’s permanence.  Despite man’s efforts to destroy or save our precious and delicate planet, nature will always be.  Nature is clever and our earth will endure regardless of man’s intervention.  Change is inevitable.  What we can do to preserve Antarctica’s pristine environment yet allow nature to take its course is to simply be aware.

It is man’s endeavor to intrude as little as possible and a privilege to simply enjoy the vast wilderness of Antarctica.  As a visitor I have left as an ambassador for the preservation of one of the few unspoiled places left on Earth. 
To the Polar Star Crew ~





February 25, 2002

Our hearts were heavy as we drove down the dock and we watched and waved until the ship and the few still waving at the other end faded.  The taxi turned and with teary eyes we headed for the airport and our departure from Ushuaia.  To all of YOU, 'you' who embraced our mission, and 'you' who have left imprints in our hearts and made us feel like family, 'you' who are professional in every respect, yet personable, warm and genuine... WE thank you sincerely for the trip of a lifetime.  We are transformed.  Together, we have been to the bottom of the earth, we have seen pristine wilderness untouched and untamed... together we have shared and lived life to the fullest in elements unpredictable and a world seemingly inaccessible.  Our photos do not serve justice to what we carry in our minds and our beings.  I simply close my eyes and I am in a zodiac or on the shore, the salt spray on my cheeks breathing in the pure Antarctic air into my lungs.  There is loudness in silence there.  A haven for birds, sea life... untouched landscapes and the most beautiful blues that I have ever seen.  

We can all see the horizon and although we can't touch it doesn't mean we can't reach it.  You have helped us reach our horizon.

The collective 'you' have helped us to see the vast possibilities in the perceived impossible.  We thank you for being receptive, for not having closed minds but open thoughts helping us dream up new ideas and creative solutions to making this inhospitable landscape accessible to the disabled.

My first day at the office has been tough.  I am still moving with the ship and I feel the need to hang on when I'm sitting on the loo or in an enclosed space.  I don't mind my sea legs hanging on because they serve as a quiet reminder that the last 12 days was not a dream but indeed a reality... a reality that will stay with me forever.  Being in the 'real' world with telephones, television, radio, computers and daily chores makes me ache for the 'real' world of oceans, glaciers, ice-flows, rookeries, vast skies, stillness and changing weather.  This is where my heart is at the moment and I am sure it will stay there for a distant while yet.

From me personally, I thank you all.  You were my legs, my arms, the smile on my face, and my every breath of life.  I had no disability.  If the mind is set, the body is free and the spirit renewed.  Thank you to you all.  

Here is a thought for tomorrow morning...

"The strength of the pack is the wolf, and the strength of the wolf is the pack."  Rudyard Kipling

Together you are a team and in your own respective positions you are leaders... leadership and teamwork go hand-in-hand and we witnessed great leadership and exemplary teamwork.  

You are missed and you are thought of throughout the day, every day.

Amanda and Houston

Mission accomplished… access is inevitable.  The owner of the Polar Star, Polar Star Expeditions is receptive to our suggestions for making the ship accessible.  The company has stated that they are willing to invest in chair lifts for three flights of stairs for ease of access for mobility impaired and elderly individuals.  It has also been proposed that three cabins be made wheelchair friendly with small adaptations to the bathrooms and bathroom doors.  The fact that Polar Star Expeditions has been so receptive to our mission and the proposed adaptations opens up enormous possibilities for travel to Antarctica for the disabled. 

Through Challenge Aspen, plans are in motion for the first group of disabled individuals to travel together to the Antarctic Peninsula next season.  Together we will meet the challenge and by endurance we will overcome.  The human spirit knows no limitation.

