
Air Operations, Deep Freeze 66

MARION E. MORRIS
Commander, USN

Commanding Officer, Air Development
Squadron Six

The summer support air operations for Deep
Freeze 66 began with the departure of Air Devel-
opment Squadron Six (VX-6) from its home base
at the Naval Air Station, Quonset Point, Rhode Is-
land, on September 18, 1965. The Squadron's two
C-121J aircraft had already assisted U.S. Air Force
C-135 jet transports in positioning several hundred
naval support personnel at the main staging area in
Christchurch, New Zealand. While pausing at
Hickam Air Force Base, Hawaii, VX-6 flight crews
tuned up their aircraft for the arduous months
ahead, arid, on September 21, the Squadron re-
ported to the operational control of the commander
of Task Force 43, Rear Admiral Fred E. Bakutis,
USN. At that moment, VX-6 became Task Unit
43.3.1, the main component of the Antarctic Air
Group (TG 43.3) which also included a three-
helicopter Army aviation detachment from the
U.S. Army Transportation Center, Fort Eustis,
Virginia. This aerial task group would supply all
of the inland air support for the logistic and sci-
entific programs in the coming season. During the
months of October and November, an Air Force
unit with three C-130Es from the lSOlst Air
Transport Wing (MATS) 1 would join naval air-
craft to provide transportation for personnel and
high-priority cargo between New Zealand and Mc-
Murdo Station.

The traditional "kickoff" date of antarctic opera-
tions, October 1, found the four ski-equippcd Lock-
heed LC-130F Hercules on the skiway at Williams
Field, McMurdo Station. In the lead aircraft was the
Commander, U.S. Naval Support Force, Antarctica,
Rear Admiral Bakutis, whose arrival signalled win-
ter's end and the beginning of a new and vigorous
effort of air support for science.

Little time was spent in greetings. The aircraft
refueled and immediately began the first of their
many flights. While two of the Hercules com-
menced turnaround trips between New Zealand
and the ice to fly in additional personnel, the other
two LC- I 3OFs proceeded to establish Little Jeana
and Brockton Weather Stations, located on the air
routes to South Pole and Byrd Stations, respec-
tively. These tiny, but vital, outposts were manned
by aerographers, radiomen, and mechanics of Ant-
arctic Support Activities (ASA), the Navy or-

1 Now the 60th Military Airlift Wing (MAC).

ganization that maintains the seven permanent and
seasonal United States antarctic stations.

Byrd Station received its first aircraft on October
4. The initial flight of the C-121 Super-Constella-
tion on the following day to McMurdo's ice run-
way, located annually on the hard sea ice adjacent
to Ross Island, brought 68 passengers and cargo of
mail and fresh vegetables. At the same time, the
helicopter operations got under way with a flight to
the penguin rookery at Cape Royds. Early the
next morning, a Hercules flew personnel to Hallett
Station, and air operations were in full swing. In
just a few short days, the silent continent was alive
with the roar and whine of aircraft probing further
inland as the temperature slowly rose.

It was during these early days of Deep Freeze 66
that the first aircraft accident of the season oc-
curred. A Douglas LC-47 Skytrain, more fa-
miliarly known to the veteran airmen of the ice as
a "Goon," encountered extremely hard sastrugi on
takeoff from Williams Field and suffered collapse of
its left main landing gear. A second LC-47 was to
be lost on December 5 in the Horlick Mountains
when its landing gear also failed under the repeated
stress of open-snow landings. In this remote loca-
tion, it proved impossible to repair the aircraft, and
after valuable parts were removed, it was aban-
doned.

The first half of October, which saw an ever in-
creasing tempo of air operations, was climaxed by
the earliest fly-in on record to Amundsen-Scott
South Pole Station. Rear Admiral Bakutis stepped
from the aircraft on October 23 at 00167 and
greeted the men of the southernmost outpost with
praise and admiration for their accomplishments
during the seven and one-half months of isolation.
Soon regular resupply shuttle flights were estab-
lished. By the time the season was over, a total of
190 Hercules flights had been made to Pole Sta-
tion. Operating in temperatures as low as —53°C.

(U.S. Navy Photo)
LC-130F at South Pole.
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(-63°F.), the aircraft delivered 1,567 tons of cargo
and 361 passengers.
Field Support by Army Helicopters

In support of the USARP programs in the
Pensacola Mountains, a buildup of fuel and other
supplies by LC-130F commenced in the final days
of October. As soon as the 1963-1964 season's
camp had been dug out and reactivated, the three
Bell UH-113 helicopters of the 14-man Army Avia-
tion Detachment were loaded aboard the Hercules
at McMurdo and flown the 1,040 miles to the camp
where they were off-loaded, assembled, and put
into immediate operation to assist the scientific
party conducting a geologic-topographic-geophysi-
cal survey of the area. The talent of the Army
maintenance personnel and the skill of the pilots
provided an availability and usage of the- "choppers"
that resulted in a most complete exploitation of the
versatile and capable turbo-powered helicopters.
By the time the Detachment was picked up in early
January, the three helicopters had flown an im-
pressive 178 flights totaling 455 hours in support of
these scientific programs. A phenomenal 100 per-
cent availability testified to the professional ability
of the Army men. In addition to the Army heli-
copters, the scientific party in the Pensacolas re-
ceived support from a Navy LC-47 that between
December 8 and 15 carried out an airborne
magnetometer survey.
November—Maintenance Problems Overcome

Early in November, two of the LC-130F aircraft
suffered stress cracks in the supporting beams of
their main landing gear. Field fix-kits were engi-
neered and fabricated by the Lockheed Aircraft Co.
plant at Marietta, Georgia, and dispatched over the
12,000-mile route to McMurdo, but the damaged
aircraft finally had to be flown to Christchurch and
repaired. Meanwhile, on the ice, nose strut diffi-
culties and cracked windshield panels took an even
deeper bite into the LC-130F air effort. Rising to
the occasion, maintenance personnel of the naval
air unit replaced the damaged nose strut by sup-
porting the front of the aircraft on great rubber
balloons. At the same time, a shelter of cargo
parachutes was constructed around the cockpit and
the cracked windows were replaced. Both feats
had previously been considered beyond the capabil-
ities of maintenance on the ice, for aircraft the size
of the Hercules, but the ingenuity and determina-
tion of the Navy airmen proved more than a match
for the situation.

Fortunately, the LC-47 "Goons" were able to
continue with their missions, and the LH-34 Sikor-
sky helicopters kept the skies around McMurdo
filled as they shuttled the many small scientific
parties onto the ice shelf, into the dry valleys, and to

the various penguin rookeries. The rotary-winged
aircraft provided a major portion of the direct air
support tendered to the scientific parties. As the
season progressed and the icebreakers penetrated
the deteriorating sea ice, the helicopters of VX-6
were often joined by those attached to the ships.
Thus, maximum utilization of all available air
power was efficiently realized.

Although maintenance difficulties continued to
plague the Squadron during this second month of
air operations, cargo from New Zealand continued
to arrive on the Air Force C-130Es and the Navy
"Super-Connies." Assistance was also received from
the Royal New Zealand Air Force which flew
three LC-130Hs to McMurdo with 75,000 pounds
of cargo. The well-constructed ice runway on the
annual sea ice was the center of activity on many
November days. It was during this period that the
final three aircraft, two LC-47s and an LC-117, ar-
rived at McMurdo Station after a trying and ex-
asperating 67-day, 12,000-mile trip from Quonset
Point. It was a tired group of aviators that finally
completed what is probably one of the most diffi-
cult transpacific flights on record.

On November 22, one of the LC-130Fs touched
down on the polar plateau of East Antarctica at the
Pole of Inaccessibility to position personnel of the
South Pole-Queen Maud Land Traverse. During the
season, the steadily plodding vehicles were resupplied
by skillfully executed airdrops that included spare
parts, mail, and even fresh eggs.

December—Plateau Station Operations
On December 13, a carefully planned operation,

which was to become a milestone in the concept
of air operations in Antarctica, commenced. After
a precision aerial search to locate the crest of a
high ridge running from the Pole of Inaccessibility
towards the Queen Maud Land coast, an LC-130F
Hercules, piloted by the Squadron Commander,
glided cautiously to the surface of the polar
plateau some 600 miles beyond the South Pole
from McMurdo, and the American flag was planted
at the site of the newest United States station,
Plateau. The elevation was 11,890 feet (3,624
meters). Once the initial camp was established
and the first few personnel were secure in their
tents with their equipment and rations, the aircraft
prepared to return to McMurdo. The soft snow
which had yielded so readily to the flag now be-
came a clinging mass on the Teflon-covered skis of
the straining LC-130F. In addition, the thin air at
this high elevation could not satisfy the power
requirements of the aircraft's turbo-prop engines.
Repeated takeoff attempts were made until fi-
nally the rapidly diminishing fuel load reached the
point where one more try would tell the tale. If
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not successful, the newly established Plateau Sta-
tion might very well be provided with an all-
aluminum, ski-equipped building. The pilot taxied
14,000 feet downwind, turned around and lined up
with his tracks. After an agonizing, fuel-consum-
ing, 1 5-minute wait to allow the tracks to solidify,
full flaps were lowered and all available power ap-
plied to the engines. Using full throw of the con-
trols to steady the aircraft as it began to "lope" in
its tracks, accelerating ever so slowly, the pilot
called for jet assistance take off (JATO) as the
airspeed crept past the 60-knot mark. Instan-
taneously, the eight JATO bottles fired to give an
additional 8,000-pound thrust, and the Hercules
was muscled free of the snow at 75 knots, far
below its design performance of over 100 knots re-
quired for a normal takeoff.

With the technique established, a second supply
flight followed the first. Soon, the small group of
SeaBees positioned at the camp had smoothed and
packed a 12,000-foot skiway. The remainder of
the 53 flights into this highest and most remote
United States station were accomplished almost
without incident. By the final flights, the skill of the
aircrews had developed to the point where they
were loading and flying out the heavy traverse ve-
hicles without the costly use of JATO.

In late December, to make up for time lost,
crews flew "back-to-back" schedules. Bulk diesel-
oil cargo flights were flown around-the-clock from
McMurdo, oftentimes without shutting down the
engines between trips. On December 28, the four
dependable Lockheed Hercules amassed a total of
85.5 flight hours in the 24-hour period. Included
was a flight to the Soviet station, Vostok, and a rec-
ord-setting delivery of 267,000 pounds of cargo to
the inland stations.

January—All Out Effort
January was the month of the successful comple-

tion of the aerial support requirements for Deep
Freeze 66. With the deterioration of McMurdo's
annual sea-ice runway in the first half of the month,
the wheeled C-121Js could no longer operate. Yet,
no slowdown of resupply occurred. As the men of
Cargo Handling Battalion One joined those of
Antarctic Support Activities in off-loading the ships
which arrived at McMurdo Station, the air team flew
the vital supplies inland. Returning aircraft were
met with new loads that were only minutes out of
the cargo holds of the moored ships. So efficiently
did the aerial resupply progress during January
that the Squadron was still able to meet its com-
mitments in back-loading the scientific party from
the Pensacola Mountains, make a second flight to
Vostok, maintain an uninterrupted schedule to
Plateau Station, and meet all of the scientific sup-

port requirements programmed for the period.
The helicopters worked more feverishly than ever

before around Ross Island. Little Jeana, the summer
weather station, was disestablished, and its buildings
and equipment were flown back to McMurdo.
Time was even found for a final flight of the single-
engined DeHavilland U-I B Otter which has out-
lived, its usefulness in Antarctica and was retired
with honors. In this same period, a total of 1,486.3
hours was flown by the Hercules, an all-time high,
while other aircraft flew an additional 600 hours.
Having overcome early-season setbacks, the Squad-
ron entered February with an air of optimism and a
feeling of satisfaction that a difficult and extensive
mission was on the verge of accomplishment.
February—Tragic Accidents

On February 2, as it approached the Mile 60
camp in the vicinity of Little America, an LC-47
encountered severe icing during its letdown and,
while in its landing approach, suddenly spun into
the snow surface obscured by a whiteout. The
crew of six perished. As the stunned shipmates of
the lost crew continued their air effort without
pause, the elation of success gave way to sober
realization of the price which must sometimes be
paid for the knowledge being obtained on the
Antarctic Continent. As if in emphasis, another
navyman died from injuries suffered during aircraft
unloading operations at South Pole Station 11 days
later.

Despite these tragic events, the closing air op-
erations were accomplished as planned. Brockton,
like Little Jeana before it, was disassembled and
flown back to McMurdo. On February 17, Rear
Admiral Bakutis paid a last visit to South Pole
Station on a flight that delivered mail and final
supplies to the men preparing for the long antarctic
night. Byrd Station received similar consideration
and, on the morning of the twenty-seventh, the de-
parting aircraft dipped their wings over McMurdo
Station as they pulled up and away towards New
Zealand.

There is no question of the success of air op-
erations during Deep Freeze 66. Air support goals
were accomplished, and new techniques of opera-
tion were proven. The maximum-load takeoffs
accomplished at Pole Station during Deep Freeze
65 were routinely repeated in the establishment of
Plateau Station during Deep Freeze 66. The pre-
vious year's exploratory flights over the polar
plateau opened the entire continent to extended air
operations during this most recent season. The
United States exploration of the Antarctic Continent
is limited now only by the amount of emphasis
which is placed on it. Air operations have opened
the door to the vast storehouse of knowledge in
Antarctica.
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