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October 1966 marked the tenth anniversary of
the first aircraft landing at the South Pole, a prelude
to the construction there of a permanent base. It
may be well to look back those 10 years to see why
and how the landing was made.
Early in 1954, the Secretary of Defense agreed
to build six scientific bases on the Antarctic Continent for the use of the United States scientists participating in the International Geophysical Year
(July 1, 1957 to December 31, 1958). Four of these
stations, Little America, Hallett, Wilkes, and
Ellsworth, were to be built on the coast. The real
challenge was the construction of the first permanent inland bases, Amundsen-Scott Station at the
South Pole and Byrd Station. it was intended and
believed at that time that all the bases would be
closed at the conclusion of the International
Geophysical Year.
The Secretary of Defense designated the Navy to
be the executive agent for this undertaking, with
the provision that other military departments and
interested government agencies would be available
to contribute their knowledge, experience, and resources as needed. Subsequent events revealed that
we needed and used all of this assistance.
Problems Unfold

A planning staff was established in the Navy
Department in 1954. The biggest problem was how
to build a station at the South Pole. Only two parties in history had ever set foot there: Amundsen's
in December 1911 and Scott's in January 1912.
The South Pole base, designed to house 18 men
through the antarctic night, required 750 tons of
supplies and construction material. This could not
be transported by dog teams or by the tractors available at that time. The job had to be done with aircraft, providing ski-planes could land and take off
at the Pole.
Investigation revealed that the only ski-equipped
airplanes available for the task were the old, reliable
Navy R4Ds (DC-3s), but these planes were limited
to cargo of modest size and a load of only five tons.
Using these aircraft would have required 150 round
trips between a coastal base and the South Pole at
a prohibitive cost in time and fuel. We needed a
Commander, Task Force Forty-Three, from March 1955
to April 1959.

November-December, 1966

Que Será Será and First Americans to Stand at South Pole.

Left to Right: Petty Officer 21C John P. Strider, Crew
Chief; Admiral Du fek ; LCDR Conrad S. Shinn, Pilot; LT
John Swadener, Navigator; Petty Officer 21C William A
Cumbie, Jr., R:idioinan; CA PT William M. Hauu'kes,
Copilot; and CAPT Douglas L. Cordiner, Observer.

larger plane. The Air Force offered its C-124 Globemasters, but there were no skis available for these
big planes.
We decided to accept the offer and designed a
plan that would use both the ski-equipped R4Ds
and the wheeled Globemasters. The first step of the
plan was to fly all the planes from New Zealand to
a prepared runway of compacted snow or ice on the
coast of Antarctica. Then the R4Ds would ski-land
the construction crews at the South Pole. Next, the
Globemasters would load the Pole Station material
(which was to be brought in by ship during the previous year) at the coastal runway and parachute it
to the construction crews at the Pole. When the base
was completed, the scientists would be flown in by
R4Ds and the construction crews returned to the
coast.
At this point we learned that compacted-snow
runways were not reliable for continued use by
heavy, wheeled aircraft. This ruled out Little America as the coastal air base. We then considered Scott's
old base and the adjacent hard ice of McMurdo
Sound. Could the ice support heavy aircraft on
wheels? To get the answer, we visited the Scott Polar
Research Institute in England for a personal talk with
Professor Frank Debenham of Cambridge University,
who had been a very young member of Scott's second
expedition. He was quite helpful, supplying charts
and sketches that were not available elsewhere, and
he confirmed our belief that the ice was sufficiently
hard and thick. We therefore planned another base,
McMurdo Station, for the sole purpose of supporting
aircraft en route to the South Pole construction site.
Construction at McMurdo was completed
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in 1956. It was then time to see if ski-equipped
planes could land and take off at the Pole.
Landing in Scott's Footsteps
On October 31, 1956, we took off in the R4D
Que Será Será for a test landing at the South Pole.
Any doubts of "if the snow is too hard or too soft"
were left behind at McMurdo; Captain "Trigger"
Hawkes, my staff aviator, had used an ingenious
method to determine that landing and takeoff were
practical. He had obtained a photograph of Captain
Scott standing at the South Pole and measured how
deeply Scott's shoes had sunk into the snow. The
weight of Scott, fully clothed, was used to calculate
the pressure exerted on the snow by his shoes. The
weight of the fully-loaded R4D, distributed by the
skis, would give us a safety factor in terms of pounds
per square inch.
I remember that first landing as if it were yesterday. Commander Conrad "Gus" Shinn was the
pilot, with Captain "Trigger" Hawkes as copilot.
Major (now Colonel) C. J. Ellen, United States Air
Force, piloted the Globemaster that accompanied the
Que Será Será. He could drop survival gear if we
needed it.
As we were over the Pole, Hawkes asked, "Admiral, should we land now or should we have the
Globemaster drop some gear to mark the surface?"
"Use your own judgement." I replied.
"We have a fair surface here," said Shinn.
"Set her down when you are ready." I said, and
down we went.
As we approached landing. I heard Major Ellen
over the intercom:
"Don't worry. Gus, if you can't get off, I'll bellyland this baby and give you a warm house to live
in."
The plane came in smoothly, touched the surface,
bumped a few times, and then slowed to a stop. It
was 8:34 p.m. (GMT), October 31, 1956.
We planted the American flag, took snow soundings and samples, and left a radar reflector to guide
future planes. After 49 minutes on the ground, we
took off with the assistance of 15 JATO
bottles attached to the underside of the plane's wings.
It was a good feeling to know that our plans to
build a station at the South Pole would succeed.
Epilogue
Little America and McMurdo Stations were built
in 1955-1956, the remaining bases in /956-1957.
The scientists were in place well before the beginning
of the International Geophysical Year on July 1,
1957. Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station is still the
site of important research and McMurdo Station has
developed into the logistical center of United States
eff orts in Antarctica.
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Mortality in Antarctica Since
the End of the
Nineteenth Century'
JUAN CARLOS M. BELTRAMINO
Ministry of External Affairs and Warship, Argentina
Scope and Background of Study
This study deals with mortality among personnel
of the wintering-over expeditions from 1898 to
1958, of the bases from 1904 to 1964, of a
whaling company based on Deception Island from
1912 to 1916 and from 1920 to 1931, and of the
summer expeditions from 1951 to 1964. It excludes
fatalities occurring on trips to or from Antarctica.
The term "wintering-over expeditions" is applied to
those groups which spent the winter in temporary
camps personnel who wintered at bases designed for
lon g -term occupancy are counted as base residents.
Mortality data were obtained from publications,
antarctic research institutions, and knowledgeable
individuals.
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The wintering-over expeditions ranged in size
from a minimum of 2 members in 1921 to a maximum of 56 in 1934 and 1940. The number of personnel at each base fluctuated between 4 and 25 until 1954, but greatly exceeded this figure in connection with the International Geophysical Year. Summer expeditions in recent years have consisted of
approximately 4,800-4,900 members. (Table 1.)
To correctly evaluate the mortality rate, one
must consider the changes which have occurred in
living conditions and activities in Antarctica. The
reports on scientific expeditions and bases describe
the difficulties and risks involved in life in Antarctica
in the first three decades of this century: complete
isolation during the winter from lands outside the
Antarctic and a lack of, or difficulties in providing,
medical care. Toward the end of the third decade
radio came into use, and aircraft were employed on
seasonal expeditions, but only recently (following
World War II and particularly during the International Geophysical Year) have conditions improved
appreciably through the introduction of better means
of communication and transportation and the presence of a physician at some of the bases.
Based on a monograph of the same title published by
the author in 1965.
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