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AURORA 
Expedition Leader

Howard Whelan, expedition leader for Aurora Expedi-
tions, has turned his childhood exploits into a career in ad-
venture. 

Growing up in Utah, Whelan was a bit of an adventurer, 
spending most days outdoors. 

His parents encouraged exploration, allowing him to explore 
the hills behind their house with just one rule, don’t go over 
the divide, meaning, if lost, he could always follow a creek 
bed down into the Salt Lake Valley. 

At five, he discovered skiing, which quickly became an 
obsession. 

It Began by Accident
It was in 1973 that Whelan chose a literal path towards a 

big adventure; though it was less of a choice than a mistake. 
His roommate asked if he wanted to accompany him on the 
Pacific Crest Trail. “I thought he’d said the Pacific Coast Trail. 
I said yes and he said, ‘Are you kidding?’ because I thought 
it was a 10-day walk on Vancouver Island.” The hike took six 
months and Whelan was off and running on a lifetime of 
adventure.

In 1984, while serving on a film crew as part of an Austra-
lian attempt to climb Mt. Everest, Greg Mortimer and Tim Howard Whelan
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Macartney-Snape became the first Australians to summit 
Everest. It also cemented a friendship between Whelan and 
Mortimer, co-founder of Aurora Expeditions.

“For me, it was the second most life-changing expedition 
I’ve been on [the first being the Pacific Crest Trail].”

Adventures at Aurora
After accompanying Mortimer up Mt. Everest, Whelan 

followed him to Aurora where he leads passengers on their 
own life-changing adventures. With the 54-passenger Polar 
Pioneer as their base, he and his team offer Antarctic scuba 
diving and snorkeling trips, ice climbing, hiking, snowshoeing, 
sea kayaking, and ski and snowboard touring. 

When asked about the typical passenger, Whelan explained 
there’s no such thing. 

“We have young families that bring their kids (six and 
older).”

Later this year Aurora will welcome the new and larger 
Greg Mortimer, which Whelan thinks is a pretty good size at 
120 to 160 guests as Aurora has previously operated ships 
with similar passenger loads. Still, he said he wouldn’t want 
to go much bigger as, with the expedition market growing, he 
sees other lines’ ship capacities growing much higher, which 
he feels takes away from the experience.

Safety and Responsibility
Aurora and Whelan take their responsibility to the environ-

ment and passenger safety seriously. In the early days of 
Antarctic tourism, companies like Aurora, Lindblad, and 
Quark lobbied for the Madrid Protocol to the Antarctic 
Treaty. 

Whelan understands the effects of climate change in the 
area, with, for example, less snow and more crevasses on 
Aurora’s Shackleton Crossing trip than during Shackleton’s 
time. 

As for safety, passengers are asked to visit their doctor 
prior to the trip to ensure no pre-existing conditions might be 
exacerbated by the physical demands of Antarctic exploration. 
One of the most effective ways Whelan and his fellow leaders 
balance safety with exploration is “to be completely in tune 
with weather and ice so we get people on and off the ship 
safely and as much as possible.” It’s a delicate balance which 
Whelan is proud to navigate. “I know that at Aurora, we are 
committed to, number one, the environment, being first. 
Number two, we actually believe that wilderness ethic and 
the sense of exploration is really what we’re about.”

Most leaders have been with the company between five 
and 20 years, with Whelan being the longest serving. 

Aurora has little difficulty finding qualified team members 
as new expedition leaders usually come up through the ranks 
internally or are naturalists and scientists who can also drive 
a zodiac, according to Whelan. But, as the industry grows, 
they will depend more on the Polar Tourism Guide Associa-
tion. They also receive many applications from kayak guides, 
teachers, and others who then go through a rigorous interview-
ing process.

Scary 
When he’s home in Sydney, first and foremost, Whelan 

likes to write. 
No surprise, he enjoys mountain biking, rock climbing, 

and surfing, though he calls himself a “really bad surfer.” He 
enjoys spending time with daughter and fellow adventurer, 
Skye, and his grandson, Eden. He also carries a small plane 
pilot’s license. 

What scares Whelan? “I’m claustrophobic. I’ve been bur-
ied a couple of times by avalanches. That’s affected me. So I 
don’t like snow caves; they scare me. I don’t like caving. I 
don’t like cave diving. I think I’ve got a healthy respect for 
gravity.” ¾


