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                                                                  Brabant Island 
  1983-5 Joint Services Expedition  

                                                     

Heading south aboard H.M.S. Endurance  

 

  
  

                                         

  Brabant Island off the Antarctic peninsula 
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  Expedition leader Cdr Chris Furse, 

Naval engineer, keen ornithologist, 

artist of polar and mountain birds. 

Previous expeditions to Elephant 

Island 1970-71 and leader of a 

kayaking expedition around 

Elephant Island’s satellites 1976-

77.  
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    Gerlache Strait - on a hundred- and 

twenty-mile inflatable boat journey 

from Anvers Island to Brabant 

Island.  

     

    Surveying a colony of Blue-eyed 

shags at Port Lockroy on Goudier 

Island. 
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Crossing a bay packed with brash ice 

before heading out to open sea, 

passing close to a whale.  

    

 

Metchnikoff point on the northern tip of 

the Brabant Island became our base for 

the duration of the expedition. 
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    Our first excursion was cut short when 

our tent blew out in a hoolie. 

 

    

Chris used his karrimat to keep out the 

spindrift for several hours before 

heading back to Metchnikoff.  

      

Francois de Gerlache was the 

expedition’s chief tent repairer. Adding 

four storm guys to each tent we 

doubled-up on poles and built snow 

walls which made them fairly bomb 

proof. 
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    Travelling in groups of three for safety, 

the ‘horse’ pulling the pulk, the other 

two roped in front. Taking advantage of 

good conditions, we travelled up to ten 

hours a day. 

      

      

Skis with skins are great for going 

uphill. On average our packs weighed 

around 30kg, the pulk 55kg. 
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 Waking-up to a lack of oxygen one 

morning it was unusually quiet. Finding 

the entire surface of our tent had frozen 

over, effectively encasing us in a dome 

of ice that resembled the shell of a 

tortoise.  
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  Three skidoos and a Nansen sledge were 

used for laying out caches to explore the 

entire island, an area of around 680 

square miles. Their capabilities were put 

to the test over the mountainous terrain 

and progress was very slow in poor 

conditions. Driven by Jon Spottiswood, 

Pete Studdard and John Kimbrey. 
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Ted Atkins, Mike Ringe, Jim Lumsden 

Blizzards could last for several days when a fug-

up or fester was passed writing-up journals and 

reading. The roar of the Optimus stove being the 

highlight of the day. Melted snow swelled our 

dehydrated food, spoonful’s taken in turn from a 

communal pan until the ominous sound of 

scraping. The longer the hoolie the less to eat, 

when a day’s food was divided in half or third 

portions. On one occasion we played Scrabble 

for the extra Rolo in a packet.  

 

Gleaming and purposeful looking Chinstrap 

penguins returning from their feeding grounds, 

heading for their chicks with bellies full of krill. 
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                                                         Ted Atkins and Jon Beattie in a snow hole. 

                                             
      Pete Studdard repairing a skidoo 

           
Mike Ringe, Francois de Gerlache, Ted Atkins, Jon 

Beattie and Jon Spottiswood chilling out in the ‘palace’.  

     Snow holes and igloos gave greater 
protection from the elements, the 
guarantee of a peaceful night’s sleep and 
when necessary greater space. Snow holes 
made on slopes; their entrances prone to 
getting drifted over at night. Waking to a 
lack of air we would simply punch a hole 
through the snow, if it was too deep then 
we used a ski pole. 

 



 

 

Brabant Island Expedition 

1983-5 First summer and winter phases 

Copyright Jed Corbett 

 

   
     

  Mid-winter’s day June 21st celebrated at 

Metchnikoff in our communal Tri wall 

cardboard hut. In the evening a feast of 

seven-courses lasting seven hours. Soup, 

Caviar, pilchard-and-cornflake cakes, 

tinned chicken, Crabeater steak, rummy 

fruit duff and trifle.  

  

  Some cleverly crafted gifts were 

exchanged like a ship in a bottle and a 

decorated sheath for a knife. Sods opera 

acts, forfeits, Howard Oakley’s Brabant 

Island ballad and toasts of Pussers rum - 

dispersing to our tents in the early hours 

of the morning. 
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                                                 The winter was kind to us, temperatures 

fluctuated around -5 C. The sea -1.7c. with 

two hours of daylight. 
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                                        Metchnikoff Point - home to a colony of ten 

thousand chatty Chinstrap penguins that 

migrate north each winter. Except for one 

individual that stuck around until Mid-winter’s 

day.. must have liked the company! 

Sightings of seals became less, just a few 

scavenging sheathbills, Cape pigeons, 

Antarctic terns, Fulmars, Giant petrels and the 

occasional Snow petrel gracefully circling the 

point.  
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                                                           Chris Furse and John Spottiswood in a dome tent. 

In our two-man tents with primus stove and Tilley 

lamp we whittled away the winter hours. Each 

cocooned in two sleeping bags, bivvy bags and a 

balaclava. 

Our daily diet consisted of between 5,500 and 

7,500 calories with a multi-vit. and various 

'goodies' donated by our sponsors followed by an 

occasional tipple of Pussers rum. The change 

between tinned food and dehydrated meals, when 

at base camp or out exploring was always 

welcomed - least popular were the tins of pilchards 

in tomato sauce. 

 

  Rising from semi-hibernation as the days 

lengthened and the penguins returned en masse to 

their rookery preparations were made to further 

explore the island. 
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  One of the expeditions aims and 

mountaineer’s dreams was to reach the 

summit of Mt. Parry, the island’s tallest 

peak. Surrounded by cosmic scenery and 

dwarfed by monumental structures of snow 

and ice we edged our way in that direction. 
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                                   The Eagles Nest 

 

           

          Ted Atkins and Chris Furse - Mt Parry ‘84 
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We reached the summit of Mt Parry on our 

second attempt - a cosmic day, circled by an 

inquisitive Snow petrel - in the distance 

majestic peaks rose above the carpet of cloud. 

_____ 

Interviews for the expedition were held at the 

Royal Geographic Society in 1981 followed by 

twenty-four months training and preparations. 

Over the course of the expedition Brabant 

Island was thoroughly explored - surveys 

completed and physiological research carried 

out. Rock, bugs, lichens and our blood samples 

collected. Chris’s leadership, strong and at 

times amicable companionship among the 

team, the generosity of our sponsors and 

enormous support from our loved ones was key 

to the expedition’s success. 

Returning home on H.M.S. Endurance we 

showered! The 'ologists published their papers, 

the mountaineers recalled their climbs and a 

minor epic or two - the expedition achieved the 

majority of its aims whilst being the first to 

deliberately spend an Antarctic winter in tents.  

‘An opportunity like this only comes once in a 

lifetime, I mean not washing for a year’  JC.            


