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Q: Thank you, Brian. The first thing, of course, is: How did it come about that you ended up 

on Marion Island for a year? 

A:  I was at the time in the military. I was an instructor here at Wonderboom. 

Q: Instructor in? 

A: A technical instructor, teaching apprentices in electronics as radio technicians, and I was 

called by HQ to come and fetch a file for my Sergeant-Major, and on the way down I read 

through the file to see what it was about and there was a telex from the Department of 

Transport, requesting if there was anybody interested. And when the Sergeant-Major 

came into the office, I said to him, “There’s a file on your desk and I want to do it.” 

Q: Had you heard before then about your colleagues that had perhaps gone down before? 

A:  Not from colleagues, but I read a newspaper advert a while back already, and I already 

had all the application forms at home, but never got as far as filling them in. And when 

that opportunity came about, it was about half and hour, I was back at work, application 

forms completed. And then I had to of course ... My Colonel had to give permission as 

well, and he tried to talk me out of it. 

Q: For what reason? 

A:  He was playing Devil’s Advocate: you know, it’s cold down there  and you’ll be alone ... 

And I said to him, “Colonel, I want to go.” So he said, “Okay, you can go.” 

Q: So how did it work with the military? Did you get special permission just for the year? 

A:  What they did is, they seconded me. So I stayed in full service, but they seconded to the 

Department of Transport for fifteen months. The military still payed me and the 

Department of Transport just payed me the additional salary I got as an allowance on top 

of my military salary. And then I came back after that, back to the Army, did my old job 

again, maintained all my seniority, everything. 

Q: Do you know of instances where the military worked together with the Department of 

Transport in a similar way? 
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A:  Not that I’m aware of. But I know that there were constant requests for people, because 

at the time, it was in the Department of Telecomms (Telecommunication), – which is 

nowadays Telkom – there were guys from there that used to go. There were guys from 

the Railways that used to go – radio technicians as well. So it’s from all the different 

Government Departments that trained radio technicians they used to find people to go. 

Q: Private sector, or not really? 

A:  Private sector as well. 

Q: What did you do in preparation? What sort of preparations was done by the Department 

of Transport? Training? 

A:  Two weeks before official team training started, I officially started as a radio technician. I 

was based at the weather station at Irene and I was given an absolute crash course on 

some of the weather equipment that I would encounter on the island – how to repair it; 

the things to look out for, and so forth. I had no idea what radios I was going to be 

looking after. The first time I saw the radios and knew what they were, was when I 

walked into the radio room on the island. 

Q: Oh, really? So they didn’t tell you what series it was or ... ? 

A:  That was a minor to them. They said, “You are a qualified radio technician. That’s not the 

problem. We need to tell you about some of the instruments that you need to fix.” 

Q: So they were quite aware of the fact that you wouldn’t be working just with radios? 

A:  Yes, because I sort of looked after all the electronics. So it was all the upper air 

equipment as well. That was all part of what I was responsible for and I had to make sure 

that the spare parts that had been ordered by the radio technician I was relieving, was all 

there. And I packed them and then we started team training. 

Q: And team training, what did that consist of? 

A:  That was some courses at the Department, telling us about the island and what it was all 

about and so forth. We did a cookery class, which was a 3-day class done by some ladies 

from the Department of Education in the kitchen of the buildings in town, where we 

cooked; one day bread, one day a main course, and one day sweets. 

Q: At that time, did you still take fresh fruit down to the island? 

A:  Yes.  

Q: What did you take? Fruit, vegetables ... what kinds? 

A:  Virtually everything. And of course, the fresh stuff we had to use up as quick as possible, 

and then you would kick over to the canned stuff. We had fresh meat ... frozen meat right 

through the year. 
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Q: On bones? Chicken on bones? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: And were there any plans to try and grow something at that time? 

A:  No. 

Q: So they’d given that up by then? 

A:  We just, for the hell of it, grew a tomato plant. And I created a device on the day-night 

sensor, which would switch a light on when it was dark – the thing was on the window. 

When it gets dark, the light would switch on and force the tomato plant to grow day and 

night, ‘cause it always had light. But of course, that’s all it did: just grow until ... 

Q: ... Until it died? 

A:  Died, yes. 

Q: Did it produce fruit? Did it produce tomatoes? 

A:  No. 

Q: So you didn’t have fresh tomatoes when it finished growing? 

A:  No. 

Q: Did you grow it from a pip? 

A:  Yes, we had a pip and we decided let’s see what happens. When you’re on a base like 

this, and everything’s under control, everything’s working like it should, there’s lots of 

time to do other things. 

Q: So that was later in the year that you tried to do this? And it was on a windowsill, I 

presume? 

A:  Yes. It was in one of the labs. We grew it on the windowsill and when it gets dark, the 

light would switch on ... In the morning, the light would switch off again as soon as it gets 

sunlight. So this poor tomato plant didn’t know what hit it. 

Q: So you had two weeks of team training? 

A:  Yes, two weeks of team training. 

Q: Here in Pretoria? 

A:  We did a bit of fire fighting – at that time we did the fire fighting course at Jo’burg, at Jan 

Smuts. And we did a quick First Aid course at the medics training school at 

Voortrekkerhoogte, and we all had to visit the dentist at One Military Hospital – and they 

decided there to rip out my wisdom teeth, which I didn’t even know I had, but they said, 

no, they had to get out; so I was butchered there for one day.  

Q: Without anesthesia? 
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A:  Well, local anesthesia. And that was it. Then we had a couple of days’ leave, as I recall, 

and then it was on the train down to Cape Town. 

Q: So you went by train to Cape Town? Not by aeroplane? 

A:  No, by train. Those days you could still travel by train. 

Q: And when you arrived at Cape Town Station, was that long before, or a week before ... ? 

A:  No, it was a couple of days before we left, ‘cause the team leader was already down 

there. He picked us up in the Kombi. I don’t even remember where we stayed. I think that 

we stayed with one of the guys’ family, and it was like ... We went to the offices in Cape 

Town, got our kit and it was like the next day you were on the ship and we left. 

Q: The team leader, was that his sole responsibility? 

A:  No, he was team leader and he was a metkassie. On all the islands, the team leaders had 

dual responsibilities. 

Q: And you didn’t have a cook or labourer or something? 

A:  We were the cooks. 

Q: All of you? 

A:  Everybody took a turn. So, if you cook tonight, the guy who was cooking tomorrow night 

was your skivvy – he would do all the washing up and the cleaning – and so it would just 

rotate on a roster. We only cooked one meal a day – that was supper, which was a team 

meal. Breakfast, the guys would sort themselves out and lunch they would sort 

themselves out, depending on how they worked and so forth. 

Q: So when you went down to the island the first time, it was the team, the base team, as 

well as some scientists for the summer? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: Can you remember during which month that was? 

A:  Towards the middle to end of April that we went down. 

Q: And then ship would come back again to fetch the scientists? 

A:  The ship came back in September, when it brought the summer team down. 

Q: So, when you went down, it was the base team, some scientists for the relief period; ship 

brought back the scientists ... ? 

A:  No. Yes, correct, the ship brought back those who were there just during the take-over. 

And then, in the middle of winter, sometime, our leader, Danie, went out to do some 

photography, and on Marion, we’ve got what they call “blow holes”, which is like a hole 

that the sea carves into the land and then it comes up and the penguins ...  there were 
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some penguins down at the bottom ... and the grass around the top, there was ice, and 

he slipped and fell down. We didn’t know where Danie was, and it was already starting to 

get dark when Danie came back to base. He’d managed to help himself out of the hole, 

and came back to base. And then we checked him out, the medic checked him out and 

we had a radio call through to the doctors in Cape Town and based on the symptoms, 

they decided that he had concussion and possibly a cracked skull and they didn’t take a 

chance, and they needed to send a ship. So then they sent the SAS Protea – that was the 

only ship available. It came to fetch him and we had radio contact with the ship all the 

way down and the morning, when the ship’s captain decided they were sending the 

chopper to come fetch him, it was almost pitch black outside; you couldn’t even see the 

ship, it was so far out to sea, and all you saw was a little black speck of the WASP 

helicopter coming across. Our helipad had landing lights on, but the lights were still on, it 

was still dark. They landed; they didn’t even switch off the helicopter’s engines. There 

were the two pilots on board and the doctor, who came with, the ship’s doctor, and they 

were all kitted out in scuba gear, in case the helicopter crashed. It was a matter of ... We 

had Danie waiting on the helipad; we loaded his kit into the chopper. One of the guys ran 

down with some envelopes that the pilot gave us to put the island’s stamp on, and they 

were off again. So if it was a half hour that they were there, it was a long time. And then 

Danie went back. 

Q: And then who else was appointed leader? 

A:  Marius Bezuidenhout. 

Q: Was he a Deputy Leader before? 

A:  He was a Deputy Leader before that. And then Mike Gersohn, who was the medic, 

became the Deputy Leader. So Marius was the radio operator. 

Q: He was the guy who actually did the talking? 

A:  No, the typing. 

Q: The typing. So you still used telexes then? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: And how did the telex work? Take me through the process, if you wanted to send a telex 

home. 

A:  Okay, if you had to send a telex back home, there was a telex in the lounge and you 

would sit there and type out your message ... There’s one of two ways you can do it: you 

can type it yourself and it made like a yellow tape with holes through it, and we would 

take that tape and we would put it through the main telex and we’d send it back to 

Pretoria, and then of course on the receiving end it would get printed out and they would 

stick in an envelope and post it off to whoever it goes to. 
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Q: How many did words did you get? Was there a restriction on the amount of words you 

could send? 

A:  In the documents, I think it tells you what the restrictions are and everything. And then, 

for people sending you mail, they would go to the Weather Bureau. The people at the 

Weather Bureau would type it out and it would come – once a day we got the post. So we 

had, on the island, we had ... I don’t remember the times anymore, but I think it was 7 o’ 

clock, there was a radio sked, and we would send weather data back. There was then, at 

about between 8 and 10 o’ clock, there used to be the normal mail, as they call it, where 

the post and the official telexes and stuff would go backwards and forwards. And then, 12 

in the afternoon, a balloon used to go up; that date tape gets recorded, also brought 

down on a long tape; 2 o’clock in the afternoon, that data would get sent back to 

Pretoria. Then there was an observation at 3 o’ clock, then at 8 o’ clock, and at 8 o’ clock 

we would send the afternoon and the evening’s data back, and then there was the 

midnight ascent, and when that was finished, about 2 o’ clock in the morning, we would 

send that data back. And then the next morning, at 7 o’ clock, we start the routine again. 

And then we used to send the weather data that we used to receive from the previous 

ascent, we would send on to Kerguelen Island, which is a French island. We would send 

them our weather data, and they would send us theirs, and we would then send their 

data back to Pretoria as well. Because, going from west to east, they were the next island 

sort of going around the globe, so it was pretty important for them to get the data from 

us as well, to know what was on its way to them. 

Q: Apart from this official kind of contact, did you have any social contact with some of the 

other sub-Antarctic islands, or even Antarctica itself? 

A:  Not really. Because we were all dependent on radio, and radio conditions just didn’t 

allow for it to happen. It was just ... 

Q: So no chess games ... ? 

A:  No, none of that. 

Q: Nothing like that. 

A:  No. 

Q: Only the official weather data and things like that? Midwinter ... did you have a 

midwinter event? 

A:  Yes. We had a midwinter dinner and there’s some photographs of that as well there, 

where you see us in suits, all dressed up. 

Q: Was it a formal event? 
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A:  Yes, we had a formal event, and we had a sit-down meal and stuff, with all sorts of 

goodies prepared. And we would exchange messages as well with the different bases, 

and of course it all came via Pretoria, who was like the central hub. 

Q: So they were informed of the messages other people sent? 

A:  Yes. They would just relay it back to us. 

Q: And who prepared the midwinter meal? 

A:  Everybody had a hand in it. Everybody would ... In our case, everybody did a dish. 

Q: Did you have any other, like little ... I don’t know ... plays or sketches? 

A:  No. 

Q: And did you have a Maid Marion competition? 

A:  Not that I can recall. 

Q: You would probably have recalled it, if you’d had one! 

A:  We had Maid Marion painted against the bathroom door. 

Q: Oh, really? 

A:  I don’t have a photograph of her. 

Q: Who painted her? Or was she there? 

A:  She was there. Viking lady, if I remember right. 

Q: I’m going to backtrack a little bit ... When you first went on the ship’s journey, was it your 

first experience on a ship? 

A:  Yup. 

Q: And how was that? 

A:  It was lekker. I enjoyed it. It was a big adventure for me. 

Q: Can you remember who the ship’s captain was? 

A:  No, I don’t. 

Q: Did you have contact with him? 

A:  Yes. He wasn’t around that much, but he addressed us, I think the first night; he gave us 

the rules of the ship and all that jazz. But we didn’t see him that often. 

Q: Was it a dry ship back then? 

A:  What do you mean “a dry ship”? 

Q: Could the crew drink alcohol; could you drink alcohol? 
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A:  We drank alcohol; I don’t remember if the crew could. 

Q: Were you mixing with the crew at that time, or not really? 

A:  Not that much; not really. ‘Cause the crew had their work to do, and, if I remember right, 

we only really saw of them maybe on deck or it we go down for a meal and so forth. 

Q: And the meals ... did you have to “suit and tie” for that? 

A:  No, it was just casual. No formalities. 

Q: And when you first arrived at the island, can you remember your first impressions? 

A:  It was one of those really cloudy, drizzly days on Marion and we were at the island early 

in the morning. You get up and you see this ... This is home that you’re looking at. 

Q: What kind of feeling did that give? 

A:  Well, again, it’s that sort of ... not sure, plus all sorts of anticipation: what’s this all about; 

what’s the next thing? Then they got the helicopter out and we got flown across by 

helicopter, and I mean, I’d never been in a helicopter before ... 

Q: Was it a military helicopter? 

A:  It was a private chopper, owned by the Department of Transport. But it was flown by Air 

Force crew that used to ... So when you arrive on the island, you see all these guys there 

with long hair and beards, and you think they’re crazy, because they all run around on the 

catwalks, pulling these little carts behind them – which are the carts that you move the 

stuff around in. We eventually became the same, but I mean, to see it for the first time ... 

you sort of ... “Who’re these wild men around here?!” But they were all extremely happy 

to see you and immediately you were part of the group and they loaded your kit on the 

wagons and hauled it down to base and ...  

Q: How did the offloading process work? Did you use cranes or the chopper? 

A:  Some of the stuff came across by chopper; some of the stuff came across by crane. At the 

time when we arrived, they put new engines in for the generators, so they were flown 

across and we had and incident there as well, where they had just put their engine down 

on the wagon, and the kettle collapsed under it and the engine was about to fall over. So 

it was a matter of everybody holding the engine up. The leader got on the radio, told the 

Captain what had happened. The Captain asked the chopper to come back, hooked the 

engine again, so it can take its weight, so we can fix the kettle, to get the engine out of 

the way. But when they offloaded the ship, the Captain picked a day when it was perfect 

weather; he would bring the ship in really close to the island and then you offloaded 

cargo. And there was no stopping until the ship was empty. If it got dark, you put these 

lights on and just continue working until it was done. 

Q: So long as the weather lasts? 
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A:  Yes. And then, likewise, when he decided that it was now time to pump diesel, because 

what they did was, they dragged a long pipe from the ship onto the island. We had to go 

fetch it on the beach, drag it up to the coupling point, and then he starts pumping diesel 

and then you had to measure how much diesel ... the rate of flow in the tanks, and you 

had to radio back to him and tell him, “Okay, I’m measuring so much” and he tells you 

yes, he agrees, he’s pumping so much ... And then once the tanks are full, then that 

operation is finished. 

Q: The scientists who went along, did they also help with the offloading? 

A:  Everybody helped. There was no ... 

Q: And aside from scientists, did you also have people from PWD (Public Works Department) 

there? 

A:  PWD guys were there. There were guys from the Department – Richard Skinner was one 

of the guys down there; Sam Oosthuizen was down with us. And everybody pitched in. 

Q: Meeting the old team ... What did they tell you? What did you speak about? 

A:  Well, I don’t know about the other guys ... My biggest interest was to find out from the 

radio technician what equipment is down here? What’s all the spare parts I brought 

down? What is it for? And he had to tell me everything that he had found that was 

broken that I now had to fix with the spare parts I’d brought with. The other thing we 

used to tell each other as well was all the modifications you’d done on your equipment to 

keep it working. So all of that information had to change hands. He took me through 

absolutely everything in the workshop: all the parts that were there; all the equipment 

that was there; what was for what; all the books; all the manuals – everything. 

Q: So it would seem that those couple of weeks were more intensive training than any 

training ... ? 

A:  Information overload. And then you were left to yourself and you had to figure things out 

for yourself. 

Q: I want to talk about that. How long did such a take-over take, or the handover? 

A:  If I remember right, it was 2 weeks. 

Q: Only 2 weeks? And then they went. 

A:  They disappeared. 

Q: What did you do when they disappeared? ‘Cause I think on Marion, you can watch the 

ships go. 

A:  Again, it’s one of those things. You’re starting a new phase. You help the guys load their 

kit onto the chopper. The chopper took all the kit, and then the team stayed behind. And 

then all the team got onto the chopper and the chopper took off with them, for the last 
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time, off the island. And, on that day, it was one of these reasonable nice days again, and 

the pilot took off and he flied up high up in the air and came down and buzzed the guys 

on the ground. And off they were; they were gone. And of course, we had radio contact, 

and you see the ship starting to go. And eventually, they’re gone. Then you’re all by 

yourself. 

Q: Did you have a special dinner that night? Can you remember? 

A:  Not that I recall. Most guys ... Well, I know for me, I got stuck into my workshop. I had to 

get to know all the equipment that I was now to be responsible for, read the books. I 

spent the first ... must have been the first two or three months, just going through 

absolutely everything – knowing exactly what their condition was; every piece of 

equipment, understanding how it works. Some of the stuff I’d never seen in my life 

before. So you have to figure out what this thing is; how does it work? So that when it 

does go faulty, at least you know where to start. 

Q: Those were things like ... what? 

A:  Well, we had a thing called an autospec, which was a fancy piece of equipment that 

converted the signals coming off the radio so that the teleprinter could understand it, and 

that type of stuff. 

Q: You also mentioned that you took a computer down. That must have been probably the 

first computer on Marion Island? 

A:  No, they had computers that they were manipulating the weather data with and so forth. 

But I had my own little personal computer that I took down ... and took a printer down, 

and the two didn’t talk to each other, because they were two different interfaces, so I 

went through a lot of different designs on how to make these two things talk, and a lot of 

reading, and eventually I discovered that I needed a component that we didn’t have on 

the island. And I sent a telex to my dad and I said, “I need this spare part” and he went 

down to the local spare shop and he bought one; two of them, and he packaged them 

and he sent them to Pretoria in a parcel to me. And that parcel went down to Cape Town 

and came out with a ship in September. And then I could continue with my printing. 

Q: And then when they finally did talk to one another, you printed out the team photo? 

A:  Well, that was just one of the things I was then able to print out: the calendar that I’d 

written a program to do ... I wrote a little word processing program at the time to do 

simple text editing ... The recipe that you see about Mike’s Granny’s Buns was done with 

that printer ... ‘Cause oneof the things ... You go down in April, come December, the 

calendars you took with you are useless. So I had to create a programme to generate a 

calendar for the next year, and now you’ve got to figure out Mondays and Sundays and 

February and how many days they’ve got ... So that kept me busy. 
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Q: A day in the life of a radio technician on the island? 

A:  It depends what goes wrong! 

Q: There’s no routine work? 

A:  Not really. It was purely dependent on what happened the day before, the night before; 

whether we’d had ... The routine was for the radio operator, when he goes in and he 

starts his routine at 7 o’ clock in the morning, he had to do certain tests. If something 

wasn’t right, he’d let me know and I would come and have a look to see what the 

problem was. Whenever I used to go to my workshop, the first thing I would do, would 

be, I’d look out of the lounge window and I could see all my antennas, and you develop a 

keen eyesight, where you can see that an antenna is not in the air as it should be. Then 

you know, okay, the wind has taken down an antenna, so you get some buddies together 

to help you and you go out there, fix it, get it back into the air ... and they were quite 

monstrous antennas that we had those days. And then ... 

Q: Where were they stand, in relation to the base? 

A:  They were between base and where the emergency hut was – sort of in that area. One of 

the antennas was right next to the emergency hut, which was the main one that we used 

towards Pretoria. 

Q: So you could radio Pretoria? 

A:  Yes, we had radio contact with Pretoria. Well, all our messages went via radio from the 

island to a radio station which is now ... it doesn’t exist; I think they’ve flattened the 

building as well ... in Montana – I think the radio station was there. And then it would go 

via telephone line to the telex office at the Weather Bureau itself. 

Q: You mentioned that you would “get a couple of buddies” to help you put up the radio 

antenna. How much cooperation was there between the different disciplines? 

A:  It was fair; it depended on what the other guys had to do, but we ... Mike, Munnik and 

myself, we developed a close friendship. We would always help each other and stuff. 

Mike being a scientist and having a BSc degree along with his medical qualifications, he 

understood what I was doing. He’d come into the workshop and ask me what I was doing, 

and I’d explain to him and he would understand it. I’d done First Aid previously and stuff, 

and ... So we developed a good relationship. And Munnik as well, because I would help 

Munnik with the electrical stuff; because he was a diesel mechanic and he pooped 

himself when it came to electricity. So I said to him, don’t worry; I’ll look after the 

electricity side of it; I understand it better. So, we used to work together. If there was one 

of the control boxes on the diesel motor that needed replacing, I would go and do it for 

him. If we needed to do maintenance somewhere, he would come and help me. We’d 

walk around at night sometimes, with a step ladder on the one shoulder and a bag of 
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bulbs on the other shoulder, and we’d walk around on the catwalks replacing bulbs in the 

street lights, and we would say we were the municipality. 

Q: So you had street lights at that time? 

A:  Yes, one the catwalks. Because the upper air building was quite distance away and the 

guys had to go there at night. So there were lights. 

Q: In the winter, when there weren’t any scientists ... or was there an overwintering 

scientist? 

A:  There was just one. 

Q: What did he do? 

A:  He was working on one of the projects for the Percy Fitzpatrick Institute. 

Q: So he was a birder? Did he go out and do field work? 

A:  He used to go out regularly, yes. 

Q: Sleeping in huts ? 

A:  Sometimes he would sleep over. His work was mainly down at Kildalkey, so he would go 

down to that hut and sleep over there for one or two nights and then come back. 

Q: And then yourself? Did you go to those field huts during the winter period? 

A:  Mike and myself, we did one trip; I think it was just after winter we did the first trip. And 

then we did a second trip in about February time period, if I remember right. So we just 

did two trips around and that was it. 

Q: Were you fixing radios or ...? 

A:  No, it was just for fun; a holiday trip. 

Q: A holiday trip. How was that? 

A:  It was nice; it was tough, ‘cause we didn’t know the island; we weren’t fit. So we would 

say to Steve, the metkassie, we want to go, and he would say to us, no, don’t go yet; just 

watch the weather patterns and he said, okay, this is the pattern that the weather 

follows; you see, here’s a cold front, here’s a cold front. We expect to see another one or 

two, and he said then you can go. 

Q: Did you have to carry all your food with you? 

A:  No, the huts were fully ... All we took with us was any fresh meat we wanted, or frozen 

meat. 

Q: So the huts were stocked by the helicopters? Who stocked the huts? 

A:  One of the tasks that I did with the take-over team was, I flew out with the choppers to 

all the huts. We replenished the gas bottles; we replenished the food; we took away all 
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the rubbish, and I swopped all the radios. So we took known working radios down to all 

the huts and the ones we suspected had a problem, we brought back and I looked at it 

again. 

Q: Was there a hut inland? 

A:  Not at that time. That one wasn’t there. 

Q: Did you walk inland, or more coastal? 

A:  We walked coastal, and then from Grey-headed Albatross Ridge, we walked straight 

across to base. And that was quite a tough one. 

Q: How did walking on the coast contrast to walking inland? 

A:  Well, on the coast the you got the problem with the mires the whole time. You got the 

problem with the lava ... The black lava just crumbles under you. If you got a spot where 

it was grey lava, it was fine. But it was mostly the mires that you had to contend with. But 

when you walked across the interior, it was like walking on a tar road, because there was 

permafrost. So the scoria, ash, was frozen. It was virtually like walking across a tarred 

road. 

Q: But was it difficult weather-wise? 

A:  Not really. We stayed over in huts when it was lousy weather. I mean when we came over 

the top, it was fantastic weather, absolutely fantastic. We got a bit of wind and stuff, but 

it was ... It was a 9-hour trip, and of course we didn’t ... Knowing nothing, we had water 

with us and we had two tins of coke between the two of us. So by the time we got across 

the top and back down to where there was running water again, that water tasted pretty 

good! 

Q: Really; I can imagine! I suppose, up there in the interior, you can’t really use a compass ... 

What did you use? Or did you use a compass? 

A:  A compass? No, we had the map and we knew more or less where we were going. When 

you’re up to there, vision is very ... You can see everything. 

Q: So it was a clear day and that helped? 

A:  Yes, from the top, we could see the base; we could see Junior’s Kop. Everything. So it was 

... We only went once when we had lousy weather; that we had to go out. What had 

happened there was Danie, our first leader, and the birder, arranged to meet each other 

and they were going to overnight as Kildalkey. And it was one of these misty, cloudy days 

with lousy visibility, and Danie went out to meet this guy. And they missed each other, 

and eventually the birder came back to base. And we said: “What are doing back at 

base?” He said he’s looking for Danie. And we said no, Danie’s left already. So now, we 

had to go find the guy. So Mike and myself – I grabbed a radio with a battery and Mike 
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grabbed his First Aid kit and rucksack – and we went out. The other guy went ahead, 

because he knew the way. It was the first time we’d been in the Kildalkey direction, so we 

knew more or less where to go, but that was it. You couldn’t see anything. We arrived at 

Kildalkey Hut and Danie wasn’t there. So we decided, well, all we can do is sleep over at 

the hut and come back the next day. The next morning early, we hear noise outside – 

Danie. He’d got as far as he could go; he decided that the weather was lousy, so he 

kipped in the veld. When he woke up the next morning, the aerials from the hut was right 

in front of him! 

Q: Oh no! That must have felt so silly! And then, did you make him a large cup of coffee, or 

something? 

A:  Yes. And then we went back to base after that. 

Q: When you had time off, say on Saturday evenings, what did you do? 

A:  Most lay around; watched films; read. Saturday night, normally, was like the movie night. 

We had 16-mm films on big reels and a projector, and we’d either make popcorn or we’d 

get those nice big tins of sweets and pass the tins between us and watch the movies, two 

or three movies, and that was basically what we did. 

Q: And you also mentioned that the Department of Transport also gave you liquor quota, 

but you couldn’t, or didn’t, drink it all up ... 

A:  Yes. 

Q: What kind of liquor was it? Beer, wine ... ? 

A:  There was beer, wine, hard tack; you’ll see the list. 

Q: Okay, I’ll look at it. A big, wrapped box of Cape Velvet ... 

A:  And then we still bought ... That receipt you looked at, that was all that I bought extra on 

the ship, apart from ... 

Q: What you got? 

A:  From what the quote was, yes. 

Q: So now it’s April ... June, July. When did the whole Tortori incident happen? 

A:  That was in January of the following year. So we basically went through ... The ship came; 

two guys went back with the ship; we got  ... The sealers were there – Mike and Peter and 

Anton – and they continued with their programme through the summer. There was no 

birder at all anymore. 

Q: Did the birder go back? 

A:  Yes, he went back with the ship. 

Q: Was his programme finished, or was there any particular reason? 
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A:  We weren’t a team that gelled very nicely, so there was a bit of problems with him and 

he did a couple of things which the Department didn’t fancy, so they recalled him. 

Wouter went back, because he’d broken his arm, so they decided to rather bring him 

back. He was the metkassie. And then Hugh came down – that was the other guy, Hugh, 

who took over from Wouter. So he was the other metkassie. 

Q: Was his programme finished, or was there any particular reason? 

A:  We weren’t a team that gelled very nicely, so there was a bit of problems with him and 

he did a couple of things which the Department didn’t fancy, so they recalled him. 

Wouter went back, because he’d broken his arm, so they decided to rather bring him 

back. He was the metkassie. And then Hugh came down – that was the other guy, Hugh, 

who took over from Wouter. So he was the other metkassie. 

Q: You said that the scientists ... among them were sealers. Were they called sealers back 

then as well? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: So it’s a rather old term to call the seal people the sealers ... How’s that; for the whole 

winter you were there as a team, and now suddenly you have scientists and fieldworkers 

coming in for the summer. Did that change team dynamics? 

A:  No really. And they were experienced hands. They’d been there before, so they knew the 

island. I mean Anton walked around the island in one day. He knew exactly where to 

walk; he was fit. I can’t remember the time he took, but he left the morning early and 

arrived back that evening. Right around the island. 

Q: Impressive. And Paul Bartlett – he’d also been there before? 

A:  Peter Bartlett, yes. 

Q: What was it like having him on the island? 

A:  It was nice. He was a very creative guy. After I fixed the sewing machine, he discovered 

the trommels of all the old cloth that was meant for the diesel mechanic to wipe his 

hands on. And Peter made himself and outfit. The one outfit that he made himself, he 

looked like a preacher. He also drew and painted the picture of the orca on the sail that 

we put on Tortori when that went. So he was quite a creative guy and stuff. 

Q: The rest of you, did you sometimes do creative things, like paint ... take up hobbies like 

painting or photography? 

A:  Most of the guys did photography and they would develop the pictures in the dark room. 

Most of us that did slide photography, we didn’t develop anything till we got back here, 

so it was just the black and white stuff. My hobby was electronics. I was forever coming 
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up with new things, doing a lot of reading. Mike did a lot of reading. He would spend 

hours and hours just lying on his bed reading books. 

Q: Fiction, non-fiction, everything? 

A:  Mostly fiction, storybooks. Marius spent his time – Bezuidenhout, the communicator – he 

spent his time building some models. The other Marius, Marius Marais, the metkassie, he 

was studying through UNISA at the time, so he kept himself busy there. Munnik didn’t 

really have a hobby, except drinking every now and then. And Steve Dickson also didn’t 

really have a hobby, but when he was on his off-period, he would go a binge and get 

plastered. 

Q: Steve Dickson, he was also a metkassie? 

A:  He was senior metkassie, yes. But he would like work for three or four days non-stop, and 

then he’d have his couple of days off. That was his hobby. But the rest of us, we weren’t 

really too bothered about alcohol. That’s why we never drank it up. I mean, I almost 

brought a trommel of alcohol back with me! 

Q: When the scientists came, I suppose they were mostly out in the field? 

A:  Yes. They had their programme that they had to do. I never went with them, but some of 

the other guys sometimes would go out with them into the field and just help them for a 

day or two; see what they do. But they were out most days. It was actually seldom to 

have them in the base during the daytime. 

Q: Was there friction between the base personnel and scientists, around cooking or 

anything? 

A:  No, we all knew what our duties were and we got on with it. 

Q: When there was conflict, what was it mostly about? Or what triggered it? 

A:  Most of the conflict was about cleaning the bathrooms. 

Q: Really? Was it not the best-loved job? 

A:  Well, the guys used to slack off. ‘Cause we had to do all the housework, but that was 

always where everybody would mess the most. So I guess that was probably what it was 

all about. I used to get irritated with the guys sometimes. We had smoke alarms in the 

house, and they would go and be playing snooker and having a few drinks and stuff, and 

the joke would be to blow smoke into the smoke detector and set off the fire alarm. And 

then of course, everybody rushes out of their rooms, because now we have to ... And 

they were just having fun. 

Q: When did the scientists, or the summer team, leave? 

A:  With us. 
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Q: So they stayed until the end? ... Did you have a Christmas party? 

A:  Yes, I remember we had a Christmas dinner and stuff ... It’s all in the diary. 

Q: And Sunday, were you expected to have Sunday services? 

A:  No, we did our own thing. So the only meals we had as a team, was normally dinner. We 

always cooked a dinner that we had together as a team. Breakfasts and lunches we 

looked after ourselves, depending on what we were doing. And if you were in the kitchen 

and you were making something, you would say, who wants to share; and whoever 

wanted share, shared. 

Q: It’s like living in a commune, basically? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: So there weren’t any regulations that, you know, on Sunday you should do ... things like, 

listen to radio services ... ? 

A:  No, nothing like that. The only thing the guys looked forward to was the radiotelephone 

skeds, and I don’t remember how often they were. I think they were every Sunday ... 

every second Sunday there was a ... we’d do a radiotelephone and you could ... Basically, 

what they would do, you would talk on the radio and it would be patched through onto a 

telephone network and you would speak to the people at home and so forth. So that was 

something to look forward to, because you could talk to ... 

Q: Were there married men on the island with you? 

A:  At our time, no; no-one was married. 

Q: Engaged, or in a relationship? 

A:  Not that I know or was aware of. I think the average age of us, I think, was twenty-five, at 

the time. 

Q: Twenty-five. That’s quite old compared to today. 

A:  Well, reasonably. 

Q: Reasonably, yes, but I mean compared to today ... So the average age was twenty-five? 

Okay. And then in January: if you could just tell the tale of the Tortori again, that would 

be very nice. 

A:  Okay. So we’d had had a telex from the Department telling us that a boat would be 

stopping at the island and that they could come ashore. And supposedly, we just filed it; 

noted. ‘Cause we had no other information. We just had a missive to say that permission 

was granted. And then we’d had one hell of a storm, and a couple of days after that – it 

was a beautiful day; the sea was flat, flat, flat; there was virtually no wind – and the diesel 

mac went down to his engine rooms to go check his engines; and he went to the PWD 
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store, the Brown Store, as they called it, and he looked out of the window of his store 

room and he saw a boat, just below him, because his workshop sort of jutted out – you 

could see the sea right there. And he came running back and he just shouted, “Boat! 

Boat!” And all of us were lounging around in the dining room – ‘cause we never used to 

sit in the lounge; the dining room was the place – and everybody just disappeared, ran to 

the point. And I ran to the radio room, switched the radios on, called on the radio and the 

guy answered and he asked me where to drop anchor, and I said “Right there where you 

are.” And then I ran down to the point as well, and we watched them pumping up the 

dinghy and all getting on the dinghy and rowing across, climbing up the rope to the crane 

... 

Q: Did you see that there was a woman on board? 

A:  Oh no, we saw that 

Q: Did you make any remark about it? 

A:  Not that I can recall ... And then they came up and they introduced themselves and we 

clicked that they were the boat that was destined to come to us. And then Jerry told us 

the story of what had happened and so forth, and that he wasn’t comfortable taking his 

crew further with him. And so then we arranged with the Department that they stay 

behind and they came back with the ship, and Jerry slept every night ... he slept on the 

yacht, so that if there was a storm, he could go out to sea where he had a better chance 

of surviving it. And in the mornings he would come back again, have breakfast with us 

and walk around the island and I was involved ... I fixed his ship’s clock. He’d had it to 

people in South-America and all over, and nobody could fix it. And I looked at it and I 

managed to figure out what the problem was and I fixed it for him. I went on to his ship, 

his boat, and I sorted his radar out. Because when they turned over, his radar got water 

in it; his antenna and I sorted that out. And there were a couple of other things that I 

looked at for him as well and I fixed. Munnik looked at his engines and made sure that his 

engines were up to scratch. We looked around (to see) what water pipe and stuff we had 

there, and we built him a bit of a mast. And Peter found a scrap of tent that he cut up and 

turned into a sail and painted an orca on it. And then we also had ... At the time, we were 

running – Munnik and myself, we were running a hydro-electric power station that was 

on the island. And while we were running the hydro-electric power station, we were 

saving diesel. So some of the diesel we saved, we put on the yacht, to fill up the yacht’s 

tanks, so that when he left us, he left us with a full tank of fuel as well. And then 

eventually he decided that it was time for him to go, and we said our farewells, he was on 

the boat, and I had radio contact with him until halfway to Crozet Island, and then I lost 

radio contact with him. And then the next time I heard about him was when I met 

Christine, when she was on her way down to the island. The Antarctic Club used to give a 

farewell, and she was there, and I didn’t even know that she was going down, and then 
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we were like “Ping!”; old buddies! And then of course we had to catch up on everything 

and she said they had photographs and stuff ... 

Q: It doesn’t sound like your team leader at the time felt the need to first ask permission 

before you got him on shore. I mean, nowhere in your narrative I heard that you first ... It 

was just like helping a fellow human being. 

A:  Exactly. It was “Wow! Here’s people! People we haven’t seen before!” 

Q: And later on, you never got any problems with that; that you helped him with ... ? 

A:  No, because there was actually permission, and they’d sent it to us. We just didn’t put 

two and two together until afterwards – Aah, that’s what the telex was about.” 

Q: And when the realisation sank in that there was also now a woman on the island – how 

did that change things? 

A:  Well, I put it ... I think it was me, or Munnik ... I don’t know ... We put a lock on the door 

of the bathroom, because of course everybody shares the same bathroom, ‘cause there’s 

only one. Because we weren’t used to having a woman with us on the island, we had to 

put some rules into place, like you don’t walk around in your underpants anymore ... 

Because that’s just the way we were, I mean. The house ... the rooms where we were, 

were down this end of the house – the house, at that stage, was like an H, with the old 

house at the top – the bathroom and the lounge and the weather office and the radio 

room was on this side – and on this part of the H was the dining room and the kitchen 

and then all the new rooms, where we stayed. On that part of the house, opposite the 

kitchen, was all the old rooms, and they were very tiny little rooms, so we never stayed 

there; we stayed in the bigger ones. And each of us had our own room. So Christine also 

lived in the new part of the house with us, because we had extra rooms. And the 

bathroom was on the other side of the house, so now no more parading up and down as 

we felt fit ... ! So, yes, you had to now consider that there was somebody else as well that 

wasn’t part of the team, that wasn’t the same sex, and everything else. So it was tough, 

to start off with ... Of course there were some guys that showed an interest in her as well 

... 

Q: Yes, she was a good-looking blonde girl, so ...  

A:  ... But I don’t think anything really came out of that. 

Q: How old was she? Can you remember? 

A:  I don’t remember. She and Peter were good friends, and if I remember right, they got ... 

when Peter came back, they went off to Natal, where Peter’s family was, and so forth. 

Yes, the New Zealand student who was the other crew member, he was a bit of a pain in 

the butt, a opinionated student who, like all students, know everything. So, if there was 

friction, it was more with this guy and his view of things. 
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Q: What kind of things was he opinionated about? 

A:  If I remember right, some it was politics and things like that. I know there were times 

when there was almost a fisticuff as well, and that was Mike’s biggest fear, that the guys 

would come to blows, and like he said, he didn’t want to treat a broken jaw on the island. 

That’s something you don’t want. So of course he was quick to try and mediate and sort 

things out. But we never had any physical fights as such. They just never came to that. 

We always defused it before then, if there were any disagreements. 

Q: Did they just slot into your routine of cooking and cleaning as well? 

A:  Yes. If I remember right, they didn’t actually cook. They slotted into the cleaning routine, 

but we still kept cooking, if I remember right. I think Christine used to help; she was very 

keen to be part of everything, where the other guy was just sort of ... 

Q: ... opinionated ... 

A:  Yes, and hung around. 

Q: So what did Christine do? Did she start working with the scientists? 

A:  She used to go out with them in the field a lot of the time. She’d always show an interest 

in what you were doing and can she help if you were busy in the kitchen ... I mean, for 

instance, if I was on cooking duty, I would already start, just after lunch, preparing; 

thinking about what I was going to do for dinner, do preparation work ... I’m still like that 

now even when I cook. By the time I finish cooking, there’s no dirty dishes either. So I 

would have my routine, and she would for instance come and see if there was something 

she could help with and so forth. 

Q: So it sounds like she slotted in quite naturally? She fit in; I mean, there wasn’t any sort of 

physical weakness, or that kind of thing. 

A:  No. 

Q: So do you think that it showed that women could also survive island life? 

A:  Yes, and I think that her survival allowed others to come. 

Q: Because she also sounds like she went out, physically, walking on the mires, sleeping in 

the huts ... ? 

A:  Yes, yes. She went with the guys when they went out. She slept over in the huts with the 

guys when they were doing their work. No, she got involved. And she was keen, because 

she worked at that stage, or prior to coming to the island, she worked at SANCOB (the 

Southern African Foundation for the Conservation of Coastal Birds), cleaning penguins 

and stuff. So, she had an interest in it. 

Q: About the natural life on the island ... Do you have any fond memories of parts of the 

island that you particularly liked, other than your radio room? 



21 
 

A:  No, all parts of islands. We used to get out as much as we could. We had the safe triangle 

that we could operate in by ourselves ... 

Q: Around Junior’s, I suppose? 

A:  Yes, Junior’s down to Trypot Beach, down to the base. We would go out by ourselves and 

take photographs. But Milke and myself used to go out a lot in the afternoon, when 

things are quiet, we would take a walk down to Macaroni, down the bottom. There were 

times in the summer that we built a shark cage for the whales, because Anton and Pete 

brought wet suits with them and they wanted to photograph the whales from the water. 

And we decided, well, let’s rather be safe and they be in a cage, rather than be exposed 

to the killer whales, because we’d already seen how killer whales take seals. And our 

team photograph was actually photographed around the shark cage that we built. 

Q: Was the shark cage operational? 

A:  Yes. We used to hoist it in with a crane into the water and then, what the guys would do, 

as soon as the whales approached the bay, at the base, they would jump into the water 

and swim into the shark cage. And then I built Peter an underwater camera case out of 

Perspex, and I took a rubber glove, that I had glued in and waterproofed and everything, 

so that he could put his hand in and switch his camera on. We’d sealed the thing with 

Vaseline around the top to make it waterproof; there would be a glove that he put his 

hand into to operate the camera. And the one time when we used it underwater, he 

forgot to switch the camera on before sealing it in the housing. So we lost and 

opportunity there. But what we would do on those really nice summer days, we would 

walk with a radio all the way down to Macaroni, and you’d watch the whales coming up. 

And then we would run on the edge with them, all the way back to base, radioing to the 

guys saying okay, the whales are now here; the whales are now here, so that the guys 

would know when to jump into the water. 

Q: So it was one of your favourite animals, the whales? 

A:  The whales, the seals, the penguins ... The penguins also were very interesting, with their 

little chicks. And they would have a direct ... I don’t know how much you know about the 

penguins, but there is a direct connection between their wings and their backsides, 

because every time you would pick a chick up, it would poop on you, or he’d throw up on 

you, which was their natural defence. We even found a Gentoo chick that was kicked out 

the nest, because that’s what the Gentoos do – they have two eggs and the stronger one 

kicks ... We happened to find one, and we tried to rear it in the kitchen, but that didn’t 

last longer than two days. But we tried. 

Q: Speaking of the natural environment, at that time, was there any protocol that you had to 

follow with regard to the environment, and things told like you cannot kill the seals, or ... 

? No such regulations? 
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A:  No, nothing that I was aware of. But then, we didn’t have an interest in any of that, 

except catching cats. 

Q: Were you aware of the cat problem? 

A:  Yes, we were well aware, because the team before us had electric fences and stuff where 

they were doing the project to prove that it was the cats that were killing the burrowing 

birds. So they’d ring fenced a couple of control areas that were electrified and so forth. 

Q: And you had some run-ins with the cats? 

A:  Yes. We caught two in the base. 

Q: You caught two and then put them into the sea? 

A:  We put them into the water for the gepies to have for dinner. 

Q: Well, you put them back in the food chain, basically. 

A:  At that time, all over the island, you could see evidence of where birds had been killed by 

cats; all over. 

Q: And the cats themselves, did they look different from the little house kitties? 

A:  They were a big house kitty. Lots of fur on them; they had short tails and extremely 

aggressive. They were completely wild. 

Q: So you couldn’t even see them in the same way that you would see a domesticated cat? 

A:  Not at all. 

Q: You’d see it as a predator? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: And you also had a trip around Prince Edward Island with the Tortori? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: At that time, was Prince Edward Island accessible to people on Marion? 

A:  Still not. Never was. 

Q: So you didn’t actually try to land? 

A:  No, we didn’t land. We knew we weren’t allowed to land. We just went for a trip around. 

There were two trips that Jerry did as a thank you to us for looking after him and hosting 

him. One half of the team he took for a trip around Prince Edward Island and back, and 

that was a complete day trip; and the second trip he did was around Marion and back. 

Q: Did you have mice? 

A:  Lots of them. 

Q: Even with the cats? 
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A:  Oh, the cats caught the birds. It was easier prey. A mouse runs; a burrowing bird can’t go 

anywhere. 

Q: That’s very true. Did you try to catch mice? 

A:  I used to catch lots. I used to set a trap, turn my back and a trap would go off.  

Q: There’s a similar situation still. 

A:  I had a Licqui-Fruit carton box that the previous radio tech had left on the workbench. 

And the mice started nibbling a hole at the top, and then worked all the way down in the 

corner, until the container was empty. 

Q: Incredible. 

A:  And I can tell you for a fact that mice don’t eat cheese, because you could never catch 

them in a trap with cheese. 

Q: What did they eat? 

A:  I used to make a mixture out of a piece of chocolate, or I would make a mixture of 

Weetbix and Marmite and just stick it on. And dried fruit was the other one that you 

could catch them with. I would set the trap on my workbench; I would walk out of my 

radio workshop, and before I went out of the radio room, the trap would go off. I went 

and fetched the mice and re-arm the trap. And you would sometimes catch two or three 

like that. But the mice ... We would be sitting watching the movies, and the mice would 

come running through the dining room and he’d disappear into the projector, while the 

projector was running. You would see him disappear into the projector. 

Q: And then? They just sat in there? 

A:  We’d stop the movie, we’d strip the projector; we cannot find him. Reassemble 

everything, continue with the move; next thing, frrr, he comes running out and back 

again. 

Q: That’s impressive! 

A:  Sometimes you wouldn’t even have to put bait on the trap. You knew the holes where 

the mice came out of and where they’d run to, so all you do is, you put a trap in his 

pathway, and he comes running past and you stamp your foot, and he fly straight across 

the trap. 

Q: So you became quite expert hunters of mice? 

A:  Oh yes. 

Q: So then they stayed on and the ship came back. How was that, when the ship came to 

fetch you? 
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A:  In April ... That was quite a long take-over, because they then brought building materials 

and stuff and a big PWDT, ‘cause they then built on an extension to the house, which was 

another sickbay, if I remember right ... And I can’t remember what else they built on. So 

that was quite a long take-over. If I remember right, I think they stayed on for something 

like four weeks, while they built that. And then we all came back. 

Q: They also brought a team with two women. 

A:  That’s when Marianna and Marieta came down. They were the first team members that 

came down. 

Q: But during you relief and the next relief, there were female scientists? Also during the 

relief that brought you to the island? 

A:  Both. There was always some or other programme that was on the go, that had guys and 

girls come down to do a focused two-week or four-week programme. That’s the only 

times the labs worked, was during take-over. 

Q: How was leaving the island? 

A:  Well again, when the new team arrived, they saw this bunch of merry, bearded weirdoes 

waiting for them on the helipad. So they must have felt the same way we felt.  And yes, it 

was sad to leave, because this was your home for over twelve months or just on twelve 

months. You were responsible for everything that happened there. If it broke, you had to 

fix it. Here, it was ... and now suddenly, okay, there’s new people again, so ... And then 

back on the ship and then it was looking forward to seeing your people again. You’d had a 

letter every second or third week, or whatever, we’d get the letters and stuff. And they 

were very brief letters in those days. The worst was probably – or the longest – was when 

we were on our way back, the ship spent a whole day in Walker Bay, off Hermanus, while 

the Air Force was practising landing and taking off from the ship. 

Q: That must have been quite ... 

A:  It was a fantastic sunny day, but you know how long it was? And then we sailed around to 

Table Bay and we were there before sunset, and we lay in Table Bay that whole night. 

And we only went into the harbour the next day. So you’re right there; there’s Cape 

Town! 

Q: What’s the first thing you noticed when you came back to South Africa? 

A:  One of the weirdest things was that everything was moving so fast. For twelve months on 

the island, the fastest thing that moved was how fast you could walk. But now suddenly, 

you’re back in a car again and things whizz past you and there’s all this activity around 

you. One interesting experience . My folks came and collected me from the ship, and the 

next day I needed to go to Customs to get some of my stuff cleared at Customs. So we 

walked across from where we stayed to the Customs House and there was this coloured 
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guy walking up from ... in the opposite direction to us. Just as he approached us, he 

stopped in his tracks and he looked at me – and I had hair down to my shoulders and a 

beard – and all he uttered was “Jesus Christ!”, and he ducked around me and he was off! 

Q: That must have been funny! So, what did you miss about Marion Island? 

A:  Initially, you don’t miss anything about it. And at the time that we got back, we all had 

invitations to join the Antarctic Club, but it’s like everybody just does their own thing, 

because you want to do something different. And it was only a couple of years later that 

you start thinking about the experiences that you had there and so forth. And then, I 

think my dad saw, or heard, and advert that they were looking for old expedition 

members and he gave me some information and I contacted them and I then became 

involved again in the Antarctic Club and became a member and so forth. And now we 

actually miss the regular contact that we had. I mean, beforehand, all the team training 

used to be here in Pretoria, and we used to give a farewell to every team departing; and 

it used to be great, us guys getting together again and you share experiences and you talk 

to the new people going down. And now, all we do at the moment is just a midwinter. 

And everybody looks forward to meeting old buddies again. Out of my team, I’m the only 

one who’s a member of the Antarctic Club, so I don’t know where any of my old team 

members are, except for Munnik, that I heard that he’s in Cape Town. But the other guys 

that have been down to the Antarctic and ... It’s fantastic to meet up again. Those couple 

of hours that we spend together when we hold our midwinter dinner are fantastic. And 

all of us want to go back. Given a chance now, we would go back. 

Q: Would you say that your year on Marion changed you? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: In what way? 

A:  It makes you mature; it makes you responsible. A lot of that I already had, because of my 

position in the Army. But yes, you grow up; you learn to do things for yourself. There’s 

nobody to ask. If you’ve got something you have to fix, you can’t ask you senior how to 

do it. You’ve got to read the manual and figure it out. 

Q: How much would you say did your military background help you to cope with the year on 

Marion Island? 

A:  Because I was already an instructor before going down, I knew a little bit about people, 

how to read people, that type of thing. So I could see situations developing –so that’s 

probably where it helped. But having been on the island ... We learned a lot about 

people. One of the things that Mike and myself figured out is that we can play mind 

games with people ... And our leader after Danie had left, we had a couple of run-ins with 

him. And when he would chip us off, we would just ignore him; purely just ignore him. 

We don’t greet him; we don’t say nothing. We walked past him like he didn’t exist. And 



26 
 

within a couple of days, he’d be as sick as a dog. And Mike would examine him and talk to 

the doctors, and nobody could figure out what’s wrong with him. And when we’d 

punished him enough, we would just talk to him again. And he would turn around, like 

that. 

Q: That’s very interesting. 

A:  And we’d done that, if I remember right, twice with him. And every time, the same 

results.  

Q: What were the run-ins about? 

A:  Just disagreements about ... He didn’t like the way I did something, or something like 

that. And we spoke to ... When the ship came to fetch us, there was a Navy doctor, if I 

remember right, and we actually spoke to him about it, what happens. And one of the 

other things that we found was when you go down to an island or any of the bases, you 

have to be able to keep yourself occupied. You must have something that keeps you 

going, ‘cause if you don’t, you start drinking and stuff like that. I mean, Steven, Steve 

Dickson came back with a serious liver disorder from boozing, because he would go on his 

binges. But Mike and myself, we kept ourselves busy all the time. We always had 

something going. 

Q: Do you still have contact with Mike? 

A:  No, I don’t, unfortunately. 

Q: You mentioned now that you are the only one from your team in the Antarctic Club. I get 

this idea that there’s sometimes a bit of separation between those people who went to 

SANAE and those people who went to Marion. Is this an observation one could make, or 

would you not say so? 

A:  Not really; not really. I mean, when we get together on our midwinter functions, we’re all 

there together. It’s not that “augh, you went to Gough” or “you went to Marion; you 

didn’t go the Antarctic, so you’re different” – no. We were all down there; we all went 

through ... The only difference is ... The older teams, the teams that were down there to 

start off with, had it tougher than what the younger teams ... I mean, nowadays they’ve 

got satellite comms – you pick up the phone now and dial 310, or whatever, and you talk 

to guy in Antarctica! 

Q: Yes. They have a Cape Town number; it’s like a local call. 

A:  Yes. In the old days, in Martin’s days, when Martin du Preez was down there, everything 

was still done via Morse code; they didn’t even have telex. And so, things ... So that’s the 

only real difference there is, is the older guys had even a tougher time. But we all enjoyed 

our time that we were down there and we would all go back and do it again. 
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Q: I’ve got another question. When you returned, was South-Africa itself a different place? 

You were there in the rather turbulent ‘80’s ... Or weren’t you really aware of what was 

happening back home? 

A:  We were aware of what was happening, but it was ... 

Q: Could you see a noticeable difference between South Africa when you left and when you 

came back? 

A:  Not really, no. 

Q: No? Okay, lastly: what made life difficult on Marion, and what made life easy? 

A:  Well, we had virtually everything you could think of. Whatever you desired to eat, it was 

virtually in the pantry. Whatever you wanted to drink was there. We had ... we raided the 

Transvaal – I think it was the Transvaal Library at that stage ... We spent one day going to 

the library, the National Library, picking out books you want to read for the next year. 

And we took ... that was crated and it went with us, and we brought it back when we 

came back. There were movies; there was ... So nothing was really difficult, except you 

had to acclimatise to the weather. When the water pipe bursts, bringing water from the 

dam to the base, and it’s raining cats and dogs and it’s snowing, you have to fix it, 

otherwise you have no water. But again, we knew what we had to do, and Munnik and 

myself would grab the rucksack, put the hammer and the screwdriver and the spanner 

and whatever we needed, and off we’d go. I mean, we got lazy, eventually. The routine 

was you went out, you found the break in the pipe. You then walk all the way to the dam; 

you shut off the valve at the dam. Then you walk all the way back down and you 

connected the pipe. Then you walked all the way back up, open the tap and then you ... 

Uh-uh. You only did that once. We learned a routine, that the two of us ... one guy would 

hold the pipe that side, one guy this side, and you joined the pipe, water gushing out of it. 

You got splashed ... 

Q: But it’s a lot less work. 

A:  It’s a lot less effort. You get wet in any case when you’re working in the field. 

Q: Talking about water, the hydro-electric station ... 

A:  Oh, the hydro-electric station? 

Q: How did that work? And for how long did they have a hydro-electric station? 

A:  That was a project that PWD had there. And I’m not sure when they actually built the 

station, but when we arrived there, it was there. 

A:  ... decommissioned it. And the one guy said to me it’s there. So I asked can we get it 

operational. And he said, oh, don’t worry about that; it’s not gonna work; they’re going to 

break it down. So of course Munnik and myself were up to the challenge. So I said to him, 
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Munnik, bring all the information that you can find about this. And we read it and I read 

how it’s supposed to work, and we ... You only read the manuals halfway and then you 

have to go and try something. And we walked across there and we opened up the water 

... Because the problem was, it kept draining the dam. So ... And we decided no, there 

must be a way around this. So we walked down there and we first opened the tap and 

then this turbine started spinning. And it was making a hell of a noise and we didn’t 

know. So we shut it down. And back to the books and we carried on. And then I 

discovered that they said that it had to turn at a certain speed. So I said to Munnik, do 

you have a rev counter? Yes, a rev counter. And I said, let’s go back out there. Went back 

out there and I held the rev counter against the turbine shaft and he opened the tap.  

And I said, when I say woah, then you stop it. And we got it running at the right speed; I 

took measurements and I said no, it was giving out the right voltage. And then we figured 

out okay, if we throw this switch,  it would take it back across the high power, the high 

voltage lines, back to base. 

Q: And it worked? 

A:  And then we went back to base and I rewired some of the distribution boards and we 

were running all the non-essential things. Like all the labs were run off the hydro-electric 

power. And for quite a long time. And we were saving about 6000 litres of diesel a month, 

just by having that electric station. And we’d figured out by not turning the tap all the 

way open, we wouldn’t drain the dam, so it would run continuously. 

Q: What didn’t they continue with this, seeing as it evidently worked? 

A:  They’d already decided that it was a project that they were scrapping. And then one day 

we found out there was no water. So we walked out to see why there was not water and 

then we found what had happened was, the pipeline coming from the dam and into the 

building ...  There was a short section that was like a concertina type of pipe to make up 

for the level differences and the trestles that were holding this in place had collapsed in 

the ground. And of course it shared the pipes, so all the water ran out. We had a spare in 

the base, but we didn’t have any way of jacking it up. And when we reported back to 

PWD and we said, this is what had happened, and then the guy said, can it. So I can help 

ESCOM nowadays. 

Q: That would be wonderful! ... I just ... about this hydro ... Because I think the shack is still 

standing there. It was on the way to Ship’s Cove, right? 

A:  Yes, it was on the Vandebogart’s River, sort of halfway between the dam and Ship’s Cove. 

Q: So it ... because there’s still some remnants of the structure. 

A:  But I had it working. Munnik and myself had it working for a couple of months. 

Q: That’s good to know! 
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A:  And then nature took its toll on us. 

Q: How did you find walking on mires? Were they very wet? 

A:  You learn the duck walk. 

Q: The duck walk. What’s the duck walk? 

A:  You make yourself as light as possible and you move a quick as possible. But you learn; 

you learn to look at the mire and you know where all the dry spots are. And I guess it 

comes with experience – after your boots have got stuck a certain number of times, you 

figure out where you can step, where it’s not as soggy as other places. 

Q: What would you say is the most dangerous thing about Marion Island? 

A:  The most dangerous thing would probably have been walking around where you’re not 

supposed to, where you don’t have a buddy that can help you – and Danie was a good 

example of that – and then slipping on the ice or maybe on the black lava that just 

crumbles under you. And I guess the other most dangerous thing on the island was the 

elephant seals you had to be wary of. 

Q: Did you have a run-in with an elephant or fur seal? 

A:  No, I kept my distance. 

Q: Okay. 

A:  But ja, there were times when you had to cross over the beach, and the beach master 

was there and you made sure that you flippin’ made it quickly! 

Q: I can imagine! 

A:  You didn’t waste time. 

Q: Did Pete get bitten? 

A:  None of the other guys got bitten. 

Q: Okay, that’s good. 

A:  The radio tech that I relieved, showed me his boot that a fur seal had gotten hold of his 

boot ... 

Q: That’s like a miniature seal against an elephant seal ... 

A:  Ja. So I stayed away. But the elephant seals, to me, weren’t really aggressive. The fur 

seals were the buggers you had to watch. I mean, when we went down to a beach, 

especially on the north side of the island, and there were fur seals, you always had your 

stick to fend them off, because they would go for you. The elephant seals tended to make 

way, move away. And the penguins were so tame, we would walk through the middle of 

them and they would just sort of separate and close up behind you. The odd one would 
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try to give you a peck if you were too close to him. You always had to watch where you 

put your lens cap ... 

Q: Yes, that’s true. 

A:  ... because ... I can’t remember what they called them, those little white birds ... 

Q: Sheathbills, paddies. 

A:  The paddies, they would (clicking sound). 

Q: Did you have a lot of paddies around base? 

A:  A fair amount. But they always hung around. If you went out into the field taking 

photographs, there was always a paddy around. At base, we had the scavengers – the 

skuas and the gepies (giant petrel) were always there, and the seagulls. 

Q: Apart from cats, did you ever feed them something else? 

A:  What, the skuas? 

Q: Any of the animals. 

A:  Every now and then we would have fun with the skuas. 

Q: Throw them bread or ... ? 

A:  Throw them bread or ... The favourite trick was, we took a piece a sinew, two pieces, and 

tied a piece of string between the two and chucked it out. And of course, they would 

have a barny with each other. 

Q: Did you have a lot of paddies around base? 

A:  A fair amount. But they always hung around. If you went out into the field taking 

photographs, there was always a paddy around. At base, we had the scavengers – the 

skuas and the gepies were always there, and the seagulls. 

Q: Apart from cats, did you ever feed them something else? 

A:  What, the skuas? 

Q: Any of the animals. 

A:  Every now and then we would have fun with the skuas. 

Q: Throw them bread or ... ? 

A:  Throw them bread or ... The favourite trick was, we took a piece a sinew, two pieces, and 

tied a piece of string between the two and chucked it out. And of course, they would 

have a barny with each other. 

Q: Did you have a lot of paddies around base? 
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A:  A fair amount. But they always hung around. If you went out into the field taking 

photographs, there was always a paddy around. At base, we had the scavengers – the 

skuas and the gepies were always there, and the seagulls. 

Q: Apart from cats, did you ever feed them something else? 

A:  What, the skuas? 

Q: Any of the animals. 

A:  Every now and then we would have fun with the skuas. 

Q: Throw them bread or ... ? 

A:  Throw them bread or ... The favourite trick was, we took a piece a sinew, two pieces, and 

tied a piece of string between the two and chucked it out. And of course, they would 

have a barny with each other. 

Q: Because as far as I know, ... 

A:  Or you would take a peanut and you’d hit the one against the other, with the peanut. 

Q: Oh shame! 

A:  And he would think his mate pecked him and he’d peck his mate. 

Q: And the animals are quite ... I mean they’re not very wild, in the sense that they won’t 

necessarily fly away. They’re very ... 

A:  They were very tame. Very tame. I mean, I tried an experiment with mirror and a skua 

once as well. I put a mirror up there for the skua to see if will challenge himself. 

Q: And? 

A:  It didn’t work out. I mean, there’s a ... I’ve got on my slides, a slide as well where we blew 

up a weather balloon to see how big it would blow up, until the wind took it off. I used an 

electric pump to pump it up and it was quite big. And then of course we had to chase it 

across the mires to go fetch it again, because it’s like any balloon. 

Q: Did you have a mire run? 

A:  No. 

Q: Any ... Did you do, have any change-over ceremonies, taking over from the old team? 

A:  Not that I can recall. 

Q: No kind of ... “here’s the base ... here’s the keys”? 

A:  Not that I can recall. Take-over time was work time; there was no play. There was a lot of 

things to do during take-over and ... 
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Q: At that time – it’s the last question, just for interest sake – did you have like a DCO or an 

Officer in Charge? What was the person called who organised your trip down? Can you 

remember who it was? 

A:  There was a lady involved; two ladies. I don’t remember their names. The one’s name I 

remember was something like Ralie, or something like that, De Swart, or something. And 

then I know Richard Skinner was involved in those days. But the guy who was in charge of 

the take-over when we went down was Sam Oosthuizen. 

Q: Okay, the same. 

A:  He was the man. He was also the first one on the island to check if everything was okay – 

“take off this picture; take off that picture; take that picture”, ‘cause all the centre 

spreads of the Scope Magazines were plastered all over the place. 

Q: Did they actually ... Did you bring new centrepieces along? 

A:  Oh, yes. I mean, those days, the Scope was the magazine. 

Q: I think there’s still a Scope picture behind Kildalkey’s door. 

A:  Probably. 

Q: Which is funny, because I don’t think Scope exists anymore. I wouldn’t know. Okay, so 

you took your own pictures along, your own things. And did they take it down again, 

come next take-over? 

A:  I don’t recall. 

Q: Did you have to take it down when Christine came? Some of them, or didn’t you? 

A:  I don’t recall we did. There wasn’t many on, if I remember right. I know, in the main 

house, there wasn’t any. But it I remember right, in the workshop and those places ... It 

was in sort of a restricted area, so they didn’t worry too much about it. 

Q: Did people treat you differently when you came back, because you’d been there on 

Marion? 

A:  No, but everybody was keen to hear what it was about and everything. And of course, I 

had a month’s leave coming back, and I came up here and visited my old unit, with long 

hair and beard and all, and said “hi” to everybody; I was back and of course my one 

Sergeant-Major immediately recognised me and grabbed me and took me off to the 

Colonel and said, “Brian’s back! Brian’s back! Here he is!” 

Q: Did you all grow your beards? Was there anyone who didn’t? 

A:  All of us grew. Those who could grow beards, grew beards. 

Q: Those who could grow ... 

A:  Well, some guys just can’t grow beards. 
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Q: And when did you shave it off again? 

A:  I actually kept ... I shaved my beard shorter, and my hair, obviously. And then I tried to 

get permission to keep my beard in the Army and didn’t get it, so eventually I had to 

shave it off completely. 

Q: Did people get permission to keep their beards in the Army at that time? 

A:  Yes. 

Q: Very senior people? 

A:  In those days, the only people that sort of grew beards were the Navy, because it was a 

Navy tradition. 

Q: Okay, I understand. 

A:  And then after I left the Army, I stopped shaving and I’ve never shaved since. 

Q: And you said that you would go back if you get a chance? 

A:  Oh yes. 

Q: Okay, thank you. 

A:  Pleasure. 

Q: Is there anything you want to add? 

A:  Not at the moment. Not that I can remember. 

Q: Oh, there was a photo; it was a team photo with one guy. He had his eye covered ... 

A:  That was Danie. He was the leader. So he had slipped in one of these blow holes, on some 

ice, because he saw penguins at the bottom and he went closer to look  and ... And he 

was beyond the triangle, by himself, on the way down to Macaroni and he eventually 

came back by himself. And then we discovered that he’s not quite lekker, and we checked 

him out on the radio to the doctors. And they decided to come fetch him. That’s when 

they sent the SAS Protea down. 

Q: Yes, I know. I just noticed it in the albums. Thank you. 

END OF TRANSCRIPTION 

 


