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letter from the 

The Wanderer 

Elsa van Ginkel 
Editor 

editors 

James Burns 
Co-Editor 

This Island is like a magical creature, it 
finds a way into your soul and captures 
your admiration with every 
breathtaking moment of beauty. This 
past month during a brief stay at 
Swartkops, I had the privilege of 
experiencing the golden hour at its best. 
Reflections of the mountains were 
dancing on the numerous lakes 
scattered around the Swartkops hut. 
This Island has certainly done its part to 
entertain me during the month! I hope 
you will find similar joy within these 
following pages... 

I have always been an adventurer and 
love learning new things, exploring new 
places and seeing as many awesome 
sights as possible. Marion Island is an 
unquestionably unique place and I 
recognise what a privilege it is to be 
here. Although I am among the base 
personnel on the M75 team, I try to get 
out of base as often as I can; helping and 
learning from the field assistants or just 
exploring! Our time and experiences 
here are so much more than any pictures 
or articles can describe but we have put 
together this news letter to try and share 
with you some of the memories we are 
making. 
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Interview with our 

LEADERSHIP 

Not only are these two men highly professional and experienced in their respective jobs, they are also genuinely all-round nice 

guys!! They have already earned the team’s utmost respect through dedicated hard work and support. While Maliviwe leads the 

team, keeps the team members healthy and manages the food and logistic stores; Mike T shares in the leadership responsibilities 

and ensures that the base is maintained and that the engines run smoothly: ensuring a very comfortable and safe living space for 

all. Let’s get to know these two men affectionately collectively known as “LEADERSHIP” a little bit better… 

Mike Taunyane 
Diesel Mechanic & Deputy - Team Leader 

Maliviwe Mnengisa 
Medical Orderly & Team Leader 

Job description 

Qualifications 

How did you hear about the job on Marion Island? 

Why did you decide to come work on Marion Island? 

My job is to perform general maintenance on the base, 

generators and the field huts; basically any mechanical job 

that requires my attention. 

I have a N4 National Diploma for Diesel Mechanics and 

Technicians. I am also qualified as an Earthmoving 

Equipment Technician (Diploma). 

I heard about the position from a colleague’s friend who 

had spent a year on Marion Island before and it sounded 

very exciting. 

I want to learn more about my career as a whole. The 

Marion Island research base and all the equipment are 

very advanced and this makes our lives so much easier 

under the sub-Antarctic conditions that we live in. 

- Liezl Pretorius 

To look after the team in case of medical illnesses, trauma, 

hygiene and their general well-being. To manage the food and 

logistic stores. To maintain stock control of the base and to 

manage all personnel and logistics as the team leader. 

I am qualified as an Occupational Emergency Care 

Orderly (OECO), as well as in Health and Safety 

(SAMTRAC). 

I heard about it from a friend. 

 

To explore a bit since I 

have never been to  

islands before. 

LEFT. Mali getting ready 

to examine a patient. 
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What do you miss most of home? 

Favourite animal on the island 

Food that you miss 

Any plans for when you go back home? 

Something specific that you would like to achieve this year? 

Describe your most challenging day on the island so far… 

LEFT. Mike services 

the generators 

regularly to make 

sure it remains in 

optimal condition. 

RIGHT. The diesel 

mechanic is always 

on duty…making 

sure everything is 

running smoothly! 

Mainly my family and friends, but also just the general 

lifestyle I live back home in SA. 

All the animals around the island are new to me, so I feel 

excited to be so close to them. I have only seen them on TV 

and now I have the privilege to see them in real life! 

Fresh fruits and veggies. The rest is mostly provided to us 

here on the island. 

On arrival at Marion Island we had serious problems with the 

engines running the base that needed to be replaced. We did not 

have any hope that the engines would last for the entire year due 

to serious technical problems. We were fortunate to receive 

substitute engines on a subsequent maintenance voyage. 

Nothing 100% confirmed yet. 

I would like to gain more experience in cooking for a large group 

of people such as our team of 24, because I really love cooking! 

I really miss my wife and kids! 

I really like penguins! 

Mala Mogodu and pig’s head. 

The day that I did not sleep at all as one of the team 

members was very sick, but luckily the person was much 

better the following day. 

Relax for two months and then go out of South Africa again. 

I want to make my own biltong maker! 

LEFT. Mali taking 

stock of medicines 

and consumables in 

the clinic. One has 

to be ready for any 

medical event… 

Both these men are hard-working and definitely up to the challenges that life on Marion Island 

might throw at them…keep up the good work, guys! We are proud of you!!! June 2018        5 



That day… I walked six and a half hours, 

which included venturing to Kildalkey hut 

and coming back. It was good to walk such 

a distance and experience how good the 

Island truly is. We walked at places covered 

in mire and at one point, I got entirely stuck 

in the mire and it was so difficult to get out, 

but at the end I managed. During this 

challenging walk, there was a time where I 

felt like I simply can’t walk anymore but I 

kept on going and going. Luckily, on that 

day, we had nice weather and it felt so good 

to experience a walk in the snow for the 

very first time in my life. It made me realize 

how wonderful God made this world, and I 

- Dakalo Gangashe  (Base Engineer) 

My First Walk to Kildalkey… 

never thought that one day I will have the 

opportunity to be in such an environment. 

I enjoyed myself - climbing one hill after 

the other. At some point when you look 

back from where you were coming from, 

you are amazed at the distance you have 

walked. I had a good time going to 

Kildalkey and coming back on the same 

day and I am still going to explore the rest 

of the Island, travelling around to all the 

different huts. To all the field workers, I 

salute you guys. Keep on doing the good 

job out there.  

“Together we will make it!” 
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Rocking your field gear 
…we’re sexy and we know it…  

The ever-changing weather conditions on Marion requires the field assistants to layer up and ensure 

that they have all the seasons covered with regards to their field gear on any specific day. As a 

warm(ish), sunny day can quickly change into one of snow squalls, 40 knot winds and ice pellets, you 

need to be seriously prepared for anything… 

Text & photos: Liezl Pretorius 

LEFT. Dineo sports a black fleece jacket for a little bit of extra warmth 

on those icy days. It can easily be worn alone or under a gortex jacket. 

Not only is this versatile fleece jacket super-soft and comfy, it’s also 

quite stylish! 

LEFT & RIGHT. An 

extra layer covering 

your head and ears 

adds an amazing 

amount of warmth to 

your outfit. To keep her 

hair neat and out of her 

face on a windy day, 

Dineo wears the team’s 

head gear (Sabana)  

proudly! 

LEFT. Elsa models the basic layers in which field assistants 

can often be seen working. Blue overall pants and a navy 

winter’s top over a layer of thermals provide the comfort 

and warmth to endure those milder days.  

RIGHT. This basic outfit 

also allows for a quick 

change into full gortex 

gear should bad weather 

come in… 

Elsa demonstrates how 

you can get into your 

protective gear 

anywhere in the field.  

LEFT & RIGHT. 

HOWEVER…every now 

and again you need to 

practise getting into your 

gortex in record time, as 

the struggle can be very 

real… June 2018        7 



Round Island for the Readers 
...become a fellow traveller 

Marion Island is filled with hidden treasures and striking views and the 

field researchers get to experience her in all her glory throughout the 

year. There are nine field huts situated on the Island and we have 

descided to invite you to a trip of a lifetime; to come along and share 

some of the memorable moments with us ... As all round Islands require 

a fair amount of planning, we will start our preparation in our all-year-

round home - our very own Butternut Hotel. In this edition we will 

entertain you with a Tour of Base. 

Text & photos: Elsa van Ginkel 
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Diesel tanks 

Technical centre 
Weather centre, 
generator room, 
workshops, 
container storage 

Raised catwalk 

Science 
labs and 
offices 

Helicopter hangar 

Recreation wing 
VIP Lounge, Gym, sauna 
and jacuzzi 

Accomodation block 

Central hub 
Hospital, 
communications, wet 
and dry field 
entrances, laundry 

Living centre 
Kitchen, dining hall, 
food storage, TV 
Lounge, games room, 
bar 

Braai Room 
Seperate from 
main structure, 
in case of fire 

Helipad 

Round Island for the Readers 

Tour of Base... 
Welcome to the Butternut Hotel! 

The new Marion Island Research Base 
– dressed in yellow and green – is 
home to the annual overwintering 
teams. This magnificent base was 
constructed over a period of 8 years 
and has only been occupied since 
2011. It covers an area of 6000𝑚2,  
stands 28m above sea level and was 
designed to house 80 people during 
the takeover-period. 

During the past two months, M75 has 
made the base their home and by home, I 
mean we have become a tight-knit family. 

Image credit: Go! Magazine July 2011 
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Round Island for the Readers – Tour of Base 

Science labs and offices 

Recreation wing 
 

Central hub 
 

Living centre 

Birders’ Office Library 
Bootroom 

VIP Lounge Craft Room Gym 

Games Room TV Lounge 

Hospital 
Communications 

Movie House 
Corridor around central 
hub – illuminated during 
the night to prevent bird 
strikes 
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Pick of pics 

Elephant Seal 
(Mirounga leonina) 

Liezl Pretorius 

Marike Louw 

Marike Louw 

Southern Giant Petrel 
(Macronectes giganteus) 
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I could not make out more than 20 
meters out to sea.  
This is a problem by the way, if you are 
searching for killers, since the mist 
blocks the normally wide, open view 
allowing approaching killers to be 
spotted from hundreds of meters 
away at times. Nonetheless, three 
hours into an 8 hour stint, the great 
calmness coming over me brought on 
by the mist got shattered by a loud 
exhale of air and the breaching of 
Halfmoon (one of the islands resident 
adult males), less than 5 meters away 
from me. Needless to say I got the 
fright of my life, and spent the next 
five hours bringing my heart-rate back 
down to a regular pace. What a 
cheeky bugger, I can’t help imagining 
Halfmoon having a good chuckle to 
himself as he continued on his merry 
way! 
  

from a Killer point of view…  
- Michael Voysey 

- fin of the month - 

As the “Killer” on the M75 team, I have 
the great privilege of documenting the 
killer whales occurring in the mighty 
oceans surrounding Marion. As 
glamorous as it sounds, much of my 
time is actually spent waiting. In fact, 
sometimes an entire 8 hour session 
goes by without any sign of these 
incredible beasts. Mostly though, these 
very slow periods are interspersed by 
short bursts of absolute pandemonium. 
All hell usually breaks loose at any sign 
of a large fin punching through the 
waves. Nonetheless, be it the fast or 
slow moments, I thoroughly enjoy being 
out there in the elements. One moment 
that I will always remember fondly 
occurred a few weeks ago, on a very 
misty Marion morning. From my 
position on Killer Point, where I conduct 
my observations, the mist was 
incredibly thick, so thick that 

June 2018        12 



...and why  

do you hide your face  

behind a mask? 
... beards of Marion... 

While many may find this alarming and 

slightly repulsive, it does make for a nice 

fidgeter. A thought which now crosses 

our minds as we proceed is; how do we 

care for our new-found appendages? It 

is a big responsibility and, without the 

option of just removing it when it 

becomes too unmanageable, we need to 

find alternatives to ensure that they 

remain in a respectable condition. A few 

options are standard shampoo / 

conditioner, special beard oil or wax 

(these last two are not, however, readily 

available at such remote coordinates).  

For now at least, enjoy the following 

images and don't forget to compare 

with those from last month’s edition.   

- James Burns 

As promised, here is an update on the 

beard challenge: It has been a while 

since the participants have seen the 

lower halves of their faces. True to the 

spirit of the challenge (hopefully), we 

have not so much as trimmed the most 

outstanding, stray follicle. It has been 

difficult at times to resist the instinctive 

desire to pick up a shaver, but we are 

still very much bearded and enjoying the 

benefits of our perseverance (warmth 

and majestic-ness, to name a few).  

Our progress has been met with 

different responses from both the 

outsiders (non-participants) as well as 

within our ranks. One of the most 

noteworthy is the curling of moustaches 

into the mouths below.  

Photos: Elsa van Ginkel June 2018        13 



Whether you are out in the gale-force 

winds and pounding rain to pick up 

seal poop, withdraw blood from the 

majestic largest flying bird in the 

world, or to check on your 

constructed wind station - it’s likely 

that you’ll pass over a tenacious fern 

species which is all too common on 

Marion Island. 

  

By “pass over” I mean that your legs 

will be straining against gravity to lift 

your knees high enough to traverse 

the thick carpet of greenery beneath 

your feet. The ferns typically grow 

densely on slopes and create vast 

swathes of green that fringe the 

mires. Some people love it, some 

people hate it, but we all have to 

tackle this particular part of Marion 

terrain as we gather data for our 

various projects.  

  

Having lots of “fern”  
                                  (and fun!)  
                                                  on the island 

Marion Terrain Part 2: - Marike Louw 

Blechnum penna-marina. 
  

Pronounced “BlehGG-num,” where the 

“GG” is the harsh Afrikaans “G” if you 

spit out the name “Gert” like he just ate 

some of your limited chocolate. The 

gruff pronunciation doesn’t do the 

delicate, symmetrical leaves much 

justice. 

  

 

A common feature on these slopes are 
Marion birders.  

Blechnum penna-marina. 

Struggling through the Blechnum Stephan and Dani viewing the burrow scope 
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You can find them in pairs crouching in 

the fern brake, normally too focussed to 

notice your arrival. “Burrow scope,” one 

birder will order, holding out his or her 

hand. The other birder, like an attentive 

nurse, will pass a large piece of 

equipment that looks like a little TV 

with a bendy vacuum-like pipe attached 

to it. At the end of this is a little camera, 

which is stuck into the opening in the 

slope sometimes past some tell-tale 

feathers of the occupants within. Both 

birders then observe the screen on the 

device, and upon finding an avian life-

form, a victorious “yaaay” is followed by 

an “aargh!” as the cute home owner 

turns viciously defensive with its beak. 

The birders use the burrow scopes to 

just peek into the burrows to check the 

status of a bird and even though the 

birds are not touched, they often give a 

peck at the alien intrusion. 

Having lots of ”fern” (and fun!) on the Island 

The fern slopes house Salvin’s prions, 

Great-winged petrels, Blue petrels and 

Grey petrels. They also hide uneven 

ground that, despite your best effort, 

will have you tumbling down a slope at 

one point or another. But falling down - 

arms flailing and head over heels - is 

part of our Marion island charm. And 

the Blechnum-slopes make us very, very 

charming. 

Sean and his friend 

Slopes of Blechnum 
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The Wandering Albatross are biennial 

breeders (only breed every 2 years) and 

invest a lot of energy in raising their chicks. 

So, these loggers will only be retrieved in a 

couple of years by the next team. In the 

meantime, the loggers are recording data 

while these majestic birds are soaring the 

oceans and soon - we will be able to tell 

you where.  

Photos: Danielle Keys 

- Danielle Keys 

(Marine  Apex  Predator  Research  Unit) 

News from the MAPRU hybrids… 

Stephan and I are part of the Birder group, 

which mainly focus on seabird research. We 

also work with seals, hence we are called 

‘Hybrids’. Since seabirds come to land to 

breed, researchers are given the 

opportunity to work on them during this 

short period when they are not out in the 

big blue. 

Last month we deployed Global Location 

Sensors (GLS) on 30 Wandering Albatross, 

15 at Mixed Pickle and 15 at Kildalkey. 

Essentially, GLS loggers record the ambient 

light level to determine location. With the 

help of these GLS loggers (and their long 

battery life) we can determine what these 

birds are up to outside of their breeding 

season, providing us with important 

ecological data.  

Wandering Albatross close to Kildalkey 

GLS attached to a Wandering Albatross 

Dani and Stephan 
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Experience the Natives 
...species of the month... 

  

This species of plant: 

 Forms dense cushions, and is more colloquially known as “cushion plants.” 

 Found in a wide range of plant communities on Marion Island. 

 Occupies the largest range of altitude compared to any other vascular plant on 

Marion. 

 It is a pioneer plant, colonizing the terrain the hikers often find tricky to 

clamber over: red scoria slopes and recent lava flows. 

 Provides substrate for growth of other plants, with about 20 species of other 

vascular plants growing on the cushions – including numerous mosses, 

liverworts and a lichen. 

 Many invertebrates, such as mites, beetles, earthworms and thrips have also 

been found in this special plant. 

  

Cushion Plants – (Azorella selago)   

Photos: Marike Louw, Elsa van Ginkel 

June 2018        17 



Experience the natives – species of the month 

Grey Petrels (Procellaria cinerea)  
(Burrowing Petrel Project) 

 

I never thought my job would take me back in time, to a place where playing in the 

mud and having conversations with birds was completely normal, yet I find myself on 

Marion doing exactly that! Marion is spectacular, provided you can deal with the 

desires of the wind to push you off the island and the mires to suck you in. These 

issues are dwarfed by the fact that everyday I go on an adventure - looking for birds 

that most people will never see in their entire lives. At the moment the work is 

challenging with the focus predominantly on Grey Petrels. These guys breed in rock 

crevices and aside from keeping an eye on the breeding of the monitoring colony, I 

am scouting for new nests. Crawling into rock crevices to look for breeding Grey 

Petrels is interesting, but also requires a certain level of contortionism, the ability to 

deal with being soaking wet ninety percent of the time and a good sense of humour 

– particularly when you can hear the birds outright laughing at you from the crevice, 

but you have no idea how to get in! So between the laughs, the cries and the aching 

knees I find these tasks very rewarding. Thanks for enriching my life Marion…and 

giving me that cup of cement.  

– Michelle Thompson 

 

Photo: Elsa van Ginkel June 2018        18 



It was just another Wednesday 

afternoon in the office, when I 

received an unexpected phone call 

that changed everything. Forgive me 

for the paraphrasing, but the final offer 

went something like this “Monica, 

would you like to go to Marion Island? 

The ship leaves in less than a week on 

a relief voyage and we need a 

replacement Environmental Officer.” 

How could I say no to this opportunity 

of a lifetime albeit at short notice?! 

With the overwhelming support of just 

about everyone I know, I packed up my 

life in Pretoria, flew to Cape Town, 

bought a year’s supply of just about 

everything and boarded the SA 

Agulhas II for the 4-day journey across 

the ocean to meet my new family – the 

M75 -  team who had already been on 

Marion for a month. I use the word 

family intentionally, because from the 

moment I stepped off the ship to meet 

people I did not yet know,  

An unexpected TWIST of fate 
(at short notice) 

 I was welcomed with the warm 

embraces of  a family member 

returning home after a time of 

absence. I have never been more 

humbled and grateful for all the 

support I have received over the last 

month by my team here as well as my 

‘team’ back home. Support in the form 

of encouragement and love as I 

experience the many unique firsts of 

this island:  hiking in gumboots (and 

living with the blisters), crossing mires 

(which require the occasional crawl to 

escape after sinking into knee-deep 

mud), the round island hike and, of 

course, seeing the unique bird- and 

wildlife on this far away land so few 

get to see. 

- Monica Leitner 

Approaching Marion Island on the SA 

Agulhas II 
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An unexpected twist of fate – at short notice 

Marion Island can be an intimidating 

place, especially for a girl having grown 

up in the arid bushveld of the North 

West Province where mountains, snow 

and gale force winds are the things of 

legends. But no matter how daunting 

the tasks (or the weather), I have found 

myself surrounded by people who both 

encourage and inspire me, and I have 

managed to achieve and experience 

things I never imagined possible.  

I truly am honoured to be living a 

dream, and I am delighted to report 

that the reality is in fact better than 

that dream. Not only am I experiencing 

the raw and rugged natural beauty of 

this island (a dream in itself), but I also 

get to share all of the challenges, 

victories and emotions thereof with 

people I already consider my extended 

family.  M75, let’s do this! 

Setting out on my first round island trip on a 

rainy/snowy day 

Some of the sights along the way – and some sun!  

Returning home after visiting Katedraal hut – in 

the snow!! First visit to Katedraal hut – all the snow! 
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Oyena’s Birthday Party – 70’s Musicians... 

We had quite a variety of artists featuring on the 19th of June – it was a festival of song and laughter. 

Events 

Photos: Abuyiselwe Nguna, Dineo Mogoshoa 

Mid-Winter (solstice) Celebrations 

The day was filled with fun and games – we played volley ball and some serious soccer. 

Abu’s Carnival Masquerade – Dressed in ALL BLACK 

Characters from all over the world came together on the 29th of June to celebrate this day of Birth... 
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My favourite piece of equipment... 

I love to work with the water plant system 

because this is something I have never 

worked with before, I like it because it’s 

giving me good exposure and it’s adding to 

my skill set for the future.  – Mike T 

Photos: Elsa van Ginkel 
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Very soon after Marion Island was annexed to 

South Africa in 1947, a weather station was 

established here and has been recording and 

reporting weather conditions unceasingly since 

then (that’s about 70 years of climate data!).  

"Why here though?" you may well ask, "in the 

middle of the Southern Ocean?" There are a 

number of reasons why the weather we observe is 

valuable, indeed crucial, on a global scale. Firstly, 

and of more noticeable importance, this weather 

station is one of only a very small number in the 

Southern Ocean region which provides data for 

the global models which are used in forecasting, 

prediction and monitoring of weather systems. 

This means that while... no, we here on Marion 

can't tell you guys back home exactly when a cold 

front or storm is on the way... the observations we 

make do feed into the forecasts you're seeing on 

TV or reading in the papers. 

Then, on a larger scale, Marion Island is a near 

ideal place to monitor the effects of climate 

change. Our occupancy on the island tries to have 

as little impact as possible on this untouched 

environment (no cars, factories, etc.) and we can 

thus conclude that the changes we see (increasing 

average temperatures, decreasing rainfall, quicker 

snowmelt...) are caused by external factors such as 

a warming atmosphere. Still pretty cold and wet if 

you ask anybody who's lived here though! 

In the following editions of the Wanderer, I will be 

walking you through all the different apparatus we 

as meteorological technicians (metkassies) are 

working with on a daily basis for our observations. 

Some things to look forward to are the upper-air 

soundings with the giant weather balloons and the 

measuring of sea-surface temperature which we 

conduct each morning unless the seas are 

dangerously rough. 

What’s up with this Weather? 

- James Burns 

Photo: Elsa van Ginkel 
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SAWS MONTHLY WEATHER STATS – June 2018 

TEMP 

MIN MAX AVERAGE AVERAGE 
LOW 

AVERAGE 
HIGH 

-1.7°C 11.4°C 5.0°C 2.3°C 7.8°C 

PRESSURE 

MIN MAX AVERAGE HUMIDITY AVERAGE 

973.2hPa 1021.2hPa  1000.9hPa 84% 

RAIN 
TOTAL DAYS WITH RAIN (>1mm) MAX IN 24 HOURS 

155.0mm 28 (22) 18.0mm (23rd June) 

WIND 
MAX DIRECTION 

SUNSHINE 
TOTAL 

150.8km/h SW 58.4 HOURS 



Contributors: Marike Louw, Elsa van Ginkel, Mike Taunyane, Danielle Keys, Charlotte Heijnis 

M75 
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Working on Marion Island has only strengthened 

my resolve to use products that have minimal 

negative effects on the environment. 

AfricaOrganics was generous enough to sponsor 

us – the 75th overwintering Marion Island 

expedition team – with a lot of personal products, 

including body wash, shampoo and conditioner, as 

well as body lotion. For me it is a great comfort to 

know that the products that I use on a daily basis 

(either at base or in the field huts) are sustainably 

produced, safe for the environment and not 

harmful to the wonderful creatures inhabiting the 

island and the surrounding waters.  A big THANK 

YOU to the AfricaOrganics company for this 

amazing sponsorship!!! 

Thank you to our 

sponsors!!! 

Photo: Marike Louw 
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