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I began working for the Department of Environmental 

Affairs (DEA) late 2017. Simultaneously, I joined the South 

African National Antarctic Programme (SANAP).Through 

SANAP, I first worked as the Electrical/Base Engineer on 

Gough island. Afterwards, I went to SANAE IV, which is one 

of SANAP’s bases in Antarctica. Here, I assisted with cargo 

and dozer operations for the South African National 

Defence Force. My first impression of Marion Island was 

that it was colder and bigger than I first had expected and 

base was more complex than I could have imagined. This 

made me feel excited.

My motto in life is, “Relax and Think”.

Thabo Kgwadira Maroga,

Base Engineer

When I first arrived on Marion island, I was excited to gain 
experience on communication systems, ranging from 
telephones, networking, radio communications, and 

satellite systems. I was also excited to get away from the 
people I grew up with and know in Humansdorp. Now, I was 

going to start all over again, from making new friends, 
finding a new home, new family and colleagues, new 
hobbies, seeing snow for the first time, exploring the 

Marion Research base, and missing everyone I know back in 
South Africa☺.

Aphiwe Dyum
Communications 

technician

My name is Alain Jacobs but I go by the nickname AJ. I’m 

young, hardworking, ambitious, and willing to learn more. 

My greatest achievements are qualifying as a diesel 

mechanic and coming to Marion island.To best describe this 

place in one word, “MIRE’LY- AMAZING”. This place is 

beyond! Your expectations are no match for this island! No 

words, except, #Breathtakingly-Beautiful! My time here so 

far, priceless. Our group, awesome. The island, amazing. 

#MARION_ISLAND_ Triple A (AAA) rated.

Alain Jacobs (A.J.) 

Diesel Mechanic
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Hi there. I’m currently undertaking my MSc in Geography 

at the University of the Free State (UFS) while also 

working with the Sub-Antarctic Landscape-Climate 

interactions (SaLCi) program as a geo on Marion island. 

What motivated me to come to Marion mainly was when 

Abu, my predecessor on the island, mentioned this island 

to me at a geomorphology conference we both attended 

a couple of years back. From then, I researched the place 

and found that I wanted to experience what he had for 

myself. Being on Marion is like living inside a picture book. 

An extraordinary one at that. From the biggest aeolian 

features I’ve seen on the side of Santa Rosa Hill to Basalt 

Gordyn ('Here be Dragons’), now I’ve seen what this 

amazing place has to offer and, hey, it’s only been 3 

weeks and some days! It’s going to be a great year 

walking and working here on Marion.

PS. I’ve seen where the lava flow starts and ends on the 

same day! 

Lefa Morake

Geomorphologist 

Having been a chef on the ships for over 19 

years, cooking for copious passengers and 

personnel, being a chef on Marion is a novel 

experience. So far, he has loved bonding with 

the team, especially his “son”, Arthur. He’s 

looking forward to a great year and many more 

coffees and teas.

Brent Misrole

Chef

Arthur Mabundo

South African National Space Agency (SANSA)

“Where’s Arthur?”. Probably on a Space 

Mission. SANSA, signing out!
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I consider myself as someone who embraces new 

challenges in life – an adventurer. Someone who is driven 

by a passion for science as well as the need to conserve 

the natural environment.

I first learnt about Marion island in 2016 and from then I 

knew that I had to come here. Out of the millions, only a 

few get to come here and experience the island. That was 

key motivation for me to be part of the M76 Expedition.

My first trip to Ship’s Cove was remarkable as I got to see 

the various adorable bird species and seals, interesting 

but fragile vegetation types, flowing streams, as well as 

the hills and mountains. At that moment, I realised that 

this island is gold.

Mntambo Nakwa

Environmental Control 

Officer (ECO)

I am a passionate conservationist who has always enjoyed 

working in new and unique places. Marion island is 

absolutely amazing, with its stunning wildlife, majestic 

scenery, and crazy weather. This is what makes it a special 

place to work and an opportunity of a lifetime to get the 

chance to do so.

Samantha Schröder

Environmental Control 

Officer (ECO)

Winnie Moodaley
Medical Orderly

Marion is an island of beauty and wonder and every moment 

spent here proves to be a memorable one. Marion is very cold 

and some days you experience four seasons within a few 

hours but I was able to acclimatise quickly. Before coming to 

Marion, I was a medic in the South African Military Health 

Services. I’ve worked as a medic in the SA Navy and on board 

different SAN Vessels. I’ve also worked on land based 

operations, providing medical support to different arms of 

service, and been deployed externally on various 

peacekeeping missions. I’ve enjoyed every moment of my life 

in the South African National Defence Force but when I heard 

about Marion in 2018, I realised that this is a new adventure 

I’d like to begin, and voila here I am…



7

I visited my first Prince Edward island, Gough, in 2011 

and then Marion in 2015, with a team of 20. Marion 

is a beautiful island but I prefer Gough because the 

team is smaller, which makes the experience more 

homely. The expedition within itself however gives 

freedom and a chance to grow as a person.

Gerard Oppel (aka, Boy)

Senior Meteorological Technician (Metkassie)

Marius Rossouw

Metkassie & Team Leader

The first time I heard about the island was in 2009. 

Valdon Smith made a presentation on available honours 

projects and this one caught my eye. I thought to 

myself that I would go for a takeover and then I would 

go back to Zoology. This is my 10 year reunion with 

Marion, finishing up my PhD with Guy Midgley on 

Austroblechnum penna marina. So much for Zoology, I 

guess…

My passion with plants lie in their interactions with the 

abiotic world, so the weather service was kind enough 

to let me observe those abiotic factors for them. 

I have always had a deep interest in the natural sciences, 

which motivated me to pursue a bachelor’s degree in 

hydrology and geography, with a specialisation in 

atmospheric processes and dynamics. My occupation here 

on Marion island is a significant launch point/foundation 

for my career, especially with regard to the experience that 

I will gain in the sphere of climate dynamics and 

understanding of the weather systems and patterns in the 

sub-Antarctic. This is also an opportunity for me to grow-

emotionally, psychologically, and academically- by 

interacting with people from different walks of life. The 

beautiful and enchanting nature of the island is a cherry on 

top for me because I didn’t have the slightest idea of what 

the island would look like when I applied for this position. 

Sithembile Mbonambi

Metkassie



After overwintering twice before, I have seen 

quite a bit of Marion but only enough to make me 

want to see more.

Previously, I worked on large birds (mainly 

albatrosses). Now, I work on a project focusing on 

the small burrowing birds that breed here. This is 

exciting as not much work has been done on 

these species in recent years. 

Stefan Schoombie

NMU Birder

Melissa Schulze
MAPRU Birder

I first learnt of Marion island during my 1st year of varsity. 

Flash forward 7 years and I find myself here!

Spotting Marion from the deck of the SA Agulhas II for the 

first time, my honest first impression was, “wow, this island 

is a lot larger than I thought!”

Since then its been many “pinch me” moments, realising 

just how privileged I am to be a member of the M76 

overwintering team. Needless to say, I can’t wait for the 

year ahead. 

My adventures to the island began in 2013/14, with the 

M70 overwintering expedition, as an O&C (Oceans and 

Coasts, Department of Environmental Affairs) birder. From 

then, I started my MSc on the dietary segregation of the 

penguin community at Marion island with the Nelson 

Mandela University. M76 is my second overwintering 

expedition to Marion island and muscle memory is slowly 

kicking in for all the way paths and colonies around the 

island. I am back as a birder and will be collecting GPS 

tracking data and samples from most of the seabirds 

breeding on Marion island. I am excited to explore this 

island once more with a delightful team such as the M76 

expedition members. 

Makabongwe Sigqala

MAPRU Birder
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During my years as an ecology student, my professor, 

who overwintered here for 18 months, would refer to 

Marion island in his presentations and discussions. It’s a 

distinct ecological study area. Since those days, I have 

envisaged coming here. Now, with a MSc degree in hand 

and a year of ecological research experience, I was 

equipped to explore this tough yet glorious wonder for 

myself and truly understand what it is like to be on 

Marion. 

Jelena Reljic
O&C Birder

Laurie Johnson

O&C Birder

The first day I arrived on Marion, from the 

moment my feet touched the ground, I wanted 

to go back home.

I had an ankle injury, my foot turned grey, I fell 

in a river, and got chased by a Skua- all within 

my first week.

But between all of that, I got to explore, make 

friends, run with the wind, and run on mires. I 

love Marion island- mire walkers.

Wendy Konanani Maiwashe

Botanist

I applied to work on Marion to get more involved in 

seabird research and fieldwork. I was most excited to 

see all the penguin species that occur here. So far, 

Marion has been amazing. I’ve seen spectacular views of 

the flora and fauna every day that I’ve been here. It’s all 

breathtaking.
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It’s cold but, oh, what a place.

Nita Pallett

Botanist 

I have always wanted to see the wild places, especially 

those that are relatively untouched by humans. I love 

ecology because you get to connect with the system 

you study. Marion long has been a place that I have 

dreamed of visiting. My Grandfather, a zoologist, was 

involved in some research on the sub-Antarctic islands 

in the 1980’s. It is tremendously special that I get to 

continue the legacy and share my adventure with him.

Jenna van Berkel

Wind Ecologist 

Janine Schoombie
Wind Ecologist/Engineer

I am an aeronautical engineer by training. However, 

in 2015, I came to Marion as a birder and enjoyed 

working in ecology so much that I couldn't stay 

away. Even though I had heard a lot about Marion 

before I came here for the first time, nothing could 

have prepared me for the intense weather and 

terrain here. My first impression, besides weather, 

was that Marion is incredibly beautiful, in a very pre-

historic kind of way that I've never seen anywhere 

else.
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If you had said to me two years ago that I would be 

sitting on a sub-Antarctic island with 24 people for an 

entire year, I would have laughed. But being here and 

having a small taste at what Marion and the M76 

team has to offer, I could not be more grateful for this 

opportunity. Marion will certainly remould me many 

a time over throughout the year. I can’t wait to see 

the inner workings of the island as it ebbs and flows 

with life throughout this cyclical year.
Tavis Dalton

Killer Whaler/Sealer 
(Skiller)

When people who have experienced Marion Island tell 

you about it, you think you have a grasp of what to 

expect. Marion exceeds all expectations in every way, 

shape or ice pellets. Despite the harsh and variable 

working conditions, I have already found more beauty 

and wonder on this ‘little’ paradise than ever imagined. 

What a treat! I am incredibly lucky, as an average Cape 

Townian dude, to have been chosen to be part of such 

an amazing program.
Sean Evans

Sealer 

Vumboni Msimango

Sealer

A creative enthusiast with a passion for life, learning, 

and adventure. To not seek or exploit anything that 

hints at the slightest form of adventure goes against 

the matrix of my demeanour. Marion in particular 

appeared to host adventure in its rawest form. That 

and the opportunity to grow in all aspects of my 

beingness, along with, and perhaps most significantly, 

my alkebulan princess, sufficed to inspire me to apply 

and voilà, HERE WE ARE! ☺
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TEAM TRAINING

First aid bandaging (Jelena Reljic)

Lefa, demonstrating various 
bandaging and splinting 
techniques (Samantha Schröder)

Janine, ready to extinguish a real 
fire (Samantha Schröder)

Team training began on 11 March, the day the 
team first met. The initial week saw us 
participating in discussions about the island, its 
conservation value and research importance, 
and its legacy as part of the South African 
National Antarctic Program (SANAP). We also 
participated in team building exercises which 
helped us get to know each other better. 

First aid training was insightful and fun as we 
bandaged each other up. ‘How to bandage and 
splint your team member using various 
techniques’ also was demonstrated on one of 
our team members, Lefa. 

Firefighting training consisted of learning 
about the different types of fires that occur 
and the appropriate fire retardants to use on 
each. This was wrapped up with the team 
using a firehose to douse a real fire.

Laurie Johnson
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Rope access (Samantha Schroder)

Rope access had us learning how to use specialised rope equipment to 
manoeuvre up and down a rope, during which many of us felt like Spiderman 
climbing up and dangling from the ceiling. We were also shown how to use 
ropes to safely transfer team members should the need arise. 

Our last training activity was cooking, where we learnt about food preparation 
and how to make and bake delicious meals. Meals which can be replicated 
using tinned and dried ingredients. A necessity in the huts of Marion. 

Jenna and Gerard 
displaying their meal 
(Samantha Schroder)

The team enjoying the 
food they prepared 
(Vumboni Msimango)
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WELCOMING GAMES
HOW TO DO THE BOOT TOSS

1. Get low and swing the boot 

back and forth until you have 

a good rhythm going

2. Swing the boot up 

and over your head

3. Use your full body weight 

to throw the boot backwards 

as far as you can

4. Remember to throw the 

boot in the correct 

direction

MUD RUN UNDER BASE

Composed by Laurie Johnson
Photos by Hendrik Lottering 16



A note about a boat (well, a ship, 
actually).
Nita Pallett

The voyage to Marion began on the 11th of April 2019. For myself at least, and probably the rest 

of the team, the beginning of M76 was not a day too soon. Following Team Training and 

reassuring fretful parents, siblings, and loved ones in Cape Town that ‘Yes, we want to go live on 

this cold, wet island far, far away’, we finally were able to wave goodbye and begin our journey 

south. 

The voyage itself initiated a lot of excitement from the team, by seeing their first albatross, 

scanning the seas for whales, and watching prions, storm petrels, and other ‘lifers’ frit across the 

waters. We also were able to experience a few moments with big swells. However, as repeat-

voyagers gleefully kept reminding us, this was ‘nothing’ compared to what they had experienced 

x years ago on the trip down. For some, the swells were more than enough to resign them to 

bed rest and doctors’ rooms, and the trip remains best forgotten. Others were able to grow 

(somewhat wobbly) sea legs and enjoy the views of the massive surrounding ocean, exciting 

swells, and increasing coolth in the early morning from the Monkey Deck. 

The white peaks of Marion Island peered at us from the horizon on the fourth day but ice-

pellets, white-outs, and gale force winds trapped us on the ship for one last evening. The 

following morning, M76 happily was able to make its way to a new home, where we were 

greeted by a smiling old team bringing forth with them hugs and welcoming mugs of hot 

chocolate. Any nerves from the previous day had vanished into anticipation as we stood on solid 

ground and finally took that first step onto the beautiful, long-awaited, soggy Marion. 

17



Falling for Marion…literally!
Tavis Dalton
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Rough, Rugged, Raw. The first three words that 
come to mind when asked about Marion after 
my first Round Island. It didn’t take me long to 
fall in love with the beauty of this sub-Antarctic 
paradise. As soon as we crossed Skua ridge, the 
first ridge from base, the noise from the base 
generators ceased. I then knew I had made the 
right decision to come here. However, Marion 
did not make it easy. The island’s rough and 
tough side came out daily. It flung ice pellets, 
gale force winds, torrential rain, and copious 
mires at us. However, the majestic scenery, 
thriving penguin colonies, elegant albatross, 
adorable fur seal pups, cheeky ellies (elephant 
seals), and formidable killer whales outweighed 
any of the harshness.

Two days prior to our Round Island, we had 
done what the M75 sealers, Mike and Welly, 
described as “short census walks”. Well, to me, 
these were proper hikes. I arrived back to base 
shattered and ready for bed . With this in mind 
and the poor weather forecast, I knew that the 
100+ kms of walking was going to have its 
moments of grit in between the constant awe. 
None more so than the daunting Azeorellakop, 
of which we already had heard far too much.

Our first day involved finishing the north census 
of elephant seals, which ended at Repettos (aka 
Sowettos), our first hut. It’s a long, fairly flat 
walk to Repettos but Marion wouldn’t let us get 
away that easy. We got to the hut absolutely 
drenched. Wet clothes off and in the dry room. 
Fresh, dry clothes on and a boiled kettle later, 
we got our first taste of hut coffees (a milo, hot 
chocolate, coffee, and condensed milk hot 
beverage). This became a staple at every hut. 
Warm and dry, Mike slaved away at the stove 
and cooked up a storm (you’d be surprised at 
how good the tinned hut meals are). We then 
whittled the evening away with some cheeky 

banter, laughs, and journal writing.  We awoke 
damp as condensation filled the entire hut and 
our clothes remained as wet as the previous 
evening, understanding now why Repettos is 
nicknamed Sowettos. 

The next highlight came at Cape Davis where we 
had to weigh fur seal pups- a whole 100 of 
them. We watched as Nico and Mike caught pup 
after pup with ample ease. Soon enough, it was 
our turn. Not as easy as it looked. Holding 15+ 
kgs of muscle, well, fat (they are chubby chaps) 
while avoiding their bites (they are also 
contortionists) was a challenge but one of the 
most fun experiences I have had. Jumping into 
mud pools, finding ‘pup gold mines’, and seeing 
the varying personalities of the pups was an epic 
experience. A hundred pups down and scats 
collected, it was hut coffee time and we were 
delighted to know that hut condensation was 
not an issue at Cape Davis. Another round of 
banter, laughs, scrumptious food and journals 
and day two was done. Azeorellakop awaits…

Marion Hut, Tavis Dalton
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We awoke ready to conquer Azeorellakop. One 
problem though. Where was Azeorellakop? We 
could barely see 50m with a thick fog covering 
the hills but on we trekked, with Mike at the 
helm. Up we went forever before we began to 
contour over the seemingly never ending field o 
of sharp volcanic rocks and vegetated black lava. 
After one hour, two hours, ice pellets, sideways 
rain, and no visibility, we had made it over the 
toughest section towards the large ridge at the 
base of Azeorellakop, apparently the target 
point when crossing Azos. I was perplexed at 
Mike who somehow had managed to find this 
place with no GPS, no visibility, and only the 
knowledge in his head (and muscle memory I’m 
sure). I hope we manage during our solo round 
islands in the future. Now what remained was a 
simple scramble to Mixed Pickle but things are 
never that simple on Marion, remember. Half an 
hour later, Nico had vanished from the group 
into the fog. Fearing he had fallen, Mike and 
Sean backtracked in an attempt to locate him 
but this was to no avail. Knowing his capability 
and knowledge of the island, we trudged on, 
hoping that he’d be at the hut and not over the 
edge of a cliff. We did arrive and were relieved 
to see that Nico had arrived too. He was 
somewhat disappointed by the fact none of us 
had seen his spectacular wipeout, as he 
described it, which had caused him to lose us in 
the mist. Minds at ease, a hut dart game, and a 
‘hut coffee’ or two later, our eventful day on 
Azo’s ended. 

Mixed Pickle is home to a large population of 
sub-Antarctic fur seals. Here, we learnt how to 
catch mother-pup pairs for tagging. A memory 
that will stick with us for a long time, I’m sure, 
thanks to my own misfortune. From our First Aid 
training, fellow sealers, Vumboni and Sean, 
knew that I wasn’t a fan of blood, while Mike 
and Nico were none the wiser. After Sean and 
Vumboni caught and tagged the second mother-
pup pair, we had to obtain a blood sample. I 

stood on a small rise overlooking Mike and Sean 
who was holding the seal, while Nico and 
Vumboni were observing. As Mike drew the first 
blood, I felt queasy but little enough to handle it. 
A little more blood (only 2.5ml is taken) and uh-
oh…SMACK. Down I went, falling on top of Mike 
and Sean. Nico stunned, thinking, “What the hell 
is this guy doing?” Mike probably imagining a 
meteor hit him and Sean clueless with his 
beanie swung over his eyes. When I recollected 
myself and sat down besides the gents, Sean 
looked at me and asked, “Did you faint?” I 
replied, “I guess so”, and after the fully 
processed mother released, we all burst into 
laughter at the chaos that had just ensued. 
Thankfully, no harm came to anyone or the seal. 

The west side of the island is less inhabitable for 
ellies than the east side but the natural beauty 
of the west makes up for the lack of ellies. Jaw 
dropping geological features line the western 
part of the island with lava flows, sheer cliffs, 
vegetated toffee lava, and beautiful hilltops such 
as Kaalkoppie with its ‘Batman Lair’. Other 
striking features such as the Amphitheatre at 
Swartkops are sitting proud, awaiting the arrival 
of breeding season when tens of thousands of 
Macaroni penguins (‘Maccies’) will arrive and fill 
the entire amphitheatre.

Amphitheatre stands empty at Swartkop, Jelena Reljic
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The last daunting obstacle standing between 
base and us, besides the Rooks’ hut beds 
(described as sleeping on a braai grid), was 
Karookop, which lies after Watertunnel hut. We 
awoke after a shaky night as the hut swayed in 
gale force winds that had not relented by 
morning. We left, hoping the wind would be the 
most of our problem but half an hour in, 
stinging ice pellets and sideways rain pelted us. 
We fought through however and the wind and 
rain eventually let up after the summit. 
Thereafter, the walk to Kildalkey was easy going 
and we were lucky enough to have some 
sunshine! A quick census that afternoon from 
Kildalkey bay, one of the most beautiful settings 
on the island- hundreds of king penguins, dozens 
of elephant seals, and Greenhill standing proud 
in the background, to Funk Bay. Along the way, 
Sean and I were saying this round island had 
everything except Killer whales. Approaching 
Funk from Kildalkey, Mike mentioned that he 
often saw Killers there.  We thought the chances 
would be slim that day. Soon after we finish our 
census and head up the beach, Mike exclaims 

‘Killers, Killers!’ and there they are, 10m off the 
beach. Dot’s in the kelp inspecting the Bay for 
any stray seals, while Max cruises past offshore. 
Tired legs, wet clothes, mentally fatigued, and 
walking in soaked socks (thanks to Dunlop Mire), 
the sight of base was a welcome sight as it 
meant a warm shower, fresh clothes, a hot meal
and a comfortable bed. Upon arrival, a wave of 
tiredness swept over me, but I was elated at 
what we accomplished. We had just finished our 
first round island! A warm shower and full belly 
later, I couldn’t wait for to get back to hut living 
and exploring this sub-Antarctic paradise. (All 
pictures by Tavis Dalton).

Hut life, Tavis Dalton
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Bottom left : Grey-headed albatross, Stefan Schoombie. 

Bottom right: Tropicalis seal pup, Sean Evans.

Top left and right: Mushroom and moss (Racomitrium

lanuginosum) and R. lanuginosum, Jenna van Berkel.

&
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Top row (from left): Oyena

Masiko (M75 O&C birder), 

Laurie Johnson (M76 O&C 

birder), Sean Morar (M75 

O&C birder), Jelena Reljic

(M76 O&C birder).
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Bottom (from left): Micheal

Voysey (M75 Killer whaler), 

Tavis Dalton (M76 Killer 

whaler), Sean Evans (M76  

Sealer), Vumboni Msimango

(M76  Sealer), Nico du Bruyn

(Chief Scientist)
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Top: Crawford Bay, Janine Schoombie

Bottom: Ship’s Cove, Tavis Dalton
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Average daily: 6,7 °C
Minimum: -1,2 °C
Maximum: 15,9 °C

TEMPERATURE

Total: 203 mm
Maximum (24h): 33,6 mm
Rain days: 24

RAINFALL

Total hours: 101,1

SUNSHINE

Maximum gust: 130,7 km/h

WIND

Monthly weather statistics for May 2019, Marion Island Meteorological station.
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25


