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            Our journey to the bottom of the world began in Ushuaia, Argentina, the world's southernmost city and launching point for most Antarctic expeditions. We arrived on November 19, 2010 at the Ushuaia -Malvinas Argentinas International Airport.


            


            Ushuaia is a city on the island Tierra del Fuego in the Argentinian province of Tierra del Fuego in the Patagonia region of South America. This remote city is surrounded by the Martial mountain range and was first established as a penal colony due to its isolation. Despite the fact that this was the transition between spring and summer, the temperature barely rose above 50F with snow flurries seen soon after arriving.


            


            Upon arrival we were taken to the Hotel Albatross by the tour operators. The city is quite small and very reminiscent of the small towns of coastal Alaska. Most stores in this tourism focused community are located on the main street Avenida San Martin. Like the rest of Argentina the stores are known for carrying mate gourds for drinking the yerba mate tea, fine leather goods, llama wool clothing and also  Rhodochrosite or "Inca Rose", a semi-precious mineral used in everything from jewellery to statues. We used our first day to scope out these and other souvenir stores.


            


            The food of Argentina has a different flair. While we tried the steak in Buenos Aires, in Ushuaia I tried their hamburgers which are very different from the typical American 


          

        

        
          
            hamburger. Their hamburgers tend to be very large and flat and set on a type of crusty flatbread. Equally tasty was their pizza, using a delectable assortment of cheeses on a tasty crust. I was a little disappointed in their chicken which tasted very "fresh" and unseasoned.


            


            On embarkation day we had time to visit the old prison and maritime museum. Also we were surprised to see the Veendam cruise ship at the dock behind our ship the Akademik Ioffe having just left Bermuda a few weeks prior. The Veendam was also the ship that took us to Alaska back in 1999.


            


            Following embarkation we were delayed from leaving due to high winds. Around  10:30pm we were given permission to sail and set off through the Beagle channel for the Drake Passage the much feared body of water between South America and Antarctica. 
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            I noticed around 5am on November 21st that the seas began to increase quite a bit. Little did I know that this wasn't "the Drake". We were actually in a holding pattern just outside the Beagle Channel as the Drake was experiencing a Category 11 storm (37-52ft swells). The Captain opted to lose a day while the storm passed. When we did  venture into the Drake Passage it was down to a Category 7 storm (13-19ft swells).


            


            We conveniently entered the Drake just before dinner on November 21st. I avoided eating too much of the main course, filling up on bread, soup, salad and ginger ale. Although the seas were extremely rough throughout the night, by morning it had settled into a steady rhythm. We had around 48 hours of these conditions to look forward to before reaching Antarctic waters.
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            Land Ho!


          

        

        
          
            On the evening of November 23rd at the end of dinner, we spotted our first icebergs followed by a humpback whale sighting. Immense icebergs of indescribable size passed on either side of our ship as we entered the Gerlache Strait.


            


            The majority of our time in Antarctica was spent in the peninsula region shown in the map to the right. We were orginally supposed to travel as far south as the Lemaire Channel however the channel was still completely blocked by the thawing spring ice. As a result we came just short of crossing the Antarctic circle.


            


            At this latitude at this time of year, the sun rose at around 3:11am and set at 10:47pm allowing for nearly 20 hours of daylight. Even after the sun set we experienced about 4 hours of twilight rather than any significant darkness.
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            Cuverville Island


          

        

        
          
            Our first stop brought us to the first of many Gentoo penguin colonies at Cuverville Island. A combination of ice and penguins were blocking the only accessible landing sites so we were forced to cruise the harbour in our Zodiacs.


            


            We were able to view the Gentoo penguins onshore as well as a Crabeater seal lounging on an iceberg. Our Zodiac driver was even able to retrieve a large clear piece of (possibly thousand year old) ice for our drinks later.


            


            The air in Antarctica is especially clear and free of any dust or particles. You can literally make out fine details on mountains viewed miles in the distance. It is like viewing the world in High Definition. The dust-free air also means that no matter how cold it gets you can never "see your breath" since your exhaled water particles have nothing to stick to.
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            Neko Harbour


          

        

        
          
            The late thawing ice continued to block our path as we moved to Neko Harbour in the afternoon. Rather than taking an inner passage, we were forced to head back into the Gerlache Strait in order to reach Neko Harbour from Cuverville Island.


            


            We arrived at Neko Harbour at around 5pm under a near cloudless sky with the sun shining brightly. As we loaded onto the Zodiacs to go ashore we witnessed a medium-sized avalanche taking place onshore. We would witness two more in the mountains across from us.


            


            Neko Harbour is part of the Antarctic continent proper and this would be the only time we would set foot on the main continent. Our other stops would all be islands in the peninsula. Like most of our stops Neko was home to a large Gentoo penguin colony.


            


            We concluded our first full day in Antarctica with a BBQ on deck.
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            Paradise Harbour


          

        

        
          
            For Thanksgiving Day (Nov. 25th) we were supposed to head to the Peterman Islands and the Ukrainian Vernadsky research station. Unfortunately the Lemaire Channel was completely blocked by ice. Instead we spent the afternoon at Paradise Harbour - home to a Gentoo penguin colony and abandoned Argentinian & Chilean research stations.


            


            The thick sea ice and icebergs yet again prevented our Zodiacs from landing ashore and we cruised the harbour in what turned out to be the coldest day of our lives. We spotted a Weddell seal and Gentoo penguins on the icebergs as well as a Minke whale. A few of us even decided to try a bite of fresh (albeit salty) Antarctic ice. Shortly after we loaded back onto the ship, we spotted Orcas off our starboard side.


            


            Of course for dinner we had turkey for all the American passengers onboard.
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            Danco Island was the area chosen for some of the passengers to camp out overnight. The campers slept inside insulated sleeping bags out in the open (the tent was for supplies). Throughout the night they had frequent visitors from the nearby Gentoo penguin colony along with a few Snowy Sheathbill birds.
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            Our next stop took us to Jougla Point, home to another Gentoo penguin colony and also site to an unoccupied Argentinian research station. During our brief stay we saw Snowy sheathbills as well as a few Crabeater seals. Buried beneath the snow and ice was also the remains of a whale skeleton which would be more visible later in the summer.
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            Not too far from Jougla Point was the British research station Port Lockroy. In addition to the research still performed at the station, Port Lockroy also houses a museum, gift shop and post office. 


            


            The half a dozen female researchers occupy Port Lockroy during the summer months and were conducting research on the effects of human proximity on Gentoo penguins. 


            


            The museum portion of the station is the carefully preserved buildings used by Antarctic researchers during the 1950s. Two weeks prior to our arrival the researchers had discovered paintings of Marilyn Monroe, Judy Garland and other starlets of the day on the walls in the bedroom. They were carefully removing the paint which had been concealing these images for some time.
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            Our final morning in Antarctica saw us arrive at Deception Island, a live volcanic island and home to now abandoned British, Argentinian and Chilean research stations. The volcano erupts on a roughly 40 year cycle and had its last eruption in 1968-9 so it was overdue for another eruption.


            


            Our ship had to pass through a narrow gap in the roughly circular caldera called Neptune's Bellows. Some passengers hiked up to the high gap in the caldera called Neptune's Window for spectacular views of the entire island while others toured the abandoned remnants of the British station. A number of brave individuals took the polar plunge in the frigid waters of Whaler's Bay.
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            Our final landing in Antarctica was our call at Half-Moon Island, home to a Chinstrap penguin colony. In addition to the penguins we were able to spot a Weddell seal onshore. The island also housed an unoccupied Argentinian research station. While onshore the weather began to change  resulting in a heavy snowfall for our last steps onshore.
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            Around dinner time on November 27th we hit the rough seas of the Drake Passage on our journey back to Ushuaia. While on the bridge I was even briefly able to send a text message to my sister (courtesy of the Entel tower on King George Island).


            


            At 10am on November 29th we were greeted with clear views of the Cape Horn, signalling our impending conclusion to our expedition. A final Captain's Dinner was held that evening complete with "Baked Antarctica" for dessert. As we disembarked the Akademik Ioffe a few of us had one last gathering at the Tante Sara cafe before heading our separate ways.
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            A photo journal of the sights and vistas at the bottom of the world as a part of the Quark Expeditions Antarctic Explorer tour of the Antarctic peninsula.
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