
9VØA

As few months ago, I was approached by an ex-Antarctic colleague who runs a company called ”Antarctic Logistics & Expeditions”. Basically they provide the logistics for mountaineers & scientists wishing to go to the South Pole or climb unscaled mountains in Antarctica. With my previous experience working on British & Australian expeditions in the polar regions, he felt that I could improve the comms facilities at their temporary, summer only base camp at Patriot Hills, deep in the Antarctic interior and about 800 km from the South Pole itself. The Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore generously agreed to issue the special callsign 9VØA for use whilst I was there. This was the first time a Singapore callsign has ever been issued for use in the Antarctic. I was therefore expecting quite a pile-up!

Patriot Hills is located at the southern end of the Ellsworth mountain range, which includes Antarctica’s highest mountain, Mount Vinson at nearly 5000 metres. It is a very unusual location in that strong katabatic winds regularly sweep down from the hills and blow the snow off the nearby ice cap leaving bare, polished ‘blue ice’ as hard as concrete and over 1,000 metres thick.  Properly surveyed, marked out and over 8 km long, this ‘blue ice runway’ can be safely used by wheeled, long range jet aircraft.

Although several countries have territorial claims in Antarctica, these are all ‘frozen’ by the Antarctic Treaty. Australia for example claims 43% of the continent as ‘Australian Antarctic Territory’ and maintains three scientific research bases on the Indian Ocean region of the Antarctic coastline (Mawson, Davis & Casey), however Russia, China and the USA also have research bases in the Australian claimed sector.  Antarctica really is ‘No Man’s Land’ in every sense. On December 12th, myself along with twenty members of a Chinese Government expedition who were going to climb Mount Vinson boarded a Russian Ilyushin 76 cargo jet for the 8-hour flight from Punta Arenas at the southern tip of Chile to Patriot Hills on the Antarctic Plateau.
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Photo 1: Unloading the Ilyushin 76 at Patriot Hills

Once we safely touched down, there was a mad rush to get everything unloaded as quickly as possible, since the aircraft does not shut down its engines because of the cold and there was a risk that the landing wheels would get frozen into the ice due to the aircraft’s weight! Once everything and everyone was out, the Russian crew did a quick turn around & took off back to Punta Arenas. We were supposed not to see them again for another three weeks.

The support staff at the base, which included a chef, doctor, meteorologist, comms operator & vehicle mechanic were made up of Canadians (the pilots & engineers), Britons, South Africans, Chileans and Russians all of whom, like myself, had many years experience in the polar regions & we soon became good friends.

My main reason for being at Patriot Hills was to establish an HF digital link between the base camp and ALE’s Operations Office back in Punta Arenas. An INMARSAT M geostationary satellite link was already in use, but at the high latitude of 80 degrees south, it was extremely unreliable and at best was very slow. Iridium telephones using Low Earth Orbit satellites were also used, but air time was very expensive and it was not practical to send data & email over an Iridium link. PSK-31 was trialled on the HF frequencies between Patriot Hills & Punta Arenas during my stay and proved to be very successful. So successful in fact that Jaco, the South African meteorologist soon began to send his hourly weather reports to Punta Arenas automatically as text files straight from his laptop via PSK-31 as opposed to trying to read them out over the air by voice!
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Photo 2: Main Base Camp, Comms tent on left with Ellsworth Mountains in background

Two smaller Canadian turbo-prop Twin Otter aircraft were also based at Patriot Hills to ferry expedition members & supplies to the foot of Mount Vinson & the South Pole. Whenever the aircraft were not flying (usually when the weather was too bad), I was able to get on the amateur bands. Unfortunately, propagation was not all that great, partly due to the fact that at 80 degrees South, we were in the Auroral Oval and also permanent daylight at this time of the year. 

However there were several days between 0100 – 0600 local time when propagation picked up on 7 & 10 MHz on the Long Path to North America via the South & North Poles and I managed around one thousand QSOs during my stay, mainly on CW, with a few SSB & PSK-31 QSOs, including some Europeans & Japanese. I also worked R1ANF at the Russian ‘Bellingshausen’ base in South Shetland Islands & DP1POL, the German base ‘Neumeyer’ in Atka Bay, although these two were not too difficult, because they were almost neighbours.  Unfortunately, conditions weren’t quite right for hearing Singapore, although quite a few 9V1’s were listening  for me.  

The 9VØA rig was a brand new Yaesu FT897 running 100 Watts into the camp’s main unterminated Vee beam which pointed roughly North-South.  Due to the nature of my work, I have to travel a great deal and normally plan & pack very carefully, in case I forget something. I usually do, and this time round, the important item I forgot to pack along with the rig, morse key, headphones, thermal underwear & woolly socks was a Singapore flag!

[image: image3.png]



Photo 3: 9VØA Rig: Yaesu FT 897

The stay at Patriot Hills was not entirely without drama. A helicopter piloted by two British adventurers attempting to fly from the North to South Poles crashed about an hour’s flying time from Patriot Hills & we were rapidly scrambled into “Search & Rescue” mode. Fortunately, both of them survived the impact and had managed to crawl out of the wreck & activate their distress beacon. But the main concern was the cold; if we couldn’t get to them within a few hours, they would suffer hypothermia and quickly freeze to death in the sub-zero temperatures and howling winds. The Canadian Twin Otter pilots flew straight to the crash site along with the camp doctor & the casualties were brought back to Patriot Hills, where at least they would be kept warm & have basic medical care. Although not critically injured, the doctor recommended a medevac.

Needless to say, the Ilyushin 76 was already in the air en route from Punta Arenas with a Chilean medical team on board, just in case. They landed in nearly 40 knots of wind & were on the ground for less than 5 minutes whilst the injured Britons were taken on board to be flown back to civilisation and a Chilean hospital. It was certainly a long day for all concerned.

[image: image4.png]



Photo 3: CQ CQ CQ DE 9VØA  9VØA  K 

Christmas Day was a special occasion and Fran, the British chef, produced a grand festive dinner of roast turkey with all the trimmings. We even had a plastic Christmas tree & the Camp Manager had quietly arranged for small presents to be obtained & wrapped up for everyone back in Chile and then secretly smuggled into the camp on the previous supply flight in a box marked as “Urgent - Mechanical Spare Parts”. Santa gave me a nice blue & orange woolly hat with a penguin motif on the front. 

I also received an extra Christmas present in the form of a message from Singapore advising that my application for Permanent Residency had been approved; I must surely be the first person ever to be granted Singaporean PR whilst in Antarctica!

The Christmas celebrations went on late into the next morning (even though it was broad daylight!), then it was back to work for the next week, checking antennas, doing odd electrical jobs, assisting the Comms Operator (Jason, ex-ZS7ANT) and building a basic VHF repeater to install on one of the nearby peaks & extend handheld coverage in the area.  

We went into “celebration mode” yet again on New Year’s Eve, although the Russians’ vodka supply was running dangerously low & they’d already put in their order for extra supplies to come down on the next Ilyushin flight.

Finally, the day came to for me to leave. I borrowed a snow-mobile and spent most of the day & early evening installing & testing the VHF repeater, which I’d decided to locate about 1000 metres up on an accessible peak overlooking the camp about 10km away. 
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Photo 4: Author with VHF Repeater near summit of Patriot Hills

The repeater was basically an old Yaesu VX1R with the receive audio fed via an impedance matching transformer to the mic input of a VX7R set for VOX operation giving 5 Watts output & powered by a 7 Ah 12 volt battery on trickle charge from a small solar panel. The entire unit was housed in a weather-proof box, painted black to absorb as much heat from the sun as possible. The separate transmit & receive antennas were basic vertical dipoles cut from coax cable & tied to bamboo marker poles spaced about 10 metres apart to provide some isolation. The transmit & receive frequency split was also kept as wide as possible for the same reason (5 MHz). Finally the repeater box was secured to two 1 metre long ice pitons hammered into the ice. Things have a habit of literally getting blown away in an Antarctic blizzard, so they need to be well secured and marked with red flags. I might be smiling in the photo, but my teeth were chattering as well; being 1000 metres higher up meant it was about 10 degrees colder & nobody wants to stand still in minus 40 for very long ! 

A few hours later, the captain of the Ilyushin 76 made a spectacular approach and perfect landing at 2 o’clock in the morning in brilliant sunshine and a temperature of minus 35 Centigrade. Before I knew it, I was on board heading back North to civilization with all its comforts & quickly dozed off after a very long final day “on the Ice”.  I only woke up again when we touched down at Punta Arenas and it was almost as if I’d never actually been anywhere at all and that it had all really been a dream.  I pulled out my travel documents  & noticed the 9VØA log that I’d carefully folded up along with my passport. It had been no dream and there was going to be a pile of QSL requests to sort out when I finally got back to Singapore! 
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