Report:  South Georgia Crossing 9-12 March 2009

Expedition Leader: Howard Whelan

Mountain Guide: Pete Sinden

Clients: Mike Dore, Jeremy Dore, James Gilchrist

Support Ship: MV Polar Pioneer

At 1800 on 9 March, the expedition party was ferried ashore near the head of King Haakon Bay by Zodiac.  A campsite was chosen near the start of the moraine leading up to Shackleton Gap.  Equipment was checked, dinner prepared and we turned in early.

At 0430, 10 March, we awoke to heavy rain and blustery wind. Conditions above sounded much worse.  We waited another hour and a half and in the pre-dawn light could see patches of clearing so broke camp and were away by about 0730.

Our route took us up the moraine to the ice below Shackleton Gap where we donned crampons. During the morning we continued up and onto the Murray Snowfield where we roped up due to hidden crevasses. By early afternoon we ascended Trident Pass in a strong wind and descended to the Crean Glacier. We reached Crean Camp by 1700 and set up camp in strong winds. Despite the wind, the temperature was well above freezing and our normal camp at Crean Glacier was under several centimetres of meltwater so we had to make do with a raised platform along a section of moraine.

Just after 2000, we enjoyed a beautiful full moonrise from the head of the Crean Glacier. That night strong winds rocked both tents and the importance of having a high-quality mountain tent with strong guy-lines was confirmed. We began breaking camp at 0430 on11 March.  It was a laborious job in the wind and time-consuming as we’d spent two hours securing the tents the night before. 

We were away at 0630, from camp we set off to the north toward the centre depression of the Crean Glacier before turning to the east.  It proved a much less broken route than the one we’d tried several years ago at this time of year (facing the buttress above camp, we’d set off at about 0900 rather than 0600). Our main concern was the wind, which was gusting well in excess of 40 knots, but we made good progress and were at the helicopter crash site by 0930.

After a short break we continued up toward the Great Nunatak and crossed over onto the Fortuna Glacier where we had lunch at about 1100.  After lunch we attempted to follow our previous route down the Fortuna Glacier, turning onto the side glacier that empties into Fortuna Bay. There was a tremendous amount of meltwater and slush in all the basins and we found ourselves often wading in ankle-deep water.

Unfortunately the ice of the side-glacier was very broken up, particularly along the route we’d followed previously, so we made our way across to the right-hand side and found a good depression that angled farther down to the right giving us an obvious exit point from the ice and onto the moraine. This led to the small valley to the south of the secondary glacier that runs east-west and descends to the bay. We stayed on the north-side of the meltwater stream and found reasonable access on steep scree slopes.

We arrived at Fortuna Bay at 1630 and were picked up by Zodiac from our ship. We spent the night on Polar Pioneer, and at 0830, 12 March, we were joined by other passengers for our walk over Stromness Pass to Stromness, which we completed in two hours in unseasonally warm temperatures and nil wind.

In summary, our Crossing was challenging due to sometimes extreme wind conditions, but ultimately very successful. For parties following, I would recommend that as they pass the Great Nunatak, they angle to the lowest point on the pass leading to the Fortuna Glacier. This will put them at the head of the small depression on the right-hand side of the Glacier, which can then be easily followed down to the right-hand side of the secondary glacier and the exit gully.
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