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The big chill
As cruising makes its long-awaited return, a trip of 

a lifetime to Antarctica has never been more rewarding with 
feel-good activities and astonishing animal encounters.

Words and photography  R A C H E L L E  M A C K I N T O S H

A humpback 
whale surfaces 
by a glacier in 

Neko Harbour, 
Antarctica.
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A FTER A COUPLE OF YEARS 
defined by social distancing, 
an expedition to the very end 
of the earth might seem like 

an odd choice for a post-pandemic holiday. 
But exploring Antarctica in sustainable 
style feels like you’re restarting your  
travels in a positive way – one that leaves 
you inspired long after you return home.  

OVER THE SEAS

Journeying to the Antarctic Peninsula, 
South Georgia and the Falkland Islands, 
Aurora Expedition’s 23-day Antarctica 
Complete cruise takes in some 6,000km 
along the planet’s wildest edge. My 
adventure begins in Punta Arenas, Chile 
(future Aurora cruises will start nearby 
in Ushuaia, Argentina), where 80-plus 
passengers cheer as the Greg Mortimer’s 
anchor is raised and we start head-

ing south towards the white continent. 
First, we must cross the Drake Passage 

– a notorious stretch of sea that’s famously 
volatile. But thanks to the combination of 
the ship’s unique bow (designed to mini-
mise movement and fuel consumption), 
and only the gentlest of ocean motion, 
we can relax on the deck and look out for 
minke, humpback and fin whales as alba-
trosses soar above. 

It’s also an opportunity to learn 
more about the polar playground that 
lies ahead, with Aurora’s naturalists 
hosting lectures about everything from 
penguin behaviour to Ernest Shackleton’s  
adventures. They also lead citizen 
science experiences, where passengers  
collect data that contributes to environ-
mental research. 

As we cross the Drake, we conduct 
cloud surveys that help NASA’s Globe 

Program monitor the weather, and 
count seabirds for the Cornell Lab of  
Ornithology’s eBird research project. 
These simple activities ensure our 100% 
carbon neutral cruise also benefits the 
environments we visit, so there’s feel-
good moments aplenty. 

ICE MAGIC 

Two relaxing days later, we wake to views 
of towering icebergs in every direction – 
the ship had arrived in Antarctica as we 
slept and today we’ll be walking on the 
continent itself. Excitement ripples through 
the dining room over breakfast, then we 
head to the ship’s mudroom to collect our 
weatherproof gear – it’s -4°C outside, after 
all. Here, we’re split into groups of 10 to 
board the Zodiacs – the small but stable 
inflatable boats used for our twice-daily 
excursions throughout the trip. 

Weaving through Prospect Point’s 
icebergs towards the landing area is so 
mesmerising we barely notice the chill. 
The elements have sculpted the ice into 
everything from multistorey cubes to bird-
head shapes, some shimmering vibrant 
shades of blue. Then, planting our feet 
on the continent, it’s a short stroll across 
a frosty knoll to breathe in the view as 
Antarctica sprawls out around us. 

Back on the ship later that after-
noon, we cross the Antarctic Circle and 
toast the moment with Baileys-infused  
hot chocolate.

INTO THE WILD

Over the next few days we marvel at 
nature’s artistry as our Zodiacs take 
us to the Lemaire Channel, Cuverville 
Island, Lindblad Cove, Paradise Bay 
and Neko Harbour. Between excur-
sions we compare notes over delicious 
three-course dinners and relax in our 
comfortable suites where plush touches 
include heated bathroom floors, wide-
screen TVs and spacious balconies.    

Some adventurous travellers sign up 
for the optional snorkelling and sea-kayak-
ing activities, while others take part in the 
FjordPhyto citizen science program, which 
helps researchers monitor the effects of 
climate change on the polar food-chain. 
But I find walking among the animals too 
hard to resist, so I make the most of every 
Zodiac landing. After all, it’s not every day 
you can meander through a 500-strong 
gentoo penguin colony or get so close to 
snoozing seals that you can see the frost 
in their whiskers!

Along with memorable wildlife hubs, 
we explore very human places, including 
abandoned historic shacks like Damoy 
Hut and Wordie House – both once occu-
pied by the British Antarctic Survey, with 
the decades-old Marmite still on the 
shelf to prove it. Seeing how modestly 
those pioneers lived in this extreme 
environment, albeit with a David Atten-
borough-worthy wilderness in their 
backyard, puts our recent pandemic isola-
tion into perspective. 

Above: the writer visited Antarctica aboard Aurora Expedition’s purpose-built passenger ship, the Greg Mortimer. 
Scenes from Antarctica, opposite page from top: a gentoo penguin shows its grace in the water; a Zodiac boat 

transfers cruise passengers to Neko Harbour; a crabeater seal, a mammal that spends its entire life on pack-ice.
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“South Georgia inspires nature lovers. Dramatic 
peaks and glaciers create jaw-dropping backdrops 
for beaches filled with gigantic elephant seals and 

some 450,000 breeding pairs of king penguins.”
RACHELLE MACKINTOSH  

Award-winning travel/wildlife journalist, 
photographer and producer
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HANDY HINTS
Three ways to 
make the most of your  
Antarctica cruise.

1.
BE FLEXIBLE

As the polar weather and sea 

conditions frequently change,  

the cruise’s itinerary may be 

adjusted accordingly. 

2.
PACK RIGHT 

While Aurora supplies your 

expedition jacket and boots,  

you’ll need to bring waterproof 

trousers and gloves, along with 

mid-layers and thermals. For 

landings, lightweight hiking poles 

come in handy.

3.
STAY HEALTHY 

All passengers require a medical 

exam before travelling.  

When you see your GP, ask 

their advice about seasickness 

medication. In terms of COVID-

19 protocols, Aurora’s are quite 

stringent. The onboard doctors 

administer rapid antigen tests to 

everyone on board; passengers are 

divided into groups for activities 

and meals, and masks are 

mandatory indoors. 

ELEPHANTS AND KINGS

After a few adventure-filled days, it’s time 
to move on to South Georgia Island and, 
after a brief stop at Elephant Island in  
the South Shetlands, we cross the Scotia 
Sea to arrive at this 3,528sq km sub- 
antarctic wildlife wonderland. From our 
first landing it’s clear why South Georgia 
has inspired nature lovers since it was first 
claimed by the British in 1775. 

Dramatic peaks and glaciers create 
jaw-dropping backdrops for beaches 
filled with gigantic southern elephant 
seals and some 450,000 breeding pairs 
of king penguins. Walking among them at 
Peggotty Bluff, Cooper Bay, Gold Harbour 
and Salisbury Plain is slow-going as I fill 
my camera’s memory cards with these 
lovable waddlers. 

Other excursions unveil a memorable 
menagerie starring playful leopard seals, 

chinstrap and macaroni penguins, gigantic 
wandering albatrosses and even a one-in-
a-thousand sighting of a white Antarctic 
fur seal pup. We also visit an abandoned 
whaling station at Grytviken, exploring 
its quaint 1913 church and paying our 
respects at Ernest Shackleton’s grave. The 
settlement closed in 1965 and wander-
ing through its rusty relics is eerie but 
inspiring – with the humans long gone, 
the animals here are thriving in a living 
testament to the resilience of nature.  

RETURN TO REALITY 

Uplifted by four wildlife-filled days in 
South Georgia, our adventure moves on 
to the Falkland Islands – a British over-
seas territory of around 740 islands, where 
many of the 3,200 residents run sheep 
farms. Removing some of our warmer 
layers to soak up the 10°C sunshine, we 

enjoy leisurely hikes through penguin and 
albatross colonies on Grand Jason, Saun-
ders and West Point islands, and meet 
our first locals, Thies Matzen and Kicki  
Ericson – a European couple who live 
here all year round. Seeing their relaxed, 
friendly faces is a reminder that isolation 
isn’t just a pandemic punishment – it can 
be a gift that brings perspective. Spending 
three weeks in the polar wilderness is the 
ultimate opportunity to reset, truly exhale 
and celebrate just how awe-inspiring this 
planet can be.  
Aurora Expeditions offers a range of 
itineraries to Antarctica, including the 
23-day Antarctica Complete cruise. For 
details, go to auroraexpeditions.com.au

Above: whaling relics at Grytviken, South Georgia. Opposite page, clockwise from top left: Ernest Shackleton’s 
grave in Grytviken; cruise passengers Brenda Weatherhead and Susan O’Hara walking in the Falklands; an 
iceberg that looks like a sculpture in Paradise Bay, Antarctica; a southern elephant seal in South Georgia.
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