
““ IInn  tthhee  bboottttoomm  ooff  tthhee  ppllaanneett  lliieess  aann
eenncchhaanntteedd  ccoonnttiinneenntt  ..  ..  ..  lliikkee  aa  ppaallee,,
sslleeeeppiinngg  pprriinncceessss..  SSiinniisstteerr  aanndd  bbeeaauuttii--
ffuull,,  sshhee  lliieess  iinn  hheerr  ffrroozzeenn  sslluummbbeerr,,  hheerr
bbiilllloowwyy  wwhhiittee  rroobbeess  ooff  ssnnooww  wweeiirrddllyy
lluummiinnoouuss  wwiitthh  aammeetthhyyssttss  aanndd  eemmeerraallddss
ooff  iiccee,,  hheerr  ddrreeaammss  iirriiddeesscceenntt  iiccee  hhaallooss
aarroouunndd  tthhee  ssuunn  aanndd  mmoooonn,,  hheerr  hhoorriizzoonnss
ppaaiinntteedd  wwiitthh  ppaasstteell  sshhaaddeess  ooff  ppiinnkk,,
ggoolldd,,  ggrreeeenn  aanndd  bblluuee..  SSuucchh  iiss
AAnnttaarrccttiiccaa,,  lluurriinngg  llaanndd  ooff  eevveerr--llaassttiinngg
mmyysstteerryy..””

When Rear Admiral Richard
E. Byrd wrote those words
for an article in National

Geographic, he must have known that
his description could not bring to life
the “essence” of Antarctica. It would
be similar to Neil Armstrong trying to
share his experience of walking on the
moon. 

Sun Sets
on Navy’s
Antarctic
Mission

TToopp,,  rreemmeemmbbeerreedd  aass  aann  eexxpplloorreerr,,  BByyrrdd  wwaass
ffiirrsstt  aa  nnaavvaall  ooffffiicceerr  aanndd  NNaavvaall  AAvviiaattoorr..  LLeefftt,,
NNaavvyy  ppeerrssoonnnneell  eexxpplloorree  iiccee  ccaavveerrnnss  wwhhiillee
““wwiinntteerriinngg  oovveerr..””
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BByy  NNooeell  GGiilllleessppiiee



For millions of years, the Antarctic
remained unconquered. In the 18th
century, expeditions slowly made their
way about the continent on foot or
with dog sleds. In 1928 the airplane
opened the frozen wasteland to further
exploration led by Australian Sir
Hubert Wilkins. On 29 November
1929, RAdm. Byrd became the first
man to fly over the South Pole.

Still, the Antarctic remained large-
ly unexplored until Air Development
Squadron (VX, later VXE) 6 was

LLeefftt,,  rroottoorr  wwaasshh  aanndd  ffrroozzeenn  ssnnooww  wwhhiipp  aatt
tthhee  SSaaiilloorrss  ooff  VVXX--66  aass  aann  LLHH--3344    SSeeaahhoorrssee
aapppprrooaacchheess  ffoorr  llaannddiinngg..  FFoorr  oovveerr  ffoouurr
ddeeccaaddeess  AAiirr  DDeevveellooppmmeenntt  SSqquuaaddrroonn  66  ssuupp--
ppoorrtteedd  sscciieennttiissttss,,  lliikkee  PPaauull  WWiilllliiaammss,,  bbeellooww,,
iinn  tthheeiirr  ssttuuddiieess  ooff  tthhee  iiccyy  ccoonnttiinneenntt..  BBoottttoomm,,

aa  SSuuppeerr  CCoonnsstteellllaattiioonn  llaannddss  aatt  MMccMMuurrddoo
SSttaattiioonn  iinn  11995599  aanndd  iiss  ggrreeeetteedd  bbyy  tthhee
bbaassee’’ss  ddoogg  sslleedd  tteeaamm..  
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established at NAS Patuxent River,
Md., on 17 January 1955.
In December, the
squadron flew into
Antarctica as part of
Operation Deep Freeze to
support studies of the
earth’s geophysical phe-
nomena. For over four
decades, VXE-6 carried
passengers and supplies
to the icy region, but ear-
lier this year the
squadron’s long partici-
pation in operations there
was overtaken by modern
events.

During a 20 February
ceremony in Christ-
church, New Zealand, the Navy dises-
tablished the Naval Antarctic Support
Unit and formally turned over to the
Air Force the responsibility for logis-
tical support of the U.S. Antarctic
Program directed by the National
Science Foundation (NSF). In March,
Naval Support Force, Antarctica was
disestablished in Port Hueneme, Calif.
Citing the decision to remove the
Navy’s presence due to “new global

priorities relating to
the end of the Cold
War,” NSF selected
the New York National
Guard’s 109th Airlift
Wing to assume Deep
Freeze responsibili-
ties.VXE-6 crews will
participate in the tran-
sition until 1999 when
the squadron will be
disestablished and its
ski-equipped LC-130
Hercules aircraft

turned over to the Air Force.
Antarctic operations are not new to

the Air Force. The 109th has flown
supplies to polar stations for over 20
years, and the New York National
Guard has 24 ice-trained crews who
deploy to these regions. Lieutenant
Colonel Richard M. Saburro,
Commander Operation Deep Freeze,
Detachment 13 in Christchurch,
emphasized the distinctive role of

Navy crews over the years: “They
blazed the trails, opening up the conti-
nent to exploration. The Navy’s opera-
tion reminds me of the westward
movement—covered wagons, trails
turning to dirt roads, then to paved
highways with gas stations and fast
food outlets. Without the Navy, we
wouldn’t be there now.”

The Navy may leave Antarctica,
but the white continent will remain a
part of naval history. Byrd’s historic
flight over the South Pole, the first
VXE-6 planes to arrive there, the sci-
entific research accomplished, and a
memorial in Christchurch honoring
the 50 Americans who lost their lives
to the severe climate all stand as testa-
ment to the bond between Naval
Aviation and this winter wonderland. 

Mr. Gillespie is a freelance aviation
writer who lives in Christchurch, N.Z.
NANews Assistant Editor JO2 Joshua M.
Hudson contributed to this article.
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TToopp,,  jjeett--aassssiisstteedd  ttaakkeeooffff  bboottttlleess  hheellpp  mmoovvee  tthhiiss  sskkii--
eeqquuiippppeedd  LLCC--113300  HHeerrccuulleess aalloonngg  tthhee  iiccyy  rruunnwwaayy  ffoorr
llaauunncchh..  RRiigghhtt,,  aa  NNeeww  YYoorrkk  AAiirr  NNaattiioonnaall  GGuuaarrdd  LLCC--113300
ppaarrkkeedd  nneeaarr  iittss  VVXXEE--66  ccoouunntteerrppaarrtt  iinn  CChhrriissttcchhuurrcchh  ssyymm--
bboolliizzeess  tthhee  cchhaannggiinngg  ooff  tthhee  gguuaarrdd..
BBeellooww,,  aa  mmeemmoorriiaall  ppllaaqquuee  hhoonnoorrss  tthhee  5500  AAmmeerriiccaannss  wwhhoo
ddiieedd  iinn  AAnnttaarrccttiiccaa  dduurriinngg  OOppeerraattiioonn  DDeeeepp  FFrreeeezzee..
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