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Pure joy of a holiday on ice

Abdul | ah Ahnad

NEVER in ny wildest dreanms did | imagine | would one day visit Antarctica.
But it happened. The first Ml aysi an expedition was a great success. This
| argely ice-covered continent centred on the South Pole, despite being the
wi | dest as well as the coldest continent, has around 80 permanent settlers
- Chileans - on King Ceorge Island, and has a transient popul ation of
research and support staff numnbering several hundred, nade up of 10
nationalities. Perhaps nore.

Each person in Antarctica is subject to his country's laws. Crine is
negligi ble. However, there were - though rarely - cases of petty theft,
always linked to visits by tourists to research stations.

Antarctica covers 10 per cent of the world' s surface, |ocking 80 per
cent of the earth's freshwater in ice-sheets, yet this unique eco-system
supports one of the richest concentrations of wildlife.

Politics exists even here; rivalries anong nations wi shing to preserve
Antarctica as a world park, and those pursuing territorial clains
(Argentina, Australia, Britain, Chile, Norway, and New Zeal and), but ot her
nations, including us, do not recognise these clains. W want it to bel ong
to all Mankind.

The Antarctic Treaty (1961) provides international governance, and to
gain consultative status, the Prime Mnister, Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir
Mohamad, has indicated Malaysia will set up a research station as soon as
possi bl e.

I was warned about the daunting nine-day voyage (February 5-13), but |
knew | woul d survive it, because |I had good training, having successfully
overconme five years of deprivation, extrene loneliness in solitary
confinenent, exhaustion, and degradation in Giulams prison between 1976
and 1981. Anything el se would be a joy.

But the expedition, though not a five-star cruise, was no hardship.
Everyt hi ng was acceptably good and well organi sed. W took a Ml aysi an
chef, Hussain Bavutty. The ship's staff were excellent - multilingual
friendly, helpful and very efficient, conprising several nationalities.

I have never had better room service for sone tine than on this Russian
i ce-breaker, and yet | have stayed in five-star hotels with butler
att ached.

The 60-plus Mal aysians |led by Dr Mahathir, whose ages ranged from 77
years to seven years (Farah Zainal), easily survived Antarctica and the
notoriously rough waters of the Drake Passage.

Dr Mahathir, Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali, Ananda Krishnan and
others, with the exception of ny w fe, Fauzah, Tan Sri Arumugam Janice
Toh and several others, overcane everything Antarctica and the violent sea
could throw at them

For Fauzah, Arunugam and Toh, even the right medication did not seemto
be much help - not even a jab in the case of Fauzah. They kept the PMs
personal physician, Datuk Dr Zainal Ham d, busy.

Khoo Teong Bing and his wi fe Ho Foong Nyook wi t hdrew when she fell ill
i n Ushuai a, our departure point.

I must be fair to the trio - they only suffered sea-sickness during the
journey to the Antarctic and back, which took five days; otherw se, they
were up and about when the Russian ice breaker, the 10,047-tonne Kapitan
Drani tsyn, under Captain |van Karavka, anchored.

Arunmugam Fauzah and Toh participated in all the activities - flying in



the helicopter (there were two) to watch our ship break ice, the sea and
i sl ands. One evening the ship was going back and forth for about three
hours before it managed to batter through the pack ice.

They cruised in zodiacs (assault boats to ne) to see glaciers, visit
pengui n col onies (in Neko Harbour, Andvord Harbour, Pleneau Bay and
Cuverville Island), viewed whales, seals, blue-eyed shags and pi ntado
petrels that nest around and in Paradi se Bay. Penguins are beautiful, but
I"mafraid their shit is particularly of fensivel

Bet ween fear and awe, | listened to the runblings of the glaciers and
wat ched Mot her Nature's beautiful icebergs and wal ked on the ice! Perhaps
this was the climx of the whole trip.

Virtually everyone did. All were delighted as if the ultimte aimof the
expedi ti on had been achi eved. The younger nenbers had snowbal | fights.

My wife, | and others enbarked on the Kapitan Dranitsyn at Ushuaia, a
fornmer penal settlenent at the end of the world, in Patagonia on the
afternoon of February 5. However, we only set sail for Antarctica early
next norning after Dr Mahathir and entourage arrived from New YorKk.

After breakfast on Wednesday we attended a mandatory |ifeboat nuster and
safety briefing at the Lecture Room just steps away fromny cabin 7-11.
The PM was quartered in a suite below nme. Before and after dinner, there
were | ectures on the geol ogi cal evolution of the Antarctic Peninsula and
seabirds and other wildlife of the Southern seas.

Those less inclined participated i n karaoke or watched novies, and many
al so went straight to their cabins. Dr Mahathir, to my shanme, attended all
| ectures (there were many) during the voyage, whereas | only went to the
two conpul sory briefings, the ones on zodiac and helicopter safety and
signed the helicopter liability waiver, indemifying everyone from all
liability for any damage or death. Both |lectures were given by Susan Adie,
the expedition | eader, a New Yorker.

The M nister of Defence, Datuk Seri Najib Tun Razak, was heard to say:
"What a quaint heli". The Mnister of Foreign Affairs, Datuk Seri Syed
Ham d Al bar, bravely strapped hinself to the seat and said his prayers.

| also prayed but intoned a |onger version during the very rough zodiac
ride from Cuverville island. After that experience, | don't think | want
to be on a zodiac except in the friendliest waters. | never had
seasi ckness but the fear of it worried nme all the tine.

The ship's doctor, Dr Gary Col ner, an American, said to ne: "Sir, don't
be a hero. If you feel sick, take the nmedicine | gave you."

Dat uk Azhar Mansor, the faned sailor (appeared to be always at ease, and
al ways to be found in the | ounge), Mizura Mahathir, Mazhar Mhathir,
Datin Seri Sharifah Aziah Syed Zainal Abidin (Syed Hamd's wife), all
menbers of Dr Zainal's family (Datin Norsal ma, Zahra, Noreen, Rizal and
Farah) and Datin Seri Rosmah Mansor (Najib's spouse) were active, albeit,
in Rosmah's and Najib's case by their own adm ssion, because they took
medi cati on agai nst seasickness and it worked!

Shari fah Azi ah painted a watercol our portrait of her husband with a
t hree-day beard, which was as good as a photograph, on the deck, while
Rosmah domi nated the night scene singing; a live wire of the karaoke
| ounge. Being an owl, | was a keen listener. Fauzah was always with nme
when she was awake.

Cccasionally, | would join PM Datuk Law H eng Di ng, Ananda Kri shnan,

t he Mal aysi an scientists on board - Datuk Dr Salleh Mohd Nor, Dr Azian Abu
Samah, Dr Siti Aishah Alias, the "favourite scientist”, Dr Zainol Abidin
Abdul Rashid and Tan Sri Dr Ahmad Zaharudin Idrus - in the library, had
coffee with the Antarctic historian John Killingbeck, Arumugam S.

Thanar aj asi ngam Dat uk Mari appan Sant hanaban (our Ambassador in
Argentina), Datuk Ahmad Fuzi and Datuk Hasny Agam (our nman at the UN), and



bunpi ng between decks with Matthias Chang, Dr Mahathir's political
secretary, and other officials in the PMs office, particularly Datuk
Mohamad Ali, the longtine aide-de-canp of Dr Mahathir.

| frequently visited the Mal aysian secretariat, manned efficiently by
Davi d Yap, Jessy Chow, Norhayati Mhamad Arif, and the singing and al ways
happy Mohd Razal ei gh Zainal, to keep abreast with events besides relying
on announcenents via the | oudspeakers. O spent tinme talking with the
youngsters on the trip.

The heroine of the trip, wthout any doubt, was seven-year-old Farah
t he youngest daughter of Dr Zainal. Farah was never ill and she happily
and wi th ease, never once betrayi ng any apprehension, participated in al
activities.

| asked the bilingual Farah, "You are scared, aren't you?"

Politeness itself, she said without any hesitation: "Tidak, | am not
scared, Sir."

Farah inpressed nme greatly. | have great faith in her and if she is an
i ndi cati on of Ml aysian wonen of the future, I ama happy man, a very

happy grandf at her

Dr Zainal told ne the famly | oves the sea and they sail often. Farah is
accustoned to strong, even high, w nds and storny seas.

It was marvellous to be away fromthe office. The expedition has
i nvigorated ne. For nine days, | heard (though conmunication was
excellent) no Wrld or Ml aysian news, so | had no know edge about Pas and
its satellite ulama's latest strategy to nake the creation of an Islamc

theocratic state inevitable, until | reached London
On Kapitan Dranitsyn, besides Fauzah's seasickness, there was peace,
happi ness and forgiveness. | formed new perspectives about sone

i ndividuals. Nine days in an intimte environment is a long tine. |
| earned, unl earned, and re-learned a few things.

| slept well despite the bed which al nost swayed around the cl ock. The
expedi ti on has been an adventure rather than an ordeal, to ne at |east.
The 1,500 nautical mles covered drai ned Fauzah's and several others
strength and sapped their spirit for five days.

But she told ne the ordeal had not discouraged her. She said she wanted
a second chance, perhaps in a gentler situation. Brave words from Fauzah
who could not take solace fromthe fact that the expedition was nearly
over, she desperately wanted and prayed that it was over there and then

One of the PMs security officers, Sabri bin Talib, on a particularly
rough ni ght, Thursday night, | think, slightly injured his left eyelid and
had to be bandaged, when he was woken by being thrown fromhis sofabed to
the cabin floor, or perhaps thrown against the cabin walls.

Syed Hanmi d al so, according to Najib, was thrown out of his bed; thank
goodness he was not hurt. That was the night the ship rolled 43 degrees
and the waves were 20 feet high. Many cried silently in their cabins.

As | wote previously, Antarctica is a |land we barely know, a white
frozen desert filled with beauty and fraught wi th danger even in nodern
and confortable environnment. It is a celebration of Antarctica itself; of
earth and sea and ice and of the wildlife that live there.

Antarctica is a story of light, darkness, intimdation, imagination
gal e, solitude, wlderness, high winds and icy majesty.

| love water, rivers and gentle seas. | have great affinity with them |
amalways lifted by the beauty of the sunset each evening and the sunrise
each nmorning. One evening, | was on the deck al one, contenplating, ice and

snow all around, and |I felt seduced by the quiet, desolate, and infinite
icy majesty.

The endl ess buffeting of force eight, nine, 10 and 11 w nds did not
deter me or two other "expeditioners"”. One of them always has wine with



his nmeals, and the other is a teetotaller, yet they could not read their
dessert nmenu!

And yet nmany ot her expeditioners seemed unaffected by anything - early
torise and last to retire. Dr Mahathir and Dr Siti Hasmah participated in
all activities and found tine to nmake everyone feel cared for.

A senior Umo | eader told me in KL after | returned that Dr Mhathir
made the gruelling journey to send a political message: though 76-plus, he
is healthy and intends to go on captaining "HVS Mal aysi a".

Yes, Prime Mnister - Arctic G rcle next year!

( END)
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