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Ice Eagles: American Aviation in Antarctica 
Review by Bill Burch 

 

 double DVD set produced and directed by Thomas Henderson of 
‘Graceful Willows Productions’. 

Part 1 Exploration runs for 57 minutes 
Part 2 Science Takes Flight runs for 61 minutes. 
This is a very informative and comprehensive documentary video 

record of the history of US aviation exploits in Antarctica from 1929 to 

the present. Part 1 highlights the rise of Admiral 
Richard E. Byrd from daring aviation adventurer, 
through his success at being the first to fly over 
the North Pole in 1926, and then setting up his 
own Antarctic expedition, heavily sponsored by 
the Ford Motor Company. The first BAE was 
scheduled to run from 1928–1930. Byrd had 
planned on being the first to fly in Antarctica, and 
ultimately over the South Pole. 

We are told how he was beaten to the former 
goal by just a few weeks when Hubert Wilkins, 
running his own expedition took off from 
Deception Island and did a 1200 mile round trip 
over the Antarctic continent, on 15 December 
1926. This is but one example of how much detail 
is built into the story narrated by John Romeo, 
and cleverly woven through a series of expert 
commentators, among them; David Bresnahan, 
National Science Foundation Representative for 
Antarctica 1972–2007; Wendell Summers, Lt 
Commander USN and former R4D Pilot 
‘Operation Highjump 1946–47; Dian O. 
Belanger, Historian, author of Deep Freeze; 
several of the pilots and support crew involved 
with individual events, and John Stewart, 
Historian, Author of Antarctica: An 
Encyclopedia’ who credits Admiral E Byrd with 
‘Opening up Antarctica via the aeroplane’. 

We learn too about the role the ship, Wyatt 
Earp, played in support of different expeditions, 
and Byrd’s initiating the use of Jet Assisted Take 
Off (JATO) rocket bottles fixed to the side of the 
fuselage to give sufficient thrust for the R4D 
aircraft (Navy version of the DC-3) to take-off 
from an aircraft carrier. The story unfolds 
predominantly as voices over a large collection of 
movie clips and still pictures. Part 1 concludes 
with the detailed history of Operation Highjump, 
1946–47, interleaved with the privately run 
Ronne expedition 1946–48 with all its personality 

Continued on page 4 
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ICE EAGLES     From Page 1 

clashes, and Operation Windmill, presumably an overlap of 
‘Highjump’, and named because of the extensive use of 
Helicopters for exploration. 

Condor at East Base during USASE, 1939–41. 

R4D putting in Beardmore Camp in 1956 
Part 2 Science Takes Flight begins with the story of 

creating the International Geophysical Year (IGY). Its 
success prompted the UN to resolve territorial claims issues 
via a new international body under its auspices and named 
‘The Antarctic Treaty’, comprising 66 countries, and led by 
the 12 who have established bases in Antarctica.  It was 
signed on 1 December 1959, and ratified in July 1961. 

At the onset of the IGY, some very clever lobbying of the 
US Congress by senior scientists, using the Spectre of chief 
Cold War opponent, Russia, saw the allocation of huge 
funding grants, and logistical support by the US Navy under 
the command of Admiral George Dufek, who named it 
Operation Deep Freeze.   It ran from 1955–1959 in four 
tranches. Richard E. Byrd was appointed overall in charge of 
support for the US Antarctic Research Programs (USARP).   

After an early Treaty meeting, Dufek was left in no doubt 
that the Soviets were keen to establish a base at the South 
Pole, so he quickly structured the program to get a US base 
there first. 

The air cargo figures for parachuting the material 
necessary to build the base are mind-blowing. Over 86 
airdrop missions, some 881 tons of cargo was landed at the 
South Pole, with the building completed on 4 January 1957 
During the second phase of Deep Freeze, the Navy ‘SeaBees’ 
built four new bases around the coast, Byrd, Hallet, 
Ellsworth, and Wilkes. In the course of this program, 16 men 
lost their lives, and 18 aircraft and helicopters destroyed. The 
video depicts very clearly, examples of airdrops; the 
aftermath of crashed aircraft, rescue and recovery activities, 
and the viewer is left in no doubt how difficult it was to work 
in that unique environment. But the other clear message 
coming from the many participant commentators was how the 
unique and awesome Antarctic environment, promoted a 
bond of strong camaraderie- between all levels of skills and 
authority among the teams. It also shows how initiatives like 
the US weatherman who spent a winter at the Russian base 
Mirnyy, and the medical evacuation of a Russian 
Meteorologist, wintering at Byrd Station in 1961, contributed 
hugely to thawing Soviet/US relationships and to the 
international flavour of Antarctic administration. 

The massive air operation of Deep Freeze was made 
possible by the construction of 6000ft (1,830m) ice runway at 
McMurdo Sound, capable of handling the heaviest cargo 
aircraft. The Tourist flight tragedy on Mt Erebus, in 
November 1979 where a total of 257 people died, is well 
covered. In the concluding remarks, we are told “Antarctica 
holds the key to unlocking global climate history and the 
effects of climate change”.  Operation Deep Freeze continues 
to this day, although the administration has been centred 
around the National Science Foundation. 

Photo by Ted Robinson 
The distinctive tail and engine pod of the wrecked Air 

New Zealand DC-10 with the airlines Maori Koru symbol. 
This dual disc video is very well crafted and looks into all 

aspects of aviation in Antarctica. For lovers of history it 
serves as an entertaining learning exercise about a vital 
component of our Antarctic heritage. 

Copies are available through www.gwillow.com 

WM (Bill) Burch 
2/81A Union Street 
McMahons Point NSW 2060 
Ph/fax:02 8065 5179 
skype: bill.burch 
. 
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ICE EAGLES Stars Who Were Video 
Interviewed In The Library of Billy-Ace  

Les Darbyshire.LTCOL USMC. AIRDEVRON SIX DF-60 –62. LC-130 Pilot/.Cargo loading officer.  
Mount Darbyshire and Darbyville are named in his honor.  

Les Liptak ADR2 USN, AIRDEVRON SIX. DF-57 & 58. R4D9 Plane Captain DF-II. Mount Liptak is named in his honor 
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Conrad “Gus” Shinn, LCDR USN. Highjump 1946–47, VX-6 1955-58, R4D pilot. Made first landing at South Pole Station 
Mount Shinn and Shinn Ridge are named in his honor’ 

Laura Snow. Daughter of ADC Ashley Clinton Snow. Ashley was a Chief Aviation Machinist Mate and was the chief 
pilot at East Base during the United States Antarctic Service Expedition 1939–41.  

Snow Nunataks are named in his honor 
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Billy Blackwelder LCDR, ANTARCTIC DEVRON SIX helicopter pilot 1970–72 and 74–77. Billy was aboard the Super 
Constellation that crashed at McMurdo in 1974. Mount Blackwelder is named in his honor 

Conrad John Jaburg LT. AIRDEVRON SIX 1956–58. Con 
wintered-over at Ellsworth Station During DF-II as a helo 

pilot. Jaburg Glacier is named in his honor. 

Kenneth Pye LT, AIRDEVRON SIX 1969–72. Ken served 
as an LC130 and C-121 Navigator 
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WHO IS BILL BURCH? 
By Bill Burch 

From the ANARE Website 

Resupply Voyage 4 Aurora Australis – 
31 January – 20 March 2008  

 

 brash young, just 22 years old, and very raw 
Geophysicist, I was appointed to run the Geophysical 

Observatory at Wilkes for the year 1961. A lecture from John 
Bechervaise had fired my passion as a schoolboy, and the 
Director of the Bureau of Mineral Resources, as it was then, 
responded to my plea to go to Antarctica and gave me the job 
when I finished my basic degree, I was sent to the Mundaring 
Geophysical Observatory near Perth WA for most of the year 
in 1960 to learn how to drive the instruments and interpret the 
seismic and magnetic traces they produced. 

Burch at Wilkes Station early 1961 

Magga Dan in the pack ice. Photo by Philip Law 
So just over 47 years ago, I was aboard a little Danish 

Icebreaker, the Magga Dan, heading down the Yarra River 
from Port Melbourne for the big southern adventure. Then, I 
was a member of the Wilkes 1961 ANAR Expedition, all but 
one of our number, being first time Antarcticans. There were 

24 of us, from predictably varied backgrounds and life 
experiences, and with a 16-year span of age range among us. 
Even our leader, Neville Smethurst – known as the OIC 
(Officer in Charge) was among the younger bracket at 
26. Wilkes had not long been seconded from the US
(February 1959), and so we had 5 Americans in our party, 
three as Weather Observers and two Marine Biologists. We 
began to bond as a team on the trip down, and I recall the 
general feeling of relief when the little red ship departed, 
leaving US alone on OUR Station! Overall we had a very 
harmonious time, despite the Chief Diesel Engineer being 
‘sacked’ in May and spending the rest of the time reading 
books. It was a testament to good leadership and the general 
level of tolerance of someone who had lost the plot in our 
tight knit community that indeed it did function so well. Two 
years previously, an expeditioner at Wilkes had “lost it” and 
was kept in a purpose-built cell until the Russians sent a 
rescue flight in to bring him out. 

Bill Burch driving the green weasel 
So what do I expect this time? Firstly, the three times 

larger ship will make the journey so much more comfortable, 
no matter what the weather throws at us! I hear the Aurora 
Australis is equipped with a Gym and sauna. What a contrast 
with the Magga Dan. One particularly bad night, while I was 
on the bridge doing “Ice Watch”, the Magga was rolling 
alarmingly from side to side dipping the wings of the bridge 
in the larger wave crests, and the Captain, Hans Peterson, and 
I had just been served our half mugs of cocoa. Behind us the 
helmsman was fighting the wheel and the loading tilt gauge 
was ominously ticking loudly as the needle alternately 
slammed into the Port and Starboard stops set at 30 Deg of 
list. We each had one hand firmly grasping the railing, feet 
well astride for balance, trying to manage sips of cocoa as we 
stared forrard into the spray and sleet. Captain Peterson 
turned to me with a wicked grin on his face and said matter-
of-factly “Ah! My ship she is very good in zee ice, but not zo 
good in zee vater”. 

A
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Aurora Australis 

Burch synchronizing WWV timing instruments 1961 

Secondly, there is no doubt that modern communication 
will have removed the very real sense of isolation, the 
‘romantic’ notion of being hardy explorers on an ‘expedition’ 
relying almost totally on our own resources. No more will 
there be any guesswork as to where the leads of open water 
are in the pack. You can see them on the satellite images, and 
plot your path through the ice. No more the head scratching 
from the navigator when the radar showed “land” some 50km 
before we were supposed to be there. That ‘land’ turned out 
to be a gigantic ice floe (30km long) calved from one of the 
shelves and drifting across our planned path. Technology at a 
high level of sophistication provides the template in the 
Antarctic parties of today, although I am sure the enthusiasm 
of the people, now happily not exclusively male, remains just 
as vibrant now as then. Particularly will this be true when we 
get in among the serious ice and begin to experience the 
amazing ambience of our surroundings. I don’t know how 
anyone can be unmoved by the experience. 

Bill with the fancy tie on the left. In the middle is Andrew 
Denton a high-profile Australian TV personality and 
Antarctic tourist, who Bill organized to speak at the 
NSW Midwinter dinner a few years back.  On the right 
is the President of the NSW ANARE Club branch, and 
Editor of ‘Aurora’, David Ellyard. Photo circa 2013 

Bill Burch 

So now, as a retired Medical Scientist, who still retains 
that enduring fascination for this magical part of our planet, I 
am very privileged to have the opportunity to observe the 
modern resupply process at our three mainland stations, 
Casey, Davis, and Mawson and absorb every aspect of 
today’s “explorers” going about their various tasks, hoping I 
am able to assist in some of them. 
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ICE EAGLES COMMENTS FROM OTHER VIEWERS 
Courtesy of Thomas Henderson 

"I was captivated, couldn't turn away from the TV for 
the entire two hours or so. Excellent work! It’s got to be 
the best and most complete documentary of the 
Antarctic ever."  

Col. Richard Saburro, former LC-130 pilot for the Air 
National Guard 109th Airlift Wing and Commander of 

Operation Deep Freeze from 1999–2002. 

"What an outstanding job you have done putting this 
together. I enjoyed the entire presentation. I know that 
this must have taken a lot of your time so I wanted to 
let you know what a great job you did.” 

William (Bill) H. Highlands 
(CWO4 USN Ret) 

"I AM SO IMPRESSED! Michael and I watched both 
disks back-to-back and were so taken by the 
incorporation of research, interviews, photos, archives 
and story telling." 

Liesl Schernthanner 
(South Pole Station 

multiple winterovers) 

"Debbie and I watched Ice Eagles last night. It is an 
amazing body of work!  Well done!!"   

Carl Edmonds 
VXE-6 Aircraft Commander 78–79 

"You are to be highly praised for the fine film, two 
copies of which have come our way.  It's a great 
account, well done, and I'm sure it involved a lot of 
work." 

Robert Dodson 
(Ronne Antarctic Research Expedition 

1946–48) 

"Loved the DVD. It took me back to the late fifties. Best 
year of my life was when I wintered.” 

William Staskel 
VX-6 WO DF-60 

"How wonderful the documentary was! George and I 
are so impressed with how well it was put together and 
the obvious research, time, and devotion given to the 
project. You should be proud of yourself! I cannot 
imagine it not being on PBS or like series.” 

Annette Weiland 
 (daughter of CDR Robert Epperly 

Deep Freeze III–IV) 

"I've watched and thoroughly enjoyed Ice Eagles - 
especially as someone who worked closely with many 
of these aircraft down on The Ice." 

Jeremy Hirschhorn 

Gulf World Opens Penguin Encounter 
PANAMA CITY BEACH, Fla. 
Gulf World in Panama City Beach 
has a new exhibit that may cause 
you to “flip out”. Guests can now 
get up close and personal with an 
endangered species, the African 
penguin. 

The new Penguin Encounter at 
Gulf World allows guests to get in 
the water with the penguins and see 
some behaviors. They also get the 
chance to pet a penguin. 

“We do a bunch of different 
things depending on the day. We want to make sure all of 
our guests walk away with the opportunity of having been 
able to touch a penguin. We like to offer different things. 
We do some free time where we learn all about the African 
Penguins. We get to watch them swim and we like to offer 
some different behaviors as well,” said Kesley Fisher, lead 
animal care specialist at Gulf World. 

There are currently three 
African penguins at Gulf 
World. 

“They’re all very different 
they all have very different 
personalities. We have South 
who’s a little bit younger and 
he likes to run around and 
have a lot of fun. We have 31 
year old Mary and she’s really 
great too,” said Fisher. 

There’s also the crowd 
favorite Fat Boy who is 33 

years old and loves hanging out on his rock in the exhibit. 
Guests must pay $79 a person and sign up at the Gulf 

World welcome area in order to enjoy the Penguin 
Encounter. Participants must be at least 8 years old and the 
encounter lasts 20 minutes. 

An all-day Gulf World admission ticket is included in 
your Penguin Encounter purchase. 




