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Bending down with an air of quiet
determination, the penguin carefully
selects a dark pebble from the snowy
beach, picking it up awkwardly in his
beak – and then dropping it almost

immediately. He gives a small cry of apparent
annoyance before preening his sleek black and
white frame, looking about furtively as if
checking to seewhether anyone has noticed.
Spotting me watching, he fixes his beady,

unblinkingeyesonmineandweshareamoment,
silently contemplating life. His is indisputably
far harder, as he strives to collect enough stones
to build a suitable nest for his partner, who is
waiting high up on a hill in their windswept,
remote colony in Antarctica. Marching end-
lessly from beach to hilltop through several feet

Antarcticamight be the harshest continent but it will melt your heart. By Julia Horton

It’s theendof theworld
Clockwise from
above: killerwhales
frolicking inPleneau
Bay;whaling ship
TheGovernor,
grounded in1916;a
leopard sealandpup
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of fresh snow, he holds hiswings out for balance
as he lurches laboriously from side to side in an
icy wind. After overcoming his earlier setback,
his beak iswedged open as far as it can go by the
biggest pebble he can carry.
Perhaps he is motivated by that universal

truth: size matters. These stones also serve as
the penguin equivalent of flowers for themissus
and, after depositing each one at her feet, he
bobs his head expectantly, waiting for his
partner to signal her approval by bobbing back.
The courting couple are on constant guard
against theirpeskyneighbours,who are likely to
steal any pebbles they can to save going through
the whole rigmarole themselves. On the bright
side, the return trip to the beach tobogganing
downhill on your bellymust be fun.

Sights such as these are now drawing thou-
sands of tourists from around the world to
Antarctica every year: a journey to the planet’s
most inhospitable land to witness its marvels.
The Antarctic Dream is among dozens of ships
offering passengers the experience of setting
foot on this enthralling continent. Its Chilean
owner,AntarcticShipping, isoneof the founding
members of the International Association of
Antarctica Tour Operators (IAATO), a self-
regulating industry body set up in 1991 by a
handful of firms to promote “safe, environmen-
tally responsible” tourism.
While watching penguins is endlessly enter-

taining, there is nothing comical or cute about
the wilderness they inhabit. The dangers of
bringing hordes of tourists to the harshest
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GETTINGTHEREAND
WHERETOSTAY
A10-nightcruiseon theAntarctic
DreamnextmonthandMarchstartsat
$6450 (£4450) foradoublecabin,

departing fromUshuaia inArgentina.
Visit theAntarcticShippingwebsiteat
www.antarctic.cl fordetails.
IberiaAirlineshasreturnflights to
BuenosAires fromEdinburghand

Glasgow foraround£650.Visit
www.iberia.com/gb fordetails.
LANAirlinesoffersflights from
BuenosAires toUshuaia foraround
£300return.Visitwww.lan.com.

TheTangoB&B inUshuaiaoffersa
double roomwithprivatebathroom
from100Argentinianpesos (around
£20) per roomperday.Visitwww.
tangobyb.com.ar.

TRAVELNOTES

environment on earth were dramatically high-
lighted just over a year ago with the loss of the
MS Explorer. The first purpose-built Antarctic
cruise ship,which made its inaugural voyage in
1969, became the first to sink.
Investigations suggested it had been holed by

an iceberg, ironically while following a route
taken by the legendary polar explorer Ernest
Shackleton,whose ship theEndurance alsomet
her end in the ice.While Shackletonwas forced
to embark on an epic, death-defying voyage
across the perilous seas in a tiny open boat to
secure the rescue of his men, the Explorer’s
passengers were swiftly flown back to civilisa-
tion. Fears that a deadly thick black oil slick
would leak from the stricken ship and smother
thebeautifullypristinewhitewilderness appear
to have been unfounded.

Nevertheless, the incident focused theworld’s
attentionon thegrowthof tourisminAntarctica.
Visitor numbers have risen sharply from a few
hundred in the early days of the industry in the
1970s to around 50,000 during the last summer
season (between November 2007 and March
2008), including about 30,000 whowent ashore.
A major concern has been the temptation for

operators to divert hugeCaribbean cruise ships,
ill-equipped for Antarctic waters, to the frozen
south to cash inon thegrowingmarket.The larg-
est vessel last season carried 2500 passengers
plus another 1000-odd crew, fuelling fears about

StewartTravel (0141
6204348)hasseven
nights inMauritius
from£950pp.Price
includeshalf-board
inafive-starhotel,
private transfersand
returnflights from
Glasgow, departing
May1-July15
andAugust11-
September15.Must
bookbyFebruary15.

Flexibletrips (0870
1609192) has two
nights inParis from
£171pp.Price
includesB&B ina
three-starhoteland
returnflights from
Glasgow, departing
March16.

Sunset (0844412
5970) hasseven
nights inBenidorm
from£335pp.Price
includesall-inclusive
ina three-starhotel
and returnflights
fromGlasgow,
departingFebruary7.

Onthebeach (0870
6060708)hasseven
nights inGran
Canaria from
£227pp.Price
includesself-
catering, three-star
apartmentand
returnflights from
Glasgow, departing
February7.

ThomasCook (0845
0702530) has
Emiratesflights to
Perth,Australia,via
Dubai, fromGlasgow
from£672return.
Valid fordepartures
fromApril 10-July10.

Lastminute.com
(08704439902) has
sevennights in
Tunisia from£381pp.
Price includes
all-inclusive ina
four-starhoteland
returnflights from
Glasgow, departing
February22.

Flyglobespan (0871
9871689)hasdirect
flights toGeneva
fromEdinburghfrom
£79 return,departing
onFebruary21.

FlightCentre (0870
4990042) hasKLM
flights toOrlando,via
Amsterdam,from
Edinburghfrom£339
return.Mustbookby
March31.Valid for
departuresuntil
June30.

LATE
DEALS

the increased danger to people,wildlife and the
environment should something gowrong.
The Explorer remains the only cruise ship to

have sunk, but it is not the only tourist vessel to
have run into problems. In December, another
boatdesigned forpolarwaters, theMVUshuaia,
grounded in the Antarctic. All those on board
were again rescued, with the Antarctic Dream
assisting the Chilean navy, but oil was spotted
leaking from the damaged boat. Early reports
suggested thevolumewas small andwindswere
blowing the slick away from a vulnerable
penguin colony nearby, yet the potential for

Visitornumbershave risensharply froma fewhundred in the
1970s toaround50,000during the lastsummer season’
‘



the tourism industry to destroy the very thing
upon which it depends is obvious. Tour opera-
tors are well aware it is in their interests to
protect the fragile ecosystem from harm, and
themajority aremembers of IAATO,which has
a strict code of conduct governing cruises.
IAATO, though, isnot independent – it is a com-
pany club, and membership is not obligatory.
The issue highlights the unique nature of

Antarctica as the only continent with no resi-
dent human population, and no government.
The Antarctic Treaty, signed 50 years ago,
remains thekeydocumentprotecting theworld’s
largest wilderness from harm and exploitation.
It now includes guidelines on tourism, which
IAATO follows.
On theAntarcticDream, the trip’s expedition

leader, Ignacio Rojas, believes the rules tend to
be followed closely. “People ask who are the
police, andwesayweare thepolice,”heexplains.
“There may be one or two bad apples in the
barrel, but most people are very conscious of
what we are doing.”
That certainly seems to be the case on his

ship, a converted Chilean naval vessel. All
passengers must attend a mandatory talk on
IAATO regulations,which includeordersnot to
walk closer than five metres from penguins. I
see only onewoman ignoring that rule, and the
guides are quick to make sure she backs off.
Since they have no predators on land, pen-

guins show no fear and often come closer to
their observers for a better look. The white-
ringed eyes of the Adelie penguins, dubbed
“little maniacs” by one of the guides,make their
inquisitive gaze even funnier.
They are not the only creatures who share a

mutual curiosity with us.Later in the trip, a trio
of killer whales suddenly appears whilewe are
onboardoneof the ship’sorangeZodiac landing
craft, admiring one of the many brilliant blue

icebergs. An ominous curved black fin slicing
through the sea nearby causes gasps of delight,
and all eyes are glued to the water as the black
and white giants dive repeatedly beneath the
dinghy, so close they almost touch it. It is awe-
inspiring – and slightly alarming.
Asked if she is nervous, our guide, Claudia

Roedel, smiles and says: “I trust themmore than
I trust the ice.”Later,duringanother tripashore,
a chunk of glacier shears off into the sea, filling
the quiet with an explosive crack and sending
out ripples as it crashes into thewater. I remem-
ber herwords. It is adramatic reminder that the
AntarcticPeninsula is the fastest-warmingplace
on the planet.
Just off the peninsula, at Deception Island, a

group of giant rusting boilers at an abandoned
whaling station is a much uglier sign of the
impact of mankind on nature. In the 1940s, the
stationbecame abase for scientists at theBritish
Antarctic Survey, the body that first discovered
thehole in theozone layerwhich sparkedworld-
wide concern about global warming. Today, its
black volcanic sands are trodden by tourists
visitingwhat is now a historical site.
It is also – briefly – a bathing area for the few

of us too daft to resist the invitation to go for a
swim. The water is apparently warmer here
due to the volcanic activity, although notnotice-
ablyso.Undeterred, someCanadianpassengers
go one step further by skinny-dipping. Among
them is Scott Robertson, 33, a nurse and travel
agent, who owes his apparent immunity to the
cold to living about as far north of the equator
aswe are nowsouth. Summing up hisAntarctic
experience, he says: “It has been overwhelming
to be able to come back and say you were on
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Since theyhavenopredators
on land,penguinsshowno fear
andoftencomecloser to their
observers forabetter look’
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THEWALK
byTomPrentice

THECYCLE
byFergalMacErlean

CAIRNSMOREOF
CARSPHAIRN
Location:south-eastof
Dalmellington,EastAyrshire
Map:OSLandranger77
(GR594979)
Distance:8miles (13.5km)
Time:3hours45minutes
Terrain: tracksandpaths

CairnsmoreofCarsphairn
occupiesasolitarypositionon
thenorth-easternborderof the
GallowayHillsand isa
prominent landmark in theview
southacrossAyrshire to these
westernsummits.
It’s thebiggesthillhereabouts

andoffersanexcellentand
straightforwardascentwithfine
views.Cairnsmoreof
Carsphairn isalso relativelyeasy
to reachfromAyrand theM77,
making itagoodall-round
choice forashortday,unsettled
weatheroraday in thesnow
withoutexcessivecommitment.
The routestartsat thebridge

over theWaterofDeugh,near
theGreenWellofScotlandon
theA713southofDalmellington.
There is limitedparkingon the
eastsideof the roadat the track
leading toBridgend (thoughbe
careful not toobstruct vehicle
access to the farm).
Followthe trackpast the

bungalowandon toa ford,
whichcanbecrossedat the
gateson the rightathighwater.
Beyond thisanareaof level
pasture isoccupiedby two large
animalbarnsandboth the track
andsurroundinggroundcanbe
churnedupandmuddy.
The track thenascendsround

theflanksofWillieannaand
Dunool,passing throughvarious
gates toendatawall rising from
thePolsueBurn.
Followthepathalongside

thewall, thencrossrightwards
over the lowerpartof thecorrie
andstraightup thehillside
to the trigpointandcairn
(797m/2615ft).Theview
graduallyopensupwest to
Corserineand theRhinnsof
Kells,withShallochonMinnoch
andTheMerrickbeyond.
Afineopenvistaawaits

youon thesummit,with
WindyStandardand itswind
generatorsdominating theview
to thenorth.LowtherHillwith its
radarstation isprominent to the
eastandCairnsmoreofFleet,
Criffeland theLakeDistrict to
thesouth.Likemanyof the

Gallowayhills,andcertainly its
twosiblingsCairnsmoreofDee
andCairnsmoreofFleet, the
graniteunderlyingCairnsmore
ofCarsphairngives thehill
itscharacteristicallybare,
roundedsummit.
From the top, followthebroad

ridgesouthandwestas itcurves
round toBlackShoulderandon
to reachawall.Anyonewanting
moreexercisecandropdown
east to take inBeninnerbefore
returning toBlackShoulder.
Apathandvehicle track follow
thewall toDunool, fromwhere
asteepdescent leads to thecol
belowWillieanna.
Afterashortascent, head

westaway from thewall topass
overWillieanna’s rounded top
anddown tomeet the trackat
theuppergate.

ABERFOYLE
Location:Stirlingshire
Map:OSLandranger57
Distance:2.5miles (4km)
Time:45minutes
Terrain:flat;cyclepath,
quiet road

This isagreatcycle forchildren
as it isshort,flatandvaried–
andhas the intriguingprospect
ofspotting fairies.The little
people inquestionaresaid to
inhabitDoonHill. In1691 the
localclergyman,ReverendKirk,
publishedhisbookTheSecret
CommonwealthofElvesand
Faeries, inwhich, the respected
academicdetailed the lives,
socialmores, homesandeven
thesex livesof the fairies.
To researchhismaterial, the

minister travelledwidelyand
tookconstitutionalsupDoon
Hill.Onedayhenever returned,
leadingpeople tobelievehehad
been takencaptiveby the fairies

and trapped ina treeatop the
hill. It’s food for thoughtasyou
setoff from the town’scarpark.
Cyclepast theScottishWool
Centreandbear left to joinNCN
Route7,along the routeofanold
railway line.Afterapproximately
halfamile, turn right tocross
theRiverForthonawooden
bridge.Cycleonbywoodsand,
atacross tracks, turn right.

ThewoodedDoonHill,also
knownas theFairyHill, lies
aheadon the right. It’sworth
leaving thebikes to followthe
signedwalking route to the top,
whereyou’ll findfluttering
ribbons inscribedwithwishes.
Backon themain track,

cyclestraighton to return to
Aberfoyle,passing the ill-fated
clergyman’sOldKirken route.

Aberfoyle

Kirkton

Balleich

Start/finish

The Holiday & Travel Show
13th - 15th February
www.holidayshows.com/glasgow.htm

For discounted entry, *text “Holiday” to 81707
£3 Adults,£2 Concessions (Normal price £8 & £6)
*You will be chared the cost of one standard
message,charged at your standard network rate.

THE HOLIDAY &
TRAVEL SHOW
THE HOLIDAY &
TRAVEL SHOW
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Carsphairn

Craig of
Knockgray

Willieanna

Black
Shoulder

Cairnsmore
of Carsphairn

Start/finish
Bridgend

Dunool

mainland Antarctica today. It makes seven
continents forme.”
He is impressed by the guides and crew, and

surprised that many of the passengers are also
young – something the staff admit is unusual. I,
too, am surprised. I hadn’t expected parties in
the middle of the Antarctic with tango-mad
Spaniards, ukulele-playing sailors or a rock star
fromHongKong.
PhilipChan, a retiredMalaysian banker who

frequently expresses his joyfulness by bursting
intoPavarotti numbers withoutwarning, is also
an unexpected feature of the trip. Maybe the
pills I have taken to ward off seasickness over
the notoriously rough Drake Passage, which
must be crossed to reach Antarctica from the
Argentinian port of Ushuaia, are stronger than
I realised.
We arepretty lucky, as it turnsout, encounter-

ing the relatively calm conditions known as
Drake Lake rather than Drake Shake. Having
seen what awaits on the other side, I would
happily brave the crossing again any day. ■

Antarcticpenguins
mightnot feel the cold,
above,butplucky
skinny-dippers in the
watersaround
Deception Island, left,
certainlydo


