Mr Miall returns from Antarctica:

It was exactly a year ago this week that I stood here introducing you to the Fuchs Foundation Antarctic expedition.  After all this time of planning, fundraising and training, I have finally returned.  It is therefore time to reflect on achievements, thinking about the challenges that we may have faced both as a team and individually.

Last half term, myself and 3 other Science teachers from across the country spent about 5 weeks in a largely unexplored area of the continent carrying out Science in some of the most inhospitable conditions on the planet.  Antarctica is the most amazing place I’ve ever been to; the coldest, driest and most remote place on the planet. 

When I was asked to do an assembly when I returned, I thought about showing you pictures of the most amazing untouched views, maybe the windswept mountains or perhaps glaciers that seemed to go on and on forever, but when I think about our expedition, the first thing that I think of are the challenges and how we had to change as people to overcome these.  Much like your lives, you don’t necessarily remember when things are going well, many of you think about when things are not going to plan, and what makes you stronger and better humans is how you respond to these challenges.

A huge challenge was dealing with the temperatures and wind.  We measured temperatures as low as -38 degrees.  At that sort of temperature, it is simply unsafe to leave the tent.  Especially when the wind is causing any snow to blow around, meaning you cannot distinguish where the sky stops and the ground start.

To get you thinking about just how extreme the conditions were, I want you all to shut your eyes (that includes staff!). 

· I want you to imagine that you are going to stay the night around your best friend’s house.

· When you get there, you are surprised to find that his room is tiny – in fact smaller than your toilet at home.

· Not only is this room small, but you can’t even stand up in it.

· Now imagine that you cannot leave this room for 4 days – for anything!

· Now imagine that it is so cold that every time you breathe out, your breath freezes, and so windy that the noise feels like you are sleeping next to the motorway.

· The lights are on full all the time.

· Finally, substitute your best friend with someone who you met a few months ago; you get on with them but have never spent that long together.

I tried this with a number of year 8 geography classes last week, and the kind of words and emotions that came out were ‘isolation’, ‘frustration’ maybe even ‘bored’.  How do you think you would deal with the extreme cold?  More importantly, how would you manage to get on with those around you?

Before we left, our expedition leader told us; “if it was easy to get to Antarctica, then everybody would be there!” and he was completely right.  Many of you who followed our journey will know that we were delayed flying into the continent. On the board you can see a picture of the amazing plane that flies from Chile to Antarcitca.  Noone lives permanently in Antarctica, which means of course there are no runways. You can see that the plane therefore lands on something called a ‘blue ice runway’.  This means an exposed area of ice without any snow on it.  You can also see that the plane is basic.  At the back, kit is piled high (everything, including trucks are flown in) and the front is littered with dials. Unsurprisingly, if the weather is not perfect, then the plane cannot take off or land.  Because of heavy snow storms, we had to spend 10 days extra stuck in Chile.  I used to get frustrated having to waitan extra 10mins for a 207 bus, so my outlook on travel began to change.  There were only 6 of us on our expedition; how would you get on spending an extra 10 days with just 6 people? 

We stepped off the plane into gorgeous sunshine, immediately faced by stunning scenery of snow, ice and mountains. Out in the sunshine it felt relatively warm but the temperature was actually quite chilly, usually between about -20 and -40 degrees.  This posed more challenges.  Particularly in terms of what we had to wear; thick suits created super insulating, sunglasses reduced the glare from the permanent sun, windproof suits reduced the windchill and furry hoods protected our faces.  I would rely on my expedition mates to look out for me in these extreme conditions, looking our for signs of frostbite, making sure that we were okay.  How would you cope with those around you?

The day after landing, the six of us headed straight out on expedition into an area called the Nimbus hills.  We travelled for four weeks on cross country skis, man hauling our sleds behind us and setting up camp each night.  If no one has been there before, there is of course nowhere to get supplies.  Imagine what stuff you need to live for 30 days.  We had to carry all our food with us, all our tents, bedding, cooking equipment, books to keep us entertained and all the safety equipment like harnesses and rope.  This is of course what we had spent the last year training for, however when you are working hard, particularly hauling kit up steep hills, you begin to sweat.  At these temperatures you get the very strange sensation of your sweat freezes to you – nothing can prepare you for that.  Hauling equipment is all about working as a team.  Some people were better at skiing, some were stronger than others, some of us would be able to carry more kit, others less.  Again, how would you cope for 30days with those around you?

Antarctica is one of the last untouched wildernesses on the planet.  I genuinely felt humbled that there are still places on this earth that have not been affected directly by our influence.  We were therefore not prepared to pollute this perfect environment, including dumping our own human waste.  This meant carrying our bodily waste with us for the whole expedition.  You can see my tent mate Roussel, Physics teacher from Cambridge, rather proudly showing off what we considered to be a toilet – a waste disposal bag!.  Do you think you could get on with those around you in such harsh conditions?

The ultimate point of the expedition was to collect scientific data. Because of the lack of influence from humans, it is the perfect place to do scientific experiments.  It was made particularly exciting due to the fact that some of the science experiments that I took were designed by Twyford students. It was wonderful to know that many of you followed me while I was away.  Many of you even sent me kind messages and questions which I hope helped make you even more enthusiastic about Science., There were huge challenges; making sure that our data was accurate and reliable.  You can see here us taking some ice samples to see how global warming is affecting this part of the continent, and measuring the strength of the Sun, which is much worse than in the UK due to a hole in a part of the atmosphere called the ‘ozone layer’, which has gradually been damaged due to human influences.  Life can still survive however.  Where we were, it was too cold and remote for Penguins, however life still managed to find a way.  On the board is an organism called ‘Lichen’.  It may not look pretty, or do any good tricks, but it is still living, and it is amazing to find that anything can survive these conditions. 

So when I started thinking more about the challenges that we had to face, they had one thing in common.  The way that we got through them was to change as a team.  We started off as 4 strong individuals hoping for the trip of a lifetime.  What we ended up with was more than that.  We all changed.  When you are that close to only a few people for that length of time, you grow together.  My awareness of how much I depended on others changed dramatically.  I relied on my teammates the whole time, not only in the Physical sense such as hauling sledges up glaciers or climbing mountains, but much more rewardingly, I relied on them emotionally.  Those times when you’re cold and all you can think of is a hot bath and your own bed.  Those times when you are frustrated because conditions are out of your control, those times when we missed our loved ones at home, we relied on each other.  The way that I viewed human relationships changed and grew and that is something that we all need to think about.

So, what’s the point in me standing here in front of you, rambling on about this place that is on the other side of the world.  Well, I want you to think about how much you depend on those around you.  Do you take them for granted?  How do you get on with your classmates, teammates or family, and if there are any challenges, what do you do about them?  You have two choices with all your challenges in your lives.  Firstly you can give up.  This was not an option for us on our expedition, and I hope you have the mentality that giving up should not be an option to you, so secondly, you can think about how to use the relationships with those around you to help you succeed.  In 10 years time when you’re applying for jobs, you cant use excuses such as ‘I didn’t do well in Maths because I didn’t like my teacher’ or ‘I struggled because the people around me were annoying’.  You need to think about what you can do to with those around you to ultimately make things work.

So was it all worth it?  Well, just having a look at the picture on the board sums up everything I think.  Stunning scenery in all directions, and the fact that so few people have been to these places before made it all the more special.  No one has witnessed that view before, let alone climb any of the peaks or mountains along either side.  I hope this picture shows that when the goal is so great, you work out ways of overcoming any challenges, wether they be physically or emotionally.

I just want to leave you with one of my favourite quotes from John F Kennedy, the American President who announced man would be going to the moon famously said; 

We choose to go to the moon, not because it is easy, but because it is hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too. 
Good luck over the next year.

Mr Miall

