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LEO HOULDING

The Spectre: An Antarctic Diary

Snow kiting with the expedition’s objective Spectre, the tallest peak,  
in the background. (All photos courtesy of Berghaus)

It’s 20 November and we’re in a Twin Otter heading south. My god this is 
big country. The scale is overwhelming. Why do I choose to repeatedly  

put myself  through these epic trials? We just flew past the Pirrit Hills,  
an impressive group of  nunataks: rocky peaks protruding through the ice 
about 160km from Union glacier. They were our plan B if  we hadn’t man-
aged to raise enough money for the Spectre. The plan had been to ski in 
from Union, climb and kite back. A similar trip to what we’re now attempt-
ing but almost half  the cost and about 10% of  the distance.

Right now I’m wondering if  we should have bitten off  that smaller mouth-
ful, because it still looks pretty far. Spectre is 10 times that distance and our 
trip will be 10 times as tough. Be careful what you wish for. I can’t believe 
people walk all that we are now flying over on their way to the South Pole. 
It’s so far and so featureless. It looks like an ocean: small waves of  sastrugi 
texture a surface that appears flat although it rises for 3,000m in altitude.

There are a fair few teams on their way from Hercules Inlet to the pole 
right now, including my friend Carl Alvey, who is doing it for the fourth 
time. The Ice Maidens, a British army team hoping to be the first all-female 
to cross Antarctica, left Union last night and are currently on their way  
to the Ross Sea. They have 1,700km to travel and no kites. Ben Saunders  
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is walking solo for a similar distance in the opposite direction. Their endeav-
ours give me confidence in our own. There’s no way I’m psychologically 
strong enough for such a long, monotonous walk. We are planning to haul 
sleds with climbing gear to the foot of  the Spectre, one of  the most remote 
mountains on earth, climb a new route and then complete a trans-continen-
tal trip using snow-kiting technology. It feels like a new kind of  adventure. 
The part I’m most concerned about is hauling sleds. Respect to all those  
other polar travellers: we wish them the very best. Wind assistance will 
make our journey far easier and faster, but then we have more than twice as 
much stuff  as those teams, and will be climbing a major objective en route.

My two companions are Jean Burgun from Haute Alp, an experienced 
alpinist, big-wall climber and snow-kiter, part of  the scene in the Alps that  
is using kites to climb easy Alpine climbs in minutes. He and his wife are 
custodians of  a mountain hut in Val Louise. Mark Sedon is a mountain 
guide and filmmaker. Born and raised in Christchurch, New Zealand,  
he has led commercial teams to the summit of  Everest as well as half  a  
dozen trips to Antarctica. The plane will drop us off  at its maximum pay-
load range, known as the point of  no return, but we have already past that 
point. The time for fear and anxiety is behind us. There is no more pre-
paration. It is time for confidence and cautious action. We have what we 
have and must overcome every obstacle we face with the contents of  these 
pulks, our skills, cunning and experience.

No doubt there will be some fumbling in the first few days as we acclima-
tise to the altitude and cold and begin to figure out what clothing, gloves and 
goggle set-ups work best and drill our camp, cooking and kiting systems. But 
within a week, we’ll be a tight unit. Time is on our side. Patience, caution 
and wise decisions will be our closest allies as we head further beyond than 
any of  us have ever known. We are going to do this safely, successfully and 
have the best of  times on the way.

Hard at work hauling a pulk. Most of 
the polar travel was done with kites. 
(Berghaus)

Leo Houlding, left, and Jean Burgun 
head towards the summit of the 
Spectre. (Berghaus)
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First Camp
We’re now in the tent, near as damn it to 88°S, 132°W: precisely where we 
wanted to be. It’s sunny with a strong breeze and so really cold: pretty much 
what we expected and hoped for, although I must admit this cold is quite 
shocking. Our goggles steamed up and froze immediately exiting the air-
craft. I had a buff  around my neck and another over my face to protect my 
nose from the cold and that’s why the goggles steamed up. I’m going to have 
to work out another system for tomorrow. Kiting blind across this bumpy, 
hard surface is not an option, but neither is leaving one’s nose exposed.

We really are in the middle of  nowhere and the magnitude of  the journey  
we are about to undertake is utterly overwhelming. So we all ignore it 
and focus on the most immediate concerns: keeping warm and sorting gear.  
We must be some of  the most isolated humans on the planet right now but 
spirits are high and we are ready. It’s time to leave the past behind and focus 
on the here and now. Our loved ones will always fill our hearts but must be 
kept to the back of  our minds. We need to concentrate on managing the 
cold, travelling and living as comfortably and healthily as we can out here.

Base Camp
It’s been relentless but we have completed the first leg of  our journey. The 
spires of  the Organ Pipe peaks tower above us; the Spectre is centre stage. 
It’s 2 December and we’ve been travelling for almost two weeks. We started 
today at 5am, beached in the ugly centre of  the Scott glacier. Surrounded by 
blue ice, pressure ridges and crevasses, it was not a pleasant place to start the 
day. After some discussion about the previous evening’s travel arrangements, 
we decided it would be prudent to adopt a more conservative approach. 
We roped up and walked on our skis, dragging the pulks for 6km hoping 
to find more amenable and safer terrain towards the edge of  the glacier.  
It was blustery and cold and we had to fight to keep our fingers warm.

Drone photo of the team on the summit and a selfie in the same place:  
Mark Sedon, Jean Burgun and Leo Houlding. (Berghaus)
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Pulling the pulks across ice was surprisingly easy but it’s extremely  
slippery and there were a few comedy moments as we took turns to crater:  
funny to watch but actually quite painful. We are all bruised. But our  
gamble paid off  and we eventually picked up much safer, cleaner terrain, 
and were able to launch the kites. The wind had dropped to a gentle breeze, 
the sun was out, and for the first time since we were dropped off, it was 
pleasant out. For a moment it seemed like plain sailing for the final leg.  
It felt good to be underpowered, looping and spinning the kite to find maxi-
mum torque without worrying about the drastic consequences that just  
a twitch of  the bar can make when overpowered.

Of  course it couldn’t last. The wind dropped to zero and our kites fell  
out of  the sky. The silence was deafening. Patience is the key at these times. 
You have to be ready with a well laid-out kite to pounce on the slightest 
breath of  wind. Once airborne, delicate but decisive movements can keep 
the kite flying in almost zero wind. But jump the gun and attempt to launch 
with insufficient breeze and the kite is a mess, requiring a full restart:  
anchoring the bar, walking the lines, laying out the kite, while others may  
be airborne waiting for all three to be ready. This time it took an hour or  
so but we managed it, all three catching a breeze and moving immediately 
into a horrendous crevasse field on sastrugi. Not a pleasant cocktail.

We veered into the centre of  the Scott glacier to avoid it and were pleased 
to find sheets of  white ice, not a kind surface but not a deadly one either 
and with more wind we scratched along until finally we caught our first 
glimpse of  the Spectre before it disappeared behind Mount Harkeness in 

Antarctic landscape from the Organ Pipes. (Berghaus)
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the foreground. Shady and big, from 
far away our first impression was 
intimi dating. But the Scott glacier 
is ever changing and requires too 
much concentration to linger long 
on the spectacular scenery.

Once again misled by Antarctic 
scale, it took several more hours 
of  knee-wrecking ice kiting before 
a final technical descent through 
pressure ridges and crevasses led to 
a clear snowy run and the Spectre  
glacier. Mark went ahead over a 
kilometre to get set up for the money shot of  our glorious arrival. Jean was 
a little ahead of  me as we looped the again underpowered kites towards 
victory. Then suddenly I was yanked backwards. I tried to loop the kite to 
resist but it was useless: I was being dragged backwards across the snow. 
I looked round to find my pulk had vanished. Thankfully I stopped after 
about 10m and released the kite. I dug in a ski and wrapped myself  around 
it. Then, no doubt sounding a little meek, requested assistance from Jean 
on the radio. True to form he came gallantly to the rescue and together we 
spent three hours retrieving the pulk from the crevasse. It was much like  
any other of  the hundreds of  holes we’d crossed in the last two days, but 
this one had swallowed my 150kg pulk whole just a kilometre from our 
destination. I limped down to Mark on skis looking rather bedraggled: not 
the glorious arrival I had planned. At least nothing was lost or damaged  
and apart from a terrific shock I was unscathed.

We camp and at 2am the Spectre briefly shows us her pretty side, basking 
in sunshine, flirting almost: she is a prize beauty. Such an immaculate massif, 
the rock looks outstanding and there are lines everywhere, as good for rock 
climbing as any granite spires I have seen. But then the cloud builds, the 
wind picks up and I remember where I am. The thought of  being up there, 
even further away than we are here is too much. I think we need a day or 
three to acquaint ourselves with our new surroundings before committing  
to anything too tall. At least it is much warmer and less hostile down here 
than the beastly plateau. With kind weather, we have a chance. More harsh-
ness and we’ll be looking for somewhere less steep.

Leo Houlding and a solar phenomenon 
in the Antarctic. ‘We’ve seen a few 
halos around the sun and a couple  
of sun-dogs but yesterday either 
somebody slipped something into 
our porridge or we were blessed 
to witness an utterly psychedelic, 
three-dimensional display of polar sun 
refraction and reflection.’ (Berghaus)
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Route to the Top
After a partial circumnavigation of  
the Spectre to check descent and 
ascent options we formulate a plan. 
Everything looks pretty hard, long 
and seriously committing. Climbing 
as a three and trying to photograph 
and film greatly reduces efficiency, 
and after much consideration we 
decided the wisest course of  action 
is for all of  us to attempt to summit 
by the route of  least resistance. That 

would be to repeat the Mugs and Edmund Stump route on the north side 
of  the Spectre. Though the north side is still a formidable peak, it lacks  
the aesthetic perfection of  the south side. It is a complex maze of  snow 
ramps, chimneys and steep buttress steps that do not form an obvious line 
to the summit.

We leave camp on 8 December in sunny, calm conditions at 8am with 
light loads and fairly minimal kit, nipping over the col we had inspected  
previously and are at the foot of  the north side of  the Spectre by 10am.  
A steep snow couloir offers easy access to the col that forms the left saddle 
of  the Spectre when viewed from the spectacular south side. In the sun, 
without wind and on the move the temperature is balmy. But then we hit 
about 50m of  shade in the couloir, and as Mark describes it, ‘panic cold’: 
20°C colder than in the sun, where fingers freeze and muscles tighten within 
seconds. Thankfully we soon skip back into the light to survey the route 
and wait for its warming rays to rotate around onto the face we are about 
to climb.

Jean and I play the customary rock, paper, scissors to decide who will 
lead the first block. He wins. We enter the maze without too much anxiety 
as the weather is good and we figure even though we can’t see an obvious 
line, there are so many features and options, surely we will find an easy way? 
That is our first mistake. We forget: nothing is easy out here. Very quickly, 
route finding became an issue. We’re now playing snakes and ladders: Jean 
is faced with four ladders to climb leading in four very different directions, 
three of  which lead to snakes and a slide back down. In situations like this, 

Leo Houlding on Christmas Day, 
reflecting: ‘We celebrated Christmas 
in style … smoked salmon and egg 
brunch with ‘Antarctic breeze’ cocktails  
(vodka and electrolytes mix) and 
rum hot chocolate … We exchanged 
small gifts, the best being set of zebra 
boxers from Jean to Mark, pulled 
crackers and listened to some cheesy 
Christmas classics.’ (Berghaus)
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the best course of  action is for the leader to try to have a decent look at 
every option before committing to one, as once committed if  it turns out to 
be a dead end it is more time consuming to descend and try another.

We have no choice but to try our hardest to find a way through we can 
climb without too much risk, and this we do for several hours. Jean leads 
a particularly tough, scary pitch, quite low down. We convince ourselves 
that this was not the way Mugs and Ed would have gone, but for a few rope 
lengths above, the terrain looks okay, so we continue. We stumble across an 
old piton and sling abseil station from the Stumps. We zig and zag our way 
across the face, covering a fair amount of  distance, over a great deal of  time, 
without gaining much altitude. Gradually the cloud builds and the light  
flattens, and with it the intimidation increases. Our mood is subdued but 
we don’t discuss retreat. Yet we are all thinking the same thing: ‘if  the wind 
picks up, this is a survival situation and we’re out of  here.’ With the constant 
dead-ends and slow progress our grown-up game of  snakes and ladders is 
becoming very committing. All the while the cloud thickens. Is this the front 
of  a storm or just a band of  moist air in the atmosphere?

It takes hours and hours to reach a false summit and then another. When 
we think we must be nearing the real top, we hit a 25m cliff-band. It’s proper 
climbing but short enough that I’m sure I can get up it quickly but it proves 
wide, loose and hard. By the time we get to the top, still ages from the true 
summit, we are all starting to feel pretty strung out.

The level of  commitment of  being high on a steep, complex face out here 
at the end of  the world is impossible to overstate. Away from the sanctuary 
of  our camp, we are so very isolated, and so very exposed. If  Antarctica 
snarls, it is very quickly a survival situation. Full of  anxiety we push on to 
the summit, ready to turn and run at the first whiff  of  wind. But Antarctica 
smiles on us and eventually we can go no higher: the summit.

It is close to midnight, and in truth, it isn’t a very joyous celebration:  
we are all anxious about the long complex descent. Seeing our camp so tiny 
and far below doesn’t help matters. Jean leads fastidiously and efficiently  
and to our great relief  the weather does not deteriorate further. We are 
back in the approach couloir within three hours and breathe a sigh of  relief.  
Stumbling back into camp at 4.20am is a wonderful feeling. And almost  
immediately the wind begins to blow and as we lie down to sleep after a  
24-hour session it gusts at over 30 knots. The gods have been kind to us.

The Journey Home
It’s 24 December, Christmas Eve, and we have retraced our route back 
to where we were dropped off. Yesterday was our ‘welcome back storm’ 
in exactly the same spot as our ‘welcome storm’ a month ago. It was far  
less severe yesterday, but it was total whiteout with visibility less than five 
metres. There was no way to travel by kite in that, so we were tent-bound.  
It was surprisingly cold in the tent due to the lack of  sun. At least that made 
our route choice easy. We are sticking with our original plan and won’t be 
making a detour via the South Pole.
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Today, as per the forecast, the sun is back and the wind has dropped. 
The wind is due to change tomorrow, giving us the six to 10 knots 
south-south-easterly we so desperately need. We could do with a minimum 
of  10 knots to send us on our way 350km to the Theil Mountains across 
terrain that has hardly ever been travelled and never traversed by kite. We 
then join the classic South Pole to Hercules Inlet kite route for 450km before 
venturing through the Sentinels back to Union glacier. The first 350km leg 
to Theil Mountains is the one we are most concerned about: we really need 
these south-easterlies or we’re scuppered. Our entire expedition strategy 
was built on this wind pattern, but it is not what we have been experiencing.

We have been hearing that this is an exceptional weather year. Union  
glacier has experienced unusually high temperatures. Ben Saunders com-
ments on his blog that in 17 years of  Antarctic travel this has been the  
poorest weather he has experienced. So we must just hang in there with our 
strategy based on what we felt would be the most likely wind patterns. The 
good news is that with every kilometre we travel on this route, we are closer 
to more favourable wind flows as we approach Union glacier. That means, 
hopefully, the going should get easier.

Fair Winds
Yesterday, the day after Boxing Day, we were fully geared up on standby  
to leave all day. The wind direction and strength wouldn’t allow us to go 
in the way we wanted. Twice we were fully packed and ready but within 
100m it became clear it wasn’t happening, so twice we re-pitched the tent in 
exactly the same place. Then the sky put on its mind-blowing rainbow show 
and we let go of  the frustration and wondered at this place we are visiting.

Leo Houlding in front and Jean Burgun ski kiting on the final day of the Spectre 
expedition. (Berghaus)
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After dinner I got into bed but right away Jean noticed the wind had 
changed direction. Sure enough it had swung around, if  later than predicted,  
and we had a solid 10-12 knot south-easterly. Gearing up, we broke camp  
for the third time and set off  at 11pm. Everything had come good and we 
were flying: a fully powered crosswind on a soft surface with clear, sunny 
weather. Our midnight run was as good as it gets: 101km in six hours. We 
called it a day at 5am but seven hours later were off  again, tail end of  the 
wind. We are halfway home in terms of  kilometres.

The Last Lap
At 5am it was clear and very cold but within an hour we were ready to go. 
We began preparing the big kites, but the wind started to increase drasti-
cally so Mark and Jean launched the smallest kites and we got what we 
hoped for: some high-speed, solid-gold kite footage. Blasting along for 
20km in less than an hour, we reached the end of  Horseshoe valley. A maw 
of  jagged peaks almost closed the path ahead of  us but for a series of  cols 
between the tooth-like peaks. We couldn’t tell, from the line on our GPS, 
which col we were aiming for. As we climbed up to the mountains, the wind 
suddenly matched the terrain: turbulent, and uphill. Then it died and we 
were becalmed.

It took three hours to cover three kilometres before the gods flicked the 
switch and the wind came back on. We climbed the last steep section to the 
col in 10 minutes. The view was magnificent: the peaks of  Horseshoe valley  
behind, and the great plateau beyond. In front, the snaking Henderson  
glacier, flanked by the painted rocky faces of  sculpted mountains, spilled 
down into the vastness of  the Ronnie ice shelf.

The wind funnelling through the col was a real hazard but distracted by 
the glorious vista I crashed my kite, which became hideously tangled. This 
was bad news on a steep windy col. Normally you anchor the kite and walk 
to it to untie the mess. That is mighty difficult in a precarious place with so 
much wind. Thankfully over the course of  the last 50 days and thousand 
miles I had become extremely proficient at untangling kites.

About 500m later I caught up with the guys but as we crested the col to 
begin our descent the wind went nuts and we immediately all released our 
kites onto their safety lines resulting in an epic tangle. At the same time, 
Jean broke his toe binding just 20km from the now almost visible finish line. 
We popped up the tent and before Mark and I had finished our cheese and 
biscuits, Jean had located the spare and replaced the broken unit.

After lunch Mark, who spent years as a ski patroller, gave me a quick 
briefing on how to ski downhill with a heavy pulk. I was impressed how 
well it worked and we descended six kilometres of  blue and red terrain with 
refreshingly little difficulty. When it flattened out we launched our mid-  
size kites and began once again to battle with erratic mountain airflows. 
After a frustrating hour it came good and we blasted the last few kilometres 
of  the glacier and up the short steep hill to the Henderson col leading to 
Union glacier.
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We could now look down our 
final destination, the ALE Union 
glacier camp, visible six kilometres 
away. We regrouped, packed the 
kites and skied the last 100m to the 
glacier. Dangerous crevasses that 
had concerned us shrank into insig-
nificance thanks to the snowmobile 
track and flags put out by ALE for 
their Antarctic marathon event a 
few weeks earlier and with the end 
in sight, a good hard surface and no 
wind, we took the hint and popped 
skins on our skis and began the  
victory lap. It was at least 15°C 
warmer than the morning and we 
were melting. A Twin Otter coming 
in to land spotted us and circled to 
wave his wings. Ten minutes later, 

Fred arrived on a snowmobile. With just two kilometres to go, we gave him 
the pulks to tow and skated without weight to the end.

The finishing line. From left to right:  
Leo Houlding, Mark Sedon and Jean 
Burgun. (Berghaus)


