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Q. Interview with Captain Robert Newcomb U.S. Navy on March 17, 2000.  This is 

an oral history interview for the Byrd Polar Research Center Program on a grant 

sponsored by the National Science Foundation.  Captain Newcomb, I’d like to 

begin by asking what motivated you or oriented you towards a career in the Navy 

and basically the sequence of events that led up to your having responsibility for 

navigating the USS Glacier during Operation Deep Freeze. 

A. Okay.  There’s no problem in figuring out why I joined the Navy. I graduated 

from high school in a little town in Addison, Maine in 1944. And of course World 

War II was still on at that time and I assumed I was going to go somewhere. And I 

think the thing that caught my eye was a poster posted in the high school building 

that showed a picture of Navy aircraft swooping through the skies. And I thought 

“Well, if I’m going to be in the Navy, that’s what I’d like to do.” So I looked 

around to find out what was available and what was available was the Navy V5 

program, which is an aviator basic flight training program and applied for it and 

was accepted and went for the first year to Bates College in Lewiston, Maine. 

And got a lot of basic education and whatever.  A lot of stuff that I didn’t need 

like spherical geometry which supposedly is the basis for celestial navigation but 

is of very little practical value.  So I learned my navigation from a chief 
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quartermaster eventually.  At the end of one year at Bates College, the war was 

over and they changed the training programs and I went into the NROTC, Navy 

Reserve Officer Training Corp. program, the V12 program, and transferred to 

Tufts College in Medford, Massachusetts.  I graduated from Tufts in 1947 with a 

BA degree and was commissioned as an Ensign in the U.S. Navy. Now do you 

want me to go further?  Alright, well I was assigned to the USS Kearsarge, it’s an 

aircraft carrier, CV-33, and I first got a taste of navigation by being in CIC, which 

involved some basic electronic navigation. 

Q. What is CIC? 

A. Combat Information Center. Then I went to the Pacific on the staff of 

Commander-in-Chief Pacific.  And following that I went to a mine 

countermeasures course based in Charleston, South Carolina, for one year.  And 

at the end of that year I was assigned executive officer and navigator of the USS 

Pigeon, AM374, and later as commanding officer.  I had really no, despite my 

training in college, I had no real experience with celestial navigation and the 

quartermaster, chief quartermaster on the Pigeon is the one who taught me 

celestial navigation.  I had learned dead reckoning navigation along the way 

somewhere and that’s not a problem. But celestial navigation is different. And I 

also learned some electronic navigation. So that’s where I learned it. And that’s 

why I was assigned as navigator of the USS Glacier.  So we put the Glacier in 

commission in May, 1955.   

Q. Captain Newcomb, the Glacier you said was put into commission in 1955.  Can 

you discuss for the record the nature of the shakedown cruise? 
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A. Well there was only really one kind of startling event. The shakedown cruise went 

fine. The ship builders trial was quite exciting. The Ingalls Shipbuilding  

Corporation which built the Glacier is in Pascaqoila, Mississippi, has a long river 

going out to the bay, out to the Gulf of Mexico. And I took the little green land 

cruiser which is a 30 foot cabin cruiser that we used for exploration to survey the 

channel to make sure it was deep enough to get out. And it wasn’t.  Well there 

was one place they had warned me about. It was questionable whether we could 

get out or not with our draft. So I took the cruiser and went out and did a sounding 

survey and found this area which was questionable as to whether we could get 

over it. Well it wasn’t all that questionable.  But the skipper who was Captain Pat 

Maher and a great guy, I reported to him that there  was some shallow water in the 

channel out there. And I was a little nervous about it. And he repeated one of his 

famous remarks to me was “Bob, let’s live dangerously.”  We went to sea and as 

we approached this I said “Captain, this shallow place is about 200 yards ahead.”  

And he said “Okay, let’s go.” And we cranked it up and hit it and just slid over. 

And it turned out to be mud and we knew it wasn’t going to be a big problem.  

But other than that, the builders trials and later the shakedown cruise after it was 

commissioned went without any hitches at all.  Amazing ship.  We really had few 

problems.  So that’s the status of getting the ship into commission. 

Q. Do you have any idea about the  selection process? You moved from the Pigeon 

to the Glacier.  Is that correct? 

A. Yes. 
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Q. Was that sort of a random assignment or was that something you had requested or 

how did you get that assignment? 

A. When I received that assignment to the AGB-4, I looked around at some of the 

other officers and said “What’s an AGB?”  Somebody said “Well, could be a 

garbage barge,” but we didn’t think that was perhaps correct. And so we dug in 

for a little more.  And found out it was an icebreaker.  I was assigned to the 

icebreaker because of my navigation experience on the Pigeon. 

Q. Okay.  So it wasn’t anything that you requested or competed for? It was simply 

somebody, a position needed to be filled, and you were selected? 

A. That’s right. I had no idea what an icebreaker was until I got there. And that did it. 

Q. Captain Newcomb, can you give us a little idea as to why the Glacier was built? 

Because I understand it’s first responsibility was the mission to Operation Deep 

Freeze. Why was it built? 

A. Not specifically for Deep Freeze.  It was built to replace some of the aging 

icebreakers of the Wind class, which were small and under powered and we 

needed a bigger, more powerful icebreaker to do the heavy work.  So it just 

happened that Deep Freeze came along the same year it was commissioned. In 

other words, it wasn’t built specifically for Deep Freeze. 

Q. So the Glacier was larger and more powerful than the icebreakers of the previous 

class.  

A.      And of course now they have nuclear powered icebreakers which is a big jump.   

Q . Do you have any recollections of the trip, where was the jumping off point for the  

Glacier on its way, the beginning point of the trip to McMurdo? 
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A. Okay.  The ship was based in Boston, Massachusetts and we left in, I suppose 

September, 1955 or thereabouts, went down through the Panama Canal and on to 

New Zealand which was the jumping off point for the trip down to Antarctica.  

Went to New Zealand to Port Lyttleton which is the port city for Christchurch, 

New Zealand. And spent a few days rest and relaxation and taking on  supplies 

and whatever and left, I don’t know, sometime in December I think to head down 

to the ice.  

Q. You left New Zealand in roughly December? 

A. Roughly December right.  The ship operating season in Antarctica being 

December to February.  Before that and after that, it’s basically too cold and too 

much ice, too difficult to get around, even for a big icebreaker. 

Q. Are there any recollections or anecdotes that you want to put on the record about 

the crew of the Glacier? 

A. Was pretty much I think a hand picked crew since it was a brand new ship and 

we’re headed for a very important operation. I think perhaps we had a little bit 

better experienced people in various areas. One of the most important people, as 

always, is the commanding officer.  This particular commanding officer, Pat 

Maher, he  was a commander at the time.  Made captain in the job but he was one 

great guy. Had the right attitude. He was a hearty, sailor type guy, with a good 

sense of humor and a good perspective on life and the military. And was just an 

all around great skipper, both for the crew and for the mission. He had been a 

skipper of an icebreaker I believe before that, had been to Antarctica. So he was 

very much experienced.  And just a super individual. One of my all time heroes.  
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Like I say, the rest of the crew was excellent as far as I was concerned.  We had 

top notch people and no complaints there.   

Q. Okay. You mentioned that Captain Maher had been to Antarctica. He had been 

captain of an icebreaker, had commanded an icebreaker previously. Was that 

generally true of the crew, that these are people who had previous icebreaker 

experience? 

A. No, I don’t think so. There might have been one or two officers. A very small 

number of the crew might have had experience, but not I don’t believe that, I 

really don’t know. But I would guess not. 

Q. Okay. So for most of you, this was a brand new experience? 

A. Right.   

Q. Captain Newcomb, would you at this point identify and talk about some of  the 

civilians who were on board and what kind of role they played in this mission? 

A. Sure.  Very, very important part of the whole mission was to take down scientists 

who studied the oceans and the ocean bottoms and flora and fauna and whatever. 

And a great group of people. One of the people I recall particularly was Dr. Willis 

Tressler. Was a great gentleman. He was I believe an oceanographer. And just a 

wonderful guy as well as being a very competent scientist.  Another group of 

people that we had, and it was pretty important too, were newsmen. For instance, 

Bernard Kalb was aboard. He was a reporter for the New York Times.  As a 

matter of fact I have a picture of him standing before the garbage shoot as we 

crossed the line. You had a garbage shoot which people have to crawl through as 

part of the initiation ceremony. I have a picture of him standing hands on hips 
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wondering whether he is going to go through it a second time.  But we had 

somebody from Popular Mechanics and Newsweek I think.  Kalb was the New 

York Times person. And there were several others that don’t come to mind right 

now.   

Q. Okay. I also need to ask you what were, sometimes in Antarctica, on the stations 

for examples, there were reports of some clashes between military culture and 

science culture.  Different career orientations, different perspectives.  From your 

observations, what were relations like between the civilian scientists and military 

personnel? 

A. I thought they were absolutely great. And I don’t know that to my knowledge 

there were no problems between the scientists and the military.  The military 

knew why we were down there and a large part of it was to provide a platform for 

the scientists.  For instance, the CO Pat Maher, was absolutely in favor, would do 

anything necessary, and wouldn’t stand for any other kind of conflict. The only 

conflict I can remember, and it wasn’t really between the scientists and the 

military, it was between Admiral Byrd and Admiral Dufek. Admiral Byrd was 

officer in charge of Antarctic programs.  And Admiral Dufek was the military 

commander. And Admiral Byrd liked to get off and do oceanographic things in 

other places. And Admiral Dufek wanted his big powerful icebreaker to be on 

hand and not be off doing other things.  And that wasn’t a big thing, but it was 

kind of interesting. 

Q. Byrd wasn’t on board, was he? 
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A. Yes.  Admiral Byrd was on board the first year. I should have mentioned that. 

And he came on board in New Zealand and went down there.  A great gentleman. 

Stand around and talk to me or the seaman or anybody else. And was just a great 

presence.   

Q. On board the Glacier, Captain Newcomb, there were numerous high profile 

personalities.  Admiral Dufek being one, Byrd another, Siple yet another. Can you 

comment on your observations of these people? 

A. Admiral Byrd was a great old guy, a very affable, interesting person to talk to. 

And would talk to anybody.  He frequently spent hours on the bridge and was not 

hesitant to talk with anybody about his experiences. He sometimes had a desire to 

do a particular scientific thing like putting in an ocean station here or there or 

some other place.  And Admiral Dufek, who had the responsibility for command 

and performance, may not have been particularly enthused about some of the 

things.  But he allowed Admiral Byrd to have his way on a couple of things. And 

I don’t see that there was any great tension. As far as Dr. Siple goes, he was a 

wonderful friendly guy and I had not much contact with him at all. And never 

heard of any tension between any of them. 

Q. One of the issues that has been written about is one of status and of quarters. 

Would you tell us what would happen when both Dufek and Byrd were on board 

the Glacier? 

A. Sure.  Frequently they were not both on board. But when they were on board, 

there are two premier sets of quarters.  One for the flag officers quarters which 

Admiral Dufek occupied.  It was larger and he was able to have staff meetings in 
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the flag quarters.  And in those cases where they were both aboard, Admiral Byrd 

had the captain’s quarters, which were no small digs.  They were very nice. The 

accommodations were excellent. And in that case,  Captain Pat Maher slept in the 

sea cabin, which is adequate. 

Q. So Byrd had the flag quarters. 

A. No, Admiral Dufek had the flag quarters.  And Admiral Byrd had the captain’s 

quarters. I believe that’s the way it went.   

Q. Okay. And the it was Commander Maher who moved to the smaller cabin? 

A. Right. 

Q. Okay.  Captain Newcomb, can you talk a little bit about your attachment to the 

Glacier and to the crew of the Glacier? 

A. It was a very unusual operation, Deep Freeze, from the normal Navy operation 

where you get out and tear around on a destroyer or something else. This is a 

whole different world. And you’re down there in Antarctica two thousand miles 

from anybody else. And you have to have a lot of faith in your ship and your 

shipmates. And we did. And we had a lot of confidence.  We went through a lot of 

things together.  The seas between New Zealand and Antarctica are very, very 

rough. Enormous mean seas.  We would roll 65-70 degrees which is enormous 

rolling.  And we soon became confident that the ship could stand practically 

anything. And it practically did. When you roll 70 degrees, man you’re almost on 

your ends there.  And you begin to wonder. But came through it fine. And she’s a 

great ship.  We had no significant breakdowns as I can recall at all.  Just an 

absolutely wonderful ship.  I don’t know what, we had a doctor on board and a 
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dentist on board and we were very much a self contained community. And able to 

go, we thought, able to go anywhere and do anything.  And sometimes did.   

Q. Is there an alumni society or reunion group? 

A. Yes there is a reunion group. We meet about every eighteen months. USS Glacier 

Society.  And I go whenever I can.  I missed the last one but looking forward to 

the next one. 

Q. How long was the Glacier in service? 

A. It was in service from 1955 to I’m not sure about this now. 

Q. But it’s been long since retired from service? 

A. Yea.  It’s been retired from service I think sometime in the early 80’s.  But that 

could be off by several years.  I’d have to check that. 

Q. What happens to the ship itself when it’s retired? 

A. The ship was mothballed and sent to Bremerton, Washington.  And we have made 

several attempts, the Glacier Society, has made several attempts to get the Glacier 

down to where Brian Shoemaker is (Reedsport, Oregon), as a museum ship.  

You’ve talked with Brian and you know about his, what is called the Hero 

Foundation. We were within a week of getting the ship, that it passed Congress 

and they said okay and somehow the governor of the state of Oregon said at the 

last minute “I don’t know. We’re a little worried about liability if we bring the 

ship down to  Reedsport and it blew the deal.  Incidentally, I had lined up Bernie 

Kalb to go up with me to Washington and ride the ship down. He was really 

looking forward to it.  But that fell apart and then the ship was transferred down 

to Suisan Bay in San Francisco, where it is right now.  Another group has entered 
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the picture now in Connecticut.  A former, I believe a former navigator of the 

Glacier, has established a society or  I don’t know exactly what you would call it, 

to try to get the Glacier, to fix it up, steam it around through the canal and bring it 

up and use it as a museum ship and a training ship in Bridgeport, Connecticut or 

somewhere up there. I don’t know exactly where.  And he’s been going great 

guns. I don’t know whether it’s still on or not. I haven’t heard from him for a 

while. Have you heard of him? 

Q. No, I haven’t. 

A. I need to get you some information on him. And I can do that. I don’t have it 

handy. I can’t even think of his name right now.  But he is a former navigator and 

now an entrepreneur who will charge off and take charge of some kind of an 

operation and make it work type of a guy. 

Q. Like to ask you at this point, Captain Newcomb, if you could comment or 

describe the problems of the Glacier as it approaches the pack ice surrounding 

Antarctica, in crashing through the ice and navigational challenges. 

A. Sure. Well as far as, let me cover a little bit of navigation. When you get that far 

south, it’s daylight most of the time. Sometimes all the time. And so you have no 

stars. So your celestial navigation except for sun sights, goes out the window. 

Celestial navigation is done by in fact a series of sun sights But the primary 

method of navigation when you’re in the ice and you don’t have good sights, is 

dead reckoning.  And that’s difficult when you’re pounding through the ice 

because normally dead reckoning depends on going at a steady speed in a certain 

direction for a certain time and then you change and so forth.  When you’re dead 
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reckoning through the ice that doesn’t happen. You don’t have your pitsword 

which is the thing that tells you how fast you’re going through the water, cause 

the ice would break it off.  And you’re constantly change directions, starting and 

stopping.  So it becomes quite a challenge to navigate down there. I learned an 

awful lot about navigation. For instance, when you get in the ice and you’re 

plowing through it and maybe it’s six or eight feet thick and you don’t know how 

fast you’re doing, we finally developed a system to have somebody stand in the 

bow and throw a chip of wood over the bow and then further back, we’d have 

some … 

Q. Captain Newcomb, we were interrupted by a helicopter. You were describing the 

way you had to resort to measure the speed of the ship as part of the equation for 

dead reckoning. 

A. Right. We’d put somebody up in the bow and throw a chip of wood over on to the 

ice.  And then there would be somebody else further aft who would see it go by 

and time the length of time it takes to go from one to the other.  And that’s how 

we did a lot of our speed in terms of …  Now the other factor of course is the 

direction.  And that involves the compass. When you get down as far as we were 

in Antarctica, the magnetic compass is no use. It just constantly spins in a circle.  

We had two gyro compasses.  And one of them was very good if you watched it 

closely and compared to the other one.  The better compass stayed pretty much on 

track within two or three degrees, which was excellent down there.  So the 

direction was not a problem. There would be some variation in the gyros but not 

difficult to keep up with.  One of the major problems in Antarctic navigation was 
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the fact that, during Deepfreeze I and II, most of the nautical charts were made 

from aerial photographs which, of course, don’t show the depth of the water, a 

major pucker factor for a ship’s navigator.   

Q. You mentioned earlier that the Glacier was a brand new, more powerful 

icebreaker.  Did that mean that it could basically crush any ice that it encountered 

or were there circumstances where you had to veer in one direction or another to 

avoid ice? 

A. Runs the gambit.  All the way from little brash ice to plowing constantly through 

ice eight feet thick. But old ice from the previous year to having difficulty getting 

through eight inches of ice, eight inches of new ice, which is very hard to try to 

get through a ice maybe ten or twelve feet thick in which we would have to back 

and ram and back and ram. And then of course there were pressure ridges which 

we couldn’t get through at all. 

Q. So it was very much a tricky business to determine what the ship could in fact go 

through? 

A. You bet.  That’s exactly right.  And very important to, I mean the ship would 

stand almost anything to run into the ice. But you had to watch out backing down.  

Backing down, you jeopardize your propellers.  Now all the time I was aboard we 

never lost a prop.  The following year, the year after I got off, I think they did by 

backing down.  But the ship was absolutely amazing. You took care of it; it took 

care of you.   

Q. Captain Newcomb, having made your way through the pack ice, can you discuss 

for the record the passage to the site of what became McMurdo station? 
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A. Yes. Well we were able to get I suppose within perhaps 30 miles of McMurdo on 

the first approach.  We got as far as we could and then I think we went off to 

another portion of the Ross Sea to do some looking around for another sight.  And 

waited until the ice let up a little bit. And then we went back to McMurdo and got 

within, I suppose, six miles before we were stopped by the thickness of the ice, at 

which point we brought the cargo ships in and unloaded them onto the ice and the 

cargo then was taken from the ships across the ice to McMurdo station. And later 

in the year, after the ice began to soften up a little bit and break up a little bit, we 

were able to get right down to McMurdo.  Probably the last bit of ice we went 

through before we actually reached the shores of McMurdo station, the ice was 

probably ten feet thick, and we were able to crack it and move in. 

Q. Okay. It must have been quite an act of judgment to determine that the ice was 

thick enough. Of course the Glacier would have told you that if you couldn’t 

break through the ice, then it probably would stand the weight of cargo. 

A. Yes, that’s generally true. But we did lose one tractor trailer load and as a matter 

of fact, the ice at their station at McMurdo, was named for the driver of that, I 

think it was a D8 tractor with a heavy load. He plunged through the ice to his 

death.  So there will be soft spots or something that you can’t tell exactly how 

thick it is. So we did have that one fatality that I’m aware of. 

Q. Did that occur early in the unloading or was it later?  It must have been a nerve 

racking time if it happened early.   

A. Yea, it was I think it was in the early stages.   
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Q. Any comments about the unloading process?  You obviously had lots of supplies 

in the ships behind you, the cargo ships build the station, scientific equipment. 

Any comments about the unloading process? 

A. No unloading problems at all. Our ship you might say carved out a wharf for the 

ships to tie up to. And they just used their booms to offload onto the ice.   

Q. And then the unloading was routine except for this one major accident? 

A. Yes, as far as I know.  

Q. Okay.  Captain Newcomb, can you give us some observations about the planning 

process to establish McMurdo station? 

A. I didn’t have a whole lot of input to that. I know that Admiral Dufek had been 

down in Antarctica before. He was obviously the one who made the decision and 

I suspect that he pretty much knew where the base was going to be before we got 

down there. It was just a question of getting there and confirming that that was the 

right place to build it. There were two sites where we built. One was at McMurdo. 

The other was around on the Ross Ice Shelf in the Bay of Whales which was close 

to the area where Admiral Byrd had his Little America series of camps.  But I 

think it was all pretty much pre-determined where those bases were going to be. 

Q. Okay.  Captain Newcomb, can you talk a little bit about the actual building of the 

camp? The Navy and the scientists, etc. 

A. Sure. I think there was excellent cooperation between the scientists and military. 

The scientists were sciencing and Seabees (Navy Construction Battalion men) 

were building. And I don’t think there was any problem there. The scientists were 

mostly interested in going out and taking observations and stuff like that. And 
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Seabees were doing their thing. I recall the ship being tied up about six miles 

away from McMurdo, where they were hauling cargo back and forth and the 

skipper, Pat Maher, said “Let’s go over and see what they’re doing.” So we got 

some skis and got on the skis and got a bottle of wine which came from 

somewhere, I don’t know. It’s not appropriate for a Naval vessel but it must have 

been. But anyway, we got some bread and some seal meat that they had killed 

seals to feed the dogs.  We got bread and wine and seal meat.  And trudged six 

miles over to watch them build the camp.  And by the time we got over there we 

were tired and we threw the seal meat on the fire that we had built and tried it. 

And it was terrible. And so we threw it back in the fire and burned the devil out of 

it. And then we were able to eat it because we were so tired and hungry. Well 

that’s just a little side issue about what we were doing. But they did a fantastic job 

of building down there. And I can’t believe how well they operated the Seabees. 

Q. These were pre-fabricated? 

A. Mostly pre-fabricated.   

Q. They had to assemble? 

A. The buildings, a wall section, I guess would be maybe about ten feet by thirty feet 

long and the thing was built like a vacuum bottle I guess.  You put up a bunch of 

those things and hook them together and you even in cold weather you could heat 

them with a little kerosene lantern. That’s what I’m told.  I don’t know if they 

were that good or not but I think they were.   

Q. There must have been some construction problems. Did that reach your attention? 

A. No. There were no construction problems that I know of.   
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Q. Okay.  I’m getting a red warning light which tells me we are close to the end of 

the tape. So let’s take a moment and turn the tape over. We had previously talked 

about the actual building of the camp. Any more you wanted to say about that? 

A. No, I don’t think so.  As far as I know there were no significant problems in 

building it. I think the planning was just superb and the buildings went up and fuel 

got put in the big rubber bladders and I don’t see that there were any major 

problems at all. 

Q. Okay. And then after the unloading and the Glacier returned to New Zealand? 

A. Well, yes, we did go back to New Zealand for fuel.  And it was just basically a 

fuel stop. 

Q. Captain Newcomb, can you turn your attention to other kinds of support activities 

that the Glacier carried out for Operation Deep Freeze? 

A. Well I don’t know.  We just roamed around and broke the ice for anybody.  For 

instance, a New Zealand ship, was a small ship called The Endeavor, we found 

there to establish their camp. And it was a small ship, not powerful at all, and with 

very little if any icebreaking capabilities.  They got caught in the ice further out in 

the Ross Sea and couldn’t get it. We went out and escorted them in, which was 

something that we did for them and they appreciated it.  They had our officers 

over for lunch, which we ate and drank prodigiously.  And they enjoyed our 

company and were appreciative of our help. So we did whatever we could and 

since we had helicopters on board and participated in a rescue operation for one of 

the P2V planes that went down inland.  We just did whatever was necessary.  
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Q. What other kinds of activities did the Glacier do to help increase knowledge of 

Antarctica.  

A. Well, everywhere we went, we took sounding.  Well that’s the majority of our 

contribution to the updating of charts. The second time, on Deep Freeze II, I could 

look at the chart and see where I had been because there was a line of soundings 

that followed on the chart showing where I had been. So we made a significant 

contribution there.  We found a shoal, an uncharted shoal, because we ran 

aground on it. That was quite sudden. We were breaking ice in McMurdo Sound 

and where the chart didn’t show the depth of the water because the chart was 

made from aerial photographs. And while we were breaking ice, all of a sudden 

we came up on the shoal and ran aground.  Hard and fast.  And we offloaded 

boats and whatever we could and then we went back to the old days where they 

would sally ship.  Sally ship means the crew gets on one side of the ship and then 

runs to the other side to get the ship rocking back and forth.  And this is a help to 

our healing tanks. We had two sets of healing tanks for that same purpose. If you 

get caught on the ice you need to break the friction and so these healing tanks 

could be two tanks on either side, connected with two large pipes.  Could be 

transferred I think from one side to the other in 90 seconds.  That gives you 

hopefully a rocking motion.  But I think what eventually got us off was the tide 

came in. And we came free.  But it’s kind of a funny feeling to be 2,000 miles 

from anywhere and be aground. That’s one of the things you try not to do is go 

aground. It can ruin your whole day.  Just some of the sidelights. 
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Q. Okay.  You returned to Antarctica for Deep Freeze II.  You broke ice again for 

Deep Freeze II.  What else happened? 

A. I don’t recall that there was anything startling. We just broke ice to get the cargo 

ships in to offload more cargo and resupply the bases and that sort of thing. It was 

more of a resupply effort than anything else.   

Q. At some point you had a place in Antarctica named after you? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Can you describe that please? 

A. After we had finished the major construction activities at McMurdo Sound one 

year, I think it was Deep Freeze I, we sailed westward around the continent and 

stopped in the Windmill Islands, in the Wilkes Coast,  to establish a small weather 

station. We accompanied a cargo ship, the Seabees, the scientists and so forth.  

We went around and found  a bay which had good protection from the weather 

and a good site for the base camp. And while the Seabees were building the base 

camp, I surveyed this little bay.  And my guess is it was three miles by two miles 

or something like that. I could be way off there  I surveyed that little bay and later 

on they named it after me.  They named it Newcomb Bay in my honor, which I 

appreciated very much I don’t know that it was startling what I did, but I 

contributed to the knowledge of the topography and whatever.  What they did I 

think, of course everything down there needs a name and very few things do have 

a name.  So I think the scheme was that was assigned to each ship maybe five 

people who would have things named after them. And I just happened to be one. 

That was great. 
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Q. Captain Newcomb, are there any other recollections you have of Operation Deep 

Freeze? 

A. Well one of the things that could have been exciting and turned out not to be 

really was that we were called upon to rescue a Japanese expedition ship which 

had got caught in the ice near the end of the season.  And we were on the way 

home but we diverted to Australia to get a load of fuel and headed back to help 

out the Japanese ship.  Fortunately, by the time we got near where he was, he had 

freed himself. But that was the type of thing that we had the capability to do was 

to go places other ships couldn’t go and do things other ships couldn’t do. It was 

exciting being a part of that.   

Q. Captain Newcomb, Antarctica happened more than 40 years ago in your life.  

How have you maintained your memories and your connections with your 

Antarctic experience? 

A. Well in various ways.  The USS Glacier Society, I think I mentioned before, has a 

reunion about every 18 months and I do that.  I have maintained contact with the 

people in New Zealand that we met while we were doing business there.  I collect 

penguins and I’ve got things all over the place.  Matter of fact, you get a penguin 

before you leave  Remind me if I forget.  And then this enterprise up in 

Connecticut.  This fellow, what’s his name, Ben Koether, is running that thing. 

I’ve been in contact with him. And of course I’ve maintained contact with Brian 

Shoemaker through the Polar Society. I’ve been out to Reedsport and seen his 

operation out there. And it’s a once in a lifetime thing to be involved in a unique 

experience like I’ve been through with the Glacier. 
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Q. Do you remember the Antarctican Society? 

A. Yes and the Polar Society.   

Q. Captain Newcomb, we are asking all of the Navy personnel whom we are 

interviewing whether there was any kind of impact upon their military career from 

their experience in polar service? 

A. Well I don’t think so particularly except I came out of it as pretty much of an 

expert navigator and used that in subsequent assignments.  It gave me a bit of 

notoriety by having the bay named after me.  But as far as career enhancements, I 

don’t see that it really did much of anything. 

Q. In your next assignment after the Glacier, were you also involved in navigational 

responsibilities? 

A. No, I wasn’t.  I went to Vanderbilt University as Assistant Professor of Naval 

Science and taught the incoming freshman class of the midshipmen, navy history 

and seamanship. 

Q. Okay.  I think we do have your resume .  We can follow your career with the 

Glacier. 

A. Actually, there was a navigation billet in the staff of the NROTC unit.  And I 

expected I was going to be assigned to it but I wasn’t. And actually I enjoyed the 

history and Naval orientation for the young freshmen. I think I had a lot to offer 

them from a wide range of experiences in the mine forces and the aircraft carriers 

and icebreaker and that sort of thing. I had a lot to add. 

Q. Did you have any navigational responsibility after your Glacier duty? 

A. Yes, I was executive officer and navigator of a destroyer, USS Southerland.    
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Q. You said the executive officer’s responsibility includes navigation? 

A. Sometimes it does and sometimes it doesn’t.  On the Southerland it was included.  

Some ships have their own, had a separate navigator. But in this case I was 

executive officer and navigator. 

Q. Okay.  Captain Newcomb, I think we are close to the end of our list of questions.  

Can you provide an assessment of what you consider to be the major 

accomplishments of your career? 

A. I suppose there are three.  It’s pretty hard to not consider command as major 

accomplishments.  I was commanding officer of a minesweeper at the age of 27, 

as a lieutenant. Which was I think a pretty significant accomplishment.  And I was 

commanding officer of a destroyer USS Nicholas out of Pearl Harbor.  And it’s 

pretty hard to say that that’s not important, the command of a ship at sea is a very 

important thing and one which I reveled in.  And I think I probably did a pretty 

good job. And then the third thing was being navigator of the Glacier and going 

down there where some people have never been before.  And doing things people 

have never done before.  And providing recordings of that we’ve done and getting 

a bay named after you. I guess those three things would be the highlights of my 

career. 

Q. The flip side of that. The disappointments? 

A. You know I saw that on your sheet there. I really can’t think of any major 

disappointments in my career. I had good jobs throughout my career. They were 

either good jobs or good for me.  Some of them weren’t necessarily the most 
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pleasing but they were good for my career.  I can’t say that I had any significant 

disappoints at all. 

Q. Captain Newcomb, do you have any colorful stories or anecdotes that you would 

like to share for the tape while this interview concludes? 

A. I supposed I had lots of them in Antarctica. But one that sticks in my mind is we 

were tied up and not doing much of anything and on New Years Eve we had a 

beer party on the ice.  We were shooting flares and doing whatever we could to 

amuse ourselves, one of which was to drink the beer before it froze, which is the 

opposite of usually drinking the beer before it gets too warm. So that’s one of the 

little sidelights that made life interesting down there.  I suppose there are lots of 

others if I could think of them. But that’s the one I remember most.  At one point 

we were on the way back to New Zealand for refueling.  One night about 

midnight, the captain called me to the bridge and said “(Navigator, your plot says 

we are headed directly to New Zealand and there should be nothing in our way 

except open sea.  So, why do we have what appears to be land out there at 40 

miles on the radar?)”  After frantic checking of my compasses and plotting, I 

confirmed to the captain I really did know where we were.  To make a long story 

short, when we got close to this “thing,” it turned out to be a large iceberg.  When 

I ask people to guess how big it was, they are stunned to find out it was bigger 

than the state of Rhode Island, at least 40 miles wide by 60 miles long.  Since we 

didn’t have time to go all the way around it, we don’t know just how big it was – 

possibly 100 miles long. 
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Q. Okay. Assuming you have nothing more to add, we’ve gone through the list of 

questions and I certainly appreciate your cooperation and you’ll be receiving a 

copy of the tape and interviewer’s notes.  And thank you for your cooperation and 

hospitality. 

A. Sure.   


