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DOB: Today is the 24th of September, 1999.  I'm Dian Belanger.  I'm speaking 

with Walter Davis about his experiences in Antarctica in Deep Freeze II and 
in subsequent winter-overs. 

 
Thank you, Walter, for talking with me, and I look forward to our 
conversation. 

 
WD: I'm enjoying being with you here.  
 
DOB: Please start by telling me just briefly something about your background:  

where you grew up, where you went to school, what you decided to do with 
your life.  And I'm particularly interested in anything from all of that that 
might suggest how you ended up being in Antarctica. 

 
WD: I was born and raised in Audrain County, Missouri, on a farm, and I was a 

farm boy until I joined the Navy.  I joined the Navy in November of 1944.  
When I went to school, it was a country school.  I went to two different 
country schools—Edwards School for one year, I think it was the second 
grade, and Prairie Chapel School for the first and third through eighth 
grades.  They were very small schools.  The year I graduated I was the only 
eighth grader.  I think that year there was six in the whole school.  And I 
just did farm work and worked around for some neighbors. 

 
DOB: You didn't go to high school? 
 
WD: I went one year to high school, and I guess I thought I knew more than the 

teacher so I quit and went to work.  And I worked until I convinced my dad 
to let me join the Navy.  I was seventeen and I joined the Navy in November 
1944. 

 
I went to Great Lakes for the boot camp, ten weeks of basic training, and 
while I was there, they interviewed us naturally, and out of the clear blue 
sky after six weeks there was two of us called aside and said, "Have your 
bag packed.  You're going to Davisville, Rhode Island, in the morning to 
become Seabees."  And that is how I become a Navy Seabee. 

 
DOB: You didn't volunteer to be a Seabee? 
 
WD: No.  Due to my tests, whatever kind of tests they give you, I guess I showed 

them I had mechanical ability and that was how I was picked to be a 
Seabee.  Of course, being a mechanic has always been second nature to 



me.  I made all my own toys when I was a kid—little tractors, concrete 
mixers, trucks, what have you.  That's what I grew up doing, because 
working around . . . Dad always had tractors.  I worked around them when I 
was a little kid, and that's how I become a mechanic. 

DOB: And how did you learn about the Antarctic? 
 
WD: Of course that was put out in the Navy looking for volunteers to go to the 

Antarctic. 
 
DOB: Why did you do it? 
 
WD: Excitement.  The challenge.  I'd ride a rocket up in the air if I was qualified. 
 
DOB: What did you know about Antarctica at that time? 
 
WD: Not a whole hell of a lot.  I knew that Admiral Byrd had been down there.  

Of course that's about the only thing.  I knew nothing about Amundsen, 
Scott, or any of those.  I knew of Admiral Byrd, just the fact I guess in '29 
when he went down there, I was old enough to remember a few things.  I 
can't remember them, but people were talking about Admiral Byrd flying to 
the South Pole, and that's about the only thing I knew about the Antarctic. 

 
DOB: You were in your twenties at that time? 
 
WD: No.  At that time I was only . . . I was born in 1926, and in '29 I was only 

three years old. 
 
DOB: No no.  When you signed up to go to Antarctica. 
 
WD: Oh.  Let's see.  I guess late twenties or early thirties.  Of course I went to 

Greenland that first trip . . . what did we look . . . it was 1961?  No, it had to 
be before then.  It was '53, I guess, I went on to Greenland.  That was 
volunteer.  They sent out a bulletin to Seabee battalions looking for 
volunteers to go to Greenland to work on this project, which was the 
Navy's first real try at snow compaction to build roads and airstrips for 
wheeled equipment, and I volunteered for that.  That was my first 
volunteering for cold-weather operations, and I enjoyed it because of the 
challenge. 

 
DOB: Do you like cold weather or you just like the challenge of being there? 
 
WD: Cold weather didn't bother me when I was a young man.  A different story 

today. 
 
DOB: And what did you do in Greenland? 
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WD: Mechanic. 
 
DOB: Working out on the ice cap? 
 
WD: Right.  Keeping the machinery running.  We had a cook up there, they sent 

a cook up and he had a death in the family and they sent him back, and I 
wound up, being I was the only one around camp all day long, I wound up 
being the cook and the mechanic.  So they ate some pretty sorry chow.  All 
we had was a mechanic and equipment operators, plus that cook, and we 
had one electrician. 

 
DOB: When you volunteered for Antarctica in Deep Freeze . . . that would've been 

Deep Freeze II, where and how did you prepare for going?  Were you back 
at Davisville? 

 
WD: When I come back from Greenland, I was sent to Key West, Florida, for a 

tour of shore duty.  I was down there three years, and I had orders 
transferring me out of there to a battalion that was home-ported in 
Davisville.  They weren't in Davisville at the time, but they was home-ported 
out of Davisville.  I have no idea where it was.  MCB Four could've been 
anyplace in the Atlantic operation.  And when I got to Davisville, waiting for 
the battalion to come back, they were looking for men to go to the 
Antarctic.  Right away I trot over there and say, "Here I am, if you can get 
my orders changed."  And they got them changed, obviously, and that was 
my first trip to the Antarctic. 

 
DOB: You were a CM1 at the time.  Construction mechanic first class? 
 
WD: Right.  First class. 
 
DOB: And you ended your naval career as . . . ? 
 
WD: I started out as a fireman.  Back during World War II there were no 

construction rates.  Then when I made third class, I was a machinist mate 
with a CB tacked on the back end of it, designated that I was a Seabee and 
not a shipboard machinist mate.  I can't remember when the rates were 
changed to construction rates.  It seemed to me it was 1948 or something 
when rates were changed, and they come out and changed all the rates to 
construction rates, like mechanic, equipment operator, carpenter, and iron 
worker. 

 
DOB: And when you ended your career, what was your rate? 
 
WD: EQCM, equipment chief master.  E-9. 
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DOB: I have it here as a CMCS. 
 
WD: Well, somebody just didn't pick up when I was advanced to E-9.  There's a 

story behind that, too, I can tell you.  But I was an E-9, EQCM. 
 
DOB: Okay.  When you were at Davisville, what were you assigned to do? 
 
WD: At that time in Deep Freeze, we done all our own packing of all the supplies 

and stuff that were peculiar to us, the Seabee detachment.  The supplies 
were sent to Davisville, and we had to pack them and mark them so that 
they got sent to the right stations and everything.  So we were quite busy in 
Davisville repacking stuff and such as this. 

 
DOB: Did you have anything to do with choosing what kind of equipment went 

down? 
 
WD: Not at that time.  I did later on, but not at that time. 
 
DOB: Were the right decisions made?  Did you have what you needed? 
 
WD: Yes, as far as I was concerned we did. 
 
DOB: You had enough spare parts? 
 
WD: Well, as times change, you have to get with the times, and the supply corps 

wanted to purge the system if parts did not move, which is natural.  And 
they wanted to purge a lot of things, and my theory is when you're down 
there, you get supplied once a year and if that thing don't move for a 
couple years you'd better keep it because the third year down, you're going 
to need it.  That was my theory.  I would assume that it wouldn't carry much 
water today. 

 
DOB: Did you have just too much of anything or the wrong materials? 
 
WD: No, I don't think so. 
 
DOB: How many big pieces of equipment did you have at Ellsworth? 
 
WD: At Ellsworth?  Okay.  We didn't have any really big machinery there.  We 

didn't have any D-8s at all.  Yes we did!  I believe two D-8s.  I can't 
remember how many small tractors we had.  Then of course the scientists, 
the geologists and stuff, they had a couple of Sno-Cats, passenger-type 
carrying vehicles.  And we had some Weasels, I can't remember how many 



Walter Davis Interview, September 24, 1999 5  
 
 

we had of them.  That would be the extent.  We had D-8 tractors and 955 
front-end loaders, the Weasels, and then of course the civilians, the 
scientists, they had the Sno-Cats. 

 
DOB: And you had to keep them all going. 
 
WD: Basically, yes. 
 
DOB: Were there other mechanics there? 
 
WD: I was the only professional mechanic there.  There was a lot of friction 

there of not wanting me to work on civilian equipment.  Not from the 
civilians, but from other—if you can appreciate what I'm trying to say—of 
not working on their equipment. 

DOB: But who would then? 
 
WD: Nobody, I guess.  It had to get done.  Neuburg done a lot of that work.  He's 

a remarkable man.  For instance, they had some clutch problems and we 
couldn't get a clutch, so I went over to the British base and got specs on 
how to temper the springs so we could re-temper springs in that.  But 
Neuburg done the work, the physical work of re-tempering the springs in 
the clutch. 

 
DOB: Tell me that story.  John Behrendt writes a lot about the continuing 

problem with the clutch and not being able to get one. 
 
WD: I don't think any of those men knew how to operate manual transmissions 

and clutches.  They probably were all acquainted with automatic 
transmissions, and they probably didn't keep the clutch adjusted the way it 
should've been out on the trail, and they probably rode around with their 
foot on the clutch all the time, and that's a no-no when you've got a manual 
clutch.  That contributed to part of the problems.  I don't know what caused 
the first clutch to burn out.  Definitely they burnt it to a frazzle, that's for 
sure, and that's when we had to re-temper the springs on it and everything. 

 
Neuburg done a fabulous job of that.  Well, by reading books, that's the 
only thing you do is read books and learn things, and he tempered them 
springs.  You have to heat them to a certain color and quelch them in oil 
and stuff to temper them, and basically he done all of that. 

 
DOB: But I don't understand why you would not be doing it. 
 
WD: It was pressure from higher up not to help them.  Why, I don't know. 
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DOB: But wasn't that the Navy's purpose there was to be supporting the IGY? 
 
WD: I know it, I know it.  I'm not arguing that point.  But I'm saying that there 

was pressures not to help them people any more than I had to.  That was 
friction from front office, not from my office. 

 
DOB: Well, in fact I picked up on that.  And I learned that you did help them. 
 
WD: Yes, I did. 
 
DOB: Well, let's back up a little bit.  There wasn't a lot of time at Davisville . . . 

well, perhaps for Deep Freeze II it wasn't so bad.  In Deep Freeze I there 
wasn't a lot of time to test out equipment before it got down there, but 
perhaps that wasn't a problem anymore. 

 
WD: Well, okay.  With the big tractors, the D-8 tractors, the Army Transportation 

Corps had done a lot of research in Greenland on them tractors.  They were 
not experimental tractors.  But the 955 Caterpillars, the small tractors, 
there'd been no research.  We had bags and bags of problems with them, 
mainly differential and drive train problems because there just wasn't 
enough research put in them.  Whose fault it was, Caterpillar, I guess.  I 
have no idea.  I'm not blaming Caterpillar.  I guess maybe the Navy told 
them what they wanted built and Caterpillar built it.  But there was 
problems with final drive housings. 

 
DOB: That could have been avoided. 
 
WD: It had to have been designed different.  It had to have been a different 

design to get them to be a low-ground-pressure piece of machinery.  Of 
course the D-8s, the Army Transportation Corps, that tractor had been 
proven many, many miles up in Greenland.  So as far as I'm concerned, and 
maybe some people had troubles with them, but as far as I'm concerned, it 
was a good piece of machinery. 

 
DOB: On what ship did you go to Antarctica? 
 
WD: The Wyandot.  The USS Wyandot.  An AKA . . . I can't remember the 

number, but it was a cargo ship.  You know, basically a cargo ship.  And of 
course all the machinery was on there and food and everything that we 
took down there. 

 
DOB: Your base, which was Ellsworth, was the only IGY station that was not 

approached from the Ross Sea side but rather from the Weddell Sea, and 
so you all then went down the coast of South America and through the 



Walter Davis Interview, September 24, 1999 7  
 
 

Straits of Magellan and the Weddell Sea and so on.  And as you went 
farther and farther south, this voyage became extremely difficult.  The 
ships were beset, and they were damaged and delayed.  Tell me about this 
experience in the pack ice. 

 
WD: Well, of course I'm not a seagoing sailor—I'm a land man.  We started 

hitting what they call the grease ice, or whatever it is, and then we hit 
pancake ice and pretty soon then we get into heavy ice.  I'm not an expert 
on this, but I've been told that the heaviest ice in the Antarctic is in the 
Weddell Sea area because it does not move out to sea.  It moves out and 
then comes back, it moves out and comes back in and doesn't ever get out 
of there. 

 
And of course one time the poor little old Staten Island, that was a mistake 
right there.  There should've been a bigger icebreaker sent in there, but of 
course I don't make them kind of decisions.  But the poor little Staten 
Island just done the best it could, and it finally got to where it couldn't do 
nothing.  It seemed to me like we lay to [for] ten days there.  Of course it 
kept breaking ice around it to keep pressure off the Wyandot because that 
thing is not the design of an icebreaker or an ice-going type vessel.  It's 
much different with a straight hull ship where the pressure can come in on 
it, where an icebreaker when the pressure comes in, it pops it up out of the 
ice.  And there were some seams broken in the Wyandot in what they done. 

 
I think one time they hung a D-8 over the side.  You know, they took the 
jumbo boom and hung it over the side and hung the D-8 over and I guess 
that maybe they transferred fuel and sent welders over the side to work up 
some of these broken seams.  We was probably taking on more water than 
what they could pump out. 

 
DOB: Were you worried? 
 
WD: I wasn't.  Ignorance was bliss maybe. 
 
DOB: Should you have been worried? 
 
WD: I don't think so.  No, I don't.  Personally I don't think so. 
 
DOB: Well, Shackleton's ship got crushed in the ice and you knew that story. 
 
WD: The Wyandot could've got crushed, yes.  But I don't think it would've 

happened, no.  I just don't think it would've happened. 
 
DOB: Why? 
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WD: Because the Staten Island could've kept the pressure off of the Wyandot.  

Of course that ice is strange.  One day you can't move, and the wind starts 
blowing during the night and then as far as you can see, blue water. 

 
DOB: Amazing. 
 
WD: It is amazing how much that ice can move, but then of course in the 

Weddell Sea area the wind blows it back in there, too. 
 
DOB: Were you surprised by anything you saw when you came into this ice? 
 
WD: No, I guess it's just natural. 
 
DOB: Did Antarctica look like you expected it to, is what I'm asking. 
 
WD: I guess so.  A lot of ice and snow.  I wasn't surprised by anything. 
 
DOB: Captain Ronne wanted to set up Ellsworth Station quite a bit farther west 

on Cape Adams, which was near where he had been before.  But you ended 
up on the Filchner Ice Shelf very close to the Argentine base.  How much 
were you aware of the negotiating and the problems with doing all of this? 

 
WD: I was just an enlisted man at the time.  You know, it didn't even bother me.  

We had people upstairs making decisions like that.  I know there were 
rumors that there was a lot of controversy going over it.  Of course Captain 
Ronne wanted it where he wanted it, and I guess the IGY, International 
Geophysical Year, they probably had a say-so in it or something.  I'm sure 
it was done by communications, you know.  It was just a lot of controversy. 
 A lot of controversy.  I have no idea who started it or who ended it. 

 
DOB: But you were aware of this happening. 
 
WD: We were aware that there was something going on, yes.  When you hear 

two skippers screaming at one another over bullhorns, there's something 
wrong. 

 
DOB: And who would they have been? 
 
WD: Mostly the skipper of the Wyandot wanting to save his ship saying that the 

Staten Island wasn't doing its job. 
 
DOB: And the skipper of the Staten Island saying . . . ? 
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WD: I guess he's saying he was doing all he could do.  His poor little ship 

couldn't do any more. 
 
DOB: What made the site for Ellsworth Station a good one? 
 
WD: I have no idea.  There were some . . . I guess the Staten Island, as I 

recollect, had a helicopter aboard.  I have no idea.  I would assume that 
Captain Ronne was on it.  There was a reconnaissance flight, and somehow 
or another we wound up where we did.  I guess that was the most ideal 
place to tie a ship up alongside the ice.  I know the first people to go up 
there, me and my volunteering again, they wanted a strong boy to pull a 
sled with some stuff on it, and I volunteered.  And me and Chief Spear went 
up there and there were some other people went up there, and they looked 
over this site and we come back to the ship and it was decided that that 
would be where the station would be. 

 
DOB: I think the problem at Cape Adams was that the shelf was too high and they 

couldn't unload. 
 
WD: Something there, yes.  I don't really know what the problem was. 
 
DOB: So what was your job to do when you got to Ellsworth? 
 
WD: Being a mechanic.  Of course we had all these tractors and stuff unloading 

supplies and stuff, and they needed maintenance and stuff.  And of course 
we had a detachment of another mobile construction battalion down there. 
 I think it was a Lieutenant Commander Stephens was the OIC at the time.  
There was a lot of people sold him short.  A lot of people sold him short as 
far as I'm concerned, but that's just my opinion.  I think he done the best he 
could with what he had to do it with.  He probably had a lot of pressure 
from up above; maybe he couldn't do his job any better than he could.  But 
you know, when somebody's harassing you constantly, it's hard to do a job 
right. 

 
DOB: Was he being harassed?  And for what? 
 
WD: I'm sure he was.  Okay.  Have you read Captain Ronne's book about how 

many Seabees are sitting in the chow hall drinking coffee?  I guess he was 
there at the wrong time, because they worked their butts off.  And of course 
I'm sure that Commander Stephens was catching the butt of all of this stuff. 

 
DOB: Well, it must have been very late in the season by the time you ever got 

there. 
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WD: It was.  All this time we wasted sitting out there in the ice, going up there 

and then coming back.  It was getting late in the season.  In fact, that 
station really wasn't operable when the ship pulled out.  We done a lot of 
work ourselves.  Commander Stephens personally apologized to me for 
leaving us in that situation down there, and I appreciated that very much at 
the time.  I don't know how many other people he told that to.  This was 
later on he met me sometime.  I was chief petty officer at the time, and he 
apologized.  I appreciated it very much because he done the best he could 
in that situation. 

 
DOB: Well, they were planning on more than twice as long a time to do that 

construction, and there were basically two weeks. 
 
WD: That's right.  And they lost that time sitting out there in the ice, plus going 

up there and coming back, to satisfy one person.  Of course when I say just 
satisfying one person, I don't have documentation for that, but I'm sure 
that's what it was. 

 
DOB: You're talking about Ronne. 
 
WD: Yes. 
 
DOB: Well, once the station did get established, and I'm sure you must've all 

spent a lot of time, scientists included, in just finishing the construction 
phase— 

 
WD: We did.  We most certainly did.  Everybody worked.  The weather people 

worked, the electrician worked, the cooks worked.  We had to to get it in 
shape to get through the winter.  But we didn't suffer any, don't get me 
wrong.  We lived. 

 
DOB: Well, once the station did get established and life became more routine, tell 

me about what your days were like.  Did you have a set schedule or did you 
respond to crises? 

 
WD: There was crises, but in my mind it wasn't that bad.  You know, a crisis to 

some people is a crisis and to other people it's not.  I don't know.  I've 
never seen any real bad crisis in my own mind.  Everything went along all 
right.  Sure there's hardships come along, but that's part of life and you've 
got to put up with it.  But we didn't have it that bad.  We ate good, we was 
warm, and everybody done their job.  As far as I'm concerned, they done 
their jobs. 
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DOB: In terms of the equipment, what were the kinds of problems that you'd have 

to fix or maintain the most often? 
 
WD: The D-8, the big tractors, we had no problems.  Of course starting a piece 

of machinery down there in the Antarctic after it gets cold-soaked, you're 
going to have to heat it or you're just not going to start it.  But we didn't try 
to run any of the big equipment.  We had no reason to run any of the big 
tractors in the wintertime.  So the small tractors that we used, like the one I 
used to get the snow up for the snow melters, final drive and track 
problems is what we had.  We didn't have no engine problems or anything 
like that. 

 
DOB: What would go wrong with the tracks and the drive train? 
 
WD: The final drives was built too light to take care of what big tracks they put 

on it, and they put those big pads—if you understand what I'm talking 
about—big grousers on track rails that were designed to . . . for instance, 
these grousers were thirty-two or thirty-six inches, and them track rails 
were designed to handle twelve- or fourteen-inch grousers where you can 
understand what side pressure you're putting on them track rails.  So 
consequently, we was having a lot of track rail problems. 

 
Okay.  Those final drives, all they done was put longer shafts out the side 
of them to accommodate these thirty-some-inch grousers.  It was too much 
flexing in it.  You couldn't put enough bolts in to hold the things together.  I 
finally made cradles underneath of it and put cables out way off the end of 
the final drive and brought them down into here and put turnbuckles on 
them. 

 
That cured that problem, but then it caused another problem, because I'm 
not an engineer, I'm a mechanic.  And what happened there, that weight 
was going to make that thing flex.  Consequently, if it was way out here 
then it started wearing the bearings out here on this end.  Instead of pulling 
the housing away here, it started wearing the bearings out way out there.  I 
kept them in a straight line, but it wore the bearings out out there.  So there 
had to be a lot of different engineering put into the problem. 

 
I don't know whether the Army ever done any research on them smaller 
tractors for snow compaction.  See, the Transportation Corps is interested 
in moving cargo so they need big tractors, and that's what they done most 
of their research on.  Them big tractors were superior.  They had, as far as 
I'm concerned, no problems whatsoever.  I mean they had to have a routine 
maintenance, but no drastic problems. 
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Of course I hope you appreciate the fact is I've seen it, say, seventy below 
zero, and some operator start into a load that's pretty well stuck down and 
pop drawbar pins and pull drawbars off of tractors.  That wasn't the 
tractor's fault, it was just cold and somebody inexperienced, because cold 
weather changes steel.  Steel breaks when it gets so cold, regardless of 
what you do to it.  Of course I assume in this day and age with our rocket 
scientists and stuff, we probably maybe have advanced a long ways in 
putting stuff in cold. 

 
DOB: Did you have a garage to work in? 
 
WD: Yes, I did.  You've read Ronne's book, and I guess John's book said 

something about me building a bunkhouse in the garage. 
 
DOB: No, I don't recall that. 
 
WD: You didn't know anything about that? 
 
DOB: Tell me about it. 
 
WD: Well, okay.  I'm not a party man, but I've drank a few beers in my life, and 

there was just too much rowdiness.  I was working . . . I'm not saying I was 
the hardest working man—probably them two cooks worked just as hard as 
I did—but I worked seven days a week, and I needed sleep and there was 
just too much noise down there in that barracks.  I got permission from 
Chief Spear, who was the chief in charge of the construction-type guys—
the mechanics and the equipment operators and the electricians and what 
have you and the plumbers—to build me a bunkhouse in the garage, and I 
built me a little bunkhouse.  I built it up next to the ceiling where it would 
be warm, and that's where I slept the rest of the winter. 

 
DOB: By yourself? 
 
WD: By myself.  Not that I'm antisocial or anything.  It's just that . . . okay, I'm a 

Navy man.  Taps are at ten o'clock and reveille's at six o'clock. 
 
DOB: Well, one thing that a mechanic has to have is manual dexterity, and that's 

just much more difficult when your hands are cold.  How did you deal with 
that? 

 
WD: I guess you stuck your hands in your pockets.  I don't know.  I was pretty 

tolerant of cold temperatures down there, but there is a point to where you 
can't do nothing.  Now of course we had nylon gloves, tight-fitting nylon 
gloves that you could wear inside big mittens.  With them, you could do 
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most anything you wanted to do.  But of course now . . . I don't know.  I 
just . . . okay.  The aviation people had heaters, gasoline-driven heaters that 
they heated the aircraft engines with, and I borrowed one of them from 
them during the winter. 

 
DOB: Like a Herman Nelson heater? 
 
WD: Right.  In fact, that is the name of it.  Man, that was a lifesaver.  You know 

what I mean?  If you had to do some work outside, you could start one of 
them things up and work outside if you had to.  And of course I've done a 
lot of work outside. 

 
DOB: How much of your work was outside? 
 
WD: Basically all the work outside was just getting the snow up to get in the 

snow melter during the winter.  Of course whenever I had to do some major 
work on a tractor, I'd generally try to dig a hole down to the garage and get 
the tractor inside.  I'd get another one started, with the help of the Herman 
Nelson, get it started and bring the broken one down in the shop and work 
on it. 

 
DOB: What happens when tools fall in the snow? 
 
WD: You lose them if you don't get them back right away because they're gone.  

I mean you just don't lay them down, that's for sure, or else you lay them 
down someplace that's not going to go in the snow because that snow can 
cover things up awful quick. 

 
DOB: Ellsworth had its own air support, a VX-6 unit, there.  Did you have a 

runway then for them? 
 
WD: Right.  A snow-compacted runway. 
 
DOB: And were you responsible for that? 
 
WD: I'm kind of hazy about that.  I can't remember that we actually built a 

runway for them, because all they had were the Canadian Otter airplane, 
they had two of them as I remember, and they had a helicopter.  Okay?  The 
helicopter can land anyplace, and those Otters with the skis on them, I 
think they could land most anyplace.  Well, naturally they couldn't land on 
really haggard ice, you know what I mean.  I can't remember doing much 
runway work for them. 

 
DOB: Maybe you didn't. 
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WD: Could be.  I'm really hazy about that.  I didn't do any. 
 
DOB: One of the most important tasks for the wintering over group was to get the 

scientists ready for their traverse in the spring.  And I'm assuming that the 
mechanic would have some important work to do on that, or is that what 
you were told not to spend much time on? 

 
WD: There again, I'm kind of ashamed of myself for not helping them more than 

I did, but there was pressure not to help them on their two pieces of 
equipment. 

 
DOB: Despite the fact that that was what you were there for. 
 
WD: I was the only mechanic, that is automotive mechanic.  Of course the 

aviation had some mechanics there, but automotive mechanic, I was the 
only one there.  It was a sad experience at Ellsworth, I'll be frank with you.  
A lot of wasted effort.  But a lot of good come from it, too.  I'm sure them 
people, the geologists, I'm sure they come up with some good information. 
 I'm sure the weather people come up with some good information.  The 
aurora people must've come up with some good information.  But they 
were handicapped to getting it. 

 
DOB: I'm going to get back to that.  I was a little surprised that there was no 

mechanic on the traverse. 
 
WD: Well, I was the only mechanic there, and I was told to stay at the base.  It 

does seem odd, don't it? 
 
DOB: Well, and I would have rather thought that with a base as large as Ellsworth 

that there would have been more than one. 
 
WD: There again, I didn't have nothing to do with the planning. 
 
DOB: Did you feel that you had too much to do? 
 
WD: No, I never did feel that I had too much to do.  I would just work longer 

hours if there was more to do. 
 
DOB: Would you have liked to have gone on that traverse? 
 
WD: Not particularly, because it was all scientific research.  It wasn't no 

research on my part.  It would've been boring just riding along doing 
nothing, waiting for something to break down.  That would've been boring. 
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DOB: Well, let's talk about the Ellsworth situation, which we've alluded to.  I'm 

sure you know that Ellsworth was the only station of the IGY stations, 
seven of them, that had difficulty on a continuous and sometimes pretty 
serious basis.  I'd like to get your sense of that situation.  I have a few 
questions and then I'd like you to just tell me how you read that situation. 

 
Finn Ronne was, as you know, a Navy captain, he was experienced in 
having previous Antarctic experience as an explorer, he called himself the 
"last of the great Antarctic explorers," and I think my own sense is that he 
expected some deference, some just inherent respect from the men for 
having been there before and having had all of this.  Did the people there 
appreciate his background, do you think? 

 
WD: No, I don't.  I don't really think they did.  I admired Captain Ronne for being 

a tough man physically.  You know what I mean?  He'd go out skiing; I'm 
sure he could out-ski any of us down there.  But he was just . . . his 
personality . . . well, there's a couple other personalities I can bring up 
down there that should've never been there.  His personality was just . . . I 
don't know. 

 
Okay.  My life generally extended from the chow hall to the recreation hall 
to the garage.  Captain Ronne and Dr. Smith and all of them were 
completely at the other end of the camp.  There was days and days I never 
seen any of that crowd.  So I'm kind of vague about it.  But I do know there 
was lots and lots of friction.  It was just a terrible situation.  I guess I was 
comfortable because I avoided it, where some of them others, maybe they 
thrived on it.  You know what I mean?  I don't know.  It was just a bad 
situation. 

 
DOB: It seems to have been chronic.  It wasn't a case of somebody blowing up at 

someone and then it's over. 
 
WD: It was constant, constant, constant.  Always something.  Always 

something.  I don't know why.  Oh, I can tell you why.  I don't know. 
 

There's two names I'm going to bring up.  Greaney, an aviation electrician, 
and a scientist—I don't know what his job was—Skidmore.  As far as I'm 
concerned, them two . . . but I understand Mr. Skidmore has been back to 
the Antarctic several times and maybe he's done good, I don't know.  I have 
no way of documenting this, but there are two men that should have never 
been in an isolated station. 

 
DOB: Why? 
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WD: Their personalities. 
 
DOB: What about them? 
 
WD: It was just . . . at one another and at everybody else.  Them two people . . . 

especially Skidmore, I don't know.  Maybe I'm the one that was wrong.  But 
I personally think that them two men should've never passed any 
psychiatric screening and gotten to the Antarctic.  In fact, I don't think 
Captain Ronne, if somebody was real serious, screening him. 

 
There were so many things that was odd.  For instance, Dr. Smith.  
Somehow or another he got the idea that the crew was after him.  He 
locked himself in his room.  What a horrible thing, you know.  And we had a 
corpsman down there—I can't remember his name—but anyway, he 
wouldn't help the doctor do anything, which I assume some of the doctor's 
personality rubbed off on him wrong, I don't know. 

 
But it was a funny situation.  There was just a . . . I don't know . . . I guess it 
was too much of this, "well, this is the way we done it back in the old days, 
and that's the way we're going to keep on doing it."  I don't know.  I'm not 
that intelligent a man to tell you what all the problems were, but they were 
there.  And I avoided them by living in the garage. 

 
DOB: Is that why you went? 
 
WD: Partly.  I was down at the other end of the camp way away from all of them. 

 I generally went into the chow hall every morning and I'd fix me some 
coffee and toast and I'd be on my way.  And then maybe I wouldn't see any 
of them the rest of the day. 

 
DOB: Well, Ronne was the only one of the thirty-nine who had ever wintered over. 

 Do you think that would've had an effect? 
 
WD: Well, I don't know.  Now maybe he told like Chief Spear to get certain 

things done to prepare us for the winter.  I do not know.  But no 
instructions were given to me on how to prepare these tractors to set out 
over the winter or anything like that.  I learned the hard way.  For instance, 
when I wintered over at Byrd, I parked tractors much different and I didn't 
have to dig them out of the snowbank, and just things like that. 

 
Now I don't know . . . Captain Ronne—I guess a lot of people refused some 
of his knowledge.  I'm sure he had knowledge.  A man cannot be in the cold 
weather that long without gaining knowledge.  Maybe professional jealousy 
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or something.  I have no idea.  I avoided it, and I was a happy man down 
there. 

 
DOB: Well, who could have made things different or what could've made things 

different?  You know, if someone had done something differently, would it 
have helped? 

 
WD: Well, Captain Ronne had too much horsepower for that small a station.  It 

should've been a lieutenant at the most.  In this day and age, maybe an E-9 
petty officer.  Too much horsepower.  And we had a full commander of the 
aviation department over there—two little airplanes and a helicopter, three 
pilots.  I don't know if it was professional jealousy or what it was.  Then of 
course the other officer was Dr. Smith, and that man, I don't know what his 
problem was.  When a man locks himself in a room with that many men 
around, there's something wrong. 

 
DOB: For long periods would he do this? 
 
WD: I don't think long periods, no.  Okay.  I don't think he had much Navy 

experience, because most of them doctors they sent to them outlying 
stations, they come in the Navy and they were sent to the Antarctic.  They 
hadn't been exposed to enlisted men.  And some of the tales got out, I 
guess, that somebody was out to get him or something, and he took it to 
heart.  Now how can anybody with that small a bunch of men think 
somebody was going to eliminate somebody else is beyond me.  I don't 
know. 

 
We had a young boy in the aviation department—Brown was his name.  I 
don't know.  I guess he got a ham radio message or something about his 
girlfriend or something, and he got drunk and was going to wander off in 
the snow and everybody got all excited.  And I made the remark, "If the guy 
hasn't got any better head on his shoulders than that, we'd better let him 
wander off in the snow."  Of course that didn't go over too good, but that's 
my opinion, you know what I mean.  It's still my opinion.  Why waste ten 
lives for one life if he's going to do it again?  I realize that we don't think 
that way in this day and age, but that's the way we thought back then . . . or 
I did.  I'm not saying that's the way everybody thought, but that was my 
opinion. 

 
But there was just constant, constant things.  I personally think there was 
too much drinking.  Of course drinking with me, I can drink or I can shut it 
off.  And I haven't had a drink of beer or whiskey in about ten years, I 
guess.  But like going like the Vietnam situation or so, I shut it off because I 
would never have it on my shoulders that I didn't know what was going on 
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with my crew in a bad situation.  I would never live that down.  
Consequently, I think there was too much drinking down there.  It was an 
honor system.  They could go get beer anytime they wanted to, and it kind 
of got out of hand as far as I'm concerned—overworked. 

 
DOB: Captain Ronne wrote in his book that there were four groups that were 

constantly bickering and quarrelsome, and he identified them as the 
officers, the enlisted men, the aviation group, and the scientists—he called 
them the IGY men.  But others have said that in fact it was the other thirty-
eight united against him.  How would you comment? 

WD: Well, if I had to buy one story, it'd be thirty-eight against one.  There was 
disagreements between the aviation people and the construction people.  
You know, when you get that many people together in a small group like 
that and get them in kind of an isolated situation, which that was an 
isolated situation, people can get on one another's nerves.  Now I'm not 
denying the fact that there were some family disputes.  In fact, one time 
there was a little situation down there and there were some beard-pulling 
contests between two people. 

 
[End Side A, Tape 1] 
 
[Begin Side B, Tape 1] 
 
WD: There was just going to be little spats but they don't last, you know, and 

nobody gets mad.  Of course I'm the type of guy I can be so mad I'd want to 
kill somebody and five minutes later drink a beer with him.  That's my 
temperament.  I'm not saying everybody's like me and I'm not saying I'm 
the best.  I'm just saying that's what my temperament is.  And there was a 
lot of that kind of stuff, and people get mad at one another and five minutes 
later they're over with it. 

 
But there was a lot of friction between the thirty-eight and Captain Ronne, 
I'll be frank with you.  I don't know what it was.  It's part of that old 
Antarctic explorer thing, you know.  I don't know.  It's just a bad 
situation . . . bad situation. 

 
The best crew that I ever wintered over with was at Byrd Station. 

 
DOB: I want to get to that in a minute.  Do you think that Ronne was not the right 

person to be a leader in that station?  He wasn't a scientist like the 
scientists were, but he wanted to be and he was the scientific leader. 

 
WD: I don't know how he done that.  That had to be political, because he had no 

scientific background.  I think his background was naval engineering or 
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maritime engineering or something.  I really don't know what qualified him 
to be the scientific leader.  I guess that caused a lot of problems right there. 
 I know it did.  Neuburg and them would want to do something and he'd 
shoot it down.  I'd have hated to have been the senior scientist.  I think 
Neuburg was the senior scientist, or designated as such.  I sure would've 
hated to been in his shoes dealing with Captain Ronne, I know that. 

 
DOB: Thiel did more of it. 
 
WD: Really?  I think he did, too.  Right.  I was wrong.  I guess Thiel was.  It was a 

lot of wasted effort there.  There should've been more results, and part of it 
was just too much bickering.  Maybe Captain Ronne thought that was his 
expedition, you know.  And it wasn't.  It was the United States or IGY.  
United States Navy and IGY.  Not Captain Ronne. 

 
DOB: Can you give me any incidents that would illustrate how it was? 
 
WD: I really don't know because I wasn't exposed to them.  I mean as far as 

bickering between the head scientists and Captain Ronne or Commander 
McCarthy—I think that was his name—from the aviation division, I never 
seen any of that.  I stayed in the garage.  If something's going to be going 
on all the time and you know it's going on, I avoid it. 

 
DOB: John Behrendt wrote on July 31, 1957, I guess that would have been, after 

one of many heated exchanges with one scientist or another that Ronne 
told Ed Thiel that the scientists would receive no help with vehicle 
maintenance and repair—you referred to this earlier—including starting the 
Weasel in the morning, which would have needed a Herman Nelson 
preheating and so on.  But you were out early and you did it anyway.  And 
John wrote that, "Walt Davis was a really nice guy inside a gruff exterior, 
and he saved our bacon on numerous occasions."  And then he said that 
you said that you just didn't want to be part of this friction and that "the old 
man can bust me right down to a seaman if he wants."  And then you went 
and helped them anyway.  Can you comment on that? 

 
WD: Yes, I can comment on it.  The fact that we was down there to do a job and I 

felt bad about not doing my share of the job.  When a person needs help, 
they need help.  You don't walk over them.  And this personality thing 
should've never entered into it, but it did.  I don't know.  Like I say, I stayed 
in the garage. 

 
DOB: You got mad at them, though.  One day they were out doing some seismic 

shots and they blew the windows out of a Weasel and tipped it over. 
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WD: Could have, yes.  I'm not saying I got mad.  I just more or less thought boy, 

that was stupid to do something like that, you know.  I got over it.  What the 
heck. 

 
DOB: But you did help them with the repairs and you did not tell Ronne. 
 
WD: No. 
 
DOB: Nobody else did either. 
 
WD: I done my job and that was it.  That's what I was sent down there for.  My 

dad taught me that.  When you do a job, do it the best you can and don't 
expect any thanks.  That's still my theory today.  You know, when you have 
to prod somebody to do a good job, you might as well not have had them 
do it in the first place.  That's my opinion. 

 
DOB: How do you get someone else to do a good job? 
 
WD: I don't know.  I've been told, you know, that my bark is worse than my bite.  

Several times I've been told that.  I don't know.  One thing, never ask 
anybody to do anything you can't or wouldn't do yourself.  Now there's jobs 
that I don't have the knowledge to do, but if I did, I'd do them, and I would 
never ask a man to do anything that I couldn't do myself, had I the 
qualifications to do the job.  I just don't think that's . . . that's right.  If you 
want to be a leader of men, that's the way you've got to be.  Don't ask them 
to do anything that you couldn't do. 

 
And you've got to be out there with them.  I mean military-wise I'm talking 
about.  I've run into several situations in my Navy career that has nothing 
to do with the Antarctic that boy, I just don't understand it.  I've heard chief 
petty officers talking about they can't do nothing with their crew.  Damn, 
chief, do you get out there?  Do you know what the hell they're doing?  Get 
out there and get your feet muddy and see what's going on. 

 
DOB: How would that argument that you're making fit in with what you're saying 

with Captain Ronne?  Was he out there with the men?  Did he ask them to 
do things that he wouldn't do? 

 
WD: I really don't know.  There was a lot of—I guess there's no way of getting 

around it—deep hatred towards the captain.  I didn't hate him.  I guess I 
pitied him sometimes, but I didn't hate him.  I understand what he was 
trying to . . . know what I mean?  He wanted a Captain Ronne expedition, 
not an IGY expedition.  He never did give me any advice about anything or 
ask me anything personally.  You know what I mean.  I guess maybe 
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through Chief Spear, you know what I mean, have Davis do this or have 
Davis do that.  I don't know.  It come down through the command.  I have 
no idea where it originated at. 

 
But there was things that I did do that . . . we had a plumber down there 
that I don't think . . . oh, he had a good enough personality, but he was no 
tradesman.  I guess I kind of overstepped my ability to take over his job 
because he wasn't getting it done and I wanted to take a shower once in a 
while.  I guess that maybe wasn't the best thing to do, I don't know.  In this 
day and age, I don't know.  I guess if I had it to do over again, I would do it 
because the little nice things are pretty nice down there, like taking a 
shower.  And you have to have hot water to do it. 

 
DOB: The IGY scientists were supposed to have officer status while they were on 

the stations.  There was a lot of discussion about the relationship between 
the scientists and the Navy.  And unlike the situation at many of the 
stations, at least the little ones, there were two seatings for dinner at 
Ellsworth.  One was with the officers and one was with the enlisted men.  
But then Ronne got angry with the scientists and had them eat with the 
enlisted men so there was one seating for five and one for thirty-four. 

WD: It got to that, yes.  Why, I don't know, but it got to that.  There's no doubt 
about that. 

 
DOB: It seems a little silly and inconvenient. 
 
WD: It does to me for a small group of men like that.  I'm aware of the fact that 

the scientists were to have officer status as far as . . . what kind of 
privileges did they have down there?  I have no idea.  We all went to the 
same movie, we all went in the same chow hall.  I don't know.  Of course 
you have to respect—military courtesy.  I don't know.  I can't ever 
remember . . . oh, I got irritated at some of them, you know.  Sometimes I 
should've overlooked it.  For instance, maybe burning up the clutch.  I 
should've overlooked the ignorance that the man didn't know what he was 
doing.  You know what I mean.  He'd never been told.  So maybe I was kind 
of small by not overlooking some of the remarks I made in a situation like 
that.  But it happens, and it has to be forgotten about. 

 
DOB: Well, were the scientists as a group as obnoxious and pigheaded and 

unappreciative as the captain seemed to think? 
 
WD: I don't think they was, with the exception of that guy Skidmore.  I think he 

went out of his way to irritate people.  I really do. 
 
DOB: Other people or just Ronne? 
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WD: No, I think other people.  As a group, they were dedicated guys, them 

scientists was.  They were hindered due to the captain from doing their job 
properly.  I firmly believe that.  You're going to have me up for treason here 
before it's over with.  [Laughs] 

 
DOB: You mentioned somebody named Greaney?  
 
WD: Greaney.  He was an aviation electrician. 
 
DOB: Tell me about him. 
 
WD: He got along pretty good with everybody else.  There was a lot of friction 

between him and Skidmore, between them two personalities, as I 
remember it.  I personally didn't care for Greaney.  I never had no down and 
out brawls with him or anything.  I guess I just avoided him. 

 
I had a good friend down there.  An electrician by the name of Hannah.  Me 
and him wintered over again together.  I guess we both thought alike about 
a lot of things. 

 
DOB: Okay.  Well, we'll go on, unless there's something else that you can think of 

that will help me understand the leadership situation there and the ill 
feeling that went on. 

 
WD: It was just a sad situation.  It should've never happened.  I firmly believe, 

that's me, like I made a remark a while ago, there should never been a 
captain in charge of that few men. 

 
DOB: Why not? 
 
WD: Well, it's beneath a captain's dignity to be in charge of that few men. 
 
DOB: Do you think that bothered Ronne? 
 
WD: No, I don't think so.  I really don't. 
 
DOB: Did he think it was beneath his dignity to be wasting his time at such a 

small place? 
 
WD: I seriously doubt it.  He wanted it to be known that he was in charge of an 

expedition down there.  You know, the faults that the man had, you've got 
to admire the fact that getting together a private expedition.  There's very 
few people can do that.  It has to be a lot of political pull or something to 
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accomplish something like that or impressing the right people or 
something.  Very few people could do that, and he did it.  But his 
personality was very conflicting with a lot of other personalities, that's for 
sure. 

 
Of course I think . . . okay.  I have no idea whether psychiatric—if I'm using 
the right terminology—screening was done on the scientists or the officers. 
 They were done on the enlisted men, that I do know.  And it just seems to 
me like, well I'm sure that that field has advanced very much since nineteen 
fifty-something as far as detecting personalities that should be in isolated 
situations.  But I do know there was . . . well, for instance, them two people 
right there that I say that should've never been in the Antarctic.  It seems to 
me like they should've caught their temperaments. 

 
It's kind of a funny situation.  One of these doctors when we was getting 
that screening was showing me the inkblots.  "What do you see there, 
Davis?"  "I don't see nothing but an inkblot."  That's all I seen in all of them. 
 An inkblot's an inkblot.  You can't make nothing else out of it.  I guess I 
don't have much imagination.  My wife says I don't, but an inkblot's an 
inkblot.  He said, "Well, I guess you're all right." 

 
[Laughter] 
 
WD: But some of the tales I heard some of them guys saying what they saw in 

them inkblots is beyond me.  My wife accuses me about everything has to 
be cold hard facts.  I do believe in facts; I don't believe in fantasy, that's for 
sure. 

 
DOB: Well, after all the stresses of that year in Ellsworth, you went back, not 

once but twice.  Why? 
 
WD: Challenge . . . challenge.  I don't know.  It's— 
 
DOB: Did you fear that there would be another bad situation like the one at 

Ellsworth? 
 
WD: No, that never entered my mind.  I don't know.  Me and Hannah went back.  

I can't remember whether the captain said we would be back or not, but I 
do remember hearing him saying at one time—where it was I don't know—
saying that when all this is over with, you'll remember the good times.  You 
won't remember the bad times.  And some of you will be back.  I rather 
think he was referring to me or Hannah, I think we were the only two Navy 
people there that I know of.  I'm sure there's others.  Oh, I know there's 
others because when I wintered over at Byrd, there was a guy there that 



Walter Davis Interview, September 24, 1999 24  
 
 

wintered over before.  He wintered over at Pole at the same time I wintered 
over at Ellsworth.  He was the carpenter.  Osborne's his name.  When I 
wintered at Ellsworth, he wintered over at the South Pole, the first time 
anybody wintered over there. 

 
The challenge, and you can use your talents down there.  In the military 
there's a lot of work created just to keep somebody busy.  And don't get me 
wrong, I'm a career military man.  I like the military.  But there are situations 
where work was created . . . you can't have a bunch of idle minds running 
around.  So down there, your talent, you know, like me as a mechanic, I 
worked as a mechanic the whole time.  I didn't have to do anything else.  
The electricians worked as electricians.  The plumbers worked as 
plumbers.  You know what I mean.  And their talents were utilized to the 
utmost.  And the challenge.  To me, a challenge, that's what keeps us alive. 

 
DOB: What would you say is your greatest strength in being productive and 

healthy in a situation like that? 
 
WD: It keeps you thinking right, that's for sure.  I don't know.  You don't get in 

trouble when you're busy.  You just don't get in trouble.  Some people can't 
stay busy.  I'm a workaholic.  I don't have no trouble staying busy.  This has 
no bearing on the Antarctic, but three years ago we bought a house that I 
got fooled on.  I'm a seventy-some-year-old-man, and I rebuilt that house.  
I'd like to build a house, a brand new one, from the ground up, but my wife 
don't want to. 

 
DOB: So you went back then in Deep Freeze '61 and wintered over at Byrd 

Station.  You call it Old Byrd.  Why?  Is there a new Byrd? 
 
WD: There was a new Byrd . . . okay.  The year that I wintered over at Byrd—

these dates, I'm a little hazy on them—but we wintered over at what was 
called Old Byrd, and that station was deteriorating very fast, caving in, 
weight from snow and stuff.  And the new concept which the Army had 
developed up in Greenland of these tunnels with a steel arch over the top 
of them, and they built buildings in there and kept the snow away from the 
buildings, because that snow crushes buildings just the way it crushes 
ships. 
So after we wintered over, at the same time we left to go to the Pole on that 
traverse, they moved a crew in to build what they call New Byrd Station, 
and that was this new concept of building a station in the Antarctic.  And I 
guess the Arctic, too, as far as that goes, out on the glacier.  And there was 
a crew wintered over.  The crew that relieved the crew that I was with at Old 
Byrd was the last crew in Old Byrd because the next year, it's be the 
second year after I left there, they started wintering over in New Byrd.  I 
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have no idea.  I don't think that station's even operable.  I don't know 
whether it's even active anymore or not.  I think it's been closed down. 

 
DOB: But the first Byrd Station was built in such a hurry, and they did not have 

the materials to build it, so I'm not surprised that it would be gone. 
 
WD: Oh yes.  Well, all that material was hauled up there by tractor train from 

Little America. 
 
DOB: Right.  In fact, Captain Ronne went back to Ellsworth a year or two later to 

turn this station over to the Argentineans, and he thought it was a 
shambles. 

 
WD: I've read that in, I guess, that last book he published.  I believe that's where 

I read it at, about him going back.  Okay.  I don't know when the . . . I guess 
the crew that relieved us . . . and I can't remember anything about the crew 
that relieved us at Ellsworth.  I just simply . . . maybe I blacked it out I was 
so happy to get out of there or something.  I can't visualize any of the men 
or the association or anything.  But I do believe that that crew was the last 
American crew that wintered at Ellsworth Station, then the Argentines took 
over. 

 
They made a lot of changes, I guess, in the station and stuff.  Well, I run 
into one of them crew members someplace, and I can't even remember who 
he was that was talking about how they changed things.  Okay.  We had 
everything dormitory style, like the restroom was dormitory.  You know 
what I mean?  Three holes, three men, you know, and the Argentines went 
in there and built partitions, privacy for whatever they're doing.  And they 
thought that was kind of odd, you know.  Of course, I guess for civilians, 
maybe, that would, but to a military man that really wouldn't seem odd.  It 
would seem odd to build partitions in a restroom.  But I guess the station 
did deteriorate pretty fast. 

 
DOB: Are there differences in being at an inland station as opposed to one on the 

coast like Ellsworth was? 
 
WD: I never noticed any difference.  There would be quite a bit of difference 

between one of the outlying stations versus McMurdo, now.  The fact is 
there's more facilities and stuff there, you know what I mean, where in the 
outlying stations you're an outlying station. 

 
DOB: How did you get to Byrd?  Did you fly? 
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WD: Flew in.  In fact, the trip I made to Ellsworth and back out of there was the 

only time I rode on a ship down there.  All the rest of the times we flew. 
 
DOB: Okay.  Were there the personal and leadership difficulties at Byrd Station 

that you experienced at Ellsworth? 
 
WD: I was a senior enlisted man down there.  Dr. Bartlett, he just didn't know 

anything about military things.  He was a doctor.  And I run the station.  I 
run it to the best of my ability, and I've talked to several men since that had 
wintered over and they said it was the best crew they had ever seen.  
Things clicked there.  The only incident that I know of was the quarterly 
marks.  There was no friction between the Navy people and the civilians.  It 
was just a good crew.  Pardon my expression as an older farmer, it was 
good flowing.  And that was a quick running clicking team. 

 
Naturally I made the quarterly marks—if you're familiar with what we talk 
about quarterly marks, evaluation marks on personnel in the military 
service—I filled them out.  And now that I look back, I was kind of tight with 
my praising, and it was brought up to me.  And of course I said, "Do we 
think that we're that much better than any other sailor in this whole Navy?" 
 And of course no, but I backed down and raised their marks.  That's the 
only incident I can think of.  I let every man do his job; I didn't harass him 
about anything. 

 
The youngest man we had there was . . . hmmmmm.  He was a UT, he took 
care of the heating and the plumbing and what have you—Manke.  Bob 
Manke lives in . . . well, he did live in Buffalo, New York.  He's moved out of 
there.  I went up to see him one time, and I apologized to him the last time I 
was up there.  He was my whipping boy.  Not that I think I was that harsh 
on him.  He was just a young man and I guess I thought I was going to 
make him tough.  You know what I mean?  I didn't mean anything by it, but 
there again, he was the brunt of some of my harsh remarks. 

 
Just some things like one time there was a pump broke down at the balloon 
inflation shelter.  Okay.  You had a furnace out here in a separate place 
because you had to keep that shelter warm, but you couldn't have no fire in 
there with that hydrogen.  So we had a separate building and had fuel, a 
pipeline taking fuel out there, and something went wrong.  "Bob, you'd 
better grab a can and start preparing to carry fuel," more or less making a 
joke out of it, you know, but I guess he took it to heart.  Of course I helped 
him go out there and fix the line and get it squared away.  It was just a good 
crew. 

 
DOB: Was the doctor the top naval officer—the officer in charge? 
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WD: He was the officer in charge of the station, the doctor was.  There again, he 

was smart enough to know he didn't know much about Navy life.  I run 
everything.  Of course the rest of the crew kidded him about it.  He got a 
sweater or something that got wet and he hung it on the radiator of one of 
the generators.  And that fan picked it up and sucked it around and sucked 
it through there.  Of course it ruined the radiator and all the fluid went out 
of it, and of course I had to overhaul the engine, needless to say, after that. 
 It didn't bother me.  I didn't get mad about it.  I was just, "Damn, Doc.  
Don't you got more sense than that?"  [Laughs]  But that didn't mean 
nothing. 

 
DOB: So you were the leading chief on the first American traverse from Byrd 

Station to Pole Station. 
 
WD: Senior enlisted man, yes. 
 
DOB: What was the purpose of that traverse? 
 
WD: The main purpose was to get two big tractors up to the South Pole, as far 

as I know.  That was the only purpose of it was to get them two big tractors 
up there. 

 
DOB: And once you got them there, how did you get out? 
 
WD: Airplane. 
 
DOB: Back to Byrd or back to McMurdo? 
 
WD: Back to McMurdo, because we had done wintered over.  That whole crew 

that went up there with us had wintered over.  We was late getting out of 
there as the wintering-over crew.  All the rest of the other stations had been 
relieved and gone. 

 
DOB: The trip took a little over a month from December of '60 to January '61. 
 
WD: The 11th or 12th or . . . sometime in January anyway. 
 
DOB: That means you would've spent Christmas and New Year's out on the 

traverse. 
 
WD: Right. 
 
DOB: How did you observe the holidays, or did you? 
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WD: As far as I remember, we traveled.  We shut down early, but I think that 

menu says we celebrated Christmas on the 26th, I mean as far as the meal 
was concerned.  Bear in mind, if you've got bad weather and can't travel, 
when you've got good weather you've got to make it up.  I believe that was 
the reason for celebrating it on the 26th instead of the 25th.  We had one 
storm that shut us completely down. 

 
DOB: For how long? 
WD: Several times we had to stop.  I think it says on that map we laid to, then 

we got in a crevasse field, and Major Havola called for assistance from the 
aviation people.  Crevasse fields are—I'm not saying they're always true to 
this, but generally the cracks run parallel to one another.  So if you get in a 
crevasse field and you can get aerial reconnaissance, they can come down 
there tell you which way these things are going so you go parallel with 
them till you get out of them and that's what we had to do.  Major Havola—I 
take my hat off to that man.  He's a good soldier. 

 
DOB: Major who? 
 
WD: Havola.  H-a-v-o-l-a, I think it is.  I can't give you the correct address.  I 

wouldn't know how to trace down any of his family because . . . well, I told 
you the situation that I sent a Christmas card and I never heard back from 
him.  We'd been corresponding every Christmas. 

 
DOB: He was Army? 
 
WD: Army Transportation Corps.  I guess you know . . . my son done some time 

in the Navy, and me and him disagree on a lot of things.  He said there's a 
lot of chief petty officers that's not carrying their water in this Navy, and I 
would have agreed with him.  They're not out there in the field.  They don't 
know what the hell their men's doing.  I think that impressed Major Havola 
about what I done.  I was out in the field doing the work.  I can give you 
several incidents.  Like for instance, telling the admiral, I said, "I'd like to be 
on that tractor train."  "Chief Davis, you are on the tractor train."  As simple 
as that.  I wanted to go, there's no doubt about it.  I guess when an admiral 
says we want somebody on the tractor train, you go. 

 
DOB: Why did you want to go? 
 
WD: First Americans to go overland to the South Pole.  That's the only purpose 

really.  I mean I don't broadcast it.  I mean not the first American, but the 
first group of Americans to go overland to the South Pole.  To me it's a 
great thing. 
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DOB: Did you have any trouble with crevasses?  Did you fall into one? 
 
WD: The major called for aerial reconnaissance and they sent a plane up there 

to McMurdo and told us, you know, they gave us coordinates and we had a 
navigator with us.  The warrant officer, Fowler. 

 
DOB: But you didn't fall in? 
 
WD: No.  We didn't fall in.  The only guys to fall in was that outfit over there at 

Ellsworth.  I guess they got in some pretty bad crevasse fields there, and it 
was kind of serious there for a while.  In fact, I have some pictures 
someplace—I don't guess I brought them—of one of their sleds down there 
in a crevasse.  Crevasses are nothing to be messed with. 

 
DOB: South Pole Station is very high and cold and windy.  Was that a problem 

after Byrd, or was that at a high enough elevation that you didn't notice it 
too much? 

 
WD: Okay.  I didn't notice Byrd at all, and that was 5,000 foot elevation.  Pole set 

at ten-thousand-something, I think.  I got a little light-headed up there.  
There's people that had altitude sickness I guess up there all the time they 
was there. 

 
Then we had that station . . . the year that I wintered over at McMurdo, they 
had this station they called Pole of Inaccessibility.  They put a station in 
there at 14,000 feet, and I guess we had troubles at that station.  There 
again, we had troubles with some generators burning up gaskets and stuff 
that shouldn't have happened due to the lack of oxygen.  There were some 
people up there that was in bad situations.  I think the doctor there was . . . 
it seems to me like he lost a serious amount of weight.  He was just sick 
constantly, like seasickness or airsickness, you know, lack of oxygen. 

 
Of course we wasn't . . . well, I guess me and Cunningham had to stay 
behind because we had to do some work on a Weasel that they wanted 
back at McMurdo, that was airlifted back from McMurdo that we used 
coming from Byrd to Pole, and they wanted that Weasel back at McMurdo 
and we had to change some tracks and stuff on it.  So I was left there.  The 
rest of the crew went back on a plane, but me and Cunningham had to stay 
over.  Cunningham didn't think much of it, but it was a job that had to be 
done, so we done it, and sent that Weasel back.  But I got over the ten 
thousand feet.  The first couple of days I was there I was a little light-
headed, but it wasn't no bad thing. 
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DOB: Were there airdrops at Byrd Station when you were there? 
 
WD: Not when I was there, I don't think.  
 
DOB: How did they supply the station? 
 
WD: Okay.  There were airdrops to begin with at Byrd Station.  Now of course I 

don't know how many crews wintered over there before I got there to winter 
over, but I think we were the first year to not have airdrops.  That 
airdropping is a losing situation.  Things don't go right, you lose cargo and 
everything. 

 
DOB: Did it come over land then in tractor trains? 
 
WD: No.  The ski-equipped C-130s that come in and landed.  When they first 

started that operation that winter up there, they'd come up there and 
wouldn't shut them engines off, and I don't blame them for not shutting the 
engines off.  And they just pushed that stuff out of the back end of that 
airplane, and it was a mess out there on the snow for us to pick up and get 
back to camp. 

 
So I got together with a couple of their loadmasters, and I said . . . do you 
know these—I don't know if you've seen them or you know what I'm talking 
about—them rails that's got them little rollers on it they use in warehouses 
and they put cartons on them and scoot them down.  Okay?  They had 
them in the decks of all them airplanes.  So they could get rid of that stuff 
in about two minutes, you know, and it'd take us three days to get it 
gathered up.  So I got together with a couple of them loadmasters and I 
said, "How many of them things you guys got down there at McMurdo?"  
And he said, "We've got acres of them."  I said, "You send me about twenty 
of them up here, and we're going to start unloading these airplanes a little 
different."  So I equipped two sleds, two twenty-ton sleds, with rollers. 

 
Well then they all got scared and said, "You're going to back them sleds 
into the back end of our airplane and tear it up."  I said, "No, no.  I've got a 
driver that knows what he's doing."  And I said, "If you people get out of 
the way and I'll give him signals, we won't even touch your airplane."  So I 
convinced one of them to do that.  Well, of course after they found out that 
some people knew what they was doing, they bought it, although they did 
build a little board thing they put down, I guess, they were afraid we was 
going to hit something.  But I had a driver, Steve Pastor, there that was 
outstanding.  I could tell him to move something a half-inch, and he could 
do it.  That's coordination.  I trusted him; he trusted me.  We backed them 
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sleds up there, they rolled that stuff off and rolled it onto them sleds, and 
we'd take it off and unload it.  A simple operation. 

 
They of course bought it then at the other stations.  So much simpler than 
that dumping it out of the back end of an airplane and carrying it all.  It 
worked real nice.  I'm not saying . . . anybody could've thought up the idea. 
 It's just nobody wanted to approach . . . them people were scared that 
somebody would back a sled into their airplane. 

 
DOB: Well, five years later you went back a third time.  Whatever for? 
 
WD: Challenge.  Of course, at that time I had more horsepower so I wintered 

over at McMurdo.  And at McMurdo we had another Captain Ronne.  Not in 
my department.  He was the captain of the station.  Bear in mind, this is 
quite a bit bigger station.  You've got a big air detachment there, you had 
the civilians, you had a pretty big Navy, and he was an aviation man, a 
pilot, full commander.  Now he wasn't one of them old Antarctic explorers.  
He just had a personality that was something else.  Okay. 

 
We had a junior grade lieutenant who was a CEC officer who I was next 
after him in the chain of command of the public works, if you understand 
what I'm talking about, public works.  Okay.  That would've been the chain 
of command.  And Mr. Rhodes.  I liked that man.  He was a good man.  
There was things he didn't know, but I could convince him on a lot of 
things.  And of course I pulled some shady deals, I'll tell you.  He told me 
one time, he said, "You people down there in the enlisted barracks don't 
know what we're going through up there" in that OiC.  I never thought 
much about it. 

 
So one day I had O.D. duty.  As an E-8 I had O.D. duty with some of the 
other officers, and it was just from taps to reveille.  And of course we had 
to go down to the quarterdeck, for a better word, it was a hut, and the OiC's 
always busy in the back of his hut.  I'm in there finishing out the log, 
completing out the log and discrepancies, and he said, "Chief Davis, I was 
out walking last night and I heard tin blowing on a building up there."  And I 
said, "Commander, I know about it."  Well, I called him captain because, 
you know, in the Navy regardless of rank if he's a senior, you call him a 
captain.  "Captain, I know about it and I'll get it taken care of.  I'll get the 
carpenters up there and they'll get it taken care of." 

 
Dumb me, I never asked him, "Is that all, Captain?"  I turned around and 
started finishing my writing.  I turned around and looked and here's this 
man with a red face.  He walks back there and he says, "Chief, I want to see 
you back in my office."  So I go back there, and boy, he lit into me 
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something awful about disrespect and I don't know what all.  He says, 
"There's no enlisted man going to talk to me like that."  Then I guess I just 
stood there at attention.  I didn't question anything.  And pretty soon he 
cooled down a little bit and he said, "Did you think I was through talking to 
you?"  And I said, "Yes, Captain, I thought you was."  He said, "Dismissed." 

 
And of course me, being a chief petty officer, I should have had enough 
sense to ask him—protocol—if that was all, but I didn't.  Boy, it sure upset 
him.  Then I went back realizing what Mr. Rhodes was saying that every 
officer up there had felt his wrath.  Aw, there was a lot of things that went 
on. 

 
Okay.  The Seabee anniversary is like the Marine Corps ball to the Seabees. 
 It's a do or die thing.  Okay?  Down there at McMurdo we had quite a 
contingent of group eight ratings—Seabee ratings.  They wanted to have a 
Seabee party, a birthday party.  So I approached Mr. Rhodes, and 
Mr. Rhodes approached the commander.  The commander said, "There 
ain't no group going to have a party by themselves.  All the base is going to 
be at the party or nobody's going to be there."  So Mr. Rhodes come back 
and told me.  I said, "Well, I'll go down and tell the men, but I'll tell you what 
the men are going to say.  They're going to say 'Stick it in your butt!'"  And 
that's what they said.  "We won't have no Seabee party.  We don't want 
them airdales down here and we don't want everybody else down here.  It's 
a Seabee party like the Marine Corps." 

 
So I guess Mr. Rhodes went back.  Anyway, the commander finally broke 
down and we had a Seabee party.  Just Seabees there. 

 
DOB: How big was McMurdo by that time? 
WD: Well, there was no permanent buildings.  They were just in the process of 

starting to build . . . well, permanent buildings.  Okay?  The diesel electric 
power plant was a permanent building.  At that time there was a nuclear 
plant, which had to be moved out.  But at that time they were just phasing 
in to start building permanent buildings.  The supply warehouse with the 
automotive supplies was a permanent building. 

 
I think after the year I left, I guess they put in a permanent garage, then they 
were starting to build the living quarters and stuff.  When I left, that was the 
beginning of the really starting to build up, realizing that McMurdo's going 
to be here to stay and going to have to build some permanent buildings.  Of 
course, the two buildings that I recollect as being permanent there was the 
diesel electric power plant and the automotive warehouse. 

 
DOB: How many people? 
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WD: You mean in the Seabee detachment? 
 
DOB: On the base. 
 
WD: I really don't know.  I would say there was over a hundred.  Just how many 

there was, I can't recall, but I would say it was over a hundred.  In fact, I 
know it was. 

 
But then getting back to Mr. Rhodes, you know Mr. Rhodes got killed in 
Vietnam.  He was a man that was out with the crew.  He knew what his crew 
was doing, except when I pulled some shenanigans. 

 
We had some machinery that wasn't doing the job.  We had a diesel shop 
and a gasoline shop.  I had a first class in charge of the automotive shop.  
Of course most of our equipment was diesel, so I spent most of my time 
over in the diesel shop keeping it running.  And we had some gasoline-
driven snowblowers that were mounted on front-end loaders to go out and 
clear snow off of what they call the ice runway. 

 
Well, the governors wasn't right on them and everything, and I didn't realize 
this.  I should've went over and checked them, but I didn't check on them.  
And they were sent out on the job.  After I went out there to the runway, the 
equipment operators started, "Well, these things are not doing the job.  
They're not doing this and they're not doing that."  So I went out there and 
observed, and then I went back and talked to Mr. Rhodes and I said, "We've 
got to bring that machinery back into town and do some major changing on 
them governors and throttles and stuff."  "We can't do it.  We've got 
airplanes coming in here in two days.  You can't do it."  I said, "If we don't 
do it, we're not going to have the runway ready.  One or the other."  He 
said, "Chief, you're not going to bring them things in here."  "Okay, 
Mr. Rhodes." 

 
I sent a man back to the barracks and I said, "You get some sleep because 
me and you are going to work tonight when everybody else has gone to 
sleep."  We went out there and got them two machines and brought them 
in, and I had him do the routine maintenance, change the oil and the 
antifreeze, clean up the gas tanks and everything.  Another thing, it was 
getting snow in the gas tanks so I made standpipes in there, six-inch tall so 
that snow would stay in the bottom and wouldn't get in the carburetors and 
such.  Then I changed the governors which had to be done and hauled 
them back out to the airfield, and I never said nothing to nobody and I told 
him—he was a third class—I told him, "Don't you tell anybody about this."  
The equipment operators said, "Boy, those machines, what happened to 
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them?  They are really running."  "Well, I don't know.  Something must've 
happened to them."  I never did tell.  I always thought if I run into 
Mr. Rhodes again, because he left before I did, going back to the States, I 
would like to ask him if he ever found out.  Sometimes you have to do 
things like that to get the job done.  But Mr. Rhodes was killed in Vietnam 
for the fact is he was out with his men—he knew what they was doing.  
Mr. Rhodes was a good man! 

 
DOB: By the time you went back to McMurdo, the Antarctic program had been 

going now for ten years.  What differences did you see in the way things 
were going from your first trip to the third? 

 
WD: Well, there's no comparing McMurdo to an outlying station due to the fact 

that there's so many people there that they don't get in one another's hair.  
That's the big thing.  As far as the scientific program, I didn't even know 
what was going on.  I kept tractors running. 

 
[End Side B, Tape 1] 
 
[Begin Side A, Tape 2] 
 
WD: I just didn't have no close association with the scientific people like I did at 

Byrd or Ellsworth.  I didn't even know they was around because I was down 
in the garage all the time.  It's funny, you know.  Of course I mentioned a 
while ago, I'm a workaholic. 

 
Somehow or another a mechanic got sent up to Pole Station that time I 
wintered over at McMurdo.  I didn't have nothing to do with him going up 
there.  Somebody decided they wanted him up there, and right after he got 
up there he wasn't cutting the mustard.  One of the generators went down 
and we had to do something about it.  So I went up there and looked the 
situation over, and obviously this man wasn't cutting the mustard, so I 
went back to McMurdo and rounded up what I needed, and one man, and 
went up there.  I'm E-9 at the time.  E-9s don't get dirty.  They're not 
supposed to.  And I'm up there with this man I took with me to overhaul 
this generator, and this other mechanic, I don't know what's he's doing.  I 
was unconcerned about what he was doing because I was going to get him 
relieved, and I was concerned about them people getting through the 
winter. 

 
So the master chief of the Navy come up there.  Now he didn't reprimand 
me, but he didn't think much of the idea of an E-9 greasy from head to foot. 
 I know what my job was—to keep them people from freezing to death 
during the winter.  I never thought nothing about it.  I guess he didn't think 



Walter Davis Interview, September 24, 1999 35  
 
 

it was very glorious of an E-9 getting grease from head to foot.  I could 
have cared less. 

 
I had several other situations.  One time, this was a summer operation 
down there, we had a road coming out of McMurdo and we had to go up a 
hill.  In the summertime it was gravel, and it was all our tractors could do.  
Sometimes we had to put two tractors on it to get a load of fuel on these 
sleds, because once we got over that hill then we were on the ice. 

 
At that time, Scott Base was getting their fuel from us.  Some of the 
summer operation, I never did find out what his name was, but a junior 
lieutenant from the new summer group overheard a radio.  The day before 
them people come there, this was summer people coming in to relieve us, 
I'd sent a sled-load of fuel to the air station out on the ice, what they call 
Williams Field, and I personally took a load of fuel over to Scott Base and 
left it there.  I don't know what happened, but anyway Scott Base needed 
some more fuel, and this was on the radio.  That lieutenant out there at the 
air station right away sent that load of fuel that I'd drug out to Williams 
back to Scott Base.  And I got on the radio and I said, "Who in the hell sent 
that fuel back there?"  And of course that caused quite a stink.  Who does 
he think he is, anyhow?  [Laughs] 

 
It's just a situation.  The poor lieutenant didn't know the situation, and he 
thought he was going to do a good deed and get Scott Base with some 
more fuel. 

 
Another time we had an outlying station way out there.  It was just used in 
case the winds was wrong.  We went out there and built that station.  I took 
four men out there and built it.  Nobody stayed out there.  We just had 
emergency . . . and I think they must've had a GCA unit out there, but they 
would've sent somebody in case the wind changed.  Well, we had to get 
fuel out there, and in the meantime I sprained an ankle, so we had to get a 
load of fuel out there.  I thought, well, this is a good job for me to do today. 
 I ain't doing nothing by hobbling around on a crutch.  I'll take that load of 
fuel out there.  And it was a whiteout going on, but it was ground fog. 

 
I started out, and I'd been out there I don't know how many times.  I took 
the tractor and went on, and I guess I told somebody around the base I'm 
going to take that load of fuel out to outer Williams out there, and man, they 
started getting scared.  "Where is that chief?  Where is that chief?  He's 
going to get lost out there!"  Oh, bull.  I knew where I was at.  I had 
landmarks.  But that Antarctic will eat you up . . . it'll eat you up. 
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I remember one time at Byrd Station.  Every day I went out topside and 
checked things out—antennas and everything—and one day there was a 
blizzard.  And I thought I knew where every stick was sticking out of the 
snow—if I stumbled onto it, I would know where I was.  Well, I'd gone out 
as far as the fuel cache and I started back, and boy, it was some kind of a 
blizzard.  About forty knots of wind and cold and I had that hood pulled 
right down over me.  And I stumbled along stuff and I thought I knew 
exactly where I was at to get back down in the snow.  And all of a sudden I 
stumbled on something that was way past where I was supposed to be.  So 
then I got down on my hands and knees and I got back.  I'm not saying I 
was scared, but I thought, boy, you stupid dude.  You thought you knew 
where you was at, but you didn't know where you was at.  But I got back all 
right. 

 
DOB: Humbling. 
 
WD: Right.  I don't think I told anybody about that.  I definitely didn't tell the 

doctor that. 
 
DOB: Would you go back again? 
 
WD: Yes, I would.  My health, I couldn't handle it now.  I just couldn't handle it.  

But I would, yes I would.  I sure would. 
 
DOB: Why? 
 
WD: Adventure. 
 
DOB: The challenge is still there? 
 
WD: Yes.  Why did the bear cross the mountain?  To see the other side of the 

mountain. 
 
DOB: What effect, if any, did your polar experience have with other directions 

that your life took, do you think? 
 
WD: None, I don't think, except it made a better mechanic out of me.  Down 

there, your trade is really taxed.  I've read someplace that—I'm not talking 
about modern Antarctica, I'm talking about older times when, as far as I'm 
concerned, they were tough compared to what it is now.  Maybe now it 
seems tough to them people.  To me it would probably seem like a joy ride. 

 
But someplace I read this, I don't know who wrote it, that in the Antarctic, 
people can excuse faults as long as he's a good worker.  And I believe that. 
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 They can overlook things as long as he's carrying his share of what he 
was supposed to be doing.  They can overlook it.  And I firmly believe that. 
 It's true down there, that's for sure.  You know what I mean?  It's like you 
get to some station like you've got one man and his responsibility is to 
keep the engines running and he can't do it, there's something wrong.  And 
of course my dear old dad taught me any job worth doing is worth doing 
right.  If you're going to do it, do it.  Don't make excuses. 

 
DOB: Was there someone that you met on the ice that you were particularly glad 

to have there? 
 
WD: Yes, Hannah, that electrician I wintered over with at Ellsworth. 
 
DOB: Why? 
 
WD: He was a good tradesman, we talked the same language, we was down 

there to do a job, not to be there for the glory of it or something, the 
challenge.  He was a good man.  Tom Osborne, who wintered over at the 
Pole when I wintered over at Ellsworth and he wintered over at Byrd with 
me, was a good man.  Had a little alcohol problem, but he was a good 
sailor—a good sailor.  That's what counts.  I mean you can overlook a little 
drinking problem, otherwise he's a good sailor.  But then you've got them 
ones that have drinking problems that are not a good sailor either. 

 
I don't know.  Officer-wise, Mr. Rhodes.  I enjoyed doing work for 
Mr. Rhodes even though like we had a little dispute over the machinery 
coming in, that I did.  Mr. Rhodes was a good man to get killed in Vietnam.  
A young man, knew his business, he was a tiger.  I think he was restricted 
to the barracks quite a bit over rowdiness.  Restricted to the BOQ, rather. 

 
DOB: How did you respond to the long summer days and the long winter nights? 

 Did that have an effect on you? 
 
WD: Maybe other people seen an effect on me.  In my own mind, it didn't affect 

me.  I stayed busy all the time.  I didn't have any of them problems, what do 
they call it?  The Big Eye?  Right.  The Big Eye.  They stay awake all night 
long.  I never had any of them problems.  I went to sleep every night and 
got up every morning. 

 
DOB: Were the winters different at the different stations?  Did they last a longer 

time or more or less severe? 
 
WD: I would say that the weather at Byrd was more severe than it was at 

Ellsworth and McMurdo. 
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DOB: In what way? 
 
WD: Storms.  Now we had storms at Ellsworth, don't get me wrong.  And we had 

storms at McMurdo.  But McMurdo was such a big station that . . . like 
streetlights.  Know what I mean?  Not like out there in the woods.  It was 
just quite a bit different.  There never was no storm at McMurdo that I 
remember shutting us down.  We had things to do.  The station was so big, 
we couldn't let the snow melting stop.  It had to go on.  And things like that, 
we just couldn't let it stop. 

 
Whereas at Ellsworth and Byrd Station, we got some blizzards.  I went out 
every day up there at Ellsworth.  I went out every day, but I didn't venture 
very far there at Byrd, like the time I got lost.  I guess I wasn't lost, but I 
messed up because I had a picture in my mind where everything was, you 
know, sticking out of the ground, in case of a situation like that, but I 
messed up someplace.  I had that hood over my head when I shouldn't 
have had it. 

 
I never did have a case of that Big Eye, as they call it, that I can remember.  
You know I probably see my personality different than what you see my 
personality or something like your bark's worse than your bite. 

 
DOB: Were you ever truly scared? 
 
WD: I don't think I was ever really . . . maybe in my dreams I've been scared, but 

I've never really been scared of any situation in my life. 
 

There again, like Mr. Rhodes . . . I walked into the shop there at McMurdo 
one morning and [sniff sniff].  "There's something burning in here."  I got to 
checking around, and what we had, we had a big boiler that we'd set up 
and had manifolds coming off of it pumping antifreeze, and we parked 
tractors at night and we had quick disconnects.  We hooked these quick 
disconnects up to them tractors, have hot antifreeze going through there 
and we'd get them started the next morning. 

 
Well, come to find out, that boiler had started a fire on a wooden deck 
underneath, but it hadn't exposed itself.  So I studied it, and about that time 
Mr. Rhodes walked in the shop, and of course he, "Something's burning."  
"Yes, sir, Mr. Rhodes.  It's right over here."  He said, "We've got to cut them 
lines and jerk that thing out of here."  I said, "No, we don't.  We don't have 
to damage anything.  We've got unions here.  I'll get three or four men over 
here and we'll break them unions.  I'll have somebody get that boiler off of 
here, and the minute they do, we'll hit it with about five fire extinguishers." 
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As simple as that, you know.  You can't run around here getting excited 
over things.  I kind of pride myself in being able to keep my cool in a 
situation. 

 
DOB: What are you the proudest of from your Antarctic experience? 
 
WD: Trip to the Pole.  First Americans to go overland to the South Pole.  Nobody 

can do it again; nobody had done it before.  It's as simple as that.  I'm 
proud of other situations that I've done down there, but that would be the 
highlight of my Antarctic trips. 

 
DOB: Would you like to comment on your own life in the Antarctic, meaning what 

did you do for fun?  Did you get lonely?  How did you deal with morale? 
 
WD: I never did get lonely because, like I explained to you, my first marriage 

suffered from my Navy career.  I was a sailor twenty-four hours a day.  I 
kept busy all the time.  I never did have any trouble staying busy.  I think 
that when you get in an isolated situation like that, you've got to keep busy, 
and if you're in charge of a crew, you've got to keep them busy because 
idle hands get you in trouble.  I don't ever remember getting lonely. 

 
My biggest recreation thing was going to the movies.  We had movies every 
night, and I always went to them.  I never done that much drinking.  I never 
touched a drop while I was at McMurdo.  One night, we had the chiefs 
barracks there, well, the chiefs and . . . it was two barracks because we had 
a lot of chiefs there.  In fact, the nuclear power plant, that was all chiefs.  
There wasn't an enlisted man out there.  We had the aviation people.  There 
was a lot of chiefs there.  And between the two barracks was a kind of a 
hallway built and there was a bar in there. 

 
One night I was in there . . . I always went in there and talked to the guys 
and stuff, but I didn't drink any.  One night they decided they was going to 
make me have a drink.  I said, "If anybody sets a drink in front of me, it's 
going to get turned upside down on the bar."  "You wouldn't do that."  I 
said, "Watch me."  And that's what happened.  They never bothered me 
anymore after that. 

 
I just simply would not drink when I'm in a situation like down there or 
Vietnam or Korea or any other place like that.  Now don't get me wrong 
now.  I'm not a reformed alcoholic or anything.  I'll take a drink with 
anybody, but there's situations. 

 
DOB: What do you think of the use of alcohol on the ice? 
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WD: Well, in my opinion, there was too much of it at the outlying stations.  Let's 

look at it in a medical situation.  Alcohol can freeze you to death.  I mean 
you come in at night and you're cold and wet and mad and everything.  A 
shot of brandy's pretty good.  I didn't need it.  Once in a while I took one, 
but I really didn't need it.  I don't know why.  If the men wanted it, they 
could have it.  But this wholesale drinking, I . . . well, I don't think 
overindulgence in booze has any place anywhere.  But there again, I'm not 
a reformed alcoholic. 

 
The same way with smoking.  I was a heavy smoker at one time, but didn't 
anybody hold a gun to my head and make me smoke.  I done it on my own, 
and I quit.  Well, I had a little accident one time and broke a bunch of ribs.  
That was after I got out of the Navy when I was trucking.  I fell off a load of 
lumber and broke a bunch of ribs.  The doctor told me, he said, "If you quit 
smoking, it sure would be a good thing."  I said, "No sooner done than 
said," and I done it.  I just quit smoking.  When a doctor tells you to do it, 
you do it.  I guess the wife would've harped at me the rest of my life and I 
wouldn't quit smoking.  But today it don't bother me.  If somebody wants to 
smoke, it's their business. 

 
DOB: The Navy no longer has a role on the ice, and really there's very little 

military activity there anymore.  What difference do you think that will make 
and how do you feel about it? 

 
WD: Well, I don't think it'll make any difference.  The job, no doubt, will get done. 

 You know what I mean.  The ultimate end product will probably be the 
same.  I feel a little sad that the Navy went down there in the tough days, 
and when the going got easy, we no longer had a job.  I would assume that 
maybe . . . you know what I mean.  I'm not running DoD or anything, but 
maybe it was prohibitive.  Maybe we weren't doing a good enough job.  
Maybe it's being done cheaper now than it was when we was doing it, when 
the military was doing it, I don't know. 

 
I know one thing.  You can get military people to do things because you're 
going to do this or else.  Where civilians, I ain't going to do it, and that's the 
end of it, you know.  I don't know.  I would assume that most of the 
civilians that are going to outlying stations, like for instance the Ellsworth 
crew and the ones I knew over there at Byrd, are well trained.  I never got 
acquainted with any of them at McMurdo because it was just too big a field. 
 I never got acquainted with them.  I think they were dedicated people doing 
the best to their ability, and probably the people they have down there 
today are doing the best of their ability, even though there are no military 
people there. 
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I think they're still using military aircraft to get them in and out of there, 
aren't they?  Air Force, that glory Air Force.  [Laughs] 

 
DOB: You weren't very far from the Argentine and British bases when you were at 

Ellsworth, and of course McMurdo is a hub for just about everything.  Did 
you have a lot of interaction with people from other countries? 

 
WD: The only station was what they call Shackleton Base where Dr. Fuchs made 

his trip across the Antarctic.  I made one trip over there to get specs and 
stuff on that clutch for the IGY people.  I got acquainted with that British 
mechanic.  He was an Army sergeant.  Howard was his name, and I got well 
acquainted with him.  In fact, did I tell you I went on a holiday to London 
and went to the Royal Geographic and found out where Dr. Fuchs was?  He 
in turn told me how to get in touch with Sergeant Howard. 

 
DOB: Yes. 
 
WD: And I went down and visited him and stayed overnight with him.  And of 

course the friendship didn't continue.  We didn't correspond or anything, 
but I had a relationship with him because we talked the same language—
mechanics. 

DOB: Today the big issues in the Antarctic are environmental issues and saving 
the living resources and concerns about not exploiting the minerals and all 
of that.  It must be quite different from when you were there. 

 
WD: Yes, it is.  I can't deny that we were wasting things and spoiling the 

environment, but I have a little problem with environmental people.  It took 
us how many years to get it in this kind of shape and we're going to get it 
back overnight?  I don't think so.  It just . . . I don't know. 

 
I would assume that the period that I was down there, we probably done a 
lot of damage as far as empty fuel barrels scattered around and what have 
you.  There's no denying it that we did.  It's probably still there, so they'll 
never recover some of them things that we left there—that trash that we left 
there.  It'll eventually be an iceberg and go to sea and sink in the ocean. 

 
But I have trouble with the environmental people.  I just do.  For instance, 
when I got out of the Navy and started trucking, I was a flat-bedder because 
I was exposed to that kind of hauling in the military.  You know, hauling 
machinery and stuff.  Hauled a lot of lumber.  I can show you places out 
there where they've shut down little towns that that was the only livelihood 
that town had, and that town is no longer there.  It just dried up and blowed 
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away due to somebody said there was a bird here or something there, you 
know.  I don't know.  I have a little trouble with environmental people. 

 
Just like the nuclear power plant.  Of course I guess that that was a world 
agreement, no nuclear products.  Of course the United States, we're not 
above doing shady deals, let's face it.  The same as any other country is.  
But it seemed to me like there would've been research put in there before 
we sent that plant down there, I don't know.  The year I was down there, of 
course, it was in its infancy.  They didn't have all the bugs ironed out of it.  
The diesel electric plant furnishes just about as much electricity as the 
nuclear plant did.  I think the next year, though, the nuclear proved to be 
pretty good, and then I guess about the third year it was torn down and 
taken out or the fourth year after that or something like that. 

 
DOB: Tourism is a big industry now in Antarctica and getting bigger.  What do 

you think of that? 
 
WD: I've got mixed emotions about it.  I don't know.  It's going to get bigger, 

don't get me wrong.  I'm not going to stop it or nobody's going to stop it.  
And I'm not really against it.  I think it's foolish, but I'm not against it. 

 
DOB: Why is it foolish? 
 
WD: To go down there and look at a lot of ice? 
DOB: You did.  Three times. 
 
WD: Yes, but I had a reason for being down there outside of just being a tourist. 

 Well, I can appreciate the fact that somebody wants to go the Antarctic and 
look at it.  I really can.  There's a little adventure in all of us.  Maybe not as 
much in some of us as there is others.  But I can understand why, but I 
think there's probably . . . the Argentines are the ones that started this, 
wasn't it?  Wasn't they the first ones that sent some tourists down there? 

 
DOB: Oh, I don't know.  They've been going down for a long time from many 

countries. 
 
WD: But I'm sure it's like any other commercial industry—somebody's out to 

make a buck.  And I guess as long as there's people going to pay for it, 
they'll go.  I guess I just don't get excited over a lot of things the way some 
people do, you know. 

 
Some people get excited . . . another one of the big controversies at 
Ellsworth was the penguins getting shipped back to the States.  Everybody 
wanted a penguin.  I didn't want no damn penguin.  What the hell do I want 
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a penguin for?  But there was a big controversy over that thing—freezing 
them and getting them back and all this.  I just wonder how many people 
shipping them back have still got them today.  You know, they get shoved 
in the corner and forgot about and dust collecting.  I didn't want no 
penguin.  Me and Hannah didn't want no penguins. 

 
DOB: What was the controversy? 
 
WD: Well, that again come from the captain.  I don't know really what the 

controversy was, but there was a lot of controversy over it.  Whether they 
could or couldn't do it.  I guess there'd never been any concrete rules set 
down if you could export a penguin out of Antarctica back to the States or 
something.  Especially the emperors, you know, them big ones that stand 
up.  Maybe somebody was making a mountain out of a molehill over it, I 
don't know, but there was a lot of controversy about it. 

 
DOB: At the time it was okay.  If you paid fifty bucks, you could have one. 
 
WD: I think that's what it amounted to.  I don't know how they got back.  I guess 

they were sent aboard ship and put in the freezers on the ship or 
something.  Like for instance the Wyandot took them back and . . . okay.  
We went into Santiago . . . no, Buenos Aires, Argentina.  We stopped in 
Argentina someplace, I guess it was Buenos Aires, and then the ship went 
on to someplace . . . Santos, Brazil or someplace up there, and that's where 
all the wintering-over crew got off and flew back to the States.  Now I guess 
that's where them penguins was on, was on the Wyandot.  On the ship, you 
know, probably down in the reefer section.  I don't know how they got from 
wherever it docked to where these people went to the four winds and 
wanted penguins.  Penguins were the last of my worries.  I could've cared 
less about a stinking penguin. 

DOB: Ronne's penguins got beheaded. 
 
WD: Yes.  I never seen it, but it did happen, or at least there was talk that that's 

what happened to it. 
 
DOB: I saw a picture. 
 
WD: Oh, you've seen pictures of it, huh?  Did Cox take a picture of it? 
 
DOB: I don't know.  I don't know who did. 
 
WD: Cox was a good photographer.  He was a good tradesman. 
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DOB: If you were an artist and you could paint one picture that would just distill 

the essence of your Antarctic experience, what would you paint? 
 
WD: Well, I guess it would have to be a conglomeration of everything—the 

penguins, the ice, probably some bearded guy, the aurora.  You'd definitely 
have to have the aurora in it.  That is something to see, that aurora down 
there when it's really active, it really is.  So it would kind of be a 
conglomeration of everything—snow and ice, maybe a blizzard over here, 
and penguins. 

 
DOB: A D-8? 
 
WD: Oh, I don't know as that . . . for my part it would have to be, but probably 

everybody else would, what the hell's that thing? 
 
DOB: Well, this is for you. 
 
WD: Yes, for me it would have to have a tractor in it.  A tractor out on a trail 

someplace. 
 
DOB: Paul Siple wrote that the Antarctic wields a profound effect on personality 

and character, and few people who have been there for any length of time 
are the same when it's over.  Do you agree with that and were you 
changed? 

 
WD: No, I don't think I was changed.  I was a better mechanic, but personality-

wise, I don't think I was changed.  Okay.  I'm a loner, so maybe some of 
these things didn't rub off on me.  I didn't know they was going on or 
something, you know.  I've had a lot of people comment that even on 
normal duty, you know, how come you go on liberty all by yourself?  Well, I 
enjoy myself, you know what I mean?  I don't need a crowd around to have 
a good time.  I am a loner. 

 
I don't think the Antarctic changed my personality.  I'm a down-to-earth 
man, there's no doubt about that.  I believe in facts, I don't believe in 
fantasy.  A good example is spring is a promise and fall is reality.  Facts are 
something concrete here.  A theory is some dream out here someplace.  
Facts are facts.  You can't dispute them. 

 
DOB: What haven't I asked you that I should have? 
 
WD: I don't know.  Anything you want to ask me.  I don't know.  I really don't 

know. 
 



Walter Davis Interview, September 24, 1999 45  
 
 
DOB: Is there something that you think I ought to know for writing this book that I 

haven't asked you about? 
 
WD: I don't know, really.  I guess we'd be kind of a scurvy bunch.  We took a 

bath once a week.  We ate good.  I never did gain weight down there, but it 
was easy to gain weight.  If you was active outdoors, just the temperature 
would burn weight off of you.  In fact, at Byrd Station I lost weight there.  
I've got a picture I should've brought and showed you.  Man, I looked like a 
wild man, just come out of the woods.  But I don't know. 

 
DOB: Well, in that case, thank you very much for a very interesting afternoon.  I 

appreciated your coming. 
 
WD: I enjoyed being here.  I enjoyed talking to you.  I really did. 
 
DOB: Thanks. 
 
[End of interview] 


