The whale

Ten in a zodiac on the Southern Ocean the air crisp at freezing point.

 Perched on the bow my double- gloved hand grasps the rope encircling the gunwale as we surge through klunky pack ice on a choppy sea. 

We are a Climbers and Photographers Expedition whale spotting off the Antarctic Peninsular. 

A week into our adventure now we soak up sights, shapes, sounds  – and smells – of the bottom of the world.

The reek, cacophony and endless entertainment of penguin colonies, a leopard seal’s  sinuous shape and sinister smile.  The thunk of an ice axe.

 We duck dive-bombing skuas, skirt slumbering elephant seal pups, marvel at iceberg shapes, a blue –eyed cormorant’s floundering first flight.  Dodge Minke whales.  

Whilst all-encompassing, the sculpted, contorted icescape delivers its message.  That Antarctica in its majesty, unpredictability  - and vulnerability –should not to be trifled with.

There’s a finality here. We question our presence.

And now, up ahead two finned, black curved backs. A pair of humpbacks – mother and calf ?  Frolicing.

We edge within camera range. Switch off the engine.   It’s show time and we’re in the front row.

Undeterred, in an enthralling display of whale play they dive, blow, breech and surface around us.  A pas de deux of gigantic proportions. 

We want to applaud.

 Curious, one finally approaches our zodiac. Disappears, only to announce its presence moments later with a submarine grunt.  Right beneath our zodiac. 

 Agog, barely breathing, cameras poised, we wait. 

And yes. Eyes fixed right on us a huge barnacled head emerges only metres away accompanied by what the tour brochure had dared to promise. 

 We have now experienced - up close and personal - “the fishy exhalation of the whale.” 

Was this the encore? 

 Only the frailty of our craft prevents a standing ovation.

