
The Columbus Dispatch http://www.dispatch.com/print_template.php?story=dispatch/2006/12/19...

1 of 5 12/20/2006 5:31 PM

Living arrangements for OSU 
researchers in Antarctica are 
hardly luxurious. 

Byrd Polar Research Center scien
tists will celebrate Christmas in a 
trailer at Lake Hoare in Antarctica. 

RESEARCH KNOWS NO HOLIDAY 

When time in the field is precious, some academic scientists give up their 
Christmases 
Tuesday, December 19, 2006

Mike Lafferty
THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH 

It’s an odd trick of nature that a group of Ohio scientists in the
middle of ice-covered Antarctica might not have snow for the
holidays. In fact, the weather at Lake Hoare, a rocky dot inside
Antarctica’s vast Taylor Valley, is similar to the weather in
Columbus.

Right now, forecasts call for clear skies, temperatures hovering a
few degrees above freezing and 24 hours of summer sun. 

These Ohio State University researchers are just about as far 
from home as it gets, and plan to cram in as much work as they 
can while they can. 

But, like others spending these weeks pursuing science, they’ll
still pause to celebrate on Dec. 25.

"We haven’t put up any decorations yet, but we have a little
plastic tree and snowflake decorations," Becki Witherow, a Byrd
Polar Research Center graduate student said in an e-mail from
the small outpost. She is a geochemist studying how chemicals
move into lakes.

Many scientists who work at academic centers must squeeze 
their field research into a couple of months during the summer 
and several weeks between the end of fall classes and the 
beginning of winter classes. 

That often means working through Christmas and New Year’s,
and leaving loved ones behind for work.

"These are special days," Joel Barker, a Byrd researcher also 
working at Lake Hoare, said in an e-mail. 

Barker is a biogeochemist looking for nutrients in glacier
systems. It’s his first Christmas away from home and his wife.

"I always look back … and feel fortunate for this opportunity. I
miss family most of all, especially as Christmas nears."
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Harvey Ballard Jr., an Ohio Uni
versity biologist, took his father, 
Harvey Ballard Sr., to Ecuador and 
Bolivia last year. 

Patrick O’Con-

Linda F. Mar
chant, a Miami University 
anthropologist, rests in a tropical 
rainforest in Tanzania. 

Here is a look at several Ohio scientists who have spent or are 
spending the holidays away from home. 

Simple gifts 
Linda Marchant, a Miami University anthropologist, has made 
several Christmastime trips to Gombe National Park in Tanzania 
to study primates. 

The trip is hardly over when her flight arrives in Kinshasa. 

"You get in a bush plane and then still walk 20 miles," she said. 
"You walk and you walk and you walk and you cross rivers and 
you walk and get in a pirogue (dugout canoe) and eventually you 
wind up at the field site." That makes "going" anywhere to 
celebrate the holiday difficult. "Tanzania is mostly a Muslim 
country. But if you can get to a small town on Lake Tanganyika, 
they will sell you strange views of Christmas made in China and 
brought in through India." 

Christmas dinner usually is beans and rice, or pasta, if someone 
can scrape together a can of tomato sauce and an onion. 

"Something as modest as a granola bar is cause for big
celebration … and if you have a piece of chocolate, you’re queen
for a day," Marchant said.

Presents are exchanged. Marchant once received batteries to 
power a radio. 

"You try to get the BBC if you can. I think we listened to the
queen’s speech."

She said there is a world of difference between America and her 
lab away from home. 

"Kids’ toys consist of sardine cans with string on them," she
said. "It’s pretty sobering."

Homesick in Palau 
lands east of the Philippines and in New Zealand. 

Lowe said he remembers feeling homesick when he heard 
Christmas carols on Palau radio stations. 

"People decorate with scenes of snow, snowmen. They put fake 
snow around. That was kind of bizarre," he said. 

In 2001, Lowe spent the holidays in a remote spot on New
Zealand’s South Island studying water quality. There was no
Christmas dinner. "That would have made it worse."

Instead, he and others there ate peanut butter and cheese. 
Someone, however, did pack a bottle of wine. 
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Joel Barker, a 
researcher at Ohio State, studies 
glaciers in Antarctica. 

"We all got a taste," he said. 

Fa la la la fossils 

Patrick O’Connor, an Ohio University paleontologist, spends
several months a year in eastern Africa searching for dinosaur
fossils.

This Christmas, he’ll be in New York to meet his wife, Nancy
Stevens, who is returning from an expedition in Yemen, where
she is studying dinosaur tracks.

They’ll both work in museums there over the holidays, but
Christmas will be an enforced day off, because museums are
closed.

"All these world cities have their own personality. They’re all
going crazy with the holiday. New York is intense, but it’s a good
intense.

"It’s such a contrast to southeast Ohio."

No holidays for workaholics 

Bruce Monzyk, a Battelle chemist, works nearly every 
Christmas. 

"I’ve been a 70-hour-a-week person my whole career," he said.

Monzyk, who is divorced, acknowledged that his drive was tough on his marriage. 

The only concession he makes for the holiday is that he goes to work at 7:30 a.m., an hour later
than usual. He’s at his desk until at least 7 p.m.

"Then I usually go home and call family and get ready for the next day at work, read a book, wind
down. That’s about it."

Is it lonely? Sure. But he said success only follows hard work. 

"There’s no sense playing the game unless you play to win. We won (an Air Force aircraft design)
competition because we made those deadlines and because of our thoroughness."

This year, however, Monzyk is going home to Missouri over the holidays to help his brother build a 
house. 

Scraping peanut butter 

Harvey Ballard, an Ohio University biologist, often travels over the holidays, searching out rare 
violets in Bolivia, Ecuador, Mexico and other botanical hot spots. 

"I like very basic comforts, like walls and a roof and a bed that is not too bad," he said. 

Getting to exploration sites often requires crossing a few rivers and a four- or five-hour hike 
through the mountains. 

Last year, he took his 65-year-old father along as a research assistant to Ecuador and Bolivia. 
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He said Christmas dinner was pretty sad. 

"It was 90 degrees. We’re in this steamy 200-person village, a $2-a-night motel with holes in the
walls, scraping peanut butter and chocolate candy off aluminum foil with Ritz crackers.

"Sweat was dripping off us and the ants were marching through the walls of the motel. We were so 
hot," he said. 

A few years earlier, a Christmas spent with other researchers in a small Bolivian town was equally 
memorable. Ballard and another researcher were staying in a small town on the slopes of the Andes. 

"We came out of our hotel and heard a crowd of voices. The whole village had turned out on this 
midnight candlelight vigil carrying a crèche of the Virgin Mary to parade through the area.

"They carried it all night long," he said. "It was a tradition. It was pretty moving." 

Oatmeal on Christmas 

William Berry Lyons, director of the Byrd Polar Research Center at Ohio State, is staying home this
year. 

"If you have kids, it’s a much bigger deal," he said of the December trips he’s made to Antarctica.
"My wife (Anne Carey) is a scientist and understands."

Lyons had spent a number of recent Christmases in McMurdo Sound and at Lake Hoare. 

"The scientists work 24/7. Most are there to do a job and they may knock off and socialize on
Christmas a little, but then it’s back in the lab."

During the Antarctic summer, there are about a thousand scientists, technicians and military 
residents in the area. The work days, he said, start early. Even on Christmas. 

"I usually get up and make a pot of coffee and have a little oatmeal," he said. "The camp manager is
usually on the radio … and people are out working."

Then scientists help cook a traditional dinner, people draw names and presents are exchanged. 

Calling home 

Ralph Harvey, a geologist at Case Western Reserve University, has spent 16 Christmases in 
Antarctica, scouring the continent for meteorites. 

Each year is an emotional trial, he said, having to leave behind his wife and two children. 

The big treat is calling home on the expedition’s satellite telephone.

"You can call home as much as you want," Harvey said. "I find talking two to three minutes with 
home a day is better than 15 minutes, once a week. 

"It’s $1.50 a minute, but it’s worth every penny."

A lonely vigil 

Bernard Bopp, an astronomer at the University of Toledo, said that when he started his job in 1974,
he was eager to put the best foot forward. 

"I was brand new and I remember thinking, ‘I’ve got to impress to be the best new Ph.D.’ "
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That meant getting telescope time at the Kitt Peak Observatory in Arizona. Young researchers often
have to wait for time on research telescopes. But during the holidays that year, Bopp had 12 days
nearly to himself, 6,000 feet up in the mountains on the observatory’s 36-inch telescope.

So Bopp left his wife behind and settled in at Kitt. 

"You wake up at 4 p.m. You check the scope, have dinner at 5 p.m., and then observe for about 12 
hours and crash into bed." 

After several days, the routine got old. 

"The low point was Christmas Eve," Bopp said. 

The support staff had left for Christmas and left a sandwich for dinner. He spent the long, cold 
night by himself. 

"When I think back on it from 30 years, I was nuts. I would never do it again." 
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