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this provocative study. Other readers might 
find fault with the author’s occasional rhetori-
cal excess, minor factual oversights, and his 
maddeningly inadequate notes. But this highly 
readable, at times hilarious, account reminds 
us of how readily the Unites States succumbed 
to hubris and compromised its national priori-
ties during the height of the Cold War.
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The epic contest to reach the South Pole end-
ed in 1912, with victory to Roald Amundsen’s 
efficient, well-equipped team of men and 
dogs, and the frozen death of Robert Fal-
com Scott’s entire man-hauling expedition. 
Both men would have been dumbfounded 
to see the C-124 Globemaster II airplanes, 
Sno-Cat tractors, crevasse detectors, scien-
tific instruments, and sturdy, semiperma-
nent bases proliferating across the continent 
just forty-five years later. Sled dogs, duti-
fully brought in the mid-1950s, would have 
seemed superfluous even to them. Scientists 
and military personnel came to Antarctica 
as part of the International Geophysical Year 
(igy) (1957–1958)—an event that ushered in, 
as Dian Olson Belanger puts it, “Antarctica’s 
Age of Science.” Most scholars know the igy 
only unconsciously; it was under the mantle 
of that international cooperative exercise that 
the Soviet Union launched Sputnik. Since 
then historians have debated the igy’s legacy: 
it heightened world tensions, yet it led to sev-
eral treaties, including the one to keep Ant-
arctica an international zone freely accessible 
for scientific research.

Historians should thank Belanger for tak-
ing on the daunting task of writing a history 
not only of the Antarctic parts of the igy but 
also of the preparations and some of the after
effects. She draws on published and unpub-
lished documents and scores of interviews—

civilian and military (officer and enlisted), 
men and women. The story she tells is multi-
faceted: logistical problems of building bases, 
practical tasks of getting machinery to work, 
scientific data to collect, political stakes in each 
decision, interpersonal relations and conflicts, 
attitudes about women in Antarctica, scientist-
navy relations, the importance of alcohol, and 
the psychological drama of wintering over on 
the continent. The chapter “Life on the Ice,” 
partly about the near-mutinous attitudes to-
ward one station leader, Finn Ronne, who mo-
nopolized the ham radio, is alone worth the 
price of admission. But probably the most sat-
isfying aspect is how clearly Belanger shows 
how much of the story predates the eighteen-
month igy. Historians will be delighted to read 
how the U.S. Navy’s Construction Battalions 
(CBs, or “Seabees”) planned the infrastructure 
of the igy, how they dealt with challenges (and 
deaths), and how they bridged the conceptual 
divide between the “heroic” age of exploration 
and the modern era of long-range supply and 
technology. 

Belanger’s account is indispensable as a live-
ly history and as a resource for scholars. Look-
ing for drawbacks is difficult, but here are two 
minor ones. We still await a full history of the 
igy, rather than just one about the Antarctic 
continent. But to be fair to Belanger, the igy 
was the inheritor of two previous “internation-
al polar years” and the icy continent was al-
ways the soul of the project. Another is that 
Belanger focuses only on the United States. Yet 
the depth she achieves would have been im-
possible had she attempted a broader synthe-
sis. If others will take up the task of writing 
the history of, say, the Soviet side of the story, 
they will have quite a task to measure up to Be-
langer’s accomplishment.
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When colleagues suggested to Winston 
Churchill that history might not be kind to 
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