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 Introduction 

        Many cruise ships visit 

Antarctica and at the beginning of 

2020 it was business as usual with 

voyages sailing to the far south of 

our globe. The last voyages were 

scheduled for mid March, before 

the winter season closes in and the 

Antarctic becomes unsuitable for 

visiting. This was the situation  

 

when our South Georgia and 

Antarctic Odyssey commenced on 

15th March.  

 

However, the intervention of 

Covid-19, just seven days into the  

 

voyage, meant that the ship’s 

population was at risk and 

quarantining became an essential 

measure for protecting 

everybody’s health. Five weeks 

would pass before we would 

emerge healthily from quarantine 

aboard ship in Uruguayan waters 

and later in a Melbourne hotel. 

  

        I guess not many people would 

be thinking how great it is to be at 

home with all the restrictions we 

must live by during the Covid-19 

Pandemic. However, after John 

and I had endured a five week stint 

in quarantine, either in a ship's 

cabin or a hotel room, being home, 

no matter how restricted, was 

wonderful. It all begun on 15th 

March when we sailed from 

Ushuaia (promoted as the end of 

the world), at the southernmost tip 

of Argentina, South America, for a 

voyage to Antarctica. After 

crossing the notoriously rough 

Drake Passage we arrived at 

Antarctica, but shortly after 

learned that Argentina was closing 

borders. That shock meant we 

would need to return to Ushuaia in 

order to catch flights home, before 

commercial flights were cancelled.  

 

Quarantine and More Quarantine 
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It also meant that we were unable 

to visit the Falkland Islands or 

South Georgia as planned, but 

fortunately, still able to spend four 

days visiting various Antarctic 

locations during the voyage back to 

catch a flight home on 23rd March. 

 

 

 

 Docking in Ushuaia was not meant 

to be though, as by the time we 

were in sight of Ushuaia the 

captain was advised that we would 

have to spend 10 days on the ship, 

in quarantine, before being given 

permission to dock. This 

arrangement proved unsuitable as 

the ship required fuel and many 

provisions that could not be 

satisfactorily obtained from 

Ushuaia. Plan B, to dock in 

Stanley, capital of the Falkland 

Islands, was thwarted as well as 

their borders had also closed. Then 

began a race in time to sail 

thousands of kilometers north, to 

 

Montevideo in Uruguay, where 

there was still an opportunity for 

passengers to disembark and catch 

a flight home. Again, we were 

unfortunate in that during the 

journey a passenger developed a 

fever and had to be quarantined. 

Accordingly, every other 

passenger on the ship was 

quarantined in their cabins with no 

one allowed out and no one allowed 

in. The detection of fever on the 

ship meant that everyone including 

the Uruguayan authorities had to 

assume that the coronavirus may 

be on the ship and so when we 

arrived in Uruguayan waters, off 

Montevideo, the ship was refused 

permission to dock. However, we 
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were permitted to anchor 20 

kilometres out to sea and were 

supported by the Uruguayan 

government with the provision of 

supplies, medical assistance and 

even water when the ship's 

desalination plant was unable to 

operate due to rough seas. 

  

The plan to disembark passengers 

and catch a charter flight home 

would take two weeks to come to 

fruition. During this time all 

passengers continued to be 

quarantined in their cabins with 

our temperatures being taken 

twice a day by the ship's 2 doctors: 

anyone recording a higher than 

normal temperature was isolated. 

On day two of our anchorage at 

Montevideo the health of the 

passenger with a fever deteriorated 

and he was immediately 

transferred, by Uruguayan health 

authorities, to the British hospital 

in Montevideo. Everyone was 

shocked when we heard later that 

he had tested positive to the 

coronavirus. During the following 

week more passengers and crew 

came down with fevers and were 

isolated. 

 Being quarantined in cabins 

became very tedious and worrying 

because updates were given at least 

daily on more people having fevers 

and the prolonged negotiations 

taking place to enable our 

disembarkation and flight home. 

As well our ship was battling sea 

swells and continuously rocking 

back and forth and swinging 

around on the anchor. Passengers 

were feeling sea sick, especially 

during an overnight storm and the 

days that followed. Luckily, John 

and I had a good supply of sea sick 

medication and coped by taking it 

as needed.  

 

Our saviour during these long days 

was the range of activities and 

services available to us. These 

included the internet that allowed 

us to keep in contact with family 

and friends, an internal phone 

system, a WhatsApp chat room set 

up for passengers by the 

Australian consulate in Buenos 

Aires, daily downloaded movies, 

live television for exercise 

programs, etc. and the ship's 

intercom for information and daily 

chats from the expedition team. We 

were also given a daily newsletter, 

titled the Masked Penguin and a 

crossword. Our days began with a 

greeting message through the 

intercom to inform us about the 

weather and to signal that 

breakfast was being delivered 

outside our cabin doors. At this 

stage of our quarantine all meals 
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were as per our choice from a full 

menu, delivered on china crockery 

with normal cutlery. We were 

treated to mid afternoon tea as 

requested and happy hour drinks 

between 5pm and 6pm as 

requested. In fact any needs at all 

were promptly delivered to our 

cabin doors upon request to 

reception. 

 The second week of our enforced 

quarantine at anchor, on 3rd April, 

saw an 18 strong team of 

Uruguayan medics come on board 

to test everyone for the 

coronavirus. The tests involved 

nasal swabs to both nostrils. We 

learned a couple of days later that 

128 of the 217 people on board had 

tested positive to the virus! 

Fortunately, the great majority of 

these people were asymptomatic, 

meaning they were not unwell and 

had no symptoms. However, there 

continued to be a further 

deterioration in the ship's 

population with a few more 

transfers to hospitals and many 

crew coming down with fevers and 

having to be isolated. This meant 

that it was becoming more and 

more difficult for people in 

quarantine to be cared for as there 

were fewer and fewer crew to carry 

out duties. 

 We were constantly being 

informed by our expedition leader, 

via intercom and daily letters from 

the expedition company head office 

that everything possible was being 

done to get us home. Although 

these messages were welcomed, we 

seemed to be no closer to knowing 

how or when. On Monday 6th 

April more Uruguayan medics 

boarded our ship and took our 

temperatures and blood oxygen 

levels as part of an ongoing 

assessment of passengers' health. 

At the same time we were advised 

that the ship's captain and the 

expedition leader were compiling 

an overall view of the difficulties 

being experienced on board for the 

information of Uruguayan 

authorities. By far the most 

concerning of these difficulties was 

the growing inability to care for 

passengers and crew given that all 

passengers and by now a growing 

number of crew and expedition 

staff were in isolation. In addition, 

the ship's two doctors had 

developed fevers and had to be 

replaced by Uruguayan doctors. 

This situation meant that the ship's 

remaining healthy crew and staff 

were becoming exhausted in their 

efforts to maintain the ship's 

operations. Services were cut and 

there was no longer a choice of 

meals and they were now being 

served using disposable plates and 

cutlery in order to reduce the 

workload. 
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Our first real insight of how 

negotiations to get us home, by 

charter flight and how we would 

get permission from the 

Uruguayan government to leave 

the ship, were when we read about 

the plans, in a Uruguayan 

newspaper interview given by a 

Uruguayan government official.  

The information was that a 

medically equipped charter flight 

would have to land in Montevideo 

and be available to fly us to 

Australia before we would be 

permitted to disembark the ship. 

Next, we heard that after very 

many unsuccessful negotiations 

with various countries, finally 

permission had been given by the 

Portuguese government for a 

Portuguese airline company to 

provide an Air Bus 340 for the 

charter flight home for Australians 

and New Zealanders. This 

specialized arrangement proved to 

be a very costly one which was 

thankfully covered by marine 

insurance.  

 

It was a huge relief for everyone 

when we were given, on the 8th 

April, a timetable for the departure 

of the 96 Australians and 16 New 

Zealanders on board, to 

Melbourne - 18 days after being 

placed in quarantine in our cabins! 

One problem was that we weren't 

allowed to take our check-in 

luggage with us on our charter 

flight because of coronavirus 

luggage handling issues. Instead we 

were told we could only take 

whatever luggage we could carry 

and stow in overhead lockers. 

Consequently, we were issued with 

backpacks to pack whatever 

belongings we could fit into them 

and any of our existing carry-on 

luggage. Our suitcases and any 

remaining belongings had to be 

photographed locked, labelled and 

left on board the ship for later 

delivery to us. 

  

 As outlined in our timetable the 

ship moved, from a two week 

anchorage location, on 10th April 

and docked in the port of 

Montevideo, where we then  

disembarked. The whole 

procedure was highly organised  by 

the Uruguayan authorities, with  

everyone given N95 masks and 

gloves to wear (see photo).  
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We walked, practicing social 

distancing, immediately onto four 

waiting coaches and with a large 

police escort travelled along a 

"humanitarian corridor" to the 

airport. We were accorded green 

lights, police sirens and surprised 

by cheering waving crowds along 

the route to the airport, despite it 

being after midnight. We boarded 

the plane directly from the tarmac 

and sat, in sealed off sections 

according to our coronavirus 

status, with two seats per person in 

order to comply with social 

distancing. The cabin crew were 

medically trained and completely 

fitted out in protective clothing (see 

photo) for the entire 16 hour 

journey from Montevideo to 

Melbourne.  

Passengers were required to leave 

masks on throughout except when 

eating - there were 3 pre-made 

meals served on route. Although it 

was a long journey it was a good 

one with everyone excited and 

cheering as we touched down at 

Tullamarine Airport, Melbourne 

at 7.00am on Easter Sunday. 

 

 The disembarking was delayed by 

nearly three hours for some of us, 

as I guess procedures were being 

sorted out. Eventually we struggled 

down the mobile stairs and onto the 

tarmac carrying our luggage. At 

the foot of the stairs we were met 

by immigration officials who 

instructed us to produce our 

passports, open them at the 

identification page and hold them 

out at arm's length for them to 

check, thus complying with social 

distancing. We then had about 200 

metres to trudge, with our heavy 

loads, until we reached a special 

area to be received by many and 

various officials, all in full 

protective clothing. Our 

temperatures were taken and our 

names and each person's 

coronavirus status, that is negative 

or positive, was checked and we 

were allocated a room number at a 

city hotel. We travelled into the city 

in buses and alighted at the 

underground car park entrance to 

the hotel. Here we waited in a social 

distancing queue until it was our 

turn to take a lift, two at a time, to 

our allocated rooms. Security 
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people were posted each end of the 

corridor and after we entered our 

allocated rooms we weren't 

allowed out until our 14 days 

quarantine was due to be 

completed at midnight on 26th 

April. 

 

Fortunately, during our second 

stint in quarantine we were able to 

maintain our WhatsApp chat room 

and use the hotel's internal phone 

system which meant that we could 

keep each other informed about 

what was happening and 

understand more clearly how our 

quarantine was proceeding. For 

example, we discussed whether we 

should be tested again for the virus 

as we were told that it wasn't 

necessary and that after our 

quarantine we were free to leave 

regardless of whether we had been 

tested or not. Most people decided 

to get tested as it became clear that 

Victorian health weren't using the 

Uruguayan health tests in 

determining our coronavirus 

status and some people needed two 

negative Covid-19 tests to return to 

work after arriving home. In 

general, the communication 

between our group and the various 

health authorities was difficult at 

times, possibly because all 

communication was by phone and 

email and was not always easy to 

follow. While it was understood 

that the implementation of policies 

was vital for our health and that of 

the general public it was 

frustrating not knowing from one 

day until the next what was the best 

way to approach our pathway to 

release from quarantine. 

  

Conversely, the nurses attached to 

us, in residence at the hotel, were 

always very cheerful and helpful, 

even though they were unsure of 

some of the Health Department 

requirements. They were quick to 

respond to any requests for 

personal needs and ensuring any 

issues were addressed. Everyone 

was phoned each day by the on-site 

nurses, Victorian Health and the 

Department of Health and Human 

Services, to check on each person's 

health and welfare and whether 

any coronavirus symptoms were 

being experienced.  My 

understanding was that our group 

remained relatively healthy during 

the quarantine period, except for 

some mental health issues, mainly 

concerning the lack of exercise and 

in such cases short periods of 

supervised exercise were provided. 

This is not to say that people were 

happy during quarantine and 

requests had to be made for 

cleaning products and other basic 

needs that might have been 

expected as a matter of course. In 

terms of the food, hot meals were 

often cold by the time they were 

delivered and most food was higher 

in fat and sugar content than would 

be considered for a heart health 

tick!  So much so that initially, the 

nurses intervened on our behalf in 
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requesting healthier foods. Further 

to these issues food was delivered in 

plastic containers with wooden 

cutlery, none of which was 

conducive to enjoyable meal times. 

Otherwise, the hotel staff was as 

helpful as possible and together 

with the on-site nurses managed to 

meet requests made to reception. 

This teamwork enabled our group 

to make the most of the 

government provided health and 

accommodation support. As far as 

I know, at the end of 14 days every 

one of us was provided with a 

certificate to leave quarantine 

immediately or very soon 

thereafter. New South Wales 

residents were more fortunate than 

those from other states who were 

quarantined for a further 14 days 

after arriving home. 

  

In summary, our five weeks in 

quarantine was an experience that 

we would not wish to repeat. We 

were fortunate to be able to explore 

the wonders of the Antarctic, but 

very unfortunate to be caught up in 

the Covid-10 Pandemic. 

Nevertheless, the manner in which 

we were cared for on the ship, the 

efforts made by our expedition 

head office to get us home and 

especially the herculean efforts 

made by Uruguayan authorities to 

assist us was incredible. Similarly, 

the care and service during our 

flight home could not be faulted. 

However, quarantine in 

Melbourne was a little more 

difficult as it seemed that 

authorities were new to the 

implementation Covid-19 policies 

about testing and the general well 

being of people. In the opinion of 

most people in quarantine the 

authorities lacked in their 

communication to us. At the same 

time our health was being 

monitored continuously and the 

on-site nurses were very 

professional and the main source of 

our care. Overall, we are very 

happy to be home and are 

generally amazed and hugely 

appreciative of the compassion, 

kindness and care we were shown 

during a time we will never forget. 

 

 


