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Disclaimer

The material in this publication is of the nature of general

comment only, and does not represent professional advice.

It is not intended to provide specific guidance for particular

circumstances and it should not be relied on as the basis for

any decision to take action or not take action on any matter

which it covers. Readers should obtain professional advice

where appropriate, before making any such decision. To the

maximum extent permitted by law, the author and publisher

disclaim all responsibility and liability to any person, arising
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action based on the information in this publication.
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A note from the author

Firstly, a big thank you for buying this book. I really hope

you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it and

reliving one of the most incredible times of my life.

I spent an amazing 16 months with 17 wonderful people. We

had our ups and downs and highs and lows, but each one of

my Antarctic expeditioners is special to me and unique in

their own way. Living in such close proximity for so long

meant we got to know each other intimately. We saw each

other at our best and at our worst.

Now, our worst is something that usually goes unseen,

because in normal environments we’re just not put under so

much pressure that we reveal it. So to protect the privacy

and reputation of my fellow expeditioners I have been a

little creative with names and genders in some of the

stories. I hope, reader, you don’t mind too much. But if you

put yourself in their shoes, it would be unfair to be written

about in a way that doesn’t reflect who you are in a normal

environment or under normal circumstances.

We took so many photographs down there! I wanted to

include them all, but to keep the size and cost of the book

manageable I’ve introduced just a few in the book. But don’t

despair! Visit my website, www.leadingontheedge.com,

where I have uploaded lots more photographs depicting

what was going on at each stage of the story. You’ll also find

a short epilogue, just in case you were wondering what

happened in my life after I got back.

Lastly, I’d love to hear about your own leadership journey

and your reflections on the book. So please make a



comment on the website. I’ll endeavour to respond to each

one.

Enjoy the book and remember, it’s always better to regret

the things you did, than regret the things you didn’t do.

Regards,

Rachael
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Preface

I don’t know exactly what it was that woke me up that time.

It could have been the crash of my laptop as it slid off the

table onto the floor; it might have been the crunch of my

neck as I yet again slid up the bunk and whacked my head

on the bulkhead. Perhaps it was the series of ship’s noises

as the icebreaker crested the 11-metre swells, the mighty

rush of water and the 120-kilometre-per-hour winds ripping

through the superstructure, the feeling of weightlessness as

the ship first hung in the air then plunged downward to hit

the surface again with an almighty boom, jarring every

rivet, every tooth and every frayed nerve . . . Yes, maybe a

combination of these things woke me.

It wasn’t the first time I had been woken that night. By this

stage I hadn’t slept through the night in over a week. What

sleep I did get was 30 minutes snatched here and there

when my body simply shut down. It was cold,

uncomfortable, wet and terrifying.

I rearranged my pillows for the twentieth time, searching for

some combination of cushioning that would protect the top

of my head, my neck and my ankles from the fore and aft

sliding along the bunk. But then I would have no protection

from the side-to-side rolling of the ship and my sides would

be battered!

They say people who have never been seasick can’t

appreciate the depths of despair it brings. It’s not just an

upset tummy. Everyone’s heard the term ‘green around the

gills’ . . . it just doesn’t capture the sallow, pasty sheen you

turn when you’re seasick. Plus you feel a million times worse

than you look. There are stories of cruising sailors locking up



their sick crew (difficult in a small sailing craft!) for fear they

will throw themselves overboard. Death really does feel like

a viable option.

As I lay there, willing myself into a coma, I thought back to

our training — three months in Hobart accruing all types of

skills, cramming checklists into our already overburdened

brains and ‘weather-testing’ our bodies. Our seasickness

checklist came to mind:

• Ginger: Check. Glazed ginger between tongue and

cheek now for two weeks — no effect.

• Water and dry food. Yep, drinking lots of water and

eating dry biscuits, which usually take about four

minutes to reappear from the same place they went

down.

• Stay above deck in fresh air. Ahhh . . . no. Can’t do that,

I’d be blown back to Hobart.

• Avoid anything that requires small motor skills. Does

this include buttons and zippers? I can barely manage to

speak, so anything as complex as buttons and zippers is

out of the question.

• Lie down on your back, near the centre of the boat.

Check. That’s not working either, for obvious reasons.

• Avoid strong fumes. This would include diesel, yes? A

thin film of the oily stuff covers the cabin floor and my

clothes and has leeched into my hair. I can’t avoid this.

Showers aren’t an option, even if I wanted to relax

standing under the hot water I couldn’t. It takes two

hands just to hang on and stay upright. Level of

difficulty: 4.5.

• Steer the boat: Hmm . . . I’m not sure P&O Maritime

Services, the owners of our expedition ship, would



consider this appropriate!

• Swallow your pride. Thanks for that. Whoever wrote the

handbook obviously had never been seasick! After half

an hour, any pride I had is emptied into my bucket —

which, by the way, is currently strapped to my wrist.

So as I lay there thinking, ‘This did not end well for the

Titanic . . . but you know what? I don’t care’, I worried how

my team would perceive my ‘weakness’. On board were 24

full-time ship’s crew and 120 passengers. Well, as far as the

crew were concerned we were passengers, but we

considered ourselves expeditioners. We were professionals.

We were trained. We had been chosen. We were going to

live in Antarctica. For a year. And I was their leader. And I

was very, very sick.

My close friend Graham Cook, the incoming Station Leader

at Mawson Station, stuck his head in at some stage. ‘Can I

get you anything, mate?’ In my head I replied, Yes. You can

take your happy bloody sea-dog face out of my cabin

doorway, but in reality I mumbled, ‘All good Cookie, thanks’.

Still no closer to my hoped-for coma, and with several new

bruises and half a kilo lighter, another knock on my cabin

door. The captain, bless him, resplendent in his P&O finery,

poked his cheery head in. ‘Morning! Oh . . . no better I see.

Still, don’t worry, you’re not the only one.’

I tried to respond, opened my mouth and just . . . squeaked.

I had no voice, no energy and barely the will to respond. I

opened and closed my mouth like a mute and flapped one

hand feebly. I managed to get out one question. I’m not sure

how it sounded but the captain understood. ‘The other

passengers? Oh . . . pretty much the same as you. In fact, if

it’s any consolation, over 100 of you are laid up. Several are

even on an IV drip for fluids.’



It alarmed me to learn that out of 144 people, only some of

the crew and 16 expeditioners were still functioning. They

were probably slogging it out in four-hour shifts trying to

keep the ship running. For some reason, this made me feel a

bit better. Not physically, of course. But knowing that not

only the passengers but even some of the crew were

suffering made me feel a little less hopeless.

It’s one thing to be an expedition leader. It’s another thing

to be a woman expedition leader. And it’s yet another to be

a young woman expedition leader. At 35, I was one of the

youngest expedition leaders ever and only the second

female leader at Davis Station. And the last time I had even

seen snow was on a Grade 6 school excursion to Mount

Donna Buang. And seriously, I hate the cold . . ..

Feeling a bit better about myself, I spent the next three

hours reconstructing how on earth I had been selected to

lead the 58th Australian National Antarctic Research

Expedition to Davis Station. Then I panicked!



Part I 

How I got there

Be restless. Create a life that seeks challenges, root out opportunities and

jump in the deep end.

You don’t have to be the smartest in the class. You don’t

have to be super-driven. But you do need to have an eye

open at all times for interesting things that might come your

way. When they come along, take a leap and back your

judgement. If it doesn’t work out you will have learned

something about yourself. And seriously, what’s the worst

that can happen?



Chapter 1 

Leadership can be learned,

and taught, early

My first memory of leadership is from Grade 1. I was an

early reader; my parents had encouraged me to read the

newspaper over their shoulder at breakfast on Saturday

mornings. I was also the youngest in school — I started at

the tender age of four so from the outset I felt ‘behind’. This

was one reason Mum pushed me hard to learn how to read

before I got there. She knew that I would be less developed

physically and socially when I got to school and wanted to

make sure I wouldn’t be behind intellectually. I quickly got

the hang of it and by the time I reached Grade 1 I was

topping the class.

Leader without a title

My teacher was the most beautiful woman, Miss Barton —

who became Mrs Williamson later in the year, dashing the

hopes and hearts of many young boys in my class. She

quickly recognised that I was not only a great reader but

also very encouraging with those around me. Rather than

have me sitting bored at the back of the class and destined

to distract others (a trait that came to the fore in secondary

school), Miss Barton gave me a special job. I would no

longer have ‘reading time’ — instead, I would be a reading



coach. She gave me a small group of classmates to sit with,

listen to and help with words they were stuck on as they

developed their own reading skills. Through one small

intervention, this very wise woman managed to keep me

interested in school and improve the learning outcomes for

the other kids, while allowing her to spend time with the

kids who were a bit behind. Importantly, I think this was the

first time I had been given a leadership role. I didn’t

recognise it at the time, of course, but on reflection that

year changed me. It let me see that you can lead people

with, or without, a special title or a shiny badge.

Loz, my father, was a sales representative working the

stores and supermarkets on behalf of big manufacturers. He

was a pretty good one too, so I thought! Every week or so

he’d come home with extra treats from work and delight us

with a box of Wagon Wheels, Mint Patties or Golden Roughs

(my favourite). Which, in hindsight, seems odd as he worked

mostly in pharmaceuticals! But whenever he went on a

country trip he always returned with some little treasure. He

still knows where every factory outlet is located and to this

day will say to me, ‘If you’re heading to Bendigo don’t forget

to drop in to the Ardmona factory for some cheap canned

food’. Sure Dad, will do.

His own father died when Dad was only four years old and

he grew up in a household of women. All of his parenting

skills were home grown and intuitive — fatherhood books

didn’t exist then, and I doubt he would have read them

anyway. The idea of being the ‘stern patriarch’, which was

still popular at the time, would have never entered his mind.

We didn’t even call him Dad — he was just ‘Loz’, short for

Lawrie, which we were astounded to find out later was short

for Lawrence!

He was, and still is, a gorgeous, fun-loving father, now

grandfather to six grandchildren. We went where Loz



worked, and during the mid seventies Loz tried out a few

jobs in different locations. What this meant for me was that I

attended three different primary schools in the three years

from Year 4 to Year 6. Thankfully, he was able to time his

moves so they occurred over the long summer holidays.

Starting a new school is tough. And starting a new school

every year, at the stage in your life when you are just

starting to understand your world and that you are an

individual, distinct from those around you, was particularly

hard. I don’t remember being coached but I found a method

of assimilation that worked for me — a method I had to

quickly unlearn when I entered the workforce. I would

survive by being a chameleon. I would blend in, try not to

attract the spotlight, keep a reserved distance and hope

that somehow I would make a friend. It was pure self-

preservation.

To a large extent this worked and by the time I entered

Grade 5 at Waverley Park Primary School I had it down to a

fine art. Such a fine art that by week four of the first term I

had been voted Red house captain. Taking on this leadership

role a good year or so younger than my peers didn’t faze

me. I was a big sister to two siblings, I had survived two

changes of school and the kids had voted for me!

It was at this time that my gorgeous mum, Sharon, went

back to work full-time. My little brother Ben (later an AFL

player for Carlton) was in Year 4 and my sister Jane (who we

called and still call Sparky for her extremely energetic mind,

crazy curly hair and unshakeable optimism) was just

starting school. Straight away I was shouldering a great

responsibility. From 3.30 pm, when we walked home from

school together, to around 5 pm, when Mum would arrive

home, I was in charge. Sounds awesome, doesn’t it? And at

first I was very excited. I enjoyed the responsibility and the

chance to boss my younger brother and sister around



without the watchful eye of Mum and Dad. Quickly, though, I

started to learn what it was really like to be a ‘mum’. Making

afternoon tea, constantly bugging Ben to ‘stop kicking that

football on the road and come inside now’, playing with Jane

for an hour.

I’m sure Shaz and Loz wouldn’t have organised it this way if

they’d had a choice. We had just moved into a new house in

a new suburb and like most Australian families we needed

the second income to support our simple suburban lifestyle.

If Shaz hadn’t had to go back to work, would I be a different

person? Sure. I’m convinced I would be less resilient and

resourceful. I learned a lot during that time about

responsibility, remaining calm in tricky situations and

settling disputes. All skills I would need in Antarctica, more

than two decades later.

A code to live by

By the time I hit Year 9 at school I had a reputation, and not

a great one. I was, or was always close to, achieving straight

A’s, but not through application or hard work. I think early

on I learned how to work the system. My report cards were

unanimous: ‘Can do better. More focus and effort required.’ I

was fast and accurate when I wanted to be, and would often

finish my work before my classmates. At which time I would

whip out a Rubik’s cube (my record was 1 minute 46

seconds for the complete cube; I even used silicon lubricant

to speed up my spins), pull out a copy of Dolly magazine or

do something generally annoying and disruptive, just to

signal that I had finished. I wouldn’t explicitly interrupt or

disrupt the kids around me, but just the fact that I was

amusing myself while they were still plugging away at their

work was enough for the teachers to take note.



And take note they did. At the end of Year 10 I was called

into the deputy principal’s office. ‘Do you really want to go

on to years 11 and 12?’ she asked me. ‘Wouldn’t you prefer

to go and get a job? You would love the freedom to be able

to do what you want, when you want and the way you want.

Your teachers all say you are bored with school.’ I looked at

Sister Mary in silent disbelief. Are you throwing me out?

Two of my best friends had left school after Year 10. Both

were a month into their ‘retail careers’, working at

Woolworths full-time, with all the money they could spend. I

was seriously thinking about joining them, mainly for the

lucrative income. Oh the glamour! What I could do with the

princely wage of $150 a week! I went home and told Shaz.

Now, Shaz was totally gorgeous and glamorous. Think about

the late ’80s — Oscar de la Renta perfume, red lippy and

permed blond hair. She was stunning. But she was also very

wise. She said, ‘Darling, why don’t you just finish Year 10,

then try out working at Woolworths over the summer? You’ll

earn lots of money and you’ll get to see what it’s like

working on the checkout all day, every day. If you still love it

after two months, chances are it will make you happy. But if

you don’t like it, then you can go back to school and do your

Higher School Certificate’.

What a great response. She affirmed my concerns, outlined

the options and, importantly, gave me an ‘out’ if my chosen

course didn’t work out. Giving people an ‘out’ is a key

leadership skill, and like many parents, Shaz intuitively

knew that if she laid down the law either way I would have

rebelled. Better to give me some options and let me choose;

after all, I was 16 years old and like most teenagers there

wasn’t much I didn’t know.

Mrs Purcell, my English teacher, steered me through years

11 and 12. She consistently reminded me that raw

intelligence alone is not enough for success. It needed to be



married with dedication and application. Intelligence alone

would make for a waste of school, and the choices I made

now would affect me for life. While she adhered to the

curriculum and taught us the usual classics, one particular

project stayed with me all my life and really set the scene

for my home life, career and relationships.

After closing Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, Mrs Purcell

turned to the class and said, ‘I want you to choose a popular

song. A song that you love, a song with strong lyrics. Then

we’re going to deconstruct it and find out what is at the

heart of it. We’re going to explore what drove the lyricist to

create this song, the message the writer was trying to get

across’. It was an English Literature class in sentence

structure, prose and rhythm dressed up as something quite

exciting and even a bit daring! Perfect for bored teenagers

like me.

This was 1986, and I had one particular song constantly

running through my head. The writer, Peter Garrett, was at

that time particularly critical of US military activity in

Australia. He was passionate about the environment and

social justice. Over the course of a month I pulled apart the

incredible Midnight Oil song ‘Power and the Passion’, a

classic rock anthem from 1982 (I’m sure many 40+ readers

will now have the chorus resonating in their heads!). One

particular line hit me and hit me hard: ‘It’s better to die on

your feet than to live on your knees.’

Truly.

As I thought about this I realised I had two choices: I could

continue to meander through life, putting in minimum effort,

taking no chances and accepting whatever was dished out

to me as if it was my preordained destiny; or I could live by

a new code, one that could take me well out of my comfort

zone, make life much more risky — but also open the world



up to me. As I shaped and then wrote out my new code, I

made the personal commitment to live by it as much as I

could. My new motto as a 16-year-old high-school student,

which changed my life forever and set me on a course of

adventure, excitement and challenge was: ‘I would rather

regret the things I did than regret the things I didn’t do.’

Rather than saying, ‘Oh, Mark Twain and Emiliano Zapata —

not very original . . .’, Mrs Purcell offered me affirmation and

the licence to make this pledge my own. The first true test

of this personal commitment came at the end of Year 12.

By now, thanks to my teacher’s wonderful guidance, I was

passionate about words and people. Writing was easy and I

was good at it. Maths was a whole other story. I loved to

understand what made people tick and put this into words,

so I chose to study either public relations or journalism. I

thought these occupations might enable me to exercise my

love of writing but in such a way as to create broad

influence for the people I worked with. My Higher School

Certificate score (the primary assessment criterion for entry

to university) was good enough to afford me the choice of

enrolling at Melbourne University (arguably the best in

Australia), or at one or two other universities in Melbourne,

or taking a leap into the unknown by moving 300 kilometres

out into the bush and enrolling in a new degree that

combined journalism and public relations.

Melbourne University had lots going for it. Several friends

were going, transport was easy, and there were many,

many excellent cafés, student digs, parties and

extracurricular activities in and around the Carlton campus. I

was tempted, but as I weighed up the options I thought, I

can go to Melbourne, get a great degree, stay in my comfort

zone and end up with a good job; or . . . I could go right out

on a limb, leave all my friends and family, and study for an

untested degree but one that was a better fit for what I



wanted to do. I would live in the ‘bush’ and learn a whole lot

more about myself while building critical life skills.

To the dismay of those closest to me, I changed my

university admission preferences at the last possible

moment and chose to attend Deakin University,

Warrnambool campus. I vividly remember the day Shaz and

Loz drove away from my student accommodation. I felt a

mixture of dread and excitement for what lay ahead! I knew

nobody in Warrnambool, not a soul. I had no way of getting

to university from my rented student accommodation (a 10-

kilometre round trip), no job, and even coming home for the

weekend would involve nearly five hours’ travel on public

transport.

I started university at age 17. No driver’s licence, unable to

legally drink, many miles from home. It was a very difficult

introduction to university life. But two part-time jobs, one as

a waitress and the other working in a supermarket, a gaggle

of new, similarly displaced friends, and the charms of a

blue-eyed blond local surfer called Chris who became my

first real boyfriend, made university fun and interesting. My

part-time work was predominantly on the weekends, which

meant that I stayed and played in and around Warrnambool

and really got to know and love this little city on the big

coast.

Of my six best friends at university, two of us made it into

the final year and I was the only one who graduated. Some

found the work too hard or uninteresting; others simply

missed their family and friends too much. Two things helped

me persevere through the loneliness and complete my

degree without dropping a subject and with reasonable

grades. The first was my motto. The second was a

conversation with a stranger on the long, boring train ride

home one day. Her pivotal advice was that a future

employer wouldn’t look so much at grades, prescribed


