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It takes you about three minutes of 
conversation with Rick Campbell 
to realize you are dealing with one 
of those really smart people who 
can rattle off dates and facts faster 
than you can write them down.  His 
brain is a human-factoid generator, 
spewing out an incredible plethora 
of USAP history.  

Want to know who, what, when, 
where and why about the last 30 
years of the USAP? Rick is your 
resource.  And that is because he has 
spent most of the past three decades 
playing an active role in supporting 
field camps and remote activities.

“I landed in McMurdo on Oct.10, 
1979, and on Oct. 26, I was sent out 
to open Byrd Surface Camp.  We 
hit the ground and began digging 
out the drift, and then I stayed up all 
night keeping the generators going 
so everyone else could sleep com-
fortably.  The next day was my 21st 
birthday,” Rick recalled.

Rick was a U.S. Navy SeaBee 
(Construction Battalion), and his ef-
forts on that first mission earned him 
the prestigious Navy Achievement 
medal.

After a full year on the Ice, he 
finished his five-year Navy career 
with a six-month deployment in 
Christchurch.  Rick had caught the 
Antarctica Bug, so he signed up to 
work for the civilian contractor, ITT 
Antarctic Services, Inc.  For his next 
deployment (1981-82), he was sent 
to Dome C to help run a field camp.  

Rick spent the next few years 
in college in his hometown of 
Helena, Mont., graduating in 
1987 with a business administra-
tion degree.  Oh, but wait, he 
did interrupt his studies to do a 
couple of seasons on the Ice.  

“I needed the money,” he ex-
plained.

They would prove to be very 
different deployments. In 1984-
85, he was the mechanic at the 
South Beardmore Camp, which 

played host to the Antarctic Treaty 
Delegation in January 1985.  

“About 70 dignitaries from all the 
Treaty nations descended on Beard-
more for this big conference,” Rick 
said.  “We constructed berthing, 
dining facilities, conference halls.  It 
was a big deal.”

Then, during the 1987-88 season, 
he was project manager of the “321 
Aircraft Recovery Project” at site 
D59 near the French station Dumont 
d’Urville.  An LC-130 with JATO 
rockets had crashed on takeoff from 
a USAP field camp in 1971.  

“The NSF wanted the airplane dug 
out, repaired and flown out of there.  
So I was in charge of this effort.  
Russ Magsig and crew got it opera-
tional.  The tragedy, however, was 
that an LC-130 had come in to our 
camp with resupplies and it crashed 
on takeoff, killing the pilot and a 
crewmember.  Here we are digging 
out one airplane and another one 
crashes.  It was Dec., 1987.  That 
was the day I started smoking.  It 
was a very stressful season.”

He gave up the habit about two 
years ago.  “I had pneumonia in 
2008, and so I quit.  It was a few 
days later that I realized it was ex-
actly 21 years to the day from when 
I had started.”

During the 1980s, the US Navy still 
provided the majority of the support 
for the USAP.  Rick had identified a 
need for a single operations coordi-

nator for the field camps.  

“There was no single point of 
contact.  If you were at a field camp, 
you never knew when a resupply 
plane was scheduled to come to 
camp.  You didn’t know if and when 
you would get more fuel.  No one 
was in charge of buying field camp 
equipment.  It was an inefficient and 
frustrating experience to be at field 
camps.  So I created and became 
the first field camp coordinator,” he 
explained.  

That one position has since morphed 
into many. Liz Kaufmann and her 
crew coordinate intra-continental 
flights. Brian Johnson and Cara 
Ferrier and their folks coordinate 
the field camps, while Jessy Jenkins 
orders field camp equipment, among 
other duties.  

“All these positions evolved out of 
the position I created and held from 
1991 to 1995,” Rick mused.  “At 
that time there were about three 
large field camps and 18 remote sci-
ence parties in the field.  Of course, 
today the whole program is much 
larger.”

Rick left the USAP for a couple of 
years in the mid-1990s, coordinating 
resort aircraft in the Maldives, work-
ing in a Harley shop in Denver, and 
dispatching refrigerated semi-trucks 
around the western United States.

In September 2000, Rick got a 
phone call from RPSC asking if he 
would return to the USAP.  For most 

of the past decade he has worked 
in Operations, helping to develop 
the first South Pole Traverse 
concept, and continuing to support 
the expanded traverse operations.

“The Traverse makes the USAP 
more efficient.  More science can 
be done because of the support 
from the traverses,” Rick noted.

And, if you want some factoids to 
back up that claim, Rick Campbell 
can rattle them off from the top of 
his head.
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