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Beaufort Gyre Exploration Project: Dispatch 8: Three Strikes
Chris Linder
August 8, 2005

When I raised the shade this morning a rain-splattered porthole greeted me. My
roommate, Kris Newhall, shook his head in disappointment and asked "remember what
the sun looked like?" This is the weather we dread most--a light sleety drizzle, low
clouds and a clinging fog. Even though visibility was terrible, we were in position to try
to locate a pair of buoys marooned on an ice floe somewhere in this area. The last
known location of the buoys was over a week old. Since the ice pack is endlessly
shifting with the winds and currents, we knew it would be a considerable challenge
finding them. The race was on to find the needle in the haystack.
Thanks to the expertise of the ship's ice officer, Lucie Theriault, we had a general idea
of where to begin the search. Using a week's worth of highly detailed satellite maps,
Lucie had been watching the movement of the ice and creating a track of where she
thought the buoys were headed. By sheer luck, the area was right on our way, so the
search didn't entail a time-consuming detour. If it had, chances are we wouldn't have
bothered searching at all. That's because the buoys are meant to be expendable. After
they are frozen into the ice, they transmit data back home via satellite phone until they
fail. This can happen because of an electronics failure, the breakup of the host floe, or-believe it or not--polar bear vandalism. The main reason we wanted to retrieve these
particular buoys is to find out what components failed, so that we can fix the problem in
future buoys.

Refueling on the flight deck.

After breakfast, it was time to fly. Rick Krishfield and John Kemp put on their parkas
and got settled into the ship's helicopter. Pilot Christopher Swannell fired up the
engines and blasted up off the deck, banked to the port side, and with a whoosh of
rotor blades--shot off into the fog. Using a tablet laptop and handheld GPS, Lucie
Theriault guided the team on a mowing-the-lawn pattern. Four pairs of eyes scanned
the ice for an hour and half as they zipped back and forth barely 50 feet above the
floes. When they returned, I could tell from Rick and John's expressions that they
hadn't seen the buoys. The fog was making it extremely difficult to spot the 3-foot tall
yellow ice-tethered profiler buoy from the air (read last year's dispatch to see how the
buoys were deployed). It was like looking through that haystack blindfolded.
The ice recon team was ready for another shot in the afternoon. They mapped out
another area and zipped off into the drizzle. Two hours later, a disappointed crew
stepped off the helicopter--still no luck, strike two.
Captain Potts then suggested that we use the remaining daylight hours to try a search
from the ship. He devised an expanding box search pattern in a new area that we
hadn't searched yet. The hunt was on. At one point half the science party and a like
number of crew members had binoculars in hand, trying to spot the buoys amid the ice.
Our last valiant attempt was also unsuccessful. Strangely, we didn't even come across
the thick multi-year ice that the buoys had been frozen into last year (according to John
Kemp, a floe over 12 feet thick). So what happened to the buoys? Rick thinks it
extremely likely that the floe broke up and the instruments sank to the bottom. While
we're a bit disappointed we didn't succeed, tomorrow we'll be moving on to a
subsurface mooring--one that has been anchored to the bottom collecting data for over
a year... And thankfully, we know exactly where it is.

The recon team returns to the ship.

Ice officer Lucie Theriault shows Rick Krishfield the
latest satellite photo of the ice pack.
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From left to right, seaman David Sisco, Ryan
North, and Doug Sieberg scan the ice for the
buoys.
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