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When Phillip Law, director of the Australian Antarctic Division, walked ashore in the rough 
surf of Macquarie Island in 1957, he was greeted by an expeditioner carrying a musket and 
dressed in long underwear and a cap. The man stood guard over a cage in which a naked man 
with long hair and bushy beard sat drooling “like some crazed half-human animal.” The cage 
was posted with the sign “Homo Antarcticus – This Could Happen to You.” Law found the 
performance “screamingly funny.” After all, the expeditioners of Macquarie Island Station had 
been selected for their modern skills as scientists and technicians. Yet the performance makes 
clear that the island also represented something else: an experience of “the primitive” that 
would transform the men who traveled there. On an island that never had native inhabitants, 
this performance may seem innocuous, but it had real effects. Women expeditioners – not 
allowed to visit Macquarie Island until the summer of 1959-60 and only allowed to overwinter 
in 1976 – did not fit into the world of Homo Antarcticus. They could not go naked nor grow 
beards. On an island in which indigeneity was coded male, to be female was to be foreign and 
judged according to a different set of rules. In this way, understandings of indigeneity affected 
the life and work of western scientists – men and women – who lived together in one of the 
most extreme environments in the world. 
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