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Aboard Motor Vessel Skorpios III, Patagonia, Chile – For the past 24 hours we have been cruising the magnificent fjords of the Patagonian region of southern Chile.  We departed the port city of Puerto Natales and headed southwest, then north into the fyords.   Skorpios is not a large ship.  It has only 53 cabins, but is nicely equipped with two lounges and a large dining room. Each cabin has its own rather large (for a ship) bathroom with all the amenities.  More importantly, the ship has been constructed to brush off chunks of ice calved from glaciers.  Originally constructed in 1995, and refurbished in 2010, she is officially classified by the Chilean government as an “ice vessel.”  Her small draft of only 10 feet makes it ideal for close approach to the faces of glaciers.  
All passengers aboard were invited to visit the bridge at any time to observe the navigation and handling of the vessel.  On our first evening I was able to watch as the ship was maneuvered both in open water and through a very narrow strait.  Needless to say, navigation and electronic equipment has advanced considerably since my days aboard a U.S. submarine in the days of the Cold War from 1965 to 1985.   Remarkably, it now requires only one human to do everything from conning the ship (controlling direction and speed) to safe navigation.  As this watch officer turned a dial to direct the desired course (direction) the rudder automatically responded.   The exact position of the ship is shown continuously on two separate digital charts being fed by navigation satellite inputs.  In “my day” this operation would have required a minimum of four individuals.  I doubt that our efforts would have been done with such precision and accuracy.
By the next morning we reached our first destination, the Amalia Glacier.  It is located at the northern end of Peel Inlet, in the central region of the massive Chilean southern ice field.  It is a huge glacier, roughly a kilometer wide with a height in some places as much as 150 feet.   Skorpios slowly approached through an ice field, then anchored less than 100 yards from the shore.  We then donned life jackets before boarding a small launch which took us the remaining distance to a sandy beach where we could disembark.
Once ashore we walked over some tidal flats to a position perhaps 500 yards from the face of this receding glacier.   Although I have seen glaciers in Alaska and New Zealand, I have not had the opportunity to both see and hear such an incredible number of massive blocks of ice fall from a glacier face as it calves into the adjacent sea.  Initially we saw what appeared to be a small avalanche as a section of ice hit the sea below. Approximately two seconds later we heard a loud cracking sound, not unlike thunder.   After observing nearly 30 minutes of this activity, we took the motor launch back to Skorpios for lunch.
Our next stop was further north to an even more impressive natural wonder, El Brujo Glacier.  El Brujo means "the impressive," and I assure you that it is aptly named.  As we approached this fine specimen, Skorpios anchored close by and we again boarded our motor launch just a short distance from the glacier.  Here we were put ashore on some large rocks which enabled us to enjoy a close view of this very active glacier.  I say "active" because several times each minute large chunks of the face would calf into the water below causing huge geyser-like splashes followed a few seconds later by the loud thunder sound.  But wait, there was more!  Many of these sections of ice were so large that their entry into the water created displacements that generated significant waves.  As these waves raced outward from the point of impact towards us where we were observing on those large, smooth rocks there was sometimes legitimate concern that those observing too close to the water would be swamped by the resulting waves.  On several occasions some of our companions had to scramble to higher ground for safety.  It looked as if a true daredevil properly outfitted in a water-tight wet suit could easily (?) surf these huge waves.  Well, at least once.
Again we returned to Skorpios III, happy that we had not been present when the entire front of El Brujo might plunge into the sea.  I would not like to be the one for whom the name of this glacier was changed to El Matador.
I thought you might like to know.
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