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When a crew of brave
souls spent nine months
abandoned in Antarctica,
attempting to replicate
the privations likely to be
experienced by astronauts
on a planned mission to
Mars, Harley Street doctor
Alex Kumar went along as
both tester and guinea pig.
He tells Clare Finney about
an experience like no other
on Earth

“If there is a God, he left it unpainted.
It is—literally—god-forsaken.”
Thus does Dr Alex Kumar describe
Antarctica, where for nine long,
hard months in 2012 he lived—
or rather survived. Alex was there
because, with its darkness, its
extreme climate, its low oxygen
atmosphere and its utter isolation, it
is as close as we can get to replicating
the conditions on a spaceship 200
million miles away. The European
Space Agency is planning a manned
mission to Mars by 2030. And Alex—
Harley Street doctor, photographer
and incurable adventurer—was
the man responsible for helping
the agency understand just how far
human physiology and psychology
could be pushed.
What psychological traits
would manifest themselves in a
multinational team of 13 crew
members after nine months away

a space

from home? How would a limited
oxygen supply affect them? Alex’s job
title was ‘human spaceflight research
MD’, responsible for conducting
medical and psychological
experiments on the rest of the
crew while also being a test subject
himself—but the subtext was clear:
human guinea pig.
Situated at a height of 3,200
metres above sea level, the
Concordia Station is surrounded
by ice for 1,200 kilometres, is
inaccessible in winter, during which
temperatures reach -80C, and when
the sun sets in mid-February, it does
not rise again until May. “It’s like
the lights are out,” he says. “You go
to bed in the dark. You get up in
the dark. You go out for a walk in
the dark—and if you’ve one bit of
skin exposed you’ll have frostbite
in minutes.” He grins, and I ask the
one, obvious question: Why do it?
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a space odyssey

“I was bored. I was working for
eight hours, eight days a week in
intensive care in Oxford Health,
commuting up from Paddington.”
So far, so comprehensible: the classic,
mid-twenties blip. Then the plot
thickens. “I was browsing for jobs
one night on the web when I came
across an advert for this position,
which read a bit like Shackleton’s—
you know, ‘low wages, bitter cold,
long hours of complete darkness,
safe return doubtful’. I didn’t hear
anything for ages. Then I had to
fly out to Paris for a whole day of
tests—physical, mental, dental,
psychological, some interviews—and
I got the email a week later. I hadn’t
even told my parents. And I was in a
long term relationship at the time.”
For some this would prove an
insuperable barrier. For Alex, it was the
sad but inevitable price he had to pay
for having “a wild side”. “It can be a very
lonely life,” he continues thoughtfully.
“Ranulph Fiennes once told me: ‘You
do it because you have to.’ And it’s
true—but you do wonder sometimes,
when the weather changes and
you’re on your own on a rock face or

something. It’s a huge privilege, but it
means you’re on your own a lot, you’re
very often thirsty”—he takes a long,
deep drink of tea—“and you’re tired.”
The agency gave Alex a day to think
about it. The relationship foundered.
The parents—themselves former
professors of medicine—acquiesced.
“There were the usual questions of
why, what and so on,” he recalls, “but
in general they’ve always been very
supportive of what I do.” They had
little choice in this instance. Alex is
clearly a loving son, but his heart had
been captured by the polar regions
ever since he studied HIV in the Inuit
for his dissertation in 2006. “I wanted
to study suicide rates there, but I
thought that throwing myself into
psychiatry in another country was a
bit controversial. So I chose HIV,” he
chuckles. He came back “addicted—
it was just so different from anything
I’d ever known. A whole other world.”
“I went back whenever I could
escape from medical school,” he
remembers. “I’d always loved that
Ladybird book about Captain
Scott, but it wasn’t until I saw the
landscape that my heart was ignited.”

For Alex, Concordia represented
not just a good job, but a dream
package deal. It was the chance to
garner new experiences and make
discoveries that would benefit not
only our future space crews, but his
everyday patients: those in intensive
units, whose chances of survival
were as much linked to attitude as to
genetics. “Take two patients of the
same age, the same physiology, with
the same condition. One lives, one
doesn’t,” he says excitedly. “Why?”
Positive thinking? I ask, worrying
even as I speak about how crass that
sounds. “Exactly!” he exclaims.
“It’s mental attitude. Wintering in
Antarctica is 99 per cent mind,
1 per cent body—and I’ve watched
people’s minds unzip at the seams.”
I look at him with evident horror.
“It’s frightful, but it is very interesting
for me as a doctor. Psychological tests
aren’t 100 per cent accurate. Until
they get down there, you don’t really
know how people will behave.”
In London, we snap, he explains.
Stretched by the pressure of hectic
schedules, crowds and expectations,
our breakdowns are “high tensile”.
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Assault, abuse, even murder—these
are byproducts of a tired mind
suddenly breaking. In Antarctica it’s
more gradual: “You see the seeds
setting in and the plant growing. If
you don’t nip it in the bud, you know
where it’s going to go.”
One problem was the “sex…
ratio”—Alex pauses dramatically
between the words. “There were 13
crew members on the Concordia,
and only one of them was female.”
He pauses again to allow me to
appreciate the full weight of what
he’s said, then reflects: “You’re better
off out of it. You get into that, and it
will break you.”
Romance aside, personal
relationships of the platonic kind
are “a must”. “Imagine a Romanian
youth hostel,” he says. “You walk
into a room of loads of different
cultures and languages, knowing no
one—then imagine that they lock
you in.” Four days training, and the
vague hope that having all applied
to live in Antarctica they must have
something in common, were all the
team shared before the last plane
from Concordia took off at left them
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for nine months. “That was the
hardest moment—when you realised
you were alone, with 100 miles of ice
each side, and that for three months
at least no one from the outside world
could physically reach you,” Alex
remembers. “Even the Mars-bound
astronauts could turn back if they
needed. We were stuck.”
For the Italian appointed to the
role of station doctor, such a prospect
ultimately proved to be too daunting.
Just two weeks before the crew were
due to ‘board’ the Concordia, the
medic quit and Alex was offered
his job. “What do you say? I was a
28-year-old doctor who at the time
had just three years of post-graduate
training—yet to find someone else in
such short time was a huge ordeal,”
he explains. Besides, as his supervisor
at the time pointed out, he would at
least know more than Captain Scott’s
doctors had done.
But didn’t having the responsibility
of a doctor somewhat compromise
his ability to test the physical and
psychological limits of his crew? Alex
smiles. “Yes, that was the hard part: you
want results on the one hand, but on

another you don’t want people to fall
apart. How far do you push someone
before you end up as the doctor, having
to treat what you’ve caused?” And when
every one of your patients plays a vital
role in keeping the station going, the
stakes are high. As Alex puts it bluntly:
“If your mechanic falls ill, and there
is a heating failure at Concordia—
you die.”
Happily for all the crew, the
mechanic made it—as did everyone
else on board, give or take some
hiccups. “My rock”—the person
whom Alex most relied during their
confinement—“broke around August.
Mentally, I mean.” His description
seems casual, but it is a generally
accepted fact that 10 per cent of all
those who winter in Antarctica will
have psychiatric problems by the end.
“Every year about 350 people will
spend winter in Antarctica, keeping
stations running. About 40 of these
will have problems.” If you do end up
with all your screws still in place, it will
be because you kept busy (“all work
and no play makes Jack a dull boy, but
in Antarctica no work and no play
makes Jack a disturbed one”) and,
most importantly, because you worked
together as a team.
This was made harder by
the multicultural nature of the
Concordia members, which
made bonding a complex matter.
“Wintering with other Britons is
like wintering in a pub for three
months—I think you’d make it,”
grins Alex, genially. “Wintering in
a youth hostel, however, is a very
different thing indeed.”
The only Brit on board, Alex
quickly found his sense of humour
“uniquely lost on non-British people”.
“You do need a sense of humour
there,” he continues, “but you have to
have patience with it. And you need
to learn languages pretty fast.” Meal
times were religiously attended—“If
you didn’t turn up that was a sign of
disrespect not only for the chef, who
spent his time down there making
food, but for the rest of the team”—
and on the Diamond Jubilee he held
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No one winters alone
in Antarctica—there is
only one person who has
done that and survived,
and he wrote about lying
with his head on the table,
his eyes stuck to his
sleeves with frozen tears

a tea party outdoors complete with
Fortnum & Mason tea and scones.
“The tea cups froze to our lips.
The tea itself froze in a minute,
and the scones went rock hard,” he
remembers. “Still, it was lovely.” In
fact, the Concordia crew’s diet was
pretty enviable, the chef having
wintered there many times before.
Fish, fresh eggs (specially treated
so as not to be damaged by cold),
all kinds of meat, cakes, breads and
even lobster appeared on a menu—
though the Italians “still missed their
mums’ pasta”. For his birthday, Alex
was treated to a birthday cake, along
with a can of Heinz baked beans he
had brought with him especially for
the day.
Communal life was invaluable—
a fact chillingly demonstrated
when one crew member chose to
hide himself away for a period and
became “physically and mentally
ill. It was very worrying.” Alex
ensured he had coffee every day
with a colleague, and every evening
participated in an ongoing pool
tournament, in which no score was
kept. “Competitive games are not

the best idea down there, as you can
imagine—though my partner and I
are pretty convinced we won in the
end.” Other efforts to keep the black
dog at bay included photography
(all the pictures you see here are by
Alex), writing various articles and
blogs and working his way through
Jean-Luc Godard’s films, a venture
which also helped his French
language improve. “It’s creativity
that keeps the mind afloat down
there. One guy, a marine chemist,
built an underwater house for his
equipment entirely from scratch,
having downloaded a program.
Another designed the house he was
going to buy.” Yet while these lessons
could prove useful when it comes to
the manned Mars mission, there is
one feature of a spaceship that the
Concordia station did not consider:
access to the outside world.
“A warning to all those thinking
of getting a satellite phone: your
mum can get hold of you anywhere
on the planet. Even Antarctica,” Alex
says jokingly. On Concordia, crew
members had access to email, social
networking sites and telephone pretty

much 12 hours a day. Did this make
things easier? “No. It’s a bad thing,”
he says, looking serious. “You’re not
in control of what comes through,
and if you get bad news, how do you
escape it? A family member could
die, or fall ill. One French guy got
dumped on Christmas Day, which
is bad enough anyway—but down
there…” he trails off, ominously.
Fortunately it turned out the
shunned colleague had a good sense
of humour. “We laughed in the end,
and he got over it. Humans adapt.”
But Alex’s point is a valid one all the
same. “When Shackleton went to
Antarctica he had nothing but a radio,
which didn’t work. Then he had to
get off the ice in the greatest escape
in history. Would Twitter have helped
him?” Even if an internet connection
is possible in space, Alex is not sure it
would be a good thing.
“No one winters alone in
Antarctica—at least, there is only
one person who has done that and
survived, and he wrote about lying
with his head on the table, his eyes
stuck to his sleeves with frozen tears,”
he says. “But while you need other
people, you have to be self-sufficient
in yourself.” Having the outside
world affect your mental state when
you are physically blocked from it
is a challenge few can bear: there is
no ideal astronaut, says Alex, and
no predictability when it comes to
human psychology. You just have to
hope that you’re strong enough.
And not the only girl on board.
And when you return? He
thinks for a moment, then asks me
to imagine my favourite Monet
painting. “Imagine you’re standing
really close to it. That’s what life in
London is like,” he says. “Now take
a few steps back, so you can see the
whole thing. Now imagine you go
away for nine months, to a place
without colour, without any features
at all but flat, flat whiteness. And then
go back to it. That’s what returning is
like. People die and don’t come back
again—but people do come back
from Antarctica. You hope.”
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