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Six of 12 men wintering at an isolated Antarctic base sequentially developed symptoms and signs of a common cold after 17
weeks of complete isolation. Examination of specimens taken from the men in relation to the outbreak has not revealed a

causative agent.
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An outbreak of common colds at an Antarctic base after
seventeen weeks of complete isolation

By T. R. ALLEN
Medical Officer, British Antarclic Survey

AND A, F. BRADBURNE, E. J. STOTT, C. 8. GOODWIN
axp D, A, J, TYRRELL

Clinical Research Centre, Harrow, England
(Recetved 28 February 1973)

SUMMARY

Six of 12 men wintering at an isolated Antarctic base sequentially developed
symptoms and signs of a common cold after 17 weeks of complete isolation.
Examination of specimens taken from the men in relation to the outbreak has not
revealed a causative agent.

INTRODUCTION

Tt has commonly been believed that on small Antarctic bases, isolated for many
months, upper respiratory infections die out during the first few weeks of isolation
and that the men are virtually symptom-free for the rest of the isolation period.
With the arrival of the relief ship cr aircraft, outbreaks of respiratory disease have
been noted to occur (Taylor, 1960; Siple, 1960; Hedblom, 1961 ; Cameron & Moore,
1968; Holmes, Allen, Bradburne & Stott, 1971). This has tended to follow the
pattern seen in other isolated communities (Paul & Freese, 1933; Shibli, Gooch,
Lewis & Tyrrell, 1971).

Several studies of upper respiratory disease in men at isolated Antarctic
stations have been undertaken. Sera obtained from the McMurdo Sound wintering
party of 1058 were tested for the presence of antibodies to a number of respiratory
viruses, but not including rhinoviruses, and showed no evidence of infection with
any of the viral antigens tested (Chanock, R. M., quoted by Cameron & Moore,
1968). A systematic study of monthly serum specimens collected from the mem-
bers of the South African National Antarctic Expeditions in 1961-62 showed no
evidence of new virus infection (J. H. 8. Gear, quoted by Cameron & Moore,
1968). In their 1968 study of the epidemiology of respiratory infections at Mawson,
an Australian Antarctic Research Expedition station, Cameron & Moore (1968)
made observations on infective diseases during the period of isolation, and found
no diagnostic rises in antibody titre against influenza viruses A and B, mumps,
adenovirus, herpes simplex and ornithosis. All attempts at virus isolation from
throat, nose and faeces swabs were unsuccessful.

The apparent absence of respiratory infections for long periods during isolation
in Antarctica has provided opportunity for basic epidemiological study, and
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