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YOUTH

Seeing the light in
a land of darkness

A young graduate from Wuhan recounts his sense of wonder
after working at the bottom of the world, Wang Ru reports.

i Hang had an experience

that you could say lit up his

life. The PhD graduate from

Wuhan University saw the
light in the South Pole, the aurora
australis.

“I was astounded. It seemed to
move like a swimming whale. But it
comforted me emotionally, relieving
my solitude and dullness. I thought
it was a gift from heaven.”

He photographed the natural phe-
nomenon. Auroras are produced
when the outer sphere of the atmos-
phere is disturbed by solar wind. He
has more than 100,000 photos of the
scenes he witnessed during the
approximately 500 days he spent at
the bottom of the world.

Li was not on a pleasure cruise.
He was working hard as part of Chi-
na’s 31st and 32nd polar expedi-
tions to the South Pole. At the time
he was pursuing a doctoral degree
on survey engineering at the Chi-
nese Antarctic Center of Surveying
and Mapping, Wuhan University.
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He stayed in Antarctica from Octo-
ber 2014 to April 2016, and some of
his photos were published last year
by leading publications in the field,
Nature magazine in Britain and
Science magazine in the United
States.

Li’s laboratory has a long-term
project which sends students or
teachers to the South Pole every year
for scientific investigation. He
signed up for it immediately when
offered the opportunity. He says he
was “lucky” to be chosen in early
2014 and then received training
before he embarked on the journey
at the end of that year.

Normally, China’s Antarctic
teams are separated into two
groups. The first, with 200 or 300
people, stays only during the rela-
tively warm “summer” season
(roughly November to January).
The other group stays longer for the
winter but has just dozens of peo-
ple.

Li and his group members spent
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most of their time at the Zhongshan
scientific research station. He says
the temperature there can reach 1 C
to 4 C in the warm season and -40 C
t0-30 Cin the cold season.

“The polar day (when the sun
does not set) happens in the warm
season and lasts for about two
months. During the time examiners
were busy completing more tasks.
But we lived a slower pace of life in
the cold season, especially during
polar nights, for safety considera-
tions,” says Li.

They were busy there, he says,
since they had to do everything by
themselves besides their obvious
scientific tasks, like cooking, clean-
ing and disposing of the rubbish.

“Once I went to the toilet at night
during a polar day. I accidentally
drew the curtains and the sunlight
flooded in. Then I found it hard to
continue sleeping since I subcon-
sciously felt I should not sleep when
the sun had not set,” says Li. “During
the polar night which lasts for two

Above: Li Hang (front) records his work and life in the South Pole.
Top: An aurora that moves like a swimming whale.
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months there, I sometimes felt a lit-
tle gloomy. But when we had lunch
in the canteen and saw the stars in
the dark sky, it was really magical.”

The other impressive side of liv-
ing in the South Pole for Li con-
cerned the food. Since China’s polar
expedition team goes there once a
year, members have to carry food to
last the whole year.

“Fruit and vegetables could not be
stored for a long time, so after sever-
al months we had no such food to
eat. We grew some vegetables in the
soilless culture, but they did not
taste good.

“Some other food, like instant
noodles, usually have a quality guar-
antee period of six months. So after

six months, we had to eat expired
food,” Li adds.

Li started to take pictures to pass
the time.

He crossed mountains and peaks
to find suitable places to take pho-
tos. Sometimes he would be out all
night.

“When I walked on the ice field
and stood under the aurora, the
power of nature shocked me. We left
our motherland and family mem-
bers to stay in this isolated place, but
we could see amazing views. I
believe it’s a gift from the nature,”
says Li.

“The scene touched my heart
deeply, and you cannot totally
understand my feelings even when

you see my photos. Only seeing it
with your own eyes can make you
feel the same way.”

Li says he still gets that feeling fre-
quently in his dreams even after
three years, and he often found him-
self immersed in that feeling when
he woke up.

He also took photos of penguins.

“We were not allowed to
approach them, but some of them
were curious about us and came to
see how we worked,” he says.

He also faced problems during
the photographing process.

Once he went out alone at night
for photos but got lost.

His flashlight was running down
and he could not see the lights from
the Zhongshan station.

He still remembers his sense of
panic before finally seeing a distant
glow in the sky that he knew was his
base.

After he returned home in 2016,
he read about a photography com-
petition organized by Nature maga-
zine, calling for photos under the
theme “scientists at work” Li then
submitted a photo he took in the
South Pole and later he received an
email to tell him his photo would be
published in the magazine.

Science magazine also published
one of his photos shot in Antarctica
when the magazine ran a special col-
umn to celebrate the 125th anniver-
sary of the establishment of Wuhan
University last year.

He chose some of his photos and
made them into a time-lapse pho-
tography work called Till the End of
the World. It won the gold medal in a
national competition of time-lapse
photography.

He published a book 500 Days in
Antarctica to recount his experien-
ces there.

According to Li, his experience in
the South Pole enabled him to feel
nature.

“When you see the stars and auro-
ras in the night sky, you feel like the
universe is talking to you. The South
Pole shaped me, and it has become
more than the name of a place for
me. It is a distant home.”

Liu Kun contributed to the article.
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