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    WITH THESE traditions, the winter passed pleasantly at Eskimoness. If Poulsen had had misgivings, they turned out to be unfounded. The hunters were reasonably conscientious in carrying out the job which they had scoffed at, and when they were back at the house in between their patrols, their company was cheerful.


    It is sometimes said that the polar winter night is depressing: stories are told of men it has driven mad. But if one can make any general statement about it at all, one can only say that to winter in the arctic accentuates some of the qualities a man already has. An unstable person without any spiritual resources of his own might find the darkness and silence either frightening or boring, but luckily that kind of person seldom goes there. On the other hand, it is certainly true that many people have profited by wintering there, rather as a religious person may profit by a period of retreat. For the rest of their lives, they value their recollections of its peace and freedom, and even when age has made them far too feeble, they still long to winter there again.


    At Eskimoness, the sun is seen for the last time about the end of October. After that, around the middle of each day, there is a sunrise glow in the sky above the mountains of Hold With Hope; but each day the glow becomes less, and in December, even on clear days, it is hardly discernible. The sun rises again at the beginning of February.


    But to say it is dark for three months does not mean one can never see. Falling or driven snow very often blots out the view, but when the weather is clear there is starlight or moonlight or the light of the aurora, and the gleaming white country reflects all the light there is. The distant mountains across the ice are sharply outlined in their pattern of black and white, and they seem much nearer and smaller than they are. There is no colour at all in the night-lit landscape: the moon shadows on the ice are grey: even the Eskimoness house looked grey in winter, so that in the spring when the sun rose again it was quite a surprise to remember the house was red.


    Certainly nobody felt depressed at Eskimoness that winter, and afterwards they all looked back on the dark time as a happy and peaceful period of their lives, not only in contrast to life at home in Denmark, but also in contrast to the hectic events which followed in the spring. Life in the house was comfortable and companionable, and pleasantly free from most of the restrictions and annoyances of civilisation. But it still had one restriction: it was bound by the clock. Besides patrolling the coast, the men had been given the job of weather reporting, and they had to make observations and encode them and transmit them every six hours. Furthermore, one man was appointed to cook for the others, and he was entitled to let them go hungry if they did not get up in time for breakfast. This defeated one refinement of personal freedom peculiar to polar regions, namely that for half the year it does not matter at all what time of day it is. In the months of winter when it is dark all day, and the months of summer when it is light all night, there is no need to go to bed at night or to get up in the morning, no need to be tied to a cycle of twenty-four hours. A man who is travelling or living by himself can sleep when he is tired and eat when he is hungry, whatever his clock may say, and he can work when he feels inclined; and that gives him a constant and pleasant reminder that he is absolutely his own master.


    For the sake of this feeling of complete freedom, all of them looked forward, after a week or so of comfort, to going out on patrol again. The hunters were away most of the time, but Poulsen and Kurt Olsen were more or less tied to the house because they were the only radio operators. They envied the others when they watched them go. There is something irresistibly exciting in driving a dog sledge out across the sea-ice in the starlight. Perhaps it is partly because the dogs are so excited. To work in a team is a Greenland dog’s delight, the whole aim of its existence; and when it sees its driver beginning to load his sledge it gets just as excited as an ordinary dog which knows it is going to be taken for a walk. At Eskimoness, there were sixty or seventy dogs, not counting the puppies, when all the men were at home, because each of them had a team of eight or ten. Greenland dogs do not bark quite like other dogs, they howl when they are pleased; and whenever a sledge was made ready and one team was put to harness, all the others picketed round the buildings howled together with anticipation. It is the most arctic of sounds, and the most exhilarating and thrilling: a sound of infectious impatience for the first uncontrollable dash across the shore-ice and out and away to unknown lands and unpredictable adventures. When dogs have been rested there is no holding them, and often a driver had to anchor the sledge to a stake or a building while the traces are fastened one by one. Then, as soon as the last of the team is in place, and before they can mix up their traces or let off their spirits by fighting, he slips the anchor rope and jumps on the sledge as the dogs spring forward. For a few hundred yards the dogs gallop, until their first exuberance wears off and they settle down to the steady haul, away into the darkness, the lighted windows of the house glowing far behind, the sledge runners hissing on snow or rumbling with a deep bass echo on the hard ice.


    Driving a sledge is hard work. It is seldom the driver can ride on the sledge and do nothing, unless he is following an old sledge track and the going is good and his journey is short. One reason, of course, is that it is always much too cold to sit still. Another is that the extra weight of a man slows down the team. A third is that although at a distance the ice which covers the fjords looks perfectly smooth, it is often a maze of almost invisible ridges, and ripples of hard wind-blown snow, and the sledge has to be helped and steered across them. On clear ice or hard snow, the driver usually skis alongside the sledge with one hand on the raised handle at the back of it. In soft snow, the dogs sink in to their bellies, and the driver may have to ski ahead to make them a track.


    A dog team is driven by four words of command and a 25-foot sealskin whip. Of course a team can be trained to be driven in any language, but the Eskimo words of command are most often used in Greenland, because, go, stop, right and left, in the Greenland Eskimo language, are words evolved especially for dogs to understand. The signal to go or to hurry is an urgent “ah, ah”, just like the bark of a dog. To stop is a more soothing long-drawn “ai”. Right is a high-pitched, quickly repeated “illi, illi, illi”. Left is “yu, yu”. Right and left are backed by a crack of the whip on the opposite side to the way the team is supposed to turn; but a good team, and especially one with a good leader dog, respond to the words at once. If they do not, it is not because they do not understand them, but because sledge dogs always have wills of their own.


    Apart from these cracks of the whip, a good driver seldom has to use it, and unless he is skilful it is generally thought to be best not to use it at all. If a dog misbehaves very badly, he should give it a flick of the whip on the top of its hindquarters. But with a 25-foot whip and ten dogs, it is not very easy to do. To hit the dog in the wrong place might injure it, and to hit the wrong dog is an insult and bad for discipline; and to hit oneself on the back of the head is easy but annoying. So in most drivers’ hands the main use of the whip is simply that the dogs know it is there.


    It is surprising that this archaic kind of transport, which Eskimos have used since before the beginning of history, should still have been the best kind in 1943; but so it was. There are machines which can travel on the ice, and if the Greenland government had had any, they might have been better for moving a lot of men or a lot of stores; but for one or two men to travel long distances, dog teams were still the most efficient and economical of all. Any kind of machine needs an organisation, to supply it with fuel and keep it in working order; but a Greenland dog does not need anything which is provided by nature on the Greenland coast, and it never breaks down. One dog can pull a weight of about 80 pounds: 800 pounds for a ten-dog team. Their speed depends very much on the weight of the load and the state of the ice. With a light sledge on hard ice, they are said to be able to gallop at 25 miles an hour for a short distance, for example when they scent a polar bear; but with a normal load on a long journey, allowing for days when blizzards stop them moving, 15 to 20 miles a day is an average, and 40 miles is a good day’s run.


    But dogs do much more for a traveller than merely drag his property along: they help him to hunt, and keep him company and protect him. Without dogs it would be dangerous to sleep in a tent on the ice, because of the polar bears which are fierce and inquisitive, and sometimes because of wolves. A sleeping man might not hear a bear before it attacked him, but a sleeping dog is always more alert.


    The job of the sledge patrol was not merely to travel, but to search the coast for strangers, and in that, the dogs were more effective than the men. In fact, there were two reasons why the men had tackled the job with so little misgiving; and one of them was that they knew the dogs would do most of it for them. Sledge dogs are very intelligent, and even more inquisitive than bears, and they have a good sense of smell. Down wind, they can scent a man or a bear, or a hut that is lived in, two or three miles away, and they will always make towards the scent, unless the driver can stop them, to see what is going on. The men by themselves, especially in winter, could never have looked into all the small valleys where huts or tents might be hidden; but with dogs, all they had to do was to drive along off-shore, and rely on the dogs to smell out an enemy.


    The second reason why the job was not impossible was that to live in the arctic, one is almost bound to hunt, and to hunt one must move around; and nobody can move there without leaving tracks. On the sea-ice, the snow is seldom thick: the wind blows it away as soon as it has fallen. But a sledge or skis, or even a pair of boots, compress the snow so that it cannot blow away. Fresh tracks appear as hollows in the snow, but after a wind the loose snow collects in drifts and the tracks in wind-blown places are left as iron-hard raised ridges which often stand where they are until the spring. So the patrols did not look for human figures or for huts: they looked for tracks, and for the pricking of the dogs’ ears and the raised muzzles which showed there was something of interest in the wind.


    By that winter, the men in the sledge patrol knew as much about dog driving and arctic living as has ever been learned by anyone except an Eskimo, and they kept up their patrol all through the winter. This is the time when arctic expeditions retire to their base camps, or even to arm-chairs in travellers’ clubs in cities; the Eskimos themselves keep close to their winter houses. Generally, in the dark time, there is between 40 to 90 degrees of frost, and appalling blizzards tear down from the ice-cap to the sea. It is usually thought to be too dangerous to travel. But it can be done, if the traveller is prepared to live as simply as Eskimos have lived for centuries, and if he is always methodical and never careless. All that he needs is a tent, two primus stoves, a sleeping-bag and groundsheet of reindeer skin, and a rifle—besides, of course, his sledge and skis and experience and good health. With this primitive equipment the patrol men sometimes journeyed for two months away from Eskimoness.


    Usually, they slept in huts. Before the war and Eske Brun’s order had put an end to ordinary hunting, each hunter had had a fairly elaborate hut where he lived. This living hut was called a hunting station. But also, scattered through his district, he had a lot of smaller huts where he could spend a single night when he was going round his trap lines. These were spaced about twelve miles apart, a day’s march for a man who was working traps. A lot of them were only six feet square, like a packing case with a stove in it, and they were mostly built of driftwood which had come down Siberian rivers and drifted right across the arctic in the ice. So the whole of the shore-line up to the neighbourhood of 76° north has hunting stations at intervals of about sixty miles, and hunting huts spread out between them. Every single hut is marked on the map of Greenland, so that at first glace it has a deceptively populous appearance; but the hunting huts, as opposed to the stations, were never inhabited. In 1943, all the stations were deserted, but the stations and some of the huts were still stocked with coal and driftwood, and in some the patrol had laid depots of dog food and paraffin.


    But they could never depend entirely on the huts. Sometimes they were caught by blizzards in between them, and had to camp; and some of them really preferred their own tent on the pure clean ice to the huts, which at best had the vestiges of years of human occupation. In an arctic blizzard one mistake or one careless act is likely to be fatal; but if a traveller pitches his tent in time, before the wind rises so high that he cannot do it, and if he pitches it in a sensible place and builds a snow wall on the windward side of it, he can live in it in warmth and tolerable comfort however hard and long the storm may blow. Most of the possible disasters of the arctic have happened before, and warnings of them have been handed down from one traveller to another. A traveller pitches his tent on the sea-ice in preference to the land because there is less drift of snow; but he keeps it away from the shore-line where the tide breaks up the ice, and away from high cliffs or icebergs. By experience, he builds a snow wall just high enough to let a few inches of snow lie on top of the tent, to insulate it and stop the canvas flapping. He uses one primus stove for cooking, and another one for heating. He carries matches and primus prickers in a very safe place of their own, such as a bag on a string round his neck, because a man once nearly lost his life by losing his primus pricker. He takes everything he possesses inside the tent with him, except the sledge and the heavy equipment to which the tent is anchored, because anything left outside is apt to be blown away or buried or eaten by his dogs. He keeps his rifle underneath his groundsheet where it stays frozen, because otherwise moisture condenses on it and as soon as he takes it outside again its mechanism jams with ice.


    These tricks of the trade, and a great many others like them, were everyday matters to the men in the sledge patrol, but they never neglected them through over-confidence. Only one of them had a serious accident that winter. He got carbon monoxide poisoning from the stove in a disused hut, and had to lie there alone for a fortnight, very sick, before he had strength to get up and go on with his patrol.


    As for the dogs, they are born in the snow and live out of doors all their lives, and they never suffer from cold. In blizzards they curl up and let the snow drift over them, only keeping the tips of their noses out. Down there out of the wind, their thick fur keeps them warm, and they do not want to come out even to eat till the blizzard is over. They are arctic animals, perfectly adapted to their climate.


    The seven men on their tremendous winter journeys were physically isolated by hundreds of miles of utterly barren mountains; but perhaps their mental isolation was even more complete. This was the winter of Stalingrad, North Africa, Russian convoys, air raids on England, talk of the second front. Poulsen at Eskimoness used to hear of these things on his radio; but the men out alone on their sledges never heard of them at all. Sometimes when they came back to their base he remembered to tell them some odds and ends of news about the war, but there were always more immediate things to talk about. For them, there was no reality in world events. In some of the huts there were magazines and newspapers, either lying around or stuck on the walls to keep out draughts. Those were the only things they ever read, and their only reminder of the world outside; and most of them were more than ten years old.


    So they travelled as if they were in a dream. One must picture each of them ski-ing beside his sledge on the vast expanses of frozen fjord below the dark loom of mountains which have never been explored, the only moving thing in the ice-bound starlit landscape; the rumble of the sledge, the panting of the dogs, an occasional call from the man or a crack of the whip breaking a whole winter’s silence. When they lay out through blizzards in their tents, they were wholly preoccupied with the details of keeping alive. In the huts, when the weather was still, the dogs howling outside in the crackling frost were their only companions, ten individual likeable personalities. They talked to the dogs because there was nobody else to talk to. The things which occupied their thoughts, the true realities, had nothing to do with war: they were only the weather, the dogs, and the hunting; hunting for food for themselves and the dogs and for fox furs and bear skins which one day they might be able to sell. They never quite forgot that they were there to search for other human beings; but as the winter passed they could not believe they would ever meet anyone in that beautiful wilderness, or that if they did, the strangers would not be as friendly as all men had always been in north-east Greenland. But in that they were wrong.
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    SABINE ISLAND was not a place which Ritter would have chosen if the ice had not forced him there. For one thing, it was too near Eskimoness, the only place on the whole of the coast which he knew was inhabited. It is only 70 miles away: a next-door neighbour, as distances are reckoned in the arctic. But in fact it was a very lucky choice. He was protected there by one thing he could not possibly have foreseen: it was notorious as a bad hunting ground, and so the men of the Sledge Patrol never went there unless they had to.


    While the Sachsen was still feeling her way into Hansa Bay, something totally unexpected happened: the lookout saw an aircraft. It was flying straight towards them out of the north. For a moment, they thought it must be German, but then they saw it was a small single-engined flying boat. It came in on a steady course, almost as if it was running in to bomb them, and the thought came into Ritter’s mind that his approach to Greenland had been too easy, that he must have been observed all the time and lured into an ambush. But the plane passed overhead, and disappeared to the southward, giving no sign that its crew had even noticed the ship in the entrance to Hansa Bay.


    Long afterwards, the coincidence of dates and times proved that this aircraft was one sent out on reconnaissance by the American coast guard ship which, at that very moment, was landing the year’s supplies at Eskimoness. It had been sent to observe the ice conditions, not to look for ships: but the fact that its crew flew right over the Sachsen without seeing her was an example of the difficulty of patrolling the coast by aircraft. Among the confusing lights and shadows of icebergs and innumerable dark uncharted rocks, even a ship is difficult to see: a hut or a tent on the shore would be quite invisible, even before the snow put its camouflage over everything. The episode gave Ritter and his men a sense of security, although they could not imagine where the aircraft had come from.


    They floated the Sachsen again without much trouble, and anchored her farther in near the head of the bay. But on their way north, in a storm, one of their lifeboats had been smashed, and with only one boat left it was clearly going to take a long time to get all the meteorologists’ gear ashore. Anyhow, the freeze-up was imminent. To make a thorough job, Ritter could only wait till the ship was frozen in, and then land in comfort across the ice. Besides that, the radio transmitter which the meteorologists had brought turned out to be inadequate, so the ship’s transmitter had to be used to transmit the weather reports. Ritter was glad to have such good excuses to winter there, and not to take the Sachsen straight back to Germany.


    In the meantime they covered the ship with white camouflage sheets to make it look like an iceberg, and began to explore Sabine Island and make plans to defend it. The island is nine miles square. The mountains round there are not high, but they are steep. The island itself has several flat-topped hills about two thousand feet high, and Hansa Bay is surrounded by them. There are two huts on the island: one is a very small hunting hut in Hansa Bay itself, and the other an old Danish hunting station on the south end of the island, near a small bay appropriately called Germania Harbour.


    The geographical names on the north-east coast are a mixture of nationalities, English, Scottish, Norwegian and Danish, Dutch, German and Austrian, and, in one part, French. They have all been bestowed by members of the successive expeditions which have partially explored the coast. The peninsula of Hold With Hope was named by Hudson, who sailed round it in 1607, much the earliest of all the explorers there. A Scottish whaler, Captain Scoresby, discovered Scoresby Sound in 1820, but the Eskimo colony there, which now bears his name, was only established thirty years ago. The first organised expedition was an English one in 1823, under Captain Clavering, who gave his name to the island on which Eskimoness stands. The Sabine of Sabine Island was the leader of his scientific party. A German expedition wintered in Germania Harbour in 1869, and called the little anchorage by the name of their ship; and since then, many explorers have found tracts of unnamed land and taken the opportunity to immortalise themselves or flatter their protectors. Some of the names are so unattractive that one must suppose they served financial ends. A vast and beautiful stretch of water, for example, is called Kaiser Franz Joseph Fjord; and on the south side of it is Geographical Society Island. Other names suggest a pathetic nostalgia for home, like the rock which rises from the middle of a glacier and is marked on the Danish maps as Scotstounhill, or the great fjord opposite Eskimoness which is called Loch Fyne. Many places have women’s names, like Ella Island and its neighbours Maria Island and Ruth’s Island, and the barren stretch of ice which is called Miss Boyd’s Land. It is still possible to achieve this particular kind of immortality. One of the hunters in the sledge patrol was a man named Henry Rudi, and the stretch of water in front of the hut where he lived is marked for ever on the maps as Rudi’s Bay.

 
    Hansa Bay is another German name from 1869. It is certain that of all the explorers who had ever seen the place before Ritter landed there, none had ever looked at it with an eye to military defence; but it was a good place from that unusual point of view. The steep hills protected it from the air, and in summer nobody could approach it except by climbing the mountains or by navigating slowly and carefully among the icebergs along the strait from which it opens. In winter, there were only two ways to get to it, from the north or the south across the open ice; and the northern side would have been a difficult approach, because where the polar current strikes the island it piles up a mass of pressure ice. Anyone coming across the ice would be at the mercy of even a single sentry with a machine-gun in a prepared position. But in any case, there was no question of an armed attack at all so long as nobody knew the Germans were there. Ritter’s first line of defence was simply to lie low and avoid being seen, and that was easy. His ship froze in, and snow drifted over her till she was buried. The huts which were built on shore were buried too. By October, there was nothing to be seen in Hansa Bay except a slender radio mast, some mounds of snow which had not been there before, and within a small area between the mounds a network of human tracks. One would have had to be within a few hundred yards to see the base at all. But by then it was sending reports three times a day to the German Navy.


    It is hard to say exactly when the trouble began up there on Sabine Island; but certainly from its earliest days, this was a much less happy camp than the one at Eskimoness. It was only to be expected that some of the Germans would be bored. With the whole of the Sach sen’s crew, there were too many of them, and they did not have enough to do. As they had no dogs and no experience of winter travelling, they could not move away from their base, but were all cooped up in Hansa Bay together. They never had a chance to get the true taste of the arctic winter, which can only be savoured in solitude. Ritter knew that it was dangerous to let them roam around, not only because they might get into difficulties of their own, but because of the tracks which they would leave for any traveller to see, if there were any travellers; but after a time he had to take that risk, and let them go out for short distances towards the open sea to try to hunt for bears or seals, partly to provide fresh meat, but more in order to occupy their minds and give them some exercise.


    But that was not a very serious trouble; far deeper was the difference between the characters of Ritter and of Schmidt. Ritter had been mistaken in hoping to enjoy the winter. At first, he went on naïvely confiding in Schmidt, expecting that as an educated man he would be friendly, and hoping that the prospect of living together through the winter would make Schmidt look for common ground. But Schmidt remained aloof; sometimes he even seemed hostile. Ritter began to believe that Schmidt felt himself frustrated. It seemed that he must have thought from the very beginning that the expedition should be commanded by a Nazi party member, not by the senior naval officer. Ritter concluded that he had been annoyed and disappointed when the Sachsen was frozen in, because if she had gone, he might have hoped to be left there in command.


    Such feelings are a simple human failing which anyone can understand, and Ritter felt some sympathy for Schmidt; he himself had had disappointments of that kind, when he had been passed over for promotion, but he had learned to live them down. He redoubled his efforts to be friendly; and to make things easier for Schmidt he made a point of deferring to his wishes and those of the other Nazi party members. Some of them, for example, wanted to give a weekly political lecture to the men. Privately, Ritter thought it a ludicrous idea, but he agreed. Then, of course, he had to attend the lectures, and to give the impression of endorsing what they propounded. They were embarrassing occasions. Ritter had heard it all before; but suddenly, hearing it again in the arctic night which had meant so much to him, the doctrine of Nazism doubly nauseated him.

 

    During the winter, he fell into the habit of spending a lot of his time alone in his cabin in the Sachsen, or walking about the sea-ice in the darkness, trying to recapture his old feeling for the arctic. The starlight, the aurora, all the cold beauty were the same, but he seemed to be out of touch with them. Before, he had been alone, but now he was in company, and although he liked a good many of his companions, some of them were so uncongenial and seemed so out of place in those surroundings that he had to make an effort of will to speak to them; and that ruined the peace of mind which had been his most valued memory of Spitzbergen. Ritter was a deeply religious man, a Catholic by birth and upbringing; and he was introspective, the sort of man who tries to consult his conscience before the smallest action. In his solitary years in Spitzbergen, although he was far away from any church, he had been more aware than ever before or since of the hand of God. Now, when he looked up at the mountains round Hansa Bay, so calm and immaculate, the political talk and warlike preparations seemed to profane them.


    Most men could have turned away from these sombre doubts and flung themselves into practical activities to forget them; but it was Ritter’s nature to torment himself by following his most disturbing thoughts to their logical conclusions. They soon brought him to a conclusion, or rather to a conflict, which must be most difficult for an officer of any armed force of any nation. The belief began to crystal-lise in his mind that his duty as an officer and his duty to God were two different things which could never be reconciled. Ritter was not a pacifist: he would gladly have fought to the death for a cause he believed in. In the first world war, he had fought with enthusiasm and conviction for the Austrian monarch. In this war, his conviction had never been whole-hearted, even at home in Germany; and now, the arctic had reminded him again of causes much older than patriotism and a creed which was deeper in his nature than any political creed. Slowly, all through that arctic night, a suspicion grew clearer and clearer in his mind: the simple suspicion that the German cause was wrong.


    But luckily, for the time being, Ritter’s only duty as an officer was to look after the men under his command. That was a human duty as well as a naval one; so far as that went, his conscience and his naval oath were in accord. For the rest, he put off making a decision, even in his own mind, and simply hoped that he would never be called on to do anything which his conscience would say was wrong.


    It was after this, later in the winter, that Ritter first began to be afraid. It was only a trivial incident that started it. He had been sitting in his cabin reading a book about the arctic when some of his men had knocked on his door and come in. Looking at them, he realised that they were a Nazi deputation. When he put his book down, one of them picked it up and looked at the author’s name and said: “You know this man is a Jew.” Ritter shrugged his shoulders. He had not known it, but he could not pretend to care: the man had been fond of the arctic and had known a lot about it. They took the book away.


    It was the sort of thing that Nazis often did, and it was not of much importance in itself; but it was the first time they had come out into the open to oppose him. The words “You know this man is a Jew” had not been a question, they had not invited the obvious excuse: they had been an accusation.


    As Ritter pondered unhappily over this incident he was gradually overcome by a sickening sense of dread. All that time, he had thought he had left the Gestapo behind in Germany; but he began with horror to suspect that he had not. His suspicion leaped to Schmidt. Who was Schmidt? Had the Gestapo picked him by some roundabout means and planted him to keep an eye on the commander the Navy had appointed? It was not an unusual thing for them to do. Who was in league with him? Did he know about Ritter’s own earlier trouble or not? Was he trying to turn the crew against their captain?

 
    Ritter sat alone, uncertain whom he could trust, who were really his friends and who were secret enemies. He recalled conversations with Schmidt himself, with Dr. Sensse and Dr. Weiss and all the other expedition members. There was the first engineer, whose name was Nowotny. Nowotny was an Austrian by descent, like himself, and lived in Czechoslovakia. He was a man who seemed to appreciate the arctic stillness: he had lived in a tent on the sea-ice for weeks at a time, so that the others had started calling him the Czech Eskimo. Ritter remembered asking him if he was not worried about his family at home in Prague, because if Germany lost the war the Czechs would turn them out of the country. It had been a rash thing to say, even though Nowotny, like the others, had seemed to be a man after his own heart.


    He remembered the dinner on Christmas Eve, when everyone had called on him to make a speech. Of course, he had spoken then of the message of the birth of Christ, of peace and goodwill; and even while he was speaking, and looking round at the faces of his companions at the table, he had known that some of them thought he should have spoken of victory rather than peace.


    Above all, as fear grew to monstrous proportions in Ritter’s heart, he thought bitterly back over the last few months, of all the confiding things he had said to Schmidt, all he had told him about the international friendship of the arctic, the gentle liberal conceptions he had tried to put into words, all the ideas which meant so much to him and, now that he came to think over them again, were so exactly the opposite of Nazism. Now that it was too late, he saw how unwise he had been to let his enthusiasm carry him away. Schmidt had just listened to it all and made no comment; but had he been carefully noting it down against him?


    It was this impression that evidence was being collected against him which frightened Ritter. He was not afraid for himself: he had no exaggerated fear of death, or of anything the Nazis could do to him. But the old fear rose up again for his wife and daughter.


    Every German officer knew that if he gave offence to the Nazi party, his family might be punished. Most of them never had any serious inclination to be disloyal to the party, and so they did not mind. It was not supposed to be a matter of justice; it was simply a threat, intended to keep the few waverers in order. But being deliberately unjust did not make it less effective; and although Schmidt was not a senior member of the expedition, Ritter knew perfectly well that Schmidt or any other Nazi would report him if he thought he had a case against him, because it was his duty to the Party.


    As soon as Ritter had begun to realise what was going on, he made up his mind to be careful not to offend his Nazis any more, for the sake of his wife and child. He became much more sensitive to hostility which he had hardly noticed before: an insidious half-hidden hostility which was hard to pin down to any definite act. But a week or two later, something happened which proved he had left it too late to be careful. The doctor, Sensse, came in to his cabin.


    “Ritter,” he said, “I think you ought to know that some of the men are trying to send a telegram to Berlin to say you are not to be trusted.”


    The doctor went on to tell Ritter that so far as he knew, the telegram had not actually been sent. One of the Nazis, he said, had given it to the radio operator with instructions to send it without telling the captain. The radio operator, caught between two authorities, had asked the doctor for advice, and the doctor had decided that rightly or wrongly Ritter was in command and ought to be told about it. Ritter thanked him.


    But when he was left alone again, more doubts and suspicions were added to the confusion in his mind. He had always like Dr. Sensse, and had never been able to believe he approved of the Nazi party. He was certainly intelligent and sensitive, and did not seem
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“An amazing tale of perilous adventure . . . vibrant with life and fear
and the sense of momentous events in the making.”

“Simply and honestly written; it conveys the true spell of the Arctic. . .
Spellbinding.”

“The Sledge Patrol is the story of one of the great adventures of
World War II.”

In 1943, a group of brave Danish and Norwegian hunters carried out one of the most
dramatic operations of World War II. Using dogsleds to patrol a stark 500-mile stretch
of the Greenland coast, their wartime mission was to guard against Nazi interlopers—
an unlikely scenario given the cruel climate. But one day, a footprint was spotted on
desolate Sabine Island, along with other obvious signs of the enemy. Not expecting to
find the trouble they did, the three Sledge Patrol members escaped to the nearest hunt-
ing hut only to have the Germans pursue them on foot. In the dead of the Arctic night,
the men escaped capture at the last instant and, without their coats or sled dogs, walked
fifty-six miles to get back to base.

While the Sledge Patrol had only hunting rifles, resilience, and their knowledge of out-
door survival, the Germans were armed with machine guns and grenades and greatly
outnumbered them. David Howarth skillfully relates the tensely exciting true tale of
how the men of the Sledge Patrol fought capture or death in desolation by outwitting
and outlasting the enemy. This is a saga of human skill, faith, and endurance—and one

of the most remarkable Allied victories ever recorded.

David Howarth served as a British naval officer during World War II, running the
Norwegian-manned spy ring whose name became the title of his first best-selling
book, The Shetland Bus. The author of two dozen major works of history, including
We Die Alone, he died in 1991.
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