

Erling Kagge



PHILOSOPHY FOR POLAR EXPLORERS

[image: Penguin Books]




By the same author

Silence: In the Age of Noise

Walking: One Step at a Time




For Ingrid, Solveig and Nor

[image: The Snow Globe, Ceal Floyer]
The Snow Globe, Ceal Floyer



[image: ]
[image: ]



Foreword:
Ground Yourself in Nature

When I am feeling cold beneath the open sky, there’s an easy way to warm up: I pull the hood of my anorak over my head, draw the zipper up to my throat and pick up my pace. When my body heat returns, first in my torso and then down my arms to my wrists and finally underneath my fingernails, I can stop. Then I take out a mandarin, peel it and slowly suck out the juice by pressing each section gently against the roof of my mouth with my tongue.

Suddenly I feel connected: connected with the person who planted the tree, with the water the tree has drunk through its roots, the earth that cushions these roots, the branch that has carried the mandarin from fertilization to fruition, and the sun that has helped to ripen it. And I feel grateful. Grateful for being warm again and for the feeling of being in contact with the rhythms of nature.

At other times when I’m out on a walk, it’s as if I’m not thinking at all. At any rate, I seldom notice any activity along the way. My mind goes into hibernation, and only very occasionally a solitary observation will cross it: how the snowflakes beneath my skis are created by a tiny drop of water, ten or twenty kilometres above the Earth’s surface, becoming, piece by piece, a six-sided prism, consisting of 90 per cent air. How it then floats down through the atmosphere and lands on the ground in front of me. No two snowflakes are alike and none follow the same route. They are often, though not always, symmetrical. Until my skis compress them, that is.

Nature has its own language, experiences and consciousness. It tells us where we come from and what we should do on the road ahead. I grew up without a television or a car (my father considered both to be dangerously unhealthy) and spent a lot of my free time in the forest, by the sea and in the mountains, so I have been spoon-fed with this knowledge. Today, when we are expected to be available at all times, grounding yourself in nature can be hard. I forget about it myself sometimes, and when I look around I get the feeling that many people forget about it all the time.

The more I remove myself from nature and the more I increase my availability to the modern world, the more restless I become. The more unhappy, too. I am no scientist and realize that I may be mistaken, but my experience has been that feelings of insecurity, loneliness and depression to a large extent stem from the flattening of the world that occurs when we are alienated from nature. There is, of course, much to be said in favour of man-made environments and new technology, but our eyes, nose, ears, tongue, skin, brain, hands and feet were not created for choosing the road of least resistance. Mother Earth is 4.54 billion years old, so it seems to me arrogant when we don’t listen to nature and instead blindly place our trust in human invention.

In 2010 my fellow polar explorers, Børge Ousland from Norway and Haraldur Örn Ólafsson from Iceland, and I crossed Vatnajökull (also known as the Water Glacier), Iceland’s largest glacier. We travelled light and carried everything we needed in the way of food and equipment on our respective pulks. By volume, Vatnajökull is the largest glacier in Europe. It is made up of 3,100 cubic kilometres of ice and covers 8,100 square kilometres of south-east Iceland. As is often the case with Icelandic glaciers, there are a number of volcanoes beneath the ice. While we were on our way across it, a volcanic eruption broke out in the neighbouring glacier, Eyjafjallajökull. Hundreds of people were immediately evacuated and the air traffic above a large part of Europe was suspended because of the clouds of volcanic ash. We were never in danger, but the experience made me aware of how a small volcano eruption in a remote region of Iceland can have huge consequences for an entire continent. Large volcanic eruptions can change the whole world. I sometimes wonder if we need natural disasters like these to remind us of the Earth’s rhythms and forces. I’d like to think that’s not the case, or at least that we can choose to reconnect with nature from time to time in a more peaceful way.

[image: ]
During the first twelve years of my life my parents sent me outdoors in all kinds of weather. I believe I liked it, but then I grew bored with it in my early teens. I began putting my energy into indoor activities and partying instead. Seven or eight years later I started yearning for nature again. I missed the forest, the mountains and the ocean, the feeling of physical exertion in the outdoors. It was a yearning that came from inside me, a deep-felt need for close contact with elements not made by machines. To feel the sun, rain, cold, wind, mud and water on my body. To listen.

The Irish polar explorer Ernest Shackleton struggled longer and froze more than I have ever done, but I can identify with some of the thoughts he described towards the end of his life as an explorer: ‘We had seen God in his splendours, heard the text that nature renders. We had reached the naked soul of man.’

Over the years I have begun to wonder more about the paths I have chosen, and those I have taken less consciously, to arrive at my current location. In thinking about this I found myself confronted with a series of questions which, I believe, most explorers grapple with at some point. Why push your endurance to breaking point? And why, with the pain of frostbite, blisters and hunger still fresh in your mind, would you choose to do it all again? Is there anything to learn from these experiences? I had no clear answers to these questions. So I decided to sit down and write in an effort to find them.

When I started writing this book many years ago I was most interested in everything hidden behind the horizon and not what was right in front of me. If I went out walking, I wanted to walk far and cover great distances. I had not yet discovered the pleasure of a short walk. Later, with teenage daughters, a demanding job and a new-found interest in art, I became aware that my life had gradually changed, and I directed my thoughts inwards. This resulted in two books – Silence: In the Age of Noise and Walking: One Step at a Time – both of which are, in different ways, about the silence we carry inside us.

Since then new experiences have brought with them new insights and perspectives. One of the things I have learned as an explorer is that, every so often along the journey, you have to stop and recalibrate, to take stock of unexpected events or changes in the weather. This book is a recalibration of sorts.

*
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1.

Set Your Own Compass

As a child if I could dream it or imagine it, then I could do it too. Everything that can be dreamed up between two ears is possible when one doesn’t know any better. I could do everything I wanted: become a World Cup football player, sail around the globe, ski across the great wastes, climb mountains, live like Mohammad Ali, kiss the prettiest girl in the class, save the world from destruction, become a man like Albert Schweitzer, be a fireman, travel to the moon or to Mars.

As a child and in my youth I was never unique in any way. I wasn’t particularly good at sport – I had to start one year late and was among the bottom three in the class for twelve consecutive years – and my circle of friends wasn’t particularly large. I really didn’t seem to have anything going for me. With buckteeth and thick lips, and speech and learning difficulties, I was an obvious target when it came to bullying. I never did anything extraordinary as a child. But I dreamed about it. And I didn’t stop dreaming.

At some point it dawned on me that the chances of my being a fireman, a footballer, an astronaut and a superhero all at once were limited. My dreams became, it’s fair to say, more focused.

In 1990, together with Børge Ousland, I became the first to reach the North Pole without the assistance of ski-doos, dogs or depots. In 1993 I became the first to walk alone to the South Pole – unlike most solo expeditions, I chose to have no contact with the outside world – and then in 1994 I climbed Mount Everest. In doing all of this, I fulfilled my ambition to become the first to reach the Earth’s three poles. Without flying.

In this account I have written something of those dreams and ideas that never lost their hold on me. Dreams which evolve and which, in time, are brought to fruition by curiosity and personal ambition. How it’s interesting to observe in myself that while on these journeys to my original goals, I began to set new ones … to see exciting possibilities and fresh horizons. I find it difficult to imagine this world without believing that most things are still to be done and experienced.

‘I’d have done anything to experience what you did,’ someone said to me after I made my first voyage across the Atlantic. I was twenty; we had just reached Barbados from Cape Verde off West Africa, and I had swum to land from the boat and put my feet on solid earth for the first time in a long two weeks. Over the years many have said the same to me. But I am not certain they really did want those experiences. Otherwise they would have tried.

When I was a kid, I was a great admirer of the Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl. One of the first books I read was of his voyage in 1947 on the Kon-Tiki raft from Callao in Peru to the Tuamotu Islands in Polynesia. Heyerdahl had a fear of water after having twice almost drowned as a child; nonetheless he had a dream of crossing the Pacific on this handmade raft of balsa logs – which was a facsimile of the prehistoric Indian rafts they built in Peru. Six people sailed with the Kon-Tiki westwards for 101 days across the Pacific, in order to prove that this was how some of the settlement of Polynesia could have taken place.

I was hugely pleased and a little surprised when, in the autumn of 1994, I was invited to Heyerdahl’s eightieth-birthday celebrations, and I looked forward to having the opportunity to pay my respects to him. At the party lots of Heyerdahl’s old friends gave speeches. They all praised – as was fitting – this man who’d discovered so much, the Kon-Tiki man. Several of them, too, talked about the opportunities they’d had to travel with Heyerdahl, although for one reason or another – studies, partner, family, work – they’d been prevented from doing so. The speeches were long. Throughout them I watched Heyerdahl, who smiled to himself as he listened, and I came to a realization. ‘The crucial difference between everyone else and you, Mr Heyerdahl,’ I said to myself, ‘is that you made your own choices and didn’t let others make them for you. When you had opportunities you took them, and thought about all the obstacles later.’
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Had the speakers wanted their goal enough? Or had they instead chosen what seemed the safest option? Had they allowed others to make the decision for them? Or perhaps they considered the obligations at home weightier? The difference between Heyerdahl and the others seemed to be that Heyerdahl was following his own dream, while they were trying to follow the dreams of someone else.


Buridan’s Donkey is the first philosophical puzzle I remember reading. It is about a donkey standing between two identical haystacks and illustrates what happens when there’s a refusal to make a choice. The distance to each of the haystacks is precisely the same, and it’s impossible for the donkey to decide which haystack to walk to and consume first. Time passes, the donkey weighs up the choice, never comes to a decision, and in the end dies of hunger midway between the two haystacks.


For me there’s a great joy in setting targets. At the end of the day, they are my own. Not Heyerdahl’s, not my neighbour’s, nor those of my family. I’ll do it! I’ll sail across the Atlantic, help someone in need, buy a bottle of champagne, say no to a temptation, write a book like this, set up a publishing house, become a lawyer, start a family. The South Pole perhaps? Alone then to the South Pole! For me the decision was made the moment the idea came to mind. Thereafter
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