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    In Fridtjof Nansen’s Farthest North, the polar wilderness becomes both a proving ground for human ambition and a measure of how far discipline, imagination, and endurance can carry people into the unknown.

First published in English in the late nineteenth century, Farthest North is a two-volume work of Arctic exploration narrative and scientific travel writing by the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen. The book recounts the Fram expedition in the high Arctic and is rooted in an era when the polar regions stood at the edge of geographical knowledge for European readers. As a record of planned exploration under extreme conditions, it combines the immediacy of personal observation with the broader documentary character of an expedition account, bringing readers into a landscape defined by ice, distance, and uncertainty.

The premise is straightforward yet compelling: Nansen sets out with the Fram to test a bold idea about Arctic drift and to push farther north than previous expeditions had managed. From that initial design, the narrative follows the practical and psychological demands of life in the polar environment, where progress depends as much on patience and method as on courage. Because the book is told from within the expedition itself, the reader experiences not only movement across the ice but also the rhythms of waiting, planning, observing, and enduring that make exploration a sustained human effort rather than a sequence of dramatic episodes.

Nansen’s voice is notably controlled, lucid, and intelligent, shaped by the dual perspective of explorer and observer. He writes with confidence but also with close attention to detail, and this gives the narrative a texture that is both factual and vivid. Descriptions of weather, ice, equipment, animals, and daily routine are integrated into a prose style that remains readable even when it turns technical. The tone often balances severity with wonder: the Arctic appears as a place of danger and deprivation, yet also as a field of beauty, curiosity, and disciplined study. That combination makes the reading experience both immersive and reflective.

Among the book’s central themes are endurance, leadership, adaptation, and the relationship between human intention and natural force. Farthest North is deeply concerned with what preparation can accomplish, but it is equally alert to the limits imposed by climate, terrain, and chance. The expedition becomes a test of collective resolve, where success depends on organization, trust, and the capacity to revise plans without losing purpose. At the same time, the work reflects a scientific impulse to observe and record, showing exploration not merely as conquest of space but as an attempt to understand a world that resists easy mastery.

The book also invites modern readers to consider how exploration narratives shape ideas of heroism and knowledge. Nansen presents the Arctic not as an empty stage for personal glory, but as a demanding environment that requires humility, exactness, and respect for material realities. In this sense, the work remains more than a historical adventure story. It documents how people think under pressure, how communities function in isolation, and how ambition can be disciplined by evidence. Those concerns still resonate in contemporary discussions of extreme environments, scientific fieldwork, and the ethics of encountering regions that challenge ordinary assumptions about control and progress.

For contemporary readers, Farthest North endures because it joins historical significance to literary immediacy. It preserves the mentality of a major Arctic expedition while still speaking to present-day interests in resilience, environmental perception, and the cost of pursuing difficult goals. The book offers excitement, certainly, but its deeper appeal lies in the seriousness with which it records labor, uncertainty, and observation. Read now, it stands as a vivid reminder that discovery is rarely a matter of sudden triumph; more often, it is a long negotiation between human will and an indifferent world, patiently rendered by a writer who understood both sides of that contest.
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    Fridtjof Nansen’s Farthest North, published in 1897 in two volumes, is a detailed account of the Norwegian polar expedition of 1893–1896. Written as a work of exploration and scientific travel, it opens by setting out the problem that shaped the journey: how to reach and investigate the high Arctic by allowing a specially built ship to drift with the polar pack ice. Nansen explains the reasoning behind this plan, the preparation required, and the combination of geographical ambition and scientific inquiry that guided the enterprise. From the outset, the book presents the Arctic not as empty scenery but as a field of uncertainty demanding endurance, method, and observation.

The narrative then follows the departure of the expedition and its movement northward aboard the Fram, a vessel designed to withstand pressure from the ice rather than resist it in conventional fashion. Nansen records the early stages of travel through northern waters, describing changes in weather, sea conditions, and ice formation as the ship approaches the pack. Alongside practical details of navigation and daily work, he introduces the expedition members and the routines that begin to structure life in an isolated environment. These opening chapters establish the book’s dual character as both a travel narrative and a careful chronicle of an experimental approach to polar exploration.

As the Fram becomes embedded in the drifting ice, the expedition enters a prolonged period of waiting, adaptation, and close observation. Much of the account focuses on how the party organizes existence in confinement: maintaining equipment, caring for dogs, hunting when possible, taking scientific measurements, and preserving morale through disciplined routine. Nansen presents the drift not as passive inactivity but as a sustained test of patience and judgment. The surrounding Arctic world is described through its changing textures—darkness, pressure ridges, leads of open water, and severe cold—while the larger question remains whether the current and the ice drift will carry the expedition toward the geographic objectives that inspired it.

Scientific work is interwoven throughout these sections and gives the narrative much of its broader significance. Nansen reports observations on ocean depths, temperatures, currents, meteorological conditions, and the behavior of sea ice, treating the expedition as an opportunity to investigate regions then poorly known. The book shows how exploratory travel and scientific inquiry depend on one another: geographical progress creates occasions for measurement, while measurements help interpret the wider Arctic system. At the same time, the practical difficulties of obtaining reliable data in extreme conditions are never far from view. This emphasis on evidence lends the work an analytical dimension beyond adventure, making the expedition a contribution to knowledge as well as a record of endurance.

As the drift continues, the narrative turns increasingly to the psychological and logistical strains of prolonged isolation. Nansen depicts the effect of seasonal darkness, recurring cold, uncertain progress, and the monotony of a life bounded by ice. Yet he also notes moments of companionship, ingenuity, and fascination with the polar environment. The expedition’s internal discipline becomes essential, as small decisions about work, rest, and supplies carry larger consequences over time. In these chapters, Farthest North examines a central tension of exploration literature: the desire for discovery balanced against the limits imposed by nature, distance, and the body. The Arctic emerges as a setting that rewards persistence but resists control.

A major development arises when Nansen decides to extend the effort beyond the ship’s drift by undertaking a separate push northward with Hjalmar Johansen. This shift changes the book’s tempo from collective shipboard routine to a more exposed form of travel over sea ice and through broken polar terrain. The narrative emphasizes planning, light equipment, dog sledges, kayaks, and the constant calculation required to move efficiently across unstable surfaces. Nansen presents this phase as a direct encounter with the limits of human and animal strength. The objective remains geographical, but the journey also becomes a test of judgment under conditions where progress is hard won and retreat or delay can have serious consequences.

The over-ice journey brings the explorers into changing landscapes of pressure ridges, open leads, rough floes, and uncertain weather, and the account becomes especially focused on navigation, resource management, and survival. Nansen describes the slow pace of movement, the need to improvise when ice conditions disrupt plans, and the importance of observation in choosing routes and preserving supplies. Encounters with wildlife and the practical uses of hunting appear within this context, not as ornament but as part of the expedition’s economy. The book maintains a restrained tone, stressing labor, calculation, and resilience rather than dramatizing hardship for its own sake. The Arctic remains a shifting medium that repeatedly complicates intention.

In its later movement, Farthest North follows the consequences of this separated journey as Nansen and Johansen continue through remote polar regions and adapt to circumstances beyond their original timetable. Questions of shelter, timing, and orientation become increasingly important, and the narrative broadens from pursuit of latitude alone to the challenge of sustaining life in an environment with little margin for error. Without abandoning scientific curiosity, the book shows exploration becoming inseparable from improvisation. The wider expedition remains part of the background, preserving the sense that the enterprise involves parallel tests of design, leadership, and endurance. The account continues to balance precise observation with a sober awareness of vulnerability.

Taken as a whole, the two-volume work offers more than a record of one expedition. It presents a coherent view of polar exploration as a union of bold planning, technical innovation, disciplined observation, and respect for natural forces that cannot be mastered by will alone. Nansen’s narrative helped shape modern understanding of the Arctic by linking firsthand travel with scientific interpretation and by demonstrating the value of careful preparation in extreme environments. Its enduring significance lies in the way it frames exploration as both intellectual inquiry and ethical test, asking what humans can learn when they venture into the unknown with ambition, restraint, and close attention to the world around them.
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    Fridtjof Nansen’s Farthest North emerged from the late nineteenth-century age of polar exploration, when European and North American nations treated the Arctic as a field for science, national prestige, and maritime experimentation. The two-volume account describes the Norwegian Fram expedition of 1893–1896, organized after Nansen proposed allowing a specially built ship to drift with the polar ice. This idea drew on evidence from wreckage of the American vessel Jeannette, lost in 1881 near Siberia, later found on Greenland’s coast. Nansen’s narrative belongs to a period when expedition literature served both as scientific report and popular travel writing for an international reading public.

The work was written at a moment when Norway, still in union with Sweden until 1905, sought stronger cultural and political distinction. Polar achievement became one arena in which Norwegian competence in seamanship, skiing, and cold-weather travel could be displayed. Nansen, already known for crossing Greenland in 1888, was a leading national figure before the Fram voyage began. His expedition received backing from the Norwegian government, private donors, and scientific institutions, reflecting the close relationship between exploration, public finance, and national identity. In this context, Farthest North also functioned as a statement of Norwegian ambition within European scientific culture.

Scientific institutions shaped the expedition’s aims and methods. During the nineteenth century, geography, oceanography, meteorology, and geomagnetism expanded through coordinated observing networks, specialized instruments, and state-supported surveys. Nansen planned the voyage not only to approach the Pole but also to collect data on currents, sea depth, temperature, ice movement, and the atmosphere in a poorly known region. The Fram, designed by Colin Archer, was built to withstand pressure by rising above crushing ice rather than resisting it conventionally. This engineering strategy reflected contemporary confidence that technology and disciplined observation could transform exploration from heroic improvisation into organized scientific enterprise.

The expedition was also a response to recent Arctic failures that had altered public understanding of the region. The Franklin disaster of 1845 and the Jeannette expedition’s loss in 1881 underscored the dangers of relying on standard naval practice in ice-choked seas. At the same time, discoveries from those expeditions yielded new geographic and oceanographic clues. Nansen’s drift theory, publicly debated before departure, challenged prevailing assumptions by treating the pack ice as a moving system rather than a static barrier. Farthest North thus belongs to an era when explorers increasingly used prior disasters as sources of evidence, adapting strategy through accumulated empirical knowledge rather than romance alone.

International competition formed another important background. By the 1890s, expeditions sponsored by Britain, the United States, Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Scandinavia had mapped large sections of the Arctic but had not reached the North Pole. Newspapers followed these ventures closely, while learned societies rewarded lectures, maps, and specimens. Nansen’s account appeared before the famous polar race of the early twentieth century, yet it helped shape that later phase by demonstrating the value of sled travel, careful provisioning, and specialized clothing. His descriptions of skis, dog driving, and compact equipment reflected methods associated with northern environments rather than with the heavier naval traditions dominant in earlier British expeditions.

The text was produced during a period when exploration writing often linked field experience with authority in natural science. Nansen had formal scientific training in zoology and later became influential in oceanography, which informed the detailed observational character of his narrative. His account records soundings, drift measurements, and environmental phenomena alongside daily routines, making the Arctic legible as both lived landscape and scientific object. This dual emphasis matched broader nineteenth-century reading habits, as educated audiences expected expedition books to entertain while also extending knowledge. Farthest North therefore sits at the intersection of professional science, public education, and the commercial market for adventure literature.

The human and logistical framework of the expedition also reflects broader imperial-era practices without being a classic colonial venture. Arctic travel depended on imported technologies, state support, and the circulation of information across empires, especially through Russian Siberian routes and international hydrographic knowledge. At the same time, Nansen drew on techniques long used by Indigenous Arctic peoples, particularly in the practical value of dogs, furs, and efficient movement over snow and ice, though such borrowing was not always equally acknowledged in contemporary European discourse. The narrative thus records a historical moment when explorers increasingly recognized that survival in polar regions required adaptation to local environmental realities.

Published after the expedition’s return in 1897, Farthest North reflects a fin-de-siècle confidence in endurance, measurement, and purposeful risk, yet it also reveals the limits of that confidence in the face of polar conditions. Its combination of disciplined observation, technical detail, and national self-presentation exemplifies the era’s belief that exploration could advance both science and prestige. At the same time, the narrative’s attention to monotony, danger, and environmental force tempers triumphalist rhetoric common in imperial adventure writing. Historically, the book stands as both a product of late nineteenth-century exploration culture and a document that helped redefine Arctic travel around mobility, specialization, and scientific planning.
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    Fridtjof Nansen was a Norwegian scientist, explorer, diplomat, and writer whose career spanned the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Born in 1861 and active during an era of polar exploration and growing international humanitarian work, he became one of Norway’s best-known public figures. Nansen first gained fame through his Arctic expeditions, then built a distinguished academic career in zoology and oceanography, and later turned to diplomacy and refugee relief after the First World War. His books, lectures, and public interventions helped shape his reputation as both a man of science and a moral voice in international affairs.

Nansen studied at the Royal Frederick University in Christiania, now Oslo, where he trained in zoology and developed strong interests in natural science, field observation, and anatomy. Early in his career he worked at the Bergen Museum, combining research with increasingly ambitious travel plans. His scientific formation was grounded in empirical methods, and his writing reflects that discipline through clear description and analytical attention to landscape, weather, ice, and animal life. At the same time, he belonged to a broader Scandinavian culture that valued outdoor life, endurance, and national self-confidence, all of which informed both his expeditions and the public response to them.

His breakthrough came with the 1888 crossing of Greenland, achieved by a small team traveling on skis from the east coast to the west. The expedition drew wide attention because it demonstrated a new level of planning and mobility in polar travel. Nansen later described the journey in Paa ski over Grønland, a work that combined travel narrative, practical observation, and reflections on survival in extreme conditions. The book helped establish him as an author as well as an explorer. Its direct style and emphasis on preparation, discipline, and innovation influenced later expedition literature and strengthened his international standing.

Nansen’s most famous venture followed in the 1890s, when he led the Fram expedition, designed to harness the Arctic drift rather than fight it. Although the expedition did not reach the North Pole, it produced important scientific results and became one of the defining episodes of polar history. Nansen’s account, Farthest North, presented the expedition in vivid, accessible prose while documenting meteorology, ocean currents, and the practical realities of Arctic travel. He also published scientific studies connected to oceanography and polar research. These works reinforced his unusual dual identity: a popular writer of exploration literature and a respected investigator of the polar environment.

As his public role widened, Nansen became closely associated with Norwegian national life in the years around independence in 1905. He served in diplomacy and used his prestige abroad in support of the new state. Although he remained linked in the public imagination to exploration, his writing and speaking increasingly addressed political and civic themes as well as science. He was admired for energy, clarity, and personal authority, though like many public figures of his era he also inspired debate. Even so, his reputation rested less on literary experimentation than on the force of lived experience translated into persuasive prose.

After the First World War, Nansen devoted much of his effort to international humanitarian work under the League of Nations. He became especially important in assisting prisoners of war, refugees, and stateless people, and his name became attached to the “Nansen passport,” a document that helped many displaced persons cross borders legally. This phase of his life deepened the ethical dimension of his public legacy and broadened the readership for his speeches, reports, and essays. In 1922 he received the Nobel Peace Prize in recognition of this work. His later career showed how scientific prestige and celebrity could be redirected toward practical relief.

Nansen died in 1930, leaving a legacy that reaches across several fields rather than belonging to one alone. He remains a central figure in the history of polar exploration, a notable contributor to early oceanographic and zoological research, and a major humanitarian of the interwar period. His books continue to be read for their record of exploration, their observational precision, and their role in shaping modern Arctic imagination. In contemporary discussion, Nansen is often invoked where science, public service, and international responsibility meet. His enduring significance lies in the uncommon breadth of his achievements and the coherence of the ideals behind them.
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“A time will come,” Seneca says, when Ocean will loosen the bonds of things, lands will open, new countries be found, and Thule cease to be the end. So the polar world lay long asleep under spotless ice, a giant in a white shroud, while ages passed in silence. Then man awoke in the south, found warmth there and cold to the north, and imagined kingdoms of burning heat and deadly frost beyond the unknown. Yet the unknown kept retreating until men stood before the Ice Temple of the north, where winter darkness and ice-ramparts checked them, though still they pressed on for knowledge.
Host after host went north through fog toward Nivlheim, Helheim, and Nåstrand, not to fetch back the dead, but to quench mankind’s thirst for knowledge, bought there at terrible cost. Step by step the advance continued; dawn has only begun, and darkness still covers much around the Pole. The old Vikings came first. Like later whalers, Eric the Red, Leif, and others became pioneers. They crossed open seas, found and settled Iceland and Greenland, reached America, and sailed from Greenland to Norway, fighting ice in open boats. Othar sought “to learn, to know,” sailing past the North Cape toward the White Sea.
Adam of Bremen says Harald Hårdråde sailed north until darkness spread where the world fell away and he turned before the abyss. The Northmen mixed myth with keen observation; the King’s Mirror describes vast flat sea-ice and moving floes exactly. Later Norway waned, and Dutch and English took the lead. Men clung to fantasies of an open polar sea and ice-free routes to Cathay, even over the Pole; false as they were, they widened knowledge. Exploration first went by ship, then more safely by sledge. Russians crossed Siberia and drift-ice to the New Siberian Islands. English developed man-hauled sledging, while Peary, and I, valued dogs most highly.
A third Arctic method combined boats and sledges. The old Northmen were said to drag boats over Greenland ice for days, and in modern times Parry did the same in 1827, leaving his ship, hauling boats north over drift-ice, reaching 82° 45′ before the current swept him south faster than he could advance, forcing retreat. Since then the method was little used, though Markham brought boats, and castaway expeditions like the Tegethoff and the doomed Jeannette[1] traveled far over drift-ice to get home. Few tried the Eskimo way of living like them and drawing light kayaks with dogs.
Four main routes had been tried: Smith Sound, the sea between Greenland and Spitzbergen, Franz Josef Land, and Bering Strait. Smith Sound, once praised as opening into a Polar Sea, was always choked by huge south-drifting ice; Nares’s costly expedition failed, though Markham reached 83° 20′, and Nares declared the route hopeless. Lockwood later made 83° 24′ there. Along east Greenland, Hudson was stopped at “Hold with Hope,” and Koldeway reached 77° by sledge; north of Spitzbergen was better, Hudson making 80° 23′ and Parry trying there. Weyprecht and Payer discovered Franz Josef Land; Hovgaard was trapped in Kara Sea ice and turned home.
Only a few attempts went by Bering Strait. Cook tried first; De Long’s Jeannette last. De Long chose that route, trusting a Japanese current to run north past Wrangel Land: “This will help explorers to reach high latitudes, but at the same time will make it more difficult for them to come back.” He learned it bitterly when the Jeannette froze in at 71° 35′ north, drifted west-northwest for two years, and sank at 77° 15′. Ice had checked mankind everywhere. Then, in 1884, wreckage from the Jeannette found in southwest Greenland suggested a floe had crossed the Polar Sea. “We should see if there is not a current we can work with.
The Jeannette drifted two years in the ice from Wrangel Land to the New Siberian Islands, then sank north of them. Three years later, near Julianehaab on Greenland’s southwest coast, Eskimo found objects frozen in drift-ice, later gathered by Mr. Lytzen: “1. A list of provisions, signed by De Long.” “2. A MS. list of the Jeannette’s boats.” “3. A pair of oilskin breeches marked ‘Louis Noros.’” “4. The peak of a cap... F. C. Lindemann.” America doubted them, yet the facts scarcely looked invented. The ice-floe that bore them, it was concluded, had reached Greenland from the wreck.
By what route? Professor Mohn answered, “It could have come by no other way than across the Pole.” Not through Smith Sound: that current would have carried it toward Baffin’s Land or Labrador, while the Greenland polar current comes down Greenland’s east coast, rounds Cape Farewell, and runs north along the west coast. The other suggested way, south of Franz Josef Land and Spitzbergen, was called extremely improbable. The floe covered 2,900 miles in 1,100 days, about 2.6 miles a day. Allowing 400 days from 80° latitude to Julianehaab leaves 700 days from Siberia to 80°, about 2 miles a day, matching Jeannette’s last drift.
“But are there no other evidences...?” “Yes, there are.” A Greenlander brought Dr. Rink an Alaskan throwing stick, decorated with Chinese glass beads like those traded through Bering Strait. Greenland also receives driftwood essential to the Eskimo; much of it is Siberian—fir, larch, alder, poplar—and the Jeannette found Siberian wood north of the New Siberian Islands. Such timber, and even Siberian plant forms in Greenland, pointed to a current crossing near the Pole rather than passing south of Franz Josef Land and Spitzbergen. Mud on Denmark Strait ice hinted the same. Altogether, a broad current seemed to draw water from Siberia and Bering Strait to Greenland.
“Even if no such currents existed in the polar basin, water must still gather there enough to form a polar current. The great rivers of Northern Europe, Siberia, and North America pour into the Arctic Sea from an immense basin with enormous rainfall. That moisture cannot chiefly come from the Arctic itself, for drift-ice covers most of it and the cold allows little evaporation even from open water. It must come largely from the Atlantic and Pacific, and so feed the Arctic abundantly. The basin is also small and shallow, only 60 to 80 fathoms deep, and its own rainfall further swells it; the low salinity proves fresh water enters in quantity.
“So the sea around the Pole, fed by fresh water and ocean currents alike, must seek an outlet in the Greenland polar current. Why there? Because the deep channel lies between Spitzbergen and Greenland, reaching 2500 fathoms, while waters south of Spitzbergen and Franz Josef Land are shallow, and Bering Strait, Smith Sound, and the northern sounds of America are too narrow for such a discharge. A channel found by the Jeannette expedition may even continue this route. Wind and pressure support it too: the minimum belt drives easterly flow along Siberia on one side and a westerly current across the Pole toward Greenland on the other.
“If that is so, then the plain course is to enter the current where it runs north and let it bear us into the regions others have vainly fought to reach. I would build a small, very strong ship, about 170 tons, carrying coal and provisions for twelve men for five years, steaming six knots and fully rigged besides. Its sloping sides must make the ice lift it instead of crushing it. With ten or twelve picked men, we would sail through Bering Strait to the New Siberian Islands, wait for the best opening, force north until frozen in, moor fast, and let the ship become our barrack while the current carries us on.
"In this way," he says, the expedition will likely drift across the Pole and down toward the sea between Greenland and Spitzbergen; by 80° latitude, perhaps sooner in summer, the ship should work free and sail home. Even if the ship is lost, the venture need not fail: they can move provisions, equipment, tents, and boats onto a chosen ice-floe, spread stores on plank rafts so nothing sinks if the floe breaks, and continue drifting. "For the success of such an expedition two things only are required," he says, "good clothing and plenty of food," and with those they can live on the floe as safely as aboard ship.
He insists the dangers are manageable. If critics ask, "suppose, then, you get into" backwaters, or strike unknown land near the Pole, he answers that they can drift out again, they will carry five years' provisions, and if land appears they will greet it gladly, observe it closely, then leave the ship if needed and seek the nearest current with boats and stores. Two years, he thinks, may bring them to 80° latitude, so five years' food is ample. "But is not the cold... so severe that life will be impossible?" No: the Pole likely has a relatively mild marine winter climate, though scurvy remains a danger unless preserved and fresh food can be found.
He concludes that with careful equipment, a well-chosen party, and good leadership, they may confidently expect to emerge between Greenland and Spitzbergen. If the current passes beside, not over, the Pole, he calls that only an apparent "Achilles' heel": reaching the exact mathematical point matters little beside exploring the unknown polar region. Later, still studying northern waters, he finds fresh proof of a transpolar drift: thin Siberian-side ice, massive Greenland-side ice, mud in the floes that mineralogists trace to Siberian rivers, and diatoms matching those from ice near Bering Strait. "Through this open connection," he says, drift-ice crosses the Polar Sea, and an expedition can cross with it.
The plan won strong support at home, especially from Professor Mohn, whose explanation of the Jeannette relics had first inspired it, but abroad most polar travelers and Arctic authorities called it sheer madness. In November 1892, before leading English Arctic men at the Geographical Society in London, I presented it and found myself sharply opposed on the Polar Sea, ice navigation, and proper methods. Admiral Sir Leopold M’Clintock opened: “I think I may say this is the most adventurous programme ever brought under the notice of the Royal Geographical Society.” He feared crushing ice and said, “I wish the doctor full and speedy success.
Admiral Sir George Nares answered that Arctic success required hugging a coast and preserving retreat, while this voyage would deliberately thrust its only hope into pack-ice and leave her “drifted helplessly about.” For years, he said, the ship would remain sealed in restless ice, always in danger of being crushed; her shape would be useless because frozen in, and even abandoning her would be perilous: boats left ready on the ice might drift away, and “the emergency may be so sudden that we have not time to save anything...” He disputed the current, expecting westward drift, little northing, and no force carrying her far from Siberia, though agreeing exploration mattered more than reaching the Pole exactly.
Sir Allen Young warned that land, not open polar water, would be the great danger: the Jeannette relics might have come through narrow channels where a drifting ship could strike land and be held for years. Of the hull, he said, “I do not think the form of the ship is any great point,” for without swell the ice must go through her. Still, Sir E. Inglefield and Captain Wharton favored the plan. Sir George H. Richards spoke “discouragingly,” believing only a general outflow from the Pole, no north-setting current from the New Siberian Islands, little movement inside 78°, and no importance in the Jeannette relics. Sir Joseph Hooker added that any ship in pack faced the greatest peril.
He argues that if the Fram drifted to Greenland or the American polar islands, even a landing would offer no hope of rescue. The coast would be barren, ice-bound, or piled with ancient sea ice, and a weakened crew could never reach help. Even setting scurvy aside, he asks whether anyone has fully reckoned with the mental burden of months of darkness, bitter cold, idleness, cramped quarters, danger, boredom, and uncertainty. Routine tasks, he says, do little and may even worsen such strain. He does not call the goal impossible, but he does say no success could justify risking valuable lives for it.
In America, General Greely attacks the plan in The Forum, calling it “almost incredible” that it should win support. He says it rests on false ideas about polar conditions and promises only “barren results” besides suffering and death. Nansen, he says, has had no true Arctic service, and neither hydrographers nor seasoned polar travelers would endorse the scheme. He lists famous explorers and declares that no two would believe the first proposal, “to build a vessel capable of living or navigating in a heavy Arctic pack.” The second, a 2,000-mile drift through the unknown with boats and iceberg camps, he calls even more hazardous.
Greely then rejects the Jeannette drift evidence. “Probably some drift articles were found,” he says, but they could more reasonably have come from the wrecked Porteus in Smith Sound, and even if they were from the Jeannette, they would have drifted south through Kennedy Channel and Baffin’s Bay, not across the Pole by Greenland. He says the Pole itself cannot be reached because “we know almost as well as if we had seen it” that a vast glacier-covered land, source of the flat-topped icebergs and paleocrystic ice, lies there. In that land, over 300 miles broad, he believes the Pole itself must stand.
On the “indestructible ship,” Greely says such a thing is desirable, but cannot be built. He insists that despite huge spending by Scottish and Newfoundland sealing and whaling companies, no design can withstand the pressure of the heavy polar pack. Citing Melville, he says every experienced Arctic navigator agrees. Against the claim that the Siberian coast ice is only seven to ten feet thick, he answers with reports of ice “50 feet high,” though none of that appeared during the voyage. After proving, to his own satisfaction, that the Fram must be crushed and boats cannot drift safely, he brands the whole venture an “illogical scheme of self-destruction.
After the return, Greely partly changes ground in Harper’s Weekly. He now seems to accept the Jeannette relics as genuine and admits the drift assumption may have been right, while noting that “Melville, Dall, and others” had doubted it. He also concedes that the plan was carried through despite his warnings. Yet he ends by charging that Nansen “deliberately quitted his comrades” on the ice-bound ship, meaning never to return, and contrasts this with De Long and Ambler. Against that chorus stood Professor Supan, who warmly supported the plan and proposed a polar “wind-shed.” Experience, Nansen says, strikingly confirmed Supan’s view.
Chapter II

  Preparations and Equipment
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Though some called the plan foolhardy, the Norwegian Government and King backed it. A bill asked the Storthing[2] for £11,250, two-thirds of the cost, and I hoped to raise the rest privately. On June 30, 1890, the Storthing voted the sum and declared the expedition should be Norwegian. In January 1891, Thomas Fearnley, Consul Axel Heiberg, and Ellef Ringnes collected the balance within days. King Oscar gave £1,125; many Norwegians added subscriptions, foreign friends helped too, the Royal Geographical Society in London giving £300, and Baron Oscar Dickson paying for the electric installation. As equipment advanced, costs rose sharply.
The first estimate failed, chiefly because the ship, expected to cost £8,437 10s., came to nearly twice as much. With so much at stake, I would not spare needed expense. Fearnley, Heiberg, and Ringnes became the expedition’s committee and took charge of its finances. They and members of the Geographical Society raised further private and national subscriptions, gathering about £956 5s. I also petitioned the Storthing for another £4,500, and on June 9, 1890, it granted that too. At last Heiberg and Dick added £337 10s. each, and I covered the remaining deficiency. The accounts balanced income and expenditure at 444,339 kroner 36 øre.
The heart of our equipment was the ship, built with extraordinary care by Colin Archer, whose skill and thoroughness greatly served our success. Unlike most earlier expeditions, hurried out in ordinary vessels, we spent three years preparing, and the scheme had been conceived nine years before. Archer revised plan after plan until the final form, plain perhaps, was meant to rise under ice-pressure instead of being crushed. As Archer wrote, the hull must offer the ice the smallest vulnerable target and be strong enough to resist pressure from every direction. So the Fram was built small, short, broad, smooth, rounded, and immensely strong, with hoistable screw and rudder.
The ship’s weak point in polar seas was the stern, where ice could smash a rudder, so the rudder was set so low it never showed above water; any floe striking aft would meet the heavy stern first, and in fact no pressure ever harmed it. The sides were built for the same purpose: double-tiered Italian oak frames, ten or eleven inches thick, bolted, riveted, and banded with iron, set close together and packed with pitch and sawdust. Outside came three planked skins—oak, heavier oak, and greenheart ice-sheathing—while pitch-pine lining within made the hull twenty-four to twenty-eight inches of tight wood.
Inside, the whole body was braced until the hold looked like a cobweb of beams, stays, stanchions, knees, and iron fastenings, every cross-beam supported, not merely a few amidships. The engine-room alone lacked middle supports, so side stays replaced them. Iron riders ran nearly from upper deck clamp to keelson; the keelson stood in two tiers, and the keel, though massive elm, showed only three inches below the planking. The rounded hull, like half a cocoanut, was meant to rise under pressure, and the flat bottom checked dangerous heeling. Calculation and experience agreed that the ice could lift her more easily than crush her.
She measured 102 feet on the keel, 128 on deck, 36 in breadth, drew from 12½ to over 15 feet, displaced 530 to 800 tons, and still carried enough for dogs and men for more than five years, plus coal for four months at full steam. Her rig was a simple, strong three-masted fore-and-aft schooner, despite old Arctic skippers objecting, with sliding yards for square sails, a crow’s-nest 102 feet above the water, and 6,000 square feet of sail. A carefully built 220-horsepower triple-expansion engine could run on three, two, or even one cylinder. Aft, insulated cabins ringed the saloon, and moisture never froze on the walls.
To shut out the cold, each companion-way had four thick little doors with felt between the layers and unusually high thresholds. Above the galley sat a chart-room, with a smaller work-room behind it. For safety against leaks, the hold was split into three watertight compartments, served by ordinary pumps and a powerful centrifugal pump. The ship also carried electric light: the dynamo would run by engine under steam, and later by windmill or by a hand-worked "horse-mill," though that was never used. Petroleum and kerosene were stored in iron tanks, and eight boats were carried, including two big lifeboats and a troublesome petroleum launch.
As for equipment, only the chief points need be named. Food was chosen to prevent scurvy through variety and soundness; every article was chemically tested and carefully packed, even bread and dried vegetables soldered into tins against damp. A good library
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