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‘After you have exhausted what there is in business, politics, conviviality, and so on – have found that none of these finally satisfy, or permanently wear – what remains? Nature remains.’



Walt Whitman





Build an igloo






Constructing the classic Inuit shelter may seem like something only an experienced citizen of the arctic, raised to the task, could accomplish. But with the right weather and a bit of knowledge, anyone anywhere in the world can turn snow into the most amenable building material imaginable.

The sort of equipment required can be obtained easily, a sturdy blade of some kind to cut the blocks and shape them. Eskimos use a snow knife that resembles a straight machete, the key quality being its length, 15–30 centimetres, to facilitate working with large slabs. A wood saw is a good substitute and handy to have with you given its usefulness in cutting hard-packed snow. You will also need a metre of string and it may be worth packing a plastic box so that you can still fashion sizeable bricks if the snow is powdery. Finally, find a friend. Igloos can be constructed alone, but the process is much easier and far more enjoyable with two people: a designated snow mason to cut the blocks, and a builder who will shape and place them together. 
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Find a flat area where snow has lain for a day or two, hardening in the wind. Testing the surface is just a matter of walking around. Snow only becomes a good building material when it has been solidified by the action of the weather, compacted and strengthened by partial thawing during the day and refreezing overnight. If you sink up to your knees then it will probably be too friable to lift wedges from intact. In which case, you’ll need that box. By packing looser flakes down into the container, especially if its sides have been previously rubbed down with Vaseline to aid release, you can create the denser material needed. 

Look at the ground and work out the size of igloo you want. This is up to you to decide, but don’t make your circle too big; if it’s your first time, then it might be best to start with a test igloo you can build entirely from the outside, something less than a metre in diameter being a good starting point. Once you are happy with the basic technique you can then move up to making one a couple of metres across, which requires one person to remain inside during the construction. Work on the proviso that a 2-metre diameter on the ground will fit two people comfortably and three at a push. An experienced Inuit can construct an igloo in forty-five minutes, but if it is your first time, somewhere between four and five hours will be a more realistic estimate.

Trace the circle using the string. Have one person hold it or tie the string to a stick driven into the snow and pull it taut. Then walk around to make the circle, which must be close to perfect or the domed structure may collapse because of uneven pressure on the base. Just as a nice smooth arch from the ground cannot easily fall, a regular dome will be much more stable. 
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Cutting blocks is straightforward. Start with a rectangular trench that fits inside the circle you have drawn. This will also lower the floor of the igloo, giving more room inside. Extending this beyond the circular wall creates an entrance tunnel, which also acts as a cold sink, drawing chilled air down out of the sleeping area. Dig this opening so it lies leeward of the prevailing wind, ensuring a draft-free night. Using the wood saw or snow knife, slice two parallel lines through the snow, bearing in mind that the distance apart will determine the length of your slabs. For mini igloos, smaller blocks are the order of the day, but a construction a couple of metres across needs pieces between 50 and 75 centimetres in length – long enough that you make quick progress, but short enough to avoid distorting the shape of the circle. Next, cut the ends of the trench before creating the slabs themselves. Imagine you are slicing a loaf of bread. If the snow is deep enough, you should make each ‘slice’ about 12 to 13 centimetres thick, the height of each coming from the depth of the snow – preferably 30 centimetres or so. If the snow is not so deep, cut each slice further apart to give oblongs of the required height, the depth of the snow therefore becoming the thickness of the wall.  

Lifting the first slab out can be tricky. Try cutting a handhold to the side so you can get underneath and raise the whole thing in one piece. Once you’ve done the first it’s much easier to liberate subsequent wedges, but it’s a good idea to run the saw along the underside before lifting. Of course, if you’re making bricks with a box, the process is easier but you are restricted to its specific dimensions.
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Place the first pieces along your sketched-out circle, cutting the edges at an angle so they butt together and follow the shape drawn on the ground as you go along. You will also need to cut the bottom of each piece so that they lean inwards slightly. After you arrange the first complete ring, it’s time for the ingenious part. Cut an incline into the blocks that starts at ground level and runs around at least a third of the circle before it reaches the full height again. For the second layer, start adding blocks at the bottom of the ramp so the wall spirals upwards smoothly as you progress.
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Before placing each block on the second and subsequent layers, you must keep on sloping the top of the layer beneath inwards. When you put a slab on top, it will lean towards the centre. This might seem disingenuous and likely to cause collapse, but it is in fact the key to a stable igloo. Bevelling the sides of each wedge and butting it together with the next one will hold the pieces in place as the spiral begins to form. Only the most recent block should need support against falling inwards and the more rapidly you slope inwards, the more stable it will be. The completed igloo should look like the very top of an egg, and gains its strength from the same principle. It is very difficult to crush an egg with pressure end-to-end, because bottom and top are domed. Conversely, the centre of an egg can be crushed more easily because it is flatter; if you build the walls of your igloo too straight, they will be more like the sides of an egg, and too weak.
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As the spiralling rings become tighter you may need to use progressively smaller elements. Cut them to fit and, if possible, overlap joins in the layer below to add strength, like in a regular brick wall. You will also find that the increasing curvature means the bottom of a flat block won’t sit snugly on top: each must be given a slightly curved base to fit.

The action for shaping slabs should be rapid back-and-forth strokes. Do this between two adjacent wedges to slice irregularities off both, and then push them together and check the fit. If they’re not quite flush, continue to trim. The angle of every cut, whether it’s bevelling to ensure a good fit or steepening the slope of the latest ring, should lead back towards a point at the centre of the igloo: the centre of the circle you drew on the ground. 
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Practice is key, but with each round being laid and the hemisphere taking shape, the sense of achievement increases a thousandfold, driving the determination to finish even more. Eventually, the person on the inside will be nearing the point of placing the keystone. This is the final wedge in the spiral, which should be at the centre of the dome. Because of the spiral, the hole in the top will likely be in a comma shape rather than a circle, so as you complete the final layer you should carve a penultimate piece to leave a more regular polygonal hole. This can be filled with a large slab slid out from the inside, and then cut to shape as it is lowered back into place.

Just as someone painting a floor finds himself or herself backed into a corner, the igloo builder should now be blocked inside. Cut an exit hole over the cold sink trench, before filling any gaps in the exterior of the igloo with loose snow. This should harden as it is exposed to any wind or cold weather. Finally, make a couple of small holes near the top of the igloo for ventilation. You can use a spare block to seal the doorway if spending the night.

Air pockets within the snow mean it is a fantastic insulator and, once inside, the interior of a finished igloo is like its own world. Out of the wind, with a roll mat and a decent sleeping bag, it is warm enough to sleep, ranging between 7º and 16º Celsius inside when heated by body warmth alone. The walls muffle any exterior noise, creating a unique sense of peace and calm, the greenish-yellow and blue luminescence of the changing sunlight through the blocks adding a beautiful ambience. This ethereal quality of being snugly sealed inside as wind howls around is unforgettable. 
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Our first attempt to build an igloo was in the Alps. Snow had fallen consistently for a few days beforehand, and temperatures plummeted overnight. As friends grabbed their skis to take to the slopes, muttering that our plans were ‘too much like hard work’, we hiked out of town in the late morning sun, up valley sides scattered with pines. 

In the shadow of a ridge we drew our circle. We had started small to test the principle, just less than a metre, but we quickly hit a snag. While it was perfectly possible to cut into the powdery snow with a saw, nothing survived being picked up, let alone the rigours of shaping and positioning. It was like trying to make bricks from dry sand. Pausing for thought and a quick bite, the solution struck us. The tough plastic container for our packed lunch was an ideal brick-like mould and could easily withstand being rammed with snow to make the slabs for a small dome. 

Laying down the first few rounds was simple enough, but by the third row we were growing a little nervous: surely we would reach a point where the blocks would topple inwards? How could two of us hope to support the dome from the outside until the keystone was laid? To our surprise, however, rather than falling inwards, we placed a piece of the fourth layer and the wall beneath collapsed outwards, leaving a sizeable breach. The rest of the structure stayed intact, so we decided to rebuild the rupture from the ground up. Having done so, we continued around again, only for the same point to collapse under the fifth circle. By this time, the shadows were lengthening and the temperature dropping. Confused and downhearted, we decided, like British Rail, to blame the ‘wrong kind of snow’ and retraced our steps back to the chalet, clapping our gloved hands under our armpits and stamping our feet to try and keep warm.

That evening by the fire we discussed why we had failed, both agreeing the error was our fear of having the walls collapse inwards. Early layers had been too vertical. When the arch began to form above them, they were pushed out by its weight. This is a key lesson for dealing with the snow: trust is everything. You must trust the knowledge you have learned. Natives of these extreme conditions stick to their traditional methods to keep them safe. 

We awoke to find we had both experienced vivid dreams during the night. These were dreams filled with the glaring light and memories of the sharp bite of snow on exposed skin. Having spent most of the day concentrating intently on such an unusual skill as whittling blocks into shape had triggered something fundamental in our brains. We had become obsessed with this new knowledge, and were clearly reliving our mistakes as we slept: visions of igloos that fell again and again no matter how we built them up had filled our sleep, along with the distinctive sound of a knife slashing through the snow, always followed by a gentle crunching as the cut blocks came together again, every surface glaring mercilessly under the sun.

As humans we are designed to acquire new skills. Endorphins are released to give us pleasure when we succeed at understanding a new task. The ability to soak up such basic skills as building a shelter from whatever is to hand is precisely why our species survived to become what it is today. So many modern skills are divorced from this basic relationship between learning ability and surviving more effectively. Good enough is, all too frequently, just good enough. We can survive doing very little. Yet for the people living beyond the northern tree line, the relationship between work and success was brutally direct and exacting. Out on the sea ice, hunters need to know how to build igloos quickly and effectively, how to harness the element that will kill them otherwise. At these extremes there is an understanding of a duality in nature, that it is both a destructive and a constructive force. This balance between what they could take from nature and the price it would exact in return loomed large in the consciousness of the Inuit. It is captured in their old saying: ‘The great peril of our existence lies in the fact that our diet consists entirely of souls’.

Perhaps we had failed to understand the depth of this relationship with the harshest conditions. We didn’t trust in the technique because we weren’t subject to the same repercussions. We were still able to gorge on the rich melted cheese and white wine of a fondue that evening despite our inadequacy on the mountain. Our second attempt saw us both firmly determined to succeed. We travelled higher into the mountains in search of tougher snow, picking a spot off-piste, overwatched by the summit of Mont Blanc. We worked from the early morning, having risen before dawn, and the sun was still low behind mountains to the south and east as we drew out a circle and began to cut the first trench. It was much colder work than the relatively balmy –1º Celsius implied, and we set to with alacrity to keep ourselves warm. By the time the second ring had been set in place, the bleakness of the unending snowy blue was fading. Mountains opposite were bathed in golden sunlight, and the contrast between their fiery glory and the twilight blue in which we worked made it seem as though our own location had, if anything, darkened as the sun rose.

Our efforts drew the attention of early skiers, inquisitive couples watching how we tackled the snow. The distinctive green and white uniforms of a French army mountain regiment on skiing practice also slid to a standstill nearby. We had heard the army had been building quinzhees here a few days before. These are more rudimentary snow shelters constructed by piling up a mound of snow and then tunnelling into it, using 30-centimetre sticks driven into the top and sides, like a balding hedgehog, to gauge the thickness of the walls and judge when to stop digging. They paused to shake hands and marvel at the igloo’s construction as its distinctive form emerged from the endless, featureless drifts. 
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Each successive pass around the curving structure brought further changes in the light. We broke for rest and to consume some small, sharp apples that had almost frozen in the bag and turned into a refreshing, sour sorbet in our mouths. The sun hit the snow bank 50 metres from us. We were bathed in reflected light, giving the igloo itself and the surrounding remnants of our quarrying a surreal quality. Their shadows were being driven in the opposite direction to everything else we could see.

By starting the arc inwards from the very first round, we avoided the outward topple of our first attempt. The slight taper to each block meant that, as gravity pulled it inwards, it abutted its neighbour and was held in place. There is a very quick feedback loop when building an igloo. Each block falls down or stays. You are continually learning and seeing the results of your work, even when you fail. It has an addictive quality, akin to a video game. When we play games, receptors in the brain are stimulated by every incremental success and the hit of pleasure when a block fits more neatly than the last works in exactly the same way. Each layer above the ground is a new high score, and a new level to beat. It’s Tetris on a grand scale. 

In her book Reality is Broken, Jane McGonigal reveals the alarming fact that players of the online fantasy World of Warcraft have chalked up almost 6 million years of collective gaming. It is strange to think that people have collectively spent more time than human evolution sitting in front of screens performing repetitive tasks in a virtual world without any tangible benefit in reality. However, the action of building an igloo, arguably just as pointless in the modern world, gives you an insight into why this might be. Both activities push all the buttons for making us happy.

Games involve clearly defined but challenging tasks. They offer the hope of success and, following enough work, the experience of it. These qualities are present in the difficult task of igloo building. We all know the sense of pleasure that comes from having everything in its right place and, for us, seeing each fashioned block interlocking with its fellow as the walls rose higher and higher was truly joyous. It combined all the pride of a well-architected plan coming together with the immediate satisfaction of improving at our craft, as forming each layer we became quicker and more accurate. This was certainly the ‘satisfying work’ that McGonigal talks about; we knew it was challenging from our previous failure, but we had every hope of succeeding.

Connecting with others imbues gaming with a shared sense of meaning because of the sheer number of people involved. In the case of World of Warcraft it’s 12 million, larger than the populations of Greece, Cuba or Portugal. A community inhabiting the same virtual space perhaps generates feelings similar to patriotism. There isn’t a million-strong community of igloo-builders around the world today, but creating a shelter in the snow hardwires us into ancient traditions and instincts that bind humanity across the aeons. As you weatherproof the exterior of an igloo, rubbing snow into the cracks, you become aware that your hands are following movements made by many men and women who have melted away over time. 

Game makers talk about the addictive nature of ‘fiero’, an Italian word for fire-like pride, which they use specifically to describe the sudden rush of joy that comes from beating the odds. As we progressed, we could feel the same sense of anticipation building towards it.

We laboured on until, as time came to prepare the keystone, the sun crested the southern hilltop. Matching the angle of the slope almost exactly, the light gave the snow an eerie quality, hitting it almost perfectly edge-on, leaving it darker than the brightly lit trees and scintillating with every movement of our eyes. Each tiny ridge and rivulet in the landscape was a subtle or a sudden gradient from grey-blue to blinding white.

Naturalist Joseph Wood Krutch remarked, ‘The snow itself is lonely or, if you prefer, self-sufficient. There is no other time when the whole world seems composed of one thing and one thing only.’ This is a remarkable contrast to the patchwork of fields, forests, lakes, rivers and buildings that we usually see covering the land, and on a morning where snow has fallen overnight you can tell from the quality of the light creeping through the curtains, even before going to the window, that a very different world awaits you outside. By spending time in a single spot you can draw closer to the incredible alien beauty of this white landscape, superimposed on the familiar. 

It would not occur to most of us to simply sit and watch the progression of the sun over a snowy hill for six hours, but the concentration and exertion required to build an igloo kept us there. This is not to say that time passed without us realising. Indeed, every second of labouring, cutting, lifting, placing and shaping was keenly felt. The painful chill on the wrist where the hem of a glove and
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