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A photo taken by Anthony Fiala, part of the Ziegler expedition, in March 1905 at 82° N. Lat.

Anthony Fiala, photographer. 82 °N. Lat. Arctic Ocean. March 1905. https://www.loc.gov/item/2007663116/.





Dedication

TO MY THREE DAUGHTERS,

INGRID, SOLVEIG, AND NOR,

AND TO GEIR RANDBY
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Men with dogsleds on an expanse of frozen ice during the Cook expedition to the North Pole, around 1908.

Arctic Regions. 1908. Photograph. https://www.loc.gov/item/91729861/.






Epigraph
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A long-lost love of explorer Nils Strindberg: Anna Charlier, died 1949.

Nils Strindberg. 1897. Grenna Museum – Andréexpeditionen Polarcenter. Photograph. https://digitaltmuseum.se/021016180085/anna-charlier-nils-strindbergs-fastmo-aterfunnet-pa-viton-1930.


Most people are satisfied too soon, and that is the reason there is so little wisdom in the world.

FRIDTJOF NANSEN, POLAR EXPLORER
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Erling straddling a lead on his way to the North Pole.

Courtesy of Børge Ousland.


Introduction

WHEN MY FRIEND BØRGE OUSLAND and I reached the North Pole on May 4, 1990, we were the first people to reach it on skis, without dogs, depots, and motorized aids. For fifty-eight days we had skied alone; sometimes we talked, but more often we silently got up early each day and put one foot in front of the other.

For years, I was convinced that the most important thing about the North Pole was to get there on skis. To win a race, to set a record. Our preparations took over two years, and during that time I thought only of one thing: to reach the North Pole. It might sound strange, but it was like a love affair—I thought of it as soon as I woke in the morning, throughout the day, and when I went to bed at night. I read and memorized, I skied whenever there was snow. And when there was no snow, I roller-skied, dragging tractor tires behind me.

“I’LL SEE YOU back here in two days,” the pilot said matter-of-factly, as we landed by the ice edge on the north side of Ellesmere Island, Canada’s northernmost island, on March 8 the same year. The airplane thermometer read –62°F. After fifteen years of flying in the Canadian Arctic, the pilot was used to seeing expeditions sputter out and come to nothing. It was early afternoon, and the sun was already setting to the south-southwest as we dragged our pulks1 from the plane. In the low sunlight, we looked north, into the darkness, toward the pack ice. Some 478 miles ahead of us, at the North Pole, the sun had not risen for a full six months.

The sun emitted no warmth. In early March, temperatures remain more or less the same, whether the sun shines or not. Even when the sky is petrol-blue, the sun is so low and the light so weak that you barely cast a shadow. It is so cold that any particle carrying smell, bacteria, pollution, precipitation, or moisture quickly turns to ice. But to my surprise, I suddenly caught the scent of flowers. For a moment, I was baffled, before I realized that Patricia, the copilot, had sprayed on some perfume. The smell took off with the plane, leaving nothing but the cold.

The pulks carried everything we thought we’d need. Sixty days’ worth of dried meat, oats, fat, chocolate, and formula milk, as well as enough camping gas to fuel our Primus stove for seventy days. We didn’t know how many days the expedition might last, and in case we ran out of food, the plan was to have enough fuel to melt ice and survive the last stretch by drinking water alone. Each pulk weighed 265 pounds. In addition to our own sleeping bags, we had a double sleeping bag so we could sleep together to conserve the heat, camping mats, the stove, maps, a tent, 2.7 pounds of tools, and, in case of a polar bear attack, two Smith & Wesson .44 Magnum revolvers.

As we would find out, nothing had been packed in vain.

It was only when we finally reached the North Pole, fifty-eight days after smelling Patricia’s floral perfume, that I realized I had been wrong about the North Pole. My years of obsession were not with the Pole itself, but with overcoming danger, pain, cold, and hunger.

THE NORTH POLE is the navel of the world. All humanity, the oceans, landmasses, and continents turn almost imperceptibly around this single fixed point. When you look up at the night sky in the northern hemisphere, at the sea of stars, you can see that not only our planet, but all the stars move in a circle around the top of the world. With one exception: the North Star.

Due to its position, the history of the North Pole is different from the history of every other place on earth. The more I see, read, and learn about this place, the clearer it seems that the history of the North Pole is the story of our ongoing relationship with nature—our changing feelings and respect for an environment that has not been created by or for people.

The history of the North Pole has been carved and chiseled by the blind hand of nature. But it is also about people’s dreams, projections, and their desire to control and exploit the natural world.

For more than 2.7 million years, the North Pole has been covered by ice, floating atop an ocean that is as deep as 15,771 feet in some places. But the ice is showing increasing vulnerability. It is the place that is heating up most rapidly on earth.

People’s fascination, dreams of fame and fortune, and nations’ competition for prestige and strategic advantages have been—and still are—the biggest draws to the top of the world. As are greed and trickery. These forces have intensified over recent decades—as the pack ice melts.

For me, the story of the North Pole has come to encapsulate two approaches to life. One is to let wonder be the very engine of life. And the other is an approach best described by the Norwegian word eventyrlyst, a compound noun composed of two words: eventyr, which means “adventure,” “story,” or “fairy tale,” and lyst, meaning “lust” or “desire.” I have never heard a word in any other language that precisely combines imagination with thirst for new experiences.

HISTORIANS GENERALLY BASE their accounts of a time or event on what people experienced or saw. But the North Pole’s history is unusual, as the first polar explorers did not travel north in person, but journeyed there in their imagination, and pondered the vast unknown that this place was for thousands of years.

In prehistoric times, through the Stone Age, the Bronze Age, the Iron Age, and the Middle Ages, people tried to gain an understanding of the North Pole by studying the stars, listening to each other’s ideas, and freeing their imaginations. Astronomers, astrologists, geographers, and philosophers asked: What was the light like up there, the colors, the vegetation? Was there a kind of mainland in the most northern area of the world? Did people and animals live there? The answers were often surprisingly uniform. The North Pole was a shiny, magnetic mountain closest to the gods. The North Pole was a lost paradise, home to Adam and Eve. The North Pole had been, and perhaps still was, bright, warm, fertile.

In the following centuries, through the Renaissance and Enlightenment, there was a growing appetite in Europe to explore the unknown world. After understanding the rotation of the earth by studying the sky, the Prussian scholar Nicolaus Copernicus proposed a heliocentric system; he argued that the world was a planet like any other and demonstrated that the sun, not the earth, was the center of the solar system. The source of knowledge was human observation; it was no longer God-given. The Italian philosopher Giordano Bruno tried to convince his peers that there were countless solar systems, and that the universe was infinite. He was burned at the stake for heresy. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Portuguese and Spanish sailors crossed the Atlantic Ocean, the Pacific Ocean, and the Indian Ocean and came home with tales of unknown lands, people, oceans, and trading opportunities. Even as the world started to be mapped, what was hidden at the North Pole remained a mystery. And people continued to speculate.

For many men, wondering was not enough. Instead they followed their eventyrlyst. Until recently, polar explorers were exclusively men—Inuits, Europeans, and Americans—who tried to reach the North Pole on foot, on skis, by boat, balloon, and plane. They fought against ocean currents, the cold, storms, rain, wild animals, snow, and ice. Not only was the northern tip of the world one of the last confirmed places on earth to be reached in 1909, but these extreme expeditions also caused tremendous human suffering, and the ice, wind, water, and cold have claimed countless lives.

Throughout history, we have mostly been wrong about the North Pole. Until 1895, when Fridtjof Nansen and Hjalmar Johansen achieved a record Farthest North latitude of 86°13.6′ N, more was known about Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and the light side of the moon than the area around the North Pole. Men had studied the planets night after night for thousands of years, but no one had seen the North Pole.

THOSE WHO WANT to go to the North Pole do so for several reasons. I wanted to do something extreme (what exactly that might be was of secondary importance). The urge to break with daily routines at school and work and pit myself against nature, to challenge it, was overwhelming. I climbed mountains, walked, and skied greater and greater distances, sailed across the Atlantic, and eventually to Antarctica. Throughout these trips I was slowly falling in love with the dream of the North Pole. Like all polar explorers before me, I was also driven by a need for recognition, but also other reasons I still struggle to understand.

For as long as I can remember, daily life in the Kagge household of my childhood was based on “masculine values.” The most revered feat that any member of the family could achieve was to cross-country ski as far as possible; to set a personal best for the day, the week, or the season. As my mother, Aase, once said, with resignation, in our house there are three normal seasons—spring, summer, and autumn—and then there is the season. More than anything else, I yearned for recognition from my father, Stein. I did not think about it at the time but have since felt great sympathy for my mother, who lived within the rigid, testosterone-driven value system of three sons and a husband, so different to her own.

My hope was to be respected by the person I respected most, and to learn more about him, to deepen our bond by freezing, starving, struggling, and experiencing great danger. My father’s dark shadow loomed over my expedition, though I never told him this, and find it hard to admit even to myself. Our journey was an iteration of the oldest story in the world: the son who wants to know his father and be loved by him.

THIS BOOK IS a personal expedition into an area that has been discovered and rediscovered by egocentric, curious people from all over the world, myself included. I am not a historian, theologian, geologist, astronomer, or cartographer, so there is much I don’t know about the Pole. My book is therefore not a comprehensive history, but rather concerns the idiosyncratic dreams, ideas, books, and expeditions about the North Pole that have fascinated me for a lifetime.

We are all born with the same instincts as a polar explorer. As soon as we leave our mother’s womb, we want more space, more room in which to move. We stretch our arms and legs out in all directions and scream for air. We have a desire to explore the world. As soon as we learn to walk, we walk through the living room and out of the house, then start to wonder what lies between us and the horizon, and soon enough what lies beyond that. We are on our way to discovering our own North Poles.

Our need for more space and adventure will never disappear entirely, as long as we are alive. But today I fear these needs and desires are threatened by mass tourism, and a quick “been there, done that” attitude to life and living. The inherent urge—the dream—to find out for yourself what lies beyond the horizon is somehow being tamed.

I have walked, skied, climbed, and sailed in many parts of the world. I have been able to compare all the mountains, plateaus, forests, plains, and oceans I have seen with somewhere else. But I have only experienced one place that is unlike anywhere else: the North Pole. Because when I finally got there, I realized there was no there there.
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The Four North Poles
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Map of the North Pole from 1606, made by Jodocus Hondius, based on Gerhardus Mercator’s groundbreaking 1569 atlas of the world.
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A Discovery

On my birthday in 1970 I was given my first globe by my mother and father. It had a metal mount that stretched around the world, from top to bottom. National borders were marked by a thin line, and all other details were shown in different colors that seeped into one another: The oceans, seas, and rivers were blue, glaciers were white, and mountains brown. The bluer the ocean, the deeper it was; the browner the mountains, the higher they were. That little globe helped foster an understanding that nature is connected: water and ice, earth and stone—all are one.

The globe was widest in the middle, where there was a “0” on the mount. From here, the numbers rose and fell to 90. Having studied a large part of the world, my eyes fixed on the uppermost point. What was the large, bluish-white patch on the top? Which country did it belong to? How could you get there?

I was seven years old and had just discovered the North Pole.

I studied the bluish-white area. The North Pole point was hidden under a small chrome disc that secured the globe to its rotational axis, which was attached to the mount. I wondered what was under the disc, what lay hidden at the North Pole. It was thanks to the globe that I realized that the earth spun on its axis: if I turned the globe to the right, it moved east, with the North Pole in the middle. The polar point seemed to be the center of the earth. When my mother told me that at the Equator the earth rotates at a speed of 1,037 miles per hour, I tried to spin the globe as fast as I could. But it was hard to grasp whether I’d hit that speed. Then I had another idea. I stood in the middle of the room, closed my eyes, and tried to spin at 1,037 miles per hour.

IT WAS THE geographic North Pole I discovered when I was seven. The place where the needle on a compass always points south; where the wind always comes from the south because there is nothing more northern than the North Pole. A point where the earth’s centrifugal force stops. A point where there is only one sunset and one sunrise each year. The sun sets at the North Pole on September 22, the autumn equinox, and appears again on March 21, the spring equinox.

The geographic North Pole is the point that nations and explorers have vied to reach for centuries, and the point that, on my skis twenty years later, I was aiming for.

It was only years after I got my first globe that I understood that there were in fact three1 North Poles in addition to the one I would eventually reach. The four North Poles are connected, but each is very different.

The celestial North Pole is located directly above the North Pole, in a straight line, like an invisible continuation of the axis that runs from the South Pole, through earth, to the North Pole and can—with good reason—be seen as the center of the sky.2

The magnetic North Pole has been crucial to navigation over land and sea since people realized that a magnet points north. It is a point of survival.

The fourth pole is not so well known, and has never been given a good name. I have chosen to call it the imaginary North Pole. It is not a physical place, but rather is a pole that exists in people’s minds, inspired by eventyrlyst, marvel, the imagination, and on occasion, both oral and written sources.

The Celestial North Pole

Once I had discovered the geographic North Pole as a boy, I began to wonder what might lie above it. At first, I thought there was nothing, that the earth simply “stopped.” But if you stand at the North Pole in the dark of winter and look up 90 degrees to the stars, you look directly into the celestial North Pole.

This is the point in the sky where the earth’s rotational axis extends up vertically from the geographic North Pole to the North Star and on into the eternity of the universe. The North Star, or Polaris, is comprised of three stars that appear as one, and is part of the constellation Ursa Minor, also known as Little Bear. The seven brightest stars in the constellation Ursa Major, or Big Bear, make up the Plough.

If you locate the two outermost stars in the Plough, Merak and Dubhe, then draw a line straight up, five times the distance between the two, you will find the North Star. This rule of thumb always works as Ursa Major and Ursa Minor both orbit the North Pole. The North Star, the brightest of the seven stars in Ursa Minor, is directly above the North Pole.

The North Star is vital to navigation: It is a fixed point in the sky, and always in the north. All the other stars orbit this polar point. However, it is not so easy to navigate by the North Star when you are walking to the North Pole as, that far north, it appears to be directly above you the entire time. And in spring, when the polar night is replaced by the midnight sun, it is no longer visible. But farther south, when I sailed across the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans, the North Star was a constant companion. On my voyage south across the South Pacific Ocean to Antarctica, I felt almost bereft when we crossed the Equator by the Galapagos, and the North Star disappeared for good.

But Polaris has not always been true north. Its position changes slowly over time. Two thousand years ago, the North Star was some 12 degrees away from the celestial North Pole. Kochab, another star in Ursa Minor, was far closer. Astronomers have calculated that over the course of the next 14,000 years Polaris will no longer be the star closest to the celestial pole, and that Vega, a star that is moving toward the celestial North Pole, may become the new North Star.

In Homer, Ursa Major was the constellation that never sank below the horizon and was used as a celestial reference point. When Odysseus is finally about to sail home, the nymph Calypso tells him to keep the Bear, which turns round and round where it is, on his left. If Calypso had tricked him and advised him to keep the sun or the moon on his left instead, he would never have reached home.

Ursa Major is important for those of us who live in the northern hemisphere, as the seven stars are so easy to spot. In the Book of Job, God created the Bear, and in the preamble to the Book of Revelation, Jesus appeared before John in a cave on Patmos in the Aegean Sea, holding seven stars in his right hand.3

In Roman mythology, Big Bear and Little Bear were created by Jupiter, king of the gods. Jupiter was married to Juno, but had an affair with a woman called Callisto. When Juno later discovers that Callisto has a son, she assumes her philandering husband is the father. Her revenge is to turn Callisto into a bear so that Jupiter will no longer desire her. Callisto, now living as a bear, is then almost killed when she meets her son, who is on a bear hunt. To avoid catastrophe, Jupiter turns her son into a bear as well, and places them both in the heavens, thus creating Ursa Major (Callisto) and Ursa Minor (her son). This area of sky was called Helike, which means “to turn,” as both constellations always closely circle the North Pole.

It was the Greeks who gave the northernmost area of the world its name: Arctic (Arktos is Greek for “bear”). They called the opposite end of the earth Antarctic, or “Antibear,” an area without bears.

The bear motif is also central to Native American traditions. The Lakota tribe call Ursa Major Wičhákhiyuhapi, or “Great Bear.” The Mohawk, Seneca Oneida, Onondaga, and Cayuga tribes see the three stars that form a line—Alioth, Mizar, and Alkaid—as three hunters in pursuit of the great bear. Alioth has a bow and arrow to kill the bear, Mizar carries a big pot on his shoulder to cook the meat, and Alkaid is pulling a large bundle of wood to build a fire under the pot.4

Why the constellation is called the Bear in several places and on different continents is still a mystery to me. I have never accepted the most common explanation, which is that the Great Bear and the Arctic were given their names because the northerly constellation looked like a bear. Or that the area in the south was called the land without bears, because there was no constellation over the South Pole that resembled a bear. Even with the best will in the world, when I look up at the sky, I still don’t see that Ursa Major looks like a bear.

I think we are underestimating the intellectual capacity of the people who named the two constellations after bears. People lived close to nature, and I find it hard to believe that Europeans and Native Americans did not know about the brown bear in the northern hemisphere, even if they lived in areas with no bears. It is possible they may also have heard stories about polar bears drifting on ice floes from Greenland to Iceland. And merchants and explorers may have told them about wildlife in the far south and that there were no bears there. If that is the case, the names Ursa Major and Arctic could stem from a knowledge of where bears live, not from imagining a bear in the constellation. (Conversely, Antarctica was given its name because there were no bears there.)

THERE IS NO polar star over the South Pole by which to navigate, or around which the southern stars can orbit. I was the first person to walk alone and unsupported to the South Pole, between November 18, 1992, and January 7, 1993. I saw no sign of life along the way, and used neither radio nor telephone; nor did I have Børge as my companion, so I barely uttered a word. I often looked up at the sky and the celestial South Pole as I walked. But the midnight sun was shining, so I could not see the stars. In March 1990, it was different, as Børge and I were in the darkness for the first weeks as we headed toward the North Pole. We felt we were getting closer to the origins of an ever-expanding universe.

When you raise your eyes and look up at the starry sky you will always be looking back in time. The entire universe is our history, and the speed of light is 186,000 miles per second. Light takes eight minutes to travel from the sun to the earth, a minute from the moon, and a second to orbit the globe eight times at the poles. The light from the North Star is so faint that it is not always possible to see it. When looking for it, I have often thought that it is not as bright as the moon or the sun, but the fact is, the North Star is 323 light-years away, so what we see of it has taken 323 years to reach earth, which takes us back to around the start of the Enlightenment. Back then, the light from the North Star was 4,000 times stronger than the sun.5

It’s a long way from knowing something to really understanding it. I cannot claim to understand this any better now than I did when I was seven.

The Magnetic North Pole

When we skied to the North Pole in 1990, the needle on my compass did not point true north. The needle is magnetic and pointed to the magnetic North Pole, which at the time I went there was close to Ellef Ringnes Island, one of the largest uninhabited islands in the world, to the west of Greenland. The magnetic North Pole is the point in the northern hemisphere where the magnetic axis pierces the surface of the earth, as opposed to the North Pole, which is where the earth’s rotational axis does the same.

Why are the magnetic poles so important? Planet Earth is an enormous magnet, and like all magnets, it has two poles, a plus and a minus. These magnetic fields are essential to all life on earth. Without two magnetic poles, one in the north and one in the south, and the magnetic fields in between, life on earth would cease. When the magnetic fields disappeared on Mars around 3.9 billion years ago, so did the atmosphere and the water.

Magnetism is caused by molten iron in the earth’s outer core, roughly 1,800 miles below the surface. Unlike the magnets that you perhaps use to attach photographs to the fridge, the two magnetic poles often shift, due to the movement of the iron in relation to the earth’s rotation and its varying temperature. The motion of the iron creates electric currents that produce, or induce, magnetic fields. The ice is therefore not the only thing that is constantly moving in the Arctic—the magnetic North Pole is too. In the thirty years or so since I reached the North Pole, the magnetic North Pole has moved 249 miles north from Ellef Ringnes Island out into the Arctic Ocean.6 It takes around 300,000 years for the earth’s magnetic north and south poles to gradually flip locations.7

Because I am more interested than most people in the poles and magnetic fields, I have started to notice how these magnetic fields affect daily life around us. Whenever I go for a walk with a dog that is not on a leash, it often turns around itself before doing its business, as if it is looking for the right direction and checking its inbuilt GPS. I have found myself wondering why a dog, when left to its own devices, often ends up parallel to the earth’s north–south magnetic field. Why is the direction important for the dog?

In 2014, a two-year research project found that dogs choose to “excrete with the body being aligned along the north–south axis under calm magnetic field conditions.” This was based on the observation of 1,893 defecations and 5,582 urinations, involving seventy dogs of thirty-two different pedigrees.8 What researchers have to observe in the name of science!

There has also been extensive research on birds and magnetism. Migratory birds can read magnetic fields, using their eyes, ears, and beak. This is why they can differentiate north from south and, twice a year, fly a quarter of the way round the world and land in a country where summer has just begun. It is quite possible that they do not even know that winter exists. All birds have a protein in their eyes, Cry4, that makes it possible for them to “see” or measure the magnetic fields, day and night. They also have a tiny piece of iron in their inner ear that allows them to feel the magnetic fields, and nerves in their beaks that can estimate the angle to the magnetic fields and thus determine their own position.9

Sea turtles and whales use the earth’s magnetic fields to navigate with astonishing precision below the surface of the ocean. Bees, whose brains are the size of a sesame seed, find their way back to places where they have previously found food, and home again, thanks to magnetic fields. Livestock, deer, and reindeer like to align with the north–south axis while they graze. Natural fluctuations in the earth’s magnetic fields upset all living things, but the sun, stars, and landmarks such as islands and mountains help animals, birds, and humans to correct this, enabling us to find our way.

When I look at a compass needle, which always points north, I sometimes wonder if our relationship with the north is also affected by the pull of the magnetic fields to the North Pole. We have cells that contain iron-based elements, which may influence our blood pressure, pulse, and mood. Scientists at California Institute of Technology believe that our cells can rotate in much the same way that the needle does in a compass, thus sending signals about the cardinal points to our brain.10 They have discovered that that is certainly true of fruit fly cells, and they maintain that butterflies, rats, whales, and humans are likely to have cells with similar characteristics.

“We are part of Earth’s magnetic biosphere,” says Joseph Kirschvink, the professor whose research team at California Institute of Technology is working to prove that the “magnetic sense” our ancestors supposedly had several million years ago has not been lost. Kirschvink is not sure what the conclusions will be, but he hopes to prove that the earth’s magnetic fields do affect our consciousness and behavior.11

I think Kirschvink, or his successors, will succeed. It is hard to imagine that we humans are basically the only creatures that are not influenced by the energy from the north.

The Geographic North Pole

On our way to the North Pole, I never once asked myself why I wanted to walk into a frozen, white-gray-blue nothingness for weeks on end. I was too cold, hungry, and exhausted to ask myself anything. Daily life at home involves endless choices, a constant series of crossroads, whereas life on the way to the North Pole involved only one thing: putting one foot in front of the other.

In purely mechanical terms, it is easy to get to the North Pole: You simply have to walk far enough in one direction. It lies more or less in the middle of the Arctic Ocean, which spans the northern part of the Arctic region and is surrounded by three continents—Europe, Asia, and North America. It is the smallest of the world’s five oceans.

The ice of the North Pole is not fixed to landmass. When you lie down to sleep on the ice at the North Pole, you drift off and wake up in a different place. Once we finally reached the North Pole, we camped there for five days and nights, and in the course of that time, drifted roughly thirty miles south toward Ellesmere Island. The opposite is true in Antarctica, a continent surrounded by three oceans—the Pacific, Atlantic, and Indian Oceans. The ice that covers that continent rests on solid ground and is more or less static. When I lay down to sleep at the South Pole, I had moved a mere .13 millimeters north when I woke up eight hours later.

Depending on whether it is spring, summer, autumn, or winter, with significant differences from year to year, the Arctic Ocean is covered by 1.3 million to 6.2 million square miles of ice. The pack ice is made up of ice floes that drift across the Arctic Ocean. Water has a rare property: Its weight in relation to volume diminishes in solid form, so when water freezes, it floats, rather than sinking.

The ice floes move at varying speeds on local currents and the two main ocean currents in the Arctic: the Beaufort Gyre and Transpolar Drift. The pack ice can be anywhere from a couple of centimeters to several feet thick and can drift as much as six to twelve miles within a twenty-four-hour period, depending on the wind and weather. The current between the North Pole and Canada is generally south-flowing; I still remember the feeling of desperation on a number of days when we drifted south at almost the same speed that we progressed north. As we got into our sleeping bags at night, Børge and I commented that it was a bit like going the wrong way up an enormous escalator, made from ice.

Because the ice is constantly moving, the ice floes press against each other and break up. They are forced up into the air and down into the ocean, creating enormous blocks of ice that fuse together, making them difficult to pass on foot or on skis. These ice ridges are called hummocks.

The American polar explorer Robert Peary (1856–1920) claimed that he had come across hummocks so tall that they reminded him of Capitol Hill in his hometown, Washington. That seems to be an exaggeration; the tallest hummocks that we experienced were around thirty-three feet high, but their height was often not the greatest problem. The ridges sometimes stretched a long way in an east–west direction, and if we were unable to climb over them with the pulks, we were forced to go west or east to where the hummock was passable, which might mean going as far as .6 miles in the wrong direction.

WHEN YOU USE your eyes and a compass to navigate, you have to take the magnetic fields into account, and at the same time ignore them. I knew all this, but still had to take a deep breath the first time I saw the needle pointing west to the magnetic North Pole, on March 8, 1990, 90 degrees off the direction we had to go.

To know what is true north, the direction to the geographic North Pole, and also true south, east, and west, is easy if you understand the compass’s deviation. That is to say, the extent to which the compass needle, which points to the magnetic North Pole, deviates from true north. When we skied north, this deviation varied from day to day; the North Pole felt like a moving target.

In the northern hemisphere, the sun is always at its highest above the horizon at midday. And when the sun is at its zenith it is due south to where you are.12 When the sun is south, the longitude will be 180°. I adjusted the compass every day when we walked toward the North Pole. At six in the morning, the sun is always 90° E, and at six in the evening, it is always 270° W. With every hour that passes, the sun appears to move 15 degrees of longitude west. So every day at 9 a.m. local time, the sun is in the southeast and at 3 p.m. it is in the southwest.

The same principle about longitude and time works in the rest of the world. Sweden is about 15° E, and the time is one hour ahead of Greenwich Mean Time, and New York is almost 75° W and five hours behind GMT.

On the way to the North Pole, if there is no rush, you can find the cardinal points and work out the time without looking at a clock. All you need is to make a primitive sundial: stand your ski pole straight up on the ice or the ground—the shadow from the ski pole will always be shortest when the sun is in the south, because the sun then is at its highest. Before and after midday, local time, when the sun is lower on the horizon, the shadow will be longer, and at its longest around sunrise in the east and sunset in the west.

THE NORTH POLE is both the point from which time all over the world is set, and the point where the twenty-four hours of the day, in relation to the orbits of the earth and sun, are pointless. At both poles, you can decide yourself what time it is. Ever since clocks were synchronized toward the end of the nineteenth century, the world has recognized the significance of the poles as the points that define local time around the world, and yet they are the only places in the world that are not ruled by the clock. The Pole is, in effect, timeless.

When I was twelve, I read the book Papillon by Henri Charrière and learned about the arcing path of the sun. The book tells the story of Charrière, a.k.a. Papillon, who was sentenced to life on Devil’s Island off French Guiana for a murder he did not commit. Papillon did not have a watch, so during one of his attempts to escape he used a stick to work out the time. French Guiana lies 4° N, and on the Equator the sun is directly overhead at midday. Papillon stood his stick on the ground and waited. When, finally, it cast no shadow, he knew what time it was. I followed him night and day, through all of his eight attempts at freedom, until he eventually managed to flee Devil’s Island fourteen years later, on a small raft made from coconuts. I was so fascinated by his tenacity that when I finished the book, I turned to the front so I could begin again.13

But it is different at the North Pole. You are no longer in a time zone, your position does not have a longitude and the sun stays at the same height over the horizon for twenty-four hours a day. It moves neither up nor down, but continues west and then east, at 15 degrees per hour, a full circle of 360 degrees. If you stick a ski pole in the snow, the shadow is the same length all day long.

Every time Børge and I left our tent, we followed the path of the sun. The GPS showed that we had reached the Pole, but in the winter of 1990 GPS was still relatively new and presumably no other expeditions had used the technology to reach the North Pole. So, to be completely certain that we were at the polar point, I got out my sextant every few hours to measure the height of the sun above the horizon. I lay on my stomach on the ice and propped myself up on my elbows. As the pack ice is so uneven, it is difficult to see the horizon, but we had an artificial horizon with us: a 4 × 4 inch white container made of hardened plastic. Robert Peary writes that he filled a container with mercury, then lay on his stomach on a fur to measure the height of the sun in relation to the flat surface in the container. Mercury has no other use, so I used the purified petrol we were already carrying to minimize the weight.14 We could pour it back into the bottle once we had used it. And if we ran short of fuel, we could use it on the Primus stove.

I asked a friend who went to the North Pole two years later, in 1992, how he experienced being able to finally follow the sun’s straight path along the horizon. He looked at me, baffled. He had been so obsessed with his GPS—which he trusted 100 percent—that he had not looked up at the sun.

I FIRST BECAME aware of the expression “polar explorer” a year or two after I had been given that globe by my parents. It was summer, and I was in a cemetery where even the old graves were well tended. The grass was full and green, and there were flowers blooming in front of the headstones. I was with my great-aunt Tove, who had the inspired idea to read the headstone inscriptions out loud to me. “SAILOR” . . . “CAPTAIN” . . . “JUDGE” . . . and then black letters on a modest gray rock: “POLAR EXPLORER.” I didn’t know what it meant. Tove explained that it was someone who went to the North or South Pole—and from that headstone the distant dream was sown of becoming a polar explorer. There was something about the respect that the two words engendered. Polar explorer. The thought that the man who lay buried there had traveled so far that he had earned this respect, and his feat—his fate—could be summed up and eternalized in two words.15

I HAVE ALWAYS been something of a dreamer. In my imagination, I sailed throughout my childhood with the Norwegian explorer Thor Heyerdahl (1914–2002), on his voyages on Kon-Tiki over the Pacific Ocean, on Tigris over the Indian Ocean, and Ra over the Atlantic. I skied with Fridtjof Nansen (1861–1930) and swung on the vine-like lianas with Tarzan, was marooned with Robinson Crusoe and escaped Devil’s Island with Papillon. When I was due to start school, my parents were advised to keep me back a year, so I started primary school when I was seven and a half. I think they thought I was immature, and they were probably right. I was also dyslexic, which meant that I did not learn to read until I was ten. Fortunately, my parents read to me. My father read Tarzan, and my mother fed me literature, particularly Homer. Odysseus became my hero when he overcame the urge to abandon himself to the sirens’ bewitching song and sailed past their island of Anthemoessa. Nothing seemed impossible. Dreams were more exciting than daily life and I found it hard to separate reality from imagination. Admittedly, this had both advantages and disadvantages. I thought I was different but, as I got older, I realized that most people are the heroes of their own dream life.16

Tove, the great-aunt who introduced me to the notion of polar explorers, had known the famous Thor Heyerdahl. She told me that he had nearly drowned as a boy and was thus afraid of water. This nugget of information has given me much pleasure ever since. I slowly came to understand that explorers travel despite the fear, not because they feel no fear. Soon after I had learned to read, Tove lent me a book about the Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan (1480–1521) and the great turning points in history—those fateful decisions that have far-reaching consequences beyond their time. It was called Stillehavets beseirer and has never been translated into English. But had it been, the title would have been Conquerors of the Pacific.

I still remember the story of Magellan’s discovery of the sea route from the Atlantic Ocean to the ocean he named the Pacific.17 Magellan’s chronicler, Antonio Pigafetta (c. 1491–1531), explained in his diary that it was given this name “in the hope that it would remain peaceful.” The strait that Magellan sailed through was named after him and lies between mainland South America and Tierra del Fuego. I have sailed it myself, and it is narrow in places, with difficult shallows, tides, islands, and unpredictable winds. The key difference between my voyage and Magellan’s is that we had a chart that allowed us to navigate safely between the islands and shallows, and we knew that there was open ocean at the other end. In Magellan’s day, there were people living on the east side of the strait, who presumably gave the crew valuable information about what to expect. It still took Magellan a month to navigate the strait, and us a mere forty-eight hours.

Magellan believed that the ship would reach land within a matter of weeks when they set out across the Pacific Ocean, but they sailed west for three months and twenty days. Like Christopher Columbus (1451–1506), Magellan thought the world was smaller than it is. They were eventually forced to eat the rats on board the ship: “Rats were sold for one and a half ducats apiece, if anyone managed to catch one.” I imagined the men in rags, starving, running and crawling on their bellies in pursuit of the rats, skinning them, frying them, and eating the meat, which I could only assume was stringy. A minor mystery that science had still not unraveled at the time was why rats did not get scurvy. We now know that rats, unlike humans, produce vitamin C themselves. Without knowing it, eating the critters provided the crew with the necessary vitamins and thus reduced the dangers of the deadly disease.18 Many years after I had sailed through the strait, I was offered rat meat in a café in Togo. I thought about Magellan, and accepted.

Magellan was beaten to death on the island of Mactan, in what is now called the Philippines. The natives, who the Europeans claimed to have discovered, interpreted Magellan’s arrival as an act of war. However, one of his five ships, Victoria, made it all the way across the Indian Ocean, rounded the Cape of Good Hope, and sailed back to Spain, thus completing the first circumnavigation of the world. The ships that originally set off had about 270 men aboard; the one that returned had eighteen. Pigafetta was one of them. If he had died en route, we would never have had his account of the journey.

A surprise awaited the crew on their return. According to the logbook, they had been away a day longer than the number of days since they’d recorded that they left Spain. No one on board knew that a natural consequence of sailing west around the world, following the sun, was that it would take them a day further into the future.

When I was reading this book, it was of no importance to me who had undertaken the voyage and from where—what mattered was the incredible drama of the adventure. The story itself inspired me. I wanted to sail across oceans as well, a dream that was fulfilled nine years later, in the autumn of 1983, when I crossed the Atlantic Ocean to the Caribbean with three friends.19 It was no straightforward trip: On our way back to Norway, in the winter of 1984, our thirty-five-foot sailing boat almost sank during a storm in the North Atlantic. We had four “knockdowns”—the top of the mast hitting the ocean—in a single day; the boat was filled with salt water; the engine didn’t work; nor did the toilet. The entire trip was one long, brutal lesson in the importance of being better prepared. I was soaking wet for the twelve days following the knockdowns, got frostbite, and before we reached Norway, decided never again to expose myself to so much cold weather.

THE OLDEST ACCOUNTS of people traveling out into the world, and many of the books I have read about polar expeditions, are often similar to Magellan’s story. Heroes—or heroes in waiting—travel to mysterious places and either die there or come home to tell the tale. There is every reason to claim, as the American author Paul Zweig does in his book The Adventurer: The Fate of Adventure in the Western World (1974), “that the narrative art itself arose from the need to tell an adventure; that man risking his life in perilous encounters constitutes the original definition of what is worth talking about.”20

Zweig refers to the Epic of Gilgamesh, perhaps the oldest written story in the world. Gilgamesh lived in Babylon and took the initiative to build a city wall that once was considered one of the world’s seven wonders, but then felt hemmed in and sick.21 He had a restless heart and chose to travel the world, to risk his life in battle with monsters and dragons. He wanted to be admired and famous, and to discover the secret to immortality. Gilgamesh finds the plant that guarantees him eternal life, but a snake eats it while he is asleep, which turns out to be a blessing. One fundamental disadvantage of immortality would surely be that daily life becomes meaningless when death is removed from the equation. Equally, it would be meaningless to try to reach the North Pole if there were no danger to one’s life involved. This does not mean that explorers have a death wish, but rather that when there is real danger one feels truly and completely alive.

TOWARD THE END of the 1980s, there were three Norwegian lads who dreamed of reaching the top of the world: Geir Randby, Børge Ousland, and myself. We all had dreams of skiing to the North Pole, but Geir decided on 1990 as the year in which our expedition would start. There is something magical about numbers and dates and expeditions, as it is only when an actual date is set that the plan becomes not just a pipe dream, but a dream with the hope of becoming reality. Once Geir had decided on March 1990 and our preparations had begun, I realized my dreams were flawed: They did not include even the remotest possibility of failure. A challenge is only meaningful when there are dangers—and the chance of failure. If it were not dangerous or difficult, many more people would go to the North Pole.

Geir, unfortunately, slipped a disc in his back ten days into the expedition, when the pulk he was pulling fell down a hummock. He had to give up and was flown out after waiting five days on the ice. Geir was integral to our preparations and was there for the coldest part of the expedition. I felt sorry for him: He didn’t have the dose of luck we all need to succeed. Once he was back in Norway, Geir felt he had nothing to live for. A year later, he felt such pain whenever he thought of the expedition that he could not move at all. It seems that it was far harder to give up the dream of reaching the North Pole than it was for us to carry on. But perhaps Geir’s is the greater feat, as he overcame the disappointment and carried on exploring the Arctic.

The Imaginary North Pole

Only after we reached the North Pole did I realize that humans in Europe, Asia, and North America had been visiting the imaginary North Pole for thousands of years. I had been obsessed with getting there. For more than two years every book I read, and almost every conversation I had, was about preparing for our expedition. Once I was back in Norway and my obsession had started to subside, I understood that there was so much more to the North Pole than just getting there.

Its history can, broadly, be divided into three parts. The first is the longest: It stretches from the dawn of time until the sixteenth century. During this period, people in the northern hemisphere speculated about what was to be discovered north of the furthest horizon, but were unable to travel there, so it existed purely in our imaginations. In the second part, the 400 years or so from 1500, the ice and cold killed many of those who tried to travel to the Pole in person. And in the third part, through the twentieth century until the present day, the North Pole was finally reached. But according to leading scientists, the ice is now in danger of disappearing in the summer, due to higher temperatures brought on by our reckless behavior.

THROUGHOUT HUMAN HISTORY, people have wondered how the world fits together. Copernicus did not base his theories on substantially better observations than his predecessors—the telescope had yet to be invented—but he and his contemporaries used these existing observations and a rational approach to develop groundbreaking theories.

The Greek astronomer and cartographer Anaximander (610–546 BC) is credited with having made one of the first maps of the world, although without the North Pole. He managed to convince his contemporaries of two revolutionary ideas: not only that the world floated freely in space and did not rest on something physical, but also that the surface of the earth curved, and thus the sky continues under our feet.22 Anaximander reached both these conclusions more than 2,000 years before Ferdinand Magellan’s ship Victoria had sailed around the world, and 2,500 years before astronauts had photographed the earth floating in space.

Of course, the results of human speculation are not necessarily accurate, and the earliest explorations of the North Pole are a good example of this. From the 1500s to the 1800s, men tried to picture the North Pole, but never fully imagined the ocean currents and cold, the darkness and the ice, that would greet them. Perhaps they were too confident. Perhaps they lacked Anaximander’s curiosity.

Rigveda: The Earliest Source

The earliest mention of the North Pole is in the Vedas, the oldest Hindu scripture. Veda means “knowledge” and “insight” in Sanskrit, and the work is comprised of four collections: the Rigveda‚ the Yajurveda, the Samaveda, and the Atharvaveda. The content evolved over several thousand years, and encompasses myths, teachings, and stories. The Vedas were passed down orally through the generations, until they were written down in the north of India. No one knows the origins of the Vedas, but the work to write them down started around 1500 BC.

The first leader of the Indian independence movement, Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–1920), was both a teacher and scholar of the Vedas. Lokmanya is an honorary title that means “accepted by the people as their leader.” The British colonial powers saw him in a different light, and called him the father of Indian unrest. They imprisoned him in the 1890s, and it was in prison that he finally had the time to study the significance of the North Pole in the Vedas.

In the oldest Veda, Rigveda, Tilak found evidence to argue that the North Pole was the home of the Vedas, as well as of humanity.23 The texts he refers to were written by people who studied the night sky and speculated about the celestial North Pole. Sources may also have included people that had been to the Arctic, but it is unlikely they ever reached the North Pole, given it was in the middle of an ocean covered by ice.

In his book The Arctic Home in the Vedas, which was published after his time in prison, Tilak writes that the climate at the North Pole was warmer prior to the last ice age, and he is right. When a new ice age took hold, the inhabitants migrated south and populated Europe and parts of Asia. On the basis that islands and continents drift, he surmised that between the last two ice ages, there was mainland at the North Pole, or slightly farther south, but still north of Europe and Asia.

Tilak was not alone in this. Some years later, in 1906, Robert Peary claimed to have seen land in the Arctic Ocean, north of Ellesmere Island, and named it Crocker Land. For some years, the area was called “The Lost Atlantis of the North” and was drawn on new maps.

As late as 1926, the Norwegian polar explorer Roald Amundsen (1872–1928) wrote in the Norwegian newspaper Arbeiderbladet that he fantasized about discovering a civilization far up in the Arctic Ocean. “I have often wondered what might have happened if one of the hundreds of whaling ships that get stuck in the ice in the Bering Straits . . . was pulled along by the drifting ice until it hit a small island.” There could be as many as fifty men and women on board, a mix of Inuits and Western people. They might have used the ship timbers to build houses and enjoyed the milder summer months. “They could have continued to live there, procreated and been happy,” forever cut off from the rest of the world by the drifting ice. Amundsen realized that the idea might seem ridiculous “but it is something I have often wondered about.”24 Amundsen still nursed the hope of finding an island or new country when he flew over the North Pole from Svalbard to Alaska in 1926.

In the Rigveda, the firmament is described as being held up from the earth by a pole, not suspended in space, and the stars move in a circle like a great wheel around the Pole. The stars neither set nor rise, but lower toward the horizon only to ascend again. And the creator of the universe lives beyond the seven stars of Ursa Major.25

Mount Meru is the center of all universes in Hindu and Buddhist cosmology. Not only the physical universes, but also the metaphysical and spiritual. No one knows for certain where Meru is located, but Tilak studied the Rigveda and found details that he believed proved that Meru was to be found at the North Pole.26

In Hindu mythology, Mount Meru is the center of everything; it is located at the top of the world’s axis and is home to the gods. The sun, stars, and moon move around Meru, from west to east, and “the day and the night are together equal to a year to the residents of the place,” like it is around the North Pole.27 There is a description of what could be the Northern Lights: “The mountain, by its lustre, so overcomes the darkness of night.”

The Iranian Vendidad, like the Rigveda, talks of a region where a single day and night last an entire year. “There the stars, the moon and the sun are only once a year seen to rise and set, and that year seems only as a day.”28 Tilak argues that as the same description is to be found in both Iranian and Indian teachings, the original source must have existed at a time when the North Pole was inhabited.

In the Arctic, there has also been a long tradition of stories that have survived intact over vast periods of time. The Dano-Greenlandic explorer Knud Rasmussen (1879–1933), who crisscrossed 18,000 miles of Greenland, Arctic Canada, and Alaska by dogsled, wrote about his encounter with a girl on Greenland who recognized a story told by a grandfather in north Alaska, just as the man knew about the traditions of the Inuits in northwest Greenland.

When we were preparing for our expedition to the North Pole in 1990, we spent a month in Iqaluit, the largest town on Baffin Island, in the northern territory of Canada. There I heard a story that confirmed everything I had learned about the importance of writing something down so it can be remembered. The American polar explorer Charles Francis Hall (c. 1821–71), visited Baffin in the 1860s. He was one of the first who wanted to learn from the Inuits. To Hall’s astonishment, the local Inuits gave him a detailed description of the arrival of the British polar explorer Martin Frobisher with his ships and crew some 300 years earlier.

It was around this time that the Canadian authorities started to “civilize” the Inuits, a campaign that peaked in the mid-twentieth century. Young Inuits were
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