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    At the outer edge of the known world, human resolve meets cold, distance, and uncertainty in a contest that is as inward as it is geographical.

Fridtjof Nansen’s Farthest North has long held a secure place among the classics of exploration literature because it unites record, reflection, and narrative drive with unusual force. First published in the late nineteenth century, the work presents not merely an account of travel but a sustained meditation on endurance, planning, risk, and observation. Its pages helped shape how modern readers imagine Arctic exploration: not as a sequence of isolated feats, but as an encounter between disciplined intelligence and an environment that resists ordinary human measures. The book’s stature endures because it remains both historically important and compelling to read.

Nansen was a Norwegian scientist, explorer, and public figure whose Arctic expedition aboard the Fram became one of the defining ventures of the age of polar exploration. Farthest North, issued in two volumes in English in 1897, recounts that expedition and the ideas that guided it. The central premise is clear and immediately powerful: by allowing a specially designed vessel to drift with the polar ice, Nansen hoped to use the movement of the Arctic Ocean itself as a path toward the highest latitudes then sought by explorers. The result is a narrative grounded in both ambition and method.

The book belongs to a historical moment when large parts of the Arctic remained imperfectly mapped by Europeans and North Americans, and when exploration carried scientific, national, and symbolic significance. Nansen wrote in the aftermath of years of planning, travel, and hardship, and the narrative reflects that context at every turn. It is concerned not only with movement through unknown regions but with instruments, weather, ice, currents, and the practical details that determine success or failure. In this respect, Farthest North is a document of its era’s scientific culture as much as it is a story of adventure.

What gives the work its classic distinction is the rare balance it achieves between factual authority and literary vividness. Nansen writes with the precision of an observer trained to notice gradations of landscape, climate, and movement, yet he also knows how to sustain suspense over long stretches of waiting and uncertainty. The Arctic in these volumes is never a mere backdrop. It becomes a changing presence, alternately severe, beautiful, and enigmatic, shaping the minds and bodies of those who enter it. That capacity to animate setting without sacrificing accuracy has given the book lasting power.

Its influence extends beyond its immediate historical value. Later adventure writers, travel authors, and chroniclers of extreme environments found in Nansen’s work a model for combining firsthand testimony with intellectual seriousness. Farthest North demonstrated that exploration literature could be more than a ledger of distances covered and hardships survived; it could also offer atmosphere, character, and thought. The example mattered because it widened the possibilities of the genre. Readers came to expect from polar narratives not only danger and achievement, but also insight into leadership, perception, morale, and the relationship between human plans and natural forces.

Another reason for the book’s endurance lies in its themes, which remain recognizably human despite the specialized setting. It asks what it means to prepare carefully for an undertaking whose outcome cannot be guaranteed. It explores patience as a form of courage, restraint as a companion to daring, and companionship as a practical necessity rather than a sentimental ornament. The Arctic strips experience down to essentials, and Nansen’s account reveals how judgment, routine, observation, and confidence are tested under pressure. These concerns reach far beyond the polar regions and give the narrative its continuing emotional and intellectual range.

The two-volume form also matters to the reader’s experience. Farthest North unfolds with a breadth that allows the expedition to be seen not as a single dramatic arc, but as a prolonged immersion in a world governed by ice, weather, and time. This amplitude gives room for scientific description, logistical explanation, and scenes of daily life alongside the larger strategic aims of the journey. The complete edition preserves that rhythm. It lets readers feel the scale of the undertaking and the cumulative weight of decisions, delays, and observations that define long-distance exploration more truthfully than any shortened retelling could.

Although the book is deeply rooted in the circumstances of its own expedition, it also speaks to larger nineteenth-century questions about knowledge and ambition. It reflects a period when exploration was closely tied to scientific inquiry, technological innovation, and national prestige, yet it repeatedly returns to the stubborn fact that nature does not yield simply because a plan is bold. This tension between confidence and humility gives the narrative much of its depth. Nansen’s project is visionary, but the book never allows vision to eclipse material reality. Ice, wind, darkness, and distance remain final arbiters.

For modern readers, one of the most striking features of Farthest North is the way it records attention. Nansen notices patterns, surfaces, changes in conditions, and the subtle signs by which survival depends. In an age often defined by speed and distraction, that disciplined attentiveness feels newly instructive. The book reminds us that discovery is rarely a matter of sudden revelation alone; it is also the accumulation of careful seeing and patient inference. That quality helps explain why the narrative still rewards readers who come to it not only for historical interest, but for an example of thought under extreme conditions.

The work’s lasting appeal also rests on the image it offers of leadership and collective effort. Exploration here is not romantic isolation but organized endurance, dependent on preparation, technical judgment, and cooperation. Even when the setting appears empty, the human world of the expedition remains dense with responsibility. Readers encounter a vision of enterprise in which resolve must be sustained by competence. This aspect has helped keep the book alive for audiences beyond specialists in polar history, because it speaks to broader questions about how people pursue difficult goals when certainty is impossible and conditions are unforgiving.

More than a century after its publication, Farthest North continues to matter because the challenge it dramatizes has not vanished. The book confronts readers with ambition tested by limits, knowledge pursued through risk, and human persistence measured against a world that cannot be hurried. Those themes remain contemporary, especially as the Arctic itself occupies a larger place in global awareness. Nansen’s narrative endures not only as a monument of exploration, but as a work of literature that gives lasting form to curiosity, discipline, and courage. Its appeal survives because the journey it recounts is both historical and profoundly universal.
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    Fridtjof Nansen’s Farthest North records the Norwegian polar expedition of 1893–1896 and presents, in this complete two-volume form, a detailed account of planning, travel, observation, and endurance in the Arctic. The narrative begins with the scientific and geographical problem that shaped the enterprise: how to reach the high north by allowing a specially built vessel to drift with the polar ice. Nansen explains the reasoning behind this unusual strategy, the preparation of the ship Fram, and the selection of methods, supplies, and personnel. From the outset, the book combines exploration narrative with scientific purpose, national ambition, and a sustained test of human judgment in extreme conditions.

As the expedition departs and enters northern seas, Nansen describes the passage toward the Siberian Arctic and the deliberate commitment to the drifting pack. Early chapters establish the shipboard routine and the practical demands of life in a region defined by cold, darkness, pressure ridges, and shifting leads of water. He pays close attention to equipment, hunting, navigation, and the management of morale among a small crew confined for long periods. These sections emphasize the expedition’s experimental character: success depends not on rapid movement but on patience, technical preparation, and the ability to adapt to an environment that cannot be forced into compliance.

Once Fram is frozen into the ice, the book follows the long drift across the polar basin and the gradual accumulation of meteorological, oceanographic, and geographical observations. Nansen presents the Arctic not as an empty backdrop but as a dynamic system whose winds, currents, temperatures, and ice formations must be read carefully. Daily life alternates between repetitive labor and moments of hazard, and the narrative conveys how isolation sharpens both discipline and uncertainty. Scientific inquiry remains central throughout, with the expedition gathering evidence relevant to currents, sea depth, and the structure of the northern ocean while enduring the practical strain of extended confinement.

As the drift proceeds, Nansen increasingly weighs whether passive progress alone can answer the expedition’s highest aims. The book therefore develops a tension between the original plan and the desire for more direct action. His reflections on distance, speed, season, and risk reveal an explorer balancing scientific duty to the ship and crew against the lure of attempting a farther advance by other means. This part of the narrative is less about dramatic disclosure than about decision-making under imperfect knowledge. The central question becomes how far careful planning and personal resolve can carry human beings through a region where conditions constantly undermine certainty.

A major section then turns to over-ice travel, shifting the narrative from the relative shelter of the ship to a more exposed struggle with terrain, weather, and limited resources. Movement over the pack proves slow and exhausting, shaped by rough ice, open water, and the need to haul essential equipment across unstable surfaces. Nansen’s account remains measured, focusing on practical challenges rather than sensationalism. Hunting, navigation, and the conservation of strength become matters of daily calculation. In these chapters, the Arctic appears at its most resistant, and the expedition’s larger objectives are reframed through the immediate demands of survival, direction, and perseverance.

The journey away from the vessel deepens the book’s examination of isolation and endurance. Nansen records the continuous adjustments required when plans meet the realities of season, geography, and physical limitation. Encounters with wildlife, shifting ice conditions, and unfamiliar coastal environments broaden the account beyond the initial shipboard experiment. At the same time, the narrative remains grounded in disciplined observation: landscape, climate, and travel conditions are described with the same attention given earlier to ocean drift and ship routine. The result is a work that links adventure with method, showing exploration as a sequence of informed choices made under severe pressure rather than a simple march toward a fixed goal.

The later portions of the work trace efforts to find winter shelter, maintain health, and preserve the means of onward travel in one of the world’s least forgiving settings. These sections emphasize improvisation, routine, and the psychological value of purpose. Nansen shows how daily tasks, however modest, acquire great importance when security depends on steady work and restraint. The narrative also widens geographically, connecting the expedition’s immediate experiences to the broader map of the European Arctic and to contemporary understandings of northern exploration. Without overstating events, the book keeps attention on the persistent uncertainty of movement, contact, and return.

Alongside the travel narrative, Farthest North consistently advances a scientific and intellectual argument. Nansen uses observations from the expedition to illuminate the behavior of sea ice and currents, the nature of the polar basin, and the limitations of earlier assumptions about the far north. His account therefore functions both as a personal record and as evidence within a larger geographical discussion. The complete edition preserves this dual character, allowing practical details, environmental description, and reflection to reinforce one another. The expedition is presented neither as pure conquest nor as mere ordeal, but as a carefully conceived inquiry into a difficult and only partly understood region.

Taken as a whole, the book offers a restrained yet powerful portrait of exploration in which ambition is inseparable from patience, discipline, and respect for natural forces. Its enduring significance lies in the way it unites firsthand experience with scientific observation and presents the Arctic as a place that tests ideas as much as bodies. Nansen’s narrative remains important not only for what it records about a landmark expedition, but also for the model of inquiry it embodies: bold in conception, exacting in execution, and attentive to the limits imposed by environment. In spoiler-safe terms, its broader message concerns perseverance, observation, and responsible engagement with the unknown.
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    Fridtjof Nansen’s Farthest North emerged from the late nineteenth-century world of imperial science, Arctic exploration, and expanding mass readership. The narrative is rooted in the 1890s, when European and North American states sponsored voyages that joined national prestige to geography, meteorology, and oceanography. Its immediate setting is the high Arctic Ocean north of Siberia and the Atlantic-facing ports of Norway from which preparations were made. Dominant institutions included learned societies, naval traditions, universities, and a growing popular press eager for expedition news. The book reflects a period when exploration was presented not only as adventure but also as disciplined research serving both knowledge and nation.

Nansen wrote as a Norwegian public figure during the last decades of the union between Sweden and Norway, which lasted from 1814 to 1905. Although Norway shared a monarch and foreign policy framework with Sweden, it possessed its own parliament, strong civic culture, and increasingly self-conscious national identity. In this climate, polar achievement could carry political meaning without being an official state campaign in the manner of some larger empires. Farthest North therefore belongs to a broader Scandinavian effort to demonstrate competence, endurance, and scientific seriousness. The book’s calm confidence and emphasis on planning, seamanship, and observation echoed a society that valued practical knowledge and sought international recognition.

A crucial historical background to the expedition was the fate of the American vessel Jeannette, crushed in Arctic ice in 1881 after entering the polar seas north of Siberia. Years later, debris from that expedition was found on the southwest coast of Greenland. Nansen judged that such finds supported the existence of a transpolar drift carrying ice and material across the Arctic Ocean. This idea was not accepted simply as romance; it was framed as a scientific hypothesis open to test. Farthest North repeatedly returns to this reasoning, presenting the voyage as an experiment in oceanic circulation as much as a push toward the highest latitudes then attainable.

The expedition took shape in the early 1890s as Nansen proposed a specially built ship that would survive pressure by rising with the ice rather than resisting it like conventional vessels. This concept led to the construction of Fram, completed in 1892 and designed by the Norwegian shipbuilder Colin Archer. The vessel embodied late nineteenth-century technological confidence: careful engineering, reinforced hull construction, efficient use of wood, and provisions for long endurance in extreme isolation. In the book, the ship is never merely scenery. It represents the period’s belief that modern design, informed by science and craftsmanship, could extend human action into regions previously associated mainly with disaster and uncertainty.

Funding and legitimacy for such an undertaking depended on institutions that linked science, philanthropy, and public prestige. Nansen secured support from the Norwegian parliament and from private donors, among them King Oscar II and British benefactors such as Sir George Baden-Powell. These mixed sources were typical of the era, when exploration stood at the intersection of state interest, elite patronage, and popular enthusiasm. Farthest North reflects that environment by balancing technical explanation with a style accessible to general readers. The expedition needed to satisfy scientific expectations while also sustaining broad public support, and the published narrative helped transform difficult fieldwork into a national and international cultural event.

The voyage began in 1893, when Fram sailed eastward along the Siberian coast before entering the pack ice to commence the planned drift. This route connected the expedition to the expanding maritime traffic of the northern seas, where Russian, Norwegian, and other vessels engaged in whaling, sealing, and trade. Such industries had increased knowledge of Arctic waters even as they exposed crews to severe risks. Nansen’s narrative echoes this practical world of ice navigation, provisioning, and seasonal timing. At the same time, it differs from commercial accounts by insisting on systematic observation. The book turns the routines of seamanship into evidence of a historical moment when commerce and science increasingly overlapped.

The scientific culture surrounding Farthest North was shaped by advances in geology, zoology, meteorology, magnetism, and oceanography. Nansen had trained in zoology and had already gained renown from his 1888 crossing of Greenland, which helped establish him as both athlete and investigator. By the 1890s, collecting data on currents, temperatures, sea depths, and ice movement was central to serious polar work. The expedition carried instruments for sounding, measuring, and recording environmental conditions over long periods. In the book, these observations are woven into the travel narrative rather than separated from it. That method mirrors the era’s ideal of the explorer-scientist, whose authority rested on both bodily endurance and disciplined measurement.

The expedition also belongs to the history of changing technologies of communication and publication. Although the Arctic remained physically remote, telegraph networks, illustrated newspapers, lecture circuits, and commercial publishers could rapidly transform an expedition into international news once reports reached civilization. Multi-volume travel narratives were a major literary form of the nineteenth century, combining maps, engravings, scientific appendices, and dramatic episodes. Farthest North was published soon after the expedition’s return in the mid-1890s and addressed a public already trained to follow exploration as serialized national drama. Its detailed descriptions, visual materials, and documentary tone responded to readers who expected both trustworthy information and the emotional satisfactions of perseverance under extraordinary conditions.

Nansen’s project unfolded amid the so-called Heroic Age of polar exploration, usually associated with the years from the 1890s into the early twentieth century. Before later Antarctic expeditions became dominant in public memory, the Arctic remained a principal theater for testing methods, equipment, and human limits. British searches for the Franklin expedition, Austrian, American, and Russian ventures, and Scandinavian journeys had already created a dense archive of success, hardship, and loss. Farthest North enters this competitive international field but also challenges some of its conventions. Nansen favored preparation, diet, clothing, skiing, sledging, and flexible tactics over purely naval habits, and the book implicitly critiques older assumptions that discipline alone could master polar environments.

One of the most historically significant features of Nansen’s expedition was the use of techniques associated with northern Indigenous and local Arctic knowledge, especially in clothing, travel, and camp practice. By the late nineteenth century, some explorers had begun to recognize that survival in polar climates required learning from peoples who had long adapted to those conditions. Nansen’s earlier Greenland journey had already demonstrated the value of skis and lighter equipment. In Farthest North, practical choices in dress, sledging, and the management of dogs reflect this wider shift away from heavy European convention. The book thus records a moment when exploration increasingly depended on selective borrowing, even if contemporaries did not always fully acknowledge those knowledge traditions.

The economic background of the expedition included the maritime economy of Norway, a country with strong seafaring traditions, fisheries, and shipbuilding expertise. Coastal communities were accustomed to hazardous labor, seasonal rhythms, and dependence on weather and water. Such conditions helped produce the skills and social esteem attached to competent sailors, hunters, and skiers, all of which mattered for Arctic work. Farthest North reflects these material realities in its attention to stores, fuel, rations, repair, hunting, and the management of limited resources over long intervals. Everyday life in the narrative is shaped less by abstract heroism than by careful labor, a feature that aligns the expedition with the disciplined work culture of late nineteenth-century northern Europe.

The book was also shaped by contemporary understandings of masculinity, health, and endurance. In many European societies of the period, strenuous outdoor activity was associated with moral strength, national vigor, and scientific discipline. Nansen’s public image drew on these ideals, but the narrative does not reduce the expedition to simple bravado. It records monotony, caution, and the physical constraints imposed by cold, darkness, and fatigue. In that respect, Farthest North mirrors a wider fin-de-siècle tension between heroic individualism and the growing authority of expert planning. Success in the Arctic appears not as reckless conquest but as the outcome of trained bodies, organized routines, and acceptance of environmental limits.

Environmental history is central to understanding the narrative. The late nineteenth century saw increasing scientific interest in climatic systems, ocean currents, and the relation between sea ice and global weather patterns. Nansen’s soundings and drift observations contributed to a more accurate picture of the Arctic Ocean, including evidence that parts of it were deep ocean rather than a shallow sea covering land, as some earlier theories had suggested. Farthest North therefore reflects a moment when blank spaces on maps were being revised through repeated measurement. The book’s descriptions of moving ice, pressure ridges, darkness, and seasonal return of light show how exploration increasingly became a study of dynamic natural processes rather than mere territorial discovery.

The international politics of the Arctic in Nansen’s time were comparatively less formalized than later twentieth-century sovereignty disputes, but strategic and symbolic competition still mattered. Nations sought prestige through firsts, records, and scientific distinction. Yet Nansen’s expedition did not plant a permanent colonial presence in the central Arctic Ocean; its importance lay more in method, data, and reputation than in annexation. This distinction is visible throughout Farthest North. The narrative celebrates reach and endurance, but it is structured around observation and experiment rather than claims of possession. In that sense, the book mirrors a phase of exploration when imperial ambition and scientific internationalism coexisted, sometimes uneasily, within the same enterprise.

When the expedition members returned in 1896, they reentered a public sphere eager to convert exploration into lectures, honors, and print culture. Nansen’s reception in Norway and abroad confirmed how strongly late nineteenth-century societies valued explorers as symbols of disciplined modernity. The book helped shape that reception by offering a comprehensive account that linked personal experience to scientific outcome. It also fixed Fram in public memory as an instrument of national and international achievement. In this way, Farthest North belongs to the history of celebrity as well as science. The explorer became a trusted witness, and the narrative’s authority depended on the belief that hardship in remote places produced uniquely valuable knowledge.

Nansen’s later career gives the book additional retrospective significance. After the expedition, he remained a major public figure, and in the twentieth century he became especially known for humanitarian and diplomatic work, including efforts on behalf of refugees and prisoners of war through the League of Nations. Those later achievements do not determine the meaning of Farthest North, but they illuminate the seriousness with which contemporaries had already regarded him as more than an adventurer. The book can thus be read against the larger pattern of a scientist-statesman emerging from exploration culture. It preserves an earlier phase of his life while already displaying habits of observation, restraint, and public responsibility associated with his later roles.

Taken together, Farthest North functions as both mirror and critique of its era. It mirrors the late nineteenth century’s faith in science, engineered technology, disciplined bodies, and national distinction achieved through exploration. At the same time, it quietly critiques older romantic and militarized models of heroic discovery by showing that Arctic success depended on adaptation, patience, and respect for environmental reality. The narrative’s enduring historical value lies in that balance. It records the ambitions of a world still mapping and measuring the globe, yet it also demonstrates that nature could not be mastered by prestige alone. In this way, the book preserves the ideals, limits, and self-understanding of its historical moment.
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    Fridtjof Nansen was a Norwegian scientist, explorer, diplomat, and writer whose career bridged the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Born in 1861 and active through an era of polar exploration, nation-building, and international humanitarian reform, he became one of Norway’s most widely known public figures. He first gained distinction through scientific work in zoology and oceanography, then through pioneering expeditions in Greenland and the Arctic Ocean, and later through diplomacy and refugee relief after the First World War. Across these fields, Nansen combined practical leadership with a strong public voice, and his books helped shape his reputation as both an explorer and a man of ideas.

Nansen studied at the Royal Frederick University in Christiania, now Oslo, where he trained in natural science. Early in his career he worked as a zoologist and curator, developing habits of close observation that informed both his research and his prose. His intellectual formation drew on contemporary science, especially evolutionary thought and the growing professional study of marine life, while his imagination was also engaged by the long tradition of Nordic exploration literature. This combination of scientific method and adventurous ambition became a hallmark of his public identity. Even when writing for broad audiences, he usually grounded his accounts in measured description and empirical detail.

His international fame began with the Greenland crossing of 1888, a bold expedition conducted from east to west across the ice cap. The journey was notable not only as an exploratory achievement but also as an exercise in planning, endurance, and modern travel methods in polar conditions. Nansen wrote about the expedition in Paa ski over Grønland, later known in English as The First Crossing of Greenland. The book established him as a compelling travel writer: clear, observant, and able to connect hardship, landscape, and scientific interest. Its reception reinforced the image of Nansen as an explorer whose authority rested on both action and careful record-keeping.

In the 1890s he led the Fram expedition, designed around his controversial theory of polar drift. Rather than force a direct route, he planned to allow the specially built ship Fram to freeze into the Arctic pack and drift with the ice. During the expedition he also made a dramatic attempt to reach the farthest north with Hjalmar Johansen, setting a record for northern latitude at the time before returning safely. Nansen’s account, Farthest North, became his best-known work. It blended expedition narrative, scientific reporting, and reflections on endurance, and it was widely read as a major document of the heroic age of polar exploration.

Although Nansen was not primarily a literary figure in the conventional sense, his writings occupy an important place in travel and exploration literature. His books include Eskimoliv, based on his experiences in Greenland, as well as scientific and political works from later phases of his life. His style was generally direct and restrained, shaped by field observation rather than ornament, yet often vivid in its descriptions of ice, weather, and movement across difficult terrain. Readers and critics valued the credibility of his voice, especially where personal trial met scientific purpose. The authority of his prose depended less on self-dramatization than on disciplined witness and interpretive clarity.

After Norway’s separation from Sweden in 1905, Nansen entered public service and diplomacy, representing the new state abroad and taking on wider international responsibilities. Following the First World War he became deeply involved in humanitarian work through the League of Nations, especially in efforts to repatriate prisoners of war and assist displaced people and refugees. The identification document later known as the Nansen passport became one of his most consequential contributions. This phase of his career reflected convictions already visible in his writing and public speeches: respect for human dignity, international cooperation, and the moral obligation to respond to suffering through organized practical action.

Nansen spent his later years continuing scientific, public, and humanitarian work until his death in 1930. By then he had become a symbol of Norwegian achievement in exploration and public life, but his legacy extends well beyond national fame. In polar history he remains central for the Greenland crossing, the Fram expedition, and the methods and ideas that influenced later explorers. In international history he is remembered for refugee relief and for frameworks that helped stateless people move and survive in a turbulent century. His books continue to be read as records of exploration shaped by science, discipline, and an unusually broad sense of public responsibility.
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“A time will come in later years when the Ocean will unloose the bands of things, when the immeasurable earth will lie open, when seafarers will discover new countries, and Thule[2] will no longer be the extreme point among the lands.”—Seneca[1].



Unseen and untrodden under their spotless mantle of ice the rigid polar regions slept the profound sleep of death from the earliest dawn of time. Wrapped in his white shroud, the mighty giant stretched his clammy ice-limbs abroad, and dreamed his age-long dreams.

Ages passed—deep was the silence.

Then, in the dawn of history, far away in the south, the awakening spirit of man reared its head on high and gazed over the earth. To the south it encountered warmth, to the north, cold; and behind the boundaries of the unknown it placed in imagination the twin kingdoms of consuming heat and of deadly cold.

But the limits of the unknown had to recede step by step before the ever-increasing yearning after light and knowledge of the human mind, till they made a stand in the north at the threshold of Nature’s great Ice Temple of the polar regions with their endless silence.

Up to this point no insuperable obstacles had opposed the progress of the advancing hosts, which confidently proceeded on their way. But here the ramparts of ice and the long darkness of winter brought them to bay. Host after host marched on towards the north, only to suffer defeat. Fresh ranks stood ever ready to advance over the bodies of their predecessors. Shrouded in fog lay the mythic land of Nivlheim[3], where the “Rimturser[4]”1 carried on their wild gambols.

Why did we continually return to the attack? There in the darkness and cold stood Helheim, where the death-goddess held her sway; there lay Nåstrand, the shore of corpses. Thither, where no living being could draw breath, thither troop after troop made its way. To what end? Was it to bring home the dead, as did Hermod[5] when he rode after Baldur? No! It was simply to satisfy man’s thirst for knowledge[1q]. Nowhere, in truth, has knowledge been purchased at greater cost of privation and suffering. But the spirit of mankind will never rest till every spot of these regions has been trodden by the foot of man, till every enigma has been solved.

Minute by minute, degree by degree, we have stolen forward, with painful effort. Slowly the day has approached; even now we are but in its early dawn; darkness still broods over vast tracts around the Pole.

Our ancestors, the old Vikings, were the first Arctic voyagers. It has been said that their expeditions to the frozen sea were of no moment, as they have left no enduring marks behind them. This, however, is scarcely correct. Just as surely as the whalers of our age, in their persistent struggles with ice and sea, form our outposts of investigation up in the north, so were the old Northmen, with Eric the Red, Leif, and others at their head, the pioneers of the polar expeditions of future generations.

It should be borne in mind that as they were the first ocean navigators, so also were they the first to combat with the ice. Long before other seafaring nations had ever ventured to do more than hug the coast lines, our ancestors had traversed the open seas in all directions, had discovered Iceland and Greenland, and had colonized them. At a later period they discovered America, and did not shrink from making a straight course over the Atlantic Ocean, from Greenland to Norway. Many and many a bout must they have had with the ice along the coasts of Greenland in their open barks, and many a life must have been lost.

And that which impelled them to undertake these expeditions was not the mere love of adventure, though that is, indeed, one of the essential traits of our national character. It was rather the necessity of discovering new countries for the many restless beings that could find no room in Norway. Furthermore, they were stimulated by a real interest for knowledge. Othar, who about 890 resided in England at Alfred’s Court, set out on an errand of geographical investigation; or, as he says himself, “he felt an inspiration and a desire to learn, to know, and to demonstrate how far the land stretched towards the north, and if there were any regions inhabited by man northward beyond the desert waste.” He lived in the northernmost part of Helgeland, probably at Bjarköi, and sailed round the North Cape and eastward, even to the White Sea.

Adam of Bremen relates of Harald Hårdråde, “the experienced king of the Northmen,” that he undertook a voyage out into the sea towards the north and “explored the expanse of the northern ocean with his ships, but darkness spread over the verge where the world falls away, and he put about barely in time to escape being swallowed in the vast abyss.” This was Ginnungagap, the abyss at the world’s end. How far he went no one knows, but at all events he deserves recognition as one of the first of the polar navigators that were animated by pure love of knowledge. Naturally, these Northmen were not free from the superstitious ideas about the polar regions prevalent in their times. There, indeed, they placed their Ginnungagap, their Nivlheim, Helheim, and later on Trollebotn; but even these mythical and poetical ideas contained so large a kernel of observation that our fathers may be said to have possessed a remarkably clear conception of the true nature of things. How soberly and correctly they observed may best be seen a couple of hundred years later in Kongespeilet[6] (“The Mirror of Kings”), the most scientific treatise of our ancient literature, where it is said that “as soon as one has traversed the greater part of the wild sea, one comes upon such a huge quantity of ice that nowhere in the whole world has the like been known. Some of the ice is so flat that it looks as if it were frozen on the sea itself; it is from 8 to 10 feet thick, and extends so far out into the sea that it would take a journey of four or more days to reach the land over it. But this ice lies more to the northeast or north, beyond the limits of the land, than to the south and southwest or west....

“This ice is of a wonderful nature. It lies at times quite still, as one would expect, with openings or large fjords in it; but sometimes its movement is so strong and rapid as to equal that of a ship running before the wind, and it drifts against the wind as often as with it.”

This is a conception all the more remarkable when viewed in the light of the crude ideas entertained by the rest of the world at that period with regard to foreign climes.

The strength of our people now dwindled away, and centuries elapsed before explorers once more sought the northern seas. Then it was other nations, especially the Dutch and the English, that led the van. The sober observations of the old Northmen were forgotten, and in their stead we meet with repeated instances of the attraction of mankind towards the most fantastic ideas; a tendency of thought that found ample scope in the regions of the north. When the cold proved not to be absolutely deadly, theories flew to the opposite extreme, and marvellous were the erroneous ideas that sprang up and have held their own down to the present day. Over and over again it has been the same—the most natural explanation of phenomena is the very one that men have most shunned; and, if no middle course was to be found, they have rushed to the wildest hypothesis. It is only thus that the belief in an open polar sea could have arisen and held its ground. Though everywhere ice was met with, people maintained that this open sea must lie behind the ice. Thus the belief in an ice-free northeast and northwest passage to the wealth of Cathay or of India, first propounded towards the close of the 15th century, cropped up again and again, only to be again and again refuted. Since the ice barred the southern regions, the way must lie farther north; and finally a passage over the Pole itself was sought for. Wild as these theories were, they have worked for the benefit of mankind; for by their means our knowledge of the earth has been widely extended. Hence we may see that no work done in the service of investigation is ever lost, not even when carried out under false assumptions. England has to thank these chimeras in no small degree for the fact that she has become the mightiest seafaring nation of the world.

By many paths and by many means mankind has endeavored to penetrate this kingdom of death. At first the attempt was made exclusively by sea. Ships were then ill adapted to combat the ice, and people were loath to make the venture. The clinker-built pine and fir barks of the old Northmen were no better fitted for the purpose than were the small clumsy carvels of the first English and Dutch Arctic explorers. Little by little they learnt to adapt their vessels to the conditions, and with ever-increasing daring they forced them in among the dreaded floes.

But the uncivilized polar tribes, both those that inhabit the Siberian tundras and the Eskimo of North America, had discovered, long before polar expeditions had begun, another and a safer means of traversing these regions—to wit, the sledge, usually drawn by dogs. It was in Siberia that this excellent method of locomotion was first applied to the service of polar exploration. Already in the 17th and 18th centuries the Russians undertook very extensive sledge journeys, and charted the whole of the Siberian coast from the borders of Europe to Bering Strait. And they did not merely travel along the coasts, but crossed the drift-ice itself to the New Siberian Islands, and even north of them. Nowhere, perhaps, have travellers gone through so many sufferings, or evinced so much endurance.

In America, too, the sledge was employed by Englishmen at an early date for the purpose of exploring the shores of the Arctic seas. Sometimes the toboggan or Indian sledge was used, sometimes that of the Eskimo. It was under the able leadership of M’Clintock that sledge journeys attained their highest development. While the Russians had generally travelled with a large number of dogs, and only a few men, the English employed many more men on their expeditions, and their sledges were entirely, or for the most part, drawn by the explorers themselves. Thus in the most energetic attempt ever made to reach high latitudes, Albert Markham’s memorable march towards the north from the Alert’s winter quarters, there were 33 men who had to draw the sledges, though there were plenty of dogs on board the ship. It would appear, indeed, as if dogs were not held in great estimation by the English.

The American traveller Peary has, however, adopted a totally different method of travelling on the inland ice of Greenland, employing as few men and as many dogs as possible. The great importance of dogs for sledge journeys was clear to me before I undertook my Greenland expedition, and the reason I did not use them then was simply that I was unable to procure any serviceable animals.2

A third method may yet be mentioned which has been employed in the Arctic regions—namely, boats and sledges combined. It is said of the old Northmen in the Sagas and in the Kongespeilet, that for days on end they had to drag their boats over the ice in the Greenland sea, in order to reach land. The first in modern times to make use of this means of travelling was Parry, who, in his memorable attempt to reach the Pole in 1827, abandoned his ship and made his way over the drift-ice northward with boats, which he dragged on sledges. He succeeded in attaining the highest latitude (82° 45′) that had yet been reached; but here the current carried him to the south more quickly than he could advance against it, and he was obliged to turn back.

Of later years this method of travelling has not been greatly employed in approaching the Pole. It may, however, be mentioned that Markham took boats with him also on his sledge expedition. Many expeditions have through sheer necessity accomplished long distances over the drift-ice in this way, in order to reach home after having abandoned or lost their ship. Especial mention may be made of the Austro-Hungarian Tegethoff expedition to Franz Josef Land, and the ill-fated American Jeannette[7] expedition.

It seems that but few have thought of following the example of the Eskimo—living as they do, and, instead of heavy boats, taking light kayaks drawn by dogs. At all events, no attempts have been made in this direction.

The methods of advance have been tested on four main routes: the Smith Sound route, the sea route between Greenland and Spitzbergen, Franz Josef Land route, and the Bering Strait route.

In later times, the point from which the Pole has been most frequently assailed is Smith Sound, probably because American explorers had somewhat too hastily asserted that they had there descried the open Polar Sea, extending indefinitely towards the north. Every expedition was stopped, however, by immense masses of ice, which came drifting southward, and piled themselves up against the coasts. The most important expedition by this route was the English one conducted by Nares in 1875–76, the equipment of which involved a vast expenditure. Markham, the next in command to Nares, reached the highest latitude till then attained, 83° 20′, but at the cost of enormous exertion and loss; and Nares was of opinion that the impossibility of reaching the Pole by this route was fully demonstrated for all future ages.

During the stay of the Greely expedition (from 1881 to 1884) in this same region, Lockwood attained a somewhat higher record, viz., 83° 24′, the most northerly point on the globe that human feet had trodden previous to the expedition of which the present work treats.

By way of the sea between Greenland and Spitzbergen, several attempts have been made to penetrate the secrets of the domain of ice. In 1607 Henry Hudson endeavored to reach the Pole along the east coast of Greenland, where he was in hopes of finding an open basin and a waterway to the Pacific. His progress was, however, stayed at 73° north latitude, at a point of the coast which he named “Hold with Hope.” The German expedition under Koldeway (1869–70), which visited the same waters, reached by the aid of sledges as far north as 77° north latitude. Owing to the enormous masses of ice which the polar current sweeps southward along this coast, it is certainly one of the most unfavorable routes for a polar expedition. A better route is that by Spitzbergen, which was essayed by Hudson, when his progress was blocked off Greenland. Here he reached 80° 23′ north latitude. Thanks to the warm current that runs by the west coast of Spitzbergen in a northerly direction, the sea is kept free from ice, and it is without comparison the route by which one can the most safely and easily reach high latitudes in ice-free waters. It was north of Spitzbergen that Edward Parry made his attempt in 1827, above alluded to.

Farther eastward the ice-conditions are less favorable, and therefore few polar expeditions have directed their course through these regions. The original object of the Austro-Hungarian expedition under Weyprecht and Payer (1872–74) was to seek for the Northeast Passage; but at its first meeting with the ice it was set fast off the north point of Novaya Zemlya, drifted northward, and discovered Franz Josef Land, whence Payer endeavored to push forward to the north with sledges, reaching 82° 5′ north latitude on an island, which he named Crown-Prince Rudolf’s Land. To the north of this he thought he could see an extensive tract of land, lying in about 83° north latitude, which he called Petermann’s Land. Franz Josef Land was afterwards twice visited by the English traveller Leigh Smith in 1880 and 1881–82; and it is here that the English Jackson-Harmsworth expedition is at present established.

The plan of the Danish expedition under Hovgaard was to push forward to the North Pole from Cape Chelyuskin along the east coast of an extensive tract of land which Hovgaard thought must lie to the east of Franz Josef Land. He got set fast in the ice, however, in the Kara Sea, and remained the winter there, returning home the following year.

Only a few attempts have been made through Bering Strait. The first was Cook’s, in 1776; the last the Jeannette expedition (1879–81), under De Long, a lieutenant in the American navy. Scarcely anywhere have polar travellers been so hopelessly blocked by ice in comparatively low latitudes. The last-named expedition, however, had a most important bearing upon my own. As De Long himself says in a letter to James Gordon Bennett, who supplied the funds for the expedition, he was of opinion that there were three routes to choose from—Smith Sound, the east coast of Greenland, or Bering Strait; but he put most faith in the last, and this was ultimately selected. His main reason for this choice was his belief in a Japanese current running north through Bering Strait and onward along the east coast of Wrangel Land, which was believed to extend far to the north. It was urged that the warm water of this current would open a way along that coast, possibly up to the Pole. The experience of whalers showed that whenever their vessels were set fast in the ice here they drifted northwards; hence it was concluded that the current generally set in that direction. “This will help explorers,” says De Long, “to reach high latitudes, but at the same time will make it more difficult for them to come back.” The truth of these words he himself was to learn by bitter experience.

The Jeannette stuck fast in the ice on September 6th, 1879, in 71° 35′ north latitude and 175° 6′ east longitude, southeast of Wrangel Land—which, however, proved to be a small island—and drifted with the ice in a west-northwesterly direction for two years, when it foundered, June 12th, 1881, north of the New Siberian Islands, in 77° 15′ north latitude and 154° 59′ east longitude.

Everywhere, then, has the ice stopped the progress of mankind towards the north. In two cases only have ice-bound vessels drifted in a northerly direction—in the case of the Tegethoff and the Jeannette—while most of the others have been carried away from their goal by masses of ice drifting southward.

On reading the history of Arctic explorations, it early occurred to me that it would be very difficult to wrest the secrets from these unknown regions of ice by adopting the routes and the methods hitherto employed. But where did the proper route lie?

It was in the autumn of 1884 that I happened to see an article by Professor Mohn in the Norwegian Morgenblad, in which it was stated that sundry articles which must have come from the Jeannette had been found on the southwest coast of Greenland. He conjectured that they must have drifted on a floe right across the Polar Sea. It immediately occurred to me that here lay the route ready to hand. If a floe could drift right across the unknown region, that drift might also be enlisted in the service of exploration—and my plan was laid. Some years, however, elapsed before, in February, 1890, after my return from my Greenland expedition, I at last propounded the idea in an address before the Christiania Geographical Society. As this address plays an important part in the history of the expedition, I shall reproduce its principal features, as printed in the March number of Naturen, 1891.

After giving a brief sketch of the different polar expeditions of former years, I go on to say: “The results of these numerous attempts, as I have pointed out, seem somewhat discouraging. They appear to show plainly enough that it is impossible to sail to the Pole by any route whatever; for everywhere the ice has proved an impenetrable barrier, and has stayed the progress of invaders on the threshold of the unknown regions.

“To drag boats over the uneven drift-ice, which moreover is constantly moving under the influence of the current and wind, is an equally great difficulty. The ice lays such obstacles in the way that any one who has ever attempted to traverse it will not hesitate to declare it well-nigh impossible to advance in this manner with the equipment and provisions requisite for such an undertaking.”

Had we been able to advance over land, I said, that would have been the most certain route; in that case the Pole could have been reached “in one summer by Norwegian snow-shoe runners.” But there is every reason to doubt the existence of any such land. Greenland, I considered, did not extend farther than the most northerly known point of its west coast. “It is not probable that Franz Josef Land reaches to the Pole; from all we can learn it forms a group of islands separated from each other by deep sounds, and it appears improbable that any large continuous track of land is to be found there.

“Some people are perhaps of opinion that one ought to defer the examination of regions like those around the Pole, beset, as they are, with so many difficulties, till new means of transport have been discovered. I have heard it intimated that one fine day we shall be able to reach the Pole by a balloon, and that it is only waste of time to seek to get there before that day comes. It need scarcely be shown that this line of reasoning is untenable. Even if one could really suppose that in the near or distant future this frequently mooted idea of travelling to the Pole in an air-ship would be realized, such an expedition, however interesting it might be in certain respects, would be far from yielding the scientific results of expeditions carried out in the manner here indicated. Scientific results of importance in all branches of research can be attained only by persistent observations during a lengthened sojourn in these regions, while those of a balloon expedition cannot but be of a transitory nature.

“We must, then, endeavor to ascertain if there are not other routes—and I believe there are. I believe that if we pay attention to the actually existent forces of nature, and seek to work with and not against them, we shall thus find the safest and easiest method of reaching the Pole. It is useless, as previous expeditions have done, to work against the current; we should see if there is not a current we can work with. The Jeannette expedition is the only one, in my opinion, that started on the right track, though it may have been unwittingly and unwillingly.

“The Jeannette drifted for two years in the ice, from Wrangel Land to the New Siberian Islands. Three years after she foundered to the north of these islands there was found frozen into the drift-ice, in the neighborhood of Julianehaab, on the southwest coast of Greenland, a number of articles which appeared, from sundry indubitable marks, to proceed from the sunken vessel. These articles were first discovered by the Eskimo, and were afterwards collected by Mr. Lytzen, Colonial Manager at Julianehaab, who has given a list of them in the Danish Geographical Journal for 1885. Among them the following may especially be mentioned:

“1. A list of provisions, signed by De Long, the commander of the Jeannette.

“2. A MS. list of the Jeannette’s boats.

“3. A pair of oilskin breeches marked ‘Louis Noros,’ the name of one of the Jeannette’s crew, who was saved.

“4. The peak of a cap on which, according to Lytzen’s statement, was written F. C. Lindemann. The name of one of the crew of the Jeannette, who was also saved, was F. C. Nindemann. This may either have been a clerical error on Lytzen’s part or a misprint in the Danish journal.

“In America, when it was reported that these articles had been found, people were very sceptical, and doubts of their genuineness were expressed in the American newspapers. The facts, however, can scarcely be sheer inventions; and it may therefore be safely assumed that an ice-floe bearing these articles from the Jeannette had drifted from the place where it sank to Julianehaab.

“By what route did this ice-floe reach the west coast of Greenland?

“Professor Mohn, in a lecture before the Scientific Society of Christiania, in November, 1894, showed that it could have come by no other way than across the Pole.3

“It cannot possibly have come through Smith Sound, as the current there passes along the western side of Baffin’s Bay, and it would thus have been conveyed to Baffin’s Land or Labrador, and not to the west coast of Greenland. The current flows along this coast in a northerly direction, and is a continuation of the Greenland polar current, which comes along the east coast of Greenland, takes a bend round Cape Farewell, and passes upward along the west coast.

“It is by this current only that the floe could have come.

“But the question now arises: What route did it take from the New Siberian Islands in order to reach the east coast of Greenland?

“It is conceivable that it might have drifted along the north coast of Siberia, south of Franz Josef Land, up through the sound between Franz Josef Land and Spitzbergen, or even to the south of Spitzbergen, and might after that have got into the polar current which flows along Greenland. If, however, we study the directions of the currents in these regions so far as they are at present ascertained, it will be found that this is extremely improbable, not to say impossible.”

Having shown that this is evident from the Tegethoff drift and from many other circumstances, I proceeded:

“The distance from the New Siberian Islands to the 80th degree of latitude on the east coast of Greenland is 1360 miles, and the distance from the last-named place to Julianehaab 1540 miles, making together a distance of 2900 miles. This distance was traversed by the floe in 1100 days, which gives a speed of 2.6 miles per day of 24 hours. The time during which the relics drifted after having reached the 80th degree of latitude, till they arrived at Julianehaab, can be calculated with tolerable precision, as the speed of the above-named current along the east coast of Greenland is well known. It may be assumed that it took at least 400 days to accomplish this distance; there remain, then, about 700 days as the longest time the drifting articles can have taken from the New Siberian Islands to the 80th degree of latitude. Supposing that they took the shortest route—i. e., across the Pole—this computation gives a speed of about 2 miles in 24 hours. On the other hand, supposing they went by the route south of Franz Josef Land, and south of Spitzbergen, they must have drifted at much higher speed. Two miles in the 24 hours, however, coincides most remarkably with the rate at which the Jeannette drifted during the last months of her voyage, from January 1 to June 12, 1881. In this time she drifted at an average rate of a little over 2 miles in the 24 hours. If, however, the average speed of the whole of the Jeannette’s drifting be taken, it will be found to be only 1 mile in the 24 hours.

“But are there no other evidences of a current flowing across the North Pole from Bering Sea on the one side to the Atlantic Ocean on the other?

“Yes, there are.

“Dr. Rink received from a Greenlander at Godthaab a remarkable piece of wood which had been found among the drift-timber on the coast. It is one of the ‘throwing sticks’ which the Eskimo use in hurling their bird-darts, but altogether unlike those used by the Eskimo on the west coast of Greenland. Dr. Rink conjectured that it possibly proceeded from the Eskimo on the east coast of Greenland.

“From later inquiries,4 however, it appeared that it must have come from the coast of Alaska in the neighborhood of Bering Strait, as that is the only place where ‘throwing sticks’ of a similar form are used. It was even ornamented with Chinese glass beads, exactly similar to those which the Alaskan Eskimo obtain by barter from Asiatic tribes, and use for the decoration of their ‘throwing sticks.’

“We may, therefore, with confidence assert that this piece of wood was carried from the west coast of Alaska over to Greenland by a current the whole course of which we do not know, but which may be assumed to flow very near the North Pole, or at some place between it and Franz Josef Land.

“There are, moreover, still further proofs that such a current exists. As is well known, no trees grow in Greenland that can be used for making boats, sledges, or other appliances. The driftwood that is carried down by the polar current along the east coast of Greenland and up the west coast is, therefore, essential to the existence of the Greenland Eskimo. But whence does this timber come?

“Here our inquiries again carry us to lands on the other side of the Pole. I have myself had an opportunity of examining large quantities of driftwood both on the west coast and on the east coast of Greenland. I have, moreover, found pieces drifting in the sea off the east coast, and, like earlier travellers, have arrived at the conclusion that much the greater part of it can only have come from Siberia, while a smaller portion may possibly have come from America. For amongst it are to be found fir, Siberian larch, and other kinds of wood peculiar to the north, which could scarcely have come from any other quarter. Interesting in this respect are the discoveries that have been made on the east coast of Greenland by the second German Polar Expedition. Out of twenty-five pieces of driftwood, seventeen were Siberian larch, five Norwegian fir (probably Picea obovata), two a kind of alder (Alnus incana?), and one a poplar (Populus tremula? the common aspen), all of which are trees found in Siberia.

“By way of supplement to these observations on the Greenland side, it may be mentioned that the Jeannette expedition frequently found Siberian driftwood (fir and birch) between the floes in the strong northerly current to the northward of the New Siberian Islands.

“Fortunately for the Eskimo, such large quantities of this driftwood come every year to the coasts of Greenland that in my opinion one cannot but assume that they are conveyed thither by a constantly flowing current, especially as the wood never appears to have been very long in the sea—at all events, not without having been frozen in the ice.

“That this driftwood passes south of Franz Josef Land and Spitzbergen is quite as unreasonable a theory as that the ice-floe with the relics from the Jeannette drifted by this route. In further disproof of this assumption it may be stated that Siberian driftwood is found north of Spitzbergen in the strong southerly current, against which Parry fought in vain.

“It appears, therefore, that on these grounds also we cannot but admit the existence of a current flowing across, or in close proximity to, the Pole.

“As an interesting fact in this connection, it may also be mentioned that the German botanist Grisebach has shown that the Greenland flora includes a series of Siberian vegetable forms that could scarcely have reached Greenland in any other way than by the help of such a current conveying the seeds.

“On the drift-ice in Denmark Strait (between Iceland and Greenland) I have made observations which tend to the conclusion that this ice too was of Siberian origin. For instance, I found quantities of mud on it, which seemed to be of Siberian origin, or might possibly have come from North American rivers. It is possible, however, to maintain that this mud originates in the glacier rivers that flow from under the ice in the north of Greenland, or in other unknown polar lands; so that this piece of evidence is of less importance than those already named.

“Putting all this together, we seem driven to the conclusion that a current flows at some point between the Pole and Franz Josef Land from the Siberian Arctic Sea to the east coast of Greenland.

“That such must be the case we may also infer in another way. If we regard, for instance, the polar current—that broad current which flows down from the unknown polar regions between Spitzbergen and Greenland—and consider what an enormous mass of water it carries along, it must seem self-evident that this cannot come from a circumscribed and small basin, but must needs be gathered from distant sources, the more so as the Polar Sea (so far as we know it) is remarkably shallow everywhere to the north of the European, Asiatic, and American coasts. The polar current is no doubt fed by that branch of the Gulf Stream which makes its way up the west side of Spitzbergen; but this small stream is far from being sufficient, and the main body of its water must be derived from farther northward.

“It is probable that the polar current stretches its suckers, as it were, to the coast of Siberia and Bering Strait, and draws its supplies from these distant regions. The water it carries off is replaced partly through the warm current before mentioned which makes its way through Bering Strait, and partly by that branch of the Gulf Stream which, passing by the north of Norway, bends eastward towards Novaya Zemlya, and of which a great portion unquestionably continues its course along the north coast of this island into the Siberian Arctic Sea. That a current coming from the south takes this direction—at all events, in some measure—appears probable from the well-known fact that in the northern hemisphere the rotation of the earth tends to compel a northward-flowing current, whether of water or of air, to assume an easterly course. The earth’s rotation may also cause a southward-flowing stream, like the polar current, to direct its course westward to the east coast of Greenland.

“But even if these currents flowing in the polar basin did not exist, I am still of opinion that in some other way a body of water must collect in it, sufficient to form a polar current. In the first place, there are the North European, the Siberian, and North American rivers debouching into the Arctic Sea, to supply this water. The fluvial basin of these rivers is very considerable, comprising a large portion of Northern Europe, almost the whole of Northern Asia or Siberia down to the Altai Mountains and Lake Baikal, together with the principal part of Alaska and British North America. All these added together form no unimportant portion of the earth, and the rainfall of these countries is enormous. It is not conceivable that the Arctic Sea of itself could contribute anything of importance to this rainfall; for, in the first place, it is for the most part covered with drift-ice, from which the evaporation is but trifling; and, in the next place, the comparatively low temperature in these regions prevents any considerable evaporation taking place even from open surfaces of water. The moisture that produces this rainfall must consequently in a great measure come from elsewhere, principally from the Atlantic and Pacific oceans, and the amount of water which thereby feeds the Arctic Sea must be very considerable. If we possessed sufficient knowledge of the rainfall in the different localities it might be exactly calculated.5

“The importance of this augmentation appears even greater when we consider that the polar basin is comparatively small, and, as has been already remarked, very shallow; its greatest known depth being from 60 to 80 fathoms.

“But there is still another factor that must help to increase the quantity of water in the polar basin, and that is its own rainfall. Weyprecht has already pointed out the probability that the large influx of warm, moist atmosphere from the south, attracted by the constant low atmospheric pressure in the polar regions, must engender so large a rainfall as to augment considerably the amount of water in the Polar Sea. Moreover, the fact that the polar basin receives large supplies of fresh water is proved by the small amount of salt in the water of the polar current.

“From all these considerations it appears unquestionable that the sea around the Pole is fed with considerable quantities of water, partly fresh, as we have just seen, partly salt, as we indicated further back, proceeding from the different ocean currents. It thus becomes inevitable, according to the law of equilibrium, that these masses of water should seek such an outlet as we find in the Greenland polar current.

“Let us now inquire whether further reasons can be found to show why this current flows exactly in the given direction.

“If we examine the ocean soundings, we at once find a conclusive reason why the main outlet must lie between Spitzbergen and Greenland. The sea here, so far as we know it, is at all points very deep; there is, indeed, a channel of as much as 2500 fathoms depth; while south of Spitzbergen and Franz Josef Land it is remarkably shallow—not more than 160 fathoms. As has been stated, a current passes northward through Bering Strait and Smith Sound, and the sounds between the islands north of America, though here, indeed, there is a southward current, are far too small and narrow to form adequate outlets for the mass of water of which we are speaking. There is, therefore, no other assumption left than that this mass of water must find its outlet by the route actually followed by the polar current. The channel discovered by the Jeannette expedition between Wrangel Land and the New Siberian Islands may here be mentioned as a notable fact. It extended in a northerly direction, and was at some points more than 80 fathoms deep, while at the sides the soundings ran only to 40 or 50 fathoms. It is by no means impossible that this channel may be a continuation of the channel between Spitzbergen and Greenland,6 in which case it would certainly influence, if not actually determine, the direction
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