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PREFACE

Venturing to the ends of the earth offers its fair share of challenges, and unfortunately, the seemingly never-ending struggle sometimes results in having to pay the ultimate price. The odds of freezing to death are, of course, very real in this apparently endless landscape of snow and ice. If you somehow manage to avoid that awful fate, other hazards await. Cold, howling winds can instantly turn exposed skin into frostbite, blizzards often reduce visibility to a few feet, and hidden crevasses may send you to an immediate end.

And some simply starve to death. The British explorer Robert Falcon Scott, on his doomed 1912 trek to be the first to reach the South Pole, lay dying in his tent with two of his colleagues. He had the presence of mind to pen these haunting last words in his diary: “For God’s sake look after our people.”

The conditions that Arctic and Antarctic explorers face are, quite frankly, beyond comprehension. The astonishingly hostile conditions obstruct the basic needs of life: food, shelter, clothing, water. And this is true even with modern high-technology gear. Tents must withstand the onslaught of wind and blowing snow; sleeping bags have to be well-insulated, waterproof, and breathable enough to avoid condensation inside; and reliable cooking stoves are necessary to melt snow and cook meals high enough in calories to keep the body warm.

Those who probe these frigid, gale-swept reaches must also possess exceptionally well-honed navigational skills, mental and physical fortitude, and even a bit of good fortune. A simple slipup can easily lead to frostbite, snow blindness, and even death. The constant concern, naturally, is hypothermia–the sudden lowering of the body’s core temperature. Along with it comes a debilitating loss in reasoning ability, and errors in judgment are not easily remedied. More alarming is the fact that most victims don’t even become aware of the danger signals until it’s too late.

Conditions worsen when you add the element of water. The most dangerous seas on earth are those surrounding Antarctica. Winds circle unobstructed around the continent, whipping up huge waves and creating deadly sea ice. Many a vessel has met its fate after being trapped and crushed under the immense pressure of these polar ice fields. Even today, nature’s forces are the enemy, and they always win in the end.

The arduous journeys described in this book are a moving mixture of success and failure, and their prose resonates precisely because they were written not by professional authors, but by those driven to set foot in a spot no human had yet laid eyes upon. Their goals were sometimes met, but often matters went horribly wrong. From reading these accounts one thing is absolutely clear: the globe’s apexes are best observed from the relative comfort of the pages related here.

Cecil Kuhne,   
Dallas, Texas  


FOREWORD
Polar Dream
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HELEN THAYER

I awoke at 12:30 a.m., and the first thing I saw when I checked the weather was the lenticular clouds, some cigar-shaped and others saucerlike, floating lazily across the pale blue sky. They and polar bears were the last things I wanted to see. I nervously checked the temperature. It had risen to 5 degrees F., and the south wind had strengthened to ten miles per hour. With sinking spirits I realized last night’s weather forecast was correct after all. My quandary then was whether to try to beat the storm to the North Pole or stay where I was, close to the coast, and wait it out. I knew that at this time of the year, storms can have long staying power. But there was always the possibility that the storm might dissipate before developing into anything serious.

I weighed the alternative. If I tried to race the storm to the pole and didn’t make it, then I would have to camp out there and wait for it to pass. I had certainly camped in worse places and I had already weathered high winds. My tent and gear were in good shape and should be able to withstand a battering. Besides, could I really expect more shelter from the storm where I was camped than out on the sea ice farther south? As soon as I asked myself the question I knew the answer was no. Therefore, there was no advantage in waiting. I decided to go for it.

I hurriedly packed and with my dog, Charlie, in his usual place at my right side, I set off at 1:00 a.m. for the pole. My plan was to head due south, straight down the coastline of King Christian Island, then continue to the south and reach the pole in one day. Navigation would be easy until I was out of sight of land again. Then I would switch to the methods I had used to get to King Christian Island on the way north. I skied down the coast into the headwind, taking a line farther out from the coast than I had on the way up, and again was struck by the flat moonscape of the island. It was almost as if the sea only reluctantly gave up the land and allowed it to rise gradually to form low hills. I passed the slash that was the Wallis River as quickly as my skis would take me, keeping my eye on the developing lenticular clouds. The wind was now steady from the southeast.

I reached the southern tip of King Christian and turned back for one last long look at the strangest, loneliest island I had ever seen. As a landmass it was an understatement, but I would always remember it. When I was planning for the journey, the island had taken on a romantic aura because it would be my northernmost point and important to my navigation. Now as I was about to leave it, it still was a romantic place, splendidly alone, silent, with no sign of life anywhere. I finally turned away to concentrate on the task of navigating across the same blank, landless space I had traveled through on the way north. After taking careful directional checks of the sun and wind, I left King Christian Island behind and headed south. The pole was only nineteen miles away.

By 4:00 a.m. an enormous wall of blue-black clouds stretching miles across was building up and moving in from the south. The uninterrupted horizon allowed me to see an entire storm front in one overwhelming view. The wind gusted strongly at times, swirling snow high into the air. The sun disappeared behind the mass of clouds, but before it did I checked its direction, and that, combined with various directional checks all day, told me the wind was still southeast and I was steering a straight course due south. The wind continued to increase, but not enough to stop travel. The great ugly mass of black clouds in the distance appeared to be moving closer, but sideways to my path. It looked as if I would catch only the extreme edge of the storm as it went by.

Skiing at two miles an hour, I was closing in on the pole. But sometime after four o’clock, I saw to my horror that the boiling mass of thick clouds from the far distance was racing low across the ice behind a great wall of wind-driven snow straight at us. I stopped and, grabbing the bag of ice screws, I quickly anchored everything securely to the ice, starting with Charlie on his chain, then his sled, then my larger, higher sled anchored at both ends. It would be our only protection from the full blast of the wind. I shoved my arms into my down parka and stuffed my overmitts into the pockets. Then, with everything as ready and secure as it could be, I hurriedly took the tent out. There was no time to put it up, but I knew I could wrap it around me as I sheltered with Charlie behind my sled.

Pulling the sled bag zipper closed, I was about to tighten a tie-down rope when I heard a sound like an approaching jet as the wind bore down on us with maniacal force. I raced toward the sheltered side of the sled, clutching the tent to my chest, but had only taken a stride or two when the wind plowed into my body, throwing me off my feet and down onto the ice with such a bone-jarring thud that my goggles were knocked off. As I slithered to a stop, still clutching the tent to my chest, my bare face and eyes were blasted and stung by particles of flying ice. Hardly able to see or breathe in the violence of the storm that seemed to suck the air out of my lungs, I looked across to Charlie, dreading that I might see him airborne. But I had anchored him well and he was crouched down, protected by my sled. I scrambled to my sled, half crawling in the hellish wind that was blowing gear away into the unknown. The loose tie-down rope had allowed the zipper to be blasted open and the wind was tearing at the contents of the sled bag, almost ripping it off the sled. Grabbing the zipper I yanked it shut, pulled the tie-down rope tight, then dove over the top of the sled to join Charlie on the other side.

Suddenly, there was a pause. The first gust had passed by, but away in the distance I could hear more jetlike gusts coming. Then I noticed the blood trickling down my face. Blinking my eyes to clear away the blood, I felt my forehead and around my eyes. When my goggles were knocked off, the exposed upper half of my face had been cut by ice. I couldn’t keep my right eye open. I was terrified that it was seriously hurt. I stood up to look for the first-aid kit, but immediately saw another blast of wind-driven snow and ice bearing down on us. I ducked just as it hit the sled and, in a sitting position, I pulled Charlie close to me and spread the tent tightly over and around us. A boiling mass of clouds hung over us as if trying to crush us into the ice. The sled took the full force of the blast, but the wind in its fury was not to be denied its victims as it reached over and around the sled, swirling snow and ice, pulling, tugging, and slamming at our bodies, trying to rip the tent away.

With my head on bent knees and blood trickling from my face and eye, I lay close to Charlie, hanging on to the tent. I could feel the wind slamming into the sled, jarring it into my back. The jetlike noise was deafening. I worried about the gear the wind might have carried away when the sled zipper had been torn open and I worried about my eye. I couldn’t see out of it. It seemed impossible to survive the hole in hell I found myself in. A few tears mixed with blood trickled down my face.

Then I suddenly realized what I was doing. I was allowing the storm to take over my life, allowing it to dictate the terms of my existence. “Damn it,” I said aloud to Charlie, who couldn’t possibly have heard over the din, “the Arctic has rammed everything down my throat from polar bears, to storms, to weird ice, and now this. I’ll sit this storm out and bear it.”

Charlie showed no sign of being impressed, but for me the whole situation changed from fateful submission to a fighting attack. I needed a plan of action. Without one my mind would only drift without positive direction. Just before I was forced to stop, I had checked my mileage at eleven miles for the last southerly leg. That meant I now sat only two miles from the pole. All I had to do after the storm was ski those two miles, then head for land and the prearranged aircraft pickup spot. I was almost there. Not even this fiendish storm was going to stop me now.

But first I had to stay warm. I couldn’t stand up in the wind, and inactivity was allowing the cold to sink its sharp teeth into my body. I zipped up my jacket as far as it would go. I put my overmitts on and slid the end of the tent fabric under me so that I wasn’t sitting on bare ice. From an inside pocket I took the last two peanut butter cups of my day’s supply, ate one, and gave Charlie the other. Then, smoothing one of the wrappers, I placed it over my right eye and tied a drawstring cord taken from the inside of my jacket around my head and over the wrapper to hold it in place, allowing my eye to remain closed more comfortably. Then, pulling the tent fabric closer around Charlie and me, I prepared to sit out the storm.

Charlie was curled up at my side. I couldn’t believe he was sleeping in all that screaming chaos. The cold grew worse and I had to do something to keep hypothermia away. I worked to stay warm with isometric exercises, tensing one set of muscles for twenty seconds, then shifting to the next group. I moved fingers, toes, ankles, shoulders, arms, and legs as much as possible in the confines of my tiny sheltered space. My face and eye stopped bleeding. The blood had frozen on my face. But now that I had a plan for survival, I felt in control in spite of my precarious position. Optimism flooded my mind, leaving no space for negative thoughts.

Time crawled by. After an hour I was still pinned down behind the sled by the howling gale. The cold marched onward throughout my body. My hands and feet were cold but not frozen, while the rest of my body was shivering trying to stay warm. I pressed close to Charlie, who remained curled with his nose hidden in his tail. I was hungry, which didn’t help the warmth problem. I did not dare try to stand up, much less look for food in my sled. Food would have to wait. Occasionally I peeked out from beneath the tent fabric and saw a still-chaotic storm hurling ice and snow horizontally across my world, engulfing me and reducing visibility to a few feet. My joints were cramped and feeling stiff and sore. The cold was unbearable and began to lull my mind. I did mental arithmetic to stay alert, but nothing seemed to stop the slow progress of creeping cold. As the wind continued to scream its fury, my mental arithmetic trailed off and I had to forcefully bring myself back to it, trying to keep alert. But the cold came on and on, and I became more sluggish.

Finally, after another hour, the wind slowed and the screaming howl quieted. When it dawned on me that the storm had paused at least for now, I tried to stand up, but I was so cold and stiff I could only get to my knees, then haul myself up slowly. Every joint protested. It was as if the cold had welded my joints together. There was still a strong wind but it wasn’t blowing me over, and I sluggishly thought that if I could get my body moving I would put the tent up. But first of all I had to warm up. So I stuffed the tent safely into the sled, then I windmilled my arms while I walked in circles. It was a pathetic, slow-motion effort, but I kept at it, feeling the warmth slowly inching back. It took some time but at last my body, although not really warm, was an immensely improved version of the cold stiff bundle that had huddled desperately behind the sled.

Once more I took the tent out and began putting it up, at the same time noticing that the wind was gradually increasing. I tried to hurry, but my fingers were still slow and my body, which seemed burdened by an extraordinary weight, wouldn’t listen to my mind urging it on. Snow picked up by the increasing wind billowed into the air. Afraid that I wouldn’t get the tent up in time, my body at last kicked in, warming as I shook the great weight off and regained strength. Now, pure raw desire to survive took over. I had already anchored one end of the tent, even before beginning to erect it, to prevent a possible untimely exit. Now I shoved poles into the tent sleeves, working furiously to beat the wind. One blast almost turned the tent inside out and I was afraid a pole would break, sending its sharp end through the thin nylon fabric and destroying my only protection in this hostile world.

Finally, a combination of poles, ice screws, and tie-down ropes anchored the tent to the ice. I could hear far off the approach of another screaming torrent, and as I prayed that the tent would be strong enough to withstand the full fury of the next round of wind, I ran around adding as many tie-downs as there were places to attach them, then invented more until I had no more rope. I dragged my sled into the tent and propped it against one wall to help brace against the wind, then attached Charlie’s sled to an ice screw just outside.

As the high-pitched scream of the wind drew closer, I ran to Charlie, rushing him into the back of the tent. After one last check that all was secure, I dove through the doorway and took out a belay rope that I carried in my sled for emergencies, tying one end around my waist and the other to Charlie’s harness. Then, as fast as I could, I hooked the rope to an ice screw just outside the doorway so that if the tent was swept away Charlie and I wouldn’t go tumbling across the ice after it. Zipping the door closed as much as the rope allowed, I leaned against the tent wall to brace for the blast I could hear coming.

It hit with a thunderous roar, throwing me forward and snapping the tent upright. With feet braced against the sled I leaned back again, stretching my arms along the walls to take the next mad blast. The tent walls vibrated and heaved as if they would burst. The storm had engulfed us again, but each blast was repelled, as I fought with all my strength to brace the windward wall. It was too wild for Charlie to lie down, so he unwittingly fought the storm as he leaned calmly back against the narrower back wall, his weight helping to anchor the floor. He was unruffled by the fury that raged about us.

After struggling against the wind for about an hour or so, I detected a slight pause now and then that grew more apparent until there were lulls in which I could catch my breath. Then, finally, there were only stray gusts that snapped at us as if reluctant to leave. The main force of the wind had passed, but the tent still flapped in the swirling snow. I looked out to see that the clouds were still heavy overhead, blocking the light, leaving only a solid grayness. My inspection of the tent showed the only damage to be a torn-out tie-down grommet. The low profile and modern design had won through. I put the antenna up to call base camp. There were worried inquiries about the weather. After giving a description of the storm and my location, I signed off, anxious to take inventory of my sled’s contents.

It was with a certain amount of dread that I unzipped the sled bag. My worst fears were realized. All my food, except one small bag of walnuts in my day-food bag tucked down in the front of the sled, had been blown away, along with most of the fuel, a pair of crampons, two fuel bottles, the spare stove, a few items of clothing, and assorted odds and ends. I went outside to check Charlie’s sled. It was covered with drifted snow but still tied securely to the ice screw. It had flipped upside down, jarring a rope loose and allowing several sacks of food to be blown away.

It would take seven more days to reach the pole and then get to the pickup point at Helena Island. I figured Charlie had enough food left for half rations for eight days. It was one thing for me to go hungry and thirsty, but a food shortage for Charlie was a different matter. However, he was in better shape, with more weight on him than when we left base camp. I had fed him well and he had learned to drink more water, so I reasoned he would be all right on half rations and could go back to eating ice for the seven days. Inuit dogs are used to frequent periods of starvation and have learned over many generations to survive under conditions much harsher than the ones we faced now. I hated to ask Charlie to go to half rations, but I knew that he would endure it, just as he had endured so much else on this journey.

Having assured myself that Charlie would be safe, I turned to my remaining food supply. I counted out five handfuls of walnuts. Not enough. I divided them again and came up with seven handfuls. Perfect. There was enough fuel to melt ice for one pint of water per day, not much compared to the two quarts I had been used to, but it would have to do. The next question was, could I survive with so little food and water in this cold, extremely dry climate. I knew that women, due to their physiological makeup, can live off their bodies quite well in times of starvation, so I reasoned that I would survive. I understood the realities of going from five thousand calories a day to one hundred calories, and from two quarts of water a day, which is minimal, to only one pint per day while working hard in a cold, dry climate. I would be fighting hunger, thirst, and weakness, which would make it difficult to travel the remaining miles, but I knew it could be done. To help the fluid problem I could chew ice and snow. I was confident that I could finish my journey. I knew I might be in for some hard times, but they weren’t enough to make me quit.

As I sat there planning, I wasn’t despondent. This was the Arctic, after all, and I knew that among the many hazards I might face, there could be problems at any time that would change the entire logistical picture of the expedition. I would never have begun if I hadn’t thought of these problems and if I hadn’t the confidence that I could handle them. There was something else that spurred me on, something deep down that I would understand later on when I was able to reflect upon my feelings at this moment. There was a core in me that wanted to jump out and face this new challenge, give it a good shake, and win.

I took out the signal mirror and first-aid kit to inspect my face and eyes. My reflection showed numerous small cuts on the upper half of my face, above the area my face mask had covered. My right eyelid was cut and one corner of the eye was very tender. Both eyes were bloodshot, swollen, and bruised, but my left was not cut. I looked like a prizefighter who had gone too many rounds. “I’m glad I’ve got a few days to heal,” I told Charlie. “I would hate anyone to see me like this.” I then thought, “What a dumb remark.” Vanity seemed out of place here. My eyesight was fuzzy in the right eye and less so in my left. I covered my right eye with an eye patch to keep it closed and hoped a good night’s sleep would heal everything.

I unloaded my sleeping gear and threw it into the tent. I fed Charlie in the tent and let him sleep there. He had been all that I could have asked of him that day, calm and obedient. I was hungry, but I would have to wait until tomorrow to eat and drink. The temperature had climbed to 16 degrees, an incredible change and no doubt a large factor in the storm. The wind was calming down and it began to snow. “If there are any bears around out there,” I told Charlie, “they’ll have to wait until morning.” He was curled up asleep alongside my sleeping bag and didn’t hear me. It wasn’t long before I, too, fell asleep, glad to have got through that hellish day in one piece.



A Russian naval navigator named Valerian Albanov was thirty-two years old when he signed onto the 1912 expedition of the Saint Anna under the command of Georgy Brusilov. Their mission was to traverse the Northeast Passage, a feat completed successfully only once before, as they searched for new Arctic hunting grounds. The gross incompetence of Brusilov and the striking inadequacy of the fuel, provisions, and nautical charts on board quickly became apparent to Albanov, and so he was not surprised when the ship became frozen fast in the pack ice of the treacherous Kara Sea.

For nearly a year and a half, the icebound Saint Anna began to drift uncontrollably north with its crew of twenty-five. Then Albanov and thirteen others decided it was time to abandon ship with their skis, kayaks, and handmade sledges and make for safety in Franz Josef Land, which was 235 miles away. The story of their trek in the face of starvation, blizzards, collapsing ice floes, and polar bear attacks is a harrowing one, bound to linger in the memory.



IN THE LAND OF WHITE DEATH
An Epic Story of Survival in the Siberian Arctic
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VALERIAN ALBANOV

Over the Polar Ice Pack

With the runners creaking and pitching like boats plying ocean swells, our sledges moved southward over the ice. We could see that ice hummocks and pressure ridges lay ahead of us, but we were confident there was a passage between them.

Although the route was quite straightforward at the start, and each sledge was being hauled by at least three men (two of them by four men), we did not seem to be making much headway. After half an hour, we made a short stop and discovered that we were still quite close to the Saint Anna.

No sooner had we climbed up one of the first pressure ridges than the runners broke on one of the sledges. We repaired the damage at once and set off again after three-quarters of an hour. Brusilov, who was very concerned about this accident, immediately sent two men back to the ship to fetch two parrels* from the mizzenmast, in case we had to make other repairs in the future. Behind a high rise that hid the ship from view, Miss Zhdanko and Kalmikov, the cook, decided to return to the ship. The weather was rapidly deteriorating. Two hours later a strong south-southwesterly gale began to blow, bringing with it a raging snowstorm.

We pitched camp for the night. The tent was placed in the center with the kayaks propped up all around it for protection. Our pedometer indicated that we had barely covered three miles. Soon we were all gathered together in the tent around our blubber stove, drinking milky tea. To everyone’s surprise, Brusilov handed out pieces of chocolate, and even produced a bottle of champagne. Although we had only one mouthful each, it was not the quantity that mattered, but the fact that we were at 83° latitude, toasting our respective homeward journeys! We chatted for a while about the past, the present, and the future and then bade a moving farewell to our helpful companions, who set off for the ship on their skis.

The blizzard gained in strength, causing the tent to snap and groan. Exhausted, we slid into our malitsi and immediately fell into a deep, comforting sleep. When we awoke at ten o’clock to the sound of the gale still howling with the same force, we could not imagine traveling on in such conditions. Flurries of snow had been blown into the tent, and our furs were dusted with white. It was a bad start, and most discouraging. The thermometer indicated -9° Fahrenheit. But we had to think about maintaining our strength, so we got up to prepare a meal. We had enormous difficulty in opening the tent door, and even more so in uncovering the kayaks buried in the snow. We eventually managed to boil some water for tea, and to warm up some cans of Australian meat, which dulled our hunger. We then climbed back into our malitsi, since the dreadful weather precluded any other form of activity, and that is how we spent the day.

The next day brought no improvement, and in the end we were stopped for three whole days. We stayed in the tent the entire time, bundled up in our reindeer hides, eating and sleeping. My companions preferred sleeping in pairs: they would slip their legs and the lower parts of their bodies into one malitsa, and pull the other malitsa over their heads. This method is recommended for creating and preserving body heat, but it has the disadvantage of disturbing one’s sleep each time the other sleeper moves or turns over. For that reason, I always preferred to sleep alone, and later developments would show how right I was. Bed companions often squabbled, which occasionally led to more serious arguments. Generally, the disruptive partner did not even realize how much he had been disturbing his neighbor, and felt that all forthcoming complaints were totally unjustified. Insults would be exchanged, occasionally degenerating into prodding and shoving or half-hearted punches, until eventually the adversaries turned their backs on each other and endeavored to fall asleep again. In most cases, that is how hostilities ended. The most quarrelsome bed partners were the inseparable friends, Konrad and Shpakovsky.

Those who chose to sleep alone had to accept a certain heat loss because it was impossible to fit one’s entire body into one’s malitsa. I tried to ward off the worst of the cold by jamming my legs as deeply as possible into my malitsa while covering my head and chest with my warm jacket.

And this is how we stayed for three days and three nights, immobile. Since it was impossible to move on, we had to resign ourselves to the inevitable. At least it gave us a good opportunity to become accustomed to life in the tent, and physically we were quite comfortable. At times some of the group would sing to try to brighten our solitude, or to drown out the howling of the storm. Only one of them, old Anisimov, who back on board used to complain of pains in his back and legs, was becoming more and more listless, so I decided to send him back to the Saint Anna. It was the only solution, as we would not be able to nurse him later on, and he was no longer fit enough to pull a sledge.

On the evening of the thirteenth the wind had abated a little and suddenly we were awakened by noises and shouts from outside the tent. When we opened up the entry flap we were greeted enthusiastically by three messengers from the Saint Anna; Denisov, Melbart, and Regald. They had wanted to come and visit us the night before, but the blizzard had prevented them from doing so. Today they had braved the elements in order to bring us some hot soup, which we gulped down ravenously. They told us that the ship was buried in snow up to the gunwales. They brought us some shovels, and we immediately started digging the kayaks out from beneath the snow. Our faithful friends left again that evening with our ailing comrade, but the next day one of them, Regald, returned with his belongings to take Anisimov’s place.

At around noon, I took another sun sight and was very surprised to find a latitude reading of 83°17′. I was wondering about the precision of my calculations, when Regald handed me a letter from the lieutenant, confirming that he had found a latitude of 83°18′ that same morning. In that case there could be no doubt: in the course of the last four days the storm had driven us northward by roughly twenty-two miles. On our first day’s trek we had covered only three miles, which meant that so far, in spite of all our efforts, we were actually nineteen miles farther from our goal than when we had left the ship! This observation immediately drained me of almost all hope. But then the thought that summer was on its way–and that northerly winds would prevail throughout most of the season–restored my courage and convinced me to carry on. So we made ready, packed up the tent, and set off. Then a new, disturbing incident occurred: we had hardly gone a few yards before we were overcome by dizziness and felt so weak that we had to lie down.

Had the three days of sleep done us more harm than good, or were we already so worn out by the most recent Arctic winter that our strength was nearly gone? I looked at each of my companions: they all had wan, yellowish complexions which stood out in the bright sunlight with frightening clarity–something we had not noticed in the winter twilight, particularly in the dim light of the blubber lamps.

After a while, we felt better, but rather embarrassed by our weakness. We set out with only three of the seven kayaks to begin with, which we hauled two miles to the south, and then returned to fetch the other four. The Saint Anna stood out clearly over the pack ice, the weather was fine, and the sun felt warm already. These things combined to restore both our courage and our undaunted determination to overcome every obstacle, and to attain our goal, however long it might take us.

That day we traveled nearly four miles and camped in a place sheltered by high mounds of ice. The following day was the same. We did three stages at this speed. Our route was so encumbered with obstacles and so obstructed by ice, which had piled up in many places to form formidable pressure ridges, that it was impossible to go any faster. To make things even worse, it was becoming increasingly clear that the runners of our sleds were too narrow and too close together: they sank deep into the snow, and we wasted all our time and energy in dragging them free. We logged only two and a half miles that day. The two crew members who had come earlier, Denisov and Melbart, joined us again with unfailing devotion, bringing us more hot soup. They made fun of our snail’s pace and threatened to come and visit us daily for another full week. Denisov, especially, who was half Ukrainian and half Norwegian, showed great interest in our exploit; he was very fit and had much Arctic experience, and could travel up to forty miles a day on his skis. Without a doubt he was the most capable of all those who had remained on board, and since he had an unusual background I will tell you a little about him.

He left his father’s home in the Ukraine when he was thirteen, stowed away in the hold of a large steamship, and on disembarking in a foreign port he found employment as a sailor, working different ships until one day he ended up on South Georgia Island, in the stormy waters off Antarctica. There he went to work on a whaler and learned to become a harpooner. He later married a Norwegian girl and was just as happy in Norway as he had been in the Ukraine, or so he used to say. When he heard of Brusilov’s intention to go whale hunting in the Arctic and Far East, he volunteered at once, although he could have obtained a better-paid position in Norway. But the special nature of this new expedition appealed to his adventurous spirit. Although Denisov felt entirely at home in Norway, he loved Russia passionately, and it had always been his cherished dream to sail aboard a Russian whaler.

By April 16, we had lost all communication with the Saint Anna. Denisov could no longer catch up with us, and by evening the vessel had disappeared beneath the horizon. Yet we were gradually getting used to this nomadic existence. We got up at seven in the morning and prepared our breakfast. During the early days, we still had a little bit of seal blubber to cook our meals and melt snow for drinking water. Our stove was a very primitive and inefficient arrangement: we had simply jammed a zinc bucket with its lid well down into an iron, boxlike container, and beneath the bucket sat an iron pan containing the blubber we burned for fuel. When the apparatus was lit, the temperature rose inside the tent, but there was so much smoke that we soon looked like gypsies. Later, our skin would become even darker.

As a rule, we set off at around nine o’clock with a few sledges, which we pulled for about two hours, and then returned for the others. It was always a very tiring ordeal, and every day we regretted the fact that our sledges were not fitted with wider runners. The snow was very deep and we would sink to our knees. It was impossible to haul the heavy sledges on skis, since they would simply slide backward. After this exhausting chore, we would sit in the shelter of our kayaks and nibble on biscuits with a bit of chocolate. We had to be sparing with our meager provisions. After resting for an hour and a half, we would haul the first three sledges and kayaks, one of which contained the tent, for another mile or two, until we reached a suitable camping spot. We always chose the highest hummock of ice we could find so that we would have an uninterrupted view of the horizon. Two men would stay and keep watch over the tent while all the others went back for the remaining sledges and kayaks. We lined the floor of the tent with covers and coats as well as the sailcloth that normally lashed the kayaks to the sledges. As I have previously mentioned, the kayaks were placed in a circle around the tent, together with the sledges, which we attached with ropes to the ends of the tent guy lines. By seven in the evening, we were all settled into the tent, our legs tucked deep into our malitsi while we waited for our improvised stove to heat the water for our evening tea. To save blubber, we rarely let the water come to a boil, and were quite happy with just a warm drink. Then we would lace up the entrance to the tent, already filled with smoke and steam. The evening meal–consisting of tea, biscuits, and canned meat–helped us to forget the cold and our fatigue. When our supply of Australian cans ran out, we turned to Skorikov’s “bouillon,” which had been prepared with granules of dried meat. We improved the taste of the broth by adding a dried vegetable. These evening hours in the tent were far and away the most pleasant of the day, and did not fail to revive our flagging spirits, although our conversation always turned to the same burning questions: When would we find land? And from there would we manage to reach Cape Flora? What would happen after that, and would we ever see our homes again?

We took off our snow-sodden boots and hung them to dry outside on our ski poles. Generally by morning they had dried in the wind. It was also in the evening that I wrote up my diary and made my calculations of the day’s navigational observations. When we ran out of fuel, however, the hours spent in the tent became almost unbearable. Those bitter evenings were very silent. We sat hunched together, gloomy and taciturn, huddled deep inside our reindeer hides in our respective corners. No welcoming tea to warm us, our miserable supper was made up of dried biscuit and ice shards melted in the mouth. With the biscuit we were allowed a spoonful of butter that was still so frozen it was hardly a substitute for hot food. Nor was the ice a suitable replacement for the tea, since it did not even manage to quench our raging thirst. Some of the men, later on, managed to get used to drinking seawater, in which they would dunk the ship’s biscuit to make a broth flavored with dried onion. There, too, cruel necessity proved to be an effective taskmaster: those who could stand to drink saltwater found that it very quickly lost its bitter taste. For cooking soups, we generally used seawater diluted with some ice.

During the first third of our odyssey, we had to put up with many of these cold evenings, because at that time we rarely came across any open water, and consequently no seals or polar bears. Without a doubt the most unpleasant moment was getting up in the morning. We had to leave our warm malitsi and face the biting cold without a warm drink in our stomachs. Breakfast would consist of nothing more than a hard biscuit. We wore our malitsi to take down the tent and pack up our belongings, but finally we had to remove them and the hard work of hauling the sledges began. In dark, frigid weather with snow whirling in all directions, our spirits were as bleak as our surroundings. It seemed as if our route would never lead us to a more hospitable place, and that the dreadful blizzard would never yield to milder climes.

Toward the eleventh day, when we had traveled roughly twenty-eight miles from the Saint Anna, three sailors came to see me and admitted they could not go on. They requested permission to return to the ship, believing that if they continued they would surely perish. I had the impression that these three fellows, to be honest, were among the strongest in our group, but perhaps they had expected to see land after five or six days, and to be rescued ten days afterward at the latest. Disappointed by the present situation, they now wished to return to the ship, where they would suffer neither cold nor hunger. As all of them had followed me of their own free will, and since I hardly considered our situation to be enviable, I felt I had no choice but to accept their request. If they were going to be discouraged so quickly, they were hardly of much use to me. As the weather, moreover, had been quite reasonable over the last few days, with no snow flurries, I was convinced that by following our tracks the three men would easily find their way back. I let them go. They refused to take any of the heavy kayak/sledge combinations they had been hauling with us. They left on skis, warmly dressed, carrying big rucksacks filled with biscuits; they also had a rifle with ammunition. I estimated they would reach the ship by the following day. But I waited for twenty-four hours at our present campsite in case they needed to return. During our enforced rest period, we dismantled two of the now useless sledges and kayaks for firewood. I had also given the three “fair-weather friends” a letter for the lieutenant relating our voyage thus far.

Now only ten men accompanied me.* We still had five sledges bearing five heavily laden kayaks. Nothing else had changed. The terrain was rarely flat enough for us to take all the sledges with us at once. We still needed to do two trips daily, and occasionally even three. When the wind was in the right quarter, we would hoist sails on the sledges, which made our task easier, if only a little.

The arrival of spring was apparent even at this latitude. It was almost with us. The noontime rays of the sun were warming, but the thaw had not yet begun. The surface of the snow now was covered with a fine crust, smooth and dull, which gave off a dazzling reflection.

At the end of April we all suffered in varying degrees from snow blindness that greatly affected our vision. We had no effective sunglasses. Our mechanic had fabricated some with pieces of green glass scavenged from gin bottles, but they were essentially worthless. As we stumbled our way across the uneven surface of the ice, the danger of snow blindness became very real. Those of us who could still see had to go ahead of the others as scouts. But there were days when we were all suffering, and then the only answer was to call a halt and close ourselves up in the tent. The damage to our eyes occurred even when the sky was quite cloudy, and once our vision was affected, everything seemed to be veiled in fog.

A scene from this period remains permanently etched upon my memory. Ahead of us, the pack ice stretched into the distance as far as the eye could see. As I could distinguish nothing very clearly, my companion explained to me that there were huge blocks of ice heaped up in layers in the far distance. If we could get to the top of one of those icy towers, I thought, we might be able to spot land, or at least an even higher vantage point. Our five kayaks formed a long ribbon: mine was being pulled by three sailors, and the others by couples. The weather was fine, warm, and windless, without a single cloud in the sky. The sun was dazzling. I had closed my eyes and pulled my cap well down over my forehead, but the intense light even penetrated my eyelids. From time to time I would open my eyes to check our heading. We strode rhythmically at a good walking pace, hauling strenuously on our ropes, with one hand bracing the kayak atop the sledge. In my right hand I held a ski pole which, as we advanced, repeatedly described the same figure with meticulous precision; swinging forward in a semicircle, then tilting slowly backward to be brought to the front again: the same gesture, over and over. It was as if the ski pole, which made an audible creaking sound upon contact with the snow, was measuring the ground we had already covered: a monotonous tune to accompany the travelers across the icy wilderness. They ended up believing that they could even hear the words to the tune “Far To Go, So Very Far!” until all other thoughts faded away and all that seemed important was the same, mechanical gesture. We were all like sleepwalkers, placing one foot in front of the other, straining our bodies forward against our harnesses.…

The sun is a ball of flames. It feels like a torrid southern summer.… I can see a port: people are strolling in the shade of the high harbor walls. Shop doors are open wide. Aromas of tropical fruit fill the air with their fragrance. Peaches, oranges, apricots, raisins, cloves, and pepper all give off their wonderful scents. The asphalt steams after being sprayed with water. I can hear the strident, guttural tones of Persian merchants offering their wares. My God! How marvelous it smells here! How pleasant is the tropical air!

Suddenly my foot tripped over my ski pole. I quickly steadied myself against the kayak, opened my eyes wide, and was dazzled by the sun. For a moment I did not know where I was. What had happened to my tropical port? How the devil had I been transported to this icy wasteland?

“What happened?” asked my companions. “Nothing,” I answered. “I tripped over my pole.” The boreal landscape unfolded once more before me in an infinite expanse, and the sun which had fleetingly brought me such joy now sought only to blind and torture me.

Yet the hallucination did not completely vanish. My nose was still filled with the aromas of Mediterranean fruit. My companions were not conscious of my present condition. What did it mean? Was I ill? I shut my eyes tight once again. I was like an automaton, moving rhythmically with the pole in my right hand, and once again I could hear the monotonous tune, “Far To Go, So Very Far!”

But what I had just experienced continued to trouble me. For strangely enough I had never liked those aromatic fruits: they had never tempted my palate. But I decided that as soon as I arrived home I would head south and find employment somewhere on the Caspian Sea, where I could gorge on apricots, oranges, and grapes, to make up for the years I had neglected them. Why had I come to this frozen wilderness on the edge of an icy sea, when the weather was so beautiful in the sunny lands to the south? What madness! Tonight we have a “cold evening” ahead of us, since we have no fuel whatsoever. There is not even enough to melt ice for drinking water. But what good would complaining do? All this torture is simply deserved retribution. One should not poke one’s nose into places where Nature does not want the presence of man. My one and only goal was to press onward and thereby escape the claws of death. Here I was, dreaming of the sunny south, and I had not yet even left the north! I was now headed for lands far removed from this perilous frozen plain, a place where I might catch the last sweet chords of that tumultuous life I had imagined. How happy I would be simply to feel solid earth beneath my feet once more.

In the meantime we had reached the hummocks of ice we had long been heading for. Now we would have to find a route through them.

It would soon be time to pitch camp, and this seemed like a good, sheltered spot. Our long, exhausting march had brought us less than four miles. We checked to see if we had any superfluous equipment that we might burn to provide us with some heat. That day we had no tea to drink, only hot water, and our supper consisted of a pound of biscuits and a tablespoon of frozen butter each. Soon we slipped into our malitsi to sleep off our fatigue and discouragement. The next morning I awoke feeling quite refreshed. I had had a very optimistic dream. I immediately described it to my companions, who attached a great deal of importance to it. In fact, each of them bound his destiny to the flimsiest of threads!

In my dream I saw all of us crossing endless pack ice with our sledges. In the distance I could see a large crowd of people who were watching something intently and chatting with animation among themselves. They seemed to be waiting for something, so they paid no attention to us, and we did not heed them either. As we drew near, we asked if they were waiting for someone or something. And one of them, pointing to a scrawny old man with white hair who had just appeared from behind a block of ice, replied, “He is a fortune-teller.”

Not wishing to let this lucky opportunity slip by, I approached the old man and asked him to tell us our fortune, to tell us whether we would reach land and be saved. At the same time, I held out my hands with the palms up, as one normally does before a soothsayer. The old man glanced briefly at my hands, then pointed to the south with his right hand and said, “You will reach your goal, open water is not far away, but there …” and his sentence broke off as I awoke.

My story immediately erased the previous evening’s discouragement, and everyone experienced a new burst of courage and enthusiasm for our cause. I, too, was influenced by the optimistic theme of my dream; I was certain that it had been Saint Nicholas himself who had appeared before me to reveal the outcome of our enterprise. Of course, I may have simply been ill at the time, as my hallucinatory state the previous day had shown; but from then on I would never forget that dream. It was still vivid in my memory, despite all our trials and tribulations, when we finally arrived safe and sound at Cape Flora. My traveling companions also gained renewed strength from my dream, and their confidence grew even greater when on that same evening we came upon a large polynya,* where we were able to shoot some seals, which gave us a supply of fresh meat and blubber for fuel. We were happy to be able to eat our fill for once and enjoy a good rest. The disastrous state of the terrain we had to cross often depressed us, but our spirits revived rapidly and we found new energy whenever we met with unexpected good fortune.

The expanse of open water before us was extremely vast, and the pack ice on its opposite side was only vaguely discernible on the southern horizon. For several days now the north wind had been blowing, sending smears of grease ice and thickening clumps of frazil ice† streaming across the polynya like a frozen porridge. Through the binoculars one could see that a large quantity of this “ice porridge,” badly shattered, had accumulated on the far side of the polynya; since there was a significant swell running, the heaving movement of the grease ice was clearly visible. We launched one of the kayaks and tried to paddle across the polynya, but quickly became convinced that it would be impossible to penetrate the ice porridge, which extended for half a mile from the southern side of the open water. Thus we had to search for a route around the polynya. To the east, the open water extended for many miles. We walked for six nautical miles without seeing its far shore, the water being hidden under a heavy layer of frost smoke. Patches of water sky were visible above the eastern horizon. To the west, the expanse of water grew narrower, but still seemed endless after three miles of walking. There were large numbers of beluga and minke whales in the polynya. Every minute one would hear them blowing. They would rush back and forth in pods, breaching the ocean’s surface, then disappear into the depths again.

We also saw many seals, but always at a distance. If one starts whistling at them, however, as if to a horse one is leading to water, the seals will approach, evidently intrigued, peering curiously with heads held high. In this fashion we were able to kill four or five of them. To our delight, this lucky catch greatly enriched our dwindling reserves of flesh and blubber, and we could look forward to several days of abundant and nourishing food.

Whether boiled or roasted, seal meat remains dark and tender, with a pleasant taste, similar to venison, at least as far as the animals we killed to the north of Franz Josef Land were concerned; seal meat I had eaten in the Kara Sea often had an oily, blubbery taste, even after being left a long time to marinate in vinegar. Polar bear meat is without a doubt much tastier, although it also takes on an oily taste if it is kept for any time after it has been cooked, especially the meat near the bone. This difference in taste probably depends on the environment in which the animal is found, as well as its diet. In the stomachs of all the seals we killed north of Franz Josef Land–and that was a considerable number–we invariably found the remains of small crustaceans, but never any fish. In my opinion, seal meat is entirely edible; the liver of the seal is even a delicacy. All of us on the ship ate it with relish, even when we still had abundant and varied provisions. Seal brains fried in seal oil also taste very good. The front flippers, well baked, are reminiscent of calves’ feet.

Initially my companions overindulged in seal blubber. They would cut it into small pieces and fry it thoroughly, producing what is called cracklings. If they ate them with ship’s biscuits, they would quickly become sated. But we were rationing biscuits, so the cracklings were often eaten alone, just with salt. This delicacy has a pronounced effect on a stomach that is unaccustomed to it, like a powerful laxative. Eventually, however, one’s stomach gets used to anything, and we found we could eat the cracklings with impunity.

During the two full days we camped beside this stretch of open water, the grease ice and frazil ice congealed into a thin but solid surface that spanned the polynya’s narrower, western reaches, allowing us to finally haul our sledges across it. Once on the far side, we pressed onward in a slightly more easterly direction, hoping to find a greater expanse of open water, but this goal eluded us. Now and then we would encounter small polynyas in which we could shoot seals for food and fuel, but none permitted us to travel far in our kayaks.

Death of Sailor Bayev, Further Discouragement, Exhaustion

Here we were, once again making our way across the pack from ice floe to ice floe, sinking into deep snow. Our sledges, made with improvised tools, were simply not up to the task; every day we had to stop for long and complicated repairs. Fortunately we had reinforced the runners with iron strips; when the runners broke, the only way we could repair them was to screw the metal strips back onto the shattered runners, thereby holding the damaged sections together, however tenuously.

But the month of May had arrived. It was at around this time that the sailor Bayev asked me to head in a more westerly direction because, according to his observations, there were long, uninterrupted stretches of ice to be found in that direction which would speed up our progress. “They are,” he insisted, “as flat as a skating rink.” I gave in to his request, but although we headed westward for an entire day, the promised stretches of smooth ice did not appear. Bayev insisted that his level ice field really existed. “I saw it with my own eyes, sir. I skied along it myself. It stretched all the way to the island.”

The next day, May 3, I resolved to head more to the south-southeast, to search for a better route. Bayev again asked permission to explore the terrain to the west.

With several companions, I set out to the south-southeast. We found a fairly practicable route, and returned to our bivouac after three hours. Bayev was not there. Noon came, and still he had not arrived. At 4 p.m., sure that something was amiss, we decided to search for the missing man.

Taking some biscuits, Regald, Konrad, Shpakovsky, and I set off on the trail. Bayev was not a good skier, and he had left his skis behind. We could easily follow the tracks of his skin boots in the deep snow. At first they led to the southwest, but gradually curved to the west. About three miles from camp we encountered thin ice with very little snow on it. Bayev had followed the left edge of these ice fields, apparently in the hope that they would swing toward the south, but ice blocks continued to obstruct his route.

In the meantime the weather had deteriorated, and snow had begun to fall. We soon ran across small leads, which we crossed on skis with no problem; but Bayev would have had to cross them by hopping from floe to floe. We followed Bayev’s trail for two hours, having covered at least six to eight miles. Finally the tracks turned back, but Bayev had not retraced his outbound route, veering instead to the left. Our flag, hoisted atop an ice hummock near camp, had long since disappeared from view behind the pressure ridges. Now Bayev’s track grew faint, as fresh snow covered it: we would find a few footprints, then lose the track altogether. The snow had even begun to obliterate our own tracks. We shouted, whistled, and fired our guns without success. Bayev had a rifle with about twelve shells with him. Had he been nearby, he would have heard our shots and responded in kind. But we heard nothing.

We hurried back to the camp to resort to other methods of rescue. There, with the help of long sticks and ski poles, I raised a mast thirty feet high with two signal flags that could be seen from a great distance. If Bayev was lost not far from the camp, he could not fail to see them and would easily find his way back to us. Moreover, the weather was improving by the hour. When Bayev had not returned by late evening, we became increasingly worried. The night did not calm our anxiety. At first light we once more began to explore the area around us, but without success. We waited three days, still hoping to see him reappear. We could only assume that he must have fallen through a fissure in the ice. Perhaps he succumbed to the shock of the icy water, for he had often complained of a bad heart.

We had done everything in our power to save him. Now all that I could do was to organize our departure, in order not to further endanger the lives of those who remained. This sad turn of events was enough in itself to dampen the men’s spirits; they sincerely regretted the loss of their companion, who had set off with such noble intentions, only to meet his death.

To continue my story, I refer to the notes in my diary:

May 14

We are continuing our journey, but have traveled only 2½ miles in six hours. Today is a noteworthy day because we are now sixty nautical miles* away from the Saint Anna, but we have mixed feelings as we realize that despite all our efforts, our average progress has been only two miles a day! Nevertheless we celebrated the event with a soup made from dried cherries and blueberries, enhanced with a bit of condensed milk, and a rye biscuit. The wind is blowing from the northwest, and the temperature is dropping. To the south we can see a vast water sky.

May 15

We will once again have to make do with a cold meal due to lack of fuel. This precarious situation is extremely upsetting to me, since I am entirely responsible for it. I find it odd that this fails to worry my companions. Not only are they incapable of any serious thoughts, but they also lack determination and enterprising spirit. Their interest in our daily tasks is solely motivated by their desire to reach home: serious or critical situations drain them of all their strength. My concern for their future is sometimes an enormous burden to me, but they scarcely realize it!

Today we have covered just over a mile; cold, misty weather.

May 16

Further calamitous events! Yesterday three of the men almost drowned. Fortunately, their shipmates were able to rescue them in time. But our shotgun and “stove” were immersed in corrosive seawater, and most of our remaining fuel was lost As a result, our meat must now be eaten raw. We have reached the end of the polynya, and must continue our trek without further delay. The entire region is shrouded in fog; not long ago we could still see a lot of water sky.

May 17

Yesterday our kayaks hardly made any headway as the water was obstructed by chunks of ice, which made our crossing particularly difficult. Today we were luckier and were able to paddle roughly six miles to the south-southwest. Our kayaks have been very useful; we can fit all our belongings in the bottom of their hulls and then sit comfortably on top of them. Although our craft are not completely waterproof, they transport us quickly and safely wherever we find a favorable lead.

I paddled ahead of the others with the sailor Nilsen. When we reached the edge of the open water, I climbed on top of a high block of ice to search the horizon. I could see only two of our kayaks, the other two being probably too far away. Two hours went by, and the kayaks still had not arrived.

What had happened? Finally two kayaks approached the shore, and we learned the cause of the delay. Alone in his boat, our steward Regald had not been able to resist the temptation of clambering up onto an iceberg. When he was ready to get back into his kayak, the edge of the block of ice split and Regald took an involuntary plunge into the cold water. He managed to heave himself back onto the ice, but as the wind had driven his boat away, the other kayak had to save him and recapture his drifting boat. Soaked to the skin, Regald was in great danger of freezing to death, so we pitched the tent and lit a fire as quickly as possible, which also allowed us to cook a dish of peas on a makeshift stove.

This unplanned halt was a great irritation to me. My companions are no better than children: as if it were not enough to endure our numerous involuntary setbacks–they seem to cause still others just for the sake of it. I certainly will not rest until I’ve managed to save them in spite of themselves.

Toward evening, a wind from the southeast picked up, bringing a light snowfall.

Sunday, May 18

Today we reached some excellent terrain and were able to continue without interruption across a fine layer of fresh ice as smooth as a mirror, which supported us nicely, as it was unfractured and about six inches thick. This reminded me of the fact that Nansen, in Hvidtenland,* had also encountered similar ice conditions. It was surely not the same kind of ice here as that which had trapped the Saint Anna. Hauling three of our sledges over this solid layer, we were able to travel on a straight course for four hours, and covered roughly 4¼ miles before reaching a new open lead, where we called a halt. I decided to stay there with Lunayev to shoot some game while the other eight went back for the two remaining sledges. How often had I pondered in vain on a way to resolve this useless waste of time and energy! We just could not go on like this. Besides, Lunayev was so weak that he could hardly stand. Without further hesitation, I sacrificed a sledge and a kayak for fuel so that there would be only four sledges and four kayaks for the ten of us, and that would have to suffice, come what may.

May 19

We have not made a move all day. We lashed all our belongings onto the four sledges and inspected the lead to see if we should go around or across it. I fell through the ice twice during our investigations. Soundings were taken, but our line measured only 110 fathoms and could not reach the bottom. There were pools of open water in every direction, and the gloomy weather greatly reduced visibility. For nineteen days I have been unable to take a proper sun sight, or calculate our position, or–most important of all–ascertain our progress toward the south.

We calculated today that we have 460 pounds of biscuits left, which should be sufficient for one month. If we manage to shoot some more seals or polar bears, we will be able to reduce our daily ration of biscuit. It is strange that, despite encountering so much open water, we have found no seals; as for bears, we have seen only their tracks, which means they must be hiding in their lairs. White gulls and fulmars often fly overhead in pairs or even three at a time; diving birds such as auks, however, have suddenly disappeared. All these impressions do nothing to improve my faith in the outcome of our ordeal. In these inhospitable latitudes, one must be prepared for daily surprises that can destroy the best-laid plans. Moreover, winds from the north and northeast can drive us appreciably and unpredictably toward the south and southwest. We have just come upon a channel, which if it continues toward the south, will allow us to make better progress and offers the possibility of shooting a bear.

Each of our sledges now has a load of about 240 pounds, a weight that two men can haul under any circumstances. We are all tormented by terrible pain in our eyes, and Lunayev still has severe leg pains. Are we going to have to carry him on a sledge? Our scouts have just returned with the news that it is possible to go around the open lead that blocks our path. Southeasterly wind blowing, force 4,* working against us.

May 20

No change in the wind. Dull weather, sky somewhat overcast. We set off with all the sledges at once, but the route quickly became so bad that we again had to resort to taking them in stages. Toward evening, our difficulties increased still further, and we struggled to make the slightest headway. There was a huge polynya ahead of us, from which we were separated by many small leads and crevasses. We had come to realize that the various ice floes were all subject to constant movement, and that new floes were continually forming.

We pitched our tent to have a rest. Shpakovsky and I went out to search for a safe route for the next day, and we managed to find one.

Lunayev’s condition is more and more worrying: he complains of pains in his legs, and is suffering from snow blindness. I am afraid we may soon have to strap him to a sledge. Our greatest hope lies in finding the landmass we have been seeking for so long, where we shall be saved from our fears of drifting ever northward.

May 21

We managed to bypass the dangerous waters, but at the expenditure of a great deal of sweat! Six or seven of us at a time had to strain hard to get each sledge over myriad ice ridges, crevasses, and holes. The entire way we had to carve a passable route from the pack ice, chipping away with our axes and harpoons. It was a far cry from the smooth, snow-free terrain where we needed only two men to pull each sledge. We were blocked at every stride by unforeseen channels and fissures, and today we covered only four miles. The horizon reveals a water sky. Ahead of us lie numerous open leads too wide to be bridged by a sledge, yet too narrow and choked with ice blocks to be navigable by kayak. The appearance of our surroundings has changed dramatically. No sign of thick pack ice. Everywhere there is fresh, bluish sheet ice between one and nine inches thick. Today it is even mixed with sand and clay.*

When I was with Lunayev today I noticed he was spitting blood. I examined him at once and found that his gums bore the characteristic symptoms of scurvy.

At least I now have a clear idea of what is wrong with him, and there is only one remedy: a lot of physical movement! But I also managed to make him take some quinine. His recovery depends on the strength of his physical resistance and his will to live.

My instruments are in a sorry state. The big compass was broken and quite useless so I threw it out. The small one is hardly any better: the glass is broken and the liquid has seeped out. The magnet stone at the tip of the needle has been damaged by the repeated battering it has received, so now the needle scarcely moves at all. To navigate I have been forced to rely on little more than the sun, my watch, and the miniature compass fitted onto my binoculars. But these minor setbacks would be bearable if we had confidence that we were getting nearer to our destination and could see land. Open sesame!

Toward evening, the wind backed to the northeast. Thank God!

May 22

The wind has shifted again, and is now blowing from the east-northeast, which is quite bad news since it can force us to drift westward. It has gotten much colder. The terrain, on the whole, is good. Only rarely do we have to cross thin, brittle ice; the underlayer sometimes has a brownish color, which we mistakenly thought was sand or clay. On closer examination we realized it was a pinkish-brown algae, which led us to the conclusion that the ice had been near a coastline. Later, this coloring would become more frequent.

The fog finally lifted and the sun came out, but I was unable to calculate the meridian altitude; I could do no more than reckon that we were at latitude 82°38′ north. At midnight I obtained the sun’s altitude and got a latitude of 82°29′, a coordinate which seemed more exact. Without an artificial horizon, and with an overcast sky, I had to be content with these approximate observations. That is not all that is missing. Above all, we lack good sledges … and good sledge dogs.

The wind backed again to the northeast and filled our sails. What an interesting picture our little fleet made as it raised its sails! But I can hardly say, as Nansen did, “In the gusts we often went along like feathers.” It was really more like crawling, but the sails did help us a little to haul our loads, and on the whole they did make things easier. We followed our route all day long, and did not see any sign of seals. We observed only an unknown species of seagull.

Gubanov has now also contracted scurvy, his gums bleeding and swollen, so I have decided to use the two invalids as scouts, to keep them on the move. I realized that there had already been cases of scurvy back on board the Saint Anna, and it was the lieutenant no doubt who had been the most seriously afflicted. Brusilov had been ill for six or seven months. For three months straight, he had lain flat on his back, unable to muster the strength to turn over. To accomplish this, one man had to stand on the bed straddling his legs and lift him by the hips, while another turned him by the shoulders. We had to put soft pillows under all his limbs, since he had begun to develop bedsores.

Any sudden movement caused Brusilov pain: he would curse and shout terribly. To bathe him, we had to lower him into the bathtub on a sheet. To picture him in February 1913, imagine a skeleton covered not with skin but with rubber, from which every joint and bone protruded. When the sun rose we tried to open the portholes in his cabin, but he took a strange aversion to daylight and demanded that the portholes be shut tight and the lamp lit. Nothing could arouse him from sleep during the day; he showed no interest in anything. He refused all food: one had to persuade him, like a small child, to try an egg or some bouillon, and threaten him with no dessert.

He would spend the day sleeping and the night in a delirious trance. In this delirium, he would at first talk quite rationally and seem to be in a good mood. Then suddenly he would begin to ask how many whales and walruses we had killed during the third winter at the mouth of the Yenesei, how many sturgeon we had caught there and sold. Or he would ask me whether the horses had been given hay or oats. “But what horses are you talking about, Georgiy L’vovich? We don’t possess a single horse. We’re in the Kara Sea aboard Saint Anna.” “Oh, don’t give me that story,” he would respond.

It was mainly our nurse, Miss Zhdanko, who tirelessly nursed the invalid, and who had to suffer his outbursts of anger. She had a hard time of it. When healthy, Brusilov was refined, courteous, and tactful, but when ill, he became extremely coarse. He would hurl cups and plates at the nurse, if she cajoled him to drink some soup. But she bore it all with patience.

But I will return to my diary.

Those who suffer from scurvy not only need to keep moving but also need good food, and this was a great worry to me, as our meat powder was running out, and our supplies of condensed milk and chocolate were also dwindling. And it was precisely this dried food source that would have been the best adapted for our meals, which the travails and hectic pace of our journey did not always allow us much time to prepare.

May 23

In the morning the weather was fine and clear. Our scouts promised us smooth travel, and they were right, for we covered five whole miles between ten in the morning and six thirty in the evening. The northeast wind continued to blow steadily, which was a great blessing, since it forced the ice floes tight together, thereby reducing the width of crevasses and open leads, allowing our sledges to run smoothly. Toward noon I took a sun sight and found a latitude of 82°31′ north. To the south, the horizon was crystal clear with no water sky. I had the impression that the ice had stopped drifting southward with the wind, probably because it had encountered some resistance–which in my opinion could only come from a landmass. But this opinion remained mere speculation, since all the goodwill in the world had not permitted me to find land up to now! There were no signs of life whatsoever. We had spotted a few bear tracks, but not a single seal.

Our supplies were diminishing at an alarming rate. All that remained were six pounds of meat powder, three tins of condensed milk, and roughly two pounds of dried apples. The last of the chocolate was handed out today. All we have left for our main source of nourishment are ship’s biscuits.

I hear constant conversations about the tastiest foods the men can imagine. Involuntarily, I start to think of such treats myself. Life on land, with all its comforts and charms, seems so magnificent and enticing that I begin to doubt whether we shall ever reach that happy place.

Why are all these delights of life on land so clear before my eyes right now, like hallucinations? Is this the end already? Is this a premonition of our deaths? No, it cannot be! I am convinced that we will reach land sooner or later. On the march I have become religious as never before, almost superstitious. My icon of Nicholas the Miracleworker is always in my pocket. But my men grow abject and despondent, no matter how I try to cheer them up.

A northerly wind began to blow toward evening. The ice seems to be on the move again: we have blundered off route into very unpleasant terrain. Soft snow and a great many pools of water did not make our task any easier. Nilsen and I have been trying to level the track out for those following us. It was hard work, and we are exhausted. I need to change our methods: henceforth three men will pull the first sledge and the others will follow immediately behind. They will move faster in the tracks of those ahead, and will not have to pull so hard.


* A parrel is a wooden sleeve that slides up and down a ship’s mast, connecting a yard or other spar to the mast.

* Piotr Maximov, Yan Regald, Prokbor Bayev, Alexander Arhireyev, Olger Nilsen, Pavel Smirennikov, Vladimir Gubanov, Alexander Konrad, Yevgeni Shpakovsky, and Ivan Lunayev.

* A polynya is an area of consistently open water amid the ice pack, prevented from freezing over by prevailing winds and currents.

† Grease ice is a thin film of ice that forms on the surface of the ocean in strips or patches, and indicates the onset of ice formation. Frazil ice is created as grease ice thickens into nascent floes.

† The significance of this to Albanov was that sixty nautical miles equals one degree of latitude.

* An island group in northeast Franz Josef Land, the first land that Nansen came to on his journey south.

* Force 4 on the Beaufort scale is a “moderate breeze” of 11 to 16 knots (13 to 18 mph).

* Sand and clay in the ice would signal the presence of nearby land.
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