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            – CHAPTER 1 –

            A GREENLAND INVITATION

         

         It started, as most expeditions do, with a phone call. I was in New Zealand and, when I rang home one day, my wife Wendy told me that Robin Knox-Johnston had just called to ask whether I was interested in sailing to Greenland with him and then taking him up a climb. At that stage I was thinking of going climbing in the Tien Shan, in what was then the Soviet Union, but there was something so refreshingly different about this proposal, that I asked Wendy to accept the invitation on my behalf.

         I had first met Robin in the autumn of 1978 on a charity edition of the television show The Krypton Factor. This consisted of a series of challenges that were designed to test physical stamina, practical and mental ingenuity and general knowledge. There were four competitors, Ranulph Fiennes, the polar adventurer, Robin Knox-Johnston, first man to sail around the world non-stop single-handed, Don Cameron, the balloonist, and me. We first met on a bleak army assault course on the Lancashire moors. I thought I had it weighed up. Fiennes, tall, lean, and ex-SAS, was almost certain to beat me, but I should come an easy second. Neither a sailor nor a balloonist should be able to keep up with a mountaineer. It was a straight race, with the four of us starting together. Fiennes pulled away easily but Robin was on his tail. I thought I’d catch up with my mountaineer’s stamina telling in the end, but the gap widened and I came in a poor third, my ego severely dented. I consoled myself with the fact that I was still in poor shape following a fall on the Ogre in the Karakoram the previous year. My confidence was restored in the cerebral part of the test when I managed to redeem myself, becoming the overall winner.

         I met Robin again a year later when I was researching a book which I called Quest for Adventure. It was a study of post-war adventure in all its aspects. I rang to ask for an interview and he told me he was about to go cruising round the Western Isles with his family on his yacht, Suhaili. He suggested instead of just interviewing him we might exchange skills. He’d teach me something about sailing and I could take him climbing. We arranged to meet at Oban and I drove up in July 1979.

         It didn’t start too well. I went to the wrong part of the harbour, and was late anyway, having combed the Oban shops for a map of the Cuillin Ridge in Skye which was to be our land objective. I had forgotten to bring my own. Eventually I located a half-inch to the mile map, which would hardly be adequate for the intricate navigation required on the Cuillin, and then found Suhaili at the far end of the harbour. Robin and Sue, with their daughter Sara, were pleasantly relaxed about my late arrival and we set sail, or rather began motoring, as soon as I had brought my gear aboard. It was difficult to believe that Robin had sailed this small, 32-foot ketch round the world single-handed, through the Roaring Forties, and that on one occasion, when a huge rogue wave had swept it while he was working up forward, his only means of saving himself had been to climb the shrouds and cling to the main mast as the boat disappeared in roaring waters and foam. Chugging up the Sound of Mull, sipping a gin and tonic, was a far cry from that.

         We anchored for the night in a small bay and the next day reached Loch Scavaig on Skye. I was already captivated by this style of sailing as I was seeing the hills of the Highlands from a different perspective and the very slowness of our progress was a bonus. It gave time to savour their changing aspect as we crept round Muck and Eigg, passed Rhum on the port side, and saw the jagged ramparts of the Cuillin loom ever higher.

         The anchorage was a small bay, barely protected by a rocky peninsula. That evening, while Sue cooked supper, Robin rowed me ashore and I gave him his first taste of rock climbing on a little crag just above the bay. It was probably a new route, taking a diagonal line up steep rough gabbro. When he came to follow me, I could see he wasn’t a natural climber. His movement was slow and awkward, yet quietly determined. Even though the rope was at an angle and the climb on the hard side for a total beginner, he coped with it in a calm methodical way and was obviously enjoying it.

         The next morning we set out for our expedition on to the main ridge, walking up the side of Loch Coruisk and then up the ridge of the Dubhs, padding over the smooth black gabbro boiler plates, which swept up into a low cloud base. I had forgotten the Dubh Gap, a vertical step on the ridge, down which you need to abseil. I did at least have a rope, produced it from my rucksack, dropped the doubled ends down and started to explain to Robin the technique of abseiling.

         ‘You know, Chris, I think it would be much better if I did this the way I’m used to. This is how I go up and down the mast.’

         He rigged the ropes as a pulley round the karabiner and prepared to set off. I didn’t like the idea at all.

         ‘Look, I’m responsible if anything goes wrong. I think you should do it as a proper abseil.’

         But Robin was adamant, and lowered himself down as if he was in a bosun’s chair. I was immensely relieved when he reached the bottom and I was able to follow him down.

         We were now in thick cloud approaching the crest of the ridge. The map I had bought in Oban was useless and I was uncomfortably aware of how easy it was to take the wrong turning. As we stumbled on I was getting more and more worried but determined not to let Robin know of my doubts. We met up with two other climbers, the first we had seen that day, and I tried in the course of our conversation to find out exactly where we were without letting on that I was totally lost. Luckily, I discovered we were still on the main ridge and going in the right direction.

         After a short scramble we reached the Thearlaich Dubh Gap, a gash out of the ridge which once again called for an abseil. Robin did it his way. On the other side of the gap is King’s Chimney, a short climb with water dripping down it, making the rock slippery. Robin had a struggle but arrived at the top grinning, muttering that climbing the mast of Suhaili was more his style. I was enjoying myself on this wild mountain day in the swirling clouds with glimpses of dark craggy rock below and around us, and my pleasure was enhanced by introducing and sharing a skill and experience that meant so much to me. The wind was getting stronger, gusting round the pinnacles of the ridge crest and I could see that Robin was worried. Suhaili’s anchorage was open to the south and he was afraid the anchor might drag. We dropped down a side gully to reach the valley and returned by the shore of Loch Coruisk to the boat.

         The following morning, sailing past the Isle of Rhum, we came across the Royal Yacht. Robin hurriedly hoisted an ensign so that we could dip it and radioed loyal greetings. Then he dropped me off at Tobermory and continued his holiday, while I went home to continue writing my book. I was so taken with offshore sailing that I started talking of buying a boat. But Wendy was more realistic, asking me how I would cope with all the maintenance and everything. So sailing remained a delightful one-off experience and, though we didn’t meet up again, Robin and I had built the foundation of a very real friendship. His proposal that we should sail to Greenland was an extension, on a rather grand scale, of our voyage to Skye.

         As soon as I got home from New Zealand I started researching a suitable climbing objective and quickly discovered that the most interesting and dramatic unclimbed mountains were on Greenland’s forbidding east coast, but that this was also the most difficult to reach by boat. I was told we would be mad to try to take Suhaili into its ice-locked fjords. While Robin read the Admiralty Pilot and thought positively around its blunt warnings in order to select us a possible anchorage, I combed expedition reports and made phone calls and found everyone kept referring me to a young climber called Jim Lowther who, I discovered, lived on my own doorstep. He came over from Penrith to see me, carrying a case full of maps, photographs and reports. Although only twenty-five years old, he had been to Greenland on ten different occasions, starting with school expeditions and going on to organise his own. A few days later he called to let me know he had the ideal objective, a peak he had seen from a distance the previous summer on an expedition to explore and climb in the Watkins Range. The mountain, named the Cathedral, was situated in the Lemon Mountains, a range visited by Lawrence Wager in 1936. Stan Woolley, another inveterate Greenland hand, went there in 1972, but no one had been there since and it remained unclimbed.

         Jim came over the following night and showed me some pictures of the Cathedral. It looked superb, a wedge-like pyramid of snow and rock, that reminded me a little of the Aiguille Verte in the Mont Blanc massif. Jim assured me that the rock was granite and that Stan Woolley had described the Cathedral as ‘the most attractive and challenging unclimbed peak in Greenland’.

         It sounded great, but could we get there? The peak was near the head of a fjord called Kangerdlugssuaq, about halfway between Angmagssalik and Scoresby Sound, tucked into a gigantic open corner that apparently tended to hold the floe ice, so that in some years it was impossible, or at least very difficult, to get in to the coast. But my imagination was caught and I recommended to Robin that this should be our objective.

         By this time I was getting to know Jim Lowther better. We had been ice climbing on Helvellyn and I was impressed by his competence and modesty. I had decided I needed another experienced climber in the team, since Robin was a novice, and Jim seemed an ideal choice. Although he was only a little older than my own elder son, I never felt the difference in age. He has a very mature approach to life and yet a real sense of fun and adventure. He certainly has his share of responsibility. Third son of the Earl of Lonsdale, one of the biggest landowners in the Lake District, he was helping to manage the complex and multi-faceted businesses of the Lowther Estate. In the following months I came to appreciate his reliability. If I asked him to do anything, he got on with the job quickly and efficiently, assembling the pulks (or sledges) that we planned to manhaul to the foot of the mountain, sorting out our rations and gleaning as much information as possible about the area.

         Robin, meanwhile, was busy preparing Suhaili and planning the voyage. He takes up the story.

         
             

         

         Once I received the news that Chris was available for the expedition, there were two urgent matters which required attention. Firstly, so Chris could choose a suitable objective, it was necessary to study Greenland’s coast in detail to select potential landing places. Secondly Suhaili, my twenty-eight-year-old, 32-foot Bermudan ketch, had to be made ready and a crew selected.

         Chris and I agreed our objective should be on or near the largely inaccessible east coast. This inaccessibility is due to the pack ice which makes navigation complex and dangerous. However, as this is why there are many unclimbed mountains close to the shore, we could hardly complain.

         The Admiralty Pilot describes the coast as follows:

         
            ‘The east coast of Greenland extends from Kap Farvel (59° 46’ N 43° 55’ W) in the south to Kap Morris Jesup in the north, less than 400 miles from the North Pole. The principal settlements on the coast of Greenland are at Angmagssalik and Scoresby Sund.

            The whole of this immense length of coastline is fronted by a huge belt of ice of varying width, and it must be remembered that the fjords, bays and channels are in most cases completely frozen over from shore to shore during some part of the year. There are still great stretches of coast which have never yet been approached in a surface vessel, and our knowledge of them has been obtained either by voyages in boats or native craft along the partly ice-free zone between the land and sea ice, by aircraft reconnaissance, or by means of sledging journeys over the ice fringing the land.’

         

         It was reasonable therefore to suppose that in some areas the pack ice does disperse briefly, but even the major settlement at Scoresby Sound, where there are tidal flows to aid the clearance of ice from the entrance, is not open every year. Further north, where the land is largely unmapped, the ice was almost certain to be impenetrable. To the south of Scoresby there were really only two fjords which might afford shelter for the boat, Kangerdlugssuaq and Angmagssalik. The latter was reachable, but this meant some of its mountains had already been climbed. The former was attractive, especially as it is seldom visited and there are no detailed charts. The disadvantage was that the ice does not always break up sufficiently to allow entry, but on average there was a good chance of a passage through in August. So I proposed Kangerdlugssuaq to Chris as the prime possibility, followed by Scoresby and then Angmagssalik in case Kangerdlugssuaq was not feasible. Very soon afterwards he and Jim Lowther found the Cathedral, and our destination was finalised.

         Kangerdlugssuaq is the second largest fjord on the south-eastern coast of Greenland and the entrance lies at 68° 08’ N, just inside the Arctic Circle. It extends forty miles north-north-west into the interior with two branch fjords, Amdrup and Watkins, leading off to the west-north-west and east respectively, quite near to the entrance. The Pilot refers to an anchorage near the entrance at Uttental Sound, but there also appeared to be a good spot for a small boat just at the southern end of Kraemer Island. The most recent navigation report is dated 1941 and states that both branch fjords are congested with ice and very large icebergs almost block the approaches. We could bypass the icebergs, but tightly packed ice would pose an insoluble problem. Overall the information in the Pilot was general and limited, and the Danish Navy charts of Kangerdlugssuaq showed only white for the upper reaches, indicating there was no data for this area.

         The weather conditions in the Denmark Strait between Iceland and Greenland are often stormy, although the percentage of gales for July is only ten. Fog would be more of a worry, and as Suhaili is not fitted with radar, this could be particularly serious in conjunction with sea ice or icebergs. The winds in the fjords can be ferocious, caused by cold air funnelling down from the vast Greenland Icecap, and may reach hurricane strength. The effect is local, only a few miles away it can be calm, but I noted their frequency increased rapidly from September onwards, along with depressions over Iceland, so it seemed prudent to plan to be well south by the end of August at the latest.

         Chris acquired a map compiled from an aerial survey which was on a larger scale than the chart and included both Kangerdlugssuaq Fjord and the Cathedral. It showed our direct route to be via the Courtauld Glacier, but as this is some way up the main fjord, it would probably be inaccessible by boat. So we also considered the Sidegletscher, off Watkins Fjord, which was more likely to be navigable, but would entail a rather longer land journey of about forty miles to our mountain. If Watkins Fjord was not viable, there was one final alternative, the neighbouring Mikis Fjord, but this would add a further three days to the trek.

         Apart from dodging icebergs in the Southern Ocean while competing in a Whitbread Round the World Race, I had never sailed through ice. I needed information about its approximate location, thickness and movement. However, the moment I made enquiries, I learned how jealously guarded are Greenland’s secrets. Happily, this seemed to apply more to landsmen than seamen, and one or two friends who had sailed north of the Arctic Circle sent their reports which were very valuable. Unfortunately, none had stayed in the fjords for longer than a few days and none had visited the Kangerdlugssuaq region. Bill Tilman’s books were a useful overall guide but, in his five voyages to the area, he lost one boat off Jan Mayen Island, his crew refused to proceed far beyond Iceland on another, and he lost a second boat near Angmagssalik during a subsequent trip. Ice was not a significant factor in these incidents but, if nothing else, they told me why he landed in trouble. If he had carried reliable engines and more experienced crew, many of his difficulties could have been averted. Tilman’s experience also warned us that the pack ice could block the entrance to Angmagssalik right into August, although an offshore wind would often create leads through which we might penetrate. The best authority on sailing in Arctic waters was still William Scoresby in his account of whaling in the 1820s. Clear and lucid, it graphically recounted how wooden whalers manoeuvred in the pack ice, used it for shelter in storms and how on occasions they were forced to move swiftly to avoid being crushed. This gave food for thought, because if a 400-ton whaler could be damaged by the ice, it was certainly essential for a ten-ton yacht to be particularly vigilant.

         Of the less helpful people, those lacking sea-going knowledge were firmly of the view that I should not embark on this venture unless accompanied by a Greenland expert. One person even suggested that I had no right to risk a boat as historic as Suhaili on anything so foolhardy. But I am of the view that a boat is all the better for being used and she is properly maintained if she is frequently at sea. Jim Lowther wanted me to take his Greenland hunting friend to see us through the ice, but while I welcomed the idea of having such an interesting person on board, I was adamant about not allowing him charge of my boat. In the event he refused to go in before 8th August and I believed it would be an error to wait this late, especially as Chris reckoned we needed at least two weeks ashore, and I wished to be on the way home before the end of the month, when the ferocious winds set in. On balance, I decided to ignore much of the gratuitous advice. As an island race we like to regard ourselves as a nation of seamen, but in reality there are very few professionals left, and a vast misunderstanding of the work and knowledge required to become one. A friend once said a Master’s Certificate may not be an academic qualification, but it needs a minimum of seven and a half years’ sea time and the equivalent study for a Master’s degree.

         One organisation could not be disregarded however, and this was the Danish Polar Institute. Greenland was originally a colony of Denmark and is now an integral part of Denmark with its own parliament which legislates on its internal affairs, while the Danish government is responsible for its defence and foreign policy. The Danish Polar Institute handles all applications by expeditions to climb, explore or carry out scientific work in Greenland. Since they accept the responsibility of rescuing anyone who gets into trouble, they not only insist that all expeditions are covered by a generous rescue insurance, they also vet the plans of would-be expeditioners and turn down any they feel are unjustifiably risky. Chris applied for permission for our expedition to sail to Greenland waters, and after a long delay they replied that Suhaili was unsuitable and therefore refused their consent. I knew that the authorities could not prevent my sailing north if I wished, many others had done so, though they might be able to bar us from landing and going inland. But they made a tactical mistake by specifying that Suhaili was unsuitable, since she is proven to be one of the toughest little yachts afloat. I telephoned Robin Duchesne, the Secretary General of the Royal Yachting Association. He kindly contacted his opposite number in Denmark who then explained matters to the Polar Institute and permission was granted. By now I was becoming thoroughly disillusioned with all so-called Greenland experts and bureaucracy, and concluded the best solution was to sail and deal with any problems as they arose.

         For Suhaili’s crew I needed two hands sufficiently responsible to have charge of a watch at sea and my most treasured possession for a fortnight when I was off climbing. They also had to be congenial. Congeniality may be defined in a number of ways, but for crew I mean competent, hard-working, willing, plus a good sense of humour. There is nothing worse than confining several people in a small boat who do not get on, and good humour overcomes most situations. It is difficult to find people who can take two months’ holiday and have free weekends beforehand to assist with preparations. Luckily one of my regular coasting crew, Perry Crickmere, who like me served in the Merchant Navy, was so keen on the project that he persuaded his employers, a firm of London insurance brokers, to allow him the necessary leave. Short and solid at thirty-one years old, Perry has a drooping moustache and rolls his own cigarettes. I was delighted by his enthusiasm, particularly as, apart from his skill at cigarette-rolling, he is very able and practical. The other place proved harder to fill, but a paragraph in the Royal Cruising Club’s newsletter, inserted by James Burdett stating he wanted a passage north between the middle of July and early September, caught my eye. The dates seemed suspiciously convenient, but they were genuine as they coincided with his vacation from law school. I liked James immediately, he has a dry sense of humour and is so laid back he is almost horizontal, but he fulfilled all my requirements, and at twenty-three was the baby of the crew. As matters turned out, I had made excellent choices.

         Suhaili was completely refitted after her pasting in the Atlantic in 1989; new masts and rigging and a smart paint job. My only concern was for the eighteen-year-old engine. I was well accustomed to its foibles and could usually get it running, but sometimes this was a lengthy process, and judging from Tilman’s accounts, time could be critical. Matters came to a head when, in February 1991, it began spewing out vast quantities of white smoke during the annual St Katharine’s Frostbite Race. This was diagnosed as a split cylinder-head gasket, but in reality was a cracked cylinder liner. Putting a new liner into an old engine seemed rather like new wine in old skins, and in any case I had by now lost confidence in it. I contacted Perkins in Peterborough and they examined the installation. After a second visit they announced that one of the new Prima range engines was ready, but I would have to install it. Wisely, they also suggested that I attend a maintenance course before the engine was delivered.

         As I had removed the engine on three previous occasions, the absence of a crane was not a problem. Perry, James and I rigged sheerlegs and lifted it out through the main hatch. The new engine, although developing eighteen extra horsepower, was conveniently slightly smaller and so went in quite easily. As a part of Perkins’ service they checked the propeller size and advised we fit a new three-bladed model instead of the two-bladed one which had been with the boat since she was built. The overall results were spectacular and led to us having sufficient power to punch through a head sea in a force 6, whereas previously this was almost unachievable in force 4. Unfortunately, this all took weeks, and preparation time was further reduced when I became Managing Director of St Katharine’s Haven next door to the Tower of London at the beginning of May. Chris and I had planned to have a week skiing and climbing, but this never happened. The best I managed was to spend an evening with the Royal Marine Reserves in Bermondsey where Corporal Dave Hill coached me in the basics of abseiling and jumaring.

         In April we dried out along the bank of the Thames, did some caulking and gave Suhaili a good coat of anti-fouling. We were still debating how to protect the hull against ice because, although the hull strakes are three-centimetres teak, I had no wish to see them threatened. The suggestion was put forward that we sheath the whole hull with aluminium or stainless steel sheet, but I was nervous of this and in the end we carried large timbers on board which were strapped either side of the bow to push through the ice. It may seem slightly absurd to have worried about landing people and gear from a yacht no larger than a ship’s lifeboat but, unlike a lifeboat, Suhaili has a draught of a metre and a half. So the expedition was very lucky to be given an inflatable dinghy, plus an outboard engine capable of keeping pace with Suhaili for filming purposes, as few people can row at five knots.

         Only two things keep me awake at night - an insecure anchorage and the fear of losing all power, so I cannot communicate with the outside world or start the engine. Suhaili now possessed a reliable engine with a powerful alternator, but a short in a circuit would drain the batteries and I wanted a backup battery-charging system. In the end I had two systems and slept soundly. A wind generator was installed on the mizzen mast and a special solar panel was fitted on deck. The latter also served as a mobile charger for the portable HF set carried by the climbers which allowed regular communication with the boat and Portishead radio when conditions permitted.

         Quite where all the crew and equipment were to fit, I had no idea. The main team was five, plus John Dunn from BBC Radio 2 who had accepted an invitation to accompany us until Reykjavik, Iceland’s capital. Suhaili has six berths, but as Chris relayed the lists of equipment, I realised the fo’c’sle, which contains two of the berths, would be full of sledges, skis and climbing gear. There was no alternative but to adopt the hot bunk system whereby, since two people would always be on watch, the four remaining bunks would be enough for those off duty. Personal gear was to be stowed in bags which, if nothing else, encouraged everyone to be parsimonious with luggage and ensured tidy stowage. At the beginning of June we were just about ready and Suhaili was moved to the Joint Services base at Gosport for an engine service. We departed for Whitehaven in Cumbria on 13th July to collect Chris and Jim Lowther, plus all the land equipment and food. From Whitehaven we planned to sail to Reykjavik, drop off John Dunn, pick up a two-man film crew, review the ice situation and then head for Greenland.

         Whitehaven was frantic for the crew. For a start, we had developed a leak in the vicinity of the sternpost and were taking in water quite rapidly. My worst fear was that a hull plank had sprung, but when we dried out alongside Britain’s last serviceable steam dredger, we were much relieved to discover it was due to an old electric cable trunking for an echo-sounder inserted when she was built. The hole was quickly plugged, but not before it caused a certain amount of alarm amongst the climbers. Two months’ stores for six people occupied all the locker space and when the fo’c’sle was loaded with six sledges, a dinghy, petrol cans and all the remaining gear, it was almost full. The consolation was that whatever weather we encountered, it would be hard for anything to shift! Suhaili had sunk by ten centimetres at this stage, indicating a cargo of two tons in total, but we hoped this represented all our requirements. At 1800 on 19th July we motored out from the harbour with almost half the town to see us off - our adventure had begun.
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