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And yet even today we hear people ask in surprise: What is the use of these voyages of exploration? What good do they do us? Little brains, I always answer to myself, have only room for thoughts of bread and butter.


—Roald Amundsen, The South Pole


In spite of the long time I had spent in the Arctic I was always longing to go back again. Kipling says that the man who hears the East a-calling never hears anything else, but the Arctic and the ice call just as strongly to some people.


—Helmer Hanssen, Voyages of a Modern Viking


No man more than the explorer is tempted to adopt the doctrine of ends justifying the means. An explorer soon discovers that the world is full of busybodies righteously ready to save him, as they probably think, from himself. The only way to deal with such people is to agree to their terms and then go ahead as one pleases. There are enough legitimate discouragements in the world without submitting to artificial ones.


—Lincoln Ellsworth, Beyond Horizons
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PROLOGUE



The Last of the Vikings


I tried to work up a little poetry—the ever-restless spirit of man, the mysterious, awe-inspiring wilderness of ice—but it was no good; I suppose it was too early in the morning.


“THE STANDARD OF Fascist Italy is floating in the breeze over the ice of the Pole,” radioed General Umberto Nobile, commander of the dirigible Italia, on May 24, 1928. The enormous airship and its crew of sixteen had flown from their base on Spitsbergen the day before and were now leisurely circling the frozen expanse at the top of the world. In the tiny main cabin strapped underneath the monstrous gas chamber, a gramophone scratched out the Italian folk song “The Bells of San Giusto,” and the men celebrated with a homemade liqueur.


A month earlier, Pope Pius XI had publicly blessed the crew and commander in Italy, urging them to “consecrate the summit of the world,” and had presented them with an enormous ceremonial oak cross for that purpose. It was impossible for the crew to disembark from the cabin onto the ice due to winds that kept the airship 150 metres in the air, and the men struggled to manoeuvre the great cross out the cabin door. They solemnly watched it plummet to the ice with the flag of Italy’s National Fascist Party attached to it, fluttering in the polar wind. Then, in a “religious silence,” they tossed out a Milanese coat of arms and a little medal of the Virgin of the Fire.


After the brief ceremony, which also included playing the Fascist battle hymn “Giovinezza” followed by a flourish of salutes, the airship slowly turned around and began to struggle against headwinds and fog on its way back south to Spitsbergen. The visibility being poor, Nobile couldn’t determine the Italia’s location. The crew became disoriented, and Nobile ordered the airship to descend closer to the pack ice for a better view. They were still almost three hundred kilometres northeast of Spitsbergen when the rear of the airship became “heavy” and lurched toward the ice. Alarmed, Nobile and his officers tried to regain control over the Italia by increasing the speed of the propellers. But it was too late. The rear end of the dirigible hit and scraped along the jagged surface of the ice. “There was a fearful impact,” Nobile wrote later. “Something hit me on the head, then I was caught and crushed. Clearly, without any pain, I felt some of my limbs snap. Some object falling from a height knocked me down head foremost. Instinctively I shut my eyes, and with perfect lucidity and coolness formulated the thought: ‘It’s all over!’”


During the impact one man plunged from the cabin onto the ice and died instantly. Nine men scrambled from the wreckage and leaped or were thrown to the ice. As flames erupted from the crippled airship, it spun away in a trail of smoke. Six men were trapped in the cabin, never to be seen again. The nine survivors, several of them severely injured, huddled on the ice amid the detritus of boxes and equipment that had been thrown from the airship while Nobile’s little dog Titina, uninjured in the collision, explored the bleak surroundings. After several days without radio contact, Nobile finally accepted that the expedition was indeed in trouble and in need of rescue; only a month of provisions had survived the crash.


Roald Amundsen was attending a public luncheon when news of the disaster reached Oslo. Upon hearing the news he stood up and announced, “I’m ready to leave at once to do anything I can to help.” But as the Norwegian government began planning a rescue expedition, astonishing word came from Italy. Benito Mussolini had refused all assistance from Norway (despite the fact that the airship had probably gone down off Norway’s northern border), particularly if the rescue were to be led by Amundsen. Nobile and Amundsen had been caught up in a nasty public feud for the past eighteen months—the fallout from a previous joint dirigible expedition to the North Pole—and Mussolini did not want the honour of Italy besmirched by Nobile’s being rescued by his enemy. It would be an affront to Italian dignity. To the budding strongman, then beginning his scheme to reinvigorate Italy’s image in the eyes of the world and to reposition his country as a powerful player on the international stage, the prospect of the nations of the world coming to Italy’s rescue was humiliating. Captain Hjalmar Riiser-Larsen, an organizer of the Norwegian rescue operation and a past colleague of Amundsen’s, wrote in astonishment: “I could not rid myself of the idea that it was preferable for the expedition to suffer a glorious death, [rather] than a miserable homecoming.”


To avoid offending Mussolini, the organizers of the Norwegian expedition quietly dropped Amundsen from the rescue operation. It was a slight the aging but proud adventurer, officially retired for over a year, would not easily accept. Over six feet tall, weatherbeaten and still powerfully built at fifty-six years of age, he could not resist the urge to step into the spotlight one more time, perhaps to find closure for his quarrel with Nobile and redemption from the sordid publicity of the past two years.


In the 1920s, dirigibles were considered the future of air transport. A spectacular airship crash in the howling wastes of the polar sea commanded public interest; both nations and publicity-seeking individuals were eager to be seen as part of the thrilling escapade. So Amundsen began to arrange a private rescue plan. Money, as it had been throughout his tumultuous career, was Amundsen’s chief concern. He had only recently cleared most of his debts, so his friends and family were not enthusiastic about financing his participation in what had become an international game played for national prestige.


There was strong sentiment in Norway that passing over Amundsen to please Mussolini was not only foolish but also a national embarrassment. Through the intercession of Fredrik Petersen, a Norwegian businessman in Paris, the French government quickly approved the use of a Latham twin-engine biplane equipped with pontoons, and a crew, to be put under Amundsen’s command. The aircraft would help scour the ice for the stranded survivors of the Italia and ensure that France was a player in the great game of rescue, a drama that was generating voluminous columns of print in newspapers and magazines throughout Europe and North America. Although his fiancée was travelling from America to meet him, the Norwegian adventurer readied himself for the dangerous dash to Spitsbergen.


There was a reason Amundsen was able to command such international attention on short notice: he was the most famous of Norwegian explorers, and probably the most famous living explorer in the world. For nearly two and a half decades, his many thrilling exploits had pushed the frontiers of geographical knowledge and entertained millions. There was no one alive more deserving than Amundsen of the honour of a commanding role in the international extravaganza that would eventually include eight nations, dozens of ships and planes, and over 1,500 men.
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In the early twentieth century, many of the great geographical mysteries that had intrigued adventurers for centuries remained unsolved, leaving unexplored blank spots on otherwise increasingly detailed global maps. Whereas Tibet, Africa and the Amazon had been repeatedly visited, every ocean navigated and every desert traversed, the Northwest Passage, the South Pole and the North Pole, sirens to generations of seekers, had not yet been conquered. Yet one man would undisputedly claim all these prizes within a twenty-year span.


Although he is known for being the first person to reach the South Pole—which, ironically, he didn’t consider to be his greatest accomplishment—the Norwegian Roald Amundsen should also be remembered as one of the greatest explorers of all time. Like the accomplishments of the revered British mariner James Cook, Amundsen’s feats are unrivalled. Unlike the expeditions of others—particularly British empire-against-the-world, our-way-as-the-civilized-way excursions—Amundsen approached his goals as physical and mental challenges. They were planned like military operations. The Norwegian explorer’s style—a rational, as opposed to a romantic, approach to travel and exploration—proved successful where others had failed: in the harshest, most unforgiving places on the planet, where a single mistake could result in failure and perhaps death. His military-style execution of his objectives, carried out with gusto and flamboyant self-promotion, changed forever the way the geographical world would be perceived and future expeditions planned.


Amundsen was a skillful publicity seeker. To fund his exploits, he made the rounds of the lecture circuit telling hair-raising tales of his death-defying adventures and geographical conquests. In the press he was referred to as “the last of the Vikings,” and he learned early never to do anything without securing advance publicity (and payment for exclusive rights to his story). Larger than life, arrogant and competitive, Amundsen was a meticulous organizer and avoided the extreme sufferings and early death so common among other adventurers. He could be taciturn and rude in public, and his accomplishments were tainted by the perceptions that he was devious and cold-hearted, that his quest for glory and public acclaim in the exploration game was somehow unseemly or ungentlemanly and that he had violated some unwritten code that dictated how respectable adventurers were to conduct themselves. In fact, while Amundsen viewed exploration as an exciting undertaking to settle his restless spirit, he somehow failed to appreciate, or ignored, the underlying political and nationalist motivations that inspired and financed others, making him the object of much vitriol, as occurred when Robert Falcon Scott of the British Antarctic Expedition perished while racing Amundsen to the South Pole.


Amundsen has been contrasted and compared with Scott by biographers and polar historians for the past century. His life and accomplishments have been condensed to this single episode, in which he is often portrayed as an uncouth bit player in the tragic drama of Scott’s death. But Amundsen was not universally regarded as a cold and austere man. His American friend Lincoln Ellsworth claimed that “he was like a child whose confidence has been betrayed so often that it finally trusts nobody. So he encased himself in a shell of ice. . . . Nobody was warmer hearted, no boy could frolic more joyously than Amundsen in his fifties, as he was when I knew him.” Amundsen also had an intuitive sense of other people’s moods and thoughts. When he sensed that others found it uncomfortable to be constantly looking up at him, he would indicate that everyone should be seated.


Although he strove for respectability, cloaking his exploits in scientific accomplishment, Amundsen pursued his objectives as a series of conquests, as records to be broken and listed on his résumé, metaphorical trophies for his mantel, much like professional adventurers do today. He commented to a friend when he heard of the American Richard Evelyn Byrd’s plan to fly to the South Pole: “Of course Byrd can fly to the South Pole, if he wants to, but what is the use? I don’t understand such a thing. I was there, Scott was there—there is nothing more to find. Why should anybody want to go to a place where somebody else had already been? Or go there for the sake of doing it a different way?” On another occasion he wrote that he was glad he hadn’t been born later, because then there would have been nothing left for him to do but go to the moon. He was the supreme man of action, an actor in a grand drama of his own devising. The only reason he didn’t endorse equipment in order to fund his expeditions was that adventure tourism as a form of middle-class recreation did not yet exist and there was not much equipment to promote, although he did promote other products—shoes, toothpaste and tinned meat—whenever he could.


During the early twentieth century, Amundsen was a towering public figure. In an era before the Internet, television, radio and easy travel, he excelled at selling excitement and adventure to the public. A casual search of the New York Times archives between 1903 and 1928 reveals over four hundred articles about Amundsen. These articles include gushing tributes to his accomplishments, notifications of his honours, decorations and citations, notices of his upcoming lectures, news of his opinions on global events and details of his future plans. Some of the pieces read like the society pages, announcing which prestigious prize Amundsen would receive in Paris, what President Theodore Roosevelt had written in a public letter read aloud at a dinner in Amundsen’s honour in New York, or which German scientific medal the Norwegian explorer had renounced during the war. Even the auctions of his manuscripts to publishers made the papers.


Amundsen wrote about his exploits with a wry, self-deprecating sense of humour free of the nationalist bombast and pedantic cereal-box philosophy, the fake moralizing and shallow introspection, that was so common in the pronouncements of many other explorers of the era. Much of his own writing is tongue-in-cheek and deliberately lurid; he was a natural story-teller chuckling at his own tales. “I tried to work up a little poetry,” he wrote just before setting off on skis for the South Pole, “the ever-restless spirit of man, the mysterious, awe-inspiring wilderness of ice—but it was no good; I suppose it was too early in the morning.” After surviving a dangerous situation in the Arctic, he observed that “my nerve-wracking strain of the last three weeks was over. And with its passing, my appetite returned. I was ravenous. Hanging from the shrouds were carcasses of caribou. I rushed up the rigging, knife in hand. Furiously I slashed off slice after slice of the raw meat, thrusting it down my throat in chunks and ribbons, like a famished animal, until I could contain no more.” On another occasion, quoting the novelist Rex Beach, he mused that “‘the deity of success is a woman, and she insists on being won, not courted. . . . [Y]ou’ve got to seize her and bear her off, instead of standing under her window with a mandolin.’”


Amundsen was an entertainer of the highest order, and his geographical conquests were his art, executed with simplicity and grace. People sought out his opinions, snapped up his books and lined up to attend his lectures. Yet for much of his professional career he teetered on the cusp of bankruptcy, pursued by debt collectors even at public venues and ceremonies. He was indifferent, if not incompetent, when it came to dealing with the business aspect of his adventures, pouring all his earnings and borrowings into his next great adventure. At one point he was even involved in a lawsuit over debts to his own brother. Ellsworth, his friend and adventuring partner, remembered that in the 1920s, “In his room at the Waldorf, I frequently heard a mysterious rustling of paper on the floor—another court summons for Amundsen being slid under the door.” It speaks to his character, however, that he always paid off his creditors as soon as he was flush with cash from his latest book or tour.


Like all larger-than-life characters, Amundsen had several nicknames: “Last of the Vikings” invoked his national heritage for bold undertakings, “Napoleon of the Polar Regions” referenced his style of operation and the planning of his geographical conquests, and “White Eagle” was a concession to his striking appearance. Like his Viking ancestors, he was an imposing figure. His stride was confident and his stance defiant, his great beak of a nose a cartoonist’s delight, his bald head dominated by the white tufts of his imperial mustache. His face was weathered and prematurely aged from ploughing his way through blizzards on skis and dog sleds and from endless fretting over the state of his foundering finances. The skin around his piercing blue-grey eyes was crinkled from a lifetime of squinting into the sparkling ice and vast, frozen seas. These eyes, one friend noted, bored “through one as their gaze passed on into infinite distances.”


Amundsen lived with verve and enthusiasm. According to Ellsworth, who knew him for four years in the 1920s and joined him on two polar adventures, he inherited “from those half-wild ancestors who voyaged to America centuries before Columbus . . . a heroic physical appetite that matched the strength of his restless spirit.” He could eat almost anything, from multiple hard-boiled eggs to a succession of greasy meatballs. He seemed to thrive on a monotonous diet of pemmican and oat biscuits, but was never averse to hunting and eating unfamiliar animals such as dolphins, seals and penguins, which he proclaimed made for excellent eating, “not unlike beef.” He even ate his own sled dogs once. “His throat seemed to be lined with asbestos,” Ellsworth recalled, “and his digestion was that of an ostrich.” Amundsen was known to gulp burning hot chocolate, place his empty mug on the ground and proclaim “That is good” while others patiently waited for their drinks to cool. Never a routinely heavy drinker, Amundsen nevertheless poured himself a glass of aquavit or other liquor, eyeing his watch to await the precise moment of 5 p.m. each afternoon before drinking it.


The Last Viking was stubborn and intractable. He had many strong opinions, many friends and many enemies. It was nearly impossible to compel him to do anything he didn’t want to do—even to deliver a speech if he wasn’t in the mood—yet when he disappeared it was while dashing to the rescue of a man he hated. Ever restless and on the move, to the very end Amundsen was out to prove that he still had what it took to be a leader, that his glory days did not lie in the past. He shied away from the role of elder statesman, from becoming an object of morbid curiosity while fading away on his remote property. Unlike his mentor and countryman Fridtjof Nansen, the celebrated Norwegian patriot famous for the first recorded crossing of Greenland, Amundsen was not a scientist or an academic—he did not crave comfortable respectability but, rather, sought continued acclaim for daring exploits. He was a professional with a lifelong dedication to his skills and craft, and he had no other career to fall back on.


Amundsen was loved by his men, commanding a devotion of which others could only dream. He repaid loyalty with loyalty, even at considerable cost to his reputation, as was the case with the disgraced American explorer Dr. Frederick Cook. Revealing his own leadership style, Amundsen once admitted in a rare critique that “Nansen is too kingly. He will not hobnob with the common herd.” Some of Amundsen’s men even claimed they would sacrifice themselves for him. “If we were in want of food,” claimed Oscar Wisting, who was with Amundsen at the South Pole, in the Northeast Passage and at the North Pole, “and he said one must sacrifice himself for the others, I would gladly go quietly out into the snowdrift and die.”


Amundsen himself had a few qualities he demanded of his men, in addition to physical strength and quiet competence: “courage and dauntlessness, without boasting or big words, and then, amid joking and chaff—out into the blizzard.” Ever the optimist, who often counted on luck and always came out ahead, one of his favourite maxims was “When it is darkest there is always light ahead.” Yet he could share the complaints of his men in a down-to-earth way even while remaining the indomitable commander—he somehow was both leader and comrade. “There are two times a man is happy up here,” he claimed about the North Pole. “When his belly is full of hot liquid, and when he is in his sleeping bag.” Once, on a small ship that was bucking and corkscrewing in an ocean storm, a companion remarked that he didn’t like the sea. Amundsen, pale from seasickness himself, replied, “I don’t either. It is something we have to put up with.”


But as with any public figure, there was more to the explorer than the press revealed. An intensely private and secretive man, Amundsen rarely discussed things that were not part of his public persona—the elaborate façade of invincibility and determination that captivated the public for decades. He was as guarded and circumspect in his private life as he was flamboyant in his public exploits. Never, in any public documents or lectures, did he mention his three complicated affairs, all with married women, nor his quarrels with his family, until his strangely imprecise and erratic autobiography was published, barely a year and a half before his death.
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Perhaps it was a chance to redeem his reputation, a gambit to claim the limelight, that propelled Amundsen on his final dangerous and hastily planned flight in a French biplane. Perhaps he feared the arrival of his American fiancée. Whatever his reasons, on June 18, 1928, the Last Viking set off on his last great polar adventure. The twin-propeller biplane, with a Norwegian co-pilot and four French crew, soared into the blue northern sky from Tromsø, in northern Norway, toward Spitsbergen.


Oddly, many observers had premonitions of Amundsen’s fate in the days before takeoff. One even noted tears on Amundsen’s cheek the day he belatedly boarded the train north to Bergen, twenty-five years to the day since he had set sail on his first great conquest, of the Northwest Passage. “Ah, if you only knew how splendid it is up there in the North,” he said to an Italian reporter at his home in Uranienborg, on the coast outside Oslo. “That’s where I want to die, and I wish only that death would come to me chivalrously, that it will find me during the execution of some great deed, quickly and without suffering.” His last hours, spent with his friend Fritz Zapffe, were also notable for unusual musings. Amundsen handed his broken lighter to his friend, and when Zapffe said he would have it repaired, Amundsen replied that he shouldn’t bother: “I’ll have no more use for it.”


It was almost as if there were warring factions within him: a nostalgic melancholy in his final days at home, pushed aside by a sense of duty that was propelling him to fulfill the expectations of his public. Even the sailing from New York of his bride-to-be did not deter him from his quest for yet more acclaim in the polar regions, which had for two and a half decades served as the set for his grandiose life. We will never know his thoughts about the imminent arrival of his Alaskan paramour who planned to marry him in Norway, because Amundsen was never seen again. A few weeks after the biplane lifted off from Tromsø, a seven-foot-long blue pontoon and other detritus were spied floating in the choppy waters of the Barents Sea. The pontoon had clearly been used as a life raft.


Amundsen’s final bow on the international stage was an oddly fitting conclusion to the life and career of the most enigmatic and dynamic of the pioneers of the golden age of polar exploration. His disappearance was a neat conclusion to his adventure-novel life. Yet it was also somewhat anticlimactic. With Amundsen, the way he died is far less intriguing than the way he lived.





PART ONE



WEST
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The Boy from the Mountain Kingdom


This is the greatest factor: the way in which the expedition is equipped, the way in which every difficulty is foreseen, and precautions taken for meeting or avoiding it.


ON JUNE 16, 1903, the single-masted fishing smack Gjøa was moored to the pier in Christiania Fjord. The deck of the small ship was pounded by a “perfect deluge of rain” as a terrific storm whipped the waves into dangerous cross-currents. The captain of the ship was an exhausted, worry-worn thirty-one-year-old dreamer and schemer named Roald Amundsen. So far in his life he had dabbled in medicine at university, worked as a sailor and an officer on fishing and merchant ships, and overwintered in the Antarctic on a poorly organized Belgian expedition. Most importantly, he had come into a considerable inheritance, which he had spent on his ship and a crew of six experienced young mariners in preparation for his grand adventure, one that had animated his dreams since boyhood: the navigation of the unconquered Arctic waterway known as the Northwest Passage.


Unfortunately, his inheritance was insufficient to fund the ambitious voyage. He had begged for money from many “learned societies and private patrons of science,” but to little avail. The remainder of the financing was to be credit. He had not yet paid for the years of supplies and equipment he had stowed aboard, and his creditors had been hounding him for months. The previous day, his principal creditor had demanded payment within twenty-four hours. He had threatened to seize the Gjøa and to have Amundsen arrested for fraud. In a desperate move, the explorer had called a meeting with his crew, laid bare the sorry state of his finances and urged his men to a bold scheme.


Just before midnight, while the storm heaved the Gjøa and the rains pelted down, the first mate leaped aboard, yelling the news: the creditor was on the wharf, along with the bailiff and officers, waiting for the storm to pass before impounding the ship. Amundsen “seized an ax, dashed out into the cloudburst and cut the mooring hawsers,” and the ship plunged into the storm, steering south through the fjord into the Skagger Rack and North Sea—out of the jurisdiction of the bankruptcy courts and toward the deadly Northwest Passage. “When dawn arose on our truculent creditor,” Amundsen gleefully recounted later in his life, “we were safely out on the open main, seven as light-hearted pirates as ever flew the black flag, disappearing upon a quest that should take us three years and on which we were destined to succeed in an enterprise that had baffled our predecessors for four centuries.”
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The young man who conquered the Northwest Passage could easily have been destined for a life of sailing and adventure. Born Roald Engelbregt Gravning Amundsen on July 16, 1872, he was the fourth and final son of Jens Engebreth Amundsen and Hanna Henrikke Gustava Sahlquist. His mother was the daughter of a middle-class government official, and his father was a successful business owner and sea captain sixteen years her senior. At the time of their marriage, Jens was prosperous and well travelled. In 1854 he and a partner had purchased an old hulk at a scrap auction, refurbished it in a small shipyard and rechristened it Phoenix, displaying a sense of the symbolic power of words and prophecy that would later be shared by Roald.


The Phoenix voyaged to the Black Sea the following year, when the Crimean War pitted Turkey, France and England against Russia. By good fortune the ship, moored near Sebastapol, was eagerly received by the British and converted into winter quarters for their officers. Afterward it serviced the British cavalry, hauling forage and straw throughout the war. Jens returned to Norway with the foundation of a fortune in 1856, the beginning of his commercial empire. His business enterprise flourished with freer maritime trade in the second half of the nineteenth century, when Britain repealed its Navigation Act, opening the world of commercial shipping to ambitious but poor maritime people from commercial backwaters like Norway. Jens was a shrewd and uncompromising captain, business minded if unscrupulous by modern standards: among other cargoes, he shipped Chinese indentured labourers around the world—a practice little better than the slave trade. When he met Gustava Sahlquist he was a respected member of the commercial elite, the owner or co-owner at one time of thirty ships that circled the world. In the Norwegian tradition, ship owners were usually the captains of their own vessels, so marriage didn’t change his life much. Jens and Gustava’s first child was born in China.


Gustava—after many years of living aboard world-girdling merchant ships; several more years of living at Hvidsten, their secluded home on the mainland coast near the shipping centre of Sarpsbord; and the births of three more boys—persuaded her husband to move the family to Christiania, as Oslo was then called. Although more urban than Sarpsbord, Christiania was still dominated by sprawling wooden structures built along a fjord surrounded by pine-clad mountains and snowy peaks. The Amundsens’ new home was located near the city centre, had two stories and was staffed by several servants, yet it also backed onto forested backcountry. It was as urban as anything then in Norway yet still under the spell of the hinterland, a good place for children to experience the blending of urban and rural worlds. For the boys—Jens, Gustav, Leon and Roald—it was undoubtedly an idyllic place to grow up: They learned skiing and skating at an early age in the forest behind their home and had great latitude in outdoor play. They learned knot tying and wood carving, and forestry and boating skills, yet they also had the city to explore.


Jens Sr. was a good but stern father, respected by his family and larger community, and also well liked. He regaled his children with tales of his adventures at sea and in exotic foreign lands. When he was not on a voyage he was involved in the boys’ lives, dispensing practical wisdom such as his comment on their fighting: “I don’t want you to get into any fights. But if you must, get in the first blow—and see that it’s enough.” Roald seems later to have taken this to heart as a general philosophy: if you start something, go in strong and finish it. But although he inherited his father’s sense of adventure, he certainly did not inherit his father’s superior business sense, a lack that would haunt him for most of his life.


Gustava appears to have been unhappy. During school holidays and Christmas, she did not often travel with her sons to visit their cousins at Hvidsten. She either remained at home in Christiania or visited her own relatives. It is tempting to attribute Amundsen’s later wanderlust and international ambitions to his father and the family’s international shipping business, but it was Gustava who encouraged the boys’ formal education, which gave them a different window into the world, one that was less pragmatic and more intellectual, than their father’s outlook. It was she who urged the family to move to Christiania, where Amundsen was undoubtedly exposed to ideas and attitudes not commonly held in smaller, rural places. None of the Amundsen brothers was held back by the provincialism, feelings of inferiority or insularity that can come from growing up in remote places. Gustava saw to it that her sons were not disconnected from the larger intellectual and cultural currents of the wider world.


In the capital, the Amundsen brothers attended private school, but only Gustav, the second-oldest, had completed his studies before their father died in 1886 at the age of sixty-six. “It is hard to lose such a father,” wrote the fourteen-year-old Roald, “but it was God’s will, and the will of God must be fulfilled.” Some have suggested that this and similar writings over the years are evidence of Amundsen’s religious beliefs, but it seems just as likely that these platitudes skirt the desolation of a teenager’s feelings upon losing his beloved father: they are the words of someone who knows he needs to say something but is unable to convey the enormity of it. Amundsen’s three older brothers left home soon after their father’s death. Amundsen himself, according to his cheeky retelling in his autobiography, “passed without incident through the usual educational routine of Norway.”


With her three oldest sons gone to sea, Gustava pinned her desire for one of her children to pursue a career in medicine on Roald. “This ambition, however—which originated with her and for which I never shared her enthusiasm—was never to be realized.” But his mother’s respect for higher education was likely why Roald first came to read books in English about events outside Norway. And while he continued his education to please his mother, he developed an interest in British history, particularly in the tragic fate of John Franklin and his quest to locate the fabled Northwest Passage, but also Franklin’s earlier expeditions in arctic North America. “I read them with a fervid fascination which has shaped the whole course of my life,” Amundsen recalled.


His description of the return from one of his expeditions thrilled me as nothing I had ever read before. He told how for three weeks he and his little band had battled with the ice and storms, with no food to eat except a few bones found at a deserted Indian camp, and how before they finally returned to the outpost of civilization they were reduced to eating their own boot leather to keep themselves alive. Strangely enough the thing in Sir John’s narrative that appealed to me most strongly was the sufferings he and his men endured. A strange ambition burned within me to endure those same sufferings. Secretly . . . I irretrievably decided to be an Arctic explorer.


“Roald” means “the glorious” in Norwegian. As a youth, Amundsen dreamt of a glorious future for himself, one in which he would live up to his name and perhaps his father’s legacy. He had visions of vanquishing, against great odds, geographical chimeras, enduring incredible suffering in the process and emerging a hero.


Amundsen plodded on through his studies, passing each year with grades that reflected indifference and muted enthusiasm, barely good enough to keep his mother pleased. Meanwhile he continued to dream and to train in the outdoors during every possible break from school. “From November to April,” he recalled, “I went out in the open, exploring the hills and mountains which rise in every direction around Oslo, increasing my skill in traversing ice and snow and hardening my muscles for the coming great adventure.” He loved skiing but had little interest in football, the other sport then popular in Norway. He joined football teams anyway, just for the physical challenge. Amundsen slept with his window wide open at night even in the winter, claiming to his mother that he loved fresh air, but really “it was a part of my hardening process.” He organized small expeditions for himself and a few friends, such as overnight treks on skis under a star-studded sky, enlivened by the otherworldly swirling of the aurora borealis, into the winter wilds to improve his toughness.


If one were looking for a challenge in late-nineteenth-century Norway, there were two ever-present opportunities: the sea and the mountain wilderness that constituted much of the country. Amundsen’s dream of suffering and endurance was given a substantive boost in the summer of 1889. That summer, Fridtjof Nansen returned to Christiania to a hero’s welcome after skiing across the frozen expanse of Greenland. Nansen sailed up the fjord toward Christiania surrounded by a mob of small boats proudly waving the national flag while bands played on the decks of larger ships, “his tall form,” Amundsen remembered, “glowing with the admiration of a whole world for the deed he had accomplished.” The whole city joined the celebration; on shore, the streets were lined with cheering crowds as Nansen and his hardy companions snaked their way through the city in a festive parade. Nansen and five other Norwegians had seized a geographic prize that had eluded many international teams before, including that of British mountaineer Edward Whimper, who had scaled the Matterhorn; American naval officer Robert Peary, who would later lead a dash to the North Pole; and Swedish explorer and aristocrat A. E. Nordenskiöld, who achieved fame for being the first to navigate the Northeast Passage.


Norway was not yet an independent nation, but was under the dominion of Sweden and eager for international recognition for its nascent independence movement. For succeeding where others had failed, and for giving Norway its first international recognition, Nansen was now a big man in a small country. Amundsen hoped to emulate this new national hero in terms of bold vision as well as technique; the seventeen year old remembered vividly that “with beating heart I walked that day among the banners and cheers and all the dreams of my boyhood woke to storming life. And for the first time I heard, in my secret thoughts, the whisper clear and insistent: If you could do the North-West Passage!” Amundsen was maturing at the dawn of the golden age of Norwegian exploration, when national pride spurred heroic exploits not seen for nearly a thousand years. Norwegians fondly recalled the time when Viking raiders plundered the coasts of Europe as far as the Mediterranean and pushed their dragon-headed knarrs west through the unexplored Atlantic as far as North America.


Modern Norway’s coming of age was a period of optimism, of expanding horizons and ambitions for the tough, individualist people. A sparsely populated country on the fringes of Europe (it had fewer than two million inhabitants in the late nineteenth century, about one tenth the population of Britain and one thirtieth of the United States), Norway could be an insular society. It was a place where merchants looked elsewhere for profits and where dreamers could view the greater world as a legitimate theatre for their ambitions; to succeed at endeavours other than the traditional industries one would have to leave. A Norwegian could achieve recognition at home simply by being recognized elsewhere.


[image: Image]


The teenaged Amundsen barely passed his school exams. But in those days a pass was sufficient, and in 1890 he dutifully enrolled in the Royal Norwegian Frederick University of Christiania. He planned to study medicine, according to his mother’s wishes. “Like all fond mothers, mine believed that I was a paragon of industry,” he reminisced, “but the truth was that I was a worse than indifferent student.” Not recognizing her son’s shortcomings, she paid for a private apartment in the city for him. But he continued to pursue his outdoors training and dreaming, all the while pretending to be making headway in his medical studies.


During these years Amundsen continued his extensive ski touring in the rugged hills around the city, growing in skill and stamina. He mastered touring while the sport and its equipment were rapidly evolving, from the use of a single stick to the development of more effective methods of waxing that involved pine sap, candle tallow or even soft, fatty cheese, depending on the conditions. The skis then in use were heavy wooden planks, and the bindings were a cumbersome system of straps.


In early February 1893, Amundsen attended a lecture given by the Norwegian explorer Eivind Astrup, who regaled his eager audience with tales of his adventures in the Arctic with the American explorer Peary. Astrup spoke about the superiority of skis over snowshoes in this environment, the benefits of using dogs to pull sleds (the standard method of travel in the Arctic) and the wealth of knowledge possessed by local peoples. It was a revelation to the young Amundsen that “civilization” did not always provide superior methods and technologies. That people who had for generations survived in the Arctic could be relied upon to have better knowledge regarding how to survive there, that native peoples were not in fact benighted savages but rather should be emulated, was an eye-opener to the young Norwegian.


Amundsen was a serious and principled young man who had a small group of friends and led a quiet social life. But he seldom attended classes and was on his way to expulsion from university. In fact, he had recently failed his exams, but he kept the secret from his mother—he must have been nervous about telling her. The only thing that saved him from embarrassment and family discord was that his mother died in the fall of 1893, when he was twenty-one. Her unexpected death “saved her from the sad discovery which she otherwise would have made, that my own ambitions lay in another direction and that I had made but poor progress in realizing hers.” Later that year, Amundsen left the university with “enormous relief.” Although he had stayed in school only to please his mother, during these years he had enjoyed a great deal of latitude in how he spent his time. His mother had provided him not only with an apartment but also a housekeeper, as well as a stipend that allowed him to live without worry. Despite his poor grades, university life provided him with access to the intellectual and cultural currents of Europe and a great deal of free time in which to pursue his true interests.


Freed from the responsibility of maintaining the charade of actively pursuing a medical degree, the young Amundsen now inherited a substantial sum of money from his parents’ estate. Counterbalancing his grief, throughout the spring of 1893 there was excited talk in Christiania about the imminent departure of another expedition led by the famous Nansen. This time, Nansen enjoyed considerable support for his plans from the Norwegian government and had a doctorate to bolster his scientific claims. He had designed and built a special ship with a tougher and rounder hull to better resist the pressure of pack ice. He planned to sail his new ship into the Arctic, deliberately wedge it into the ice, and observe where the ship was taken, in an effort to follow and better understand the polar currents. That was the scientific goal of the voyage; the excitement in Christiania sprang from the fact that it was a daring undertaking.


The expedition was launched to great fanfare in June, further galvanizing the young Amundsen’s plan of becoming an explorer. He saw and felt the excitement of the crowds and wanted the thrill of that attention for himself. Although he had no direct experience of what life would be like for the men aboard the ship during the actual voyage, he continued working toward this goal. Fortunately for him, a large number of North and South polar expeditions were being planned and undertaken, not just in Norway but in the United States and Britain. The North and South Poles were the least explored and least understood lands on the planet, and polar exploration was in the air, so to speak.


A few months later, in October, Amundsen wrote a letter to Martin Eckroll, the leader of a planned Norwegian expedition to Spitsbergen, outlining his credentials and requesting a position on the expedition, which was being planned for the following summer. “I have long been possessed of a great desire to join one of these interesting Arctic adventures,” he wrote, “but various circumstances have prevented me. First and foremost, my parents wanted me to study. . . .” The young man then outlined his family history, mentioning that he was now free from familial obligation because his mother had recently died. He noted to Eckroll that he planned to spend the winter “in the study of Meteorology, mapmaking, surveying” and other practical vocations that he believed might be valuable on an expedition. The would-be explorer indicated that he wanted no pay and would be “willing to submit to anything whatsoever.” He sent out similar applications to other expeditions being planned for various remote locations, but his lack of experience limited his prospects.


Without waiting for replies—which, in any event, were not favourable, owing to his lack of experience in wilderness exploration and not having spent any time at sea—Amundsen launched himself into further training in mountain wilderness skiing. He organized a ski trip across the vast, uninhabited plateau of Hardangervidda to the sparsely inhabited western mountain ranges. It was a dangerous and difficult trek over windswept terrain, and it had never been completed in winter. His two companions were Laurentius Urdahl, an experienced mountain skier and a brother-in-law of his brother Gustav, and his friend Villhelm Holst, a medical student. After long planning sessions in the fall of 1893, the eager trio departed on Christmas Day by train to the trailhead, commemorating what they evidently believed would be their assured success with a now-amusing studio portrait: three skiers in fake gear and large packs, looking jaunty and well groomed, skiing purposefully onwards against a painted background of snow and pine trees.


But with youth can come the underestimation of difficulties or the overestimation of one’s abilities. After many months of having “smoked perfumed cigarettes,” according to Urdahl in his reminiscences, the trio started out “sluggish and completely out of the habit of taking exercise.” Amundsen’s equipment proved inadequate, causing him to frequently slide and sink into deep snowdrifts, which exhausted him but provided some amusement to his companions. His bindings did not fit his boots, which resulted in his tumbling forward on downhill sections. An unseasonal thaw and a temperate blizzard made good skiing nearly impossible, and several days into the trip the thaw was followed by plummeting temperatures approaching –40°C, which nearly froze them at night in their specially constructed reindeer-fur sleeping bags. Then there was another blizzard. Despite a great deal of preparation, the three young men did not reach even the farm at the eastern edge of the plateau before they were forced to turn back. It was a humiliating defeat. They had skied barely fifty kilometres. Wilderness exploration was even harder than it had seemed.


Amundsen, however, was not deterred by one setback. A few months later, in the summer of 1894, he signed onto a commercial sealing ship bound for Norway’s northern waters. He wanted to accustom himself to polar weather and gain some practical skills and experience as a sailor. This might also help cover his expenses, since his only income came from his inheritance. His plan was to work toward his master’s certificate, a qualification required to become a ship’s officer. This career path required years of sea time, performing many tasks as a ship’s crew member and passing a series of written tests. This was a profession he could happily throw himself into, and he spent the next several years working on ships mostly in the waters around Iceland and Greenland, where he reported that, “concerning life in the Arctic Ocean, I like it a lot. Its bad reputation is as usual an exaggeration.”


Next on the young explorer’s agenda was fulfilling his military service. This was a duty of all young men in Norway, but also an experience that Amundsen thought would help develop some of his practical and wilderness skills. For several years he harboured the fear that he might be disqualified from military service due to a physical imperfection: his eyesight. Although he assured the readers of his autobiography that his eyesight was “especially powerful,” he admitted that he never wore the glasses that had been prescribed for him, concealing his near-sightedness. Fortunately, according to his own later account, his physique distracted the military physician from examining his eyes and pronouncing the humiliating disqualification. “The old doctor looked me over and at once burst into loud exclamations over my physical development. Evidently my eight years of conscientious exercise had been not without their effect,” Amundsen fondly reminisced. “He said to me ‘Young man, how in the world did you ever develop such a splendid set of muscles?’ . . . So delighted was the old gentleman at his discovery, which he appeared to regard as extraordinary, that he called to a group of officers in the adjoining room to come in and view the novelty. Needless to say, I was embarrassed almost to extinction by this exhibition of my person in the altogether.” He was admitted to the army, which required only seven months of service and left him plenty of time to work on the skills he would need for his dream.


Despite his lack of interest in formal schooling, Amundsen began reading “all the books on the subject [of polar exploration] I could lay my hands on.” The conclusion he reached after his study of several explorers’ journals was that there was a “fatal weakness common to many of the preceding Arctic expeditions”: the leaders of these expeditions were not ship’s captains.


They had almost invariably relied for the navigation of their vessels upon the services of experienced skippers. The fatal defect of this practice had been in every case that, once embarked at sea, the expedition had not one leader but two. Invariably this resulted in a division of responsibility between the commander and the skipper, incessant friction, divided counsels, and a lowered morale for the subordinate members of the expedition. Always two factions developed—one comprising the commander and the scientific staff, the other comprising the captain and the crew. I was resolved, therefore, that I should never lead an expedition until I was prepared to remedy this defect. The only way to remedy it was to equip myself with experience as a skipper and actually qualify as a ship’s captain.


Only then could he lead an expedition as both a navigator and an explorer and “avoid this division into two factions.” This lesson served him well for many years and many expeditions. On the one occasion when he didn’t follow this rule, he experienced problems exactly as he had imagined, dealing with two semi-hostile factions who did not work well together, causing years of frustration and quarrelling.


Though he was only in his early twenties and had no direct experience in leading expeditions, Amundsen was already imagining himself as the leader rather than just as a member of one. He wrote to an official in the Norwegian government about the national status of the island of Spitsbergen, inquiring whether an expedition there might be in the nation’s interests. But then his attention turned to the Antarctic, and he wrote more letters to government officials inquiring about snow and ski conditions there, as well as the number of seals there that could be used as food for dogs.


In the end, however, he must have realized that he was still too inexperienced to be considering these ventures. He returned to putting in his hours working toward his captain’s certification instead of pestering government officials. He sailed on merchant ships owned by members of his extended family to destinations as far south as the west coast of Africa, but mostly in the mid-Atlantic from Europe to the Americas. His interest in a voyage quickly waned when it had no northern destination. Nevertheless he held to his studies, and on May 1, 1895, he was awarded his mate’s certificate, an important stepping-stone toward acquiring the leadership and practical skills needed to lead an expedition.


During the winter of 1896, Amundsen began planning another ski adventure across Hardangervidda, starting from “the mountain farm Mogen on the east to the farm called Garen on the west coast.” It was similar to the trip that had defeated him years earlier, and still “there was no record of any person having ever crossed the plateau in winter. There were no tourists in those days in any season of the year.” Years later, he recalled that the adventure “nearly wrote ‘finis’ to my life, and involved dangers and hardships fully as severe as any I was destined ever to encounter in the polar regions.” Indeed, the plateau in winter is very like the polar regions in its wind-lashed barrenness, unpredictable storms and erratic temperatures.


Amundsen’s companion this time was his brother Leon, then on holiday from his work as a wine merchant in Europe. But the weather again wreaked havoc on Amundsen’s carefully laid plans. He and Leon had barely started before they were forced to spend a week holed up in a tiny farmhouse with six peasant farmers, waiting for a ferocious blizzard to peter out. Knowing the dangers of the plateau in winter, the farmers argued with Roald and Leon not to attempt the crossing before bidding the two young men a sad farewell. “Of course we were lighthearted about the enterprise,” the younger Amundsen recalled. The plateau was only 115 kilometres across and, at their speed of skiing, should have taken only two days to traverse. Two days didn’t seem like such a long time, so they packed only meagre supplies.


At the end of an exhausting day, the two brothers made it to the halfway hut to find that the door was nailed shut. Exhausted and chilled, they broke in and quickly kindled a fire, the hearth having been conveniently stacked with wood. After eating a warm meal, they fell quickly asleep. That night a storm rolled in, so severe that “it would be folly to venture out in it.” For two days the brothers huddled in the hut with warmth but little food. Without food, remaining in the hut was not an option, so they set off in the semi-darkness of winter in the north, navigating by compass. Soon it was snowing again; they could not reach the western edge of the plateau before full darkness was upon them. They settled down to a cold, miserable night, sleeping in the open because they had not brought a tent in order to save weight.


Visibility remained poor due to fog and snow, and the trekkers became disoriented, wandering in circles without food for two more days. The skiing was exhausting them. On their fourth night out they again slept in the open, digging little pits to avoid the wind. They climbed into the pits as the snow piled up around them. Roald was covered completely. When he awoke in the morning, he was immobilized in ice. The warm snow around him had frozen when the temperature dropped. When he opened his mouth to yell for help, powdery snow filled his mouth, partially blocking his airway. He forced himself not to panic and breathed slowly around the snow. He could not move or yell, and felt like he was locked in an icy tomb. When Leon woke up, he was perplexed: he couldn’t see his brother. After a while, searching where he remembered Roald lay down to sleep, Leon noticed a few hairs of a reindeer fur poking through the snow. It was the fringe of a sleeping bag. It took him an hour to chip his brother out of the icy pit.


After a few more hours of travel, they found themselves at the edge of the plateau. They descended to the farm hut where they had started out from a week earlier; the men were carving wood and the women were spinning yarn. When the residents looked up to greet the newcomers, they did not recognize the brothers as the same two who had stayed with them the week before. When the Amundsens said they had stayed in the cabin a week earlier, they were not believed. “Our scraggly beards had grown,” Roald wrote, “our eyes were gaunt and hollow, our cheeks were sunken, and the ruddy glow of colour had changed to a ghastly greenish yellow. We were a truly awful spectacle.” He later learned that a farmer on the far western side of the plateau had seen mysterious ski tracks one morning a few metres from his doorway, coming from the east. The Amundsens had no idea they’d been close to a dwelling. Roald recognized that the journey was a near disaster, but he did not try to place the adventure in any sort of heroic light. Nor did he shy away from taking the blame for many of the trek’s problems, such as scant provisions. Despite the hunger and the frostbite that had nearly caused the amputation of fingers and toes, he shrugged off the dangers. It was, he claimed, “a part of my preliminary training for my polar career. The training proved severer than the experience for which it was a preparation.” Certainly Amundsen learned to expect the unexpected and to plan for all eventualities, however unlikely they seemed. Many decades later, looking back on his career, he wrote, “I may say that this is the greatest factor: the way in which the expedition is equipped, the way in which every difficulty is foreseen, and precautions taken for meeting or avoiding it.” No other expedition led by Amundsen could ever be said to be under-provisioned or unprepared.


He obviously learned a great deal from these amateur forays, undertaken with bravado and the light-hearted anticipation of easy success, but which turned almost deadly when he made the wrong decisions. It was not an accident that Amundsen became the leading explorer of his age. Late in life he claimed—and the claim has the feel of truth to it—that “my career has been a steady progress toward a definite goal since I was fifteen years of age. Whatever I have accomplished in exploration has been the result of lifelong planning, painstaking preparation, and the hardest kind of conscientious work.” Certainly that is how he remembered it years afterward, and the meteoric trajectory of his life events seems to confirm it. Of course, a little good luck is always welcome in any story. For Amundsen, the luck came soon after this nearly fatal adventure.
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Polar Apprentice


Snow and wind are forgotten, and one could not be happier in a royal palace. . . . These excursions are wonderful, and I hope to have frequent opportunities for more.


ON AUGUST 13, 1896, Fridtjof Nansen returned from his three-year expedition in search of the North Pole. He had, as planned, driven his ship Fram into the pack ice and drifted with the polar currents. In doing so, he had attracted condemnation and sneers from many within the scientific establishment. During the risky voyage he and a comrade, Hjalmar Johansen, left the Fram and with dog sleds skied across the windswept expanse of frozen ice and snow toward the North Pole. They reached 86 degrees, 14 minutes, before turning back—a new record that was 270 kilometres closer than any other recorded approach to the pole. Returning was a struggle, an 800-kilometre trek of endurance over shifting pack ice, futilely chasing their ship as it drifted away from them. The two men overwintered on an uninhabited island near Franz Josef Land before being rescued by a passing British ship. The Fram and the rest of its crew returned home to Norway a week after the duo arrived.


Nansen and Johansen were acclaimed as heroes. Tens of thousands thronged the Christiania Fjord to greet the victorious explorers and hear their patriotic speeches. This time, Nansen garnered even more international fame and recognition than when he had returned from Greenland, boosting enthusiasm for Norway’s independence from Sweden and feeding a public demand for tales of adventure and danger in an era before the Internet, television or even radio. Tall, blond and muscular, Nansen fit the bill for an idealized Nordic hero figure, braving danger and hardship in a struggle to acquire valuable information for his people. Stereotypes generate easy stories for time-pressed or lazy journalists, and Nansen quickly became part of the endless parade of stock characters that formed the news. He essentially began what has become known as the heroic age of polar exploration, in which a pantheon of larger-than-life individuals competed for the glory of being the first to attain particular, although somewhat arbitrary, geographical milestones.


Around this time, in 1895, the Sixth International Geographical Congress passed a resolution at its meeting in London that “the exploration of the Antarctic regions is the greatest piece of geographical exploration still to be undertaken; it should be undertaken before the close of the century.” The polar explorer was becoming a standard fanciful ideal, but one that nonetheless mirrored the young Amundsen’s natural characteristics in both personality and appearance. A month before Nansen returned to Norway to international acclaim, Amundsen, now twenty-four years old, had just completed another commercial voyage, this time a sealing voyage in the polar seas off Norway’s northern coast. Sealing was an undertaking that he had little liking for—he was never a sport hunter, and large-scale butchering of marine animals disgusted him. Nevertheless, the voyage gave him enough sea time to obtain his master’s papers, which permitted him to command a ship in waters around Norway.


With his new certification in hand, he applied for a position with the latest exciting voyage of exploration: a Belgian expedition to Antarctica, under the command of Adrien de Gerlache. Amundsen’s application stood out from the hundreds of others that arrived from around the world. The expedition was grossly underfinanced, and Amundsen’s offer to serve without pay undoubtedly was an advantage. But so too was the fact that Amundsen was countryman to the now-famous Nansen. He also had experience skiing and sailing. “The trip will last two years and will be most interesting as, of course, it is the first of its kind,” he wrote his brother Leon.


The Belgian expedition was an international affair and stood out not only for being the first of its kind but also for being somewhat peculiar for a country without a significant maritime tradition. The crew included members from Norway, Belgium, Poland, Romania and the United States—among them the Brooklyn physician Frederick A. Cook, who had ventured to northern Greenland a few years earlier with Peary. While de Gerlache wintered in Norway to learn Norwegian and how to ski, Amundsen spent the winter in Antwerp learning French and taking a private course in navigation. In March he hastily returned to Norway, fleeing Antwerp after the suicide of his Flemish landlady. She had apparently died from carbon monoxide poisoning, and Amundsen had found her body when he came down for breakfast. His Norwegian biographer, Tor Bomann-Larsen, contends that she and Amundsen had become lovers and that her death had so shaken him that he could not continue with his studies: “The lady and I were good friends so I know the circumstances,” he wrote to his brother. “If I were to start on this story I’m afraid I would never finish it.”


The Belgica sailed for the Antarctic from Antwerp on August 16, 1897, for a two-and-a-half-year adventure with Amundsen aboard as second mate. The small ship, a converted Norwegian whaling ship, cruised south toward Cape Horn, reaching the Strait of Magellan in late December. Cook had joined the ship at Rio de Janeiro, and he and Amundsen soon became friends. The young Amundsen was eager to hear stories about Cook’s trip to the north.


The crew of the Belgica spent several weeks exploring Tierra del Fuego. “In those days, little was known of this region scientifically, and our commander was so taken with the possibilities of discovery there that we lingered for several weeks, gathering specimens of its natural history, mapping its shores, and taking meteorological observations.” They pushed south, past the South Shetland Islands and encountered icebergs. They were now in the uncharted waters north of the Antarctic Peninsula, and Amundsen noted that they “soon had an adventure that came near to ending the career of all of us.” He came onto the bridge to take the afternoon watch and found the ship entering a terrific gale. In the driving sleet and snow, the ship was surrounded by deadly ice. The captain, who had been steering the ship in the lee of an enormous iceberg, instructed Amundsen to keep the course to shelter the ship from the worst of the storm. In doing so, one sailor was washed overboard, screaming as he plunged into the fog and ice. The men rushed to save him. One grabbed the sailor’s arm and nearly pulled him back onto the ship, but his grip slipped and the sailor slid away and soon sank from view. Amundsen felt responsible because he was the officer on watch, although the mishap had little directly to do with him. He passed the remainder of his watch without incident and relayed the captain’s instructions to the next officer on duty before turning in for the night. Then he “could feel the ship rolling in response to the swell,” he recalled; the movement “was not the tremendous heave of the main Pacific, but was a modified rolling of the current which came around the iceberg to us,” and Amundsen was gently lulled to sleep.


In the morning the water was calm, and Amundsen quickly dressed and rushed on deck with the others. They stared in awe, finding the ship in a small basin, “icelocked on every side by a complete circle of towering icebergs.” The young man who had steered the ship into the enclosure had no idea how they came to be encircled. It had probably happened during the storm, when the ship might have been “lifted on one of the mighty Pacific swells through an opening between two icebergs and had landed us in the becalmed basin. . . . [N]othing short of a miracle of coincidence had saved us from being dashed to pieces by the bergs that formed the shallow entrance we had hurdled on the back of that swelling wave.” The crew carefully eased the ship out again, with flags at half mast for the drowned mariner and with their fear growing stronger. It was around this time that Amundsen finally realized that this expedition was not a well-organized scientific foray into the unknown but an underfunded, poorly planned dash into danger. “I can only admire his audacity,” Amundsen wrote of de Gerlache. “Onwards or bust. I will follow all the way, cheerful and smiling.”
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