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Prologue 


From a tiny cabin by the ocean 


My name is Sven. To some I am known as Stockholm Sven, and to others, Sven One-Eye or Sven the Seal Fucker. I arrived in Spitsbergen in 1916. I was thirty-two years old and hadn’t amounted to much. 


I have some sense of what is said about me, by the few who might say anything at all: that I lived and trapped alone in the great bay and hunting grounds of Raudfjorden, in the farthest North; that I was the pitiable victim of a mining accident; that I had irrepressible eccentricities and abjured society. This is all true, in a way, and yet less than true. And let it be struck from the record that I was a talented and enthusiastic cook, as some have claimed, for that is a flagrant falsehood. 


I expended the greater part of my life in Spitsbergen, an island archipelago due north of Norway whose uppermost reaches are but a handful of degrees from the invisible Pole. These days the place is called Svalbard by politicians, generals, and cartographers. Or, by all but the most precious few, it is called nothing. For the age of exploration is long over, and if Spitsbergen still dwells in the popular imagination, it exists only as a faint echo, a half-remembered word. 


People might wonder, I suppose—or do I only fancy that they wonder?—how I kept myself busy those many solitary decades. 


Perhaps they think a life is made up of milestones, great monoliths rising above an endless roving sea that both washes and abrades them. I think that is rubbish. Few memoirs are written and fewer still are read, so in most cases we must rely upon only two or three markers, often dubious, when peering through the grimy glass into someone else’s existence. A life is substantially more curious, and mundane, than the reports would have it. And in truth, though I am known— within the tiny dewdrop circles of the unlikely few who know of me— as a solitary, unmatched Arctic hunter, I am no such thing, and I was seldom alone. 


This is my story. 










Part One 










Chapter 1 


I was born Sven Ormson, in Stockholm, of course. My father worked in a tannery, a profession for which I held very little respect until I began to toil with skins myself. My mother took care of me and my two sisters. There is nothing remarkable about this time of my life. I could hardly have been the only one who found the city stifling—the stench, the incessant noise, the human interaction. Because my family had little to spare, my sisters and I took on mill jobs as soon as we were able. I was never, shall we say, complacent about any of it. I did not allow that a life of menial drudgery in a filthy stinking shithole was all I should expect. I believe my mother empathized with this, but she never would have said so. 


And yet I wasn’t one of those young men who believe they are destined for greatness. At the time I had no interest in destiny. I knew I wasn’t on the earth to please anyone, let alone God. I was just restless. National pride, military service, ribald songs, the sound of grown men laughing, air exchanged between several people in a tight space—they are all among the variety of things I found repellent. I suppose I still do. But they are also cherished staples of Swedish society. In the rather trite throes of alienation and disaffection, I turned instead, as so many youths before me have, to books. 


My particular escape was polar exploration, and the myriad ways in which a person could suffer while testing his will against the merciless white death. At the turn of the century, everyone in Sweden was still talking about Fridtjof Nansen and Salomon Andrée: the former with his successful maritime innovations and spectacular survival tale, the latter with his ridiculous notions and whimpering disappearance into the Arctic void. Then Roald Amundsen had his two major triumphs. I was in my twenties at the time and remember my keen interest blossoming into a minor obsession. How I longed to strike out for uncharted territories. I had no wish to “win one for Sweden” or any such nonsense. On the contrary, I felt myself a prisoner, and Sweden my cell. 


I read all that I could find on the subject: terminally dull voyage narratives—except for Nansen’s, of course; he could write—and colorful, mostly fictitious histories, like Southey’s Life of Nelson. I had always been an omnivorous reader, disappearing into books for as long as my father would allow, but now I consumed them with a singular, sweaty focus, like an addict reunited with his vice after too long a separation. 


On rare days off, I lingered around the Polar Institute. I watched the men coming and going, dapper in their city suits, and tried to visualize them starving in animal skins. Some carried leather satchels, which I imagined were full of arcane charts. Were they explorers? Unlikely. But they were closer to the real thing than I was. They had their hands on a door. Lurking by the front entrance and doing my best to seem disinterested, I tried to catch glimpses of their eyes—wondering if they all contained the same feral agitation that I assumed others found in mine. But I saw nothing of note. Most looked merely impatient or preoccupied. Perhaps that’s how a caged animal appears. 


I asked my younger sister about this. Olga and I were close. My older sister, Freyja, was a beast who detested me—still resenting, I guess, my original infringement upon her world. Olga, on the other hand, had always been my confidante. She was shy and a bit fragile, but there existed no barrier between her and the truth. I admired this quality about her. She could not dissemble at any cost. My mother worried that this would stand in the way of marriage prospects. 


“Olga,” I said, when I was perhaps nineteen years old and she seventeen. “Look into my eyes.” 


“Yes?” she said. 


“What do you see?” 


She considered the question. “I see nothing.” 


“Do you not see the slavering desperation of a trussed creature?” 


“No,” she replied. 


“Look again. I know there is an unmistakable tempest.” 


“Sven, there is not. You are widening your eyes and lifting your brows like a maniac. Please stop.” 










Chapter 2 


After a few more years of numbing work in a series of mills, my animal caginess had, I thought, been squelched for good and all. 


Dull, menial tasks have always generated in me an almost somnolent torpor. My eyelids begin to droop, and my body slows down until it is practically inert. My mind wanders in aimless, dreamlike patterns. This does not make for a good millworker. In an industry that prides itself on efficiency and speed, I was often more of a nuisance than a cog. Regularly I was startled back into wakefulness by the line boss standing over my hunched shoulder and shouting into my ear that I was a “miserable slug.” And regularly I was fired. Only because my father was a foreman who had many friends and was well liked did I ever get rehired at different mills. And then the old bastard would lord it over me—yet another magnanimous act, like my very existence, for which I owed him. 


I’m quite sure my co-workers, like my father, took for granted that I was slow or queer. Unlike most men of my age and class, I did not spend my free evenings in bars, descending into greasy sub-basements of drunkenness and singing Swedish folk songs. I saved my paychecks and privately gave a small portion of each to my mother. I did not marry or produce children whom I would rarely see. At the end of each day, I went home to my tiny dismal flat and read books about explorers and trappers and Sami reindeer herders. I drank, sometimes immoderately, alone. 


When Olga finally married, to a terribly dull but unobjectionable fish merchant—Freyja had been wed at eighteen to a mill foreman nearly as insufferable as herself—I believe my mother finally gave up hope for my brighter future and accepted that I was a benign anomaly: a good boy, but an odd boy. 


Of course I had attractions, but they were always far outside of the acceptable parameters for someone of my station: a wealthy barrister’s daughter who never once looked at me; a married baker who made the most delicious rolls and always let her fingers brush mine whenever I reached out to pay; and I might as well confess to the cliché, a prostitute, who gave me a venereal disease. Perhaps it is absurd to say that each one took an equally tremendous toll on my heart, when it was the infection that actually brought me closest to death, but I contend that unrequited, or unrequitable, love is more barbaric and murderous than any Viking axman. 


These concerns were pedestrian, however, and I led a pedestrian life. The raw ache to blind myself with white light somewhere in the polar regions had faded, and with it, my sense of hope. I became something of a fatalist, or at least a cynic. I was bitter. At times I could even be cruel. 


Olga was twenty-two when she gave birth to her first child, a boy. Sweet Olga. How openly she yearned for my approval; how childishly I mourned our separation and withheld it. Adulthood is not often kind to the closest of friends, or kin. I did not care for her husband, Arvid, who was a boor. Always cheerful when he saw me, always generous with the modest comforts of his kitchen and home, and always rebuffed by my coldness. Often I would use elevated language I’d learned from reading Nansen and other great men, striving only to alienate us further. It gave me no joy, but I did it anyway. 


“Sven!” he might say, beaming. “How wonderful it is to see you. 


I trust things are well, or, shall I say, well enough at the mill. Please, come in, I will make you some tea.” 


“Arvid,” I might reply. “Mechanized industry is nothing but a cancer visited upon the modern world. My servitude within the benighted hives of this city is an enduring nightmare from which I am unlikely to wake. Things are not well, and nor are they well enough. Where is my sister?” 


This coldness could not help but spread to Olga, implicated by her proximity to Arvid. How was it that I held her to a higher standard? How did I expect so much more from her, when I myself had settled for so little? The memory pains me still. 


When she gave birth to Wilmer, she did not simply write, or ask her husband to travel halfway across the city, to tell me the news. No, she packed up her mewling infant in a heavy swaddling cloth, wrapped him in scarves, and traipsed through the dirty corners of Stockholm by foot, so that she might present him to me in person. She had lost a not inconsiderable amount of blood in the birth only four days earlier, and was still weak. I do not know how she made it. It was an audacious act for a woman in her state. If only I’d had the sense to commend her at the time. My brave sister. 


I was still on shift when she arrived at my apartment. With the door locked she waited in the hallway, no doubt trying her best to protect my neighbors from the bewildered cries of her child, for three hours. When at last I came home, she stood to greet me. Her face looked tired, unimaginably tired, but there was a light in her eyes I hadn’t seen in several years. 


“Dear Sven!” she said. “Look! This is Wilmer. Can you believe he was living in me just a few short days ago? The world is such a very strange place.” 


“Is it?” I replied, and opened the door. 


Within my dingy cell, whose only view was a slab of bricks under the thin, weak light of an alleyway, we sat at the tiny table. I averted my eyes while she nursed Wilmer. I knew she was waiting for me to bestow some kind of praise or blessing upon her child, upon this staggering achievement, and the knowledge of this only irked me as it grew until it filled the room, and I could not speak. Young men are unparalleled in selfishness. It surrounds them like a mist. 


“Sven,” she said at last. “I know your life is somewhat less than you might wish. As is mine, of course. But we are in it together. So, dear brother, will you not look upon this child and tell me he is wonderful?” 


I gazed briefly at the wrinkled parasite wriggling in her arms. She was right. She was always right. The child was something extraordinary. He had fought his way forth into the cold and dirt, and that was only the beginning. Every day from this day to the next would be just as difficult. He squinted at me, his eyes big and watery. I felt a grudging admiration for this semi-human thing. He was ugly but intrepid. I should have said so. 


“Hmm,” I said. “No doubt he has a bright future sweating and straining in some hellish factory, hemorrhaging his meager wages so that he may survive until his early death.” 


“Please, Sven.” She looked at me with pain. 


“Please, yourself. If he is unimaginably lucky perhaps he will follow in his father’s footsteps. Then he may look forward to a life spent counting things, and buying things, and selling things, and always thinking about the supply and demand for things, and talking endlessly about the cost of things until he and everyone around him goes completely mad.” 


I believe—no, I am certain—that she had tears running down her face when she left. 










Chapter 3 


Four years passed. I became someone whose days did not constitute a life, but rather a death-in-progress. Time was something to endure. Because of my general lack of enthusiasm for work of any kind, I was shunted down to the worst jobs at the mill, and performed them during the worst shifts. There at the bottom I remained, either because of my father or because no one really knows or cares what happens during the night shift, so long as the simple tasks are accomplished adequately. 


Freyja had four children whom my mother was always pestering me to see. I could not remember their names from one day to the next. Olga had two more after Wilmer: a daughter, Helga, and a third who died shortly after birth. In the years since Wilmer’s birth, I had allowed, or tacitly encouraged, a caustic void to open between Olga and myself—or so I perceived it—and I did not hear of this loss until a week or so later. 


My mother came to see me and though she failed to mention it until we’d been drinking tea for twenty minutes, almost as though it were an afterthought, I believe that in her own old-fashioned way she was pleading for help. “Your sister is not taking the best care of herself,” she said. 


It sounded unkind, but of course I spoke my mother’s secret language, as most children do, and understood the real meaning: Olga was distraught. Sometimes it takes an emotional knife wound to roust you from the veil of self-pity. I startled like a drunk who wakes in an unfamiliar place. 


When I came to see Olga, Arvid was standing at the door. It was eight in the evening. He looked exhausted, but he greeted me with his usual exasperating politeness and invited me in. It was oddly quiet in the place—Wilmer and Helga must have been in bed. There were plates on the table. Evidently they’d eaten dinner late, or no one had cleaned up. Arvid glanced at the plates, and then looked back at me. “If only we had a maid!” he said with a forced smile. “A man’s work is never done.” 


I grunted in response. I was still examining the table. Two small plates with the food all mushed together, some things eaten, others pushed deliberately to one side: Wilmer and Helga. Two large plates: one immaculate, as though licked, and one covered with food. Arvid watched me for a long moment. “I am glad you came, Sven, but as you can see, Olga has already gone to bed. Perhaps you could try again tomorrow? I’m sure she would be delighted to see you.” 


I ignored him and stomped up the tiny staircase in my work boots. My sister was lying in her bed. The lamp was still lit and she had a book in her hands but her eyes were closed. As I sat down next to her the mattress creaked and sank. 


“Sven,” she said, showing no sign of surprise at my lurking presence in her bedroom. Her face was strangely empty. “I missed you.” And then she began to cry. Great wracking sobs that made no noise, only a kind of croak or wheeze. 


I held her in my arms and my shirt was quickly drenched with her tears. “I’m so sorry, Olga. Sorry I have not been here. These many years.” 


She did not talk much that evening. She didn’t need to. Her pain was astonishing in its size. It sat upon her and held her immobile. It was a storm cloud that filled the room, the entire house. I did not doubt that her neighbors could feel it several blocks away. 


After some time, she glanced at the clock on the mantel. “Your shift, Sven. You must go or you’ll be late. Mother says you’ve lost too many jobs and cannot afford to lose another.” 


I grimaced. “Yes. I suppose. But—” 


“I will be fine. Only, please come again. Wilmer and Helga would love to see you.” A look of shame darkened her face. She tried to smile. “I haven’t, well, I haven’t been the most attentive mother lately, and Arvid is run ragged trying to pacify them.” 


I studied her and sniffed the acrid tang of despair that hung in the room. 


“Perhaps I’ll kiss the young ones on my way out. Good night, sister.” 


“Good night, Sven. Thank you.” 


I snuffed the lamp, left the room and shut the door behind me. Tiptoeing so as to minimize the creak of old floorboards, I made my way to the children’s room and lifted the door-latch ever so slowly. They looked peaceful in sleep, their puffy faces slack and ruddy, hair tousled, arms wide in an exaggerated display of exhaustion, as though every day were a battle and sleep the final triumph. I didn’t dare kiss their foreheads. I knew child-sleep was not a thing to be trifled with. Instead I pulled a scratchy woolen blanket from the shelf and crumpled it on the floor between the two small beds. Then I took off my boots and lay down with my hands clasped under my head. I listened to their breathing. Stuffed noses, tiny snores. The night shift came and went. 










Chapter 4 


So began a relatively happy time in my life. At the age of twenty-eight I left the world of industry and became nanny to my sister’s children. Arvid, bless his dim soul, could not have been more pleased. How easy it would’ve been for him to resent this intrusion into his home, or his wife’s “failure” in her duties, or the additional strain on his financial stability (although this was very little, as I employed my savings to buy groceries and clothing for the children). He must have known his neighbors and friends were muttering about the woman whose brother had to move in because she wasn’t taking care of her children. But he only ever expressed relief. Emotionally limited as he was, he hadn’t known how to handle the situation, and not knowing made him anxious. He knew quite well how to buy and sell fish, and how to be a pleasant husband. But decompensation in the face of unimaginable loss was outside his meager realm of expertise. 


My God how those children tried my patience. After the first blush of delight in one another’s strange new company, there passed a month or two in which we knew only enmity. Their training in the arts of obedience and civility had been cursory at best. Arvid was a toothless taskmaster. He could compel Wilmer and Helga into little more than an immovable wall of resistance. Bearing witness to his pathetic attempts to make them eat, for example, was a trial. And my sister—well, it is difficult to say. Perhaps she’d had more capacity for discipline before the death of her unnamed third child. I doubt it, somehow. But losing one certainly caused her to see her two living children as precious beyond reproach. 


Oh, they wished to please her, particularly when she drew inward, her eyes far away. And they knew she would never deceive them, which is a concept that children can grasp earlier than we think, even though they do not yet know the boundaries of this world—what is real, and what is not. They simply ran rampant. Arvid was referred to regularly as “Fish Guts” or “Crab Ass.” They loved him but did not respect him. 


Naturally I took it upon myself to introduce some discipline. Knowing, as I did, nothing about children or their willfulness, I was in for a surprise. They were shocked at first—wounded, even—by the things I was willing to deprive them of when unheeded (e.g., their lengthy, rigidly dictated nighttime rituals of bath, story, and song). They were awful beasts—truly dreadful. Most children are. But gradually they began to see that I was not all bad—in fact, far more tolerant of behavior and activities that most other adults seemed to find aberrant or unwholesome (e.g., a coarse, freely employed interpretation of the vulgate)—and we developed a respect for each other. They learned how stubborn I could be, and I learned how stubborn they could be. I could not be moved, for example, when it came to sufficient nourishment, or adherence to a bedtime early enough to regenerate humanity in all parties. Their anchors held fast on matters of hygiene, vulgarity, the existence of certain equatorial predators in their closet, etc. 


By necessity, the rules of stalemate and cease-fire evolved over time, and I grew to love the horrible little urchins. Their strange, unjaundiced observations often took me aback, and they had a joy in the ridiculous inanities of daily life that rejuvenated me. I think fondly of the occasion when Wilmer, age five, noting an absence of lard in the pantry and wishing to fry some herring—a favorite of Olga’s— attempted to render his sister. We smelled it before the shrieking began. When Helga stumbled from the kitchen, her arm crimson and dotted with angry white blisters, Wilmer followed, explaining blithely, “Mother always says how Helga still has the plump rolls of a baby seal,” at which Helga looked up from her wounds and began to laugh and laugh. 


It sounds absurd, I suppose—and certainly trite—to suggest that two such unempathetic tyrants could have given me something to live for, but that is indeed how it seemed. Perhaps I was just too busy to wallow. 










Chapter 5 


When Wilmer went off to school, I stayed and formed a particular bond with Helga. Whereas Wilmer had begun to display some decidedly Arvid-like tendencies, growing weak-willed, even obsequious in certain situations, Helga was a powerful storm that only became stronger with every passing year. She could be alternately jaded and sincere, obtuse and clever, sharp-tongued and forgiving. 


I knew I would be adrift when she went to school at last, but failed, characteristically, to devise an alternate plan. I had no intention of returning to factory life in Stockholm or, worse yet, choosing between Arvid’s charity and homelessness. 


It was Olga, of course, who found my way out. 


“Sven,” she said to me one day as she, Helga and I were eating breakfast together. I could tell from the musical way she said my name that she was not at all certain how she’d be received. 


“Yes, sister?” 


“Have you considered what you might do after Helga goes off to school?” 


“I’m not going to school,” Helga said. “I’m going to cross Antarctica with Uncle Sven.” 


“Yes, dear. Now let me speak to your uncle.” 


This was greeted with a look of astonishing insolence, which amused me. Otherwise, perhaps, I might have been less inclined to entertain the query. 


“Yes, sister. I have considered it. Thought I might try my luck in the cod fisheries. Or buy a tin hat and join the war in France.” 


“Be serious, Sven. Do you know what you’ll do?” 


“Of course I don’t, Olga. The question is near to me always, and bringing me rather close to despair.” 


“Well,” she said, hesitating, “will you permit me to offer an alternative to despair?” I raised my eyebrows. She looked searchingly at me, and then continued. “I know how you feel about menial labor, but I have heard recently about a mining interest—” 


“Oh please!” I said, my face darkening. “Do not speak to me of that miserable occupation. Has this idea come from Father?” 


Her face colored to match mine, and her voice was withering. 


“It most certainly has not, and I resent the suggestion.” 


We stared silently at our food for a few moments, while Helga gazed at us, looking thrilled and nervous. 


“I apologize,” I said at last. “Please go on.” 


She cleared her throat. “A mining interest in Spitsbergen.” 


“Spitsbergen!” 


“Yes, Spitsbergen,” she said, and told me that she’d seen a flyer posted outside the Polar Institute. A number of Norsemen, and more than a few Swedes, were receiving favorable contracts from a company there. The settlement was called Longyear City. Apparently the archipelago was positively rife with coal. 


I found, as she spoke, that my sure-footed pessimism had stumbled. “Spitsbergen,” I repeated. “I have always been beguiled by the place.” 


“Yes, Sven, I know,” she said indulgently. 


I asked what she’d been doing at the Polar Institute, but the question answered itself. Helping me, of course. She had probably spent months trying to find me a new, happy life. I looked at her fondly. “Dear sister,” I said. “But mining, my God. That is a hard life. How long are the contracts?” 


“Two years,” Olga said. “With two weeks off at the end of the first year. You could do some exploring, I suppose.” 


“Exploring?” 


“Of course exploring!” Her tone rose a little and she gave me a hard, impatient glare. “How many years is it that I’ve had to hear about the great whiskered walrus, basking and bobbing; the ever-hungry ice bear with its webbed paws and blood-soaked muzzle; the pods of elusive narwhal with their long spiraled teeth, somehow not impaling one another as they swim and gather, as though guided by some collective vision? How you have droned on to me—and to poor Wilmer and Helga—of the shimmering aurora, with its barely audible hum. The booming crack as the glacier calves. And the ice! My God, the ice. Apparently boundless in its sounds, incarnations, and capacity to crunch, maim, and kill good Christian sailors. Isn’t that what you’ve always dreamed of ? Would you not like to see it with your own eyes? Perhaps then you will grow bored at last and find something else to talk about.” 


I couldn’t help but laugh. How well she knew me. How accurately she had lanced my dreary, pedantic lectures. “Yes, I suppose I could go exploring.” The idea felt light and fizzy—a lark. Not serious in the least. “What do you think, young Helga? An Arctic adventure?” 


“A white bear will eat your face, Uncle Sven,” she replied, smiling. 










Chapter 6 


I believe we were all more than a little surprised when I went off and did the thing. It happened very quickly. Within a week I had signed a contract. Within a month I was gone. At the station, the farewells were brief. Olga never wavered. She held me by the shoulders and looked long into my face as though exacting an oath. Arvid shook my hand, followed resolutely by Wilmer. Helga would not meet my eyes. She kept her back turned, clutching Olga’s dress, until the very last moment, when the conductor announced the impending departure. At this she tore from her mother’s side, ran to me, and pummeled my body with her crabapple fists. Then she looked up, lines of tears riven in two by a fierce grin. 


“You’d best have something grand to tell me when you return,” she said. 


Partings are less painful when one looks forward to his destination, even if (especially if ?) he cannot quite conceive of the thing he is doing, or how long it will last. Likewise, as I boarded the train to Tromsø, and from there the ship to Spitsbergen and Longyear City, I didn’t feel the apprehension one might expect. There was too much unknown. My voluminous reading had prepared me little for what I would see upon my arrival. Steamships, coal mining, life in an ad hoc work camp—these were a far cry from the danger and exhilaration of exploring unknown coastlines in a tall-masted bark. The abstraction of what lay ahead was calming, in a way. I had nothing to fear, so far as I knew. And other than my sister and her children, I left behind nothing worth a second thought. 


I worked in the mines of Spitsbergen for a very short time. Some may wish for a more detailed telling of my brief career in that desperate trade. I can only hope that the truncated account which follows will not disappoint them. As things stand, more than enough has already been written about the near-infinite miseries and indignities of a miner’s life. The terrible hours and the subsequent disassociation from sunlight. The brutal labor. The noxious air. The pervasive and ever-present filth. The monotony and the boredom. The injuries and deaths, occurring at such a rate as to render the observer (or even the sufferer) numb to surprise. The criminal exploitation of miners themselves, whose meager wages are depleted further and further by the company’s stranglehold on local goods and resources, particularly in isolated areas such as Spitsbergen. 


Longyear City, named for the American timber and mineral baron John Longyear, was significantly more civilized than the average mining camp, but it was still run entirely by a company—in this case the Store Norske Spitsbergen Kulkompani (SNSK), which had just taken over from Longyear’s Arctic Coal Company (ACC), the founding presence there. This change of hands accounted for the rush of new contracts and the advertising in Sweden that had caught Olga’s attention. 


When I arrived, in 1916, the town had existed for only ten years. Everything was still in English—the signs, the leftover dry goods, the dirty magazines hidden under our mattresses. The place had a turbulent feeling during the years I spent there, for it had been emptied of people and refilled with new ones. There is something inherently strange about a place with no entrenched citizens. Men come and go, bringing with them perhaps a few vestiges of the cultures they left behind, but little else. I often got the distinctly unnerving notion that no one ever really lived there. They didn’t stay long enough to make a lasting impression, even if they died and left their bodies preserved for all time in the jealous ice. Civilization—if it can be called that— was, if not transparent, at least translucent. The people and their city: wraiths, living echoes. Spitsbergen: the only constant. 


City is certainly the wrong word, or was. Have you ever seen a barnacle clinging to a pitted black rock as the sea assaults it over and over again? At times the tide will recede, or the waves diminish, granting the brave barnacle a brief respite, but invariably the sea returns with all its old rage to batter the creature once more. Settlements in the Arctic are like this. The difference, I suppose, is that a barnacle is tougher than a man. 


Towns don’t grow much in ten years, unless perhaps there is a gold rush. There was no gold rush in Longyear—just folly. I arrived in summer, when a person can more easily fool himself that he might be in for a decent time. A few handfuls of meager buildings and huts sat perched on the hillside, some of them stilted against the muddy thaw, some jimmied into the rock. Below them, a wide beach of broken stone. Above them, the mountain, looming brown and treeless and unfriendly, as though its only purpose were to give shadow. 


My impressions as I stepped off the quay were twofold: First, despite all the harrowing tales I’d read of people meeting a cruel fate in the north, I found myself feeling a bit underwhelmed. Where was my sense of being struck dumb by the awful power of the cold white death? I expected to feel a foreboding chill upon seeing the Arctic; what I felt was more like a shrug. My second impression—more accurate and enduring—was one of complete visual disorientation. The expanse of Isfjorden is so vast from east to west as to nearly cleave the island of Spitsbergen in two, with arms reaching far north and south, and Longyear sits nearly at its center. Looking behind me at the sea and at the mountains that folded one upon another, I hadn’t the slightest idea of distance. The other side of the bay could have been a hundred meters away, or a hundred thousand. 


The year 1916 was a busy one for the Store Norske. The Americans had fallen into financial ruin in Longyear and the Norwegians were determined to make a proper go of it. They were building several new barracks for the miners, and they’d just introduced a paper banknote emblazoned with the company logo, which the workers were already grumbling about. 


I started work the day after my arrival. Factory work and mining: the similarities are boundless. If you go into something knowing that you will be exploited to within an inch of your life, or past that, then at least you need not grapple with crushed hope. What made my situation worse, for a time, was that I hadn’t performed menial labor for several years, so my brain was sharp and my body was soft. The transition was unpleasant. Poor conversation, or even its lack, murders the finer machinations of the mind, and brutal work hones the corporeal form into something unrecognizable—a red canvas of strength and pain. 


I’d somehow convinced myself that the location would be worth something—worth everything. In Stockholm, if a man had the desire and the will to take in the city’s sights after his shift, he could do so. Real cities exist outside the confines of diurnal limitation. But a desire to see the wonder and terror of Spitsbergen was worth no more than a whistle in the wind. Changing shifts made no difference. Sure, the daylight never quit in summertime, but I had no way to get anywhere. 


For a time I despaired. I knew no one and spoke no Norwegian. The small cluster of contracted Swedes formed a tight-knit group, but I was no more a part of that community than I was back in Stockholm. The alienation, compounded by the geographical isolation, was almost enough to do me in. On multiple occasions that summer I considered going home. But how would I get there? The prospect was financially ruinous. And would the Company even permit me to break contract? Mine supervisors are not known the world over for their compassion. 


Naturally I thought of killing myself. It had some allure. But having no stake in religion or its various ridiculous salves, I feared my own nonexistence tremendously. From the time I’d been a precocious, skeptical child, the idea of simply winking out like a light, or a star, was more than enough to nearly paralyze me with existential misery. I knew I would cease to be, and yet I could not comfortably imagine a world without me in it. It’s a form of narcissism, sure, but how do we live from one day to the next without convincing ourselves of our own fallacious importance? Children follow logic to its end, and those who do not or cannot believe in the afterlife invariably arrive at this crippling mental abyss. The only reasonable response is to shut your eyes, tuck your knees against your chest, and whimper. 


During the long, brutal shift, down in the dark, there wasn’t much room for introspection. If a miner indulged in daydreaming, or private whining, something bad would happen. I saw this on myriad occasions. Railcars spilling over with coal frequently passed over the feet of the careless, mutilating toes beyond recognition as a human appendage, or severing them entirely. Spikes and pickaxes were driven into the soft flesh of men’s calves. Miners tripped in the darkness and bashed their heads and teeth with astonishing regularity. Chunks of rock fell on heads. Unwholesome air went unnoticed. Or worst of all, indolence was noted by a supervisor, loudly corrected, and rewarded with further financial attrition. 


Many such slips could be attributed to fatigue and hunger, but miners—and this applies to factory workers as well—do not exhaust their flickering life-force in conversation. Life is too hard and loud for all that. So men are left to their thoughts, and while some men—perhaps most—find little to do in there, some vanish into a brown study and leave their bodies vulnerable to all manner of punishment. 


I knew I was one of these, so I did all I could to keep my mind present, if not exactly active, when on the job. But at shift’s end, when the rest of the workers retired to the Company saloon to rejoice in loose talk and spend their blood-earned Company banknotes on Company beer and gin, I was suddenly a more potent risk to myself. I was invited, of course, despite my obvious and somewhat sullen indifference to the camaraderie of men. The small cadre of Swedes credited themselves nobly against the hard-drinking Norsemen. But it is like anything else. If you refuse long enough, you will cease being asked. 


In Stockholm I did not particularly care. After a shift I could retire with relative complacency to my apartment and my books, or I could wander the city in search of its most beautiful, intelligent, melancholy whore. But in Spitsbergen! In Spitsbergen, alas, there was nowhere to go but a cold empty barracks, a thin mattress on a squeaking cot, a guttering tallow stub, and no books but the precious few I’d brought and read again and again until the pages fell out. The irony was not lost on me: I came to Spitsbergen to see a wider world—wider than Stockholm, wider than anything I could conceive of—and my world had become infinitesimal. 


I despaired. I wrote anguished letters to Olga, ignoring any guilt that she should feel helpless or, worse yet, responsible. I counted the days, and they moved with a terrible languor. During this period I began to think more about the sailors on those polar expeditions that had so fascinated me. The dark winters trapped in ice. The lack of hope. Certain innovative officers who tried to combat lethargy (and scurvy) in their men with regimens of exercise and theatrical productions. These parts of the narratives had nearly always struck me as flat. Misery is difficult to convey when the particular circumstances do not resonate with a reader. Now they did. At last it settled into me that the truth of relentless boredom in a cold, dead place was perhaps not so romantic after all. 










Chapter 7 


I met Charles MacIntyre at a low ebb. One of my lowest. For six interminable months I’d worked in profound physical discomfort and otherwise existed entirely without the stimuli—educational, recreational or interpersonal—that a human requires for sanity and health. This lack had taken a pitiable toll on me. I shambled between barracks and mine shaft with downcast eyes; when required to speak, I did so with a stammering mumble; my flesh was as white as a mackerel’s. I kept my hands planted deep in my pockets unless work demanded otherwise, my fingers bunched together, a ball of twisted roots that ached from cold and abuse. Many times I stumbled on the driftwood and rough-cut pine boards thrown haphazardly across the constantly freezing and unfreezing muck to serve as a walkway. Hands pinned at my sides, I would pitch forward onto my bruised and bearded face. Two and a half teeth were lost in such falls. The other workers now shunned me entirely. By a month or two into my contract, my apparent misanthropy had already been enough to keep most of them away, but now my shamefully reduced state was seen as some kind of disease or spectacular bad luck, either of which could be contagious. Miners are not unlike sailors in this way. 


Then, of course, it got dark. Dark all the time. A miner may be better prepared for this than a sailor. He already wakes before light, works in the Stygian black, and returns to his bed at night. Few of us noticed, I think, when the sun vanished for good and all. Winter’s shroud descends with deceptive rapidity in the polar regions. Over a period of only two or three weeks, the summer sun—such a relentless fixture only moments before—is gobbled up in huge increments, as though the night has woken from a long sleep and found itself very hungry indeed. 


The effects of chronic darkness are not immediate. Once a man gets used to it, the darkness has more in common with cold than anything else—not so much searing as taxing. More a slow poison than a knife. The wear is cumulative, sometimes going unheeded for weeks, but it wears nonetheless. That first season in the Arctic, I became a thin, hopeless, empty skin of a man, shuffled off beneath a stone. Where was my new, molted self ? He did not appear for some time. 


So, stepping listlessly from the commissary to the barracks on a bitter January evening, I didn’t recognize my name when I heard it. But the voice was insistent, and at last, reluctantly, I stopped and turned around. A man was balancing on the planks behind me. I might have said an old man, or an older man, except that in the flickering lantern light, he was dancing from boot to boot in a way that belied his apparent years. A gray beard poked out from his comforter at an absurd angle. Lines seemed to spill out of his eyes and spread across his cheeks and forehead. They moved and jumped with the frenetic animation of his face. It took me a moment to realize that he was speaking in competent Swedish. It was perfectly understandable, though a bit stilted. 


“You are Ormson, are you not? The sullen Swede?” 


I stared at him in silent perplexity. With my powers of conversation had gone my good manners. 


He kept on, unperturbed. “Yes, you must be the Swede. Please allow me the honor of introducing myself. MacIntyre. MacIntyre is my name. Geologist with the Royal Society. Might I prevail upon you to retire with me to my place of dwelling, so that we may ward off this damnable chill?” 


“You speak Swedish?” I said at last. 


“Nothing escapes you, lad,” he said, winking several times. All the while his feet hopped and his plank squished. His perpetual movement made me dizzy. Then he cackled hoarsely, as though the situation we found ourselves in were a great lark. He explained that he had lived for a time in Falun, famous for its copper mine, and had picked up Swedish there, though he allowed that his Norwegian was better. “Languages have never proved much of an obstacle for me, which is very well, as I have the sad tendency to give things up when they prove thorny. Alas, my poor dear mother lamented it. But please, may we not step inside for a spell?” 


“You work for the Royal Society? You are—British?” 


“Scottish,” said MacIntyre. He winked again and again in a spasmodic twitch. 


I grunted, absorbing the information slowly. It had been a long while since I’d had more to digest than the particular trials of confinement and all its incarnations. 


“Please, sir,” the man insisted. “Come.” 


So I followed. MacIntyre led the way, hopping and dancing along the planks, to his little shack on the other side of the camp. I shambled behind, finding that I didn’t much care who he was, or what he wanted from me. 


The inside of his shack, so unremarkable from the exterior, was like nothing I could have guessed. For one, the heat from his stove was an oppressive force after the temperature outside. The two windows were entirely sheathed in a dripping ice-fog. Any wind or blown snow that pushed through cracks in the siding was instantly dispersed as steam. I broke out in a vigorous and confused sweat, nearly swooning. MacIntyre was not stingy with his firewood, as the Norwegians seemed to be. 


More startling than the heat was the aesthetic. The place was stuffed—liberally, unconsciously. Rugs were strewn over every centimeter of floor and over one another. Some looked, to my inexperienced eye, expensive. Two sofas sat at a ninety-degree angle to each other, both of them piled with blankets and pillows. Two sofas! Warm yellow light from several oil lamps gave the tiny cabin a bright and cheerful tone. Clearly MacIntyre was not stingy with his paraffin, either. 


Shelves lined the walls, but apparently MacIntyre had still run out of space, because books were piled precariously in corners, on a side table, on a chair. He didn’t appear to have a bed. Atop a small table stood a spirit stove, a corked, half-drunk bottle of wine, and one glass, though two padded wooden chairs were positioned on either side. The place positively reeked of pipe smoke and burnt lamp oil, and the air itself was heavy. A coffee table of sorts was placed between the sofas but its surface was almost entirely obscured by notebooks, some closed, some open. An illegible scrawl ran wildly across the pages. And in one corner of the shack, on a tiny table of its own, something I’d only seen a handful of times in my life: a Victrola phonograph. 


Taken all together, it was the perfect microcosm of a sultan’s tent: opulence separated from bleak desolation by only the thinnest membrane. But MacIntyre’s shack was no traveling palace. It had more the feeling of a nest. There was, for instance, barely room to remove my boots. 


MacIntyre stepped lightly out of his, discarded his outer clothes in a great heap at one end of a sofa, and gestured for me to do the same. “Come in, come in,” he said in Swedish. “Don’t stand on ceremony.” 


He made himself comfortable in a chair and began to load his pipe. He was already puffing away aggressively before I’d disrobed or decided where to place myself. At last I sat on one of the sofas, looking around me, trying desperately to remember how a man was meant to behave in polite company. I tried not to gaze at his notebooks, though I couldn’t have deciphered his hand even if it were written in Swedish, which of course it was not. 


MacIntyre watched me with amusement. He could have been forty years old, I supposed, or sixty. His hair, like his beard, was gray and the wrinkles extended down his neck. His hands were weather-beaten and red-knuckled but strong. His eyes, too, were gray—clear, lively, and, I thought right away, full of intelligence and mischief. Not the eyes of a miner. Somehow he was living above the fray, despite his presence within it. 


“Let’s begin once more with the formalities,” he said. “It was entirely too cold to do so out there. I am MacIntyre. Charles. Formerly of London. Lately of the wider world. But my people are Scots, of course. Displaced Scots. You, sir, are . . . ? Em, Mr. Ormson?” 


“Sven,” I said, and cleared my throat. “Sven Ormson. Of Stockholm. Sweden, that is. But you knew this.” The words came in fits and bursts. 


MacIntyre somehow conspired to look patient and impatient at once. He waited for me to continue. 


“I—how do you know me, sir?” 


“Oh, that’s easy enough to explain. Daily life is quite tedious here, as you know all too well. Of course the Arctic landscape holds me in its sway—it positively seizes the viscera, my dear man. I can see in your face that it has yet to do so for you, but you haven’t yet given it the opportunity, have you? No, no, chipping away in a dreary tunnel all day. And now of course it’s the dark time of year. A time for looking inward, not outward.” He paused, his brow furrowed, as if the mere mention of deep contemplation had begun its process. “Where was I going?” 


“How you know my name, sir.” 


“Ah yes, well. I am, as I believe I said, a geologist. I have lived in many places. The details can wait, but for the last ten years or so I was rather cheerfully in the employ of John Longyear. Without doing myself an injustice, the role I played for him, and continue to play now for the Norwegians, is that of a prospector. Forgive the word. The connotations are ill. And alas, the Society does not smile upon one of their own choosing to engage in scientific activities that are less about discovery and more about, shall I say, profit. I enjoyed Mr. 


Longyear’s confidence, and as it happened, I enjoyed the company of Americans.” When the Americans had left the preceding year and the company had been bought by Store Norske, MacIntyre said, he signed a contract with the Norwegians. “You could say, dear boy, that I have been here, in Longyear, since the beginning.” 


I tried to arrange my face into one of good-natured passivity. I was growing to like MacIntyre already, but still felt completely lost. 


MacIntyre recalled himself. “But about you, Mr. Ormson. Would you deem it inexcusable if I were to say that I find Norwegians terribly boring? Perhaps not. Perhaps you know too well what I mean. The shift in administration from American to Norwegian has left me with very little good conversation. Norwegians are so glum. So serious. These administrators go about their work in the most tedious, tireless way, and then they drink and drink until they can barely stand, and yet their humor does not improve with the drinking. One might argue, even, that it degrades. And the miners, well. You know miners.” 


I regarded him with great skepticism. Of course he was correct about Norwegians. His assessment couldn’t have been more accurate, in fact—their humorlessness is well documented in Sweden—but was he looking to find a sparkling conversationalist in me? 


MacIntyre paused—he seemed to enjoy a review process of his own remarks, as though weighing their veracity once he’d aired them. Then he went on. “Swedes are not much better, if you will allow me. Cut from the same cloth, as it were. A hardscrabble country breeds hard people. That grim quality is what brought them across the sea to England in their terrible numbers, is it not? But who am I to judge? Look at the Scots. A more pinch-mouthed set of grouchy moralizers you will never meet.” 


Another pause while both of us, I presume, tried to decide whether he merited an exception. 
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