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Igjugarjuk, who was not beyond flattering a guest, declared that I was the first white man he had ever seen who was also an Eskimo.


—Knud Rasmussen, from Across Arctic America









A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY


Eskimo, Inuit and Greenlander: Eskimo is the historical term for the culturally similar indigenous peoples who inhabit Greenland, northern Canada and Alaska. There are various possibilities for the meaning of Eskimo, such as “people who speak a different language,” “people who make snowshoes” and “people who eat raw meat.” None of these descriptions are universally accepted by linguists or the people themselves.


Although considered by many to be a slur today, Eskimo is not inherently a pejorative word and was originally how all Arctic peoples were known. Now, the term Inuit is generally preferred by the people of Arctic Canada. In Alaska, the preferred terms are Eskimo or Alaska Native, and in Greenland the common term is Greenlander or, among English speakers, Inuit. In academic literature, the word Inuit is now prevalent.


In this work, I have opted to use the word Inuit except when quoting from historical documents.


In his time, Rasmussen was sometimes called a white Eskimo.


Tribe: In his writings, Rasmussen referred to the various small nomadic and seminomadic groups of Inuit he encountered throughout the Arctic as tribes. Today the term is rarely used, the sense sometimes being captured by the words band and community. For the sake of clarity and continuity, I have opted to retain Rasmussen’s use of the word tribe to describe these groups of Inuit hunters as they existed a century ago.
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Route of Rasmussen’s journey from Danish Island to King William Island.
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Route of Rasmussen’s journey from King William Island to Herschel Island.
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Route of Rasmussen’s journey from Herschel Island to East Cape.
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PROLOGUE


“I MUST GO AND SEE THE NEW PEOPLE”


IN THE WINTER of 1921, Knud Rasmussen invited about one hundred of Copenhagen’s eminent citizens—politicians, artists, journalists and business leaders—to join him at the city’s prestigious Palace Hotel for a special dinner. It was an honor to receive a personal invitation from Rasmussen, a national hero known for his Arctic expeditions and his books about the lives, myths and legends of the Inuit. His guests arrived in formal attire for the event, and the entertaining speeches, good conversation and fine food made for a superbly successful evening. Once the meal was finished, Rasmussen stood up and clinked his glass for attention.


“Now I hope that everyone is well fed, that everyone is happy, and that everyone feels good!” he declared. “Since you’ve all eaten and drunk well, would you all be able to swear to just such a fact?” Once there was a general murmur of agreement, Rasmussen continued: “Well, there’s only one question left . . . who will pay?”


The room fell silent. After the shock had subsided, people began fumbling for their wallets, aware of the presence of the other dignitaries and concerned for their reputations. None wished to appear mean or stingy. “Now that we have wallets at the ready,” Rasmussen announced, “Peter [Freuchen] and I have some plans for an expedition that we would have funded.”
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RASMUSSEN WAS A living legend in an era when polar exploration was the height of fashion and public interest—the era when Roald Amundsen, Ernest Shackleton, Robert Falcon Scott, Robert Peary, Richard Byrd, Vilhjalmur Stefansson and Fridtjof Nansen made headlines, and when dangerous journeys to the remote regions of the planet were part sporting event and part scientific expedition, draped in a cloak of nationalism. But, unique among these adventurers, Rasmussen was as much an explorer of people as of place. During nearly three decades of travel by dogsled throughout the polar world, he visited every Inuit tribe then known to exist. In addition to writing the books describing his own journeys, Rasmussen published dozens of anthologies of Greenlandic and Inuit songs, stories, folk tales, legends and poems—mythology and philosophy—painstakingly collected and translated into Danish and English. These were a priceless contribution to world culture that would otherwise have disappeared.


Rasmussen was enormously popular among the Greenlanders and Inuit, of course, as well as in Denmark and Europe. But he was also a celebrated public figure throughout North America. His books were best-sellers, crowds flocked to his public talks, and his opinions were sought on Arctic matters. His charismatic and forceful personality drew both people and institutions into his orbit, and he collected a diverse entourage when he traveled and appeared in public.


Although Rasmussen never completed his studies at the University of Copenhagen, where he took an interest in theater and journalism, his life’s accomplishments were so outstanding that he was awarded honorary doctorates by the University of Copenhagen and the University of St. Andrews in Scotland, along with an armful of other medals, awards, honorary memberships and decorations from countries around the world, including Great Britain, France, Norway, Sweden, Italy, and the United States. The American Geographical Society granted him an honorary fellowship and awarded him its prestigious Daly Medal. The Royal Geographical Society of Great Britain awarded him its gold Founder’s Medal. The Canadian government hired him as a consultant on matters relating to the Arctic and its indigenous peoples. In Greenland, he helped the local people establish their Council of Hunters to regulate animal conservation, crime and other issues.


Such was Rasmussen’s international stature that his speech at the International Court of Justice in The Hague in 1932 helped secure Greenland for Denmark rather than Norway. Rasmussen enjoyed the institutional respectability that his contemporaries, such as Roald Amundsen, longed for but never achieved. He was even a pioneer in the new world of motion pictures. His first and only film, The Wedding of Palo, was hailed in the New York Times upon its posthumous premiere as “a labor of love . . . like a tone poem by Sibelius or a nocturne by Grieg. There is much more than the cold, bleak desolations of the North in this film.”


Yet somehow Rasmussen was also a bohemian. While honored by academia, he was simultaneously admired for his unconventional views and devil-be-damned courting of danger and adventure. He was as comfortable in bearskin pants on a featureless wind-lashed plain as he was in a formal suit and bow tie attending the opera. He loved hunting walrus but was equally enthusiastic about poetry and the theater. He was born and raised in Greenland, and his playmates as a child were the local Inuit boys. Fluent in Kalaallisut (the Greenland dialect of the Inuit language) and Danish, he was accepted among traditional hunters and shamans in the Arctic as well as among artists, scientists and politicians in Denmark. He was content to inhabit these disparate and seemingly incompatible worlds. “Nobody did really know Knud Rasmussen if they had only seen him in a civilized country,” claimed the anthropologist Kaj Birket-Smith. “He ought to be seen among Eskimos.”


Part Inuit on his mother’s side and with a Danish father, Rasmussen could shoot a gun and harness a team of sled dogs by the time he was eight. Tireless and patient, he would earn the trust of northerners over days, weeks and months of shared experiences—daily living, hunting, building houses, dogsledding and exploring—before slowly turning to his quest, the collection of stories, poems and religious beliefs. “No matter whether it was Greenlanders or Eskimos in Canada and Alaska, he came to them as one of themselves,” wrote Birket-Smith. “They unfolded their soul to the greatness and warmth of his being, and in return he received their simple tales of life and its struggles with the mysterious powers, their wild legends and fine poetry, with the open and understanding mind that can only be explained in one way: in his heart they touched strings that vibrated in harmony with them.” Birket-Smith also wrote that Rasmussen “knew everyone up there, and was king, friend, and comrade at once. The people loved him; one who has arrived at Thule in the company of Knud Rasmussen will never forget the jubilation and devotion that greeted him.”


Shaggy-haired and handsome, with the exotic looks of his Inuit ancestry, Rasmussen was always eager for a celebration, whether to sing, dance or tell stories. His eyes were crinkled from frequent smiles and laughter. He loved music, having at one time briefly pursued a career as an opera singer. On many of his polar journeys he brought a portable phonograph strapped to his dogsled. To enliven the dark nights, he astonished his nomadic hosts with the strains of Mozart or such favorites as “Alexander’s Ragtime Band.” Rasmussen hunted with the men, flattered and danced with the women, and feasted with them all. Women both in Ultima Thule, in the farthest reaches of Arctic Greenland, and in sophisticated Copenhagen vied for his attention. His Danish wife was the talented pianist Dagmar Andersen, with whom he had two daughters and a son, yet he also had Inuit mistresses during the many years he spent living in the Arctic, an arrangement that caused some friction with Dagmar. His editor and co-writer, Tom Kristensen, recalled that when they worked together on the manuscript for Across Arctic America, ensconced in a remote farm in the Danish countryside, they were frequently interrupted by groupies and female fans. “I could not keep the girls away, they fell like manna in the desert of Knud’s masculine charm. When I kept guard at one door, they slipped in through the other.” Inuit seamstresses would compete to make him footwear as gifts, and “his manner of taking them was so gracious that the ladies were never more proud than when they saw him wearing a pair of their boots.” Freuchen jokingly called Rasmussen the Elsa Maxwell of the Arctic, after the famous American hostess and gossip columnist.


Although barely five feet five inches tall, Rasmussen dominated a room with his charm and presence. His enthusiasm was infectious and his social intelligence and intuition guided him seemingly unerringly, whether in a lecture hall in Copenhagen or a snow house in the Arctic. Rasmussen had many followers but few close friends, although he was generally admired by his fellow explorers. Many of his comrades attest to his unparalleled ability to subdue others, to get them to do his bidding by bringing them into his world, making them believe that his dream was their dream. Although domineering and occasionally manipulative, he inspired loyalty. One travel companion, Therkel Mathiassen, recounted that “His energy and enthusiasm for the business at hand communicated themselves to the whole expedition, with the result that the work went on brightly and briskly, no matter how tough it was. Personal squabbles and pettishness melted away in his presence; he had an astonishing gift for knocking different kinds of people into one whole with a single purpose: the success of the expedition . . . one little word of acknowledgment from him was thanks enough for all the toil and moil.” Rasmussen also routinely acknowledged the contributions of others, no matter how minor. When he completed his epic three-year, 20,000-mile dogsled expedition through the Northwest Passage, he even remarked: “I am overwhelmed by a warm feeling of gratitude to all our patient and uncomplaining dogs.”


Rasmussen claimed to be happiest when enduring the hardships of polar travel, when he was “hungry and shrunk from lack of meat, [and] we espied distant settlements with the smell of unknown people.” The prospect of hazardous travel and hardship was more appealing to him than enduring boredom and inactivity. He and his small team of explorers repeatedly dog-sledded through boulder-strewn chasms bounded by rock cliffs, across featureless expanses of pebbly, snow-dusted plains and along rocky jagged coastlines. Plagued by ferocious storms, they traversed ice fields broken by deadly crevasses, waded freezing streams and clambered down ice walls. Only two people ever died on the trail with Rasmussen—a remarkable feat, considering that his expeditions went into unknown and uncharted terrain, that they had only a vague understanding of the dangerous geography they would be traversing, and that they lived off the land, hunting for the majority of their food. Even Roald Amundsen, renowned for his caution and survival record, lost three men during his expeditions, whereas Robert Falcon Scott and four of his men died returning from the South Pole. Rasmussen maintained a jovial demeanor in the face of starvation and suffering. “When one has decided on the hazards of a journey,” he pronounced, “one must take everything that occurs like a man—that is, with a broad grin.”


Rasmussen was a superb writer, chronicling his adventures and the people he met with lyrical aplomb. His stories don’t convey the reality of a dirty, tiring and frustrating slog—as surely much of the time on the trail must have been—but instead conjure a dreamlike bubble in which daily life mimics a tale from ancient mythology. It was “a beautiful and exciting time,” he wrote of the departure on one of his expeditions, “with races from morning till night. One sledge after another shoots across the ice like a swift bird flying out into the darkness . . . and ahead beckon the skull-capped peaks and slit glacier tongues.” Another time, he marveled at the strangeness of eating canned pineapple in the Arctic: “Here on the skull of the world, we eat a tin of Mauna Loa pineapple, the only one we possess, tinned at Hawaii. . . And as we see before us the dark-eyed, garlanded girls who picked the fruits, it is as if we cut through all horizons and conquer the world . . . So we cook musk ox meat from Nares Land, drink coffee from Java, after the tea from the Congo, and smoke tobacco from Brazil!”


On the return journey from one of his forays over the massive Greenland Ice Cap, Rasmussen urged his starving team on with descriptions of food read aloud at night from a housekeeping magazine he had brought along for that specific purpose. While they huddled in their huts, gnawing on bands of tough walrus hide that had once been their sled runners, sipping weak tea and trying to ignore their empty stomachs, Rasmussen would proclaim to his companions, “Scrambled eggs and bacon! That’s what we’re dining on tonight.” Peter Freuchen, his fellow explorer on many expeditions, returned with, “Right you are! With pancakes!” Rarely did he lose his sense of humor. We “try to stimulate each other by poking fun at the miserable appearance many of us present,” Rasmussen wrote. “There is nothing for it but sucking nourishment from one’s humour during these days.”


An endearing humanity prevented Rasmussen from becoming overly heroic and mythologized. He brought scissors to trim his hair even on the longest polar expeditions and washed his face every day with freezing water, even at great discomfort. Although he mostly avoided smoking in Denmark, on expeditions he was, according to Freuchen, “tremendously addicted.” He was always losing his pipe and running short of tobacco, which would make him grumpy and irritable. “Every time we would leave our home I would ask, ‘Have you got enough tobacco along?’ and he always answered that he did, and he always would run out.” Freuchen learned to bring along extra tobacco and to keep it hidden for a couple of evenings of “complaining and grumbling” before producing it to “great joy.”


On one journey, Rasmussen developed sciatica in his left leg. The usually tireless leader, capable of herculean feats of endurance, could no longer walk. Reduced to lying on a dogsled, he suffered excruciating pain as the sled thumped over the ice-hummocked terrain, so he chomped on a dirty piece of seal hide to stop himself from crying out. When the sled rolled over one particularly uneven patch of snow, he slipped off to the ground and nearly fainted. Eyes closed and face white with pain, he muttered, “This is unpleasant.” He soon recovered, however, and bounded alongside the sled dogs with his usual energy.


On another occasion reported by Freuchen, Rasmussen was out in his kayak hunting walrus, one of his favorite pastimes. He thrust his harpoon into the body of one rising beast, but as it dove, the tether became entangled around his arm and dragged him from his kayak into the frigid water. His companions, stunned and helpless, scanned the water’s surface until Rasmussen burst up a distance away gasping for breath before being pulled beneath the surface again. When he finally emerged spluttering from the water, he claimed that he had merely hung onto the flotation bladder to tire the desperate animal and that he was in no danger.


Freuchen said, “You’d better go home for a change of clothes.”


Rasmussen eyed him. “Don’t you see this is our chance for a big killing?”


A little later Freuchen asked his wet and rapidly freezing friend if he didn’t want his clothes wrung out.


“Why?” Knud asked.


“Because you’re wet as hell!” Freuchen replied.


“By God. I forgot that!” Rasmussen said.


Peter Freuchen wrote in a biography of his friend: “The life of one’s youth is rich, and it provides experiences and impressions; and in my youth I lived in the same house as Knud Rasmussen, I went on sled journeys with him, and I sat next to him in kayaks. Together we fought ice and current. .. For many years I travelled around in these regions with [him] and I knew him as did no one else. Nothing draws men closer than to hunger together, to see death in each other’s eyes. Lying together in snow huts during snowstorms of many days’ duration, waiting for better weather, and seeking to drown out hunger by each telling the other everything he knows—then you pour out your life, and old memories emerge in your mind.”


As close to Knud Rasmussen as anyone could ever be, Freuchen may have understood what drove his friend, the childhood dream that made Rasmussen risk danger, ice and death. “Even before I knew what travelling meant,” Rasmussen wrote, “I determined that one day I would go and find these people, whom my fancy pictured different from all others. I must go and see ‘the New People’ as the old story-teller called them.”
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1


ON GREENLAND’S STONY SHORES


              Then, all meat seemed juicy and tender,


              and no game too swift for a hunter.


              When I was young,


              every day was as a beginning


              of some new thing,


              and every evening ended


              with the glow of the next day’s dawn.


                          —Collected and translated near Hudson Bay by Knud Rasmussen, The Report of the Fifth Thule Expedition, 1921–1924


THE WORLD KNUD Johan Victor Rasmussen was born into on June 7, 1879, was the vast, sparsely populated coast of central western Greenland. Rasmussen’s boyhood home was the parsonage of the town of Jakobshavn, now known as Ilulissat. Inhabited by only a few hundred people, Jakobshavn was then the largest settlement in northern Greenland. It offered an unparalleled training ground, both culturally and geographically, for a future Arctic explorer. Bounded by the frigid waters of Disko Bay to the west and the unexplored Greenland ice sheet to the east, it was a land of growling ice and fog in the low hills. Disko Bay is one of the world’s main sources of icebergs, which calve from the mighty glaciers of the Greenland ice sheet and congregate in their aquamarine brilliance before drifting off south.


There were no roads through the endless snow plains beyond the town. Rugged and unconquered, it was a place of few social constraints, but it demanded ceaseless toil to survive. Travel between the isolated settlements that dotted the coastline was by sailboat in the brief summer and by dogsled the rest of the year. The haunting specter of starvation and death by exposure was a constant and real threat. Not a forgiving land or an easy one to survive in, it was nevertheless a land of raw vitality, with endless possibilities for the curious and restless to explore.


Greenland, the largest island in the world at about 836,300 square miles, is bounded by the Atlantic Ocean to the southeast, the Greenland Sea to the east, the Arctic Ocean to the north and Baffin Bay to the west. About 80 percent of the land is covered by an enormous inland ice sheet up to two miles thick, and the island’s average temperatures are similar to those in Arctic North America. In January, the range is between –4° and –22° Fahrenheit (–20° and –30° Celsius) in the north, warming to a little above freezing in the short, brilliant summer. In the south, winter temperatures range between 25° and –4° Fahrenheit (–4° and –20° Celsius) and rise to 45° Fahrenheit (7° Celsius) in summer. The island has been inhabited intermittently for thousands of years by people migrating east from Ellesmere Island and the Canadian Arctic Archipelago. Norse voyagers arrived from Iceland in the west in the tenth century, during the great Scandinavian expansion, and settled along the southwest coast during a warm period that lasted until the fifteenth century. The Greenland Norse were a European farming and livestock culture made famous by the sagas of Erik the Red and Leif the Lucky.


Erik, an independent-spirited and violent man, had been exiled from Iceland for murder during a feud with other landholders. He set off for the west with his extended family and slaves in a fleet of longships, discovering a new land he called Greenland for its verdant fjords, and to attract additional settlers with a promising name. They established two main settlements that attained a combined population of nearly 5,000 at their high point. During most of this time, the communities were indirectly ruled by European kingdoms, first Norway and then Denmark.


In the thirteenth century, as the Arctic climate cooled, the ancestors of the modern Inuit arrived in northern Greenland from Ellesmere Island and traveled south. These people of the “Thule culture” had the distinctive cultural innovations of dogsleds for travel and harpoons for hunting marine mammals such as seal, walrus and whale. Conflict between the Norse and the Inuit—during which one group struggled to cope with the colder climate while the other was particularly adapted to it—contributed to the abandonment of Norse settlements and the eventual extinction of the Greenland Norse. The Inuit were still living throughout the southern coastal regions when a “second wave” of Scandinavians—whalers and sealers—arrived in the 1720s, along with missionaries searching for the long-lost Norse colonists, to bring word of the Protestant Reformation. Denmark, which had never forgotten that it once held dominion over southern Greenland, reasserted its sovereignty in the eighteenth century despite the absence of Scandinavians there. Soon, missionaries and merchants established an administration over what emerged as the hybrid culture of Greenlanders—people of mixed Danish and Inuit ancestry and culture. Even at the time of Rasmussen’s birth, there was only a handful of Danish-born officials in the country, and only three Danish families in Ilulissat.


Rasmussen’s father, Christian Vilhelm Rasmussen, was a Danish missionary originally from the Zeeland village of Vråby. After studying at the seminary in Copenhagen, Christian immigrated to Greenland in 1873. A practical as well as an intellectual man, he was not a fire-and-brimstone pastor but more of a humanist, and he viewed his job as that of an advocate rather than a crusher of local language and customs. He immersed himself in the local culture and encouraged his children to do so as well. Fluent in the Greenland dialect of Eskimo-Kalaallisut, Christian was the author of a Greenlandic-Danish dictionary and later taught the Greenlandic language at the University of Copenhagen.


During his twenty-eight years in Greenland, Christian Rasmussen was well known for his herculean dogsled expeditions to the farthest regions of his sprawling parsonage, a district about five hundred miles long that included the entire northern half of Danish-colonized Greenland. At one time he administered five parishes simultaneously. Most winters he spent in constant travel—from Christianshåb (Qasigiannguit) over to Godhavn (Qeqertarsuaq) on Disko Island or north to Uummannaq, even all the way north to Upernavik, marrying couples, baptizing children, and presiding over funerals. His job required great stamina and physical endurance. He had to be strong, frugal and committed in order to do his work, and he often took young Knud with him.


Whereas Christian was from Denmark and had become familiar with the Greenlandic culture and language after arriving in Greenland, Knud’s mother, Sophie Louise Fleischer, learned to speak Danish only while being schooled in Copenhagen in her youth. Her family had lived in Greenland for over a century, and she was one-fourth Inuit. Sophie’s father, Knud Fleischer, was a respected and prosperous colony manager and had never left Greenland. Her mother, a half-Inuit orphan named Regine Paulussen, was rescued by Fleischer when she was near starvation during a famine in Christianshåb. In 1875, soon after Sophie returned from school in Copenhagen, she met and married the local priest, Pastor Christian Rasmussen.


While Christian exposed Knud to a restless life of challenging and exhausting travel, Sophie inspired him with her pride in her Greenlandic heritage. She was greatly respected in the community for her generosity and her dedication to children. Once, when an Inuit infant’s mother died, rather than see the baby perish, Sophie breast-fed the girl alongside her own daughter. The door to the kitchen at the rectory was always open, especially in lean times when meat was scarce. She dispensed rye bread and coffee, and her countless other small kindnesses endeared her to the people. Peter Freuchen recalled a long conversation with Rasmussen about his mother. “Knud’s mother had recently died, and he talked for hours about her faith in him and in the good that exists in the world. A mother who had never demanded, who had always given. We sat and froze in a hut, but there a son delivered a eulogy to his mother.”


Both Danish and Greenlandic cultures were equally represented in Rasmussen’s family, and Greenlandic was most commonly spoken at home. His uncles and aunts were both Danish and Inuit, and included several who had never left Greenland. He and his siblings wrote and spoke fluent Danish and spoke Greenlandic like natives; Rasmussen once claimed that he spoke Greenlandic better than he did Danish and that he dreamed in Greenlandic. Although he was often reported to be half Inuit—with his raven hair, dark complexion, small size, strength and skill in the outdoors, and animated hand movements when speaking—he was really only about one-eighth Inuit. One of Rasmussen’s travel companions, Kaj Birket-Smith, wrote that “his feeling of kinship with the Eskimos had even to some extent left its traces in his appearance, although . . . his features were more like those of an American Indian than of an Eskimo.”


Although Rasmussen didn’t have much Inuit ancestry, he absorbed a great deal of the culture. His maternal grandmother, Regine, lived with his family when he was growing up, and he heard her stories of the Inuit past. The Danish artist Andreas Riis Carstensen traveled through Disko Bay when Rasmussen was ten and recalled the boy in his memoirs: “The priest’s son spoke the Eskimo language to perfection and was a bright boy, who helped with the unloading of the boat and the pitching of tents and everything else.”


In Ilulissat, Rasmussen had an upbringing that prepared him like no other for the life of an Arctic explorer. In traditional cultures, one of the advantages given to children is that the games they play and the toys they use develop the skills they will rely on as adults. The toys merely get larger and the games more serious as they grow. The skills Rasmussen acquired as a child—his facility in spoken and written languages, his hunting ability, his familiarity with travel by dogsled, his early exposure to Greenlandic and Norse myths and legends—all combined to create a unique personality ideally suited not only to geographical but also to cultural Arctic exploration. “From the very nature of things,” Rasmussen recalled, “I was endowed with attributes for Polar work which outlanders have to acquire through painful experience.” His later journeys “were like happy continuances of the experiences of my childhood and youth. . . . the most strenuous sledge-trips became pleasant routine for me.”


Kununguaq (“Little Knud”) spent many of his days outdoors with his Greenlander playmates, including his two younger siblings—his sister, Vilhelmine Regine, known as Me; and his brother, Christian Ludwig—and usually assumed the role of leader. One of their most popular pastimes was pretending to be explorers on expeditions. Rasmussen also loved the freedom of dogsledding in open terrain and driving a dogsled. He went hunting with the other boys when he was ten and was given his own sled puppies to raise. The only adventure he was denied was having his own kayak. Inuit boys had their own kayaks by the time they were six, but Knud’s father felt this was too dangerous, and Rasmussen later complained that he wasn’t much good in a kayak because of his lack of early training.


Young Knud was also somewhat dreamy and easily distracted from chores or studies. He would stare out the window in the morning, pondering the icebergs drifting lazily in the bay. If a kayak paddled by he would imagine its adventures, past or future, inventing stories as it slipped past. He preferred fishing for polar cod to doing his math or grammar homework, and he would recite his Danish language lesson only while lying on his stomach over a chair.
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IN 1888, A then-unknown Norwegian adventurer named Fridtjof Nansen led five comrades on a daring trek across the vast and unexplored Greenland Ice Cap, traversing the desolate island from an uninhabited spot on the east coast to the settlements of the west. Nansen chose this route after careful deliberation: the only way to safety was to push forward rather than to retreat. The final destination was to be somewhere in Disko Bay. There was much excitement in Ilulissat, and a reward was offered to the first person to spot the arrival of the victorious explorers. No one knew what lay in Greenland’s vast interior. Rasmussen, then nine years old, and his friend Jørgen Brønlund talked endlessly about the epic journey and (to them) enormous reward. One summer evening, as the light lingered late into the night, the two boys set off from the coast, heading inland across the low hills in their search for the adventurers. Spurred by their youthful fantasies, they trudged on until, after climbing yet one more slow-rising hill, they were able to see far to the east. There was no sign of Nansen. When the boys realized that they could see farther than they could walk, they reluctantly turned around and dragged themselves home—much to the relief of their parents.


Nansen did eventually reach the west coast after a grueling and treacherous forty-nine-day slog, but at the much more southerly destination of Godthåb (now Nuuk), where he and his companions spent the next seven months of winter before being picked up by a ship in the spring. He wrote that “it was not without sorrow that we left this place and these people, among whom we had enjoyed ourselves so well.” Word of Nansen and his troop caused a sensation among the Greenland boys even though they never met him, and they took up skiing so that they could play at being explorers. Although wood was scarce in Greenland, the youngsters were not discouraged. They made their skis from barrel staves and soon became proficient skiers.


Other popular games for boys in Ilulissat revolved around hunting. In Rasmussen’s time, as it had been for centuries, survival in Greenland depended upon the hunting of wild animals: musk oxen in the north and east; caribou on the patches of plains; seals and other marine animals on the coast; and fish and millions of birds on their seasonal migrations. As the boys grew bigger, their harpoons, bows and spears likewise grew larger. This was also true of their sleds and the dogs needed to pull them. As a boy, Rasmussen enlisted his playmates to be his “sled dogs,” and later in life he recalled his experiences with his imaginary dogs. “The first dog I had,” he wrote, “was two-legged, because before my father entrusted me to run with real dogs, I had a whole team, which consisted of my Greenland playmates . . . In the morning, when I came out, they flocked around me, and their zeal was great because my good mother always gave me delicious dog food. It was Rye bread and Ship’s biscuits or figs and prunes, a diet that these Eskimo boys never had at home! After feeding, they were excited for real belts and harnesses. I had a really long dog whip. But when my first dog was my own playmate, I of course never used a whip, and that is perhaps why I never ever later in my life was really comfortable using a long dog whip. Dogs should not pull out of fear, but out of desire.”


On one occasion, Rasmussen tied his “dogs” up and went inside his home to get bread. Upon seeing him, his mother was reminded of his neglected chores and sent him off to complete the tasks. His companions remained outside, tied up for several hours, until he finally remembered to return with bread for his “dog team.”


His future companions commented on his facility with his sled dogs, undoubtedly a combination of innate talent and a lifetime of practice. Many Inuit had similar abilities with dogs and dogsledding, but as was the case with a fluency in the Greenlandic language, few who did not cultivate these skills in their youth could ever perfect them. Rasmussen “could always get his dogs to persevere,” wrote Freuchen, “to do what they had to do no matter how exhausted they were. When, finally, a dog in Knud’s team laid himself down, it was death that had defeated him.” Rasmussen could apparently “hypnotize” his dogs by staring in their eyes so that they gave all their strength. According to another one of his future traveling companions, Therkel Mathiassen, he had “a marvellously keen eye for the ability, faults and needs of each one of his dogs . . . He loved his dogs so they loved him, not with the slavish lickspittle affection of civilized dogs, but with the half-wild beast’s feeling of ‘belonging’ in thick and thin.”


Rasmussen’s boyhood was rich in imaginary play and adventures tied to the traditional pursuits of the Inuit. In the late nineteenth century, Greenland’s coastal communities were defined by the seasons, and Rasmussen was temperamentally suited to this slow annual cycle. Ships from Europe and America arrived in Greenland only rarely, perhaps only a few times a year, and always in the height of summer, after the ice had broken up on the bay and before the fall freeze (ships frequently stayed the entire winter frozen in the ice if they arrived late in the season). Powered by wind and subject to its whimsy, these majestic sailing vessels would weave their way through the obstacle course of icebergs, appearing phantomlike from the fog, bringing desperately needed supplies and welcome news from family in Europe. Their arrival was an occasion of great celebration. They brought new foods, parcels and packages from Denmark and were an opportunity to meet new people. There were prizes for the person who spotted the first ship of the season; when the ship sailed in close to the pebbly shore, the local people pushed longboats into the water and rowed out to tow it in, with children vying for places in the boats to be part of the momentous event.


Another exciting time was when hunters were loading up their dogsleds before setting off. The children would join in the general excitement. As the equipment was bundled onto the sleds, the dogs were rounded up and strapped into the harnesses, soon to set off in a great burst of barking and panting.** The children would rush up and leap onto the sled, grasping the runners as the dogs strained to drag the human chain across the snow. Later in life, when Rasmussen and Peter Freuchen were setting off on a foray from Thule Station, Freuchen complained about the pestering Inuit boys jumping on the sleds for a free ride across the snow. Rasmussen quietly admonished him with a smile: “You don’t know what a thrill it was for me to hang onto the sleds and run after them far over the harbour . . . We ran and ran, and then we would decide to go back, but we would run still farther, and when we got back we bragged to each other about how far we had gone.”




The terms “sledge” and “sled” are often used interchangeably. A sled can refer to a smaller craft used for personal transportation with a smaller dog team, whereas a sledge involves hauling some kind of heavy equipment with a larger dog team. Most of the time, travel in the Arctic involved what technically would be called sledges rather than sleds, but for consistency with historical and contemporary writings the more common term “sled” is used throughout.





One of the most momentous events in the cycle of the seasons in Ilulissat was related to the celebrations when hunters returned with their kill, especially when a whale had been harpooned and the sleds were loaded with mattak, chunks of whale blubber attached to the thick skin. In the lean season of spring, after a period of subsisting on the tough shark meat normally reserved for dogs and chewing old hides, mattak—“the tenderest delicacy one can imagine”—marked the end of the seasonal hunger. In Greenlandic tradition, meat belongs to the entire community, not merely the hunter who wielded the successful harpoon. In Ilulissat, every hunter was entitled to plunge his knife into the whale and carve out great chunks of meat and blubber. They would be followed by the community’s other men and women, and even children. Soon they were all clambering over the carcass “like wild dogs attacking a quarry,” Rasmussen recalled. As a boy, he snuck off to participate in these feasts, joining in “the excitement of getting the meat and blubber and mattak” and “competing to see who could flense out the biggest piece.” He would return hours later smeared in blood and grease with a big grin on his face.


[image: ]


EVERY SETTLEMENT IN Greenland had its distinct legends, songs and beliefs about mysterious occurrences. Rasmussen liked to visit old women in their sod houses and hear their stories. These women were repositories of cultural knowledge from ancient times, and he was intrigued by the bewildering tales they shared with him. They welcomed him because of his family’s respected status and generosity as well as his own charm. Rasmussen came and went as he pleased, always bringing a small gift, sometimes a piece of rye bread and at other times an unusual pebble that he had found. These offerings were treasured as gifts from “Little Knud.”


He once journeyed with his father to Qeqertaq, in northern Disko Bay, to visit a people “who lived isolated lives and had strange imaginations,” whose fantasies were nourished by “the dismal rumbling of the enormous icebergs that steadily fell out of the glaciers and the winter darkness.” Here an old woman told him tales of phantoms, of people who wandered far from the settlements and into the mountains, and who were possessed by an evil spirit and could not return. Apparently, they were fired at if they came too close to dwellings. The woman related the eerie tale of an unlucky man whose wife and children were killed by a tumbling iceberg that had crushed the boat they were traveling in. Consumed by grief, the man had run off into the mountains. Ten days later he was found dead, partway through a frightening metamorphosis. His face was covered in black hairs, and one of his feet was withered and looked like a caribou hoof. Another brooding tale concerned happenings in a nearby ravine, where witches, orphaned children, and old and sick people who could no longer take care of themselves were exiled. The tale brought to Knud’s mind his grandmother, who was an orphan. He ran home through the dark, burst into the house and proclaimed that he would never allow his mother and father to be tossed into the ravine.


The tales of the Inuit elders nurtured Rasmussen’s interest in Greenlandic legends, culture and history and inspired his future adventures and travels. His interest in exploring the expanses of wilderness that hemmed in Greenland’s tiny settlements grew as he got older, and he became fixated on a little-known group of Inuit in the extreme north who had been isolated from southern Greenland by the inland ice cap for over a century. “When I was a child I used to hear an old Greenlandic woman tell how, far away North at the end of the world, there lived a people who dressed in bearskins and ate raw flesh. Their country was always shut in by ice, and the daylight never reached over the tops of their high fjords.”


The old storytellers tried to quell Rasmussen’s curiosity by frightening him with tales of how these distant people lived in a land of gloomy darkness—they were wild heathens, killers and tormentors, not to be trusted. These fantasies, based on fear or the understandable desire to protect Rasmussen, did not have the desired effect. Even as a child, he vowed that as soon as his pups grew big enough he would sled north to discover these people for himself. The elders chuckled at the boy’s outrageous claims, and of course Knud didn’t get there at the age of twelve as he had envisioned. But he never gave up on this ambitious goal, even during all the years he spent away from Greenland. He was an explorer of people rather than geography: what interested him about the remote and unexplored regions of Greenland was not the possibility of a new trade route, of accessing valuable resources, or of attaining a symbolic geographical objective such as the North Pole. It was the possibility of meeting new and unusual people and sharing in their ideas that fascinated him.


From his mother, Rasmussen inherited a cultural and genetic link to the native people of Greenland, to their customs, language and beliefs, and personality traits that were vital to his success as an explorer. From his father, he inherited something quite different. Besides the strong cultural affiliation with their Danish heritage, father and son also shared a characteristic easily overlooked for its less-than-romantic connotations: a logical and systematic approach to organizing information. Rasmussen’s father was a seeker of efficiencies and a planner able to establish and work toward a larger goal, such as the Greenlandic dictionary he spent many years compiling. He would take a large project and turn it into a series of smaller ones. This trait would prove invaluable when Rasmussen later set out on his life’s quest to “map” Inuit culture across the polar world.


There was, as well, a vital and distinguishing aspect of Rasmussen’s upbringing in Greenland of which he may have been unaware, because it was never discussed: his family’s social status. This status was the foundation of his charisma, his confidence and his lofty egalitarianism. It stemmed from his father’s position as rector for northern Greenland, making him its spiritual leader, the public face of colonial and linguistic power, an authority appointed from Denmark. The elder Rasmussen presided over births, marriages and deaths, and he dispensed advice. He always helped other families during times of hardship, while he and his family were immune to that hardship.


While eschewing traditional notions of authority and prestige, the Rasmussen family was nevertheless the first among equals. The family home was a two-story rectory, built with expensive imported pine, that dwarfed all the other buildings in the community. It signified authority. The Rasmussen name was known throughout all the communities of western Greenland. Wherever the young boy went, he was recognized and well treated, and always indulged. An endearing child, to be sure, but he was also afforded the respect due to his family’s status, standing out as being from a superior social class. It gave him the confidence to speak and do what he pleased, knowing that it would be accepted, that he would be listened to, that his opinions would be given consideration. He could make decisions for other people in the belief that if he led, they would follow.


When Rasmussen was twelve years old, his family’s long-anticipated voyage to Denmark became a reality. His father, the only family member with strong memories of Denmark, wanted his children to see his homeland and perhaps have his sons attend the same school as he had, the Herlufsholm boarding school for boys. He requested a leave of absence from his post as rector, and in June 1891, the entire family boarded a ship for Copenhagen. As the young Rasmussen leaned on the railing and the ship headed out to sea, leaving behind the snow-encrusted mountains and icebergs in the bay, he viewed his impending adventure with both excitement and trepidation. His father spoke of the camaraderie of the dormitory and the pride of wearing the school uniform, and he looked forward to sharing the experiences with his son, reliving the stories and triumphs of his own youth. But Knud had never been so far away from home, and the thought of his family returning to Ilulissat without him loomed like a dark cloud.


The first days in Copenhagen must have been a shock. Knud had never been in the company of more than a few dozen people at any time. The city was an alien and bewildering place, one with seemingly endless rows of stone and wooden buildings many stories high, where winding, mazelike cobbled streets were filled with a crowded mass of humanity, horses and dogs. He saw bridges, canals, towering stone churches, tunnels, roads and waterfronts with hundreds of ships—things he had only read about in books or heard his father describe. Here were strange noises, unfamiliar smells and the chaotic spectacle of a European capital city of nearly 300,000 people, spreading out into farms and towns in the surrounding territory. It was also lush, green and warm here, with massive, leafy trees—the complete opposite of anything the boy had ever encountered. Snow in Copenhagen would come later but perhaps for only three months of the year, and it did not last long when it fell, often turning to rain in the relatively mild climate. The people spoke only Danish and wore garments of wool and cotton rather than animal skins and furs. They also ate strange foods. Rather than featuring the flesh of wild game, Rasmussen’s dinner plate now offered peculiar sauces, spices and strange vegetables.


Within a few days of their arrival, father and son rode the train from Copenhagen to Herlufsholm School, about two hours away. To young Rasmussen, the locomotive was a giant beast, belching smoke and steam as it clacked and roared along steel rails at a speed he had never imagined. When they arrived at the school, Knud settled down for the entrance examination—admission was not assured, not even for the children of alumni. But the boy had never been much interested in academics. He had gotten by, and he had usually succeeded at everything he tried.


He failed the entrance examination, owing particularly to his weakness in mathematics. It was his first defeat, not being accepted at the chosen school. The slow journey back to Copenhagen with his silent father was a memory that lingered with Rasmussen his whole life. He told Freuchen the story when they were trapped in a storm in Greenland years later. “You mustn’t feel bad about this, Little Knud,” his father had told him. “After all, there are many other schools, and it might well be that you wouldn’t have liked it here at all! It is not you who should feel bad about it. You’ll certainly do all right for yourself. It was my failure; it was I who didn’t measure up. I obviously have not taught you as well as I should have.”


But not all was lost. Soon a new boarding school, the Nørrebro Grammar School, was found in Copenhagen. Knud’s first days there were a rude introduction to a world of large groups and noise and rules, of loneliness and cultural alienation. Instead of reveling in his former freedom and usual outdoor adventure, the young Greenlander was encouraged to become sedentary and rule bound. Instead of pursuing his own inclination, he had to do what he was told. Gone was his former life, when he had been at least a partial master of his fate.


When the pastor’s leave ended, the Rasmussen family returned to Greenland without Knud. They sailed on June 7, 1893, the boy’s fourteenth birthday. He would not be able to visit them, even on extended holidays; Greenland was too remote. He was left in the care of a wine merchant, Mr. Jorgensen, a family friend who lived near the school. Jorgensen and his wife had several children, and Knud was accepted and felt comfortable with the family. But his experience at school was less than pleasant. Knud’s outdoor skills and ranking in the social hierarchy of Greenland had no standing at a boarding school in Copenhagen.


Knud’s lack of facility in mathematics came to haunt him. He later told Freuchen that it was “physical torture” to attend school on those mornings when he had a mathematics class, making his loneliness all the more acute. Sensing Rasmussen’s weakness, the mathematics teacher would call him to the front of the class, make him demonstrate his faulty equations and then ridicule his failure. The man was, according to Freuchen, “one of those teachers, occasionally to be found, who takes pleasure out of playing the great man in front of a classroom of boys, who, because of their youth and their positions as pupils, have neither the power nor the right to retaliate.” Not surprisingly, Rasmussen retained an irrational hatred of mathematics throughout his life.


Mail delivery between Greenland and Denmark was infrequent. It took six months for letters to travel between Ilulissat and Copenhagen, and they arrived only during the sailing season, when Disko Bay was free of ice. Nevertheless, when they arrived, Rasmussen received a large quantity of letters from his parents, his sister, Me, and his aunt, and he wrote long diary entries that he mailed home. The letters he received dwelt on stories of daily life in Ilulissat and reminded him of his life there. Me promised to let Rasmussen’s Greenlander friends know about his new life, too. Her letters, peppered with references to specific prayers, reveal that the Rasmussens were a pious family. Knud’s own letters are likewise strong on religious references and prayers for his family—although the references seem tagged on as an afterthought, more for his family’s benefit than his own.


Rasmussen eventually distinguished himself at grade school by emphasizing his Greenlandic heritage. It was something to hold onto as a cultural anchor while he was awash in the new, strange world of rules, schedules and social conventions. His family’s absence made him identify more strongly with Greenland, and he accentuated his exotic heritage by speaking in Greenlandic, singing Greenlandic songs and telling stories of the Inuit and their habits and customs. This approach received an enthusiastic response in Denmark and solidified his identity as a Greenlander. Whereas he stood out in Greenland for his colonial status, in Denmark he was noted for his Greenlandic status. Each circumstance labeled him as an outsider. And, as he was also handsome and charismatic, his alien characteristics made him “special” rather than merely different.


Two years later, the Rasmussen family left Ilulissat for good when Pastor Rasmussen, now in his fifties, was no longer up to the strenuous travel required to visit far-flung Greenlandic settlements. In 1895, when Knud was sixteen, his father became the vicar of Lynge, a town on the outskirts of Copenhagen, and an associate professor of Greenlandic at the University of Copenhagen. Rasmussen’s father was studious and respectable, but also gregarious, known for daily tea and crumpets and croquet games, whereas his mother was quiet and shy. The family home once again became a haven where parents, siblings and friends gathered. Nevertheless, Knud did not join his family in their new home, but took new lodgings near his school.


A poor student, Rasmussen remained distracted from his studies by things that interested him more, especially social outings and relationships with girls, which earned him a reputation for leaving a string of broken hearts. He cultivated an eccentric image in class and had a barely veiled contempt for his arrogant teachers. He knew, as did they, that he was not the student type, not content to sit and do what he was told, to accept what was said, and to deliver what others wanted. One of his teachers mockingly asked him if he had a wealthy father—the implication being that his father must be rich to keep paying for Rasmussen’s education when he was such a poor student. He barely scraped by in receiving his diploma in 1899, when he was nearly twenty years old.


Nevertheless, while his studies received scant attention, Rasmussen was the king of social gatherings, the sun around whom others orbited. He was charming, smooth, interesting, different. Even as a teenager, he had an intuitive social sense. Whenever he visited his extended family or the homes of friends, he was loved by their children. And his father seems to have understood that Knud’s social skills might more than compensate for his academic failings. At a gathering on the lawn of the family home in Lynge to celebrate Knud’s graduation, Christian advised his son not to dwell on the past but always to look to the future—advice that came to define Rasmussen’s character and his approach to life.




[image: ]


*The terms “sledge” and “sled” are often used interchangeably. A sled can refer to a smaller craft used for personal transportation with a smaller dog team, whereas a sledge involves hauling some kind of heavy equipment with a larger dog team. Most of the time, travel in the Arctic involved what technically would be called sledges rather than sleds, but for consistency with historical and contemporary writings the more common term “sled” is used throughout.
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THE TEMPTATIONS OF COPENHAGEN


         The moon shimmered in the ice crystals, and the trembling arc of northern lights played over the edge of the wood . . . When I saw my sled disappear into the forest, I suddenly had a strange feeling that I at once was set centuries back in time and development. I was alone with the Lapps and I was now trying to live their lives.


—Knud Rasmussen, Lapland


IN THE FALL of 1899, Knud Rasmussen was enrolled in the University of Copenhagen as a student of philosophy and languages. But instead of diligently pursuing his studies, he devoted himself to partying and all-night discussions with a bohemian crowd of artists, actors and writers. When his younger brother, Christian, began planning for university, the expense was too much for their parents. The elder Rasmussen called his two sons to his study for a meeting and informed them that he could not afford to send them both to school. Rasmussen’s father suggested the younger son should instead pursue a career in trade school, where the tuition was lower.


According to Freuchen’s recounting of Knud’s story, Knud spoke up. “No, Father. Christian is more gifted than I, and Christian is much better fitted for a disciplined study career. Let him choose a profession, for I’ll be able to take care of myself.” It was youthful boasting, but it may have been spurred by Knud’s knowledge of his unsuitability for academic life. He withdrew from the university, perhaps with a sigh of relief that the burden of pleasing his parents with academic achievement was ending. The responsibility was now off his shoulders, and he was free to pursue his less straightforward inclinations. He wanted to become an actor.


The theater seemed a natural vocation for someone who was already a talented performer in social situations and comfortable with being the center of attention. But Rasmussen would have to hone his skills and warm up to the idea of being on stage in a more formal venue. He was introduced to the idea through his friendship with Adam and Johannes Poulsen, sons of the famous Danish stage actor Emil Poulsen. Many years later, Rasmussen admitted that he always felt guilty about one aspect of his friendship with the two youths: they were vegetarians, and for a while he pretended to be vegetarian as well. His Greenlandic upbringing on prodigious quantities of meat, however, was too strong to shake. When he had a craving and a little spare money, he would sneak out to a cheap steakhouse and order a slab of beef smothered in onions and butter, leaving the potatoes untouched on the plate. His brief experiment with vegetarianism ended with a change in interest: it was opera that now captured his attention.


Blessed with a naturally powerful voice and with much practice in singing Greenlandic songs at parties, Rasmussen somehow convinced the noted singer and teacher Laurits Tørsleff to take him on as a student. Tørsleff had many paying students, but with Rasmussen he agreed to forgo his usual fee. Instead, they decided that Tørsleff would earn 1 percent of Rasmussen’s future income as an opera singer. Either Rasmussen charmed his way into this sweetheart deal or he had actual talent—perhaps a bit of both. But once again, he grew tired with the practice and his slow progress, and he decided to speed things up a little. Presenting his credentials as a student of Tørsleff, he persuaded the celebrated opera star Vilhelm Herold to attend a recital at a fine hotel. Somehow he was able to book a room without payment, and with his illustrious guest in attendance, he sang and performed. “This is not exactly a world-shaking baritone,” Herold sniffed, “but you do have material that can be developed.” Rasmussen had hoped to make a greater impression. His old school friend Johannes Poulsen wrote a letter urging him not to be disappointed: “As you have a good ear you won’t find it difficult to learn the different parts.” Rasmussen, however, wasn’t prepared to put in the years of training needed to perfect his voice. Thus ended his career in the opera.


Rasmussen had developed a pattern of moving on to new things when he realized they would not be the vehicle for his dreams and ambitions, or when progress didn’t occur quickly enough to keep him engaged. Sometimes he withdrew from people as well; both men and women noted that he could become distant or not fully engaged with them after a time, and when they expected more, perhaps a romantic relationship, this disengagement resulted in hurt feelings. But Rasmussen had so many ideas and ambitions, and knew so many people, that he regularly rushed off to the next opportunity as soon as it presented itself. He became a member of several informal social clubs where he mingled with artists, writers, journalists, social revolutionaries and other members of the intelligentsia. These iconoclastic thinkers had a disdain for business and societal convention: they were unusual, and Rasmussen was intrigued. He fit right in, with his outstanding ability in discussion and argument, and he was aided by his unusual heritage and exotic appearance.


In 1900, he decided that he would try his hand at writing, a skill for which he had already shown some talent. He would combine this latest career choice with travel, something else that his restless soul craved—new places, new experiences, new people. His decision to become a writer conveniently coincided with a Student Society trip to Iceland and other northern islands. The purpose of the expedition, funded by the Danish Tourist Association, was to foster closer relations between Denmark and Iceland. Rasmussen, through his father’s contacts and with his own enthusiasm, secured a position as a freelance correspondent of the Kristeligt Dagblad (Christian Daily), which covered his expenses for the trip.


The ship Botnia sailed from Copenhagen on June 18 for a four-week voyage. For the first time since he had arrived in Copenhagen as a boy, Rasmussen would be revisiting northern waters. The ship’s passengers included dozens of enthusiastic students on their first adventure to see something of the world. The expedition’s leader was the outspoken young journalist and social critic Ludvig Mylius-Erichsen, with whom Rasmussen enjoyed a particular rapport. “Presently I am stretched out on the bottom of one of the ship-side dinghies, resting with some rope-ends as a pillow. And my impressions are those of the large, white clouds sailing in full flight over my head,” Rasmussen wrote, delighted with his current situation.


Rasmussen wrote many articles during the voyage, honing his evocative style with whimsical musings on the one hand and astute geopolitical observations on the other. He wrote that in his opinion, Iceland needed a bank to truly prosper, observing that Great Britain had recently rented an Icelandic waterfall from the state and was establishing a hydroelectric enterprise. His eyes were opened to the possibility that Greenland would fall under foreign influence if it wasn’t managed properly.


When the Botnia arrived in Reykjavik, it moored for many days and the students were able to stay ashore long enough to be hosted by local families. There Rasmussen met Euphemia, daughter of Indriði Einarsson, the country’s most celebrated playwright. He charmed her, and they apparently fell in love. Writing to Rasmussen after he had returned to Copenhagen, Euphemia claimed: “There is something so intoxicating about you, even if you are a teetotaller and not particularly fond of being intoxicated.” Perhaps wise to the impetuous and charming Greenlander, she declined to profess her undying love.
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