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      To my wife






      INTRODUCTION

      PAUL THEROUX

      RACERS TO THE POLE

      What most people know of the conquest of the South Pole is that Captain Scott got there and then died heroically on the return
         journey; that when the polar party lay tent-bound and apparently doomed, Captain Oates unselfishly said, “I am just going
         outside and may be some time”—and took himself out to die, so that his comrades might live. That Scott represented self-sacrifice
         and endurance, and glorious failure, the personification of the British ideal of plucky defeat. Scott’s expedition was essentially
         scientific; he was beset by bad weather. Roald Amundsen is sort of an afterthought: Oh, yes, the dour Norwegian actually got
         to the pole and planted his flag first, but that’s a detail; he was very lucky and a little devious. So much for the pole.
      

      Roland Huntford, in his The Last Place on Earth—its original title was Scott and Amundsen—proves all of this wrong, and much more to boot. Thus, the kerfuffle.
      

      It is a measure of the power of this book that when it first appeared in Britain, it caused an uproar; and a few years later,
         a television series that was adapted from it created a flurry of angry letters to newspapers and a great deal of public discussion,
         in which the book was rubbished and its author condemned—even vilified in some quarters for suggesting that Fridtjof Nansen
         was engaged in a sexual affair with Kathleen Scott while her husband lay freezing in his tent.
      

      The polar quest was not just exploration, a journey of discovery, it was indeed (although Scott tried to deny it) an unambiguous
         race to be the first at the South Pole. National pride was at stake—Norwegian and British; two different philosophies of travel and discovery, skis versus trudging, dogs versus ponies, canvas and rubberized
         cloth versus fur anoraks and Eskimo boots; two cultures—Norse equality (“a little republic” of explorers, as one of the Norwegians
         wrote) versus the severe British class system; and two sorts of leadership, more particularly, two different and distinct
         personalities, Roald Amundsen’s versus Captain Scott’s.
      

      The great surprise in the book is that Amundsen is not a moody, sullen Scandinavian, but rather a shrewd, passionate, approachable,
         thoroughly rational man who tended to understate his exploits, while Scott—quite the reverse of the British stereotype—was
         depressive, unfathomable, aloof, self-pitying, prone to exaggerate his vicissitudes. Their personalities determined the mood
         of each expedition: Amundsen’s was spirited and cohesive, Scott’s was confused and demoralized. Amundsen was charismatic and
         focused on his objective; Scott was insecure, dark, panicky, humorless, an enigma to his men, unprepared; and a bungler, but
         in the spirit of a large-scale bungler, always self-dramatizing.
      

      “It was Scott who suited the sermons” Mr. Huntford writes. “He was a suitable hero for a nation in decline.” Amundsen had
         made the conquest of the pole “into something between an art and a sport. Scott had turned polar exploration into an affair
         of heroism for heroism’s sake.” Mrs Oates, who was privy to a running commentary on the Scott expedition through her son’s
         letters home—Oates was throughout a remarkable witness—called Scott the “murderer” of her son. As for Oates’s opinion, “I
         dislike Scott intensely,” he wrote in Antarctica.
      

      Far from being a belittler or having an ax to grind about the phlegmatic British, Mr. Huntford merely points out that Britain
         took Scott as a necessary hero; it is not the British character that is being assailed in this book, but the process by which
         Scott took charge of the disastrous expedition. Scott was the problem. Though he knew little of actual command (and was unsuited
         to it), Scott was ambitious, seeking advancement, even glory, in the Royal Navy. He was a manipulator, he knew how to find
         patrons—which he did in Sir Clements Markham, a wonderful sly subsidiary character in the narrative—vindictive, pompous, queenly,
         attracted to Scott more for Scott’s being strangely epicene. The femininity in Scott’s personality was remarked upon by one
         of Scott’s own men, Apsley Cherry-Garrard—the youngest in the expedition; Cherry-Garrard also mentions how they had erroneously
         rated Amundsen “a blunt Norwegian sailor” rather than as “an explorer of the markedly intellectual type,” sagacious and weather-wise.
      

The weather has always been regarded as the determining factor in Amundsen’s success and Scott’s failure. Yet it offered little
         advantage: conditions were pretty much the same for both expeditions; the fact was that Amundsen was far better prepared,
         and Scott left no margin of safety for food, fuel, or weather. In a journey of four months Scott had not allowed for four
         days’ bad weather. Parallel diary entries in a given period show Amundsen hearty and bucked up as he skis through fog, and
         just behind him Scott’s diary shows him fatigued, depressed, complaining, slogging along. Mr. Huntford sees this as a difference
         not in style but in approach:
      

      

         Scott … expected the elements to be ordered for his benefit, and was resentful each time he found they were not. This was
            a manifestation of the spiritual pride that was Scott’s fatal flaw.
         

         The difference between the two rivals is expressed in the way each called on the Deity. Scott did so only to complain when
            things went wrong; Amundsen, to give thanks for good fortune. In any case, Scott was an agnostic and believed in science;
            Amundsen was a Nature-worshipper. For that reason alone, Amundsen found it easier to accept the caprice of blizzard and storm.
            He and his companions were in tune with their surroundings; they were spared the angst that tormented Scott and, through him,
            pervaded British expedition.
         

      



      The Norwegian expedition, though vastly underfunded, were all of them skiers, had a better diet, simpler but more sensible
         gear, and the bond of friendship. Skis were a mere novelty to the non-skier Scott, whose class-ridden expedition had plenty
         of money and patrons. He had planned to depend upon ponies and motorized sledges, but when these proved useless he was reduced
         to hauling sledges by hand. In the base camp, long before Scott’s party set out for the pole, one of Scott’s men—significantly
         it was the one Norwegian, Tyrggve Gran—wrote, “Our party is divided, and we are like an army that is defeated, disappointed
         and inconsolable.”
      

      Amundsen had heart and compassion but could also be an odd fish in his way. He had a prejudice against doctors. He wouldn’t
         take one on an expedition. “He believed that a doctor created sickness,” Mr. Huntford writes, “and, because of his priest-like
         role, meant divided command.” On the other hand, [his] men were master navigators. Only one of Scott’s men could navigate
         and he was not taken on the polar party, though at the last moment Scott decided to take an extra man, which meant that rations
         would inevitably be short.
      

The long shadow over the quest for the pole was cast by the towering figure of Fridtjof Nansen, the greatest polar explorer,
         who was in fact bipolar—that is to say, manic-depressive. Nansen dismissed his heroic first crossing of Greenland as “a ski
         tour.” Nansen “demythologized polar exploration.” It is worth looking at him for a moment, to understand his importance in
         the race to the poles. It hardly matters that Nansen never actually managed to stand on either pole. Without Nansen’s pioneering
         use of skis and dogs, Amundsen would not have made it to the South Pole; and Nansen was Amundsen’s inspiration in his airship
         crossing of the North Pole. (It is now pretty much agreed that Robert Peary was telling a whopper when he claimed that he
         and his African-American partner, Matthew Henson, were first at the North Pole.)
      

      Nansen began as a pioneer neurologist, a scientist, and a researcher. The polar regions were not the only unknown places in
         the world in his time. The human body also had its mysterious regions. The erroneous so-called “nerve-net” theory of the central
         nervous system had not yet been disproved. Nansen’s descriptions of the mechanisms of the nerves were revolutionary, and correct.
         “His role was that of the often underrated historical figure; the enunciator of principles. He was one of the great simplifiers,”
         Mr. Huntford writes. But Nansen went further as an imaginative scientist, prophesying that the tangle of nerve fibers would
         be proven as “the true seat of the psyche.”
      

      His own psyche was complex and disturbed. His father was a stern, remote, and difficult man, and Nansen grew up having to
         prove himself. Nansen was also a stern and remote father, which is perhaps not surprising. But bringing his micro-managing
         and fuss-budgetry to exploration changed the whole business entirely and made it much more successful. Nansen, a passionate
         skier, saw this as the way to conquer the poles. He was unorthodox in expedition-planning: he opted for lightness and speed.
         He invented a new sort of cook-stove, a small sleeping bag, warmer clothes; he even devised a different cuisine. He invented
         a small landing craft; he came up with a brilliant solution to polar winters in designing the Fram. As an oceanographer he accurately predicted how a team might float north on current-borne ice. He was undoubtedly the first
         polar explorer to see the kayak as the marvel it is, and to use it.
      

      Like many priapic men, he was essentially solitary, a fantasist, a loner, a non-sharer—though he slept with many women, from
         the Valkyries in his native land to the Duchess of Sutherland and Kathleen Scott. He was romancing Mrs. Robert Falcon Scott
         even as her husband was pegging out and breathing his last on his homeward journey, writing a pathetic note to the faithless woman. Nansen was a fussy and exasperating lover, and marriage and love affairs could throw
         him—later in life he begged Mrs. Scott in vain to marry him; but he was dauntless in exploration.
      

      The Age of Discovery ended with the attainment of the South Pole. The trouble with exploration firsts is that they are nearly
         always generated by the meanest and narrowest demands of nationalism. Norway, emerging from Sweden’s shadow in the last decades
         of the nineteenth century, needed heroes. Nansen was willing and he was well equipped. He was physically strong, a true athlete,
         an intellectual, a scientist; he was handsome and humane, he was well read—loved Goethe, spoke English well. He was something
         of an Anglophile.
      

      That he was a legend in his own time made him more attractive to the ladies and got him invited to Sandringham, where he hobnobbed
         at Christmas-time with King Edward VII (and noted with hot eyes that Mrs. Keppel was in residence, as well as Queen Alexandra);
         he played bridge with the Queen of Spain and his own Queen Maud and the Duke of Alva; and he went further—paddled palms and
         pinched fingers with Queen Maud. “Now don’t you go and fall in love with Queen Maud!” Nansen’s wife wrote from Norway. The
         Nansens seldom traveled together; the marriage, which produced five children, was unhappy, and Eva Nansen’s early death produced
         a guilty grief in Nansen that was like madness. Remarriage did not ease his spirit.
      

      Seconded to serve as a diplomat, he dealt directly with Lenin, who instructed his cronies, “Be extremely polite to Nansen,
         extremely insolent to Wilson, Lloyd George, and Clemenceau …” Nansen was never less than a hero. But as he grew more famous
         he became ever more distracted and sadder. For his inventiveness and his energy and his fearlessness, he is for me the greatest
         of the polar explorers.
      

      Because of Nansen’s many accomplishments, he has been described as the “Renaissance ideal of the universal man.” I don’t think
         that is pushing it at all, because it is clear that Nansen succeeded—as so many people do—precisely because of the weakness
         in his character, not just his impatience and his questionable leadership qualities, but also his fear, for fear is a necessity
         that prevents the best explorers from being foolhardy. Nansen saw himself as Faustian and his biographer describes him as
         a “driven and tormented man who, in spite of his triumphs, felt strangely unfulfilled.”
      

      The loan of Nansen’s ship, the unsinkable, the uncrackable Fram, was an immense benefit to Amundsen; Scott’s creaky Terra Nova was no match for it, and indeed the Fram ultimately had the distinction of sailing both Farthest North and Farthest South. The Fram was crucial, for Amundsen needed a seaworthy and powerful purpose-built, expedition-tested ship—his mission was secret, he
         left home much later than Scott, and he had almost no patronage. Yet in almost every instance Amundsen made the right, most
         astute judgment and Scott the wrong, most ill-informed one, which is why this book seems to me so valuable, for it is a book
         about myth-making and heroism and self-deception, the ingredients of nationalism.
      

      The Last Place on Earth was a sensation when it first appeared. Rereading it twenty years later I still find it an engrossing and instructive narrative,
         with vivid characterization and a mass of useful detail. When you finish it you know much more about human nature, for it
         is more than a book about the South Pole. It is about two leaders, two cultures, and about the nature of exploration itself,
         which is to me a counterpart to the creative impulse, requiring mental toughness, imagination, courage, and a leap of faith.
         Most of all, this book about a race, which was the last great expedition that ended the Age of Discovery, is a study in leadership.
      

   



      
      


It is more important to provide material for a true
verdict than to gloss over disturbing facts so that
individual reputations may be preserved.
      

      SIR BASIL LIDDELL HART in the preface to
History of the First World War
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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Oslo, the capital city of Norway, was called Christiania (sometimes Kristiania) until 1925. The older form is used when the
         period demands it.
      

      For similar reasons, the Ross Ice Shelf in the Antarctic is called by its old names of Ross Barrier or Great Ice Barrier.
         Likewise, in the interests of authenticity, the people now called Inuit revert to the more familiar and historical Eskimo.
      

      Following the original logs and journals, the mile used in this book for ocean voyages and Polar land travel is the nautical
         or geographical mile. In other cases it is the statute mile. The nautical mile is one sixtieth of a degree, or one minute
         of latitude. It is fixed at 6,080 feet, equivalent to 1[image: image] statute miles, or 1.85 kilometres.
      

      Temperatures are given in Centigrade. A few useful comparisons: 0°C., the freezing point of water, is 32° Fahrenheit; −10°C.
         is 14°F., −20°C. is −4°F and −30°C. is −22°F.
      

      A nunatak is a rock peak protruding through the ice.

      Sastrugi are irregularities formed by the wind on the surface of the snow. They may be anything from a few inches to a few
         feet high, and all shapes from regular ripples to abstract sculpted forms.
      

      The Norwegian letter a is pronounced like u in run; aa or å like aw in law; j like y in yell; o like i in first, and u like
         oo in loose. Askeladden (Chapter 4) is pronounced with four distinct syllables, the accent on the first.
      

      Money is given in the original amounts and currency. From 1900 to 1914, that is to say the period covered by most of the book, the rate of exchange of the Norwegian krone was about 3.8 to
         the U.S. $. During the same period the £ sterling was worth about $4.8. As a rough guide, at today’s values (1999) 1 krone
         would be worth about $5. The equivalent of $1 would be $20 and of £1, $90. In the latter part of the last chapter, which extends
         into the 1920s, the krone would average about $2 today and $1 would be worth some $10.
      

      Following the sources, the historical, predecimalised £ sterling has been kept for contemporary sums of money. It was divided
         into 20 shillings, each of 12 pennies; usually referred to by their symbols £ s d.
      

      Translations from foreign languages are the author’s own.

   



      PART ONE






      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      RIVALS FOR THE POLE

      
      On the morning of November 1st, 1911, a little cavalcade left Cape Evans in the Antarctic, straggled over the sea ice and
         faded into the lonely wastes ahead. Their leader was Captain Robert Falcon Scott.
      

      
      “The future is in the lap of the gods,” he had written in his diary the night before. “I can think of nothing left undone
         to deserve success.”
      

      
      Two hundred miles ahead, on the same white southward road, another man was already well on his way. He was the Norwegian,
         Roald Amundsen. He had uncharacteristically blundered into a fog-bound labyrinth of chasms and led his companions through
         the shadow of death that day. They all, Amundsen wrote in his diary, “were determined to get through—cost what it may.”
      

      
      Thus began the race for the South Pole. For the privilege of being the first to tread this useless yet so desirable spot,
         both men were prepared to drag themselves 1,500 miles across a frozen wilderness, and face any extremity of suffering and
         danger. The poles of the earth had become an obsession of Western man. It could be argued against, but not argued away. Since
         the obsession was there, it had to be exorcised, and the sooner the better.
      

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      THE FORERUNNERS

      
      It was the last act of an ancient tale.

      
      Out of the cloud of myth and tradition rises the misty figure of the earliest known Antarctic voyager, a Polynesian chief
         called Ui-te-Rangiora who, about A.D. 650, reached the frozen sea. But the first polar explorer in recorded history was Pytheas,
         a Greek. He came from the Greek colony of Massilia, the present Marseilles. He was born in the fourth century, B.C., during
         the full flowering of the restless, inquisitive Greek spirit of the age of Aristotle. In about 320 B.C., Pytheas sailed on
         one of the great pathfinding voyages. He circumnavigated the British Isles, reached the Arctic pack ice, and became the first
         civilized man known to have crossed the Arctic Circle and seen the midnight sun. He brought the Polar regions into the consciousness
         of Western man.
      

      
      After the lapse of a thousand years the Norwegian Vikings took up Pytheas’ work in the north. During the Middle Ages they
         roamed the Arctic waters. They sailed to the White Sea and possibly Spitsbergen. They landed in America and reached Labrador.
         They colonized Greenland and travelled up the west coast almost to the 76th parallel, a respectable “Furthest North” that
         stood for over 250 years.
      

      
      With the end of the Norse medieval empire, Arctic exploration once more lapsed. When it recommenced in the sixteenth century,
         the English made the running. Spain and Portugal had appropriated South America and the sea route to the east round the Cape
         of Good Hope. England, the rising Naval power, turned her attention to less crowded waters. Ferdinand Magellan’s circumnavigation had confirmed the ancient belief that the world was round. For the first time,
         the oceans and the globe seemed one. The notion was still fresh and intoxicating, and the English sought an easy path to the
         riches of the glorious East through two short seaways across the top of the globe; the North-East Passage along the Siberian
         coast, and the North-West Passage along the upper reaches of the North American continent. They were grand illusions both,
         driving men back to the ice and cold, in the face of setback and disaster, in search of a mythical open Polar sea; but in
         the process the Arctic was explored.
      

      
      Men were looking hopefully south as well. There, the illusion that enticed mariners from Sir Francis Drake, and perhaps before,
         was a great fertile Southern continent, an Eldorado round the Pole. It was a Frenchman, suitably enough a contemporary of
         Voltaire, who first glimpsed the baleful truth.
      

      
      In 1738, Captain Jean-François-Charles Bouvet de Lozier sailed out with two ships, the Aigle and Marie, to annex the Terra Australis—the South Land. On New Year’s Day, 1739, he sighted a dismal, fog-bound, ice-covered foreland, part of what today is called
         Bouvet Island.
      

      
      It was hardly the promised land, but it was a foretaste of what lay ahead. Bouvet brought back the first fairly complete description
         of the Antarctic scene, with its tabular icebergs
      

      
      

         2 or 300 feet high … up to 10 miles long [with] all sorts of shapes; islands, fortresses, battlements … like floating reefs
            [and] penguins, amphibious animals like huge ducks, but with flippers instead of wings.
         

      



      
      The English too, were turning their eyes to the South. In 1769, there was to be a transit of the planet Venus across the disc
         of the sun, a rare event which astronomers wanted to observe. The newly discovered island of Tahiti was judged the perfect
         site. The Royal Society in London asked the Royal Navy to organize the expedition. The Navy obliged. This was to have profound
         and unlooked-for consequences. It led to the virtual monopolization by naval officers of British Polar exploration until the
         first decade of this century.
      

      
      The voyage inspired by the transit of Venus was commanded by a man of quiet genius, James Cook, one of the greatest of discoverers.

      
      The motives for Cook’s voyage were mixed. Astronomy was only one part, and politics lurked just beneath the surface. In the
         days of Anglo-French rivalry, the French could not be left to roam the south unchallenged. When, in August 1768, Cook left
         England in Endeavour, he carried secret instructions to search for the mysterious southern continent, and find it before the French.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      
      Three years later, after circumnavigating the globe, Cook returned home with the news that altered the mental horizons of
         his time and changed the politics of an age. There was no land flowing with milk and honey down there in the south. If a southern
         continent existed, it lay in the bleak expanses beyond the 40th parallel. There was to be no great power struggle for the
         possession of such unattractive property. Cook, however, suggested another circumnavigation at a higher latitude merely to
         “settle the question” of what lay beyond. The Admiralty, to their everlasting credit, agreed.
      

      
      So in 1772 Cook, newly promoted Commander, once more left England, this time with two ships, Resolution and Adventure. It was the first Antarctic expedition in the modern sense, for it had no motive beyond the fulfilment of personal ambition:
         exploration was an end in itself and discovery its own reward.
      

      
      On Sunday, January 17th, 1773, Cook sailed over the Antarctic Circle, “undoubtedly the first,” as he put it, “that ever crossed
         that line.” Next day, solid pack ice forced him back. The following year, after wintering in New Zealand, he went south again.
         On January 30th, 1774 he reached 71° 10′, 300 miles beyond the Antarctic Circle, before being stopped once more by ice. No
         one came this far south again for almost fifty years, and, to this day, it remains the furthest south anyone has ever sailed
         at that particular longitude, 106°W.
      

      
      On both occasions, Cook turned back scarcely a day’s sailing from the coast of the hidden continent. He never saw it, shrouded
         as it was in a fog of inaccessibility. Nonetheless, he firmly believed in its existence.
      

      
      The death of Cook in 1779, at the hands of natives in Hawaii, was the end of an era. For a generation, Polar exploration virtually
         lapsed while the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars took their course. When the Battle of Waterloo was fought, the Antarctic
         Continent still had not been sighted.
      

      
      In 1819, an English merchant ship, Williams, was blown off her course sailing round Cape Horn and discovered the South Shetland Islands. When Williams reached Valparaiso, Captain Shireff, a Royal Naval officer commanding H.M.S. Andromache, stationed there at the time, thought the discovery ought to be investigated. As a private venture, he chartered Williams, put Edward Bransfield his master (i.e. navigator) in command, and sent her south.
      

      
      
      Bransfield sailed beyond the South Shetlands. On January 30th, 1820, he sighted the north tip of Graham Land and briefly went
         ashore. Such was the discovery of Antarctica.
      

      
      Three days earlier, some 1,500 miles to the east, Captain Thaddeus Bellingshausen, a Russian naval officer sent out by the
         Tsar Alexander I in a burst of expansionistic fervour, recorded what may be interpreted as a sighting of the Antarctic ice
         cap where it meets the sea. Bellingshausen did not, however, recognize what he saw as land. Bransfield very definitely did,
         seeing in his landfall, moreover, “the long sought southern continent.”
      

      
      The next Antarctic discoverers were American sealing captains like Nathaniel Palmer, who explored the coast of Graham Land,
         and British ones like James Weddell, who discovered the Weddell Sea in 1823.
      

      
      In 1827, a Royal Naval officer, Captain William Edward Parry, led an expedition to Spitsbergen with the express purpose of
         reaching the North Pole. He reached 82° 45′, over the Polar pack ice; the furthest north for half a century. This was the
         first recorded occasion on which an explorer had gone out with a pole of the earth as his sole and ultimate aim.
      

      
      The Pole, north or south, has been a symbol of the ultimate. Ever since the earth was known to be a sphere, men have wished
         to see the point about which it turns. Parry was the first to translate this into action. He was the original Pole seeker,
         and his expedition was the start of the race for the Poles.
      

      
      Two years after Parry, Lieutenant James Clark Ross, another Royal Naval officer, set out to reach the North Magnetic Pole.
         This he achieved on May 31st, 1831. Eight years later Ross, promoted to Captain, was sent out by the Navy to make a magnetic
         survey of the southern hemisphere, with the aim of reaching the South Magnetic Pole as well. In August 1840, when he reached
         Hobart, Tasmania, with his two ships, Erebus and Terror, he was met with the news that a French and an American expedition had each gone south to forestall him.
      

      
      Faced with what he considered an ill-mannered intrusion, Ross acted characteristically and changed the course of Antarctic
         history.
      

      
      

         Impressed with the feeling that England had ever led the way of discovery [he wrote in his diary], I considered it would have been inconsistent with the preeminence she has
            maintained, if we were to follow in the footsteps of the expedition of any other nation. I therefore resolved at once to avoid
            all interference with their discoveries, and selected a much more easterly meridian (170° E) on which to endeavour to penetrate to the southward.
         

      



      
      Nobody had followed this course before. Ross left Hobart in November and in January he met the pack ice. He plunged in and,
         after four days, ran out into clear water stretching to the horizon. He had discovered the open sea that now bears his name.
      

      
      Ross then headed south-west for the Magnetic Pole, in the belief that it was plain sailing. But an unknown range of lofty,
         snow-covered mountains barred the way. This new coast Ross called South Victoria Land in honour of the young Queen.
      

      
      Then followed a cruise quite extraordinary in the annals of Polar exploration. In the course of the following six weeks, Ross
         discovered and charted five hundred miles of coastline. Mountain after mountain, glacier after glacier, fjord upon icy fjord
         opened, it seemed endlessly, to the south.
      

      
      On January 27th, Ross sighted an island with a smoking volcano, which he called Mount Erebus in honour of his ship. An extinct
         crater nearby he named Mount Terror. They were to become household names to generations of explorers.
      

      
      

         As we approached the land under all studding sails, [Ross wrote in his journal] we perceived a low white line extending …
            as far as the eye could discern eastward. It presented an extraordinary appearance, gradually increasing in height as we got
            nearer to it, and proving at length to be a perpendicular cliff of ice, between one hundred and fifty and two hundred feet
            above the level of the sea.
         

      



      
      Such is the record of the discovery of an entirely new natural phenomenon: the Antarctic ice shelf or, as Ross called it “The
         Great Icy Barrier” for, in his words, “we might with equal chance of success try to sail through the Cliffs of Dover, as penetrate
         such a mass.” From this it got its original name of the Great Ice Barrier.
      

      
      Ross followed the cliffs of the “icy barrier” as far east as the icebergs and gathering pack ice allowed. At a point where
         the cliffs descended below the mast heads, he first saw the surface of the “barrier,” and glimpsed its true nature. “It appeared
         to be quite smooth,” he wrote, “and conveyed to the mind the idea of an immense plain of frosted silver.”
      

      
      Ross then turned back and wintered in the Pacific. The next Southern summer, he returned to the Ross Sea and reached 78° 10′,
         the furthest south for over half a century. Towards the eastern end of the “icy barrier” he discovered a bay which turned out to be of
         enduring importance. He returned to England in September 1843, a famous and applauded man. He discovered more of the Antarctic
         than anyone else. His were the last Antarctic discoveries until the end of the century.
      

      
      Ross’s two ships, the Erebus and the Terror, were refitted on their return to England and two years later, under the command of Captain Sir John Franklin, sailed out
         in an expedition to find the North-West Passage. This had long been abandoned as a commercial quest for a sea route to the
         east; now it had been revived as a blend of romantic hark-back and a hard-headed desire to push back the northernmost frontier
         of Empire along the Arctic coast of Canada.
      

      
      Franklin’s was the expedition that finally found a North-West Passage, for in fact there are several. He did not actually
         navigate it from end to end, but his companions traced the frozen channels linking earlier advances, thus showing that there
         was a seaway from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and bringing to a victorious conclusion two and three-quarter centuries of
         martyrdom and struggle.
      

      
      Unfortunately, neither Franklin nor any of his 128 men survived to tell the tale. They all perished of starvation, exposure
         and disease. It was the supreme and, it may be, the characteristic disaster of the country and the age. While Franklin and
         his men were dying of hunger, Eskimos around them were living off the land in comparative plenty. But Franklin was hampered
         by grotesquely unsuitable methods, the product of rigid thought and incapacity to adapt to circumstances.
      

      
      This was the state of Polar exploration when Roald Amundsen and Robert Falcon Scott were born. The coast of Antarctica was
         known along a fraction of its length. Whether it was a continent or an archipelago was still unsettled. Nobody had yet wintered
         there. In the Arctic, the North-West Passage had not yet been navigated. Neither the South nor the North Pole had yet been
         attained. The last frontiers were waiting to be breached.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      “THE LAST OF THE VIKINGS”

      
      Scott and Amundsen were ideal antagonists: on almost every point they stood opposed. Scott came from a rich and mighty empire,
         albeit in decline; Amundsen from a small, poor country, with a sparse and scattered population, not even independent when
         he was born.
      

      
      Someone who, as a child, met Amundsen, remembers his mother saying in awe: “He is the last of the Vikings.” Over six feet
         tall, fair, with piercing blue eyes, he looked the part. An enormous aquiline nose gave just the touch of mastery and suggestion
         of the bird of prey that expresses one side of the Viking spirit.
      

      
      Roald Engebreth Gravning Amundsen, to give him his full name, was born on July 16th, 1872, into a family of seamen and shipowners.
         Engebreth and Gravning commemorated particularly respected ancestors, for this was a clannish society, almost an informal
         aristocracy.
      

      
      The Amundsens came from Hvaler, a cluster of islands at the mouth of the Christiania Fjord. It is a typical Norwegian archipelago;
         granite polished by wind and weather; shapes oddly truncated, like mountains drowned by the sea. It is a harsh country, storm-beaten,
         and ice-ground. Through the ages it has been the home of fishermen and sailors. A race of individualists, with their own standards
         of behaviour, they were marked by their surroundings, men apart.
      

      
      The Amundsen surname first appeared in the eighteenth century, as the patronymic of the explorer’s great-grandfather Amund
         Olsen Utgård. This was a common device to distinguish branches of a large family. It usually occurred when someone of sufficient
         pride, success or force of character felt he ought to impress his identity on those who came after.
      

      
      By the time Amund’s son (and Roald’s grandfather) Ole Amundsen grew up, the family were established as seagoing masters and
         shipowners of considerable wealth for the islands. Ole Amundsen had twelve children, five of whom were boys. All five sons
         went to sea, and all became ship’s captains, shipowners, and men of property. The fourth son, and ninth child, was Jens Engebreth
         Amundsen, the explorer’s father.
      

      
      The early nineteenth century had been a time of poverty and want. Norway was then almost devoid of industry, self-supporting
         in almost nothing, her only significant resources being timber and fish. Obtaining the necessities of life, depended on the
         ability of her shipowners to export timber and uphold foreign trade, so she had suffered calamitously from the British blockade
         during the Napoleonic Wars. By the time Jens Engebreth had become a captain in 1853, Britain had repealed the Navigation Act
         which favoured British ships for carrying British goods. That, and the removal of similar barriers elsewhere, changed Norwegian
         fortunes. Her shipowners took on work that others despised, becoming, as it were, shipping scavengers to the world. They set
         a splendid example of percipience and initiative, achieving a position out of all relation to their numbers and the size of
         their country.
      

      
      Jens Engebreth was a good specimen of his kind. In 1854, together with a partner, he bought the wreck of a burnt-out sealer
         for her scrap value. The partner owned a small shipyard. There, like Phoenix, the hulk was restored to life from the ashes
         and as Phoenix rebaptized.
      

      
      The Crimean War then broke out. Jens Engebreth, now captain as well as part owner of Phoenix, had heard of fabulous money to be made from the British and French fighting the Russians in the Black Sea, so to the Black
         Sea he sailed. Upon arrival, Phoenix was snapped up as officers’ winter billets for the British Army before Sebastopol. Thereafter, for the rest of the war, she
         carried forage and straw under charter to the Allies. With the profits, the wartime profits of a neutral, Jens Engebreth laid
         the foundations of his fortunes.
      

      
      Jens Engebreth married late. He was forty-two when he met Hanna Henrikke Gustava Sahlquist, the daughter of a country tax-collector.
         As a result of his voyages, Jens Engebreth, captain and shipowner, was distinguished by a foreign manner. In Norway at the
         time there was a reverence for things foreign as the evidence of culture. Miss Sahlquist was impressed. Besides, Jens Engebreth
         was tall and presentable. He was also, when they met in 1862, a man of means. In the following year they were married.
      

      
      
      They made their home not on Hvaler, but on the mainland, on a property called Hvidsten bought by the Amundsen brothers a few
         years before. It lay near Sarpsborg, one of the chief seafaring towns of Norway.
      

      
      By now, Jens Engebreth, together with his brothers, had established their own shipping company. It was the largest in that
         part of the country. But moneyed as he was, Jens Engebreth, in the distinctive Norwegian custom of the day, still went to
         sea and Gustava sometimes sailed with him. Indeed, she gave birth to her eldest son, Jens Ole Antonio (called Tonni) in China.
         But the remaining children, all boys, were born at Tomta, Jens Engebreth’s house at Hvidsten. The second son, Gustav Sahlquist,
         arrived in June 1858 and the third in September 1870, christened Leon Henry Benham.
      

      
      At the end of July 1872, Amanda, a niece of Jens Engebreth, wrote to her father that: “Long John has gone to London … on the 16th Aunt Gustava was delivered of another son. The lady is hale and hearty as usual, and on
         the sixth day was already out for a walk.”
      

      
      Amanda’s lighthearted announcement of Roald’s birth concealed tensions in the Amundsen household. To be absent when his children
         came into the world was doubtless a seaman’s lot. But, after nine years of marriage, Gustava felt she was not cut out for
         a seaman’s wife. She had never been at ease among the salty merchant skippers who were Sarpsborg society. As the daughter
         of a Government official, she considered greater refinement to be her due. Three months after Roald was born the Amundsens,
         with Jens Engebreth’s unenthusiastic acquiescence, moved to Christiania, as Oslo, the capital, then was called, having been
         named after the reigning Danish king, Christian IV, following rebuilding in the seventeenth century. It had become a standing
         reminder that Norway was no longer independent but under foreign rule. The old name was once more assumed in the twentieth
         century as a symbol of sovereignty regained.
      

      
      Amundsen was born into an inspiring environment. Though now subject to Sweden after four hundred years under Denmark, Norway
         in the nineteenth century was no stagnant backwater. It was seized by the nationalism of the age. It was there that the European
         nationalist movement came earliest to fruition. Norway was the first of the subject nations of the post-Napoleonic settlement
         to attain independence. And within less than a century, she had transformed herself from a poor, backward country into a modern
         industrialized state.
      

      
      But the factory was kept in its place. Norway is a country where Nature reigns supreme. Through the ages, man’s foothold has
         been precarious. Three-quarters of the country is mountain. Where the sea has drowned the deepest valleys lie the celebrated fjords.
         It is an over-whelming landscape, with violent contrasts, set in a harsh climate. It is a country where men, even in the towns,
         have never lost their awareness of the powers of Nature. All this has put its stamp on the national character.
      

      
      When the Amundsens came to Christiania, they lived within a stone’s throw of the centre, but theirs was the last house before
         the wilds began. It lay in its own grounds, not a garden in the English sense, but a forest clearing, fenced off and imperfectly
         tamed. A two-storeyed villa, it was a typical “good residence” of the Norwegian bourgeoisie at the time. It lay on the crest
         of a knoll and was called Little Uranienborg.*

      
      An old shipwright called Erik (his surname has not survived), who for years had sailed under Jens Engebreth, followed him
         to Little Uranienborg as general factotum. The domestic staff was completed by a cook-housemaid and nursemaid, a typical upper
         class Christiania establishment. Erik was a kind of reserve father. The move had not reduced Jens Engebreth’s activity, and
         he was still frequently away with his ships.
      

      
      Both by sons and shipmates Jens Engebreth seems to have been liked. But he was unmistakably a disciplinarian. Jens Engebreth
         was bred and born a sailing-ship skipper; his fortune was built on exploiting the cheapness of sail against steam where speed
         did not matter. His milieu was therefore distinctive. A sailing skipper is not like the captain of any other ship. Because
         the swift handling of intricate rigging may be a matter of life and death, he expects instant execution of orders. But if
         he is a good skipper, he will not offend a sense of natural justice. He cannot be an unreasoning despot. Once he has made
         up his mind, however, his word is law. Jens Engebreth seems to have been a good skipper and ran his home like one of his ships:
         this is very important for an understanding of Roald Amundsen’s character. There is also something else. Jens Engebreth was
         a respected member of the society in which he lived. He was a success. His sons looked up to him. This is important for the
         comparison with Scott.
      

      
      Roald had the rumbustious outdoor childhood of the average Norwegian boy. He was the youngest of a gang that played in the
         forest around Uranienborgveien. By an improbable coincidence, one of them, Carsten Borchgrevink, also became a Polar explorer.
      

      
      The Amundsen brothers loved to fight. Their father’s advice on the subject, no doubt remembering his own pugnacious boyhood, was ambivalent: “I don’t want you to get into any fights. But if
         you must, get in the first blow—and see that it’s enough.”
      

      
      Roald was remembered for airing his opinions and rising to a bait. Both, together with his being the youngest among a lot
         of older boys, led naturally to bullying and teasing. One day according to Borchgrevink, he ran to a woodshed and, like a
         Viking berserk, emerged brandishing an axe, yelling horrible threats. “After which,” so Borchgrevink says, “he was left alone.”
      

      
      It was the time when team games and formalized sports were making their way into Norway. Gymnastics was becoming popular;
         the Amundsen brothers rigged up bars in a tree on their grounds and became notably adept. But skiing was the native sport,
         and at that time was what distinguished a Norwegian childhood from any other.
      

      
      As soon as he could walk, Roald was put on skis. His first pair were made by Erik; primitive contrivances, little more than
         barrel staves with an osier toe loop for a binding. They were difficult to master. Proper children’s skis with modern bindings
         were on the market but Roald’s father, although well able to afford them, had no desire to spoil his sons.
      

      
      The Amundsen children learned, or rather taught themselves, to ski on their doorstep. It was the Norwegian’s all-round concept
         of cross-country, jumping and downhill. For their nursery slope, they used the road outside their garden gate.
      

      
      By and large, the Amundsen household was a happy one. Father and sons were intensely loyal to each other. The verdict of one
         of the servants was that “They were people who knew how to stick together and raise themselves above the crowd.”
      

      
      But what of Gustava’s rôle? Subdued at Hvidsten by the proximity of her husband’s numerous brothers and sisters (especially
         his maiden sisters), she now in Little Uranienborg relaxed and developed in a way impossible before. For the first time in
         her married life, Gustava was able to create a home of her own.
      

      
      She mitigated Jens Engebreth’s discipline; she tried to enter into the spirit of her children’s play (at least the quieter
         kind), becoming almost an elder sister instead of a mother with a tendency perhaps to mollycoddle. For all that she remains
         a shadowy figure and clearly an unhappy one, with few contacts outside her own home. Certainly Roald looked elsewhere for
         affection; to his Aunt Olava and, above all, to Betty, his nursemaid.
      

      
      Few Norwegians have been entirely naturalized city-dwellers. Little Uranienborg to an outsider might have appeared distinctly rural, to Jens Engebreth it was uncomfortably urban. His roots were
         in the country, by the water. For the summer and Christmas school holidays, the Amundsens regularly went back to Hvidsten—although
         often without Gustava, who preferred the company of her own family scattered over Southern Norway. Jens Engebreth had sold
         his house at Hvidsten, but a nephew was the buyer. Hvidsten remained an Amundsen family colony, and there was always room,
         somewhere, for the Christiania cousins. Hvidsten was part of Roald’s school.
      

      
      Maritime and rural, Hvidsten lay on the navigable lower reaches of the River Glomma. Playing hide and seek among the ships
         at anchor, learning how to manage small boats in shoals and rushing water, the Amundsen boys acquired the first glimmerings
         of seamanship. Across the river lay Jens Engebreth’s shipyard; the Amundsens prudently kept repairs and building in the family
         as far as they were able.
      

      
      In the shipyard, Roald learned the feel of wooden hulls. The foreman, an old shipwright wise in the ways of ships and children,
         gave him his first lessons in Naval architecture. The boy was remembered for incessant questioning, seriousness, and a taste
         for laying down the law about rigging.
      

      
      It was in the winter that Hvidsten, like most of the Norwegian landscape, really came into its own. The river froze up. Through
         a window framed in frost crystals, to the nostalgic accompaniment of logs crackling in a wood stove, Roald could look out
         on the masts and rigging of laid-up ships starkly standing out like lattice-work against the snow. The countryside would be
         silent; rolling, white, sparsely dotted with houses, broken here and there by forest patches, the only movement an occasional
         human figure drifting across the scene.
      

      
      When the cold was deep enough, the Amundsen boys would skate out miles over the sea ice towards the inner islands of the Hvaler
         archipelago. It was a typical Scandinavian winter waterway, broken by the dark silhouettes of rounded skerries; ice underfoot,
         a hard white expanse to the horizon, a border country where land and sea, ice and water flow together, almost into an element
         of its own.
      

      
      Roald mirrored this in himself. He was absorbing the elements of skiing and seafaring; growing up a man of sea and rock, water,
         ice, forest and snow; someone of the coast; half mariner, half montagnard. It is a rare combination, but one that is authentically Norwegian. It is halfway to the Polar environment.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      THE NANSEN SPIRIT

      
      The Norwegians are a coastal people, and the sea permeates their lives. On the long, deeply indented coastline are concentrated
         their cities. The mountains cut off communications overland, so that the sea has historically been the escape from isolation,
         the window on the world, the road to survival.
      

      
      Those connected with the sea have, therefore, possessed distinction and respect. But, unlike other maritime societies, it
         was not in the Navy that honour lay, but the mercantile marine. This is understandable in a small country without a modern
         independent military tradition, where war meant not foreign adventure but domestic calamity. The merchant service, on the
         other hand, has always been the very embodiment of national wealth and prestige. Success at sea meant respect ashore. A merchant
         skipper was looked up to; the title “Captain” meant much. A shipowner took precedence over other businessmen. To be a shipowner
         and a captain was to be high in the social scale indeed.
      

      
      Norwegian society in the nineteenth century was, by and large, a meritocracy. It was related to the old hunting communities,
         with the best hunters and their families at the top. Class broadly followed function. Family meant much, but not all. Each
         generation was expected to prove itself.
      

      
      In contrast to England, trade was never a taint. Seamen of all degrees possessed a higher social standing than their English
         counterparts. And so Roald Amundsen had all the advantages of being born into the upper reaches of society.
      

      
      
      His father, however, lacked the cachet of ultimate respectability. This was the so-called “students cap,” a grey peaked quasi-military
         affair with a tassel dangling from the top. It was the mark of those who had passed the examen artium, or matriculation examination. It was a social distinction as much as an academic attainment. It was almost a kind of secular
         confirmation into the middle classes. To have children so distinguished was, apart from any advantage to the children themselves,
         to acquire merit and fortify one’s own social standing.
      

      
      Going to sea young, Jens Engebreth had had only elementary schooling. This had not prevented his learning how to navigate
         or rising to the top. But, like many self-made men, he felt acutely his imperfect formal education. He saw to it that his
         sons did not suffer the same disadvantage. They were sent to a private school, with the tasselled student’s cap their goal.
      

      
      Jens Engebreth, so fated to be away from home on days of importance, was in France when Gustav got his cap in 1886. He fell
         ill on the way back to Norway and died at sea. Roald, was fourteen; instinctively he turned to the Hvidsten cousins, and to
         Karen Anna Amundsen, his favourite among them, he now wrote:
      

      
      

         Sad times have come to me since I last was home. I have never known what sorrow is, but now I have formed an idea. It is hard
            to lose a father like ours, as you may imagine, but it was God’s will, and that must be done, above all. We have much to be
            grateful to God for. He brought our father home to us, even if not alive, but dead, when he so easily could have been thrown
            overboard, and how much worse it would have been for us then, but now we have the consolation that we can go and see him in
            the chapel. He is unchanged, he is exactly as he was when he walked among us. He is so lovely, as he lies, in his long white
            shroud, strewn with flowers. Last night at 8 o’clock we were there for the last time to see him and say farewell. It was with
            heavy hearts that we left him, but it had to be. Today we will presumably go to the chapel and screw down his coffin. For
            none of us want to take the lid off and look at him, after we had got such a good impression of him, since it is impossible
            to know if he has not changed a little between yesterday and today. I have felt so relieved every time I was able to cry a
            little next to his coffin. Today we were on board the Rollo—where father drew his last breath—to give the 2nd class steward some recompense for being so kind to father. He sat next
            to father night and day until father’s time had come. The whole Saturday he was out of his mind, but not in the sense that
            he was delirious, since he was quite calm the whole time, but he spoke in such a way that the steward could not understand him. The last half hour that he lived he recognized all who cared
            for him, and when his time had come he died without pain and without a change of expression on his face. I hope you come to
            the funeral. Greetings to all! Love from all here, but most love from your
         

         Roald

      



      
      In this lies much of conventional Norwegian attitudes, but the appeal to God is sincere and personal. It is something that
         never left Amundsen. Whether he was a Lutheran of the Norwegian established Church in which he was brought up, or even whether
         he was a Christian in the accepted sense of the word, may be open to doubt. But that he was a Theist is certain. It is almost
         a form of natural, as opposed to revealed, religion, ignoring cult and form, a kind of primitive Monotheism not uncommon among
         Norwegians. In moments of profound emotion, it emerges half reluctantly, as if wrung from the depths. Amundsen was one of
         those who knew the religious emotions.
      

      
      The letter to Karen Anna was his farewell to innocence.

      
      Soon after Jens Engebreth had died the three older boys left home to make their own way in the world. They had not entirely
         fulfilled their parents’ expectations. Only Gustav, the second son, had achieved his student’s cap, and he almost immediately
         went to sea. Roald, alone, the youngest, remained at home to bear Gustava’s ambition of academic study for her sons. Her heart
         was set on a medical career for him. Roald did not share her ambitions.
      

      
      It was now, so he maintained in after years, that Amundsen came to the turning point of his life. At the age of fifteen he
         stumbled on the works of Sir John Franklin, and decided to become a Polar explorer.
      

      
      

         Oddly enough it was the sufferings that Sir John and his men had to go through which attracted me most in his narrative. A
            strange urge made me wish that I too one day would go through the same thing. Perhaps it was the idealism of youth, which
            often takes the form of martyrdom, that got me to see myself as a kind of crusader in Arctic exploration.
         

      



      
      This refers, not to Franklin’s last calamitous voyage but to his overland expeditions in the Canadian Arctic in 1819 and 1825,
         which he survived with lurid tales of suffering, murder and cannibalism. Amundsen was looking back with detachment on a stage
         through which he had passed. He had left behind romantic longings for martyrdom with adolescence.
      

      
      
      The young Amundsen’s sensibilities would have gone beyond the melodramatic appeal to the adolescent mind. He would have understood
         the conditions against which Franklin had struggled; they were different only in degree from the ski tours he was now beginning
         to make. He was even then in a position to appreciate the heroism of men fighting a cold climate. But it was an ironic comment
         on the age that inspiration had to come from a man who, looked at in the cold light of history, is one of the great bunglers
         of Polar exploration. And it may also seem odd that a Norwegian boy had to depend on an English hero. But Norwegian exploration
         did not yet exist; it was even then being born.
      

      [image: image]

      
      One of the myth figures, perhaps the myth figure of Norway is Askeladden. He is a kind of male Cinderella: the underdog with hidden powers who eventually uses
         them and comes out on top. Most significant, he is a favourite of Fortune. A revealing Norwegian comment on this myth is that
         is symbolizes
      

      
      

         The Norwegian people’s life [which is] the saga of powers held back. It shows us the long damming of powers which so suddenly
            has a violent release. Nature herself provides the elements in this saga, where contradictions pile up steeply against each
            other and history has swung in time with Nature’s tremendous swings of the pendulum … In the long winter the country sleeps
            under its covering of snow, then comes a late and reluctant spring, and then the waterfalls suddenly burst forth, the avalanches
            fall, and the birches break their flags.
         

      



      
      This is not a bad characterization of the spirit of the age in which Amundsen grew up. Askeladden is one of those myths in
         which whole nations see themselves. He made a crucial intrusion into Amundsen’s life in 1887.
      

      
      In that year, the same in which by his own account Amundsen was inspired by Franklin, there appeared in a Norwegian children’s
         annual an article called “Across Greenland?”
      

      
      

         You all surely know the story about the Princess who sat on top of the mountain made of glass, holding three apples in her
            lap [it began]. And Knights came from far and near to ride up to her and take the apples. For the king had promised her hand
            in marriage and half his kingdom as the prize. And all the gallant knights rode and rode, but they never got further than
            the beginning. The harder they rode, the harder they fell, for the glass mountain was hard and smooth as flint, and they could make no headway at all. But then one fine day, along
            came Askeladden. He rode up the mountain, took the apples, and so he gained both the princess and half the kingdom—That, more
            or less is how the story goes. But what has all this got to do with Greenland? Well, Greenland is just like a huge glass mountain,
            and many are they who have tried to conquer it, but Askeladden has not yet arrived … Askeladden who will go right in, across
            Greenland from one side to the other, has not yet come.
         

         You have perhaps heard that I want to try a crossing right through the country, but if I can do so, if I will come home with
            the princess—well, on that we must put a big question mark.
         

      



      
      The writer who invoked such myth, indeed myth at all, to describe an expedition, was no ordinary man. He was Fridtjof Nansen,
         who became one of the great Polar explorers. His life was to be curiously intertwined with Amundsen’s. The expedition of which
         he wrote was no ordinary one. It was the expedition that thrust Norway into Polar exploration: the first crossing of Greenland.
      

      
      Many, as Nansen said, had vainly attacked the Greenland Ice Cap. Among them had been Edward Whymper, Robert Peary, and A.
         E. Nordenskiöld. Whymper was a famous English mountaineer, the conqueror of the Matterhorn; Peary an officer in the United
         States Navy. Nordenskiöld, who at the end of the previous decade had become the first man in history to navigate the North-East
         Passage, was, besides a celebrated explorer, a baron, a Swede, and therefore one of the Norwegians’ overlords.
      

      
      In the summer of 1888, Nansen, together with five companions (including two Norwegian Lapps) crossed the Greenland Ice Cap
         from Umivik to Godthaab. The prize, after all, had been snatched by the unknown citizen of a small country. When Nansen had
         chosen Askeladden to address his audience, he had chosen well.
      

      
      It was the introduction of modern technique to Polar exploration. Its achievements form a monotonous catalogue of “firsts.”
         By Amundsen’s own account, it inspired him quite as much as Franklin’s tale of disaster.
      

      
      Nansen had moreover introduced a startling new concept into Polar exploration. He had deliberately cut off his lines of retreat.
         His route was from the desolate east coast to the inhabited west. This was not bravado, but calculated exploitation of the
         instinct of self-preservation. It drove him on; there was no incentive to look back.
      

      
      
      In the technique of Polar travel, Nansen broke new ground. For the heavy, narrow-runnered sledge traditionally used, he had
         substituted a new, lighter, flexible one running on skis. It was adapted from a traditional Norwegian pattern. It was the
         prototype of the modern expedition sledge. Nansen also demonstrated the necessity of designing special clothing, tents and
         cooking equipment. He also devised a saucepan, “the Nansen cooker” to conserve heat and fuel. He was the first Polar explorer
         to work out rations scientifically on fundamental principles—and proved by bitter experience the need to have fat in the Polar
         diet.
      

      
      It was the launching of the Norwegian school of Polar exploration; the school that for a short, intense, fertile period was
         to supplant the British and dominate the field. The heart of that school, and Nansen’s most conspicuous achievement, was the
         application of skis to Polar travel. It took place at the same time as modern skiing was developing in Norway. Norwegian Polar
         exploration went hand in hand with the rise of skiing, and they shared some of the same pioneers.
      

      
      Every skier knows how capricious and variegated snow is. It is best to take nothing for granted. Although skis were proven
         in the sub-Arctic conditions of the Scandinavian peninsula, it was not certain that they would function at the altitude and
         under the conditions of the Greenland Ice Cap. Nansen spectacularly showed that they did. This was the first major Polar journey
         carried out on skis; it also brought skiing to the attention of the world and launched it as a mountain sport.
      

      
      The first crossing of Greenland was also the first identifiable goal attained in high latitudes since the discovery of the
         North-West Passage forty years before. Nansen returned to a hero’s welcome. On May 30th, 1889, he sailed up the Christiania
         Fjord, escorted by an armada of boats with flags flying, flower bedecked, and bands playing. Ashore, he and his companions
         drove through streets black with cheering crowds. It was the return of Askeladden triumphant.
      

      
      It was more than a personal triumph; it was a national demonstration of the very deepest significance. Like Ibsen’s plays
         from A Doll’s House onwards, it brought Norway out of the obscurity of Northern mists and gave her a reputation abroad. It was a stride in the
         search for national identity. Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson, the national poet and a fiery patriot, wrote to Nansen that
      

      
      

         Every deed like yours is a tremendous contribution. It strengthens the nation’s courage and sense of honour, and it awakens
            foreign sympathy …
         

      



      
      
      Among the welcoming crowds stood Amundsen, an impressionable seventeen-year-old schoolboy. It was, he wrote years afterwards,

      
      

         A red letter day in many a Norwegian youngster’s life. It was at any rate in mine. It was the day that Fridtjof Nansen came
            home from his Greenland expedition. The young Norwegian skier sailed up the Christiania fjord on that calm and sunny day,
            his tall form glowing with the admiration of a whole world for the deed he had accomplished: “A madman’s work”; the impossible!
            … With beating heart I walked that day among the banners and cheers and all the dreams of my boyhood woke to storming life.
            And for the first time I heard, in my secret thoughts, the whisper clear and insistent: If you could do the North-West Passage!
         

      



      
      The last sentence is Amundsen’s own. The remainder is cliché. It is a cliché that appears in many reminiscences of the time,
         and catches the essence of Nansen’s achievement. For unlike most other Polar explorers who had gone out to grapple with an
         alien environment, Nansen had stayed within his own world. He had kept, as it were, within an extension of his own familiar
         environment. At home, he was one of the pioneers of mountain skiing. In 1884, he had made one of the first winter crossings
         from Bergen to Christiania. The crossing of Greenland was different only in degree. To the world, it was a staggering, heroic,
         almost incomprehensible achievement. To his own countrymen it was an achievement too, but not strange; a glorification of
         what they themselves could quite well do; a ski tour writ large. The outside world looked up to Nansen; the Norwegians identified
         with him. He had discovered for his countrymen a field to which they were by nature suited.
      

      
      Nansen’s exploits inspired a front-page article in a Christiania newspaper:

      
      

         Norway lies closer to the Polar Regions than any other country, and because of their occupation many of our compatriots have
            penetrated far into Northern waters.
         

         The Arctic sealing skippers from Tromso and Hammerfest annually navigate north of a latitude which does not exist on other
            seamen’s charts …
         

         If a Norwegian North Pole expedition were to be organised, we could provide an elite corps of experienced and tough men, used
            to travel in ice and snow, on ski or snowshoes. In that field we ought to have the advantage of the Englishmen, Dutchmen, Austrians and other nationalities which have been engaged in the task.
         

         We have thus long had the people specially fitted to participate in such an expedition, but what we have lacked until very
            recently is the man with the qualifications to be the leader.
         

         Now, however, I believe that we have such a man: he who has had his Arctic baptism with an enterprise which has aroused attention
            all over the civilised world.
         

      



      
      The author was a Christiania chemist called Ludvig Schmelck, a friend of Nansen, who had helped with the preparations for
         the crossing of Greenland. The lesson of Nansen’s success, continued Schmelck, was that it had been
      

      
      

         carried out by a “new method,” one might call it the sportsman’s method—which, used in an expedition to the North Pole, possibly
            could attain the goal.
         

         Previous foreign expeditions have gathered a large number of heterogeneous elements as participants and in general worked
            with a clumsy and expensive organisation.
         

         The principle of the new method consists in limiting the number of participants, and selecting a small party able to achieve
            the greatest possible degree of physical stamina: a small, trained group, in which all keep pace with each other in the coming
            trials.
         

      



      
      This is a good definition of the Norwegian school of Polar exploration and a prophetic explanation of its successes.

      [image: image]

      
      The first crossing of Greenland also inspired Amundsen and three of his schoolmates in January 1889 to go on their first long
         ski tour. This took place in the hinterland of Christiania, a tract of pine forest, low mountain and lake as big as an English
         county, rolling down to the edge of the city. It has survived to become the playground of modern Oslo. The main part to the
         north is called Nordmarka, a name that looms large in the folklore of Norwegian skiing. Amundsen on this occasion chose the
         terrain to the west known as Krogskogen.
      

      
      His jaunt was a little expedition, lasting twenty hours without sleep, across fifty miles of country, still untamed and the
         preserve of skiing pioneers. Equipment in many ways was still more a handicap than a help. Skis were heavy, made of solid
         wood, with circumscribed capacity to slide. Waxing, the process of preparing skis to slide forwards but not slip backwards, was embryonic,* and defeated by most of the many splendoured forms of snow. Bindings were cumbrous affairs of cane and osier. Skiing technique
         was uncertain. The ancient single stick was used in place of the later pair. Clothing was stiff, heavy and awkward. Amundsen’s
         was distinguished by a violet waistcoat.
      

      
      Their goal was a particularly ferocious slope called Krokkleiva, to reach which they skied hours on end for the privilege
         of running down—once. Even today it is a slope that demands respect. Amundsen’s companions dealt with it by squatting and
         braking with their stick between their legs.†

      
      Amundsen tried to run straight, unbraked and upright. It was too much for the technique and equipment of the times. He paid
         for it by a terrible fall, from which, however, he emerged unscathed. They skied on far into the night. In the small hours
         they found themselves on a frozen lake under a fine display of the Aurora Borealis.
      

      
      That boyhood journey had a profound effect on Amundsen. Thenceforth, he regularly went on long ski tours, mainly across Nordmarka.
         How much it was to prepare himself for a career in Polar exploration, and how much sheer enjoyment, it is difficult to say.
         The one did not of course exclude the other.
      

      
      At school Amundsen seems to have been remembered, not so much for his strong enthusiasm, as for obstinacy and an implacable
         sense of rectitude. On one occasion, he is supposed to have defended a classmate against a teacher who had cast aspersions
         on his origins; on another, to have stood up to a teacher because of a supposed injustice to himself until the headmaster
         intervened in his favour.
      

      
      Amundsen did consistently badly at school, so badly that his headmaster refused to allow him to sit for matriculation for
         fear of being disgraced by so monumentally unpromising a pupil. Amundsen did not particularly want his matriculation certificate;
         even less did he want to be told he could not have it. In sheer obstinacy, he sat the examination as a private candidate so that the school was not involved. In July 1890 he passed; only just, but he had passed. He had made
         his point—and so, one feels, had his headmaster.
      

      
      The term after obtaining the prized student’s cap, Amundsen, now eighteen, entered the medical faculty of Christiania University.* It was against his own inclinations, but it was what his mother wanted. Since she held the purse strings, it was the only
         reasonable course.
      

      
      By law, the brothers were eventually to inherit equally their father’s estate. But first it passed in its entirety to Gustava,
         who found herself in the possession of a reasonable income. Roald clearly understood that he would have to respect her wishes,
         at least if he was to enjoy a comfortable allowance and avoid gratuitous inconvenience. Whatever his reluctance—or inability—to
         pursue academic studies, he had no objection, for a while, to the life of a student.
      

      
      Soon after he entered University, he moved to a comfortable flat on his own, taking Betty, his old nurse, as housekeeper.
         Gustava sold Little Uranienborg and went to live in a pension. She never remarried. Outside her immediate family, she does
         not appear to have had any emotional engagements.
      

      
      Amundsen’s attitude to her was of pity more than anything else. It was also contractual. In return for independence and financial
         support, he would study as Gustava prescribed. When he reached the age of majority, he would feel morally released from those
         obligations.
      

      
      Of one thing—being reasonably free of self-delusion—he was certain. He was constitutionally unsuited to formal academic study,
         and conventional examinations. Of that he was to have ample proof in another field, even when he had the strongest conceivable
         motivation. It is hard to discern how far his aversion to medicine was rooted in dislike for the subject and how far in a
         belief that, however hard he tried, he would not be able to pass the examinations. He had to find himself, a condition to
         which the only reasonable answer—sometimes—is to do nothing in particular.
      

      
      Norway was now approaching nationhood, and politics, industry, art—all the aspects of civilization—were rapidly maturing.
         It was a country making up for a late start. Besides Nansen and Ibsen there was Grieg, bringing folk music to the concert
         platform, and Edvard Munch, one of the exponents of Expressionist painting and a prophetic interpreter of the neurotic in
         art. These are the household names that have burst out of their environment. Behind them were others of formidable accomplishment like the novelist Knut Hamsun, the precursor of existentialism. But for all its talent it could be claustrophobic.
         Christiania was unmistakably the small capital of a small country on the periphery of Europe. The whole population of Norway
         in 1880 was 1,800,000 when that of Great Britain was 20,000,000. In many ways, said one Norwegian writer,
      

      
      

         It was hard to be a citizen in a small country. He who is gifted does not get so far as in a big one. A big man in a little
            country is like the fully fledged chicken in the egg. Either he breaks it to pieces, or he himself is suffocated.
         

      



      
      It was indeed a time and place not without strain. The individualism of the age found fruitful soil in Norway. The country,
         as one of its historians has said, was almost too small to contain all the different warring, cantankerous, opinionated, determinedly
         independent characters who sprang up.
      

      
      The cult of the individual was taken to inspiring lengths. Ibsen articulated it in Brand, his dramatic poem about a country priest who sacrifices all to the consummation of his own individuality. Brand, the hero
         of the poem, is made to say,
      

      
      

         Room within the world’s wide span,

         Self completely to fulfil.

         That’s a valid right of Man,

         And no more than that I will!

      



      
      It is a telling point that Nansen, the most Norwegian of them all, made Brand his ideal.

      
      Individualism, says Gerhard Gran, a Norwegian scholar and contemporary of Amundsen,

      
      

         the violent drive to self-assertion, is characteristically Norwegian, I believe. Our history can scarcely be termed one of
            discipline; we have never suffered any brutal, exaggerated harmony. The drive to self-assertion is one of the strongest traits
            in our national character. There is undoubtedly something in every Norwegian’s soul that strongly and quite definitely answers
            Yes to Brand’s words: “compromise is Satan’s work!”
         

      



      
      Such was the spirit and such the atmosphere in which Amundsen spent his formative years. Conceivably he may have been attracted
         to exploration in the first place because he saw in it a way of moving beyond the confines of Norway into wider fields.
      

      
      However, Amundsen gave no hint of sharing the political and intellectual ferment of his University. He was quiet, and preferred
         the company of a few trusted friends. He was courtly towards women and appears to have been a good dancer, but reserved. There
         is no hint of any love affair from his University days. His contemporaries all remark on his reticence about sex. They were
         struck by a rigid purity about his attitudes. This did not, of course, exclude sexual adventures; indeed, it might argue in
         favour of them. But if he was sowing his wild oats, his discretion was impenetrable. The women in his life were his Hvidsten
         cousin Karen Anna (with whom perhaps he was secretly a little in love) and Betty; buxom, motherly, so obviously his mother-substitute.
      

      
      Betty Gustavson was Swedish. In 1865, at the age of eighteen, she had gone aboard Constantin, one of Jens Engebreth’s ships at Gothenburg, as mother’s help to Gustava, who was then expecting Tonni and sailing to China
         with her husband. Betty never returned to Sweden, staying with the Amundsens for the rest of her life.
      

      
      When she moved with Roald to his flat, she had been with the family almost twenty-five years. She was one of the few women
         for whom Roald ever admitted affection. In the Antarctic, he named a mountain after her; he did not similarly commemorate
         his mother.
      

      
      Not many students could boast a housekeeper. Even among the richer ones, Amundsen was distinguished by his style of living.
         Not many could afford, or were allowed by their families, to keep independent establishments. His flat was large and, in a
         gloomy way, of some elegance. It lay round the corner from Little Uranienborg in Parkveien, behind the Royal Palace. It was
         a very good address.
      

      
      Such was the way Amundsen spent his creative pause. His chief interest was outdoor life: skiing in winter, long forest walks
         in summer. He neglected his work. He ought to have sat for his first University examination in 1891, but he waited another
         two years before doing so. On February 25th, 1893, still at University, he went to hear Eivind Astrup lecture at the Students’
         Union.
      

      
      Astrup was another Askeladden figure. He was of an age with Amundsen; also one of the school of long-distance Nordmarka cross-country
         skiers, like Amundsen, profoundly moved by Nansen’s first crossing of Greenland; just another Christiania boy. At the age
         of nineteen, he went to America to complete his education, but instead, by chance and cheek, found himself with Peary on his
         second Greenland expedition in 1891–92, and turned into a celebrated explorer. He had been Peary’s sole companion on his journey from McCormick
         Bay to Independence Bay and back; a tale of 1,300 miles of difficulties, privation and triumph. It was the first crossing
         of the Greenland Ice Cap so far north.
      

      
      It was about this classic Polar journey that Astrup lectured to the Christiania students.

      
      He described how he proved the superiority of Norwegian ski over the North American snowshoe. But what he really had to talk
         about was Peary’s pioneering work. His theme was the journey on which Peary showed that Eskimo dogs could be successfully
         used by Europeans for Polar travel. Astrup concentrated on how Peary made friends with the Polar Eskimos to learn how to build
         igloos; how to make clothes adapted to the environment; how, in short, to live under Polar conditions. The lesson was that
         primitive people had something to teach, and civilized men did not enjoy a monopoly of knowledge. It was a lesson brought
         back by Nansen from Greenland a few years before, after spending a year with the Godthaab Eskimos.
      

      
      Astrup spoke with originality and charm. To finish off, he conveyed an appealing vision of the life of the Eskimo, a noble
         Polar savage. It appealed profoundly to the romantic nature worship which then was taking hold of the Norwegians. The effect
         on Amundsen was immediate.
      

      
      He commandeered an old school friend who had been with him on the ski tour four years earlier, and persuaded him then and
         there to repeat the performance. They collected their skis and went straight from Astrup’s lecture into Nordmarka skiing in
         the dark. The night was far advanced when they reached their destination. Amundsen appeared to have gathered strength, as
         if, paradoxically, through physical exhaustion he had achieved a state of spiritual exaltation.
      

      
      In the snow, resting on his ski stick under the clear, cold glistening starlit sky of a Northern winter night, Amundsen harangued
         his companion on the splendours of the Polar regions and the attraction which they held for him. It was a rare outburst. Besides
         Astrup’s lecture there was something else to cause tension, ambition, excitement, dissatisfaction.
      

      
      For over a year Norway had been full of Nansen’s plans for a new expedition. This was no less than letting a ship freeze into
         the Arctic pack ice, and using ocean currents for a drift across the Polar basin. It was an original concept, and therefore
         foredoomed to failure by most experts, especially the old British Naval officers who later advised Scott. Nansen, utterly self-confident, ignored them. He could afford to. He was not only a proven explorer but an innovative
         scientist. He was a marine biologist with a doctor’s degree.* He was one of the founders of neurology.
      

      
      Nansen had ordered a revolutionary type of ship, with round bilges, to lift when squeezed in order to withstand the pressure
         of the sea ice. Her designer and builder was Colin Archer, a Norwegian of Scottish origins. He was a naval architect with
         a touch of genius; who had devised a new, almost unsinkable lifeboat.
      

      
      Nansen’s reputation was now such that he could command Government support and he had Government money to spend. It is a sidelight
         on Norwegian life at the time, that Archer, even although a solid citizen with a well-known shipyard, suffered acutely from
         a shortage of capital.
      

      
      

         We have had so many outgoings for the ship this week [runs a typical letter of his to Nansen], that there will not be enough
            left over for the wages on Saturday, and I am therefore once more compelled to ask for a transfer before then.
         

      



      
      The progress of the ship—although not such domestic detail—was well reported. Nansen’s new expedition was a national affair
         consciously exploited in the drive to independence. The launching on October 26th, 1892, was an emotional, patriotic event.
         Thousands of spectators gathered at Archer’s yard at Larvik in Southern Norway. Nansen knew how to squeeze drama from the
         occasion. He surrounded the name with mystery; Eva, his wife, christened the ship, not with some predictable chauvinistic
         name, but Fram (“Forwards”).
      

      
      The building of Fram fired Amundsen’s Polar ambitions, and Astrup’s lecture fanned the flames. On Midsummer’s Day, 1893, filled with longing and
         enthusiasm, he went to see Nansen sail from Christiania in triumph, the water thick with an escorting fleet of little boats.
      

      
      Earlier in June, Amundsen had finally sat his first University examination. This was taken by all students before branching
         into their chosen subject. Amundsen just scraped through. He must have expected it since (as his companions had noticed) he
         had neglected his work. At any rate, he was now able to start reading medicine proper. In September, his mother died, and Amundsen then left the University, free at last to follow his own desires.
      

      
      Amundsen’s Polar interests had so far been little more than daydreaming; arguably a retreat from uncongenial outer circumstances.
         He now had spurs enough to action. Within a few months, his University examinations had confirmed his forebodings in that
         quarter, his mother had died, and Nansen had departed. It is at this time that Amundsen crossed the frontier of reality and
         made his first attempt to join a Polar expedition.
      

      
      He had heard of a Norwegian Arctic traveller, Martin Eckroll, who was then at Tromsø, in Northern Norway, preparing an expedition
         to Spitsbergen. On October 23rd, Amundsen wrote to Eckroll, asking to accompany him. The letter is revealing:
      

      
      

         I have long been possessed of a great desire to join one of these interesting Arctic expeditions, but various circumstances
            have prevented me. First and foremost, my parents wanted me to study. Secondly, there was my age. Now, however, circumstances
            have changed. My father died several years ago, and my mother—the last tie that bound me to my home—died a month ago of inflammation
            of the lungs. My brothers—I have 3, and they are all older than myself—are spread all over the world as businessmen. I thus
            remain alone, and my desire for this great enterprise is correspondingly greater. I matriculated three years ago, and in the
            intervening time have studied medicine. My experience in this subject is therefore not great, but can always be of use. I
            intend to spend the coming winter in the study of meteorology, mapmaking, surveying, and other subjects which possibly could
            be of use on such an expedition. I am 21 to 22 years old. I am a little short sighted, but not seriously. Thus I have never
            worn spectacles. I am always ready to provide certificates for anything required. A medical certificate goes without saying,
            and I therefore enclose one. My conditions for accompanying you are not great. I want no salary, and am prepared to submit
            to anything whatsoever. Should you require a personal interview with me, I am prepared to come whenever you want. Many candidates
            have presumably applied already, possibly with better qualifications than mine, so my chances are small. I conclude my appeal
            to you, however, with profound hopes for a favourable reply.
         

      



      
      Without waiting for an answer, Amundsen was already trying elsewhere. In the middle of November, he wrote to the Swedish-Norwegian
         Consulate in London, and The Times (signing himself “medical student”) and asked about the Jackson–Harmsworth expedition. This was going to Franz Josef Land under the leadership
         of Frederick Jackson, an English traveller and big game hunter, financed by Alfred Harmsworth, later Lord Northcliffe, the
         celebrated newspaper magnate, but then merely a magazine proprietor.
      

      
      Neither the Consulate nor The Times could help. Eckroll’s reply, when it came, was also discouraging, but instructive. The subjects mentioned by Amundsen
      

      
      

         would undoubtedly be an advantage. … Familiarity with the care and training of dogs will likewise be of use on any Arctic
            expedition. … I will not demand more of the participants than any normal outdoor person can manage, and prefer doggedness
            and stamina to forced sporting enthusiasm.
         

      



      
      Eckroll went on to say that he would take only people he knew. He was sufficiently interested to suggest a meeting if he visited
         Christiania.
      

      
      

         That you only want to take companions whom you have already learned to know, I consider to be thoroughly reasonable [was Amundsen’s
            reply], since on an expedition of this nature one is exclusively confined to one’s immediate surroundings …
         

         I had considered an Arctic voyage in a sealer in the spring, in order to accustom myself both to the climate and to the difficulties
            to which one would be exposed … Concerning the care and training of dogs, I must unfortunately confess my complete ignorance.
            If I knew some way of learning these things, I would immediately set to …
         

      



      
      Nothing came of it, at least as far as Amundsen was concerned, but several interesting things are revealed by the exchange.
         One of them is Amundsen’s combination of forthrightness and secretiveness. He gives the gist of his family situation—vital
         in a society where the family meant much and a man was the sum of his ancestors and relatives—and candidly explains how the
         removal of ties and the age of majority allow him to follow his own bent. On the other hand, he obscures his University record
         with some adroitness. Because of his delay in taking his first examination, he had only studied medicine itself for a few
         months. But most interesting of all, is the grasp of the principles of Polar exploration. There is the recognition of the
         necessity of prior training; of acclimatization; of understanding dogs.
      

      
      Amundsen was perfectly aware of his own deficiencies. Even before Eckroll’s reply arrived, he had set about the process of acquiring the necessary qualifications. Dog-driving was difficult,
         because the dog as a draught animal hardly existed in Norway; it was only later imported from Greenland and Alaska. Amundsen
         therefore began with what lay closest; the art of mountain skiing. That, together with dog-driving, seemed to him the fundamental
         qualifications of a Polar explorer. It was not universally self-evident. At almost exactly the same time, Sir Clements Markham,
         the father of modern British Antarctic exploration was laying down the rule of Polar travel as “No ski. No dogs.”
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 5

      
      A SAILOR ON SKIS

      
      To live in Norway in the last decade of the nineteenth century was to live with quasi-Polar exploration on the doorstep. In
         winter, the great upland ranges were virtually terra incognita. Between November and March few ventured into their high valleys and plateaux.
      

      
      It was the middle-class men from the towns, inspired by a romantic upsurge of Nature-worship, who were pushing back the frontier
         and opening up the mountains in winter. Amundsen wanted to learn from these pioneers, but they were an exclusive little coterie,
         not easily approached. He turned for help to Gustav, his elder brother.
      

      
      Gustav had married a relative of one of those early mountain skiers, a journalist called Laurentius Urdahl, and Roald wanted
         an introduction.
      

      
      So far, Roald had kept his plans very much to himself. He did not like revealing what was in his mind until he had accomplishments
         to show. Now, somewhat reluctantly, he disclosed his aims, because Gustav wanted to know what lay behind the request.
      

      
      Gustav was beginning to be worried about his younger brother’s future. Polar exploration hardly seemed a dependable profession;
         however for the moment he decided that the best course was to humour Roald so he asked Urdahl to take him under his wing.
         Gustav was by now a shipowner and established citizen; he was therefore not a relative to be ignored. Urdahl agreed to take
         Roald skiing in the Western Mountains over the New Year.
      

      
      
      Although, as the saying goes, born with skis on his feet, Amundsen had so far skied only on the protected lowland snowfields
         of Nordmarka. This trip to the Western Mountains was to be his first taste of mountain skiing. It was a considerable transition.
         The Norwegian mountains are not high, but they are wild. The Western ranges are exposed to the ocean, bearing the brunt of
         the North Atlantic storms. Their weather is capricious. Except for the occasional hut, there is no trace of civilization for
         mile upon mile. With blizzard, burning cold, and the hiss of drift—fine grains of loose snow seized by the wind and swept
         over the surface from one place to the other, like sand blown across the desert—with snow in all its forms from feather-like
         powder to steel-hard crust, and the wind-carved furrows, ridges and waves that are called sastrugi, this landscape is a convincing
         approximation of the Polar regions.
      

      
      Urdahl proposed taking Amundsen on a crossing of Hardangervidda. He had chosen something rather special in the way of terrain.
         Hardangervidda is a mountain plateau which (for the initiate) holds an austere nostalgic charm. Nansen compared it with the
         Arctic, “where it was so high under the heavens, the air was clean and life was simple … back to solitude—silence—greatness
         …”
      

      
      In some ways, Hardangervidda is as formidable as Antarctica. It is, at any rate, untamed, exposed, and not to be trifled with;
         and open, treeless, windswept, hummocked land. In winter, it is a rolling desert of snow.
      

      
      In 1893, Hardangervidda in winter had hardly been explored. The first recorded crossing had been made in 1884 by a Norwegian
         Army officer, Captain H. A. Angell. A few years later, Urdahl had attempted to cross from Mogen to Eidfjord, on the Hardangerfjord,
         a route not yet done from east to west. He was beaten back by blizzards, and now proposed to try again. Amundsen was promised
         a piece of mountain pioneering.
      

      
      Anticipation was very much part of the pleasure of this enterprise. Urdahl and Amundsen met frequently in the autumn of 1893,
         mostly in Amundsen’s impressive bachelor flat. At the time, as Urdahl put it, Amundsen was for him
      

      
      

         the younger companion, comparatively unfamiliar with skiing, who had come to me to be initiated into the mysteries of the
            high mountains in midwinter. But we were both drenched with interest in Polar expeditions and other adventures. Therefore
            we got on very well, and we could build castles in the air so well together.
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         The only difference is that all mine have crumbled into the dust, while Roald’s steadily grew in pomp and splendour.

      



      
      Urdahl’s contemporary accounts of their experiences were not quite so respectful. They left Christiania on Christmas Day,
         1893 by train. From Krøderen, the railhead, they then had to ski over forty miles of foothills before reaching Hardangervidda
         and starting on their journey proper.
      

      
      

         We were [wrote Urdahl of the first day on skis] sluggish and completely out of the habit of taking exercise. The tallest in
            the company, “The Arctic Explorer,” had nothing to do for half a year, and was therefore well nourished and untrained. “The
            Doctor” had had far too much to do, and for that reason was worn out and thin, and I myself felt—as I thought at the time—the
            effects of age and the result of a sedentary life.
         

      



      
      “The Arctic Explorer,” needless to say, was Amundsen. Urdahl also called him “Goliath,” for even in a company of tall people
         Amundsen was of a noticeable height. “The Doctor” was a relative of Urdahl’s, a medical student called Vilhelm Holst, invited
         along to make up the party. As soon as they started, climbing from the valley, their difficulties began.
      

      
      

         The snow was … loose and soft to the bottom.

         Oddly enough, the little bookworm of a “Doctor” was the fittest and best. While we others lay far down the slopes and flailed
            about with cramp in our legs, so that we were in danger of drowning in the sea of snow, he would already have reached the
            top, and would be inspecting us through his gold-framed spectacles. But good eyesight was necessary to discover us, since
            often our noses alone stuck out of the snow.
         

         “The Explorer,” who had done nothing for a whole month but equip himself for the tour, was worst off—since none of his equipment
            was usable.
         

         Now and then I heard from the depths of the nearest snowdrift a more forceful than elegant outburst concerning ski makers
            and sports shops who could not deliver proper wares and shortly afterwards a tall, completely snow-covered form with long,
            iced-up moustaches, emerged into the open and struggled a few feet upwards—whereupon the owner sank helplessly once more into
            the deep, deep snow.
         

      



      
      This hid in fact considerable preparation. Sleeping bags had been specially sewn of reindeer fur similar to those used by
         Nansen on the first crossing of Greenland. Their wind jackets were also copied from Nansen; a model with hood attached, which he had adapted
         from the Eskimo anorak. Both were warm, functional; (if heavy) a reasonable success. The same could not be said of the skis,
         or at least the bindings, for equipment was still rudimentary.
      

      
      Bindings were primitive, various, and a fruitful source of dispute (as they remain among skiers even today). Amundsen was
         ill served by the pattern he had chosen. They did not fit his boots, so that the skis could not be steered properly at speed.
         On their first downhill run, he turned a spectacular somersault into the loose snow at the end, on the banks of a frozen lake.
      

      
      

         “These skis are quite impossible,” he said. “Each one insisted on going its own way; the one to the right, and the other to
            the left …”
         

         “Ah well,” said “the Doctor” drily, “you have always been a man of the Centre … you don’t happen to have broken any of your
            arms or legs, or perhaps a cervical vertebra?” He added teasingly, “You know I have bandages enough.” “Goliath” simply growled,
            and set off over the ice-covered lake at a hundred miles an hour.
         

      



      
      Almost every misery known to the mountains was visited on them. There was a föhn, an unseasonal thaw, snow that stuck to the skis and stopped them from sliding. There was that abomination of abominations,
         a warm blizzard. They were now so delayed that, because of his work, Urdahl could not continue. At a mountain called Daggrønut,
         having ignominiously taken a week for thirty miles and not yet reached Hardangervidda proper, they turned and skied down to
         a village called Hovin. Thence, Urdahl went back to Christiania, while Amundsen and Holst returned to the attack. Near Mogen,
         a mountain farm and the last habitation before the actual crossing of Hardangervidda began, they were forced to spend a night
         out in the open at a temperature of −40° (C.). The snow was too hard to dig themselves in, so they had to lie on top, as a
         result of which, in spite of their reindeer furs, they froze horribly. A few miles further on they were overtaken by a blizzard,
         and they, too, had to turn back with unaccomplished errand. Hardangervidda had won again.
      

      
      Six weeks later, Amundsen was on his way to the Arctic. As he had written to Eckroll, he wanted to accustom himself “both
         to the climate and to the difficulties to which one would be exposed” on a real expedition. After mountain skiing, Polar navigation
         was logically the next stage in his instruction.
      

      
      
      There was, however, more to it than that. Amundsen had abandoned a medical career. This, his family agreed, was not necessarily
         a disgrace but they suggested that without formal qualifications he would find obstacles in his way. He really ought to take
         up another profession. What more natural for someone of his background and tastes than that of ship’s officer? When he was
         qualified, his family would be prepared to help him on his chosen path. A master’s certificate ought to be his aim, and he
         could start putting in his sea time as soon as he liked. He accepted their advice; after all, to be a captain would mean he
         could have the command at sea and on land; the undisputed leader of his expeditions. At the beginning of March, 1894, nursing
         his Polar interests, he shipped before the mast on the sealer Magdalena for a season in the ice. It was a harsh but privileged initiation into the life of a sailor.
      

      
      Sealing, together with whaling, held a high place in the Norwegian imagination. It was a respected occupation, “a manly exercise,”
         to quote a Norwegian historian, “comparable with Nansen’s great deeds of exploration in the Polar regions.”
      

      
      For a first-time sailor, Magdalena was a hard school. A small, weather-beaten, wooden sailing ship, barque rigged, with inadequate auxiliary engine, she pitched,
         tossed and heaved before the wind in notably violent and moody waters. In August, when Roald returned from the Arctic on Magdalena, he wrote to his brother Gustav, at Gustav’s request, giving an account of the voyage. Although writing for the information
         (and presumably entertainment) of another, Amundsen seems to be concerned with his own instruction. Few words are wasted on
         his state of mind. Everything is to the point. He shows a capacity, indeed a determination, to learn from what he sees and
         hears. From the beginning, his letter reads like a student’s notebook:
      

      
      

         … first a description [of a sealer] First and foremost, what distinguishes a sealer, is its stout construction. Iron and steel
            will not do, since they would be crushed to pieces by the ice. A strong kind of wood is required, and they are therefore all
            built of oak. The latter is not quite correct, since the hull itself is built of a lighter kind of wood, which outside is
            clad by the so-called ice sheath. The ice sheath is a layer of oak several feet thick surrounding the inner structure, and
            which thereby serves to resist the pressure of the ice which sometimes can be monstrous. Magdalena was said to be 12 feet thick at the bows; a pretty thickness, as you can see. On the mainmast, a little below the top, the
            sealer has its most characteristic feature; to wit, the crow’s nest.








This is a large, capacious barrel fixed to that point on the mainmast where the royal yard is placed on other ships. The captain
            and first mate take their places there alternately either to look for seal or to navigate the ship through thick and heavy
            ice …
         

         Aft [lies the] Captain’s cabin [and] a cabin with four bunks for both mates, chief engineer and steward … Right up forward
            lies the mess deck … [with] space for 50 men … each bunk holds two men. Before each bunk stands a little chest in which each
            man keeps his food, and all the little things for which space can be found …
         

      



      
      This is a good description of the way a wooden ship was built for the Polar seas. Amundsen then turns to the essentials of
         sealing and his first lesson in the behaviour of Arctic ice.
      

      
      

         Now comes the most difficult part of sealing. That is finding the pups. All seal are protected until April 3rd. 14 days before,
            the seal go in huge herds on to the ice to give birth to their young, throw, as it is called … At these latitudes, the ice forms a large bay, and the seal like to throw their young at the end of this
            bay. It is only necessary, therefore, to find the bay.
         

      



      
      On March 28th, they found a herd of about 5,000 seal, but four ships waiting. Magdalena approached one of them, Morgenen of Sandefjord.
      

      
      

         “I think there are too few for 5,” our skipper sings out as we glide alongside … “What about you and me sneaking West, that’s
            where the main herds are; you can bet your boots.”
         

         You have got to use cunning and craft everywhere in order to get on.

      



      
      This is illuminating; not only for Amundsen but for the whole milieu out of which he came. So too is the next passage:

      
      

         Our skipper is well aware that with our inadequate engine we cannot work further [through the ice] with any success. He therefore
            wants Morgenen to sail ahead in order to follow in her wake. Morgenen’s skipper, who has less experience in the Arctic, immediately submits to the other’s greater insight.
         

      



      
      On March 30th, the main herd was found. There were about 50,000 seal, and eight ships lying in wait. That meant, at a reasonable
         estimate, three or four thousand for each ship; a good catch, and reasonable shares for each man. Sealers were paid by results. Amundsen
         continues his story:
      

      
      

         Sunday, the first of April, we had unusually fine weather; dead calm with sunshine and air that was crystal clear. All the
            captains had once and for all agreed that in weather like this they would let their fires go out; while lying among the seal,
            that is to say. For in such weather, if the fires are lit, the smoke rises straight up into the air, and can be seen miles
            away. Those ships which had not found the seal, and lay so far off that they could not see our ships, would then be able to
            see the smoke. Attracted by it, they would then come in towards us. Today we therefore had to be on our best behaviour. But
            what happens? The skipper of Haardraade who, without doubt, must have been afraid of freezing in—the temperature was −15°—and finding it difficult to manoeuvre among
            the seal on the 3rd, lights his fires to break a channel in the ice.
         

         Smoke pours in huge masses up from the funnel. “That bloody fool of a skipper on the Haardraade has gone stark raving mad,” yells our skipper. The whole crew was furious.
         

         Results were not wanting. In the afternoon we caught sight of 4 ships working their way towards us. That was a blow. There
            we lost 1,000 seal for a certainty—and all because of a little smoke …
         

      



      
      His one trace of emotion, Amundsen reserves for the start of the sealing itself. He was an oarsman in one of the ship’s boats
         from which the work was done. He had never seen animals hunted before.
      

      
      

         Seven o’clock struck.

         “Prepare to launch the boats,” the skipper orders from aloft. In a flash, everybody is in their respective boats, with the
            exception of 2 men from each boat standing ready by the ropes which let them down into the water.
         

         “Let go,” comes the order from the crow’s nest. A whirring and screeching comes from the tackle and immediately afterwards
            all the boats are lying in the water at the ship’s sides. Those who have lowered the boats now shin down the ropes, which
            are still attached to the boats. As soon as they are aboard, the ropes are flung out of the boats, and each man takes his
            place. A course is set for where seal have been observed.
         

         “Steady as she goes,” the rifleman commands, and 1, 2, 3, shots ring out. I cannot let be—I must turn my head a little. 3
            large carcasses tell me that the shots are well placed. The mothers have been shot as they suckled their young. Still the little ones try to feed
            at their mothers’ nipples. Now all the boats surge towards the floe.
         

         “Every man out and flense,” rings out the command. The coxswain has in the meanwhile grabbed one of the small picks lying
            in the boat and drives it hard to the ice. In this way the boat is kept next to the floe. The oarsmen have let go the oars,
            grabbed each his pick, and in an instant are out on the floe … they spread out … each with a pick in his hand. The little
            pups have now caught sight of us, and with the most appealing eyes they seem to beg for their lives. But there is no mercy.
            The pick is lifted and with well-placed blow of the blunt end the creature’s skull is crushed … and immediately after we turn
            to flensing … To flense is no easy affair, and requires great practice. A slaughtered animal is turned over with its underside
            topmost. With a slash the skin is cut from the mouth right down to the hind flippers. After that, skin and blubber are cut
            away from the rest of the carcass. The blubber lies just under the skin, and comes away together in the flensing. The remainder
            of the carcass is left lying in the ice.
         

      



      
      The letter ends there. Only by oblique references in later years is the depth of underlying emotion revealed. Amundsen is
         counterpoint both to his mentor, Nansen and his future rival, Scott; in them, feeling produced eloquence; in him, a bland
         and easily misinterpreted understatement verging on the inarticulate.
      

      
      Amundsen was shaken by his introduction to the wholesale slaughter of wild animals. He was not particularly squeamish, but
         he was appalled by the cruelty he saw and the effect on his shipmates.
      

      
      This was one of the experiences that moulded Amundsen. He hunted when he had to, but he questioned the necessity for such
         prodigal and inhumane slaughter. He turned his back on blood-sports. He could never understand those who killed a fellow creature
         for pleasure.
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      After paying off from Magdalena, Amundsen signed on Valborg, one of the family ships, for his next voyage. His heart, however, was not really in ordinary sailing nor, yet, in mate’s
         or master’s rank. He had been introduced to the navigation of Polar ice and to working in Polar conditions. From his abortive
         attempt on Hardangervidda he had glimpsed the technique of Polar travel and now, at the age of twenty-two, felt confident
         enough to make his first definite plans for exploration.
      

      
      In November 1894, he was considering a voyage to Spitsbergen. Spitsbergen’s status was unclear, and he wanted to organize
         an expedition to take possession for Norway. Two months later, he had turned his attention to the Antarctic.
      

      
      This was a rather more serious project. His eldest brother, Tonni, was also involved. Tonni, after two years working in Algiers,
         had returned to Christiania. He was a very good skier, the best of the brothers, in fact (Roald was not, by Norwegian standards,
         exceptionally brilliant on skis). There was a perfectly good reason for the direction their thoughts had taken.
      

      
      The previous August, Captain C. A. Larsen, in the sealer Jason of Sandefjord, had returned from an Antarctic voyage, on which he had discovered Oscar II Land, on the Weddell Sea coast
         of Graham Land. Exploration had not been his aim. He had been sent to look for new sealing and whaling grounds, one of the
         pioneering ventures of the Norwegian Antarctic whale fishery. He had, nevertheless, contrived to come home with the first
         major Antarctic discovery since Sir James Clark Ross, fifty years before.
      

      
      Larsen was a prince among whaling skippers. He was a leader of men. By sheer force of character he had quelled a drunken mutiny
         on Jason in the Straits of Magellan. He had all the instincts of an explorer. From a hasty landing on Seymour Island, off Graham Land,
         he had brought back the first fossils from Antarctica. A popular hero he was not, but he kindled a flutter of interest. He
         kindled rather more in Roald and Tonni Amundsen. They drafted a letter to Christen Christensen of Sandefjord, Jason’s owner, asking
      

      
      

         if a ski expedition would not be the best method of exploring unknown lands in the South, i.e., if snow and ice conditions
            resemble those on the Greenland Ice Cap …
         

         if Graham Land would be suitable … or if you know some other relatively unknown land better suited for an expedition such
            as ours …

if there is good opportunity for hunting seal … for food, and if we could get enough to feed a number of dogs to
            pull sledges … for an estimate for a sealer to land us and fetch us.
         

      



      
      The plan behind these questions is eminently sane. The essence of Antarctic exploration has already been grasped—before a
         single person has landed to explore the interior. There are no doubts over the use of skis and dogs on the yet unknown continent;
         decades later, English explorers were still debating the point.
      

      
      It is hard to know how far the Amundsens’ plan was the product of an enthusiastic moment; how far, serious intention. With
         the least encouragement, Roald would probably have rushed into some enterprise. But some sobering hand, probably that of Gustav, restrained
         him. He went neither to Spitsbergen nor to Graham Land, but continued humdrum sailing in temperate seas on family ships to
         make up qualifying sea time. A cabin mate from this period recalled him as hard working, serious, and determined to learn.
         “We knew that he had something at the back of his mind, but he didn’t say what it was.” This was a common impression.
      

      
      On May 1st, 1895, Amundsen obtained his mate’s certificate, to his disappointment, only with a second class. He was not made
         for examinations, but he had passed. All he needed was a few months more at sea to qualify as a mate. But first he had to
         do his military service.
      

      
      He very much wanted, as he said, to do his “duty as a citizen.” This was not sententious bombast; nor, at that particular
         time was it an unusual feeling. In the summer of 1895, one of the periodical crises between Norway and Sweden over Norwegian
         sovereignty reached the brink of war. At the last moment Norway, unarmed and unready, had to back down. The national mood
         was now one of chagrin and defiance. The Norwegians, so notably unwarlike, reluctantly were forced to recognize that they
         might one day have to fight for independence. As best they could, they began to arm, and patriotic feeling ran high.
      

      
      But in Amundsen’s case, there was something beyond patriotism. He was morbidly afraid of rejection on account of his short
         sight. He felt it, not as a simple disability, but as a shameful stigma to be hidden from the world. His admission to Eckroll
         had been a momentary lapse; he revealed it to no one else, not even his family. Clandestinely, he had spectacles prescribed
         but, to the end of his life, shunned them in public as a badge of dishonour. Much of his ludicrous misadventure on Hardangervidda
         had been due to this. Only in middle age, as a famous man, was he prepared to admit his defect. It is connected with something
         obsessive in his cultivation of the physical virtues.
      

      
      Since the age of fifteen, he had religiously done physical exercises to make himself fit and as he said, prepare himself for
         the life of exploration inspired by the heroic difficulties of Sir John Franklin. Doubtless there is something in this. But
         at the time the cult of sport and physical fitness was taking root among Norwegians. In the competitive sports then current
         in Norway—ski racing, ski jumping and association football—Amundsen did not shine. To turn to some non-competitive recreation
         instead is a not unknown reaction. Amundsen was devoted to physical perfection as an end in itself besides training for a
         purpose. Beneath it all, there lurks the hint of some dark anxiety.
      

      
      
      The story of his Army medical examination is best told in his own words, written thirty years later:

      
      

         The doctor was elderly and, to my great pleasure and surprise, a keen student of the human body. Naturally I was entirely
            without clothes during the examination. The old doctor inspected me with minute care, and suddenly burst out into rhapsodic
            praise over my appearance. Apparently eight years’ uninterrupted training had not been without effect. He said: “Young man,
            what on earth have you been doing to acquire such muscles?”
         

         I explained that I was fond of physical exercise, which I practised assiduously. The old gentleman was so enthused by his
            discovery, which he regarded as something quite unusual, that he called some officers from the next room to look at the wonder.
            I need not say that I was terribly embarrassed by this public viewing, so that I wanted the ground to open and swallow me.
         

         But this episode had a profitable consequence. In his enthusiasm over my physical condition, the old doctor forgot to examine
            my eyes. Consequently I got through the examination as easily as I could have wished, and was able to do my military service.
         

      



      
      His service lasted the statutory seven months and five days. It consisted of parade ground drill at the Gardemoen barracks
         outside Christiania. Amundsen did not feel it was enough. He continued extra training on his own. One of the stories told
         about this period is that he obtained permission for himself and a companion to do a long private cross-country run. The companion
         acted pacemaker, lightly clad. Amundsen carried full field equipment, with rifle and rucksack, wearing heavy, cumbersome regulation
         knee-length boots.
      

      
      Their own writers have frequently remarked that the Norwegians are people of extremes. In a famous passage quoted with particular
         relish by generations of his countrymen, Ibsen says:
      

      
      

         Whatever you are, be out and out.

         Not divided or in doubt.

      



      
      It is at any rate Amundsen to the life. The man possessed by a single goal, to the exclusion of all else, begins to take shape.
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      At the end of January, 1896, the headline MISSING SKIERS appeared on the front pages of the Christiania press. It was Amundsen’s
         debut in the news.
      

      
      
      Early in the New Year, Amundsen and his brother, Leon, had left Christiania to ski over Hardangervidda to Western Norway.
         They should have taken a week; nothing had been heard from them for over a fortnight. Hardangervidda in midwinter had a quality
         of mystic foreboding; and a disaster in the snow was then very much in men’s minds. Eivind Astrup had disappeared on a ski
         tour in the Rondane Mountains in Eastern Norway, and was later found dead. From Nansen, hidden in the Arctic, there had been
         no news for over two years, and gloomy speculation had begun. From this, the Amundsens had duly benefited. The alarm was raised,
         a search begun. After three weeks, given up for lost, they reappeared under their own steam—just.
      

      
      This was part of Amundsen’s Polar training. After military service, he decided next on another bout of mountain skiing. He
         chose, characteristically, the midwinter crossing of Hardangervidda which had defeated him two years before. Urdahl being
         unable to go with him again, Leon was persuaded to take his place.
      

      
      It was to be no slavish repetition, but an exercise in applying lessons learned. Skis were lighter; bindings gave more control.
         Food, clothing and equipment had been changed. Now imbued with a seaman’s awareness of weather and navigation, Amundsen took
         a pocket barometer (missing on the previous occasion) and three compasses to check against each other.
      

      
      For the provincial newspaper of which Urdahl was now editor, Amundsen immediately afterwards wrote an account of the tour.
         It was his first published work. It was a piece of genre writing. In the pioneering days of Norwegian mountain skiing, articles
         about notable routes were a regular feature of the Press.
      

      
      Amundsen was reluctant to burst into print. He had got into a scrape, and, being au fond a perfectionist, only wanted to write about perfection. Urdahl, however, persuaded him that the readers preferred scrapes.
         Amundsen had no literary pretensions and, at Urdahl’s suggestion, wrote in the form of a long letter to him. It was published,
         in several installments, under the title of “The Amundsen Brothers’ Adventurous Journey over Hardangervidda.”*

      
      It differs from others of its kind only in being more than usually unvarnished and underplayed. The adventure, Amundsen was
         careful to explain, ensued when things went wrong. His plan was to follow Urdahl’s proposed route from Mogen to Eidfjord,
         starting, however from Kongsberg instead of Krøderen, as on the previous occasion. This meant skiing 170 kilometres, (100 statute miles) but the
         critical part was the last sixty kilometres (forty miles) from Mogen, over the deserted heights of Hardangervidda to Garen,
         the first habitation on the western side. All went reasonably well until the last thirty kilometres after leaving an uninhabited
         hut called Sandhaug. Then everything went wrong.
      

      
      

         Although the weather was fine—clear and cold—minus 25° (C.) the ski glided badly. The dry, grainy drift snow was the cause.
            At about midday … thick, grey-black masses of fog rolled up, and scarcely half an hour later we had a N.W. storm upon us …
            the only correct thing would undoubtedly have been to turn round. But our ski tracks were already drifted over and drift and
            thick weather surrounded us on all sides, so there was no question of finding the hut again …
         

      



      
      The brothers were now treated to a selection of the teasing little foibles of the snows. They were battered by a relentless
         wind that erased the landscape in a cauldron of boiling drift. They were disoriented by white-out, when sky and ground melt
         into one, there is no horizon, and up and down are confused. Despite the three compasses, they lost their bearings. For days,
         they wandered in circles, sleeping in the snow, unable to cook warm food because their spirit stoves were useless out of doors.
         The sand-like drift snow penetrated everything; it melted and ran in rivulets down the insides of their sleeping bags. On
         the second night out, their food bag, rashly dumped in the snow, mysteriously disappeared, taken perhaps by the wind or a
         wolverine. It is all stirring stuff. Amundsen, however, presented it, not as noble adventure, but as a somewhat reprehensible
         cautionary tale. The climax came on the fourth successive night, sleeping out:
      

      
      

         We spent it on a steep mountain slope. As there was a lot of snow, we took the opportunity to dig ourselves well down, in
            order to get some protection against wind and drift. I slept unusually well that night. When I woke, I discovered that I was
            snowed in. I thought that by pressing my shoulders up against the covering of snow above me, I would break it. But I was mistaken.
            The snow had clearly been wet when it fell, and had since frozen into a compact mass around me. My brother had, however, been
            more alert. Several times, he told me afterwards, he had been up during the night and brushed the snow off me. I, on the other
            hand, had slept through it all. When the first daylight appeared, he had looked out to see the weather. Then he discovered that I was snowed in. My feet were all that were visible,
            and showed where I lay. After frantic digging for an hour or more, he was able to set me free. We agreed that after so much
            misfortune, something better had to come, and trustfully we started off.
         

      



      
      Within a few hours, they found themselves on the way down from Hardangervidda. They passed the tree line, came upon ski tracks,
         and returned to civilization—at the same Mogen from which they had started ten days before. They had not eaten for the past
         two and a half days. Meanwhile, at Garen during the blizzard, mysterious ski tracks had appeared from the east which could
         only have been theirs. Without knowing it at the time, they had been within a few yards of their goal.
      

      
      Amundsen had been in deeper trouble than his narrative suggested. He had nearly suffocated the last night buried in the snow.
         He was threatened with the amputation of several frostbitten fingers. It was his hardest journey. He would break records and
         breach frontiers, but Hardangervidda he never overcame. It taught him, however, a variety of lessons. It was his Polar nursery,
         and allowed him to make his beginner’s mistakes in time.
      

      
      Next, needing sea time before being allowed to serve as mate, Amundsen sailed on a second Arctic voyage—on Jason, no less, which had returned to Northern sealing after her foray in the South.
      

      
      The story now turns elsewhere.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 6

      
      INTO THE ANTARCTIC NIGHT

      
      Amundsen’s old playmate Carsten Borchgrevink had inveigled himself as supercargo on Antarctic, a Norwegian whaler sent out to investigate Sir James Clark Ross’s reports of commercially profitable whales. This was the
         first voyage to the Ross Sea since its discovery in 1841. The right whales were not found, but at Cape Adare, Leonard Kristensen,
         Antarctic’s captain, lowered a boat and went ashore. Borchgrevink was with him. They were the first men to set foot on South Victoria
         Land. The date was January 24th, 1895. It was the first step on the road to the Pole.
      

      
      The Sixth International Geographical Congress was meeting in London that July, and Borchgrevink hurried halfway round the
         world at his own expense to burst in on it and bring the news. He immediately offered himself as leader of an expedition to
         go out to Cape Adare and become the first to winter on the Antarctic continent. The Congress passed a resolution that
      

      
      

         the exploration of the Antarctic regions is the greatest piece of geographical exploration still to be undertaken … this work
            should be undertaken before the close of the century.
         

      



      
      After decades of neglect, interest in the Antarctic had revived.

      
      The talk first bore fruit in Belgium, where a Naval officer, Lieutenant Adrien de Gerlache, was preparing to mount an expedition.
         This smacked of the improbable for, as de Gerlache himself put it, Belgium was “a country without a seafaring background, if not without seafarers [where] the taste for far-flung enterprises
         is little developed.” But the spirit of the age descends where it lists.
      

      
      Four years before, Baron Adolf Erik Nordenskiöld, the illustrious conqueror of the North-East Passage, Nansen’s precursor
         on the first crossing of Greenland, had tried to organize an Antarctic expedition. De Gerlache wrote volunteering, or rather
         begging, to go. He got no reply; nor did the expedition materialize. But he had been fired by an idea. If he could not join
         someone else’s expedition, if indeed there was no expedition for him to join, he would organize one of his own. It was a profound
         act of faith. Belgium was then absorbed by the heady business of colonizing the Congo. King Leopold of the Belgians frowned
         on anything which distracted from that enterprise. He did not approve of de Gerlache. Getting money for Antarctic exploration
         was going to be more than usually difficult.
      

      
      However, de Gerlache had the sublime determination before which difficulties wilt and brick walls open. Somehow he found money
         and bought his expedition ship. In the best traditions of Polar exploration, she was an old sealer, a Norwegian one, none
         other than the Patria which Amundsen had encountered on his first Arctic voyage a year or two before. Renamed Belgica, she entered Sandefjord on July 4th, 1896 to refit.
      

      
      To the same harbour came Jason from the Arctic with Amundsen on board. Here was the kind of chance for which he had been waiting. On July 29th, he wrote
         volunteering to join de Gerlache.
      

      
      Amundsen was unknown; only one of many offering to sail on Belgica to the mysterious South. De Gerlache showed his letter to Johan Bryde, a Sandefjord shipowner, the honorary Belgian consul,
         and Belgica’s agent. Bryde’s comment, written in the margin was: “Take him, my friend!”
      

      
      Bryde was an old Arctic skipper, used to judging seamen. He, at any rate, was the adviser on whom de Gerlache leaned. De Gerlache
         accepted Amundsen. Amundsen offered to serve without pay, which undoubtedly told in his favour. On the other hand, de Gerlache
         was prepared to take qualified Polar travellers where he could find them and, as he said, he saw before him a “sailor and
         skier.” He was also influenced by the fact that Amundsen was a compatriot of Nansen. Nansen fever had just broken out.
      

      
      On August 13th, Nansen had landed at Vardø, in Northern Norway. It was the first sign of him since he had vanished into the
         Arctic ice three years before. He came ashore like a man returning from the dead.
      

      
      
      With a single companion, Hjalmar Johansen, he had left Fram with sledges, dogs and skis, for a dash to the Pole. They did not reach it; but they reached 86° 14′, the furthest north
         that human feet had ever trod, 170 miles further than anyone before; closer than anyone yet to either Pole of the earth. This
         in itself was enough to make them heroes for a day; but what caught the imagination of the public was what then happened.
         Their retreat over the drifting pack ice became one of the classic journeys of Polar exploration. It was 500 miles of difficulty
         but never, somehow, despair. It ended with a Robinson Crusoe winter alone in a makeshift hut on an Arctic desert island among
         the forlorn archipelagos of Franz Josef Land and a miraculous encounter with the Jackson–Harmsworth expedition. Windward, the expedition’s relief ship, brought Nansen and Johansen back to civilization. Exactly one week after they landed, Fram returned to Norway. She had drifted across the Polar basin as Nansen had foreseen. She had come through her ordeal in the
         ice with hardly a crack to her timbers. Unlike almost every other Arctic expedition, not a man had been lost. Best of all,
         Nansen had routed all the experts, the pontificators, the Arctic authorities who had prophesied disaster. Some of them, of
         course, never forgave him. But it was the way to the public heart.
      

      
      Norway erupted in an orgy of patriotic fervour. Nansen had emerged from the ice to give his countrymen self-confidence and
         national pride when they needed both in their fight for independence. With no politicians of his personal stature, he did
         duty for a national leader. “Until now, nobody thought that little Norway could be concerned in something so big,” said Bjørnstjerne
         Bjørnson, the national poet, in his welcoming oration to Nansen in Christiania before a crowd of 30,000. “And the Great Deed
         is like a confirmation for the whole nation.”
      

      [image: image]

      
      Tall, blond, with the aura of invincibility, Nansen was made into a demi-god by his countrymen. A well-known artist, Erik
         Werenskiold, used him as a model in illustrations for a popular edition of the Sagas, so that Nansen entered thousands of
         Norwegian homes in the likeness of a medieval Norse hero, King Olav Tryggvason. Thus, in Norway, the Polar explorer became
         the national ideal; there have been worse.
      

      
      Abroad, Nansen made an impact far exceeding that attained after his first crossing of Greenland. It was not only because the
         deed was bigger, but because the medium of presentation was different. Then, it had been a book written by Nansen himself;
         now it was the popular Press. His personality appealed to journalists because it lent itself to simplification and easy comprehensibility,
         bringing life to the puppet show of people in the news. He had the correct touch of vanity: appearing in a black matador hat and a distinctive jacket
         buttoned up to the neck that became known as the Nansen jacket. Thus framed, his long Nordic visage, with its intense melancholy,
         bordering on the fierce, became a familiar tableau in newspaper photographs all over the world. He was the stuff of headlines
         and the instant public personality. In that sense, he was a creation of the Press: the first of the popular modern Polar heroes.
      

      
      The yet youthful art of popular journalism needed a supply of heroes as an outlet for patriotic fervour and as figures with
         whom to identify in an escape from the creeping uniformity of industrial civilization. The explorer was a good hero; the Polar
         explorer, with his easily dramatized surroundings, even better. Thus entered Nansen, the man of the frozen outlands, playing
         to demotic audiences in search of vicarious adventure. He opened what has imprecisely been called the heroic age of Polar
         exploration. It was understandable that Amundsen should profit by his reflected glory.
      

      
      Amundsen had now served his sea time, and was appointed as second mate to Belgica. But, since taking his certificate eighteen months before, he had been in near waters where one sailed “by guess and by God.”
         It was a condition of his appointment that he brush up his navigation. He also had to learn some French and Flemish to be
         able to give orders to the Belgian sailors. He combined both by going to a navigation tutor in Antwerp early in 1897.
      

      
      De Gerlache, meanwhile, spent the winter in Norway to learn skiing and the Norwegian language. On Belgica, languages were going to be desirable. Officers and crew would be part Belgian, part Norwegian. The scientific staff would
         be built round a Polish geologist, Henryk Arctowski, and a Romanian zoologist, Emile-G. Racovitza. They were the only suitable
         volunteers to turn up. De Gerlache was perhaps making a virtue of a necessity when in his polyglot company he saw a grand
         experiment in advancing the comity of nations. During the apotheosis of the age of nationalism, it was at any rate an unusual
         ideal.
      

      
      Belgica was almost a year at Sandefjord fitting out. On June 26th, 1897, she sailed for Antwerp with a skeleton crew. Amundsen returned
         to join her. Nansen came down from Christiania to say farewell.
      

      
      De Gerlache, like Borchgrevink (from whom he probably got the idea) intended to land at Cape Adare and become the first man
         to winter in the Antarctic. En route, he proposed to explore Graham Land and the intervening waters, a little matter of half
         the circumnavigation of a yet virtually unknown continent.
      

      
      
      It was more than enough for three expeditions; and when Belgica left Sandefjord, there was not even money for one. De Gerlache still needed 80,000 Belgian francs before he could start for
         the south. First, he was going to Antwerp where that detail would be settled. He was certain that by sailing day the money
         somehow would materialize. Somehow it did; even, at the eleventh hour, a Government grant. De Gerlache had brought to a glorious
         conclusion three years of humiliating mendicancy. From start to finish he had collected no more than £12,000 and, on this
         grotesquely inadequate sum, he set out on the first modern expedition to the Antarctic continent.
      

      
      Various hitches delayed sailing. At the last moment the doctor resigned. But among the original motley deluge of unsuccessful
         volunteers had been a certain Dr. Frederick A. Cook from Brooklyn, N.Y., who had been with Peary on his expedition to North
         Greenland in 1892. De Gerlache now cabled to offer him the post. Cook instantly accepted, and was told to join Belgica at Rio de Janeiro.
      

      
      At Ostend, five days before departure, a young man presented himself on board unannounced with a change of clothes, a little
         linen, a great deal of energy and a request to join the expedition. He was a Pole called Antoine Dobrowolski. He appeared
         to have a solid scientific training. He was engaged on the spot as assistant meteorologist. He refused all offers of money
         to fit himself out, his only regret being that he was not rich enough to help financially.
      

      
      On August 23rd, Belgica sailed for the south, arriving on October 22nd at Rio de Janeiro. There, Dr. Cook came aboard. As an accomplished Polar explorer
         he was the subject of Amundsen’s particular attention from the start, especially as he had with him two Peary sledges to add
         to the three brought from Norway.
      

      
      Christmas found Belgica at Lapataïa, in the Beagle Channel, near Cape Horn. As Christmas presents for the officers and scientists, De Gerlache gave
         novels, carefully selected according to the tastes of each. For Amundsen, there was Pierre Loti’s Pêcheur d’Islande.
      

      
      In Big Yann, the hero of Loti’s novel, Amundsen saw a little of himself. Big Yann is a Breton fisherman, completely absorbed
         in his calling, not for what he earns, but for sheer pleasure in the harvest of the sea and the battle with the elements.
      

      
      

         What a man was this Yann, with his disdain for women, his disdain for money, his disdain for everything …

      



      
      When taxed with his single state and self-sufficiency he answers:

      
      
      

         “One of these days, I will indeed celebrate my wedding … but with none of the girls of the country; no, it will be with the
            sea.”
         

      



      
      In the proverbially stormy seas off Cape Horn, Belgica had the luck to find good weather. On January 19th, the first iceberg, gleaming, flat-topped, was sighted and, next day,
         the South Shetland Islands. Belgica now had several narrow escapes. She hit a reef and, somehow, came off again unscathed. With sketch charts, and navigation
         a wild surmise, De Gerlache pressed on, full speed ahead.
      

      
      Blindly sailing on, Belgica passed through a strait between Snow Island and Smith’s Island, the first ship ever to do so. She had arrived at the fringes
         of the unknown. Almost immediately, in a storm, Wiencke, one of the Norwegian sailors, was washed overboard and drowned.
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