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You can never see further than in the dark.


JON FOSSE




Prologue


When did you last see the stars?


Look at a satellite image of the Earth. Where it was once as dark as night, it is now lit up like a Christmas tree. If you zoom in on a city, you’ll see floodlights, neon lights, car lights and street lights. If you zoom in even further, to your own bedroom, you might see lamps and television, tablet and phone screens.


If you live in a city and look out of the window, there will be a greyish-yellow haze between you and the Milky Way. Even if it is night. Even if it is winter.


Humans have always struggled with the dark, but isn’t it light enough now? What is all this artificial light doing to us and everything else that lives? What is it doing to our sleep patterns and rhythms and bodies?


I live in Norway, the land of the polar night. I have a cabin in the mountains in Finse, 195 kilometres north-west of Oslo. Darkness and stars can still be experienced there, particularly now during the darkest months of the year. I pack my bag and head up there. To seek out natural darkness, knowledge and the night sky – and to see how long I dare stay.


Because paradoxically, I am afraid of the dark, and that fear is all-consuming, at least when I’m completely alone.


There aren’t any roads to Finse, so I buy a train ticket.




DAY 1


Monday


The train rattles out of the city. It’s early on Monday morning. The city twinkles and flashes, still awash in artificial light. I leave my big blue backpack with the suitcases and bags at the end of Coach 4 before finding my seat, number 36.


I spend most of my time here in Oslo in a tower block with a view of the city. I can see all the way to the fjord, across several thousand rooftops, and I can see a bit of forest. But at night, everything is transformed into crackling, luminous noise. A steady hum occasionally interrupted by other, more abrupt sounds. All big cities are bathed in artificial light at night. The light from Oslo reaches 150 to 200 kilometres out of the city in every direction. This makes it difficult to see the night sky properly here – and impossible to see the Milky Way.


The train rattles onwards, and it soon starts getting lighter outside. Coach 4 buzzes with conversation and movement, low music, people slurping coffee and a conductor, smart in a hat, coughing and checking tickets. I’ve brought my laptop and several books. One of them is about a woman who, in 1934, was on her way out of another city. Christiane Ritter was travelling to the far north, all the way to Svalbard, an archipelago located midway between mainland Norway and the North Pole. To a darkness and a winter she knew nothing about. Wondering how dark it would get that close to the Pole and how she would cope.


Christiane


Christiane was an upper-class woman from Bohemia, which at that time was part of Czechoslovakia. Her husband, Hermann Ritter, was a trapper in Svalbard. He tried to tempt her north to Gråhuken in Spitsbergen, the largest island in the archipelago. She did not really want to go – she was enjoying painting and spending time with her four-year-old daughter and friends – but her husband wrote one, two, three letters saying: ‘Leave everything as it is and follow me to the Arctic.’


He wrote that it would be impossible for him to describe everything. The endless light in the summer. The long darkness in the winter. She would have to come and experience it for herself. She eventually let herself be convinced, packing a bag and beginning her journey in the summer of 1934. She brought along a Bible, camel-hair underwear, dried parsley and painting supplies. She boarded a boat that took her further and further north, up the coast of Norway. Past landscape that was increasingly barren and desolate.


She passes the northernmost point of the mainland and continues on past Bear Island, but when the other passengers find out where she is going, they are horrified. ‘Oh, now, you mustn’t go there. You’ll freeze to death on that island. It’s no place for you, little lady. Besides, you might get scurvy.’


She is met by her husband on the north-west coast of Spitsbergen, in Ny-Ålesund, from where they plan to travel onwards in a smaller boat. Many of the people there are well acquainted with the archipelago. They talk about it loudly and at length, with one Norwegian claiming that spring is the best time of year. Christiane doubts that she will come to share this view, stubbornly opining that she will never be as taken with the landscape as they are. ‘Oh, you will be,’ the Norwegian says, quietly but assuredly.


Christiane’s first glimpse of Gråhuken is as a forlorn, grey, elongated strip of coast off in the distance. She can also see the cabin, a tiny box that is almost indistinguishable from the landscape. So this is where she is to stay. With her husband – and one other trapper. For one year. For one long, wild winter. No one on the boat speaks apart from an elderly man, who says a few words to her in German. ‘My gracious lady, you simply cannot spend the winter here. It would be quite foolish!’


Everything is grey and rainy. Christiane thinks it is a gruesome place. ‘Nothing but water, fog and rain. It presses in on the people here until they lose their minds. What business would anyone have on such an island? How much hope, how many noble plans have been reduced to nothing here, how many enterprises have ended in shipwreck, and not least: how many human lives have been claimed by this landscape?’


They take their luggage ashore and she explores the tiny trapper’s cabin. It measures 7.42 by 1.28 metres, covering an area of less than 10 square metres. And it is located 250 kilometres from the nearest city, Longyearbyen. When the boat leaves, there is no knowing when they will next see other people. Satellite phones are yet to be developed, and no one will be able to rescue them if anything happens.


The stove doesn’t work at all, and the fog hangs thick around them. Christiane turns to her husband. ‘Where is the boudoir that you promised me in your letters?’ she asks.


It is August, summertime, always light outside. Always grey outside.


Finse, 1,222 metres above sea level


I was born in August, and I like that time of the year. I like long, sunlit evenings when the fjord is warm. It’s not surprising, really, since we humans are designed for warmer climes where there’s no need for down jackets and woollen underwear. Since prehistoric times, our genes have been programmed to understand that it is light during the day and then that light wanes until it is dark at night.


Despite this, I’ve spent eight years living in Svalbard and I visit Finse a lot. I’ve zipped myself into my coat, put on my ski goggles and struggled through the wind and darkness for over forty years. And it feels as if snow and storms and slush, as if all of this has also become part of me. As if I need to get up there sometimes.


Finse is also the best place I know to see the stars.


But I’m not often there alone. I don’t like being alone, not for prolonged periods of time, in any case. A few hours is fine. I mean, I’ve slept outdoors a few times, in the mountains and in snow caves and in tents when it’s been -40 degrees – but always with another person there. With a man, with the kids, with friends. I don’t like it, but I need to do it: to be alone in the mountains when it gets dark. I need to practise, because I like it there. I’ve moved around a lot in my life, but I keep coming back to Finse. This place and the cabin are constants for me, so I need to be able to be there without someone to hold me when darkness falls.


I need to be able to sit and write there, because I’m a journalist and I write reports and books, about nature and the North and people – and about how everything is connected in this unstable world. So maybe this trip is part of a bigger project, or maybe it’s not. Maybe it’s just stupid. Maybe I’ll get to the cabin door and change my mind.


I look out of the train window at everything flying past. Trees become fewer and further between, finally disappearing altogether. I think about the kids and about my husband back in the city – I already miss them. I get off the train after four and a half hours. At Finse station, 1,222 metres above sea level, the highest railway station in Northern Europe.


Finse is referred to as the southernmost Arctic because, even though it is located south of the Arctic Circle and polar night does not occur here, the temperatures and landscapes are similar. There are no trees here. The average temperature throughout the year is below zero. All the old heroes came here. Ernest Shackleton came here to train for long and difficult polar expeditions. As did Fridtjof Nansen. There are also pictures of both the lake, Finsevatnet, and the glacier, Hardangerjøkulen, hanging in Roald Amundsen’s house. The history of the place is all quite recent, as is the case for Svalbard. Finse only became a small community when the Bergen Line, which opened in 1909, was built.


Labourers migrated up from the lowlands, looking for work, and lived in small barracks in the mountains while they helped build the 492-kilometre railway line stretching from east to west. Deep in the darkest mountains they drilled and blasted tunnels using dynamite and their bare hands. The project pushed the limits of what was possible when it came to knowledge and technology at that time, and it was hard work. In the dust and the dirt and the dark, in snow and storms and pissing rain.


The Bergen Line was a bold, demanding and magnificent project – and cost the entire state budget at that time: 52.5 million Norwegian kroner. King Haakon referred to it as ‘our generation’s masterpiece’ when he opened the line in November 1909. It was now possible to travel between Oslo and Bergen in fifteen hours. And to get off the train in the mountains. To stay in a nice hotel.


I’m the only person leaving the train in Finse today. There’s still a nice hotel near the railway station. There’s also a large tourist cabin a few hundred metres away. Everything is closed. It’s low season. It’s windy.


I fire up the stove and dread what is to come


I put on my skis and ski goggles and head towards the cabin. I pull my sled along behind me. It is laden with my backpack full of food and everything else I need to spend a few days here alone. As mentioned, there is no road leading to Finse, and the closest shop is miles away. I go no more than 3 kilometres through fresh snow, white landscape and wind, spot the cabin in the distance. Slide the key into the lock.


I unpack. The cabin is cold and I fire up the stove. I look out at the plateau and frozen lake and wind. It is almost three o’clock. It will start to get dark in an hour or so. The cabin is bigger and better than Christiane Ritter’s – about five times as big. The stove is better, too: it even has glass doors so I can see the flames. They emit a nice yellow light.


I’m not sure whether I regret coming here. Well, I’m actually pretty sure I do. Even though I’m doing this of my own free will, I’m dreading the darkness so much that I can feel it in my chest and down in my feet. It hurts. I know the darkness will envelop me, not gently, but hard. I know the big windowpanes will turn black, that the landscape will disappear, and I know I’ll feel heavier then. I can feel it in my bones, and I know me.


I make it a ritual straight away, from the very first evening. Sitting and letting it come. Letting my body relax, sitting there from dusk, crocheting, looking out, letting the blue hour embrace me. Not lighting or switching anything on to provide more light than what the stove gives, because then it will just be even blacker outside. Maybe I’m trying to bid the darkness welcome so it will be kinder to me.


I know that the worst will come when I eventually close my eyes to sleep. When I need to relinquish all control. I’m not afraid of wolves or ghosts or polar bears. So what am I afraid of?


I want to tell you about the dark.


I’ve been afraid of the dark since I was a little girl, a big sister who was often responsible for a throng of younger siblings.


‘Remember to lock both doors,’ I reminded my parents after one of them had sung me a goodnight song. I reminded them to lock the doors every night.


So no one would come in. In from the dark.


The word darkness and the cultural dichotomy


The word darkness gives me a kind of jolt. A hard jolt deep inside. It has connotations of grief and illness and night and the colour black – and my own fear of the dark.


Darkness is generally a negative word, a word that is heavy and sad and pulls other words down with it. Dark heart. Dark days. Dark past. Dark path. Dark mood. Dark humour. Dark age. A dark chapter in our lives, in history. There often has to be light for everything to be well, in poems and songs and literature and life in general. As a child, I often left the hall light on and my door ajar.


Humankind has always struggled with both metaphorical and literal darkness. Darkness was an enemy, like the cold, something unsafe – and light was by definition good. In Greek mythology, it is said that fire was stolen from the gods. That after other animals were given all the best qualities, the Titan Prometheus stole fire and gave it to mankind as consolation. The king of the gods, Zeus, was furious and created woman to punish mankind.


Since then, people have sought more light. In the West, light is associated with truth, knowledge and being able to see. Light represents life and what is good; darkness, death and what is evil. In religious texts dating back thousands of years before Christ we find sun gods – and a dark and cold kingdom of the dead. The dichotomy of the light heaven and the dark hell has persisted in both subculture and popular culture. Light is safety; darkness loses its power in the light – and trolls turn to stone and shatter.


Has this cultural dichotomy prevented us from seeing that darkness can also be kind? Because it is only now, in the most recent seconds of human history, that someone has suggested that, ahem, darkness might also be important. Just a bit. For quite a lot of things.


I was born in 1975, so my generation and the one before grew up in and with electric light. It has not been properly dark anywhere other than far outside of towns and villages in my lifetime. Maybe that’s why I’m afraid of the dark. Maybe that’s why I haven’t considered what we’re in the process of losing.


In any case, let me try to define it more scientifically and specifically:


What is darkness?


When the sun is more than 18 degrees below the horizon, we achieve astronomical darkness. But because of the light pollution in the world, you need to venture far out on to the plateaus, into the desert or on to the open sea to really experience it. At the end of June, the American research base at the South Pole is perhaps the darkest place in the world inhabited by humans. Theoretically. If they switched off all the lights. And there wasn’t any snow. Or stars.


To understand darkness, we also need to know something about light. Astrophysics defines darkness as an absence of light. In space, the distance between objects can be incomprehensibly vast, so when there is almost no distribution of light between what is shining and us, physicists say that darkness is the absence of light in the direction we are looking.


Darkness can therefore also be defined as a perceived absence of light.


This is actually true: very small quantities of light penetrate everywhere throughout the entire universe – it is just that our eyes cannot see it because they are too poorly designed. Humans can see light, which is made up of electromagnetic waves, when the distance between the waves is between 400 and 700 nanometres (a billionth of a metre). Warm, yellowish-red light has a greater distance between the waves and a lower frequency than cold, bluish-white light.
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