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  Introduction




  A couple of years ago, I embarked on a series of journeys to extreme places. Over the course of twelve months, I managed to visit the coldest, hottest, wettest and driest

  inhabited places on Earth, a voyage of discovery that took me from Siberia’s permafrost to the stifling heat of East Africa’s Rift Valley, from the rainswept hills of north-east India

  to the arid coast of South America. I discovered not only how people managed to live in these places at all, but also why they settled there in the first place and, most intriguing of all, why on

  Earth they stayed.




  Seeing how people coped with the planet’s most excessive weather whetted my appetite for extremes. Back in the familiar surroundings of my home in Oxford, I got to thinking about even more

  remote and inhospitable environments. For my next project, I wanted to go where there are no permanent towns, to places where the habitats are so hostile to humans that survival requires a

  lifestyle completely in tune with Nature’s rhythms. What were the day-to-day challenges of life in places where the natural world still reigns supreme, where the physical geography is so raw

  and unforgiving that only the toughest survive?




  I was looking for extreme environments inhabited by traditional peoples, and I started my quest in the library of the School of Geography and the Environment at Oxford University, where I teach.

  I had an idea of the sorts of places and people I wanted to investigate, but only after weeks of ploughing through textbooks and research monographs, atlases and maps did I

  finally decide upon four habitats that I, as an inhabitant of the comfortable mid-latitudes, would find particularly unpleasant. They were ice, jungle, sand and swamp.




  For ice, I would go to Greenland, the largest island in the world. Wreathed in a permanent ice sheet, it is home to the Inuit who hunt narwhal, a fabled, tusked whale. These annual hunting

  expeditions are still conducted from a tiny kayak with a wooden harpoon, an age-old confrontation between man and beast on the edge of fragile sea ice.




  My jungle location was not difficult to choose, since I’ve always longed to venture into the dark tropical forests of the Congo Basin. Here, the real experts in jungle survival are the

  Biaka pygmies, probably the first inhabitants of Central Africa’s forests, whose lifestyle has changed little over several thousand years.




  Choosing which of the world’s many sandy deserts I should explore was more difficult, because when I wear my academic hat my speciality is hot deserts and I have worked in several. But

  after some searching I came across mention of a group of Saharan nomads about whom I knew nothing. Members of the Tubu tribe cross the vast expanse of dunes that make up the Tenere Desert each year

  to buy dates from the oases to the north.




  For swamp, I decided to head for one of the least-explored places on Earth, the Indonesian side of New Guinea, an area known as Papua, to find the Kombai people. They are a remote group, tucked

  away in a waterlogged land, whose Stone Age way of life has been known to outsiders only since 1980.




  Mobility appeared to be a common element to survival in all four environments, each group of people I’d chosen being more or less nomadic. For me, therefore, the timing of my trips was

  going to be important because I could see that simply finding these people would be a challenge in itself.




  The Congo’s Biaka and the Kombai of Papua’s swamps are both groups of hunter-gatherers, combing the jungles and marshes for animals and plants to nourish them.

  But in both cases, periods of roving are punctuated with interludes in more permanent settlements, consisting in the Kombai’s case of lofty tree-houses designed to avoid the waterlogged

  terrain.




  Hunting is the only means of survival in northern Greenland, there being no vegetation to speak of in the icy wilderness. The Inuit are the most permanently settled of the four groups I’d

  be looking into, but their forays into the untamed Arctic often last for weeks on end. Here, the most bountiful time for hunters comes in a short summer window of opportunity, when the sea ice

  melts and the narwhals arrive. In the Tenere, where neither hunting nor gathering yields enough sustenance to survive the burning desert sands, the Tubu rely on trading to support their lifestyle.

  Like the Inuit’s quest for their biggest prize, the Tubu’s annual trek across the dunes is carefully timed, to coincide with the date harvest in the northern oases.




  I was heading for the farthest outposts of habitation, four isolated communities each wandering their own wilderness and adapted to survive their treacherous terrains: the

  frozen fjords of Greenland, the steaming jungles of Congo, the shifting sands of the Tenere, and the mosquito-ridden swamps of New Guinea. Having worked out my schedule and renewed my life

  insurance policy, I was ready to embark on the first of my new journeys to the planet’s extremes.
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  Kim Petersen was a Dane who worked in Kangerlussuaq at the post office. It was a part-time job. He was ready at any moment to stop sorting mail and don the gear for his other

  occupation, that of ice-sheet rescue worker. Kim had agreed to take me up on to the ice sheet to show me what was what. He made all the arrangements for the trip. We would have to take supplies for

  two days, he told me. ‘There is no wildlife on the ice,’ he said, ‘so no food up there.’




  Four-fifths of Greenland is permanently buried beneath its blanket of ice. Look at any atlas and you’ll see that this giant island, the world’s largest, is dominated by white

  nothingness fringed with tassels of green. People talk about going ‘up’ on to the ice sheet because it’s shaped like a vast flattened dome with a summit more than 3,200 metres

  above sea level. It’s like one enormous mountain, only it’s made of frozen water.




  No one lives on the ice sheet. A Danish company, Saga Maps, which sports a Viking longship logo, produces detailed sheets of the inhabited parts of Greenland around the edges of the ice. Their

  cartography adorned the corridor walls of my hotel in Kangerlussuaq, but the greens and browns were edged on almost every sheet with bald white patches depicting permanent ice,

  marked only with the words IKKE OPMÅLT (UNEXPLORED). They were reminiscent of European explorers’ maps of Africa in centuries past, where a lack of knowledge about the dark interior was

  disguised by an artist’s impression of the dangerous creatures that might lurk there. Saga Maps’ cartographers indulge in no such frivolities, and not only because romance has been

  removed from the twenty-first-century map-maker’s arsenal. They have learned enough about this icy wilderness to know that animals and plants simply cannot exist in its harsh terrain.




  Kim is unusual. Few people venture voluntarily on to the ice sheet. For most Greenlanders, it’s just one big no-go area thanks to its bleak and lifeless topography. ‘None of the

  locals, the Inuit, ever go,’ he told me as we followed a rough track that led out of Kangerlussuaq towards the ice. ‘They know there’s nothing there.’ We were bouncing along

  in a strange vehicle that looked like a prefab cabin mounted on wheels. The track followed the sandy bed of a fjord more than 200 metres wide on which Kangerlussuaq is situated. Appropriately

  enough, its name means ‘the big fjord’. Kim told me that the modest stream that wound its way over the sands would become a major river as summer progressed, melting the snow. Snowmelt

  sometimes built up behind barriers of ice, he said, until the mounting pressure of water burst its frozen dam and a raging torrent would surge down towards Kangerlussuaq. ‘On such occasions,

  half the village must be evacuated’, he told me.




  The snowmelt season that begins as spring fades into the long Arctic summer is important for many in Greenland, not least for the Inuit who make their living as hunters in this wild country.

  Prolonged summer days open the way for extended hunting trips and, far to the north, my ultimate destination, great tracts of ocean that spend the winter locked in an icy embrace are briefly

  liberated as the sea ice thaws, fragments and gradually returns to a liquid state. This is a window of opportunity in which, for a few months, Greenland’s hunters can pit their wits against

  the biggest prize that nature has to offer in this, or any other part of the world: whales. Still caught using a harpoon cast from a tiny kayak, these giants of the deep, while

  protected elsewhere, continue to be fair game for Inuit hunters using their age-old techniques.




  But while the sea ice was my eventual goal, to join a hunt for the fabled narwhal, I thought it would be apt to begin with a sortie on to the ice sheet that so dominates this most northerly of

  islands. From Kangerlussuaq, the ice was relatively accessible overland thanks to the track we were following. Kim would introduce me to the do’s and don’ts of life on the ice and

  instruct me on how to stay alive in such a barren environment. As we made our way further inland towards the ice, we passed the scattered remains of a crashed aircraft. ‘These are the

  unexpected visitors to the ice sheet,’ Kim told me. The twisted metal fragments had lain in this position since 1968, but were so well preserved in Greenland’s dry air and low

  temperatures that they looked much fresher. A US Air Force fighter, en route from North America to Germany, had planned on a refuelling stop at Kangerlussuaq but poor weather had prevented it from

  landing. If you’re low on fuel over Greenland you have few options. The pilot had used his ejector seat and watched helplessly as his aircraft smashed into Greenland’s ancient

  rocks.




  Aeroplanes and helicopters can still get caught short by the unreliable weather, often a reason for Kim to drop the letters in his sorting office and assume his rescue role. Others who venture

  forth into the ice-bound wilderness do so with a purpose: scientists bent on unlocking the secrets of the ice sheet, and adventurers who hanker after the thrill of crossing the ice by foot or

  dogsled. I’d come across a Norwegian guy in Kangerlussuaq while he waited at the airport to fly home. He’d been airlifted out from his quest with two friends to ski the 500 kilometres

  from Kangerlussuaq in the west to Isortoq on the east coast. He and his companions had made thirteen hours a day for six days before growing blisters had forced Richard Larsson to radio for help.

  Beyond the range of Kim’s helicopter, the rescue workers had arrived in a plane fitted with skis. They were forced to cut off the heel from one of Richard’s

  £400 boots.




  He looked Nordic and tough and had all the proper gear. A gymnastics teacher, he’d trained on Norway’s small ice cap for this expedition, but his first visit to Greenland had ended

  in ignoble failure. He looked sad and dejected as he limped gingerly on his damaged foot.




  ‘It is as much a mental task as a physical one,’ he told me. After four days of skiing, his team had been hit by a whiteout, swirling snow obliterating the horizon and reducing

  visibility to as low as a metre. ‘For a full day, I could see only the front of my skis.’ This was when he first realized the deteriorating state of his foot. He had carried on for

  another forty-eight hours before giving up. His cheeks had been reduced to peeling crusts highlighted by the outline of his sun goggles. He told me his cracked and desiccated lips had been bleeding

  as he ate his breakfast in hospital that morning.




  My encounter with the Norwegian gymnastics teacher had filled me with a respect for the ice, mixed with a minor feeling of trepidation that offset Kim’s boyish enthusiasm. Kim never tired

  of the place and had jumped at the chance of another excursion on to the ice. The ground all around us was rough and marshy, dotted with grey tussocks of grass. Every so often the marsh gave way to

  frozen lakes that were starting to melt from their shores inward, like winter scabs beginning to heal in the sunlight.




  Kim pointed beyond a small lake towards a steep slope where two large creatures stood studying us from the hillside. ‘Musk oxen’, he said quietly. They were dark, lumbering beasts

  approximating to cows but more like yaks in appearance. From this distance, their long shaggy coats gave the impression of a couple of medieval jousting horses taking time off to graze the lifeless

  grass. Their name in Greenlandic, umimmak, roughly translates as ‘one with a long beard’.




  Above us in a perfect blue sky the sun was shining. It had been shining in Kangerlussuaq for a couple of days. Virtually non-stop. Most of Greenland lies inside the Arctic circle, that imaginary

  ring with the North Pole at its centre enclosing an immense area where the tilt of the Earth on its axis means that in summer the sun never sets and in winter it does not rise

  for many days on end. This is the land of the midnight sun, and the sunshine in Kangerlussuaq, my point of arrival, had confirmed the stereotype rather nicely. It had been troubling me since

  I’d first set foot in Greenland. The curtains in my hotel room were ineffective and I’d been experiencing difficulty in sleeping. It wasn’t the best preparation for my two-day

  introduction to ice-sheet survival.




  But the ice sheet was already in sight, a great grey blob sitting ponderously on the horizon as if it was taking a breather before swallowing up another hillside like something out of a

  third-rate horror movie. As we drew closer to its edge, dirty with sediment gouged from the earth below, it took on the appearance of a vast ceramic sculpture. Towering ridges and cracked cliffs

  twisted and turned in an arrested motion. From the plane flying into Kangerlussuaq, the ice sheet had looked like the rough hide of some ancient ice-age beast and here too it was cracked and

  textured like the skin of a rhino, a maze of crevices, fractures and crevasses.




  Kim sighed. I turned to see him smiling as if at a familiar friend. ‘Another month and it will be perfect,’ he said. ‘Later in the summer, when the snow melts, there are many

  more cracks and crevasses. Then you can see its true beauty.’




  The track was climbing steeply towards the ice edge, where we would leave our Tonka-toy vehicle and climb aboard a snowmobile to continue our journey. Kim momentarily became serious.

  ‘Nick, when we’re on the ice you don’t walk anywhere unless I say so. There are many crevasses here that you cannot see because of the snow cover.’




  It’s curious to think that a gigantic blanket of ice like this one, which is second only in size to the Antarctic ice sheet, is created by the accumulation of snowflakes. Admittedly, you

  need hundreds of thousands of years of snowfall to make an ice sheet several kilometres thick, but it still seemed strange to me that this vast expanse of frozen water that

  stretches 2,500 kilometres from north to south and 1,300 kilometres across could be produced simply by the gradual build-up of delicate, feathery snow crystals.




  But that’s how it happens. When snowflakes land they are slowly compacted by the weight of overlying snow and converted into ice crystals interconnected by air spaces. As more and more

  snowflakes float down to land these ice crystals are compacted further until most of the air spaces are squeezed out and pure ice is formed. In polar regions like Greenland, where the extreme cold

  means that winter snowfall rarely melts, this process can take a few thousand years. Each year the snow builds up to form layers in the same way that annual tree rings show periods of growth. This

  is why scientists are such frequent visitors to the ice sheet, because these layers are natural archives, used not only to decipher the age of the ice but also the atmospheric and climatic

  conditions at the time the snowflakes fell. The scientists study cores drilled down through the ice, and the deeper the core is drilled, the further back in time it probes.




  Research on the ice sheet is relatively comfortable. The scientists might sleep in tents but hot meals are served in a heated prefab building. Kim was going to instruct me on how to survive

  should I ever get caught short, without shelter of any kind. We had finally arrived at the very edge of the ice, a spot known as Camp 660, though ‘camp’ appeared to exaggerate its

  importance. There were just a couple of snowmobiles parked haphazardly alongside a rusty shipping container. The name of the place dated from the first survey of the area. The hill we had just

  climbed was thought to be 660 metres above sea level. A better survey says the hill is closer to 580 metres’, Kim told me. But the name still stands.




  We left our four-wheeled vehicle and proceeded on to the ice riding a snowmobile, a cross between a small boat and a motorcycle to look at, with two skis at the front and a caterpillar

  arrangement beneath the seats. The terrain here was flatter than before but the snow and ice took on a thousand shapes and textures. In some areas the residual covering of snow had been sculptured

  into aerodynamic shapes reminiscent of sand dunes, all pointing in the direction of the predominant winds, their crests sparkling into the distance in the late afternoon

  sunlight. We sped past twinkling sugar-coated ridges and small blue pools fed by constant trickles of meltwater. Here the vista was smooth as only snow can be, there rough and wind-hewn with

  elongated crystals directing my gaze to some far-off vanishing point.




  Half an hour in, we stopped briefly at a metal box the size of a small garden shed wreathed in snow two metres high on one side. I had to dig at the drift where it had been whipped round to

  almost obscure a door. Inside were two bunk beds, a two-way radio mounted on a small table next to a carton of rations, a box of matches and a stack of candles. I paused briefly to drink in the

  calm of this oasis in a land of ice. A light wind was blowing outside, little more than a breeze but enough to bring the air temperature down well below zero. It had stung my face and numbed my

  fingers. And so I realized the importance of shelter, but it struck me that anyone in trouble out here would have to be very lucky or extremely skilled with their compass to come across this haven

  practically buried by snow.




  Kim stopped more frequently after that. He would cut the snowmobile engine and unfold a thin length of metal more than a metre long, rather like an extended dipstick, and walk in a direction

  testing the depth of snow with it. ‘We need the right conditions,’ he kept pronouncing. On the first occasion, I ambled along behind him, and Kim reminded me of the dangers of wandering

  off his course. ‘Only follow me,’ he instructed. ‘This is very important.’




  By the fourth stop, I still hadn’t made out what exactly Kim was looking for, but he announced that the place was appropriate for our shelter. ‘There are no hidden crevasses here and

  the depth of snow and ice is good,’ he said. ‘We cannot dig down too deep so we will have to build up also with snow. We call the shelter an “ice grave”.’




  Kim returned to the snowmobile to unload two red shovels and a large saw. He took in my questioning look. ‘For cutting through the ice,’ he said, holding up the saw. ‘You dig

  your own grave and then you lie in it.’ He smiled. ‘If you don’t survive, this will save time later – it is pre-prepared.’




  Where we had stopped, a couple of hours inside the rim of the ice sheet, Kim reckoned that we were standing on ice about a kilometre thick. It was nearly 9 p.m. by the time we started to

  construct our ice grave. Kim began by outlining an elongated coffin-shaped patch with the tip of his saw. ‘Why so long?’ I wanted to know. ‘We will sleep up this end,’ he

  replied, ‘and enter through this end.’ He walked to the entrance end and drew a much shorter rectangle at right angles to it. ‘Steps down here,’ he pointed, ‘and we

  make the entrance just big enough to squeeze through. The corner will make sure no wind disturbs our beauty sleep.’




  He knelt down and began to saw through the ice at the corner of the coffin-shaped patch, cutting a half-metre square. ‘Shovel,’ he said, extending his hand, and he levered up the

  square block that was about 20 centimetres thick. Manoeuvring the hefty slab to one side, Kim sank the shovel into the square hole. ‘This powdery snow we must dig out,’ he told me,

  ‘about to waist-height. Below that is solid ice on which we can sleep.’




  He handed me the saw. ‘You cut while I dig.’




  I found getting the saw into the ice to be tricky but, once in, cutting it was fairly straightforward, like sawing through reinforced polystyrene. There the resemblance ended, however. The ice

  block itself was surprisingly heavy and difficult to lift. I levered it up and pushed it over to one side but Kim told me to be careful with the slabs. ‘We will need them later’, he

  said, though I couldn’t imagine why.




  When I’d cut two more blocks, opening up a sizeable gap in the ice, I joined Kim standing in the hole to dig out the powdery snow. The operation was surprisingly hard work, but at least it

  kept me warm. Since we’d arrived on the ice sheet, and the sun had begun to get low in the sky, the temperature had dropped markedly. I asked Kim when was the last time he’d had to dig

  one of these for real.




  ‘Four or five years ago,’ he said, pausing to rest on his shovel. ‘It was just for me, though, so smaller than this one. I got caught in some bad weather.

  It was changing so frequently, very strong winds, sometimes snowing, then a whiteout with zero visibility. In these conditions it is best to wait for it to blow over because it’s changing so

  much. Often you cannot see where you are going and it is very easy to lose your way, even with a compass. But I was lucky,’ he grinned, ‘I only had to wait for twelve hours. It could

  have been two or three days.’




  We continued to dig, shovelling the powdery snow out from our growing hole. Kim had set about sawing the next sections and carefully laying the slabs of ice to one side. I asked him why we were

  keeping them. ‘These we will use for the roof’, he explained.




  After a couple of hours of almost non-stop digging and sawing we had excavated a waist-deep trench some three or four metres long and a metre wide. My wrists were hurting and I had worked up

  quite a fug inside my thermal jacket. ‘Almost there,’ I said hopefully. ‘Maybe half way,’ said Kim.




  I’d thought he was joking but he stood in the trench and began to dig into the walls at the sleeping end, hollowing out a person-length cavity for sleeping in. ‘The area between us

  we keep clear – it is room for turning round in.’




  Neither of us could pause to rest for very long because a fresh wind was blowing and it soon reminded me that being exposed to the wind when you have a minor sweat going inside your clothes is

  not a good idea. Our only significant rests came when we drank long draughts from a waterbottle. Despite all the petrified water lying around us, the atmosphere was very dehydrating. ‘It is

  necessary to drink a lot up here because it is so dry,’ Kim told me. ‘Perhaps five litres a day. You must boil water at night and during the day keep it next to your body so that it

  does not freeze. Never eat the snow,’ he added, ‘it is too cold. It might ease a thirst, but it can cause you to have very bad stomach cramps.’




  It was midnight, and I was feeling exhausted, by the time we came to the roof. Even the sun had sunk low in the cloudless sky, as if it too could do with a break. We each wrestled one of the ice

  slabs we had sawn into position, facing each other across our trench, and carefully lowered the top ends to rest on each other forming part of a V-shaped roof. Several ice

  slabs broke as we continued to build the roof and fresh ones had to be cut, so it took the best part of another hour to complete the operation. It was well after 1 a.m. by the time we dug the steps

  and covered those too with a roof.




  Kim led the way, head first, crawling down the steps and squeezing through the entrance hole. Inside, our ice grave was bright and remarkably comfortable. Although I suspected that lying down

  anywhere would have been a welcome relief for me, our shelter offered total protection from the wind and was therefore surprisingly warm. Its interior was bathed in an eerie blue light filtered

  through the ice blocks that made up its roof.




  Kim was settled in his sleeping hollow, his head at the entrance end. He smiled and pointed to one of the red shovels that had been left just inside the squeeze hole. ‘If you need a shit,

  you do it on that shovel and throw it out.’




  Safely inside our ice grave, I discovered another, less orthodox, use for the saw. Kim had brought some bread and cheese for our rather late evening meal but the bread had frozen solid. The saw

  was the only implement capable of cutting it.




  Just before we finally allowed ourselves to fall into a much-needed sleep, I crawled out of our ice grave to take a leak. It was approaching 3 a.m. and the sun had finally sunk below the

  horizon, but its light was still strong – it might have been early evening at home. Kim had said that it would rise again in about an hour.




  The vista had become a minimalist painting. The two-dimensional icescape was featureless to a sharp horizon cutting the picture in two. A slight variation in the sky’s tone faded from

  darker to lighter blue as my eyes ascended. Sitting in the middle of an otherwise unfathomable atmosphere was a small, radiant three-quarter moon.




  







  
TWO




  I boarded a Greenlandair flight going northward up the coast, bound for Ilulissat. Kangerlussuaq held no further attractions for me. Although it had celebrated its official

  designation as a village just a few months before I arrived, it was still little more than an airport. The prefabricated metal boxes that passed as its housing had been there for more than sixty

  years, but the place had yet to shrug off its temporary feel.




  My propeller-driven aircraft crossed an endless landscape of lakes, fjords, ice, snow and rock. The terrain was wild and untamed, a primeval wilderness seemingly untouched by man. The vista

  fitted the facts: Greenland’s rocks are among the oldest on Earth, some no less than 3.7 billion years of age. And each time I gazed out on this timeless scene, I saw the ice sheet sitting

  like Nature’s mentor watching over her domain. She had dispatched portly glaciers to ooze down towards the coast like rivers of white lava gouging canyons as they went, spitting out icebergs

  into the cobalt waters of the Davis Strait that separates Greenland from Canada’s Baffin Island.




  This was physical geography in the raw, better than any textbook diagrams I had ever come across. But in numerous other respects, I was forming an impression of Greenland as one big geographical

  anomaly. Although a territory of Denmark, it has many of the hallmarks of a country in its own right, with a capital city, flag and national language and a government for home

  rule established in 1979. But its impersonation of a country came up short, at least by the standards I had in my mind. There weren’t enough people living there for a start. Although

  Greenland is the world’s largest island – Australia is bigger but is considered a continent – its population is only about 55,000. This is partly because so much of its territory

  is permanently concealed beneath the ice. People can live only in a sprinkling of settlements around its margins. Put Norway, Sweden and Finland together, double the size and cover with ice, and

  you get close, but you’d still have to remove most of the people and replace them with polar bears.




  However, even in those peripheral bits that are habitable, the trademarks of human occupation were few and far between. The tell-tale indicators available in most other parts of the world are

  simply absent in Greenland. One aspect that immediately struck me was the lack of roads. The location of a town is betrayed in most places from the air by a network of transport links, but

  Greenland’s settlements are not connected by roads. Journeys between places are by dogsled or snowmobile when there’s enough snow on the ground, otherwise people travel by air or by

  ship. And, of course, the settlements themselves are small. Nuuk, the capital, is by far the largest ‘city’. It has a population of around 13,000. By the time my plane had landed, I

  realized that I needed to recalibrate my mental images rather swiftly. There was a small hoarding outside the airport at Ilulissat welcoming travellers while proclaiming it to have been ‘city

  of the year’ in 1993. Ilulissat has a population of under 4,000 people. We have villages bigger than that in England.




  But after Kangerlussuaq, Ilulissat did almost feel like a city with its tarmac roads (some punctuated with street lights), busy harbour and rows of neat wooden houses. Painted in yellows,

  greens, reds and blues, their pastel shades lent a welcome splash of colour to the bare, snow-patched hillsides. But Ilulissat was still no ordinary city. Clear plastic bags

  bulging with water intended, I was told, to keep the flies away, hung in the porch of each wooden dwelling. Gardens were there none. It would be pointless to try in such a harsh climate so

  backyards were put to a more practical use instead, as holding grounds for teams of dogs. They barked, snapped and growled as I walked past, a cacophony of madness and bared teeth as they strained

  on their three-metre chains. They shared their marshy ranges with rough wooden assemblies that at first I thought were outdoor clothes horses, but turned out to be drying racks for fish and meat.

  Many were hung with row upon row of small dun-coloured objects that I learned later were filleted halibut, obtained from the city’s fish factory, being dried for dog food.




  Another oddity hit me at 1 a.m. on my first night. Unable to sleep, thanks once again to inadequate curtains, I set out to roam the streets, thinking I might sneak a glimpse of this mini-city at

  rest. Not a bit of it. Right outside my hotel, small children were busy making mudpies in the dirt by the roadside as their slightly older brothers and sisters raced up and down on rollerblades.

  Down the hill a couple more children were playing catch in the bright sunshine with a blue rubber ball. Youths were hanging out by the entrance to the main supermarket, which was at least closed,

  and an impromptu game of football was in full swing on a patch of waste ground with makeshift goalposts. As long as the sun was shining, it seemed, Ilulissat did not sleep, which all things

  considered must have been exhausting. I was certainly finding it so. Perhaps the residents of Greenland simply put off sleep until winter. In these parts, the sun sets at the end of November and

  doesn’t show its face again until January.




  Most unusual of all was the view. Ilulissat is situated on a bay hemmed in by an island that, according to legend, had been pulled here by two hunters from the south. Considering it an obstacle

  to their vocation, the two men got so annoyed that one day they climbed into their kayaks, lassoed the island and pulled it northwards to its current position. It wasn’t

  the island that made Ilulissat’s panorama unusual but the bay it enclosed. It was a mass of ice, much of it broken into meaningless fragments littered across the seawater, but this icy debris

  was interposed with more hefty icebergs in a range of shapes and sizes. There were ragged pieces of burnt charcoal, the smooth and aerodynamic curves of ice dunes and blobs of meringue straight off

  a giant cook’s spatula. This in itself was a breathtaking sight but, during the week I stayed in Ilulissat, the view was constantly changing. Ilulissat stands at the snout of one of the

  world’s most productive glaciers, a colossal conveyor belt exuding 20 million tonnes of ice a day – enough to supply New York City with water for a year. The inexorable, lumpen surge

  averaging a metre an hour provided a kaleidoscope of Arctic variability.




  Unsurprisingly, Ilulissat means ‘icebergs’ in Greenlandic. The name of the large island across the bay, Qeqertarsuaq, means just that, ‘large island’. I was growing

  accustomed to the Inuit penchant for naming places according to their topographical features, and I liked their no-nonsense style.




  My reason for visiting Ilulissat was to find a woman who had been recommended as someone who might be willing to teach me the basics of kayaking, a skill I would have to master rapidly if I was

  to stand a chance of joining a narwhal hunt. But Rikke was busy for the next few days and therefore I had time on my hands. I was so taken with Ilulissat’s bay of icebergs that I wanted a

  closer look, so I took to hanging around the harbour in the hope of persuading one of the many fishing boats to take me out into the bay.




  I struck lucky on my second day. Late in the afternoon, I got talking to a guy who was setting out with his father on a seal hunt. Aqqalu looked like a young polar bear, broad in the shoulder

  but fresh of face, with beady brown eyes that held firm when he looked at me. ‘Seals are now coming in from Newfoundland,’ he told me, ‘so we should have some luck.’ His

  features hinted at a trace of European blood in his Inuit ancestry, an impression Aqqalu confirmed when he described himself as fourth-generation Greenlandic.




  I wondered how long we might be out on his boat, a 28-footer, as Aqqalu eased it cautiously past the harbour entrance and into the mass of ice. ‘One hour if

  we’re lucky,’ he said, ‘but it could be much longer. It might be thirty hours before we catch a seal.’




  Ominous grinding noises were emanating from below the water level as we nudged past the floating chunks of ice. Although most stood less than a metre above the level of the lapping waves, every

  schoolboy knows that boats and icebergs don’t mix, but since the ice was densely packed for some distance beyond the harbour entrance there was no avoiding it. I assumed that the hull of

  Aqqalu’s boat must be specially reinforced to withstand unavoidable collisions of this sort.




  ‘Has the hull been toughened to deal with all this ice?’ I asked, confident of the answer I was about to receive.




  ‘No,’ came the reply. ‘It is all about glancing off the icebergs. You never hit them head-on.’ So I decided not to look until we reached open water.




  I knew when this was, because Aqqalu opened up the throttle and we gained speed. Standing in the small cabin alongside him, I breathed a secret sigh of relief. We were heading towards the outer

  reaches of the bay, where we would turn in towards the bigger icebergs floating in front of the snout of the Ilulissat glacier. Aqqalu told me that the seals often liked to hunt for fish among the

  icebergs or to take a breather while lying on the ice.




  Aqqalu shot his first seal when he was ten years old, but had left the pursuit of wildlife to go to school and college. By the time he had finishing training as a supermarket manager two years

  earlier, he had made up his mind to become a hunter like his father. Seals were his main quarry, although he couldn’t hunt them in February or March when the weather was bad and the days more

  or less continuous night. Twenty-four-hour sunshine and breaking ice represented the best seal-hunting conditions, but the summer thaw also presented other opportunities among the icebergs:

  molluscs could be collected along the shoreline and salmon were there to be fished on one of the sounds. Seals have long been a staple of the Inuit huntsman, their meat

  providing food for both the hunter and his dogs, their skins used for clothing and boots, their sinews as thread and for fishing lines, and in times past their blubber was burnt as fuel. ‘We

  have no cows or sheep here,’ Aqqalu told me, ‘so we hunt seals instead.’




  He would sell today’s catch to a kindergarten in Ilulissat or the old people’s home. ‘Everyone eats seal meat’, he said.




  Although Aqqalu was following in the time-honoured footsteps of his forebears, he cut a thoroughly modern figure of a hunter with the Global Positioning System and radar fish-finder in his cabin

  and a mobile phone that played the Hornpipe when it rang. And it wasn’t hard for me to understand his choice of career as I savoured the fresh taste of the Arctic air and tracked a gull

  gliding just above the surface of the glistening water. Greenland had lost a supermarket manager and found another hunter.




  It was approaching 11 p.m. by the time we found ourselves among the grown-up icebergs spawned by Ilulissat’s colossal glacier. Some reached the height of four-storey buildings, shot

  through with multiple veins, one for each year of snow falling on the ice sheet far inland. We were floating in the company of giants, and their eerie presence took my breath away.




  Most of the icebergs that reach the North Atlantic Ocean are produced, or ‘calved’, from the major glaciers of West Greenland. Where a glacier meets the ocean, these gigantic lumps

  of ice are weakened and broken off at the snout by the action of the rising and falling tides. The new icebergs float because glaciers are composed of fresh water which is less dense than

  seawater.




  West Greenland is the iceberg capital of the northern hemisphere. Each as individual as a snowflake, tens of thousands of these majestic behemoths are calved from this coast every year. Although

  most melt long before they reach the Atlantic, perhaps one in a hundred is large enough to continue its journey into the shipping lanes. There’s a good chance that this was the starting point

  of that most infamous of iceberg disasters, the termination of the supposedly unsinkable Titanic.




  Stately and timeless they may have looked, but static they clearly weren’t. I was startled the first time I heard a deep rumbling that broke the primordial silence, and Aqqalu pointed

  beyond the leviathan that loomed over us to a far iceberg that was shedding a curved overhang. Minutes later, our boat bobbed on the resultant wave that reminded us to keep our distance.




  I hadn’t been expecting it, but seal hunting turned out to be a very tiring business. We returned to Ilulissat just after lunch the following day, seventeen hours after setting out in

  Aqqalu’s boat. Most of our time was spent searching among the towering icebergs, the tranquillity of the ocean occasionally broken by the far-off thunder of falling ice.




  Merely spotting a seal was difficult. Aqqalu and his father took it in turns to stand motionless on the foredeck, scanning the icy scene with binoculars while the other manned the wheel. Aqqalu

  would point beyond a bit of floating ice in the distance and whisper, ‘There’, carefully pick up his rifle and, by the time I thought I might have seen what he was pointing at, it was

  gone. The seal would pop up its head to survey the scene, take one look at us and duck back under the water.




  I was fascinated by the process, although not looking forward to the result. The requirements for seal hunting were infinite patience while being constantly alert. A hunter must have 20-20

  vision, lightning reactions and the skills of an Olympic marksman. If you see a bobbing head at 150 metres, you just have time to raise your gun and fire a single shot. Or not.




  They tried guessing the direction in which the seal was swimming, and for fifteen minutes the tension was high as the man at the helm would swing the wheel and swerve to stalk the prey. But they

  had made six sightings and fired five shots, hitting nothing, by 5 a.m. when I left them to it and climbed into my sleeping bag on the rear deck.




  Some hours later, I emerged to find that little had changed. I rejoined Aqqalu on the foredeck to scan the water. I was tired and cold and the thrill of the chase had long

  passed. When he did eventually shoot one as it lay on a low slab of ice minding its own business, I was still able to muster a feeling of sorrow. But it was leavened with respect for the

  hunter’s persistence.




  Only when Aqqalu hooked the seal and found a flat sheet of ice on which to skin it did my sense of sadness briefly dominate. I swallowed a sweet-tasting slice of the animal’s liver, a

  traditional delicacy still warm from beneath the blubber, and by then I have to admit that my emotions had been invaded by a selfish feeling of relief that the hunt was over.




  Rikke was sunning herself on the small veranda at the back of her house. She had strawberry blonde hair that was nicely complemented by a flash of white teeth when she smiled.

  It was her suggestion that I start my kayaking career not in the sea but in a small mountain lake not far from her home. For this I was relieved, because I had been half expecting a gung-ho expert

  who would take great pleasure in throwing me in at the deep end, both literally and metaphorically.




  I had never been in a kayak, or a canoe, and I was blissfully ignorant of the difference between the two. Indeed, I didn’t need the fingers of one hand to count the number of times

  I’d even been sailing. Although I’d read that despite its size and apparently flimsy construction, the kayak is among the most sturdy and seaworthy vessels available, I was still rather

  concerned at the prospect of making my debut in a little-known region of the Arctic Ocean.




  And that, of course, would be just the start of it. I’d spent the morning lying in my bed mentally pacing up and down and marvelling at just how stupid a scheme my whole Greenland escapade

  was. The idea of joining a narwhal hunt was the stuff of Boy’s Own adventure stories. But I had to face the fact that I was no longer a boy and that one of the supposed benefits of

  maturity is a clearer understanding of one’s personal limitations. Somehow along the way, I seemed to have lost sight of these simple facts.




  I was proposing to join a group of hunters, who, like Aqqalu, had probably shot their first seal before puberty and had no doubt learnt to pilot a kayak prior to walking, and paddle into a

  recently frozen stretch of Arctic Ocean to do battle with a whale up to five metres in length and weighing in at more than a tonne. The whole project seemed impossibly foolhardy. If I hadn’t

  come up with it myself I’d have thought someone was trying to do away with me.




  But I had come this far and, by some strange twist of my own fate, I didn’t appear to be turning back. As I made my way to Rikke’s house on the outskirts of Ilulissat, I clung on to

  two possible let-out clauses. Perhaps I would turn out to be such a poor kayaker that I would have to downgrade my scheme to some sort of observer’s role. This plan had the added advantage of

  absolving me from direct participation in the hunt. If I’d learned anything from my sortie with Aqqalu, it was that I was sorely out of touch with the hunter–gatherer in me. I

  hadn’t got the staying power, I rather doubted my accuracy as a marksman and I was not confident of my ability to deliver a fatal blow. I just didn’t have the stomach for it. It

  wasn’t that I didn’t see the difference between hunting for sport and hunting for subsistence, and let’s face it, an animal that expires suddenly, courtesy of a bullet through the

  head, knows little about the matter and must have lived a rather more natural life up to that point than most of the poor dead creatures served up on the average European dinner plate. But when it

  came down to it, I’d spent too much of my life wandering the supermarket shelves to hold out much hope of becoming a real hunter. And all this was quite apart from the fact that what we were

  talking about here was a whale, that most hallowed of conservationists’ icons.




  And, then again, even if I was able to master a kayak, it was unlikely that any self-respecting Inuit would actually let me get close enough to a narwhal to cause it a problem.




  Rikke led me to get the kayaks down a set of upturned wooden pallets that served as a ladder of sorts descending the sharp incline in front of her house. They were balanced

  on top of a drying rack hung with several rows of evil-smelling halibut fillets. When her team of dogs saw her reach up towards the racks, they exploded into an apoplexy of howling and barking.




  Supremely unconcerned, Rikke began untying the kayaks, but I was still labouring under the West European delusion that a pack of ferocious dogs doing a good impression of rabid wolves was a

  situation best avoided. Some of the larger beasts looked as if they might wrench themselves free of their restraining chains at any minute.




  ‘You are quite safe,’ Rikke said with her confident smile, ‘they are just hungry.’ I didn’t tell her that this was precisely my reason for hesitating; all I could

  do was help her to untie the kayaks as quickly as possible.




  We carried them up past her house and across a patch of waste ground into the hills behind the city. It was only about 500 metres, but in just that short distance we found ourselves on the edge

  of the wilderness. A small meltwater lake no more than 25 metres long and less than a dozen wide nestled between two spurs, its glassy surface all but clear of floating ice.




  The sight of this tranquil pond, which Rikke assured me was only waist-deep, did wonders for my confidence, further boosted by the drysuit she produced for me to pull on. While a wetsuit is

  designed to admit a film of water that is warmed by your body heat, it is not much good when the water temperature means that, if you go in, your body would be producing heat for only a few more

  minutes before you would expire from hypothermia. The much more spacious drysuit is designed for you to pull it on over the warm clothes you are wearing.




  Suited up and ready, Rikke gave me a guided tour of my vessel. Made of canvas stretched taut over a wooden frame, it was long and thin and had three holes in it. The largest, central one was for

  me to sit in. Rikke produced a large canvas sack that she stuffed into the hole and secured around its rim. Should water enter the kayak, it would be held in this bag only. I

  might get wet, she said, but the kayak would still float. The other two holes were covered with roundels of canvas held in place with tough elastic.




  ‘This is a European kayak,’ she told me. ‘Traditional Inuit kayaks do not have these other two holes, used for storing things.’ She passed me a double-ended oar.




  ‘First I want to introduce you to the biggest fear in kayaking, which is not the water, not the kayak, but yourself. You have to be confident.’ She smiled, giving me another flash of

  her white teeth. ‘Remember, the kayak is your friend. The most important thing is to maintain your balance, and this you do with your oar and your hips.’ Hers were wiggling in

  simulation.




  ‘So what we’re going to do now is put you into the kayak.’ Her hips stopped wiggling and she moved over to her kayak. ‘Watch how this is done’, she said as she

  slipped into it, her legs fluidly disappearing into the central hole. The moment was similar to that first time one of your junior school friends shows you how to ride a bicycle. It all looks so

  easy. But at this point our kayaks were still on dry land and of course this getting-in procedure was going to have to be completed when it was in the water. The ice-cold, mountain-lake water

  somewhere well inside the Arctic Circle.




  ‘Perhaps you could just do that again,’ I suggested, ‘maybe a little more slowly.’




  Rikke pulled herself out. ‘The oar you use to maintain balance,’ she explained, pointing out the end of her oar tucked under a leather strap. ‘When it is out over the side of

  the kayak like this’ – the oar was pointing out with the flat part of its outer paddle parallel to the ground, a bit like a one-sided stabilizer on a kid’s bicycle –

  ‘the kayak cannot tip over this way.’




  With her legs on that side of the kayak, she sat on it behind the hole and swung her legs over to slip her feet into the bag. ‘You see? It’s easy.’




  Of course it was easy. These things always are when you know how. Rather less fluidly than Rikke, I managed it in my own kayak. There I sat, pretty happy with my

  achievement, until I realized how absurd it was to feel elated at simply getting into a kayak while on solid ground.




  Then it struck me that getting in was one thing, but getting out was perhaps more important. If I was to roll over while on the water, I wanted to know that I could exit the craft just as

  rapidly. This wasn’t a standard Inuit procedure, of course. If an Inuit rolls over he just keeps on rolling until he pops up on the other side in the manoeuvre known in kayaking circles as an

  ‘Eskimo roll’. I didn’t seriously fancy my chances of mastering what is known to be a complex operation in just a single lesson. Hence, for me, learning a speedy way out of my

  craft was crucial. In fact, without wanting to be overdramatic, my life depended upon it.




  I grabbed the rim and lifted myself out. Not too difficult. I got in and out a few more times, just to make sure my first effort wasn’t a fluke. Admittedly, this was just a simulation. The

  real thing, should it happen, and I thought it highly likely, would have to be conducted under rather more harrowing conditions: upside-down in freezing water with the clock ticking rapidly towards

  the point at which I would drown. But putting that harsh reality aside for a moment, I thought I was ready for the lake.
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