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CHAPTER ONE The Open Polar Sea
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In 1594, while Spain laid siege to the Netherlands in the third decade of a bloody war, Dutch navigator William Barents prepared to sail off the edge of the known world. He would leave in the spring for distant Nova Zembla, whose shores stretched hundreds of miles above the Russian mainland. He intended to follow its coastline north as far as he could go.

Money drove every part of the project, providing both the means and the goal of the expedition: investors were looking to discover a northern trade route to China. But the voyage might also answer fundamental questions about the Earth. Was Nova Zembla—“New Land” in Dutch—an island that could be circumnavigated, or was it part of a polar continent that would make a northeast passage impossible? The former might mean lucrative trade with the Far East. The latter would mean vast new lands to discover.

No ship in recorded history had ever sailed north over Nova Zembla, or that far north above Europe at all. As one half of a small fleet charged with mapping territory in waters known and unknown, William Barents intended to embrace this challenge and head into uncharted waters. Meanwhile, two other vessels would sail south of Nova Zembla, close to the mainland. The southern route had been tried by other explorers, but so far none had reached China.

Barents’s home country, the Dutch Republic, was just over a decade old at that moment. Across the next century, it would become the world’s leading economic and naval power. It would surpass all other countries in shipbuilding. The transcendent art of Rembrandt and Vermeer would appear. A flowering of the spice trade and slavery would also sustain the country through decade after decade of a forever war during the attempt to defeat Spain. The art, the war, the slaves, and the spices would all combine to transform the young, tiny republic into a country as powerful as any on the planet. William Barents would play a role in that drama, but as he readied himself for his first voyage into the Arctic, his country was a blank slate, its sins and achievements still unwritten.

The historical record on William Barents before this moment is nearly as blank. Born in the northern Netherlands near the midpoint of the sixteenth century, he was likely in his forties when he left home on his first Arctic voyage, but the year of his birth is unknown. He had trained as a steersman and had a childhood fascination with maps that endured into middle age. “I always had the inclination, from my youth onward,” he wrote of himself, “to use all my qualities to portray in maps the lands that I roamed and sailed with all the surrounding seas and waters.” His most famous portrait shows a receding hairline, dark hair, sloping shoulders, and a nose like a chisel. Given the image’s creation three centuries after Barents’s death, maritime historian Diederick Wildeman has suggested that any connection to the historical Barents is dubious.

With no aristocratic pedigree, it’s apparent from his writing that Barents had nonetheless gotten an education. Before he ever made preparations for the Arctic, he’d likely sailed all the shores of Western Europe, from the Baltic Sea to the Portuguese coast. At a time when war led most Dutch sailors to turn away from the Strait of Gibraltar between Spain and Morocco, Barents pioneered mapmaking in the region. His New Description and Atlas of the Mediterranean Sea, written with the influential preacher and geographer Petrus Plancius, would soon make its way into print.1 Yet as he walked the long canals of Amsterdam, his voyages to the Mediterranean all lay behind him. He would never unfurl a sail in Spanish waters or see the coast of Italy again.

If his country’s future wasn’t yet written, he was as good a candidate as any to invent it. He couldn’t yet know—no one in the port, in the city, in the country that day could know—that after his death he’d be memorialized across the centuries. His name would appear everywhere: on the streets of countless cities and towns in his home country, as well as California, Bulgaria, and Bashkortostan—even on the door of a hotel bar in Longyearbyen, the northernmost town in the world.

But he wasn’t famous yet. He was simply a navigator hired to carry out commercial exploration thought up by others and backed by men of wealth. As he stood on the docks about to begin his long, painful trek into immortality, he was so far from fame that history would not even record the name of his boat.



War between the Dutch Republic and Spain had begun in Barents’s youth, and would last until the end of his life. Spain’s claim to the Low Countries undergirded every part of the rebellion. In 1567, Spain sent the third duke of Alva to the Netherlands with an army of ten thousand men to establish order. That September, the count of Egmont—who’d previously fought in battle for Spain and been knighted—was arrested. Condemned for treason over his reluctance to punish his own people, he was beheaded the following June.

In the name of Roman Catholicism, Spanish troops laid waste to the port city of Antwerp and besieged Haarlem farther north before slaughtering some two thousand soldiers in a series of massacres that became known as the Spanish Fury. At the eastern city of Zutphen, Dutch rebels looted churches and killed priests. When Spain regained the town in the dead of winter, troops got their revenge, drowning some five hundred people by pushing them into the frozen river through holes in the ice.

In 1576, the atrocities drove all seventeen provinces of the Netherlands to briefly join together and oppose Spain. Though Dutch forces couldn’t oust their rulers from the Low Countries, the Spanish crackdown likewise failed to rout the rebels. In 1581, the Dutch renounced loyalty to the king of Spain, stating in the Act of Abjuration that they rejected “being enslaved by the Spaniards” and would “pursue such methods as appear to us to most likely secure our ancient liberties and privileges.”

An independent republic was declared the same year. William, the wealthy prince of Orange, who’d long functioned as the symbolic leader of the revolt, was unable to make more than fleeting gains on the ground. He would be assassinated three years later.

The rebels’ bald assertion of human liberty in the face of tyrannical rule predated the American Declaration of Independence by nearly two hundred years and was no better received by the monarch at which it was directed. Antwerp became the de facto capital of the rebellious territory, but the Spanish laid siege to the city for more than a year, encircling it and blocking the river that led to its gates. Eventually, in 1585, the confederacy of provinces surrendered the city. Under the terms of surrender, Protestants had a generous four years to relocate. Half of Antwerp’s population of seventy-six thousand fled sooner rather than later, most to Amsterdam.2

Tens of thousands of additional religious refugees elsewhere on both sides of the conflict left for other nations or moved to towns within the Low Countries that were more sympathetic to their beliefs. An influx of Sephardic Jews arrived from Portugal, seeking religious freedom away from Spanish rule, further influencing the character of the north. These shifts would crystallize cultural and religious differences, driving a wedge between regions and shaping national identity.

The Dutch rebellion was Europe’s first modern revolution against a monarch—then the first to reject monarchy itself. Unsettling to neighbors and adjacent royalty, Dutch resistance would become a blueprint and an inspiration for uprisings around the globe for the next three centuries. City and provincial identity remained strong, but some million and a half Dutch residents had gained a foothold on national independence.3

Securing that independence took nearly a century and tore their homeland in half. All of William Barents’s adult life unfolded inside upheaval or war. Due to events far beyond his control, when he sailed into the Arctic, he would sail as a herald of the new Dutch nation.



A fleet had been formed. The expedition had financial backing. The monthslong process to plan a route, find ships, gather a crew, and provision vessels was complete. Now the voyagers would have to rely on a very old idea that Amsterdam geographers had embraced: that the North Pole would be warm. Though men had died, and whole ships had vanished into the ice, mapmakers claimed that beyond the frozen waste that cracked rudders and crushed hulls each winter, the polar region hid waters that might be sailed, even an open sea.

Across millennia, the idea of a navigable sea had tantalized explorers, opening up a wealth of possibilities. The Greeks had described an island “beyond the point where the north wind blows,” with such a mild climate its people harvested crops twice a year.4 In 1527, a merchant had written to King Henry VIII to argue that “sayling Northwarde and passing the pole” would prove shorter than any known route to India. The first part of the voyage would be treacherous, the argument went, but with sturdy vessels, an expedition breaking through the mountains of ice north of Europe would discover a sanctuary at the top of the world.

In May 1594, as he packed possessions for his first voyage into the Arctic, William Barents knew he hadn’t invented the concept of a temperate North, which had haunted mapmakers for two thousand years—he was only the latest navigator to adopt it. But as one of only a few who would ever have a chance to try to prove it correct, he embraced the idea, pondering northern sea routes. Other earlier expeditions had set out for high latitudes, following the coastline along Norway to Russia, establishing relations with locals, or bringing promising news of new potential paths into the unknown. As of yet, none had found a northern passage to the far side of the world. Barents aimed to be the first.

The port of Amsterdam nestled behind a peninsula at the southern end of the shallow bay known as the Zuiderzee. Outside the entrance to the Zuiderzee, a chain of islands ran parallel to the coastline, shielding the bay from the North Sea. Inside the bay, countless towns and landings carried on the brisk business of a rising nation. Shielded by fortifications and surrounded by a moat, Amsterdam sat the most protected among them.

Amid the bristling bustle of a harbor in wartime, a ship with three masts floated in the harbor. Stretching less than a hundred feet from bow to stern, it was nonetheless big enough to carry cargo. On this trip, however, hauling cargo wouldn’t be the ship’s central mission. And Barents’s craft wouldn’t be the largest setting out. But the master navigator would hold sway over his own journey and direct the ship’s exploration into unmapped worlds. Embracing the idea of an open passage through the high Arctic to far Eastern empires, William Barents stood ready to risk vessels, crew, and his own life to prove its existence.

Barents set out in a time of cataclysmic change, with upheaval reshaping every corner of Dutch life. Violence and enterprise were transforming national identity, religion, government, industry, science, and art—all at once. No one thing could be separated from the other; wild revolution had worked its way down to the smallest details of existence. In the world that was emerging, each element was in flux.

Barents had begun exploration just as the Dutch dominated European shipbuilding. Though the craft was evolving, ships remained in that moment artisanal projects, in which each vessel was made by hand with little in the way of diagrams or written plans. Builders began with a set of blocks in a line on which they set the keel—the spine of the ship. Perpendicular to the keel, arcing planks known as ribs rose to breathe a shape into the cage of the hull. With the ribs in place, planks running parallel to the waterline could be attached, and L-shaped knees set inside to brace and bind the structure. Planks, keels, and ribs were all still cut and shaped by hand. They had to be hammered and plugged, with joining pegs pounded in then cut flush to the exterior planks. One or more decks could be laid to divide the ship into levels, from the cargo hold at the very bottom of the ship; to the orlop in the middle, which held the guns and sleeping sailors; and the upper deck, which sat open to the elements topside. The “ceiling” of the ship—not the roof but the planks along the sides of the vessel—would finish off the interior.
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The Dutch had just perfected the fluyt, a pear-bottomed craft meant for trade, not war. Stripped of armaments and the marines needed to man them, fluyts could carry twice the cargo of traditional merchant ships and be built at half the cost of other vessels. The lack of written plans meant design improvements couldn’t be quickly cribbed and implemented by other countries, putting the Dutch at tremendous advantage for a time.

But beyond design improvements, the Dutch made their biggest advance by decreasing the time needed for preparing wood to use in shipbuilding. The year Barents set sail, the first patented windmill-driven saw went into service. A floating mill used wind power to run a large saw blade back and forth, delivering both greater precision and exponentially improved productivity. In a little over a decade, the entirety of the northern terrain across from Amsterdam harbor would be transformed into a vast industrial basin, with twenty shipyards in operation and more on the way.5

Barents’s expedition couldn’t command the most innovative or newest craft, but a state-of-the-art design was hardly necessary. Instead, he prepared to sail in a slightly older vessel of middling size—one maximized not for cargo but with portholes and cannons for use in potential battle with enemy ships.

Yet a shift was already underway. The first fluyt devoted to cargo instead of battle would be launched that year.6 With the flexibility, speed, and economy of its shipbuilding ascendant, the new Dutch Republic found itself in the perfect position to stake a claim as a maritime empire.

Crews had readied three other ships for departure. With the republic a loose alliance of provinces still in the process of becoming a nation, individual cities and regions played a central role in backing new projects. The province of Zeeland, south of Amsterdam, would send the Zwaan (Swan). Enkhuizen, another city on the Zuiderzee less than thirty miles from Amsterdam, would provision the Mercurius (Mercury). And in addition to one full-size ship, Amsterdam would send a smaller vessel to help explore the coastline.

The question of the best course to sail had been disputed from the beginning. Barents and his mentor Petrus Plancius came down on the side of a high northern route, staking their reputations on the high Arctic being navigable.

The audacity of this idea was matched by the ambition of their upstart country. Any reliable sea route to the East would carry a flood of goods and money into North Sea ports, allowing the Dutch to establish a global presence and compete with existing European powers. Explorers from the Netherlands dreamed of sailing from Amsterdam north over Scandinavia and then Asia. Cresting the top of the world, they hoped to arrive at the kingdoms of China and Cathay. The latter had been mentioned in Marco Polo’s travelogue centuries before and was thought to lie north of China proper. Europeans knew so little about the region that several more years would pass before they came to realize the two kingdoms were one and the same.

Meanwhile, the sea held dangers for everyone. A territory with hundreds of miles of coastline, the Netherlands in 1594 had yet to formally establish a national navy. Early in the war with Spain, a group of disenfranchised local noblemen and pirates called the Sea Beggars had harassed ships and raided Spanish vessels for goods. William of Orange had granted them letters of marque authorizing their piracy, and for a time they used England as a base for operations with the blessing of Queen Elizabeth I, a Protestant ruler who had no love for Spain.

Later, however, support for the Sea Beggars became too problematic for her, and in 1572 Elizabeth barred them from English shores. With no remaining port as a haven, they grew desperate. They sailed back home and managed to seize the Dutch town of Brielle from Spanish control, establishing the revolt as a force to be reckoned with. William of Orange’s tactical accomplishments on the ground were few and far between, but the Sea Beggars’ successes laid the foundation for future Dutch naval forces.

For the time being, in place of a national navy, individual towns and provinces had admiralty boards to defend their shores. By 1574, an admiralty had been formed at Rotterdam, but it was initially incapable of reliably protecting even merchant ships from pillage. Over the next fifteen years, other regional boards would be established, but coordination was poor and at times incoherent. For a time after the assassination of William of Orange, the leader of the Dutch forces was English and not Dutch.7 Any convoy at sea had to be prepared to defend itself.

At that point, war—particularly endless, ramshackle conflicts like the Dutch revolt—tended to be bad for empires, bleeding them of military strength, destroying property, and emptying coffers. In fact, some violence unleashed in the Spanish Fury had been part of a mutiny sparked by imperial failure to pay troops garrisoned in the Netherlands. The Dutch, however, managed to create a new prototype, an early model of a military-industrial complex that allowed key sectors to thrive in wartime.

William Barents would benefit from the chaos that birthed the Netherlands. The population shift to escape religious violence combined with the flight of those rejecting monarchy to funnel wealth and entrepreneurs into northern provinces, triggering a cultural and financial boom. These provinces further built strong trade with Baltic states, exporting tile and bricks, and importing massive stores of grain to sell at home and abroad.

Concentrated capital, skilled tradesmen, and intellectuals gathered in the new republic. By the time Barents had returned from his Mediterranean voyages and prepared to set sail for the Arctic, the nation was filled with investors and merchants eager to find new markets for their goods. It was a historic convergence that brought the possibility of empire within the nation’s grasp.

Yet Barents and his companions weren’t the first to sail north. The idea of sailing into the high Arctic had roots reaching at least as far back as the ancient Greeks. In the fourth century BCE, the astronomer Pytheas wrote On the Ocean, an account of his unprecedented voyage high into the unknown.

Heading out from his home city of Massalia—later known as Marseille—Pytheas recounted his passage through the Mediterranean and what is today the Strait of Gibraltar out into the Atlantic Ocean. No Greek had ever sailed so far north. Pytheas went up the western coast of Europe and over to Britain, where he hiked on foot and described circumnavigating the islands. He made his way to the Orkney archipelago and sailed six more days to a far northern land he called Thule—possibly Iceland.

Pytheas embraced his project not only as a guide for navigation, but also as a way to understand and interpret the wider world he discovered. He wrote of the midnight sun and how the moon influenced the tides, and he declared that one day’s sail north of Thule lay the “Congealed Sea.” In this sea, he wrote, “neither earth, water, nor air exist separately, but a sort of concretion of all these, resembling a sea-lung in which the earth, the sea, and all things are suspended.”8

In the centuries that followed, Greek geographers and Roman writers would catalogue Scandinavian coastal tribes, from the Finnei in the far north to the Geats and Swedes clustered in the south. But the Arctic by and large remained a place of mystery.

The people eventually known as the Sami had inhabited Scandinavian Arctic regions for thousands of years. And before that, another indigenous Siberian people had ventured from Asia hundreds of miles north of the continent over frozen seas, building homes and hunting polar bears on distant Zhukov Island eight thousand years ago.9

But in the annals of European seafaring, another group would conquer history’s imagination as the mythic explorers of the North: the Vikings. More than a thousand years after Pytheas sailed from Massalia, the North’s wildest sailors staked their claim. Sweeping outward from Scandinavia, they explored, plundered, and colonized. From AD 780 to 1070, they set out for northern Africa, the Iberian Peninsula, and Britain, also voyaging eastward as far as what is today Ukraine.

The shallow draft on Viking ships meant that some vessels could sail in less than two feet of water. Warriors regularly surprised enemies by winding their way up rivers large and small, including some that couldn’t be navigated by enemy vessels. In 845, Danish Vikings sailed one hundred twenty ships into the Seine and took Paris. No European soil seemed safe from them.

But the most dramatic Viking legends came from their far northern voyages, which added a shudder of violence and geographic isolation to exploratory sailing. On oceangoing ships, or knarr, the Vikings navigated their way to Iceland and Greenland, where they made even more dramatic history. Late in the tenth century, Thorvald Asvaldsson was exiled from Norway to the Hornstrandir settlement on Iceland for what was depicted loosely as “some killings.” From there, his son Erik the Red found himself banished from Iceland after murdering his neighbor. Erik sailed westward to Greenland, where he named several features of the landscape after himself and led the settlement of two colonies. Legends recount how his son Leif Eriksson captained his way to the North Atlantic reaches of America, where remains of Viking settlements would later be found dating from 1000.

The Vikings made their own marine innovations, perfecting clinker-style shipbuilding. Splitting oak logs radially into wedges, they fastened the planks with iron rivets, each plank overlapping the last. The flexibility of the planks allowed a ship to ride rough seas without shattering the hull. But the inevitable gapping from planks as they rode the waves meant constant bailing in bad weather. On one trip to Greenland, Erik the Red arrived with only fourteen of the thirty-five ships he had when he set out.10

A sound ship was important, but navigation was just as critical. A vessel that lost its way in open water might never return home. From the earliest days of seafaring, sailors developed ways to ensure safe passage and to orient themselves on the face of the deep. The Vikings had a few strategies to find their way, but little theory to guide them. Yet these strategies allowed them to sail half the globe.

From their earliest voyages, they kept near land and used coasts and visible landmarks to navigate, employing one of the most enduring tools known to sailors: a plumb line, weighted to measure the water’s depth and warn of shallow seafloors. They shared directions with fellow navigators based on time or visual cues, including directions from Hernam in Norway to southern Greenland that are indecipherable as a map and can only be understood from the vantage point of a sailor at sea: “Steer due West for Hvarf in Greenland. You will then pass Hjaltland so close that you may just see them in clear weather, and so close to the Faroe Islands that half of the mountain is under the water, and so close to Iceland that you may have birds and whale from there.”11

On the ocean, landmarks could be hard to come by, and directions might emphasize the number of days to sail before reaching the next island, an unreliable way to measure distance, since wind and weather varied. Sometimes other tactics were necessary. In the Landnámabók epic, Flóki Vilgerdarson made his way to Iceland in the ninth century carrying three ravens on his ship. After the first was set free, it turned and flew back the way they’d come. When he released the second, it flew up into the air but later returned to the ship. Once the third bird was loosed, it headed forward from the ship in the direction they were sailing, and they followed it to land.

The Vikings likely had instruments of navigation as well. Late in their era of expansion, compasses might have come to them from China through overland trade. They could have carved round bearing dials to help them stay on course. They might have used a gnomon, a crudely constructed sundial that could establish rough latitude. Historical records also include tales of sunstones, which were said to show the location of the sun even on a cloudy or snowy day. But if the Vikings had these tools, none have survived intact. Only fragments of relics remain.

Whatever their navigation instruments, the Vikings knew the position of the North Star and how high it should ride in the sky as they drew close to home. The Viking ability to hop islands hundreds of miles in a journey, first from continental Europe to the Faroe Islands, then on to Iceland, Greenland, and North America—creating settlements as they went—remains a staggering feat of exploration.

By the time Barents set out, more than five hundred years later, the Viking legacy lived on in Scandinavia and other parts of Europe. But no Viking cultural inheritance made William Barents’s voyage possible at the dawn of the Dutch empire. Instead, he would find his way using knowledge adapted from Pytheas and the Greeks and a host of other civilizations going back thousands of years.

Barents’s chief advantage over the Vikings lay in a clear understanding of latitude and a way to measure it. The Vikings likely had no idea of the roundness of the Earth or the demarcations of the planet, but these ideas were bound up in a formal logic and geometry that was second nature to Pytheas as he sailed into the Arctic. If the rough ball of the planet spins on an imaginary axis running through the North and South Poles, the equator lays horizontally at zero degrees like a belt across its middle. With a full circle measuring 360 degrees, a ship heading from the equator to the North Pole covers a 90-degree arc as it sails. The position between the equator and the Pole in degrees is a ship’s latitude.

Knowing where a ship’s harbor of departure sits on that arc of latitude and the location of the boat at any given moment make up more than half the art of being able to find a way home. If sailors left Amsterdam in 1594 knowing that the port sits 52 degrees north of the equator, and they were able to find their current latitude anywhere at sea, they could easily sail north or south until they reached the latitude of Amsterdam again. Once a boat reached the right latitude, even without a compass, the direction of the morning sun would show the sailors east and west, and for any European in the Atlantic, home would lie east toward the morning sun along that imaginary line of latitude. A sailor ready to return home would never be permanently lost.

The Greeks later determined that the farthest places from the equator where the sun is directly overhead at some point during the year sit at predictable distances north and south of the equator. As a result, along with the equator circling the Earth, they had added one line above and one below, both parallel to it. The northernmost extreme of the sun’s travels was christened the Tropic of Cancer, and the southernmost band the Tropic of Capricorn.

And the ancients realized that because of the changes in the sun’s position, there should be another line of latitude closer to each pole, beyond which it would be possible to see the sun at midnight during the summer, and for sunlight to vanish entirely during part of the winter. The Greeks named the Arctic Circle for the polar constellation that should always be visible inside it—Ursa Minor, or Little Bear. The “Arctic” in Arctic Circle comes from arktikos kyklos, or “circle of the bear”—not creatures on the ground but the stars in the sky.

By 1080 a group of Arab astronomers compiled the Tables of Toledo, using trigonometry to establish the sun’s angle in the sky at noon each day of the year in that city. Four hundred years later in Lisbon, astronomer and rabbi Abraham Zacuto would calculate declinations for the Sun, the Moon, and five planets, finally making tables simple enough for mariners to carry and use aboard a ship.

Zacuto’s tables would be one of the first documents created in Portugal on a printing press. Similar charts were recalculated or openly copied, finding translation and adoption right up to the Dutch edition published in 1580 that William Barents carried with him to sea.12

Arab astronomers worked to perfect astronomical instruments as well, such as the astrolabe, a stationary tool that could track heavenly bodies with dials mounted over a plate. By the end of the fifteenth century, a simpler mariner’s astrolabe would be adapted for use at sea: a flat brass ring hung vertically with a rod attached by a pin at its center like a clock, with two small holes in the outside end of the rod through which sunlight would line up when the dial was adjusted to the height of the sun. The mariner’s astrolabe allowed navigators to track the sun’s height in combination with declination tables to sail with much greater accuracy, even without any knowledge of trigonometry. An astrolabe would accompany William Barents into the Arctic.

These were the forebears whose work made Barents’s voyage possible. But their insights came as a result of geographical placement as much as the discoveries by individuals themselves. At the nexus of trading routes, Greeks and Muslims alike had benefited from collecting the most advanced knowledge coming from other cultures and places. During the five thousand years before Barents’s birth, the Babylonians, Egyptians, and Indians, along with Muslim scientists from Persia to Spain, and Chinese inventors farther east all contributed to an evolving body of knowledge through trade and scientific advancements that would unlock the mysteries of heaven and earth for explorers.

But Europe had lived for most of a millennium largely absent the astronomical knowledge of the Greeks, and their reintegration of lost math and theory sometimes left them unprepared for the navigation challenges they embraced. In 1492, Christopher Columbus made the first of his voyages to the New World under Spanish auspices, finding not the Indies he expected but an entire Western Hemisphere that came as a complete surprise to him.

It seems astounding that he could make that mistake, but Greek mathematics and astronomy were garbled as they were carried forward and reinterpreted, with the result being that the globe of Christopher Columbus’s imagination was one-third smaller than the real world.13

By the time Barents sailed north, the first circumnavigation of the Earth had been completed more than half a century before by Ferdinand Magellan and Juan Sebastián Elcano, who, like Columbus, sailed on behalf of Spain. Between them, the two navigators managed to cross the Atlantic, arrive at the Cape of the Eleven Thousand Virgins near the tip of South America, cross the Pacific to the Philippines, and return to Spain by rounding southern Africa—a route around the world that veered from middle to southern latitudes. It remained an open question whether an intrepid voyager might likewise skirt the continents by heading north.

Meanwhile, the Scientific Revolution in Europe gathered steam. William Barents left Amsterdam for the Arctic at almost the midway point between the 1543 publication of Copernicus’s On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres and Galileo’s 1632 defense of it, which led to the latter being tried as a heretic. During Barents’s lifetime, Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe struggled to decipher which heavenly bodies might revolve around the Earth and which around the sun. The sailors put this still incomplete but growing understanding of the heavens to good use, wielding scientific instruments and cartography to track everything they encountered, transforming new seas and terrain into maps.

Among Protestant nations, a call to search for a northern route via the North Pole had been taken up first by England. In 1527, Robert Thorne, who’d embraced the idea of an open polar sea, managed to persuade Henry VIII to fund “two fair ships well manned and victualled, having in them divers cunning men to seek stranger regions.” The first vessel was reportedly forced to turn back, and the second one vanished.

The riches of the Far East remained the prize that drove exploration in all directions. England moved to stake a seafaring claim by sending John Cabot across the Atlantic in 1497 to North America to seek a westerly route to China. A 1553 expedition from England using hired explorers attempted to sail over Europe to China but led instead to trade with Russia. An attempt by sailor and former privateer Martin Frobisher two decades later to steer west instead of east and find an Arctic passage over North America appeared promising initially, despite several crewmen being kidnapped by Inuit.

Gold ore that Frobisher carried back to England from what is today Nunavut, Canada, in the farthest northern reaches of North America, sparked the interest of investors eager to finance subsequent voyages. They sought a charter from Queen Elizabeth I for the Company of Cathay, with the goal of founding a North American colony to mine gold and serve as a transit point for future expeditions to the Far East.

Frobisher’s second westward voyage to the same region in 1577 involved collecting more ore. Expedition members also kidnapped two Inuit adults and a child, and claimed territory in the name of Elizabeth, who’d given it the name Meta Incognita (The Unknown Shore). Frobisher’s third voyage to the area in 1578 dropped off prospective colonists, who were dismayed to find it snowing in July. By the time Frobisher began to prepare for his return voyage that August, the colonists had decided to abandon the settlement and head home with him.

Experts soon determined that despite initial test results, the mineral unearthed wasn’t gold at all but fairly worthless amphibolite and pyroxenite. Three voyages to North America had led to nothing but ruin. With no easy northwest passage in sight, no colony, and no gold ore, the Company of Cathay went bankrupt.

Shortly after Frobisher went in search of a Northwest Passage, Arthur Pet and Charles Jackman headed east. Sent by England’s Muscovy Company to “discover Cathay,” they spent the summer of 1580 following the coastline over Norway toward Asia, sailing shores that were already frequented by the Pomor, Russian sailors who’d begun exploring northward centuries before.

Pet and Jackman met with indigenous people and managed to get through the strait between the Russian mainland and an island called Vaigach. Sitting below Nova Zembla, which lay farther north, the strait at Vaigach Island seemed to offer a viable path toward China, but the explorers’ progress eventually ground to a halt. A diary entry for the voyage from July 27, 1580, explains, “At one in the afternoon, master Pet and master Jackman did conferre together what was to be done considering that the winde was goode for us and we not able to passe for ice.”14 Despite their small ships that sat high in the water—one had a crew of only five men and a boy—Pet and Jackman ran both vessels aground during the effort to return home.

During the first weeks of his voyage, Barents’s course would mirror Pet and Jackman’s early route. With that in mind, Barents carried among his personal belongings a Dutch translation of their journals. Their voyage had taken them farther north than any Western European had gone before. But Barents would go farther.

In the wake of Pet and Jackman’s failed pilgrimage, the Dutch trader Balthazar de Moucheron had sent another ship out on the same quest along the coast of Russia. The expedition managed to establish overland trade between the Netherlands and Russia, but de Moucheron’s agent on the voyage, Olivier Brunel, died on the Pechora River still trying to make his way eastward.

As a result, sailing to China by sticking close to Russian shores became an even more speculative idea. After the birth of the Dutch Republic, de Moucheron requested permission from the new nation to launch another voyage.

The difficulties encountered by prior explorers sailing eastward led some to suspect that staying close to the mainland and sailing through Vaigach Strait wouldn’t offer a reliable route to China. Geographer Petrus Plancius settled on a course that would ignore the strait altogether, leaving behind even Vaigach Island. Barents would head north of Europe, then make his way east, sailing over the Arctic land of Nova Zembla.

While it wasn’t the dominant theory, Plancius wasn’t alone in his belief in a polar route. He’d initially adopted the hypothesis from the world’s most celebrated mapmaker, Gerardus Mercator of Flanders. Already famous for his atlases and spinning globes, Mercator had long pondered northern routes to China and believed that polar regions offered a more direct path to the Far East. Mercator would die in the year of William Barents’s first Arctic voyage, his tomb inscribed to honor his brilliance at “showing the heavens from the inside and the Earth from the outside.”

Over centuries, the idea of a warm North Pole had also infiltrated the minds of adventurous sailors and merchants, who began to dream of an easily navigable sea, one that might carry them over the top of the world and deliver them to profitable lands. It’s a mark of both the draw of the unknown and the solidity of Plancius’s reputation as a geographer that both Barents and Dutch merchants took the idea seriously, because it would turn out to be a lethal delusion.

The enthusiasm of investor Balthazar de Moucheron, however, was contagious. The province of Zeeland bought out his interest in the expedition and provisioned one ship, Enkhuizen agreed to send a second, and Plancius convinced Amsterdam to sponsor a third ship, along with a reconnaissance craft. In the end, the provincial and city councils decided that two routes would be explored, with the Amsterdam vessels following one course, and the ships from Enkhuizen and Zeeland remaining together to follow the other.

The Dutch merchants of Enkhuizen assigned a representative named Jan Huygen van Linschoten to look after their interests and goods on the trip. Van Linschoten was less known for any Arctic theory than for his time spent in warmer latitudes. Born in Haarlem, a city thirteen miles west of Amsterdam, van Linschoten had moved to Spain while still a boy to live with his brother. At the age of twenty, he secured a post as secretary to the archbishop of Goa, on the western side of India. Spending several years there, he copied or memorized details from a century’s worth of political intrigue and secret maps—including coastal dangers, soundings, and navigation charts for how to sail from Europe south around Africa to eastern lands. At nearly the same moment that Barents’s new atlas of the Mediterranean was ready for print, van Linschoten’s cache of secrets about southern navigation routes would go off in the Netherlands like a bomb, igniting a Dutch-Portuguese rivalry.

With newly established navies, merchant ships, and tradable commodities in place during the last years of the sixteenth century, the principal remaining allies needed by explorers were businessmen and political leaders who could support the cost of expeditions. Polar navigation promised a foundation on which to build a nation, and van Linschoten had exposed closely held intelligence on which the Portuguese had kept a monopoly for decades. He not only laid out their navigation routes but also provided political analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of various alliances. He’d effectively written a how-to manual on how to reach the East, destabilize imperial colonies, and, perhaps, conquer the world.

After stealing secrets for the Dutch Republic, van Linschoten would now head into the Arctic on the same expedition as Barents, aboard a ship named Mercury, invoking not only the speed of the messenger for the gods but also his temperamental nature. Both men were committed to finding a route to the Far East, but they’d soon find themselves in opposition about how to get there—along with many other things.

In his journal, van Linschoten wrote that the Mercury would join the Swan to head north of Norway then eastward to the narrow Vaigach Strait above the Russian mainland. Meanwhile, Barents would take the unnamed Amsterdam boat and its smaller scouting craft on a course north of Vaigach Island up the western coast of Nova Zembla, to see how close to the North Pole it might lead him. If this mysterious land were, as Barents hoped, an island, there should be a polar sea above it.

To this end, Barents had been given control of his boat, with backing from Amsterdam merchants and the blessing of Prince Maurice, the leader of the Dutch Republic. He was no military commander. But on this voyage, Barents held broad responsibility for the route the ship would sail, as well as the success or failure of his part of the expedition. The fleet wasn’t expected to make its way to China on this exploratory voyage, but was charged with charting reliable seas that a full expedition could travel, perhaps the following year.

The Swan, the Mercury, and the vessels from Amsterdam sailed out from the walls of their home cities. Items carried into the Arctic with Barents included ship’s biscuit, barrels of meat and beer, crowbars, axes, hand drills and hacksaws, scrub brushes, muskets, musket balls, cooking pots, spears, halberds, gunpowder horns, swords, knives, low-cut leather shoes, hatchets, and dreams of discovery. The vessels held enough to feed their crews for eight months, though they planned to supplement their provisions along the way.15

As they set forth, they knew some things. They knew how to set the sails on a tall ship to catch the wind. They knew how to steer. They knew how to work wood, and hunt, and trap. Barents could reckon latitude and knew the stars, and those he didn’t know, he had charts for. Sailors understood that icebergs haunted the northern regions and could stretch for miles. Sometimes rising more than two hundred feet above the waterline, they were capable of dwarfing vessels and the tiny human presence guiding them.

Barents and his fellow crew members knew some things, but it wasn’t enough. They possessed no scientific understanding of gravity, no telescopes, and no calculus. Though they could find their latitude, they couldn’t yet determine longitude from aboard a ship. They were centuries away from deciphering the germ theory of disease. More than a hundred years would pass before humanity would discover that lightning was electricity. Decades remained before doctors would realize that blood circulates in the body, and that a cell is the unit of life. As he sailed into the Arctic, Barents would, in time, encounter wonders and terrors without understanding most of the forces at play in his universe.

He’d likely never heard the groan and crack of ice above the creak of the ship, the noise that carries across the water before its source can be seen. The crew had never seen a polar bear, and hadn’t yet learned how white bears could move almost invisibly in a landscape of ice. They knew of scurvy, a disease that created sore afflictions among sailors, but they didn’t yet know its cause. Its cure would be identified, forgotten, rediscovered, and doubted again for another three centuries.

As Barents prepared to sail, he left behind a wife and five children who were dependent on his fortunes. In his forties by now, he’d already seen more of the world than most humans. Taking into account the life expectancy for Northern European nobility in the era—a social class higher than his own—he likely had only a few more years left to live.

The crew boarded the ship in the crowded bustle of Amsterdam harbor, amid the single-masted longboats with oarsmen, the larger cargo-carrying hulks, and the tiny yachts and rowboats carrying sailors to and from land. Barents’s vessel was one of many ships preparing to sail. Each had its own possibilities and was charged with its own mission. But with this voyage north, the Dutch were staking a claim to the future. In the history that followed, no sailor aboard any of the vessels there that day would eclipse the headstrong navigator bound for the Arctic. As William Barents’s crew left home behind, along with the burghers of Amsterdam and the port itself, they began to make their way outside the annals of all recorded voyages. The ship sailed north in fear and wonder to pierce the veil of the unknown world.




CHAPTER TWO Off the Edge of the Map
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The dispute over which route to take had sparked ill will that would linger on the expedition. Jan van Linschoten was deeply skeptical of the plan for two ships to round Nova Zembla from the north. While he considered Barents an expert navigator, he thought Plancius had misled the burghers of Amsterdam with a wild-eyed polar theory. According to van Linschoten, Plancius insisted that the high northern route was “surely, most certainly, and without a doubt” correct. The geographer had given “a thousand kinds of questionable examples” in making those arguments while declaring that the route south around Nova Zembla—the route van Linschoten’s ship would take—“was not there at all.”1

The plan for a two-pronged expedition, however, was set in stone. Barents’s ship and its smaller companion slipped out of the harbor at Amsterdam on May 29, 1594, taking almost a week to get to the Dutch island of Texel on the North Sea. At Texel, the Amsterdam contingent found the other two ships waiting for them. The four vessels would, in theory, set out together. With Enkhuizen represented by van Linschoten, the province of Zeeland sponsored Cornelis Nay—captain of the Swan and the commander of the modest fleet.

Along with his helmsman, Nay had sailed the Norwegian coast and spent time in Russian waters. His cousin, who had also lived there, came aboard as a Russian interpreter. Given the possibilities of human contact on the mainland below Nova Zembla, Nay also brought along a young Slav who’d been studying in the Netherlands.

The next day, June 5, an east wind rose at their backs. It was a favorable sign for departure, but the Amsterdam ships weren’t ready on time. The Mercury and Swan left without them. Barents soon came trailing after, chasing the other ships up the coast.

They prepared to sail into the open sea and had planned to stay together as far as Kildin Island, a well-charted location off the Russian mainland just past the kingdom of Norway. From there, according to prior agreement, Barents would split off and sail his ship and the scouting vessel “above Nova Zembla, that is, underneath the Polus Arcticus”—the North Pole. He would answer the question of whether Nova Zembla was part of a land mass stretching all the way to the top of the world.

With the route as far as Kildin Island on the Norwegian-Russian border fully mapped, and a straightforward passage ahead of them for the first weeks at sea, the weather remained the only variable. Aboard the Mercury, Jan van Linschoten wrote that he’d been overcome by a “burning desire” to sail to the Arctic. He’d survived the dangerous Portuguese route rounding the Cape of Good Hope twice coming and going from Asia, only to be chased by English pirates and see the ship’s cargo lost on the way home. If a northern route to China could be discovered, the dangers of that roundabout Cape passage could be avoided. Van Linschoten was convinced that any northern route would be six times shorter.2

As the fleet followed the North Sea toward the Pole, the sun spiraled overhead. The life of a sailor at sea is a wheel of routine, and each ship quickly established a daily rhythm. Crews were divided into staggered groups eating meals, sleeping belowdeck, and keeping watch in rotation, bringing on ballast to weight and balance the ship, furling and unfurling sails, dropping and weighing anchor, cleaning the ship, repairing lines, patching sails, and mending clothes.

Above decks, the sun might bake everything stiff and dry, but in the orlop—above the cargo hold but below the main deck— it would be hard to avoid the reek of unwashed bodies in unrelieved proximity. The many languages of water surrounded them day and night, slapping the sides of the ship at anchor, spraying out from a hull cutting through open sea, then thundering down from overhead.

Once at sea, the men were subject to the captain’s authority in every matter and had little hope of subverting his will except through mutiny. He could order a range of punishments for infractions from confinement to execution, with little or no accountability until the ship returned to its home port, if then. Voyages that required hundreds of able seamen might mean that sailors who were collared into work would have few skills upon setting out. But as seasoned sailors needing only small crews, the captains sailing with William Barents into the Arctic in 1594 had likely been able to visit local establishments in their home cities and secure sailors they knew or who’d been recommended to them.
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The fleet headed out from Amsterdam with sixteen continuous hours of sunlight and outran more darkness every day until they sat far enough north that night was banished altogether. As they made their way up the western coast of Norway, the ships spied Trondheim and the islands of Lofoten, rounding the farthest northern reaches of the Norwegian coastline. They passed the jagged rocks leading up to the high plateaus at Nordkapp and Nordkinn, then the mounded cliffs of Stappane.

Despite occasional rough weather, they made good time and crossed from Norway to Russia. On the Russian side of the peninsula at Kildin Island, the fastest ships dropped anchor to wait for the rest of the fleet. By June 23, the ships were reunited. With the sun’s circuit now entirely above the horizon, they could sail anytime the wind came to their aid.

Kildin had become a well-known trading station and a waypoint for sailors heading to Russia. The small outpost rose high out of the water on piles, flashing inhospitable steep faces and a rocky plateau that lay an hour’s climb away from the accessible shores. But near its eastern end sat a peaceful harbor as protected as any city port. Lying just inside the Arctic Circle, Kildin had no trees or tall grasses, but occasional mosses and moor brambles sat low to the ground. There were said to be bears and wolves.

Ten miles long and some three miles across, Kildin was a crossroads for Europeans and Russians, as well as Finns and indigenous Sami people, who moved eastward onto the island during summer months. Sami clothes and shoes were made of reindeer fur, and reindeer the size of adult rams pulled the Sami sleds. Some of the Dutchmen looked down on the Finns and Sami crowded into turf huts. Both groups made a living selling fish to the Russians, who dried it for resale to passing ships.

Disembarking from the Mercury to take stock of these groups, van Linschoten described them as dirty pigs, penniless, and misshapen, “living a poor miserable life.” Though van Linschoten had lived in other lands among other peoples than his own, whatever curiosity or empathy he’d picked up wasn’t extended to the Sami, whom he described as barely more than animals.

Despite van Linschoten’s uncharitable bile, it wasn’t the Sami who gave the Dutchmen trouble at Kildin. The captain of a Danish cargo ship came aboard the Mercury, wondering why the first ships of the fleet to arrive weren’t continuing south into the White Sea above Russia, given the favorable winds. He demanded to see their papers, but they pretended to be confused over language issues, ignoring his request and sending him away.

They found themselves beset by Russians as well. A customs official for the grand duke of Moscow complained bitterly that they shouldn’t fish in the waters at Kildin day after day without asking permission. His tone implied some kind of present was due. After visitors didn’t offer a gift, the Russians took advantage of the midnight sun while the Dutchmen were asleep.

At one point in the bright night, the Dutch sailor on watch saw the Russians paddling furiously toward shore. In their small boat lay the fishing nets that Dutch sailors had cast against the customs officer’s wishes. The thieves made it back to land, only to be chased by the watchman, who woke his shipmates and with them fell into the ship’s small boat while yelling at the Russians. Landing just ahead of their pursuers, the Russians dropped their coats in the dinghy, the better to run on foot. The furious Dutchmen caught the fleeing thieves and beat them. Returning to shore, they rowed the Russian dingy back to their ship, bringing their nets and the Russians’ coats with them.

The customs official was obliged to sail out to them the next day and plead with the captain for the return of the dinghy and coats. It wasn’t possible to punish the Russians who’d stolen the nets, the officer explained, because they’d fled to the mountains. The Dutchmen relented and returned the Russians’ belongings, and after that were left alone.

By Wednesday, June 29, the two groups had finished their last preparations. Events on Kildin had been unpredictable, but not too different in spirit from encounters that could have taken place in any port on any number of voyages. Now, however, the fleet prepared to split in two, with each group making its way into wilder terrain.

William Barents took the Amsterdam ship and its yacht and set a course northeast toward Nova Zembla. As he sailed away, Admiral Nay in the Swan and van Linschoten in the Mercury stayed together, heading nearly due east, aiming to stay below Nova Zembla and make for Vaigach Island. If all went well, Barents would round Nova Zembla from the north and Nay from the south. The two groups hoped to meet in a few weeks on the other side. But anything could happen in the coming days, and no one knew where wind and weather would take them.

Based on the instructions given to them by the States General, if they couldn’t find each other on the eastern side of Nova Zembla, they vowed to set a course for Kildin and wait there for the rest of the fleet until the end of September, when they’d return home as a group. Given the ongoing conflict with Spain, it remained wiser to stay together as a show of force when sailing back toward Dutch waters.
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