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  Sir Ranulph Fiennes was the first man to reach both poles by surface travel and the first to cross the Antarctic Continent unsupported. In the 1960s he was removed from the

  SAS Regiment for misuse of explosives but, after joining the army of the Sultan of Oman, received that country’s Bravery Medal on active service in 1971. He is the only person yet to have

  been awarded two clasps to the Polar medal for both Antarctic and the Arctic regions. Fiennes has led over thirty expeditions, including the first polar circumnavigation of the Earth, and in 2003

  he ran seven marathons in seven days on seven continents in aid of the British Heart Foundation. In 1993 Her Majesty the Queen awarded Fiennes the Order of the British Empire (OBE) because, on the

  way to breaking records, he has raised over £14 million for charity. He was named Best Sportsman in the 2007 ITV Great Briton Awards and in 2009 he became the oldest Briton to reach the

  summit of Everest.
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  I was lucky enough not only to be present at the start and at the finish of the Transglobe Expedition in London but also to be able to meet Ran

  Fiennes and his team when the Benjamin Bowring was moored in Sydney Harbour. For someone who participated in what I suspect were the only comfortable parts of the entire voyage to write a

  foreword may seem presumptuous. I am, however, delighted to be able to record my admiration for the extraordinary ingenuity, courage, imagination and sheer hard work of the entire expedition. I

  know that Ran himself would acknowledge that the party would never have left London, let alone returned there, without the work and support of the Committee at home and the incredibly generous help

  and sponsorship of so many different individuals and companies. This is, of course, true, but it is also true that notwithstanding the immensely important contributions made by everyone else, the

  ultimate success of Transglobe was due to the efforts of those who carried out this unprecedented adventure. How they endured the hardships that confronted them or survived

  the astonishing risks they took is beyond my comprehension. Their exploits have added another stirring chapter to the long history of polar explorers, whose heroic example has contributed greatly

  to man’s knowledge as well as stimulating the imagination of countless people all over the world.
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Chapter One





  

    

      

        

          Great floods have flown from simple sources.




          SHAKESPEARE


        


      


    


  




  In February 1972 my wife suggested we travel around the world.




 I looked up from the boots I was polishing with a mixture of spit and black kiwi in

  readiness for a weekend with the Territorial SAS regiment.




  ‘Ginnie, we can’t pay the mortgage. How the hell can we go round the world?’




  ‘Get a contract from a newspaper, a book publisher and a TV company.’ She was peering into the simmering Irish stew. I knew it was Irish stew because that was, with very few

  exceptions, the only dish she had produced since our marriage eighteen months earlier.




  ‘They won’t be interested,’ I replied. ‘Everybody goes round the world.’




  ‘They all do it horizontally.’




  I glanced at her, not sure I was understanding. She continued to poke at the stewpot without elaborating. ‘Of course they do. There is no other way.’ I tried to keep my tone

  unsarcastic. Our life together was at the time a series of minor volcanic eruptions touched off by the tiniest sparks. ‘You can’t get over the top because of the

  Arctic Ocean and the Antarctic ice cap happens to cover the bottom.’




  She stopped prodding our supper and looked up. ‘So?’ Her glacier-blue eyes were on me, unblinking.




  ‘So no sane person even tries to do it. If it were possible it would have been done. All oceans have been crossed west to east, north to south, solo, on rafts, backwards and sideways. All

  major mountains have been climbed and all rivers travelled up to their source and back down again. People have gone round the world by horse, bicycle and probably by broomstick. They have

  parachuted from over thirty thousand feet and gone paddling to the deepest spots in the deepest seas. Quite apart from messing around on the moon and planets.’




  I spat for emphasis at one toecap but it went inside the boot. She was unimpressed. ‘You are saying it can’t be done because it hasn’t been done. Is that it? That’s

  pathetic.’




  ‘It may be pathetic but it’s practical. Even to look into the possibilities would take months. We know nothing about polar travel. Nothing. How do we pay the gas bill if I spend

  months in libraries and polar institutes doing the necessary research? Answer me that.’




  ‘You knew nothing about parachuting before your Norwegian glacier trip. Nothing about hovercraft before the Nile journey and nothing about inflatable boats and rapids until last summer in

  British Columbia. So why should ignorance get in the way of a polar journey?’




  ‘The poles are different—’




  But she was not finished. ‘And as for research, I did most of that for the other trips even before we were married. You can finish the Dhofar book and carry on with your lecturing . .

  .’ The matter continued to be thrashed out over the Irish stew and by bedtime had become a tender topic.




  That weekend my territorial unit parachuted by night into Denmark and ‘blew up’ a number of radar installations in the Frederikshaven area. The activity erased

  from my mind Ginnie’s absurd circumpolar suggestion.




  It was not the first time she had bruited the idea. On a recent Highland holiday it had surfaced and I’d ignored it as a romantic rambling inspired by the wild and glorious scenery.




  It may seem odd in the twentieth century to plan and carry out expeditions as a means of making a living, yet I’d been doing just that since leaving the army in 1970.




  Why did I choose such a way of life? I didn’t really; it just sort of came about. Things worked out that way despite youthful intentions to be a hundred and one other things from fireman

  to spy. In 1943, four months before I was born, my father died of wounds received not far north of Monte Casino while commanding a tank regiment, the Royal Scots Greys.




  By the time I was sixteen a career in the army preceded by university and two years at the Officer Training College at Sandhurst seemed like a good idea. Perhaps I had secret visions of one day

  becoming commanding officer of the Greys like my father.




  Unfortunately, I had inherited his title but not, frankly, his brains. Considerable grey matter is needed in today’s technically oriented fighting forces to the point where would-be

  regular officers are not accepted for Sandhurst without two A-level certificates of education in English and mathematics.




  After four and a half years at Slough Grammar, local vernacular for Eton College, I had defeated all attempts to push my mathematical abilities up to ‘ordinary’ level standard. The

  same applied to physics and chemistry. If Eton had handed out certificates for boxing and climbing the college spires by night I would have been fine. As it was I left with only four

  ‘ordinary’ levels and that had been a classic case of squeezing blood from a stone. So Sandhurst was out of the question but there was another way. You applied for a short service commission, three years only, and at the end of it, you could stay on if they liked you. Instead of two years at Sandhurst there would be five months concentrated

  training at Mons Officer Cadet School.




  At Mons, half of us were white; the rest black, brown and yellow. Everyone got on fine so long as they pulled their weight. There were three major exams: Military Knowledge, Papers I and II, and

  Signals. Another prospective Scots Grey, Brassey, was also unusually thick. The exam results were announced on boards around the camp for all to see. They were always the same. A mass of whites

  followed by a mass of blacks followed by Fiennes and Brassey followed by Wanga Dong, a remarkable Thai cadet whose mind was at all times in the lotus position. I was warned that my career was in

  danger. So was Brassey’s. It did not help when the police apprehended me one night seventy feet up the wall of the west wing of nearby Heathfield School for Girls. With me was Lord Richard

  Wrottesley, the only man at Mons with a monocle. In our attempted withdrawal he damaged the school’s bursar and so was thrown out of Mons. I received another warning and fifty-six days of

  ‘restrictions of privileges’ – a standing record.




  At the final test, Battle Camp, basic fitness and above-average skill with a spade saw me through. Brassey was made to complete the whole weary five months a second time while I went straight to

  the Greys. Life is most unfair for some. Brassey said it was not because I was the better cadet, but that Mons could not risk my presence for another term.




  In 1941 the Greys had been in Palestine. My father, as training major, witnessed their six hundred grey horses being given away to the local police when tanks came on the scene. But in 1963 in

  Germany I found most Greys officers spent their spare time with horses: polo, steeplechasing or the local drag-hunt. Such sports as boxing, orienteering and climbing were not popular.




  I had a troop of Conqueror tanks. We exercised all over northern Germany, tearing up cornfields and crashing through pine forests. Our training seemed to involve mostly

  withdrawal from east to west. This was doubtless realistic but not exactly inspiring.




  For three years I became involved with what the military call ‘adventure training’, mainly canoeing along European rivers in the summer with dozens of brawny jocks. This was an open

  struggle: me trying to improve their canoeing talents, the jocks to increase their experience of Lowenbrau, frauleins, gasthaus brawls and Danish nudist camps. The winter I spent instructing

  langlauf skiing in Bavaria. All this gave me a taste for travel and a desire to escape tank exercises in the Prussian mud.




  A chance came in 1965 with an SAS recruitment notice. The Special Air Service did not normally accept short service officers with only two years military service but there was no harm in

  trying.




  Their selection course in North Wales was an interesting experience. At first there were fourteen officer applicants and one hundred and thirty other ranks. After a week there were six officers

  and forty-two other ranks. Most of the survivors were hardened soldiers from the parachute regiments, marines and infantry units. ‘Tank people’ were the scum of the earth, on a level

  with the veterinary corps.




  One test was to draw up realistic plans of a bank robbery in the local town, Hereford. My plans, based on a fraudulent talk to a bank manager, were left in error in a restaurant on my Sunday

  off. This resulted in a police alert in Herefordshire followed by a full and publicised ministerial inquiry.




  The commanding officer, one Colonel Mike Wingate-Gray, did not approve of the realism of my bank raid but refrained from sacking me. Within a month the selection staff had ruthlessly cut us down

  to three officers and twelve men. We passed into the regiment and began our specialist training, including a demolition course.




  Over the weeks I collected a certain amount of plastic explosive, detonators and other such bric-a-brac. Also, a civilian friend in the wine business was at the time

  incensed by the outcry in England’s prettiest village, Castle Combe in Wiltshire. The village was, he said, being ruined by concrete and sandbags because 20th Century-Fox was turning it into

  a film set for Doctor Dolittle with Rex Harrison and Samantha Eggar. Since the villagers’ protests were going unheard, my friend devised a plan to destroy the mock lake the movie

  people had built and thereby publicize the whole outrage. My part would be to provide the explosive side of the affair. No one would be hurt but the point would be made.




  As it was, the police were tipped off in advance and pounced. I evaded capture but my car did not. So, needing to report at camp the very next morning for a jungle training course in Borneo, I

  approached the police. Far from releasing my car they put me up for the night in Chippenham jail. At the subsequent local assizes I was fined and Colonel Wingate-Gray sacked me from the SAS.




  Returned to my old three tanks, I spent a year festering in the same old mud, repenting my sins. An official circular called for officers volunteering for a two-year posting to the Sultan of

  Oman’s forces. I applied at once to the colonel. He appeared delighted and signed my form without delay (or with indecent haste).




  Visions of sun and sand.




  Reality was otherwise. The day I arrived in Oman the only other Greys officer with the sultan’s forces was flown out with his shoulder smashed by a bullet.




  For two long years with thirty Muslim soldiers, phosphorous grenades and ten light machine guns, I learned that real soldiering was not the romantic existence I had looked forward to.




  By the 1970 monsoon the three-hundred-strong army of the sultan in Dhofar with its eleven British officers had been forced back to a small coastal plain. Nine-tenths of the terrain fell under

  Marxist control. Muslim tribesmen with no government protection got short shrift unless they altered their beliefs. We moved only by night to mount mobile ambushes.




  I learned that to kill a man face to face, even though to delay by a second would mean one’s own death, was a foul experience. I had seen, too, what man could do to man: what befell those

  Muslims, young and old alike, who failed to switch allegiance. Backs burned with hot charcoal, eyes gouged out with sticks. All in the name of Marxism, just as the Inquisition lay at

  Christianity’s door.




  Nonetheless I think I would have stayed in the army had it been possible. The end of my term in Oman coincided with my eighth and last year in the British army; I had stretched my short service

  commission as far as it would go.




  What to do in ‘Civvi Street’ – that sand sea beyond the secure khaki oasis which had been my home and the confines of my thinking since schooldays? With no business

  connections, no qualifications and no unearned income, I could hardly linger. My only skills lay outside the city. I had enjoyed the planning and the organising of adventure training, but in the

  army taxpayers had provided the funds, the transport and the paid participants.




  Starting small with a journey to a Norwegian glacier, a hovercraft trip up the Nile and the transnavigation of British Columbia by river, I made contacts with some fifty companies willing to

  help either through altruism or in return for publicity. In 1970 I married Ginnie. We worked well together but craved a bigger challenge than the rivers and mountains of the early expeditions. In

  the summer of 1972, after three months’ study in geographical libraries, I took Ginnie’s circumpolar idea to my literary agent, George Greenfield. George acted for John Le Carré,

  David Niven and other notables, but his particular interest was and is the field of exploration. Through his ability to interest publishers and newspaper editors in the rights of proposed

  expeditions he had helped to make financially feasible such journeys as Vivian Fuchs’ crossing of Antarctica, Wally Herbert’s crossing of the Arctic Ocean and

  Francis Chichester’s solo circumnavigation.




  I had learned that the seal of George’s approval on a scheme was very much a step in the right direction. But he was far from ecstatic. His observations as devil’s advocate were

  sobering. To follow the polar axis would mean crossing Antarctica. Even in the 1950s that had cost Sir Vivian Fuchs, director of the British Antarctic Survey, and Sir Edmund Hillary over £1

  million even though they had the practical and financial support of their governments and Sir Anthony Eden’s personal backing. Four years of full-time planning, two aircraft and two

  ice-breakers had been involved. The venture itself had lasted nearly two years in remote Antarctica. It involved men, many of them scientists, who were among the world’s leading polar

  authorities.




  No private nongovernment expeditions had operated in Antarctica since the last world war. Why not, in a period when private expeditions blossomed like pop groups and ventured to the most remote

  deserts, glaciers and peaks? The answer was simple: there is nowhere as remote as Antarctica. No commercial shipping or air lines can be appealed to for sponsored transport to its frozen wastes.

  And should you get there, the only bases that exist are scientific outposts operated by governments, not private concerns. And none looking kindly on helping ‘unauthorised’

  visitors. Together the governments present a hostile wall to private inquiries for assistance. Try to cross the coldest continent on earth with no outside support, no hospital, no fuel, no spares

  and no available rescue facilities. To do this would mean total self-sufficiency. At the least it would mean owning or charting an ice-breaker and an aircraft.




  George Greenfield was not finished. Suppose we somehow crossed Antarctica and reached the top of the world. Whatever route we followed, the Arctic Ocean would bar the way. In history, the Arctic

  Ocean has only once been crossed. Wally Herbert with three companions and forty huskies carried out his remarkable sixteen-month journey in 1968. Herbert was a man of great

  polar experience, as were two of his team, yet the preparations for the venture took him four years, involved re-supply from Hercules C-130 transport aircraft and final evacuation by helicopters

  from a British navy ship. Ignoring any problems there might be with other parts of our route, it could be seen that the polar zones alone could take us twelve years to cope with, given the

  success rate in planning and travel of Fuchs and Herbert. Cold winters in Sussex were the limit of our polar experience.




  We left George’s office and sat in silence with two cups of coffee at the nearest sandwich bar. ‘Oh well,’ Ginnie sighed.




  ‘Yes,’ I agreed.




  Still . . .




  W. H. Smith used to produce six-inch tin globes. We bought one and pencilled out various possible routes. It did not seem worth the risk of mounting the whole scheme in the knowledge that, at

  any minute, political permission might be withdrawn, so we rubbed off all the pencilled routes passing through any part of the USSR. Only one line remained – just off the Greenwich

  Meridian.




  On the aged theory that the shortest route is a straight line between two points, we decided to plan a route adhering to the Greenwich Meridian unless a good reason cropped up to add mileage

  with detours. The Arctic Ocean, though less remote than Antarctica, appeared to provide more difficult travel conditions. Better to leave it until last. Our route from Greenwich, then, would go

  south through Europe and the bulge of West Africa, by sea to Cape Town, then on to Antarctica.




  By chance, close to where the meridian touches Antarctica’s coastline, there is a South African scientific base called Sanae (standing simply for South African National Antarctic

  Expedition). From the region of Sanae our pencil line skimmed over some fourteen hundred miles of white nothingness to the South Pole, and on the other side of the world

  jinked north to a New Zealand coastal base named after Captain Scott; from there up the Pacific along the International Date Line all the way to the Bering Straits between Russia and Alaska.




  At this point we made a critical route-planning decision. Wally Herbert’s Arctic Ocean crossing was made from Point Barrow in Alaska up to the North Pole, then down to Spitsbergen. I had

  not wanted to emulate his route. There was one other possible starting point on the North American coastline: Ellesmere Island in the Canadian archipelago. To reach it from the Bering Straits I

  traced a line up the Yukon River to Dawson City, then north to the Mackenzie River and down to its mouth at Tuktoyaktuk. From there to Ellesmere Island my pencil ran east, then north along the

  coast between various islands for two or three thousand miles. This was the largely ice-bound corridor known as the Northwest Passage, made infamous in the nineteenth century by the deaths of over

  two hundred explorers and pioneers along its barren shores. From Ellesmere Island the route ran on to the North Pole, where it rejoined the Greenwich Meridian for the last stretch back to

  England.




  Man had reached the moon and beyond, but no one had travelled to both poles in one expedition, let alone travelled the course of the earth’s polar axis. By the route we marked on our

  six-inch globe we would try to correct this omission.




  A friend in Los Angeles told us of four Americans who had travelled to the North Pole in 1968 on snowmobiles. One of them, Walt Pederson, intended to reach the South Pole overland and become the

  first man to reach both ends of the earth. In terms of planning he had a few years start on us, but perhaps he would fail. The Norwegians had by four short weeks beaten the British to the South

  Pole in 1911. The Americans had beaten several British attempts to the top of the world when Peary claimed ninety degrees north in 1910. Some say neither Peary nor his rival

  American claimant, Cook, reached the Pole. Nonetheless, if they didn’t, Plaisted – Walt Pederson’s leader – certainly clinched American priority in 1968.




  What we were considering amounted to the last major polar challenge. The joining-up of the feats of the Antarctic, Arctic Ocean and Northwest Passage pioneers into a logical conclusion. None of

  the stages of Sir Francis Chichester’s great ocean circumnavigation were individually virgin; other sailors had been there before him. But his was the ultimate challenge in his chosen field

  of endeavour: give or take doing the same thing backward, in a smaller boat, or at age ninety.




  I learned later that the longest single stage of our planned route, some one thousand miles to the South Pole along the zero meridian, was one of the last remaining truly unexplored regions on

  earth.




  Patriotism in the mid-1970s was no longer openly considered a totally worthwhile motive. To admit to it was to invite denigration and even scorn. Perhaps I was born too late in the scheme of

  things because to me a man’s own country can be worth living for, dying for and doing for. Later on more tangible benefits to be gained as a result of our venture, mainly through scientific

  research work in the polar regions, became apparent, but initially our sole reasoning was the acceptance of challenge for its own sake.




  George Greenfield had made clear that without the blessing of the British government we could not hope to receive help from any base in Antarctica, and without such help the journey would stand

  little chance. So my next visit was to the Foreign Office. The so-called Polar Desk, a sub-office of the Latin Americas Department, was housed near Waterloo Bridge. I wore my grey pin-striped suit

  and got an old regimental tie out of mothballs. The gentleman I was to meet looked after Britain’s responsibilities north of the Arctic Circle and south of the Antarctic Circle virtually by

  himself. He was an ex-biologist and, quite apart from his diplomatic position, was a leading figure in Antarctic circles, owing to his past activities with the Falkland

  Islands Dependencies Survey (now called the British Antarctic Survey). He knew about our plans and naturally treated them as yet another private expedition which must be put in its place, quickly

  and unequivocally. He did just that, making it plain that we would get to Antarctica, much less cross it, over his dead body.




  That meeting, I think in retrospect, finally removed my last doubts about the desirability of pursuing the whole endeavour. This pillar of the establishment had flung down the gauntlet. As far

  as he and, I later discovered, a number of other Antarctic pundits in the country were concerned, I was to be blocked at every turn. He knew where I would have to go, whom I must approach and lost

  no time in putting the word out in those quarters.




  For the next four years we were to batter our heads against an unyielding wall of officialdom. But, practice making perfect, we got quite good at it. And the eminent Foreign Office gentleman

  died some five years later.




  We found it best, when chatting up important people, to have a firm date to aim for. They are then less inclined to think you are building castles in the air. Obviously we could not get going in

  a year. But two might be possible. So early in 1973 we drew up plans to depart in September 1975 (the month being obligatory and based on the short summer season in Antarctica). The Royal Greenwich

  Observatory celebrated their Tercentenary in 1975. Thinking of a nice tie-up, we visited the observatory. Owing to pollution Greenwich skies are no longer good for observing stars, so the

  observatory has moved, lock, stock and Isaac Newton’s telescope, down to the clear skies of Sussex, to the spacious grounds of Herstmonceux Castle.




  Normally I find my full family name, Twisleton-Wykeham-Fiennes, something of a burden, ripe for the barbed wit of Private Eye, who once rearranged it as Twizeewick Piston Steam, but as

  far as our standing with the observatory’s director was concerned it could do no harm, inasmuch as he was a local history buff. Back in 1066 my ancestor, Count

  Eustache de Boulogne, was appointed number two to William the Conqueror when they attacked the Brits. King Harold, defending Hastings, was inhibited by a Norman arrow in his eye. Cousin Eustache

  grabbed his chance and, as recorded in the Bayeux Tapestry, removed the royal head with a clean sweep of his axe. William gave him five castles or the ground on which to build them for this brave

  act, and the Fynes or Fiennes clan flourished.




  One Ranulph Fiennes, killed at the Battle of Bosworth five centuries back, had owned Herstmonceux, and the castle’s current inmate agreed to a tie-up between his observatory and our

  voyage.




  Starting, then, in 1975, when would it end? For this the six-inch globe was inadequate. Back to the map room and libraries of the Royal Geographical Society. I kept my original notes:




   




  

    

      

        

          	

            Year One


          



          	     



          	

            

              

                1) England to Cape Town via France, Spain, Algeria, Mali and Ivory Coast (Land Rovers) 3½ months. Start 1st September. Arrive mid-December (no floods nor great

                heat at this season).


              


            


          

        




        

          	



          	     



          	

            

              

                2) Cape Town to Sanae. (Boat averages ten knots for all ocean phases.) Fourteen days if no bad pack ice. Arrive early January mid-Antarctic summer.


              


            


          

        




        

          	

            Year Two


          



          	     



          	

            



                3) Set up base camp for winter period and set out for Pole in November at beginning of Antarctic summer.




            


          

        




        

          	

            Year Three


          



          	     



          	

            

              

                4) Crossing trip of one hundred days (dogs or machines) via South Pole to Scott Base. Get there in February for collection by boat before sea ice closes up in

                area.


              


            


          

        




        

          	



          	     



          	

            

              

                5) Up Pacific to Yukon mouth. Boat drops off rubber boats in mid-June (Yukon ice breaks up by then even in a bad year). By Land Rover to

                Northwest Passage at Tuktoyaktuk (sea ice in Passage passable some years but only in mid-July to late-August).


              


            


          

        




        

          	



          	     



          	

            

              

                6) Arrive North Ellesmere Island before sun disappears in mid-October. Spend winter there.


              


            


          

        




        

          	

            Year Four


          



          	     



          	

            

              

                Set out for North Pole at sunup (early March). Reach North Pole by mid-May. Reach Spitsbergen before ice breakup in early June. Back to Greenwich in boat by 1st

                September.


              


            


          

        


      


    


  


   




  Three whole years to go around the world? This must be wrong. We both doublechecked and tried to cut corners. But no, the seasons when polar travel are possible are short. Worse yet was the

  obvious likelihood that we might not complete the Antarctic crossing in one season. From the start we had to plan against such bad luck and allow an extra year down there for another winter and

  another attempt from where we left off. This contingency planning applied equally to the Northwest Passage and the Arctic Ocean. Take an umbrella with you and it won’t rain. Plan for the

  worst, six years, and you might do it in three.




  By the time the enormity of our self-imposed undertaking had fully sunk in with the slow unearthing of more information, we had spent over a year doing nothing else. We were like rolling stones.

  Having gone a little way down a hill, the realisation that the hill was more like a mountain with no yet-visible bottom was not going to stop us.




  For the first year we lived in a basement flat at Earl’s Court just behind the underground station, a grotty, noisy spot. ‘We need an office,’ Ginnie said. ‘With a free

  telephone. There’s no way we can set up everything here. The cost of phone calls and postage alone will be crippling.’




  ‘I’ll ask the colonel,’ I replied. ‘There must be spare space in the barracks.’




  The 21st SAS Territorial Regiment is based in the Duke of York’s barracks in Sloane Square. Mistakenly, the IRA believed that regular Special Air Service men used the place and had

  recently bombed it twice, both times damaging the Victorian brickwork but not much else.




  The colonel was sympathetic; he even liked the idea. As a territorial or weekend soldier, I was in charge of a troop. My earlier explosive sins with the regular SAS had been forgotten – or

  so I thought. But the 21st SAS and its Scottish territorial counterpart, the 23rd SAS, are administered by a brigadier who also commands the regular regiment and when my colonel asked for his

  blessing, memories were revived. Was it the same Fiennes who had caused trouble six years previously? It was. How do we know he’s changed his ways? We don’t, but his scheme sounds

  worthwhile. We’ll back it officially only if a responsible SAS man oversees Fiennes.




  They obviously had a wry sense of humor because the man they chose was Mike Wingate-Gray, the man who had slung me out of the regiment and was now a retired brigadier. Surprisingly, he agreed to

  become nominal boss of the venture to keep me on the path of righteousness.




  They gave us an office – an attic room in an unused indoor rifle range. There was no window and no light bulb, but on the plus side it was so quiet you could hear the mice pass wind, and

  there was a telephone. Ten days, two light bulbs and some purloined furniture later, the quartermaster visited us without an appointment and found Ginnie using the telephone (to a potential

  stationery sponsor).




  He looked at me.




  ‘That is a telephone.’




  ‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘Would you like some tea? We’ve installed a kettle –’




  ‘That telephone is not on our establishment; it was removed last year.’




  My blood ran cold. The telephone must be guarded at all costs. I decided not to annoy him.




  ‘That’s correct. It was removed. Do you take milk? Sugar?’




  The quartermaster drank his tea but next morning our phone was gone. I knew the admin captain downstairs had many friends. The advantage of a territorial unit is the number of civilian

  professions represented. My friend Alf knew a post office technician and part-time supply corporal. Late one night, after minimal fiddling with the wiring, a new phone was installed and kept in a

  desk drawer when not in use. We were back in business.




  By the end of 1973 a mountain of equipment from some two hundred sponsor companies was stored around the barracks in half-empty garages and armories.




  When depressed by a bad morning of sponsors saying no we could always listen to the Irish Rifles recruits downstairs learning to play the bagpipes or watch the cast of Upstairs

  Downstairs rehearsing in the old gymnasium next door.




  When our finances grew serious one of us would disappear for a while to recoup. I spent three weeks doing an expedition in the London sewers in the company of a statuesque blond actress as part

  of the BBC ‘World About Us’ series. Ginnie went to Oman for a month to live as a nominal third wife of a local sheikh in order to write a feature for Woman’s Own. For two

  months I went to Brunei with a detachment of the regular SAS on a jungle-tracking course – the same course I had missed by a day seven years before owing to Doctor Dolittle. And in

  the evenings or at weekends I lectured at schools, universities, ladies’ luncheon clubs and borstals about previous expeditions.




  At that time our policy was to prepare all the equipment needed for the polar crossings. First things first. The oceans could wait. A smallish boat with a crew of

  volunteers would suffice. And as for aircraft support, I was assured by those polar men who would meet me that only a Hercules C-130 transport plane with skis could cope with the vast distances

  involved with our proposed Antarctic route.




  The RAF had Hercules aircraft and I worked slowly but surely on gaining the support of the Ministry of Defence.




  Whatever type of boat we used we would need fuel. I visited Sir David Barran, a top executive of Shell, in their skyscraper beside the Thames. He was friendly and tried hard to press my case

  with the rest of his board. No luck. British Petroleum was also negative so I approached the only other British-owned gasoline company – ICI Petrochemicals. After a year of correspondence

  they agreed to help.




  The Army Mountain and Arctic Warfare Committee saw an opportunity at no cost for prolonged cold-weather tests for recently developed clothing and rations. Through them we obtained Arctic

  rations, excellent polar clothing and three hundred equipment parachutes.




  To travel over the ice we needed dogs or machines to pull our sledges. Wally Herbert, Britain’s most experienced polar traveller, writes: ‘The partnership of man and dogs is the

  safest form of surface travel in the Arctic Ocean when beyond the range of light aircraft . . . If a dog dies, he and his food supply are eaten by his teammates and the team carries on.’

  Geoffrey Hattersley-Smith, one of the few men to have worked with machines and dogs along the edge of the Arctic Ocean, stresses that his dog team could move a great deal faster over patches of

  rough ice than any type of snow machine. The superiority of dogs over machines for day-to-day travel in areas of broken polar ice was never in doubt, whoever we asked. Dogs do not refuse to start

  in low temperatures, nor do they break down and thereby waste weeks, and not just days, of good travel weather. But when I wrote to Wally Herbert in 1974 for his advice, his

  answer had been adamant. We should not use dogs unless we were prepared to spend a year or two learning how to handle them.




  But a decision involving further prolonged delay was not easily acceptable and there were other factors to be considered, even if we had two years to spend learning to master the difficult art

  of dog driving and dog care. Our expedition would of necessity be under some public scrutiny, and the media can be quick to spotlight any real or imagined cruelty to animals. Although our

  intentions might be humane, the results could misfire. A Japanese polar expedition flew 180 huskies from Thule to Alert in specially built cages but the dogs panicked in the air and 105 died. Wally

  Herbert bought forty dogs in Qanaq but on the way back to his base a quarter either died or chewed through their traces and deserted. So, having weighed the pros and cons, we decided to use snow

  machines. Even if they made travel more difficult over the Arctic Ocean, they were financially and administratively within our scope. Dogs were not.




  When a man who has never sailed but wants to goes to a boat show, he is confronted by a thousand different shapes, sizes and types. Bewildering, especially if he’s uncertain of the

  conditions in the seas he will eventually visit. To help myself I categorised all of them in two groups. Snowcats, bigger machines with closed driving cabins; and snowmobiles, little ones with no

  protection from the elements. Previous homework indicated our sledge loads would be around one thousand pounds, so the machines selected had to be able to pull that weight in soft powder snow or on

  ice and have protection to save us from exposure. They also had to be light enough for two or three people to manhandle. Unable to make up my mind, I opted for one of each type, and after much

  letter writing obtained a Swedish snowmobile and an Austrian Snowcat big enough for two passengers in a little raised cabin. Since this looked like a groundhog on a Sugar

  Puffs package, that’s what we called it.




  I knew even less about the pros and cons of sledges except that if they broke up everything would come to an abrupt halt and wood repairs in low temperatures can take up huge amounts of precious

  time.




  Wally advised me: ‘I personally would never take a metal sledge. A sledge must be flexible and easy to repair as well as strong.’ The Antarctic travelers I spoke to said the

  same thing. Nonetheless, anxious to take advantage of anything the twentieth century might offer, I approached the British Steel Corporation. They were interested. How would the Austenitic 316

  special steel stand up to extreme temperatures? Using thin tubes welded by hand to the design of medical professor Noel Dilley, four eight-foot six-inch sledges for the Arctic and four twelve-foot

  nine-inch sledges for the Antarctic were fashioned by young BSC apprentices as part of their training under the watchful eye of expert steel welder Percy Wood, recently retired. ‘We’ll

  show these wood merchants a thing or two,’ Percy muttered as the sledges were handed over to the expedition.




  Meanwhile, my attempts to get approval for the Antarctic plans were going nowhere fast. The crossing plan depended on Hercules transport aircraft dropping parachutes with fuel and food. Only the

  RAF could provide this aid, but without the Royal Geographical Society’s approval of the plans, they would not. The RGS committee would not even convene unless the Foreign Office gave the

  green light. They would not. An impasse.




  After two years of turned-down proposals, my military patrons, the SAS, were becoming impatient. When any aspect of the plan was criticised, I altered it and reapplied. But the Foreign Office

  simply found new criticisms. Concentrating for a change on my Arctic plans for the Canadian Arctic sector, they found a new tack. Referring to my previous expedition in Canada, they said: ‘A

  trail of litter had been left behind and the public had been critical.’ I wrote to the Government of British Columbia and finally received a letter from their

  agent-general in London: ‘. . . The reports of littering and other charges were exaggerated and in some cases unfounded and the expedition was well-received by the public.’ This left

  the false impression that there had been some litter and some genuine charges of complaint. Nonetheless, it put a stop to Foreign Office obstruction on that front. But that

  allegation alone took fourteen months to deflect and the Foreign Office simply reverted to new Antarctic objections. For example: ‘No assessment by any experienced polar authority of the

  expedition’s feasibility has been made . . . There appear to be considerable risks in using metal sledges . . . the technical details are not satisfactorily presented . . . An expedition of

  this sort is a highly hazardous undertaking in which the chances of failure must be rated as high, however well-planned the logistics.’ There were other points too, and the appraisal ended by

  suggesting that the proposal ‘should be reconsidered in the light of these comments’.




  Robin Knox-Johnson, single-handed yachtsman of common sense and experience, agreed to help advise on the maritime side. Until 1975 I had been content with the offer of a friend of Mike

  Wingate-Gray to skipper a steel-hulled fishing trawler fifty-four feet long, with an eighteen-foot beam, one hundred and thirty-horsepower motor and a crew of four. Robin shot this idea down in

  flames. The smallest crew we would need, he wrote, would be ten men. The cheapest boat, secondhand, that he advised for a voyage such as we projected would cost £350,000. As Ginnie said when

  we read this: ‘Al Humdu lillah’ [an Arabic expression of wonder meaning ‘To God be the praise’].




  Our route across Antarctica passed through terrain nominally held by South Africa, New Zealand and the United States. Since 1973 I had tried to woo the relevant officials. In December 1974 the

  South Africans replied: ‘Our Scientific Council for Antarctica Research has come to the conclusion it is unable to support the principle of your expedition to the

  South Pole via the Greenwich Meridian nor is it able to propose any worthwhile scientific mission which in its opinion your expedition could fruitfully undertake. I trust you will appreciate the

  implications of this decision.’ The New Zealand reply came next: ‘My principals have considered your proposals. I am instructed to advise that all New Zealand’s resources in the

  spheres of logistics and scientific manpower are already overcommitted to supporting . . . scientific programmes of national and international importance. New Zealand is not in a position to make

  commitments to support private expeditions . . . I regret that we cannot consider becoming involved in a supporting or a scientific role.’




  After the first two years of learning how not to approach the Foreign Office, foreign governments and the individual members of Britain’s polar circles, years in which we

  had on the plus side amassed a great deal of specialist equipment, we began to concentrate more on finding people for our team. We could forget aircraft crewmen, since if the RAF did help their

  Hercules would be fully manned. The ship’s crew would have to wait. I went into a state of shock even thinking about a £350,000 boat. So the land team, those who would travel across the

  Poles and all the jungles, deserts, swamps and rivers in between, were my first target.




  Previous journeys had made me a firm believer that the fewer people involved the better, since human beings seem to be badly designed for getting on with each other. Shove them together in a

  confined space and the sparks will usually fly: witness the one-in-three divorce rate.




  Three or four seemed about as small an ice-travel team as we could get away with. There also had to be a mobile radio base to maintain communications. From previous trips

  I knew the job of base leader was a key position. If an expedition leader has a totally loyal and committed person watching his back in base, half the battle is won. Ginnie found herself

  volunteering for the job. But she would need someone to help run things. Not wanting her alone with some husky he-man, I thought it seemed a good idea to find a second girl. So we needed three men

  and a woman. The word was put about through friends and adventure organisations.




  Andrew Croft, well known in polar circles, was in the early days almost the only member of those circles prepared to be seen to help and advise us. He was always forthright in his advice. On the

  ideal number for a travel group, he said: ‘With three men, two can gang up against the leader. My experience suggests that you as leader should only decide whether to have two or three

  companions after you have seen your potential colleagues in action during Arctic training. The success or failure of the enterprise will largely depend on you, your leadership qualities

  and, above all, your judgement and choice of colleagues. Do not decide on them until you have lived and operated with them under extreme difficulties.’




  This seemed sound advice, and since I was not at first planning any Arctic training, Snowdonia would have to do for the selection and training.




  Between 1972 and 1978 a hundred and twenty volunteers for the land team tried their luck. Some lasted no longer than the interview stage. I had a stock approach which I called the black talk.

  ‘If you want to join you must apply to the Territorial SAS Regiment in the corridor just below this attic. They have a weekend selection course in Wales.’




  ‘What, just the weekend?’




  ‘No, twelve weekends and a final two-week test in the hills. You will need to get rid of your beard and some of that hair, of course.’ If this last point did not get rid of them at

  once, the black talk continued. ‘If the SAS accepts you as a trooper, come back again and we’ll have another talk. If you’re still interested, you must

  leave your job and help us here full-time to get the expedition going.’




  ‘What’s the pay?’




  ‘Pay? This is an expedition. There is no pay.’




  ‘But you say the journey may last three years. How do I live?’




  ‘The expedition will last at least three years. But it could be that we aren’t ready to leave as planned in 1975. If so, we just keep working till we’re ready. We only work

  during the day normally, so you can get a job in the evenings and weekends to keep alive.’




  ‘What if you can’t get the support? You’ve got no ship, no aircraft, they say.’




  ‘We will get going one day.’




  ‘Yeah, but if I give up my job, I won’t get it back again. I’ve got to be sure there’s at least going to be an expedition.’




  ‘You can be.’




  ‘You’re a captain and a sir. You don’t need to work.’




  This one made me swallow. ‘Look, friend, I may have a title but I don’t have any income except what I earn. I lecture at sixty-five pounds a crack plus travel. Evenings and weekends.

  Ginnie and I don’t entertain, we don’t drink. We don’t have a home life. This is our life. You either commit yourself or you don’t.’




  The bulk of them we never saw again. But some made it into the Territorial SAS and worked on and off to help us. Those who were most interested had already joined the unit and heard about us at

  first hand. But few could make the final decision to pack in their jobs. Dan Oxbury, a 21st SAS trooper, sent us a letter, one we had many others like. ‘. . . I’m writing, somewhat

  sadly, to tell you, after a lot of careful thought, I’ve decided to withdraw from the expedition while you still have time to find another candidate. Believe me, this has been one of the most

  difficult decisions I’ve ever made.’ Then followed the explanations.




  I knew a very special man, Geoff Holder, from the Royal Engineers from a previous expedition. Tough but warmhearted, he would be ideal, I thought. I traced him to a

  helicopter unit in Hong Kong. His reply in late 1974: ‘I would like to take part but there are a couple of constraints. I am now married with three daughters. If I am to take part I must

  obtain an income no less than my current one so as to clothe, house and educate family. Also I would expect my wife to be able to fly to the various stopping points en route. If these two problems

  and a few other minor ones can be overcome, I would much like to join you.’ No comment.




  Whoever did make the grade I took on weekends in Snowdonia each winter and spring from 1973 until 1976. Usually there was freezing rain, thick mist and strong winds. Sometimes, for good measure,

  snow and ice covered the rocks. The route was always the same, the course of an annual army race called the Welsh 3000. Twenty-four miles if you did not add a bit getting lost. One man fell three

  hundred feet and cut his knee open. On his way down he knocked two civilians off. They fared worse, ending up with helicopter evacuation to a hospital. A good time for the course was between seven

  and nine hours. But it didn’t matter if they took fourteen so long as they finished. I was trying to find out about their character under stress, not their physical ability – the SAS

  selection would have made sure that was above average.




  Whoever I ended up with would need to be good astronavigators, deft mechanics, capable radio operators and medics to the extent of removing an appendix or tooth in a tent. But I looked only for

  good nature and patience, the first virtue being the cardinal point. Ginnie and I were not necessarily either, but there wasn’t much we could do about that. At least I could try to ensure

  that the rest of the group were. How we succeeded in our choice only time would tell. The plan was, when we found our paragons, to have them trained in the necessary skills on army courses which,

  like the Welsh 3000 weekends, were army activities and so cost us nothing. So long as we put in time with the regiment they were happy to help.




  Our mountain team became fit. Most years we won the territorial army trophy. Once we beat all regular army entries apart from the Gurkhas and they were discounted as being hardly human when

  moving in the hills. In 1974, after seven hours we finished two minutes behind the little brown greyhounds. That year four men looked like good material for the expedition: a surveyor, an engineer,

  a shutterer (concrete mouldmaker) and a scaffolding erector. We took all four to the Cairngorms’ Arctic Plateau for two weeks in the winter with snowmobiles and sledges. But twelve months

  later I decided two were not suitable, one started his own company filling roofs with insulating foam, and the best of them had his passport revoked by the income tax department after his

  scaffolding activities ‘on the lump’ were discovered.




  About that time George Greenfield suggested a cautious approach to Sir Vivian Fuchs to obtain his personal support for the venture. Sir Vivian made two things clear. The Antarctic Treaty

  precluded any form of military exercise, training or activity (including the use of an RAF Hercules) unless purely in support of scientific activities. His advice was for ours to become a

  purely civilian venture. Secondly, he insisted that my proposals would never be taken seriously unless we gained experience. We must train in polar regions, then put forward the more

  ambitious plan.




  I came to accept this as inescapable and with a heavy heart told Dr Hunter of the Greenwich Observatory that a 1975 start was out.




  How to gain polar experience? We could not get to Antarctica, but the Greenland ice cap was similar in many ways and much more accessible. On its northwest coast at Thule is an American BMEWS

  site. The bachelor staff there say this stands for Balmy Men Existing Without Sex. It is in fact one of a chain of Ballistic Missile Early Warning Sites set up during the

  cold war of the fifties along with the Nome site in Alaska and Fylingdales in Yorkshire.




  The RAF, I discovered, operated three polar navigation training flights to Thule each summer using Hercules C-130s, often with no cargo. Ideal to get our kit and ourselves there.




  I quickly formulated a new proposal for summer 1976 – three months ice-cap travel near Thule followed by five months training on the Arctic Ocean to the north. Canadian Air Force C-130s

  fly weekly from Thule to their Arctic base Alert on Ellesmere Island, the most northern inhabitation in the world. The vicinity of Alert would be ideal for our Arctic training camp.




  We set to work to get a new set of permits: from the Danes who owned Greenland; the Americans for Thule; and the Canadians for Alert. Unlike Antarctica, the Arctic had no hangup about

  ‘military training’.




  But in June 1975 our Foreign Office friends turned down the new scheme. Perhaps they perceived the thin end of the wedge. This time all their comments were focused on the Alert training. So I

  played our last hand by asking simply to go to Thule for three months of ice-cap travel and mentioned that if such an exercise was successfully completed, I would then press to go to Alert

  for further ice experience.




  At last less opposition. We’d been at it for four years before our first ‘approval in principle’ was given for this diluted plan. The RAF agreed to take our cargo to Thule but

  not team members even though all were territorials. After five visits to the United States Embassy in London I met an air attaché who was prepared to listen. Colonel Paul Clark was obviously

  no textbook officer. He liked the circumpolar scheme and nodded with sympathy at my tale of official delays.




  ‘So all you guys want from us is a trip to Thule care of the United States Air Force?’




  I nodded, holding my breath.




  ‘Well, we’re here to help. I’ll call you.’




  So although the RAF would not fly British soldiers to Greenland, for $2,000 the USAF agreed to take us there via New Jersey. Paul Clark was later to give up a promising career with the United

  States armed forces to join us as an unpaid deckhand.




  The long weary years in the attic were nearing an end. They were an investment we had made of our own free will. We had learned patience, and in the process had grown much

  closer together.




  As for the stonewalling . . . the army did what they could to help but they, like us, were hidebound by the Foreign Office. And as for the Foreign Office, it had long since learned that to keep

  private individuals out of Antarctica, which it considered its unwritten duty, it had only to turn aside all approaches until the applicant just gave up.




  We were stubborn.
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  In 1975 we were promoted downward to a ground-floor office with two telephones.




  One day a well-dressed man with an air of mild debauchery walked in. Oliver Shepard was tall and dark and wanted to join us. Mentally I denounced him as unsuitable on sight. For starters I

  remembered him from Eton days as a pompous-sounding character with pompous-sounding friends. We had joined the 21st SAS at the same time by chance but seldom met. For three years I had seen nothing

  of him but heard through the grapevine that he had expensive tastes, was separated from his wife and lived a life as far removed from expeditions as chalk from cheese.




  A quick interrogation revealed that he was working for a wine and beer distributor, managing their Chelsea pubs and enjoying a good salary complete with Volvo estate car and healthy expense

  account which was reflected in his paunch. Altogether not a propitious background for our purposes, but there was no harm in letting him try his luck. So he rejoined the

  Territorials and began to suffer weekends in Snowdonia.




  Mary Gibbs came to us through friends of friends. She was dark and pretty. Ginnie got on well with her, and she gave up her job with a book publisher. Not able to join the SAS, she signed up

  with a Territorial hospital unit based in the barracks. Ginnie was likewise attached to a signals regiment.




  Geoff Newman, tall and fair and powerfully built, gave up a printing job to join us, and in July that year Oliver took me to a local party where I met one Charlie Burton who had just left a job

  in South Africa. The next morning he turned up at the barracks in an old tweed overcoat and smoking an evil-smelling briar. Geoff and he began their SAS selection course early in 1976. In March the

  six of us, with one or two others, went training in the Cairngorms.




  Again I ran through the basics of cross-country skiing, how to erect a polar tent and how to cook dehydrated rations. And again I wondered how long this group would last.




  I needn’t have worried. All four seemed ideal – in fact, they improved with time. Geoff and Mary became quietly attached. Oliver and Charlie, both extroverts and accomplished

  beer-drinkers, developed a close and lasting friendship. They took my initial black talk in their stride.




  With the kit more or less ready, we intended to leave in June 1976 for Greenland and to come back in September to push through the Arctic proposal and, presuming the authorities gave it a fair

  wind, head north again to Alert in January 1977.




  Out of his job, Ollie Shepard took up residence within the barracks, sleeping on our office floor and eating dehydrated expedition rations. His paunch disappeared.




  One night our friend Andrew Croft asked us to supper. The key Foreign Office man was also there, not our initial bête noire but a younger, friendly man who had taken over the Polar Desk.

  He was prepared to help from now on but warned us it would be a long uphill struggle and the main expedition’s chances would depend on our success or otherwise in

  Greenland and the Arctic.




  Spring fled by. The team trained hard. Charlie and Geoff were accepted into the SAS; Charlie and Geoff as troopers, Ollie and I as captains. Ginnie and Mary in their separate outfits were

  privates.




  Ollie took numerous courses. On April 25 his diary recorded: ‘I am now a doctor.’ On May 18: ‘Now I am a dentist.’ (This was after a one-day course with the Royal Army

  Dental Corps.)




  ‘What’s the secret of good dentistry?’ I asked him.




  ‘You’ve got to be cruel to be kind,’ he said.




  I made a mental note to keep my teeth well away from him.




  Two weeks after his general hospital attendance Ollie was itching to get at our appendixes but two years later, out on the ice, it was all he could do to remember which side they were on.




  In the past, expeditions for me were hermetically sealed units. You left England, carried out your set task and returned. All the team went too. None stayed behind as United Kingdom

  representatives. But things were different now. Work toward the main venture had to go on while we were away training. Mike Wingate-Gray and Andrew Croft together with Peter Booth, a friend from

  previous travels, agreed to carry on in London.




  Ginnie, our communications planner, would be unable to telephone them from polar bases so she visited the Cove Radio and Navigation Department of the Royal Aircraft Establishment at Farnborough.

  With the permission of their departmental boss, the three officers there agreed to act as Ginnie’s United Kingdom radio base. They would then phone Andrew Croft or the others in London. This

  way we could have speedy communications even from the Poles whenever ionospheric conditions were favourable.




  Throughout June and July the RAF and the USAF got the jitters about carrying us and our cargo to Thule. In Greenland the short summer season sped by. Finally in late

  July, all in uniform, we flew to New Jersey with one hundred and fifty United States nuclear submariners. From there, in a windowless transport plane, to Sondrestrom in Greenland, and soon after to

  Thule Missile Warning Site. We settled into an empty wooden house the Americans kindly let us use and awaited the RAF with our cargo.




  The sun did not go away at all, just spun a yellow hula-hoop above the dead and gravel hills. To the east by ten miles crouched the rim of the giant ice cap.




  In August the RAF brought our kit including sledges and two groundhog machines. On our Cairngorms trials the groundhogs proved much more punchy than the smaller snowmobile, so I’d ordered

  a second – a duplicator company and some breakfast cereal manufacturers kindly paid for them.




  The ice cap above Thule was well mapped. The crevasse fields were localised and could be crossed or avoided as one wished. I planned to squeeze two trips into what remained of the short summer

  season. First, an eighty-mile loop journey swinging around the Haynes Peninsula and passing through two known crevasse zones. If all went well with the untested machines, the steel sledges and the

  inexperienced participants, the second, more ambitious, journey would follow immediately, heading east toward the interior of the ice cap for one hundred and fifty miles along the fissured slopes

  which parallel the jagged coastline of Melville Bight.




  If the weather held, we thought we should complete both journeys by the end of September, with a sound knowledge of problems similar to those encountered in Antarctica and, as important, in time

  to catch the early October flight back to England. This last would enable me to face the Royal Geographical Expedition Society’s committee meeting on November 1 to decide the fate of my 1977

  Arctic training proposal.




  On a brisk August morning three of us set out from the edge of the ice cap. None of us knew what lay ahead; none of us ‘knew’ ice or how to

  deal with its obstacles, its moods and its terrors. There were three of us for a number of reasons: mainly because I subconsciously suspected three would prove ideal for the Arctic, and partly

  because our tents were designed for three, not four. There was, too, an apparent advantage in leaving one male with our otherwise all-woman radio base. After Greenland I hoped to know the good and

  bad points of the three men. Oliver, who had been with me longest, was a good radio operator, a sound medic and a solid, if sometimes snappy, person. It was generally agreed that he should be

  groomed as our future chief mechanic, and so he should stay with his groundhog throughout the Greenland journey. I was uncertain about Charlie and Geoff and so decided to take one on the loop

  journey, the other on the inland route.




  When asked who would like which, Charlie had wrinkled his dark eyebrows, thought for a while and, looking at Geoff, muttered: ‘Not fussy. What about you, Geoff?’ Geoff had not

  hesitated. ‘I’ll do the loop journey.’ I skied ahead with one eye never far from my compass and my ski sticks, prodding hard to reveal any false surface. A man with his weight

  spread on skis should be safe enough over all but the weakest crevasse ceilings. Geoff drove a yellow groundhog and Oliver, far behind, a red vehicle, and each towed two sledges loaded with tents,

  food, petrol, aluminium ladders, ropes and radio. Slowly we crept up the side of the rolling escarpment of ice.




  When we finally halted, the stillness of the ice cap weighed down on our conversation so that we too were quiet, stopping what we were doing just to listen and get the feel of silence. A bowl of

  ice like a shallow amphitheatre hid the true horizons. Streamers of blue-black cloud swelled into mushrooms and thunderheads. The air was cool yet electric in its stillness.

  I erected the tent while Geoff prepared his air-sampling gear and Oliver checked the groundhogs, working from a manual. The sounds they made seemed unnaturally loud. Eerie. We spoke little. The

  orange cloth of the tent flapped idly. There was no wind and I wondered if air pressure caused the movement. None of us had ever experienced a blizzard. The finest grains of spindrift touched my

  cheeks, and looking up, I saw a soft film of vapour move across the sky above the horizon. By my feet, like dust devils in a desert, scurrying fingers of snow suddenly were blowing in all

  directions. And suddenly stopped. And then blew afresh with greater energy and more direction. A gentle motion animated the tent. My nose and ears felt cool, and through the light silk covering of

  my face mask I heard the faintest sound, like the saturation of wind in some unseen forest.




  A pall of grey cloud covered our white saucer world. I remembered the words of a Greenland pundit back in London: ‘Watch the winds of the west coast. Never mind the interior where the

  gradient’s easy. It’s the coastal slopes that cop the sudden hammer blows. The wind starts up on top at eight thousand feet and gathers speed as she roars down towards the sea.

  They’ve recorded one hundred and eighty knots at Thule, and that would tear down the toughest tent on the market.’




  Now that we were on the ice sheet right above Thule, despite the gentle incline and general docility of the terrain, I began to wonder if the weather could suddenly turn that nasty. Half-afraid

  that the others would accuse me of overcaution, I began to shovel snow onto the wide skirt of the tent, tightening the material and pinning it down. We were in no position to predict the weather on

  the ice cap and, as it turned out, ignorance was bliss.




  More snow fell on Greenland that year than had ever been recorded before. Early in 1977 Professor Hubert Lamb, the climate expert at the University of East Anglia, was quoted as saying there

  had been so heavy a snowfall in 1976 that the Greenland ice cap was made unduly heavy in terms of the world’s balance. An enormous weight had been added to the

  earth’s surface at a particular point. Since the earth wobbles on its orbit in the best of times, this unbalancing weight might well have altered the natural vibration. Which could have

  changed the atmospheric circulation and so too the fragile weather pattern.




  Within thirty minutes of the first light breeze the air was thick with driven snow, great wet flakes that clogged in the wolverine rime of our parkas and the wool of gloves and socks. Body

  warmth quickly thawed the snow, so our clothes were soon damp. Inside the tent, snow from our clothes and boots fell to the groundsheet and, once the cooker heated the air, the snow turned to water

  and everything began to get damp.




  For a while the wind hovered, playing cat-and-mouse, then pounced with the rush of a breaking wave. The three ten-foot aluminium tent poles creaked, twanged and settled to a jerking vibration.

  The cloth strained taut and palsied with the violence of the onslaught, shaking off its moisture onto our bags.




  After a night of silent wonder, of introduction to a side of nature so easily ignored in an urban lifetime, we went outside to dig away snow that threatened to bury the tent.




  Outside the particular feeling of helplessness was familiar. I remembered too clearly a sandstorm in Arabia when just such a maelstrom of confounding, omnipotent energy had blurred my senses and

  concentrated all my thought processes on the immediate search for shelter from the cutting blast of the elements. To face away from the wind was not enough: a thousand whipping ice spicules lashed

  the eyes, spun down the smallest gaps in clothing, clustered on eyebrows and came from everywhere, it seemed, at once.




  In five minutes we were all back inside the tent feeling, for the first of many times, what a wonderful place it was after all. The most physically miserable moments of

  my life were to pass in that tent but never once, at the end of a day, would my pleasure at entering its little world be cloyed by the evil memories of the night before. The intense relief of

  removal from the frying pan before commencing the new sensations of the fire.




  For three days the storm lashed the featureless world about us and we began to learn the art of doing nothing in a small space. There is no room for privacy, no room to stand, no food beyond the

  daily dehydrated ration. Water comes from snow scooped from just right of and outside the inner lining. The lavatory area is just to the left of and outside the inner lining. Unless the storm

  should last for longer than there is snow to be scooped up, there should be no reason to open the outer entrance sleeve.




  Until the end of August we travelled to the limit of the peninsula, to such moonlit fairylands as the tumbled icefall of Puissitd-lussarsuaq. Each day brought less sun and more moon. It was a

  wild land of immense beauty.




  On August 28 we celebrated Oliver’s birthday with a squashed fruitcake. As we munched, the evening radio call came through. Ginnie sounded weary.




  ‘Hello, Two Four. This is Zero Alpha.’ After wishing Oliver a happy thirtieth birthday she continued in a quiet voice. ‘Some bad news. The weekly United States passenger plane

  left here this morning with a mixed load of Americans and Danes. It crashed on landing at Sondre Stromfjord. The fuselage caught fire and twenty-seven passengers were killed, others cruelly burned.

  A message has just come through from Mildenhall in Suffolk. Another USAF passenger plane crashed there early this morning. Seventeen dead. It could be a coincidence but naturally the United States

  authorities are suspicious, especially of foreigners like us.’




  The eighty-mile loop journey was finished a month behind schedule but we had learned a good deal. Geoffrey was quite the opposite sort of character to

  Ollie, but both seemed tough and resilient.




  The time had come for a changeover.




  Charlie and the girls met us at the edge of the ice sheet. Ginnie seemed ill at ease. I told her all had gone well on the ice cap, in particular that Geoffrey and Oliver had lived up to our

  expectations. I asked about Mary and Charlie. Mary, she said, was hardworking and cheerful. She was worried about Charlie.




  If he behaved on the ice, she said, as he had at the base hut, we could be in for trouble. It was not so much what he had done as what he had not done. Mary and he had not hit it off, to put it

  mildly. There was a great deal to do maintaining the base, fetching water, servicing generators and manning radio watch, but Charlie was morose and idle. He would spend long hours on his mattress

  in the hut reading cowboy books, of which he had discovered an inexhaustible supply. He had made friends with a local Danish fire chief and often disappeared on boozing sessions in one of

  Thule’s many private bars. Mary was inclined to be bossy with him and Ginnie short tempered, so the combination was not ideal.




  Since Geoff had volunteered to do the first journey, the loop, it was now Charlie’s turn to come on the main inland route. Oliver as mechanic and I as navigator would do both. I was not

  alone in my doubts about Charlie. Oliver’s diary at the time said: ‘It’s a pity Geoff is off tomorrow. I know he has a much better personality than Charlie and I can work with him

  better. He is more stable and quiet. The next three weeks could be very interesting.’




  The girls departed, taking Geoff with them. Oliver found a rounded gully and taught Charlie the tricks of driving a groundhog with two heavy sledges. I was determined to watch Charlie’s

  weaknesses during the inland journey with a critical eye and, if necessary, remove him from the team before we went any further; after all, any basic failing revealed in

  Greenland was likely to recur in magnified form in the harsher environment of the Arctic. We hoped to spend up to six years of enforced togetherness in tough circumstances if all our plans

  materialised.




  In terms of the Arctic, Greenland was not cold, but at the time we were all struck by the sudden temperature drop as the evening advanced. It was also the first time the sun fell below the

  horizon and stayed there while we travelled. Oliver, the toughest of us, wrote in his diary: ‘. . . minus 14 degrees Centigrade. It is unbelievably cold.’ My own recorded comments were

  somewhat more basic: ‘The cold has made the surface firm. The skis slide well and fast now. Two balaclavas keep the ears warm but my nose cracked for the first time. It’s a pity

  it’s so large. On the other hand, while trying to relieve myself just before we set out, I decided some things would be better larger. With mittens on, it was difficult to locate

  owing to the overlap of three layers of underwear, top and bottom, two pairs of trousers and a very long front shirttail. Owing to the puffy nature of my duvet jacket I could not see below my chest

  and did everything by touch. When I thought all was ready, it turned out that my mitt was holding one end of my belt whereas the offended item, scared by the cold wind, had in fact retreated. This

  I discovered too late in the day.’




  Ollie, acting as radio operator as well as mechanic, gave a shout of triumph from inside the tent.




  ‘How’s that for communications? Washington – clear as a bell.’ Greatly impressed, Charlie and I placed an earpiece close to the headset. Two men with American accents

  were talking about geology and the terrible weather. The conversation ended with one of them saying, ‘Till tomorrow, Washington Land. Over and out.’




  ‘That can’t be bad, eh?’ chuckled Oliver. ‘Over two thousand miles and perfect reception.’




  I had studied our small-scale Greenland map with care and remembered seeing a peninsula some two hundred miles north of Thule. It was totally devoid of any significant

  features other than the grand-sounding name of Washington Land.




  I waited until Oliver had regaled Charlie with various bits of technical know-how about obtaining such long-distance clarity before showing Charlie Washington Land’s actual location on the

  map.




  There was much laughter that evening in the tent. We were elated at the thought of the journey ahead. Charlie was happy to be away from Thule. He showed no signs of evil humour and pulled his

  weight at whatever we did, being unusually quick at copying our actions – with our earlier journey behind us, we thought of ourselves as experts. This might have been annoying for Charlie but

  he never showed it. He took over the signalling duties although his Morse was painfully slow. Every morning and evening, when conditions allowed, he sent back our location with detailed

  observations of the prevailing cloud formations, the minimum temperature, the barometer reading, the wind speed and the visibility factor.




  Geoff’s job for the Meteorological Office had been the measuring of ice nuclei in the atmosphere above the ice cap. He did this by attaching a suction pipe to a pump driven by a

  mini-generator, the whole apparatus acting like a vacuum cleaner. To the working or sucking end he attached filters on which the nuclei were trapped, and by using a special processing technique he

  was able to count their number.




  Although colder, the second and longer journey at first went well. Our destination was the lofty ridge line running north to the inland plateau from the island of Norujupaluk. To reach it

  involved a tortuous up-and-down journey some forty miles along shoulders of falling ice, almost certainly crevassed but sufficiently well covered with snow bridges, we hoped, to provide a safe

  enough passage providing we kept our eyes open.




  We passed at length along a natural corridor through rising mountains, and once through it, the ice began to show its jaws: ploughed fields with bottomless furrows.




  We tied nylon ropes between the two tracked snow vehicles. Each weighed half a ton and each towed two sledges. We called them groundhogs because of their comic appearance. Charlie drove the

  first, Oliver the second. My weight was well distributed on seven-foot-long skis, so at least in principle I was less likely than the machines to break through the thin snow crust that disguised

  many of the crevasses. Nonetheless I moved with caution, prodding the crust with a ski stick and checking my compass only when I stopped.




  We climbed all day. At first our bearing and the lay of the land agreed with each other, but by evening, as the temperature dropped to minus 9 degrees Fahrenheit, the great white dune angled

  north away from our axis. Reluctantly I sidestepped, rechecked the compass and began to tack in long obtuse zigzags across the face of the gradient.




  Almost at once the metallic bark of a horn sounded. Both machines were in first gear and straining, the diagonal angle of ascent creating an uneven pull. Charlie’s gloved hand was

  signalling from his cab. His rear sledge had overturned, but he hadn’t stopped, out of fear of losing momentum.




  I skied back and heaved the slowly moving sledge onto its runners. The boxes were lashed in place, so none had spilled its contents. No sooner had I struggled back to the front to set the

  correct trail than a horn barked again. This time it was Oliver. Same thing all over again.




  The next four hours were exhausting as the slope grew steeper yet and the overturns more frequent. Darkness found us lost and groping. The machines would no longer pull two sledges, so each

  driver took one sledge forward a mile or so, then cautiously turning on the steep face of the ice field, retraced the trail to bring up his other sledge. In this manner,

  tired and very thirsty, we came to the crest of the climb shortly before midnight. Charlie lit the Optimus to melt snow and make tea, but the wind cut into us on this high ridge, the sweat of

  exertion damp under our vests.




  Oliver, who had gone to the far edge of the crest with binoculars, now called me over. We stood on a knife-edge above a Christmas land of fragile beauty. Under a million brilliant stars the

  silvered rock of distant ranges danced along wraiths of valley mist. A silence brooded here, a beautiful silence that lay alike over the virgin snowfields and the menace of the fissure zones, black

  veins in the moon-pink valley. I forgot the wind. This was the hidden Valley of Dreams, glimpsed once and never again. The answer to life’s search might lie in such a place.




  Charlie’s voice came over the rise. Our tea was getting cold. Horrors! The moment went. When next we saw the valley a bank of sea mist covered all but our own target peak and the upper

  ramparts of the scattered giants.




  Tacking up the hill had not been possible with the groundhogs roped together . . . the tracks kept tangling and fraying the nylon. Now that we were no longer attached we began the descent. Back

  in England the learned pundits had said: ‘The steeper the slope the greater the danger.’ But we were committed.




  I entered the mist. All ahead was grey. Behind, the groundhogs eased on to the knife-edge, their tracks cutting deep, sledges jostling and colliding. In the yellow murk they loomed monsterlike

  over the crest, nosing down the faint runnels of my ski tracks.




  My thighs ached with the strain of stemming the skis. The slope was steep. I felt the edge of fear as the void fell away in the gloom. There was no sense of distance, no shadow or perspective,

  no noise other than the snow thrown against my goggles and the sharp hiss of the hickory skis biting ever faster. A long dark shadow lay directly ahead. How close I could

  not tell but I swerved and it was gone. This was a fool’s game. Bending low, I began a curving telemark, leading with the left knee. It seemed an age. Then before I knew it, I had stopped.

  Turning to listen for the others I overbalanced. My ski stick, thrust out to stop me falling, broke straight through the surface snow and disappeared. My arm followed up to the shoulder. With slow

  movements, carefully keeping my body weight over both skis, I moved away from the small black hole in the snow, the only indication of hidden danger.




  I cursed myself again for a fool. This was no place for travel by night. There could be no way of knowing how steep or how long the descent below was. But the groundhogs would certainly not make

  it back up this same slope. Nor could we safely wait where we were – it was cold and too steep to pitch a tent. Should a blizzard come without warning we couldn’t risk being caught here

  unprotected.




  The machines eased downward, close together. Both drivers gave a thumbs-up, travelling in first gear, using the steering brakes as sparingly as possible. I held on to Charlie’s cab, using

  it as a brake to rest my legs but keeping both skis clear of the churning tracks; the groundhog was no bigger than a two-door family car.




  ‘My arm went through a crevasse back there,’ I shouted through his window. ‘And you’ve just driven over it.’




  Charlie looked strained in the faint light of his cab, but he managed to grin. ‘Pull the other leg – it’s got bells on.’




  I shook my head, but two gloved fingers appeared against the plastic window.




  The descent had begun to ease. I let go of the groundhog and immediately sped away, this time under control. The farther we descended the darker it became. It seemed an age

  before the slope levelled out and only then, when we were well and truly committed to the valley, did it reveal its unpleasant nature.




  I slid to a halt and threw back the fur-rimmed hood of my parka to listen. Looking back and around I saw nothing but the hostile grin of the mist, heard only the imagined

  echo of my skis cutting the snow. Then a distant fox barked. Twice, short and sharp. I kick-turned the light Norwegian skis and langlaufed back up my trail. Suddenly a groundhog appeared with

  Charlie half out of its cab.




  Oliver, he said, had gone down a crevasse.




  At first I could see nothing. Charlie pointed to a vague line of darker gloom. I skied toward it. Oliver’s groundhog had a flag on its cabin roof, and it was this Charlie had seen. The

  rest of the vehicle had completely disappeared from view.




  Cresting the rise, I finally saw the trapped groundhog, and catching my breath, came to an abrupt halt. My ski tips hung over a narrow canyon in the snow that led in zigzag fashion to the hole

  that had swallowed Oliver’s machine.




  I inspected the fissure and could see no bottom to it. Oliver had been driving almost parallel to its course when his groundhog’s right-hand track had punctured the rotten bridge

  concealing its presence. The vehicle must have lurched sideways and downward. Fortunately, for the moment at least, the left-hand track had caught on the lip of the crevasse and balanced there. But

  the least movement could dislodge the machine and send it plunging downward.




  As I watched, Oliver began to wriggle out of his tiny cabin door, his parka catching on the controls as he did so. The groundhog rocked to and fro; snow fell away from the bank which held it,

  and Oliver, realising his danger, redoubled his efforts. Soon he was on the catwalk beside the cab and, keeping his weight central, edged toward the safer side, away from the void. Each time the

  machine lurched and slipped a bit, he froze. When it quieted he moved, eel-like, nearer terra firma. He did well, escaping without disturbing the machine. Now we had only to pull it out, an event

  we had long prepared for. Oliver, without the safety of skis, stayed where he was. I moved over to Charlie and motioned him forward.




  On paper we had agreed on the best method of recovery: a straightforward pull by the still mobile groundhog using Kevla, a towrope endowed with a great deal of elastic strength. Once enough

  elasticity was induced by the towing machine, the other should by rights pop out of its predicament like a cork from a champagne bottle.




  Charlie reversed, then slowly nosed through the moving wraith of mist into the best approach angle. He was perhaps eighty yards from Oliver and well away from the crevasse when it happened.




  The only noise was a sharp thud as Charlie’s head hit the windscreen. What I saw, as the snow unzipped in front of me, was a long black cavern.




  The groundhog was moving slowly at the time. Charlie was quick. He slammed on both steering brakes as he felt himself fall, coming to an abrupt halt as his vehicle jammed its upper catwalks

  between the lips of the new crevasse. Then, unseen, the moon edged behind the southern hills, and the darkness was complete. By torchlight and wary as long-tailed cats in a room full of rocking

  chairs, we tested the snow yard by yard until we came to Charlie. He was out before we reached him and unlashing his tent from his leading sledge.




  We made camp between the two crevasses, hoping that the spot we chose was solid. We were tired, miles from anywhere, and caught between an escarpment we could not climb and a deeply crevassed

  valley through which we must travel to escape.




  For two days we shovelled, dug, chipped and cursed. At first the task had seemed beyond us. To extricate the groundhogs from the dizzy perches meant moving them backward or

  forward. Yet the slightest movement in either direction would only serve to widen the gap in the delicate snow bridges and send the machines plunging downward.




  Oliver’s diary records: ‘We spent the day roped together as crevasses are all around us. One, close to the tent, is about five feet wide and has infinite depth.’




  After many hours we completed tunnels for our aluminium crevasse ladders well beneath the sunken groundhogs. The recovery operation was dicey but it worked.




  Our timetable was now in the red. Winter and darkness were upon us. The journey back to Thule was splattered with crevasse alarms, boggings and countless breakdowns. But Oliver

  always coped. With spindrift settling down his neck and some of his fingers split from the nails back to the first knuckle, he continued patiently and thoroughly, ‘botching up’ where he

  had no spare part to do the job. As he worked Charlie watched, helping where he could. Oliver was often short and sharp with him but he ignored this: it was Oliver’s way when embroiled with

  details. Theirs was a close and easy friendship. Luckily, however, the two did not form an alliance against me. In the back of beyond where there are no links with normal life, friendship is

  vitally important.




  Two things, I believe, saved us from a triangle situation. Both men were strong individualists and at all times stuck rigidly to their independent theories on how things should best be done.

  They did not experience the temptation of forming a united front for the sake of it or the better to disrupt my own way of doing things. When each disagreed with my theories he did so separately

  and openly, avoiding the behind-the-back consultations which are the most poisonous ingredient even a short expedition can suffer. Secondly, I had been through life without feeling the need for

  close friends, probably due to a youth spent amusing myself, as my three elder sisters had different tastes. Most days I could speak to Ginnie on the radio or at least

  listen to her Morse signals, so there was never a feeling of personal isolation. I had been lucky enough to be able to select with care individuals without malice. Such people are surprisingly

  rare. With Charlie the malice content was minimal, with Oliver, nonexistent.




  Despite the holdups our pace was faster than before. Oliver’s mechanical work was slicker; we could strike or break camp in under an hour and many little short cuts

  learned over the weeks saved us much previously wasted time.




  We returned to Thule not a day too soon. The weather clamped down on the icecap and stayed there, a grim, grey blanket hiding the whole feature from the camp. But the wind spilled down the

  valley, battering at the manmade installations and tearing through Thule to lash the icebergs and the black islands beyond.




  Once again six in number, we stored all the kit, cleaned and greased for the winter, and told the authorities, Danish and American, that we hoped to be back in about three months’ time to

  pick it all up by transport plane on our way north to Alert and the Arctic Ocean.




  I returned from Greenland fit and weighing 185 pounds. Over the next three months in London, the most harassing I can remember, I lost fourteen pounds without exercise or a diet. My first grey

  hairs also sprouted during this period.




  There are those who think of expeditions as fun and games for the rich. Had we been attempting to gain recognition and support for an expedition to raid a bank in Moscow, the authorities could

  hardly have shown a more suspicious, antagonistic attitude. Every hurdle that could be produced was shoved in our way – or so it seemed. Our official route to the Arctic was as straight as a

  butcher’s hook. If our funds had been limitless we could probably have bought our way around many of the obstacles, but the vital political permissions would still have proved elusive.




  Just before we left Thule I had been offered a quick visit on the weekly supply plane to Alert. During the forty-minute stop-off at the Canadian base I saw the station

  commander and told him our intentions. Two miles north of his camp, on the very edge of the ocean, was a huddle of empty shacks owned by Polar Shelf – an Arctic research group based in

  Ottawa. Their boss had kindly said we could use his huts as our base. This did not mean we could get there. The airstrip was maintained and lit up by the military, the only people

  physically at Alert.




  I explained to their boss that as yet we did not have the British army’s blessing, but when we did I would like to ask for Canadian forces’ support to take us and our cargo from

  Thule to Alert using existing flights, not extra ones.




  Within a week of returning to London my unofficial visit to Alert rebounded with a vengeance. The Canadians had asked the British High Commission in Ottawa about my plans. The latter burst a

  blood vessel and scattered signals like confetti, or, more aptly, like ashes. Mike Wingate-Gray fielded one and showed it to me. Distinctly unflattering.




  Somehow SAS support stayed with us, but the wider army backing withered away. One of its suggestions was:




   




  

    

      In view of the revised policy for territorial training and the security restrictions placed on expeditions operating in the Alert area, it is strongly recommended that no

      further action is taken to have this project submitted as an Army Adventurous Training Exercise.


    


  




   




  Which meant that any chance of RAF Hercules transport aircraft supporting our planned travels in the Arctic or Antarctic was now out of the question. Yet such flights were crucial to the whole

  venture.




  Since, as they say, crying over spilled milk is a waste of time, I inquired about the cost of chartering a Twin Otter ski-plane for our Arctic work. I found out it came

  to £50,000 if we could get away with only three resupply flights after the initial ones between Thule and Alert. Awesome.




  An old friend of mine was an ex-soldier who lived and worked in Arabia. At the time he was visiting London and he offered to introduce me to his friend Dr Omar Zawawi, an Omani businessman who

  had built up a business in Zanzibar and subsequently in Europe. Dr Omar, a charming man with a wealth of good humour and razor-sharp perception, saw me at his Knightsbridge house. Nothing seemed to

  escape his dark brown eyes. For two hours I described our aims and our problems. He approved of free enterprise. He had read and enjoyed a book I had written about Oman. Most of all he was grateful

  to the individual Britons who had risked their lives for the freedom of his country. The upshot of the meeting was a dinner at which he introduced Ginnie and me to a Yorkshireman, Jack Codd, the

  managing director of Tarmac International. A month later we received £58,000 from Dr Omar and Jack Codd as well as promises of support for the main circumpolar journey. The money would deal

  with resupply during our northern travels but not with the England-to-Thule-to-Alert problem.




  This was partly solved by Scandinavian Airline Systems. They would take us and our baggage from England to Thule and, after the training, back again. As a rule they sponsored only such as Bjorn

  Borg, the then-local tennis hero, but two coincidences attracted them to us. Their trade name was SAS, and the start date of our polar training journey coincided with their celebrations to mark the

  twentieth anniversary of their first transpolar flight.




  Next question: what machines should we use on the broken ice rubble of the Arctic Ocean? Greenland had confirmed the groundhogs’ superior pulling power but had revealed two defects which

  boded ill for the Arctic Ocean. On bare ice we had lost all control of the vehicles. They had skidded about in response to gravity and the metal tracks, unable to dig in,

  had slithered powerless sideways or backward. This wouldn’t do on ocean pack ice. Perhaps the smaller Skidoos would be better.




  Clearly we needed advice, but there were more individuals in Britain who had climbed Mount Everest than had travelled even briefly on Arctic sea ice. The most knowledgeable of those who had was

  said to be Dr Hattersley-Smith. I’d corresponded with him before but only about sledges. Now he assured me the groundhogs would be fatal on sea ice.




  ‘What about snowmobiles?’ he suggested.




  ‘I tried them in Scotland. Not enough power.’




  ‘Ah, but were they Bombardier from Canada?’




  ‘No, we had some Swedish machines.’




  ‘You get onto Bombardier. Their machines are tough with plenty of poke. They call them Skidoos.’




  If my research had unearthed this information years before, I would not have rejected the snowmobiles so quickly. But regret was no good: time was short. We had either to risk using the

  groundhogs or conjure up some Skidoos. But could we obtain them immediately? Would we be able to get them to Alert on time? Would they prove as good as the doctor made out? Would Oliver be able to

  repair them? With only thirty days to go I tried to contact anybody who might have used them. The models appeared to be powered by a 640-cc air-cooled Rotax engine made in Austria and mounted on a

  robust chassis made near Montreal by the Bombardier Company. They had a history of reliability with woodsmen, farmers and hunters in the Canadian Arctic and had been used by the British Antarctic

  Survey.




  I telexed Bombardier in Montreal and asked them if they would like to sponsor us. They were immediately, and probably sensibly, hostile in their reaction. Had we driven snowmobiles before? Had

  we travelled on the Arctic Ocean? Did we have a trained mechanic going with us? Did we intend to take a comprehensive supply of spare parts? All our answers being negative,

  Bombardier sensed bad, not good, publicity. In no way would they sponsor us. So we quickly reverted to existing sponsors to purchase the machines for us. From them we were soon able to send a large

  cheque to Bombardier in Montreal requesting that they quickly send four Alpine Skidoos, each with £500-worth of backup spares, to the nearest commercial airfield to Alert, which appeared to

  be Resolute, six hundred miles to the south.




  Oliver immediately arranged to travel out to Giinskirchen, where the engines and gearboxes were manufactured. The friendly director of Bombardier’s Austrian branch sponsored Oliver with

  his accommodation, transport and tuition. Despite no money and little knowledge of German, in which language all Oliver’s instruction was given, he came back after a week slightly less

  perturbed than he had been on first hearing of my last-minute switch. Anyone but Oliver might well have thrown up his hands in disgust at this inefficiency and flatly refused the job. As it was he

  set about ordering supplies of spares, tools and lubricants for machines he had never seen, all with his usual cheerful optimism.




  The major problems we still faced – government permission and air transport – were entwined and could only be broached if our Arctic training plan was approved by

  the Royal Geographical Society.




  Although four months spent in Alert training locally on the sea ice might give us an idea of Arctic travel, only the test of a race to a set objective could indicate our adequacy sufficiently to

  attract the tremendous sponsorship our main circumpolar journey would require: for instance, by 1980 we would need a Twin Otter aircraft for resupply in both polar zones and an ice-strengthened

  vessel to take us to both ends and both sides of the world. Those items alone would cost £1 million, and who could we find to give this to a group of nobodies

  who had messed around on the edge of the Arctic for a few months?




  So my proposal involved, as the clearly stated objective, the North Pole itself. On November 1, 1976, I went before the Royal Geographical Society’s Expeditions Committee.




  The committee’s chairman, Sir Vivian Fuchs, questioned me closely on many technical details. He noted the precise results of our Greenland journey and asked the opinion of Colonel Andrew

  Croft, who had accompanied me to the interview. The other committee members, all exalted figures in the world of geography and expeditions, posed a variety of questions from astronavigation to

  personality difficulties.




  No reaction was evident, favourable or otherwise, when we left, but Andrew Croft told me he felt it had gone well. We would be told the result soon enough. It could not be too soon from my point

  of view. Even with the RGS approval there was a chance the army might remain totally against any support.




  That October, awaiting the Royal Geographical Society’s decision, all problems seemed magnified because of the need for urgency. If we wanted to make our assault on the North Pole during

  the coming spring, then we would have to be ready to leave England again within three months with permits, equipment and stores complete. In the polar zones timing is critical to survival, let

  alone success. This is summed up neatly by Charles Kuralt writing of the unsuccessful 1967 American attempt on the North Pole: ‘There is only a short span of time, mid-March to mid-May, when

  man can safely walk on the Arctic ice. Earlier in the year total darkness and severe cold make travel hazardous. Later, the rising sun turns the ocean snow cover to mush, high winds break the ice

  pack into thousands of individual floes and higher temperatures keep the resulting leads from freezing over quickly.’




  No expedition, however experienced, leaving land after March 15 can hope to reach the North Pole. To get ourselves into a position with a chance of success from our

  intended base at Alert would mean setting out by February 28. This in turn meant reaching Alert at least a month earlier, the end of January, since it takes time to set up a self-contained base in

  permanent darkness and sub-zero temperatures – even for trained men. To move the thirty-one thousand pounds of fuel, food and equipment we had left in the warehouse in Thule five hundred

  miles farther north to Alert demanded departure from England in mid-January at the latest. Otherwise our journey would crumble in dismal failure, as had the majority of North Pole attempts; the

  most recent only three miles from its starting point.




  So, at best, there were three months including Christmas – when I knew ten days could be written off in terms of productivity – in which to navigate a number of Chinese-like obstacle

  courses. A series of problems kept the six of us busy every day for six and often seven days a week. The winter was the only time we could make an income from lectures, so at least three evenings a

  week were used up talking to audiences all over the country. Nor did the Territorial Army allow us an office for nothing. Every Tuesday evening found all six of us in khaki in various London drill

  halls. I obtained leave, but the three other men had to spend two weeks with the Special Air Service in Bavaria as soon as we returned from Greenland.




  Weekends when we could have been greasing, painting, packaging, weighing and listing the tons of sponsors’ stores which were again piling up inside and outside the office were instead

  spent parachuting by night into Denmark to disrupt NATO installations with tear gas and mock explosives or wading along Scottish lochsides to attack nuclear submarine pens. Our polar experience was

  not widened by these things, but our base of goodwill at the Duke of York’s headquarters was strengthened.




  At last the Royal Geographical Society’s approval came. I immediately wrote to the Ministry of Defence. Everything, I explained, was now ready except for two

  things: Canadian army permission for us to be based at the old shacks near their Alert camp; and the use of their weekly transport planes to fly our cargo up from Thule.




  Five short weeks before we had to leave England, a reply was sent by the Director of Army Training to our own brigadier. It was a final and irrefutable no. The author was obviously of a

  kindly nature. He ended by saying: ‘I wish Fiennes all possible success and regret in the present circumstances it is not possible to give him official or semiofficial support. I realise this

  will be a bitter blow to Fiennes, but even if the expedition had been put forward by an experienced team from the Regular army it would not have been approved due to the high financial

  risks to Her Majesty’s government.’




  There was one last hope of leaving in January. It meant flying to Ottawa to try to get Alert permission direct from the Canadian army. Except I knew no one in Ottawa, let alone the Canadian

  forces. Our United States air attaché friend booked me to New York and back, and Air Canada, through the good offices of the government of Alberta, sponsored my onward flight to Ottawa. Once

  there the Rowley family kindly let me stay in their house. Dr Rowley, an internationally respected Arctic scientist, took me to a government liaison officer whose specific area of interest was

  foreigners visiting the Northwest Territories – of which Ellesmere Island is the northeastern tip.




  Stewart Shackell listened patiently to my dilemma and immediately plotted a course of action. Over the next five days he drove me about Ottawa via a maze of governmental departments, introducing

  me with a sympathetic account of my problems. He approached the minor problems first, ones which I had not even considered: radio licences, customs’ permits, explorers’ licences and so

  on. Then, after a number of telephone calls, came a visit to the defence headquarters at Tunney’s Pasture, which bristled with security. I had my British army I.D.

  card and used it. Somewhere along a maze of corridors and further check-in desks we came to the correct department. Army and air force personnel – all with the same smart olive green

  uniforms, polite manners and close-cropped hair – nodded as we passed.




  The security colonel who greeted us had specific responsibility for Alert. He knew all about our earlier unorthodox approaches, the hornet’s nest that had been stirred at the British High

  Commission in Ottawa and the urgency of our current position. The whole matter had obviously been discussed at a high level and on learning of my arrival in Ottawa, the authorities had made a

  decision.




  I felt the strain of the past two months ease as the colonel stated the position concisely. We could base ourselves at the deserted huts two miles north of the Canadian camp since we

  already had the permission of their owners, the Polar Continental Shelf Project. We must be totally self-contained and must expect no help from the Canadian forces. We must produce proof of

  insurance coverage up to £100,000 for search-and-rescue costs. We must keep clear of all security areas at all times. All these things were fair and I agreed without question, overwhelmingly

  thankful for the permission. For so long Alert had seemed like a distant, unobtainable paradise.




  There remained only one question: would the weekly resupply flights from Thule to Alert help us move equipment north if space was available on the existing flights? This was a request I had

  mentioned in all my papers to the Ministry of Defence over the past three years. Although it should cost the Canadians nothing, it would save us up to £30,000. On the other hand it was the

  thin end of the wedge, as indeed was the permission granted for our presence at Alert. Others would point to favours granted and clamour for similar treatment. Things could

  go dangerously wrong for us, and only the Canadians would be held responsible if no intensive search-and-rescue operations were mounted. Furthermore, the Arctic is a fragile area. Too many

  expeditions trampling the wild beauty and fragile fauna of Ellesmere Island, soon to be protected in parts as a national park, would leave pollution in their wake. And there was the delicate matter

  of Canadian sovereignty. Individual Canadians had often objected strongly to foreign expeditions exploring their Arctic territory.




  The colonel registered my request, promised to pass it to the relevant authority and saw us out past the security desk.




  Stewart Shackell had moved mountains for us. On the Air Canada Boeing back to New York I reflected how, despite the stubborn opposition and antagonism of many officials and civil servants, our

  endeavour was to go ahead through the goodwill of a few who believed there was still room for such activities despite the cramped outlook of officialdom in general.




  With two weeks until our deadline I returned to London to find the others engaged in a flurry of last-minute business.




  We would need a patron for the main journey. H.R.H. Prince Charles was my first choice. I saw no reason why he should agree, but there was no harm in asking. I wrote a letter requesting this

  honour and took it by hand to Buckingham Palace.




  It was raining and few tourists were about. I asked one of the sentries at the gate where I should go regarding the matter of royal patronage. The soldier gave no reply so I moved round to the

  left flank, where there appeared to be a tradesmen’s entrance. My identity card saw me past two policemen but a security officer stopped me well before I made it to the main palace. He

  relieved me of the letter. ‘Don’t worry, sir. I’ll make good and sure this reaches His Royal Highness. A fine day to you, sir.’ I had been politely seen off.




  With only three weeks to go, I still had no permission from the Americans to land at Thule nor any means of transporting our cargo from Thule to Alert. But our free SAS

  flight left Heathrow on January 24, which was already three weeks behind my original schedule.




  On January 11 a telegram came from the United States authorities in Thule. It was directed to the United States air attaché in London and stated simply that the request to visit Thule was

  granted.




  Armed with the telegram I telephoned Ottawa to expedite clearance of our gear from Thule, the last remaining hitch. The kindly colonel said he had no clear answer and, in view of the time

  factor, advised me to cable directly to the Ministry of National Defence. This I did, and a week later his assistant replied, saying that all Thule-Alert flights were fully committed, and in any

  case there were commercial reasons against such help being given.




  I immediately contacted the director of Bradley Air Services, whose Otter aircraft would be resupplying the expedition. He promised to try to move all our cargo from Thule, but now a new problem

  came up. There was no fuel in Thule available for Bradley Otter or DC-3-type aircraft. Without refuelling, no Canadian-based medium aircraft could then fly on to Alert – where again there was

  no suitable fuel.




  On January 23 a giant flatbed truck was loaded at the barracks with our crates, prefabricated hut and other stores, and departed for Harwich en route for the SAS terminal at Copenhagen Airport.

  Even with the knowledge that Thule might prove a dead end, I felt we had to leave the next day and let the future look after itself.




  SAS had reserved first-class seats for us – a luxury unexpected and very welcome. By now, feeling fatalistic, I expected our cargo truck to have sunk along with its North Sea ferry or

  crashed en route to Copenhagen.




  At Thule the airstrip seemed unfamiliar. We descended the ramp to a twilit knot of parka-clad officials. The Danish naval commander was there as before, a new United

  States colonel and a furry blur of juniors in the background. No one smiled. The atmosphere went with the temperature, minus 23 degrees Fahrenheit, and neither struck me as pleasant.




  A good friend, Palle Hansen, drove us to Dundas village adjacent to the United States base in a pickup truck. The Dundas radio boss, Eigil Jensen, had kindly made a house in the village

  available to us on our way to and from the Arctic, and while the girls set about making bedspaces and a meal, we drove to the warehouse, where we had left thirty thousand pounds of equipment and

  the groundhogs from our last journey.




  The equipment was in fine condition because the Danish commander who used the store had kept it locked up at all times. However, both groundhogs were deep-frozen up to their sprockets in a solid

  block of ice. Someone had left an overflow pipe running free into the low shed. Its door was now frozen shut and nothing short of oxyacetylene would extricate the groundhogs.




  Since we were to use Skidoos – if they ever materialised from Montreal – we temporarily abandoned the frozen groundhogs and concentrated on moving bit by bit all the applicable

  stores up to the airstrip. We had earlier packed everything for a groundhog journey. Now much of it had to be repacked and all groundhog gear left behind.




  On our second day Ginnie came to the warehouse and took me to one side. She was in tears; rare for her. Unable to locate me, the new American colonel had summoned her and various other top

  functionaries on the base, including the Danish commander, to his inner office. We had come without United States permission, Ginnie was told. She had protested that this was not so but naturally

  did not have the vital telegram on her person at the time. I was to see the colonel as soon as possible.




  I ran through the dark of the day to the headquarters building, homing in on its metal Christmas tree lights and painted light bulbs. I found that my lungs hurt breathing

  the cold air. I was not fit – nor were the others, I suspected.




  The colonel’s direct junior took the telegram from me. (I had copied it in an adjacent office and kept the copy.) He made no comment as I left, informed me that no Bradley Air Service

  aircraft had permission to land at Thule even if there had been fuel for them. Except, of course, for emergency landing.




  After several attempts I managed to telephone the Bradley boss, Dick de Blicquy, in Ottawa. He promised he would somehow find an aircraft big enough to take all our cargo to Alert and still

  carry sufficient fuel for itself. Bradley’s own Thule permit had indeed lapsed some months previously. He said he would try Pacific Airlines, which owned a Hercules C-130, provided we could

  get them a Thule permit.




  I phoned a contact in the Pentagon who, three days later, managed to clear the Pacific Airlines application, but by then Dick de Blicquy had already contacted an old friend, the director of

  Northwest Territorial Airlines, who agreed for £15,000 to fly a DC-6 from faraway Yellowknife, stop at Resolute and collect our Skidoos which had just arrived there, then collect half our

  cargo and ourselves from Thule and drop us at Alert. Stopping only long enough to unload, he would then return to Thule via Resolute’s fuel dump with only two of us to load the remaining

  cargo for a second flight to Alert. All this to happen in the polar darkness with temperatures down to minus 40 degrees Fahrenheit. Bad weather at any point en route would cause delay and add cost.

  But it was the only way out and I immediately thanked Dick. He said we could expect the DC-6 on February 2, weather and United States permits willing.




  Later that evening it was all smiles again at Thule. Even the base commander came to wish us well. His junior explained that an English couple bound for Qanaq, north of

  Thule, to film the Eskimo way of life, had applied for the same date and we had been sent their clearance. But as the original telegram had not explained which request had been granted but just

  ‘the request’, the United States air attaché in London had passed it on to us. Thule had checked back with London and now knew that we had arrived in good faith. (The other

  couple was also allowed in.) The fact that the United States air attaché was Paul Clark, by now a good friend of the expedition, was on the face of it irrelevant. Ignorance is and was

  bliss.




  Our flight north was in the pitch darkness of an Arctic winter. Our huts were half-full of snow but provided a shelter from the elements. It took a week to make them habitable.

  I would not say we made them comfortable during the first month. Ginnie, in her wolf-skin, began to set up her communications system. Working with a lantern on the exposed hill above the camp she

  trudged back and forth with buckets of water. Each was the result of hours warming ice hacked from the sea. She poured the water around empty drums she had dug into the snow in strategic positions

  on the hillside. The water froze the drums in place to serve as anchor points for the mast’s guy ropes.




  The first time we attempted to erect the snaking tube of the aerial, its brittle metal snapped and the whole contraption collapsed in a tangle of tubing and wire. The next attempt was successful

  although the mast could never have been described as straight. The silicone coating of the antennae wires, Ginnie discovered, tasted good to the local Arctic foxes. Their sharp teeth snapped the

  wires and called for counteraction. Eventually Ginnie hoisted all antennae onto a series of poles stuck in the snow, replaced all coaxial cables that broke due to the cold and finally made voice

  contact with our radio base over two thousand miles away, the radio station at Cove in England.




  Perhaps her pleasure at the successful communications put her in a forgetful state, because later that day she visited the wooden shack, five feet by five feet, which was

  our lavatory, and was careless. There was a drill involved with this unavoidable but dreaded activity which called for the undoing of all buttons, zips and belts. Then clutching paper, flashlight

  and of course one’s clothes, one rushed to the hut, bared a minimal portion of one’s backside and tried to complete the operation in seconds. Our tinned and dehydrated diet, however,

  did not contribute toward quick results. Ginnie’s error was the failure by flashlight to check that the polyethylene liner covered the metal rim of the rusty open-ended fuel drum that served

  as our throne. She found out soon enough, as did anyone in the neighbourhood, for her yelps were magnified by the echo-chamber characteristics of the hut.




  Rushing into the warmth of our shack she mistakenly sought comfort by shoving the painful area close to the metal stove. In her agitation she brushed against the red-hot heater and so achieved

  the probably unique distinction of scarring one cheek with a cold burn and the other with a hot one, all within five minutes.




  On February 26 we left the girls in the dark and set out for the Pole. Three days later we were static some six miles to the west. The machines refused to start no matter what

  Ollie and Charlie did to them with blowtorches, heater and even hot tea.




  When we moved, our clothes cracked, taking on any shape the wearer reclined in for a certain length of time and objected when strained to another pose. A mitten, for instance, after holding a

  Skidoo handlebar for a while, would stay in that position until the fingers were banged or manipulated with the other hand.




  Despite three layers of socks, two of felt boots and outer canvas mukluks, our feet were a problem. When possible we stood on a sledge box, Skidoo seat or a couple of shovels laid on the ice

  – anything but the ground itself. We decided to test Geoff’s ice-drilling kit and took it in turns to turn the handle so many times each. After drilling four

  feet the bore became jammed and defied all our efforts with Oliver’s antifreeze and alcohol to get it out again.




  Geoff persevered and after three hours’ jiggling about he retrieved the bits. We decided to delay such research work until we were truly under way farther north.




  On March 1 we were still staring at the nearby Black Cliffs. There was already a noticeably long period of twilight. We spoke little . . . our thoughts were sombre. Ginnie informed us on the

  radio that Alert meteorological station had just recorded their lowest ever temperature, and that to our south the United States was experiencing their coldest winter ever recorded. After this news

  our communications broke down. The Morse key froze up and the coaxial cable cracked internally – Geoff had bent it slightly, which was understandable since it’s customary to coil it up

  in a neat roll once communications have been made. The headset’s mouthpiece became inoperative because when Geoff had spoken into it his breath had condensed and then frozen inside the fine

  wire mesh.




  We were getting nowhere, but at least we were learning a great deal. Which, of course, was the idea.




  Early on March 3 we rose after another bad night. There was no wind. The temperature was minus 51 degrees Centigrade. At quarter past three that afternoon Oliver shouted, ‘She’s

  coming up. Look at Alert.’




  The three of them left what they were doing, forgot their feet and their hands, their ears and their noses and stood watching the low hills of the eastern horizon. Directly over the long black

  tongue of the airstrip a slowly spreading film of red light suffused the twilit sky. Then a speck of royal red appeared on the ridgeline, growing in size like a fresh wound until, for the first

  time in a month . . . the sun.




  Oliver, optimistic as ever, waxed lyrical in his diary: ‘The sun at last. Oh, what a feeling to shed the grim cloak of darkness. My spirits rose immediately and

  things looked better. The effect on us all was dramatic.’




  I decided to record the moment on camera. My Bolex ciné-camera, set at top speed and fully wound, gave a quick groan and then refused to budge. My Nikon’s standard lens was jammed

  as was its zoom lens. Both had been fully winterised, but not with minus 50 degrees in mind. I carried an underwater Nikonos camera in my inner pocket and was pleased to discover that although the

  focus was jammed on infinity and the shutter was sluggish, it at least worked. Looking at the photograph now, I still find it difficult to recall the feel of life at minus 50 degrees. I remember no

  feeling of elation, only an increasing realisation of impending failure. From now on we had to average ten miles a day every day to reach the Pole before the ice breakup, if it was to be a

  normal year. But as people all over the world were to discover, 1977 was no normal year. Even in Britain people died trapped in snowdrifts that winter.




  About this time Geoffrey became unusually quiet. I lived in one tent with him; the others were next door. In the evenings and, worse still, in the mornings we would hear their cooker roaring

  gently and soon the smell of their food would emanate through the thin tent walls. Our own cooker was a freakish contraption or, perhaps, our mechanically minded brethren were just better at

  cooker-starting. Either way, the fiddling and the frustrations in our dark refrigerator of a tent intensified in the knowledge that next door things were better.




  The following day Oliver managed to start up one of the machines. I leapt onto it with no equipment, and cursing in apprehension every time the engine spluttered, headed back for Alert. My plan

  was to take it to a Canadian army mechanic there for diagnosis, then return with ‘the facts’ so that Oliver could put the others right.




  While I was away Geoffrey’s state deteriorated. In particular his feet lost all feeling. That night the others invited him to dinner in their tent and while they

  ate a delicious Kesp soya bean stew in its gravy of freshly boiled seawater, they tried to massage some life back into his yellow-white toes. Frostbite had to be avoided, especially so early on in

  the journey.




  The next day I returned to the forlorn little ice camp, not by Skidoo but in a Bombardier Snowcat with the base commander and mechanic. Sympathetic with our delays and fascinated with the root

  cause of our Canadian machines’ bad behaviour, they had decided to risk their big Bombardier out on the sea ice.




  They had brought with them an aircraft heater to dry out the Skidoos, and in no time at all the machines were throbbing away. We abandoned the tents and the equipment on the ice and decided to

  spend as long as necessary back at camp manufacturing built-in heater systems for each Skidoo. Once these were ready we would come back to the tents and carry on.




  Geoffrey, Oliver and Charles left on their Skidoos, and as mine was already back at base I travelled with the major in his heavy Snowcat, which almost immediately struck a hidden bar of ice with

  one of its skis. The steel ski broke cleanly, making steering practically impossible. The mechanic drove on, and with his ginger beard thrust forward and his barrel muscles heaving at the heavy

  controls, he resembled a pirate at the helm in heavy seas. Whatever, thanks to determination and despite painfully slow progress, he managed to reach the camp.




  We arrived after the others to hear that Geoff had frostbite.




  I hurried down to the huts. Mary had put dry bandages on the six fingers worst affected and sedated Geoff, who was in pain.




  It had happened without warning on the journey back. The three drivers had been exposed to minus 49 degrees Fahrenheit with a wind speed of their own making of fifteen knots. Although each

  man wore silk gloves, woollen gloves, heavy quilt gauntlets and thick leather outer mitts the cold had penetrated these with ease and every so often it had been necessary to

  stop to swing both hands about until the blood was forced back right to the fingertips.




  Geoff’s dilemma had been the worry that any stop would either oil up the plugs or, through briefly letting go of the hand throttle, the engine would stop. And once one engine stopped, even

  immediate attempts to start up again were often fruitless. Probably wishing to avoid risking this and since the other two kept going, Geoff in his already run-down state had let six of his fingers

  go numb.




  For six days Oliver and the Canadians worked on ways of starting the vehicles, mainly a preheating system using petrol cookers and ducting. On March 10 we set out again without Geoff. By now it

  was mostly daylight.




  Twilight was fading into night as Oliver, Charlie and I Skidooed back to our abandoned tents. Although I had marked their position in my mind, the site of our recent

  frustrations looked very different in the dim light. We only found them because our last set of tracks were still visible in many places.




  Inside and out the tents were heavy with hoarfrost. We next made the mistake of lighting our cookers – it was soon very wet. And the tent was more uncomfortable, it seemed to me, without

  Geoff.




  That night Oliver mended his wolfskin parka with tough thread, dental floss. It took him a long while because of his fingers, and I could hear him muttering through the tent walls. On the way he

  had received a bad knock against a sharp ice block and ripped his parka. The rest of that day had been a misery for him with an average chill factor of minus 105 degrees. We had stopped many times

  to thump legs and arms against each other. The lesson Geoffrey had suffered was at the front of our minds.




  I couldn’t sleep that night and spent an hour in the morning lighting my cooker. When it finally caught I shouted to the others to wake up. From then on Oliver gave

  me Valium tablets to induce sleep, but I never took more than two every other day – it’s easy to sleep too well and ignore creeping frostbite of the nose or cheeks. I dreaded the moment

  when at intervals through the night it was necessary to turn over and the layer of frost particles from my breath dropped off the bag lining and slid down my neck.




  The new heaters were cumbersome and difficult to light but they did the trick along with a number of intricate preparations that Ol and Charlie performed like surgeons. Great was their pride

  that first morning when all three vehicles, one by one and at long intervals, coughed and spluttered their way to life after their night out.




  When every last item, including the ten-foot-long tent rolls heavy with clinging ice, was lashed to the sledges of Skidoo rear platforms, I felt my eyebrows rise under their twin crusts of ice.

  No way will we move over pressure ridges like this, I thought. There must be everything but the kitchen sink aboard despite our cautious planning. A lot of it was due to Geoff’s absence. Many

  items from his sledge had been added to ours, contrary to original planning.




  Sure enough there was trouble even on the comparative calm of the bay ice. Because of the complete lack of shadow we could not see the bumps, ridges and ditches which made up the surface of the

  sea. Time and again Skidoos and their drivers rolled over. Even more often the sledges tipped and, at each overturn, the other two were forced to turn back or go forward to help, since no sledge

  would reright without all three of us heaving on ropes. Often even this was not enough, in which case lashings had to come off, fixed on with so much care a few minutes before, then tents, fragile

  antenna coils and heavy boxes. Clearly our lashing system was wrong, and it would be many days before we found the answer . . . The Arctic puts great strain on a laden sledge. All Eskimo sledges

  are made loosely, each piece of wood lashed on with hide that absorbs the ceaseless bumps and bangs coming from every angle. But even this is insufficient to prove a lasting

  answer, as every previous expedition to the Pole has shown. Time was always wasted repairing wooden runners and slats. Which was why, four years before, I had begun work on our stainless steel

  sledges. And now I anxiously watched for cracks, broken welds and contortions as the supercool steel thudded against the iron-hard ice.
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