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    PART ONE




    ESKIMONESS
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    ON THE north-east coast of Greenland, on a point of land called Eskimoness, six hundred miles beyond the Arctic Circle, there used to be a wooden house. It is burnt down now, and there is nothing left there except a small outhouse which escaped the fire. The house was built as a scientific station, but in the early spring of 1943 it became the centre of a fight: a fight which began near the house and then ranged for four hundred miles up and down the beautiful desolate coast.




    There were seven men living in the house at the time, four Danes, one Norwegian and two Eskimos, though some of them were away from home on dog-sledge journeys. They had spent the winter there. They were cut off from the rest of the world except for the radio, and their nearest neighbours, so far as they knew, were in another house on an island called Ella, two hundred miles to the southward. North of them, there was nobody at all. But they were not oppressed by their isolation; they were used to it, and they rather liked it. The Eskimos had been born to it, and the Europeans had all spent other winters in the arctic. Each of them, in his own way, was in love with the arctic, as most men are who know it well enough to face its dangers with confidence and put up with its discomfort. They were all aware of its beauty, and its peace and freedom, and they had all been happy there that winter, enjoying the primitive excitement of hunting dangerous animals, and their own mastery of the technique of living in the extreme cold, and the peculiar exultation of driving dog teams on the sea-ice in the arctic night.




    In the arctic all men have a common enemy in the climate, and it has always been an unbroken tradition there that men are friends; and so it seemed incredible to the men at Eskimoness when they found themselves, at the end of that winter, suddenly faced with human enemies, forced to hunt men instead of polar bears and foxes, and to discover what it felt like to be hunted.




    This is simply the story of the fight which began there on the afternoon of March 11th, 1943, when one of the seven men, to his amazement, saw a human footprint in the snow, and which only ended when the ice broke up in June. But to explain why the men were at Eskimoness and what they were doing there, one has to go back much earlier than that; in fact, to make the story complete and place it in its setting, one ought to go back very briefly for exactly a thousand years.
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    GREENLAND BELONGS to Denmark. Its history is long, and some of it is pathetic. It was given its strangely unsuitable name by Eric the Red, a Norwegian Viking, who discovered it in the tenth century, and was the father of the man who discovered America. Probably he called it Greenland as a kind of propaganda, because he wanted to persuade other people from his home in Iceland to follow him to found a settlement; but perhaps, after the snow and black lava fields of Iceland, the part of Greenland which he saw did really look green to him. He landed on the south-west coast in summer; and on that stretch of coast, though not on any other, when the snow disappears in spring, a strip of grassland emerges between the barren mountains and the sea.




    At all events, he did establish a settlement, eighty years before the Battle of Hastings. Before the settlers landed, South Greenland was uninhabited, but they found the remains of the houses of an unknown race of human beings. These were Eskimos, who had lived there in a previous age, but then had died out or migrated to the north. It was six centuries more before a living Eskimo was seen by a European.




    For several hundred years the settlement in Greenland prospered, a peaceful Christian community with its own Bishop and Parliament. But it was never self-supporting. There was no timber for building boats or houses, and the settlers were never able to grow corn. For these necessities they had to depend on ships from Scandinavia.




    Towards the middle ages, the wealth and power of the Scandinavian kings declined, and the effort and expense of organizing expeditions to the distant colony became too much for them. By the end of the fourteenth century a ship from the outside world was only seen in Greenland once or twice in a man’s lifetime. In 1492, the Pope observed that no ship had been to Greenland for eighty years. The settlement was forgotten, except as a historical curiosity; and in the settlement, where three or four generations had passed since a ship had last been sighted, one must suppose that the outside world had been almost forgotten too.




    Lately, the graves and houses of the Greenland settement have been excavated. The people’s burials show that they clung to their Christian faith; but their skeletons show how their health and strength began to fail. Their Viking ancestors had been tall and strong, but the fifteenth century colonists were tiny, men under five feet and the women under four feet nine. They suffered from tuberculosis and undernourishment, and perhaps from inbreeding, and their expectation of life was less than thirty years.




    There is also some evidence that about this time the climate of Greenland began to change. It got colder, the glaciers spread down towards the pastures, and the summers became too short to ripen crops. The coldness brought the arctic animals, polar bears and seals and walrus, farther south; and with them came a new migration of Eskimos, who live by hunting and do not depend on crops. Some time in the sixteenth century, in this unfriendly land, surrounded by primitive pagan people of another race, the very last of the forgotten Christian settlers died. H may well have believed, as he lay there dying alone, that he was the last Christian in the world.




    But the history of Greenland made a fresh start in 1721. A Danish missionary called Hans Egede went there in that year to try to find the lost colony; but by then, it was probably two hundred years too late. There was nobody there except Eskimos. Hans Egede stayed there to preach, and ever since then the Danes have worked hard to bring the benefits of civilisation to the Eskimos and to spare them from its disadvantages. They have had their difficulties, but on the whole the Danish rule in Greenland has been a model of colonial policy. The population is much bigger than it was two hundred years ago. The people are prosperous after their own fashion, devoutly Christian, and perfectly peaceful and contented; and the country is not a colony now, it is a part of Denmark.




    But through all these centuries of history, civilisation only touched one side of Greenland, the mere fringe of the west coast. The west coast is free of ice for several months each summer, and it still has its patches of fertile ground. There are several small towns there now, and altogether over twenty thousand people, a mixed race of Eskimo and Danish origin who do not call themselves Eskimo or Danish, but simply Greenlanders.




    But the whole of the interior of the country is an enormous icecap which does not support life of any kind; and on the east coast, the nearest side to Europe, a sea current from the north brings drifting polar ice right down to the Atlantic, so that ships can only reach that side of Greenland for six weeks or so in the autumn of every year. For this reason, the vast stretches of the eastern coast were not explored till modern times. It is still almost uninhabited, and always will be. This coast is 1600 miles long; its great fjords, which are frozen for ten months of every year, lead 200 miles inland; its mountains are nearly as high as the Alps, and much more extensive. Yet in the whole of this tremendous area, there are only two villages. Four hundred miles up from its southern end is the settlement of Angmagssalik, which has a population of 1500, of almost pure Eskimo blood. Four hundred and fifty miles beyond Angmagssalik is Scoresby Sound, with a population of about three hundred. Beyond Scoresby Sound is the territory of north-east Greenland, seven hundred more miles of beautiful mountainous coast where nobody lives at all except a few solitary hunters and the radio operators in four weather stations.




    To Europeans, the whole of Greenland seems a far-away northern country; in the settled parts of Greenland, they think of Scoresby Sound as a wild and distant outpost; and in Scoresby Sound itself, the north-east coast is as remote as the Hebrides are to a Londoner. Up there, three hundred and fifty miles north of Scoresby Sound, is Eskimoness, only distinguished from tens of thousand of other projecting rocks by having a name, and the ruins of a house on it.
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    WHEN GERMANY invaded Denmark on April 9th, 1940, nobody gave much thought to the colony of Greenland. After a time, Britain sent forces to occupy Iceland and the Faroe Islands, Denmark’s other colonies; but America was still neutral in the war, and Greenland was too remote to interest the European powers.




    But the invasion of Denmark had a profound effect in Greenland. There were a good many Danes there in the colonial administration, and they were just as astonished and bewildered by the German invasion as the Danes at home in Denmark; in fact, on the whole, they may have been more bewildered, because they only heard contradictory German and American reports of what was happening, and had no chance to see it for themselves. The junior members of the administration were mainly concerned at being cut off so suddenly from their families, and were mainly worried by thoughts of the fate of their friends at home. But the governor of the colony was also faced with a constitutional problem. The King of Denmark had ordered all Danes to submit to the German occupation, because it was obviously impossible to prevent it. In fact, he had been advised to submit by the British Government, which had told him that no help could be sent to him from Britain. In this royal order, there was no reference to the colonies; on the face of it, it ordered Danish subjects in the colonies also to submit.




    Many people in those circumstances would have obeyed the order; to obey a royal command, whatever the circumstances, is usually the safest thing to do, especially for a colonial governor. But luckily for Denmark, and for America and Britain too, the governor of Greenland in 1940 was a man of independent character and some genius. His name is Eske Brun. It was obvious to him, as it was to everybody else, that the King had not given his command of his own free will; it was dictated by the Germans. But it was far from obvious at that time, just before and just after Dunkirk, whether this state of affairs was permanent, whether the Kingdom of Denmark would ever be free again, or whether, on the other hand, the governor of Greenland would always remain the representative of a King who was subject to German orders.




    The constitution of Greenland directs that the country is to be administered in the best interests of the Greenlanders; and there is a clause in it which says that if communications with the mother country are interrupted, the administration should continue with this object in view. Strictly speaking, the German invasion did not interrupt communications. The Government in Copenhagen went on sending its orders to Eske Brun, by radio and through Portugal. But he decided he could regard the German domination itself as an interruption. It was something which stopped the true wishes of the King and Government from being sent to him. He decided to put the interests of Greenlanders first, to carry out the orders of the Government if he thought they were constitutional, and if he did not, to regard them as having been sent to him under duress. He decided, in short, to act as he thought the King would have wanted him to act if he had been free. With this decision, Eske Brun became the independent ruler of 22,000 people and of the largest island in the world. If declarations of war had not been out of fashion, Eske Brun would have felt inclined to declare war on Germany.




    The governor was a civil servant, not a soldier; in fact, there was nobody with any military training in the whole of Greenland. But when he surveyed his domain from his capital at Godthaab on the west coast, he made several strategical guesses which all turned out to be right. The first was that although the war at that moment was being fought across the English Channel, Britain would hold out and America would come into it in the end; and that when she did, Greenland would have some importance in her strategy. He foresaw that the Americans would want air bases along his west coast, as stepping stones on the shortest route from America to Europe. Up until then, the Danish Government had not allowed anyone to go to Greenland without individual permission, because it wanted to protect the Eskimos from exploitation. But he saw that this policy would have to be relaxed. Greenland was sure to be drawn into the currents of world affairs, and to be influenced by strangers. All he could do was to try to make sure that the influence was harmless.




    He also wondered what interest the Germans might take in Greenland. The very fact that he had defied them made it seem all the more likely that they would come there sooner or later. Certainly the west coast, the civilised and populated side, was quite safe from raids or landings: the sea and the air on that side of Greenland were firmly under American control. But on the wild east coast, there was nothing whatever to stop the Germans landing, except the British Navy, which had more than enough to do.




    Eske Brun, without a single soldier, or any weapon more dangerous than a hunting rifle, could hardly think of defending his 1600 miles of vulnerable coast; but he did very much dislike the idea that anyone might invade it, and even establish themselves and stay there for years without ever being seen.




    He consulted the Americans about this problem. They were not yet at war, but they were interested in the possibility of a German foothold in Greenland: for if Greenland could be a stepping stone to Europe, it could equally be a stepping stone from Europe to America. But in fact, the mechanised power of America could not do much to protect the east coast of Greenland: at least, not at a reasonable cost. In July and August, patrol ships could be sent rather more than half-way up it, at some risk of being caught in the ice and having to winter there. From spring to autumn, a colossal organisation at vast expense could have patrolled it with aircraft. But in the winter, when there are months of continual darkness, not even aircraft could have detected anything.




    The Americans’ first reaction to the problem was to ask Eske Brun to order everybody who was already on the northern half of the coast to come south to the settlement at Scoresby Sound. They pointed out that the coast would be easier to patrol if it was know to be totally uninhabited, so that anyone who was found there could be treated as an enemy on sight. After some hesitation, he agreed.




    It turned out that at that moment, scattered along the 700 miles of coast beyond Scoresby Sound, there was a total of 26 men and one woman. There were twelve hunters, some Danish and some Norwegian. Each of them had a definite hunting district about sixty miles square, and lived in a hut in the middle of it. Each of them lived alone, except the one man who had his wife with him. These men very seldom saw one another, and only communicated once a year with the world outside. Besides the hunters, there were three Danish weather stations, which had radio transmitters, and one Norwegian one, and each of them had a staff of three or four men. The governor had to tell the Americans that the Norwegian Government in London was the only authority which could move the Norwegian hunters, because they had a treaty right to hunt there; but in the end, by radio through the weather stations, the order was sent out and gradually reached the most distant of the hunting districts; and in the course of the summer, all the hunters unwillingly drifted in to the weather stations or to Scoresby Sound.




    It had certainly been the governor’s duty to ask the advice of the Americans, as experts in large-scale logistics, about this problem of guarding the eastern coast; but he was probably secretly glad when he found they could not think of any easy answer. It was a matter of personal pride to him, and of political wisdom, to prove that Greenland could look after itself with the least possible help from any foreign power. So from the contemplation of fleets of ships and aircraft and armies of support, his thoughts turned to the couple of dozen men who were gathering at Scoresby Sound. The contrast was absurd.




    Yet when he thought it over, it seemed paradoxical but less absurd. Possibly, he thought, in the extraordinary conditions of the arctic, a few men who had lived there before could really do more than an army and a navy and an air force. Certainly, they could not prevent a landing, unless it was a very small affair; but they might be able to detect it, so that he could tell the Americans where it was. Anyhow, he had invited the Americans to patrol his coast, and they had hesitated; and so, being the man he was, he offered to try it himself, and they gladly agreed. By radio to Scoresby Sound, he asked for volunteers, and chose fifteen. He called them the North-East Greenland Sledge Patrol; and as their headquarters, because it was near the middle of their beat, he selected the wooden house at Eskimoness.
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    THE SEVEN men who had wintered at Eskimoness were members of the sledge patrol; the other eight members were stationed at Ella Island, two hundred miles to the south, and at Scoresby Sound, a hundred and fifty miles farther still. Each of the men had a sledge and a team of dogs; and their assignment from Eske Brun was to patrol the coast from just south of Scoresby Sound up to the farthest limit which is ever navigable, that is to say from 70 to 77 degrees north. As the crow flies, their beat was 500 miles long. If anyone had the patience to measure the length of the coastline they had to patrol, along each of the fjords and round each of the islands, it might be ten thousand miles. But it did not seem to them an unreasonable task. Some of them thought it was quite unnecessary, but none of them thought it was difficult.




    Even the ones who thought Eske Brun was wasting the Government’s money had been glad enough to accept the job. It gave them a chance to go on doing what they had done before the war, to live the life they enjoyed, and be paid for it. All of them except two had been hunters, and to patrol the whole coast gave them excellent opportunities for hunting on the way. As hunters, they had lived alone in primitive uncomfortable huts, and their living had been precarious. Now, they could hunt almost as much as before, and yet they had an assured income, plenty to eat and drink, and an almost luxurious home in which they could rest between their expeditions.




    Luxurious was not too strong a word for Eskimoness, by the standards of the arctic. It was a single-story, red-painted house with a large living-room in the middle. Six bedrooms, a radio room and a battery and generator compartment opened off three sides of the living-room, and store-rooms were built against the outer walls of the bedrooms; so that the house was in three concentric layers which sheltered and insulated each other and could all be heated by a big stove in the middle. It had been comfortably furnished in the modern style by the Danish Government.




    Besides the main house, there were several outhouses which were used for storing coal, reserve provisions, dog food, paraffin, and petrol for the radio generators, and there was a little hut in which the hunters cured and stored their fox furs and musk-ox and polar bear skins. All the buildings, and the radio masts and a flag pole on which the Danish flag was flown, were scattered on a small patch of level stony land between the mountains and the sea.




    The whole of the north-east coast is beautiful, all the hundreds and hundreds of miles of it; and the tiny part of it which could be seen from the window of the living-room at Eskimoness was typical of it all. Eskimoness is on the south side of an island called Clavering Island, about the shape and size of the Isle of Wight. The house was fifty yards from the shore, and from its window one looked out across a wide open bay to the mountains of the great headland with the curious name of Hold With Hope. From season to season, everything in this prospect alters, except the outline of the mountains. Within the few weeks of the summer, in July and August, the waters of the bay are blue, the mountains brown and grey except for the snow on their summits and the glaciers among them which never melt away. At that time of the year, it is something like a mountainous coast in the temperate parts of the world, the west coasts of Scotland or Norway, for example; except that all through the summer, from right to left, from the great glaciers out of sight at the head of the bay, a stately procession of icebergs drifts slowly towards the open sea. The sea in summer sparkles, and waves break on the shore; it is a scene with sound and movement.




    The sea freezes quite suddenly in the autumn, and very quickly the scene is immobilised and silenced. Whatever icebergs are passing at that moment are frozen in, and become part of the landscape. After this, the foreshore is always white with snow, and the edge of the sea is only distinguished by the broken tumbled ice along the tide-mark. Beyond it, the same whiteness stretches as far as the distant land, which is also white except where the rock is too steep for the snow to lie. There is no movement then, except the movement of the sky, and no sound except the sound of the wind. No water moves, no insects hum, no plants wave in the wind; the birds have gone, the animals are seldom to be seen; the landscape looks like a silent still photograph of itself. This is the more familiar aspect of the view from Eskimoness, because it lasts so much longer, more than ten months instead of less than two.




    In the days when people lived at Eskimoness, there was only one time in each year when the perfect peace of the scene was broken by any sign of civilised human life; and that was when the store ship was sighted, in the last week of July or the first of August, bringing the year’s supplies. The supplies were always landed in a hurry, because the captain was more or less anxious about the condition of the drift-ice out at sea. For about three months in the year, everybody in the arctic, in places like Eskimoness, looks forward to the sighting of the ship. For two or three days, life is full of bustle and disturbance, of letters to be answered and jobs to be done against time; all the petty worries of the civilised world intrude. Afterwards, for several weeks, everyone is glad the ship has gone.




    In the summer of 1942, the supplies had been brought to Eskimoness by an American coast guard ice-breaker. When it had gone, and the unaccustomed noise had died away and the mess had been tidied up, Eskimoness returned to itself again, and the sledge patrol settled in for the winter. For the moment, there was no patrolling to be done. During the summer, the men had moved around to a limited extent by motor boat, hunting seals and doing a little fishing, and laying depots of dog food and fuel at different places on the coast for use on their winter journeys. But in the autumn, when they were waiting for the sea to freeze, it was impossible to venture far by boat, for fear of being frozen in and losing the boat; and after the first freeze-up, there was longer to wait before the sea-ice was bearing and the sledge journeys could begin.




    These men, waiting to be frozen in for a winter together, were a mixed collection, assembled by chance; but in spite of their differences in background and education, they got on well together, because all of them were bewitched by the arctic. The leader was a Dane called Poulsen. He was s slightly built, quiet, self-contained young man, the son of a bookseller in a Danish provincial town. There was no arctic tradition in his family; only coincidence had brought him where he was. After he had finished his apprenticeship in bookshops and had started to help his father, he had gone for a ski-ing holiday in Norway, and there he had met the secretary of the Danish explorer and geologist, Dr. Lauge Koch. Some latent spirit of adventure had made him ask Dr. Koch for a temporary job in Greenland the following year, by way of a long summer holiday from the book trade; and that summer had been enough to infect him with the arctic fever. He never went back to bookselling.


 



    When the Germans invaded Denmark, Poulsen had been at home on leave. Like most young Danes, he wanted to get out of the country, so that he could do something active instead of passively putting up with the German occupation; but unlike most of them, he discovered a way of doing it. By then he had spent four years in north-east Greenland, mostly as a radio operator in the service of Count Eigil Knuth, another of the great men of Danish arctic exploration. Count Knuth had an arctic station of his own, one of the four stations in north-east Greenland which broadcast daily weather observations. By an extraordinary oversight, even in the summer of 1940, after the invasion of Denmark and after Dunkirk, all these stations were still transmitting in plain international code, simply because nobody had told them to stop. Observations from Greenland are very important in making forecasts of Atlantic weather, and accurate forecasts were equally important to both sides in the battle between German submarines and British convoys. Anybody could pick up the north-east Greenland broadcasts, and the British seemed not to have thought of supplying the stations with secret codes, and nobody in Denmark could send them a signal without the Germans’ consent.




    The men at Count Knuth’s station were due for relief. Poulsen and he discussed the situation; and then the Count applied to the Germans for permission to send Poulsen and two other men from Denmark, on the German side of the battlefront, to Greenland, which had declared itself for Britain. Of course, the Germans wanted this free gift of weather information to go on as long as possible, and so they agreed to allow a small ship to sail from Norway to Greenland: probably the only time in the war that a ship left Europe with German permission to make for a country which was on the British side. Before Poulsen sailed, the Count gave him private instructions to stop the transmissions the moment he got to the station; but Poulsen did not need to be told. Provided with formidable passes, he and his two companions crossed the closed frontiers from Denmark to neutral Sweden and from Sweden to occupied Norway. In Ålesund, they joined a Norwegian sealer and sailed up the coast to Tromsö, where they left German waters, with German approval, for the edge of the arctic ice. The ship was supposed to bring back the men who were being relieved; but nobody on board it had the least intention of coming back at all.




    Off the coast of Greenland, the sealer was intercepted by a free Norwegian gunboat under British orders, but when Poulsen explained what he was doing there, the ship was set free again. She could not reach Count Knuth’s station, which was in 77° north, because the ice did not open that summer; but once Poulsen was clear of German control he was able to send a radio signal which stopped the uncyphered broadcasts, and in the following winter he reached the station by sledge. He was still there when Eske Brun gave the order for everybody to come south. So this bookseller became the leader of the sledge patrol.




    Poulsen took his command very seriously. He was a serious-minded man; and certainly his position gave him plenty to worry about. For one thing, he was the only man at Eskimoness who believed there might ever be anything in north-east Greenland to interest the Germans, and that the sledge patrol might be anything more than a whim of Eske Brun’s. He did not expect a real invasion; but his years as a radio operator had taught him the value of weather forecasts. When he had cut off the international broadcasts, he had known it would make a serious gap in the German weather maps. That was why he had done it. He could imagine that the German navy or air force might try to do something to fill the gap again. In the previous summer, in fact, a small German party with weather recording instruments had landed in Greenland, and had been rounded up almost at once by an American coast guard cutter. But Poulsen found it difficult to explain the danger to his hunters. They had made a bargain with Eske Brun, and they were quite willing to carry it out, but nothing could quite persuade them that it was not a lot of nonsense.




     

    In those early days at Eskimoness, while they were waiting for the winter night to fall, Poulsen might well have wondered what he would do if the men he was supposed to command just refused to do what he told them. Nobody ever had a more isolated command, or a more tenuous authority. He had never met Eske Brun, who was quite inaccessible on the other side of the ice-cap. He had no uniform or military status: nothing but a radio telegram in code to say that a sledge patrol was established and that he was the head of it. If anything went wrong, there was nobody he could ask for advice, except by radio and in cypher; and if anyone turned quarrelsome or mutinous, or got seriously ill or went mad, there was nothing he could do but make the best of it on the spot. Once the summer ship had gone, there was no way out of Eskimoness except by a sledge journey of 400 miles to Scoresby Sound, and there was no way out of Scoresby Sound at all.




    But perhaps the most formidable of all his responsibilities was that at the age of thirty-two, he was solely in charge of a hundred thousand square miles of Denmark’s colony. This was no sinecure. In the 1930s, Norway had challenged Denmark’s ownership of north-east Greenland. The case had gone to the International Court and had been decided in Denmark’s favour; but countries, like individuals, may feel a sense of embarrassment at winning an argument with a close friend, and the Danes still felt like that about north-east Greenland. Eske Brun knew, and Poulsen had a shrewd idea, that there were plenty of Norwegians in Canada and England who would have been glad to come to take care of that part of Greenland; but that made it all the more important for Danes to prove they could look after it themselves. Otherwise the Norwegians would have a good reason to state their claims again. It must have been generations since such a young man as Poulsen had such a heavy colonial responsibility.




    Poulsen’s two companions on his strange journey from Denmark had followed him into the sledge patrol and were with him at Eskimoness: Kurt Olsen and Marius Jensen. Kurt Olsen was almost a boy. He was only seventeen when they left Denmark, and hardly fully grown. After he left school, he had trained as a radio operator; and he had applied to Count Knuth for a job simply to get away from the German occupation. He had thought that if he did not like Greenland he could go on farther west, to America perhaps, to join an air force; but the arctic had absorbed him into its charmed circle, as it absorbs almost everyone. Poulsen had taken him on his winter journey up to Count Knuth’s station, and taught him to drive dogs; and nobody who has been admitted to that mystery is ever quite the same again. So Kurt Olsen stayed, and finished his growing up, both physically and mentally, under Poulsen’s tuition in the arctic. It was not a bad schooling. He had left Denmark timid and shy; but by the time the sledge patrol had assembled at Eskimoness, he was a tough handsome young man who impressed the old hunters as never being afraid of anything; and Eske Brun had appointed him second-in-command.




    The third of the men who had travelled from Denmark, Marius Jensen, was a man of about thirty who had been a hunter before the war. In those days, two companies, one Danish and one Norwegian, had organised the hunting of fox and polar bear in north-east Greenland, and guaranteed the hunters a minimum wage. Marius had joined the Danish company and gone to Greenland for the simplest of reasons: he was hard up and out of a job. Like Poulsen, he was slightly built; and he was also extremely reserved and never talked unless he had something to talk about. Perhaps these superficial qualities were the only ones which Poulsen and he had originally had in common, because Poulsen’s upbringing had been bookish and academic, while Marius came of country stock and was a farmer in his instincts; but by the time they came to Eskimoness there was something much more important between them: the unspoken brotherhood which unites men in the arctic.


 



    This brotherhood is not a sentimental fiction, it is real. It is not very often put into words by anyone in the arctic, because, for one reason, it is so generally accepted that there is no need to talk about it. But looking back, one can see that it was the most important influence in all the extraordinary events at Eskimoness, so that unless one understands it one cannot entirely understand why the men who got caught up in those events behaved as they did.




    The fact is that in the arctic men have a higher standard of morality than they have in civilised surroundings. Standards of morality are partly matters of custom and convention. In commerce, for example, one man expects another to bargain to his own advantage; in urban life, there are social ladders to be climbed; in employment, there is competition for promotion. All these aspects of civilisation are competitive and selfish; circumstances and conventions tempt every man to try to go one better than his neighbour, even though this may mean depriving his neighbour of whatever advancement both of them are seeking. Usually, this universal struggle and competition is silent and polite, and it sis so wholly accepted that one forgets that it is selfish; but it has the seeds in it of jealousy and covetousness and greed, and thence of crime.




    Convention in the arctic is different. There is nothing to struggle for there, except to keep alive in difficult surroundings, and in this all men are in co-operation, never in competition; and so mutual distrust has almost died away. There is no crime worth mentioning in the arctic, except in the areas where civilisation has invaded it with air bases or mining camps or intensive trading in furs; and those places have ceased to be truly arctic. Nobody in the real arctic ever locks a door. It is taken for granted that any traveller will be welcomed wherever he may go: he may walk into anybody’s house and stay there, whether the owner is at home or away. Even the poorest hut is left ready to be lived in, with a fire laid in the stove, in case somebody passes that way and suddenly needs refuge in a storm. It goes without saying that any man may look for help and kindness and generosity from any other. Political and social quarrels seem infinitely far away and quite absurd, and nobody takes much account of nationality.




    Besides this, the arctic scene has qualities which bring out the best in every man. Nobody who has ever lived there for long has remained unmoved by its harmony and beauty. Even the least sensitive of men, alone in the arctic, feels nearer to whatever God he worships. Every man, within his limitations, becomes a philosopher. So the arctic paradox arises: that although a man can only live there by ruthless hunting, and although he must be physically tough, his relations with other men are gentle and trustful and peculiarly innocent.




    None of the men at Eskimoness, except perhaps Poulsen, had analysed these ideas or even been more than half conscious of them in that winter of 1942; but when it came to giving some explanation, long afterwards, of what they had done and why they had done it, they all put thoughts of this kind into words of their own. By then, they were in civilisation again, and could look back on what happened with detachment; but in the meantime, at Eskimoness, the eccentricities of arctic behaviour seemed normal to them, and it was the rest of the world which seemed crazy.
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