
[image: Cover: The Impossible First, by Colin O'Brady]
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    —Hal Elrod, author of The Miracle Morning
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    For Jenna B
The love of my life
The keeper of my memories






Impossible is just an opinion.

—Paulo Coelho







Author’s Note

This is a work of nonfiction. To write this book, I relied on journals that I began in childhood, voice and video recordings as well as photographs that I took in Antarctica and on my previous expeditions, conversations with individuals who played a role in my journey and life beyond it, personal memories, and researched facts.

No names have been changed and there are no composite characters. Others may remember details or events slightly differently. Any misinterpretations or errors are my own.

Although I’m American and typically note temperature in Fahrenheit, all temperatures in this book are recorded in Celsius since that is how weather forecasts were shared with me via the international weather report. Keep in mind, at forty below zero Fahrenheit and Celsius meet and are equal to each other. During my journey I tracked progress in both nautical miles and statute miles, but in this book I report my progress solely in statute miles for ease and consistency.
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Prologue

I started thinking about my hands.

That was my first mistake.

After forty-eight days and more than 760 miles alone across Antarctica, the daily ache of my hands—cracked with cold, gripping my ski poles twelve hours a day—had become like a drumbeat, forming the rhythm of my existence. And that night the ache got to me. As I pulled my sled into a blizzard of cold and white—my jacket thermometer read thirty below Celsius, with blasting gusts of wind that made the windchill at least fifty below—I started picturing how intensely pleasurable it would feel to get out of my mittens.

I saw myself securely inside my tent, massaging life back into the sore, stiff, cold-battered knuckles, holding them close to the hissing flame of my stove, pressing them up against the little aluminum pot as it began to warm and melt the snow for my drinking water and dinner.

At about 8 p.m., with the twenty-four-hour sun just a pale yellow dot overhead through the thick clouds and blowing snow, I stopped to make camp. I unhitched from the harness that connected me to the sled, unzipped the cover, and fished out my tent.

Then I paused for a moment, hunched over in the cold, looking down at the tent in my hands. I’d made camp in storms and sun and wind, and always done it the same way, through muscle memory forged by repetition—anchoring one end of the tent to the sled, then driving anchors into the ice at the opposite end and around the perimeter. It was the most secure way.

But that night, in my fatigue, and with the cold ache of my hands crying for relief, I decided that a simple stake into the ice would be good enough rather than securing it to the sled. It was much faster. It would be fine, I told myself.

I rushed it.

That was my second mistake.

I drove in the stake, unrolled the tent flat, and walked back around to the far end. I knelt down on the ice and pushed the spring-loaded tent poles into their little metal grommets, popping the tent up. The next step felt utterly routine, too, at first. I inched back and pulled the tent toward me, straightening it out into a point of tension with the first anchor, preparing to put a second stake down into the ice.

Then it happened. At exactly the wrong moment, before my second anchor was secure, a monstrous gust came straight at me over the top of the sled, as though it had been taking aim from the farthest reaches of the continent. Between my yanking on the fabric and the sudden blast of wind, the first anchor I’d planted on the tent’s other side lost its grip in the ice.

In the next instant, I saw the far side of the tent rise up, now unsecured and disconnected. The horror of the scene flooded through my body as though I’d stuck my finger in an electric socket, but it almost seemed like slow motion, too—as the tent, with each new inch off the ice, caught more and more of the oncoming wind from beneath.

And because I’d just pushed the tent poles into place, popping up the semicircle spine of the frame, there was more surface area to catch the wind. So as the tent rose it caught greater and greater force, like a kite or a sail. In a split second, I lunged forward and barely grabbed the edge of the tent, making me the tent’s sole attachment to the planet.

What could happen next played out before my eyes like a waking nightmare: I lose my grip. The tent rises, I leap desperately for it but can’t catch it, and I stumble and fall. The tent disappears almost immediately into the white. I get up and run for it into the storm… and then… and then… I am lost. The tent is gone. I turn back and see nothing but the full whiteout of the storm. I have nothing to guide me back to the sled and no hope of surviving the night.

The horrible vision kept playing out as I held on desperately.

I had no backup tent. No rescue party could ever make it through a storm like this, with zero visibility and rugged, uneven terrain that would prevent a plane from landing. I’d grow sleepy, then increasingly irrational, and finally I’d just lie down, thinking that the ice was a nice place to rest. I’d die alone, in the cold, my body temperature falling.

It wasn’t the fear of death that really got to me—it was the realization that I’d never make it home. I’d never get back to Portland, never walk along the Willamette River holding hands with my wife, Jenna, never laugh around another campfire at the Oregon Coast with my parents and the rest of my family, never again smell the deep, peaceful aroma of a damp, bark-lined forest trail in the Cascade Mountains.

My hands were now everything. They gripped the edge of the tent as my airborne home yanked and jerked over my head. I knew that everything depended on what happened in the next few seconds—on how long I could hold on, and what I did or didn’t do.

I knew I had to flatten out the tent somehow so that it wasn’t catching so much wind. But the only way I could think to do that—pulling it down and crawling on top of it to hold it with my weight—might snap the tent poles. That would create a different crisis. Aiming to save a bit of weight on the sled, I’d left my spare poles behind on a brilliant sunny morning that now felt like a lifetime ago.

As the wind blasted into my face, the cold deepening with every second, my panic increasing, I relived that sunny, long-ago moment of choice. I could feel those poles in my hand, see myself digging a hole in the snow and burying them along with other supplies and tools for later retrieval. All that equipment had seemed so heavy and so dispensable.

Maybe, I thought, that was actually my first mistake—the place where the great chain of error really began. Such a tiny thing, it seemed: tent poles. A few ounces saved, another mistake, and I was living the consequences.

Choices and consequences. Everything in the universe was simplified into those giant words. Overhead, my small tent seemed suddenly huge, a fluttering, flapping red monster, bigger and harder to hold with every passing second. And my cramping hands were starting to lose their grip.






CHAPTER ONE The Captain


PRE-EXPEDITION

The Russian-built Ilyushin cargo plane that rumbled and rolled over Drake Passage toward the Antarctic ice had all the comforts you’d expect from its hard and pragmatic Russian design, which meant essentially no comforts at all. It was built to withstand the worst weather you could throw at it, land and take off on runways of pure ice or war-zone rubble, and deliver cargo where few other planes could go. It smelled like damp canvas, machine oil, and old sweat, perhaps with a hint of spilled vodka for good measure, and it was utterly beloved, or so said our pilot, a weathered, wiry Russian in his fifties who’d wrestled with the Ilyushin’s cockpit controls over the ice for thousands of hours. This plane was a tank that would save you when other planes would fail and falter, he told us as we boarded, giving the fuselage a loving pat. That it was the only way to get to Union Glacier’s windswept ice runway and base camp—and the starting point for just about anybody heading into the continent’s interior—was also totally in keeping with the plane’s lack of frills. “Take it or leave it” might as well have been written on the side.

On this morning in late October 2018, there were only a handful of paying passengers amid the jammed-together jumble of boxes, tents, generators, and mysterious crates being shipped south for the start of the summer expedition season. I was one of them, strapped onto an ancient, rock-hard Ilyushin bench seat, with the plane’s big steel ribs arcing overhead. Strapped in next to me and sharing the same bench for this four-hour flight was perhaps the most intimidating man I’d ever met: Captain Louis Rudd.

Rudd was forty-nine and British, wrapped in a cloak of vaguely scruffy steeliness and BBC English. He sat firmly erect on his half of the bench and looked across at me with piercing hazel eyes. He spoke like a commander, in the crisp declarative sentences of the British military that had shaped and sharpened him for more than three decades. We were each headed to base camp to await further air transport out onto the Antarctic ice for the formal beginning of a historic race to try to become the first to cross the continent alone, unsupported, and unassisted. In planning our course, each of us had chosen different routes. But our paths, though neither of us could fully see it then, would become intertwined.

“Henry Worsley and I were on one team, doing Amundsen’s route. The other team started from Scott’s hut at McMurdo,” Rudd said, leaning toward me as he described his astonishing Antarctic expedition in 2011, which replicated the great race to the South Pole in 1911 between Roald Amundsen and Robert Falcon Scott. Just the names of such giants, and Rudd’s connection to them, took my breath away: Amundsen. Scott. Worsley. Frank Worsley had captained what was probably the most famous Antarctic ship in history, carrying Ernest Shackleton off into legend on the Endurance in 1914. Henry Worsley, a distant relative, had continued the family Antarctic legacy, with tragic consequences. Rudd had walked in the company of gods.

“It was a brutal expedition, sixty-seven days to the Pole,” Rudd continued, his eyes boring into me. “Severe storms. Henry and I each lost more than four stone. That’s something like sixty pounds to you Yanks. Anyway, we beat the Scott team by nine days, so I guess history repeats itself and the Amundsen route was better,” he said. He finished with a wry smile that looked like he appreciated the irony: The 1911 race had been a national contest between Norway and England, and Amundsen’s Norwegians had won, beating Captain Scott of the British Royal Navy to the South Pole. Scott and his men all perished trying to get home.

I mumbled something like “wow, that’s amazing,” but in truth I couldn’t stop thinking about sixty pounds and sixty-seven days. My mind was suddenly back on Chile’s southernmost windblown tip, in a tiny Airbnb apartment in Punta Arenas, preparing for my transport flight to the ice. Equipment and food bags were spread across every surface, from kitchen countertops to the bed and the floor between. The featured fare: oatmeal and protein powder, crunchy dried ramen and freeze-dried dinners. Deserving special attention, though, were wallet-sized protein bars that were piled high like decks of cards. They’d been made by a Wisconsin nutritional supplement company that had taken me into their food science lab and produced a one-of-a-kind calorie bomb they’d dubbed the “Colin Bar.”

The checklists prepared by my wife and business partner, Jenna—the logistical road maps for the expedition—were laid out on a table, and she and I were scurrying from pile to pile, organizing, sorting, and weighing all the things I planned to drag across Antarctica in a sled, so absorbed that we nearly collided once in coming around a corner. In the eleven years of our relationship, she and I had been in more than a few exotic and challenging places, but at that moment the stakes had never felt higher, and we both stopped after our near collision, standing there in front of the refrigerator, arms full, leaning forward for a quick kiss.

We were redistributing everything so that I’d have less.

I’d planned on carrying seventy days of food and fuel, which put the sled well over four hundred pounds, a weight I’d realized I couldn’t pull. So on a tight deadline before the flight south, we’d been stripping out what felt like surplus, reducing my margins. Seventy days of food became sixty-five. Now, on the plane, that number sounded suddenly and frighteningly a lot like sixty-seven, Rudd’s number of days to the Pole on his previous expedition, losing around sixty pounds along the way. I started doing the math in my head. Sixty pounds was almost a third of my weight.

I didn’t know what to say. My stomach was suddenly churning as though the whale-like Ilyushin had hit turbulence. Rudd had replicated Amundsen’s route. He’d known Henry Worsley, whose amazing life and tragic death had so moved and inspired me. Worsley had died in 2016 attempting the very goal that Rudd and I were aiming for—the first ever solo, unsupported, unassisted crossing in history, something that many people after Worsley’s passing had come to call “impossible.” And the thought echoed through my head: Rudd is already ahead of me. He knows everything.

“Want to see a picture of me at the end?” he suddenly asked.

“Sure. Of course,” I said, shrugging.

Rudd fingered through the photos on his phone until he found the one he wanted, and handed it over. I immediately wished I hadn’t seen it. He looked almost skeletal—cheekbones bulging like baseballs from an emaciated face; dark, cold-weather wounds across forehead and nose. Rudd smiled broadly as he took the phone back, and I finally understood what he was really saying: “You don’t know what you’re in for, mate.”

It was true. I admitted to myself that what I didn’t know about Antarctica and polar survival could probably fill a book. I was far less experienced than Rudd, so much so that I probably looked like an imposter in his eyes.

He’d fought and been decorated in combat, and through various expeditions over the years had spent more time man-hauling a sled across the Antarctic ice than just about anybody alive. I was from a scruffy counterculture corner of the Pacific Northwest—born at home on a futon on a commune in Olympia, Washington, with Bob Marley’s “Redemption Song” playing in the background and clouds of marijuana smoke in the air from the party convened to celebrate the happy occasion. Rudd? Probably hatched from a cannonball.

Yes, I was fit and strong, and at thirty-three years old, sixteen years younger than Rudd. I’d also been a professional athlete for years, racing triathlons around the world, and I’d climbed some of the world’s biggest mountains, including Mount Everest. I’d even been to Antarctica before. But as I looked at the inimitable Captain Rudd, none of those things seemed very important, or even relevant.

I felt like we’d been dropped into the plane from two different planets. We had absolutely nothing in common but this moment where our lives had intersected, each of us gripped by the goal of being the first to do something that had never been done: cross Antarctica alone via the South Pole using only human power and without being resupplied. We each knew a little about the other’s plans and preparations—mine in America, his in the UK—but we were going to start from different places on the Ronne Ice Shelf at the edge of the Antarctic landmass. Rudd was leaving south from the Hercules Inlet; I was leaving several hundred miles away at a place called the Messner Start. We might never even see each other again after our little jammed-in-together cargo flight to base camp.

But all that mattered was that Rudd was getting inside my head from the first minutes, and with every hour that the plane lurched south, and the beginning of what I already knew would be the hardest thing I’d ever thought of attempting, my confidence was sinking. I felt as if he were looking across the seat at me and thinking, Working this guy is child’s play.

The feeling put me suddenly back in ninth grade on the first day of class at the big high school across town in Portland, Oregon. It was filled with kids I didn’t know who were mostly from the cooler, wealthier parts of the city. I’d walked in looking for my homeroom and my locker and felt almost immediately like an imposter then, too, thrown into a place I didn’t belong and didn’t fully understand. Southeast Portland, where I’d grown up, is a hot corner of the city now, with some of the best restaurants and music venues. But in the late nineties, the kids who filled my new school, coming there from upscale neighborhoods in the West Hills, considered anything east of the Willamette River a wasteland of auto garages, machine shops, and small houses built for the old timber-town and dockworker crews of the city’s industrial past. To them, the neighborhood where I lived was poor, uninteresting, and unworthy, if not downright dangerous.

My salvation came in finding a friend. David Boyer arrived for class from the wrong side, too, and like me was keenly aware of the difference that made. Together, we formed an alliance, each of us with something of a chip on his shoulder, and something to prove, if only because we were outnumbered. We’d each helped the other face the unknown.

And that memory brought on another realization: Rudd was facing the unknown, too, just as I was. He possessed reserves of deep experience that I didn’t, unquestionably, but experience would only help so much in a place where the human imprint on the landscape was so shallow, small, and thin. He knew some of Antarctica’s hardest, cruelest truths and had lived through them, but in Antarctica, I knew—from the grizzled veterans I’d consulted and trained with as well as the little time I’d spent there—unpredictability was the defining characteristic.

Antarctica would set the terms of what was possible, in all the unknowns and variables of wind and storm, ice and bone-chilling cold, and neither Rudd nor I knew what those variables would be, day-to-day or even minute-to-minute, or what strengths would ultimately matter.

Improvisation and resourcefulness would decide fates and outcomes—just as they had for the early polar pioneers who really couldn’t know, before airplanes and satellites, even what terrain they’d face. Improvisation was crucial to me and Rudd since we didn’t really know if the thing we were both attempting could be done at all and survived.

Captain Scott’s attempt at motor-powered sleds in 1911 was an improvisation that didn’t work given the technology of the day. The idea was right, just premature. Snowmobiles and modified all-terrain trucks are now the workhorses of the polar regions. Amundsen improvised around food; worried that he and his men would have digestive trouble eating a meat-heavy diet with no fiber, he’d added peas and oatmeal to the rations.

Shackleton honed improvisation to an art form after his ship, the Endurance, was caught in the sea ice and crushed in early 1915. In keeping himself and his men alive and fed on the Antarctic ice for more than a year, and then sailing an open boat hundreds of miles across some of the stormiest waters in the world to seek rescue, he embodied the idea that survival itself can be an act of heroism.

And going through all that in my head helped me straighten up in my seat and think of my own strategy in what had already become a bizarre kind of airborne chess game. Rudd, I decided, was genuinely, amazingly impressive with his military-officer bearing and his crisp monologue of astonishing feats. He was canny and probably brilliant. But I felt he was also working me, or playing me, or using some military mind trick in breaking down my resolve and confidence. And I decided to let him do it. That he knew nothing about me, and showed no inclination to ask, could be an advantage in a way I wasn’t sure of yet.

So from that moment, I mostly nodded and let Rudd talk, keeping my own cards close. I was, in fact, truly intimidated—he could probably have sewn doubt and undermined the confidence of anyone. But having him think me even more diminished than I was also felt like the best hand I had to play. The more he thought me unworthy or unprepared, a probably pampered American millennial with no business trying something like this, the more he might grow too confident himself. I had no idea where any of that might lead or how it might play out. But the lesson, in training for this moment—in seeking out mentors and polar veterans, in reading everything I could get my hands on—had been hammered into me by then like an ice anchor: In Antarctica, overconfidence can be as dangerous as fear.



THE ILYUSHIN SKID-LANDED on the blue-ice runway of Union Glacier just like you’d expect, like a flying tank—as though it had been hurled down from the sky, bouncing and rattling and heaving its cargo until it finally came to a squealing halt and I could take a breath. I was finally on the ice. After the long, intense confinement of the flight and the mind games that had played out across the bench seat, it felt like much more than just an arrival—more like I’d emerged from a long dark tunnel into a new world. In stepping down out of the plane, the tense hours of flying were instantly behind me. Antarctica, from the first seconds, lit up all of my senses. The bitter cold stung my face, yet the unbelievable brightness and the forever white landscape left me in awe. The emotional charge of finally being there made me smile so broadly that my cheeks hurt.

Union Glacier, which functions as a kind of logistical base camp for almost every nongovernment expedition into Antarctica, is a bustling place as the high season of the Antarctic’s summer unfolds from November to January. The company that transports just about everybody and everything to the ice, Antarctic Logistics and Expeditions (A.L.E.), sets up a small town of food tents and camp offices. Wealthy adventurers chartering guided trips rub shoulders with ecotourists, scientists heading out to study ice cores, and people who’ve simply fallen in love with a strange, harsh place—like our hard-boiled pilot on the Ilyushin. Mountaineers embark from there to Mount Vinson, the highest peak on the continent. Tiny subcultures of Antarctic obsession blossom in the brief months of twenty-four-hour sunshine before dying back in the months of darkness—people coming to the world’s emptiest and most extreme place just to say they’ve been there, or to run marathons, or to see the famous emperor penguins, imagining themselves to be Captain Scott himself, who made a famously arduous side trip to see the emperors and retrieve some of their eggs for science before beginning his sprint to the Pole in 1911.

On this day, camp workers were shoveling huge mounds of snow around prefab huts and steel-framed tents. I thought it was probably a normal start-of-season ritual—the summer cleanup of winter’s mess—until I stopped to chat with a guy who’d paused to lean on his shovel for a smoke. He was from England—season on the ice, season off, and good paying work, he told me, if you could tolerate it.

“This snow is nuts,” he said, blowing out a huge cloud of water vapor and smoke into the cold air. “Way more loose snow than normal and I’ve been coming down here a lot of years.” He paused and took another drag. “The scientists tell us there could be more snow down here in a warming climate because warmer air can hold more moisture, so maybe…” He shrugged, then ground out his butt into a can he’d pulled from his pocket. “Whatever it is, something very different happened over the winter, that’s clear enough,” he said.

Rudd and I needed almost a full summer season, which in the Southern Hemisphere begins to unfold in November, to have even a hope of completing a crossing before the long winter darkness closed in. We were just as ironbound by the seasons as Scott or Shackleton had been, or Reinhold Messner, the legendary mountaineer and namesake of the spot I was heading for, where the sea ice met the continent. Nothing of modern life or technology had changed that fundamental fact: expeditions went out only when Antarctica allowed it.

So we each had to start at the earliest window of possible transport. And what that meant is that we were about the only non-A.L.E. people in camp as October rolled toward November. On the morning of the second scheduled smaller-plane flight that would take us to our different starting points on the Ronne Ice Shelf, we filed into the mess tent, the only people in there at that hour. We took our trays and sat down together, just the two of us. It was clearly becoming a pattern.

Rudd was digging into a huge plate of bacon and eggs.

“One last big load of fat and calories,” he said.

Then he stopped, took a sip of coffee, and looked around the tent for a moment. I thought I saw a shadow of hesitation or indecision cross his face, but then some corner turned in his mind, it seemed, as he looked straight into my eyes and blurted his news.

“I’m starting at the Messner,” he said, digging back into his breakfast.

I stopped mid-bite, my mouth hanging open. What had been, until that moment, two similar but not exactly parallel projects—different starting points, different attempts at answering the same question, whether this expedition we were trying could be done—had just fundamentally changed: we were now on exactly the same course. With Rudd’s words, this journey each of us was taking had become truly a race. Apples to oranges had become apples to apples—same exact route, same goal. There’d now really be a winner and a loser.

I looked down at my own plate of eggs, then back up again at Rudd. Maybe, I thought, just maybe, I’d gotten to him a little, too. Maybe silence and nodding and saying hardly anything about myself and my plans, even if it mostly had come from a place of insecurity, had sent some message I hadn’t intended. The experienced polar giant had flipped his plan to be like mine, not the other way around.

He wanted to beat me. That’s what it meant. Rudd had inched his seat closer to mine. We were bound up together, for better or worse, in everything that would happen next.






CHAPTER TWO Frozen Tears


DAY 1

The start of any great effort feels to me like a blank canvas of hope. Since my first swim meets in elementary school, those extended minutes before the buzzer goes off to mark the start have always been magical in their white-knuckled anxiety and completely uncharted sense of possibility. An unwritten story hangs in the air. The future beckons, full of unknowns. Winning or losing is the measure of how things go, but between those two extremes, a whole compacted life, it often seems, will unfold through the minutes to come. Anything is possible. Everything is possible.

That sense of magic, open-ended potential caught fire in me when I was seven, sitting on the couch with my mom watching the swim finals in the 1992 Summer Olympics in Barcelona. Seeing Pablo Morales of the United States win a gold medal in the 100-meter butterfly changed my life, firing a dream that blazed in me for more than two decades—that maybe I could one day stand on that medal podium, too. It turned me into an Olympic geek-child who, perhaps sometimes annoyingly, could rattle off the most obscure Olympic trivia, along with the backstories of my heroes.

The ferocious, uncontainable optimism that boils over inside me at the beginning of almost any new challenge or adventure is a result of that day: Morales in the pool, raising his arms in triumph, me screaming my head off in our living room, jumping up and down on the couch. It’s also partly what had brought me to Antarctica—the idea of the blank canvas, of life unfolding with all its deep uncertainties and possibilities wrapped up together.

Antarctica felt to me like an untold story. Other than bases for scientific research, it’s a place with no real towns or permanent residents or animals, once you get past the water’s edge and its huge schools of fish, colonies of penguins, and pods of killer whales. It’s the only continent never to have seen a war. Mapmakers routinely don’t show it at all. It’s a blank space in a world that is mostly filled up.

But as Rudd and I got ready to leave Union Glacier, flying out to our starting place on the edge of the Ronne Ice Shelf, he seemed bent on trying to fill the continent himself, if only with his bristly commando confidence.

“How many calories per day are you bringing?” he’d said as we were readying to load up the plane, a red-and-white Twin Otter turboprop—a workhorse of transport in harsh environments all over the world, from the Alaskan bush to the Sahara.

I hedged for a second, bracing myself for his reaction. I knew he’d have one. “Seven thousand,” I said as firmly as I could.

“Seven thousand!” he spluttered. “I’m only bringing fifty-five hundred.” His eyes narrowed into a piercing squint as he looked at me and then at my sled as though for the first time. “Fifty-five hundred is plenty,” he added.

I thought about saying something about the research I’d done, the medical tests I’d undergone to see how my physiology worked and how my body burned fuel in conditions of stress and cold. I wanted to sound scientific and smart. And we both knew that we’d be burning through a lot more than even seven thousand calories a day—probably closer to ten thousand—so extreme weight loss was certain no matter what. But I was pretty sure he’d see that sort of thing—blood tests, nutrition, and aerobic analysis—as American and fussy rather than rational and scientific, and in any case not remotely British in the can-do toughness of the exploration and expedition world that he worshipped and called home.

“I think I know what works,” he continued.

“You know what else works?” he went on. “Ice!”

I raised my eyebrows, unsure of where he was going.

Laughing, he said, “I saw you brought toilet paper. I never bother weighing myself down with something so luxurious.”

Maybe he did know better. I was no longer sure about anything. More calories, however scientific they were, also translated into more weight, even a sheet of toilet paper added to the burden. Rudd was clearly beginning with a much lighter load.

Jenna and I had removed five days of supplies in the little apartment in Chile, taking us to sixty-five days, and then I’d subtracted five days more as I fretted and waited at Union Glacier Camp. That took me to sixty days, which was a full week less than Rudd had carried in his project duplicating the 1911 Amundsen route to the Pole. He’d lost sixty pounds in that expedition, and I’d be going much farther. The numbers were scary, but also just plain mysterious, since there was no way to check to see if I was any more correct, or incorrect, than he’d been back then.

The moment of truth came as we started loading the sleds. Our plane sat on its white-ski landing gear near the storage tent. Our pilot, an upbeat Canadian named Monica who’d told us her story of falling in love with Antarctica at first sight, climbed in and out of the cockpit, making preparations. The flight team had asked if we wanted to weigh our gear.

Rudd immediately barked a definite yes, and with help from one of the crew members, wrestled his sled up onto the big industrial scale beside the ice runway. I tried to look busy, pretending to be occupied even as I cocked an ear, desperate to hear what the scale might reveal. What I heard chilled my blood. One hundred and thirty kilograms, Rudd had repeated aloud—loud enough for me to hear, intentionally or not—as the scale numbers popped up. One hundred and thirty kilos translated into about 286 pounds, radically lighter than my sled, I knew.

Rudd looked over at me and nodded, saying with his eyes and gestures, “Your turn, mate.”

And I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t weigh the sled in front of him.

The look I’d get from Rudd at my astonishing load, which Jenna and I had estimated to be somewhere around 375 pounds, from just adding up the list of what was in there, combined with the weight of the sled itself, would destroy the confidence I had left. I couldn’t risk it. Rudd might say nothing, probably would say nothing. But he wouldn’t need to.

Our huge awkward difference in weight, open for him and all the camp to see, would reinforce and amplify all the smaller, subtler unstated things that hung in the air—his air of command, his vast knowledge. Even his terrific English accent was daunting. I’d look like the spoiled American who’d never learned how to pack a suitcase, and Rudd would be able to lay me out with an eye-roll. He’d know the vast difference in what we were going to try to pull, and I’d know that he knew.

I suddenly remembered a boy I’d faced in a swim meet when I was about twelve. I hadn’t thought of him for years and can’t even remember his name now. He was a breaststroke kid like me, and supposedly all but unbeatable. My coach, a tough former collegiate champion in her twenties named Beth, leaned down as the race was about to start.

“He’s probably the best you’ve ever been up against,” she said, nodding toward my nemesis in the far lane. I could hear the unspoken words she didn’t say, the outcome she was preparing me for: “You might well lose this one, Colin.”

I’d decided then as I stared across the pool—intoxicated as always by those pre-race emotional highs—that he was probably a West Hills boy who was ready to look down on me as an Eastsider. I wanted to believe he didn’t think much of me, that he was arrogant and superior and so deserved to be beaten. Seeing him that way, whether it was true or not, gave me a jolt of fuel. I liked the prickly, sharp feeling that victory would also be about righting some perceived slight or injustice.

But then, just before the start, I thought of my dad and the words he’d said to me that morning as we were heading to the meet.

“Colin, remember the most important thing… have fun!” he’d said, reaching over in the car and rustling my hair.

He always said that before a competition, the same thing every time, and usually I barely heard it. I don’t think I’d ever really even understood it. But that day I felt something different.

I still wanted to beat West Hills Boy just as badly. He gave me something to prove. But my dad’s positive spirit gave me a fuel, too, and as we took off down our lanes, the idea really jelled in my head for the first time that competition could be ferocious and joyous at the same time. I surged, moving through the water with a feeling of happiness that made my strokes all the stronger, and ended up beating West Hills Boy, swimming one of my fastest times ever.

But now, as Rudd’s sled slid off the scale back onto the ice, things were much less clear. The scale beckoned. Rudd and the members of the flight team all turned to look at me.

“No, I’m cool, no need to weigh mine,” I said. My Mr. Casual act was probably as phony as could be, and I’m sure Rudd saw through it, but I didn’t care. I was limiting my losses, trying to avoid one more image that could get stuck in my head and weigh me down like the haunting photo from the South Pole that Rudd had showed me.

Then it was time to go. We hauled the sleds aboard and climbed into a plane that was narrow, tight, and cramped—my sled and Rudd’s strapped down side by side, filling the entire space behind the open cockpit, two rows of single-file seats after that running to the back of the plane. Rudd and I were the only passengers.

The Twin Otter, unlike the Ilyushin, at least had a few windows, and as we took off, the view immediately took my breath away. I couldn’t pull my face from the window. Mountain ranges anchored the far distance in mottled colors of blue and white. Deep black crevasses looked bottomless, as though they might lead to the center of the earth. The ice seemed timeless and permanent, but it was heaving with change. Recently, billions of tons had broken off from some of the continent’s ice shelves into increasingly warm coastal waters, including a monster about the size of Maryland the year before. I squinted, trying to see the ice directly below the plane, then out as far as I could toward the horizon, and the same word captured both perspectives: limitless. I was heading into a place where the regular scales of measurement—in size and harshness of climate and so much else—didn’t really apply, and so all the old ways of measuring myself wouldn’t apply either. Down on the ice, I’d be the tiniest and most insignificant of specks.

And the plane droned on. Rudd looked out his window as raptly as I did through mine. But then as we were preparing to land at the Messner Start on the edge of the Ronne Ice Shelf to disembark and begin, we looked across the cabin at the same time and nodded to each other.

It doesn’t sound like much, I guess. Strangers nod to each other every day in passing. Office workers scuttling off to meetings nod to each other in hallways.

But such a deep gulf separated me and Rudd—in who we were and how we’d come to be there at that moment—that our little nods felt almost like signal flares from distant mountain peaks, inarticulate but poignant at the same time.

With my nod, I sent his way all the wishes I hadn’t been able to put into words—sure, we were both going to battle to try to be first, but overall I respected him and hoped only for the best in what would now come. And I felt that he’d sent the same to me.



AND THAT WAS IT.

The plane shuddered and shook as it landed, its skis rattling on the sea ice. The crew helped me pull off the sled, offered a few bang-bang handshakes of good luck, and jumped back in with a schedule to keep, taxiing off to deliver Rudd to his drop-off a mile away, the same distance as me from the starting line waypoint at the continent’s edge.

With a few small steps from the cabin down the plane’s little red ladder and onto the Ronne Ice Shelf, I’d left civilization behind. I’d exhaled the last breath of heated air I would know for two months and stepped down from the ladder’s final metal step, my calf-high thick-soled polar ski boots crunching onto the ice for the first time. I pulled up the fur collar of the red-and-black windproof jacket that matched my overalls, and adjusted the face mask that left no inch of skin exposed, then arched my arms up overhead to stretch my muscles, stiff from the cramped ninety-minute flight.

They had dumped me off. One minute I was in the world of people, and the next I wasn’t. There was no ceremony; there were no inspirational speeches; there was no starting gun. The motor roared, the skis rattled and bumped—off and away. It was a little like being the last passenger on a bus in a strange, forbidding city you don’t know, and the driver suddenly opens the door and says, “This is your stop, buddy. Out,” and you watch him drive away as you stand there with your suitcase—except that it’s twenty-five below zero and your ungainly, awkward suitcase weighs close to four hundred pounds.

I was here finally, after a year of planning, and many years before that, starting in childhood when Antarctica first gripped my imagination, but even more than that, I was really fucking alone. That’s the thing that hit me like a slap to the face as I watched the plane head away.

I’d been to Antarctica once before, climbing Mount Vinson and skiing the last sixty-nine miles to the South Pole from the 89th degree of latitude, a place called, with simple geographic majesty, “the Last Degree.” But that effort—part of a world-record project to climb the highest peaks on each continent, with a roughly one-week expedition to both the North and South Poles—had been done with other people by my side.

Now, as I looked around me at a horizon of flat empty whiteness in every direction, glaring sun and ice and nothing else as far as I could see, the plane’s buzz fading in the distance, it hit me what a completely different kind of thing this was that I was about to try. I’d understood that it had never been done, crossing to the South Pole and then to the other side of the continent without replenishing supplies or using anything to help propel you but your own body and muscle—that’s a lot of what had appealed to me in the testing of my limits, endurance, and grit.

I knew now for certain how tiny and isolated I’d be on that vast expanse of ice through every day and night—twenty-four hours of daylight under a sun that never set, all stretching out before me to the horizon. And I knew that I’d have to dig deeper into myself than I’d ever gone, looking for reserves of energy I could tap and use.

My first grade teacher, Shannon Pannel, understood my energy. She saw a boy who couldn’t sit still, and instead of trying to force me into some quiet conformity I probably couldn’t have achieved anyway, she had a simple three-word prescription: Burn it off.

“Go and run outside around the playground for fifteen minutes,” Ms. Pannel said to me and my best friend, Lucas, after we got into some trouble, egging each other on in some kind of classroom craziness. We went out and sprinted and screamed and jumped as high as we could, and when we came back in I could be, at least for a little while, Colin the student again, not Colin the problem child.

But the dividing line between worlds—where I’d come from and where I was now—seemed huge beyond measure. My life before Antarctica, through the months of training for the project, the fevered dreams in planning it with Jenna, and really my whole life extending back into Ms. Pannel’s classroom, sat on one side. I was on the other side, alone in the coldest and emptiest place I’d ever been, and a door had just slammed closed.

I’d need it all if I was going to make it across the ice. I’d have to reach back and find the boy who needed to run, and also the boy who found he could focus and solve problems when the energy was burned off. I’d need to remember my failures and my victories because of what they’d taught me. Rather than needing to burn off excess energy, now I’d need every scrap of emotional and mental fuel I could pull together. I’d have to open the door to my own past to have any hope at all.



THE PLANE WAS GONE. It was time to start moving. That was the crucial thing, if only to stay warm. At twenty-five below, even under the brilliant blinding sun, the body’s core temperature can drop fast. I needed to get the muscles cooking.

As I walked over to the sled, I glanced at my watch. Though what I was about to start would be measured in days and weeks rather than minutes or even hours, it seemed important somehow to commemorate the moment and give it at least a little more sense of ceremony than the see-you-later goodbyes from the plane crew. There should be an official starting time, I thought. The watch was silver and steely, a Rolex with a circling second hand, and I thought of my friend Marc, who’d pressed it into my hand and insisted that I borrow it to take with me to Antarctica.

In a visit to his house a month earlier, as Jenna and I were getting ready to go south, he’d looked down at my $10 digital Timex and gasped. “You aren’t going to wear that down there, are you? Dude, this is a historic expedition. I don’t think the Timex is gonna cut it.” With his hands on his head in disbelief, he ran upstairs and brought back the watch that he got the day after his first child was born. The birth had been difficult. The watch had a story, he said. It carried good luck.

The Rolex felt good and solid, something human-crafted and fine. I gave it a pat on the glass with my mittened thumb. But just noting the time also seemed inadequate somehow, so I reached into the sled and pulled out my little rectangular GoPro camera, which sat perched at the top of a lightweight tripod. I then pulled off a mitten long enough to grab a tiny battery from my inner jacket pocket—I’d already learned that the camera could function no longer than a few seconds unless the battery was kept warm, kept close to my chest—popped in the battery, and hit the record button.

“Well,” I said, looking into the lens, about two feet from my face at the end of the tripod, which I held out like a selfie stick. Then I stopped. I was incredibly excited, charged with adrenaline, but the moment seemed serious, too, and I wanted to get it right. I thought of the old polar explorers glimpsing the ice for the first time as their ships approached the continent, writing the first words of their expedition journals.

“So, here and now on November 3, 2018, at 3:22 p.m. I officially begin,” I said, staring into the lens. “Beginnings are simple. You take a step forward. If you’re going a thousand miles or a hundred yards, it’s the same. And maybe endings are simple, too—my finish line, should I succeed in reaching it, is a post pounded into the ice by the United States Geological Survey at the continent’s far side, on the edge of the Ross Ice Shelf. The post even has a name—LOO-JW. I have its coordinates entered in my GPS, as my beacon.” I gazed out over the ice, trying to summon something more, something Shackleton or Scott might’ve said.

“And so it starts,” I added, tilting the camera down to my legs as I walked over toward my sled, then tipping it back up to my face. I shrugged. “So, yeah. That’s it.”

I switched off the camera, re-stowed the battery, repacked the tripod, and bent down to check the cover and the straps on the sled and make sure all was ready. There were four straps, about two feet apart, used to secure my gear. I’d opened and closed them and cinched them over and over in the previous days, packing and repacking and then checking all over again.

But when I pulled on the very first one, the buckle immediately snapped in my hand, broken into pieces. I leaped back in shock, and instinctively glanced in the direction of the plane, as if I could summon it back. The words I’d just said into the camera about journeys and starts seemed suddenly ridiculous, too, and as I stood there stupidly holding the pieces, the terrible thought whispered in my head: I haven’t even taken a single step and things are already breaking.

The buckle had been weak and probably already cracked, I immediately told myself, trying to reset from the shock. It was part of a hand-me-down used sled with a lot of miles on it—nothing more than that, and definitely not any kind of a sign that things were going sideways already. I had a bungee cord in the sled and could make do by tying it to the other straps.

But the other message from the buckle couldn’t be sidestepped so easily: Worse problems than this would surely come, and I’d be on my own to solve them. I needed to adapt and improvise and be ready to do those things at any given moment. The buckle was a symbol of my new reality, in which I’d be self-sufficient or I’d fail.

So I tried to banish it from my mind. I’ll deal with the next problem when I come to it, I told myself. Turning back around, sled behind me, harness in place, I consulted my compass for due south, straightened my spine, shook my head to clear it, clicked into the bindings of my cross-country skis, and took my first steps.

Because I was pulling a 375-pound sled, the skis weren’t there to be used in their traditional way, to glide effortlessly through the snow. Rather, they were really just glorified snowshoes—ones that dispersed my weight and minimized the risk of falling into a crevasse. On the skis’ bottom, instead of the slick waxy surface found on a ski racer’s equipment, I’d adhered full-length synthetic fur skins. The traction they provided prevented me from sliding backward. Long before synthetic materials were invented, pioneering polar explorers had used sealskins.

Yet even with the traction of my skins, with those first steps it was immediately, horrifyingly clear that I could barely budge the sled at all. A stupid little buckle was the least of my problems. My sled felt anchored and unmovable on the ice. I managed to inch it forward a few yards, but then had to stop, go back, and check it out. Maybe there was something wrong with the harness or the runners. But there was no easy answer.

Whatever we’d done in removing weight, in Chile and again at Union Glacier, and whatever I’d done in training back in Portland, pulling heavy loads up grassy slopes at local parks, enduring endless minutes of planks with my fists in ice buckets, hadn’t been enough. My crossing of the Greenland Ice Sheet as a training exercise—four hundred miles in twenty-seven days—hadn’t been enough either.

I leaned in and managed a few more steps forward before I had to stop to catch my breath. I had more than nine hundred miles to go, and getting even twenty feet from where the plane had dumped me was already painful.

I became, with every next step, aware of my body—the harness yanking deep into my shoulders, my lower back arching forward to help my legs, which should not, I knew, hurt this much this soon. Something was very wrong and I couldn’t help but cry, mostly because, pitifully, I was feeling sorry for myself. I quickly learned how Antarctica dealt with such pity; the tears immediately froze to my face. More ice in a world of ice, and now I was even making it myself.

My entire expedition felt as if it was unraveling and I’d only just begun. I didn’t think it could get any worse. And then I saw Rudd.

On the now empty and silent landscape he appeared to my right, heading at an angle from his starting place and moving along smoothly and steadily, it seemed—a military man in full march. He had me in his grip all over again.

He’d found a rhythm and was striding across the snow. He looked strong. More to the point, he was actually moving, and just as with the disappearing plane, I couldn’t look away. But then he gradually grew smaller, too, pulling away until he disappeared entirely into the glare.

I was stuck in place. The feeling of being confined and immobilized triggered a memory that suddenly began rolling through my head.

I was in a wheelchair. I could feel the pressure of it against my back, so familiar and strangely comforting even though I despised it to the bottom of my soul. I was twenty-two years old, sitting in the kitchen of my childhood home in Portland.

My mother stood at the edge of the kitchen counter, leaning casually on one elbow. The kitchen lights were on though it was mid-morning—a Pacific Northwest monochrome loop of gloom, drizzle, and gray having settled in outside.

And Mom had placed a chair there in front of her by the counter—straight-backed and wooden, simple and functional, pulled out from the table. The chair was facing me, seat out, and she had her hand on its back.

Up until that moment, I hadn’t taken a single step in over a month, and my tightly bandaged legs hung in front of me against the wheelchair.

“It’s time, Colin,” she said, softly but firmly. “Your entire goal for the day is to get out of that wheelchair and take one step to sit down in this chair instead. Show me that you can do it.”

“I’m almost ready,” I said with bright phoniness, gazing out the window to the Portland gloom, which felt easier than looking into Mom’s eyes. “I’m going to do it.”

I wasn’t ready, though. I spent three hours staring at that chair just a few feet in front of me. I thought that being in a wheelchair was, in fact, kind of a milestone and I’d come pretty far already after so long in a hospital bed. I thought that I’d be stronger and more healed tomorrow, really ready then to get up and try to walk.

Fear is a strange beast, because so often it hinges not on the things we know, but the things we don’t. And the what-if fears are the worst, the ones that wake you up at night, half in dream, fearing some wildly irrational possibility that has bubbled up while you slept. What if I can’t do it? What if the ankles, tendons, or knees seize up? Worst of all, what if that Thai doctor with the bad skin and broken English was right: “You will probably never walk normally again,” he’d said.

Mom wasn’t having any more of my delay tactics.

I’d glimpsed her intensity before, and heard plenty of tales about it growing up. I’d pictured her strong, defiant posture at age eighteen standing before a federal judge and being sentenced to a month in jail for an act of civil disobedience and protest that she wasn’t about to apologize for. I knew the depth of her commitment to the political and environmental causes she still believed in. That formidable mom was now staring me down across the kitchen.

“One step, Colin, that’s all. Just one step,” she repeated, this time without as much of a smile as the last time. That told me she was losing patience with me after all these weeks.

I knew she was not going to let me off that easily. One step was, after all, really only one step. The chair would be farther away next time, farther still after that. And I’d declared a month earlier from my hospital bed, legs bandaged to the hip, that I’d do a lot more than walk. I’d vowed to one day complete something I’d never done before or even talked about—a triathlon of swimming, biking, and running. Mom hadn’t questioned, just nodded and promised to help, however unrealistic the goal seemed, or in truth really was.

And now she was living up to her half of the bargain, and I could hardly complain. The can-do part of me stirred, pushing me to grip the chair’s arm, rustle my legs, and put a tiny bit of weight onto my feet. The what-if part then stilled everything back into place with fear. Surging with new resolve, and wanting so vehemently, so ferociously hard to please my mother, I slowly rose. The what-if Colin was still in there and talking, resisting until the last second putting any weight onto my legs and feet. But I’d finally managed to silence him. I took my first step.



I STRUGGLED ON, with Rudd now long gone in the distance and my skis and sled runners still sinking into the powder. But after three hours, one grunting step forward after another, I’d made it only two miles, and finally I just ground to a stop, feeling like a failure and a fool. The strength to take another step had left me. The frozen tears were making matters worse. Not only did they make me feel pathetic, but they also raised my risk of frostbite. Even worse, despite the cold I was sweating from the hard exertion, which on this Antarctic twenty-five-below-degree day could bring disaster all by itself. “If you sweat, you die” has been a maxim of polar exploration since before the days of Amundsen and Scott, based on the hard reality that damp clothes can freeze against your body in minutes in subzero temperatures, causing hypothermia.

I needed my wife. That’s really all I could think. Jenna would be able to see something in this that I couldn’t, some way to change course. She’d thought through the project more than I had, more than anyone had. I saw the big picture, but she saw both the picture and the brushstrokes that might make a work of art. She planned better than I, organized better, and saw three steps ahead of me most of the way.

She was flying home from South America to Portland that day, I knew. I pictured her on the plane, reading her book. I saw in my mind how her hair was probably pulled back into a ponytail; I could see her graceful stride walking across Portland International Airport’s wonderful and weird teal-colored carpet. I imagined the upstairs office in our house with its view overlooking the Willamette River, the wall maps of Antarctica, and the desk from which she’d be running the expedition. Every image I could grab onto felt far away, untouchably remote from where I stood.

The satellite phone, which I kept in a jacket pocket on my chest—accessible even should I fall into a crevasse or get separated from my sled—managed to catch a signal, bouncing from the bottom of the world, and she answered. I could immediately hear her surprise, even through the crackling static of the connection. The pitch of her voice went up a notch as she heard my voice, clearly bracing herself for something.

But she immediately also announced she was in the car with my mom, which sent its own sharp signal back to me: Colin, don’t freak out your mother. If there’s disaster to relate, save it, please.

“She just picked me up at the airport,” Jenna said brightly. “We’re almost to her house.”

More code was embedded in that sentence: Save it. Hold on.

So for the next few minutes, as Mom negotiated traffic from the highway into my childhood neighborhood, we talked in generalities. The weather was good, I said. Rudd had passed me, not so good. At the house Jenna jumped out of the car, and I could hear slamming doors and the voice of my stepfather, Brian, in the background, welcoming Jenna home.

Jenna paused, then was back on the line, serious now.

“How’s it going?” she said evenly.

“It’s really hard,” I said quietly, still crying. “The sled is so heavy… it’s cold and I’m sweating…” I rambled on in partial sentences, which were further garbled at Jenna’s end by the poor connection.

“What did you say?” she said, though at my own crackly end it sounded something like “Wha… ay?” So I repeated the main point, that I was in trouble, and it sounded even worse a second time, because I knew it pointed even more emphatically to a worst-case scenario I wanted to avoid: that I was done, that it was over. I could already imagine the grim message we’d have to put out to friends, followers, and sponsors. Colin O’Brady, who set out to achieve a never-before-completed feat and dubbed it “The Impossible First”—to trek more than nine hundred miles across Antarctica unassisted and unsupported—announced today that Antarctica had done him in after about two miles.

“I think we named the project the right thing, babe,” I said. “It looks like it might really be impossible—three hours into a thousand-mile journey pulling the sled and telling everyone I’m going to do this and I’m already having doubts. I think we need a new plan.”

“Where are you?” Jenna said.

“What?” I shouted back.

“Where exactly are you?”

I told her I was still on the sea ice, not even yet on the landmass of the continent, where the first waypoint, a GPS point of latitude and longitude, marked the actual start. I’d planned on blowing past the place where sea ice met land ice and making another seven miles or more inland before stopping for the night, but now even getting to the waypoint—which I was sure Rudd had blown by—seemed hard to get my head around.
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