Locked
A spellbinding biography of Fridtjof Nansen, the

pioneer of polar exploration, with a spotlight on his

in

Ice

harrowing three-year journey to the top of the world.
An explorer who many adventurers argue ranks

alongside polar celebrity Ernest Shackleton, Fridtjof
Nansen contributed tremendous amounts of new

information to our knowledge about the Polar Arctic. At

a time when the North Pole was still undiscovered

Nansen’s Daring Quest

for the North Pole

territory, he attempted the journey in a way that most

experts thought was mad: Nansen purposefully locked his
ship in ice for two years in order to float northward along
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the currents. Richly illustrated with historic photographs,
this riveting account of Nansen's Arctic expedition

celebrates the legacy of an extraordinary adventurer who
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pushed the boundaries of human exploration to further
science into the twentieth century.
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Our object is to investigate the g reat unknown region that
surrounds the Pole, and t hese investigations will be equally important
from a scientific point of view w
 hether the expedition passes over
the polar point itself or at some distance from it.

—Fridtjof Nansen

The difficult is what takes a l ittle time;
the impossible is what takes a little longer.

—Fridtjof Nansen
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Introduction

F

RIDTJOF NANSEN, a Norwegian scientist and explorer,

had a wild idea. On June 24, 1893, he set sail to explore the

Arctic and become the first to reach the North Pole. Others who
attempted the same journey met with disaster, often fatal. But

The Fram packed in ice, nighttime, 1895.

Nansen planned to get there by an unusual method. With a crew of

twelve and a specially designed ship called the Fram, he planned to

purposely lock his vessel into the frozen wasteland and “float” on

the Arctic pack ice right over the top of the world and down the
other side. Veterans of polar expeditions thought he was mad.

In the late nineteenth century, the North Pole was cloaked in

mystery. No one had reached the northernmost place on the globe.
People wondered if it might be a landmass covered with ice. Or
perhaps an open ocean? Did the Arctic hold, as some believed, a

-1—
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lost civilization?
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In September 1893, heading into the unknown, Nansen drove

his ship into the ice floes of the Arctic Ocean above Siberia, the
same ice that had crushed so many vessels in the past. He let power
ful polar currents carry the Fram slowly northward toward the pole.
Then after a year and a half of drifting a few miles a day, icebound

and frustrated by the snail’s pace of being locked in ice, Nansen re-

alized the ship might miss the North Pole by hundreds of miles. So
he made a fateful decision: he and crew member Frederik Hjalmar
Johansen would abandon the safety of the ship and cross the polar

ice together with three sleds, twenty-eight sled dogs, and two small,

canvas-covered kayaks. In the polar spring of 1895, they set off to do
what no one on earth had done before—reach the top of the world.

Nansen and Johansen depart on their dash toward the North Pole, 14 March, 1895.
Nansen, second from left; Johansen second from right.

Within a month, the ice became an impassable jumble of fro-

zen slabs and slushy open water. A mere 232 nautical miles from

their destination—and the farthest north any human had ever

traveled—the men were forced to turn south in search of land.

Aiming for a small group of islands three hundred miles away,

they began the harrowing adventure of fourteen months racing the
shrinking pack ice and trying to stay alive in an Arctic wasteland.
This is their story.
Fridtjof Nansen and Frederik Hjalmar Johansen lifting a sledge over rough ice.
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Part One
FRIDT JOF NANSEN
and

HIS DRE AM
1861—1893
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YOUNG SK IE R

B

ORN IN 1861, Fridtjof ( fritch-off ) Nansen grew up in a
privileged family. Nansen’s f ather was a respected l awyer. He

was strict and cautious. Not an athletic man, he was slight, unlike
Nansen’s mother, who was robust and fierce. Despite the social cus-

toms of the day, which discouraged w
 omen from skiing in public,
Nansen’s mother skied in trousers. She inspired him with a love of
adventure, while his father taught him discipline.

Growing up among the spruce forests, marshes, lakes, and

mountains that surround Kristiania (the capital of Norway, later

named Oslo), Nansen loved the outdoors. He loved making bows
and arrows. An older half brother taught him how to fish, hunt, and

survive in the wilderness. Nansen was particularly good at individual sports: swimming, skating, and skiing, especially ski-jumping.

He loved winter most. When he was just two, a seven-year-old
neighbor taught him to ski, and from the ages of six to eighteen,
Nansen skied two miles from his farm to school, and back again.
-1—

—-1

Clockwise from left:

0—
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Attorney Baldur Fridtjof Nansen with his infant son, Fridtjof.
Young Fridtjof Nansen.
Nansen with skis.
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At fifteen, Nansen won a three-

vessel called the Viking for five adventurous months in the oceans

in ski-
jumping and cross-
country

Though he grew up in the forests not far from the sea, this was

mile speed skating race and did well
events. Physically a bit awkward and

between Spitsbergen, Greenland, and Iceland.

the first time Nansen learned about ships, and it was his first ex-

overweight when he was young, in

perience facing a big storm at sea. A few days into the trip, he

cular. By the time he went to the uni-

tened avidly to the stories of the sailors, who lived like free spirits.

his late teens he grew slim and mus-

versity in Kristiania, Nansen could

walk into a room, and everyone—
especially the ladies—would notice

him. With striking deep blue eyes
and a full head of blond hair, he had
a distinct magnetism.

conquered his seasickness and crossed the Arctic Circle. He lis-

He was impressed by their “smiling, reckless courage amid the
storm and raging seas.”

When ice was spotted at 68° north latitude, Nansen came on

deck and peered into the darkness. (For more on latitude and longitude, see glossary).

Portrait of Nansen as a student.

The V I K I NG
a nd F I R S T ARC T IC IC E

W

HEN NANSEN PREPARED for university, he could not

decide which course of study to follow. He wanted to be

an engineer, then a soldier, then a forester. To live a life in the open
air finally influenced his decision to choose zoology, specifically the

study of lower marine creatures of the Arctic Ocean. In zoology, his

passion for the natural world combined perfectly with his curiosity
and love of science.

Nansen fell in love with the Arctic when he was twenty years

-1—

old and saw pack ice for the first time. He sailed aboard a sealing

—-1
Nansen’s watercolor sketch: At Sunset, 22nd September 1893.
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“Something white emerged from the blackness,” he wrote when

Drawing the gleaming ice in his sketchbook, he wanted to cap-

he saw the ice. “It grew larger and larger, and gleamed still more

ture the patterns of light in the polar sky. Nansen learned you could

the pack ice that stretched for hundreds of miles northward into

the clouds on the horizon reflect a white glare, but when there are

white against a background black as night.” It was the beginning of
“the polar night beneath the stars and the northern lights.”

Nansen felt a shiver. He’d seen ice before, but nothing compared

to this. Here was ice on the “threshold of a new and unknown

world.” He heard the ice floes colliding, like the roar of great water-

falls. And the sound was thrilling.

read the ice by studying the sky on the horizon. When ice lies ahead,

dark streaks on the underside of low clouds, there will be open water
ahead b
 ecause it is ice-free, a condition called “water sky.”

Aboard the Viking, Nansen captured birds and dissected them.

Through the ice, he took temperatures of the water at various depths

and collected w
 ater samples, along with small marine animals in his
nets. He examined these through a microscope on board and described what he saw. Nansen studied in his cabin for days, but when

he emerged, the crew was impressed that he was willing to help
them search and hunt for seals. They admired Nansen’s excellent
marksmanship.

-1—

—-1
Midnight sun over the Arctic.
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Nansen felled his first polar bear on that trip and regretted how

museum work, labeling and studying specimens, learning to draw,

that a little bit of lead should suddenly bring to an end that free life

ral scientists of his day.

easy it was to kill such a magnificent creature: “It seemed so unfair

teaching himself zoology, and working alongside the famous natu

on the boundless expanse of ice.”

He took a particular inter-

All spring and early summer, they searched for seal herds, u
 ntil,

est in the structure of the

into the ice off Greenland. Nansen climbed into the crow’s nest and

lower marine creatures.

like so many unfortunate ships in the Arctic, the Viking got frozen

central nervous system of

gazed for hours at the unexplored mountains and glaciers on the east

Because of new and im-

coast of Greenland, only a few miles away. He longed to walk out on

proved microscopes, sci-

the ice and go ashore to explore, but the captain would not let him.

entists of that time were

A fter drifting north along the Greenland coast, the ship broke

beginning to study the

free of the ice in mid-

July. By August, Nansen returned to

Kristiania with his collection of zoological specimens and a new
plan to return to Greenland.

BERGE N and a DARING T REK
OV ER the MOUNTAINS

I
-1—
0—
+1—

cells of animals. Nansen
Nansen using the microscope at the Bergen Museum,
1882–1888.

A fter long hours of study in the

lab in the gray, wet, sea town, where

the sun was forever blocked by clouds,
Nansen longed for the crisp snows

NSTEAD OF RESUMING his stud-

and spruce forests of his youth. He

however, Nansen took a job as a junior cura-

So one day Nansen deci
ded to

ies at the university in Kristiania,

yearned to be skiing again.

tor at the Bergen Museum. Just shy of his

travel home to enter a ski race back in

different kind of city than the one he knew.

would travel by train, h
 orse carriage,

milder weather of Bergen, Norway’s second

ski through rugged mountainous ter-

twenty-first birthday, he went to live in a

Kristiania and to visit a girlfriend. He

On the west coast of Norway, in the rainy,

and boat, but mostly he would have to

largest city, Nansen threw himself into

rain to get back home. His friends

8

focused on nerve cells.
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tried to talk him out of it, but Nansen set out anyway with his heavy
wood skis and a hunting dog named Flink (“Clever” in Norwegian)
on a 186-mile trek in the dead of winter, mostly across uninhabited,

craggy mountains—a trip never attempted before. For days no one
knew where he was or w
 hether he was dead or alive.

Along the way, Nansen occasionally met farmers and hunters,

but he preferred being alone in the silent wilderness. He was happy
skiing on “those wonderful, long, steep mountainsides, where the

snow lies soft as eiderdown, where one can ski as fast as one desires. . . . The snow sprays knee-high to swirl up in white clouds

behind; but ahead all is clear. You cleave the snow like an arrow. . . .”
When he got to Kristiania, he came in ninth out of fifty-three

competitors in the ski jump. He spent ten days in the city, visited his
girlfriend, then skied with his dog by his side back through the

mountains to Bergen. It gave him a lot of time to think about a
Greenland adventure.

Members of the Greenland expedition breaking camp.

G RE E N L A N D

J

UST ABOUT EVERYO NE thought Nansen’s idea of skiing

across Greenland from the uninhabited east coast to the

sisted u
 ntil a wealthy backer from Denmark finally got behind

the project.

Nansen chose an experienced sea captain as his main partner.

Five years older than Nansen, red-bearded Otto Sverdrup was

he bucked the tide of popular opinion. Some said that it was stub-

Along with two other hardy Norwegians, all expert skiers,

born pride that made Nansen willing to risk his own life and the
0—

pedition. Yet with typical visionary spirit and iron w ill, he per-

sparsely populated west would end in disaster. Again, friends tried

to dissuade him. Ridiculed in the press in Norway and England,

-1—

He did, however, have a hard time raising money for the ex-

life of his men just to prove his point. But Nansen was sure he
would be successful; he would thoroughly plan his trip.

tall and mature and already a veteran sea captain at thirty-t wo.

Nansen invited two native Sami men from the north of Norway.
Indigenous people, formerly known as Lapps or Laplanders, the
Sami live in the far north of Scandinavia and Russia.

—-1
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Members of the Greenland
expedition with Inuit kayaks
on the shore of Greenland.
The sledge
Nansen designed
for the Greenland
expedition.

From left to right: Ole Nilsen Ravna,
Samuel Balto, Fridtjof Nansen,
Otto Sverdrup, Oluf Christian
Dietrichson, and Kristian
Kristiansen.

He knew the sleds used by explorers on previous Arctic expedi-

He tested his expedition equipment in the mountains around

Bergen while he finished his research for his doctoral thesis. Every

thing had to be meticulously thought out. A m
 istake could be fatal.

Nansen decided against taking dogs on the trek b
 ecause they would

require extra food rations, which he and his men could not carry. The

expedition would have to travel as light as possible for the one-way

trek across the ice cap. Other failed attempts had originated on the
west coast, which meant they had had to carry enough food to cross
the big island, and then return to where they had started. Nansen was
going only in one direction.

tions w
 ere overly burdensome and quickly got bogged down in snow

and ice. Always the inventor, Nansen designed five lighter sleds made
of ash, which did not require metal nails. They w
 ere 9.5 feet long and
1.5 feet wide and weighed only 28 pounds. (The model for this sled,
still used today, is called a Nansen sled.) He tested a three-man sleeping bag, a special tent, and a small alcohol camp stove that could

warm food while also melting snow for drinking water. Nansen also

invented a special flask the skiers would fill with snow in the morning

and tuck next to their bodies, turning the snow into drinking w
 ater
while traveling during the day. He designed special clothes and boots
and goggles for protection against ice and sun glare.

Nansen planned to eat energy-rich expedition foods—liver pâté,

jam, condensed soup and milk, coffee, sugar, and a concentrated,

nutritious mixture called pemmican. It was made of ground-up
Studio-posed photo of
Fridtjof Nansen and Otto
Sverdrup towing a sledge.

meat mixed with an equal amount of fat, often with the addition of
dried berries, and formed into solid cakes. As it turned out, however,

because of an error in adding fat to the pemmican compound, the
expeditioners on the Greenland trip suffered from acute fat deficiency.

-1—
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Nansen would correct this on his next polar journey.
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Nansen also in
ven
ted something called meat-
chocolate, a

Water crashed at the edge of the ice where they camped; the floes

from the chocolate, combined with the protein of the meat, gave the

wanted to begin his trek, and the currents kept jamming ice onto

nutrition-rich mixture of meat powder and chocolate. The sugar
men the maximum in calories and energy.

Just as important, Nansen brought scientific instruments, as

well as guns, ammunition, cameras, watches, tools, tarps, skis, ski

poles, rope, matches, and notebooks. He thought of everything,
right down to the sewing n
 eedles.

disintegrated beneath them. They drifted far south of where Nansen

ice. They moved camp to stay alive, and they hardly slept for twelve

days. When the team finally reached shore, they returned to their
boats, found narrow channels, and rowed northward for days with
very little sleep.

While busily preparing for Greenland, Nansen was able to com-

plete the examinations, lectures, and defense of his research thesis
for a doctoral degree in neuroscience (the study of the nervous sys-

tem and the brain) just before he departed. His research presented a
revolutionary idea: that the brain consists of individual, separate
nerve cells. To this day, some scientists declare that Nansen’s early
work on nerve cells is worthy of the Nobel Prize in medicine.

Nansen and his five companions left from Scotland on May 9,

1888, boarding a steamer for Iceland, then took another vessel to
Greenland. When the men reached Greenland’s east coast in

mid-July, they immediately ran into trouble with shifting ice f loes

and had to camp on the ice for weeks. It was too dangerous to
make the final push
to shore.

The boats are dragged
onto land, marking the
beginning of the skiing
portion of the expedition.

-1—

The journey through the inland ice.

It took twenty-four days before Nansen’s team finally was

ready to make the crossing. They would have to move fast, as the

short Arctic summer was already ending. A thick mist lifted in
the morning, and the men rose to a sunlit day. With harnesses

around their chests, the six men began to haul the sleds over bare
rock and rough ice, climbing into uncharted mountains to reach
the interior ice cap.

0—
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In snow squalls, they climbed to nearly 9,000 feet, dragging

next ship to take them home. During the dark Arctic winter,

endured temperatures that dropped to −46° Celsius, or −51°

gers and learn all he could from them. He learned to speak some

their loads across dangerous cracks in the ice called crevasses. They
Fahrenheit (Nansen used Celsius or centigrade—
“C”—
which is

what scientists use today). They marched for weeks, always hungry

Nansen took the opportunity to make friends with the Inuit villa
of their language.

and bent over double, either in blinding snow or scorching sunlight.

This late in the summer, the snow was like sand, dry and loose, and

terrible for skis and the four sleds carrying two hundred pounds
each. The fifth sled dragged five hundred pounds and was pulled by

Sverdrup and Nansen together. Nansen and his men tried to slake

their constant thirst. In camp, they discovered eating straight butter
helped. On the trail, to keep their mouths moist, they chewed slivers of bamboo and bits of their wood snowshoes.

When they finally reached the west coast, with its steep and

rugged mountains, they were forced to return to the water. On one

of the fjords (a fjord is a long, narrow, deep inlet of the sea between

high cliffs), Sverdrup built a boat from pieces of their wood sleds
and nearby willow trees. After rowing north for days, they glided

into the small village of Godthåb. It had taken them forty-nine
days, and they had not changed their clothes or washed their faces
the w
 hole trip.

For weeks he lived in their sod-and-stone h
 ouses, which w
 ere

Fridtjof Nansen and his five teammates had succeeded in being

half buried in the ground to preserve warmth through the brutal

had collected valuable meteorological data, recording temperatures,

Inuit kayaks made of sealskins. Nansen marveled at how the Arctic

the first ever to cross the Greenland ice cap. Along the way, they
wind speeds, altitudes, snow depths, and other scientific information
about the unexplored interior of Greenland.

Unfortunately, the team missed the last boat sailing for Eu

-1—
0—

Inuit family inside their home.

rope that winter, so the men had to wait seven months for the

cold. He learned how to hunt seals with harpoons and how to handle

people had adapted to such a harsh environment. He even foresaw

that the approach of Western society would soon threaten their
native way of life. L
 ater he wrote a book about his Greenland ex-

—-1

perience called Eskimo Life.
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At only twenty-seven years old, the handsome and self-assured

blond Viking had beaten American explorer Robert Peary’s attempt

to cross Greenland, and he had given Norway a national champion.

Pen-and-ink drawing
by A. Bloch of
an Inuit paddling
a kayak in heavy seas.

Nansen fever swept through Europe. The Royal Geographical Society
in London awarded him the prestigious Patron’s Medal in 1891.

While in Greenland, Nansen and Sverdrup had hatched a plan

for their next Arctic adventure: an attempt to reach the North Pole.

To trek to the very top of the world would be the biggest prize of all.

E VA
On the docks of Kristiania, when Nansen finally returned home

in 1889, a third of the city’s population—as many as forty thousand
spectators—came out to cheer their new hero.

Left: Greenland
expedition members
traveling aboard the
Kong Carl from
Copenhagen to
Kristiania in 1889.

T

HAT SAME YEAR, Nansen married Eva Sars, a celebrated

concert singer. A fiercely independent thinker, Eva was the

daughter of a professor of zoology and the younger sister of well-
known historian Ernst Sars and marine zoologist Georg Ossian
Sars. She and Nansen had met a few years before at a ski resort.

Opposite left:
Eva Nansen
(1858–1907),
Fridtjof ’s wife.
Opposite right:
Studio-posed photo
of Fridtjof and Eva
Nansen on skis.

-1—
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Nansen called his bride the best woman skier in Norway. At a

time when women did not enter ski competitions, Eva would show

up at ski-jumping events with a friend, and they w
 ere the only two

women to enter the contest. Eva loved to ski into the mountains

alone. When she and Nansen skied in the mountains together, the
Kristiania newspapers eagerly reported on their travels.

NANSE N SE TS H IS SIG H TS
ON T H E NOR T H P OL E

A

YEAR A FTER returning from Greenland, Nansen

proposed an expedition to the North Pole, but his pri-

mary goal was not merely to reach the top of the world. Even if he

were to miss it by miles, he said, the success of his journey would be
measured by the new scientific data he planned to collect in that
little-known region.

Mercator’s map of the open polar sea, circa 1600.

For centuries, the world believed Arctic ice blocked a body of

Nansen would follow in the footsteps of his Viking ancestors,

open w
 ater at the pole and perhaps a landmass “pushing” the ice

Norse text from the Middle Ages contains a remarkable description

through a passage of warmer north-running currents penetrating

who were among the first non-native travelers to the Arctic. A

southward. The North Pole, some speculated, might be reached

of what the Vikings found:

the ice. Expedition a fter expedition from Europe set out to find this

As soon as one has traversed the greater part of the wild sea, one comes
upon such a huge quantity of ice that nowhere in the whole world has the
like been known. Some of the ice . . . from 8 to 10 feet thick. . . . is of a
wonderful nature. It lies at times quite still, as one would expect, with open-

-1—

ings or large fjords in it; but sometimes its movement is so strong and

0—

rapid as to equal that of a ship running before the wind.

open passageway.

In 1607, Henry Hudson attempted to reach the pole by sailing

along the east coast of Greenland, but his route was blocked by ice.
Hudson made another attempt along the west coast of Spitsbergen,
but he came up against more ice. At the point where he turned back,

Hudson had reached 79°23′ north latitude, or 637 nautical miles
from the North Pole.

—-1
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Fellow Englishman William Parry got stuck in the ice off the coast

failed expeditions had done, he wanted to try something different. He

dragged them northward. But the south-flowing current carried the

He would deliberately freeze it into the northward-drifting ice pack

of the archipelago of Svalbard in 1827. Parry put boats on sleds and

ice backward, forcing him to abandon his attempt. He made it to
within 435 miles of the pole (82°45′ N), the farthest north any h
 uman

had traveled to that day. Parry’s achievement stood for nearly five de
cades, until 1876, when another British explorer, Albert Markham,

him to the top of the world—and then build a strong ship.

After much thought and investigation, Nansen was led to what

One more northerly record was set before Nansen’s quest. James

was one of the most famous expeditions that failed to reach the

Island off northern Greenland, 396 miles from the pole (83°24′ N),
just a tad closer than Markham.

Still people clung to the idea that beyond all that intractable ice,

aw
 ater route could lead to the pole and beyond, perhaps even be-

coming a northeast passage to India. As they pushed northward, the

across the Polar Basin. The voyage of the USS Jeannette (1879–81)

North Pole. Nansen learned a lot from the ship’s tragic history.
Captain George De Long of the United States Navy tried a Bering

Sea route to the pole b
 ecause whaling ships had reported a warm

northerly “Japanese” current, and De Long hoped the ice would be
less severe in that direction, perhaps all the way to the pole.

It turned out to be wishful thinking. On September 6, 1879,

biggest problem Arctic explorers faced was the fragility of their

the Jeannette got lodged (“nipped”) into the ice near Wrangel

pack was grueling work. Most ships became frozen into the ice and

two years. De Long kept measurements of ice and weather. During

ships. Advancing with wooden ships a mile or two in the polar ice

were either crushed or, if lucky, dislodged after months of waiting
for the ice to melt in the short Arctic summer.

The PL A N: FOL LOW
the JE A N N E T T E

+1—

ice. But he had to find the right current first—one that might take

he called the “Jeannette current,” an east–west flow of water running

Booth Lockwood on the Greely Expedition reached Mary Murray

0—

and travel at the same slow speed that the polar current carried the

despite suffering from scurvy and lack of proper clothing, traveled with
dogs and sleds, and missed the pole by four hundred miles (83°20′ N).

-1—

would build a special ship, one strong enough to withstand the ice.

T
22

O REACH THE North Pole, Nansen studied the forces of

nature. Rather than going against the currents, as most other
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Island, above eastern Siberia, and drifted, a frozen prisoner, for

his long drift, he thought it might be possible to reach the pole on

the ice if they took sleds and dogs and dashed for it. But the ice

eventually crushed the ship north of the New Siberian Islands,
and when it sank, the thirty-three survivors, with forty dogs,

dragged three small open boats southward toward the native villages of coastal Siberia a thousand miles away. While wandering

through the Arctic looking for open water, they hunted polar bear
and walrus to survive. (They did not eat their dogs as so many

—-1

polar explorers have done to survive.) When the ice turned to

—0
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water, they jumped into their leaky boats and got separated in a

storm. De Long and nineteen o thers died. Only thirteen of the
Jeannette crew were rescued.

That might have been the sad end of the story of the Jeannette—

just another Arctic disaster where the ice wins out—except that
three years after the Jeannette was destroyed, some of the sunken

vessel’s remains were discovered by Inuit hunters on the coast of
Greenland. Apparently, the debris had been carried 2,900 miles on
ice floes driven by the current across the polar basin, perhaps even
coming close to the North Pole.

In 1894 Nansen read an article in a Norwegian journal by the

well-known meteorologist Henrik Mohn, claiming that t hese “sun-

dry articles” from the Jeannette, including a pair of oilskin trousers

and the peak of a cap on which was written the name of a rescued
crew member, must have made it to Greenland in no other way than
by crossing near the North Pole on that very current. Nansen calcu-

lated the items must have traveled very slowly in the ice, perhaps
only one to two miles in a twenty-four-hour period.

Nansen studied this current and was confident it existed. He

found other instances of water flowing over the polar region.
Among the driftwood on the coast of Greenland was found a de-

vice that Iñupiaq Eskimos used in Alaska for hunting birds; it too
must have traveled on the same current as the items from the

0—

When he proposed the journey, almost e very polar expert thought

Jeannette.

he would endanger himself and his crew in such an undertaking.

fragments of the Jeannette had done, from the New Siberian Islands

tions. They thought his ship would certainly be crushed by the ice

Nansen’s plan then was to drift in the same direction as the

-1—

1896 map of the Arctic showing the drift of the Jeannette, the path of the Fram,
and Nansen’s and Johansen’s 15-month journey of survival.

across the pole to somewhere between Greenland and Spitsbergen
(see map).

Some thought he was crazy, as they had said of his previous expedipack—if not at first, then undoubtedly later in the winter months,

—-1

“when the ice resembled a mountain frozen fast to the ship’s side.”
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In spite of near-unanimous skepticism, Nansen remained confident

and proceeded with his plans.

BUI L DI NG A N IC E SH I P

W

HY DID SO many call Nansen crazy for his idea of
floating—locked in ice—to the pole? After all, he’d

chosen a well-respected boat builder to build the proper ship. Colin

Archer was more than a shipwright; he was one of the most cele-

brated boat designers of his era. Archer’s boats were quintessentially
Norwegian and seaworthy, with the elegant, deceptively simple lines

that only a p
 eople with several thousand years of living on a dangerous coast and deep fjords could create. The son of Scottish immigrants, Colin Archer was beloved in Norway. By the time he
designed the Fram, his boats were legendary for safety.

One hundred twenty-eight feet long and over four hundred

gross tons weight, the Fram (meaning “forward” in Norwegian) was
a three-masted, square topsail schooner. Its massive construction

was intended to serve a single purpose: to survive the enormous
forces of the Arctic through all seasons, especially winter, when the

deepening, ever-shifting sea ice could exert tremendous pressure on
anything floating within it. Yet veteran Arctic travelers, whose ships
had been nipped by the ice and whose escape to safety became he-

roic tales, criticized the Fram’s design. They had seen firsthand how

their own ships crumpled like crackers in the iron fist of the ice.
They had no confidence in the Fram, or in Nansen’s plan to freeze
the ship into the pack ice.

Although many tried to dissuade him, Nansen, unfazed, con-

vinced the Norwegian government to pay for the expedition. Nansen’s
foresight, intelligence, planning, and leadership had gotten him
across Greenland when his friends advised him against that journey.
He was sure the same qualities would get him to the North Pole.

-1—

—-1
The Fram launching from Colin Archer’s shipyard.

0—

Printed replica of Archer’s construction drawings of the Fram.
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On the outside, the Fram was planked with a skin of green-

the expedition. Most of them w
 ere in their thirties. As second in

the ship consisted of multiple layers of carefully engineered wooden

ship. Nansen knew from crossing Greenland with Sverdrup that

heart, a dense, tropical hardwood nearly impervious to rot. Beneath,
ingenuity—massive oak frames, oversize deck timbers, and several
layers of planking. The hull shape, too, was calculated to endure.
Unusually wide at thirty-four feet, it was quite round—so the pack
ice would push it up instead of crushing it. The object of the ship’s

command, Otto Sverdrup, now thirty-eight, would captain the

he was an experienced sailor, a proficient skier, and a good hunter.
Most important, Sverdrup was calm and remarkably clearheaded

under stress.

design, as Colin Archer explained, was to enable the whole craft “to
slip like an eel out of the embraces of the ice.”

Captain Otto Sverdrup aboard the Fram.
The Fram, 1893.

A C RE W OF T W E LV E

-1—
0—

A

PPLICATIONS TO ACCOMPANY Nansen to the
North Pole poured in from around the world, but

Nansen chose a small, well-trained crew of twelve Norwegians for

Sigurd Scott-Hansen, as chief scientist aboard, would be in

charge of keeping meteorological, astronomical, and magnetic ob-

servations. Henrik Greve Blessing—still a medical student when he
applied to go on board the Fram—was a competent skier and would
act as the ship’s doctor and botanist.

Theodor Jacobsen, a flamboyant storyteller, had the most num-

ber of years at sea and would serve as chief mate u
 nder Sverdrup.
Jacobsen was a talkative man with dark hair and penetrating eyes.

—-1
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The oldest aboard would be the chief engineer, Anton Amundsen.

to be included in the expedition u
 ntil Nansen agreed to let him go

five years. Often isolated from the others, he would devote his ener-

Many aboard were accustomed to long sea voyages, but Nansen

At forty, Amundsen had served in the Norwegian navy for twenty-

in the only position available: stoker in the engine room.

gies to his work on the machinery aboard the Fram. Second engineer

knew his crew would be tested by years of living in close quarters

and blacksmith. Hardworking and agreeable, Pettersen would be a

Nansen had wanted scientists to come along, but none applied. The

was Lars Pettersen, also a navy veteran, who would act as machinist
stoker in the engine room until the Fram got locked into the ice and

the engines w
 ere no longer needed. He would take over the cooking
on the latter part of the trip.

Besides Sverdrup, Nansen had personally asked only one other

person to join the Fram—Peder Hendriksen, who had spent twenty

years at sea as a sailor, hunter, and harpooner. A good-natured man,

while enduring extreme cold and endless months of darkness.

men who formed his crew w
 ere a rugged bunch of characters, who
Nansen prayed would find some kind of harmony during the arduous journey ahead. At the outset, he did not know how well each

might perform. He wouldn’t know until the Fram was committed to
the ice, locked away for years.

Hendriksen loved to tell lively stories he’d collected from a rough-
and-tumble career aboard sailing vessels.

As with all the men, Bernhard Nordahl, a former sailor in the

navy, went aboard with multiple duties: stoker and scientific assistant, and most important as the electrician who would keep the

lights shining aboard, essential for the morale of the men during the
long months of winter darkness.

Ivar Mogstad was hired as carpenter and builder. He would en-

tertain the men with his violin. He was ingenious at building t hings

and making equipment run. He was also moody and prone to fights.

Adolf Juell came aboard as cook and steward, and Bernt Bentsen
signed on at the last minute. Bentsen had spent many years sailing
Arctic waters.

Finally, Hjalmar Johansen had military training, was an excel-

-1—

lent athlete, muscular, stocky, and sturdy. He had pestered Nansen

The crew of the Fram pose for a photo.
Sitting, from left to right: Adolf Juell, Lars Pettersen (closest), Bernhard Nordahl,
and Peder Hendriksen. Standing, from left to right: Ivar Mogstad, Henrik Greve Blessing,
Hjalmar Johansen, Sigurd Scott-Hansen (sitting), Anton Amundsen,
Bernt Bentsen, Otto Sverdrup, and Theodor Jacobsen.

—-1

0—

—0

+1—

—+1
30

Part One

3P_EMS_207-74305_ch01_0P.indd 30-31

fridtjof nansen and his dream

1861—1893

31

10/15/18 1:01 PM

Part Two
T he

JOURNE Y NOR T H
JUNE 24, 1893—M A RCH 14, 1894

-1—

—-1

0—

—0

+1—

—+1

3P_EMS_207-74305_ch01_0P.indd 32-33

10/15/18 1:01 PM

L E AV ING HOM E

Kristiania, Norway

I

June 24, 1893
N THE GLOOM of the day, Nansen said good-bye to his

wife, Eva, and their six-month-old daughter, Liv. He shut the

door of his house and walked alone, down through the garden to

the beach, where the Fram’s little launch awaited him. When he
caught sight of his wife and child at the window, with Liv clapping
her hands, he thought, “Behind me lies all I hold dear in life.”

Nansen climbed aboard the small motorboat and sped through the

The Fram leaving Bergen and heading for the Arctic, July 2, 1893.

cold rain over Lysaker Bay. He turned his face forward into the wind.

After years of preparation, raising funds, hiring a famous boat

builder to design and build a perfect ice ship, and packing enough

supplies into the Fram for a five-year sojourn, Nansen had no real

idea what was in store for him. Would this be the last time he saw
his wife and daughter? Would he return home again?

Once Nansen left Norway for the frozen Arctic, all communi-

-1—

cation would end. The telephone and the telegraph had been
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invented, but the world had yet to see radios, cell phones, or any

In the little fishing village of Vardø, their last Norwegian

kind of navigation beyond celestial reckoning (see page 289). To

port, the crew stayed up all hours and partied hard, then slept late

for the first moon landing. Yet even Neil Armstrong, the first per-

their leader did not approve. Nansen was not an easy man to get

attempt reaching the North Pole in the 1890s was like preparing
son to walk on the moon, was able to call his family; his moon
walk was televised live in 1969. The crew of the Fram would be
lost to the world for years.

The day the Fram sailed out of Kristiania harbor, Colin Archer

was aboard at the helm to steer “his child.” When it came time to
leave the ship with the pilot, Archer shook Nansen’s hand in si-

lence. Nansen thought he might have seen a tear in Archer’s old
face as he stood tall in the launch heading for shore. The crew

fired the ship’s signal cannon for the first time, in a salute to the
Fram’s creator.

the next morning. From the look on Nansen’s face, they knew
along with. Besides being separated from the others partly by edu-

cation and privilege, Nansen was a man apart. Aloof as a child
when he played with companions his own age, he never really
made close friends the way some kids do. On board the Fram,

Nansen, formal and serious by nature, sometimes remained separate from his crew even though he would join them in the saloon
at the end of the day. They all lived physically close to one another

in a series of tiny sleeping cabins crowded around the saloon t able
and the potbellied stove.

The ship sailed up the coast. Having read in newspapers about

Dr. Nansen’s crazy idea of freezing his ship in the ice pack to reach

the pole, p
 eople turned out in e very port to celebrate Nansen and

his crew. Crowds cheered; flags flew in their honor. The navy

greeted them with gunboat salutes. Like other members of the

expedition, Nansen enjoyed the attention, even if their premature
fame seemed a little embarrassing since they had not accomplished
anything yet.

Continuing up the coast, they came upon the crew of one ship

who for some reason did not know who they were. From the deck

came shouts of “What’s your cargo? Where you bound?” Nansen’s

men called back, “Provisions and coal. The polar ice, the North Pole!”
The expedition took a month to travel the 1,600 miles north

-1—
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and then east along the coast of Norway.

—-1
The crew eating supper on the Fram.
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July 21

The Fram slowly worked its way out to sea as Nansen watched

At three in the morning, the Fram weighed anchor and sailed out of

the land fade away. He wondered what would happen to them all

had joined the expedition to work in the engine room, climbed up

Indeed it was a cold summer that year, and the Fram, pushing

Vardø harbor in silence. Johansen, the army lieutenant reservist who

before they might again see “Norway rising up over the sea.”

into the crow’s nest to have a last look at Norway. On deck below,

through a never-ending fog, quickly found ice jamming the route

right way to leave his beloved country, no crowds and shouts of good

could not have been happier. “It was a royal pleasure to work her

Nansen gazed at the peaceful, sleeping town and felt it was just the
luck and farewell.

The masts in the harbor, the house-roofs, and chimneys stood out against

ahead. But what an ice boat Colin Archer had made! Nansen

ahead through difficult ice. She twisted and turned ‘like a ball on
a platter.’ ”

the cool morning sky. Just then the sun broke through the mist and smiled
over the shore—rugged, bare, and weather-worn in the hazy morning, but
still lovely—dotted here and there with tiny houses and boats, and all
Norway lay b ehind it. . . .

Nansen’s watercolor sketch of
Off the Edge of the Ice—Gathering Storm, 14th September 1893.

The helmsman had to labor to steer one way and then the other.

When there was no avoiding it, he drove her sloping bow right up

onto the ice and, with a heavy plunge, burst “the floes asunder.”
-1—

Vardø is still a sleepy little fishing village on the edge of the Arctic Ocean
and stepping-off place to Siberia.

0—

Even when she headed “full speed at a floe, not a creak, not a sound,
is to be heard in her; if she gives a little shake it is all she does.”
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Reproduction of Nansen’s watercolor painting that depicts
the evening atmosphere off the Siberian coast.

For the next two months, the Fram moved east and north along

the coast of Siberia. Nansen took thirty-four Siberian sled dogs on
board before he pointed the Fram northward into the ice.

T HE FR A M LO C K E D I N IC E
September 28

T

H ERE WAS NOTHING in the world like the haunting sound

of the Fram as it began to freeze into the pack ice. The first

time she “floated” in the ice near the New Siberian Islands, Nansen
heard the sound of the ship’s timbers, creaking like an old barn door

-1—
0—

with rusty hinges closing slowly on a frosty night. The pack ice was
trying its best to crush the ship.

Surface ice sometimes needed to be cut away and removed.

As he lay in his bunk in the dark, Nansen could hear the ice

shifting a few feet from his head. He felt in his bones the monstrous
power of that floating mass, tens of thousands of pounds per square
foot of ice pressing against the hull. The freezing went on for weeks.

Just when the crew thought the ship was frozen solid in the ice, the

water would open up and the ship would slip down. Another day or

two and the freezing would start again, along with the spooky
sounds. After a while, the men grew accustomed to the eerie noise.

They w
 ere comfortable and warm in the saloon and in their cabins

because Archer had built the ceilings, floors, and walls with many
thick coats of nonconducting material. The sides of the ship had

been lined with tarred felt and cork padding and other layers of felt

and linoleum and reindeer-hair insulation. Along with the four-inch

deck planks, the total fifteen-inch thickness of the ship’s walls kept
the living space toasty even as the ice tried to claw its way in.
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The crew relaxing in the mess on the Fram.

Nansen recorded in his journal:
The ice is restless, and has pressed a good deal to-day again. It begins with
a gentle crack and moan along the side of the ship, which gradually sounds
louder in every key. Now it is a high plaintive tone, now it is a grumble, now
it is a snarl, and the ship gives a start up. The noise steadily grows till it is
like all the pipes of an organ; the ship trembles and shakes, and rises by fits
and starts, or is sometimes gently lifted. T here is a pleasant, comfortable
feeling in sitting listening to all this uproar and knowing the strength of
our ship. Many a one would have been crushed long ago. But outside the
ice is ground against our ship’s sides, the piles of broken-up floe are forced
under her heavy, invulnerable hull, and we lie as if in a bed. Soon the noise
begins to die down; the ship sinks into its old position again, and presently
all is silent as before. In several places round us the ice is piled up, at one

-1—

spot to a considerable height. Towards evening there was a slackening, and

0—

we lay again in a large, open pool.

One of Nansen’s journals in the archives of the National Library of Norway.

Nansen determined the ship was locked firm enough into the

ice that he could move the dogs to safety off the ship’s deck. The
dogs had been nearly hanged from their leashes when the boat rolled

violently in rough seas. When the ship stood still in ice, they barked
wildly and played like mad puppies, their dark forms bouncing and

springing on a sheet of white. In a few days, the crew built a dog

camp on the port side and tied up all the dogs. “Our floe, a short
time ago so lonesome and forlorn, was quite a cheerful sight with

—-1

this sudden population; the silence of ages was broken.”
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The dogs’s first
encounter
with the ice.

L IF E AB OARD T HE FR A M:
T HE ADV E N T URE A N D
MONOTON Y OF BE I NG
S T UC K IN IC E
December 1893

P

OLAR BEARS PESTERED the dogs and the men. They even
came on board and stole a couple of dogs at night. One cold

winter evening, while the men w
 ere deep into card games in the
saloon, the dogs on deck suddenly barked wildly at the darkness and

Nansen was always listening for any change in the pattern of

sound that might indicate danger—a sudden crack or rush of w
 ater,

jumped up on the ship’s rail in their excitement. Nansen knew a
polar bear was roaming around out t here somewhere.

a louder crunch than usual. Especially during that first winter,
Nansen could feel the ship listing slightly to starboard as he dozed

in his bunk, a listing of maybe five degrees or more until it stopped

at about eight degrees. He could feel the bunk beneath his body tilting. Then, as slowly as it had listed, the ship would right itself to the
sound of new, scarcely audible crunches and scrapes.
The Fram was fighting back.

The Fram
locked in ice.

-1—

—-1
Crew reading in the engineer’s quarters.
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Nansen’s pencil-drawn study for a lithograph of a polar bear near the Fram;
based on a photo by Nansen from March 1894.

Nansen and Hendriksen seized their guns. They heard confused

shouting and dogs barking. Hendriksen shouted, “Shoot. Shoot.”

His gun had jammed. The men saw a bear chewing on one of the
dogs a l ittle way off on the ice. Nansen’s gun also d
 idn’t work. Other
guns weren’t working. Now there were four men “and not one that

could shoot, although we could have prodded the bear’s back with
Nansen with his photography equipment.

our gun-barrels.”

While reading, he had heard violent scratching, a sound like

boxes being dragged on deck. He discovered three dogs were miss-

ing. The other dogs went crazy, barking all night u
 ntil they w
 ere set
free on the ice.

Hendriksen set off in the darkness to look for the missing dogs,

but soon a fter, he tumbled into the saloon “breathlessly shouting, ‘A
-1—
0—

gun! a gun!’ ” A bear near the ship had bitten him in the side, not a
life-threatening wound.

—-1
Scott-Hansen’s observatory for magnetic measuring, made of ice blocks next to the Fram.
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Scott-Hansen groped in the chart room for cartridges, and at last,

Johansen held his lantern over the third dog. “Flesh and skin

Johansen appeared and “sent a ball straight down into the bear’s hide.”

and entrails were gone; there was nothing to be seen but a bare

the dog. A few more shots, and the bear lay still on the ice. The

the fine strong dog should come to such an end. . . .”

All that did, however, was make the bear growl as he let go of

dogs stood quietly in front of the dead animal. It was only a thin

breast and back-bone, with some stumps of ribs. It was a pity that
In fact, this particular dog was one of the few “bad-tempered”

little bear that had caused all the commotion.

dogs that always growled and barked at Johansen, who was a good

dogs. He could barely make out the shadows of the dogs he took

dead now. “No, I am sorry,” said the kindhearted Johansen, “because

Nansen now set off in the darkness to look for the three missing

with him when they quickly caught a scent, grew frightened, and
refused to go any farther. Nansen crawled over the rough pack ice

dog handler. Nansen wondered if Johansen was glad the dog was
we did not make it up before he died.”

with his gun at the ready, expecting any moment for a bear to charge
him. He sensed he was coming up to something, then found one of

the missing dogs, mangled and frozen stiff; then another dog in a
pool of blood whose head had been partly eaten.

-1—

H. Egisdius’s drawing of Suddenly she halted, let the cubs go on in front, sniffed a little,
based on a photo by Nansen.

0—

—-1
Dogs by the ship.
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Nansen in his cabin.
Nansen smokes a pipe near the Fram.
Dog and bearskins hang to dry alongside the ship.

January 1894
Nansen often dreamed of home. Day a fter day, with the same

monotonous routine aboard, locked into that ice desert, Nansen

thought, Why does home seem so far away? . . . life without it is so empty,

so empty. He especially longed for home when the Fram started
drifting backward instead of north. The ship drifted with its bow

facing south for days on end, and Nansen’s heart grew heavy. His
dream of reaching the pole, battling so much ice, seemed futile. But
-1—
0—

then the ship would suddenly start to drift northward again, and
with the change came a renewed hope.

The crew around the supper table, on board the Fram.
From the left in front: Lars Pettersen and Anton Amundsen.
In the back from the left: Bernhard Nordahl, Ivar Otto Irgens Mogstad,
Peder Leonard Hendriksen, Adolf Juell, and Bernt Bentsen.
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Nansen described the endless loneliness aboard his ship, which

was like a fossil in all that ice:

I gaze into the far distance, far over the barren plain of snow, a boundless,
silent, and lifeless mass of ice in imperceptible motion. No sound can be
heard save the faint murmur of the air through the rigging, or perhaps far
away the low rumble of packing ice. In the midst of this empty waste of

Imprisoned during the polar darkness of winter, the ship was

nevertheless lit up inside like a Christmas tree with electric lights
powered by an enormous windmill that Nansen had erected on
deck. Electric lights. The expedition leader had thought of every
thing. And as long as the windmill worked, the artificial lights
helped the men through the loneliness.

white t here is but one l ittle dark spot, and that is the Fram.

Hjalmar Johansen and Sigurd Scott-Hansen playing halma, a strategy board game.

At night there were happy sounds from the crew joking and tell-

ing stories in the warm, dry, and bright saloon while the ever-
shifting ice piled up around them like c astle walls. The food was so
good that Nansen had to institute regular bouts of exercise so the

-1—

The Fram locked in ice, with Nansen’s giant windmill on deck.

0—

men would stay in shape.

—-1
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Doghouse on the ice.

After lunch, the men took a nap and then went back to chores.

Hundreds of daily tasks aboard included feeding and exercising the
dogs, working in the galley, washing dishes, repairing the engine,

making axe handles, inspecting the hull and engines, soldering
loose joints, making canvas boots, and fixing scientific instruments.
Crew skiing to the Fram.

(See Duties of the Crew Aboard, page 261.)

A typical lunch, the big meal of the day that they called middag,

or “dinner,” consisted of three courses: soup, meat, and dessert; or
soup, fish, and meat with potatoes, and either green vegetables or
macaroni. Nansen thought the food might be better aboard the
Fram than some of the crew ate at home.

Crew member Adolf Juell cooked and baked. Part farmer, part

-1—
0—

seaman, he had learned to cook from his wife, and he was particularly passionate about baking fresh rolls for breakfast.

—-1
Cleaning batteries near the forge.
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The men worked u
 ntil six o ’clock, when they sat down to

Fridtjof Nansen
playing the organ.

another meal, which they called “supper.” The menu consisted
of both rye and wheat bread, various cheeses, corned beef or
corned mutton, ham, bacon, cod caviar, anchovy roe, oatmeal

biscuits, and jelly. Nansen also brought half a ton of cloudberry
jam (a fruit like a raspberry or blackberry) and a g reat variety of

canned vegetables.

Yet no amount of music and electric light over so many months

could soften the “cold prison of loneliness” of being wedged in ice.
Tensions between the men flared up occasionally but mostly simmered beneath the surface.

Nansen recorded the restlessness everyone felt:
We are lying motionless—no drift. . . . this inactive, lifeless monotony,
without any change, wrings one’s very soul. No struggle, no possibility of
struggle! . . . the very soul freezes. What would I not give for a single day
of struggle—for even a moment of danger!

Nansen craved action, and soon he would have more danger than

Henrik Greve Blessing, Sigurd Scott-Hansen, and Otto Sverdrup
playing cards in the ship’s lounge.

he could desire.

The crew enjoyed reading from an extensive library of over

four hundred books. The men played games and cards in groups

around the saloon t able u ntil well into the night. Nansen might
crank up the organ, or Johansen would pull out his accordion to
-1—
0—

perform “Oh! Susanna” over and over again. Mogstad played
the violin.

Men resting on
the deck of the Fram,
Arctic Ocean,
June 16, 1894.
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SC IE NC E AB OARD
May 10

E

VEN AS HE chafed at the chains of monotony on board the

Fram, Nansen never neglected his science. He retrieved sam-

ples of water in special metal tubes he was inventing to capture water
at specific depths (later called Nansen bottles). He dropped nets

Reproduction of Nansen’s pastel: Ice near the Fram, 4th, July 1894.

-1—

—-1
Nansen inspecting the temperature from the water dipper.

0—

Water sampler that Anton Amundsen helped build aboard the Fram.
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through the ice to collect marine animals and shells; he measured

the depth of the floor of the Arctic Ocean, sometimes running out
of line trying to reach almost two and a half miles down.

Johansen (left) assisting Scott-Hansen with scientific observations.

Meteorological readings, some of the most exacting scientific ob-

Sounding the depth of the Polar Sea to 3500 meters (over 2 miles deep).

Nansen wrote in his diary, “I do not think we shall talk any

more about the shallow Polar Sea, where land may be expected anywhere. We may very possibly drift out into the Atlantic Ocean with-

out having seen a single mountain-top.” So much for the age-old

notion that there was some sort of landmass at the North Pole as
there is at the South Pole, where a thick layer of ice covers a continental landmass. By testing the depths of the water below the ice,

-1—
0—

Nansen was discovering irrefutable evidence that the region of the
North Pole was only a cap of ice sitting atop a deep polar sea.

servations made aboard the Fram, needed to be done every four hours.

Johansen would first read the thermometer and other instruments on
deck, then those in the saloon. T
 hese were followed by readings in
the crow’s nest to get an air sample from a higher stratum. Johansen

then went onto the ice to read more instruments. Every second day, as

a rule, he would help with astronomical observations to decide the
ship’s location in its slow progress across the Polar Sea.

Nansen found himself often lost in study outside the usual

framework of time. “Here I sit,” he said, “. . . and shut myself up in
the snail-shell of my studies. Day a fter day I dive down into the
world of the microscope, forgetful of time and surroundings.”

—-1
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Nansen and crew resting on the Fram’s afterdeck.

After a while, the men took their safety for granted, although

Nansen observes the solar eclipse with Johansen and Scott-Hansen.
From left to right: Hjalmar Johansen, Fridtjof Nansen, and Sigurd Scott-Hansen.

Nansen knew the ice could crush them at any moment. Nansen wrote:
Should the ship be crushed in this ice and go to the bottom, like the
Jeannette, without our being able to save sufficient supplies to continue our
drift on the ice, we should have to turn our course to the south, and then
there would be little doubt as to our fate. The Jeannette people fared badly
enough, but their ship went down in 77° north latitude, while the nearest
land to us is many times more than double the distance it was in their case,
to say nothing of the nearest inhabited land.

The speed and direction of the Fram’s drifting, although heading

mostly north and northwest, was anything but uniform. Sometimes
the ship drifted forward; other times, back again. On a map, the jour-1—
0—

ney looked like “a confusion of loops and knots.” A man with any less
of a sense of discipline might easily have gone mad from restlessness.

—-1
Johansen and Scott-Hansen examining the barometers on board.
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January 5, 1895
The Fram was now locked in ice twenty to thirty feet thick, exposed
to the greatest pressures of the entire trip. The ice piled up above the

deck high into the rigging, “threatening, if not to crush her, at least
to bury her.” Everyone on board was worried the Fram might finally

get crushed, and so preparations were made to abandon ship.

Crew on skis with dogs.

DECISION TO L E AV E T H E SH I P
December 31, New Year’s Eve, 1894

N

ANSEN MADE A toast in the saloon. He said that 1894

had gone well b
 ecause everyone got along even in such a

0—

Nansen required the crew to sleep fully clothed in case they had

small ship. Yes, he said, of course there had been some tensions and

to run for it. They piled provisions and cooking utensils and sleds

but this, he said, was bound to happen. Everyone had a good under-

groans as would fill a soul with horror, but Colin Archer’s boat

frictions; each crew member had gone through his own dark hours,
-1—

Baro (left) and Suggen greet Adolf Juell.

standing of each other, he thought.

and kayaks out on the ice. And they listened to such creaks and
—-1

withstood the monstrous compressions of the winter pack ice. (Later,

+1—
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Nansen and his crew were unable to find a single crack or splinter in
her splendid hull as she continued on her northward drift.)

In the darkness of their second winter, Nansen and Sverdrup

skied under moonlight. They talked about Nansen making a run for

the pole. Sverdrup supported the idea. All the scientific observa-

tions would continue aboard the Fram, as usual, Sverdrup said,
whether Nansen was t here or not.

Outdoor life around the Fram.

For some time, Nansen had known the Fram would miss the

actual point on the globe that is the pole, maybe by as much as three

hundred miles. He had been thinking about leaving the ship to make
a dash for it, sure he could get there with dogs and sleds if he traveled

light and with only one companion. It meant the two of them would

have to leave the ship for good. Yes, he had always said the primary

0—

Nansen had to choose the right companion for the trip. He

purpose of the expedition was to study the science of the unknown

knew from their Greenland experience that Otto Sverdrup would

formation on temperatures, water composition, ocean depths, cur-

Sverdrup’s capable command. Other crew members showed interest.

Arctic, and they w
 ere indeed collecting massive amounts of new in-1—

The Fram packed in ice at night.

rents, and ice conditions. But to be the first to reach the North Pole
was a tempting challenge, and now was his only chance.

be perfect, but Nansen also knew that he had to leave the Fram in
A few might have made excellent companions. Peder Hendriksen,

—-1

for example, had been a harpooner on whaling ships and was a good

+1—
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shipmate, who desperately wanted to go along, but in the end

wanted to be right about everything. Nansen stood apart from the

tally.” Johansen was steadfast, a champion athlete, and an extremely

some even looked forward to Nansen leaving the ship.

Nansen chose Hjalmar Johansen, “a fine fellow, physically and mencompetent skier.

men in a way that the more compatible Sverdrup did not. In fact,

Officer Hjalmar Johansen, meteorological assistant and stoker.

Nansen was impressed by the twenty-six-year-old’s quiet, unas-

suming good nature. Johansen had worked hard through two polar

0—

Johansen was from a very different background than Nansen.

winters: first in the hot engine room as the seas rolled and he got

He was the son of a caretaker, who had wanted Hjalmar to enter the

Johansen, for his part, was a little wary of traveling with the

well and dropped out of law school to work a fter his f ather died. In

seasick for weeks, and then at e very task he undertook.
-1—

Lars Pettersen in the Arctic.

expedition leader. Many aboard called Nansen “Himself,” and they

grumbled that Nansen always had an opinion about things and

military academy. Johansen studied law instead, but did not perform

addition to being a strong skier, Johansen represented Norway in
gymnastics at the 1889 world’s fair in Paris.

—-1
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Eva and Fridtjof Nansen.

Nansen was plagued by worry as he planned for the journey.

His emotions seemed like a roller coaster of excitement and doubt.

He would stroll on deck every morning with “an exulting feeling of
Johansen with Sultan the dog by the Fram.

Nansen knew that he and Johansen could die on the upcoming

dash to the pole, so he wrote a letter to his wife, Eva, to prepare her
for the worst:

You will know that your image will be the last I see . . . when I go to the
eternal rest, where we will meet some time and rest for ever safely in each

-1—

other’s arms. Ah Eva, my Eva, if it should happen, do not cry too hard.

0—

Remember no one escapes his fate.

triumph, deep in the soul, a feeling that all one’s dreams are about

to be realized with the rising sun,” then he would be overwhelmed
by sadness and a sense of loss at the thought of leaving his ship-

mates. His eyes would wander over the map of the Arctic on the
wall in his cabin, and he would get a chill at the thought of wandering out into the solitude of the frozen wasteland.

Since they could never again find the Fram in that vast desert of

ice once they had reached their goal, Nansen and Johansen would
need to turn south and locate Franz Josef Land, a set of 191 tiny,

—-1

mostly unmapped islands in an archipelago about 560 miles from
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the pole. The cartographer Julius Payer first began to chart t hese is-

lands on board the Admiral Tegetthoff in 1873, only twenty years be-

fore. Payer had called the area the kingdom of the dead, but Nansen
knew there would be plenty of polar bears, walrus, and seals to hunt.

The area had been visited only a few times. The maps w
 ere not

accurate, and t here w
 ere several islands marked that did not exist, islands farther north and west of Franz Josef Land that Nansen thought
would act more like stepping-stones for his journey back to Svalbard.

Even so, Nansen studied every documented detail. His and

Johansen’s survival would depend on Nansen’s knowledge.

Part T hree
OU T FI T T ING
for a
T W O - M A N DA S H
F E BRUA R Y 1895

-1—

—-1
Otto Sverdrup notes Scott-Hansen’s observations.
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PRE PAR AT ION S

N

ANSEN AND THE crew worked day and night in prepa-

ration for Nansen and Johansen’s dash to the pole. Nansen’s

head was filled “with everything that must be done and not forgotten.” He became more on edge as time got closer to departure, and

his overbearing nature sometimes irritated the men. Johansen kept
wondering if traveling alone with the leader would go well.

Preparations continued, along with a plan. The three sleds would

be loaded with 1,500 pounds of gear and supplies in canvas bags.
The food would keep the two men alive for one hundred days.

Nansen hoped to reach the pole (360 nautical miles away) in thirty

days, but would allow for fifty for the trip north, and fifty additional

days heading south to look for land. Nansen also knew he could not
pack enough food to feed all twenty-eight dogs for the same one

hundred days. The loads on the sleds would become too heavy. So he
planned to haul only a thirty-day supply of dog food, and when the

food ran out for the dogs, he would have to feed any sick or weak dog
to the others. He and Johansen had to keep the healthy dogs pulling

-1—

—-1

the sleds, or the journey would fail. To save ammunition for polar

0—
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bears and walrus, they would use a knife to take the life of a dog that

Carroll kept his teams of huskies alive and well. You can read more

but Nansen, who had made precise calculations, knew how much

Careful planning had to go into what to eat on the sled trip.

could not pull anymore. Neither man relished this gruesome idea,

about what a modern polar journey with sled dogs is like on page 283.)

each dog weighed and how long the others could travel on their com-

Variety was crucial. In case they lost their stove or ran out of fuel, the

up some dog-blood porridge, a mixture of blood, powdered fish,

weight to a minimum, the food was dried. To get the meat in the

panions’ flesh. And if their supplies ran out, the two men could boil
cornmeal, and blubber, to eat as they traveled on the ice.

food had to be edible without needing to be cooked. To keep overall
right condition for travel, ox muscle with no fat or gristle was dried

quickly to keep it fresh, then ground down into powder and mixed
with beef suet. Nansen would take thirty-four pounds of fish flour,
which they planned to boil in w
 ater and mix with corn or wheat flour
and butter or dried potatoes for “an appetizing dish.” The flour had

been pre-steamed and could be eaten without preparation of any kind.
Dried boiled potatoes, pea soup, chocolate, and a thick salty meat ex-

tract added variety to their diet. For bread, they carried dried wheat
biscuits, combined with eighty-six pounds of concentrated butter.

Baro the dog.

This was a reality of Arctic travel back then, and there was no

protection for animals as there is today. Sled dogs were the only

means of traveling long distances on the ice. Dogs made polar explo-

ration pos
si
ble in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Today’s explorers to the pole do not treat dogs as polar explorers did
-1—
0—

in the past, nor do they e ither eat their dogs or feed dogs to other

dogs. (On his 1986 sled journey to the North Pole, explorer Geoff

—-1
The crew preparing the lifeboat for sailing.
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T EN T

N

ANSEN DESIGNED A special tent for this trip. Made of

silk, it weighed only three pounds. Square at the bottom

and pointed at the top, it was supported by a single pole in the

middle and secured in the ice with sixteen tent pegs. It had no floor,
so it would not collect snow from their boots as they walked in and

out; such unwanted snow would have melted at night, adding even
more weight to the sleds.

knew the best boot for traveling over ice and snow was something
called the Finn shoe, made from the skin of the hind legs of a
reindeer buck. The Finn shoe required a lot of care at the end of

the day. In warmer weather, they could turn the shoes inside out to
dry on a ski pole in the sun and wind. In colder temperatures, they

would need to brush off the snow before taking the shoes inside
their sleeping bag to dry during the night. In the coldest temperatures, they would sleep with the shoes on their feet.

They planned to follow the Sami practice of filling their shoes

C LOT H I NG

L

Footgear would also be crucial for the trek to the pole. Nansen

AYERS. NANSEN INTRODUCED the idea of wearing layers
of clothes for polar travel. The two men could add layers if

they w
 ere cold, or take them off, one or two layers at a time, if they

overheated with vigorous exercise in rising outside temperatures. In
a typical day, Nansen planned to wear a camel-hair jacket over two
wool shirts, with a thick wool sweater on the outside. He and

Johansen also had layers for their legs: long woolen underwear, then
knickerbockers (baggy trousers gathered at the knee or calf) and
loose Norwegian homespun gaiters (worn to cover the ankles and

lower legs). For protection from the wind and fine driven snow, they

with “sennegrass,” a particu lar kind of Arctic grass that could wick

away the moisture from their skin. When the grass got wet and

began to clump a fter weeks of use, it would have to be pulled out

at night and dried separately inside a coat or trouser leg and then
pressed back into the boot in the morning. When the grass lost all

its properties over time, they would replace it with fresh grass
Nansen had brought along. For warmer temperatures, he had kom-

agers, a type of moccasin the Sami p
 eople wear in summer, rubbed
with tar and tallow to make them pliable and durable. The s oles
were fashioned from the skin of the blue seal.

Their socks, warm and durable, made of sheep’s wool and human

hair, like almost everything e lse, had to go into their sleeping bag at
night to dry (as did their large wolf-skin gloves and woolen mittens).

wore a thin cotton canvas suit of wide overalls. In addition to snow
goggles, their felt hats would shade their eyes from the piercing
-1—
0—

Arctic sunlight. Over the hats they draped one or two cloth hoods
to regulate the warmth of their heads.

Dog-drawn
sleds returning
to the Fram.
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DOUBL E SL E E PI NG B AG

P

SL E DS, K AYAK S, A N D G UN S

invention, like the three-man bags he used on his Greenland trip. One

N

In the months leading up to the trek, Nansen had instructed Sverdrup

make them more flexible, less liable to break u
 nder harsh condi-

ERHAPS THE SINGLE most important item for the trip
would be their double sleeping bag, which was also Nansen’s

notable feature was the closeable hood that retained the heat inside.
to join two single-man sleeping bags and reverse the reindeer fur to
the inside, and then enlarge the bag so it could fit two men fully

dressed. The importance of the heat that would be generated inside

their bag could not be emphasized enough. Although nothing ever

ANSEN PATTERNED THE three sleds, or sledges as he

called them, on those he devised for his Greenland trek.

The broad fat runners moved smoothly over rough ice. He chose
leather, instead of metal, to lash all the parts of the sled together and

tions. The sleds (two weighed seventy-seven pounds; the third came
in at forty-four pounds) w
 ere long and narrow and could turn with

ease over the many irregularities of ridges, bumps, and cracks.

thoroughly dried, the bag would be the single method for more or less

drying everything from boots and socks to pants and coats and hats,
before the men would get up again and hit the freezing trail.

-1—

—-1
Dog on the ice, with the meteorological station in the distance.

0—

Dogsledding, September 28, 1894.
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Traveling across the ice.

Nansen took the dogs for trial runs that maddened him when the

sled turned over, the equipment fell out, and he got dragged by the
dogs. Sometimes the dogs broke into horrible fights, one fastening
-1—
0—

his teeth onto another’s hide. It was hard to separate the fighting
dogs, but gradually Nansen’s skills as a dog musher improved.

Drawing by A. Bloch of
My first attempt at dog driving.

Attached to the underside of the sleds w
 ere spare sets of skis.

Nansen knew the skis would get worn down in the wet, granular

snow of the upcoming summer, so they were made from durable

hardwoods like hickory. Mogstad worked on an odometer device

+1—
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Nansen called a sledgemeter, made from a wheel mounted on the
back of one of the sleds to measure the distance traveled.

Nansen secured two sixteen-
pound, canvas-
covered, Inuit-
style

kayaks on top of the piles of gear so that when the polar spring arrived
in a few months and the ice turned to frozen slush, he and Johansen

C OOK K I T
A N D M E DIC IN E

could quickly launch t hese easy-to-handle boats in the open w
 ater. He

T

native boats were. They could also be used for fishing and hunting.

for cooking and for melting ice into large quantities of w
 ater that

had learned from the Greenland Inuit just how speedy and handy t hese
Since the two men would travel over vast expanses of ice where

polar bears, walrus, and seals roamed, along with many birds,

Nansen brought two guns, each of which had two barrels, one that

HE PRIMUS STOVE was a newly marketed device that
efficiently burned kerosene as fuel. It was reliable and du-

rable, and worked well in adverse conditions. Nansen would use it

the two men needed for drinking at the end of the day and in the
morning before they set out.

Together with two tin mugs, tin spoons, and a tin ladle, the stove

could shoot a big bullet and the other that could fire cartridges. The

kit weighed just under nine pounds. They also brought sufficient

to hunt any game they encountered. For ammunition, they brought

ing two hot meals a day.

two different types of barrel, r ifle and shotgun, would allow them

nearly two hundred bullets (for big game) and around one hundred
fifty shot cartridges (mostly for birds).

fuel, which they hoped would last at least one hundred days for cookNansen packed a medical kit, which included essential drugs,

splints, plaster-of-Paris bandages for possible broken legs and arms,

medication for toothaches, and a c ouple of curved n
 eedles and some
silk for sewing up wounds. Dr. Blessing gave Nansen and Johansen
a quick course in setting broken limbs. One of the real dangers of

Arctic travel was frostbite, damage to skin caused by extreme cold
(fingers, toes, and noses are most often affected), so Nansen brought
a scalpel, two large artery tweezers, and the colorless liquid chloroform, used in those days as a general anesthetic, in case one of their
limbs needed amputation.

Opposite: This photo was taken during the polar bear hunt.
A rifle appears on the bottom right.
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Part Four
Observing the solar altitude.

ON TO the IC E

INS T RUME N TS F OR NAV IG AT ION

S

M A RCH 14 — A PRIL 6, 1895

COTT-H ANSEN TAUGHT JOHANSEN the basics of navigation, and they took instruments to get readings from the sun

and stars that determined their position: a small theodolite weighing
just over two pounds, a pocket sextant, an artificial glass horizon, an
aluminum azimuth compass, and a few extra small compasses. (See

page 287 for more on navigating in the Arctic). For observations of
the weather, they carried various barometers, thermometers, and
-1—
0—

other instruments. To all of this, they added a telescope, a camera,

—-1

and of course notebooks to keep their daily journals.
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E AC H M IL E A N E W REC O
 RD
March 14

B

EFORE NANSEN AND Johansen left the ship, the Fram
reached the farthest north any human had ever traveled (84°

north latitude, or 360 nautical miles from the pole), beating
Lockwood’s record for the Greely Expedition by thirty-six miles.
Also, the giant red rim of the sun rose above the horizon for the
first time that year.

The crew of the Fram fired a farewell cannon salute. The wind

shredded the shouts of good-bye and good luck.

Snow, sky—a blast of hazy white ahead—the ice stretched out

in all directions, seemingly forever. Nansen skied out front. The
dogs yipped at the wind that whipped their ears. Johansen shouted
“Sass!”—which meant “Mush!” in the Sami language.

When the twenty-eight dogs jerked the sled runners free, the

-1—

This is the final group photograph before Nansen and Johansen
take off toward the North Pole.

yelping ceased. The dogs started to tug the heavy loads, slowly at
first, then faster as they worked in unison.

Finally, after eighteen snail-crawling months aboard the Fram,

—-1

Nansen was thrilled to be leaving the ship, his third and final attempt

0—
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to set out. Two previous attempts had ended in returning to the ship

to reduce the number of sleds, lighten the loads, and fix broken equipment. Johansen had thought it odd that Nansen should make so many

left with one broken ski b
 ecause Johansen had already broken one of
his skis in the first few miles and now borrowed one from Mogstad.

The other three—Scott-Hansen, Hendriksen, and Pettersen—

changes to their gear at the very last minute. In fact, Johansen contin-

traveled the entire seven miles of the first day and slept beside

called the expedition leader. Nansen, always capable and industrious,

Settling down for the night, the dogs dug nests in the snow and

ued to wonder what it would be like to travel with Mr. Nansen, as he

could be severe and moody in his drive to succeed.

Nansen’s tent in a snow hut they built around their skis and poles.

curled up with their tails over their noses and feet to keep them
from freezing.

After breakfast the three loyal shipmates helped lash all the gear

onto the sleds and harness the yelping dogs. They shook hands one
last time, then turned back toward the ship.

In the distance, Peder Hendriksen stood on top of an ice hummock,

watching the two men and twenty-eight dogs disappear into the frozen

wasteland. Nansen wondered what Peder could be thinking. Perhaps he
was sad b
 ecause he might never see Nansen and Johansen again.

The last hour before Nansen and Johansen’s departure.
(H. Johansen second from the left, and Fridtjof Nansen second from the right).

At −42° Celsius, or −43.6° Fahrenheit, the deep cold made the

snow as slick as sand. The slightest incline brought the sleds to an

abrupt halt. Finding reliable footing to start up again was extremely

difficult. One sled kept tumbling over. The two men strained to get
it righted, only to be disappointed as it toppled again.

Supporting their comrades, five of their shipmates chose to start

-1—
0—

out with Nansen and Johansen, to keep them company for a few

miles. Sverdrup and Mogstad w
 ere the first to turn back. Mogstad

—-1
Peder Leonard Hendriksen gazing at the Fram.

—0
—+1

+1—
90

Part Four

3P_EMS_207-74305_ch01_0P.indd 90-91

onto the ice

MARCH 14—APRIL 6, 1895

91

10/15/18 1:02 PM

Nansen led his team out front, his sled pulled by Kvik (Quick),

Baro, Lilleræven (
Little Fox), Sjøliget (Strumpet), Narrifas
(Trickster),

Freia,

Barbara,

Potiphar,

and

Klapperslangen

the nightmare of polar travel. A pressure ridge is the big frozen hill
that forms when two sheets, or pans, of ice are pressed together.

The men began to work the first sled inch by inch over the crest,

(Rattlesnake). The middle sled was pulled by Suggen (Thug),

keeping a line on the sled to prevent it from tumbling over. But it

Bjelki, and Sultan. Johansen followed up in the rear with Barabbas,

fragments of ice tore into the fragile canvas kayak, ripping it badly

Baby, Haren (Hare), Gulen (Yellow), Flint, Kaifas, Blok (Block),
Kvindfolket (Woman), Perpetuum, Katta (Cat), Livjægeren (Life
Hunter), Storræven (Big Fox), Russen (the Russian), Isbjørn (Polar

was useless. The weight of the supplies toppled the sled again, and
and making it unseaworthy.

If they could just lighten their loads, Nansen thought, how much

Bear), Pan, and Ulenka.

faster the sleds would move. Yet he knew it would be weeks before

of the dogs panting and the tread of their padded feet as they pulled

lighter and easier to work over these ridges.

When the ice flattened out, Nansen found comfort in the sound

the sleds across smoother ice. Then, suddenly, the ice vanished. At

the dogs and the men could eat enough supplies to make the sleds

the edge of a long arm of open water, called a lead, the wind and sea
currents had pulled apart separate ice floes the size of city blocks.

Nansen could see the w
 ater opening up in front of him. Even at

−40°C (−40°F), the Arctic pack ice was in constant motion. To con-

tinue north, they would have to detour around the widening lead,
their journey zigzagging to avoid w
 ater lanes that kept appearing
and disappearing.

Nansen drove his sled into the knifing wind, looking for a safe

place to cross. The ice froze his eyelashes. He battled to keep his

eyes open to see where he was going. When his eyes froze shut, he

rubbed them with his big wolf-skin gloves.

“Sass!” Nansen shouted at the struggling dogs. “Sass!” But the

dogs halted once again. Jumbled ridges of frozen ocean as high as

houses blocked their route north. Here was a preview of hazards to
-1—
0—

come and the months of backbreaking work ahead. These massive ice
formations, or pressure ridges as they are known to Arctic explorers, are

—-1
Nansen and Johansen lifting a sledge over rough ice.
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Nansen’s hands ached whenever he took off his gloves to un-

they reach the North Pole, then turn south to find land, in only

each other and to the sled). Cracking his whip, shouting at the

That night Nansen and Johansen wedged themselves fully

tangle the dogs’ traces (the leather straps connecting the dogs to
dogs, throwing his shoulders into his work, thirty-three-year-old

one hundred days?

dressed into the tight double sleeping bag, their bodies snug to-

Fridtjof Nansen strained to lift his heavy sled over the endless

gether, their frozen clothes slowly melting around them. Since the

Even with his single focus on moving forward, a small part of

whenever one man turned over, the other man turned over too.

blocks of ice.

him, he admitted, longed to be back on the Fram, sitting in the

warm saloon by the sizzling, potbellied stove, enjoying the laugh-

ter and company of the crew. That camaraderie of his men had
helped him during the long, slow drift of the Fram through two

polar winters, when the sun refused to rise above the horizon. But

two men preferred not to sleep face-to-face in such close quarters,
They turned and turned, their breath steaming up the bag, moistening it from the inside out. With little way to dry the bag the next
day, the moisture would freeze, adding weight that the dogs had to
tug valiantly over the ridges.

this, too, felt good, to be moving again, with the sun returning to
the sky.

A fter battling the ice for hours, the dogs and the men needed

rest. When they found a place to camp behind a ridge of ice, out

of the wind, Johansen tied up and fed the dogs while Nansen

pitched the tent and filled the pot with ice to melt. He lit the
burner and started supper, a Norwegian stew of pemmican and
dried potatoes.

They huddled together in the midst of the frozen polar sea, as

the wind screamed and the tent f lapped so loudly that the men

had to shout to be heard. Johansen stepped outside and began
pacing back and forth to warm his stiffened limbs. As Nansen

smoked his pipe, he knew this run to the pole might be a fool’s
mission. It was certainly a race against time. The short Arctic
-1—

summer would be h
 ere soon, and the ice would break up. Could

—-1
The two men haul their kayaks over the pressure ridges.
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T H E C OL D

A

March 18
T −40°C (−40°F), it took a lot of effort to get up and
hit the trail. Johansen tossed and turned, and turned

over one more time before jumping out of the bag to start the stove.
The two men ate oatmeal in silence. They spent hours lashing their

gear and harnessing the dogs, whose double coats of fur, one outer

to keep the snow away from their bodies and the other a waterproof
inner coat for insulation, had kept them warm throughout the night
in the snow nests they dug.

Nansen made sure the lashings were tight. Everything had to be

tied down correctly for the rugged trek. The dogs yipped and danced

about, anxious to move forward. The eagerness of the dogs cheered
the men onward.

“Sass! Sass!” Nansen shouted, and off they went over a bit of

smooth ice. The dogs seemed to be in good spirits. They loved

running in harness; they were born to pull. Their body heat and hot
breath formed clouds of fog as they pumped and clawed at the ice.

The two men were averaging about nine miles a day when a frozen

spike tore a big hole in a sack of fish flour. All the precious food
sifted onto the snow.

For an hour they gathered up as much flour as they could, shoo-

ing away the dogs, then continued onward u
 ntil the sledgemeter
broke against a frozen ledge. They lashed it together. Then Nansen

discovered he had left his pocket compass on a hummock on the
trail. Johansen volunteered to go back to retrieve it.

The next day the sledgemeter fell off somewhere along the trail,

and Nansen decided it would be useless to go back and look for it.

Now they would no longer know the exact distance they traveled on
the ice each day.

They w
 ere delayed when the first dog grew sick and was unable

to pull a sled. Livjægeren (pronounced leave-YA-ger-en) was nearly

strangled in the traces, and Johansen had to cut him free so the
other dogs would not trample him to death. After that, Livjægeren
roamed loose until the men realized they had not seen him in hours.

Nansen skied back to their previous campsite to fetch the sick dog,
who had curled up on the spot where the tent had been pitched.

A week after leaving the Fram, the weather was perfect for travel-

ing, clear skies and brilliant orange sunsets. But the sun was very low

on the horizon and not very intense, so it remained cold all day. From
the hard work of travel, their sweat seeped through layer upon layer of

-1—
Drawing by Nansen: Traveling smoother ground.
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clothing, until even their outer clothes turned into suits of ice armor.
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Some nights they made a meal of flour, butter, and fishmeal.

Other nights, a soup of peas, beans, or lentils with bread and pem-

mican. Then they dove for what Nansen called their “dear” sleeping bag. At first, it was painful to wear those layers of stiff clothes

inside the bag. But the bag was always the reward a fter a long,
hard day’s work.

The frozen sleeve of Nansen’s coat rubbed deep sores into his

wrist. Frostbite had nearly reached the bone. In Nansen’s day, frostbite was treated by warming the affected skin slowly, rubbing it with

snow or immersing it in cold w
 ater. T
 oday, frostbite is treated differently; much more of the tissue can be saved if the affected parts are
warmed quickly, as in a hot bath if it’s available, which of course for

Nansen it was not. Johansen’s finger also got frostbitten, so Nansen
rubbed it with snow to get it working again.

One clear morning, the travel seemed so easy that Nansen had

the hopeful idea they could reach the pole in much less time than
he’d planned.

“Sass!” Johansen’s voice grew hoarse from shouting at the dogs.

His back ached from the heavy work of maneuvering the sleds over
ridges of slabs and righting the sleds when they toppled over.
Two dogs on the ice.

F IR S T DOG to DIE

Temperatures are relative traveling in the Arctic. U
 nder nor-

mal circumstances, −40°C (−40°F) might feel miserable, but here

at the top of the world, it seemed bearable. When the two men
-1—
0—

stopped to camp, the deep cold froze their noses and made them
ache all over.

March 24

T

HE SLEDS CAME to an abrupt stop in front of a wall of
ice. The dogs, as usual, had been eager that morning to

—-1

begin the journey, but now they suddenly refused to pull. Yipping
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and yowling, they jumped over each other’s traces, making a tangled mess. Even though it was −45°C (−49°F), the men took off

their gloves and, with frozen, bleeding fingers, untangled the
lines. This was the worst ice encountered so far.

Fighting a stiff northeast wind, they lifted the sleds over pres-

sure ridges, making only a few miles that day. Even so, Nansen
was encouraged by the lengthening hours of daylight, which meant

they could travel almost any time of day or night. Soon it would be
polar day, that strange occurrence near the poles when the sun
never sets. That is why the Arctic is called the “Land of the

Midnight Sun.” From mid-April until mid-September, at the lati-

tude where they were traveling, the sun does not set, but circles
above the horizon all day long.

Their sleds and kayaks.

When Livjægeren grew too weak to pull, Nansen made the

difficult decision to let him go. He was the first of the twenty-

eight dogs to die. Nansen admitted this was “some of the most
disagreeable work” he had to do on the w
 hole trip, particularly at
the beginning of the journey.

When they passed out the cut-up remains of Livjægeren to the

T HE IC E , T HE ROU T IN E ,
T HE DOG S

other dogs to eat, some chose to go without supper. As the trip
progressed, however, the weary dogs would get much hungrier.

March 28

their hearts. They loved their dogs and treated them well when
they were traveling, but if one grew too weak to pull, it became

N

food to keep the other dogs alive and to make this trip possible.
Survival depended on a dog’s ability to pull.

cold, damp nights kept the travelers awake even when they tried to
sleep in the bag.

Nansen and Johansen turned away their eyes and hardened

ANSEN GREW SO exhausted that his eyes closed, his
head dropped to his chest, and he slept as he trudged

along, only to be awakened when he fell forward on his skis. The

-1—
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The two men aimed for nine or ten hours of travel a day. They

rarely spoke to each other as they worked their sleds over the ice
fields, the teams sometimes getting separated by hundreds of

C R AC K ING IC E
A N D OPE N ING L E ADS

yards. For short breaks, they would come together to sit on their
sleds or the sleeping bag, roll themselves up in blankets, and in

silence eat a lunch of bread and butter, adding a l ittle pemmican or
liver pâté. For extra energy, they might gobble a few chunks of

meat-
chocolate. When the temperature from the windchill

March 29

T

HE TWO MEN came to an area of tightly packed ice, but

the snow hid deep cracks. One team of dogs suddenly dis

appeared into a hole in the ice, along with the sled. Quickly, the

dropped below −51°C (−60°F), they paced back and forth, eating

men jumped down and unloaded the gear. They hauled out the sup-

To avoid the famous Arctic thirst that had plagued so many

unbroken sled was carefully dragged up and had to be reloaded be-

ies became wet with perspiration, each man carried a flask of water

Nansen noticed the weather changing, the temperature rising to a

as they walked.

plies, pack by pack, with ropes. Then each dog had to be lifted. The

northern sled journeys, when men were working so hard their bod-

fore they could set off again.

inside their jackets to keep it from freezing. Unlike in Greenland,

balmy −30°C (−22°F), which they called “pure summer.” The two

fied sucking on a piece of ice during the day.

wind at their backs. But again they came to an opening lead and had

men scrambled to catch them. This w
 asn’t so easy. They spliced the

ened rapidly. Johansen managed to jump to the other side, throwing

however, Nansen found he hardly needed water at all and was satis-

men set off over a trail of good ice with light hearts and a southerly

A few dogs gnawed through their traces and got loose, and the

to scramble to run one sled across. They jumped back as the lead wid-

tattered traces together. One of the dogs, Russen, was so challeng-

his chest over the ice edge, but dunking his legs in the water.

ing, they made his harness out of wire, but he managed to gnaw the

traces of another dog and set that one free. Much time was lost
when dogs got loose.

Nansen took a navigational reading to discover they w
 ere only at

85°30′ N, or two hundred seventy nautical miles from the pole. He

had thought for sure they’d be thirty-f ive miles farther along. The
ice must be drifting southward, he thought, disappointed, making our

-1—

journey much longer.

—-1
Cracks and leads in the ice.
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Here was a big problem. Nansen and two sleds w
 ere on one side

DE SPE R AT E WORK

of the gap; Johansen, on the opposite side, was stranded and moving

away from his partner with the rapid drift of the ice. Johansen’s wet
clothes quickly froze. To keep warm, he sprinted around the barking dogs, flapping his arms.

The tent and the stove w
 ere on Nansen’s side of the lead, and the

fragile kayaks w
 ere riddled with holes. They would be useless u
 ntil

they could be repaired.

Nansen began desperately to search for a way to cross the wid-

ening w
 ater. He made a long detour and finally found a crossing
place but had difficulty on such delicate ice getting his two teams of
dogs and sleds over to the other side.

When Nansen reached Johansen, he was amazed to see the ice

was flat and easier for travel. Since they had to move rapidly to reach

the North Pole in time, Nansen gave o rders to push onward. “Sass,”
he shouted at the dogs.

Johansen followed, his frozen clothes rattling as he walked. He

April 2–4

N

O SOONER HAD they spread out the sleeping bag than

Nansen fell asleep, food in hand. In a dream, he walked

into a cold dining room with hot dishes steaming on the table, including a beautiful, fat goose. Other guests were arriving, so he

went outside to greet them, but stumbled right into deep snow. He
heard someone laughing and woke to find himself shivering in a
sleeping bag on the drift ice in the far north. Which made him feel
absolutely miserable.

Next day, he and Johansen dragged their bodies out of the warm,

soggy bag, silently packed their gear, harnessed the dogs, and drove

onward all day and into the sunlit night. Johansen wanted to turn
around. He wrote in his journal that “we ought not to tempt Fate by
continuing much further north.”

wondered how Nansen could ignore the sound. Johansen’s wind pants

had torn from his fall, too, and he wanted to get into dry clothes. For
a while Johansen kept silent, but when he saw that Nansen had no

intention of stopping soon, he spoke up. He said they needed to camp
so he could get out of his clothes and mend his wind pants.

Annoyed at possibly losing the rest of the fine day, Nansen shot

back, “My God, it’s not like we’re womenfolk.”

Johansen said no more, and they marched on in stony silence

until Nansen found a place to pitch the tent. As Johansen took off
-1—
0—

his trousers caked with ice, he knew he would not forget the way
Nansen had been unfair to him.

—-1
Northwards through the Drift Snow, April 1895, by H. Egidius based on a photo by Nansen.
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With ice floes in motion around them and massive blocks of ice

to hurdle, Nansen also wondered if it was r eally possible to go one

inch farther in this icy bedlam.

He looked down at his watch to see it was barely ticking. He

checked with Johansen and found that Johansen’s watch had com-

pletely stopped. The two men had been working so hard the last
few hours that they had forgotten to wind their watches. If they

did not know the time of day, they could not know exactly where
they w
 ere on the planet. It would be impossible to use their navi-

gational instruments to tell them their longitude, how far east or
west they were. Nansen would have to do his best to figure out

where they w
 ere by dead reckoning, calculating their position
based on previous readings and distances traveled, but this calcu-

lation would be complicated by the fast-moving ice carrying them

in different directions, often contrary to where they were headed.

Keeping at least one watch r unning at all times was essential.

Polar landscape in the spring.

Nansen climbed a hill of ice and looked out to report: “noth-

ing but ridge a fter ridge and long stretches of old rubble ice with

very deep snow and lanes h
 ere and there.” The dogs could not

work any harder.

FAR T HE S T NOR T H

Nansen wished he had brought more dogs. Ice debris and open

water hindered another day of travel. Slogging beside his sled,

his sled, and the dogs dug their paws into the ice and dragged the

G

to stop or camp, to change clothes and get dry. So for the rest of

Just possibly, he thought, a path might open up. But he knew this was

Nansen splashed into the water. He managed to grab the back of

sled and Nansen out. But so much chaos of ice made it impossible
-1—

April 7

the day, Nansen wore a “chain mail of ice.”

AZING NORTHWARD FROM the top of a thirty-foot ridge,

Nansen looked out at an impassable mess of frozen blocks

stretching to the horizon. H
 ere he decided to travel one final day.

wishful thinking.
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Less than a month out from the Fram, with a heavy heart,

Nansen’s dream to be the first to reach the North Pole was dashed

on the impenetrable ice ridges and open leads ahead. This would
have to be the spot: 86°14′ N, or 232 nautical miles from the pole. It

was the farthest north any human had ever traveled, 174 miles far-

ther than the record set by Greely thirteen years before.

Nansen and Johansen set up their most northerly camp. They

raised the Norwegian flag and made the best of their situation with

a celebratory meal of pemmican and dried-potato stew, bread and
butter, dried chocolate, stewed whortleberries, and hot whey drink.

Johansen called it a party. Johansen was happy they w
 ere finally
turning around.

Packed ice on the horizon.

They started out around two in the morning, but even g iants

would get tired lifting sleds over such treacherous ice. Nansen
skied ahead. He climbed the highest hummock, praying he’d find
a way forward.

After only four miles, Nansen made the agonizing decision to

end his quest for the pole. With Arctic summer fast approaching,

they needed sufficient time in the shrinking ice to find land hundreds of miles to the south. It was far from certain that they would

succeed at even that. In fact, the islands of Franz Josef Land were
-1—
0—

now farther away than the pole itself, and the men w
 ere dangerously
low on food. They would need to hunt for animals soon.

—-1
Northernmost campsite at 86°14′N.
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To be continued...
If you're enjoying Locked In Ice , head
over to Amazon for the full text. Over
three hundred pages filled with
Nansen's incredible adventures as well
as the science behind his discoveries.

ORDER FROM AMAZON
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