


am trussed up in a sled covered in skins and furs. My
scarfis wrapped, chadar-like, around my face so that
only my eyes are on display, the wind chill icing up my

lashes and freezing my cheeks into a smile. The huskies
are straining on their harnesses, yapping in anticipation

and manically cating snow. Then the chief musher
Hans gives the command, and Simon the
photographer, standing behind me on the sled, takes
his foot off the brake and releases the ‘anchor’ and we
are off, shooting down the glacier with a whoop, the
dogs suddenly focused and quiet, galloping in joyful unison, tails
held high. It's the second week in February and the polar night is

all-embracing - offering, as the explorer RA Glen puts it, a kind of

‘mystery, pregnant with eternity’; the sun only beginning to rise
over the horizon after the 16th. We are as close to the North Pole
as it is possible to go outside an ice-breaking ship.

In the gloom, with my line of vision restricted to the bobbing
hindquarters of the six huskies tethered in pairs in front of me,
I'sit back in my warm cocoon and listen to the overriding sound
of silence, heightened by the slicing of metal skids against ice
and the panting of the hounds. A more exhilarating way to travel
is hard to imagine; it feels so right, so harmonious, mushing
through the snow on this traditional form
of Arctic transport. It is man, beast and
landscape in perfect synchronicity,
and the best evocation of freedom there is.

As midday approaches, wisps of light
from the south transform the landscape,
which, free of shadows, is clear, blue
and luminous as a Fox's Glacier Mint.
Highlighted in front of me I can now
make out the wide, frozen river valleys
and jutting peaks of the Svalbard - the
Viking name for these islands on the cold
rim of the world.

With a team of dogs you can travel
up to 60 miles a day, and I had hoped
that the sea would have frozen over deep
enough to enable us to take the dogs and tents on the three-day
expedition to the hundred-year-old schooner Noorderlicht,
frozen into the pack ice. In late winter and early spring, before
the thaw, it becomes a most unusual place to stay. But nature is
one thing that neither the tour operator nor all the money in the
world can control; this year the sea refused to ice over until quite
late in the season, and with the surface too thin and unstable for
dogs and sleds, the ship was a no-go arca.

So instead we embark on a journey on skidoos across country
to the old radio station on Cape Linne, the outermost spit of
land facing the wild Barents Sea. It was once used as a base for
spying on Russian activities in the neighbouring coalmining
outpost at Barentsburg during the Cold War. Today it operates
as a cosy wilderness ‘camp’ for expeditions from the main
settlement at Longyearbyen. With the surrounding looming
sea cliffs and jagged mountain peaks, the aspect here is bleak
and lonely, the sky reflecting the vast blackness of the sea, as
dark and forbidding as it is majestic, fascinating and beautiful.
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And then it happens: my
very first ﬂghg)
northern lights — green,
gente-like t\\d]"]% of
phosphorescent light that
magically appear on the
horizon and fill the sky
above the town. | lie back

in the snow and walch

We stroll gingerly to the shoreline, keeping an eye open for
polar bears, whose protegted population of 3,000 on Svalbard
outnumbers humans and who, when challenged, can run fastel
than a skidoo. It is with some relief that we retreat to the cosy
warmth of the former staff quarters of the radio station, with
its stylishly minimalist Nordic interiors, open fires and snug pe
on sofas. Saunas and a snack of aquavit and seal crackers at the
hearth restore the spirit and blood flow, while the wind rattles
at the windows and howls outside.

After a day in the saddle, driving in helmets and padded bo
suit through the polar darkness, you are happy to be rid of the
noisy skidoos. However, once I had mastered the art of staying
upright and not capsizing the brute, the speed at which we cou
travel was exhilarating, and following our trusty ex-SAS guide
Claus, we covered great distances. We crossed many varied
terrains, from iced-over riverbeds to glacier summits; we
zigzagged around gullies, skidded across wide open plains
and roared past the Russian settlement at Barentsburg, a sad,
dilapidated-looking place, with its tumbledown former trappe:
houses of slate and stone, and the coal dust from the power
station leaving a grey streak on the pristine white landscape.

‘We saw no one and nothing but stumpy reindeer keeping
warm under thin veils of snow, and
marvelled at how they eked out an

o existence through the harsh Arctic wir
lllg Oftl]e But after lunch - a standing picnic of
. boil-in-the-bag chicken tikka - I thoug
I might have preferred to exist on the I
grassweed that they sought out to keeg
their digestive juices working.
And then, without any warning, as
" we packed away the coffee mugs, a fog
descended, which turned into a blizzar
and we were in a total whiteout - ridin,
right out of our comfort zone through
a blank canvas, unable to make out the
hands in front of our faces, let alone tel
sky from ground. Feeling so small in su
an alien environment with the elements raging around was a
humbling experience and a salutary lesson to remind us all tha
this was the high Arctic, not a winter-wonderland theme park
or zoo. The unpredictability, I told myself as I blinked through
the flurry of snow, was all part of the adventure that I had sign
up for. In crocodile file, like obedient schoolchildren, we follow
the orange glow of Claus’ rear skidoo light, putting all our trus
him. And we never lost faith, even when the sheet of ice benea
his machine creaked, cracked and split asunder, and the wheel
sank into the freezing water of the sleeping river below and he
and his skidoo had to be towed by the people at Cape Linne.

But I am wrung-out tired like [ have never been before wher
we finally find our way back to our bunks in Longyearbyen,
the main town, at Basecamp Trapper’s Hotel, an atmospheric
driftwood-and-slate place furnished with old packing cases
and hurricane lamps to recreate the atmosphere of a hunter's
hut, Bug-eyed, yet buzzing in adrenalin-fuclled overdrive, we
restore ourselves to sanity over a five-course blowout dinner
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