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PERSONAL HISTORY

A DIP IN THE COLD
Swimming the Northwest Passage.

by Lynne Cox

APRIL 21, 2008

n June, 1972, I flew over the North Atlantic Ocean. I was fifteen years old, and on my way to England to swim across
the English Channel. I gazed out the window of the plane and saw Greenland. Glacial domes sparkled in the clear blue

Arctic sky, fractured snow and ice clung to the steep mountain walls, and rivers of ice and snow extended in wide bands
to the sea. I pressed my forehead against the cool window and looked thirty-five thousand feet down. Something small
and white was floating on the dark-blue water—an iceberg.

Greenland, the world’s largest island, lies mostly within the Arctic Circle, and more than three-quarters of it is
ice-capped. The coastline is rocky and barren, but for centuries its harbors and inlets drew explorers who were searching
for a northern sea route from Europe to Asia. The frozen seas and inhospitable lands of the Arctic thwarted one expedition
after another. In 1820, the British explorer William Edward Parry made it through Lancaster Sound before being forced
back by ice; in 1833, John Ross abandoned his second attempt to traverse the passage after his ship was trapped in ice for
four years; and in 1845 John Franklin, commanding two ships, disappeared. The first successful transit of the Northwest
Passage was not completed until 1906, under the leadership of the Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen.

I have been a long-distance swimmer since I was fourteen. Initially, I was interested in breaking other people’s

The author in California. Arctic waters can be even colder than those of the Antarctic. Photograph by Martin 
Schoeller.
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records—the record for crossing the Channel, for example. When I was in my twenties, I decided to tackle waterways that
had never been swum, and crossed the Strait of Magellan, went around the Cape of Good Hope, and swam between
various Aleutian Islands. In 1987, I swam the Bering Strait, from the United States to the Soviet Union, and seven years
later I swam through the Gulf of Aqaba, from Egypt to Israel and Jordan. Then I became interested in the limits of
endurance. I wanted to know whether my body could tolerate extreme cold. In 2002, wearing only a swimsuit, I swam for
more than a mile in Antarctic waters of thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit. In the Arctic, water can be two or three degrees
colder; still, I wanted to swim portions of the Northwest Passage, travelling from Greenland to Alaska, using
Amundsen’s account of his journey as a guide.

oald Amundsen was born on July 16, 1872, in Borge, near Fredrikstad, the fourth son in a family of shipowners
and sea captains. His mother had wanted him to become a physician, but on May 30, 1889, when he was sixteen

years old, he realized that his ambitions lay elsewhere. He was waiting on the shores of Christiania Fjord to greet Fridtjof
Nansen, who had returned to Norway after successfully leading the first trip on skis across the Greenland ice cap. In his
memoirs, Amundsen recalled the crowds that day. “I wandered with throbbing pulses amid the bunting and the cheers,
and all my boyhood’s dreams reawoke to tempestuous life,” he wrote. “For the first time something in my secret thoughts
whispered clearly and tremulously: ‘If you could make the North West Passage!’ ” Four years later, Amundsen’s mother
died, and he abandoned his medical studies. He read accounts of polar explorations, studied the latest scientific papers
from Germany about geomagnetism and the shifting location of the North Pole, and trained like an endurance athlete. He
sailed with sealers in the Arctic and, from 1897 to 1899, served on the Belgian Antarctic Expedition, as a second mate.

On June 16, 1903, Amundsen and a crew of six men, along with six sled dogs, sailed out of Christiania, as Oslo was 
called then, on the Gjöa, a forty-seven-ton herring boat, which had been reinforced for the trip and equipped with a new
engine. The Arctic seas were frozen for as much as ten months of the year, and they were barely passable when ice did 
break up, in the short summer. 

Today, as a result of the changing climate, the sea ice starts to melt earlier and the seas remain open longer, but I still
had a narrow window for my trip. I planned to begin in May, 2007, off Greenland, and then return to the United States in
June to train while I waited for the Canadian Arctic to thaw. I would swim in the Canadian Arctic in July and the Alaskan
Arctic in August, before the sea froze again. Even in the twenty-first century, it was hard to obtain precise information on
sea ice, water temperatures, and currents. I wasn’t sure where I would be able to swim in each location, and I knew that I
might have to wait for the right conditions. In January, 2005, I began training in California, and organized a small team
of friends who would accompany me on different legs of the trip.

An obvious concern was the extreme cold. The frigid temperature of the water could cause an incredible shock to my
body, overstimulating the vagus nerve and causing my heart to stop beating. The cold could also cause my fingers and
arms to become so numb that I wouldn’t be able to pull myself out of the water. I was also worried about the Greenland
shark, which can be as long as twenty-one feet. An old friend, Adam Ravetch,* who is a wildlife filmmaker, showed me 
footage he had captured of a Greenland shark. It was huge, but Adam told me that he had felt safe during the many hours 
he spent filming it. What I really needed to worry about, he said, was the walrus. One had tried to grab a diver by the leg 
while Adam was filming a documentary in the Arctic. Adam had had to pluck the diver out of the water. 

mundsen’s trip across the North Atlantic was smoother than he and the crew had expected, with relatively little sea
ice and mostly favorable seas and plentiful seals for food. On July 24th, they reached Disko Bay, halfway up the

west coast of Greenland. The Gjöa’s first stop was Godhavn, where the governor of Greenland, which was administered by
the Danish, was waiting to greet Amundsen. “A barrier of grounded icebergs seemed to block the entrance to Godhavn,”
he wrote. “But soon Nielsen, the governor of the colony, came out to us in a boat to bid us welcome and pilot us in. We
met a violent squall and had to tack, as the motor could not manage it alone.”

Greenland was sparsely populated in the early twentieth century, and most of its Inuit inhabitants lived in small
communities along the coast. Even today, fewer than sixty thousand people live there. I had intended for my first swim to
start in Godhavn, a town of a hundred and eight people in 1903 that now has a population of a thousand, but it was too
remote. Instead, I decided to stay about sixty miles away, in Ilulissat, a bigger town, on the eastern side of Disko Bay,
close to the Ilulissat Icefjord, where icebergs that have broken off from the ice cap begin their slow journey toward the
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shipping lanes of the Atlantic. I arrived with my crew—Bob Griffith, Gretchen Goodall, and Bill Lee—in late May. Two
locals, Karen Filskov and Konrad Seblon, who worked for Destination Disko, promoting tourism in northern Greenland,
had agreed to help organize the first swim. We met in the lobby of the Hotel Icefiord, and sat around a wooden table, with
a map of Disko Bay spread out in front of us, discussing our options.

We considered one large bay as a starting point, but it was near a shrimp-processing plant, and inedible parts of the
shrimp were discarded in the water. I pointed at another bay, and Konrad shook his head. That was where a raw-sewage
pipe drained directly into the sea. Konrad and Karen talked to each other softly, in Greenlandic and in Danish, then one of
them would translate into English for us. They suggested that I cross Church Bay, where I could swim in clean water and
finish near the town center. It was a distance of just under a quarter of a mile. Then Karen asked, “When you swim, will
you be wearing a wetsuit or a dry suit?”

“I’ll be wearing a swimsuit—a TYR Lycra swimsuit,” I replied.
It took a moment for my answer to register. Karen drew in a quick breath and said, “Are you crazy? Do you know

how cold that water is?”
I thought she’d understood what we were doing.
“From the research I’ve done, the water temperature could be between 28.8 and thirty-four degrees,” I said.
Konrad looked concerned. He asked Karen something in Greenlandic, and they spoke for a few minutes. Eventually,

he said that he knew someone who had a Zodiac—a hard-shelled inflatable motorboat—that we could use as an escort
vehicle, in case anything went wrong and I needed to be pulled out of the water. The swim was on.

When we arrived in Ilulissat, I had noticed that the land was covered with granite boulders, and that most of the
quaint homes that we passed, painted red, yellow, turquoise, orange, purple, magenta, and blue, were perched on rocks.
There weren’t any beaches at the water’s edge.

We walked out of the hotel into a light snow shower and followed the main dirt road that climbed into town. Dogs
with long coats were staked in tiers along the steep hillsides. When, at one point, a puppy bounded down to greet us, the
adult dogs broke into loud, anxious barks and high-pitched howls. Karen warned us not to play with the puppy. These
were working dogs, Konrad explained, not pets or companions. They were conditioned to withstand the harshness of the
environment, and they were strictly trained. There was no room on a sled team for a dog that didn’t listen. The result
could mean death for the dog, the team, or the driver.

We went along a narrow boardwalk that ran between houses and over marshland. The boards had snapped here and
there, and the footing was unsteady. When we reached the southern end of Church Bay, we followed the cliff edge, and
decided on an entrance point—some low rocks that tapered gradually into the water. But the grass-green algae that covered
the rocks concerned me.

We passed below Zion Church, a small eighteenth-century wooden building, where the father of the polar explorer and 
anthropologist Knud Rasmussen had been a minister. The rocks near the church were covered by a foot of melting ice and 
snow. Below, a rocky ledge encircled the bay, but most of it was two or three feet above the water. If I were swimming, it 
would be too high for me to reach up and pull myself out.

The next morning, we scouted the northern part of Church Bay for an exit point. We watched a powerfully built man
of medium height, who was wearing rubber boots and carrying two large plastic buckets, slip, slide, and swing his arms
to catch himself as he walked to the water’s edge. If a local man was this challenged, what was I going to do? I thought.
The man lifted a log-size piece of clear blue ice from the water. He used a pick to split off chunks, which he dropped into
the buckets. This ice had once been rainwater. It had entered the cracks of an iceberg and frozen there, and, when the
iceberg broke up, the clear ice had floated away on the seawater. It was pure and sweet and would be used as drinking
water.

Two days later, on May 28th, I put on my swimsuit and sweatsuit, and gazed out the window of the Hotel Icefiord, 
studying the movement of the icebergs. Some seemed as big as battleships. In 2002, just before I jumped into the waters 
off Antarctica, I had been overwhelmed by the thought of swimming among icebergs. Now, five years later, I was using 
the icebergs like buoys; they made the water currents visible.

Karen walked with me while the rest of the crew motored to the starting area in the Zodiac. They had taken the water
temperature. It ranged from 28.8 to twenty-nine degrees, three degrees colder than the water had been in Antarctica. The
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bay was calm. There was no wind, and there weren’t enough icebergs to make navigation difficult, but the tide was lower
than we had expected, and the exposed algae-covered rocks would be too slippery to walk across. We searched for another
spot and found a bare rock. It wasn’t ideal—I would have to drop five feet off the rock and hope that the water would
slow my impact enough so that I could land safely on a ledge two feet below the surface and give my body a few
moments to adjust to the temperature.

I handed my sweatsuit to Karen and felt the forty-degree air on my skin. I put on my cap and wrapped the elastic band
of my goggles around my wrist so that I wouldn’t lose them when I hit the water. I took a deep breath and stepped off the
rock. My feet touched the ledge, and in twenty seconds my arms and legs and torso were numb, but I had expected this. I
pushed off the ledge and started swimming with my head up. I couldn’t really feel my arms or legs, but I could sense
them rapidly moving against the water. I was breathing fast and deep, but even so I wasn’t getting enough air. I was
struggling from the moment I hit the water. I might have to get out, I thought. I tried placing my cheek and then my nose
in the water, and held my breath.

I lifted my foot—my swimmer’s high five—to indicate that I was all right, but my breathing was faster and more
labored, my lips were pursed, and I was not able to catch up on the oxygen my body was demanding. The cold was
seeping into my body, invading me. I saw the church, heard the bells tolling, saw the doors opening and the congregation
stepping outside, climbing onto the snowbanks. I was just two hundred yards from shore. I was sprinting, but suddenly I
couldn’t go any farther. “Backstroke. Swim backstroke,” I said to myself. “Roll over on your back and catch your breath.”
I did, then I rolled back onto my stomach. “Fifty yards. You’ve got it. Go. Go. Go.”

I saw the ledge we’d decided on as an exit point, but I couldn’t find a handhold. I swam to one side, and grabbed a
rock. My face slipped across the cold green slime as I pulled myself onto my hands and knees. I felt as though I had cut
my knee, but I couldn’t tell, because I was so numb. Then I noticed blood on my leg. I looked up and saw the man who
had been collecting ice earlier in the week. The local people looked as if they were trying to make sense of what they were
seeing. They had always been told that you would die in a matter of minutes if you fell into the water with your clothes
on, and now they were watching someone in a swimsuit climbing out of the water.

s Amundsen sailed farther north along the Greenland coast, the Gjöa encountered dangerous drift ice and dense ice
fog in Melville Bay (near Thule Air Base, the northernmost U.S. military installation), before finally reaching 
Dalrymple Rock, where the crew loaded provisions that they had arranged to have waiting for them. 

On August 17th, they turned west, leaving Greenland behind them, and crossed Baffin Bay. Five days later, at 9 P.M., 
the Gjöa anchored in Erebus Bay, off Beechey Island, the last known stop of John Franklin, the British Royal Navy
officer whose two ships had been lost in 1845. Amundsen wrote: 

It was about 10 o’clock when twilight came on. I was sitting on one of the chain lockers looking towards the land with a
deep, solemn feeling that I was on holy ground, Franklin’s last safe winter harbour. My thought wandered back—far back. I
pictured to myself the splendidly equipped Franklin Expedition heading into the harbour, and anchoring there. The “Erebus”
and “Terror” in all their splendour; the English colours flying at the masthead and the two fine vessels full of bustle. . . .
Certainly these brave men had succeeded in discovering much new land, but only to see their expectations of the
accomplishment of the North West Passage that way brought to nought by impenetrable masses of ice. The winter of 1845-46 was
passed here on this spot. The dark outlines of crosses marking graves inland are silent witnesses before my eyes as I sit here . . . it
is the farewell of the Franklin Expedition. From this point it passed into darkness—and death. 

Franklin and his entire crew of a hundred and twenty-nine were lost to the ice and to starvation. 
In Ilulissat, I had swum for a quarter of a mile and been in the water for less than ten minutes, but the swim had felt 

much farther and much longer. I knew that I had never worked so hard in my life, but I wanted to do better on the next 
leg. I planned to swim from a point on Baffin Island about three hundred miles south of Beechey Island, in the Canadian 
Arctic. Baffin Island, part of the territory of Nunavut, is shaped like a lobster, and I was heading for Pond Inlet, just 
below the claw, an Inuit hamlet of about thirteen hundred people and some twenty-five visiting civil servants, 
construction workers, and scientists, perched on the edge of Eclipse Sound. 

During Amundsen’s time, the Inuit were nomadic, following the food sources—the herds of caribou, the Arctic char,
the seals, narwhals, and polar bears—but in the nineteen-sixties, as a way to secure Canadian sovereignty, they were
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moved into government-built communities. In Pond Inlet, there was a small airport, government buildings, a hamlet
office, some police holding cells, a library, a community health center, two stores, and a number of modest houses. For
the most part, the Inuit on Baffin Island were still hunters and fishermen, and many of the families also received
government assistance. Jobs were scarce, but the Baffinland mining company had recently submitted an application to
open an iron-ore mine a hundred miles south of Pond Inlet, a project that would involve the construction of a railway and
a deepwater port.

Bob Griffith was coming with me on this leg of the trip, and we flew from Los Angeles to Montreal and on to 
Iqaluit, the largest city on Baffin Island; then we flew north to Pond Inlet. On July 3, 2007, the sound was frozen solid. 
The ice looked like a sheet of blown glass, with whirling patterns of opaque white on a clear blue background. 

As we circled and began our descent, I searched the sandy shores for open water but didn’t see any. We landed on a
dirt runway and made our way to a one-room terminal. Jared Arnakallak, the manager of the Sauniq, the hotel where we’d
be staying, met us in a beat-up white van. The hotel was a single-story building, painted chocolate brown, and looked
like a large extended trailer.

Adam Ravetch,* had suggested that I get in touch with David Reid, who ran a company called Polar Sea Adventures. 
We met David in the hotel cafeteria. He was a six-foot-tall Scotsman, with a buzz cut and sunburned cheeks. He had just 
returned with a tourist group from the floe edge, which was about fifty miles from Pond Inlet, where the frozen waters of 
Eclipse Sound met the open waters of Baffin Bay. Narwhals were waiting at the floe edge for the ice to break so that they 
could migrate into the sound and the nearby fjords, where they would spend the summer. Local hunters were catching 
narwhals and seals, and polar bears were there, too, feeding. 

We planned the swim for July 9th, Nunavut Day—a celebration of the signing of the Nunavut Land Claims
Agreement, in 1993, which led, in 1999, to the region’s recognition as an official Canadian territory, allowing it to have
some degree of self-rule and control over its own institutions. For the next six days, we watched the ice slowly crack.
There were small leads, then a larger one, where the Salmon River flowed into the sound, but the open water was too far
from shore, and we wouldn’t be able to get a boat out there safely. Bob and I walked along the beach. We had been told
that the locals played a game of sorts to see who could keep a snowmobile on the ice the longest without it falling
through, and as we watched some snowmobiles start to sink we realized that it was melting.

We met most of the construction workers, scientists, and engineers who were staying at the hotel, and became friends
with nurses who worked at the health center, but Pond Inlet always looked deserted. To the Inuit, the normal state of
water was ice, David explained. When the ice thawed, it was dangerous, particularly because the majority of the hunters
couldn’t swim. It was already too thin for hunting, so many of the local people had gone “on the land.” They would camp
for most of the summer and hunt caribou and other game.

By Nunavut Day, the ice had broken up. Near the center of Pond Inlet was the small area of water, about two hundred 
yards wide, that had been created by the flow of the Salmon River. A mile and a half west, more water had opened up at 
the mouth of a stream. Beyond that, there were five-to-six-foot-high blocks of sea ice. Even there, the ice had not broken 
up enough to allow us to use a Zodiac; instead, David would paddle a kayak and I would swim behind him. David carried 
a yellow kayak over his head down a steep grass hill, past two wary sled dogs, and set it in the water. He looped a rescue 
rope once around his waist, and then pushed off from the shore and paddled out to the sea ice. 

My first goal here was to swim out to one of the chunks of sea ice. If I managed that, I would follow David through
the narrow passages between the ice. I dragged my feet as I walked slowly into the water, so I wouldn’t step on any
stingrays. A chill ran from my feet, through my body, and out along my shoulders and arms.

“This is great,” I said, when I reached David. “Let’s go to the right.” The water felt as cold as it had in Greenland, but
I could breathe much more easily.

Swimming with my head up, I followed David around a small block of sea ice and entered an area where there were
larger blocks of ice on either side of me. It was like entering a snowy sculpture garden, one that might have inspired
Henry Moore—the ice had been rounded and smoothed by the wind and the waves and the tide. To my right was a block
of ice that looked like a reclining polar bear. On my left, another resembled a snowy egret taking flight. As I continued
through the maze, though, I became a little afraid. There were ledges that extended under the water; David pointed to them
with his paddle, but I still misjudged my position moving through the water and hit them. It hurt dully.
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I caught up with David, and I gradually put my face in the water. It was easier to swim that way—my hips were not
dragging, and I could see well below the water’s surface. It was glacial blue and as clear as springwater. The bottom was a
soft, silty brown, and a pure white starfish was resting on a sandbar. I felt more confident as we moved into deeper water,
and at the same time I was gauging the distance we had travelled, making sure that I had enough left in me to get back.
Although my outer body was numb, my core felt warm.

I continued sprinting through the passages, but I wasn’t paying attention to my forward motion. I turned too soon at
one point, and got hung up on an underwater ice shelf. David glanced back, and I shouted that I was fine and asked how
long I’d been swimming.

“Twenty minutes,” he said. “One more crossing of the bay?”
Once I’d finished my final loop, I had been in the water for twenty-three minutes and had covered about a mile. It was

my coldest swim—four degrees colder than in Antarctica.
Back in town, we joined the Nunavut Day celebrations. Two community leaders were grilling hot dogs and

hamburgers, and a pair of caribou carcasses were being butchered by two others. Some large pieces of raw meat had
already been given out, and some of the adults were holding big chunks between their teeth and using an ulu knife—with
a very sharp, half-moon-shaped blade—to cut the meat into smaller pieces. An elderly woman made a fire of a small pile
of dried heather, to heat water for tea. The burning heather created a swirling stream of smoke that filled the air with a
fresh and clean fragrance.

I noticed that one woman’s fingers were green. She was eating the stomach of the caribou, and her fingers had been
stained by its contents. A nurse from the health center accepted a slice of raw caribou. She told us that it tasted like rare
roast beef and that we didn’t have to worry about parasites with caribou, although one could get trichinosis from raw
walrus or polar bear. She added that we might want to avoid the aged meat, too—anything that had been hunted or fished
would often be put in a hole for two to three months. It was an acquired taste, she said.

hen Amundsen left Beechey Island, on August 24, 1903, he sailed southwest, through Peel Sound and into
unknown waters. He wrote, “Our voyage now assumed a new character. Hitherto we had been sailing in safe and

known waters, where many others had preceded us. Now we were making our way through waters never sailed in, save
possibly by a couple of vessels, and were hoping to reach still farther where no keel had ever ploughed.” But Amundsen
almost lost his ship. In James Ross Strait—named for the British naval officer who reached the magnetic North Pole, in
1831, and later led the first search for Franklin—the Gjöa ran aground. The crew managed to free her, but that evening a
fire broke out in the engine room. Three days later, the ship ran aground on a reef. A storm hit, and under full sail the
crew succeeded in prying the ship off the reef, leaving splinters of the Gjöa’s false keel behind. By the time Amundsen
sailed through the Rae Strait, more than five hundred miles from Beechey Island, he and his crew were exhausted, and
hoped to find a place where they could spend the winter. On September 9th, on the shores of King William Island, a
crewman noticed, Amundsen wrote, “a small harbour quite sheltered from the wind, a veritable haven of rest for us weary
travelers.”

Amundsen named the harbor Gjöahavn. “The harbour itself was all that could be desired,” he wrote, and went on:

The narrow entrance would prevent the intrusion of large masses of ice, and the inner basin was so small that no wind could 
trouble us there from whatever quarter it blew. . . . A number of cairns and tent circles showed that Eskimo had been there, but 
that, of course, may have been a long time ago. Fresh reindeer tracks gave hope of sport. . . . The spot seemed eminently suitable 
for a magnetic station. 

The crew built a storehouse and, because Amundsen’s second goal on his voyage was to determine the current location
of the magnetic North Pole, a small observation hut. He and his men ended up spending almost two years in Gjöahavn.

Inuit—or Eskimos, as they were widely known—were living on the island. Amundsen and his men became friendly
with the Ogluli Eskimos who camped near Kaa-aak-ka Lake, not far from Gjöahavn, and with the Nechilli Eskimos who
lived in the area. The Europeans studied the Eskimos’ dogsledding techniques, observing how they would let the runners
on the sled get a fine covering of ice so that, Amundsen wrote, “they slide like butter.” To prevent frostbite, Amundsen’s
men closely watched other crew members’ faces, “detecting a white nose on one or a frozen cheek on another. We did as
the Eskimo do; we drew our warm hands out of the gloves and applied them to the frozen spot till the blood came again
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into circulation.” The Inuit also taught them how to build igloos. The Europeans traded with the Inuit for fish and
reindeer, giving them knives and sewing needles, and introduced them to Christmas and New Year celebrations.
Amundsen became close friends with an Inuit named Atikleura, whose wife, Nalungia, made fine clothes of reindeer skin.
Knowing that these would keep him warm in the Arctic, Amundsen hinted that he would greatly appreciate some
undergarments:

Evidently very pleased at my request he now brought out some old, worn underclothing, put them on in place of those he
was wearing, and handed me the latter with every indication that I was to change there and then. Somewhat surprised, I hesitated;
I must say, I was not in the habit of exchanging underwear with other people, especially in the presence of a lady. But as
Atikleura insisted, and his wife, Nalungia, showed the most complete indifference as to what I did, I quickly made my decision,
seated myself on the form, veiled my charms as well as I could with the bed clothes, and was soon clad in Atikleura’s still warm
underclothing. 

Today, Gjoa Haven (the name has been Anglicized) is a hamlet of about twelve hundred Inuit and a few visiting 
government and medical workers from the Canadian mainland. I had decided not to swim there, but I wanted to see the 
town. Bob Griffith returned to California from Baffin Island, and I flew across the frozen sea to King William Island.

Jackie Flynn, the manager of the Amundsen Hotel, where I was staying, and her husband, Leo, who ran the town’s
co-op, were from Newfoundland but were working in the North until December. Jackie offered to take me on a tour of
Gjoa Haven, and we walked along dirt roads, past run-down homes surrounded by rusting snowmobiles and old A.T.V.s.
There were four markers in and around the town, Jackie told me, noting where Amundsen and his men had camped, but
we discovered that one of the markers had been stolen. The plaques in two old cemeteries in the town center indicating
who had been buried there had also been vandalized, and the crosses destroyed.

In Gjoa Haven, I saw several twelve- and thirteen-year-old girls with babies, and I found out that this was the norm. 
By the time girls were in their twenties, they often had five or more children. With the twenty-four hours of summer sun, 
children and teen-agers stayed up all night long, playing in the streets and hanging out in vacant houses. 

For all the difficulties of their lives, though, the Inuit I met were hospitable people. They invited me into their
homes, showed me how they played traditional games with dice, and served me hot tea. Through Rita Hummiktuq, a
student-support assistant and the coach of the girls’ soccer team at the local school, I met Jimmy Qirqqut, one of the
town’s elders, who recounted a story he had been told by his mother about the day his great-grandfather met Amundsen.
Jimmy’s story was similar to one that Amundsen told in his book, except Jimmy was more dramatic when he described
the initial tension between the Europeans and the Eskimos. One of Amundsen’s men had been carrying a gun, and once he
put it aside, Jimmy said, the two groups realized that they could be friends.

While a hundred years had passed between Amundsen’s visit and mine, the Inuit showed the same warmth—and were
still on the edge of survival.

n August 13, 1905, Amundsen left Gjöahavn, sailing two hundred and fifty miles west through dangerously
shallow waters. On August 16th, he entered Victoria Strait, and the following day anchored in Cambridge Bay, on

Victoria Island, the farthest point that ships travelling eastward from the Pacific had reached, thus completing, Amundsen
wrote, the last “unsolved link in the North West Passage.”

Ten days later, the Gjöa met the Charles Hanson, a whaling ship that was sailing east from San Francisco. The sight
was “magical,” Amundsen wrote. “I could feel tears coming to my eyes.” He thought that he was on the home stretch, but
sea ice stopped his progress at King Point, on the Yukon coast. He had to anchor the Gjöa onshore and spend a third
winter in the Arctic.

The following summer, the Gjöa sailed more than eight hundred miles from King Point, until sea ice forced a brief
stop on Herschel Island, which lies just off the Yukon. Once the ice cleared, Amundsen set off again, and made slow 
progress through more ice and fog and between sandbars, until he entered the quiet, open waters of Prudhoe Bay. 

Prudhoe Bay, an inlet of the Beaufort Sea and the Arctic Ocean, covers more than a hundred and forty square miles. In
1968, one of the largest oil reserves in North America was discovered there. Oil production didn’t begin until 1977, when
the Trans Alaska Pipeline was completed and oil could be transported from Alaska’s North Slope eight hundred miles
south, to Valdez. Today, roughly five thousand transient workers who are involved in oil production, transport, and
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support services work in Prudhoe Bay and the neighboring town of Deadhorse. The oil field, which is owned jointly by
BP, ExxonMobil, ConocoPhillips, and Chevron, and is operated by BP, produces roughly a hundred and fifty million
barrels a year, although the amount has begun to decline.

Prudhoe Bay would be the next leg of my swim. I asked the head of security of Prudhoe Bay for permission to
explore the waters, but my request was denied. It was only after approaching the offices of Alaska’s U.S. senators;
enlisting the help of Charles Prince, at that time the chairman and C.E.O. of Citigroup, in getting in touch with BP; and
gaining an endorsement from Alaska Clean Seas, the organization hired by the oil companies to handle oil spills, that I
was able to get the necessary clearance.

Bob Griffith joined me from California, and Royce O’Brien and Tom Flynn, who worked for Alaska Clean Seas,
offered to pilot their company’s Zodiac to accompany me on my swim. On July 29th, at around 8 P.M., with the sun
shining as brightly as if it were noon, we stood on a causeway on the west side of Prudhoe Bay that extended about two
miles out from the shore. The air temperature was fifty degrees, the bay was calm and clear, and there was no trace of oil
seepage or other pollution in the sparkling water. Then I noticed something in the tiny waves. It was small, shaped like a
ball, the color and texture of clear jello tinged with plum, with inch-long tentacles extending from its base. “Tom, what’s
that?” I asked. “Is it some kind of jellyfish?” Tom said, “I’ve never seen anything like that in these waters in my life.”
Neither had Royce. For a moment, I wondered what other creatures might be in the bay, but I put the thought out of my
head as I entered the water. I swam parallel to the causeway, about fifty yards offshore. Every time I turned my head to
breathe, I saw an elevated pipeline. At the end of the causeway was a seawater-treatment plant, which processed seawater
and pumped it back into the oil field. And as I swam I moved through shoals of the small, plum-colored jellyfish. They
didn’t sting, but when I touched them they trembled.

Bob called out when I’d reached the thirty-minute mark, and I swam for another minute before giving the crew the
signal that I was ready to stop.

As I dressed on the causeway, Royce said, “I’ve just seen you swim in thirty-degree water for thirty minutes, and
from everything I know this isn’t supposed to be possible.”

n August, 1906, Amundsen was nearing the end of the Northwest Passage, but three miles off Cape Simpson, roughly
fifty miles from Point Barrow, now the northernmost point in the United States, bad weather was approaching.

Amundsen wrote, “As the weather was still very hazy and the gale was stiffening to a hurricane, we sought shelter in the
lee of some ground ice close by, and made fast to it.”

According to Amundsen, the Arctic current ran strongest near Point Barrow, and flowed northeast at a sometimes
torrential pace. Although the Gjöa needed shelter, Amundsen knew that it was dangerous to let a vessel lie near ice whose
boundaries cannot be seen; it is easy to get caught inside a mass of ice without any outlet, and so risk an involuntary trip
as the ice drifts to the North Pole. But then one of the propeller shafts warped, and the gaff—part of the ship’s fore-and-aft
rig—broke. “We were in a very awkward predicament, no engine and no sail,” Amundsen wrote, but the crew raised the
trysail, and the Gjöa continued on.

There was heavy drift ice at Point Barrow, and Amundsen knew that he would have to force the Gjöa through it. In
open water, under full sail, the ship gained speed. Then the Gjöa violently struck the ice with her bow and slowly parted
it. 

It seemed as if the old “Gjöa” knew she had reached a critical moment. She had to tackle two large masses of ice that barred
her way to the North West Passage; and now she charged again into them to force them asunder and slip through. . . . A wild shout
of triumph broke forth when the vessel slipped through. 

Amundsen had reached the Chukchi Sea. 
Today, about forty-five hundred people live in Barrow, which is three hundred and thirty miles north of the Arctic

Circle; more than sixty per cent are Iñupiat, and the surrounding villages are almost entirely Iñupiat. Traditionally, many
of the Iñupiat hunted bowhead whale and fished in the Chukchi and Beaufort Seas, but most of the money coming into
Barrow today is from oil. Although it is a tourist destination, increasingly the visitors are scientists working on projects
that directly address global warming—studying changes in the tundra and the permafrost, and in carbon levels. They are
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observing the increasing rate at which the sea ice is melting, and the erosion caused by the reduction of sea ice at Point
Barrow. Many of the scientists are based at the Barrow Arctic Science Consortium, a not-for-profit research organization
established in 1995. Three of its employees—Lester Suvlu, Vernon Kaleak, and Henry Elegak—had volunteered to help
with the swim.

Bob and I thought that we had nearly reached our goal. I hadn’t seen any sharks, I had grown more comfortable
swimming in the frigid seas, and in Barrow we were really concerned only about polar bears. Lester told me that he had
seen more bears swimming ashore in recent years than he had in his whole life. The ice was receding, and there was no
place for the polar bears to hunt seal during the spring and summer. In 2005, the ice was more than a hundred miles out,
he said, and the wildlife people found four polar bears that had drowned. Recently, a mother and her cub had swum ashore
and stopped, exhausted, to lie down on the runway at the old airport. While I was in the water, one of the crew would
follow on the shore, riding an A.T.V. and carrying a rifle, in case we had a bad bear encounter.

When I stepped into the Chukchi Sea on August 2nd, the water was warmer than I had expected—forty degrees. The
wind and the current would be at my back, and I was certain that my final swim would be the easiest. Vernon was with
Bob in a Zodiac, waiting for me to start. I didn’t see a polar bear, but there were jellyfish, large ones, with
purple-and-white striped domes about three feet in circumference. They were stranded on the sand, inverted, ten to fifteen
feet below me, their ten-foot-long tentacles splayed out around them.

I paused in mid-stroke when I noticed a scarlet jellyfish the size of an apple moving toward me. The tentacles, fire red
and as thick as spaghetti strands, trailed behind; they were six or seven feet long, and I knew that they would hurt if I
touched them. As I swerved right, my left hand grazed the dome and I recoiled. Staring down into the sea, I saw hundreds
of these red jellyfish. They were beautiful—like flowers blossoming in an underwater garden—and terrifying. I pulled my
hands in tight under my body, trying to get higher in the water so that I wouldn’t get stung.

A tentacle grazed the soft underside of my arm, and it felt like a very bad bee sting. Reacting, I swung wide and hit
something else. It appeared to be a small clear jellyfish, but it had four creased sides that were edged with purple and
glowed. It looked magical. I stopped to examine it more closely, treading water as I tried to understand how it was
propelling itself. I couldn’t see any kind of cilia or jet, but I saw another clear jellyfish, this one edged with glowing
pink, and another that was edged with neon green. I was concentrating so intently that Bob later told me that he thought
that I might be in an advanced stage of hypothermia, and was on the verge of pulling me out. He had never seen me swim
so erratically.

The red jellyfish were moving up to the surface, and their tentacles were fanning out. Then I noticed that the big
purple striped ones were being flipped over by the Zodiac’s wake. In a few minutes, they would be on the surface.

“How long have I been swimming?” I asked Bob.
“Twenty minutes, but with the current you’ve swum more than a mile. Do you want to go farther?”
“Let’s go ashore,” I said.

t this point, Amundsen turned the Gjöa south, and sailed through the Chukchi Sea. He had travelled seven thousand
miles, from Oslo to the Bering Sea. On August 30, 1906, he passed through the Bering Strait. The Gjöa and its
crew had made it through the Northwest Passage. Amundsen caught sight of the Diomede Islands, and, just when it 

seemed that the Gjöa had entered calmer water, the ship was hit by a squall and its gaff broke again. Then a dead calm set
in, and the Gjöa sailed slowly into Nome, Alaska. Amundsen wrote:

Suddenly a steam launch appeared in front of us, and we heard whistling, shouting, and cheering, the American’s mode of
expressing enthusiasm. Dark as it was, we could still discern the Norwegian flag floating side by side with the Stars and Stripes
on the launch. So we had been recognised. . . . The heartiness with which we were welcomed, the unbounded enthusiasm of which
the “Gjöa” was the object, will always remain one of my brightest memories of our return. . . . The boat touched land. I really
cannot say how I got ashore, but a jubilant roar of welcome issued from a thousand throats, and through the darkness of the night
a sound burst forth that thrilled me through and through, bringing tears to my eyes; it was the strains of our national air. 

As I climbed out of the Chukchi Sea, I felt a sense of elation. These weeks in Greenland, Canada, and Alaska had 
taken me into waters that few had entered or ever swum. I had travelled through the same Arctic world as Amundsen had, 
a place where one misstep could mean disaster. And at the same time I felt as though I was exploring a different place. I 



Personal History: A Dip in the Cold: Reporting & Essays: The Ne... http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2008/04/21/080421fa_fact_cox

10 of 10 8/3/08 7:05 PM

thought of the frozen waterways that were now opening up to exploration. They were so tempting, but first I needed to 
turn south, as Amundsen had. !

 
**Correction, May 19, 2008: The name is Adam Ravetch, not Ravtech, as originally stated.

 


