Polar  Journeys (?)
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There is something romantic and thrilling about standing on the bow of an icebreaker in glorious sunshine watching the silence of an Arctic  iceberg float by. Although the wind chill factor was extreme and burning into any exposed flesh - cheeks, nose and camera trigger hand - you do not feel the pain until later – when you have returned to the warmth of your cabin, or the bar. Such intense beauty transcends physical sensation. There are the oohs and arrhs emitted as you glance into the electric turquoise blue light that appears to emanate from the centre depth of the icebergs, seeping through the crevasse of an ice fracture, or from the depth of a cave created by the surf and wind as the berg travels its ancient journey to destruction. Time and the sea sculpts these ice towers as no artist can. Take any shape, texture and form imaginable and somewhere in the ice, it can be found. Some icebergs are sculptured into complex geometric and linear forms while others softened into gentle sensuous curves. There are flat bergs, hollow bergs, spiked bergs, crazy ice patterns and bergs trapped by last season’s sea ice together dissolving their way through the currents.

We sailed across the Baffin Sea to Cape York, Quaanaaq and Etah on the west coast of Greenland. It was exhilarating, rare and special to see the brilliant whiteness of the polar ice-cap emerge above the folded mountains along the coast. And then later to stand on the pitted surface of a crazed glacier after a helicopter landing. 

A zodiac landing at Qaanaaq is a privileged experience and an opportunity to meet the local Inuit people and visit the museum where a collection of traditional fur clothing and early stone and bone tools can be seen. Visitors, for the locals are also an event. Few ships are capable of navigating this often frozen sea. With daylight lasting for only three months of the year during the summer, this is an intense time of activity. Trading, hunting and preparation for the harsh season must happen now. Under Danish Government, the Inuit still survive primarily by hunting and whaling, although there is a feeling the community is in a transitional mode judging by the volume of televisions and DVD players that lay unpacked on pellets outside storage sheds near the shore.
As I wandered around the brightly coloured Danish kit homes, a man beckoned me to follow him. He led me to a rough wooden kennel beside a house and proudly pointed to a husky bitch with a new litter of pups. He indicated I should photograph them and crouched down with his pups. There must have been a dozen – their eyes not yet open. Dogs are everywhere and unconcerned about human contact – they appear detached and not used to attention. Dog teams are chained together away from community.  Strings of fish hang drying on lines around houses; polar bear, musk ox and sealskins lay draped over handrails and contorted melting lumps of ice complete their ancient journey along the stony shore.

Squatting with a sketchbook among the rocks above the Quaanaaq community, I wondered how the landscape would look soon when the town disappears beneath ice and snow and the sea freezes. Already, the puddles are frozen. The arctic poppies summer greenish lemon colour is at an end, and under the brilliance of the intense sunshine, I try to imagine how these people will live through the coming months of impending darkness.
The Kapitan Klebnikov has the capabilities of getting through most levels of ice. We made it to the uppermost part of Ellesemere Island to Alert; our most northerly position at 83 degrees, 33 minutes north. There is no more land between here and the North Pole. Ice coverage is seasonal and blown around by wind and tide.  Helicopters fly ahead to assist the captain navigate the leads through the ice. As historic tales report, the Arctic can be unpredictable, mesmerising and dangerous.
Beechey Island contains the monuments and gravestones of some of the Arctic seekers of the Northwest Passage. Sir John Franklin and his men disappeared from here in the mid 1800s. Known as the place of Lost Souls, I experienced its haunting presence walking along the stony shore in a gentle mist as I looked across the Channel to the silhouetted cliffs outlined under the milky sun.

During the month voyage, the ship also sailed to the top of the Tanquary Fjord on the western side of Ellesmere Island. With the number of passengers aboard our ship, the visitor figures for the year rose to 200; there were 108 expeditioners. There is a sense of knowing you are on top of the world and knowing you are of breathing pristine air. The tundra at this end of the Island is sponge like and lush. Vegetation in the High Arctic rarely reaches a few centimetres tall. The Arctic willow has turned autumn gold, there are remnants of Arctic poppy and occasional blooms still flowering of the Arctic bell heather. 

The park rangers are preparing to leave the Island where they have spent several weeks and when they leave, Ellesmere will be without human occupation and returned to the polar bear, arctic hare and winter darkness.

*

After summer electrical storms causing flight cancellations from New York; we eventually arrived in Ottawa; via an arduous journey in an overnight Greyhound bus. We were meeting staff and passengers of Quark Expeditions and staying overnight at the Fairmont Château Laurier hotel. The Château Laurier is central to Ottawa and is a stunning limestone palatial castle with copper turrets overlooking the Rideau Canal. What a luxurious beginning to my arctic adventure – working as an artist-in-residence aboard a Russian icebreaker!
Too early next morning  and dressed for the Arctic, we left the Ottawa summer and boarded a First Air plane to the Canadian  High Arctic town of Resolute Bay. The weather was not looking good and at this stage, there was no guarantee of the plane landing at Resolute. With a two flight service per week, local patience is required. The plane trip from Ottawa to Resolute took six hours, mostly through thick cloud and one refuel-stop at Iqualuit. Here we had our first taste of Arctic cold. It hit with a sting to the face as we crossed the icy gravel tarmac and into the warmth of the bright yellow organically shaped terminal building. In this short flying time, we had dropped into Inuit territory and everything was different.  The small crowded airport has a fine collection of carvings and displays of Inuit history and a souvenir shop with a good range of Arctic history and pictorial books. 
There is a familiarity about First Air staff,  particularly as they ask exit seat passengers to assist if the plane goes down. Fortunately, the fog lifted above the 400 feet minimum nd our plane landed smoothly on the gravel runway and at last we had arrived at Resolute Bay.

It’s not the end of the world, but you can see if from here is an old Resolute saying.  Resolute is the only community on Cornwallis Island and occupies a strategic position in the Canadian High Arctic. It is the central point for sea and air Arctic travel - most expeditioners, at some stage use Resolute as a base. Resolute (population 200) is divided into two communities – the Inuit village, eight miles from the airport and the Base community centred on the airport and the Narwal hotel.  
It is a barren place covered for eight months of the year in ice and darkness.  The earth is desert like stone with scant vegetation and a frozen world of permafrost laying just below the surface. It is from the Resolute shore we are taught the correct way to climb into  a rubber zodiac before skimming across the waves to board the Kapitan Klebnikov and begin our High Arctic adventure.
*
From Australia, it is easy to travel to the Antarctic, in comparison to getting to the Arctic. You e can take a twelve-hour flight on a jumbo-jet, from Sydney or Melbourne and eat ice cream while flying over crevassed glacial fields and jewel like icebergs.  You can take a luxury cruise from one of the tourist companies offering an ice-experience; or if you are lucky, become employed by the Australian Antarctic Division and work for a season on an Australian base. I sailed to the Antarctic as a recipient of the Australian Antarctic Division’s Humanities Fellowship and worked as an artist-in-residence during the summer of 2002/3 on a re-supply ship. I also took the Croydon Travel flight.  From these trips, I experienced two life-transcending moments; I became ice-affected, which translates to ice-addicted.
Once seduced by ice it is only natural to want to experience the ice of the opposite pole. This, I discovered on my recent voyage to the Arctic, is normal. I met numerous expeditioners on the ship from all over the world who were seasoned polar travellers. They were taking multi-voyages to the ice, and loving it and planning future trips to one or the other pole. Where the Antarctic has much larger icebergs, penguins, the sooty albatross, snow petrel, and the wild seas of the Southern Ocean, the Arctic experience is of polar bears, narwhals, walrus, seals and the Inuit people. There are no native people in the Antarctic. The North Pole is a sea surrounded by land and the South Pole is land surrounded by sea.
Quark Expeditions is a company that specialise in polar travel. By using genuine icebreaker vessels, they are able to offer expedition type cruises and reach further north and south than most other cruise ships. 
For the Arctic, I could not, unlike the Antarctic voyage, drive to a Hobart wharf with cases of art materials and clothing - this voyage embarkation point was a stony beach the other side of the world.  There were several aeroplane connections and weight became an issue. I needed to pack art-materials, camera and video equipment as well as cold weather gear such as felt lined gumboots, sorrels, parka and thermal underwear. I reduced my equipment down to: two canon SLR camera’s, one digital, one film, high definition DVD camera, small video camera, laptop computer, tripod, sketch books, watercolours, gouaches and pencils. The laptop was for downloading digital visuals and journal note taking. 
Expedition cruising is different from sailing on a working ship. There are a daily program of activities with landings on remote Arctic islands by either zodiacs and helicopters. Sometimes the helicopters would conduct a sightsee fly-over across a spectacular range of mountains with myriad glaciers, musk ox or historical relics. A zodiac landing may include a range of hikes to suit the various fitness levels from a shore crawl to a strenuous hike across the tundra into the mountains or a visit to a heritage site. 

I had the sense of the Arctic as being a very old region. There are many layers of history embedded in its landscape. There is the ancient world of the Thule people who lived thousands of years before the modern Inuit. Remnants of their homes can be found, undisturbed except by the elements of wind, ice and time, along these rarely visited islands. The Thule built their home by digging underground shelters, strengthened by rock walls and roof structures of whalebone. Skins were draped over the whalebone to keep the inside temperature liveable (around one degree) against the minus 40 degrees Celsius of an Arctic winter night. The Thule settled close to shore within easy access of hunting and whaling. Nearby are remnants of food storage hides, rock mounds built to for protect their meat from bears and other competitive hungry animals; permafrost, acting as a fridge. 
The Kapitan Klebnikov has excellent visibility from large windows on the Captain’s bridge - the perfect studio space to paint and demonstrate for passengers how to interpret the ice landscape. The Captain was welcoming of expeditioners and did not mind the occasional workshop being held on the bridge. 
Back in my Eltham studio, it is time to reflect on the journey, review sketches and photographs and start to make sense of why the ice has such an effect on its travellers and such a strong pull to make us want to return. I will begin the studio paintings and writings, and along with my ice-affected fellow travellers, plan the next ice journey. 
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