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To see
is to
believe
Above and beyond to the
awesome Arctic Circle
KENDALL HILL
THE Arctic Circle is an imaginary line beyond which lies
a land of illusions, a place where the harsh polar light and
perpetual winter darkness play tricks on the human
mind. It is not always possible to believe your eyes.
We’re crossing the Davis Strait from Greenland to
Canada, about 400km inside the Arctic Circle, when
passengers report seeing skyscrapers on remote Baffin
Island, population 11,000. Others witness a band of blue
light iridescing at the shoreline. I see stacked silver cylinders glistening at intervals along the Baffin coast.
Of course none of this exists. Expedition naturalist
Ree Brennin explains that these are fata morgana,
magical mirages typical of summer days at the poles.
They occur when sharp changes in temperature — frigid
sea meets sun-warmed island — distort light rays into
hallucinations.
The Arctic is a desert teeming with apparitions. Some,
like fata morgana, can be qualified by science and given
precise explanations. Others are not so easily captured in
words, like the shadow people, the Tariaksuq of indigenous lore.
Lamech Kadloo, an Inuit culturalist aboard our ship
Sea Adventurer, tells me an elder he knows has a
‘‘shadow’’ wife; only the elder can see her, Kadloo says,
but everyone respects his belief in her.
White men have shadows here too. At times it feels as
if we are stalking them across the tundra. Dozens of souls
perished during centuries of doomed quests to discover
the elusive North West Passage. And now here we are,
chasing their shadows and retracing their routes in 21stcentury comfort.
At Beechey Island, snow-bound and forbidding even
in midsummer, we visit the graves of three members of
quixotic explorer John Franklin’s final, doomed expedition. There are more graves at barren Fort Ross, inhabitants unknown. More still at Dundas Harbour, where
we wander the desperate ruins of a Royal Canadian
Mounted Police outpost. No one is particularly surprised
to learn that, when officers were first stationed here in the
1920s, one committed suicide and another ‘‘accidentally
shot himself in the head’’.
But grim histories are not the only touchstones of this
journey; there are many other, more uplifting, moments.
Adventure Canada’s 116-passenger Sea Adventurer
started cruising the North West Passage in 2009 when
rising polar temperatures and receding ice cover made
the route navigable during the short summer window.

Adventure Canada is now one of six companies offering
intrepid Arctic tourism.
Conditions on board Sea Adventurer are comfortable.
The cabins wouldn’t win any design awards but they have
ensuites, the hot water is seemingly endless and I sleep
like a king on the single bed. Meals are surprisingly well
catered and food is abundant (roasted reindeer is a
particular treat).
For me, the most compelling argument for travelling
with this Canadian-owned company is that most of the
crew and many of the passengers have an infectious
passion for their frozen outback.
‘‘Canadians have a longing for the north. An Arctic
bug,’’ explains author Noah Richler, one of our indispensable guides.
There are 17 expedition staff, almost double the industry standard, from disciplines as diverse as music (homegrown stars Barney Bentall and Charles Spearin entertain our voyage), ornithology, glaciology and literature
(novelist Margaret Atwood is a regular on Adventure
Canada sailings).
Their energy and enthusiasm is a constant of the
15-day voyage. In Greenland’s Uummannaq fjord
system, for example, they layer a bleak morning expedition with rich memories. At Qilakitsoq, a defunct Inuit
settlement 450km above the Arctic Circle, archeologist
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Lisa Rankin is thrilled to be standing at Greenland’s foremost archeological site, where three mummified bodies
lay undiscovered for 500 years until 1972.
Inuit culturalist Lynda Brown’s throat singing and
drumming is amplified by the natural rock amphitheatre
she has chosen as a stage. Filmmaker John Houston runs
a pop-up food stall of sashimi-style minke whale, bought
fresh at the Ilulissat market yesterday. The meat, ironrich and bloody, with a plug of blubber on top, tastes like
the finest quality beef, only better. Botanist Carolyn Mallory doles out herbal breath-fresheners of Arctic sorrel.
After lunch, we reboard Zodiacs to visit Store Glacier,
Greenland’s second most prolific ice machine. The
excursion is a first for Adventure Canada. Staff sport
novelty headwear for the occasion, steering us through
ice slushies in a pink cowboy hat, a jester’s cap ’n’ bells,
and an animal-print topper.
They kill the engines and we commune in silence
before a frosted confection of turrets and towers, a vast
glacial fortress at least 100m high and 2.5km long.
Occasional cannon cracks and thunder booms disturb
the peace as calving icebergs smash into the sea.
Greenland leaves me gobsmacked. Perhaps because it is
not somewhere I’ve ever really thought about, I find it
epic and mesmerising and always surprising.
We stick to the ice-strewn west coast, visiting photogenic communities such as Sisimiuk and Ilulissat, and
spend a glorious morning hiking Karrat Island while a
perimeter guard of gun-toting guides stands sentry
against bears. For lunch, there’s a deck-top barbecue in
an unimaginably romantic setting of dramatic peaks and
a sea cast silver by the sun. In the distance, a glacier
pumps out icebergs the size of football fields.
Greenland is not the only surprise; each new day
brings something totally unexpected. At the Canadian
settlement of Pond Inlet we’re treated to a show of Inuit
games, including a mouth-pulling tug-of-war in which
two youths apparently try to rip each other’s face off. It’s
hilarious to watch.
There is a Hawaiian dress-up party with pina coladas
and a limbo competition during the icy crossing of Baffin
Bay. There is the never-ending wonder of floating ice,
including one enormous tabular iceberg the crew
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estimates is 2.3 nautical miles long. It’s like finding a
shopping mall floating at sea.
And on one particularly chilly afternoon, dozens of us
plunge into the shockingly cold waters of the Canadian
Arctic for an insane but invigorating polar dip.
The biggest surprise comes midway through the voyage when expedition leader Chris Dolder announces we
won’t be completing the North West Passage crossing
after all. By this stage Dolder has become a muchadmired figure. A plucky Brit from Tooting in south London, he is dashing and witty and has an appetite for adventure (and early starts) that keeps us ever on our toes.
So when he announces that the thickest ice in 11 years
has cruelled our hopes of carrying on to Coppermine, it is
clear the news is as disappointing to him as to us. This is
the first time he has had to abort a crossing.
As consolation, Dolder says the crew will take us on
new adventures, to places they have never been. ‘‘We will
be working our backsides off for you.’’
That’s how I end up hiking the gale-swept Ragged
Island until 11pm, the sun low on the horizon, turning hillsides pink and lakes to glass but still refusing to set. And
straining for a glimpse of unicorn horn as narwhals cruise
the mirrored waters of Icy Arm fjord. And stalking a
muskox over a snowy plain above Radstock Bay.
On day 10, as we are steaming towards Croker Bay in
bitter, 50-knot winds that scour the face like frozen sandpaper, a polar bear materialises. It is stranded on the rim

of an iceberg that is shaped like a top hat, as big as an office block and several hundreds of metres ahead on the
port side. I train binoculars at its base and a faintly golden
creature comes into focus, pacing the icy catwalk. It’s a
ludicrous, fanciful sight.
As we edge steadily closer, the beast becomes more
agitated. Its pacing quickens and then, without warning,
the King of the Arctic vanishes. The ice castle is vacant by
the time we cruise by. But minutes later this Houdini of a
bear reappears. On the shore. It has swum across the wild
sea to safety and its white mass is now lumbering up a
small mountain of scree. Not for the first time on this
amazing expedition, I can barely believe my eyes.
Kendall Hill was a guest of Cruise Traveller and the
Canadian Tourism Commission.

Checklist
Qantas and Air Canada partner to fly from mainland
Australian capitals to Toronto. Adventure Canada
charters a Canjet 737-800 to take cruisers to embarkation
points in Greenland or Canada. There will be two
departures this year, on August 12 and 28. From
$US13,295 ($14,764) a person twin-share on the west-toeast route. More: 1800 507 777; cruisetraveller.com.au;
adventurecanada.com; canada.travel.

Fiord escort: Silversea has a seven-day
voyage from Vancouver to Alaska on
Silver Shadow, departing May 22;
cruise the fiords of the Inside Passage
and stop at Ketchikan, Juneau,
Skagway and Sitka prior to
disembarkation at Seward for a scenic
train journey to Anchorage.
Departures are available on other dates
in May and through to August; from
$3750 a person twin-share, allinclusive. More: 1300 306 872;
silversea.com.

(based on earlybird bonus).
More: 1300 737 178; ponant.com.

Fiesta at sea: Mexico, Panama, Peru,
Ecuador, Costa Rica, Nicaragua and
Guatemala are on the agenda in a flycruise holiday from Cruise1st that
includes 30 nights aboard Holland
America Line’s MS Statendam; the
package departs March 14 ex Perth
(from $4549 a person twin-share); or on
March 15, ex Sydney and Melbourne
(from $4499); Brisbane and Adelaide
(from $4549); and Canberra ($4699).
More: 1300 596 345; cruise1st.com.au.

Islands fling: Royal Caribbean
International has deals around the
Caribbean from $1209 a person twinshare; it is also offering free balcony
upgrades and up to $US150 onboard
credits on selected sailings. Allure of
the Seas departs fortnightly from Fort
Lauderdale for Haiti, Jamaica and
Mexico; Oasis of the Seas departs
fortnightly from Fort Lauderdale for St
Maarten, St Thomas and the Bahamas,
while Freedom of the Seas departs
fortnightly from Port Canaveral for St
Maarten, St Thomas and a selection of
ports in the Bahamas.
More: 1800 754 500;
royalcaribbean.com.au.

C’est si bon: French luxury cruise and
expedition line Compagnie du Ponant
has released its 2014-15 program
featuring sister ships Le Boreal,
L’Austral and Le Soleal, each with 132
staterooms and suites; voyages range
from six to 17 nights and introductory
offers for Australian passengers include
30 per cent earlybird discounts and
specials for singles; a 15-night
Indonesian archipelago itinerary from
Bali to Cairns departs December 12 and
starts at $5260 a person twin-share

Passage to Lau: Captain Cook Cruises
Fiji has announced departure dates for
its 11-night Lau Islands Discovery
Cruise; the next cruises sail on April 22
and November 4 with 2015 departures
on April 28, August 4 and November 3.
Earlybird fares start at $3208 a person
twin-share, including comprehensive
cultural excursions.
More: captaincook.com.fj.

Spree and breezy: Claim a $1000
onboard spending credit per cabin or a
stateroom upgrade on a 30-night
Europe package that includes a
24-night cruise on Azamara Journey;
book by February 28 for an August 20
departure. More: ecruising.com.au.
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OUR ALL-INCLUSIVE LIFESTYLE

EXPER I EN CE

• Intimate ship, Silver Shadow,
with just 382 guests

AL ASK AN G R AN D EU R

• All ocean-view suites, over
85% with private verandas
• Butler service for every guest

I N A LL- I N CLUSIV E LUXU RY

• Complimentary wine,
Champagne & spirits
• In-suite bar with your
beverage choices
• Open-seating restaurant
with menu selections by
Relais & Châteaux
• A choice of speciality
restaurants
• Included gratuities

Sawyer Glacier

YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO EXPERIENCE
THE EXTRAORDINARY. THE WORLD OF SILVERSEA .

COMPLIMENTARY SCENIC TRAIN TRANSFER
Guests aboard cruises that begin or end in
Seward will enjoy a 4.5hr scenic train ride
between Seward and Anchorage, along the
Alaskan Kenai Peninsula.

Let Silversea escort you in exquisite style to the ice age wilderness
that is Alaska. Bigger, bolder and more beautiful than you can imagine.
Sailing along an insider’s path through the Inside Passage, see
diamond–blue icebergs, waterfalls and flowers of every colour. Here
you’ll find brown bears, the largest gathering of bald eagles, and more
than half of the world’s humpback whales. Experience Alaska’s grandeur
up close and in person aboard an intimate Silversea Alaska cruise.
May to September 2014. Voyages of 7-11 days from $3,750 per person.

S I LV E RS E A .CO M

Fares are cruise-only, quoted in Australian Dollars, per person, double occupancy, are correct at
time of going to print and may rise as the sailing date approaches. Terms & Conditions apply.

Silver Shadow

For more information, or a copy of
Silversea’s Alaska brochure, please contact
your travel professional or Silversea on
1300 306 872 or asiap@silversea.com

