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We arrived in Tromsø to bitterly cold, severe gale 
force winds. The yacht was excellent, 75ft long with 
three oil fired heaters and a wide deck to work her 
in safety. Our two bunk cabin was at the stern and 
I was relieved that Olivier immediately offered an 
extra sleeping bag and blankets to add to my –10°C 
bag, which just wasn’t up to the challenge.

Our first trip was from Tromsø, through the 
inner fjords north and east, to Lyngen, a spur of the 
mainland (P2). This was a cold motor sail and I was 
very grateful for the complete all round canopy that 
had been fitted to sail the North West Passage. She 

has an extensive library of books on 
polar exploration and it was daunting 
to be on a yacht that is one of the 
first (of the still very few) that have 
sailed the Passage - particularly when 
reading of the many explorers who 
had paid such a high price in their 
attempts in the past.

Nevertheless, even in these 
sheltered waters it was a cold job to 
forsake the modest comfort of the 
canopy to scrape the sleet off the 
windscreen to see our way ahead 
and we were grateful to reach our 
destination of Lyngen. 

The Barents Sea
After a day the weather had 
moderated and we headed north 
beyond the shelter of the fjords into the Barents 
Sea. Shaking sleet off the warps before coiling them 
forced me to change my usual strategy. Normally I 
take gloves off to handle gear so they are dry when 
I want them, but in these conditions I reverted 
to a pair of thermal gloves under a pair of red 
builder’s gloves from a DIY shop. I think they make 
an excellent combination as you can have spare 
thermals drying ready to rotate into use and the 
builders gloves are wind and waterproof at about £2 
a pair.

Once clear of Arnöy and Fuglöy we were out in 
the Barents Sea and settled into watches of three 
hours on and six off. As a volunteer on Tall Ships 
Youth Trust Challenger Yachts this is a real luxury 
and it was reassuring to know I had plenty of time 

to thaw out and rest before the next watch.  The 
crew consisted of Skipper (Olivier), Mate (Giles) 
and Cook (Tony) with nine of us making up the 
passage crew. Robert and I were teamed with 
Dominique who, thankfully, had a good grasp of 
English. Everyone but the two of us were French so 
by and large that was the language spoken. We have 
a smattering of French but I wouldn’t recommend 
the trip to a single non-French-speaking sailor, as 
it could be quite lonely. The crew were competent 
sailors, all with either their own boats or plenty of 
sea time from other trips. I don’t think it’s the place 
for a first time sail.

We met a head wind and a quartering sea left over 
from the previous gales making an uncomfortable 
passage over the shallow Nordvest Banken as we 
cleared the North Cape of Norway, already beyond 
70° N (P3). The wide, airy saloon had been excellent 
in harbour but now needed a sturdy rope strung 

across to prevent us being thrown about. The 
weather was cold and grey with no discernible 
horizon in any direction. Taking half hour shifts on 
the helm we saw little in the way of shipping and I 
experimented with various combinations of clothing 
until I had on all the thermals I had brought and 
was now very nearly warm. We were really grateful 
for Tony’s copious supply of flasks of hot tea and 
strong coffee.

Fish for tea
By early Thursday morning we were approaching 
the Southern tip of Bear Island and all agreed there 
had to be a misspelling as the only word for the 
place was ‘bare’. On the East side of the island huge 
broken cliffs of Antarctic fjellet give way to a deep 
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with various 
combinations of 
clothes until I 
had on all the 
thermals i’d 
brought.”

An Inauspicious 
Start

bay offering superb anchorage that is fully sheltered 
from the west. A long island called Makeholmen 
dominates a spur of islands running from the north 
closing the bay to swell from the NE making it the 
only place to be on this barren coast. Just further 
north the tallest mountain, Miseryfjellet Urd nears 
2000ft giving an idea of the scale here, yet the rest 
of the island is a low plateau strewn with lakes. 

Despite it being broad daylight at 3am we all went 
to bed except Robert who fancied a spot of fishing. 
We rose the following morning to the prospect of 
an excellent fresh cod dinner (note: fishing in the 
bay itself is not permitted).

Sea Ice
By late Saturday evening we were approaching 
Sorkapp an island to the south of Spitsbergen but 
the sea ice was far too dense. The Norwegian Met 
Office issue a daily ice chart and that is vital reading 
for anyone sailing in this region. We had known in 
advance where the ice would be and despite being 
driven west we were confident we would be able to 
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Bear (or should that be ‘bare’) Island. 

turn north to run up the coast. Nevertheless, it was a 
great photo opportunity for those not on ice watch 
and I’m grateful to Francoise and Isobelle for their 
sharp photographs in such grey conditions. Wildlife 
thrives in these cold waters and we saw seals lazing 
on the floes whilst dolphins zipped underneath. 
Whales signalled their presence with blow spouts 
before rolling slowly over and flicking their tails in 
the air. After a while the ice became just more ice 
and the duty watch were abandoned as everyone 
off-watch sought warmth below.

The sea ice extended from the eastern coast, 
round the Southern tip of Spitsbergen and some 
way north leaving Hornsund completely icebound 
and inaccessible. We continued north up the West 
Coast of Spitsbergen past miles of snow-covered 
mountains of Wedel Yarlsberg Land before Bellsund 
finally opened up clear of ice to the east of us. 

Bellsund is the outer fjord leading to two huge 
fjords and is separated from inner Mijenfjorden 
by a narrow island of Akseloya. Fortunately there 
is passage round both ends with the north being 
much cleaner so we headed for a northern feeder 
fjord called Fridtjohamna where we anchored. Here 
I learned another navigational lesson. Looking at the 
actual ice wall where the glacier tumbled into the 
sea just didn’t match the chart and disorientated 
me. But it’s obvious when you think about it; the 
ice wall changes with the seasons amplified by 
the climatic changes over the years making for a 
highly mobile coast. Once that was clear in my 
head I could recognise the dramatic scenery with 
Ytterdalsgubben towering 3000ft to the west 
surrounded by a chain of more modest 2000ft peaks 
with equally unpronounceable names.

Robert with his 3am cod.

The ever-changing glacier. 

Southern Star at rest pre-voyage.


