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PART I 

BY NORMAN TENNENT 

T 8.30 A.M. on Sunday, July 9, nine days out from Copenhagen, 
we sighted Cape Farewell. Snowpeaks were just discernible as 
white arrowheads pointing to the sky behind the morning mist. 

Features and shapes like the Coolins in winter became clearer as we 
closed the land. They were spectacular enough to be Dolomites, but 
their setting of blue-green seas and brilliant glaciers was finer than the 
lands of the south-east Tyrol. They are unclimbed : nothing has been 
done in the area since the original survey made by Gino W atkins from 
an open boat. 

We landed three days later at Holsteinborg on the west coast, 30 
miles within the Arctic Circle. It was a highly developed settlement ; 
along the foreshore were oil tanks, storehouses, a canning factory and a 
boatyard. 

The individual members of the expedition found different interests 
on shore, but the rocks were the concern of all six of us ; Dr. Drever, 
MacKenzie and Wyllie subjected them to serious scientific study, whilst 
Dr. Slesser, Ransley and myself, who according to the scientists repre
sented ' the purely recreational side,' used them for frivolous though 
athletic pursuits. 

For us the most attractive thing within a mile or two was a z,soo ft. 
peak, known as' The Old Woman's Hat.' The peculiar atmosphere of 
the harbour caused by absence of drains and presence of whale was left 
behind as we climbed up through the settlement. It was like setting 
off from a remote AI pine village. The track wound steeply up to,iVards · 
the snowfield on the brim below the rock-cone of the' hat,' and between 
chalet-like huts, painted bright colours, with their shutters and .frames 
picked out in white. 

The sun was shining from a hazeless sky, and 've \Vould have been 
warm enough without our anoraks and sweaters, but we had to wear 
them as protection against mosquitoes ; goggles and mitts were 
needed to break through their heaviest concentration in the bogs. 
Once they had tasted blood there was no escaping them, although 
we climbed to the ridge with desperate speed. When finally we had 
to stop for a rest we set alight the turf, encircling ourselves with fire. 

It was like a balmy day at the southern end of Skye. From the end 
of the ridge we looked down upon the harbour and out across the 
skerries. Two fishing boats introduced by the progressively minded 
Danes looked like water spiders as they pushed a ripple in front of them 
across the motionless water into the bay. Jagged rock peaks and 
range upon range of distinctive shapes lay beyond the islands to the 
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south. Closer details too were reminiscent of Scotland. In sheltered 
corners were familiar friends from the Highland moors and hilltops: 
rock-rose, blue gentian, saxifrage, mountain avens and moss campion. 
There were many more, and the only ones we had not already met were 
the Greenland poppy and the dwarf willow. , 

The ridge ahead up to the final top had a step in it which overhung 
for a height of 20ft. It could be turned to the north where the snow
field lay not far below ; on the south siq.e, however, was a face cutting 
near-vertically d·own to the fiord. I reached the place first and after 
one look went to the northern end of the ledge, telling Slesser that I 
wanted to photograph him climbing. I did not think he would do it, 
but at the start there was a detached flake and a crack 4 ft. wide 
going straight up above it, with a small spike to the right. Using the 
spike as his only hold, he moved smoothly up and around the corner on 
to the south face. I followed, not at all sure. of myself in. borrowed 
hobnail boots, and soon found 200 ft. of smooth slab below, and the 
sparkling fiord, very close in, another 2,ooo ft. b.eyond. I edged along 
a 2-inch wide ledge, very glad of the rope from above in lieu of 
handholds, and scrambled over two steps formed of rounded blocks to 
regain the crest of the ridge. We did not linger on the summit because 
the mosquitoes were delighted to meet us again after our spell in the 
breezes of the south face. Below us was a tongue of snow from the 
northern snowfield. We leapt for it, goaded into precipitate action, 
and glissaded for zoo ft. The pests were taken by surprise and we 
had five minutes of bliss whilst we crossed the snow. A~ we began to 
descend the buttress which flanked the ridge they caught us again, and 
at the same time we landed in trouble of a different kind. During the 
climb we had not made sure of our retreat, and on the line of descent 
we had chosen, we found ourselves on steep, outward sloping, wet, 
loose and dirty rocks. We roped up, forced to move one at a time. 
The others seemed inordinately slow as I waited in frantic torment, but 
steadiness of movement was needed to avoid cracking skulls. Down on 
the marsh we half walked, half ran, arms going like windmills till we 
reached the quay to wait for a boat to take us to our fleshpot which lay 
at anchor in the bay. 

It took nearly five days to reach Jacobshav'n from Holsteinborg. 
Here Slesser, Ransley and I went ashore to see the snout of the great 
glacier which juts into the sea a short distance to the south. From the 
harbour we crossed to the mouth of the fiord over a narrow strip of land 
where cotton grass grew beside the pools. Its whole length of approxi
mately 12 miles was packed solidly with a welter of bergs and floes. 
Further out where the ice was not confined by the peninsulas of land it 
spread right out to the horizon. Floes were being swirled along in a 
strong current .close to the land, their underwater parts worn into weird 
shapes and shining up from the depths with a green translucence. The 
noise was continuous fizzing like newly uncorked champagne came 
from the brash ice, and the breaking up of icebergs was like high-calibre 
gunfire followed by thunderous ru.mbling. 
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All was still and silent that night, however, when Slesser and I camped 
some eight miles further inland on the highest hilltop we could find. 
At midnight I took the first two-hour watch with the cine-camera, which 
we had brought in the hope of filming a considerable movement, such 
as a calving, of the glacier. Though nothing of the sort happened our 
night out proved a valuable experience. 

Within a few hours we were at sea and northward bound again. 
Less than a day's sailing up the Vigat between Disco Island and the 
mainland brought us to Umanak Fiord and the ~slana of Umanak a 
jagged rock-comb between s,ooo and 6,ooo ft. high. Here we had 
·to disembark from our motor vessel Tikerak and wait for a day unti~ 
a schooner came to take us further northward. 

With the prospect of some time on hand Slesser and I turned 
binoculars, telescopes, and all our attention on the peak. It had been 

_ climbed only once by Dr. Sorge and Gorgi of the 1932 German Film 
Expedition. They had spent six days reconnoitring, and, I believe, 
had found the line of least resistance somewhere at the western end of 
the mountain. We had no option but to go straight at it from the 
settlement which lay at the eastern end. Looking at the mountain en 
face from wh~re we were, we had no means of judging its difficulti~s, 
hut we could be certain of plenty of rock-climbing. . 

The vegetation of the whale-back country we crossed for perhaps 
two miles was sparser than it had been at Holsteinsborg or J acobshav'n, 
and there were no mosquitoes. Clin1hing started practically at sea
level. We began at once to scramble up fairly steep, rough, clean 
rock. A narrow black band ran across the face at a third of its height. 
We hoped this band might provide the horizontal connection between a 
gully in the lower section and one in the upper two-thirds, which were 
separated by zoo yards in horizontal distance. The upper gully ended 
at a corner of the easternmost peak, a few hundred feet below its summit. 
Whatever lay immediately around the corner was hidden, but we could 
see the main ridge rising up in a series of sharp pinnacles to the very 
highest top to the westward. 

The lower gully went without difficulty, and at the top, where it cut 
through the black band, we found, as we had hoped, that a broad 
terrace ran westward: eastward, the ledge petered out against the face. 
The ledge was on the average a yard wide and held outward sloping 
debris. There was a glorious view of snowpeaks to the south, some of 
':"hich had been climbed by Whymper, and the icebergs glittered like 
sequins on the dark blue waters. The fact that our traverse was a walk, 
made it to us none the less a great route. _ 

Reaching the. end of the ~pper gully from the terrace was easy. We 
c~?.ose to climb it by a spine of rock to one · side rather than by the 
central screes. Slesser said it was as good as Chamonix granite after 
he had moved ~asily and confidently round an awkward nose where I 
wasted ten minutes. Otherwis~ our gully took us up a thousand feet 
without difficulty, and when we finally perched ourselves on a small 
pinnacle at its top we saw round the corner that a scramble would 
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bring us to the main ridge·. Beyond were two spectacular spires, then 
overtopping them another, as graceful and slender as Salisbury's. 

Had we turned back from that point neither of us would have been 
less than completely satisfied. We did not dream at the time of 
climbing directly up that sublime admonishing finger, and hoped to 
turn it to the right : meantime the ridge offered interesting and perhaps 
exciting climbing. At 12.30 P.M. we stopped to eat my lunch for 
Slesser had none. · 

The ridge was a thin blade of rock. It looked quite possible to throw 
a stone into the sea on the northern side. We had climbed the south 
side of the eastern peak: its opposite face was an Soo-metre vertical 
wall as smooth as a draughtsman's straight-edge. 

Two or three pinnacles led to the final spire. Here we roped up 
and at a 6-ft. gap in the ridge Slesser leapt across without hesita
tion : I preferred to bridge it 2~ ft. lower. The small tower beyond on 
which he had landed and over which I had to climb was scarcely more 
stable than a house of cards. On turning the next pinnacle to the 
northward side by a ledge of fractured outward-leaning blocks, we 
reached the crest immediately below the final spire. 

Further progress looked impossible. Smooth gleaming slabs of 
great height lined the couloir to the left, and the steep northern face 
where the dip was the wrong way looked equally hopeless. The spire 
seemed more formidable than ever, and foreshortened as it was we 
could see almost its whole height. But we must climb or retreat, and 
Slesser thought he saw a ridge running diagonally from right to left 
ending well up the tower. 

From where we were the features of the face were difficult to discern, 
owing to the flatness of the light, so it was not until we had worked 
zoo ft. along the northward side that we knew the ridge was certainly . 
there. Tucked in behind it was a recess, somewhat like Agag's Groove 
on Buchaille Etive Mor, only very much less stable. Slesser moved 
like a cat, however, and I blessed him for the phenomenally small 
number of stones he sent down. Leading through,- we reached the 
end of the groove in three· 120-ft. run-outs. The belay point at the top 
was an airy one. Slesser's Leap and th~ cairn we had built on the tower 
bey.pnd it looked a long way below. , . 

Above, a groove well provided with holds went straight up. On 
finding that the zo-ft. chimney beyond was blocked with a large 
chockstone and that the whole face curled out in overhangs, I returned. 
S~esser, however, was made of sterner stuff. He climbed the chimney 
and brought me up. On the left were overhanging slabs; above, the 
roof of the niche in which we were belayed thrust out like the bow of a 
boat ; the profile on the right was Mr. Punch to the life but much more 
than life-size. I clambered on to the chin, but finding it and the nose 
above to be very insecure stage properties, I again returned. This time 
Slesser too admitted defeat. It seemed neither the time nor place to 
tackle such a severe and strenuous pitch with no known easier way down . 
We had been going hard for nearly eight hours. 
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The German cairn was in sight, only zoo ft. higher, but we could not 
reach it. Yet we were both satisfied with a glorious climb, and ha~ 
enough strength in reserve to find the descent both exhilarating and 
enjoyable. . 

On being told at our base, N ugatsuaq, that we were to relax there for 
perhaps a week, a part of the ' purely recreational ' element became 
restive. Drever knew how to cope with the situation, however, from 
previous knowledge of the district. He craftily told us to climb the 
s,ooo-ft. Snaehoetten to see how much ice lay in the fiords. It was a 
climb of thousands of feet up loose shale in thick mist. Ransley and I 
were suffering from lassitude caused by too many seal rissoles. Even 
the wild flowers looked desiccated on that featureless and uninteresting 
climb. Four hours on the treadmill brought us to a flat stony plateau 
many square miles in area, with the summit an insignificant I ,ooo-ft. 
pimple in the middle. . Leaving the heavy cine-camera, which as part 
of our fatigue we had had to carry, we toiled up more rubble and soft 
snow, to reach the top at 1 A.M. . 

The mist vvas below us now, filling the fiords on all sides, like a golden 
fleece. Sticking through it were range. after range of dark jagged 
peaks waiting to be climbed. Just to look at them was a cathartic after 
our bilious climb. 

The descent was, if possible, worse, though we reached the camp soon 
after 4 · A.M. There were signs that the others had not been long in 
bed, but although Slesser fired a shotgun to signify our safe return the 
snoring did not falter. The just were sleeping as they should, worn 
out after an all-night party in the house of a local trader. 

Our plans included glaciological investigations on the Rinks and 
Umiamako glaciers, reputed to be two of the fastest moving glaciers in 
the world. . Slesser, with the assistance of Ransley who set up a mid
way camp, reached the upper Umiamako glacier by a IS-mile-long 
glacier-less valley, called Kugssinersuaq. Ransley, Wyllie (the 
glaciologist), and I examined its snout from the side of the fiord, from 
which we were able to fix its position and extent, but not to make close 
observations. It was not such an active glacier as the Rinks, which 
itself choked the neighbouring fiords at regular intervals of about a 
fortnight with discharges of ice. Time was slipping away and the 
retinue of natives we had expected to carry our gear had not material
ised, so that on July 30 we were looking at mountainous piles of gear, 
scientific and otherwise, which would have to be back-packed up the 
valley. According to reports the world's worst moraines and glacier 
torrents lay between us and the upper Umiamako glacier. We had 
sledges, however, which though useless here, might be used to transport 
our baggage up a subsidiary glacier and over the edge of the ice-cap to 
the upper Rinks glacier. Though manpower was needed to pull them 
-a grim prospect for some of us the idea was approved. Our four 
Greenlanders could help us on the first stage. 

Ransley, Slesser, Wyllie, three of the natives, and myself set off that 
very day. Though Greenlanders are cheerful as. irresponsible. boys just 
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out of school, we knew we were in capable hands. They knew the fiords 
from their hunting trips, and could be relied on, if anyone could be, to get 

· us safely through the ice in ou_r outboard motor boat. Better travelling 
companions would be hard to find, provided you do not want to reach 
any~here particular at a certain time. If, however, they suspect you or 
if . they are not getting enough fun out of what is being done they will 
leave you to it. Their good humour never failed, in fact the bigger the 
disaster, the more they laughed a somewhat provoking reaction to the 
more practically minded. When MacKenzie's tent· blew away he had 
to go in pursuit of it himself, the natives over whom it had been erected 
being too hilarious to be helpful. 

With Drever and MacKenzie they turned back eight miles up the 
subsidiary glacier, the J ohanne's Brae, by which we were approaching 
the Rinks glacier. We had taken just a week from the time of establish
ing our camp at the glacier's snout. Ransley, Slesser, Wyllie and I 
covered the remaining 25 miles or so, up the glacier, acr!JSS the 6,ooo-ft. · 
ice-cap plateau, and over an unknown glacier, to our Rinks glacier camp 
in a day and two nights. 

At ·the edge of the plateau we had been surprised to find that a 
glacier, three miles wide, lay between us and the Rinks. There was no 
possibility of taking the sledges further, which meant we would have 
to make two trips, carrying very heavy loads, before we could start 
work. We had had a severe buffeting from terrific winds on the plateau 
and only the cold prevented us from faUing asleep there and then. 
The best line of descent we could find was a very steep gully filled with 
loose angular rocks, which were unstable. With our loads of nearly 
a hundredweight each: we all had many hard falls. Once whilst I 
was lying like a beetle on its back without the strength to rise, the 
contemplation of a cushion of moss campion gave me great pleasure. 
Otherwise we were too acutely aware of the power of nature in our 
surroundings to appreciate its beauty. We looked at the view ; it was 
magnificent, and we were the first people ever to see it; but we did 
not care. Not even the sun shining from between the spinning clouds 
overcame our weariness. The immense Rinks basin ahead; the lifeless 
continent of the ice-cap to the right ; the mountain ridge which looked 
like Mont Blanc de Courmayeur, received but cursory glances. 

We_ chose to bring our second loads down a wide couloir. Whilst 
negotiating the crevasses at the top, my leg went through up to the 
knee in a narrow crack. Being last on a tight rope and in t~e act of 
traversing, I was given a hard jerk from the three below, and, with the 
weight of my load, fell awkwardly. The 3 ,ooo ft. down the gully, and the 
five-odd miles to our camp, I have cause to regard as the longest journey 
I have ever made. As I limped into camp with my load of ironmongery, 
blocks and tackles, cameras, tripods and bamboo poles I realised what 
scientific expeditiOJ?.S meant. I remembered a warm spring afternoon, 
when sitting in a beautiful St. Andrews garden, we had calmly discussed 
whether tubular steel scaffolding would be better than the bamboos for 
glacier markers. 
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Near our tents the Rinks glacier joined the unknown glacier. -We 
were situated at the mid-point of the funnel-shaped glacier valley of the 
Rinks, at z,soo ft. The glacier basin broadened out to a width of 
about 10 miles to the north-west, where it mounted up to the 6,ooo-ft. 
level of the ice-cap. On either side of the narrowed 3-mile-wide neck 
through which it flowed to the fiord were nunataks which grew in height 
to the westward until they formed the flanks of mountains of over 5 ,ooo ft . 

During our week at the Rinks camp, there were only two days when 
it did not either rain or snow. This in addition to our short stay and the 
inaccessibility of the camp from our base, seriously hampered the glacio
logical work. Slesser, Ransley, and Wyllie gave themselves little respite, 
however, and it was often not until several hours after the glacier had been 
blotted out in the swirling snow or mist that they returned to camp. 

·wyllietook rubbings from the walls of crevasses to determine crystal 
sizes at various points on the glacier: Ransley and Slesser measured the 
daily movement of the glacier by fixing with a theodolite the position of 
two markers which had been erected, one at the centre and the other 
half-way between the first and the margin of the glacier. 

When we were due to start back to base the weather settled down to 
do its worst. By that time, however, enough observations had been 
made to determine the speed of the glacier accurately it was found to 
be 25 ft. a day opposite the camp. 

Food began to run short so we restricted ourselves to quarter rations, 
but there was no chance of starting in a wind that was strong enough to 
blow Ransley and Slesser off their feet when they tried to reach their 
trigonometrical station soo ft. above the camp. 

At last when ·we did leave, visibility was so yards, and we had not a 
dry thread of cloth between us. We did not look forward to the icy 
winds of the plateau : other miseries of the journey out remained with 
us in harsh distinctness of detail. There were only three clear days 
until our rendezvous with a boat at the fiord where it could not linger 
because of the danger of the Rinks glacier calving for we had taken 
ten days on the outward journey. No one had sympathy to spare for me, 
and I was told I had better not keep them back. Until the last stage 
of the journey I did not dare to limp if there was anyone behind me. 

By the afternoon ~f the third day our base camp was in sight. The 
few hours that we took to cover the distance were packed with enough 
suffering to equal the whole week we had spent on it at the outset. There 
had been a covering of firn on the lower glacier then ; in the present 
thaw condition the surface was slippery, wet, and dirty. We jolted 
through the ruts and over the hummocks many of them 10 ft. high 
or more while one man heaved the sledge and another tried to guide it 
from the rear. A pair of shafts broke, making one sledge more difficult 
to manreuvre : loads shifted and had to be re-packed. We kept going 
steadily, however, and in four hours reached the glacier snout. Shortly 
afterwards, from the stern of the Danish ketch as she sailed down the 
fiord, we watched until the gleaming icebergs had closed their ranks 
between us and the Rinks glacier and the Johanne's Brae. 
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