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I
can hear the Arctic exhaling. Breath
flows from it in a long, melodic lament.
It pops and fizzes deep inside ice floes,
fissuring their innards until they slowly
pull apart. I can see the Arctic exhaling,
too. Breath freckles the tundra beneath

pools of melted ice, a blanket slowly unpicked
as, one by one, the bubbles detach from their
mooring and float to the water's surface. They
hover momentarily, then (pop!) break open
and dissolve on the air.

Summer has arrived, and the top of the
world is glowing. The sun won't set until Sep-
tember. Light bounces off the snow-streaked
peaks and glacial valleys of Spitsbergen, the
largest island in the Norwegian archipelago
of Svalbard. Enfolded somewhere in this
white-out are the fabled creatures we've come
to see.

ªYou have to really scout to earn the right
to see wildlife,º cautions David Berg, expedi-
tion leader on Lindblad Expedition's National
Geographic Explorer. ªFinding a needle in
a haystack is easy compared to finding wild-
life in this huge archipelago, and in a habitat
of ice.º

But this place has already contradicted him
for as we set sail from Svalbard's port of Long-
yearbyen yesterday we noticed white nubs
bobbing on the fjord. They weren't nuggets of
ice but beluga whales, a pod of five or more
breaking the dark surface in what appeared to
be a thrilling send-off. 

Last night, after I'd been rocked into a
sleep so tranquillising nothing could shake
me from it, passengers more vigilant than me
had been alerted by megaphone to the pres-
ence of humpback whales. 

Now we're cruising into the mouth of Bell-
sund fjord on Spitsbergen's west coast, peer-
ing through binoculars and willing a polar
bear to walk into the frame. 

But this landscape gives away nothing ex-
cept for the dimpling of water where a fulmar
floats, her gut heaving as she produces oil
with which to spray her foes, and the flash of
black against blue sky Ð a barnacle goose in
rapid-fire flight. 

An islet has appeared like a blockage in the
neck of the fjord; ªHalt!º it seems to say. An-
choring just shy of it, we take Zodiacs to a bay

named Varsol Bukta. ªSunshine Bay,º Berg
says, ªa promising name.º 

And, indeed, the perspective from onshore
is vibrant and rousing; it animates a landscape
that had appeared, from the ship's deck, to be
one-dimensional and toneless, a black-and-
white slide show of water and rock. Standing
now within these folds of land I see clearly a
pebbled shore giving way to tundra mottled
gold with shrubby sunburst lichen; tundra
slopes up towards basaltic rubble and morphs
into a luminescent green cliff-face nourished
by a waterfall of guano. Above us, thousands
of little auks beat their wings, proud, it seems,
of their horticultural achievement. 

Stooping, I notice specimens laid out on
the ground as though curated for exhibition:
tufts of reindeer fur; bleached antlers; savaged
bones; driftwood washed up from Siberia
(there are no trees on the tundra); and a gar-
land of kelp marooned onshore, its suffocated
anchor root flailing at the sky. 

ªThe biggest forest in the Arctic is under-
water,º says undersea specialist Maya San-

tangelo, cradling the kelp in her hand.
ªThings that photosynthesise in the ocean
provide half the oxygen we breathe.º

The ocean's exhalations are invisible but
its relentlessly rising temperature is evi-
denced by the dearth of sea ice in this fjord.
Although framed by a row of impressive gla-
cier-oozing valleys, the ocean adjoining its
shores is liquescent; it shimmers beneath the
sparkling sky. 

ªWe are on our way towards an ice-free
Arctic sometime this century,º says Robert
Jacobel, former principal investigator with
the US Antarctic Research Program and
guest speaker onboard NG Explorer.

The melting has begotten melting. As the
reflective swath concealing these waters turns
dark, it absorbs solar energy and liquefies fur-
ther still. Even the Global Seed Vault, a sub-
terranean facility in Longyearbyen where
millions of frozen seeds are safeguarded
against global calamity, isn't immune from
threat. In 2016, meltwater seeped into the
vault's entrance tunnel; mercifully, no seeds

were lost. As for glaciers, Jacobel says, they're
stagnating or receding everywhere in the
world except for a tiny pocket in the western
Himalayas. 

ªIf you want to see a glacier, if you want
your kids to see a glacier, go now,º he exhorts.

Chastened, we scan the valleys for more
glaciers, visualise the inexorable thaw of the
permafrost undergirding this landscape, will
slabs of sea ice to manifest before us so that
we might see polar bears skating along them.

ªYou need suitable ice for females to sur-
vive after winter,º explains Lindblad Expedi-
tions naturalist Carl Erik Kilander. ªIf there's
no sea ice outside the female's denning area
after she gives birth, she won't be able to
find food.º 

We're in search of the sea ice forecast by
weather charts early next morning as we sail
into Storfjoden, but the anticipated smashing
of it against the ship's hull is curiously absent.

We might as well be in the Mediterranean,
so unblemished is the sea. But our persistence
pays off, for in the late afternoon we spy a
dark smudge moving across a ribbon of ice
strung out in the shadow of a mountain: a
polar bear marching from bay to bay, scouting
for ringed seals and their newborn pups.
Though barely discernible to the naked eye,
his presence is reassuring; there is life after all
amid this foreboding white-out. 

It takes the promise of further such sight-
ings to animate passengers aboard NG Ex-
plorer, for it's too easy to sink into the
library's deep chairs and lose ourselves in
tales of epic Arctic expeditions as the world
we're reading about glides by. There's always
a sumptuous meal to be eaten in the dining
room, an afternoon tea set out in the bistro,
cocktails being mixed in the bar. We could co-
coon ourselves for days inside this warm cap-
sule as it slices through the freeze. 

But Berg's exhortations to fasten our eyes
to the landscape grow ever more urgent, for
deep inside the channel we find substantial
ice at last, glossy chunks drifting like vessels,
brash ice turning water to slush, sheets
stretched like plate-glass between the bays.

Next day we alight on the island of Edge-
oya to find a perfect polar bear paw print,
yawning in its circumference. Nearby, a herd
of obstreperous walruses jostles for space,
their formlessness delineated by protruding
tusks and whiskers sharp as nails. 

They're an omen, for that afternoon two
polar bears appear like a prophecy: a mother
striding resolutely along the shore-fast ice,
her cub gambolling behind her. He's the pic-
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