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To the readerYou are holding a book about a trek to the North Pole that made Finnish polar expedition history. Our seven-man team 
skied from the Canadian coast to the geographical North Pole in two months. We truly put our all into the effort. It was 

the most extreme physical and mental challenge any of  us had ever encountered. Skiing to the North Pole was also our dream.

With this book, we hope to share what we experienced amidst ice fields and extremely cold temperatures. Our stories from 
along the way tell about our feelings and thoughts as we skied northward, searching for a way through the rubble ice. The 
book includes infoboxes and appendices that tell about our preparations and provide background. Its large photographs 

introduce you to the vast Arctic ice field. Photography in the far north is also an extreme activity. Your fingers freeze while 
you’re handling the equipment and the cold discharges the batteries; warmth inside the tent produces condensation inside the 
camera. Despite these challenges, I believe that the photographs convey a true sense of  the trials of  Arctic exploration and 

allow you to appreciate the uniqueness of  the Arctic Ocean.

We took on an arctic challenge. Our extensive and careful preparations provided a solid 
foundation for reaching our goal. During our expedition, we endured hardship and were often 

pushed to our physical limits. Over and over again, we all wondered to ourselves how much 
farther our motivation would take us. Together, as a team, we eventually reached our goal and 

planted the Finnish flag on the geographical North Pole.              .  

I hope that our experiences will help you on your own treks and expeditions and that our story 
will inspire you to face your own challenges and make your dreams come true.

I want to thank everyone who helped us to succeed and especially those who made this 
book possible. I want to thank the members of  our expedition for their great company during 

the expedition and for their help in making this book. I am especially grateful to Henkku, the leader of  our 
expedition and my friend, for providing his support for this book project. 

I am deeply grateful to my family: my wife Kirsi and our children Rasmus, Reetta and Laura. Their patience was put to an 
unfair test many times during the preparations, the expedition and also the book project.

Nurmijärvi, 29 april 2007,  
twelve months after reaching the North Pole.

Kari Poppis Suomela



SUMMARYThe North Pole Expedition of  the Airborne Ranger Club of  Finland reached the geographic North Pole on 29 April 2006 
at 16.31GMT. It was the first Finnish expedition to ski to the North Pole without external assistance. Only 32 people in the 

world have achieved this goal. 

Our seven-man expedition left Ward Hunt in northern Canada on 5 March 2006. It took 54 days and 23 hours to complete the ski 
trek of  more than 800 kilometres (some 500 miles). The greatest challenges faced by the expedition proved to be fatigue and lack of  
sleep. Progress during the two-month journey was slowed by severe cold of  –45 degrees Celsius, vast areas of  almost impassable pack 
ice and frequent breaks in the ice that the expedition had to cross by floating their sledges or by swimming. Overcoming tribulations 
of  this kind further strengthened morale and team spirit. 

The journey was preceded by two arduous years of  preparations. Apart from practical arrangements, there were product development 
projects to be worked on with equipment manufacturers, and these took up a great deal of  time. Physical training extended right up 
to departure. The best practice turned out to be dragging a 25-30 kilogram automobile tyre along a fitness path or gravel road. We 
practised pulling for five hours a week. 

The final stage in the preparations took place in the Inuit village of  Resolute Bay in northern Canada. The expedition spent a week 
and a half  there adjusting to the frigid conditions, putting the finishing touches to their equipment and packing the weekly food sacks.

Extreme cold tested the expedition during the first two weeks of  skiing. Serious frostbite was avoided by constant protection of  
hands and faces. Otherwise, the numbing cold did not really hinder daily routines. The few hours of  daylight were used efficiently for 
skiing. At camps work was conducted with headlamps. 

Progress was very slow as snow crunched under skis and sledge runners at temperatures close to -50 degrees Celsius. The powerful 
drag created by snow friction and ten-metre high piles of  pack ice forced the expedition to reduce the weight in the sledges by half. 
The only alternative left was to advance by splitting the loads and then doing each two-hour leg twice. As a result of  all this coming 
and going, many hours of  skiing were recorded, but the distance traversed was reduced to a few kilometres per day. Fortunately, each 
kilometre travelled brought the expedition that much closer to its destination. 

According to the carefully planned schedule, the expedition should have covered longer distances each day. Expectations of  more 
even ice grew. Eventually, the continuous pack ice yielded to a jigsaw puzzle of  flat ice floes. On the ice field the edges of  the big floes 
rubbed together, converting the pack ice into a transition zone that sometimes seemed virtually impassable. Skiing developed a rhythm 
based on the flat stretches and the pack ice, and the distances traversed in a day increased to more than 10 kilometres. All the while, 
each day was 45 minutes longer than the previous one and by the end of  March the expedition was able to enjoy ‘night-less nights’. 

The loads in the sledges decreased daily by 1.5 kilos as food and fuel rations diminished. This gradually sped up the pace. From the 
25th of  March the expedition no longer had to split the sledge loads in two. 

New breaks appeared constantly between the ice floes. Skiing on weak ice required care and new areas of  open water slowed progress. 
After taking stock of  the situation, we usually went on by jumping across the cracks, using the sledges as bridges or ferries, or 
swimming in dry suits. On a few crossings this didn’t succeed and the Arctic Swimming Club acquired new members. 

Towards the end, the distances travelled daily became significantly longer. Workdays stretched and the target distance was set at more 
than 20 kilometres of  skiing. As the last three weeks of  the trek began, there were still 500 kilometres to the destination. The schedule 
was extremely tight; it required 13-hour days and 24 kilometres of  skiing per day.

The North Pole was approached slowly but surely, relying on cooperation and resolve, and also on the motivation of  each individual 
member. At last we were covering ground at an even pace that kept us on schedule. There was no margin for setbacks or extra days 
off  for maintenance and rest. To keep on schedule and to ensure arrival at the Pole on time, the expedition had to make choices and 
sacrifices. The amount of  rest was further reduced, but without compromising on safety.

During the final week, fatigue and lack of  sleep during the previous month and a half  were already slowing us down. We managed 
to log 33 to 35 kilometres each day, however, and could sense the closeness of  the Pole. During the final two days, Mother Nature 
intervened and challenged the expedition to a harrowing final spurt. We staggered in the face of  a storm-force headwind that drove 
the ice southward. For every three kilometres advanced, the ice took us one kilometre in the opposite direction. 

In the end, we reached the North Pole with pure Finnish sisu or guts after 24 hours of  continuous skiing. Arrival at the Pole was 
marked by planting the Finnish flag in the place indicated by the GPS navigator, on a snow dune in the middle of  an Arctic  
ice field.   



HEAVY RUBBLE AND A HEAVY PULK
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HEAVY RUBBLE AND A HEAVY PULK 

A bad start. Just yesterday we were skiing along the flat, even edge of  Ward Hunt Island and across the snowfield that had 
accumulated on its beach. Today, the reality of  the northern Arctic Ocean hits us in the face with no mercy.

This is where the rubble begins and there is no point in trying to go around it. There’s kilometre after kilometre of  this same expanse, 
rugged and ungodly. We spend days in it. But all we can do is to keep pushing, confident that the ice will flatten out eventually. It 
simply has to transform into a slick track that will speed us to the northern pole. In fact, we’ve been told it should get easier beyond 
the 84th parallel, which is a hundred kilometres ahead.

Powerful oceanic currents move massive ice floes from the far north towards the Canadian coast. They form ridges and hummocks where 
the three-kilometre deep Arctic Ocean yields to shallow coastal waters. Closer to the coastline, the hummocks and ridges of  ice grow 
bigger. The terrain will be worst during the early stages of  the trek and on top of  that, so will the weight of  the pulks. It’s not fair.

The temperature is a frigid -45 degrees Celsius, which has a profound effect on the structure of  snow. Its surface is like sandpaper, 
which would prevent even a light sledge from going anywhere, let alone our ultra light Kevlar bananas, which we’ve turned into 
overweight hotdogs bursting with equipment and provisions. It’s almost impossible to move these 140 kilo behemoths at all. When 
the ice is smooth and even, we manage to drag them along somehow, but the first fist-sized lump of  snow is too much. With loud 
groaning and moaning, you succeed in pulling the load over the little lump and then head on towards the next. 

Ahead, there’s a towering half-metre high block. It’s easy to simply skip over it with the skis but then I’m stopped in my tracks as the 
pulk collides with it. No matter how hard I pull, the pulk will not budge. Traction is excellent thanks to the skins glued to the bottoms 
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of  the skis and the poles provide a solid grip in the snow. Another try. No use, all the groaning and huffing in the world will not 
move the pulk. So this is how my trek to the North Pole is starting? I’ve got two kilometres of  flat, smooth beach behind me and 800 
kilometres of  rubble ahead.

Mikko is skiing behind me. Always the optimist, I ask him to give my pulk a little shove – as if  a small nudge would change anything. 
Mikko pushes with everything he’s got and I’m moving again. Of  course, that leaves him battling the same block and his own pulk. So 
he asks the guy following him to help. It is obvious that we would not make it alone in these conditions. Even if  your own sledge is 
not stuck, there is always someone else who needs a hand.

We’re making slow progress as the lead man is looking for the easiest route. The rest of  us wait in the rear. Standing around, we get 
cold, so the group gradually falls apart. It’s better to look for a route yourself  and keep on the move. We’ve been skiing for an hour 
now and advanced only a few hundred whopping metres.

But despite all the struggling and wrestling we have to admit that the high-end Acapulca sledges, which have been tailor-made for these 
conditions and rubble ice, are excellent. They have a rounded prow that easily finds its way between blocks and slabs of  snow and 
ice and thanks to their banana-like geometry, they rarely get stuck. Fully loaded, it takes more than one man to pull them over blocks, 
however. In other words, everyone needs someone to push his pulk or help in pulling it out of  deep hollows.

It’s -43.5 degrees Celsius. The sun makes an attempt at rising in the southeast but doesn’t really succeed. There are blue, misty 
mountains of  ice all around us, rising from the fog. The steam rising from our faces freezes in our beards and further accentuates the 
blueness of  the landscape. The colours are most intense during sunrise and sunset.

The first days on the Arctic Ocean are an inspiration. I feel the silence inside my head. It’s broken only by the squeaking snow, the 
booming of  the ice, the sough-soughing of  the skis and the snorting of  the polar explorer. Inside the hood, a tiny, personal universe 
emerges. It is as if  I had wrapped myself  inside the hood, shutting everything else outside. Once in a while, strange things from 
somewhere afar penetrate into this universe of  mine, and I hear all kinds of  things in my subconscious. Suddenly I stir: someone just 

Day 2, 6 March 2006, First kilometres behind us
83˚08’50”N, 74˚12’08”W, -40˚C, 3.75 km, 1 m/s

We woke up this morning to a crisp -44 degrees Celsius. It takes a while to learn morning routines when it’s so cold. It took us half an 
hour to get out of our sleeping bags and VBLs and put on our clothes.

For a couple of hours we skied along the level shoreline of Ward Hunt Island but very soon, the Arctic reality of rubble ice hit home. The 
weight of our pulkas seemed to increase steadily as the rubble got worse.

After several hours’ struggle, we had travelled just over a kilometre. 

Day gave way to night at 4 o’clock in the afternoon. We dug out our head torches to cook supper and do other chores.



Light as a feather but strong as iron

In planning equipment for our polar expedition, we concentrated on lightness and durability. All too often these seem 
to be mutually exclusive, so the final choices are always based on compromises between different features. The 

challenge of equipping a skiing expedition that will not have any outside help for a journey of two months is even 
more daunting. There will be no way to get replacements, so everything will have to last until the end of the trek or 
lend itself to repair.

Protecting the peripheral parts of the body 
is the most difficult problem. Feet are 
subject to the most strain while skiing, so 

footwear has to be comfortable, warm and lightweight. Together with Jalas, we developed ski boots appropriate for Arctic 
conditions. Their light Cordura fabric outer surface ensures comfort and the 13- or 9-millimetre thick Sorel felt liners provide 
warmth. We wore separate gaiters over our boots; they provided additional warmth and protected buckles and laces from 
freezing. Each of us had two spare pairs of felt liners. Good ski boots were the only footwear we had with us. 

In addition, we had homemade cellular plastic ‘slippers’ that went over the ski boots. They provided more warmth. We also 
used them over the felt liners in camp and for swimming across open water. 

Protecting the hands against the frigid Arctic conditions was also a challenge. Each of us had thick Marmot mitts 
and a few pairs of light fleece gloves. Moreover, several of us had thumb-less mitts made from various kinds of 
material that fit around our ski poles. The amount and kind of protection for the hands is a very individual matter, 
and each one of us had his own solutions. However, we all agreed that traditional thick woollen mittens offer the 
best protection for the hands.

We wore three-layer Gore-Tex ski suits. The hood for the shell made by Sasta was sewn to our specification 
and design. A wide fur ruff kept the Arctic wind off our faces. The thin wind-resistant shell protected the polar 
explorers and layers of clothing underneath provides warmth. The innermost layer was a suit of Ruskovilla 
woollen underwear.

Down parkas and pants were part of our wardrobe; they were designed to ward off the cold. The thickest 
Marmot model was fitted out with a moisture-proof lining ordered especially by us. The liner prevented 
moisture evaporating from the skin from penetrating the coat’s insulation. For the same reason we did not 
wear our down outfits inside the tent and hence kept as much moisture out as possible. As a result, the down 
retained its insulating capacity throughout the trek. 

We prepared for open water by designing a lightweight dry suit. These were coveralls made of Gore-Tex 
fabric, sewn carefully with tight seams and extending from the hands to the feet and to the head. We wore 
the suits for safety purposes when skiing on weak ice and for protection when we had to swim. We had to 

swim on our backs. There was a risk of taking in water from the neck if you turned over on your stomach. 
The neoprene edge of the hood, however, provided protection against splashing. We 
wore a lot of clothing under these suits, including thick mittens and the felt liners of our 
ski boots. If you don’t have sufficient clothing underneath, you can easily get cold on the 
ice. In contrast, you usually got hot while swimming in the suit. 

Our skis took a lot of knocks in the rubble. We chose steel-edged Fischer Eur99 mountain 
skis. They stood up to the beating well until the home stretch, when they simply wore out. 

The edge broke on a few of the skis, and hence the core was subjected to strain. 
Despite splints and other repairs, we were forced to break two skis on the last 
day. After moving the bindings, two men skied to the pole on mini-skis.

The poles were expendable, and we had many pairs with us. In addition to the 
ready Exel carbon-fibre poles, we also packed eight spare tubes. Ten poles 
broke during the trek. Almost all of the breakage occurred in rubble and was 
due to carelessness caused by fatigue or to the poles hitting against the edges 
of the skis. We also used spare poles to hold up our bear alarm.

Pulkas are among the most important items on a polar expedition. Serious 
problems arise if one breaks en route. We ordered seven pulkas from the 
Norwegian Acapulka range, which was designed especially for North Pole 
expeditions. Despite their large size, the Kevlar pulkas weighed only ten 
kilograms. Their prows were reinforced to hold a load of 140 kilograms. When 
full, they were subject to severe strain in pack ice. Thanks to their excellent 
banana shape and rounded prows, the pulkas sought out a good route amidst 
the blocks of snow. We also used these big pulkas like good canoes to ferry 
our things across open water. Unfortunately, one of them cost as much as a 
small used car.

Our tents were our castles. We made no compromises in choosing them. For 
the first part of the journey we spent our nights in three Hilleberg Keron tents. 
These tunnel tents with their large vestibules were an excellent choice. During 
the day we rolled them up on the pulkas. This meant that they were easy and 
quick to pitch, even in bad weather. They also had snow flaps and a storm door 
that can be closed with a cord. We were prepared to use double poles but in the 
end the winds were moderate and we managed well with singles. 

We cooked and melted snow inside the tents on MSR XGK petrol stove. To 
ensure safety, we developed a stove box that doubled as a transport base. The 
lid of the aluminium box was an extinguishing blanket that we put on the tent 
wall while using the stove. The material provided effective protection against 
fire. There were stationary legs for Kokewilly pan on the bottom of the box.

We ensured the best possible sleep with three sleeping bags, two of which 
were down-filled and one fibre-filled. We kept one of the down bags packed 
in plastic and dry up to the halfway point of our journey. We used the 
fibre and down bags together so that we could adjust the ventilation and 
temperature as easily as possible and also the accumulation of moisture. 
We were able to reduce moisture with waterproof VBL bags next to the 
skin. Despite all our precautions, ice gradually collected in the bags. As 
we had planned in advance, we burned the most worn bags after five 
weeks of the trek. 
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ON THIN ICE, OPEN WATER AHEAD

All around us there’s open water here and there among the rubble. That’s actually a good sign because it means that flatter ice 
lies ahead. The first sight of  open water appears unexpectedly, behind high ridges of  ice. The sensation is out of  this world. 

There is a lake ahead of  me, glistening in the sun, and it’s several hundred metres across. Mist rises from the warm water, (-2 degrees 
Celsius), and blends with the blue snow in the background. There are frozen areas here and there in the water, and waves lap against 
them in the soft breeze. The surface changes constantly as ice forms on one side and melts on the other. Near the edge where the 
snow starts, the new ice is thicker and reflects the beautiful chunks of  ice floating in the water. If  it weren’t -30 degrees Celsius, it 
would make me think of  summer. 

We snap back to the present and its realities. Where to cross and how to continue from here? The lake or polynya is a reminder that 
there is an immense ocean underneath us. We left solid land behind ages ago. About 500 metres away is a narrow strait that we can 
cross. Farther east, there is even more open water. 

We cross the strait but find ourselves on an island. It’s a dead-end, which means we will be unable to ski or jump across the open water. 
Henkku, Perttu and Jermi stay on the island to prepare for the crossing. The rest of  us will return for the remainder of  our gear.

Since the ferry ropes are still at our lunch site, we attach a towline to a pulk. Henkku paddles across three to four metres of  open 
water, using a spade for a paddle and the pulk for a raft. The idea is to ferry the gear across with a short length of  rope. The pulk 
stops on the other side, but the end of  the rope keeps going. That means the lead is getting wider. What is more, the opposite shore is 
moving sideways in relation to our position. Perttu shouts at Henkku:

If  the others don’t get here soon with the stuff  and bring some longer ropes, we’ll be in for trouble! This rope is about to run out!”



O N  T H I N  I C E  7 3   

behind every pulk for the next man in line to use if  the one in front falls in. If  the first skier goes through the ice, we return. If  the 
last one goes through, we’ll pull him out and keep moving forward. If  any of  the skiers in the middle fall, we’ll take action as required.

We don’t get very far this time because the ice appears to be very thin. Jermi leads the team. His pole goes almost all the way through 
the ice with the first hit. We should circle around a little. A new attempt and better results. Jermi advances a bit farther. From the shore 
it looks like he’s half  way across already. In reality, we’ve only covered the first quarter.

One more blow with the pole. It goes straight through the ice. Jermi falls in at once. Oh no! Henkku rushes to help and also falls 
through the ice. All we need is more men in the fray and we’ll all be swimming together. I get my cameras out; it looks like there might 
be something interesting to photograph. I glance at the thermometer tied to the pulk: -31 degrees Celsius despite the hefty wind. After 
a lot of  splashing around the boys get out of  the water. Getting out of  the water with your skis on is not a simple matter even though 
we did practise it in Finland. 

We assess the damage. One ski is swimming with the fishes because all the splashing and kicking accidentally released the binding. 
Henkku tried to grab it but in the end it sank out of  his reach, heading for the bottom 3000 metres below. We took spare skis with us, 
but only one pair to save weight and in fact only one ski is left now. We need to take more care from now on.

The lead looks impressive and the ice is really thin. Yet we have to cross to the other side. Some of  us are still prepared to try again 
right next to our first attempt. I don’t think that would make any sense. We can’t swim across because we have no clear sense of  the 
distance. How far would we have to slog on the other side before the ice would carry us and could we get out of  the water? 

We continue skiing eastward, looking for a better place. Some of  us are complaining of  the cold, which is no surprise considering 
the time we wasted in the swimming episode. It’s impossible to add clothes because we’re wearing our dry suits, which means that 
everyone has compromised on clothing. Some are wearing their thick, fluffy fleece suits underneath. The suits are great when you’re 

Day 21, 25 March 2006, Spring is in the air
83˚57’10”N, 74˚56’46”W, -19 degrees Celsius/-33˚C, 9.4 km, 0 m/s

After the rest day we resumed the journey to the North Pole. Spring was in the air and the conditions were good, with the wind dying 
down in the morning and the temperature rising above -20 degrees Celsius. 

We were able to give up the double carry today, hauling all our gear in the pulkas one leg at a time. As a result, we skied the longest 
distance in the second shortest time to date. The mood was good today - we finally felt that we would make it to the pole!

In the evening the temperature dropped again and when we went to bed we could again enjoy a crisp temperature of -33 degrees 
Celsius.
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awaited us on the table. There were refuse sacks in the shower rooms into which we 
could cram our clothing from the trek. Packages sent from our families containing false 
noses and streamers for traditional Finnish May Day festivities also awaited us. 

Heikki found a lot to do. He treated the various injuries we had sustained during the 
two months. In addition to routine check-ups, he also took a number of  blood tests. 
Henkku’s snow blindness required the most attention or at least rest. His ten-day old 
burns also interested the doctor.

I was bothered most by the frostbite on my thighs. The problem, which had begun 
three weeks earlier, did not cause much trouble during the trek. However, as soon as 
we returned to civilisation, the sores became infected and my temperature soared. They 
were festering wounds the size of  a man’s hand and would now take months to heal. 

Scales showed just how much our weight had decreased. Perttu and Toni had lost 16 
to 17 kilograms during the trek. On average, each one of  us had shrunk by close to ten 
kilograms, though some of  the decline in mass was due to fluids lost during the final 
days of  skiing. We regained a few kilograms after a couple of  days in civilisation. 

We discussed our initial feelings with Pasi Rytinki, reporter for the popular Finnish 
magazine Apu, as soon as we were back on land. 

We rested for three days on Spitsbergen. The local food made a good impression 
the first evening of  our stay. The juicy steaks and pizzas were an incredible luxury, 
even though we were only able to consume them in fairly small quantities. But the 
crème brûlées ordered for dessert were impossible to resist. We ate them every day, 
even for lunch. 

The time on Spitzbergen went quickly, since most of  it was spent sleeping and 
recovering from the trials of  the expedition. Each one of  us was anxious to return 
home. Now we could complete the final leg of  our journey. While waiting for our few 
items of  luggage at the airport in Helsinki, the thrill of  seeing families and friends again 
quickened our pulses. Tears formed in the corner of  my eye when we walked towards 
the big sliding doors and Jermi began to sing Mate in Finland (Made in Finland), a 
popular song from the 1970s familiar to all of  us. We had shown the world.
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