The Voyage of the Fram

In 1884, the North Pole remained a mystery.  Nobody had successfully navigated through the ice and extremely cold weather to reach the pole.  A life of fame and possible fortune awaited the explorer who would finally make it, but so far, only failed expeditions and the wreckage of crushed ships had returned from such high northern latitudes.  One such expedition had been launched five years earlier in 1879 from San Francisco.  The ship Jeannette was soon stuck in ice and drifted for the next two years before finally being crushed to the north of Siberia.

A year later, wreckage from that ship began to show up near the southern tip of Greenland.  This gave the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen an idea.  If the Jeannette’s wreckage drifted over the top of the world (from Siberia to Greenland), why couldn’t he use the ocean’s currents to make the same trip?  He decided to build a sturdy boat capable of being locked in ice, and use the drifting ice to make it to the North Pole.

In 1893, the newly built Fram left on its journey to the North Pole and quickly got locked in the ice pack near Siberia just as Nansen had envisioned.  For 18 months, the ship drifted in the ice, but never made significant progress north.  To stave off extreme boredom, Nansen started a newspaper amongst the crew and also made careful scientific observations about weather patterns and the position of his ship.
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Nansen and his crew never made it to the North Pole, but they returned to port without major incident, after having drifted with the ice through the Arctic for three years.  Along the way, they made significant scientific advancements toward understanding the Arctic Ocean.  One of them was this curious observation:

Nansen’s Observation:
The drifting path of icebergs was consistently offset from the direction of the wind by an angle between 20 and 40 degrees.
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