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In February 2019, a team of apprentice 
explorers will ski out of their basecamp 
in Resolute, Canada on an 80-day 
expedition to reach this hallowed 
place. They’ll be led by the veteran 
Arctic adventurer Jim McNeill, whose 
previous, solo attempt to get there 
ended when the ice broke up around 
him, hundreds of miles from anywhere 
(no big deal for a man who was once 
followed for two-and-a-half weeks by  
a hungry polar bear). >>
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THERE IS A PLACE, DEEP IN THE 
Arctic wilderness on the shifting sea 
ice, where no human being has ever set 
foot. They call it the Northern Pole of 
Inaccessibility: the farthest point from 
land in the Arctic Ocean, and almost 
800 miles from firm ground and a hot 
bath. Far more challenging to get  
to than the geographic North Pole,  
and way more remote, it remains the 
biggest unclaimed prize in the sphere 
of polar exploration.



Today is just one of 10 days of 
medical and core skills training in the 
UK. On top of that, they’ll also do two 
full weeks of cold-weather work in 
Svalbard, 400 miles north of mainland 
Norway, and only then will they be 
deemed competent enough to do a  
20-day leg of the three-month-long 
#LastPole journey.

On Dartmoor it’s a tropical 5C. In 
the Arctic it’ll be more like -30C – on a 
pleasant day. Cold enough for frosty 
eyebrows and eyelash icicles. On a bad 
day it could drop to -70C with wind 
chill, at which point your face freezes 
in seconds. ‘At those temperatures, 
everyday tasks become real chores,’ 
says Rachel Andrews, another of Jim’s 
training team who’s spent months in 
the Arctic and Antarctic. ‘Taking your 
gloves off. Doing up zips. Adding or 
removing layers. Going to the loo… you 
really have to think it through.’

After a few hours of trudging over 
the moor, we hunker down in a ditch 
for a damp sandwich. On the expedition 
they’ll survive on two boil-in-the-bag 

meals a day (basically, very nutritious 
Pot Noodles). There’ll also have a few 
high-energy treats, including nuts, 
flapjacks and chocolate bars – stored 
close to the body so they don’t freeze 
and chip their teeth, as the last thing 
anyone wants is a dodgy polar molar.

Even then, they won’t fully replace 
the 5000-8000 calories they’ll burn 
every day. That’s three times as many as 
usual – not surprising given where they 
are, and the fact that they’ll each be 
dragging a heavy sled. ‘Out on the ice, 
your muscles are always working,’ says 
Tommo. ‘You’re cross-country skiing 
while pulling your own body weight in 
supplies. In the Arctic you can sweat 
just as much as in the jungle. And when 
sweat freezes, it can lead to frostbite.’

On top of all that, there’s the risk  
of falling through disintegrating ice  
– often it’s only a metre or two thick – 
and into the Arctic water for a 
refreshing yet potentially lethal dip. 
But the unpredictable surface isn’t just 
an occupational hazard, it’s a major 
reason for going in the first place.  
‘The expedition has an important 
scientific aspect too,’ says Jim.

The Arctic ice cap is the planet’s 
thermostat, and we know that it’s 
shrinking. With less ice to reflect the 
sun and more open water to absorb it, 
temperatures rise, more ice melts, and 
the vicious cycle continues. The trouble 
is, while satellites can monitor the >> 
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The moor, the merrier
Over 350 people have completed 
the Ice Warrior training and gone 
on to take part in challenging 
expeditions all around the world

This time he’ll have a little help from 
some friends. Back in 2001, Jim set up 
the Ice Warrior project, with the aim of 
turning everyday people into hardy 
Arctic explorers. Since then he’s 
trained over 350 recruits for various 
chilly expeditions. This latest one, 
codenamed #LastPole, is the boldest 
and coldest yet. 

‘It’s an emulation of a golden era  
of exploration,’ says Jim. ‘From a time 
when there were no experts, and they 
called for volunteers from all walks of 
life, then trained them to be explorers. 
Well, actually, they didn’t train them 
then, they just took them along…’.

Thankfully, before being dispatched 
on a sub-zero mission to the top of the 
world, Jim’s recruits undergo more 
rigorous preparation. But what does it 
take to spend several weeks in a freezer 
surrounded by man-eating wildlife?  
To find out, I’m tagging along on  
a #LastPole training weekend on 
Dartmoor – the proving ground for any 
wannabe Ice Warrior.

On the wet and windy moor, the 
team are swatting up on their map-
and-compass skills under the watchful 
eye of Alan ‘Tommo’ Thompson, a 
former commando who knows a thing 
or two about hostile environments. 
‘There’s no such thing as bad weather, 
just inadequate clothing,’ he says, 
eyeing my cagoule. Trying to conceal 
my shivers, I follow the team over 
rubbly tors, squelchy bogs and through 
thick fog – about as close as you’ll get 
to a polar whiteout in Britain.
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‘On Dartmoor it’s  
a tropical 5C. In  
the Arctic it’ll be 
more like -30C...  
on a pleasant day’
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overall area of ice, nobody really knows 
how thick it is. To understand that, you 
need boots on the ground, which is why 
Jim and the team will be measuring and 
collecting samples as they go.

‘It’s simple data, nothing clever,’ he 
says. ‘It’s really just about being there. 
People don’t go to this area at all, and 
therefore there’s very little real data 
coming out of it. We’ll also look at 
pollution levels and also plastics in the 
ocean. Are they making it up that high?’

To do this, it’s crucial that the team 
set off before the pack ice starts 
thawing. Unfortunately, that’s also the 
most dangerous time of year to go 
wandering into polar bear country. 
Mother bears will soon emerge from 
semi-hibernation, highly protective of 
newborn cubs. The males, meanwhile, 
are grumpy and peckish after a winter 
stalking the ice without much food.

‘And then we smelly, tasty morsels 
come along,’ says Jim. ‘Remember, 
polar bears are the only animals that 
actively hunt humans, and they’re as 
fast as Usain Bolt.’ That’s why there’s 
always someone on watch at night. 
Some people set up a tripwire around 
their camp, rigged to blank shotgun 
cartridges. But not Jim. ‘In my 
experience they’re unreliable,’ he says. 
‘Bears can skip over them, and the 
charges can freeze or fail.’

Back on Dartmoor, the only threat 
comes from four-foot-tall ponies and a 
few fat cows. With boots full of 
rainwater, we eventually arrive in the 
middle of nowhere, at an old farmhouse 
with no electricity or running water. 
There are bare metal bunks and one 
composting toilet (outdoors, draughty). 
It has all the luxury of a Victorian prison, 
yet it’s a five-star hotel compared to the 
tent they’ll have on the expedition.

And so, after a wonderful night’s 
sleep (and I say that because it was free 
and I’m a guest), we head to Princetown 
for a lesson in camp craft. The task: to 

erect the eight-person tent in silence – 
a true test of teamwork when there’s a 
strong breeze, and poles sticking out in 
all directions like broken bones.

In the Arctic there’s a real risk  
that the wind, which can howl along  
at 70mph or more, could whisk the 
pumpkin-orange tent away like a 
plastic bag. So before it’s even pulled 
out, it’s tethered to a team member. But 
there’s still a chance it could be torn to 
shreds while you sleep, in which case 
you’d go into survival mode, digging 
trenches and snow holes for shelter.

Why not use individual tents? ‘One 
reason is that a big tent is good for 
morale,’ says Jim. ‘Out there on the ice, 
you spend most of your time on your 
own, so at the end of the day it’s good 
to get in the tent, get the stove on and 
cuddle up.’

But the greatest challenge of all isn’t 
setting up camp. Nor is it the bears,  
or the face-freezing temperatures. It’s 
raising the money to be there in the 
first place. Because no matter how 
wealthy you are, you can’t just pay your 
way onto the expedition. Every penny 
of your £12,000 contribution, excluding 
training and kit costs, must be raised 
through hard-earned sponsorship – 
from knocking on doors, writing 
letters, shaking tins or setting up a 
crowdfunding page.

Each of the 28 team members must 
raise the same amount. If just one of 
their sponsors backs out, it could 
postpone the trip for everyone, as has 
happened in previous years (and at the 
last minute too). If you can hack that 
sort of hard luck and still bounce back 
with a smile, you’re just the sort of 
person Jim wants on board.

Could you imagine joining them? If 
you’d have asked me yesterday, I’d have 
said no chance. Now, though, after 
hours of sploshing around Dartmoor in 
depressing drizzle, even an Arctic 
snowstorm begins to sound tempting. 

But could I do it day after day, mile 
after mile on thin ice, while featuring 
prominently in a killer carnivore’s 
dinner plans? Driving home, with my 
A4 Avant’s heated seats on max and  
the radio playing something soothing,  
I decide I probably know the answer to 
that.  For more about Ice Warrior and 
#Last Pole, visit ice-warrior.com

‘Polar bears are the 
only animals that 
actively hunt humans, 
and they’re as fast  
as Usain Bolt’

Wild about Dartmoor
The teams learn navigation  
and camp craft, before bunking 
down for the night in Nun’s  
Cross Farm, where there’s no 
electricity or running water 
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