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Billy Budd’s Arctic Adventure 
by Mariacristina Rapisardi, Oyster 72 Billy Budd
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"Dear Signora Rapisardi, We haven’t
met, but I am Vice Commodore of the
Royal Cruising Club in England and I
am writing to say that the club has
recently awarded you, jointly with
Richard Haworth, our 2006 Tilman
Medal for your expedition last season
to the west coast of Greenland and
north-east Baffin."

It was a Sunday night in January, and
before going to bed I found this email in
my inbox. I thought it was either spam, 
a virus ready to knock-down my pc, a
joke from some friend or a mistake...?
Then, when I saw the email address it
was sent from, I began to think
otherwise, so although it was late at
night I called Richard to ask if he knew
anything about it. And, as always, he
already knew everything...

So our summer in the ice had caught the
attention of and interested someone apart
from us - some important English sailors
and explorers!

We had spent a wonderful summer aboard
our Oyster 72, Billy Budd. It felt like we
were living in an enchanted world of
colours and lights, surrounded by nearly
prehistoric animals and a wild nature,
whose growth is stunted by the harsh
environment. The feeling was of being in
another era, different from ours, the era of
the ‘creation’ of the world, when light,
energy and primary needs reigned.

We found Billy Budd waiting for us in
Aasiaat, half-way up the west coast of
Greenland, moored alongside a tiny fishing
dock. The village is very small, inhabited
only by Inuit, but has a hospital, a school,
and two big shops selling food and basic
goods: boots, jackets… and copious
amounts of alcohol!

In August the sun never sets and at
midnight it seems as if it's 5pm; but in
winter darkness reigns and the population
of these places barely survives, sadly
there are many alcoholics, suicides and
often cases of family violence.

Billy Budd had been prepared for 
cruising in these remote places by High
Latitudes, a company run by our skipper, 
Richard Haworth. We loaded gas, heavy
clothes, boots, ropes, ice screws and rock
pitons. We had provisioned with food to
last for several months - obviously Italian -
pasta, tomatoes, parmesan cheese and
fresh mozzarella that we had brought with
us from Italy.

Travelling with us, apart from Richard, were
the only two of our friends who were brave
enough to venture this far - Luca and Daria.
In addition there was Gianni, an alpine guide
who wanted to climb the mountains of
Greenland with me; Bob Shepton, a 72 year
old vicar, but most importantly a veteran of
cruising in Greenland (Bob unfortunately
lost his boat in a fire the previous year while
wintering in the ice). The crew was
completed by 25 year old Kali, from New
Zealand and smiley ‘little Richard’, a 21 year
old university student from London, an
expert in cocktails and computers! This was
indeed a very strange collection of people
heading for the ‘big cold’.

We departed for our first objective: 
Disko Island, the green island where
Amundsen and, before him, nearly all the
ships trying to discover the mythic north
west passage have stopped and rested
before their big departures. We sailed
around the island for a few days, anchoring
at night in deep fiords surrounded by small
mountains. We walked in wonderful valleys
and tried to fish (but the fish didn't seem
very hungry). It was mosquito season so it
was essential to go around covered in nets.
The island of Disko is covered with
mushrooms, which weren’t very flavoursome,
but good enough for a risotto; obviously
cooked by us Italians, and not by the
English contingent of the crew!

We reached a village that was magical -
Rodebay, the village consisted of about
ten very colourful houses built on white
rocks. It was here that we ate our first and
last dinner at a restaurant. The German
restaurant owner had lived in Rodebay for 
more than ten years. When we asked him
why, he answered that he likes the dark
and winter... a strange thing to hear when
at the time there is 24 hours of daylight. >

ABOVE: Atasound, Greenland (about 69,50N/50.50 W) 

RIGHT: Mariacristina at the helm, Cape York/Melwille Bay,

the entrance to Smith Sound
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We had spent a wonderful
summer aboard our Oyster 72,
Billy Budd. It felt like we 
were living in an enchanted
world of colours and lights,
surrounded by nearly
prehistoric animals and a 
wild nature. ”
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”

“We dodged the icebergs
and growlers, sailing with a
very small main sail and our
small staysail; but we were
still doing 10 knots!
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We continued northwards. Strangely we
didn't see any animals; neither seals nor
whales. However, one night anchored in a
bay, we slept next to a big whale that
seemed to have chosen that bay as home;
she emerged, didn't seem to see us, and
disappeared again under the water.

Another day while sailing we finally 
saw the back of a whale swimming.
Immediately we heard very loud shots and
saw dozens of boats each with two Inuit
on board shooting at the whale. This is the
modern ‘whale hunt’. The harpoons have
been replaced by rifles, but the war is just
the same: man against whale, looking for
food and trying to survive. After all,
Greenland has been home to the Inuit for
hundreds of years. It's their land and it
certainly isn't an easy land in which to
survive. Denmark helps these people but
not enough for them to survive at the same
level as those living in a European country.

We found confirmation of this in a tiny
village where we met an Inuit who spoke
French (the only one in the whole village).
He told us that the village, which has a
population of more or less one hundred
people, had suffered an epidemic the
previous year and a number of people had
died. He lost his wife and four other
members of his family. The village has a
school and a supermarket but no hospital
or doctor and it is a three hour journey
(on snowbike) to the nearest village, 
but obviously sick people can't be
transported this way and the helicopter is
much too expensive.

We didn’t speak with any other Inuits; they
are a very shy people. For the most part
they don't speak other languages apart
from their own and they didn’t seem very
interested in our presence. They live
calmly and peacefully in their territory with
little interference from the outside world. 

The weather was good, sun all day and
night, and it was warm, very warm, so
warm that we had a swim… for all of
three seconds! but at least we can say we
touched the artic water! Whenever
possible we ate in the cockpit; breakfast,
lunch and dinner. We had cocktails at 7pm
and we often ate dinner in t-shirts and
sunglasses! Richard reminded us that
Greenland’s weather is not always like this
- that when it changes it can change fast!
During the day we sailed a lot, stopping
just to eat and sleep. In the mornings we
walked - in the mountains where possible,
or in the woods or villages we came
across. In one of these villages, Proeven,
we found an rock engraved by the crew of
HMS Alert, in 1875! 

One day the wind picked up from 
15 knots to 45 knots in the space of half
an hour as we sailed through a field of
icebergs. For the first time we took in the

fourth reef, so at least we have a chance
to try it! We dodged the icebergs and
growlers, sailing with a very small main
sail and our small staysail; but we were
still doing 10 knots!

We were scheduled to leave two of our
friends in Upernavik and proceed to
Canada, but our friends couldn’t resist
staying another ten days to continue the
amazing voyage. At this point Richard
wanted to turn west to go to Canada, but 
I had another plan - Thule, 76 degrees
north and the legendary ‘Ultima Thule’,
land of Apollo and of the now extinct
people that once lived here.

So we continued northwards and entered
the long fiord systems around Upernavik
where we finally managed to do some rock
climbing. We found the best climbing at
Kuvdlorssuaq where we climbed the Devil’s
Thumb, a 400 metre rock peak, which was
first climbed by an expedition of Italians led
by Guido Monzino. So we repeated their
adventure. This was to be the first Italian
repeat of the climb, probably the first ascent
of the peak by a woman and certainly the
first by a priest of 72 years of age!

We reached the long and majestic
gateway of Thule - the Pittuffik Glacier
(our northernmost destination) and asked
permission from the American military
base to anchor and stay for one day under
the legendary flat-topped mountain. It is
forbidden to visit the American base, so
we anchored in front of Moriussak village
whose 11 inhabitants speak only Inuit.
This is the place that was contaminated
with radiation in 1969 when an American
plane crashed in the sea with four atomic
bombs on board.

The time came to leave Greenland and 
in order to do this we needed to reach
Nunavut, land of the Canadian Inuit. 
The aim was to head for Devon Island. 
We had not heard of any known
anchorage on the island, except for a
whaling ship that apparently wintered 
here in the early 1800’s. These icy lands
of northern Canada are the lands I dream
about when I am back in my office in
Milan, more so than Greenland.

From Nunavut we crossed the northern
waters of Baffin Bay - some 200 miles in
just over 24 hours. 2006 was apparently
a very good year for ice. The ‘central pack’
that would usually have blocked our route
was already completely gone. However,
thick fog meant that we had to keep a
sharp lookout to avoid floating ice that
sometimes appeared in front of the boat,
as if coming from nowhere.

We arrived at Devon Island safe and sound
and fortunately not overly tired. When
entering the bay the first thing we heard
was a strange noise… walruses, dozens >

Billy Budd’s Arctic Adventure continued

LEFT: Dodging icebergs around Disko Island, Greenland

TOP FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:

Inuit children catch a lift!

Walruses everywhere!

The village of Upernavik, Greenland (72,47 N/56,04 W) 
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of them. They were huge! Some slept on
rocks, whilst others swam towards the boat
and investigated this strange object
violating their private and magic world. 
We anchored 100 metres from their rock,
hearing their noises and smelling their
pungent odour and waited before putting
the dinghy in the water because we knew
they could be quite dangerous. It certainly
wouldn't have been fun to end up in the
water with these big animals - just one
walrus is able to defeat the polar bear!

Whilst waiting to get to land we looked
around with the binoculars and saw four
dark figures moving slowly around a patch
of snow. They were muskox! It was
incredible, that after spending one month
in Greenland and not seeing a single land
creature, within ten minutes of our time in
Canada we had seen walruses and
muskox! When we eventually reached land
to get closer to the walruses and the family
of ox: father, mother and two kids; all
seemed to look at us with curiosity: man
was somewhat of a novelty to them!

More surprises awaited us when we got
back on board Billy Budd - we saw a big
white ‘thing’ coming closer and closer to
the boat. At first we thought it was ice, 
on a closer look it was in fact a polar bear.
He was inspecting us to see who - or
what - we were. The huge bear swam
towards us and stopped just a few metres
from the boat, then he started swimming
around us, looking at us, smelling the air.
He swam away, then returned, is was
almost as if he'd like to come aboard! We
had a rifle on board, which we took ashore
with us at all times as a defence against
these bears. They are one of the most
aggressive species of mammal you may
find in the wild. Seeing one in its own
habitat, you really understand why: he was
hungry, finding food is not easy in these
desolate lands and in summer the seals
disappear along with the ice. During the
night we had another visit: two other polar
bears, a mother and a cub.

We really felt like Canada, or rather
‘Nunavut’, the Inuit land, had welcomed us
with its wonderful rare and unique animals.
We felt like guests in a perfect and wild
world. But time had come to move on and
we headed south to Bylot Island. Whilst
sailing around the island we came across
icebergs, floating ice, narwhal, arctic hares
and more polar bears (so that by the end
of the trip we had seen 25 in total!) 
We walked amongst lands that aren't green
anymore, instead they were dry and rocky,
with sporadic blades of grass and plants
that seem to be struggling to survive. Many
of the plants look like those we find in the
Italian Alps, but in miniature form.

At Pond Inlet our friends and Bob left us to
allow another three friends to join us for the
last three weeks of our trip - down the east

coast of Baffin Island. Baffin is another very
different but incredible place. Long fyords in
which you can loose yourself; tall grey rock
walls that rise straight out of the sea. Most
of the fjords have not been surveyed, so
we sailed without charts. Here we realised
that it may be time to change our depth
sounder. It seemed to be going crazy and
changed from depths of 100 metres to 3
metres in a second, which was enough to
make me feel faint!

There were plenty of opportunities to climb
in these parts. During one climbing session
we even tethered the boat to an iceberg as
the fjord was too deep to anchor. Two ice
screws, one rope and we were secure but
we did keep a knife ready to cut the rope
in case the iceberg should decide to turn
over as does occasionally happen!

Baffin had so far welcomed us with rain
and fog, so we headed towards Isabella
Bay in search of better weather. We were
told that this is were the bowhead whales
come to breed. Sure enough, we saw
several swimming close to the boat.

When we finally found sunshine we
climbed the granite rock of Isabella Bay,
then of Clyde Inlet. It is fantastic rock,
compact, warm …and very difficult! We
always enjoy the excitement of climbing
new routes and make a point of writing
down every single place we go to,
including every anchorage. You never
know, maybe we will be able to return, 
or others may decide to come here.

At the end of August a few hours of
darkness started to creep in; looking north
you could see the horizon with a line of
light where darkness had not yet arrived. 
It was time to head to Clyde River from
where our plane for home would leave. 
We anchored and organized re-fuelling so
that the boat could get back to England.
There was only one fuel truck with a hose
only 50 feet long, so we had to position
the boat very close to the stone
breakwater, whilst attempting this the
children of the village came to stare at 
the boat and asked to come on board.

Finally we had to leave. The only policeman
of the place took us to the plane and told
us that in winter bears are practically
knocking at the doors of the houses! From
here we sadly departed for Europe, and
Billy Budd departed for Southampton.

The guys at SYS anticipated greeting 
Billy Budd covered in scrapes and
possibly having experienced more serious
damage from travelling 15,500 miles in
nine months (3,000 of them amongst 
the ice!). Instead they saw a blue jewel
entering the harbour, with her white and
blue striped mast, clean, in order, with no
scratches or other damage, and over all,
proud of her great adventure.

Billy Budd’s Arctic Adventure continued ARCTIC FACTS:

Cruising Season:
This is ice dependant, but is usually best
throughout July and August (ice is at its
clearest at the end of this period). 
In a bad year most of the coast of
Baffin Island remains inaccessible
throughout the season.

Currency
Danish Kroner in Greenland
Canadian Dollars in Baffin.

Climate:
Temperatures are similar to a mild British
winter, but much drier. Prolonged periods
of fine weather are interspersed by
sometimes violent depressions. 

Charts:
Danish charts are needed in Greenland,
while Canadian charts for Baffin. 
The charting of the whole region cannot
be considered as complete - particularly
on Baffin Island.

Further Information:
‘Faroe, Iceland and Greenland’ 
- RCC Pilotage Foundation 
by Willy Kerr.

www.highlatitudes.com 
www.billybudd.info 

RIGHT: Crossing a glacier, Devon Island, Canada 

(74,50N/80,60 W)

BELOW FROM LEFT TO RIGHT:

Heading to Bylot Island

The Polar bear inspecting Billy Budd and us!

Tethering Billy Budd to an iceberg
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