
Previous post
Next post

Explorer Nears End of Epic Quest From
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Johan Enrst Nilson, nearing the end of his epic trip from the North Pole to the South Pole. All
photos: Courtesy of Johan Ernst Nilson
There aren’t many truly epic adventures that haven’t been made in the world, and Johan
Ernst Nilson is crossing another off the list. The Swedish explorer is nearing the end of a
20,000-mile mostly carbon-neutral trek from the North Pole to the South Pole.
Nilson, 41, is no stranger to monumental trips, having done things like kayak from Sweden to
Africa and hike throughout Alaska. Everything he’s done since he began his adventures in
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1994 has led to this, a journey from one end of the world to the other by kite-ski, bicycle, dog
sled and other green modes of travel.
He launched Pole2Pole on April 6 at the North Pole in honor of explorer Robert Peary’s
endeavor to the North Pole in 1909 and Norwegian Roald Amundsen’s travels to the South
Pole in 1911. He calls it The Last Great Adventure.
Nilson and his two-person team skied 124 miles on Arctic ice across the barren region to the
Svalbard Archipelago in Greenland. Sound dangerous? That’s not the half of it. Nilson has
endured tropical and polar hurricanes, fallen through ice and cracked ribs on his way to
world exploration glory.
Having ventured across the Arctic Ocean and cycled through North, Central and South
America, Nilson made his way to the South Pole in December. But he didn’t do it quite the
way he wanted to — he had to fly from Patagonia to a remote part of Antarctica because a
crack the size of Berlin (literally) blocked his planned route. Upon landing, he skied 2,400
kilometers to the South Pole, then returned to South America to sail back to Antarctica and
make up the distance covered by the flight. Somehow, he tracks his adventures on his blog
and on Twitter.
We caught up with Nilson via email to talk about how he stays motivated, what he’s lugging
around the world and just what it was that chased him in Canada.

Wired.com: What sort of preparation did you do for this journey?
Johan Ernst Nilson: First of all, the biggest preparation is always within yourself. You have
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to decide that you are going to do it. It is only yourself that can set the limits. Besides that,
logistics, planning physical and financial preparation are of the biggest importance. I was
training for a year before I left.
Wired.com: How big is the team traveling with you?
Nilson: The team is about 10-15 people if you include the PR team, personal trainer and staff
at home. But on the road it is just me and two others — a cinematographer and a support car
driver.
Wired.com: What types of equipment and gear are essential for you throughout this
journey?
Nilson: It depends on where I am. But always a watch to keep time, a Leatherman and good
clothing. It all depends on the climate; North Pole and a desert is not the same gear.
Wired.com: Given your experience as an explorer, did you feel confident trying out new
equipment and gear for the first time on this sojourn? Or did you stick to the reliable pieces
you may have used in the past?
Nilson: Both. Some of the equipment has never been tried before since they were new
inventions, like sleds from Audi and special solar systems. Generally, I bring things that I
know from before.

Wired.com: How do the Audi sleds and solar systems benefit you?
Nilson: The Audi sleds were made light and in a material with good friction. The solar panels
were made extra tough to resist cold and also resistant to frost.
Wired.com: How much water and food do you consume per day? What part of the journey
has been the biggest challenge to stay full and hydrated?
Nilson: During the deserts, I drink around 12 liters per day and during polar regions a lot
less. The ice deserts are very dry, and it is because of that that people get into trouble in those
regions. I try to drink around 8 liters per day.
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Wired.com: What technological equipment do you have to stay connected to the rest of the
world?
Nilson: A lot, unfortunately. Satellite phones, Macbook, cell phones, GPS, radios, cameras,
GoPros, film cameras. It never ends.
Wired.com: When traveling with all of that equipment, how do you decide the appropriate
moments to take photos or record video?
Nilson: I normally have a cinematographer who works with the film and I with the camera. I
bring a small camera on the bike and when skiing. When I pause, I then take up the camera in
the breaks.
Wired.com: How many miles will you have traversed when all is said and done? Does the
distance feel shorter or longer than the actual miles that you’ve traveled?
Nilson: It feels longer. It’ll be almost 35,000 kilometers (21,747 miles) when I’m done. It
feels like I have been going and going for years now.
Wired.com: What phase of the journey was the most efficient, whether it was the mode of
transportation you used or the part of the world in which you were traveling?
Nilson: The easiest part must have been the U.S.A; it was a lot of ups/downs (hills) but good
roads. The worst was the North Pole. Central America was hard because of the 47 days of
non-stop raining.
Wired.com: What was inefficient about going through the North Pole?
Nilson: The hardest thing was that we were drifting backward the whole time. One day we
were skiing the whole day and then when we woke up the next morning we had drifted
backwards the whole distance.
Wired.com: What did you do — or will you do — to offset the fuel consumed and carbon
emitted during your flight to Antarctica?
Nilson: I work with a company called Respect Climate and they calculate the full distance
that has been done as well as working hours in the office, miles with the car before the
expedition, electricity, etc. They will then decide in what way I should compensate.
Wired.com: What animal have you come into contact with that proved to be memorable?
Nilson: That must have been the penguins and black bears. I had bears chasing me in
Canada, and we also had polar bears around us in the Arctic. The penguins in Antarctica were
fantastic.
Wired.com: Black bears were chasing you as you cycled through Canada? What initiated
that?
Nilson: I guess they were just curious, but I did not want to stop and find out.
Wired.com: What was fantastic about the penguins?
Nilson: The most fantastic thing with penguins is that they don’t see humans as a natural
threat. They walk right up to you without being scared, so you get close to them.
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Wired.com: Did you speak with athletes who performed the various sports you essentially
tried as transportation, e.g. cycling, kite-flying? If so, what advice did they impart on you?
Nilson: The first and only question I ask people is always what mistakes they have done. I
can learn a lot from books and websites about people talking about what they recommend
and advise you. The most valuable things are the untold stories. Mistakes, failures and advice
about what not to do or what to avoid. So that is what I ask them. Besides that, I asked
professionals in kite surfing what kites to use.
Wired.com: What are you doing to help your body recover day-to-day? Any types of sports
training exercises or specific products on which you rely?
Nilson: To rest is always the best way to be able to continue. I also stretch and use oils on my
legs to make them softer. On the South Pole, I always put eight-hour cream on my face after a
day in the sun because the sun is so strong.
Wired.com: How does one stay inspired throughout this type of adventure?
Nilson: I can tell you that it’s hard sometimes. To go up every morning, bike for 10 hours
and then work with photo editing and filming. That takes energy. Most of it’s about making a
decision. I decided long before I started that I was going to make it. The higher the mountain,
the more difficult it will be to climb the summit, but the more beautiful the panorama will be.
I have never said that it’s easy to reach a high summit, but it’s worth it. Meaning, even when it
feels tough, I know that the reward is big when I make it.
Wired.com: If this is indeed the last great adventure, then what is next for you once you
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Like

finish?
Nilson: From now on I will focus more on my work as a motivational speaker, develop my
ideas and books and also start working on a DVD collection. I am also involved in many
charity organizations, so that will be a big focus. I have things to do; actually even more in the
future now that I don’t do year-long adventures anymore.
Wired.com: What will you do to celebrate when you reach your ‘X’ point in the South Pole?
Nilson: Sleep. And I will go on vacation. My destination will be home. I will stay at home a
lot and celebrate with my family.
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