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Strangely, I’ve never been drawn to journaling and disliked it when teachers 
or college professors would require it for assignments. Later, when I became 
an educator myself, I often spared my students this annoyance. So why 
attempt one now? Because I knew this trip to the Arctic would be one to 
remember. I would say I’m fairly well-traveled, but I knew this trip would be 
different. This artist residency mattered to me personally and I believed it 
would be a turning point for me as a playwright. Since journaling is not one of 
my writing practices, I tried my best to write something every day when I was 
on board the ship, if only just bulleted ideas. Other bits of information for this 
journal were pieced together from shared memories from other artists, 
including parts from our guide’s log book. Some pictures were shared among 
the group and Beth Miller, a friend and fellow writer on the residency, helped 
me with clarifying details and proofing.  
 
As an emerging playwright, the idea of a residency like this one seemed out 
of reach. In fact, I never considered applying to one before I learned about 
The Arctic Circle Residency from an online article. I was also reading The 
North Water​ by Ian Mc Guire at the time when I became obsessed with the 
idea of applying. The Arctic Circle Residency invites twenty-eight artists, twice 

 



 

a year, to the International Territory of Svalbard. The actual residency takes 
place aboard a wooden tall ship that sails the waters around Svalbard for a 
fifteen-day voyage. This residency always seems to be on the top ten list of 
cool or unusual artist residencies worldwide. For my submission, I crafted 
several rather academic essays about why I wanted to attend. I eventually 
scrapped them for something a bit more poetic. David, my husband, felt my 
application was a bit too romantic, but I submitted it anyway. If I was going to 
submit as a playwright, I should at least write like one. I knew I was already 
too invested in this application and I had to temper my expectations.  
 
Several months later I received notification that I was shortlisted. I was 
thrilled, but wondered if this was some kind of cruel joke. Why bring me this 
far to only tell me “no” later? As a playwright, rejection is always my first 
expectation. When I received the final confirmation email, I let it sit there in 
my inbox for at least a day before opening it. While my application was 
rejected for 2017, I was offered a spot the following summer in 2018. I would 
have to wait for a year and a half to visit the Arctic. I was overwhelmed and 
not ashamed to admit I cried. This residency was a lot of validation.  
 
The delay was a blessing, actually. I had time to think about the play I really 
wanted to write. My original proposal, a play about scientists who are 
threatened by climate change deniers, was not working out. No actual 
scientist was willing to talk to me. No surprise. Why would they trust me? 

Although I received a lovely email 
from Dr. Michael E. Mann wishing 
me well and informing me that his 
story was already optioned. I also 
kept wondering if this was even the 
best story to tell. The science is 
settled and my approach would 
simply preach to the converted. 
Finally, I decided to take a different 
approach. I would set the play in a 
hotel in Longyearbyen with scientists 
of my own creation. Before I left for 
the Arctic, I was determined to have 
enough of the play researched, 
written, and developed so I could 
complete the first draft on board.  
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I planned to arrive in Svalbard two days 
before we set sail. I wanted to shake off 
the jet lag from my flight from San 
Francisco and an overnight layover in 
Oslo. Strangely, Norway was gripped by a 
heat wave when I arrived and I packed no 
warm weather clothes. It was their hottest 
summer on record and I spent a sweaty 
night in a hotel near the airport with no air 
conditioning.  
 
While I expected near freezing cold and 
twenty-four hour sunlight, other things 
surprised me about Longyearbyen. 
Caribou grazing near the town center, plush upscale hotels, and several fine 
dining restaurants with extensive wine lists. This was not a tourist destination 
for the budget traveler. The morning I arrived in Longyearbyen was dramatic. 
A polar bear had climbed boldly into a window of a hotel near the harbor. 
Everyone seemed very excited and helicopters flew overhead. Thankfully, no 
one was hurt and the polar bear was eventually sedated and released back 
into the wild far from town. I would learn that the residents of Svalbard never 
lock their homes or cars as a safety precaution against pursuing polar bears.  

 
I checked into the Coal Miner’s 
Cabins, where all the artists 
would gather before we set sail. 
This hotel and the plush Funken 
Lodge would be the models for 
the hotel in my play. It was 
pretty exciting to have a beer in 
the lobby and write for a few 
hours in the setting of my next 
play. Later that day, I met 
Bradley, my cabin mate, and we 
had dinner and settled into our 
shared room. Thankfully, 

Bradley was friendly and super easy to be around. Good thing, given the close 
quarters on the ship. The next day we had an orientation meeting with Sarah, 
our expedition leader, followed by a bonfire and dinner of vegetable curry on 
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the beach near the harbor. Sarah would lead us with her crew of three guides: 
Kristen, Marte, and Benja, along with her dog Nemo. Nemo is a retired sled 
dog who only had one master - Sarah. This work dog was tolerant of us and 
would reluctantly accept pets. Benja is a Chilean from Patagonia and an 
expert in whales and Antarctic mammals. Kristen and Marte are both 
Norwegian guides and all-round badasses, if you ask me.  

 
Day One: Monday, June 11th 

 

Yoldiabukta – Wahlenbergbreen 
Northerly Winds. Partially Cloudy. 45.4°F 
 17:05 – Leaving Longyearbyen. 
18:00 – Blue whales! 
22:00 – Anchor down Yoldiabukta 

 78°30,3' N, 014°23,47' E 
 

At long last, the day arrived when 
we would be boarding the ​Antigua. 
I met several of the artists for 
breakfast at the hotel and then lunch in Longyearbyen. On the way back a 
few of us picked up last-minute things from the Co-Op. At 1:30 we all 
gathered outside the reception building of Coal Miner’s Cabins to board the 
bus that would take us to the dock. I wanted to post a picture of our ship on 
Instagram before losing cell signal. Why does this external validation on social 
media continue to be important to me?  I sent my last “I love you” text David 
and signed off for the next fifteen days.  I would now try to take in as much as 
I could.  
 
Mario, the captain, not quite thirty, introduced his crew – all nine of them. 
Among his crew was Britta, a striking-looking woman, an experienced sailor 
and his First Mate. A captain in her own right. Never judge a book by its cover. 
There was Second Mate, Martin, and Deckhands, Maik and Caïa. While Maik 
was an experienced sailor, Caïa was a good natured fifteen-year old, who 
looked much older. He was onboard with his high school program and 
learning the ropes as a young sailor. There’s a long tradition of boys on ships, 
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but it never occurred to me that this still might be a thing. There was Piet, the 
cook, and the service crew: Nanou, Caroline, and Emma. All three women 
were artists who’d been on previous residencies and were drawn back to 
Svalbard to work on the ship.  
 
By now it was hard to listen and take in the safety information. I was both 
exhausted and over-excited like a small child who needed a nap. I knew I 
would miss leaving the dock and setting sail, but I was already falling asleep. I 
crawled onto the top bunk and closed the porthole.  I remember the ship 
moving for a time, but woke to find the boat was stationary in the water. I 
bundled up and headed top-side. Apparently, I missed two blue whales that 
circled the boat. #neversleep. The captain waited to see if they would 
resurface again -  they did not, and we eventually sailed on.   

  
At one point, nearly all 
the artists were at 
mid-ship and braving 
the frigid winds and 
taking in the splendor 
of floating blue ice and 
the wall of a jagged 
glacier before us. I 
crawled up to the 
forecastle and tried to 
take it in. I could not. 
Tears were streaming 
down my face and it 
took me a while to 
realize I was crying. 
Humbled by being 
invited on this voyage. 
Honored to bear 
witness to this 
indescribable beauty. 

But what words could I use? The words “wonderful” and “awesome” have 
now been rendered insipid - ruined by vernacular and overuse. It was the first 
time in recent memory that I was truly overwhelmed by both wonder and 
awe. 
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After dinner, many of us sat in the lounge and a few stood out in the sunshine 
and beauty of the roiling sea. I didn’t drink that night. I wanted to get my sea 
legs and not ruin my first day at sea. We anchored for the night in 
Wahlenbergbreen Bay and by 11:30pm, I decided I needed some time alone 
to adjust to the small cabin before settling down for sleep. Privacy was slim 
on a ship this size and I continued to feel disoriented by the constant 
daylight. Today was unexpectedly emotional. Restful sleep was still hard won 
and I hoped I didn’t keep Bradley awake with my snoring.  Occasionally I 
woke in the night in a dreamlike state to the gentle rocking and the lapping 
of waves against the sides of the ship.  
  
Day Two: Tuesday, June 12th 

 

Wahlenbergbreen – Blomesletta – Flintholmen 
Light Northerly wind. Cloudy start of the day, later 
clearing up to full sunshine. 48.2°F. 
08:30 – Anchor up, moving closer to Wahlenbergbreen. 
09:30 – Anchor down 78°29,8' N, 014°16,7' E 
Morning - Landing close to surging glacier 
Wahlenbergbreen. 
Aftern. - Hike up the moraines. 
18:00 - Anchor up, sailing North to Nordfjorden. 
21:00 - Mother Polar Bear with two cubs, 78°37,2' N, 014°44' E 
22:00 - Anchor down Flintholmen 78°38,13' N, 014°34,28' E 
  
Today we anchored at Wahlenbergbreen, a beautiful bay near a surging 
glacier. Jagged with crevasses and tinged blue, this glacier looks formidable. 
Surging glaciers are rare and most are found in Svalbard. While most glaciers 
are smooth and take hundreds of years to run their course, surging glaciers 
are gagged, for reasons unknown, race to the water – 16 meters a day. Today 
we had a ​"stationary hike" in the morning and after a lunch of pumpkin soup, 
we had an afternoon hike (that could be either fast or slow) ​where we 
climbed higher and closer to the glacier. Getting to shore was no simple 
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matter and required several trips back and forth on two Zodiacs, a sturdy 
inflatable boat that could hold fourteen people.  
  
After we set sail, near Blomesleta on a long patch of ice, we spotted three 
polar bears. A butter colored mother and two healthy cubs in their second 

year, traveling along the shoreline. 
Everyone was super excited and 
pulled out all their best camera gear. 
I only had my iPhone to take 
pictures. I’m not much of a 
photographer and buying an 
expensive camera didn’t seem 
practical. I got a few miserable shots 
of the three moving creatures in the 
distance. Thankfully the other artists 
were kind enough to share their 
pictures.  

 

The Arctic landscape is otherworldly. The air is super clean and there is really 
nothing to help you with scale - like trees or buildings. I was constantly 
tricked by distance and size. Even the time of day was difficult to determine 
when the sun circled high overhead. I’ve yet to get used to the constant and 
even stream of sunlight. 
The world beyond the 
ship existed only in 
shades of white and hues 
of blues and grays. 
Depending on the 
weather conditions, the 
water would go from 
crystalline sapphire to 
shimmering mercury, to 
obsidian. Tonight, I’ll 
force myself to go to bed 
early and screw down 
the porthole and pretend 
it is night. I admit, I’m still overwhelmed that I'm even here at all - sailing in 
the Arctic Ocean.   
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Day Three: Wednesday, June 13th 
 

Flintholmen – Bohemanflya– Sailing North 
Southerly winds. Calm sea in the morning, later WIND 
picked up bringing an overcast sky with light snow. 37.4°F. 
Morning – Landing at Flintholmen. circumnavigating the 
island, hike through the moraines, landing. 
14:15 - Anchor up. 
16:45 - Anchor down Bohemanflya 78°22,7' N 14°47,3' E 
Aftern. - Landing Bohemanflya, Bohemanneset. 
20:50 - Anchor up, sailing out of Isfjorden. 
  
Today we woke to light snow in Flintholmen, 
an island with low hills, moraines, melting 
snow, stony piles and mud. Two groups as 
always: one fast and one slow. I chose the 

slow hike again. I wanted to take in as much as I 
could and these treks were not a race for me. 
We landed with Kristen, a Norwegian guide 
who was always excited to share her knowledge 
of geography. She knew her stuff and I could 
listen to her talk for hours. I remembered on 
this landing to make a few recordings and I 
captured the sounds of Arctic Terns and the 
warning calls of a scrappy and territorial Arctic 
Fox looking for goose eggs. I’ve yet to capture 
the birdsong of a Snow Bunting.  This area is 
not as beautiful as yesterday, but is just as 
interesting.  We did see a few ringed seals and 
the larger bearded seal. I also managed to see 
bear tracks, which I walked through and didn’t 

notice them until Kristen pointed them out. We returned to an excellent 
meal of Thai Chicken Curry ​and fresh-baked brownies. ​I have to give it to Piet 
for his inventiveness and imagination when it comes to cooking.   
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