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In the early 1960�s, Dutch PhD student Alfred joins a small 
Norwegian expedition to Finnmark, the Norwegian part of 
Lapland. The expedition hopes to find evidence of 
meteorites in the area around Mount Vuorji; Alfred hopes to 
make his name as a scientist. But he is quite unprepared for 
life in the Arctic wilderness. Disaster strikes when Alfred�s 
Norwegian colleague and guide Arne slips from a rock and 
dies while the two are separated from the others. With next 
to no food and no compass, his plastic raincoat in shreds, 
Alfred somehow makes it to a wilderness hut and returns 
home, his field work a total failure. 

The author of the novel Nooit Meer Slapen (published in 
English as Beyond Sleep - the title refers to the absence of 
night in the Arctic summer and the catastrophic death of 
Arne), Willem Frederik Hermans, was a physical 
geographer. He visited Finnmark with a group of Norwegian 
geologists in1961, and that experience inspired the book. 

Nooit Meer Slapen sold very well. This is partly due to the setting: in the 1960s, Finnmark was just as 
exotic as the Sahara for the Dutch � in fact, it is just as remote for us, as an atlas will show. Tunisia 
and Morocco would be soon be discovered by mass tourism; Finnmark remains off the beaten track, 
90% of it literally. The province, over half the size of Austria, is largely made up of treeless, 
uninhabited plateaus with thousands of lakes where temperatures can sink to -40° in winter; in 
summer, you are eaten alive by mosquitoes.    

Re-reading the novel in the late 1980s, after a couple of mountain walks in Norway, I found that many 
of the geographical details outside Finnmark, where I had not yet been, were familiar to me. Could I 
track Alfred�s nightmare journey up north? I purchased maps of the area and flew to Finnmark in early 
September 1991, after the mosquito season but hopefully before the onset of cold weather. I was 
thrilled by the exotic names of the map sheets: Skoganvarre, Čohkará��a, Ie�jávri, Stiipanav�i, 
Ie�johka. This would be a great adventure. 
 
But the story of that walk is soon told. At the end of day one, a couple of hours from Vuorji, a 
snowstorm stopped me in my tracks. I turned back - completing the job would take three or four days, 
virtually all of it above the tree line, with no shelter except my tent. I did walk to the Ravnastua hut, 
where Alfred�s nightmare ends, by a different route and briefly explored the plateau from there. And I 
discovered something interesting: while minute details were correct, the route chosen by the 
expedition was unnecessarily difficult � nightmarishly difficult for Alfred. Hermans of course did that on 
purpose: the greater the difficulties, the harder the reader would be hit by the disaster. The 
straightforward slog to the foot of Vuorji by the route I followed, taking just a day, would not exactly 
have made thrilling reading, even at the hands of a great novelist. And, as Hermans said in an 
interview: �...any book or novel, any play ending with the protagonist�s triumph would make the 
impression of being incomplete.� Maybe you prefer novels with a positive ending, but Hermans wasn�t 
into writing those, and he has pretty good company in world literature. 
 
Pebble in my boot 
 
I had never been defeated by bad weather, and Finnmark was like a pebble in my boot: a continuous 
reminder that something wasn�t right. At some point, I�d have get to the top of Vuorji (just over 1000 m 
high, no big deal) and visit the canyon at the foot of the mountain where Arne meets his death. But 

It happened there > 



much as I like vast empty spaces, Finnmark had put the fear of God in me: I did not want to return 
alone. I could not find the right partner and there were plenty of easier (not to be confused with easy) 
walking options in Norway.  
 
In June I received a letter from the Wiener Stadtwerke: as of 11 September 2008 I would qualify for a 
pensioner�s public transport pass. In other words, it said: YOU ARE ABOUT TO BECOME AN OLD 
DUFFER. I had to be quick, even if fitness shouldn�t be a problem yet: on a day in May I had done 40 
k with 1500 m of climbing in the Scottish Cairngorms, half of it off tracks. I happened to mention the 
project to Vadim Novgorodtsev, a Russian UNOV staff member and one of the Three Musketeers of 
the VIC darkroom. He was keen to come along; what was more, he had wilderness experience in 
Russia. Vadim read Beyond Sleep and was not in the least put off. On August 17 we flew to Alta, the 
capital of Finnmark. The taxi driver who took us to our B&B told us that the weather forecast was good 
and the mosquito season over. 
     
I did not repeat the 1991 walk, although that would have taken me to Vuorji fastest. I wanted to see 
more of Finnmark, and worked out a route to the mountain from the opposite direction. While much of 
that would be off tracks, the going is generally quite good once you�re above the tree line: rock, gravel 
and sand covered with a thin layer of reindeer moss, dwarf birch and bilberry. It is like walking on a 
firm mattress. With a 20 kilo pack (tent, sleeping bag, etc., plus food for a couple of days), the 
continuous swivelling of the foot on this semi-soft surface does make your ankles feel like badly 
greased ball-bearings at the end of the day. But I intended to tackle Vuorji with just a day pack, from a 
bivouac at the minute Bojobaeski shelter, 16 k (as the crow flies) from the mountain. Given my 
Cairngorms experience, Vuorji was as good as in the bag. Only the weather could spoil the fun.  

From my diary 
Monday 18 August 

Taxi out of town, glorious weather. A few kilometres along the rough track leading to the Joatkajavri 
mountain hut, then cross-country over the Ceavdni plateau, easy terrain. Little grey-brown birds, I can 
never tell them apart. Picked up the marked trail from Joatkajavri to Bojobaeski. Vuorji on the horizon 
all the time! By early evening reached the birch jungle where the shelter is located. The little square on 
the map turned out to be a private hut � locked. No idea where Bojobaeski may be: no other hut is 
shown on the map and you cannot see 30 metres in this jungle, where the trees are bizarrely 
deformed by the harsh climate. Pitched the tents by the private hut, the veranda (with a couch!) would 
serve as our dining room. Lots of mosquitoes � there�s more shelter here than above the tree line. But 
they were not very aggressive.     

Tuesday 19 August 

Headed more or less straight for Vuorji, first along the old �pony post� route to Ravnastua, a 
surprisingly clear track (obviously used by quads1), then cross-country over a vast, undulating plateau. 
Fine weather and good going except for the odd little bog and the canyon of the Veardasjokka river, 
with long ridges of boulders and stretches of bog, everything heavily overgrown, right across our track. 
Got only one foot wet. The odd plover, skua and ptarmigan, startled by the presence of humans. 
Crossed reindeer fence and reached the foot of Vuorji. The top � only 500 m above the plateau - was 
clearly visible, and while the slope seemed to be boulder-strewn it was not very steep.  

I had been checking our progress during the last hour � less than 3 k over good terrain. It had 
obviously been too long a day yesterday, I felt knackered with my objective in sight. Vadim felt tired as 
well. And of course we�d have to go the same distance back. Plus it was clouding over and the wind 
was rising. Didn�t fancy a long slog back in nasty weather. We agreed to turn back. Vadim continued a 
bit further in the hope to catch at least a glimpse of Lake Laevnjasjavri, at the foot of Vuorji, where in 
the book the expedition splits up. He�d wave if he saw something worthwhile. He came back without 
having waved and told me that a herd of reindeer had passed behind me. I was so concentrated on 
following him with my eyes that I didn�t notice them! Made a detour to the south to avoid the 
Veardasjokka canyon, aiming for the point where the old post route crosses the Giellanjokka. The ford 
looked unfordable in anything but prolonged dry weather, but we were on the �right� side of the water. 
                                                
1 Small cross-country vehicles, much used by reindeer herders. 



Barely a hint of the track at this spot, I suppose people fan out to find a crossing. But we picked up our 
route without a problem. Back at the tents after 10 hours on our feet.  

More mosquitoes at night, maybe because it was overcast (it did not rain in the end). As I took my 
traditional evening bath in the river a lone buzzard flew up from the birch jungle. Otherwise the vast 
emptiness was still. Vadim already talked about returning: �God likes a trinity�. I felt that a trinity of 
failure would do. In our sleeping bags by eight.    

Wednesday, 20 August 

Packed up and headed for Joatkajavri and a day�s rest. Up on Ceavdni it started to blow and rain. Just 
dumb slogging from one marked rock to the next. To our right, beyond an endless succession of grey 
lakes, there were lighter skies above the ocean, gleaming like chrome steel. Just before the track went 
down to the hut we came across a strange collection of drainage pipes and wire cages on the moor.  

Joatkajavri, a huddle of traditional red-and-white wooden farm buildings just below the tree line, gave 
us the great traditional Norwegian hut welcome: coffee and tea. Heaven! The place is run by a 
Norwegian-Sami (Lapp) couple. We ordered a fish dinner for tomorrow, my three dozen words of 
Norwegian were just enough for basic communication with grandma, a lovely Sami lady who is in 
charge of the cooking. She had lit the wood stove in our room. Laundry and bath in the river. The 
bathroom is a footbridge with a hole in the middle where a ladder takes you down into the water. The 
ladder wobbles vigorously when you scrub vigorously. Vadim heated the sauna.  

Thursday, 21 August 

Walked back up Ceavdni to get an idea of the route to Lake Jiesjavri, where we�ll go tomorrow. Long 
grey-brown ridges running roughly north-south promised fairly easy walking. Felt my age, though, and 
spent part of the day catnapping. Read Dickens� The Old Curiosity Shop in the intervals. Probably his 
worst novel, the characters are no more than puppets. The most interesting character is the 
surrealistically evil Quilp. Went through the hut book, very few foreigners come here. One Dutch 
couple this year, they came from Ravnastua. Must have taken three days, maybe they were able to 
find Bojobaeski. The hut is busy in winter, there�s a lot of activity with sled dogs; they now laze in a 
large kennel. Two pack horses wander freely among the buildings and a very friendly Scottish sheep 
dog is always ready for a cuddle. Vadim spent the day fishing � no result. The warden told us that the 
Bojobaeski hut is one or two kilometres north of the private hut, but he couldn�t locate it on the map 
either. The drainpipes and traps on the hill are part of a biological research project. 

Grandma prepared a delicious fish dinner, about twice the quantity we could manage. I hoped the 
dessert would be fresh cloudberries2 with cream and hot waffles � and that�s just what we got!  

Friday, 22 August 

Off to Jiesjavri, the great lake at the heart of Finnmark. Grandma gave us a farewell present: key rings 
with a woollen flash she�d woven herself. The way to Jiesjavri was initially easy, along a marked trail, 
but then started cutting across the ridges, which are separated by streams, bogs and almost 
impenetrable thickets of polar willow. Ripe cloudberries here and there, plenty of bilberries. On the last 
ridge we crossed, Kjellia, a raven serenaded us from the triangulation cairn. The ridge above Jiesjavri 
which I�d selected for camping from the map gave us the great panoramas I had hoped for: an 
enormous expanse of water, low dark ridges shutting off the horizon to the south and west, snow-
covered mountains in the east, Vuorji in front of them giving us the finger. A breeze kept the 
mosquitoes and midges at bay. I explored the shores while Vadim went fishing. He came home with 
two grayling which he cooked on a wood fire. A first-rate meal. For desert he brought out a hip flask 
with whisky! Intermittent hard rain slanted down on our tents and under my sleeping bag the ground 
was quite hard.  

Saturday, 23 August 

Grey with the odd shower. I returned to Joatkajavri for another night of candle-lit dinners (no electricity 
before dark), cozy bedrooms and soft beds; Vadim borrowed my mosquito net to carry on fishing. With 

                                                
2 Raspberry-shaped, orange-yellow when ripe, sweet-sour taste. Grow on boggy ground.  



yesterday�s experience, I was able to avoid most of the boggy bits. Halfway back I strayed into a 
magic valley east of the marked route � little ridges covered in stunted birch, ponds and streams, 
luminous cloudberry patches, rocks that seemed quietly alive, like sleeping animals. I dumped the 
pack and wandered about aimlessly for an hour or so. A mini paradise on earth. 

Two groups of women arrived at the hut, so I was given a large room all by myself in the main 
building, where I soon had a roaring fire going. Dinner was a repeat from Thursday, excellent in other 
words. (I had visions of reindeer steak, but the ladies were all having fish and you can�t just go out and 
get one steak). 

Sunday, 24 August 

I had two options: in bad weather I could call a taxi from Alta and walk to the road to be picked up; in 
good weather I could walk back along the ridge above the right bank of the Alta river, camp out 
somewhere with a view of the fjord and walk into Alta on Monday. The weather was OK, grey but dry, 
and it so happened that there was a third option: the warden was going to Alta in his four-wheel drive, 
and he could drop me at a bridge halfway. By the time I got up on the ridge the sun was out. Early 
afternoon the Alta fjord came into sight, and that sight stopped me in my tracks. I don�t remember ever 
having camped with such a panorama. The afternoon and evening were spent pottering about on the 
hill, just as I had done on Saturday morning. In the birch jungle, weathered, half-overgrown slate 
formations looked like collapsed huts.  

Monday, 25 August 

Down the hill through dense forest (real forest: pine trees) and into Alta along farm tracks. Thanks to 
the Gulf Stream, there�s dairy farming by the fjord, and there were even fields of rye. The landscape is 
rather like Austria�s Waldviertel. Met Bente, our B&B landlady, in the street. She greeted me like an 
old friend. Abusing her hospitality, I spread my wet tent in the spacious room after a badly needed hot 
shower. Went out on the town (1 museum visit, 1 glass of beer). In the early evening met Vadim, who 
had been given a lift all the way back. He looked none the worse for his diet of fish, wild mushrooms 
and berries. We ended the expedition with venison steaks and a glass (or two) of wine.       

Nowhere and home 
Of course we discussed how we could have made it up Vuorji and to the canyon. We could have split 
the walk in three, camping a second time at the Giellanjokka ford or thereabouts.  From there, the 
mountain would have been within easy reach, though it would also have meant carrying food for 
another two days. However, I do not believe that it would have been physically impossible to tackle 
Vuorji on that Tuesday. Looking back, I think there was � at least for me - a psychological element: 
horror vacui, the fear of the void. It was something I did not suffer from during the 1991 walk or my 
very first walk in Scandinavia, two weeks in the Swedish-Norwegian border region. Age, by which I 
mean decades of life in the leafy suburbs of a metropolis, has had an impact after all. In spite of all my 
experience, dumping myself in the middle of nowhere at short notice exceeded my ability to adapt, 
even with an experienced partner.  

I am fairly certain, though, that I would now be able to do the job from Bojobaeski, using the easy 
though long route via the ford, because in finding that route I put my mark on the landscape. It became 
more or less part of �home�, like Knoydart in Scotland, supposedly the least accessible place in the 
country. Or maybe I became slightly more Norwegian: �Trekking in this harsh landscape is just a stroll 
in the park, as far as they�re concerned...They�ve been coming here for years, it�s their home�, as 
Alfred says to himself in Beyond Sleep.  

But I have shaken the pebble Beyond Sleep from my boot. The vast emptiness of Finnmark has so 
much more to offer than just another view of Vuorji. The grand sweep of the landscape, the wide 
horizons. The beauty of necessity: plants and animals here know all about �the uses of adversity�3, 
                                                
3 �Sweet are the uses of adversity, 
Which, like the toad, ugly and venomous, 
Wears yet a precious jewel in his head...� 
(Shakespeare � As You Like It)  



how they turn this harsh environment to their advantage never ceases to thrill me. The simplification of 
your daily life to the essentials which the wilderness imposes on you: making your way, resting, eating. 
Civilisation and its discontents briefly become irrelevant: 

�Altogether elsewhere, vast 
Herds of reindeer move across 
Miles and miles of golden moss, 
Silently and very fast.�  
(W.H. Auden � The Fall of Rome)  
 
I was generously compensated for my repeated failure to track a failure.  
 
 



 
 
Lunch break in 1991. It was so cold that I pitched the tent. Vuorji in the background. 
 

 
 
Good map reading skills are essential in the featureless terrain of Finnmark. (Photo: Vadim 
Novgorodtsev) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�Monday, 18 August... 
Pitched the tents by the 
private hut, the veranda (with 
a couch!) would serve as our 
dining room.  Lots of 
mosquitoes � there�s more 
shelter here than above the 
tree line. But they were not 
very aggressive.�     
(Photo: Vadim Novgorodtsev) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�Tuesday, 19 August... Long 
ridges of boulders... right 
across our track.� 
(Photo: Vadim 
Novgorodtsev) 



 

 
 
Approaching Mount Vuorji. The stakes are part of a reindeer fence. 
 

 
 
Vadim serves dinner (grayling) at Lake Jiesjavri. The dining room table was found on the shore of the 
lake. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Norway has a very good 
network of mountain huts. Most 
are run by mountain touring 
clubs, but in Finnmark the 
government provides shelter at 
a few locations, among others 
at Joatkajavri. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
�Wednesday, 20 August... the 
great traditional Norwegian hut 
welcome: coffee and tea.� 
(Photo: Vadim Novgorodtsev) 
 

 



 
 
In contrast to us, that reindeer did not make it to Lake Jiesjavri (on the horizon). (Photo: Vadim 
Novgorodtsev) 
 

 
 
The Alta fjord on my last evening out. The little wedge is my tent.  


