
 

Northern Lights Episode 5 

From the Mediterranean to the Arctic 

 

Produced, edited and narrated by: Thomas Viguier, University of Akureyri, Iceland 

 

Interviewee:    Ramón Hernando de Larramendi, Polar Explorer 

 

Introduced by:    Sarah Mackie 

 

Sarah Mackie 

Hello everyone and welcome to Northern Lights, the Harvard Arctic Initiative Student 

Podcast.  What could attract a Spaniard with access to sun, sand and the blue seas of the 

Mediterranean to the cold, icy Arctic?  In today’s episode Thomas Viguier interviews Ramón 

Hernando de Larramendi, a polar explorer who hails from Spain.  In 1986, he led the first 

Spanish polar expedition ever made across the Greenlandic ice cap. 

 

Thomas Viguier is a master’s student at the University of Akureyri in Iceland, studying Polar 

Law and West Nordic Studies. 

 

This is Thomas Viguier with ‘From the Mediterranean to the Arctic’. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

Welcome to the Arctic Initiative Podcast Series! My name is Thomas Viguier and I will 

introduce to you one of the most unique polar explorers of our time: Ramón Larramendi. He 

is the first polar explorer in Spanish history, starting his polar journey in 1986 with the 

crossing of the Greenlandic ice cap, followed by the Circumpolar Expedition in 1990, 

from West Greenland to Alaska: In a nutshell, 3 years of dogsled and kayak, more than 

14,000km and reaching the North geomagnetic pole at the age of 25. However, Ramón did 

not only explore Arctic landscapes, but he integrated as well the Inuit culture. He would 

become one more Greenlander, leading him to his major contribution to the polar world: the 

Inuit Windsled. A clean, zero-emission and efficient travelling tool for remote polar regions 

that represents the perfect combination between traditional Inuit knowledge, engineering 

and innovation. Since its creation, Ramón and the windsled scored nine expeditions and 

more than 18,000km across Greenland. As a unique explorer and green technological and 



 

innovation polar pioneer, Ramón represents the transition towards a more sustainable way 

to discover the last remote polar places in the world. But how did he get there? How did he 

become an Arctic explorer and became one more Inuit in Greenland? Here is his story. 

 

 

Thomas Viguier  

Welcome to the Arctic Initiative Podcast Series Ramón, how are you today? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Hello Thomas. How are you? 

 

Thomas Viguier  

I'm very good. Thank you. 

So, where are you currently? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

I am right now in Reykjavik Iceland. I'm living in Iceland. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

So your relationship with the Arctic is not only with expeditions, it is as well part of 

your whole life because you are living in an Arctic State which is Iceland. But the 

question is do you still go often to Greenland? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Yeah. Sure. I go every year and I spend not half a year but normally three, four, five 

up to six months every year in Greenland where I got a house in South 

Greenland and I operate a company there and I do a lot of travel and expeditions all 

over Greenland in all the country and I have been traveling during the last 35 years. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

So you're not only a polar explorer that comes to the Arctic, carries out his expeditions 

and comes back to Spain. You're truly an arctic resident. But in this sense, can you 

explain to us please, how can a Spanish from the land of sun, desert, blue and warm 

seawater ended up into the coldness and harshness of the Arctic. Was it a 



 

childhood train to become a polar explorer for you? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Well, actually that's a good that's a good question. Really I come from a family with 

no connection whatsoever with Greenland, with the Arctic, even with the 

mountains my parents were absolutely urban people living in downtown Madrid. And 

actually yeah. I read some books when I was a child and I really dreamt I thought that 

was amazing the Arctic and it was fascinated by the emptiness of the of the wilderness 

of the real last great wilderness on earth and I got this fascination since my 

childhood and as soon as I got a teenager, later on, I got interested into mountain 

climbing and then I came here to Iceland and I made my first expedition and then I 

took the opportunity to participate in to the first Spanish expedition crossing in 

Greenland ice cap, and from that time in 1986 my life got totally linked to the Arctic 

and very, very especially to Greenland that I consider my second country or even my 

first country. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

It is very special for a Spaniard to have such a connection with the Arctic and it is 

quite interesting as well. As you were mentioning your first expedition in Iceland and 

then moving right away for expeditions in Greenland. But as you were so young, do 

you have any memory of what could be the hardest time you ever had during one of 

your Arctic expeditions? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Sure. I have had many, many, many, all kind of problems, especially in the first 

expedition.  You have to think that I came to Iceland when I was 19 years old. I did 

cross the Icelandic glaciers being 19 years old. I actually came to Iceland in a ship. 

I didn’t come by plane, I came by ship, in a merchant ship to the harbor Reykjavik. 

That was totally different times and this first expedition, of course, we've got many, 

many difficulties. Probably in the Greenland when I completed with my partners, we 

were five Spanish people crossing the Greenland ice cap. We got no GPS and we 

cross of course not satellite telephone and no GPS. We want with his sextant and 

taking the altitude of the Sun and when we were finishing this first traverse, we 

slightly lost our course because to make the sextant is not so exact exactly the point 



 

where you are and your position with the sextant and then we have to get out from 

the Greenland ice cap in a very certain path absolutely exact. Now with the GPS 

that's like very simple because you got the coordinates but we mistook the way to 

go out from the Greenland ice cap by maybe five, six kilometers and we got into a 

brutal labyrinth of crevasses and I got the real one of the toughest the times of my 

life because I lost, in the ice, my crampons. And then I had to go through an 

unbelievable labyrinth of crevices with no crampons just with my bare boots with 

the 40 50 meters on each side of emptiness and that's actually one of the toughest 

moments I have passing in my arctic life experience. I have had many other highly 

dangerous moments, but that was my first and probably my biggest living memory of 

the difficulty, of the hardship and the solitude and the vastness and of the Arctic and 

really the dangers that are really in what you are, totally on yourself in the middle of 

nowhere with very hundreds of kilometers from the closest human being. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

Then despite having heavy material problems and positioning issues, when basically 

everything was against you, what did keep you going forward despite such harsh and 

adverse conditions? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Of course, that's somehow that would be the same that if you are a mountain climber, I 

mean this thing is something like you have to feel it. You know, you have to feel the 

urge to explore really to go there, because from a logical point of view it really doesn’t 

make sense to take yourself into such great dangers, to accept such a great danger 

really for nothing. We could say doesn't make sense from a rational, a pure rational 

point of view. That's a fact that you have to acknowledge. What you do is because you 

really feel that, feel the urge, feel the need, feel the connection.  Really is a way of 

connecting with the roots and with the nature and somehow to connect with your 

deeper self. You know when you really are in the middle of nowhere, the pure nature, 

and you have abandon all the things from the civilization, you know artificial 

technology that get you disconnected, is the big connect with the nature and of course 

when you are totally alone, that's one of the strongest feelings that one person can 

have no and I do believe that we live in I have born in a big town and I always have 

felt this connection and this need to connect with nature. No, it's a little with the deep 



 

bottom of the motivation of what is it called, what is the reason to the call today to 

the Arctic and the exploration of the Arctic and even if I have been in very hard and 

dangerous moments and certainly could have lost my life. Absolutely clear now 35 

years later, I still feel that same motivation. To connect and I feel good, I feel at home. 

One of the things that I like to say is that when I am in the middle of nowhere. I 

don't feel that I’m in a remote place, I feel that I am at home. The same that I feel 

when I am in my sofa in my house. I mean, I have the same feeling, you know, that's 

my place. I do belong to that place. I mean, it's not something foreign that I'm 

really looking forward to come back, even if course when you are having a lot of 

physical deprivation, you know you are looking for some comfort of course, but 

indeed I feel home there and that’s the reason why I come back and I keep coming 

back. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

As you said, this is home for you, but a whole different thing is to feel home 

thousands of kilometers away from Spain and then being truly integrated by the 

people there. Then, how did you integrate the Inuit culture? Because you spent quite 

few years living in Greenland and with Inuit people, but as well, how can a Spanish, a 

European that usually is not so connected with the Arctic and even less with 

Indigenous Peoples could get used to this culture, learn all its features and then 

get the respect of the Inuit people? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Of course I have not learned everything, but I learned the language from the very 

beginning. I put a big effort to learn the language. They need language. I'm personally 

fluent in Greenlandic and certainly I can totally… conversational level, be totally 

fluent at the conversational level. And of course that's make issue really big 

connection. I have been coming for so long. I have been living so long in the 

Arctic, in the small communities with the hunting people and the fishermen because I 

like to be there. I like to be in the small communities with the hunting and fishing 

people. In the Arctic towns, I try to spend there as less time as possible and then 

somehow you get in to the mentality you get to understand how is the world view of 

the people. Because I've been for so long and done so many activities and having 

also so many experiences and traveling, the dogsled, boats and with everything and 



 

working together that you get into that, you know. And I feel that this is the reason I 

feel half Greenlandic and I truly understand the mindset really of the culture and I 

like the life in contrast because of course, I think that the best is the contrast know and 

you are not only one place only in the other you are able to understand the mindset 

and the concepts of the called the Spanish the Western World, I would say because 

more beyond that Spanish or in country and at the same time to really understand the 

Greenlandic on the unique mindset that is totally different way of ordering your mind. 

In fact the or viewing the thanks the same things you will from a different angle 

and I like this this contrast between the old one life in Madrid in Spain and the 

Wilderness between the big, big town life in the big country and the small. Nature is 

totally opposite is black and white it is day and night but I think that is the most 

enriching to be into two Wars and try to understand both words and try to get the best 

of both worlds. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

How do you perceive then, as you have a deep knowledge of and you are truly 

integrated in the Inuit culture, it seems so as you even speak Inuit at a conversational 

level, the interwoven nature of the Inuit culture and the Arctic? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

I mean this is our home. That's our big home. That's the people have a feeling a 

connection with nature that of course in the rest of countries people don't have this 

connection. They are totally at another level that's completely different. That's the first 

for them. So they are they belong and they are all communities, they are very exposed 

to the conditions of the of nature of the hardships of nature people is very conscious of 

the hardship of nature. Not only the bright side or the of the beautiful side of 

nature see like in a postcard know when you see oh how beautiful or the thematic 

park but with all the true hardship of the Arctic and they the people they're simply 

belong and have very clear that nature is the only the ultimate boss of everything is 

nature do. You are not in command. Actually, there is a saying one of the most 

common saying used by people, that is the only boss is the weather, because there are 

no roads people has to sell and when you are selling with a small boats or four five 

meters any wind any ice condition, the eyes get stuck. I mean, there are all kinds of 

things that can change your plans and people have totally this mindset that the there is 



 

only one boss and the boss is the weather, you are just trying to adapt to those 

conditions, but of course you are not in control and that's one of the things that they 

people always seek with surprise from the Western mind not this feeling of somehow 

to control, not really to navigate the condition but to control the conditions know 

that's part of the contrasting world-views. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

And finally, the last question for you Ramon, it appears as very clear that the 

Inuit people are intrinsically linked with the Arctic and the current state of the Arctic, 

and by that we mean ice, we mean harsh weather conditions and a unique nature with 

unique species, but how do they perceive climate change? What is the Inuit 

perception of climate change? 

 

Ramón Larramendi  

Some people has a truly understand they need this mentality. Of course one would 

be the political perception. I mean from the more articulate Inuit into politics 

that's one point of view and then there would be the average level. The nature of the 

Inuit people of the hunter people is there is only one thing as to adapt as fast as 

possible to the new conditions people is totally we live in a certain work and you 

just have to adapt, adapt and adapt to whatever is coming. I mean in the mentality 

of the hunter, the hunter has no control over anything, constantly there are things that 

are happening that are beyond their comprehension. Then you just have to see okay, 

the conditions are just changing, how we can adapt to this new condition because 

survival is adaptation. I mean, that's the that's how it works. I mean adapt as fast as 

possible to the new scenario and then the does I would say that the common person 

point of view, you know. Okay, things are changing how we can get the best of that. 

That's it. So they are not thinking much because Hunter. And of course, they're very 

much into this hunting culture. That's the mentality of the hunter no adapting to the 

situation nor trying to pull to think about what are the reasons of this situation and 

naked very sophisticated articulation about that. Now, of course, that would be the 

hunting people the fishermen people that there are seeing changes. And of course 

these the would say the most articulate that is different, the Inuit more into politics that 

are for they realize they perception the world changed. I believe that they have also 

the same point of view, even the most politician, you know, that's what is happening 



 

is beyond our control. That's something we are nothing into that, how we can adapt 

to this new situation. And of course if there are circumstances that are making those 

changes happening, we wish that they would not be happening. But let's say adapt to 

whatever is true. Whatever is coming. And of course in the into the mission that we 

can do something to avoid that. Let's do, let's act on that. 

 

Thomas Viguier  

It seems that the hunter mind really got you in there, because in the next episode 

we will talk with you about the most original and iconic Arctic expedition invention, 

your invention actually: the Inuit Windsled! Thank you very much and stayed 

tuned for the next part of an incredible Arctic story! 

 

Sarah Mackie 

Today’s episode was written and produced by Thomas Viguier. 

We would like to thank polar explorer Ramón Hernando de Larramendi for his contribution. 

This podcast was created as part of the Harvard Kennedy School’s Arctic Initiative Podcast 

Project, led by Dr Sarah Mackie. 

 


