THE ARCHAEOLOGIST WHO CAME IN FROM THE COLD

Henry Colburn

“What do you expect to find here, Doctor?”

“The secrets of Hyperborea. That’s what the Greeks called Iceland, you know.”

-from Indiana Jones and the Fate of Atlantis
Svalbard 1931

It was a lovely summer night on Nordaustlandet. Of course, since it was summer it

would be light well into August, and it had proven rather handy whilst I was attaching several

sticks of dynamite and a timer to the fuel dump at the newly constructed Russian submarine

base on the island. The entire archipelago of Svalbard had been officially demilitarised since

the eponymous treaty of 1920, and my mission had simply been to ensure that it remained so

with as little fuss as possible. It had all gone perfectly smoothly until an irate Russian officer

placed a Nagant revolver in my left ear whilst I was attempting to borrow a seaplane. At that

point things became rather pear-shaped, and I was deposited in a makeshift gaol.

I was not alone in my incarceration. There was another gentleman in the cell,

presumably the only cell on the entire base, but he appeared rather comatose. I greeted him as

soon as the guards had departed. “Good morning, sir,” I said genially, as it was just past the

stroke of midnight. By way of response he pushed his rumpled brown fedora up from over

his eyes and gave me a keen glance. “Is it morning?” he asked. “I can never tell in this place.”

From his voice I could determine that he was undoubtedly Canadian. “Yes sir,” I

replied, “it’s six minutes past twelve in the morning.”

He sat up slowly. I extended my hand to him. “I’m Alec Watmé,” I said.

“Indiana Jones.”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Mr. Jones. What brings you to Svalbard? The

barnacle geese?”

“I’m not especially interested in zoology.”

“Pity. They only breed here, Greenland, and Nova Zembla. You know, it was

originally believed they were produced underwater from barnacles-”

“Which led Catholics to qualify them as fish, which conveniently permitted them to

eat them during Lent. I’ve heard that one.”

“I see.”

“I’m an actually an archaeologist.”

“Dr. Jones, of course! I met you at Sir Flinders Petrie’s seventy-fifth birthday party.

Excellent punch I recall. My old tutor from Cambridge managed to get me invited. I would

have recognized you except that you’ve shaved your moustache.”

He grinned with half of his mouth. “That moustache was a short-lived project.”

“Is there much archaeology in Svalbard?”

“Not until recently.”

“Isn’t it rather difficult above the permafrost?”

 “The Russians have been developing several innovative methods.”

“Oh?”

“Most of them involve explosives.”

That reminded me of my own explosives. The gaol was not that far removed from the

fuel dump, and according to my watch, which the Russians had kindly let me keep, I only had

twelve more minutes in which to remove myself from the premises. “Excuse me, Dr. Jones,” I

said, “but would you mind terribly if I escape now? I’m a little pressed for time at present.”

He nodded. “I was thinking the same thing myself.”

“Splendid.” I began surveying my surroundings. The cell was typical Soviet

construction, drab yet effective. My investigation was curtailed by the arrival of a guard. As I

prepared to feign nonchalance Dr. Jones suddenly threw himself at me. Cursing loudly he

thrust his fingers into my throat. I seized his hands to peel them off me, but he proved

surprising strong for an academic. The guard began to yell, and then he thrust his battered

Mosin-Nagant rifle through the bars of the cell. Jones grabbed the rifle by the muzzle and

shoved it back towards its owner, striking him full in the face. Jones swiftly reversed the rifle,

pointing the business end at the guard. He addressed him curtly in Russian, and the guard

threw a large brass key into the cell. “Could you give me a hand with that, Mr. Watmé?” he

asked.

“Of course.” I retrieved the key and let us out of the cell. Dr. Jones eyed the Russian

guard warily, as if considering what to with him. Then suddenly a look of amazement came

over his face and he pointed in the other direction. The guard turned to see what he was

indicating, and Jones clobbered him with the rifle. “He can take over for us,” he said. We

dragged the body into the cell for safekeeping. At the end of the short corridor in front of the

cell was another door. I tried the handle. It was also locked. Jones knocked politely. We

heard a shuffle of feet from the other room and some muttering. The door opened, and a very

surprised Russian soldier found himself looking down the barrel of his colleague’s Mosin-

Nagant. He did not protest when I relieved him of sidearm, and soon found himself bound to a

chair and gagged with one of his own socks. There did not appear to be anyone else on duty in

the gaol, so we headed for the front door. I scrutinized the compound. “It looks the entire

Red Fleet is on vacation on Nordaustlandet,” I observed. Jones grunted in agreement. “I

suggest we borrow some clothing from our friends here.”

Stripping the unconscious man was straightforward. The other was a little more

difficult, but Dr. Jones’ rifle kept his attention as I collected his overcoat and fur hat. We

donned our disguises, and I discovered that my coat belonged to a significantly portlier chap

than I, and that he also had a much larger head. Once I managed to get my hat out of my field

of vision I saw Jones waiting for me by the door. “There are two seaplanes at the pier,” I said,

“and I just happen to be a qualified pilot of some experience. Might I offer you a lift?”

He shook his head. “I need to find the commandant,” he replied. “He took something

from me, and I want it back.” The determination in his voice was unmistakable. It would have

been fruitless and time-consuming to argue with him. “All right then.” We stepped outside.

A nearby sentry looked at us questioningly, but Jones glared at him until he looked away

again. “Well Dr. Jones,” I said softly, “good luck to you, sir.”

“And you, Mr. Watmé.”

“Cheerio.” We parted company.

I had gone nearly a dozen paces when I remembered I had utterly failed to apprise Dr.

Jones of the large quantity of trinitrotoluene I had affixed to the Russian’ fuel supply. More

importantly I had overlooked informing him that the timer attached to the trinitrotoluene in

question had only another ten minutes left. I turned sharply. Then I realized that without the

fedora on his head I could not pick him out from all the other soldiers in the compound. That

only left me with one option, the process of elimination. I strolled up to the nearest soldier

and peered at him until he noticed me and made a sound I couldn’t understand. He was not

Dr. Jones. I had similar results with the next two soldiers, and then I saw him. He was

striding purposefully across the compound. I hurried to catch up with him, and did so just as

he opened the window of one of the huts and climbed through. I followed. The interior was

an office, and he began mercilessly ransacking the place. Every drawer in the desk was

removed and overturned, and the filing cabinet was treated likewise. He looked under all the

furniture, behind the framed photograph of Stalin, and in the light fixture. Since I had no idea

what he was searching for I contented myself by playing with a bullwhip I had found on the

hat rack. In a few minutes the office was a bona fide disaster area. It looked like my room

back at Magdalene College. Dr. Jones stood in the centre of the mess. “It’s not here,” he said,

then as if noticing me for the first time, “is that my whip?”

“It’s certainly not mine,” I replied handing it over. What a respectable academic was

doing with a bullwhip was beyond me. Possibly the tedium of archaeology was too much for

him and he was daydreaming about being a lion tamer.

Further speculation was cut short by the clank of heavy boots outside the office and a

sound which could only have been an enlisted man scrambling to attention. I dove beneath the

desk and Dr. Jones positioned himself to one side of the door. A moment later it swung open

and a Soviet officer came in. Jones slammed the door behind him and put his rifle in the middle

of the man’s back. I crawled out from under the desk and held up my revolver. “Dr. Jones,”

said the Russian in thick English, “I see you have made yourself at home.”

“I’ve got a little problem, comrade Golokov,” said Jones, “I’m looking for a book. I

think you might be able to help me.”

“Have you tried the bookshelf?”

Jones ignored him. “Alec, plug him if he moves.”

“Roger that.”

He began frisking the officer.

“Come now, Dr. Jones,” said Golokov, “would you shoot a man for a book?”

“You people did.”

“Professor Schweigaard’s accident was rather unfortunate.”

“One day I hope to say the same about you.” Then he pulled a book out of the

officer’s pocket. “Looks like this is your lucky day, Golokov. Now I’m going to open this

door a crack and you are going to ask your orderly to bring along several metres of hemp. And remember, I speak Russian.” He did so to prove it.

Golokov, helped by the two Nagant revolvers I had leveled at him slowly complied

with Dr. Jones’ request. The rope arrived, and soon the officer found himself bound and

gagged in his own office chair. “With any luck I won’t be seeing you again, comrade,” said

Jones by way of farewell. “Nice meeting you, sir,” I said.

We exited by the same window through which we had entered. Without waiting for me

Jones headed off again, this time towards the mountainous side of the compound where the

Soviets were no doubt planning to build a subterranean submarine pen. I followed him, as he

was already too far head for me to speak to him surreptitiously, and I did not want to wander

through the base loudly proclaiming in any language that the fuel dump was about to explode.

I checked my watch. There were only seven minutes left before large portions of the base

would become rather unpleasant. Glancing around furtively I went into a sprint to catch him.

“Dr. Jones,” I said softly, “there’s something important I need to tell you.”

“What is it?”

“I left a hefty quantity of explosive in the fuel dump. It is scheduled to detonate

shortly.”

“How shortly?”

“Six minutes.”

He started walking faster. Then he ran. This seemed like a pretty good idea. We were

both running by the time the explosion hit. It was bizarrely subdued, and it sounded as if it

came from the wrong direction. It was also early. Then I noticed that the base was not

actually on fire. Dr. Jones pointed to a dust cloud on the mountainside. “That’s the Russian

archaeology I was telling you about.” I consulted my watch. We had another five minutes

before the real explosion occurred.

Dr. Jones led me into one of the many openings on the mountainside. It was guarded

by a single sentry who challenged us. Rather than reply verbally Jones hit him in the groin

with the butt of his rifle, and then once more in the head for good measure. The man crumpled

to the ground. Electric lighting had been strung along the ceiling of the shaft, but Jones still

appropriated a couple electric torches. Parts of the passageway looked natural, but other

sections revealed human interference. “What exactly are we looking for?” I asked. “And will

we find it quickly?” I glanced at my watch.

“In the eleventh century the German chronicler Adam of Bremen went to the court of

Svend Estridson, king of Denmark, to tap the king’s encyclopedic knowledge of Norse lore.

Svend told Adam of a Viking named Asvald Sigtrygsson who sailed north to an island, an

island which Adam describes as a Garden of Eden. All kinds of produce thrived there, fruit

vegetables, livestock. The sun never set.”

“Hyperborea.”

“Yeah, Apollo’s summer resort. When Asvald died he was buried with a sword, on

which were engraved Norse runes with directions to this island so that he would always be

able to find it in the hereafter. For years the place names in Adam’s text were too obscure to

be identified, but recently a colleague of mine, Wollert Schweigaard, used a fifteenth century Danish translation of Adam’s work to reconstitute the names. He also successfully

reconstructed a passage describing Asvald’s tomb.”

“How do you know he was successful?”

“I guess we’ll find that out. The Russians thought he had done well enough that they

put three thirty-eight calibre holes in him in order to acquire his copy of Adam’s work.”

“I say!”

“Fortunately he had given me the book the day before to bring down to Columbia

University.”

“So you brought it to them here.”

“I may not believe in Hyperboreans, Alec, but I do believe in Vikings, and I definitely

believe in Russians.”

“I’m going to believe in Russians on fire in a moment.” I checked my watch again.

Four minutes.

The tunnel opened into a wide space. “We’ve just entered Asvald’s burial chamber.,”

said Jones, “it’s clearly labeled.” He indicated some runes on the wall. The room itself was

roughly square and interrupted by frequent wooden beams supporting the ceiling. The walls

were lined with wooden statues of Norse gods and heroes. They were all cracked and faded

with age, but otherwise in remarkably good condition. It was Asvald’s own personal Valhalla.

In the centre was a party of Russian soldiers smoking and generally looking bored. Dr. Jones

shouted to them frantically in Russian, and swiftly they all rose and charged out of the

chamber. “What did you say to them?” I asked.

“I told them the prisoners were loose and had knocked out the sentry at the entrance to

the shaft.”

He opened Professor Schweigaard’s book and placed it on the sarcophagus.

“According to Schweigaard the runes on the sepulchre should be read counterclockwise, in

order to confound the uninitiated and any errant malignant spirits. Let’s see . . .” He began

making sounds I could not understand, so I merely watched the tunnel with my pistols at the

ready. Dr. Jones was still mumbling to himself, but then he said clearly, “It says that the

sword is ‘bequeathed to he who needs it least.’” He began looking around at the statues,

identifying them under his breath. “One eye, Odin, Ull probably, hmmm, Hod, Dagr?”

“What’s this chicken doing here?” I asked.

Jones responded without looking up. “The rooster is Gullinkambi. He lives in

Valhalla and his crow awakens the Einherjar every morning. Wait.” He came over. “These are

all heroes or gods except for Gullinkambi. He’s the only one here who doesn’t need a sword.”

“He doesn’t even have opposable fingers. Or any fingers.”

Dr. Jones investigated the figurine with his hands. Like the rest of the statues of it was

recessed into a shallow alcove. It had been built to scale and was perched on a tall wooden

pedestal. After a few moments of shifting the bird he lifted it off the pedestal entirely.

Beneath it was the hilt of a sword. With an exclamation of glee Jones set Gullinkambi down

on the floor and drew the sword out of the pedestal. There were only about five inches of

blade attached to the hilt. Jones set it down and began yanking on the pedestal itself. I checked my watch. “Were you planning on escaping?” I asked. “We only have about two

minutes left.”

His answer was to throw his entire weight against the pedestal. It snapped off, and he

seized it, turned it upside down, and shook it violently. Two more pieces of the sword’s

blade fell out. He laid them all on the floor and fit them together. A sequence of runes was

visible. “Okay,” he said, stuffing the pieces into his Russian overcoat along with

Schweigaard’s book, “we can escape now.” We dashed out of the burial chamber through the

tunnel. As we reached the mouth of the shaft the fuel dump exploded. It started with several

fireballs rising from the fuel dump which merged into a single gargantuan conflagration that

engulfed half the submarine base in an inferno. The sun was blotted out for a moment by the

mass of black smoke. I fell over, and my hearing only came back to me once the shooting

started. And there was plenty of shooting. Golokov had been freed and was leading a party

of soldiers towards the cavern entrance. The explosion, though no doubt jarring, had not

deterred him from his objective of killing us. “Quick,” said Jones, “back into the caves.”

“But it’s a dead end!”

“A different one. Move!”

Given the exposed nature of our current position, that was sound advice. Jones ran for

an opening which had a couple of bewildered Russians standing in front of it, presumably

hoping it would stop our pursuers from firing on us. It did not. Bullets ricocheted off the

walls of the tunnel, which was obviously the result of traditional Russian archaeology. This

shaft was also lit, which made running through it much easier. Unfortunately there were no

junctions, so our trail was very easy to follow, and moreover it was getting narrower. We

were going to have to make a stand. The question of where was settled when the tunnel

abruptly ended.

We had managed to trap ourselves in a dead end. There was nothing but rock and ice,

and a small patch of snow. The lighting had ceased some distance before, and Jones turned on

one of the torches. He looked befuddled. In fact, he looked more than befuddled. He looked

panicked. It was somehow understandable. I dropped to my knees on the patch of snow to

catch my breath, and suddenly I was sinking through the snow like quicksand onto a sheet of

ice, which failed to support my weight. I ended up in a dark place.

Dr. Jones arrived a moment later. We found ourselves in another tunnel below the

first, and definitely not natural. The walls were stone, fitted perfectly. Extensive use of the

torch revealed we were not actually in a tunnel but a colonnade which surrounded a very large

open area. “These columns don’t look like Viking architecture,” Jones observed, “I can’t place

them, but they’re old.”

I was trying to keep an eye on the hole through which we had dropped in the event

that any Russians happened to fall into it, but Jones seemed to have forgotten about them and

after giving me the other torch he started looking around. “Look at that,” he said, casting his

light on one of the pillars.

“They look like scratches,” I said.

“It’s writing,” he replied, “see? There are repetitions.”

“What language is it? It looks like the Cyrillic alphabet written sideways by a

Japanese man with a nasty twitch in his right wrist.”

“I’ve never seen it before. There’s more on the next pillar.” All of the pillars seemed

to have this mysterious language engraved on them. One, however, was especially striking.

The markings were different. They were very obviously Greek. My classical training had not

deserted me. It was beyond question a couplet of Greek hexameter poetry. I translated it

aloud: “Beloved of Phoebus, Aristeas, the man of Proconnesus, left his native land to travel

beyond the north wind and return again.”

“Beyond the north wind,” said Dr. Jones in disbelief.

“Hyperborea.”

“Herodotus even refers to Aristeas of Proconnesus by name in the fourth book of his

history.”

I felt like I was in a cheap novel or a short story from a writing contest. It was outright

surreal to be standing in what could possibly have been the ruins of a Hyperborean settlement.

Yet there was no other explanation, unless a thousand years ago a very educated Viking played

a very elaborate practical joke on posterity, and that was too farfetched for serious

consideration. Then again, so was the existence of Hyperborea.

Jones turned around and shined his torch into the centre of the chamber. He was

greeted by an even more breathtaking sight. A colossal golden statue stood in the very middle

of the room. It portrayed a beardless youth in heroic nudity. Yet there was also something

timeless in his aspect. He was flanked by four griffins looking in each direction. There was

something vaguely classical to the entire scene, but it had other features that were completely

alien to me. “It’s Apollo,” said Jones softly, “or at least the Hyperborean version. There are

rays of sunlight coming from his head.”

“This is what the Russians are looking for,” he continued. “They were searching for

the remnants of Hyperborea.”

“What for?” I asked. I was not aware Stalin was much of an antiquarian.

“Hyperborea was a land that was always fertile and prosperous despite being in the

frozen north. If the Soviets could find out how they did it, think of what they could do with

Siberia.”

We both froze at the sound of a voice. It came from near the hole by which we had

entered. “Lights out,” Jones commanded and we both sought cover behind columns. There

was a circle of light on the floor, and then a Russian dropped through. More followed. They

all had torches, making them easy targets. I waited until there were four of them and then

opened fire. Jones joined me. Within seconds they were all incapacitated. There was a lull.

Then I heard a metallic clack as an item clattered onto the floor. A moment later it exploded.

“Fragmentation grenade,” said Jones. The Russians tried a few more fragmentation grenades

before introducing a new variety. It sounded the same when it landed, but instead of exploding

it made a sort of hissing sound. The lighted area filled with smoke. Then I heard the thud of

feet landing. I could not see what was happening, so I opened fire into the smoke to find out.

Somebody yelled. I utilized this strategy several more times before my pistol became empty.
As I cast it aside I noticed a light flash to one side of me. “Jones!” I shouted. The answer was

a gunshot. I fired back with my other revolver and heard the sound of a body hitting the floor.

There was another lull. I could faintly hear Russian voices. Then they fell silent.

They remained silent for a very long time. I crouched by that pillar, sweating in my giant

Russian overcoat. The air was stale. Dr. Jones was on the outskirts of my vision. I could just

about see him remove the Russian fur hat from his head and replace it with that fedora. He

was going down in style. His rifle lay on the floor, and I presumed it was empty. My Nagant

revolver had five shots left it in. If they attacked again it would soon descend into mêlée

combat.

The light by the hole disappeared. Seconds later there was a resounding blast. Jones

had his torch on in a flash. A huge pile of rubble stood where the hole had been. The hole was

gone. “We’re sealed in,” said Jones. His voice quavered ever so slightly.

“There might be another way out,” he said getting to his feet. “We didn’t even use the

main entrance.” We began frantically shining our lights everywhere, at the walls, the floor, the

ceiling, Apollo, each other. The chamber was very large and very high, but nothing seemed to

present itself. Then Jones called out from the far wall. “Alec! I think there’s a door here!” I

rushed over. With the aid of both our torches we could discern the outline of a single stone

slab nearly six feet tall set into the wall. I pushed it experimentally. “Seems rather solid.”

“There might be a catch or lever around here.” We patted down the adjoining wall,

prodded every loose stone, and jumped up and down on the floor. Several of the columns

were examined. There was nothing. Even if we had found the release mechanism there was no

guarantee it would have worked after so long. In fact, the mechanism had probably

disintegrated centuries ago. There might not be anything holding the door in place. That gave

me an idea. “Let’s try pushing it,” I suggested.

Jones shrugged. Time was one thing we now had in abundance. Our efforts,

unfortunately, were fruitless. The stone did not budge. “Let’s try pushing the top,” said

Jones, “maybe we can knock it over.” Several grunts later there was a satisfying crash as both

we and the stone fell over. What was even more satisfying was that we were blinded. Now

the blindness itself was not especially pleasant, but the fact that its source was the midnight

sun made me want to go back and embrace that statue of Apollo.

I climbed off Dr. Jones and blinked until my vision returned. We were standing on a

small ledge protruding from an almost vertical cliff face. I looked up. We were essentially

halfway down a cylindrical canyon. “It appears we are inside the core of an extinct volcano,” I

observed.

“Of course!” Jones exclaimed, which startled me slightly. “It makes perfect sense

now!”

Nothing could have been further from the truth. “What does?”

“This passageway and that entire chamber must have built after the volcano became

extinct.”

“Yes?”

“If this volcano was very active at one time it would have left the soil here extremely rich, and with six straight months of sunlight the inhabitants of the island could have had

multiple harvests in a single growing season.”

“Hence the myth of Hyperborean prosperity?”

“Exactly! Then the volcano became extinct. The Hyperborean held on for a while, but

the permafrost finally claimed the last of the volcanic soil. The Hyperboreans built a temple

in the volcano to supplicate their god, whom Aristeas somewhat erroneously identified with

Apollo. It failed, and they died out or moved away, leaving only hints of their existence in the

Greek and Norse literary records.”

“I don’t think that Golokov fellow would be very happy if you told him that.”

“We need to climb this rock face before we have to worry about that.”

I looked up again. It was a prospect I did not relish.

“Are you a decent climber?” Jones asked me.

“Of course,” I replied, as I always did when my abilities were questioned.

“Good.” He grabbed the rock face with both hands and commenced his ascent. I gave

him several yards’ head start and then followed.

I admit I remember little of that climb. It was not because I blacked out and died, but

rather because the climb required so much concentration and singleness of intention that

everything else ceased to have any bearing on my senses. Time stopped. That was also due in

part to my watch having been smashed when we pushed over that rock. All I know is that I

slid each hand along the cliff face until it found a hold and then did the same with each foot,

never looking down, never looking up, never really looking at anything other my hands and Dr.

Jones’ posterior.

Time slowly resumed at the summit of the volcano. To one side of us lay the Arctic

Ocean, to the other was Nordaustlandet and the rest of Svalbard. Below us were the

smoldering remains of the Russian submarine base. It unavoidably put me in a reflective

mood.

“What would your friend Professor Schweigaard have thought of all this?” I asked.

“I’ll ask him when I get back.”

I gave Jones a quizzical look. “You mean he’s still alive?”

“Sure. He’ll be tormenting his nurses for months to come.”

The image of a lecherous academic running amuck with hospital nurses eliminated any

solemnity I had accumulated. Instead I had more practical thoughts. “I’m afraid my explosion

incinerated the seaplanes,” I said, “so I fear I can no longer offer you a lift.”

Indiana Jones grinned. “That’s all right,” he said, and then, inclining his head towards

the natural harbor below, “can you drive a sub?”
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