
EXTREME SKYDIVING

NORTH POLE ICE  

A 1,500 MILE CLIMB TO 
ALTITUDE IN A RUSSIAN  
GIANT WITH A 20-METRE 
CARGO HOLD. AADS TURNED  
ON WHEN THE DOOR OPENS  
AT 1,000FT. EXIT INTO -50°C. 
THIS IS NO ORDINARY SKYDIVE

WORDS MARK SMITHERMAN   
PHOTOS MARK SMITHERMAN AND PETER OOM
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 CAMP SKYDIVE
T

wo years ago, through 
business contacts, I was 
offered the opportunity to 
skydive into the North Pole.  
It was one of those off-the- 

wall conversations that, at the time, you 
think: “well, that’s not going to happen”.
But I was contacted in January this year 
and, unbelievably, it was on for March! 

Working in the firefighting industry,  
I come into contact with a range of 
emergency services across the world.  
The most extreme and highly specialised  
I have met, and am now friends with, is  
a team of firefighters and emergency 
responders who provide Special Air 
Response across Russia – including the 
Arctic. Their main role is to respond to 
emergencies such as aircraft crashes and 
isolated incidents throughout Russia’s 

vast territories by parachuting in with the 
full capability to operate independently 
under the most extreme conditions. In 
emergency services terms, this is about as 
hardcore as you can get. Each year, the team 
skydive into the North Pole to establish the 
most northerly airstrip in the world. 

I was part of a multinational group of 
six other skydivers invited from the more 
traditional side of skydiving. We were 
certainly not tourists – we had the privilege 
of being at the sharp end as part of the 
team. The others included a colleague from 
Sweden, a Czech, an American, a Russian 
and (most surprisingly) Omar Alhegelan 
from Skydive Dubai, who is now involved 
in organising the annual Everest jumps 
which some members of the group had 
completed with him in October – the 
North Pole was next on their list.  

TO RUSSIA, WITH GLOVES  
We arrived in Murmansk on March 23. 
The scene was set for the jump to the Pole 
on the third cargo lift out, planned within 
the next three days; the first lift was 
planned for Monday morning and left on 
schedule. The guys on the first lift have it 
tough, jumping into the centre of the Arctic 
Ocean with no established camp at 
approximately -40°C and then having to 
locate tons of cargo and fuel to establish 
the camp from scratch. At this point, I was 
glad to be on the third lift! 

The logistics are fascinating, carried out 
in multiple stages and each moving as far 
north as possible. Firstly, a pathfinding 
helicopter team establishes the DZ for the 
first group. The heli team leave Murmansk, 
which is about 1,500 miles from the Pole, 
and move north in three stages with 

1  Looking out of the 
ice camp towards 
the North Pole

2  Ready to depart 
from Murmansk on 
the Ilyushin Il-76
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distance limited simply by the size of the 
fuel tank. The Mi-8 helicopter is then 
resupplied by airdrops, allowing it to 
move further north to establish the most 
appropriate site for the DZ and the airstrip. 
Typically, the second and third lifts from 
Murmansk were delayed on a weather hold 
(which now accounts for my increasing 
taste for Russian vodka!). It was a week 
before the second lift departed with 
additional crucial supplies, including a  
25-ton bulldozer needed to complete the 
airstrip. Our lift left two days later on 
April 1 (the significance of the date did not 
pass us by). We moved to the airport to 
load onto our jump aircraft, the Ilyushin 
Il-76. The Il-76 is an enormous strategic 
airlifter capable of carrying a cargo of 40 
tons or 140 military paratroopers. Being 
more used to jumping club-size aircraft, 
mostly Caravans, it was hard for me to get 
my head around the sheer bulk of the Il-76. 

 
THE BEAR NECESSITIES  
The flight from Murmansk to the Pole 
took about three-and-a-half hours and 
was fully pressurised. The pre-flight brief 
had prepared us for potential low cloud 
with visibility only expected very close to 

the ice. Interesting considerations for an 
off-landing came to mind as a female polar 
bear and her two cubs had passed within 
30 metres of the ice camp the day before 
our jump and many fissures crisscross the 
ice, opening it to large sections of the 
Arctic Ocean. Fortunately, on arrival over 
the dropzone, we were pleased to find the 
weather had cleared with good visibility 
all the way down. 

It was fascinating watching cargo exit 
as the Ilyushin literally tipped tons out 
from about 1,000ft. It also gave us the first 
opportunity to set our altimeters and 
AADs as the aircraft depressurised. We all 
confirmed an added safety margin with  
a pull height of 5,000ft and we kitted up 
while climbing to the exit altitude of 
9,000ft AGL. Kitting up is an interesting 
process involving many warm layers and 

thick multilayer gloves combined with 
needing to keep flexibility and feeling. It’s 
advisable to not allow any part of the skin 
to be exposed for obvious reasons, but the 
biggest problem is visibility – with goggles 
immediately icing up from any moisture 
from the heat of the face or breath. 

The Il-76 has an approach speed of 
300km/h; hence the exit was always going 
to be interesting at 80m per second with 
separation being a pretty automatic 
process! Following a short drop of dead 
air, you hit a very powerful blast as the 
full impact of the airspeed hits you and,  
as you turn to get the money shot, your 
total vision is filled by a 50m-wingspan.  
I was pleased to maintain a good position, 
and watching this monster of an aircraft 
speed away from me will be a lasting 
skydiving memory. In reality, apart   

             Murmansk is two degrees into the 
Arctic Circle and it still took three-and 
a-half hours to get to the Pole in a four-
engined jet aircraft! 

3  De-icing and  
ready to jump −  
Libor Fryzek and 
Alexander Zadirov

4  Ice camp − three 
tents and an airstrip!
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             Their main role is to 
respond to emergencies such 
as aircraft crashes and isolated 
incidents throughout Russia’s 
vast territories by parachuting 
in with the full capability to 
operate independently under 
the most extreme conditions.  
In emergency services terms, 
this is about as hardcore as  
you can get 
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from the exit and the extreme temperatures 
(-50°C to -60°C at altitude), the remaining 
skydive was relatively straightforward. 
However, the context was unbelievable –  
a low, constant sun, propped by the illusion 
of two smaller sundog suns sitting above  
a huge expanse of ice which stretched to 
the horizon in every direction. Large wide 
fissures of ocean crisscrossed the distant 
view; ‘beautiful desolation’ is a term that 
sticks in my mind. The only break in this 
vast area of complete nothingness was the 
small dots of three tents and an airstrip 
which was still under construction! 

 
HAVE BULLDOZER, WILL TRAVEL  
We spent four days on the ice until, with 
the help of the successfully dropped 
bulldozer from lift two, the airstrip was 
capable of landing an Antonov AN-74 
from Svalbard. The Antonov, while not 
anywhere near the size of the Il-76, is still a 
sizable twin-jet cargo carrier with the role 
of bringing in a complete research station: 
‘Ice Camp Barneo’. Barneo operates on the 
ice for a month, accommodating scientists 
and a number of fee-paying tourists who 
want to strike off the Pole from the bucket 
list. During the short time Barneo exists, 
you can run the North Pole Marathon or 
even skydive as a tourist from an Mi-8.  
I was glad I had the opportunity to have  
a different and rawer experience, the sum 
of which was much greater than its parts. 

We evacuated on the AN-74 to Svalbard 
and left the construction of Barneo to the 
team we had left behind. The experience 
felt like a dream in most parts, which 
admittedly could have been vodka-
induced, but I left the Pole with a feeling 
of admiration for the whole process – not 
just the experience of the skydive but, 
more importantly, respect for the Russian 
Special Air Response team who do this 
year-on-year. It was a privilege to be 
involved and to make a lot of new friends 
in the process. The only problem is what’s 
next. The South Pole, maybe? Or perhaps 
Everest (a free plug for Omar)? This one 
will take some beating! 

Layered clothing was worn to overcome extreme cold conditions, making sure that 

all handles were still within reach. AADs and altimeters also presented a challenge. 

Instead of a normal 15-minute climb to altitude, this jump also included the 1,500-

mile flight to the DZ in the first place. It was not possible to set AADs and altimeters 

before take-off and then leave them, as they would be affected by the pressurisation 

and then de-pressurisation of the aircraft. There was a skydiving triple fatality at 

the South Pole in 1998 when a 4-way lost altitude awareness, made worse by cold, 

hypoxia and lack of visual references, and only one was wearing an AAD. 

On this jump, the cargo drop at 1,000ft allowed time for altimeters to be adjusted 

to 1,000ft and AADs turned on. This meant that, since the AADs had been turned on 

at 1,000ft instead of the ground, they would now effectively fire 1,000ft high, so pull 

heights were raised accordingly to provide a margin for error. Don’t try this at home!  

 

Liz Ashley

GEAR IDEAS
5  Libor Fryzek under 
canopy on approach

6  Exit at 80 metres 
per second

7  High five − Mark 
Smitherman, 
Alexander Zadirov 
and Omar Alhegelan

8  Mark Smitherman 
at -30°C!
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