Midwinter in Jämtland

We have left the forest behind us. The endless expanse of the bogs of  Vargtjärnsflatet has been transformed into a glittering horizon of white in white. The winter-night is closing in, but luckily we find protection from the drifting snow behind a stunted thicket of birch.
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The snowdrifts are tightly packed, and it does not take long to compress a serviceable tenting space with the snowshoes. When the tent has been raised, we start preparing a place for the fire and commence collecting firewood. Ulrik works with a vengeance with the snowspade, whilst I amble out in the semidarkness to find firewood. Already within a few meters from the camp-area I realise that I have discarded my snowshoes prematurely. With the snow reaching well over my knees it takes some doing making one´s way through the drifts in the scrub. So, back to the camp and on with the snowshoes! The temperature is around 10 degrees centigrade below zero, so it is no problem finding dry firewood.
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Under a windblown spruce I find some dead spruce-twigs for lighting up the fire. A little further on in the thicket lies a dead birch. As I break off a branch to test the degree of decomposition, I hear what you most of all want to hear a freezing winter night - the brittle sound of splintering heart-wood, which breaks with a crack. Everything points towards a perfect campfire.
The fire burns down after a couple of hours in the dark, and before long the wind has chased us into the sleeping bags. Daylight is not back until about 9 o’clock. The weather is clear, and we awaken to a beautiful soft light over the mountains of Jämtland. The routine repeats itself. Before we are up, blow life into the embers, warm the morning coffee, pack up and get the snowshoes fastened, it is eleven o’clock. The day is short and the pack is heavy. We have therefore purposely calculated to walk short daily legs of about 5-8 kilometers, in order to have time in hand to enjoy the wintry landscape, pitch camp and get a fire started in good time before dark.
Walking on snowshoes does not differ a great deal from ordinary mountain hiking. Apart from the fact, that with snowshoes you feel like an offroad snow-goose with kingsize feet..Although the snowshoes on the face of it appear clumsy, they fit well and weigh so little, that we don’t even consider removing them, when we during periods follow the firm snow in the snow-scooter tracks. Away from these tracks you very much feel the advantage of being able to move over the snow without sinking through. Where there is dense cover of scrub, we are well pleased, that it is snowshoes and not skis were are wearing. To experience king winter on snowshoes is a fantastic feeling – moderate speed and lots of time to savour the scenery.   
One day follows another, spiced with relaxed evening cosiness. The last day we find a sublime campsite next to some old Norway-spruces. In the deep drifts we excavate a comfortable snow-sofa in a ring around the fire. When we are nicely seated with full stomachs, lighted candles, carrymats, a crackling fire and plenty of firewood at the ready, Ulrik starts to rummage in his rucksack. No trip in the mountains without a surprise. After diving to the darkest recess of the rucksack, Ulrik reveals the megahit of the trip – freshly ground coffee, whipped cream spray and a nicely tempered bottle of whisky .... say no more ... A pot of snow is placed on the glowing embers and preparations are under way for a round of piping hot Irish coffee. The embers glow, and above us the stars sparkle, one brighter than next. The silhouettes of the spruces are sharply outlined against the frost-clear night sky, and in the counter-glow of the waxing moon the crystals of the powder-snow sparkle like atomised silver. The winter´s night is like a fairy tale. Talk dwindles. Words are superfluous. The silence slides into a steady state with oceans of time to savour every cubic centimeter of icy night air – jointly and severely. 
It turned out to be a cold night, and as we during the small hours work our way into the tent, the temperature has declined to around 20 degrees centigrade below zero. In the morning the condensation on the inner tent has frozen to ice, and in spite of my boots having been kept inside the tent, they are rigid as if made of concrete. It is unbelievable how warm and comfortable a sleeping bag can seem under these circumstances. Luckily Ulrik is first man out of the sleeping bag and gets a fire started. Shortly afterwards thawed out boots are served together with piping hot coffee.
Even the tiniest twigs on the trees are covered by a thick layer of hoarfrost, and the trip back through the forest is a veritable feast for the eyes. On the way down the weather undergoes a sudden change, the temperature rises and the snow starts to tumble down. Visibility drops to less than 30 meters, and the branches covered by hoarfrost add a further thick cover of snow. The snowstorm develops fast, and when we are only a few kilometers short of our final destination – theValå valley – it is nothing but swirling snow. The timing is perfect for a solid meal, a warm bed and a roof over one´s head.
10 tips for the snowshoe trip.

1) Make sure, that you have proper gear and warm boots. When the trekking stops, your toes immediately start growing cold, if you don’t have a pair of warm Pacboots with insulating/removable inner boot and intermediate sole.

2) Pack the boots into a bag and bring them with you into the inner tent, so that it does not so easily freeze to ice during the night. A light cotton bag has the advantage over a plastic bag, in that the moisture can more easily evaporate. You could sleep with the inner boot on.

3) Avoid spirits for fuel, as it is not reliable under very cold conditions. Preferably use petrolburners, which, apart from being more reliable under frost conditions, lead to savings in weight on account of larger energy-content pr kilo fuel.. As snow has to be melted to obtain water, you have to provide 1,2-1,5 liters of cleaning petrol pr. man/week.

4) Remember a 20x30 cm / 3-4 mm thick piece of plywood or composite board, for the burner to rest on. Without such support the burner is apt to melt into the snow. Plywood is most durable and flexible, moreover it can be used as a spade. The board can also be used as a larding-board and to fan the fire. Some burners come with suspension gear by the help of which cooking gear can be suspended in the tent.

5) If you want to avoid too wet a space for the fire: remember to remove the snow down to ground level before you light the fire.

6) Snow which is melted over a fire has an unfortunate tendency to taste of smoke. This situation can be ameliorated by covering your requirements for liquids by drinking tea or juice made from juice powders. Provide for 2-3 liters pr. man/day.

7) Compress the snow in the area, where the tent is to be erected, before erecting it and let the surface harden for 20 to 30 minutes in the cold. Excavate a depression in the apse, to make it easier to get in and out..     

8) During heavy snowfall the top surface of the tent should successively be cleared for snow to prevent the tent from collapsing. Dome-tents, where the supports cross in the centre, provide greater strength than tunnel-tents and are thus more suitable in winter/snowconditions.

9) Food, gear and small items are easily lost in deep snow. Bring along a piece of lightweight tarpaulin of 2x2 meters on which to place sundry bits and pieces, so they don’t disappear into the snow. The tarpaulin functions excellently as a ground-sheet for the sleepingmat,  when you are sitting around the campfire.

10) Adhere to common mountain-safety-measures and avoid areas threatened by avalanches (typically slopes in excess of  25 degree – particularly facing NE). Remember snowspade.

