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Green campaigner sets sail on historic quest to highlight planet’s plight, reports He Qi in Shanghai.

F or voyager and green promoter 
Zhai Mo, the 504-day non-stop voy-
age to the Arctic Ocean has stimu-
lated his concern about the climate 

and awareness of his responsibilities.
Navigating more than 28,000 nautical 

miles (51,856 kilometers) in harsh condi-
tions, Zhai, a renowned Chinese explorer, 
returned to Shanghai on his aluminum 
sailboat on Nov 17, along with two crew 
members, becoming the first man to suc-
cessfully circle, both ways, the Arctic Ocean 
without stop.

“This non-stop Arctic Ocean circle route 
can be said to be unprecedented. We voy-
aged both the northeast and northwest 
routes while previous explorers only chose 
one route. This is a self-challenge and tran-
scendence in the history of human naviga-
tion,” the 54-year-old says. 

Zhai undertook this task as an ambassa-
dor of the Chinese navigation science and 
marine public welfare, and also the ForNa-
ture Campaign of the United Nations 
Development Program. He set sail on June 
30 last year to raise public awareness of 
global warming, climate change and land 
degradation.

During the trip, he crossed the East Chi-
na Sea, the Western Pacific, the Bering 
Strait, the Chukchi Sea, the East Siberian 
Sea and the Beaufort Sea. He saw dolphins, 
whales, walruses, sea lions and seals, as 
well as shoals of cod and wolf fishes.

“When we passed through the Northwest 
Pacific Ocean on our way back, we encoun-
tered three typhoons within a week, which 
barely happened in the past,” Zhai recalls.

Zhai didn’t see any floating ice during his 
one-week voyage in the Kara Sea while the 
previous meteorological data showed ice 
there.

“My own experience tells me that climate 
abnormality is obvious now,” Zhai says.

The voyage, to enter the Arctic Ocean 
from the Bering Strait before making a 
round trip returning to Shanghai, was 
planned to take four months, but the return 
schedule was delayed for more than a year.

“As soon as we entered the Bering Strait, 
we encountered a polar cyclone. A large 
number of ice floes and icebergs were 
blown to the coast. However, the Arctic 
Ocean can only be navigable near land, so 
we had been carefully crossing between ice 
floes and icebergs for a long time and the 
speed was only 1 to 3 knots,” Zhai says.

But for Zhai, the most difficult part of the 
whole voyage was around 75 degrees north.

The Arctic Ocean is known as the “dead 
channel”, Zhai says, adding that the loca-
tion where the Titanic went down was on 
his route and dotted with countless ice-
bergs.

After entering the iceberg region, Zhai 
navigated the sailboat while the two crew 
members went on watch to report on the 
menacing ice. Despite the precaution, the 
boat hit an iceberg near Greenland, causing 
water seepage below the waterline that had 
to be dealt with.

Meanwhile, compasses and electronic 
goods on the boat failed because of the 
magnetic field. 

“I had never encountered this situation 
in sailing before,” says Zhai. Fortunately, he 
took a fiber optic compass specially used 
for high latitude navigation, and managed 
to leave this area with visual aids.

In addition to ice floes and icebergs, Zhai 
and his team also faced severe tests such as 

heavy fog, strong winds and huge waves. 
When sailing through the Chukchi Sea, 

the boat navigated around a large area of 
ice floes and heavy fog resulting in visibility 
of no more than 10 meters. They spent 
nearly 11 hours to get just 50 nautical miles.

“We tried to leave as soon as possible dur-
ing our voyage in the Arctic Ocean,’’ he says, 
adding that there was a constant danger of 
being trapped by the ice. 

To be fully prepared, Zhai and crew 
members hoarded supplies for one year, 
including nang, a kind of crusty pancake, 
and yak meat. A native of Shandong prov-
ince, he also prepared two boxes of Shand-
ong-style pancakes. 

“I grew up eating pancakes, so I had to 
take a lot of pancakes with me,” says Zhai, 
adding that eating food from his home-
town helped boost morale.

To protect against the coldness, they pre-
pared sleeping bags that could withstand 
-50 C to -70 C in Arctic winter. They also car-
ried firecrackers to frighten polar bears 
away if the boat became entrapped.

“My plan to circumnavigate the Arctic 
Ocean had been developing for nearly 20 
years, and I had this idea before I sailed 
around the world,” Zhai says.

Zhai was attracted by sailing when hold-
ing an art exhibition abroad in 2000. In 
2007, he got a second-hand sailboat with 
simple supplies, such as instant noodles, 

pancakes and potatoes, and started his voy-
age trip around the world. 

After that 35,000-nautical-mile voyage, 
Zhai eyed an Arctic Ocean journey.

“Navigation is a comprehensive disci-
pline. You should know not only astronomy 
but also geography. You also need to be a 
carpenter, fitter, hammerer and painter, 
and should be able to survive in a harsh, 
outdoor environment,” Zhai says. 

He adds that he hopes more young peo-
ple would participate in navigation, to pro-
mote and publicize the ocean awareness 
and navigation spirit.

“Sailing has developed relatively late in 
China. The first choice for the world’s top 
event is the America’s Cup, which has not 
yet been held in Asia. There are schools in 
the United States, Canada and France. I 
hope to cultivate more marine reserve tal-
ents in this way and make more Chinese 
voices in the field of world navigation,” 
Zhai says.

He is preparing for the third voyage trip 
around the world next year or the year after 
that. 

“Antarctica is also a very big challenge. I 
hope to explore more unknowns, and I also 
want to launch a transoceanic sailing com-
petition.”

Contact the writer at 
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of global 
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By Xu Lin 
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As a closing event of the second Beijing 
International Canal Arts Fest, a three-epi-
sode bilingual video program, Destinations 
With Online Popularity in the “Circle of 
Friends” for Worldwide Canals, premiered 
on domestic and overseas online platforms. 

At a port in the capital’s Tongzhou district, 
seven “emissaries of canal culture” from Chi-
na, Egypt, Germany, Italy, Mexico, the Nether-
lands and Thailand hopped on a tourist vessel 
to unveil a memorable journey for viewers. 

Among them was Li Yangwei, hostess of 
Beijing Radio and Television Station. The 
others were all expats currently living in Bei-
jing. 

They took the audience on a picturesque 
journey to relish the vista of the Beijing-
Hangzhou Grand Canal, and shared the cul-
ture and history of iconic waterways in their 
own country. 

There were also alternate scenes about 
the fascinating view of the seven globally 
recognized canals and artistic performan-
ces, filmed by domestic and overseas crews. 

With a history stretching back about 2,500 
years, the 1,797-kilometer-long canal that 
linked Beijing and Hangzhou, Zhejiang 
province, greatly advanced the development 
along the regions and cultural exchanges 
between southern and northern China. 

The program suggested that the Summer 
Palace is one of the best places to know 
about the canal’s history, as the royal gar-
den’s Kunming Lake used to be a major 
water source for the canal during the Yuan 
Dynasty (1271-1368). 

The program also featured stories told by 
people in different countries about their 
own key waterways, in a way to give viewers 
a global perspective.

For example, an Egyptologist stood on 
the Suez Canal and introduced how the 
canal changed Port Said in Egypt, and 
shared the city’s well-known destinations 
and travel tips. 

Sitting in a gondola, the Venetian rowing 
boat, a local tour guide dressed in tradition-
al clothing introduced the history of the 
Venice Grand Canal in Italy, and then visited 
a factory to explore how the traditional flat-
bottomed boats were made. 

In Muenster, Germany, which is dubbed 
“a city of bicycles”, a band named Jenny and 
the Steady Go’s performed the song The 
Road to Dortmund-Ems Canal while cycling 
along the canal. 

“These colorful scenes were filmed in 
accordance with the local characteristics, 
aiming to help viewers to know about the 
canal culture in the seven countries,” says 
Wang Hairu, deputy director of Beijing 
Overseas Cultural Exchanges Center which 
organized the festival. 

“The Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal is 
not an isolated example. There are over 500 
canals in about 50 countries all over the 
world. They have a shared destiny, thus mak-
ing canal an important symbol in the world 
cultural communication,” she says.

According to her, these canals are all great 
transformations of nature by human beings. 
The development of canals has boosted 
transportation, economy and culture, nur-
turing great civilizations over the years.

A bilingual program focuses on cities 
with important canals, such as Venice 
(top), Italy and Beijing (center). It is 
attended by guests from different coun-
tries (above).  photos provided to china daily
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Zhai has seen breathtaking views and a variety of animals during his navigation of some 28,000 nautical miles, before 
returning to Shanghai. photos provided to china daily

Courage is destination 
for Arctic voyager

A photo taken by drones show Zhai Mo’s sailboat during his voyage to the Arctic Ocean. provided to china daily


