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exploration, Mikael points out, has become 
something akin to the World’s Strongest 
Man competition, in which men (and 
sometimes women) attempt amazing 
physical feats, purely for the sake of their 
difficulty. Modern explorers (or “adventure 
tourists,” as critics call them) have become 
adored for their ability to climb X-number 
of peaks of such-and-such height, or 
to circumnavigate the globe in a novel 
manner, etc. Indigenous populations 
and novel landscapes have receded into 
the background. The explored has been 
superseded by the explorer.

Mikael’s opinion of this trend was clear: 
“What’s called modern adventure is for 
me ridiculous. I don’t see the point of that. 
So we have to change the emphasis of 
exploration to educating people, instead of 
telling how strong and what a formidable 
human I am. I’d rather talk about the 
people that I meet.”

But the humble talk shouldn’t fool 
you: Mikael’s exploits are extraordinary, 
and have attracted plenty of attention 
worldwide. He began his career as an 
explorer 24 years ago, when he road his 

bike from Chile to Alaska. He followed 
that with two more bike journeys, the 
first from Norway to South Africa, and 
the second from New Zealand to Cairo. 
He then rode a horse through Patagonia, 
before trekking through Eastern Africa on 
foot. Then came his Siberian expedition 
in 2004, for which he gained international 
acclaim. Mikael painted a stark picture 
of his daily life on that journey, in which 
he traversed 3,500 kilometers by ski and 
canoe, much of it in the dark:

“Well, in Siberia, we’re talking seventy 
degrees below zero. If you would be there, 
we would have to amputate your limbs 
within four hours…If you don’t move, the 
liquid in your knees and elbows will freeze 
within two minutes. We lived there for 
one year, sleeping in a tent, eating raw fish 
because petrol will freeze.”

What’s the most challenging part of such 
a physically demanding experience? “The 
most difficult thing is trying to keep your 
motivation over a long expedition. For me 
an expedition is at least one year, otherwise 
it’s a holiday. You need a year to be able to 
appreciate the changing of the season, the 

changing of the minds of people, getting 
the whole picture. But after months of hard 
work, you get tired. That’s the hard part, 
when you run into these questions: Why?”

But with all the unforeseen turbulence 
that goes into the planning of such long 
and complex expeditions, the “why” is 
never in doubt. “My vision is to educate, 
and to understand the people I live with.” 
This simple goal permeates the exploration 
process, from early planning, the choice 
of transportation, the execution of the 
expedition itself, and also the post-
expedition events, which have included 
lectures, books, and TV series.

During his ten months in Siberia, 
Mikael broadcast short video clips via 
satellite, typically featuring the locals 
whom he came across during the journey. 
He also recorded his observations in 
great detail via blog. On the Arabian 
expedition, Mikael hopes to broadcast for 
a couple of minutes every two or three 
days. The Siberian expedition had over 
250,000 followers, and Mikael expects this 
expedition to double that.

Concerning the mode of transportation, 

“The idea is to travel by camel, 
from Oman to Mauritania.” That’s 
a bit crazy, was my first thought. 
But I quickly got the feeling that 
Mikael Strandberg, the Swedish 

explorer who uttered those words, was 
used to inducing such reactions. For a 
man who spent months riding a bike 
through the Sahara, and months more 
skiing through Siberia, eating nothing 
but raw fish, riding a camel for a few 
thousand miles (7,780 to be more 
precise) through the world’s two most 
formidable deserts might seem like a 
perfectly natural thing to do, however 
outlandish it appears to others.

Mikael’s appearance doesn’t 
immediately suggest such exploits: he 
is of average height, soft-spoken, with 
almost boyish features. It is when you 

get him talking about the things he has 
done, and why he does them, that you get 
a sense of why he was named one of the 
world’s 50 most important explorers by the 
Royal Geographical Society of London. 
Raised in a remote Swedish village 
boasting more dogs than people, Mikael 
has allowed his passion for adventure and 
exploration to dictate the unpredictable 
events of his life. “I’ve always chosen my 
own route,” he says. “Few people do.”

He occupies a profession that many 
didn’t realize still existed. For many, 
“exploration” rouses thoughts of Magellan 
and Columbus, sailing around the 
globe, filling in the blank spaces on 
the European map. But contemporary 
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The red line represents the expedition’s proposed route. 
The blue line represents alternate routes.

Mikael Strandberg with his Omani hostsBy David MacDonald
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