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Foreword


I had actually decided not to write my memoirs. But as it sometimes happens in life, I changed my mind. Perhaps because it feels a little empty not to leave anything in writing behind.


This book is a mix of memoirs, stories and my thoughts on life and current issues. It was all written with a light touch over a couple of months while I was recovering from a major surgery.


The book’s sections are not in chronological order. They jump back and forth in time as I tell stories or comment on various topics. In the last dozen pages, I leave the memoirs behind and instead speculate about the future. Not my own, as it is uncertain how much I have left, but the future of the planet and humanity.


There are no stories from my personal life, and very few people are mentioned by name.


In this book, I comment on some of the political and economic issues of the day. As I said, it is written with a light touch. Over the last twenty years or so, I have dealt with many of the same topics in more detail on my website, or 'blog' as it is also called. It can be found at www.waagstein.com.


For this English edition, I would like to add that this book is, to a certain degree, written with Danish readers in mind. There are therefore many references to Denmark, but I hope it still can have some interest for others.


León, June 2025









History


In this book, I constantly return to history because it is impossible to understand our present, let alone the future, if we have not understood our past. It may sound like a truism, but it is actually an important part of my life philosophy. Today, it is more important than ever, because we are regularly exposed to biased historiography and dubious historical analogies that are used to justify today's decisions on war and armament.


Ever since my boyhood, I have been fascinated by history. We, humans, are a small link in a historical chain, with a long history behind us and, hopefully, also a long history ahead of us. To understand ourselves and where we are going, we need to understand where we come from.


I enjoyed history lessons at school, and when we studied a period in world history that interested me, I often supplemented my knowledge by reading more about it in Grimberg's 16-volume popular science series 'World History', which my parents, like so many other families in those years, had purchased.


I have never lost this interest in history, and I still enjoy reading historical works. Most of what we were presented with in school as 'world history' was, in fact, European history, and many of our historical and cultural references naturally originate from here, especially from the Greeks and Romans. But to understand the world, you also need to understand the history of other continents. I have spent quite a lot of time on this: Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, the Arab countries, Persia, China, the Aztecs, the Mayans and the Incas in Central and South America (and the cultures that preceded them). On the other hand, I have read very little about Africa's pre-colonial history, apart from Abyssinia (now Ethiopia and Eritrea).


When we are confronted with new events in the world, I always tend to look back at history to understand them. Simply viewing them from a superficial, moral present-day perspective, e.g. the good versus the bad, as is so often the case, is not only of little use, it is downright stupid.


My work has given me the privilege of travelling and working in many countries in Asia, Africa and Latin America, and I have always seen it as my duty to try to understand the countries I have worked in. If it is a country I have visited often, I have also tried to learn a little of the language. In addition to reading about their history, I have also, as far as possible, tried to familiarise myself with their culture and way of thinking by reading their literature.


Having lived in Latin America for the past 35 years, it is understandably the continent I feel I know best, as I am familiar with its history and much of its literature. The cultural leap to Africa and Asia is greater, and some countries are more history-conscious than others. Especially in China and Vietnam, where I have been many times, you can feel how important historical awareness is. This is also true of Ethiopia, the only African country never colonised by Europeans, something the Ethiopians are very aware of.


I saw somewhere, in connection with the United States' growing hostility towards China, that a Chinese commentator wrote that 'China has been here for the last 5,000 years, and we will also be here for the next 5,000'. He is probably right. It is also said that a journalist once asked Deng Xiaoping what he thought of the French Revolution, and that he replied that it was too early to say. Apparently, this was a misunderstanding, as Deng thought he was referring to the student uprising in France in 1968. But still.


I remember reading in a column, I have forgotten by whom, that good and evil are not the same everywhere. That there are cultures that worship evil. I was once taught the same thing by a Spanish anthropologist in Guatemala to explain why many of the indigenous population voted for parties that represented their oppressors. However, there are other more plausible and down-to-earth explanations for this, such as promises, bribes and threats.


What has struck me, however, is rather how similar we humans actually are. To better understand this, I decided to read the works of older philosophers from the West (Plato, Seneca, Cicero) and the East (Kung Fu Tse and some Arab philosophers whose names I have forgotten), even though philosophy is not my strong suit.


But when you read, for example, Kung Fu Tse (Confucius), who lived during the Han Dynasty in China more than 2,000 years ago, or Chinese stories from the same or later periods, ethics seem quite universal to me, and the distinction between good and evil is astonishingly similar across the world. This also applies to the biblical expression: 'Do not do to others what you would not want them to do to you', which in various forms can be found in both Islam and Eastern religions and philosophies.
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The doctor's residence and the hospital (up on the hill) in 1953, seen from the ice.













The sea


I was born and raised by the sea. My first childhood home until I was seven was the doctor's residence in Ilulissat, Greenland. It was located by the water with a small garden that stretched down to the rocks at the water's edge. We children played at the water's edge in summer and on the ice in winter. I have sometimes wondered how you can build a house so close to the water, but it is probably because the place is protected by Disko Island, and there is also a protective reef out in the bay.


My next childhood home until I was 16 was the doctor's residence in Klaksvík, Faroe Islands, overlooking the bay, the quays and the long pier.


Unlike many others in Klaksvík, my father did not own a boat. I always had more or less imaginative projects going on, and when I was eleven, one of them was to build a boat myself. I did this together with Hákun, one of my classmates. We made a flat bottom from planks, attached sloping frames and covered them with tin from oil drums, which we cut open and flattened. To make it watertight, we melted pitch and poured it over. We mounted a plank at the bottom as a keel and carried it down to the harbour. It turned out to be completely impossible to keep it on an even keel. So we dragged it back up again and mounted a heavy pipe on the keel. That helped a little with the stability, but it was still dangerously difficult to balance.
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Building a deadly homemade boat, 1961. Hákun on the right and my grand-cousin Dánial on the left.






At that point, one of my father's patients asked him if he knew what I was doing and how dangerous it was. He didn't, even though we had built the boat in our courtyard just outside our kitchen window. Instead of getting angry, he promised me that if I scrapped the project, he would buy a boat. And that's how it turned out.


He agreed with a local boat builder that he should build a small and light Faroese boat, a so-called tríst (the smallest version of the Faroese boat). I can't remember how long it took, but I regularly went on my bike out to the boat builder and watched with fascination as he built it all by himself. As it was clinker-built, his most important tools were clamps and clinker nails. It was a very beautiful boat, painted white and grey with black railings, and it was finished before my twelfth birthday. Very light and amazingly stable. He said it was flimsily built and therefore only intended for rowing, not suitable for motorising (nevertheless, a few years later, I sometimes borrowed a small outboard motor, which I hung over the side of the stern – it worked fine).
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Fishing in the new boat with my grand-cousin Dánjal in 1962.






It was a fantastic boat. I could row it alone or with others. There were four oars and rowing seats if you wanted to row with others. I rowed alone or with others around the bay and also over to the neighbouring island, Kunoy. I fished with line and longline. I spent a lot of time with that boat.




[image: ]


The doctor's residence in Klaksvík (the yellow house) in a photo from the early 1960s. The red house with the turf roof belonged to my father's cousin, Clement Klakk (known as Kæmme). Unfortunately, it has since been demolished, while the doctor's residence has been restored and converted into a museum.






However, fishing did not always go so well. At one point, my grandcousin Dánjal and I wanted to try setting a longline. We got instructions on how to make it from Dánjal's father, Kæmme, and we made a small longline with 100 hooks. However, when we went to set it out, things went wrong. The tidal current is strong in the Faroese straits. We had rounded the entrance to Klaksvík to set the line, but underestimated how strong the current was there. The line is set with float-lines at each end and heavy weights at the bottom of each floatline. They have a buoy at the top so that it can be retrieved. When we started setting the line, the current took the float-line and the weight, and the longline with the hooks was stretched almost straight out into the air. I struggled to hold the line back while gradually releasing the hooks with bait, but I managed it (it's not good to think what would have happened if I had got one of the hooks in my hand or arm). But when the second float-line was set, the buoy disappeared at full speed southwards with the current. There was therefore no hope of finding the line again. Unfortunately for the seagulls, some of them had bitten the hooks before the line went underwater, so they disappeared into the depths along with the longline. It was not a pretty sight.


Now, many years later, I am surprised that no one was concerned about safety. Back then, life jackets were not commonly used in the Faroe Islands, and neither did I or my friends. None of us could swim, at least not at first. I only learned it when I was twelve years old. The water was deep, very deep indeed, and the weather was often quite rough. But the boat was very seaworthy, and fortunately, nothing happened. As far as I know, nothing ever happened to other boats in the town either, despite the lack of safety measures.


I later read that it was very common to use the tríst for fishing (útróður) in the nineteenth century, but that an unfortunate incident at the end of the century led to it being banned for sea fishing. After a long period of autumn storms, during which it was impossible to go fishing, the weather suddenly calmed down, and everyone set out to sea to fish. What they did not know was that the calm weather was due to the eye of the hurricane passing by. Unfortunately, many did not return home. Just north of Klaksvík lies a small abandoned village (Skálatoftir), that is said to have been depopulated at that time.
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Fishing with a line in Borðoyarvíkin with my schoolmate John in 1965






After many years of service, the boat unfortunately met a sad end. My parents moved to Denmark in the mid-1970s when my father retired, so they asked me what they should do with it. We agreed that they would send it by ship to Denmark, and then I would take responsibility for it. I had it delivered to my sister's summer house on Sjællands Odde, some 100 kilometres north-west of Copenhagen. Some time later, my sister got divorced, and the summer house was sold, so I borrowed a small outboard motor and sailed it from Odden to my then-in-laws' summer house in Vejby Strand (some 50 km to the east), where it lay on the beach during the summer. We pulled it up to the summer house for the winter, where it was allowed to stay in an unused garage for the first year. When they no longer wanted it in the garage, I had to roll it out into the back garden and cover it with a tarpaulin. It couldn't handle that. It rotted away, and that was the end of it. My father never forgave me.


Since the Faroe Islands, I have not lived by the sea and have always missed it.









Denmark


My father came to Ilulissat with his family in 1948. They had travelled there on M/S Amdrup, which, incidentally, three years later had an explosion in the engine room, caught fire and sank in the Skagerrak. So they were lucky. My mother was pregnant with my youngest elder brother at the time, who was born shortly after they arrived in Ilulissat, and I was also born there in 1950.
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The Greenland-ship M/S Amdrup. Shipwrecked in 1951. From https://digitaltmuseum.org under Creative Commons






Ilulissat was at that time a small township with around 600 inhabitants. There were only five years of primary school, so my two eldest brothers were sent to boarding school in Denmark when they were 11-12 years old. Back then, the trip by ship from Denmark to Ilulissat was long, first to South Greenland and then on to Ilulissat by coastal boat. All in all, the trip typically took two weeks.




[image: ]


The coastal ship Tikerak at Uummannaq in 1959. Shipwrecked in 1966. From Søfartsmuseet, billedarkiv.mfs.dk.






At first, my eldest brother was only home once every two years. He says that the first time he came home on holiday to Greenland, the trip took a very long time because the boat (M/S Disko) was a cargo and passenger ship that stopped at a number of towns along the west coast of Greenland to unload goods. He ended up spending 38 days travelling and was only home for nine days (at least that's how he remembers it)!


Later, when my second eldest brother also went to boarding school in Denmark, they came home once a year for the summer holidays, but because of the long journey, they weren't home for long. During the nine years my father worked in Ilulissat, he had no holidays except for one leave of absence in 1953. My parents, therefore, only saw my eldest brothers once a year.


In 1957, my parents decided to leave after nine years in Ilulissat. My father would have liked to stay longer, but my sister had now finished fifth grade, and my mother did not want to send her to boarding school as well. In 1957, we therefore moved to Denmark.


We first sailed south on the coastal ship (I think it was M/S Tikerak), and from there we continued on M/S Dronning Alexandrine. I remember the trip on Dronning Alexandrine well. We were allowed to bring our kick scooters, which we rode on the deck (there wasn't much to ride on in Ilulissat). I celebrated my seventh birthday on board, and I remember that one of the crew gave me a Donald Duck comic. I was very impressed by that. Back then, people weren't in such a hurry. The ship docked in Reykjavik and stayed there for a couple of days (I think it was Easter), then stopped in the Faroe Islands and continued on to Denmark. We ran into a storm around Uummannarsuaq (Cape Farewell), but after Iceland, the weather improved.
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M/S Dronning Alexandrine. From the Maritime Museum, billedarkiv.mfs.dk






My family had been to Denmark once before, in 1953, when we flew from Narsarsuaq in South Greenland, but as I was only three years old, I have very few memories of that trip. My first big experience in Iceland was seeing some gnarled trees. I had never seen trees before.


In Denmark, we ended up in the small town of Nakskov, where my father worked at the hospital. His plan was to finish specialising in medicine. As my parents' furniture was on its way from Greenland, we lived in a furnished rental flat. What I remember most from that time was that I got a nice red bicycle, which I quickly learned to ride. It was summer, and we often cycled down to the railway station to buy ice lollies. For some reason, there is a national hit from that time that I associate with Nakskov: 'And the girl said to the south wind, you mustn't be a tease'. We played 'hide-and-seek' with the other children in the courtyard. And we cut cardboard models of steam trains out of the packets of Ota (or Foska) Solgryn (oats). My elder brothers had albums with pictures from Richs packages, a coffee substitute made from roasted grains and chicory roots, which were mixed into the expensive coffee to make it go further ('No coffee without Richs').
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Coffee substitute made from roasted grains and chickory






In Denmark, I have never heard of anyone missing coffee substitute, but in southern Africa during the boycott against apartheid, they got used to drinking instant coffee with added coffee substitute, and I have often been exposed to this. It is no pleasure. The worst thing I ever experienced (in northern Mozambique) was instant coffee made solely of a coffee substitute. I was told that some of the Danish volunteers in Mozambique bought it to take home with them. It must be a kind of Stockholm syndrome.


We ended up staying in Nakskov for only a few months. At that time, there was a problem in Klaksvík following the 'Doctor's Dispute' (195356). Although the dispute formally concerned the occupation of the position as a doctor at the hospital, it triggered a broader popular dissatisfaction with Danish rule and (in particular) the provincial government in Tórshavn. The unrest was quelled by a police force with dogs and sub-machine guns and the presence of a Danish warship, and the leaders of the uprising were sentenced to prison, but the disgruntlement still simmered.


In 1957, Klaksvík was without a doctor, and they wanted a Faroese to take over the position. As my grandfather was from Klaksvík, it was thought that my father, even though he had grown up in Tórshavn, could be a solution. He was under moral pressure because they believed it was his patriotic duty, and at the same time, they offered him the position of senior physician, even though he had not completed his medical specialisation.


The result was, therefore, that we moved to Klaksvík. One of my elder brothers was still at boarding school in Denmark, so he stayed there because there was no complete secondary school in Klaksvík (only up to lower secondary level).
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The harbour in Klaksvík was blocked with oil drums and an old trawler, and people got out their hunting rifles, April 1955. Photo from the DR website. Probably a photomontage.
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The Danish frigate 'Rolf Krake' arrived in Klaksvík on 1 October 1955 with a crew of 150 and 30 police officers with dogs and submachine guns. (Wikimedia Commons)






It was not easy to arrive in Klaksvík as a 'Dane' at that time, because Danes were not well regarded. I had started school at the age of six in Ilulissat and was placed in the second grade in Klaksvík with children who were a year older than me. I was beaten up a lot by the other children at school, but even though I was small and a year younger than the others in the class, I stubbornly fought back. This led to even more beatings. Life is not always so easy.









Cold


Funnily enough, I don't remember being cold during my childhood in Greenland, even though the temperature was below minus twenty degrees for most of the winter.


We were dressed warmly. We children, had trousers and anoraks made of dog skin and kamiks made of seal skin. The only thing that could be uncomfortable was that snow often got between the elastic of our trousers and our kamiks and between our anoraks and mittens. When we came inside, where it was warm, the skin turned red and itched. We were told that we must not put hot water on it. If we had to put water on it, it had to be cold water. We were also told that we must not touch the wires that held the electricity poles in place with our bare hands, because then they would stick. We had to keep our mittens on. I think we did as we were told, because I don't remember it ever being a problem.
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With my siblings, Eigil and Kirsten, on the dog sled with the barrel to fetch water.






My father and mother were dressed more elegantly. They wore trousers made of polar bear skin, and their anoraks were made of reindeer skin.


The heating was provided by coal-fired cast-iron stoves in each room. We had a coal cellar under the house, and my mother had a coal stove in the kitchen for cooking. At night, the fire in the stove died out, and in the morning it was bitterly cold in the children's room, so we didn't feel like leaving the warm duvet and get out of bed. We had a kivfaq (domestic help) who came in the morning and lit the stove. That helped.


We had electricity for as long as I can remember, but I don't think we had it when my parents first moved there, because I can see that the first public power station was inaugurated in Nuuk ('Godthåb') in 1949. So we must have had kerosene lamps. There was running water, but as the pipes were laid on top of the rocks, the water was turned off in winter (i.e. most of the year) to prevent them from freezing. In winter, water for washing was fetched in a barrel from a lake further inland, where a hole was made in the ice, and the barrel was brought home by dog sled. Water was conserved, so daily washing was done with a washcloth. We got drinking water from ice from the icebergs in the bay outside the house, which was melted indoors.
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On my way to school in 1956. My father to the right.






My parents could listen to the radio via medium wave. They listened to both 'Danmarks Radio' and the local radio station. Apart from that, there was no communication except for the telegraph and shortwave radio. In 1956, there was a lot of talk on the radio about the 'Suez crisis'. I thought they were saying 'SOS crisis'. And, incidentally, I understood 'Pressens radioavis' (the press radio news) as 'Præstens radio-avis' (the priest's radio news). We had a painting of an old woman, painted by the artist Peter Rosing, which hung next to the radio speaker. She looked a bit grumpy. I had the idea that she was the one reading the local radio news because the sound came from there (and she looked like a man).


The harbour froze over in winter, and the last ship usually arrived in Ilulissat in September-October, and the first ship arrived in April the following year. This meant that there were many months without postal service or supplies. There was only one real shop in Ilulissat, namely the Royal Greenland Trade Department (KGH) store. The monopoly was abolished in 1950, but there were not many private shops at that time. However, there was a sweet shop where we could run and buy some sweets if we had a five-øre coin.


In Ilulissat, there are one and a half months without sun in winter and one and a half months with midnight sun in summer. In the spring, when the sun had returned, we would sometimes go on a 'picnic' with the dog sled on Sundays. There was lemonade and biscuits for us and coffee for my parents. We would sit in the sun in the snow and enjoy ourselves.


A few years ago, before my mother died, I asked her if it had been difficult for her to leave a nice, well-off middle-class family in Copenhagen and follow my father to such a remote place in Greenland. He had left on a one-year contract but ended up staying there for nine years. But she said no. She had been very happy during her years in Greenland, even though my father's salary as a district doctor was very modest at first. I think her biggest disappointment was that they did not stay in Denmark after returning from Greenland. Instead, they moved to Klaksvík, which was not an easy place for a Dane to settle in at that time. But I think she got used to it, and the unpleasant atmosphere from the doctors' dispute faded with time.


Spring was a very special time because the snow and ice began to melt. I can't remember which month it was, but I think it was May. I still remember the smell of the earth and the rocks that emerged and were warmed by the sun when the snow and ice melted. It was hardly warm in the summer, but we happily ran around in shorts (and with constant scabs on our knees). The only thing that wasn't so pleasant was the swarms of mosquitoes, even though they didn't bite. I have seen comments online that climate change has made mosquitoes more of a nuisance in Ilulissat. The funny thing is that even though the winter was very long and the summer very short, I remember our excitement when the first snow fell in October. We loved snow. And I still do.
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Then it's spring: 'Picnic' in the snow. My mother in the middle, my brother Eigil on the left.






We had a small dog sled that my elder siblings could use with 3-4 dogs harnessed to it. At one point, my youngest elder brother and a friend put me on the dog sled and drove into town. When they passed the road leading down to the fillet factory, the dogs could smell the fish heads, their usual food, and then all hell broke loose. My brother and his friend jumped off, and the sled went full speed downhill with me on it. The ride ended with the sled crashing into a wall, and I somersaulted off and landed in a snowdrift. I still remember the moment when the sled crashed into the wall. Nothing serious happened, but we didn't repeat the joke.









Dogs


As a district doctor in Ilulissat, my father covered a geographical area the size of Jutland. In the summer, he made his visits with the doctor's boat 'Jacob Lindorff', but in the winter, he used a dog sled. We therefore had many dogs, around 15-20, I would guess. They were used in the winter, while in the summer they had nothing to do. We had a dog yard where the dogs were fed cod heads. Sometimes they would start howling, and once one dog started, the others would follow. Like wolves howling together. But I don't remember it as something unpleasant or ominous.


Greenland dogs are strong and resilient, but also dangerous if they misunderstand the situation. That's why many locals at the time carried a whip. It commanded respect among the dogs. But sometimes things went wrong. When I was just under two years old, someone had left our front door open, and I had stumbled outside. I had probably fallen, and a pack of dogs (not ours) thought that someone had thrown food out to them. So I was literally eaten by the dogs. A man happened to be passing by and thought it looked strange. He scattered the dogs, found me and carried me up to the hospital, which was located on the hill above our house. It must have been a shock for my father to see what had been brought in. But I owe my life to the man who found me and to my father, who patched me up.


The reason I survived was probably that I fell forward and covered my head with my arms. I have dog bites all over my legs and arms, but only one close to my throat, which could have been fatal. My father stitched up the bite wounds, and I survived, somewhat miraculously. I am missing a piece of muscle on my right thigh, as one of the dogs was apparently too impatient to wait until I was dead to start eating. Over the years, the many scars have become less visible, barely noticeable, except for the one on my thigh. In his haste, my father did not stitch the wound on my neck very well, and a lump formed that was extremely sensitive and, incidentally, not very attractive. When we were in Nakskov, I had the lump cut away, but the scar was still very sensitive. That's why I hated going to the barber shop, because even though I told Eskild the Barber in Klaksvík I had a scar there, he always ended up running the clippers over it, and I would jump in the chair. I have no memory of the dog attack myself, and have never been afraid of dogs. My parents told me that when I was up and walking again, I walked around among our own dogs, pulled their ears and told them they had been bad. But of course, they were not to blame.


At that time, the Greenlanders had a principle that if a pack of dogs had attacked a human, they should all be put down. The reason is that they have thus crossed a threshold and can no longer be trusted. It's no fun being alone with a dozen Greenland dogs if you're not sure they respect you. If they attack, it's a short process. A pack of Greenland dogs set loose on a polar bear will kill it. What is more difficult to understand is that at the time, they insisted that the dogs should be hanged. Some say it was for the sake of the fur, but wasn't it rather to save a bullet? It took a long time for a dog to die that way. Fortunately, this is now prohibited.


Some well-meaning Danes believed, several years later, that since children were being killed by dogs, all dogs in Greenland should have their canine teeth removed. I don't think the proposal was ever implemented. Based on the same logic, cars should be banned so that they don't kill children.


I was told not to be afraid of dogs, as they could smell fear and then become aggressive. At that time, there were dog packs outside many of the houses, and when you walked into town, you passed some of them, which followed you attentively with their gaze and sometimes did not look particularly friendly. I remember walking past them while saying to myself, 'I'm not afraid, I'm not afraid.' Nothing ever happened.









Seasick


You could say that I love the sea, but that it is not mutual. I get seasick very easily.


It is very rare for the North Atlantic to be calm, even in summer. As a rule, the sea is rough, especially in winter. Throughout my childhood in the Faroe Islands, we travelled to Denmark for summer holidays, and when I went to boarding school in Denmark, we travelled home twice a year, for summer and Christmas. We always travelled by ship, as there were no flights at that time. Especially at Christmas time, there were often storms, sometimes of hurricane force. When the sea was really rough, the windows were bolted shut with iron shutters, and it was forbidden to go out on deck. The chairs in the saloon were chained to the floor, and the tables in the dining room had a rim that could be turned over. Water was poured onto the tablecloth to prevent things from sliding around. I don't know how they managed in the kitchen, but at regular intervals, you could hear a stack of plates fall on the floor and break. Meals were included in the ticket price, and the service was on a rotating basis. I often stood in line, but became seasick before it was my turn, so I returned to my cabin without having eaten anything.


The trip often felt much longer than the 48 hours it took. When I felt really bad down in my bunk, I would wish for the ship to sink so that the torment would be over. However, it never did. Proper ships don't sink. The most amazing thing about seasickness is that the very moment the sea calms down, it goes away. Pure magic. No after-effects, except that you might feel as if you were still sailing when you get ashore.


There was rarely any drama on the journey, but it did happen once. One year, my elder siblings had the idea that we could go home for Easter, too. I can't remember the year (1967?), but we got some extra days off from school, so we could spend a week at home. At that time, the shipping company DFDS had introduced a larger and faster ship, M/S Kronprins Frederik (popularly called 'Krúnprinsurin'). In good weather, it could make the trip in 40-42 hours. But we got anything but good weather. We ran into a hurricane, and after a heavy wave hit the wheelhouse, denting the hull, the ship slowed and lay hunkering down for a while, waiting for the wind to subside. When it finally continued its journey, an SOS signal was received from a ship in distress a short distance away, so the course was changed to come to its rescue. Other ships did the same, and when one of them arrived, the course was changed again. When we finally arrived in Tórshavn, we were almost a day late. Unfortunately, we ran into another hurricane on the way home. It was not a successful Easter holiday.


A couple of times when I was home on summer holiday after leaving secondary school, the sea was actually calm the whole way. Those were enjoyable trips with lots of partying. The Faroe Islands were still dry, but that didn't apply to the ships, where you could buy cheap beer and spirits, and there was guitar playing and singing. When the ship approached the Faroe Islands, many people went up to the telegraph operator to make a call home on shortwave. Those calls could be listened to if you tuned in to the right wavelength. It was a national sport, especially for gossipy old ladies. There was a funny story about my former religion teacher, who was otherwise a respectable 'churchgoer'. The story goes that he said to the person he was talking to: 'Remember the thing, you know.' 'What?' 'You know, that with a double w.' 'What?' 'Whisky, for heaven's sake.' The old ladies must have jumped out of their chairs.
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In the 1950s, the ferry to Tórshavn was a converted English-built fishing cutter called 'Briton's Pride'. Photo from https://www.shipsnostalgia.com/media/britons-pride.315553/ It ran aground in 1967 and sank. The rear roofing for passengers is missing, so the photo must be from before this conversion.






Back then, you couldn't avoid travelling by ship, even when travelling domestically. The trip from Klaksvík to Tórshavn in the 1950s was made on a converted old English-built fishing cutter called 'Briton's Pride' (which was only called 'Pride'), which made the trip in two and a half hours. The dramatic point was about halfway, where you had to round a spit called Mjóanes, which stretches far out into the sea. The sea and the current were always rough. You could sit down in a cabin under the deck where there was a stove, but where the air was heavy and often smelled of vomit, or you could sit and freeze on some benches in the back, where at least there was fresh air. That's where I always sat. If the weather was too rough, you could travel 'yvir land' (over land), as it was called, where you first sailed to Leirvík and then drove over the mountain to Skálafjørður, from where you sailed to Tórshavn. It took three and a half hours, but the sea was not so rough on the two stretches by boat.
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The new 'Pride'. A leap in quality for passengers. The doctor's residence and hospital in the background.






In 1961, the town's magnate J.F. Kjølbroe, who owned Pride, had a new, modern passenger boat built, which was popularly called 'Nýggi Pride' until the old one was forgotten and 'nýggi' was dropped. It was a leap in quality. It could make the trip in under two hours, but you still couldn't avoid the rough seas at Mjóanes. Today, tunnels have been drilled under the straits, and some of the narrowest ones have been filled in with dams. This means you can now reach most places without having to take a boat. However, this does not apply to Suðuroy and the smaller, more remote islands.









Sullerup, Falster


As mentioned, we spent our summer holidays in Denmark every year. In the beginning, the trip to Denmark was made either on M/S Tjaldur or M/S Dronning Alexandrine.


The trip took two days with Tjaldur and two and a half days with 'Drotningin' (as it was called). As mentioned, I am not particularly good at sea, so the journey was sometimes a bit of an ordeal, which ended when we entered the Kattegat, where the sea was calmer.
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M/S Tjaldur, built at Aalborg Shipyard in 1952. It was sold to Chile in 1966 and was shipwrecked in 1991. Photo from the Maritime Museum, billedarkiv.mfs.dk.






When we were on holiday in Denmark, we always stayed with my aunt in Valby in Copenhagen for a few days. My aunt was a nurse, and her husband, who was quite a bit older, was a retired gravedigger. The two of them lived in a three-room flat, and when my parents brought us three youngest children along, it was a bit cramped. We liked my aunt, but we were a little afraid of her husband, who would sit in an armchair in front of the television wearing his thick glasses, smoking cigars and apparently not very fond of children. They had no children of their own, but he had two adult children from a previous marriage. My uncle was Swedish and still spoke half Swedish. I remember him saying 'manger pengar' (‘many money’). It sounded a bit strange. My mother was out shopping in Copenhagen to buy clothes for herself and us children, and unfortunately, we were usually dragged along (we had to try on the clothes, after all). We mostly went to the department stores Daells Varehus and Magasin. It seemed endless to me. I didn't really care about clothes. I still don't, for that matter.
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