

[image: cover]









[image: images]







Contents


Providence


Please Sir, But Where Are You From


The House Where I Live


One Person Short Again


The Killing Fields


When the Isle of Rum comes to Greenland


Farewell to Groenaland


The Great Icelandic Puffin Hunt


Professor Puffin


The Virgin Sailor


Bicycling Bobby


A Message from my Haggis


Balls to the Wall


The Forbidden Isle


Raggi of Rum


The Home of the Original Job


The Goat Girls of Na Hearadh


Puffins in their Porridge


On My Own Again


Christmas in June


A Midsummer Day’s Dream


A New Friend


Leatherbacks and Jungle Brothers


Where Raggi Used to Roam


The Puffin Diaries


The Polar Bear Dinner


Interviewing Claus


The Wife-Carrying World Championships


The Irish Bog Snorkelling Champion


Fame on a Sunday Morning


The World’s Fifth-Best Liar


Into the Land of Pink


The Rare Bermudan Sea Otter


The Statue Who Gave Me a Ride


The A-Train to Spanish Harlem


Next to Naked


The Elf That Got Away


The Great International World Championship of Bathtub Racing


Steal the Rod and Spoil the Child


The Last Grand Adventure the World Will Ever Have


In Search of the Garbage Dump Bears of Hoonah Island


The Last Great Race on Earth


Anybody can be Santa


How Not to Find a Grizzly


A Bear, a Bus Driver, a Hobbit and a Big ol’ Camper Bus


Begging for Chocolate


Horned Puffins and a Deckhand called Jeff


The Blonde Puffins of Resurrection Bay


The Once Rare Alaskan Sea Otter


Rolling Stone Raggi


Hints for the Happy Traveller


News from Faraway Places


Fourteen Years


Postscript on the Puffins


References


About the author


Copyright







[image: images]










[image: images]







For my amazing wife, Jacky, and our girls.


What a wonderful world…







[image: images]











To the many strangers who travelled


with me awhile, and became my friends










[image: images]







CHAPTER ONE


Providence


Over the Greenland Sea


May 22nd — 65°34’23.46”N, 37°08’03.69”W


‘Have you seen this view? Isn’t it wonderful?’ I asked the man next to me on the plane, irritated at his indifference to the spectacle of icebergs, mountains and cloud outside my window.


It was a Saturday afternoon, and sitting aboard a twin-engined Fokker 50, inbound to Kulusuk on the east coast of Greenland, at the wrong time of year and with no pre-arrangements in place, it crossed my mind that this might be an appropriate way to begin three months of spontaneous travel across the world.


Far away Greenland has been on my bucket list for a long time, so it became the first destination of what I hope will be an interesting few months in the northern hemisphere. I’ve travelled from South Africa, via London, and a connecting flight from Iceland.


I tried to make enquiries about accommodation in Kulusuk, but my internet search revealed little, and the few photos promised a barren, pretty sort of place with lots of water. My emails to the Kulusuk Trading Post went unanswered for weeks, and so I gave up, trusting in providence.


Providence provided me with a window seat on the right-hand side of the plane, and a gentleman passenger on my left, whom I studiously ignored, as is my habit on aeroplanes. In a small daypack under my seat were three black leather-bound Moleskine notebooks, which I hope to fill with travel stories in the coming weeks and months.


Bad weather obscured the prospect of a view as we headed across the Danish Straits. I adjusted my iPod to find the most appropriate accompanying music and settled on Irish anthems, in a collection titled Long Journey Home. Given the swirling clouds and the shaking of the plane, it all seemed rather appropriate!


Gradually the clouds began to thin, affording glimpses of a deep blue sea, capped with many ‘white horses’. After several minutes of staring, with a sudden jolt to the heart, I realised that these were not white horses, but pieces of ice, drifting on the waves.


I performed contortions on my seat as I snapped dozens of photographs and began to be irritated by my neighbour’s complete disinterest in the view. The clouds intervened again, and for the next few minutes I tried vainly to analyse strange shapes thrust upwards at me through the tapestry of white.


I turned away from the window to change the settings on my camera, and when I looked again, it was all there. In the distance, a spectacular range of snow-drenched mountains covering the horizon and beneath them, a white carpet of cloud stretching out towards me. Below, gaps in the cloud revealed great shelves of ice, separated by dark water.


It was a real moment in time for me, and I battled to take it all in, my face pressed against the glass. The man next to me remained unmoved. I gazed in wonder at the ice shelves for several minutes, trying to absorb the grandeur of it all. Eventually, I could bear it no longer and turned to him and asked, ‘Have you seen this view? Isn’t it wonderful?’


‘Many times,’ he replied, ‘I live in Kulusuk.’


‘I’m Johann Brandsson,’ he said to me, smiling, introducing himself.


‘Johann Brandsson from the Kulusuk Trading Post?’ I asked, seeing confusion on his face, and not ready to believe in such coincidence.


He nodded at me strangely.


‘I’ve been emailing you for the past few weeks, trying to find accommodation.’


Amazingly, incredibly, having given up on email and internet, and trusting in providence and ‘the god of whims and prayers’, my own personal tour guide was sitting right beside me as we descended through the light cloud and made our final approach low over a magnificent bay filled with icebergs and islands.


As the wheels touched down and we landed in Greenland, my reverence for providence and all things unplanned was unbounded.


Next to the runway, on a bed of fresh snow, stood the Eskimos and their dogs.




CHAPTER TWO


Please Sir, But Where Are You From?


In the mountains near Kulusuk, East Greenland


May 22nd — 65°34’43.70”N, 37°09’03.17”W


I followed the tracks of the dogs and their sledge as I trudged my way through the snow, occasionally sinking below my knees. Soon they left me far behind, and I was on my own, in a valley of snow, with mountains all around.


My euphoria at the chance delivery of my personal tour guide and the surprise Eskimo welcome was gone, torn away from me by a few worrying revelations from Johann, all in the form of questions:


‘Did you not bring any food?’


‘Why are you here out of season?’


‘Where are your skis?’ and


‘Are you sure you’re warm enough?’


Just a few minutes later, I was alone in the snow – Johann and his family had disappeared on their snowmobile, and the Eskimos and their dog sledge were racing away with my backpack. The other passengers from the plane all left on helicopters to Tasiilaq, wherever that is.


As it was out of season, the road between the Kulusuk airport and village was snowed in, and we had to trek out of the valley on foot. Well, I had to, it seemed!


‘At least I have the valley all to myself’, I wondered, looking nervously around for polar bears. On the wall at the airport, I’d seen the skin of a polar bear, and was told it had been shot last year on the runway, together with its mate.


Johann had pointed vaguely at a ridge between two mountains and suggested that if I could get to there, I would see the village in the valley below. ‘Thankfully there is no danger of darkness overtaking me,’ I thought, as the sun was still high in the sky.


When I’d boarded the plane from Reykjavik this morning, I had noticed how many people were wearing North Face jackets and pants. Here in the northern hemisphere, the north face of a mountain is the one that is always in the shade, making it the colder side. I had been proud of my First Ascent jacket but stuck there in the snow, I imagined a deeper symbolism!


I trudged on, surrounded by snow and self-doubt.


The news headline, Explorer accountant, aged 38, eaten by polar bear on first day of three-month sabbatical, flashed before my eyes. I’ve set out to see new places and meet interesting people on this trip, but I want to be able to ‘follow my nose’ and not be restricted by plans. I do realise this goes very much against my training and profession! Alone in that valley of Greenland snow, instead of three months of random adventure, I envisaged a posthumous Darwin Award for stupid death.


As I neared the ridge, I found myself in a small graveyard filled with large white crosses. There were perhaps twenty graves, each with a wooden cross and entirely covered in bright plastic flowers – the pinks, purples, reds and yellows providing a vivid contrast to the landscape of white around me.


I walked on, and as I reached the ridge and looked down into the valley beyond, I was forced to stop for several minutes to take it all in.


I could see in the distance a jagged peninsula of snow-covered mountains, and a frozen sea beginning to yield to spring at its edges. Below me, overlooking the melting waters of the bay, I could make out a collection of brightly painted wooden houses and could hear the distant sound of huskies calling.


Later, I found myself alone in a small house used by backpackers in the summer months and the prospect of no food until the trading store opened on Monday morning, some thirty-six hours away. On entering the house, I found the floors covered in dead insects and had to sweep them out into the snow. The temperature hovered around zero and although the sun was out; it didn’t make too much difference.


‘There is,’ Johann had told me when apologetically showing me my lodging, ‘a small hotel in the next valley which may have some food. It’ll be a bit of a hike through the snow.’


After spending a little time in my sleeping bag weighing up my options, I opted for the one that would get me away from the dead bug house and closer to the food. I emptied my backpack of clothes and, wearing most of them, headed off into the snow once again.


A long time later and out of breath from my exertions, I found myself at a blue, two-storey hotel overlooking a narrow frozen sea and mountains beyond.


The hotel foyer was deserted. Standing there, with a small puddle forming around my feet, I called out ‘Hellooo, is anyone here?’ a few times, my voice echoing in the empty foyer. There was no answer.


I wandered into the downstairs lounge and the office, calling all the time. Eventually, I heard a noise at the top of the stairs, and a short, thin man with brown skin came bustling down, straightening his shirt. He appeared surprised to see me.


‘The chef has no food,’ he said to me when I asked. ‘There are no guests at the hotel.’


My mind worked overtime. ‘Could I have a drink at the bar?’ I countered, and he relented. ‘Of course, of course.’


On entering the upstairs bar, I immediately noticed the adjoining dining-room and a table beautifully laid out for ten people and covered in food – a mouth-watering starter, baskets of bread and bottles of wine.


The little brown man stepped between me and the food. ‘That is a private function, sir – the airport staff have arranged a dinner in preparation for the season, sir,’ he said, looking at me uncertainly.


‘The chef has no OTHER food, I’m afraid, sir,’ he added, correcting his earlier statement.


Ordering a beer, I sat beside the window, and looked out for polar bears on the frozen sea, all the while thinking to myself – ‘Must find an angle here, must find an angle.’


The beer arrived, a Tuborg Danish Pilsner, along with the chef himself, who had come to apologise. He was a big man, Scandinavian in appearance, with white hair and beard, a rather large stomach and dressed, as chefs do, all in white. At Christmas, he would make for a rather convincing Santa Claus!


‘I am very sorry sir,’ he said, bowing a little and looking away from the wet patches on my knees, ‘but we ordered in the food especially for the function.’


He nodded at me vigorously, egging me on to accept defeat.


‘You have no other food in the kitchen – not even a sandwich?’ I asked. He hesitated, and I could smell triumph.


‘Let me see what I can do,’ he winked and bustled off to his kitchen.


I had enough time to finish my beer and scan the horizon for wildlife before he reappeared and approached my table, beaming.


‘One of the guests is unable to make it this evening, and so we have one portion extra,’ he announced.


‘Would that be acceptable, sir?’ he asked as if there might be any doubt. He didn’t know my other options were beer and dead bugs.


The menu went something like this:


Fresh bread rolls with Danish butter


Starter: Two fillets of cold Norwegian salmon, served on a bed of shrimps and dressed with salmon roe and cucumber


Main: Slices of beef fillet served with new potatoes, whole roasted garlic and courgettes and covered with a rich cheese and mystery sauce


Dessert: Baked strawberry muffin-sort-of-cheesecake-thing, dressed with peaches and icing sugar


As I ate, they turned on some light background music, but quickly changed this to Elvis Presley’s Hound Dog. I enjoyed my dinner looking out over a polar landscape with a most unexpected accompanying soundtrack. The bread rolls and the Danish butter went into my jacket pocket as backup for breakfast.


At the end of the evening, the chef approached me once again and asked, ‘Please sir, but where are you from?’


‘Oh, I’m from South Africa,’ I answered. He looked confused for a moment and then gestured out into the snow.


‘No sir, where are you from?’


I pointed to over the mountain and said, ‘Oh, just from the village,’ and he nodded his head very slowly and backed away, his eyes betraying his wonderment.


I wiped my mouth with a dainty napkin, layered myself with clothing and headed out into the night.
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CHAPTER THREE


The House Where I Live


Kulusuk Village, East Greenland


May 23rd — 65°34’04.82”N, 37°11’13.71”W


This morning I awoke in my bug- and food-free wooden house on the hillside, to the sound of huskies calling. I pulled up the blind and looked out over an arctic landscape beginning to stir for the summer. The mountains all around were still covered in snow, but the frozen lake outside my window had begun to thaw. A steady stream flowing beneath a wooden pedestrian bridge cut a deep channel in the ice as it wound its way towards the sea. Just beyond the lake, an overhang of snow clung to the top of the cliff, waiting to fall.


Kulusuk Village has about fifty wooden houses, randomly scattered across a rocky hillside, and nearly all occupied by Inuit families. The word ‘Inuit’ means ‘the people’ and they were formerly referred to as ‘Eskimos’, which means ‘eaters of meat’. Nowadays they prefer to be called ‘Greenlanders’. In the summer months, Kulusuk is an island, separated from the Ammassalik peninsula by a narrow stretch of sea. For most of the year though, it is frozen over, and they are joined.


Many of the houses have their own set of huskies outside, strategically tied up so that they can’t reach each other and fight. A few of the friendlier ones are allowed to be together it seems. The huskies stay outside, rain or shine, summer or winter, but it is winter that they come into their own, with the dog sledge the primary means of transport.


My house is actually the backpackers’ hostel and has three rooms – a downstairs kitchen and living room and a large upstairs sleeping loft. There is a small toilet, but no bath or shower. In fact, I don’t think there is running water anywhere in the village, and everyone seems to fetch their water from a central point. My house sleeps ten people comfortably, but as the only idiot here out of season, and with the dead bugs gone, I have it all to myself.


In the living room there is a metal drum that looks a hundred years old and burns crude oil or whale blubber or something, and keeps the house remarkably warm if you know how to use it. After a long time trying to light it, I swallowed my pride and went for help. Johann came to my rescue but when he lit it there was a whoosh of flame, and the drum shook terribly for a long time. In my efforts to light it I had apparently fed it with enough oil to warm an Inuit family for a month!


We fled to the next room and made small talk about our lives until the danger had passed. I told Johann about my career in a big four accounting firm and how taking a few months off for extended travel had worked so well for me in the past, giving me fresh insights and energy for the next phase of my career. He spoke about how he and his family split their time between Denmark and Greenland, and about the highlights that a Greenland summer can bring. He also asked about my family, and I spoke about my dad who’d passed away just two years before, and about my mom and four elder sisters. He was interested to hear about my girlfriend, Jacky, and how we’d cope being apart for three months.    ‘She is hoping to get leave from work and join me for the last few weeks,’ I said, which seemed to pacify him!


Johann spoke about his training as an anthropologist and his interest in the Inuit people, who are hunters and fishermen, spending their days hunting seals, or the occasional polar bear, and fishing. There are very few jobs for the local people, and their options are limited. Apart from the hunting and fishing, and some ivory and bone carvings for tourists, they have little else they can do. The government pays for all education, up to any level, and any person not formally employed gets a weekly welfare grant. The foodstuffs and other items in the Kulusuk Trading Store are heavily subsidised by the government.


Although it has its own government, Greenland remains strongly linked politically and economically with Denmark. Ninety percent of the population of Greenland are Inuits, or Greenlanders, and the balance, mainly Danes.


When the metal drum eventually stopped shaking, Johann said his goodbyes and I sat down to my bread roll and Danish butter breakfast.    As that only took a moment, I was soon outside, wandering the village and hiking out into the mountains, gaping and gawking at the beautiful scenery. There were no trees and the only vegetation was a motley collection of brown grasses and spongy moss. In the summer though, according to Johann, it is a rolling mass of green.


Near my house, I found the carcass of a seal that looked as if it had been there a long time, altered in shape now and then by someone hacking off a chunk to feed to their husky, or the occasional gnawing by a husky pup on the loose. Because of the cold, there was no smell, either from the carcass or the husky turds littering the snow.


This afternoon I noticed several people lying on the frozen lake, fishing through a hole in the ice. As I neared them, the ice gave way beneath me, and my one foot slipped through into the frigid water below. The fishermen quickly came to my aid and guided me to where they were fishing.


‘Hvad laver du her?’ a young Inuit man with a fur-lined poncho asked me, nodding vigorously.


Realising that he meant ‘What the hell are you doing walking about on the thin ice?’ I changed the subject and pointed to his friend, face down in a hole in the ice.


‘You fish?’ I asked, stupidly, nodding.


Ponchoman and I quickly came to understand each other, and he showed me their catch of about ten small fish that looked similar to mullets. I pointed at my empty stomach and showed Poncho a banknote, and he agreed to sell me some food.


After a few minutes, I enlisted Poncho’s help in getting me safely off the ice and retreated to the warmth of my little house, my oil stove, a can of baked beans and sausages that Poncho had provided, and myself for company and conversation.




CHAPTER FOUR


One Person Short Again


On the dog sledge, East Greenland


May 24th — 65°34’43.70”N, 37°09’03.17”W
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‘You must be the guy they are talking about up at the hotel,’ she said to me, smiling and shaking my hand. ‘I’m Raggi.’


Raggi had long, light-brown hair and wore a bright red ski jacket and a happy smile, and was very interested in solving the mystery of the hotel’s guest from the snow.


This morning, after being the first customer of the week at the Kulusuk Trading Store and stocking up on food, I started exploring in earnest. Walking down to the still frozen harbour, I noticed three or four dog sledges coming at high speed across the snow, laden with passengers. I quickly made my way down to where they had stopped and happily photographed the beautiful husky dogs getting all tangled up in their ropes. It was a tour group of Taiwanese people who had arrived on some circuitous route from the hotel. Their leader was Raggi. She made a bee-line for me and got straight to the point.


‘Yes, that’s me – the mystery guest who ate all the food,’ I laughed, ‘my name is Rich.’


After suggesting to her tour group that they wander around Kulusuk for half an hour, she began to quiz me on what I was doing here and to answer my similar questions about herself.


Raggi is in her late twenties and grew up on the fjords of western Norway. She has only recently arrived in Kulusuk having been employed by the hotel as their full-time guide. At age nineteen she moved to England, and, among other jobs, for the past five years she has been the postlady in a remote hamlet of western Scotland, called the Isle of Rum. One of twenty-five applicants for this job in Kulusuk, she said it was her ability to live happily in remote places that got her the position.


Raggi and I have one thing in common – we both know very little about Greenland. For my part that’s okay – I’m a tourist. For her part it’s a problem – she’s a tour guide! She has been told that if she does not know the answer to a question, she should make something up!


One of her tour group came up to her while we were chatting, and asked where the school was. Raggi just smiled and pointed confidently up the next hill. When the lady had begun the climb, Raggi looked at me and said, ‘It is up there, isn’t it?’


Raggi introduced me to the driver of one of the dog sledges and I was given a personal introduction to the world of huskies. I was fascinated how each dog was attached to the sledge by a rope of differing length, and how this was done in a particular order, based on the personality and behaviour of the dog.


‘To stop them fighting,’ chipped in Raggi, ‘they tie up one of their front paws near their neck.’


As this new information had come from Raggi, I wasn’t sure if she’d just made it up, so I did take a closer look at the dogs, and spotted a few with a paw tied near their neck.


‘If you like,’ Raggi said to me as they were about to leave, ‘you can come back with us on the dog sledge. We’re one person short.’


A flood of déjà vu washed over me!


Before she could change her mind, I grabbed my chance and found myself at the front of the sledge, with a Taiwanese couple behind me, hanging on to me for dear life. The man seemed to have his work shoes on, and had covered them in plastic packets so they wouldn’t get wet!    I’d finally found someone more under-dressed for Greenland than me.


Behind us, standing on the back of the sledge and manning the brake and the whip, stood the Inuit guide extolling his dogs with sharp yips and cries. After being tied up, the dogs seemed to relish their freedom and charged out into the fray when they got their chance, the wooden sledge bouncing off the occasional rock along the way. The dogs are huskies, but that is a generic term for similar breeds.    More correctly, they are known as Greenland dogs and are incredibly adapted to the cold. They live outside, and in the cold, they stick their head into their stomach, curl up into a ball, and wait out the weather. They survive thanks to a unique double layer of fur that insulates and protects against the extreme cold.


Sitting there on the dog sledge, with the Taiwanese man’s arms around my waist and his plastic packet shoes on either side of me, I felt my mouth break into an involuntary grin as the huskies charged ahead and the cool Greenland air swept up against my face.


When we reached the hotel, and the tourists were sent on their way, Raggi gave me a grand tour, in a welcome so different to just a few days ago. I joined her and a few colleagues in the bar and for an hour or so we drank Danish beer and spoke about the world as if we weren’t really in a faraway place shrouded in ice. I got to meet a few of the staff who had sat down to their fancy meal the other night, while the stranger from the snow shared their fare in the other room, listening to Hound Dog. I was keen to hear more about huskies and polar bears, but most of the talk was about Denmark and Sweden’s chances in the upcoming European football championships.


Before too long the Taiwanese started drifting in, needing attention, and my friends dispersed to their various duties. I headed for my wooden house on the hillside, courtesy of a snowmobile driven by one of my new Greenland friends.




CHAPTER FIVE


The Killing Fields


In the drift ice, East Greenland


May 25th — 65°32’05.67”N, 37°13’14.29”W


Pele (pronounced Pi-leh) is a very important man in his village. He must be because he has the biggest boat. Pele, however, like his countrymen, is not big. Standing perhaps five foot two inches tall, and with remarkably short, stubby legs, he is    broad of shoulder and has a wide face that breaks easily into a smile. He has lost at least three of his smiling teeth.


The harbour of the village of Kulusuk or, more accurately, the place where about a dozen small boats are lying, is wherever the ice ends and the sea begins. The men of Kulusuk drive their boats up onto the ice as if it were a sandbank, clamber off and walk home. No anchors, no ropes, no need. There are no waves here, no great tidal movements.


Pele’s big boat is about twenty feet long and has a cabin and a large black Mercury engine. It also has a green awning that encloses the whole boat in inclement weather, which they have a lot of here. Many of the boats do not even have cabins.


When the weather is clear in Kulusuk, and sometimes when it is not, the men hunt. It was an early afternoon start, and Johann arranged for me to accompany Pele on his hunt for seals. I had that wary, butterfly-in-the-tummy feeling as I picked my way across the ice, wondering about such things as single engines at sea, ice-bergs, sudden squalls from the east, the killing of seals and so on!


Pele, on the other hand, had none of these concerns and gave me a big, broken-tooth smile of welcome.


‘You are welcome,’ he said, showing me where to stand to help him push the boat off the ice. I would soon find out that Pele’s English vocabulary was limited to only about ten words, restricting the afternoon to gestures and the nodding of heads.


Nearby, two hunters were settling into their boat and drinking out of a suspicious looking brown bottle. I assumed it was for warmth, although perhaps it was for luck or courage. When the bottle was empty, they casually tossed it onto the ice, where I assume it will remain until summer, and then sink.


Apart from Antarctica, Greenland is the least populated place on the planet. Dominated by mountains, it is one massive wilderness area, with only a few human settlements, and eighty percent of the land lies under a permanent sheet of ice, at times up to three kilometres thick. It has fewer than sixty thousand people, most of whom live in the southwest in towns like Nuuk, Narsarsuaq and Kangerlussuaq. Here on the east coast, Kulusuk and Tasiilaq are the only settlements for hundreds of kilometres.


Bundled up in beanie and jacket, long johns and gloves, it was a sublime feeling speeding out across the dark waters of the channel, gazing in awe at the mountains all around and heading out into the distance where icebergs and a long wall of drift ice awaited us.


Once we had cleared the channel, we followed the coastline to the north, up around the back of Kulusuk Island. We passed beneath the overhangs of big icebergs that were fifty or sixty metres high in places, some so large that they sustained their own little stream of water cascading off into the ocean below. They were walls of solid ice, enormous blocks of white, punctuated here and there by a fault line of deep blue running diagonally across the ice.


Seabirds wheeled and cried as we passed, and I squinted to make out the weird and extraordinary shapes that the icebergs made as they emerged out of the haze – one a cathedral spire, one an enormous man sleeping on his back and another the Sydney Opera House.


We found ourselves in a channel between two vast floes of drift ice, one up against the land and the second out in the ocean. The channel itself was about a kilometre wide and perhaps a few kilometres long, with several groups of icebergs floating in strange formations within.


But we were looking for seals, searching for the distinctive black head or rolling back of the ringed seal, either on the surface of the water or, if we were ‘lucky’, on the drift ice itself. Pele’s eyes scanned the waters like a metronome, and now and then he raised his binoculars to his eyes. Then, just as we neared a horseshoe section of the landward drift ice, he squealed excitedly and pointed into the distance. I saw nothing but ice and water.


He gunned the engine, and we raced forward and around to where he had seen it. I think he was trying to drive the seal towards the ice. Then I saw it, the small black head on the surface, twisting 180 degrees, looking, looking. Pele slowed down, driving right around the seal and edging up towards the drift ice where, to my great surprise, he rammed the boat up onto the ice and leapt off, gesturing wildly at me to pass him his rifle, telescopic lens mounted on top. He also grabbed a long wooden pole with a metal spike at the end and hurried off across the ice to a place where he could hide behind a big mound of snow.


For a moment I thought he was singing to himself before I realised that he was calling to the seal. Hiding behind the mound of snow, he laid the rifle to one side and began making high-pitched squeals and at the same time scraping the metal spike along the ice, creating a rasping sound that I assume makes a seal curious. For a long time there was no sign of the seal, and just when Pele seemed ready to give up, I saw it, only fifty metres from us, head out of the water, twisting from side to side, listening, listening. I could see its big dark eyes and its whiskers.


It was no contest. Pele grabbed his rifle, resting it on the snow mound, and with a boom that I think is still travelling across some distant ice floe on the Arctic Circle, fired a bullet through its brain.


A certain numbness settled on the upper half of my body as I helped Pele push the boat back off the ice and we raced to retrieve the body. A pool of blood hung just beneath the surface, and, some metres away, bits of yellow brain lay on the water.


The seal had sunk.


‘Sunket,’ said Pele, crestfallen.


‘Sunket,’ I repeated, the bile in my throat.


The Inuit people are hunters, as they have been for many centuries. There is no agriculture – everything revolves around hunting, and the seal is their prime target. The Greenland government, recognising both the cultural history and the fact that there is nothing else to do here, pays the hunters for seal and polar bear skins, actually at above the current market rate. That is their job.


We continued in silence, following the edge of the drift ice, Pele looking out to sea for seals, me scanning the drift ice in the hope of not seeing a polar bear. Polar bears are often seen here, and the Kulusuk hunters kill several each year. Fortunately, no non-Inuit persons are allowed to shoot polar bears, so hunting safaris are out of the question. However, if we saw one, Pele would try and kill it, and I definitely didn’t want to be around for that!


After passing several beautiful icebergs, Pele heard on the radio about a sighting, and we raced off towards a distant iceberg, glistening in the late afternoon sun. As we rounded the berg, we found ourselves in a small bay with the drift ice on the landward side and two groups of icebergs guarding each end. A veritable killing field.


Three Inuit boats were already in the bay, searching. The search did not last long. Close by, not fifty metres from our boat, popped up the heads of two enormous hooded seals, eyes bulging. Bobbing there in the water, they looked almost friendly, curious, intrigued as to what these boats were doing here. The one even looked at the other, its long whiskers dragging on the surface.


The boat nearest the drift ice was quickest to react and its skipper, like a Native American Indian on horseback, stood over his steering wheel and aimed his rifle at the dark heads, from barely thirty metres off.


Two shots rang out and a third from a boat more distant. Pele did not fire. I was sure the seals were dead but, inexplicably, the shots had missed, and the shooter swung his boat round in a frustrated circle and watched for the heads to reappear. They did, briefly on the other side of us, looking back at us, as if to say, ‘What the hell was that?’


Then, before the hunters could fire, they dived and despite a half hour search by the boats, were not seen again.


As we returned empty-handed to Kulusuk harbour, the early evening colour painted in the sky, I imagined a different outcome to our day – the boat filled with dead seals and even a polar bear, the blood spilling at our feet, and my spirit haunted by demons for all time.




CHAPTER SIX


When the Isle of Rum comes to Greenland


Atop Mount Rich, Kulusuk Island


May 26th — 65°33’39.10”N, 37°05’09.78”W


Off the west coast of Scotland, there are about eighty islands close to the mainland, which are referred to as the Inner Hebrides. Just below The Isle of Skye, which is the northernmost and largest of these islands, lie the Isles of Rum, Eigg, Muck and Canna. The Isle of Rum is inhabited by only thirty people and is custodian to a herd of that most unusual of breeds, the Highland cow – long, shaggy-haired cattle that look continually depressed. They are cared for by Stuart, a Scotsman with a long, shaggy ponytail of hair hanging down his back. He also looks after a herd of Highland ponies and keeps an eye on the golden eagles, and the red deer as well. It’s a big responsibility.


Ragnhild Rostrup (or Raggi) was until most recently the postlady on the Isle of Rum, which paid the annual salary of five thousand pounds. That seems a lot of money for being postlady to only thirty people. Raggi, on the other hand, thinks differently.
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