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In Greenlandic mythology

Asiaq is the goddess of the weather

she lives out on the pack ice
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I write people stories, not Titanic stories. That’s what I told my editor, to which he replied, “The Titanic was full of people.” There was nothing more I could say. He had made his point and all further discussion was little more than hot air that I expended, and he ignored. Seventy-two hours later, and I was huddled with a group of twenty-one journalists at the tiny Danish military outpost called Station Mestersvig, tucked inside the bottom right-hand corner of the North East Greenland National Park, on a peninsular north of Ittoqqortoormiit, and more or less on the same line of latitude as the Norwegian island of Jan Mayen. I had never been this far north before. I felt like I was being punished.

I wasn’t the only one.

Constable David Maratse stood to one side of the journalists, his hands tucked into his jacket pockets as he stared beyond the shadow of the runway control tower towards the sea. I could just imagine him wishing he was in a smaller boat, checking his longline for halibut, or maybe even hunting a rogue polar bear that had been bothering the residents of a settlement further down the coast. Cruise ships, like the one-hundred-and-fourteen-metre bright red and black-hulled pride of Arctic Horizon’s fleet anchored just off the coast, would not interest him. Although its heritage might. MS Gjøa traced its lineage all the way back to Roald Amundsen’s wooden sloop of the same name, the first vessel to sail through the Northwest Passage back in 1906. Maratse would undoubtedly prefer to be aboard the smaller historic vessel than its massive cousin, but massive was why we were gathered in Mestersvig on the first day of SAREX, the international Search and Rescue Exercise comprising elements and assets from the Canadian and Danish military, the Icelandic Coast Guard, and the Gjøa playing the role of the stricken cruise ship in need of rescue. The journalists had been invited to cover the exercise, while first year cadets from Greenland’s Police Academy would play the role of the victims lost overboard.

“They will be wearing survival suits,” Constable Petra Jensen said, explaining the cadet’s role, and pointing out the important difference between the cadets in the exercise and tourists lost at sea. She paused as the journalists asked how many cadets would be taking part, and how they would be rescued. “Nine cadets in all,” she said. “And they will be rescued by Canadian medics trying out a new method of parachuting into the sea, providing care and stabilising the victims while other assets race to the area.”

“Parachuting into the Greenland Sea?” I asked, catching Maratse’s eye.

“Yes,” Petra said. “I think it’s best if Løjtnant Karl Bloch from the Danish Navy’s Communications Office answers specific questions. I can only speak for the cadets.”

“One more question – Jessica Polley, from The Times – is that why you’re here, Constable? To look after the cadets?”

“The Commissioner asked me to tag along,” Petra said. “So, I suppose the answer is yes. Although, I’m not attached to the Police Academy. Unfortunately, their representative is ill. I’m the replacement.”

“And your colleague?” Polley asked. “Constable?”

“David Maratse,” Petra said. Maratse flicked his gaze from the sea to the journalists in front of him. “He’s not from the Academy either.” Petra paused, and I noticed an indulgent smile crease her cheeks. “He’s being punished.”

Maratse stiffened at a wave of soft laughter from the journalists and the Navy liaison officer.

“Punished? Can you clarify?”

I was confident that I knew the answer, already, but looked forward to Petra’s response while enjoying Maratse’s sudden twinge of discomfort.

“I’m not sure it’s relevant,” Petra said.

“Just a bit of background,” Polley said. “For the human angle. Perhaps Constable Maratse might tell us?”

Maratse shrugged. “The Commissioner wanted to send two officers with the cadets.”

“For support?”

“Iiji,” he said.

“I’m sorry? What was that?”

The Danish Løjtnant took a step forward. “Perhaps, to provide a little clarification,” he said, with a nod to Maratse, “it’s important to remember that Search and Rescue in Greenland is a multidisciplinary operation, coordinated by Joint Arctic Command in the Greenland capital of Nuuk. Constable Maratse is based in Ittoqqortoormiit, just south of here. East Greenland receives thousands of tourists each summer, the majority of whom arrive in cruise ships, like Gjøa,” he said, pointing at the cruise ship. “It’s quite likely that, in the event of a disaster, local resources such as Constable Maratse, may be the first to raise the alarm. They might even be first on the scene.”

“Ah, if I might follow up on that,” a tall journalist said, as he pushed forwards to the front of the group.

“And your name is?”

“Marc Tilly, with The Post,” Tilly said, rolling his broad shoulders as he pressed record on his digital recorder. “You say that local resources might be the first on scene, but what can one Constable do when faced with a sinking ship with a couple hundred tourists?”

 “That’s a good question,” Bloch said. “Of course, Constable Maratse would be just one part of the SAR operation. His role would likely involve liaising with the hospital in Ittoqqortoormiit, in preparation to receive survivors.”

“Ah, yeah, that’s great,” Tilly said, “but as I understand it, the hospital in Ittoqqortoormiit is more of a medical centre, and the population of the settlement would fit inside the Gjøa. What then?”

Tilly held the digital recorder towards Bloch as the journalists around him nodded, scratching notes on their jotters, or shielding their tablets from the sun as they typed the response directly into a document. Maratse took a step closer to Petra, whispering something in her ear as the Løjtnant tackled Tilly’s question.

“You’re right. We would probably fly straight to Tasiilaq…”

“With just a couple thousand inhabitants,” Tilly said. “With just one cruise ship, you’re adding a quarter of the population, stretching the resources of hospitals that are not equipped for these kinds of emergencies, on this scale.”

“Of course…”

“And,” Tilly said, pressing his point. “I believe I’m correct in saying that not only are the resources limited, but so are the drugs. I heard that most of the small hospitals only have a couple of shots of adrenaline, for example, to deal with heart failure, mostly because heart failure is not a common disease among the elderly in Greenland. How is a remote hospital in Greenland going to accommodate five hundred survivors, most of whom are over sixty, with more than two potential cases of heart failure, maybe more if they’ve been exposed to the sea, and are suffering from hypothermia?”

Bloch took a breath, nodding a couple of times as the journalists waited for his response. The question had certainly piqued everyone’s interest, including Maratse’s, and I wondered how often he might have considered the same scenario? Petra tugged on Maratse’s jacket and whispered something as he bent his head. He nodded, and she took a step forwards, standing slightly in front of Bloch, shielding him from the journalists.

“These are good questions, and they are most relevant. We’ll do our best to answer all your questions during the exercise. Constable Maratse and I will be with you, together with Løjtnant Bloch, onboard Gjøa. I’d like to suggest that we wrap up here and get onboard. The crew and staff from Arctic Horizons will show you to your cabins, and then we’ll brief you on the next stages of the exercise.”

Tilly raised his hand.

“Yes?” Petra said. 

“I have a quick follow-up.”

“One follow-up, and then we really must get onboard.”

“It’s about the weather,” Tilly said, gesturing at the thick grey clouds competing with the sun above them. “The forecast doesn’t look good – strong winds, and maybe even a snowstorm, which is strange…”

“It’s Greenland,” Bloch said.

“Yes,” Tilly said. “It’s also June.” He looked at Petra. “I just want to know if the exercise is going to go ahead?”

“That’s the one thing we’ll never be able to control,” Petra said. “If we can’t operate in a snowstorm, what use are we?”

“And the cadets?” Polley asked. “You’re responsible for them. When do you decide it’s too dangerous for them to be in the water? We’re going to be on a ship – at least, I hope so.” Polley smiled as the journalists around her laughed.

“Commander Dohm on the HDMS Knud Rasmussen, has the overall command at the local level,” Petra said. “He’ll make that decision, if necessary.” Petra waited for the journalists to settle, and then pointed at the motorboats moored just off the beach below the station. “Now, if you’ll follow Jóhanna Guðmundsdóttir, she’ll take you down to the boats.”
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