
        
            [image: cover]
        










'How gratifying it is to welcome
a young Scotsman as a major new travel writer…' Glasgow Herald

 


'The book is full of enthusiasm
and delight as it is rich in humour.' Eastern Daily
News

 


'A marvellously readable travel
book.' British Book News

 


 



Scot Free

 


A Journey from the
Arctic to New Mexico

 


 


By Alastair Scott

 


 


Copyright Alastair Scott 1986

Published by Alastair Scott Publishing,
Smashworks Edition, 2013.

ISBN 9781301828166

 


First published 1986

by John Murray (Publishers) Ltd

50 Albemarle Street, London W1X 4BD

Also published by F A Thorpe (Large
Print)

Lines by Robert Service quoted in the
Yukon chapter by permission

of the Estate of Robert Service:
Copyright Dodd, Mead & Co. 1907

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 


To my parents


 Table
of Contents

 


Prologue

1 An optimist in Iceland

2 Fall in the Faroes

3 Sea-eagles off
Greenland

4 The land of the
Greenlander

5 An Arctic cook in hot
water

6 Timeless in Thule

7 One Big Apple and the view from a
truck

8 Texas time and Las Vegas
time

9 Eccentric California

10 Noah's Ark, Columbia's floods and
Rainbow People

11 In Glacier National Park I ran and
ran, almost naked. . .

12 Finding the gold in the
Yukon

13 Alaska - home of the
individual

14 Marooned in a wilderness - and a
dash for Newfoundland

15 Canadian colonies in a big, bad
world

16 Guts, guns and God on the way to New
Mexico

17 W/M

Photo Captions

Photo Gallery

Maps:

Five years and 194,000 miles

My travels in Iceland and the
Faroes

My route round Greenland

My travels in North America

About the Author

Other Books by Alastair
Scott

Non-Fiction:

A Scot Goes South
- A Journey from Mexico to Ayers
Rock

A Scot Returns - A Journey from Bali to Skye

Tracks Across Alaska -
A Dog Sled Journey

Wanderlust - A Compilation of Best Extracts from the Trilogy
Scot Free, A Scot Goes South & A Scot
Returns

Native Stranger
- A Journey in Familiar and Foreign
Scotland

Salt and Emerald - A Hesitant Solo
Voyage Round Ireland and the Irish

Eccentric Wealth
- The Bulloughs of Rum

Top Ten Scotland (Eyewitness Travel Guide)

Fiction:

Stuffed Lives

Degrees of
Illusion

 



 Prologue

 


For my part, I travel not to go
anywhere, but to go. I travel for travel's sake. The great affair
is to move; to feel the needs and hitches of our life more nearly;
to come down off this feather-bed of civilisation, and find the
globe granite underfoot and strewn with cutting flints . . . And
when the present is so exacting, who can annoy himself about the
future?

ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON,
Travels with a Donkey in the Cevennes

 


 


In the eyes of an
eight-year-old, she was terrifying. She was quick to chastise,
constantly threatening and hungry for youth. Nevertheless each year
I was taken to pay perfunctory homage to this ogre - for
great-aunts must be respected if not through understanding then on
account of their great age. It was in her house that my fascination
for the world began, when I discovered a large, brightly coloured
globe in a room full of ghostly shapes under dust sheets. My
fascination ended that same day when the globe crashed to the
ground after achieving a pleasing number of revolutions per second
and the resulting skelp I received from the practised
late-Victorian hand of my great-aunt, and caused me to regard the
world with acrimony for many years thereafter. If my great-aunt had
not happened to come along at the precise moment of the accident,
my relationship with the globe might have been different; indeed, I
might have inherited it in the same way that my sister was to
acquire the baby grand piano which she used to thump mercilessly to
relieve her own boredom, delighting the few remaining senses of our
ancient deaf relative. But such an easy inheritance of the Earth
might have reduced me to meek apathy and possibly that initial
skelp was needed to inspire my later wanderings, for Fate works in
mysterious ways - certainly if my great-aunt was anything to go
by.

We lived in Edinburgh at the
time, and my family had deep roots in that part of Scotland. There
had been lawyers, farmers, doctors, a minister, a rugby
international, a rebel against Henry IV and an ogre all mixed up in
my Lowland lineage, which offered me a reasonable scope of pursuits
that could be classed as traditional. Later my father's work in the
whisky industry took us north to the Spey Valley where my childhood
turned to adolescence, and ended in a Yorkshire boarding-school.
The common features were hills, open countryside and the kilt
(which I wore on Sundays, along with a few other displaced Scots).
The physical challenge of sport and the outdoors appealed to me
more than academic studies, and provided temporary relief from my
incompetence at algebra. I trudged a middle course between the
rebel and the divine, and was content to leave school with the
possibilities for my future still as multifarious as my
ancestors.

So the urge to travel did not
stem from childhood ambition. It had to overcome the prejudice of
the past and then it grew gradually amongst the Yorkshire Dales and
during wanderings in the Highlands with my father. By the time I
was twenty-one and had left university with a joint degree shared
between a subject that was still incomprehensible (economics) and
another that was simply dull (German), the urge to travel was
firmly established. It had become something I wanted to do, and
something that had to be done. Two years in a photographic studio
reinforced my determination to go and see the world but were more
important in that they taught me how to use a camera and to develop
the photographer's interest in recognising, simplifying and
isolating the essential features of character, contrast and
background. I held no pretensions of being aesthetically or
spiritually tuned, but my awareness was sharpened. I merely felt
receptive and prepared to search. My camera was to provide the
justification for travelling, adding a sense of purpose to the
extensive journey that I had in mind.

I wanted to wander freely,
without pressure of time, to see a world I had been deprived of
spinning.

Over the next five years I wore
out four pairs of climbing boots and eight pairs of shoes. I faced
the emotional hardships of walking and hitch-hiking in severe
climates and of being constantly exposed to the dangers that
confront a stranger in a foreign land. I felt the loneliness of
having no friends, just brief acquaintances; the alienation due to
my language, colour and clothes; the frustrations of countries
where communications, timetables and logic failed to work; the
discomforts of trying to write my diary around the soggy blotches
caused by dripping sweat in the tropics, of the desert dust that
permeated every pore of my burnt skin and of shivering nights when
the cold seemed to siphon out every drop of heat from my body.
Sometimes the world just passed before me and left me feeling as
neglected as is the tenth lamppost by a dog with a capacity for
only eight.

But when courage failed, an
inexhaustible supply of kindness and hospitality from those around
me in every country would lift my spirits and carry me on to
experience more of the world's spectacular scenery, the joys of new
discoveries - as well as less pleasant ones which evoked internal
conflicts and moral dilemmas; the ugly bruises, as if caused by the
fall many years earlier when the globe had crashed to the
ground.

My job with the studio was
followed by nine months of labouring on an oil platform in the
North Sea and when this came to an end, it was a shock to realise
that the time had come. It was either then, or probably never. I
had the inclination, time and opportunity for starting my travels
and no commitments to use as an excuse for procrastination. I also
had the security of my oil platform savings which, together with my
earnings along the way, were enough to complete the trip. Within a
month I had left home with £250 in my pocket.

Right from the start my plans
were deliberately vague so that they would be flexible. My route
was to start with the Arctic and then follow the shortest distance
between continents that was consistent with some means of transport
connecting them. I tried to read up about each country before
entering it to discover the places of interest and the conditions
to expect, but in practice I was often to cross meaningless borders
and have to discover these things by experience. In many ways it
was the best method, for I arrived without expectations and
therefore without prejudice. In other respects it was less
satisfying and more open to abuse - an admission of ignorance, an
invitation to be led and misled. My luggage, which included a less
practical burden of twenty-eight pounds of camera equipment,
provided a basic level of self-sufficiency in clothing, warmth and
food by containing a tent, sleeping bag, adequate clothing,
porridge oats and a small cooker. Otherwise my preparations were
kept to the minimum necessary to satisfy the immigration
requirements of each frontier and to ensure their entry stamp on my
ninety-page passport. Time meant little to me. I would glance at
the clock every so often and note the seasons. Apart from that we
had scant respect for each other.

In this way my journey passed
through fifty-three countries and crossed six continents, ranging
from near the North Pole to Tierra del Fuego in the south, from
Australia to China and then maintaining its zig-zag course overland
back to Europe.

But before setting off I went to
a certain plot of land where once I had dreamt of dancing and
planting nettles. I couldn't be sure that my great-aunt had really
inspired my travels but I gave her the benefit of the doubt and
offered some belated gratitude at her final resting place. Neither
could I be entirely sure that one so ancient had really passed on
and it seemed prudent to placate an ill-humoured spirit before a
journey that was in itself a risky undertaking.

Then I did what a
self-respecting Scotsman might be expected to do, and after placing
the order for my special requirements, a week later I made my way
along worn cobblestones, past buildings blackened with age and
reeking of history, to a dingy shop in the backstreets of
Edinburgh.

 


 



 1 An optimist in
Iceland

 


 


A cluster of bells jangled as
the door opened, interrupting the hard tatatatack of an antique
sewing machine and causing the hoary face of its operator to look
up and peer at me through cataracts and bifocals. He was a
kilt-maker. His father had been one as had his grandfather, and all
his relatives as far back as memory and tradition could recall.
Some men claim a diversity of ancestors ranging from almost-kings
to hanged sheep-stealers, but not this old man. He was content that
his family had preserved the modesty of near-royalty and thieves
alike with a cloth of colours that came from the sheep-stealer's
booty. His line of kilt-maker forefathers seemed to be as long as
the thread which he had just worked into a piece of Scott tartan -
this kilt was now finished and so was tradition as the elderly
bachelor snipped the thread with a pair of oversized scissors. He
gave the kilt a final shake and eyed it for a moment as if it were
a prized heirloom he were about to give away.

'Do you know much about a kilt?'
he asked. I shook my head.

He fell silent. The shadows of
the surrounding gloom advanced from dusty shelves where rolls of
tartan were stacked in disorder, their ends hanging down like
shreds of fleece, and heightened the atmosphere of suspicion. He
seemed to be assessing my worthiness to wear the result of his
labour.

'It takes eight yards of cloth
to make a kilt and eighteen continuous hours to cut it, shape it
and sew in over nine thousand stitches,' he said with a tired but
proud sigh. My eyebrows rose in genuine awe but also some
apprehension that this was the build-up to a comparable price - as
that, after all, is a little closer to a Scotsman's heart than the
number of stitches on the top of his kilt. Little did I realise at
the time what a bargain it was. A uniform that attracted carte
blanche credit, high interest and spontaneous mischief, though
never in a predictable order. I departed with a tartan passport to
the unknown.

J. Munro, Kilt and
Skirt-maker (the difference later caused me some confusion but
is important, especially to the man inside) withdrew an old ledger
where biros never showed face. As the doorbell's ringing faded I
imagined him turning over the marbled inner leaf, much thumbed, and
flicking through the pages until he located the last order. '£45
PAID', he might have scrawled while musing on the stranger who had
just left.

He was in his mid-twenties, a
few inches short of six feet and with the lean build of a runner,
the long-distance kind. His hair was fair and inclined to curl in
the wrong directions and his ginger beard had an unusual white
streak on one side. His cheeks glowed with ruddy health and he
professed to come from the north, but his rounded accent was
distinctly Sassenach. He would wear a tie as uncomfortably as a
foreigner's attempt at swearing in English, and you could see at
once that he would be happiest on a mountain in a blizzard. Funny,
but there are people like that.

A chill wind was changing the
seasons, ripping autumn off the trees with glee when a Fokkcr
Friendship took me away. September was a good time of the year to
be going abroad and my thoughts, along with swallows and the dreams
of many others, turned to warmth and the south. But I was heading
north. And in Highland dress. (Nine thousand and fifty-seven
stitches. I'd caught it on a nail at the airport and been forced to
add some more thread myself.) My sudden embarrassment over the kilt
was picked up by my neighbour for she was tuned in to these sorts
of things, a nun swathed in voluminous black, although she was
probably quite small inside.

Smoked salmon arrived. She
refused hers. My inclination to ask for an extra helping was
stifled by a glance that said 'Biafra'. Her eyes rested for a
moment on my kilt. She blushed, florid cheeks framed in black,
bordered in white. The colours of an Icelandic landscape, black
lava in the land of fire and ice. There augured nothing optimistic
in starting a long journey beside such sanctimonious abstinence. To
hell, I attacked my smoked salmon with relish.

A hostess came along with
newspapers. She motioned to offer me one and then saw my kilt. She
smiled slightly and withdrew the paper. I still felt sensitive and
raised my eyebrows sharply to indicate that I too might want to
read it, whatever I was wearing. She gave it to me, reluctantly. I
realised my mistake at once but for the next ten minutes I tried to
conceal my misunderstanding by avidly scanning columns of
Icelandic. The wimple suddenly turned to me and revealed a face
that was curious but suspicious.

'Talar thu Islensku?' she
asked.

'No. Not a word,' I replied,
sounding repentant. Bedlamite, said the eyes. Again they lingered
on my kilt and then left me for good. But my first lesson of the
journey had already been learnt. I would have to accept myself in a
kilt before anyone else would.

'Fasten your seatbelts, please .
. .' Commercial flying is the worst means of transport. It offers
no appreciation of distance, change of climate or culture, and
neither does it offer a choice of travelling companion. The ferry
service from Scotland, however, had stopped for its winter
hibernation a month earlier and so there had been no alternative
but to fly. The check-in clerk at Icelandair had been unable to
conceal his amusement when I arrived. ('So you're the
one-man-expedition, are you?' he smirked.). I had declined to
respond, nodding as I paused to tighten the straps holding a box of
bagpipes to the bottom of my pack and lashing an umbrella to the
top. He could laugh if he wanted. By being granted expedition
status I was exempt from paying for excess baggage weight, which
would have been considerable on a load of eighty-four pounds. And
so, within two hours I had left the security of my homeland and
been instantly deposited as an alien.

I took a connecting flight from
Reykjavik to Akureyri. The hostesses wore thick overcoats during
the entire journey for reasons that were all too apparent when we
landed at one o'clock in the morning. The shock of minus 10°C hit
me like a hammer in parts least designed to withstand it, which
explained at once why Iceland had never invented the kilt. The
other passengers were amazed that Scotsmen in startling outfits did
actually exist outside whisky bottle labels (most commonly '100
Pipers') and even more so to find one up here in the remote north
at the beginning of winter. All gathered around the luggage-return
office to watch as two officials wrestled my pack up onto the
counter. Anxious to escape the rows of eyes fixed upon me, I
slipped quickly into the straps and stepped away without noticing a
vital buckle was missing. The sudden shift of weight threw me off
balance and left me lying on the floor, half-buried under my load,
my kilt rucked up dangerously high. There was a whisper in English
about a Highland Fling and suppressed laughter, while I turned red
and wondered how often my connection with sheep would destine me to
feel like one. They had to search the plane before finding the
missing buckle, and then I fled out into the night.

My creased pleats scuffed the
snow towards the town lights, a mile further on, where winter was
fiercely illuminated. I tramped through deep drifts looking for a
place to camp. It was a depressing prospect. I thought how little I
knew about this country, and how harsh was the reality that lay
between the lines of cosy armchair travel reading. A leaflet had
told me that Iceland was a misnomer, that Greenland and Iceland
should really swap names because here the winters could be hard but
were not as severe as the island's latitude might suggest. Bananas
were even grown here, in greenhouses heated free by geothermal
power, hot springs that emerged from the ground at 97°C. 'Bananas!'
the leaflet had repeated with an exclamation mark, winter being
passed over for other statistics. My socks fell to my ankles, the
snow became packed inside against my skin and I cursed my
naïvity.

Iceland was the only country in
the world, the leaflet said, where the annual number of seats sold
on domestic flights equalled the country's population. Apart from
their love of flying, 220,000 Icelanders were fanatical
chess-players, bought proportionately more books per head than any
other nation, and generally spoke good English. They were fervently
proud of their culture and resented being taken for a bunch of
Eskimos, which, incidentally, they were not. Of course not, I
thought, Eskimos don't grow bananas.

Then I came across a spot for my
tent on the sheltered side of a stone barn and felt little
compunction about scattering a group of sheep, my inescapable
associates, which had also been attracted to the light covering of
snow. Once the tent was up and my gear stowed away inside, it was a
relief to find there was still some room left for me. I brewed some
soup despite the late hour and my enthusiasm returned with the
comforting roar of the primus and the cloud of steam that smelt of
broth.

It was one of those wonderful
Arctic nights, the air so fresh you felt the purity as you
breathed, the heavens so clear they assumed a new dimension. Across
this immense vista stretched three parallel bands like rainbows of
neon green light. Vertical shafts of energy pulsed along the length
of each one like the hypnotic ripple of centipede legs in motion
and then the bands turned to twirls and loops, always shimmering,
always vibrant; Aurora Borealis, the 'heavenly dancers', the
mysterious Northern Lights. They lasted for over an hour and were
still there when I went to bed.

Despite my tiredness, sleep
would not come. My mind was a hive of excitement, questions, hopes
and ambitions. I sank more deeply into my sleeping bag and felt
content. My journey had started, perhaps not quite in the way I had
intended - but at last it had started. The first steps of a
194,000-mile trek around the world.
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'Akureyri welcomes you,'
continued the leaflet, 'and expects you to enjoy your visit to the
friendly town by the Arctic Ocean and its virginity.' What a
generous invitation, I thought. 'The Sheriff has resided here since
1853 and the Doctor since 1861 . . .' The land around me seemed to
reflect the same agelessness that must possess the Sheriff and the
Doctor; a range of black herring-bone hills lay on either side of
the fjord and hemmed in the narrow valley with their shoulders that
fell abruptly down, ending in truncated spurs. They held their snub
noses high in the air as if they too found the eternal wind of the
fjord distasteful. Akureyri, the second largest centre of
habitation in Iceland, was spread out along the sea, boasting
twelve thousand citizens, colourful roofs, a youth hostel, two fish
factories and a shipyard with an unpronounceable name that sounded
like Slipshod. It made a pleasant view from my tent the next
morning.

There was a wee nip in the air
(and in a kilt that is considerable), which caused the dilemma of
whether to put my loyalty into Scottish woollen underwear or
tradition, but the nip made a fairly strong case. After a warming
bowl of porridge, I set off and soon found that Icelandic sheepdogs
are remarkable in that they will run half a mile just to bark at a
passer-by. It does not matter if the snow is so deep that they have
to leap vertically out of one hole to gain a yard before
disappearing down into the next - their dedicated sense of duty to
show face, especially towards one-man expeditions, is restrained
only by a drift that proves taller then their bounce. My walk was
accompanied by an assortment of these barking jack-in-the-boxes as
I lent forwards against the weight of my pack and pushed myself
through air that was heavy with the oppressive smell of thousands
of fish hanging on racks to dry.

The youth hostel was run by a
German woman of formidable proportions and the manner of a grumpy
Viking, but she had moments of humanity and friendliness that
appeared, for example, when you came to pay your rent. However,
unlike most battleaxes of the period, hers was only one-edged and
she ran a warm establishment that was to become my home for the
next three months. Her husband's paintings were festooned to the
walls like limpets but they were all unfinished; smoke was missing
from some, others had no waves and one had a crowd of featureless
faces which resembled the one at the airport the previous night.
She explained that he was a beginner and had not learnt certain
techniques yet.

'And why haf you kom hier?' she
asked with Teutonic bluntness.

It was a good question and as I
gazed at the icicle frozen onto the base of a window, defying her
attempts to remove it and thus preventing the window from closing,
I too began to wonder.

My aim was to go hitch-hiking
and working to pay my way, to see life at grass-roots level and to
live with its different cultures and peoples. By wearing the kilt I
would be unusual, not just another run-of-the-mill traveller but a
curiosity who would hopefully attract the curious, encourage local
contact and help break down the ethnic barriers and silent stares
that surround a stranger. And the bagpipes? They were to complement
my image and because they would be expected of me. I also hoped
they would earn me my supper on occasion as a wandering
minstrel.

I wanted to find the offbeat
places, to visit the more common ones but in the wrong season, to
go around the back of the world's Taj Mahals and to run my finger
through the dust that no one else saw - to throw myself into
situations where the outcome was uncertain, to have experiences
that would be different. These I would record on film - the journey
was to be my apprenticeship as a freelance photographer. In my mind
was the nurtured hope that a portfolio of photographs would
establish my career in this field.

Idealised goals seem readily
attainable when ambition is fresh. Ahead of me lay the times when
my kilt was to achieve all my expectations, and each of these
strengthened my resolve, allowing discomfort and problems to be
discarded as trivial inconveniences. But ahead of me also lay the
other times when the kilt was to create the obstacles I sought to
remove, and even to incite the outright hostility I feared. Under
these circumstances, and those when I failed to distinguish between
the degree of risk that would safely provide a novel experience and
that which would senselessly endanger my life, my lofty goals were
forgotten and I wanted no more than to survive.

North seemed to be the least
common direction for leaving Britain, and Iceland in winter had a
unique ring about it. So I had set off north with kilt, camera and
a sporranful of dreams. 'And why haf you kom hier?' It was hard to
explain it all. I said it was because I was cold.

'Ach, you vant to vork at
Slippstödin,' said Mrs Viking, attaching another unfinished limpet
to the wall.

'Slippstödin?' Oh! Slipshod -
now, there was an idea.

 


 


Slippstödin's canteen was full
of welders, carpenters, electricians and all the others who somehow
stopped smoking their pipes for long enough to put a ship together.
Pipe-smoking was common here and for some it was debatable whether
their pipe was an accessory of life or one of its vital organs.
Pipes seemed to be intrinsic extensions of the Icelandic breathing
apparatus. We were eating a tough red stew which I found pleasant
to the taste until they told me it was horse. Soup came as a second
course. Pepper emerged in a stream from the cellar with a single
hole on top and salt was to be found in the pepper pot, a discovery
that came too late, so the soup failed to save the meal. The
manager had offered me a job at once and it began after lunch.
Palli, the foreman, led me to the dry-dock and gave me five gallons
of red paint and a small roller brush. His English was quite
clear.

'You see ship over there?'

I nodded.

'Good. Paint it.'

Before me rested a steel hull
with the area of two tennis courts. I began optimistically in the
middle as the full expanse of unpainted trawler seemed daunting
from either end. The paint went on easily and a large cluster of
barnacles disappeared under a generous layer of red before I had
even noticed that they were there. Palli returned just as it was
going rather well and gave a gasp. He pointed angrily at a little
plaque that was now at one with the acre of red around it, and ran
off to get a can of solvent. As he set about removing the paint, my
face blended in with the colour that echo-sounder windows should
never be.

The days went past and filled my
life with horizons of rust and hues that were measured by the
gallon. Grey paint, grey days. Red paint, grey days. The work was
monotonous but I felt lucky to have it. I grew to love the savage
beauty of this country, which claims to have the oldest parliament
in Europe and whose language has been almost unchanged in one
thousand years. The famous sagas, recounting the fantastic exploits
of warriors fighting on after losing the odd arm or leg, can still
be read in their original texts. Iceland's principal unit of
exchange is the cod, divisible into lesser denominations of woollen
sweaters. Cod is traded for wheat and cod for computers. This is a
nation of fishermen to the extent that shops never even try to sell
fish. The government zealously guards her waters and yet allows
more of her own trawlers to deplete the fishing grounds, following
the same policy of too much chasing too few as the sixty per cent
annual inflation accepted as normal. The only way to beat the
continually changing price tags, Icelanders joke, is to run to the
shops. Houses are seldom completed but left with exteriors of raw
concrete. Rates are cheaper that way, it is said, but I suspected
that with so many volcanoes around, people feel it is pointless
taking too much trouble over the finishing touches. (The last major
eruption was in 1973 when over five and a half thousand villagers
were evacuated from the Westmann Islands.) Perhaps inflation and
volcanoes also account for the devil-may-care attitude of the
people.

They work hard and long during
the week and then drink and spend recklessly at weekends. There is
an aura of complacency about them, understandable in an insular
people who can grow bananas in the Arctic. They feel as
indestructible as their sagas and put their trust in cod.

But I found them to be friendly
and generous. Work is a catalyst, cold is a hardener and together
they develop a strong bond of camaraderie. Iceland's winter and her
endless ships in need of repair combined to form the basis of many
friendships. The men at Slippstödin quickly accepted me, and my
failings, as part of their team. 'Skot of the Arctic' they called
me, and my smile tried to conceal that I felt the cold more than my
heroic namesake of the south.

In the shipyard there was a wall
of many colours. It was similar to the Biblical coat only not so
static as it changed to the colour of the last brush to shed a
stripe of excess paint over its surface at the end of each day. On
passing one evening, I had the idea that the changing-rooms behind
this abstract free-for-all would be a good place to practise my
bagpipes. The manager had no objection and so I was there the next
evening only to find that no one had warned the night-watchman, who
spoke very little English. He stared at the strange contraption as
if it were some surprise from an Al Capone violin-case and looked
me hard in the eye. When my pipes were rigged up, there was a glint
of recognition in his features and he seemed more at ease. It did
not last long. Unaware that the pipes are incompatible with any
peaceful form of human activity, he returned to his television at
the far end of the room.

The art of playing the pipes has
not come easily to me - indeed, some might say it has not come at
all - but that evening the room was soon reverberating with the
full range of skirls that an unhappy set of pipes can produce. A
cacophony in nine tortured notes. The watchman turned his
television off and tolerantly endured the process of a Scotsman's
revitalisation. He came over twice; once to peer down a tenor drone
and once to prod the bag. As I was putting them away he became more
cheerful.

'Very loud,' he said.

The next evening was, I felt, a
marked improvement.

'Bravo,' he said.

The third evening I was back in
form with lilting marches and jigs.

'Drainpipes?' he asked, holding
a small dictionary.

 


 


The big annual event,
Slippstödin's Christmas party, gradually drew nearer. 'You'll play
your bag for us?' Palli asked. Feeling flattered, I accepted. Over
the next few days my doubts began to grow, however, when I was
constantly asked if I knew the songs of Abba and when I explained
that it was a different kind of music, they asked just as eagerly
for the Beatles. While I nervously brushed up my grace notes on the
chanter, other party preparations were also in full swing. In
little outhouses elementary science apparatus bubbled away as they
distilled something that was procured from chemists in brown
bottles, but only in single purchases, in exchange for a wad of
worthless kronur and a signature. They added hydrochloric acid
which was said to remove the bad smell and then used it to 'spike'
brennivin, Icelandic firewater, which never needed any
antagonising even in its most mellow moments.

The great day came and work
stopped after another lunch of fish. If only God had blessed
Iceland with a surfeit of horse, or at least had made the shoals
boneless. The canteen was covered with colourful cobwebs of paper
and there was even a tinsel octopus squatting on the clocking-in
machine. Someone handed me a bun which he said had cassowary seeds
on it - but I was more interested in what was on the seeds. He
explained that it was a speciality of shark which had been buried
in sand for three months and allowed to 'mature' (rot); it smelt
revolting, but the taste was worse. While I was contemplating this
someone else came along to discuss the Cod War. It appeared to be
all a joke now and he held no grudge against me, just as long as I
kept my damn trawler out of Icelandic waters in future.

On the dance floor you didn't
dance where or even with whom you wanted, but where the crowd
deposited you on the occasional free patch of floor space and with
whoever else came to land on the same spot. Luckily it was a casual
affair, and a relief to be wearing my climbing boots. I tried to
calm my nerves by saturating them with the nameless extract from
brown bottles which, in comparison to the deceased shark, smelt and
tasted pleasantly indifferent. A disco version of the Seven Dwarfs
singing Hi-ho, Hi-ho . . . had just started when Palli
thumped me on the back, and said I was on next. My God! I thought.
How on earth was I to follow a jazzed-up Snow White on a
synthesiser with The Piobaireachd of Donald Dhu when my
drunk audience was expecting the hits of the Beatles?

I went outside to tune up my
pipes with the problem unresolved and only the notes of funeral
marches and retreats coming to mind. But the great thing about the
pipes is that the sheer volume alone is enough to impress those who
have never heard them before and such power at his fingertips is
reassuring to the piper. So I marched in with a lively reel that
instantly had them all clapping with such enthusiasm that I had
finished my second Slow Air before anyone realised the tempo had
changed. Just as I reached a particularly hard and fast part of a
hornpipe a huge cheer broke out for some latecomers which was
fortunate as a series of bad mistakes were lost in the uproar. My
face was dripping with sweat and my cheeks were as red as the nose
of a paper reindeer suspended from the ceiling, waving two limp
antlers in the turbulent air.

By then the workers were
revelling in festive abandon and even more spiked brennivin;
the welders in one corner were shouting for more Scotland the
Brave, the carpenters opposite them clammered for more
Amazing Grace, the painters seemed to be inert under tables
and the scattered electricians looked as if they wanted the dwarfs
back. So I walked from side to side pleasing the welders whilst
trying to placate the carpenters and stepping over the painters
whilst trying to avoid the electricians. Then it became just a hazy
recollection of playing on until my balance began to fail, a middle
course of Amazing the Brave was not working and my drones
were lost in a tangle of streamers.

 


 


Iceland has thirteen Santa
Clauses. Each one has a day leading up to Christmas and leaves a
gift inside the largest shoe that Icelandic children can find to
put on a windowsill at night. By the time the last Santa has been,
each child will have also received a new article of clothing for
there is a large cat that prowls around and eats those who have
been missed out. My own boots were always empty and my clothes were
old, but I walked unmolested down the road that led south from
Akureyri, ending forty miles later where the uninhabited interior
began. Slippstödin was closed for a short holiday.

It was Christmas Day. Not the
best time for anyone to be on his own and far from home.

The bold curve of a whale's
jawbone formed the lintel over a wicker gate that was set in a
broken fence. The path through it was well-trodden and led up to a
little wooden church whose turf roof, all but hidden except for a
few stalwart stalks of grass poking through the crust of snow, was
ringed with icicles like the teeth of a glacier. The sound of music
and singing seeped out of the walls and even the old pine tree
growing by the door, its branches covered in lights, seemed touched
by the soothing refrain of Silent Night. The heads of the
congregation turned as the door was pushed gently open, swinging on
finely wrought hinges that announced the arrival of each latecomer
with an uncharitable groan. I took my place quietly at the
back.

The Lutheran minister gave a
powerful sermon which seemed to express anything but peace and
good-will, making me wonder if volcanoes, like dogs, can impress
their characteristics on their owners. The words were as
meaningless to me as to the occupant of a frilled lace bonnet who
was propped up near the font and seemed to be waiting for the
christening with gurgles and chuckles. It was an enchanting
atmosphere as the organist pedalled away on the footpumps and
played more carols. The final piece was marred slightly when there
was a disagreement as to just how high the top note should be and
it was not resolved by the last chorus which produced four soloists
in a choir of six. A blessing followed, whose sentiments could
easily be imagined, and then we all shook hands - after all,
Christmas is Christmas and People are People, whatever the
language, wherever the place.

After the service I resumed my
walk towards the end of the road. A car later pulled up beside me.
Iceland was full of the rough country vehicles; Land Rovers, Land
Cruisers, Broncos and a host of other four-wheel drive marvels,
which were usually fairly new. But this one was home-made, a
skeleton of an igloo on wheels with its rear half stuffed full of
manure. A hen sat on the dashboard and ogled at me with staccato
head movements. The driver invited me to wriggle aboard but warned
he was not going far. He was as good as his word and he let me out
two hundred yards later at the turning to his farm.

I scanned the bleak landscape
and wondered how a farm could exist here in what appeared to be
snow, mountains and jagged lava. Only one per cent of Iceland is
cultivated, twenty per cent is rough grazing and seventy-nine per
cent is useless (although the Americans found it good for testing a
moon buggy). This area seemed to be a part of the seventy-nine per
cent. Great clumps of black rock formed a deep trough, letting
steep mantles of scree sweep down from their serrated edges. The
glacial bulldozers that had gouged out this valley had left piles
of moraine scattered along its floor, and amongst them lay strewn
the odd boulder of lava like a solidified sponge, displaced from
more distant hills by an old eruption. The scene was one of utter
granulation. The land had been shattered and was now mortared
together with snow.

My kilt still smelt strongly of
farmyard when I paused beside a small waterfall which was frozen
and stood posing as a baroque extravaganza in ice. My camera
shutter jammed as I tried to take a photograph of the formation,
making me curse that I had overlooked having my equipment specially
'winter-lubricated' in the rush of departure. Sub-zero conditions
create special problems for the photographer; mechanical movements
freeze, batteries work less efficiently and film becomes brittle.
The cold air tingles, stings and then numbs your fingers as you
fumble for the exposure settings which will compensate for the
background bias of bright snow, and photography becomes a test of
willpower. You soon become discriminating and the visual appeal of
a situation is weighed against the physical discomfort of recording
it. I had to hold the camera under my clothes for five minutes
before my body heat had thawed it sufficiently to allow a quick
photograph to be made. Then I walked briskly to the end of the road
where a vague sheep track led me deeper into this black and white
wilderness, coloured only by brown tufts of tussock-grass and a
milky-green river.

A friend in Reykjavik had
invited me to spend Christmas with his family but I had declined
his kind invitation. Instead I sought the peace of lonely places
and the solitude of mountains, where the annual festivals stop and
the calendars of millennia begin. Mountains and sea - there is
something calming and reassuring about their stubborn existence and
their disregard for all other forces. What is it exactly, the
fascination that they hold for us? It is much more than their
vastness, their emptiness and simply because they are there. It is
something stronger than purely the desire to dominate them, for
their magnetism outlasts the victories of those who make conquests
and even extends with equal force to those of us who will never row
an Atlantic or scale an Eiger. Is it a longing to be a part of
their resistance to a changing world? An admiration for the way
they defy our attempts to move and control them? Or is it because
they are now amongst the last wilderness areas on this planet,
playgrounds of the unpredictable where we can test our strength and
courage, fight our weakness and fear and, in doing so, discover a
part of our enigmatic Self?

Having shunned hospitality for a
bleak landscape and frugal packets of broth, I walked and walked
and sat and thought, trying to find that part of me which was
missing. Something was missing and as the miles went by and the
rocks where I rested became more numerous, gradually I realised
what it was.

Iceland was a beautiful country
with all the sea and mountains a searching spirit could ask for,
but it was all too similar to home. I wanted to find a different
way of life, a different culture, and a place where adventure was
not created but where it just happened. I took out my pocket-sized
map of the world and amongst the wrinkles and creases, the word
'Greenland' was faintly legible - the name flashed like a
beacon.

The route that eventually took
me there proved to be a devious one, but that was not important. As
of that moment I was fixed on a destination, not a direction.

 


 


A week later, painter 257 put a
final stripe on that multicoloured wall and hung up his paintbrush
for the last time. The post office accepted a large parcel of
belongings which had lost their status as 'essentials', and amongst
them was a sizeable box of drainpipes. It was a reluctant decision
but I had found that one-man bands don't mix with one-man
expeditions and the pipes had become a liability. My kilt, however,
remained. Mrs Viking at the youth hostel smiled benevolently as I
paid my outstanding dues.

When the exact amount lay before
her, she wished me well.

I left Akureyri early in the New
Year. A young boy stood at his garden gate and emptied his entire
English vocabulary over me as a greeting.

'Hallodogcat.' A brave
attempt.

'Halloandgoodbyedogcat,' I
replied, and he beamed with delight at the power of elementary
communication. My knowledge of his language had not progressed much
beyond the word kannske, but this was usually sufficient.
Kannske was used so often that simply to know it meant you
were all but fluent in Icelandic. It meant 'maybe'.

This time the sheepdogs did not
run down from their distant farms to bark at me. Maybe the
snowdrifts were now too deep. Maybe I had become accepted as a
local. Kannske. They called this the 'land of maybe'.

A Frenchman staying at the
hostel had commented on my intention of hitch-hiking to Reykjavik
at this time of year, saying it was très courageux. It was
minus 16°C. The snow was falling gently on the three hundred miles
of gravel road that lay between me and the problem of finding a way
to Greenland. Kannske, and more likely, un idiot
optimiste.

 


 



 2 Fall in the
Faroes

 


 


Reykjavik. The name means
'Smoking Bay' and refers to plumes of steam that early sailors saw
rising from nearby geysers. It is a pleasant, clean and spacious
city of eighty thousand, one third of Iceland's population. The
modern cathedral stands tall and its wings fall away sharply,
taking on the appearance of organ pipes set in a crescendo of
concrete. It is guarded by a larger than life statue of Leif
Ericsson, the discoverer of America in 1000 AD, his chest swollen
in defiance. He holds a battleaxe in his right hand and gazes
menacingly towards the unpopular NATO base at Keflavik.

A truck took me to Reykjavik in
silence for nine hours through a sporadic blizzard. The Icelandic
scenery was framed by the windscreen and could have been captioned
'This is a temporary fault. Do not adjust your set.' The driver let
me out in a street of the capital where traffic sounded like morris
dancers, their clinking wheel-chains filled the air - cold air that
rasped my throat with freshness. A man employed by the government
to knock icicles off buildings as a public service was at work
under the eaves of a shop. A glass dagger a yard in length
shattered at my feet, causing me to skip nimbly around a corner -
as nimbly as is possible with sixty pounds on your back. And there
before me, peacefully humming, lay an electric cemetery. At this
time of year it was customary to put fairy lights along the outline
of each graveside cross. The crosses burned brightly and covered
the hillside in ranks of yellow, floodlighting plastic flowers in
the snow and making this graveyard as daringly cheerful as an
octogenarian's birthday cake.

I hurried on down to the harbour
where they told me that boats seldom went from here to Greenland.
Maybe, said an old salt, there was more chance of finding one in
the Faroe Islands where boats had quotas to fish Greenland waters.
I looked at my map, wanting to leave this land of kannske
and Arctic bananas. But the Faroes lay halfway back home? He nudged
me. Quick, a Faroese boat was about to leave. I rushed over and
shouted to a figure in the wheelhouse. The skipper was evasive. He
was going to the Faroes but not directly as he would be fishing for
a week, and then followed excuses. I pleaded, promised to work
hard, offered to pay . . . Did I have money? A passport? Was I a
good sailor? Yes, yes, yes - and then I was aboard. Perhaps it had
been my enthusiasm that had won him over or maybe it had been the
kilt, but at 2300 hours the lights of Reykjavik slowly merged into
the stars and another dotted line began on my journey.

The Kronberg weighed 862
tons. We steamed 180° due South at fourteen knots, making for the
mackerel grounds north-west of the Butt of Lewis. I was on my way
to Greenland and heading for Scotland.

 


 


Extract from my diary

3rd January. The boat
see-saws up-and-down along its length and also with a slow roll
from side to side. You run four steps downhill and then have to
change your lean and struggle one step uphill. Just when you get
used to this the left wall suddenly comes rushing in and you have
to find something to grab as the room seems to turn upside-down. By
then you've forgotten the downhill and off you trot again.
Murderous. Feel like a ball in a maze game.

The cook is amazing - I had to
hold fast to the kitchen walls while he stood in the centre as if
his feet were stuck to the spot, leaning out at 45° and defying all
of gravity. He held a frying-pan in one hand, a bowl of mix in the
other, swirling fat, adding the mix and tossing pancakes while the
room turned circles around him. What a waste of talent - although
it turned out to be more spectacular than edible. Had a small
lunch. The table is covered in a non-slip mesh of the same squelchy
rubber as joke spiders. Ten minutes later I felt sick. Doesn't help
when everyone else is eating heartily and in such bloody good
humour. Made a casual exit and promptly lost my lunch overboard.
Feed the fish, catch the fish - ugh, wish we'd just leave them
alone and go back to land. Am a lousy sailor and hate boats more
than I've ever hated anything. What the hell am I in for?

4th January. The bridge
is so full of electronic gadgetry it resembles an amusement arcade.
A satellite navigator gives a constant digital read-out of our
exact location and is linked to a computer. Feed in the coordinates
of any point in the world, say Rio in Brazil, and it instantly
gives the correct bearing, our actual heading, the drift, the
distance, our current speed and the time it will take to reach Rio
at this speed - but not our horoscope. Two sets of radar with
colours that distinguish between ship, land and iceberg and whose
scales can be changed to fill the screen with half a mile to 48
miles of coverage. A depth meter that disgorges yards of paper,
four radios and, best of all, two ASDIC fish-finding sonors (like
the one I painted red). One emits a constant 'klack' which changes
when it finds fish and then it draws the shoals on a paper
print-out. From the shoal formation and its depth the skipper knows
at once what type of fish they are. The other has a screen which
has a picture of our boat on it with the line of our course behind
us (showing every turn we've made) and a projected straight line in
front of us. The shoal is portrayed in the same way showing both
the way it has come and its projected route, and is lit up in
flashes by arrows that fire out from the side of our boat. We just
steer to intercept it on the diagram, drop the net, loop around the
back and the screen shows our circular route and, if successful,
the surrounded fish in the middle. Incredible! But I feel sorry for
the fish.

On reaching EEC waters we sent a
telex to Brussels advising them of our entry, and when we leave we
shall have to notify them again with details of our catch. We fish
at night as mackerel go deeper during the day. Sat drinking coffee,
waiting. By midnight we were still waiting. There had been three
false alerts which sent us scurrying up on deck but either the
shoals went too fast or they went too deep. Despite all our
scientific aids we still need the predator's patience and luck.

Our boat motors steadily along
at quarter speed. Its rigging bristles with antennae, electronic
ears tuned to the inaudible words of the air. Radar scanners
turning ceaselessly as they search the night, and below us, endless
streams of insidious waves penetrating the depths. On the bridge
the atmosphere of expectancy is so oppressive I hardly dare to
breathe. The skipper's concentration is intense. The room is in
darkness except for the glow of moving neon dots, a patchy mosaic
of red bulbs and a modest light illuminating the entrails of paper
that issue from a machine. There are advisory bleeps, warning
pings, the abrasive shuffle of print-out and the heavy klack of the
ASDIC, as regular as heartbeat.

The klack suddenly changes. It
becomes high-pitched and faster. A screen glows more brightly. The
skipper doesn't move but his eyes swing from screen to paper and
back again. He increases our speed, turns the wheel, his eyes never
leave the screen. Two lines intersect. He waits and watches.
'ALT I LAGI.'

The shout is echoed by every
loudspeaker around the boat and suddenly pandemonium is let loose.
Men are throwing on oilskins, stamping on waders and within seconds
luminous yellow figures arc on deck untying safety ropes, pulling
on levers, attaching cables and then, just as suddenly, the action
stops. We are trailing the end of the net behind us and the white
light on the marker buoy dances in our wake. We wait . . .

'NUNA.'

. . . and already the winch drum
is freewheeling as 500 yards of nylon net, weights and floats pour
into the sea. We complete our circle, pull in the marker buoy,
locate the vital cable and soon the winches hum as they haul it in,
closing the net around the shoal.

I feel the thrill of the hunt as
the tone of the winches changes to a groaning, gnawing whine with
the increase in weight. The circle of buoys gets smaller and inside
it a seething mass of motion makes the sea boil. When the net
becomes too heavy, we lower a large tube in amongst the tightly
packed fish and pump them up, water and all. I feel like a
phosphorescent penguin hobbling around in waders borrowed from a
giant, three jerseys and oilskins that are invaluable. Without a
sou'wester, the run-off, spray and shredded fish soon find their
way down your back.

Over the next two hours 250 tons
of fish pour continuously into the hold - down a tube they flow,
tens of thousands of silvery shapes, flexing, thrashing, leaping,
slithering, twitching, dying. Each new flood of vibrating bodies
triggers off fresh spasms in the ones already there. We wade up to
our thighs in fish, adding slats to raise the height of each
compartment as the hold fills. The water around our feet turns red;
the bloody extract is pumped over the side to fall amongst the
captive fish awaiting the same fate.

When we are finished, the nets
are made ready again and we have an hour's rest before the shout to
action rings out once more. The sea has built up and driving rain
sweeps the deck. By the time dawn comes we have brought in our
third catch and turned about. Now we are heading for a fertiliser
factory in Fuglafjrdur.

5th January. Days merge
into nights and both hours and dates arc meaningless. Feel
exhausted but elated. Skipper is also happy. We aren't full but
have 450 tons - almost one and a half million fish. How do such
shoals find enough to eat? Skipper says mackerel have been known to
form a single shoal ten miles square!

Still have fits of unbearable
queasiness. Slept in the mess-room my first night, and have lost
track of the others. Now am shown to a spare bunk. Two men in each
room and the man indicates the sleeping figure in the bunk above
mine and says, 'Don't worry, he's a bit . . .' and as he doesn't
know the word he imitates a boxer or someone drowning. So don't
know if my room-mate has nightmares or psychopathic tendencies. The
weather is wild. The boat treats me as if I were on a pastryboard,
rolling me about, sliding me from end to end along the sheet until
the skin on my back is stretched taut. Then it bucks around,
lifting me up and dumping me down on another part of the bed until
head, feet or arms hit the sides. Give up trying to sleep and join
the skipper on the bridge. It's Gale Force 9 and he enjoys my
concern.

'Very fine weather for sailing,'
he beams. We are now low in the water with the weight of fish. I
watch in horror as our bow crashes down into a trough and the next
wave is already upon us. It swells up to a towering crest and
bursts over our deck, covering it in a foaming turmoil of surf. And
still we roll, leaning over until my eyes are wide with alarm,
freezing momentarily when we reach our limit and then suddenly
dropping that little bit further, before swinging back to right
ourselves and to repeat it on the other side. A wall of spray
smashes against the windows and this time I think it has gone too
far, this time the bow will not reappear. But when the window
clears water is rushing down the deck and our bow is faithfully
rearing up to meet the next one.

'Very fine weather for sailing,'
he repeats. His humour is comforting, but land will always be
something precious to me and never more so than right now.
Kronberg must think so too and she battles into the storm
with her compass set for home.

 


Map of the Faroe Islands

 


They call them 'The Islands of
Sheep'. Eighteen islands consisting of steep grassy slopes watered
by a thousand streams, where eighty thousand sheep outnumber man at
the ratio of two to one. The age-old struggle against the
forbidding Atlantic has left the coastlines with a natural
fortification of cliffs as immense and sheer as in any fantasy.
Breathlessly we gaze at their majesty and learn the difference
between the mortal and timeless. Fulmars and kittiwakes ride the
breezes with effortless arrogance, seldom bothering with a wingbeat
except to turn an inevitable collision into a piece of acrobatic
showmanship - below them the sea toils away at its endless task of
pounding these rock walls, and after each blow it withdraws for a
few moments to observe its progress, tugging at strands of kelp
like an inspired hairdresser, before pounding once more at these
obstacles to its motion. Eighteen outposts of resistance that
appear to have hurt the pride of the North Atlantic and that must
now face its resentment forever. The Faroe Islands.

Fuglafjrdur is the chief town of Eysturoy, the second
largest of the islands. We arrived early in the morning as the sun
broke out over another treeless land, but it was solid land and I
placed two feet squarely on it and savoured the stability of
terra firma. It was going to take twelve hours to unload the
boat and no labour was needed as the entire process was automated.
I watched for a while as the fish were transported along a conveyor
belt into the factory. There is something fascinating about a
conveyor belt's infinite capacity for work. That is, of course,
assuming it has not just deprived you of a job.

I walked down the road of a
country whose name meant little more to me than storm warnings on
shipping broadcasts, as the sun disappeared and sleet began to
fall. The skipper had warned me about the weather, saying that they
had six months of bad weather and six months of rain. I mentally
tried to conjure up his idea of bad weather when Gale Force 9 was
'very fine'.

The town was small by most
standards and, accordingly, quite large for these sparsely
inhabited islands. Sheep were eating seaweed on the shore, others
were being chased out of gardens and brazenly walked the streets as
if bovine and sacred. A gaggle of geese lay sleeping against the
door of the post office.

The houses were all taller than
they were broad with a stone basement that once sheltered the
owner's livestock but now housed the modern equivalent, his central
heating system (and a few cod heads hanging up to dry). The upper
half was of wood or corrugated iron painted in undiluted red, blue
or yellow and some of the houses had turf roofs with skylight
windows straining to see out. The street as a whole resembled a
stack of refills for a child's paintbox. There were no street names
or house numbers as everyone knew where everyone else lived, and
what their ambitions were.

Children were skating down the
streets, making use of the natural slopes and the covering of
hard-packed snow and ice, creating a paradise of Cresta runs for
all but the occasional motorist and those irrepressible sheep. At
the far end of the main street I saw a boy on skates grab hold of
the bumper of a passing car to be towed along behind. The driver
stopped, waved the child away and continued. Undaunted by his
rebuke the skater caught the car up and hitched a ride once more.
Again the driver stopped and angrily sent him away. When it
happened a third time the car suddenly accelerated, its winter stud
tyres biting in and finding a grip, with the boy clinging on for
all he was worth. This didn't appear to be much in the eyes of the
driver who just as suddenly turned off into an empty carpark, while
the boy, whiplashed into a final burst of speed, let go and carried
on down the street. He passed me at about thirty miles an hour,
eyes like tennis balls, arms flailing the air in an effort to
maintain his balance as he rapidly bore down on a sheep that stood
in the middle of the road with its back to him. It was chewing on a
plundered rosebush. When it saw him, four legs became a blur as
they scrabbled for a hold on the ice, finding one as the boy
brushed past its tail. He managed to lift a skate in time to avoid
the discarded rose and his arms renewed their gyrations as he sped
off into the distance. I lost sight of him disappearing over the
brow of the hill that led to the factory, where 1,463,000 other
poor souls were also bumping involuntarily along towards their
fate.

As the sleet turned to a
sandblaster of a hailstorm I became more conscious of my own
fortunes, and retreated to the warmth of a café.

The woman serving said she came
from the nearby island of Kalsoy.

'There's a nine-mile road and
two tunnels,' she proudly informed me and then added as an equally
proud afterthought, . . . and three cars.'

The price of the coffee seemed
to include a raffle ticket with a colour television as first prize.
She smiled as I handed over the money and then came another
afterthought.

'Of course it won't be much good
to you if you win, will it?' I looked at my full pack and nodded -
but that was evidently not her meaning. 'Because there is no
television reception in the Faroes', and she closed the lid of the
cash-box with an unnecessary bang; a solemn finality to the
masterstroke of her salesmanship. I clutched my worthless ticket
and set off for Torshavn, the capital of the Faroes.

A woman stopped to give me a
lift but conversation was hard as her English was broken and her
constant remarks about delivering people left me wondering if she
were a taxidriver, a missionary or a midwife. She let me out near
Oyndarfjrdur where there were said to be
two mysterious boulders that moved of their own accord.

Legend has it that Viking ships
used to attack and plunder the village here. After many years one
of their ships sank near this spot and a witch cursed them saying
that their fate was to rock these boulders unto eternity. As long
as the boulders moved, the Viking ships would not return - and they
never did. Scientific examinations have not revealed the cause of
these 'Rolling Stones', and they remain an inexplicable phenomenon.
There is no visible movement but it is indisputable that they do
actually move, and there is a rope fixed to the top of the larger
one so that those who doubt can hold the other end and feel the tug
that comes every few seconds. They stand two yards off the rocky
coastline and are big enough for about ten people to sit on. They
gently rock to and fro at a constant speed regardless of whether
the sea is calm or raging.

With my grasp on reality
slightly shaken I was then approached by a mobile haystack. Only
when it stopped to talk to me did it turn out to be a farmer within
bales of hay on a moped going to feed his sheep. We chatted and I
explained my hope of finding a boat to Greenland, but he said it
was too early and the season wouldn't start for another month. The
Honda haystack drove off, straw streaming out behind as it hit top
gear and then swerved to avoid an oystercatcher, the national bird.
A month? Greenland took one step back. And yet I knew the waiting
would not be tedious in a land so full of surprises. I would try to
work here while looking for my elusive lift to the far north.

The next car to stop was driven
by an old man in the traditional Faroese hat, a collapsed tea-cosy
in crimson with delicate black stripes. The road snaked up hills,
disappeared into the darkness of a long tunnel, snaked down to
sea-level again, ran along the high-tide mark, bumped over blind
summits, teetered on the edge of cliffs, and then toiled upwards
into the next set of hills. Man seemed to have made very little
impression on the scenery, rearranging some rocks into walls and
shelters but otherwise letting his life be interrupted by nature's
obstacles. My driver pointed to a bay where, the previous day,
pilot whales had been hunted. Whenever a school of grind was
sighted, houses, factories, entire villages suddenly became empty
and the placid Faroese went berserk, grabbing any kind of boat,
driving the whales into shallow water and then stabbing, harpooning
and butchering the creatures in a messy bloodbath. This practice
was excused on the grounds that it was as old as my driver's hat.
It seemed to be the only grudge the people bore against nature; and
I with them.

Torshavn, with twelve thousand
inhabitants, made no pretence of being anything other than a small
town despite having the title and functions of a capital. The
Faroes exercise a degree of autonomous rule but are still largely
under the wing of Denmark, their foster-mother. They have their own
flag and also their own language which, as a testimony to the
islanders' national pride, survived a hundred and fifty years of
Danish administration without having any written form. All alcohol
must be ordered from Denmark but even then, only on production of a
card that proves your taxes have been paid up to date.

Work was hard to find and
eventually I found myself baiting longline hooks. Two hundred and
fifty hooks at one-yard intervals on a length of thick cord that
came up in tangles and had a magnetic attraction for my clothes.
The bait was frozen squid, mackerel and frequently my fingers as
they soon became so cold it was impossible to feel the difference.
The locals were sympathetic but found it difficult to believe that
not everyone in the world is born with a longlinc in one hand and a
filleting knife in the other. Ten hours later I had baited one mile
of hooks and left with punctured fingers, eighteen pounds in wages
and roughly the equivalent value of damage to my clothes in terms
of holes and tears.

A week later I was back in
Fuglafjrdur as the fish factory needed
workers. The problem was that there was nowhere to stay and so I
went to see the woman with two tunnels, nine miles, three cars and
many afterthoughts. I hadn't won the television but she was
grateful for the donation to the cause, funds for an Old Folk's
Home. I explained my lack of accommodation and suggested they start
a new raffle for a Young Folk's Home. 'You could make the first
prize a television transmitter and that would keep last week's
winner happy too,' I added.

She suddenly understood my
confusion and explained that although no one had television now,
broadcasts were due to start for the first time in the summer and
everyone was now buying a set. She turned out to be one of those
wonderful surrogate mothers for wandering sons and phoned everyone
she knew (which was everyone) to see if there was a room to rent.
When the town had been asked, a room was found with an elderly
couple.

It was a cosy house, cluttered
up with objects that smacked more of sentimentality than
practicality and with the homely atmosphere that I missed. My room
was economically designed to fit around a short bed and a cracked
china vase. The latter stood on the windowsill with a solitary rose
tilted out horizontally, having long since turned its tattered silk
towards the woodworm holes in the floor. It was perfect for my
needs. The old man showed me the loo that was concealed in a tiny
room and explained with a wry grin and a wink, 'Ha! No bulb. A
piece in the dark, yes?' His wife blushed in her role as
long-suffering companion to his unvarnished wit.

My job began the next day,
unloading the trawler catches; haddock, ling, plaice, whiting and
the occasional halibut so large it had to be dragged into the
factory by two men. The most abundant fish was still the cod with
its large eyes, thick lips and gloomy mouth which expressed regret
at being the main industry of Iceland and the Faroes. Under its
chin it had a barbel like the one on the masks of Egyptian
pharaohs, but the connection is doubtless as fanciful as the names
are coincidental. Some cod were opened out flat and stacked into
piles with bold handfuls of salt scattered between each layer. This
salt rubbed into open cuts on my fingers and the pain was
proverbial but the work had to be done because Greece and Spain
were partial to salted gloomy cod.

The ugliest fish was the monk
fish. An evil grin came naturally to what was basically a set of
jaws attached to a tail, and it was flat, covered in lumps and
dangled a luminous lure over its mouth while trying to conceal an
array of teeth as long and sharp as gramophone needles. It was so
ugly only the tail was used, being frozen and then sold
euphemistically as Rock Salmon. One day I was loading tails into
the freezers which were kept at minus 23°C, and as I emerged with
my beard crusted in ice, a young man with a halo of flaming frizzy
hair came up to me.

'Training for Greenland, are
you?' He introduced himself as Bill Knudsen. He worked on a
prawn-fishing boat that was due to leave for Godthåb in six weeks
time, and word had got around that I was looking for a lift. Bill
said he would ask the captain if I could come. He returned the next
day, smiled and nodded. The answer was yes. It was my ticket to a
faded name on a wrinkled map.

I was beginning to believe more
and more in my luck and that if I put myself in a position where
help was needed, it would usually come. Desperation, or even a
simple indication of enthusiasm, has a facility for attracting
success. For the rest of the day my grin reached Rock Salmon
proportions.

But the next day I was not
smiling and the realisation of how delicate is the balance of
fortune was brought home to me with brutal impact.

 


 


The sun rose as a red fireball,
the way it does on any clear day. It was a beautiful Saturday
morning and I decided to go for a walk around the coast at
Selatrad.

A farmer warned me that the path
was only a muddy sheep-track and patches of snow made it dangerous.
Saying that I would be careful, I thanked him and carried on. The
sky promptly clouded over and it began to rain, so I put on a full
set of oilskins and felt glad of my rubber boots. Soon high cliffs
rose on my right and the path traversed a slope of closely-cropped
grass that fell away steeply from the base of these rock walls for
fifty yards and disappeared, plummeting vertically to the sea.

One moment I was standing there
admiring the view, and the next my feet had gone from under me and
I was sliding down the slope on my back, very fast and out of
control. I could do nothing - the oilskins and the smooth, sodden
incline were perfectly matched for sliding. Panic-stricken, I
turned onto my stomach. I remember feeling that my hands were
incredibly strong, and my fingers spread out and became like iron
claws - I desperately tried to dig them into the ground but they
just cut through the turf without finding any hold. My terror
mounted as my helplessness became more apparent. I turned over onto
my back, tried to dig my heels in, tried to rip off my jacket and
then, as I shot over a slight depression that might have slowed me
down, my last hope had gone. I had travelled about twenty yards and
was almost on a patch of snow that covered the final thirty yards,
ending in a sheer drop of fifty feet to rocks below. The edge was
rushing ever closer and the snow would accelerate me over it in an
instant.

Then a strange feeling came over
me; I no longer felt afraid and my mind was suddenly filled with
calmness, complacency and total acceptance of the inevitable. My
life was finished, but death was coming without fear, without pain.
Death was providing its own anaesthetic, numbing emotion and yet
allowing thought to remain lucid. Events seemed to slow down as
past, present and future merged into a confusion of images flashing
through my mind, removing me from reality, detaching me from this
frail superfluous body, still falling . . . The newspapers, how
would they report this accident? . . . Peace . . . The echo of a
farmer's warning ... A Scotsman, 25, working in the Faroes. . .
Snow . . . They say the idiot was wearing oilskins when they found
him . . . Floating, weightless. . . Was I found dead, or dying? . .
. They say he was just out for a walk. . . Closer. . . My parents,
what'll my parents think? . . . Born Edinburgh, 9/3/54, a brother
for J . . . Not far now . . . They? Who's they? . . . By letter, or
telegram? ... At Selatrad . . . Tears . . . Must have slipped . . .
Why him? . . . Oh, shit, I've really messed it up . . .

Had there been a recent frost
then the snow would have proved lethal, but it was thawing, wet and
heavy - and my saving grace. The snow piled up under my legs and
brought me to a halt just yards from the edge. In disbelief I let
my head relax and sink back, closing my eyes and letting out a long
sigh that released some of the tension in my body, thanking an
unknown God that I was still alive. Several minutes passed and then
adrenalin surged and seized my body in the uncontrollable shakes of
delayed shock. My forty-yard fall had lasted only about twelve
seconds, although it had felt like minutes, but it was hard to
believe that my body could change so quickly from a relaxed,
peaceful state to one where the muscles were knotted with tension
and shaking wildly.
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