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it is to welcome a young Scotsman as a major new travel writer…'
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'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
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its dash and enthusiasm, coupled with the photographer's instinct
for the exotic and eccentric.' Sunday Times

'…another
compelling bit of reading.' The Oxford Times

''…a rattling good travel book.'
Birmingham
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'A book which insists that you do not put
it down…Alastair Scott is a remarkably talented travel
writer.' Western Mail

 


'He must be the most readable of the new
generation of travel writers.' The Scots Magazine
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 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

 


 


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. 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 when playing with a globe as a child.

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 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
eight.

My job as a
studio photographer 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 but in practice I was often to cross
meaningless borders and had to discover by chance. 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.

In this way my
journey passed through fifty-three countries and crossed six
continents, ranging from the world's most northerly habitation 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 did what a self-respecting Scotsman might be expected
to do. I ordered a kilt.
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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 him.
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.
He seemed to be assessing my worthiness to wear the result of his
labour.

'It takes eight
yards of cloth to make one and eighteen continuous hours to cut it,
shape it and sew in over nine thousand stitches,' he said, tired
but proud. 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. 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, 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 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, 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 offered me one, 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.

'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.

 


(Map of
Iceland)

 


'Akureyri
welcomes you,' announced an airline magazine, '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.

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.

'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 occasions 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. Idealised goals seem readily
attainable when ambition is fresh.

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.

'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. Icelanders 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.

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. At the end of each day it changed
to the colour of the last brush to shed a stripe of excess paint
over its surface. 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. 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
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.

 


[Several
months later I painted my last stripe on the multicoloured wall and
the post office accepted a large parcel of belongings which had
lost their status as 'essentials'; 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.]
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Fall in the Faroes

 


(Map of the
Faroes)

 


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.

Eysturoy, the
second largest of the islands, brought home to me, with brutal
impact, the realisation of my own mortality.

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 round 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 an alarming
distance and was almost on a patch of snow that covered the final
thirty yards, ending in a sheer drop 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. .
. Will I be found dead, or dying? . . . They say he was just out
for a walk. . . Closer. . . My parents, what'll my parents think? .
. . Born Edinburgh, 19th March 1954, 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.

After
recovering sufficiently to get to my feet, I carefully made my way
back up the slope to the deep scars, three yards long, which my
locked fingers had torn in the turf, and slowly began retracing my
steps along the path, not daring to look down to the sea that had
fascinated me moments earlier. Then it happened once more. This
time it was a shorter slide but again I felt the same panic,
acquiescence and shock.

To have come so
close to death twice within five minutes was as much as my nerves
could stand. When I reached the safety of the road, my energy was
gone and I felt exhausted. Tears suddenly welled in my eyes. I
couldn't hold them back, and I began to cry. Tears ran down my
cheeks, silent tears of which I was not ashamed. They were the
tears which others had been spared in sorrow, the tears of relief
and of reawakened joy. I looked around me and for the second time
in my existence, I experienced the gift of life.
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Sea-eagles off Greenland

 


I wanted to
visit Greenland. At a fish factory where I found work I met Bill
Knudsen who, years later, would become my best man. He was about to
join the crew of a prawn-fishing boat, Vesturland, heading
for Greenland waters. He asked the skipper if I could join
them.

 


 


Seagulls
followed us, skimming low over the water, weaving in and out of
wave crests, occasionally trailing a lazy wing tip in the surf and
appearing to fly from the sheer love of it all. Vesturland
chased the waves as they ran away from us, catching them one by
one, and tearful spray burst out beneath our bow. At eight and a
half knots the bursts of spray seemed to tick off the paces of our
1,100 mile journey to Cape Farewell, the southernmost point of
Greenland. It was a fine feeling.

I had decided
not to take any sea-sickness pills as they merely postponed what
was inevitable and it seemed best to get the discomfort over with
as soon as possible. The days were spent below deck preparing the
nets and splicing greased cables. I helped where it was possible
and tried not to get in the way where it wasn't, while struggling
in waves of dizziness and vomiting. My misery was exacerbated by
the pungent stench of desiccated fish scraps that was vented with
each movement of the old net, until the atmosphere became
suffocating. It was grim trying to be brave when I just wanted to
surrender - but my sea legs gradually developed, the sickness
slowly passed and my pallid cheeks reverted to their ruddy glow.
Then I felt well enough to sit at the table and watch my cornflakes
slop from side to side in the bowl and my potatoes and peas roll
off the plate to join everyone else's in a mixed-vegetable
bagatelle. It was as good a way as any of getting to know the rest
of the crew.

Otmer, the
skipper, had the calm efficient manner of a true professional.
Nothing was beyond him and he was always ready to supply a
solution, and a joke to help it along. Eysen was the first mate.
His roar of laughter came straight from his pot-belly, and this was
its primary function. The second mate, Kal, was Mole in The Wind
in the Willows with his snub nose and short strong arms. He put
his weight to best advantage behind a spanner and kept the others
enthralled with his stories which he acted out, once kicking his
feet in the air to illustrate a point over the breakfast table. The
cook did a good job on the whole (and on the whale, which we ate
occasionally) despite chronic sea sickness; his cakes, however,
required the tackle of a lobster to penetrate them.

Bill was a
deckhand, incorporating the best of all the others, and he remains
the most dynamic character of all my travels. Darning wool came as
easily to him as welding metal, the cold left him untouched and his
friendship was as generous as his humour was rich. He had sailed
the world in merchant ships and had once caught penguins in the
Falklands to take back to a British circus. He understood the
sing-song lilt of Swedish, the throaty warble of Danish and could
get by in Icelandic, which falls somewhere in-between. His English
was almost flawless, and he also spoke a little of the Greenland
language which is verbal shrapnel with every second letter being a
t, d, k or q.

'There are not
so many words in Greenland,' he explained, and then he spread his
hands as wide apart as an unsuccessful angler, 'but they are all
this long.'

And there was
Gunnor, the most notable of the three other deckhands. A diehard
survivor who had escaped unhurt from at least two ships that had
been abandoned at sea, and, with slight injuries, from a plane
crash that had killed seven people. He had a remarkable collection
of tattoos on his arms. Amongst them was the name 'Kristina' which
he was going to get made inconspicuous as a rose. He was now
engaged to another girl. He ate vegetable soup with three large
spoonfuls of sugar. Perhaps Kristina did not.

A week after
leaving the Faroes I noticed land on the horizon that had been
empty for so long, and ahead of me lay the world's largest island,
comprising an area that was almost the size of Europe, and
five-sixths permanent ice - the land of the Greenlander, Kalaallit
Nunaat.

There was an
endless chain of mountains that time and ice had flattened,
sharpened, truncated, squashed and finally quarried to rubble. Each
bore its own hallmark; of scree, ravines, cliffs, the pockmarks of
corries or an array of needles to quicken the blood of a climber.
It was as if the panorama had been simplified into sharply
delineated forms, being either snow, black rock or sea for as far
as the eye could see until the distant shades of hazy blue. There
were no houses and no signs of life to say that man had ever set
foot on those formidable mountains. Their primordial wildness
sparkled in the clarity of the cold air and I shuddered
involuntarily, for there was something harsh and unforgiving about
their beauty. It was my first view of Greenland, and there wasn't a
hint of green anywhere.

Evening found
us in the icefields of the Holsteinsborg Banks, lying sixty miles
off the coast. We steamed slowly through narrow channels of water
between thick crusts of ice that covered a vast area and slowly
turned pink in the setting sun. The sea was deep blue even at that
late hour and flat calm, sheltered by the natural breakwaters.
Later it began to freeze and our boat cut a path through thin ice,
leaving a trail that was visible for a long way behind us - and
amongst these pinks and blues of the Arctic lustre, we lowered our
net eight hundred feet to hunt for prawns.

A prawn
fisherman! I didn't even know what a live prawn looked like.

I soon learnt.
The process was relatively simple. We trawled our net along the
bottom for two or three hours, hauled it up, emptied the catch and
put it straight down again. This would go on day and night for two
months. The laden pouch end of the net was hoisted above our stern
and a special knot was undone to release the catch into a tank of
water. Here it was sorted and anything that was not prawn was
scooped out, usually to be eaten by hundreds of gulls which
appeared at this time with uncanny precision. Red Fish (also called
Soldier Fish) were the most common and the change in pressure
caused these deep-sea redcoats to come up with eyes bulging,
tongues bloated and mouths extended wide open as if in a silent
scream.

Below deck the
prawns passed over vibrating bars, the smaller ones falling through
to be thrown out while the large ones were collected in trays.
Prawns must be alive when they are cooked so the pull of a lever
sent ninety pounds of them to a sudden death and four minutes
boiling, where they changed from translucent red to milky pink.
Then they were rinsed, dried, quick-frozen, weighed, boxed and
stacked in the freezer-hold.

 


From a prawn
fisherman's diary

We have been
split into two shifts, six hours on and six off. The cook wakes me
at 6 a.m. Go to wash - miss the first basin as it has no plug, miss
the second as the tap is stiff and use the third one, but gently as
it has a powerful jet that knocks your toothpaste off the brush.
Throw some water into my face but it's so cold I let most of it
slip through my fingers. A good breakfast as they eat well here.
Porridge. I'm the only one to put salt on and the cook always
stares at me. Salami, spreads, fruit and jam, but we have to eat
well as our heat loss must be enormous. It's a good excuse
anyway.

On with my
waders and I meet Bill coming off work. 'Morning, ' he says, 'how
are you? Fresh as a sea-eagle, eh?' It's a lovely image but
personally I feel closer to the dodo. The net is coming up so I go
on deck to help out. It's the best job as the cold wakes me and the
icefields are fascinating. I pull on ropes and the freezing water
runs through my woollen mittens. Rubber gloves are useless and wool
is the only answer, keeping your hands warm even when soaked.

Soon I have to
go down to the small room in the bow for my normal job of freezing,
weighing, packing and storing. This boat used to be a salmon-netter
but was converted for prawns and as such is very cramped with all
the extra machinery. Most prawn boats have 32 mm. of metal to keep
the water out but we only have 9 mm. and as the ice scrapes past,
the noise is unnerving.

The bands that
go around the boxes have to be stapled shut with a manual tool that
has a strong spring but I'm getting used to it and must be
developing a vicious handshake. Soon my mind wanders as I work like
an automaton. It's better that way and when you stop to concentrate
you usually just mess it up. I come across a white prawn. Do you
get albino crustaceans? Maybe this one is just a bit off-colour. We
all have our off-days, and this batch of prawns certainly aren't
having a good one.

Thorgjald
comes down to help. He is second engineer and loads the staples in
upside-down which possibly explains his rank. He's the odd one out
on board as he is always sneaking off to avoid work - not easy on a
small boat but he has it down to a fine art. Maybe if I'd spent
thirty years at sea I'd do the same. His English is patchy and he
tells me a story about a girl he once met and how he was going to
take her out to the pictures but ended up on a bowling-green. There
is a joke in it somewhere but he always misses out vital bits of
information and I'm presented with an incomplete jigsaw of phrases.
I go through all the possible meanings, puns and innuendos but
still fail to decipher it. And yet I laugh when he laughs as I
appreciate his effort.

We go up in
turns for a quick coffee My gaze, trying to find something new in a
claustrophobic world, settles on my hands. They are so cut and
cracked they look like an aerial photograph of parched earth. The
cook has optimistically left out a plate of cakes. They too are
drought-stricken. I take one to feed the seagulls. I'm tired but
it's back to work. The hours go by so slowly when we work and so
fast when we have to sleep.

They shout for
me to stand in at the cooker for a while. I feel slightly criminal
killing all those prawns but you get used to it. I open the lid,
forgetting to switch on the overhead fan, and everything disappears
in steam. The buzzer goes to tell me to give the prawns a stir, a
gentle stir, they say. How is it possible to be gentle with a
standard roadmender's shovel for a spoon? Then the cook puts on
taped music. We have no control over the loudspeakers so have to
suffer his choice, which is like his cakes. All he ever plays is
Country Favourites, and Clementine has worn my endurance to
breaking-point.

My relief
comes at last. A quick bite to eat. Funny - am not even tempted by
the prawns now whereas my first few days I was eating them all the
time. Straight to bed and leave my clothes in a heap where they
fall. The net is coming up. The engine changes pitch, the winches
moan and minutes later all the hardware of the net is clanking
along the deck. It's an infernal noise, as if we are passing under
a waterfall of nuts, bolts and scrap metal. Peace. Then it all
happens again as the net goes back out. How the hell am I expected
to get to sleep? I'll be up in four and a half hours. . . but then
my mind goes blank and I sleep the sleep of the grateful dead.

'Wake up,
Sea-Eagle!' Again? So soon? Sometimes I feel inadequate. I go up
for breakfast and find it's supper, and another half-day begins . .
.

 


We ran into a
week of problems. Our net came up empty or only with weed or
sponge, and once, so full of red fish that we couldn't get the net
on board and Otmer had to slash a hole to spill the unwanted catch.
The prawns had vanished. He smiled bravely and every day said,
'maybe tomorrow . . .' We moved to a new area where things got
worse. We brought up rocks that tore the net - we changed to the
spare, repaired the damage and then up came the spare net torn.
Every cast produced a torn net that meant endless changes and
endless repairs. Then a cable broke, straining the remaining one
until it too gave way and seven thousand pounds' worth of net was
lost. We trawled the area for several hours with a hook but never
found it.

And the cold -
the air temperature was well below zero and the chill factor
reduced it still further. During one bad period, when we had all
worked four consecutive shifts without sleep, mostly on deck
mending the nets in fingerless gloves, we experienced the coldest
spell. Repairs were meticulous and every torn square was accounted
for and replaced with special knots. Holes were sometimes enlarged
to make a more convenient shape, knots were carefully cut to sever
only one strand, and nylon cord of various strengths was used in
fourteen different combinations, each having its own proper
place.

The net froze
on the winch and ice formed on it the moment it left the water.
Every so often one of us would drop his work and leap up and down,
swinging his arms in circles to slap his back violently and
although it looked absurd, it was very effective but only if done
vigorously. We worked hard and as a team, driven by the common urge
to fill the hold. There was always someone to crack a joke and each
one seemed to raise the temperature and ease the strain. But no one
smiled as our faces were so cold that the muscles of expression
refused to work. Our beards froze over and the cold chilled us to
the marrow, until at last we went down below for coffee. We had to
feel for our mouth to know where to tilt our mug and no one said
anything for ten minutes until our faces regained some colour and
some control in a fever of pins and needles. I understood then why
prawn cocktails are usually an expensive à la carte.

One day a small
bird landed on the boat and Gunnor took it down to the warmth of
the kitchen. It was exhausted but refused any food and stood on a
piece of sacking, tucked its head in and tried to sleep - just a
weightless ball of fluff that expanded and contracted with each
breath. An hour later it fell over, dead. Gunnor threw it overboard
and a seagull gulped it down before it had even hit the water.

Tomorrow
finally came, the jinx departed and soon we were back amongst the
prawns. They flooded our decks and work became frantic to keep up
with the heavy catches. Tempers became frayed and stress set in,
until, suddenly, it was all over. The packing room had been filled
as well as the hold and then the last box was being stamped in
under the trapdoor. After two months at sea we returned to land at
Holsteinsborg.

 


(Map of
Greenland)

 


Greenland girls
are pretty. Brown eyes, jet-black silky hair and their skin has a
healthy dark tan. Like their landscape there is a wild beauty about
them that excites the hunter. There was, however, no need for
Vesturland or her crew to do any more hunting and the girls
were waiting for our arrival on the pier. Not professionals, but
just girls out to find free drink, a good time and a different
crew. They were soon all over our boat and the inevitable party
began.

There was one
girl who, they said, had been around for as long as
Vesturland and she could reel off the vital statistics of
every crew member for the last nine years. I was warned to be on my
guard for she had evidently left many an early-morning bed empty,
as empty as the owner's wallet. She made a pathetic figure as she
did the rounds but her flattery won no admirers. Her laughter did
not disguise her true colours, her pleasantries were flags of
convenience and her intimate gestures were the semaphore of
artifice. She was past her best years and knew what that meant in a
harsh climate where the aging process starts early and accelerates
quickly. But drink, the great postponer, was flowing freely and
soon she had temporarily forgotten her worries in an alcoholic
haze, and a corner, of her own.

The revelry
continued all night and I thought back to the small bird that had
been eaten by the gull. Here in the frozen North it seemed that
love, like life, had no sentimental meaning but merely a calorific
value. But for those that had been cold, it was some party.
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Qutdligssat and the Aussivik

 


 


It was in
Jakobshavn post office that there was a notice about the Aussivik.
This was the traditional cultural festival of Greenlanders. Each
year they used to come from all over the country for a week of
singing, talking and just to meet old friends. It was a small
affair now but that year it was to be held nearby at Qutdligssat on
Disko Island. It was said to be a special place, and a boat was
leaving that same afternoon.

Qutdligssat was
built on stony moorland that descended in a steep curve from a
craggy-edged plateau. Even at the end of July, it was ringed with
snow. The houses comprised perhaps two square miles of rust, decay
and dilapidation for this former coal-mining town was now dead and
silent. Except for these two weeks in this particular year.

The settlement
was created in the 1920s and grew to become one of the larger towns
in Greenland with two thousand inhabitants. Its pretty setting was
an impractical site from which to transport the coal, with
unusually shallow water and frequent adverse winds, and when the
coalmine's profitability began to decline, the Danish
administration decided to abandon it. This meant closing the town
as well for there was no alternative employment. The inhabitants
were given three years' notice to leave and where possible were
rehoused in the town of their choice, but the people felt betrayed
and the whole affair became a bitter source of resentment against
the Danish. The emotional departures continued until 1972 when the
last people left and the town was bought privately for scrap.

When we arrived
I wandered amongst the houses; some were undamaged except for a
door hanging from broken hinges, others were missing certain
sections and crying out for nails and a few had given up altogether
and had collapsed. It looked as if everyone had left in a hurry
with a chaos of letters, plans and receipts strewn about the
offices. The store was littered with rubbish although brand-new
spare parts still lay on the shelves. The two mine entrances were
outside the town, cut horizontally into the hillside. A gentle push
sent a skip running smoothly along the rails to come to a halt at a
junction damaged by the intentional rockfall that had blocked both
tunnels. The burial ground was nearby, indistinguishable from the
rest of the hillside except for its simple white crosses and
abundance of faded plastic flowers - and this, paradoxically, was
the only part of the town that did not sadden with its
lifelessness.

Several hundred
young Greenlanders arrived over the next few days and filled the
town with vitality once more. There were meetings and discussions
and then in the evenings they played music on whistles, skin drums
and electric guitars, fired by the noisy generators they had
brought as well. They sang on until well into the nights.

I left before
the end and on the way back to Jakobshavn my thoughts returned to
the night before the Aussivik had begun. I had wandered into the
empty meeting-room and was astonished to see the words of a song
written by an untidy hand, in English, pinned to the wall. I stood
under the skeleton of a hunting kayak hanging from a beam and by
the light of the midnight sun I read the following:

 


The Saga of
Qutdligssat

 


The Danish
came to Qutdligssat

hoping for
black gold

They dug the
mine through ice and snow

not caring for
the cold

They've left
here now there's nothing here

the miners are
no more

Gone to
Godthåb, Jakobshavn

to look for
work once more

 


The work was
hard the hours were long

trying to make
it pay

But with no
harbour near at hand

how's the coal
to be got away?

By barge to
ship they ferried it

to be taken to
the South

To Godthåb
town and Jakobshavn

and the places
round about

 


Though the
miners worked so hard

their efforts
were all in vain

In the sixties
the experts spoke

and then the
decision came

Close the pit
and close the town

the people
shall move away

to Godthåb
town and Jakobshavn

to live for
the rest of their days

 


The town is
bare and empty now

the people
have gone away

The church the
last remaining link

will soon be
on its way

Qutdligssat
has paid the price

the Danish
lust for gold

Broken homes
and broken lives

a town that
has no soul

Tes

Miki

 


(I found the
church two days later - it had been re-erected in Jakobshavn.)

The young
people at the festival represented mainly the political left.
Amongst these ruins of the past which, however uncharitably, they
saw as a fitting symbol of their unhappy association with Denmark,
they sought hope for complete independence. Their ideas were
blatantly impractical but they called their land Kalaallit Nunaat,
the land of the Greenlander - and it was obvious they were
thirsting to have it back.
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An Arctic cook in hot water

 


My next
destination was Thule, 800 miles north of the Arctic Circle on
Greenland's west coast. Only two ferries would make the journey
over the summer and the first was cancelled. The other would not be
leaving for a month.

 


 


My heart sank.
It was always a month. How could I get around the world when
everyone always delayed me a month? I wanted to pack it all in -
but no, that would have been the easy answer. The man behind me saw
my disappointment.

'If you've got
to wait a month, how about a job? You can probably have mine. I
work on a coastal cargo boat. We go up and down the coast calling
in at every port. Ideal way to see the country. I'll ask the
captain if you like. I'm going on leave.'

Bewildered by
the speed of developments I nevertheless followed eagerly. The
captain of Sudviking was a small plump man and as I watched
the discussion through the window, he did not seem too keen. Shakes
of the head. More talking. A shrug. A long stare at me. More
discussion. A nod. Then my friend came out smiling.

'Whew! It
wasn't easy, but he'll take you on. You'll get on fine. Nothing to
the job. The others will help you too.'

'It's all
right,' I replied confidently, 'I've had a little experience of
tying knots, winch controls and signals, derusting, painting . .
.'

'Good, good,'
he murmured, 'but you won't need any of that. You're the new
cook.'

'Cook? . . .
but you never told me . . .'

'Nothing to it.
Dead easy.'

'But ... I
can't cook . . .'

 


 


Greenland
waters are clear and deep, enabling large ships to use the narrow
channels between the myriad islands that litter the southern
coastline. Rocks passed only a stone's throw away as we wove in and
out around their edges and nosed our way through the jigsaw of
broken pack-ice. Two small fishing boats had tagged on behind,
using us as an icebreaker. They sat in our wake which was churned
out from our stern as white surf that faded into a hazy-green line
of bubbles and eddies, reaching out across the blue sea to touch
the icebergs and set them rocking with ponderous reluctance. One of
the smaller bergs was upset from its point of balance and it slowly
lurched over to find a new equilibrium, scooping up water on one
side and letting it tumble over to the other as a series of
cascades that glistened silver against the sunlight. And those
mountains, always those towering mountains, separated by glaciers
that had been halted by the thaw, poised above us like cream oozing
over the rim of a bowl. For all this country's faults, here was
nature at its best.

Down in the
ship's galley the new cook of Sudviking surveyed the shelves
of jars and packets with labels and ingredients in foreign
languages and the freezer which was full of a surprising and
unrecognisable variety of dismembered species. In this dismal scene
it was nature at its very worst.

My name was
suddenly called over the loudspeaker by the captain, requesting to
see me. He smoked cigars continuously and was accompanied by a
permanent cloud of blue smoke that obscured most of his features
except his eyes which he skilfully managed to maintain above the
smoke-line. His serious expression only disappeared when this
smoke-line rose and got into his eyes, making him cringe into a
semblance of a smile.

'Mr Scott . .
.' He used the impersonal tone of a driving-examiner. '. . . Mr
Scott, you can cook, can't you?'

It was a
delicate situation and required an answer that was positive,
respectful and yet evasive enough for later grounds of
misunderstanding.

'Yes, sir. Of
course. However, I may need some help with the dishes that are new
to me. Sir.'

A fresh billow
of blue afforded me some respite from his scrutiny and informed me
that there were only three men on board to cook for, which was
surprising for such a large ship. But if that was the good news,
the bad was whale.

'You'll find it
up on the deck,' said another puff which also despatched me to
fetch it.

Up on deck
there was no sign of a whale anywhere even after checking all the
normal places you might expect to find one. The only member of the
crew visible was welding so I interrupted his work and put my
question to the pair of eyes that lay behind a visor with
dark-green flaps for eyelids, wondering if the entire journey would
be spent talking to either smoke or masks. He spoke no English but
after drawing a whale in the air, the hand that had lost its
incandescent glow pointed to some wooden barrels.

The first
contained rope and the second had a thick crust of ice over the
top. The visor nodded. Instantly going off the idea of whale I
broke the ice and put my hand into a chilly brown solution of
brine. Only after peeling my jersey back beyond the elbow did my
hand find a large slab of meat the size of an encyclopaedia that
was black with white hairline streaks. Back in the galley the
captain handed me a recipe book, and I was forced to point out that
it was in Danish - it was then that he began to realise just how
much help was going to be needed.

By evening the
meat had been soaked all day in fresh water and boiled for an hour,
which had done nothing to change its appearance and only seemed to
have made it exceptionally tough and dry. Whales seemed to do
nothing in moderation. It was placed before the crew in much the
same manner as a postman delivers a parcel, abdicating
responsibility and with no knowledge of the contents. The cook
quickly retired to the galley to await the consequences which were
not long in coming.

'Where's the
speck, Mr Scott?'

'Speck? Speck
of what?'

'Speck, the
blubber, Mr Scott. You've forgotten the blubber.'

'Is it in . .
.?'

'Yes, yes. In
the barrel, Mr Scott.'

Oh God. Up on
deck I viewed the barrel once more with horror. The ice had
reformed and yet even after I had broken through and reached down,
there was nothing to be felt as far as my biceps. It was only after
stripping off to the waist and immersing my arm up to the
shoulder-blade in the freezing brine that I located some blubber,
which took a further minute to extract from the hunks of salt at
the bottom. This chunk of fat with skin on one side left a trail of
brown liquid all the way to the galley as it dangled from an arm
that felt like an icicle. By the time I had washed myself and the
speck, cut it up and brought it to the table, the room was empty.
The crew had finished and gone. Releasing a long sigh that effused
the last of my spirit I sat down, pushed away the cause of my
misfortune and ate a few potatoes with my head hung low. The first
day and already my popularity was losing points.

The following
morning the atmosphere at breakfast was similar to the temperature
of the whale barrel. The bread lay on the table in thick slices the
way they had always been on Vesturland and the way they
should be - something to get your teeth into . . .

'Mr Scott? The
bread's too thick. Cut it thinner in future, please.'

My apology was
grunted through several inches of crust and marmalade and so I
swallowed the mouthful and went through to do a better job in
person. The captain then asked me to bring some more. One loaf was
still frozen and the other had already been cut up into the same
thick slices. As my knife tried to halve them, each became so thin
that it was either all holes or a loosely held-together collection
of crumbs. I put what must have appeared as a plate of
bloody-mindedness in front of the captain and went off to busy
myself by drying the same plate for the next ten minutes.

'Come through
and join us, Alas . . . er, what's your name?' called Peter, the
friendly first mate. So I took my tea to the spare seat and told
him my name although 'Alas' seemed more appropriate. 'You'll soon
get the hang of everything,' he said kindly. 'Just takes a little
time to get into the way of things.' There was a period of silence
before the captain got up.

'Mr Scott.'
That awful voice again. 'On this ship there is only one green mug.
That is the mug I always use.' He placed the blue one that I had
set for him heavily on the table and left the room.

I turned to
Peter. 'And where does he keep his precious green mug?'

Peter looked
embarrassed. 'I think you're drinking out of it.'

 


 


The points
seemed to slip away despite all my efforts to please and to
succeed. I was dealing with unknown quantities that refused to
respond to genuine concern and willingness. Optimism was not enough
for them; they demanded the know-how that was always lacking. The
series of culinary calamities increased until my confidence sank to
its lowest and my smile faded to the gloomy frown that also
belonged to some familiar faces from the Faroes.

'Cods' heads.'
I had to read the note that gave my daily menu once again. Cods'
heads? Surely they don't . . .? But they did and there they were -
a dozen faces of despair in a plastic bag. I hurried off to look
for Peter and found him up on deck using a rust-removing machine of
vibrating rods that created a cloud like the captain's, only
red.

'HOW DO YOU
COOK CODS' HEADS?' I yelled into his ear which was bunged up with
cotton wool.

'Whose
heads?'

'CODS',' I
screamed, aware that it sounded blasphemous and yet visualising
another very human head. He turned off the machine.

'Cods'
heads?'

It was getting
monotonous. I nodded. 'Ahh! Captain's favourite. Just boil them for
an hour but don't let the skin go so soft that it falls away from
the bone.'

It sounded easy
enough and an hour later I had twelve soft cods' heads still intact
as the crew sat down. There were nods of approval and I mentally
chalked up a few points in my favour. The captain, however, had not
appeared.

'He'll be down
soon,' said Peter. 'He's got delayed with pack-ice. You see, he's
not just the captain, he owns this ship too and so he's fussy over
everything. Won't let me take it through the bad bits of ice. He's
not a bad type though, just a bit set in his ways. Drifting around
Greenland for so long goes for your head.'

I glanced
anxiously down at the four eyes looking up at me from the bottom of
the pot. It was going for their heads too and if he didn't come
soon . . . but then Peter was called to the bridge and the captain
duly appeared. To my relief they stayed whole while being served
onto his plate and I was on the point of placing them in front of
him when we hit some ice. The resulting jolt knocked me off
balance, the plate slammed down onto the table in front of him, and
the captain watched his favourite dish disintegrate into a mess of
flesh and bones. I froze for a moment with my eyes closed and then
turned on my heels and went out to the stern, wondering just how
much a man could take - both the captain and myself.

We called in at
every port and during the short stop-overs I went out to explore
the new towns with the exhilaration of a reprieve from my labours
in the galley and yet always having to return in time to try to
transform some mutilated indigestible into something miraculously
edible. It was true that there was nothing hard about the cooking;
everything simply had to be boiled for an hour. The problem was
knowing when something you had never seen before, let alone
actually tasted, was ready as there was often a very slim margin
for error between underdone and ruined. They ate all the parts of
creatures that I would either have thrown away or eaten around. As
each day brought a new town, so the daily menu began to sound like
the ingredients for Macbeth's cauldron; lung of cow in
Christianshåb, heart of pig in Julianehåb, liver of lamb in
Frederikshåb, wing of skate in Sukkertoppen, and meatball of elk in
Arsuk.

Nothing was
easy. Sausages came in one-yard lengths and it was only after Mr
Scott had chopped one into smaller and more manageable lengths that
he was brusquely informed they are always cooked whole. He found it
difficult to turn over three feet of sausage coiled up in a pan and
when he succeeded he found it developed a twist and turned itself
slowly back again onto the side that was already done. Lunch was
twenty minutes late that day but the sausages were well received in
spite of being burnt on one side, slightly raw on the other and of
different lengths. Their relative success was due more to the
person who had originally put them together than to the person who
latterly tried to pull them apart. The new cook, aging rapidly,
boiled the rastofisk for the statutory hour and did well,
except . . . 'Mr Scott, you've forgotten the sheep's intestine fat.
We always have sheep's intestine fat with rastofisk' . . .
which might have been logical to one who knew what rastofisk
was but the cook did not, and he was about to boil the
turrofisk when someone caught him in time as
turrofisk, of course, is always eaten raw, and he
over-sweetened the buttermilk pudding because that same someone
said to add six tablespoons of sugar which was later denied as it
should have been six teaspoons, and he was alone one day when . .
.

'Alice . .
.?'

Not even Peter,
whose English was good but often inadequate, could pronounce the
cook's name. Alice. Just a further degradation that the cook of
Sudviking had to suffer.

'. . . Alice?
Come up and help with the water-snake, please.'

So it was to be
water-snakes next, was it? Nothing surprised the cook any more. He
just followed instructions to the letter with whatever offering
they put before him. He would gladly boil a water-snake for an hour
if that was what they wanted. Or if they ate it raw then that would
be just as agreeable. And if they liked their water-snake, boiled
or raw, to be garnished with speck, served on thin bread or
flavoured with a soupçon of sheep's intestine fat then he would
happily oblige; so he, Alice, the cook of Sudviking, went up
on deck to do what had to be done to water-snakes with the
indifference and loyal servitude that had become instilled by
ignorance, failure and the memory of a green mug.

'Is it in a
barrel?' asked the cook.

'What?'

'The
water-snake.'

'No, you're
standing on it.'

The
indifference vanished at once and the cook looked down at his feet
with alarm. 'But that's a hose . . .'

'Oh? I don't
know the word in English. Help me move it over there.'

A smile
appeared on the cook's face for the first time in a week but it
soon vanished at the thought of lunch which, like bad weather, was
imminent. When they were finished moving the snake they went to the
bow to look at the houses of Nanortalik which were slowly coming
into view as the ship rounded a headland.

'You'll like
this place, Alice,' said Peter. 'It's different. Although it's
right in the south all the ice collects around it because of the
currents and it's often inaccessible. The people are much more like
the Eskimo because of their isolation. They're the ugliest people
in Greenland and also the friendliest. We'll have two days free
here.'

'MR SCOTT, TO
THE GALLEY, PLEASE.'

The cook
ignored the loudspeaker. He was lost in thought. 'I'll like
anywhere,' he whispered mournfully. 'I may jump ship here - and I'm
going to change my name. Both of them.' He turned to face the
loudspeaker. Today was Nanortalik, and it was arm of squid.

 


 


We rounded Cape
Farewell and the east coast showed itself to be every bit as
creative as the west with its variety of mountains and even more
generous with its icebergs. In Angmagssalik, whose streets should
have all been posted as dangerous gradients, I climbed a hill to a
small building where there was a trilingual notice which read,
'This is a radio station. It is vital to our communications. Please
leave it in peace. Thank you. The Post Office.' On behalf of a cook
I mentally made a similar request not to be molested as we took on
new supplies of food, and to my relief the menu appeared to be the
same as before except for a large white bucket that was sealed,
unmarked and heavy.

Angmagssalik
was particularly eye-catching and attractive. Its harbour froze
over and a jigsaw of ice formed around boats moored as wedges of
colour. Like the houses, they flagrantly defied the decorum of a
trichromatic world where blue and brown yielded only to the
blackness of shadow. But soon we were retracing the long route
back, revisiting every port of call, and I was ticking off each day
that passed without mishap and calculating how many more I had to
survive without discovering the contents of that bucket. It made me
uneasy and my suspicions were well-founded, only its secret was
even nastier than my fears.

My routine had
fallen into place by then and it was very satisfying watching the
land go by until Peter came down one day. 'You know that white
container in the larder? Captain wants you to bring it in and open
it. He'll be down in a while to show you what to do.'

I dragged the
bucket through. The seal broke easily and the lid came off…before
me lay a small flock of sheep's heads. The hair had been singed
off, the head had then been deep frozen and cut down the middle
with a circular saw so that on one side you had a roadside sheep
staring at you and on the other a complete cross-section of the
contents of the animal's head. I stood contemplating this grizzly
spectacle for a moment. Sheep's head! - well, why not? We had eaten
every other part of their anatomy except the normal cuts. The
captain came in and showed me what to do. Boil for an hour.

When the hour
was up I set them down on the table before the crew and was making
a fairly hurried exit when they indicated the spare seat. Saying I
was not hungry had no effect; they were obviously spoiling for some
entertainment at my expense. I reluctantly sat down and began
poking inoffensively at the face and then delicately chewed on a
small portion of the jowl.

'Seems a bit
overdone,' I said, getting up to go, 'I don't like mine overdone .
. .' A hand grabbed me and pulled me down.

'They're just
fine,' interrupted Peter. 'Perfect. Bon appétit,' he
grinned.

So, it was to
be a test. I did my duty. It was not too bad once you got used to
the eye staring up at you. The brain was unpleasant as it was full
of bits of bone but fortunately sheep have only a small allocation
of grey matter and what little these former numskulls possessed had
been turned brown by an hour of boiling. After many excessively
chewed mouthfuls there was scarcely anything left on my plate, save
a hollow half of skull and I got up to go. The hand immediately
hauled me down again.

'You haven't
finished yet.'

'Yes I have,' I
protested.

'What about the
eye?' said my aggressor and smiles lit up around the table.

'Eye? You
surely don't . . .' I sighed, and Peter gouged out the offensive
organ, removed the black part and handed it to me. I hesitated, and
put the eye in my mouth. My teeth made one bite to satisfy the
expectations of those around me - it was rubbery and bit like the
slug that once took refuge in a mug I used for a cuppa-soup - and
then it went down in a gulp to ease the strain on my will-power. A
loud cheer went up and the meal was over. In the eyes of the crew,
their own eyes, their cook had achieved manhood - and probably very
little else.
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The narwhal hunters of Qeqertat

 


The hamlet of
Qeqertat, near Thule, is one of the world's most northerly
year-round habitations. If defined as the interval between the last
snowflakes of one winter and the first snowflakes of the next,
summer here lasts three weeks.

 


 


The skin of
these small whales is either black or speckled with white, and they
reach a length of twenty feet. The males are linked in myth to the
fabulous unicorn because of their upper canine which extends
straight out from their blunt head to form a single spike that can
grow over nine feet long and weigh 180 pounds. It is textured like
deer antler but has a spiralled twist running all the way down its
length like a tapering corkscrew and is solid except for a short
hollow section at the base where it joins the skull. The exact
purpose of the male's spike is not known but it is believed to be
used for scraping up crustaceans from the seabed.

This gives no
account of how the female procures her crustaceans but doubtless
she was managing well enough somewhere in the vicinity as we
approached the settlement on Harvard Island late that night in
thick mist. A powerful searchlight was directed out over our bow as
the ship inched forward but all it achieved was to show just how
abysmal the visibility really was. The bridge was in darkness with
one figure at the controls and two others who monitored the
instruments and constantly called out depths and distances to a
fourth person. He stood in a faint pyramid of light, pencil and
dividers in hand, and was bent over a chart from which most of the
usual information was missing. Black lines denoting the coast
frequently dissolved into vague shades of blue, and some areas were
blank save for a question-mark that looked small and embarrassed.
He continually glanced at a rough hand-drawn map alongside and
called out bearings with what could only have been optimism. A
decision was made. The anchor suddenly plunged down with a roar as
the heavy links of its chain hammered the deck. The noise abated
and then silence returned to the village in the mist where the
narwhal hunters lived.

Dawn came and
with the increase in light filtering through, the mist began to
lift until it had cleared the tops of the surrounding hills which
had been veiled from our view. There it stopped and hung suspended
as a theatre curtain for the drama that was about to unfold.

Qeqertat was a
hamlet of twelve square houses, each with a little porch tacked on
around its doorway and patches of flamboyant colours on its walls
where the paint had managed to retain a grip. Outside every
dwelling stood a wooden platform where meat was kept. Seal heads
stared glassy-eyed amongst the entrails and vital organs of other
creatures while pools of gore lay on the ground below them.

There was no
fresh water on the island and an old man came down to the edge of
the sea with an axe to hack off a lump from a stranded iceberg,
taking it back to his house to let it thaw over a bucket. He walked
slowly on shaky legs, and his shoulder-length white hair wavered in
the breeze, matching the wispy polar bear fur which encircled his
wrists. There was something noble in his deeply tanned face, much
wrinkled by the endurance of many long winters.

Kayaks rested
at an angle near the water, their bows held up in the air on
sledges which served as stands and their decks cluttered with the
essentials of the hunt; a rifle in a pouch was strapped to the
front deck alongside a spare paddle and the harpoon, which were
both tucked under two retaining loops. Attached to the harpoon was
a strong nylon cord which lay in coils on the spraycover above the
hunter's lap. It ran around behind him and the other end was
connected to a sealskin float (complete with flippers) sitting on a
low wooden tray to which it was loosely tied. The rear deck also
held the heavier harpoon that was used only if the rifle
malfunctioned, to stab the whale repeatedly until the coup de
grâce had been delivered.

All forty
villagers were gathered on a hillock to watch their year's supply
of provisions being unloaded. These Inuit were small and powerfully
built, and their faces displayed broad, mongol features. Their
clothes substituted extra thickness for ornamentation and style -
in winter they would wear more skins and furs and take on our
stereotype image of an Eskimo. They spoke a different dialect which
could be understood as far away as Alaska and their vocabulary
contained more than twenty-seven different words for snow. Each
word had a specific meaning to describe the snow's characteristics,
how it would affect travelling and whether it had a practical use,
such as for building a snowhouse.

A figure
suddenly shouted. The Inuit turned their gaze out to sea as he
pointed to a distant group of icebergs gossiping in the middle of
the bay, where a school of narwhal had just appeared and were
humping their backs in graceful arches through the water. By the
time I looked towards the kayaks once more, their stands were empty
and six figures were paddling furiously away. They reached a
smaller iceberg ahead of the whales and waited for them to pass
before approaching from behind to make their strike.

The harpoon was
launched by using a hand-held baton which effectively extended the
hunter's reach and the final flick gave the harpoon greater
distance and thrust. As the harpoon flew through the air the cord
was whipped up from the coils in his lap and the hunter had quickly
to release the float behind him - this was the most dangerous
moment for the hunter and usually fatal if he became entangled.
Survival time in these unforgiving waters was approximately three
minutes. The cord was connected to a point half-way along the
detachable head of the harpoon which, if successful, embedded
itself under the tough skin of the whale. The shaft was designed to
fall off with the first sideways movement of the whale after
impact. This left the head free to turn sideways in the wound when
the cord was pulled taut by the drag of the float, making it
impossible to dislodge. The whale was slowed down by the trailing
float and was forced to come up for air more often, spending longer
on the surface as it became weaker. The hunter collected the
harpoon shaft from the water and followed the float, sometimes for
over an hour, waiting for his chance with the rifle for a shot to
the brain. He had to do all this from an unstable kayak.

The hunters
disappeared from view but after some shots were heard, a group of
women left in a motorboat and soon returned towing two narwhal
behind. The hunters gradually paddled back and the two successful
men set about dismembering the whales in a set pattern of cuts as
they lay beached in shallow water. These narwhals had no horns for
they were both females; their upturned mouths seemed fixed in
permanent smiles as the water around them turned red and large
slabs of steaming meat were taken away and spread out over the
surrounding rocks. The skin was like polished marble both in colour
and to the touch - it was rich in vitamins and fetched the highest
price in the meat markets. Some children came down to cut bits off
and began eating the raw skin.


'Mat-TOCK,' grinned a youngster, almost spitting out a piece
with the final emphasis as he handed me a bit. It was tough and
rubbery. They called it Eskimo chewing gum and it was easy to see
why when I was still chewing the same tasteless morsel an hour
later.


'Mat-TOCK,' I repeated, almost spitting out mine.

He pointed at
the narwhal: 'Keel-eel-ooo-wuck,’ and after I had repeated
this too, he ran off with a smile that was as broad as the word was
long.

The whole
family came to help. Children carried meat up to the platform by
their house on a form of stretcher. Women disregarded the blood
that covered their clothes as they used their special knife, the
ulo (a semi-circular blade like a miniature shovel with a
short T-shaped handle that fitted snugly inside the palm), scraping
sinew from muscle to use for sewing thread. The remaining meat was
laid in a hollow on higher ground and then covered with stones,
forming a cairn to mark the spot of their winter larder and
securing it from foxes and dogs. Not all Eskimos had fridges.

1 lent a hand,
for hard work is the quickest means of winning trust and
friendship. The Eskimos seemed to welcome a newcomer in their midst
and soon I too had blood up to my elbows. They joked and often had
to rest in fits of laughter, much of which was obviously centred
around the stranger struggling with vast cuts of whale. But I felt
honoured to be their last opportunity of banter with a new face
until the following spring.

It was a gory
spectacle and yet the skill with which these people had caught
these large creatures with implements they had fashioned from wood,
sealskin, caribou and walrus tusk could only be admired. There were
some more modern materials evident; one hunter used the inner tube
from a car tyre as a float, another had an aluminium harpoon head
and the tips all had steel edges, but it was still one man in a
flimsy boat against one whale. The rifle only ended the conflict
more quickly for both sides after the prey had been captured with a
technique that was as old as the art of hunting itself.

These people
were not to be compared to the commercial whalers of other
countries. They were not driving the whale to extinction in selfish
efforts to extract what revenue remained in an industry that was
dying through exploitation. These hunters were doing no more than
they had always done by taking a few whales as a necessary supply
of food for the winter months ahead. Local conservation measures
nevertheless restricted the annual number of kills to one hundred,
and all these had to be made first with a harpoon - a policy aimed
at ensuring the quota went to the traditional Eskimo rather than to
wholesale hunters armed only with rifles.

Every part of
the whale was used except the skull and the backbone which were
left to litter the beach. Nothing was wasted, not even the small
unborn calf that was removed from its mother's body. It seemed sad
that it would never get the chance to sport through the waves. I
took out my camera (and added blood to the barrels of lenses
already suffering from salt and grit) and photographed the baby
narwhal, smiling, as it was carried off to be fed to the dogs.

The work came
to an end and one of the hunters invited me to join the group in
his house, where his two youngest children were sitting over a
bucket in the only room. Blood covered their faces and forearms,
and they chewed on the raw meat with obvious relish. This hunter
had been to the North Pole a few years earlier and was justly proud
of it, showing me pictures of the Italian expedition that he had
accompanied. The room contained some chairs, two metal-framed beds,
three tables, a cupboard and a stove - otherwise it was bare. A
crude oil lamp had been fixed to one wall and separated a picture
of the Danish explorer Knud Rasmussen from another of the Virgin
and Child.

I took out my
map to show my host where I came from. He raised his eyebrows, his
features registered understanding and his chest suddenly expanded.
He beamed and emitted a throaty warble, the unmistakable
representation of bagpipes, and used signs to ask if I played. I
nodded and went through a short mime of inflating and squeezing an
imaginary bag while fingering a make-believe chanter. Another
hunter copied my actions and indicated that he practised as well. I
was puzzled. Could he play the pipes?

'No, no,' came
the reply, conveyed with strong shakes of the head. He broke into a
rollicking grin as he grabbed the nearest woman and wrapped her in
his embrace.

'Eskimos don't
play bagpipes' - his gestures were self-explanatory - 'but we use a
similar technique and fingering.'

When the howls
of laughter died down they asked if I was married. I shook my head
and a young woman with teeth like the keyboard of a broken piano,
more black notes than white and even more missing, leapt up to rush
me through the motions of dance. I playfully offered her my ring
and they were all cheering and clapping when it suddenly occurred
to me as a sobering shock that I might actually be committing
myself to my partner by some ancient tradition. So I excused myself
from the next dance on the pretext of being short of breath, hoping
to indicate that I would make a feeble hunter and that her ability
to make a good kayak was of no interest to me. After some tea,
which was mostly concentrated sugar, the hunters gave me
surprisingly weak handshakes and we said goodbye.

I made my way
down through the skulls and vertebrae that lay scattered over the
beach and paused for a moment to glance back over my shoulder. It
had possibly only been my imagination, but amongst the smiling
faces at my departure was one that seemed to falter, giving the
impression of uncertainty and perhaps even regret. An indistinct
movement at the window caught my eye, and then I turned to head for
the ship. As the light began to fade, the curtain of mist took its
cue and started to fall lower and lower . . . the white cloth
covering the hills, the glaciers . . . lower and lower . . .
finally obscuring the little village of Qeqertat from the eyes of
the world once more, as it had probably done for centuries.
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The Big Apple and the view from a truck

 


 


Emerging from
the Arctic, from the airport at night and from the tunnels of the
subway into NY at rush hour I felt like a pea in a gutter with the
deluge of humanity bearing down on me. Compared to Thule this
really is the other end of the world and I can see why it's nearer
the bottom. It must just be culture shock. My eyes moved higher and
higher up a million panes of glass on all sides until my head was
cricked back as far as it would go and I glimpsed a small square of
sky at the top before someone pushed me; 'Hey! C'mon buddy, yer
blockin' the sidewalk', and moved me into this tundra of tar,
concrete and glass. I may be one of the last people to have got
here but none of the earlier arrivals appears to have left.

The sidewalks
swarm with a cross-section of the world; Hassidic Jews with
straggly beards who walk stooped forwards with their hands held
behind their backs, squinting over the rims of thick-lensed
glasses; there are timid Chinese and brash Indians; whites to fit
every norm and every exception; and the blacks who outnumber all
the others - in clothes of the ultra-cool and casual, floppy felt
hats, squashed-pumpkin caps and denim waistcoats, they jive down
the streets to the soul music of their minds, vibrating rhythm in
everything they do. The hairstyles reflect the same exotic extremes
of colour and character; over-grazed stubble of the convict,
centre-line tufts of the Krishna-Cherokee, braided tassels of the
Caribbean, starched bristles of the punk, rainbows of the tinted
trendy, luxuriant thatch of the Edwardian cottage and spherical
cocoons of Afro-frizz. Floods of people and waves of cars, where
any car less than eighteen feet long implies you are poor,
misguided, suicidal or have recently been shortened in an accident.
Jaywalking is like midday suns, only for mad dogs . . . and one
rabid Scotsman who was cured very quickly.

The General
Post Office appeared as a structural dwarf and a misfit of
classical Greek pillars in hewn stone. Carved on its side in large
letters were the words 'Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of
night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their
appointed rounds.' It was a long wall. Further on the mason had
been made obsolete by a gigantic sign of moving lights with a more
catchy message, 'I LIKE NEW YORK . . . HAVE A COKE . . .AND A SMILE
. . . COKE ADDS LIFE . . .I LIKE. . .' and on it went, a visual
punishment of lines.

It was hard to
find a loaf of bread in the centre as the shops alternated between
fur-lined this and gold-studded that with fast-food joints in the
middle. Fair enough. Who comes to downtown NY to buy a loaf even if
it is Vitamin D added, enriched with extra protein, nutritionally
boosted and with more energy, which it has to be after the original
goodness has been removed by being homogenised, purified, refined,
of lower fat content and charged with factory freshness? Eventually
I found a loaf of 'Mead's Fine Butter Honey Split Top Enriched
Bread. Ingredients: bleached flour, water, corn, syrup, yeast,
shortening (partially hydrogenated soy and cottonseed oils),
cultured skim milk, vegetable mono- and diglycerides, salt,
molasses, whey, dough conditioners (may contain: ethoxylated mono-
and diglycerides, distilled monoglycerides), yeast nutrients
(monocalcium phosphate, calcium sulphate, ammonium sulphate),
calcium propionate, barley malt conditioners (may contain:
potassium bromate, azodicarbonamide, potassium iodate), niacin,
ferrous sulphate, thiamine hydrochloride, riboflavin', and then
they added seductively, 'topped with butter and honey.' I decided
the nasties we ate on Sudviking must have at least been
healthy and wondered if a chain of fast-food sheeps' heads with a
smile and a coke would catch on?

 


(Map of North
America)

 


Hitch-hiking
was the cheapest way to cover large distances but it could be a
slow starter. After a morning of waiting beside the New Jersey
turnpikes, a set of ten toll-booths where thousands of cars per
hour paused for a moment - and where hitching was illegal - a short
lift took me to a freeway gas station. During the journey the
driver explained: 'You've survived New York so now you're out of
the worst. This area round Cleveland is the second worst - the
armpit of the States. Mind you, there's Detroit, they call that
"murder city", big racial problems, bad blacks and riddled with
Mafia. Chicago's not so great either and then there's Albuquerque -
that's "rape city" . . .' In the restaurant, freed from my gloomy
companion, I slouched over a Whopperburgcr menu where the word
'whopper' went through a multitude of comparatives until the most
expensive, 'superwhopperest', when I suddenly became aware of
someone standing behind me.

'Y'itchin'?
't'aint legal 'ere. S' no molestin' ur cust'mers,' the manager said
with abbreviated venom. It was hard to deny with a large sign that
said 'WEST PLEASE' by my feet and he did not even wait for a reply
but picked up my pack and carried it to the door. I followed behind
my self-elected porter, not wanting to make a scene and not getting
any opportunity, stopped to pay the bill and considered asking if
they had a packet of biscuits. But what was the point? We didn't
even speak the same language for my biscuits were their cookies and
their biscuits were my scones, my crisps were their potato chips
and my luggage was just being thrown outside. So I left with
nothing but the irony of a receipt that a bored cashier had
rubber-stamped with the words, 'We are pleased to have served you,
we hope you are pleased with our service. Have a safe journey, a
nice nite - and hurry back.' The manager came back in, having
troubled to take my pack to the furthest extremity of his judicial
area and he didn't respond when I wished him a 'nice nite' too, nor
did he appear to want me to hurry back.

The sun had set
and dusk was rapidly absorbing everything save the noise of the
traffic on the freeway. I stood a lonely kilted figure by the exit,
hovering on the edge of the darkness and the floodlighting of my
banishment, filled with terrible misgivings as I displayed 'WEST
PLEASE' towards the armpit of the States. Things were not going so
well.

A truck drew
up. An enormous Kenworth. Twin sets of highly polished chrome
exhausts ran up the side of its cab whose paintwork was ablaze with
blow-brush flames. Spotlights sat in every niche and perched in
rows, their domes like pouting fantails on bars of stainless steel.
It was overpowering.

'Are you'ze
gonna geddin or aincha?' asked the charred figure of Nelson Brown,
a small black man, leaning out of the inferno. I climbed up and up
and inside there was a bed in an alcove, deep-pile carpeting from
ceiling to floor, TV, fridge, kettle . . . 'What you'ze wearin' dat
freaky gear for, man? You'ze darned lucky t'get you'ze a lift. What
dey'se callin' you?'

'I'm from
Scotland. This is our national costume and my name's Alastair.' I
wished I didn't speak so proper.

'Well, ah'll be
. . . C'mon in man, welcome t'ma truck. Ah'ze goin' t'Houston,
Texas, an' you'ze kin call me Nel, same as all ma frien's
does.'

Nel was a
religious man and ran his own furniture removal business 'by God's
grace'. He had recently donated a building to his faith for the
purpose of starting a new church, to be called 'The Temple of the
Deliverance'. It sounded appropriate to his job.

The CB radio
went non-stop as truckers chatted and cut in on each other,
throwing their codenames around as if in a game of radio scrabble:
Buffalo Beaver, Tumbleweed, Ladybug, Globetrotter, Nervous Wreck,
Who Cares. . . and the signposts seemed to join in, flashing past
in our headlights and showing the way to Climax, Bethlehem,
Kellogg, Paw Paw, Kalamazoo, Mishawaka and Kankakee. The miles fell
away behind us as we drove through the night.

Nel picked up
his microphone. 'Break one-nine, how 'bout it local?'

'Yea, go ahead,
buddy. What kin I do?'

'We're lookin'
fer fifty-five.'

'Well, what's
yer twen'y?'

'We're
westbound Kansas City on two-one-eight, just outta Fenton.'

'Gee, yer right
behind me, buddy.'

'Mercy sakes,
yer lookin' good.'

'Yea, we're
truckin' real nice. Kansas City? Take the Baker Road exit an'
follow fifty-nine south, then the forty-six west'll take you right
on. Heard nothin' on bears there so looks like you got an open door
. . .'

Then another
voice cut in, '. . . My bird just barked so . . . yea, there he is,
a smokie in the grass at the nineteen-mile yard. Better keep an
eyeball out an' drop down to double nickels (fifty-five m.p.h.)
'cos' he sure looks hungry for them green stamps (dollars).' Then
another asked for a ten-thirty-six (the time) and was told it was
five-thirty (which was actually five-thirty) so he asked for a
ten-nine (repeat) and five-thirty came again so he signed out with
a ten-four whereupon Mamma Goose broke in with a one-nine to ask if
the last voice was his old buddy the Sugarbug and because it was he
asked for his twenty (location) and they chatted about hunting
beaver (women) and Mamma Goose arranged to meet the Sugarbug around
five-fifty when he stopped for motion-lotion (fuel) - and I
suddenly appreciated the awesome problems of the Russians trying to
gather intelligence in America.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
WANDERLUST

An Anthology of Best Extracts from
the Round-the-World Trilogy ‘SCOT
FREE’, ‘A SCOT GOES SOUTH &
‘A SCOT RETURNS’






