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            All the lives this place

            Has had, I have. I eat

            My history day by day.

            Bird, butterfly, and flower

            pass through the seasons of

            my flesh. I dine and thrive

            on offal and old stone,

            and am combined within

            the story of the ground.

            
                

            

            ‘History’

Wendell Berry
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            62° North

         

         The high cliffs of Mykines are a jagged wall facing into an endless ocean. On this long August night, the quick northern light gives the sky a fish belly shine. It is time for the men on the rocky ledges more than a hundred metres below me to be hauled up with their catch.

         Lying on my belly and crawling to the edge, I peer over the drop to see that it’s Esbern who is first to reappear from the killing grounds. He leans back, walking up the sheer wall as the rope gang pull steadily on the line attached to his waist harness. One hand on the rope for balance, he holds two live gannet chicks in the other. Sharp beaks gape wide above his grip on their long speckled necks.

         Jóhannus meets him as he reaches the top, seizing one of the gannets as other men gather around. The bird slowly extends its wings wide like an angel. ‘You will have this one,’ he says, passing me his knife. I balk, unprepared for the moment, mumbling something about not knowing what to do. Jóhannus looks me directly in the eye. ‘I got it for you,’ he says calmly, pushing the chick towards me. I grasp the silent creature firmly by the neck, conscious that it is almost the size of a goose, at least in length if not 10 in weight, but certainly twice as big as a large chicken. The extended wings span at least a metre. Doubts crowd in on me. I have not even seen how they kill the birds. A dozen pairs of eyes are on me, and the other men must wonder why I, the onglendingur, should get one of the first gannets.

         The chick is now quiescent, and I avoid looking it in the eye. It feels heavy, but calm in my grip, incapable of knowing what is happening. Jóhannus tells me to bend the gannet’s head down using the beak as a lever with one hand and, with the other, push the knife into the side of its head just behind the eye. Then, I must cut decisively around the arching neck. For a split second, I consider saying no, and handing the chick back. Apart from being unsure of whether it’s the right thing to do, I am nervous of getting it wrong. I am also conscious that Jóhannus is doing me an honour. I fear the embarrassment of appearing feeble and unmanly, but I am equally worried I will muck it up, maim the bird or let the knife slip and end up injuring myself. In a split second, with these equally unpalatable options racing through my mind, I resolve to do it. Sure enough, I underestimate how difficult it is to push the knife into the bird’s head. ‘Try again,’ Jóhannus says calmly. This time I press hard and pull the blade across the neck, as though I am slicing the top off an onion. There is a moment of resistance, and then a sensation like the release of air if you pop a tennis ball. There is no gush of blood, no violent quivering or fluttering from the chick, just a sudden irrevocable limpness as the elegant wings fall slack along the length of its 11body. I have the strong sensation of a switch being turned off, and a very real sense of the movement from quick, to dead. I hope that my queasiness and ineptitude have gone unnoticed.

         Jóhannus takes the lifeless gannet from me and puts it on the pile with the other dead birds. The tally for the night is more than five hundred, from a colony of around 5000 adults. All around me the other men are sitting on the grass, breaking out their picnic food. Those who had been down on the ledges in the hours of darkness look like coal miners. The effect is magnified by their hard hats and head torches, but the real resemblance is in their grimy faces. Some have blood on their hands where they have been pecked, and many have ripped trousers, but they are all smeared in black streaks, exactly as if they have been down a mine. It is a combination of oil from the feathers of the gannet chicks, and gunk and guano from moving among the nests along the ledges. And, through the grime, their features look worn and drained by sleeplessness, and they have the dog-tired look of men who have been concentrating on a tough physical task. They are also calm and cheerful. Evald, a teenager, tells me he killed around twenty gannets and that he has been waiting for this night for years, wanting to follow his father down the cliffs. His grandfather is one of the handful of people who live on Mykines all year round, and he has been coming here every summer for as long as he can remember. Evald admits he was a little scared at first, but says that the excitement of what he was doing soon wiped away the fear. ‘My mother doesn’t want me 12 to do it,’ he says, ‘but she understands that I have to. My little brother is very jealous. But he is only eight, and too young to climb.’

         The Faroes bulge out of the Atlantic halfway between Shetland and Iceland. The wind blows fierce and the mountains merge with the sky in sudden descending mists. Brooding hunched headlands and iron-grey cliffs drenched in spray and spume are pounded by deep North Atlantic swells. Killing animals and birds for food is still part of everyday life for many people here. It is not the clinical abstract industrial process it has become for so many of us in larger-scale societies. Slaughtering is done at close quarters, animals despatched humanely with a knife to be eaten at home and shared among family and friends. They are not afraid of blood and guts. Their reality can be brutal, and quite literally visceral. If it is a symptom of their Viking heritage, I cannot say.

         The 62nd parallel runs across these eighteen islands, all remnants of the Thulean plateau, a half-forgotten geological area that makes up part of Ulster, the Inner Hebrides and some portions of Iceland, stretching all the way across the ocean to Greenland. Once Norwegian, but now a self-governing part of the Kingdom of Denmark, the islands were long held Viking territory. Even before that, over 1200 years ago, they were a Celtic outpost, and those cultures and languages are linked together here as strongly as the basaltic shelves that provide the surface rock rising above the Atlantic waves. And then there is that wind. It blows stronger than anywhere else in Europe, and speeds of a 100kph have been recorded in 13eight months of the year. In December 2016, a new record – 283kph (176mph) – was set at Norðradalsskard, in the mountains just a little way north of the capital Tórshavn. That’s a higher wind speed than Hurricane Katrina.

         All that weather can’t be ignored. It has driven much of what it means to be Faroese. In 1943, a British soldier stationed here wrote a pamphlet explaining that ‘Kanska is the Faroese word for “maybe” and it is the most used word on the islands. They are ruled under a despotism – the not so benevolent despotism of the weather. Five times as much rain as the wettest part of the British Isles – five hundred times as much wind as the windiest part. Maybe we’ll go fishing tomorrow – maybe we’ll try and do a bit of haymaking – maybe we’ll get married. All and every one of these things is conditional – you see maybe it will be too wet to bother with the hay and a rough sea makes it impossible to go fishing or get married….’

         Repeated visits to the islands mean leaving my wife Jessica and our children behind in England. It is part of a pattern of restlessness, perhaps born of a childhood disrupted by the constant prospect of moving abroad because of my father’s army career. As an adult, I continued the pattern and when my own daughter was a baby I plotted and schemed to leave London and move to some other small islands, in the Indian Ocean. I was younger then, and the lusty tropical heat and warm water where I could go scuba diving as often as I wanted had an obvious appeal. It’s possible I am searching for something that only islands seem to offer. I deny it, although Jessica claims that men find islands appealing because they hold 14 the promise of private kingdoms, imaginary holdfasts to escape from the problems we cannot face at home. They are the lair of the Bond villain and the home of Prospero, sanctuaries where power can be wielded absolutely and the wide sea forms the ultimate moat.

         Jessica is sanguine about my repeated absences. She went with me while I pursued that tropical fantasy. Moving from London to paradise for two years when our daughter was a baby seemed a reasonable escape from a hemmed-in, frenetic and urban northern-hemisphere life. I was drawn there by blue water and white sand, by chittering fruit bats and flying fish, by gentle turtles and giant millipedes that oozed harmless black ink when you held them in the palm of your hand. I thirsted for immersion in that shimmering naked blue sea. But, after a time, I learned that the idyllic-seeming island was a restless place, a reservoir of deep discontent for incomers and natives alike. The fruit bats and the turtles never lost their charm, but the searing tropical sun eventually illuminated a basic truth. Islands do not automatically confer sanctuary and can easily become seductive prisons. I gradually came to see that the steamy, brightly lit sensual charm of the Indian Ocean had turned into something gaudy, brash and, ultimately, insubstantial. There was turmoil and discontent just beneath the surface. The islanders dreamed of escaping to somewhere bigger, and the foreigners who washed up onshore were usually running away from something, or someone. Most frequently they were running away from themselves.

         Faroes has little in common with a tropical paradise, 15except perhaps for relative isolation and a small population. My equatorial home had palm trees and no sheep, while this one has more sheep than people – and because of the scouring Atlantic winds, barely any trees at all. When visitors say the landscape is harsh, barren, stark or bleak, I bristle. It may seem like all of these things, but for me it holds immeasurable beauty. There is comfort in these basalt crags rising from a mirrored sea that is dark as a raven’s feather. Bare mountains, riven by deep fissures, roll away to the horizon in un-numbered shades of green and gold.

         The ancient traditions here have much in common with the way people in Ireland or the Outer Hebrides lived three or four generations and longer, ago. Even so, life is changing fast and modern development inevitable. But for now many of the old ways remain, and they go beyond some kind of quaint folk museum exhibit. Many of the customs to do with sheep, seabirds and farming have parallels with how people survived on St Kilda until the early twentieth century. Those islands share not just steep cliffs, but also a history of settlement by anchorites, invasions by Norsemen and a reliance on puffins, gannets and fulmars in order to survive the winter. Life without the strong cooperation of your neighbours was impossible. In Faroes, that culture survives in the way men gather together in the autumn to collect their sheep and go into the mountains to shoot hares and out to sea to catch fulmars with nets. Fishing still occupies much of the workforce, and the perils of braving the North Atlantic remain a real and present danger. A man needs 16 to be dependable to earn respect.

         Things have changed, of course, and the modern world is very present. An increasing network of bridges and sub-sea tunnels means you no longer rely on a boat to get between many of the islands. Faroese people enjoy the fastest internet speeds in Europe, and mobile-phone coverage reaches every nook and cranny of the archipelago. Like us all, they now communicate obsessively and constantly online, and around forty per cent of the population lives in or close to the capital, Tórshavn. Populations in smaller villages and islands are dwindling. But, in spite of all this progress, a significant number of people are holding tenaciously onto their traditions. In the villages, Christianity still holds sway, and Sunday is a quiet day. Shepherding and fowling, pilot whaling and fishing, and eating a unique form of air-dried meat remain central to the islanders’ lives. In the capital, it is now possible, though expensive, to live a life similar to anywhere else in urbanised Europe, and buy all of your food in the supermarket. My friends in the villages reject this tactic and sometimes mockingly refer to the ‘city folk’ of Tórshavn, people who no longer know how to skin a sheep or shoot a hare.

         The weather here is no less changeable than it ever was. Impatient clouds deposit rain 300 days a year. The downpour fills the gorges, making the rock face shine, and along stony stream beds the seeping, trickling flow gathers into waterfalls that spring from the hillsides and run towards the sea. Glistening silver torrents burst through the mossy flanks of the fjords, like pulled cotton threads from the 17lining of a rich brocade coat.

         Just a decade ago, on my first journey to Faroes, my plane was diverted because of low-lying fog at Vágar airport. There were only about forty passengers on board, and we ended up staying overnight in eastern Iceland. We all became friendly with the crew and stayed up late playing cards in the small hotel bar near Egilsstaðir airport. The friendliness and stoic acceptance of the Faroese travellers struck me deeply, especially as it was a Bank Holiday weekend and most of them were only going home for a few days. Losing twenty-four hours of their short holiday didn’t seem to be upsetting them unduly, and no one complained. The next day we returned to the airport and, after clearing security, were told that the fog was still bad in Faroes, and we all had to go back to the hotel. We did this again, and then again, three times in all before lunchtime. It reminded me of an old film called The V.I.P.s starring Richard Burton, Maggie Smith and Rod Taylor. The whole plot was built around a departure lounge at Heathrow airport and the relationships of the passengers stranded by fog. On the fourth trip to the airport, the Faroese pilot (with whom we were all on first-name terms by now) came to us and said, ‘I’ve been on the phone to Vágar, and they say the clouds are still very low. But we could just go and see if things get better. What do you think?’ A show of hands revealed that everyone trusted his judgement, and we duly took off. After circling for more than an hour, he finally came over the intercom on board and said, ‘I think we can make it.’ And so we did. I remember that the airport was almost deserted, 18 and a single customs official ignored us all as we trooped through the arrivals hall. In spite of our enforced camaraderie, there were no effusive goodbyes as everyone melted away into the mist-cloaked car park, as if we’d all been on a school outing and would see one another again soon.

         Since then, the national airline has modernised its fleet and extended the runway at the airport, which was originally built by the British during the Second World War. They say the location was chosen because it was hemmed in by mountains and would be less vulnerable to enemy bombing. It was also one of the few places flat enough to lay a runway, and near to a significant port and a big lake suitable for flying boats. Recently, the national airline, Atlantic Airways, was the first in Europe to develop a highly specialised computerised system that would allow its aircraft to use an instrument-only approach with much more precise parameters than anywhere else. The system has cut cancellations and delays due to weather dramatically and is the envy of many other airports in northern Europe. It’s typical of Faroese adaptability, and I continue to be stunned by their endlessly practical attitude to solving problems.

         The mutability of the weather here has shaped not just the land, but the way people look at the world. It is why they band together and still value community. The persistent wind means they have no trees on the high ground and precious few at sea level. The only animals that thrive are the hardy sheep that remain central to their lives. Surviving in that severe physical environment is why people customarily ate pilot whales and seabirds 19and why they still seem immune to some of the worst excesses of modern life. Seventy years ago, the Scottish author Eric Linklater described the Faroese as having ‘a primitive virtue to which they add the graces of a native culture – and they appear,’ he said, ‘to have escaped the vulgarity and inertia of civilisation’.

         I realise that I too find an escape here, certainly from the vulgarity that creeps into life in a bigger place. This is somewhere that enforces mutual respect. You can’t be rude to anyone easily, as in this small population of just over 50,000 people that person may well be a relative, and if not, you will certainly meet them again. There are other qualities that I recognise from Ireland. Here, people love to talk, and they have a highly developed sense of humour. Arrogance and any sense of social superiority have no chance of survival.

         Seventeen of the eighteen islands are inhabited, although one of them accommodates just a single married couple. Another has been inhabited by the same family for over 200 years. One, almost impossible to land on from a boat, is just for sheep, and then there are the dozens of skerries and islets, a jigsaw of lava fragments that spread east to west no more than 75km, and a little more than 110km north to south. Travelling by car means negotiating roads that wind around 250 mountains, many of them almost 900 metres high. Aside from the cliffs and the looming mountains, the sparkling streams and gushing falls, the islands are dominated by sheep. Hefted to the land, precisely numbered and individually accounted for, they outnumber the human inhabitants by half again. The 20 sheep are significant because they have been the key to survival here, in a place where little vegetable matter other than grass and dwarf shrubs will grow. And the name Faroes (until recently spelled Færoes in English) probably derives from the Old Norse for sheep fær + islands oyar. In Faroese, the country is properly called Føroyar – pronounced furr:ee – ar.

         There are sheep beside the road, in paddocks in the capital, on the mountains and in the valleys and along the shelving precipices of the cliffs, where on vertiginous slopes and dissolving scree they teeter, scrabble and climb. Sometimes you even meet them in the car park at the airport. The sheep and their bleating cry are as much the music of these green mountains as the shrill call of the oystercatchers. Those sounds are as welcoming to me as the smell of hand-cut hay spread with a pitchfork, or the taste of blackening mutton hung in a wooden shed to dry and then fermented in the wind that howls off a winter-dark fjord.
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        Ravens I
      

            Vágar, early spring

         

         
            There are ravens in the gorge. They have built their nest in a wall that the rain makes as shiny as their own beaks. This pile of sticks and twigs, moss and feathers, rope ends, clumps of wool and other nameless scraps has been woven into an untidy bowl. Dried and pale like old bleached bones, it forms a loose tottering thing, wedged tight against the back wall of that miniature cave. The nest sits in an uneven sloping niche just a metre deep and about twice as wide. But this is a safe house, with enough of an overhang to keep off the rain, as well as the almost constant slick of moisture that runs down from the top of the cliff, forming a dripping veil between the nest and the outside world. The fall from the niche is twenty-five metres, to where sunless seawater slaps and sucks against the base of the rockface. The water laps with a tinkling echo, and sometimes a north-easterly wind scrapes across the walls of the ravine in a hard whistle.

            Down in the gorge, the air is chilled by rock which sees no sun, winter or summer. North-west of the ravens’ nest, the sound glows pink in the longest summer evenings, as the barely setting orb tracks across the narrows, softening the shape of the hills on either side of the water. Even then, the 22 cleft stays unlit, shaded by the folding land.

            The sea channel is named Vestmannasund, and it flows between two of Faroes’ biggest islands. The ravens and I are on Vágar, and look out across the water to the long straggling coast of the next-door neighbour, Streymoy. There are countless gorges on these coasts, many of them deeper and more dramatic than the place where the birds are nested. To reach my ravens, you need to walk along a farm track away from the main coast road and through a sheep gate. A kilometre or so further on, the track stops abruptly at a sheep pen, and to find the gorge you walk through it or around it to follow the sloping coastline on foot for a considerable way.

            My friend Jóhannus (the gannet catcher) is one of the owners of this section of outfield, and on a damp day he showed me the nest. He’s a shepherd and a qualified marine engineer, a rock climber and a mountain guide. He loves hunting, rarely eats a vegetable and prefers the local Slupp beer to any foreign import. Above all, he’s a proud defender of Faroese traditions. Strongly built, with thick light-brown hair that sticks up like a brush, he has an irreverent sense of humour in five languages, but with his immensely powerful arms and hands he can kill a sheep and totally butcher the carcase in less than twenty minutes. Jóhannus has just turned thirty, and is always resolutely cheerful, though he’s happiest in the mountains where he springs along without seeming to expend any effort, no matter how sheer the climb. We had gone to look for a missing sheep, spotted somewhere on the rocks below the outfield by a boat cruising up the fjord. The skipper said the animal had clearly fallen and might be injured, and Jóhannus carried a coil of climbing rope to allow him to make a cliff rescue. As always, he also had his 23knife with him in case the animal needed slaughtering where it lay. But the directions from the boat had been vague, and we trudged up and down for more than an hour, unable to find anywhere that matched the sailor’s description, and there was no sign of the sheep.

            It was on the way back north that he made a detour to show me the nook where the ravens had laid their eggs. Ravens are not loved here, and many people still believe that they prey on newborn lambs. In a country named after sheep, it’s no surprise that farmers shoot them. Ornithologists say that the raven takes only carrion, or occasionally other small birds, but many shepherds claim that a gang of young ravens will attack a weak newborn lamb, especially if the mother sheep is preoccupied, perhaps giving birth to its twin. Ravens were once so unloved that, between 1742 and 1881, all Faroes men between the ages of fifteen and fifty had to pay an annual ‘beak tax’. One beak, from either a raven or a white-tailed sea-eagle, had to be produced to the local sheriff each year. If neither of these birds had been caught, then the man could also offer up two beaks from crows or greater black-backed gulls. The men of the capital, Tórshavn, were exempt, on the grounds that they did not own land in the outfield. In the districts, fines were collected from those who failed to kill predatory birds, money that was used for the upkeep of buildings in town, and to build a bridge over the east bay, which became known as the Næbbetoldsbroen (Beak-tax-bridge). At the beginning of the annual parliamentary assembly on St Olav’s Day, the beaks were ceremoniously burned on a flat rock called the Crow’s Stone near to the parliament.

            The reason given for the introduction of the beak tax was that predatory birds seemed to be increasing in number, and 24 people believed they were depleting the numbers of puffins and guillemots, which were important foodstuffs. In fact, the eighteenth-century beak tax was just a reintroduction of an ancient tradition common across Scandinavia in the Dark Ages. In 1673, the Danish pastor, Lucas Debes, author of the first book ever written about Faroes, recorded that every man ‘able to roweth a boat’ was required to hand over one raven’s beak annually, ‘and he that hath none must pay a Raven-fine, that is one skinn, which makes two pence half-penny.’ Ravens, science now proves, have a very wide-ranging diet. Northern-hemisphere birds have been found to eat carrion, including sheep and cattle, but also dead seals, hares, rabbits, voles, rats and mice. They also eat fresh berries, limpets, beetles, birds’ eggs, worms, moths, crabs, mussels and seaweed. And like many birds in the world today, they have also been found with plastic in their stomachs.

            Jóhannus thinks it’s funny, or at least perplexing, that I return to the nest most days, and sometimes more than once a day, to check on the chicks. He knows how often I go because it’s his pasture, and out of respect, I always call to ask him if I can visit. In Faroes, unlike many parts of Scandinavia, there is no legal ‘right to roam’ on private land. Going to see the nest site is a privilege. It feels like a sacred spot for me, and the birds convey magic too. Perhaps the gorge is what the Celts called a ‘thin place’ where the earthly world and the afterlife are within touching distance of one another. The raven’s spirit captures something of the true north.

            It was ravens that Flóki, the Viking adventurer and famed boat builder, took onboard his ship when he set out westwards to become the first man to settle in Iceland. The last 25leg of his voyage was from Faroes, and it’s said he had three ravens – ‘the blue-feathered carrion birds’ – with him, possibly captured in Shetland. After some time at sea (according to the twelfth-century Landnámabók, the old Icelandic ‘Book of Settlements’), Flóki released the first bird, which flew ‘from the stern’, heading back in the direction of Faroes. Later, the second bird was released and after a short circular flight, returned to the boat. The third and final raven flew off out of sight, and Flóki headed in the same direction, always believing that the birds would know the way to the nearest piece of land. It was then that he found Iceland, and ever afterwards was nicknamed ‘Raven-Flóki’.

            I saw ravens as a boy in Ireland, high up in the Mountains of Mourne, and I watched them play with the wind. There were sheep there too, and just like Faroes, the heights were bare treeless slopes that up close revealed myriad tiny specks of colour; lilac harebells, eyebright and saxifrage that lit up the seemingly empty green land. The mountains lay right behind the small house where my grandparents lived, and they are my first and strongest memories of the outdoors. They imprinted me with the charm of rain and fast cloud, of high land and long views, and the strong cold smell of the wind off the sea.
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            Westernmost
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         They say that Mykines people talk loudly because of the sea. The island’s only village, Mykinesbygd, is set well above the ocean, but when a stiff south-westerly blows, the Atlantic roars like booming thunder into the tiny harbour at the foot of the cliffs. It swamps the double breakwater and paints it white with spume. Then it inundates the rough-hewn jetty, kicking up a wall of spray, pure and delicate as a sunlit snow flurry high against the sky. The waves have cracked into fragments, temporarily 27separated but desperate to be rejoined. The sea now bubbles and froths across the harbour as foam. Cunningly and quietly, it slides up the foot of the steep concrete staircase leading to the village path above. Seconds later, the water withdraws like a tongue, disappearing swiftly under the rolling arc of the next run of breakers with a lisping whistle. The little harbour is a natural opening in the sheer southern edge of the island, a gloomy steep-sided cleft where guillemots and kittiwakes look down onto the waves from narrow ledges twenty metres high. The boulders that form a small inhospitable beach rasp and cough as they scour the base of the cliff, rubbing away the rock a little bit more with each rolling wave. If they can’t attack the village from above, they will undermine it from below. The endless, often furious Atlantic surrounds the high sheer sides of the island, and it seems as though it can reach up and over the cliffs, merging with the clouds and the penetrating descending mist which covers Mykines like a finely woven shawl.

         The village lies in a valley, nestling close to Toltnabrekka, the river that springs up from the high ground in the middle of the island. The river forms a wet border between the outfields of Heimangjógv on its northern side, and Líðarhagi to the south. It’s the main water supply for the village, snaking down from a great wide moor that lies below the high rocky ridge at Oddarnir and the high point of Knúkur, almost 600 metres above sea level. East of that sharp grey seam in the land, the island divides again: dropping suddenly hundreds of metres into two deep valleys, Kálvadalur and Borgardalur, both massive 28 natural amphitheatres where more than a thousand sheep live wild from the day they are born until the late autumn when they will be rounded up and driven on foot by men and dogs back to the village. Then it will be time for the serious business of sexing, sorting and slaughtering.

         The island is shaped like an upside-down gravy boat, and at the south-western tip there is a ‘handle’ formed by the islet of Mykineshólmur. Surrounded by high cliffs, it has few safe landing places for boats. It’s only about five kilometres from the eastern cliffs of Mykines to the western edge of the much bigger island of Vágar, but the closest points are impenetrable, with no safe, nor convenient harbours or roads nearby. The practicable route by sea from Vágar is from the port of Sørvágur, about nineteen kilometres from the western tip of Mykines. The summer ferry runs from here, at the neck of a long thin strait. The entrance to Mykines harbour is narrow and easily becomes treacherous. In the days when the parliament, or Ting, met once a year on the rocky headland at Tórshavn, the men of Mykines were always allowed to speak first, so that they could set off early to row back home on the first suitable tide.

         Mykinesbygd sits in the bottom south-west corner of the island proper, nestled in a dale which offers some, but not much, shelter from the north wind. It has fewer than fifty houses, many of them still turf-roofed, and mostly still made of wood. The size and shape of the village has changed little in the last century, although it now has its own electricity generator and a helipad. There is a neatly white-washed church, and an untidy graveyard, a 29schoolhouse with no children to sit in it and a couple of cafés that only open for the summer. There’s no restaurant or bar, although a few of the houses intermittently accommodate paying guests. The tourists come for summer day trips, to visit the bird cliffs and to spot nesting puffins. In winter, few people stay over for the season, and the daily ferry from Sørvágur stops running from the end of August until May. Sailings in May can be extremely sporadic, depending on the wind. Katrina Johannesen remembers one winter, before the government helicopter service began, when the supply boat couldn’t reach Mykines for more than seventy days in a row. ‘But,’ she says quietly, ‘I love it here in winter. It’s a special place and I can’t imagine being anywhere else.’

         Katrina’s husband Esbern is the man who carried the live gannets up the cliffs. He knows all of the habits of the birds here, and he keeps a pet raven called Munnin, after Odin’s messenger bird. He found it with an injured wing, and he feeds it slivers of fresh meat while he tries to teach it to talk. Every Viking knows that Odin had two ravens, Munnin, meaning ‘thought’, and Hugin, meaning ‘mind’ or ‘will’. Each morning they were set loose in the world of Midgard, and quickly returned to whisper what they had seen in Odin’s ear. Munnin lives in a caged enclosure, tacked onto Esbern’s chicken coop. Pullets scuttle in and out of their adjoining shelter, casting a wary glance at the black bird.

         I met Esbern years ago, on my first visit to Mykines, when he was herding sheep out on the hólm, the islet, about 800 metres long, and separated from Mykines 30 proper by a narrow chasm, a sea-cut gorge less than sixty metres wide, today spanned by a metal-and-plank footbridge. Above a beard of spun gold and copper he has clear skin and piercing eyes that shift from grey to blue like the Mykines sky. Esbern is always on the move, always busy with some practical task. He manages the ferry landings and helicopter arrivals and maintains the island generator. He’s been known to dig trenches for the mobile-phone company’s cable network and he owns land where he keeps a considerable number of Mykines sheep. When I arrive on the ferry, he’s on the jetty in a thickly knitted Faroese sweater that seems as much a part of him as the wool on one of his rams. Single-handedly he’s loading supplies onto the metal hoist that pulls heavy items up to Fjørudalsnev, the promontory above the jetty where he keeps his old boat. There is fruit juice, cooking oil, potatoes, cartons of milk and bottles of beer. One of the items on the boat is a new washing machine for Oskar, one of the ten people who stay on the island for the whole winter. I help him manoeuvre the supplies onto the metal trolley. We climb more than a hundred steep concrete steps beside the metal hawser that will pull all of the freight to the top. Once there, Esbern starts the motorised winch that hauls the metal hoist up the ramp. He says the washing machine will go on the little trailer he tows behind his quad-bike. As I move to help lift the stoutly packaged machine, he brushes me aside. In one swift movement, he wraps his arms around the washing machine and lifts it onto the trailer. Through the plastic wrapping, I notice that the 31box carries a printed warning: Heavy, 80kg.

         It helps to be strong if you live on Mykines. In Esbern’s snug wood-panelled sitting room, there is a large ram’s head on the wall, stuffed and mounted with an impressive pair of horns showing several years’ growth. Faroese rams are normally not kept alive for more than two years, as they become too large and difficult to handle. But sometimes, a ram will escape the annual roundup and find sanctuary on the cliffs. Such a ram is called vagur, a maverick, which may well lead the other sheep astray and make them impossible to catch. Esbern says this ram was probably around five or six years old when he found it, and there is something distinctly feral about its appearance. The horns have grown into a third spiral that descends well below the animal’s jawline and halfway down its solidly muscular neck. It has an imperious look, with a white and flossy fleece, more like a silky wizard’s beard than normal sheep’s wool, although out on the cliffs, when alive, I suspect it was coarser. Esbern found the big ram on the steep slopes of southern Mykines and was able to sneak up on it while it was dozing. He grabbed it with his bare hands and wrestled it under control. The head stares out from the wall near to the flat-screen television. Close by, hanging from the ceiling, there is a stuffed gannet, with wings outstretched, and various other birds on the window sills and bookcases; a peregrine, a tufted owl, a white-tailed sea-eagle and some guillemots. There is also a merlin, the only falcon that breeds in Faroes. Many of the others are vagrant birds blown in on a storm.

         At the beginning of spring, I feel like I have been 32 blown here too. I am staying in the little house next to Katrina’s café below the schoolhouse. It’s a traditional wooden building with a pair of gable-end bedrooms at the top of the steep staircase that divides the house into two neat halves. The roof slopes acutely above my head; it’s more like being in a tent than a bedroom. When the wind blows the eaves thrum like a drum, and the whole house creaks. Waking in the darkest part of the night, I feel as if I’m drifting on the ocean. It reminds me of the myth that Mykines was once a floating island, tossed around on the sea and impossible for men to land upon.

         In the weak morning light, the wind throws heavy raindrops against the windowpane, giving me only a soft-focussed view of the village. It’s exactly the kind of day that reminds me of being trapped in my grandparents’ house on countless wet school holidays with what felt like an eternity of boredom stretching ahead. Kumlum, the high sloping ground to the east, is totally wrapped in mist and invisible. When the American explorer, Elizabeth Taylor, came here by rowing boat in 1901, she was stranded for more than three weeks, of which only three days were in passably fine weather: ‘Mykines village is not a cheerful place. A cruel looking coast it has, of brown, red and ash-gray trap rock…capped and wreathed with cloud mists. The summer is cold and short, the winds are strong; potatoes barely grow, and are small and soggy; the few little patches of barley never fully ripen. But wherever the ground is drained and cleared of stones, there the grass grows thick and long, the one sweet and gracious thing in Mykines – fragrant as sweet clover and adorned with pink 33catchfly, daisies and saxifrage. Good grass and puffins are the compensations which Mother Nature bestows upon her Mykineser children.’

         The noise of the rain hitting my window is amplified by the surrounding stillness of the village. It comes in irregular bursts, like handfuls of fine gravel spraying onto the glass. My fingertips make a squeaking sound as they rub away the condensation to peer through the small panes. I am struck again by the Irishness of the landscape around the village. A cloak of moisture joins the air to the land and the sea, stirring deep memories. As a child in Ireland, where I was born, we lived in a seaside town where the grey light and the trickling dampness of low skies were a mirror for my mother’s declining happiness. My interest in the natural world was forged there in a landscape dominated by shadows skittering across the rump of an Irish mountain, and the scattered shades of a metallic sea that clawed at rocks thick with kelp and rough with acorn barnacles. I recall no truly hot days, just the thick smell of damp moss and the clammy touch of shuddering ferns that held the raindrops hours after the sky had cleared.

         Our own house looked out to sea, and my grandparents’ home was at the foot of the mountain. I spent a lot of time there, making excursions up onto the dome of Slieve Donard or into the sepulchral pine forest that covered the lower slopes. Inside, we sat beside a coal fire while my grandmother knitted a succession of garments that never seemed to get finished. Granny loved baking and there was always a pie or a cake in the oven. My mother 34 didn’t knit, and she avoided cooking as much as possible, but they shared a common desperation to get away from Ireland and the damp climate. Both had married soldiers, a ready made ticket to escape the Irish weather and travel the world in the dying days of empire. Even after he left the army, Mum regularly tried to persuade my father to sell our house and buy a boat in which we could sail around the world, but he was too cautious to seriously consider it. Where she saw freedom and escape, he saw danger, ironically for someone who spent most of his life as a soldier seeing action in places like Korea, Cyprus and Borneo.

         Inevitably, perhaps by a sort of osmosis, I absorbed her prejudices against Atlantic weather, the steaming windows running with condensation and endless empty Sundays trapped indoors by the rain. Every winter, I suffered with bronchitis and twice almost died of pneumonia. Whenever I became ill, Mum would recite one of her mantras: ‘the doctors told me you’d never be well unless you escape from this miserable damp air.’ But then, as I grew older, my health improved. I began playing sport outdoors, bird-watching and mountain walking, and of necessity much of this activity took place in the rain. ‘Are you really going out in this?’ she would say, ‘You’ll catch your death.’ She would pull a face when I told her the weather didn’t bother me. I felt a sense of guilt, as if ignoring the rain, or even worse, enjoying it, was somehow a betrayal of her dreams. I feel it again now as I contemplate leaving my room on Mykines. She died young, and I wonder what she would have made of my desire to be 35here, beset by storms and far from the high culture she craved in her own life.

         In the centre of the village there is no traffic noise, because there are no cars here – just a few ATVs, the sturdy six-wheeled bikes that can cope with the mud and the bog and the steep hillsides. Not even these machines can cross over onto the hólm, because the path down to the bridge is too narrow and steep. Because of the heavy rain, I walk that way, abandoning a plan to climb towards the eastern end of the island, which would mean cresting the high ridge in poor visibility. The objective would be to see the grand view across the water to Vágar, but today I would be lucky to see a hundred metres ahead. The wind is too strong for the ferry to come, and no helicopter is due. It’s doubtful any of the villagers will want to walk to the cliffs, so it is a chance to be alone.

         To reach the hólm you need to climb the slope to the west of the village, and pass through a gap in a dry-stone wall at the crest of the ridge. On the right, the edge of the island drops sharply over the northern cliffs, and I’ve been blown onto my knees up there when the wind has been up. Near to the wall is a sturdy stone plinth that shelters two marble plaques inscribed with the names of Mykines men. On the north-facing slab are those who have died on the cliffs, and on the other side, those who were lost at sea. The names are repetitive; Abrahamsen, Danielsen, Heinesen, Joensen and, prominently, Jacobsen, of whom there are eight listed between 1895 and 1987. The wreck of the Skemmubátinum took six Mykines men in 1895, and in 1934 nine men from the island were lost off Iceland 36 with the Neptun – including three Joensens. In a population of not much more than one hundred on Mykines at the time, this would have been catastrophic, and the Neptun foundered after a probable collision with another Faroese boat, the Nólsoy, out of Tórshavn. In total, the disaster resulted in the deaths of forty-three Faroese men. Even longer ago, in April 1595, all of the men of working age on Mykines, perhaps thirty in all, died in a storm which sank more than fifty boats around the archipelago, and cost the lives of close to 300 Faroese men altogether. Similarly, in 1913, all the men from the northern village of Skarð died, causing the settlement to be abandoned. In that year, again in the northern part of the archipelago, there were a series of sinkings over several days, resulting in the deaths of twenty-five fishermen, leaving thirteen widows with thirty-four children.

         In Faroes’ national art gallery, there is a monumental oil painting, called Home from the Funeral (Hjem fra begravelse). It depicts mourners being rowed home to the island after a burial. I often go to visit it. Like many great paintings, it has the ability to draw you into its depths, and as you immerse yourself in the imagery, it becomes a time machine, a magic portal that transports you to the day and the place where it was painted. It is dark, both in colour and in feeling, and the weight of human loss is overpowering. The boat journey and the journey between life and death become one, and the symbolism of the ocean as a barrier and a route to oblivion is inescapable. The image is also a step backwards, to an era when life was less certain, and perhaps valued all the more for it. 37The painting shows eight figures, hunched and stricken by grief in the bow of a rowing boat. Women, with faces elongated and angular, appear like wraiths, while a couple hold hands in the foreground and a young man wearing traditional Faroese clothes sits with his head bowed. From the stormy sky ahead, to the mourning shawls of the female passengers, the tones are overwhelmingly grey and black. The mourners’ eyes are hidden, ghostly and overshadowed by cowl and brow, blurring the line between the living and the dead. The combination of sea and sky, the chasm between life and death and the utter soul-wrenching bleakness of the scene are emblems for the historic struggle between the Faroese islanders and the sea.

         The artist Sámal Joensen-Mikines (1906–1979) was from, and of, the island. The Joensen men from the Neptun wreck of 1934 commemorated on the cliff-top monument are his paternal relatives, and the Abrahamsens are from his mother’s side. His work is mesmerising in its ability to convey the threat and the pathos of life on Mykines. This is the westernmost part of Faroes, and it bears the brunt of everything the Atlantic can throw at it. Here, and throughout Faroes, the weather is not an abstract thing, not something which delays a picnic or stops people doing some gardening: it is the essence of the place. Mikines is revered, not just for his painting skill, but because he summarises much about what it means to be Faroese, evoking the close connection the islanders still feel with the natural elements. This relationship is something that goes hand in hand with an awareness of 38 the impermanence of life, the threat of cliff and storm, an ever present likelihood of death. In a nation where life has been largely defined by the sea, the power of a sudden storm is not simply a romantic idea. Joensen once wrote that he didn’t understand ‘why people don’t want to see death in its immense beauty, as they see life.’ Later, in Denmark he recalled that he had been only eight when he was first asked to sing at a funeral on Mykines, and had ‘gone into the room of death and placed my hand on the chest of the corpse and prayed.’

         Joensen added ‘Mikines’ (an idiosyncratic spelling), to his name in 1931, after receiving a scholarship to Copenhagen’s Royal Academy of Art. Virtually self-taught, he was first given some old tubes of oil paint when he was eighteen, by the Swedish artist William Gislander, who visited Mykines island in 1924. Later, in Tórshavn, Joensen was encouraged by William Heinesen, who would later become Faroes’ most prominent novelist. Art was Joensen’s ticket off the tiny island, but the umbilical cord of memory with the traditions he observed at home and with the natural cycles of the Atlantic weather were never totally broken.

         Each summer, for much of his life Joensen returned to Mykines, painting numerous summer landscape scenes of the cliffs and the village. He was profoundly affected by the Atlantic colours, which he said, ‘break in a wonderful way in the moist air’ in Faroese light which is ‘at the same time both strong and soft’. By 1931, he had begun to sign his paintings ‘S.J. Mikines’, and sometimes ‘Joensen-Mikines’. At the peak of his powers, he would return 39again and again to the subject of death, with paintings entitled Around the sickbed and simply, Loss. As well as the relatives and neighbours who died at sea, Mikines lost his father and three siblings to tuberculosis, noting that ‘death is now a part of me…and in [its] shadow I painted for the first ten years of my career.’ His meticulous biographer, Aðalsteinn Ingólfsson quotes the painter saying that death gave him the opportunity to capture people ‘frozen at the height of their emotions, transformed into form, into art.’ Fittingly, Home from the Funeral became the first work acquired for the Faroes National Art Collection when it began in 1948.

         Alongside his taxidermied menagerie, Esbern has some Mikines oil paintings in his sitting room. Visitors to the island often ask if they can come in and look at them. Mikines painted dozens of landscapes, and other iconic images – especially of violent and bloody pilot whale drives, scenes that also reinforce the Faroese familiarity with death. Not only is he revered as a master painter, he also captures something of the mystical allure of his home island. Kristianshús, where I am sleeping, was once Mikines’s painting studio, and he grew up in Oskar Joensen’s house – ‘Innistova’ – where Esbern and I transported the washing machine. Today, Mykines remains a place that Faroese people speak of with reverence. The small village holds something timeless and reminds people of the old ways. Families share ownership of winter-empty houses and jealously apportion holiday time in them during summer. You can usually spot the people who are staying on the island overnight, as the absence of a shop 40 means they must load the ferry and the helicopter with bags and boxes of food and basic supplies. Part of the allure of the island is that transport is still easily disrupted by the weather, and many visitors half hope they will become stranded by wind or storm. A visit to Mykines still holds an elemental uncertainty which goes deep to the soul and acts as an antidote to the predictability and sameness of the modern world.

         In the village, Faroese greylag geese have hatched their eggs and parade around the narrow streets with their goslings in tow. Officially a smaller, hardier sub-species of the common European variety, they are one of the oldest breeds of domestic birds, probably arriving in the islands with the Norsemen. One pair stays close to the river with ten chicks, and whenever I pass too close they usher them off with a harsh warning hiss in my direction. It is too early for any of the wild birds to have laid their clutches yet, but out on the hólm the puffins have begun to mass offshore, in floating congregations. From the ridge, I watch them gather in the afternoon, usually just an hour or so before sunset in great rafts on the surface of the sea. There are thousands of the tiny birds, already in their breeding plumage with their beaks painted orange, yellow and grey as if freshly decorated for a summer party.

         The weather is decidedly not summery, not even what I would call spring-like. There’s a biting wind out on the high ridge where the puffin burrows pepper the slopes. They also nest on the steep cliffs of the northern side of the island. I’ve learned that I can sit near to the edge of the precipice and after a few minutes the birds ignore my 41presence, just as long as I don’t move too fast or attempt to stand up. They fly very close to me, and seem to be the wrong design for aerobatics with their rounded tummies and short wings, and that curious egg-shaped head. But as they approach the clifftop, they pinpoint exactly where they want to be, and generally land swiftly, or if the wind is right, glide down gently with wings held high. Taking off directly into the breeze, they only have to extend their wings and rise as if by levitation. That serenity lasts only a second or two, as they must beat their wings furiously fast to support their chunky bodies in maintained flight. Those stubby arms can beat up to 400 times a minute, and above the sea they produce a stilted, slightly jerky motion. These are wings best shaped for maximum strength when diving underwater, where they can descend sixty metres or more, but in the air they turn the ‘sea-parrots’ into speeding puff-chested bullets. On land, and when bonding with their mate, the sound of the puffins’ low chuckling is somehow reassuring. The male call is like the creak of an old and very heavy door being opened slowly, a sound that has been compared to a miniature chain-saw, though it always reminds me of the contented grunting of a hippopotamus. It’s a quick, chesty tchi-burrr-tchi-burrr, burr-burr, burr-burr, ending in a final very long drawn-out burrrrr. Sitting on the cliffs surrounded by the sound is greatly comforting, a sign that the birds have forgotten my clumsy gigantic presence.

         On the sloping bank near to the footbridge, the puffins sometimes land a little way from their own burrow. Their neighbours raise their wings and open their beaks as if 42 they will attack. Nothing happens as long as the newcomer stoops, and slowly raises one foot off the ground and then the other in an exaggerated tiptoeing motion, inching its way to its own home. Reunited, the nesting pairs talk constantly to one another, watching each other’s faces and making little bustling adjustments to their posture. Their busy, inquisitive stares draw us to them, and it’s hard not to believe they are gossiping about other birds in the colony.

         In late summer, the children on Mykines catch young puffins in the village during the lengthy twilight. Puffins usually leave the nest at night, in the hope of avoiding marauding gulls. In the village, they are attracted by the river, one of the ways the chicks find their way to the sea. It’s a game for the children, and they do it for fun, returning the pufflings to the sea, or placing them in the river. A chick catching a ride in a stream to the sea is an áarpisa – the same word that is used for children who play in rivers. Sometimes a few hundred birds are caught this way. In the past, some of the travelling puffins were always kept for food – often with rhubarb jam and stuffed with a type of cake, made from sweet dough mixed with raisins. Elizabeth Taylor observed drily in 1902, that ‘when only the breasts of the puffins are taken, skinned, soaked in milk for a day or two, then stewed or roasted slowly, with a brown sauce, they make a dish to be eaten with gratitude, but cooked whole with skin, feet, head and many feathers on, a puffin tastes of nothing but unrefined cod-liver oil.’
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