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In February 1959, several Icelandic trawlers fishing in the Newfoundland waters were caught in exceptionally violent weather. The events that followed were the inspiration for this story, although the narrative and the characters portrayed are entirely fictional. Here, the trawler the story focuses on is called Mávur, which translates as the English word “Seagull”.




 


At first glance, chipping ice off a ship seems to be a never-ending task. The ice not only looks like glass, it’s as hard as glass, and when things are as they were on board our ship, then it’s not just a thin, icy film which a child could shatter with a stone, more a vast crystal sculpture of waves and bulges, apparently moulded according to an artistic workman’s notion of beauty, but in reality taking the shape of the ship’s lines, primarily those of the hull. The big winches forward of the wheelhouse are suggested by large, convex lines, reminiscent of little mountains or ski slopes, while the deck’s iron stanchions, for the fish pounds, might bring to mind the skyscrapers in America; the rails atop the gunwales have become a stone garden wall, the wires and stays, normally no thicker than a stolid bosun’s thumb, have the bulk of sewer pipes, the trawl gallows on both sides have become mounds of ice, as has the superstructure and everything else on the boat deck, including what we would later rely on to save our lives: the lifeboats.


Then there’s the raised bow, the whaleback with its winches and windlasses, all of it a bulging ice cap that could almost be the Vatnajökull glacier where the airliner Geysir crash-landed a few years ago, whose crew were found many days later, long after they had been written off as dead. The following spring, when they went to check on the aircraft and its cargo, it had been absorbed by the ice which grows thicker every year. The same happened to the plane fitted with skis that the U.S. Air Force sent up there to fetch the survivors, but which froze tight as soon as it landed and had to be abandoned as well. That one had also disappeared under the ice by the time soldiers arrived, only a few months later, to take a look at the accident site.


It was an endlessly thickening glacier such as this that the Mávur’s crew were now facing, every one of them wrapped in his warmest clothes, shod in thigh-high waders and with a waterproof oilskin smock over the top. Some carried hammers, others the deck spanners that are the trawlerman’s universal wrench, some had lengths of pipe, meat mallets and heading knives, the bosun wielded the long knocking-out pin that ashore is called a crowbar, but the best equipped among them had the surprisingly modest ice axes, of which there were two on board. They went forward onto the deck, which was also sheeted in ice, so they had to hold on tight; normally this was easy enough when the ship rolled in heavy weather, but anything that could have provided a handhold had by now vanished under the layers of ice.


It was just as well that the roll had become much gentler than usual in this kind of heavy weather. The top weight of ice that had built up on it meant that the ship was less eager to right itself after rolling to one side or the other; although that didn’t make things much easier, as it meant that the deck under their booted feet was never horizontal, it was always sloping. Then there were the breakers that surged in when you least expected them, deluging everything. That was when it was wise to hold on tight, because the cold sea had plenty of weight behind it, and these weren’t mere splashes of water, but came in cascades.


Although the ice had the look of an ice cap or a crystal sculpture, it was easier to crack and break up than anyone would have expected. One decent whack on an iron stanchion, or where there was wire underneath, was enough to free a surprising amount, half a metre or more if it was a smart enough blow that hit the right spot. There’s something satisfying about seeing the effect of your efforts, whatever work you’re doing, and here it was right in front of your eyes. The crew put their backs into it, and after a few blows the rails that had been completely covered reappeared where they always had been. To begin with there was a certain enjoyment in all this, peering from under your sou’wester with water running down your face, watching the shards of ice shatter from a wire as broad as a barrel after a couple of swinging blows, seeing the pieces being scattered over the deck or out into the weather and the wind.


To begin with they made good progress, giving the ship back its proper shape. The working area reappeared, the colour of metal or painted brown, but mostly black. It wasn’t hard to become absorbed in this work; although that was the one thing you shouldn’t allow yourself to do, because you had to keep an eye out for breaking waves crashing over the deck and be ready to snatch at one of the newly uncovered handholds. The skipper was at the wheelhouse window above their heads, watching the seas around them, some of the waves so high that he had to crane his neck to see where they were headed. He had a knack for working out where they were going and would yell, “Breaker!” when one was about to crash into the ship. By the time the ship had shaken the water off, a new film of ice had already formed again on the iron surfaces that had been cleared and squared away just now. That thin covering thickened rapidly, swelled by more waves sweeping over the boat and by the spume that filled the air, blending with the swirling snow. It wasn’t long before it was no longer just a film of ice, and there was nothing for it but to start all over again and break it off the same ladders and stanchions that they had worked so hard to clear just moments ago. By now their hands are a little more tired, and the clothes they pulled on before starting work aren’t as dry and warm as they were; you build up a sweat under your smock doing this kind of heavy work, cold water finds its way down past your collar when you crouch to shelter from the worst of the seas, and there’s always the chance that the water flooding the deck is going to be deep enough to fill your waders.


They made quick progress where they broke the ice on the wires, rails and casing, but that still left the ice caps covering the winches and the whaleback, which presented a greater challenge. They didn’t tremble or sway when you landed a blow on them, but sat immobile, cold and silent like the glaciers of the wild highlands. The most powerful men with the heaviest tools set to work all the same, and were most successful when, as with the whaleback ladders, they broke away large chunks in one go. That presented a new problem, as these ice boulders began to slide and ground their way across the deck, and you did well to keep out of their way. Every seaman knows that the danger that comes from scraping against a lone drifting iceberg is greater than that of any other ice, and it was just such a berg that a few days before sank a new ship with almost a hundred people on board, in the same waters where Mávur had been fishing; and the same as the one that sank the magnificent Titanic with its two thousand passengers, half a century before – and these slabs sliding in the slush on the deck could easily injure a crewman. On top of all this, the ship had grown no lighter after the ice had been cleared from where it had collected, because the ice was still on board. Stray chunks like these had to be chased down with axes and clubs and broken down into pieces small enough to be washed out of the scuppers; the bigger pieces would have to be helped on their way and heaved over the gunwale.


Those first on deck to batter the ice worked with a rope tied around their waists and made fast to the ship. The men in the forward bunkroom had to stay there until a line had been strung from the casing to the whaleback, and only then was it worth running the risk of calling them up, to make their way aft as they held on to the rope. More men joined the crew on deck, and started to beat away some of the ice that had collected on the wheelhouse. They made progress, though a blow smashed a wheelhouse window right in front of the telegraph, where the skipper normally stood. Under normal circumstances, something would have been done right away to fix a cover over the open window, as the cold wind, snow and spray all made their way in. But the skipper immediately saw that it would be worth leaving this window open, at least for the moment, because the ice accumulating on the superstructure had largely obscured the others.


*


Four days earlier, they had finally reached the fishing grounds after the long voyage from Iceland, steaming for twelve hundred miles and passing south of Greenland’s Cape Farewell on their way to the Newfoundland banks, where trawlers of various nationalities had been helping themselves to redfish for the last few years. As day broke on Tuesday, the third of February, the skipper gave the word for the trawls to be made ready, and the crew appeared on deck in weather that was still but cold. The temperature was minus five, despite the fact that they were a good way south of the latitudes they were used to on home grounds. But here the sea was cold, with the polar current flowing southwards between Greenland and Canada to meet the warmer current from the south; where they meet there aren’t only heavy seas, but also plenty of fish preying on the feed that collects there, and plenty of life to be seen both in the water and in the air above. Overhead they saw a flock of kittiwakes making their daily morning journey to the northeast, the reason the Icelandic fishermen referred to this place as the Kittiwake Bank. There were other trawlers and crews on the same grounds: Skerpla and Harpa from Hafnarfjörður weren’t far away, and they had been in touch with us over the radio; Eyfirðingur was somewhere to the north, along with the east-coast trawler Garpur, the newest and smartest ship in the fleet, sleek and magnificent, built in West Germany a couple of years earlier. They had taken a breaker, on passage somewhere south of Cape Farewell, and said over the radio that it had been like steaming straight into a stone wall. The starboard side of the wheelhouse had taken the full weight of the wave, which had smashed its seven windows as well as the deck lights, while the mate and those on watch found themselves waist-deep in water and the radio operator was lucky not to be washed overboard to port as the door was ripped from its hinges by the water flooding out. At first, they said to the others over the radio, it looked as if they would have to double back and return to Iceland, what with all the instruments out of action and the ship badly knocked about. But they managed to get pretty much everything fixed, and the first thing they heard once the radio was working again was the Mayday from the Danish ship off southern Greenland. They said they were sinking, so Garpur’s crew straight away set course along the bearing of the distress signal, but it took them too long to reach it. As they and other ships arrived at the position, there was nothing left, just some wreckage as far as they could see in the fog. An American aircraft circling above reported seeing a floating life ring. We on Mávur were expecting to be joined by the trawler Poseidon from Reykjavík out here on the Kittiwake Bank, and had reckoned on steaming in company with them all the way across, with both ships due to sail that same evening. But something delayed Poseidon, and they were kept back for a few days. That often happened.


Out on Mávur’s deck, once they had admired the kittiwakes, the men pulled on gloves and got to work, with each man’s breath a cloud of vapour, and it wasn’t just the air that was cold, the water at these latitudes was colder than anyone could have imagined. Most of us had learned at school that water freezes at zero degrees, so there had to be other forces at work here. It was because of the salt, said those who knew, and the sea itself here was two degrees below. It was as well to take care, not to be hasty and lose your footing, especially on the ladders up to the whaleback or the boat deck. A trawler from Iceland had lost a deckhand over the side earlier that winter, on just this same patch of ground, and even though the sea had been calm, the weather fine and they had been able to hook him back on board after only a minute or two, the cold had killed him stone dead. The man had begun to turn blue, was already going stiff, said one of the hands on board Mávur, and he knew what he was talking about, as he’d been on that trawler earlier that winter, when the deckhand lost his life.


Now for the trawls, two of them, rolled up and lashed to the gunwales on both sides, and now it made no difference if it was the starboard or the port trawl that was chosen to be shot away as everything was ready to go. No holes in the green netting; everything had been patched and fixed on the steam home from the last trip, and while we had been alongside in Reykjavík. The old man called out calmly from the wheelhouse.
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