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Prologue


A midsummer night and the sunset is a fiery ball ricocheting off the North Sea. Annabel goes down to our cabin. Alone on deck, I lean against the rail, watching gannets glide silently over the burnished sea; there is no swell, not even a ripple, as the ship slices into the water towards an incandescent horizon. Spectacular beneath dark clouds, the shimmering sunset draws us northwards as a bruised sky swallows our silvery wake; the surge of the bow waves is as soothing as surf rolling on a beach. The ship vibrates with the thrust of the engines ferrying us towards that bright sweep of northern light. It feels good to be coming back.


***




Harildstad Farm, Heidal Valley


‘Did you sleep well?’ I ask Annabel in the morning, while staring at the smouldering embers in the open soapstone fireplace in the corner of our log-walled bedroom. Except for the white sound of the Sjoa River rushing through the bottom of the valley, it is so quiet.


‘Mmmm,’ she murmurs, head buried in a soft pillow. ‘Did you?’ She reaches out a hand.


‘Like a log.’ I feel so much at peace. It must be the fresh air, the stillness of the mountains, the cosiness of these sixteenth century log farmhouses.


‘Despite the bruises from rafting yesterday?’


‘Despite the bruises.’ I turn to look at her. ‘How’s your neck?’


She rotates her head from side to side. ‘Still stiff.’


We dress quickly in the cold air and I open the heavy wrought iron lock in the carved door leading outside to the grass courtyard. Enclosed by three log farmhouses, one each for three generations of the family, the fourth side of the yard is framed by a log granary mounted on carved wooden legs and topped with a wooden belfry. The farmyard scene could be from a contemporary mid-nineteenth century painting, or just as easily out of an illustrated fairy tale.


Puffy clouds cast benign dancing shadows down the lower stretches of the Heidal Valley, while boiling black storm clouds congeal over the Jotunheimen Mountains at the upper end. Although it is the end of June, it looks as if it is snowing heavily up there. I lean against the corner of the main farmhouse where the windblown branches of a birch tree have scraped a wide swathe against the sun-darkened logs: a graphic reminder of how harsh the winters can be.


This summer has lasted only two weeks- the first fortnight in May. The fact that it has rained every day since and we are now at the last week of June, accounts for the lushness of the fields, and the iridescent green leaves of the birch trees. Swifts feed their fledglings in holes in the overhanging edges of the turf roofs. On clear nights here in past summers, I’d sleep outside rather than indoors and watch the adults train their young for their long flight south, circling endlessly above the turf roofs as if racing on an invisible track. It’s a lasting enchanting image.


Each of the five summers I spent here is indelibly etched in my mind. I’ve walked the mountains on either side of the valley so many times they have become an essential part of me. I let all this into my heart willingly some years ago, and now I’ve come back to confront these memories.


Liv-Marie calls us in to a table loaded with condiments and several candles. ‘We have to make a nistepakke, lunch packs, today. You use those specially made sheets of wax paper in that little box, to keep the sandwiches apart.’


Annabel picks up the box and reads from the package depicting a stack of sandwiches. ‘“Mellom-leggs-papir”?’


I demonstrate, taking a piece of bread, buttering it, placing a piece of ham and a slice of cheese on it, topped with sliced pickles, then the wax paper on top. ‘See?’


‘Where’s the other slice of bread?’


‘What other slice of bread?’ Annabel isn’t usually as obtuse as this, far from it.


‘The top part of the sandwich. You’ve put the wax paper inside the sandwich.’


‘Norwegians don’t make double-sided sandwiches. Just one slice of bread covered in pålegg, which translates literally to “lay on top.”’ Although only two of us, there are plates of smoked salmon, scrambled eggs, ham, cheese, tomatoes, pickles, salami, liver pate, jam. ‘Lay what you want on the slice of bread and seal it with a piece of wax paper over it to separate it from the sandwich stacked above.’ I reach for a small clear plastic bag and slide the stacked sandwiches neatly into it.


‘If they made their sandwiches with a slice of bread on top, then they wouldn’t have to use the…’ she picks up the box and reads aloud, “mellomleggs papir”.’


I shrug. ‘One of those things in life.’ I cut more slices of the crusty Norwegian bread. Why can’t they make crunchy bread everywhere? Full of grains and lumps and bits-and-pieces you can happily eat Norwegian bread alone with butter, it tastes so good.


Annabel looks out the window, assessing the weather. Depending on the window, it is either gloriously fine, or bloody awful out there. ‘What’s the plan?’


Originally this trip had been planned two years ago, just before I started dating Annabel. The intention had been to walk across Norway last summer, but in April my brother died, suddenly and unexpectedly. There are no words that can express the depth of sorrow and grief his death caused. Six weeks later I broke my back in an accident and spent the summer in hospital and lying in bed with two back braces. The plans to walk across Norway were effectively scotched. Within months of going out with Annabel, I was totally dependent on her. It wasn’t an arrangement I found easy to accept. A sports medicine and osteopathic physician, most of Annabel’s patients came to her with spinal problems; were she not willing to take full responsibility for me, I wouldn’t have been released from hospital as soon as I had. My sister took care of me during the day, and Annabel took over in the evenings and on the weekends.


I unfold the Cappelen’s map of “South Norway-north”. Our entire trip fits conveniently onto the one map occupying the widest part of Norway between Oslo and Bergen, the Jotunheimen Mountains, Sogne Fjord and Hardanger Fjord. ‘From here, we’ll walk through the Jotunheimen Mountains…’ I show her where we are on the map. ‘Jotunheimen translates as “Home of the Giants”. It’s Norway’s best-known national park. We’ll walk over Besseggen, a knife-like mountain ridge above Lake Gjende, later today. Tomorrow we’ll climb Glittertind, Norway’s second-highest mountain, followed by Norway’s highest mountain, Galdhøpiggen, the day after. We’ll continue through Jotunheimen and descend through the Hurrungane Mountains down to Sogne Fjord, before climbing back into the mountains up the Aurland Valley to Finse. From there, we’ll cycle on the old railway supply track over the Hardanger Plateau, the Roof of Norway, down to Flåm and then take the Flåm train back up and walk over the mountains to the Hardanger Fjord.’ My finger traces easily enough the route we will take although the reality will be a series of long climbs and knee-crunching descents. ‘From Ulvik we’ll cycle to Odda and then hike over the top of the Folgefonn Glacier to Rosendal on the sea, at the mouth of the Hardanger Fjord.’


‘You’re sure we don’t need tents or stoves?’


‘There are huts every few hours and they are equipped with everything we need, including pots and pans, cutlery, crockery.’


‘And food?’


‘Yes, whether it’s a self-service hut or a serviced one.’ Den Norske Turistforening or the Norwegian Mountain Touring Association has over three hundred huts of some description, spread every few hours apart all over the country, connected by twenty thousand kilometres of tracks. Every Norwegian I met seemed to be a member of DNT, although that might be a biased survey.


Liv-Marie Harildstad offers to drive us up the valley to Gjendesheim. Like many Norwegians, her surname is derived from the place her family came from although originally the farm was named after Harild. ‘Stad’ means place, so ‘Harildstad’ means the place of Harild. Norwegians have more varied surnames than anywhere else. Sometimes their surnames derive from the place, and sometimes the place is named after the family who lived there.


The spectacular journey up the remainder of the Heidal Valley compensates leaving Harildstad. Strangely enough given the lushness of the valley, water is pumped up from the river to irrigate the fields. The log houses are so well preserved because there is little rainfall here; the valley is surrounded by mountain ranges, which collect most of the rain. Less rainfall occurs here than in the Sahara, someone once told me. Even in this valley, which is comparatively wide and where the sixteenth century log farmhouses and farms are larger than the national average, the sloping fields are only isolated patches of ground set amidst pine forests.


In the lower section of the valley, the log farms are roofed in overlapping trimmed slate resembling the symmetrical scales of a snake. The barns are often roofed in huge irregular slabs of uncut slate each one of which must have taken several men to lift into place.


Higher up, away from the slate quarries, farm buildings like Harildstad were, and still are, roofed in grass turf, layered over silver birch bark. The heavy turf doesn’t provide insulation, in the winter it would be like having a block of ice up there, but rather weighs down the log walls to compress them together so they don’t warp, letting in drafts. The silver birch bark on the roof provides a degree of waterproofing. Any chinks left between logs in the walls were traditionally insulated with moss.


Norway, even after millennia of human habitation, is still only colonised in the more accessible valleys with a scattering of small farms carved out of forests, quaint fishing villages gripping the coast, or huts lodged between mountains or perched around lakes. And despite the rags to riches story of the national economy in the six decades since the Second World War, the farms remain by-and-large, quaint smallholdings. Only 3 per cent of Norway is cultivated. While in other parts of Europe the rolling farm landscape may be interspersed with the occasional clump of trees, here it is the reverse; the cleared patches of farmland are the exception to a landscape dominated by forested hills, mountains and glaciers comprising almost ninety per cent of Norway. With urban areas negligible at less than half a per cent, there is a sense of equilibrium to this nature. The craggy mountains and glaciers and winter climate have enforced a balance in favour of the wilderness over farmland and cities.


Moving to Norway almost a decade ago, I couldn’t speak Norwegian and I couldn’t get a job related to my training as an international economist. Instead, I started up two companies: Askeladdens Eventyrreiser AS and Villmarken Kaller AS. Both limited companies catered to activity-oriented tourists visiting Norway. I named Askeladden Eventyrreiser after my favourite archetypal Norwegian folk hero, Askeladden. Literally the Ash Lad, Askeladden is named for his tendency to sit by the fire gazing at the burning embers and dreaming about adventures in far off places. He is the lesser-known male version of Cinderella, or the Ash Girl. The youngest of three brothers, a dreamer, kind and honest, Askeladden is a lateral thinker who invariably wins the hand of the princess and half the kingdom, despite his humble beginnings and even humbler disposition. The word ‘Eventyrreiser’ I used in my company name was a play on the word eventyr, which means both ‘adventure’ and ‘fairy tales’.


Askeladdens Eventyrreiser eventually offered several hiking, mountain biking, bicycle touring and glacier walking tours; one of these was a ten-day hiking trip, based here at Liv Marie’s farm in Heidal for three days. Surrounded by the more glamorous national parks, the ridges on either side of the Heidal Valley, despite their beauty and spectacular views, were used only occasionally by locals and then usually on weekends. This seclusion amidst so much natural beauty lent a sense of exclusivity to the experience despite the humble seventeenth century accommodation.


Together with three partners I also set up a rafting company based on the Sjoa River, reputedly the best and most exciting rafting in Europe. Villmarken Kaller, Call of the Wild, a name my younger partners suggested, was geared specifically at rafting on this river coursing through the Heidal Valley. Both these companies catered to tourists coming to Norway to do the kinds of trips I could imagine doing myself.


As we head up the valley I show Annabel where the ‘Guts’ are, the stretch of water in the depths of a canyon that we didn’t raft yesterday because the water was too high.


While helping to run the rafting business during the frenetic two-month season, I lived at another seventeenth-century farmhouse further up the valley. Sør Stein, belonged to Astrid Stein, a widow of some years and a delightful spirit who loved company. Astrid didn’t come from the Heidal Valley. She came from the adjacent Muru Valley some fifty years ago and is still considered a ‘foreigner’ by the closely-knit Heidal community. Despite her youthful attitude, work as a farmer’s wife had taken its toll and Astrid had hip problems. During the summers I rented the empty log farmhouse in the courtyard immediately adjacent to hers. Astrid’s door was always open and at the end of a long day running a rafting business she was inevitably sitting in the kitchen waiting for me to come in for a cup of coffee and a piece of pie.


A deer suddenly crosses the road in front of us. I have often seen elk here too and there are reputedly bears down some of the less frequented side valleys. As we reach the top of a rise, I point out Astrid’s farmhouse on our right with its spectacular view down both the Heidal and Muru Valleys.


Astrid’s farmhouse is more basic than Liv-Marie’s and not suitable to international clients, but I liked it well enough. One log building was so higgledy-piggledy the door and window frames were trapezoids rather than squares or rectangles. In the middle of the night, I’d listen to the roar of the river in the valley and absorb the incredible stillness and magic of the mountains.


When the daily buzz of running the rafting business was over, often late in the evening, but still with plenty of mid-summer light, Astrid and I would drive to her hut in the mountains beside a small lake. The highlight of those rafting summers were those occasional evenings, and early mornings, Astrid and I spent together laying out and pulling in fishnets on the lake by her summer farm. Traditionally, the farm’s cows would be taken here during the summers to feed, leaving the grass in the pastures around the farm to be cut, dried, and stored in the barn for the winter. Because Astrid could no longer get into or out of the small rowboat herself, I would have to help her although she proudly displayed her independence by insisting she rowed as I lay out the nets.


In Norway, you cannot have a motorised boat on a lake that is less than two square kilometres, even if you live beside that lake. Whether or not you have rights, you are entitled to canoe, kayak, row, or sail on any lake. Prohibiting engines on these lakes seems to me such a marvellous, civilised rule. Those evenings laying out the nets with Astrid were always so peaceful, disturbed only by the creaking sound of the oarlocks as the oars dipped silently into the water.


***




Jotunheimen


Liv-Marie drops us off at Gjendesheim at the tip of Lake Gjende and wishes us, ‘Go’ tur.’


Walking to the wooden dock projecting out into the turquoise lake Annabel grabs me from behind. ‘What’s “Go tour” mean?’


‘“Go’ tur” means, “Have a good trip”.


We dump our backpacks on a pile of others and take only what we need for the day: lunch packs, water bottles, warm clothes and wet-weather gear.


Explaining what’s going to happen to the packs, I point out the mountain on the right rising some hundreds of metres perpendicularly above the lake. It is so precipitous it looks like a mountain cut vertically in half. ‘We’re going to climb up that ridge to the top of the mountain there. A boat takes the packs, and passengers, to the hut we’re staying at tonight while we’ll climb and follow the top of the ridge to the cut you can just see way over there, about half way down Lake Gjende. The boat saves us carrying the heavy backs, it only costs a couple of dollars for the service, and it’ll give us a chance to get settled into hiking mode again.’


Annabel studies the large mound of expensive packs, no doubt containing costly equipment within. ‘Must be the last place in the world where you can leave your pack unattended for half a day and still expect to see it.’


A recent survey of European countries entailed deliberately leaving wallets containing cash and the address of the owner unattended in public places. Norway was the only country where all five wallets were returned. Bottom of the list was Italy.


I scavenge two discarded walking sticks made from birch branches and we start the climb up Besseggen. The top of the infamous ridge is hidden within dark bulging snow clouds. It is already past mid-day and we are the only ones ascending. Annabel waits for me. She points at the red “T”s painted on the rocks and on cairns.


‘Markers put up by DNT. Most of the paths are marked like this. It’s good because it makes it easy to follow the route, but it also encourages hikers to come into these mountains without maps or compass.’


Past a drift of snow we stop to admire the view down the length of the glacier-gauged turquoise lake. It reminds me of a more spectacular Lake District in north-east England. Given this snowy cold weather in the middle of summer, it’s hardly surprising disgruntled Vikings took themselves off and settled in the Lake District in the north-west corner of England in the tenth century. Evidence of them being there is obvious in the local Lake District vocabulary: ‘fjell’ became ‘fell’, ‘dal’ became ‘dale’, ‘bekk’ became ‘brook’, ‘tjern’ became ‘tarn’, ‘vik’ became ‘wick’ and of course all those towns with ‘by’ on the end came from the Viking word ‘by’, meaning town. I’m constantly discovering English words that have come from the Viking invasions. ‘Strand’ is another, meaning beach. I look behind to see Annabel busily putting on her Helly-Hansen mountain jacket.


The top of Besseggen is so cold we are clad in most of the mountain gear we have brought with us, including heavy gloves. At the top of the rise we collect a stone each and add it to a huge cairn and sit down to eat our sandwiches. Hikers stagger out of the mist as large wet snowflakes float down, coating whatever they touch. Visibility is cut down to a few metres and within minutes the quietly descending flakes turn into a miniature snowstorm covering our packs and jackets and the hoods over our heads with a layer of wet white snow.


I have been here many times when the sun has been shining, and the lake is a bright turquoise-coloured milky opaque body of water bordered by steep mountains and brilliant white glaciers. I have even been here in the late fall when the mountain heather has turned rusty brown and the sun has shone so intensely it was warm enough to walk in a T-shirt. But it isn’t always like that in these mountains, and right now, we’re having a spate of some of the worst summer weather ever recorded.


We catch up to three strapping Norwegians carrying backpacks the size of coffins as they descend towards a perfect example of a hanging valley. One glacier has carved out the smaller upper valley filled by Lake Bessvatnet, and later another bigger glacier gauged spectacular Lake Gjende far below. The contrast in colour in the two lakes is dramatic. The hanging, rain-fed Lake Bessvatnet has a narrow tongue of rock holding its dark blue-black waters suspended almost vertically above turquoise-hued Lake Gjende.


A Danish family ascends the famous Besseggen ridge, the father crawling on all fours, gripping the rocks as if his life depended on it. He manoeuvres in a way I could easily imagine myself imitating if I allowed that spectre of vertigo into my thoughts. True to the stereotypical image Norwegians have of many Danes in Norway, the Dane wears shorts and running shoes and a T-shirt and little else. His wife and children, equally scantily dressed, watch from an adjacent rock, encouraging him to keep going. There is a drop of hundreds of metres on either side of the crest and to look down is to invite dizziness.


‘It’s easier climbing up here rather than going down; at least you don’t have to look at how far down you could fall,’ Annabel says, paraphrasing the DNT guidebook, which as usual, understates in typical Norwegian fashion. “The route is narrow and can seem exposed” and “those who think they suffer from vertigo should make the trip in the opposite direction.”


‘This is the most famous hiking route in Norway, where Ibsen’s Per Gynt rode on the back of a reindeer,’ I shout to Annabel, but she’s already too far below me to hear. I step to the left and am faced with a sheer drop almost straight down to Lake Gjende. It’s amazing that, with hundreds of thousands of hikers climbing down this narrow ridge since Jotunheimen became a national park in 1980, no one has been killed.


Descending and ascending a couple of times, we stop for a second lunch break to finish off our nistepakke before the final drop into the Memuru Valley. This is supposed to have been a six-hour walk, but with foul weather, snow-drifts and icy rocks, it’s taken us almost eight hours and three medium-sized chocolate bars assiduously shared between the two of us, to get here.


Walking into the clearing that is Memurubu, I notice the old original main building is no longer there; the foundations remain but nothing else.


Memurubu has changed dramatically since I was here for the first time almost thirteen years ago. It had been a mountain sæter for farmers from Lom. Then it became a tourist destination as early as the mid-eighteen hundreds when wealthy British adventurers ‘discovered’ Lake Gjende. It was subsequently immortalised in the classic travelogue, “Three in Norway by two of them”. Paintings on the walls and fireplace of the main hut here were based on etchings in the original book. I would like to think the hut has been transported somehow to Lom for historical reasons. We walk down to the dock where we find our packs tucked under a tarpaulin. Lugging them back up to the main lodge building we remove our boots just as it begins raining heavily.


‘I expected a … hut!’ Annabel exclaims as she enters. ‘This is a lodge!’


We walk to the reception desk and I recognise the owner. He has been a farmer most of his life, his hands betray that, and he wears an old, worn Norwegian sweater. I ask him, in Norwegian, if he recognises me. I can see that he does, but then he looks at Annabel. He looks a couple of times from Annabel to me, back to Annabel. He shakes his head, but I think he does recognise me and is too polite to say anything.


‘What happened to your old main house?’


He looks as if I have slapped him across the face. He turns away. ‘It burnt down,’ he replies simply.


Thirteen years ago I had a scholarship to take a two-month post-graduate summer course in economics of developing countries at the University of Oslo. I met a Norwegian woman, Kirsten, one weekend while hiking here at Memurubu. A year later, after being with each other for three months in Canada, we were married at this same spot in a civil ceremony in the old main building. Kirsten emigrated from Norway to live with me in Ottawa. It seems so long ago now.


‘When did it burn down?’ I ask. Had I thought about it, I wouldn’t have been so blunt in my question. The charred timbers should have been a clue.


‘August 1998.’


‘What happened?’


‘Someone drying their socks…’ His face is sad and my question is a rude reminder of the disaster.


‘I’m so sorry,’ I tell him. It’s as if a door in my life that was almost closed has now slammed firmly shut.


He puts a brave front on the catastrophe. ‘At least no one was hurt.’


We go to our room. Annabel can’t believe the luxury of it. ‘It’s more like a hotel room than a hiker’s hut.’ Telling her we were staying in huts, she associated the huts with the basic structure and facilities of a typical New Zealand hut. We have a double bed with our own bathroom.


‘Don’t worry, they’re not all like this.’


There’s not much time before dinner is served, so we shower and stagger stiff-legged to the large but simple dining room. Annabel and I order two light beers and I raise my glass.


‘Old Viking custom,’ I declare, her private oracle of information on Norway. ‘When Norwegians toast each other, you’ll notice they look into each other’s eyes, lift the glass, toast and clink glasses, and keep looking into each other’s eyes as they drink. It’s a habit from when the Vikings used to thump goblets together to deliberately spill the contents into each other’s mug so that if one mug were poisoned, the other would have poison spilled into it too; then they watched each other, to make sure they were both drinking.’


The waitress serves us a huge poltroon of soup with flat bread, all of which disappears with frightening efficiency. A platter heaped high with kjøttkaker, Norwegian meatballs, peeled potatoes, and assorted vegetables, follows. Groups of Japanese sit at three adjacent tables and although many of them are relatively young, they don’t appear to be hikers. They look too fresh, with neatly pressed clothes. Their Norwegian guide however, not only looks like a rugged hiker, he looks as if he fell down Besseggen. About sixty-five, he must be retired, with white, short-cropped hair. Wearing a DNT fleece jacket, he is as crumpled as his clothes but most noticeably, he has a bloody bandage wrapped around his head, covering one temple where blood has congealed and dried. Although his eye is black and swollen, he looks happy enough swigging a beer and conversing sporadically in English with his Japanese clients.


Excusing ourselves from the table we limp into the adjacent living room. Outside it pours with rain. ‘It’s amazing to be in the middle of nowhere, or at least, the middle of these mountains, and still have hot meals and showers,’ Annabel comments.


We slouch in armchairs, bodies stretched out, and watch through the pane glass windows at the falling sheets of rain as more hikers arrive looking cold and miserable. ‘Annabel?’


‘Yes,’ she replies warily, taking note of the pleading tone of my voice.


‘Can you get me a glass of water, I’m really badly dehydrated.’


‘What?’ she replies, laughing.


‘Get me a glass of water?’ I ask again, the beseeching pitch more obvious.


‘You must be kidding?’


‘If you knew how much it hurts…’


She reaches for the back of her neck and massages it. ‘My C5-6 and my C6-7 still hurt from coming out of the raft yesterday,’ she specifies with professional aplomb.


‘Well… my…H2O hurts,’ I reply, casting about for impressive specifics.


‘Your what?’


‘H2O.’


‘H2O is water.’


‘Yeah, and my body is 70% water and my H2O hurts.’


She doesn’t say anything but gets up and fetches us both a glass of water.


The Norwegian guide with the black eye sits on the sofa behind me with another DNT tour leader accompanying American clients. I lie back and listen to their banter. It transpires the DNT guide for the Japanese group had too much to drink the night before and while on the way to bed had tripped outside, landing on his head, which accounts for the bloody bandages around his head. Not nearly as dramatic as falling off Besseggen.


 


***


‘What’s that noise?’


‘Rain.’


‘Rain?’


She gets up and opens the curtains. ‘Sheets of rain pounding the roof, and we’ve got to hike in that!’ The Norwegian flag is blown horizontal by the wind. ‘It’s like a tropical monsoon deluge in freezing temperatures!’


On the notice board in the reception I check the weather forecast. ‘Couple of degrees above freezing and the prediction is for more rain and snow over the next three days,’ I translate, very quietly.


From the breakfast buffet table packed with varieties of raw herring, cheese, hams and salami, boiled eggs, jam and marmalade, I help myself to heaping spoonfuls of raw herring marinated in pickled onion for breakfast, then pile the cheese and ham on bread for the nistepakke.


Annabel slices brown goat cheese, lays it on a piece of bread, and tops it with strawberry jam. ‘Tastes like peanut butter and jam,’ she says when she sees me staring, putting a slice of bread on the top, and then a mellomleggs papir over that as extra security to make sure the jam doesn’t leak out.


The Japanese guests are outfitted with Tyrolean hats and white gloves, towels around the neck, heavy waterproofs, as they head down to the dock to catch the boat to Gjendesheim. ‘I wonder if they have hiked here at all, or whether they took the boat in and out, and that will be the sum extent of their mountain experience.’


I have a waterproof cover for my external-frame pack but Annabel hasn’t brought one along. Everything is wrapped in individual plastic bags within our packs. We find a large plastic shopping bag and pull that down as far as it will go over the outside of her pack, then step out into the rain in boots that are still soaking wet from yesterday.


With the hood of the jacket over my head, I keep burping up breakfast: pickled herring and onion. Water pours down the eroded path as if we were climbing a waterfall. Not far above us, the mountains are buried in thick cloud. I don’t blame the Japanese tourists for opting to take the boat; there’d be no point climbing Besseggen today, when there’s the alternative of a boat ride back to Gjendesheim. We branch off from the trail we had taken yesterday and head towards Russvatnet, a long Scottish-like loch complete with appropriately mysterious mist and drizzle. Somewhere to our left, buried in cloud, should be a glacier.


We’ve been told by all and sundry that not only is this the coldest summer on record, but one of the heaviest snowfalls ever recorded fell during the previous winter. The combination of the two seasons of inclement weather has meant that although it is now almost July, there is snow everywhere in the mountains. As we cross a bridge of snow, I jab my stick firmly in front of me, probing for any weaknesses that might signal the snow-bridge is about to collapse under my weight. Clear of the drift of snow, we then face the obstacle of a stream. Under normal circumstances, in the middle of the summer, the stream would be a trickle, crossed easily over stepping-stones. But with the melting snow and the torrential rain, the stream is almost a river, and difficult to traverse. We unfasten our packs, drape them loosely over a shoulder, so that if we slip and fall, they won’t weigh us down.


We remove our woollen socks and wring them out before putting them back into boots that immediately become soaked again as we walk along the lake through slanting rain pelting us with the stinging sharpness of hail.


Lost in our thoughts, we almost walk into a herd of reindeer lying on a bank of snow. We both manage to take photographs before they disappear up the side of the mountain.


‘Did you see the albino?’


‘Never seen that before.’


It begins to snow, heavily. I have given up on taking notes. The pages of my notebook, although hidden in my ‘water-resistant’ jacket, are so wet the pen will no longer write.


Despite this inclement weather, the scenery is starkly beautiful and, making it even more special, we haven’t seen another person all day. If we were in the Lake District in England during the summer, even with this weather, we’d be tripping over other hikers. ‘If we were lying on a beach somewhere, we wouldn’t recall this day ten years from now, but I’m sure we’ll always remember this effort,’ I console.


‘Every minute of it,’ Annabel replies with just a hint of irony. ‘But I could do with a hot bath and a bed right now.’


We pause to shelter by a boulder, out of the rain and snow and study the 1:100,000 map of Jotunheimen. We have a final snowy Col in front of us to traverse, and then a long descent beside the swollen waters of Hestbekken before we reach the hut.


‘How’re you feeling?’


‘If you really want to know, I’m so tired right now, Andrew, I feel sick,’ Annabel emphasises as we put the map away. We have been walking non-stop for several hours.


We eat another row of Freia chocolate squares and shoulder our packs and continue up to the Col. Crossing the saddle we see Glitterheim hut in the distance but we have to divert around a lake. Slowing down from the fatigue, Annabel waits for me a short distance from the hut.


‘When you go in to the hut, don’t limp.’ I order as we continue together, limping. ‘Like we’re not in any pain. OK?’


‘OK,’ she replies, humouring me.


Entering the building we notice a sign indicating walking times to different huts. Memurubu is advertised as five hours away although the map had suggested six. Annabel looks at her watch and mutters, ‘It’s taken us ten hours to get here. Do Norwegians underestimate the walking times just to make us feel bad?’ she asks before opening the door to the hut.


‘That’s the walking time. It doesn’t include lunch or other breaks,’ I mutter as we sit on benches and remove our boots in the outer room.


‘We stopped fifteen minutes for lunch and even that was spent standing on our feet.’


‘In the rain,’ I add.


‘Literally, we haven’t been off our feet in the last ten hours. This is the first time I’ve sat down since we left Memurubu.’


‘Don’t limp,’ I remind her as she stands up and opens the inner door and heads inside.


Our soaked, woollen socks leave a soppy wet trail behind us as we splash up to reception.


‘Where have you come from?’ the manager asks in Norwegian, thinking we are tough, mountain-hiking compatriots. Annabel with her long blonde hair and blue eyes looks Norwegian enough but if he had an inkling of how much we hurt, he’d know we were fakes, despite our Helly-Hansen outfits, and Annabel’s Scandinavian appearance.


‘Memurubu,’ I reply as bravely as I can.


He looks up. ‘Oi.’


‘We saw two herds of reindeer on the way here and both herds had albinos,’ I tell him in English. ‘Do you have lots of albino reindeer?’


‘More than before,’ he replies, switching languages.


‘Why’s that?’


‘The hunters have agreed not to shoot them.’


‘Ah, that’s nice,’ Annabel says, leaning on the counter, happy to hear that hunters have a soft spot.


‘They save the albinos,’ he replies matter-of-fact, ‘Because glimpsing albino reindeer is easier against the brown rocky terrain. Leaving albinos alive makes it easier to find the herd and shoot the others.’


We have arrived so late we don’t have time to shower before dinner. They keep the dining room open and a setting for two people with welcoming candles awaits us. ‘That was one of the longest days I can ever remember,’ Annabel says, not one prone to exaggeration.


This admission makes me feel better for feeling such a wimp and waddling around like a penguin. She’s been up to Everest Base Camp for the Everest Marathon twice, did the Annapurna Circuit before I did, so if she’s feeling tired...


Surkæl sauerkraut and kjøttkaker meat balls in heavy gravy and potatoes, are served immediately.


‘I’ve never seen so much water in my life,’ Annabel complains, looking out the window. ‘Whether it was in the form of snow, sleet, hail, or rain, rivers, streams, waterfalls, glaciers, puddles, bogs, lakes I’ve never seen so much of it.’ Despite all the water, we are dehydrated and knock back a jug of water between us before we eat the meal, polishing off the tray full of food that is deposited in front of us. After another jelly desert, topped with vanilla sauce, Annabel says, ‘I’m going to lie down and never ever get up again.’ She looks at me and then giggles at her predicament. ‘There isn’t a part of my body that doesn’t hurt.’


We head back out into the rain to our room for a shower.


‘You’ve washed all your clothes,’ Annabel observes astutely as I drip water everywhere in our tiny room several minutes later. I don’t tell her I simply showered with my clothes on, shampooing my hair, washing myself with a bar of soap through the clothes, and then stripping the layers off while rinsing.


I hang my long Helly-Hansen underwear and synthetic T-shirt on a clothesline in a smelly, but satisfyingly hot drying room, return to our cosy room, and flop heavily on the lower bunk.


Annabel says, ‘Want a massage?’


‘Sure.’


‘But you have to reciprocate.’


‘I’ll time you. Ten minutes each.’


‘I’ll time myself.’ She starts on my lower back. ‘I can still feel where you injured your vertebra.’


‘You can?’


‘I can even see it.’


That impresses me.


She massages my feet for what seems like ten seconds and then says, ‘Dang, that was twelve and a half minutes! I forgot to keep time.’


It is past eleven and still light outside despite the overcast sky.


 


***


Sitting at the breakfast table, my eyes almost shut, Annabel kicks me under the table with a stockinged foot. ‘Why do so many Norwegian men walk around with little knives in leather sheaths hanging from their belts?’ She reaches forward and picks at the sleep in corner of my eyes.


‘It’s part of the get-up. Japanese wear white gloves and Tyrolean hats; Kiwis wear shorts and gaiters even when there’s no snow or prospect of snow. Norwegians wear little knives in leather sheaths hanging from their belts because they never know when they’re going to need them.’


‘Against marauding… bears?’


‘Drunk Finns, except drunk Finns carry really long knives.’


As we are paying our bill at the reception desk, Annabel checks with the manager, ‘Do you think it’s safe to climb Glittertind today?’ I don’t know why she’s asking him, I’ve already told her it’s safe.


He gets up and looks out the window and assesses the two of us. ‘If you leave now and give yourself the whole day, I think you’ll find enough clear weather to get to the top.’ He takes our cash. ‘Be careful though. Two weeks ago a Dutch man fell over the edge at the top and dropped two hundred metres. He’s the first to have survived doing that.’


Annabel studies the numerous postcards in a rack on the counter showing the summit of Glittertind. ‘And that’s the edge you’re talking about?’ she asks pointing at the giant Mr Whippy ice-cream curl listing to the side.


‘Yes, it’s dangerous if it is snowing or cloudy and you can’t see, because it is very easy to walk over the rim.’ He stands up and points at a postcard graphically depicting the ice-cream curl cornice at the summit. ‘It is easy to walk out too far on this overhang and it can suddenly collapse under you.’ Annabel adds a couple of large Norwegian Freia chocolate bars and several Kvikk Lunsj, the Norwegian version of a Kit Kat, to the bill, ‘purely for security reasons in case of an avalanche,’ she adds.


Norwegian chocolate is without any doubt, the best tasting chocolate anywhere. It’s thick and creamy and tastes of… chocolate. Other chocolate bars taste like brown wax after one’s experienced the delights of a Freia chocolate bar. My opinion is backed up by some four million Norwegian who eat an average of eight kilos of chocolate annually, most of it while hiking in the mountains.


When Kirsten moved to Ottawa, her girlfriends mailed us Freia chocolate bars but we never benefited from their thoughtfulness. All the evidence we ever saw were empty wrappers when we came home from work. Kirsten had brought her dog Bonso, a handsome cross between a collie and a Gordon setter, with her, and he missed this little bit of Norway as much as we did, and being home all day the temptation, once that chocolately-smelling package was shoved through the letterbox, was far too much for him to ignore.


Before we set out, Annabel studies the map. ‘Oh no!’ she mutters.


‘What?’


‘Yesterday’s walking time is described as five hours and it took us ten. Today’s route over the top of Glittertind to…’ she studies the map, ‘Spiterstulen, is supposed to be seven hours. If five hours equals ten, then, seven hours is likely to take us…’ She can’t even utter the word fourteen.


‘Sixteen kilometres and we have to climb to 2464 metres and that’s just to the top of the rock,’ I comment malevolently. ‘The real summit depends on how much of an ice cap there is. With the heavy snowfall they had this past winter and the cold we’re having this summer, it’s going to be higher than Galdhøpiggen. Probably add another ten metres.’


‘You know, it wouldn’t be bad to have a rest day.’


‘Annabel, we’ve just started our walk across Norway.’


It begins snowing again but today I am prepared, with my pen and notebook in a plastic bag in my pocket. We come across reindeer poo melted into deep craters in the snow, and a rabbit sitting almost invisible amongst some rocks. As we near the forbidding cornice leading up to the summit it begins snowing heavily.


‘There are no more red “T” markers,’ Annabel observes.


‘Hard to paint on snow.’ I open the map holder and compass I have hanging from my neck. ‘We’ll have to use a map and a compass.’ There’s so much snow blowing it’s hard to take a bearing on the unidentifiable lumps of snow and ice surrounding us.


We catch up to nine Norwegians who, although they are not climbing together, have bottlenecked on the last bit of rock before the expanse of snow that is the summit of Glittertind. The snow squall swirls around us as the Norwegians collectively study a map. I suggest to Annabel, ‘I think we should just wait here and see if it stops snowing.’


‘Wouldn’t it be better to follow them and all go together?’


‘Over the edge?’ I’d climbed up to the summit once before when it was cloudy and couldn’t see exactly where the edge was. I decided to turn around and descend knowing I was only some metres from the summit. The next day was clear and as I retraced my footprints at the top I realised I had walked some distance onto the overhanging cornice. It was a lesson I wasn’t about to repeat.


The others continue up but don’t go much more than thirty metres before one of them suddenly sinks to his waist. He struggles to take his pack off his back before finally throwing it down to the others, then extricates himself, gingerly moving further down the slope of snow, away from the curling drift.


I remove my sunglasses and take a photo of the ascending Norwegians as they disappear into the snowstorm. ‘I think it’s clearing,’ I tell Annabel.


She laughs. ‘You always say that when you take a photo. You’ve just removed your sunglasses; of course everything seems brighter.’


We press on, walking diagonally across the snow-covered glacier until we reach the top where the Norwegians are sitting down comfortably on Styrofoam pads they’ve sensibly brought with them. Safely ensconced on the summit, they have broken off into their respective couples again with sufficient personal space of privacy around them, quietly eating their nistepakke or boiling water for soup on a gas stove. If they were French or Italian they’d be taking photos of each other, cracking open the champagne, celebrating, having a loud party. The Norwegians are so quiet by contrast that Annabel and I could easily imagine being the only ones up there.
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