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    Prologue




    When it started, the captain was in his bunk. It was eight in the morning, in early December. The gray dawn seeped through the black Alaskan night. Fueled by cigarettes and coffee, the captain was a light sleeper. But this night had been worse than usual. The vessel was bucking in 20-foot seas, the arctic wind howling at 60 knots. He had been lying half-awake for four hours, the heaves of the boat knocking him against the wall.




    The captain and his three-man crew were jogging into the seas northeast of Dutch Harbor, in the Bering Sea, on the way to pull the crab pots they had set days before. The captain had manned the wheel the previous night, and finally at three in the morning he’d let the deckhands take turns on watch while he tried to catch some sleep in his stateroom. No luck. Now it was almost a relief to hear the footsteps clomping in from the wheelhouse. It meant something was wrong, but at least it was an excuse to get up. The door swung open.




    “I’m losing power,” said Krist. “The steering, the radios, the whole works.”




    The captain threw his feet off his narrow bunk. He had grown up in Norway during the war, and when his village was occupied by Nazis he admired the tough British who vowed never to surrender. One of his life heroes was the steely prime minister, Winston Churchill. The captain pulled on his slippers and stood. He wore heavy trousers and a sweater. The captain always slept fully clothed. He followed Krist out the door.




    Of course the captain wasn’t happy that the power was failing, but he was relieved to be getting out of bed. He got bored and restless when he wasn’t working. He liked to work. He liked to work long hours, twenty hours a day, or sometimes when the fishing was good, he didn’t bother sleeping at all. That’s the Lutheran ethic his father had drilled into him. Laziness was what ailed the weak and the cowardly. Work was good for you, the harder the better. That’s what he was here for.




    As Krist returned to the captain’s chair and lay a hand on the throttle, the captain steadied himself in the doorway and lit a Pall Mall. The boat rose in the waves and collided with the crests, then dropped weightlessly into the trough. The seas were rough, but the captain had seen much worse. The fact that he could walk around the wheelhouse without holding on to anything, without being knocked off his feet, told him the seas were nothing to worry about.




    He stood beside Krist at the console. The other two deckhands were asleep downstairs. Of to the west the sky was silky black. It was hours before sunrise, nothing to see out there anyway, just hundreds of miles of cold ocean between here and Russia. To the southeast, the jagged silhouette of sea cliffs came into focus on the horizon. The boat was only a few miles from Akun Island. If worse came to worst they could steam toward land and find a sheltered cove and make whatever repairs were required. Among the captain and the crew, there were mechanics, welders, painters, carpenters, and even firefighters. They could fix just about anything.




    There were all sorts of reasons a boat could lose her steering out at sea. A hydraulic hose could have ruptured and drained the fluids that build pressure to move the rudder. A cable could have snapped. A line could be wrapped around the propeller—maybe they’d run over the buoy of some other crabber’s derelict pot—although this didn’t seem likely because the hum of the engine down below sounded normal. That was a good sign, but losing all power was another problem altogether. Maybe it was something simple, like a short in the electrical system, or a breaker that flipped. The captain was not alarmed.




    “I’ll go take a look,” he told Krist.




    The captain took a drag on his cigarette and pushed through the door of the wheelhouse to the upper deck. He was met by a blast of arctic cold as he emerged into a frozen nightmare. Icicles clung to the eaves of the wheelhouse, and a crust of ice was caked on the rails. The boat rocked and pitched. He placed his foot carefully now, the iced deck cold beneath his thin soles. Out in the dark gray morning he saw dim flashes of whitecaps, but mostly the monstrous waves were invisible, they were ghosts. The captain braced against the mast and looked down to survey the deck. They had already dropped all the crab pots, and yesterday he had ordered the men to scrub the planks, so the deck was clear except for a white blanket of snow from amidship to stern. Spools of line were coiled neatly, encased in thick frost. The crane creaked overhead like a gallows. Life rings hung on their hooks, frozen solid to the wall behind them so that not even the arctic gales disturbed them. As soon as he solved this power problem the captain would wake the crew and get them out here chopping ice. The ice weighed tons and rendered the boat so top-heavy it might capsize. The wind howled in the captain’s ears and he took a cold lungful of the sea air along with the hot tobacco smoke. The wind pierced his sweater. He shivered.




    The captain had started fishing at age fourteen, with his father, who had started fishing as a boy with his own father. Like the rest of his crew, the captain came from the island of Karmoy, a fishing port on Norway’s western shore. Back then, young men did not have a lot of options. If you couldn’t get into school, and your family didn’t own farming land, you went to sea.




    The captain had gone to sea. He fished for herring and cod, up and down the Norway coast, as far away as Iceland. There were a few good years of herring, but then it was overfished. The boats lay in port. Times were hard. When he was twenty, the captain lit out for America. He fetched port in Seattle, in the old Norwegian waterfront neighborhood of Ballard. He was young and strong and could work hard and he spoke a few words of English. He did what fishermen have done for hundreds of years: walked the docks for work. He was hired on a trawler, the Western Flyer, dragging for bottom fish. He never looked back.




    Those days were far behind him now. The fishing around Seattle had declined, and the captain joined an intrepid band of fishermen to explore the northern waters of Alaska. What they found was a gold rush—the red spiny kind that walked on eight legs. King crab. There was a fortune to be made in the Bering Sea, but the risks were high: brutal storms with 60-foot waves, hurricane winds of 130 knots, freezing spray, and treacherous ice caked on every surface. Older fishermen thought it was suicidal.




    In those days Dutch Harbor—which would eventually surpass San Diego as the richest commercial fishing port in the United States—was just a weather-beaten outpost with a handful of natives and soldiers, and a very rough bar to drink in. Japanese vessels had trawled for crab for de cades, but it wasn’t until the daring Americans and Norwegians began tinkering with boxlike steel traps that crab fishing reaped huge profits. The captain and his ilk were pioneering crab fishing on the fly.




    It was damn hard work, and dangerous. Men heaved the 700-pound pots around the deck with their hands, at the mercy of waves that could sweep them right off deck, or even knock a boat upside down. The Bering Sea was a place of hideous extremes. There were a dozen ways to die out here, and the captain knew men who had succumbed to all of them. His own uncle had been knocked overboard when a steel cable snapped and slapped him like a bullwhip on the head. They never found his body.




    The captain had seen men washed overboard. Some brought it upon themselves by reaching too far over the rail to haul in a line, by scaling the stack of pots and losing a grip with their frozen fingers, or by stepping on the wrong side of a pot as it swung from a crane and getting clubbed into the froth. Then there were the men who did everything right, and were still washed overboard by 50-foot rogue waves that swept across the deck and uprooted steel machinery by the bolts and tossed 7-foot crab pots like toy blocks. It was just luck, or fate. Some of the bravest and most cautious men died, while some of the lazy men, and the cowards, were given another chance.




    Once submerged in the Bering Sea, a person has about four minutes before he dies. The 36-degree water triggers a gulp reflex: Some men inhale water instantly and sink to the bottom. The panicking human heart pounds like a jackhammer—some men succumb to heart attacks. Those strong enough to last four minutes lose the ability to kick their legs and tread water, and then, with what survivors fished out in the nick of time describe as a peaceful feeling of acceptance, they stop struggling and let the sea pull them below.




    There was a chance that in those four minutes a man overboard could be rescued, but it wasn’t likely. It could take two minutes just to turn the boat around. If the currents worked in the man’s favor, he might drift alongside the boat, and a deckhand with steady nerves and a good arm could throw him a life ring. The drowning man—if his palsied fingers could make a fist—might grab hold, and be hauled to safety. More often the crew couldn’t even see the lost man, his head a floating speck among monster waves, frothing whitecaps, and blinding wind.




    Then there were all the ways a boat could sink. A hatch could be left unsecured and the sea would pour into the storage chamber in the stern—the lazarette. A seal might blow and the engine room would flood. In rough seas the captain might not notice until the stern was submerged. Maybe the bilge pumps would work, or maybe they wouldn’t. The boat might list to one side and finally lie down, or she might bob vertically while the crew clung desperately to her exposed snout. Sometimes, a fire might start belowdecks, usually caused by an electrical short, and within minutes the engine would be disabled and the power would go. Without bilge pumps and a motor, a swamped boat would quickly sink. Without a functioning radio the crew wouldn’t get off a mayday. Some boats had no mechanical failures, but were simply caught off guard by a rogue wave as tall as a ten-story building that would smash through the windows, flood the cabin, and capsize the boat. If the men were belowdecks they would never see daylight again, dropping to the ocean floor in a steel coffin.




    Then there were the boats that simply disappeared—no maydays, no witnesses, no flotsam, no survivors. One day they were there, the next they were gone.




    Sometimes the crew could escape a sinking ship to a rubber life raft, but this was not the end of the emergency—it was the beginning of another ordeal with a variety of likely bad endings. Momentarily safe from doom, the men might simply freeze to death, as they drifted for days with no rescuers in sight. There were no radios on life rafts. They might fire a flare into the night sky, but who was out here to see it? A wave might capsize the raft, and the men who got separated had just those dire four minutes. Some rafts might drift toward land, and as the men optimistically leapt in the water and swam for shore, they were smashed up in the twenty-foot breakers. Their lifeless bodies would wash up on the cliffs with the kelp. Others might land safely, only to find themselves stranded in the bitter Alaskan wilderness, starving, unable to build a fire, and hunted by grizzly bears.




    None of the options were good. There was no safe place on the Bering Sea. The only place the captain wanted to be was on his ship. His wife and children were back in Seattle, expecting his safe return. He needed to be careful. The captain was not a regular churchgoer—spending ten months a year at sea didn’t allow it—but his Lutheran upbringing haunted him, and like fishermen before, he prayed for safe passage. The old saying that there are no atheists in foxholes—same thing goes for Bering Sea crab boats.




    The captain gripped the wooden rail. Everything on deck looked normal. Then he caught a whiff of something odd: the oily black smoke seeping from the smokestack and whipping in the wind—it didn’t smell like diesel exhaust. It was hard to explain. Smokier, maybe. The captain rushed back into the wheelhouse and lowered himself down the ladder to the galley. He approached the door leading belowdecks to the engine room. He laid his hand on the latch. It was hot. Something was wrong. Smoke seeped from the cowling. The captain pushed open the door and there, in the bowels of this wooden vessel, flames leapt from the machinery and lapped against the walls. A blast of heat and smoke pushed him back, and the captain slammed the door and turned and ran to wake the crew.




    “Fire!” he yelled. “All hands on deck!”




    My name is Sig Hansen, crab fisherman, captain of the fishing vessel Northwestern. The captain who awoke that December morning to find the engine room ablaze was my father, Sverre (pronounced Svare-ee) Hansen, and the boat that caught fire was the F/V Foremost. Until my brothers and I sat down to write our family’s history, I had never heard the whole story of the sinking of the Foremost. The story was passed around for years between my father’s friends, whom I have fished with all my life, but it never reached me until now. Of the four men aboard the Foremost that morning, only one is still alive.




    I have been a fisherman all my life. I began when I was twelve, and have done it for more than thirty years. It is the only work I know. When my father died, my brothers and I became owners of his ship, the Northwestern, a 125-foot steel crabber built to withstand the Bering Sea in winter. I am the captain, and my brothers Norman and Edgar alternate between engineer and deck boss. This is the life I hoped for—nothing more, nothing less. When I decided as a boy that I’d be a fishermen like my father, the last thing I ever imagined it would bring me was notoriety.




    A few years ago, however, my brothers and I decided to allow a film crew aboard the Northwestern. Nobody could ever have predicted what it would lead to. Almost overnight we went from chopping bait in the freezing sleet to signing autographs at Disney World. Through the popularity of Discovery Channel’s Deadliest Catch, Alaska crab fishing has gone from a deliberately secret society to a worldwide phenomenon, with millions of fans and viewers in 150 countries. We’ve been on talk shows. We designed an Xbox video game to enable people to go crab fishing (in their living rooms). Folks can also buy all sorts of things—emblazoned with the Hansen name and the Northwestern logo—from our very own Rogue beer to fish sticks to rain jackets to four types of Crab Louie sauce. To think that complete strangers approach me in airports or malls and want to know what kind of bait I’m using, or how many king crab I’m averaging per pot—it astounds me. The other day a lady came up to Edgar down at the Seattle docks and said that when she asked her son what he wanted to be for Halloween, the kid said, “Edgar.” I wish Dad were around to see it.




    However, if all you know about commercial fishing is what you’ve seen on the Deadliest Catch, you’ve only seen the tip of the iceberg. The media portrays my brothers and me and the other captains and crew as the ultimate tough guys. To which I say: You ain’t seen nothing. You should have seen my dad. You should have seen my granddad, my Uncle Karl, and all the men who came over with them from Norway or ventured north from Seattle to pioneer the crab industry, long before cable television, GPS, satellite phones, and computer depth-finders and plotters. Hell, they were doing it in wooden boats.




    So when I decided to write a book, I knew I wanted to tell about more than myself. I wanted to tell the story of my family and all the men who built this industry. I’m just a speck in the history of fishermen and sailors, which dates back generations and centuries. To understand how I came to sit in the wheelhouse of the Northwestern, you have to understand the heritage of Norse fishermen, the waves of immigration that brought them to America, and the wild courage of the first men with the nerve to search Alaskan waters for the prized crabs. Most of all, you need to understand my father, Sverre Hansen. For my brothers Norman and Edgar, as well as me, each day at sea is spent trying to prove ourselves worthy of the Hansen name and trying to live up to the example that our father set.




    My father was very proud of his roots. When we were small boys he would sit us in his lap and say, “Always be proud of your heritage. You have to keep it going: what you are, who you are, where you come from.” That’s why I’m writing this book.




    The Hansen family descends from the Vikings who roamed and ruled the northern seas for centuries. In those times, in the cold lands of Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Iceland, the ocean was the frontier, and the legends grew from the sea, from the brave sailors who set out for riches and adventure. In Viking lore, those legends—the sagas—were passed from father to son, from generation to generation.




    My brothers and I learned to fish from our father when we were boys. He learned from his father, who learned from his father. I am proud that the life I have chosen is to work hard, to face the dangers of the seas, and to pull a living from the ocean, just as my father did, and those before him. The Hansens are a family of fishermen, of sailors, of captains.




    This is our saga.
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    SON OF NORWAY




    My grandfather had a scar that ran all the way down his leg from hip to ankle. He used to come over from the Old Country to fish in Alaska. When I was a kid he was too old to do much hard work, but he liked to come anyway, just for fun; an old-timer who wanted to be with his family. He had been fishing herring and cod since he was a boy.




    My grandfather had the accident on a supply ship on the North Sea. While they were putting a hatch cover down he got his leg caught in the opening, and this giant steel lid—the hatch—fell on it, and split his leg from top to bottom.




    When we visited Norway that year, he was on crutches, walking back and forth in the living room trying to recover. The stitches were still in. It was a gruesome wound, like something you’d see on Frankenstein. He really got mangled. My brothers and I kept staring. Of course it scared us, but it wasn’t so traumatic that we decided crab fishing was too dangerous. We knew it was part of the job. He just got unlucky.




    His name was Sigurd Hansen, and that’s who I was named after. My other grandfather’s name was Jakob, and when I was born, each grandfather thought I should be his namesake. My parents debated. In Norway, even if you didn’t choose a relative’s exact name, it was considered an honor to pick one that began with the same letter. So my parents settled on Sigurd Johnny Hansen—with the middle name pronounced Yonny. Even though it’s an honor to be named after my grandfathers, I can tell you that when you grow up in America in the 1970s with a name like Sigurd Johnny, you’re going to get a lot of black eyes.




    I was born in 1966, in Ballard, the Scandinavian part of Seattle, by the ship canal. All my parents’ friends were Norwegians, and fisherman. There were a few Swedes and Danes, but other than that we didn’t really socialize with anyone else. My parents didn’t have to speak English much. They didn’t go to PTA meetings or things like that. My mother’s English wasn’t great. My father was gone nine months out of the year fishing, so my mother was home with us kids and didn’t get out to the broader public much. All she needed to know in English was how to get by at the grocery store—how much things cost and how to pay for them. In first grade they sent me back home with a note that read: TEACH HIM ENGLISH. STOP SPEAKING NORWEGIAN.




    Right about the time I was born my parents moved out of Ballard to the northern part of Seattle to a bigger house with a yard. A lot of the Norwegians of my parents’ age were moving north, too. This small community was a great place to grow up. When my brothers and I walked to junior high school we’d stop by our cousins’ house and walk the final blocks together. We went to the Rock of Ages Lutheran Church in Ballard. In elementary school and Sunday school there were a lot of Norwegian kids, and we spoke the language to each other. Sometimes we’d ride our bikes all the way down to Fishermen’s Terminal in Ballard to check out the boats. Our fathers were all fishermen. A lot of us would go back to Norway for the summer or Christmas break, and run into each other back there.




    Just like normal American kids, my brothers and I were on soccer and baseball teams, played in the school marching band, and sometimes even babysat to earn spending money. We also knew we were different. We knew we were Norwegian, and we knew we were fishermen. Mom says she always knew I would become a fisherman. In school while the other kids learned A-B-C and 1-2-3, I would draw a boat and a crab pot and a black swirl coming out of the smokestack.




    I got my first chance to see my father at work in Alaska in 1978 when I was twelve. I rode the Northwestern with him from Seattle across the Gulf of Alaska to the Aleutian Island chain. It was a one thousand seven hundred-mile trip that took more than a week, and most of the time I was terribly seasick. From there we motored another four hundred miles north through the Bering Sea, three days without sight of land. We finally dropped anchor off St. Matthew Island—a deserted outcropping in the far northern Bering Sea, right by Russia. Bizarre formations of volcanic rock rose up from the shoreline. Since it was summer near the Arctic Circle, the sun only dipped below the horizon for an hour or so and the skies never darkened. I was wide-eyed with wonder. Suddenly my world of the Seattle suburbs had expanded into something vast and strange and full of adventure. My dad’s life as an Alaskan fisherman—to me an abstract concept that he’d talked about for years—was suddenly vivid and real.




    We fished blue crab that year, but I was just a kid and not much use. What seared a stronger impression on me than the actual fishing was the thrill of exploring this exotic new world. At one point the fishermen went on strike and we were laid up in harbor with 150 other boats. To pass the time, a few of the other kids and I took a skiff and ventured onto the island. We found deer darting across meadows of wildflowers and rams roaming the rocky hillsides. We discovered a stream so thick with Dolly Varden trout we were able to scoop them up with our bare hands. We wanted to fish the lake that the stream poured into, so we returned to the ship and crafted a reel by wrapping dental floss around an old strawberry can. We bent nails into hooks and sharpened them in the grinder and splayed bits of polyfiber line into lures. We returned to our lake and tossed out our lines with a bit of lead for weight and pulled in those Dolly Vardens one after the other. It was the height of summer and the weather was warm.




    Another thrill of that summer was to finally see in action all those beautiful crab boats that I’d been drawing pictures of for years. My friends and I took the skiff from boat to boat and climbed aboard to meet the crews and have a look. A lot of the guys were friends of my father; if they weren’t, they were still friendly and welcomed us aboard to check out the wheelhouse and the deck gear. We pored over every inch, as if we were in a museum. I remember a crabber called the Neptune. That big wheelhouse, all painted black and white, looked like a race car. What a beautiful boat. By the time I was fifteen I knew every boat in the fleet. I’d see them on the horizon, and I could pick them out just like that. The older guys on the crew would just look at me, shake their heads, and say, “How the hell can you see that far?”




    Probably the most important part of that summer was getting to work alongside my father and the other men who would become my lifelong mentors. They were larger than life. Dad’s friend Oddvar Medhaug worked on deck that summer. He was a classic Norwegian—hardworking and stubborn, from the same mold and same town as my dad. In later years he would become one of the most successful skippers in the Alaskan fleet—what they called a highliner—but that summer he was still a deckhand. I idolized him. When he came down from the deck to wash dishes in the galley, I snapped pictures of him, as if he were a celebrity.




    After two months, I had to get back home to Seattle for junior high school. They dropped me off on St. Paul Island, another rock in the Bering Sea. I had to overnight by myself. The bar was next door to the hotel. The natives and fishermen were drinking and it started to get pretty wild and very loud. I could hear bottles crashing and fights breaking out. Only twelve years old, I was terrified and hid beneath the window in my room. In the morning I flew to Cold Bay, which is a tiny outpost at the tip of the Alaskan Peninsula where the Aleutians start. There was nothing but an airstrip and a store and a few weather-beaten buildings. Then Anchorage, then Seattle. It took a couple of days.




    The summer of 1978 was a huge adventure filled with hardship and fear and wonder and excitement that left me wanting more. I had discovered my ambition: I wanted to be a fisherman—and a man—like my father. From that point forward, my life became a quest to prove myself a real fisherman in his eyes.




    The next summer I went to Norway and fished with a third uncle named Hans. We fished for cash, and he’d pay me some spending money under the table. Once I turned fourteen, in 1980, and was confirmed in the church, I felt like I was an adult, and was ready to get out of Seattle and find adventurous work. So I left school early that summer and went gillnetting for red salmon up in Bristol Bay with John Jakobsen. He was a friend of my dad’s from Karmoy—a hell of a great fisherman and a mentor. John didn’t hire many greenhorns, but he made an exception for me as a favor to my dad, and because I already knew my way around a boat.




    Before I left, my father took me down to the supply shop and bought me boots, raingear, and a duffel bag. He even tried to buy me one of those floppy orange southwestern hats, like the old fishermen wear, but there I drew the line. As much as I wanted to emulate him, I was just too young to dress like an old-timer. The Old Man even helped me pack my seabag. He paced around the house, and double-checked my gear. I could tell he was nervous about me going up to Alaska without him, but he never said a word about it. He wasn’t the type of guy who easily expressed his emotions. Instead, he gave me the type of fatherly advice one gets from a stoic old Norwegian fishermen, “Keep your mouth shut, do what he tells you, and everything will be fine.” Then he put me on a plane and I flew north.




    Bristol Bay is the southeast corner of the Bering Sea, formed where the Aleutian Peninsula juts out from the Alaskan mainland, a few hundred miles west of Anchorage. Fed by a number of coldwater rivers, Bristol Bay is the richest salmon ground in the world.




    John’s boat was the Jennifer B, a thirty-two-foot aluminum boat with a blue hull and a white deck, and old tires lashed to the rails like bumpers, so it could bob against docks and other boats without getting damaged. Most of the boat was deck, with a tiny wheelhouse above and four bunks below. The entire crew consisted of John, another older man named Bjarne Sjoen, and me. We spoke mostly Norwegian while we worked.




    The minute the season opened, Bristol Bay was chaos, with hundreds of boats competing for the millions of salmon making their run. The whole season lasted only five or six weeks. We fished for short spells, depending on when the Alaska Department of Fish and Game called an opening, which lasted twelve, twenty-four, or thirty-six hours.




    Like the rest of the fleet, the Jennifer B was a drift netter. A drift net is a huge, flat rectangle made of mesh—450 feet long and 10 feet tall—that hangs in the water like a curtain. Picture a gigantic tennis net. We slowly unfurled the thing from a drum on the stern, and once it was in the water, the top edge—called the cork line—floated on the surface while the bottom edge—the lead line—sank below. Fish can’t see the mesh underwater. Their heads pass through the holes in the mesh, but their bodies are too big. Their gills get stuck, and they are caught.
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    My first real job on a salmon boat, the Jennifer B, in Bristol Bay, 1980. (Courtesy of the Hansen Family)




    We set three nets, let them soak, and then hauled them aboard. While John Jakobsen manned the wheel, Bjarne and I hauled the net and stacked it on deck, trying to keep it from tangling. If the fishing was good, we’d find three hundred salmon in each net. If it was heavy fishing, we could find as many as a thousand. The real work began when the net—teeming with flopping fish—was stacked on deck. Bjarne and I started fish picking—rifling through the nine thousand square feet of net and pulling the fish. We picked as fast as possible without damaging the salmon. The faster we picked, the more fish we caught, and the more money we made.




    In addition to my father’s admonition that I keep my mouth shut and follow orders, I’d been given two very wise bits of advice that I’ve carried with me ever since. First, one of my dad’s friends had said, Never let the other guy beat you. So I worked myself ragged. It didn’t matter that I was just fourteen—I picked those fish as fast or faster than the grown men. Second, my grandfather’s advice was to get as much sleep as I could, whenever I could, since I’d never know when I’d sleep next. So I did. Captain John would tease me because if we had a twenty-minute run I’d hurry down to my bunk and close my eyes. Once I even tried to sleep in my raingear.




    For a kid like me trying to become a real fishermen, the most memorable part of Bristol Bay was the nights at the docks, hanging around with the guys I idolized. If the tide was high enough, we’d tie up at the docks, and all the old-timers would get together and tell stories. Along with John Jakobsen, a lot of my dad’s friends from Karmoy were there, like Oddvar Medhaug and John Johannessen. I wasn’t the only young kid. John Johannessen’s sons, Lloyd and Norman, who were a few years older than me, worked up there as well. Eventually my brother Norman worked a few seasons. So we had a multigenerational Norwegian community, and what we kids wanted most of all was to be men like our dads.




    While the old guys were sitting up in the camp, the kids were hanging out on the boats. Now and then we’d steal a couple of beers from their cooler. We’d sit around the wheelhouse trying to act grown up—sipping beers, smoking cigarettes, and looking at Playboy. One night John Johannessen walked in. Because I was a greenhorn—and because they knew my father—the older guys hazed me, a tradition probably as old as fishing. Johannessen took a sidelong glance at my beer. He joined in the conversation as if he hadn’t noticed what we were up to. “I used to chase your dad home from school,” he said. “He was just a little runt. Everyday I’d beat him up.”




    Then when he thought I wasn’t looking, he stealthily tapped his cigarette and dropped the ash into my can of beer. He was as smooth as a magician, his sleight of hand so subtle that I thought I’d imagined it. There was no visible evidence on the can rim. I kept watching out of the corner of my eye, and sure enough he did it again, using my precious pilfered beer as an ashtray. So now I had a dilemma: Do I complain that he ruined my beer, and then have to explain what I was doing drinking it in the first place? Or do I just do what I imagined a real man would do, and drink up? Holding my breath to not taste it, I picked up the can and chugged down the warm suds, the cigarette ash scratching my throat on the way down.




    At the end of the season, I got my first official paycheck. It was a couple thousand dollars—more money than I’d ever seen. I didn’t even know what to do with it. My parents helped me set up a bank account, and I decided to save it all. Even at that age, I was frugal. Then Dad explained to me how income tax worked. He said there were two options: I could skip from boat to boat, and avoid filing returns, and maybe they’d never catch up with me. Or if I wanted to be a part of the system, a real member of the fishing industry, I could file with the IRS and start paying taxes. Of course I wanted to do what he did. So at age fourteen I cut my first check to Uncle Sam. It sucked.




    I fished with John Jakobsen for half of four summers, all through high school. I was a hard worker and it wasn’t long before I was being paid the same as the guys twice my age. As soon as spring arrived I’d be hanging out at John’s house, around the corner from my family’s house in Seattle, shooting pool, talking about fishing, just itching to once more get on a plane for Alaska. After salmon season I’d get off that boat and go to Norway to fish mackerel and cod.




    Where I really wanted to be was on the Bering Sea. Salmon fishing was fun, and the money was good, but in my mind, crab fishing was the major league. That’s where the big boats were, that’s where the captains were making big money, and that’s where my father was.




    When I was fifteen, my father hired me as a greenhorn deckhand on the Northwestern, and I returned to St. Matthew. I worked elbow to elbow with guys I idolized and felt like I had finally arrived. Fritjoff Peterson was a few years older than me and had been working on deck on the Northwestern since he was sixteen. He was huge, about six and a half feet tall, and he went to the public school in Ballard when most of the Norwegians had moved up to the suburbs. He was born in Norway, and one of the only European kids in the school. Being that big, being named Fritjoff, and speaking with a funny accent made him a target. Everyone wanted to fight him. So his parents were glad to ship him up north as soon as possible where he fit right in. Pretty soon he bought a Corvette—I guess that meant he was making cash like a real crab fisherman.




    Another one of my mentors on the Northwestern was Mangor Ferkingstad, a Norwegian who was born on the East Coast but grew up in Karmoy fishing on the North Sea. When he was twenty he came to Alaska and started working for my dad. Like a lot of guys from the Old Country, Mangor loved American muscle cars. With his earnings he bought a souped-up old Cougar. Later Dad lent him money to buy a Monte Carlo that he still has today. To this day Mangor and I are like brothers.




    Nineteen eighty-one was another great summer—a real adventure. In between crab seasons, Mangor, Fritjoff, Brad Parker, the engineer, and I took the skiff and went beachcombing on the tiny unpopulated islands. On one such trip we returned from our hike to find the skiff had floated away. The Northwestern was anchored five miles out, and we hadn’t brought a radio. Luckily, Brad saved the day. He kicked off his boots and swam after it, climbed aboard, and brought it to shore. By then he was shivering cold, so before we could make the crossing back to the ship, we built a fire and dried his clothes around it.
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    (Left to right) I, Fritjoff Peterson, Mangor Ferkingstad, and my brother Norman: the young crew of the Northwestern, circa 1982. (Courtesy of the Hansen Family)




    On one such exploration on St. Matthew Island, Mangor and Fritjoff and I saw an antenna on a hillside, and hiked up to investigate. We came across a tent, and inside it was an emaciated, bearded man—who looked like Robinson Crusoe—surrounded by a million dollars of electronic equipment. He nearly flipped when he saw us. “Can you help me get off this island?” he asked. He had been hired by one of the oil companies to spend the summer monitoring the shipping lanes but was having trouble: The helicopter that was supposed to pick him up couldn’t land on the island because it was a bird sanctuary; the boat that had come to fetch him didn’t have a skiff that could get to shore; and he’d become too weak to hike to the far side of the island where his food drops were made. When we arrived he was down to apples and water. The guy’s name was Matt, and he was from Houston, so we called him Matt Houston. We offered to take him back to the Northwestern. He was relieved. It was clear he hadn’t had any company for months, and that it was getting to him.




    “What do you do for fun out here?” I asked.




    “Chase foxes around,” he muttered.




    We brought Houston onboard and sat him in the galley and began to feed him. Matt Houston ate more than any man I’d ever seen—plate after plate with no pause. Pork chops, potatoes, spaghetti—he inhaled whatever we served. We finally contacted his ship and delivered him safely.




    Everywhere we went we’d find ourselves in situations that seemed to come straight out of a storybook. Once, after fishing for red crab near Nome, we anchored and went into town. It felt like the wild frontier. The deckhands snuck me into a saloon, telling me to duck as we passed the bartender, then led me into a dark booth. Outside, tourists paraded up and down the street, which had been dug up to lay a sewer line. One tourist started poking around in the rubble and unearthed a gold nugget the size of his hand.




    The guys I met in those days were real characters—in good ways and bad—and the wildness of the world became more apparent to me with each season. The native salmon fishermen in Bristol Bay had a superstition: If they could convince a women to urinate on the nets, they would have good luck. Well, the old Norwegians decided they wanted some good luck, too. One night I awoke in my bunk to the sounds of shouts and laughter. Then I heard a woman’s voice. I peeked abovedeck and saw that they’d brought a gal back to the boat. They helped her climb aboard and up the pile of salmon nets. What the hell was going on? I blinked to make sure I was seeing what I thought I was seeing. Sure enough, she did her business on the nets, while the fishermen hooted and laughed. I sneaked back to my bunk. The superstition seemed to work—the next day we went out and caught so much salmon that we almost sank the boat.




    Gradually the younger generation was handed more responsibility. After the salmon season in Bristol Bay, we worked crab seasons out of Dutch Harbor. Between seasons, the men wanted to fly home. Tickets were too expensive for us to go with them, so they left us behind to watch over the boats for a couple of weeks. They would tie up in Dutch Harbor, one of the only places in the Bering Sea to catch a plane to the mainland. Usually, we accompanied them to the airport, a tarmac along the sea cliffs riddled with potholes. There was no set schedule of flights. We waited around all day until the little twin-prop arrived—or didn’t. A tinny whine echoing across the harbor signaled an approaching plane. Once it landed, the plane rolled up to the shack of a terminal. Luggage was unloaded and heaved into a mud puddle. Then our fathers boarded the plane. Even though I wasn’t actually working Dutch Harbor king crab season—it occurred in the fall when I had to be in school—just being there made me feel like I’d been promoted.




    If the Bering Sea is the major leagues of the fishing industry, then Dutch Harbor is Yankee Stadium—the place with the biggest boats, the biggest processors, the biggest paychecks, and the biggest egos. Dutch Harbor is formed where two islands almost touch. The big island is Unalaska, home to the village of the same name. The waterfront is lined by old houses, the Russian church and graveyard, and the Elbow Room and Carl’s Hotel—both of which are now closed. A salmon creek flows through town. The little island is Amaknak, which we usually call Dutch Harbor. In Amaknak you’ll find the airport, the UniSea cannery, and the spit of land that forms the small bay where most boats tie up. Back then the town was a lot smaller, there were no buildings out on the spit, and the bridge connecting the two islands hadn’t been completed, so you had to take a skiff back and forth, or hire a water taxi.




    With our fathers gone, we would get around on a skiff. If our boat didn’t have one, we’d borrow (steal) one and cruise around the harbor. We’d give people a ride, and they paid us in beer—a beer taxi—but if they missed the water taxi after the bar closed, they were out of luck. Some people tried to swim across the bay in survival suits, if they could find one. I heard that one night Fritjoff and Lloyd missed the taxi, so they took a couple of plastic totes from the cannery and paddled them across the harbor. As it turned out the totes had holes in them. “Fuck, we’re sinking!” they yelled as they slipped below the freezing cold water. Fritjoff ended up swimming back to shore, but Lloyd kept on going, and paddled all the way across.




    Those were such great summers to be a kid, all freedom and adventure. I alternated between salmon season in Bristol Bay and crab season in the Bering Sea, with an occasional trip to Norway. I even got to work a season with my Uncle Karl on a leaky old wooden boat he’d bought just for the permit that came with it. The other deckhand was my good friend Glenn Tony Pedersen, and we’d wake up in our bunks with our pillows and sleeping bags soaked like sponges. Often we’d roll out of our bunks and find ourselves shin-deep in water. We’d always laugh our asses off. Karl would call us a “couple of skunks” and tell us to get back to work.




    By then there were quite a few of us in the younger generation. My cousins Jan Eiven and Stan were working with Uncle Karl. The Nes brothers, Davin and Jeff, were sons of Magne Nes, a highliner from Karmoy. Johan Mannes was the son of my dad’s good friend Borge Mannes, and Kurt Jastad was the son of his friend Jan Jastad. The old guys spoke Norwegian, and we young guys answered in English. My brother Norman began working with us on the Northwestern and I believe, for a while, we had the youngest crew of any crab vessel in the fleet.




    As I grew older, I didn’t want to be a kid anymore. I wanted even more to join the world of men like my father. On the occasions where a few boats were docked together in port, the old guys gathered in the galley to smoke, drink, and tell stories. Back then they had eight-track tape decks, and these guys loved to listen to Johnny Cash and George Jones in constant rotation. At times, someone would break out a guitar or an accordion, and they’d howl old Norwegian songs and country-western tunes. Lloyd Johannessen remembered that kids weren’t allowed to sit in the galley, so he’d sit outside. When the men needed a refill or ran out of mixer, they’d holler for Lloyd to run down to the lazarette and grab bottles. Sometimes someone would mix him a drink and sneak it out the window. Still, I felt on the wrong side of some invisible line that distinguished men from boys.




    When we were finally welcomed at the table, I felt as if I’d passed some rite of initiation into manhood. However, the hazing continued. I remember one time drinking a beer at a horse shoe table with five men on either side of me, and suddenly I realized I had to take a leak—and quickly. I was embarrassed to ask them to get up—I didn’t want them to think I couldn’t handle drinking beer. I said I had to get out, and of course they refused to get up. “Crawl under the table!” someone shouted, and they all began to laugh. Then I realized I would have to push back against the hazing, or it would never stop. So I stood up in my seat, climbed up on the table, marched across it, and jumped off and headed for the can. The men were amused by my cockiness and burst out laughing.




    That same summer in Bristol Bay, an older guy named Sven kept teasing me. I decided not to take it anymore. One night when he was asleep I punctured the soles of his boots with a pick hook—a tool used for picking fish from the net. The holes were so tiny he couldn’t see them. The next day he kept complaining. “My feet are soaked!” This went on for days. When John Jakobsen finally figured out what I’d done, he got a huge laugh out of it, but he never told Sven, who would have killed me.




    When I was sixteen, another of my early attempts to become my own man backfired. My whole family was on vacation in Norway and when I finished salmon season I was supposed to get on the Northwestern for blue king crab. But I’d met a girl over in Karmoy the summer before, and I figured I could get a job over there and chase this girl around. I decided to surprise my family. I jumped on a plane for Norway, then showed up at my grandmother’s house. My mom just about had a heart attack. Her jaw dropped. And my dad—he was not impressed.




    “Ah, you dummy,” he said with a smile. This was one of his favorite expressions, and one that he jokingly called his three sons when we disappointed him. He thought I should be in Alaska making money. I had signed on, and he thought I was being lazy. He didn’t want to create a spoiled punk, acting flamboyant, like a big shot, and he was embarrassed. “If you say you’re going to be there, then be there,” he lectured. “It costs a lot of money to buy a ticket to Norway. You could be making good money!”




    He didn’t send me back to Alaska, though. He knew I was making a mistake, but he let me make it. That’s the kind of father he was. He wanted me to learn lessons the hard way.




    And I did. When I got back to Seattle, Fritjoff told me he’d made twenty grand on the Northwestern in just a few weeks. With my half share I could have made ten grand. He rubbed it in. As it turned out, I didn’t even get the girl, either. Lesson learned.




    At that time, I believed the single thing that prevented me from becoming an adult was being forced to go to high school. It meant I’d have to miss the best crab fishing months of the year—and for what? I wasn’t motivated in school, and my parents never pushed me to go to college. To this day I hardly know the difference between a master’s degree and a bachelor’s. So I resented having to be in high school.




    During these summers, I would return to Seattle with more money than the teachers made. A football coach tried to get me to try out for the team. I looked at him and said, “Would you rather play a game, or would you rather spend your summer making money?” I’ll never forget the look on that guy’s face. He was speechless. It was odd to realize that I was the one telling an adult to get his priorities straight. One teacher actually asked me how to get a job on a fishing boat. I remember thinking, You’re asking me how to get a job in Alaska? Shut up and teach!




    As far as I could see, the only worthwhile thing about high school was auto shop, where I could work on the cars I’d bought with my summer earnings. My first car was an El Camino I’d bought for five hundred bucks and fixed up. Once I started making cash I bought a Mustang Mach One. Norman bought a Camaro. We’d drag race those things up and down the street and tear the town apart. My car had racing slicks and open headers. Once the local magistrate came to recognize my car, I had to paint it from green to blue so I wouldn’t draw as much attention. Cars were definitely more important than school. Then when I saw Fritjoff drive up in a brand-new Corvette, that sealed it. I wanted out of high school.




    In our family, nobody had a high school diploma. My dad only had seven years of schooling and he really wanted me to graduate, so he offered me a deal: If I finished school, he’d give me a full-time job on the boat. If he didn’t have room on the boat, he would find me a job on another boat. It was so strange: All I wanted was to be like my father—who’d never been to high school—and here he was asking me to complete it. If I had said no, he wouldn’t have forced me, but he thought it was the right thing to do. It meant a lot to him, more than it did to me. So I stuck with it.




    The Hansens are not the first Norwegians to set sail in search of adventure and riches. It’s in our blood, and goes back hundreds of years. Starting about 800 A.D., the northern seas were ruled by fierce warriors called, of course, the Vikings. The image of the Viking with his long sword and horned helmet is as embedded in world culture as cowboys and Indians, Trojans and Spartans. When you think of the pro football team, or Viking stoves, or NASA’s Viking spacecraft that landed on Mars, you rarely think about the Vikings, the people these things were named after. Sorry to break the news, but they probably didn’t actually wear horns on their helmets. Even so, they were some tough characters. As soon as they reached manhood, the men would set out in long-ships and go raiding other villages. They had huge feasts, slaughtered bulls and sheep to eat, and drank ale and mead wines from rams’ horns until they were sick.




    The word “berserk” comes from the Vikings. The berserkers were warriors who wore pelts of bears or wolves, worked themselves into a crazed, trancelike fury, and were then unleashed by their kings to hack their enemies to pieces with swords, spears, and battle-axes. You didn’t want to mess with the berserkers.




    The Vikings were great naval architects. Their longships were narrow, graceful, and built from the lightest wood possible. They had a shallow hull, so they were very fast, and could land directly on beaches if necessary. When winds were favorable, the longship sailed with a big square sail. When winds were unfavorable, the crew rowed. Depending on the length of the ship, there were anywhere from twelve to sixty oars that stuck out from holes below the gunwales on either side. One ship, the Long Serpent, had thirty-four oars on each side, so it took sixty-eight men to row it. The boats were symmetrical—the bow had the same dimensions as the stern—so they could be rowed in either direction. If the seas at their stern became too big, they could instantly switch and buck into them, without risking a capsize by coming around and lying sideways in the troughs between waves.




    Some ships had a dragon head carved from wood mounted on the bow, and the dragon’s tail mounted on the stern. Since it was bad luck to face a dragon toward your home port, you were supposed to remove the head as you approached. The ships were so valuable that when one band of Vikings attacked another, usually the first prize the victors took was the losers’ boat.




    Whether we know it or not, when we talk about boats, we’re paying debt to Viking innovations. For example, the word “starboard”—the right side of a vessel—comes from the Old English word stéorbord. Stéor, which means rudder or steering paddle, and bord, which in those days meant the side of a ship. The Swedish/Danish equivalent was styrbord, and the Icelandic was stjórnborði. Back then the tiller was always on the right, so that a right-handed man could face forward and steer with his right hand behind him.




    The most famous Vikings are Erik the Red and his son, Leif Erikson. Erik, who was named after his red hair and beard, was born in Norway around the year 950, in Rogaland, the same county as Karmoy. Erik had a hot temper, and at an early age he and his father were thrown out of Norway for murder. They sailed their wooden ship to Iceland, almost 600 miles across the Norwegian Sea, and settled on the west side of the island. However, Erik just couldn’t control himself. After he killed a few more people he was also exiled from Iceland. So he kept sailing, another 150 miles to the northwest, this time reaching an unknown land that now is cold, barren, frozen with glaciers, and lacking in timber and game. Back then, scientists now believe, it was much warmer and a more hospitable place. Still, it was a tough place to settle, but it was all he had. Erik figured that if he gave the place a decent name, more people would join him. He called it Greenland—the first European colony in what centuries later would be called North America.
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