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  Dedication




  

    To the guides of the past who have shown us the way, and to our friends, the clients, who have helped us to follow.


  




  


  





  “There’s no sense in going farther . . .


  it’s the edge of cultivation,”




  So they said, and I believed it . . .




  Till a voice, as bad as conscience,


  rang interminable changes




  On one everlasting whisper day and night


  repeated so:




  “Something hidden. Go and find it.


  Go and look behind the Ranges . . .


  Something lost behind the Ranges.


  Lost and waiting for you. Go!”




  —Rudyard Kipling, The Explorer




  Foreword




  The first time I cut Fred Webb’s trail was back in the late ’70s, when I dropped my duffel at his Nictau Lodge in New Brunswick, Canada. The occasion was a salmon-fishing trip to the Tobique River with Jim Rikhoff’s National Sporting Fraternity, “Rikhoff’s Rangers,” as Fred referred to the fraternity, and for good reason.




  Somehow—probably because I was the most experienced salmon fisherman in the group—Fred had been told that I knew the difference between a Blue Charm and a Green Highlander, so to speak. Consequently, like a couple of unacquainted hounds sharing a kennel, Fred and I kind of smelled each other for a day or so before deciding we could run together. And run we did, all the way from the Tobique to the George River in Quebec’s Ungava region.




  From firsthand experience then, I’ll say that Fred Webb is the most knowledgeable guide and outfitter I ever shared a campfire with; and, without question, the most colorful. But beyond that, and fortunately for those of us who prefer pine-needled rails to pavement, my longtime friend is a storyteller without peer. Accordingly, the tracks he leaves in this book are enjoyably clear, unmistakable, and wonderfully interesting and informative.




  Naturally, I was disappointed when Fred told me he was closing his New Brunswick camp and setting a course for Canada’s Northwest Territories. “I’m tired of chasing salmon that are so lovesick they can’t eat and are getting scarcer all the time,” he said in his inimitable way with words. I’m pleased, however, that he has chronicled some of his latest outdoors adventures in the pages of this excellent book.




  Sometime in the not-too-distant future, I hope to make tracks to Fred’s camp out in Yellowknife. Although I know his stories about that country will be as entertaining as ever, I don’t expect that the campfire will burn as long into the night as it did during those younger times at Nictau Lodge and Helen’s Falls camp on the George River. It takes years of just hitting the high spots, but old hounds eventually learn they have to pace themselves to keep up with the pack.




  Tom Hennessey




  Hampden, Maine




  January 1999




  Acknowledgments




  My sincere thanks to the people who have made this book possible:




  To my wife, Irene, who after nearly half a century of ups and downs still supports my dreams of adventure.




  To Martin, my partner, and Derek, who upholds family tradition in the military.




  To Cindy and Janice, who shared the hardships of our early lean years and continue to assist in our business.




  To Tom Hennessey for providing illustrations of our memories.




  And, of course, to the guides—the ones who have gone before us and the ones still working today—upon whom our sporting industry depends and whose stories have enriched our lives.




  A Word about the Title




  Before the days of electronic entertainment, one might be greeted around the fire in hunting camps or on the log drive with, “Come on in, have a seat, and tell us some lies.” This might be accompanied by the offer of tea or, in the rare lucky instance, a drink of black rum.




  Stories told on those occasions were never outright falsehoods or lies as described in the dictionary. As a matter of fact, most were 90 percent true, with the balance being a bit of exaggeration or an attempt to protect the good names and reputations of all involved.




  Such is the case in Campfire Lies of a Canadian Guide. Every story is based upon personal experience, though subtle shifts may have been made in locales or names to protect the innocent.




  For those of you who were there, it will bring back memories . . . for those of you who were not, I hope these “lies” will give you some insight to the life and times of a Canadian guide.
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  Preface




  AN ARCTIC EPISODE WITH MY FRIEND FRED WEBB




  by Harry Tennison




  Back in what we now call the Good Old Days, there developed a group of people we called The Winchester Irregulars. This was a crew composed of people who for some reason had voiced opinions about hunting and fishing that caught the ear of one James Rikhoff. Mr. Rikhoff, then in charge of promotion for Winchester, became the head of a sort of rat pack of fishing and shooting companions whom I considered the elite of the hunting and fishing world at the time.




  Included were such truly famous people as Connie Ryan (The Longest Day and A Bridge Too Far) and his buddy, the senior member of the board of the famous 21 Club, His Excellency Pete Kriendler. Along for the trips to many places was one of the greatest outdoor writers of all time, the one and only Gene Hill, referred to as Hilly among friends and Gene when you talked to him personally. Grits Gresham and another truly famous writer, Ed Zern, became part of the group, as did people like Guy Coheleach and Bob Kuhn, those finest of outdoor artists. We had the captain of the Olympic equestrian team, Bill Stinekraus, and Col. John Ray, kicked out of Bulgaria because he was a true CIA-type spy.




  Tim Hixon from San Antonio, along with Stan Studer and Jim Midcap, made up the allotment for Texas. Of course, I am from there, too.




  From The Winchester Irregulars came the nucleus of the famous National Sporting Fraternity Ltd., an exclusive group, limited to 1,000 invited members, with like interests in the better things in life: hunting and fishing, and books and other arts devoted to these pursuits. Jim Rikhoff, president and founder, became the leader of what became known among poor, set-upon outfitters around the world as Rikhoff’s Rangers.




  Although the Irregulars had many get-togethers in many exotic locales, the very first trip under the newly organized National Sporting Fraternity Ltd. was to member Fred Webb’s grouse and woodcock lodge in New Brunswick. The summer Atlantic salmon group and the autumn birdshooting group became a tradition, so when Fred became involved in helping operate a salmon camp in northern Quebec, Jim was not long in getting a group together to visit.




  One day Jimmy called and said we should go to a place called Helens Falls, as it was a great salmon river, and that Fred and his son Martin were involved in helping the local owner, Sandy Annanack, with the operation.




  I had been on this river before, with very bad memories—everything had been misrepresented, and they did not like Americans. No one wanted to go into that sort of deal, so I told Jimmy that it had better be damn good or he would go into the water himself, headfirst.




  We met in Montreal, as best I remember, and flew the next day in a rather cramped jet to a place called Fort Chimo. There we met the crew that was to fly us to the George River, seventy or eighty miles to the east, to join Fred. I didn’t know whether or not the airplane would get us off the ground, since there were nine of us plus a ton of gear and all sorts of other things that had to be flown into the camp for our pleasure.




  We had brought our own liquid refreshments and were told to hide them or lock them up, or by the last night everyone, including the Inuit ladies of the camp, would likely have a party with our whiskey! Good advice!




  We landed on a runway made out of logs, and if we hadn’t stopped in time, it was a 150-foot drop to the George River. The ability of those bush pilots flying in and out of such places was fantastic.




  We were met by Fred and his son Martin, who helped run the camp with their Inuit partners, the Eskimo of Canada and Greenland. The camp was pretty nice, better than I expected, although there was a small tear in the tent right above my head, and it did rain a little every so often. I just moved my head to one side and went back to sleep.




  The river looked great. Right in front of the camp was a rather steep set of rapids that we rode through twice a day on the way upriver to the main falls.




  From where we landed, a footpath progressed from Beat One clear up to Beat Ten about a mile above. There were acres of blueberries along the way, and we had those for our after-breakfast and after-lunch dessert.




  This year the river was in fine shape, with lots of fast water and large pools, some over a hundred yards across. Everyone had a certain beat for each morning and evening, and it worked out fairly well for me as I had my sixteen-foot Spey rod along and could reach just far enough to where we would see salmon rising as they came upstream to the falls. The steepest part of the falls was most difficult for any salmon to get over, but we saw lots of them doing just that.




  To me the river looked beautiful, and with the rush of water over the rapids in front of our camp, I could see all of us catching a lot of fish, although a few did better than others.




  The blueberry pancakes every morning helped out, and certainly the walk upriver was always interesting for no one knew when a bear might also be interested in those ripe berries.




  We were soon into good fishing, and with my long Spey rod I started catching salmon. They were hard fighters and certainly pleasing as they went through a series of jumps, just as it says in all the angling literature.




  My favorite beat was Number Seven, and for the rest of the week everyone wanted to fish that beautiful stretch of water, for it did seem to hold the largest number of fresh salmon. Most of the other pools, however, also held a good number of salmon.




  By the luck of the draw, I was once again assigned to my favorite Number Seven on the last day. One member of the party had not been too successful and started bitching about it.




  I simply said, “OK, that beat is yours for today. I will take yours, Number Three.” So he went off very happy on his way to number seven. I landed three very nice salmon before noon, and as we all gathered back by the boats to return to camp, I learned that my unhappy fellow fisherman had not even had a rise to any of his attempts. I stayed out of the conversation as the other guys gave him a hard time.




  During the week the group landed an even one hundred prime George River salmon and released probably four times that number. An excellent week in any salmon camp in the world!




  Alas, the last night at camp turned into a mess, any way you look at it. Some of the Inuit ladies had stolen some of our liquor, notably the half-gallon of vodka belonging to Gene Hill and Jimmy Rikhoff. When we came in to have a shot ourselves, we found that we had company. Four women were in our tent, and all of them had liquor and love on their minds. I didn’t mind the liquor, but looking at toothless Salema headed for my bed made me put my feet up in the air just to let her know that that was as far as she was welcome. They weren’t really being bad, just wanting to have a good time, and my friends seemed to have pointed me out as the main target.




  My friends Jimmy and Gene, Dr. Whit Smith, Dr. Wayne Grayson, and his wife, Donna, were having a good laugh at my expense until a couple of the ladies, rubber boots and all, decided to climb into their beds as well.




  Thank the good Lord we ran out of whiskey and they finally went back to their own tents or over to bother Fred and Martin. That night one of them jumped into the rapids and Fred rescued her with the landing gaff. Slightly punctured but sober, she survived and was there when we returned the next year. I’m not sure where Fred hit her with the gaff, but these people are truly tough, and she came out of it all ready for another party.




  The Inuit are truly magnificent and wonderful people. We hope they can always be happy as the world goes on.




  Taking off from this camp in the Twin Otter was a remedy for any hangover or bad nerves. As a pilot myself, I knew this airplane was the strongest in the North, but I had a few nervous moments as the pilot revved up the engines to full power, then turned the brakes loose. We were off. Loaded with nine passengers and our luggage, its takeoff run was rather sluggish, but the fifty-foot free-fall when we hit the end of the runway made us airborne. It was exciting, and obviously we made it or I wouldn’t be writing this story. Upon landing in Fort Chimo I was assured by the pilot that today’s was one of the easy trips—most of his flights carried much more weight and used worse runways.




  My friends Fred and Martin Webb ran a wonderful camp with their Inuit friends. It was all the good fishing that had been promised, and the hike upriver through the ripe blueberries was an added treat. We had a wonderful time and made some great friends. Although the membership list is dwindling, we still share fraternity trips and talk about the visit with Fred at Helens Falls. Wish you had been there!




  Introduction




  LIFE OF A GUIDE IN REVIEW




  Considering the era in which I grew up and the opportunities available, I have managed to survive a fairly free and varied existence—especially, as my wife says, “for someone who has been married for most of it.” As I once told an audience at a Safari Club International gathering, “Irene and I have the typical teenage marriage that wasn’t supposed to last six months. I guess the secret is that out of the past forty years I have been away about thirty-five of them.”




  One hesitates to divulge too varied a resume, but the truth is that anyone who makes a lifetime’s living from the business of guiding is just bound to have had a lot of short-term employment at a variety of jobs. Such was my lot for a good many years, until we had our family outfitting business at the stage where we could claim to be totally self-employed.




  All of my work experience has been outdoor-oriented. As a kid I worked on farms, in the lumber woods, and at guiding whenever I could escape school. Busting out of the hated classroom somewhere around the middle of high school, I first found employment as a truck driver. Then I joined the army, trained to jump out of airplanes, acquired a tattoo, got married, and started a family . . . in one eventful season. All of this was well before I’d reached the age of admittance to the bars and liquor stores.




  Coming out of the army, I hurried home to Irene and our daughter Cindy and went back to driving trucks, working in the lumber woods, and guiding. Barely surviving on this kind of short-term employment, I spotted a government poster at the post office in town one day. It asked ex-service personnel to enroll in a course in communications, for employment in the Arctic. Off I went.




  Away from home again, learning the skills of a radio operator, I was called to the phone one day and informed that we had a brand-new daughter, Janice. Less than a year later, on a radio station in the middle of the wilderness of Labrador, a passing airplane en route to the DEW Line informed me that Janice was learning to walk, that Irene and Cindy were well, and that they hoped I would come home sometime.




  For a little over ten years I led what I term my “other life.” I was employed first as a radio operator on ships, then as a communications specialist on exploration and scientific expeditions. As a lady journalist doing an assignment on my travels back in the seventies termed it: “A life that took him from the Arctic to the Andes and some interesting places in between.”




  During this “other life” I was able to keep my touch with the forest by trapping and guiding whenever possible. My main aim was to lay the groundwork so that I could become my own boss as a full-time outfitter in northern New Brunswick. By this time Irene and I had added to our family with first Martin and then a year later, Derek. Now with four children, I saw the growing importance of changing the lifestyle that had kept me away from home for months and months at a time.




  By the late 1960s I had partly achieved my goal. We were building up our own guiding business, but it was a hard, uphill fight. I had to run the traplines, work on the stream drives, cut and truck logs, guide for other outfits, and still take occasional contracted jobs on expeditions to foreign places as guide and communications man.




  About 1972, having returned from a prolonged trip abroad, I received a bit of advice from my partner: “Either stay home, starve or not, and build up our own business, or move us out of this hole in the woods and go back to sea.”




  The choice was easy: I gave up the traveling life—or so I thought at the time—and devoted full time to the outfitting business.




  For years we always seemed to be on the “leading edge” as we strove to expand our employment season. Some things worked and some did not; all were hard work and worry, and required reinvesting every penny we managed to earn.




  We were the only “year-round” operation in eastern Canada, hunting bobcats in winter and black bears in spring, running canoe trips and Atlantic salmon fishing camps in summer, guiding woodcock and grouse shooters in early autumn and whitetail hunters in later autumn. We even dabbled in accommodating cross-country skiers and snowmobilers in the winter. In between we somehow found time to keep up the traplines and do the necessary marketing of our services. It was a busy and exhausting period of our lives, but with the kids all home, it was a happy time as well.




  I had always dreamed of returning to the Arctic as my own boss, engaged in the sporting business. The opportunity arose through working with the Inuit-owned Federation of Cooperatives of Nouveau Quebec. The FCNQ developed, supported, and marketed the native-operated camps—the only ones allowed north of the fifty-seventh parallel at the time under the terms of the James Bay Agreement.




  Bill Tait was the Director of Tourism for FCNQ, and through our friendship the Webbs became involved as independent operators assisting with developing, operating, and marketing new camps.




  At the same time, we were working in Newfoundland part of the season, hunting moose and woodland caribou. Not content with working ourselves nearly to death, we then became involved in the western part of the Northwest Territories (NWT).




  For a period of about five years, we worked a schedule that had us in the United States on marketing trips from December to March, and in the Arctic hunting from March to mid-May. Then we headed across the continent to New Brunswick to run bear hunts from late May to the end of June, then to northern Quebec for July, and in the NWT during August and September. I would leave Martin in charge of the NWT camps in early September, drive across Canada, fly to northern Quebec, then back to Montreal and on to Newfoundland. The season ended in Newfoundland around the end of October.




  I would go back to New Brunswick, Martin would return from out west, and we would run November whitetail hunts, then hit the road for the States again. Needless to say, we could not keep up this kind of an operation forever. Finally we had to sell out everything in the East and settle in the West, investing everything in the NWT.




  Our family by this time had all ended up in western Canada. The facts of life in New Brunswick, province of our ancestors, included high unemployment, especially for unilingual English-speaking job seekers, and a generally depressed economy. The outfitting industry there was essentially terminated—for anyone who required a full-time living—by forest-cutting practices and government support for ever-increasing numbers of newcomers to the profession.




  Our daughters Cindy and Janice, with their families, live in the lower mainland area of British Columbia, as does Martin—at least part of the year, as he remains a partner in our outfitting business. Derek opted for a career in the military, including peacekeeping duties with the United Nations in various world trouble spots, but he hopes someday to retire and get back to the guiding life.




  It has been a long, hard trail, but we still face our changing seasons with expectation and excitement. In the Arctic a brand-new territory is emerging—Nunavut, “Our Land”—and we are part of it. There are many new clients to meet, and many new places to hunt.




  THE GUIDES




  A few years ago, about the time a serious heart operation reminded me of my mortality, I was persuaded to make an effort to write down reminiscences of a lifetime spent guiding in one place or another. The result was the publication of the mostly autobiographical Home from the Hill.




  When I started the project, my publisher advised me that most books contain three hundred pages or so. Having no idea of how much writing that involved, I asked him to translate it into how many beer boxes of paper this would fill . . . something to which I could relate. Someone miscalculated somewhat, for we ended up with about twice as much as would fit conveniently into one book.




  I guess that is as good an excuse as any to publish a sequel. One obvious problem with a sequel is to choose a title. I was not too happy with calling it “Home from the Hill Two” or “Home from the Hill All Over Again.” The publisher, being of a more gentlemanly bent than I, dashed my hopes of calling it “More of the Same Old Bull——”!




  I have therefore settled upon Campfire Lies of a Canadian Hunting Guide as the most appropriate name for a collection of tales that revolve around the profession of leading the way, whether in the pursuit of fish and game or guiding of a different sort on far-flung expeditions.




  These are stories of days gone by and circumstances that can never be repeated. However, our companies are still engaged in guiding and we look forward to future developments in the new northern territory of Nunavut.




  As I stand at the window of our home base in Kugluktuk, on the edge of the frozen Arctic Ocean, I am still looking north after nearly half a century.




  With our Inuit partner, Charlie Bolt, my son Martin is building a new hunting venture at Nagyuktok, on the far-off shore of Victoria Island. There is still room to move around in the central Arctic, a fitting land for the next generation of “The Guides.”




  As you read these pages, I hope you will agree that although guides very rarely die rich, they at least do not expire from boredom.




  Kugluktuk, Nunavut Territory, October 1997




  Author’s Note




  I have never been quite sure how to properly define a person who dabbles in the business of writing. It always seems to me a bit presumptuous for amateurs and part-timers such as myself to aspire to the title of “author” when there are professional full-time writers about who are much more deserving of the designation.




  It is a fact that in our sporting industry, as in the prostitution industry, the professional who does it for money must face unfair competition from the eager amateurs who do it for fun and entertainment. I always feel a bit guilty for putting myself in the latter category as it applies to writing.




  However, I am probably worrying for nothing. It has been my privilege to have guided, at one place or another, many of the best-known outdoor writers throughout the past thirty years and more. Without exception they were true experts, both in the sport and in writing about it, and invariably a joy to be with in the field. In many cases, what started out as onetime visits turned into friendships that have endured for years.




  As the reader will soon become aware, this book is written not by an “author” but by a guide who has managed to make a living without the benefit of much formal education.




  Some of the language employed herein is that of the working woodsman. Unlike the obscenities used in much of the present-day literature, film, and television, however, it is not put in for shock value, but reflects reality in the lives we lead.




  Pull up a stump by the fire. I’ll pour you a cup of tea from the old black kettle, and with the help of my friends I will tell you some campfire lies.




  YOU CAN TAKE THE BOY OUT OF THE WOODS BUT . . .
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  WEIRD AND WONDERFUL PROJECTS




  In a book written primarily about my life as a professional hunting guide, it is probably wise to mention other employment only in passing. Most of the jobs abroad, in what I term my “other life,” were of varying duration. Some meant months away from home, others just a few weeks at a time. They fit in very well, for the hunting business was seasonal at best.




  Around the coast of Canada, I worked with a team that did everything from seismic survey work on the Grand Banks of Newfoundland in support of oil exploration, to studying the sex life of copepods (immature shrimp) in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Many specialties make up the science of oceanography, and most of the work was international in scope, involving scientists from various nations.




  Most voyages I was on covered a wide range of programs, all concerned with “gathering pertinent data” for both peaceful and more serious purposes. On one ship, for instance, we sailed on a three-month journey in the Atlantic, where we operated “mid-water trawls” to collect all sorts of sea creatures for study. Pretty routine and boring, except for a couple of side trips to the islands of the Azores.




  On another trip I sailed to the Sargasso Sea. I found that trip particularly interesting because we eventually discovered where all the freshwater eels in the Western Hemisphere go to spawn. On the San Pablo and Kelvin seamounts, submerged mountain peaks, we attempted to drill core samples out of the ocean bedrock. In the Mid-Atlantic Deep we sent down devices to capture species never or rarely seen by man. Various probes, core-sampling drills, and dredges went to the ocean bottom to recover both living creatures and samples of mineral deposits.




  It was an extremely interesting business and exciting to anyone who enjoyed confronting the unknown. The fact that in some cases the data gathered had uses other than purely scientific was taken for granted. I also made connections on these trips that resulted in offers of employment on other, less publicized projects.




  Many of the “scientific” programs I was involved in were based upon the need for early detection of anyone approaching the continent with hostile intent. The emergence of new political forces throughout the Americas and other parts of the world helped keep the pot boiling and my interest up.




  Over the course of a few highly eventful years I found myself involved with what we termed “mad scientists” on some weird and wonderful short-term jobs. I spent a couple of very interesting months in the Azores and Madeira Islands, mostly assisting with the training of what were termed “counter-insurgency units.” Our job was supposedly to help balance the involvement of Cuban and other “advisors” in bush wars that are probably still going on.




  We monitored and recorded military radio transmissions to enhance the information gathered by U-2 flights over Cuba. Somewhere there probably still exist warehouses full of half-inch magnetic tape and 16mm film from those days. We always speculated that when the codes were broken and the Russian was translated, it would probably be some guy saying, “Send five pounds of bacon, a dozen eggs, a carton of Lucky Strikes, and two rolls of toilet paper.”




  We spent several weeks working on Barbados, where a team was building and testing a truly awesome weapon, which later gained international recognition as the “Super Gun.” This wonderful invention by a Canadian engineer was simply an immense rifle barrel that was supposed to shoot data-gathering satellites into low orbit. Twenty-some years later, the Super Gun showed up as part of the arsenal of Saddam Hussein. The scientist behind this project was subsequently executed by the intelligence arm of one of our allies.




  On another trip to Barbados, working on a different project, three of us enjoyed ourselves playing tourist. There was plenty of amusement in Bridgetown, including the famous Harry’s Place, where one could sample the excellent island rum drinks and eat flying fish, curry, and other exotic dishes. Slightly shocking at first was the fact that the waitresses were all stark naked. Hardy souls that we were, it would take more than that to drive us away.




  One evening, along with a group of foreign scientists, we attended a party at a private estate up in the hills. For the occasion we had rented a new Ford Comet—a tight squeeze for six people, but we managed. When it came time to leave, a New Zealander working with us asked to drive. I sat in the middle to help navigate and pass the rum, while a young lady scientist named Eadie sat next to the door. In the back seat were Paul, one of my crew, and a couple of other scientists.




  Broad Street in Bridgetown runs right down one of the main docks, and at the end turns abruptly right. We were doing fine until it came time to turn, and then we went straight over the cap of the dock, nose-first into the harbor.




  I can see it all in slow motion as if it were yesterday. Car going down into the water like a submarine, headlights still on. In a flash Eadie was out the window. I was immediately behind her, and as I struggled for the surface, I had the ridiculous thought that her fancy party dress, all ballooned out, looked like a giant version of the poison jellyfish we had to avoid while diving.




  Treading water, we were vastly relieved as the rest of the party, one after another, popped up to join us. That was as close to a miracle as I will ever witness, proving once again that the Lord looks after fools and drunks.




  Up on the dock after a difficult scramble, I fished the card from the car-rental agency from my dissolving wallet, dropped a BeeWee (British West Indies) quarter into the dockside phone, and after several minutes of ringing woke the agent. The conversation went something like this:




  “The agreement was that we could leave the car anywhere?”




  “Yes! Yes, Mon! Why you wake me up with such a dumb question?”




  “Well,” I replied, probably spoiling his night’s sleep, “the car is at the bottom of Bridgetown Harbor!”




  So much for keeping a low profile while working at what was supposed to be a sensitive project.




  As if this wasn’t bad enough, the following evening my assistant, Paul, brought himself to the attention of the locals in a spectacular manner. With a few rums aboard and wanting to impress one of the American “scientists” with his inventiveness, he hot-wired a big Link Belt mobile crane, drove it through a chain-link fence, and started uptown with it. Unfortunately, upon leaving the dock area, there was a customs checkpoint. As Paul drove up to the building, he ran the projecting crane through the roof—about like poking a stick into a hornet’s nest. This little indiscretion led to three extremely uncomfortable days and nights in the local dungeon. Only the intervention of some fairly high-level diplomacy made it possible for us to discreetly ship him out, to avoid any further international embarrassment.




  On another fairly interesting multipurpose job, I was based in Bermuda during the autumn hurricane season. Our ship was docked in St. George, a few miles from Hamilton, right in front of the White Horse Tavern. Behind us was docked an immense, rust-covered, Russian factory ship. One look at the antenna arrays decorating her masts told me that part of her job involved fishing for more than fish. Her name in Russian script was something like, Arkhanjelsk. We called it Archangel.




  The “mad scientists” on our side were developing another tool for the arsenal of the antisubmarine forces. This new gadget, termed a radio thermometer, was to be used along with sonar buoys to improve the submarine detection capabilities of the aircraft patrols.




  Two of us flew with the crews of a specially equipped Argus out of Kinley Field. Spending ten to fourteen hours a day droning along at a hundred feet or less over the ocean is like riding a bicycle up the railroad tracks. I found it bumpy and boring as hell, except for the occasional burst of excitement as we did “pretend” attacks on both our own shipping and the ever-present Soviet and East German spy ships working within their fishing fleets. We always hoped that the enemy appreciated the bit of variety we brought to their likewise boring existence.




  Most nights, as I returned late to the ship, the coxswain on gangway watch would tell me that the radio officer from the Archangel had dropped by to invite me to visit the Russian ship. This is fairly common among radio operators around the world. In the middle of the Cold War, odd as it may seem, this sort of fraternization sometimes occurred in neutral ports, as each side thought that its guy would learn something of value from the other side. With the schedule I was maintaining, however, I just didn’t have the time.




  The aircraft crews, just kids in our eyes, flew every other day, so they were free to party three nights a week. The other “technician” and I, old experienced drunks that we were, could not keep up for long, especially as we flew every single day. Thank God for tomato juice and aspirin.




  Toward the end of October, just as the weather was beginning to make low-level flying even rougher, we wrapped up the project and prepared to sail. About an hour before departure, the skipper asked me to go ashore to the White Horse Tavern and round up any of the crew still hanging around the bar.




  I was on my second hasty beer, talking to Roland King, who had the evening gangway watch while in port, when in walked a group of officers from the Russian ship. We were aware that women often sailed with the fishing fleet, but few, certainly, were as attractive as the blonde with two rings on her uniform sleeve.




  Recognizing Roland, she walked over and in only slightly accented English said, “I see you are departing. Too bad I missed your radio officer. Tell him I would like to show him my equipment if he would show me his sometime.”




  Three blasts of our ship’s whistle ended any further conversation. We made it aboard with the gangway and sailed into the tail end of the latest hurricane.




  FRONT-PAGE NEWS




  On a voyage intended to be carried out somewhat discreetly, we sailed after Christmas for what is certainly one of the most inhospitable pieces of ocean in the world at that time of year. A project was to be carried out along the route that killed so many men and ships in the convoys sailing to supply Russia during World War II. When one talks to seamen who survived the horrendous conditions, it is apparent that only part of the threat came from German submarines and the aircraft flying out from occupied portions of Scandinavia. The weather and the sea conditions alone were enough to sink many a ship.




  Our job was to lay subsurface current meters and recording devices in Denmark Strait, between Greenland and Iceland, and in the Norwegian Sea north of Iceland. As oceanographers and submarine skippers are well aware, these waters are fairly shallow relative to the deeper ocean to the south. Submarines coming from the north, headed for the open Atlantic, had to traverse this area before being able to descend into the safety of the Atlantic Deep. Anyone looking or listening for these submarines paid a lot of attention to that part of the world.




  One of the hazards to shipping in winter is the buildup of ice on a ship’s superstructure, caused by freezing spray. A vessel can become sufficiently top-heavy and roll over. The only remedy is for everyone from the cook to the captain to work topside, actually breaking up the ice and heaving it overboard.




  During one such dangerous incident, we took temporary shelter inside the edge of the ice pack off the east coast of Greenland. Unfortunately, as we maneuvered in the ice, one of our rudders and associated steering gear became seriously damaged. The prudent decision was made to head for shelter in Iceland before another storm occurred, which would have put us in grave danger indeed.




  The captain instructed me to make contact with any nearby vessels, in case we needed emergency assistance. In about a minute on the Morse key, I raised the Icelandic fishing factory ship Narfi, just over the horizon. They were about to head for port themselves, so her skipper obligingly agreed to escort us in safely.




  In the hope of remaining at least a little bit anonymous, our captain decided that instead of going into the capital, Reykjavik, we would dock in the smaller harbor of Hafnarfjordur, a few miles down the coast. Perhaps repairs could be completed there without drawing any more attention than necessary. Within an hour of making port, we were tied up and repairs on our damaged gear were under way.




  The Narfi docked behind us, and our captain sent the navigator and me to extend our thanks for the assistance. As a small token of appreciation, we carried along a half-gallon of our best West Indies rum.




  We were well received. After a few toasts and a number of sea stories, a most remarkable coincidence began to come to light. The radio officer on the Narfi, Ollifur Bjornson, ten years previously had been on an Icelandic trawler. They had run into an iceberg in Davis Strait, and he had sent out a call for assistance.




  In what had to be the fluke of the century, it turned out that I had been the operator on the Canadian icebreaker that came to their assistance and towed them into Gothaab, Greenland. This, of course, led to toasts and pledges of undying friendship. The Icelandic people, descendants of the original Norsemen, have a strong affinity for tales to do with survival in the icy seas surrounding their homeland. Seamen are held in the highest esteem, heroes on the level of the North American cowboy.




  Sometime during the afternoon, a representative of the press showed up. Pictures were taken despite my modest pleas to remain in the background. By this time we were well-launched on what turned out to be a party of truly epic proportions. Despite our feeble protests, the navigator and I were whisked off ashore for further celebration.




  In the lead taxi heading for Reykjavik, the Icelandic captain insisted that we simply had to visit the president of their fishing company. Graciously received by the gentleman and his wife, we were soon drinking another round of toasts to Canadian-Icelandic friendship. The party by this time included the Icelandic skipper, my buddy Ollafur, the radio officer, two other ships’ officers, and the photographer from the newspaper, who had tagged along.




  The rest of the evening is something of a blur, but upon visiting an office somewhere along the line, I was presented with a silver pin, which I had the presence of mind to place inside the pages of my passport. It attested to the fact that I was a radio officer first class in the Icelandic Maritime Service. More speeches, handshakes, and drinks, of course, were in order.




  Our numbers by now had increased from two to six taxis full of revelers, both male and female. Sometime after midnight, while we were helping to close one of the big clubs, either the Porscafe or the Saga, it was decided that all and sundry must proceed to another party at the home of one of the participants.




  Icelandic people must certainly rank among the friendliest and most hospitable in the world, if they happen to like you. There are some historic grievances against the United States and Britain, going back to Iceland’s occupation by the allies during World War II. However, once they know you are Canadian, and a seaman at that, all the barriers are down. Since being Canadian brings very little benefit in Canada, the navigator and I were pleased to know that we were appreciated somewhere in the world.




  When the clubs closed, a whole convoy of taxis wound its way down the coast to a private home somewhere in Keflavik. Here the party continued unabated until most of the participants staggered off to go to their various places of employment. We later came to realize that although we were the excuse for this particular blowout, merrymaking of this magnitude is pretty routine during the Icelandic winter.




  Delivered to the dock in a none-too-steady condition, we decided to drop into a little cafe in hopes that a cup of coffee would settle our nerves before we undertook to sneak aboard the ship. Upon spying my face, the lady behind the counter grabbed up a copy of the newly delivered daily paper. “Look! Look!” she shrieked. “Yesterday was Krushchev, today is YOU!”




  Sure enough. There was I, taking up nearly the entire front page of the Morganblad, the Icelandic equivalent of the New York Times. Accompanying a couple of excellent pictures was the epic tale of two heroic radio operators and how we had battled the dangers of the Arctic seas. So much for maintaining a low profile on a delicate mission.




  When we were safe and sober, back at sea, some fairly serious messages were received from the upper levels of the outfit we worked for. However, it soon blew over; one advantage of being on an “unofficial” project is that things tend to get swept under the rug fairly quietly.




  Once in a while I look at the silver radio officer pin and my souvenir edition of the Morganblad, and wonder what else I might have talked about besides the radio business. Fortunately, few of us know anyone who can translate from the Norse language. The exact contents of the article remain a mystery to this day.




  SOMETIMES IT PAYS TO BE POLITE




  Three of us were in Antwerp in the early sixties on a discreet errand. It involved the acquisition and shipment of some badly needed equipment to friends in a West African country. After accomplishing the job in less time than expected, we had a couple of days to kill, waiting for our ship to make port.




  We were staying in a modest little old-fashioned hotel just off the main square in the middle of the city. Across from the big central railway station on Stadesstrat was a real going concern of a nightclub, the Lauchen Cou (Laughing Cow). Outside hung a great carnival-type mockup of a gigantic moving cow head, which actually gave out with a plaintive MOO at the passersby. It was a great place to spend some leisure time, full of seamen from all over the world, so strangers were taken for granted. The beer and the polka music were great, as I recall. Things can get a bit rowdy in this type of place, but everyone was simply having a great time when in swaggered a couple of Slavic-featured drunks, probably off some German canal boat.
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