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ABOUT THE BOOK

In the great depths surrounding the remote Lofoten islands in Norway lives the Greenland shark.

Twenty-six feet in length and weighing more than a tonne, it can live for 200 years. Its fluorescent green, parasite-covered eyes are said to hypnotise its prey, and its meat is so riddled with poison that, when consumed, it sends people into a hallucinatory trance. 

Armed with little more than their wits and a tiny rubber boat, Morten Strøksnes and his friend Hugo set out in pursuit of this enigmatic creature. Drawing on science, poetry, history, ecology and mythology, Shark Drunk is the story of their quixotic quest. Together, they tackle existential questions, experience the best and worst nature can throw at them, and explore the astonishing life teeming at the ocean’s depths.

Shark Drunk is, in part, the tale of two men in a very small boat on the trail of a very big fish. It is also a story of obsession, enchantment and adventure. Above all, it is a love song to the sea, in all its mystery, hardship, wonder and life-giving majesty. 


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Morten Strøksnes is an award-winning Norwegian writer. After studying in Oslo and Cambridge, Strøksnes embarked on a career as a journalist. He has published eight critically acclaimed books of reportage, essays and literary non-fiction. Shark Drunk was awarded five prizes in Norway when it was first published, including the prestigious Brage Prize for non-fiction.

Translated from the Norwegian by Tiina Nunnally.
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1

Three and a half billion years. That’s the time it took from the moment the first primitive life-forms developed in the sea until Hugo Aasjord phoned me one Saturday night in July.

“Have you seen the weather report for next week?” he asked.

We’d been waiting a long time for a very specific forecast. Not sunshine or heat, not even the absence of rain. What we needed was the least possible wind in the seas between Bodø and Lofoten—or, to be more precise, in Vestfjorden, the “western fjord.” If you need calm waters in Vestfjorden, you better not be in a rush. Its tumultuous waters are notoriously temperamental. Even the slightest gust of wind from the west, south, or north can create significant waves.

I’d checked the weather reports for weeks. The forecast was always for strong or gale-force winds. Never just a gentle breeze or light air, which would give us the calm seas we needed. Eventually I’d pretty much given up keeping track and surrendered to Oslo’s lazy summertime rhythm of hot days and bright nights.

I was at a lively dinner party when my phone rang. When I saw the call was from Hugo—a man who hates phones and only rings to deliver important messages—I knew that our long wait had come to an end. We were finally going to try to catch the big fish.

“I’ll buy a plane ticket tomorrow and arrive in Bodø Monday afternoon,” I told him.

“Good. See you.” Click.

On the plane to Bodø I fixed my gaze on the land below. Through the oval window I could see mountains, forests, and plains, which I imagined as a raised seabed. A couple of billion years ago the entire earth was covered with water, except maybe for a few small islands here and there. Even today, the ocean still makes up more than 70 percent of the earth’s surface. It has been said that our planet’s name shouldn’t be Earth. Instead, it would be more appropriate to call it Ocean.

When we reached Helgeland, the land opened into Norway’s majestic fjords, with swelling seas to the west, until finally the division between sky and water dissolved and the horizon became a shining gray color reminiscent of bird feathers.

Every time I leave Oslo and travel north, I have the same sense of escape … escape from the inland and its anthills, spruce trees, rivers, freshwater lakes, and gurgling marshes. Good-bye and farewell, I’m going out to the sea, which is free and endless, rhythmic and swaying like the old sea chanteys sung across the oceans of the world on ships traveling to classic harbors like Marseille, Liverpool, Singapore, and Montevideo, while the deckhands hauled on the lines to set, trim, or reef the sails.

Sailors who have gone ashore can seem like restless visitors. They may never go to sea again, but judging by their talk and gestures, it’s as if they’re merely temporary visitors on dry land. They never lose their longing for the water. Yet the sea, which is calling them, has to settle for hopeful, if uncertain, replies.

My great-great-grandfather must have felt the sea’s mysterious pull when he left inland Sweden and began walking west. Through valleys and over mountains, he traveled like a salmon along the great rivers, first against the stream, then with the stream until he made it all the way to the sea.

As the story goes, he gave no reason for the journey other than that he had to see the ocean with his own eyes. It’s unlikely he had any plans to go back to where he’d come from. Maybe he couldn’t stand the thought of spending the rest of his life stooping over barren patches of land in a Swedish mountain village. Clearly he was an impulsive man, a dreamer with strong legs. He wandered all the way to the Norwegian coast, started a family, and then joined the crew of a freighter. A couple of years later, as fate would have it, the ship sank somewhere in the Pacific. Everyone on board drowned. As if the man had come from the depths of the sea and needed to return. As if that was where he belonged, and he’d always known it. At least that’s how I think of him.

It was the sea that gave birth to the poetry of Arthur Rimbaud. The sea inspired his expansive language, which carried both him and poetry into the modern era with “Le bateau ivre” (“The Drunken Boat”) from 1871. The poem is told from the perspective of an old freighter that wants to experience the freedom of the sea and hurtles recklessly down a great river until it reaches the coast and enters open waters, only to encounter a violent storm and sink to the bottom. There it becomes one with the ocean:


And from then on I bathed in the Poem

Of the Sea, infused with stars and lactescent,

Devouring the azure verses; where, like a pale elated

Piece of flotsam, a pensive drowned figure sometimes sinks.1



From the airplane I tried to reconstruct more of “The Drunken Boat” from memory. I know the swells attack the skerries like frenzied herds of cattle. And on the ocean floor a Leviathan rots among swaying clumps of kelp, which reel the drunken boat in close, wrapping it in their tentacles. Above the dark abyss of the maelstrom, the boat hears the mating calls of the sperm whale. It sees dead-drunk shipwrecks swarming with sea lice and hideous snakes, golden singing fish, electric crescent moons, and black seahorses—things that people only imagine they’ve seen …

The boat is pummeled by the sights, experiencing the frightening and liberating power of the sea, the constant surge and spray, until it becomes languidly, numbingly sated. Then the boat begins to yearn for the dark and quiet river pools of its childhood.

Rimbaud had never seen the ocean when he wrote this poem at the age of sixteen.
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Hugo Aasjord lives on the island of Engeløya in the municipality of Steigen. To get there from Bodø you have to take the northbound catamaran ferry, traveling between islands and small, weather-beaten communities that cling like barnacles to the rocky coast. After about two hours the ferry docks at Bogøy, a small village with a bridge that crosses over to Engeløya.

Engeløya is like a microcosm of Norway. Typical Norwegian fjord country on the side facing the mainland; archipelago and white shores on the seaward side. The belt of land farthest south and by the sea consists of fertile farmland. Beyond that is a forested strip where moose and other wildlife live. Finally, valleys and mountains, of which Trohornet (2,116 feet above sea level) is the tallest. There are good reasons why people have lived here for nearly six thousand years. This island, which you can easily bike around in a couple of hours, gave them ample opportunities for fishing, hunting, and farming.

Hugo is standing on the wharf and has good news for me. Apparently we have bait. A Scottish Highland bull was butchered a few days ago, and the remains are out in a field, ready for me to pick up. “That can wait until tomorrow,” Hugo says as we drive across the bridge to Engeløya and pull up in front of his house, complete with a tower on top, a gallery in the basement, and an unimpeded view to the west, toward Vestfjorden. The square tower, designed by Hugo, could have served as a stage set for Henrik Ibsen’s play The Master Builder.

Arriving at Hugo’s property, it’s easy to imagine that you’ve entered a pirate’s lair. Scattered around the garage are objects that have been plundered from the coast. Lining the path to the gallery, the prow of an old ship and several huge old anchors stand like exhibition pieces or trophies. In the backyard is a propeller that once belonged to an English trawler that went down off the island of Skrova. On the shed hangs a Russian sign that Hugo fished out of the sea. He thought the sign belonged to a Russian ship, but it turned out to be an election poster from a district outside Arkhangelsk. Next to the main shed Hugo has built a couple of other sheds, plus a stable housing two Shetland ponies, named Luna and Veslegloppa. Various boats have always been stored in the main shed or nearby. He’d sold the Plattgatter, a mahogany boat with a flat transom that always looked like it was yearning for the Riviera.

Hugo has never eaten a fish stick in his life. Nor does he have any plans to do so. For dinner we have soup made from freshly picked shoots of stinging nettles and lovage, lentils, and homemade moose sausage along with a couple of glasses of wine. Then we go downstairs to the gallery. Hugo’s oil paintings are largely abstracts, but people up in the north have a tendency to regard them as actual landscapes depicting the sea and coastline, meaning, of course, scenes from their own lives. That’s easy to understand, since the paintings shimmer with the characteristic light found only near the ocean north of the Arctic Circle, especially in winter. Hugo’s style is marked by an easily recognizable arctic blue from the cold, clear days of darkness, which, by the way, are actually not dark at all. The entire spectrum of light exists, although dimmed or imploded. The colors of the sky take on a deep, encapsulated glow, while the northern lights can flare up at any moment like psychedelic improvisations.

Some of the paintings he’s working on are of Battery Dietl, on the seaward side of Engeløya. There, on the coast, the Germans built the largest and most expensive fortification in northern Europe during World War II. It housed more than ten thousand people, a combination of German soldiers and Russian prisoners of war. Battery Dietl became one of northern Norway’s biggest towns, with a movie theater, hospital, barracks, dining halls, and even brothels with women brought from Germany and Poland. Spread out through the area were also radar installations, weather stations, and command centers filled with newly developed technology. The cannon battery was intended to cover all of Vestfjorden. It had a range of twenty-five to thirty miles. Today the bunkers still extend several stories underground. Even though hundreds of Russian prisoners died there as forced laborers, Hugo senses a peacefulness in the secluded area.

In his paintings, Battery Dietl shows up only as a group of cubist shapes.

Hugo’s work as an artist has a wide range, to say the least. Several years ago Hugo put on exhibition a cat that had been naturally embalmed. Dying, it had taken refuge inside the wall of an old cowshed down the road from Hugo’s house. When it became known that Hugo was going to show the cat at the Biennale in Florence, he was asked by the local newspaper, Avisa Nordland, “Is a dead cat art?”

Hugo grew up on both sides of Vestfjorden. He has always lived near the sea and also spent a considerable part of his life on boats. Only once did he venture inland for any length of time, when he went to Münster, Germany, to study art. He was the youngest student ever admitted to the city’s renowned art school. Back then, many wounded veterans of World War II wandered the streets—men who were disfigured, on crutches, missing an arm, or sitting in wheelchairs. His fellow students were young radical Germans who vocally expressed their criticism of the Vietnam War, while the Second World War remained off-limits. Hugo would sometimes take the train north to Hamburg, because along the way the consistency of the air changed, becoming rawer, with a faint whiff of the sea.

After graduation, Hugo returned to Norway with certificates confirming that he had mastered the classical techniques of painting, graphic art, and sculpture. He also brought with him a different kind of baggage. The fact that he was part of the radical German student milieu in the 1970s still clings to him in a vague sort of way. It has nothing to do with politics, because Hugo has never been particularly radical in that sense. Nor does it have to do with personal style, in spite of his round glasses, mustache, and long black hair. It has more to do with an unconventional attitude about how things should be done and how life should be lived. Münster also left him with a nefarious addiction: watching reruns of the German TV crime show Derrick every day at five o’clock. And God help anyone who disturbs him.

After Hugo shows me his new paintings, we go up to the attic room. From there we have a view of Engeløya and its lush terrain. It’s a mild summer night. Dew has settled on the grass and the black fields to the south, and a blanket of silence lies over the slumbering land. Even a whisper can carry a long way.

All around us is a bountiful deciduous forest of birch, rowan, willow, and aspen. I go through the open door of the balcony at the prow of the house, which resembles a ship’s bridge. It’s far from quiet out there. The forest is shaggy with pollen and dripping with chlorophyll. A backdrop of birdsong opens up. I hear snipes, curlews, and woodcocks. My ears need a little time to distinguish one from another. The black grouse clucks, the thrush chatters, the cuckoo sings coo-coo. Finches, sparrows, and titmice chirp. Curlews often make a melancholy and lonely whistling sound, but they can shift tempo at any moment, sounding then like a good-natured machine gun. Let’s call it friendly fire. Somewhere out there, one bird makes a dry sound, like a coin clacking against a table.

A short-eared owl comes flying past, swooping low. Its long wings flap unsteadily. In the distance, the fjord is smooth and white. The snow hasn’t yet melted from the island’s black mountaintops, which are high enough that over the years three fighter planes have slammed into them. Two Starfighters crashed in the early 1970s, and in 1999 a German Tornado came down after the two pilots had ejected. Both were picked up by small boats trolling in the waters of Skagstadsund.

The birdlife says a lot about the difference between the islands of Engeløya and Skrova, which is on the other side of Vestfjorden. Engeløya is an agricultural community. Skrova is a fishing village, where everything, including the way of thinking, is different. There are only seabirds on Skrova. The birds of the forests in Engeløya can sing with enchanting beauty, whereas the seabirds around Skrova often have hoarse, croaking voices. But some of those seabirds can dive down to 650 feet, practically flying through the water and constantly changing direction as they close in on panicking shoals of herring or sprat.

Offshore of Skrova, the sea level dramatically plunges a thousand feet. There, on the coast, Hugo and his wife, Mette, are in the process of fixing up Aasjord Station, an old fishing outpost and cod-liver-oil mill.

As the name suggests, Hugo’s family owned Aasjord Station for a couple of decades before it was shuttered and sold in the early 1980s. Now Hugo and Mette have bought it back. The place had fallen into serious disrepair, but they’ve partially restored it to its former glory, with even bigger plans for the future.

As for Hugo and me, Aasjord Station is going to be the home base for our shark hunt.

Back inside, Hugo tells me the story of the rams, which would be a strange tale coming from anyone else, but it’s somehow normal for him. I’m not sure why he thought of it now, but he does tend to meander from topic to topic. Once, he adopted a practically newborn ram because the farmer thought there was something wrong with it and was going to put it down. Hugo felt sorry for the ram and took it home. The ram moved into the kitchen, and he and Mette planned to slaughter it in the fall. A few weeks later Hugo was in a shop and happened to run into the same farmer, who casually remarked that it was a shame for the ram to be alone. So the farmer dropped by with another ram of the same rejected category.

Over the following months and years Hugo and his family fed the rams until both were big and strong—and completely unmanageable. It was no longer safe to let them near the kids or the dogs, so Hugo loaded them on board his boat and took them out to an islet where they could stay and graze.

They grew big and strong and forgot how to say thank you. Whenever Hugo passed the islet they would often swim toward his boat, their wet, heavy wool pulling them under, and then Hugo would have to rescue them. One beautiful summer day, Hugo calmly attempted to go ashore. Not sensing any danger, he was halfway out of the boat when one of the rams charged him. Hugo pulls up the sleeve of his sweater to show me a big scar on his upper arm and ends the story with this physical exclamation mark.

A short time later, both rams were slaughtered. The Aasjord family had lost all sympathy for the two creatures. Now, their pelts hang over a rod in the small shed.

It was on a night like this one, two years ago, when Hugo first mentioned Greenland sharks. Hugo’s father had gone on whale hunts from the age of eight, and he’d seen how the Greenland shark would emerge from the deep and steal huge pieces of blubber from the whales as the crew drove and flensed them alongside the boat.

Once, the crew harpooned a persistent Greenland shark and used the derrick to haul it up by the tail. Even in its half-dead condition, as it hung upside down with a whale harpoon stuck through its back, the shark gorged itself on the fresh whale meat within reach. That Greenland shark took forever to die. It lay there for hours, eyeing the crew as they moved about on deck and spooking even the toughest and most seasoned fisherman.

Another hot summer day while drifting in Vestfjorden aboard the fishing boat Hurtig, one of the fishermen decided to cool off by going for a swim and dove into the sea. When a Greenland shark suddenly surfaced just a few yards away, the fisherman scurried back into the boat in a flash—much to the amusement of the rest of the crew.

Stories like this fueled Hugo’s imagination, brewing inside of him for forty years. That night, when he talked about the Greenland shark, a gleam appeared in his eyes and his voice took on a special tone. The tales he’d heard as a child had never lost their hold. He had seen most of the fish and animals that live in the ocean, he said, but he’d never seen a Greenland shark. I hadn’t either. Hugo didn’t have to work very hard to convince me it was time. I took the bait, so to speak. Hook, line, and sinker.

I also grew up near the sea and had gone fishing ever since I was a little boy. Getting a nibble always gave me the feeling that just about anything might come up from the deep. A whole world existed down there, containing countless creatures that I knew nothing about. In books I’d seen pictures of the known species, and that was more than enough. Life in the ocean appeared richer and more exciting than life on land. Strange beings swam around, practically right under our noses, but we couldn’t see them and didn’t know them. We could only guess at what went on down there.

Ever since, the sea has retained its attraction for me. Much of what we find mysterious or exciting when we’re children loses its aura by adolescence. But for me the ocean simply grew bigger, deeper, and more amazing. Maybe an atavism came into play; something had skipped over several generations in my family before I inherited it from my great-great-grandfather, who had ended up at the bottom of the sea so long ago.

And there was something else, something I wasn’t fully aware of at the time and may not see clearly even now, except on the periphery of my vision—like when the rotating beam of a lighthouse rips apart the darkness with a swift flash of light.

There were actually a lot of other things I should have been doing when, without hesitation, I replied, “Sure, let’s go to sea and catch a Greenland shark.”

3

We have mapped the world, and we no longer fill in the blank spaces with strange monsters and fantastical animals conjured from our imagination. But maybe we should, because all life on the planet has not yet been discovered—far from it. Scientists have catalogued just under two million species of animals to date, but biologists estimate that altogether there are about ten million multicelled organisms on our planet.2 Undoubtedly the greatest discoveries await us in the ocean, where new life-forms are constantly being discovered. In fact, we still know very little even about large creatures that swim near the coast. There could be as many sharks in the ocean as people on earth.3 And who knows anything about the Greenland sharks swimming in the deep troughs and channels of Vestfjorden, sharks that can grow to twenty-four feet in length and weigh twenty-five hundred pounds? Other than Hugo, of course.

The Greenland shark is prehistoric. Reportedly, it swims at the bottom of deep Norwegian fjords and all the way up to the North Pole. Yet deep-water sharks are usually much smaller than those that live at shallower depths. The Greenland is the major exception. It can grow bigger than a great white and is thus the world’s largest flesh-eating shark. (The basking shark and whale shark are bigger, but they eat only plankton.) Marine biologists have recently discovered that the Greenland shark can reach an age of four, maybe even five hundred years. That makes it by far the oldest vertebrate on the planet. The shark we’re going to catch could have been swimming slowly around in some dark oceanic abyss well before the Mayflower set sail for the new colony of North Virginia, or even a hundred years earlier, when Nicolaus Copernicus concluded that the earth is orbiting the sun. It could be half the age of Methuselah. According to tradition, Methuselah perished in the year of the Flood, and maybe the swelling water was what finally got him. The Greenland shark would have found the altered circumstances on earth very agreeable, considering the unparalleled abundance of food that must have been available.

One more thing: in Norway, people sometimes assume the Greenland shark is related to the porbeagle. But we’re talking about two different species. The porbeagle is smaller and has tasty flesh that could potentially be served in a restaurant—if it were not on the endangered list, of course. The Greenland shark is wild and not on any list, but few people would ever want to eat the flesh of its massive body. Its meat is laced with a toxin that, when ingested, produces a feeling of extreme intoxication and can be fatal.

Still, cost what it might, we were going to catch a voracious monster with many hundreds of millions of years of evolution behind it, with potentially fatal poisons in its bloodstream and teeth like that of an oversized steel trap, only a lot more of them.

It was two years ago that Hugo and I first made our decision, and now the summer night sky takes on the orange tinge of caviar. We’re sitting here exchanging Greenland shark news, because we’ve both found out a thing or two since we last met. Most sources in print describe it as slow and sluggish. Unbelievably, the swiftest kinds of shark can reach a top speed of almost forty-five miles per hour. Hugo doesn’t agree that the Greenland shark is so much slower.

“Then how do they explain that the remains of polar bears and the fastest fish in the sea, including halibut and mature salmon, have been found in the stomachs of Greenland sharks? How slow could it be?” asks Hugo.

“Most Greenland sharks carry a parasite that attacks the cornea and makes them partially blind. Some are depicted with what looks like finger-long worms hanging from their eyeballs. One theory is that the prey is hypnotized by the shark’s eyes, which are a luminous green in the dark,” I say, pleased that I can tell Hugo something about the sea that he might not already know.

My joy is short-lived. Hugo is not impressed.

“If that’s true, then how is the shark able to bring down reindeer in Alaska? And how does it catch seabirds? Are you saying it hypnotizes them too?”

Hugo launches into a brief lecture on the sensory organs of the Greenland shark. If the shark is blind or partially blind, this would be less of a handicap than you would imagine, because it’s so dark down there in the deep anyway. But the Greenland shark has a secret electromagnetic weapon. Like many other sharks, Greenland sharks are equipped with so-called ampullae of Lorenzini. Through these jelly-filled, half-inch-long ampullae, it can sense changes in electric fields down to a few billionths of a volt. That’s probably how it detects prey buried in the sand and how it manages to sneak up on seals lying or sleeping on the ocean floor before attacking.

I look at him, trying not to show that this is new to me.

“Didn’t you know that seals sleep on the ocean floor?” he says, a bit gleefully, before continuing his lecture.

“Maybe the Greenland shark uses these properties to catch animals that are much faster, or maybe it finds fish that are injured or weak or buried in the sandy bottom. Maybe it usually moves slowly and soundlessly, perfectly camouflaged, snapping up its prey …”

I can tell that he’s about to get to the point.

“But I’m pretty sure it’s capable of increasing speed in sudden lunges. That’s the only logical explanation,” he concludes.

We haven’t yet discussed certain details. For instance, what do we do if we actually bring a Greenland shark up to the surface? I suggest that maybe we can try to tie a rope around the base of its tail and haul the shark up backward so that it passes out. Sharks have to keep swimming in order to take in oxygen. The same is true of mackerel.

Hugo shakes his head. He thinks we would risk the shark sinking. Maybe instead we should try to steer it toward land, the way the Inuit do. The weak link in this plan is that we’d have to persuade the shark to swim in the direction we want to go. The Inuit use two small kayaks on either side, steering the Greenland shark between them, while we have only one boat. By the way, the Inuit traditionally regard the Greenland shark as one of the animals that help shamans.

“Maybe we could pull it up onto an islet—if we can get the islet between us and the shark,” I say.

Hugo blithely ignores my suggestion, presumably because it’s so stupid.

“What if we drag the shark ashore? If we have time to wrap the rope around a tree, we can then move off in the opposite direction and pull the shark all the way up onto land,” I propose.

“A little better, but I’ve been thinking about this, and I know what we need to do. When the Greenland shark comes up to the surface, we stick another shark hook into it and tie it to a float with a short line. Then we can figure out the rest.”

If we manage to get the shark, either backward or forward, to one of the docks or beaches around Skrova, Hugo is interested in the liver. He can extract a barrel of oil from the shark’s liver and use it to make paint. Then we’ll paint Aasjord Station as part of its renovation. Hugo is pondering various art projects for which he could use the shark.

After going on like this for a couple of hours, we’ve run out of juice. This is not the time of the midnight sun, but it’s still bright daylight. I sit outside on the porch to stare at nature. It’s truly a pliant night, with almost no breeze. From the waters of the sound comes a faint hint of salt and rotting seaweed. All our gear is ready and waiting on Skrova, at Aasjord Station. We have chains and thirteen hundred feet of the best quality nylon line. We have shark hooks eight inches long and made of stainless steel, and weights to make the line sink. We have two big floats to absorb the pull if the shark bites, so it will wear itself out and, if necessary, we can keep it a safe distance away.

The only thing we’re missing is bait. The time has come for me to gather up the remains of the Scottish Highland bull lying somewhere out in a field. Hugo doesn’t have the stomach for it. After a botched operation, he often feels the urge to retch, even though it’s now physically impossible for him to vomit.

Luckily that’s something I can still do.
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Life cannot exist without death, and the cycle of life is what keeps the planet in harmony. At least that’s my philosophical solace while, early the next afternoon, I trudge alone through the woods, following vague directions about where to find the sure-to-be-rotting carcass of a Scottish bull.

Scottish Highland cattle are a primitive and hardy race that spend the whole winter outdoors and look something like musk oxen with long bangs. They are herd animals with a strict hierarchy. It’s best not to get too close when they are calving because these animals have retained all their natural instincts. With their long, sharp horns and enormous strength, these ancient creatures can do much more damage than an aggressive ram. Highland cattle often scare the living daylights out of berry pickers.

A farmer had been raising these animals for a couple of years. Or rather, he’d left them to graze in the forest while he worked on an oil platform in the North Sea. The first time he slaughtered one of them, he used a humane killer, which drives a bolt into the animal’s forehead and kills ordinary large cattle instantly. But the forehead of the Scottish bull is two and a half inches thick, and it turned out that the bolt merely knocked the beast unconscious. It looked dead, but as soon as the farmer had severed the main artery, the bull got up and began running around, panic-stricken, blood gushing out over the farmer and his kids, who barely managed to escape to safety.

The bull that was now our bait had to be shot several times with a .308 rifle, which can kill a moose at a distance of half a mile. Only after the third shot did the bull finally keel over.

But where is the carcass?

I follow the directions and reach a field. According to what I’ve been told, the remains of the bull are lying among the trees on the far side of the field. It’s a summer day, one of those warm and sunny days that you rarely get this far north. Songbirds are chittering as if they’ve drunk champagne for lunch; bumblebees are lazily buzzing around the flowers. I see red clover, oxeye daisies, geraniums, and multitudes of that puffy yellow flower that has so many names: bird’s-foot trefoil, bacon and eggs, Dutchman’s clogs, lady’s slipper, granny’s toenails, and devil’s fingers. This flower has a particular fragrance that has locally prompted nicknames of a highly profane nature: shit-stink flower, Satan’s diarrhea, and perhaps the least appealing name ever ascribed to a flower: ass-wiper gut grass.

At any rate, it would have been a perfect day for a picnic on Engeløya, except for the whole carcass thing.

Not far from where I’m searching for the carcass, there is an old sacrificial altar called a horg. Through Hugo I’ve developed a certain interest in the hollowed stone, since he has put it in one of his paintings. Povl Simonsen at the University of Tromsø is one of the few people who has written anything about the horg. He maintains that there are only two sacrificial stones of this type in northern Norway. One is on the island of Sørøya in Vest Finnmark; the other is at Sandvågan on Engeløya. Simonsen dates the stone to somewhere between 1000 BC and AD  1000.

It’s astonishing how imprecise this is. Simonsen says the stone could be either from the late Bronze Age or the late Iron Age. The explanatory text on the sign recently posted next to the stone by the Directorate for Cultural Heritage is not doing any better. It says that the stone is from the period between 1500 BC to AD 1000. In other words, the stone might be 3,500 years old, or maybe only 1,000 years old, which means that no one has any idea who used it or when or how. It’s rather like reading in the newspaper that the new world record in the hundred meters was under one hour, and that it was set by a man or a woman between the age of one and a hundred.

Because of the hollows in the stone, it was likely used for sacrifices. The hollows might have been meant to collect the blood or fat from humans or animals. The stone faces west, which prompts speculation that it might have had something to do with sun worship. Maybe the people sacrificed virgins, or merely domestic animals, or maybe just milk, butter, and grain. Maybe they held sacrificial celebrations once a year. That was one way to bind people to a specific group. Everyone participated, and there was guaranteed to be music, dancing, food, and intoxicating drink. In my mind a certain thirst for blood was also involved. A way of remembering or reenacting the violence that had brought their forefathers together in groups.4

So I’m wandering around speculating about animals and sacrifices when a little gust of wind sweeps across the ground in my direction. Judging by the smell, I’m on the right track. The stench makes me gag, which in turn brings tears to my eyes, and I stumble over a big tussock and land in cow shit. After a night of bingeing on red wine with Hugo, I’m not really prepared for this. Halfway across the field I can hear the flies. Hugo has sent along with me what I thought was a gas mask, but it turns out to be a dust mask, which is totally worthless in fending off the stink of death. In our part of the world most people have forgotten what death smells like. The stench begins spreading almost instantly after the body dies, but it only gets really bad after three days, when the bacteria inside the stomach start feeding upward to consume their dead host. During the process, waste gases and extremely toxic fluids are created. Our sensory organs explicitly warn us to stay as far away as possible from such poisonous substances. Not to seek them out as I’m now doing.

A renowned evolutionary biologist once described us humans, no matter how high standing and cultivated we may be, as a thirty-two-foot-long canal through which food passes. Everything else we have acquired through evolution—the brain, glands, organs, muscles, skeleton, and so on—is extra equipment built around this canal.

There’s not much use in reducing the human being to such a basic function. But the earth’s most widespread life-form, with the exception of microorganisms, is a canal surrounded by a muscle: worms and maggots. Hardly any other creatures have colonized the earth more efficiently, and nowhere are there more of them than on the floor of the ocean. A dead whale carcass becomes the home for millions of worms.

Tens of thousands of whales die every year. They are not buried in mythical whale cemeteries to the sound of mournful whale songs accompanied by some sonorous hydraulic sea organ of the deep. Some drift ashore, but most sink to the bottom. The smell


5





























6

































7
























































8
















9




























10






















11
















12





NOTES

Summer

   1. As a student I took a seminar about Rimbaud’s poem, taught by the Norwegian poet Kjell Heggelund. When I quote from “Le bateau ivre,” I’ve made use of the original French and a number of translated versions, without relying exclusively on any of them. The poem has been translated into Norwegian by Rolf Stenersen, Kristen Gundelach, Jan Erik Vold, and Haakon Dahlen (who has produced a Nynorsk version). These translations, in addition to several others, such as one by Samuel Beckett, are collected in Å dikte for en annen. Moment til en poetikk for lesning av gjendiktninger. Berman, Meschonnic, Rimbaud by Cathrine Strøm (thesis in comparative literature, University of Bergen, spring 2005). The English translation quoted here is by Wallace Fowlie (2005, as found online).

   2. In 2003, the biologist E. O. Wilson initiated an Internet encyclopedia about life on earth, secretly hoping that all species would have been described within twenty-five years (www.eol.org). But Wilson had to admit that neither he nor anyone else had any idea how many species would be involved. Today science has identified only 1.9 million species, on land and in the sea, and most of them are tropical insects.

   3. Much of the information about the shark’s biology and social life is from Juliet Eilperin’s book Demon Fish: Travels Through the Hidden World of Sharks (Pantheon Books, 2011), and Sharks of the World by Leonard Compagno, Marc Dando, and Sarah Fowler (Princeton Field Guides, Princeton University Press, 2005).

   4. Or was there something hiding behind the ritual? Maybe the important thing was not to kill but to eat what you killed. In that case, the sacrifices can be interpreted as a celebration of the collective group. The ritual re-created the order and hierarchy of the universe. It strengthened and confirmed the sense of community. The people not only shared food with one another, but also—through the sacrificial ritual—with the gods. The gods at the top, human beings in the middle, the animals at the bottom. Yet certain discoveries have been made that indicate cannibalism may have been involved in the culture that existed on Engeløya. These discoveries involved pots containing sawed-off bones. That immediately makes things much more complicated.

   5. This information is from the BBC TV series Blue Planet, DVD no. 2, titled “The Deep,” in which the TV crew follows a scientific study about the decomposition of a whale carcass.

   6. Jonas Lie’s story “Svend Foyn og ishavsfarten,” published in Fortællinger og skildringer fra Norge (1872). Collected Works, vol. 1 (Gyldendalske Boghandel, 1902), p. 148.

   7. The quote is from Inge Albriktsen’s article “Da snurperen ‘Seto’ forliste—et lite hyggelig 45-års minne” in Årbok for Steigen, 2006.

   8. Later I found out enough about the life history of this boat to write a sort of obituary for it. It was built as a fishing boat by the Unterweser shipyard in Wesermünde in 1921 and christened the Senator Stahmer by the owner, Cuxhavener Hochseefischerei. In 1945, the boat was commandeered by the wartime German navy as an “outpost ship.” It was sunk during a sabotage action in the harbor of Ålborg, Denmark. That same year, on Christmas Eve, it was raised from the sea. In 1947, the boat was put in service as the MS Elsehoved (Copenhagen), then sold to Govert Grindhaug in Åkrehamn, Norway, near Kopervik, in 1950, whereupon it was rechristened the Seto. In 1952, the boat went down near Gulleskjærene, forty-four nautical miles north of Bodø. In other words, it sank outside of Steigen. It was then that Johan Norman Aasjord, son of Norman Johan Aasjord (Hugo’s great-grandfather), saw his chance and bought the boat as it lay underwater. He raised it out of the sea himself. Aasjord repaired and rebuilt the boat as a herring seiner. Off season, when the herring fishing was over, the Seto served as a freighter to the Continent, returning to Steigen with its holds filled with liquor. On February 26, the boat capsized and sank in deep water outside Runde, during the winter herring season. And that is where the boat still lies, since this third sinking proved to be its last. Http://www.skipet.no/skip/skipsforlis/1960/view?-searchterm=norske+skipsforlis+1960.

   9. Not to be confused with his ancestor Gerhard Schøning (1722–1780) from Lofoten, who became a teacher at Trondheim Cathedral School, professor at Sorø Academy, and the director of National Archives and Records in Copenhagen. Some consider this Gerhard Schøning to be Norway’s first historian because of the academic works he wrote.

10. The names reveal where the fishing village owners were from. Many came from southern Norway, but at this time it was also typical for Norwegians to be of Danish, German, or Scottish heritage—with names like Walnum, Dybfest, Zahl, Rasch, Dreyer, Blix, Lorentz, Falch, Bordevick, Dass, Kiil, and others. They regarded themselves as members of the European upper class and frequently went on shopping trips to the Continent, where they purchased everything from large quantities of Bordeaux wine to chandeliers, grand pianos, carpets, and draperies. Their birthright gave them certain privileges, and they were entitled to decide where the common people could fish, how much debt could be heaped upon others, and which servant girls they would bed. A minority of these men were compassionate patriarchs who, during times of crisis, held a protective hand over their subjects. The parish priest Petter Dass (1647–1707), author of the famous Nordlands trompet (The Trumpet of the North) and other works, was not one of them.

11. Christian Krohg, “Reiseerindringer og folkelivsbilder,” in Kampen for tilværelsen (Gyldendal, 1952), p. 306.

12. Claire Nouvian, The Deep: The Extraordinary Creatures of the Abyss (University of Chicago Press, 2007), p. 18. This is an amazing coffee-table book with hundreds of photographs of life-forms that live in the deep.

13. By the age of twenty-four, Michael Sars had already self-published a scientific treatise titled Bidrag til söedyrenes naturhistorie (Bergen, 1829).

14. Truls Gjefsen, Peter Christen Asbjørnsen—Digter og folkesæl (Andresen & Butenschøn, 2001), pp. 236–42.

15. Norsk biografisk leksikon, https://nbl.snl.no/Peter_Christian_Asbjørnsen.

16. Quoted from Norsk biografisk leksikon, https://nbl.snl.no/Michael_Sars.

17. Four years later, G. O. Sars published several of his father’s discoveries, as well as his own, in the book On Some Remarkable Forms of Animal Life, from the Great Deeps off the Norwegian Coast. Partly from the Posthumous Manuscripts of the Late Professor Dr. Michael Sars (Brøgger & Christie, 1872).

18. Jonas Collin (ed.), Skildringer af naturvidenskaberne for alle (Forlagsbureauet i København, 1882).

19. Ibid., “Havets Bund,” P. H. Carpenter, p. 1111. The English was translated from the author’s Norwegian.

20. Wendy Williams, Kraken: The Curious, Exciting, and Slightly Disturbing Science of Squid (Abrams, 2010), p. 83. Williams’s excellent book on squid is my main source for facts on this species.

21. See Tony Koslow, The Silent Deep (University of Chicago Press, 2007).

22. Jonathan Gordon, Sperm Whales (World Life Library, 1998).

23. Philip Hoare, The Whale (Harper Collins, 2010), p. 67.

24. Torgeir Schjerven. This contribution to the description of wonderment is a verse from Harrys lille tåre (Gyldendal, 2015).

25. LynneRose Cannon, ed., Herman Melville: The Dover Reader (Mineola, NY: Dover Publications, 2016), p. 296.

26. Ibid.

27. The whole story of commercial whaling, including the role played by science, is described in detail in D. Graham Burnett’s book The Sounding of the Whale: Science and Cetaceans in the Twentieth Century (University of Chicago Press, 2012). The Russian navy alone took twenty-five thousand humpback whales in two seasons, in 1959 and 1960. Even before whaling became mechanized, the whale populations were so heavily exploited that they almost disappeared for good. Beginning in the early seventeenth century, Dutch, British, German, and Danish ships caught tens of thousands of bowhead whales (Balaena mysticetus) in Svalbard, until there were very few individuals left by 1670. This whaling endeavor was effectively described by Frederick Martens, a surgeon from Hamburg who served on a whaling ship in 1671. His book about his experiences became well known when an anonymous English translation was published in 1694, titled A Voyage into Spitsbergen and Greenland. The bowhead whale, which can weigh up to eighty tons, belongs to the right whale family (so named because they were the “right” whales to catch). To impress the female bowhead whales, the males sing polyphonically, and they never repeat the same song two seasons in a row.

Over the course of about sixty years, up until 1967, as many as 450,000 blue whales may have been caught in the Antarctic Ocean alone. The Russians did not report all their catches, so it’s impossible to know how many blue whales they took. Whaling was also the basis for the creation of many Norwegian fortunes.

28. In 1920, the Danish doctor Aage Krarup Nielsen sailed on a whaling ship from Norway to Deception Bay. The voyage is described in En hvalfangerfærd (Gyldendal, 1921). Nielsen claimed that the smell of poisonous gases used by the Germans in World War I was like a “plaything” compared to the stench in Deception Bay.

29. New Scientist, December 10, 2004, http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn6764.

30. George Orwell, “Inside the Whale,” in Essays (Penguin, 2000), p. 127.

31. Lars Hertervig. Lysets vanvidd, documentary film shown on Norwegian TV, 2013.

32. From the poem “Bølgje,” by Halldis Moren Vesaas.

33. From Rimbaud’s “Le bateau ivre.”

34. Fridtjof Nansen, Blant sel og bjørn (Jacob Dybwads Forlag, 1924), pp. 238–39.

35. Levy Carlson, Håkjerringa og håkjerringfisket, Fiskeridirektoratets skrifter, vol. 4, no. 1 (John Griegs Boktrykkeri, 1958).

36. Erik Pontoppidan, Det første forsøg paa Norges naturlige historie, forestillende dette kongerigets luft, grund, fjelde, vande, vækster, metaller, mineraler, steen-arter, dyr, fugle, fiske, og omsider indbyggernes naturel, samt sædvaner og levemaade. Oplyst med kobberstykker. Den vise og almæktige skaber til ære, såvel som hans fornuftige creature til videre eftertankes anledning (Copenhagen, 1753; facsimile edition, Copenhagen, 1977), vol. 2, p. 219.
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