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To Karen





Where is your ancient courage? You were used

To say that extremity was the trier of spirits;

That common chances common men could bear;

That when the sea was calm, all boats alike

Showed mastership in floating.

Coriolanus, Act 4, Scene 1
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0

DAVIS STRAIT

1994

There is no night in arctic summer, just a diffuse cold glow that struggles up from underneath the horizon and dissolves slowly into the sky, the sea surface black and laced with mist like exhalations from a chest freezer. At 0215 the third mate, wearing enough clothes for a walk in space, comes below with an update on the weather. We were flying along like a gull when I went to bed. Now the wind, steady from the southwest for the last twenty-four hours, is getting light and starting to veer. The barometer has plummeted from 1016 to 994 millibars and seems to be reaching bottom. It suddenly feels like a good time to shorten sail. As the next watch comes on deck, we put the extra hands to work and reduce our canvas by about half—to one small headsail, the foresail, and a storm trysail.

The breeze quits with a final sigh, and the air turns sharply cold. The off-going watch finishes their work, waves an insincere farewell, and departs to their bunks. A gentle wind begins from the north. An hour later it is blowing a gale. We strike the foresail. The storm trysail blows out at its clew fitting, threshing angrily back and forth across the quarterdeck until we take it down also. By breakfast there are gusts to force 10—storm strength—driving a cold spray of water like birdshot across the open deck.

It is pointless now to think of making progress. We start the engine and run it slowly ahead to avoid being blown too far back the way we’ve just come. I have the helm put to windward, and between thrust from the propeller and the balancing force from our one remaining sail our little schooner sits like a merganser, rising and falling through an arc of thirty feet with the developing seas just ahead of the beam. Under a vague brightening in the sky, the water turns from black to gray, stirred into white streaks by the gale. The air temperature is 38 degrees Fahrenheit, just slightly colder than the seawater. The wind howls. It is hard to keep your eyes open and I wish for a swim mask.

The sea has built steeply with the reversal in wind direction, and tall green waves rear over the deck and slide below us as the boat heaves up and down. We sink into the trough. The next sea stands up vertically alongside us, a deep pane of aquarium glass. I look in and glimpse sudden dark shapes moving behind—a pod of pilot whales, jet-black two-ton mammals swimming toward me, right at eye level. I dive for cover. The boat rides up the crest and the animals break the surface where we’d just been, as though they are performing at SeaWorld. In unison they cut a neat arc through the air and vanish under the stern.

It is time for coffee. We have lifelines rigged around the deck, wrestling-ring style, to keep people away from the rail. I carom forward to the galley hatch and time the motion so as to fall through as gracefully as possible. Down below, it is startlingly quiet. The crew are asleep in their bunks, wedged in behind improvised pillows of spare gear. There is one person upright at the cabin table, pensively eating a Snickers bar and staring into the middle distance. Bob is our doctor, a semiretired and much beloved family physician from the small coastal town where I live in Maine. He looks a little like the actor Burt Lancaster. I’ve learned that he was a PT boat officer in the Pacific before medical school and has missed being at sea for most of his life since. I am under strict instructions to bring him home alive.

I find a clean mug and fill it from the thermos, pausing to wonder just how I’ve gotten myself into this situation. A good question. Professional sailors are a bit like commercial pilots—licensed operators in the transportation industry, with credentials built from a blend of hands‑on experience and regulatory vetting. This said, seafaring in the jet age is a rarer and less visible career path, particularly for Americans. Most of my college friends were off to jobs in law, medicine, or academia. Uninterested in such things, I’d set out sailing until an avocation became a profession, and now here I was—responsible for an old wooden ship and sixteen souls as the cold rain blew sideways and the sea built into steep gray ridgelines around us.

It turns out that there is still nothing like a sailing ship to help you care about the weather. Motor vessels don’t need the wind to take them where they are going, though their crews still recognize that weather at its extremes can take over their plans. For any who choose the more quixotic means of sail transport, the weather is everything. Understanding the weather means getting successfully to where you are going and knowing when not to try. At the least, knowledge adds a dimension of clarity to the miserable days spent amid conditions you can do nothing about.

Complex as the outcomes may be, the drivers of weather are built around a small core of scientific principles: The atmosphere is a mixture of gases subject to heating at different rates by solar radiation, governed by the physical laws uniting temperature and pressure. Weather is just atmospheric stirring, a three-dimensional cycle that solves imbalances by redistributing energy around the globe. This mixing is torqued by the rotational momentum of Earth and coupled with a water cycle that carries heat and moisture endlessly from place to place. Scientists have understood this qualitatively for some time, but it is really only in the modern era of data-gathering—the age of aircraft, satellites, and supercomputers—that a real-time imaging of atmospheric processes has become possible.

The plans for sailing passages are drawn with the expected wind and sea conditions set atop every page. Conditions change, and plans evolve. Each day’s actions are steered by the steady uptake and processing of information. What do we see? What do the forecasters say? What happened on the last trip? The gathering of experience turns novices into experts. Sailors tell tales of weather as a pastime, but ultimately their storytelling serves the higher purpose of adding to accumulated knowledge—building onto a shared understanding of a complex and dangerous environment.

Like pilots, roofers, and mountain climbers, mariners are by default obsessed with the weather, immersed in it as part of their daily calculus. I’ve been a student of weather since high school, but in hindsight I recognize this particular storm as a tipping point in the process—a watershed in realizing how completely my profession was enmeshed with a system that was by its nature never quite the same. This has felt more like a relationship than a course of study—a career-long game of Rubik’s Cube, where one side of the cube is your plan and the other five are built from the ever-moving parts of sea and atmosphere.

*

Down in the cabin I look under the floorboards to see if we are sinking. I know that someone else on the crew is doing this already, but in heavy weather the captain of every wooden ship envisions the thousand stitched-together pieces that make up their vessel and checks the bilges reflexively. Nope, not sinking. It occurs to me that our boat is built for this kind of abuse even if we aren’t. Now on her twenty-eighth trip to Greenland, Bowdoin is a rugged little ship, built for exploring the Arctic back when much of the place was still an unmapped expanse of rock and ice. Men fished the Grand Banks year-round in vessels much like this one, made to withstand most of the trouble that their crews could find. There is little else to do from here but wait, to sit through the boredom and hope not to encounter any terror in the process. We keep a lookout on deck. We check the bilges. Most of the crew take naps. Late that afternoon someone comes to get me in the chartroom.

“It’s moderating,” he says.

The following morning all that’s left is a sunny day and a lumpy diminishing sea. The barometer rises from the dead and starts sharply upward as the wind dies away. The route to Greenland from Newfoundland is a thousand-mile line, drawn straight north across a piece of ocean that’s not well attended to. We’ve had fleeting information about the weather from static-charged radio broadcasts, a bit more from blurry maps, but we’ve mostly been figuring it out for ourselves. The gale was not a complete surprise, but our response has been more of a reaction than a plan. I miss the comforting steady crackle of NOAA weather on the radio at home.

It stays nearly calm until our landfall, two days later, when the Greenlandic skyline appears in the east—a wall built from black mountains, the gaps between filled by descending glaciers and runnels of gray cloud. The arctic sun skips sideways across the sky, and at dawn comes out from behind the peaks in a sudden flash of light like the opening of a furnace door. We all line up to stare, double-wide in our bulky insulated coveralls. The radio comes alive through the open chartroom hatch. A local weather broadcast!

In Danish.
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