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LABRADOR AS I LIKE IT

By Varick Frissern

ROM the teeth of the Arctic came the
Fﬁrst heralds of winter. A biting nor'-
wester lashed the ocean into fury and
sent whitecapped rollers battering futilely
against the grim cliffs of Labrador. The
fishing fleet had fled south to Newfoundland
with the autumn gales and hardly a vessel
remained in the harbors north of fifty-three.
But in Saglek Bay were yet two hardy Labra-
dormen who would not quit until their holds
had been loaded to the decks with cod. They
were the sch and
Captain George Barbour of the NeTHERTON
is no less famous a skipper along the Labra-
dor than he is a seal-killer in his native New-
foundland. Near Nain an Eskimo family had
shown their admiration by giving up the
ancestral surname, Iglutuk in exchange for
“Barbour.” And when a certain Nanook had
carried me a week ago from Hebron to Saglek
Bay in his tiny vessel, he had assured me
with childlike faith that Georgic Barbour
could never find it in his heart to refuse me a
passage on the Nermemrox. And so it had
been. Arriving alongside in a storm of rain,
the grizzly old skipper had ordered us below
for a “warm-up” and tea, even before ques-
tioning our business. Later, when the day’s
catch had been cleaned and salted, he had
shuffled down in his high rubber boots to join
us over the white oilcloth table. Would he
take me south a as deck hand? Two weeks
ago T had left Sir Wilfred Grenfell in his
hospital steamer near Nain. Determined to
explore the Labrador north as far as the
Torngats, 1 had shipped first with the mail
boat, then with a fishing schooner, and finally
with Nanook in his sturdy little vessel tied
alongside. (Nanook, who could understand a
little English, grinned broadly.) However,
since it was now September first and the last
mail hoat had gone south, I had been forced
to count on a passage on the NETHERTON, or

else be marooned for the winter. In fact,
though New York by sea was more than two
thousand miles away, 1 hoped to be there by
October first to begin my senior year at Yale
—yes, Yale was our best American Univer-
sity.

Barbour laughed when I mentioned New
York and October first in the same breath.
Cod were scarce this year and it was taking
some time to get a full load. He could not
cven promise when he would leave Saglek
Bay. However, he told me to put my things
in his cabin and “bide my time.”

One day when the catch seemed unusually
small, Barbour pessimistically remarked that
there was “a good chance fer none of us to
get home at all” Prepared for anything, I
nevertheless bet that T would be in New York
before October first. If I succeeded, we
agreed that the passage on the NETHERTON
should be a present from him. If I failed,
Barbour was to be awarded a brand new
pair of “spyglasses.” Mine seemed a forlorn
bet, but T insisted on this chance to repay him
for his kindness.

Nearly a week passed. In the sea beyond
the shelter of the bay, the meh daily pulled
in the nets. Late in the afternoon when clouds
from the upper Torngats had descended over
the entrance to Saglek, they would start back.
Following the cliffs, two mammoth dikes of
hlack basalt would presently loom out of the
fog on the port. Then they would confi-
dently turn inshore with the great Arctic
rollers. With the cold north wind at their
backs, and chanting a Newfoundland song to
the cadence of the stroke, they would come,
at last, to the side of the Nermegton. Bar-
bour looking over the rail would grumble
disapproval at the scanty catch while the men
hoisterously scrambled aboard, Soon the fish
would follow, roughly pitched up from the
dories at the end of pronged forks. The
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NernEr1ON's decks would become a slimy
mess: cod everywhere, bulging eyes, gulping
throats, dejected heads, entrails, blood, blood.
For two hours I would wade through such
slop keeping port and starboard fish buckets
filled, while “throaters” at both cleaning tables
strove to empty them. Meanwhile along the
slippery tables the cod slid through the dex-
terous fingers of a “throater,” a ‘“header,”
and finally the “splitter,” who dropped his fin-
ished product into a water barrel to soak.
1i there were a spare moment I would plunge
my fork into this barrel, pierce as many as
possible of the limp, white objects and send
them flying into the hold. Here three “salt-
ers” working in the lamplight would pause
only to heed my cry, “Look out below!"”

As the mess dwindled it would become more
difficult to pierce a single slippery cod. Once
impaled, however, he would fly within an inch
of the “throater’s” ear into the bucket ten
feet away. Then at last would come the
cook, grumbling because the best fish were
gone. But he always found six that he con-
sidered suitable to carry back into the galley.
The catch cleaned, the decks washed down,
the crew would tumble below, happy and eager
for their tea.

Oiten 1 lingered to see night settle over
the mysterious northland. Within this un-
known range of mountains, pierced as it was
by fiords to the end of which no man had
ever ventured, the NermertoN and Morissey
seemed mere specks. Far overhead, hardly
visible in the growing darkness, a sinister
peak looked through its shroud of grey mist.
Torngat! Evil Spirit! I was overwhelmed
by the awe that had come to the early Eskimo
who had named this range.

Not far away, two torches flickering wildly
in the wind illuminated the spars and deck
of our little reighbor, the Morissey.* Fan-
tastic shadows fell on the still water and I
could hear muffled sounds as the men worked.
With a smaller crew it took them longer to
salt away their fish.

Late one evening when our work was done,
1 rowed across to the Morissey, glad enough
to help, but especially eager to meet her fa-
mous skipper, Captain Bob Bartlett. Once in
‘Washington I had listened to his lecture and
had roared with the audience when a critical
pressman had asked, “How did Peary know
when he had reached the Pole?” and Bartlett
had replied, “Didn't you notice on crossing
the Equator when your ship's keel hit the
_ *Eight months later, this schooner was chartered by

Mr. George Putnam of New_ York for the famous
American Museum Greenland Expedition.

line?” But that Peary’s pioneer who had
been within two degrees of the North Pole
should be fishing with his brother in Saglek
Bay, surprised me not a little, That evening
while spearing fish in the dark, and laughing
with the men at Bartlett’s observations on Yale
and Harvard's customs, I did not learn every-
thing, but I gratefully accepted an invitation
to have supper aboard the next evening.

It happened to be a Sunday, and as I tied
my dory astern I noticed the cleanliness of
the decks, for no matter how well the cod
are running, Newfoundlanders never fish on
the Sabbath. Bartlett and his brother Will
took me below where I was not a little pleased
to find chickens’ eggs for supper. After a
steady diet of fish and tea I would have pre-
ferred these to the golden eggs of legend.

Bartlett modestly recounted how he had
left Peary at eighty-eight and walked south;
of his firm belief that Peary did rcach the
Pole. Modern exploring was child’s play
to the work Peary did. He himself had pled
with the Government at Washington for the
use of the SHENANDOAH to fly ove- the Pole,
but his friend, Donald Macmillan, had mean-
while suggested a plan involving less expense
and risk. At that moment Byrd and Mac-
millan were up near Etah and he wondered
how successful their experiment to fly across
the Greenland mountains would prove.

In regard to exploring, I said there was
all the virgin territory I could wish for in
the unknown hinterland of Labrador right at
our backs behind these dismal Torngats. I
told him of an unknown river of Indian legend
that T had seen less than a month before; of
a lonely lake where the Indians say there is
a vein of gold a foot thick; and of the mighty
Grand Falls where Labrador's greatest river
makes a single leap of 316 feet, How could
the old mariners who centuries ago gazed at
the forbidding barriers of the Coast know of
these lost wonders of the wilderness? No
wonder after seeing this barren coast they had
styled Labrador the “Land of Cain."

Days at Saglek Bay passed quickly, but the
men were becoming restless, Finally the
great seines were brought in from the sea,
and the last days while they were drying we
all jigged with hand lines.

On September ninth the NeraerTON weighed
anchor, for it was in Captain Barbour's mind
to find better fishing further south. So
Bartlett and his crew on the little Morrssey
were abandoned. Sea-bred, and scorning the
tempest-harbingers of winter, Bartlett, I later
learned, stuck to his berth till the holds were
full. That season he was the last man North.
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THE NETHERTON

But in the Nermerrox [ was glad to be
mder way, for there were now only twenty-
one days till college opened. So with a will
I threw my weight on the halyards and occa-
sionally took a trick at the wheel, while far
away the cliffs of Labrador crept by. To
avoid reefs, Barbour kept us well out. Early
in the day I watched the starboard shrouds
of the foremast framing one of the lonely
rock sentinels of Nanatuck Island; by noon
it was abeam, but when the setting sun crowned
this same sentinel with the colors of heaven,
it had fallen far astern. For a three-hundred

ton schooner the NeTRERTON Was making good
time.

That night even after my watch had re-
tired, the spirit of the North held me on
deck. As the Nermextox’s great hull pushed
aside these waters of the Arctic current, she
left a wake of glittering gems far astern.
the waters gleaming with the phosphorescence.
The stars seemed envious, for in the cold
Labrador atmosphere they were so near
and bright that the tip of our mainmast, de-
scribing ovals in the sky, scemed to brush
against them.
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