                                          Thrill is directly proportional to Peril !!!

With the advent of television and Hollywood films, one gets to see a lot of adventure stories of real life. In a way, it is a good thing as it can motivate one to go out there and experience something similar or even try another activity with a promise of greater thrill. But in spite of having some idea of an adventure, it is altogether more exhilarating when one experiences it on his own.

In May 1996, we ( M.V. LT Argosy) were on a  voyage from Montreal, Canada to Hamburg, Germany with a load of wheat,. Being summer time one expects good weather across the Atlantic . Now we had a choice of two routes for the crossing. One was through the Cabot strait to Bishop Rock, then through the English channel to Dover strait and then to German bight. Second choice was through Pentland Firth.

In simple terms, the pros and cons of the options were: Cabot Strait route is safer but longer. Belle Isle is shorter but fraught with danger from the icebergs. Early summer is the time when the sea north of New Foundland is infested with icebergs which are brought down by the Labrador current. But the north route saves a distance of about 600 miles, i.e. almost two days.

So weighing both the options and taking into account the weather reports, we decided to take the Belle Isle route. It so happened that there was another ship (M.V. LT Odyssey) of our company about 10 hours ahead of us who also decided to take the same route. I and the Captain of that ship decided to remain in touch with each other and exchange on-scene iceberg information.

After exiting the Belle Isle strait, which luckily was not obstructed by icebergs, we entered the main iceberg area. Looking at these sparkling white chunks of ice of all shapes and sizes was so thrilling, exciting and awe-inspiring that the sheer spectacle was a reward by itself. The sky was cloudless, the Sun shining bright, its light reflecting off the smooth surfaces of the bergs as if from the windshield of a passing car. Some icebergs do have very smooth & flat sides. In addition to the ever-present sea-gulls there were seals in close proximity of the small size bergs. Some were seen merrily sunning themselves on the flat-toped bergs.

Now about the main business on our hands, that is watch-keeping and navigating safely through all these potential hazards. Few ships and some fishing boats also could be seen. We were constantly using radar to pick up the echoes of small size bergs. We were also monitoring the ice reports and other related weather advisories from local stations.

Then came the night, it became quite dark and things became a bit dicey. I and the Captain of M.V. LT Odyssey discussed that we will stop and drift during the night as and we were. The plan was to resume voyage at daybreak. So at about 2100 hours we stopped engines, but kept track of the ships around us and mainly kept a sharp lookout for bergs using search lights. Radar was used constantly for spotting the bergs. Few ships were seen passing by, some could be observed only on radar. We communicated with those ships just to exchange information.

Later in the night, we spotted two more ships showing up on the radar screen. So we called them up on our VHF radio set, there was no answer. We also noticed that they had stopped or were moving at very slow speed. We could not see them visually. We called them several times in the radio but still there was no response. Usually in such difficulty or tricky situations, seafarers tend to keep in touch with each other. Three ships replied but their positions did not match with these two, so they were some other ships. After many calls, we gave up and kept proper vigil. General consensus was that they must be “Chinese”. Third officer coined the term UFO meaning “Unidentified Floating Objects”!

At 3.30 a.m. it was almost dawn. And lo and behold! Peering through the early dawn night, what do we see!

The “ships” that we were so earnestly trying to contact were in reality two large size icebergs!!!

Fortunately they had kept their distance from us throughout the night, remained at about 12 to 14 miles distance. In addition, there were other small bergs littered all over the place. But they paled into insignificance when in company of their big brothers. We then took a cautious route around the big ones and through the smaller ones. One cannot get too close to these floating monsters as one never knows how far they are spread out under water. But still got some great pictures. The whole crew wanted to pose with them.

Then I suddenly thought of using the sextant to measure the size of the big one that was closer to us. Measuring horizontal angles from two aspects and vertical angle, I calculated the weigh of that berg. It turned out to be whooping four and half million tonnes !!

In the next few hours of daylight, we were well north-east of New Foundland and out of the iceberg area and on our way to Germany at full speed.

Needless to say that the sighting of these bergs was the talk of the “town” (ship) for the next few days.
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