By Marlin Bree

A tale of extraordinary courage and
resourcefulness on Lake Superior

ake Superior’s chill waters were an ominous

I slate grav and steaming with 40-foat-high fog

banks as Carl Hammer slipped into his 17-

laot waooden fishing skiff and started his outboard

engine, It was 0700 on 26 Nov., 1938, the day before

Thanksgiving. The 26-year-old North Shore fisher-

man figured he'd eheck his oftshore nets, pick up his

catch and hurry back before a scorm came up, as he'd
done hundreds of tines before.

At 0830, his fishing parmer, Helmer Aalik, known
as “the OHd Man,” peered out the window of his cabin
on the bluffs overlooking Superior and made his de-
cision: e would not go out to the nets this mormng.

The &2-vear-old Aakvik seuled down to enjov a
second cup of coffee when his cabin door opened
with a blase of wind, and his neighbaor, Elmer Jack-
o, charged in.

*1'he voung fellow is sull out on his hoat,” Jacksan

saicl, worrec

Aakwik looked up, troubled. A storm was coming
on—one of the worse kinds—an offshore wind from
the north-northwest.

*Call the Coast Guard,” he said, abruptly putting
down his coffee cup.

As Jackson nnned to leave, he looked at the Old
Man carefully. “fnst don’t you go out” he warned.

rahbing a jacker and pulling his cap down

tightly, the Old Man walked down the wind-

ing path to the bluffs edpe."Che northwest
winds were steady, and the remperamre was drop-
ping. Soon there'd be jce and snow.

(On a near-vertical rock ledge juring ahove the
lake, he came to the ramshackle wooden fish house
he and Hammer shared. Hammers boat was gone.

He ducked inside the wooden shack to look arouncd.



Sure enough, the young fisherman had helped himself to
Aalkvil’s gas. Borrowing was OK—they shared supplies all the
tme in this close-knit Norwegian commuiity—but Haminers
new Johnson outhoard nsed a different oil-to-gas ratior than
Aalovilds old Lockport and elderly Tohnson, which required
rwice as much oil. An oil-heavy mixture would gum up his
friend’s carbureter and foul his spark plugs, stalling the engine.

He peered into the can and swirled it around. He counld see
veater on the surface, Normally, the Old Man would fileer the
water out so it cidn’t freeze the lines and kill the engine,

Hammer hadn’t filtered hiz gas,

The Old Man hurriedly dressed himself in layers of woel.
The key to survival on Superior, wool would keep him warm
even when he was wet, Over his wool, he put on his heavy
rabber Asherman’ suit, rubber boots, wool mitts and a sheep-
skin helmet, He waddled when he walked, but he wore 2
proven North Shore outfit,

Aalovike never went out on that lake, winter or summet,
_ without a good set of ailskins, Oiliss were necessary survival
equipment on Superior, especially late in the season when the
famed “Witches of November” came calling,

As Aakvik told everyone in his broken English, “they saved
your fife.”

cropping over the slide where his [7-foot boat was

tied 30 feet above the water. Starting high above the

rocky shoreline, the slide consisted of three trimmed tree
trunks, 8 to 10 inches in dismeter and more than 40 feet long.
With the wind coming off the land, the Old Man would

have no problem launching the skiff today.

e attached a wire cable to the skiff’s bow, thought for
H a moment, reached down and chrew a hatchet into

the boat, Next he added 50 fathoms of rope and an
old wooden fish box that weighed almost 50 pounds.

Ready for battle, the Old Man lowered his skiff down the
slide into Superior’s dark waters. As he hefred himselfaboard,
the little skiff bobbed a litele, as if vo welcome his familiar
weight, T'he Old Man fele at home. He had buile his North
Shote skiff along the lines of 2 North Atlntic dory with 2
raked bow, slab sides and a flat transom bue moch more heav-
ily constructed. The boat had a heavy wooden Veshaped chine
botiom, scong sawn rihs, a 3-foot bean and nearly 2 feet of
Freehoard.

A really good skiff reminded the Hovland, Minn., fisher-
man of boats from the Old Comeay—a high compliment,
Like the Norwegian small boats operating on icy fords, 2 Su-
perior boat had to split the big waves and have enough Hare
in the bow e lift the boat sa it didn't founder.

More than 20 years old, the Old Man's skiff was well be-
yorud the useful years of a North Shore fishing boat. The Hred
hoat had punched through conntless waves, survived many
storms and been drapred untold tmes up the slide with a hold
full of fish. Some of the botvom planks had rok, and the serews

j littde past 0900, the Old Man stood avep the rock out-
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holding them felt loose,

But his home-built skiff had taken hin out and brought him
back every time. He had faith that it could do it once more.

The first blasts of offshore wind hit the Old Man as soon 15
his apen boat left the protection of the shore, He felt its bite
even in his oilsking,

The wind was coming up sharply, and the temperature was
& degrees and dropping.

Atop & wave, he saw the first marker buoy fag. Moments
later, he made out a line of bobbing buoys bending with the
wind and waves but saw no sign of Hammer or his skif.
Aakvik ran alongside the ling, careful nor to foul his propeller
on the nets,

At the end marker buoy, Aakvik scanned the horizon. The
hir lake was alive, and his small boat bobbed on the building
waves. He cupped a hand to his eyes for a better view—stll
no sign of Hammer or his skiff.

One thing was certain: Hammer hadn’t tied his hoat to an
anchored marker buoy to awaic rescne—standard practee for
a fishing boat with engine wonble,

The Old Man pulled his boat alongside 1 buoy, grabbed it
for a moment, turned off his engine and waired.

through binoculars. Superior’s heavy rollers were high
and mean.

Visihility was poor, hut the wind blew the log around in
patches. Someone shouted. He'd seen someone moving
alongside the nets.

Waord spread. The village knew the Old Man had gone out
to bring in the Kid,

Someone recognized Aakvik's boat in the waves. He ap-
peared to be hanging onto a huoy.

Minutes passed, and they saw his boat driftaway from the nets.

j long the bluffs, watchers scanned the broken seas

uring the Kid must have had engine teonble and the
wind and waves would carry him in the same dirce-
tion. Wind speed was about 38 mph.

His boat went dewn into a trough and then perched high
atop a big hreaker. Moving walls of water surrounded him,
and they were growing. He tried to figure the speed and di-
rection his parmer was drifong.

Once he got his bearings, he srarted the engine, ranning
downwind and steering clear of the crests, Fe had to hurry.

Seven or eight miles out, he ler his boat idle atop a wave,
taling one last look around for his missing parter. At this
height, he should be able to see fur miles, but there was no
sign of Hammer.

The waves whistled, He'd never heard them that bad. It was
time to head back to shore, Although he couldn’t see the el
headlands of home in the fog, he knew which way to go: up-
wind. He'd have to turn his boat around and head back inte
the mounting wind and waves.

Suddenly, the outhoard spluttered and then died. In the

j alvik deliberately moved with the waves and wind, fig-



eerie silence, the (i Man mened and saw his outbooared white
with ice. Fle had been wsing the clderly Lockpaort without ies
gover, and Frozen spray covercd che engine,

He wound up the stacting cord, pulled et the choke,
tumned the throtele to start and gave ic a hard pall. The old
engine wheezed. Again and sgain, he ran chrough dhe deill.
Hur the ice-encrusted engine wouldn'o starc.

He sat hack for a mioment, weary but thankful he’d had che
foresight to bring his spare engine, a 14-horsepower John-
som, which lay on the Aoorboards.

He'd have o wrestle the heavy Lockport off the cunsom in
a bouncing beat on stoem-lilled seas,

Troming his movements between waves, he vnecrewed dhe
clamps hohling the Lockport to the transom and gronted;
it was frozen 1o the beat. Fle hefred his welght aspinse the
hundred-poumd engine and felt the ica hreak. He leaned over
tor reasp the power head end pulled hoed, The old outheard
eiitne onit of the warer, Fle wreestled it 10 ane side and onta the
boars borom,

Warching his weighr, he slid forward and pulled the
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north-sonth search pattern, they were huffered with strong
winds, More than ence they came closer than they cared 1
ﬂrrl:lcn'qr'i outstreteled] ﬁ11g:r$_

“There!”

Spetting something in che waves below, Vaj. Tighe cireled,

At 1400; they saw a small white boat about 20 miles from
shore.

Chiy cheeir first pass, ie Jooked like it was wnder power, the man
in the hear's redr sent paying no artention o the low-flying jer.

They circled again, lower this tiose,"The boar wasn't putting
out oy wake or imaking pragress in the waves. It was ralling
hroadside vo the waves—a dangerous position—hus the man
wouldn't look up or signal,

The naan and his boat were both white. Suddenly, it dawned
on Maj, Tighe: They were covered in jee.

He arcled the small cralt again and again uncil a radarst-
tion onshore gor a fix on the site and relaved the information
o thie Coase Guard. Low on fuel, he returned to dhe Buluth
air basee, There wosn't anything clse he eould do fram the air,

Silendy, he said a small proyer

Gélt would be 50 easy to bend his head to his chest

as 1T 1n

er and let the little skiff rock him into

slumberETysleep was to die.§ 9

Johnson voward him. He lifted it carefully m his arms,
cradling iz like 2 haly. Flis boar and his saleation would de-
pend on this engine,

Slowly, he slid the Jolmson prop-tirst over the stern. There
eauld be no mistakes,

Bracimg himsell, he lowered the power head onto i
clamps. With a final slide, the outhard was on the transom.
Reacting o rhe extra weighe and deag, the small hoar cocked
broadside ro the wind. e dghtmed the elmps.

Wiping his face, he diseovered his perspicadon had tumed
by o

Fle snicked the gear into newtral, pulled the choke, twisted
the throtwle o staet andd yanked havd on the sarter cond.
There wasn't even an encouraging whail or slight backfice.

Duspire all his efforis, his second engine wouldn't start,

Superiors wind-chumed surfage. [t would be almose im-
possible to pick out a small boat from the whitecaps. A
hi=and-run snowstonn had come up from nowhere, racing
with umasual speed out of the west aml dumping 13 inches
uf snow on the ground. Cold rain and sleet wming 1o jce
fdl Blanketed dhe Duluch, Mion,, airporc and the 1est of the
Vlidlurest,
He had been Jucky tm pet in the air,
Riding in the backsear was Lt. Gerald Buster. Flying in o

]: n his T-35 jee tradner, Maj. Leo Tighe anxiously scanned

and waves, while the ald man labored over the halky
enggine. The waves and wind grew higher and louder,
anl the beat moved Bether Trom shory.

A rogue wave reared aver the sumll boat, swamping it."The
Old Man bailed desperately, b the boat rode taa low in the
water. With o rwinge of regret, he laid 5 hand on his old Lock-
port. Ir had been his ﬁﬂ'ling pariner for many years. He'd
taken it to the Hovland blacksmith many cimes 1o have it
welded op. A bond hod been forged between the outhoard
and the Old Man.

With reluctance, he threw it overboand. The notor hit the
water sl sk instandly, without even a nipple.

MNow more than a hundred pounds lighter, the skilf gained
an inch or two of freeboard in the bow. He began bailing
again, trying t keep pace with the spray and spume coming
aboard. When the water was dawn t the floorhoands, he
wiened his attention eo his remaining engine.

Sormchov, he had o fix it He didn'e have any wols—just an
ax. He tt.ruLuffHS glovwes, baving his shin oo the frevzen moeial,
and twisted the gas line off. No gas was coming our, the line
had froeen. There had been oo much water in his gas a5 well,

‘The ol Bsherman chought 2 monent and den smck the Bne
ity his menth to melr it He kepe icin his mouth, checking fron
time to dme. The rw, gosoline-saaked rubber made him gag.

After about half an hour, he blew hard on ong end. The ice

i 11 tha long afternoon, the skiff drifeed with the wing
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hlock popped out. The line was free.

He liad been working on the boat and outboard all afrer-
noon, and as he looked around, the short November day was
arowing dark.

He reattached the open gas line wo the engine and havled
hard on the starter cord,

With a roar, the two-cylinder Jaohnson came to life, and the
Old Man headed Tor a shore he couldn’t see. He knew if he
steered into the waves and wind, he’d end up somewhere
along the North Shore, But the oncoming waves were run-
ning hurd, the 20-foot seas dwarfing his boat. The old skiff
was taking a-terrible pounding. The planks were flexing and
looked like they were separating. The screws holding chem
to the frames were pulling out,

He had no choice but to turn ofl the engina. When the
mator stapped poanding, he noticed the awhil noise of the
sea onee more. The wind howled across his open boat, and
the white-crested growlers reared in front of him,

Without power, his boar was cocking sideways o the w ;wn::s
breakers coming in over the side, Reaching forward, he picked
the rope out of the half-frozen slurey in the skiffs bilge and
tied it to the sturdy wooden fshing erate, Grunting, he hefred
the 50-pound crate over the side, Wich a splash, it sank pact-
way into the waves, receding from the drifting boat,

Feeling a tug on the rope, he ted the line off the bow,
which swung around to the waves,

His imprewvised sea anchor was holding. The boat was rid-
ingr with 1ts bow at a slight angle 1ts best sea-
keeping position. As the wmperature dropped, ice continued
tor build on the skaff and the Old Man.

He had done all he eould. Now he could only bow his head
at the storm’s groswing fury

ack in Hovland, snow and high winds kepe the sherift

from searching the storm-filled lake in his floatplane,

And the small Coast Guard boar from Grand Maraids,
Minn., hail to turn back after losing enpine power when its
sas [ine frome.

About 200 miles away near Isle Royale, the stee] Coast
Guard cucter, Haodrish, got an emergency call. Tt responded
by steaming toward Hovland, into the teeth of the storm,

In the meancime, the Coast Guard sent our another, more
seaworthy lifeboat. When the 3d-footer arrived in Hovland,
the ice-coversd boat rode 6 to 8 inches lower in the water.

T'he crew chopped off the ice and started searching the
shoreling, trving to estimate where the lost fishermen might
have drifred. The liteboat had no radar, so the men had to
search visually—an alimost impossible job in the spray, ice and
high waves. When they called off their search that evening,
the wind was howling at nearly 50 miles per hour.

Hrahusf kept on station, but remperanires neared the zero
mark. The winds and seas increased. Ice buildup on the ship’s
topsides made it dangerously heavy, and the crew had o re-
turn to harbor several times to chop it off.

Dackness came early.
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In the hittle fishing community aleng the shore, people
prayed that the Old Man and the Kid, each huddled alone in
theiraapen boats, would sarvive the night.

he Old Man had bean out more than 16 hours with

nothing to eat or drink. His face and hands were

painfully cold. Water from a eutin his boot ninnbed
his foot, and his mind grew slack with faggue,

Waves coming like dark walls out of the nighe erashed into
the old baat; che Old Man could feel its agony. The spray con-
tinuously washing over its how frore. "The hoat was icing ap.
He knew when too much ice built up, the haat would hecome
top-heavy and roll over in the waves, Thanktul for his hatchet,
the Old Man began chopping ice off-his boat.

His mind drifted during the long night. He wondered what
had happened to the Kic In his rush t cheek the nets that
morning, he probably ware his vsual work clothes, so he clidn’t
have his oilskins to protect him fram the spray. He also
wouldn’e have carrvied a hatcher for o quick dash to the ners
and back. The Qld Man thought of Carl with nathing o chop
away the ice; his hoar petting lower in the water with the
weight of the frozen spray.

The Old Man hent his head into the wind. Fis partner’s
end was probably quick—or so he prayed. Carl prohably
slumped down with the cold and fadgoe and went to sleep.
ITis boat, top-heavy with ice, probably wened sidewavs and
rolled over.,

The Old Man dared not sleep. Tr would be sa easy to bend
his hiead to his chest as if in prayer and let ehe litele skift rock
him into slumber.

Tor slecp was to die.

He roused himself, OFF in the distance, flashes of light
bounced off the headlands of Hovland and Chicago Bay. That
would be his rescuers, he thought, bue he had no way of
telling them he was farther fror shore, A loc farcher.

Iee covered his skiff, and looking down, he saw a layer coat-
ingr his oilsking, His feet were encased in ice, and icicles hung
fronny his fingertips. His ice-sealed oilsking had kept out the
wind and spray and had provided some insuladon,

During the night, the moon emne out. The Old §an ad-
mired the beauty of the spray glistening white and ethereal
arouned him.,

e saw something clse gleaming in the water. lee had
begun to surround his boat,

he light around him brightened slowly, almost im-
perceptibly, and the Old Man knew his long night
was ended at last. At dawn, heavy stenn covered the
lake—the light gray haze hiding what was below, The Old
Man seanned the horizon bae couldn® carch a glinipse of che
high, darle hills above Hovland or get a bearing on which way
o head home.
“T'he wind and seas had calmed somewhat.
He waited, padently. When the weak sun began to rise out
of the water in the east, he'd have his bearing. Then, he'd
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low in the water.

Swallowing his pride, the Old Man turmed ro his faithful
onrthiomard

He loosened the setscrews holding it o the nansom, hefoed
the engine and warched the Johnson dip overboard.

Alihouph he =il had oars; he couldn’cuse them because his
mitts had stiffened into iey daws. The water, amamngly close
to where he sat, wasn't gray anymore but a bluish whire.
Waves moved past, so ivwasn't frozen, bue chanks of ice sur-
rosuneled and Tamped e de boat.

He thought about his problean. Fe could drog the mits in
the water antl they thawed, then put them on and carefully
Folel thess around his oars umil they froze in place

Then he could row. The shareline, he thoughe, was ranra-
lizingly close.

crisscrossing the area, but 3 the Coast Guard cutter

plowed throwgh one bank of fog inte another, the crew
grew increasingly wortied. The temperature hovered around
zere, and there was ice in the warer. Even if the two men had
survived thoe cold and iee, the rough lube cauld have taken
down their simall boats,

The cuteer motor grumbled on, its buw parting the waves
and ice, while the shivering evew scanned the hungry scas,

“Ihere!” someone velled.

Ahaowve the layer of lake steam, a head had bobbed up, iee-
covered and bowed.

His fzee and heard were glistening with frosz; his hat vas
eomted wich white; and hiz jee-eneased oilskin suicwas frosen
b his boat.

It wus the Old Man,

& had nor heard them approach. Suddenly, he suw the
Hlumuiug bow. of the big steel Coast Guard cutrer

heading rovward him. He blinked, thinking st mighe
Le: 2 delusion untl the bow nudged his boat with o bump,

The crew comie over the side ina rope ladder and stood
ankle-deep in the nearly swamped skiff. He mied w get up,
hut he was silff wich enld, coveved with jee from head w o
and frozen to the boat.

With care, the crew managed to chop him frec and lift him
out of the skiff. When he was aboard, they fed him hot
coffee—his frse drink in 22 hours.,

Tying a rope araund the =kiffs eychalr, they micd o e it
But the old boot, so weak and hemvy with ice, could only lift
its horoe a1 liede before going under. They cut the rope, wnd the
lietle baac sank quickly.

As they came into harbor, cheers rolled acrass the waves.

The (Hd Man looked around, amared. *There must hove
been a hundreed people there,” he recalled later,

Though he had wouhle moving, he shrugged off offers of
help. “T can s6l] walk" he said. *T'm no eripple.”

He procested when he was placed on a scrercher and given
o preliminory examination by a doctor. He did gulp an egg

:[ t was Thanksgiving Day. Hoafrish widened Iis search,
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sanchwich and drink o pint of hot coffee. The doctor wanted
ta rush him o the hospital in Twve Harbors. “As if | needed a
hospical,” the Old Man snoreed. “Lonly lroze two oes”

Il declined o helicopter ride 1o the hospnal, insisting on
sicting up in the ambulance. He was ereated for froven toes
and Frosebiee, Tlis hands were swollen from exposure. A
dector pronounced him as being in exeellent shape with
normal blood pressure. From his haspital bed, he said he
knew he'd make it to shore, “even if [ had to paddle 1o
Grand Portage”

Many reporters intervicwed him, and one asked if he'd
praved o his God for help during the long mghe.

“Ma," he sid, “thetes some thinggs a iman has to do for himsel "

Few words were as sweet wo the Old Man as those of bis
neighbor, Elmer Jackson, Before Aakvik went out on his long
search, he'd told Jackson, *Don’ you worry, the Old Mon will
be back."

When Joekson visieed the Old Man in che hospaeal, he re-
spectfully rq:iin-d: “¥ou are 3 man of your word.”

Epilogue

[ headed aff Highway &1 Muorth, elimbing into third gear on
the hillz overlaoking Superiar, The practically wmmarked
ceinetery sits in o grassy meadow surrounded by tall pines,
The late aftcencon sun cast long shadows anto che grass and
smuall gronice wombstanes:

I found rhe Old Man' final resting place near the pine mees
at the northern edge. A light wind sweeping through dw fo-
liage rustled the boughs.

iz simple, carved granite headstane recorded his birth on
19 Aug. 1896 and his death an 11 Jan. 1987 At the upper lef
was 3 ship’s wheel, aned earved at the bottom was this:

Houie from the crel sea and

i a peaceful bartor,

Hehmer Aakvik reseed aelastin a plain wooden coffin ficted
with rope handies. Nothing fancy. Fis name had heen carved
on the lid alone with 4 compass rose.

He had requested one small additon: Like a proper hoat,
his coffin was fitced with a keel. So he could, as he pur i, “steer
a straight course o the stars.”

Belbore his death, Aakviks courageous resoue attempt anil
survivil against great odds wom him a Carmegie Medal and
national recognition. His friend and fishing parener, Carl
Hammer, was never found. &
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