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We finally reached the top of the highest mountain. For some minutes, the old man seemed too tired to speak.
“Not long ago,” he said at last, “I guided people up this mountain. But about three years ago, a terrible thing happened to me. No living person has seen anything like it. My body and my mind were broken by the six hours of terrible fear that I went through that day.
You believe that I am a very old man. I am not. In less than a day, my hair changed from black to white. My body became weak. Walking makes me shake. A shadow now scares me. I feel nervous when I am on this little mountain. Did you know that?”
The “little mountain” was about five hundred meters high. I was nervous. Below us, the mountain fell away in a straight wall of black shining rock. I fell to the ground in fear. For a few minutes I could not look up at the sky or out at the sea.
“You must not be afraid,” said my guide. “Here is the best view of the place where my story happened. That is why I have brought you here.”
“We are now,” he continued, “close to the coast of Norway, in the area called Lofoden. This mountain is called Helseggen, the Cloudy. Now, stand up, and look out to sea.”
I did as he asked. Ten or twelve kilometers away, I could see a small, empty island. The waves crashed against it. About four kilometers closer, there was a smaller island. This was also empty, and it had dark rocks all around it.
“The far island is called Vurggh by the Norwegians,” said the old man. “The closer one is called Moskoe.”
The water between the two islands looked very unusual. There was a strong wind from the sea, but the waves did not move with the wind. They moved everywhere, quickly and angrily, sometimes against the wind.
“Tell me,” continued the old man, “can you hear anything? Can you see a change in the water?”
When the old man spoke, I began to hear a loud sound. At the same time, I saw that the ocean was changing. It was becoming rough, and was beginning to move even more quickly. With each second, it moved faster. In five minutes the sea between Vurggh and the mountain was turning in terrible whirlpools. Between Moskoe and the coast, it turned most wildly.
“Have you ever seen anything like it?” asked the old man.
I could say nothing as I watched. In a few minutes the small whirlpools suddenly became one. It was more than a kilometer wide. The great whirlpool’s walls were smooth and black. They turned with great speed. The whirlpool made a screaming sound, like no other sound on earth. The mountain shook under our feet. I threw myself to the ground again in fear.
“This,” I said at last to the old man, “this is the great whirlpool of the Maelstrom.”
“It is sometimes called that,” he said. “We Norwegians call it the Moskoe-strom.”
I knew about the whirlpool, but I could not believe my eyes.
“Have a good look," said the old man,” and then listen to my story.”
I did what he asked.
_____________________________________________________________________________
E
“I and my two brothers,” he began, “owned a large fishing boat. We fished around the islands of Moskoe and Vurggh. It is dangerous, but there are a lot of fish in those waters.
“Usually we waited for good weather and the turn of the tide. At the turn of the tide, the Moskoe-strom is calm for fifteen minutes. When it was calm, we sailed across. Then we fished for the day and returned at the next turn of the tide. We always waited for a good wind so we could sail quickly. We were almost caught by the whirlpool only twice in six years. We were always careful, but it was a terrible danger.

“Then, almost three years ago, there was a storm which the people here will never forget. The weather that morning and afternoon was fine. The sun shone, and the wind came softly from the southwest. Even the oldest sailor did not see that a storm was coming.

“My brothers and I sailed to the islands at about two o'clock in the afternoon. We caught more fish that day than ever before. It was seven by my watch when we started for home. We wanted to cross the Strom, at eight o'clock, when it was calm.

“We never dreamed of danger, because the weather seemed so good. Then the wind suddenly changed, and became very strong. I looked behind me.

“The sky was covered by a great storm cloud. In less than a minute the storm reached us, and in less than two minutes the sky was completely black. Because of the darkness and the heavy rain, I could not see my brothers in the boat. It was terrible. Nobody in Norway remembers a storm like it.
___________________________________
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“Almost immediately, my younger brother was knocked into the water by the wind. I could not think. In my fear, I lay down and held onto a metal ring in the bottom of the boat. For a few seconds we were completely covered in water.

“Then 1 felt somebody holding onto my arm. It was my older brother. I was happy that he was alive. But my happiness soon disappeared. He put his mouth close to my ear and screamed, ‘the Moskoe-strom!’
“I shook from head to foot. We were going into the whirlpool and nothing could save us. A terrible thought came to me. I took my watch out of my pocket. It was not going. It still said seven o’clock. The whirlpool was now as strong as it ever got. And the wind was taking us straight toward it!
D
“Two minutes later, we were close to the whirlpool's mouth. We went round and round it for about an hour. Each time, our boat went closer to the terrible mouth. When I was so close to death, my fear left me. I had no hope now, and I became almost calm. I began to think that this was a good way to die. You can believe me or not, but I wanted to see the inside of the whirlpool.
“My brother did not feel the same way. When we came close to the whirlpool, he attacked me like a madman. He was very scared, and -wanted to hold onto the metal ring. I left it for him, because it could not save us. I went to the back of the boat and held onto a water barrel.
“Seconds later, the boat was swept into the whirlpool. We fell, and I closed my eyes. I was ready to die immediately.
“Seconds passed. I was still alive!
“I opened my eyes. I will never forget what I saw. It was wonderful and terrible at the same time. The boat seemed to hang on the inside of the whirlpool. The sides of the whirlpool were perfectly smooth, black, and shining with moonlight.
“The moonlight reached the bottom of the whirlpool, and I saw a rainbow there. It was like a bridge between this world and the next world. But the noise of the whirlpool was a terrible scream.
“The boat went round and round. It was going down and down, toward the bottom where the waters crashed together. But our movement was very slow, so I had time. I looked around me.
“Our boat was riot the only thing that was caught in the whirlpool. Above and below us I saw pieces of other boats, broken boxes, trees, and barrels. I tried to guess: ‘Which things will fall the fastest?’ I was wrong every time. Lighter things did not fall faster than heavier ones.
“I thought about this. Suddenly, I was full of new hope. I realized that, at the turn of the tide, smaller things went up to the sea again. Barrels, I saw, were falling very slowly.
“I decided quickly. I tied myself to the water barrel. I tried to explain my plan to my brother. At last he understood, but he was too afraid to move. There was no more time. I said goodbye to him, and jumped into the water.
__________________________________
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“An hour later, I watched the boat crash into the bottom of the pool. But I, on my barrel, did not fall far. Then, at last, the whirlpool began to calm, and I began to move up. Soon, I was in the place where the Moskoe-strom was. The sea was still stormy, but luckily it carried me to the calm fishing grounds. There, a boat found me and took me out of the water.
“At first, I could not speak. The fishermen on the boat were my old friends, but they did not know me. I was a stranger to them. My black hair was white, and my face was completely changed, too. When I told them my story, they did not believe me. Do you?”

