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Should Polar Cannibals Feel?

by R.W. Faubel

      

      We emerged from the Amery Ice Shelf bedraggled and malnourished, barely able to put the tip of one ski ahead of the other. Upon reaching the sea, our hearts sank. The support ship, our life buoy, had departed for Auckland. Left behind was a thinly clad wooden cabin, hastily erected on a gravel beach. Though cramped and poorly provisioned, to us it was the Antarctic Ritz. 
      A three-month search for a missing aircraft had been an exercise in futility. The Boeing Clipper, a flying petrol bomb packed with extra fuel tanks, had disappeared without a trace.
      It was already late May; mid-winter approached. The season of suffering had us in its grip, the Antarctic Spring light years away. Us chaps who had volunteered to locate the 1937 Trans-Antarctic Flight, would now need saving. Only five of us remained.
     When the thought first entered my head, I dismissed it with a laugh. Such absurdity. Yet as I watched Stempel eat a dry biscuit, my lack of human compassion came as no surprise. We were now on half rations after discovering our supply of tinned meat had spoiled. The poorly soldered cans had burst at the seams, oozing botulism into the intense cold of the storage room.
     After Stempel finished his meager meal, he began manicuring his long beard with an old barber’s comb dropping biscuit crumbs on the table. With a wet fingertip, he ate each one. 
      Lieutenant Cleghorn, RN, was indispensable to our survival. His stolid Scottish courage was as essential as the food for our bellies or the paraffin for our stove. A natural leader, he possessed an air of authority bordering on tyranny, but without his command, we would all be frozen corpses entombed forever in some faraway glacier. I knew he would have to be the last to go. 
       Lamb, our designated cook, I could not forgive. He had shot our sled dogs, one every three days, until the pack was gone. Of this act he exhibited no regret. Dixie, my Siberian husky bitch, was the last to be killed. He cooked her into a hotchpotch, liberally seasoned with black pepper. Salivating uncontrollably, I wept with each bite, hoping Lamb would be on the shortlist when our situation became more desperate. 
       Stoneway was an irritating intellectual. Aloof and conceited. A Cambridge-educated geographer with uppity English public-school manners, he was nonetheless a talented musician. I hoped he would be among the remaining few, playing a dirge on his violin as a final tribute to our departing souls. 
Where on the list does that place me? Somewhere in the middle, I suppose. Will I still be around to hear that last poignant tune?
     The thought haunted me each night, as the pain in my abdomen increased and my skinny body stiffened. I presumed there was no way to know for certain until the time came. October? Yes. Just before the breakup, when the seals returned. That’s when I’d get my answer one way or another. 
“Look what I found!” Lamb exclaimed as he burst through the door, the demon cold following close behind. “An Emperor penguin!” We stared at the black-and-white carcass, a midget in evening dress. Its orange beak frozen in death’s gasp.
 “The old fellow must have died last season. But I won’t know if he’s edible until I thaw him out.” For days the bird’s body lay by the stove, melting slowly in the forty-degree room. On the third day we awoke to the stench of decomposition. 
“Enough of this. That bird might be fit for dogs, but not us. Get rid of it now,” Cleghorn ordered. 
        Lamb was crestfallen. He dragged the carcass outside by its webbed feet and threw it into the latrine hole. “It would have been our celebration dinner for the winter solstice” was all he said. 
     The twenty-first of June came and went. A milestone in South Pole survival. Gradually the sun would reappear: at first only a rosy midday glow on the northern horizon, then a few faint rays illuminating the glacial landscape by the end of July. 
Will we be alive to see Helios return? Only the gods know for sure. 
It was mid-August when the first of us departed. 
“Is he dead?” Lamb asked.
“He must be. The coughing has stopped.”
     Stempel lay in his bunk stiff as a ship’s timber. Rigormortis had set in hours before. I held a hand mirror up to his mouth, but there was no fogging of the glass. Pneumonia, that creeping scourge, had claimed its victim. 
“Well, at least we’ll be able to get a decent night’s sleep without having to listen to his infernal coughing” Stoneway said.
     I could not recall delivering the blow that broke his nose. When Stoneway hit the floor, all I could think was, Why is his beard speckled with blood? 
    Then, I suddenly found myself in a stranglehold.  
“You son of a bitch!” 
     Cleghorn threw me against the wall, jacking me up with his powerful forearms. My feet dangled above the floorboards. “I will have none of this! Do you hear me?” His stale breath was suffocating. “Now, wrap-up Stempel and take him outside. Lamb, you help him.”
       The body was not heavy. None of us were anymore. We shrouded him in a burlap sack for entombment in a snowbank against the north wall. No one cared to speculate what would become of Stemple’s remains.
         Lamb soon followed. We had given him the last spoonful of cloudberry jam as an emergency ascorbic, but to no avail. His death was locked in the agony of scurvy. Blackened skin, sunken, lifeless eyes, a toothless grin fixed in place. 
         One day, Cleghorn went out alone on the ice to hunt seals but never returned. Waiting patiently by a breathing hole for his prey to emerge, we assumed he died of exposure, his body perhaps eaten by birds or consumed by the sea. 
“The problem with being one of the few” Stoneway opined, “is how we become fewer.”
      By the end of September, the food supply was gone. We boiled our leather goods for hours until they were soft enough to eat. Then, Stoneway shot a lone albatross that cruised by our camp, lost in a spring gale. He took it down in mid-flight with a single shot. Filled with joy, I ran to congratulate him. Its meat sustained us for a while, but we were still many weeks away from rescue.
       I was not the first to broach the forbidden subject.
“Started out in university as a medical student. Did I ever tell you?” I gave Stoneway a disinterested look, but he continued. 
“We human beings are remarkably adaptable. We can eat just about anything. A friend of mine, an anthropologist, believes early man subsisted on whatever source of protein he could find: wild grains, honey, even beetles and lizards. But mankind came to the realization that mammal flesh, in any form, was the best for sustaining life.”
“Stoneway, why are you telling me this? I’m hungry enough. I don’t want to think about it.”
        His eyes were blank and hollow, his lips a dark blue. He put his fingers in his mouth and casually extracted a molar, placing it on the empty dinner plate in front of him. 
“But, of course, primitive man did not have to worry about scurvy. In the African veldt where humans originated, fruits and berries were plentiful.”
“What’s the point of this conversation? Will you please shut up?”
“My dear fellow, this conversation is germane to our situation.”
“Okay. How?”
       Stoneway stood looking out the window toward Prydz Bay. In the distance, a black line defined the ocean’s horizon. Far out to sea, small leads were just visible between the blue, iridescent icebergs.
 “You know, Cleghorn was a fool. His heroic efforts, motivated by staunch middle-class virtues. What did they bring him in the end? Nothing!”
“At least he tried.”
“Yes, but instead of using his mind to find a way to live, he relied on sheer physical stamina. If history has taught us anything, it was brains not brawn that allowed our species to survive. I give you Neanderthal Man as a sterling example of failure.” 
“Thank you, Stoneway. I shall die a little easier knowing that.”
“There is really no need for sarcasm. Especially when you don’t have to die. I can guarantee it.”
“Guarantee it? The hell with your guarantee. I’ve accepted my fate.”
“Don’t be in too much of a hurry to depart just yet. Please follow me.”
     Outside, we stood before or frozen mortuary-the snowbank. Inside it, were entombed our colleagues wee entombed in restful repose. Stoneway dug with his bare hands until he uncovered a corpse. I could not tell who it was and didn’t try to stop him. He ripped away the burlap to expose the half-moons of a bare buttock. The cadaver was like an alabaster statue, perfectly preserved. With a pocketknife, he began to chisel and slice.
“No! Stop! For pity’s sake.” 
“Pity? Yes, you are correct. Our brave departed comrades are going to save us, the living.” 
       I said nothing more as Stoneway continued his bizarre work. 
How would it taste? I’ve no idea. Like sled dog or worse? Will I gag at the first bite, or perhaps learn to accept it?
      The cooking of human flesh horrified me. Not because of the smell, but because of the survival instinct it triggered: the carnivorous ape deep in my ancestral past, merciless and without sympathy. I lay in my bunk, face to the wall, as my comrade proceeded.
“I’m almost done” he said. “Are you ready?” 
       I arose wishing I were dead, briefly contemplating suicide. It would be so easy: just walk down to the frozen sea and place the muzzle of my Colt 1912 under my chin. Oblivion.
“Should polar cannibals feel?” I asked. 
No reply.
        Stoneway covered the dining table with clean, checkered cloth and positioned a candelabra in the middle. He ladled the cinder-colored flesh into two soup bowls. Spearing a chunk of the Stemple-Lamb, he held it up in the candlelight for my inspection.
“What say you? Shall we partake and live?” 
“Goddamn you, Stoneway! Answer me! Should cannibals feel?”
       At first, the low buzzing barely registered. It was like a housefly at a window, frantically flapping its wings, trying to push through the invisible barrier to freedom. I rubbed away the thick frost from the pane and peered outside. Then, a louder sound, a deep mournful bellow, came from a dark object in the bay.
___________________
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