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Translation by Joan Tate
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For more than two hundred years the iron ore
mountains in Lappland lay inaccessible to modern
mining. The Swedish Crown and state, private
national and international capital spent millions
to open up the area for exploitation. But not until
the railroad between the Gulf of Bothnia and the
Atlantic was finished, in the beginning of the 20th
century, could the industry develop.

The Swedish writer Ernst Didring has written a
trilogy called »Ore», about the men who lay the
foundations for iron ore mining in Sweden.
Didring’s work is not only a tribute to the working
man, but also a reminder of what is at stake today,
when a few men decide over the future of Swedish
iron ore mining, when the work of »The men who
did it» can be destroyed by the stroke of a pen.

Ernst Didring lived between 1868 and 1931.

»The men who did it» (1914), is the first part in his trilogy »Ore». The
following two parts are »The song of the mountain» (1915) and »The
gamblersy (1919). The excerpts from »The men who did it», published
in this issue of RMR, is the first translation into English of Didring’s
work.
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On the way to Kiruna in the late 1890s.

the small thermometer registering seventeen below zero,
although the stove had been as glowing red as a stage demon.
For several days he had had to retreat to his sleeping bag to
keep alive when the coke had not come up the line in time.
Then that idiot writes that he expected the line to be com-
plete! Expected? Just as if it were the simplest and most
natural thing in the world to build lines hundreds of miles
north of the Arctic Circle, where you had to live in the hell of
mosquitoes and eternal sun in summer and petrifying cold
and eternal darkness in winter! And then saying the budget
must not be exceeded! As if anyone could take snowstorms
into account up here. And all these wild men he had to deal
with, too, good lads when sober, but who went mad when
they got hold of cards and liquor and were likely to smash
up everything and each other as well! Well, no doubt it was
just as well there was liquor. Otherwise not many of them
would have stayed. And what would he have done?
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Landstrom thoughtfully scratched - his nose and glanced
across at the brandy bottle. That had helped him through
a great deal, most of all the loneliness. It was all right for the
men, living and snoring and eating together.

But all the same, I don’t think I’d change with them, he
thought.

He looked at the time. Soon half-past eleven. He got up
and opened the door for a while. He had to laugh. Half-past
eleven and scarcely light enough to read by.

He closed the door again and sat down -at his drawing
board, but found he was incapable of collecting his thoughts.
The figures danced about before his eyes and he was forced
to abandon the attempt. He had been working for almost
seven hours at a stretch when Jonsson and the Lapp had in-
terrupted him. He was indifferent to what time of day he
worked. It was always night.
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The phantom appeared in the spring when work was at its
most intense and the line almost complete.

The tip-trucks had got a good way along the lower part
of the line with sleepers and rails, and the locomotive was
already creaking along with the wagons. The upper part of
the line was still without rails and work there was going
ahead at high pressure.

The winter had been severe and the line had frozen every-
where into humps, giving them some idea what they would
have to face in future. They could do nothing but dig out the
clay and fill up instead with gravel to stop the frost damage.

The worst work of all was shifting the huge boulders craf-
tily embedded in the embankment and festering into vast
chilblains that had to be operated away, every single one of
them. They fought over the little coal ash available to block
up minor hollows, but in some places they had to dig out as
good as the whole of the embankment and put down draina-
ge ditches at the bottom with stones and moss to let the water
drain away down the sides through the escarpments. The
engineers swore and froze. Unequal and persistent as it beca-
me, it was the battle that tried their patience more than was
good for them. If they cut away the hump for a few hundred
metres one week and completed the insulating base, then the
following week another hump would appear a little further
on. Hjort muttered something about it being better to insu-
late the whole of the line first, but that would have taken ten
years and then the politicians would have expired from sheer
rage and they would have had another lot of preachers making
their lives even worse. All they could do was to toil on with
all their strenght to get the line ready on time.

That was when the phantom appeared, in the middle of
the worst part, silently and hideously, as phantoms usually
do. First it came to the Norwegian part of the line and took
thirty-two men with it. Then the phantom crossed over and
started ravaging in the Swedish part. The sick quarters down in
Tomehamn were overflowing, nurses and doctor almost collap-
sing with the strain, as diphteria-always came with the phan-
tom.

Rumour ran ahead of the phantom, enlarged by the talk —
fourteen died yesterday — eleven the day before.

The men were not easily frightened, but all the same they
could not avoid thinking rather more than usual about the
life hereafter. Some of them tried immunising themselves
with liquor, but that did not improve matters. Others dispat-
ched their packs of grimy banknotes down south to the bank,
preparing for the worst. But no man left his post and fled.
They had so many strange experiences up there, they were
hardened against phantoms, and a few of them boasted that
there was nothing on earth a railroad man couldn’t look
straight in the eye. But there some who did not realise that
the most dangerous enemies are those that cannot be seen,
least of all looked straight in the eye.
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Twenty-seven had as yet escaped. The phantom had shown
itself in teams above and below, and called away men in its
secretive way, but in Twenty-seven, things went on as before.
Nothing unusual was noticed, except perhaps that pauses bet-
ween conversations in the evenings grew longer and card
games showed a disquieting tendency to dry up. The good
Hansson maintained to Hjort that Twenty-seven was anyhow
the finest team on the line and nothing in the world could
affect that as long as Skold kept the little demons at bay
with his gigantic arms.

The phantom must have heard his boast, for that very
same day it appeared in the Twenty-seven hut.

The men were having their dinner, seated along the two
sides of the long table in the hut. Maja had just served the
pea-soup on to their plates. The door to the porch was open
as well as the outside door, as Maja had not been entirely suc-
cessful in her cooking that day, and they needed some fresh
air instead of the fumes that stood like a cloud round the
stove. The men ate the pea-soup and pork, munching at the
great rolls of bread they got from Rombaksbotten as often
as possible with the provision wagons from Norway.

The roaming phantom must have slopped in through the
open door, for suddenly it was standing behind Skold, holding
him by the throat. Skold tumed scarlet in the face and drop-
ped his spoon.

Hansson stopped eating. ”What’s the matter?” he said. The
whole team stopped eating.

Skold seemed to be choking. He got up and ripped open
his woolen shirt, sending buttons flying all over the table.
His face tumed purple and he was shaking all over, making
the table quake. He kept mouthing until his cheeks turned
chalk white and finally a roar came out of his mouth which
made even the men jump. His eyes were rolling round with
no sign of humanity in them, and suddenly he fell forward
across the table, scattering the contents of the soup plates.
Maja screamed.

”That’s it”, said Hansson. ’It’s got here now.”

”1t” was the phantom, typhoid fever.

They tried to carry Skold across to his bunk, but he turned
quite crazy before they were able to. Six or seven men gathe-
red round to calm him down, but he sent them flying with
strength increased by fever, and they fell like ninepins. The
other men hastened over to help stop him killing himself
and at last they managed to get him down and send an ur-
gent message down to the sick bay to prepare for Skold’s
arrival.

The giant was lying on the hut floor, Hansson sitting astri-
de his feet and holding his legs in an iron grip. One man was
kneeling each side of him, holding down his arms, while
two others tried to protect his head, which was showing an
unpleasant tendency to beat itself against the wooden floor.
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”Have we passed the cutting?”

”No.”

The conversation ceased, their entire vocal resources used
up. The fireman thrust his head out of the engine and pulled
it back smothered in snow.

“Kaisepakte!” he shouted, pointing ahead into the grey
darkness as he wiped the snow from his face with the back of
his hand. The driver looked at his watch and pulled the steam
whistle.

It sounded helpless and innocent in among all the other
roaring and shrieking. Not one of the men on the engine could
hear it, only the driver’s grip on the handle telling them he
was signalling for the great intersection where the ploughs
forged a deep cutting through the snow.

Hjort leant out. He thought he could see the snow screens,
but there was still no light in sight. The linesman should have
signalled here.

The driver was still holding on to the whistle as the train
pressed on through the storm. Now it felt as if they had come
slightly into the lee of the snow screens and with increasing
speed, the ore train drove into the cutting with Hjort mutter-
ing curses at the absent linesman.

For about the twentieth time, Linesman 4556 Jonsson
struggled through the cutting. The large plough had gone
through over an hour earlier, and he hade been waiting in vain
for the train ever since, trying to keep what little life remain-
ed in his body alive by struggling back and forth in the deepen-
ing snow.

He dared not leave the cutting, as the storm would have
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immediately swept him away. He knew what that meant. He
had had to struggle out of his own cottage to make his way
there. He dared not go home, as the train might come at any
moment. All he could do was to freeze and wait. Now he was
down at the southern end of the cutting. He stopped and
listened.

No, still no train, only the roar of the storm.

The snow was swirling round in a crazy whirlwind. The
rails the plough had swept clean had already disappeared, and
Jonsson had to kick the rail free of snow and bend down to
shine his lamp on it to convince himself there was some con-
nection between him and life and mankind. The colossal
walls of snow the snowplough had formed did give him some
shelter from the storm, but they also hav him a horrible en-
closed feeling that he came to understand only later.

What if he went back home after all? No train was com-
ing. The telegraph wires were down in several places from the
weight of snow. The train was naturally stuck out there in
a drift in the swirling snow. It was foolish of him to go on
stamping up and down any longer. Even if the kids did yell,
it was a good deal calmer at home than here.

Jonsson stopped and instinctively raised his lamp in front
of him. What was that? It sounded like a whistle. Was the
train coming after all?

He listened.

No. It was the storm. The storm produced all possible
sounds. The whistling had come from up on the snow screens.
That often happened when the wind was high. Just like the
engine. Of course it was the storm. He could hear that quite
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clearly, roaring and shrieking again. God, what weather!

Jonsson stood quite still where he had stopped. He had
lowered the lamp and yet continued staring into the swirling
snow. There was something strange about it. He had never
seen that before. A certain patch had turned yellowish, then
gone again, swallowed up by the swirling grey. Then it came
back again and vanished again. Incomprehensible. Like magic.

Jonsson felt uneasy, and all the strange stories of the wil-
derness in his blood from his railroading days rose again.
Incomprehensible. Unless...

He raised the lamp. The patch over there moved. Strange.
He swung the lamp round in a circle. The patch swung round,
too. Oh, was that all? Only the light from his lamp.

At that moment, real terror overwhelmed him.

The yellow patch suddenly gathered itself into a great
eye, and out of the greyness a dark obscure mass swelled
forth, growing into a black monster spewing red sparks, a
shrill angry whistling cutting clearly through, and with a thun-
derous rush the train broke through the swirling snow and
bore down upon him. In a flash he heard the thumping panting
sound of the engine, and the next moment he had flung him-
self aside to save his own life. To his horror, he felt the snow
wall behind him was as hard as timber and he at once knew
this was the work of the plough. He made a great effort to
press back into the snow, but immediately, as if through a thin
veil, he saw the wing plough of the engine sweeping forward,
the movement of the couplers and the rolling wheels, and then
he was struck a violent blow in the chest and dragged along
into the roaring iron storm. He screamed once, one single
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Kiruna 1900.

deathly cry...

”What was that?”

Hjort leant out of the engine, but could see nothing but
walls of snow gliding past. Had he been mistaken, or had it
been the storm making that sound? Strange. It had sounded
just like a human being. But he could see nothing. Only snow.

He pulled back his head. Neither the driver nor the fireman
could have heard anything, as they were still working as befo-
re, the driver’s hand still on the whistle. Hjort pulled his fur
collar up tighter. He suddenly felt horribly cold.

The driver let go the whistle. The cutting had been passed
and now they were again riding into the storm, the snow
still blowing from the rear like white foam, blinding them
all, hissing and dancing round the pipes, the engine sighing
and panting more and more as it chugged on into the swirling
woolly greyness, the firebox gasping, the cylinders groaning,
and although the driver had the regulator at top pressure, the
train moved only slowly through the drifts. The fireman was
shovelling away at top speed, and the driver looked out for
a moment to see how high the snow was. As he could see no
sign of the slides, he knew what expect. The train was moving
more and more slowly. Creaking and groaning, it pressed on a
few more metres, then stopped helplessly in the drifts.

”Well, we’re stuck now!” yelled the driver to Hjort, as he
opened up the ventilator.

Hjort had already jumped down into the waist-deep snow.
The driver followed. They struggled along the length of the
engine to find the snow right up to the top of the boiler, an
even higher drift ahead of it. u
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