
There’s a place in the meadows by Harboøre, south 
of the fishing port of Thyborøn. To the west, beyond the 
slender spit of land, is the North Sea, with its storms 
and underwater freight trains. Here, on the other side, is 
the Limfjord, spreading. It’s as though it stretches in all 
directions, taking a runup before it has to squeeze out 
through the channel that leads from the fjord to the North 
Sea. The Limfjord divides Northern Jutland from the rest 
of the great peninsula, and it’s gathering strength before 
it transforms from fjord to sea. Resting. Nissum Broad, 
they call that part of the fjord, and on the salt meadows 
down towards the broad I feel a sense of belonging. I know 
this marsh like I know my own breath. Same goes for the 
beach, the dam, the sky and the raised seabed on which I 
stand. Southeast is where the last ice age halted, creating 
a rampart in the landscape as the ice melted and withdrew. 
The line that marks the maximum extent, they call it; and 
I know it.

The Secret Place, my family’s little summer cabin, is sit
uated here. Thrust between wild and mild waters, between 
colossal planes of water, and thus in bold light. From the 



kitchen table we have an unobstructed view across to Thy 
on the other side of the fjord. We have a similarly unob
structed view of the Cheminova chemical factory. Yes, it 
lies across the water, the factory. Has done since the early 
1950s, when it was allowed to colonize a bulge on Harboøre 
Peninsula called Rønland. In daylight hours it looks like 
a rusty red city with far too many chimneys. At night it 
shines like Stavanger, in Norway. My dad said so once; well, 
actually, it was Stavanger he saw from a mountaintop in the 
dusk. ‘Hey, that looks like Cheminova,’ he said, pointing 
at the Norwegian oil mecca, but it’s not oil they pour into 
drums over on Rønland. It’s poison, and for as long as I 
can remember we’ve oriented ourselves here by the direction 
of the wind. The wind can be from the north, northwest, 
west, southwest, south, southeast, east, northeast—and it 
can be from Cheminova. In the 1970s, especially, we had to 
drive home to our real house sometimes, far inland, if the 
wind blew in from Cheminova. The flounders, which the 
grownups ‘trod’ with broomsticks fitted with nails on the 
end, had strange wounds, but we ate them anyway. And the 
landscape was ours because we were children in it, drawn 
in by the smells, the sounds, the shifting light. It was there 
that I shaped part of my roots, by letting the iron scent of 
groundwater, the marine clay between my fingers and the 
salty air seep inside me. Cheminova and its nightlight leak
ing in—that, too, seemed part of the landscape to the child 
that I was. That Folidol, glyphosate and mercury leaked in 
too—that we didn’t know. My parents believed in the good 
in other people. I believed in my parents, and they drove us 
home when the wind blew in from Cheminova.



But we might have known better, because there was a 
man who tried to speak out. His name was Aage Hansen, 
and he was a not especially tall man in a blue Kansas boiler 
suit. Blue Kansas boiler suits are called Harboøre suits here, 
and Aage was a fisherman, so he wore one often. He was 
also Denmark’s first environmental activist, known by the 
name ‘Amber Aage’, because he had a small amber grindery 
at the harbour in Thyborøn. I remember him as a hospitable 
old man in a fragrant cloud of resin from the grindstone in 
his workshop. Not a grand man in any sense, but on the wall 
of the workshop hung a photo of him and Queen Ingrid.

Born in the fishing village of Langerhuse near Harboøre, 
he knew his coast. Shortly after Cheminova was moved 
from the area around Copenhagen to Aage’s windswept 
peninsula, so far away from Denmark’s centre of power 
that it might as well be Scotland, Aage started finding dead 
fish and birds. Realizing what he was seeing, he got upset, 
got angry, and then he went to war. Not much help was 
forthcoming from the locals. They’d all got jobs up at the 
big factory, after all. The silence that can close around some
one who says what mustn’t be said in a small community 
isn’t for the faint of heart. On top of that, Amber Aage 
encountered resistance from powerful people, both locally 
and nationally. But Aage was a fighter, an armchair poet, a 
fisherman and angry, and so he pressed on. He pressed on 
until they listened and halfheartedly tried to clean up after 
themselves. He pressed on, even though they tried to shut 
him up with the Order of the Dannebrog. Not even when 
they sent Queen Ingrid up to shake his hand did he stop. 
He fell silent only when he put on his first pair of slippers, 



and today his son has taken up the cudgel. There was plenty 
for the father to clean up, and there is still plenty to clean 
up for the son. There’s plenty to clean up for all of us.

Once a year I walk with someone I care about from 
Aage’s birthplace up along the coast, past Breakwater 42 
and onwards towards Thyborøn to eat fish at the harbour. 
Every year, it’s a good day. But it was near Breakwater 
42—one of countless breakwaters along this stretch of 
coastline—that they buried the poison, as though it were 
an ordinary corpse. Near Breakwater 42, decay smells of 
chemicals and easy solutions. When I stand there, I stand 
there to feel it seeping down. It’s come to be known as gen
erational pollution, and that’s not too small a term. First, 
the factory was permitted to dump untreated waste water. 
Then it was permitted to dispose of chemical waste, after 
which the Danish government stuffed refuse into what’s 
now called the Chemical Depot at Breakwater 42, and then, 
oops—a storm blew ashore in 1962. It knocked a hole in the 
outermost dam. The fluid part of the depot drained into 
the sea: birds died, fish died, and Breakwater 42 was closed.

So they started dumping it on the eastern part of Rønland 
instead, the tip of the peninsula, which juts out into the 
Limfjord, and where Cheminova is located. Yes, there. Just 
across the water from the Secret Place! That’s where they 
buried it instead, and Aage found dead birds, dead fish. 
He fought. He was encased in silence, just as in 1971 they 
encased the depot at Breakwater 42 in a layer of asphalt. 
A little over a ton of sand contaminated with mercury was 
moved to the sulphur depot on East Rønland. It is there, 
right there, directly opposite the Secret Place, and  

  



while they are burying mercurycontaminated sand, my 
family is driving up in a black Morris Monaco. My 
parents are looking for a small holiday home that my dad 
can use for hunting. Someone mentioned these two acres 
of land, which extend as far as the fjord and come with a 
cabin. He turns down the sunken sandy road opposite the 
church. The car crawls slowly along the track through the 
meadows, arriving at the spot. An unprepossessing house, 
around 200 square feet, formerly a barracks for workers 
who helped build the Atlantic Wall for the Nazis. Latterly 
moved by truck from Thyborøn further down the 
peninsula, out onto the fields: unloaded here, where my 
parents meet it for the first time. The house is protected 
by a little embankment, and behind that is the privy:

‘I can sit down there and watch the birds migrating,’ 
says my dad, and my mum does a complete turn on the 
spot. It’s the horizon she sees. It goes nearly all the way 
round, broken only by distant church towers. The 
mucky wall of the line marking maximum extent, the 
stopping point of the last ice age, to the southeast; 
Cheminova’s chimneys to the north. My mother has 
smelt the crowberry stalks, the sand, and the salt. It’s 
the potential of the sky she has seen. A place of refuge for 
the family. The children can play in the sand, she sees. 
The water in the broad is not deep. The children can 
swim there. 




