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We all know that icebergs are very large pieces of floating ice that can be a danger to ships, but where do they come from? The answer is that the North Atlantic ones start life in Greenland, with some from the east of the country but the vast majority from the west coast, facing northern Canada. There are also, of course, many in the southern oceans that originate in Antarctica and some of these can be huge, the size of entire countries.

Snow falling over centuries collects and eventually becomes dense ice. Once its depth exceeds 50 metres, the ice starts to move slowly towards the sea as a glacier – like a river of ice. Every day, glaciers can flow up to 20 metres in the direction of the sea, through gaps in the mountain ranges that run along the coastline.

Finally, after perhaps as much as 3,000 years, the enormous glaciers reach Baffin Bay, which lies between the Arctic Ocean and the Atlantic. There, as a result of the tides rising and falling, huge sections of the ice gradually weaken and break off into the sea as icebergs.

Incidentally, watching them breaking away like this, and then rolling around in the water, is a quite unforgettable sight, particularly if you are at sea when it happens. It can also be a frightening experience if you are close to where it’s actually happening, as massive chunks of ice the size of office blocks crash into the clear blue water. Suddenly, even quite a large boat seems tiny in comparison.

Anyway, the sea currents then start to take them towards the ocean, but of the estimated 15,000 to 30,000 icebergs formed in this part of the world each year, only about one per cent actually survive the long journey along the Davis Strait, through the Labrador Sea and out into the Atlantic. A few crash into the coast, though the vast majority melt along the way and never become a threat to ocean shipping. 

Some icebergs are more of a danger to ships than others. It all depends on their shape, size and location. Those that enter the main Atlantic shipping lanes represent the greatest threat, and obviously very large icebergs can in theory do the most harm. Nowadays, though, these can easily be detected by ships’ radar and avoided. This may not be the case, however, of an iceberg that lies almost entirely below the surface, a medium one that is hard to spot but capable of causing serious damage.

A number of factors may affect the height so that less than a tenth may be visible from a ship, although normally it’s approximately an eighth. After more than a year out in the ocean, icebergs may also end up in many weird and wonderful shapes, some taking on the appearance of huge sculptures. Photographs of these taken from passing ships give a sense of both incredible beauty and terrible danger.

There have been many experiments to find ways of dealing with icebergs. Attempts have been made to destroy them by bombing them, firing at them from warships or placing explosives underneath them, but these were largely unsuccessful. With the aim of getting them to absorb more of the sun’s warmth and therefore reduce in size, some were given a coating of black paint, but practical difficulties led to this idea, too, being abandoned. It is not even easy to use electronic markers to track them, as the movement and rolling of  the iceberg can cause the markers to be washed away, or the part containing the marker can break away from the main berg. So, keeping an eye on icebergs is tricky, but satellites follow the movements of any that measure more than 500 square metres, and warnings are passed on to ships in the area.

Many smaller ones are kept under observation by aircraft, and although icebergs remain a threat to shipping, in recent times there have been no disasters involving loss of life. When the car ferry William Carson hit an iceberg and sank off the Canadian coast, the emergency services quickly rescued all 109 passengers and crew. Happily, it is now a very long time since anyone drowned as a result of a ship colliding with an iceberg.

