
  
    
      
    
  


  PRAISE FOR FRIGID WOMEN


  “an uplifting story”


  Ice is now a fixture on bookshop travel shelves. One or two frozen beards made an appearance in 1998, but it was a pair of female polar travellers who stood out. Frigid Women by Sue and Victoria Riches, is the story of a mother and daughter who participated in the first all-female relay to the North Pole. It is an uplifting story – especially as the mother had just conquered breast cancer – and simply told. “Men like to conquer, fight or subdue the Arctic,” writes Sue Riches, “while we had a different attitude. We felt that we had to go along with what we were faced with… We tried to have the Arctic on our side instead of confronting it.”


  The Daily Telegraph


  “compelling”


  With its provocative title and foreword by Dawn French, one wonders if there is substance beyond this book’s packaging. The answer is undoubtedly yes. The subject matter – the first all female expedition to the North Pole – is compelling. In addition, the intimate style of this account by the mother and daughter members of the expedition certainly adds another dimension to the “I may be some time…” stiff-upper-lip school of polar adventure writing that has long been a male preserve. The authors render their often life-threatening experiences with humility, honesty and a vital sense of humour. Simply, the narrative is unique and gratifying in that it reveals the human side of an inhuman challenge. Nearing the end of the expedition, Victoria writes “Mum had a major wobbly when I led two pulks over a crack and they fell ‘in the water you stupid child!’… I think Mum was having a very bad day.” Perhaps an equally impressive feat is that a mother and a grown-up daughter could spend weeks in an icy wilderness and remain friends.


  The Independent
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  To Jeremy/Dad, Philip and Edward 

  Without your support we could not have done it. 

  Sue & Victoria


  To Jeremy and Ben 

  Thanks for everything and a special hug to my little polar adventurer. 

  Victoria


  
FOREWORD



  A relay expedition to the North Pole? Discomfort, pain and cold? No thanks! I am one of the 99.9% of women who, faced with this sort of prospect, makes another cup of hot chocolate and settles down in front of the telly as a sort of slothful protest. I can’t think of a much worse scenario than joining this adventure. HOWEVER, I am also someone who wishes that I did have the courage, determination and sheer bloody mindedness to leap at an opportunity like this….


  Imagine how utterly delighted I was, then, to meet up with Caroline Hamilton who wanted me to be the Patron-come-Mascot for the whole shebang, thereby giving me the chance to go on the expedition vicariously through these remarkable women. I pledged my support there and then, since it was impossible to resist Caroline Hamilton’s irrepressible spirit, and I vowed to make it my duty to satisfy the men folk whilst they were away. (To this day none of the men folk have taken advantage of this offer which, let me tell you, was a huge disappointment!)


  At the beginning I thought it was going to be a cinch. Nothing much was required of me, except to jolly some people along and encourage a few sponsors to invest at a big launch party. Not a problem.


  However, once the expedition started I was kept in touch with the progress of all the teams, via the Internet, faxes and phone calls. I found myself getting more involved and more worried as the fascinating tales of mishaps, weather problems, victories and failures was conquered and I rested slightly easier! Imagine the joy and relief when the final team, Echo, made it safely and stood on the very top of the world in all their girlie glory! What a huge, collaborative triumph. I leapt about my house like a mad thing and celebrated with much chocolate and shouting.


  I went to meet Echo as they arrived back on the tarmac at Heathrow and believe me, I never want to smell anything like them again. I mean I love them, but boy they were high!


  This book, lovingly written by Sue & Victoria Riches is an account of their wonderful experience and their vital contribution to this historic and remarkable journey. A journey that they went on physically, mentally and spiritually; inside and out. I am so proud to have been associated with them.


  This story is a fantastic celebration of adventure, courage, friendship and love. Enjoy it all you would be adventurers …and dream on!


  ~ Dawn French


  
THE ARCTIC REGION
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PROLOGUE



  SUE



  To have been privileged enough to take part in the first All Women’s Expedition to the North Pole was something that I am still benefiting from. Victoria and I started off not really understanding the Arctic, or even what we would achieve from the expedition, and now, a decade plus on, we are still learning from our experiences there.


  We approached the expedition from very different angles. I had just recovered from breast cancer – I was lucky and had a full recovery, and so for me the expedition was a reaffirmation of life and a new beginning. I would like to inspire those who are suffering from breast cancer and show how cancer helped me to find a goal, which may at the time have been seen as unachievable. However, with enthusiasm and work these goals can become possible. For me, positive thought helped, as I knew, deep down, that I would get better. However, I am aware that positive thought is not necessarily the way forward for everyone. Not everyone has the luck that I had, but I do believe that our expedition helped in my healing process….


  Without doubt our lives changed. Who could come back from this kind of expedition without feeling a huge sense of achievement? To suddenly realise that by going out and talking about our experiences to other people we could perhaps inspire and encourage them to push themselves a tiny bit further, and to take on some project which had been lurking in their minds for some time.


  
VICTORIA



  When we were first asked to write the story of our expedition, over a decade ago now, my life was very different to how it is now. I was young, free and single, living in Oxford and training to be a Primary school teacher. Being a part of the first all women’s expedition to the North Pole had given me an inner confidence, a self-belief, the courage to give up my career in London and pursue a dream to work with children.


  Since then my life has seen many more changes; I am now married, living near Bath, have a five year old son and a new career in educational publishing. However, where I am today has, again, been totally shaped by my experiences in the Arctic. If I’ve faced a challenge during the last decade, and have, many times, I have been safe in the knowledge that I can work around a problem and that I do have the necessary willpower. While in the Arctic we were tested to our limits and beyond, yet somehow we found an inner strength that we didn’t know we had and carried on.


  Over the past few years I have faced challenges that have ranged from the mundane to the heartbreaking but with the tools learned from our expedition my ever-growing inner self-belief has kept me going. At times our mantra “anything is possible” has got in the way, and I have had to learn the very difficult lesson that sometimes anything is not possible and I’ve had to let go. I have come to appreciate that saying “no” is not necessarily failure or indeed a sign of weakness but rather another strength. Shackleton is my all time hero and I think about him a lot when I’m making tough decisions. He was determined to take an expedition to the South Pole but they had a horrendous time and due to conditions beyond his control they had to abandon their ship. Rather than persevere with his original dream of reaching the Pole, he recognised that it was acceptable to change the goalposts and concentrated instead on getting every member of his crew back home safely. In my eyes that made him more of a hero than if he had reached the South Pole. To accept defeat but rethink your strategy and to then carry on and reach your new goal takes guts.


  People often say to us, “You are amazing” or, “I couldn’t do what you did”. The last thing we want to be seen as are super heroes, or people doing something impossible. Whenever we give a talk we always say that you don’t have to take part in an expedition to the North Pole in order to achieve something special. It could be as simple as learning to swim, or it could be raising money for charity by doing the London-Brighton bike ride, or it could be an amazing, epic adventure. It doesn’t matter what you do. If, as a result of succeeding, you can walk tall, hold your head up high and feel proud, then that is your North Pole. We hope that by reading this book you will be inspired to find your North Pole, whatever or wherever it is.


  
PART ONE:



  ADVENTURERS SOUGHT



   “The ice was here, the ice was there,


  The ice was all around:


  It crack’d and growl’d, and roar’d and howl’d


  Like noises in a swound!”


  From The Rime of the Ancient Mariner


  Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772–1834)


  
THE REASONS WHY



  SUE



  I crawled through the tent doorway at midnight, in full sunlight, the shadows long, the ice crystals shimmering in the air, a stunning view in front of me, and wearing just a set of Damart thermal underwear, a pair of socks and my water bottle insulators as slippers and I wondered to myself, is this the Arctic as I had imagined it? Why was I even going through the door at this time of night? There are no loos in the Arctic.


  Was it really as Apsley Cherry-Garrard described it in his book, The Worst Journey In The World: “Polar exploration is at once the cleanest and most isolated way of having a bad time which has been devised”? That description was enough to put anyone off!


  Why did I want to go there? I have never had the burning desire to see the polar wastes since the age of six, or wanted to pull a sledge over rough sea ice that is likely to split open in front of you, or indeed to revel in temperatures of –40°C or less. I like my comforts, my electric blanket, warm fires and delicious food. So why go to the Arctic Ocean for a six-week holiday on ice?


  For the answers to these questions we have to go back nearly two years….


  VICTORIA



  August 1995. Mid-summer in London. The tube was packed with workers and tourists all on their way somewhere and all in their own little world. As usual I was reading the paper, hanging onto the handrails and trying to avoid various smelly armpits all at the same time. Why was I here? I loved my job as a recruitment consultant for Angela Mortimer plc, but hated living in London. There must be more to life than this. Having come to the normal conclusion that I could not think of an alternative career which did not involve commuting, I went back to reading my paper.


  Then I saw it:


  “Adventurers are being sought for the first attempt by an all woman team to walk to the North Pole.”


  For some reason this opening line caught my eye. This must have been fate; here was my alternative to commuting. I read on:


  “Prospective candidates will have to pass an SAS based selection test before they will get anywhere near putting on a pair of ice boots. Applications are invited from women of any age, background and occupation, but they will have to prove fitness and commitment. They will have to put up with real pain and discomfort. They will wonder every ten steps what they are doing but they have the opportunity to take part in an epic endeavour.” It sounds corny but at that moment I knew that this was what I wanted to do. I felt on an absolute high.


  I got to the office and tested various people’s reactions. The normal comment was:


  “Are you crazy, stupid or just insane?”


  However, I knew that I could do it and that this was to be a turning point in my life. Having spoken to the team members since, we all felt that same rush of adrenalin when we first heard or read about the expedition. As Geoff Somers, our trainer up at Resolute Bay, was to say to us:


  “If someone asks you why you are doing it, they will never understand.”


  As always that evening I rang Mum up for a chat and just in passing mentioned that I had seen an article in the Daily Telegraph and was thinking of applying to go on an expedition to the North Pole. Most mothers would probably have said “Yes dear,” and carried on with the conversation. However Mum is not most mothers. To this day we dispute what happened next: I say that Mum invited herself, and Mum says that I asked her along. The fact remains that Mum also applied to go on the expedition.


  So what was this expedition, who was organising it and what was the aim? It all started in June 1995. Caroline Hamilton, a film financier, had an ambition to stand, literally, on top of the world. This dream originated when she sat at the edge of the Arctic Circle in Iceland watching the sun dip to the horizon at midnight and rise again a few minutes later. She had travelled extensively throughout the world and this one ambition eluded her, until she heard about the Polar Travel Company, a specialist travel and guide service for the polar regions headed up by Pen Hadow. Caroline asked Pen if she could make a journey ‘the explorer’s way’ to the North Pole – on foot. She wanted to make the journey within her normal holiday leave, her budget should not exceed £1,500 and any preparation should be in her free time.


  The solution was surprisingly simple and completely original – a relay from Ward Hunt Island to the Pole. There would be five teams of four people (Alpha, Bravo, Charlie, Delta and Echo), and each team would train for one week at Resolute Bay in the Northwest Territories in Canada before being flown onto the ice to relieve the previous team and continue north. Two female guides would accompany the expedition the whole way and in doing so would become the first women in the world to walk to the North Pole. Two women had been to the Pole before, Bancroft (USA) and Mako (Japan), but in larger expeditions with the assistance of dogs or snowmobiles, i.e. we would be the first ever female, human-powered expedition.


  Suddenly everyone was asking me questions. Where is Ward Hunt Island? What is the difference between the Geographic and Magnetic North Poles? What wildlife will you see up there? As I realised I had not a clue about where I was intending to go, a serious amount of reading followed, and before long I could answer all the basic questions. There are in fact six ‘poles’, three in the Arctic and three in the Antarctic. The Geographic Pole is the one at the top/bottom of the world, where the axes of the world are. These are the poles that most explorers aim to reach. In the case of the North Pole it is on frozen sea ice and although its position remains constant, there is no actual pole as the ice is always moving. The South Pole is static, on land, and a permanent base marks the spot. The Magnetic Poles are where a compass points to and in the case of the Magnetic North Pole, it is actually about six hundred miles south-west of the Geographic North Pole. In other words, when you want to walk to the Geographic North Pole your compass needs to read 91°E – very confusing. A similar discrepancy applies in the south, but the Magnetic South Pole is in fact in the sea. There are also Geomagnetic North and South Poles – rarely seen as destinations by polar explorers.


  For an expedition to the Geographic North Pole, there are two main places to set out from, Canada or Siberia. We chose to set out from Canada. The northernmost tip is called Ward Hunt Island, a tiny outcrop off Ellesmere Island, just under five hundred nautical miles from the North Pole. The nearest community is on Cornwallis Island which is another five hundred odd miles away; where all training takes place, and where ‘base camp’ is set up for most expeditions. This small community, Resolute Bay, was a place with which we were going to become very familiar. North of Resolute there is very little sign of human habitation. The Polaris mines are a short distance away and on Ellesmere Island there is Eureka, a weather station that is manned throughout the year by a hardy band of eight men, who tend to work three months on, one month off. Finally there is Alert, a US military base with very few personnel.


  The final area where I had to brush up my knowledge was Arctic wildlife. The big question here was: polar bears or penguins? I soon learned that polar bears live in the Arctic, along with foxes, hares and various birds (which only really make an appearance in the low Arctic), and therefore by a process of elimination, penguins live at the South Pole. People always ask if we saw much wildlife and our answer invokes mixed emotions. Apart from the odd husky and two Arctic hares at Resolute, we saw nothing.


  In some ways this was a blessing as we did not fancy being a polar bear’s breakfast. However, the Arctic is a paradise for wild animals and it seems such a shame to have gone so far and not seen a thing. This is unfortunately true for most expeditions and the reason is very simple: most animals live in the low Arctic as that is where most of the food is. Once we were on the ice, if we had seen a polar bear as far north as we were, we would have been in trouble as we would have been the only food around for many miles! We did carry a rifle, but because polar bears are a protected species, you would only kill one in an absolute emergency.


  People always ask me why I wanted to go to the North Pole, as it is a pretty drastic way to change your life. I have spent many hours thinking of a suitable answer and the only one I can come up with is that I was brought up to believe that anything is possible. As a child I had a wonderful existence with my holidays spent either at home in the Midlands or in Perthshire on my grandparents’ farm. My two brothers and I spent hours just playing outdoors or climbing various hills and mountains. This is where my love of the outdoors stems from. I am not a fanatical walker or climber, but just love the peace and solitude that exists away from the towns and cities.


  My friends have always said that I do too much, and if anyone was going to the North Pole it would have been me. However I am convinced that anyone can go as long as they believe in themselves. It is hell at times, no doubt about it, but if you have a positive attitude you can get through the bad times. I was lucky to have been brought up with such a philosophy and that really is the only reason I applied to go on the expedition. I knew that I could do it.


  SUE



  So why me? The ultimate antidote to being a bored housewife? Not that I actually had time to be one! Since getting married at twenty-one to Jeremy, a solicitor, I had produced three children – Victoria, Philip and Edward – and have lived in the same house in Pattingham near Wolverhampton ever since. When the children had started at school, I needed to earn some money. I assessed my talents and decided to start up a catering business. This got busier and busier, so much so that the thought of being a bored housewife was an enticing idea!


  I had also become very involved in carriage driving, and for six years was the national chairman of the carriage driving section of the Riding for the Disabled Association, which also seemed to take up more and more time, culminating in the running of the first International Driving Competition for the Disabled. We had competitors from six nations, including those as far afield as Argentina, Canada, the US, Sweden, Germany and Holland. It was very exciting and the whole competition had a wonderful atmosphere.


  You could say there are really three main reasons why I found myself in the Arctic. The first one was that I felt that Victoria had issued a challenge, and who can resist a challenge? I felt very pleased that she obviously felt I was capable of doing this expedition, but mainly I felt very proud that she actually wanted me along with her. I knew that we had always got along with each other and were indeed good friends, but to ask your mother…!


  Secondly, becoming fifty can give you a bit of a kick start into trying to do something different; the chance of a trip round the Equator might well have drawn the same response from me. It was not an age I was dreading, but a time of life that I felt needed to be marked by something. In fact I was quite looking forward to being fifty; you no longer have to worry about what people think of you. Even if you look fifty you only feel twenty-five (though my husband, Jeremy, does say if that is how old I feel, then I should grow up a bit!).


  For many women the age of fifty can be a time to dread. All the children have left home, your husband continues to come back from work every evening wanting dinner, and then afterwards you both complain how bad the television programmes are, so this should be instead a time for reassessment of your life, a time for change. Women are expected to be carers, which they are for the first half of their lives, but why shouldn’t they go out and do something for themselves, in fact, be selfish? After I had made the decision to go I sometimes felt quite guilty about leaving Jeremy, who was naturally very worried, but I think that everyone needs ‘own’ time, when they do precisely what they want. In fact, I don’t think it is selfish, it actually makes you a more relaxed person to live with, if you have achieved something in your own right.


  The third cause of my saying yes was perhaps the main reason. Only six months before Victoria asked me, I had been diagnosed as having breast cancer and had had a mastectomy. When lying in my hospital bed I had been thinking that this was the time for change. I made the decision to give up my catering business of nearly twenty years. This was a great relief, as I had been thinking of doing it for some time, but finding the excuse to do so was much harder. I also decided to do a course in Teaching English as a Second Language. I have always loved language, and I thought this might be less physically strenuous than cooking, and slightly more intellectual.


  Cancer, for me, was when my whole world changed. Not because I ever for a moment thought I was going to die, but because your life suddenly takes on a different meaning and direction. You undergo the most undignified mammogram examination, then a few weeks later your doctor tells you there is a strong possibility that you have cancer. So what do you do? Your mind flies in every direction: what will happen, will it hurt, will you have to undergo endless treatment, perhaps losing your hair? Some years back having a mastectomy had been something that I had dreaded the thought of, until my marvellous friend, Ginny, eased my mind. She had undergone this operation, and one day she said, ‘do just look at my scar, it’s so neat’ and it was! It wasn’t really disfiguring at all. From then on the dread left me, and I do feel incredibly grateful to her.


  The surgeon told me that a biopsy had to be done, and that there was a week to wait for the results. I went straight off to my office Christmas party – a good cheering up exercise. Strangely enough, I did not feel desperately worried, because all along I had this knowledge that I would get better. I just wanted to know the results of the test. I felt that the person who was the most upset was Jeremy. Husbands are there on the sidelines; they worry for you, but often feel very helpless and unable to do anything. In fact, he was an enormous help just by being incredibly supportive, as was Victoria. I would have liked to ring my mother and talk to her, but she rang me first to say that my father had broken his hip, so this was not the time for a talk!


  Christmas was quite a tense time. We were in Scotland, and Jeremy and Victoria knew, but my parents, and my sons Philip and Edward did not. Eventually all were told. A week after the biopsy, after we had got back from Christmas, the results came through. They were as we had feared, and for a second the world seemed to stop spinning. Luckily, I found I felt mentally strong enough to cope. I had been preparing myself all the week before and knew deep down that a mastectomy was going to be done. I knew I wanted a full mastectomy, to make a clean sweep; people I know who have had just bits out always seemed to have to go back for treatment. So when to have the operation? I had organised a New Year party and did not want to miss it, so I had a week to wait before it was done.


  VICTORIA



  Mum’s positive attitude certainly helped us all at this stage. When you are told that your mother has cancer all you can think is that she is going to die. Seeing Mum though made me think “get your act together Victoria, stop feeling sorry for yourself, it’s all going to be all right”.


  SUE



  The people who found it most difficult to comprehend were Philip and Edward. Men can find this operation hard to relate to. For them, what is it comparable to? In fact there is no need for comparison; one breast is not going to make a difference to anyone’s life. Even if I had been younger I think that my attitude would have been the same, because I have been lucky enough to have a family who give me incredible support. One of the factors that helped me enormously was that my father lost his leg more than fifty years ago, and he has never complained and has always got on with doing what he wanted. I realised that one breast is nothing compared to this. Unlike him I would still be able to climb hills, go for long walks or play tennis. My mother also has a very positive attitude and was a great help; she is always ‘definitely better’ whatever is wrong!


  The morning that I was due to go in I had a wonderful walk with the dogs and Philip, a last blast of fresh air before the air-conditioned hospital. I felt slightly removed from everything on arrival, and really quite cheerful, though I think that the worst moment in any operation is the second before you are put under and you think: I hope they get the right one!


  After the operation I still had the feeling that all was going to be well, and spent most of the time in hospital planning my next skiing trip, in eight weeks’ time. To have something to look forward to does help recovery. We laughed too; everyone was convinced that I would be lopsided and ski round in circles the whole time, but by laughing at something bad you immediately remove the fear. I felt so well and so healthy the entire time I was there, helped enormously by the cards I got, and the wonderful support from friends, including Sue Stirk and her reflexology, which is now a post-operative treatment in various hospitals. I had never before realised just what a boost ‘Get Well’ cards and flowers can give you.


  I felt that this whole event was a turning point, and in retrospect I can honestly say that, for me, it was not a bad thing. I was so lucky to have the opportunity for change. Much more good than ill has come out of having had cancer. Once you have had breast cancer you become incredibly aware of it, and of just how many people actually have this form of cancer. For me the great bonus of the expedition is having learned that I can speak in public and perhaps help those who are now waiting for treatment, or have just had it. I hope I can show them that there is definitely life after cancer, and that there is nothing you cannot achieve.


  Without cancer it is very unlikely that I would have gone on the expedition. So out of evil comes good. It makes life much more fun always to have a goal. You are never too old to want to achieve something else, however tiny an aim it is. All I had to do was to get on with life with an immensely heightened awareness of the world around me, from flowers, skies, clouds, mountains to friends and family.


  So there I was, this challenge in front of me. It took about two seconds to say yes (much better to say yes then work out how you are going to do it afterwards!). To have a chance of a real adventure of a lifetime handed to you like this was wonderful. I had a few moments of doubt, but I always work by the principle: never say no to an opportunity because you might have regrets when you are eighty. I do not want to look back at my life and say ‘if only’. Do as much as you can in the time allotted; you only have one go at life! I think too that I was perhaps trying to prove that nothing stops you, even if you have had cancer.


  I was a little concerned about the fitness levels required, but as I have always led a pretty active life, I was not too worried. Having been brought up on a farm, ridden horses, walked, climbed hills, bicycled and skied, I felt that a gentle walk to the North Pole would be fine! In fact I had no idea what I was in for, and, a bit like an ostrich I did not actually read any Arctic exploration books – perhaps I thought it might frighten me somewhat! Victoria did give me a photocopy of a part of Ranulph Fiennes’ book and it sounded quite dreadful; unbearably cold and uncomfortable, not my scene at all! But the other reason that I read no books was to have no preconceived notions of what it would all be like, and in retrospect I am very glad I did not. Now I am taking great pleasure in reading all the books, and thinking I’ve been there and done that, and some of it was worse, and some better, but it is me that is making the judgements.


  For me perhaps the whole expedition was something that I seemed to do in rather a casual frame of mind; it all just happened. I think that being an optimist is a plus when something like the proposed expedition is mooted. Jeremy was very worried, but I knew that I would be all right – perhaps I was foolhardy, but that is the difference between optimism and pessimism. Jeremy is always pleasantly surprised if things work out, but not disappointed if they do not. I know that if they do not work out this time, they will next time, and I have not been disappointed yet.


  After agreeing to the trip I experienced a slight anticlimax as nothing seemed to happen. I went to France on holiday, and nearly forgot about it. However, Victoria had been busy Organizing application forms, which she eventually sent me in September. I remember showing it to Jeremy, who was horrified. He had not really taken in the fact that I really meant what I had said about the expedition. The information that came with the application form was obviously composed to get publicity, not to comfort husbands. It discussed ravening hordes of polar bears, breaking ice, discomfort and hardship. We had to write about ourselves and why we wanted to be considered for the expedition. I just scribbled down a few things about myself; it was hard to know what to put. After all, I had not exactly done much in the way of polar exploration. In fact, I had barely camped, had never carried a rucksack, and had not really done anything particularly outward bound before.


  VICTORIA



  I think at this stage Dad thought it was all my fault and that I had persuaded Mum to come with me, but anyone who knows Mum would realise that she makes up her own mind for herself!


  SUE



  We went to various parties, and I thought that perhaps it was time to bring out into the open what I wanted to do. We were having dinner with friends, and in passing I said that I hoped to be selected for an expedition to the North Pole. I do not think Jeremy had really listened during the past few months when we had talked about it, or perhaps he had just pushed it to the back of his mind because he didn’t want it to happen, but at the party he actually said, “In no way are you going to do this”. Perhaps I should have listened, like a good wife, but by then I was becoming enthused. Maybe Jeremy thought that this was a mid-life crisis and would go away. So I said I would go along to the selection weekend, as it was bound to be a lot of super fit women, and I would be much too old, which he seemed to think would be fine….


  VICTORIA



  For me, life was following a similar pattern. Having told my friends and company what I was planning to do, I just carried on as usual. I did find though that I was often introduced as “that crazy person I told you about who wants to walk to the North Pole”. It was usually quite a conversation stopper.


  SUE



  Christmas 1995 came and went. Too much food and drink; not the sort of diet for would-be Arctic explorers about to set out on a selection weekend! I had to borrow a rucksack and find the right equipment to go walking on Dartmoor on a bitter January weekend, to compete with about eighty other hopeful women.


  
SURVIVAL OF THE FITTEST



  SUE



  It was rather like arriving at a new school. We turned up at Newton Abbot station, on a bitterly cold evening. One hardly dared complain – after all, we all wanted to go to the Arctic, so a touch of frost should be nothing! There was a whole convoy of cars taking us off to Wydemeet (the home of Pen and Mary Hadow and HQ of the Polar Travel Company), to meet up with the other hopefuls. After a being on a train for several hours, everyone was feeling tired and restless. We were welcomed by driving rain, pitch black dark and a seething hoard of other women – all of whom happened to be in competition with you…. Having said that, I must say that at this stage, knowing nothing about the expedition, we were not yet taking it particularly seriously!


  We were welcomed by Mary Hadow, Pen’s wife, who was in charge of making sure that the right people had turned up. We were ushered into a huge barn with bales of straw piled up, and arranged into a form of lecture-theatre seating. The best thing was that we were all given a glass or two of mulled wine: suddenly everything seemed rosy, and all these women now seemed not at all threatening.


  Victoria and I were whisked away to be interviewed for a television documentary, little realising that this was to be the start of many such happenings. The media all latched on to the mother/daughter bit – very scary the first time around, but it was incredible how quickly dealing with the press became second nature.


  
VICTORIA



  Back in the barn, it was comforting to see that there were none of the super-fit twenty-year-olds we were expecting, but ordinary women, some of them even quite plump. They were certainly not fitness freaks – one even carried her handbag with her during the selection activities! Others put on make-up, which did not look too good later on once it had run in the rain.


  SUE



  It was an interesting evening in the barn. Everyone had a common dream, a sort of idea of something that we all wanted to do, but it was still at the stage of being not quite real. The whole weekend had a slightly surreal feeling. We all started introducing ourselves, and what really came out of all this was – why can’t women do something like this? We have been told for many years that this is not a female environment, but why? Who has been out and done it? Only the men, and they do not know whether we can or cannot do it. Gradually a sort of excitement began to build up. Here was something really exciting, worthwhile, we could put our mark in the books of exploration. Our briefing gave us a few basic facts of polar exploration, and what we would be expected to do over the weekend, but it was all quite relaxed.


  After a restless night, we woke up to cameras being thrust in our faces. Not the sort of wake-up call I’d recommend! Victoria never looks her best in the morning, but somehow managed to be there in front of the camera and answer questions coherently. The evening before we had rearranged the bales of straw so the entire floor was covered, and then put our sleeping bags on top, two bales per person. Quite a squash, given the numbers there, but the heat from the bodies probably kept us a little warmer.


  I had borrowed Philip’s sleeping bag, and suspected it had been to many parties, judging by the smell of beer and wine, plus other unidentifiable smells that I did not want to know about. This was my first night ever in a sleeping bag. It could have been a lot worse. I did wake up at one stage in the night, positive there was something creeping in my hair. I knew that our dogs caught ticks from the straw that they slept on when in the stables, so I was a trifle concerned that I would wake up to find my head covered in those horrible things. I was not sure whether it was better or worse in the morning finding that it was caterpillars, thousands of little green caterpillars, all woken up by the hot air that we were breathing. I felt marginally fonder of caterpillars than ticks, but only just!


  VICTORIA



  Having spent numerous nights camping on the moors of Otterburn or at Catterick Garrison whilst in the University Officer Training Corps, all this was far less of a shock to me. Sleeping in a barn was a pleasant surprise, and I have to admit to wondering if the selection weekend was going to be tough enough to sort out the good from the bad. In retrospect this was a very arrogant attitude, because those who had not been in the army were no less capable than people who had had the opportunity. The sense of camaraderie though was wonderful and something that I had really missed since giving up the OTC.


  SUE



  We all had breakfast, but not a very big one, as we were all feeling a little nervous. We had been divided into five teams of fifteen each to make the activities more manageable. Victoria and I were in the same one but had decided that, even though we would have liked to, it would be better not to talk to each other too much. We were led by an incredible man – Rob Dixon, who could lead you over Dartmoor blindfolded. Later on he would be the only person who knew Dartmoor well enough to lead us to safety once the weather became dangerous. As we left Wydemeet the mist was right down. It was one of those winter days when it never truly gets light, and night comes very early. We walked, with no clear idea of where we were going and because the weather had become so bad you could not see anything. In retrospect, these conditions were rather like the Arctic.


  After two or three hours walking we were getting to know our team mates. In our team we had Rosie Stancer, who was subsequently selected, and Sue Self, who trained with us at Resolute and was the reserve. We also had a couple of journalists, one from the Express and one from The Times, who did not know what she was being sent on, had not got the right kit, and ended up with the most appalling blisters. Eventually all the teams met up round about midday, and there were the press again…. They played a very important part in bringing the expedition to the public eye, and Pen hoped they would help with sponsorship.
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