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‘What lots and lots I could tell you of this journey. How much better it has been than lounging in too great comfort at home . . . But what a price to pay!’


 


Robert Falcon Scott, 1912




The majority of temperatures are given in degrees Fahrenheit (except where noted) as used by Scott. In his journals, RFS talked about ‘degrees of frost’; this is how many degrees below freezing (32F) the temperature had fallen. So 52 degrees of frost is -20F. Distances are normally measured in geographical or nautical miles, which are 1.15 statute (land) miles.
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‘Many a man’s reputation would not know his character if they met on the street’
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Lieutenant Teddy Grant saw the woman arrive at the Bellecamp airstrip from the corner of his eye, just as Doyle, his air mechanic, spun the prop. She was stepping out of a staff car that had pulled up next to the farmhouse, lowering herself delicately on to a hastily laid platform of duckboards. A visit by a female who wasn’t a nurse to a Royal Flying Corps frontline squadron was rare. Judging by her flamboyant hat, this one was certainly no Florence Nightingale. But Grant quickly dismissed her from his mind. His old friend Soldier used to say: ‘They drive all rational thought from your head, replacing it with feathers and ribbons.’ When you were charged with shooting down enemy balloons, feathers and ribbons were the last thing you needed fogging your concentration.

The engine caught on Doyle’s second attempt. They exchanged thumbs up. Grant was always slightly surprised to see that the Irishman still had all his digits after the hazardous manual start. The mechanic ducked under the wing and yanked the chocks from Grant’s wheels, then danced away as the plane immediately began to roll forward.

As usual, the Sopwith bucked, pulled and grumbled as Grant fought with it to keep the taxi line. The Camel was well christened. Like its namesake, it could be capricious and took careful handling. Front heavy, it would bury its nose into the field given the slightest provocation. When the first of the models had arrived a few months previously, they had bent propellers at a  prodigious rate. Subsequently, the squadron lost pilots and machines as the airmen struggled to master the snub-faced scout’s many idiosyncrasies.

In time, though, Grant had discovered it shared other characteristics with the ship of the desert: it was tough, fast and, if treated right, might just keep its master alive.

He used the blip switch to kill the ignition and slowed the plane to let his wingman, Jeremy Thompson, slip into the forward position. The Yorkshireman raised a gloved hand in thanks.

The strike planners at Wing had specified a pair of veterans were to take out the German ‘sausages’. The squadron commander had a choice of two out of two: Thompson and Grant were the only flyers left worthy of the term.

The sun was barely clearing the spindly treetops and had not yet burned off the tendrils of mist, which lay over the whitened grass of the airfield like ribbons of chiffon. The night had brought the first hard frost of the season. The chilled air blasting into his Vaseline-smeared cheeks from the prop wash drove the blood from his face, leaving him waxen.

The cold didn’t bother him too much, though. Although he wasn’t as impervious to fifty-knot blasts of icy wind as his old colleague Birdie Bowers, Grant didn’t suffer unduly from the temperatures found in this part of Europe. He told the other pilots that this was because of the Ontario winters of his childhood, even though Grant had never actually been to Ontario.

The leading Sopwith swung on to the strip. The note of Thompson’s Clerget-Bentley engine changed, becoming angrier. Habit made Grant listen for the stutter of an incorrectly set fuel mixture, but there was none. Thompson accelerated along the strip, the plane bouncing over the frost-hardened soil. The ruts reminded Grant of miniature sastrugi, the wind-formed frozen waves on the Antarctic ice cap that confounded dogs, horses and men alike. Thompson’s Sopwith lifted smoothly from the earth and banked left, slow and stately, the nose rising as it did so.

Grant followed him on to the ad hoc runway and carefully checked his own fuel mixture and choke. The Camel had a lethal  trick it liked to play if the settings weren’t to its liking: a stall at fifty or sixty feet after take-off. It had cost more than a few newcomers their lives.

Grant adjusted his goggles and slipped the trailing end of his leather helmet’s strap into his mouth, an improvised bite-strap to protect his tongue and teeth from the chattering caused by the furrows in the soil. He turned on the engine once more, feeling the torque twist and snatch at the airframe. With nothing to hold it back, the Sopwith lurched forward and the world blurred as the trees rushed towards him. He pulled back the stick, corrected the inevitable yaw, and followed Thompson skywards, relishing the smoothness after the juddering progress over the field.

The propeller bit confidently into the dense morning air, dragging the plane higher. Grant passed through a hundred feet and listened to the whine of an engine perfectly on song. He sat back to enjoy a few moments of satisfaction.

That morning’s sortie was an Army Artillery Coordination mission. Most flights involved offering protection for the slow FE2b photographic planes, which were highly vulnerable to the German scouts. This strike was to take down the tethered inflatables - the sausages - that were spotting Allied movements and calling the Hun artillery down on the infantry’s heads.

The kite balloons were fifteen miles to the east, according to the intelligence report. For the first few minutes the Sopwiths passed over deceptively normal French arable countryside. There were cows and sheep and even farmers driving teams of horses; old men who stopped and watched the biplanes climbing. One of them waved. It was hard to believe there was a three-year-old war being waged just over the horizon.

Soon buildings that had lost their roof tiles came into view. Further on, they were mostly reduced to charred skeletons. Some had been re-walled and re-roofed with olive-coloured canvas sheeting, suggesting that they had been resurrected as billets. The woodlands and fields became scarred by bonks, circular blast marks, like an outbreak of smallpox across the land. The first field hospitals appeared, doing their usual brisk business. Nearby were the  clearing stations, the repositories of the dead. They, too, were rarely idle. Adjacent to them were mounds of turned earth, like a poorly planned allotment: the careless, makeshift cemeteries of the front.

As the scouts passed through at three thousand feet, they flew over artillery installations and columns of shuffling men, moving to or from the front line. The closely packed bodies made them appear as a continuous dark snake slithering along the poplar-lined roads. They halted or moved aside only for the muscular Suffolk Punches dragging munitions drays overloaded with shells, or the ambulances ferrying the dead and wounded.

Then, directly ahead, Grant saw the familiar corridor of brown muck. It was a three-mile-wide blemish, where the earth was churned by shellfire, scored by deep trenches and sutured together with rusting wire. As he approached, ponds of grey-green water winked prettily in the sun, although Grant knew they were, in reality, pits of slime filled with decomposing bodies. For a number of years his vision of hell had consisted of traversing a crevasse-filled glacier with a blizzard of ice crystals blasting into his face, while trying to drag a two-hundred-pound sledge through thick snow that clogged the runners and fouled his skis. Better a week in those conditions, he now thought, than a single day in the trenches.

There was little movement from either side in the conflict. No puffs of artillery or columns of dirt thrown up by detonations. No senseless charges at chattering machine guns or rolling fogs of yellow gas, ready to turn a Tommy’s lungs to foam and blacken his eyes to coal. No man’s land was devoid of anything living. It was one of those days when the two sides took stock, like battered prizefighters in their respective corners.

Carefully, Grant scanned the junction of ruined earth and pristine sky. Two specks registered on his retina and he ran a glove over his goggles’ lenses to ensure they weren’t oil spots.

To his left, he saw Thompson wag his wings. He’d also caught sight of the observation balloons hoisted up above the German lines, floating about half a mile apart. That was unusually close,  but it made for an easy division of duty. With a dip of his port wing, Thompson indicated he would take the one on the left. Grant raised a fist in agreement. They were travelling at over a hundred miles an hour now, and still climbing. They would swoop down on the two balloons and blow them out of the sky.

He stared down at the trenches below, imagining the faces staring back. Where was the Archie? On his most recent runs he’d been peppered by anti-aircraft fire. Now, not so much as a single flaming onion streaked up towards them. Nor were there any protective scouts, no sign of a Halberstadt or an Albatross in the cloudless sky.

Count your blessings, he reminded himself.

As they came closer Grant could make out the sausages’ suspended gondolas. Ground crews often panicked and began to wind the balloon down as soon as an Allied plane appeared. Or the observers jumped, putting faith in their parachutes opening before they crashed to earth, swallowed by mud in a tangle of broken limbs and silken cords. Or the balloon crew fired on the approaching scouts with their new lightweight machine guns.

None of this happened. The inflatables floated, as vulnerable as the unsuspecting Weddell seals laid out on the ice around their water holes had been.

The two Sopwiths separated, fanning out to their respective targets, and Grant armed the twin Vickers, his feeling of disquiet growing. The balloon was beginning to fill his vision now. He could make out individual ripples in the skin, see the steel tethering cable, slack in the still morning air, the smaller telephone wire that sat next to it, and pick out the crew in their gondola. A crew who weren’t, he registered, moving. Where was the usual funk at the appearance of the ‘Soppies’?

He checked his rear once more, and then looked across at Thompson. His wingman had taken the Camel’s nose down and had begun firing. His glowing tracers punctured the envelope at the midline, the shape already collapsing in on itself, pulsing like a jellyfish. Thompson was going to Stoke the Briar. This was a stunt that involved flying through the flames of the falling balloon,  much as you might quickly put a hand through a candle flame. Except your hand wasn’t filled with volatile petrol.

Grant was at perfect range for his first shots now, but he yanked the little plane left instead. A growing feeling of dread was making him hold his fire. The same unease that had once stayed his step on a snow bridge that had collapsed seconds later, that had made him bury himself in ice moments before the burning pumice from an eruption by Mt Erebus had fallen around him. He had no explanation for it, but he had learned to trust the sensation of foreboding.

You’d better be right, Trigger, he told himself.

The flash of the explosion from within Thompson’s balloon dimmed the weak sun. A rolling sphere of black smoke and red flame reached out and engulfed the Sopwith. Even at that distance, Grant felt the blast buffet his airframe. The metal-tipped ends of his propeller sparked as it ploughed through a hail of debris. His left goggle lens cracked. Blood spattered on to the other, which smeared as he tried to clear it.

Thompson’s plane was momentarily lost to the detonation’s cloud, before it punched out from the other side trailing white vapour, its doped canvas already aflame. The pilot was slumped back, head facing to the heavens. Grant pulled on the stick, which took him above the remnants of the sausage, and watched as the front end of the stricken Camel burst apart, spewing a darker, oil-filled smoke, diving like a comet towards the German lines.

He scanned the immediate area for enemy planes. At any moment, he anticipated the impact of bullets from a hostile, but there was nothing. Just empty sky, soiled by the oily column that marked Thompson’s crash site.

Grant mouthed the Prayer for a Drowned Sailor - there was none he knew for downed airmen, not yet - and turned the plane for home, trying to piece together what had happened. He listened carefully to the engine note, alert for any damage caused by the flying metal.

The temptation was to drop down and run low for safety, but he knew that would be a mistake. At low altitudes the Sopwith  could not use its one major advantage, its manoeuvrability, the devastating fast turn to the right, the effortless loops it could perform. The Camel needed elbow room to be at its best. So he climbed, his head twisting back and forth, anticipating the growing dots of marauding planes bearing down on him. Behind him, the sky was still smudged with smoke, but there were no enemy scouts to be seen. He stood the plane on its wingtip and checked beneath him. Nothing, apart from a few puffs of ineffective anti-aircraft fire.

The blighted earth of the front lines quickly gave way to the golds and yellows of an unmolested autumnal countryside bathed in strengthening sunlight. He allowed himself to breathe more easily. Ahead was a flight of SE5s, four abreast, friendly shapes which would watch his back.

Beyond them was the Bellecamp airfield, the welcoming cruciform shape etched on to the farmland. For Grant, spotting it was always like the sensation of finding a depot flag in a blizzard or the first sighting of a mountain hut at twilight, after a long day’s skiing. He let the nose drop and flipped off the engine to lose airspeed. The last thing he wanted to do was come in too fast now. Not with what he knew.

 



Once the Camel was parked, he left it to Doyle to assess any damage and crossed to the old stable block. He reported his suspicions about the balloons to Captain Dawson, the branch intelligence officer, who, once he had logged the details, told him that the squadron commander had requested to see him as soon as he returned.

‘Me?’

‘You. Major Gregory was most insistent. And you have a visitor. A female visitor. Best tidy yourself up a little. And, you know, sorry about Thomo.’

Grant didn’t answer, merely nodded. It happened far too often for Dawson to have genuine emotion about the loss. Within hours, Thompson’s belongings would be packed away and a replacement shipped in from the flying school at St Omer to take his billet.  ‘No empty places at breakfast’ was the rule. In two days, Thompson would be just another fading face, his features already blurred in his old comrades’ minds, his name mentioned once or twice and then nevermore. San Fairy Ann, as they said: it didn’t matter. Thompson wouldn’t have expected anything else, because he was once the green replacement for a long-forgotten flyer.

The squadron commander’s office had once been the living room of the fortified farmhouse, the centrepiece of the estate they had requisitioned to create the airstrip. It was still furnished with heavy pine dressers, tables and chairs, although these had been pushed aside to make way for Major Gregory’s own desk, made of fine polished cherry wood, which had been shipped over from the family seat in England. The S.C. was sitting behind it now and facing him, in a brocaded armchair, was the woman Grant had spotted emerging from the car just as he took off for the balloon sortie. She had removed her hat and coat to reveal a deep maroon velvet dress, with ivory buttons. The neck was a little too scooped for daywear, Grant noticed.

It was when he drew his eyes up from the pale skin of her throat that he felt a shock of recognition. He made an effort to keep his composure.

‘Lady Scott, may I introduce Lieutenant Grant.’

‘You know, I am not really supposed to be addressed as Lady Scott,’ she scolded him lightly. ‘I was given the status of a widow of a Knight Commander of the Order of Bath, but not the title.’

‘Nonsense,’ huffed the major. ‘As far as the world is concerned, you are Lady Scott.’

She smiled and nodded, obviously not too distressed.

Grant swept off his cap as she rose to her feet. Kathleen Scott was as striking and imperious as ever and, judging by the S.C.’s flushed face, just as bewitching. His superior officer no doubt thought Grant’s shock was simply fluster at being introduced to such a handsome woman.

‘I am very pleased to meet you, lieutenant. I hear you are giving the Albatrosses a run for their money.’

The voice was lower in tone than he recalled, but still had a  rich timbre that seemed on the verge of breaking into laughter. ‘I’m trying, ma’am. How do you do?’

They shook hands. He waited for some sign that she knew his real identity, but there was none. Perhaps she didn’t recall. After all, he had last seen her seven years ago, in New Zealand, when she had only had eyes for her husband and once more, fleetingly, under very different circumstances, two years later. And he was thinner, more lined than the gauche lad she had met back then and his hair was peppered with premature grey. Even his younger self might have trouble placing this gaunt flyer. She held his gaze and said: ‘Well, lieutenant. And you? You’re hurt?’

He reached up and touched his forehead. Grant had only had time to perform a perfunctory dusting down, which had mainly consisted of wiping the protective Vaseline layer from his face. The minor wound, a gouge created when something sharp had nicked him above his left eyebrow, was untreated. He didn’t answer Lady Scott directly but turned to Gregory.

‘We lost Thompson, sir. A new trick. The sausages were filled with high explosive and metal. Nails and the like. Either the balloons or the basket or mannequins in it, I’m not certain. But when it detonates, you fly into the shrapnel and the engine sucks in the metal.’

‘How dreadful.’ It was Lady Scott who spoke, sitting once more.

‘And the pilot doesn’t stand a chance. Thompson must have been cut to ribbons.’ He pointed to his own brow, leaving them to imagine the effect of a thousand more bolts and washers. ‘We’ll have to outlaw Stoking the Briar.’

‘You’ve told Dawson?’

‘Sir.’

Gregory was silent for a time. Perhaps he was thinking about Thompson. But then he said: ‘There are new Uncle Charlies from Wing for you, Grant.’ The fledgling RFC had adopted the phrase from the army to mean any fresh set of orders. Quite who Uncle Charlie was or had been, nobody was entirely sure. ‘Russia.’

‘Russia?’ Grant knew that the country was in the midst of upheaval, but not that the British had any role to play there.

‘Yes. I imagine the Brass think you Canadians know a thing or two about the cold.’

Kathleen Scott laughed and Grant caught a twinkle in her eye. Of course he knew all about cold. But would she appreciate that?

‘There’ll be promotion. But I hate to lose you. Especially with Thompson gone.’ He was quiet for a while longer and Grant knew he was already formulating the letter he would have to write to the grieving parents. As an eyewitness and friend, Grant would, of course, write his own account and tribute. ‘But first, Lady Scott would like to interview you.’

‘To do what, sir?’ The S.C. repeated the gist of the sentence. An interview. Well, he was an Ace, he supposed, and had been recommended for the Military Cross, but Grant felt himself squirm at the thought of promulgating his lies in print. His flimsy story would fall apart. He’d have to admit who he was. And, besides, it was always unfair to single out any one pilot as somehow special, he felt. They all did their part. It had been the same with the expedition; the damned press was always looking for heroes within the group to promote. They had all been heroes for just being there.

‘Interview me?’

‘For The Graphic,’ she said. ‘An issue on how the colonies continue to support us during the fighting in Europe.’

‘But I don’t think that’s entirely appropriate.’

‘Nonsense. Females drive some of the ambulances these days, why should they not be journalists?’ said Gregory, misunderstanding his objection. ‘Lady Scott is taking you into town for a bit of peace and quiet.’

‘I have a car waiting,’ she explained. ‘With a chauffeur, in case you are worried about a woman’s driving skills. Shall we?’

While Grant was struggling for a reply, Lady Scott fetched her hat and coat and slid her arm through his, almost frog-marching him out of the office. Grant glanced over his shoulder at the major, hoping for a reprieve. Gregory simply winked and signalled for him to go. Then Lady Scott whispered something in his ear that made him hurry along. ‘For goodness’ sake, come along, Trigger, time is pressing.’


Trigger. So she knew exactly who he was.

They had just stepped from the farmhouse when the German scout appeared. It was a venerable monoplane Fokker, the one with the noisy Oberusel power plant, but it approached low and downwind, ensuring the sound of its engine only became apparent as it burst over the trees. The instant he recognised it as a hostile, Grant leaned against Lady Scott, pushing her into the doorframe. He should have buried his head to protect his face, but he was unable to take his eyes off the intruder. It came in level and the pair of dark objects hurled from the observer’s position fell directly towards the centre of the field. As soon as the deadly cargo was unloaded, the engine note sharpened and the Fokker banked away, flashing the twin black crosses on its underside like an obscene gesture.

One bounce, thought Grant, watching the payload spin through the air. Two bounces. Must be on a timer, rather than an impact fuse.

Now he turned away and hunched his body over hers, tensed for the blast. Three.

Four bounces. Then silence. He risked a glance. The bombs had rolled to a halt.

For what seemed the slowest of minutes, nobody moved. Eventually, several air mechanics and riggers appeared from behind their cover, looking around sheepishly. Willis, the chief rigger, strode over to where the German device had come to rest. Gingerly, he kicked at it, alert for traps, before he hoisted the object up in the air.

‘Boots!’ Willis yelled.

There was some relieved laughter, but also much muttering. Grant felt a flash of anger at the insult, but suppressed it. The Germans would be hoping a bunch of reckless hotheads would take off in pursuit of the Fokker, wounded pride blurring their reactions. In their haste, the English pilots might not even notice the red triplanes awaiting them, hidden by the sun.

‘Can I breathe now?’

Grant realised he had pressed his entire weight on Lady Scott. ‘Sorry.’

‘I think you ought to apologise to my hat.’ She pressed it back into shape and placed it on her head. Grant helped her slip into her coat. She glared at the sky. There was no trace of fear when she spoke, simply irritation. ‘Really, what was all that about?’

‘The boots? That’s just to let us know the Germans think we’d be more suited to the infantry.’

 



The only place in the heavily garrisoned town to have coffee and a chat without rough-cut customers offending a lady’s sensibilities was the Hôtel Gascon. The establishment still clung to some kind of pre-war grandeur, despite having lost a wing to one of the Germans’ rail-mounted artillery pieces. Breakfast was just finishing as they entered, but, after a word with the manager, Lady Scott secured the re-opening of the dining room for pastries and hot drinks. They had the place completely to themselves; the pale, under-fed waitress was too irritated by the extension to the serving hours to hover once the order was taken.

‘You look well, Lady Scott,’ he said.

‘You look thin, tired and a little dirty.’ There was sympathy in her voice.

‘Not for the first time.’ Robert Falcon Scott had always complained he didn’t wash enough. Grant had countered that the English habit of bringing their ‘civilised’ bathroom habits with them wherever they went was ridiculous.

‘You fly a Sopwith,’ she said. ‘A fine little scout, I hear.’

‘Do you know aircraft?’

She looked cross. ‘I flew with Mr Sopwith. In a dual-control plane. It was 1911, while Con was . . . there was a fuss from the family, Con’s, I mean. They thought I shouldn’t get noticed while he was away. Do you know, I think I was the second Englishwoman to fly?’

‘No, but I can believe it. I’m just surprised you let someone beat you to it.’

‘It’s a family trait.’

If that was a joke, he didn’t think it amusing. It wasn’t done to jest about Amundsen’s primacy at the Pole. ‘How did you find me?’

She waved a hand as if it were nothing. ‘I have friends in high places.’

‘You always did, Lady Scott. You always did.’ Like her husband, she could turn on blazing charm when required. Tales of men who had been ensnared by her were legion. It was unlikely that without her tireless campaigning and courting of crusty old admirals her husband would have been given that second, fateful crack at the Pole. It would be nothing for her to find the whereabouts of a Canadian airman. ‘How is the boy?’

‘Doodles is well, thank you. Peter. I must stop using that name. Too old for it now. Peter has given up wanting to be a drummer, thank goodness. Wants to command a Dreadnought now.’

‘He must miss his father.’

‘We all miss Con,’ she said, once again using the diminutive derived from Falcon, Scott’s middle name. There was a defensive note in her voice. There had been some mutterings at the way she continued her career as a sculptor - and her partygoing - after her husband’s loss. But Grant knew she had never been the kind of woman to be imprisoned in widow’s weeds for very long.

‘You aren’t taking notes, Lady Scott.’

‘I’m not here to interview you, Mr Gran,’ she said, using his real name for the first time. ‘Not in that way. I’m here to ask a favour. Before they send you to Russia.’

He didn’t like the sound of that. What kind of favour could he possibly offer? Nevertheless, he said: ‘If I can help, Lady Scott.’

‘Call me Kathleen, please.’ She smiled and he remembered the power it could yield. Kathleen Scott was one of those women who often looked plain, especially in photographs, but to whom animation lent a whole new dimension. Her mischievous eyes, extravagant hair, dimpled grin and husky voice had certainly led those old admirals by the nose. You had to be on your guard.

Hot chocolate and pastries arrived and he waited till the sullen waitress had departed before speaking. ‘So, Kathleen. How can I help?’

‘I have written a book. Well, partly written. About my husband.’ He made to speak and she raised her hand to silence him. ‘I know.  Everybody who ever met him has written a memoir. I hear Cherry is working on his, now he is recovered.’ She was referring to young Cherry-Garrard, another member of Scott’s Terra Nova expedition and universally popular. A terrible melancholy and debilitating colitis had subsequently afflicted him. He would be writing his account hoping to exorcise some of those demons, but Grant doubted he would succeed. Cherry blamed himself for Scott’s death, despite all the evidence to the contrary. ‘But there is not one that gives the views of my husband.’

‘His diaries.’ A hastily edited version of his journals had been put out after his death.

‘They do not tell the whole story.’

‘No?’

‘Diaries are written in haste, with slights and wounds still fresh. And mistakes and affronts still rankling.’

He had heard there were some personal slights by Scott taken out of the journals before publication; he wondered if any of them had concerned him. Unlikely. The British weren’t so worried about saving the feelings of a mere Norwegian. Tryggve Gran sipped his hot chocolate. Teddy Grant had disappeared for the moment, sidelined as the Norwegian was forced to revisit his past. To a man, every surviving member of Scott’s party had volunteered for the war upon their return. However, because his country was neutral, Gran had not been allowed to join the RFC. Quickly reborn as a thinly disguised Canadian, he was eagerly accepted because ready-trained pilots were a rarity. Teddy Grant was the pilot, but Tryggve Gran had been a polar explorer, a member of the most famous expedition ever undertaken at the bottom of the planet. Moreover, he was one of the team who had discovered that lonely, dispiriting tent, where men had endured suffering beyond belief and confronted death with a bravery the living could only envy.

He found himself gripping the cup, letting the warmth seep through the china into his hands. The old scar on his leg began to throb, as if scurvy was setting in. His chest ached, remembering the sharp, rasping pain of lungs sucking in super-cooled air. The memory of needle-sharp blasts of ice crystals caused his face to  tingle. He swore the tips of his fingers were struck numb. Shackleton had been right. It never goes away, Gran thought, from the softest glow of deep-blue twilight to the ammoniac stench of the penguin rookery, there was always an echo of the South with you. You could leave that desert of ice, but it would never leave you.

She was waiting for him to comment and he picked up the thread. ‘I feel the immediacy of diaries makes them a more valuable document than mere hindsight,’ he offered. ‘There is a tendency to fix things at a later date, to self-aggrandise. Even your husband—’

Her eyes widened in anticipation of the criticism.

What was it the English said? Mustn’t speak ill of the dead.

‘Go on.’

He did. ‘I have read The Voyage of the Discovery.’ This was Scott’s account of his first Antarctic expedition. ‘And I have spoken to Shackleton about it. He was adamant that it was a heavily revised version of the truth. He feels it maligns him.’

She didn’t seem surprised. ‘That’s a very worn gramophone record. You’ve seen him, then?’

‘Shackle? Yes. Earlier this year, before he went to South America.’ He shook his head at the thought of the exhausted explorer, who was being wheeled around by the War Office to recount the tale of his hideous journey by rowing boat to seek relief for his men, stranded when the ice took their ship. It was a stirring cocktail of courage and self-sacrifice, and it usually did the trick for the troops’ morale. Such was its immediacy, few in the audience would reflect on one salient fact that certainly did not apply to the generals of the Western Front: Shackleton never lost a man. ‘He was drinking too much.’ Gran had a sudden urge to order a brandy, which he ignored. They all drank too much these days.

‘There you have it,’ she said, as if that could account for all the bitterness Shackleton still displayed towards Scott. ‘It was probably the alcohol talking.’

Gran didn’t want to pursue the subject any further. Both Shackleton and Scott were, each in their own way, heroic and pig headed. He had found their falling-out ridiculous, each scarred by  mostly imaginary wounds they refused to stitch. ‘I don’t understand what you want from me, of all people.’

‘I want you to read the book. To tell me it is fair. To suggest changes. And to write an introduction—’

‘But I was only one of many. There are others, there are Englishmen—’

She dismissed his protestations with a long sigh. ‘All of whom have enough axes to grind to fell a forest. You know that. Or they are writing their own book with an eye on royalties. But here you are, fighting for our country. One day people will know about your efforts, about who Teddy Grant really is, about how he fought our war.’ As if to punctuate her remark, there was the distant crump of a shell. A standing wave formed briefly in his hot chocolate. ‘You are as much a hero as any of them.’

Gran shook his head at this.

‘Yes you are.’

‘I went South because I love to ski and thought I could convey that. On the way back from the Pole, I met a pilot who told me about the magic of flying, so I went to the Bleriot school and I learned to fly. And I made a promise to Soldier about what I would do if war came. I’m keeping my promise. Does all that make me a hero?’

‘Where and how you opt to do what you love makes you a hero. You could choose to fly anywhere. At home, for the Germans. But, no. You are flying for England.’ She frowned and leaned forward and for the first time he could see that her skin, beneath the fine powder around her eyes, was no longer young. ‘And you are a Norwegian, Scott’s Norwegian. That makes you dispassionate. I would like you to do this for me, for Con. For the Boy. And Soldier and Wilson. And Amundsen, if you like. You know I have no animosity towards him.’ That was news to Gran. He recalled she’d agreed with the late Sir Clements Markham of the Royal Geographical Society, who had called the first man to the South Pole a liar and a cheat and, in private, much worse. ‘Or any of your countrymen.’

‘Really?’

She gave a small, knowing smile. Gran wondered if it was an oblique acknowledgement of the rumours about her involvement with Professor Fridtjof Nansen, one of his country’s greatest explorers and the man who had introduced a young dreamer called Tryggve Gran to Captain Scott. ‘And you can write what you like.’

‘Because you can always change it.’

‘You have my word I will change nothing without checking with you first.’

Gran experienced a small flash of apprehension. Like all flyers on the Western Front, he rarely made plans beyond the next twenty-four hours. It seemed too much like tempting fate. ‘If I’m still around to be checked with. You know the average life of a pilot these days? It’s measured in hours. I’m overdue my turn.’

Kathleen reached over and took his hands in hers. He felt a small charge throughout his body, as if he had been plugged into one of those electrotherapy machines that had been all the fashion before the war. A fresh warmth spread over his chest. It was surprisingly pleasant. ‘That’s new pilots. Not grizzled old polar men. Nobody clings to life like they do.’

This was certainly true, even if he didn’t quite deserve to be described as grizzled or old just yet. ‘And if I say no? What happens then?’

This was no idle question. He doubted Kathleen Scott was a woman who took rejection well. A quiet word from her could expose his subterfuge and have ‘Teddy Grant’ ousted from the RFC. ‘I’ll be disappointed.’ She squeezed his fingers and let go. ‘But that’s all, Trigger.’

‘Trigger’ was what the English always made of Tryggve. ‘I’d need to read what you have written.’

He saw the flash of victory in her eyes. He had rolled over too easily. ‘Of course you will. And we should talk money for your efforts—’

This was going far too fast for Gran’s liking. ‘Later. I haven’t said yes, yet. Because if you’re looking for a mindless eulogy for the Owner, you’ve come to the wrong place.’ He laughed at the phrase that had come to him unbidden. ‘The Owner’ had been  the expedition nickname for Scott, one that hinted at his proprietary attitude to all Antarctic exploration. Although it was often used in the Navy as a substitute for ‘skipper’, it had always been more appropriate than most names for Scott. ‘It’s not the Norwegian way.’

Another shell landed, nearer this time, and he felt the wooden frame of the old hotel vibrate. A thin stream of dust rained from the cornice on to the next table. The war, it reminded him, was still out there.

‘You think I don’t know who Con was and what he was? But I can’t sit by while others tear their own little strips off the story, like self-serving wolves. When this war is over, I want the truth out there.’

‘It has be Oates’s story as well. And Wilson’s. And there’s Bowers and Taff Evans. They are writing poor Taff out of it, you know.’

She ignored this remark. ‘And yours and Cherry’s and the rest. I know.’

‘And there is someone hanging over even that second trip.’

‘Shackleton.’ Lady Scott exhaled loudly, as if this were an irritation. ‘I suppose you would say none of it makes sense without him.’

‘I was thinking of Teddy Evans.’

‘The Lion of Dover?’ She smirked slightly at the unlikely epithet for Scott’s number one. Teddy Evans had been in command of HMS Broke when it encountered a large marauding force of German warships, intent on shelling Dover. Along with HMS Swift, the  Broke sank two and rammed another, causing the surviving vessels to flee and offering Evans a second taste of glory. ‘Possibly. But Shackleton more so.’

The whole story was a spidery tissue of interconnecting strands, like the complex filaments of ice webs that formed on Terra Nova’s rigging as they edged south. But Lady Scott was right, Shackle was a major component.

Gran finished his hot chocolate and took a bite of a delicate almond croissant. Perhaps he could risk a coffee before returning to the airfield. He felt in need of warmth. The heat from her  touch had faded fast, like a parting kiss, and his core felt as if he’d been sipping iced water. ‘I shall read it and let you know my decision. That is the best I can promise. Where can I contact you?’

She extracted a card from her purse and slid it over the table. ‘Paris. I am supposed to be sculpting a head of Pétain. But so far I have seen more of his hands.’ She wrinkled her nose to express her displeasure. ‘You can always leave a message. Thank you, Trigger.’

‘I haven’t said yes, yet,’ he repeated.

Her expression told him that she was confident he would. Then her eyes dropped. ‘I have never, ever, asked this before of anyone.’ She looked up and he felt pinned by the gaze. ‘I always stopped them when they tried to tell me. It seemed morbid. Gratuitous. Somehow prurient, even for me. But I think I am ready now. Finally.’

He could guess what she was about to request. ‘But Atch—’

‘Dr Atkinson wanted very much to spare my feelings. He spoke only in general terms.’

Gran swallowed hard. ‘You want to know what he looked like when we found him?’

It didn’t take much to summon up the image of that forlorn tent, all but submerged by the winter blizzards. Then came the scramble though the two-metre-high snow wall, digging to reach the inside, some insane hope of life within driving them on. The panicked ripping of the seams . . .

‘Yes. I want to know.’

. . . the sight of the bodies, three of them, mummified by months on the ice.

The kiss Tom Crean had planted on Scott’s forehead.

‘I saw no sign of scurvy.’ There had been rumours that it was disease that had killed them. Atkinson, the surgeon, had told them the bodies bore no such signs. Instinctively, Gran added the other rider they had rehearsed, lest blame be heaped on the expedition’s organisation. ‘It was not starvation. Exposure.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ she replied. Lady Scott was well aware  that the official line was exposure, even though the party had run out of food and fuel. ‘What did Con look like?’

He could still see the ruined face, chewed by a whole winter season of frosts. ‘He was at peace.’

Lady Scott pursed her lips, irritated at the platitude. ‘I loved him, Trigger. My soul shrivelled to the size of a walnut when he died. Only now, thanks to Peter, is it healing. I loved him and knew him. He wouldn’t want you to say that unless it was true.’

Gran stared down at his drink. ‘He was in the middle of the three when we entered the tent.’

‘His face?’

Yellow. Glassy. Savaged by frostbite. The three gouged purple pits glistening on his cheeks, excavated down to the bone. ‘He was covered in a layer of frost, ghostly white.’ Ghastly would have been nearer the mark. ‘The breath does that. At extreme cold. Forms a rime in the tent. As Atch doubtless said, I think he was the last to go. I have often thought of him, alone, waiting for his time to come.’

She gave a small sob, a sound so alien coming from her, it made his own eyes fill. Gran reverted to what he had told the New York Times reporter. ‘He looked as if he might soon awaken from a sound sleep. I often saw a similar look on his face in the mornings, when he was of a most cheerful disposition.’

‘Was he always of a cheerful disposition in the mornings?’ she asked slyly.

Gran was well aware she knew the answer to that. ‘He was holding . . .’ He busied himself with the sugar and managed to run a sleeve across his eyes. ‘He was still holding his pencil. It seemed to me he had been writing in his diary. His last act. As if he had one final thought he wanted to put down . . . perhaps to you. I think to you.’

She sniffed. ‘And the others?’

‘The others were still deep inside their bags, they looked like they had simply drifted off to sleep. The Owner, as I say, was half out, sitting up, as if in the midst of that one last effort of writing.’ He didn’t mention the snapping of Scott’s fossilised limbs, his arms  breaking like a tree branch, as they positioned the trio for their final rest, or the sickening click of his tinder-like fingers as they released the diary from his grip. ‘The three were laid out, at rest. We removed the bamboo from the tent, collapsed it, and made the snow cairn. We sang “Onward Christian Soldiers”.’

‘I know.’ She took out a large handkerchief and blew her nose. ‘His favourite.’

Gran recalled the little semicircle of men, stifling their sobs. ‘You know you can’t hide crying on the ice. No matter how hard you try.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Your tears. They steam as they come out into the cold air. We all had mist around our heads that day.’

She blew her nose again. ‘I can imagine. And you were one of those who looked for Oates?’

‘I was. No sign. Afterwards, back at the tent. We made a cross for the cairn from my skis and I took the Owner’s skis and used them to get back to the hut. So at least something of him made it back.’ She gave a small laugh at this; perhaps it had been a pathetic gesture. ‘We did odd things. Cherry took a copy of Tennyson from the tent. He had lent it to Bill. Said he was going to send it to Oriana.’

‘He’s a sweet man. Too sensitive, I fear.’

‘Tom Crean said, what an echo they’ll leave on this world. He was right. An echo that has gone round the globe. You know the rest, I am sure. From Atch. And Cherry. Your husband and the others, they died doing something great. There’s nothing else to add.’

‘Nothing at all?’

‘No,’ he lied. ‘Nothing.’

 



Teddy Grant was given permission by Major Gregory to forego the afternoon patrol and settled down in his bunk with the pages Lady Scott had given him. The typed manuscript had a title, A Price to Pay, and it was already heavily corrected. His batman brought him over-sweetened tea in a tin mug and a plate of biscuits, and he began to read, wondering why he was quite so nervous.

Because, he eventually assumed, Teddy Grant lived in the moment, because his life depended on it. Scout pilots were not philosophisers or daydreamers. He didn’t have time to think back, like Tryggve Gran, over days so cold you felt as if your spine could crack, of the crushing claustrophobia of a blizzard-lashed tent or snowed-in hut, the relentless, infuriating snap of wind-blown canvas. Now he would have to take himself back five years or more.

When he bit into the homemade biscuit he gagged. For a moment the consistency reminded him of pemmican, the high-energy dried meat-and-fat ration every polar explorer was forced to take. Gran chewed hard, letting the biscuit’s sweetness blanket the slimy echo of hoosh, the stew the British had made from the pemmican, biscuit, bacon and whatever else was to hand.

He knew within thirty minutes that Kathleen Scott had been telling the truth about her insistence on veracity. The work, apart from the verbatim extracts of the Scotts’ letters to each other, was measured and even detached in places, not unlike Amundsen’s rather workaday account of his race South.

Gran skipped forward to the events he had actually witnessed, and found himself impressed, albeit critical of some of the stilted words she had put into people’s mouths towards the end. Men simply didn’t talk like that on the ice. You had no breath for long speeches. There were hours with no communication at all, as each became lost in the painful rhythm of man-hauling. And there were technical problems, too, with statute and nautical miles being used interchangeably, as well as confusion over degrees Fahrenheit and Centigrade. There was no mention of the Winter Journey, the insane mission to obtain penguin embryos. And there was a spiritual element missing, a state of mind that only those who had been to the Big White could recognise: that when you stepped on to that ice, you somehow stepped out of time, into a different reality. Antarctica was ice, wind and rock, Oates used to say, and something else beyond man’s comprehension. Gran had experienced strange things at the Pole, events and dreams he couldn’t easily explain.

However, any flaws were easily corrected. But, to his relief, this was no hagiography, no love letter from a mourning wife.  A Price to Pay was a cold, unflinching look at events out on the bleak ice barrier - the best and worst place in the world - five years earlier.

From under the bed, Gran took his old leather satchel and extracted from it a sheaf of papers. His diaries and notes, some pages stained with blubber, others with tallow, preserved so that he could one day put the story down. A single sheaf fell out as he opened it, a piece of paper prematurely stiff and yellow, the writing fading. Once blue-black, it was now tobacco coloured. It was a letter from a long-dead friend. He retrieved it from the floor and placed it back in the pages of his diary.

Between them, perhaps he and Lady Scott really could cover the complete history of the expedition and the events leading up to it. If Gran had a reservation, it was this: perhaps the war-weary British public - and possibly even Scott’s widow - simply wasn’t ready for the true story of Scott of the Antarctic and what really happened out on the ice, eleven scant miles short of safety.




Part One


 



 



 



 



‘This congress is of the opinion that the exploration of the Antarctic regions is the greatest piece of geographical exploration still to be undertaken’



 


Resolution of the Sixth International
 Geographical Institute, London, 1895




One

London, 1900

The two men sharing the cramped office in Burlington House on Savile Row sat formal and straight backed, sizing each other up as they conversed. They were hemmed into one corner of the room by untidy piles of boxes and packing cases. There were samples of the chocolate Cadbury’s would be providing, custard and baking powder from Alfred Bird and Sons, various recipes of high-fat pemmican, oil lamps of interesting design, candles, rolls of oilskin, britches and Burberry sledging suits. There was a great mound of finnesko, the fur boots the Esquimeaux used on the ice, along with bundles of the grass they stuffed in them for insulation. Next to them was a stack of the new double-compartment Nansen stoves shipped from Christiana. Elsewhere sat three different models of wooden sledges and a teetering pile of equipment catalogues, featuring everything from folding spoons to fur sleeping suits.

On the walls were two detailed maps of the Southern Hemisphere, with large lacunae where the most southerly continent should be. Dotted around the charts were images of whaling and sealing ships and the famous Fram, the polar exploration vessel of Fridtjof Nansen. Photographs of previous expeditions to both poles adorned the other spaces, men wrapped in so many clothes they lost any discernible human shape. Frequently they were posed before their tents or with their stranded ship as a backdrop. In the  largest, a group of six with blackened faces, bandaged hands and raw, slightly haunted eyes were staring balefully at the camera. They looked shocked to find themselves there, on the ice, far from home.

There was even a husky pinned up, a grainy picture of a keen-looking animal on the snow, its harnesses laid out around it as if it were a canine maypole. The clutter, the hastily opened cartons and the carelessly displayed wall decorations lent the room a sense of fevered urgency.

‘As you can see, Mr Shackleton,’ said the older man. ‘There is much to do.’

Each was dressed in his civilian best. Commander Scott noted approvingly that Lieutenant Shackleton’s boots were as shiny as his own and his collar stiff and new. Shackleton at least buffed up well out of uniform, unlike some of his slovenly colleagues in the merchant service. Scott had already seen some howlers.

The commander picked up a piece of paper from his overcrowded desk and held up the report, which concentrated on Shackleton’s service record with the Union Castle line. ‘Armitage speaks highly of you. Which bodes well. He does not suffer fools.’ Bert Armitage was Scott’s newly appointed second-in-command, a good navigator, and a veteran of Arctic waters. He was also famously blunt in expressing his opinions.

Shackleton smiled. ‘Well, that’s good to know. That I’m not a fool. And to have it in writing. Grand.’

According to the dossier, the Anglo-Irishman had spent his formative years in England, so Scott was surprised by the thickness of his brogue. He wondered what they had made of that at Dulwich College. ‘You realise, of course, that, although yourself and Armitage are merchant men, the enterprise, and the ship, will be run according to Royal Navy rules and regulations.’

‘So I understand.’

‘And you will have to sign an undertaking to that effect.’

‘If required to do so, then of course I shall.’ Shackleton leaned forward a little in his seat. Slightly shorter than Scott, but bulkier, he exuded an earthy physicality. He possessed sharp, steady blue  eyes that made Scott think he would be difficult to unbalance or panic. He was also six years younger than the commander’s thirty-two, although he did not act as if he were addressing an older man. Or, indeed, a superior officer. ‘And I appreciate that you probably would have preferred a crew made up entirely from your service.’

Scott smiled at his perception. He was expedition leader because of the patronage of Sir Clements Markham, president of the Royal Geographical Society. He had championed Scott in the face of opposition from other factions in the Royal Society and the RGS, which were jointly behind this voyage to Antarctica. In the subsequent sparring for total control, Scott had been forced to yield some ground. The societies’ scientists were no longer in charge of the expedition, but he had been restricted on how many RN personnel he could take. So he was obliged to turn to the merchant branch.

‘There are good men in both services,’ Scott said diplomatically. ‘However, we must have but one code of discipline or the result will be confusion and anarchy.’ He made a show of examining Armitage’s report once more. ‘Why do you want to go South?’ Scott asked. ‘Your record shows no predilection for cold climates.’

Nor yours, Shackleton thought, but didn’t voice it. ‘No, but I know square-rigged ships like the one you are having built. And there was the advertisement.’

‘What advertisement?’

‘In The Times.’

Scott tugged on his earlobe, as he often did when puzzled. ‘You think the Royal Geographical Society advertised for expedition members in The Times?’

‘Longstaff told me they did. Said I should get a move on if I wanted a place because so many would apply.’ Llewellyn Longstaff was one of the expedition’s more generous sponsors and had vigorously put Shackleton forward as a potential recruit. Scott could ill afford to cross anyone who was contributing to the expedition’s meagre purse, which is why he had agreed to consider the Irishman. ‘I have the wording still.’

Shackleton reached into his pocket, took out the handwritten  note, and read it aloud: ‘“Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small wages. Bitter cold. Long months of winter. Constant danger. Safe return doubtful. Honour and recognition in case of success.”’

Scott guffawed and clapped his hands together. ‘Marvellous. But I think a little prank has been played on you, perhaps to hurry you along. There was no such notice placed.’

‘Oh.’ And then, Shackleton, too, chortled. ‘Damn. It sounded right up my street. Apart from the low wages. A joke?’

‘I fear so.’

‘But it changes nothing.’ He took Scott aback by leaping to his feet and jabbing at one of the charts. ‘Even if that piece of fiction is Longstaff’s idea of a jest, it surely holds true. Doesn’t it?’

Scott fiddled with the unlit pipe on his desk. ‘I suppose it does. It has a brutal honesty one has to admire.’

‘Precisely. Pulls no punches. I like that. I can feel the tingle of anticipation already.’ He swept his hand over the blank areas of the map. ‘Terra Incognita. Constant danger. Not so worried about the honour and recognition at this moment, but I won’t lie and say I haven’t thought of the future. Of the privileges that accrue from belonging to a very exclusive club, for those who have been where no other man has trod. Cook, Ross, Perry, Franklin, Borchgrevink. And, now, Scott. And perhaps a footnote for Ernie Shackle. And a bit of cash.’

He finished off with a broad wink as he sat back down. Scott had to remind himself that they did things differently in the Merchant Navy. Scott was aware that those who risked the poles tended to do very well upon their return, but he would hesitate to proffer an urge for advancement - as opposed to pushing the boundaries of science and geography - as a reason for going South. Clearly, Ernest Shackleton had no such qualms.

‘And you can be released from your duties with Union Castle? I intend to overwinter for at least one year down there.’

‘Yes.’

‘You know what that means? Overwintering.’ Scott pronounced the word with all the gravitas he could muster.

Shackleton nodded. ‘It means we should pack our best bed warmers.’

‘I suggest you read the physicist Bernacchi’s account of the Southern Cross’s Antarctic overwintering. It makes for uneasy reading.’

‘How comes the ship?’ asked Shackleton.

The expedition’s vessel, a wooden coal-powered three-masted sailing ship, was being built in Dundee. Scott’s reply was guarded. ‘Well, I hear.’

‘You hear? You’ve not seen it?’

Scott bristled a little at the implied criticism. ‘My dear fellow, of course I’ve seen it. Just not recently. There is much to do here in London. Fundraising and the gathering of supplies. Planning an expedition such as this is like negotiating a series of increasingly tiresome locks, till, at last, you reach the open sea. Be assured, Reginald Skelton, my engineer, is keeping an eye on things. He was on the Majestic with me.’ Scott said this as if it was all the recommendation a man needed. ‘It is on schedule.’

‘Which is?’

‘She will be launched in February of next year. March at the very latest. You know, we might have unwelcome company going South?’

‘So I hear.’ The Scots, the French, the Swedes and particularly the Germans were putting together their own expeditions to Antarctica. The still-unfinished ship must sail for southern waters no later than August 1901, just over a year away, if the expedition was to take advantage of what passed for summer in the South. Shackleton indicated the happy husky on the wall. ‘And you’ll use dogs? I hear they are much in favour with the Americans and Norwegians. Although not with Markham. Is that true?’

‘It is.’ Scott leaned forward, as if Markham were next door, eavesdropping. ‘No skis, no dogs, no primitive Eskimo ways, so Sir Clements advises.’ The only truly noble way to achieve the poles, Markham counselled, was by man-hauling. It had a pure, heroic quality that appealed to him. There were acid tongues at the RS that claimed Markham simply liked the idea of young muscular bodies in harnesses. Scott thought such salacious tittle-tattle pure mischief making.

‘However, we will take dogs,’ Scott confirmed. ‘I have corresponded with Nansen on the subject. He recommends Greenland  huskies, although Armitage has a promising contact in Siberia. But who knows what the ice will be like? Nansen himself admits dogs struggle on rough ice. We have to face the possibility that we will have to rely on our own resources.’

‘Well, personally, there are none I trust as much, Commander Scott. When all else fails, you need to know you can rely on yourself. As for sitting down while dogs pull . . . well, as Sir Walter Scott said, “Too much rest is rust”.’

Scott smiled at the familiar quotation. ‘“Ere long we will launch, a vessel as goodly strong and staunch as ever weathered a wintry sea”,’ he quoted. It was one of Markham’s favourite verses.

‘Longfellow,’ Shackleton replied. ‘Not always to my taste, but I applaud that sentiment. I’m sure she will be. And I’d be pleased to be on her.’

Scott stood and held out his hand. ‘In which case, I think we should get along very well, Mr Shackleton. I would like to offer you a position as my third lieutenant. Subject to a medical.’

‘You’ll have no worries there.’ The medical was another formality. Longstaff had let slip that the ship’s naturalist and assistant doctor, Edward Wilson, had TB scars that should have disbarred him. The commander made sure it did not. And they’d find no such problems on the fit, young Irishman.

‘I am sure that will be so.’

Shackleton had been warned that Scott was a cold, distant man, slow to show his emotions, but there seemed to be a smile of genuine warmth and pleasure on his face. It changed his rather ordinary features entirely, lending him a spark Shackleton had not previously detected.

Only as he gripped Scott’s proffered hand did Shackleton feel the enormity of what he had accepted. Now he really did experience a lightning bolt of anticipation and excitement, leavened with a hint of apprehension. He was twenty-six years old and, for better or worse, he was going South, into the last great unknown, with the equally unknown, and untried, Scott.




Two

The Curragh, Co. Kildare, Ireland, 1900

Lawrence Oates loathed writing letters. It was worse than arithmetic and that was torture, almost as bad as Latin or Greek. Yet, he knew he must. His mother insisted.

Oates struggled with the grammar and spelling for ten minutes before he conceded defeat. ‘McConnell!’ he yelled.

His steward stuck his head around the door of the tiny quarters. ‘Sir?’

‘Want to earn yourself another sixpence?’

‘Oh, aye, sir.’

‘Come in, then.’

McConnell was a willowy man of thirty, a mere decade older than Oates, but already devoid of front teeth and much of his hair. He had left the employ of the Guinness brewery to find some adventuring. For the moment that consisted of putting the finest shine on his lieutenant’s cavalry boots.

Oates slapped the coin on the table. ‘Between us as always?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. I’d rather fall on your sword than spread gossip.’

Oates laughed and swung his legs on to the rickety desk. He put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. ‘Go ahead, then.’

McConnell picked up the scrawled letter and began to read it, his mouth silently moving as he did so.

‘I think it’s an account, sir.’

‘Pardon?’

‘You’ve put “required to open a account”. Should be an.’

‘Change it, would you?’

McConnell picked up the pen, dipped it in the inkpot and added the letter. It wasn’t hard to approximate the lieutenant’s writing. He just had to pretend he was an eight year old again.

‘And there is an apostrophe in Cox’s.’

‘Fine.’

McConnell spoke from the corner of his mouth, as if passing on a confidence or a racing tip. ‘Some of the troopers were wondering if you would do them a service, sir.’

‘Yes? Not write to their mothers, I hope?’

McConnell smiled. ‘No, sir. They’ve got me for that if need be. There is a horse contest. On Saturday. A bit of a wager.’

‘A wager? You know the colonel doesn’t hold with such things.’

McConnell corrected another spelling mistake. ‘That’s why they didn’t ask him, sir, and why they’ve asked you. They want you to hold the stake and officiate.’

‘Who is it?’

‘Troopers Regan and Lambton, sir.’

Oates thought for a moment. Personally, he saw no harm in competition between the men. It could only be good for the regiment and the troopers’ riding ability. ‘Very well. Get me the details. And tell them I’ll take on the winner.’

McConnell’s eyes lit up. ‘Oh, well done, sir.’

‘Read me the letter so far, can you?’

McConnell made a show of clearing his throat.

‘“Dear Mother,” - I’ve put a comma in there, sir, hope you don’t mind.’

‘No, punctuation was never my strong point. Carry on.’

‘“Dear Mother”,’ McConnell continued, ‘“As part of my duties here I am required to open an account at Cox’s, the regimental bankers. I need horses, boxing gloves and kit, new boots, and various parade requirements. If you could let me have a hundred and fifty pounds—”’

McConnell whistled at the amount.

‘Do you know how much it costs to be an officer in the Inniskillings?’ Oates asked.

‘I do now, sir.’

Oates laughed. ‘Don’t be impertinent or I’ll cut your wages.’ Under new rules, a junior officer was not entitled to a batman; stewards, or ‘Boots’ as they were collectively known, had to come out of a lieutenant’s own purse. ‘Carry on.’

‘“I should like to put it in as soon as possible as you have to pay for what you have ordered as soon as you have ordered it. I promise I shall live as cheaply as possible to the end of the year.” That’s it so far, sir.’

Oates had not been joshing with McConnell. Being an officer was, indeed, a constant stream of expenses, with no way he knew of turning off the tap. The mess kit, polo whites and everyday uniforms, plus the mess bills and McConnell’s salary, had gobbled up most of his cash and now he needed two horses. The 6th Inniskillings might be the best heavy cavalry regiment in the army, but its officers had to bleed money to ensure they kept up appearances. Much as he despised himself for having to beg from his mother, she had ensured there was no other way he could function. Whenever he objected, she either feigned an attack of the vapours or threatened him, and the family, with disgrace.

‘Titus!’ Lieutenant George Culshaw, of the Sheffield Steel Culshaws, burst into his billet. He was the one who had nicknamed Oates after the infamous Reformation cleric. ‘Titus, we have orders.’

Oates swung his feet off the desk and snatched the letter back. ‘And Boots,’ he said, ‘if I catch you reading my mail again, I’ll fine you more than a tanner.’

‘Sir. Very sorry, sir. Didn’t mean nothing by it.’

‘Get out.’

Oates scooped up the sixpence and made sure McConnell caught the fast wink before he pocketed it. He might make it a shilling this time. Boots saw the worst side of officers as it was:  drunk, disorderly, nursing a life-threatening hangover or even wrestling with one venereal disease or other they were too shamed to go to the MO with. The best Boots had the discretion of a priest. Better McConnell knew about his difficulties with writing than a man like Culshaw, who, in his cups, might tell the whole mess.

Once McConnell had left, Oates looked at the tall, blond lad with his extravagant moustaches.

‘Orders,’ he repeated.

‘It’s the army, Culshaw. There are always bloody orders.’

‘Not like these.’ The moustaches shivered with excitement. ‘We are listed for South Africa. Under Captain Anstice. With fifty troopers.’

Oates stood quickly, almost spilling his inkpot. He replaced its cap. ‘When?’

‘Two weeks. On the Idaho.’

He hadn’t heard of it. Some rust-bucket troop ship, no doubt. It would be very different from those trips on Union Castle with his parents, shipped south for the good of his weak lungs. Still, even if it wouldn’t be First Class, it was adventure. ‘I’ll be right with you, Culshaw. Wait there.’

‘Who you writing to?’

‘Carrie. My mother.’

‘You call her Carrie?’

‘Carrie. Caroline. Mother. Mummy. Mama. I call her a lot of things.’ Some he daren’t repeat. ‘If it gets the job done.’

‘You short of cash again?’

‘Culshaw, I’m always short of cash.’

‘I thought you inherited when your father died.’

‘I did. Gestingthorpe is technically all mine. It’s just the money my father put a fence round.’

‘I wonder why.’

‘So I would call my mother Carrie, I suppose.’

‘So there would be some left when you reach twenty-one, more like. Want to borrow some?’

‘A few pounds, perhaps, till Mother replies. Look, let me finish  it off.’ He sat down once more and hastily polished off the letter, ignoring his slapdash spelling.

‘Missed you at the races the other day,’ Culshaw said.

‘Had things to do.’

‘On a Saturday?

Oates did not want to let on what he had really been doing, tramping from one depressing establishment to another, wasting his time with his futile questions. ‘Yes, on a Saturday. Was thinking of buying a boat.’

‘Do you sail?’

‘I’ll have to if I buy a boat, won’t I? But it might have to wait till after South Africa, I suppose. Now be quiet for a second.’

He scribbled some more:
Tremendous news, however. We are to go to South Africa to take on the Boers at last. Shall write again soon. Also need dark grey hunting frock coat, a pot hat and decent butcher boots - not my old ones, they wear them with soft legs and black tops here - and perhaps a saddle from Parkers in St Martin’s Lane. Please send the money.

 



Yours affectionately,

 



L.E.G. Oates





Then he scribbled ‘Laurie’ underneath.

He blotted the ink, folded the single piece of paper and popped it into an envelope and let out a sigh of relief. One day he would find a way of being free of his mother’s influence and his youthful misdemeanours would not be used as a rod to beat him into submission and penury.

‘So, Culshaw. War, is it?’

‘War it is.’

Oates stood and checked himself in the mirror. He was reasonably pleased with what he saw. He might not be quite the postcard cavalry officer that Culshaw was - he was clean shaven,  for a start - but he was a good half inch taller and his eyes were clear and bright. Culshaw’s were bagged and bloodshot, showing the strain of too many hours in the mess or at Lady Dora’s house in town. Oates was bursting with vigour in comparison, and he didn’t have to feign the enthusiasm in his voice. ‘Well, about bloody time, is all I can say.’




Three

Discovery at Sea, 1901

It didn’t take long for Robert Scott to appreciate that the new ship was not without its problems. She was called Discovery, a name chosen by Sir Clements Markham. The vessel had been delivered on time, but was cursed by shoddy workmanship. Scott had also discovered that she was too small. The ship’s company of forty-seven - including five scientists - might have been comfortable, had not so much equipment been required. As it was, she felt overstuffed and overmanned. Which made for short tempers.

There was worse than a few squabbles and the skipper’s sharp tongue, however. The ship leaked. Not a little, but prodigiously. Because of the hull’s complex, multi-layered structure, the source of the tons of seawater washing around its innards proved maddeningly elusive. Re-caulking had not solved the problem. The bilge pump could barely cope. Furthermore, she was a greedy beast. The engines consumed coal as if it were plankton being fed to a great whale.

Scott stood on the open bridge. They were two days out of Funchal, steaming south, and he knew his timetable was crumbling, even though he was still so very far from the ice. It was certainly partly Discovery’s fault. The ship pitched and rolled in the deep ocean swell, all wasted motion. The large overhanging bow, designed to crack polar ice, and the bulbous stern gave her  excessive buoyancy. As they had found in the Bay of Biscay, a following sea could lift and turn her like a stray cork. Learning to keep her safe and stable would require a strong nerve and plenty of practice.

He could sense the strain of the engines through his feet, a rough vibration, like a horse tiring, its breathing becoming ragged. Smoke streamed from the funnel, thick and gritty, as if the fuel was only half burned. She needed much more efficient engines. The current ones had cost ten thousand pounds. He couldn’t help but feel they had been nutmegged.

It was at moments like this that Scott could sense the brown fog of melancholy rolling through his brain. He could fight it off, with an effort of will, but it left him tired and short tempered. Yet he could not let the men see what a struggle it was for him to remain organised and steadfast. They simply assumed he was a martinet.

He examined the sky between the rigging and masts. It was a rich blue, dappled with feathery dabs of white cloud and the cruciforms of the curious petrels still following them. Despite the rather unpredictable swell, it was good sailing weather; the canvas was filled, giving some assistance to those feeble engines. But it wouldn’t last.

At the end of his watch in the crow’s nest, Armitage had pointed to a dark streak in the West, a strip of charcoal scribbled over the sky. He had warned that it could be something building and indeed, it had grown blacker in the past hour. If not that storm, then some other would catch them. How would the ship respond?

‘Skipper.’

Scott started, plucked from his reverie when Shackleton stepped up on to the bridge, his face pearled with spray. Fully aware of his captain’s habit of daydreaming, Shackleton wiped his eyes clear and waited while Scott composed himself. He handed Scott the coal consumption figures he had been asked to fetch from Skelton, the engineer. Scott groaned. They were worse than he thought.

‘Thank you.’

Shackleton stepped forward, keeping his voice low. ‘Sir, you know the men were expecting a briefing at Madeira.’

‘Were they?’ Scott screwed up the paper into a ball. ‘What gave them that impression?’

‘There was a rumour.’

‘If only we could use rumour to feed the engines.’ He held up the crumpled consumption figures. ‘I think we need to address this first.’

‘How? We can hardly re-coal in the Southern Ocean. What do you propose?’

Scott tutted. No RN officer under his command would make so bold as to ask such a question. ‘Will you watch your tongue, Mr Shackleton. You aren’t with Union Castle now. All in good time. All in good time.’

The Discovery gave a lurch as an oblique roller sideswiped her. Scamp, Scott’s Aberdeen terrier, lost her footing and there was the sound of claws scrabbling on wood as she slid into Scott’s ankles. He scooped the animal up and stroked its wiry muzzle. The dog whimpered appreciatively. ‘So tell the galley to break out some of the lamb we loaded at Funchal for this evening. And the claret.’

‘Aye.’ Shackleton looked puzzled, and for once Scott shared his thoughts with him, throwing him a painter to be going on with.

‘The gist of it is, bad news is best taken on a full stomach, Mr Shackleton.’

‘Bad news?’

‘I’m curtailing the scientific programme. We’re not calling at Australia either. It’s Lyttleton to check for the source of the leak and then straight down to Antarctica.’ Shackleton’s jaw worked, but Scott raised a hand to stop him speaking. He didn’t care for Mr Shackleton’s thoughts on the matter. ‘If you’ll excuse me.’

Before the dinner, Scott had one important task to perform in the wardroom and he left the bridge and headed straight there, with Scamp scuttling after him.

All on board shared the same food - a little touch of the Merchant Navy - but the ratings had their own, less well-appointed mess, minus the linen and silver and with beer and rum instead of wine  and port. If the ship was not perfect, at least the cosy wardroom, lined with cabins for the officers and gentlemen, was well up to snuff in all but dimensions, which were parsimonious. However, its burnished wood panels, ornate brass lamps, fine, solid furniture, French Salamander stove, mahogany dining table and brace of attentive stewards made for a most harmonious atmosphere. At least, till he broke the news to the scientists that he was cutting short their trawls and readings en route. Still, the real work was to be done in Antarctica. The best of them - Dr Edward Wilson, the zoologist, and Vere Hodgson, the marine biologist - would understand that and appreciate the crisis brought on by coal consumption. The others could go and hang.

Scott carefully took down the picture of Sir Clements Markham. It was time to break those particular ties. Sir Clements had achieved much, by a mix of guile, bullying and special pleading, but the old man’s shadow must not loom over the ice. For better or worse, it was Scott’s show now.




Four

South Africa, 1901

A sour mood permeated the first camp the Inniskillings made in South Africa. Oates’s exhilaration at arriving in Cape Town with his troopers had been tempered by three things. One was the realisation that Captain Anstice, although a well-turned-out officer who looked magnificent on his horse, was a dithering fool when it came to command. The troopers, Oates felt sure, could sense his prevarication. The man had a whim of iron. Second, he was shocked by just how awry the South African campaign was going, with the Boers penetrating well into Cape Province itself. The third was the biggest blow, however. News arrived that Queen Victoria had died. An age was over. None of them had known any other monarch. He was sure the King was a good man, but it was difficult to see how anyone could replace the powerful symbolism of Victoria. It felt as though the whole Empire had shaken, a tremor of unease passing through a quarter of the globe. With the war progressing badly, it seemed as if everything that was certain in life was being called into question.

Culshaw had dared to voice what they all thought: could this be the end of England?

Oates was not the only one to blink away the tears when the passing was announced and there were many, many toasts that night. Then news came through that they were to entrain and  move east, away from Cape Town to Aberdeen, and join with Colonel Herbert to take on a commando of Boers headed by Willem Fouche. Perhaps, Oates thought, they could honour their dead queen by bashing these guerrillas and ending the war.

‘Shouldn’t take long,’ Anstice had decreed. ‘After all, what use are mere farmers - Dutch farmers at that - against the Inniskillings?’

Oates, maudlin and in his cups after one brandy too many, thought that remained to be seen.

 



The column came under attack thirty miles short of Aberdeen, two days after leaving the railhead. It was late afternoon and the fierce heat of the day was only just abating. Not a cloud had troubled the sun for their march, yet at night they suffered tropical downpours that left them cold and shivering in their blankets. It was as if the southern African climate were a Boer supporter too.

Over the day, the procession of men, horses and carts had grown ragged, and although Oates and Culshaw made sure their own portion of the expeditionary force remained tight, they could do little about the other three hundred men who made up the mission to chase the Boers out of Aberdeen. Occasionally, Oates left his own troopers to try to ascertain why there were vulnerable stragglers. As often as not he was told to get back to his own business by a crotchety senior officer.

Disquiet had been gnawing at him for weeks. He was pleased to be at war at last - what man wouldn’t be? - but this army was not the one of his imagination. As he had told his mother, there was much that was disappointing, from the quality of leadership to the paucity of some vital equipment and supplies. On the positive side, he had two good horses, especially Sausage, the charger he was riding that day, and one of his brace of servants was his old Boots, McConnell, who had managed to find passage.

Those little fillips aside, though, he had to admit that what he had seen of the British army so far was disenchanting to someone brought up on tales of the Peninsular wars. How did this ill-disciplined, ill-equipped mob defeat Napoleon? And the drabness of the new khaki uniform certainly diminished the army’s impact.  It seemed the War Office wanted to make the men invisible. The latest ruling was to stop shining buttons, as they attracted snipers. What rot, Oates thought. Soldiers attracted snipers, not their fastenings.

They were moving through semi-arid scrub, low sandy hills covered mostly with thorns of one description or another - every plant seemed to come bristling with them - when Oates heard the first shots.

He whirled his charger around, and glimpsed four or five black wraith-like shapes cresting one of the low rises to the south. Captain Anstice signalled for Oates to stay put and spurred his horse forward, no doubt to consult Colonel Herbert, who was at the van of the column.

There came a series of distant cracks and he saw two or three muzzle flashes come from the raiders. Oates realised the men were firing from the saddle, like accomplished cavalrymen. Mere farmers, Anstice had said. These men didn’t ride or shoot like farmers.

The air around him whistled and snapped. Another five men, blurred, darting figures, had appeared from beneath a bluff. Return fire had started from the British column, but it was like trying to hit fast-moving crows. And too many British soldiers had, like Oates, Martini-Henry carbines, rather than the more effective Lee Enfields.

Fresh firing erupted from the far side of the line and then from the vanguard. In a flash of clarity, Oates visualised the column as the enemy saw them: overstretched, underdefended and plodding along a valley floor, hemmed in by a series of hills and ranges.

Oates extracted the carbine from Sausage’s flank and levered a round into the chamber.

‘Dismount!’ he shouted, sliding off his own horse.

Culshaw took up the call. ‘Troopers dismount and suppress fire!’ Individually, the carbine was a feeble weapon, but en masse it could be effective, just as long as the enemy was foolish enough to approach within its limited range.

Anstice returned at the double, his horse kicking up a plume of sandy dust. The captain began yelling at Oates and the Inniskillings.  He, apparently, didn’t want them off their horses. They were to mount a counter attack.

‘That’s just what they want, sir,’ Oates protested. ‘A fight on their terms, in their country.’

Anstice, who had had trouble with Oates before, turned quite puce with anger and was about to lambaste his lieutenant when his two front teeth and top lip disappeared in a conical splash of crimson. His eyes went wide with shock, before his head dropped forward to show the entry wound. He slumped in the saddle and slid, almost gently, to the ground, his holed topee still in place.

By the time Oates pulled his attention back from the fallen captain to the marauders, the Boers had gone, swallowed by the hills.

It was getting dark, they were still a good few hours from Aberdeen, and there was a guerrilla force in the unfamiliar country around them. They were exposed and vulnerable to more hit-and-run attacks. The same thoughts must have struck others, because he felt a ripple of apprehension run through the column.

He re-holstered the carbine and bent down, struggling with the weight of the dead Anstice, and was relieved when other hands came to his assistance. Together they heaved him on to the saddle and bound his limbs under the belly of his horse. Another British grave to be dug in Aberdeen. It was, Oates considered, unlikely to be the last.




Five

Discovery at Sea, 1901

Scott prowled the over-laden decks, humming a selection of hymns to block out the continuing bleating of terrified sheep and the aggressive yapping of the dogs, both of which they had picked up in New Zealand. As he walked by the huskies’ kennels they snarled and bared their teeth.

‘No respect for authority,’ quipped Wilson, who was sitting on a stack of coal sacks, sketching the hounds. Scott stopped to admire his work. On most days, Bill Wilson was able to turn out exquisite watercolours of animals and scenery. His work on South Trinidad had been inspired and inspiring. The dogs, though, were eluding him, as the many corrections and erasings testified. They were foul-tempered animals, these Siberian huskies, liable to nip man or beast that came within range or, failing that, each other.

Nansen had told Scott dogs would be good company on the ice. It would be like being chained to a lunatic, Scott thought. He’d reluctantly left Scamp behind, because he was fairly certain the huskies, especially the truculent beast they called Wolf, would snap him in two at the first opportunity. Each of the dogs had been assigned a sailor to feed and exercise them. Wolf’s handler had the teeth marks to prove he had been given the cur of the pack.

‘I find petrels far easier,’ said Wilson, by way of an excuse.

‘If you can think of a way to get petrels to haul sleds, I’d happily send these back on the first relief boat.’

‘Happy New Year, by the way, Con.’

‘Happy New Year, Bill.’ They had postponed celebrations of both Christmas and New Year in memory of Able Seaman Charles Bonner, who had fallen to his death from the rigging as they left port. Not an auspicious start. Drink was involved. Although he was in no way to blame, Scott had taken the loss badly.

‘How do you feel?’ Wilson asked.

‘Better, thank you. I think leaving Lyttleton was good for me.’ He had confided in Wilson about his ‘brown moments’, when a melancholy crept through him like a cold front advancing over the sea. He had been forced to fight off several attacks while they tarried in New Zealand, searching for the source of The Leak. ‘No more cables from Markham or the Admiralty. No more going cap in hand to sponsors. No more dignitaries and their wives poking their noses into every corner of the ship. No more speeches, thank the Lord.’

‘And no more Maoris,’ Wilson added, displaying his own prejudice. ‘And their bogus ceremonies. And the crew is set.’

‘At last,’ agreed Scott. Even before they lost the luckless Bonner, there had been some fierce drunkenness on shore, with Taff Evans making a disgrace of himself. The man didn’t actually recall being britchless in the rigging and he was so hangdog apologetic, that Scott let him off with a warning. However, the captain tongue-lashed two able seamen for their dereliction of duty and terrorising of the town. One of them promptly deserted. Now, in that scoundrel’s place, he had Tom Crean, another RN man and a real bonus. Strong and capable, with an unhurried manner and a slow, laconic Irish wit when he was of a mind to display it, he exuded a natural confidence. ‘I wish I could have a whole crew of Creans,’ he said out loud.
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