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I do not want to be good … I wish to be hell on wheels, or dead.
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Introduction


In Cameroon with Egbert, Dervla Murphy encounters a curious observer. ‘Are you a man or a woman?’ he asks. In response, Murphy lifts her jumper to show her tits. Glowing Still: A Woman’s Life on the Road records waystations on the female travel writer’s journey, launching at Nubility and voyaging, via children, to the welcoming port of Invisibility. (We will leave Immobility for the next volume.)


I came of age, legally, between LSD and the SDP. Role models were scarce in the travel-writing game. The seventies had launched a golden age, but few women set sail. On an otherwise male-only Antarctic base I stowed used tampons in the pocket of my parka, where they froze into objects resembling stock cubes. As the decades unfurled – Pole to Pole, via Poland – emotional trajectories lent meaning, if not coherence, beyond the practicalities of the story.


Urgent concerns have lately overpowered any thought of ‘meaning’. When I started my so-called career it was good to travel – even morally good. But three horsewomen of the apocalypse write the contemporary agenda: Covid, voice appropriation and the vital need to prioritise the environment. It’s flat-out bad to take off, almost wicked – you destroy the planet, kill old ladies and use your first-world white power to subordinate the Global South by writing stories that belong to writers of those lands. And who is that kicking up dust in the rear? It is a fourth horse-woman, carrying the message We’ve Been Everywhere.


What are we to make of this, and where are we heading from here?


As for the few role models which did exist: I carried them in my head like the toothbrush in the sponge bag. Reading and travelling are parallel journeys. I am in the debt of the other women who not only set sail but also unsparingly observed the world that spins within each self. They set me off, and I turned to them again when I decided to look back at my travelling life for this book. Then when I took battered notebooks from their shelves to remind myself of what I had done, I discovered that I had often left out the best bits. Being sixty brings its own freedoms, one among them a disregard for what anyone thinks, so in these pages I have set down what I consider important, or revealing, or funny. Sometimes I added what neither my books nor the notebooks say – great things might have occurred at the Pyramids one afternoon, but all I remember is crying in a single bed because a sweetheart cut me in a letter. It’s the emotional residue that sticks. There were amours on the road, and I mostly chose not to include them in the books. Anyway once they had expired like a passport, I learned of a more serene peace: that of the double bed with nobody else in it. I hope this book conveys something of that trajectory from the chaise longue. Beryl Bainbridge once told me in the back of a taxi she was glad ‘that part of my life’ was over. I was twenty-nine years her junior and thought, I can’t imagine that happening, and when it does, it won’t be living, it will be something else. But it has happened, and it’s fabulous. Beryl and I spent a lot of time in the back of taxis. Once we had a father-and-son crush going on. She was kind to me when I was starting out, putting me up as a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature, giving me a generous quote for one of my early books and picking another as her book of the year. I miss her. (Both the father and the son crush were unrequited, unreciprocated, pathetic in a good way.)


Despite the hot breath of the horsewomen’s steeds, writers do still get out there. One wonders though how the professional landscape has changed since I started out all those decades ago. Testosterone has always pervaded the genre, but over the course of my career the ‘I’ve-Got-A-Big-One’ school has ceded ground. Early on I remember getting lost in the bowels of Broadcasting House with a leading male explorer after a late-night Radio 3 programme on bold travels. After we had to ring reception for assistance to find our way out, he said, ‘Don’t tell anyone.’


Women, less interested in ‘conquering’, have pioneered a kind of creative non-fiction that suits the travel genre. I prefer it to the blokeish business of seeing how dead you can get. It notices more. Martha Gellhorn’s blend of reportage and imagination ensnared me when I was barely out of my teens, and her preferred form has come of age in my working life. Not only do I think Gellhorn is a marvellous writer – at her best, one of the best – but I also identify with Gellhorn the woman. ‘The open road,’ she wrote, was ‘my first, oldest and strongest love.’ The question I am most often asked is, ‘Weren’t you afraid?’ Of predators, of the hidden crevasse, of the bitter loneliness? Perhaps, but if I were I can’t remember it. The John Lewis curtain department terrifies me most, and when I am there I think of Gellhorn. She lived from 1908 to 1998 and was writing the fighting for six decades, and although each conflict was different, her message remained the same: ‘There is neither victory nor defeat; there is only catastrophe.’


Martin Amis said when a writer reaches sixty he’s got this whole new empire that didn’t exist before – the past. Another country indeed. A trip appears differently in the light of reflection and experience. This book, at least to a certain extent, looks inwards where the others looked out. I see now what I was looking for on a particular journey, whether I found it and if it had value. And anyway I am writing this introduction at journey’s end, looking at dhows sailing in the monsoon breeze off the coast of Zanzibar. Everyone calls me mama here, as white hair is like semaphore. That’s what it’s come to, and I’m glad.


A thread of memoir runs through the pages of this my tenth book. What made this travel writer? My ancestral roots descend deep on both sides into the St George district of east Bristol. But after my twenty-one-year-old mother produced me at Bristol Maternity Hospital on the first day of spring in 1961, she brought me home to a flat above my paternal grandfather’s small building yard in Westbury Park, a neighbourhood of mainly unbombed Victorian housing stock in the northwest of the city, between Henleaze, Redland and the Downs. The war had ended only sixteen years previously. An anti-aircraft shell had fallen onto Auntie Jean’s bed in Cowper Street (she was my father’s sister). On another night, 24 November 1940, my grandfather, air-raid warden Wilf Wheeler, came to fetch my eight-year-old dad from the Morrison shelter in the garden (the Council had distributed the shelters free to households with an income below £350 a year). ‘Look at that,’ said Grandpa, leading his boy into the street. The city centre was on fire, and a corona over Castle Street cast a weak orange glow into starless heights. The following year, on Good Friday, my great-grandfather, a policeman, helped push the last tram ever to run in Bristol from Old Market to the Kingswood depot. A twenty-five-kilo HE bomb had fallen on St Philip’s Bridge next to the Tramways generating centre, severing the power supply. This was not yet history when I was born. It was recent. Everything I saw as an adult, I tried to see in context.


I know now that events twenty years ago seem to have occurred last weekend. The war was still close in 1961 as my parents and aunts and uncles watched high-rises rear over their bombed-out city from the top decks of the buses which had replaced the trams. The Edwardian Harold Macmillan was prime minister. That year, he told the Daily Mail, ‘We’ve got it good.’ (Four years earlier he had delivered the ‘never-had-it-so-good’ speech in Bedford, so the phrase must have lingered in his mind. Either that or his speechwriters had run out of steam.) People were eating a fifth more than they had in 1950. ‘Let’s keep it good,’ Macmillan concluded. The day my mother told her parents that she was expecting me – their first grandchild – the judge in the Lady Chatterley case handed down his verdict. A new world beckoned, though I am not convinced any Wheelers understood the gesture inviting them into it.


My maternal grandparents, with whom I spent a great deal of time in my early years, had a working outdoor lav at the end of the garden and on it Nana enjoyed long conversations with Mrs Somerville on one side and Mrs Ward on the other (they stuck to surnames till the end). The first floor of the two-up two-down terrace already enjoyed an indoor bathroom in 1961, but the fresh-air facility remained in service for some years – I remember torn squares of newspaper speared on a nail. I suspect residents were both anxious not to wear out the gleaming porcelain and suspicious of the reliability of indoor plumbing. At any rate we were fortunate: in Manchester in 1961, nearly a fifth of households did not have exclusive use of a hot-water tap and in Birmingham 15 per cent did not have their own WC. Not everyone ‘had it good’. The Standardised Mortality Ratio (SMR) decreased between 1931 and 1961, meaning Britons were living longer, but the mortality rate differential between social classes (ranked from I to V) widened during that period. Some had it good.


Nan and Pop had bought the house in St George’s Clovelly Road in 1932 when they married. I can see Pop in the back room, holding pikelets to the fire on the toasting fork now hanging on my office wall. Sometimes as a very small child I tottered down the stairs with him first thing to light the grate. Once the flames took, he set to bandaging both legs from the knee down, the only salve for his varicose veins. Pop was a paint salesman, but most of my family worked at the Wills tobacco factories in Bedminster and Knowle. Auntie Ruby was a tobacco-leaf stripper. Uncle George ended up, after two years being tortured as a POW in the Far East, on the production line at Fry’s Somerdale plant in Keynsham, a factory which had its own railway branch line. He brought home imperfect bars of Five Boys, the first chocolate I ever tasted. Both Wills and Fry’s, everyone agreed, were good employers, and the industrial relations paralysing the rest of the country impinged little on our corner of the southwest. But there was anxiety. In the spring of 1961, 11,500 Bristolians signed a petition backed by the Evening Post against the piecemeal development of the heavily bombed Wine Street area where the Broadmead shopping centre had already partly risen. Auntie Ruby, the tobacco stripper, told me before she died three years ago aged ninety-eight that planners did as much damage as the Luftwaffe. It was, up and down the land, the era of slum clearances and vertical development. People feared being uprooted and transplanted to housing estates. The year my parents married, the MP for Bristol South had made a speech in the House reporting the conflicts and anxieties around slum clearances in his constituency; the question he heard most frequently on the doorstep was, ‘Can you tell me when this street is coming down?’ Bristol had a poor post-war planning record. The year I was born, a wrecking ball destroyed the arcade of a nine-hundred-year-old Norman house in Small Street in order to widen a courtroom. The following year, planners authorised the destruction of the fifteenth-century St Augustine the Less to make way for a hotel extension. Three fourteen-storey blocks replaced the Georgian villas of Kingsdown. In August 1961, John Betjeman told the Daily Mail that all developers should be put in prison ‘for the crime of murdering our souls’.


My maternal tribe were Methodists. On Good Friday the men carried a wooden cross over Troopers Hill, where John Wesley had preached in 1738, and sang his brother Charles Wesley’s ‘O Love Divine, What Hast Thou Done!’ in the open air. Ironically, given my later history, I was in the retinue of the Temperance Queen at Bethel, the Methodist church on Clouds Hill Road (now the Lifestyle Fitness Centre). The queen, the impossibly glamorous Lorraine Marsh, processed with her retinue along Hudds Vale Road and I carried a red corduroy muffler of astonishing sophistication (Nana had made it). Bethel was a place where women wore hats and sang in queer RP diction. The walls were bare, Methodist-style. I could no more have dreamed of the ornate Catholic aesthetic I came to love as an adult than I could have imagined Lorraine shagging the vicar’s son, which, it turned out, she was.


Nana, born in 1912, was the policeman’s daughter. She harboured a lifelong fear of pubs, remembering Saturday-night knocks on the door and a child’s voice asking her father, ‘Can you come, our dad’s hitting our mum?’ Nana was a sparrow of a woman and after Pop died she kept her father’s truncheon by the door to beat off intruders. I am looking at it now, nestling up to the innocent toasting fork, scratched and worn out, as she was in the end, and, as she had Dupuytren’s contracture (as do I), with her little and ring fingers bent into a claw.


I began at my state primary school in 1966. Many teachers remembered prize-giving on 19 July 1940, when an air-raid warning interrupted proceedings for an hour and three-quarters and the Bishop couldn’t deliver his address, I imagine to widespread delight. The Luftflotte bombers were heading for the aircraft works at Filton. Nobody’s father was unemployed in my class and nobody was foreign. When my classmate Sally Thomas’s father, an electrician, died by electrocution, the event lodged powerfully in our imaginations as we were boomers who had not seen bombs fall. Martin Burt though lived in one of the many prefabs erected as temporary accommodation when German munitions had destroyed Bristol homes. When I went to play in the Burt prefab in Henleaze, Martin’s mother gave me a Fox’s Glacier Mint. The prefabs turned out to be indestructible, outliving all their residents.


The television and the motor car rose to prominence in ordinary people’s lives in my early years. Five and a half million cars patrolled the streets of Britain in 1960, compared with 2.3 million in 1950. We did not have a car, but we did have a black-and-white TV, and my earliest memory is standing in front of the screen on 30 July 1966 as Gottfried Dienst blew the full-time whistle at Wembley. As my mother was working, my father, a fanatical sports fan, was looking after my brother and me. Dad had promised to take us to the Downs at the end of the match. I had just learned to tell the time. At the ninety-minute break, I stood with my back to the set. Might I have said, I think it’s all over, Dad? As both teams prepared for extra time, he offered bribes which we have regrettably forgotten, and the three of us sat it out till it really was all over, and then went to the Downs. We were a football family, my mother’s family the Gas (the Rovers, whose stadium abutted the gasworks) and dad’s the Robins (the City, who wore red). Dad had a season ticket to Ashton Gate and took me with him, pushing me under the turnstile. On alternate Saturdays we went to see City Reserves, as going to an away game would have been like travelling to Mars.


Television battered the pub trade: almost one pub a day closed in Britain in the year of my birth, and about the same number of cinemas drew their velvet drapes for the same reason. The twenty-four-year-old Tom Stoppard, a journalist in Bristol in 1961, recorded a visit to the Kingswood Odeon, a much-loved haunt of my mother’s which had just transmogrified into a ten-pin bowling alley, according to Stoppard ‘Thumping with loud, bright, interior-decorated, Tannoy-guided, muzak-placated, electronically operated life’. I realise now that my parents could have been throwing balls at the same pins in the same room as the author of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead.


Yuri Gagarin and Violetta Tereshkova, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the grassy knoll, Mỹ Lai, Biafra, les évènements, the moon landing (a phallic triumph, an adventure/it would not have occurred to women/to think worth while),1 striped toothpaste. My parents did not vote for Harold Wilson in 1964, but the majority of the electorate did, with the result that he became the first Labour prime minister since Attlee. Aberfan and the Torrey Canyon percolated into domestic discourse as both disasters happened in places we knew.


By the time I was ten I had absorbed the fact that Britain considered itself a top-table power. I did not know the motor industry was already losing ground to West German competition, as were textile and machine-tool manufacturing. Shipbuilding too was collapsing. The Suez Crisis rang the alarm for fuel supplies. There was a sense that we were falling behind, but I do not think it filtered through to the working classes of St George. Further afield, the empire was crumbling. Supermac had delivered his Winds of Change speech in February 1960 (‘Whether we like it or not, this growth of national consciousness is a political fact’). Many of the countries I was to visit as an adult were casting off colonial shackles. Bristol absorbed immigrants, but did not welcome them. ‘A Black friend of mine,’ Stoppard reported in the Western Daily Press three weeks after I was born, ‘applied for a job as a conductor at the Bristol Omnibus Company.’ No vacancies. ‘Five minutes later I applied for the same job. I was told I could come back after the holidays when there would be vacancies.’ Two years later the same nationalised company put racial discrimination, and Bristol, on the national news when it publicly endorsed its refusal to hire drivers and conductors of colour.2 The day after his bus report, Stoppard revealed that an accommodation agency had told him that just 1 per cent of Bristol’s landlords would accept a non-white tenant, and another agency said that ‘25 per cent of landlords stipulated no coloureds without being asked’. Half the other property owners ‘would not accept a coloured tenant even if one came along’. Stoppard concluded his investigation, ‘It is never the landlord who doesn’t like coloured people. It’s the other people in the house, or the other people in the street. No one you meet is guilty.’ At the Tory Party conference in 1962, a swivel-eyed backbencher, ancestor of today’s troop, distributed copies of a letter he had had published in the Telegraph titled IMMIGRATION LUNACY. Looking back, I note that my life has played out not in an arc but following a straight line that started low and descended. Britain’s relationship with Europe was an arc in my lifetime: one that finished on the same axis it had begun. On 31 July 1962 Macmillan announced we were applying to join the EEC, known as the Common Market.


The most handsome row of houses in Westbury Park stretched opposite the Downs on the site of a medieval monastery. This was St Christopher’s School, founded in the rubble of war for the eleven-plus education of what were then called mentally handicapped children. Mathew, my only sibling, attended the school for many years and I got to know it about as well as one knows any place as a child. Matt is profoundly intellectually disabled, with severe behavioural problems. He has never had a diagnosis. They don’t know what made him atypical. He has no physical problems. Perhaps the fact that he cannot read his own name made me a reader later. We looked alike. Our mother did not want Matt to board at St Christopher’s but she could not cope, so he did. I am the sister of an only child. Many of Matt’s peers were in the care system. They had no homes. We picked Matt up from his boarding house most Fridays and at the end of term. Every December, pale faces looked at us, colourless (at best) weeks at school lying ahead while we opened presents. These experiences lay down a sediment in you.


As the late sixties became the early seventies, memories swim into focus, though I cannot recall any political issue ever being discussed at the tea table, tea being the evening meal, consumed at 5.30. Except, that is, capital punishment, which everyone wanted back after parliament abolished it (with caveats) in 1965. Every member of the family was a blue-collar Tory. They all read the Daily Express. There was no unconscious bias. It was all conscious. We didn’t like anyone who wasn’t like us.1


[image: image]


Decimal currency arrived in 1971, just before I won the school prize for the best logbook following an epically thrilling school excursion to Ostend on which family-sized glass bottles of Coca-Cola stood on the hotel tables and we could help ourselves to as much as we wanted. The prize was a postal order. But what on earth was 25 pence, and what could it buy?


Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex had appeared twelve years before I was born and sold twenty-two thousand copies in a week. Feminism had not however made its mark in Westbury Park. All the grown women I knew were wives and wives alone, bar a few spinsters like Auntie Ruby, the stripper. ‘The domestic labours that fell to her lot,’ de Beauvoir wrote of twentieth-century woman, ‘because they were reconcilable with the cares of maternity imprisoned her in repetition and immanence … ’ A 2012 academic publication estimated that in 1961 the working-class woman in Britain spent seven and a half hours a day engaged in housework. Betty Friedan cited de Beauvoir as an influence on The Feminine Mystique, which appeared in 1963 and which in turn heavily influenced (at the very least) the Second Wave, of which I caught the break. I was the first of my family to continue education beyond the age of sixteen (only my mother reached even that milestone). Having benefited from the best state-financed education any girl ever had, and on account of it, I progressed to the realisation in middle age that, deep down, I’m shallow.


Shallow or not, seven and a half hours is a lot.


Working-class life was on the move in some quarters, edging towards middle-class values. This manifested itself in wine-making kits purchased in Boots on Gloucester Road. In 1971 my parents even joined the ranks of home ownership. Our Bishopston bungalow was like Xanadu. It had a garden with an apple tree, a hall with a tiled floor and for the first time I had my own bedroom. It had a Ladderax shelving system which the previous residents had tried but failed to wrench off the wall, and a window onto a side path which was to function as an escape route in my early teenage years. On our first week in the bungalow Matt pushed me into the new bath from a stool on which I was standing. My head cracked open, and I had stitches without anaesthetic at Cossham Hospital.


The environmental movement had not begun to move, at least in Westbury Park. Rachel Carson, fugleman for the apocalypse to come, published Silent Spring in 1962. The hazards of industrialised farming were in the public domain but the public were not aware of them. The insecticide dieldrin, a bioaccumulative endocrine disrupter, had been withdrawn from sale in the UK but not banned. Carson, whose book was a bestseller (it was the birds which were silent), revealed that pesticides were killing the planet. In the immortal The Peregrine, also published in the sixties, J. A. Baker wrote that toxic chemicals had produced, ‘a dying world, like Mars, but glowing still’. These two movements, feminism and environmentalism, were the lenses through which I saw the world when I started out on my actual journeys.


Of the literary world we also knew nothing. I am not sure anyone sensed Godot might be imminent. But as Estragon says, ‘There is no lack of void.’ Today I read in cultural histories that The New Poetry, which Penguin brought out in April 1962, was ‘influential’, but nobody in Westbury Park, to my knowledge, raised a concern that the anthology contained no women poets. There were no books by women in the flat above the builder but none by men either, except a yellow hardback novel without a dust jacket by Howard Spring. I can’t remember any children’s books; I don’t remember any at my primary school either, but there must have been some. My father used to sing Matt and me to sleep with ‘Daisy, Daisy’. When he got to the end, I would pipe up, ‘Again!’ I’ve just telephoned him to check my memory is sound on this point.


This, then, was my Kindschaft, the fused experience of childhood and landscape. Travel was not on anyone’s minds where I came from. Britons took 4 million holidays abroad in 1961. None of them lived in Westbury Park. Over my first decade, the figure rose to 7 million. The adult voices I heard in my early years expressed suspicion of Abroad. It was obvious to me that everyone considered British people superior to any other kind. My parents’ friends used to say, ‘over there’ to mean anywhere that wasn’t Britain. Was that what made me a traveller? I don’t think so. At least, I didn’t seek in my writing to show that foreigners weren’t inferior and therefore prove my kinsmen wrong. But perhaps it did make me go, for another reason. Because I wanted to dilute the people among whom I had grown up. At any rate, responding to an otherwise undetected frequency, I left.


Looking back, I see there was something cuspy about my juvenile world. As I approached the respectable age of ten I absorbed some notion of modernity even as Pop pulled a chair across the back room in Clovelly Road to retrieve cash from the pelmet, a safer place to store it than the bank. (They did though trust the Wiltshire Friendly Society, from which I received each year a Christmas gift of a half crown in a small brown envelope.) We were shifting towards a cultural centre, and started going to the Bristol Old Vic when my mother got a job selling ice creams and we received free tickets. The authenticity of a working-class identity was slipping away. Did rising affluence usher in revised values? Alan Bennett said, ‘I wish the sixties hadn’t happened, because that was when avarice and stupidity got to the wheel of the bulldozer.’


When I decided to bring the strands of my travelling life together in this book I moved the kitchen steps to my office in order to pull down my notebooks; they had the names of places written on the spine, sometimes in Tippex. Some destinations had notebooks to themselves (St Helena) and some made odd bedfellows (Fiji, Malawi). I was amazed at the gathered detail, and had forgotten much, though the friable pages brought it back – I saw again the colour of the edging on the nurse-nuns’ saris at Mother Teresa’s mission in Calcutta; felt the pre-dawn cold of the Gare du Nord and the clubbing heat of an outback bar north of the Ningaloo Reef in Western Australia with a gutter at the foot so men could piss without moving. I had a USGS map in my pack once in the far south and when I spread it out on the ice I saw I had reached a line drawn with a ruler marked limit of compilation. I had reached the end of the map. Just before the line, geochemists working in the region had christened an especially pointy mountain the Doesn’t Matterhorn. You could name anything there then: my only experience of eighteenth-century life on the road, excepting scabies and malaria. Sensations rose like milk to the boil when I re-read the tattered notebooks, and I found it tender to be in the company of my younger self. I felt I saw her clearly, though I know enough about memory to be aware of the fallacy of that statement. In some ways, as I started to write, I met myself coming back. At any rate, we will start, in Chapter 1, far from Westbury Park. But I remember, and so will you, that it was always there.


[image: image]









1


At Least 300


Antarctica




Because she is woman, the girl knows that the sea and the Poles, a thousand adventures, a thousand joys are forbidden to her: she is born on the wrong side.


SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR, The Second Sex





They had set up an ice hole for the bathroom, placing a wooden box with a polystyrene seat over it and fencing it round with a windbreaker. It was the best-appointed lavatorial facility the world had ever seen, facing the corrugated cliffs of the Mackay Glacier and, to one side, thousands of kilometres of ice. But one day a geologist slithered across camp with his windpants round his knees. ‘Crikey, Mike!’ I yelled. ‘What’s wrong?’ He had been enjoying the view from the khazi when a seal came up the ice hole. Hot fishy breath, apparently.


The five-strong benthic geology team working on the frozen Ross Sea were sending an ROV (remotely operated vehicle) to the bottom to capture images: debris dispersal yields clues to the speed of glacier erosion, a factor in climate variability. I looked out from my tent – I left the flap open during the bright nights – at creamy ice walls reflecting saffron sun, or an arc of lenticular clouds, or the plumes of Mount Erebus marbling the sky. Like Christopher Isherwood arriving in Venice, I was astonished to think that the Antarctic had been there every day of my life. The group’s field assistant, a New Zealander impressively bearded even in a barbate land, had found among camp paraphernalia a board to place under my sleeping mat to prevent Eurydicean descent into the ice. It was a happy camp. The three junior geologists, all with sunburned faces and white eyelids, were intrinsically decent people, but inevitably took their cue from the project leader – their boss, effectively. This top-down cultural influence poisoned my residence in the Antarctic six months later far from Mackay. I want to show here at the outset that the sailing has not been plain. De Beauvoir was right, in the part about the sea and the Poles and the thousand joys – you can still feel ‘born on the wrong side’. In the course of the painful experience I will describe later in the chapter, I began to think about the actual position and the perceived role of women on the road. Terra Incognita was my third book, and I was thirty-four. But, somehow, until then I had just got on with it.
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I spent seven months in the Antarctic. Records do not reveal a particularly cold year, but I once experienced minus 115 with wind chill. The sun often shone. At the Pole itself, some days I strolled around without a jacket. Breath came short, as the Earth’s atmosphere is at its most shallow at the two axes of a rotating planet. I was walking on a layer of ice a third as high as Everest (the altitude is 2,850 metres) and the combination of elevation and shallow atmosphere means the body receives half its normal oxygen supply. At another camp, when it was very cold but windless, and after a pair of emperor penguins had visited our row of pup tents, a colleague threw boiling tea in the air and it froze before it hit the ice, tinkling modestly as it shattered. A field camp always involves donkey-work and I took on the worst jobs as a means of ingratiating myself. For long hours I sat on a box on a frozen lake spooling hundreds of metres of tubing into the depths, or glued my eyes to a gauge on a Twin Otter dashboard to ensure the pilot maintained a fixed altitude, as a radar was sucking data from the ice sheet below as we flew. (This was indeed a terrible job.) Before take-off the skipper had warmed the engine with a hairdryer powered by a small generator. We were close to the Sky-Hi Nunataks in Palmer Land at the base of the Antarctic Peninsula, the long continental finger tapering towards South America. It was the end of a poor season and the scientists had gone home, leaving eight support staff. The cook tent was permanently flooded with brown ice-water and when I arrived the men were passing round a catering tin of peaches with an upright spoon in it, penguin feathers stuck to the label. Field-camp tucker had often been frozen for a long period, not in a freezer but in an Antarctic storage hut. On a tub of Parmesan printed with the words, ‘matured three months’, a wag had written with a Sharpie, FROZEN TEN YEARS. I had though actually seen a fridge in an Antarctic camp. Powered by a gas canister, it stored samples from a lake in the Dry Valleys to ensure they didn’t freeze. It was a fridge to stop things getting cold, a fantastical inversion of logic which was not the only Wonderlandish feature of the seventh continent. ‘How long is for ever?’ I once overheard an astrophysics grad student ask another as they washed up (the scientists returned regularly to the debate over whether scrubbing dishes in water melted with fuel was an ecological improvement over burning paper plates). ‘Sometimes just one second,’ the other man replied, and I was never sure if he was quoting Alice or replying seriously, as something happened at that moment to divert my attention; I expect it was another penguin. The birds have no predators out of the water, and they never tired of their research into bipedal behaviour.


I enjoyed the coastal camps, learning about krill and creatures that dwell deep in the dark, cold water (the team studying the latter called themselves the Bottom Pickers). I consorted amicably with cryptoendolithic microbial communities in the Convoy Range on the continental edge where baroque landscapes of rich red and gold glitter over the 2 per cent of the continent not permanently shrouded in ice. For a period I was the American government’s Writer-in-Residence, and during that time I camped close to the Erebus Glacier Tongue for six weeks with the Artist-in-Residence. Her job was harder, as her tubes of paint froze. These were the August days when the sun rose, and we two were the only human beings camping out on land one and a half times the size of the continental US. In September engorged female Weddell seals flopped out of ice holes on the frozen Southern Ocean and pupped ink-dark alongside us. Weddell milk has the highest fat content of any mammals’ and the babies gained two kilograms a day before our eyes. It was like watching dough rise. Sometimes we saw the Southern Lights that month. A rippling fluorescent curtain swished from east to west in radiant lilacs, greens and pinks, and from it emerged an evanescence of strands which stretched into ribbon streamers and danced. The ends of the ribbons frayed when they curved, forming a prismatic fringe of tender cobalt. At other times bars of light marched in close-packed succession, transforming themselves at a set point into solid white lances or gleaming rods of glass. Colour saturates my memories of what is supposed to be a colourless land. The presence of the painter and her tubes led to a habit, one that persists to this day, of using the names of paint colours to describe things. Naples yellow? Plenty of that in my pages. Manganese blue hue – yay!


I slept on Captain Scott’s bunk in the Cape Evans hut, the one to which he never returned after setting out for the Pole in 1911. (When he saw the Norwegian flag flapping at ninety south, Scott wrote in his journal, ‘The worst has happened.’) I say ‘slept’: it was more a case of maintaining a heartbeat in the unforgiving cold. Katabatic winds cast stones at the window. I looked up at the quilts Scott’s men had stitched with pockets of seaweed to insulate the walls. When the others in the hut were waiting for the polar party to return in the long months of the austral winter, they said that when they heard knocks on the panes, they thought it was them, back at last. But it never was. There is much that is heroic about Scott. ‘I shall never fit in my round hole,’ he wrote home to his wife. I like a doubter.


In a signing queue years later for a book set far from the Antarctic, a member of the Scott clan waited patiently in order to say, ‘We disapprove of you sleeping on the bunk. What if everyone did it?’ As I signed her copy of an old hardback she had brought with her, I thought but didn’t say that nobody else was there – not for several thousand miles.


At Cape Royds I found in Shackleton’s hut unrusted tins of sardines, Huntley & Palmers biscuit crates and stacks of Belmont stearine candles. For the Boss, Antarctica was always a metaphor as well as an explorer’s dream: he once wrote that ‘We all have our own White South’. A colleague noted in his diary that, for Sir Ernest, ‘Antarctica did not exist. It was the inner, not the outer world that engrossed him.’ Was that me? During that visit Antarctica took up position in the landscape of my imagination as the place where everything is possible and nothing spoils. In the biological haiku of the interior, thousands of kilometres of ice bat solar energy back up into the sky – a perfect metaphor for a spiritual powerhouse. I miss the days of mapless land and nameless places.


As a guest of the US National Science Foundation I camped mainly with Americans, but other nationals were frequently on the team, contributing expertise and sometimes, through their home institutions, sharing the burden of research finance, fearsome in the polar regions. Thirty Italians and their three Kiwi pilots were working at Terra Nova Bay near the Drygalski Ice Tongue in Victoria Land. The red Squirrels were as small as a helicopter can be, and had quarterlight windows like a VW Beetle which one pilot opened as we cruised above the ice in order to tap ash from his Marlboro. On a prior visit to King George Island with the Chilean Antarctic programme I had climbed nunataks and consumed reconstituted, and thankfully unidentifiable, rations with polar South Americans, with Russians at their Bellingshausen base, and with Chinese scientists at Great Wall, which a two-metre fibreglass panda sentinel guarded a considerable distance beyond the range of its habitat. Happy memories, and when I climbed down the metal steps of a Dash 7 outside Rothera station on the Antarctic Peninsula I was among my own kind in the Big White for the first time. I had approached the British Antarctic Survey asking if they might take a writer south. They wrote back to say yes. Of course they didn’t, but that is how people imagine it happened. ‘You’re so lucky,’ they say. In reality the Cambridge-based Survey and I had spent two years engaged in talks and negotiation while I was involved in simultaneous discussions with its US counterpart, the Virginia-based National Science Foundation, and with publishers on both sides of the Atlantic. In the end all four said, ‘We will if they do.’ I had to earn a living like everyone else during those tricky twenty-four months, with no seals in view from the bathroom. But now I had flown 1,860 kilometres to Rothera from the Falklands, having reached Port Stanley the day before on an RAF VC10 from Brize Norton, via Ascension Island. The De Havilland turboprop Dash I boarded at Port Stanley after a fortifying night at the Upland Goose was a resupply aircraft carrying pallets of food and science equipment as well as two other passengers, one the manager of a building project under way behind the main base station. For five hours we floated over the Southern Ocean higher than the albatrosses diving on the wind above Melville’s ‘effulgent Antarctic Sea’, past the tip of South America and on south, skimming peri-Antarctic islands and the west coast of the Peninsula. Then we reached the highly glaciated Adelaide Island and the research station crouching close to sea frozen to a depth of two metres.


The Dash door opened and the now familiar gust of freezing air freighted with diamond dust powered into the plane; I descended the fold-down ladder; and stood there while the two pilots began to unload and the other passengers greeted hooded figures who had walked over to meet them. Minutes passed. I could see the main base building on the side of the airstrip, a low, long structure with a green roof and a short flight of front steps leading to a door. To my right, a tabular iceberg rippled in a blue haze.


I couldn’t stand there until something happened, in case nothing did. I walked over to the building, went up the front steps, pushed open the door, which was like that of a walk-in freezer – again, this was familiar – and entered a corridor through which hairy men bustled. Nobody spoke to me. Nobody told me where I might find my pitroom, or indeed if I had been allocated one. Was I to sleep outside? I was alone among my countrymen at the end of the world. Where was Melville now?


It turned out – and it took me a long time to understand this – that certain personnel within the institution resented the presence of an outsider. Especially a woman. And a non-scientist. ‘I thought how unpleasant it is to be locked out,’ Virginia Woolf wrote in A Room of One’s Own. My mind’s eye looked down the wrong end of a telescope at all the women through history who had been shut out from places they wanted to go. Twenty-five men were at Rothera when I arrived and a misogynistic culture had set as solid as the bergs in the bay. When I entered the galley, people cracked hate jokes. Here’s one. ‘Why do women have periods?’ ‘Because they deserve them.’ Fucking hilarious! A field assistant – let’s call him Derek, because that was his name – made remarks about my weight. During the weekly Film Night, when I again entered the multi-purpose galley, someone switched the film to the Viz comic’s Fat Slags, fast-forwarding to the scene in which a character noisily scratches her fanny. I tried to look out of the picture windows and focus on the growlers at the edge of the water, or the airstrip gravel. Sometimes the light above Reptile Ridge was buttery. I reached for redemption in the landscape, writing in my diary, There can be nothing else on earth like an Antarctic summer’s day, and it lasts all night. Perhaps that is what Shackleton did when the inner world grew cold. But hourly humiliations came my way. Oh, it was horrific. When I came to write Terra Incognita I left out the abuse out of loyalty to the BAS director in Cambridge who had supported my project. But I’m glad to get it out of the way now. Why the brittle mask? was all I asked in that book. At least it became a bestseller, which annoyed them.


I learned on the Peninsula that misogyny stalks the female traveller’s world, and I have learned it many times over in the subsequent decades. Are British men worst? Yes, I think they probably are, though white South Africans mount robust competition. Why? Is it an empire-remnant in which men think they did all the exploring? Or is it something more profound? Taslima Nasrin, the Bangladeshi-Swedish writer and human-rights activist who is about my age, writes this: ‘Women are oppressed in the east, in the west, in the south, in the north,’ and she continues, ‘Women are oppressed inside, outside the home.’ In March 2007 the All India Muslim Personal Law Board (Jadeed) offered 500,000 rupees for Nasrin’s beheading. So it’s not just British men; of course it isn’t. I think, though, besides the issue of leadership influence, the Antarctic functions as a Petri dish. The isolation cuts people off from the corrective forces of civilisation. The British are the worst as their programme has deeper roots, nourished in the era of John Rymill, whom you can see on flickering footage with the team he led on the British Graham Land Expedition in the thirties, skiing down glaciers like Greek gods. Rymill and the others had themselves been raised on the figure of Captain Scott, by then Galahad of the snows. Other nations had no Antarctic mythology to foster chauvinistic ideals. On the other hand (I am going round in circles now), according to Stephen Martin’s A History of Antarctica, male staff on a non-British station ‘left pornographic material at the dinner place of a female staff member on seventeen consecutive nights’.


An early lesson in anxiety management when far from emotional base camp, in this case on an actual base camp. How should one learn to cultivate the positive outlook over the negative, on the road and off it? This was a life’s work. I had written out a line from Maud Parrish at the front of my first Antarctic notebook. She was a teenage runaway whose travel book Nine Pounds of Luggage appeared in the US in 1939. In the depths of despair and Dawson City, Parrish wrote, ‘Some see life in black-and-white; others – they’re the lucky ones – in old-gold hues.’ (Or was it burnt umber?)


Science fostered prejudice of its own. Men thought they owned the ice (but they didn’t), and some men felt that scientists thought they owned it. I was an Ed Hillary fan, my admiration based not just on his achievements on Everest and in the Antarctic – though they would have been enough – but also on his modest demeanour. This was not a mere slayer of mammoths. He was, as a Kiwi, outside the fearful class system exemplified then and now by the Royal Geographical Society, the institution behind so many expeditions. I had tea with Hillary in Auckland once. They say you should not meet your heroes, but Sir Ed did not disappoint. He rose in my estimation. He was quiet and funny. Later, when I was trying to make sense of my polar months and commit them to paper, I wrote to ask about the ownership business. He sent a handwritten reply stating that in his experience scientists felt they owned the Antarctic and that mere mortals such as explorers had no right to be there. They really thought it was their own white south.


I’ve started with this issue in order to situate Glowing Still in the long story of women on the road, itself part of the longer story of women parked in the sidings, which is the one of all women, in all times, everywhere. With or without a pram or an ice axe in the hall. Why does any woman ever set out for the thousand adventures?


The first female travel writer to have left a surviving record voyaged to deepen her faith, or that’s what she said she did. In the fourth century CE a woman we know as Egeria set off for the holy lands of her Christian religion, stayed away for three years and composed a long letter to girlfriends describing her trip. If travel literature has layers like geology, Egeria lived in the Palaeozoic. She finds a hill too steep and the Euphrates too wide (‘frightening’), records a gift of apples and addresses her recipients as ‘Dearest ladies’ or ‘Loving ladies, light of my heart’. Who was Egeria? She was probably from modern Spain or France; she was educated and solvent; she may have been a nun. She wrote in Latin. Parts of her letter, which vanished for seven hundred years, resurfaced as the book Peregrinatio. In it Egeria writes of her visits to Job’s tomb in Karnaia (now Al-Shaykh Saad, Syria), the well where Genesis describes Rebecca’s encounter with Eliezer, and the Sea of Galilee. The book has a fireside tone antithetical to male-authored Classical texts – ‘You know how inquisitive I am’ – and it is personal: in Seleucia Egeria records her delight at meeting again a deaconess with whom she had made friends in Jerusalem. She changes plans often, fortunate to have handy mitigation, ‘impelled’ as she is at every turn ‘by God’. She finds the tomb of Abgar ‘old-fashioned’. Egeria wants to make the reader see what she saw. ‘The mountain is on your right,’ she explains, ‘as you come from Egypt, and it was on the right for the children of Israel as they fled from Egypt and began to approach the sea.’ Spontaneous use of yeasty direct speech makes the prose rise like dough. Peregrinatio has the advantage of the new, as a travel book: the author was reporting a breaking story. Fourth-century emperors had begun to raise monuments to the new faith – the Church of the Resurrection on the site they called Golgotha had gone up only thirty years before Egeria rode a donkey into Jerusalem. The First Council of Nicaea was almost within living memory. Scholars have scrutinised Peregrinatio to illuminate the evolution of Christian rites. The woman behind the veil goes on speaking after her death, like all writers.


Academics use the phrase ‘religious tourism’ to describe modern peregrinatios. Firms offer package tours to Bethlehem, Mecca, Masada, Fatima’s shrine, the Kumbh Mela – sanctified places where the observer might deepen her own faith by absorbing the spirit of pious others. In cultures like my own, over which the grip of formal religion has loosened, religious tourism has evolved into spiritual tourism. What is a spiritual tourist? An individual who pursues truth among the shards of organised religion, more often than not, in the words of academic Fatima El-Tayeb, to leave behind secular European modernity and trigger a self-transformation in an exotically timeless Oriental landscape. Most women who take to the road with this noble goal seek victory over the self; subjugation of the ego and freedom from its bondage. It is odd therefore that the phrase ‘to find oneself’ is used to explain the motive of the truth-seeking middle-class when they decamp to Goa. ‘To obliterate oneself’ is a more accurate description of the spiritual tourist’s goal. I can’t imagine how a person could not wish to achieve victory over the self. It has to be the ultimate freedom. A person – me, let’s say – can pursue the self-quashing goal just as well at home, but a loosening of daily ties and routines does, I find, facilitate proceedings. That said, other cultures embrace travel as a spiritual endeavour with authenticity. The indigenous people of Australia go walkabout ‘when the heart is hot’. Perhaps it is the intention that counts, even in sodden Britain where nothing including the heart is ever hot.


History also reveals uxorial duty as an agent for women who travel, or should I say, as a travel agent. Those who write on the subject are often diplomatic spouses. I have observed the diplomat’s life in many lands. It seems to me disagreeable, involving as it does the suppression of individual thought and the acquisition of standard-issue curtains which rise in quality as the diplomat ascends the foreign-office ladder. A hospitable British high commissioner once hosted a dinner for me at a Residence in East Africa. ‘You’ll see,’ his wife told me as we came down for drinks. ‘Alfred will open the gate at precisely seven-thirty, the guests’ drivers will sweep them in, and at ten the same process will happen in reverse.’ Events proceeded as foretold. Was this living, or revolving like figures on a Swiss clock? In Chile I visited some of the remaining political prisoners from the Pinochet era. It was quite an organisational business. After the event, the Second Secretary from the British Embassy telephoned, inviting me to lunch for a debriefing. ‘What were they like?’ he asked. I couldn’t help wondering why he didn’t answer his own question by visiting the presos himself.


Many women pack bags not to follow their husband but to get away from him. In 1739 Elizabeth Justice declared, in her book Voyage to Russia,




The Occasion of my going into Russia was owing to my Husband, who was to have pay’d me an Annuity of Twenty Five Pounds a Year: Which he omitting to pay for Five Years, and a Quarter, I then, contrary to my own Inclination, was oblig’d, by my Sufferings for want of that Money, to go to Law; and I did obtain a Verdict in my Favour.





Justice secured a job as governess to the three daughters of an English merchant in Petersburg. There she saw the old-gold hues of Anna Ioannovna’s Russia and heard thunderclaps louder – so she wrote home – than the ones in Hatton Garden. A judge at the Old Bailey meanwhile found the husband guilty of theft, sparing him transportation and sentencing him to exile for life (Henry Justice – nominative determinism was not at work in his case – chose Italy). He was ‘obsessed with books’, which makes one like him a little more, and books had precipitated his downfall after he stole some from the Library of Trinity College, Cambridge, his alma mater. Henry was Lord of the Manor of Rufforth, a Doomsday village near York, and after Cambridge had been called to the Bar. Elizabeth, née Surby, had grown up in London. She was the first woman to write in English about travels in Russia.


In a book I called O My America! after John Donne, I followed the trajectories of six middle-aged women writers who escaped that place called home. Why did they travel? Catherine Hubback was among Jane Austen’s army of Hampshire nieces. Born in 1818, she married a barrister and had three sons before the husband entered an asylum from which he never emerged. Once the children were grown, at the age of fifty-two Hubback took off. Neither widow nor wife, she needed an identity and a modest income: these were her reasons. It was just after the golden spike had joined two bits of a railway line in Utah and made America one, shifting the frontier to San Francisco. Hubback rode the new rails to sunlit California. To get away from home is motive enough. ‘Palled for the moment with civilisation and its surroundings,’ Lady Florence Dixie writes in Across Patagonia (1880), ‘I wanted to escape somewhere, where I might be removed from them as far as possible.’ Many readers, she noted, would recognise that particular brand of dissatisfaction ‘when one wearies of the shallow artificiality of modern existence’. This in a twenty-first-century context means abandoning the washing-up just as much as escaping the bondage of self; perhaps one wishes to leave the Fairy Liquid more urgently than anything. The self-escape goal is anyway impossible. You wander to the far side of the Taklimakan Desert (the name means you can get in but you can’t get out) and find yourself sitting under a date palm looking glum. I know; and I expect you do too. Horace famously expressed it in an Epistle to a friend who was fond of taking trips: Caelum non animum mutant qui trans mare currunt (‘They change their sky, not their soul, who rush across the sea’). ‘Rhodes and fair Mytilene,’ Horace presses on, ‘are about as useful to a healthy man as an overcoat at midsummer or a loincloth in snowy winds.’ Bestselling author Isabel Savory came to the same conclusion in 1900 in A Sportswoman in India:




Too often travelling is a Fool’s Paradise. I am miserable; I want to get out of myself; I want to leave home. Travel! I pack up my trunks, say Farewell, I depart. I go to the very ends of the earth; and behold, my skeleton steps out of its cup-board and confronts me there.





In her book of Indian travels, Savory reveals another reason the nineteenth-century female ventured abroad.




It is unkindly said that the gentler sex are shipped across to the East, provided with costly trousseaux, for the mere purpose of meeting gallant captains and prosperous chief commissioners, noble Benedicts who for many years have run the gauntlet of the pick of the very limited ladies’ society up country, coming unscathed out of the fire, and are only destined now to fall before the latest coiffure from home.





‘I am afraid,’ Savory continues, ‘this old wives’ tale no longer holds water.’ Like every other form of travel, once everyone went out to India to husband-hunt, the thing was spoiled. Too many women flowed east and too many men came home on three-month furlough as ships sailed more frequently and the voyage shrank. ‘In short,’ Savory concludes, ‘familiarity and close inspection betray the copper through the Sheffield plate.’ But she reported that ‘time has changed the Memsahib too’, and many women had begun travelling to India and indeed to the whole world simply ‘with the object of seeing other sides of that interesting individual, man’. Savory observes in India that ‘Englishmen are supposed to possess an insatiable desire for slaying something; a healthy-minded woman has invariably a craving to do something.’ British men perceived the Antarctic as another mammoth to be slain outside the cave.


During the pandemic, when I looked up guidelines for foreign trips, official rubric asked, Reason for Travel. Was it for studies, or business? For military deployment, or a certain category of medical care? At that baleful time none of my motives were eligible. They weren’t important enough. Spiritual tourism was off the agenda, and so was abandoning the Fairy. It didn’t matter why you wanted to go, as you almost certainly couldn’t. I began to wonder how much the not-going mattered. How important had it all been, in fact? After half a lifetime on the road, I know, or I think I know, travel has enriched my experience. But did my grandmother, who was born in 1912 and never ventured beyond the sound of the village bells – what Italians call campanilismo – have a less rich emotional life? I think not.1 Where, do you imagine, does this leave us? On the hard shoulder, or in the departure lounge?


The Antarctic was ‘a country that made all the other countries seem strange’. The quotation is from a Maeve Brennan story. She was a writer who helped me understand my polar experiences. I travel with a dozen old postcards to set up around each temporary billet, whether room, igloo or tent. In one of the pieces Brennan wrote for the New Yorker she called herself a ‘traveller in residence’, and her biographer suggests that ‘For her, life is a journey whose destination remains unknown, and perhaps the most satisfactory home is a boat, or a train … Maeve is a passenger, not a driver.’ That was me. The cards I have carted around the world for decades depict familiar images such as Botticelli’s perennial chart-topper ‘The Birth of Venus’. Over Antarctic days and nights I thought about Venus’s Medusa hair and regretful face and the bulrushes in the foreground, and the flowers falling around, and about what it meant to me, and the way in which perpetual light shone upon her through the ice bricks of an igloo geologists had built for fun. Venus’s skin was even more luminous than Sandro intended. The postcards protected me in a place where no flowers grew; against what I don’t know, except that it must have been my own demons, as there were no polar bears prowling the West Antarctic ice sheet.


Brennan put my travels in context. ‘It was a lesson in brilliance,’ she once wrote of a moonless night in East Hampton, ‘and what the sky said was “Everything that happened happened a long time ago”.’ She herself lived not in igloos but in Manhattan hotels and apartments, or in upstate New York, sometimes behind the long Atlantic beach that runs from the Hamptons to Montauk. Domestic arrangements seemed always to be temporary: even her marriage was temporary. When she lived in Snedens Landing (now Palisades) in Rockland County, Betty Friedan was next door researching the book that became The Feminine Mystique. Brennan’s personal malaise was not quite the one with no name that Friedan exposed (surely the same one Isabel Savory experienced when she longed to leave home), but she refers often, in her work, to Hans Christian Andersen’s ‘The Little Mermaid’, the fairy tale which sets out a young girl’s choice between staying where she is loved and safe, and losing everything in order to see and know a larger world. The postcards were the stanchions of a bridge between the worlds.


Brennan grew up in Ireland when houses were cold and food plain. Her parents were both nationalists, and when Éamon de Valera sent her father to DC as Fianna Fáil’s Secretary of the Irish Legation, the seventeen-year-old Maeve also shifted across the Atlantic. (Bob Brennan later became the Minister.) She worked for seven years, starting in 1943, as a fashion copywriter for Harper’s Bazaar, then moved to the New Yorker. During her long tenure at the latter she spent prodigiously at Saks Fifth Avenue and had the bills sent to the magazine, which paid them. Brennan was barely five feet tall and wore a bouffant that a colleague said was taller than she was. She was Irish but not really Irish American, even with JFK in the White House (they were the same age, Catholic, and built of County Wexford stock). Brennan wrote a lot about freaks. Her women in particular were often physically odd: large, ungainly and dour, like the Fat Slags. Their appearance symbolises a lack of belonging for which the glamorous Brennan’s clothes and high heels never compensated, perhaps why she ended up a bag lady. As a writer she insists on truths that cannot be reached by facts alone and uses external appearance as a tool, which is what the best travel writers do. That is why their stories transcend place to reveal human nature in the way only great writers can.


Women’s motives for travel are various, as I have tried to show. When I went to the Antarctic in the early 1990s I had few female companions on the page. I had to imagine how the Egerias and Savorys and Justices would have tackled the ice, emotionally and physically. I can’t say I felt any sense of responsibility for being the first to set my experiences on paper from there and in that way, but does one feel much of a sense of responsibility for anything at thirty? There were no female polar explorers. Three schoolgirls wrote to Shackleton offering their services on his 1914 expedition (the letter survives in the Scott Polar archive in Cambridge). We, they began,




‘three sporty girls’ have decided to write and beg of you to take us with you on your expedition to the South Pole. We are three strong, healthy girls and also gay and bright, and willing to undergo any hardships that you yourselves undergo. If our feminine garb is inconvenient, we should just love to don masculine attire. We … do not see why men should have all the glory, and women none, especially when there are women just as brave and capable as there are men.





The Boss replied with ‘regrets there are no vacancies for the opposite sex’. The anecdote is generally retailed as a joke, but I wonder if it was, to the three sporty girls. Progress came, slowly. Some sources state that the first female to set foot on the seventh continent was a ‘waitress’ on a Norwegian whaling vessel, but I have never heard of a whaler running to waitresses. Others say it was Caroline Mikkelsen, the Danish-Norwegian wife of an explorer, in 1935, though she may have only stood on a peri-Antarctic island. The wife of the leader of one of the first US expeditions to the far south, Edith ‘Jackie’ Ronne, née Maslin, accompanied her husband Finn, a former naval commander, as a working member of an expedition based on Stonington Island in the late forties. She may have been the first to step onshore. Jackie wrote press releases which went, eventually, to the equivalent of an agency pool (actually the North American Newspaper Alliance, one of the trip’s sponsors). She had not intended to go south. She went to Beaumont, Texas, to wave the ship off. Norwegian-born Finn suggested she stick with him till the Panama Canal. There, he said, well, you might as well come on to Valparaiso. And so it went on. The only reason Jackie went in the end was because she had no reason not to. Perhaps that is the best reason of all. Seven members of the Ronne team objected in writing to Jackie’s inclusion, on the grounds that it would ‘jeopardise their physical condition and mental balance’. They relented when Finn Ronne announced that Jennie Darlington, the chief pilot’s wife, would also go south. Apparently two were less jeopardising than one.


The fifteen-month Ronne mission disintegrated in a bitter storm of interpersonal conflict, as many expeditions do – the Antarctic seems to bring out the worst in men, testosterone-wise. In preparation for my own trip I read many accounts, and American Will Steger’s Crossing Antarctica (1992) sticks in my mind in this regard. The author, in my opinion, takes rather too much trouble to snipe at Geoff Somers, the Englishman on the six-thousand-kilometre dog-sled traverse. The fourth person to reach both Poles, Steger, having completed the formidably challenging dog trek (one storm lasted over a month) and gained worldwide acclaim for the record he had set (fifty-two countries bought broadcast rights), wrote the inevitable book and was still concerned with putting the boot in to an apparently harmless teammate. And they had billed it as a multi-national expedition fostering cooperation in the polar regions. Like most men who appear on book jackets sporting a frozen beard, Steger is now a climate change activist. His website reveals, ‘Will Steger established a Trust in 2013 to preserve Will Steger’s legacy.’


Other men panic lest they might not appear the biggest guy. A picture researcher on a book about a two-man unsupported crossing of the Antarctic told me she was not permitted to select images depicting one of the sledgers in the rear. The British polar community still harp on about Vivian ‘Bunny’ Fuchs’ superior role to that of Ed Hillary in the 1955–58 Commonwealth Trans-Antarctic Expedition, the first to reach the South Pole overland since Amundsen in 1911 and Scott in 1912. It was Sir Vivian, then director of the British Antarctic Survey, who said in 1964 that conditions on base were ‘too arduous’ for women. We had split the atom by then and the moon landing was only five years in the future.


Disputes notwithstanding, the Ronne expedition added to the sum of human knowledge. ‘Perhaps most important,’ National Geographic reported, ‘the explorers at East Base had finally proved Antarctica was all one continent, laying to rest the theory that a frozen sea divided it.’ Jackie Ronne died in 2009. And the first female at the Pole? In the 1969–70 season six American women researching in the Ross Sea area travelled to ninety south in a resupply aircraft and walked down the cargo ramp arm-in-arm.


At McMurdo Station, the largest Antarctic base, women worked in a variety of roles, from the galley to the heavy shop, and they were present at almost every science camp I visited. These included a two-person team lowering flow-capturing gear into fast-running ice streams at the bottom of the West Antarctic ice sheet and a two-hundred-strong group at South Pole Station sending balloons into the atmosphere and maintaining the most complex telescopes ever manufactured at temperatures of minus forty. Both Soviets and Americans had been quick to despatch women south once their polar programmes achieved lift-off (the British had not). Irene C. Peden was the first female scientist to work in the interior. She was an associate professor of engineering, conducting research into the lower ionosphere. It was 1970, and she was forty-five. The Navy laid the many obstacles on her path south, she later said, not the National Science Foundation, which administered polar programmes. The Navy operated logistics, and the admiral commanding the South Pacific fleet was the most vociferous opponent of women. He kept going on about bathrooms. Decades later Peden wrote, ‘I was staggered to find that the first woman astronaut, Sally Ride, had to put up with the same stuff.’ At McMurdo, where she transited on her way to Byrd sub-station, Peden noted, ‘They had a nuclear power plant at McMurdo then too, and the pipes were lying round on the surface melting the snow.’ Residual radioactive material was less important than women’s lavs. It is hard to fathom the extent to which men have channelled their antipathy to women into toilets. In the Second World War ‘the latrine business’ dominated discussion on the admittance of female correspondents into the military press corps. Lieutenant Colonel Philip Astley, director of press relations at British HQ in Cairo in 1941, repeatedly briefed the War Office on the ‘unacceptable inconvenience’ of mixed facilities. When a female reporter visited one British battalion in the desert, Astley wrote, the problem was so acute that not a single soldier was able to open his bowels, to the agonising extent that ‘at least three hundred men were unmoved for three days’. Mountaineer Arlene Blum cited, in her 1980 memoir, a letter she received from an expedition leader inviting her not to join a forthcoming climbing trip to Afghanistan. ‘One woman and nine men would seem to me to be unpleasant high on the open ice, not only in excretory situations, but in the easy masculine companionship which is so vital a part of the joy of an expedition.’ Yeah, just like Steger said when he spent three hundred pages laying into his teammate. Blum called her book Annapurna: A Woman’s Place, but Excretory Situations might have sold more copies.


A female colleague accompanied Peden to her Antarctic research camp: again men cultivated some vague idea that safety lay in numbers and that danger might be averted if more than one alien joined the team. In an account of her experience from the point of view of female practicalities Peden addressed the critical bathroom issue: ‘My husband Leo had bought me a port-a-potty before we left, and I took it along … I made everyone else get out of the van, and I stayed in it … Julia [the accompanying woman] on the other hand, made everyone stay in, and she brought the port-a-potty out.’ I am not sure what to make of this Aesopian fable. But I admire Peden for getting on with the (non-potty) job. An official had told her that if her visit failed, female scientists would not return to the ice for many years.


I have a weakness for nuns and am pleased to usher in a Benedictine, Michigan-born biologist Sister Mary Cahoon. She was one of the first two women to overwinter in the Antarctic. The year was 1974, and the pair (yes indeed) were studying temperature adaptation in krill, other invertebrates and fish. They were able to do this based in McMurdo, since the station is on the coast, though of course Sister Mary and her colleague had to drill a hole in the frozen ocean before they could haul out crustaceans. Over the dark months, 129 people were in residence, the majority Navy personnel. All received Sister Mary with kindness. She enjoyed her experience, except for a period of bereavement after a young colleague died in an accident. They kept his body frozen (one of the few tasks in the polar regions which does not introduce a confounding host of difficulties) and shipped it home when the sun rose and a plane came. In the meantime, Sister Mary wrote, ‘There was a service but no burial; there wasn’t any resurrection joy.’


I did not have Sister Mary’s certainty about much, if anything, when I watched a quaver of smoke at the top of Erebus or sat at my desk later while rain lashed the ill-fitting window. What did I believe? I called myself a feminist. As a child I never heard of feminism, or saw it in action, or learned about it from the hump-backed television permanently nictitating in the lounge. Women’s issues did not feature as a topic of debate at my girls’ secondary school, where I had a full scholarship on account of the direct grant system (the 1944 Education Act created direct grant grammars in England and Wales; fewer than two hundred existed when I was a pupil). Our teachers were mostly spinsters who had lost fiancés in the second war. The year I went up to Oxford – 1980 – marked the seventh female intake at my college in 471 years. In the first term my Greek tutor, Reverend Leslie Styler, born in 1908, told me often, in Homeric asides, that ‘women aren’t suited to epic poetry’. I must have absorbed feminism osmotically. I caught the last decade of second-wave Spare Rib, went to (non-university) consciousness-raising groups that gave currency to the second wave in a house in Oxford’s Cowley Road where we were not unmoved in any sense, and read Simone de Beauvoir. Once I relocated to London I took Feminist Theory night classes in Camden Town at the Working Men’s College (you can see why I don’t write fiction. I don’t have to make it up). There, as the 24 bus thundered past another ill-fitting window, bell hooks and her cohort began to inform my view of sporty girls in the world and on the road.


In addition, I was a member of the Labour Party. I have said that I come from a tribe of blue-collar Tories who hated everyone who wasn’t like us. The Daily Express, ever-present in our flat, corroborated family beliefs in the failings of the poor to lift themselves up and of the disenfranchised to obtain the necessary totems of inclusion or leave for another land (and never come back). It wasn’t for me.


Third, I was a Christian of sorts, though not by upbringing. My maternal grandparents were practising Methodists, as I indicated, but God didn’t trouble my parents. I was on the lookout, and after standard teenage experimentation settled into a branch of high Anglicanism perched on which you can believe anything you want or not believe in anything much. I could dimly see, and I see more clearly now after decades sitting in on other cultures, that a desire to reach for the transcendental is a fundamental part of being human. Perhaps it is the part that separates us from emperor penguins.


Faith and feminism intersected in 1992. I was in my bedroom in Mornington Crescent, the north London street where I lived for many years, arranging laundry on the radiator having returned from a newspaper assignment in Nepal the day before. Bizarre Inc was at number one in the charts with ‘I’m Gonna Get You’, and the song was playing on the radio. A flash news announcement crashed the 5 p.m. pips. The General Synod of the Church of England had passed a vote sanctioning the ordination of women. Damp high-altitude thermals in my hands, I looked out of the window at blue sky. So we were gonna get them; we had in fact, got them. I had the same feeling twenty-two years later when the Synod sanctioned female bishops. Will.i.am had just moved to the number one spot with ‘It’s My Birthday’ (it had been, in March – his and mine). I remember not crashed pips then but my mother’s irritation. I was with her in her Bristol flat when we heard the news. ‘Women,’ she said, crunching salt and vinegar crisps, ‘have to get in on everything. First rugby. Now bishops.’ And that was that, bar my ongoing quest to find a rugby-playing female bishop, perhaps to jump out of mother’s birthday cake.


Were these semi-beliefs linked to motive? I wasn’t looking for anything particular on my travels; I wanted only to see how other people did things, and, in the case of the Antarctic, how the world looked without human beings in it. And to find out whether anything was true. I wore the Phrygian freedom cap but it seems to me now that I was immature in my objectives (as if it weren’t the function of old age to take that view). I don’t mean that I should have been Che Guevara. But it would have been productive to be a little like him. I intuitively tried to see things through other people’s eyes – what would be the point of any other kind of looking? My goal was mutual understanding; you can say that’s pious, and of course I had to pay the gas bills too, but so does everyone. I did not then realise that the prejudice my generation inherited would not wither and die, but transform, in the hands of populist demigods, into a new weaponised racism, and that the backlash would outlaw the quaint practice of looking through others’ eyes.


My own environmental awareness dawned during the Antarctic phase of my life. Thirty years had elapsed since Rachel Carson wrote Silent Spring, and in the lower latitudes scientists were aware of climate perils ahead. The emerging emergency had not yet entered the public consciousness to a meaningful degree, but glaciologists and other climate scientists had fought for research funding which might wake the world. I sat with Hermann Engelhardt on the ice eating from a tube of Pringles next to what looked like a bent and windblown tee flag in a golf hole. Drillers had bored through the West Antarctic ice sheet to reach an ice stream a kilometre down. They already knew that the ice streams, wide as the Amazon, move at hundreds of metres per year, whereas the unstable sheet pressing down on them shifts a few tens of metres. (Like icing flowing off a wedding cake, ice on the surface of Antarctica is slowly but persistently rolling towards the coast, forcing its way between and over mountains, turning itself into glaciers split by crevasses and spilling out into a floating ice shelf – either that, or at the end collapsing into the Southern Ocean. I say ‘slowly’, but it rolls now more quickly than it did when I was there.) Engelhardt and his Caltech team had sent down equipment to monitor basal slide and, they hoped, learn more about ice drainage dynamics. I wrote in my notebook, as we sat there, ‘Hermann understands the basic physical mechanism that controls rapid motion and thinks it may have consequences for worldwide climate change. How does it affect sea levels if ice is discharging quicker than it used to?’ Data was the revolver on the table in Act One of a Chekhov play. The mechanics of ice streaming did turn out to play a role in the response of the ice sheet to climatic change, and now, a generation on, every schoolgirl can tell you a story of apocalyptic inundation, every economy in the developed world has committed to carbon reduction, and even the Daily Mail accepts that Engelhardt’s hunch was correct.


My creased photographs of that day reveal the pair of us smiling in sunshine under the flag, the red wing tip of a Twin Otter poking into the frame. It was a good time. I actually wasn’t locked out, and as Woolf continued her essay, ‘I thought how it is worse perhaps to be locked in.’ Hermann returned each summer to Upstream B, transiting through McMurdo where he picked up a Hercules which landed on blue ice at a seismology camp. From there he and an assistant went on in an Otter to Ice Stream B to haul out their equipment and collect data. They usually had to replace the flag, which had lived through its own private fight with the katabatic winds of winter and deserved peace. In the photo, Hermann is dipping his hand into the Pringles tube. The potato-based snacks were so ubiquitous in American polar research camps in the early nineties that I wondered why the manufacturer didn’t use images in its ads of rosy-cheeked scientists ingesting them in the lee of a winsome glacier. Back at McMurdo the innocent product packaging met another budding branch of environmental awareness: recycling. Now, with consciousnesses raised all round, the activity has entered the ordinary kitchen the world over, but then it was new, and the National Science Foundation was determined to lead the way in the division of waste products into recyclable categories. I remember standing in a shed on base after a stint in one camp with a dozen empty Pringles tubes in my arms and having a minor nervous breakdown in front of an array of bins labelled: thin cardboard, thick cardboard, foil, hard plastic, soft metal, aluminium – and so it went on, with the dismantled Pringles tubes claiming a component in each category.


Another photograph from that season shows a VXE-6 helicopter swinging an external payload on a rope over Lake Fryxell. The cargo looks like a yellow crate with a gleam in the paint finish (cadmium?) but is in fact a block of frozen urine. Waste disposal in the mostly snow-free Dry Valleys of Victoria Land where it has not rained for two million years is subject to ferocious controls, as nitrate chemists there work in the most pristine conditions on the planet. Choppers fly out all human waste. VXE-6, the airborne squadron of the US Navy, did all the flying then for the American programme. They called themselves the Ice Pirates. I called them Testosterone Airways.


The idiosyncrasies of Pringles tubes notwithstanding, I can see, looking back, that it is only because experts took recycling seriously then that we take it seriously now. NSF decision-makers educated us. Similarly, in response to more readily apparent risks, they heavily promoted safety training, calling it Survival Training to invest it with a sense of urgency. I went on many courses for which I was and remain grateful. And the polar traveller is not only walking on thin ice. He also has to face psychological anxieties of absence. When I was at South Pole Station, residents tittered grimly about the toll separation takes on relationships. Someone had pinned on the galley noticeboard a quotation from a letter a physicist allegedly received from his girlfriend after nine months away: ‘Yours is bigger, but his is here.’ In winter, the vagaries of mental health pose a particular hazard. Inuit have regionally varied words and phrases for the particular brand of lassitude, anxiety and depression associated with the dark months. In the seventies an overwinterer at a Soviet Antarctic base became involved in an argument with a co-worker over a game of chess, seized an ice axe and murdered the other man.


As I said, it is a serious business. But let me get this out of the way. To stop it happening again, the Soviets banned chess.


*


Like a business conference, the Antarctic facilitates romance, bathroom seals notwithstanding (Tom Stoppard once said that the hotel room constitutes a separate moral universe; imagine how much more separate, when there are no telephones, no roads and no time zones). One was unmoored. The unmooring was part of the attraction: like many, I went to the Antarctic in part because I loved the idea of putting the trappings of civilisation aside. Also like many before me, I felt the spiritual effect of the singing ice when there is no gas bill dropping through the letterbox, and no letterbox. At my first field camp, in the Dry Valleys in Victoria Land, the twenty-four-hour light cycle released us even from the strictures of diurnal routine. Except of course it didn’t in a practical sense: the five-person team was just that, a team, and they had to cooperate. The PI (Principal Investigator) used to stand outside the Jamesway (communal cooking and eating tent inherited from the Korean War) and bang a saucepan with a mallet to wake the grad students. It might be three in the afternoon, but another twenty-hour shift had to start, and anyway it was time to haul some fabulously expensive piece of nitrochemical-measuring kit out of the water that lay below a three-metre lid of ice. Because it never got dark there were no shadows. Everything was in plain view. Writers in particular had nowhere to hide. And I was the only writer.


Everyone who has read my book knows that I enjoyed a romance in the Antarctic. I left out almost all the detail, but the little I put in exposes me to ridicule now. Well, I exposed myself. When Francis Spufford edited his two-volume The Ends of the Earth: An Anthology of the Finest Writing on the Arctic and Antarctic in 2007, he chose an extract of mine about Seismic Man, the romancee. (Spufford had to include something from Terra Incognita as he was so short of Antarctic material by women.) I met the research engineering associate from Texas Geosciences on my first day at McMurdo. Personnel had not yet assigned me a room (not in this case because they were reluctant to do so), and as a result I was clumping round base in the standard-issue blue moonboots, giddy with a crazed sense of relief that I had finally got there. He too was waiting to go into the field, though he was not giddy, as he had done it all before. His role was to bury nitroglycerine in the ice sheet and set off explosions which monitoring systems on the surface recorded, contributing data to enable other people to map Antarctic land below its coating of ice. I gave him the moniker Seismic Man. The book did well in the US after an unexpected rave review by chief Times critic and Pulitzer-winner Michiko Kakutani. Nobody ever found out why she had reviewed that particular book, insignificant in publishing terms. That may really have been luck. But I discovered the power of The New York Times. Anyway word had got out in the small polar community and for years afterwards the director of my engineer’s institute in Austin, when showing guests round, would fling open the victim’s office door and say, ‘And this’ – pointing – ‘is Seismic Man!’ Readers with a good memory apparently exclaimed, citing a line from Terra Incognita, ‘Ah! The man with the come-to-bed eyes and been-to-bed clothes!’ It must have been annoying.
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