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To Wiebke
for completing my song





PROLOGUE

It is October 13, 1911. A cold day in Antarctica, even by Antarctic standards. Pack ice extends to the horizon from the tiny spit of land that is Ridley Beach at Cape Adare. A white, windswept tableau, it has been battered into a state of bleakness by the blizzard that masses overhead and pushes hard up against the mountains it hides. It is as uninviting a place as it is possible to find. And yet, as the man squints ahead of him, he can make out a little black-and-white person, a penguin, leaning into the wind, straining, marching toward its destination. This beach. This season. A chance to prove itself.

The man looks at the penguin with some ambivalence. He would rather be pulling sledges than stuck here, marooned on a piece of land not much bigger than a football field, which he will soon have to share with thousands of the little monochromatic blighters that are somewhere out there, in the snow and the ice, moving unerringly toward him. He is dressed against the cold, but his face remains exposed. Still tanned by the sun even after a winter’s darkness, you could be forgiven for mistaking him as someone other than an Englishman. That night, in the comparative warmth of his hut, with a sigh that is part frustration, part fascination, he takes a fountain pen and in a blue-bound notebook writes, “1st Penguin arrives Oct. 13th,” which he underlines with a sweep of the blue-black ink. It is the beginning of the world’s first serious study of penguins.

It is January 14, 1912. A cold day in Antarctica, even by Antarctic standards. A line of men, real men, strain and lean into the wind as they pull a laden sledge across an ice-covered flat and featureless landscape, trudging toward their destination. They are on a mission to prove themselves. The South Pole. Their destiny. Their duty. As Englishmen.

It is March 29, 1912. Nearly eleven weeks have elapsed. Of the five men who marched to the Pole, only three remain, pressed against each other in their caribou sleeping bags. Outside, the wind tears mercilessly at their tent, the spindrift of snow flying inside the tent taunts them as much as the cravings from their empty bellies. To go outside means instant death; to stay inside means a lingering one. The Englishman with the round face picks up his pencil. He glances at the still bodies of his companions. Perhaps they are already dead? And, in a small black-bound notebook, he writes for the last time.

We shall stick it out to the end, but we are getting weaker, of course, and the end cannot be far. It seems a pity, but I do not think I can write more.

Those words would help turn Robert Falcon Scott, failed polar explorer, into a hero: a household name synonymous with courage and perseverance against the odds; a man embraced by a nation. Even his dying postscript—For God’s sake look after our people—sounds more like a plea to a higher authority to go easy on the whole populace of Great Britain than it does the last wish of a dying man for his beloved wife and son.

Scott’s frozen body lies half in, half out of his sleeping bag; an arm over his good friend, the doctor Edward Wilson; his little black notebook and pencil tucked beneath his shoulder. The scrawled signature: R. Scott. Not Robert or Robert Scott, but R. Scott. Stiff and formal, British through and through, even in death.

It is the same day, March 29, 1912, and 220 miles to the north of Scott’s tent, the other Englishman, the one who had been studying penguins—also a doctor, also a member of Scott’s last Antarctic  expedition—crawls into a sleeping bag in a hole dug into a bank of snow where he shall spend the entire Antarctic winter with five companions. He picks up his own pencil and writes, “Blowing hard all day.” It is the beginning of the most amazing story of Antarctic survival and adventure ever told, in a place replete with amazing stories and the frozen last breaths of other adventurers. It is the story of the unsung hero of Scott’s Terra Nova Expedition, a man who would become the world’s first penguin biologist but whose achievements will be lost in the public adulation and sympathy for Scott and his thwarted attainments.

It is the story of George Murray Levick.







PART ONE


THE LURE OF 
ANTARCTICA
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Homosexuality


There is an impression that nature is not just red in tooth and claw, but red-blooded to boot, especially when it comes to sex. Males compete with each other to fornicate with as many females as they can. It is why male elephant seals are so much bigger than their female counterparts; it is why male red deer have antlers; it is, after all, the basis for evolution according to Darwin. Survival of the fittest is really a euphemism for survival of those who fuck the most and thereby sire the most offspring. Survival, in this sense, has got very little to do with longevity: you survive through your children and their children and so on. Heterosexuality, sex between a male and a female, is not a lifestyle choice so much as it is the essence of life itself, the means by which we perpetuate ourselves—at least as far as we vertebrates know it. Consequently, the notion that sex might occur between members of the same sex has long been seen as unnatural and, given the way natural selection works, unlikely: sex without the prospect of producing progeny would seem to be the epitome of an unsuccessful evolutionary strategy. Homosexuality, using this logic, must be an affectation, a foible of human sociology rather than a product of our biology. For a boy brought up in the Victorian era of Great Britain, sodomy was something sordid, an unspoken evil, and certainly the last thing he would expect to see in wild animals. However, life would make a habit of unfolding in unexpected ways for George Murray Levick.









CHAPTER ONE


VICTORIAN VALUES


It is October 28, 1996, a good day in Antarctica by Antarctic standards. Clouds cover half the sky, yet visibility is unimpeded all the way across the sound to massive mountains that sit on the distant horizon like lost children of the Himalayas. It is a balmy 14°F and the breeze from the north is not strong enough even to ruffle the patches of dark blue water that lie sandwiched between pieces of pack ice, which extend like a giant jigsaw puzzle all the way to the mountains.


I am sitting with a group of Adelie* penguins at the Cape Bird colony that is located on Ross Island. It is a half-hour helicopter ride from the hut at Cape Evans where Captain Robert Falcon Scott and his party had set out on their ultimately fatal mission to become the first humans to stand on the South Pole. The risks of my own adventure are ostensibly more those of boredom than any loss of life or limb: I am taking my turn, sitting for hours in the Antarctic open, keeping the mating behavior of the penguins that surround me under constant surveillance. The research being undertaken by me and my team is beginning to reveal that the bedroom antics of the penguins are not exactly like their public personas, which would paint them as virtuous imitations of little people that mate for life; the darlings of the Christian Right; the poster children for monogamy. Not entirely boring, I suppose, but I am certainly not prepared for what follows.


One penguin approaches another. They bow deeply to each other in what is usually a surefire prelude to courtship. Except that, in this instance, both the penguins are males. The approaching male then mounts the other male. If such unexpected debauchery were not surprising enough, afterward, the penguin that has played “female,” reciprocates by mounting the first male, ejaculating and depositing sperm on his homosexual lover’s genitals in precisely the same manner as occurs in a normal mating between a male and a female penguin.


On this day, I, Lloyd Spencer Davis, penguin biologist, discover something new about the lives of penguins that is completely at odds with the view of penguins promulgated in pretty much every book, documentary, and scientific paper, which collectively suggest that penguins are prim and proper, monogamous little creatures that mate for life, such that if one needs a blueprint against which to measure the human ideals of marriage and fidelity, one need look no further than penguins.


At least, so I thought.
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Fifteen years later, Douglas Russell, who goes by the unlikely title of senior curator of birds’ eggs and nests at Britain’s Natural History Museum, is sifting through a filing box of reprints in the library at the museum’s storage and research facilities in Tring. He takes out a three-page printed manuscript that he has never seen before. Printed along its top are the words, NOT FOR PUBLICATION. The manuscript is entitled, The Sexual Habits of the Adélie Penguin and it is written by Royal Navy Staff Surgeon G. Murray Levick, a doctor who had accompanied Captain Scott to Antarctica and acted as sometime zoologist and photographer in addition to his medical duties.


Russell has chanced upon seemingly the only surviving copy of a manuscript written by Levick in 1915 about the sexual behavior of penguins—one of apparently one hundred copies—that got as far as being printed but then, for whatever reason, was prevented from being published.


Robert Falcon Scott’s last expedition to Antarctica, known as the Terra Nova Expedition, was as much a scientific quest as it had been a quest to get to the South Pole. At its conclusion, it was incumbent upon the surviving members of the expedition to publish the results of their findings. Murray Levick, who had studied Adelie penguins while stationed at Cape Adare, duly produced a book called Antarctic Penguins: A Study of Their Social Habits, which was published in 1914. It was the first book ever published about penguins.


I had come across Levick’s book in 1977, when I began my own studies of Adelie penguins in Antarctica. It was one of three books about penguins that I took down to the Antarctic with me, along with others by Henry David Thoreau and Walt Whitman. While, to be sure, it had provided some baseline behavioral observations of Adelie penguins, it otherwise had seemed fairly quaint to me in the way it characterized the penguins.


For the next thirty-five years, I went about my merry way, blithely “discovering” the truth about the sexual behavior of penguins. That is until, nearly a century after it had originally been written, Douglas Russell published Levick’s paper on the sexual habits of Adelie penguins in the journal Polar Record, along with a commentary by him and two penguin researchers, Bill Sladen and David Ainley.


It is late in the evening and I am sitting at my office computer reading Levick’s belatedly published paper on my screen. The building is deserted; everyone has gone home. I should have too, but I am glued to the seat of my red leatherette chair, unable to go anywhere. In his paper, Levick describes a litany of sexual depravities and misbehaviors committed by penguins.


I am stunned. Staggered. Like I have been punched in the guts. It is bewildering, but strangely exciting too. I am struck by the realization that, for the better part of my career as a penguin researcher, I have been merely rediscovering what Levick had already discovered about the sexual behavior of penguins. It is as if George Murray Levick, having been denied his own voice, has somehow channeled himself through me. Nowhere is this clearer than in the last two sentences of Levick’s document.


Here on one occasion I saw what I took to be a cock copulating with a hen. When he had finished, however, and got off, the apparent hen turned out to be a cock, and the act was again performed with their positions reversed, the original “hen” climbing on to the back of the original cock, whereupon the nature of their proceeding was disclosed.


It could have been exactly the same encounter I had observed on Cape Bird and then described in my own manuscript, which I had published as original research eighty-three years after Levick’s observations!


I lean back in my chair, my hands gripping its chrome arms, and swivel around to glance at the bookshelves behind me. They are laden with books about penguins and filing boxes full of reprints about penguins that have been labeled and sorted alphabetically by the first authors’ surnames. There must be copies of over two thousand scientific papers about penguins sitting on those shelves, a veritable compendium of penguin research and all we know about these distinctive and charismatic creatures. And yet, save for a few inconsequential notes from early explorers, there is not a single substantive scientific paper about penguins among them that predates 1915. Arranged along the bottom two shelves there are, if I include those with my name on their dust jackets, forty or so books about penguins. In their midst is the somewhat tattered green cover of my copy of Levick’s book, Antarctic Penguins: A Study of Their Social Habits, which had been printed in 1914. Nothing else on those shelves even comes close to its age.


George Murray Levick—or Murray Levick, as he preferred—was indisputably the father of penguin biology: the first real penguin biologist, the first person to study penguins in a systematic way. Everything else on those shelves came after him. Yet far from being quaint, the paper I have just finished reading, written in 1915, although not published until 2012, proves that he had discovered things about penguins that the rest of us who adorn those shelves took another one hundred years to discern.


I spin around in my chair like a child on a playground merry-go-round—gleeful but confused, trying to process everything. I stop before my reflection in the darkened window. The white of my hair is what I see most clearly staring back at me. For three and a half decades, I have believed that I have been forging my own path: a scientific explorer intent on exposing the truth about the mating habits of penguins. In fact, all I have been doing, apparently, is following in someone else’s footsteps, even if time, or censorship, or whatever, has obliterated his footprints.


To learn that Levick has walked before me like an unseen ghost, well, I realize then and there that I need to get to know this man who has been like my personal Sherpa, if silent and invisible. Why was he silenced, censored, prevented from letting the world know about the truth about penguins? By whom, and for what reason? Or, did he choose to shut up about what he had seen? Douglas Russell’s commentary in Polar Biology mentions evidence that suggests Levick himself may have been complicit in the silencing of his results: he had covered up the most salacious parts of his field notes with a code that used Greek letters. Why?


I need to know. Levick is an enigma to me. I know he wrote his book about penguins, of course, but I know little else. A quick online search suggests that neither does anyone else. The records about Levick are sparse, at best.


He was born in the English city of Newcastle upon Tyne in 1876. He studied medicine. He joined the Royal Navy. He accompanied Scott on the Terra Nova Expedition and, as a member of the Northern Party, overwintered on Inexpressible Island in a snow cave. He served in the First World War, made a name for himself as a doctor afterward, and established something called the Public Schools Exploring Society. He died in 1956.


As I drive home for dinner, rehearsing my apology for being late, it occurs to me that if I am to turn detective and discover the real story behind Murray Levick, then I should start at the beginning. As it happens, I am due to go to England and a side trip to Newcastle seems like it should be as good a place as any to begin to find out about Levick and what made him the man I would become.
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Murray Levick was a child of the Victorian era. Born on July 3, 1876, in Newcastle upon Tyne in the middle of the reign of Queen Victoria, he was brought up in a society where the acquisition of high personal moral standards was a developmental stage every bit as expected and predictable as a child’s second teeth. Furthermore, while teeth may fall out over a lifetime, no such lapses were excusable when it came to morals. Sex was something reserved for heterosexual couples and, even then, only if they were married to each other.


It has not always been that way. Newcastle, which occupies a jot of land in the northeast of England, has a history of debauchery every bit as profound as its reputation for being an industrial town, depressed and blackened with coal dust. It is true that the expression “taking coals to Newcastle” originated there and, for more than seven hundred years, Newcastle really was the coal capital of Great Britain, the literal engine room for the Industrial Revolution. However, long before that, it had a reputation for being dirty in another kind of way.


When I arrive there, my first impression of Newcastle is that it is all shiny-bright and ultramodern, nestling comfortably on the banks of the River Tyne with an architectural poem—the Gateshead Millennium Bridge—connecting both sides of the river with glorious sweeping arches. The hotel too is very modern, with views of the river. However, as I look beyond Newcastle upon Tyne’s modern veneer, I start to see signs of its ancient roots and a heart that has been beating for hundreds, if not thousands, of years.


The Romans established a fort and small settlement called Pons Aelius on the north bank of the River Tyne at what was then the eastern end of Hadrian’s Wall. Aelius was the clan name of Emperor Hadrian, who had visited Britain in 122 C.E. and ordered the construction of a wall. By the beginning of the 5th century, the Romans had put up the shutters and left, leaving the town—by then called Monkchester—to the mercy of first the Danes, and then the Normans. It was William the Conqueror’s eldest son, Robert Curthose, who would set the enduring tone for the place and give the town its modern name: he built a castle there in 1080 and, thenceforth, it became known as New Castle.


If ever one needed convincing that it is indeed strange that Murray Levick should have felt compelled to disguise a little bit of bad behavior in penguins behind a veil of Greek letters, one need only look to Robert Curthose and his father for perspective. William the Conqueror, who was also known by the equally prophetic title, William the Bastard—apart from being illegitimate, he was also the instigator of the Domesday Book—was the Duke of Normandy in France until he decided to invade England in 1066 and become its first Norman king. His son Robert would go on to sire several illegitimate children of his own, devastate large areas of France, and fight incessantly with his father and two brothers. But not in the way of normal families: they did so with armies. He once even managed to wound his father in battle. When eventually William was killed, at someone else’s hand in yet another battle, Robert succeeded his father as the Duke of Normandy, but it would be his two younger brothers, first William Rufus and then Henry I, who would each become king. A chagrined Robert led several insurrections against his brothers to no avail. After forty some years of raping, pillaging, and warring, Robert, then aged about sixty, was captured by Henry’s men and imprisoned for the last quarter of his life.


Sexual misconduct, sibling rivalry, and the inhumane treatment of others were clearly de rigueur in society in the past, to such an extent that the behavior of penguins would have seemed pretty tame by comparison. Yet the Victorian values of Levick’s upbringing, a consequence of the timing of his birth, left him, it seems, unable to even mention masturbation or homosexuality in penguins, let alone in men.


In the 140 years since Murray Levick was born, the pendulum in Newcastle has certainly shifted back the other way, so that the city today is more something that Robert Curthose would recognize rather than the Victorian Levick.


Evening is falling as I make my way down to the River Tyne. The curvaceous Gateshead Millennium Bridge is lit subtly, while on the other side of the river it seems that all the coal in Newcastle is being burnt to light up the modern and equally curvaceous new arts center: it reflects from the river’s surface like some sort of giant neon painting. There are lots of people out and about, but I notice that most of the foot traffic that negotiates the sweeping arch of the bridge is moving toward me. At a series of bars on my side of the Tyne, men and women congregate like penguins at the start of the breeding season, seemingly as intent on mating as any of the penguins that Levick and I have studied.


I enter the Pitcher & Piano, a contemporary bar that is all square lines, glass, and aluminum. A young man, in jeans and a T-shirt that barely covers his bulging belly, bumps into me, his attention diverted by a woman wearing a pink dress so short that it would scarcely qualify as a T-shirt. At this and three other bars, I push my way through throngs of bulging bellies and minuscule dresses so that, in breaks between the music, I might question these natives of Newcastle. Not one of them, it transpires, has even heard of Murray Levick.


I cannot help but reflect on the contradictions in all of this. Ever since another Victorian gentleman, Charles Darwin, described the phenomenon of sexual selection, it has been assumed that where males and females in a species look alike, they will be monogamous. Where they look different, like here—with beards and breasts, beer bellies and dresses being just the most obvious manifestations of the many sexual differences on display—then it is likely the species will be polygamous, with successful males having several partners. Yet, as patently sexually different as we are as a species, we live in a world where society’s mores, and particularly those emanating from our religious institutions, preach marriage and monogamy for us. Conversely, Levick’s observations, and subsequently those of mine, would seem to indicate that penguins, the cartoonists’ standby for look-alike conformity, are no more wedded to the idea of monogamy than are the inhabitants of Newcastle that surround me.


Murray Levick’s father was George Levick, a civil engineer, and his mother was Jeannie Levick. He had two older sisters, Ruby and Lorna. At the time of his birth, the family lived at 12 Whitworth Place. What the family home might have been like in Levick’s day is hard to say: I find that it has been torn down and replaced by a row of adjoining brick look-alike apartments that somehow epitomize the modern Newcastle. It is as if the people of Newcastle, in trying desperately to escape their meaner past, have created a facade that is—with the exception of one bridge—as bland as it is shallow.


Naively, perhaps, I have come to Newcastle expecting it to have some kind of monument to Levick, some traces of his roots. Yet in all of Newcastle I cannot find a single memorial, not a single plaque, with his name. If this were a crime scene, then it is as if all the surfaces have been wiped clean.


I am forced to change direction, to begin anew my quest for Murray Levick. At least there is one place where I know for certain there is evidence that Levick left behind: I must go to find the senior curator of birds’ eggs and nests at the Natural History Museum in Tring.


Another line of inquiry also points me to the museum’s bird collections: if Levick’s own family tree and roots have not proven helpful, perhaps those of the penguins might? Of all the world’s nine thousand species of living birds,† just nineteen of them are penguins. The specimens held in collections like those at Tring are more than just an assembly of dead representatives of the living; they also carry with them a history of their interactions with humans.


Penguins are found only in the Southern Hemisphere, and while they must undoubtedly have been known to natives of South Africa and South America for hundreds if not thousands of years, there are no written records to confirm that. It was not until European explorers ventured far enough south that we have our first confirmed sightings of penguins: in 1497 on Vasco da Gama’s rounding of the Cape of Good Hope and in 1520 off the coast of Patagonia during Ferdinand Magellan’s famous first circumnavigation of the globe. The African and Magellanic penguins that those early explorers encountered are characterized by having black bands on their white chests and are members of a group of penguins known as the banded penguins. They live at the lowest latitudes of any penguins. Indeed, Galapagos penguins, another member of their group, even live right on the equator. As such, these banded penguins are as far removed as it is possible to be from the Adelie and Emperor penguins encountered by Levick on Captain Scott’s Terra Nova Expedition.


Antarctica, however, has no natives. The first sightings by humans of the Antarctic-living Adelie and Emperor penguins could not occur until men were able to sail that far south. And that did not occur until the 19th century, during the life and reign of Queen Victoria from 1837 to 1901. In those days, it was common practice to include a naturalist on voyages of exploration, whose job it was to collect specimens of all the new creatures and plants that would inevitably be encountered. These specimens were then preserved, described, categorized, and typically deposited in museums. Museums like the one in Tring.


A Victorian museum for Victorian discoveries established by people with Victorian values: Could there be a better place to look for Antarctic penguins and my man Levick?




* Adelie penguins were discovered by French explorer Jules Dumont d’Urville, who named them Adélie penguins after his wife, Adéle. However, in the English-speaking literature, the accent has been used inconsistently. In 1992, at the Second International Penguin Conference, penguin researchers agreed on standardized common names for the various species of penguins. For Adelie penguins, we settled on Adelie, without the accent.







† DNA techniques suggest that there may be more than twice as many species of birds (i.e., over eighteen thousand) compared to those described using differences in their morphology.












CHAPTER TWO


TERRA AUSTRALIS


Eight years before Murray Levick was born into what were fairly ordinary circumstances in Newcastle, the son of one of Britain’s wealthiest families was born in London: the 2nd Baron Rothschild, Lionel Walter Rothschild. Walter, who like Levick preferred his second name to his first, would prove to be not just one of England’s richest men but, arguably, its most eccentric too.


He was big but not robust, pathologically shy, and suffered from a speech impediment: a combination of conditions that caused his parents to homeschool him. Except that this was no ordinary home, no row house like those in Newcastle. It was Tring Park Mansion, set in over 3,500 acres of grounds some forty miles to the northwest of London.


The original manor had been listed in William the Conqueror’s Domesday Book and, for a while, it was owned by William’s grandson, King Stephen of England and his wife Matilda. In the late 17th century, the then secretary of the treasury, Sir Henry Guy, upon being gifted the house and grounds from King Charles II, had a new manor house built that was designed by Sir Christopher Wren, the architect responsible for such iconic buildings as St. Paul’s Cathedral. Albeit afterward, Guy was confined to the far less salubrious Tower of London for misappropriating treasury funds to support his predilection for home improvements. Walter’s grandfather, Baron Lionel de Rothschild bought Tring Park in 1872 and gifted it to Walter’s father, the 1st Baron Rothschild. Hence, from the age of four, Walter lived on an estate the size of a small country, which he populated with weird and wonderful creatures such as kangaroos and exotic birds.


At the age of seven, when Murray Levick was little more than a possibility bouncing around in his mother’s womb, Walter Rothschild announced to his parents that when he grew up he wanted to be the owner of a zoological museum. Indeed, Walter proved to be far better at collecting butterflies than he ever was at managing finances in the family’s banking businesses. Eventually, his parents relented, and as a twenty-first birthday present built him the Walter Rothschild Zoological Museum on the grounds of Tring Park. It opened to the public in 1892 and would house over two million butterflies, over three hundred thousand bird skins, and a veritable cornucopia of other animals shot, snared, or pickled in that peculiar way Victorians showed their love for nature: by killing it and labeling it.


The grounds at Tring were filled with ever more exotic living creatures too, including emus and rheas. Walter had a particular fondness for zebras and would often be seen riding a carriage pulled by zebras, which he even rode to Buckingham Palace. His penchant for kangaroos remained, with the Australian imports playing havoc with the gardens at Tring, much to the consternation of the gardeners.


Yet there was no escaping the success of the Rothschild Museum either: it housed the largest privately owned zoological collection ever amassed. It also contained one of the best zoological libraries anywhere; one that drew scholars from around the world. In the end, it would be sex—or rather, the Victorian attitude to sex that was so ingrained in both Walter and Murray Levick—that would be the museum’s undoing. Walter never married but he had a couple of mistresses. One of them, the wife of a wealthy aristocrat, blackmailed Walter, threatening to make their affair public. As Walter had by then been disinherited by his father, who disapproved of his interest in animals rather than money, he was compelled to sell much of the museum’s bird collection to the American Museum of Natural History for $225,000. The message seemingly emanating from Tring and its Victorian-bred occupants was that the public shouldn’t get to know about sex, be it among penguins or Barons.


Walter died in 1937, and two years later his nephew, who had inherited Tring Park and the mansion, offered the museum and its remaining collections to the British Museum.


The public face of the British Museum of Natural History, which since 1992 has been called simply the Natural History Museum, is a magnificent cathedral-like building in South Kensington, London. Like Newcastle, it is more facade than fact: much of the museum’s vast collections are stored elsewhere, including the bird collections, which are located in fortresslike facilities next to the Rothschild Museum in Tring, sitting on the outer side of the M25 motorway that circles London like a modern-day moat.


As I approach the museum on foot, it becomes clear that the 1st Baron Rothschild had spared no expense on his son’s present: the Walter Rothschild Zoological Museum is a beautiful building with an Elizabethan air to it. By contrast, the Natural History Museum’s adjoining storage and research facilities look more like bunkers. “Function over form” had presumably been their architect’s brief and rightly so: the buildings house, among many other things, 750,000 bird skins from about 95 percent of the world’s species of birds, and these all have to be kept in carefully controlled conditions if they are not to deteriorate. They also need to be kept secure.


During the night of June 23, 2009, Edwin Rist, a talented American flautist studying at London’s Royal Academy of Music, smashed a window into the museum at Tring and stole 299 bird skins. In addition to music, he had an equal talent tying flies for fishing. He had won silver and bronze medals at the 2006 Irish Open Fly-tying Championships, the equivalent of the Masters at Augusta for those peculiar individuals obsessed with attaching feathers and other bits of glitz to hooks in ways that must seem attractive to themselves, if not to the trout.


While arguably a crime of passion, this was not a spur of the moment thing, but rather carefully planned and premeditated. In the rarified world of fly-tying, the stolen feathers were worth a fortune: “millions of pounds” according to one source. Indeed, after his capture, Rist was required to pay back £125,150, which was the estimated earnings he had derived from selling some of the skins through eBay and the like. The rest he had intended to keep for himself, presumably with gold medals at the next Irish Open in his sights.


If the value and vulnerability of the collections at Tring needed any further underlining, two years later Darren Bennett from Leicester—about seventy miles north of Tring—broke into the museum, smashed a cabinet containing two rhinos, and sawed their horns off. He intended to sell the horns on the black market, where they would have fetched an estimated £240,000. According to newspapers that reported his crime, the value of the rhino horns stemmed largely from their being prized in Asia for medicinal purposes and as aphrodisiacs. Bennett, however, did not realize that the horns, for which he risked so much, were worthless plaster fakes. They had been substituted for the real ones by museum staff worried after Rist’s break-in. If that were not bad enough for Bennett, he dropped a glove, which a museum staff member found while biking home. Given that Bennett had, on a previous occasion, troubled the police sufficiently that they should take a blood sample from him, the DNA on his glove was able to be used to identify him more easily than a man with a stomach full of rhino keratin can get an erection.


As a consequence of these two robberies, security to get into the Natural History Museum’s buildings at Tring is now extremely tight. When I get to the entrance, I am forced to wait while my credentials are checked and, then, to wait some more while Douglas Russell is fetched. This enforced delay, however, leads to a rather serendipitous discovery as I go to the Rothschild Museum next door to while away my time.


Though the fortified building containing the collections at Tring is not a place for the public—it is more back end than front end for the Natural History Museum—the original Rothschild Museum is open to the public and contains displays of many of the museum’s treasures. At the center of one display, I notice a stuffed Emperor penguin. But this is no ordinary penguin, as Douglas, himself not much taller than the penguin, explains to me after he has been fetched. This Emperor penguin is one of the first encountered by humans. It had been collected by the naturalist Joseph Dalton Hooker during an expedition to Antarctic waters led by British naval officer James Clark Ross. My interest is piqued immediately. Not just because Ross’s expedition, from 1839 to 1843, was the first to go so far south, but because it did so in the area where I had studied penguins for so many years: on the appropriately named Ross Island.


Emperor penguins were first described scientifically by the head of ornithology at the British Museum, George Robert Gray: perhaps not from the very specimen in front of me, but certainly from one of those few individuals unlucky enough to have been collected by Hooker on Ross’s expedition. Gray gave the species its scientific name of Aptenodytes forsteri in honor of a German naturalist who went by the even more magnificent handle, Johann Reinhold Forster. It was Forster who had, at the last minute, replaced Joseph Banks as naturalist on Captain James Cook’s second voyage to seek a suspected land mass at the bottom of the world known rather vaguely, and somewhat optimistically, as Terra Australis Incognita. This large dollop of southern land had been thought necessary by cartographers to balance the mass of land evident in the Northern Hemisphere.


James Cook and Joseph Banks are very familiar to me, their feats drilled into me during countless lessons at primary and secondary school in New Zealand. It was Cook, a British naval lieutenant, who, in what became known rather unfairly as his First Voyage (he had already been at sea for over twenty years by then) really put New Zealand on the map, so to speak. In 1642, the Dutch explorer Abel Tasman became the first European to see New Zealand, but he did little more than put a few squiggles on a map and leave his name attached to the sea that—some would say, thankfully—separates New Zealand from Australia. It was Cook who would rediscover New Zealand in 1769, circumnavigate it, and fastidiously map its coastline, while Banks, his onboard naturalist, would collect and describe many of the unique creatures and plant life that make New Zealand much more Middle Earth than any that Tolkien ever wrote about.


Cook, born in 1728, began his life at sea in 1746 when, as an apprentice in the merchant navy, he worked on colliers transporting coal from the Tyne to London, exactly 130 years before the banks of the River Tyne would produce, in addition to coal, one Murray Levick. He volunteered for the Royal Navy in 1755 at the outbreak of the Seven Years’ War between Great Britain and France, when Britain decided that it was not going to let France do to its colonies in North America what it had allowed William the Conqueror to do to it in 1066. By 1760, the French had been expelled from Canada and the British were confirmed as the greatest naval power of their day.


Cook had been master of the HMS Pembroke that took part in the siege of Quebec. He distinguished himself through his talent for surveying and cartography: he mapped much of the Saint Lawrence River in great detail, and this proved crucial in allowing the British to mount a surprise attack at the Plains of Abraham near Quebec City, the decisive battle and turning point in the Seven Years’ War.


James Cook returned to England long enough to get married and then, during five expeditions, he surveyed and mapped the coastline of Newfoundland in what was the first large-scale hydrographic survey to use precise triangulation to establish the outline of land masses. Cook’s maps were so accurate that they would be used by those sailing in Newfoundland’s waters for the next two centuries.


Cook’s achievements as a cartographer were appreciated most particularly by the Admiralty and the Royal Society. They commissioned him to undertake a voyage to the Pacific on His Majesty’s Bark Endeavour, which lasted from 1768 to 1771 and would become known popularly, rightly or wrongly, as his “First Voyage,” because almost always the additional words “in the Pacific” were left unsaid. Ostensibly, he was to make observations on the Transit of Venus, when the planet Venus passes between the Earth and the sun, which it does at rare but predictable intervals. Differences in the paths of Venus when viewed from widely separated locations on Earth would be used to calculate the distance of the Earth from the sun. However, when Cook’s observations of the transit from Tahiti were completed, he opened sealed orders from the Admiralty only to discover that he should head south to search for the mythical continent of Terra Australis.


In doing so, Cook sighted New Zealand on October 6, 1769, and by circumnavigating it, proved that it was not the postulated southern continent. He crossed Abel Tasman’s sea and, while becoming the first person to map the eastern edge of Australia and showing that it was indeed of continental size, he also demonstrated that it was too far north to be the great lump of southern land that fellows of the Royal Society, principally led by the Scottish geographer Alexander Dalrymple, hypothesized was necessary to balance the Earth. Although, to be fair, the notion of Terra Australis Incognita had been proposed first by Aristotle and then by many others ever since.


The inconclusive results of his First Voyage only whetted the appetite of the public, the Admiralty, and the Royal Society for a second. Cook was promoted to commander and in 1772, aboard the HMS Resolution, he set sail on his Second Voyage to prove or disprove the existence of Terra Australis once and for all. This expedition would last until 1775 and it was this expedition that had been joined by Johann Reinhold Forster after Joseph Banks—who had, by then, become a bit of a prima donna and tried to take command of the expedition himself—pulled out.


While the Emperor penguin standing before me looking rather forlorn in the dark and uninspiring exhibit at Tring had not been collected by Forster, it seems likely that Forster was, indeed, the first person to ever see an Emperor penguin. Commander James Cook managed to take the Resolution farther south than any ship had ever been, crossing the Antarctic Circle on January 17, 1773, and continuing to explore southern waters, eventually reaching as far south as 71°10´S a bit over a year later. Cook had come within a piece of pack ice or two of discovering the Antarctic continent but, somehow, he managed to miss it. Nevertheless, the extreme southern latitude of one of Forster’s supposed observations of a King penguin suggests that it was most likely an Antarctic-living Emperor penguin rather than the closely related but sub-Antarctic-living King penguin. An Emperor penguin looks sufficiently like a King penguin that it is completely excusable for even a naturalist of Forster’s ilk that he might mistake it for one—especially from a distance and especially because, at the time, Emperor penguins were not known to exist.


It seemed from Cook’s Second Voyage that Terra Australis did not exist either: he had managed to get seriously south and, apart from a few small islands that he claimed for king and country, the supposed southern continent was nowhere to be seen.


The lure to get farther south did not stop there, however. For the next 140 years, a good many men would endure extreme hardship, take unbelievable risks, and often lose their lives in an attempt to get farther south than any men before them. It was, indeed, a strange preoccupation and one that, a little over a century after Cook returned to England on the Resolution, would be acquired by a boy born on the banks of the River Tyne at the very place where Cook had started his seafaring career.


As I stand there before the faded but otherwise remarkably well-preserved body of a penguin that has been dead for 170 years, I realize that I know more about its life than I do about that of the boy from Newcastle. I know where it lived, when it bred, how it communicated, and what it ate. Yet, if I am to begin to understand Levick, to understand, for example, how and why he should have come to join those endeavors of men to reach ever southward, it seems like I have come to the right place.


Douglas Russell is everything I imagine someone bestowed with the title senior curator of birds’ eggs and nests should be: he is tiny, bespectacled, and as twitchy as a sparrow picking up bread crumbs. He is wearing a waistcoat with jeans, but his beard and glasses make him seem more erudite than rebellious. He is also remarkably open and friendly.


Douglas leads me to his office through vast rooms containing what I imagine are the more than 300,000 clutches of birds’ eggs and the more than 4,000 nests for which he is responsible, not to mention the nearly 750,000 bird skins the museum now contains (108 of the skins taken by Edwin Rist remain unrecovered). If Douglas were indeed a bird, he would be more bower bird than sparrow it seems: his own nest is overflowing with little treasures.


I ask him first about the unpublished manuscript of Levick’s that he had discovered. It turns out that Douglas had gone to the library in the Rothschild building—for what, he cannot remember—but they did not have whatever it was and, to occupy his time, he began flicking idly through reprints held in filing boxes in the library. He happened to have the box before him with reprints of authors whose surnames start with L and, because he knew of Levick, he decided to look at Levick’s papers. It was then that he spied the three-page manuscript with the words NOT FOR PUBLICATION printed across the top of its front page. Not realizing its significance at that stage, but intrigued by the notion that what it contained should be kept from the public, he decided to have a closer look.


It seems that the contents of the unpublished manuscript that Douglas had found were originally intended for inclusion in Levick’s book Antarctic Penguins: A Study of Their Social Habits—at least, until the heavyweights at the British Museum of Natural History intervened.


Douglas conducted a thorough search through the records of the Natural History Museum and at first could not find any reference to the unpublished manuscript or any other surviving copies. That was, until he came across a note from Sidney Harmer, the quaintly titled keeper of zoology, written to William Ogilvie-Grant, the curator of birds. Harmer made it clear that the contents of Levick’s manuscript about penguin sex should not be included in Levick’s book from the expedition and that, instead, one hundred copies could be printed for internal consumption only.


Douglas looks at me with his habitually earnest stare, speaking in a strong, slow, matter-of-fact voice:


Harmer writes to Ogilvie-Grant and says we’ll have it cut out, we’re not going to include it in the published version.


I ask Douglas if I can see the actual copy of Levick’s lost manuscript and he, obligingly, retreats to the vaults of the museum and returns with a manila filing box. He removes the thin and, but for a couple of dog-ears along its leading edge, remarkably pristine paper that had caused all the fuss when he finally published it nearly a century after it had been written. In fact, Douglas’s sleuthing eventually did turn up one other surviving copy of Levick’s manuscript: it was tucked into the private papers about the Terra Nova Expedition belonging to none other than Walter Rothschild himself.
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In 1977, when I first read Murray Levick’s book about penguins, little did I imagine that Levick had been gagged, that the book had been censored. Or that, nearly forty years later, I would find myself sitting in an office on the other side of the world, holding a manuscript written by Levick describing the sexual behavior of Adelie penguins in such torrid terms, and—as determined from my own research—in such accurate detail.


I put down the manuscript with its edges slightly darkened—perhaps from the oil on Douglas’s fingers, perhaps from that on those of Levick himself—and stare back at Douglas equally hard. Except that I am not really looking at him: I am reflecting that as I set about uncovering the story about this man Murray Levick and penguin sex, it will, inevitably, also involve me.


I ask Douglas if I can see Levick’s original field notes—the notebook where Levick initially recorded all his observations of Adelie penguins—which Douglas had referenced in his commentary published in Polar Biology. He is hesitant. “No,” he says. The field notes are held by an antiquarian book collector who, Douglas explains, wishes to remain anonymous. Yet, as we continue to talk in his office cluttered with bits and pieces of birds, nests, paper, and God knows what else, a kind of mutual respect and trust begins to develop between us. Douglas admits that he would like to have the field notes published. If Douglas can get permission to do so, it will be good to have a penguin expert to interpret Levick’s observations. “Perhaps you might like to do that?” he asks.


I leave Tring with a promise from Douglas that he will contact the owner to see if we can view Levick’s field notes together. He cautions me, however, that he cannot promise his request will be successful.
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I am in a book-lined room on the third floor of an elegant apartment in one of the better suburbs of London. On an oval oak table at the center of the room, there is a blue-covered notebook. On its cover, in large awkward letters written with red paint, are the words ZOOLOGICAL NOTES CAPE ADARE VOL.1.


It is the book in which Murray Levick recorded his observations of the penguins at Cape Adare. Only four people, as far as I can discern, have had the opportunity to see these notes in their entirety during the more than one hundred years since they were written: Levick himself, the gentleman who owns this apartment and all the books it contains, my companion Douglas Russell, and me. I gently pull back the cover. The writing in blue-black fountain pen ink is taut, composed of small, neat letters. I randomly open the notebook at another page and stop. Stop everything. Stop talking, stop moving, stop breathing. It is just as Douglas had described: a section of the page has been pasted over with another piece of paper and other text that I cannot decipher. I can see that they are Greek letters but they make no sense to me. It’s a code. For some reason Murray Levick, not just Sidney Harmer, had wanted to keep this part of his writing secret from prying eyes.


But why? These were zoological notes, were they not? Observations of penguins in Antarctica. Why the need for such secrecy; for such caution?


I glance out the window at clouds swollen with rain and I am transported back nearly two decades to another day with gray clouds. To the day when I saw two male penguins fucking each other.


A gust of wind rattles the window pane and I look down again at the blue notebook before me. I am reminded of that moment on January 	16, 1912, when Captain Robert Falcon Scott saw Roald Amundsen’s black flag and realized that he was not going to be the first to get to the South Pole. This notebook is indisputable proof that Murray Levick discovered the sexually depraved side of penguins long before I did. But—and this is the most curious thing of all—as this page with its pasted piece of paper and indecipherable Greek letters would seem to attest, he wanted to keep such sexual shenanigans largely to himself.


Why? That is what makes me hold my breath more than the physical evidence of Levick’s observations or, even, his deception. It doesn’t really matter who was the first to see a bit of male-on-male action in penguins any more than it probably matters who was first to stand on an arbitrary piece of ice and drive a flagpole into it. What could compel a man like Scott to sacrifice everything for the chance of doing so, however, is surely more interesting. And, it strikes me in that stilled moment, in that room with hundreds of antiquarian books but seemingly no oxygen, that uncovering why Murray Levick would discover the dirty side of penguins and then try to cover it up is surely more compelling than a bit of sodomy between consenting birds.


I turn the pages of the notebook over, photographing each one like it truly is evidence at a crime scene; like the detective I have now become.


I close the cover of the notebook. Outside, two men with billowing coats run one after the other but, from my third-story perch, I cannot make out if they are running to shelter from the impending rain or whether the second is chasing the first, intent on catching him and, at the very least, giving him a good hiding. I put my camera down beside the notebook. I feel a strange connection to the mysterious man who wrote it. If I were Scott, then Murray Levick would surely be my Amundsen. Yet we are no longer racing toward the same goal. Murray Levick is now my goal. I am chasing him. Not the South Pole. Not the murky behavior of penguins. Murray Levick.









CHAPTER THREE


THE THREE NORWEGIANS


Chasing Murray Levick is not as easy as simply running after him. I cannot see him ahead of me, and he has left so little in his wake. Even his destination is not clear. Levick may well have become the world’s first penguin biologist, but, even at first glance, it is apparent that he never set out to study penguins. We share that in common. It was Antarctica, not penguins, that lured me, and I suspect Levick too.


When I was a small boy—pre-acne, pre-adolescence, pre-ambition—I became obsessed with Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s book, The Worst Journey in the World. Cherry-Garrard, like Levick, had been a member of Scott’s Terra Nova Expedition. His account of the expedition, a story of Antarctic heroism and adventure, gave me the ambition I had been lacking up till then: it established within me an absolute conviction that what I most wanted to do in life was go to Antarctica. It triggered a yearning for my own adventures and a desire to set foot on the Great White Continent that grew in me, year after year, like a benign but relentless cancer.
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It is September 1, 1977, the first day of spring. I am a long-haired student at the University of Canterbury in Christchurch, New Zealand’s gateway to Antarctica. The New Zealand Antarctic Research Program operates out of Christchurch and I have joined the university as a PhD student intent upon studying Weddell seals in Antarctica. While I have long had an interest in seal biology, it is Antarctica that really seduces me. I could have studied seals virtually anywhere but I have chosen to come to the University of Canterbury solely because research on the Antarctic-living Weddell seals is my ticket to Antarctica.


Christchurch is flat and staid to my twentysomething eyes. Yet, even the wet spring weather, which has replaced the fog and chill of winter, cannot dampen my spirits as my scheduled departure date approaches. In my dingy bedroom of the St Albans house that I call home, the world has never looked brighter. I pack, unpack, and repack. I can barely sleep; barely contain my excitement.


Then disaster. Followed soon after by utter devastation. Just six weeks out from my departure, I am told that the research project I have planned is no longer viable. What to do? I want to go to Antarctica so desperately that, if seals cannot be my means to get there, what can? That is when, for the first time in my life, a thought about studying penguins waddles into my brain.


It is October 18, 1977, and I am on a U.S. Navy Starlifter jet, dressed in yellow, puffy, down-filled survival clothes, surrounded by bearded and much older men. I am heading to McMurdo Station in Antarctica and, from there, I will take a helicopter to the Adelie penguin colony at Cape Bird on Ross Island.


After six hours flying, I stare out the small round window and I am awed by the rugged land below, which is covered completely by a sheet of white ice through which peeks a chain of mountains. Even from thirty thousand feet I can make out crevices in their glaciers. One enormous glacier, the Drygalski Ice Tongue, sticks far out into the blue waters of the Ross Sea, which is dotted with millions of brilliant white ice floes, looking for all the world like God’s very own jigsaw puzzle as seen from the heavens. My pulse quickens with the anticipation of taking my first footsteps on the frozen continent below me, yet I know I am by no means the first to experience the lure of Antarctica.
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Given the vastness of Antarctica and the notion of Terra Australis existing for over two thousand years, it seems astonishing to me that the continent remained hidden and unseen until about two hundred years ago. The Russian explorer Fabian Gottlieb von Bellingshausen is credited with the first sighting of the Antarctic continent on January 28, 1820, with additional sightings by English and American sailors later in the same year.


Twenty-one years later and just four years into the reign of a young Queen Victoria, the English explorer James Clark Ross leads an expedition to Antarctica that discovers the Ross Sea, the large indentation in the continent of Antarctica sitting directly below New Zealand. The naturalist aboard Ross’s ship the HMS Erebus is Joseph Dalton Hooker, who snatches some Emperor penguins from the sea ice. The expedition also consists of a second ship, the HMS Terror, captained by Ross’s dear friend, Francis Crozier. Ross, Crozier, and the two ships leave their names on the features of Antarctica that will eventually become so familiar to both Levick and me.


The island sitting at the southernmost end of the Ross Sea is christened Ross Island, while its two volcanoes, one active and one dormant, are called Mount Erebus and Mount Terror, respectively. The easternmost point of the island, a breeding site for both Emperor and Adelie penguins, is named Cape Crozier. The northernmost point acquires the moniker, Cape Bird, after the first lieutenant on the Erebus, a not inappropriate appellation given that it is home to tens of thousands of black-and-white Adelie penguins each summer. It is destined to become my home too, the main base for my decades-long study of penguins.


In a surprising twist to the story, Ross, Crozier, the Erebus, and the Terror all leave their mark on the Arctic too.


Not long after Ross returns to England from the Antarctic in 1843, the ships Erebus and Terror are taken under the command of Sir John Franklin, with Crozier once more at the helm of the Terror, on an expedition charged with finding the much sought after, but hitherto unrealizable, Northwest Passage: a sea route connecting the northern Atlantic and Pacific Oceans through the Arctic Ocean. They sail from England in May 1845, and by September the following year, both ships have become trapped in the Arctic sea ice. Within a year, Franklin and many of his men are dead. Crozier takes over command of the remaining expedition members but, eventually, they too succumb. Without any word from the expedition for three years, the British Admiralty sends James Clark Ross to search for Franklin and his friend Crozier, which he does for the better part of two years to no avail. A reward of £20,000 leads to many more expeditions going in search of the Franklin Party: the grave sites of three of the crew are found on Beechey Island and, later, the remains of others on King William Island.


All 129 men of the Franklin Expedition perished. It remains, to this day, the largest single disaster and loss of life in the history of polar exploration.


And, more than a century and a half later, it remains in the news.
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It is September 2, 2014. The icebreaker CCGS Sir Wilfrid Laurier, belonging to the Canadian Coast Guard, is in the calm waters of Queen Maud Gulf in the Canadian Arctic, surrounded by a sea and landscape christened with acknowledgements to Queen Victoria and the Franklin Expedition, which had gone missing on her watch: Victoria Island, Victoria Strait, and Franklin Strait. On board the icebreaker, two Parks Canada archaeologists are watching the output from a side sonar when they see the almost perfectly formed apparition of the hull of a ship lying in thirty-six feet of water like a ghost from the past, eerily well preserved and ethereal on the screen. No less than the Canadian prime minister himself, Stephen Harper, announces to the world that a Canadian expedition tasked with finding Franklin’s ships has, indeed, found the HMS Erebus. He describes it as, “a really important day.”


I am in my office, sitting in my red chair reading the news on the BBC website. I stop my rocking, my hands grip the chrome arms of the chair so hard it is a wonder that I do not crush them. I am frozen before the brown, X-ray-like sonar images playing in the clip that accompanies the news report. The ship looks perfect save for its broken stern; the stern that housed the captain’s cabin and might even now, I suppose, house Franklin’s body.


In his piece to camera, the Canadian PM waxes lyrical about how exciting this all is and what it means to Canadian history and folklore—but none of that excites me. I am elated by what it all means for the southern extremities, not the northern extremities of the world. This is, after all, the ship on which Joseph Dalton Hooker collected the Emperor penguin that had stood to attention before me in the Rothschild Museum in Tring. This is the ship that gave its name to Mount Erebus, the most prominent landmark in the part of Antarctica I have come to think of as my second home. Most significantly, this is the ship whose final voyage would be responsible for eliciting the urge to explore polar regions in a young Roald Amundsen and, therefore, as I am beginning to realize, the ship that would set in motion the events that would lead to Murray Levick turning up at Cape Adare and undertaking his study of penguins. And here it is, staring back at me in all its sepia-colored glory, unexpectedly tangible and real, despite disappearing 166 years earlier.


It is beyond “important,” to me, Stephen Harper.
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That exhilaration is still with me as I find myself walking with quickening steps down a gravel path toward a white wooden house on the banks of the Glomma River in Norway. The sun is strong enough to have melted the recently fallen snow, though the air remains crisp and cold. As I approach the door, which is placed dead center on the front side of the house, the most telling object is not the bust of a man with a nose that would not look out of place on any bird of prey, but surely the pair of red wooden skis that are leaned against the wall on the left side of the door. They are very short and very old: the type of skis that might have been used by a young child near the end of the 19th century. For this is the place where on July 16, 1872, Roald Engelbregt Gravning Amundsen, who learned to ski almost before he could walk, was born four years before Murray Levick.


Roald Amundsen is the youngest of four sons of a Norwegian seafaring family. When he is two, the family moves to Christiania, the capital of Norway (changed to Kristiania in 1877 and now called Oslo). Their house there adjoins the forest, and Roald, his brothers, and a gang of other friends ski and play in the outdoors. One of his playmates, a boy eight years older than him, is Carsten Borchgrevink. Borchgrevink and Amundsen will prove to be crucial factors in Murray Levick ending up studying penguins. “Penguin biologist” was never an intended destination for Levick. As I am beginning to discover, he gets there through a series of unintentional circumstances: the Accidental Penguin Biologist.


Amundsen is eight or nine when the story of Sir John Franklin’s lost expedition “captivated his imagination.” It proved to be the pivotal point in his life, filling him with the desire and determination to become a Polar explorer, in much the same way that Cherry-Garrard’s account of polar adventure and drama had so affected me as a young boy.


Amundsen’s boyhood desires receive a huge boost in 1888 when his countryman, the Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen, does what many before him have failed to do: he leads the first expedition to cross the Greenland ice cap. Nansen brings many innovations to Arctic exploration, including the use of light sledges, specially adapted clothes and tents, an efficient cooking system, and most particularly the use of skis rather than snowshoes for traveling across the polar regions. Nansen returns triumphantly to Norway in 1889 and, as he sails up the fjord to Kristiania, there among the welcoming crowds is a tall, somewhat short-sighted seventeen-year-old schoolboy.


As Roald Amundsen described it:


That day I wandered with throbbing pulses amid the bunting and the cheers, and all my boyhood’s dreams reawoke to tempestuous life. For the first time something in my secret thoughts whispered clearly and tremulously: if you could make the North West Passage!


And there it is. In that strange amalgam of childhood friend and childhood hero, an unlikely troika of three Norwegians emerges—Amundsen, Borchgrevink, and Nansen—whose lives will ultimately become entwined with that of a rugby-playing thirteen-year-old who is, at that moment, a thousand miles away in England. Through a series of unlikely events, they will conspire to lead him, admittedly accidentally, to embarking upon the world’s first serious study of penguins. Yet, all this is still far beyond the ken of the young Murray Levick. His family had moved from Newcastle when he was just four. As a schoolboy at St. Paul’s School in London, he showed an aptitude for sport—especially gymnastics and rugby—if nothing else. The lure of the polar regions and the hardships that lie ahead are still far away from his thoughts.


Not so for the seventeen-year-old Roald Amundsen. It is, perversely, the hardships of polar exploration after which he hungers most.


Yet, many obstacles stand in the way of Amundsen setting out on his ambition to be the first to complete the Northwest Passage, to try to do what neither Franklin nor Crozier could do in an area that even the great explorer James Clark Ross had found impenetrable. Not least, Amundsen’s father dies when Roald is just fourteen, and his mother, upon whom he depends for financial support, is determined that he shall become a doctor. Amundsen duly enrolls at Kristiania University but proves to be as poor a student as he is poorly motivated for a life in medicine. Two events do, however, inspire him.


First, Nansen begins building a new ship for an audacious return to the Arctic, whereby he plans to allow the ship to get frozen in the pack ice and then be carried in the ocean currents across the Arctic, providing him with the opportunity to become the first person to reach the North Pole. His ship, the Fram, is revolutionary, with a rounded reinforced hull that is designed to rise up when squeezed by pack ice and, thereby, withstand the enormous pressures that would destroy other ships. In 1893, Amundsen is part of the crowds that once more line the shores of Kristiania in order to, this time, bid Nansen and the Fram farewell.


Second, that same year, Amundsen attends a lecture by Eivind Astrup, who had accompanied the American explorer Robert Peary on a 1,250-mile crossing of the Greenland ice cap on skis. Astrup is less than a year older than Amundsen. The previous year, when he was just twenty-one, Astrup had been awarded the Order of St. Olav, Norway’s highest honor, making him the youngest ever recipient. Astrup is credited with pioneering the use of dogsleds combined with skiing for polar travel, using skills he learned from the Inuit. Amundsen is so inspired by his young countryman that he leaves the lecture and immediately, that night, sets out on a winter ski expedition in conditions that are suitably Arctic-like.


On September 9 of that same year, Amundsen’s mother dies and, soon afterward, he leaves the university to pursue his own dreams rather than her dreams.
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Today, the Fram Museum sits on the shores of Oslofjord in sight of where Amundsen stood to cheer on his childhood hero, Fridtjof Nansen. The sign on its glass door says that it opens at 10:00 A.M. I am fifteen minutes early, eager to get in. This is a museum devoted to polar exploration and, in pride of place, greeting me as I enter, is the Fram itself. It is unexpectedly large and looks in perfect condition, nearly as good, I imagine, as the day that Nansen commissioned it. The color palette of its rounded hull is striking, being painted with three equally wide swathes of white, black, and red. The ship itself is made of three layers of hardwood, with the bow reinforced by horizontal strips of iron. It looks as hard as granite; as solid as any rock.


I lay my hand upon its hull and feel a spasm of electricity—a direct connection with Levick that is not dissimilar to the one I had experienced when first leafing through the pages of his Zoological Notes in a London flat. I set about availing myself of the museum’s resources to help decipher why this connection to the world’s first penguin biologist through a Norwegian ship should feel so powerful to me.


The place to start, I decide, is with another Norwegian ship and another Norwegian polar explorer: Amundsen’s childhood friend, Carsten Borchgrevink.
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Eleven days after the death of Amundsen’s mother, a ship called, appropriately enough, Antarctic, sets out from Norway on an expedition organized by Norwegian entrepreneur Henrik Bull to go sealing and whaling in subantarctic and Antarctic waters. When the Antarctic passes through Melbourne on its way south, Carsten Borchgrevink, who had earlier emigrated to Australia, convinces Bull to take him on as a deckhand and part-time naturalist. Unable to find many whales around the subantarctic islands, Bull and the ship’s captain, Leonard Kristensen, decide to take the ship south into the Ross Sea. There, on January 24, 1895, they lower a small boat, and a party of seven men, including Bull, Kristensen, and Borchgrevink, make the first recorded landing by men on the Antarctic continent. The place, a spit of land on the northern extremities of the Victoria Land coast, had been named half a century earlier by James Clark Ross as Cape Adare. By chance, this spit of land just happens to contain the world’s largest breeding congregation of Adelie penguins.


From the outset, then, the first tentative footsteps of humans on the Antarctic continent have become crossed with those of the Adelie penguins. They will, through the cascade of events I am trying to uncover, lead to Murray Levick sitting among the penguins seventeen years later, writing observations in a blue-bound notebook. Given that some Adelie penguins can live up to twenty years or more, and given that the Cape Adare colony contains well over half a million birds, some of the penguins that watch those first humans arrive in their midst must also be there seventeen years later when Levick, eventually, takes his own tentative footsteps on the same spit of land.


In between, the penguins must endure a return visit by one of those men who rowed ashore in the small boat near the end of their breeding season in January 1895.


The first of the boat’s occupants to actually set foot on the Antarctic continent is either Borchgrevink or Kristensen. Both claim to be first. However, Borchgrevink departs the Antarctic in Melbourne as it sails home and, by the time the ship reaches Norway and Kristensen can make his claim of priority, Carsten Borchgrevink has already told the world that he was first and it will be Borchgrevink who evermore is known as the first man to set foot on the Antarctic continent. Whether a giant lie or a giant leap for mankind, it is, either way, a small yet important step on the road to uncovering the sexual antics of Adelie penguins.


Borchgrevink thereafter rushes to the Royal Geographical Society in London where, on August 1, 1895, at the Sixth International Geographical Congress, he proposes mounting a scientific expedition to Cape Adare. He describes Cape Adare in benign terms:


“. . . here the unbound forces of the Antarctic Circle do not display the whole severity of their powers.”


If not a deliberate lie, Borchgrevink cannot have been further from the truth. However, while the congress recognizes the importance of Antarctic exploration, the president of the Royal Geographical Society, Sir Clements Markham, harbors plans for the society’s own expedition to Antarctica and he fiercely opposes Borchgrevink’s proposal.


Without Markham’s support, Borchgrevink goes in search of private funding for his proposed expedition to Cape Adare. Eventually, much to Markham’s chagrin, he finds it in the form of British publisher Sir George Newnes.


As it turns out, it is not Markham that Borchgrevink need worry about. Other competition is coming from the most unlikely of quarters.
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Meanwhile, just as Borchgrevink has been stepping onto the Antarctic, Nansen and the Fram have been drifting in the Arctic. After leaving Norway, Nansen took his ship and embedded it in the dense pack ice north of Siberia, where, as predicted, it drifted with the currents that were moving the ice in what was mostly a northerly direction. However, the speed of their drift is much slower than Nansen has anticipated so he hatches a Plan B. When the Fram reaches 84°N, he and Hjalmar Johansen abandon the ship, leaving the remaining crew to continue their drift across the Arctic, while Nansen and Johansen take a dogsled and make a dash for the North Pole. Even with the dogs, progress is slow and when they get to 86°13´6˝N, the farthest north any human has ever been, Nansen decides they must turn back, leaving the prize of the pole unclaimed.


After an extraordinary seventeen-month-long journey full of danger and daring, using initially the dogsled and then kayaks that they had built while on the Fram, the pair are eventually reunited with the Fram in the Norwegian city of Tromsø. Altogether, the Fram had spent three years drifting in the Arctic ice. Following their long years of absence, on September 9, 1896, Nansen and the Fram return triumphantly to Kristiania, confounding the experts who had predicted their demise. The Fram and every single one of the men on the expedition has survived.


The same cannot be said for all polar explorers. In January of the same year, the body of the twenty-four-year-old Eivind Astrup is found in the snow near the Norwegian village of Hjerkinn: he has shot himself with a revolver. The blood-soaked snow surrounding his body is a bleak reminder that one of the biggest dangers to polar explorers stems not from the cold or starvation but, rather, their own psychology. What depressed Astrup sufficiently to take his own life is unknown, but just as suicide is destined to become an all too frequent occupational hazard of polar explorers, so too, it turns out, are their sexual infidelities. And it is likely that the one may feed off the other. While Fridtjof Nansen has been away trying to reach the North Pole using the dogsled and ski method devised by Astrup, it is rumored that Eivind Astrup has been having an affair with Nansen’s wife, Eva. Sexual misdemeanors in the polar regions are not, it would seem, the province of Adelie penguins alone.
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If the North Pole is still up for grabs, so too are other prizes. Inspired by Borchgrevink, a Belgian naval officer, Adrien de Gerlache, decides to mount his own expedition to Cape Adare, where he intends that he, not Borchgrevink, shall become the first man to winter on the Antarctic continent.


Earlier, de Gerlache had been bitten by a similar bug to that which had so infected the young Amundsen and would eventually infect me: he wants desperately to go to Antarctica. Perhaps not surprisingly then, in 1896, as de Gerlache readies his ship the Belgica for the journey south, who but Amundsen himself should volunteer to serve on the expedition without pay. Amundsen has by then obtained his Mate’s Certificate through working on sealing ships off the Greenland coastline in order to get polar experience. He is accepted by de Gerlache as second mate.


The Belgica leaves for the Antarctic in 1897. From Amundsen’s perspective, the best thing about the expedition is its American doctor, Frederick Cook, who had explored Greenland with Robert Peary. Amundsen sets about gleaning everything that he can about polar travel from the Peary-trained Cook.


Otherwise, the expedition is mostly a disaster, teetering at times on the brink of their annihilation. The pack ice proves too much of an obstacle for de Gerlache to get to Cape Adare, so he decides they should become the first men to spend a winter in the Antarctic by emulating Nansen and driving the Belgica into the midst of the pack ice until the ship becomes entrapped. Unlike Nansen, de Gerlache is ill-prepared for the cold, the darkness, and, in particular, the ravages of scurvy from a diet deficient in vitamin C. Many of the men, de Gerlache included, suffer from scurvy, and in the brutal cold and dark isolation become physical and psychological wrecks. Cook saves them all by insisting that they eat seals and penguins, a rich source of vitamin C. Well, all but one: a crew member refuses to eat the seal meat and dies.


It is not just vitamin C that they lack. One of the unspoken aspects about polar exploration is the sexual deprivations it imposes upon those undertaking such missions, which are often measured in years. Arguably, those in the north might fare better than those in the south given the presence of the local Inuit. Robert Peary is with his wife only three years out of their first twenty-three years of marriage, but in addition to the two children he has with his wife, he also has an Inuit mistress and fathers at least two children with her. But there is no such salve for loneliness in the South. Yet the diaries of the men going there are characteristically silent on the subject of sex or, even, their desires for sex. Men of the Victorian era are not expected to voice such thoughts, even though, doubtless, they must have them.


The Belgica is a notable exception because Lieutenant Georges Lecointe, the second in command, produces a publication called, suggestively enough, The Ladyless South. In it, he ascribes to Amundsen the comment, “Yes, sir, I love it,” when referring to the absence of women. Through high school, university, and afterward, Amundsen had displayed little interest in the opposite sex. He exhibits an aura of monasticism mixed with a spoonful or two of misogyny, all of which ensure that he is happiest when he is on ice. He professes no need for the warmth of a woman. If Victorian values suppressed sex, or at least the overt demonstration of it, it would seem that such social mores are wasted on Amundsen: apparently, he has no need for sex anyway.


When the sun returns on July 23, 1898, the problems for the Belgica and those on board are far from over. They sit imprisoned in the pack ice with no foreseeable way out.


OEBPS/Images/pub.jpg
iz

PEGASUS BOOKS

i i e





OEBPS/Images/sym.jpg





OEBPS/Images/part.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Antarctica’s Forgotten Hero and
the Secret Love Lives of Penguins

AFFAIR

LLOYD SPENCER DAVIS






OEBPS/Images/tit-logo.jpg





