


[image: The cover is an illustration of six different types of penguins and features quotes by Ed Caesar, Peter Ross and Oliver Smith.]





About the Author

[image: Author Jamie Lafferty outdoors in snowy conditions, wearing a large winter coat. His beard, eyebrows and eyelashes are frosted with snow.]
Jamie Lafferty is a regular contributor to the Sunday Times, Financial Times and National Geographic Traveller, while his work has also appeared in the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Telegraph and BBC Travel. He has been nominated for over twenty awards in the travel writing industry, winning Travel Writer of the Year at the Travel Media Awards in 2020 and Specialist Travel Writer of the Year at the TravMedia Awards in April 2023. When he's not travelling, he lives in Glasgow.




Praise for An Inconvenience of Penguins

 ‘Fascinating and funny, this book – unlike its charismatic subject – wonderfully takes flight.’

Peter Ross,

author of Steeple Chasing

‘Jamie Lafferty has written a kind of Antarctic Roughing It – a wise, rude, hilarious and oddly moving account of the author’s unusual quest to see all eighteen species of penguin. Like several of the birds he writes about, real travel writers are critically endangered. An Inconvenience of Penguins proves they are not extinct.’

Ed Caesar,

author of The Moth and the Mountain

‘Jamie Lafferty is undoubtedly one of the best travel writers in the English language today: this brilliant debut is both a mad quest and fantastically original memoir. It reveals, in glorious technicolour, so much about these little black and white birds.’

Oliver Smith,

author of On This Holy Island

‘Travel writer turned global birder Jamie Lafferty embarks on an epic quest – in which the journey is at least as entertaining as the end result.’

Stephen Moss,

author of Ten Birds That Changed the World

‘Perched at the edges of our human world, penguins now find themselves at the front line in the emergency we humans have launched upon them. Jamie Laffery’s epic adventures in search of these charismatic avians is highly entertaining and gloriously obsessional in equal degrees. A very enjoyable read.’

Philip Hoare,

author of Leviathan

‘A brilliantly vivid, ice-blasted account of one travel-writer’s determination to see all 18 species of penguin. Jamie is funny, bluntly truthful and so skilled in making us feel as if we’re there among the fluffy Adélie chicks. Bombastic, adventurous fun.’

Lizzie Pook,

author of Maude Horton’s Glorious Revenge

‘Every page has lyrical and witty words about travel, penguins and penguin people. I’ve read many books about penguins, this is the best!’

Nigel Marven,

wildlife filmmaker

‘Came here for the penguins; stayed for the stories of their fried eggs, gossip about the love lives of Antarctic explorers, etymological trivia and witty footnotes. An eclectic and delightful whirlwind of a book.’

Joanna Bagniewska,

author of The Modern Bestiary
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Author’s Note

I have capitalised every penguin name in this book, chiefly because it looked tidier than mixing ordinary and proper nouns. Also, because all penguins are created equal.*

The footnotes have not been used for citation or reference. This is not an academic text, and certainly not a guidebook. In fact, I would advise against attempting to see every penguin species in the world.

Population estimates mostly come from BirdLife. Many are years out of date.






Prologue

But, I have to smile, for the salt of the sea is in my blood, and there may be ten thousand roads over the land, but they shall never confuse me, for my heart’s blood will ever return to its beautiful source.

– John Fante, Ask the Dust, 1939

Ahead there was nothing but penguins. A writhing wall of Kings filled the air with noise and colour and stench. Over 60,000 of the birds stood in front of me at Gold Harbour, their high trumpeting calls competing in the gloaming of South Georgia. An expedition cruise ship patiently waited at anchor while the penguins continued urgently about their penguin business.

The din was incredible. The polar regions can be deeply silent places, but this avian city was cacophonous. A hanging glacier framed this congregation of birds, which have colonised the southern section of Gold Harbour’s sweeping beach for decades. The penguins appeared in such numbers and confusion that they looked like snow on a broken television. As we transferred to shore we had first smelled them, then heard them, then finally saw them.

The penguins were not solely responsible for the atrocious reek. The colony was interspersed with pinnipeds – colossal southern elephant seals, gigantic jiggling monsters which heaped on top of each other, moulting and belching throughout the afternoon. They were joined by belligerent fur seals, which bluff-charged penguins and people alike and were beloved by neither.

While some passengers panicked, the birds mostly just tottered away disgusted. Though also prone to violent outbursts, the Kings typically carry themselves with comparative dignity and almost noble bearing. I only really saw them lose their tempers when a neighbour got too close, or a villainous Antarctic skua attempted to snatch a young chick.

Running between these taller, more self-conscious birds were Gentoo penguins, their white head flashes and fiery orange feet catching the eye as they dashed through the colony. Flippers held back, they looked like carefree children running around pretending to be airplanes. Snowy sheathbills and giant petrels flew above, as did the occasional South Georgia pintail duck. In the air and on the ground, everything appeared to be in motion.

I stood with my notebook trying to work out what to write. It was January 2020 and I was on a travel writing assignment; somehow, I’d managed to get another Antarctic trip hosted to facilitate a newspaper article.* It was, improbably, the fifth time I’d succeeded in this – editors at home were beginning to regard me as some kind of polar specialist. Even as the primal scenes unfolded in front of me, I wanted more; if I could keep it up, I could become the go-to correspondent for the Antarctic region. It was a place I didn’t want to share, especially as any time I read a piece by a contemporary or rival, I was left disappointed and sometimes irritated.

Their problem, in part, was the penguins. The writers would inevitably come down here and be overwhelmed by the birds, then spend 1,999 words of a 2,000-word article screaming, ‘I LOVE PENGUINS!’ On the first few trips, that had been my impulse too – only now was a broader picture starting to settle in my mind. As Antarctic tourism grew, the more ambitious editors wanted to know what lay beyond the birds.

Still, this was just my second visit to South Georgia, one of the world’s great penguin epicentres, and it was again hard to stay calm. They amass here with far greater densities than even continental Antarctica, and standing in front of that regal wall, there was no point in fighting the bedlam, the joy. As I looked across the beach, twinkling black and white and gold, a young expedition guide walked past me. It was her first-ever time in South Georgia and she was struggling to remain professional; when I asked what she thought of it all, she grabbed the thick cuff of my thermal jacket and stared back with wet eyes, saying nothing.

I remembered a line from Sir Ernest Shackleton, who failed in his endeavours every time he came to the Antarctic region but is still cherished as a polar hero. ‘Tongue and pen fail in attempting to describe the magic,’ wrote the man they called The Boss. I’d learned a bit about Shackleton on the trip – we’d even visited his grave in the old whaling station of Grytviken the previous day – and while I was sceptical about his beatification, I thought that line at least sounded relatable. How to describe all this and even get close to sufficiency? I took some photographs and opted to worry about it later.

The travelling year ahead felt as full as the beach, a long road of golden possibilities: after this voyage I’d have a month in India, three weeks in British Columbia, a month switching between nations in West Africa. I knew nothing about Guinea-Bissau but I was eager to learn. I’d been freelance for four years and this felt like it was finally going to be the one when everything would click into place.

Yet I couldn’t help wonder when I’d get back here – South Georgia, Antarctica; all of it was so vast and chaotic and profound, as magnetic as the pole itself. The other places might be genuinely transcendent and fascinating and all the other adjectives I’d use to write about them, but I knew they wouldn’t be able to trump this. Shackleton echoed again: ‘We were now revelling in the indescribable freshness of the Antarctic that seems to permeate one’s being, and which must be responsible for that longing to go again which assails each returned explorer from polar regions.’

What part the penguins played in that deep southerly current was harder to define. This cold world could be punishing and merciless, but the birds brought levity. Though their brethren often fell around them, they waddled on, appearing soft in a hard landscape, amusing when surrounded by gravitas. Without them here, the place would be a grey void. No penguins, no party.

We reboarded the ship in time for dinner and cocktails, and the Australian passengers all rushed online. On previous trips I’d regarded the internet as a pollution in this otherwise prehistoric place – all it ever did was provide distractions when there were plenty outside. Plus, the news was always of something up north on fire: a government, a city, an idea. In early 2020, Australia was literally aflame, with wildfires engulfing almost every state. The passengers wanted to check that their families and property were safe before allowing themselves to get back to the bar. This, finally, seemed like a reasonable use of the internet in the Antarctic region.

I’d taken the decision not to connect at all, but little bits of news were still discussed around me. Harry and Meghan had stepped down as active members of the royal family. Some earnest Americans asked what I thought but I couldn’t even pretend to care. Someone else mentioned a novel disease rapidly emerging in Asia, which sounded like science fiction, tinged with a hint of racism. I thought little of it. Instead, I ordered another drink, reviewed some penguin photos, then stood back while other passengers turned up the music and danced like it was the end of the world.
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