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

MARTHA GELLHORN






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]

ops/images/21.jpg





ops/images/9781408716748.jpg
‘A writer of rare talent’
Observer

Glowing
Still

A Woman’s Life on the Road
Sara Wheeler





ops/images/25.jpg





