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1
ANTARCTICA

[image: image]

I am in Antarctica. I am standing at Cape Evans, a promontory on the western side of Ross Island, a rugged, solitary slab of rock that thrusts through the clean lines of the Ross Ice Shelf. Or, to be more precise, I am standing nine miles out to sea from Cape Evans, on the iced-over surface of the ocean. My weight is supported only by a membrane of frozen sea water. It is a gorgeous, windless day, the sky an impossibly perfect cornflower blue. Or, to be more precise, it is a gorgeous, windless night, for, despite the sunshine, the time is half past three in the morning.

The scene that presents itself is one that instinctively commands hushed respect. Behind me tower the massive, smoking bulk of Mount Erebus, a 13,000-foot active volcano smothered from top to toe in creamy snow, and the harder black wedge of its lieutenant, Mount Terror. Ahead, the Olympus range of the Transantarctic Mountains stretches to the northern horizon, the serried peaks riven only by gigantic frozen waterfalls of ice: the Wilson Glacier, the Oates-Piedmont Glacier, the Nordenskjöld Ice Tongue. This is an almost entirely white world. Even through my sunglasses, the brilliant glare of sun on snow lances effortlessly into my streaming pupils. The silence is absolute.

In the distance, a man in a bright vermilion cagoule is running towards me, picking up pace as his thermal boots grip the ice. He is a teacher from New Zealand, and his name is Craig. I blink my eyes dry and try to focus intently on the tightly gripped fingers of his right hand. When he arrives at a spot approximately twenty-two yards away from me, he leaps high into the air and releases the object in his hand at speed in my direction. It is a cricket ball. I am holding a bat. I am doing what any right-thinking Englishman should be doing at times of hardship and adversity: I am playing cricket. The silence is absolute because, of course, it is rank bad manners to carry on chattering once the bowler has begun his run-up.

Well, of course, it wasn’t a real cricket bat. It was an oar. And the wicket was really a purple rucksack. But the ball was real enough – trust a Kiwi to pack a cricket ball in his luggage on a trip to Antarctica. The match was New Zealand v. The Rest of the World, and I was opening the batting for The Rest of the World – the only time in my life that’s ever going to happen. Craig’s first ball kept low and skidded harmlessly past the purple nylon of my off stump. Cricket balls don’t actually bounce a great deal on ice, in case you’re interested. No? Oh, very well then. Back to the match. His second ball did much the same; but the third was on target. I jabbed hastily down on it, and it squirted down to long leg for what looked like an easy two. As I turned for the second run, however, I beheld an extraordinary sight: the long-leg fielder was being attacked by a gigantic seabird. It was an enormous skua, all beak and talons, and it had evidently arrived at the erroneous conclusion that the ball was a big, succulent red egg. Fielder and ball were locked in a whirling dance of brown feathers and Day-Glo nylon.

Now, there are those who would argue that sport should always follow a clear-cut moral code. In the late eighties, for instance, the football team I support, Everton, was banned from European competition because of the violent activities of certain Liverpool supporters. Nick Hornby, a better man than I, delivered a well-argued homily in Fever Pitch to the effect that any decent, upstanding member of the human race could only concur with the decision. I, on the other hand, couldn’t help feeling that it was a monstrous injustice. And so it is with no little embarrassment that I must confess, here and now, that whereas others saw a man being attacked by a giant bird – a fellow human being in distress, let’s face it – I saw only the opportunity to steal a third run. And what’s more, what was even better, to turn a streaky inside edge into an all-run four.

By the time the bird had finally been driven away using various nautical-looking pieces of wood, and I was several runs to the good, it was clear that our hushed and deserted white world was about to undergo a profound change. Some fifty yards away was the ice edge, where our tour vessel, a robust little Russian scientific ship that had been tossed about like a cork on the way down, now lay moored. Behind was the deep, cerulean mirror of the Ross Sea itself. Suddenly the surface was broken, the light scattered like stars, by a pod of killer whales which porpoised the length of the jagged ice edge. Next, rearing out of the water, a glistening humpback whale followed suit. Thunderstruck with excitement, we stopped to watch. Then, when the whales looked as if they would porpoise off into the distance, they all performed an about-turn, and back they came, bounding in and out of the water as they passed by a second time. The humpback, I swear, even cocked its head to one side, to get a better view of us. They were watching us watching them. It was quite incredible. Never before had I seen this many spectators at an amateur cricket match.

It wasn’t just the whales. A leopard seal, perhaps the most fearsome predator of the southern ocean, hauled itself up on an ice floe to take a gander. Ignore the ‘seal’ bit – think ‘leopard’ here. These creatures are twelve feet long, with evil little heads and wicked jaws. Imagine the head of Ridley Scott’s Alien atop the body of Mike Gatting after a particularly hefty tea. One of them recently killed and ate a wetsuited British research scientist who was swimming in the Ross Sea. Luckily for us, the leopard seal has a top speed of about 2 m.p.h. on dry land (the Mike Gatting comparison becomes ever more relevant). If it was indeed eyeing us up with a view to a tasty snack, it was clearly out of luck. That is, as long as the ice beneath our feet held firm.

Clearly, our thundering footsteps on the ice sheet had echoed into the very depths of the Ross Sea below, and had brought a whole David Attenborough-documentary’s worth of wildlife up to take a look. It was not long before the first penguin hopped out of the water, wandered across, and stood there on a length, facing me down as I brandished my oar. The game halted. We gazed at each other, our eyes locked. Hell, I wasn’t scared. He was eighteen inches high. I knew everything there was to know about his breeding habits, gestation period, feeding habits and moulting timetable. The fact was, I knew a hell of a lot about penguins. He, on the other hand, was a relative novice when it came to cricket. I had the advantage, both physical and intellectual, and I think he could sense that.

I should explain at this juncture that if you choose to holiday in the Antarctic you have to spend five days on a boat, being battered by gales for the first two of them, then grinding slowly and agonizingly through hundreds of miles of pack ice for the remainder of the trip. The daylight being constant, you soon stop going to bed, and resort to catnaps instead. You are up for nearly twenty-four hours a day, with nothing to do but eat, read, play cards or listen to music on headphones. To fill your time, the expedition naturalists lecture you constantly about penguins. By the time you get within spitting distance of the South Pole, you have learned more about penguins than the entire staff of London Zoo. I knew everything there was to know about the king penguin (the one on the biscuit wrapper – coloured chest), the gentoo (red feet), the rockhopper (Denis Healey eyebrows), the emperor (fat bastard), the royal (looks like Michael Winner after a few drinks) and many, many more. So I knew by its black face and white staring eyes that the penguin now before me was an Adélie, named by the early French explorer Dumont d’Urville after his wife. As to what had prompted that romantic gesture – whether his wife had an especially beak-shaped nose, or had smelt of fish – history sheds no light. Suffice to say that the Adélie, being named after a French girl, is one of the more effeminate penguin species. So, in strict defiance of the Antarctic convention that prohibits the disturbing of wildlife, I hustled the little fellow away.

The game lurched on. The next ball was fast, short and wide – the bowler was a Kiwi, not an Aussie – so I had a speculative welly at it. For once, I connected. As so often when I’ve hit a ball as hard as I can, the ball didn’t actually go anywhere, as all the power seemed to flow backwards from the impact, into the bat. In this case the oar actually shattered, into a trillion pieces. It had spent the night out on deck, and was frozen solid: wicketkeeper and slips alike were showered with tiny, glassy shards of frozen wood. Again the game had to be halted, while another oar was fetched.

The delay was an open invitation to the penguins. They came in waves, hundreds of them, crowding across the outfield, mingling with the slips, poking around at silly mid-off, blocking the bowlers’ run-up, and invading the wicket itself. Antarctica is famous for its immense penguin colonies, million-strong bird cities that reassemble every spring in the same spot, year after year. Here it appeared that we were about to found a brand-new colony. Naturalists would one day be confounded as to its origin. One penguin on its own I could bully, but against wave after wave of inquisitive little monochrome invaders we were all helpless. Before long there was a vast crowd of them, filling the space between myself and the bowler, peering up in confusion. Waving the splintered handle of the oar to keep back the dinner-jacketed hordes, I felt like the conductor of the LSO at a particularly drunken staff party. Already, many of the outfielders had run back to the ship to grab their cameras. There was only one option open to us. For the first time – surely – in history, a cricket match would have to be cancelled because penguins had stopped play.

So what the hell was I doing there, in Antarctica, facing up to two hundred untamed Adélie penguins with only the handle of a frozen oar to defend myself? Why had I travelled fourteen thousand miles to play this game? Why had I braved the heaving seas of the Roaring Forties, the Furious Fifties and Screaming Sixties? (I didn’t name the latitudes in question – that really is what they’re called – but, believe me, there’s nothing camp about a forty-foot wave.) Well, it was all the fault of Captain Robert Falcon Scott, RN, leader of the failed Antarctic expedition of 1911–12. Cape Evans was his base, and Shackleton’s before him. A long, long time ago – more than a quarter of a century ago, in fact – I and a few friends had begun a cricket team, which we named after Captain Scott, that most splendid of runners-up. Inevitably, books and videos about the Captain had followed, presents from well-meaning relatives. I had stored up a modicum of useless knowledge about polar exploration as a result. Many years later, when I developed an enjoyable sideline as an occasional travel writer, it seemed entirely logical for a national newspaper to suggest that I travel a mere fourteen thousand miles to see a hut – the hut where Scott, Oates, Evans, Bowers, Wilson and Co. had overwintered before their last, fatal journey.

We’d already stopped at Shackleton’s hut on the way down: it was an incredible place, freeze-dried by the Antarctic cold at the exact moment that Shackleton and his men had abandoned it, running down to the shore to board their relief ship. Here was a veritable polar Marie Celeste: Shackleton’s own filth-encrusted socks hung rigid above his reindeer-skin sleeping bag; his boots stood to attention on the floor below. A half-read copy of the Gentleman’s Magazine, offering discounted Eton collars, lay unfurled on a half-made bunk; uneaten hams hung from roof-hooks; the shelves groaned with tins of tripe and onions, Bird’s egg powder and Heinz India Relish. Scott’s hut promised more of the same on a grander scale, tinged with the desperately sad knowledge that – unlike Shackleton, who was to survive a series of remarkable escapades – Scott and his men had walked out of there to their deaths, beaten to the Pole by Amundsen and caught by ill chance in one of the worst blizzards in Antarctic history on the return journey.

As our little vessel headed south in glorious sunshine, nosing optimistically around Cape Evans, we were met with an unpleasant sight: sea ice, nine miles of it, thick and unseasonal, clogging the shore. Our ship was not an icebreaker. It seemed we had reached the end of the road: 13,991 miles was to be our limit. There was nothing we could do to force a passage. I was utterly downcast: after all those years of being bombarded with polar literature, Scott’s hut had taken on an almost spiritual significance. It had become the Kaaba at the heart of my own personal Mecca. (That, and the awkward fact that I was being paid to write an article about it.) Refusing to be beaten, I bearded Rodney Russ, the expedition leader, in his den. Russ was a genial Kiwi who put me in mind of Sir Les Paterson, if Sir Les had gone three years without cutting or combing his hair. Such setbacks were part and parcel of Antarctic life for an experienced old campaigner like Rodney, but, incredibly, moved by my predicament, he agreed to my suggestion that we mount a ground assault. Why, it was only an eighteen-mile round trip. We could actually see Scott’s hut in the distance, taunting us, a little wooden rectangle on the tip of Cape Evans: it didn’t look that far away.

We set out across the sea ice in the small hours – not that the Antarctic summer makes any distinction between the small hours and the middle of the afternoon. The slippery surface and the extraordinary glare aside, it was easy going. Bravely, Rodney decided that he should forge ahead, ten yards out in front of everyone else. We fell in behind. After five miles of pleasant Sunday stroll, reality kicked in when Rodney suddenly disappeared. A small dark hole in the ice marked the spot where he had last been seen. Milliseconds of utter panic followed, then waves of relief as he spluttered to the surface, shivering fit to burst but otherwise all right. Thankfully, it appeared that there had been no leopard seals in the vicinity. He was fished out, and items of dry clothing were donated. Ruefully – and very gingerly – we made our way back to the ship.

A pall of disappointment hung over our little camp. The whole day had been set aside for the visit to Scott’s hut. There was nothing else on the menu, nothing to do.

‘I’ve got a cricket ball in my bag,’ said Craig the teacher.

A score of faces – Australian, New Zealand and English – lit up.

But why Captain Scott, I hear you ask? Why a turn-of-the-century failed explorer, who to my knowledge played a great many games of polar football, but never even dreamed of a game of Antarctic cricket? The answer to that lies in another snowy landscape and a cold college room warmed by a single spluttering gas fire in the deep, icy winter of 1978.
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