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PREFACE

‘Winning is everything,’ say those tiresome Americans, ‘second is nowhere.’ Well actually second can be thrilling, intriguing, heroic and pure. Luck and chance may have kept you from hearing of John Landy, Bud Rogan and ‘You Better Run’, but that doesn’t mean they’re not worth hearing about. They are respectively the second man to run a sub-four-minute mile, the second-tallest man in history and the second video played on MTV. You know the TV channel chose ‘Video Killed the Radio Star’ as a warning to the radio industry, but you didn’t know they followed it up with Pat Benatar’s song to underline the point.

For too long these seconds have wallowed in the shadow of their more famous firsts. It’s time to hear how the second person to swim the Channel wore motorcycle goggles, how the second person in space ended up resenting a chimpanzee, how the second-tallest building in the world uses a clever design element to cope with high winds. And how the second team to conquer Mount Everest tested their equipment in a butcher’s cold-storage room.

Sometimes definitions can be tricky. For instance the question of the world’s longest (and therefore second-longest) river divides scientists. Top spot traditionally went to the Nile, with the Amazon just behind it. But in 2007 new definitions of both the Amazon’s source and its mouth put the South American river ahead. (Another issue is the scale at which you measure – by zooming in and incorporating more bends you can increase the overall length.) And clearly we can’t include matters of opinion, like John Gielgud’s view on the bores of London. This came to light one day when he was lunching at the Ivy with the playwright Edward Knoblock, and someone they knew passed by. ‘He’s the second-biggest bore in London,’ confided Gielgud. ‘Who’s the biggest?’ asked Knoblock. ‘Why, Edward Knoblock, of course,’ replied Gielgud, before adding hurriedly: ‘Not you, of course – the other Edward Knoblock.’

No, this book will deal with the clear-cut cases, the seconds who have definitely been robbed of glory. Like Margaret Wintringham, the second woman (after Nancy Astor) to take her seat as an MP – she used to bring her own enormous teapot to Women’s Institute meetings as she disliked their urns. And the Tonga Trench, the second-deepest point in the world’s oceans, where the male angler fish latches onto a female with his mouth and never lets go. And the clock faces of Liverpool’s Royal Liver Building (the second-biggest in Britain), whose hands started moving at the exact moment George V was crowned.

So stand back, all you firsts – it’s time for the seconds to emerge into the limelight and take their bow.





PEOPLE
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Bill Burgess: second person to swim the Channel

There are only a few weeks each year when the tides and sea temperature allow an attempt at swimming the Channel. The task is incredibly difficult, each ‘as-the-crow-flies’ mile requiring a much longer distance in the water. Even so, it’s amazing that it took 36 years and 80 attempts before anyone could repeat Captain Matthew Webb’s maiden success of 1875. Among those who tried were people by the names of Jabez Wolffe, Montague Holbein and Drugolloub vel Militchevich (a Serbian long-distance swimming champion). In the end the laurels went to someone from Rotherham called Bill Burgess.

Born in 1872, Burgess had learned to swim at the age of five during a holiday on the Isle of Man. He had to – his uncle had thrown him into the sea. When the family moved to London his talent was nurtured: as a youth he swam from Blackfriars Bridge to Battersea. Even a move to Paris, where he established his own business, didn’t stop Burgess from swimming: he competed at the 1900 Olympics – for the French (this was then within the rules). He won a bronze medal as part of the home country’s water polo team.

His father called Burgess ‘a sane man on every subject but Channel swimming. That was the one bee in his bonnet.’ He had failed 15 times to cross la Manche (as the French call the Channel – it means ‘the sleeve’, and describes the sea’s shape). Then, on the morning of 5 September 1911, at the age of 39, after a hearty breakfast of ham and eggs, Burgess stepped into the sea at Dover and began swimming his ‘overarm side stroke’ (like the front crawl but with the right hand kept permanently in the water, pulling backwards as the left arm comes over). For this attempt Burgess had done only 18 hours’ training, his longest swim a mere 6 miles.

His 6-foot, 15-stone body was smeared with lard, but ‘owing to the hot sun, I was unable to put on more than one pound, instead of the usual three or four pounds’. This meant he was relatively unprotected from the cold water, as well as from the jellyfish which proceeded to sting him ‘in large numbers’. Unlike Webb, Burgess wore goggles: motorcycle goggles, to be precise, which started to leak, allowing the salt water to make his eyes smart. During the night the Moon at first came up, but then dimmed, and the big electric lamp on board his support boat failed, ‘so we had to manage with the boat’s lamp, good enough to steer by but not very cheerful’. A dense fog came down, and for a while the boat lost him. He also suffered heart problems, and had to hold his left hand over his chest to ease the pain. This obviously slowed his pace. ‘I soon got very despondent,’ said Burgess, ‘and although awake, I had constantly before my eyes the vision of a body of a mutilated man.’

Food and drink were passed to him on the end of a pole: chicken, chocolate, hot milk and grapes, as well as tea to cure his indigestion. He also had 20 drops of champagne every hour, ‘and not a drop more’. He asked his support team to sing to him in an attempt to raise his spirits. He liked their choice of the ‘Marseillaise’, but not the way they rendered it: ‘They can’t sing for sour apples.’

Eventually, 22 hours and 35 minutes after leaving England, he arrived at Cap Gris Nez in northern France. One of his colleagues, J. Weidman, jumped from the boat. ‘I said to him: “Bill, put yer feet down.” Gradually he got his feet down, stood upright, then staggered, and was about to fall. I caught him and helped him up the sandbank, and laid him down. He started crying like a child. This fair upset me, and I began to cry too.’ Burgess was then wiped down. ‘Having had a little champagne,’ he said, ‘I was soon myself again.’

Someone else who was pleased that Burgess had made it was Madeline, the widow of Captain Matthew Webb. (Webb himself had died in 1883, attempting to swim through the whirlpool rapids at the base of Niagara Falls – clearly dry land held little attraction for him.) Mrs Webb said how relieved she was that her husband’s achievement had been repeated: it ended the suspicions held by some that he had not, in fact, made the crossing unaided.

In 1926 Bill Burgess trained Gertrude Ederle, the first woman to swim the Channel. The second was Amelia Gade Corson, later the same year. She had once swum the 42 miles around Manhattan, and made someone who bet on her swimming the Channel a profit of $100,000: he’d backed her at 20–1. Two men who made the attempt with her failed. Corson kept going by thinking of her young son and daughter: ‘Their two dear faces were always in front of me.’ Seven years later Ethel ‘Sunny’ Lowry became the first British woman to swim the Channel, though she was called a ‘harlot’ for revealing her knees in the process.

Burgess was commemorated with a bust that stood in Rotherham’s Main Street Baths, and was later moved to the town’s Sheffield Road Baths. A light-hearted superstition arose that any schoolchild who failed to rub Burgess’s nose with their towel before entering the pool would drown. So many of them played along with this joke that his nose eventually took on a distinctive shine.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg: second female Justice of the US Supreme Court

There are nine members of the US’s highest court. The gender score had always been 9–0 until Sandra Day O’Connor joined their ranks in 1981. Twelve years later Ruth Bader Ginsburg made it 7–2.

Ginsburg was actually born Joan, but soon became known as ‘Kiki’ because she was a ‘kicky baby’. Then she started school, where there were several other girls called Joan, so her mother added ‘Ruth’ to make things easier for the teacher. In 1956 she enrolled at Harvard Law School, one of nine women in a class of 500. The Dean asked them: ‘How do you justify taking a spot from a qualified man?’ Her husband Martin was also a student at Harvard, and when he was diagnosed with cancer Ruth attended classes and took notes for both of them. She typed up the papers Martin dictated to her. And served as editor of the Harvard Law Review. And looked after her young daughter.

In 1972 Ginsburg co-founded the Women’s Rights Project at the American Civil Liberties Union. She appeared before the Supreme Court in six gender-discrimination cases, winning five of them. The word ‘gender’ was deliberately chosen after Ginsburg’s secretary suggested the word ‘sex’ might distract the male judges.

Bill Clinton appointed Ginsburg to the Supreme Court on 14 June 1993. When Clinton’s Vice President, Al Gore, was sworn in for his second period of office in 1997, he specifically requested that Ginsburg administer his oath. In 2013 she became the first Supreme Court Justice to officiate at a same-sex wedding. She wears a different jabot (an item of lace neckwear) depending on which type of verdict she’s delivering: if it’s a majority opinion she chooses a yellow and cream one, while for dissenting opinions she wears black and gold. When researchers at the Cleveland Museum of Natural History named a new species of praying mantis in 2016, they opted for Ilomantis ginsburgae, as the insect’s neckplate looks like a jabot. But they stated that the title also paid tribute to Ginsburg’s gender-equality work: the species was the first praying mantis to be identified by the genitalia of its female.

Bobby Leach: second person to ride over Niagara Falls in a barrel

‘If it was with my dying breath,’ said Annie Taylor, the first person to ride over Niagara Falls in a barrel, ‘I would caution anyone against attempting the feat.’ The American had undertaken the stunt on 24 October 1901, her 63rd birthday, having tested her custom-made barrel two days previously by sending it over the Falls with a cat inside. The mattress fitted inside it allowed the animal to survive with nothing worse than a cut to the head. Taylor herself received the same injury in her own fall, but again, nothing worse. However, her aim – to make money by talking about the experience – didn’t succeed. She earned very little, and most of that had to be spent on private detectives to track down the barrel when her manager ran off with it.

Ignoring her advice, British-born Bobby Leach repeated the Falls fall ten years later. A performer with the Barnum and Bailey circus, he boasted that anything Taylor could do, he could do better. Initially this didn’t seem to be the case: he suffered much worse injuries than she had, including two broken kneecaps and a fractured jaw. But in the longer term he did outperform her: he enjoyed several years earning a living by giving lectures on his feat in the US, Canada and Britain, exhibiting his barrel and posing for pictures.

However, in 1926, on a publicity tour in New Zealand, Leach slipped on an orange peel and broke his leg. Infection set in, gangrene meant the leg had to be amputated, and further complications ensured that Bobby was dead within two months.

Jürg Marmet and Ernst Schmied: second team to conquer Mount Everest

The Swiss team that conquered the world’s highest mountain in 1956 were delayed by a British newspaper, a fictional creature and some Indian bureaucrats – but they got there in the end.

Only four months after Edmund Hillary and Tenzing Norgay’s triumph of May 1953, the Swiss Foundation for Alpine Research was given permission by the Nepalese government to undertake its own research in the Everest massif. The plan was to visit the following year, but soon afterwards it was announced that the Daily Mail were going to explore the same area in search of the Yeti. The Foundation therefore decided to postpone their trip.

It would be 1956 before the 10-man team finally sailed to Bombay (now Mumbai), where customs officials held them up for a week. But eventually they reached the Himalayas. It took 350 porters to load their 10 tons of equipment onto 22 ox carts. Some of it had been tested in a butcher’s cold-storage room. There were explosives to blow up ice blocks, and wooden beams and ladders for crossing crevasses. The load would have been even heavier had Jürg Marmet, the team’s oxygen expert, not designed new tanks, which at just six kilos were less than half the weight of those used by Hillary and Tenzing. Vital equipment, of course: at the top of Everest the air contains only a quarter of the oxygen found at sea level.

On 18 May two of the team, Ernst Reiss and Fritz Luchsinger, became the first people ever to climb Lhotse, the world’s fourth-highest mountain. Its jagged peak means there is nowhere to sit, so the pair had to be particularly careful when taking their photographs.

On 22 May, the night before Marmet and his colleague Ernst Schmied made their attempt on Everest’s peak, heavy snow fell on their tent, weighing it down so much that they had to clear it away to avoid being suffocated. Finally, at 2 p.m. on 23 May, they made their way to the summit. Schmied attached the flags of Switzerland, Bern and Nepal to his ice pick so that Marmet could take photos. Unlike on the previous expedition, each man had his photo taken by the other. Hillary had taken Tenzing’s picture, but when Tenzing offered to reciprocate, Hillary declined. Similarly – although in this case it was by mistake rather than on purpose – Neil Armstrong held the camera for all of his and Buzz Aldrin’s time on the Moon: the only image of Armstrong is one of him reflected in Aldrin’s visor.

The winds atop Everest were light, meaning that Marmet and Schmied could take off their oxygen masks and enjoy the views for nearly an hour. Then fog descended, forcing them to make a quick descent. The next day Dölf Reist and Hans Ruedi von Gunten followed them, becoming the first people ever to see previous climbers’ footprints on the top of Everest. After that the expedition leader, Albert Eggler, decided that an approaching monsoon made it too risky for anyone else to attempt the summit, so the team descended.

Back home in Switzerland, the shoe firm Bally took out full-page adverts for their new reindeer-fur boots. The range was named ‘On Top of the World’.

Min Bahadur Sherchan: second-oldest person to climb Mount Everest

Here we reach a tale that demonstrates the dangers of not being happy with second place. Min Bahadur Sherchan was born in 1931 in the tiny Nepalese village of Bhurung Tatopani. For a while he served in the Gurkha regiment of the British Army, at one point living in the UK. His thoughts first turned to mountaineering records in 1960, when as a Nepalese government liaison official he accompanied a Swiss expedition to Dhaulagiri, the seventh-highest peak in the world. At that point it had never been climbed, and Sherchan hoped that this expedition would also fail, leaving him free to go back and become the first person ever to conquer the mountain. Sadly the team succeeded – and Sherchan himself didn’t even get to reach the top. ‘I then lost all hope of setting a mountaineering record,’ he said.

But in 2002, he realised that the title of ‘oldest person ever to climb Everest’ belonged to two 70-year-old Japanese men. At that point Nepalese sherpers held several records: youngest and fastest to climb the mountain, as well as most climbs and longest time at the top. ‘I thought the [oldest person] record too should belong to a Nepali,’ said Sherchan. He started training by going on long walks across his home country, on one occasion covering 640 miles in 20 days. Doctors warned of problems if he went above 3,000 metres, which only ‘made me even more determined’. Finance was a problem: the Nepalese government refused to help, but some South Korean people raised the $50,000 needed. Getting insurance was another difficulty. But finally, on 25 May 2008, at the age of 76 years and 340 days, a great-grandfather five times over, Sherchan reached the top of Everest. ‘At that moment I felt taller than the mountain.’

The following year’s edition of Guinness World Records, however, gave the record to the Japanese climber Yuichiro Miura, who had conquered Everest aged a sprightly 75. Sherchan travelled to London to speak to Guinness about the error, then back home in Nepal he gathered together the documents, photos and eyewitness confirmations needed to authenticate his climb. Once these had been sent to Guinness, the 2010 edition listed him as the rightful holder of the title.

Yuichiro Miura, however, was clearly as determined to have the title as Sherchan had been. Despite having had two heart operations since his previous climb, on 23 May 2013, at the age of 80, he again reached the summit. So exhausted was he that he couldn’t manage the climb back down, and had to be airlifted off the mountain.

Sherchan’s reponse was as predictable as it was fateful: ‘I want to take back my crown for Nepal and for the Brigade of Gurkhas.’ Once again he began to train, ‘with a weighted bag on my back . . . I must get to the top once more. I will not die happy unless I do.’

On 26 May 2017, at Everest base camp, preparing for his attempt, Min Bahadur Sherchan died of a suspected heart attack.

Robert Falcon Scott: second man to reach the South Pole

Scott’s second place is one of the best-known in history. But a detail that often gets overlooked is one of the objects he found on his arrival at the South Pole. Discovering that the Norwegian Roald Amundsen had beaten him by five weeks, Scott recorded in his diary that ‘the worst has happened . . . All the day dreams must go . . . Great God! This is an awful place and terrible enough for us to have laboured to it without the reward of priority.’ He and his team discovered Amundsen’s tent and some of his supplies. There was also a note confirming that the Norwegians had arrived there on 16 December 1911 . . . and a letter from Amundsen to King Haakon VII of Norway, informing the monarch of his achievement. A covering note asked – very politely – that Scott should deliver the letter, in case Amundsen perished on the return journey. So as well as coming second, Scott would have had to be the person who announced that he had come second.

In the event, of course, it was Scott himself who failed to make it back to safety. The letter to King Haakon was found with his body. Though had he survived, he would have learned that – as so often – victory hadn’t tasted quite as sweet as you might imagine. Amundsen later wrote: ‘Never has a man achieved a goal so diametrically opposed to his wishes. The area around the North Pole – devil take it – had fascinated me since childhood, and now here I was at the South Pole. Could anything be more crazy?’
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Till someone else do us part: second spouses

Promising to love, honour and obey someone for as long as you both shall live is all very well, but things don’t always work out that way. This doesn’t mean, however, that people don’t go back for a second (or third, or fourth . . .) time – the original ‘triumph of hope over experience’. Another famous opinion about second marriages is that ‘When a man marries his mistress, he creates a vacancy.’ This quote is often credited to the financier Sir James Goldsmith, though he took it from the French actor Sacha Guitry, who had racked up five marriages. Not that the advice stopped Goldsmith from marrying his own mistress, Annabel Birley (he was already on his second marriage, his first wife having died). He subsequently left Birley for yet another mistress, though stopped short of marrying her.

Sometimes second marriages are caused by the need for an heir. In 1810 Napoleon said, ‘Not tonight, Josephine, or indeed any other night in the future,’ and divorced the woman who had been unable to provide him with a child. Some of his mistresses had borne his children, but an ‘official’ descendant was needed. Josephine hadn’t always been infertile – she’d had two children by her first husband, one of whom, her daughter Hortense, had married Napoleon’s brother. Her first husband had been executed during the French Revolution. Josephine herself had been imprisoned, and it’s thought that the stress of this could have caused the later difficulties in conceiving. She hadn’t always been Josephine either: until she met Napoleon she’d gone by her middle name, Rose, but the great leader didn’t like that so she had to change it.

Napoleon’s second wife was Marie Louise, the daughter of Archduke Francis of Austria, ruler of the Holy Roman Empire (which, as Voltaire pointed out, was neither holy, Roman nor an empire). The marriage was seen as a way of cementing relations between France and Austria, though as Marie Louise’s great-aunt had been executed in France and Napoleon himself had fought several campaigns against her country, his intended wasn’t entirely happy about the arrangement. ‘Just to see the man would be the worst form of torture,’ she said. And indeed at the wedding she didn’t see him – it took place by proxy, her new husband being represented at the ceremony in Vienna by her own uncle. But when she travelled to France and actually met Napoleon, Marie Louise began to thaw. She told him: ‘You are much better looking than your portrait.’ Soon she was writing to her father: ‘There is something very fetching and eager about him that is impossible to resist.’ Napoleon, who initially remarked to an aide that he had ‘married a womb’, also warmed to the relationship. The following year the couple had a son. When Napoleon was forced to abdicate in 1814 he named his three-year-old offspring as successor, but no one accepted this and Napoleon II’s ‘reign’ only lasted a few days.

Napoleon himself was forced into exile on the island of Elba. His wife did not accompany him. He had never stopped loving Josephine, and when she died shortly afterwards he locked himself in his room for two days. Her name was his final word when he died in 1821. His son survived him by only 11 years, dying of tuberculosis at the age of 21. Marie Louise married twice more, bearing three more children, and died in 1847.

Another ruler who switched spouses to try for an heir was Henry VIII. After his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, failed to produce a surviving son, he divorced her and married Anne Boleyn. He knew the family well, having already had an affair with her sister Mary. (Similarly, Prince Charles only met Diana because he was seeing her sister Sarah, though there’s no suggestion – as there is with Henry VIII – that he added his wife’s mother to his list of conquests.) Anne soon produced a daughter – who would grow up to be Elizabeth I – but after that she had two miscarriages. The fact that the second baby would have been a boy convinced Henry that the marriage was cursed, and he turned his attentions to Anne’s lady-in-waiting, Jane Seymour (who in the 20th century would provide a stage name for the actress born Joyce Penelope Wilhelmina Frankenberg). The King had his wife arrested for adultery (with five men, one of whom was her own brother – if you’re going to trump up a charge, trump it up in style), and she was executed on 19 May 1536. As a sign of respect Henry had the sentence commuted from burning to beheading. This was carried out by an expert swordsman brought over specially from France, rather than subject Anne to the common old axe. She knelt upright, in the French fashion, and her death took just a single stroke of the sword. Her memory lived on not just as the second element of the aide mémoire ‘divorced, beheaded, died . . .’, but also in the name of West Ham United’s ground before they moved to the London Stadium in 2016. Commonly referred to as Upton Park, it was also known as the Boleyn Ground because the queen was believed to have stayed in a house on the site.

There are often similarities between someone’s second spouse and their first. Margaret Thatcher was Denis’s second wife, his first also having been called Margaret. With Charlie Chaplin the parallels went further: his first two wives were both 16-year-old actresses who were thought to be pregnant. As it turned out Mildred Harris wasn’t, but Chaplin clearly had reason to believe she might have been, because he married her quickly to avoid a scandal. They soon divorced, but then the same thing happened again. This time the girl (Lita Grey) was pregnant, and in May 1925, less than six months after a hushed-up marriage in Mexico, she gave birth to Chaplin’s first child, Charles Jnr. But again the relationship was unhappy. Lita filed for divorce, accusing Chaplin of having affairs and harbouring ‘perverted sexual desires’. Copies of the document were sold to the public, and to minimise the bad publicity the 38-year-old star agreed to a payment of $600,000 (worth over $8m today) – at the time the largest-ever divorce settlement in the US. The money clearly didn’t last: by the 1970s Grey was working as a clerk in a Beverly Hills department store.

For some people, however, the second set of wedding bells ring the changes. Arthur Miller met his first wife, Mary Grace Slattery, when they were university students together in Michigan. In 1956, he left her for Marilyn Monroe. Their marriage prompted the Variety magazine headline: ‘Egghead Weds Hourglass’. Monroe converted to Judaism for the wedding ceremony, which led to all her films being banned in Egypt. But she didn’t care. ‘I hate Hollywood,’ she told her new husband (her third). ‘I don’t want it any more. I want to live quietly in the country and just be there when you need me.’ And to a friend she confided: ‘I can identify with the Jews. Everybody’s always out to get them, no matter what they do, like me.’

Initially the marriage worked well. Away from the film-industry spotlight Monroe enjoyed cooking, housework and taking care of Miller’s two children (aged twelve and nine). The children adored her in return, and she also developed a good relationship with Miller’s parents. But by 1960, as Monroe worked on what would be her last completed film, The Misfits, the relationship had deteriorated. Miller himself had written the screenplay to provide his wife with a serious role, but she objected to him basing parts of the character on her own life. By this time Monroe’s drug addiction was so advanced that she would remain unconscious even as her make-up was applied. The couple divorced after filming was completed. Monroe died two years later.

The event in which Jacqueline Kennedy lost her first husband was one of the most famous of the 20th century. And when, five years later, JFK’s brother Robert was also assassinated, Jackie began to fear. ‘If they’re killing Kennedys,’ she said, ‘then my children are targets . . . I want to get out of this country.’ That option was available via her long-standing friend Aristotle Onassis. The Greek shipping magnate had his own private island, Skorpios, and it was here, four months after Robert Kennedy’s death, that Onassis and Jackie were married. This lost Jackie the Secret Service protection given to her as the widow of a US President. There were also rumours – due to the fact that Onassis was divorced and his first wife, Athina Livanos, was still alive – that ‘Jackie O’, as she was now known, might be excommunicated by the Catholic Church. The Church soon replied that this was ‘nonsense’.

The couple achieved much of their privacy
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