

AUTHOR’S PREFACE

‘The Lady Question’

The figurehead is descending slowly from the shelf, high up in the National Museum of Wales storage unit just north of Cardiff. It is January and the shed is unheated, but she wears a snow-white, off-the-shoulder dress, a serene expression on her half-smiling face. Her right hand is held across her chest, over her heart; her left holds her dress out of the waves, or in this case, the arms of the forklift. Looking at her from the side, I notice what looks like the scrolled top of a violin where she was attached to the prow of Captain Scott’s expedition ship, the Terra Nova, over a century ago.

The figurehead is taller than me, at least on castors. Her elegance is undeniable, her stoicism second to none. One hundred and ten years ago this wooden lady arrived at the Ross Ice Shelf fully expecting to bring Captain Scott and his four companions back home. While she was at the bottom of the globe, many weeks’ sailing from the nearest cable head, five women waited anxiously at home for news. 

Back then she was the only female allowed to the Antarctic. This story is set against ‘The Lady Question’, as it was referred to in the imperialist, anti-suffrage Royal Geographical Society in London at the time. ‘Can a lady be a Fellow?’, asked the patriarchal hardliners rhetorically. Of course not, unless of course they were the ‘third sex’, namely militant suffragettes who the Society were at pains to exclude. After a protracted tussle, over half the 163 women admitted as members in 1913 were explorers and travellers, of the others, a small group were appropriately connected wives or widows: ‘These women,’ according to a recent paper published in The Geographical Journal, ‘included Mrs Oates, wife of Captain L.E.G. Oates who accompanied Captain R.F. Scott on the expedition to the South Pole.’[1] Which is all very well except that Captain Oates didn’t have a wife. He wasn’t married. So who was she? Who was this Mrs Oates? Who were the hitherto invisible wives (and mothers) – the ‘Snow Widows’ – behind that most famous ‘selfie’ of five doomed men lined up at the South Pole on 18 January 1912? 

Scott of the Antarctic still drags his sledge through eponymous archives, official diaries and authorised biographies, but in order to answer that question, I have chased the Snow Widows through dusty attics and auction rooms, and sifted them from history’s cutting room floors. My aim has been not to analyse, but to try to place the stories in their historical context and let the women speak for themselves. Out of choice, I would take a seat that gave me a clear view into the wings of the theatre, the dancers warming up, the actors mastering their nerves. I want to see the back of the embroidery, an x-ray of that famous picture, the ‘making of’ at the end of a film. To that end, the story you are about to read is full of contradictions (many of which I have deliberately left in) and it is built on the premise that the minutiae of everyday life reveals as much as the major historical events that shape our lives.

Kathleen Scott wrote an autobiography. The others did not. Caroline Oates kept accounts and Emily Bowers’s daughter May, a diary. Lois Evans exists in interviews with her living relatives and archived sound recordings in Gower, South Wales. Oriana Wilson and I are well acquainted – researching my biography of her revealed this bigger story. It also prompted me to interview those who knew the Snow Widows personally (all but one now deceased), which has been invaluable. 

This story is set just over a century ago when attitudes to the role of women, to class, education, religion, parenting, marriage, race and sexuality were very different; when the most women could hope for was to be, as even Scott acknowledged they often were, ‘the real power behind the throne’.[2] But human bodies are just as vulnerable, as are human hearts. In an effort to make the book you are about to read ‘too readable’, as Emily Bowers might say, I have told it through scenes in present tense, and for clarity – and brevity – I have occasionally conflated events and dates. Instead of superimposing modern values, this historical context invites you to time travel to a bygone era, to understand a mindset that is completely alien to us now. And so this is written with an awareness of meta-biography – it will not be a comfortable ride. It is too easy both to be wise in retrospect, and to be swept up by the glamour of adventure without having to consider the collateral impact for those on the shelf.

My appointed time with the figurehead is over. She is wheeled back to cold storage where she will be re-crated and begin her slow ascent back to invisibility. I do not want to say goodbye. This lady is the sailor’s muse, but also a metaphor for resilience. She has swum with killer whales, leopard seals and penguins, she has been used as a battering ram in sea ice, but most importantly for me, she has met the Snow Widows. What has she seen, what has she heard? If she could speak, what would she say? For now, perhaps she can lead us to that mid-air liminal place, that foreign country of a century ago where the most famous epic in the history of exploration has yet to begin. 
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‘I Hate Those Awful Goodbyes’

1 JUNE 1910

WEST INDIA DOCKS, LONDON

High on the main mast, a flag flutters out – a white firework bursting against a brilliant blue sky. A cheer erupts, making the air tremble. The Ensign is broken. The white rectangle with its red crosses lifts in the roof-skimming breeze. It is the most prestigious flag in the Royal Navy, the red cross of St George with a miniature version in the upper canton. At this moment, it is the starter gun to the Pole. At the bottom of the mast is Lady Bridgeman, the admiral’s wife, who now hands the flag halyard back to her husband.

Among the crowd jostling and cheering on West India Docks, there are five women. At this moment in the summer of 1910, the five have no idea that they share a common future. And yet, as the flag breaks, they move in unison, faces lifting to the sky, their wide hat brims crosshatching the heat-shimmered surface. But there is another woman who has her back turned to the flag. She is looking in the opposite direction.

This woman has no hat, no gloves. She wears an impassive expression, cool and calm. In her old-fashioned decollete dress, she resembles a chaste Botticellian Venus. The woman’s head is tipped back towards the bow of the wooden barque. Her long throat is exposed, her loosely streaming hair decorated with roses. It is nothing to her whether she cleaves the clean, cold waters of Newfoundland or flotsam and bloated rats. 

She is the Terra Nova’s figurehead, the protectress but also the muse, the witch, the siren call of adventure, the song leading them on. Whatever the secret hopes and fears fluttering through full hearts on the crowded dock today, this wooden beauty is the only woman going all the way to the Antarctic. 

The men from the Royal Geographical Society who have come down to the docks for the Terra Nova’s christening admire the elegant figurehead with her serene expression. She will take the expedition men, all of whom apart from Bill Wilson are here, basking in the adulation of the crowd, down to the Antarctic coast. But she will not stay. The men of the RGS stand apart from the ‘unwashed’ cheering crowd. They are nearly all agreed that no flesh and blood woman would, could or should ever explore, particularly the far south. Lord Curzon, the president-elect, is most decided. The RGS should not admit females. 

We contest in toto, the general capability of women to contribute to scientific geographic knowledge. Their sex and training render them equally unfitted for exploration; and the genus of professional female globe-trotters with which America has lately familiarised us[fn1] is one of the horrors of the latter end of the nineteenth century.[38]

Douglas Freshfield, Curzon’s vice president, disagrees. He is all for women. Might he refer Lord Curzon to Mrs Freshfield’s publications Alpine Byways and A Tour of the Grisons? There’s little point. Women, Curzon assures Freshfield, will contribute nothing but their guineas to geography.[39] 

Sir Clements Markham, the father of Antarctic exploration, is standing beside his wife on the deck of the Terra Nova, where she has just raised the ship’s burgee. Sir Clements hopes that this expedition will restore credibility to a Society ‘lost by the mismanagement of the female trouble’.[40] The Sixth International Geographical Congress agrees that exploration of the Antarctic region is the greatest piece of geographical exploration still to be undertaken. Scott’s Terra Nova expedition must erase, not just the taint of ignorance from the map at the bottom of the world, but ignominy and dissent in the dispute over women. The British Antarctic Expedition must realign the RGS behind an ideal Britannia. Amid the noise and summer heat, the Terra Nova’s figurehead remains unflinching in the face of that vast responsibility. 

ORIANA – LONDON

Oriana Wilson stands on the Terra Nova’s deck, looking out at the crowd. She has spent four years on Lord Lovat’s remote Scottish moor in Fort Augustus with only her husband and black grouse for company, and now this. At least there is a breeze somewhere. It is cooler here than down below in her husband’s cabin, where she has just finished stowing his gear. The London smog is almost fresh in comparison to the heavy reek of whale oil and shag smoke down there. 

The ship pitches and yaws lightly on the rising tide. Fortunately, Ory is a good sailor. She boasts a stomach of solid iron (reinforced appropriately in the present context by a whalebone corset). A long skirt and a corset are not ideal working clothes aboard, but she has standards. Even dressed as a lady, she would not normally presume to work alongside the sailors unless it was necessary, but it is. As head of the scientific staff, Bill, her husband, must arrive in the Antarctic with the correct equipment. (He is, at this moment, in the Orkneys, learning how to catch whales in order to restock the larder in the Antarctic.) As her husband’s unofficial scientific assistant, she knows what the correct equipment is. 

While Bill has been embracing the character-building discomfort and drenching seas, Oriana, who his family have nicknamed his ‘U.H.’ (Useful Help), has provisioned his cabin to cover everything from art to ornithology via medicine. She has stowed Bill’s watercolour paintbrushes with the scalpels, arsenic preserving fluid with antiseptic (both clearly labelled) and a stack of his favourite cartridge paper with gelatine sizing. In pride of place she has placed the page proofs of their precious grouse enquiry report, the culmination of four years’ harmonious fieldwork together. 

If Ory tries to pinpoint the exact moment her husband had agreed to return to the Antarctic, she would cite the invitation that arrived in Fort Augustus. It was sent by an exultant Scott immediately after he heard that Shackleton’s Nimrod expedition had failed to reach the Pole. ‘If I should go South again,’ wrote Scott to Bill, ‘you know there is no one in the world I would sooner have with me than you, though I should perfectly understand the ties which might make it impossible.’[41] Ory does not want to be that tie. But when she expressed her concerns for her husband’s safety (and perhaps her ability to endure another long separation with an uncertain outcome), Bill responded emphatically, ‘I cannot bring myself to think that you would fail.’ It would be failure if he had to ‘be afraid on her account’ and it would be failure if he had to ‘desert Scott if he goes’.[42]

Shackleton, now Sir Ernest Shackleton, apparently told his wife that he turned back within a hundred miles of the South Pole because he thought she would prefer ‘a live donkey to a dead lion’.[fn2] Ory still wonders, which would Bill choose? Donkey or lion? Life or death? Bill’s deep Christian faith means a tendency to prefix ‘life’ with ‘this’, ‘this life’: ‘This is not our rest, and the sooner it’s over, the sooner to sleep.’[43] Bill compares Christian life to a building – Ory and he must be vigilant for cracks or ‘signs of settling’. Now on the West India Docks as Ory watches Lady Markham hand back the burgee halyards to her husband, she can at least confirm that there are no signs of settling down yet. She has not failed. 

A brass band strikes up on the dockside. After breaking the flag there was a lull but now there is a renewed surge of energy, crowds jostling for a view, children on shoulders swinging rattles and streamers, in the harbour hooters, cheers, claxons, and the slap and splash of the heavy hemp ropes as they fall from the stanchions into the water below. The diminutive three-masted whaler, dwarfed by great liners and cargo-carrying ships, eases away from the dockside, out into the flood tide. The noise of the crowds behind is gradually replaced by the even rhythm of the steam engine, the slap of silty waves against the bow where the figurehead leans out, her right arm extended towards the unknown, towards terra nova. 

When the flurry of departure settles and the ship’s routine resumes, the logbook is brought for Ory’s examination. She finds, to her surprise, that her name is entered on the first pristine page as the ‘Officer of the Watch’. It is touching to find that her hard work below deck has not gone unnoticed. As Officer of the Watch, she wonders what her duties entail. There has never been a reason to write ‘her’ in the Royal Navy rule book, but ‘his duty [is] to keep watch on the Bridge … as the representative of the ship’s master, to accept total responsibility for safe and smooth navigation’. Ory watches the sailors’ practised movements as they work the ship smoothly and safely. The tidal flats slip away on either side: Surrey Quays, Greenwich and Woolwich. At 8 p.m. the ship docks at Greenhithe for the night and Ory disembarks. Tomorrow it will carry on to Portsmouth en route to Cardiff. It has been a thrilling time – alive with possibility. It seems entirely in keeping when, the next day, Charles Rolls completes the first continuous cross-Channel return flight in his Wright Flyer from Dover to Sangatte in ninety minutes.

3 JUNE 1910

BILL WILSON – ORKNEY ISLANDS, SCOTLAND

In the fishing grounds of Orkney, unaware of ‘Mrs Wilson O.O.W. (RN)’ or Rolls’s feat of aviation, Ory’s husband Bill stands on the firing platform of a whaler, the heavy gun loaded. His whaling instructor is Henriksen, a young Viking of thirty-three years. ‘Often I tink,’ Henriksen assures Bill, ‘I know vat dat vhal tink in my het.’[44] In his letter to his wife, Bill narrates Henriksen’s pigeon-English for her entertainment: ‘I tink I know vhat dat val will tink – dat chap – he tink, ven I go down, I go dis way – ja – den I tink, ja, dis way; den I tink again, dat vhal he go dis vay, but den he go dis vay, ’gain I tink – so I go not dis vay, but dat vay – so – dat feller he come and blow an’ I shoot – ja!’ 

As the Orkney whale feints this way and that, trying to shake his nemesis, on Friday 3 June another Norwegian, the explorer Roald Amundsen, slips quietly out of Christiania (present-day Oslo). He has borrowed his friend and mentor polar explorer Fridtjof Nansen’s ice ship, the Fram. He has made sure that the general assumption is that he is heading north, embarking on an Arctic drift. Unlike the continental Antarctic, the Arctic is a frozen sea, so Amundsen and the team aboard the Fram will drift across the Arctic, moving with the ocean current.

Days after Amundsen’s unobtrusive departure, Bill returns to the Terra Nova for the journey to Cardiff. He notices his wife’s name in the ship’s log. A private joke is one thing, but the log will be inspected in every port so he feels he has to insure against misinterpretation – she is not a ‘globe-trotter’ and he does not want her to be mistaken for one. ‘Ory was on board but not I,’ he writes at the beginning of his expedition journal. ‘Ory’s initials may be seen in the Terra Nova log as one of the Officers on Watch … I did not put them there or suggest it, but they are there.’[45] 

Bill has tried to impress upon the men of the Terra Nova that anything they write down could be used by a journalist looking for a story. His experience on Scott’s previous Discovery expedition has made him wary – the unscrupulous press stop at nothing for sensational headlines and it disgusts him. In the Antarctic, when they can only send and receive letters once a year when the supply ship gets through the sea ice, a misunderstanding might take a year to correct. Scott has produced an official ‘confidentiality notice’ to be included in every letter home as a precaution.

If Bill was really worried that ‘Watch Officer Ory’ might be mistaken for a ‘New Woman’ or worse, a hunger-marching suffragette, he might have referred to her as ‘Oriana’, or even ‘Mrs Wilson’. But the ‘joke’ was being written into the Terra Nova log about the same time that he was pidgining the telepathic Norwegian whale captain to Ory in his letters. Part of him realises that the sailors meant it as a piece of harmless fun, as flattery even, and besides, she deserves appropriate recognition:

These were days of very hard work for Ory, as she has had all the London packing to do while I was really making holiday … She has had no holiday, and the weather has been very hot … [She] got all my clothes ready for the whole voyage and had them packed for Madeira, the Cape, Australia, New Zealand and the Antarctic. Left all to her, and she managed it perfectly. Then when I got back and had to work late every night writing and drawing, she would not be sent to bed until I was near coming, and so we both got tired out with very short sleep, but happily not irritable with it, and I shall always remember these days as days of perfect companionship, the best of all good things that a wife can bring at such times.[46]

6 JUNE 1910

EMILY – LONDON

To the right of the main entrance to Waterloo Station there are two horse-drawn cabs with their backs to the station’s entrance. Beyond them stretches a line of black motorcars, their cabs open. The uniformed porters, who have been leaning on their luggage trolleys, straighten up and adjust their peaked caps. The station is in the throes of what the London and South Western Railway company call ‘the great transformation’. The chaos works to the porters’ advantage. They are in demand to navigate passengers from the street outside to the correct platforms for their trains. Birdie, his mother Emily and sister May want the Portsmouth train.

‘The porter who took our things thought it would go from number two platform, while another porter, with whom he discussed the question, had heard a rumour that it would go from number one. The station-master, on the other hand, was convinced it would start from the local.’ Jerome K. Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat had found themselves in exactly the same situation when leaving Waterloo to catch their boat, eleven years earlier. Characteristically, Birdie attempts to keep things light. He took the train up from Portsmouth on the 3rd and they have had a precious few days. May looks across at her brother. To her, Birdie seems worried and overworked and much older in his ways. ‘Told me the last time we dined together at the Strand Palace that he had a feeling he had left the R.I.M. [Royal India Marine] for ever but that he was absolutely confident of returning from the Antarctic.’[47] Their few days together puts May in mind of a line from Robert Browning: ‘Never the time and the place/And the loved one all together!’[48] May is here to support Emily. Both she and Birdie know how upset their mother can become with what May calls the ‘recurring sadness of farewells’.[49] The three of them follow behind the station porter at a steady pace.

Inside, the station seems to trap the summer sun like a greenhouse. The ambient noise level is loud, echoing with the sound of footsteps, the metal trolley wheels and the kiosk hawkers shouting their trade. Emily proceeds not unlike the portly pigeons that strut the crowded concourse. Birdie’s sister May, feeling ‘very nervous & highly pitched’, follows her mother to a two-storey structure like a bookcase with a clock.[50] It is a mahogany noticeboard, divided into three unequal columns. From left to right metal plates reveal the time of the train, the destination and the platform. The information plates are adjusted on a rolodex that purrs as the plates flick around. 

Emily purchases two platform tickets and they pass through a pair of ornate metal gates. They have followed the porter as instructed but when he does eventually alight on a platform, they can’t help wishing he’d chosen another. From where they are standing, they can see that the opposite platform is stacked with coffins. Emily does not need coffins to remind her. She has forgiven Birdie his ‘thunderbolt’, that four-word telegram: ‘Arrive 27th. Appointed Antarctic.’[51] But only because Christians forgive. Birdie has never ‘forgotten that you once said you hoped you would be dead before I started on anything so foolhardy’.[52]

For all Birdie’s optimism, Emily has a growing sense of conviction that this is the end. That this is the last time she will ever see her son. Birdie protests that ‘life is just as precarious up the Gulf, where I was going, as in the Antarctic’.[53] Emily is not convinced. At least as an officer in the Royal Indian Marine he is posted to places that are on the map. Places, mostly coloured the pink of the British Empire, with place names that she has either visited or taught or, in some cases, both. She knows that the Empire needs men like her son to do their imperial duty, to ‘found colonies and settle them’, as John Ruskin put it, making send-offs like this one her selfless obligation.

If Emily pauses for breath, shuts her eyes and thinks back to when she was Birdie’s age, she would remember a young woman with sea spray in her face standing on the deck of a ship sailing out to Further India. She left the charted waters of the school in Sidmouth where she had risen to headmistress for the uncharted waters of a missionary school in Penang. There she met Captain Alexander Bowers, a fifty-year-old merchant sea captain. Alexander’s father was a carpenter from Greenock, but Alexander was ambitious – while working for the Burma Steamship Company, he’d earned a fellowship of the RGS for charting the 1,000-mile Irrawaddy River. Together Emily and Alexander sailed all over Further India, opening up new trading posts and mapping coastline. Now as Emily battles to hold back tears, she knows that although she wants her children safe at home, she had, at their age, embraced high adventure. Apart from her rheumatism, Emily still has a robust constitution, but May has a weak chest, and recently left London in hopes of improving a (possibly tubercular) cough. Now in the fresh air of Bute, she is determined to outswim her brother’s distance record beyond the pontoon. 

‘I can’t bear seeing people crying,’ Birdie told his mother once, ‘and so I am keeping well clear of the wives of some of our sailors.’[54] For those for whom tears threaten, he suggests that it only requires a deliberate change of attitude to see the thing in a positive light. Emily concentrates on the train. Behind the blackened funnel of the steam engine is a line of carriages from first to third class. It is the iron representation of England’s social structure. One must never descend from the ‘lower middlers’ of second class to the wooden benches of third. One must never assume that one can buy a plush first-class ticket, without having earned it through marriage or knighthood or, in the case of the recently lionised Sir Ernest Shackleton, both. And if one is Emily, who has come a long way from the humble tailor shop on St George’s Place, Cheltenham where she spent the first few years of her life, one must leave the past completely behind in order to rise. 

Birdie tells Emily that he will be sailing under the White Ensign of the Royal Yacht Squadron. From modest beginnings as a naval cadet on the training ship HMS Worcester, Birdie is taking their Bowers name to these heady heights. With heavy hearts, the three Bowerses follow the porter down the platform to the middle of the train. 

In Emily’s experience, most things improve with practice. It is the failsafe technique taught her at the Cheltenham Teacher Training College – a technique she has applied with considerable success to times tables, spelling, algebra. Now, as she steels herself to say goodbye yet again to her only son, she must acknowledge that the exception proves the rule. 

Birdie has been chosen from 8,000 applicants. ‘To imagine such a thing is mere chance is out of the question,’ he tells her. ‘It simply had to be – nothing could be clearer.’[55] It is the term they use in letters to each other: ‘D.V.’ (Deo volente) – God willing. Surely Emily must agree that this is a perfect example of D.V. In the back of his mind Birdie suspects that he has not been quite ‘fair to his mother’, but she cannot blame him for accepting the opportunity.[56] He hopes to make her proud. 

Besides, the main focus of the expedition is his mother’s second religion, Education. The British Antarctic Expedition (BAE) is taking equipment to make observations in biology, geology, glaciology, meteorology and geophysics. They will be making new copy for the schoolbooks, not just reciting them.

The Portsmouth train makes to depart. Bareheaded seamen lean from the third-class windows waving caps, sailors’ wives weep openly. Birdie, averting his eyes, steps onto the train. With a grating sound he pushes the window of the train door down and looks out. The shrill note of the guard’s whistle. Doors clunk shut along the train. 

Emily sees the ‘Dear Boy’ before her. It is the face of her only son, the child she and her late husband Alexander christened ‘Henry’. He has her reddish fair hair, her husband’s long, beaky nose, her downwards-slanting eyes and his very own cheery smile. He promises her he will write before he leaves. He will send her a letter from Cardiff. He will start the letter right now in the train. 

As the train pulls out, her suspicion becomes a certainty. She knows this is the end. It is a definite presentiment and she is frozen, powerless. She wants to be already dead. The noise of the train is deafening, the hiss of the brakes releasing, the metal wheels on the track. Birdie is leaning out of the window, his words getting fainter as the train moves away: ‘I am perfectly confident without a shadow of doubt that I shall come back to you … no worse and I hope a better man … God bless and keep you, my dearest mother, till our certain meeting a year or two hence, as we [leave] each other to-day.’[57]

15 JUNE 1910

LOIS – GOWER

Nearly everyone in South Gower seems to be streaming towards the Worms Head. Lois Evans and her three young children join her parents, the Beynons, and Aunt Sarah Evans, who is also her mother-in-law, as they filter into the crowd. Sarah’s white widow’s bonnet bobs on the back of her tight grey bun as she strides purposefully south. Sarah is as broad as Lois is slender, but both move quickly over the familiar terrain, their two fields planted with turnips and swedes. 

They are heading for the promontory shaped like a giant sea serpent, the ‘wurm’ that marks the most westerly tip of the Gower peninsula. They should be able to see the Terra Nova steam past on its way from Cardiff to Madeira. Taff has told her he will look out for them. To get there they must walk across the rocky causeway along the large, flat-topped ‘Inner Head’ over a natural rock ‘Devil’s Bridge’ and over a ‘Low Neck’ out to the ‘Outer Head’. It is a mile long. Lois’s older children can walk with their cousins if they promise to take care over the bridge, but baby Ralph is tied to her back in a woollen shawl. Lois’s niece Sarah stayed in Cardiff to see the Terra Nova off, but Lois has chosen to be here on the Worms Head, away from the publicity, good and bad, that surrounds any group of sailors on a binge before a long voyage. 

The Welsh have excelled themselves. There are two men with the Welsh surname Evans in the Terra Nova crew. One is an officer, Lieutenant Edward Evans, ‘Teddy’. The other is Taff, a rating, Lois’s husband. Teddy is Scott’s second-in-command. He will captain the Terra Nova out to Cape Town, where Captain Scott will meet them and continue on to Melbourne and then New Zealand. Teddy’s wife Hilda is from New Zealand. Along with the other officers’ wives, Oriana Wilson and Kathleen Scott, Hilda will take a liner to the South Island, the Terra Nova’s final port before it sets off to Antarctica. Taff’s wife Lois has never been abroad, but the expedition funds do not extend the privileged liner ticket to her.

The Evans name means that dignitaries of Cardiff have fallen over themselves to identify Wales with the expedition. They’ve offered free docking, free coal, defects made good, an office and staff placed at their disposal. They have donated 100 tons of Insole’s best Welsh steaming coal, 300 tons of patent fuel and the bulk of their lubricating oils. But when Lois visited the Terra Nova at the docks earlier in the week, she noticed that the ship was so heavily laden it settled deeply in the water. Seams in the forepeak, usually well above the water line, were leaking. Taff predicted that unless they could locate those leaky seams, it would mean half an hour to an hour’s pumping every watch. 

Rumours have already reached Lois that Taff sat between the mayor and Captain Scott at the send-off dinner and was the only one outside the officer class asked to make a speech. Lois doesn’t like to think of how much ‘lubricating oil’ he had taken on board before he did that. Some of the folk who have just arrived from Cardiff decline to answer her tentative enquiries into the state of Taff’s head that morning. But they tell her that when the sailors hoisted the Cardiff flag at the fore and the Welsh flag at the mizzen, someone pointed to the flag and asked them why they didn’t have a Welsh leek. They were told that they didn’t need one, they already had a leak in the forepeak!

Taff’s quick wit and his good humour endeared him to Captain Scott. The letter of appointment wasn’t so much an invitation as a foregone conclusion. Taff had served under Scott in the Antarctic on the Discovery expedition. Although the letter was a surprise, Lois is proud that her husband has been singled out. In March the previous year, Taff was given two weeks to report to the West India Docks in London to begin refitting the Terra Nova. Within a fortnight, Lois lost her husband and the security of his full navy salary. Unlike the Discovery expedition, funded chiefly by the Royal Society and the Royal Geographical Society, this would be a private venture. This time Taff’s salary, and therefore Lois’s allowance, is largely dependent upon Scott’s fundraising skills. But Taff trusts Scott and answered the Captain’s summons without hesitation, moving into shared lodgings in London’s docklands. Transforming a whaler into an expedition ship in two months was all-consuming work and Lois has hardly seen her husband since he left, nor the children their father.

When they arrive at the furthest point of the Worm, they rest in the thick grass. The sky is swirling with breeding seabirds: herring gulls, guillemots, razorbills, kittiwakes and the whirring puffins. When Lois and Taff were young they used to find the small cleft that forms a blowhole, the wurm’s nostril. A small handful of sand thrown into it is blown back into the air. If you put your ear to the ground, you can hear the deep noise of bellows in motion. They all know the old Gower saying: ‘The old Worm’s blowing, time for a boat to be going.’[58]

Watching now through the shared binoculars, Lois sees the Terra Nova steaming towards the Breaksea Light Vessel in a flotilla of smaller boats. After a while, the pilot boat peels off. That will be the officers’ wives, who sailed the first 30 miles with the ship before disembarking. She had not been invited to join their party. Lois continues to watch them out past Lundy Island, where they begin to face the headwind and the Atlantic swell. To the sailors in the group, it seems that in spite of her deeply laden condition, the Terra Nova is breasting each wave in splendid form. With her deck cargo, she reminds them of ‘a little mother with her child upon her back’.[59]

The ship is almost over the horizon. They must return before the rising tide cuts them off. Wilfred Beynon, Lois’s cousin, remembers that ‘I don’t know what it is, but once you put a sheep out on Wurm’s Head, it can’t be kept away from there … Once they’ve had a taste of the grass out there, they’ll never be safe again.’[60]

16 JUNE 1910

CAROLINE – GESTINGTHORPE

Caroline Oates’s uniformed butler, Oscar Minchin, brings the post to the morning room at Gestingthorpe Hall. The room is square, with one side almost entirely taken up by full-height, south-facing sash windows. The windows, shaded by striped awnings that can be wound out from the facade, look onto the south lawn towards the Belvedere and on to the newly planted avenue of lime trees. She has planted the trees to screen Hill Farm and focus on Laurie’s favourite view: the Leys, a foxy coppice. With the windows open, tendrils from the Virginia creeper that covers the south facade escape across the sill. 

Caroline and her son parted privately after the ceremony in London. She did not go to Cardiff to see him off. Laurie had deliberately told her how much ‘I hate those awful goodbyes’.[61] Two days before he left, she sent him a cheque for £50 (£2,500 today). That was the kind of unsentimental goodbye one couldn’t hate. She knew he would not be able to spend it in Antarctica, but at the rate he got through money, it would probably be gone before he ever set foot on that icy shore.

Caroline is meticulous. She opens the letter with a silver paper knife. She will add it to the pile. There are letters in that pile from his army postings in Egypt, South Africa and India, but this one has a Cardiff postmark. According to Laurie, the official Terra Nova send-off had been a trial. First there were the visiting women, ‘a great nuisance as we can’t get really dirty’, and then the mayor and his cronies. ‘I never saw such a mob – they are Labour Socialists,’ he told her. ‘The only gentleman I have seen come aboard is the telephone operator.’ But Caroline can tell that Laurie is enjoying himself. He stayed with a Colonel Herbert near Cardiff to avoid the ‘nibs and nobs’, and Herbert’s young daughter asked him if he was a pirate. ‘She was quite disappointed when she heard that I was not.’

There is something faintly rakish about ‘pirate’ and it is surely better than ‘farmer’. Laurie insists on wearing his bowler on the back of his head and his most battered Aquascutum suit. He wears his brown hair shaved almost to the scalp. No wonder Herbert’s daughter was confused. She is not alone. Caroline is still trying to come to terms with the rapid turn of events that have led to this moment. She still has Laurie’s ‘confession’ letter neatly filed in her desk:

I have now a great confession to make. I offered my services to the Antarctic expedition … under Scott … Now I don’t know whether you will approve or not but I feel that I ought to have consulted you before I sent in my name. I did not do so as I thought there was very little chance of my being taken (as cavalry officers are not generally taken for these shows) … 

Points in favour of going. It will help me professionally as in the army if they want a man to wash labels off bottles they would sooner employ a man who had been to the North [sic] Pole than one who had only got as far as the Mile End Road. The job is most suitable to my tastes … The climate is very healthy although inclined to be cold …

Points against. I shall be out of touch for some considerable time. It will require a goodish outlay of about £1,500 as I have offered to subscribe to the funds …

P.S. I am sorry this letter is so disgracefully written but I am in bed.[62]

There was always an amusing excuse for Laurie’s disgraceful letters, but for all the disarming humour and self-deprecation, the central message is crystal clear – he had not consulted her. It is the first time he had ever ‘offered funds’ of this magnitude without doing so. Going to the Antarctic, he argued, though not absolutely necessary, would, in his opinion, be well worth the outlay. 

Hitherto, Caroline has kept a tight hand on Laurie’s ‘outlays’. She has an excellent head for figures, he does not. Laurie failed his exams at Eton, his Cambridge tests and the army entrance. He still cannot spell or add, and he has a weakness for buying thoroughbreds, but in spite of it all, the leavening humility to recognise that ‘if you were the same way with your money as I am with mine we should soon be in the soup’.[63] And yet he offered Scott a fortune. What could Caroline have done? Refused? Forced Laurie to retract his offer, to go back on his gentlemanly word? It is his money. He is nearly thirty and lord of the manor of Gestingthorpe. There was nothing she could do. She could not even say goodbye.

Horses are a comfort, riding is the Oates family cure-all. Caroline is aware that she must keep up appearances. She reaches for the servant’s bell to the right of the mantelpiece to summon her lady’s maid, Isabella Longhome, for her lightest summer riding habit to wear over her corseted summer dress. She looks her best in her tailored riding clothes, small bowler riding hat tipped slightly forward from the crown of her greying head. George Baker, the groom, might bring the grey mare to the front door where she can climb the stone mounting block and lower herself into her side saddle. 

Leaving the large Georgian house behind her, Caroline rides out of the semi-circular carriageway. If she chooses to go left, she will pass the Gestingthorpe lodge, if right, she will go through the dappled shade of the great beech and lime trees out into the main road. On the opposite side of the unmetalled road, the brick tower of St Mary the Virgin rises from its grassy graveyard. To the left is the village school, a squat building of two rooms which abuts the Reverend Bromwich’s vicarage garden. Increasingly, Caroline has noticed that some of the village children forget to doff their caps to her. If she does not recognise the offender, she asks for their name in order to register her disapproval in a letter to the school.[64]

She rides past fields of yellowing barley, a hazy sea of alternately folding valleys receding into a blue distance. There are about a hundred men employed on the land across the fifteen farms of the parish to plough, drill and harvest. Gestingthorpe is totally dependent on the power from heavy horses – the size of each farm business is gauged by its number of horses. The kings of the land are the Suffolk Punches, so sturdy with their thick necks and feathered feet, brasses clinking. Caroline rides past cattle grazing along Belchamp Brook, past the shining surface of Brundon Mill’s pond until she reaches East Anglia’s oldest grazed common pastures, the Auberies Estate, where Thomas Gainsborough’s now ancient oak tree spreads its branches. 

Caroline is interested in art. She is involved in commissioning a statue of Gainsborough for his nearby hometown of Sudbury. His masterpiece, Mr and Mrs Andrews, which features this very oak tree, exudes an easy landowner’s confidence that eludes Caroline. (She wasn’t born to this life, though that’s a secret she guards fiercely.) A young squire, like Laurie, wearing a rakish tricorne hat, shotgun cocked over his arm, stands nonchalantly beside a lady in a sky-blue silk dress. The area where the lady’s left hand should be is raw canvas, unfinished. An artistic puzzle. The blank area represents what Caroline calls ‘life’s perplexities’.[65] Kicking her mare up the small rise to the oak, she can see the wide branches spread benevolent and yellow-green. The shady earth is dry and bare, and there is the animal smell of cattle that have sheltered here. Some say the oak is a living example of the old order. 

Together with Laurie’s sudden assertion of independence, Caroline is concerned about the state of the country. The People’s Budget has introduced unprecedented taxes on the lands and incomes of the wealthy landowning classes. Is the Oates family immune from the politics of Westminster? Are they safe within the ornate gold frame of their oil-painted countryside? Caroline suspects not. Now, more than ever, they need that tricorned squire to be visible, reinforcing his manorial position. For even here in ultra-conservative Gestingthorpe, in the depths of the country, the children do not doff their caps.

16 JULY 1910

KATHLEEN – LONDON

In the nursery on Buckingham Palace Road, Kathleen Scott lifts the tiny fingers from around her index finger. Peter is a blond, tousled, ten-month-old toddler crawling around the nursery on fat, bandy arms and legs. This is the most heart-wrenchingly awful thing she has ever done. ‘In agonies and ecstasies of reciprocated love’, Kathleen releases the pressure of his pudgy grip, unstitching the strongest bond she has ever known.[66] 

When she married Captain Scott just under two years ago on 2 September 1908, she had not been in love with him. His love was not requited. He had been the right man to be the father for her son, he had the requisite ‘lion’ genes. But after Peter’s birth, ‘I fell for the first time gloriously, passionately, wildly in love with my husband … He became my god; the father of my son and my god. Until now he had been a probationer, a means to an end. Now my aim, my desire, had been abundantly accomplished.’ Until that moment she had wondered why she had saved herself. ‘Now my determined, my masterful virginity, sustained through such strong vicissitudes, seemed not, as I had sometimes feared, mere selfish prudery, but the purposeful and inevitable highway to this.’ And yet, there was a cost. The price of passion was the agony of unstitching from Peter. ‘Looking back over my life I can think of nothing that hurt more hideously.’[67]

Kathleen is a woman. It is all very well for her maternal instincts to soften her resolve but she must not allow them to soften her husband’s. Days before her marriage and before Peter’s birth, she endorsed notices published in newspapers to the effect that neither would affect his plans for the South Pole. The man she refers to as ‘Capt South Pole Scott’ cannot renege on their unspoken agreement.[68] While she will ensure the continuation of his name biologically, he will create their historical name, based on his reputation. If he wavers, she’s ready: ‘You shall go to the Pole. Oh dear me, what’s the use of having energy and enterprise if a little thing like that can’t be done?’

The cab arrives at the front door. Scott’s mother Hannah is ready to take Peter to stay in Henley-on-Thames, where she lives with her married daughter. Kathleen is worried that they will feminise her baby son – give him warm baths, Lord Fauntleroy-curls and petticoats. It will be ‘four months of enchanting growth that I should be shut out from and would never come back again’.[69] Kathleen realises that he would not know her when she came back. She even forces herself to imagine that he might ‘look to someone else, maybe, for protection from me’.

At least if she accompanies Scott to New Zealand – to the last port before Antarctica – she can ensure that he does not suffer from what he calls his ‘black moods’, or at least not so much that his men lose respect for him as a leader.[70] She can also try to get pregnant. By the time she returns she wants to offer Peter the best present of all, a brother. In the meantime she will write letters and telegrams to Hannah, and through her try to maintain communication with her babe. She leaves photographic portraits for Hannah to show Peter his parents so that their faces, at least, will be familiar to him. There is nothing more she can do. Outside the cab meter is ticking around. They need more money, not less. She must go. Kathleen walks herself down the garden path, closes the gate behind her and gets into the cab. ‘I followed my husband.’[71]

In the first daze of separation, the Scotts emerge from their cab onto the echoing concourse at Waterloo Station. As the station porters begin loading their luggage onto rattling trolleys, Kathleen leads the way through the crowd of press to the platform for the 11.35 a.m. boat train to Southampton. On the far side of the ticket barrier, Mrs Oriana Wilson and Mrs Hilda Evans (wife of Lieutenant ‘Teddy’ Evans, who is captaining the Terra Nova at present) are waiting beside a passenger carriage with the new London & South West Railway livery, mint green lined with chocolate brown. Since 1910, the LSWR has begun electrifying some suburban services, but at the far end of this platform, the boat train engine belches black coal smoke. From Southampton they will go to Cape Town in comfort aboard the mail steamboat HMS Saxon. Scott has given Teddy instructions to save coal and to use the sails as much as possible, so Scott and ‘the harem’ will arrive first. Kathleen and the others are ushered towards the train by the waiting crowd – Sir Edgar and Leonora Speyer are among the well-wishers – when suddenly a familiar voice echoes through the concourse: 

‘Three cheers for Captain Scott.’ 

It is Ernest – now Sir Ernest – Shackleton who is, in Kathleen’s opinion, ‘rotten; bad blood and no good at all’.[72] How typical of him to make a public show of sportsmanship. But it seems he has not finished. 

‘Three cheers for Mrs Scott.’

All thoughts of Peter are forgotten. Kathleen rushes for the open door of the train carriage. She has a leatherbound diary with a brass lock and key – she will confide her feelings about Shackleton to its pages: ‘I would willingly assist,’ she writes, ‘at that man’s annihilation.’[73]




2

Pen & Ink Conversations

1 JULY 1910

EMILY – BUTE

In her ground-floor flat in Ardbeg, Rothesay on the Isle of Bute, Emily receives her weekly letter from Birdie. Ever since he boarded the naval training ship HMS Worcester at the age of fourteen, he has rarely missed the weekly ‘pen & ink conversation’.[74] Birdie started the letter on 22 June before the Terra Nova reached Madeira, where it will stock up before continuing to Cape Town. He is in charge of stores and knows that once they dock, he will be too busy to write properly. He hopes that Emily too has had little time to think and that the change of atmosphere from London smog to Western Isles ‘bucked you up in every way’.[75] Continuing, Birdie tells his mother:

The person who has most impressed me among us is Dr Wilson, whom you will remember to have just seen – a tall clean-shaven chap. He is the soundest man we have, a chap whom I would trust with anything. I am sure he is a real Christian – there is no mistaking it – it comes out in everything. He also has his Discovery experience, and though he is not ready to talk, can be squeezed for information at odd times. People like myself always have their tongues hanging out for information on the Antarctic.[76]

Emily sits in the garden they share with the Maxwells upstairs and thinks of her son with his ‘tongue hanging out’. Birdie has always had an unquenchable thirst for anything Antarctic. He is an enthusiast by nature and cannot even affect the laconic indifference of the upper classes. Sometimes Emily could kick herself around the room. From a gunboat in Burma, Birdie, his feet blistered from sunburnt decks, begged her for news about icy wastes and longed for the chance to ‘worry’ the Pole – ‘If only they will leave the South Pole itself alone for a bit,’ he said, ‘they may give me a chance.’[77] Emily now realises that she fanned the icy flames by sending newspaper cuttings about the American explorers Cook and Peary arguing over which of them had first discovered the North Pole, book reviews of Scott’s The Voyage of the Discovery and even Shackleton’s The Heart of the Antarctic. 

With her son’s letter on her lap, she looks up. Her eyes travel around her wrap-around panoramic view: to the north, the intense blue of Loch Striven, east past the rocky promontory with the white finger of Toward lighthouse, the mouth of the Firth of Clyde and Wemyss Bay ferry port and on southwards the bright green island of Great Cumbrae and the Irish Sea. She glances at the Terra Nova headed paper – the penguin logo has a protruding beak, calling her son’s prominent nose fondly to her mind: ‘I was Polly at Sidcup,’ Birdie notes academically, ‘Beakie at Streatham, Kinkie on the Worcester, Bosun Bill on the Dufferin, Nosie on the Fox’, and now he is ‘Birdie’.[78] As an ex-headmistress, Emily is clear about the distinction between name calling and nicknaming. All his life Birdie has referred to his people as ‘Bower birds’ and his home as the ‘nest of Bower birds’.[79] And so Henry becomes Birdie, even to her.

The letter has been franked with a circular mark ‘Funchal’ over the top, ‘Madeira’ at the base and across the circle a lozenge shape with the date. Ships to the Straits Peninsula, or Further India, as Malaya was sometimes called, stopped over on the island to replenish food and fresh water, so it’s likely that Emily has been there as well. The Catholic Portuguese are not her natural bedfellows. Emily raised her children in her evangelical Christian faith – she has no time for high church with its musky incense and secret confession: ‘I can’t stand the nonsense.’[80]

But Birdie has obviously met a fellow Christian, which can only be a good thing. Emily’s memory is excellent; of course she remembers Dr Bill Wilson. She also remembers his wife, as tall and thin as him. Perhaps it is something to do with Edward Lear’s popular nonsense poem ‘The Jumblies’ (a useful rhythmic text for teaching reading), and Birdie will come back taller from the ‘Torrible’ Antarctic too. But Emily is worried about recent press reports about leaks in the ship’s hull – the Terra Nova seems almost as leaky as the Jumblies’ sieve ‘in which they went to sea’.[81]

Emily has just received a photograph of Birdie on the Terra Nova, taken from the dockside looking up. It is already in a frame in the front room. If she wants to see it, she can climb the steep steps that lead up from the shared garden to the galley kitchen on the right of the building. From the back of the kitchen, a narrow corridor leads left to her front room with its coal fire. In the frame, Birdie is posing in his Royal Indian Marine uniform, two lieutenant’s stripes around his wrist. He leans with his left hand on one of the ship’s lifeboats, the fingers of the other in his pocket. With his peaked cap pulled down almost to the bridge of that wonderful nose, and without the other officers towering over him, he looks every inch the handsome naval officer. Will she ever see that face again? ‘Your photo is looking at me. I wish it was your own self but please God the day will soon come when I see you.’[82] Her daughter May, who has moved home to Ardbeg, has recently become interested in spiritualism as a logical extension of Christianity. Could Emily’s presentiment at Waterloo Station be the result of a spiritual second sight?

Emily rearranges the boxes of Ceylonese butterflies that Birdie, a keen and knowledgeable lepidopterist, has entrusted to her care. They are brightly coloured like the petals of flowers in Malaya. In Malay culture there is a belief that at the time of every birth on earth, a flower is supposed to grow up in heaven and to live a life parallel to that of each person. If the flower continues to grow well, the person enjoys good, robust health; if it droops, the person droops. Emily sets the butterfly collection in pride of place. The surfaces of the glass boxes attract dust, but she will not allow one mote to fall on this. Emily has always kept a tidy house, even in the days of scholar lodgers who seemed to think it their duty to create mess. Birdie’s collection is still the brightest thing in the room, a spot of cheerful colour.

I must admit that my journey down [to Portsmouth] to-day was hardly what one might call cheery,’ [Birdie wrote after that farewell.] ‘Still, life is made up of these things and thus it must go on till we never more shall part and God shall wipe away all the tears from our eyes. It seems a strange paradox in nature that those who have many sons may have them always with them, while so often the single ones are taken. My love for you and the desire to remain with you always tempers my natural desire for a roving life, which was born in me. As the knowledge that I had to go to sea grew and grew, I always fought it for your sake but for my own loved it: it was my calling. It had to be, but God has given me the love of it
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When I first started researching the Snow Widows over a decade ago, they were invisible. I was looking for inspiration at the time because my husband was about to climb Everest (our children were nearly five, nearly three and nearly one). He climbed it and came home, but by then I had discovered the treasures that are Oriana, Kathleen, Caroline, Emily and Lois. They have continued to be inspiring companions for me over the years as I hope they now can be for you.

ORIANA

Oriana’s niece, Eleanor Bragge, was in a nursing home when her nephew Nicholas and his wife Christina Bantoft first took me along to visit. Ory was bossy, of that Eleanor was in no doubt, but she and Ory shared a prescient and almost pantheistic regard for the conservation of the natural world. Dr David Wilson FRZS is the keeper of the Wilson flame and his help, over the years, has been invaluable. Other relations include Toby Garfitt and Kit Bowen, who have been charming and generous in their praise and with their photographs. Ory fell in trust with her husband’s first biographer, George Seaver, and Peter Seaver has helped to bring that relationship to life. Ory nearly emigrated to New Zealand where, as a result of long periods of waiting for her husband to return from the Antarctic, she had as many friends as in the UK. Among those friends, the Studholmes are treasures guarding treasures. My extraordinary aunt and godmother Jane Bannister found Oriana’s bats in the Natural History Museum belfry, thereby redefining Ory’s identity from ‘wife-of’ to scientist. Nick Smith (conservation minister and minister for housing in New Zealand) saw the importance of saving ‘Uncle Bill’s Cabin’ at a time when the Christchurch earthquake had created a housing crisis. Together with the owners of the garden in which it teetered, he has brought that ‘historic monument’ back from the brink of destruction, an appropriate symbol of Ory’s extraordinary resilience.

KATHLEEN

In the course of researching this book, I discovered that Mary Ann Shaffer, the American author of the bestselling The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society had always wanted to write about Kathleen Scott using Kathleen’s papers at Kennet Collection in Cambridge. Arriving from the other side of the Atlantic she found them ‘nearly unusable’ and got on the first plane out, which happened to be to Guernsey. And the rest, as they say … (In relating the experience to me, her niece and co-author concluded: ‘that’s why I write fiction’.) The source material used in Snow Widows, sourced and cross-checked from the Kennet collection, has already been published both in Kathleen’s candid autobiography and in her fascinating biography written by Louisa Young, her granddaughter (whom she never met). Perhaps Kathleen is not to be found in an archive, but in the opinion of others. ‘There is no consistency about her,’ wrote her husband’s biographer Stephen Gwynn: ‘She will argue by the hour on the personal inferiority of women, yet in practice can seldom refrain from confuting her own argument … If her conduct is too often unladylike, I have always found her to act like a gentleman.’[912]

EMILY

It was hailing upwards when I stood on the doorstep of Emily’s old flat in Bute on a dreich winter’s night, but Bobby and Beck Reid inhaled me in. (I hadn’t even knocked.) Emily’s Bowers relatives, the Lauries, are no less accommodating. On an academic level Emily exists in the well-indexed SPRI archive collection on ‘Bowers’, as a lively, intelligent clucking hen. In Apsley Cherry-Garrard’s Worst Journey, he concluded that though Birdie might have ‘appeared crude’ in London’s clubland, he was the man you would lie down and cry for when a crisis loomed. The same might be said of his mother.

Anne Strathie gave me a file labelled ‘Emily’ from her work on Birdie’s biography. More than a start, it was a vote of confidence that I have tried to deserve. Cherry gave a beautiful copy of the South Polar Times to Emily, which her daughters Edie and May left to the Bute Museum. Jean McMillan, the archivist, is a worthy custodian of that book. Emily as an active alumna of Cheltenham Teacher Training College was a revelation. Archivist Lorna Scott found a picture of Emily, the tailor’s daughter, emerging from her chrysalis in an immense crinoline. It is the kind of costume from which one could sew a different future, and she did. 

CAROLINE

Meeting Sue Limb, who knew Violet Oates, has been one of the great joys of this project. Patrick Cordingley is ‘the cavalry’ without whose arrival Captain Oates’s biography might never have been written. I was honoured to have Patrick as my tour guide around the Oates collection in Selbourne. Ashley Cooper is a busy Gestingthorpe author, farmer and antiquarian. In meeting him, I stumbled upon a gentleman researcher of the very highest calibre. Andy Craig is the Chair of the Gestingthorpe History Group and the country’s history groups would all benefit if, like the St Mary’s Gestingthorpe’s Lych Gate, he was reproduced around the British Isles. Peter Nice discovered Violet Oates ‘doing her bit’ for the war effort in the Church Magazine, an amazing find. My tour of the privately-owned Gestingthorpe Hall by Michael and Elaine Sharp convinced me that the place could not be in better hands. Kimberley at Gilbert White House Museum allowed me to see Caroline’s diary with the entry which encapsulates her eyewatering stoicism: ‘Baby boy born’. Due to a project clash, Bryan Oates politely and understandably declined to discuss his play, What Mrs Oates Knew, about Caroline, but he kindly gave his permission to include a photograph in the Oates Collection. 

Caroline was a formidably becorseted horsewoman, but more accessible as a brave but broken-hearted mother.

LOIS

Thank you to polar historian Gary C. Gregor and his wife Jane, who heard that Lois received the telegram on Oxwich beach from Lily Tucker herself. John Evans is succeeding in the great task of statuary, and he is on first-name terms (almost) with Taff’s greatest fan, Princess Anne. John’s memories of taking the bus with his grandmother Lois are still touchingly tender. Sharon Holder, daughter of Ray Burton, has shared equally heartfelt memories of her father finding out that Taff was probably his grandfather. His mother never told him, but on her death, her sister, Ray’s aunt, revealed the truth. Like the Evanses, Ray’s children are proud of their ancestor and have attended several polar commemoration events. As a doctor–biographer, Isobel Williams has covered both Bill and Taff in fantastic medical detail. It is incredible that antibiotics and vitamin C were not discovered until around 1928, and therefore postdate the Terra Nova expedition. I was relieved to find that Lois’s is not the only unmarked grave in Morriston cemetery. I would hate to think she died anxious that it might be vandalised. May her ascent to full recognition be as steep and steady as her husband’s. 

SIR EDGAR SPEYER AND EDWARD ELGAR

The musical structure behind this book began with the combination of Elgar’s mysterious five-dot dedication and Speyer’s sponsorship of both him and Captain Scott. Speyer – a fascinating man – is also responsible for the London Underground. Thank you to Antony Lentin for detailing Sir Edgar Speyer’s fall from grace and the hysteria that characterised anti-German sentiment in World War One. Fritz Kreisler’s own book Four Weeks in the Trenches has been a revelation. Many thanks to musician Imogen Seth Smith, BBC Radio 3’s David Owen Norris and Yehudi Menuhin’s grandson, Lin Siao Fou-Menuhin, for helping me to understand how Fritz Kreisler might have approached playing Elgar’s Violin Concerto. When I was standing in Elgar’s birthplace (minding my own business) someone put on a record of Elgar conducting Yehudi Menuhin. The sound played through Elgar’s own gramophone. 
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About the Book

The men of Captain Scott’s Polar Party were heroes of their age, enduring tremendous hardships to further the reputation of the Empire they served by reaching the South Pole. But they were also husbands, fathers, sons and brothers.

For the first time, the story of the race for the South Pole is told from the perspective of the women whose lives would be forever changed by it, five women who offer a window into a lost age and a revealing insight into the thoughts and feelings of the five heroes.

Kathleen Scott, the fierce young wife of the expedition leader, campaigned relentlessly for Scott’s reputation, but did her ambition for glory drive her husband to take unnecessary risks? Oriana Wilson, a true help-mate and partner to the expedition’s doctor, was a scientific mind in her own right and understood more than most what the men faced in Antarctica. Emily Bowers was a fervent proponent of Empire, having spent much of her life as a missionary teacher in the colonies. The indomitable Caroline Oates was the very picture of decorum and everything an Edwardian woman aspired to be, but she refused all invitations to celebrate her son Laurie’s noble sacrifice. Lois Evans led a harder life than the other women, constantly on the edge of poverty and forced to endure the media’s classist assertions that her husband Taff, the sole ‘Jack Tar’ in a band of officers, must have been responsible for the party’s downfall. Her story, brought to light through new archival research, is shared here for the first time.

In a gripping and remarkable feat of historical reconstruction, Katherine MacInnes vividly depicts the lives, loves and losses of five women shaped by the unrelenting culture of Empire and forced into the public eye by tragedy. It also reveals the five heroes, not as the caricatures of legend, but as the real people they were.
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