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    Prologue


    Swept Underwater

    



    My eyes snapped open as the tent above me was raked by yet another violent gust. The fabric of our flimsy shelter writhed in the wind like the loosened sails of a yacht in a hurricane. The whole tent seemed to contract with each blast of the storm, like a lung trying to breathe. The wind tore at the tent in a fury from all directions, as if there were physical beings outside, tugging at our refuge, incensed by its presence and intent on its removal. Lying in my sleeping bag on the tent floor, I was jolted violently by the vibration of the squalls. The movement would have kept me awake even if the noise hadn’t already made sleep impossible. The roar of the wind, the clatter of ice blown against the tent and the snapping of fabric filled my brain until I could think of nothing else. It was all-consuming.


    Abruptly, there was a change. One side of the tent sounded particularly noisy. Something had come loose. As I strained against the restrictive hood of my sleeping bag to peer around me, I could see the far corner of the tent bulging inwards. One of the guy ropes that anchored the outside of the tent to the ground had come free or snapped. It wasn’t serious but it made me anxious about the other identical anchors holding the tent down. In Antarctica, a tent is more than just a shelter, it is a lifeline. Without the protection of a tent, a person can’t survive in the open. We couldn’t risk our tent blowing away or getting damaged. I wriggled out of my sleeping bag, anxious to get outside and re-anchor the free material. I punched my arms into the sleeves of my down jacket, ignoring the involuntary shiver as the super-cooled lining touched my skin, and kicked my feet into my down booties. Next to me were the worm-like forms of my three tent-mates, cocooned deep in their sleeping bags. I could sense that they were all awake – nobody could sleep through such a storm – but none of them moved as I squeezed out of the tent door.


    Outside, I had to push myself away from the tent and I tottered on the spot for a moment as I steadied myself in the gale. The force of the wind felt oppressive, as if the air itself was thicker out here. I glanced around at the brightly lit Antarctic night. As I squinted into the glare of the sun reflected by the flawless white of the snow, it could have been two in the afternoon rather than two in the morning. This far south there is no darkness during the summer. Instead, the sun makes endless circles in the sky, never lowering itself towards the horizon. Despite the sunshine, it was still breathtakingly cold. I readjusted my face-covering to protect the exposed skin that was already burning with the sting of the subzero temperatures.


    Our tents were pitched on the fringes of a small base camp. A few hundred metres to the right was a cluster of rigid tents and containers used for the logistical operation that stretched across Antarctica and to South America. We had arrived at the camp from Chile the day before, spilling out of a large cargo plane after a six-hour flight in its windowless belly. The plan was to stay in the base camp and acclimatise for a few days, before being flown by a small ski-plane to the point on the Antarctic coast where we would start our expedition to the South Pole. I ran my eyes over the long lines of small geodesic tents used as sleeping accommodation by the staff running the camp. They seemed to be part submerged in a broiling haze of snow-filled air. As I watched, my eyes grew wider; the snow was being drawn upwards, forming a towering cloud of whirling eddies that looked like a blanched sandstorm. The cloud drew more snow and ice into itself as it churned and swept across the camp, advancing towards me like a tsunami. I watched it till the last second, before turning and crouching low to the ground as my back was pelted with fist-sized lumps of ice carried by the wind. As the violence died down I stood to see yet another icy squall in the distance, rising up a dozen metres into the air, screening the sunlight and creating its own shadow. The noise of the oncoming mass of snow and ice was as loud as a low-flying military jet, but it had a menace to it, as if the storm were alive. My body reacted to the noise instinctively, tensing every muscle; each sense so alert that it was almost painful. Within minutes, the squall had reached me and yet again I crouched low into the snow, lost in a violence of wind and a swirling mass of ice-hard spray that for a few seconds made it hard to breathe. It felt like being swept underwater.


    Beside me, our two lightweight tents billowed and bucked in the Antarctic gale. I found the loose guy rope and anchored it deep in the snow, stamping my boot around the attachment to make the powder snow as hard and firm as ice. The restored tension in the tent seemed to enrage the storm even further; the next squall sent the tent into a spasm that looked even more dramatic from the outside than it had sounded from within. Between gusts I shovelled spadefuls of snow onto the sides of the tent, which were already piled high with snow blocks to weigh them down. Still, the tent threatened to pull free. The vibration of the tent shrugged off the larger blocks of compacted snow faster than I could replace them and as I frantically shovelled snow onto one weak spot, another appeared elsewhere. I called for help through the tent fabric to my teammates inside. The first well-covered figure appeared out of the tent door just as another blast struck. Without time to explain, I grabbed her shoulder to spin her against the wind and bring us both down into a crouch on the snow as we were pelted with rocks of ice by the fury sweeping over us.


    As soon as the gust passed I ducked my head into the tent to warn the others to watch for the approaching squalls on their way out but, halfway through my sentence, the tent closed in around us. The poles caved inwards, drooping silently while the material billowed as delicately as a falling parachute. Scrambling out of the tent we grabbed at the tent poles, trying to find where they had broken, but we were too late. Another gust hit us and, as the tent struggled, the jagged edges of the broken poles tore through the outer fabric with a sickening wrench, shredding our precious shelter.


    We worked quickly to isolate the broken poles, holding them firm through the gusts to prevent any further damage but, even as we struggled, I could see the extent of the ruin and my mind worked rapidly through the consequences. We didn’t have a spare tent so we would need to repair the damage. We had limited repair materials with us that I doubted would be sufficient to piece together all the torn fabric and broken poles. Even if we could scavenge enough glue and spares from the workshops around base camp, the repairs would need to be reliable enough for us to entrust our lives to the restored tent. There was no question of starting the expedition with equipment that might fail and therefore put our lives at risk.


    I felt my insides tighten, pulling the blood away from my face as I realised, fully, what I had instinctively known from the moment the tent had collapsed. Without a suitable tent, there was no expedition.


    Our expedition was over before it had even begun.

  


  
    Chapter One


    Beginnings

    



    I stood in the centre of London on a traffic island in the middle of a pedestrian crossing. A stampede of distracted commuters jostled either side of me. Dressed in my smartest business suit, I looked like anyone else rushing from tube station to office in the morning drizzle. Nobody could tell that the day before I had been huddled in a slightly damp sleeping bag in a cold corner of a soot-filled military tent in a freezing part of central Norway. I could barely believe it myself. For the previous fortnight my world had been drifting snow, pink-lit peaks and glimpses of musk ox as I taught others how to travel through that bitter cold. Now, after a 24-hour dash by train and plane, I found myself in a landscape of belching buses, aggressive taxis and an unyielding workforce marching towards their day.


    Taking my time, I walked along Gloucester Road to the headquarters of the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust. In a grand-fronted building with fat white pillars and a glossy black door, I sat in front of a panel of four very stern-looking men and told them my idea: I wanted to take a team of eight women from across the Commonwealth to the South Pole. The team would not be experienced adventurers or seasoned polar explorers but ‘ordinary’ women who wanted to show the world what they were capable of. The trust awards a number of grants every year to people who want to travel overseas for career-enhancing study or to complete projects that will bring benefit to themselves, their community and, ultimately, the UK. My application was unusual in that I wasn’t asking for funds towards the main project, the expedition to Antarctica. Instead, I asked them to finance my journey to eight carefully selected Commonwealth countries to interview candidates and find an expedition team. I needed a team before I could go in search of sponsorship for the main expedition and I was hoping the trust would help me fund this initial step.


    The interview didn’t go well. I’m usually confident at interviews but this time I felt nervous; perhaps an indication of how badly I wanted this panel of strangers to support my wild idea. One member of the panel announced that he was an expert in Commonwealth matters and then fell silent. His lack of opinion on my idea didn’t seem favourable, neither did the fact that the chairman of the panel (who asked all the questions) seemed keen to move on swiftly, repeatedly cutting short my answers before I’d had time to make my case. The sticking point seemed to be a concern that the support of the trust would be overshadowed by all the other organisations and sponsors that I would need to involve in order to fund the actual expedition. ‘Regardless of the future support or outcome of the expedition, if the trust supports my recruitment journey then it will always be the very start of our story,’ I tried to reassure them. ‘It will be the very important initial seed that makes everything else possible.’


    Twenty minutes later I sat in a nearby coffee shop, trying to overcome my disappointment. I had attended so many interviews for grants and funding over the years that I had developed an instinctive sense of the outcome. I called my mother but didn’t get the sympathy I was looking for. ‘You always do this,’ she sighed down the phone. ‘You think you’ve done badly and then a few weeks later it all works out fine.’ I rang off feeling frustrated. Just because things had gone my way in the past didn’t mean that they always would.


    That night I flew back to Norway to become an instructor again for a few more weeks and my days were absorbed by pulling sledges, tent routines and ice-breaking drills. Unfortunately, open wilderness can be a surprisingly claustrophobic place. The constant driving snow forced me to retreat into my goggles and the hood of my jacket, which formed a tiny protective cocoon from the brute forces beyond. Days were spent skiing along silently in my own personal bubble of thought, mulling over my plans. I kept telling myself that rejection from the trust was likely to be the first of many obstacles that I would have to overcome. If the expedition was truly an idea worth pursuing, it had to be strong enough to withstand setbacks like this. Still, it was hard to see how I would be able to move forward without funding, and there were precious few sources of finance.


    The expedition was an idea that had gestated in my brain during dozens of similarly long ski journeys. While making slow progress through white landscapes, numerous ideas float into my head; many roll around for days, perhaps even weeks or months, but generally they fade and disappear. The good ideas are the ones that refuse to leave, the ones that keep coming back. The Commonwealth Women’s Antarctic Expedition wasn’t an idea that had arrived fully formed. It had grown slowly, taking on different formats as I thought through all aspects of the plan. The motivation had accumulated just as slowly during my travels over the previous five years. The more I saw of the world, the more I realised that the majority of women on the planet, even now in the twenty-first century, are unable to make their own choices in life. Whether the cause is economical, political, cultural or religious, many women are still considered to be inferior by the society in which they live. The realisation made me sad and frustrated. Gradually, I began to feel an unshakeable sense of responsibility. I was one of the lucky ones that had the freedom to live my life as I wanted. Shouldn’t I be doing something to help those women around the world that weren’t so lucky? Forming an all-female team to ski to the South Pole might seem like a bizarre way to address inequality, but skiing to the South Pole is widely seen as more than just a physical journey; it has become a well-understood metaphor for overcoming obstacles and reaching a common goal. It struck me that an all-female team completing a journey so readily associated with heroic male explorers sporting icy beards would send a very strong and positive message about what women are achieving today, despite obstacles that are far more challenging than the subzero temperatures of Antarctica.


    My first problem in planning the expedition was deciding which countries to include. There had to be some common theme that drew the countries involved together. I considered all the groupings I could think of: the United Nations seemed too vague; NATO was far too military and political; the European Union didn’t strike me as a terribly innovative basis for an expedition; but what about the Commonwealth? I read through the list of just over fifty states that form the Commonwealth. It was an intriguing roll call of nations: developed countries were listed alongside those that were emerging onto the international stage; countries with troubled or tragic histories were mixed with those facing difficult futures; countries that were instantly familiar were as common as those that I wasn’t able to point out on a world map without some hesitation. It was an eclectic and exciting list. It fitted. Even better, the Commonwealth would celebrate its 60th anniversary year in 2009, making a Commonwealth expedition very timely.


    There was just one reason to pause: I had to be sure of what the Commonwealth, as an organisation, stood for. Its original purpose 60 years ago had been to retain a degree of connection between the newly independent countries of the devolving British Empire. To some, its survival into the twenty-first century is a slightly embarrassing and anachronistic reminder of a colonial past, but I needed to make up my own mind. Skimming over the endless debate about what political influence the Commonwealth should have, what became clear from my research is that the Commonwealth remains a channel through which nations from a diverse economic, cultural and geographical spectrum communicate with each other – and that struck me as something that deserved credit. As I delved further into the work of the Commonwealth, I was impressed by the number of projects designed to share skills and knowledge between countries. These range from media training to encourage free speech, to experts sharing ideas on health care and social services. I saw the very modern concept of global social responsibility reflected in the work of the Commonwealth. Rather than a staid old dinosaur, I found a vibrant global community and felt proud that the UK had been so instrumental in its foundation.


    I needed to be sensitive about which countries I approached, avoiding those that had recently experienced intense political or social turmoil. The obvious choices would have been the rich, developed Commonwealth countries, such as Canada, South Africa and Australia, but this seemed too easy and would represent only one side of the Commonwealth. Many Commonwealth nations are in Africa or the Caribbean, so this is where I focused first.


    Jamaica appeared to be one of the only Caribbean nations large enough to provide the support a team member would need. It has a fiercely patriotic diaspora that would be likely to add their backing to anyone flying the Jamaican flag at the South Pole and although adventure sports are not an established pastime in Jamaica, there is a Jamaican ski federation, a dog sled team that competes internationally and the legendary Olympic bobsleigh team – all of which gave me hope that the expedition might win support. Turning to Africa, I looked for a Commonwealth country relatively free of political and economic chaos. Ghana in West Africa stood out, with its comparatively free press, stable economy and robustly democratic political system. In addition, it had been the first African country to join the Commonwealth, a distinction that seemed to make it fitting that a Ghanaian would represent Africa on the expedition team.


    Likewise, India’s place in history as the country whose independence had prompted the formation of the Commonwealth in the first place made it a clear candidate for being included in an expedition to mark the event. India is an enthusiastic mountaineering nation and has a long association with Antarctica, having operated research stations on the continent since 1983. An association with Antarctica similarly prompted me to involve New Zealand. New Zealanders consider Antarctica to be their own backyard, and many were astounded by the fact that whoever joined this expedition would be the first New Zealand woman to ski to the South Pole. Most assumed that the record had been claimed years ago.


    Looking at Asia, Brunei Darussalam stands out within the Commonwealth as one of only three absolute monarchies (the others being Swaziland and Tonga). It would also be the only Muslim country to be represented on the expedition. Its near neighbour, Singapore, is a small but wealthy city-state that is carefully multicultural, representing the incredible diversity of the Commonwealth.


    Finally, my attention switched to Europe. There are two Commonwealth countries within Europe apart from the UK: Malta and Cyprus. For its size, culture and complex political history, I chose Cyprus. I now had the complete composition of my team. The countries involved would be Brunei Darussalam, Cyprus, Ghana, India, Jamaica, New Zealand, Singapore and the UK.


    I wasn’t surprised to arrive home from Norway to find a very thin letter on my doormat stamped with the logo of the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust. My heart sank. It was a thin business envelope with no more than one sheet of paper inside. Experience has taught me that thin letters indicate a negative reply: positive replies come with information leaflets and papers to sign. Putting the envelope to one side I fought my disappointment. I had suspected that this would be the outcome but even so, it was a blow to have confirmation. I’d have to find another way to make my project happen but, right then, I was physically and emotionally drained from a month instructing others and didn’t feel able to shrug off a setback just yet. All afternoon I pottered around my flat unpacking, doing washing, gazing out of the window and reinserting myself into my life after weeks of being away. That evening, glass of wine in hand, I finally sat in my front room and steeled myself for the rejection inside the envelope. I’d had all afternoon to get used to the idea. I unfolded the letter and read the first line.


    ‘I am very pleased to inform you that you have been selected for the award of a 2008 Winston Churchill Travelling Fellowship; I offer my warm congratulations.’


    I had to read the letter again to make sure I’d understood. I read it a third time before it sank in. I dropped the letter and skipped stupidly around the room, laughing at the unnecessary agony I’d been putting myself through for hours – so much for experience! As quick as the laughter (and the skipping), came another thought and a slowly rising panic from the pit of my stomach. Now I had to turn this big idea into a reality. The trust’s panel of four had believed in me and with that belief came the pressure to deliver. The volume of work to be done filled my head and I started scribbling down a colossal to-do list that just kept getting longer. As the size of the project became clear, I felt my confidence begin to waver. I wanted to get to work straight away, worried that otherwise I’d never have the courage to begin. But there was a delay: I was due to spend the next ten weeks on back-to-back expeditions in remote locations without the means to access the Internet or the free time to spend planning the project. I put my to-do list away, knowing that it would be mid May before I would have a chance to look at it again.


    It wasn’t unusual for me to disappear to far-flung, and usually frozen, destinations for weeks at a time. If I were able to travel back through time and appear to an 18-year-old me for long enough to describe to her what her life would be like in a dozen or so years, I often wonder what she would make of it. I worked hard at school, and I was good at it, but I never really had any strong preference for one subject over another. When it came to A levels, I hated deciding what subjects to study; it felt like I was narrowing down my options. Choosing a subject to read at university was even worse. I remember sitting in the small careers room at school flicking through a book of degree subjects arranged in alphabetical order. I started at the back and worked my way forward. I’d nearly finished the book before I got to astrophysics – the physics of the stars, understanding the rules of the universe, learning what is beyond our own existence. It was the only subject that I could imagine would hold my attention for the next three years. I went to University College London in the centre of the capital. It was a fantastic place to be a student but, as the years rolled by, the pressure grew to decide on a career, a direction.


    Finding myself back in a careers office, I explored the possibilities. I loved the astronomy I was learning but, as I neared graduation, it was becoming clear that I was reaching my intellectual limit in aspects of the subject. As my lectures delved deeper into cosmology and quantum mechanics, my brain felt warped. It was time to bow out. I needed a new focus.


    For several years I had been vaguely aware of the British Antarctic Survey but I had assumed that to be sent to Antarctica you would need to be a serious scientist – to have a PhD at the very least – so I was surprised, and excited, as I read through their adverts asking for graduates to fill assistant roles. With conviction, I knew that I had found the new direction I had been looking for.


    After graduation I spent two and a half years, without a break, at Rothera Research Station on the Antarctic Peninsula with the British Antarctic Survey. Rothera is the largest British base on the continent but it is still relatively small. The station itself covers an area barely a kilometre square, containing a few dozen buildings of all shapes and sizes, and houses a transient population of 85 in the summer season that shrinks to a permanent crew of just 20 during the seven-month winters. I was in charge of ozone and climate monitoring on the base but it was the place that fascinated me more than the science. At times it was hard to be cut off from the rest of the world with a random group of people, some of whom I periodically neither liked nor understood, but I never once lost my complete awe of the landscape that surrounded us. It was such a privilege not to simply visit Antarctica but to actually live there and have the chance to get to know the continent and all its sublime faces, both wonderful and terrifying at the same time.


    I learned a completely new set of skills in Antarctica, from the abstract to the practical. I learned how to deal with the cold; how to be respectful but not scared of it. I learned how to refuel planes, how to talk clearly on the radio, how to get a reluctant skidoo started without flooding the engine and, most importantly, I learned about people. I saw leaders and teams; I witnessed groups form and fall apart. I saw personalities that thrived in the centre of things and those that pulled themselves away. I didn’t realise it at the time, but the experience was to give me the best foundation possible for putting together and leading teams of my own.


    I returned from Antarctica firmly bitten by the polar bug. I lacked any clear ambition and yet I felt sure that, this time, I wasn’t going to find the answer in a careers office. I hopped from one project to the next, grabbing any opportunities that were offered. I took a job at the Royal Geographical Society, organising expeditions for large groups of 16- to 19-year-olds, and convinced two of my colleagues to take part in a race with me across the Canadian Arctic. We became the first ever all-female team to complete the 500-kilometre event, finishing in a respectable sixth position out of 16 teams. A year later I put together my own expedition, forming the first team of British women to cross the Greenland ice sheet. We made the 560-kilometre crossing in just 16 days, instead of the usual 30 or so, and when we reached the far coast, we made the unusual move of turning around and skiing back again; taking just 15 days to complete the return crossing.


    Since then, I’ve combined organising my own expeditions with working as a cold-weather instructor, including training other novices to compete in the annual race across the Arctic. It’s a hand-to-mouth existence that is surprisingly stressful at times. Despite shying away from a traditional office job, I still find myself glued to a laptop for days at a time completing mundane administration work and, although I spend time in some amazing places, between expeditions I can easily go an entire week without seeing another soul. And then there are the finances: sometimes I would do anything just to have the peace of mind of knowing there was a pay day at the end of each month and to know how much is going to arrive. Many times I’ve scanned the newspapers, ready to give it all up for a regular job, but somehow I just can’t seem to visualise myself doing anything else.


    I returned from the Arctic in mid May knowing that I had a daunting task ahead of me. I was due to depart on my journey to select an expedition team in mid August, which left me just three months to create a website, generate enough publicity to attract hundreds of applications, devise some kind of selection procedure, find free venues in seven countries for the candidate interviews and arrange high-level support from each of the countries as well as from the Commonwealth. It was a list, and a task, capable of deflating the most potent enthusiasm. I began by setting up a website. I wrote a rather hopeful email to a web design company and was delighted, if not a little surprised, to receive a phone call from them the very next day. Simon Meek was one of two designers that ran the company and my email had struck a chord with him. ‘I’d love to go to Antarctica but I know I never will,’ he explained. His reaction to the project would become a familiar one: Antarctica is an emotive place; so much so that people who have never been there and who never intend to visit, still hold it very close to their souls. Its very existence seems to make people feel better, to give some kind of comfort. It’s as if we think the world can’t be all that bad if somewhere like Antarctica exists. Antarctica itself became the project’s very first patron, allowing the expedition to benefit from its reflected glow. Simon offered to create a website completely free of charge.


    Preparing the content for the web pages was the first time that the plans for the expedition, in its entirety, moved from within my head onto paper. I started thinking about the application form that would appear on the website. What questions did I want to ask? I was clear in my mind about the sort of person I wanted on my team. I was determined to make the expedition open to as many women as possible. It would have been easier to seek applications from experienced travellers, adventurers, athletes and skiers, people that already had some of the skills and experience needed for polar travel but I felt taking that approach would have been missing a huge opportunity. I wanted to create a team of ordinary women so that anyone who read about the expedition would be able to identify with at least one of those involved and to know that, if they wanted to, they could just as easily do something as ambitious and outrageous as skiing to the South Pole.


    I saw the expedition as an opportunity to test this belief but I also had to be realistic. There were practical considerations as well. Firstly, everyone needed to speak English because it was hard enough to communicate with a team above the roar of an Antarctic blizzard and the muffle of three layers of face-covering without adding a foreign language to the mix. This wasn’t as prohibitive a restriction as it sounded. Most Commonwealth countries still use English as an official language, so for many applicants it would be their first language, or at least a language that they used on a regular basis. Secondly, everyone needed good access to the Internet because, in the months leading up to the expedition, constant communication was going to be vital and this couldn’t be done realistically, and cost-effectively, without the Internet. I needed women with motivations strong enough to see them through all the inevitable setbacks and I felt confident that I would know as soon as I read the sentiments of someone I wanted on my team. Eventually, I settled on a format for the application form. It would demand just five answers:

    



    Explain why you want to be involved in the expedition.


    Outline your outdoor sport or adventurous activity experience, if any.


    What additional skills will you bring to the team?


    How would you describe yourself?


    Is there anything that you would like to add to your application?

    



    Consciously, there was no requirement for information on a person’s age or appearance on the form and I had kept the questions deliberately open to give applicants the freedom and opportunity to write whatever they felt they wanted to say. Simon sent me a test application through the website as a trial run. Bizarrely, this would turn out not to be the only application I would receive from a man.


    On 30 June 2008, the website was ready to be launched. All that was left to do was the very first blog entry, which would set the tone of the whole endeavour by introducing me, the expedition and the ideals behind the project. I knew what I wanted to convey, all I needed were the words. I sat for hours in front of a blinking cursor, occasionally typing frantically for a few minutes, before deleting the lot. Finally, I had something I was happy with, but I was still unsure.


    There is only one person I go to for reassurance about problems like this: Paul Deegan. Paul is a three-time Everest mountaineer, expedition leader and award-winning travel writer. The first time I ever called him, I was a 26-year-old wannabe author who had just quit her job in order to prepare for a race across the Arctic. Despite my lack of credentials, Paul spent an hour on the phone with me talking over my plans, offering advice and building my confidence. Not once did he express any doubt that I would achieve exactly what I had set out to do. He asked tough questions, challenged my thinking and cut through my self-indulgent waffling without mercy but, in the five years I’ve been talking to him since that first call, he has always taken me and my ideas seriously and has never once skimped on his time.


    Paul’s response to my drafted blog was swift. ‘This kind of soul-bearing is what I’d expect to read in a book about the expedition, not on the expedition blog,’ he typed back. ‘This is not what potential applicants need to hear.’ He was absolutely right of course – Paul invariably is – but it was advice that I took on board in a much wider context. In heading up a project like this, I had to understand what people expected of me. No matter how I felt about myself, I had to present the attributes that would be anticipated in a leader of such a large project. That is not to say that I set out to misrepresent myself, but in order to have confidence in the project, people needed to have confidence in me. I deleted what I had written and started again:

    



    What difference can eight people skiing across an icy, uninhabited continent make to the world?


    I believe that the answer is: plenty.


    Only eight women from a Commonwealth of nations that represents more than two billion people will physically make the journey to the South Pole, but many thousands more will join the team in spirit, lending support, willing them forward and following their progress across Antarctica.


    If the people with whom we share our experiences are inspired to follow their own dreams or make just one change for the better in their lives, then the Commonwealth Women’s Antarctic Expedition becomes much more than just an adventure, it becomes a force for change – and that is the exciting part.


    Our expedition won’t solve world famine or global poverty, it won’t reverse global warming or prevent climate change, but it might alter the way people think, shift attitudes or plant the seed of an idea – and who knows what that seed will grow into?


    When I interview candidates for the Commonwealth Women’s Antarctic Expedition, I won’t be looking for the most athletic, the most accomplished or the most widely travelled – I will be looking for women who inspire me, women who are reaching beyond the expectations of others and following their own path.


    Are you who I am looking for?


    Perhaps you have never thought of travelling to Antarctica before. Or maybe it has always been an ambition that you never got around to doing anything about. Either way, something about this opportunity has caught your imagination and now all you have to do is fill in the online application form.


    I look forward to hearing from you and perhaps, on New Year’s Day 2010, we will be standing together at the centre of Antarctica, at the South Pole.

    



    I saved the post, pressed a button and there it was: the entire site was on the web and available for anyone to see. It was a strange moment. I felt weirdly vulnerable, as if I’d just allowed the world to look at my secrets. A part of me wanted to pull it all back and keep it all to myself, safe from criticism and scorn; but the larger part of me was thrilled that the whole world could now read about my plans. In fact, they didn’t feel like my plans anymore. They were now a beast of their own, a separate independent entity. It was out there. Several times I searched for the site from other people’s computers, both horrified and thrilled when the familiar pages popped up in front of me.


    It was exciting to think that anyone, at any time, could browse the website; but I needed to let people know that it was there. I wrote a press release and sent it to the big media channels and newspapers in each of the eight targeted countries. Trawling the Internet for newsroom email addresses, I sent hundreds of messages and would expectantly open my inbox every morning to see if there had been any applications, only to find it empty. The only reply I received was from a national radio station in Cyprus who wanted to interview me over the phone on a morning talk show. A few days later I waited on hold for my turn to go on air with the radio live into my ear. ‘She’s as cold as ice!’ belted out the chorus of the song they were playing. It was a long interview with plenty of opportunity to explain all about the expedition, the type of teammate I was looking for and how listeners could apply. The interview worked; the next morning I opened up my inbox to find four new messages, all from women wanting to join the expedition. I squealed like a child: I had my first applications! I opened the message at the top of the list:

    



    Name: Nicky


    Nationality: Cypriot/New Zealander


    Occupation: Writer


    Explain why you want to be involved in the expedition:


    It’s 11.30 on a Sunday morning. I’ve picked up the local paper and I’m having a slow start to the day. I come across an article about an all-women trek across Antarctica and I feel my chest expand. Yes. This is it. I know with absolute certainty that this is what I want. I jump on the computer and flick through the website, knowing I would eventually come to this question. So many reasons crowd through my mind. From my earliest memories of walking the arid hills of Cyprus with my grandfather, to the sea voyage as a five-year-old journeying to New Zealand, to a passionate life in the theatre mixed with travel, adventure, beauty, art and people. Musings on the ideas of immigration and displacement, and the personal versus the social. A sense of love and duty that brought me back to Cyprus and the realisation that life’s journey is not a linear path, but one that loops back on itself, yet keeps moving forward nonetheless. I want to be involved as every fibre of my being feels it. This is who I am.


    How would you describe yourself?


    Happy. Confident. Get on with all types of people of all cultures. Good sense of humour and compassionate. Good in a team, unafraid to lead but willing to follow. Resourceful and able to handle stressful, tricky and even dangerous situations.


    Is there anything that you would like to add to your application?


    Meet me.

    



    Nicky sounded great. For a moment I wondered if it was possible that I’d found my first teammate in the very first application. Perhaps recruitment was going to be a doddle after all. Over the days that followed, the applications continued to trickle in and I read them all carefully. What became clear is that the applicants all thought they were writing to some big, well-funded operation. They had no idea that it was just one woman with a grand idea behind it all. Looking around at my office – an ageing laptop balanced on a salvaged desk much too big for the clutter-filled room – I couldn’t shake off the guilty feeling that I was just a big fraud. I lived and worked in a two-bedroom flat on the north coast of Kent that I shared with my boyfriend, Peter, taking over one of the bedrooms as my workspace. With big plans to renovate, we were still a long way from making it completely habitable. My office had faded woodchip on the walls, cobwebs in the corners and a carpet with swirls of autumn leaves that made it look permanently dirty. The carpet regularly had to be pulled back to allow access to pipes and wiring as the other rooms were slowly transformed. Never a tidy person, I found the disruption caused terminal chaos to an already faulty organisational system. I seemed to spend my life searching for things and then losing them again.


    Sitting in my haphazard workspace, reading any new applications became addictive. It was fascinating to be allowed a glimpse into the lives and hearts of women I had never met. I was taken aback by the sincerity and openness of their answers. It was also clear that the expedition had touched on a frustration shared by many women about continued inequality. A lawyer in India wrote, ‘Working in women’s rights, I have seen how women do not have the space to dream of being explorers or travellers or are denied the luxury of just travelling their own chosen paths. It would be very fulfilling to be a part of an expedition that can – in its own way – make a difference to how women see themselves.’


    Another application from India said simply, ‘This mission will act as a reminder to all parents to be equally proud of their daughters.’


    The applicants and their stories made me feel miserably unworthy. Who was I to be choosing from among such an admirable group of people? I wanted to reach out to them all. It seemed criminal that all this potential and strength of feeling was not being harnessed in some way. Often, as well as being profound, the writing in the applications bordered on poetic and I was regularly moved to tears. Up until now, the expedition had been motivated by my own personal philosophy, but now I had a new inspiration: I had to make this expedition happen for these women. Only a handful of the applicants could be on the team but the fact that the expedition was happening at all was obviously extremely important to everyone that applied. The applicants became a potent source of motivation and I kept particularly striking extracts from the application forms to provide additional inspiration whenever I might need it in the coming months.

    



    Throughout school I was a keen football and volleyball player; however, I didn’t get financial support from my school, which meant I couldn’t take my ambition further. This was just one of the injustices that has given me the determination to fight for equal opportunities and the development of education. I lead a running club. A mixed group of 14–18-year-olds attend, most of whom don’t go to school because of their financial situation. I want to teach the importance of health and physical education and that, no matter who you are, you can achieve your dreams. My club is also a way to ignite girls’ passion for creating a better life for themselves before having a family.


    Ama, Ghana

    



    I had breast cancer three years ago and underwent surgery, chemo and radiotherapy, which were all successful. I am free of cancer now, and healthier and fitter than I have ever been. When I saw an article in the Cyprus Weekly about the expedition, I was immediately drawn to the idea and felt it would be the most amazing accomplishment after everything I have been through.


    Rosie, Cyprus

    



    I am a Khasi tribal female (belonging to a matrilineal society) from the beautiful and enchanting hill city of Shillong, in the state of Meghalaya, in north-east India, on the border with Bangladesh. Even though I come from the most remote corner of north-east India, which is affected by insurgency-related problems and mainly regarded by the rest of India as backward, I would love to prove to the world that the majority of people living in our state are friendly, peaceful, fun-loving, God-fearing and decent human beings.


    Sirrah, India

    



    However, while some forms filled me with renewed belief in the beauty of the human spirit, others made me wary of the bizarreness of strangers, or left me completely baffled:

    



    With my experience I will prove to be an aggressive member resulting in the team’s success in achieving the ultimate goal. Good at building team spirit even in adverse situations (if otherwise mean to the team, Ha ha ha....!)

    



    Love Life. Love dogs and cats and animals. Love musical instruments, my family and friends. Biggest fear at the moment: attack from a shark.

    



    As the applications continued to arrive, I wrote to the high commission of each country that would be represented on the team and asked for a meeting, in the hope that I would be able to request information on the major national media outlets and other contacts that might be useful. The responses varied widely from country to country. The High Commission of India left me in the hands of a minister of undefined responsibility (his business card said simply ‘Minister’ in capital letters under the impressive gold embossed seal of the high commission). He listened politely, drinking sugary tea, as I told him about the expedition before dismissing me with a weary shake of the head, terribly sorry (so he said) that he couldn’t help. At the Singapore High Commission I was met by the first secretary, who seemed convinced that the expedition was a ploy to criticise the Singaporean government. After weeks had passed without a reply from the High Commission of the Republic of Cyprus I rang to check that my letter had been received. The switchboard put me through to the high commissioner’s office and a man answered. I was a little taken aback when it turned out to be the high commissioner himself. He hadn’t read my letter, but put me through to his press officer, who sent me a contact list of every media outlet in Cyprus, as well as the contact details of several Cypriot government ministers who might have an interest in my project.


    That same week I received a slightly bemusing letter from the New Zealand high commissioner that was less than enthusiastic, seemingly due to weariness. ‘New Zealand receives many requests for support,’ it read. ‘While New Zealand identifies with the aim of raising awareness of the value of the modern Commonwealth, I regret to inform you that the New Zealand government is not able to lend your expedition its support at this stage.’


    Having experienced such a mixed response, I wasn’t sure what to expect when I received an invite to meet High Commissioner Burchell Whiteman at the Jamaican High Commission in London. While working at the Royal Geographical Society on the same street, I had walked past the high commission twice a day on my way to and from work and had often noticed the Jamaican flag flying high above a red-brick staircase. I always get a ridiculous thrill of excitement walking past embassies and high commissions – as if they offer a more literal doorway to their country. The high commissioner was a slight man with a clipped, greying beard and heavy eyes that made him look as if he were on the brink of sleep. He sat me down with tea and biscuits and looked through the expedition information I had given him as I talked about my plans. Occasionally, he exclaimed in amazement or shook his head in disbelief, always with a smile, pointing out that the highest point in Jamaica was more than 2,000 feet below the altitude of the South Pole and that Jamaicans were more accustomed to temperatures of 30 degrees above zero than 30 below. When I had finished, he picked up his cup and saucer and took a thoughtful sip. I resisted the urge to fill the silence.


    ‘Jamaicans are adventurous people,’ he said finally. ‘I remember a man who came to visit me who had been involved in a project to take medical supplies to a remote part of the Himalaya. It had taken them weeks to drive there and they had barely been able to get the permissions they needed. When they got to the tiny clinic they were surprised to find a Jamaican nurse working there. So you see, Jamaicans are everywhere. I think you will find someone.’ The high commissioner gave me a list of potential contacts in Jamaica and introduced me to his press attaché, who promised to put news of the expedition on the Jamaica Information Service, a news website that feeds the Jamaican press. As I stepped out of the high commission and into the rain I felt pleased. The meeting had gone well and I think I knew, even then, that Burchell Whiteman would prove to be one of our most faithful supporters.


    Up until this point, the Commonwealth Women’s Antarctic Expedition hadn’t actually had any approval from the Commonwealth itself. The Commonwealth is a many-tentacled beast that can sometimes seem as hard to grapple as melting ice. The nucleus is the Commonwealth Secretariat in London, which is the diplomatic and political heart of the organisation, as well as its most tangible point of contact. Then there is a spongy plethora of associations, programmes and initiatives that surrounds it, including Commonwealth associations of professions as diverse as tax administration, human ecology, dentistry, forestry and archiving. I wrote to Commonwealth Secretary-General Kamalesh Sharma, and his reply was encouraging. ‘I commend you warmly for this exceptional initiative and the effort being made to enhance intercultural understanding and to raise awareness of the work and value of the modern Commonwealth,’ he wrote.


    As July turned into August, my only real problem was that I just didn’t have enough applications. There had been a steady trickle, but very few struck me as realistic possibilities. When I allowed myself to dwell on the issue I felt a brewing dread. I’d been so confident that I would find women with the mental strength and determination needed, but what if I was wrong? I renewed my publicity efforts and was rewarded with two more significant media interviews. The first was with an early-morning radio show in Singapore. The show would catch listeners on their way to work so I was keen to make a good impression, but the time difference meant that I had to be on air at 3 a.m. my time. I set my alarm for 2.50 a.m., hoping I’d left enough time to shake off the gravelly, just-woken edge to my voice. When the alarm rang, I made a cup of tea, hoping to trick my brain into thinking it was morning. I gazed out at my dark, quiet street, sipping my tea and waiting for the call. The phone sounded ridiculously loud when it rang, and the breezy presenter on the line seemed equally out of place. As she prepared me for the interview, I could tell from her voice that, although the appeal of the story was clear, she could not conceive of anyone who might actually want to ski to the South Pole. It was obvious that I was the ‘oddball’ story of the day.


    On air I was asked to explain what it was like to ski for days on end in a place where there is nothing to look at. I started to talk about the need to spend a lot of time inside your own head on long expeditions, the difficulty of finding something to think about, and that sometimes I would spend a whole day simply thinking about what to think about. Suddenly, I realised I was rambling so I abruptly stopped talking. The presenter scrambled to fill the unexpected silence, ‘Well… aside from the schizophrenia, what kind of person are you looking for?’


    I tried to give a neat and interesting answer, but instead it all came out as incomprehensible gabble. ‘After all, I’ve never led a team like this before so this is new for me, too!’ I prattled. My brain couldn’t believe what was coming out of my own mouth. I sounded insane. As the presenter dutifully wrapped up the interview, I sat with my head in my hands. On the basis of the interview, the only people who would let me lead them anywhere were the equally barmy. I felt like I’d just been on national radio to announce that I was heading to the moon in a watering can powered by a firework, and would anyone like to join me?


    The second interview was with The Telegraph, a Calcutta-based newspaper. I took the train into London to meet the journalist in a busy cafe on the South Bank. He clipped a small microphone onto my shirt and asked why I had decided to organise the expedition. I felt under pressure to produce some wise and profound words, but the truth was that the strain of organising the expedition was so immense that I could barely put sentences together, never mind interesting sentences. I felt that he went away disappointed and slightly bemused. I could see in his face that he clearly couldn’t believe that an expedition with such ambitious aims was just the daydream of this one woman sitting in front of him – surely there was a support team and a publicist and a web manager and high-level liaison with the Commonwealth Secretariat and the British Council and the governments abroad? Well, no. There was just me and my computer and 24 hours in the day.


    I left the cafe and walked back across Hungerford Bridge to make my way home. I stopped halfway and looked out across London, feeling totally overwhelmed. In just six days I was due to start a journey to seven different countries, one after the other, spending just a week in each. I’d made all the arrangements for the journey but it had been like organising seven mini-trips, not just one. As I stood there watching the wobbly reflections of tower blocks in the Thames, my mind wandered through all the issues I had to tackle in the next week. Cyprus was my first destination, but I still had nowhere to stay and nowhere to hold the interviews. From Cyprus I would travel to Ghana, but I only had three applications from there. India and Singapore were next and, although most of the arrangements had been made, I had also agreed to give several talks about Antarctica during my flying visits. I would travel to Brunei the following week, where I had no accommodation and little else had been organised. I had no venue in New Zealand to hold the interviews and in Jamaica I had hardly any applications and nowhere to stay. On top of that, I had no money. I’d been refused two credit cards and had no idea how I was going to manage financially when I got back from the trip. Organising the expedition and my recruitment journey had left me with no time to earn a living.


    It was a lot to digest.


    The next morning I moped around my flat lacking the will to do anything. I was still miserably drinking coffee when I was called to the door to sign for a parcel. Inside was a copy of Robert Swan’s book Icewalk, an account of an expedition he led to the North Pole in 1989 with an international eight-man team. There was no card but I knew exactly who it was from: my motivation guru, Paul Deegan. Even for Paul, this was timing of the finest order. With the wrapping still on my lap, I read the entire book in one sitting.


    Robert Swan’s expedition had not been an easy experience for him. Right from the outset, money had been short and finding additional finance had been his primary preoccupation. The members of his team were mostly experienced explorers but the dynamics were tense even before they’d reached the ice, with one member in particular frequently undermining his leadership. The vivid demonstration of the pitfalls and challenges of leading such a complex team was, I was sure, the reason Paul had sent me the book. It was a cautionary tale that I was later to recall ruefully. But for the moment, it was the boost I needed. If Robert Swan could make such an expedition possible in 1989, then surely I could do the same 20 years later. As I switched on my laptop and looked again at my to-do list, I remembered a passage in the book that I’d underlined in pencil, ‘it seemed to me important to rekindle interest […] in our planet and to show by example that high adventure was still at hand, that quite ordinary people without advanced skills can realise the most astonishing and ambitious of goals if they set their minds to it.’

  


  
    Chapter Two


    What is Skiing?

    



    Cyprus


    Arriving in Cyprus, I was blasted by the heat as I left the airport. On the bus into the capital, parched Mediterranean scenes flicked past the window as I tried desperately to stay awake. The juddering of the bus, the enveloping heat of the sun and the chatter of my fellow passengers conspired to lull me to sleep. Safely delivered to the right hotel, I decided to go for a run in the cooling breeze of the early evening. The sun was dissolving into a white sky and crickets filled the air with their vibrations. I was staying in a small, family-run hotel tucked away deep in the suburbs of Nicosia and, although I’d been checked in by the father, the son now sat behind the front desk. I asked him which way I should go for my run. ‘Well, don’t go too far that way,’ he said, pointing right, ‘otherwise you’ll need your passport.’ I must have looked blank because he added an explanation, ‘Turkey is just over there, so don’t go jumping over any barbed wire.’


    Running to the end of the road, I saw what he meant. A tall white wall topped with rolls of razor wire and fringed with a neat curb-stoned lawn stretched across my path. To the left was a squat watchtower and beyond were a number of official-looking buildings bristling with antennae and satellite dishes. I turned right and ran along the wall for a
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