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An iceberg as big as Manhattan


PREFACE
An innocent in the Arctic

A sharp wind flicks my legs as I climb out of a helicopter and stumble into my first discovery about reporting on global warming: that the Arctic can still feel miserably cold. For some reason I’d convinced myself that chinos would be robust enough; they aren’t. I’m in Greenland in July and, although the forecast was mild, something known as a katabatic wind descends from the heights inland, gathering chill over a thousand miles of ice, and successfully targets a poorly protected spot just above my ankles. I wrestle with the idea of tucking my trousers into my socks but know how that kind of thing can look ruinous on television. Vanity wins.

I then discover that those crystal-clean, chocolate-box pictures you often find in coffee-table books of the Arctic don’t exactly tell the whole truth. In fact the scene I’ve entered is startlingly ugly, a mess of ice and rock, a giant’s dump for oversized rubble. From the air, glancing at Greenland out of the window on flights between Europe and America, there isn’t much to see except a beautiful, rather restful white. Close-up, this bit couldn’t seem more disturbed.

I didn’t arrive wholly ignorant; I knew that Greenland was covered by an ice sheet, it’s just that I now realise how I never understood what that meant. Standing here, I learn that the so-called ice sheet isn’t a sheet at all, and that the phrase is misleadingly genteel. Sheets are thin and delicate, soft enough to lie between. This gargantuan mass of ice is incredibly thick – sometimes nearly two miles thick – and rock-hard. Ludicrous that anyone would call it a sheet. It’s more like a monstrous mountain of ice that’s lying sideways on the land. Its edges are some of the biggest cliffs I’ve ever seen, numbingly sharp, skyscraper-tall. There are lurid blue fissures the size of urban canyons, chunks of ice as big as office buildings, a jumbled frozen version of a ruined Manhattan.

Until now my closest encounters with snow and mountains have been in the benign surroundings of the European Alps and in fact, in the rush to get ready for this trip, the chinos aren’t my only failing because I have managed to bring nothing more robust than my usual anorak, a bright red thing better suited to a hike in the hills. Not quite the gear for this raw, unforgiving spot. I also can’t help thinking that if you get into trouble in the Alps you’re rescued in minutes while, if we get stuck here, there’s only one other helicopter within a day’s flying of us.

I look down and get another shock. The ice I’m scrunching over is not pristine. Instead this jagged, shattered surface, a blasted wilderness stretching towards the North Pole, is actually grey or even black in patches. A bit like a building site littered with dirt. A landscape that ought to be unsullied is menacingly dark.

I shuffle about, testing the ground because all around me the ice is scarred with deep crevasses. My mind keeps churning over the thought that the Arctic ought to be white, that something’s not quite right up here. I bend down to look at the surface more closely. I can actually see thousands of little black flecks in the ice. It looks like it must be possible to scoop them up so I take off a glove and reach out but my fingertips meet solid ice, clear, incredibly smooth and unyielding. The dark particles are locked inside. I picture one of those tourist ornaments where plastic snowflakes tumble around a landmark except that in this case the snowflakes would be a sinister black and frozen in place.

As the giant white island at the top of the Atlantic, Greenland should be one of the purest corners of the planet. I’m on what’s called the Sermilik glacier at its southern tip and the nearest settlement is the little town of Narsarsuaq, not a place many have heard of. In fact it’s so out of sight that this corner of the country has an eerie history: the Americans chose it as the site for a vast, discreet hospital to treat their wounded from the Korean War. Of the secret wards that housed hundreds of injured soldiers beyond the gaze of the US public, only the foundations remain.

Now, from where I’m standing on the ice, there are only pockets of people for thousands of miles around. So where did the dark dust come from? There’s no industry here, hardly a power station.

I call out to the scientist who has brought us along, a Danish polar expert called Carl Boggild. He doesn’t reply at first. He’s a short distance away, with his anorak pulled over his head to keep the sunshine off the screen of his laptop. He’s focused on his work.

Carl does not look like the stereotypical scientist. In fact he’d pass for someone big in mountain rescue, his hair cropped short and his face burnished. A hands-on, outdoors type, he’s trying to get hard facts about Greenland and its fate, which is why we’ve joined him, to bypass what campaigners are saying about the Arctic and see what frontline field researchers are actually measuring.

With a series of automatic monitoring devices, spindly tripods like stick insects, his instruments record the weather and the height of the ice. Usually the evidence from these fragile robots is transmitted by satellite back to Copenhagen but, whenever he can, Carl visits them and downloads the data directly into his laptop. Not the sort of person to trust technology, he’s also very cautious about jumping to conclusions: he wants his own figures to help form his own judgement about what’s happening in the Arctic, which is just the kind of approach I’m after.

Job done, Carl stands up, data downloaded, and pulls his anorak back on. It’s not just me that’s feeling the cold.

It’s probably from China, he calls back.

China? Soot from China?

Or maybe Europe, the big industries.

It’s a startling idea, that soot could travel so far. It turns out that whatever belches out of the chimneys of the world’s biggest industrial heartlands – the north-east United States, China or northern Europe – is whisked into the weather systems and carried around the world within about 10 days. Carl explains that much of the soot is scattered but a lot gets caught in the air circulating northwards, the wind acting as a spiralling conveyor belt carrying the plumes of black smoke to the Arctic. And the darker the surface, the warmer it’ll get, and the faster the ice will melt.

I look down again at the much-travelled particles, and it strikes me that for all the talk of a global village I’d never thought to ask what happens to the village’s exhaust, where it goes, where it ends up. I can tell that Carl is being deliberately patient with me, watching the reactions of a slow student in a new class. And the cold isn’t helping.

I’ve been here only a few minutes and I’m confused, a supposedly seasoned correspondent surprised to be so out of his depth. The trouble is, I’d always seen pollution as something that afflicted the industrial corners of the old Soviet Union or the choked streets of Asia, not the distant white Eden of the polar bear, not the ice beneath my boots. I need time to think all this through. But the helicopter pilot keeps glancing at his watch and checking the sky for an approaching weather front. We have to get on with our filming. And my ankles are starting to feel numb.
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Dressed to chill: as an ice-sheet novice, I underestimate the cold of Greenland in July. The soot covering Sermilik glacier near Narsarsuaq is also a surprise: note the darker patches in what should be a pristine polar Eden.                                  BBC

I’d never imagined being on assignment to a place like this, let alone becoming an Environment & Science correspondent covering an issue like climate change. The idea had never occurred to me and, when it came, the proposal was a real shock. The sunshine in an editor’s office suddenly seemed brighter, the objects starker, and I had that slow-motion feeling that can kick in when faced with something momentous. It was the summer of 2002: the Iraq invasion was on the horizon. Four small televisions were tuned to the rolling news channels – our two, CNN and Sky – and all were carrying a Bush speech live. The sound was down. My first reaction: could I contemplate switching jobs and then miss being involved in such a huge international event as a war in the Gulf?

Taking the Environment & Science job would mean leaving Foreign News where I’d spent most of my career and joining Home News. This might sound like an administrative detail but the two departments are almost tribally distinct. Foreign reporting, I felt, had been my natural home for fifteen years and it was on foreign assignments that I’d had some of my most searing and formative experiences.

I was in East Berlin to witness the fall of the Wall, seeing the tears of a family who in the 1960s had watched the brutal grey barrier being assembled outside their apartment and who were now overcome as it was breached. In Armenia, during the conflict following the collapse of the Soviet Union, my crew and I were given dinner by a group of rebels and realised that everyone else around the table was armed. In the war in Angola I’d interviewed three brave, polite sisters who’d each gone to fetch water and had then each lost a leg to landmine. In the golden light of a Bosnian summer evening, I’d winced at the sight of two children, familiar faces from a house close to the BBC’s, lying in our lane bleeding from a sniper’s bullets; they survived but I’ll always recall how the impact had blasted the girl’s new shoes from her feet.

Part of me worried that the environment brief would feel comparatively tame, even dull. But another part realised that I’d had my fill of horror, that I was becoming too uncomfortable, too nervous about the hazards of reporting conflicts. The precise tipping point came when I was in the dust of Central Asia. Tajikistan, once part of a superpower, was gripped by a famine after several years without rain and, by macabre coincidence, we checked in to our Soviet-era hotel just as the South Tower of the World Trade Centre collapsed. It was 9/11. The assumed perpetrators were from Al-Qaeda. And Al-Qaeda’s base was Afghanistan, the country just next door. Tajikistan, fly-blown and forgotten, was suddenly on the map and we were there.

An opportunity quickly came up to cross into Afghanistan with the Northern Alliance, the group opposed to the then Taliban government, and, though it was a potentially clever move, I was worried. We were to be ferried by helicopter, battered machines which I’d seen, forlorn and unserviced, at the airport. Our route was to be over Taliban-held territory at an altitude well within range of their surface-to-air missiles – I’d been a defence correspondent and knew about the risks of these things. But these were mere details: fundamentally I’d come to see that I just wasn’t prepared for that level of danger anymore. When I rang London I explained that my decision not to go was not a safety issue or an editorial one. It was about me, and it was hard to talk about. The editor at the other end fell silent as the implications of what I was saying sank in: that this chapter in my career was closing.

Fast forward to that bright office and Bush on the box with the sound down. It was one thing to stop heading off to conflicts, quite another to become Environment & Science correspondent. Was I really that interested in agricultural policy and fish quotas? While covering the European Union in Brussels I’d had a heavy dose of protests by muck-spreading farmers and all-night talks over cod stocks. And did I really want to spend time in labs filming test tubes or be on the receiving end of press releases about yet another threat to the whales? I’d always seen myself as someone involved in stories that were part of the major currents of history – presenting a profile of Mikhail Gorbachev on the night the Soviet Union ended; reporting on the launch of a major global currency, the euro; developing contacts in Washington, London and Moscow that yielded scoops on nuclear weapons and Iraq and terrorism.

And, most significantly, if I thought about it all, I’d have described myself as cynical about green causes and quite distrustful of the sincerity of some environmentalists. Not that I ever articulated it but, if pressed, I’d have declared myself sympathetic to the view that economic development in a capitalist system is broadly a good thing, that industry and cars and jets have improved our lives, and that returning to some eco-friendly rural idyll simply isn’t realistic. I’d seen how the old Communist regimes not only failed to deliver the basic things people wanted but also crushed their aspirations. And trips to developing countries had shown me how it’s human nature to want to be more secure and comfortable, not just to have basics like running water and electricity, but also to enjoy the comfort that comes from controlling our immediate surroundings. Standing in front of a vent of chilled air in the summer heat of Disneyland in California was a real pleasure and I understood why a family in China or Mozambique would save up to buy, above all else, a fan or an air-conditioning unit. In hot countries, a potent form of apartheid between haves and have-nots is whether you can afford to keep cool.

It was a colleague who first identified my dilemma. With long experience covering environmental issues, he made a very personal and perceptive point: that he’d never seen me as someone who’d be instinctively comfortable with things ecological, or even interested in them, joking that he didn’t see me as ‘one of us bunny huggers’. He was right. I definitely did not see myself as in any way green or even particularly interested in a green agenda. In fact I never even liked the word ‘environment’.

One reason is that I’ve always disliked being branded. In Northern Ireland, as a middle-class reporter from London with a posh voice, colleagues semi-jokingly accused me of being a spy. Working as defence correspondent, learning about weapons and spending time with the military, led to the easy assumption that I was virtually clad in khaki myself. And being based in Brussels for four years, reporting on the European Union, convinced many that I’d gone native, morphing into a Euro-acolyte. So the thought of having an ‘eco’ label attached to me as well was a step too far.

And I’ve always been mildly allergic to the more strident campaigners, turning off anything that smacks of a lecture about lifestyles. So when a friend joked that if I took the job I’d have to build my own bike and make my children walk to school, I bridled.

But then came a line from my editor so persuasive that I’d have been a fool to even hesitate over it: that the job would be global, that it was about reporting the planet and its changes, that it was a role to generate strong visual stories on major themes. Put more simply, I was to cover anything I might see featured on the front of National Geographic magazine – or even imagine seeing there. Amazing wildlife, polar bears, rainforests, pollution, that kind of thing …

So that’s how I come to be in our helicopter, a frail little craft, hovering above Greenland’s cliffs of ice. We’ve been hopping around different locations to get the best footage. I ask the pilot to set us down again. It’s so loud in the cabin we’re talking over headsets. Where, he asks. Anywhere safe, I reply. Towards its margin, the ice is scarred by vast cracks and those closest to the coast are more like chasms. This regular pattern of deadly crevasses will eventually delineate the contours of the icebergs which will crash into the sea. It was an iceberg from Greenland that reputedly sank the Titanic. We head a bit further inland and, where the scars in the ice aren’t so deep, we make a gentle touchdown.

We’re about to start filming when there’s another surprise. Carl has three of his monitoring devices at this spot but can’t see one of them. It’s not the sort of place where things get stolen; a polar bear might have wrecked it but surely not carried it off. We all hunt around and find the device lying on its side in a shallow crevasse.

The ice has moved so far and so fast in the past few months that it’s tipped the tripod over.

I can’t believe it, says Carl. The ice is vanishing so quickly.

Until now, the most recent estimate had come from the American space agency NASA which said that parts of the margins of the ice sheet were falling by up to one metre every year. That’s what I’d read in a scientific journal and had come to see for myself. But what Carl says his tripped-up tripod has revealed is that the ice, in this area, at the height of summer, is dropping at a far greater speed – it’s vanishing at a rate of one whole metre every month. It takes us a few moments to digest this. A metre a month – that means the ice is in effect collapsing.

We rescue the tripod and manoeuvre it back into position. Cameraman Steve Adrain reminds me that we’ve a lot to do, that different programmes require separate recordings, and we’re aware that it’s cost a lot to get us here. People often ask if I’ve ever been scared on assignment. The truth is that nothing sharpens the mind like the fear of failing to gather the right material.

While we’re working, we keep hearing booms and cracks. Down at the distant seafront, where the glacier is breaking into the sea, huge blocks must be crashing into the waters. It’s the iconic image of global warming but from where we are, we can’t see it. So I suggest to Steve that we wrap up at this location and get the pilot to fly us to a position on a rocky hill overlooking the edge of the ice. Maybe we’ll get lucky and catch an iconic shot ourselves.

It isn’t as easy as it looks. We set up the camera and Steve starts filming. Of course, nothing happens. He keeps running tape and still no ice breaks away. One of the batteries packs up and needs changing. Then a tape runs out so we install a new one. Minutes pass, and we’re still waiting, desperately scanning the now silent, motionless ice. It’s always said that nothing’s less predictable than filming children or wildlife but a camera-shy ice sheet should be added to the list.

Now and again, there’s a burst of thunder and we frantically search the ice front to seek the telltale puff of snow and a big lump tumbling. But the sound echoes around the fjord and we can’t tell where it’s come from. The ice front is nearly a mile wide so, even if we do spot a decent break, the chances are that Steve will be pointing in another direction. It’s incredibly frustrating.

And then the temperature rises. Not much, but enough to cross some invisible but biologically critical threshold. From nowhere, clouds of mosquitoes emerge. These are more like daddy-long-legs in scale – large, floppy, clumsy fliers that swarm onto our necks and faces, and into our ears and nostrils. I wave my hands almost continuously around my head. Steve just keeps his face pressed tight to the eyepiece but he occasionally twists in annoyance.

We need the shots but can’t take too much of this. Our patience with the insect life of warming Greenland is running out. In the course of a tortured hour Steve manages to capture a few icefalls, he’s done well in the circumstances, so we can return with enough shots of collapsing ice to compile an effective report, our heads reasonably high.

We climb back into the helicopter, always a fiddly process because it’s so cramped. Steve clambers to the back, gets strapped in and I hand him the camera. He then realises he needs to switch from his regular lens, the best for the ice shots, to the wide angle lens which is better for working inside the helicopter. Because I’m still not strapped in, it falls to me to help him. No problem. I move towards the luggage locker at the back of the helicopter, open its little door, reach for a small metal flight case and pull out the lens.

And it’s at that moment that I hear a terrible series of explosions. It’s like an artillery barrage. I get a flashback to a night in Bosnia when the heavy guns of the Croats roared into action not far from our house, the booms so resoundingly deep and ferociously loud as the shells flew overhead that you could actually feel your guts quiver. I feel the same shaking now but there’s no gunpowder here, no warheads erupting. Instead, it’s the ice.

A monumentally large wall of it, a series of tower-block cliffs, is slowly tearing away from the ice sheet and starting a mesmerising, inching, deafening collapse towards the sea. It’s the biggest break-up of the day. By far. It’s our money shot, what we’ve waited for. But Steve is strapped in and has a camera without a lens. And I’m holding a lens without a camera. It’s a television journalist’s nightmare. I grab a smaller video camera that we have as backup and run towards the action. But it’s not a camera I’ve ever used before and, as I fumble over the controls, I can hear and see what was meant to be our dream shot bursting into the ocean, thousands of tons of ice splashing and rising and splitting.

I’ve had tricky moments, potentially brilliant television robbed by bad luck, but this is one of the worst. I feel a bit sick. Steve’s face is white. I’m sure mine is pale green. Suddenly, we feel the strain of working in this weird, treacherous land. We lift off, tired and itchy.

The ice passes below us, no longer interesting. We’re slumped, exhausted. But the pilot, a steady sort, casts us the kind of look you might shoot at spoiled children, as if urging us to get over it, and comes up with a suggestion. Maybe he is sympathetic to our dented morale.

A little off our route, he says, on the edge of a small settlement down by the coast, there’s a farm.

A farm, so what? I’m not thinking clearly, I’m hungry and irritable.

A farm where they grow potatoes.

Potatoes? In the Arctic? It turns out that it’s been so warm the past few summers that the ground is now soft enough and the growing season long enough for an intrepid fisherman to lay down his nets and take up a shovel to dig spuds instead.

Of course we stop, it’s a great idea. We’re now out of the wind and it’s like entering yet another new world, one in which I’m far too hot. We walk with the farmer, Ferdinand Egede, and his sons over to their plot; these Inuit men with lined, impassive faces are apparently unmoved by the unexpected arrival of a helicopter bearing a sweating BBC news team.

We’re deep in mud. The fjord beside us is festooned with icebergs, brilliant against the green of the hills which could be the Alps in high summer. The farmer shows us his rows of vibrant plants and, when he pulls one up, rich soil spills from a clutch of bright white potatoes, a scene from Ireland, not Greenland. For Ferdinand, cultivating the land is a novelty, an activity outside his family’s memory – his father never had the chance, nor his grandfather. There’s simply nothing in the culture here about having a summer season warm enough to yield any useful growth.

I turn to Carl, the robust, no-nonsense scientist, to discuss what this means.

He’s clearly surprised at what Ferdinand and his sons are doing. But he’s also cautious. It’s likely, he says, that this isn’t the first time that vegetables have been grown in Greenland. There’s evidence that this has happened before when Viking settlements were established here, in an era known as the Mediaeval Warm Period, when life would have been easier.

Which raises another line of questioning. That warming in the Middle Ages clearly had nothing to do with mankind – it was centuries before the Industrial Revolution, long before man-made greenhouse gases appeared. It must have been part of a natural cycle of climate change, driven by shifts in the earth’s orbit or fluctuations in the power of the sun.
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Oven-ready in the Arctic: Ferdinand Egede and his family dig up spuds. Theirs must be the world’s only potato patch with icebergs for a backdrop. Greenland has warmed enough to allow the first farming for a thousand years.                       BBC

So what’s different about the warming now? Couldn’t it also be the result of natural forces? Maybe we’re witnessing a perfectly normal rise in temperatures which we have no hand in?

Carl pauses, preparing what will be a lengthy explanation. But Ferdinand wants to get back to work, the pilot is anxious to get moving, and I’ve never been so hot in a potato field.

I get a feeling I’ve had in previous jobs, a mix of awe, nerves and doubt, on learning of a development or a threat that sounds really serious. The neckhairs can tingle, a quiet descends and questions proliferate. In every subject I’ve covered, the practitioners have been well-rehearsed in scaring themselves to death.

In the 1980s, the generals I lunched fretted ceaselessly about our failure to prepare for the threat of an onslaught by Soviet forces: you know, they’d say, that we couldn’t hold them for more than a few minutes. In the age of Gorbachev, intelligence types worried that his reforms were luring the West into a false sense of security: in a bunker beneath Nebraska, a US Air Force colonel, pointing to a picture of a smiling Gorby, warned that he could be the front man for a devious Communist plot. After the Cold War, analysts in Washington urged me to see that far worse than the Soviet Union was the limitless threat of Islamist terrorists equipped with anthrax and nerve agents. Even in Brussels, officials would hint darkly that disputes over anything from halibut quotas to the price of the euro could readily undermine the whole enterprise and risk seeing Europe slide back into its age-old state of uncertain peace and occasional war.

Experts in any field can get caught in a vortex of anxiety. And the news media are receptive, with an appetite for scares. Missile gaps, dodgy chemicals, creepily-modified food, monster asteroids – all can be big stories because editors think rightly that they’ll fascinate readers and viewers. Stories about environmental dangers, above all climate change, have also long attracted the vocabulary of cataclysm. The challenge, I was realising, as with the generals and the spies, was to judge how to respond. As it turned out, the dire warnings about the likelihood of Russian tank columns racing for the Channel were wrong but the fears about attacks by Al-Qaeda were right. So what about global warming? Was it really plausible that Greenland was melting so fast that it was going to drown London?

In the hotel that evening, I’m knocked off balance once more. It happens to be seafood night with a buffet breathtaking for its range and total absence of political correctness: carpaccio of minke whale and smoked fillet of fin whale, which are delicious, and an Inuit dish that has to be attempted but is then best avoided – chunks of fermented cod which stink like shit.

I also come to hear of a tale that leaves me appalled. It may be entirely untrue. But when in the bar I recount my ordeal of our missed icefall, I wonder out loud how previous film crews have successfully focused on one particular section of ice and, in close-up, captured its collapse into the sea. I know now how difficult that is. If the cameraman stays wide, he has a chance of getting the break but it will only form a tiny part of the image; to get the close-up involves gambling on one piece of ice. When I raise this, I notice a few knowing looks.

And then, because the drinks are flowing, one veteran of the region comes out with a disturbing account of media trickery. He’s heard a story of a film crew who were so determined to get the killer shot that they staged it. They got into position and then had the helicopter fly over the edge of the ice so that a crew member could drop an explosive charge into a deep crevasse. Once the helicopter was safely out of the way, and the camera was running, the charge was detonated by remote control, triggering a stunning collapse, filling the frame and achieving television perfection. And of course there’d have been no hanging around getting eaten by mosquitoes. Apparently, when challenged, they justified it by saying the ice was going to break off sometime anyway, so no big deal.

I go to bed, mind racing. We have done well, no question, even without high explosive, and we can fly back satisfied. But Steve’s customary bottle of malt whisky, which has proved wonderfully calming in many other corners of the world, isn’t quite working. I’m kept wide awake by images of dark ice, gelignite and the wrong trousers.


1
Harm’s way

I wake up with a jolt, a surge of anxiety. My head has cracked into the wall of our cabin and I have to brace myself in my bunk to stop it from happening again. It’s just like being thrown, unprepared, onto a roller coaster. I’m on a whaling ship in the Norwegian Sea and it’s rocking and heaving, not just up and down, and from side to side, but also in a vigorous corkscrew motion with irregular thumps and shudders.

My first reaction is confusion: the sea had been so calm when we’d turned in, cameraman Martin Roberts and I, neither of us even thinking about taking a travel pill. Now our world is being shaken remorselessly and my second reaction, one of overwhelming nausea, forces me out of bed, wondering whether I’ll make it to the basin in time. I don’t. Because I’m in the top bunk and Martin has the one below, he’s already hunched over the basin by the time I climb down. I rush to the bathroom across the corridor and, between spasms, listen helplessly to the unlocked door banging behind me. I’m here to investigate Norway’s highly controversial whale hunt but I’m little use to anyone right now.

Seasickness is always torture but this is a big assignment so I make a special effort to behave rationally. I stumble back to the cabin and swallow a couple of pills. I also tear open a packet holding a pair of special anti-nausea bands, designed to apply pressure to particular points on the wrist, and pull them on. I know the benefits will take a while to kick in and, because Martin is still hogging the basin, I head back to the bathroom, just in case. It’s a wise move. I end up convulsed again, the unpleasantness compounded by the knowledge that the travel pills have been ejected and will have had no chance to settle things. Worse, during one violent upheaval, an unusually savage lurch by the vessel spoils my aim and a large sample of last night’s supper ends up soaking one of the wristbands. I look down at the mess and can’t begin to work out how to respond, how to clean up, what to do next. In an out-of-body way, I become aware of the extraordinary speed with which morale can collapse, and with which the clever idea of reporting on whaling can become detested.

With Martin immobile, and my attempts at medication failing, I grab some Arctic clothing and race up to the deck and the sanctuary of fresh air. It’s about 3am but because we’re so far north and it’s summer, the sky is a pale grey. I grip a railing, gasp at the cold, keep my eyes on the horizon and watch the bow rising and twisting and plunging. For hour after hour. The clouds thicken and a light snowfall begins, gusts whipping the flakes into my face. I’m wearing gloves but the hand holding the rail is losing all feeling. I think about stepping back indoors but that’s enough to have me leaning over the side once more. Eventually, the snow does drive me inside. The tiny lounge has a window facing forwards so I wedge myself between a table and a sofa and keep staring ahead, the waves now far higher than the boat, rolling towards the left-hand edge of the bow and crashing over it, spray blasting the glass.

Later, much later, and exhausted, I climb upstairs to the bridge. The skipper, Bjorn Andersen, takes one look at me and chuckles. The light never changes, grey night rolls into grey day and I lose any sense of time. I think back to the stable floor of the newsroom, and how I not only volunteered for this trip but actively pitched for it. I’d thought whaling might be one of the easier parts of the brief, one to chalk up early on. Now I’m beyond caring. At some point, the waves ease a bit as we sail into the lee of an island and I crawl into bed. Martin is groaning but sympathy isn’t an option. For him or the whales.

Instinct tells me it must be easy to exaggerate environmental threats, that things can’t be as dire as campaigners make out. And as with intelligence warnings, you can’t always check if the doomsayers are right. Either the timescales are too long for a news reporter to keep up with the issue or the threat never materialises and those who warned about it can claim credit for heading it off.

There’s also a question of trust. Nearly fifteen years have passed since Greenpeace hyped the hazards of an old oil rig, Brent Spar, but the newsroom hasn’t forgotten and the incident is often recalled when an environmental group makes a claim that, to some, doesn’t sound possible. And with spin such a feature of almost any aspect of public life, I assume, like many, that every organisation, every protestor, will be tempted to tweak their case to catch our attention. It’s why, initially, I’m inclined to avoid the more obvious environmental themes: the rainforest, the ozone, the drying of the Aral Sea. Surely they’re either hyped or old, covered to the point of boredom? But one editor, Kevin Bakhurst, is particularly interested in my doing a report on whaling. Not your classic piece with video shot by an environmental group, he says, but something first hand from one of the few countries where whaling is allowed. Norway seems closest and, sitting in his office, it’s easy to say yes.

So I board the Reinebuen at the Norwegian port of Tromsø and unwittingly begin what will become one of the most unpleasant experiences of my life. My cabin is clean and well designed, the bunks wide and the reading lights sensibly positioned, and the sunshine glinting off the calm waters sparkles through a generous porthole. On a shelf above a writing desk, Martin and I arrange a little library – our trip could last about a week – and in the cupboard beneath the sink our stock of fruit and chocolate is something to be admired; we can’t resist feeling house-proud, efficiently prepared for the work to come.

Our cold-weather gear, on hooks behind the door, is at the ready, gloves in pockets, spare batteries at hand, reserve camera charged up, new boots with their labels removed, thermals unpacked. I’ve learned my lesson from Greenland – when inside the Arctic Circle, no more chinos.

Up on deck, Bjorn is busy. He’s supervising the fuelling for the voyage ahead and also dashing into his hi-tech bridge to answer calls from other skippers already out at sea, exchanging news about the best hunting grounds. In a brief moment of calm, I ask him to show me our likely route: out of Tromsø, hugging the coast, heading north between a line of islands and the mainland, up towards North Cape, the very top of Europe, on towards the border with Russia.

We’ll be there in a day or two, he says.

I ask about the weather.

Pretty good, he replies, glancing at a smart screen displaying the latest forecast.

And then I raise the question I really want answered: how rough will it be?

Not too bad, says Bjorn, it’s a good time of year.

It’s May and, as we set off along the fjord connecting Tromsø to the open sea, the vessel is steady, the winds gentle. My mobile phone rings: it’s an old friend, Paul Adamson, calling from Brussels, so I describe the scene to him, the snow on the peaks and the sky clean and bright, and as so often with people more office-bound than me, I’m berated in envious tones about the wonders of my new job. Paul was among those who’d urged me to accept it and, with the sun on my face and the promise of a vivid assignment, I have to admit he’s right.

Then Paul asks what I’ll do if it gets bumpy.

I’ve brought plenty of travel sickness pills, I tell him, and a pair of special wristbands.

How confident I sound, how ignorant of what’s to come.

Up at the bow, we film Bjorn working on the key piece of equipment: a harpoon. In the winter, Bjorn and his crew fish for cod and herring, trawling nets from the stern, but when their quotas are filled and the days get longer they turn to hunting whales. Their target is minke whales, among the smallest of the many different species. The Norwegian government – better known for tirelessly labouring to settle international conflicts – has long endured criticism for allowing this hunt to go ahead. We’ve been given unusual permission to join a typical expedition to record how it’s done. This season, there’s a quota of 700 minke whales and Bjorn will hunt as many as he can.

I’d grown up with the campaign to ‘save the whale’ and remember collecting the stickers as a child. Whaling seemed so obviously wrong back then but I’ve given it little thought since. So I ask Bjorn whether he really thinks that killing whales is right.

We eat the cows, he says, so why not the whales? It’s better than farming in a factory. And he adds what he hopes will be an overwhelming argument: whale meat is free-range, it’s natural. You can call it ‘organic’.

Organic, brilliant. I have to smile at the ingenuity of the pitch. How clever to exploit the language of green campaigning and then to use it to justify the very activity that led many people into campaigning in the first place. Bjorn looks pleased at my reaction.

Whaling, along with nuclear power, is one of the causes that launched the modern environmental movement. The strongest point in this debate is the unanswerable one of the threat of extinction: up until the 1960s, certain species of whale were hunted almost to oblivion. Even the whaling nations had to concede that action was needed, and the international ban eventually followed. Now, with some stocks recovering, the ban is fraying. Indigenous communities like the Inuit and some Pacific Islanders were always granted limited whaling rights (which included the whale I ate in Greenland), Japan claimed the need to catch whales for ‘research’ and Norway ignored the agreement.

Minke whales are among those regarded by the Norwegians as fair game; a Japanese official even suggested that there were so many minke whales that they were as numerous as cockroaches. Insisting that their slaughter is perfectly sustainable, the Norwegians say the process is no different to the killing of any other large animal. Critics say Norway’s policy is driven by domestic politics, that the fishermen’s votes are secured by allowing them to hunt whales out of the fishing season.

While it may be true that the minke population in this part of the ocean is relatively healthy, there is another fundamental issue, one which has continued to fuel the passion to stop whaling: that it’s less about numbers and more about objecting to a practice that is simply inhumane, that it’s immoral to kill these gentle, giant mammals in the high seas.

Bjorn breaks off from the conversation because he’s having trouble preparing the harpoon. It’s a complicated process, a bit like readying an old-fashioned cannon, a throwback to the days when the gunpowder and shot were loaded into the muzzle of the gun and then packed inside. What Bjorn has to do is insert a heavy steel spear, about a metre long, into the weapon. To ensure it flies out rapidly, it has to be a tight fit. Bjorn has to wrestle it in and, despite the cold, he’s sweating by the time he’s finished.

Next comes the fitting of the deadliest part of the weapon. The harpoon itself will penetrate the whale’s thick skin but that won’t be sufficient to kill it. So, at the tip of the spear, Bjorn fits an explosive charge, a metal canister about the size of a tin can, painted an innocent red. The size of the device is eerily similar to the cluster bombs I saw scattered and unexploded at Tallil airbase in Iraq after the Gulf War. In the desert light, the colour was so bright that the little bombs seemed almost toy-like, until we heard the boom of a detonation as someone trod on one, the weapon killing three people, their charred bodies lying near the pools of leaked fuel they’d been trying to collect. Now, when I thought I’d put military reporting behind me, I’m listening to the explanation of a similar type of high-explosive. This one, I’m told, has a very particular task: when the harpoon has reached one foot inside the whale, the canister will erupt with deadly force. Three small hooks on the end of the device are designed to latch onto the animal’s skin and prevent the charge getting too far in.

I ask Bjorn where he aims the weapon.

The heart, not the head, he says. The skull is too thick.

How can you be sure of hitting it?

He admits that total accuracy can’t be guaranteed. The whale only breaks the surface briefly, and the boat is always moving. It’s real hunting.

The Norwegians say that in nearly all cases, this technique – a hand grenade exploding inside the heart – kills the whale instantaneously, that very few of the animals take longer than two minutes to die. The official line is that it takes one shot for a neat death with no pain, a claim that protestors have long dismissed as propaganda. That’s why we’re here, to record what really happens.

I mention to Bjorn that no less a figure than David Attenborough has written movingly of our inability to hear the whales suffering. If we could hear their screams, he wrote, there’s no way whaling would be allowed.

He shrugs, you’ll see, and leads us to supper.

We bunch round a table, Martin and I, and the Norwegians, four of them, while one stays on the bridge. It’s an odd meal, given that we only left port a few hours ago: most of it looks like it’s been cooked from frozen, pale with processed breadcrumbs and nothing green in sight, the sort of thing you’d expect after weeks at sea. Only the potatoes are fresh, small and fairly new, cooked with their skins on, and I watch amazed as these tough men of the sea painstakingly and delicately peel away the skins with their knives and forks, a fiddly task which goes on for minutes and brings to mind the daintiest of tea parties where politeness demands that no one should ever handle their food. To be polite, I mimic them, poking and scraping but wondering why they bother.

Conversation is awkward too: the crewmen obviously think we’re in the way, taking up space, asking too many questions, challenging their way of life. Any mention of the anti-whaling movement produces a look of loathing, and the media seem to be hated too. I toy with seeing the effect of the word ‘Greenpeace’ but hold back. Bjorn’s cousin, the friendliest of the lot, tells a story of two French journalists who once came on board. They were so seasick they had to be evacuated. The crewmen pause in their potato-peeling to laugh, and Martin and I feel obliged to join in.

Within hours, we’ll feel like crying instead.

The note of the engine keeps changing – reversing, revving and then slowing. The rocking is still there, as is my nausea, but I realise the boat must be manoeuvring. I spring out of bed because I realise that this can only mean one thing: the crew have either just killed a whale or they’re about to. I urge Martin out of bed too and we race upstairs to find that the worst has happened. We’ve missed the big event. If there’s one thing more unpleasant than seeing a whale harpooned, it’s being a news team that sleeps through the chance of getting the shot.

I’m furious that the crew didn’t wake us, as they’d promised they would, and I’m even more angry when I think through the implications: without actually filming the harpoon being fired and seeing what we’ve come for, there’s no way we can leave this purgatory. And, as that thought sinks in, the adrenaline of the past few minutes wears off and my innards remind me of the Arctic swell. Within seconds I’m hanging over the railing and notice that Martin is beside me doing the same.

This time Bjorn can’t resist a jibe.

You English men, you are like women.

His crew roar approval, they’re loving it. The media who so often give them a hard time are now humbled.

It occurs to me that we’ve ended up on a modern-day version of a longboat in the company of salt-veined descendants of Vikings. The only things missing are the horned helmets and a plan to pillage eastern England. Erik the Red would have loved to see a couple of Brits, helpless and heaving, women in a world of men.

I want to come back with a clever riposte, preferably something about the effeminate potato-peeling, but my mind, like my belly, is empty.

Another day passes, or maybe it’s a night; the very idea of opening my diary to keep track makes me want to heave. In my wanderings to find a stable spot, I pass the galley and the cook shows me unexpected sympathy, urging me to eat a piece of crispbread. I also try more of the pills and they stay down longer than usual, along with some Coca-Cola, so I no longer actively want to die. Martin, sadly, is in marginally worse shape than me, too weak to curse the Norsemen, too sick to come onto the deck. So when I hear the battle cry go up, ‘Kval’, signalling that another whale has been spotted, I know it’ll fall to me to do the filming. As I reach for our reserve camera, Martin valiantly rises from his pillow to explain how to set the correct exposure. I have to cut him short: how do you set it to automatic?

At the bow, Bjorn is gripping the harpoon, eyes scanning the waves. He occasionally twists round to shout an order at his cousin on the bridge to turn or alter the speed. The boat edges forward. Everyone is tense, the crewmen all poised for a sight of the whale. There’s a flash of black off to one side and a lot of yelling. Frankly, I can’t tell if it’s a trick of the light. I switch on the camera and hope for the best. The sheen on the water is dazzling, the swell is still nauseating. I have no idea where to point so I choose the widest possible setting, including in the frame Bjorn and the harpoon and a big expanse of sea. Long minutes pass. I start to feel the cold. The hand holding the rail is protected by a glove but the one with the camera is bare – I’d had to take that glove off to manage the controls. I wonder how cameramen cope, and how long I can last. But when I think that failing to get this shot will mean staying even longer on board, the chill doesn’t feel so bad.

Bjorn’s shouts become more intense. I spot the rise of a black shape in the trough between two waves. Then there’s a deafening bang and a cloud of smoke brings the whiff of high explosive. The boat quickly stops. Bjorn peers over the side. I move closer but he waves me back. I’ve no idea if the whale has been hit or not. But then I see Bjorn picking up his rifle. Earlier he’d told me that he only uses it if the animal does not die instantly. Clearly this one is still alive and injured. He needs to finish it off but it’s somehow in the wrong position for him to open fire so the boat has to be moved. Time passes, and I imagine the whale in agony. I keep the camera running. Bjorn fires two shots, then pauses, before firing three more. The whole process, from letting loose the harpoon to the last shots, has lasted well over two minutes; the camera’s timecode is the irrefutable evidence.
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Nauseous off the North Cape: while a whale is dismembered I record a piece-to-camera before resuming my usual position of hanging over the side. You can see the animal’s tail behind me. The grisliest butchery is out of shot.                             BBC

The crew use long hooks to bring the whale to the loading ramp at the side of the boat. The harpoon is so deeply snagged in its belly that it takes two men to extract it. Bjorn had missed the heart. Ropes are lashed around the whale’s tail and it’s hauled on board by a winch. The animal is much longer than the boat is wide, so when its belly is on the deck, its head hangs over the side and, from its mouth, a stream of blood flows into the sea where a red pool forms. I notice a massive eye, staring lifeless at the sky. The gulls are gathering.

The crew are too busy to notice me so I move around to film different angles. It falls to the cook to handle the butchery. His first action is to cut open the whale’s belly. It’s a female, I hear, so there’s a chance that it’s pregnant. The knife enters the pale skin, just below the chest, and draws a fast red line down towards the tail. The skin parts and I’m staggered by the volume of intestines that spill out. There’s no foetus, but the whale’s belly is full of tiny shrimp, and the stench of this partly digested meal hits me hard. All the innards are dumped over the side and the gulls go crazy.

The cook then sets about carving out the fillets, the prize sections of the flesh, dark red and the size of logs or railways sleepers, the largest steaks in the world. Steam rises into the air. Blood is now flowing in small torrents, the crewmen’s rubber boots sloshing through streams of red, and the scarlet pool in the ocean keeps growing. The steaks are laid on the deck to cool. The rest of the whale is unwanted. The ropes around the tail are loosened and as the massive carcase – with the long spine and the huge head – slides off the ship in one messy piece and crashes into the sea, I hope for a final sight of that massive, sad eye. But the gulls are swarming too thickly, and, anyway, within seconds the remains are sinking.

Bjorn is excited. This early haul will help offset his costs and, if he’s in the right area, he’ll land a lot more in a matter of days. His biggest worry is whether he’ll have enough deck space to lay out all the meat. If it can’t cool, it will spoil.

I ask him whether he feels anything for the whale.

Do you feel anything for a cow, he responds.

But what about all the blood, and the risk that the whale was in calf?

Well, it wasn’t in calf, he says, and you get the same amount of blood in any slaughterhouse, you just don’t see it.

But what about the length of time it took the whale to die?

It wasn’t so long.

But, I explain, I timed the whole event on the camera.

Bjorn grimaces. You’re right, he agrees, this time it took longer than two minutes, that’s unusual.

There’s nothing more he can say. The whale wasn’t able to scream but the pictures will.

Our job is done and although Bjorn would love to be rid of us, he’s also reluctant to leave this obviously rich stretch of sea. Initially he offers to drop us at some place a few miles away but when I check on a map and realise it’s an island, I object: we’d need yet another boat to get us to the mainland, and I’d hate to have to explain that to Martin. So after much argument we settle on Europe’s northernmost village, Gamvik, a wind-blasted stretch of cottages facing the North Pole. The crew, who never warmed to us, throw our bags onto the quay. Lying on the cold concrete, still queasy, we watch the Reinebuen race back to the hunt.

The whale meat is natural, no question, and this particular catch, if tightly limited, is possibly sustainable. But compared to the mechanised slaughter of an abattoir, this is hit-and-miss, a raw process requiring skill and luck. Sonar can’t be used because it would scare the whales away so this is a modern version of hunter-gathering, the only difference being that the spear is fired by cannon and is tipped with a hand grenade. But, as in ancient times, aim is everything and what I witnessed was a bungled shot and a horribly slow death, an example of how whaling can genuinely be inhumane. After my report is aired, a minister quotes from it in a debate about whaling in the House of Commons; he describes the cruelty of a killing that took longer than two minutes. The Norwegians, used to this kind of criticism, are unmoved and actually increase the quota the following year, even though the evidence suggests that the hunt isn’t worth it.

That’s because Bjorn and the rest of Norway’s whalers land more meat than Norwegians actually want to eat. It’s on sale in supermarkets but does not fly from the shelves. Plans to sell whale blubber to Japan were abandoned because it contained too many contaminants – the same winds that carry the soot that darkens the glaciers in Greenland also introduces into the Arctic food chain the deadly acronyms of modern industrial life, the PCBs and the PAHs, the toxic by-products of fossil fuels. So I wonder about the real motive behind the killing, about why this hunt is allowed. There’s no single answer, but the national pride of a seafaring nation is definitely one factor; another is the need to woo voters in the fishing communities of the Arctic coast. It’s certainly not about getting organic meat to Norwegian tables.

Martin and I are slumped on our bags, waiting for a lift to the local airport and the first of several flights to get us home. He’s got some colour back in his face and has lots of questions.

He asks me whether I was sick in the bathroom the previous night.

As it happens, I wasn’t. Apart from the very first night, I did all that kind of thing out of doors.

But Martin asks again, to check I’m sure, because he insists someone was being sick in the bathroom; the noise was unmistakeable.

We puzzle over this until a glorious reality dawns. If it wasn’t him or me, then it must have been one of the Norwegians.

I look at the Reinebuen shrinking towards the horizon and, as I picture the steaming meat on the decks and the lifeless eyes sinking past the reach of the gulls, I at last have a riposte to Bjorn, too late, but cheering nonetheless: it isn’t just Englishmen who are like women. Vikings get seasick too.

I’ve left the ship with relief and a sense of futility – wasted effort, needless cruelty, pointless slaughter. I’m also struck by the contradictions thrown up by whaling: how easily earlier generations of whalers so nearly wiped out entire species and how in more recent years the threat of extinction was used to galvanise international action to slow or stop the hunting. But how many environmental causes are that clear-cut?

The classic poster shot of ecological catastrophe shows the once proud fishing fleet of the dried-out Aral Sea. While the Norwegian fishermen are accused of being overactive and hauling the wrong animals from the ocean, the fishermen of Central Asia’s lost sea have nothing to catch. Or even anything to float on. While whaling was the green issue that first motivated millions, the skeletal hulls stranded in the dust have long provided the most potent imagery of environmental ruin. What was once the world’s fourth largest inland sea has for decades been shrinking because the rivers that feed it have been channelled into fields of cotton. Just as whaling is a deliberate act with serious consequences, so is the diversion of the waters that sustained a sea.

But this path is well trodden and every journalist likes to be first. With this one, I’m whole decades late. And what if the situation out there isn’t that bad? Maybe previous reporters, under pressure to deliver a strong story, focused on the worst corner and ignored the rest. And what if the benefits of cultivating cotton – the thousands of jobs, the exports, the growth of a poor region – outweigh the damage? Maybe the environmental price was worth paying. England, for example, chopped down its forests to build a navy that went on to create an empire. Who are we to say that the wrong decision was made in Central Asia?

It’s the strange white of the ground that catches my eye. We’re driving through a dilapidated village in Uzbekistan, on our way to the Aral Sea, and beside the road a game of football is being played on a very rough pitch. The evening sun is low so initially I assume the light is somehow making the baked dust appear unusually pale. But when we stop and get closer, it’s obvious that the land really is white, as if it’s been very clumsily and haphazardly painted with great buckets of whitewash. I crouch down and see that the white isn’t just on the surface but also reaches a bit deeper. A few children stop their play to watch me.

We ask around and people seem surprised that we should be interested in the colour of their ground. It’s always that way, we’re told. The village lies relatively close to where the shoreline of the Aral Sea used to be and the explanation seems to be that the land is laden with salts. As the amount of water reaching this area has dwindled, the salts have become visible and the result is that this playground and the unpaved lanes nearby have been bleached. The football continues, the children unfazed.

Further on, the road ends at what was once a thriving port, Munyak. This is our destination and to my relief we see that the famous fishing boats are still lying on their sides – I had worried that by the time we got there someone might have broken them up for scrap. Cameraman Tony Jolliffe climbs around to get the shots. The boats are falling apart and the ground is a dirty mix of sand, dust and scrubby grass, exactly what we’ve all seen in the pictures taken over previous years.

No one has exaggerated, it is a desolate scene, but I can’t help feeling unimpressed, and I can see that Tony is having trouble making much of it – he’s filmed all he can in just a few minutes. Partly that’s because it’s simply very hard to imagine that this arid landscape was ever under water, and also because these wrecked vessels look pretty much like any other boats stranded by a low tide. After days of travel, it’s like making it to the Holy Grail and finding a small dull cup.

So we head into Munyak itself, and it’s there that we find more telling sights. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen communities in a state of collapse – when I was at university in Durham, the boarded-up terraced houses of the former coalmining villages stood nearby, the reason for their existence closed beneath them. But this town’s ruin is of an entirely different order. It looks utterly crushed. In this former superpower, the people are living like their ancestors would have done hundreds of years ago. The children are barefoot. I see two little girls struggling to carry water in old cooking-oil tins. The streets are like tracks, mostly dirt, and many of the houses are little more than shacks. Unkempt dogs pick over scraps. The heat is bewildering and the winds are constant, whipping up the endless dust so we have to shield our eyes. Dust gets everywhere – the children’s faces, the few trees, the handful of battered cars. It’s like a scene from science fiction, survivors of nuclear Armageddon. I’d come expecting stranded ships and we’ve stumbled into something worse.

The irony is that Munyak grew up beside the sea with plentiful supplies of water. Its role was to service a vast fishing operation – the haul from the Aral Sea was famous – and its processing factory used to be the Soviet Union’s largest producer of canned fish. Footage from the Fifties shows jolly fishermen hauling in heavy nets and holidaymakers splashing in the waves. Now, with the sea too shallow and too distant to be useful, the factory has been abandoned. We wander into its empty halls, the machines and conveyor belts idle, the windows broken. There’s a proud statue of a fisherman cradling what looks like a huge salmon, covered in dust. Thousands of people used to work here, it was the engine of the local economy, but now wild goats wander unchecked, picking their way over the rail tracks that used to deliver Munyak’s tins of fish to the outside world.

The sea is said to be dozens of miles away. I’d like to see for myself how far it’s retreated – but local advice is that even the toughest four-wheel drive will get bogged down either in the sand or the mud, the terrain too hostile. Warned of this in advance, we’ve managed to hire one of the few planes available. My heart sinks when I see it. For a start it’s very old, perhaps not quite as decrepit as the dusty Afghan helicopters I saw in Tajikistan, but it looks like something Tintin might have flown in, a biplane with clumsy wings and dirty windows.

The aircrew, dressed in Russian military fatigues, are swaggering: they’ve taken a shine to my producer, Alex Milner, and her half-Greek looks. Once airborne, the pilot weaves the plane in a series of tight curves to impress her and he finds it hilarious when she feels ill. I try to exert some control – we are paying for this after all – but the plane is so noisy that it’s easy to ignore me. Eventually, we get the crew to listen and to perform a simple task: fly as fast as you can in a straight line to the nearest stretch of sea.

I assume there will be a neat shoreline. Satellite pictures, which have recorded the rapid shrinking of the sea, give the impression of a sharp distinction between land and water. But after an hour of flying, covering roughly one hundred miles, what I see passing below us is mile after mile of confusing mess, of desert gradually morphing into pallid bog and then into endless shallows. The colours of the water, cobalt and turquoise, seem curiously artificial – I’ve been told that for decades the sea was on the receiving end of vast quantities of pesticides, washed down from the cotton fields upstream.

It’s certainly unhealthy here: figures show that this region has the world’s highest rate of cancer of the oesophagus. In the provincial capital, Nukus, we visit the hospital, stepping out of the fierce Central Asian sun into an airless cancer ward. Lacking the energy to move, the patients feel every chill so the windows are shut tight. The smell and the heat are overwhelming. The beds are old, the paint peeling and the men in here have the saddest faces I’ve ever seen.

The patients defer to the eldest. Dr Saparbay Kazahbaev introduces himself as a retired biologist who spent his career studying the Aral Sea, and tracking its decline. Too weak to sit upright, he lies with his head on his pillow, occasionally straining upwards to emphasise a point. His voice is rasping, almost a whisper, but he retains the classic style of a Soviet scientist, explaining things in a very orderly, if laborious, way.

He begins by saying he’s pleased to be talking to the BBC; his fellow patients are listening intently. What follows is a short and very depressing lecture.

Dr Kazahbaev begins by listing the many types of fish which used to thrive in the sea, and then describes how the water used to have a favourable chemistry. Next he explains how the sea level dropped and how the little water that reached it carried toxic residues from the industrial-scale cotton projects inland. Then he makes the connection between the billowing dusts and the health of people living nearby.

First, he says, the salts get into your respiratory system. They’re poisonous. He lifts his head to make sure my translator has done her job and that I’ve understood – poisonous.

Then the poisonous salts get into the plants and animals which we eat. He gestures by bringing his fingers towards his mouth.

And that’s why I’m here, he concludes.

He can’t have long. His eyes are determined but the skin on his face is dry and loose, and delivering his explanation has tired him.

When we step outside, it’s time for lunch but no one is hungry.

What’s dispiriting is seeing a civilisation slide. Back home, I’m used to a world in which new buildings go up, the streets get busier, people generally become healthier. Here, the land and its people have been poisoned and everything is regressing. In Soviet days, Central Asian cotton was a major export earning useful hard currency but the harvests were usually smaller than official statistics claimed and profits were siphoned off by a corrupt Communist leadership. Meanwhile the water diverted from the rivers was often wasted – the pipes and channels were badly built and poorly maintained and vast quantities of water were lost. And when it reached the fields, much of it was squandered through carelessness or overuse.
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Sands of time: the dried-out remains of what was the Aral Sea near Munyak in Uzbekistan in central Asia. The dust apparently contains a toxic mix of old pesticides. I wash as carefully as I can afterwards.                                     BBC

Is there a positive side? Some people must have earned a good living and a few will have become rich. And Uzbek cotton, cultivated under state control and with low wages, would have reached the world market. Its availability would have helped keep the price of cotton clothes cheap. Without realising it, I’ve probably bought shirts or trousers made of Uzbek cotton and been pleased at getting a bargain. The former Soviet Union initiated and managed an ecological disaster. But anyone wearing cotton grown there had an unwitting hand in it too.

Before we leave, we stumble across a curious historical footnote. Uzbekistan was always one of the Soviet Union’s remoter republics and this part of it, Karakalpakstan, was so out of the way that it was used as a hot version of Siberia, a place of exile for the politically awkward. And as long as the cotton kept coming, officials turned a blind eye to what went on in this windswept corner. This allowed an artist to achieve something that could never have happened closer to Moscow: the discreet but efficient gathering of one of the country’s largest collections of dissident art, paintings which for various reasons weren’t appreciated by the authorities.

Now housed in a modern gallery, the works are at once disturbing and beautiful. ‘Return of the Reapers’, painted in 1927 when Stalin’s grip was total, is Impressionist and shows a line of farmers walking, their bright turbans distinctly un-Soviet and the fields small, pretty and not collectivised. ‘The Aral Sea Station’ is a charming, warm scene, figures stepping off a train to greet their families, the men in conical Central Asian hats and the women in head-scarves, camels in the background, none of this the ideal image of a progressive Soviet Union. A vivid blue stripe on the horizon marks the sea itself, with two boats sailing on it. The railway is the only hint of the industrialisation to come, of devastation that will be visible from space, fill a cancer ward and turn a playground white. The painting is dated 1931, the calm before the ruin.

A prominent radio presenter calls to me across the newsroom and his colleagues stop to listen. Shukman, he says, you’ve got this extraordinary job: you go to these amazing places and tell us they’re buggered.

News reporting is often grim but my role does seem uniquely pessimistic. It’s actually in my nature to be quite upbeat and it is a relief when there are possible solutions to the problems I’m covering. In the Aral Sea, for example, there was a project to refill one part of it – I do mention it in my report – but the scale was tiny and even if it worked its effect overall would be negligible.

Sometimes optimism can be justified. In the late 1980s, scientists working for the British Antarctic Survey noticed a huge gap in the fragile layer of ozone in the upper atmosphere, a protective filter which screens out much of the sun’s ultraviolet radiation. Wherever the ozone is thin or missing, the amount of UV light reaching the surface sharply increases, and the risk of skin cancers escalates. It was American researchers who worked out that the ozone was being destroyed by man-made gases known as CFCs. This was a major surprise: the gases, widely used in fridges and air-conditioning, were specifically designed to be harmless.

With satellite pictures showing the CFCs tearing a ragged hole in the ozone layer over Antarctica, reaching as far as New Zealand, Australia and South America, the international community quickly responded. The gases were to be phased out, first in the industrialised world and later in developing countries, a model example of the world tackling a self-evident threat. Problem over? Not exactly. The hole itself will take decades to heal and in the meantime millions of people live under it.

Punta Arenas, the town at the southernmost tip of Chile, doesn’t have many celebrities but we’ve managed to secure an interview with one of them. Francisco Figueredo is an elderly musician and when we arrive at his house he’s going through a selection of jazz records. He’s due to present his weekly radio programme tonight so can’t spare us much time. He wants to talk about his choice of music – a bit of Duke Ellington, others I haven’t heard of – but he knows we’re here for another reason: his medical history.

Not large but impossible to miss are the scabs and scars scattered across his face. A small plaster precariously covers the top of one of Francisco’s ears. This is all the result of repeated cases of skin cancer.

The problem stems from his younger days, he says. No one knew about this problem, we were completely ignorant.

Punta Arenas is so far south that when the ozone hole appears over Antarctica every spring the effects are immediate. The fact that the town’s climate is windy and cool is no protection from the ultraviolet radiation. After standing on the street for about five or six minutes I feel a tingling on my face and on my hands. The longer I’m out in the open air the more the tingling becomes a very mild stinging, nothing like a nettle sting, but more like the feeling when damaged skin is first touched by water, nothing severe but impossible to ignore. Initially I assume I’ve accidentally rubbed my face and hands with something acidic but actually I’m suffering from invisible sunburn. I ask the rest of the team if they’re feeling anything and, yes, they too are getting the same sensation. It’s uncomfortable enough for us to keep our filming short and get back inside.

On the NASA website, the exact position of the hole can be tracked as it rotates with the weather systems around Antarctica and today, at one of the town’s busiest junctions, we pass an array of bright orange flags: it’s a warning of ‘high risk’. On the local radio, the information is given out along with the weather. What’s strange is that in Europe UV warnings coincide with hot sunny days in summer; here the UV can be dangerous even when it’s chilly and overcast. This threat can be felt but not seen.

The impact of the ozone hole is better understood now. One of the town’s skin specialists, Dr Jaime Abaca, has set about gathering the data. By his count, the most dangerous form of skin cancer, malignant melanoma, is found here at a rate three times higher than the global average. And he is in no doubt that it’s the result of the ozone hole.

The information is unsettling enough to send us scurrying for the nearest pharmacy to buy more sunscreen. I find the right set of shelves but think I must be mistaken when I can’t see any creams or lotions with a protection factor higher than 10. I check with the manageress, Auad Jaihatt, but she confirms that no one wants to buy high-protection sunscreen, in fact very little of any kind is sold at all.

Most people, she says, just don’t understand the risks of getting cancer, the message still isn’t getting through.

Even more bizarre, as we drive around this UV-blasted town, we notice an incredible number of signs advertising tanning studios. One of the largest is Cecilia International with big plate-glass windows and a smart paint job.

I ask the owner how many customers she has.

About fifty a week.

I’m astounded. Fifty women, living in an ultraviolet hot-house, actually paying for an additional dose.

I’m introduced to one of the regulars, Evanella, a handsome woman of a certain age who reminds me of the air hostesses in early Bond films, with a careful hairdo and lots of make-up. And a very tanned skin.

She comes here about three times a week, she tells me.

I ask whether she knows the risks of so much tanning, particularly while living in a place that is already so vulnerable to the most potent rays of the sun.

She knows about the cancer, but this is a matter of personal choice. She feels better with a tan. It’s too cold to go to the beach so this is the only chance we have, she insists.

I start to feel that it isn’t my place to keep pressing her, to put to her the figures for skin cancer, to explain the NASA website with its images of the scarily large ozone hole right over her town.

She’s made up her mind. A good tan, she concludes, makes my clothes look better.

What’s a man meant to say? It’s like being asked an ultraviolet version of the question, does my bum look big in this? I have no choice: the look of the clothes has to come first so I join the nods of approval from the rest of the salon.

Black snow, red sea, white soil and an orange face – there are some emerging connections. There are things that bring real benefits or pleasure in the short term. The Chinese soot is part of a process that generates electricity – which is badly needed. For the Norwegian whalers, a trickle of blood in the water is a small price to keep them employed. The white playground is the by-product of an industry that yielded valuable exports. And Evanella is happier seeing a tanned face in the mirror. But what about the longer term? Back in the 1930s, the man who invented CFCs, Thomas Midgeley, presumably thought he was doing a good thing, that his harmless gases met a genuine need and helped make refrigeration so cheap that it became available to millions. By strange coincidence it so happens that the same Mr Midgeley also came up with another invention, an idea for making engines run more smoothly: by topping up the petrol with a bit of lead.
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Heart of dampness

The brief dusk is over but a steamy heat remains and a lot of hysterical screeching begins. I know that’s what’s meant to happen in jungles but, after years of vaguely sympathising with the cause of saving the rainforests, I’m now uneasy being immersed in one. I’m beside a tributary of the River Amazon, near the town of Alter do Chao in Brazil, at a small hotel, walking along a covered path connecting my room to the main building. It’s described as an eco-lodge, which means that very little of the dense vegetation has been disturbed, and that very little of what lives in that vegetation has been disturbed either, as I’m soon to see. An ‘eco’ tag has consequences.

Up until this moment, everything I know about the rain-forest has been second hand and a bit stale – the singer Sting touring the television studios with the saucer-lipped chief of the threatened Yanomami Indians; the regular, almost monotonous invocation of Belgium or Wales as the area of Amazonian forest cleared by loggers every year; the wild-life documentaries with lingering beauty shots. One worry, which I keep to myself, is whether I’ll find anything fresh.

Among the well-aired facts I’ve picked up is that one-third of all the world’s different species exist here, making the Amazon the uber-hotspot for biodiversity. The only hitch is that biodiversity means all creatures great and small, a wonderful thing and vital for a healthy planet, no question, but some of those creatures are, let’s face it, pretty revolting. You don’t hear much in the conservation conferences about fighting for the tapeworm or that squirmingly malicious little fish, notorious in the Amazon, with a fondness for the odours of the urethra. Although it’s apparently safe to swim on this particular stretch of river, I shudder at the thought, deciding that biodiversity is not always best experienced in person.

The walkway leads me towards the bar and I’m looking forward to a cold beer. I’m about to pass my cameraman’s room and I had said I’d give him a knock to let him know when I was on my way.

I’m about to lean towards his door – but something large and dark on the ground in front of me catches my eye.

Right at the foot of the door is the largest spider I’ve ever seen. It’s as big as my outstretched hand. It’s thick and black, and is engaged in a curious and unnerving quivering. It shows no intention of moving but, because its body is pulsating, I assume that it’s about to attack, and that I’m the nearest target.

At home, I trap spiders under a plastic cup and then slide a postcard underneath it but the same approach with this one would require a large bucket and a sheet of steel.

I call out, my voice raised by at least an octave. The cameraman on this assignment is John Boon, an agile Scot with a dry sense of humour.

I’ll just be a minute, he shouts back.

But I can’t let John emerge unprepared into the path of this beast. So I yell back that he’d better hang on, and explain why.

Just kick it out of the way, he urges.

Great idea, for someone who’s a lot braver than me and isn’t wearing sandals. No way am I going to start a confrontation. I wonder what WWF would judge to be the ecologically correct way to handle this problem. Given the rate at which species are being lost every year, I’d hate to be the one to have a hand in the demise of this one. Think of the headlines: ‘Beeb man in extinction shock.’ So I conjure up a line that any self-respecting environment correspondent might produce: that it would be wrong to intervene with this example of the Amazon’s precious wildlife.

John is utterly disdainful, rightly recognising this as an excuse for cowardice.

But then I notice that he shows no sign of taking on the enemy either. And it is outside his door, after all.

So, realising that a couple of the BBC’s finest are, frankly, stymied, I come up with a brilliant compromise. I’ll bypass the monster and go to the bar but then, for John’s sake, as a loyal colleague, I shall gallantly return later to see if his way is safe.

John utters some oath learned in a Glasgow playground but I’m away before I can make it out.

After twenty minutes, I convince myself I’m doing the honourable thing by keeping my word and returning. The spider has gone. John is liberated. But as we walk back to the bar, our laughter is nervous as we eye the restless shadows.

What everyone knows about the rainforest is that it rains, often every day, sometimes almost all the time, rather like standing in a sauna under a hot shower. A soaking is preordained, as is the resulting soupy mess of rainwater mingled with sun block and insect spray and lots of sweat. On my first full day, I realise that it’s uncomfortable doing anything other than inhaling air conditioning and, if none is available, then fantasising about it.

But what no one tells you about rainforests is that they feature another form of rain as well: a gentle but constant precipitation of ants, bugs and assorted wrigglers tumbling from the dark heights. Whole ecosystems flourish in the canopies – their existence in the treetops is one of the wonders of the natural world – but, unfortunately, not all of them are very good at staying up there.

On our way to a research camp, riding on the back of a quad bike, I happen to glance down at my shirt. It’s heaving with a mass of creatures, most tiny, but one particularly assertive ant seems the size of a paperclip. And because I’m looking down while I frantically swat these invaders, my neck is exposed and it becomes a landing zone too. I react with horror and manically flick and brush. Initially I seem to be winning this struggle to keep the Amazon’s biodiversity at bay. But then I notice that a few of the pluckier arrivals have leapt onto my hands where they roam freely and untroubled over the sheen of insect repellent. And all the time, a fresh supply keeps descending.

We stop at a tiny clearing and try to shake ourselves clear. John films a few shots, his eye drawn to the occasional shaft of sunlight penetrating the gloom. Continuing my swatting, I wander off for a look around when suddenly I hear a loud yelp and spin round to an extraordinary sight: John is twisting in pain as Flavio, our guide, thrashes him on the back with his hat. I run up, confused. Has John caused offence? Has Flavio been in the forest too long?

The answer lies on the ground. Flavio reaches down and picks up a red-and-white-striped insect the size of a wasp.

It’s a type of mosquito, he says. It was on John’s shirt and trying to punch through. If it had stung him, you could forget filming for a few days.

He points out the insect’s proboscis: it’s thick and sturdy like a hypodermic needle, so out of proportion with the insect’s body it’s like a child holding a rifle.

We shudder, but time is short so we press on and set up for an interview. But we’re shaken. Especially when there’s another surge of primal fear as a familiar and scary black shape scuttles towards us: it’s a scorpion, several inches long, tail poised.

It’s OK, says Flavio. You only need to worry if it’s got a red dot. Otherwise it won’t actually kill you.

I can’t tell if it has a red dot or not. All I know is that I’m sure the rainforests need saving in theory. But saving this bit, in practice, right this minute, every creature? Up to a point.

A bumpy track leads us towards what I’m told is a fresh example of deforestation. I think I know what it will look like – I’ve seen pictures of this kind of thing: the lone tree, the miles of bare dry soil, the forlorn trunk on its side. Deforestation has been in and out of the news for at least two decades so, as we lurch along in the heat, I’m almost resigned to merely grabbing the best images we can and moving on, filming what will be an essential scene in our coverage but not one that we have any hope of making distinctive. Can this new environment correspondent find anything new here?

But as we turn a corner, I enter a scene where I wonder how my assumptions could have been so wrong. Huge stumps lie in their thousands, many of them charred, and the red earth beneath them is churned into ugly ridges. The clearance is like a giant prairie heaped with junk timber. Nothing seems left alive. Amid the shattered trunks, their branches twisted, there are no birds. Countless wisps of smoke turn the sky grey and suddenly it feels hotter. None of the images I’d seen before remotely captures the enormity of this destruction. And there’s something unimaginable in the Amazon: the insects seem to have vanished. Of course, I realise – there’s no canopy for them to rain down from.

In one of my newspapers cuttings, a journalist had likened the deforestation to the horrors of the First World War, the fields ravaged by craters and trenches. Standing here now, I’m not convinced the writer had left his desk. The atmosphere, particularly the silence, reminds me more of urban warfare, battles waged in streets. The wrecked trees, even lying on their sides, are as tall as buildings and are grey like concrete. I recall the fighting for control of the scarred town of Gornji Vakuf in Bosnia. In a conflict with three opposing forces, this became a collection of ruins, a mini-Beirut, its inhabitants stunned after each spasm of violence. Like the destroyed forest, the town had thin columns of smoke twisting into the air, the whole place seemingly winded. What I’m looking at now resembles the same kind of carnage except that it wasn’t caused by tanks and artillery.

It was bulldozers. Linked by chains.

I’m with an environmental officer, Ernesto, one of a small band of officials trying to stop deforestation: just seven men defend an area about the size of Britain and France combined.

The bulldozers, he explains, are brought in on trucks and at the edge of the forest the heavy chains are slung between them. The vehicles then advance side-by-side, in military formation, and everything in their path gets torn down. The trees are felled, the stumps uprooted. The wreckage is then set alight and eventually ploughed ready to be used for agriculture – either as pasture for cattle or fields for cultivating soya beans. From land that’s dirt cheap, beef and beans fetch high prices.

But surely it’s illegal?

Yes, says Ernesto, but there are loopholes. Virgin rainforest has the strongest protection in law but to retain that status it has to remain untouched; once it’s been tampered with in any way, it’s classified differently and enjoys less protection. So landowners encourage small-scale loggers to push into the virgin forest and extract the most valuable trees. When the work of the loggers is ‘discovered’, the landowner can exclaim in horror that his forest is no longer ‘virgin’ which just happens to mean, rather conveniently, that the penalties for any further deforestation are much lighter. And that’s when the bulldozers are brought in.

Just as Ernesto is explaining this, we spot a truck in the distance, parked close to the edge of the remaining forest. He’s immediately suspicious and we race over. Across the back seat I glance at John and see that he’s as excited as I am: our report will fly if we can capture some action. In the front of the car is our escort, a policeman, who’s armed. Confrontations can turn ugly. Local campaigners, including a priest in this very area, near the town of Santarem, have been warned to shut up on pain of death. In another region, an outspoken American nun was murdered for resisting the loggers. The land beneath the trees can yield so much money that it’s triggered an equivalent to a gold rush, anarchic and unrestrained.

When we reach the truck, a battered old thing, there’s no one around. But loaded onto it are four freshly felled trunks. I notice sap, almost colourless, dripping from one of them. I reach out and let my finger stick to it; it’s surprisingly watery. I realise that while the massive scale of the deforestation is shocking, touching the life force draining from just one tree provokes a different sentiment: it’s just plain sad.

The policeman reaches down to check his revolver and goes off in search of the loggers. He enters the forest, calling out, pushing through the undergrowth. We follow him, past a severed stump – the newly exposed wood seems unnaturally pallid, almost naked, and heaps of bright sawdust are scattered nearby. It’s like stumbling into a crime scene just minutes after the act. We press on, the policeman’s shouts echoing off the wood. And the din soon produces a result.

One of the loggers appears, dressed in a stained football shirt, a sheepish grin on his face. The game is up. The ringleader stumbles out too, hot and irritated, shirt slung over his shoulder, brushing flies from his bare chest. He’s been caught red-handed and admits it. Two more trunks and his truck would have had a full load. Now he knows that the timber will be confiscated and that he’ll be fined. He’s so resigned to his fate that even the presence of a questioning British television crew doesn’t faze him.

Do you know what you’re doing here is illegal?

He nods, and Ernesto, translating, confirms that he knows the logging is wrong.

So why do you do it?

To make money, he says.

But what for?

He and Ernesto engage in a long discussion. It turns out the logger is trying to pay off a fine.

What for?

For a previous time he was caught logging.

So this is a way of life, and he’s just one of thousands of men, pushing into the jungle, carving new inroads, paving the way for the big agro-industrialists. It’s a march on countless fronts and seems unstoppable. It occurs to me that the standard comparison with Wales or Belgium underplays the point: the total area of forest cleared so far is about the size of three United Kingdoms.

Standing by the four dripping trunks, I think back to my cynical frame of mind as we arrived. Maybe the campaigning and the slogans and repetition of the chant, Save the Rainforest, have been around so long that I had tuned out. Hearing the same message over and over again must have left me cold. But talking to Ernesto, seeing his team in action – even just tackling the foot soldiers – suddenly strikes a chord. The statistics may be numbing but they’re easier to grasp knowing our arrival stopped, or at least delayed, the felling of another couple of trees.

Ernesto instructs the gang to drive straight to the environmental police compound. The men look miserable. The truck starts up in a cloud of smoke, the prized logs now a burden, and lumbers towards the main road for the two-hour drive to Santarem. It’ll be dark by the time they get there and I surprise myself by feeling a bit sorry for them.

[image: Image]

A fair cop: the moment an illegal logger is caught red-handed in the rainforest near Santarem, Brazil. Behind him is the armed policeman. The logger tells me he needed the money to pay a fine for… illegal logging.                                                 BBC

We meet again the next morning and watch the logs being unloaded and added to the collection of illegally felled trees. There are so many stored here that the mounds of logs are already several storeys high. The environmental police force has seized so much that its own yard is full and timber has to be stored on a nearby field; no one is quite sure what to do with it. But the officers know this is the tip of the iceberg, that most of it slips past them – that they’re fighting a war which they’re losing.

As we leave the compound, we emerge onto the riverfront and see one of the factors behind the deforestation. Beyond the whitewashed wooden ferry boats and the fruit stalls on the quayside is a structure that dominates the whole scene: a massive silo. This is where the soya beans, cultivated on what was rainforest, are brought for export. The store acts as a magnet for the farmers and traders. Long lines of trucks arrive laden from the interior and a huge conveyor belt feeds the beans into the bellies of the ships destined for the Atlantic. Amazonian soya is cheap and plentiful. Also, it’s conventional in the sense that it’s not genetically modified, unlike American soya, which makes it popular in Europe. Within a fortnight the cargoes will have crossed the ocean. Our aversion to GM is encouraging a soya surge here, and fortunes are being made.

The lurid blue of the swimming pool is glaring. I’m sitting in what could be the set of a crude millionaire sitcom, a Latin American version of Dallas. To one side is a grandiose, newly built villa, garish and screaming money – just a weekend place, my host explains. And in the shade there’s a line of smart sports cars and upmarket four-wheel drives – just for fun, he laughs. This is one of the Amazon’s richest businessmen, a soya baron, and I can’t quite believe he’s chosen to flaunt his wealth on air; I try to avoid catching John’s eye in case we smirk too visibly. It’s very rare that an interviewee pushes to be recorded in a situation that could hardly be more damaging to his case.

The soya man is proud of what he’s achieved – he’s a pioneering entrepreneur, he tells me, putting the jungle to good use, bringing development to the poorest part of a Third World country, doing what’s right for Brazil. The soya, he says, creates jobs, boosts exports – nobody loses.

But what about chopping down so many trees?

We only use land that’s already been cleared, he says.

So what impact is soya having on the rainforest?

Minimal, practically nothing.

His patter is slick and, as I find out, it’s in tune with much Brazilian thinking.

On an internal flight, I hear the same views from fellow passengers, two smart men in suits who introduce themselves as sales representatives for a biscuit company. We make small talk until they ask me what I’m doing. When I explain, the tone darkens.

The forest is Brazil’s, they tell me, and it’s for us to decide what to do with it. Anyway, you chopped down your forests in Europe so who are you to tell us what to do?

I’ve heard that kind of thing plenty of times before but what follows is astounding: I realise, don’t I, that America is planning to take over the rainforest?

When I splutter, amazed, the biscuit-men have an explanation ready.

Look at a map of Latin America, they urge me. Have I noticed all the American military bases set up in neighbouring countries, the build-up of forces in a near-circle around Brazil?

Yes, I agree, there are a few deployments of US personnel but they’ll be supporting anti-drugs operations, any soldiers are there to bolster the fight against the drugs cartels.

Ah, they nod, and smile at each other. That’s obviously just a cover. Of course the Americans say they’re on a drugs mission. But we all know the truth, that they’re preparing to do what outside powers have long plotted: to bring the Amazon under their control. And you British will help them.

I bite my tongue, there’s no point responding. The very idea of invading the jungle, battling all that biodiversity, is exhausting.

Paranoia, it turns out, has a long history in the Amazon. Imperial attempts to undermine the country are a theme I keep hearing about. There was the British botanist, a century ago, who smuggled out Amazonian rubber-plant seeds and introduced them to Malaysia where the rubber industry was so successful that it killed off Brazil’s. Then came Henry Ford who bought a vast tract of forest and set up a Utopian agro-industrial colony to produce rubber, only to see it crumble. Now there’s Greenpeace, using the so-called cause of the environment to do the bidding of Western governments, interfering with Brazil’s internal affairs.

I keep quiet when that last comment comes up. It’s Green-peace, with its well-organised infrastructure, to which most journalists turn in the Amazon. They know the best places to film and they’ve done impressive research. So even though I instinctively shy away from getting too close to campaign groups, it would be pointless to do so this time. Particularly since a British benefactor has given them an invaluable asset: a plane which allows us to get the aerial views that reveal exactly how much forest is being destroyed.

In fact one flight, over the main soya-producing area south of Santarem, shows me how vast fields are now the dominant feature of the landscape, the remaining green reduced to clumps and strips. We don’t stay in the air very long – the violent thermals make the ride incredibly nauseating – but we don’t have to go far to see what’s happening, or to get the point.

Three years later I learn that, whatever the biscuit-salesmen think, the Brazilian justice system does know when to draw a line. Our poolside millionaire, it turns out, was becoming too brazen in his land-grab. The environmental police eventually brought a case against him and, to everyone’s surprise, he was jailed. And in part that must have been due to mounting political concern within Brazil and abroad, to try to turn the tide of deforestation.

A magnificent black headdress tilts forward, a long black cassock sways and snags on the weeds. One of the world’s great religious leaders, His All Holiness the Patriarch of the Orthodox Church, is marching into a field of Amazonian soya beans, long grey beard to the fore. Behind him are other black-suited Orthodox dignitaries, together with senior figures from other churches, bishops in bright purple, cardinals in white, officials and bodyguards, all crimson-faced under the Brazilian sun, while the whole holy collection is mobbed by a seething crowd of cameramen, photographers and reporters trying to record this unique spectacle.

The visit to the soya is the highlight of one of the strangest expeditions ever mounted in the rainforest. Known as the ‘Green Patriarch’ for his keen support for environmental causes, the leader of all Orthodox Christians is leading a symposium on the future of the Amazon in which about a hundred delegates from religions and universities and institutes all over the world are travelling up the river by boat. The rainforest attracts plenty of film stars but never before such a concentration of religious muscle.

Without saying so directly, the Patriarch is implicitly critical of the soya boom. This is a big story so media interest is intense. And vicious. A particularly aggressive photographer barges me into a sharp-spiked bush which allows him a better angle but costs me a decent position with the microphone, and also gives me a mass of painful cuts on my calves. There’s no question in situations like this: revenge is obligatory, never mind the presence of His All Holiness, The Right Reverends and the rest. As the mob surges forward, my assailant raises his right arm to take a shot, which leaves his ribs vulnerable, a careless move, given that I’m equipped with a sturdy pole to hold the mic and its end is conveniently placed for me to execute a short, powerful but entirely accidental jab.

I get away with it unseen, which is lucky, because emerging from the throng is a man I need to interview, the senior British clergyman to join this bizarre event, the Bishop of Liverpool, James Jones. A silver cross glints on his chest. We find a quiet corner and explore a connection between his home city and the field of soya we’re in. We’ve heard that the ships loaded up with soya beans at Santarem often make the crossing to the docks along the Mersey. There the beans are crushed and processed and added to animal feed. Some of that feed is fed to chickens. And those chickens end up as fast food. So ancient forest makes way for modern takeaway appetites in one country causing devastation in another.

The Bishop is clearly moved, describing how he used to watch the ships sailing on the Mersey without knowing what they contained. Next time I’m in a supermarket buying chicken, he says, I’ll wonder how the animal has been fed, and if it was fed on soya beans that were grown here in the Amazon by chopping down the rainforest.

It’s a powerful link, and raises a question I’d never really dwelled on before: how can we possibly know the true impact of a simple action like buying chicken?

And I learn that it may be more serious than simply losing trees. Emerging at the symposium is the latest science on how the clearing and burning could be altering the very climate. The smoke, wisps of which I’ve seen, contains greenhouse gases. And totting up all the smoke and gases from deforestation around the world produces an astounding figure: that almost one-fifth of all mankind’s emissions come from burning up trees. The process I’ve witnessed in microcosm is actually a bigger source of carbon dioxide than all forms of transport. Surely this can’t make sense?

Well, at the moment of my interview with the bishop, Greenpeace is capitalising on the crescendo of concern about this trade. Protests and pressure have brought the four largest soya producers to the negotiating table in Sao Paolo, the commercial capital of Brazil. As the Patriarch and his fellow leaders are being filmed in the forest, an agreement to limit soya’s impact is being finalised. From the following year, the producers say they’ll sell only soya grown on land that’s already been cleared. A satellite system will monitor the promise of a moratorium on any new deforestation. It’s a start.

An elderly farmer and his wife are sitting under a tree eating oranges, expertly peeling and slicing them in a way I haven’t seen before. It’s the hottest part of the day and the shade is welcome. Jose Amorin offers me an orange and I accept, along with a knife. I look closely at how they manage to neatly prise open the fruit and try to copy the same pattern of cuts. The Norsemen, fussing over their potatoes, might learn something too. But I discover early on that the task is impossible if you’re holding a notebook and pen so I put them away though, even without them, I find it astonishingly difficult to carve my orange while standing and my attempts are so clumsy that rivulets of juice cascade over my wrists, and what I’d hoped would be a friendly and bonding activity disintegrates into an embarrassing mess. I’m here to learn about their lives as some of the Amazon’s poorest and most vulnerable inhabitants but for the moment Jose’s wife is staring at me with nothing but pity, and her grandchildren, barefoot and smiling, break off from their game of marbles to giggle at the stranger.

At last, cleared up, I get to the point. The previous year had seen an unimaginable natural calamity strike the region: the rainforest had no rain. For five long months one of the wettest areas on earth endured a drought that dried up hundreds of rivers, killed billions of fish and left countless communities isolated and hungry.

I ask Jose how he’d suffered.

Life became very difficult, he says, and he gets up and beckons me to follow.

Behind his one-room farmhouse I’m led into a lean-to in which there’s a well. It’s newly dug. Previously, I’m told, there’s always been enough rain, there’s never been a need to tap into the water supplies underground. But after nearly half a year passed without rain he was forced into this drastic and unprecedented step.

What if there are more droughts?

He shakes his head. I’ll stay but many others will leave.

I ask the question because of a warning from British climate scientists. Their computer forecasts show that if global warming intensifies, the Amazon could experience drier conditions which could, incredibly, turn the rainforest into arid savannah later this century. Climate change could achieve what the loggers are trying to, but on an infinitely larger scale.

One of those scientists, with me in the Amazon, is Richard Betts of the British Met Office’s Hadley Centre for Climate Prediction, here to take part in the Patriarch’s symposium. When he first noticed how the computer models were forecasting a drier Amazon, the results were ridiculed, particularly in Brazil. So he ran the models again but got the same outcome. A few other climate modelling centres then started to detect a similar effect – that a warming Atlantic could draw rain-laden air away from the rainforest, leaving it dry and, ultimately, without trees. Still, the idea seemed too ludicrous to contemplate. How could mere computer predictions possibly be right?

But then came the drought of 2005. Images emerged of rivers transformed into muddy ditches choked with gasping fish, villagers unable to manoeuvre their canoes, faces turned to the cloudless skies, the foundation of life here vanishing. The computer forecasts suddenly seemed more plausible and Brazilian scientists were among those now convinced that global warming could lead to something as unthinkable as the death of the rainforest.

Hunched with Richard over his laptop, I’m watching his model running. It shows a counter flashing as the decades advance, and a map of the world with the continents and oceans superimposed with twitching patches of colour – red for hotter, orange for warmer, blue for cooler. Viewed at face value, it’s a horror story. A small blob of orange appears directly over the Amazon in the middle of this century, and then turns red and rapidly expands. By the end of the century, the computer is saying, the world’s largest rainforest will be finished. Part of me wants to dismiss this as grownup guesswork, a game on a laptop. If weather forecasters have trouble with what’ll happen the next day, what chance is there of being accurate about the rest of the century?

Richard admits there’s no certainty about this, and that the drought of 2005 may be a one-off. But he says it’s a taste of what may come.

There are lots of reasons why his forecast may be wrong. Maybe the calculations have missed a key factor or unforeseen natural processes will kick in, the great forest responding in unpredictable ways. But I can’t help thinking about Jose and his well, and what more drought would mean for him, what life would be like if his bit of the map turns red.

We’re all on edge. I’ve long since learned that whatever the story nothing focuses the mind like the approach of the first live broadcast. We’re 1,000 miles upstream on the banks of the Rio Negro in the heart of the rainforest in the Jau National Park and a key test in our assignment is approaching, our first attempt to go live on air. Our location is so remote that if something fails, there’s no backup.

But we’re nervous for another reason as well: the unpacking of a particular equipment bag. The afternoon light is failing and the insects are gathering but no one cares. From the bag comes a mass of tough material, about the dimensions of a family-sized tent, which we spread out. The crew of our boat are on hand to help us, tough-faced Amazonians curious about our over-excited shouts. I’m reminded of a Victorian adventure story for schoolboys, with eccentric explorers rigging up some improbable technology in a faraway land and local people who think they’re crazy.

The object at the centre of our attention is a big balloon under which we’ll hang a small camera. As helium flows into the material and starts to shape it, the tension mounts. The idea is the brainchild of television engineer Martin Doyle, his face flushed beneath his sun hat, working feverishly to see if the thing will fly. In a planning meeting a month before, he’d asked the very sensible question of how we were going to convey to viewers the scale of the rainforest. It’ll be no use just having a camera at ground level pointing at you, he’d said. You’ve got to get a camera above the trees as well. And he’d found a firm that specialised in dangling cameras from balloons. Producer Mark Georgiou and I had winced at the time. We knew Martin was right but we also knew we were already straining the budget. With breath held, we’d written a begging email to an editor who saw the potential and approved extra funds so the balloon could join our baggage. One small challenge was left for Mark: how to source eight industrial-sized canisters of helium in the middle of the Amazon.

Now the balloon is straining at its tether. Mark had found helium in an industrial area of Manaus and, on a boat designed for fishing expeditions, it had made an unusual cargo. Gently, the material filled, we watch the balloon rise a few metres above the clearing, not confidently and not straight up either. We’re like anxious parents watching a child go solo on a bike. An evening gust catches the balloon and pushes it perilously close to a very thorny tree. We yank it back and urge it higher. But it’s too heavy for its load. So Martin strips away the safety tethers, leaving just one, and also removes a BBC logo, and this gives the balloon just enough lift to clear the trees and park itself high in the evening sky. It’s a fantastic sight. We rush to the monitor that’s connected to the airborne camera and the picture is electrifying, a panorama of vivid forest and gleaming rivers, a rolling ocean of billions of treetops stretching out to the horizon.

[image: Image]

Our proudest moment in the Amazon: the BBC’s balloon camera starts to rise above the rainforest in Jau National Park. Sadly it wasn’t able to fly any higher until the logo was peeled off to reduce weight.                                  Mark Georgiou

When we go live on air, my earpiece is filled with the amazed voices of producers and editors back in London. I had worried that we may be accused of using a gimmick, of wasting money on a boys’ toy. But then it occurs to me that this is almost certainly the first time our audiences have ever had a live view over the top of the vast reaches of the Amazon rainforest. And the feedback later reveals how viewers appreciate the immediacy of live broadcasting, of having this ridiculously distant spot beamed into their living rooms, a process that allows actions on the one side of the world to be visible on the other.

As the days pass, the insects become less irritating and the landscapes more fascinating: the evening light turning the forest gold, the tributaries so wide they may as well be seas, the leap of fish and the rustle of caymans. By getting used to the heat I’m more comfortable, less threatened and more sympathetic, and two episodes confirm it.

The first involves a Finnish aid-worker, an energetic man who’s set up an animal sanctuary. Even under a fan he’s dripping with sweat and so am I, as everyone usually is, but he suggests that we join him in, of all things, his sauna, specially constructed in the middle of the forest. I can’t imagine anything less pleasant and tell him. But he keeps asking. So one night we give in and try it. A motorised canoe speeds us through the moonlight to an island. I’m already bathed in sweat as we reach the man’s house but there’s the sauna so in we go, a picture window offering a view of the dripping creepers, the heat so intense I can hardly breathe. I last about five minutes. Outside I stand under a shower that’s fed from deep underground: the water, the coldest I’ve felt for days, is blissful and I can’t imagine why I ever felt ill at ease.

The second episode comes when our broadcasting is complete, the phase of any assignment when the shoulder muscles slacken. We’re crossing a stretch of river famous for its pink dolphins and nearby there’s a village where they’re attracted by gifts of fish. Most visitors stand on a jetty to watch them rise from the river, their pink heads and antics almost comic. That’s where I first put myself, content to be a spectator. Also, who’d willingly get in the river knowing its lurking terrors, especially the fish with the power to have us cross our legs whenever it’s mentioned?

But our guide at the time keeps calling me.

It’s safe, David, honestly. You’ve got to do it.

What he’s doing is sitting half underwater on a ledge, legs apart, holding a piece of fish out over the river, feeding the dolphins.

Maybe it’s his pressure or the heat or a genuine curiosity, but I end up joining him, the water warm, my knees apart. At first the river surges a little. Then an enormous snout rises right in front of me, jaws open to show dozens of tiny teeth. As instructed, I reach out one hand to gently press against the dolphin’s throat, the other is holding the fish. The dolphin grabs it and sinks underwater. My heart is pounding, the experience exhilarating. Maybe there is something worth saving here.
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