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PLAINPICTURE

NOT TO BE SNIFFED AT Ambergris, from the “inglorious bowels” of the sperm whale, is a fixative in perfume

You know 1t makes scents

Fine perfume just
wouldn’t be the same
without whale poo

erfume. Made from the loveliest

of ingredients: roses, patchouli,

cinnamon, jasmine, plumeria,

citrus, juniper, orange, lemons,

limes, lavender, frankincense,
myrrh ...and, of course, the most romantic
substance of all, whale poo. And not just
any whale poo: sperm whale poo.

In Moby-Dick, Herman Melville wrote,
“Who would think then, that such fine
ladies and gentlemen should regale
themselves with an essence found in the
inglorious bowels of a sick whale!”

Melville was right. One of the most
important ingredients in fine perfumes is
ambergris, which does indeed come from
the “inglorious bowels of a sick whale”. In
the most expensive perfumes, ambergris
serves as a fixative so that the scent will
last. (Ambergris means “grey amber”, but it
can be any colour from black through to
brown and even white; and although there
is no hard and fast rule, it probably should
be pronounced “amber-greez”.)

But before we enter the mysterious
world of ambergris, let us first meet the
only animal that produces it: the great and
wonderful sperm whale. Itis the largest (by
far) of the toothed whales; the target of the
most intensive single-species hunt in
whaling history; the animal that is the
heart and soul of one of the greatest novels
in English; the protagonist of more
Hollywood movies than the great white

shark; the breath-holding and deep-diving &

champion of the mammalian world (an
hour and a half and two miles,
respectively); the bathypelagic adversary
ofthe giant squid.

And —because of its fondness for squid
— the sperm whale is the source of the
subject of Christopher Kemp’s remarkable
book, Floating Gold.

Kemp holds no world records (well,
except hands-down for the best book ever
written about ambergris), but after a
childhood in Birmingham he found
himself at the University of Otago, on the
South Island of New Zealand, where he
began his obsessive quest for ambergris.
Helooked foritinbooks and pamphlets; on
New Zealand beaches, in museum collec-
tions around the world and in perfume
factories, where he found that it was still

Floating Gold:

A Natural (&
Unnatural) History
of Ambergris

by Christopher Kemp

University of Chicago,
190pp; £14.50 <= £13.50

Richard Ellis

used in the manufacture of the most
expensive perfumes.

What does this stuff actually smell like?
Kemp smells it for the first time in the
office of a lecturer at the University of
Otago: “A powerful odour fills my nostrils.
It is revelatory: a breakthrough. My brain
swims. For a moment I think [ am going to
sneeze. Fighting a sensation that begins as
atickle in my nose and then spreads, filling
my throat, and completely occupying my
sinuses. All at once I smell: old cow dung;
the lumps of wet, rotting wood that I have
kicked along the beach; tobacco; drying
seaweed; and the grassy open spaces
of Aramoana and Long Beach, New
Zealand. And beneath it all, something
indescribably elemental. It is a mixture of
the low and the high. The unavoidable and
theunobtainable.”

We still don't know why a large bull
sperm whale has a thousand gallons of oil
in its nose, or how it produces the loudest
sounds in nature. Indeed, scientists are not
really sure how or why ambergris forms in
the gut of the whale. According to Robert
Clarke, an expert on squid, whales and
ambergris, it forms in the whale’s lower
intestine as an impaction surrounding an
indigestible squid beak. The impaction
obstructs the whale’s digestive process. Ifit
is not passed, it might kill the whale. At
first, ambergris is a gooey, black, faecal
mass, not exactly the stuff of Chanel No 5.
But after floating and oxidizing, some-
times for years, it washes ashore. The
largest piece of ambergris, collected by a

%28 British whaler in the Antarctic in 1953,

Ambergris
forms in the

intestine as
an impaction
surrounding
squid beaks

weighed 420kg (9261b).

You probably haven't spent many
sleepless nights wondering where
ambergris comes from or what it smells
like, but I know that Floating Gold will
enchant and surprise you with its answers
to these and countless other questions,
and you will now be able to dazzle your
uninformed friends who otherwise would
know nothing about how faecal impac-
tions and French perfume go together.

Kemp has ventured into territory where
no man has gone before, and if you follow
him, I guarantee that you will be a smarter,
better-informed and better-smelling
person for reading thisbook.

Richard Ellisis the author of Men &
Whales (Alfred A. Knopf) and The Great
Sperm Whale (University Press of Kansas)

&% Toorderbooks at discounted prices
andwith free p&p call 0845 2712134
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The Girl Who Fell from the Sky

by Simon Mawer

Little, Brown,320pp; £16.99 %% £14.99
When we meet Marian Sutro, she is
about to jump from an aeroplane into
occupied France. As the daughter of an
English diplomat and his French wife,
shehasbeenpulled out of herjobin the
WAAFbecause she is anideal candidate
for the legendary French section of the
SOE;she can pass as French and work
with the Resistance as a spy. As the
recruiting officer coolly tells her, “the
chances of survival are about fifty-fifty”.
Marianis a spirited and brave young
thing, with ayearning for adventure, and
alonging tofind Clement, the French
man she loves. The Brits wanthim too; he
happens tobe a nuclear physicist. But the
France she finds is dangerous, sinister
and horribly changed. Passion plus
danger —what couldbe more thrilling?
A dark, pacey tribute to the 50 heroines
who made the same jump inreal life.

TheInnocents

by Francesca Segal

Chatto & Windus,368pp; £14.99 % £13.49
This delightful first novel is a reworking
of Edith Wharton’s The Age of Innocence,
cleverly updated and reset in the Jewish
community of northwest London.
Newland Archer hasbecome Adam
Newman, who hasjust proposed to his
girlfriend Rachel. They have been going
outforl2years,since they were16, and it

isamatch that pleases the tightknit web
of family, friends and connections.
Adam’s highly controlled world is upset,
however, by the return of Rachel’s
beautiful, troubled, younger cousin,
Ellie. She hasbeenin New York, where
she has starredin an “art-house” movie
thatis basically pornography, thereby
ruining her “reputation”; sherepresents
everything thatis wild, wicked, exciting
and forbidden. Adam is mesmerised by
Ellie, but heloves Rachel and the world
they have grown up in together; now he
must choose between duty and passion.
Segal’s writing is wise, witty and
observant.

Brilliance

by Anthony McCarten

Alma,250pp; £14.99 %% £13.49

The clockis about to chime the
beginning of the 20th century. Thomas
AlvaEdisonis50 and deaf; hefeels the
vibrations around him through his teeth,
when hebites the edge of his desk. He is
the world’s most celebrated inventor,
living in a tumult of ideas that are
sometimes strokes of genius and
sometimesbonkers. Once his inventions
are out of his hands, however, Edison
cannot control the way they are used.
The “brilliance” of the titleis electric
light.In 1878, Edison met the tycoon J.
Pierpont Morgan, and this novel charts
their strange relationship. Itislively and
fast-moving, but does occasionally feel
too much like abiography; for instance,
when Edison “gave the smile that was the
only inheritance ofhis Scotch
Presbyterian mother”. And did we really
need to know J. P. Morgan’s hat size?
Factsareboring, and mustbe properly
digested before they turn into fiction.
Kate Saunders

non
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As Consciousness is Harnessed to Flesh:
Diaries1964-1980

by Susan Sontag

Hamish Hamilton,544pp; £18.99 < £16.99
Susan Sontag’s life played itself outas a
three-act drama. In the first volume of
herdiaries she isin development as a
writer and moral critic. In this, the
second, sheis fully functioning as an
American publicintellectual and
political activist. A third volumeis yet to
bepublished. She resisted
autobiography, and her public writings
aresignificantly short on personal
disclosure. Though David Rieff, editor of
his mother’s diaries, would have
preferred that she had written more out
of joy than bitterness, these erudite notes
to herself express the fullness and
diversity of her intellectual curiosity.
They are revelatory in the most profound
sense: they are existential fragments,
self-selected thoughts, emotions,
reactions and, often, quotations from
others, arising in one of the most
remarkable minds of the 20th century.

The Baroness: The Search for Nica,

the Rebellious Rothschild

by Hannah Rothschild

Virago,320pp; £20 % £18

Pannonica (known as Nica), sister of the
third Baron Rothschild and the scientist
Miriam Rothschild, was the scapegrace
of the family. Her story is, frankly, banal
inits basics: well-connected young
debutante comes outinsociety, marries

well, seems set for awealthy but dulllife,
fallsin love, runs off, falls into bad
company and worse habits and comes to
eitherruin or redemption. Nica copied
the template, marrying the Baron Jules
deKoenigswarter forlove but then had
thegoodluck todiscoverjazzin New
York in the early 1950s, and to fall for
Thelonious Monk, to whose welfare she
loyally devoted the rest of her life, to the
point of risking alongjail term for him.
Nicawas a consistently forthright, feisty
character, wayward perhapsbutina
positive, enabling way that has earned
heraplace in the history of postwar
Americanjazz.

The Buddhas of Bamiyan

by Llewelyn Morgan

Profile,224pp; £15.99% £14.39

Amongthe casualties of war are
monuments great and small, sometimes
damagedby accident, often destroyed
deliberately as apolitical act. The
Buddhas of Bamiyan, two gigantic
statues carved from a cliffface, were
demolished by the Taleban in2001. The
buddhas hadstood for1,400 years,
colossal memorials to the piety and
wealth of an ancient Buddhist kingdom.
The motives for their demolition in the
new millennium are still unclear, but
historically they had fascinated
generations of many faiths and races,
andwere accorded world heritage status.
Morgan’s concise story of thebuddhas
and theirplace in the traditions of
Afghanistanis the latestin a series of
shortstudies of world-class architectural
and archaeological wonders, written
with enthusiasm by expert authors.

Iain Finlayson

.x. To orderbooks atdiscounted prices
andwith free p&p call 0845 2712134

fiction

BOVS
and gir
together

This wonderful novel
finds joy and pride in
sexual possibilities

ou know who would benefit

from one-way tickets to John

Irving’s world? Certain church

leaders, as well as members of

the Coalition For Marriage and,
in Irving’s US, those Republican presi-
dential hopefuls who have distinguished
themselves by obstructing civil rights for
lesbians and gay men.

IrvingWorld would rock them, because
inbooks including The World According to
Garp, The Cider House Rules, The Hotel
New Hampshire and his latest (thirteenth)
novel, In One Person, Irving does not plead
for tolerance or browbeat for understand-
ing. He does something more radical: he
expects you to take his characters for who
they are. They are too individual for any-
thing so confining as labels. Gender and
sexuality are both fluid in IrvingWorld.
This wonderful novel is an epic, moving
survey of 70 years of sexual revolution.

In One Person is an ingenious title: in one
person, the book elucidates, are the influ-
ences of many people, there are many as-
pects of one identity. Its protagonist, Billy
Abbott, is bisexual and grows up sexually
fascinated by pictures of college wrestlers,
before embarking on relationships with
women, then men. His first love is a decep-
tively prim librarian, Miss Frost, whosetrue
identity and strength becomes the book’s
most resonant echo. Billy’s other love, ob-
session even, is his school’s best wrestler,
the handsome, cruel and charismatic Kit-
tredge. Irving, a former wrestler himself,
writes sensually and proudly about the
sport. Kittredge puts Billy in headlocks and
mocks him,butis also fascinated by him.

Billy’sbravery is elicited and reflected by
the novel’s two transsexual heroines from
two different eras. It is not autobio-
graphical, but the author recently said that
he was attracted to his friends’ mothers,
girls his own age, and — at the all-boys’
school he attended where he was on the

CRAZY RIDE Irving
depicts vivid circles
of lovers and friends

In One Person
by John Irving

Doubleday, 427pp;
£18.99 <= £17.09

Tim Teeman

FRANTZESCO KANGARIS / EYEVINE

wrestling team — to certain team-mates.
“Easily two-thirds of my sexual fantasies
frightened me. My first girlfriend was so
afraid of getting pregnant that she permit-
ted only anal intercourse (as Billy’s does in
thebook). Iliked it so much that this added
to my terror of being gay. It turned out that
1 liked girls, but the memory of my attrac-
tionsto the ‘wrong’ people never left me. ..
the impulse to bisexuality was very strong;
my earliest sexual experiences taught me
thatsexual desireis mutable.”

We follow Billy from boyhood to the
present day where, aged 70, heis directing a
production of Romeo and Juliet at the
school at which he was once a pupil. One of
the most stunning chapters, setin the1980s,
takes the reader to the home of Atkins, one
of Billy’s fellow pupils, who is dying of Aids.
“Iwasn’tafraid of dying; I was afraid of feel-
ing guilty, forever, because I wasn't dying,”
Billy writes. “I was not ashamed of my sex
life; I was ashamed of not wanting to be
there for the people who were dying.”

As well as featuring circles of lovers and
friends, Irving’s novel returns again and
again to sexual difference and its place
within family and community. Somehow
Irving makes the all-pervasive air of accept-
ance believable, nobody rolls their eyes at
the sea of sexual identities crowding the
pages. “I like sexual outsiders; they attract
me,” Irving has said. “I find them brave . ..
our society may be a little more tolerant of
sexual differences than in the Fifties and
Sixties, but this doesnt mean that the
sexual outsider or misfit is ‘safe’”

These “outsiders” are safe in his books,
indeed they thrive and the book’s message
is resolute. Take joy and pride in aworld of
sexual possibility. Enjoy the crazy ride.
And know a few wrestling moves: they’ll
comein handy if abigot picks a fight.

To orderbooks at discounted prices

andwith free p&p call 0845 2712134
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The Pale King: An
Unfinished Novel
by David Foster Wallace

Penguin, 592pp
£9.99 <% £9.49

Anthony Cummins

The Pale King: An
Unfinished Novel is
what David Foster
Wallaces editor put
together from the sun-
dry material found in
TRE PALE KIRD the depressed writer’s

i study after he took his

i m- - ownlife,aged 46.

- £ It is a Wallace work
all right: charming, erudite, hyperactive,
sad, with maze-like footnotes (on copy-
right law, town planning, sex in a cup-
board) that duke it out for attention with
sentences more than four times the length
ofthisreview.

Set in 1985, it centres on an Illinois tax
office as it switches to computers for the
first time. Bleak comedy is the default
mode: a staff member dies at his desk and
no one notices for days, nor do they notice

nonfiction

Why Be Happy
When You Could
Be Normal?

by Jeanette Winterson
Vintage, 240pp

£8.99 3 £8.54
Catherine leey

If this were the sort of
~ book to have a subtitle,

then its subtitle would
-

have been The Real
Oranges Are Not the
Only Fruit. Promising
to be somewhere
| P between a key to the
semi-autobiographical
e Oranges (did Mrs Win-
terson really exorcise her daughter?) and a
director’s cut, this book was an exciting
prospect for committed fans. And aworry-
ing one for anyone (like me) sated by the
original and the hoopla that attended it.
Butnottoworry. Yes, itdoes all that com-
mitted fans might hope. And yes, the real
Mrs Winterson did indeed try to exorcise
Jeanette. But this book does much more.

paperbacks
I

once he returns as a ghost. The boredom
and shame of office life is a familiar theme
but The Pale King shows its strange beauty
too: one Beckett-like passage splits into
separate columns to describe the tax
workers doing little but thumbing the
pages of their documents, ad infinitum.

We follow several new recruits, includ-
ing two David F. Wallaces, one of whom
tells us that the book is a memoir. It is not,
but it is hard not to see a cousin to Wallace
in the most sympathetic character, Claude
Sylvanshine, an accountant whose skull is
invaded by facts “no one knows or could be
bothered to know even if they had the
chance” — such as “what Cointreau tasted
like to someone with a mild head cold on
the esplanade of Viennas state opera
house on 2 October 1874” or “the number
of frames in Breathless” or “the amount of
undigested red meat in the colon of the
average 43-year-old male resident of
Ghent, Belgium, in grams”.

So-called “random-fact intuition” —
that Claude experiences as a handicap —
happens to be what novelists do; some, like
Wallace, more than others. You cannot
read The Pale King and ignore his suicide. It
redefines the much-abused term, “guilty
pleasure”.

For one thing, this is far funnier than the
novel that made Winterson’s name. The
descriptions of full-immersion baptism are
a particular treasure. After a set of
denturesis lost, baptisms at the Winterson
church are performed toothless because
“while losing one set of teeth was a
misfortune, to lose two sets looked like
carelessness”.

It is more terrible than Oranges, too. It’s
not just the exorcism. Mrs Winterson also
burns Jeanette’s books, locks her in a
coal-hole and worse. And there is present-
day horror, much of it precipitated by Mrs
Winterson’s original refusal to love her
daughter, or to accept that those meta-
phorical oranges are not the only fruit.
When Jeanette tells Mrs Winterson that
having a girlfriend makes her happy, Mrs
Winterson gives the terrible reply: “Why
be happy when you could be normal?”

Mrs Winterson is wrong about oranges.
But then Ms Winterson is hardly a bowl of
cherries, either. She is angry. She hits her
girlfriends. She shouts at her birth-mother
on their third meeting. And that is one of
greatest things about this brilliant book.
Not that it makes its author likeable. But
thatitis brave enoughnottotry.
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