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Dl 4 step throsigh a wormbole anad end up in Fawlty
Fowers?® It sure feels that way But, na | am in S

1a, mormings, of ever whole days, we are not there
ly we have snstantly
uagh we should be there. unl

wolcanke rock rising from the churning waters of mith
Atlantic. somewhiens between Angola and brazil which
s prohably not any less welrd, and s2ill feels like | have
travelled a few decades back in thime. All | vaguely know
about the iskand s that it bs the place the british exiled
apaleon po sfrer bis defeat at Waterlon The emperor — or \ A oy, the il ix one of the most inaccessible places on
| 2017, thete was o operational alrfield so e
3 et hiere was i fve-day journey from Cape
pardd @ Wrsthsh mmadl shhip, the NS &1 efen, Th

Doy, 8 you would have it — perished hiere in 1821, exsotly
W CeTBELT
Napolean s prison, a by

1

laborate mansion named

Longwood House, can srill be visioed on the island. Situated arriving now and then, stores often ran out of goods that an airport that had been in the works since the 19508 was
on a hill that Is often shrouded (n fog it Is owned and are taken for granted in most of the ward, sametimes fnally opened the BMS was decommissioned a few months
managed by the French ge nment, who have stationed a there are no potatoes for & month, Happy are the days when Later and the romantic sea journey replaced by weekly five.

hour flights from johannesburg,

The new alrpart hasnt necessarily made things easber
Bt s
the weather turn

an the shelves. Once the

consul here for that very reason and presumably not much there are walnuts of avocads
sut of beer — a near calamity — and even

elbse. The island s a rock in the ocean, after all. Doat worry | Island almost ¢
ng 1o dig up that old Napeleonic hisory again sparklingg water can be hard to come by
general atmosphere of frbesdliness an

susly windy and sits on the edge of a cliff. 1l

am not jix

and flights are cancelled, visiion are

all, vravel reports from the Island T

w8 most. i1 ¢
will. That is not where | am golng. A far more py conviviality extends 1o anyone who has taken
interesting fact in the contest of this magarine It's remarkable that same the irouble to get to 51 Helena — an effort

I3 thils: 8¢ Helena legalised mardage sqialiey 0 Sex marriage has arcived I ot is nearty shoays met with cutbosky snd
17, amd thie island s first same-sex wedding one of the remotest corners  Pride Anyone new to St Helena soon fnds
1t more on that later of tl out that there's no such thing asa quick be

stranded on the land for a few days

T is finir vo say thai travel io S Hebena reguines a bit of
Hlexibile planilig m i tiavel witter, and i's there, 5o 1 hail
v . it hiomibid s Well, | ik so. Thee aimazing mariioe
life. warm warers yearround. and excellent diving alone are

took place in 2018

» planet”

A smoath mix of EBuropean, African and Asan Ewiring a one-week stay, 3 well a5 everyone warth the headache of gerting theve. You might even consbder
ancestries, the people of 5t Hebena are known I thve hospivaliny bndustry, | also meet the peteing marrbed on the sland, Think about it shake off those
s Saines A highly anticipated fitsre be didrie arrive Islands anly dentist, the pharmacist, chemistry teacher and rackst uncles and make it an intimate affalr with the people
anthl Avgnast 2020, after miy visit (it won't be operational the weatherman. On only the second day of my visie who care so mvsch abowt you that they would travel to the end
sl early 2022), %o o a bit of o time ¢ ule nvited on a hiloe with what seems like, and probably ks half of the world for you. [Lon topof that, you have a taste for the

1t Is quiee lovely to experience one of the few remaining the podice foree on the lsland remote and pleasantly bizarre, book no further
muoddern societies where the internet is impossibly dow In mmuniry that can be described as a viny vitlage Let me explain Ar first sight from the alrplane w
wid produbitively expensive. Many parts of the sland domt with not much more tha dial-up connection to the St Helena appears dramatic and foreboding. the kind of

place where dragons, glant apes of beftover dinosaurs
Foaim. The approach b Tifway exiending 1o ciff
edge hundreds of metres e (v ocean is terrifying and
speciacular in equal m wre. Soom afver landing. though,
there's an overwhelming sense of having arrived at the end
of the world, at a place where time s warped, and everything
s slighly confused.

ounshde worlel its remarkabbe that. bess than fwo decades
after the first gay and beshian couples in the world got

have s mobile phone slgnal — much less 56, it all adds
general sense of having arrived In a parallel universe, a
avery pleasant and charry one at that, Instesd married a1 Amszerdamys iown hall, same-sex marriage has

engrossed In soclal media feeds, Salnts wave ot passin arrived in net. And, by
e ks always time for a chat or even a good gossip — the all acoounts, maost ¢ % iodday ate supporti
anly thing that travels fast on the lsband — ar the pubs Fo put things in proper perspective, let me relterate
arience |s a way of life here, With cargo ships only closed off S has remained untll very recently Even
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“Around one corner lie
tropical views, while around
another, |.ll|’_ hovers above
grassy meadows”

This Is partly because of the unusual grography of
the islandd. Though the airport is set in a docidedly lunar
landscape, St Helena's nter

7 s lush and green. On the wiy
to Jamestown, the maln town on the beeward of the ksland

wach valbey feels like
wner lie t

loat world of (1 own. Around one

Il views of banana pla
and flax-covered hillsides while around anothes, fog hovers
above grassy meadows and windswept plains. it is as if the
Almighty stirched lefrover pleces of Egypt. Costa Rica and
seotland together into & ruffled 122-square-kilometre quilt

tation troe ferns

'S porgeous.
Jamestown ks sleepy But all kinds of lovely, When Charles
Darwin made a stopover here shortly after the death of
Napoleon, he was amazed a1 how English |t looked, and
that seill rings true. The town stretches through the bo
of 3 narrow gorge on the lamls leeward £

m
e, ending ina
sparkling bay. Its main street runs from the harbour and
roughly divides the rown in two. The church, the prison (an
actual ane, not & mansion), the hartour. the souvendr shop
the post office, several hotels. the m 1e pube can
all be found here. just offshore. in the crystal-clear waters of
5t Jumes Bay, the early 20th-century wreck of S5 Papaus Is ar
snorkelling distance.

1am sraying ar the Mantis, the lsland's anly modern
luxuiy hotel which ks housed in the met barracks of
the Wrirish East Indies Company, right next to the oldest
Anglican church in the southern hemisphere. Though
I is the only place an the island 1o offer free (albeir very
slow) Wi-Fi, mingling with 5aints and other guests at the
lively cocktail bar is a much more attractive option. On
my visit. in 2019, Kyle Jones, the 33-year-old operations
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manager, and his hisband Chay Benjamin, 14, the founder
f Benfamin jones Travel are both working rhere. They got
martied in it Lompwood Howse. They aren't the only
gay men in the hotel, elther. As it turns out, Matt joshia, the
hotel's general manager at the time — he's now the istand's
head of tourism — used to live in London and shared

an office with the editor of this very magazine, Running
into a friend of Attinnde? Perhaps the island is'e quire as

disconnected as it seems

That gay marriages have taken place at one of the islands
highest-profile locatbons patnes 3 very attractive pierurne
that LGET people are eve rywhere. The first openly gay couple
on 81 Helena were the French consul and his husband of
South African descent — both very well respected members
of the comminkty. lui the clalm to fume as the Arst
saine-sex cougple to marry on (e lsland — and key players
in changing the law so this 1d happen — s held by
Yyearald, 5t Helena-bom Lemare Thomas, and his Swedish

in Sweden, where he rans a matchmaking
mare tells me the story via email “t had a deeam
of travelling from the top of Africa to (e botom and then
getting the TMS S¢ Nelena home, We compromised and
started In KBenya.
O the five-day
ried that there would be a vate

RMS 5t Helerat, wee
same-sex marriage

a counsellor abot
1 the shilp with us.

ey home on

1ty after we arrived We talked with
the marriage bill who happened b
it was chear that she was golng to vote against. This ralsed
saime curlosty (n us, and the day after we arrived on St
Helerna, we talked with the laman rghts ofTioer and iose
pialiing the bill forward. we were then intervicwsd by the
two hoca] papers and the radio station, sharing our sory
tocreate awareness of why it was impormant 1o pass this
BilL, However, the bill was withdraown during wuncil
meeting dise 1o lack of s 1, Wi were present during that

assion

bec

myeeting and. feeling shut down, | becar e bo do
something about iv

1 matked 1o Michae], We hawe to do something — why don't
pply 1o get married * accidentally proposing to him
towis street Lis an en il imens, He sadd, OK, let's
get married we applied o ger marrbed knowing thar if
w0 mier to marry. the application, 1ike any other
wold be published and if anyone objects, it would go tothe
supreme court for them 1o decide what 1o do. The marriage
Law o 5¢ Hielena was from the 18005 and did not specify
man and woman, Plus, the constirution was very moderm
and sakd that people should not be discriminared a
sexualiny 5o Michael was sure the law could be interpreted
in our favour.

Twa ey
caveat, Those lot
random people have any opinion on whether Michael and |
should marry? The case went 1o the supreme court, and we
el quit Adent that it would go through however, after
a year, the marriage bill was back on the political agenda
and this time it went through

‘A year later, we recurned. and on 31 December 2018, we
were the first same-sex couple to marry on the island we
spent some time making swre the marriage was about love
and nat polities, and | have beauti ful memaories of that
period. My hushand is Swedish, so we had about 45 people
from Sweden, the UK, and South Africa fly to St Helena for
our wedding Seeing everyone get off the plane from the
wiewing deck at the airport was so emotional They all lined
upand did a Mexican wave in front of the plane. 5t Helena
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s were palnful o read. How could these
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Is such a maglcal place, from the moment you see the island
fram the plane. you can feel It magh
The ceremady took place at Mantation Hoise. the hame

of the Island's governor and was the Airst wedding to take
place there. ‘It s the most magical, perfect, beautiful

day that we coubd have asked for. Our reception was held

at Prinoes Lodge, a co-created festival-style party, It was a
serlous clash of swedish and St Helenlan culture comblned
with Buming Man attitude of anything goes

“We spent the morning at Plantation House getting
ready, and from a window, we warclied our guests arrive
and partickpare in & musical workshop with our band, we
Jalned them as tse misic was in full swing and after the
muisde and dancing bed 10 a crescendo, there was a sllence to
indicate the start of the wedding ceremony.

Wi stood In the middle with our guests seated In a clicle
wro i us Our guests pasted our rings around the circke
erying and blessing our fings with thedr wishes. we read
o vows, lchanged rlngs Kissed Everyone embraced us
i a massive group hug. we signed the paper and drank
champagne with our loved ones and jonat han the torolse
in e hackground”

Let's patase there to reflect on that image because alver
Napaleon Jonathan the tosolse might be the most famous
Inhabltant of the island He's portrayed on the five pence
coln for good reason. AL the ripe age of 185 years, this
Aldabra glant tortokse has lived on the lawn of Flangathon
House since 1882 when the governar tecelved him asa
A Today, Jonathan ks known os the oldest |iving Land
animal on earth and a gift that keeps on giving.

Right around the time the same-sex marriage bill was
passed, joe Hodlins the isdand vet, made an
Irtteresting discovery, Frederika, jonathan's

“lacob's Ladder

such an amazing chilldhood, bat it was difficul as a gay

child” Lemare Thomas refleces. “8had no role models. Most

Jeay people leave the idand o live lsewhere. §felt that [ was

wirong belng gay. | el home when | was 17 and now. 19 years

later, artinudes have changed so much. People on St Helena

e o warm and welcoming, and we had so many people
coming up o us 1o tell us how happy they were

180-metre Hor ws and told us stordes of thekr gay relatives”

pariner of 36 years at the time, who had always ity o 2 I cam attesi bo ihat warmih, The moe |
been assumed to be a female tumedouttobes  Staircase of 6 99 steps, leads  explore st Hetena the more 1 £l in bove with
male, "t hit the press about five years ago and uphill to a fortress that I8 el andd the |aland iself

miasdde a big buze, but | can vell you animals doat overlooks the oce On both sides of jamestown, steep roads

have any hang-ups sbout homosexual sctivity”
says Hodlins %o irs not really a story exoept
for hing-up humans who think ity abnormal belhavlowrs
which we know it
Of conree, while anclent gay tortolses get a pass, islandery
artitudes towards LGAT '|l'<i|i||' haven't always hﬂ.‘lil|l|||ﬂ‘dh
saliitly as iy,
“1 feel privileged to have grown opon 8 Helena and had
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wwitchback out of the gorge. For pedestrians
Jacolys Ladder, a 180-metre staircase of 699
wteps, bna daunting but very scenie altemative, lead ing
strabght uphill 1o a small fortress that overlooks an ocean
that ks as vast as the sky. The rest of the island 1s best
explored on foot: a network of 21 so-called poat box walks
each up o 12 kilometres long. leads through green valleys,
mesibows clovid forests and stome diserts. A fow haly

ey steep walks follow the coastline, offering stunning
wiews of wild and godforsaken bays. Thankfully, Dianas
Peak, the highest podnt of the lland, is an easy hike its
summbt marked by a solitary stralght Norfolk pine that is
wsabd to have been planted theoe — for future use a3 o ships
mast — by the crew of Captain james Cook, who vished the
Inland rwice.

For the kalanids most famos resbdent, if cant have beei a
bad place 1o be imprisoned Although the defeated emperor
comgplained birerly about his incarceration st Longwood
House, he had servanis and a butles, enjoyed wines from
Mlacleira and dined on suckling plgs fom Spain in the
company of generals who would let i win at chess. inside,
o clienly |ix mroasean is permanently decorated as if i was
th day e deceased emmpenor was laid out there. The iconlc
Baban hat an display bsa replica, bt his strand of hais i real
wearty, the unmarked tomb where he was buried unl his
permaling were shipped to Parks sl draws visoon.

Another kiry pant of the {sland's history is the ks s
Helena. Althougls it was decommissioned after its last
e Town 0 February 2018, It ks remembered

Tondly by many who considered the ship part of the island
In & great nimbier of halks and Hying rooms. phitographs
and malels of the ship are on display. Many like to
reminisoe abaut the romantbc sea Journey, sometimes even
reflecting on the multipbe ways those five days aboard the
ahipeompared fivourably 1o five howrs on a plane. The K4S
St Helena offered entertalnment, good food bingo nights

and barbecues on deck; your bed was made every day, and
afver several nights aboard the small vessel, the islane felt
like a big place,

Perhapy most lmporiantly, the time spent aboard the
ship gave firsttime visitors and Saints on their way home
plenty of time to acclimatise and befrlend each other.

Of course. the alrpont has changed all that, but not as
msch as you might expect. The arvival of visitoes s still o
remarkabily happy and soclable event, This eccentric linle
wuepast las o way of embracing the newly arvived and
making themn regret they didny plan a longer stay. Perhaps
an unrellable connection to civillsation it such a bad
thing after all

When, at the end of my stay, | Anally find someone at the
reception of the Consulate Hotel, he echors a sentiment |
have heard many times on St Helena: “This (s not a hollday
Island.” The fact thar the tourksts arent exacily arriving
I droves doesn’t soem bo bother him. i s probably for
the best. You don't want to see traffic jams here. do you®
Maybe not. But @ LEBT Pride parade would certalnly Hven
things up &

hetong o  simpr
sthelenatourism com/accammadation
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