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INTRODUCTION


The gilded chalet opens rooms with a view to Julius Caesar, the Irish Earls, Lord Byron and me


[image: image]


Switzerland through the ages: Charles Addy cartoon dating from the First World War


It is perhaps only in little states that one can find the model for a perfect political administration.


Jean Rond d’Alembert


One blue June evening in 1973 I was hitchhiking across the Susten Pass in my army-surplus jacket, clogs and a wealth of hair. There was snow on the ground. A car stopped, heading north to Basel. George Harrison’s Here Comes the Sun played on the radio. My summer in Switzerland had begun. I got a job, a room, picked up some Swiss German and read Hermann Hesse and Vladimir Nabokov. As an Irishman, I learned what it means to be continental, to be a little bit Swissy, to cross my sevens and cut the butter straight. By summer’s end I had acquired an education and a beard. My first glass of champagne was above Basel’s Café Spitz. My first espresso was across the Rhine in Bachmann’s Konditorei. There were other firsts, best passed over. It was a gap summer.


The Cold War was still going strong. Earlier I’d got a lift from an American GI Joe living on a military base called Patrick Henry Village, on the edge of the Black Forest. He dropped me off outside a collection of Quonset huts, jerrybuilt bungalows and a pizzeria – a gated community, exotic to me as pizza in 1973. My next lift was from a hippy living in a commune. Nobody over forty mentioned the war. Old men clicked their heels.


Like my longhaired arty self in 1973, foreign writers fetched up in Switzerland by hook or by crook, by the seat of their pants. The poet Shelley, sixteen-year-old girlfriend Mary in tow, ran out of money on his gap summer in 1814. He got her pregnant. Two years later Lord Byron tumbled across the border in a bling Napoleonic coach, but was on the run from creditors and paparazzi. Our romantic notion of Swiss mountain landscape derives from these poets, from Byron’s ‘thousand years of snow’. Switzerland was a walk on the wild side, a view that no longer obtains.


That wet summer of 1816 has gone down in literary history. Byron, the Shelleys, Claire Clairmont, Polidori and maybe even baby William sat around the crackling fireside in the Villa Diodati. Horror literature was misbegotten. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and the first sketch of The Vampyre (1819), penned by Byron’s doctor Polidori, are the storm’s forbidding fruit. The party came under the spell of ghoulish German folk tales. Indeed the Alp (kin to the word ‘elf’) is a mountain vampire or incubus that attacks by sitting on the sleeper and inducing nightmares – Alpträumen. Mountains the world over have inspired a folklore of otherworldly beasts: the Yeti, the abominable snowman and malevolent devils guarding the passes. The Alp drinks blood from the nipples of men and children, and sucks milk from the breasts of women. This theme of man tormented by monster is resurrected in Hermann Hesse’s Steppenwolf (1927), a novel begun in Basel and exploring the wolfish character of Harry Haller. The gothic-horror literary tradition is the progenitor of so much in our contemporary culture, from the New Romantics to Gay Bride of Frankenstein (2008) to Twilight (2005).


The original Romantics drew inspiration from Switzerland’s William Tell foundational myth, but it was Schiller’s mid-nineteenth-century opera about the crossbow-wielding Tell that caught the popular imagination. (Hitler banned performances of Wilhelm Tell and had it removed from the German school curriculum.) Freedom was in short supply in Russia too. Switzerland became a refuge, a beacon for nineteenth- and twentieth-century anarchists, revolutionaries and refusniks of all stripes. Fleeing the Tsarist regime, the workers of the world began uniting in the watchmaking Jura towns. It was from Zürich that Lenin’s sealed train made its way to the Finland Station and the 1917 October Revolution.


Swiss writers, on the other hand, seem to head for the borders and keep on running. In the mid-eighteenth century, Geneva-born Rousseau fell foul of that town’s tight-pursed Calvinism. They burned his books and he fled to Paris. He is Switzerland’s first world-class writer. Twentieth-century Swiss writers – Dürrenmatt and Frisch – owe their irreverence to Rousseau’s tell-it-like-it-is example, picking at the dry rot behind the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism. Likewise the travellers, the itinerants – Eberhardt, Maillart, Schwarzenbach and Bouvier – are descendants of Rousseau’s wanderlust. Writers from small countries seek elbow room and Swiss writers fight their corner in four languages. How do you negotiate a literary space different from your neighbours?


Deep in Victorian England, Switzerland was a breath of fresh air. Charles Dickens, like the Romantics before him, saw the country as an invitation to escape:


Gradually down, by zigzag roads, lying between an upward and a downward precipice, into warmer air, calmer air, and softer scenery, until there lay before us, glittering like gold or silver in the thaw and sunshine, the metal-covered, red, green, yellow, domes and church spires of a Swiss town.1


And so Switzerland emerged from the cloud of history like a chalet, an Alpine refuge, an earthly paradise. A chalet was originally a small mountain cheese hut rather than the wealth and status symbol it has since become. Mark Twain in A Tramp Abroad (1880) gives us a wonderfully matter-of-fact description:


The ordinary chalet turns a broad, honest gable end to the road, and its ample roof hovers over the home in a protecting, caressing way, projecting its sheltering eaves far outward. The quaint windows are filled with little panes, and garnished with white muslin curtains, and brightened with boxes of blooming flowers. Across the front of the house, and up the spreading eaves and along the fanciful railings of the shallow porch, are elaborate carvings – wreaths, fruits, arabesques, verses from Scripture, names, dates, etc. The building is wholly of wood, reddish brown in tint, a very pleasing color. It generally has vines climbing over it. Set such a house against the fresh green of the hillside, and it looks ever so cozy and inviting and picturesque, and is a decidedly graceful addition to the landscape.2


Swiss writer Daniel de Roulet, conversely, has a historical awareness of the role of the chalet in the national psyche. His definition touches on many of the themes that run through my book: Alpine tradition stretching back to the Romans and beyond, psycho-geography, the interpenetration of foreign and local views, moneyed exclusivity and the common weal, the home of literature and myth, a refuge, maybe even a redoubt for travellers:


For us Swiss, the chalet, the Swiss chalet, as English-speakers say, is the matrix of all dwellings. From the Latin cara, which means ‘the place where one is sheltered’, I retain the earliest meaning. The poor have their thatched cottages, the rich their palaces, but the chalet is a shelter for travellers, a piece of common property; for anybody to claim it as his or her own would be unseemly. A wooden structure with a pitched roof whose ridgeline is perpendicular to the contours, this model was popularised by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in The New Heloise, reproduced ad infinitum in suburbs, plains, on the shores of lakes. Flaubert found chalets ugly, Proust made fun of them (the comfort chalet), but we Swiss learn how to draw them in childhood. It is the home of Heidi and William Tell, the immediately intelligible symbol of an Alpine tradition.3
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Treatment at the Schatzalp sanatorium in Davos, setting for Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain


Switzerland was a land of milk, honey and fresh air for generations of well-to-do tubercular patients. Davos had plenty for sale; you could breathe easy. Symonds, Stevenson and Conan Doyle, those late Victorian gentlemen, saw Switzerland as a health farm, a happy valley. Pastoral imagery – cows, chocolate, cheese – as well as pristine air became desirable commodities for the crumbling industrial age. Conan Doyle may have killed off Sherlock Holmes in the Swiss mountains, but the figure of the pursuing and pursued spy-detective is alive and well and living under an alias with a numbered account.


Thomas Mann spent a thousand pages up his particular Magic Mountain (1924), in an enclave of elusive health and exclusive wealth, a brand still maximising its shareholder value. This gave rise to a literature of illness with Switzerland as panacea. As the bacillus retreated, Swiss sanatoria morphed into loony bins, clinics and finishing schools – a home away from home for wealthy sprogs and the broken in mind and body of two world wars. Hemingway and Fitzgerald both escaped into the magic mountains – from war, from the Roaring Twenties, in a search for sanity. In our time fresh air is once again on the wellness menu, with aromatherapy and lashings of liquid soap.


Besides mainstream health, back-to-nature fads at the close of the nineteenth century led wayward writers off the track to nude sunbathing and communal living at Monte Verità. They escaped the strictures of little England and a militarised Germany for little Switzerland. H.G. Wells imagined Switzerland as Shangri La, a utopian escape from the machine age. D.H. Lawrence, confined with his German wife to wartime England, recalled walking through Switzerland in Twilight in Italy (1916). Hermann Hesse, like Thomas Mann, withdrew for decades to Switzerland and became a sage on the literary and hippy trails. Their books were in my rucksack when I first came to Basel.
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Male bathing area, with hip baths, at Monte Verità, 1903


My compatriot James Joyce eloped from Ireland in borrowed boots in 1904. He fled both world wars to the safety of Zürich. War too caught the fifteen-year-old Borges in Geneva, where his dad arranged for the boy to get laid. Ian Fleming was recovering from a dose of the clap. The seventeen-year-old John le Carré turned spy in Bern and polished his German. It would prove useful. For all of them Switzerland was a hideout, a refuge, the quiet good place.


Switzerland’s neutrality nurtured espionage in Geneva and Bern through both world wars. Joseph Conrad’s Under Western Eyes (1911) explores la petite Russie in Geneva during the first decade of the twentieth century. Somerset Maugham’s Ashenden (1928) plays the Great Game during the First World War, prefiguring the spy and criminal worlds of John le Carré and Ian Fleming, both Swiss educated. Le Carré’s agents, double agents and prisoners of conscience continue to see Switzerland as haven, but also as manager of the world’s slush funds. Friedrich Glauser is the daddy of the detective genre – the Krimis – in the German-speaking world. Following his example, Friedrich Dürrenmatt’s plays and detectives, and other Swiss noir practitioners, pick away at the gilt. All that glitters is not gold for espionage and detective writing in Switzerland, but often enough it hits the jackpot.


Switzerland prospered during and after the Second World War. Writing in 1952, Patricia Highsmith noticed the abundance of food and American cars in contrast to post-war deprivations across the border. Like Madame de S— in Conrad’s Under Western Eyes, we might be inclined to shout: ‘You have no idea what thieves those people are! Downright thieves!’4 An anonymous letter sent in 1758 to Rousseau cites the want of empathy in Geneva for the outside world’s travails: ‘it often sees everything in flames around it without ever feeling them; the events which agitate Europe are for it only a spectacle which it enjoys without taking part’.5 There is something of this attitude in Switzerland as a whole. What began in utopia in the first decade of the twentieth century seems to have ended in funny money by century’s end.


This view of Switzerland as a beneficiary of one if not two world wars gains currency, literally and literarily, throughout the twentieth century. Swiss and foreign writers alike take up residence in the gilded chalet. The popular view of little Switzerland on the world stage is that it did well – shiny on the outside, although ill gotten underneath. This obscures the virtues of industry, innovation and imagination that Switzerland undoubtedly possesses. But it also occludes the holier-than-thou nations, conniving banks and military-industrial complexes that have prospered from wars. Skulduggery across the field is doing rather nicely as I write. Neutral Switzerland plays it well, but the bellicose nations play hard to catch too. It is convenient to target Switzerland. Transparency has never been its strong point, except in the air.


Switzerland is partly a creation of our own guilt and desires: freedom, fresh air, money, corruption, chocolate, a winter holiday, heaven on earth. It’s the playground of Europe, far from prying eyes, where royalty go skiing, former royalty hide out, and collapsed dictators count their filthy lucre. For Swiss writers it is home, and a local home at that. The individual cantons, the narrow valley or city street, one’s Heimat – these often figure more strongly than the federation as a whole. It is surprising how cantonal – cantonné – the Swiss sense of self can be. Their literature exists on the edge of the great literatures of the age by an accident of geography and history. They might be rather tired of people dropping in, but they are also used to being on the periphery – it has its uses for the imagination.
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I must belong to the last generation to have studied Caesar’s Gallic War (circa 46 bce) at school – the hearts and minds operation of the day. Early on, Caesar dispatches the expansionist Helvetii, tribal ancestors to the Swiss. He commandeers them as porters and begins a long tradition of Swiss mercenaries that ends with the Pontifical guards at the Vatican, in their natty Renaissance motley.


Caesar’s firm grasp of Helvetian geopolitics still holds true today:


The Helvetii are confined on every side by the nature of their situation; on one side by the Rhine, a very broad and deep river, which separates the Helvetian territory from the Germans; on a second side by the Jura, a very high mountain, which is between the Sequani and the Helvetii; on a third by the Lake of Geneva, and by the river Rhone, which separates our Province from the Helvetii. From these circumstances it resulted, that they could range less widely, and could less easily make war upon their neighbors.6


Orgetorix is the Helvetian man of the hour, but in the short term Caesar prevails. He secures the Alpine passes. Roman roads across the Alps are still there under the scrub, alongside the newer highways. Once off the beaten track, as a later emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte, discovered, you never know which way a valley will swing. The Helvetii are entrenched and wary of strangers. The Romans came and went (and did a little shopping), but Caesar is the first writer to leave his mark on Helvetia.
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Coins showing Helvetian leader Orgetorix at the time of Julius Caesar’s Gallic Wars (58–50 BCE)
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Basel’s Paper Mill dates from the late Middle Ages


In March 2008 I was drinking coffee in the Paper Museum down by the Rhine. The museum sits alongside a fast-running little canal called the St Alban Teich, in a district of Basel that owes its name to an eleventh-century monastery. I was back living in the city of firsts, after a gap of thirty-five years.


The Paper Museum houses the oldest printing works in Switzerland. Putting words on paper with moveable type – the right words in the right order – has been going on here since Gutenberg set up his bible. Paper has been made in the St Alban valley since the late Middle Ages. It requires a special sort of chutzpah to take time out here to write. What else is there to say? Who needs more words?


But the Paper Museum is where I got the idea for this book: a book about books, about writers and travellers.


Basel has always been Switzerland’s point of entry from the north. You follow the river and water your horses before the assault of the mountains. It’s where French and German trains stop. Travellers with a few shillings stayed at the Hotel des Trois Rois, overlooking the Rhine – writers as diverse as Thomas Mann, Patricia Highsmith and Lord Byron. Mann was in retreat from the Nazis in 1933 when he heard marching music and singing from his hotel window.7 Hitchcock had just filmed Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train (1950). We have no record of Byron’s stay, but he might have bedded one of the room maids or a willing stable boy.


There wasn’t just Byron frightening the horses. Many of the writers in this book came to Switzerland with romantic ideas. However, the writer on my mind that March evening in the Paper Museum was a scribe like myself: Irish, an Ulsterman, a bit of a travel writer.


He passed through Basel en route to Rome 400 years before, in March 1608. His name was Tadhg Ó Cianáin, scribe in the party of Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. Tadhg means ‘poet’ or ‘storyteller’ in Irish. He was one of a hundred-strong band accompanying the Earls of Ulster from Ireland, following the Nine Years’ War (1594–1603). This is known as the Flight of the Earls – but, as is the way in Ulster, it depends whose side you’re on. It depends on the way you tell it. Were they fleeing or leaving? Was it a ‘tactical retreat’, as Irish historians tend to see it, or were they traversing Switzerland with their tails between their legs?


It was with some trepidation that these Irish chieftains crossed the border into Protestant Reformed Basel. Tadhg’s is the earliest account of Switzerland we have in Irish. A thousand years before, Irish monks founding monasteries in Helvetia – St Columbanus, St Gallen – must have scratched their thoughts in an idle moment, but such marginalia are now lost to us.


Tadhg’s is also the first travel diary in Irish. As an old travel journalist myself, I want to salute him across the centuries in Gaelige, with the somewhat clichéd greeting we both learned in school: Go n-éirí an bóthar leat, may the road rise with you, may you succeed.


The road does rise steeply from Basel, across the Jura and into the Alps, but our Earls did not succeed:


They moved on to Basel, a fine, strong, ancient, remarkable city which is built on that river [the Rhine]. There is a very good bridge in the very centre of the city over the river, and numerous boats afford a means of leaving it and getting to it from Flanders and the country around the river. Those who occupy and inhabit it are heretics. There is a very large church in the very centre of the city in which there are statues and pictures of Luther and Calvin and many other bad, devilish authors.8


Tadhg is an observant scribe. Holbein’s portrait of Luther the heretic now hangs in Basel Kunstmuseum. At the city gates a toll had been exacted for the number of horses. Drivers entering Switzerland still fork out forty francs at the toll bridge for the privilege of using the country’s excellent motorways, tunnels and mountain passes.


As Tadhg was leaving Switzerland he summarised its politics:


In themselves they are a distinct, remarkable, peculiar state. They make their selection of a system for the government of the country each year. They have fourteen famous great cities. Half of them are Catholics and the other half are heretics, and by agreements and great oaths they are bound to one another for their own defence and protection against any neighbour in the world who should endeavour to injure them or oppose them in upholding the public good with moderation and appropriateness.9


Switzerland provided the Earls safe passage. At Hospental – known to the Romans as Hospitaculum – near the Gotthard Pass an inscription in the church makes no bones about where we are. ‘The ways part here, my friend, so where do you want to go? Down to eternal Rome? Down to holy Cologne, the German Rhine or westward and way into Franconia?’ Many of the writers in our story paused here to get their bearings. Tadhg took stock of the Swiss character:


It is said of the people of this country that they are the truest, most honest and untreacherous in the world, and the least given to breaking their word. They allow no robbery or homicide to be done in their country without punishing it at once. Because of the perfection of their truth they alone are guards to the Catholic kings and princes of Christendom.10


This seems to me a just measure. Writers since Tadhg have commented on Swiss probity. At times it is the epitome of dullness, smug righteousness; at other times highly prized. I once left my bag at the motorway stop south of the Gotthard tunnel. Phone, credit cards, cash, camera, passport, residence permit and notebook – all gone in a moment. Back in Basel I opened up Find My iPhone, saw its GPS blinking south of the mountains, and contacted the service station. We have your bag, the attendant said, we’ll post it in the morning. And so she did. And refused any reward.


The late, lamented historian Tony Judt tackles the gilded ambiguities of Switzerland head on:


Switzerland did remarkably well out of World War II – trading with Berlin and laundering looted assets. It was the Swiss who urged Hitler to mark Jewish passports with a ‘J’ … Then there are the tax evaders, although it has never been clear to me why what Swiss banks do in servicing a handful of wealthy foreign criminals is significantly worse than what Goldman Sachs has done with the proceeds of millions of honest US tax dollars.11


He ends by giving the country a thumbs up, and so do I. There is gold surely in these mountains, and there is gilt – and there is guilt. When the sun strikes the roof of the chalet it glitters with borrowed or stolen light. The tracks in the snow criss-cross off-piste, by curious paths and old logging trails, and you add to them. Inside, the heating is on, and gives a piny, medicinal fragrance to the communal area, its carved woodwork, its tatty boxes of games, a shelf of well-thumbed books in many languages.


Upstairs, the room is spotless and faces a picture window. A chair. A desk. That incomparable view.
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RUN OUT OF TOWN


Rousseau’s walk on the wild side
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Nineteenth-century illustration of the young Rousseau leaving Geneva in 1728


Gilt covers the whole surface.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau


The volume gets turned down on a winter Sunday in Switzerland. You’ll find one shop open at the train station. In the small towns you might hear the slither of onionskin Bible pages and a clutch of dark teenagers around a kebab outlet. On the approach to Geneva, speed cameras are out to get you and the high rises suggest little room. On the lake, the fog, nature’s very own anaesthetic, muffles the ducks. They know today is Sunday and are on their best behaviour. You could quietly top yourself and nobody would pay much attention.


Nature in Geneva seems to flow southwest into France: the Rhône, the Jura, the Savoy Alps, the long drooping crescent of the lake, all head in that direction. They tumble over themselves to escape, like weekenders at the border. The wind off the water – the Bise – blows them westward. Geneva’s writers look to Paris. When Calvin’s city got too much for them there was always the City of Light. The playgrounds there were in full swing.


It’s a conference town chock-a-block with laptops and leadership. The august buildings flaunt their acronyms – UNHCR, UNBRO, UNESCO – a kind of concrete poetry, with an army of functionaries watching the clock. Now and then the bigwigs come to town, engaged in talks, ironing out the world’s trouble spots, followed by heavies whispering into their wrists. Bono does Geneva. Geldof does Geneva. It has always been a town of worthies.


Rousseau is Geneva’s very own bigwig. He was born here into a world of clocks and gets ticked off when you ask people to name a Swiss writer. More often than not they say Heidi or The Swiss Family Robinson and can’t name the authors, but the well-read mention Rousseau. He was a polymath: when he turned his pen towards a subject – justice, romance, education, autobiography, nature – he changed it. His buzzing ideas got up Calvinist Geneva’s nose and so he was often on the road, in a huff, mostly across the border in France. He handed down this role – the writer challenging orthodoxy – to his Swiss successors. Man was born free, and everywhere he is in chains: that’s Rousseau.


We all need to rattle our chains.


He had a bestseller: Julie, ou la nouvelle Héloïse (1761). Tutor falls in love with student, daddy marries her to money, tutor wanders off, comes back and still they’re in love. Social conventions get in the way of high-flown hanky-panky: a story that remains with us. All set against a backdrop of vineyards, lake, mountains. Julie did for Switzerland what the Waverley Novels did for Scotland and Huckleberry Finn for America: it put a landscape on the map. Half a century after publication the Romantics had it in their backpacks.
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Rebel without a cause: The teenage Rousseau


Rousseau’s father, Isaac, had been clockmaker in the seraglio of Constantinople in the first decade of the eighteenth century. A seraglio is where the Ottoman big turbans kept their women. I can see why they might want the clocks on time. Newly married Isaac was busy, winding and tightening the springs, polishing the works, assembling ever more ornate timepieces for his new masters in the east. Geneva’s population of 17,000 was tiny compared to Istanbul’s 700,000. The Ottomans were the command economy of the day and the Swiss were the immigrant labour. Swiss artisans, clockmakers and pedagogues were in demand. Ticino architects laid out swathes of St Petersburg. The tutor to the future Tsar Alexander I of Russia was Swiss. Geneva’s craftsmen, its jobbing teachers and writers tended to follow the river and achieve fame elsewhere.


There was nothing unusual in this. In his autobiographical Confessions (1782), Rousseau acknowledges ‘a charm in seeing different countries which a Genevese can scarcely ever resist’. Many of his relatives in the clock business were on the road. A brother of Isaac’s went to Amsterdam; another to London; and a brother-in-law went to Charlestown in the new colony of Carolina. A cousin travelled with Louis XIV to Persia, settled in Isfahan and brought up a Farsi-speaking family. His son, Jean François, speaking Farsi, Turkish, Arabic and Armenian, became the French consul at Basra. Geneva may have been small but its emigrants saw the world.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau, born into this artisan milieu, was set ticking like a fat gold watch in 1712. His mother died ten days later. Motherless children have a hard time. Jean-Jacques spent his first six years right in the heart of the old town, in hearing of the bells and in sight of the town hall. Hours reading in his father’s workshop in St-Gervais, in the poorer area across the Rhône, gave him a restless mind:


Good or bad, all were alike to me; I had no choice, and read everything with equal avidity. I read at the work table, I read on my errands, I read in the wardrobe, and forgot myself for hours together; my head became giddy with reading; I could do nothing else.1


At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Geneva was a university and clockmaking town in the Calvinist tradition. The tectonic plates of Enlightenment France and a deep-seated Puritanism rubbed against each other, just as, millennia before, the Alps had reared up against the Jura. On the doors of the town hall a Latin inscription called the Pope ‘the Antichrist’. An influx of French Huguenot refugees had only emboldened the reformist character of the town. Stoutly walled, independent, Geneva was wary of the Dukes of Savoy on its doorstep and the king of Sardinia to the south. Its characteristic openness to refugees and prickliness with strangers were established early.


Solidly Protestant, not too much garlic. I’ve never heard of Jean Calvin having a sense of humour. Picardy French, he initially fled to Basel in 1536 from oppression across the border and then found a foothold in Geneva, gradually hijacking the town as his own fiefdom against local opposition. Calvinism preached an individualised and egalitarian reading of the Bible and Geneva became its spiritual home. Following the St Bartholomew’s Day massacre, when a French mob turned on and slaughtered thousands of Huguenots, those who could escape across the border to the safety of Geneva were the human rights refugees of the day. The English poet John Milton commemorated an earlier slaughter bordering Switzerland in his sonnet ‘On the Late Massacre in Piedmont’:
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Geneva’s reformer: Jean Calvin (1509–64)


Avenge, O Lord, thy slaughtered saints, whose bones


Lie scattered on the Alpine mountains cold


Geneva thereby gained a reputation as a refuge from religious persecution. Initially they were Reformers fleeing Catholic orthodoxy, but later refugees fled Russian serfdom and the Tsar’s police, conflicts and persecution of all stripes. The UN High Commission for Refugees based in Geneva has been long in the making.


Rousseau was brought up with a firm view of Catholics as the dreaded other:


I had an aversion to Catholicism peculiar to our village, which represented it as a frightful idolatry, and painted its priests in the blackest colours. This feeling was so strong in me, that at first I never looked into the inside of a church, never met a priest in a surplice, never heard the processional bell, without a shudder of terror and alarm, which soon left me in the towns, but has often come upon me again in country parishes.2


Calvin left his stamp on the city-state. Sumptuary laws forbade goldsmiths from making jewellery and so stimulated watchmaking, a neat motif for the plain, utilitarian, industrious virtues that he espoused. A history of timepieces is a history of enslavement to the nine to five, to twenty-four–seven, to clocking in and signing out. Taskmasters like their clocks: they are a measure of control. Geneva’s early watchmakers were of French origin and their skills spread to the Jura towns of Vallée de Joux and La Chaux-de-Fonds, where there was a ready supply of labour.


The Grand Council – the leadership team of the day – kept the populace in check with the help of Calvinist pastors. They had their PowerPoints, their bullet points, their protocols and their hymn sheets, from which everybody was singing in unison. A strategic plan was in place. All knew the staff handbook by heart, policies and procedures for everything. They were moving forward, striving for excellence, researching and developing their souls, busting a gut for heaven, reflecting on that mansion on the hill – and gaining on the competition: the papists, who clearly were not with the programme. The aristocratic families in Geneva’s Old Town and the more radical forces across the Rhône in St-Gervais were often in dispute. Rousseau was never one to side with management and was clearly thinking outside the box. His writings fell foul of the quasi-theocratic power of the Grand Council. For all the talk of predestination, what was wanted was obedience.


Apprenticed to an engraver, carousing with his mates outside the city one Sunday in 1728, the teenage Rousseau got locked out. It was the third time. Curfew was at dusk and he was tardy. The Porte de Rive banged shut. Geneva had a lockdown procedure in place that would be the envy of any high school. The sixteen-year-old Rousseau had had enough. In his Confessions he makes much of this call to freedom:


During our walks outside the city I always went further than any of them without thinking of my return, unless others thought of it for me. Twice I was caught: the gates were shut before I was back. … I was returning with two companions. About half a league from the city I heard the retreat sounded: I doubled my pace; I heard the tattoo beat, and ran with all my might. I arrived out of breath and bathed in perspiration; my heart beat; from a distance I saw the soldiers at their posts; I rushed up and cried out with a voice half-choked. It was too late!3


Rousseau’s brush with authority set the template for the later rebellion of the Romantics. Percy Shelley read Rousseau’s novel Julie to Byron, neither philandering poet averse to a tumble in the hay should the occasion arise. Mary Shelley locks her Victor Frankenstein – ‘by birth a Genevese’ – out of his hometown in the manner of the teenage Rousseau:


It was completely dark when I arrived in the environs of Geneva; the gates of the town were already shut, and I was obliged to pass the night at Sécheron, a village at the distance of half a league from the city.4


For Rousseau, freedom meant Savoy, the Piedmont, women in furbelows and Mother Church. Having run away from home and the hated apprenticeship, he converted to Catholicism at sixteen and put himself beyond the pale of Geneva citizenship. The catalyst that sent him over to ‘the scarlet woman of Rome’, as Ian Paisley used to put it, was called Madame Françoise-Louise de Warens.


She was twenty-nine when the sixteen-year-old Rousseau clapped eyes on her in 1728. ‘I was approaching an age when a woman of her own years could not with propriety express a desire to keep a young man with her.’5 Originally from Vevey, she had been married at fourteen to de Warens, a marriage she annulled. Rousseau was smitten. She welcomed him as a pensionnaire into her home in Annecy, seat of the Catholic bishop of Geneva. Her specialty was conversions to the Catholic faith, for which she received a Church stipend. She was a covert recruitment agency in frocks, to counteract the bastion of reformism that was Geneva. Rousseau quickly got himself baptised into the Catholic Church in Turin. The motherless boy had met the woman of his life:


From the first day, the most complete intimacy was established between us, which has continued during the rest of her life. ‘Little one’ was my name; ‘Mamma’ was hers; and we always remained ‘Little one’ and ‘Mamma’, even when advancing years had obliterated the difference between us.6


Sweet, we might think, but Mamma was no nun and had several lovers. Le petit wanted to keep her on a pedestal as a surrogate mother. They had the decency to wait until the autumn of 1733 before bedding down and establishing ‘relations of a different character’. They performed the deed in a guinguette – a sort of suburban dancing garden – in Chambéry. Maman became Madame. She was already the mistress of her manservant, Claude Anet. The three conducted a ménage à trois for a year in Chambéry, until Anet’s death. Rousseau loved her, but like all his loves, there was a certain amount of sex in the head to contend with:
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Rousseau’s ‘Mamma’, Mme de Warens, and her welcoming bedroom in Les Charmettes, Chambéry


Her image, ever present to my heart, left room for no other; she was for me the only woman in the world; and the extreme sweetness of the feelings with which she inspired me did not allow my senses time to awake for others, and protected me against her and all her sex. In a word, I was chaste, because I loved her.7


Rousseau then began a long wandering apprenticeship as a teacher, dancing master, fiddler and valet de chambre, but always coming back to Mamma’s apron strings. He did a bit of tutoring here, hung around the great houses there, tried his hand at music, lusted after young women and a few older ones, and sang for his supper. The philosopher Edmund Burke, taking issue during the French Revolution with what he saw as Rousseau’s bad moral example, lamented his ‘men of wit and pleasure, of gay, young, military sparks, and danglers at toilets’. Burke lays the moral degeneracy of the French Revolution firmly at the feet of poor old long-dead Rousseau. These new tutors ‘infuse into their youth an unfashioned, indelicate, sour, gloomy, ferocious medley of pedantry and lewdness’.8 Burke seems to be losing the plot here, although ‘danglers at toilets’ is worth it. But certainly the unschooled Rousseau had a jumped-up quality – and from Burke’s point of view he was continental to boot. Lackey to the rich and titled in Piedmont and Savoy, Rousseau seems to me like an early international schoolteacher, eavesdropping at the coffee klatches of the mothers, at times bored by their pushy wittering, at times amused by their advances.


Obliged to give Geneva a wide berth by virtue of his conversion, Rousseau settled along the lakeshore in Vevey, the ‘small town at the foot of the Alps’ where the youthful scenes of his bestseller Julie take place. Madame de Warens infamously hailed from those parts, so he had to be circumspect:


her birthplace was only twelve miles from Lausanne, I spent three or four days in walking there, during which a feeling of most tender emotion never left me. The view of the Lake of Geneva and its delightful shores always possessed a special charm in my eyes which I cannot explain, and which consists not only in the beauty of the view, but in something still more attractive, which moves and touches me … it is always the Canton of Vaud, near the lake, in the midst of enchanting scenery, to which it draws me. I feel that I must have an orchard on the shore of this lake and no other, that I must have a loyal friend, a loving wife, a cow, and a little boat.9


Rousseau had more than forty different addresses in his life and the wife, cow and boat never materialised for long. They were his equivalent of a little cabin in the woods. In Vevey he lodged at La Clef just behind the market hall, where a plaque commemorates his stay. The old rooming house is now a restaurant serving fillets of perch from the lake, just as le petit liked them, done in butter.


This is the landscape that Rousseau made synonymous with romance, Switzerland’s equivalent to the Lake District or Brontë Country. He invented the idea of a natural landscape as possessing beauty (and the idea of the ‘noble savage’), even though the shoreline here has been cultivated for over two thousand years, its vineyards stretching back to Roman times. The Savoy Alps rear across the lake, vines come down to the water’s edge, the lacustrine villages are crowned with pretty castles and a tradition of peace.


Sometimes you just have to rattle the chains.


Throughout the nineteenth century, writers and travellers came in pilgrimage to Rousseau’s fictional places. The Romantics only added to the way stations with an admixture of sulfurous sex and poetry. They were like rock stars who die young – members of the twenty-seven club – quickly canonised and thought of as bad boys in heaven, strumming their air guitars: Shelley on vocals, Byron playing lead guitar, Coleridge overdosing in the dressing room and refusing to come out. I think I’d put Wordsworth on a Moog synthesiser. Hazlitt, Dickens, Dean Howells, Twain and Henry James were the groupies. These writers of the nineteenth century broadened the audience to include a transatlantic readership and contributed to the development of Switzerland as a mass tourism destination.


Rousseau sets a famous trysting scene, Julie’s kiss, in a grove of trees above Clarens, along the shore from Vevey. The feminist Mary Wollstonecraft urged the social reformer William Godwin to read Julie – it first appeared in English translation in 1761 – as a test of the tenor of his heart when they were courting. Their daughter Mary Godwin in turn pressed the novel on Percy Shelley. It became a kind of literary litmus test. Shelley read it to Byron as they were boating around the lake in the summer of 1816. The two of them hoofed it up the hill, Byron limping, in search of that hand-me-down grove of trees. Byron’s Childe Harold did the rest:


’Twas not for fiction chose Rousseau this spot,


Peopling it with affections; but he found


It was the scene which passion must allot


To the mind’s purified beings; ’twas the ground


Where early Love his Psyche’s zone unbound,


And hallow’d it with loveliness…


‘Where early Love his Psyche’s zone unbound’ is a killer line. Byron’s early love was for a boy at Harrow, Lord Clare. Rousseau’s early love was, of course, Madame de Warens. She had had her own dalliance with a tutor when she was a girl and there is a sense in which Rousseau is living vicariously through her relationships. Here’s the effect of aristocratic Julie’s kiss on the humble tutor Saint-Preux: ‘Julie’s lips … placed on, pressed against mine, and my body clasped in your arms! No, lightning is no more fiery nor quick than the fire that instantly inflamed me.’10 Hot stuff.


When Rousseau published Julie in 1761 he was forty-nine. In 1762 Émile, his book on education, was burned in Paris. In that same year Rousseau brought out The Social Contract, which together with Émile made him persona non grata in Geneva.


The Social Contract is a political analysis of what binds people together ‘each to all and all to each’. Might does not make right, says Rousseau: the individual forfeits some of his freedoms for the good of all; the delicate balance of rights and duties is what constitutes civil society. Geneva as a city-state, with its Grand Council and freedom from princely rule, is clearly a template for this view of society. By seeing the relation between sovereign and subject as a social contract rather than power exercised by divine right, Rousseau ushered in the demos – the crowd. Along the way, he comments on slavery, the death penalty, the lawmakers (among whom he lauds Calvin) and the rise of nations – among which he counts Switzerland.


[image: image]


Vevey town councillors in a 1905 wine festival poster


The philosophical works were for the few. But Julie was wildfire in the popular mind and Émile proposed unorthodox religious and educational views; the reintroduction of breastfeeding, for example. Marie Antoinette was the first queen in centuries to breastfeed her children, courtesy of Rousseau. His writings made him the pariah of moral guardians (both Paris and Geneva issued warrants for his arrest) but the darling of the literate, especially the women.


The gatekeepers were wary of novels. Calvinism conceived of God as the Great Author, so puny rivals were suspect. Edicts and censorship followed. If novels were to be admitted, then they should be moral and didactic. The spread of printing two centuries earlier had given way to the triumph of reading. Lost in reading, women neglected their wifely and household duties. In Switzerland still, the racks of pink-covered chic lit tempt the housewife at every post office.


Rousseau had been living at the Hermitage in Montmorency outside Paris since 1757. The jobbing music teacher and gadfly gallant of the Savoy years had given way to the august man of letters, still squatting in other people’s houses. He feared a fatwa following the publication of Émile and was obliged to find refuge. He didn’t much like cities but was a great one for the cabin in the woods, the gazebo in the garden, the potting shed. He was on the lookout for a safe house across the border. In 1762 a friend offered him half a house in the hamlet of Môtiers in the Val-de-Travers, a remote valley in the Jura above Neuchâtel. Rousseau called it ‘Scotland in Switzerland’.


The Val-de-Travers is infamous as the birthplace of absinthe, but we are getting ahead of ourselves. Had absinthe been distilled in Môtiers at the time, the world might have lost Rousseau’s Confessions (1781). The disreputable drink, after a century of proscription, was legalised again in Switzerland in 2005. A museum to the green fairy – the Absinthe House – sits not far from Rousseau’s house on the Grand Rue in Môtiers.


I have a very beautiful fountain beneath my window and the sound of it is one of the things I love. These tall fountains in the shape of columns or obelisks, with water running through iron pipes into big pools, are a typical feature of Switzerland. I can’t express how agreeable it is to see all this beautiful water flowing in the midst of rock and wood during the hot weather. You feel refreshed just by looking at them, and tempted to drink from them when you’re not even thirsty.11


Rousseau’s humble house was closed the Sunday I visited and after pacing the tiny gallery as the Master used to on rainy days – three paces, no more – I headed to the Absinthe House for a tour and a drink. In Rousseau’s time there can’t have been much to do in Môtiers except hike to the waterfall and back.


I settled into reading at the bar while working my way through the museum’s ‘tasting menu’. It consisted of three types of absinthe: the first at 52% proof, the second at 63% and the third – the veritable green fairy, named Esmeralda, whose name means emerald – at 72%. On the label was a fairy in a skimpy nightie, holding a lantern. She had gossamer wings, blonde hair and a crown of bay leaves. She looked as though a Japanese manga team had designed her. The three respectable drams went down remarkably well with Jean-Jacques’ letters, which I called up on wi-fi, deep in the Complete Works of over twenty volumes.


At Môtiers he wrote to dukes and barons, to titled ladies, to the literary pussycats of the day. Boswell came to call. Celebs, we might call them. I gave Esmeralda a complicit wink. I remembered, à propos of nothing, that the boat at the beginning of Visconti’s Death in Venice, conveying Aschenbach to his fate, is called Esmerelda. On second look the winged creature was more like a porno star than a manga fairy – one of those new floozies, all peroxide, piercings and tattoos. It took a while to scroll down to Rousseau’s letters addressed to the Maréchal de Luxembourg in January and February 1763.


‘Imagine a valley,’ writes Jean-Jacques – I’d laboured through him at college, had stalked his movements for weeks and felt this familiarity was earned – ‘a good half a league wide and two leagues long, through which runs a little river called l’Areuse, running north-west to south-east. This valley, lying between two mountain chains branching off from the Jura, narrows at either end.’


He was a Genevan on the run, back in Switzerland after a lifetime in foreign parts. I felt sympathy for his predicament. He’d blotted his copy-book. This eighteenth-century Salman Rushdie went to ground under the protection of the King of Prussia (Neuchâtel was a principality in his kingdom) and Lord Maréchal Keith, a Jacobite exile from Britain who was governor of Neuchâtel. These were his minders.


I thought I would rediscover here what delighted me in youth; all is changed: a different landscape, a different air, a different sky, different people; and, no longer seeing my mountains with the eyes of a twenty-year-old, I find them aged. I miss the good old days, indeed. We attribute to the world changes that have taken place in us, and when pleasure goes we think it gone from the world. … To know Môtiers, you need to have some conception of the canton of Neuchâtel, and to know Neuchâtel you need to keep the whole of Switzerland in mind.12


Jean-Jacques provides the Maréchal de Luxembourg with a potted history of Switzerland, attributing the corruption of a pastoral way of life to the mercenaries who loaned their services to neighbouring armies. French dress, food and court manners become pretentious and airy-fairy once brought back to the cantons of the home country. ‘Gilt covers the whole surface’ is Jean-Jacques’ memorable phrase for the Swiss aping the beau monde of Paris. It’s the perennial story of old money and new money, the centre and the fringe. Here and there, glimmers of modern Switzerland flash forward to us from the age of Enlightenment: ‘So many bandits hide out in the country that those who govern can’t distinguish between wanted criminals and innocent refugees, or can’t be bothered to find out.’ Now that sounds familiar.


The second absinthe bottle sported an even more curious label. It was called La Fine Clandestine. I had grown up with poitín in Ireland so Christophe Racine’s under-the-counter spirit from Môtiers would present no problem. The label showed a dance of death, a Totentanz, with a skeleton linked to a cadaverous doctor – a tall Doctor Death sporting a white T-shirt with a blue cross on it. He was dancing with a green-skinned, black-haired fairy in that nightie again; she had the addition of a garter strap and what looked like Jimmy Choo heels. This dance took place on the shore of Lake Neuchâtel under a full moon.


Jean-Jacques liked to sneak out the back door for a walk without being spotted. He explored a branch of the river called La Côte aux Fées, the Fairy Shore, where the little people are said to have their abode. We can confidently say that he was away with the fairies. He compares the Areuse river to the Fontaine de Vaucluse, in that both surface fully formed as rivers. The Fontaine de Vaucluse is where Petrarch retreated with his lover Beatrice in 1338, so maybe Jean-Jacques is beginning to have delusions of grandeur.


In The Confessions he turns bitter and critical of his hosts: ‘The inhabitants of Neuchâtel, who are fond of nothing but trifles and tinsel, who are no judge of genuine goods, and think that talent consists in long phrases.’13 He has it in for his hometown as well:


determined to renounce my ungrateful country, in which I had never lived, from which I had received no kindness or assistance … Clergymen, relatives, bigots, persons of all sorts came from Geneva and Switzerland, not for the purpose of admiring or making fun of me, like those who came from France, but to scold and catechise me.14


The winter of 1762–63 was one of the coldest of the century. The Thames and the Seine froze over and Môtiers was snowed in.15 Jean-Jacques wore his Armenian robes and hat, in which Scottish portraitist Allan Ramsay had captured him (a painting now in the National Gallery of Scotland). Thérèse, Jean-Jacques’ live-in servant and mother of his four abandoned children, joined him. She was Catholic, Neuchâtel was a Reformist canton, and their irregular household didn’t help relations with the neighbours. Jean-Jacques’ dalliance with the Scarlet Woman of Rome may have been over, but Thérèse was off to Mass most Sundays while he sat at home upstairs writing his Confessions.
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Allan Ramsey’s portrait of Rousseau in Armenian costume, painted in London, 1766


On 6 September 1763 matters came to a head. Villagers threw stones at the house. Jean-Jacques and Thérèse had to cower in the kitchen. It was like living in a mixed marriage up on the Falls Road circa 1969 with both the B-Specials and the Royal Ulster Constabulary knocking at the door. The writer and his common-law wife did a runner a couple of days later. Market day in Môtiers, with drinking and carousing, might turn ugly. He was on the road again.


But Môtiers this evening looked the picture of peace after my three shots of absinthe. I also remembered that the current heir to the collapsed Principality of Neuchâtel is Patrick Guinness, of the stout family. Main Street had begun to darken and shadows lengthen.


Then I spotted him skulking along by the wall opposite, decked out in his long Armenian robes that had something of the maxi-coat about them, the fur hat covering his bald spot. Rousseau’s get-up had a kind of oriental wackiness – Jean Paul Gaultier crossed with the Ayatollah. He moved fast for a man approaching sixty, determined to make it to the Fairy Coast before night.


He must have had a good day at the writing.
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I never made it to the Ile Saint-Pierre on Lake Biel where Rousseau escaped after Môtiers. He lasted two months on the tiny island before he was chased out of there too. In Meditations of a Solitary Walker (1782), an old man’s book, we hear the sound of settling after fitful upheavals.


Of all the places where I have stayed (and there have been some lovely ones), none has left me as truly happy as St. Peter’s Island. I was only able to spend a couple of months on the island, but I would have spent two years, two centuries or even an eternity there without ever being bored. I look upon those two months as the happiest time of my life. It was such a happy time that it would have satisfied me throughout my life and I would never once have yearned to be in another place.16


Each period of history reinvents Rousseau. The Enlightenment philosophers blamed his influence for the French Revolution. Byron in Childe Harold saw him as


wild Rousseau,


The apostle of affliction, he who threw


Enchantment over passion, and from woe


Wrung overwhelming eloquence17


Mary Shelley makes Victor Frankenstein and his monster outcasts from Geneva. Later writers echo Rousseau’s picture of his hometown as closed to intellectual enquiry but open for business. In the mid-nineteenth century, Nathaniel Hawthorne summarised this Swiss mix of plain living and business acumen:


This being a Protestant country, the doors are all shut – an inhospitality that made me half a Catholic … The Swiss people are frugal and inexpensive in their own habits, I believe, plain and simple, and careless of ornament; but they seem to reckon on other people’s spending a great deal of money for gewgaws.18


Even Henry James doesn’t mince words about ‘the Presbyterian mother-city’:


the Helvetic capital is a highly artificial compound. … the want of humour in the local atmosphere, and the absence, as well, of that aesthetic character which is begotten of a generous view of life. There is no Genevese architecture, nor museum, nor theatre, nor music, not even a worthy promenade – all prime requisites of a well-appointed foreign capital; and yet somehow Geneva manages to assert herself powerfully without them.19


Rousseau pointed out the truism that the wellbeing of the rich is rooted in the exploitation of the poor – ‘Thus it is that the substance of the poor always goes to enrich the wealthy’20 – an observation that gave grist to nineteenth-century socialism and twentieth-century Communism. You could make a good case for it being true also of the twenty-first-century banking crisis and the 99% in our own day. At the end of Joseph Conrad’s spy novel Under Western Eyes, about Russian revolutionaries in Geneva, Razumov the double agent pointedly visits Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s island in the Rhône, the city’s homage to its wayward son:


a hexagonal islet with a soil of gravel and its shores faced with dressed stone, a perfection of puerile neatness. A couple of tall poplars and a few other trees stood grouped on the clean, dark gravel, and under them a few garden benches and a bronze effigy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau seated on its pedestal. … This was the place for the beginning of that writing which had to be done.21


A century after Rousseau’s birth in Geneva, a group of free-love practitioners descended on the town and met up with lead guitarist Lord Byron. He was trying to shed a few pounds, finish his triple concept album and keep out of the way of the groupies. The summer of rain and love had begun.
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HERE COME THE MONSTERS


Boating with Byron and frolicking with Frankenstein on Lac Léman
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1820 print of Lord Byron at the Villa Diodati near Geneva, 1816


I saw their thousand years of snow


On high – their wide long lake below,


And the blue Rhone in fullest flow


Lord Byron


It begins with a volcano. In April 1815 Mount Tambora erupted on the Indonesian island of Sumbawa, the largest volcanic eruption in recorded history. Ash rained across the northern hemisphere and brought cold weather and torrential downpours to Europe the following summer. In June 1816 snow fell in Albany, New York. Volcanic winter caused freaky summer weather in Switzerland, where a group of English free-love advocates were in and out of each other’s beds on the southern shore of Lake Geneva. They passed the inclement evenings inventing tales of vampires and monsters. Mary Shelley took up her pen and began Frankenstein, looking out at the downpour on the lake. It was good writing weather.


‘I passed the summer of 1816 in the environs of Geneva’, she wrote in the introduction to her gothic horror story:


The season was cold and rainy, and in the evenings we crowded around a blazing wood fire, and occasionally amused ourselves with some German stories of ghosts which happened to fall into our hands. These tales excited us in a playful desire of imitation. Two other friends (a tale from the pen of one of whom would be far more acceptable to the public than anything I can hope to produce) and myself agreed to write each a story founded on some supernatural occurrence.1


The two friends were Lord Byron and Mary’s lover Percy Bysshe Shelley.


Mary Godwin and Shelley had eloped from England two years earlier, in the summer of 1814, when she was not yet seventeen. Shelley was already married and turning twenty-two, the father of a child, with a second on the way. Here he is in June 1814, waxing lyrical to his old university friend Hogg:


The originality and loveliness of Mary’s character was apparent to me from her very motions and tones of voice. The irresistible wildness and sublimity of her feelings showed itself in her gestures and her looks – Her smile, how persuasive it was, and how pathetic! She is gentle, to be convinced and tender.2


They were soon meeting at her mother’s grave in St Pancras Churchyard. Her mother, Mary Wollstonecraft, had written A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1791), studied and translated French and German and had read Tom Paine’s Rights of Man. The French Revolution cast its light and shadow over the late eighteenth century the way the fall of Communism – or perhaps the Twin Towers – does over ours. Nonconformist William Godwin took up with Wollstonecraft when he was forty and she the unmarried mother of Fanny, born of a stormy affair with a young American in Paris. When Wollstonecraft became pregnant with Mary, Godwin made an honest woman of her. She died in childbirth. Her daughter, canoodling at her grave with the young poet, seems to have inherited the tangled apron strings of feminist revolt and its consequences.


Muriel Spark makes no bones about what attracted Shelley:


Mary offered fresh, 16-year-old sexuality combined in the most extraordinary way with the precocious intellectual flair of her Godwinian upbringing. She was both naïve and knowing, both flesh and spirit, burning with a youth and intelligence which blazed out all the more hypnotically against the gloomy, hopeless, complicated collapse of Shelley’s married relationship with Harriet.3


Shelley was a bit of a dish, but you mightn’t want your daughter meeting him on the sly among the tombstones. His family were squires of Horsham in Sussex. He had been expelled from Oxford for distributing an atheistic pamphlet and was wrangling with his father about inheritance and money. A pretty boy, pugnacious, he had behind him three years of utopianism, communal living and a spell of revolutionary rabble-rousing in Ireland. Mary was sixteen and impressionable.


It was a hot day in London and they had a stormy crossing from Dover on the night of 28 July 1814. Sheet lightning lit the channel. They stayed at an inn in Calais and three days later in Paris Shelley bought a notebook, now at the Bodleian, in which both of them recorded their travels. Shelley wrote a letter at Troyes to his pregnant wife with a curious proposal for a threesome about which biographers can only speculate:
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