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Mrs R.:


Impatience, my dear, I may tell you, will never make you a good Geologist; and we must go through a great many facts and conjectures, before we come to the history of the shells, besides some pretty romances which are called Theories of the earth, and tell us how the world was made.


 


Christina:


Then I am sure I shall like it, for I delight in romances; and whenever I hear the word, I think of the Happy Valley in ‘Rasselas’, Robinson Crusoe’s Island, or the Enchanted Gardens of Armida; but I always thought there were no romances in philosophy.


 


Mrs R.:


You mean, perhaps, that there should be none; but philosophers, if they have much imagination, are apt to let it loose as well as other people, and in such cases are sometimes led to mistake a fancy for a fact. Geologists, in particular, have very frequently amused themselves in this way, and it is not a little amusing to follow them in their fancies and their waking dreams. Geology, indeed, in this view, may be called a romantic science. 





Conversations on Geology; comprising a familiar explanation of the Huttonian and Wernerian systems; the Mosaic Geology, as explained by Mr Granville Penn; and the late discoveries of Professor Loomis, Eaton, Syme, and others, 1828.




a series of improbabilities founded upon inaccuracies, and the rest of it plagiarized, I regret to say. A great shame, for Pitt is a genial little goblin, and I wish him well …





Excerpt from a memo by Dr Sal Bunyon to the Promotion and Tenure Committee, Department of History, University of Texas at Austin, regarding ‘The Syme Papers’.
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I wasn’t looking for syme





I WASN’T LOOKING FOR SYME (my lucky number, my jackpot, my undiscovered genius). I was looking for anything, at my wits’ end, or rather my grant’s end, holed up in a studio in King’s Cross – part of a flat brown block looking over the skips and lorries of the Caledonian Road. The grant was running dry and so was I, sending beer money back home to the wife-and-two in Austin, Texas. I was supposed to be writing (on a Fulbright as it happens, toot my own horn) in order to (one … two … three): finish the book, publish (publish!), scoot home, win tenure, and start building the (rather expensive) picket fence. Writing, hunched over the schoolboy desk I pinched from one of the aforementioned skips and pushed against the squat window (which, sealed at the sill by paint, locked by a smear of paint over the what-d’you-call-it, jig, hitch, thingum, clasp, bolt, had clammed up – stuck fast, unbudgeable, unopenable, as the days got longer, hotter and thicker with the dust of lorries and skips on the Caledonian Road). Writing Fire and Ice: a history of the Plutonist – Neptunist debate on the composition of the Earth’s crust and its evolution into modern geology. A good, a breathless title, no? as Phidy would say. One of my forebears in the long tradition of academic scroungers. But you don’t know Phidy yet. You hardly know me.


Dr Douglas Pitt, BA Geology and Geophysics UC San Diego; M.Phil. History Oxford, Merton College; Ph.D. History NYU. I have travelled, as I like to tell my … my colleagues (as I hope to call them soon) from the glories of sunshine, to the glories of tradition, to the glories of metropolis. I have eschewed San Diego, a border town (all ports are border towns) twice over, the land of my birth – under that synthetic sky, a creation of God’s akin to an architect’s model, clean, unchipped, constructed for tiny men. Then Oxford and my private renaissance. I breathed, for the first time, and recognized that I was born for the company of greatness (the company only). The possession of leisure is indeed a wonderful opportunity. But the letters in that dignified list that produced the greatest pleasure: NY. A wonderful town for scroungers, for men of shabby elbows, who like to look at their feet, and see what they step in. Since those days, and the first blush of my perpetual youth – for I bear the kind of doggedness that never ages, a bright pink face, hanging arms, sweating forehead, the awkwardness of adolescence enduring into middle age – my career has been, in James’s phrase, a succession of stops and starts.


I wander between two worlds – the ‘two cultures’, as C.P. Snow dubbed them – ever at each other’s throat, united only in their suspicion of men like me. The historians don’t trust me, think I’m up to my neck in scientific hocus-pocus, and an amateur of textual integrity. The scientists won’t touch me, a lightweight of fact and proof, a pedlar of assumptions and interpretations. I have made it the business of my academic life to trace the course of great mistakes, and the fruits of them, the errors of science, redeemed by their place in history. Which brings me to Fire and Ice (or Fire and Water, more properly speaking – but I could not help adding a touch of Frost). To the clash, now dead two hundred years and mostly forgotten, between Hutton, a mountaineering Scot, and Werner, an old Bavarian gentleman, over a patch of intellectual ground as wide as the world itself – to determine whether our quaint earth was born out of Sea (precipitating from a vast ocean) or Rock (cast up in a great fire). Of course, the question before me was to examine how such curious views could have precipitated or cast up our own modern picture of the Crust, nearly as miraculous a transformation, it seemed to me, as the prime creation itself. Which brings me to the Fulbright Fellowship and the studio in King’s Cross, researching the likes of Hutton, Fairplay, and Cartographical Smith. Which brought me, in the end, to Syme.


Write, Pitt! Write! I said, squeezing my legs under the boy’s desk and banging my elbow on the table. Write. The legs weren’t the problem, as it happens, for I compress with age, grow heavier and squatter, and my underpinnings slipped easily under the oak, from which I had scraped the dried gum with the back of my pen. But I am a boy no longer (he sighed). The thatch on my head has gone, leaving two fistfuls above my ears and a bony shiny pate between. Pushing forty, they call it; I’m pushing forty, though forty seems to be doing most of the pushing. And my time for tenure, the seal and badge of the academic aristocracy, was slipping, slipping from me. I had begun to try the patience – I have always been good at trying patience – of my peers, my superiors, I should say, as they had become. This was my last shot. Publish or bust.


So write, Pitt, why don’t you write? (I believe my name was a great inhibitor of growth, a low ceiling on my evolution. There is only so far a Mr Douglas Pitt may hope to rise – so be it.) But I did write: over breakfast, dipping those really rather excellent Portuguese custard tarts into my morning coffee (fattening, no doubt, but full of oomph); covering note cards, front and back, with ink, stained by the greasy newspaper of my lunchtime fish and chips. All through the dusty afternoons: stuffing the pockets of my tweed jacket with notes and references, titbits, quotations, connections, sudden bursts of wonderful illumination condensed to a black puddle of illegible scribble. I wrote even on the tags of tea bags, rescued from styrofoam cups on my brillig strolls among the builders and the traffic of King’s Cross. How I wrote, till my cramped room was cluttered with a thousand inspirations, sticky and half-formed, barnacles on a post left rotting in deserted waters. My dear, my dears, I wrote. As I had assured Missy Pitt herself, the wife in question, over a course of mostly miserable telephone calls through the depth of a long, wet English year. (Susannah by name, dubbed Missy by me. I should like at some point to undertake a history of the nickname, of the combinations of affection and hatred, and suitability, that fix them; particularly, of the qualities necessary to become the Great – as I plan soon to transform Syme himself into a Great.) Missy worries greatly, she worries assiduously, on my behalf; as if, almost, the exhaustion of her concern might push my fortunes a little along their way. And, to be fair to her, my fortunes need a push or two, a jump-start; and hers are likely to suffer soon, should mine fail.


For Dr Bunyon – the Dean of History at the University of Texas, the Dean of Shambling Geniality, a tall, blinking man of enormous brows – mutters against me; ‘concerned’, of course. (There must be some root of sham in shambling, so often the two limp together, an earnest of false vulnerability from a man in power.) The Toymaker and I – and here Pitt gestures widely with his hands, one each way – are like this. Dr Bunyon, as the English have it, is not ‘on board’ – though he sits on a great many boards, and chairs the committee on tenure. His assurance of which prompted the mortgage of a house we could not, quite, afford. His subsequent genial, bluff, insidious attempts to poison me among my colleagues I cannot comprehend. (He coined the phrase ‘unscrupulous scrupulosity’ to describe my research methods, and then refused to explain it or himself to me.) But his insinuations of professional neglect, under a veil of good intentions, to my wife I cannot, and will not, forget.


‘He must write’, he mutters at her, smiling into his left cheek, ‘if he hopes to stick, my dear.’ And she mutters his echoes at me (a foul noise from such pretty lips), until my assurances themselves grow shrill with repetition: I write, I write, I write.


Till first my right fist gave way to strain and weariness, clawed up – like a blasted sapling says the hump-backed prince. And then my left, shadowing its brother, retracted to a perpetual flinch. The fist of Doug Pitt, flinching! After five hours in the waiting room at Middlesex Hospital – the noble NHS, symbol of democracy indeed, that the rich shall grow ill in the squalor of the poor, bless Orwell – a young Pakistani gentleman in a blue sports coat informed me (before rushing off to catch a tee-time or teatime, I could not determine which) that I suffered from carpal tunnel syndrome. What does that mean? I asked, in plain English. To speak plainly, he said, it means that your hands look like that: these talons, curled upon themselves, in an animal clutch. (I have been told there is a surprising touch of the animal about me, for a cerebral gentleman – a true physical presence.) What can you do for me? I said.


This has always been my cry. ‘What can you do for me?’ my father taught – he was the foreman of a business that manufactured poles for scaffolding. (I have also, in my way, concerned myself over scaffolding.) Ask, he said, and you shall get on. And so I have, and so I did. But people, as I have found to my dismay, grow – how shall I put it? – tired of their own goodness. There have been promises made, positions offered, assurances given – enough said. Dr Bunyon, tall, sloping, genial soul, stooping towards his lesser fellows, has proffered chairs before (that pinnacle of academic ambition, a seat) and withdrawn them as his guests sat down. I am not the first victim of his concerns. Generosity, like inspiration, runs dry – the former rather sooner than the latter. You all have met me in your day. I am familiar, no doubt. The kind of underdog nobody wants to root for, that’s me. But my desperate days are almost over. My name will be secure – and in the meanwhile, I have scrounged.


What can you do for me? I asked the elegant doctor. Nothing, he said, in his perfect, precise, clipped English. We are only beginning to understand your condition. What have you understood? I asked. This much – he answered – that it is called carpal runnel syndrome.


They fitted me with two braces, strapped over wrist and palm through the arch of the thumb. And there I stood, kitted like a champion fighter looking for a prize fight. I have a boxer’s build, too: thick in the chest and shoulders, a bulldog’s build, a Pitt-bull. But I could not write. The very organs of my enterprise lodged with me useless, my hands, scarce able to clasp the delicate loop of a teacup, mutton-fisted, and serve their mouth its needful.


So read, Pitt! Read! I said. The world is full of men smarter than you; history records them. Scrounge! As Dr Bunyon explained, looking down, you are somewhat short … on imagination, in your work, Pitt. (We shall see.) And so every morning I walked up the Caledonian Road, away from the stink of the canal, into the stink of King’s Cross Station. Ducked through the arc of traffic around the tracks, the rumble shivering through the soles of my boots from the workmen blocking the road, drilling for pipes in the asphalt with their jackhammers. Across that, into the relative quiet of hotels and big business; up Pancras Road, slipping off to the courtyard of the British Library, that bright brick supermarket of the written word; into the silence and the air-conditioned softness of the reading room. Read, Pitt, read!


My enemies – I mean, my critics – like to believe that I am thorough. That is their greatest compliment, the pith of their condescension. Pitt, they like to say, is thorough. Trust Pitt to come up with a good list, a useful bibliography. Pitt, they say, does Good Work; people know it, respect him for it. They don’t look for inspiration from Pitt; they look for facts. Wrangling over a quotation or a date, they come to me. ‘Ask Pitt,’ Dr Bunyon says. ‘He rolls up his shirtsleeves, does the dirty work. I often think’, he used to add, in his tremulous, gentlemanly quaver, warbling, ‘that Pitt is on to something, with all his digging. That’s where the real work is; only’ – there is always an only! – ‘I don’t have the stomach for it.’ Giving to understand, you see, that a real high-class brain wouldn’t have the stomach for it.


All right, Pitt, I said, dig, that’s what you’re good at, Pitt. ‘The overdevelopment of memory’, Bunyon calls me behind my back (he is rich with the coins of phrase), ‘an evolutionary curiosity’. The species produces people like me, once in a while, to hoard history; so that people like Bunyon can pick at it. I like to touch everything as I go by, only I find it hard to set down afterwards. I write everything, regardless of starts and stops, or rather, consumed by them. I don’t think in stories, I think in seas, following wave after wave of curiosity. I lack imagination, or suffer from the surfeit of it; I lack shape, the gift of sudden freezing, that allows one to tinker with the ice.


Of course, what matters in the end is what’s remembered. I don’t say it’s fair. The process of memory isn’t fair; nor is the process of getting noticed in the first place. I know enough about that. But there is always hope for the elephantine, for memorable cultures, that is, cultures able to remember. The slightest gesture may survive. As Syme has survived, conjuring with a wave of his hand a man’s thoughts a century later, and transforming them into a vision of the world we have not shaken from us yet, and may never shake. What Bunyon doesn’t reckon on is that we hold the keys to the kingdom. Me and people like me – the diggers.


And then there’s Syme, a digger of a very different feather.




*





I wasn’t looking for Syme; I was looking for anything. A breakthrough or a break-in to the process of genius that produced ALFRED WEGENER, gentleman of many parts, and the first man to set forth in sober theory the notion that Africa and the Americas had belonged to a single body of land, that the earth itself had split, drifted and lay slipping and slipping, even as we stand upon it. He was an adventurer of science, a balloonist of unusual skill, a mountaineer; and not the only man in this story to have died pursuing his convictions, like Dr Frankenstein, in a waste of ice chasing his imagination.


But his great leap of faith and fact, from rock to rock, as it were, or floe to floe, begged and beggared explanation: a thought so plain a child could grasp it, clicking the pieces in place like the cut edges of a puzzle. Of course, the shoulder of South America once nestled in the nook of Africa, lovingly land-locked. Look at them thus, a heart broken on the map, the split halves drifting, of course. Some terrible divorce had taken place, driven by the enormous powers of separation. And yet, this was a thought so strange no soul had uttered it in a thousand generations of speculative men; a thought as tremendous as the notion that the earth turned into its own dawn and away at twilight, that the sun did not rise above the lip of the horizon simply to please us. (And yet it moves, Galileo muttered, as he left the court; and so it does, WEGENER answered him, the continents on which we stand as shockingly dislodged from their centre as Galileo’s spinning planet.) Memory, I reasoned, must have played its part in such a bridge of the imagination – but memory of what, of whom?


I overreach myself. Let me begin at the beginning; which in my business so often means the end, the last leaf remaining, stuck in gutter or garden, from a forgotten Fall. We shall see if we can trace to their bed the slender roots of Inspiration. As Wegener himself declared of his task in 1915:






We are like a judge confronted by a defendant who declines to answer, and we must determine the truth from the circumstantial evidence. All the proofs we can muster have the deceptive character of this type of evidence. How would we assess a judge who based his decision on part of the available data only?





Let us begin with the circumstantial evidence, then, and judge the truth as we may. For Wegener, our honourable defendant, has long been dead, frozen in his sleeping sack between the upright sticks of his skis thrust in the ice of Greenland to mark his resting-place. A last venture, to prove beyond doubt that the continents shift beneath us, measured in the drift of Greenland, proved only fatal in the end. A miscalculation, common as a neglected gas-tank, forced the adventurer to turn back – too late in the event. He cannot answer us now. And who can say, if he stood before us, that even he could account for the accumulation of fact and theory, history and observation, precedents and prescience, that erupted at last in so powerful a revolution of ideas? As William Swainson remarked in 1834, ‘the revolutions of science are almost as frequent, and often more extraordinary, than those of political institutions’ (though our story will touch on those as well before the end).


These are the circumstances. ALFRED LOTHAR WEGENER was born on 1 November 1880, the fifth child of the theologian and linguist Franz Richard Wegener, whose brother Peter, inventor and magician (the black sheep of a family of priests), plays some role in this story (as we shall see) and bequeathed, among other things, a sense of adventure to his nephew. Alfred grew up in a tall, squeezed house on Friedrichsgracht in Berlin, overlooking the canal. The small boy must have grown used to the illusion, looking out of his bedroom window, of the world shifting by him, quite unfussed, through the still waters.


The Wegener family was well known in its way. Alfred’s great-grandfather had been a companion of Alexander von Humboldt (the famous explorer) at the University of Frankfurt a century before. An older cousin starred on the stages of Berlin – making a particular sensation in an adaptation of Werther, whose yellow-trousered costume found its way into the Wegener household, to be trotted out in the amateur theatricals performed by Alfred and his brother Kurt. It was above all an intellectual household and bore the character of Alfred’s father: a pious, yet liberal and curious man, consultant to the Kaiser on religious matters, and a keen botanist and gentleman scientist on the side. He cultivated an extensive library, in which the young Alfred used to while away the wet days after school.


Unfortunately, the Wegener home was bombed during Allied raids in 1942. The windows and walls collapsed into the canals, and most of the books that were not drowned with them perished in the fires that followed. We can now no longer wander through the leathery gloom that excited the young scientist, nor trace the infant steps of his education. But one book did survive the fire and water (an interesting escape, between Pluto and Neptune!): a heavy, copper-bound ledger, recording in the father’s meticulous hand the date and entry of every volume in his prized collection.


This book was retrieved by the scientist’s nephew (Dr Erich Wegener), who occupied the family home during the war. He carried it with him after ‘the tumult and the shouting died’ – a strange, a heavy burden, a reminder of the gentility of his grandfather’s house. The book travelled with Erich to England in 1949, upon his marriage to a young English nurse who served with the Allied forces in the clear-up of Berlin. The family adopted her name, Bilston, to mediate anti-German feeling; and a Dr Eric Bilston maintained a small but prosperous family practice in the neighbourhood of Tunbridge Wells until his death in 1972. Thereupon his puzzled English children donated the heavy tome to the British Library, a record of their famous great-uncle Alfred, mostly unintelligible: lists of foreign titles and strange names and long-ago dates.


And this I turned to, one hot, desperate day last June, clutching the heavy volume between the palms of my strapped fists, for Pitt is a digger, you know; a roll-up-the-sleeves fellow, a thorough scholar, in his way. 
 


If I could begin my career from scratch, with a fresh slate, I should return as a bibliographer, a historian of the collections of books. What stories might not be told through the libraries of this world? Records of childhood and old age, of generations, of the cloudy atmosphere of solitude and words in which our mind grows tall. What better bed in which to trace the roots of our slightest thoughts than the libraries, the books, we burrowed in as children? And here before me, spread out in page after page, in the thin, knuckly hand of his father, marking title and date, I read through the circumstances surrounding the birth of Alfred’s genius. ‘I hereby commence’, he wrote, ‘this inventory of the library on Friedrichsgracht, this new year, 1880. May all future acquisitions be recorded herein.’


The catalogue was arranged according to shelves. I could dimly picture the dark galleries above the canal by the lists of scribbled titles, feel the comfortable solitude at a corner, where one row finished and another began, see the young Wegener propping his back against a handful of volumes, pushing them flush with the board; just as here or there a run of scribbled book-names leans against the margin of the page, as his father’s hand grew weary or the room grew dark in that long-ago new year. Then there is the first thrill of recognition, a title familiar, perhaps even the contents contained within: Schleiermacher, Fichte, Schelling, the Schlegel brothers; Tales of my Landlord, 1st Series, 2nd Series; Headlong Hall, Die Leiden des Jungen Werthers …




*





The moment of discovery is often a gap between two other things. ‘Most ideas’, Syme once said, ‘begin as the answer to an unimportant problem, soon forgotten, a stone washed away once the stream is crossed … So true it is that we are at the mercy of our own … inspiration – that is too grand a word, which means nothing more than the ability to begin in idleness and end in faith.’ And out of an idle, dozy day I stumbled upon my faith.


I believe the first name to wake my attention in the heavy volume was that of Robert Jameson, a prolific geognosist and noted Neptunian, a follower of WERNER (not Wegener, Alfred, his descendant, but Werner, Gottlob, an older, even stranger fish in the kettle of German geology). I had come at last to the very corner of the library I sought. I pictured a row of books squeezed into a bottom shelf, away from the window and the door, a dark, crouching, peaceful nook – but we shall never know, for all such nooks were tumbled into the canal below. Here the geologists and geognosists lived in their leather neighbourhood, a familiar company.


In that dark corner, where the young, breathing Alfred might have slept to escape some distasteful chore, the dead and dusty Werner himself lay ensconced, both his early On the External Characters of Minerals (entered into the library in June 1884) and A New Theory on the Birth of Veins (also June 1884). Werner rubbed elbows with Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh (entered September 1884), containing in the first volume as I knew James Hutton’s Theory of the Earth; or an Investigation of the Laws Observable in the Composition, Dissolution, and Restoration of Land upon the Globe (we live in a world of breathless titles, no?). Between them, Werner (elegant and slender) and Hutton (thick and obscure, supported by a mass of royal correspondence) divided the field into their camps, the NEPTUNISTS and PLUTONISTS (more of them later). Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (February 1885) danced cheek by jowl with Richard Owen’s Key to the Geology of the Globe (January 1886, a surprising inclusion). And there, between Richard Owen of Indiana, and the Reverend Osmond Fisher, Rector of Harleton, England, and author of Physics of the Earth’s Crust (entered December 1881), I discovered Syme.


The name of SAMUEL HIGHGATE SYME was a puzzle, of course, for a number of reasons. The first being that his was the only unfamiliar book along the shelf; the remainder belonged to more or less eminent geologists of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Even the title annexed to the name rang oddly beside the others: the New Platonist, a brisk appellation beside its windy fellows, and one that smacked little of their earthy company.


And yet it was a strangeness still slighter that made the greatest impression upon me at the time. Most of the books entered the library between the years of 1884 and 1886, when the botanical interests of Alfred’s clerical father drew him briefly into questions of mineralogy. Alfred had just entered boyhood at the time. And he recalled much later, in the diaries he kept on the last and fatal Greenland expedition, how he and his father used to hunt for quartz and shale on the long northern summer days in the nearby Grunewald, following dark veins of rock off the forest paths and charting their progress through the overlay of vegetation.


Alfred’s father, however, came to suspect the geognosists of tampering with biblical fact to reach their conclusions. Though in typical German fashion he kept their blasphemies in good order on his library shelf, he admitted no geological entry after 1886 – except for Syme’s New Platonist, which found its way to the library nearly a decade later (November 1895), when young Alfred had just turned fifteen. As Alfred’s wife Else faithfully recorded in an account of her husband (‘a world-altering explorer, and good-natured, humorous man’): ‘young Alfred did not like going to the local Gymnasium, as the resources of his own home offered greater scope for a curious mind’.


Perhaps, I considered, the New Platonist was a birthday gift from a relenting father.


I spent the next week trawling through Richard Owen’s Key to the Geology of the Globe, looking for a clue. But Syme’s name caught in my thoughts, a teasing puzzle, what the Germans have so delightfully nicknamed an ear-worm, pestering its way to the front of my consciousness. If only because I wondered who the hell he was. What was the New Platonist, who were the New Platonists? And when at last Owen had exhausted my patience, I turned, almost as an afterthought, to the man who will make my name, as I his.




*





Some of the facts discovered themselves quickly enough. Samuel Highgate Syme was the son, born in Baltimore in 1794, of one Edward Syme, an Englishman, himself the younger son of Theophilus, a manufacturer of jimbles (the sturdy anti-corrosive bolts used in the wooden hulls of ships) and prominent MP, predictably, you have guessed it, in the neighbourhood of Highgate, then a village outside London. Edward, Sam’s father, attended Harrow and Oxford, graduating Master of Arts ‘as Hells and Clubs proclaim’, in 1788; deeply in debt and quite unprepared for the assumption of anything like what his father would call a profession.


Unfortunately for Edward, 1788 was the year in which Bonnie Prince Charlie sank under full sail in a five-knot breeze at a royal display off the Isle of Wight. A parliamentary inquiry was launched, the manufacturers accused, corruption discovered, and public disgrace followed for Theophilus, who soon had no funds to set his son on his feet, nor influence to launch him on a career. (This much could be traced in records of the parliamentary minutes.) Shortly after, Edward joined the Agropolis, a society of young Oxford men determined to establish an idyllic community of Nature on the banks of the Potomac River in Virginia. Their plan, much ridiculed in the daily press, was to farm. ‘A mere two hours a day in the field’, their leader, young Benedict Smythe, declared, ‘would provide for their Earthly necessities!’


The society was funded by the purse of Smythe, or rather, Smythe’s father, Lord Burkehead, who offered to clear all debts of the young gentlemen of good standing willing to pursue his son’s Utopian scheme. (Young Benedict being a noble thorn in his side, and the good Lord willing to support anyone accompanying its removal.) Edward enlisted at once and set sail for the New World.


News of the Syme family, within a great stash of papers, came easily to hand by a stroke of rare good fortune. Before his annus horribilis in 1788, Theophilus, Sam’s grandfather, had built a house on a plot of land just above what we now call Highgate Ponds. Coverdale Place, named after the farmer who sold his field on what was becoming an increasingly crowded patch, survived the proceedings against Theophilus. Edward’s older brother inherited the estate, and upon his death Edward returned home from the New World in which he had spent his manhood and buried both his son (the great Sam Syme, the proper business of my study) and his wife. He brought with him a sea-chest full of papers – the title, ‘American Notes, &c.’ etched in the oak lid – including old love letters, bearers of bad tidings, fatherly advice, and newspaper clippings, of his Utopian venture and his son’s fame, each tenderly preserved in a separate album.


My good fortune lay, however, less in Edward’s accumulating habits than in the idleness and the durability of the man who purchased the estate on Edward’s death, a Mr Mackintosh James. He had made what came to be called ‘a killing’ in a refinement of steam locomotion that redirected the heat of the engine into the process by which the engine was fuelled. At the age of thirty-three, young James was ‘set for life’, another phrase just coming into vogue – and proceeded to do absolutely nothing with the surplus of years before him. He lived to the ripe old age of a hundred and three, and died childless, after one world war and before another, just in time to avoid the Great Crash.


James left a number of worthless shares, and the house itself, now known as Mackintosh Place, to the newly formed Hampstead & Highgate Preservation Trust. In the century and a half of its existence, two families had dwelt there – and none have followed since its conversion to a museum (of village life and changing times), as I found it. The box of ‘American Notes, &c.’ was discovered untouched by Mackintosh James, pushed against the brick wall of the chimney shaft in the attic. The oak was scorched and blackened, the papers curled with heat and thick with dust, but the ink remained dry and, above all, readable.


A brief account of the house, written by Edmund Blunden, no less (among his clutch of lyrical historical pastoral pieces), and published by the Trust, had found its way into the British Library; where I discovered it, and news of the cache of ‘old and cluttered papers, relating the dead and cluttered lives, of the Syme family’. To Mackintosh House, accordingly, I bent my steps – or rather the soot-caked wheels of the rackety Tube, burrowing its way along the Northern Line, to Highgate, still half a village, perched on its wooded hill.


And there I sat, in a side office of the museum reserved for the curator, cluttered with filing cases, a kettle caked in mineral scum, and a tiny fridge (containing only a carton of old cream and a single hotel mini-bottle of gin). The windows looked over the front garden, so I bent a rustling slat of the French blinds to peer out on the milky sunny day. A slope of grass; then, half-hidden by willows, the quiet stretch of asphalt road poured down long after Mr Coverdale first sold this corner of his farm; and between the loose hair of the trees, the glitter of Highgate Ponds undimmed below. I put the album of the great (so I had determined to make him) Sam Syme to one side – a treat reserved – and forced my ham fists and sleepy brain to turn over the wrinkled letters and journals of his father, Edward, set forth for America over two hundred years before.


Edward’s Agropolis was not a success, though the travelling experiment docked at last in high spirits: ‘With what joy, my father,’ wrote Edward on his arrival, ‘did I leap to this shore of Liberty! I was weary of that great bore, the sea, a tedious fellow, forever and everywhere at my elbow; and the sight of trees, of towns, and even of Men!, offered delicious refreshment for fatigued eyes. I have flown a rotten country and entered upon a new land, busy with its own youth. How I enjoyed the activity of the merchants, the artisans, and the sailors, especially as it was not my own! It was not the noisy Vortex of London; it was not the unquiet, eager mien of my countrymen; it was the simple, dignified air of men, who were conscious of liberty, and who see in all men their brothers and their equals … though I dare say I am delirious with Terra Firma, and would praise the meanest Hovel simply for not swaying in that abominable manner …’


Thus they began in great good hope and some good faith; though Edward’s letters soon qualified his enthusiasm, ‘We get on tolerably,’ he wrote his beleaguered father. ‘The gentlemen moan somewhat at the delightful pleasures of our Idyll, and insist, with wonderful generosity, that each of the other Agropols enjoy his share of the blisses of Rural life. Our Hands, by this time, are well chapped, and we look like nothing else but what we are: Farmers, sound of limb, black with Sun, dreadfully occupied by seeding and improvements upon the Plough and the malignities of the Weather. Yet even the sorriest among us delights in the glorious Scope this country offers, the cloud-like expansion of Valley and Hill, the profligate wastefulness of our Lord on these rude Shores. As I say, we get on; and trust, dear Father, you do no worse.’


Their downfall in the end lay not in hard work; as far as that went, Edward was right, the sorriest among them bent their backs to it and got on. Nor were the malignities of weather to blame, though they suffered a brutal first winter, in which three of their horses died and the first young son of the Agropolis, the child of Edward, entered the cold world white and out of breath. The true serpent of their paradise, as always, lay in the hearts of the men involved, and the accommodations they made for their sexual loves.


Benedict Smythe, Viscount Burkehead, was in his way a true original. Though his scheme preceded the Pantisocrats, his Utopian ambition surpassed theirs: among the pleasures of the natural life to be held in common by his fellows were the joys of family, as their strangely coy deed of township dubbed them. There were to be none of the mealy-mouthed ‘brotherly’ betrothals to sister and sister, practised by Coleridge and Southey. A shared world for Benedict meant just that, and the Agropols, men and women, held one another in equal and often competing love. Eve had entered the garden.


Edward Syme had always been a gentleman of precocious appetite, as the records of his Oxford career attest; and no doubt Benedict’s liberal sexual philosophies at one point formed the chief attraction of his schemes. But when Benedict pursued the still-recovering mother of his dead child, Edward, a gentleman of some niceness, revolted. The rift in their small brotherhood – for, despite Benedict’s noblest aspirations for equality between the sexes, the Agropolis remained from first to last a brotherhood – widened and deepened over the following year. Edward must have guessed from the first that in such a contest he was bound to suffer most. Benedict’s father held the purse strings of the venture, and unless he watched himself very closely indeed, Edward would be out in the considerable cold of a North American winter.


So he watched himself, displaying even then his talent for the deflection of grief which he would pass so unhappily on to his son. There were rumblings in the little farmstead, as Edward’s allies (for, despite the noblest of communal intentions, when have we not separated ourselves, by choice, into pockets of men?) made some mischief for the Viscount – spoiling a field with stones on one memorable and pyrotechnical flare-up between the factions. But Edward calmed them, and the breach in his friendship with Benedict never broke into open war.


The following spring, Edward began to busy himself outside the Agropolis, lending a hand at the local schoolhouse near Baltimore. ‘I have decided’, Edward wrote in the consolation of his journal, ‘to break free of this Bubble, and set myself up, on two feet, as a Gentleman Scholar, among a people who cannot mark the Difference.’ The old schoolmaster, Willard Barnes, a veteran of the war and a great believer in the new country, found himself sadly short-handed in the education of its sons. So he took on a young English ‘gentleman’ fresh from Oxford, engaged on some business, some fanning speculation (Barnes never guessed what), who seemed to know his way around a book – not that there were many of them about to be getting on with, now that you mention it. Barnes had two daughters, including a young beauty, famous as far as Richmond and shy as a hedgehog – Anne.


Edward married her before the year was out, shifted his lodgings from the idyll of communal life, and lived in the attic of old Barnes’s farmhouse, a sprawled, lopsided, barn-like building beside the school, amid ten acres of its own pasturage.


The character of his new wife is difficult to determine. She wrote little, and the best record we have of the mother of the young geologist, who would set the world on its ears and was already kicking in her womb by the winter of 1793, comes from a rather extraordinary letter Edward wrote to her before their engagement. Willard Barnes appears to have been a strict master and a stricter father – only Edward’s connection to the business of the school seems to have permitted him the company of Willard’s daughter, and eventually won him her hand in marriage. And Anne must have embraced her new husband with something of the blindness of a first passion, for this is what Edward wrote, and he kept no secrets from her, though he promised many to come.


(There I sat, looking over the gardens of Mackintosh House, the blinds pulled high and the window opened, after a considerable groan and a great scraping of paint, while a file of old papers stood at my side, breathing a dusty cloud into the sunshine; and these tempestuous lives fluttered beneath my hand.)




My dear Anne …




 





Some years ago, and in sore Want of money, after a University career which did not redound entirely to my honour, I fell in with an old college friend, Viscount Burkehead, who offered prospects I could not at the time dismiss entirely from my thoughts. ‘I have recently discovered’, he wrote to me, ‘a tract of Land in the New World, on the banks of the glorious Potomac, offered for Sale; once its limits have been ascertained, its suitability determined, why could it not be prepared, in all circumstances, for a Republic of our own making, in the same manner as you prepare a house for your friends?’ Benedict’s plan, formed partly under the Inspiration of Dr Priestley and the less noble fumes of a draft of Porter, was to establish an ideal community in this new world, a community of equal friends, in which all property, of life and love, was held in common.


Young as I was, I suspected even then that an old and intractable Leaven in our Nature would effectually frustrate these airy schemes of happiness. And I expect such Dreams will excite in you no more than an innocent Smile, at the extravagance of a youthful and ardent mind. Yet if such only were our folly, doubtless I would yet linger on the Shores of that river among my former Friends. In the course of the first winter, our Common life precipitated a common course, and one of the sisters of our community was laid to bed, with the promise of an Addition to our Venture. I confess myself concerned in her Predicament, and when the child peeped forth at the New World with a blank eye and stopped Heart, much of my own Heart for the Enterprise died with him. 


That I venture at all over these painful Scenes lies in my desire that you should be acquainted with the manner of man who clamours at your Heart. Such I have been; and by the force of Nature, such I shall always be; among the catalogue of my weaknesses shall never be reckoned an Ignorance of them. I offer what I have, a fond though wandering heart; a history tainted more by Folly than Guilt; and a stout, enduring Love for thee, though I am a poor, and erring Lover.




 





Believe me, thine,


Edward Syme





All that we know of Anne is that she accepted such a curious proposal. Perhaps she hoped to reform him – this has been known. From such a union, and such a father, within a year, came Samuel Highgate Syme, whose own airy schemes, after a century of neglect, would bubble up from the depths of his hollow earth, to fuel the fire of Alfred Wegener’s imagination.




*





Perhaps I have overreached myself again, and I must step back. Look around, Pitt, look around, and climb out of your hole for once and quit digging. Professor Bunyon would no doubt warn me to ‘take stock’ at this point, and so, for once, I shall. I shall begin at the beginning, if I can find it. (Of course, there are in fact no beginnings; only pauses and resumptions.)


In 1915, Alfred Wegener, shot in the neck during a raid in the Great War, returned home to convalesce. In that delicious idleness of a keen, healthy mind and a slack, recovering body, Wegener revisited some earlier speculations regarding what came to be called the theory of continental drift – the notion that a single body of land had split, wrenched apart by separate internal plates, to form the spread of continents familiar to us now. In that year he published a slim paperback on cheap paper titled The Origin of Continents and Oceans. Wegener presented his idea, in the words of Ursula Marvin, ‘not for the first time perhaps but for the first time boldly’. It is this ‘perhaps’ that I had set out to investigate.


Wegener himself announced his discovery anxious of his influences. In the opening Historical Introduction, he takes pains to point out that the ‘first concept of continental drift first came to me as far back as 1910, when considering the map of the world, under the direct impression produced by the congruence of the coastlines on either side of the Atlantic’. (We shall see Syme lost in that very consideration almost a century before him.) The following fall, a study offering palaeontological support for the idea of a land bridge between Brazil and Africa, convinced Wegener to pursue the matter further; and he first delivered his conclusions on 6 January 1912 (a date distinctly recorded) to the Geological Association in Frankfurt.


Wegener’s innovations were twofold and both easily named. In the first place, he posited the existence of an earlier, single body of land of which the continents were parts. Second, he named the internal force that split them apart. In The Origin of Continents and Oceans, he carefully dissociates himself from his intellectual forebears, citing one by one those who could lay some claim to either of his discoveries and distancing himself in turn. Of the first innovation: ‘It was pointed out to me in correspondence that Coxworthy, in a book which appeared after 1890, put forward the hypothesis that today’s continents are the disrupted parts of a once-coherent mass. I have had no opportunity to examine the book.’ And of the second: ‘Rotation of the whole crust, whose components were supposed not to alter their relative positions – has already been assumed by several writers (beside many inanities), particularly among our American colleagues’ – and here he appends a footnote – ‘and found support closer to home in Loeffelholz von Colberg and Kreichgauer, among others.’


He also gives some credit where it is due: ‘I have discovered ideas very similar to my own in a work of F.B. Taylor’s which appeared in 1910.’ Yet he qualifies even this: ‘however, I have received the impression when reading Taylor that his main object was to find a formative principle for the arrangement of the large mountain chains … [and] continental drift in our sense played only a subsidiary role and was given only a very cursory explanation’.  In short, Wegener had struck gold, knew he had hit the motherlode, and could not bear the thought that any of the other prospectors, digging the same bend in the river, might have sifted something of similar ore through their brain-pans. (If only I had looked more closely then, the real clue would have shone through the grit he spread around it, but I dug it up in time.) He was staking a claim to an idea so magnificent and simple, he could not quite believe that no one would pinch it from him.


In fact, the opposite occurred: no one listened. The world had busied itself about a very different geographical split; and even when the First World War ended and the troops went home, a prejudice against German scholarship, as Faul points out, delayed even further the reception of his ideas. Not until the publication of the third edition, in 1922, and its translation into English and French, did Wegener’s theories enter the public debate, only to receive, at best, a muted support (Faul again). Wegener, like Syme before him, faltered at the starting-post: he could not account for the Prime Mover, the original force that drove the continents apart.


And so he set forth for Greenland, a fourth and final time, to offer, as Syme had attempted to do, dramatic evidence of the justice of his theories. If only he could prove, demonstrably, that Greenland itself had drifted, almost a furlong, since 1922, no one could doubt him any longer. His mission ended in a more fatal, though no less final, disaster than Syme’s a century before; and he died, in a drift of ice, tracking backwards for supplies.


Track backwards, Pitt! Go over every step! And there I found him at last, buried in a footnote, the echo of that worry in my ear: Samuel Highgate Syme. Wegener could not abuse his native honesty, and in that catalogue of distinctions he recorded faithfully, in footnote sixty-three (out of all sequence), the exception among his ‘American colleagues’: ‘As far back as 1826,’ Wegener writes, ‘Syme spoke of “segments of the earth’s crust which float on the revolving core”.’ And there we have the critical connection: a split in the crust, and the drift ensuing. But we have come no closer to Syme.




*





 I must step back now and begin at another beginning; Find the shape, Pitt, I hear Bunyon rumbling, and stick to it. There is a shape, of course; there are too many shapes, and they dissolve into one another and reform, like shards of ice on a bright winter day, or the continents themselves, on their endless drift from unity. Once we belonged to a single shape, but no longer. And so I begin again, or rather, offer another starting-point after an interruption.


One year before the American Revolution, a young German, Abraham Gottlob Werner, last of a long line of Saxon metalworkers, was called to the new Technical University in Freiberg to teach mineral science. He was just twenty-five. By the time of his death in 1817, he had established the Freiberg Academy as one of the foremost institutions in geological science, and along the way revolutionized our picture of the birth of the world. And for the most part, he had got it entirely wrong.


Imagine an age in which no Pole has been reached, no sky breached, no ocean fathomed, no earthquake plumbed. By some trick of human nature, mankind had directed its great powers of intellectual enquiry skywards; and the secrets of the stars were solved long before the mysteries of the earth. Galileo had proved at last the centrality of the sun amid the revolutions of the planet; Newton had established the pull of gravity. We are all of us in the gutter, Wilde once said; yet most of us are looking at the stars. The rare man is he who rummages about him in the muck. Werner was that man. With the great problems of the heavens solved, at last we turned our questing down and in, and began to dig. And Werner had his audience.


By all accounts he was a remarkable teacher. He brought three successive generations into the study of geology, or, as he dubbed his new discipline, geognosy; including, very late in life, the young Friedrich Müller, whom we shall come to in time (almost too late for me). Werner’s excellence lay in the field. He wrote a mineralogy guidebook at the age of twenty-four, which landed him the job in Freiberg in the first place. In it, he established his own categories for identifying rocks: clear, simple, structured. The chief feature of his mind was its lucidity. Unlike Doug Pitt, he had mastered the art of beginnings. He guessed what he could not know and imposed the clear order of his thought upon the world before him. The muddle of matter that would not fit was swept away.


His was a revolution not of discovery, nor insight, but of order – a classic of German innovation. He convinced not by logic but by clarity. He reduced a confusing jumble of rock and rift, of mines and mountains, into a plain system, ship-shape; all the world seemed present and correct. He tidied up, reduced, cut out what would not fit, and persuaded.


Werner’s views ran briefly as follows. He accounted for the various formations of rock observable at different layers of landscape as the deposits of a former ocean covering the globe. In fact, most shockingly of all, the globe was an ocean, a ball of water held trembling together like the drop at the end of a tap. Rock precipitated out of this oceanic solution to form the crust of the earth as we now know it. Owing to the fact, Werner argued, that deep waters run still and are thus incapable of inducing precipitates, this original ocean must have fallen and risen (diminished and swelled) to produce the present landscape, each drop in the water level yielding a harvest of rock formations as the accompanying turbulence released basalt from solution.


His system of classification simply referred each rock to the fall in water that produced it. There were Primitive rocks, formed in the bosom of the original universal ocean; they included granite, mica, clay, porphyry, etc. Next came Transition rocks, layered upon the primitive rocks as the ocean dipped below the crust. These numbered limestone and flint among them, and contained the beginnings of organic remains. Floetz rocks followed, after a brief rise in oceanic levels and the ensuing dip; these were rarely found at a great height, as the universal ocean had subsided below the peaks by this time. Where discrepancies occurred, Werner simply ignored them as discrepancies, and moved on – to Alluvial and Volcanic rocks, variations on the previous three. Five kinds of rock, Werner thought, was a good number to be going on with. The genius of his system was its simplicity. Every discovery could be referred to these original formations, exceptions noted, debated, classified, recorded. But the world, I fear, is run according to the lucid, the Bunyons and Werners, no matter the absurdities they tumble us into.


Werner was a tiny man, tiny and tidy; bowlegged like a blacksmith, possessing a sharp cleft chin, sharp nose, and sharp wisp of beard, never quite full enough to persuade. He moved with a quivering, restless energy, burning up like the filaments inside a glass bulb, gesturing endlessly, stepping and stopping, with the fever of enthusiasm. He wrote rarely, preferring to talk and influence. There seemed so little to set down; the world was plain enough, after all. Paper had this tricky way of drawing out and leading on, involving him in a thousand complexities, which a simple demonstration, or personal assurance, could pass over in a minute. He lived on in the memories of his students, and their more patient pens; they returned, again and again, to hear him lecture. I cannot help but think of that old line: ‘somehow they were never the same to him/When they were married and brought their wives.’


He died childless in 1817, lecturing until the end, married only to the college whose rise he had overseen. Yet Werner’s most famous student – his successor at Freiberg, Friedrich Mohs, inventor of degrees of hardness, both geological and psychological – fled at the first opportunity for Vienna and greener pastures; and the Freiberg Academy suffered a long decline through the nineteenth century.


One notable student remained truer to his master. Werner’s theories have been ably set down by Robert Jameson, the Scottish son of a soap-boiler, who was inspired by the tale of Robinson Crusoe to follow a career in geology, and who journeyed to Freiburg to effect an initiation. Jameson left this testament to Werner’s example and the nature of the discipline the great man left behind him.




We now come to the consideration of Geognosy, regarding the Internal Structure of the earth, and the peculiar province of the celebrated WERNER.


At first sight the solid mass of the earth appears to be a confused assemblage of rocky masses piled on each other without order or regularity: to the superficial observer, Nature appears, in the apparently rude matter of the inorganic kingdom, as presenting us only with a picture of chaos.


Our knowledge of the internal structure of the earth remained a great time very limited and confused. Although observations had been made in very distant countries, and similar rocks discovered in a variety of the most widely distant situations, no successful attempt had been made to generalize these appearances, so as to discover the general structure of the earth, and its mode of formation. The attention of Geology was too much occupied with particular and local appearances, to effect what has been since so fully accomplished by the comprehensive mind of WERNER. (My own sin that – attention too much occupied with particular and local appearances.)


That illustrious mineralogist, to whom we owe almost every thing that is truly valuable in this important branch of knowledge, after the most arduous and long-continued investigations, conducted with the most consummate address, discovered the general structure of the crust of the globe, and pointed out the true mode of examining and ascertaining those great relations, which it is one of the principal objects of Geognosy to investigate.


We should form a very false conception of the Wernerian Geognosy were we to believe it to have any resemblance to those monstrosities known under the name of Theories of the Earth. Almost all the compositions of this kind are idle speculations, contrived in the closet, and having no kind of resemblance to any thing in nature. Place one of these speculators in the full storm and terror of the living world, and you will immediately discover the nature of his information. He himself will find that he knows nothing; that he has been wandering in the mazes of error; and that, however  ever easily he may have been able to explain the formation of this globe, and of the whole universe from his study window, he cannot, standing upright in the winds of Heaven, give a rational or satisfactory account of a single mountain.


Indeed, our researches on the surface of the earth often lead us among the grandest and most sublime works of nature; and amid Alpine groups, the geognosist is, as it were, conducted nearer to the scene of those great operations, which it is his business to explore. In the midst of such scenes, he feels his mind invigorated; the magnitude of the appearances before him extinguishes all the little and contracted notions he may have formed from books. And he learns that it is only by visiting and studying these stupendous works that he can form an adequate conception of the crust of the globe, and of its mode of formation; unless, of course, he turns to that true prophet of the Mountain Top, Abraham Gottlob Werner.





We always praise the mind that leads us out of chaos, no matter the route taken, nor the country reached. But Werner, of course, had his disagreements. His greatest rival to the title of the Father of Modern Geology was another Scot, Dr James Hutton, a dour, meticulous, incomprehensible man, whose theories required an interpreter in his own tongue to be understood. That interpreter was a man named Playfair – if only we all had such interpreters, Dr Bunyon notwithstanding – a lucid, elegant writer whose simplifications allowed Hutton’s theory to challenge even the order of Werner’s categories. But I am an old obscurantist, a stickler for sticky phrases and muddy texts, and turn for once to the original, Hutton’s perhaps mockingly titled Theory of the Earth.


Hutton’s genius lay in his understanding of accumulation. He sensed that the process of life involves an almost endless series of revisions, the making and unmaking and remaking of Matter, which itself is the result of an age of minor transformations. He declared that it was ‘in vain to look for anything higher in the origin  of the earth than the continuation of some earlier process; the result, therefore, of our present inquiry is that we find no vestige of a beginning – no prospect of an end’.


He argued that the earth’s crust was the product of sedimentation transfused by heat into new matter. He placed great faith in the strength of fire, a faith he felt no need to justify by experiment. The world around us, he argued, has overflowed from a great furnace, a continual power, an endless shifting. The rocks we see bear the brunt of their fusion. We come burning hither, caught in the fire of some transformation; he simply recorded the process, as accurately as he could. He had little interest in marking the genesis of anything – contenting himself with an account of how everything had undergone some modification. He acknowledged no beginnings and no ends, only the steadiness of change. By some trick of fate his masterpiece, The Theory of the Earth, survived him unfinished. Playfair unaccountably never tidied up the remains; and only a century later were those dormant manuscripts, beginning characteristically on chapter four, offered to the public.


These two between them divided the field. The NEPTUNISTS followed Werner and placed their faith in the sea. The PLUTONISTS drew their authority from Hutton and believed in fire. The clergy distrusted Hutton. He took no account of the Bible; and his theories surrendered little space for the suddenness of Divine Creation. His world took shape in an endless moiling and broiling and left no breath for the lightness of instant Light. The Neptunists, for their part, ridiculed his faith in fire. Jameson declared simply (always the virtue of their kind!):




The spheroidal figure of the earth is a proof of its original fluidity. This important conclusion was never disputed; the only question has been, Whether this fluidity was the effect of Fire or Water.


Rocks which have been formed or altered by the action of Heat are most distinctly different from those that constitute the great mass of the crust of the globe; consequently this fluidity cannot be attributed to the agency of heat.





The Church favoured Werner; and the muddle left behind by Hutton’s obscurities dissuaded interest. Jameson’s eloquence also had its effect. He founded the Wernerian Society and became himself a respected teacher, numbering among his students both Robert Stephenson, perfecter of the locomotive, and Charles Darwin, who needs no elucidation. Hutton, always patient with earthly processes, bided his time.


Eventually, in 1830 another Scotsman, Charles Lyell, declared the hand of the geologists. His Principles of Geology, a work of magnificently cultured summary, announced at last the incompatibility of geologic research with biblical interpretation. The geologists breathed again. And though Lyell – the forerunner of a modern academic, possessed of an excellent breadth of acquaintance, and a mind naturally formed to simplify, reconcile and sum up – never matched in original science the significance of his geologic manifesto, the floodgates had been opened. So true it is that a man of a certain temperament in a certain time can make a name for himself simply by declaring in public what in private everyone else has long known to be fact.


The work surged forward. Lord Kelvin, freed of biblical constraint, attacked the question of the age of the earth, by measuring the exhaust of power in the burning of the sun. Again, though his conclusions bore not a particle of truth, the fat had reached the fire, and a great heat and crackling of intellectual fervour ensued. We learn by error first what the question is, and then the means for correcting the method of corroboration. Eventually, geologists stumbled upon radioactivity; and learned to measure, by the fury of decay, the age of the earth, and questioned again the manner of its birth and the composition of its core.




*





We now have before us a map of the interior Globe as Sam Syme would have found it, when (as I eventually learned by these strange fits and starts) Syme himself came to blossom and cast his thoughts by a capricious wind to the fertile mind of Alfred Wegener, initiating the great intellectual harvest he brought about.


America, at this point in its history, stood frozen in a strange perplexity. It possessed a giant treasure of scientific wealth, a landscape rich and various and unexplored, a broadsheet of continent scribbled over and over in geologic fact. And yet, as de Tocqueville remarked as late as 1837: ‘it must be acknowledged that in few of the civilized nations of our time have the sciences made less progress than in the United States’. The young country resembled the Ancient Mariner, surrounded on all sides by water, but incapable of drink.


Yet such solitude produced in the end the genius of Samuel Syme. And we must remember – as we look more closely at his contributions – the nature of his company. There is a peculiar freshness to the productions of genius in isolation; their minds have not learned the well-travelled grooves of an established culture. Their slightest insight bears the mark of a sudden and new eruption of the understanding. They handle each idea, as it were, with bare hands, unprotected by the thick gloves of familiarity. They make mistakes, naturally; they have never been taught what to dismiss out of hand. Yet they often venture on questions a more cultivated intellect would shrink from. This above all: they cannot distinguish among their thoughts, nor separate the absurd and the simply commonplace from the miraculous and the inspired. Nor can their countrymen, bound in the conventions of their own mediocrity, recognize the ‘pearls’ among them, worth in lux and veritas all their tribe.


Nevertheless, there were virtues to the American method. The young republicans, like Pitt himself, were a dogged people, determined to make up in industry what they lacked in insight. There was a new world to be scoured, and the Americans scoured it. In 1809 William Maclure produced the first geologic map in American history, covering the territory east of the Mississippi, and earning him the cartographic honour of being dubbed the William Smith of the United States. Eight years later Parker Cleaveland coloured in the gaps left blank by Maclure, extending the range of geologic examination as far north as Maine.


Yet the Americans, for the most part, were strangely loath to speculate on the raw material before them; they trusted their eyes and hands, but not their heads. They prided themselves on being loyal followers of Bacon and Newton; they spurned, in Newton’s words, ‘hypothesis as the ignis fatuus by which we are led astray’. (Sam, for his part, was a great, drunken follower of all lights, from sudden flares, to abiding constellations.) They eschewed conclusions (so they said), declaring that nothing could be assumed beyond the sum of the phenomena until an adequate first cause became palpable to their understanding.


They compiled fantastic lists; the list was the height of their ambition, the pinnacle of pure science. The great cataloguer of the American landscape, F.E. Loomis, personally established, over the course of a lifetime, a map of magnetic readings, covering the entire Potomac watershed, testing each result (a laborious process, involving cold hands and muddy knees) over a hundred and fifty times. He published these ‘maps’ every decade or so, correcting the measurements in the intervening years, and refining his methods, until he hoped by the end to have established, once and for all, the perfect list – complete, indisputable, unerring – the final monument of his scientific fame. (By a single sleight of thought, Syme transformed this dry book of numbers into a keyhole, opening on to the very heart of the earth’s core. But his theories fell on deaf ears, until Wegener heard the echo of their reverberations.)


‘At the present day‚’ declared Edward Everett, lecturer in geology at William and Mary (‘the ninny of Virginny’, as Syme tagged him), in 1823, ‘as is well known, the Baconian philosophy has become synonymous with the true philosophy.’ And yet some very odd notions were propounded under its flag. Dr John Esten Cooke, convinced that he reported nothing but the plain facts, determined that all sickness stemmed from an excess of blood, and that a healthy human body should contain no more than two pints of the liquid to ‘moisten’ the internal organs. On taking cold one day, to prove a point, he promptly bled himself to death – neither the first nor the most tragic example in this story of a man who died according to his theories.


Despite these shortcomings, the business of geology flourished in America. Construction of the Erie Canal was completed in 1825, establishing Buffalo as a port city; and the young geologist Amos Eaton was hired to survey the exposed strata. Americans dug for coal, for iron and for gold; and they paid even amateurs in the ‘new science’ to map out the land. Syme himself earned a tidy wage exploring the hills of Virginia for ‘bitumen’ deposits before deciding on a theoretical career. He invented the ‘fluvial lantern’, so important to his later work, in order to test the soil for carbon traces; and even constructed the first seismograph, to detect instabilities in the strata (evidence, he believed, of leaking iron in the crust) long before Robert Mallet explored the physics of earth-tremors in the 1850s.


The new science offered great scope to an ambitious mind, regardless of education. When ‘Sober’ Ben Silliman graduated with a degree in Law from Yale in 1802 (despite kicking a football into the Bishop’s yard one late night), the president of the college – Dr Dwight, a friend of General Silliman, the young man’s father – approached him with a curious offer.




I recall, [Sober Ben recorded in his memoirs, sixty years later,] one hot-house morning in July, when I was surprised from an idle hour under the college elms, by the steps of my father’s old friend, President Dwight, a figure who had always filled me with equal degrees of admiration and terror. Dr Dwight was a great bear of a man, nearly six feet in height, owning hands that could pluck watermelons from the vine. His voice, however, by some quirk of divine humour, was as soft and simpering as a woman’s, and seemed to trickle out of his mouth in a faint stream. ‘Ben,’ he whispered to me, stretching his great hand forth, ‘I have a proposition for you. The Corporation have agreed; it wants only your approval. They have elected you the first Professor of Chemistry and Geology in the history of the college. How’s that strike ye now?’ he added, cradling his thumbs and grinning broadly.


I felt as if a great weight had descended on my shoulders, and struck the wind from me. ‘Sir,’ I said at last, ‘you have mistook me, I’m afraid. I have not so much as overturned a stone nor trawled a stream since boyhood. I am engaged to the law.’


‘The law don’t want you, Ben,’ he replied. ‘Oh come now, we’ve lawyers enough already. You may get on there, but you won’t shine. The country needs Science. In the profession I proffer to you, there will be no rival. The field will be all your own. Look about you man,’ and he gestured East and West towards the red rocks bordering the fair Elm city, ‘Treasure, nothing but Treasure, ripe for the digging. It’s a public service, Ben, a duty; a chance to link your name to the reputation of our country and pull it up with you.’


When I persisted speechless, he took me gently by the arm and leaned forward. ‘Ben,’ he whispered, ‘as to the Science of it, I’m not particular. We’re not in any hurry; take two years and look around you, get the lie of the land. Come back and begin your course of instruction; never underrate, Ben, the ignorance of students. Give it thought, a night or so. Damn this heat.’


And so we emerged from under the shade of those noble elms, and I retired, thoughtful and pensive, to my chamber. And in the morning arose, to begin a career I had not dreamed of till the previous day.





After a two-year stint in Philadelphia, where he pursued the best American education in the sciences to be had at the time, and drank, by all accounts (his own included), more ‘porter and strong beer’ than was quite in keeping with his nickname, he was both ‘on a fair way to gout’ and ready to begin his lectures in New Haven. And so, at the ripe old age of twenty-four, Ben Silliman opened the study of Chemistry and Geology to the grand old institution of Yale College.


It is astonishing how much of American geology passed through the hands, in one way or another, of Sober Ben Silliman in the sixty years to come, a lesson, perhaps, in nothing else than the extent to which history is made by connections of acquaintance. (Take the lesson to heart, Pitt, and fear these men at the nub of the web, these Sillimans and Bunyons.) From Edward Hitchcock, a former assistant, who became Professor of Science at Amherst College; to Chester Dewey, later of Williams College; to Amos Eaton, the great theoretical geologist, imprisoned for fraud, and later released, by special interdiction of the Governor of New York, to found the Rensselaer School of Geologic Study, for the education, among other things, of the Governor’s son; to Samuel Highgate Syme himself, though their connection was surprisingly brief, and in the end bitter.


Apart from the influence of his personal instruction, Silliman exercised an enormous power over American geology through the journal he founded in 1818 and conducted until his death in 1864: The American Journal of Science (see overleaf).




*





This was not the first public forum for American science – being preceded by, among others, the Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, the Memoirs of the American Academy of Arts and Science and the New York Medical Repository – but it became the most important, owing to the breadth of Silliman’s interests. He had created a journal that, after a few lean early years, not only supported itself, but did so through its popular appeal. Though Silliman published the only public account of Syme’s theories I have discovered (apart from a certain novel, a protracted spoof I will come to later), his essay ‘The Theory of Concentric Spheres’ in 1818, the two fell out over the ‘democratic dilution’ of Silliman’s journal – a split that persuaded Syme to try his own hand at a geologic journal, the famous New Platonist, discovered a century later in the library of Alfred Wegener.


For the time has come for me to talk of Samuel Highgate Syme himself. To return to Mackintosh House, on a much cloudier, thicker day, amid the clutter of the little office overlooking the ponds; and to open at last that precious album, Records of My Son.




[image: ]





There were letters, of course, tied in ribbon, and wedged into the pocket of the heavy book. Among them, little Samuel’s earliest experiment in penmanship, 7 July 1799. ‘Pleas to receiv me, Annie says, and my Mother particklerly begs you for a dozzen Eggs – I can bring them long myself – for a great Cake, in honour of my sister’s birthday, being one. Excus this, Aunt Bethy, seeing its my first.’ The long-ago summer day returns to me; the boy, proud and perplexed over his great creation (a three-line letter), refusing to speak, lest it dim the effect, taps his foot impatiently on the porch, while Aunt Bethy reads it, commends it, flits inside to fetch what’s required. And for the space of a minute the boy stands alone, in sudden terror at the path he sees before him now, manhood upon him (the trial of penmanship being past), the inevitable progress towards honour and accomplishment weighing on his heart, tearing him from these familiar scenes – the space of garden in front of his grandfather’s farmhouse, the dust rising from the road. And then his aunt returns, with the delicate burden muffled in cloth in a basket, and Sam races back into the anonymous summer day towards the prospect of a ‘great Cake’.


Sam’s sister, baby Barbara (soon nicknamed Bubbles in all the family chatter), was born in the small house on Terence Lane to which the young schoolmaster, Edward, had brought his bride after a year of marriage and parsimony in her father’s house. There Sam grew up. The window above his bed opened on to a thick high field, sloping downhill to the beck that trickled at the bottom, through mud and dead leaf in winter and in sudden breakneck burst after a summer rain. This was Sam’s haven, his consolation from the stormy scenes of his parents’ curious union, as another letter, this time in Annie’s hand, revealed.




Dear Beth, – I write in haste only to relieve you; the silly boy is found – please assure our Father – he is sound and fit and only very sleepy, and moreover, that I myself am happy and easy, now we have recovered him. It was an awful night, as you know, full of rain and crash (though thankfully for my boy, quite warm and thick). Sam overheard some foolish dispute between his father and myself, raised by necessity over the clamour of the storm, and took fright at the violence of the voices, never mind the mildness of the words. We heard the clatter of his window, and never thought twice, till I ventured in to kiss him at last, and found the empty bed.


All is past now and over, thank God. Bubbles discovered him at last, sound asleep at the foot of the stream that runs along the bottom of the field in wet months; indeed, if anything, the boy was cross and perplexed to be shaken from a very soothing dream, occasioned no doubt by the babble of water, and though Bubbles wept to find him safe, he proceeded to recompose himself and attempt a second slumber, despite the glow of sunrise then piercing through the trees. But Bubbles, brave girl, would not have it, and pulled the poor truant to his distressed mother, who now writes to assure her sister that all is well …





There was another curious account in Annie’s hand, addressed to a Mr Thomas Jenkyns, of the Southern Courier, many years later (we shall meet this Mr Jenkyns again). He appeared to have requested information regarding her son’s ‘sports and curiosities and other youthful presages of geologic genius’, to which Annie made the following reply:




Dear Mr Jenkyns – I have never had a great head for my son’s pursuits, and as far as ‘youthful sports’ and such and presages of ‘geologic genius’ are concerned, I cannot deny he was a very muddy child and forever falling into things and requiring a great scrub. More than that is perhaps beyond me to say. Our house sits square on the slope of a field, and Sam used to wriggle out of the window above his bed when work wanted doing, and me clamouring up and down the house for help. As far as that went, I consider he displayed a love of nature, and would sneak past us and into the woods at the bottom. Once I recall we found him sleeping at the foot of a low stream which used to spring up now and then when the rains came. He spent all night wriggling under the stars – it was a thick, close evening – and he woke in a perfectly vicious temper at the interruption of a dream, but the sun coming up already, he was forced to retire to his bed; and, recollecting properly, that affair had less to do with presages and more with an untimely matter that doesn’t pertain. I never recall in him a great affection for schooling; but again, that could lie in the awkward circumstance for a young boy, of learning under the eyes of his father and grandfather; enough, I believe, to turn any child from his books, and set him loose among the trees. If a mother may have her say, I always reckoned my son more than anything distinguished for a brave heart. That, Mr Jenkyns, is my son.





A curious account from a curious mother. Anne seemed a jealous creature, close with her son and husband – the two often blent in her accounts, a single example of masculine pig-headedness and vital force, indifferent to circumstance and particularity, though Sam occasionally distinguished himself for his faith and attachment to her. Perhaps she envied Edward’s power over their son; for the father directed Sam’s schooling from an early age and appears to have impressed the young boy with considerable awe – at least at first. A handful of brisk notes fluttered to the desk and stuck in the thick, close summer air, unrelieved by the window opened over the garden.


I read over these old school reports, surprised into a familiar tingle of apprehension, as if I myself, at the age of eight or ten, stood open to my father’s evaluation – so closely had I identified my task of discovery with Samuel himself and his fortunes. “The boy possesses’, I read, in Edward’s quaint, left-handed script, the letters sloping against the grain, ‘a keen memory, and the capacity to Improve, upon Application. I believe that much of the haste and Confusion in his work, lies not [only] in a native indolence – a restless Desire to turn his thoughts to everything BUT the task at hand, an Eye drawn to the slightest sign of life without the window, from blue-jay to Maid, a Temper as happy to destroy as to construct – but also in a natural lightness of the Intellect, which steps as easily from First Causes to Conclusions, where a more muddling Mind might plod over the intervening Arguments. Yet for all that he is a careless child and often o’erleaps himself.’


In a later report, Edward offers a more particular account of his son’s studies.




Acquaintance with the Grammar, including prosody, of both the Greek & Latin tongues: middling to indifferent. Knowledge of Caesar’s commentaries, Sallust, selected parts of Ovid’s Metamorphoses: extensive, owing to a natural inclination. Interest in and facility for Virgil, Horace, Catullus: dull and dull and dull, the boy shies from Poetry like a kitten from the Bath. Aptitude for the Orations of Cicero (contained in the volume in Usum delphini): considerable; he takes naturally to Speeches, and from an early age has always cast about him for an Audience; most of these he has gotten by heart and will recite ’em to all and any who dare approach him in the Vein. In general, the boy takes well to what strikes him, and not at all to what don’t; but moreover, I discern a kind of Pernicious Element in him, which, even where his interest lies, seeks to up-end and Disfigure the very Learning on which he has set his Thoughts. The boy knows that two and two make four – and will prove it too if required – but if by any sort of process he can convert 2 & 2 into five it gives him much greater pleasure.





Edward maintained to the end of his days a great respect for the arts and culture he had neglected at university and a stubborn indifference to the advancing sciences. His American father-in-law, though a stiff-hearted, pious Puritan, was a great believer in the manly and American application of hand and head to any task. He disliked ‘literary affectations’. The Agropolis, the visionary scheme that brought his future son-in-law to Virginia, had he known of it, must have aroused in him the deepest contempt. And the old farmer and schoolmaster took a keen interest in the new geological work being done in the young country. In the end, the grandfather seems to have won the contest over the direction of the young man’s genius.


Besides which, 1809 saw the publication of William Maclure’s Observations on the Geology of the United States. Maclure, a Scotsman and disciple via Jameson of the theories of Werner, had come to America on business and never left, choosing instead to pursue Wernerian theories across the new continent, ‘hammer in hand’ (Fulton and Thompson). His book proved a sensation, and young Sam, then fifteen years old, was caught in its spell. (It is perhaps worthy of note that Syme’s introduction to the new science was Neptunist in origin.) Exercising a connection to the Silliman family, Willard Barnes secured his grandson a place on the new course in Geology at Yale College, being taught by ‘Sober Ben’.


Accordingly, Samuel set off by coach for New Haven, Connecticut, at the age of seventeen, with a ‘chest of clothes, chemical devices, etc. a writing box, and his portmanteau filled to bursting with my own Shortbread’, as Anne described his departure in a letter to her sister.




He seemed quite affected by the Separation – more than myself, in fact, to our great amusement – though he recovered his spirits in the efforts to shake Bubbles from his leg, who clung there, like a dog with its teeth around a precious bone, it would not part with for its life. Only that evening was I struck for the first time by the great path rolling out before my Son, and the lengths to which his Prospects might remove him from his Home. Our house seemed lonelier than before, less for his Absence than the echoes of his Presence. Bubbles would speak to no one, burying her red eyes in a novel; and even Edward seemed strangely affected and cast-down. No doubt apple-dumplings will cheer them both – I have never known a soul unaffected by apple-dumplings …





A strange mother, loving no doubt, but curiously removed, by the miseries of her family, from her own reflections. She could not guess then how quickly her son would return, nor how much of Sam’s career would be spent within a day’s journey of Baltimore.


I’d wager Barnes had not accounted for the ‘visionary’ purposes to which Sam would eventually put his education (in the manner of his father, after all), nor how brief that education would be. Yet in his own volcanic fashion, Sam deployed his new learning to instant and profitable use. America had just caught the craze for ‘natural waters’ that swept Europe at the turn of the century. Priestley had demonstrated as early as 1772 that the ‘blinking bubbles’ in a spring’s gush were nothing other than ‘fixed air’, and manufacturers had struggled to duplicate the effects of mineral water, which had become a fashionable addition to many drinks. Syme perfected his own process, and by the end of his first semester marketed the results in a private way. We find this early letter to his father.




Sir, – I recall that you and Grandfather were in the habit of retaining the bottles, jars, etc. consumed at the schoolhouse; and wondered if I might avail myself of a portion of them. I seem to have acquired a little business in the manufacture of soda water, much sought-after by thirsty scholars, and cannot procure any glass bottles which will not burst, nor any stone ones impervious to the fixed air. After succeeding perfectly in the construction of a complicated, difficult and delicate apparatus for the production of mineral gases, I have been thus far completely foiled by the very defective bottles supplied by the potters hitherto. They will not hold the fluid under such a pressure but weep copiously – and I am bound to join them, in competing Streams. Recollecting however the store of excellent vessels in the backroom of the school, and reflecting on the superiority of Southern manufacture, I resolved to apply to you, as I do now, for a Shipment of them.




 





Your faithful, etc. son,


Sam





His studies, as a rule, were more ‘“honoured in the breach than the observance”; he was forever pursuing some fresh impossible scheme, which, impossibly, came off – and his nights he spent sleeping crooked in the hall-way at the foot of the stairs in a kind of divan he had erected for the purpose, ready on all occasions, to satisfy any sleepless desire for a game at Cards, at which he lost greatly and consistently and with great good Humour, determined, by some faith in the “Mathematics of Fortune”, that his luck would turn …’


Edward Syme also retained his own strange letter to his son at college, which may give another indication of how Sam’s time was spent, if we are to believe the insinuations of a father.




We are all anticipating your return – Bubbles particularly clamours for her brother. I am afraid your Mother and I offer dreary company to a lively girl and I myself have been much occupied of late, by the Schoolhouse & sundry considerations. We expect you to instruct us all this Summer on the composition of the ‘philosopher’s stone’ &c. or rather, where it might he found. For my own part, I am so grossly ignorant respecting Chemistry and such like, that I hardly know what it cannot effect, and should not be surprised to find you Descend upon us from the Moon, after a relatively simple Operation involving no doubt a great many Explanations …


As for this business, of Analysing, I hear it sometimes makes Bad Work. If you confine yourself to the laboratory at College, you will do well, avoiding at all cost the Laboratories of some Connecticut ladies. But I fear the particles of which you are composed, and those of some fine Lasses there, are sufficiently homogeneous to possess in a great degree the attraction of affinity. (Is that how you speak it?) If so, I am convinced that on near approach they would cause such a Fermentation as would produce a Composition … ‘Conception is a fine thing no doubt, but as their daughters may conceive, look to it …’




 





Your loving Father, Sam, who misses you,


E.





If only the physician had healed himself.


But I could not guess at the time what revolution in his circumstances drew Sam home, for a far greater term than a single summer, and prevented his return. The next mention of his name, in official records, occurs not at the college induction in the fall of 1813, in the allied courses of Geology, Chemistry, Mineralogy, etc. There Sam is conspicuous by his absence; but he appears again, in the spring of 1814, enlisted in the 53rd Infantry, stationed in Richmond, under the sponsorship of one Benedict Smythe. He had turned with his customary short-lived explosion of enthusiasm to a new task entirely.


His regiment was promptly called north to prosecute the war with Britain; and Sam, after only three months in the service, found himself at the heart of the battle of Lundy’s Lane on 25 July, where he conducted himself ‘with great honour’. On 17 September Syme volunteered for a sortie against one of the British batteries surrounding Fort Erie and not only led the charge over the entrenchments, but with his own hand ‘spiked the first cannon’, in a raid that took the British completely by surprise, and effected their eventual retreat. On the recommendation of Captain Miller, Syme was forthwith promoted to lieutenant, for ‘his almost total disregard for personal well-being in his Deprivation of the enemy and attentions to his Comrades in the field’. He had been a soldier less than a year – his courage smacked somewhat of the recklessness of a young man not unwilling to die.


That recklessness was undiminished by peacetime. On his return to Richmond, Syme immediately became entangled in a duel with the chief surgeon of the company, ‘Dr John Fowles, who’, as Sam informed his mother, ‘insinuated that I had acted dishonourably in giving him a furlough, claiming that I had myself assumed the emoluments of his office while caring for the sick he left behind him. I immediately declared his allegation false, demanding satisfaction on the field of honour – trusting that his skill with the pistol could not improve much on his infelicity with the surgeon’s knife. (In which faith, I was completely vindicated.)’


Sam had of course tailored this account to appease the palpitations of his mother. His messmate, Tippy Adams, recalls a clumsier and messier affair, more miserable on the whole and touched with despair.




That day I mounted guard with him, and Sam informed me, in the tedium of our watch, that he planned to fall in with Dr Fowles and ‘wring his nose’. I laughed at the time, for Sam jested often in such fashion, being full of a kind of vengeful humour, neither entirely angry nor at ease, but a something in between, restless, and disposed to ranting. He personified, as he himself declared to me, the ‘mock-heroic, as my father would say’. Accordingly, after our watch, I turned to a brief sleep, believing his boasts to be nothing more than the savageness of an idle hour.


I was awakened shortly after by a commotion, and, dressing quickly, discovered a small gathering in the street outside our barracks. Sam paraded grandly, puffing his chest, and aping the air of the doctor – who, to speak plainly, was a foolish fellow, delighting greatly in a false erudition Sam constantly put to shame. At length, stirred by some remark I could not hear to a livelier anger, Sam, taking a step backward, cried involuntarily, ‘Draw, and defend yourself’. The doctor did not answer the challenge directly, but strode toward him, hoping no doubt to grapple his adversary, being a much larger fellow than the lieutenant, and strong as a bear. Sam interrupted his intentions by holding his sword between them, until the Doctor retreated and demanded the affair be prosecuted in an orderly fashion, convening at the Gallery as soon as possible in the presence of seconds.


To this Sam assented at once, and glided – I can use no better word – to his quarters to prepare, like a man intoxicated with some pleasurable passion. In feet, I asked him if he had taken wine, and when he assured me that he had not, I consented to be his second.


We met at the appointed time, and, at a distance of ten paces, standing sideways, the duellists awaited the word. I called out, Are you ready? and they, at the same instant, answered yes. I then said, Fire? and they raised their arms together deliberately, from a hanging position. Sam appeared to aim at the Doctor’s hip, and consequently fired first, striking him squarely in the leg and upsetting the motion of the Doctor’s hand, who directed his shot at Sam’s breast. The bullet whistled by, piercing only the corner of his shirt tail and pantaloons. Sam, unhurt, asked if the Doctor desired a second shot, and being informed in the negative, retired to his room – with the air of a man, I thought, whose blood had soared, more at the prospect of his own death than that of his adversary.





This affair seemed to have doused the fire in him. At least, Sam spent the rest of his time at the 53rd peacefully enough, rising no further in the ranks, and engaging, as much as possible, in the fieldwork and cartography that exercised a portion of the peacetime army. He grew in the meantime from an angry young man into an ambitious one; but, like most internal revolutions of our spirit, the transformation left no indication of itself until it was complete.


In 1818, Syme entered upon the career that would occupy him for the rest of his life, and published his first geological essay, in the journal of his old professor, Sober Ben Silliman, the founder and editor of the American Journal of Science. This success convinced him to quit the army and pursue full time the theories he had thereby announced to the world. I was getting warmer.


The essay itself, entitled ‘A Theory of Concentric Spheres’, took up the suggestions of Loomis’s catalogue of magnetic variation in the state of Virginia and offered an ingenious if somewhat improbable explanation:




The Fact of a moving magnetic First Cause is difficult, if not impossible, to be reconciled with a solid Globe. Yet that the magnetic needle does vary, not only with latitude but the passage of Time, and according to a regular and predictable pattern, is confirmed beyond all doubt by Loomis’ excellent Map of magnetic Readings in Virginia. Still, no one, I believe (certainly not Loomis himself), has urged the variableness of the magnetic Cause against the possibility of a solid globe; neither the Neptunists nor the Plutonists address this fundamental Evidence of the consistency of the Earth’s core. We have been given a keyhole to the inner Chamber, but we avert our eyes, and refuse to look.


According to the doctrine of Hollow Spheres this whole Mystery of the variation of the compass can be satisfactorily explained …





There follows an intricate model of the internal globe, an onion of concentred metallic spheres, whose revolutions combine with astonishing complexity to produce the readings Loomis recorded in Virginia. At this stage in his thinking, Syme seems to have converted from his early Neptunism into the adoption of some at least of the tenets of Plutonism, the doctrine of Hutton – who argues the existence of a molten core and an endlessly evolving geological process, sans beginning, sans end, an eternal fire. Syme’s great innovation is to posit a conclusion of the Plutonist process, in which the molten core cooled and separated according to the composition of its metals. As the metals hardened, the rotation of the globe spun them into distinct spheres, compressing a socket (Syme’s word) of gaseous fluid between each one. These sockets allowed the spheres themselves to rotate freely in the whirl of the world, accounting, in their variations, for the movement of a compass needle over time and space.


A mouthful of a theory, and, as they say in the charming lingo of this island, mad as a box of spiders at first glance. And yet, and yet, there was something in it, as Sober Ben Silliman must have spotted himself when he published it – an attention to detail (for Syme was nothing if not meticulous), but more than that, a genius of connection. Nobody before Syme had explored the question of magnetic variation as a means of determining the composition of the core – an obvious step, it might seem today, but Syme was the first to take it. Nobody had adopted the Plutonist account in order to press it to a conclusion. Hutton himself insisted that all journeys (no matter how speculative) to the beginning or end of World and Time were fruitless. The best you could do was discover the process of modification along the way; and, for the most part, his followers accepted this restriction. Syme did not.


Yet there was no mention, not the slightest hint, of those ‘segments of the earth’s crust which float on the revolving core’ that would inspire Wegener a century on. Dig, Pitt, dig! I cried, and wrung the venerable pages of the American journal of Science, March 1818, for the last drop of madness, astonishing the stooped and silent readers in the Rare Books and Music chamber of the British Library by the agony of my researches. Dig and dig, to the bottom of this thing, the liquid, shifting core!


But there was nothing there, no hint as yet of the theory that begot the theory that changed our world, no sign. And soon a hushed voice, issuing from a balding curly-haired young man, bearing the proud badge of ‘BL Staff’ swinging about his neck, above a cracked black T-shirt sporting the ensign Metal Head in agonized italics, asked me ‘not to badger the books so much, I was upsetting the readers’.


So I forbore to badger and read over (in commendable quietude) Syme’s magnificent conclusion, which began to frighten me for its very plausibility:




That a disposition to hollow cylinders does exist in nature, we think must be admitted; and that a similar principle exists in the planetary system, at least in some degree, appears to us certain. Every person has seen or heard of Saturn and his rings. At certain periods of time the appearance of this Planet, viewed through a stout telescope, represents him to be surrounded with two luminous Rings or Loops of matter, concentric with each other, and with the body of the planet. These rings nowhere adhere to that Body, but float distinct and separate,  some considerable distance from him, and from each other, leaving a portion of vacant Space, through which we see the fixed stars beyond.


The appearance of Saturn, we conceive, establishes the Fact, that the principle of concentric spheres, or Hollow Planets, does exist, at least in one instance, in the solar system. And if the fact be established in one case, is it not fair, nay, is it not almost a certain and necessary consequence, that the same Laws of Matter which formed a part of the Universe have operated upon the Whole?





I began to wonder if I had gone too deep to look around me, having lost the light of common sense above, left only with those far dimmer guides – the intellect on one hand and my own ambition on the other – to feel my way through these deep passages of history, of cause and effect, error and inspiration. Yet I had ventured too far to turn back; the end of my grant stood before me, like the glow of an oncoming train, and I had nothing to show for a busy year as yet. All I could do was rush, as quickly as possible, through the darkness of the tunnel.




*





I found little record of Sam’s four years in the army. He seems to have enjoyed the routine; the early rising benefited his health, and the exercise composed his sleep without too great a burden of dreams. Though Syme possessed a robust physique, a barrel-chested, rosy-cheeked bravado of the constitution (somewhat, I flatter myself, after the fashion of his humble biographer), he suffered from a peculiar susceptibility of the imagination, which could grow sick at a suggestion – a liability which, owing to his ordinary vigour, rendered his periods of debilitation particularly painful. We often find in specimens of great natural good health a proportional rebellion of the constitution, as if their native strength were thrust upon them, and their psyches were too weak to bear the mass of so much vitality.


But the routines of army life assuaged this susceptibility, and the four years appear to have passed, after the violence of his initiation, in a general contentment, if the silence of this period is anything to go by. (Silence, in my experience, being a great indicator of happiness. A restless spirit writes, confronts, obstructs, composes, entangles, and trails in its wake a thousand marks of its tumultuous passage; a happy nature passes smoothly over the years, barely touching the surface and leaving no mark as it glides.) The fury of whatever decision drove him from Yale College to the 53rd Infantry abated; the winds calmed, and Syme seemed bent on the course of an ordinary prosperity.


Yet out of this prosperous calm was born his strange fixation on the ‘theory of concentric spheres’. We have no record of the circumstances that precipitated such an eruption, of the moment of inspiration, of the mounting degrees of his obsession. The essay was published in the March issue of the Journal of American Science; Syme effected his discharge from the army two months later, wandering from the well-trod path before him into such impressionable ground that history still bears the prints of his diversions. I could only guess – hunched over the mottled paper of the Journal, turning the delicate leaves with my ham fists, still strapped, and bound and forbidden the use of a pen – the tyranny of inspiration that drove Syme, from the comfortable progress of a fashionable career to such strange prospects: a life of disappointment and betrayal, and an early, desired death.


But a century of winds dispersed his theories, until, like a piece of grit (as I hoped to prove), one stuck in the thoughts of Alfred Wegener and produced a pearl. A pearl that eventually cost the German scientist his life, a pearl whose perfect brilliance drove me, another century on, to carve within it and discover the source of the original infection. We are at the mercy of our own inspiration and helpless to prevent the spread of a faith, once started, even in ourselves. Who can say where or when the notion will strike?




*





I pursued my researches now at the Newspaper Library in Colindale, a noble Victorian red-brick building in the middle of suburban nowhere – in a loose field protected by a sagging fence, a set of football posts kneeling in the high grass beside a pile of cement rubble littered with Coke cans. I sat at the top, looking over the green wasteland, while a single fan, perched in the crack of a tall window, blew the hot air around and around the high room.


A tall young man with a pinched nose and a racking sneeze pushed the squeaking trolley towards me and lifted out the book of old Baltimore papers, bound together but surprisingly light, as if the news had thinned with age. ‘That’s what we’ve got,’ he said, pinching his pinched nose and twisting it to the side to sniff, ‘I don’t know what it is, but it’s what’s left. Try not to smudge it, will you?’ And then, like an ailing Charon, he steered the trolley back to the comfort of the other shore, among the air conditioning and the forgotten papers.


The pages of the Baltimore Patriot and Mercantile Advertiser (1818–20) were less yellowed with age than cast into the burnished hue of a dusty summer cloud, the paper thick and softening at the edges, and blotched occasionally with a deeper yellow, like the smear of fat or oil. It was slow work, trawling through the advertisements for ‘Cohen’s lottery’ and the offer of a reward for an ‘eloped Negroe – of fine upright carriage, rather thin in figure than otherwise’. There were accounts of the spread of hydrophobia and the death of a young schoolboy; there was the shipping news, arrivals and departures; stories of sea-monsters discovered; records of the sessions in the Senate. More advertisements, for ointments, liniments, potions, pipsissiway (a root that cured cancer). An account of a man reputed to be a hundred and thirty years old, who had seen with his own eyes the coronation of Queen Anne. And then, with a growing palpitation of the heart, and an extra stickiness of the stubborn thumbs, I discovered the following:




Pactaw – we have been favoured by an account of a remarkable new Science practiced in the humblest of our districts, by our own American Lavoisier, and a southern gentleman at that. The letter comes to us from Mr Topliff, apothecary and post-master in Pactaw, Virginia, via the Richmond Intelligencer.


‘There, in the back-room of my shop, attended by a host of the eager and the sceptical, Lt Samuel Syme, lately of Yale College, offered the following remarkable demonstration of the actions of the interior of the earth. Into an admixture of gray slop, containing, among other things, a sprinkling of sugar! Mr Syme administered a single drop of sulfuric acid and immediately leapt into the cranny of the side-door. His audience had no such recourse, and with what astonishment, delight, discomfort and, I confess, terror, we observed the result.


I think the flame must have gone up to the ceiling, casting a black shadow against the paintwork which remains to this day, a towering inferno of living smoldering ash and fire. The room became intolerable with heat and fume, and though the application of an opened window somewhat diminished the torpor of its effect, none among us but covered our mouths with the hem of our shirts in an effort to prevent from choking. The air positively swam with small lumps of half-burned charcoal and a surprising and overpowering smell of caramel. After the initial shock, the gathering issued abruptly through the side-door whence Mr Syme himself had fled, others effecting a more instantaneous exit through the opened window.


This little demonstration has consumed our thoughts and tongues the remaining week, engendering a great variety of opinions and consequent discussions, between those that consider his display the actions of a conjurer and a charlatan and those who believe we have stumbled across our very own Newton, or at the least, an American Mr Jameson, and a grand geognosist, as Lt Syme insists on calling himself. Regardless of these debates, no one disputes that Lt Syme has offered us a most convincing picture of Hell-fires, and effected more for our virtue in this brief experiment than the Priest has accomplished through a whole season of sermons.’





After the initial excitement of my discovery, I confess I was troubled by a certain lightness suggested by the tone of Syme’s demonstration. Tippy Adams remarked on a ‘kind of vengeful humour’ in Sam, and though the volcanic experiment seemed rather teasing than angry, nevertheless it displayed a sense of trickery, the delight of the charlatan, a word broached by the humble apothecary himself. Naturally, the chemistry involved was old hat to a man of Sam’s education (Silliman impressed his first-year students with such demonstrations); and no doubt Sam revelled in the ignorance of his parochial neighbours. Still, this very desire to impress what must have been a collection of farmers with the rudiments of his art embarrassed me. It did not indicate a ‘mute, inglorious’ Newton buried in small-town life, but a somewhat shabby gentleman playing upon the superstitions of his boorish friends. At best, he appeared a tease; at worst, a sham, desperate for the meanest of admiration. In all likelihood, he was something of both. This did not augur well, I thought, for the role I had in mind for Syme.


I stared out at the waste-green field, falling away from the stretches of suburban neighbourhoods towards London, and wondered if after all I had been barking up the wrong tree, or, worse still, barking where there was no tree. There is a peculiar loneliness to historical research. One acquires a taste, a distinct taste, for footprints, the intimate evidence of past lives, marks left in newspaper and letter, even in the items of a will. I had almost forgotten the touch of ordinary days, almost forgotten the courtesies of ignorance – accustomed as I was, by a lonely year away from wife and boys, to rummaging rudely through old lives, stepping on this and that and taking what I could. I missed my home; my wife had scarcely practised the trick of love – for it is a trick, a sleight of hand, a gift of eloquence – over the phone in two weeks, that particular intimacy of mouth and ear across oceans of air, conveyed by the warm oily plastic of the telephone. We talked but the heart was gone in us – she harboured some obscure resentment, which expressed itself in politeness and concern. Much has been made in the literature of the past century of the animal within us, unabated by ages of civility. In my experience, even our basest appetites need constant replenishment, they die for want of nourishment, flaring up only now and again in a kind of weak fever. I have known more harm done out of simple human dryness than out of any passion or taint in the blood. And there I sat, in the Colindale Newspaper Library, unearthing the life of a dead man who suddenly seemed to me better left buried. I was homesick, and the thick air dampened the splint between my thumb and forefinger till it stank; and I stared out of the window, hoping the rain would come soon.


Once more into the breach, I thought, when the fellow with the pinched nose delivered, sniffing greatly, a little box of microfilm to my table. ‘Norfolk Weekly Intelligencer,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what you’ve got there; 1821, I shouldn’t imagine. The dates are all in a muddle. That’s what we have, I’m afraid; the rest is buggered.’ And he sniffed his way back to his desk.


The Microfilm Chamber adjoined the reading room through an old arched set of double doors that at first appeared to be locked, until I read the proud notice across it: THESE DOORS ARE NOW AUTOMATIC. I waited, counting the slow beat of blood in my ears from the hot day; peered along the crack down the middle of the doors. Nothing happened. Perhaps their stiffness, their silence, their immobility were automatic, unconscious, requiring no particular effort of the will. They stayed put automatically, unblinkingly, unflinchingly. I lowered a shoulder against them; a bruise upon the nub of bone persuaded in me a grudging admiration for them. These doors knew what they did well; in true English fashion, they remained unmoved. As I remained, unmoved, before them, staring them out. The timeless silence of a hot day in an old library passed over me. I let it pass, in utter absence of mind, the blankness that follows the first leg swung over the edge of a bed in the morning, and precedes the second sudden brisk step towards the bathroom. I was almost spent, barred from a cave of treasures I suspected in that weak hour of containing fool’s gold.


I stood on the casual verge of turning back (by such threads do the secrets even of our own dispositions hang) when I perceived that, far from being locked, the doors had begun to open of themselves and at their own pace – automatically and incrementally slowly. They wheezed slightly as they shuddered outwards, as if they had yet to enjoy the first cigarette of the day to clear their lungs. So I waited, until the ancient portals like old men on canes inched away from the middle, and I could squeeze my thick frame between them into the coldest room I have ever encountered in a lifetime of air-conditioned academic chambers.


Once more into the breach, I muttered, braver than before. I seemed to have travelled from the Plutonist fires to the frozen waters of Neptunian theory. Hunched and huddled men stared at the flicker of the microfilms in a darkened room, like cavemen around a fire, rubbing their bare arms, roughened with goose pimples, to thaw the red blood in them and ease the flow. Nobody spoke, only the occasional clatter and whirl of a reel rewinding broke the white hum of the monitors. I had entered the ice-box of history, where the most delicate ephemera are frozen in photographic amber, revealed for an instant by a whizzing electric light, then cast into darkness again. Our memories are at the mercy of chance both ways, I reflected; the luck of what’s left behind and the luck of the eye that falls upon them. For as brief as the window of time that preserves us can be the passage of the single gaze that may light upon us later, and remember us to the world. As I flicked through the pages of the Norfolk Weekly Intelligencer, racing across the glow of the white screen, I thought not only of the footprints I hoped to find, but the tracks I was sure to miss.


The Intelligencer was a collection of clippings from around the country, selected and printed by Bishop Perkins of Norfolk, for the ‘curious and pious Mind, which delights in all the works of the Lord’. Each issue opened with a half-dozen pages of ecclesiastical notes, interpretations of scripture, records of sermons; there followed a brief section titled ‘Arts & Science & Culture’, and finally a page of ‘Remarkable Occurrences’, such as the interrupted interment of a woman presumed dead, until a tumble occasioned by a clumsy undertaker opened a cut in her forearm, which ‘bled freshly to general astonishment’. After a consultation of doctors, and the several applications of a scalpel to her skin, each resulting in a renewed flow, she was pronounced dead again ‘on account of the absence of breath’ and buried at last. It was not among these phenomena, thank God, but in the previous section that I discovered at last the following news of my ‘undiscovered genius’, recorded by a Mr Thomas Jenkyns, and picked up from the Southern Courier, October 1819:




We yesterday afternoon witnessed a very ingenious and interesting experiment made by Lt Syme of Pactaw, Virginia, by which the fact is completely demonstrated that water is compressible and also elastic, contrary to the hitherto received opinions of Philosophers upon that subject. The experiment was made with a hollow brass Cylinder 36 inches in length, divided in 1000 equal parts and filled with water. A Piston so fitted as to be perfectly watertight was introduced, and by means of a Force ingeniously applied, equal to the pressure of about forty atmospheres, the column of water within was reduced in height by thirty parts out of the thousand, or 3 percent. The utmost degree of compression hitherto ascertained we believe to be about the thirtieth part of one thousandth, or the third part of 1 percent.


Lt Syme has undertaken this experiment, in the hopes of proving the effect of compression, not on Water at last, but upon Air, believing that sufficient force could liquefy even our own exhalations, reducing them, as it were, to no more than a trickle of Tears. Such liquefaction is vital to a theory of the internal Earth upon which Lt Syme, lately of Yale College, is engaged, following the suggestions of no less than Benjamin Franklin upon the subject of a compressed gas, as the natural Lubricant of the mechanism of the Planet.


Lt Syme expects so to improve and perfect his Apparatus as to be able to apply a pressure equal to that of 100 atmospheres, the result of which, should he succeed, of which we have little doubt, we shall be curious to know, and prompt to announce to the public.





My hands shivered as I read, both from the extreme refrigeration of the Microfilm Chamber, and from a kind of relief, inseparable from excitement. Syme was no simple charlatan, no village trickster, I was sure. Here at last was proof of the weight of his convictions – the laborious machinery of his theories, each wheel meticulously constructed, patiently articulated into the grand design.


Slowly, I felt, I had begun to grasp the fabric of the man. The quality I had mistaken for lightness was in fact a profound restlessness, an excess, of energy and intellect, a fresh itch continuously scratched. He turned for relief of this innate discomfort – a kind of tightness of his own skin, from which he sought to burst free – to the easy applause of a parochial ignorance, to flatterers and flattery, to the warmth of simple admiration. But only for relief. I felt I knew my man. The time had come when, with a delicate finger, I could feel his pulse as my own. How often had I myself wasted an idle hour bullying and persuading ignorant company, simply to preen my own feathers? But beneath his bright vanities lay a far weightier ambition, a heavy sense of purpose, that drove him on, regardless of obscurity, a deep patience. At times, I flattered myself that his patience had found its reward, at last, in my attentions, my rescue, from the sea of time, in which he had almost drowned.


Of course, I could not hide from myself, even then, a certain – what shall I call it? – tendency to flinch from good fortune; or perhaps, more precisely considered, a Failure Drive, if I may coin the term. Time and again he seemed to turn, at the last instant, from the light and find himself a comfortable shadow. Embarked on his studies at Yale (studies particularly congenial to the bent of his genius), he fled after a single year for what? The obscurity of a soldier’s life. And even then, just as the fortunes of war offered him the chance to make a name (which he took – it must be remembered that Syme was a man who took his chances before he neglected them), he fled again, after his discharge, not to Philadelphia or Boston or New York, the hub of his geological ambitions, but to Pactaw, Virginia, a day’s drive from Baltimore, to survey a vein of bituminous coal for the Virginia Mining Corporation (the man had to live, after all) and impress, from time to time, the ignorance of the locals.


Perhaps the clue to Syme’s character lies in my own bosom. For I began to suspect that the curious flinching that afflicted Syme afflicts myself; and I read into his prevarications and procrastinations (and there were more to come, always more to come, for success dogged Syme, nipping at his heels, and he escaped, again and again, before I closed upon him) the history of my own self-neglect. For have I not turned and turned again, at the last moment, from triumph? Declined the scholarship to Harvard, a boy of seventeen, to linger in the sunshine of San Diego and the terminal shadow of my mother’s sickbed, to which my father displayed a peculiar aversion undiminished by his disappointment at my ‘going to State’ and eased only in the end by her eventual death at the age of fifty-five from cancer, during the spring of my junior year. Of course, I had right on my side, and kindness, and fealty; but I lack both the generosity of spirit not to regret such chances missed and the greatness of spirit to grasp them.


The true artist will trample on his mother, his wife, his children, his friends, to pursue the path of his art; well, I am no true artist, though I have done my share of trampling in my time, and been trampled upon. Yet there is always the rebound; and I finagled my way to Oxford after Mother’s death on a Rotary Fellowship to wander at last among the ancient halls of learning and put on airs. (I confess myself guilty of a cricket jersey at the time; and even, in a weak moment, a boater.) But after every recovery, there is a fresh evasion; and a year before completing my D.Phil., I chased a girl to New York and never caught her and never went back, and ended up teaching Freshman Bio to a collection of the pleasantest and richest teenage Jews (the rich are always so pleasant) from the Upper East Side of Manhattan for five long years of easy, uncounted life, confronted at every turn by a host of bustling mothers, who could only regret that ‘such a nice young man was a goy’.


But after every evasion there is a fresh recovery; and I married the pick of the History Department, a plump and pretty Jewess (my eternal Miss Susie), built something along my own lines; and dropped out. So we accumulated (there is no other word) ourselves in a two-bedroom railroad apartment on East 89th Street, while she tutored after hours and taught summer school, to support the wriggly young boy on the way, and the wrigglier old boy turning again to his doctorate, starting from scratch, at NYU, for another five long, penniless years until at last I could make good.


And here I sit, and I haven’t made good yet; hoping to make good that long-ago no-goodnik, Samuel Highgate Syme, whom even the staunchest mother might be forgiven for giving up on. And Mrs Pitt sweats away through a Texan summer, alone with the two boys, suspecting, doubting hopefully, knowing in her heart, that once again there has been an evasion, and that Douglas Pitt, up at last for tenure, unpublished, unsupported by the Dean, betrayed even by his own hands (in stiff rebellion, the channels of communication blocked, the workers striking), has not written a word (for all his Fulbrights) on the Inspiration of Error, while he chases, once again, another lost cause, another evader, hoping that he proves of a different mettle from his own.




*





I said that I had begun to grasp the fabric of Syme, feel the texture of the man beneath my thumb. There was strength there, sure; a certain roughness, a willingness to make do, even with failure (I guessed then, and have since been proven wrong). He could work, there was no doubt of that, had an appetite for exertion, a taste for his own sweat, displayed again and again, in his early reports from college, his courage in war; even the books of the Virginia Mining Corporation proved above all that he could bend himself to the task at hand. In his first year with the company he covered an almost impossible stretch of ground, from the Potomac to the Mississippi, by himself; while producing at the same time that astonishing piece of scientific illusionism ‘The Theory of Concentric Spheres’, and developing the ‘ingenious Force’ that powered the piston for his experiments in the compression of water. No doubt he hoped to secure enough funds to open a free space for his own investigations; and this he appears to have accomplished, for after the initial burst his outings with the VMC grow fewer and further between.


But there is something else – and I struggle for the phrase – suggested by these intermittent fragments of his life, powerful and irregular as the illuminations of lightning in a dark landscape. A certain lack of principle. There, I have said it; the words sit plump and glowing on the screen and my single banging finger poises above the button for ‘delete’ to remove all trace of such a questionable libel, and … forbears. Syme lacked principle; he seemed as willing to delight the ignorance of a handful of farmers as to persuade the comprehension of the finest scientists in the young republic, from Professor Silliman on down. He buried himself in obscurity either in the belief that a candle glows brightest in a dark corner or in the fear that he could not survive the winds of public dispute. I could see no alternative at the time. Satisfied at last that he was no simple charlatan, I could not dissuade myself either of the pettiness of his ambition (the rabble’s applause, and a rather tiny rabble at that) or of the still less palatable notion that he was a coward. (And, by extension, from one personality to the next, that my own failures lay in this very weakness – the fear of exposure, of a final reckoning, the devotion of a life to ‘something evermore about to be’ and never at hand.)


The next piece of evidence I stumbled upon puzzled me still further. I had returned to the house of Sam’s grandfather, the white-chocolate elegance of the eighteenth century and the poky little room looking over the garden and the edge of Highgate Ponds. Rummaging through the chest of papers, I discovered the following curious pair of letters, bound in red ribbon and carefully folded, one within the other. I gently disentangled them, softening their edges with a tender thumb before I unbent them. The shorter letter, composed in a fine if elderly hand, was also the more recent and ran as follows: 




Sir – you requested, in memory of your late Son, a copy of his correspondence with me, with which I have obliged you. Lately, clearing away a somewhat rotted Case of Books, a Leaf fluttered out, which I had doubtless laid between two pages in some careless Hurry of the moment. I discovered it to be from your Son, and moreover, marked the last correspondence we ever held (though I saw him after, in person, in Philadelphia, and exchanged a Kindness). I now enclose it to you.


I regret to say, that though I knew him long I knew him lightly. He withdrew from the College after a single year. He fell out of my Ken for a time, until he obliged me with his essay on the Theory of Spheres, which I chose to publish, believing at the time there was some Method to his Madness that wanted encouragement. I fear however that the Madness outran the Method; and when I declined a second essay (being somewhat opaque even to the learned Eye) and recommended that he bend his Talents to some more practical branch of our Philosophy (in which he might have shone, and in which I should have published him), he closed all communication with myself and our enterprise in the Letter that follows. I could have wished our acquaintance deepened, trusting that had he been ‘put on, he would have proved most royal’, though the Bar before him, I am afraid, he fixed himself.




 





Yours faithfully,


Ben. Silliman




 





P.S. Rest assured, I bear him no ill will now for the tenor of the following.





This then was ‘the tenor of the following’, a single folded sheet of paper in the characteristic untidiness of Sam Syme himself, odd words smudged with the heavy fist of their composer.




Sir – I could write frequently to your Lyceum on the practical Arts of our Philosophy (which you praise so highly), but I see no Object in it. My pieces are all necessarily Speculative, owing to what I consider the shameful Ignorance of even our most lauded Geologists of any System of Thought according to which they might arrange their no doubt laborious Observations. Such a System is of the first Importance if our present rapid progress in the Natural Sciences is to be maintained. Well, you publish nothing of such Matter, excepting now and then a piece, entirely for the benefit of the Author’s Vanity … To be emphatically serious, your Journal of the American Sciences has admitted such puerile wretched Trash, that I am heartily sick of Periodical Fame and prefer to bend my bow at an obscurer Distance. In short, you study to please fools.


I have sent you the finest article on Geognosy I ever wrote, which, properly understood, might set the World on its Ears and guide our science to unguessed-of Shores. You have declined, preferring no doubt a long dull mess of trash about Music, or William’s toad. I will not write it, Sir.




 





Believe me, etc.


Samuel Syme





Whatever else might be said of this curious piece of professional suicide, it did not strike me as the work of a coward – at least, no coward in the ordinary sense. By this wonderful outburst of sheer arrogance – the ‘stuff’ in Larkin’s phrase ‘that dreams are made on’ (for I am nothing if not literary, the leading light of our little Blue-stocking Society in Austin, a poetry … workshop, I believe is the preferred term, for professors of a literary turn of mind) – Syme brushed aside his only ‘friend in high places’, the spider at the heart of the web of the new American Science, the great Ben Silliman, the Toymaker of his day. Perched on the little fridge in the Curator’s office, my feet on tiptoes, the letter resting lightly on my upturned hands, I stared at the brittle, untidy words lost in admiration. A long, slow growl of rain muttered among the trees outside and the sun cast only a grey shadow of light into the cluttered study, but across two centuries of obscurity and neglect, Syme’s complete indifference to earthly powers shone undimmed. Here was a man who ventured everything on the coin-toss of his own inspiration, and stood so sure of the gamble that he could neglect almost to look at the result. I, who have scrounged and scratched my way, humbled and begged, stood breathless now at the pure indifference of this forgotten genius to his earthly fortune. I knew then, tremblingly, as the blood tickled my thin veins on its delicate passage from my heart, that I HAD FOUND MY MAN.


What I had not found, however, was my evidence. Where was this ‘article on Geognosy’, the ‘finest’ he ever wrote? If only Sober Ben had published the damn thing, I could trace my source, the mouth of the river that flowed at last into Alfred Wegener. But Ben had not, and Wegener (I had no doubt now) had come by his inspiration after a more circuitous journey. Was this article in Geognosy the New Platonist that lodged at last in the library in Berlin, where the young boy could feed his parched curiosity? Did it carry on its current those all-important ‘segments of the earth’s crust which float on the revolving core’, which found their way to Wegener at last and formed the first bricks of his new world? That would make my name and fortune?


Alas, Sam’s father had tenderly hoarded all the tokens of his late son’s life and neglected all the monuments of his thought he might have left behind him. But at last I stumbled upon some proof that others in his time had held him in the same esteem to which I meant to raise him in our own. Another clipping fluttered from the clutter of Edward’s collection, and, after a great and slow manoeuvring of strapped thumbs, I managed to lift it to the wooden desk pushed up against the window. My blunt nose almost twitched with expectation, for I realized, after the first word or two, that I was hot on the scent. The date is 1824; the paper once more the Norfolk Weekly Intelligencer; and the extract drawn again from the Southern Courier.




We offer the following invitation to a Lecture, delivered by Thomas Jenkyns, esq., the son of Reverend Jenkyns of Richmond, Virginia.


Pactaw – We have amongst us, in the very humblest of our towns, a Divine, a Poet, a Rhetorician, a Scholar, and a high-bred Gentleman, who, when physical Science did not sway the universal mind as it now promises to do, still saw with a telescopic View both its intrinsic importance and its possible advantages towards the Honour of our Country and the progress of human society.


Mr Syme, lately of Yale College, will address the question of The Future of Science? and reveal his own researches into the Nature of the Poles at the Town Hall in Richmond, the Friday of the 23rd of this Month, at 6 o’clock, for a charge of 50 cents, payable upon entrance. This is not a Chance to be Missed.





Something about this teasing account froze my attention, quite aside from the evidence of Syme’s spreading influence that it suggested. I read it repeatedly for a clue, until at last I realized that the faint chime of recognition ringing at my temples originated in the bell of a name, Thomas Jenkyns, the correspondent from the Southern Courier. Trawling through my previous researches, I discovered that his had been the name to which Sam’s mother had addressed her recollections of the ‘presages of geologic genius’; his had been the eye that witnessed the ‘ingenious’ compression of water attempted by Lt Syme. The question remained, who was he? And what part did he play in the rise and fall of the Divine, the Poet, the Rhetorician, the Scholar, and the high-bred Gentleman who occupied my researches?


So I returned to the supermarket grandeur of the British Library, butting through the dusty traffic of King’s Cross from my lonely studio flat, and entering the cool, distilled air of a space where books are kept, hoping against hope that Thomas Jenkyns had left some trace of a spent life behind him.


In this, at first, I was disappointed. I discovered a variety of Jenkynses – authors, sailors, clergymen, historians, divines – but, by some honest quirk of fate, not a single Thomas among them – as if, though she would deny me my prize, Fate would not tease me with a twin of history, an insignificant Thomas Jenkyns, a Thomas Jenkyns untroubled by the matter at hand. After all, there was no particular reason my special Thomas Jenkyns should have left his name to posterity, seeing that the man he trumpeted so grandly to the skies had been dispersed till nothing but scraps remained.


It was the word ‘clergyman’ that stuck in my throat, and suggested another avenue to my researches. ‘Thomas Jenkyns, esq., the son of Reverend Jenkyns, of Richmond, Virginia,’ the clipping read, and of Reverends Jenkyns I had found a windfall. Jenkynses, it seemed, by some disposition of their last name, some suggestion of benignity perhaps, or a hint of the absurd, had been drawn to the Church like bees to a jam-pot, and I wondered if the good father of my obscure Thomas (my predecessor in the art of puffing Syme) had left his mark on the world. (More and more this seemed to me, and the deeper I went, a tale of fathers.)


Of Reverends Jenkyns there was one curious instance, a certain William Jenkyns, whose funeral sermon upon the death of a Mr Seaborn caused a great stir, it seemed, among the American clergy in 1850, occasioning a flurry of correspondence and a distinctly chilly ecclesiastical air. The charge levied at this divine Jenkyns was one of heresy, prompted by his eulogy of the said Seaborn, and seemed to have little to do with my own, increasingly dear, Samuel Syme, except for a strange coincidence of dates; for 1850, I recalled, was the year of Sam’s death. But this coincidence seemed too remote to require a deeper investigation, and I returned to Mackintosh Place and the Hampstead & Highgate Preservation Trust, the birthplace of Sam’s father Edward and the scene of his death, and the storehouse of his effects.


Here a long and excessively dull afternoon of rummaging at length yielded its prize. Again and again, I had to combat the strange faith of the historical researcher (at least, of this researcher) in some fate involved in his discoveries, whose hand will reveal what has been lost, whose inexorability (I know no better word) will suffer no relevant stone to remain unturned. It is a strange conviction, I confess it, yet perhaps a necessary one, for scholars who, like Newton, stand only on the sea-side of what may be known, and must persuade themselves that no buried, undiscovered fact will disprove the scanty world they have constructed from the few remains. Yet a world of facts stretches wide and deep beyond the corners of our gaze. No assiduity could discover the whole; and so we work by faith, that the part explains the sum, that the pattern holds true – and that the necessary facts will reveal themselves to us, by some agency, and that when nothing is revealed, no revelation is at hand. And so on long, dry, fruitless days we battle the conviction, as much as anything else, that there is nothing to find; because an important truth would, by now, have declared itself.


At last, as the sun set against the side of the house and a few stray beams shimmered on the mottled glass, the long-sought clue did reveal itself to me. (You see how insidious this strange faith is, how persuasive, that the clue revealed is the one that matters, and not that other clue, the undiscovered one, the shadow at the end of the light, endlessly retreating and mysterious.) Stuck, by some dampness acting upon the ink, to the back of a coloured sketch (an accomplished piece of work, depicting Sam himself, ‘the delicate temples and too big eyes, the face sad, inward, except for the butting, jutting chin, stubborn and strong above the white cravat; the hair thinning over the large forehead’), a letter peeled off, somewhat blotted by its previous adhesion.


The letter was addressed to Sam himself and signed by none other than Thomas Jenkyns, in a curiously feminine hand, clear and distinct, with a hint of flourish here and there. It followed a peculiar tradition of the nineteenth century, of the fan-letter, peculiar less for the letter itself than the warmth that often greeted its reception. This was a century in which an act of admiring homage produced a condescension that often led to friendship, and I guessed at once that some friendship had followed this particular display of admiration, remarkable for its practicality (despite a kind of blushing effusion), and the faint air, almost of irony, running throughout it:




Dear Sir – I have hesitated some time to approach a gentleman of your eminence upon such slight acquaintance, with a proposition  that may prove especially uncongenial to your particular genius, that walks ‘with inward glory crowned’ and requires it seems no other title. I should deeply regret the air of a fortune-seeker, hoping to wed his name to a bright meteor and follow its rise, attend what may upon its descent. Were it not that I believe the Honor of our country the true partner of your ambitions, and the benefit of society, both intellectual and domestic, its Aim, I should have forborne altogether this chance at a – dare I hope it – friendship that would afford me such remarkable pleasure. In short, I believe I can be of use to you; and through you, of use to the World.


I should begin by speaking a little of myself. I am the son of a Minister, and grew up perhaps too much under the shadow of seriousness, in its Groves. My father, however, is a liberal Clergyman, a keen astronomer, and a faithful amateur of the new sciences. I had been brought up to believe that God had made a World for us to discover, not a tablet of Laws for us to con. Upon coming of age, I hoped to pursue a profession that would satisfy (alas, I knew not what I hoped) a long-pent Desire to See the World; and apprenticed myself to one of the flurry of newspapers, which in the modern era have fallen upon the cities of our Republic.


If nothing else, I have my Trade to thank for my Introduction to you, and a knowledge of the Means by which I hope to make myself useful in your Cause. I had been familiar with your Experiments for some time, and broadcast to Virginia your advances in that ingenious matter of the Compression of Water; but I had not till recently grasped the full extent of the scientific Revolution you intended.


When at last my editor summoned me to his desk upon the publication of your estimable book, the Remarkable Journeys of Mr Seaborn, and revealed to me the breadth of your ambitions. A radical man, he had said, of tendencies, with certain leanings, he added, leaning his own head to the side knowingly, had recently published, and despite considerations demonstrated – this was emphasized – a brilliant scientific theory, a theory that proved the earth was hollow to the bone, formed of concentered metallic spheres a fathom thick, which could be traveled with nothing more sophisticated than a carriage from one end of the globe to the other, if only the points of entry were known.


‘Despite considerations,’ reaffirmed my chief. The consequences were enormous, and the Doctores Universita – he said the latter phrase with relish – were only beginning to sniff the possibilities. The Odor had blown even unto our very Congress, which was then considering your appeal for Funds. My editor glowed, he was luminous, his face shone. The application had attracted considerable attention, and the disputes in the senate and church were becoming a Matter of Controversy – a holy phrase.


It is only upon the denial of that Application that I venture to place myself at the Services of a Cause that has grown so dear to my Heart. Rumors had reached me of the extent to which you were dependent on practical researches of a purely commercial nature for the prosecution of your Theories. The Virginia Mining Company is not worthy of you; nor am I, though I make bold to believe that your Theories are worthy of every, even the slightest, Help. There is no Shame I believe attached to this offer of Assistance. A man on his own may Discover the World; but he cannot Conquer it. For that he requires a Legion of lesser men; at whose head I hope you will grant me the role of Lieutenant.




 





Your humble and obedient servant,


Thomas Jenkyns





What was Tom’s cause? – a question that puzzled more than Sam in his day and leads to no satisfactory conclusions. Tom, like Jacob, seems a smooth man; his brother-in-science, Sam, a hairy one. I confess an inclination to the latter; despite my own shiny pate, I support a harvest of black and golden hairs upon back and breast and leg and forearm, casting a muffled glow over the swell of the muscle and suggesting, by luxuriance of growth, the vitality  of the man within, the earthly fertility, the richness in life and love and projects, that particular outcrop of the academic soul. A smooth skin offers no purchase to the eye, no rough grip; we glance off them like sunshine off a window and cannot fix them in our sight. They flicker – Tom flickers, shaven, odourless, clean, the paradigm of men, the quintessence of dust, scrubbed till the stench of man, the goodness and badness of him, the lust and love, give off only the faintest and sweetest of scents. Tom had that ease of character, happy enough in its own goodness and its harmony with the world, that he need never lie or cheat to promote his own interests – the truth, by its nature he seemed to believe, would be agreeable to an agreeable man. He saw no need to battle it. Sam, on the other hand, battled and battled and battled – a bulldog, a pit bull, a man after my own heart, like Esau robbed of his inheritance. It took a far different man from Tom to rescue Syme from obscurity in the end (though Tom, to be fair, played his part); a man both more faithful than Tom – at least, hungrier for faith, and in consequence more full of doubt; but I overstep myself, and Phidy’s time will come.


Yet Tom was a ‘liked guy’, as the fellow said to Holly Golightly; more than that, a much-loved gentleman, famous among his friends for his kindness and the grace of his affections. In short, a cipher of a man, whose interest in Syme’s projects seems the most puzzling thing of all. Yet that he was interested is clear; that he promoted Sam’s interests is also clear, and worked extremely hard to do so; and that he had some moderate, even great, triumphs in Sam’s cause cannot be doubted; nor that he remained faithful to him and kind long after Sam could serve his own or anyone’s purpose. The testament to this fact takes me to my next discovery, the death of my object, the funeral scene – the moment from which Syme’s history began, at which all speculation takes wing, for its perch in living fact had snapped, and no resting-place remained.


Another bell had rung and I returned to the strange Reverend Jenkyns and the uproar over his ‘heretical eulogy on the death of Mr Seaborn’, the same name to which Thomas Jenkyns attributed the account of the ‘Remarkable Journeys’ that first drew him to Syme. This was perhaps my second piece of great good fortune, after the cache of Sam’s memorabilia discovered in the house in Highgate. As the latter had been preserved owing to the smoothness of the stream of time – an attic unrummaged, a house allowed gently to decay – the former caught my attention owing to a ruffle of turbulence as the flow of history adjusted itself to a slight awkwardness in its path.


The great prize, of course, in Tom Jenkyns’s letter was the fact that Sam had written a book, The Remarkable Journey of Mr Seaborn, which seemed to bear, at least obliquely, on his scientific work. I could not guess then the casual mistake that had kept this book secret from me for so long, a clerical error, the careless duplication of a letter and a slight slipping into the plural, but I had no doubt of my ability to rustle up the precious tome. Indeed, this certainty, or rather the prospect of it, occasioned my delay, as a boy will keep the fattest sausage for the final forkful; and I scraped around the edges of my prize to draw out the delight of its eventual discovery.


Consequently, I turned to explore the strange coincidence of names between the object of Reverend Jenkyns’s controversial grief and the protagonist of Syme’s literary explorations, with only half my heart – the shore lay ahead, I was certain; I had stopped only to explore a piece of driftwood caught up in the outbound tide. (I could not guess then the disappointment of my actual landing.) But I soon recognized the error of my inattention, or rather the second clerical error, that had blinded the library’s computer to the connection between the great scientific failure and the ecclesiastical storm surrounding the elegy of a dead man in Virginia in 1850. (If I could begin my academic career from scratch, I should focus my interest in error on the minutiae of mistakes, the history of the misprint, rather than the grander miscalculations that occupy me here and elsewhere.) For the dead man lying quietly in the middle of all the fuss was none other than Sam Syme himself – mistaken, by some ecclesiastical printman, for the narrator of his novel, The Remarkable Journey of Mr Seaborn, which had caused all the uproar in the first place. I had stumbled by accident upon his funeral.


Most of The Exchange of Correspondence, first published in the Norfolk Gazette, upon the Charges of Heresy, levied against Mr Jenkyns, on his Elegy at the death of Mr Seaborn, 1850 makes for dry reading. The offended clergy were inspired by the occasion to a long-wind-edness of biblical proportions. They seemed less anxious to persuade their readers than to exhaust them, to batter them into submission by the unanswerable logic of sleep. Jenkyns’s defenders, of whom there were far fewer, while more elegant on the whole, tied their arguments into such knots that the fingers of the brain grew blunt and chafed attempting to undo them, and preferred at last the soothing tedium of his detractors. The reason for this state of affairs was simple and common enough: the stupid ones were right, as far as the argument went; the clever ones were right, as soon as it ended, but couldn’t let the argument go.


But the argument itself offers a fascinating glimpse of a world whose answers were changing, a shift of templates as powerful as Wegener’s tectonic plates, the latter literally earth-shattering, the former figuratively. Sam himself was only the occasion; the dispute was both more public than the event of his death, and indeed more private than the Reverend Jenkyns’s elegy upon it. The question at the heart of it was this: whether the Bible could be reconciled to the new sciences. Our own age has answered so vehemently in the negative that perhaps we cannot imagine the urgency of the question in its time; but we must remember that the debate was carried out for the most part not between atheist and believer but between Christian and Christian. Another way of putting the question, more relevant to the terms of the original debate, might be: did God understand the world He had made? To answer no required an act of intellectual courage far greater than simple atheism.


Sober Ben Silliman himself fervently believed that geology required no breach with the Church to pursue an understanding of the globe. A pious curiosity bound the intellect to faith in a loving marriage. He made sure his journal honoured no adulterous liaisons, investigations outside the wedlock of Church and science. No doubt his faith, as much as his common sense, persuaded him of the ‘madness of Syme’s methods’: Syme’s hollow world suggested both scientifically and emblematically that at the heart of things lay an ‘appalling gap’. Such prejudice may have played its part in Silliman’s rejection of the missing essay on Geognosy, so costly to Sam’s career and to the development, I hoped to prove, of geologic theory. How often in my researches have I come across fantastical errors dismissed by ‘common sense’, where common sense itself stood rooted in fantastical errors.


We come now to Reverend Jenkyns’s eulogy of Syme, remarkable not only for the bristles of prejudice it raised in the hackles of the Church but for the story it told of a much more private faith. Printed in pride of place at the front of the Exchange of Correspondence, the sermon explains more perhaps of the man who wrote it than of its ostensible object: the life of Sam Syme, whose body lay before him as he spoke. Over eighty years old, possessed of a spare, somewhat hungry figure, a young man’s leanness enduring into age, Reverend Jenkyns declared, with ‘cheerful inefficiency’ as he rose to the pulpit, that ‘before us lies a man, whose lightest thought bore the marks of a greater Faith than my own; who shall go to his God more hopefully than I to mine’. I imagine the church packed with a crowd of curiosity-seekers, come to see ‘the old wizard Syme stove in at last’; I imagine the buzz of Schadenfreude, as the common Christians rejoiced in the safety of their own numbers, and the solitude of Sam’s belief; I can almost see Tom Jenkyns himself, the Reverend’s son, sat at the front by the body of his dead friend Syme, who will descend quite soon into the hollows of the earth at last, on a much longer journey than he hoped for to a far smaller place. And I imagine the sudden hush that followed the Reverend Jenkyns’s declaration of the richness of Sam’s faith and the poverty of his own. The Reverend continued, as I read over the crinkled lines, the document mottled, the words themselves blotched and peeling like old skin, suggesting, by the age of the paper, how even thoughts and sentiments grow old: 




‘Nothing in his Life became him like the leaving of it’ has been said too often of the vain and the capricious, too rarely of the steadfast and the good; nor do I hope much it shall be said of me. I have my vanities, I confess, but that is not among ’em. But I had rather go hard and bitter to my Lord, than fade as Samuel Syme has faded, in the loving care of my own son, a half-man, and a third-man, and a quarter-man, dying gently as a shadow slips by degrees into a general dimness when a cloud passes before the sun; though in his day he burned as bright as any star. Perhaps in time, a generation among us shall ask, how could we let him fade so easily? I was never curious concerning the questions that occupied Mr Syme and his companions, among them my son; I trusted my doubts far more than my faiths, I’m afraid, a fault of which Mr Syme was never guilty; and perhaps I shall have my reckoning for it in the end, as Syme has suffered for a broken faith if not a broken heart …





A rambling speech, from the querulous tongue of a very old man, unfussed by sequence and connection, when all his life spreads before him, year and year, sagging, somewhat loose at the seams.




I might have done more, and questioned more, for we live in a time, I believe – and this is the answer I give to that coming generation, wherever it is – when we have newly acquired the courage of our questions, and not yet learned the courage of our convictions. Of which failing, I confess myself guilty, always believing, as I have, that Mr Syme, before us, has served the Lord more by the example of his doubts, than I by a steady indifference to my own.


I read Mr Seaborn’s account of those Remarkable Journeys [no doubt the untidy reference that gave rise to the printer’s error] with amusement, and a pleasing modicum of instruction. And the Great Dig, my own son’s particular Holy Grail, and on which Syme himself spent the best of his life and indeed a portion of the last and worst, summoning a lost enthusiasm for the project only a month before his death, in the pursuit of which, as I had warned him before, he forgot to keep his eye on the dinner-plate, and died of a general weakness and agitation – the attempt to burrow one’s way into the heart of the matter, or rather, the matter of the earth’s heart, with great drenching and plowing, and tunneling, and occasional Explosions – the great dig, as I say, has a noble ring to it, though I have always thought of it as the Big Dig, which, I cannot deny, sounds less well …





A rambling, harmless speech, you would have thought, to have occasioned such an uproar; somewhat doubtful, of course, and disrespectful, but hardly the teacup in which to brew a great storm. Yet the Church had been seeking their occasion for some time, and fastened upon Syme and Jenkyns’s eulogy of him as their chance to win back the ground of debate from their scientific cousins – believing no doubt that the madness of Syme and the meander of Jenkyns could only serve their cause. The first letter opened: ‘I have been sometime considering with myself, whether to return an Answer to those many dis-ingenuous Reflections, and unhandsome Insinuations, against the present Church, which I find in a sermon preached by Mr Jenkyns upon occasion of Mr Syme’s death.’ Almost six hundred pages of correspondence follow this initial hesitant consideration. And, of course, in the end, the churchmen were right: the pursuit of science could not be reconciled with religious faith, and the advancement of the former could be won only at the expense of the latter, at the expense of God. A difficult single battle for the clergy to fight, in that the proof of their victory was the loss of the war. And yet they fought it, stubbornly and faithfully, to the end.


In the event, the levity of Reverend Jenkyns’s tone – whose sermons had grown increasingly famous for that quality, and the almost complete absence of religious faith it seemed to suggest – prepared me in some part for the shocking nonsense of that amusing and instructive book, The Remarkable journeys of Mr Seaborn, Syme’s first and only novel.




*





I strode on a bright, clear morning in July through the clutter of construction and traffic at King’s Cross – the sunshine catching the dust beaten up in its very fine net – full, I confess, of a pleasant, almost overpowering sense of anticipation. The New Platonist, the Holy Grail of my quest, still lay beyond my reach; but a novel, a scientific novel, hundreds of pages of Syme’s thought, unmediated, the breath of his mind caught on the page, the very scent of his imagination folded in the flower of a book. The buses came thundering past me from Euston, great red canvases for advertisement – declaring the virtues of Beers and Movies and Shampoos – the heads on the second tier peering out on their way to work, tiny beside the great flat faces slapped on the side of the bus, seen sipping or showering or shouting and beginning to peel. I thought again of the brittleness of bone and paper; the virtue of paper lying in its almost endless powers of rejuvenation, reprinting, translation, rediscovery – for I am, in a sense, a doctor of books, who breathes life in dead ones and mends them as I go, setting bones and patching scars and allowing the fractures to knit, with a freedom and power impossible to practise on the human body. Perhaps, I thought, today, I shall discover the root of Wegener’s insight, tiny as the curled thread at the end of a carrot’s nose; perhaps, I thought, today, I shall make my name.


The book itself had been easily discovered, under its title, of course, and not the name of its author. The phrase ‘remarkable journeys’ produced a number of … hits, I believe, is the term commonly used to count the doses of the biblio addict – but none of them belonged to Mr Syme, nor anything like him. Mr ‘Seaborn’ proved luckier, and there, fifth in the column, humming in the delicate green jargon of the computer screen, stood Syme himself, misspelled, the ‘m’ mirrored, the word pluralized, following a curiously compounded word in the title of his book: Symmesonia, or the Voyage of Discovery, by Samuel Highgate Symmes (sic). The word, I believe, to be pronounced ‘Sym’ (after its author) – ‘meso’ (after Mesopotamia, an original kingdom) – ‘nia’, a common enough suffix to give a sonorous round to the edge of a word. I called the book in for the following morning, which I have already described, the sun shining, beating up the dust, my own steps brisk, regular, metronomic, the kind of stride instinctively sidestepped by the passer-by, and avoided even by the rags of paper blown from the rush of air under the rumbling buses.


Under the vaulted roof of the Rare Books & Music Room of the British Library, among my fellow moles (the old men in ties and sneakers, the ladies draped in yellow cardigans, occasional students sniffling beside me, all looking forward to their packed lunches, their week-old bananas and pots of yoghurt, their brown-bread sandwiches locked in tiny Tupperware, their cartons of Ribena, their Thermoses of sweet tea), I carried the precious volume to my desk. The book itself, a slim brown volume, left nothing to be desired. The title almost obscured by time, leather roughened at the spine to the colour of split wood, a fringe of gold leaf lining the edges and bursting into delicate flower at the rim. The pages – marbled in green and pink, a peacock’s tale, dormant – fluttered into life as I opened the book, tumbling in rainbow array. I pressed the stippled leather to my square nose, and breathed in the wonderful odour of books: the sweetness of leather; the must of old paper slightly damp with time; a slight edge, almost sharp, as of tobacco. And turned the cover.


After the marbled inside and a few blank pages (smudged at one edge by a thumb overfamiliar with the tip of a pencil), I came upon the title: Symmesonia, or the Voyage of Discovery, by (so the pseudonym ran) Captain Adam Seaborn, New York: printed by J. Seymour, 49 John Street; 1820. On the following page, the Southern District of New York approved the copyright and admitted the tome into its office – sealed accordingly by a red crown, stamped by the clerk, a certain, or rather an uncertain, Gilbert Livingston Thompson (thus briefly recalled from the shades of death by his connection to the great man). And then, at the delicate turn of a page, proudly displayed – in pale black lines of ink, stained by the red of old Gilbert’s stamp seeping through – appeared a ‘Sectional View of the Earth’, a map of the interior planet, the Holy Grail of my investigation, Syme’s world itself.
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