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            Praise for the first edition


            ‘Whoever he is, this author likes conic sections.’ Archimedes


            ‘Whoever he is, this author likes syllogisms.’ Aristotle


            ‘Sets a new standard for historical accuracy.’ Herodotus


            ‘Medical themes well explored and up-to-date.’ Hippocrates


            ‘A work of deep piety … liturgical seriousness … [deserving of] the gratitude of clergy for its exposure of cant.’ St Ignorius
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            My son.


God created Man, I say. For why would Man, who is rational, create the God who has power over him, demanding obeisance as I do?


            O Lord.


Man is more deceiving than rational, I say. Man created God not to have power over him, but to have power over others.


            Leonardo di Boccardo 


            Conversaziones e Silenzio


         


      


   









   

      


         

            FOREWORD


         


         When it was suggested by Dr Darian that I provide some prefatory remarks for his latest work, I confess to having reservations. For a start, I knew very little of the culture and contemporary geopolitics of the Ferendes, and even less about its evidently unique ecology and natural history. Indeed, my abiding qualification regarding the South China Sea is that once I fell into it, fully frocked.


         Another difficulty was a shameful, life-long reading indolence, especially around fiction. For weeks I plotted how to introduce this volume persuasively without actually opening it.


         Then, last Sunday, in one of those freakish accidents that are surely sent to repair the incorrigible in our souls, I dropped the manuscript and it fell open on my study floor. I saw endnotes. There was an index. There were citations. There were names: Newton, Shannon, Markov, Machiavelli, Darwin—all real people. And real places: Cambridge, Perth, Madregalo. This wasn’t fiction at all! I was enticed. I began to read.


         Now, the perfectly understandable expectation was that my contribution should draw the reader in. (I must here give assurance that neither author nor publisher exerted undue pressure. I was tasked only to inform the reader, as seductively as I am able, that throughout the work all angles are in radians.) Even so, I am bound to be honest. I will say that here, partly, is a text of philosophical preoccupations, foremost perhaps being the issue of truth; especially truth constructed and relativized within what I can only suppose is simulated fiction.


         There are also informative expositions, drawing on multiple sources and levelled at the non-specialist, on belief, evidence, dreams, conscience, the individual in a causal world, the social ratification of personal identity, and practical perpetracide. The last comes with helpful advice on the Prussica gunsight, hydrogen cyanide, incapacitating bewilderment, and the universal law of gravitation.


         My personal favourite is Dr Darian’s exploration of modern linguistic themes, including generalized translation theory—I promise you no better explanation of Thortelmann equivalence exists in all of English than can be found in these pages. And if you are affected by what you learn of the mute man, or the industry of silence explained by Barbara Bokardo, then you will find the nexus of language and destiny at work in the story of the Syllabines heart-wrenching.


         Though serious and scholarly, I can assure the reader there is no academic sterility here; on the contrary, the text is light and accessible. So quite apart from those with a professional interest in conjecture, language, and authenticity, and students of civilization more generally, here is a work that would suit reflective readers of all ages.


         As if this were not enough, there is also much to engender, and satisfy, our curiosity on matters ranging from advanced balloon craft engineering to the metaphysics of glass to the haematology of the swint. And to all those who engage in commercial air travel, I urge that you commit to memory the Reckles principles of survival science; they might well save your life one day.


         But the greatest audience for this book may prove to be those who would inform themselves of developments in South-East Asia, and the criminal organizations connecting that region with Australia. Were it not for the intelligence and retiring heroism of people like Edvard Tøssentern, Richard Worse and Emily Misgivingston, and the professionalism of law officers like Victor Spoiling, the ruthless activities of those secret societies would impact more obviously on our lives. This book is, beyond all else, a graphic documentary of the odiousness of one such enterprise, Feng Tong, and the fitting dispatch of its principals.


         Finally, and very much to my liking, Dr Darian has provided a compelling history and travelogue that is factual and entertaining, ideal for those who would immerse themselves in the romance of the South China Sea without the ignominy of near-drowning.


          


         Magdalena Letterby


         Perth


      


   









   

      


         

            1. THE WEAVER FISH


         


         Within the opaquely threaded dialects of the Ferendes, and in all the languages of all the coasts that share their latitude, there must be ten thousand distinct words for weaver fish. More words than reported sightings. More words than actual fish by now, possibly. And more words than the number of fishermen who have use of them.


         The latter is logically, if speculatively, explained by Thomas MacAkerman’s observation that each person uniquely owns a private, talismanic name, as well as sharing the communal vocabulary, itself vast. Since MacAkerman’s time, the accumulated effort of a distinguished rollcall of anthropologists, sociologists, and linguists has generated no more plausible a theory.


         More surprisingly, modern oceanography and marine biology, for all their sophistication, seem to have advanced our knowledge of the fish itself not at all. Except, of course, to amplify its mystique and elusiveness. No specimen having been caught and dissected, there is yet no scientific nomenclature, no genus, no species. Acarcerata textor might serve, when the need arises.


         MacAkerman was a physician and amateur naturalist, of catholic interests and impressive breadth of scholarship, who accompanied Captain Joseph on HMS King of Kent for two voyages, in 1816 and 1819. An enthusiast of the new sciences, he was apparently a brilliant popularist and quite famous for his public lectures. These, unfortunately, were never edited for publication, though their quality can be inferred from the comments of contemporary diarists. He did author several papers and monographs on varied subjects, but in respect of the weaver fish only two primary sources survive. One is a short entry, bearing his initials, in the first (and only) edition of the New Scottish Encyclopaedia. The second is a letter in the Transactions of the Philosophical Society of Edinburgh, of April 1823. MacAkerman there describes how, shortly after sunrise on Greater Ferende, he was exploring the littoral for crab species when he ‘occasioned’ on a large sea-pool, sequestered from the receding tide by a sandbar, and


         

            about a half-fathom in depth at its most. My attention being focused in pursuit of the crustaceans, their size and colour and actions, I did not at first see something altogether more interesting, which I took then to be some optical phenomenon of the sand and water. I walked the circumference of the pool, to see it vary in place and intensity, and with light in front and behind. It took many minutes to discern, and then only in half belief, that I was seeing fish swimming, many hundreds of them, and of the most transparent substance imaginable, except for small eyes, themselves faint, so that what I had witnessed was the movement of eyes, and a changing refraction of the pool sand of great subtleness. My interest in crabs for the moment set aside, I watched for perhaps a half hour, then something impelled me to throw dry bread into the centre, expecting I don’t know what, but I hoped for some intensification of visible movement. What did follow I could not have expected, for I could not wildly invent the sight, nor would I wish to, for it recurs to me in most distressing images and waking dreams these last seven years. The bread floated for some moments in several pieces, without noticeable disturbance, nor any interest of the fish. Then a solitary gull, to whose aerial squawks I had been only half attuned, plunged at the feast, and rather than plucking one bit in flight, settled on the water, intending, I fancy, to enjoy the multiplicity. Then followed an event I would wish on no man’s conscience, and I am sorely in need to expunge from mine. In an instant the water rose in symmetry around the gull, but it was not water, but a mass of fish stacked high, as well as I could see from the disposition of their eyes and the faintness of their bodies, in intercrossing alignments of great discipline that was surely not accidental. The wretched bird attempted flight, but to nought avail, as its legs seemed bound in a viscous gel. Then the fish trap (I should call it) rose higher to the full measure of its hapless victim, which soon became lifeless, appearing I thought as encased in ice fully a half foot above the water surface. The orchestration of the trap was now more evident, fish bodies tightly woven crisscross, like warp and weft, but layered, as a solid tapestry might be made, and quite still. And before my eyes, the gull dissolved. I repeat, the beast dissolved in minutes to skeleton alone, but for a strange purple colouration (which I would name Tyrian) surrounding it. Then abruptly, as if on some regimental bugle call, the whole edifice unweaved, the pool returning to its former state but for the gull bone sinking unimpeded at its centre, not five yards from where I stood.


            I confess then to great perturbation in my heart. Where previously I had thought lightly of entering the water for the better inspection, I was now repelled, I should say fearful, and stepped back from its edge. For if they could rise so deliberately above its surface, could they not breach its boundary also? After some minutes of composure, and my anxieties abated, I resolved to learn more, and taking from my wares a fine pole net I set about straining the shallows from a discreet distance. To my delight I soon scooped one, a half yard in length as they had all appeared, and held it up for transport to the sand. But to my astonishment and sore disappointment this triumph was quickly reversed. For the fish, which made no movement throughout, took on the purple hue that I had noted earlier, though more intensely, seeming to secrete or gurgitate a slime that I can only guess was some digestive acid of the greatest potency, for almost in a second the fabric of my net was burnt and through its deficiency so effected my captive escaped, falling to the water where it was instantly invisible. Standing there, with my net made useless for its purpose, I admit to the strangest feeling of defeat and perplexity, which in all my years of collecting God’s creatures has no equal before or since.


         


         MacAkerman goes on to describe further unsuccessful attempts to ensnare a specimen, but his efforts were eventually frustrated by the returning tide. It is difficult now to judge how this account was received. It was a time of a growing culture of wonder at the natural world, with a proliferation of gentleman scholarship that was rarely challenged. The last vigorous debate was on infinitesimals, and the next would be evolution. The modern critical discourse of science was in its infancy. Thus there was no subsequent correspondence on the topic in the Transactions or any other journal. None of this, of course, should be taken to impugn the accuracy of MacAkerman’s report. He was, from all the evidence, a man of unimpeachable integrity and intellectual rigour whose contribution to the sciences has few parallels in his era. Only many years later, and then only in the practice of medicine, was his judgement disordered by the cruel and tormenting decline of his final illness.


         There is no doubt that MacAkerman’s discovery had a profound influence on him. In a public lecture series of 1824 (abstracted by the canal engineer James Lypton in his Journal of that year), he explained his motivation for the second voyage in 1819 as ‘to further my researches in the natural history of the weaver fish’ (the exact wording may be Lypton’s). As it turned out, he never did acquire the specimen for which the Old World museums would have bid dearly; indeed he reported no further observations with any confidence.


         But that is not to say the voyage was a failure, and at least two major achievements can be ascribed to 1819. First, he completed the collection that would form the basis of his definitive work on tidal crab speciation (long before Darwin’s ideas were published), and secondly, he conducted what we would now call field ethnography among indigenous fishing communities, centred on language and folklore pertaining to the weaver fish. The latter is a fragmented opus surviving only in notebooks, journals, and many secondary sources, and greatly deserves the attention of modern scholarship. From these studies, we learn that the majority of names for the weaver fish have roots in native words for death, water (that is, a fish made of water), invisibility, the colour purple and, of course, a woven cloth or matting. These meanings were so concordant with MacAkerman’s own observation that he was persuaded that similar sightings must not have been infrequent, though obtaining witness testimony proved more problematic. In any event, MacAkerman first employed the term ‘weaver’ in 1816, apparently quite independently of any native tradition, and never varied from its use. Paradoxically then, whilst no synonyms exist in English, he has left us with a monumental foreign lexicology far exceeding that of any other single referent.


          


         In 1916, exactly one hundred years after MacAkerman’s seminal observation, a fisherman named Josef Ta’Salmoud, from the village of Madregalo on Greater Ferende, saw weaver fish. Ta’Salmoud himself gave only a brief description of his experience, and was never persuaded to repeat or enlarge upon it. But there are many eyewitness accounts, from villagers on the shore, which are fully corroborative of what he described. Some of those present were still alive in 1996, and were interviewed by this author during a Language Diversity Initiative field trip. It should be said in this regard that more research is needed using newer validation tools applied to both linguistic and thematic elements. Authentication studies also require a good understanding of cultural specifics in oral tradition, which can be very localized and idiosyncratic. This work is continuing as part of a wider LDI programme.


         On days following severe night storms the fishing grounds of the Ferendes could be deceptively treacherous. It was customary for the chieftain of fishermen to enter the water first and, having ascertained conditions in the bay, signal to those on shore that they should remain there or join him. One morning, Ta’Salmoud set forth on this task. As was normal, his progress was observed closely by those on the beach. When he was about fifty yards from shore he stopped paddling and stood in his canoe, facing the villagers. To this point, nothing seemed unusual, and they next expected his signal. None came.


         

            The bay was rough with a big sea swell and a bad current. I stood in my canoe to give the signal: do not come out, I am returning. I thought, be careful, Ta’Salmoud, stand safely, these are the times—rough days making the signal—when my ancestors have drowned. But when I got up, suddenly the bay was calm and my canoe became still. I could have stood on one foot. I thought, I have been wrong, the bay is smooth. Then I saw water in my canoe, with little holes in the hide, and purple colour near my feet. When I saw the purple I knew it was the kenijo before I saw the kenijo themselves. The water came up to my canoe side, but it was the kenijo weaving, but water from the sea was inside, on my feet. I was thinking, I must give the signal to save my fisherman brothers, but I don’t know if I did. I was so full of fear. Then my canoe was full of water, but not sinking because I think the kenijo kept it there. For as far as I could see there was the weaving, like a thick mat on the top of the sea, and I thought, Ta’Salmoud, you must run for your life and even though I thought I would die I stepped from the canoe onto the weaving fish mat and it seemed very strong. My feet sank only a little and my good balance from standing in my little boat kept me from falling. I took another step, and another, then I started to run. I knew that if I stumbled I would be eaten but I kept running. Every place that my feet touched there was a purple mark, and my feet hurt but I hardly looked down. I was looking at my village and my people. They said later that I was crying out my word all this time but I don’t remember that. To me it is like a terrible dream, until I see my feet.


         


         From the village beach, these events must have appeared truly astonishing.


         

            It was very strange. When Ta’Salmoud stood up the rough water became smooth. Not like wind stopping but as if it was made into glass, all in a second. I thought, what signal will he give? Then his canoe sank and he just stepped onto the water and ran to us. The whole village was quiet. Poor Ta’Salmoud, he was saying over and over his word, not shouting, but very softly but we could all hear it. We all knew it was the fish. I did not breathe until he was safe, and then I did not breathe when I saw his feet. I don’t know when I breathed again.


         


         Not even the sight of a man running on the surface of the sea prepared the villagers for what they next saw.


         

            When Ta’Salmoud was close to the shore he stopped running, I think as he felt the sand under his feet. He was still saying the word, and we could see his face was very frightened. He came from the water and was bending over like an old man. We were too frightened to go to him, and all of us stayed quiet. I could not look away from his feet but I could not look at them also. Then Maria [Ta’Salmoud’s wife] stepped forward and took his hands, but she was looking downwards too. I think Ta’Salmoud then stopped the word and started crying, and I thought his face is not fear but pain. But we still stayed back, and Maria held him closer. He seemed in much pain and then he looked down, at his feet. From his ankles down there was no flesh, just bones and sinew, all purple stained. Poor Ta’Salmoud cried out and fell to the sand, in Maria’s arms. He was half man, half rinlin. Purple rinlin.


         


         The last word translates (somewhat inadequately) as skeleton, which is surely exaggerated. Presumably, the digestive secretions of the weaver fish had destroyed the skin and much of the soft tissues of his feet. There is no doubt that the foot bones below the ankle joint were exposed, but we must suppose that sufficient blood supply and other attachments were preserved to maintain rudimentary function. Sensory innervation was clearly compromised, for he was not in constant agony as we would otherwise expect. Only when his feet became dry did he suffer pain, and this was quickly assuaged by immersion in seawater. Almost certainly, the cleansing action of the latter practice minimized the bacterial contamination that in these circumstances would ordinarily lead to suppuration, fasciitis and fatal septicaemia.


         It is said that as Ta’Salmoud collapsed on the beach, the calm in the bay vanished, replaced in a moment by the most frightening storm the villagers had seen. For Ta’Salmoud, then, the weaver fish was not an agent of disfigurement and pain, but of salvation, providing safe deliverance from the temper of the sea.


         Not surprisingly, the news of a fisherman who apparently calmed the sea, walked upon water, and suffered uncomplaining an unspeakable injury attracted the attention of the Church. In 1921, papal envoys visited the Ferendes to investigate the claims and determine a recommendation of sainthood. They declared in the negative on the grounds that, though the events truly occurred, they were not miraculous but explained by natural causes, namely the weaver fish.


         There is one known photograph of Ta’Salmoud, taken during that visit, and protected under lex Vaticani (it may be viewed but not reproduced). He is at the centre of a small group, standing on the beach with the village behind. The others are bowed, but Ta’Salmoud’s head is high, looking not at the camera but into the distance beyond. Almost certainly, he is staring at the sea. The photographer was clearly not a scientist, for what we would like to have had recorded is an image of Ta’Salmoud’s feet. But the manners of the time, or ineptitude of the nuncio, have forever denied us this evidence. While his companions’ feet are all on view, Ta’Salmoud’s are hidden by the tub in which he stands, presumably immersed in his anodyne seawater.


         Ta’Salmoud died, from all accounts peacefully, in the following year, 1922. He had never fished again, nor ventured into the bay. All the stories attest to him being treated with the greatest reverence, and after his death his word, kenijo, became the main word, the most precious word, and the most protective one, for all his descendants. There is something poignant about a great fisherman who had walked on the sea, thereafter to be made forever to stand in it, in pots and pans and ignominious tubs, or at the water’s edge, half in half out. Half man, half rinlin.


         

            This is an edited version of an illustrated address entitled ‘Thomas MacAkerman to Josef Ta’Salmoud: A Century of the Weaver Fish’, given to the Lindenblüten Society in Nazarene College, Cambridge, by Dr E O M Tøssentern, Fellow. The Advocacies referred to can be perused in Edictum MCMXXI Iesus Solus—Only Jesus (Walks on Water).


         


      


   









   

      


         

            2. ORIEL GARDENS


         


         To a casual observer crossing New Latin Square, the modest apartment tower at Number 7 would not rate a second glance, unless the eye found pleasure in distinctive drabness. Or unless some private resonance piqued the interest: not for the first time might those paired windows evoke two sorrowful eyes, their feature lintels heavy brows, and the grey, brooding fabric the face of human melancholy returning a stare.


         But Oriel Gardens was not always so easily passed over. Sixty years ago, we might encounter a gaggle of excitable spectators, looking, pointing, declaring this and that, approving or disapproving—but whatever the case, opinionated. For a year or so, it was probably the most discussed and photographed building in London.


         It is usual to attribute the building design to Howard Prescott, then of the partnership Knight Prescott, but this is an error. For it is this very issue of attribution, indeed of what constitutes a building no less, that placed Oriel Gardens at the centre of a storm. Prescott, the city’s most revered architect and shortly to receive a knighthood, accepted the commission under a Royal Assent, a prestigious appointment even for him. He designed the fabric, then unceremoniously passed the project to a junior partner: ‘You do the internals, Enright. I’ve finished the building.’


         Today, that sounds culpably patronizing; we can only imagine Enright’s dismay. But that was Prescott’s view of the world. Architecture was transformation of the landscape, a building was designed to exist amongst other buildings, to please on an urban scale, and to be admired from the outside.


         Fortunately, Lawrence Enright had an interest in the design of ‘internals’, and to his credit produced workable plans within four weeks. These were so innovative and adaptable that half a century later the apartments remain works in transformation, a fusion of the continually modern and the period gracious. This capacity for renewal within the fixed structural constraints set by Prescott was a triumph of the imagination, not widely recognized at the time. Enright later established a new practice, more to his philosophic liking, with Rosalind Fitzwilliam, became president of the Institute, and received a peerage after refitting the Royal Yacht. He never criticized Prescott, and was not a party to the acrimonious debates that centred partly on his work, on the two architectures of a building, the inside and the outside of Oriel Gardens.


         Most publicly, the antagonists in this controversy were Prescott and Julian Kaldor. Kaldor was not an architect, but an artist and photographer who lived well off private means—evidently power generation in Hungary—and exhibited for pleasure rather than profit. His connection to the debate seems to be his passionate beliefs in the functionality of good design, the pre-eminence of human experience in parametrizing space for work and living, and a temperamental impatience with Prescott’s pomposity.


         Prescott, accustomed to the respect and admiration of professional colleagues, must have been taken aback at the directness and impertinence of an outsider’s criticism. But beneath the superior manners of the knight-to-be was a ready pugilist. Kaldor once described Prescott’s architecture as ‘skin deep’. Back came Kaldor’s artistry as ‘paper thin’ with an informing intellect ‘emulsion thick’. He gave as well as he got.


         The dispute can be dated from what should have been a perfectly uneventful dedication ceremony held in late May, 1954, when the building was approaching completion. Proceedings took place in the foyer and the adjoining garden entry, which are easily seen from the main gate. Prescott had given an address of thinly veiled self-adulation, and was about to resume his seat when Kaldor, who was present by reason of being well connected, and had prior knowledge of Enright’s contribution, asked loudly about the principles governing the living space design, and when these were clearly articulated, did the result not naturally subsume the building fabric as a logical determination? Indeed, was not a building’s exterior wholly derivative, and was not Mr Enright’s solution a work of genius?


         A heated exchange ensued, which clearly had the normally sleepy court-circular reporter agog. Then, spectacularly, in the midst of the growing fracas, at their feet in the garden, arrived Miguel Pájaro Lorca, prone and with limbs outstretched in a bizarre caricature of failed flight.


         Poor Lorca. A roof carpenter who was known to have demons in his head was instructed by his foreman to ‘try Crome’ (a trade sealant of the time). For want of any other explanation, it was conjectured that, in a state of mental imbalance, he heard ‘fly home’. His fate put close to the architecture debate on the day, but hostilities quickly reignited in the press, in professional journals, in the civil courts, and in galleries (Kaldor staged an influential and rather defamatory exhibition entitled ‘Integuments’, of apocalyptic, damaged building shells, some echoing quite unambiguously the stare of Oriel Gardens).


          


         By 1963, the cause célèbre was all but forgotten. The liberal tide had swept away much of authority, guild mentality and prescriptive aesthetics; individualism, modernity, and the Kaldor ‘statements’ were in ascension. Architecture was about people, not buildings. Prescott had begun his slow, choleric retirement. Kaldor was a celebrity Quartier Latin stylist, in vogue with the daring as a portraitist, and was about to found FotoZeit, destined to become the foremost European school of photojournalism for a generation. And Oriel Gardens had retreated to a maturing sedateness.


         Enter Mingle Lane and walk along the services access passing to the rear of Number 7. From here you obtain a more proportioned view of the building, set in a well-maintained terraced garden, and the windows, rather spooky from the streetscape, look almost charming. You are now standing on the exact spot where began the short notoriety of Mrs Lydia Chalmers and her dog Mordax.


         Late one evening in October, 1963, the two were walking along this lane when Mordax broke free of his lead and ran across the terraces to the building, jumping and barking inconsolably. The elderly Mrs Chalmers followed and in the gloom thought she could see ‘a big parcel’ hanging from a window, this being the cause of her dog’s excitement. (From where you are standing it is the left-most window on the fourth floor.) The general commotion attracted residents and passers-by alike, and it was soon established by better eyes than Mrs Chalmers’ that the parcel was in fact the lifeless body of a junior attaché to the Soviet Embassy, clad only in a twisted bed sheet tied around his ankles and by which he was suspended from the window.


         The police were quickly summoned, and forced their entry into the apartment. There were found the bodies of Tory moralist Sir Roger Tealady MP, and society heiress Miss Lucy Montague-Tiese, whose property it was. All three were bound together at the ankles by bed linen, being otherwise clothed in rich layers of decaying yoghurt.


         Because of the Soviet connection, a joint inquest was conducted with State secrecy, and its finding was cursorily published as deaths by misadventure. Misadventure! How the snigger press loved that. ‘Attaché’ was briefly defined to mean connected by the ankles with bed linen. But there was more. Run your eye up to the top-floor window directly above. Across its lintel there still exists a rusty cable, which can be traced over the roof and up the edge of the closest chimney. It was a crude short-wave radio aerial; the top apartment turned out to be a hastily evacuated Russian safe house and monitoring post. Misadventure in the Safe House, they sniggered. But there was more. The name of the hapless aide who misadventured from the window? Yuri Groynyich Kondomov. They should never have sent him to London.


         Oriel Gardens has managed to keep out of the news for some decades now. Captain Kondomov is no longer a risqué cocktail, and yoghurt is boldly purchased by any English lady without a trace of self-consciousness. The building has properly reclaimed its place in the history of architecture, rather than of scandal. For a few years during the 1980s a ground-floor apartment was periodically opened for students and academics with an interest in design history.


         In the mid-1990s the entire property was acquired by the Bokardo Trust, renamed Clement House, and extensively refurbished under the supervision of the Enright–Fitzwilliam architectural practice. The ground and first floors were remodelled into professional suites for medical specialists, with a new dedicated entry off Mingle Lane. Residents still access the upper floors using the original grand entrance and foyer off the square.


         To see inside these days, you will need to befriend a resident or represent yourself as an interested party when an apartment is contracted for lease. Alternatively, you may wish to make an appointment with one of the several psychiatrists who keep rooms in its lower floors.


         

            There is a small plaque commemorating Lorca in the foyer. Though appearing to be soundly fixed to masonry there is a tradition that, from time to time, it falls to the ground.


            In an odd parallel, Prescott also fell to his death, from a barn roof in Surrey.


            Apart from pre-eminence in architecture, Lord Enright is an accomplished illustrator, linguist, and historian. His two-volume Runic Alphabetology is definitive. Most recently, his poetic translation (with E Knielsen) of the Norse epic The Slaying of the Brothers Orsifal by the Brothers Parsifal is the most accessible account in English of the invention of dynastic murder.


            The author is indebted to the publishers of FootNotes: A Walking Guide to Unpedestrian London (Walk No 17) for much of the information given here.


         


      


   









   

      


         

            3. FROM AVIATION REVIEWS


         


         HANGING ON, UP HIGH … WALTER RECKLES IS NOT A HOUSEHOLD NAME, AND AERONAUTICAL ENGINEERING DOESN’T RATE AMONG THE WINNING CONVERSATION STARTERS AT A DINNER PARTY. ALL THAT MAY BE ABOUT TO CHANGE WITH THE PUBLICATION NEXT FALL OF HOW TO WALK AWAY FROM A MIDAIR COLLISION. AR SPECIAL CORRESPONDENT ANNA CAMENES FOUND THE AUTHOR AT HIS DESK IN A CONVERTED HANGAR OUT OF WHITE SANDS, NEW MEXICO.


         

            
[image: ]

            


         


         I don’t think that I have ever seen such an improbable contrast, and felt such an unsettling disjunction, between the inside and the outside of a building. That two vastly different worlds—two realities almost—could co-exist separated only by a thin boundary of pressed steel seemed to defy the Second Law, or something.


         Outside, Building B1 looked like any other abandoned, derelict hangar at any other abandoned, derelict airstrip. Dented, rusting, flapping sheet metal, roughly musical, competed with dying long grass and pitted bitumen to advertise the desolation. A cracked concrete plinth with corroded tie bolts that once secured some prized exhibit was now itself a testament to extinction. Closer to the building, near its left-hand end, was an antique gasoline bowser that belonged in an industrial museum as much as in this scene of relics. As we approached, I just made out the designation B1 inside a faded decal high up on the wall. Were it not for that, I would have thought I was being led to the wrong place.


         The strange thing is, I can’t remember the point of actually entering or leaving the building, the phase transition, as it were. I just remember being outside and being inside.


         And the inside, as they say, was something different. I was guided by a helper called Rory to the centre of about an acre of open-plan offices, some made barely private by low glass partitions. Everywhere were men, women, and not a few teenagers sitting at computer terminals, some with racks of accessory test gear housing flashing oscilloscopes, spectrum analysers, and so on. Here and there, two or three would be huddled over a desk or a screen, animated yet hardly noisy. That was a surprising thing: it seemed very quiet for so many people.


         And right there, in the centre, in an office like any other, I was introduced to the man I had come to interview: Walter Reckles, President and Chief Executive of all this, as well as the author of a controversial book on disaster survival that had somehow generated a critical industry of its own before being actually published.


         As I approached, Reckles was facing away, watching a large screen with a graphic of, I suppose, an aerofoil—though it might equally have been a long section through a chilli. The image was to form a slightly insistent, visually seductive background to our interaction. Several columns of numbers were streaming up the right side of the screen, while the figure to left progressively changed in shape, occasionally drastically. I guessed that some kind of optimization was proceeding, but I didn’t ask.


         Rory hesitated, mesmerized it seemed, by the screen. I expect everyone there thought that the most interesting, the most important, the most fantastic design work on the whole floor would begin its life on that monitor. Then he said, ‘Dr Reckles, this is Dr Camenes. She has an appointment.’


         Reckles almost jumped out of his chair, turning awkwardly in the confined space. It was a complex welcoming gesture combining splayed arms and a large smile, as well as, I suspect, a recovery of balance manoeuvre. He responded warmly, ‘I know. I know.’


         It was a broad, beautiful Southern accent. We shook hands, and he gestured me to a chair, at the same time swivelling his own to face me, and moving it to my left. The effect, I came to see, was that he could turn his head from time to time to glance at the unfolding numerical drama behind him; for me it was just a little distracting.


         I would have to say that Walter Reckles, on first impression, is a likeable man. He was tall and clean-shaven, dressed in tee-shirt and jeans, with a certain elegance of speech, accentuated by an intensity of gaze from disconcertingly pale green eyes. I was soon to form the impression that his mind was busy on several channels of concurrent activity, yet his attention to me was almost impeccable. His age was difficult to place, probably mid-thirties. Even so, from some conservatism of manner, some slight formality, I decided at once that he was to be Dr Reckles, not Wal. I knew I was going to be Miss; I almost expected Honey.


         

            You’re here to talk about the book.


            THE BOOK, AND ITS AUTHOR.


            What would you like to know about the book?


            WELL, THERE’S NOT MUCH RELIABLE PREPUBLICATION MATERIAL AVAILABLE, BUT I GATHER THAT YOU MAKE A CASE, BASED ON YOUR AERONAUTICAL EXPERTISE, THAT AIRLINE PASSENGERS COULD SAVE THEMSELVES IN A MIDAIR CATASTROPHE BY PILOTING AIRCRAFT FRAGMENTS, PARTICULARLY A WING, SAFELY BACK TO EARTH. IS THAT THE ESSENCE OF YOUR BOOK?


            It is. What you need to understand is that every piece of debris is a potential airfoil, some good, some bad. The wing, of course, is a natural. That’s the piece to hang on to.


            WHAT ABOUT THE TEMPERATURE, THE ATMOSPHERIC PRESSURE AND SO FORTH AT THOSE ALTITUDES?


            Right. The physiology. There are issues. You need some preparation. I deal with all that in the book. At length, I might say. Look, I’m not claiming it’ll work every time. It depends on a lot of variables, rotational moments at separation, intrinsic damage to the wing, engine power, lots of variables. But we should be designing our airplanes with these contingencies built-in.


            SO THAT A WING CAN FLY ON ITS OWN?


            Sure. That would happen already. Just go through the math in my book. You’ll see that, once separated, the wing takes possession, so to speak, of its own eigenvalues. It flies, solo.


            EIGENVALUES?


            They’re just numbers—solutions to what we call a characteristic equation. Their location in the complex plane determines the stability of an object in flight. Planes have them. You have them, I have them.


            I KNOW.


         


         Reckles looked at me with what was surely respect, either for the depth of my understanding or the magnitude of my lie.


         

            Anyway, on the wing, the only control you have is moving mass.


            BY SHIFTING YOUR WEIGHT?


            Sure. Jettisoning some freight as well.


            YOU MEAN OTHER PASSENGERS?


            Start with the lightweights, women and children. Build up a feel for the change. It’s subtle. But remember, managing the mass distribution, that’s critical.


         


         I tried to glare the message: I am a woman. I think it worked, because he invited my interests into the explanation.


         

            What was your last flight? What plane?


            A 7T7.


            Right. You need Row 13, 14. Window seat, stay belted.


            First sign of trouble, borrow a necktie from the nearest businessman and strap your ankles to the bar under your seat. Believe it or not, you’re only two locking screws, a titanium rivet plate and three strong welds from the principal wing strut. You can fly home. All the other seats—they’re just sitting pretty on some damn thin fuselage lining. Tinfoil rating.


         


         From where I was sitting I guessed I could see perhaps two hundred computer screens. Triple, say, that estimate for units obscured from view and I was in the midst of a major enterprise.


         

            TELL ME SOMETHING ABOUT YOUR COMPANY.


            Sure. Martin and I set up eight years ago in an internet café in the Albuquerque badlands. We got hounded every day for blocking the terminals. Now I own thousands of screens and the café’s gone under. Funny, isn’t it?


         


         I agreed it was funny, but I hadn’t encountered the name Martin in my pre-reading.


         

            MARTIN?


            Martin Reckleson. Co-founder. We were room-mates at MIT.


         


         Reckles, Reckleson. I wasn’t getting less confused.


         

            RECKLES, RECKLESON. THEY ALMOST SOUND RELATED.


            Yeah. Not kinship of course. Related by common interests. Aerodynamics and sisters. I married his and he married mine. That was a nice symmetry.


         


         He looked momentarily lost—I’m sure it was sadness—and glanced again at the screen behind.


         

            We nearly called ourselves Reckles ’N’ Reckleson, but somehow Flight Control got registered.


         


         There was another pause.


         

            Martin’s passed on now, of course.


         


         Passed on, I later discovered, meant being thrust across the lab at high subsonic speed when a wind tunnel malfunctioned.


         

            Left half his interest to the Sisters over on Charity Fields. Now we work three quarters for a living and a quarter for God, and I can tell you, it shows in the results. Anyway, as I was saying, we started off just two guys with running costs of fifteen dollars an hour at the café. Now we employ about one hundred fifty engineers, dozens of math grads, material science folk, machinists, technicians, you name it. Over at the tunnels—they’re down the way—


         


         He gestured over the same shoulder as if the facility were within reach, or at least within sight.


         

            —there’d be another forty anytime we run tests.


         


         I was genuinely impressed, and said so. I was then invited to visit the wind tunnels (they operate a supersonic one as well) set up in an old Proving Ground laboratory, but my schedule prohibited this.


         

            HOW DID YOUR COMPANY GROW SO LARGE? WHAT WAS YOUR FIRST BREAK?


            Actually, we started off in roofs, not planes.


         


         I was so surprised, I uttered redundantly:


         

            ROOFS?


            Yeah. It’s not so surprising. There was this big shopping mall chain across the South with its own branded gas stations. Called Wingsters, funnily enough. They’re gone now. Anyway, some executive thought it would be a good idea to put this fancy distinctive roof over the gas station lots. They used a kid out of design school who came up with this great-looking gull wing-type shape. Anywhere flat, you could see it for miles. Great promotion, great commercially. They built two hundred before one took off in a windstorm. Flew like a kite then flipped upside down onto the food hall.


            NOT GOOD FOR BUSINESS.


            Yeah, custom was crushed. Then about a week later a tornado took seven in one day. The company panicked. They were ordered to take them down and couldn’t comply fast enough. That shape, visible for miles remember, suddenly became advertising poison. Well, Martin and I were thinking, they just need to understand their shape better, its aerodynamics. We drove to the nearest mall and photographed the roof from all angles—I can tell you we got some bad-tempered hustle for that—then came back to our room and reconstructed the form. I did the computations and Martin made models that he tested in a tunnel rigged up from a cola carton and a bedroom fan. We figured out a pretty simple mod that basically inverted the lift—forced it down in wind rather than up. Forty-eight hours later we took a proposal to Wingsters. If the mod failed, we would pay. If it worked, they’d pay. That’s when we registered our company and put some patent papers together.   


            Well, we started on the mall down in South Stormfield and what should happen? Tornado struck the next Sunday, flattened the whole area matchstick style minus one thing left standing. Our roof. Overnight, we were famous—small-town famous, that is. Wingsters couldn’t pay us enough, for the patent, for consultancy, for supervising the rebuilds, for public relations appearances, reassuring folk and explaining a bit how it all worked. So the roof got back its magic, people even congregated there in storms for safety. Only now it didn’t just advertise Wingsters. It was good publicity for Flight Control as well.


            SO THAT’S WHEN THE AERONAUTICAL BUSINESS STARTED?


            Not so fast. We did submarines first.


         


         Again, I was so surprised that I barely repressed an inane ‘Submarines?’ But Reckles stayed quiet, evidently needing a prompt. I capitulated.


         

            SUBMARINES?


            Sure.


            AND AERONAUTICS?


            Sure. Think of a submarine as flying under water. You have buoyancy, power, lift, drag, stubby wings even; currents like wind, vortices. It’s fluid dynamics. Same physics. The Navy did all their development with simulation, tank testing and ocean trials. Not bad, but we showed them extra value from wind tunnel studies. No one had thought of it before.


            SUBMARINES. IN A WIND TUNNEL?


            You’d be surprised what goes into a wind tunnel, Miss.


            GETTING BACK TO YOUR BOOK, DR RECKLES, SOME OF THE PREVIEW COMMENTARY HAS QUESTIONED … BEEN ANALYTICAL ABOUT … ITS VERACITY. ITS SERIOUSNESS. ITS WRYNESS. WHETHER IT’S FICTION, EVEN. IS IT A SERIOUS BOOK?


            Very serious. Look, that misunderstanding, that confusion, probably arises from the book being a bit technical for the average reader, but I’m not apologizing for that. It’s a guide for survival. Survival.


         


         I was silenced by the unexpected emphasis here, almost an impassioning. Then he added:


         

            Remember, the average reader would pretty much equate to the average airline passenger.


         


         I was further silenced, examining what I thought were non sequitur properties of this assertion. And somehow, in that state of absorption, I became inexplicably and, I knew, unwisely, emboldened.


         

            SO YOU REALLY SEE SOMEONE RIDING THIS WING DOWN 30,000 FEET FROM A DISINTEGRATING JETLINER, HALF THE TIME FROZEN, OXYGEN STARVED, DECOMPRESSED AND BLACKED OUT, THEN GLIDING SMOOTHLY INTO SOME ABANDONED PARKING LOT AND WALKING TO THE NEAREST PAYPHONE TO CALL A CAB?


            I really see it. You just need the knowledge, the science. Survival science, and the good math, that’s what my book is about.


         


         Well, I had come here to discover what the book was about, and now this man with the multi-channel mind and the green-eyed gaze had told me. It was the good math. With, I suspect, a bit of the good Lord too.


         I thought then about the building I had entered. About inside and outside, and the containment of opposites by a millimetre of paradox. About extremes of altitude and two forces of insistent violation, each of the other, stopped dead in a thin wall of metal. I said:


         

            DR RECKLES, KNOWING WHAT YOU KNOW, ABOUT AIRCRAFT AND EIGENVALUES AND TINFOIL, DO YOU ENJOY FLYING?


            Sure I do.


            WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE PLANE?


            Well, I’d have to say the newest, fastest, highest, toughest one there is.


            AND THAT WOULD BE?


         


         He tilted his head slightly, directing my attention once more over his shoulder to the busy CAD screen behind.


         

            And that would be on the drawing board, Honey. There’s where I like to fly.


         


         

            Anna Camenes was Founding Editor of Altimeter magazine. She flies Row 14.


         


      


   









   

      


         

            4. SUBSCRIPTION OFFER


         


         AVIATION REVIEWS


         

            Subscribe now!


            Coming Next Summer:


            SPECIAL EDITION ON HYPERSONIC PROPULSION


            Principles of Hypersonic Combustion


            Nanosecond-Resolution Flame Imaging


            Baffle Boy: Deflector Breakthrough from a Kentucky Garden Shed


            Coolant Chemistry is a Hot Topic


            Chamber of Horrors: Flame-Out at MACH 7


            Passing Out Parade: G-Force and the Air Force


            Cracks in the Union: Keplerian Arc Welding Exposed as Fraudulent


            Unintended Orbit: Down-to-Earth Tips from the Experts


             


            PLUS All the regular features.


            PLUS Award-winning contributor Anna Camenes.


            PLUS Comment by new Executive Editor Penelope Hyffen-Dascher PhD.


            PLUS Scram: a smartphone game for aeronauts.


             


            Don’t miss out! Subscribe today to the world’s foremost aviation science journal.


            Special Offer (Personal Subscription only)


            1 Year $95.00^


            2 Years $175.00^


            Subscribe online at http://www.aviationreviews.com or phone 1-800-JOYSTICK and follow prompts.


            Offer ends June 30. ^Plus State and Federal taxes.


         


         SPECIAL OFFER! ****KEEP YOUR HAT ON!****


          


         Take out a 2 year subscription before end May and we will ship you a genuine Reckles® Texan hat! Uses special aerodynamic ‘NegLift’ patent brim design! Proven in wind tunnels! This hat won’t blow off even in a tornado! Used by leading twister-chasers, mine ore blasters, skydivers, and more! Suitable for swimming! Go chic scuba diving! Cowboys: walk, ride, hogtie, sleep in the unlosable hat! Approved for space travel! One size fits all! (Advise head circumference when subscribing.)


      


   









   

      


         

            5. OBITUARY


         


         The Norwegian-British logician, linguist and dream theorist Edvard Tøssentern is unaccounted for, and presumed to have died when the research balloon Abel disappeared during a severe storm over the South China Sea.
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