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If it


Was we who gave tongue to this cry


What does it bespeak in us, repeating


And repeating, insisting on something


That we never meant?


W.S. Merwin, ‘Foghorn’
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Prologue


22 June 2013


The foghorn sounds.


Its abrupt and terrific interjection comes from two rectangular black mouths, a colossal metallic holler that is stupefyingly loud. It floods my ears and shakes my guts. I am overwhelmed. I freeze. Tiny hairs rise on my covered arms. Its moaning blast ends in a gruff grunt that jolts me from my stupor. One eternal second of absolute and total silence follows, and the crowd around me erupts in the type of giddy laughter reserved for moments of awe. It is true aural obliteration.


In June of 2013 I drove from London to the north-east with friends to see Foghorn Requiem, a vast open-air performance that assembled three brass bands with a total of sixty-five players on the cliffs at Souter Point lighthouse in South Shields. They were joined by a motley flotilla of over fifty ships out in the North Sea that included a ferry and fishing boats, sailboats and lifeboats, ketches, yachts and tugs. At its centre was the almighty Souter Point foghorn, which sounded from the middle of the crowd over the heads of the brass players and out to the ships on the horizon, a voice of compressed air from hulking diesel engine lungs.


It was a bright and blustery day, chilly under a blue sky. The crowd had amassed around the whitewashed lighthouse and foghorn building – square like an electricity substation, with two outsized trumpets on top, gaping like black doorways tapering into two narrow necks. There were families with children on shoulders; people huddling in bright waterproofs around flasks of tea; couples with dogs; grandparents perched on camping chairs; kids lifted up to sit on the boundary wall of the lighthouse compound; and people like me, underdressed in jeans and light jacket for the brisk 11-degree Celsius summer day in South Shields. We waited, shivering and harried by the wind, for the performance to begin.


As the brass players filed in, a quiet descended. This reverent silence was broken by one high clear note, sounded by a single trumpet player from the top of the lighthouse. Then the brass began, and a sequence of sombre phrases was lifted by the breeze, the notes carried out to sea. The ships and boats replied in harmony – tuned to the notes of the brass – as if they were an echo from the vast landscape itself. Their answers came in staggered and idiosyncratic voices, the ferry loud and adenoidal, the small ships pinched and whinnying. Their conversation, between brass and boat, colliery and maritime, filled the blue-grey seascape from the cliffs we stood on all the way to the distant horizon, a mournful exchange on a scale much bigger than ourselves, as if these industries had been given voices with which to compare misfortunes.


And then, into this lament, the foghorn bellowed, a sound to call through fog and heavy weather, that could reach twenty miles across the sea. Over the heads of the audience, it bellowed again. It sand-blasted my ears with a force and power that diminished the brass and ships, those formerly huge sounds now mice to an elephant. Each time it sang, I felt more excited, more alive – it was shaped by the cliffs and water, from the first giddy interjection to a noise that gathered emotional power as it traversed the landscape.


The final note of the Requiem let the air drain from the foghorn’s tanks, and as the pressure faded, the hardness of the sound was lost. It hummed, sang in broken-throated keening, and when it no longer had the strength for that, it stuttered and wheezed until its last breath hissed like air from a punctured balloon.


When silence settled, I stood frozen to the spot. A lump rose in my throat and my eyes watered. I looked around, and saw tears and glazed looks in the faces of the crowd. Something had departed, and we were alone. In that last gasp, the foghorn had articulated not just its own death, but the death of an industry and all that was left behind. This was industrial music, and it meant something – only not in the way I was used to.


A few years earlier I had been working for a music magazine covering underground and experimental music, and was commissioned to review an album that became the unexpected beginning of my obsession with foghorns. The record was called Audience of One, by an avant-garde Australian percussionist and composer called Oren Ambarchi, on which cymbal skitters and anxious strings sound like wind on rigging and the shifting of great hulls. Dropped into this mix without warning, is a huge vibrational blast of brass, a French horn reaching further and lower than its familiar range. When I heard it, I had imagined a harbour, and instinctively compared the brass to a foghorn in my review. But then I stopped, to fact-check my comparison: what is a foghorn, anyway, and what does it sound like?


In looking for the answer to that question, I stopped being a music journalist and became something else – a foghorn obsessive, a historian of sound, and the favourite anecdote of many friends (‘a book about foghorns …?’). I also discovered something much bigger than the French horn on that album in a horn made to compete with the seas and the weather, that could parp, moan, holler and wail louder than anything else on the coast, that was big enough to shout down death.


Plenty of musicians over the years have proudly worn a badge of loudness, and many had suckered me in with chest-rattling sonics, from dub to doom metal, noise and hardcore punk, played on sound systems that looked like aeronautical engine parts in cavernous spaces co-opted specifically for their acoustics. I had always loved these vibrational ecstasies, where sound became physical, where I was silenced by noise. I was from a landlocked county in the north-west of England, but this was bigger and better than any band I’d seen or rave I’d danced through, a level up from even the greatest of speaker stacks: a sound system playing for the open sea at the almighty volume the endless oceans demanded. It had got me, hook, line and sinker.


Soon I was losing hours to foghorns on YouTube, scouring online images, digging for mothballed local history sites typed a decade ago in basic fonts with textured HTML backgrounds. I found images of the foghorn’s machinery, housed in domed blocks of concrete architecture or squat brick buildings where their huge trumpet mouths poked surreally from holes in the wall, or sat proudly on top of the structure, as if crushing the low-slung buildings. I scrolled through pictures of square horns and elegant bell-shaped mouths, trumpets that curved gracefully in swan-like necks. I tracked down the only book on foghorns ever written, by a historian and film lecturer called Alan Renton, whose recordings of foghorns were held in the British Library. I even joined the Association of Lighthouse Keepers, a heritage organisation for ex-keepers and lighthouse enthusiasts.


Other people heard about my growing obsession and passed on their stories. I started talking to people – anyone – about foghorns. I heard stories and memories, and photos reached me from unknown ramblers; emails arrived from strangers in British Colombia, Belfast and Orkney. What emerged were myths, stories, modern folklore and unsubstantiated anecdotes. One emailer suggested I had been unconsciously collaborating with them in the psychic realm. A writer friend emailed to ask if foghorns were used in underwater tactical deception manoeuvres in the Second World War, and someone else related a brilliant story about how the foghorn sounded all day and all night when Jersey was liberated.1 An urban myth reached me about a sound system in Sheffield that had acquired a decommissioned foghorn as rival crews competed to have the loudest dub. The sound system probably wouldn’t have worked with the big old horns I was hunting, but the image of a gigantic siren next to bass bins and tweeters was irresistible: the story of a foghorn finding its rightful place in music, the control it had exerted over the coast at the hands of nineteenth-century maritime colonialists boldly reclaimed by a Jamaican diaspora. This latter tale was so compelling I contacted half of the sound system experts and crew members in the UK, trying to find a thread that would lead me to this profound fusion of sound, sea and music.


Along the way I picked up other stories of industrial machines co-opted for their power: a group of artists who had made steam whistle orchestras; of cacophonous harbour compositions; of Russian symphonies that had turned coastal cities into orchestras.


As someone interested in music and technology, the stories I heard meant something to me. This was not just about inventing instruments, or ways to play music, but about how industrial machines with pre-existing functions had been incorporated into unexpected zones of culture. Added to that, most of these stories were only half true, and I became fascinated by why they stuck. What was so compelling about an obsolete technology of a recent past made new again, resurrected and given a new function and folklore for the next generation?


What most of us think of when we hear a melancholy sound calling out from the coast is a foghorn, but a foghorn is just one type of fog signal. There is a whole arsenal of instruments used as navigational aids on the coast – bells, explosives, horns and sirens of various types – but there was one I became more interested in than the others. The sound that I heard from those gaping trumpets at Souter Point came from a particularly huge piece of technology, and was what had become a familiar motif in film, literature and music. While what someone calls a foghorn might be a ship’s horn, an electric siren or a honking great diaphone – where high pressure air passed through a piston – like I’d heard in South Shields, properly speaking a foghorn is the latter, and it was the latter that I craved. It turned out to be difficult to get a fix, because when I came to look for them, most foghorns were silent, and those that could still be heard were often not used by mariners, but switched on weekly during the summer for tourists to be awed by their power.


The foghorn at Souter Point ran off diesel-powered air compressors – engines that filled tanks and fed pressurised air through pipes to a valve at the neck of the horns, which open and close to make that gigantic sound. Ships and boats also carry fog signals – these can be anything from horns that sound like their shore-based counterparts on big ships, to beeping electric horns, to small pleasure boats carrying the sorts of aerosol air horns you’re more likely to see at a rave or carnival. The big ships can compete with smaller foghorns in moody tone and power, but the truly iconic horns are the big beasts installed around the coasts at lighthouses, ports and harbours.


We recognise the sound of the foghorn as a staple of the coastal soundscape, particularly in the UK and North America. But take a step back from any familiarity you have with this sound, and look again. It is an audacious and surreal technology, a huge 120-decibel instrument that is as loud as any up-to-11 rock group, only it is found on the most rugged and isolated edges of the land, calling loudly out to sea from absurdly huge trumpets. Their calls are deafening and their architecture is alien: conspicuous sentinels in the landscapes they serve. Other big horns exist, but nothing speaks to the sea like the foghorn does, nothing gives such comfort while it warns, and nothing else comes imbued with the colossal weight of life and death, memory and melancholy that I heard that day on the cliffs at South Shields.


This conjunction of sound and place and people had snagged me, because nothing I saw or heard or read could quite explain this scene. There is no other sound tied so deeply to a type of weather, and no machine sounds quite that massive. Its brass trumpet mouth is often big enough to crawl inside, and it is powered by hulking engines that guzzle fossil fuels. What had hooked me was the foghorn’s scale and feeling in that instant of experience, but I wanted to understand this sound’s story. Who had decided that this terrible horn was a good idea? Where did such an obscene machine come from? Where could I hear it again? Why had it moved so many people to tears? And did it actually work? I had to know, and to know, I had to go much, much deeper.


This is a book about the foghorn – a keynote in the chorus of coastlines, and a music we take for granted if we know it well, without ever considering how absurd it is. But this is also a book about how rethinking the sounds we know and the way we listen can tell us something of our place in the world, revealing stranger details and more complex histories than we might at first realise. Sound and music are as important as what we can see, and they can transport us through the past, present and to the future, in the invisible vibrations of the air around us. It wasn’t just deafening music I heard in the foghorn, it was its potential to make connections between history, culture, industry, landscape and, most importantly, between people.




Part One


ATTACK
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Origins – obsessions – encounters




1


First blast


The foghorn was invented, the story goes, by a man named Robert Foulis, in Canada, in the 1850s. He had apprenticed as an engineer in Scotland, and then worked as a painter in Belfast, where he met his first wife, Elizabeth Leatham, who died shortly after their daughter Euphemia was born in 1817. Foulis crossed the ocean to start a new life. He was headed for Ohio, but his ship hit stormy weather and had to dock in Nova Scotia, where apparently some Scottish friends convinced him to stay.1 Euphemia, who had been staying with an aunt in Edinburgh, was sent for, and they eventually settled in Saint John, where Foulis remarried. He worked on technical aspects of coaling and steam ships, was variously employed as either a painter or an engineer, and established both an art school and a foundry in New Brunswick. A monument to him was erected in 1928, in a cemetery in Saint John.


These are the facts of his life, but it does not tell me how, or why, he invented something like the foghorn. That is a different story, a tangle of folklore and fact that marks an arbitrary origin. When commonly told this story is a narrative that is easy to believe, but impossible to prove, and which imbues the foghorn with its emotional power from its very first cry. It goes like this…


One foggy evening in Saint John, Foulis went walking along the shore. As he walked, he could hear the sound of his daughter’s piano practice and, as he listened more closely, he noticed that the lower notes sounded louder than the higher, and that they were carrying better through the fog. Being led home by her piano playing while mired in fog inspired him to design a machine that would sound loudly, and with a low note, to warn ships away from the shore when the lighthouse was not visible. So he built a foghorn, which was installed at Partridge Island in 1859, but failed to patent his invention, and he died in poverty in 1866.2


This story of the foghorn’s invention is told in books and on websites, on TV shows and in encyclopedias. For a long time I accepted it without question. But the more I looked at it, the thinner it became, and the more questions I had. It is really just a fragment, a romantic fable about an industrial sound. While Foulis the inventor existed, and did install a steam-powered horn on Partridge Island, who knows if he ever took that walk in the fog, or if his daughter ever learned piano? There is so little to flesh out the connection, to explain how he got from piano in the mist to the first steam-engine-powered foghorn. Because, really, why would a piano make you think of a foghorn? What sort of person does it take to hear the soothing sound of a child’s music practice, and be inspired to revolutionise safety at sea with a bellowing machine?


I searched for the source of this story in cold grey archives and ornate reading rooms alike, in London and Scotland, on digital archives and genealogy sites. I found a record of someone with the same name travelling between Boston and Canada, took a detour around his relatives in the printing industry, considered whether he changed the spelling of his last name upon arrival in his new home to amplify his social status, as many did at that time. I expected to be able to find him at the end of a few keystrokes, but while I could patch together a biography, what I couldn’t find was the thing I was looking for – a date or diary entry, anything that might be the root of the story. Instead of confirming the foghorn’s origin, the harder I looked, the foggier the story became.


I found alternative versions, some sensible, some absurd. One source suggested that Foulis had been driven to apply his engineering knowledge to the improvement of fog signalling at Partridge Island lighthouse, where he was working, after reading news of the collision between the SS Arctic and the SS Vesta in heavy fog off the coast of Newfoundland in 1854, where over 300 lives were lost – including all the women and children. However, numerous sources claim Foulis’s horn was invented in 1853, before this tragedy occurred. One engineer who had worked on a foghorn restoration told me Foulis had sat on the foggy beach with a piano, playing it himself, but this later turned out to have been confused with an episode of the BBC TV series Coast, where they’d retold the story and had a go at playing a piano on a beach to test how well the sound travelled. The foghorn had even popped up in a surrealist opening montage to Vic Reeves and Bob Mortimer’s comedy show The Smell of Reeves & Mortimer, where its invention was attributed – for no apparent reason – to John Betjeman, in 1961.


The Foulis origin story is one I’d read with minor variations since the very beginning of my plunge into foghorns. It wasn’t until some years later that I went back and tried to unpick it. I thought when I’d found that story, I’d discovered the origin of the foghorn, but there’s a tangle of connections between Foulis walking along a foggy shore and the moment the Souter Point foghorn was installed on that flat clifftop in South Shields.3


Our lives are lived in stories often more complicated than can be effectively contained. Foulis’s is a neat story – man on Canadian coastline connects steam engine to massive horn, and thus a sound is born. This may have been the first time a steam engine had been used for the purposes of fog signalling; however, the facts of an invention are rarely as compelling its resonances. A closer listen to Foulis’s story revealed a ballad, steeped in pathetic fallacy, and in fog.


In fog, time and the visible world are muted, and in the grey light of a world suspended, we are faced with ourselves and our memories, and perhaps Foulis was too. When he was led home, was he also being led out of fogbound feelings of loss? He was guided towards the sound of his new family, and in this the piano becomes the foghorn by calling him back to safety. The story of him walking in the mist is only partly about him inventing the foghorn. It also carries his grief, because of his biography.


Considered like this, the tale can turn from historical fact to industrial folklore. When he walked along the New Brunswick shore as the fog rolled in, thick and fast as they do on that coastline, what was he thinking about? Why was he alone? Mired in the mist, was he thinking of the wife he lost? Or of the new life that was signalling to him in halting piano chords through the fog? The story of how the foghorn was invented is about more than just an idea. That walk with Foulis on the beach is also about the emotional power of the foghorn, and these resonances are still audible in the melancholic wail of a foghorn real or recorded, whether from a soundtrack or a remembered soundscape.


I’d always been curious about where music comes from – who makes it and why. The foghorn was the first time I had thought about a specific sound, rather than a band or composition. When we talk about origins in musical histories, stories are simplified and romanticised, just like they were with Foulis. The known facts are parts of more complex narratives, many of which have been reduced to tidy chance discoveries. Sometimes errors creep in, details are transposed, sanitised or amplified, and we gobble up these creation myths – they become gospel. I started thinking about the ways in which other distinctive sounds had been born; about unreliable narrators and the fallibility of so many of our histories. If Foulis’s foghorn was an isolated case – he did not patent his invention – where does the sound really get started? Where do you mark the establishment of a sound, historically speaking? By its technology? Its acoustic signature? The spread of the machinery? If his foghorn blew on a lonely coastline, did it really make a sound if there was nobody there to hear it?


Exotica, the tiki-torch lounge jazz that proliferated in 1950s America, is sometimes said to have started in a chance encounter between Martin Denny and his band and some frogs, when said amphibians started croaking along to the music, stopping and starting again in sync as they played in the Shell Bar in a hotel complex in Honolulu. Just like Foulis, it reduces to a single, simple, light-bulb moment, thanks to an ordinary event being punctured by an unusual sound. The reality, though, was that Denny had been collecting and augmenting his orchestra for years with instruments he had collected from around the world while on army postings.


That great American modernist compositional movement, minimalism, is claimed by some to be the work of a small handful of composers – Terry Riley and La Monte Young, Steve Reich and Philip Glass – but these men were all surrounded by a more wide-reaching group of composers and musicians, many of them following similar philosophies and principles, from Julius Eastman to Joan La Barbara. Denis Johnson, a one-time composer and friend of Riley and Young, wrote a minimalist piano composition called November in 1959, which only came to light in recent decades and predates the movement’s more oft-cited ‘big bang moment’ – Terry Riley’s 1964 composition In C – by years. Nobody heard or knew of Johnson’s composition until many years after the fact. Where, in these cases, does a sound begin? With the anomalous first entry, or when people began to recognise someone else’s innovation?


Acid House is sometimes belittled as being ‘accidentally’ discovered by Phuture’s Earl Smith Jr (better known as the peerless DJ Spank-Spank), who one night stayed up till the small hours playing with a new Roland 303 drum machine he and DJ Pierre were trying to work out how to use, when the signature squelch ‘came out of nowhere’. In fact, Phuture were actively building and developing the nascent sound of acid house in Chicago as part of that febrile local scene. In the same way that the steam engine was being utilised to expand the possibilities of what could be mechanised, drum machines were being utilised to push what club music could do. While it might seem arbitrary to connect acid house and the foghorn, the development of both sounds relied on a certain type of technological progress that craved forward movement. Club music and the Industrial Revolution both have, at their core, an exalted technological quest for newness and modernity even though they’re centuries apart. The parallel is in a sound discovered through experimentation. In both cases, a new and distinctive sound is made because of a new technology; however, the sound is not inevitably defined by that technology, but in how the people listening chose to control and use that sound. In other words, the sound of the foghorn is not wholly defined by the material components that make it, and it is not simply reducible to its technological function. Cultural and social factors, as well as arbitrary decisions, made the sound what we recognise today.


Musical genres and world-changing inventions – whether they’re foghorns or acid house – are almost never the work of one lone genius. Hero narratives often require caveats or collapse under inspection. Foulis, it turns out, wasn’t the only one working on fog signalling, nor was his machine the one that spread out along the coasts. The reality is that a number of people were working on similar inventions during the later decades of the nineteenth century, and it is these that led to the broader adoption of foghorns. An American named Celadon Leeds Daboll took out patents on the use of compressed air horns in America in 1860, and in Britain three years later.3


A chemistry professor called Frederick Hale Holmes developed a reed trumpet around 1863, and a few years after that a pneumatic horn was patented, followed by a manual diaphone-like foghorn, a piston-driven foghorn, and others in the 1880s. Robert Hope-Jones – the inventor of the Wurlitzer organ – filed a patent for a diaphone mechanism for his organ in 1896, listing sound signalling as another application for the organ’s machinery. He later filed a patent solely for a fog-signalling invention.
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However, it is to Foulis that the foghorn’s origins have stuck. Just as the singing frogs add an irresistible detail to Denny’s story, so does the piano in the fog in Foulis’s. Both are historical MacGuffins, and both lend themselves more to explaining the feeling of the sound more than anything else. What made the Foulis story so compelling – that he was an underdog, a lone outsider, who died poor despite inventing the huge machine I was in love with – had absolutely nothing to tell me about how his invention led to foghorns being so familiar to me, a music journalist from a landlocked county, born over a century later.


The Foulis story was elusive and romantic. I was seduced by its cinematic moods and setting, and the grief and loss that permeated the story like the fog in which it happened. I realised that this fog that drifted across the shore nearly 170 years ago was a key to unlocking deeper connections, as one of the few cold hard facts at the heart of Foulis’s story. While in the fog there was mood, metaphor and menace, there was also, more importantly, cause and effect. It was not just crucial to the Foulis story, but was the sole reason the foghorn existed. So if I was ever going to understand the foghorn, I was going to have to understand the fog.


[image: image]


[image: image]




2


Heavy weather


One chilly November morning, I head out to my rented office along the Thames estuary, where from the window I can see the tidal edge of Leigh Marsh. Once there, I work to the rhythm of the tides – if it’s out when I turn up, I don’t leave till it’s back in. If it’s in, I stay until the water has retreated to reveal the wet sands of the marshes, which are bright green in summer and mud brown in winter. I get there by bike, cycling down the same estuarial landscape that opens Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Marlow sails out of London down to the sea reach of the Thames, where the sea and the sky are ‘welded together without a joint’, and a mist hangs on the Essex marshes ‘like a gauzy and radiant fabric’. But on that coastline where I now stop to catch my breath, there is no horizon for me, no sky and sea and no marshes draped in mist, because I am suspended in the bright grey nothing of a heavy morning fog. 


The air is thick with moisture that gathers in droplets on my clothes. My eyes strain to focus, and the air is clammy and close. The fog crawls around my cuffs, teasing wet tendrils from my tied-back hair, and the handlebars drip with condensation where the mist has hit cold metal. Lampposts and bollards loom as shadows. Just like in the dark, my breath, quickened from the cycle, seems louder. But while the fog obscures what I can see, I am not in the dark. I am in a bubble of depthless light. The world has shrunk to the size of what I can hear, and what I can hear stretches further than what I can see. The fog amplifies sound, relegates sight to second place and sharpens my sense of smell and touch. I can even taste the air if I take a deep breath, briny seaweed on my tongue and oily exhaust fumes in my throat.


I slow my pace and listen.


Glowing headlights pass like floating orbs with engines, revving and idling in the slowed traffic. The modern fog signal beeps at the end of the mile-long pier, although it is easy to miss over the sound of cars and the squawk of ghostly seagulls. It is meant for kayaks and small pleasure boats that might be passing and is much quieter than the horns of the container ships that glide down the dredged estuary to the London Gateway Port. When fog like this rolls in the huge ships often stop, or slow, out in the main shipping channel, and sound their horns to signal their position and movement. They are too big to even notice the tiny beep that marks the end of the pier, the captain and crew closeted away in sealed wheelhouses and cabins high above the water.


I luxuriate in this fog, safe on solid ground, enjoying the momentary muting of the world around me. Edmund in Eugene O’Neill’s Long Day’s Journey into Night, in which fog becomes pathetic fallacy of addiction, puts his escape into the fog beautifully:


‘The fog was where I wanted to be. Halfway down the path you can’t see this house. You’d never know it was here. Or any of the other places down the avenue. I couldn’t see but a few feet ahead. I didn’t meet a soul. Everything looked and sounded unreal. Nothing was what it is. That’s what I wanted—to be alone with myself in another world where truth is untrue and life can hide from itself. Out beyond the harbor, where the road runs along the beach, I even lost the feeling of being on land. The fog and the sea seemed part of each other. It was like walking on the bottom of the sea. As if I had drowned long ago. As if I was the ghost belonging to the fog, and the fog was the ghost of the sea.’1


Fog is weather made material, at once tactile and ungraspable. A foghorn sounds in the fog and for the fog, sound and weather bound by the play upon our senses. Fog blocks out the visual, while the foghorn’s holler shouts out in the gloom as a sonic anchor. Being in fog is not the same as being in darkness – night can be illuminated but little lifts fog. Can you think of another sound so contingent on the weather? An ice cream van? Tide sirens in Venice? Tornado sirens? All of these are different to the foghorn. An ice cream van tinkles its music whether it’s sunny or not. Sirens come before the tornado, their warnings a call to action, to move. The foghorn is something different, not just technologically but also functionally. It is, formally speaking, an aid to navigation. It wasn’t just designed to warn ships away from dangerous shores and sandbanks, but also to tell them where they were.2


Experiencing weather uses all our senses. It involves sight, sound, smell, often touch. A summer rain involves a shifting in light, a darkening of the skies, the appearance of leaden clouds. In cities, the smell of dust from hot concrete signals the first fat wet droplets of rain, which we feel on our skin, on open palms. In the countryside, the smell of soil and foliage is lifted to our noses.3


Distinctions between different types of fog are largely based on how and where it forms. Radiation fog occurs when the earth, which has absorbed heat during the day, cools by night; it hangs over marshes and lowlands in the early morning, dispersing as the sun rises and warming the ground. Advection fog moves horizontally, and rolls in, when moist air drifts over a colder surface like sea or snowy ground. Then there is valley fog, hill fog, upslope fog, evaporation fog and freezing fog. There is such a thing as a fogbow – a pale halo of glowing white mist.


Fog, mist and clouds are variations on the same principle: condensation. The definition of fog is one that is acutely anthropocentric, dependent on having an observer. The only difference between a fog and a mist, according to the Met Office, is the distance we can see. To reduce fog to its pure science is to remove the observer at the heart of the definition of fog.


Have you ever been to a concert or club where so much dry ice has been used it separates you from your friends? How did it feel? Did it make you feel disoriented, lost? Now imagine that feeling, of not being able to see what is right next to you, but you’re in a ship, at sea, and you have no idea in which direction you’re facing. It becomes very dangerous. The effect is of a marooning, a removing of orienting features that you might usually use to navigate – whether it’s to the bar or back to harbour – but the implications are very different.


Musicians who pump their concerts full of dry ice know that fog is setting and scenery for the music the audience are about to hear. In the case of the cloaked and hooded ritualistic doom metal act Sunn O))), whose heavy guitar drones obliterate from monolithic amp stacks, it is a way to elevate the intensity of sound – they use it so prodigiously it has been known to set off smoke alarms in neighbouring buildings. In one context these instant special effects that a fog machine can produce are a thrill, because they change everything about the world in an instant. In another, being at sea with no solid ground, when nothing can be seen, there is terror.


Fog, once it comes down on sea and coast, is a mortal danger, because in fog death can crawl silently out of the sea and swallow ships whole. All mariners know how fast a thick fog can roll in, and what it means for your sense of direction. Chris Williams, who worked as a caretaker and part-time keeper at Nash Point lighthouse in South Wales and used to do boat trips around the Bristol Channel, remembers once getting completely turned around in the time it took him to put a glove on in a deep fog.


Fog is threshold, and fog is mood. When Ella Fitzgerald sings the Gershwin song ‘A Foggy Day’, it’s not really about the weather, but about the fog being a mirror for a private misery. The figurative fog clears at the appearance of the singer’s love interest. The fog is not just an external manifestation of Ella’s feelings, but something that has the power to affect those feelings too. When Bob ‘The Bear’ Hite mutters, on Canned Heat’s Live at Topanga Corral,4 ‘I’m already in a fog, I don’t need the machine’, he’s in a very different type of figurative fog – a chemically induced one – that might be more properly called a fug.


Fog runs through Western culture like a wisp of smoke, from Aphrodite spiriting Paris away to safety in a thick mist in The Iliad, to John Carpenter’s fog rolling into a sleepy town on the Californian coast carrying leprosy-riddled zombie pirate ghosts. Stephen King’s The Mist carries monsters; James Herbert’s The Fog carries madness. Gothic literature is particularly infested with fogs, where it is both pathetic fallacy and spectral threshold. Fog is a presence in Susan Hill’s The Woman in Black, in Sherlock Holmes, in H.G. Wells. Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll enters a foggy alleyway and emerges as Mr Hyde.5 My favourite is the fog that brings Dracula to the shores of Whitby (where the lighthouse didn’t get a foghorn until 1903, some years after Dracula’s arrival). The ship lands in clamouring fog that is oppressively British: ‘Then came another rush of sea-fog, greater than any hitherto – a mass of dank mist, which seemed to close on all things like a grey pall, and left available to men only the organ of hearing, for the roar of the tempest, and the crash of the thunder, and the booming of the mighty billows came through the damp oblivion even louder than before.’


In San Francisco, fog is the city, and the city is fog. With these fogs come the foghorns. Around San Francisco Bay they sound for an average of two and a half hours a day, and the region’s breweries make beers called Lost in the Fog, Fog Breaker, Fog City. San Franciscans are said to refer to clouds as ‘high fog’, and when that high fog meets the city streets, residents describe being ‘socked in’. These fogs are, as Edwin Rosskam put it in his 1930s book on the city, ‘not weather, they are floating islands in the weather’. It is such a constant presence that it is personified with its own Twitter account – a sardonic character named Karl the Fog (named after a character in the film Big Fish). Karl brags about ruining Fourth of July fireworks, ‘photobombs’ tourists and takes selfies – squares of grey in varying shades – which is a good joke, because fog cannot really be photographed in any meaningful way, except in relation to things it has partially obscured. A man named Gareld M. Corman claimed in 1966 to have invented a lens that meant he could see through San Francisco fog, and called it the ‘ohmichlescope’.6


Harold Gilliam’s pocket book Weather of the San Francisco Bay Region – more correctly described as a book on San Francisco Bay fog – states that one million tons of water an hour can float through the Golden Gate as vapour and fog. In the late spring and summer, the fog can be anything from a hundred yards to more than hundred miles wide, and from a hundred feet to half a mile in height, which perhaps makes it seem more solid and material than it actually is. The writer George Sterling, who called San Francisco ‘the cool grey city of love’, believed that one day the fog would be harnessed as a power source, because the fogs can speed through the Golden Gate at forty miles per hour.


I inhale these stats, their enormous scale, but they mean both something and nothing when applied to what is essentially a mass of heavy air that moves. What does a ton of water look like anyway? I cannot hold or photograph the fog – its presence must always be measured in relation to other things.


The speed, density and prevalence of fog in the Bay Area is the result of geological movements that happened along the Pacific and North American plates 650,000 years ago. The Bay represents the sea-level breach of Californian mountain ranges by the Pacific Ocean, and this breach, with its narrow entrance, means hot and cold air is sucked in and out of the Bay with a power that moves the air fast enough for sun to turn to fog in ten minutes or less. If a San Francisco fog, with the power of its geographic particulars, was transplanted to where I am on the Thames estuary right now, I could race the fog on my bike and might not beat it.


The spring and summer fogs in San Francisco are advection fogs, caused by moist air on the waters of the Bay, or, if the water’s warm, when that warm air is pushed up the hills to cooler zones. The winter fogs, or ‘tule’ fogs, are radiation fogs, created when the land is cold and warm air passes over. They are named for a Spanish-Aztec word for the bullrushes around which they gather. It is the winter tule fog that settles in the Bay which causes most shipwrecks.


Other geographically particular fogs and mists abound in dialect – ones that come on fast, or cold, or icy, or those that bring phantoms. In South America, camanchaca are dense fogs that do not produce rain; garúa are cold winter fogs in Chile and Peru; the Shoshone in the Western United States call a freezing fog in deep mountain valleys a pogonip. Dutch folklore talks of the witte wieven, white women in veils of mist who appear in autumn. A haar or a fret is a sea fog in Scotland and the north-east of England.


Fog is at the heart of much folklore and mythology. It brings things, reveals things, creates a bridge between the living world and other realms. In British coastal folklore one sixteenth-century story from Cornwall describes a great fog out of which a castle emerges, and then a fleet of ships, with smaller boats in its wake. Legend says that the Isle of Man was once sunk beneath the sea, and when it rose it remained hidden under a magical mist. Avalon too is said in some versions to be magically shrouded. These appearances are not limited to the UK. In the Popol Vuh – the Mayan story of creation – the speaking of the word ‘earth’ causes the land to arise and form suddenly from the water, ‘like a cloud, like a mist’ – thought to be a reference to the way clouds and hill fogs move around the mountains of that region.


All the way through to the present day, fog’s presence is rarely benign. In the Second World War, foggy airfields stopped Allied craft landing safely when returning from bombing raids, and so a system called FIDO was developed. The Fog Investigation and Dispersal Operation was two large pipes full of petrol which were set alight in an attempt to burn off the fog, at a rate of 450,000 litres per hour. A burning airstrip seen through heavy fog was a hellish image for pilots to return to, although prior to this, procedure in fog when a pilot couldn’t see the runway was to bail out in a parachute over the sea, and plunge the aircraft into the waves.


As I cycled further down the coast, I passed a bell ringing from a buoy out in the water that was being rocked by the tide. I could hear the shape of the landscape, knew the tide was not yet in. For the sighted, fog distorts one’s sense of direction. And still it remains elusive – we cannot hold it in our hands and yet it smothers us, isolates us, maroons us.


Artists such as Olafur Eliasson, Antony Gormley and sculptor Fujiko Nakaya – who creates outdoor synthetic fog sculptures like shifting clouds harnessed invisibly to outside spaces – have all exploited these properties of fog and the way it can play with our perceptions of the world while being untouchable. All three have held shows that attracted record-breaking audiences, who clamoured for the experience of being mired in these synthetic mists and the immediate sensory escape they promised. Artworks like this need no pre-existing knowledge – they affect a sensory experience of the world simply and directly: with fog.


The reordering of perceptions happens for those with different sensory abilities too. The blind call snow ‘blind man’s fog’ because it removes all the information about the world they usually gather from listening – where the sighted see edges and surfaces, paths, routes, obstructions, a blind person hears them in the form of echoes, and when it snows all this information is muted. In Notes on Blindness, the writer John M. Hull describes how opening his front door to a heavy rain is like a sighted person drawing open the curtains – the rain paints in an image of the world in sound.7


Back in Essex, as I cycled further down the coast, I heard the geese gobbling and the clang of metal rigging on masts at the sailing club. These sounds all told me where I was, put edges on my hobbled sense of space. Listening to my surroundings in fog gave me a context for the history I hadn’t yet understood, about the foghorn’s place in the coastal soundscape.


Foghorns became the soundtrack to fog and all its associations, a means to overcome this state of not seeing when all depth and detail had been shrouded in a white-grey veil; when your sense of direction is in doubt and when you may not be where you think you are. There on the estuary, submerged in this depthless light, I was completely isolated from a place I knew like the back of my hand. The fog had not just rearranged all my senses, but distorted this place, bringing with it all its associations, with gothic literature and magical thresholds. I was under fog’s spell, mired in the weather, its meanings and the ways its damp fingers had folded around writers and sailors alike.


Submerged, I understood the force of the sound sent to break the spell. I could not turn off the fog, nor could I escape it. The only thing that told me where I was, which could reinstate the world I had lost, was sound. When fog obscures and overcomes the lighthouse’s beam, a foghorn is not just warning you off the rocks, it is illuminating an entire landscape.


However, while foghorns were the biggest sound, they weren’t the first and they didn’t arrive all of a sudden upon silent coastlines. So what did call out from the edges of the land before the foghorn’s engine-driven holler, and what happened for something so monstrous and melancholy to be developed?




3


Underwater bells


Foghorns did not arrive on mute coasts, but in places already chattering with explosive retorts and the ringing of bells, in sounds powered by clockwork, firepower and, in one instance, by a horse.


The earliest surviving notice of a sound being used for ships in fog is from 1771, now held in the National Library of Scotland’s collection of nineteenth-century papers from the Stevenson dynasty of lighthouse engineers, who worked for the Northern Lighthouse Board. In the library’s cool, silent reading room I pick the loose notice gingerly from its folder and lay it out on the desk. The reason it is preserved is only because someone in a previous century also had an interest, or maybe an obsession, with ephemera like this.
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