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praise for


THE PERFORMANCE


‘Flawless’ WASHINGTON POST


‘Compassionate’ NEW YORK TIMES


‘Quietly transformational’ THE TIMES


‘Intimate, poignant, and darkly funny’ SUNDAY TIMES


‘The way Thomas plays with the reader is a sort of genius’ THE GUARDIAN


‘A near-perfect wind-up music box of a novel … Inventive and rule-breaking’ ARTSHUB









praise for


FUGITIVE BLUE


‘Beautifully done with great imagination’ SYDNEY MORNING HERALD


‘Immediately enticing’ CANBERRA TIMES


‘Polished and poignant, expressed with incisiveness and resonance, Fugitive Blue doesn’t miss a beat’ WESTERLY MAGAZINE









also by claire thomas
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Dedicated, with love and gratitude,
 to Christopher Thomas









I HAVE WITH ME BAEDEKER’S Switzerland, the fourteenth edition of the guidebook from 1891 with thirty-nine maps, eleven plans, twelve panoramas, and 498 pages, bound in muted red cloth. The title is embossed in well-preserved cursive gold at the centre of the cover and on the spine. There is a gold full stop after Switzerland, both on the spine and on the cover. This full stop is an unusual typographic detail in a book title, especially on a book that does not stop at Switzerland at all but includes, as the subtitle inside tells us, adjacent portions of Italy, Savoy, and the Tyrol.


The cream pages are crispy dry with the irregular bronze splotches of sun-damaged skin. The words are variously sized according to the information being conveyed. (Ticketing details – one of the smallest prints. City summaries – one of the larger.) When the book is closed, and the pages form a thick solid block, waves of blue marbling appear on the three sides that are not the spine. But it is the panoramas that are the most beautiful component. They fold out beyond the margins to show wide mountain ranges rendered in black ink, the dimensions of each peak noted with a precision that belies the accuracy of such measurements. Delicate crosshatchings shape each ridgeline shadow and glacier, stretch of lake and cliff face, the occasional row of pine trees with pointed top branches like a compact echo of the range itself. The unfolded Pilatus massif panorama is eight pages wide, Mont Blanc and surrounds, only five. The panorama of the more touristic Rigi range includes three multistorey buildings, presumably hotels, plonked into the scene like Monopoly pieces. The writing on adjacent pages describes the throng of eager visitors and the performer who sounds the reveille on the alpine horn to mark the roseate blush of sunrise, perhaps delighting – and certainly waking – the tourists in their bedrooms.


The Rigi mountain railroad was the first mountain railroad in Europe, taking passengers from the valley village to the summit on a long straight track, like a giant’s ladder left against the slope. The railway allowed more people to admire the already famous lake-filled vista, which had only been accessible to determined climbers and riders of horses or mules. Before the railway, inmates from local prisons worked to widen the footpaths, allowing for the passage of sedan chairs up the mountain – the mode of transportation chosen by Queen Victoria when she visited during the middle years of her reign. Other schemes were proposed to grapple with the problems of gravity and gradient inherent to a mountain ascent, including an aerostatic railway whereby hot air balloons, connected to the ground on guide rails, would serve as floating chariots in the sky. Another idea was to deploy lines of people to simply drag large carriages of tourists up the slope. When the Rigi railway opened, many of the climbing porters and horsemen, their jobs now superfluous, were re-employed to lead the trains. They walked twenty paces ahead, scouting for hazards. Imagine how quickly they must have worked to drag a fallen branch into snow or lift a wayward boulder from between the crossbars on the tracks. Later, Rigi Disease – persistent diarrhoea caused by sewage run-off from the upper hotels into the water supplies of lower hotels – added a grim facet to the region’s reputation.


The Baedeker guide does not include a history of the labour conditions on the mountain or the toxic sanitation that resulted from building too many hotels, but it does describe the rack-and-pinion system of the Rigi railway and its very reliable operation, followed by the blithe comment that the footpaths to the top of the Rigi are now very little used.


On its title page, Baedeker’s Switzerland is called a Handbook for Travellers, which is an apt clue to its size. Compact, to be held in the hands, slid into a pouch, or tucked into the pocket of a valise.


I have it with me now because I love it as a tangible object, and I do not want to use only digital maps and slick apps, downloading and updating and algorithmically directing me according to my tracked location.


I have a lofty yearning to be beside the point, outside time, somehow untethered to the measurable.










1.



LAC LÉMAN (LAKE GENEVA)


AND SURROUNDS


INCLUDING THE TOWNS OF


GENEVA, VEVEY & MONTREUX


WITH REFERENCE TO


COLOGNY


AND OTHER ENVIRONS


PERTINENT TO STORYTELLING REQUIREMENTS


MOST NOTABLY


THE INDONESIAN ISLAND OF SUMBAWA









IT IS QUIET AND SUNNY on the train from the airport, and I am drowsing like a cat in a shaft of wobbling light. Mountains fill the windows. I look out, my cheek resting on the warm glass, as the peaks rush past in a blur. I cannot tell whether the blur is due only to the speeding train, or a combination of the speeding train, residual morning fog, a transparent film stuck on the internal glass, and the parched contact lenses I’ve been wearing for over twenty-four hours. To lubricate my eyeballs, I blink like a coquette, jet-lagged and stupefied. I consider removing the contact lenses and finding my glasses, but I lack the motivation to disrupt my bags, which are wedged into the luggage area at the entrance to the carriage.


Later I will purchase some eyedrops at a Geneva pharmacy, my request in awkward French interrupted, a few syllables in, by the shop assistant’s hasty and immaculate English. I do not bother to ask her, in English or French, whether the drops are safe to use while wearing contact lenses.


I go to the train station’s all-gender toilet block, peel the plastic off the small bottle, and squeeze the liquid into my eyes in front of a dirty mirror and a clean sink. Further along, a middle-aged man has a whipped cream over his face and is slicing through it to reveal smooth lines of brown skin. He shakes the razor into the basin after each slice, the froth landing like fresh snow over the drain hole.









NIPPON. MAGYAR. HELVETIA. I LIKED the stamps from countries with names that were strange to me, so different from their names in English. We got bags of stamps from the post office or in a delivered parcel or from a fair – I went to an annual philately exhibition for several years as a child – and I would shake them out of the bag, stopping my hands from touching even the most attractive ones because they were all delicate and rippable and warranted tweezers.


My father bought me first day covers, the term he made sure I used for the special cards or envelopes designed to commemorate the launch of a new stamp series. I remember one for the changing millennium when I was ten years old, double-stamped on 31 December 1999 and 1 January 2000, with looming clock faces showing both sides of midnight.


I appreciated the bags and the first day covers, but the stamps I loved most were on letters sent by his family. His parents. And then, later, only his brother, whose return address changed from Bern to Neuchâtel to Zurich to Geneva to Zurich. My father would tear the envelope, discarding the addresses and seal until only the stamps remained. Sometimes one small square of paper. Sometimes a triangle of paper holding three stamps. He would soak the pieces of paper in a bowl of warm water until the stamps floated away, unstuck. And he would lay them out to dry on a tea towel – tiny pictures of buildings or creatures or landscapes. Helvetia.









IMPROVEMENTS IN OPTICAL INSTRUMENTS AT the end of the seventeenth century meant that entomologists were able to examine insects with a new level of detail. Bee genitals, butterfly wings, compound eyes, the direction of hairs on the hind legs of a fly, all suddenly in view. The new complexities generated a surge in classification and illustration. Intricately identifiable creatures, their small differences discerned for the first time, were reproduced in close-up drawings, labelled with each particular hierarchical name, according to the new system. Such a simple but profound change – the ability to magnify and measure – must have been discombobulating to established ideas about the status and scale of the creaturely world. Tiny thrips become looming monsters when seen through a microscope or technically rendered on a folio page, not something to be easily walked through, or flicked away.


In the History of Science Museum in Geneva, I am stunned by the ferocious drawings of small animals with paired-sword pincers and panoptic, disco-ball eyes. Their proximity is unsettling, too intimate, like looking into the facial pores of a lover. It is easier to consider the preserved specimens lined up on velvet beds, their wings pinned open but not for flight. It is easier, maybe, but only if I do not think about the formaldehyde in their cells, their possible present-day extinction, their moments of capture for collection.


The honey bee gets its own expansive cabinet and two full walls of drawings. The displays are dominated by François Huber, a scientist from Geneva, who described the reproductive behaviour of the honey bee after decades of dispute. He developed viewing hives with combs that concertinaed open like books with glass pages, enabling the bees to be tracked more accurately than was possible with conventional hives. Huber published an 800-page treatise on the honey bee, his findings about the queen’s behaviour and the production of wax still largely unchallenged after more than two centuries.


Huber was blind during much of his entomological career, his research undertaken through a sustained engagement of all the remaining senses, operating alongside his visual memories from childhood. Unable to see with his own eyes, Huber used the eyes of assistants, including his wife Marie-Aimée and son Pierre, whose observations he analysed with extraordinary precision.


Pierre Huber, after years of assisting his father, also became a respected and published entomologist. In an act of gentle rebellion, Huber junior opted not to specialise in honey bees, but ants. François Huber was known as Huber des Abeilles, Huber of the Bees, while Pierre was Huber des Fourmis, Huber of the Ants, as though their identities were inextricable from their chosen insect. When I read those names, I imagine the two white men from long ago – large chinned, elaborately attired in collar and lapel and bib, one of them covered in trails of black ants wending their way across his fabric and face, the other surrounded by bees, vibrating, circling, tickling his skin.


And I think of the woman between them, Marie-Aimée, whose devotion to her husband inspired the novel Delphine, by Madame de Staël. Born into an aristocratic family, Marie-Aimée defied her father’s disapproval of the young François, already losing his eyesight during their courtship, and waited until she was old enough to marry him without parental consent. Despite her years of diligent inspection and insight, Marie-Aimée was not credited for the work she did with her spouse and son, her name omitted from publications that acknowledged only the men. But someone remembered her, some record was made of her labour, so that she is present now, shadowing the documented history.


Almost two hundred years after her birth, a crater on planet Venus was named after Marie-Aimée, a person François Huber described, just as he described the honey bee, as a small body containing a mighty soul.









THE TEMPORARY EXHIBITION AT THE museum – on the floor above the insects – is entitled La montagne, laboratoire des savants. I first read its promotional advertisement on a lakeside bollard, stuck between two posters for an upcoming film festival in Lausanne. I am unsure about the word savant, whether it shares the English definition, what the English definition even is, or whether the French savant is one of those misleading word matches known as a false friend. Is the exhibition about all kinds of specialised knowledge applied to mountainous regions, or something less precise? On the second floor, after perusing the bugs and walking up the marble staircase, the centre of each tread worn away in a wide shallow dip, I see a sign, translated for tourists: The Mountain, Laboratory for Scientists. The exhibition is about the human desire to make sense of the mountain through data.


When I am alone inside the small galleries with their historical documents and complicated objects, the cabinets des curiosités, the rocks, the maps, the carefully directed spotlights and looped video re-enactments, I am distracted by the views from the many windows of the balustraded wall outside the building, of urns full of thriving sage, of stretches of green lawn and hedging, of the wide promenade next to the lake, and mainly of the Alps beyond, of Mont Blanc, right there, right there, just through the window, right there.


I keep turning around to look at the mountain.


I know I lack the impulse to measure and quantify, but I do not lack the impulse to gawk.


Horace Bénédict de Saussure is a central character in the story the exhibition is trying to tell. He started as a botanist, collecting alpine flora, and became a geologist, examining rock strata. He sought to accurately quantify the natural world and invented measuring instruments to assist with his project. So very many measuring instruments, evocative and mysterious in their specificity, with beautiful polysyllabic names.


A cyanometer measures the colour of the sky. It is a circular colour scale with many different squares, ranging from white through tones of blue and ending with black. Prussian blue pigment in varying degrees of dilution is used to create most of the tonal squares. A cyanometer works when you hold it up and use your human eye to compare the colour of the scale with the colour of the sky. Grey is not on the scale.


A diaphanometer measures air transparency, so perhaps this is how the greyness is acknowledged, although air and sky are quite different entities.


A hygrometer measures atmospheric humidity. It uses a single human hair that contracts or expands according to the amount of moisture in the air, triggering a spring that moves a needle on a numerical dial. Other fine organic substances respond to humidity in the same way, including, for example, cattle intestine, if that is more readily at hand when the hygrometer is being assembled.


An anemometer measures wind strength. Wind hits a metal plate and the mass of the weights needed to hold the plate still will define its force.


A eudiometer measures changes in gaseous volume.


A sclerometer measures the hardness of substances.


A heliothermometer measures solar radiation.


A magnetometer measures magnetic force.


An electrometer measures electrical charge. It uses a brass-based stem, a light rod and a pair of pith balls hanging from fine linen strings. When the brass is charged, the separate and relative movement of the pith balls on their pendulous threads results in a reading on a calibrated scale. All this charge and response takes place inside an inverted glass, which I think of as a bell jar, automatically evoking a resonance with Sylvia Plath and the vicissitudes of electricity. And I think of a student from a couple of years ago who gasped when the operation of an electric chair was explained to her after its mention on the first page of Sylvia’s novel.


In later life, Horace Bénédict de Saussure’s interest in electricity grew. In contrast to his early delicate instruments, with their small zones of inquiry, he designed a sturdy lightning rod that thrust into the sky from the roof of his home in Geneva’s old town. He hoped to guide atmospheric electricity when it rushed pointedly to the land from the clouds. The neighbours were displeased.


Saussure’s insatiable curiosity made him one of the first scientists to consider the benefits of scaling the heights of the Alps to find new specimens from a different altitude. That motivating desire morphed into the idea of reaching the summit of Mont Blanc, and, in 1761, he initiated a competition with a generous financial reward to encourage tourist climbers. That same year, Jean-Jacques Rousseau published his novel Julie; or, the New Heloise, the story of a pair of lovers set in Vevey on the shores of Lac Léman, with the Alps a looming presence in its pages. Julie transformed the popular conception of the mountains as a landscape backdrop, distant and best left alone, to a site of spiritual sustenance and potential enlightenment, somewhere human beings might physically seek to be. Leslie Stephen, a keen climber in the following century, blames Rousseau for the whole sport of mountaineering. If Rousseau were tried for the crime of setting up mountains as objects of human worship, he would be convicted by any impartial jury.


Rousseau’s novel and Saussure’s competitive instincts were a potent cultural fusion.


The people arrived, and started to climb, and they have been climbing ever since.









IT IS APRIL 1815 AND in Sumbawa, Indonesia, a volcano is erupting. Noise from the exploding Mount Tambora is initially mistaken for cannon fire and armies are deployed in Jogjakarta in preparation for war. Forests are annihilated. Huge trees – their root systems and trunks pulled whole from the ground by the fiery outpouring and raging winds – are seen floating in the sea surrounding the archipelago. Later, some of those trees will be thrown back onto land by the tsunami that follows the eruption. Entire villages are destroyed by the thick expanse of ash, lava and pumice that settles all over the mountain, its foothills and so many miles beyond. The world here is pitch-black for days. Rice crops are decimated, and a major famine – including the outbreak of associated dire diseases and plagues – hits nearby communities, including the island of Bali. The animal death toll is incalculable. Tens of thousands of human beings die in the eruption and its aftermath. Survivors flee the region. The Dutch colonists in the area make scant attempts to respond to the catastrophe, moving industry and settlement to less traumatised regions. Eventually, the local language of Tambora becomes extinct. The soils and waters take years to recover from the leaching poisonous ash. At higher altitudes, with windier, wilder weather, the terrain erodes and replenishes more quickly than in the lowlands, and new settlements – when they do occur – are up on the slopes, changing the whole demographic and culture of the region.


A Swiss botanist named Heinrich Zollinger, an alumnus of Geneva University, was living in Java and working at its botanical gardens when he travelled to Sumbawa, many years after the great eruption of Mount Tambora. He hoped to find eyewitness survivors and record their accounts, as well as assess the long-term environmental impact. Zollinger published a comprehensive report on the volcanic eruption and its myriad consequences. In his findings, which are statistically and psychically horrifying, he notes the obliteration of local bird and bee colonies and the associated loss of the key trading commodities of beeswax, honey and birds’ nests. Zollinger writes of cinder trails alongside abandoned rice paddies, of rough pale grasses growing in areas once rich in humidity-loving forest plants. Surviving local people tell him that rainfall in the region decreased after the eruption and that there was an overall parching of the land. Examination of the growth rings of enduring teak trees show the rings are noticeably thinner in the years immediately following the eruption.









COLOGNY, GENEVA, 1816. THE BABY is settled early this evening, but Mary remains next to the cradle to watch his chest rise and fall beneath blanket and linen nightie. She witnesses his small movements, and the occasional grunt, sigh or whimper, and she feels heavy in her diligence. There are people, blessedly unburdened, who rarely ponder the breath of others or the ways the unseen parts inside a human body might operate or fail, but Mary is not one of those people; no, Mary considers all of it – the skeleton (the rib cage holding, the joints linking), the tangles of blood rushing, the organs animating her son, even the small pebble teeth waiting to push through pink – and it is fear, and it is tiresome.


Today has been a soft day of cushions and child cheeks, of layered woollen garments and potato soup. The weather has decisively turned after much sporadic teasing – gloom sun gloom wind gloom showers sun gloom – with the rain now falling heavy and steady and loud. Downstairs, the others are gathered in the drawing room with a spluttering fire in the hearth and the candles already lit from those larger flames beneath the mantel. They are drinking brandy and standing at the tall windows, looking out at the early dark, and they can discern the splashing rain on the lake beyond as they look through the splashing rain on the villa’s portico (rivulets gushing, puddles forming) and the splashing rain on the pane itself in those moments when the wind blows the water off its vertical plunge. Soon, there will be lightning – vast sheets and hard diagonals in turn, exposing everything in an instant inside the drawing room and out – with thunder so close, so shaking, and barely a breath between the flash and the roar.


The men are irritated that they were unable to get out on the lake this afternoon, as they have in previous days, sometimes venturing as far as the medieval Château de Chillon. Even before the rain set in, Mary remained mostly indoors. She is besotted with her baby William, precious Willmouse, and the very particular pleasure of reading while he sleeps beside her. She is reading Julie, again, and also the work of her parents, again, and a volume of Shakespearean sonnets. Her baby is so settled, so contented when he slumbers, that she is able – once she ceases to monitor his breath – to read many pages at a time.


Willmouse is not her first baby although he is the one who has lived the longest. The last time she was in this country of mountains and lakes and Rousseau, Mary was seventeen years old and pregnant with Percy’s child. But Clara was born two months before her proper time, soon after their return to England, and died after only some days. Mary dreams of the moment she found Clara in her cradle – too still, not sleeping – and she dreams about it often, dreams that her baby is cold and that her motherly hands can be rubbed over the small body to warm the life back in. And then she wakes and remembers the truth of it again. But baby William was born less than a year after Clara died, and he is alive and bonny, and each morning Mary holds him warm against her.


Later, Mary will go downstairs to watch the weather with the others. Later still, they will read German ghost stories and the most bombastic man in the party will challenge them all to write their own tale of horror. By the time they depart Switzerland, bound for Italy, Mary will have begun her first novel about a doctor who is capable of bestowing animation upon lifeless matter.


The monster created by Dr Frankenstein will thunder through the Alps – the great amphitheatre of mountains – and become one of the best-known characters in literary history.









SWISS BOTANIST HENRICH ZOLLINGER IS the first western scientist to reach the denuded summit, the vast caldera, of Mount Tambora after its eruption. In his published findings, he includes a delicate aerial-view engraving of the volcano, reminiscent of a cyclops jellyfish – the crater a large dark eye at the centre, the surrounding terrain an irregular soft shape, as though emphasising the mountain’s instability, as if the mountain itself might undulate away like a gelatinous sea creature. This rendering of softness, a lack of brute solidity, makes sense to me. It seems foolish to think of any part of any landscape as a fixed entity, even or especially a mountain. Tambora, after all, lost a third of its elevation when it erupted.


Where did it all go, the debris? The 2000 metres of mountain height and the huge hot volumes of volcanic content from inside the earth?


Up into the sky. And then down again, onto and into the lands and seas.


But much of it did not go down. Much of it remained in the sky as dark particles nestled in cloud formations and hovering in winds. Complex chemicals settled disproportionately in the air, and stayed there.


It was months before most of the world knew about the colossal eruption in Indonesia in April 1815. Its full impact was not understood for decades, until links were finally made between Mount Tambora and the global mayhem of the period. Eventually, there was some consensus about the consequences of the eruption, including –


The outer layers of the earth’s atmosphere became a vast umbrella of volcanic dust, blocking the light. Parts of the planet were so dark that people believed the sun had stopped rising each day. This once basic existential fact now seemed tenuous.


The climate altered across the world.


In 1816, the northern hemisphere experienced such unprecedented cold and gloom that it became known as the Year Without a Summer. In German, it was known more specifically as the Jahr des Bettlers, the Year of the Beggar, and in French, l’année de la misère, the Year of Misery.


Insect populations declined, impacting countless ecosystems.


In Korea, monsoonal weather patterns were erratic and destructive.


In Italy, Hungary and parts of the United States, strange-coloured snow was seen throughout April and May. Seemingly endless flakes of brown, blue and yellow fell like bruises onto the land.


In New England, six inches of snow was reported in June and so many birds froze to death that their populations did not rejuvenate until the 1820s. Human populations also dropped in this region as desperate farmers migrated west, seeking a sun that was not there.


In China, constant winter caused three successive crop failures that culminated in the Great Jiaqing Famine. Surviving farmers turned from impossible food growing to the hardier opium crop, marking the decline of the Qing Dynasty and the beginning of the Opium Wars with Britain.


Switzerland experienced its coldest summer in two centuries, stunting local food supplies and resulting in a nationwide famine, during which the government provided guidelines on how to consume plants previously considered to be inedible.


Alpine ice caps did not melt as normal and when they finally thawed, the excessive waters caused devastating flooding in several countries.


Crop failures in Ireland triggered a typhus outbreak that killed thousands.


Sunsets became consistently darker and redder. Landscape paintings from throughout the nineteenth century attest to this shift in hue.


The forerunner to the first bicycle was invented by a German man seeking alternatives to equine transportation after so many horses died due to failed oat crops.


Death records from across the world show a marked increase in suicide.


In India, monsoon rains did not arrive for years, lowering the moisture content of the land and creating ideal conditions for local cholera to mutate into a more contagious and virulent strain, which was subsequently spread abroad by British soldiers and led to the first worldwide epidemic of the disease.


And inside a villa on Lac Léman, a young mother began writing Frankenstein.









I WALK ALONG THE LAKESIDE in Geneva, stopping to photograph a bevy of white swans rocking in the shallows, the long jet of the water fountain making a frothy stripe against the bright blue sky. The Alps stretch out across the background of the photos like a layered stage set.


Joggers run past me wearing dark activewear with intricately designed seams. Many of them are talking to jogging partners or into small headsets lodged in their ears, their exemplary lung capacities and important lives on show. Do they work for the UN? The WHO? The international HQ of a consultancy or a law firm? Do they defend human rights? Manipulate money so that it generates more money? Are they righteous or compromised, or both? How wide are the ripples of their decision-making?


I think of Edith Berry at the League of Nations, a character in a series of novels that sold quite well at the bookstore where I worked as a teenager. Edith would not have jogged along this wide lakeside path in the 1930s, but she may have taken furtive walks, in heels, with her fellow workers, discussing the crises and minutiae of her time. I have not read those books for many years, and a mood is what remains of them in my memory – a mood of secret urgency. I watch the runners and know I do not have an important life. I wonder how it must feel to pull on activewear and have a conversational jog about changing the world.


A green golf buggy is rolling down a ramp toward the lake, perhaps transporting hotel guests to a boating experience in one of the many elegant crafts docked nearby. I flinch at the sight of it, remembering my transfer through Dubai, where I was almost run over by a similar vehicle moving passengers over the airport’s vast carpets. I ended up flipped in a backbend against a barrier to avoid the buggy, which I am certain, despite my time-zone delirium and low-level intoxication, was travelling too fast in the busy indoor space. The driver swerved down the wide corridor, whooshing past gate after gate, as though the people moving through the terminal on foot were just obstacles in a speed course.


The driver of the green buggy on this Geneva morning has a more relaxed temperament and, one would imagine, far less pressured work conditions. This buggy comes to a calm stop at the dock at the water’s edge, not even close to knocking over anyone nearby.
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