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For Dan, Annie, Mum and Dad – who came with me to find the fog –

and for Seth, Rowan and Eli, always






… and in my fog-self shocked and grey it startles me to see the sky

ALICE OSWALD (from ‘Mist’)
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INTRODUCTION


At first, I didn’t find fog – fog found me.

On a gloomy October morning, I drove past a little copse of trees behind a drystone wall at the top of the common. The copse was full of fog: copper bright through the grey, beech leaves shone. I pulled my car into a passing place opposite, hopped out and snapped a photograph on my phone. I’d driven past that copse many times before and never noticed anything but trees. Today, it felt new, strange, compelling.

That Sunday, I took a walk with my husband Dan, our three sons and some friends, clambering up a field and weaving through woods, bound for an Iron Age hill fort from which the countryside opens out all around. A rising fog crept up from the River Severn Valley below, up and over the hill above us, enveloping the woods as we climbed. I lifted my camera from where it hung around my neck and looked through the lens at the fog as it wove through the golden trees. The woods were different: beautiful, but also potent and uncanny. I was sharply aware of the hill fort, invisible in the cloud. Now I could no longer see; its presence (and a sudden vision of the curled figure of a crouched burial found within) loomed over me. All visible traces of the twenty-first century had faded away – the town below in the valley, and even the stile at the end of the path, had disappeared into fog. The landscape became a swirling, changeable space and time felt porous, flowing. My shutter clicked and clicked again, camera binding me tightly to the moment. I was seeing fog as if for the first time – but fog had been there all along.

I spent my early years on the edge of Dartmoor’s wilderness, the high, desolate moor a landscape known for its sudden fogs. A ruined castle was my playground, an ice-cold stream my paddling pool. The sun rarely shone on those half-remembered childhood days – skies hung heavy and grey, and my dark hair was always curling, damp with raindrops. My recollections are fractured and imperfect: the rich, earthy scent of the moor, water on my skin, my yellow rain suit, the bite of the wind. Fog was there, too, drifting along the edges.

Now a writer working part-time in a small and lovely bookshop, I once again find myself inhabiting a peculiarly foggy place. I live in a small town tucked under the Cotswold escarpment, alongside the Severn Vale. Some mornings, the fog rises up from the river, moving along the valley and edging up into the streets. On others, it spreads along the escarpment, sinking down the slope and settling among the houses. In the autumn and winter months we can experience several foggy mornings each week. Even on a summer morning, when the sky above me is perfectly clear, if I catch a whisper that fog has risen from the river, I am compelled away from warm sunshine and into damp cloud. To me, fog is an invitation, an enticement, a gift. If I open my window and can no longer see the hill behind my house, I will hurry to the woods with my camera, chasing fog.

Fog is my muse: when I am in it, I see things differently. The known becomes unknown, the familiar unfamiliar. Fog disorientates, blurring the edges of everything – changing landscape, altering colour and softening light. As I walk, I let my camera guide me, looking for shape and silhouette, for secret and story. I see fog as the visual representation of a dream. A foggy morning is rich with mystery and magic, but also with possibility – the everyday feels otherworldly. It is this world transformed that calls to me and I have started to feel that perhaps fog transforms me, too. I share my foggy photographs on Instagram, each one an expression of how I see the world. By typing #chasingfog below each image, I hope to connect with a small but far-flung online community of fog-loving photographers. On a November morning in the densely foggy beech woods, their branches metallic bright, I met an elderly man walking alone through the tree tunnel, staff in hand. He smiled at me, nodded at the camera round my neck, and said, ‘It’s my favourite time of the year – beautiful, isn’t it?’ I murmured my agreement and we passed on our ways. In all my foggy walks, I have never seen him since. Inside my phone, other kindred spirits were gathering, leaving comments on my photographs, sharing their own and, on foggy mornings, sending me pictures and messages: ‘I woke up to fog and it reminded me of you.’ In this small way I felt understood.

Submergence in fog can be an intense experience – it sharpens my senses and I actively engage with all that surrounds me. Stepping into a damp cloud of fog is fresh, cool and enlivening, the closest sensation I have found to the ‘zing’ that comes from immersing myself in the sea during the coldest months of the year. Fog, like salt water, is completely other – it provides a shock, an escape, a release. My body awakens, and I am outside of myself. I came to love fog because of the way I see, but it also affects the way I feel. Sometimes, unexpectedly, I have found fog in different places – on a Cornish cliff, a Welsh hillside or in a French forest. These encounters fuelled my obsession, birthing within me a wish to trace fog’s reaches far and beyond. Fog has many names for its different geographical incarnations, colours and textures: in Wales it is niwl; in parts of Scotland, haar; on the east side of England, roke. I read these names over and over like an incantation: I gather them as a promise.

Fog is a weather condition that appears without warning and rarely stays for long – I am constantly abandoning plans or taking detours in search of it. Friends will send me fog alerts if they wake before I do to a foggy morning. I have been chasing fog for several years now but my odd pastime has taken on a deeper urgency following the discovery that fog, like so much else, may be under threat from climate change. As a weather condition, fog is disappearing – a 2009 study found that in Europe there had been a 50 per cent drop in ‘low-visibility’ events (fog, mist and haze) since the 1970s. Around the world, coastal fog is declining, which many scientists believe to be a direct result of climate change. In some areas (such as California) this reduction of fog – with the resultant heat and loss of moisture – could have disastrous consequences for ecology, and for the human population. Fog may be drifting away without us noticing.

If we don’t pay attention to fog when it is here, how will we realise if it has gone? Fog is slipping from us, gradually vanishing, and I resolve to chase it, to capture as much of its atmospheric magic as I can. Alone, I cannot protect fog, but I can give it my attention, my devotion. In this book I will seek out fog and tell its stories, setting off on a sensory fog-chasing journey, to the furthest reaches of my foggy imagination. I will travel to a series of contrasting places (from sea to river, mountain to city), each known for a particular type of fog. I’ll immerse myself in fog, finding others who love it, and exploring the moods and meanings that we attribute to it: its untold (or lost) stories, its place in folklore, and the way it is visually and descriptively represented in literature and art. This is both a search for the physical experiences of fog and a quest for moments of magic and metamorphosis.

I want to share the wonder and the soothing balm of fog. I’d like to reach out and offer it – a tiny stratus cloud – a chill, fuzzy gift in the palm of my outstretched hand, in the hope that others too will recognise its beauty.
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1 WITH VISION OBSCURED – RIVER SEVERN (Sabrina’s veil – inversion fog – sense of sight)


The fog flows up from the valley and slowly, slowly it fills the town. From my little loft-room study window, I watch it edge along the street like a whisper made visible, gently enveloping house after house, until it reaches mine. The huge beech tree in the garden opposite disappears completely, leaving only the echoing calls of its resident jackdaws – ghostly in the viscous air. The world beyond my open window fades to white. I want the fog to drift right in, curl cool tendrils around me and encircle me like smoke. I snatch up my camera, throw my coat over my pyjamas and dash out the door, bound for the woods on the hill. Fog is as transient as it is elusive, and there is no time to waste. On the hill above my house, the foggy woods are hushed and eerie. Puddles on the muddy path catch the dull light. The trees are stark silhouettes; diamond droplets of water glint on their lower branches. I can see only a few feet ahead of me – there is a blanket of silver all around. I smell damp earth and, faintly, the sap of the trees. I’m alone, but the luminous air draws me in. The sound of dripping surrounds me – water droplets fall from the trees with a creeping tinkle. The air is cold and my breath condenses, causing fog clouds of its own. I compose a photograph and the click of my camera shutter echoes.

When air becomes cooled to the temperature at which water vapour condenses into a visible cloud (the ‘fog point’), fog forms. It is defined by the Cambridge Dictionary as ‘a weather condition in which very small drops of water come together to form a thick cloud close to the land or sea’. The irresistible romance of stepping into a cloud at ground level is one of the many reasons why I love fog. Mist, like fog, is a suspension of tiny droplets (at a lower density to fog) and levels of visibility are the only distinction between mist and fog (if there’s visibility greater than one thousand metres, it’s mist; if visibility is under one thousand metres, it’s fog). The terms tend to be used interchangeably – including in this book. But while fog may seem to hang heavy, it is often vital, not static: dipping, waving, seeping, drifting and flowing. Fog is unpredictable – it is not soft and benign like cotton wool. In his 1919 essay ‘Das Unheimliche’, Freud defined the uncanny as something that is both frightening and yet familiar: the strangeness in the ordinary. This is exactly the effect that fog can have upon a landscape: when it quickly descends, it disorientates us, obscuring sight, changing familiar surroundings and making the known world seem odd and unsettling. It was this sensory experience that I felt compelled to explore first: the loss of sight as our vision is diminished by fog’s descent; the feeling of a veil being drawn.

A sense of drift and shift is woven into fog’s etymology: appropriately for a word that describes cloudiness and opacity, the origins of fog are not clear. Its widely known meaning is ‘a thick mist’, but fog also has a more unusual meaning, possibly local to the north of the UK – ‘aftermath grass, long or rank grass’, or ‘moss’, which may originate from the Norwegian fogg (‘long-strawed, weak, scattered grass in a moist meadow’). Fog’s origins may stem from another Scandinavian source, such as early Danish fog (‘snowdrift’) or Old Norse fjuk (‘drifting snow storm’). In Norse mythology, Mist was a Valkyrie, one of a group of maidens who served the god Odin, riding through air and over water to battlefields so as to choose those who will die in battle and those who might live. ‘Mist’ may have come from the old Norse mistr, meaning cloud. In Old English, it was found in the compound words of misthleoðu (‘misty cliffs’) and wælmist (‘mist of death’) – its uncanny nature having ancient roots.



The topography of the area where I live results in more than one variety of fog. On the hilltop above my town, across the undulating fields of the Cotswold escarpment, foggy mornings are common. This is likely to be radiation fog (caused by a mass of unmoving air cooling – and water vapour condensing – as the ground beneath loses (radiates) its heat). Fog of this type can linger in high-elevation areas. In the Severn Valley below, inversion fog appears: this occurs in an area of high pressure when air from above sinks down towards the ground, drying out and warming as it falls. The buoyant warm air forms a floating layer over cooler air near the ground surface and fog becomes trapped in the air lower down, as if caught under an invisible dome, like a lid on a jar of cloud. As air in the troposphere (the lowest region of Earth’s atmosphere) ordinarily becomes colder with altitude, this represents an inversion of expected air temperature patterns. The fog that flows up the valley and into my town has made its way from the river. My fog-chasing journey begins with this fog I know best: the fog that infiltrates my street and life; the fog that first drew me in. I have chased this fog through the woods on the hill, I have chased it along the footpaths, I have chased it through the churchyard, but I have yet to follow it back to its source.

Seen from a peak set atop the woods, beyond the town, the Severn Valley fog that edges up to my window resembles an undulating sea of fluffy clouds. The first time I saw the fog-filled vale from above, it was like stepping into a fairy tale. I stood alone on the edge of the hill at a local viewpoint in front of a crooked wooden gate with a sign reading ‘PRIVATE. HANG GLIDING CLUB ONLY.’ Beneath me, the land dropped steeply away to flat plains. Roads, fields and villages that usually spread below like a patchwork quilt had disappeared, covered by meringue-pale whirls. The hill opposite floated, marooned in white. In the face of this ethereal sight, I felt exhilarated, but also impossibly small – awed by natural magic. At my feet, spiderwebs sparkled in the dew-sprinkled grass and from the heavens a few sunbeams were beginning to slice through, a reminder that this dreamscape could only ever be temporary. The entire landscape felt new, the ordinary made strange and irresistible. From my briefly omniscient standpoint up on the cliff edge, the fog seemed magnificent, but my perspective would have been utterly different had I been down beside the River Severn, where an obscuring quilt had enveloped the valley.

Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog, an 1818 painting by the German Romantic artist Caspar David Friedrich, depicts a similar scene. In the foreground, a man stands upon a rocky precipice with his back to the viewer. His central position in the painting is the point at which all lines intersect. He wears a frock coat and leans on a walking cane as he looks out across the mystical landscape of a cloaked valley. Other rocky points rise up, islands in a foggy ocean, and at the horizon are the faded outlines of distant peaks on the other side of a canyon. Friedrich’s particular way of seeing is inherent in this painting, his use of fog more metaphorical than literal. In the book Mist and Fog in British and European Painting, Evan R. Firestone writes that Friedrich leads us ‘to the threshold of the unknown’. The artist himself wrote of fog that ‘when a landscape is covered in fog, it appears larger, more sublime’. Ideas of sublimity were important to the Romantics, the theory of sublime art having been proposed by Edmund Burke who saw the sublime, the Tate Gallery website tells me, as being ‘an artistic effect productive of the strongest emotion the mind is capable of feeling’. Mist and fog – with their unknowability and capacity to terrify and disturb – were considered manifestations of the sublime.

The motif of a figure in the foreground of a painting or photograph viewed from behind is called a Rückenfigur. It is a compositional technique that I often adopt when shooting fog – using my tripod and camera remote, I step into the frame and include myself at the front of the landscape, my back to the camera. Yet it was not until encountering Friedrich’s painting that I discovered its name. The inclusion of a figure looking out over this landscape gives an indication of the scale of the scene, but it allows the viewer to identify more readily with it too – to make the imaginative leap of stepping into it themselves. We survey the swirling valley along with Friedrich’s protagonist but he also obscures our view and we cannot see what his body hides (although it is likely to be fog, obscuring in itself). With his back to us, this figure remains inscrutable. In a 2008 essay, Kathleen Jamie references the trope of the ‘lone enraptured male’ – a solitary man exploring and finding pleasurable inspiration in wild places. Friedrich’s painting could be seen as representative of just this: the figure appears to be male, and seems to be on his own. But we the viewer are behind him, our eyes on his back. So too is the artist, who himself may or may not be alone.

John Berger, in Ways of Seeing, emphasises ‘the reciprocal nature of vision’, the implication being that if the wanderer can see the distant hills, then from the distant hills he too may be seen. We cannot be sure if Friedrich’s figure is truly alone and neither can we be certain that he is enraptured. Writing about this painting in his book The Weather Experiment, Peter Moore describes the figure as an ‘enlightened man’ who is ‘in control’ and not ‘dwarfed’ by the landscape he surveys. To my eyes, however, he could equally be thrilled and awed by the beauty of nature, intimidated by the scale and wildness of the surroundings in which he stands, or even ambivalent, pausing only for a brief rest. How does he perceive the scene before him? What feelings does it evoke in him? We cannot know, just as we cannot discover what, if anything, exists beneath the painting’s sea of fog.

Back down in the Severn Valley (hidden as I stood on the peak), fog is experienced not from a safely contemplative distance but with immediate intensity – it is visceral and all-encompassing. Here, fog can fall quickly and unexpectedly, blocking out the sun and drastically reducing visibility. Roads become treacherous, but so too does the river. On 25 October 1960 – an autumn day that had begun with a sunlit morning – a heavy fog fell suddenly across the wide River Severn. It was the end of the day and the estuary was busy with vessels on the evening tide bound for the docks at Sharpness. One of these was a tanker barge called the Wyesdale H. Chris Witts, a sixteen-year-old working as deckhand on this barge, later wrote that the unexpected fog was so thick ‘it was impossible to see the bow from inside the wheelhouse’. The crew’s vision became quickly obscured; all recognisable landmarks disappeared, and if the Severn navigational lights were lit, they could not be seen. The deckhand was sent to the bow to listen for the Sharpness foghorn, in order that the skipper could orientate accordingly. The fog was so dense that the other vessels on the Severn had become invisible to them until almost within touching distance. The Wyesdale H briefly passed close to its twin, the Wastdale H, a barge carrying a cargo of petroleum spirit. The deckhands of the twin barges spoke briefly to one another as they emerged and then vanished back into the fog.

Also in the fog listening for the Sharpness foghorn was the Arkendale H, a tanker barge carrying fuel oil. Like the other barges, it was owned by John Harker Ltd (each named after a Yorkshire dale followed by the same identifying suffix). By the time the mast lights of the Wastdale H and the Arkendale H appeared out of the gloom, the two barges were so close that it was already too late for their respective skippers to steer them apart, despite best efforts. Collision. Locked together, the heavy barges were taken by the tide as the current pulled them up the river towards the Severn & Wye Railway Bridge, striking the bridge sideways on. The bridge partially collapsed directly onto the barges, which, due to their cargoes, burst into flames, as did the surface of the river. Visible from the shore as a red glow, the resulting fire was so intense that the sky was lit through the fog. Five men lost their lives that day, in what would become known as the Severn Railway Bridge Disaster.

A newspaper report from the Bristol Evening World, published the following day, relates the events of ‘a night of horror in nil-visibility fog’. George Thompson, skipper of the Arkendale H, recalled ‘the roar, the blinding flash and searing heat’ as the barge ‘erupted into flame on the fog-shrouded river’. A few days after the accident, on Sunday 30 October, small charges were detonated in the sinking vessels to prevent them from drifting any further. The railway bridge, never repaired, was dismantled in the late 1960s, but the river keeps its secrets – traces of the bridge piers are visible at low tide, and so too are the wrecks of the Arkendale H and the Wastdale H, lying side by side, forever locked together in the Severn mud.



It is oddly resonant that the clearest view of these wrecks can be seen from Purton Hulks – a ships’ graveyard. Here, along the bank of the Severn – where the river runs parallel with, and close to, the Gloucester and Sharpness Canal – eighty-six ships of varying size and age (barges, schooners, trows and docklighters) have been ‘hulked’. These vessels were not accidentally wrecked, but deliberately beached: released at high tide so as to be carried up the riverbank, after which holes were made in their hulls so that they filled – first with water, and then silt – thus strengthening the bank and protecting the canal from the encroaching, erosive power of the Severn. This unusual tidal erosion barrier was initiated in 1909 by the canal company following a collapse in the riverbank, and the final boat was added in 1965, just a few years after the Severn Bridge Disaster.

On the day I go to look for the wrecks, where the canal path forks off towards the ships’ graveyard, I notice a pink wave of rosebay willowherb, also known as fireweed. The tide in the Severn is almost completely out, and a goods train whistles as it thunders past along the other side of the river. A sign reading ‘Final Resting Place’ lists the names of the purposefully hulked boats. Everlasting sweet peas bloom up through the long grass, and spiky flowers of Clematis vitalba (commonly known as Old man’s beard) intertwine with brambles. The Purton Hulks come into view – massive concrete barges emerging out of the bank, half sunk into the mud and covered with swishing grasses. Along the riverbank, numerous carcasses of wooden boats sink, rotting, into the earth, rusted metal ribs piercing through the grass. I’ve been here many times over the years – my children have run along these paths, exclaiming over each newly discovered boat and listening for the trains. I remember, as a child myself, visiting the site of a different ribbed boat carcass – the Anglo-Saxon ship burial at Sutton Hoo. What might an archaeologist, several hundred years into the future, make of these boat sacrifices? What would they see at Purton Hulks? The last remaining signs of some ritualistic boat cult, perhaps. Without the explanatory sign, these deliberately sunk hulks would not appear so different to the accidental fog-sunk wrecks of the two barges in the centre of the river, all their stories gradually being subsumed.



I’m alone today, and it feels unearthly, the Severn’s history visible on the surface. Along its edges, the mud is dotted with the tiny footprints of gulls. Looking out to the centre of the river, I can clearly see the wrecked barges, jagged and rusted, rising from the sandbank. From this angle, only the Wastdale H is fully visible, but I’ve seen drone footage that shows the two barges lying close together, touching in the mud. A plaque has been erected to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the disaster. It is dedicated ‘to the memory of the five crew who were lost, the three survivors, and the many gallant rescuers who together played a part in the tragic events of that fateful fogbound night’. Mounted onto an original bridge stone, the plaque is illustrated with pictures of the intact bridge, and the barges, seaworthy as they were before the fog fell that night. This peaceful place must have been truly horrifying on that fateful day in 1960 – the fog, the fire, the explosion, the sirens and the screams.

As I walk back through the hulks, the tide is coming in fast – I watch it rising quickly up the sides of the wrecked Wastdale H and Arkendale H. Soon they will be swallowed again by the Severn, as they are every day, the surface of the water closing smoothly over them. The breeze blows and the fireweed flickers. A couple of summers ago I spent a day travelling this stretch of canal parallel to the river on my parents’ narrowboat. Bound for Sharpness, at the end of our trip we passed languidly between two tall stone towers – the remains of the swing-bridge that would have carried the trains from the Severn Railway Bridge over the canal. My dad told us then the story of the disaster, and pointed out where the Severn Railway Bridge would have traversed the wide expanse of river to our starboard side. It was a slow day on the canal, the sun glistered the surface of the water and a swan paddled silently past. All was calm, with only the sound of crickets. But even on a sparkling day of clear visibility, beside the Severn the possibility of fog is never far away. As on the day of the disaster, weather here can change in a matter of hours. Today, it’s possible to see for miles, across the river and beyond, and yet in no time at all this landscape could disappear – familiar landmarks and navigational markers there, but suddenly invisible.



There is a more mythical explanation for the dreamlike Severn fog – folklore tells that it originates from the Celtic river goddess Hafren, also known as Habren and renamed by the Romans as Sabrina. In his History of the Kings of Britain (c.1136), Geoffrey of Monmouth told Hafren’s story: her father, King Locrinus, concealed his daughter and her mother (his mistress Estrildis, a ‘striking beauty’) away from his wife Gwendolen in an underground cave. It was Gwendolen’s father Corineus who had forced Locrinus to keep his promise to marry his daughter (despite his professed love for Estrildis), and when Corineus died, Locrinus left Gwendolen and made Estrildis his queen. Gwendolen – furious – raised a Cornish army, killing Locrinus in battle and seizing the throne. Hafren and her mother were thrown into the river and drowned by vengeful Gwendolen, who ordered that the waters should take the girl’s name – in Welsh, Afon Hafren; in English, River Severn. In some subsequent versions of the story, young Sabrina, spiralling down to the depths, was caught and kissed by the river spirits, making her a goddess. Local legend tells that since Sabrina’s drowning, the changing river has reflected her capricious moods.

John Milton was intrigued by this figure, weaving her into his masque Comus. In his retelling, when the ‘gentle nymph’ Sabrina is cast into the water, the spirits of the river reach up to her, draw her to them and revive her – a ‘quick immortal change’, making her goddess of the river:


The water-nymphs, that in the bottom played,

Held up their pearled wrists, and took her in



Milton’s Sabrina is gentle, with powers to undo the spiteful magic of ‘clasping charm’ and ‘numbing spell’. She is sympathetic to the plight of women: ‘swift/ to aid a virgin, such as was herself’. In years past, young girls are said to have left offerings to Sabrina beside the river, in hope of her aid. Milton’s goddess extends her blessing across and beyond the river valley, venturing forth as daylight fades and she ‘visits the herds along the twilight meadows’. Those hazy hours of dawn and dusk are when she makes her presence known. In one folkloric retelling of Sabrina’s story, she ‘is most strongly felt on those misty mornings’ – in the dawn mist, her spirit temporarily leaves the river, returning only ‘when her veil of mist is lifted by the sun.’ On those mornings when the fog moves up the valley, the spirit of the river goddess is abroad.



The River Severn is the documented location of an even more unusual and mystical weather condition than Sabrina’s billowing fog – a fogbow, which is a meteorological phenomenon formed in a similar way to a rainbow: appearing when sunlight encounters fine water droplets contained in fog, mist or cloud (which have a considerably smaller diameter than raindrops). The droplets diffract the light, broadening its reflected beam, meaning that a fogbow is usually white in appearance. In 1798, another of the Romantic painters, Joseph Mallord William Turner, portrayed one of these white rainbows arcing over a Cumberland landscape, reflected in Buttermere Lake below. In his painting, Buttermere Lake, with Part of Cromackwater, Cumberland, a Shower, the awe-inspiring power of nature evokes the sublime. In January 2022, a photographer taking pictures of a house on the Portishead coastline noticed a fogbow arching across the blue sky, over the spindly tower of Black Nore Lighthouse. Dashing to the beach with camera in hand, he captured a beautiful image of this rare occurrence, which ‘appeared to start in the River Severn and stretched all the way across to Portishead’. Caught on camera, rather than canvas, the fogbow is nevertheless stunning; its diffuse and ghostly arc, rising up from the River Severn, may have been Sabrina’s most magical gift yet.

The philosopher Walter Benjamin suggested that if our eyes rest on a natural object (such as a mountain or a tree) at a distance, we see it, we interact with it and we are exposed to what he called its ‘aura’. I recognise this sensation. When I stood above the undulating sea of fog, my sense of the power and unpredictability of the natural world was palpable – fog’s unsettling visual and emotional influence could certainly be described as its ‘aura’. I can only imagine that, seen in person, a fogbow would leave a lasting impression – this unusual meteorological event an experience that would transcend the purely visual. To witness one would seem, I think, like a blessing. Benjamin also considered a work of art to have an aura (the manifestation of its uniqueness). He saw auras as being ‘withered’ by reproduction, meaning that the image of Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog I see in the pages of a book is not the true painting, and that a photograph of a fogbow, while stunning, cannot convey the full visual power and tangibility of its original aura. In apparent agreement with Benjamin, John Berger wrote that in an original painting the paint becomes imbued with ‘stillness and silence’, which closes the ‘distance in time between the painting of the picture and one’s own act of looking at it’. Standing in the Hamburg art museum looking at Friedrich’s original painting may therefore be the only way to experience its aura, just as being physically present in the foggy landscape, or glimpsing the fogbow with our own eyes, may be the only way to truly experience the aura of the fog.

Whenever I take my camera out on a foggy morning, what I seek to capture is the way that fog feels: the mood, the story, the physical and also the emotional landscape. If fog’s aura is impossible to replicate, I hope to evoke its emotional resonance. Berger wrote that ‘the photographer’s way of seeing is reflected in his choice of subject’, and in the same way that Friedrich’s way of seeing is reflected in his painting, every picture that I take of the fog says something about who I am – embodying not only what I see, but also the particular way in which I see it. My pictures encompass my response to the fog, which, like this mercurial weather condition, shifts according to mood. The goddess Sabrina’s moods, if reflected by the river and the fog, must be similarly changeable. I recognise that my interest in chasing and photographing something that has the power to obscure me may also somehow reveal me. Yet fog’s tendency to block our vision also means that every image of fog, made with camera or with paintbrush, will conceal as much as it reveals – there is always something unseen, hidden behind.



In summer, fog is infrequent, the lanes around the Severn River Valley lined with hogweed and meadowsweet, flourishing in areas where the water levels rise and fall. The cloying scent of the flowers drifts in through my open car window; a sign reads ‘Shepperdine and the river’, and I take the turn. I have come in search of the Shepperdine Lighthouse and the keeper of the lights. Percy Palmer was the last full-time lightkeeper of the Severn’s twenty-one navigational lights, ‘which cast their warning beams on the estuary from the Lower Stone Beacon to Berkeley Pill’. This stretch of river is one of the most hazardous waterways in the British Isles, with its fast-descending fogs and the second-highest tidal range in the world. In the days before automation, when Percy took the job, the keeper of the lights had to keep the Severn lights burning using paraffin and bottled gas.

The road ends abruptly and, as I pull over, I see nothing but sky ahead of me. A slope leads up towards the river, at the top of which two cyclists have alighted from their bikes and stand, taking in the view. They survey the same expansive vista that I took in from high on the peak, but on the day I stood above like the Wanderer, this spot down beside the water would have been submerged by fog. Today the Severn levee is clear, grasses along the river swishing like a quiet etymological echo – a reminder of the alternative meaning of ‘fog’. In the distance, I see the two Severn bridges, cars moving slowly across like beetles. The surface of the river is muddy brown and uneven. Clouds are low, grey and slightly frothed, but there’s not a hint of fog – visibility is almost perfect. I’m looking upstream in the direction of where the two barges crashed in 1960, and though I can’t see that far, in a waft of breeze from downstream I faintly smell the sea.

The Severn is a wide river, almost a mile across here. If fog dropped I would be able to see almost nothing, certainly not across to the opposite bank, where today the fields are lit up by the sun. Skylarks are calling and there’s nobody here but me. A little Meadow Brown butterfly rises up from the grass and flies off in the direction of where I think the lighthouse must be… and another, and then another. I follow, passing through a gate and continuing along the thistle-lined path at the top of the levee. I can hear crickets among the purple flowers and, as I grow closer, the mechanism on the lighthouse spinning. Even in the daylight this lamp is lit and glowing, ready for darkness or descending gloom.

This modern light mast is not a romantic sight – a squat red and yellow box rests on a short tower with a metal platform above it. An instrument spins on the top, and facing the river is an electric light. Behind it, some distance from the water, is a metal pole topped with a second light. This Range Rear mast replaced the elegant metal 1906 lighthouse tower in 2010, but the original lighthouse keeper’s cottage remains – a pretty white building with arched windows, set back from the river. This is the White House, tied cottage of the Severn Light Keepers, where Percy Palmer and his wife Olive lived as Percy kept the lights.

In the local community, Percy was said to be legendary for his fearlessness. His duties involved manoeuvring lighting oil drums, climbing perilous ladders on pylon towers, and skilfully bringing his rowing boat alongside lighted buoys in the estuary, tasks he performed in all weathers – including, of course, fog. A true man of the river, who kept the lights for sixty-five years, a clipping from an unnamed newspaper shared by the local museum quotes Percy as saying he was ‘pickled in the Severn’: his memories went back to the days of trows carrying corn and coal, and to barges ‘ “linked like strings of sausages” moving slowly behind towing tugs.’

Once, a 3,000-ton cargo ship fell victim to the fog’s swift descent over the Severn, becoming disorientated in the sudden gloom. Despite the low visibility, which would have hidden the navigational lights, this ship escaped the tragic fate of the Arkendale H and Wastdale H thanks to Percy, who stood on the riverbank and shouted instructions through a megaphone to the pilot and skipper, allowing them to beach safely on a sandbank, to be floated off on the next flood tide. Thanks to his courage and his detailed knowledge of the river, the keeper of the lights was himself a beacon, guiding the ship to safety.

Today, gulls are tiptoeing across the sandbanks. The tide is on its way out, more and more shoreline mud becoming visible. Further along the river is a stretch of rock where my children and I often go in search of crinoid fossils, looking closely along the murky tideline for tiny prehistoric stars that we pull out of the dirt and gently clean to a shine.

It was my friend Rich Edwards, an artist local to the Severn who captures its fog in his paintings, who first told me about the keeper of the lights. He suggested that I visit the Saxon church of St Arilda’s in the village of Oldbury-on-Severn, where Percy is buried. Leaving the levee behind me, I pass the Anchor Inn and a community shop and I buy three bunches of purple sweet peas from an honesty-box stall for a pound each. St Arilda’s is built from warm reddish stone and sits on a small hill, surrounded by its graveyard and overlooking the River Severn in the valley below. As I shimmy through a kissing gate into the churchyard, I see Oldbury Power Station in the distance, a sailing club, the patchwork of fields beside the river and the Severn bridges, closer now.

I’m following the instructions of Meg, from the local history society, to try to find Percy’s grave. I walk up and down the rows of gravestones, the church above me and the Severn below, the wind in the grass and the trees, looking for his headstone. The grass is long around the edges, dotted with thistles, convolvulus, buttercups, clover and vetch. Meadow Brown butterflies are here too, flitting among the flowers. I try counting the grave rows, but my calculations aren’t quite right. I count again, scrutinising grave after grave, and just as I begin to think that perhaps I’m not going to find it after all, here it is:


IN MEMORY OF OLIVE MARY LOUISE PALMER

DIED 15TH NOV. 1974

AGED 74 YEARS.

LOVINGLY REMEMBERED

BY HER HUSBAND PERCY

AND OF

PERCY GEORGE PALMER

HER DEARLY BELOVED HUSBAND

DIED 15TH FEB. 1992

AGED 90 YEARS.

KEEPER OF THE SEVERN LIGHTS FOR 65 YEARS.

NOW RESTING IN THE ETERNAL LIGHT.



At the top of the gravestone is a carving of a lighthouse. Not the metal tower that stood next to the White House, but the traditional tall coastal building. The headstone is covered in lichen, but you can see the lighthouse quite clearly, embossed into the stone. Beams of light are etched, and at the bottom of the lighthouse are steps carved in rock, leading up to the stone door. I want to reach out and touch it, but I stop myself. The lichen is mottled black and white, with a smattering of glowing yellow. There is a flowerpot in front of the grave containing nothing but dead grass. I wish that I had thought to bring something with me to place here, and then I remember the flowers I bought from the stall, and I return to the car to collect a bunch of purple sweet peas to leave with the keeper of the lights and Olive, his wife.

From where they rest you can see the river, almost as far down as the White House and the lighthouse beside it. I think about Olive Palmer and I try to imagine how it would have felt watching her husband – who picked her posies of wild orchids – go out into the storm-tossed river with its fierce tides, time and time again, creating a safe path down the river that would be otherwise unseen, and risking his life to light the lights. Olive’s perception of Severn fog would presumably have been very different to my own. For her, the swift descent of fog, destroying visibility across the river, must have represented close and present danger. In the newspaper cutting about Percy, it explained that he was a keen fisherman, catching flatfish, whiting, shad and soles ‘bigger than the Shepperdine Sunday collection plate’. ‘My wife and I,’ he is quoted as saying, ‘aimed to have fish every day for tea.’ When the fog came down, and Percy set out to light the lights, did Olive wait and watch for him on the riverbank, did she join him in the boat or was she cooking a fish supper for his return?

Leaving Olive and Percy’s grave behind, I walk up the steps into the top of churchyard where the oldest graves sit, close to the church walls. Above the door is a statue of St Arilda. She, like Sabrina, was a virgin and is said to have been martyred – murdered – by a man named Municus when she refused to ‘lie with him’ nearby. Inside the church it’s musty and silent – there’s no one here but me, and the sunbeams through the glass recall to me Philip Larkin’s high windows with their ability to comprehend the sun. One of these windows is a stained-glass representation of St Arilda who floats, weightless in the coloured air, while behind her spreads the landscape – a vista of the Severn framed not by a camera’s viewfinder or an artist’s canvas, but by the church window. Looking inwards I see, on the church’s stone floor, her image dissipated into jewel-bright pockets of liquid light. If the murdered Sabrina became mist, the murdered Arilda became light – both now seen, and yet unseen. But a change of state is no consolation for a life cut brutally short. I buy a couple of postcards, close the heavy door behind me and step back out into the wind. Over the fields beside the river, I spot a buzzard. Wings barely moving, it circles, floating in the air currents. I watch it rise, spiralling higher and higher as it drifts along the field.

On summer evenings, this churchyard is ashine with glow-worms, and it seems fitting that the keeper of the lights should have his final resting place in a churchyard lit by their luminescence. The name is a misnomer – they aren’t actually worms but beetles, and it’s the wingless females that glow, to attract flying males for mating. In July, St Arilda’s Church turns off its floodlights to preserve the darkness and help the glow-worms find each other. I return to the churchyard at dusk one day as the sun sets over the river valley and Sabrina’s twilight meadows are a swirl of lilac and gold. The tide is in, the sky deep blue fading to black, a rough-hewn cross is silhouetted against the sunset, and there’s a waxing gibbous moon. The only sound is a flag flapping loudly on top of the church. Standing in a churchyard waiting for dark to fall feels strange and counterintuitive. I look around me, hoping to see the pinprick shine of a glow-worm’s light. A couple of times I think I glimpse one, but it’s just the last of the sun illuminating a blade of grass. I have seen glow-worms in the late dusk before, in Normandy lanes on family holidays, and am hopeful that I will see them this evening. I’ve read that the best time to spot them is between ten o’clock and midnight, but by half past ten night has almost fallen and I’m not brave enough to stay on this lonely hill until it’s pitch black. As I leave the churchyard, I see the shadow of a black cat padding silently through the gravestones.



September comes, and the fog suddenly returns, as my artist friend had told me it would. Opening my kitchen door one morning to feed the chickens – the touch of holiday sun lingering on my skin – I look up in the direction of the hill, but see only a mass of pale cloud. Without pausing even to boil the kettle for tea, I set off along the valley to the levee. Where the cyclists stood on my last visit is now just a blankness of sky, an absence of colour. Clematis vitalba climbs the wall beside the ramp, fronds in between flower and fluff. Alongside the path, a bank laden with plump blackberries, and two hawthorn bushes hang heavy with red. The damp air is deliciously cool on my face after weeks of dry summer heat. Stepping out onto the flatness of the levee, I see the river enfolded with soft fog – Sabrina’s veil has fallen and I can barely make out the far bank. The sky is heavy and uniformly grey, dropping down to the Severn, where the tide is out. In the distance someone stands beside the water – a tiny silhouette. I wonder if this enigmatic figure could be a fellow fog lover, but – like the Wanderer – they are inscrutable.

A flock of gulls curls up from the river, where a navigational buoy is just visible through the gloom. Narrowing my eyes to focus, I catch a glimpse of two flickering lights in the direction of the opposite bank. Downstream towards St Arilda’s, the Severn bridges are almost invisible and the power station is a blurred silhouette. I turn to look upstream towards Sharpness (and the site of the accident) but can see no defining features, only a sweep of river that merges at the horizon into sky. In front of Percy’s cottage, the Range Rear light is lit, its solid glow facing out towards the foggy river. Wood pigeons coo, mud crackles, I hear gulls in the middle of the sandbank. Perhaps my eyes are adjusting, or maybe the fog is gradually fading, but an outline of the opposite bank is emerging in hazy layers, like a distant mirage. My gaze is drawn back to the yellow square of the lighthouse, constant and comforting in the glowering morning. Pulling my cardigan around me, I turn and head for home. The figure on the sandbank remains, facing down the river to the sea – alone again in the fog.
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