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	The Study

	The room has one window, a stove that draws badly, and a long shelf along the north wall. I describe the shelf first, since the rest of the room exists to serve it.

	A thing comes here when it has been measured and cannot be put right. I do not mean that it is broken. I mean that a reading has been taken, and taken again, and the figures do not close, and no instrument I own will make them. Such a thing arrives in a parcel, or a cylinder, or the pocket of a coat, with a report. I open the report with the pocket blade and read it, and then the thing is sealed in red wax and put on the shelf. I do not destroy it and I do not lend it. The wax is there so that I can tell, by the look of the seal, that nothing has been opened by any hand but mine.

	Each file carries a slip: the docket, the place, the conditions on the day, what was kept and how it was sealed. The conditions are readings and nothing else, and no two repeat. I began the slips as a surveyor begins a field book, so that the next man to read the page will know what the weather did.

	I keep a log beside the shelf and count the one against the other. I do not know that this is wise. It is a habit, and a habit is a kind of instrument.

	What follows is five of them, in the order they went onto the shelf, which is not the order in which they happened.

	

	The Uncharted Meridian

	DOCKET ONE. Open water at the mouth of the Bristol Channel, forty fathoms by the Board’s chart. Conditions: 13 November 1888, wind north-east, force 2, barometer 30.2, haze lying low in sheets. Relic: one brass datum plate. Seal: none; parcel waxed on the quay.

	The parcel lay on the blotter with its plain wax whole. I had tied and waxed it myself on the quay that morning, and had not opened it since. The pocket blade went under the wax and the wax came away in one piece. I noted that, as I note most things.

	The shelf behind me was empty. The log lay open at its first page, ruled and blank. I did not count the shelf. A man who counts nothing and writes down the total has recorded his habit and not the shelf, and I said so in the log, in one line, and set the pen down.

	The rain was steady on the leaded glass and the lamp was turned low. Inside the parcel I found three things: a field book in my own hand, copied fair; a brass plate in a wrapping of oilcloth; and a folded sheet of the Board’s chart, soft at the creases. The original book was not there. The Board had burned it, and had not asked whether there was another.

	I laid the plate on the blotter and left the oilcloth on. I read the book first, as I read anything, once for what it said and once for what it was careful not to say. Then I went back to the first entry, which was a date and a depth.

	*   *   *

	Three pilots had reported black stone standing out of the sea at a position where the Board’s chart gives forty fathoms. They made their reports on three different mornings, to three different harbour offices, in nearly the same words, and the Board engaged me to say that they were mistaken.

	The Board was the Bristol Survey Board, a body of shipowners and underwriters who paid for charts and disliked whatever made a chart look doubtful. Its secretary, a Mr Odell, received me on the afternoon of 12 November in a room with a fire and a long table. He had laid the three telegraph forms side by side on the table, and beside them the sheet of the chart, with a weight on each corner.

	I read the forms twice. Each came from a different ship and gave a different bearing, and the three bearings crossed within a cable of one another. Each pilot called the stone black, and one of them called it wet. None had gone near it, which I took for good sense.

	The chart gave forty fathoms there, sand and shell, sounded some years earlier by a party whose surveyor I knew by his hand. The soundings stood in a row on the sheet, forty, forty, forty-one, forty, and no mark above water for ten miles in any direction.

	‘The Board does not suppose there is a rock, Mr Vance,’ Odell said. ‘It supposes there are three tired pilots. It would like that put in writing, with figures, before the underwriters read of it in the newspapers.’

	I told him it was likely. In November a temperature inversion over the water will lift a distant coast clear of the horizon and hang it in the air, and men who know a shore will fail to know it from the wrong side. I named the Devon cliffs. I said I would take temperatures, angles and soundings and bring back figures a clerk could read. He seemed satisfied. I was less so, and I put one point to him before I left.

	Three ships in three different places, looking at one looming coast, would see it in three different directions, each pointing at the real land behind it, and the lines would not meet. These met. Odell said that pilots talk, and that three men who drink in one public house will find one rock between them. It was an answer, and I took it as one.

	I asked for the sounding book of the party that had made the chart, and he sent a clerk for it. The position stood in the book in the surveyor’s small square hand: forty fathoms, bottom taken, sand and shell. Beside it was a mark I know from my own books, a tick, which means the sounding was repeated and agreed. I copied the entry, and Odell watched me copy it with the patience of a man watching a clock he has already read.

	I had a reason to prefer a plain answer, and I will set it down once. A decade before, I had watched a sounding crew vanish from a charted shoal off the Hebrides. After a year’s work I put it down to the crew’s own error. I was glad to have the answer, in the way a man is glad of a sound floor, and I had stood on it ever since.

	We left the quay at nine that night in a hired cutter, with Pryce at the helm and two hands whose names I did not ask. I had my instruments in their cases: a prismatic compass by Calloway, a pocket compass by Vesper, a chronometer in its box, a lead line, a surveying hammer. The cutter carried her own binnacle compass, an Orrin. A surveyor is taught to carry more than one of any instrument that matters, and I have never had cause to quarrel with the rule. Before we sailed I rated the chronometer against the regulator in the Board’s hall. It was gaining a second and a half in the day, and had gained it every day since the spring. A chronometer that errs by the same amount each day is as good as one that does not err.

	Pryce was a short man with a pilot’s patience. Before we cleared the harbour he asked whether I wanted

	
	Field book, 12 to 13 November

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	INVENTORY. DOCKET ONE.
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