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To Lori

 
 
Nothing I am sure can be more useful than comparing our present ideas with those of old time, tracing back our chains of actions to their primary sources or motions, ascertaining the causes of our successes or failures, in short studying the history of our own mind.
—FRANCIS BEAUFORT, JOURNAL, 1805
Remember to get the weather in your god damned book—weather is very important.
—ERNEST HEMINGWAY, LETTER TO JOHN DOS PASSOS
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Praise for Defining the Wind
“[An] enchanting stroll through maritime and science history . . . [Huler is] a charming guide.”
—The New York Times Book Review
“Huler writes with self-deprecating wit . . . he captures the Beaufort scale’s ‘openhearted intellectual decency.’”
—The New Yorker
“Inspired by the invisible force around them, sailors have always tried to describe the wind. . . . As Hurricane Charley has just taught us, landlubbers, too, need to keep a weather eye. Hence the timeliness of  Defining the Wind, Scott Huler’s meteorological foray. Its principal figure is Sir Francis Beaufort (1774–1857), the son of a poor Irish parson who led a life out of a Patrick O’Brian novel: He went to sea young, fought the French, completed a survey of the southern Turkish coast and, after being wounded, retired to dry land, eventually heading the British Admiralty Hydrographic Office. . . . A roundabout voyage, but worth it.”
—The Wall Street Journal
“[A] reminder of why we read science books. . . . Read Huler and you’ll pay more attention to the air moving through your backyard, fluttering leaves, rattling windows. . . . Consummate examples of how a writer with enough determination can mine a deep vein of curiosity and use it to produce a compelling, powerful, and, yes, interesting book.”
—Boston Globe
“On a scale of 0 to 13, this will blow you away . . . Hang on for a lighthearted romp over two hemispheres, two centuries of discovery, and the consuming passions of two men: Beaufort and Huler.”
—Seattle Times
“[Huler’s] thoroughly researched account of a marvelous collision of forces (natural, political, and creative) is as invigorating as a cool ocean breeze.”
—Entertainment Weekly
“[Huler] comes off as a likeable captain, delivering punchy, humorous prose . . . while heeding his own words—that the human body is the ‘greatest perceptive instrument ever designed’—by adding his fresh perspective to both history and lore.”
—Village Voice
“To some people, the devil is in the details. But a true researcher will revel in the details. That’s what Mr. Huler joyfully discovered in his investigations, and it shows in every page of this unusual and delightful book.”
—Dallas Morning News
“An entertaining, informative, sometimes quirky read about the nature of wind and how for four centuries observers have tried to find a uniform way to describe it . . . a fascinating blend of history, biography, nautical lore, science, and personal journal.”
—Charlotte Observer
“Parts history, mystery, and memoir, this take on ancient mariners measuring wind velocity could be the latest unlikely hit.”
—Southwest Spirit Magazine
“[A] book about a 12-point scale used to measure the intensity of wind has changed my life. . . . The writing is clean and swift, the tone conversationally delightful. . . . [Huler] has done a magnificent job. Finally, this is a book of practical philosophy, about living your life alertly, being awake to the marvelous world around you. It’s also in an artfully oblique way a handbook for every writer, amateur or professional, a refreshing primer on the most basic ethic of the craft.”
—Raleigh News & Observer
“At [the book’s] heart is a fascination with the language we use to describe the world around us. Less a piece of science writing than a writer’s meditation on science, this gem of a book is equal parts history, mystery, and memoir . . . and deserves a wide audience.”
—Publishers Weekly (starred review)
“[N]ot just a beautifully written portrait of Sir Francis Beaufort and of the scale that bears his name . . . it is also . . . a philosophical and historical tale of science as a way of observing and making sense of the world. Highly recommended.”
—Library Journal
“Whether tracing the scale’s evolving linguistic content or the route of one of Beaufort’s surveys, Huler wonderfully relays the history contained, as he so aptly writes, in the Beaufort scale’s ‘one hundred ten words . . . and four centuries of backstory.’”
—Booklist

INTRODUCTION
September 6, 1996:
Hurricane Fran and Before
IN RALEIGH, 120 miles inland from the North Carolina coast, we mostly experience hurricanes on TV.
That’s not to say a hurricane isn’t a real event in central North Carolina. The day before a storm is due at the coast we often see the gently curving tendrils of feeder clouds at sunset, illuminated pink and yellow, giant across the blue sky looking exactly like they do on the weather radar screens—like galaxy arms, like propellers, like streamers. By the time we see those clouds we have been hearing about the storm for at least a week, in breathless weather-guy staccato, in clipped news-desk voices, in vague newspaper reports filled with horrid reminders of what happened the last time.
Then eventually the storm shows, and it hits South Carolina or moves up the coast or spends itself, whirling offshore for a few days, then drifts north and dies. If the storm itself does reach Raleigh, what we usually get is a very rainy day—a couple inches of rain and enough wind to knock down a tree branch in every other yard. With some storms the rain is truly horrendous and damaging, but even so, it’s worse to the east, toward the ocean. Mostly our hurricanes come at us through shouted television reports from the weather people hanging for dear life on to lampposts on the evening news, traffic lights swinging wildly above them to demonstrate that no kidding, it’s real windy.
Still, a few years ago, in early September, Hurricane Fran headed north toward the Chesapeake, thought better of it, took a sharp left, and plowed directly up the Cape Fear River basin, suckerpunching Raleigh with winds of up to 79 miles an hour. That is, 120 miles inland, the storm was still by the textbook wind-speed definition a hurricane, and plenty of it.
That night found me out in my pickup truck, reporting on that storm for the local newspaper, so I can tell you that at two-thirty in the morning of September 6, 1996, Hurricane Fran left no room for doubt. After more than eight hours of dodging falling trees and twisted, sparking electrical wires, after hours of standing with police officers as the syncopated flashing blue lights illuminated the hysterically whipping trees like strobes, I was almost done for the night. The squad car in which I had been riding had been called in as the police gave up in the worst of the storm, and as the wind continued to rise I had picked my way through the maze of obstructed highways and flooded dips. Near my house I grew overconfident and steered down a nearby hill for one last look at the madness, and soon found myself sitting in my pickup not five blocks from home. I couldn’t drive forward—at a Y in the road, my headlights garishly illuminated collapsed trees that blocked both forks. I would have to back the truck, turn around, and slink out below leaning utility poles and thrashing trees. Before I backed away, though, I sat a moment to watch.
Raindrops lashed through the headlight beams horizontally, illuminated like tracer bullets; the wind flung whole emerald trees back and forth like a child shaking dandelions to blow away the down. Entire boughs shook free as easily as those dandelion seed puffs, and as I looked out my windshield I saw fragments of Raleigh flying sideways through the zinging streaks of rain. Here a 12- or 16-foot limb of a tree, there an aluminum piece of storefront, then a road sign or lawn chair lifted like a kite over two or three front yards. Utility transformers exploded every few moments—a blue flash of light and a low boom. The sound of breaking limbs cracked like sniper fire. People always say that in a tornado the wind sounds like a freight train going by, and that turns out to be true. We have freight trains going through Raleigh, and when they’re going good and fast, they have a particular throaty roar.
During Hurricane Fran we heard that sound for seven hours straight. As I sat, the wind would get underneath my pickup and I would feel the truck lift up on its wheels and shimmy, like a linebacker doing a footwork drill. It was a terror to be out in it, and something like a privilege—like seeing the Grand Canyon or the Himalayas.
It was also dangerous, so I backed my truck up—even the police had called in their guys, and as the worst of it passed, everybody was just taking cover and waiting until morning. I crawled the few blocks home, discovered to my delight that my pecan tree was still standing, and climbed the stairs to go to sleep. The overwrought trees delivered a relentless beating to the roof, though, which sent me downstairs, where I fell asleep during the spooky calm as the eye of the storm passed directly overhead. I awakened briefly sometime later to renewed wind and the noise of something crashing into the roof and rolling down the steep pitch—I heard its heavy landing, whatever it was, in the soaked leaves at the side of the house. Electricity was long gone—a nervous foray upstairs with a candle revealed no holes in the roof, and I went back down to fitful sleep.
In the morning, like other wide-eyed Raleighans I crept out of my door and surveyed the devastation. No street was passable; trees crossed every road, rendering driving almost unimaginable. Roofs had flown from houses, doors had ripped loose from their moorings; furniture and detritus filled yard and street like tumbleweed. Still, I had been lucky. Everywhere, downed trees had crushed cars, shattered doors, pierced roofs. Yet the noise that awakened me had been the wind ripping only the steel bonnet off my chimney and sending it toppling down the sloping roof of my house; I found it out behind the house, among boughs and the flung debris from a half-dozen neighborhood yards. I stood for a long moment, looking at the twisted bonnet lying in the pine straw and soggy leaves. Something— it reminded me of something. I wandered over to a neighbor boiling water for coffee on his outdoor grill, but it nagged at me.
Not long afterwards I remembered, and I ran home, and to the bookcase, for my dictionary. I paged quickly to the Beaufort Scale, and I knew then at least how fast the wind had been raging in the middle of the night when it upset my chimney.
Beaufort Number 9—Strong gale: 47–54 miles per hour. Slight structural damage occurs; chimney pots and slates removed.
That’s what it was, at least. A metal bonnet is as close as I’m going to come to a chimney pot (which according to the dictionary is usually a cylindrical masonry pipe, though it can be made of metal). But in any case the wind had been strong enough to curl underneath it, rip the twisting masonry nails right out of my brick chimney, and send it tumbling. It was a strong gale—a little faster than a fresh gale (or just plain gale), which goes 39 to 46 miles an hour and “breaks twigs off trees; generally impedes progress.” A little weaker by that point, perhaps, than a whole gale (or storm), which goes up to 63 miles an hour and describes what the entire city of Raleigh looked like that stunning morning: “Trees uprooted; considerable structural damage occurs.”
I was applying the Beaufort Scale.
I had waited almost fifteen years to do it.
TO EXPLAIN WHY I came to love the Beaufort Scale, I have to explain how I came to know it in the first place, and that starts not in a hurricane or a fresh gale or even outdoors, but in a small office near the Cooper River in Pennsauken, New Jersey. For many years I was a copy editor. That’s good honest work and underappreciated, but above all it’s a great place to learn how writing works. From character—is this the right punctuation mark? is this word spelled correctly?—to clause, from sentence to paragraph, from passage to complete manuscript, a copy editor tinkers with prose like a jeweler with a watch. It’s great experience, and great training for a writer. Learning to copyedit before becoming a writer is like being a mechanic before learning to drive a race car. The understanding of the secret processes behind the magic can only help, especially when the handling gets rough.
This was around 1983, and I was copyediting at a small technical publisher near Philadelphia, where I lived. We elbowed our way through prose describing these new machines called minicomputers. We described them for businesspeople—few consumers were buying them yet. We used actual blue pencils to edit actual typewritten words on actual pieces of paper—it was a long time ago—and our little warren of four editors was considered something of an ivory tower. Certainly we ensured that abbreviations were used properly and units of measure applied correctly, but that was only the smaller part of our job. We spent much more of our time worrying about the distinction between that and which, about “not only . . . but” clauses, about the proper use of a semicolon. About the difference between ensure and insure and make sure. We used traditional editing and proofreading marks, taking a weird satisfaction in mastering those arcane symbols.
We excised excess, declared war on danglers, and devoured usage manuals, rereading The Elements of Style and The Chicago Manual of Style and Words into Type repeatedly and gladly. We each had a personal copy of the same dictionary—the Merriam-Webster  New Collegiate Dictionary, Ninth Edition—standard in editorial departments nationwide.
It doesn’t sound like much—your own dictionary. But when your job is riding herd on the spelling and usage of others, a dictionary becomes far more than a tool. It’s a kind of helper, a resource of first and last resort. If a copy editor considers him- or herself a word wrangler, a knight errant—and almost all of them do—the dictionary is the squire, the doughty sidekick providing invaluable support.
Of course, we did more than merely look up words in our dictionaries. We pored over them, annotated them, left blue-pencil jokes in one another’s copies (the picture of a platypus in mine sported a lovely blue-pencil plaid coat—a plaidypus—compliments of a highly entertaining copy chief).
Above all, we read them.
Not just because words are lovely and copy editors love them, and not just because one could commonly profit from the words onto which one thereupon stumbled, but because the dictionary represents a kind of breathing example of the copy editor’s craft: It makes its living by conveying meaning, in as few words and as simply as possible. To a technical copy editor, a dictionary is the Holy Grail.
Copy editors like to recite almost from memory the passage in  The Elements of Style that says “a sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts.” It defines the goal, in a copy editor’s eyes, of all good writing: vigor, conciseness, clarity. To a copy editor, especially a technical copy editor, the best writing approaches the vanishing point. The fewest words to get the idea across—to get the idea across exactly. If you could reduce writing to a sort of elementary symbolic logic, copy editors would love that and would find it beautiful.
For that reason, I think, copy editors love lists and symbols, and the dictionary is full of those. Things like the lists of words following anti- or pre- thrill copy editors because they are so simple and so concise: no unnecessary definitions, just a list. Gets the point across.
And look through the Merriam-Webster Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary and you will find countless such lists, examples of pure, informative communication in the miraculous shorthand of a list, an order, a scale—the alphabets of the world; the languages of the world; the calendars of the world. Lists of poker hands, orders of classical column, types of money, parts of a fish. If you look up clouds in the dictionary, you will find a simple, tiny drawing of the ten or so different types of clouds, and that’s all you need to know—concise and nearly perfect. Musical scales, Morse code, the elements—periodically or alphabetically, depending on where you look—all find their purest and simplest descriptive form in the dictionary.
So, it turns out, does the wind. The wind is described to perfection—reduced to its essence like distillate in an Erlenmeyer flask— in the Beaufort Scale. The Beaufort Scale is the quintessence of that verbal economy, the ultimate expression of concise, clear, and absolutely powerful writing, 110 words in 6-point type. In fact, the Beaufort Scale description of the wind doesn’t merely reach that highest perfectible level of clarity. As may be necessary, reaching that level, it surpasses it and becomes poetry.
I ran across the Beaufort Scale for the first time one day in that editorial office while looking something up. I don’t remember what I was trying to find, but I know I didn’t find it, and I know some report on an early computer workstation lay unedited on my desk the remainder of the day. The Beaufort Scale entirely captivated me.
It’s given in a little table: Beaufort numbers from 0 to 12 down the left, followed by names and velocities of each wind category, and finally, along the right, a brief description of each. Less than one mile per hour is Beaufort 0, “calm,” with the description, “smoke rises vertically.” By force 1, “light breeze,” with a velocity of one to three miles per hour, “direction of wind [is] shown by smoke but not by wind vanes.”
Count those—that’s fifteen words, and I already had a complete visual image. I could see the little tiny village, in imagination probably in a green New England valley. There is a little house, with a tiny wisp of smoke coming out of the chimney, curling up at the slightest angle, as though drawn by a child. Nearby is a church, with a steeple, atop which is a windvane. By Beaufort 2, “light breeze,” the air moves between four and seven miles per hour and the description says “wind felt on face; leaves rustle; ordinary vane moved by the wind.” Another twelve words—twenty-six in total—and we’ve added trees on the town green, plus a barn in the distance, atop which is an ordinary windvane, probably in the shape of a rooster. As readers we’re on that green, feeling the wind on our faces. In fact, in those twenty-six words we’ve engaged four of our five senses—the sight of the windvane’s motion, the sound of the leaves rustling, the feeling of the wind on our faces, and, presumably, the nice autumnal smell of the curlicue of smoke wafting from that chimney.
I had never read anything quite like this. I was awestruck by its economy, by the vigor of its prose, so I showed it to the other editors on the staff. They politely smiled and nodded and returned to their editing, but not me. I felt I had discovered a species of gem, a small miracle, and I pored over it like a psalm or a koan.
I eventually did get back to work, but I soon returned to the Beaufort Scale, and I returned often. Before long I fell into the habit of reading it regularly, returning to it as to a treasured poem or a favorite passage in Aeschylus or the Bible. I sought it especially when editing notably turgid copy, filled with the jargon and cant and vagueness that characterize writing about the new computer technology in which the company for which I worked specialized. Somehow the Beaufort Scale began to represent for me a kind of anti-technobabble, the exact opposite of the flabby, empty prose I was paid to edit. I became something of a pest on the subject, peddling the Beaufort Scale to other editors and writers. I sang its praises and counted its words, and by the time I left that job—I had it only eighteen months or so—I could be depended on to claim that the Beaufort Scale as I found it in that Merriam-Webster Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary was the best, clearest, and most vigorous piece of descriptive writing I had ever seen. As far as I was concerned, the Beaufort Scale—it actually turns out to be the original version of the Beaufort Scale Land Specification, written in 1906, almost exactly a century after the scale was first devised, but I could hardly have known that back in 1984—represented, in thirteen entries comprising 110 total words, the apex of descriptive nonfiction in English.
As I said, I didn’t keep that job as a copy editor all that long. But in my next job, and my next, and every job since, I’ve returned to the Beaufort Scale time after time, and it became something of a hobby. After I returned to the Beaufort Scale often enough, I became interested in its author, and there, for the first time, the Ninth New Collegiate let me down. The definition of the Beaufort Scale contains the bracketed aside “[Sir Francis Beaufort],” but nothing more. The index of biographical names that appears at the end of the dictionary— between the list of foreign words and phrases and the lists of geographical names—told me only that Sir Francis Beaufort was a British admiral who had lived between 1774 and 1857.
That wasn’t enough. I wanted to know more about this stylist, this genius of descriptive prose and the scale he created. I wanted to know where the Beaufort Scale came from.
As it turned out, my pursuit of the origin and history of this odd little piece of descriptive prose would lead me in some pretty surprising directions. On the trail of Beaufort and his scale I would run into a parade of unexpected people—from Daniel Defoe to Charles Darwin; from Anders Celsius to John Smith (the Pocahontas guy); from the Elgin Marbles to Seamus Heaney; from Tycho Brahe to Captains Bligh, of the Bounty, and Cook, of the Endeavour. I would learn about the British Admiralty and about one of the greatest machines of all time, the sailing ship; about the vast undertaking of mapping the coastlines of the world; I would learn about the force of the wind, and about early attempts to understand how our planet works; I would learn about writing, well and otherwise. I would learn about the essential human undertaking of categorization. But above all, I would come to consider the nature—and the necessity—of observation, both among the gentleman scientists of the nineteenth century and among the Weather Channel viewers of today. As I pursued this little gem of writing, I would eventually find that what drew me to it may have been, above all, the kind of life it implied its writer led.
But that was all to come. After Hurricane Fran sent me to my dictionary, I knew only something very simple.
I wanted to know Sir Francis Beaufort.

CHAPTER 1
Beaufort of the Admiralty
THE WORST THING about the ferry that runs between Buenos Aires, Argentina, and Montevideo, Uruguay, is that it’s a hydrofoil. On the one hand this makes for a fast trip—kicking up twin spumes of seawater, the hydrofoil takes only two and a half hours to go 137 miles across the Rio de la Plata, the world’s widest river. But on the other hand, the speed of the boat means they won’t let you outdoors. A boat going fifty-five miles per hour kicks up quite a wind (it’s Beaufort force 10, if you’re wondering: “trees uprooted; considerable structural damage occurs” if you’re on land, to say nothing of the terror it would inflict on a straw hat and sunglasses), so the speed prevents you from doing what you naturally want to do on a boat in summer, which is stand on the deck and watch the world go by.
Or, in my case, watch the world come toward you. What I specifically wanted to see was Montevideo, and I wanted to watch it emerge from the vastness of the Rio de la Plata and assert itself on my eye as we approached it from the west, exactly as Sir Francis Beaufort had in 1807. It shouldn’t have been hard to see what he wanted me to see—he actually left me directions, and I boarded the boat with a sheaf of maps under my arm and high hopes.
But no soap. The ferry Juan Patricio doesn’t even have a deck open to the weather, so the tourist-class passengers are left squinting out of windows with an aerodynamic slant seemingly designed to maximize the reflection of interior seats, carpeting, and the knees and feet of passengers. The window ledge itself reflected a sharp line at almost exactly horizon height as you gazed out the window, and trying to keep the two lines separate, in a boat skipping over water at 55 mph, can actually leave one rather queasy.
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Francis Beaufort, a youthful fifty-four in the year the scale was officially adopted by the Admiralty. Black and red chalk, drawn in 1838 by William Brockedon.
By Courtesy of the National Portrait Gallery, London.
I initially envied the first-class passengers, whom I imagined strolling in front of huge banks of flat windows as the broad Rio de la Plata sped regally by beneath the boat, but an earnest look at the attendant, a flourished sketchbook, and a few words of stammered Spanish got me, an accomplice, and my maps upstairs, where I found the passengers had a better snack bar and much wider seats—but no view out the front of the boat at all. So it was back down to steerage and more attempts to find an angle at which I could peer through the windows and see something other than my own annoyed expression reflected back at me.
I ENDED UP TRAVERSING the Rio de la Plata solely because Sir Francis Beaufort had been there before me—he was there in 1807, I in 2002—and I yearned to go where he had been, to see what he had seen.
This wasn’t what I had expected. From the scale that bears his name I had naturally presumed Sir Francis—Queen Victoria made him a Knight Commander of the Order of the Bath in 1848, hence the “Sir”—was either a writer or a meteorologist, so I was surprised to find that the standard biography called him Beaufort of the Admiralty. My girlfriend loved the stentorian sound of the title; if she saw me lying on the couch reading it she would wave her arms magisterially and intone “Beaufort . . . of . . . the Admiralty,” and I would find it hard to maintain my sense of purpose. The title, though, is exactly right: It’s the type of book that instead of merely introducing the first captain under whom Beaufort served—his name was Lestock Wilson—also includes information surrounding Wilson’s birth. It’s the type of book that has endnotes to its footnotes. If you look in its bibliography, you’ll find books like Mr. Barrow of the Admiralty, so the title really just keeps up tradition. In some ways, of course, I had been right about Beaufort: he was interested in the weather, and he wrote incessantly, if not especially well, filling letters, logs, and journals—and even a book—with prose that swung from the pole of engineer-flat to the tropics of almost absurdly purple without spending much time in the temperate zones.
But above all, Beaufort was a sea captain for the Admiralty—the British Royal Navy—at a moment that put him at the center of one of the greatest cartographic enterprises the world has ever known. In the nineteenth century, while the British merchant and naval fleets were busy taking over the world, Sir Francis Beaufort was the man responsible for making sure they knew what they were getting—for creating charts of the coastlines of the world. The Hydrographic Office of the Admiralty was creating the Admiralty Chart.
An Admiralty Chart, of course, is a map of the sea, or a particular portion of the sea. If you’re sailing to, say, Montevideo, you’ll get yourself charts prepared by some trustworthy organization—the British Admiralty, the Argentine or United States government—and you’ll start planning. The charts showing the largest areas—say, the South Atlantic Ocean—have scales up to about 1:5,000,000, at which size you can see land on both sides of the narrowest part of the Atlantic. By the time you’re heading into port at Montevideo, you’ll be looking at scales of 1:10,000 or even smaller—close enough to give you soundings demonstrating the best approach to the channel into the harbor, and even showing the docks in easy detail.
An Admiralty Chart, however, is a good way to find your way from Buenos Aires to Montevideo in exactly the same way that the Oxford English Dictionary is a good place to go to find out whether desperate  is spelled with an e or an a: it can do that, but it can do an awful lot more. The Admiralty Chart is the gold standard, the true north, the understanding of centuries of navigational and hydrographical lore, distilled into two dimensions and six square feet. “Put your faith in God and your trust in the Admiralty Chart,” nineteenth-century sailors would say, and it’s worth noting that at that point the Admiralty Chart probably had better long-term prospects. Hydrography is the seagoing sibling of cartography—the cartographer maps the land, the hydrographer draws the coastlines and sounds the sea. Beaufort spent the second half of his career as hydrographer to the Admiralty, the period regarded as the high noon of hydrography. When those sailors resolved to place their trust, they were trusting Sir Francis Beaufort.
ONE WAY TO JUDGE THE MAGNITUDE of Beaufort’s contribution to the Admiralty Chart is to compare it with the Beaufort Scale. I found the Beaufort Scale in the Merriam-Webster dictionary, but that’s just where I happened to stumble across it. You can find it anywhere.
Open any book about the weather—any book—and you’ll find the Beaufort Scale. Look in any navigation manual—there it is. The United States Navy teaches the Beaufort Scale to its midshipmen and virtually every reasonable sailing course includes training in its use.
Kite companies include the Beaufort Scale in their advertising literature. Websites for weather organizations and television stations include the Beaufort Scale.
The Farmer’s Almanac contains the Beaufort Scale.
Which makes it somewhat surprising that Beaufort’s obituary neglected to mention it even once. And when I say obituary, don’t think of the obituaries you’re used to seeing in modern newspapers, with a few lines about community organizations and surviving children. On December 17, 1857, in London, Sir Francis Beaufort— admiral, member of the Royal Society, Knight Commander of the Bath, member of an almost staggering number of other scientific societies— died at age eighty-four, surrounded by his family. Less than a month later, the London Daily News ran an obituary, even an appreciation, of Beaufort that received sufficient interest to be reprinted as a pamphlet.
In its reprint version, the encomium runs to sixteen pages.
It never mentions the Beaufort Scale of wind force.
Not once. It discusses the education Beaufort’s father provided him. It describes a book he wrote in 1818, it includes a venture in telegraphy in which Beaufort played a role (though it neglects to point out the total, embarrassing failure of that venture), it tells about the first time Beaufort nearly died (which, it turns out, he did quite a lot). But it never mentions the Beaufort Scale.
What it talks about in detail—sixteen pages of detail—is Admiralty Charts. Francis Beaufort made the contribution for which his peers remembered him as a hydrographer. In some ways he was born to it.
FRANCIS BEAUFORT was born, the middle child of seven, to an Irish family in County Meath in 1774. His father was Daniel Augustus Beaufort, descended of fallen French nobility of the Holy Roman Empire. Daniel Augustus was a distracted country parson who dabbled in everything from farming to architecture, even working as a magistrate; church buildings he designed still dot the Irish landscape, and he had bachelor’s and master’s degrees from Trinity College in Dublin. He eventually received an honorary LL.D. The Beauforts’ was the kind of household where French was spoken and the family went to the theater and art exhibits, to readings and demonstrations. Francis’s brother grew up to become a classical scholar, his sister a fine artist. As a biography of Daniel Augustus Beaufort says of the family, “no collection of pictures or prints was overlooked, no new play unpatronized, no Handel commemoration unheard, no library, museum or great edifice unvisited.” When the first Irish hot-air balloon flight occurred in 1785, the Beauforts were in the crowd—and not long afterwards, Daniel Augustus made and launched a model of the balloon. It caught fire. With an architect for a father, all the children were taught to draw, and when Francis demonstrated an interest in the sea, he was sent to learn the basics of navigation.
Interested in just about everything, Daniel Augustus Beaufort had one remarkable success: he undertook in 1792 to make the first useful complete map of Ireland—though calling it complete is something of an overstatement. Not that it left off natural landmarks like rivers or roads, lakes or harbors; it’s just that as a Church of Ireland parson, Beaufort made a map that included every religious structure in Ireland related to his denomination—meanwhile never once including something as inconsequential as, say, Christ Church Cathedral in Dublin, built in 1240.
Still, it appears that the Irish could find their way to church without a map, so the lacunae did not affect its sales. Memoir . . . of  Ireland illustrating the Topography of that Kingdom and containing a short Account of its present state civil and ecclesiastical sold thousands of copies and went into several editions.
In fact, young Francis Beaufort even made some of the observations of latitude and longitude for his father’s map, after taking several months of study in astronomy with Dr. Henry Ussher, a friend of his father who taught at Trinity College, Dublin. He was identified in the Memoir as “a pupil of Dr. Ussher.”
Francis had only occasional traditional schooling, largely because his family had sometimes to flee its home. If the map of Ireland was the first successful map made by the Beaufort family—and the first of many—it was regrettably about the only undertaking Daniel Augustus ever brought to financial success. In the years before he made his map, he had been forced to move his family several times, often overseas to England and Wales, to keep a step ahead of debt collectors.
Yet from the letters Francis and his father exchanged, it appears that the scattered early life Daniel Augustus Beaufort created for him had no ill effects on Francis. All Francis took from his father was the ability to respond to new situations, a vast curiosity—and a profound love of physical observation. He loved to look around—and to write down what he saw.
And from the memories of his family, it appears that Francis Beaufort wanted to make his physical observations from the deck of a ship, and that he wanted that for as long as anyone in his family could remember. “At the age of five,” his sister Louisa wrote years later, he “had manifested the most decided preference for the sea, had even refused to learn Latin or any of the rudiments of a learned profession & uniformly persisted in choosing a Naval life”—though she noted that there was no reason to believe Francis at the age of five had ever even seen seawater. Just the same, his father provided for him that training in astronomy essential for navigation, and in 1789, at fourteen, Francis Beaufort set sail as a sort of officer-in-training aboard the Vansittart, an East India Company tradesman bound for China and the Indies.
At least on the front end, the Vansittart had a reasonably successful voyage. It rounded the Cape of Good Hope and made its way to Jakarta, then called Batavia. Chosen to help the captain make astronomical observations to fix the latitude of Batavia, Francis found the observatory there deplorable and wrote home to his father that “a person walking about on the stairs or in . . . any room of the house shakes the Horizon and makes the objects turn about in the Equatorial Telescopes like anything.” A central goal of the Vansittart’s journey was to survey the Gaspar Strait, just off Sumatra between the islands of Bangka and Belitung; sister ships of the East India Company had been lost there on dangerous and poorly charted shoals, which the Vansittart was to find and chart. Young Francis had been taking bearings and making calculations throughout the journey, and was a help as the ship made the Gaspar Strait survey.
The Vansittart found the shoals, all right—it found them good, running aground and sustaining enough damage that it took on water so rapidly that the crew had to abandon the ship on a reef off a tiny island in the Java Sea. The Malay waters were filled with pirates, so the crew, terrified and perilously short of water, determined to make for a Dutch settlement called Palembang on the northeast coast of Bangka. In the hopes of returning to reclaim the ship’s treasure, they threw overboard thirteen treasure chests and piled into open boats, hoping for the best and heading for the Dutch settlement. Along the way one of the boats, with five aboard, became separated and was lost; a vicious squall whipped the remaining boats, and later a group of pirate ships threatened to attack. The crew made it to Palembang, though, where they were relieved to find two British ships anchored in the harbor.
Captain Wilson persuaded the captains of those ships to ferry his crew back to the wreck of the Vansittart to recover what they could, though by the time they reached what remained of the ship, it was just as they had feared: Malay pirates had burned and pillaged it. The crew managed to recover only three of the treasure chests. After that, in the manner of the day, crew members scattered among other ships to make their way back to England. Beaufort ended up in Canton, where he occupied himself for two months making astronomical observations before sailing home with Wilson, arriving back in England a little more than a year after he had set out.
The news of the Vansittart’s sinking preceded him, though, and worried his father. There were no news or wire services in 1790, of course. The Vansittart sank on August 24, 1789, and its surviving crew reached safety in present-day Indonesia a couple of days later. At around the same time, it turned out, another sailor, after misadventure at sea and his own epic journey by open boat, had himself reached safety on Java, only a few miles away from the Vansittart’s misfortune. The news of the fate of the Vansittart reached England through the offices of this other sea captain, who had suffered not shipwreck but mutiny.
His name was William Bligh, and he had been captain of the  Bounty.
SO WAIT A MINUTE. I go looking for the story of the guy who wrote this awesome wind scale that blew my mind. I start reading about his life, and before he’s sixteen years old I’ve already run across a family’s flight from the poorhouse, an early balloon flight, an eccentric father, a young man at sea, Malay pirates, shipwreck, castaways, buried treasure, and Captain Bligh, fresh off the mutiny on the Bounty. Not a single word about the wind, but honestly, at this point, who cares?
And what makes Beaufort most remarkable is that what he took away from all this adventure, what most influenced him throughout the rest of his life, was his delight in taking bearings. Surrounded by fighting and pirates and treasure and trading and storms, Francis Beaufort’s heart led him toward his sextant and his level, his pen and his ink—toward the tools of the hydrographer’s trade. Francis Beaufort was a man who liked to know where he was.
“Everyone has a hobby or his insanity,” he would eventually write in his journal in 1806. “Mine I believe is taking bearings for charts and plans.” He wrote those words sixteen years after his first sea journey, aboard the HMS Woolwich, of which he was commander—the ship that eventually took him to Montevideo, where nearly 200 years later I would follow in his wake. But as I read the story of his first journey, it was already clear to me that the spirit of the wind scale lay in Beaufort’s love of making those navigational observations, in his contribution to the mapping of the coastlines of the world.
WHEN I LEARNED that a journalism fellowship would take me to Buenos Aires, across the river from Montevideo, I ordered a copy of the 1808 Admiralty Chart of Montevideo based on Beaufort’s surveys and drawings; it arrived rolled up in a tube and tied with a piece of cloth, so even unrolling it was an act of moment. When I did, I was stunned: It’s a work of art. If you’re approaching Montevideo by sea, Beaufort’s chart gives you everything you need at a glance. About three feet long and a foot high, the map is broken into four parts— at left, an overview of the harbor, the city, and the outlying shoals and islands; next, a more detailed plan of the mountain, city, and harbor; a close-up of the outlying Flores Islands; and, along the top, drawings in Beaufort’s hand of “The view from the outer Anchorage . . . of the Harbour of Monte Video. The Mount and the Light house on the left, the Town and Citadel on the right.”
I thought the map was like a visual Beaufort Scale—all the information I could need about arriving in Montevideo by sea, distilled and reduced, clarified to its essence. I used a reducing photocopier to make a smallish copy of the map, and then when I ended up on that enclosed ferry, when I wasn’t squinting out the window and trying to pick up the outline of the coast as we steamed ahead, I gazed at the chart. At that point I scarcely needed to, though—I had pored over it so closely since planning my trip that I felt I would recognize the coast the moment I saw it, like going to the airport to meet a relative you’ve seen all your life in photographs.
Beaufort’s is an early Admiralty Chart. The Admiralty Hydrographic Office, founded in 1795, had existed for little more than a decade when Beaufort drew his chart in August 1807, and there were still few rules for the organization of such a chart. Latitude and longitude are not given, for example, though Beaufort has included the height above sea level of the top of the mountain from which the city gets its name and of the cathedral church in the town, then still called a citadel.
Beaufort by then was working for the government. After one trip and one wreck, he decided he had had enough of merchant service, and joined the Royal Navy. He soon added to his shipwreck story a near drowning; participation in the British naval victory against the French fleet in what was termed the Glorious First of June, 1794; and a few saber wounds and a point-blank volley in the face from a blunderbuss while leading a gang of marines boarding a
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