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            Praise for Flight of the Diamond Smugglers

            
                

            

            “A beautifully written book on diamond smuggling, the universe, life and much of what lies in between … Throughout it all, this book reminds us that the world is a place of wonder if only we look.”

            —Toby Muse, author of Kilo: Inside the Cocaine Cartels

—from the Jungles to the Streets

            
                

            

            “For too long, the lowly pigeon has been seen as an urban nuisance, undeserving of our attention, and too common to be seen in a magical or heroic light. Matthew Gavin Frank’s compelling investigation into the bird’s unexpected role in the diamond trade is here to change that: Flight of the Diamond Smugglers is a lyrical portrait of a resilient species caught in the grinding gears of a cruel industry of extraction and exploitation.”

            —Kirk Wallace Johnson, author of The Feather Thief

            
                

            

            “Matthew Gavin Frank has done something new and wonderful in his mining of the many places where birds and gems and companionship live, deep within the alternately brutal and profound chambers of the human heart.”

            —Elena Passarello, author of Animals Strike Curious Poses

            
                

            

            “Unforgettable … An outstanding adventure in its lyrical, utterly compelling, and heartbreaking investigations of the world of diamond smuggling.”

            —Aimee Nezhukumatathil, author of Oceanic and World of Wonders

            
                

            

            “There is no living essayist better at weaving wildly disparate worlds into a single, gorgeously lyrical whole. Flight of the Diamond Smugglers finds meaning in pigeons, diamonds, murder, love, and lost pregnancies. It is a journey with its own wild logic.”

            —Kerry Howley, author of Thrown
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        If we view ourselves from a great height, it is frightening to realize how little we know about our species, our purpose and our end, I thought, as we crossed the coastline and flew out over the jelly-green sea.
      

            —W. G. Sebald
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            Author’s Note

         

         With the exception of historical figures, public figures, and my partner, Louisa, all names have been changed. Certain quotes have been reconstructed from memory, to the best of my ability.

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         After our sixth miscarriage, my partner, Louisa, and I decided that we could no longer endure another attempt at conceiving a child. In the nights that followed, we slept little, often waking in the middle of the night to sit up together in bed, stretch our hands out in front of us, fingers splayed. We did these exercises according to the ob-gyn’s instructions, to stimulate blood flow, to decrease the chance of Louisa cramping in sleep, decrease her dependency on the pain pills. We would neurotically peruse my nightstand notebook in which we had recorded pages of potential baby names over the last few years. We would comment on how the name ideas had changed, evolved, doubled back on themselves—a sad little record of our personalities in microcosm over that period. Each of these names was a ghost, we told ourselves.

         In the middle of the night, we started reciting—aloud, as if in mantra or lullaby—the names of these ghosts, of each distinctive personality Louisa and I almost had the shot at spending our lives with. Next to me was the rectangle of bare nightstand wood, framed in dust, where my Dad’s Pregnant Too book once rested. The farrago of loneliness was insidious and unevolving—hard, unholdable, unrockable, unfeedable fact. We feared all this love we had inside of us would ever remain stupidly, perfectly unrequited.

         “I need to be around my family … soon,” Louisa began repeating. And so, soon after the loss, we traveled to South Africa, Louisa’s home country, in order to seek solace with her family and to conduct 2a funeral ceremony of sorts at the Big Hole in Kimberley. A gaping open-pit and underground diamond mine that was active from 1871 to 1914, the Big Hole is a man-made Grand Canyon. Nearly fifty years after mining operations ceased, Kimberley’s city council, in an effort to boost the town’s economy, decided to rebrand the Big Hole as a tourist attraction. They built a museum and, in this new context, what had previously been dismissed as old rusty mining junk now became “important historical relics.” It has been drawing curious travelers since the mid-1960s, and some of Louisa’s happiest childhood memories—into which she would often retreat as part of the grieving process—involve her long-ago family vacations there.

         With a thermos of ashes, we squatted at sunset beneath the Big Hole’s red observation deck, and stared into what is often claimed to be the biggest hole excavated by hand in the world. We listened to the vibrations above us as other tourists stepped onto the deck, their bodies suspended to take their panoramic photos.

         We tried not to name this one. I recited the Jewish mourner’s Kaddish there at the threshold—all 42 acres of its surface area, 1,519 feet of its width, all 22,500,000 tons of excavated, missing earth, and Louisa’s contribution was the final “Amen.” Her syllables echoed downward through the shaft, from basalt to melaphyre to quartzite to quartz porphyry, to the Vaal River conglomerate, to deeply impacted and ancient granite gneiss. We watched the burnt bridal veil-ness of the scattering, the arching of this tiny atomized body all 790 feet down to the floor of this abyss that once revealed to us the stories of rocks and the burden of 6,000 pounds of diamonds.

         In order to contextualize my grief—however inadequately, but essentially—I became obsessed with the history of the Big Hole, which was, after all, the actual context and physical space into which we decided to embed the ashes of our final miscarriage, and, in turn, this phase in our lives. I desperately wanted to know what the Big Hole, and all of the other stories it contained, could tell us about 3the parameters of our own—to find out, in part, what our grief was made of.

         In order to foster this conversation between our lives and this larger history, I began to consider diamonds, and the industry they birthed. Pretty soon, I found pigeons.

         Like many who carry a childish sort of curiosity into adulthood, I am attracted to forbidden places. I trespass. When I heard that a portion of South Africa’s West Coast was owned by the De Beers conglomerate and had been officially closed off to the public for the better part of eighty years (the heyday of diamond exploration and mining in the area), plunging the local communities into a mysterious isolation, I became infatuated with the idea of visiting the place. During this “heyday,” everyone in Die Sperrgebiet (the Forbidden Zone), as it was called, labored for De Beers; no one was allowed to leave the area. De Beers kept the residents distracted with trucked-in luxuries and social programs. Fully furnished and well-stocked houses were provided. Sundries were provided, and regularly replaced. De Beers set up their own school system for the children, and provided various entertainments and recreational clubs. De Beers even had a shadowy agreement with satellite companies to redact images of the Forbidden Zone from their recorded files. It was, officially, an erasure from the earth: terra incognita meets planned community. Heavily armed security forces guarded (and still guard) its borders.

         Beginning in 2007, De Beers deemed portions of this land “overmined,” and as they began to withdraw their interests in the ensuing years, the doors to some of these towns slowly began opening to the public for the first time. Though De Beers still controls the area, and though signs threatening trespassers with imprisonment and/or death still proliferate roadside, restricted public entry is now possible.

         I badly wanted to listen to the stories of those who live there. Eventually, I navigated the hoops necessary for a visit (replete with the sending of various copies of my passport and other identifying documents in advance, and subsequent background checks).4

         My journey brought me to the mining towns of Alexander Bay, Port Nolloth, and Kleinzee on South Africa’s notorious Diamond Coast. Once there on the ground, the story that began to haunt me most, and focused my inquiries, was the one told to me one afternoon by a diamond digger and diver (and curator of the ramshackle Port Nolloth Museum). His story was about the various ingenious methods employed by those who participate in the thriving and ancillary “industry” of “illicit” diamond smuggling, of which he admitted he was a part. One such method involved the sneaking of trained carrier pigeons onto the mine property, affixing diamonds to the birds, and sending them into the air to fly from the mine to the workers’ homes. When overeager laborers began affixing too many diamonds to the birds, though, the exhausted and overloaded pigeons began to falter, and landed at random along the beaches of the Diamond Coast.

         De Beers officials caught wind of this and, having infiltrated the local governments, had it declared illegal to raise pigeons in the region. In fact, in 1998, a local lawmaker made it illegal to not shoot a pigeon on sight, should one have the means to do so. Still, many here raise pigeons in secret, and sometimes successfully smuggle diamonds using this method. But those who are caught suffer various consequences—official and unofficial. Sometimes, those suspected of raising pigeons (and subsequently smuggling diamonds) simply disappear.

         I began to wonder what these stories might mean. What these stories might reveal when told in conjunction with other, seemingly dissimilar stories. I wanted to speak to those who still raise pigeons in secret, who still smuggle in spite of the consequences. I wanted to speak to those who are charged with levying said consequences. I wanted to burrow into the hidden alleyways and natures of this big international business, using as a lens its impact on a handful of small, secluded towns on the Diamond Coast—the towns, one can argue, most directly and viscerally affected by this big international conglomerate. I wanted 5to find out about the industry policies—declared and undeclared, official and unofficial—that made such ingenuity (the likes of the “pigeon-method”) necessary, possible, and still prevalent.

         I found, strangely, that people were willing to open up to me—often eagerly and urgently—about the things they had seen and done, as a mere result of my anomalous presence there (which the local rumor mills rapidly circulated). A conversation with one person invariably led to a related conversation with another person. People, oftentimes wishing to unburden themselves of their stories, tended to find me, and together we whirled down the proverbial rabbit-hole. In order to situate these contemporary stories within a larger context, I soon began to investigate various mythologies across history and cultures, to find out where our stories of pigeons intersect with our stories of diamonds.

         It may sound moony, but I became interested in the notion of carriage itself, and the language we lend to it; the act of loading and sometimes overloading a pigeon with cargo we deem valuable, and the benefits and consequences thereof; the ways in which the labors of the carrier pigeon connect, however lyrically and ephemerally, to problems with the act of carrying, to miscarriage.

         In the aftermath of writing of this book, I try, and often fail, to take comfort in Gabriel Garcìa Màrquez’s admission, in the acknowledgments of his book News of a Kidnapping, with regard to the book’s subjects: “My only frustration is knowing that none of them will find on paper more than a faded reflection of the horror they endured in their real lives … I share this sense of inadequacy [and] … To all the protagonists and my collaborators, I offer my eternal gratitude for not allowing this gruesome drama to sink into oblivion … with the hope that the story it tells will never befall us again.” My sense of inadequacy here, too, remains overwhelming.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Msizi and His Bird
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         In Msizi’s lungs, the diamond dust embeds itself into the pink muscle tissue, the sponge and the honeycomb. This is the dust that will, most assuredly, elicit the growth of collagenous nodules, making it difficult—for the rest of his life—for the child to breathe. In his hands, a pigeon named Bartholomew.

         This is the pigeon, he believes, that will provide him reparations for his future medical issues, that will allow him, his mother, and his brother, their deserved riches. This is the pigeon that is not only a pet, but also an agent of smuggling, the pigeon that the mine bosses believe is an accessory to a quiet—but punishable—piracy. Bartholomew doesn’t think of words like weight or capacity, or weighed-down, or over-capacity, but he knows what it’s like to have too many diamonds tied to his feet.

         Msizi is afraid of getting caught. He is afraid, and he is thirteen years old, and he is sitting cross-legged in the red dust and white sand, and Bartholomew coos as Msizi strokes the feathers with his good pinky, and Bartholomew wriggles like a liver when the child tightens his grip involuntarily as he coughs up his blood. When he stops coughing, he tells me, “I probably should not be showing you him,” meaning the pigeon. “I don’t want him to die.”

         “Why are you?” I ask.

         Msizi takes one hand from Bartholomew, extends his index finger, 8and runs it along the skin of my forearm. “My mother says to,” he answers. “She says you are probably safe.” His voice is thin, but deep—too deep, it seems, for his age and slight frame. He smiles and begins to laugh a little, a laugh that quickly becomes another coughing fit. I confess that I do not know what his answer means, that all of my guesses are uneducated. When I ask him to clarify, he shrugs his shoulders, smiles again, and says nothing.

         It’s Sunday. We are on a beach just on the South African side of the Namibian border, on the outskirts of the restricted mining town of Oranjemund, sitting beneath a sun-bleached sign that reads “No Entry.” Here, we are mere specks in the middle of the Namaqualand region, 444,000 square kilometers of arid desert that encompasses the western coasts of Namibia and South Africa. Sitting concealed against the lee of a dune, we are about a kilometer from where Msizi lives in a small house with his mother and brother. We can hear, but can’t see, the ocean roaring. Msizi and I found each other this morning in the small dirt parking lot of the local multipurpose store, which sells an array of sundries from canned food to electronics. As he was wearing the palatinate blue overalls worn by those who labor in the diamond pits here, Louisa encouraged me to approach him and his mother, to tell them what, in part, I’m doing here. When I finished my spiel, his mother, disarmingly, urged Msizi, “Speak to him.” The infant-sized sack of cornmeal shifted in her arms. We organized to meet here, this evening. It was his mother, he tells me, who told him to bring Bartholomew.

         The sand at our backs is cooling, but still warm. This is the first stop along my planned route down the Diamond Coast, and I have been urged by the locals, Msizi’s mother included, to be careful while driving here, as many of the roads are private—for diamond industry workers only. The guards patrolling the roads, apparently, are often directed to shoot first and ask no questions whatsoever. I catch myself staring at Msizi’s lame pinky. The wind cakes my molars with dust.9

         He tells me of being lowered into pits and shafts by older and bulkier men, a thin rope cinched under his arms. He does not show me the scars at his armpits, but I have seen him scratching. Msizi is wearing his work uniform—the blue jumpsuit—even though it’s his day off. It hangs loose over his body, and is sun-bleached and sand-softened, worn at the elbows and knees, cuffs and collar. It is speckled with faded orange stains that appear to be old blood. Msizi speaks of the digging required to fill burlap sacks with dirt, returning to the surface, rinsing and sifting through the contents for anything that catches the light and refracts it.

         “Some days are good,” he says, “and some days are bad. Some days, no stones. That’s when they think I’m hiding something. I only use Bartholomew if I find a good amount, early in the day. I have to wait for when no one is looking at me.” He smiles, and raises Bartholomew as if assessing his weight. “We are good at being invisible,” he says, more to the bird than to me.

         We don’t speak of how a diamond is an allotrope of carbon, or of the stone’s high refractive index of nearly 2.5. Nothing of how this measurement makes both physicists and brides-to-be salivate. Nothing of rainbows. On these issues, and others, the pigeon also stays quiet, searching for warmth in the hidden pockets of its own breast. Only when the circling vultures make their velociraptor screams does Bartholomew turn toward the sky. Msizi scratches at his dry scalp. His knuckles, too, are dry and cracking. His eyes are bloodshot and seem to be permanently so, as if they’ve taken in too much sand.

         “I start at four,” Msizi says, and I’m not sure if he’s referring to his age when he began laboring in the diamond mines, or the morning hour at which he begins his shift. Though recent child labor laws in South Africa prohibit the hire of someone under the age of fifteen, the law is rarely enforced. According to a 2016 report by the Bureau of International Labor Affairs, “Gaps in labor law and criminal law enforcement remain. Children in South Africa [continue to] engage in 10the worst forms of child labor.” According to the same report, the percentages of children between the ages of five and fourteen who work, who attend school, or who combine work and school are all “unavailable.” One recent survey found that 46 percent of diamond miners were between the ages of five and sixteen.

         The sun is down, but the red earth holds its light, makes it seem as if it’s still up. Msizi and I listen out for voices or footsteps or the cocking of a gun, but all I can hear is the ocean and the wind, and the sand blowing against our bodies. I imagine the three of us as glimpsed through a sniper’s scope, the crosshairs bobbing from Bartholomew to Msizi to me.

         Msizi noses deeply into the feathers, knows that a feather stripped of barbs is bone. The code of the body. The positioning system in the synapses, the electric impulses, the capillaries, the heart. Like all of us, the bird knows something, but does not know how it knows it. The bird does not even coo. The bird, in fact, shows no outward signs of pleasure, or affection, at all.

         “They’d probably kill me for talking to you,” Msizi says, smiling.

         “Who?” I ask, and Msizi shrugs. “Then why are you talking to me? Your mom said it was okay.”

         Msizi sniffs at Bartholomew’s head. He laughs weakly; more of a dry heave than a laugh. “Can you run fast?” he asks.

         “I can run fast.”

         He stops smiling. “They’d probably kill you also, for talking to me. And you’re still talking to me.”

         I want to ask, “Who?” again, but I know this is a stupid question. There are so many answers to it. I begin to wonder why Msizi’s mother chose to trust me. Surely, in these diamond towns, she’s seen men who look like me break the bodies of children who look like Msizi.

         Armed men are well paid to protect the rough diamond harvest at all costs—a harvest that can exceed 176 million carats per year. At 200 milligrams per carat, that amounts to 35,200,000 grams, or 1177,603 pounds of diamonds produced for sale in a single year. To these armed men and those who employ them, Msizi and I are comparatively worthless.

         
            *

         

         Decorating this Namaqualand beach: a gold-plated necklace, its pendant a broken heart; a dog-chewed doll, her stuffing breaching the cloth of her arms; a dog’s red collar; a South African flag; many fish carcasses in various stages of decay, some eyeless, some with eyes watching the sky. A few times per year, confused pigeons with diamonds at their feet land on beaches such as this one, on the ribcages and caudal fins, faces and tails of the dead fish—fish named snoek and kingklip, slimeskate and catshark, puzzled toadfish and leaden labeo. Dime-sized horseflies whirl, and the pigeons land, confused because someone overloaded them with diamonds again. The pigeons will not make it to the miners’ homes, to the spouses who expected to untie the stones, sell them on the black market, and get rich enough so that no one in their families will ever again have to work the mines.

         When a carrier pigeon is overloaded with cargo, it loses its natural GPS, and this is what happens: a confetti of feathers and gems decorate the beach, and lovers stop kissing, and combers stop combing, and parents leave their children to the whimsy of the waves, and they yell and they point, and they fight, and they tear the diamonds from the pigeons’ feet, sometimes tearing off the feet themselves, and, in the sand, no one can tell if it’s the blood of the birds or the blood of the humans, but they fill their pockets, and their noses are running, and their children are underwater, and they are richer, and so they quiet one another. So no one else hears them, they quiet one another. At least one of the mine workers—maybe the culprit, maybe someone mistaken for the culprit—will have his pinky finger broken, or eye excised, or hands or ears or feet, or head, cut off.12

         When I ask Msizi about these punishments, and how and why and when and by whom they are administered, his voice goes quiet. He’s not smiling anymore. He seems worried, and exasperated with me. Though we are clearly alone, he looks around the beach for eavesdroppers. He tells me that he is prohibited from talking about it—that if the mine security guards find out he has spoken to an outsider like me, they may call in the services of someone called Mr. Lester. As Msizi begins to describe Mr. Lester, his voice lowers in volume but increases in speed and pitch. His good fingers are nervously working Bartholomew’s feathers. A strange clicking sound, like a time bomb, emanates from someplace within the bird. It seems to me, as Msizi speaks, that this Mr. Lester is probably just a fabricated threat, a tall tale meant to frighten the child workers and keep them obedient—but what do I know?

         “But then why did your mom allow …?” I begin again, but Msizi cuts me off, continuing to describe Mr. Lester. His voice grows shaky and ecstatic. He’s almost whining.

         Apparently, Mr. Lester is ten meters tall, breathes fire, has sharp teeth, no eyes, the wings of a raptor, and the ability to infiltrate one’s dreams. Apparently, there’s a good chance he knows all about our meeting here, and the content of the conversation we’re having in real time. It’s a small, insular community. Outsiders vividly stand out. People talk. Cameras and recording devices may be hidden just about anywhere. Freelance spies abound. Msizi is visibly upset as he divulges this to me, and he’s squeezing Bartholomew, so I decide not to press further. I scribble Mr. Lester on the back of an old Engen gas station receipt, and tuck it into my jacket pocket. Bartholomew shifts uncomfortably, then settles down as Msizi’s grip loosens.

         The carrier pigeon’s life is one of servitude and, thereby, mutilation. Of flight girdled. Msizi tells me that he has fashioned little smuggling bags out of old cornmeal sacks, and that, on a good day, Bartholomew can accommodate up to four of them: one cinched to each foot, one tied beneath each wing. Not all days are good—sometimes there is only 13one bag, sometimes none at all. Msizi tells me that Bartholomew’s left foot is the stronger one, and that he only uses the wing bags on the most bountiful of days, as they can stifle the bird’s air vents there. He tells me that he’s more careful than most; that he usually doesn’t try to sneak Bartholomew onto mine property more than once a week. If someone else gets caught smuggling, he tells me, he’ll wait up to three weeks before trying to use the bird again.

         These timelines aren’t hard and fast. He admits that there have been occasions when he was feeling reckless or angry, or desperate, or lucky; nervous-excited times when he dared to sneak the bird onto mine property five days in one week. “Everybody does it. Or tries to do it,” he tells me. “Everybody knows. So you have to be tricky. Sometimes, I’m the trickiest.”

         “Everybody knows?” I ask him.

         Msizi waves his hand, and Bartholomew stretches his wings. Up close like this, they appear longer than I would have expected. “Yeah, you know. Ask anyone. You have to be tricky.”

         “So the guards know?”

         “Of course. Go ask them. They’re the best at taking away the diamonds.”

         “You mean, smuggling them?”

         “Yeah, of course. Go ask them.”

         I scribble furiously on the back of another receipt. In the distance, the ocean sounds as if it’s sizzling, boiling something alive. A pink crab spider emerges from a hole in the sand, tests the air, and decides to return to its lair.

         “Do you ever deal with any of the guards? Sell to them, I mean? Are some of them middlemen, you know …”

         “I can’t, I can’t,” Msizi says.

         “Who, for the most part, buys them from you?”

         “Everyone. So many people. Not just one type. Everybody knows. It is very easy here. You just have to be tricky.”14

         When I ask Msizi how much his family makes from the smuggled diamonds, he refuses to give me a figure. He smiles, shakes his head, slaps my shoulder, and says, “Nah …” When I press, he assures me that it’s not much, but only slightly more per carat than he makes as the “legitimate” bonus that De Beers gives to diamond diggers—which is, according to Msizi, the equivalent of about 20 cents. When I question the accuracy of that figure, as it seems surprisingly low, Msizi confirms it.

         In contrast to Msizi’s makeshift smuggling bags, “official” trainers of carrier pigeons have designed tiny and expensive backpacks, fitted to the pigeons’ bodies, to be filled with anything from confidential blueprints for spacecraft meant to land on Mars, to heroin meant for prison inmates, to declarations of love and war, to blood samples, to heart tissue, to diamonds—anything we secretly desire, or desire to keep secret. Our underbellies, our interior lives, our fetishes, our wishes. A clandestine network mapping the diagrams and fluctuations of our ids, tied to bird-backs and bird-feet, twining the air above us—the air we’re so busy trying to dominate, to bring down to our level.

         Bartholomew tries to get away, but Msizi traps him with his good hand. The pigeon, alarmed, makes a grunting sound.

         When first lowered into an underground mine, Msizi tells me, it’s ceremonial and superstitious to exhale voluminously and with bravado, leaving a portion of oneself, in breath form, behind on the surface. When he demonstrates this exhale for me, it begets another one of his terrible coughing fits. He spits pink saliva to the sand. He tells me that legend has it that the breath will lend luck to the subterranean body, wait for the corporeal form to return to the surface, and reclaim the air into the lungs in an exhausted sort of homecoming.

         “It’s like magic,” he says.

         Bartholomew opens his beak. The pigeon’s exhale is a coo-cum-hiss. In the articulation of its jaw joint, concludes ornithologist Dr. Jeff Birdsley (yes), is the most “important vestige of the [pigeons’] ancestral 15relationship to reptiles.” Their necks coil like snakes, but we can’t see this when they’re alive and well, fat-breasted and double-chinned as they are, loaded with secrets and jewels. We can see this best only when they’re dead.

         
            *

         

         That night, Louisa and I try to sleep on the horrible mattress at the local caravan park. When I close my eyes, I see red sand and birds and thin men with fat guns. I see Msizi again, walking home from our meeting for supper along a seam where the sand had drifted into other sand. When I open them, I watch the shadows of the mosquitoes at our window screen, their bloodthirsty ballet. Louisa pats my ribcage, tries to calm me down, tells me that I need sleep. I try to take comfort in thoughts of more familiar places—of our mundane “real life,” and our home back in the Midwestern U.S: our kitchen, our bedroom, our laundry room, our backyard. I envision us on our patio there, so far from any desert, lying on our matching chaise longues and sipping our whiskies at sundown, the fireflies just beginning to show themselves, the crickets beginning their songs. The mosquitoes back home are different than the mosquitoes here—ganglier and less inclined to bite, bored by the regional familiarity of our blood. The mosquitoes here are still excited to drain us.

         The too-bright security lantern outside our dorm pops its orange over the walls. I can see where someone long ago soaked their brush with too much white paint. The walls of the place are comprised of a series of these arrested old drips, none having quite made it to the linoleum; arrested mid-wall, as if mid-air. Our middles dip nearly to the floor. They don’t quite make it either.

         I push my nose deeply into the feathers of my pillow, know that the soft downy stuff before the quill is known as the afterfeather. Something secondary. Louisa reaches for the nightstand—a downturned basket—and takes another pain pill without water, says something 16about trying again in the new year, that some couples—like her sister-in-law and brother—successfully conceive only after losing a half-dozen, and when they’re—like us—in their early forties. I want to believe that, like us, the pigeons roosting in the caravan park’s eaves anticipate tomorrow’s burdens, even if they are convinced that their sleep is squeegeeing clean their tiny brains.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Isaac Newton & Co.
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         Isaac Newton was born in the year that Galileo died: 1642. Christmas morning. Newton, born prematurely, was expected to die, and his mother, newly single (his father had died three months earlier), kept him warm in a one-quart copper saucepan. Copper was reputed to have healing properties—defending the body against infection by stimulating our red blood cells, myelin, melanin, collagen. In fact, copper plumbing originated with the ancient Egyptians, as they believed the metal destroyed water-borne pathogens.

         Baby Isaac lived (for all we know, that saucepan saved his life), and as a child was sent away to a reputable grammar school in Grantham, where he slept in the back room of the town’s apothecary and developed his obsession with chemicals. Later, in order to pay his way through university, Newton worked in taverns and restaurants, wiping rings of whisky from wooden tables. But when the plague hit Europe, and started infecting Cambridge in the summer of 1665, Newton, according to University of Virginia physicist Michael Fowler, “returned home.”

         Newton was captivated by pigeons. He would seek them out in the wild and sit in the tall grass watching them mill about, sometimes for hours. He would gaze upon their bodies, and contemplate their fluidity—how one part of their bodies compelled other parts to move. He became obsessed with connecting the movements of the pigeon 18with the movements of other things in nature, including the petals of the pasque flower, his favorite plant. Often, Newton would sit on a riverbank and stare at these purple flowers swaying in the wind. In their windblown petals he saw the movements of the pigeon’s wing, and thought of each as interconnected engines, mechanisms, the sort that drive all machinery and all of nature. Without the pigeon, he thought, there could be no waterwheel. Without the pigeon, no telescope, no calculus, no gravity. Newton, in fact, contemplating the interconnectedness of engines both natural and synthetic, based his famed third law of motion (“For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction”) on the “magical” flight of a wooden pigeon.

         Said flight occurred around 400 BC, when a Greek physicist named Archytas bemused and unnerved the citizens of Tarentum by employing principles of rocket propulsion, launching a wooden pigeon along a wire by heating water and using the power of the steam. The Great Flying Pigeon, as it became known, was, according to the Kotsanas Museum of Ancient Greek Technology, “the first autonomous volatile machine of antiquity,” the world’s first robot—and a great inspiration to young Newton. Eventually, this technology would be adapted in the service of war weaponry, and the information gleaned from this magical wooden pigeon would soon result in rocket artillery, lost limbs, the sort of war that yielded the lyrics of “The Star Spangled Banner,” the sort of war whose end was announced to the masses by real pigeons with crumpled paper tied to their feet.

         
            *

         

         Having spent countless hours considering the movements of the pigeon, Newton naturally became infatuated with the building blocks of those movements—their bones. Soon, he became so obsessed with bones in general that, when he was knighted in 1705 by Queen Anne, he chose as his coat of arms an X comprised of human tibiae. Newton began to consider the interaction between the shapes and 19functions of bones, and such musings began to play a role in his larger conceptions of space, and of various bodies (whether human, avian, or otherwise) traversing that space.

         As Newton and future scientific luminaries would find, the pigeon’s skeletal system is streamlined and tapered, planed, twisted and fluted to meet the axiological and spirited rigors of flight. The muscle mass responsible for animating the legs and wings is packed into the center of the pigeon’s body. The power comes from its middle, which is not to say that the pigeon’s power comes from its heart. Humerus depends on radius, which depends on pollex, carpometacarpus, ulnare, and ulna. These are the bones of the wing, which itself would be nothing without the vertebrae and the ribs, the pubis and all of those beautiful lobes. The ulna (Latin for elbow) carries for etymologists implications of luna, the moon, and of the Sanskrit term for the point of a needle. Bone, moon, needle—all of this sharp celestial whiteness hidden beneath the filthy feathers.

         The bones of the pigeon are mineshafts—hollow, filled with dark air. They are leashed to the intricacies of the respiratory system, fed by the air slurped into toothless beaks.

         Pigeons don’t eat worms so much as French fries, pretzel salt, hand-me-down popcorn. Their ocular orbits are huge. They have monocular vision (as opposed to binocular), and as a result of their eyes being side-mounted, pigeons bob their heads to lend themselves the illusion of depth perception.

         Anatomy dictates: when the pigeon steps forward, its head, for just a moment, is briefly left behind. The rest of the body enjoys a brief atmospheric future, waiting for the head to catch up. There’s something buried both in their little backpacks and their anatomy. Diamonds, blood samples, bloodlines, codes. They deliver all of these things to our waiting hands.

         
            *

         

         20Though we now understand much of a carrier pigeon’s physiology, we still know very little about its miraculous ability to find its way, oftentimes over great distances, to its singular home. Soon after liftoff, a pigeon wants only to land, roost, soothe her giant breast—which constitutes one-third of her body. She doesn’t wait for home to present itself, but senses home—days and nights away—someplace beyond sun, Andromeda, the rank marshes and fragrance factories of our own expansive ant farm. She wants to calm her 600 heartbeats per minute down to her resting rate—a reasonable 200. She needs no sleep, or we think she needs no sleep. On an ounce of birdseed—the caloric equivalent of a single Cheeto—she has the capacity to fly 2,640 miles (or 13,939,200 feet) a day. That’s New York to Los Angeles. Her wings necessitate a distance of three feet each to complete a single up-and-down motion. That’s six feet of movement per flap. As pigeons are not anatomically designed for gliding on thermals and must flap constantly in order to remain airborne, they propel themselves forward at approximately four feet per flap. That’s six feet of wing movement per four feet of forward propulsion. In order to cover her day’s capacity of 2,640 miles, driven by her innate need to return home, she must flap her wings 3,484,800 times—in a sleepless single day, on a single Cheeto—her wings alone moving through space a distance of 20,908,800 feet. That’s New York to Rome. Those are countless fish threading the ocean far beneath her. That’s her climbing and falling, but not yet touching down. This self-flagellation costumed in instinct propels her. This is flight as chastity and vision quest, faith and skepticism. How can we greet such purity without thinking it aims to dupe us, keep us ignorant? Such soft three-quarter-pound bodies, such lima-bean hearts unbraiding their ventricles, pumping and pumping, the world below her—great lake and soy field—reflecting dusty bursts of some mystery light. She’s not even hungry.

         
            *

         

         21Driven by malign curiosity and dreams of scientific progress, humans manipulate the bodies of pigeons with scalpel and scissors, ligature and syringe. We’ll do anything to find out why and how they “home,” to strip the varnish from our ignorance. Given that a pigeon can locate its loft even in overcast weather, we suspect that the bird navigates via a covert diagram other than that offered by the stars. Scientists refer to this mystery-map as an “inherited spatiotemporal vector-navigation program,” or an inborn star map that interacts with other inborn maps of the Earth’s magnetic field, and an innate “chronometer” that can “read” the sun’s elevation and arc.

         In 2005, in order to agitate these “inborn maps,” ornithologist Hans Wallraff and his team of German interns trapped pigeons in a drum, deprived them of light, and rotated them at speeds of up to 100 revolutions per minute (for hours, sometimes days at a time) in a variable magnetic field. When released, these birds were still able to home perfectly, so the next step involved trapping them again and severing the horizontal semicircular canals of their middle ears. Still, mutilated, in some kind of baffling pain, carrying their fresh lesions, these pigeons found their way home.

         In the spirit of human determination, of undoing natural law, we’ve pumped the birds with heavy anesthesia, put frosted contact lenses into their eyes. We’ve shifted their internal clocks by locking them into darkness chambers during daylight hours and subjecting them to artificial light at night. We’ve forced them to carry ponderous magnets on their feet and beneath their wings.

         Never mind that, in many of our favorite mythologies, we’ve considered them holy. (In scientific nomenclature, there’s no difference between a pigeon and a dove.) Never mind that the Bible engages the pigeon variously as the harbinger of spring and purity and peace, as an object of perfection and beauty, glistening with gold, as a symbol for our own wistfulness, the gentlest term of endearment, as an exhibitor of the temperament to which we should aspire, as a stand-in for 22the Spirit of God descending; and exalts it for the softness of its eyes, simple displays of affection, comeliness of countenance, richness of plumage, and sweetness of voice. Never mind that Jesus overturned the tables and chairs of abusive dove salesmen, and drove the men out of the temple. Never mind that the ancient Greeks called pigeons peristera (the female form of the word) and named their prettiest islands after them. Never mind that, in Hebrew, the word yonah, dove, also refers to the holy warmth generated by an act of mating.

         Never mind. In order to see if it would affect the birds’ homing abilities, scientists have affixed wire coils to their necks, through which pumped electric current as they flew. With dirty needles, they punctured their air sacs, which contain what we believe to be important chemical sense organs. They stuffed their nasal cavities with wax. Severed the nerves that carry olfactory signals to their brains, and severed their trigeminal nerves so they could no longer detect fluctuations in magnetic fields.

         All of these mangled, overloaded, electrocuted birds—though their speeds were subject to what ornithologist William Keeton dubbed a “disturbing variability”—eventually and twitchily found their way home.

         For centuries, exasperated scientists the world over have discarded their convalescing subjects into fields and meadows, back alleys and bogs, to invariably become meals for lazy hawks.

         After these experiments produced unclear results, some ornithologists began to get philosophical, questioning the difference between the ability to read a compass and to conceptualize a sense of “home,” replete with all of its furtive narratives and comforts. They chalked up the pigeon’s ability to home to a complex and mystifying network of “multifactorial … back-up systems.” Some scientists threw up their hands and deduced that the answers they desired remained hidden in the shadows of quantum physics paradoxes, using phrases like “subtle connectivity,” “interacting particles,” and “strong holistic flavour.” 23Other discouraged scientists, unsatisfied with these vague “conclusions,” began to seek answers to this very peculiar but inspiring pigeon behavior in subdisciplines of pseudoscience: parapsychology, ESP, morphic resonance, even principles of Newtonian alchemy.

         “This philosophy [that codified alchemical formulas lurk between the lines of the Tanekh, or Hebrew Bible],” Newton wrote, “both speculative and active, is not only to be found in the volume of nature, but also in the sacred scriptures, as in Genesis, Job, Psalms, Isaiah and others. In the knowledge of this philosophy, God made Solomon the greatest philosopher in the world.”

         Newton believed that the First Temple in Jerusalem, which Solomon designed, contained in its architecture the answers to mathematical conundrums, among them how to calculate pi and the volume of a hemisphere. And he believed that the Song of Solomon contained secret messages in lines such as, “O my dove, that art in the clefts of the rock, let me see thy countenance, let me hear thy voice; for sweet is thy voice, and thy countenance is comely,” which inspired him to meditate on the face of the pigeon and the pigeon’s coos, which further inspired him to search for connections. He found, as a result, Archytas and the wooden bird, and, in turn, his third law.

         But after the tenets of Newtonian alchemy failed to answer their questions about pigeon navigation, some desperate ornithologists began to seek unlikely overlaps between principles of neuroscience and heritability. If said ornithologists are to believe neuroscientist Marcus Pembrey, of University College London, who concluded that “Behaviour can be affected by events in previous generations which have been passed on through a form of genetic memory … phobias, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorders … [even] sensitivity to [a] cherry blossom scent,” then the pigeon knows of its ancestors’ lives as Genghis Khan’s messengers, as carriers of Tipu Sultan’s poetry, silk plantation blueprints, and schematics for the advancement of rocket artillery.24

         The pigeon knows that it was once used to announce the winners of the Olympics, the beginnings and ends of wars; that Paul Reuter, founder of the Reuters press agency, compelled its progenitors to transport information about stock prices from one telegraph line terminus to another. That apothecaries depended on them for the delivery of medicine. That rival armies trained hawks to eviscerate the pigeons of their enemies, causing a communication breakdown. That we’ve given to them our voices, that we’ve made of their bodies the earliest and most organic of radio waves; that when we place our faith in the tenacity of the carrier pigeon, our lives and our loves and our heartaches and our deaths can float above us, and the most important parts of our self-narratives are on air.

         These ornithologists seem to be stressing: Perhaps it’s not God who has the answers to our seemingly unanswerable questions about ourselves—as Newton may have believed—but the loaded-up pigeons, some of whom, in a crisis of weight, will unexpectedly land and offer us a clue into the circulatory map of all the things we wish to hide from the rest of our species.

         
            *

         

         “I feel like there’s a point where scientists get bored,” writes commenter Digivince on the YouTube page “Pigeons in Space,” “and just do things because they can.” In the video, three bioastronautics scientists of the Aerospace Medical Division of the U.S. Air Force float in zero gravity with disturbing grins, alongside a bunch of bewildered pigeons. The scientists belong to the 6570th headquarters, purportedly responsible for toxicology research. In the “Weightless Bird” clip, in voiceover narration, a man’s measured voice intones, “Pigeons normally keep their bodies in a horizontal axis while in flight. These zero-g birds have lost their feeling for what is up or down, and point in all directions, some even flying upside-down.”

         In nature, a pigeon will turn itself upside-down only when it’s suffering 25from disease, particularly the paramyxovirus, which causes the afflicted bird to peck at but miss its seed, stagger, crash land, tremor about the eyes and head, have fainting spells, and suffer from painful torticollis (or “twisted neck”) before its nervous system collapses. Experts who work in pigeon rescue joke that the only pigeon that stargazes is a sick pigeon.

         When the video is slowed, one can see the floating scientists reach to pluck at the birds’ feathers as they confusedly flap, covering, in spite of their exertion, to their surprise, no distance. They are saddled with the symptoms of disease, though they are well. This is not normal.

         
            *

         

         To train a pigeon, you must blind a pigeon. Keep it in a box so that its wings can’t fully expand, confusing the pigeon as to the parameters of its own body. The pigeon believes its wings are shorter than they are. Some people have neglected their better natures in order to successfully breed a pigeon—like the Oriental frill, for instance—that has a beak so truncated, so misshapen according to the dictates of nature, that it can’t even peck the earth for food. It must eat from a special cup, designed by the breeders who designed the bird itself.

         To train a homing pigeon, you must build a dovecote. The better of these pigeon houses include architectural flourishes—mansard roofs and turrets, faux chimneys, and top-of-the-line chicken wire. Prove something to your neighbors. With the chicken wire, define a confined space within the dovecote and, for the pigeon’s own good, tell yourself, lock it into this space for at least five weeks. Feed it, but don’t overfeed it. Pray, before bed, that the pigeon does not damage its feathers on the wire. Your bedroom floor will be dirty with the tools of your training. Pick the seed from your knees.

         At the end of the five weeks, take the bird into your hands. Feel its heart screaming against your fingers. Tell yourself this means that the 26bird is excited, and that it loves you. If something’s heart beats so furiously into your hands, how can that represent anything but affection? Take the bird outside, remove the wire from the dovecote’s small opening, then push the bird back inside. Its body should hardly fit through. It should be a struggle for both of you. In this struggle: communion, ownership, something of parenthood even. Love.

         Repeat this removal and this shoving back in for the better part of a day. Eventually, the pigeon will realize that if it wants to be fed, it must push itself back through that opening without your guidance. Without your hands. It will do this: shuffle its body along the shaft, shedding its shit and its dander, bumping its head, until it learns how to contort its neck just so. After a couple of weeks, the pigeon will have mapped out the neighborhood—about a square mile of it. Now, you can take the bird even farther out. Try north, south, east, and west, so the pigeon can find its way back to the dovecote from all directions. Two miles this week, five miles next, then ten, then fifty … Have faith. Wonder whether faith is always leashed to some prior manipulation. Wonder which is the product of which.

         Tell yourself, my bird will come back, and your bird will come back. Over above-ground swimming pools and in-ground swimming pools, and sprinklers, and garbage trucks, and dim after-hours bars filled with smugglers and insomniacs, your bird will come back. And this is home now.

         
            *

         

         There’s a pigeon in space, but there’s also a pigeon in the shadows of a bar in the Namaqualand desert, where I watch it bathed in Wurlitzer light and, in panic, making constellations of the sawdust. A pandemonium of wings. The syrupy fluttering of the bird throat.

         Again, Louisa and I can’t sleep, so we’ve come here to drink soft drinks, pretend that they’re hard. We remember the days when that sting of the alcohol on the uvula was a pleasant thing, the precursor to 27quick, shallow dreaming. We worry about our drive south tomorrow to Alexander Bay. We’ve heard that this isolated stretch of road is often patrolled by armed guards—the unofficial and freelance security force employed by the diamond conglomerates. We worry about encountering Mr. Lester amid the desolation.

         Above the bar, the pigeon collides with a light fixture and the fixture sways as if in an interrogation room. Men laugh. Men sip and swallow and fight in at least three languages. Men exchange secret things in paper bags from Bismillah Superette and Take-Away. On the floorboards, blood or tar or tomato sauce. The pigeon eats a little cloud of stale, too-yellow popcorn. I wonder if Msizi is still awake on his mattress, or if he’s sleeping peacefully. I wonder if he and Bartholomew are planning to smuggle tomorrow. Louisa sips her Appletiser soda, her face so blank it’s not even bored. A man at the bar is showing off a diamond the size of a baby tooth, then thinks better of it and hides it first beneath his coaster, then in the inside pocket of his yellow windbreaker. He will not order another drink. No one will follow him out of the bar but the pigeon. I wonder if they came in together. He is lucky tonight.

         I touch Louisa’s left earlobe—my favorite one. The pigeon, as always, will find its way home, and I just know, sipping my lychee juice, I know that outside, many strange other-hemispheric stars are falling. I can feel it. Great chunks of fire screaming across the cosmos among our satellites, either on their way to terrestrial graves or else destined to tumble, dead, somewhere in the sort of universe we ache to raise birds, and hope, and wealth, and children, within. I wonder how anyone—how anything—can know something if they can’t see it.
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