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Author’s Note


In 2007, I received a Creative Scotland Award from the Scottish Arts Council to respond to the phenomenon of dying villages in Europe. I visited some of the areas most deeply affected by depopulation and I responded in the ways my imagination prompted me. It has been an ongoing project and some of the material in this book has appeared in other forms. There have been three chapbooks: Songs from a Dying Village, Ceann Loch Reasort and Other Dead Village Walks and The Village and the Road, which has translations into Spanish by Mike Gonzalez and Marianella Yanes. There has also been a book of photographs, Sites of Loss, and a website, www.dyingvillages.com. Several of the poems were published in New Walk, while ‘Walnut Gatherers’ was first published in In The Becoming, New and Selected Poems (Polygon 2009). I have given several talks on the subject, one of which was published in The Scottish Review of Books under the title (not mine) ‘Villages of the Damned’. I am grateful to Vittoria Hancock for alerting me, during a workshop I gave on ‘The Village and the Road’ at the Scottish Storytelling Centre, to the concept of hiraeth and for her translation of the ancient Welsh folksong. I am equally indebted to Marian Angeles Huarte for the miraculous transcribing of some Spanish drinking songs, recorded far into the wee hours. The short extracts from Pierre Jourde’s Pays Perdu (L’Esprit des Péninsules, Paris, 2006) were translated by me. I would also like to acknowledge a debt to Human Cargo by Caroline Moorhead (Chatto and Windus, London, 2005), which I found invaluable in writing the story ‘The Gift from the Sea’.


A book that has several journeys running through it is one that owes a great debt of thanks to a large number of people – interviewees, hosts, conversationalists and photographic subjects. My interpreter, Maria (Masha) Nikolaeva, was an invaluable source of support to me in Russia, while Helen Pearson, lately of Border Television, brought energy and ingenuity to a short film she made there about the project. My thanks extend to all who appear within these covers, but also to all those who don’t – people who gave their time and their reactions and enthusiasm throughout the length of this project. Among many, I recall a lively, early discussion with Joanna Kelly, an ex-pupil of mine now based in Lyon. And, in talking of enthusiasm and support, I could not forget to thank my agent, Jenny Brown.


This is the third of my books for which Mike Gonzalez has been first line editor. He has been informed, responsive, helpful and professional on each occasion. I am also immensely grateful to the editing skills of my in-house editor, Sarah Ream. I had always thought, within each travel book, that there are two journeys – the actual journey and then the writing of it. Sarah has taught me that, in certain cases, there are three – the last one is the editing process. It is at this stage that the book becomes itself. I want to thank Sarah for the sensitivity, the sympathy and the bristling intelligence she brought to the task, while accepting sole responsibility for the result. I have the director of Polygon, Neville Moir, to thank for Sarah: my thanks to him, Hugh Andrew and all at Polygon and Birlinn for the professional way they have undertaken the production of In Another World. I knew from the start that design would be an essential element of the book and thank Teresa Monachino for her sensitivity and James Hutcheson for persevering till we arrived at a cover with which we were all happy.


Alistair Moffat produces books with bewildering speed. I do not, and so he must share the dedication with my family. He will know that does not lessen the love and affection behind the gesture. My family are my travelling companions, and sometimes I lead them down long and twisting roads. How lucky am I that my wife, Julie, who carries the heaviest (metaphorical) pack, never urges me to turn back.




Tom Pow





Dumfries 2012







A man and a woman once sat down


at a bare table and looked out


at the sky. What needs to be done?




they asked, so that, in later years,





their children or their grandchildren


might ask, What shall we do today?
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Ruined croft house, Isle of Handa, Sutherland, Scotland







Prologue: Withering Heights


There were three roads






out of the village –








two led into the world;






the other to the sky










Now each of these roads









has been taken,








the village spins






uselessly in the wind








I woke early, ragged and jet-lagged, in my hotel room in the heart of the Canadian Prairies. I put on a tracksuit and trainers and went outside into the lightly falling snow to run away the lethargy and to take advantage of the conjunction of memory and the moment. I had been invited back to Edmonton, where I had lived for a year thirteen years earlier, to celebrate thirty years of the Writing Program at the University of Alberta. Block by block, I felt my way back into the city – its broad streets, the concrete and glass bulwarks of its university, the trees that mark the sides of the valley where the North Saskatchewan River flows. An old dog sniffing for something that smells like a trail.


Edmonton is still a young city. First established as a trading post, Fort Edmonton, in 1795, it has been state capital for just over one hundred years. Its historic main street, Whyte Avenue, still has the low-horizon, sidewalk feel of a street that could be as long as it wanted to be, given the material and the labour available. But, away from this vertebra and its ribs, Edmonton is an oil-rich city designed for the car. Broad boulevards lead to its downtown areas, mirror-bright and metallic, while its spreading suburbs – clapboard houses with neat lawns – follow a grid system.


From a base at Edmonton, a little over a hundred years ago, immigrant settlers moved north. Their labour and their loneliness still feel immense, their severing of contact with ‘the old country’ heartbreakingly acute. Many of their namings, shorn of their native rhythms, read like perfunctory tags – Peace River, Wandering River, Slave Lake. The landscape was too vast, their creative energy too limited, their knowledge too slight to conjure anything but the most basic resonance. Enormous space still surrounds the settled land, though towns – ones with names like these – thrive in the emptiness.


Ironically, many of the experiences that came out of the individual’s struggle for survival are communal ones that bind Canadians and have influenced their strongly democratic traditions. In The Company of Adventurers, Peter C. Newman suggested that it was the wide-ranging commercial endeavours of the Hudson Bay Company that had created Canada’s geographical unity. In addition, in the 1800s, over half the able-bodied men in Canada had supplemented their incomes by spending winter in a logging camp. This seasonal work transformed the lives of almost every Canadian family and gave them a shared experience almost as common as war.


Canadian writing still acknowledges and draws on its closeness to the natural world in a way that few other literatures do. In Survival, her thematic guide to Canadian literature, Margaret Atwood once tethered Canadian literature to an image of scribbling on the marginalia of the pressing wilderness, ever at risk of oblivion. And though many contemporary writers resent what they see as a backward-looking perspective, others show an awareness of how brief their presence has been in the Canadian landscape.


The Saskatchewan poet, Tim Lilburn, one of those celebrants at the University of Alberta, addresses such concerns in his essay ‘Philosophical Apokatastasis: On Writing and Return’: ‘We aren’t from where we are; we, descendants of European settlers, don’t come from this ground,’ he writes. ‘We have our graves here; we have spent a few generations changing the land but [ . . .] landscapes have long, exacting apprenticeships and in the aspen country of north central Saskatchewan and in the grassland south of it Cree, Assiniboine, Lakota, Saulteux and others have finished theirs.’




¶





Thick shavings of snow fell on my face. I brushed them away and kept my head tilted to the pavement, finding a track through the snow. The Sunday streets were quiet. At one intersection, a car pulled back its snout to let me pass, an accommodation that, through the shrouding snow, reconnected me with what I once knew of this city and its inhabitants, gentlemen of the Prairies.


Later, showered, awake, I sat in the Second Cup, a corner café on Whyte Avenue. Perched on a high stool, I looked out of the window and could almost see my wife Julie in her black poncho and multi-coloured scarf as she pushed Cameron in his buggy, his hands clutching onto Blue Bunny.


‘You look lost in thought there, buddy,’ said a waitress – with a characteristic lightness that again sounded a note in my memory.


‘Yes, I, we, used to come here thirteen years ago with our son.’ And I heard my voice sounding reedy and cracked.


I sipped my Java and opened that day’s Edmonton Journal, a broadsheet with a comfortable, roomy feel to it, and it brought me back to a familiarity that wasn’t freighted with emotion. In its pages, I once read reviews of writers whose names hadn’t crossed the state boundary, let alone the pond, and I had enjoyed the detachment and grace of the literary outsider. In its ‘Sunday Reader’ section this morning was a front-page article with the title ‘Withering Heights’, concerning ‘The dozen citizens still living in Villabandin, Spain – who range in age from 58 to 91 – [who] cannot clearly recall the last wedding or christening in their dying village.’ There was a photograph of a severe-looking old woman, in the stiffness of a pose: ‘Milagros Garcia, an eighty-year-old widow, pauses in reflection after gathering some eggs from the farmyard.’


On the inside, a spread of photographs showed the village – a grey clutch of roofs – alongside pictures of its church and its twelve permanent inhabitants. ‘Who will look after our graves, once we are gone?’ one of them asked. ‘After us there will be nothing.’ The article explained that the experience of Villabandin in Castile and León was replicated in many other parts of Spain and across Europe, from Portugal to Russia.


I felt a jolt of recognition as one place brought to mind others from other times, each sitting inside the other, like a set of Russian dolls. The images of Spanish depopulation that contrasted with the bright, wooden, New World structures of Edmonton brought to mind the stubborn remains from the part of Scotland where my template of abandonment first took root – to where, whenever I am faced with a domestic ruin, my imagination returns. Even standing below a lintel in a house at Machu Picchu, breathing in a familiar smell of damp moss and fern, it had been the resonance of a deserted croft house in Scotland that I had felt.




¶





For much of my childhood and early adulthood, my parents owned a cottage in the northeastern Highlands of Scotland. It stood at a slight distance from the village of Culrain, which itself lies a few miles from Bonar Bridge, the portal for the main artery north until the bridge was built at Dornoch. We started going there in the sixties, around the time people were talking about the A9 north as ‘the Road to Nowhere’ and when the famous newspaper headline had appeared asking the ‘Last person to leave the Highlands [to] switch off the lights.’


The cottage had been filled with hay bales when my father offered to buy it from the farmer, the pair of them bargaining in the field where it stood. The village itself – with the whitewashed farm as its centrepiece – stood close to the dismal pond into which (it is alleged) James Graham, First Marquis of Montrose, leader of a doomed uprising on behalf of the Stuart king, cast his armour after his final defeat on 27 April 1650. The pond’s name was Loch Sprint, but it was not so much a loch as the undrained sump of one, surrounded by a few straggly trees. It was a location, in other words, without romance or sentiment. And yet, such is the Scots twinning of glory with defeat, I found it perfectly possible to imagine handsome Montrose’s armour preserved and shining in its gloopy depths.


The village had once served Carbisdale Castle, now a youth hostel but, at the start of its history, a vivid example of the combination of power and pique. The castle (built 1907–1917), the local story went, had been strategically placed on a raised promontory, overlooking the Kyle of Sutherland, by the dowager Duchess of Sutherland to mark more intensely her disapproval of her son’s marriage. His private railway was routed below the castle, and, when he was passing, the duchess ordered all curtains on that side of her baronial heap to be closed.


From the top of Struie Hill – a good ten miles away – your eye is led to the distant castle as surely as it would be in any Renaissance landscape. There is indeed every measure of Highland grandeur in this ‘million dollar view’, but, closer in, up the straths and the glens, I used to feel an ineffable sadness. If, for example, you continued the road up Strath Oykel, which, until relatively recently, led to a dead end, you would see the broken shells of croft houses from the clearances, their abandonment and ruin only highlighted by the few intermittent white bungalows or renovations.


Even more poignantly, at the head of the glen of Strathcarron, stands Croick Church. Here had been one of the most infamous illustrations of the callous nature of the clearances. Those cleared from Glencalvie had seen themselves not as victims of oppression but of God-given laws: ‘Glencalvie people the wicked generation’, one of them had scratched on a window of the church they had felt unworthy to enter, sheltering instead below the raised gravestones in its grounds. More pertinently, another had written, ‘Murder was in the year 1845’.


‘If such as happened here transpired in the south, there would be outrage,’ wrote an anonymous reporter from The Times on 2 June 1845 with an indignation that was unable to affect change. It was hard not to see those who survived on the clearance lands as profoundly marked by their inheritance. In the years of my deepest acquaintance with the Highlands, I often felt there to be something reserved and separate about those who lived there, something guarded that went beyond the usual reticence of country people. It was as if they had tasted a defeat that still made them wary. I would say these might have been the reactions of a young, over-sensitive mind, if it were not that along every strath and glen lay the stone evidence of abandonment and death.


This living and tangible inheritance of defeat is one that is missing from southwest Scotland, where I have lived for the past thirty-five years. The story of its clearances is only now being fully researched and told. But these are early days for a public appreciation of the fact that the three counties of Dumfriesshire, Kirkcudbrightshire and Wigtownshire experienced proportionately greater loss from emigration in the nineteenth century than did the clearance counties in the Highlands. The reasons for this untold story are various. The nature of the two clearances differed – the lowland one was connected with enclosure and agricultural ‘improvement’. The ruination of the cottar dwellings was a matter of coercion into a wholly different social and agricultural arrangement; ‘removal’ was the term used, rather than the more emotive ‘clearance’. There was also, at that time, no media coverage able to communicate the hardships of the people. Neither is there the clearly visible legacy of loss that the Highlands still displays, as most of the lowland stone was incorporated into new builds or into dykes. But perhaps, most crucially, the southwest did not have the same build-up to its clearances as the Highlands, which witnessed the crushing defeat of Culloden and the systematic, attempted dismantling of a living, cohesive culture, one whose language has been fighting for oxygen and speakers ever since. Moreover, in the Highlands, the clan chiefs, acting as distant landowners and military entrepreneurs, ensured a sense of betrayal that would resonate from generation to generation.


There is, though, a sense in which the Highlands and the southwest of Scotland share common challenges – ones which relate to the problem of maintaining the village as a community with a shared sense of purpose against a backcloth of demographic decline. Throughout Scotland, Scotland’s Rural Past, a recent lottery-funded initiative (2006–2011), has done much to investigate and to help us to re-imagine our rich rural past. It has achieved this by empowering communities ‘to research, record and promote Scotland’s vanishing historic rural settlements and landscapes’. Much of the evidence here was ignored by the first Ordnance Survey mapmakers. All mapmakers have their own strictures: theirs was not to record any buildings post 1750 or any ruin that did not reach knee height.


The ferm toun settlement of Polmaddy in the Galloway Forest, which was abandoned in the early nineteenth century, was one of Scotland’s Rural Past’s instructional sites. On an induction tour, an archaeologist pointed out the broken walls that had been the inn and led the group between the stone foundations that had once been an alleyway between a tight knot of houses. He showed us the gap-toothed evidence of where a cruck barn’s supports had been slotted and where the footings of a corn-drying kiln had been set. There is always an excitement in re-imagining lives in this way. But what is the pull of a deserted site – or of a site that is clearly dying? There is the sense of absence certainly:










the headlands






which wail of exiles,


the stiles








over which ghosts leap






like angels










(from section 29 of ‘The Village’ by Iain Crichton Smith)

















And there is also something compelling about the limitations which geography once imposed on the lives lived there, a constriction that was intimately concerned with the meaning of home. In his meditation, And our faces, my heart, brief as photos, John Berger argues that home was, at one time, at the centre of two intersecting lines: a vertical line, leading both to heaven and to the underworld, and a horizontal one, which represented, ‘the traffic of the world, all the possible roads leading across the world to other places’. Such centredness, once a given, is a rarity in the twenty-first century. Now ‘the new nomads’, as Eva Hoffman describes them in her essay of the same name, are ‘Don Juans of experience who travel perpetually to new movements and sensations and to whom no internal site – of attachment, need, desire – is more important than any other.’




¶





I have lived through a time of demographic decline, one predicted in Scotland’s rural areas to worsen: in the 2009 election one in three voters in Scotland’s southwest was a pensioner. In such fragile circumstances, a village needs a sense of itself and a shared purpose to survive. In Scotland and elsewhere on the European continent, many villages are being transformed from what they were. In some cases, such villages – for example, those around property-rich cities like Edinburgh and Pamplona – reflect the gentrification of the countryside, as villages become dormitories for the city.


In his Villages of Britain, Clive Aslet takes a relaxed view of such developments: ‘Many English villages began as dormitories. They put roofs over the heads of the families who toiled on the lord’s fields and kept his sheep, managed his woods or dug his mines.’ He comments that ‘The great village industries of today are tourism and retirement, with much of the village population commuting to jobs elsewhere.’ That ‘the village has once more transformed itself [ . . . ] is nothing new.’


However, the villages that excited my imagination from my stool in the Second Cup were not those that had reached a comfortable accommodation with change and circumstance. My interests, I felt, would lead me to those that were the last of their kind, lying at Berger’s intersections of spiritual and worldly traffic, or to places that could not be re-invented or renewed without great challenges.


I was already aware that the complex situation of a village holding onto a sense of its past, while trying to imagine a future, presents narrative challenges different from those of villages which are, visibly and emphatically, dying. Filmmaker Alex Barclay and I had worked together on a creative arts project centred on the village of Ae. Named after the water that flows below it, Ae lies at the head of a valley, some ten miles north of Dumfries. Our purpose there was to help the ten pupils from the primary school, the school staff and the villagers to tell stories about the past, to record the present and to create memories for the future. Ae was the first of Scotland’s forty forest villages built after the war to keep people in the countryside and to attract them to it. The initial plan for the village was more ambitious than the one that was eventually built, but it still had a school, a village hall, a shop and a post office.


As a girl of seven, in 1949, Margaret Finlay moved into house number one in Ae. A newspaper headline above a photograph of her family group – mother with tin basin underarm, father with a mound of bedding – announced, ‘A New Name Goes on the Map of Scotland’. Below the photograph, another heading proclaimed, ‘A Turnip Lantern Lights the Way’. Handy that Margaret should be carrying one, as there was no electricity in the house. That would come later and increase the rent by two pounds per year.


The planned village, with its shared inception, offers a very particular kind of community experience. Nevertheless, it holds true that, nowadays, the community identity of villages is not born out of necessity, as it once was, but out of choice, and it is made up of many strands – one of which will most likely be the common destination used for work, shopping or leisure; a reminder that it has been the car as much as anything that has changed our (village) communities. But it is also highly possible that one of these strands will be a sense of absence.


‘Over a hundred men,’ Davie King told me, ‘once worked in the forest here. Two buses brought men out from Dumfries and there were others who got here under their own steam.’


‘I mind seeing them,’ said Frank Cook, ‘in the morning striding out from the village down to the forest. They were like an army. I can’t remember them saluting, though, except when they got paid. They queued for their pay – alphabetically. A great long line of them.’


The village hall was the centre of village life then. ‘There was something on every night,’ said Davie. ‘Bowling, drama, dancing – the only thing we didn’t do was badminton because the roof was too low.’ But then along came television.


Again, I am drawn to consider communities in the northwest of Scotland, part of whose present identity, for those who live there, might be composed of a number of elements: the absence of those removed through emigration and clearance; the stories of those who have injected the community with welcome or unwelcome new life; and a shared culture that may include traditional music, contemporary crafts and, in the case of Lochinver certainly, the poems of Norman MacCaig. The plaiting of such seemingly disparate narratives is one way, as Tim Lilburn puts it in his essay ‘How To Be Here?’, ‘to find our way to take the place in our mouth [ . . . ] to re-say our past in such a way that it will gather us here’.


Concerns with memory, home, love lost and mourned, elegy, earth and stone. This is the material out of which I have always made my poems and stories. Reading about the ‘Withering Heights’ on the other side of the world, I had the sense of Europe as a totality; the landmass on the planet I knew most fully, the one I had crossed and recrossed by thumb, rail, bus, train and car. I imagined a permeable lining falling from it and the whole continent becoming irrevocably changed.







Islanders


At the other side


of the world, they remembered.


Playing pool, say, or reaching


for a bat. Some memory


came back of what their fathers


or grandfathers had told them.




Their hands were still reaching





for tools, still feeling a need


to make a world – though now


it was all there before them


if they only put in the hours.




As the dead village became





a museum, this other village lived on


in them. In their neighbourhoods


they nodded curtly, as their forebears had,


coming up, laden, from the strand.


In the great clouds they welcomed


the white rollers crashing in.
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Road through village of Lazado, Omaña, Spain







PART ONE


The Village and the Road
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The Village and the Road


There are those on the road who never think of the village


There are those in the village who have made their lives an open road




1





At about five in the afternoon, I began the walk from Murias de Paredes to Villabandin. Both villages lie in the region of Omaña, one of the most sparsely populated parts of Europe. Villabandin itself is situated on a loop, around fifteen kilometres away from the ‘main’ road, which crosses Omaña from La Magdalena to the mining town of Villablino. You must make a deliberate choice to go there, and few do; only one car passed me on my journey. On the roadside leaving Murias, there was a dead snake, coiled and drying, but everywhere else the land was full of life, floreciente. I walked alongside a gurgling stream – the signature sound of each village I would visit.


From the crossroads at Senira, the road rose towards the village of Lazado. The shimmering birches that had flanked the road until then gave way to a more open landscape of pasture and scrub. Three caramel-coated cows, their bells ringing richly and deeply, stood at the fountain in Lazado. In their own time, they made way for that one car. Then there was silence on the road again, a stillness broken only by a distant bell, an occasional lowing, birdsong. Casting my eyes away from the lowering sun, I saw a giant flying ant flailing on the road. Its silvery fairy wings were enormous, ungainly out of the air; I watched it being carried off by road ants.


It is good to walk out on an open road, to breathe in the summer smells of fresh-cut hay and cow shit. Good to be unencumbered and to be excited by what one will find. Villages of course often draw themselves in against those from the open road – the drifters and vagabonds that the French were constantly legislating against throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But, in kinder times, it is hard not to associate an edge of romance with such wanderers. Certainly, nineteen-year-old Laurie Lee, walking out one midsummer morning in 1934 and landing at Vigo, felt himself open up to what a drifting life on the road had to offer:












I had skirted the mountains of Leon, coming through shaded oak-woods and groves offigs and almond, along great shelves of rock where wooden ox-carts laboured and boys in broad hats went leaping up the hillsides pursuing their scattered flocks. I’d come through poor stone villages, full of wind and dust, where mobs of children convoyed me through the streets, and where priests and women quickly crossed themselves when they saw me, and there was nothing to buy except sunflower seeds.

















Laurie Lee’s As I Walked Out One Midsummer Morning describes a journey framed by the village and the road. But, however much I felt like (a considerably older) Laurie Lee, the village I was walking towards had been utterly changed since Lee’s travels in Spain.


In the next thirty years, Europe will lose almost one third of its population. Rural areas will be most affected. Trends such as low birth rates, growing numbers of elderly people and high levels of emigration as young people head for the city have already transformed large parts of rural Spain, France, Italy and Germany in the most significant demographic changes since the Black Death wiped out as much as two thirds of Europe’s population in the late 1340s. The most recent census found that around a hundred of Spain’s 5,000 villages are facing imminent extinction. Moreover, demographic decline is not limited to the areas of central and southern Europe to which I travelled. Areas in northern Europe are similarly affected. In Sweden, for example, eighty-four per cent of the population live on 1.3 per cent of the land. In vast areas of Eastern Europe and the former communist world, depopulation is similarly acute. A 2005 census declared that 11,000 villages and 290 cities have disappeared from the map of the Russian Federation. Thirteen thousand villages remain, but with no inhabitants. Two villages, it’s said, are ‘disappearing’ in Russia each day. I try to visualise them go, melting like sandcastles in the tide.1


I walked past a field where, too far away for a greeting, a man and a woman were turning the hay. Elsewhere, in the richness of the diminishing afternoon sunlight, there was a sheen on the waves of grass; the fields glistened, watery. The anthropologist Tim Ingold has coined the term ‘taskscape’ for that ‘ensemble of tasks’ that a landscape demands of those who work within it. In these fields, in the emptying valleys of Omaña, the taskscape has become frayed, and its acts appear to be ones that are more solitary than ‘mutual[ly] interlocking’: hay being turned or gathered, a net being spread over seedlings, some planting, the herding of a few cows.


And clearly we are prepared to give less and less to the taskscapes of Europe. In Italy, for example, where the birthrate of 1.2 is the lowest in Europe and where seventy per cent of farmers are over sixty years old, one third of Italian farmland is currently fallow. The implication of course is that the European landscape which so many love – the intensively cultivated, shaped landscape encapsulated by the German word Kulturlandschaft – is changing. Scrub is returning, the forests are reclaiming agricultural land. The continent’s forest cover has expanded by almost ten per cent since 1990, and now Europe has more forest than at any time since the beginning of the industrial revolution. With the forests, packs of wolves have returned to the abandoned open-cast mining areas of eastern Germany, bears are back in Central Europe; in parts of France, wildcats and ospreys have re-established their territories; while, with human intervention, the world’s most endangered feline species, the Iberian lynx, is beginning to gain a foothold in Andalucia.


This break with the long past is, in history’s terms, startlingly recent. Even with mechanisation, harvest remained a communal activity up until the 1960s or even later. And, in the valleys of Omaña, as little as a hundred years ago, it is likely you would not be far from the taskscape that Ingold describes in his consideration of The Harvesters (1565) by Pieter Breugel the Elder:












. . . you hear the swish of scythes against the cornstalks and the calls of the birds as they swoop low over the field in search of prey. Far off in the distance, wafted on the light wind, can be heard the sounds of people conversing and playing on a green, behind which, on the other side of the stream, lies a cluster of cottages.
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The road took a long sweep down into Villabandin. The village was held in a fold of hills, bright with broom. A silhouetted figure was walking towards me with a rolling gait, an uphill stride. She wore black: trousers and a top. I greeted her and she stopped, mildly curious.


‘It’s a fine day,’ I said.


‘Yes, it is,’ she said.


‘Do you live in Villabandin?’


She nodded and cast a backward glance at the village.


‘Can I take your photograph?’


‘Pah, no.’


‘Por favor.’


‘No. No. No. It’d break the camera.’


Her grey hair, like that of many of the older women in the region, was cropped short. She had faintly blue, milky eyes, but her nay-saying voice was strong, and her hands sliced the air as she refused my request.


‘Oh, what a pity,’ I said. ‘I have come a long way to see Villabandin.’


‘Well, there it is.’


‘Yes, but I read about the village on the other side of the world – in Canada. A moment please.’ I rifled through my backpack for the folded pages of the Edmonton Journal.


‘Look.’


‘Yes,’ she said, pointing to the portrait photograph, ‘that’s me.’


‘No!’


‘Yes. Me.’


And I saw then that the photograph had caught her reluctance as much as her severity.


‘Incredible!’ I said and showed her the other photographs. She remained stoically unimpressed.


‘Buenas tardes, señor,’ and she continued up the steep, slow bend.


The cemetery, perched above the road on the outskirts of the village, was hardly bigger than a large living room. Its metal gate was unlocked. There was a row of white crosses and the family graves were set into the side wall, the names above them. Some were recent burials with inscriptions such as: ‘Your wife will not forget you’ or ‘You are not forgotten.’ The focus seemed to be less on remembrance than on a fear of forgetting, which, after all, is always more likely.


I entered the village, crossing the small bridge – one of two – from the Calle de Carretera. Above the town, the roofs lapped into each other, offering a show of unity to the fierce sun. But walking through its narrow lanes, the village disaggregated itself. So many buildings lay empty, and often the last act of abandonment was a symbolic resistance. There were planks held by stones against one door; a defensive mass of thorn branches, laced with broken glass, on the steps leading up to another. And where people hadn’t erected barriers, nature had been complicit; tall, dark nettles shadowed the doorways. Coming from the gloom of one wooden door, slightly ajar, was the fusty, sweet smell of a barn as I remembered it from childhood.


Walking up one of the steep streets to the top of the village, I came across another old woman. ‘¿Qué quiere?’ she asked.


The implication was that someone coming here must have some specific aim in mind. Briefly, I told her my tale.


She had a round, smiling face, and she giggled when I said she had a beautiful smile. She was eighty-four, she told me, and had raised eight sons, all now away.


‘Yes, it was hard work, but there was happiness. We were all together and there was not a bad one among us. Not one.’


A middle-aged man, a rarity, arrived on a small tractor, his wife following with a pitchfork. He had a handsome, devilish face with a broad, extravagant moustache.


‘Yes, we are few,’ he laughed.


We happy few: I was beginning to sense from the inhabitants of the village of Villabandin, much of it so close to being abandonado y en ruinas, that ‘tragedy’ was not a word they would use of their own plight; nor was it one that came to mind after meeting them. The article in the Edmonton Journal bore the subheading ‘Slow, poignant end to a Spanish village’. Well, if this was the ‘slow end’, it seemed they faced their demise with equanimity. As far as I could tell, they blamed no one for the lack of work, the failed infrastructure, the lack of initiatives. They were inquisitive to know what someone might want of them; they were, on the whole, happy to be photographed. They made time to talk, but there was no sense of them wishing to prolong the conversation past its natural closure. No neediness. Of course, these might have been seasonal reactions. In winter, when the journalist came and when the village was whittled to its core, the answers may have been gloomier. For that journalist couldn’t have said to them, as I could, ‘Qué bonitos el paisaje, las flores, el campo . . .’
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