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I dedicate this book


To those who believe 


Hope and love


Still exist in this world –


A love that is used like a rag


Only good for discarding


But which nobody can give up,


On the contrary, this love we want


To experience it even if only that once again –


Those who see within it their reason for living









 


 


 


‘Salmon: the very word is heady with the scent of the rushing river.’


The short piece I wrote, which begins with that line, became entangled in a mesh of difficulties, every bit as tricky to escape as a fisherman’s net. It tells the story of the salmon conservation movement in Korea, set up by fishermen in response to the dangerously low number of salmon which successfully return to the rivers of their birth, such as the Great Southern Stream. Once the magazine featuring the story started to appear in bookshops, I began to receive a number of unexpected phone calls from readers calling to complain.


The first caller announced straight off that he was an environmentalist, then launched into a diatribe against the selfishness of human beings: destroyers of the ecosystem. On the other end of the line, I found myself nodding in agreement. He was working himself up into a fierce passion, but he was clearly sincere – a rare quality – and so I chose not to interrupt. Instead, I stood there in silence and gave him my humble attention. All of a sudden, though, he began to pick fault with the title of my piece, which was ‘How to Enjoy Salmon Fishing’. Before I had the chance to say anything in my defence, the caller abruptly concluded that I was nothing more than a piece of human trash, and unceremoniously hung up. The whole episode left me somewhat at a loss. More than likely he’d only picked up the magazine so as to have some reading material for the bathroom; rather than giving my piece a thorough read, he’d probably done nothing more than flick through the table of contents. I really couldn’t understand how anyone could make up their mind about me on the basis of the title alone. I guess nothing beats humans when it comes to impatience.


Another caller took issue with the very first line, which I’d inserted as a kind of epigraph. According to him, to say that salmon give off the scent of the river was taking artistic licence too far, the kind of idiocy only a writer would dream up. Salmon spend ten times as much of their lives in the sea as they do in rivers, he explained, and so the expression I’d used was contradicted by biological fact. A more accurate expression, he suggested, would be something like ‘Salmon – the very word is redolent of the teeming sea’. This was all fair enough, but the caller seemed to be somewhat lacking in imagination. Such people don’t tend to realize the importance of the bigger picture.


All this made me decide to rewrite my article. In order to avoid any more misunderstandings on the part of the reader, I gave it a simpler title.


I wanted to find out all there was to know about salmon, and my first ports of call were an encyclopaedia and an illustrated guide to fish. From these, I gleaned the following information: the pull of the stream of their birth draws salmon upriver every year from September to November, the months when the turning leaves dye the mountainsides a riotous palette of crimson and gold; in the shallows, where the current is sluggish, female salmon use their tails to dig holes in the gravelly riverbed; these holes are approximately 1m across and 50cm deep, and each one will be a nursery for two to three thousand cherry-coloured eggs; it takes almost two months for the fertilized eggs to hatch; the optimal water temperature for the hatching is 7 or 8 degrees Celsius; and so on . . .


I learnt a great many things about salmon, and yet I didn’t manage to write a single line. Without the imagination to stimulate and enliven it, plain facts are dull and inert. It was then that I happened to chance upon a photograph. It was of a submerged Boeing 747; for me, there was something faintly sad about it.


The enormous jumbo jet is more usually pictured soaring high above the clouds; there, with water lapping over its glinting silver fuselage, it seemed to be holding its breath. It must have been somewhere over the ocean when it was forced to make an emergency landing.


The submerged jet, the sad majesty of its fuselage, seemed to speak to me. Feeling compelled to answer, I couldn’t tear my gaze from the photo. Ah, it wasn’t a wrecked plane, but the firm body of a salmon, surging upwards through the river. A shoal of salmon. Hundreds of salmon in a single formation, they were forging their way upstream – upstream to lay their eggs.


How I envied the person whose camera had managed to capture this image. The salmon had been leaping and thronging right in front of her very eyes! Perhaps she’d put on diving gear and waded out into the water, wanting to get up close. If our roles had been reversed, I know I would have.


But the water-dwelling salmon fear those clumsy landlubbers who loom overhead, peering down at them from above, rather than looking them in the eye! Salmon don’t like being looked down on like that. For them, even the eyes of a sympathetic naturalist hold an uncomfortable resemblance to those of a bear or fish eagle. The salmon aren’t fooled, they know there’s nothing innocent about this interest – why, they can practically hear the watcher smacking his lips.


And so, the only way of truly understanding salmon is to see the world through their eyes. All that’s needed is a little imagination. You need to look through what’s called ‘the eyes of the heart’, eyes that want to look beyond the visible. This desire is all you need; after that, anything is possible. Riding on waves of imagination, we travel to the very ends of the earth. The sweet, tender warmth of a long-anticipated first kiss is made sweeter by that anticipation, those long hours spent imagining the moment when the lips finally touch.
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Burning in the morning sun, the orange glow that pools on the surface of the sea stretches to the far horizon.


A hundred metres up, a fish eagle casts himself through the air in wide circles. He hasn’t eaten yet today, and now he’s on the hunt. His keen eyes have been scanning the surface of the water for almost half an hour, but the sardines that are normally so abundant are now nowhere to be seen. The eagle’s talons seem to slice through the empty air, curved like the tines of a rake. The longer this fruitless scouring goes on, the more the emptiness in his stomach gnaws at him. Nothing but the cold air whistling by his wingtips. Rage boils up in him.


The eagle is well aware that this is the time of year when the salmon ride the cold current of the Bering Sea, travelling in vast shoals. Salmon are a particularly meaty fish, and they taste light and clean, making them one of his particular favourites. The very thought of that pale flesh is enough to make his hunger intensify.


Just then, something strange appears on the edge of his vision. Whatever it is, it’s extremely large, even larger than a shark, and moving rapidly southwards. A single point of clear brilliance gleams at its centre. It looks like a submarine, racing through the water with its lights on.


The eagle drops down ten metres or so, wanting a better look. He’s known hulking submarines to come to the surface in these parts, and there have been times when he mistook these strange machines for salmon shoals, swooping down only to find himself brought up short. Now, he examines the sea very carefully. Normally, he would avoid flying at a low altitude – constantly having to beat his wings in order to stay aloft is irritating, and saps his strength – but not now, when he still hasn’t been able to break his fast. Just as he’d thought, the strange mass is not a submarine but a shoal of salmon. Three hundred, at the very least.


The eagle decides that he ought to leave a bit of distance between himself and the shoal, so as not to attract any unwanted attention. His sharp gaze pierces the water. The salmon are maintaining an even speed of around forty kilometres an hour. At their very heart, still he sees that single, glittering point.


The eagle opens his eyes even wider and focuses on that point. It looked like a patch of clear water; it isn’t. It is a strange salmon, a kind he’s never seen before. Unlike the other salmon that surround him in the shoal, the scales covering this one’s back are entirely silver.


The majority of fish have pale bellies but dark blue backs. In other words, the part of them that would be visible above the water is the same colour as the sea itself; a form of camouflage, to keep them safe from prying eyes. Most of the time this is a pretty effective ruse. Many a bird has been cheated out of its supper this way.


But it isn’t enough to cheat the low-flying eagle’s fierce gaze, which is locked onto that oddly coloured salmon. Inside the predator’s mouth, the saliva has begun to flow.


The eagle is barely two metres above the water. A delicious breakfast is now only seconds away. The eagle flexes his feet, extending his claws as far as they will go, and snatches at the water with a quick darting movement. Those claws are now embedded in the oddly coloured salmon’s flesh.


‘Eagle! Scatter!’
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The salmon churn up the water as they flee from the aerial attack.


The eagle drives back up into the air, feeling the weight of the life flapping between his claws. Satisfied, he looks down at his catch. Clutched in his powerful feet, a salmon wriggles and writhes, desperately trying to rekindle the spark of its rapidly extinguishing life. But rather than that shining Silver Salmon being his prize, the weight of his trophy is the leaden drag of failure.
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Silver Salmon had managed to avoid becoming a meal for the fierce eagle.


And yet, something strange – rather than the giddy relief of having cheated death, he feels a pang of sadness at having escaped unharmed. Because the salmon who had been caught – the one who’d swum by his side ever since they left their home river, who’d wordlessly passed a meal of prawns from her mouth to his, who’d even caught delicious, dragonfly-shaped insects for him, and stroked his belly with her soft fin – had been his sister.


‘Sister . . .’ Silver Salmon mouths the word to himself. His chest throbs as though scraped by a sharp rock. Just then, he hears his sister’s voice, faint, filled with the rush of the water.


‘Silver Salmon . . .’ It’s a memory, from about a year after they had first left the river and swum out into the sea. ‘Did you know that your whole body is covered with silver scales?’


‘I’m silver?’ Silver Salmon was genuinely surprised.


‘Every other salmon has a back the colour of dark blue seawater, but not you.’ He really hadn’t known about his silver scales. He’d always just assumed that his belly was white and his back was dark blue, like all the other salmon. ‘Unfortunately, there’s no way for us to look at ourselves.’


‘Why not?’


‘Well, because fish only have eyes side by side at the front of their heads, you see.’


His sister told him that the only way for salmon to get an idea of their own image is through the mouths of other salmon. Other salmon’s words, she said, are mirrors that reflect you back at yourself. Perhaps this is why salmon are so fond of gossiping about each other.


‘Then why do flatfish have both eyes on the same side?’


‘The flatfish ended up like that because they spent so long struggling to get a look at themselves.’ The thought of those ridiculous flatfish made Silver Salmon laugh. But his sister’s eyes were haunted by deep shadows. ‘Silver Salmon, do you know why our fellow salmon call you a different species?’


Different species. Silver Salmon had heard those words before, but only then did he seem to understand a little of what they meant. They meant that he was set apart, not one with the shoal like all the others. They made Silver Salmon think of an island lying all on its own, far out in the middle of the ocean. The loneliness of being the only thing visible above the sea that we call this world. Loneliness is more sad than frightening. Silver Salmon had many thoughts like these after discovering the truth about his peculiar colour.


‘Life is unbearable!’ said Silver Salmon, but it wasn’t really him, it was another Silver Salmon inside him.


And then came the reply: ‘But you have to bear it all the same.’ He felt divided in two.


One day, Silver Salmon made an announcement. ‘Please try to look past my scales,’ he said to his fellow salmon. ‘I want you to look inside my heart.’


A pair who were swimming close by asked, ‘How are you supposed to look inside someone’s heart?’


Silver Salmon didn’t notice their frowns of annoyance. He was too excited by the thought that, finally, another salmon had shown an interest in what he had to say.


‘Well, I, what I mean is . . . looking inside, you know . . . past, um, external appearance . . .’ His innermost feelings had suddenly become clear, he was desperate to put them into words, and yet he couldn’t stop stammering. Perhaps he was simply overwhelmed. The stream of words that he could hear inside his mind came out broken and disordered. ‘And inside, um – inside is something, something invisible, but . . .’


‘I don’t get it,’ one of the pair butted in. He sounded bored. ‘It’s too complicated for us.’ They turned their backs on Silver Salmon, hurrying off in search of food.


A couple of amused snorts came from a nearby group of salmon, who had been watching all the while. Shaking their heads, they whisper privately amongst themselves. ‘He ought to be grateful for the protection he’s getting,’ one says, ‘never mind coming out with that load of old nonsense.’


‘That’s right,’ another chimed in, ‘it’ll be Silver Salmon’s fault if we’re the first to be attacked!’


Listening to this mockery, Silver Salmon burns with anger.


Silver Salmon had been swimming in the centre of the shoal ever since they’d begun to head south. The decision had been made by Big-Mouth Salmon, the shoal’s leader. He liked to show off in front of the others and seemed incapable of lowering his voice, even when spouting the most trivial stuff imaginable. Brimming with self-confidence, he was constantly flapping his jaw, and that was how he’d got his name.


The shoal had just completed its preparations for moving off when Big-Mouth Salmon thrust himself in front, shouting, ‘Don’t swim too near the surface! Don’t turn to look behind you! Keep your eyes peeled at all times!’ Big-Mouth Salmon’s word is law. ‘And you!’ He jerked his big jaw in Silver Salmon’s direction. ‘You need to swim in the centre, at all times. An enemy would have no trouble picking you out from the crowd. You want to stay alive, don’t you, and make it back home? Well then, you’d better make sure you do exactly as I say.’


The other salmon formed a protective wall, surrounding Silver Salmon on all sides. In front, behind, to the left and to the right, above and below, it was all salmon. But to him, this wasn’t a safe fence. It was pitch-black darkness itself.


After that, Silver Salmon gradually got used to the life of a loner. Out of all the hundreds of salmon, his sister was the only one who had a word to spare for him.


‘Why are the others leaving me out?’


‘What makes you think they’re leaving you out? Isn’t it rather that they’re surrounding you, protecting you?’ His sister always tried to see only the positive in every situation. It made Silver Salmon feel bad. Did she really not understand that things weren’t always just as she’d like them to be? Or was she just pretending?


‘But I’d rather be unprotected and have more freedom, than be protected and left out.’


‘Freedom?’ The word made his sister’s eyes widen in shock.


The word ‘freedom’ is forbidden to salmon, along with words like resistance, escape, disobedience, defiance, destruction, revolution. If they used these words, Big-Mouth warned them, not a single one of them would be left alive to return to their home river and spawn.
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