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Introduction


When I came across I Heard the Owl Call My Name, I felt that special sensation one gets from a great book. I felt I was the first person ever to read it. I was browsing in a bookshop while waiting for a train and was drawn to the novel because it was slender. Having read it, I couldn’t believe I’d not come across the book before, and I’m still struck by how few people know it today. Hopefully this new edition will remedy that.


Margaret Craven was born in Montana in 1901. She was one of twins. Shortly after she was born, her family moved west to Bellingham, Washington, near the Canadian border. After finishing school, Margaret attended Stanford, nine hundred miles from home in California, where she was one of only five hundred or so girls enrolled at the time. Despite her interest in writing, she studied History, not English. Her older brother Leslie had been at Stanford before her. He sent stories home to her when she was little. ‘Someday,’ he wrote to her, ‘you will write stories like this and you will sell them.’


I Heard the Owl tells the story of a twenty-seven-year-old Anglican priest who is going to die. There’s no spoiler there. We’re told in the first sentence of the book that Mark Brian only has a few years left to live. He does not know this himself. He is sent, therefore, to minister to a First Nations tribe in Kingcome, British Columbia, in order to learn enough of life to be ready to pass on.


Craven had been writing short stories for twenty years but was prevented from working on anything longer by an unusual bacterial infection of the eyes. This was the result of an accident she sustained when a bus she was travelling on crashed. Her nose was broken, and the germ set in behind. However, coinciding with a successful operation to finally overcome the attendant cataracts, she came across a story that would grow into this remarkable novel. It was 1962.


Margaret’s twin brother Wilson had befriended an Episcopal minister. The minister had worked in an Indian village off Canada’s west coast in the Queen Charlotte Islands. Wilson was sure there was a story in his friend’s experience, and asked him to talk with Margaret. Wilson was right. ‘For the first time in my life,’ Craven admitted after meeting with the minister, ‘I was going to write a story on material I knew nothing about and had not seen myself. I did this very carefully.’ The resulting story was Indian Outpost, one of the last she wrote for the Saturday Evening Post, for whom she had been writing since 1941.


When the story came out, Craven received a number of letters. One was from the captain of the hospital ship that patrolled the inlets. Along with the letter, the captain sent her the Log published several times a year by the Columbia Coast Mission. In the Log there were details of various happenings and events. ‘There was one brief item about an old chief who was giving a large potlatch in anticipation of his death, at a remote village called Kingcome.’ In her autobiography Again Calls the Owl, Craven tells us how she immediately knew there was something in this. ‘I had that strange feeling an old professional feels when, usually after long search, he collides with material he recognizes somehow as his own.’


She wrote a letter to the Columbia Coast Mission, and in due course received a reply from Eric Powell, their authority on Indian villages. ‘I will send you to Kingcome,’ he wrote. ‘You must see it.’


If she felt she wrote Indian Outpost knowing very little, she made up for that in the novel. She travelled to Kingcome, some two miles into Kingcome Inlet, an isolated fjord cut into the Coast Mountain Range of British Columbia, three hundred kilometres north-west of Vancouver. There, she stayed with the Dzawada’enuxw tribe, a people of the Kwakwaka’wakw nation. Craven uses the now-archaic Anglicized names for both. ‘Tsawataineuk’ for the tribe, ‘Kwakiutl’ for the nation.


It took Craven a month to type up the notes she made on her trip, and a further two months ‘turning all the notes around in [her] mind trying to find the place to begin in all the richness of material’. Given that, one of the greatest achievements of the book is that Craven resists turning the narrative into a case study.


While she takes us through the fishing seasons, through feasting rituals, through funeral rites and family dramas, the story Craven sets among the Kwakwaka’wakw is on the surface simple. The priest spends a year with the tribe, by which time they accept him. He’s warned in advance by the Bishop who sends him to the village that any deliberate attempt to integrate himself will fail; and so the narrative focuses on the things he does, rather than the reasons he does them. This is the basis on which the tribe will accept or reject the priest, and so the basis on which Craven builds her story.


This physical writing means the reader’s understanding of what is happening has to be intuited from events and processes. These activities ( – the things to be done – ) keep the novel moving. I feel Margaret Craven places faith in me as a reader, to understand the implicit motivations and conclusions of her characters. Craven does not tell me how to feel (by telling me how Mark Brian feels). She makes me feel the way she wants me to. Where she needs to introduce information, or anecdotes that enhance the processes she describes, she speaks through her characters, seeding the narrative with contextual detail. All this with a deceptive directness that means the more poignant lines and emotional descriptions strike home with much more force.


Craven sets the story at the same time she made her trip, in the mid-1960s, when the outside world is pressing at the edges of the village. Even here, Craven remains focused on Mark Brian and how he embeds himself into the community. She sets the rest of the world at arm’s length from the main narrative, and this enables her to deal with it as the Kwakwaka’wakw do: not as a direct, overt threat, but as a fact in the near distance which has to be accepted and adapted to.


For the Kwakwaka’wakw, the world beyond the village exists in two forms. Firstly, as a place others come from. The RCMP officer comes to sign a death certificate. A group of Americans visit on a yacht. An English woman anthropologist comes briefly to study the tribe. Their self-conscious attempts to understand the village are in direct contrast to Mark Brian’s manner, and with this Craven gives one of the more subtle messages of the book, and one we should heed today. That the key to a better world comes not in understanding each other (which is impossible), but in understanding ourselves.


The world beyond the village, secondly, is also a place people go to. Young members of the tribe leave for school, where they learn to be like the white man. More bluntly, where they learn to operate in the white man’s world. Some go away for work. When Craven sends them out of the book, I feel the absence of these people. A strengthened sense that the book itself is the village. I realize I have developed a sense of connection to the narrative that goes beyond the usual reader/story contract. And Craven, consciously, has made this happen.


In the early stages of the book, I absorb her visual detail like a visitor to a new place. But as the novel proceeds, I feel gradually closer to the place. The more explicit descriptions seem to fall away. Or, in Craven’s gentle repetition of them, do they just become familiar? The white-barked alders that edge the banks, eagles fishing for herring. There’s great risk telling the story the way Craven does, but with two decades of writing behind her, she would know that. That’s another thing great books have. They can’t be written any other way. The instinct of great storytellers, and their trust in turn in the instinct of readers, is what gives them the edge. Initially, however, it seemed that Craven’s instinct might have let her down.


I Heard the Owl Call My Name was turned down by every American publisher it was sent to. Beautifully written, they said, but offbeat, old-fashioned, and not dramatic enough. They also found it mawkish. Even so, it was picked up by Clarke, Irwin of Toronto in 1967 and sold a respectable 48,000 hardback copies in Canada. It wasn’t until 1973, after the film rights to the book were acquired, that Doubleday took it on in the States and the book was rushed out in December to coincide with the TV adaptation. Within weeks the novel was on the New York Times bestseller list. It stayed there for months, holding its own alongside titles including Jaws, Watership Down, and Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy. The risk, in the end, did pay off.


The great challenge of the story – and the key element of that risk – lay in how to make it acceptable the priest will die, having told us up front that he does. ‘I didn’t like it,’ Craven tells us. ‘I was going to kill off Mark Brian . . . I wasted twenty starts trying to avoid it.’ But even in its title, which refers to ‘the talking bird, the owl, who calls the name of the man who is going to die’, the story is set from the start. It’s no coincidence either, that the potlatch she read about in the Log, that inspired her to write the story, was given by a man in anticipation of his death.


To overcome the problem, Craven makes Mark Brian a twin, as she was herself. She does this not for sentimental reasons, but so she can align his fate with that of the ‘swimmer’: the salmon who returns to the inlet to spawn, then dies, having discovered its ultimate purpose. Seeing this event during her stay with the tribe must have struck Craven deeply, and she was surely moved to find out that, ‘When twins were born in the village, [they] did not think they were children at all. They were swimmers.’


This accident of fact was perhaps the moment the story gelled. The accounts of harvest, the coming and going of shoals, and the rhythm of seasons. In their circular, repetitive pattern, Craven finds the succinct allegorical frame that helps us come to terms with the fact the priest will die. More poignantly, that we and everyone we know will. The only way through it is to know enough of the world to cope.


I’ve read the story several times now, and each time it floors me. That last lesson, resounding profound and quietly. An echo, and re-echo we’ve heard from the first page of the book. When I put the novel down, I feel the way the Bishop feels, each time he leaves the village. ‘I try to define what it means to me, why it sends me back to the world refreshed and confident. Always I fail. It is so simple, it is difficult.’ It’s what keeps bringing me back to this remarkable book, as I hope it will you.


CYNAN JONES
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PART ONE


Yes, my lord – no, my lord




The doctor said to the Bishop, ‘So you see, my lord, your young ordinand can live no more than three years and doesn’t know it. Will you tell him, and what will you do with him?’


The Bishop said to the doctor, ‘Yes, I’ll tell him, but not yet. If I tell him now, he’ll try too hard. How much time has he for an active life?’


‘A little less than two years if he’s lucky.’


‘So short a time to learn so much? It leaves me no choice. I shall send him to my hardest parish. I shall send him to Kingcome on patrol of the Indian villages.’


‘Then I hope you’ll pray for him, my lord.’


But the Bishop only answered gently that it was where he would wish to go if he were young again, and in the ordinand’s place.







1


He stood at the wheel, watching the current stream, and the bald eagles fishing for herring that waited until the boat was almost upon them to lift, to drop the instant it had passed. The tops of the islands were wreathed in cloud, the sides fell steeply, and the firs that covered them grew so precisely to the high-tide line that now, at slack, the up-coast of British Columbia showed its bones in a straight selvage of wet, dark rock.


‘There’s the sign of an old village,’ said the Indian boy who was his deckhand.


His eyes sought a beach from which, long ago, the big stones had been removed so that the war canoes could be pulled up stern first. But there was no beach. There was nothing but clean, straight selvage, and a scattered mound of something broken and white in the grey of rain against the green of spruce, and he remembered the words Caleb had quoted him, and he repeated them now.


‘ “When you see clam shells, know it is Indian country. Leave it alone.” ’


‘Queen Victoria,’ the Indian boy said quickly. ‘Some people didn’t hear her.’


Caleb had prepared him for this one, the first he was to know: ‘He’s been working for a year in a mill town and is eager to return to his village. You’ll not take the boat out without him until you get your papers. He could handle a boat when he was ten, and he knows more about the coast than you will ever learn. You’ll think he’s shy, and you’ll be wrong. When you shake his hand, you’ll know at once it’s a gesture he’s learned which has no meaning. In his eyes you’ll see a look that is in the eyes of all of them, and it will be your job to figure out what it means, and what you are going to do about it. And he will watch you – they will all watch you – and in his own time he will accept or reject you.’


Caleb, the old canon, had come out of retirement to acquaint him with all the endearing – and exasperating – little ways of the forty-foot diesel launch upon which his life would depend.


Back up. Go forward. Up and down the straits. In and out the lower inlets in a mild chop, in a moderate chop, in a gale. The tide-book open by the compass because you came with the tide, you went with the tide, you waited for the tide, and sometimes you prayed for the tide. Check the oil pressure and the shaft bearings. Pump the bilge. Watch for the drift logs. Count the lights on the masts of the tug boats that showed the size of their booms.


Because Caleb was old, the young man had thought, of course, he would be garrulous and full of reminiscence, but he was wrong. The talk had been entirely nautical. Even in the galley, over meals which the young man cooked, Caleb had occasionally dropped what surely could not, yet must be, godly counsel.


‘Be sure to use the Victorian “we”, lad.’


‘When you bury anybody, remember to look in the box the very last minute. Forty years ago up at Fort Rupert I buried the wrong man, and even now the RCMP has not forgotten it.’


‘Don’t call them cannibals. It was never true literally. No one alive has seen the famous dance in which the young man, maddened by the cannibal spirit, returns to his village crying for flesh and carrying a body taken from a grave tree.’


Then one evening they had tied up at the marina of Powell River where the Indian boy had been working, and Caleb lived.


‘He’ll be here early in the morning, and he’ll help you load the organ the local church is sending to Kingcome village. Don’t be sorry for yourself because you are going to so remote a parish. Be sorry for the Indians. You know nothing and they must teach you,’ and Caleb had blessed him and ambled off, bareheaded in the rain, a man whose work on the coast was so legendary that it was said the Archbishop of Canterbury greeted him by his first name and a joke old between them, ‘Tell me, Caleb, how’s your trap line? Any poaching?’


Then he was alone in the galley and sure of the look he would see in the Indians’ eyes. The tribes of the villages which would form his patrol belonged to a people that had never been at war with the white man. They lived where they had always lived. They fished as they had always fished, known for their intelligence and a culture that was perhaps the most highly developed of any native band on the continent. In the old days when a chief had given a great feast for his rivals, he let the fire that burned in the centre of his ceremonial house catch the roof beams until the red-hot embers fell, knowing that until he gave the sign, no guest dared move lest he admit the host’s fire had conquered him. When he served his guests from the great ceremonial dishes, he spilt hot grease on their bare arms to see if he could make them wince. And sometimes he broke his own copper – big as a shield, its buying power as great as three thousand of the white man’s dollars – broke it to show to his guests his disdain for his own wealth. Surely the look would be one of arrogance.


In the morning he awakened early, dressed, put the coffee on to boil, and went up the ladder into the wheel-house and out onto the deck. On the float waited the first one.


He waited patiently as if he had waited all his life, as if he were part of time itself. He was twenty-seven, perhaps, which was the age of the young vicar. He wore a fisherman’s dark trousers and jacket; a pair of gumboots hung over one shoulder. Beside him were his belongings in a heavy cardboard box, tied with string.


The young vicar jumped down on the float.


‘Welcome aboard. I’m Mark – Mark Brian,’ and he held out his hand.


‘I’m Jim Wallace,’ the Indian said shyly, and he took the hand with no answering pressure.


There was pride in his eyes without arrogance. Behind the pride was a sadness so deep it seemed to stretch back into ancient mysteries Mark could not even imagine, and he felt that small thrill of fear, or anticipation, which a man knows if he’s lucky enough to meet and recognize his challenge.


He led the way aboard. Eager to be off, the two of them worked hard, loading the organ onto the aft deck, covering it with a canvas, and lashing it tight.


Then they started north in a moderate swell and a driving rain, past the fishing village of Lund, past Cortes and Redonda, through the Yuculta Rapids, with Jim, the Indian, fighting the tide for the wheel. Just before dark they came to a lonely float in Shoal Bay.


‘Shall we spend the night here?’ Mark asked carefully. ‘Shall we have supper? I’ll get it.’


Now, on the second afternoon in the twentieth hour of passage, he stood at the wheel, approaching the first village which was to be part of his patrol.


‘How soon now?’


‘Very soon now. First you will see Ghost Island. It is where the Indians of Gilford village once buried their dead.’


‘In the ground?’


‘No – in low sheds. Most of them have fallen and broken. If you go there now, you stumble over skulls green with moss.’


He saw the small island, lovely as a jade jewel, and he slowed the boat and passed the village with its rare beach, white with clam shells, its stretch of cedar houses facing the water, and four great cedar posts standing in the rain – all that was left of some ancient ceremonial house.


‘This is the same tribe as yours at Kingcome?’


‘No, but we’re close relatives. Each February we come here to clam. Once the Indian agent asked us to live here because he could step easily onto the big float without getting his feet wet.’


‘And you refused?’


‘No. Our old people said, “We are going to Hollywood,” and we came. We had some fine dancing, the air filled with duck-down. We saw the famous blanket trimmed with a thousand eagle beaks, and because we are not permitted to buy liquor to serve in our own homes, the boys traded two masks for three cases of beer, and we drank it very fast and got very drunk.’


‘And then?’


‘Then we returned to our own village.’


Beyond the village, inches above the high-tide mark, Mark saw two carved killer whales, topped by a full moon.


‘It’s only the grave of Johnny Ray who was drowned,’ Jim told him. ‘When you come here to marry, to bury, to hold church in the schoolhouse, they will say to you, “Johnny’s hiding in the bush, and he steals things and scares our women. What’ll we do?” ’


In Cramer Pass a school of porpoise refused to move out of the boat’s way, and watched the boat, heads up, headed straight for the boat and, at the last moment, leapt aside. And in the late afternoon they stopped to take on oil and water at the last point of contact with the outside world, a store where the loggers and Indians came for mail and supplies, built on a float, cabled to the steep island side.


The young vicar introduced himself to the oil agent and handed him a list of groceries he wished filled.


‘Biggest order I’ll fill this week. Newcomers don’t buy here. They fill up south where things are cheaper.’


‘I know. Caleb told me,’ and the man’s wife filled the order while he helped Jim with the oil. Two small raccoons, making a strange whirring sound, begged Mark for bread and took it gently in their strange little hands. When they were leaving, the wife of the oil agent gave Mark a bundle.


‘One of your pals left his duds here,’ she said, ‘Caleb, probably,’ and Mark opened the bundle to find a cassock, its hem thick with dried mud.


Then they went on, the young vicar preparing supper in the galley, handing up plates of food and mugs of coffee. The Indian ate standing at the wheel; Mark perched on the high stool beside him.


No tug boat passed now; no huge boom of mixed logs. There was nothing but a lonely magnificence of sea and islands. When they went through Pamphrey’s Pass and into Kingcome Inlet, which was the last, Mark saw the dorsal fin of a killer whale cruising slowly down the far side.
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