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Introduction


My favourite pages of this remarkable book have nothing to do with geese. They happen in a diner in South Dakota called Dally’s, which serves its coffee from a ‘stainless steel Bunn-O-Matic urn’, and houses its cinnamon rolls under ‘scuffed Perspex domes’. Stuck in Dakota for a week, the narrator becomes a regular at Dally’s. It’s where he waits, and it’s where he watches: the ‘slow-turning window fans’; the customers putting their shoulders to the ‘surprisingly heavy’ glass front door, then taking their seats at the ‘red leatherette booths, sprung like mattresses’; and the two waitresses in their twenties, Misti and Crystal, who keep the place ship-shape:




They wore green-and-white-striped work frocks. Crystal had black hair furled in a bun at the crown; Misti’s bleached-blonde curls tumbled off the escarpments of her shoulder-pads. They passed orders through a hatch to an invisible chef, and drank the dregs of milkshakes straight from the blender, priests knocking back the last of the communion wine.


Dally’s closed every day at six o’clock. Misti and Crystal began to clean up at about half past five. Instead of wiping the surfaces with cloths, they pulled on pairs of wide, padded cloth mitts. The mitts lent the cleaning an intimate character. Misti cleaned the red pommels of the stools as if she were walking down a line of boys, ruffling their hair. Crystal wiped the tables with long, smooth strokes, as if she were grooming ponies. They caressed the Bunn-O-Matic with such tenderness it seemed the prelude to an embrace, and rubbed the Silver King as if a genie lived inside it.





William Fiennes’s careful account of their work is itself a form of ‘tenderness’. He observes what most would miss: the dignity of duty done well, the consolations of habit, and the tiny perk of the milkshake dregs. Two young people on low-wage service jobs are given the same generous attention as the 250,000 snow geese he has recently seen on a lake of white ice.


Fiennes’s prose has been compared to that of Bruce Chatwin, but here is Chatwin killing time in a restaurant in Patagonia:




Spread over the . . . wall was an immense canvas of gauchos herding cattle into an orange sunset. An old-fashioned blonde gave up on the lamb and sat painting her nails. An Indian came in drunk and drank through three jugs of wine. His eyes were glittering slits in the red leather shield of his face. The jugs were of green plastic in the shape of penguins. I took the night bus to the Chubut Valley.





Chatwin’s looking is of a different order to Fiennes’s. It’s hard, itemizing, scrutinizing. Everything is surface – the ‘shield’ of the Indian’s ‘face’, the ‘plastic’ of the jugs, the nails of the ‘blonde’. Object and human are equally of disinterest. No attempt is made to enter the inner life of place or people. Chatwin jots down and then he gets out. His noticing of detail is acquisitive, where Fiennes’s is inquisitive.


The distinction is important – because The Snow Geese is above all a book about learning to see, and it is a book that changes the vision of its readers. We end it more attentive, not only in that the natural world is left freshly scintillated for us, but also because our ethical sense is subtly shifted. Pure description is a relatively simple trick for a writer: you scribble details down in the Moleskine, then line them all up on the page afterwards. Far more difficult is fusing these details with radiance and ethos. Fiennes’s attentiveness is so thorough-going and compassionate that it is, you soon begin to realize, ‘less a technique than a moral principle’.


That last phrase is Fiennes’s own, used by him in admiration of Joseph Mitchell, author of the classic McSorley’s Wonderful Saloon (1943) and Joe Gould’s Secret (1965). Mitchell’s subject was New York: its buildings and streets, its people, the sea that washed its edges, and the language that torrented through it. He hung out at the bars and docks of Manhattan Island, listening and looking. Everyday life consistently fascinated Mitchell. He believed, like his editor at the New Yorker Harold Ross, that it was possible ‘to write history about living people’, and he did so by lending those people his ear and letting them speak.


There is much of Mitchell in Fiennes. He sets out to write mostly about geese, but ends up writing mostly about the folk he encounters along the way. You’ll meet them yourselves soon: Eleanor, who collects tortoises; ‘The Viking’, who is ‘troubled by the attentions of widows’; Sam, who trains for a year to swim across a river mouth near the Arctic circle, and hears the submarine calls of beluga whales when he does. Gentle in manner, curious but unprying, Fiennes inspires candour in others. On an overnight Greyhound bus, he ends up sitting next to a chatty fellow passenger called Jean. Where others would have turned a shoulder or put their headphones in to discourage conversation, Fiennes indicates his readiness to listen. As the highway signs flit by and the hours tick past, Jean’s extraordinary life-story unfolds into that well-intentioned space.


Night buses, cars, train-carriages, roadside diners, airports, motel and hotel rooms: The Snow Geese can at times seem less a work of travel writing than one of transit writing. The cultural theorist Marc Augé influentially named such locations ‘nonplaces’ (non-lieux), and noted the power of these ‘transport zones’ and ‘temporary abodes’ to elide individual identities and histories. But to Fiennes such sites are as rich and strange as New Delhi or Angkor Wat, teeming with anecdotes and oddity. His accounts of them gleam with bright vignettes: the boy in the bus station at Oklahoma City who ‘gazed up at a wall of gunmetal luggage lockers in three sizes . . . and then went right along the bottom row, trying . . . the largest lockers’, until he found an open one, climbed into it and ‘pulled the door shut behind him’; or the man who walks with ‘an almighty crash’ through the glass front door of Dally’s, which has been polished to invisibility by the conscientious Crystal.


I still remember reading the first page of The Snow Geese for the first time, twelve years ago, in a pre-publication proof copy. Within a paragraph, I knew something rare was underway. An eerie clarity of vision stole over me. The world being described was lucid, but refracted. I could see the female golfers practising at the hotel driving range, their ‘hair furled in chignons that poked through openings at the rear of their baseball caps’, and their ‘sleek, tanned calves’ like ‘fresh tench attached to the backs of their shins’. Calves like fresh tench? What a high-risk simile that is, especially so early in the book! How easy it would be to get the comparison slightly askew – and lose the reader’s trust from the off. But it is brilliant, and its brilliance lies in its visual exactness (the shiny taper of the fish-backs mimicking the over-developed musculature), and in its sly hint of absurdity (for professional golf is, really, a ridiculous activity). Those tenched muscles are soon followed by other finely exact images: the golfers drawing ‘clubs from the bags with the nonchalance of archers’, the books that ‘lean together like hands in prayer’ when the narrator pulls a copy of The Snow Goose from between them.


More is at work in those clever opening paragraphs, though, than the establishment of a style. They also set in motion images that will return through the book. When Fiennes describes the ‘rinsed golf balls’ flying out from the tees and ‘soaring high above . . . the fairway’, it is the first of many parabolas of flight that will occur in the book: the migratory ‘arc’ of the geese themselves, of course, but also the howitzer-hurl of the potatoes that he and Sam will fire out over Hudson Bay, laughing for joy at the fun of it. The arc of the golf balls finds its first rhyme only a few sentences later, in fact, with the suspension bridge depicted in a colour print on the hotel library wall. The bridge is ‘rigged like a harp, with staunch arched piers and high support towers lifting the curve of the main cables’ – and the bridge’s ‘harp’ will itself re-appear as Eleanor’s brooch, ‘a gold harp with four short strings’, a chapter later.


This subtle weft of imagery is part of the art of The Snow Geese. Objects are allowed to be themselves, but they are also involved in larger symbolic patterns. The two great urges of the book – the urge to move on and the urge to return home – resound into its details. Midway through reading the book, everything and everyone seems somehow charged by these competing impulses: Matthew proudly showing Fiennes the house he is constructing at the foot of a radio mast (copies of Fine Homebuilding magazine strewn about the tent he sleeps in on-site); Marshall taking the Muskeg Express up into the Arctic nineteen times ‘just for the ride’, and teaching Fiennes the mnemonic for the names of the Great Lakes (‘Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, Superior. Spells HOMES’); and of course Fiennes’s own lovingly particular memories of the ‘ironstone’ house he grew up in, recalled in steadfast prose, with proper nouns counter-sunk deep into the sentences. Meanwhile, above and through all of these incidents fly the geese, compelled by instinct on their vast annual commutes from feeding grounds to breeding grounds. The set-piece scenes in which Fiennes evokes their arrivals and departures are the most linguistically gluttonous passages in the book, gloriously gorged with relish for lexis: the ‘halliard yammer’ of the wings, the ‘turd squalls’ that sweep the ground beneath them, and the ‘wild lung-top gabble’ of their massed cries.


However much the narrator watches the geese, though, and however many words he lavishes on them, they remain mysterious to him. Binoculars bring the birds close optically, but not emotionally. They are the cause and rhythm of his journey, but following them for thousands of miles leads Fiennes to a finer understanding of himself, rather than of the geese. For this is a book about how nature provides us not only with ‘ecosystem services’, but also with self-perception, metaphor and new forms of imagination. Repeatedly, deftly, human beings are given avian characteristics: a man has eyes ‘like two small birds’; Eleanor sits on her tree-height balcony because ‘it feels like a nest’, and when she smiles the ‘crow’s feet’ at her eye edge wrinkle into sight. These are tiny migrations of language from one realm to another: bird-words that cross boundaries.


Here and there Fiennes allows the analogy between birds and words to take gorgeous flight. He writes of the ornithologist Stephen Emlen, who devised a superbly simple experiment in order to test the migratory instinct of indigo buntings when deprived of environmental stimuli. Emlen confined buntings ‘in migratory condition’ to special circular cages, in the centres of which he placed funnels of blotting paper mounted on ink pads. The buntings, stirred by the need to travel but unable to do so, would hop onto the funnels before sliding back, with each hop leaving a black print on the paper. In this manner, as Fiennes puts it, ‘the buntings kept diaries: footprints lettered their seasonal restlessness’. The Snow Geese is Fiennes’s migration diary – the lettering of his restlessness. Very late in the book, he is out on a skidoo with two Inuit hunters in the frozen land near Andrew Gordon Bay. Disoriented by the whiteness of the tundra, Fiennes briefly loses perspective and reference, such that ‘for a moment it was as if we were travelling across the middle of a page, with whiteness and black markings all around us, and geese lifting off the snow like letters becoming unstuck’. Letters are unsticking, writing is reaching its limits – and this exceptionally beautiful book is close to its end.


ROBERT MACFARLANE
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WE HAD NO IDEA the hotel would be the venue for a ladies’ professional golf tournament. Each morning, before breakfast, competitors gathered at the practice tees to loosen up their swings. The women wore bright polo shirts, baggy tartan and gingham shorts, white socks, and neat cleated shoes that clacked on the paved walkways of the country club. Their hair was furled in chignons that poked through openings at the rear of baseball caps; their sleek, tanned calves resembled fresh tench attached to the backs of their shins. Caddies stood beside hefty leather golf bags at the edge of the teeing-ground, and the women drew clubs from the bags with the nonchalance of archers. Soon, rinsed golf balls were flying out from the tees, soaring high above the lollipop signs that marked each fifty yards down the fairway.


In addition to the golf course, heated swimming-pool and two tennis courts, hotel guests had at their disposal a peach-walled library, lit by standard lamps. White lace antimacassars lent fussy distinction to the dark red sofa and matching armchairs. Between the bookcases, in a simple giltwood frame, a colour print showed a suspension bridge, rigged like a harp, with staunch arched piers and high support towers lifting the curve of the main cables. Gold-tooled green and brown leatherbound books occupied the shelves alongside more modest clothbound volumes, the dye faded on their spines where light had reached it. The books were not for reading. Their purpose was to impart the atmosphere of an imperial-era country house. What the designer wished to say was, This is a place to which gentlemen may retire with cigars.


The shelves held arcane titles in strange conjunctions: an Anglo-Burmese dictionary next to a set of Sully’s memoirs; G. Marañon’s La Evolución de la Sexualidad e los Estados Intersexuales alongside Praeger’s Wagner as I Knew Him; Carl Størmer’s De l’Espace à l’Atome between J.R. Partington’s Higher Mathematics for Chemical Students and the second volume of Charles Mills’s History of Chivalry. An entire shelf was devoted to editions of the Dublin Review from the 1860s, containing such essays as ‘Father de Hummelauer and the Hexateuch’, ‘Maritime Canals’, ‘The Benedictines in Western Australia’ and ‘Shakespeare as an Economist’.


One morning, after watching the golfers at the practice tees, I found a familiar book, a thin fawn volume almost invisible among the antique tomes. When I pulled The Snow Goose from the shelf, the books either side of it leaned together like hands in prayer. I settled back into an armchair and began to read, remembering how I had first heard this story, aged ten or eleven, in a classroom with high windows, sitting at an old-fashioned sloping desk with a groove along the top of the slope for pens and pencils to rest in, initials and odd glyphs gouged deep in the wood grain. Our teacher, Mr Faulkner, was a tall man with scant hair, flat red cheeks, and teeth pitched at eccentric angles. He wore silk paisley neckerchiefs and cardigans darned with wrong-coloured wools, and he kept his sunglasses on indoors for genuine optometric reasons. He was approaching retirement and liked to finish term with a story. One of the stories he read us was Paul Gallico’s The Snow Goose.


I could feel, on the back of my head, the starched filigree imprint of the antimacassar. The library had no windows. Hotel staff wearing bold name badges walked briskly past the open door. I stopped noticing them. I imagined an Essex coastal marsh, an abandoned lighthouse at a rivermouth, and a dark-bearded hunchback named Rhayader, a painter of landscapes and wildlife, his arm ‘thin and bent at the wrist like the claw of a bird’. Fifteen years had passed since I’d listened to Mr Faulkner reading this story, but its images rushed back to me: Rhayader’s bird sanctuary; the October return of pink-footed and barnacle geese from their northern breeding grounds; Frith, the young girl, ‘nervous and timid as a bird’, who brings Rhayader an injured goose, white with black wing-tips – a snow goose, carried across the Atlantic by a storm as it flew south to escape the Arctic winter.


Rhayader tends to the snow goose. Time passes. The snow goose comes and goes with the pink-foots and barnacles. Frith gradually loses her fear of the hunchback; Rhayader falls in love with her but is too ashamed of his appearance to confess it. In 1940, startled by planes and explosions, the birds set off early on their migration north, but the snow goose stays behind at the lighthouse. Frith finds Rhayader loading supplies into his sixteen-foot sailing boat, preparing to join the fleet of civilian craft that would cross the Channel to rescue Allied troops from Dunkirk.


Much later, in a London pub, a soldier remembers details of that retreat: a white goose circling overhead as the troops waited on the sands; a small boat emerging from smoke, crewed by a hunchback with a crooked hand; the goose flying round and round above the boat while the hunchback lifted men from the beach and ferried them out to larger ships. The soldier compares the goose to an angel of mercy. He has no idea what became of the hunchback or the white bird, but a retired naval commander recalls a derelict small boat drifting between Dunkirk and La Panne, with a dead man lying inside it, machine-gunned, and a goose standing watch over the body. The boat had sunk, taking the man down with it.


Frith had been waiting for Rhayader at the lighthouse. He doesn’t return. The snow goose flies back in from the sea, circles, gains height and disappears. A German pilot mistakes the lighthouse for a military objective, and blows Rhayader’s store of paintings to oblivion.


I closed The Snow Goose, returned it to the shelf, and left the library for the fairways. But the tournament itself seemed lacklustre after the morning’s pageant at the practice tees: the streaked blonde chignons; the easy rhythm of the swings; the fine baize finish of the green. Each caddy attended to his lady with devotion that verged on medieval courtliness: if she complained of a dirty clubface or perspiring hands, he would take one step forward, offering a fresh white towel. Sometimes women swung at the same time, and you could see two or three balls sailing out alongside each other, coterminous, holding still above the trees before inclining, as if by common assent, towards the flag.


*


I FELL ILL when I was twenty-five. I was a graduate student, working towards a doctorate. I went into hospital for an operation two days before Christmas. The surgeon did his rounds dressed as Father Christmas while a brass band toured the wards playing carols to requests. Between verses you could hear the bleeping of cardiac monitors and drip stands. I longed to go home. I heard a doctor tell another patient she could go home: he seemed to be granting her a state of grace. A few days later my mother and father picked me up and drove me home after dark, and I slept in a little room adjoining their bedroom, a room my father had come to use as his dressing-room, but that had been my bedroom when I was very young. That night, I dreamed I was skiing. I was skiing on a wide open slope under blue sky, with no limit to the width or extent of the piste, and a sense of boundlessness, of absolute freedom. And then the snow had gone and a woman I had never met was leading me by the hand across a field, saying, ‘Shall we go to Trieste? We must go to Trieste!’ The window was ajar and a cold December draught blew through on to my head, and I woke up early, thinking my head was encased in ice. My mother swaddled my head in a folded blanket: I felt like an infant discovered in the wild and tended to by Eskimos.


I hoped that within two or three weeks I would be back at work, but there were complications. I went back to hospital for another ten days, and then my mother and father picked me up again and drove me home. I slept in the little room. I could smell my father’s clothes. The bed was tiny: a child’s bed. I slept on the diagonal, corner to corner, across the sag in the unsprung horsehair mattress, and when I woke up the first thing I saw was my great-grandmother’s watercolour of Mount Everest, with a biplane flying towards the mountain, the word EVEREST embossed in black capitals on the cardboard mount. The picture hung above a table I’d always loved – it had a secret compartment, one flap hingeing where you least expected, with a knack to tricking the latch and always the same things inside: an old bible; pairs of cufflinks in a tissue nest; a clothes brush shaped like a cricket bat, the handle wound with waxy black twine.


There were further complications: hospital for the third time in as many months, a second operation. And then the need for serious convalescence – a few months, probably, for rest, for things to settle down, for my strength to come back. I gave up hope of meeting the university’s requirements that year, and did not wish to be anywhere but home. My parents had moved into this house a few months before I was born: it had been the hub of my life, the fixed point. And now that everything had turned chaotic, turbulent and fearsome, now that I had felt the ground shifting beneath my feet and could no longer trust my own body to carry me blithely from one day to the next, there was at least this solace of the familiar. The house was my refuge, my safe place. The illness and its treatments were strange and unpredictable; home was everything I knew and understood.


A medieval ironstone house in the middle of England, miles from the nearest town. The stone was crumbling in places, blotched with lichens and amenable to different lights, ready with ferrous browns, ash greys and sunlit orange-yellows, with paler stone mullions in the windows, and a stone slate roof that dipped and swelled like a strip of water from gable to gable. A wood of chestnuts, sycamores and limes stood a stone’s throw to the east, with a brook, the Sor Brook, running through the trees to a waterfall – a drop of nine or ten feet, with a sluice beside it, my handprints preserved in the concrete patch of a repair. Rooks had colonized the chestnuts, sycamores and limes, and when the trees were bare you could see the thatch bowls of their nests lodged in the forks, and black rook shapes perched in the heights, crowing like bassoons. The tall broach spire of a church poked the sky to the north, farmland drew away in a gentle upward grade to the south and west, and every one of these aspects – the wood, the farmland, the shape of the spire, the sounds of the rooks and brook – was a source of comfort to me. These things had not changed for as long as I could remember, and this steadfastness implied that the world could be relied upon.


I waited for my condition to improve. I wasn’t patient. The edge of my fear rubbed off as the weeks passed, but I became depressed. In hospital I had longed to return to the environment I knew better than any other, because it was something of which I could be sure; because the familiar – the known – promised sanctuary from all that was confusing, alien and new. But after a while the complexion of the familiar began to change. The house, and the past it contained, seemed more prison than sanctuary. As I saw it, my friends were proceeding with their lives, their appetites and energies undimmed, while I was being held back against my will, penalized for an offence of which I was entirely ignorant. My initial relief that the crisis had passed turned slowly to anger, and my frustrations were mollified but not resolved by the kindness of those close to me, because no one, however loving, could give me the one thing I wanted above all else: my former self.


Leaves hid the nests in the tree crowns. Swallows returned in April, followed by swifts in May. After supper we’d sit out at the back of the house, watching swifts wheel overhead on their vespers flights, screaming parties racing in the half-light. Rooks flew in feeding sorties from the wood to the fields. You could hear the Sor Brook coursing over the waterfall in the trees, the sibilance of congregations saying trespasses, trespasses, forgive us our trespasses. But the sound was no longer a source of comfort. I couldn’t relax into the necessity for this confinement. I felt the loss not just of my strength but of my capacity for joy. I tried to concentrate on the swifts, to pin my attention to something other than my own anxieties. I knew that generation after generation returned to the same favoured nesting sites, and that these were most likely the same birds we had watched the year before, descendants of swifts that had nested in the eaves of the house when my mother and father first moved to it; descendants, too, of swifts my father had watched as a boy, visiting his grandparents in the same house.


My mother suggested a change of scene, and we drove to a hotel close to the Welsh border. We had no idea it would be the venue for a ladies’ professional golf tournament. Each morning, before breakfast, I walked down to the practice tees to watch the women loosen up their swings. I found The Snow Goose and read it straight through, remembering Mr Faulkner, the room’s high windows, the grooved desks. I was suspicious of the story’s sentimentality, its glaze of religious allegory, the easy portentousness of its abstract nouns, and I laughed at Gallico’s attempts to render phonetically (as if they were birdsong) the East End speech of the soldiers in the pub and the upper-class diction of the officers. But something in the story haunted me.


*


MY FATHER LOVED BIRDS. A birdfeeder hung from a bracket at the back of the house: a long, thin tube of green wire mesh, chockfull with premium Hsuji peanuts. You could see the feeder through the French windows that opened on to the small paved terrace, and if you sat still you could watch coal tits, great tits, blue tits and sometimes nuthatches ransacking the store of red-husked nuts, the nuthatches easily picked out by their blue-grey backs and the way they clung (upside-down, tails-up) to the green mesh. I’d never paid them much attention as a child. A wren’s habit of cocking its tail wasn’t nearly as alluring as sport or pop music or television. I didn’t want to listen when my father pointed out wagtails speedwalking across the lawn, chaffinches perched on the roof-angle, or the way a green woodpecker flew in bounds, folding its wings and losing height between bouts of flapping, so that you saw an undulation like someone stitching a hem and could say the name of the bird before you’d even made out the colour of its plumage.


But when we came back from the hotel, I wanted to learn about birds. I couldn’t shake The Snow Goose from my head. I wandered round the garden, equipped with my father’s Zeiss pocket binoculars and a simple beginner’s field guide, looking for birds, trying to learn their names. Sometimes I’d describe a bird to my father and he’d name it for me: goldfinch, blackcap, yellowhammer. It must have been a surprise for my parents to see me showing these signs of enthusiasm: for months I’d been sullen, despondent, introverted, caught up in my own fears, resentful that my life had been interrupted so violently. In hospital, I’d longed to be at home. But by the end of May I was sick of it, restless, hungry for new experiences, different horizons. When I read Gallico’s descriptions of the flights of geese, I wondered at the mysterious signals that told a bird it was time to move, time to fly.


I shared it, this urge to go. I was getting stronger. I was strong enough to be curious. It was as if I were trying to redeem my earlier failure to notice, the way I gave my attention, as I never had done as a child, to the swallows, swifts, rooks, wagtails, finches, warblers, thrushes and woodpeckers around the house – my father ready with a name, a habit, a piece of lore. I loved the swifts most of all. I’d never watched them so intently. My father said that after they left the house at the beginning of August many of them wouldn’t land or touch down until they came back to nest the following May: they drank on the wing, fed on the wing, even slept on the wing. I thought of Gallico’s snow goose flying south from the Arctic each autumn, the pink-footed and barnacle geese moving back and forth between Rhayader’s sanctuary and their northern breeding grounds. Why did birds undertake such journeys? How did they know when to go, or where? How did swifts, year after year, find their way from Malawi to this house, my childhood home?


I was excited about something for the first time since I’d fallen ill, and I needed a project, a distraction, a means of escape. I carried books about bird migration up to a room at the top of the house, a real cubbyhole, tucked in under the roof, its low ceiling mottled with sooty drifts and rings, as if candles had smoked runes on to the cracked plaster – a room we knew as the eyrie, because it had the high, snug feeling of an eagle’s nest. The pattern of fields I could see through the little two-light window was second nature to me, and I knew what each field was called: Lower Quarters, Danvers Meadow, Morby’s Close, Allowance Ground. Sometimes swifts screamed past the window as I sat in the eyrie, studying ornithology.


*


WE ARE TILTED. This was the first thing to understand. The axis of the Earth’s rotation is not perpendicular to the plane of the Earth’s orbit round the sun. It is tilted at about 23.5 degrees. The tilt means that the northern and southern hemispheres are angled towards the sun for part of the year, and away from the sun for another part of the year. We have seasons. Climates turn welcoming and inhospitable in regular sequence. Food supplies dwindle in one place even as they burgeon in another. All creatures must adapt to these cycles if they are to survive. Migration is a way of coping with the tilt.


Hooded warblers, weighing a third of an ounce, fly more than 600 miles non-stop across the Gulf of Mexico, and so do ruby-throated hummingbirds, less than four inches long, their wings beating twenty-five to fifty times a second. Red-footed falcons fly from Siberia and eastern Europe, crossing the Black, Caspian and Mediterranean Seas on their way to savannahs in south-eastern Africa; demoiselle cranes fly over the Himalayas en route to their Indian winter grounds; short-tailed shearwaters fly from the Bering Sea to breeding colonies off southern Australia, arriving each year within a week of the same date; the chunky, short-legged waders called red knots fly all the way from Baffin Island to Tierra del Fuego, an annual round trip of almost 20,000 miles. An Arctic tern, flying from the Arctic to Antarctica and back again, might travel 25,000 miles in a year – a distance roughly equivalent to the circumference of the Earth.


Six hundred thousand greater snow geese breed on north-eastern Canadian Arctic islands and migrate south each autumn over Quebec and New England to winter quarters along the Atlantic from New Jersey to North Carolina. But these are far outnumbered by the lesser snow goose, Chen caerulescens caerulescens, probably the most abundant goose in the world. The lesser snow occurs in two distinct colour phases. ‘White-phase’ snow geese have white plumage and black wing-tips; ‘blue-phase’ geese have feathers of various browns, greys and silvers mixed in with the whites, giving an overall impression of slaty, metallic blue. Blues and whites pair and breed together; they roost and migrate in mixed flocks. Both have orange-pink bills, narrower than the black bills of Canada geese, with tough, serrated edges for tearing the roots of marshland plants. A conspicuous lozenge-shaped black patch along each side of the bill gives them a grinning or leering expression.


Six million lesser snows breed right across the Arctic, from Wrangel Island off Siberia in the west, to Hudson Bay, Southampton Island and Baffin Island in the east, and at the end of summer they migrate to wintering grounds in the southern United States and northern Mexico. These are demanding, hazardous journeys of two or three or even four thousand miles, but the advantages of migration outweigh the risks. In the high Arctic latitudes, snow geese find large areas of suitable nesting habitat, relatively few predators, an abundance of food during the short, intense summers, and twenty-four hours of daylight in which to feed. And before the Arctic winter sets in, before their food supplies are frozen or buried deep under snow, they can fly south to exploit the resources and hospitable conditions of their winter grounds.


As I read, sitting in the eyrie, I kept thinking back to Gallico’s story, Frith arriving at Rhayader’s lighthouse with a wounded goose in her arms, either a greater snow goose or a white-phase lesser snow, knocked from its course by a storm as it flew south in its family group. I sought out photographs of snow geese: the wintry, laundered freshness of white plumage immediately after moult; the dense, lacquer-black eyes that glinted like china beads; the wing bedlam of flocks rising from marshland roosts. I was drawn to these images. I felt shackled, cooped-up. It was as if I’d glimpsed birds through the high, barred window of a cell. Day by day, my restlessness intensified.


Then my father found an old map and left it on my bed in the dressing-room – a map of the Americas, rumpled and stained, worn through wherever foldlines intersected, with the flights of migrant birds streaking across it from one end of the continent to the other, Cape Horn to the Chukchi Sea. And the first thing to catch my eye was the long curve of watercolour green that represented the flight of midcontinent lesser snows, perhaps 5 million birds, from the Gulf coast of Texas north across the Great Plains towards Winnipeg; over boreal conifer forest and open tundra to Hudson Bay; and then on across the bay towards Southampton Island and a peninsula at the southern tip of Baffin Island called the Foxe Peninsula, or Foxe Land. I traced this route again and again across the map, dreaming of escape. Huge numbers of lesser snows nested in Foxe Land. One area, the Great Plains of the Koukdjuak, was said to support more than a million geese. What would they sound like, a million geese? What would it be like, I wondered, to see those flocks with my own eyes, coming into Foxe Land on the south winds?


I imagined a quest, a flight: a journey with snow geese to the Arctic. The pang of nostalgia, the intense longing to go home I had experienced in hospital, had now been supplanted by an equally intense longing for adventure, for strange horizons. I was as desperate to get away from home as I had been to return to it. I went back to the university at the end of the summer, but my heart was no longer in my work. I kept thinking of snow geese. I had been immersed in everything that was most familiar to me, that reeked most strongly of my past, and I was hungry for the new, for uncharted country. I wanted to celebrate my return from the state of being ill, find some way of putting the experiences of hospital behind me, the fear and shock of those weeks, the sense of imprisonment. I wanted to declare my freedom to move.


I booked a flight to Houston for the end of February, intending to find snow geese on the Texas prairies and follow them north with the spring.


*


THE DAY BEFORE I left for Texas, I took the train home from London. In the afternoon, my father and I went for a walk. A pink kite was snared in the churchyard yew tree; there were clumps of moss like berets on the corners of the headstones. We climbed a gate and strode out across Danvers Meadow, heading westwards, leaning into the slope, last year’s sere beech leaves strewn through the grass. My father was wearing tan corduroy trousers and an old battered green waxed jacket; in one pocket he kept a matching green waxed hat in case of rain. We were walking at a steady pace, talking about the journey ahead of me, the rhythm of the walk going on under the words like a tempo.


A drystone wall ran along the ridge ahead of us, and we knew exactly what to expect from that vantage: gentle undulating country, a system of quickthorn hedges, stands of trees, fields ploughed or planted or left for grazing, and, beyond Lower Clover Ground, a cattle building with a corrugated roof, the herd’s breath rolling out as vapour over wide steel gates. There were three straw bale ricks next to the building, with ladders and broken wood pallets propped against them, and further down the valley, beside the Sor Brook, stood a farmhouse with smoke rising from a brick chimney, a clutch of chicken sheds, a bunting of pink and white towels strung on a clothes line. This prospect was as familiar as our faces, as inevitable and apt, with spinneys, hedges, fields, slopes and the two buildings in their allotted places, each thing distinguished by a name: Hazelford, Buck Park and Jester’s Hill; Frederick’s Plantation, Stafford Wood and Miller’s Osiers; the Brake, the Shoulder of Mutton, the Great Ground.


We climbed a stile and walked on down towards the cattle building, the backs of my large black gumboots flopping against my calves. The drone of a twin-prop plane made us look up: a few cumulus clouds, purple-grey underneath, topsides gleaming like schooner sails; the furrowed white streamer of a contrail; the bounding flight of small birds. We heard the clang and judder of cattle on the steel gates, the herd breathing like organ bellows. A triangular sign said Use Crawling Boards on this Roof, and on the far side of the building there were grey feed troughs and wire fencing rolls, an open flatbed trailer, an old matt red Massey Ferguson combine and a heap of distressed farm machinery: ploughshares, harrows, iron scuffles, rusting discs and tines. Beyond the building the ground fell away to our left, down to the Sor Brook and the cricket-bat willows planted alongside it, their leaves a flashy bluish-green in summer. The brook ran past the farmhouse: a former mill, a tall, narrow building with white-framed windows under black timber lintels.


We passed the farmhouse, keeping to the high ground, with the Sor Brook meandering below us on our left side, and then we turned down the slope to the brook and walked back against the current through Keeper’s Meadow and Little Quarters, the ground here disrupted by the red-brown earthworks of moles. Month-old lambs, and ewes with daubs of red paint on their haunches, grazed close to the quickthorn hedge; wool tufts were snagged on the quickthorn. There was a constant background chirrup and twitter, and at intervals the boom, quite far off, of a bird cannon. We walked side by side, opening gates and latching them shut, getting closer and closer to home. The spire came into view, the weathercock’s tailplumes glinting in the low sun, and then the white stone chimneys of the house: our points of reference. There was no part of the world I knew so well, or loved so deeply. We walked up to the house, gravel crunching underfoot, taking our coats off as we approached the front door, the rooks garrulous in their high perches. I trod on the heels of the gumboots to get my feet out, and my father put one hand out against the wall to steady himself while he unlaced his boots.


Later, with the heavy red curtains drawn across the French windows, we leaned forward over my map of the Americas, following the flight of snow geese from Texas to Foxe Land. The mantel clock ticked; the fire snapped and puttered like a flag.


*


I FLEW TO HOUSTON, rented a metallic blue Chevrolet Cavalier and drove west towards Eagle Lake. It was exhilarating, just the thought that I should be in Texas, on my way to find snow geese, under my own steam, out in the world, in the new. And it was the new: coarse scrub prairie and fields ploughed for rice and sorghum running flat in all directions; windmills, cylindrical rice bins and galvanized farm sheds; pumping jacks going like metronomes in the blue half-light; and the silhouettes of mesquite trees like ancient Greek letters propped up on the narrow levees. I was already looking for geese: excitement – threshold alertness – warded off jetlag, and my eyes, like two small birds, flitted from place to place.


It was dark when I pulled up at the Sportsman’s Motel, a single-storey, L-shaped building on the edge of Eagle Lake, pickups berthed at the room doors and a stuffed goose keeping vigil over the reception desk, wings akimbo. I hardly slept, my mind firing all night with anticipation, self-reliance, the prospect of Foxe Land.


A lady at the Chamber of Commerce had suggested I talk to Ken about snow geese. I called him from the motel that first morning.


‘I’ll meet you for lunch at the Sportsman’s Restaurant,’ he said. ‘That’s right across the lot from where you are. You can’t miss it.’


Eagle Lake was a small prairie town with streets shaded by live oaks and magnolias, and white clapboard houses sitting in their plots like palaces in broad demesnes, boasting porches, decks, stoops, swingseats and awnings. American flags hung limply from peeling white poles. Red-winged blackbirds perched on the telegraph wires like notes on music staves. A railroad, the Southern Pacific, bisected the place, and every so often bells would ring out at all the level crossings, their clangour soon obliterated by the thunder of yellow locomotives and gravel-heaped gondolas plying the line from San Francisco to New Orleans, sending tremors rippling out under the buildings into the prairies.


I was the only person out walking. Hunters drove past me in pickup trucks, here to shoot ring-necked pheasants, sandhill cranes, chukars, mourning doves, scaled quail, white-tailed deer and the wild boar called javelinas, but especially the ducks and geese that wintered in their thousands on surrounding prairies. Waterfowl were spoilt for roosting ponds as well as rice and corn stubble in which to feed. The hunters, too, found everything they needed in Eagle Lake: Johnny’s Sports Shop for camouflage gear, hunting knives, electronic bird calls, high velocity steel and premium tungsten Tumble ’em with Tungsten! shells, and Benelli, Browning, Remington, Winchester and Lakefield shotguns and rifles; guide services like Davis Waddell’s Prairie Waterfowl Hunts or Lonnie Labay’s Double ‘L’ Hunting Club; foul-smelling taxidermy studios to mount their canvasback, bufflehead or white-phase snow goose on a piece of Texas cedar driftwood and thereby make a trophy of it; and the Sportsman’s Restaurant, across the lot from the motel, across Boothe Drive from the Dairy Queen, to serve as their canteen, rendezvous and home-from-home.


Inside, the Sportsman’s walls were hung with colour prints depicting hunting scenes: men setting decoys at dawn, sallies of startled ducks, the lope and fealty of labradors. Stuffed fowl took wing from driftwood mounts; miniature models of flying ducks dangled on fine chains from the hubs of ceiling fans: waitresses reached up and tugged on ducks to set the wooden blades turning. An angel, made of stained glass, hovered in one corner of the restaurant, the feathers in her wings suggested by intricate lead seams between almond-shaped pieces of smoky white glass. She wore a yellow dress sashed with a bolt of red cloth, and she carried a lamb.


The hunters wolfed down chicken fried steaks or chewed cuds of Red Man, Beech-Nut, Levi Garrett or Jackson’s Apple Jack chewing tobacco, all kitted out in camouflage dungarees, shirts, jackets and caps, and necklaces of aluminium bands – identification bands removed from the shins of shot geese and strung on leather thongs. The foliage in their camouflage might be a crowded branching lit by little silver-grey leaves, or a pattern of palmate leaves like those of a maple or plane tossed in with the lobed leaves of oaks, or a design of fronds and the long, blade-shaped leaves of reeds and rushes, and sometimes men wearing these three distinct habitats sat together at the same table as if to illustrate the world’s variety of bush and cover. The linoleum floor tiles were blotched with camouflage olive and khaki, and so were the tabletops, which meant that the hunters’ arms disappeared when they reached for the salt cellar or sugar jar, the patterns and colours of their sleeves getting lost in those of the tables.
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