

About the Author

Kenji Miyazawa (1896–1933) was born and raised in Iwate, a rural part of Northern Japan, largely cut off from the modern world. As a boy he was fascinated by glimpses of the modern industrial world – train lines and telegraph poles running into the distance – and he hoarded scientific information. His stories often contain fantastical descriptions of landscape alongside technological details. He was also deeply connected to the folk tales of Japan and interested in both Buddhism and Christianity.

After graduation from agricultural college, he moved to Tokyo to write and work as a proofreader. When his sister became ill, he returned to Iwate to care for her and remained there for the rest of his life. He devoted himself to the education and protection of the local farming community, even eating the same poor diet in solidarity with his neighbours, contributing to his early death from tuberculosis at the age of 37. Only two of Miyazawa’s works were published during his lifetime. His success and fame as a writer came posthumously but his poetry and stories are popular in Japan to this day.




Kenji Miyazawa



NIGHT TRAIN TO THE STARS

And Other Stories

TRANSLATED FROM THE JAPANESE BY
John Bester

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY
Kaori Nagai

WITH A FOREWORD BY
David Mitchell

[image: Penguin Random House]




Foreword

The world breathed into being by Kenji Miyazawa’s tales is a many-sided place where readers may lose their bearings a little. Some of the tales in these pages evoke Aesop’s fables, with their talking animals and clean-cut morals. Others land like otherworldly parables told by a Buddhist preacher with a side-gig in syncretic Christianity, and a contemporary reader might wonder, ‘What is it exactly you want me to think?’ Some stories glow in the dark with a simple folkloric charm. Others are tethered to their place in the historical continuum, and (gently) puncture the author’s modern times – Japan’s late Taishō and early Shōwa periods of the 1920s and early 1930s. Some stories possess an autumnal pathos that recalls Oscar Wilde’s ‘The Selfish Giant’ or ‘The Happy Prince’. Some are buoyant with humour. Or whimsy, even. Others ache with loss and bereavement. A few flow with the illogic of a dream-poem. Some belong in the landscape of Japanese narrative, up to and including the films of Studio Ghibli. Others are islands unto themselves, resembling nothing – at all – but a Kenji Miyazawa tale. A handful may feel sketchy and made up on the spot, like a bedtime story. Perhaps they were. Yet a further handful – ‘The Earthgod and the Fox’, or ‘The Restaurant of Many Orders’ – are half-buried, cut and polished gems of world literature.

The many-sidedness of Kenji Miyazawa’s tales reflect the many-sidedness of their creator. Son of a pawnbroker who profited directly from his neighbours’ misfortunes. Misfit dreamer of socialist utopias. Soil scientist and lecturer at an agrarian college. Proselytising convert to Nichiren Buddhism and questing believer in spiritual realms. Amateur farmer trying (and failing) to eke out a living in Japan’s wintery Iwate Prefecture. Cello-playing, German- and Esperanto-learning humanist with a passion for Beethoven, Bach and Debussy. Founder of a cultural society closed down by the government in 1928 during a clampdown on foreign influences. Poet, mostly ignored by the Tokyo literary world in his lifetime.

These many selves permeate his many tales. On my first reading I caught myself wondering, ‘Which is the real Miyazawa?’ The answer, of course, is ‘All of them’ – and if a unifying field is needed, it is Compassion. While Miyazawa never married during his curtailed life (he died of pneumonia at the age of thirty-seven) he was a devoted brother to his sister Toshi – he moved to Tokyo to nurse her and was plunged into grief by her early death. Compassion for animals led him to lifelong vegetarianism, still a relative rarity in Japan. Social conscience led Miyazawa to reject his family pawnbroking business in favour of lecturing and setting up a model farm to showcase new agricultural methods. While wartime propagandists seized on the opening lines of Miyazawa’s poem ‘Ame ni mo makezu’ – a contender for Most Recognised Line of Poetry in the Japanese Language – as a slogan of bushido indomitability, the poem in its entirety is a (not very martial at all) credo to an ego-less life guided by compassion. Appropriately, it was Miyazawa’s younger brother Seiroku who nourished the poet’s posthumous reputation. Without this fraternal love, Kenji Miyazawa’s work may have vanished in the ashes of a firebombed backwater, the wilful amnesia of the Occupation and the material rush of Reconstruction.

Luckily for us, Miyazawa’s poetry and tales survived to become an evergreen fixture in Japanese letters and culture, cherished even by non-readers. In her knowledgeable introduction to John Bester’s alert translations, Dr Kaori Nagai offers the English-speaking reader the perfect map to go exploring Miyazawa’s curious, of-its-time-yet-timeless world. Off you go, then. Enjoy losing your bearings a little.

David Mitchell, 2022




Introduction

Kenji Miyazawa (1896–1933), a Japanese modernist poet and storyteller, a devout Buddhist and an agricultural science teacher, was also a stargazer. He fell in love with the stars while in middle school. He often spent hours on the rooftop gazing at the night sky, with his cardboard planisphere in hand. His younger brother, Seiroku, remembers how Kenji as a young teenager tried to teach him the names of the constellations and the legends of the stars, telling him that we travel through the galaxy daily, riding on a vehicle called Earth. Miyazawa’s lifelong fascination with the stars provided the inspiration for his masterpiece ‘Night Train to the Stars’, in which he sends two boys – Giovanni and Campanella – up into the sky, which he himself always wished to visit.

Reading ‘Night Train to the Stars’ and other stories by Miyazawa is a unique experience: we are invited to step into a strange world, which feels like (and is described by one of his characters as) a ‘fourth dimension of fantasy’. There, many unimaginable things happen (such as travelling across the stars on a night train), which expand our perceptions and sense of reality. It is also a breathtakingly beautiful world as, in Miyazawa’s descriptions, earthly things are as starry as those of the night sky – the dewdrops on the grass, the flowers lit by the sun, the waves and bubbles in a river, and so on, glitter and shine, reminding us that we are part of the universe.

Kenji Miyazawa is a much-loved author in Japan and something of a national institution. Most Japanese people know by heart the first few lines of his most famous poem, ‘Ame ni mo makezu’ (‘Not Beaten by Rain’), and have read his best-known stories, such as ‘Night Train to the Stars’, ‘The Restaurant of Many Orders’ and ‘Gorsch the Cellist’. These texts are so influential that they have become part of the cultural vocabulary: it is very easy to spot the influence of Miyazawa in the Japanese art scene and popular culture (for instance, the Studio Ghibli films show a certain affinity with Miyazawa’s works, and the studio’s iconic director, Hayao Miyazaki, is one of his many admirers). His fame, however, arrived posthumously. In his lifetime, he contributed several pieces to periodicals and self-published two books – the poetry collection Spring and Asura (1924) and the short-story collection The Restaurant of Many Orders (1924) – without much success. He died at the age of thirty-seven almost unknown as a writer, leaving behind unpublished manuscripts containing over 100 stories and 800 poems. His subsequent rise to fame as a national poet was largely due to the fact that ‘Ame ni mo makezu’, discovered after his death as an entry in his pocket notebook, was used as wartime propaganda. The poem expresses his aspiration to lead a humble and altruistic existence, undefeated by all the sufferings and adversities of life. This made it a perfect vehicle to teach the nation the virtues of humility, frugality and personal sacrifice during the war and then in the post-war period of hardship. However, Miyazawa would never have achieved his enduring popularity without the efforts of his family, friends and admirers to make his works available to the world. Seiroku played an especially large part in this effort, guarding the manuscripts which Kenji had entrusted to him throughout the WWII air raids, and overseeing their publication afterwards.

Miyazawa was born and spent most of his life in Hanamaki, Iwate Prefecture, in the Tōhoku (northeast) region of Japan. His stories were shaped by his experiences there in many significant ways. With the Kitakami Mountains running through the middle of it, Iwate is a mountainous region of natural beauty, known for its harsh climate. In the winter, the whole area is covered by heavy snowfalls. The splendour and brutality of this weather are captured in Miyazawa’s story ‘The Red Blanket’, in which the Old Snow Woman, the personification of a blizzard, considers it her right to take human lives. Tōhoku is also a volcanic and earthquake-prone area; it was an earthquake there that triggered the gigantic tsunami and Fukushima nuclear power plant meltdown in 2011. These environmental conditions pose a challenge to the lives of the local inhabitants, especially farmers. In Miyazawa’s time, cold weather and other factors frequently caused crop failures, and even famines. He was deeply concerned with the plight of those who lived off the land, despite and because of the fact that he was born into a wealthy family. He loathed the family business of pawnbroking, which profited from the struggling of local farmers, and instead chose to pursue a career as an agricultural scientist, specialising in soil science. He taught in an agricultural school in Hanamaki for five years, and then resigned from the position to be a farmer himself and devote himself to sharing his scientific and technological knowledge to help improve the lives of other agricultural workers. If Miyazawa’s stories seem attentive to plants, trees and other creatures of the soil, this is partly because he was an expert in them. Just like Dr Lin Po in ‘General Son Ba-yu’, he was a plant doctor of sorts, who worked with plants to alleviate people’s sufferings.

Many of Miyazawa’s stories are set in his homeland of Iwate and richly weave in regional references. For instance, Japan is full of legends about fox spirits that shapeshift into humans to do all sorts of mischief, and Miyazawa’s ‘Tokkobe Torako’ focuses on one of these spirits, which is known in Iwate Prefecture. The story fascinatingly juxtaposes two kinds of foxes that the locals live alongside: the supernatural spirit, which they still believe in and are afraid of, and the real ‘Tokkobe Torako’, the leader of a fox pack who comes out at night for scraps of food. Other folkloric figures inhabiting Miyazawa’s stories include the earthgod (‘The Earthgod and the Fox’) and the wild man of the hills (‘The Man of the Hills’ and ‘Night of the Festival’). In Miyazawa’s world, these beings are irresistibly drawn towards new and modern ways of life: the earthgod is intensely jealous of the westernised fox who becomes his rival in love, and the hillmen wander into towns out of curiosity and get into trouble. In this way, these figures from folklore are made to represent how the old and indigenous ways have been marginalised and left behind by the rapid process of modernisation and westernisation happening in Miyazawa’s lifetime. In ‘The Man of the Hills’, the Seven Hills (‘Nanatsu-mori’) – a range of seven small hills, all covered with trees – marks the threshold between the two worlds; these hills actually exist in Shizukuishi, a town in Iwate which Miyazawa often visited. Likewise, Ōzora Falls near Hanamaki is said to be the model for the majestic mountain waterfall described at the beginning of ‘The Bears of Nametoko’, which ‘goes thundering down through the thick-growing cypresses and maples’ for some three hundred feet.

However, it would be misleading merely to say that Miyazawa’s stories are set in Iwate. Rather, he mixed local elements with his imagination to create a literary world that is truly magical. Miyazawa called his fictional world Ihatov, which he defines as Iwate as a dreamland that really exists in his mind. In this dreamland, everything is possible: ‘one can instantly leap onto an icy cloud and travel north, accompanied by the great wind that circles around the Earth, or one can talk with the ants who pass under the red cups of flowers’ (my translation, from the advertisement Miyazawa wrote for The Restaurant of Many Orders). He likens Ihatov to some other literary dreamlands such as Lewis Carroll’s Looking-Glass world and the ‘Desert of Tepântar’, evoked in a poem by Rabindranath Tagore as a fairy-tale place (‘The Land of the Exile’), as well as farmlands cultivated by Hans Christian Andersen’s characters (‘Little Claus and Big Claus’) and the kingdom of Ivan the Fool created by Leo Tolstoy. Ihatov is hardly a cut-off, hard-to-reach place, but is conceived of as a cosmopolitan dreamland, connected with every location, in the past and the future, through global literary railway networks. Ihatov is also a transliteration of ‘Iwate’ in Esperanto, the international language that Miyazawa learned in order to become a world citizen.

‘Night Train to the Stars’ is a typical Ihatov story. Although the story is set in an unnamed city and its two main characters – Giovanni and Campanella – have European names, its setting unmistakably evokes Hanamaki City, with its railway lines and the Kitakami River, one of Japan’s largest rivers. Miyazawa the stargazer must have based the following description on his own experience: ‘Further downstream, the Milky Way was reflected over the whole width of the river, so that it looked not like water but like a continuation of the sky itself.’ The whole city’s landscape – the train, the river and the sky – inspired him to write the story.

Miyazawa was a Buddhist and a natural scientist. ‘Night Train to the Stars’ is a good example of how he draws on science to explore religious and philosophical questions such as: what is the nature of the phenomena we think we are experiencing; where do we go after our deaths; what is the true God; and what is and where do we find true happiness for all? The reference to the ‘fourth dimension of fantasy’ shows that Miyazawa was aware of Einstein’s theory of relativity proposed in 1905. He utilises his knowledge of the stars in creating the Milky Way railway route, which traverses the entire galaxy from the Northern Cross to the Southern Cross, and features many real stars, constellations and nebulae. Moreover, to travel on the Milky Way train is also to travel across deep, geological time. At Swan Halt, the boys make a quick visit to the ‘Pliocene Coast’, where they find walnuts that are ‘some one million two hundred thousand years old’. Miyazawa was a geologist and a lover of stones, and this episode is based on his own discovery of walnut fossils in the riverbed of the Kitakami River – another local and personal reference that he weaves into his dreamland. And this geological and cosmic time, which the Western world had recently ‘discovered’ through a series of scientific advances in the nineteenth century, has long been part of Buddhist cosmology. This can be seen in Miyazawa’s Buddhist story ‘A Stem of Lilies’, in which the narrator tells of Lord Buddha’s visit to a city which took place ‘two hundred million years or so ago’.

It might be of interest to Western readers that in East and Southeast Asian cultures, the Milky Way is considered to be the River of the Heavens: our galaxy is a body of silvery water flowing across the night sky, rather than spilled milk from Hera’s breast, as we find in Greek mythology. According to a Chinese legend, two celestial lovers, the cowherd (the star Altair in the constellation Aquila) and the weaver girl (the star Vega in the constellation of Lyra) are separated by the river and are only allowed to meet once a year. A flock of magpies make a bridge over the heavenly water to enable their meeting. In many countries, including Japan, a festival is held annually to celebrate their reunion on the seventh day of the seventh month of the year. ‘Night Train to the Stars’ is indebted to this tradition, as the story takes place on the night of the Milky Way Festival. This legend provides a fitting backdrop to the story of Giovanni and Campanella, two childhood friends who have drifted apart due to Giovanni’s family circumstances. They rekindle their friendship on the train, only to be separated again. Indeed, longing for lost loved ones is a recurring theme of the story, as it turns out that the Milky Way railroad carries the dead to the heavens. When Miyazawa’s younger sister Toshi, who had been his soulmate, died of tuberculosis at the age of twenty-four, he was inconsolable. He even took a train to South Sakhalin, which was on the northern edge of the historical Japanese Empire (now in Russia), to find her. This train journey is said to have contributed to the making of ‘Night Train to the Stars’. But in this story, in which all spaces and times commingle in a dreamland, we meet not only those whom we have personally lost but also all others whom we have not met but nonetheless have been connected with. Among the train’s passengers are those who died in the sinking of a ship, which struck an iceberg during its passage. This incident is based on the sinking of Titanic in the North Atlantic Ocean in 1912, which happened when Miyazawa was fifteen years old. The fact that the girl and the boy from the sunken ship, who join Giovanni and Campanella, are given Japanese names suggests that he felt a strong connection to the victims of this globally high-profile tragedy.

Miyazawa was deeply aware of the corrupt and exploitative nature of modern society and was especially critical of those in power. For instance, in ‘The Spider, the Slug and the Racoon’, each of the three titular villains represents the powerful in society who prey on the weak for their own personal gain and worldly success. ‘The Fire Stone’, a story about a hare child entrusted with a precious stone, shows how quickly power corrupts even the most innocent of us. ‘The Police Chief’ is a caricature of the criminal nature of the government, featuring a police chief who takes to transgressing the law, which he is supposed to be protecting, and committing the gravest of crimes to his heart’s content. Miyazawa’s stories were also vehicles in which to present his socialist vision of a better society for all. In this sense, ‘Ozbel and the Elephant’ and ‘The Thirty Frogs’ can be read as allegories of socialist revolution. In both stories, the good-natured and hardworking workers are tricked into enslavement and are made to endure life-threatening overwork. Both stories end with the liberation of the enslaved, while the capitalist oppressor meets a dismal end. In ‘Wildcat and the Acorns’, a human boy is asked by Wildcat to put a stop to a dispute among three hundred acorns, each of which is claiming to be the best. The judgement passed by the child (drawing on a Buddhist sermon) – ‘the best is the one who’s most stupid, most ridiculous and most good-for-nothing’ – is truly refreshing for those of us living in an ever more competitive society. Miyazawa called this ‘good-for-nothing’ figure a dekunobou, and this was the ideal that Miyazawa wished to live up to himself. The desire to be a dekunobou is at the heart of his poem ‘Ame ni mo makezu’, and in this collection this figure is most fully embodied in the protagonist of ‘Kenju’s Wood.’ Kenju is a nature-loving boy, ‘a bit soft in the head’ and made fun of by everybody, who nurtures seven hundred cedar seedlings into a splendid forest park, which continues to be enjoyed by many long after he dies.

One of the pleasures of reading Miyazawa’s stories is that they feature many talking non-humans. It is not just animal characters who talk, for we also get to hear the voices of other kinds of nonhumans such as plants (‘The Dahlias and the Crane’) and household tools including a bucket, a dustpan and a rat trap (‘The Ungrateful Rat’). In ‘March by Moonlight’, we even witness a military procession of railway telegraph poles, marching to the beat of the song they sing. His stories animate and infuse life into all the objects around us, shedding fresh light on their existence. At first glance, these fables might not look like a truthful representation of nature, as non-human characters are made to represent a variety of human types or ideas. But even these stories are infused with the beauty of the natural world. For instance, in ‘The Spider, the Slug and the Racoon’, the rise and fall of the three villains is framed by poetically naturalistic descriptions of blue-eyed bees, ‘flying about buzzing cheerfully in the sunlight’ in the spring, ‘busily gathering the last honey of the year’ in the autumn, and ‘in the six-sided home … sleeping peacefully, dreaming of the spring to come’ in the winter, as a real-life model of diligence and simple living. In ‘The Wild Pear’, we are even invited to see the underwater world from the point of view of two boy crabs, for whom the river surface is a ceiling, leading us to admire the movements of fish, bubbles and the network of light around and above them. According to Miyazawa’s own preface to The Restaurant of Many Orders, his stories were given to him during his walks ‘by rainbows and moonlight in the woods, in the fields and on railway tracks’ (my translation): natural elements are his co-writers and collaborators. In this collection, the opening of ‘The First Deer Dance’ captures the moment in which ‘the rustling of the breeze’ turns into a human speech in the narrator’s ears, telling him the origin story of the Deer Dance, traditionally performed in Iwate. Likewise, in ‘Down in the Wood’, we find the narrator in deep conversation with an owl, who retells the famous Japanese tale about ‘the kite who took up dyeing’.

In Buddhism, it is commonly recognised that all of nature – mountains, rivers, plants, trees and all other beings – possess the potential to be a Buddha, just like humans, and our lives are interconnected through the chains of karma and reincarnation. Miyazawa was a devotee of the Nichiren sect of Japanese Buddhism, which bases its teachings on the Lotus Sutra, and this deeply coloured his views about the natural world. He advocated and practised vegetarianism, for the same reason as the nighthawk in his story ‘The Nighthawk Star’, who finds it unbearable to have to kill so many creatures daily to survive, and who resolves to ‘stop eating insects and starve to death.’ ‘The Bears of Nametoko’ likewise draws attention to the cruelty of killing animals when a chased bear stops and asks the hunter ‘Why do you have to shoot me?’ But the story’s exploration of this subject goes much deeper than just the criticism of human cruelty, as there is a deep tie and sympathy between the bears of Nametoko and the hunter who unwillingly shoots them to make his meagre living. The story suggests that to kill or eat an animal is to form a karmic tie with it and not being aware of this makes the action even more sinful.

Talking of vegetarianism, ‘The Restaurant of Many Orders’ is one of the best stories ever written to critique our custom of eating animals. An entertaining story with a vein of dark humour, it does not just invert our meat-eating habits by turning humans into meat. It also reveals the restaurant to be a kind of slaughterhouse, in which the polite instructions written for the customers turn out to be a recipe for them to turn themselves into a dish.

I started this introduction by mentioning how starry and visual Miyazawa’s world is, and I’d like to conclude by pointing out that it is also full of sounds. His stories are remarkably rich in their use of onomatopoeia, a distinctive feature of the Japanese language, and the translator has captured this where possible. Moreover, Miyazawa was a lover of music, especially European classical music and operas. He spent most of his salary on records, and he also composed a few short scores himself. In this collection, references to songs and music are scattered throughout his stories, adding sound effects to their vivid imagery. ‘Gorsch the Cellist’ best captures Miyazawa’s love of music, which fascinatingly intersects with his love of nature. In this story, Gorsch, a ‘none too good’ cellist, transforms himself into an excellent musician through nightly practice sessions with a series of animals, and as his musical skills improve, he becomes more considerate of and kind towards the animals. But this story is not just about our learning from nature and being in harmony with it. Gorsch learns from the mice who visit him that his music has the power to heal animals and that his animal neighbours who get sick come to listen to it. In our era of climate emergency and environmental destruction, we have learned how destructive we are as a species, but the story encourages us to trust our ability also to heal, nurture and thrive with nature. To cultivate this ability, it feels important to read Miyazawa’s stories now, as he was a writer who perpetually improvised with nature and the whole world, spiritually, scientifically and ecologically, to create many beautiful and profound works of art.

Kaori Nagai, 2022




Night Train to the Stars

1. The Afternoon Class

‘Now, boys – what about this vague white blur that, as I just told you, people used to say was a river, or a “Milky Way” – do you know what it really is?’

As he put the question to the class, the teacher pointed to the smoky white part, stretching in a galactic band from top to bottom, of the big black map of the constellations hung on the blackboard.

Campanella raised his hand. Then four or five others put up their hands. Giovanni was going to put up his too, but hastily gave up the idea.

He was almost sure he’d read in a magazine somewhere that it was all made up of stars. But every day in class lately he’d been terribly sleepy, and he’d no books to read either, or even the time to read them, so he no longer felt he knew anything at all for sure.

But the teacher had already got his eye on him.

‘Giovanni, I’m sure you know.’

Giovanni got smartly to his feet, but once there found he couldn’t manage any clear answer after all. Zanelli, sitting just in front of him, turned around and looked at him with a snigger. Giovanni went bright red with confusion.

‘When you examine the River of Heaven – or the Milky Way as they call it in some countries – really closely, through a big telescope,’ the teacher went on, ‘what do you think it turns out to be?’

Giovanni still had the feeling that it was made up of stars, but again he couldn’t get the reply out in time.

The teacher looked put out for a moment, then turned his gaze to Campanella and called on him instead:

‘Campanella, then.’

But though he’d stuck up his hand so briskly a moment before, Campanella just stood there hesitating, and couldn’t get out any answer.

The teacher stared at him, surprised, then with a hurried, ‘Very well, then,’ pointed to the map of the stars and began to explain.

‘If you look at this vague white blur, the “Milky Way,” through a big telescope, you see that it’s made up of lots of small stars. That’s right, isn’t it Giovanni?’

Giovanni nodded, his face crimson. And he felt his eyes filling with tears. Yes: he’d known it all along. And Campanella of course knew too. In fact, they’d both read it in a magazine he’d seen once at the home of Campanella’s father, the Doctor. Not only that, but when Campanella had seen what was in the magazine, he’d gone straight and fetched a big book from his father’s library. He’d opened it up at the page for ‘Milky Way,’ and they’d pored for ages together over the photograph, so attractive with all the white dots on the jet-black page …

Campanella couldn’t possibly have forgotten about it, yet he’d held back his answer. Every day lately, in the early morning and again in the late afternoon, Giovanni had had so much work to do that when he was there at school he hadn’t had the energy to dash around with the rest, or even talk to Campanella very much. Campanella must have realised this and, sympathising with him, deliberately not answered. Somehow, the idea made Giovanni feel dreadfully sorry not just for himself but for Campanella as well.

The teacher was speaking again:

‘So if you see the River of Heaven as a real river, then each small star corresponds to a grain of sand or a piece of gravel on the riverbed. Or if you see it as a great stream of milk, that makes it still more like a river in the sky. I mean, the stars are just like a lot of tiny specks of fat floating in the liquid. In that case, then, what is it that corresponds to the watery part of the milk? It’s the vacuum that transmits light at a certain speed and in which the sun and the earth itself are both suspended in the same way.

‘In other words, we ourselves are living in the midst of the water of the River of Heaven. And when you look around from inside the river, just as water looks more blue the deeper it is, so the stars look denser the deeper and further away in the river they are, which is why they become a white blur. Take a look at this model here.’

He pointed to a big double convex lens containing a mass of gleaming grains of sand.

‘The Milky Way’s very much like this in shape. Each of these shiny grains corresponds to a star, a sun that gives out its light in the same way as our own sun. Our sun lies roughly in the centre, with the earth close by it. Now suppose it’s night and you stand right in the centre of the lens and look around inside it. The glass is thin in this direction, so you won’t see more than a few shiny grains – stars, that is – will you? But here, and here, the glass is thick, so you’ll see a lot of grains – or stars – and the furthest of them will show up as a white blur. Which is, to sum it up, the present theory about the Milky Way. As for the estimated size of the lens – time’s already up, so I’ll talk about that, and about all the different kinds of stars to be found in it, in the next science class. Well, then, today’s the Festival of the Milky Way, so I hope you’ll all go outside tonight and take a good look at the sky.

‘That’s all for now, then. You may put away your textbooks and notebooks.’

And for a while after that the classroom was full of the sound of desktops being opened and shut and books put in piles, and before long they all stood to attention, bowed and went out of the classroom.

2. The Printing Works

As Giovanni was going out of the school gate he found that seven or eight of his classmates had not gone straight home but were gathered in a group around Campanella near an ornamental cherry tree at the edge of the school yard. It seemed they were discussing an expedition to gather the snake gourds that, with blue lights in them, would be set adrift on the river that night to celebrate the festival.

Giovanni, though, gave a vigorous wave and marched straight on out of the gate. Outside in the street, he found that the houses and shops were making all kinds of preparations for that night’s Milky Way Festival, decorating the whole place with balls of yew needles hung from the eaves and cedar boughs with lights attached to them.

Giovanni didn’t go home but went on, rounding the corners of three blocks in turn, until he came to a big printing works. Taking off his shoes and stepping up inside, he opened the big door that lay straight ahead. Inside, the electric light was on, though it was still daytime; a large number of rotary presses were thudding round and round, and people with their hair tied back with cloths and shades over their eyes were reading and counting in singsong voices as they worked.

Giovanni went straight up to the man who was sitting at the third high table from the entrance, and bowed.

The man rummaged about on a shelf for a while, then handed Giovanni a sheet of paper and said:

‘D’you think you can pick this much by the time you leave?’

Giovanni took a small, flat box from the foot of the man’s table, and went and squatted down in a well-lit corner where cases of type were propped up against the wall. With a small pair of tweezers he set about picking the type, each piece of which was only about as big as a grain of millet.

A man in a blue apron went past behind Giovanni. ‘Hi there, Master Magnifying Glass!’ he called, and several people nearby, without saying anything or even looking in his direction, gave mean little smiles.

Giovanni picked the type with painstaking care, stopping again and again to rub his eyes as he did so.

A while after it had struck six, he had the flat box full of type he’d picked. He checked once more against the paper in his hand, then took the type to the man at the table whom he’d first spoken to. The man took the box in silence, though with a slight nod.

Bowing, Giovanni went out through the door and walked up to the accountant’s desk, where a man in white handed him, again in complete silence, one small silver coin. Giovanni’s expression brightened suddenly. With a smart bow, he picked up the bag he’d put at the foot of the desk and dashed outside. Then, whistling gaily, he dropped in at the bread store, bought a bread roll and a bag of cube sugar, and ran off again at top speed.

3. At Home

The house that Giovanni came home to so cheerfully was one of a row of small houses in a back street. By the left-hand one of three entrances lined up in the front, purple kale and asparagus were growing in old wooden boxes, and the shades were still down at the two small windows.

‘Hi, Mom! I’m back!’ called Giovanni as he stepped out of his shoes. ‘Mom, have you been all right?’

‘Is it you, Giovanni? I’m sure you must be awfully tired from your work. It’s been cool, so I’ve been fine all day.’

Giovanni stepped up indoors and found his mother in the room immediately inside, lying with a white sheet over her.

He opened the window.

‘Mom, I bought some lump sugar today. I thought I’d put some in your milk.’

‘Thank you. You have some first, though. I’m not ready for it just yet.’

‘Mom, what time did Sister go home?’

‘Let’s see, around three o’clock. She did all the odd things around the house.’

‘Mom, hasn’t your milk come yet?’

‘Hasn’t it come? Really?’

‘I’ll go and get it.’

‘Yes, but there’s no hurry for me. You have your meal first. Your sister made something with tomatoes and left it over there.’

‘I’ll have some, then.’

Giovanni got the dish of tomatoes from by the window and devoured it hungrily with some bread.

‘Mom, I feel sure Dad will be coming home soon.’

‘I think so, too. What makes you think so, though?’

‘Well, I mean, it said in this morning’s paper that the fishing up north has been good this year.’

‘Yes, but your father may not be out fishing at all, you know.’

‘I’m sure he is. I don’t believe Dad would have done anything bad enough to go to prison for. You remember that big crab shell and the reindeer horns that he brought back and presented to the school? Well, they’ve still got them in the specimen room. In sixth grade, the teachers are always bringing them out to show to the class.’

‘Your father said that next time he’d bring you back an otter-skin jacket, didn’t he?’

‘That’s what the others always say when they see me. As though they’re making fun of me.’

‘They say nasty things to you?’

‘Mm. But Campanella – he never does. When the others say things like that he just stands there looking sorry for me.’

‘Campanella’s father and your father were friends right from the time they were small, just like Campanella and you.’

‘Yes, that’s why Dad always used to take me over to Campanella’s house with him. I liked those days. I often used to drop in at Campanella’s on my way home from school. They had a train that ran on an alcohol burner. There were seven bits of rail that made a circle when you fitted them together, and there were telegraph poles and signals to go with it, and the signal was made so that it only turned green when a train went past. One time we ran out of alcohol and used gasoline instead, and the boiler got all sooty.’

‘Well, now!’

‘I still go there every morning to deliver the paper. But the whole place is always quiet, so …’

‘Well, it’s too early at that time of day, isn’t it?’

‘They’ve got a dog called Sauer. His tail’s just like a broom. When I go there, he comes snuffling after me. He comes all the way to the corner of the block, sometimes further. Tonight they say they’re all going to float gourd lanterns on the river. I bet the dog will go with them, too.’

‘Oh yes, of course – tonight’s the Festival of the Milky Way, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. I’ll have a look when I go to fetch the milk.’

‘Yes, you do that! Mind you don’t go in the water, though.’

‘I’ll just watch from the bank. That’s all I ever do. I’ll be back in an hour.’

‘Mind you enjoy yourself, now! I shan’t worry if I know you’re with Campanella.’

‘Oh, I’ll be with him, don’t worry. Mom, shall I shut the window now?’

‘Yes, please, it’s getting quite chilly.’

Giovanni got up and shut the window, put away the plate and the bag of bread, then tugged on his shoes, and with a ‘Well then, I’ll be back in an hour and a half,’ went out through the dark doorway.

4. The Night of the Centaur Festival

His lips puckered wistfully as though he were whistling, Giovanni went down the hill with its avenue of pitch-black cedars, down towards the town.

At the foot of the slope, a single, tail street lamp stood shining with a splendid bluish white light. As Giovanni advanced towards the lamp, his shadow, which had been dragging out long and pale behind him like a ghost, gradually got darker and clearer until in the end, lifting its legs and waving its arms, it came around to walk beside him.

I’m just like a locomotive, thought Giovanni. I go faster here because I’m on a down slope. Now I’m passing the street lamp. There – my shadow’s moving like a compass needle. Now it’s come all the way around and it’s in front!

And he’d just strode by under the street lamp when Zanelli, the boy who’d sniggered at him earlier that day, suddenly came out of the dark alley beyond the lamp, wearing a new shirt with a pointed collar, and slipped across Giovanni’s path.

Giovanni was just going to say, ‘Zanelli, are you going to float lanterns?’ But before he could get it out the other boy shouted at him:

‘Giovanni’s father’s sending him an otter-skin jacket!’

Giovanni’s heart froze and a cold wind seemed to wail around him.

‘You dare say that again, Zanelli!’ he shouted back angrily. But Zanelli had already disappeared into a house with a cedar growing in front of it.

I haven’t done anything to deserve it, he thought. Why does Zanelli say such things? I bet he doesn’t know he looks just like a rat when he runs! He’s stupid. Otherwise he wouldn’t say such things when he knows I haven’t done anything!

His mind seething, Giovanni walked on through the town, which was decked out with all kinds of lights and branches. The clock shop had bright fluorescent lighting, and an owl made of stone whose red eyes rolled round and round every second, and a thick plate of glass, the colour of the sea, bearing all kinds of jewels that went slowly round and round like the stars, while a copper centaur came slowly turning around from the other side. Right in the middle of everything there was a round black disc showing the constellations, decorated with a sprig of green asparagus. Oblivious of his surroundings, Giovanni gazed intently at the map of the stars.

It was far smaller than the map he’d seen at school earlier that day, but it was made so that when you adjusted it to the right day and time, the oval section of the sky that was visible just then appeared as it actually was. And there today, sure enough, right in the middle, stretching from top to bottom in a blurred, smoky-looking band, was the Milky Way. At the bottom was an area where there seemed to have been a slight explosion and what looked like steam was rising.

In the rear of the shop a small telescope on three legs gleamed yellow, while on the wall at the very back there hung a great chart with all the constellations in the sky shown as strange animals and fish and snakes and ewers and the like. Giovanni lingered there for a while, wondering whether the sky was really crammed with scorpions and warriors and other creatures, and thinking how he’d like to wander among them, on and on, forever …

But suddenly he remembered the milk for his mother, and reluctantly turned away

He walked on through the town, bothered by his jacket, which was getting too tight for him, yet deliberately drawing back his shoulders and energetically swinging his arms.

The air flowed crystal-clear like water down the street and between the shops; the street lamps were all swathed in deep green fir and oak branches, and the six plane trees in front of the electric company’s office actually had fairy lights, lots of them, among their foliage, so that the whole scene looked like the city of the merfolk beneath the sea.

Children in newly pressed kimonos were whistling the Star-Wanderer’s tune or rushing about shouting, ‘Centaurus, send down the dew!’ or letting off fireworks that gave a blue magnesium light. By now, though, Giovanni had his head down again and was hurrying on to the milk shop as if nothing were further from his mind than the gaiety all about him.

Almost before he realised it, he’d reached a place on the outskirts of town where there were countless poplar trees whose tops seemed to be floating high up in the sky. Going through the dark gate of the milkman’s, he stopped in the entrance of the great, murky dairy that smelt of cows and, taking off his cap, called out:

‘Good evening!’

The house was hushed, seemingly deserted.

‘Good evening!’ shouted Giovanni again, still standing there at attention. ‘Is anyone at home?’ There was a pause, then an old woman came out from the back walking slowly, as though she had something wrong with her, and mumbled something unintelligible.

‘Er, we didn’t get any milk at our place this morning,’ announced Giovanni briskly in his best voice, ‘so I’ve come to get it.’

‘Don’t ask me – there’s no one here. Come again tomorrow,’ said the woman, looking down at Giovanni and rubbing at the lower lids of her red eyes.

‘My mother’s sick, so we must have it tonight.’

‘Well then, come back a bit later, will you?’ And she turned away.

‘I see. Thank you, then.’ And with a bow, Giovanni went out of the dairy.

He was turning the corner of the crossroads in the centre of the town when, in front of the general store on the way to the bridge, in a confusion of black shapes and the vague white of undershirts, he saw six or seven schoolboys coming along whistling and laughing, each of them carrying a lighted gourd lantern. Everything about the way they were laughing and whistling was familiar to him: they were from his own class. Startled, Giovanni had an impulse to turn away, then changed his mind and started walking again still more vigorously in their direction.

‘Going to the river?’ he was going to ask them; but the words somehow stuck in his throat, and just then Zanelli shouted in exactly the same way as before:

‘Giovanni’s getting an otter-skin jacket!’

At once, the others sang out in chorus:

‘Giovanni’s getting an otter, skin jacket!’

Giovanni turned bright red and hurried on past them, hardly aware of what his legs were doing. As he did so, he saw Campanella among them, standing quiet with a faintly pitying smile, looking in Giovanni’s direction as though wondering whether he would get angry or not.

Giovanni hurried to escape his gaze, and Campanella’s tall form was hardly out of sight when the others all started whistling their own versions of the festival song again.

As he went around the corner, he looked back and saw Zanelli looking back too. And he saw Campanella too, whistling loudly again, walking off in the direction of the bridge that was vaguely visible in the distance. Feeling unspeakably sad, Giovanni broke into a run, whereupon some little children who were hopping around on one leg with their hands over their ears, shouting, thought he was running for fun, and set up a clamour after him.

Before long, Giovanni started running again, making at full speed for the black hills.

5. The Weather Pole

Beyond the dairy farm lay a line of gently sloping hills, their dark, flat tops showing vague and seemingly lower than usual beneath the Great Bear in the northern sky.

Giovanni climbed steadily upwards along a narrow path through woods where the dew was already falling. Beneath the light of the stars, the path was a single thread of white between the looming, pitch-black shapes of grasses and bushes. Among the grass, tiny insects gave out a bluish gleam, so that some leaves showed a transparent green, reminding Giovanni of the gourd lanterns the others had been carrying to the river.

Suddenly, beyond the dense black wood of pines and oaks, the sky yawned vast before him. He could see the Milky Way stretching whitish from south to north, and even make out the pole on the hilltop. All about him flowers – bellflowers and daisies – were blooming; their fragrance came to him as though in a dream, and a single bird called incessantly as it flew across the hills.

Reaching the foot of the pole at the summit, Giovanni threw himself down panting on the cool grass.

The lights of the town below burned in the darkness, for all the world like some fairy palace beneath the sea, and the faint sounds of children singing and whistling, and broken cries, reached him from below. The wind soughed in the distance, the grass on the hill rustled, and Giovanni’s shirt, damp with sweat, began to feel chilly.

From the open countryside came the sound of a train. It looked tiny, with a row of small orange windows, and the thought of the travellers inside it, peeling apples and joking and passing the time pleasantly together, made Giovanni feel so terribly sad that he raised his eyes to the sky again.

And yet, however much he looked, he couldn’t bring himself to believe that the sky was such a cold, empty place as their teacher had told them. In fact, the longer he looked the more he became convinced that it was a great stretch of countryside, with little woods and pastures and the like. And then, as Giovanni watched, the blue Lyra constellation became three, or even four, and twinkled bluish; it stretched out and drew in its legs any number of times until finally it lay long and mushroomlike, while the town right beneath him began to look like a great blurred gathering of stars, or a single great cloud of smoke.

6. Milky Way Station

And then, Giovanni saw that, without his noticing it, the pole right behind him had turned into a vague shape like the kind of marker set in the ground by surveyors. For a while it glimmered on and off indistinctly, like a glow-worm, then gradually it got clearer and clearer, until finally it became still and clear-cut and took off into the deep blue sky, shooting straight up into the open stretch of the sky that was like a sheet of newly tempered blue steel.

Suddenly out of nowhere came a strange voice, calling ‘Milky Way! Milky Way Station!’ and the very next moment there was a flood of light – as though the fossils of a million firefly squid had been set out all over the sky, or as though someone at a diamond firm had suddenly upset and scattered all the jewels that the firm had been deliberately hoarding, pretending that there was a shortage so as to keep the price up – a great dazzle of light before his eyes, so that he found himself rubbing them again and again in wonderment.

When he recovered, the little train that he was riding in had been clattering along the tracks for some time. Yes, he was sitting in the carriage, with its rows of small yellow lights, of a little night train, looking out of the window. Inside the carriage, the blue velvet-covered seats were mostly empty, and two large brass buttons gleamed in the grey varnish of the opposite wall.

In the seat directly in front of him sat a tall boy in a black, wet-looking jacket, with his head thrust out of the window watching the outside. Something about the set of the boy’s shoulders was so familiar that Giovanni felt an urge to find out who it was. He was just about to stick his own head out of the window to see, when the boy drew his in and looked at Giovanni.

It was Campanella. Giovanni was about to ask him whether he’d been there all along, when Campanella said:

‘The others ran like mad, but they got left behind. Zanelli was one of them. He ran as hard as he could, but he couldn’t catch up.’

Yes, of course, thought Giovanni, we decided to leave together.

‘Shall we wait for them somewhere?’ he said.

But Campanella said:

‘Zanelli’s gone home. His father came to fetch him.’

For some reason Campanella’s face went rather pale as he spoke, as though he was in pain; and Giovanni, too, had a funny feeling, as though there was something, somewhere, that he’d forgotten.

But Campanella had already got over it and was looking out of the window, exclaiming:

‘Oh dear! I’ve forgotten my water flask. And my sketchbook. But it doesn’t matter. We shall soon be at Swan Halt. I like watching swans, so I don’t mind. I’m sure I shall spot them even if they’re flying far off over the river.’

For a while he sat twisting round and round a map in the form of a circular board that he had in his hands. Sure enough, it showed a railroad track running steadily down towards the south, following the left bank of the white streak that was the Milky Way.

And a particularly striking thing about this map was that every single halt and marker, every river and lake and wood, was picked out on the midnight black of the board in pretty blue or orange or green lights.

Giovanni had the feeling that he’d seen the map somewhere before.

‘Where did you buy that map?’ he asked. ‘It’s made of obsidian, isn’t it?’

‘They gave it to me at Milky Way Station. Didn’t you get one?’

‘Mm … I’m not sure I went through Milky Way Station,’ said Giovanni. ‘But this is where we are now, isn’t it?’ He pointed to a place just north of the sign for the halt marked ‘Swan’.

‘That’s right. Look! Do you think that’s moonlight on the dry part of the riverbed over there?’

Giovanni looked and saw that the edge of the bluish white, gleaming Milky Way was completely covered with sky-pampas grass that rustled as it swayed and rippled.

‘No, it’s not moonlight. It shines like that














7. The Northern Cross and the Pliocene Coast



















































8. The Bird-Catcher

























































9. Giovanni’s Ticket
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