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Glooscap’s
Plan

 


Long ago
Glooscap promised to return if his people were in need, but it was
only when he learned of the destruction of the Atlantic Provinces
that he made the journey back to the Minas Basin. There, learning
about the mines and clear-cuts, the factory farms and failing
fisheries, and woken by the Jackie Vautour standoff in
Kouchibouguac Park, and inspired by the Burnt Church Rebellion, he
has returned with a plan that will return the provinces to a
prosperity they have not seen in over three hundred years.

With the help
of the otter and the whale, the butterfly and the frog, as well as
some Aboriginal people and even whites, he sets a series of events
in motion that have implications that even he cannot predict.

Follow along on
this story that outlines what could be a viable proposal to make
the Maritimes the beautiful provinces they deserve to be.
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This Story




There’s some
who make this claim or that about who should be telling this story.
And there’s others who say it shouldn’t be written at all, and that
me doing it is a reach backwards to when the provinces were paved
and a dog barked at every gate. I was there when some of this story
happened; I heard different parts of it and some of it I just
pieced together. I’m not trying to bump Grandmother out into the
snow, but I think it’s pretty obvious that this one should be
told.

As for who has
a right to tell a story, that one I‘m not so sure about. When was
it that we started deciding on what stories were good ones and who
was to be their teller? I learned to write in one of the last
residential schools in the province, so that qualifies me more than
most just by the way I can move a pen. And I’m old enough to
remember when the forest was still cut way back from the road and
every animal would run in hiding if they saw a person. There’s
enough change happened in my life, and I was there to see so much
of it, that it’s better written down here than forgotten over there
and we’re forced to do it all over again. We can tell these
stories, and change them with the telling, but when the whites come
again, we’d better dig out these pages and see what we did last
time.

Now that the
trees have come back, and people are talking that the panther’s
been sighted with a mate, it looks as though everything has gone
back to what it might have been if we’d held the beaches last time.
But I’ve got a feeling that it could happen again, all we have to
do is forget what Grandmother told us and let Glooscap slip away.
We did it before, and there’s no one who can say we won’t do it
again.

Anyway, enough
of that. On with my story. There’s some who didn’t get to be
mentioned, either because their part was small or I never heard
about them in time. I’m sure there’ll be hell to pay when they see
they were left out, but the worm can’t claim to know what’s
happening on the top of the pine, and that’s just as well. Many’s a
worm would have been a bird’s snack if he’d traveled the whole
tree.

Let’s begin
with the worm. He claims that moving tons of dirt as he does, and
aerating the land, is accomplishment enough to be said to have
contributed to Glooscap’s plan. Anyone would admit he is essential,
but unless what you did directly affected the changes to the
provinces then you might not make it into this story. This is a
moving story, and for once it’s not about us. Likewise, those kids
who made a joke out of the Trail of White Tears, as the whites
called it in their books, never really contributed anything but
morale. After the books had come out and the international media
had started using the name, the kids went out along the trail where
we’d ripped up the highway along the river and planted white rocks.
They looked like mileage markers, but it didn’t take a genius to
notice that the rocks were white and tear shaped. There was some
fun to be had, but whether that contributed to the second expulsion
of the Acadians was hard to say.

I tried to pay
more attention to those who were in on the early part of the plan,
and although there were those like the mole and deer, who maybe
felt slighted in their mention, they can come by with a story and
we’ll see what we can do.

The provinces
are pretty different now, and some of the younger kids don’t
remember when it was fences and roadways, white houses and slums.
Now you can go from one end of the provinces, clear from the nose
of Nova Scotia to the left arm of Newfoundland and never see a
factory or a store. The highways were sold to the US, greedy as
they were for the tar, and most of the old factories and concrete
slabs were used to build docks and houses.

Although some
thought that every white had left, that was actually not true.
There were some who were so attached to the land that they stayed,
and although a few say they did it out of stubbornness and spite, I
think some of them were like us. They had no place else to go, and
some old farmers had been rooted so long that it’s easier to see
them stay than to rip them up again. Their ancestors should
probably have never left their own country, but once they did they
lost both the before and now the after.

So in amongst
the trees and the streams, there are still some farmer houses, or
old cabins, where the remaining whites live. Nothing different for
them than for anyone else, and those who are happy the cities are
gone and the air is clean mix well enough. The White Girl was one
of these. She settled down near the coast in the summer and further
inland in the winter. I hear she has quite the garden and there’s
not a groundhog in the area that doesn’t know her name.

When the trees
started to come back, things happened that few of us thought had
even been a possibility. The huge trees of the cities, remembering
as they did better days, sent out roots as big as your leg. They
toppled the multi-floor buildings and sent creepers into the sewers
and storm drains, freeing up streams that hadn’t seen the light of
day in over two hundred years. When the weeds first took over there
were those who said we were going to become a region of weeds, but
they just laid the way for other plants, and those who had been
imported, such as garlic mustard and knapweed managed to find a
place for themselves in the shuffle.

Now Fredericton
is a mass of elms and ash, and St. John has returned to the
straggly spruce and fir that used to dot the stone hills. Halifax
has pleasantly turned to beech and oak, and over on Newfoundland,
St. John’s went through a wave of juniper and alder, until it went
back to a green carpet of grasses and pine. It happened much
quicker than anyone would have thought, and some said the trees had
starting moving around. People were scared and wouldn’t go into the
woods. I saw more than one person spending nights out on the water
in a canoe, forgetting it was made from wood. Finally the more
fearful realized that traveling around and settling was all in a
day’s work for a tree and natural enough.

One of the main
criticisms that we get from the rest of the world is that we have
gone back to living in the stone age. They like to show us played
by actors in their documentaries. Actually, they were right that we
got rid of some of the so-called advances, like the Beechwood and
Mactaquac hydro electric dams, but that was mainly because they
blocked the river so the fish couldn't travel and leeched mercury
into the water. Now you can sail the river and we need so little
electricity that you can get it from the micro hydro in the
streams, and the windmills on the hills above the rivers look
pretty in the evening.

Anyway, this
wasn’t meant to be about that. We have nothing to answer for and
those people who say we went in the wrong direction are far from
here and fighting over oil and food.

I wanted to
talk about some of the stories that aren’t in here. Everybody’s
heard about the migratory birds that passed through Tantramar and
wanted to be the reason for a park in their name. And remember that
the salamander had stood, or rather laid with the rest when the
tourist signs had been posted. He had felt, even while the sign was
being stamped through his home, there was wider evidence of him
being ignored. He had put on his best coat years ago, his purple
with bright yellow spots which the salamander felt made him more
than noticeable. But although he bent Glooscap’s ear many times
with complaints and rationales, it wasn’t going to make the whites
notice him. Like many of the other animals who were just
shortsighted, or didn’t realize their audience, the salamander
didn’t know that the white would overlook what they could, and
ignore what they couldn’t.

The bat came to
Glooscap with a crazy idea about flying upside down, and he was so
charged up with it that he flew hundreds of kilometres in a single
night, leaving his wings sore for days. He forgot that with him
flying at night like he does that he was doomed to be overlooked.
Unlike him, most people don’t have access to radar that might show
them what’s going on in the pitch black. For all his flying skill,
there is not a single mention—beyond some footnotes in Saul’s pages
thrown in out of pity—in the media. When the bat tried varying his
song, thinking that the first bat with harmony was bound to excite
some attention, no one had the heart to tell him his voice was just
a bunch of squeaks, if people heard anything at all. His voice was
beyond the range of most people’s hearing, and hurrying into their
homes in the evening, his shrieks were easily overlooked. He says
now that he wasn’t serious, although he would have liked to see it
work out.

The coyote had
come forward with some tricks, but most were too malicious and some
were downright rude. “You can do what you want,” Glooscap said,
“but I’m not going to endorse such frivolous use of an animal’s
skill.” That took the wind out of coyote’s sails, and he decided
instead to pee on lawn ornaments and defecate in gardens. His
actions were a form of vandalism, but not even he could argue that
there was anything unusual in his chosen behaviour.

The moose said
he could come out of the woods and sport himself on the back roads
and county highways. But you could hardly set aside land for a
moose who was just trying to avoid the black flies and
mosquitoes.

The snail had
worked her way around grass stems in a way that the water
bug—devoted as he was to the backstroke—felt for the first time
that there was a better way to travel. But the malacologists were
busy without their courtroom testimony after the incident on
McLarens Beach, and the snail got left behind. If she were to admit
it, she felt much more comfortable out of the limelight.

So the Maritime
Provinces have changed, and I tried to get it down here before we
forgot what we did to make that happen. Sure there’ll be those who
are ready to remind us, like the owl, but this way we have a book
we can point to that tells our story. That tells how we crawled and
jumped and grew our way into a place where people might want to
live.


Glooscap’s Plan




The Beaver had
harboured a quiet resentment ever since the days of the
diminishment, as they were referred to. Although the beaver had
made no overt moves against Glooscap, to say that he was happy with
his smaller size would be an unfair exaggeration.

While the years
passed and one century moved into another with its attendant window
dressing, the coming of pollution and clear-cuts, the beaver
plotted. He planned while his people were decimated to make hats
for the rich fops of Europe. He schemed while the trees were cut
and hauled away for pulp, while alder and cedar swamps were drained
into farms and then subdivisions, while Aboriginal people were
herded into reservations and then the mall.

In the secret
chambers of his home, the beaver spoke of how North America would
have been a different place if he’d not been “constrained,” as he
called it, how southern Ontario would have been periodically
flooded. The Great Lakes, he snorted, were mere puddles alongside
the destruction he could have caused if Glooscap had not meddled
with him. Gradually, even the depredations of the white people
became blamed on Glooscap, and the beaver began to rumour his ideas
abroad. He spoke first to his relatives and friends, the muskrats
and moose, and finally he was even seen in close counsel with the
weasel, an arch enemy of old, making the argument that Glooscap was
the cause of the present state of affairs. Something must be done,
the beaver claimed, although he balked at actual
recommendations.

The moose also
felt some resentment, perhaps because of his loose fitting coat.
When his plaint was examined closely most agreed that it was the
moose’s own indolence when Glooscap was handing out clothing that
led to his dishevelled appearance. Others said they could see how
this constant reminder of the origin of his shabby coat and his
isolation in the low-lying swamp and marsh could be wearing.

At first, the
muskrat listened, ignoring the betrayal of Glooscap, but after a
time he began to avoid the beaver. He even began to feel that a
move up the bank into the hillside streams would not be
ill-advised, although the shrubbery would provide a meagre
diet.

The weasel,
always excited to be at the heart of a controversy, went so far as
to call upon his distant cousin the wolverine, but the wolverine
was far away and engaged in his own trickery. The wolverine had
sensed, almost before any animal other than the racoon and the
squirrel, that the time of the bush was passing. The future, just
as the advertisements blown into the woods would proclaim, was in
the city. Using his natural talents for maliciousness, the
wolverine had finagled controlling stock in several large firms and
was trying to simultaneously accumulate capital and bankrupt the
companies. This rather involved practice was something the
wolverine had heard about but had never actually tried. He
reasoned, however, that such behaviour was little different than
his traditional entertainment, breaking into a cabin, eating a
piece from each stored foodstuff, and urinating and defecating on
the rest.

Word of the
animal’s discontent was a long time getting to Glooscap, and it was
only by accident that he heard anything about it at all. Long years
after his retirement, which was forced upon him when people forgot
his name and stories, Glooscap entertained himself by telling tales
to the grandkids and experimenting with the best type of shelter.
Glooscap was not insensible to the slaughter of Aboriginal people,
but although that time was active with his exploits, he’d had
little influence. He had actually begun to think that the time of
his people had long since passed away until Jackie Vautour held
back the RCMP bulldozers and the Burnt Church rebellion called
attention to even more broken treaties.

When Glooscap
heard what the beaver was saying, some said that he was angry,
although others thought his face betrayed disappointment and even
fear, but in truth Glooscap had thought about the beaver’s central
complaint many times. The giant bison of the plains, the great
sloth, whose shrinkage wasn't his fault, would have been allies in
the fight, he often mused. The beaver, from whom he’d long been
estranged, had the engineering capability to make uninhabitable
much of the agricultural land that kept the white people fed and
secure and Glooscap once again thought with regret on his decision
so long ago. Glooscap had met with Cahulain and Thor, Zeus and
Jesus, but the provincial nature of their outlook dismayed him.
Their careless rationales for imperialist expansion made him
realize that there was no help to be sought from that sector. Like
the beaver, Glooscap was concerned that his people were struggling
against forces that were becoming even more implacable and
insidious.

The years wound
on and Glooscap played with the grandkids and talked with his
remaining people, who increasingly demanded that he do something.
“Something must be done, someone must do something,” people would
say, although no one came forward with actual plans . . . that is,
until the beaver’s rumour found Glooscap’s ears.

The shed hadn’t
been used in many years and when Glooscap finally wrenched it open,
he was unprepared for the sight of his club covered in vines. He
gently pulled aside the greenery, lifted the vacant bird’s nest
that could be used for another year, until he was able to heft his
club to his shoulder. It was heavier than he remembered.

The sight of
Glooscap carrying his club and stepping out into the sunshine
caused the jay to wheel in mid-flight and chatter, and the squirrel
to pause and watch, his twitching barely contained in his
amazement. Glooscap felt at once older and younger. The club was
heavy in his hand but he was relieved to see that he could still
swing it around and bring it down onto a large boulder. The boulder
sunk partway into the earth, found that she still had lots of
force, and sprang into the air and leapt some hundred kilometres
where she settled with a satisfied gesture into the salty sand of
high tide, another island in the tortuous shipping lanes of the
Minas Basin.

Glooscap’s
message was understood far and wide. When the jay went to deliver
it, he encountered many who remembered the day when Glooscap had
made Anticosti Island from the beaver’s dam. Recalling the story,
the martin and the deer giggled helplessly at the beaver’s expense.
Glooscap’s interest was not revenge, however. The underground talk
of the beaver meant little to him, and the gradual rallying of the
other animals such as the silly ducks to the beaver’s side was not
Glooscap’s concern. He saw it as symptomatic of the problems facing
his domain, and the appearance of Jackie Vatour and the Burnt
Church rebels showed him that the time was ripe for a change.

The beaver
trembled when the rock appeared offshore, and he began to prepare
his apology, although he was bogged down in the details. He was
uncertain what Glooscap had heard, and was therefore reluctant to
say too much in fear of reprisal. “Better to wait until I am called
out,” he whispered to himself behind his mud walls, “better to wait
for more details”.

Glooscap had
not meant the rock as a symbol of his new plan, for his days of
club swinging were past. He saw the club now more as a symbol of
power, rather than the agency through which power might be
exercised. He went to the crow, although he trusted him least of
the bird family, and asked him to deliver a message.

The sparrow
could not be relied upon to keep a message straight. In her beak it
would break into democratic pieces to be delivered separately,
until Glooscap’s words would arrive as a gibberish that even
television would have difficulty matching. Likewise, the solitary
moose could not be counted upon to leave his swamp long enough to
meet with many of his fellows. The bear would gorge on the words as
if they were an apple orchard of possibilities. The message would
finally be unrecognizably dissolved into its component units, just
as an apple may pass through the same system and not seem to be an
apple when deposited in the middle of the road. The fox would
insert his own witticisms until even a simple invitation to the
meeting would sound like a magpie conference, all chatter and
nonsense, behind which real meaning could potentially hide for
years.

The undertaker
crow, the last bird to arrive when Glooscap was handing out skins,
liked the solemnity of his black cloak. He made it a point to seek
any task of seeming importance, as long as it didn't involve actual
work. The crow was happy to pass the word and had already planned
the long face that would make the message’s delivery more potent.
As well, the crow was looking forward to the beaver’s toothy grin
disappearing when it became obvious that Glooscap wanted a
conference of all the animals. This hadn’t happened since the
beginning, when the muskrat had brought up the mud, when the
animals had been given their coats, when punishment was called
for.

Knowing that
gossip was inevitable, Glooscap prepared for his meeting by
strolling around the coast. Making note of the many shiny cottages
that had sprung up, the new highways, the power plants and mines,
Glooscap laid his plans.

As always, the
moose was the last to hear of the meeting. He reluctantly pulled
himself from the swamp in time to arrive breathlessly in the
clearing near the rock Glooscap had so recently moved. The woodland
was filled with a great chatter, although the family was smaller
than before. Some new members had moved in however, such as the
coyote, with his prairie smarts, his long tongue licking his sharp
teeth as he saw the many mice and ducks brought out of hiding by
Glooscap’s call. A few lynx hovered on the outskirts, and, much to
everyone’s surprise, a lone panther crept from the nearby trees,
confirming that genocide is almost never complete.

The Aboriginal
people who had come were few. The grandmothers looked around in
satisfaction and the brash youth who only the day before had been
throwing stones at the gull were hastily revising every story
they’d been told. The other animals, out of courtesy, embraced
their place at the meeting. Only the beaver sat alone. Although he
tried to look defiant, his self-doubt was given away by his tail,
which he kept rolling and unrolling. The bear sat in the back,
lolling into sleep until Glooscap arrived.

Since the crow
had delivered his call so well, Glooscap had acceded to the crow’s
request. He would fly over Glooscap like a black cloud, “to add a
note of stature to the meeting,” he said, although the crow’s
self-importance was painfully evident. The crow often felt insecure
in large groups, and fully expected his northern cousin and
competitor, the raven, to attend.

The darkening
of the sky by the crow, and the late arrival of the gull, was
overshadowed by Glooscap‘s first appearance. There was a flurry of
commentary over his grey head, his orange pants, the wormholes in
his club, and the slackness of his muscle. The seal, who had risked
proximity to the bear almost slunk back into the water until
Glooscap’s greeting, so much like the timbre of his voice so many
years ago, settled over the crowd.

“Welcome, my
people.” Glooscap had always been inclusive, but it remained a
consideration that had many animals looking away in embarrassment
at the feelings they still had for him. “We have come together in a
time of action. I have woken to our needs, and I have a plan to rid
us of the white devil. Or actually,” Glooscap permitted himself a
laugh, “get the white devil to rid himself of us.”

Glooscap’s
statement caused some chatter but it quickly died away, except for
the odd harrumph from the jealous frog. The frog still resented his
kingdom’s loss and his relationship with Glooscap had never been
the same since that fateful day.

Glooscap went
on to outline the intricacies of his plan, and the political
motivation behind it, and the Aboriginal people were called upon to
donate their understanding of international conservation law, until
each animal had their role and all were swept away by the grandeur
of the scheme.

Even the
beaver, once he realized that the meeting was not about his own
depredations, joined in with the other animals in supplementing the
original plan. Glooscap’s satisfaction at seeing his people working
together with one goal was so profound that he allowed himself a
brief nap, which was carefully overlooked by those closest to
him.


The Frog’s New Coat




It took the
frog four days to discover that he’d been tricked, which for him,
just showed how far he’d fallen. He thought about it the entire
afternoon before he’d worked up the exact shade of righteous anger
and then he tried his plaint on a passing sparrow.

“You know what
happened to me, a long time ago, right?” With the sparrow you had
to be direct and concise, for she was liable to appear interested
until a fluttering fly drew her away from you and you realized she
hadn’t been listening at all.

“Yeah, what was
that all about anyway?” Although the sparrow had heard the story,
she couldn’t help but wonder what the frog’s present mood might
make of the crowning, the sight from the top of the tower, and the
sparrow’s favourite part, the fall.

“So Glooscap
came to me a few days ago, talking up this great part I had in his
new plan, and I thought something was up right from the start.” The
frog was accustomed to avoiding any situation in which he might
have to repeat the tale of his broken back and marshy dwellings.
“He told me all about how he wanted me to act and dress, gave me
this new coat”—Unconsciously the frog straightened his back and
stood a bit taller.

“Fits
well.”

“—and I was
pretty decent to him, all things considered, past will be past,
bury the hatchet and all that, but now I realize it’s all about me
having to re-experience what he did to me—and I’m not saying I’m
innocent—but I took on this job in good faith, prancing around with
a new jacket and waiting for a Herpetoggy or whatever to ‘discover’
me.”

“Well I have to
. . .”

“And I know
what this is all about,” interrupted the frog. “It’s this return to
the scene of the crime pop-psychology nonsense. I’m supposed to
learn from the past, to revisit my feelings, or whatever. Well I’m
not going to do it. I was a king, and that means I still am a king,
and I have command . . .” The flight of the sparrow, probably after
some insect or other, did nothing to improve the frog’s mood, and
only after many hours of hopping fitfully from muddy pile to rotten
stump was he calm enough to practice his role.

The frog never
let anyone know what he actually thought about his fall from grace,
not in so many words, but many had heard his speech. Most said that
he was just griping about ancient history and that he should move
on, be king of his new domain. But in fact, the frog had let go
much of his anger and was just starting to settle into his new
swamp dwelling when Glooscap’s reminder brought it all back. He
remembered what it was like to have everyone catering to him, how
they looked up to him. Even the moose, who thoughtlessly crashed
through the wetlands regardless of who might be living there, had
served him at one time.

“I was willing
to let bygones be bygones,” he croaked to himself and allowed
himself the brief pleasure of the word on his supple tongue.
“By-gones,” perhaps slightly faster, “Bygones”. It was hard to find
that exact tempo which made even an ordinary word disappear behind
frog lingo, let alone such an obscure one like this.

In truth, the
frog refused to get angry about the past and, if he thought about
it hard enough, he would realize that he was happy now, if only in
a dim froggy fashion. With his responsibilities limited to catching
the odd fly and making “knee-deep” claims about the depth of the
water, he realized that he had it pretty good. He was no longer in
the public eye. Such as his life was now, he could afford to sleep
in, to cough up a nasty bug, and there would be no one watching or
expecting more from a king. His pride was such that he could not
admit this to anyone, however, let alone Glooscap, and so he
practiced there in the swamp, calling upon other languages when
needed, “satisfecho, satisfecho”.

His greatest
concern was how to let everyone know that he was resigned to his
lot. How could he now, after having been so vocal, tell them that
the mud suited him? How could he explain that he liked his eyes at
water level so that he could see what went on around him, that he
thrilled at the grasp of a bug from the air instead of the cold
dinner on a plate in his palace? An actor to the last, he found
himself still playing the vengeful amphibian long after his feeling
for the role had disappeared.

Glooscap knew
far more about the frog’s mental state than he let on, and had long
ago realized how such an excellent, if frustrated, actor would fare
given the ultimate role. Glooscap favoured a holistic approach, and
he liked plans that accomplished more than one goal.

When the
Herpetologist appeared in the swamp, the frog just sat there
glumly. He let himself be excitedly taken up and prodded, and
endured the cold measuring tape on his back and legs, all the while
planning his own revenge. I’ll let the coat slip, just a bit,
give the whole sham away. But he did nothing, for like most
kings, he was helpless without his retainers and if he were honest
with himself, he wanted to support Glooscap’s plan. In fact, the
frog did exactly what Glooscap wanted; he stiffly, for he was out
of practice, straightened his back, and was rewarded by a gasp of
amazement from the clammy-handed human. The herpetologist turned
him this way and that, holding him up to the light and almost
dropping him, his hands were shaking so much.

The frog’s
quiet worked in his favour, for he didn’t seem like he would
survive collecting, and he was gently placed back into the swamp on
a tuft of moss, some four hops from where he’d been taken up. He
endured this with a simmering anger, and even the success of the
mission, which sent the Herpetologist leaping through the moose
grass and alders, did nothing to salve the ancient wound to his
pride. At one time he was a king—“a king, a king” he burped through
his refrain—and now he was a fourth rate actor, lying in the muddy
water in a tacky coat.

The
Herpetologist barely avoided an accident on the way back to
Moncton. He couldn't believe it himself and, peering into the
frustratingly tiny screen of his digital camera, he used up his
battery proving that he’d seen what he thought he’d seen. His notes
on one occasion lifted with the window’s breeze and, afraid they'd
fly out into the spring air he slammed them to the seat with one
hand and brought the car to a halt with the other. He was willing
to risk the oblivion of being rear-ended by a truck in order to
secure the textual evidence of New Brunswick’s greatest moment
since Babe Ruth had come to town, since the premier had been caught
with drugs at the airport. No more jokes about herpes in the
department, and finally funding might be siphoned away from those
more favoured by his department chair. His wife would quit trying
to get him to apply for a government job. That brilliant grad
student he’d stayed late to help with her research would be wowed
and, if this went well, he’d soon be head of the department with an
office on the top floor instead of the sub-basement where he kept
his cages and tanks.

The frog
watched the herpetologist go with amusement, for of anyone in the
swamp, he understood ambition. “From my seat I could see the
world,” he mused to himself, “and now I guess the time is ripe to
pass on the mantle.” Although the frog never imagined the swerving
of the car, or the near accident, he knew the mechanics of the
thirst for power well enough. He knew the grad student by type, if
not by specifics, and understood the weaknesses of someone in a
position of authority. The herpetologist’s departmental hierarchy
echoed distant longings, but even as the frog felt the brief twinge
of his old lust for mastery, he shrugged it away with a froggy
grin. He jumped off the muddy pile of earth and landed in the most
viscous mud of all. “I bet you a bug you couldn’t do that,” he
yelled after the departing herpetologist. He felt, after all,
covered in mud and sitting in a swamp with a full belly, things had
turned out for the best.


Glooscap’s
Butterfly


Although the
butterfly tried to think of it as envy, she realized that most
people had disdain for her very existence. She had been a whim of
Glooscap’s and that was hard to live down. He was walking along
with several others—many of whom still made demeaning gestures
towards her—and talking about creation. Glooscap had the ability to
modify animals, but his powers were such that he never really could
make one of his own. Although he was typically happy with this
stricture, he could be tempted. To illustrate his point about how
simple a matter it was to create life, he took up two leaves that
were twirling down in the fall breezes and held them together long
enough to blow life into their feeble joint. Like a miracle, his
leaves began to beat, at first slowly, and then faster as they rose
into the sky. The animals were appropriately impressed, although
some spoke against it and secretly called the action one of pride
and a harbinger of evil to come.

Glooscap had
misgivings himself, for this was a transgression of the law. But
the butterfly, as he called it, was a delight and the other animals
were glad of the experiment. It was only when the butterfly began
to be found trembling around couples in love, or landing on feces
or dead animals, that some began to wonder. Talk circulated behind
the butterfly's fragile ears, but she'd heard enough to realize its
import. “She should not exist,” she'd been gently told. She was the
result of a whimsical moment of Glooscap, who, it was suggested,
had too much power in his unsteady hands. The butterfly’s creation
came to be used to explain some of the animals’ more uncertain
feelings about Glooscap. “Look at it,” they would say, “just a
flappy bit of leaf, not even a proper body.”

These comments
were calculated to disturb Glooscap, but they had an added effect
of making the butterfly question her own existence. That is why,
when Glooscap approached her with a request, she had more reason
than anyone to do her utmost to fulfill it. She’d been hovering
near some fir trees when the grand meeting had been called. She
felt that she had a right to be there as much as anyone, but she
was not confident enough to alight in the thick of the animals and
make her presence known. The comments about how she didn’t have a
body, which implied she was missing a brain, hurt her to the quick,
although she would have been the first to deny her sensitivity.

Glooscap didn’t
say it was the most important mission, but unlike the task the frog
was asked to perform, the butterfly’s new responsibility didn’t
demand that she be fingered by clumsy-handed scientists. In fact,
such touching would kill the butterfly, which was part of the
reason that Glooscap assigned her a task which was merely visual,
drawing thereby upon her best talents, her airy nature and vivid
colour.

The butterfly
exhausted herself flying all over the forest gathering together the
members of her varied tribe, although she disdained the moth who
fluttered about her when he heard about the butterfly’s job. “We
need colour, and you bunch just don’t cut it.” She was not known
for her diplomacy and had made enemies before, although most pitied
her for the lack of intelligence her comments implied.

The butterflies
met near the highway to Moncton, coincidentally when the
Herpetologist was driving past (although he was intent on other
things and so missed this second miracle). They gathered on the mud
flats of Tantramar and the Minas Basin, on the cliffs of Grande
Danse and the south shore, on the moose trod uplands of
Newfoundland’s wild coast, on the Lloyds insurance building in
Halifax. They gathered in a huge mass and then, silently, while an
amazed people watched, they settled into the perfect geometric
patterns that they had practiced for hours in the deep woods.

Perhaps if crop
circles had never been seen or dreamt about, the gathering of the
butterflies would have meant nothing. But, as it was, most
audiences had an easy time relating this magical event to the
cryptic swirls and patterns said to lay flat the English corn. The
butterfly dance, as the rest of the animals called it, was an
overnight sensation. Some of the younger Aboriginal people brought
newspapers and laptops into the forest in order to prove that the
Maritimes were again in the news and this time thousands of people
didn’t have to die. They risked the good-natured joshing of the
other animals, “I recognize that tree, that hydrocarbon,” to show
them the sudden media interest.

Photographers
who had made their fame in the killing fields of Kampuchea and had
even posed near the skull piles of Rwanda, came to New Brunswick
and Nova Scotia, although none went to Newfoundland. The
Newfoundlanders read the butterfly infestation as a sign of an
ancient retribution coming back to haunt them. In their national
conscience the Beothuk slept uneasily, so the Newfoundlanders said
nothing. Characteristically, they made no attempt to kill the
butterflies, for the mentality on the Rock demanded that reminders
of past mistakes were best endured. To this day no one had
forgotten Joey Smallwood and Canada's newest, and most reluctant,
province.

The newspapers
carried the accounts for days. Such was the subtlety of the
butterfly attack, as she called it herself, that hers is the most
remembered part in what some animals were beginning to label a war.
The butterflies appeared in obscure roadside meadows on the old
highway past Wentworth, on crowded Parlee Beach, in the potato
field of the Harvey farm and most notably for the Japanese
tourists, on Anne’s house in Green Gables, Prince
Edward Island. The first battle, for everyone had long since
forgotten about the frog’s attempt except the
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