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			About This Book

			When Kit Dobson’s daughter looked at the field of stars on the screen at the beginning of a new Star Wars movie in the theatre and remarked to her father, “Yeah, right. There’s not that many stars,” Dobson suddenly realized his daughter had never truly seen the night sky. From then on Dobson began to think seriously about how little we, as humans, interact with the natural world and how that has changed our place within it. Field Notes on Listening is a response to our lack of connection to the land we call home, the difficult history of how many of us came to be here and what we could discover if we listened deeply to the world around us. Written in brief, elegant sections, Field Notes on Listening starts at Dobson’s kitchen table, a family heirloom, and wends through time and space, looking at his family’s lost farm, the slow violence of climate change, loss of habitat, the tensions of living in late-stage capitalism and through careful listening strives to find a way through it all, returning, in the end, to home and the same table.
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			Epigraph

			The cyanide jar seals life, as sonnets move

			towards final stiffness. Cased in a white glare

			these specimens stare for peering boys, to prove

			strange certainties. Plane dogsled and safari

			assure continuing range. The sweep-net skill,

			the patience, learning, leave all living stranger.

			Insect – or poem – waits for the fix, the frill

			precision can effect, brilliant with danger.

			What law and wonder the museum spectres

			bespeak is cryptic for the shivery wings,

			the world cut-diamond-eyed, those eyes’ reflectors,

			or herbal grass, sunned motes, fierce listening.

			Might sheened and rigid trophies strike men blind

			like Adam’s lexicon locked in the mind?

			– Margaret Avison, “Butterfly Bones: Sonnet Against Sonnets”
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			Prelude

			The sound of snowmobiles blasting across the frozen surface of ­Sylvan Lake, Alberta, on New Year’s Day.

			The sound of fires raging across New South Wales, Australia, as streamed on the Internet.

			The sound of drone strikes reported on the news.

			The sound of snow falling on the blue and white spruces outside the window.

			The sound of surface-to-surface and surface-to-air missiles.

			The sound of a two-stroke, gas-powered leaf blower, which my neighbour uses to clear snow from his paths.

			The sound of snow crunching underfoot.

			The sound of a billion animals burnt to death.

			The sound of three white-tailed deer walking down the path to the writing studio.

			The sound of Donald Trump.

			The sound of heavy ornamentation in baroque music.

			The sound of an ermine darting in and out of a snowbank.

			The sound of Brexit.

			The sound of the ice in my eyelashes hitting the ice on my balaclava when I blink.

			The sound of grief.

			The sound of wine, conversation, a piano, artists sharing their work on a cold winter’s night.

			The sound of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the liberation of ­Auschwitz.

			The sound of coronavirus.

			The sound of the dog’s claws on the melted and refrozen snow.

			The sound of pages turning in an old copy of Jacob’s Room.

			The sound of the CBC.

			The sound of rain in February.

			The sound of wind picking through dried fescues and sweetgrass in a chinook-cleared grassland.

			The sound of suffering.

			The sound of chickadees in chinook weather.

			The sound of jet engines.

			The sound of public transit.

			The sound of solidarity blockades on rail lines.

			The sound of crowds in the Puerta del Sol, Madrid.

			The sound of Twitter.

			The sound of shoes.

			The sound of a lizard scuttling across the warm bricks on the pathway in the garden at noon.

			The sound of cars, cars, cars.

			The sound of budget cuts.

			The sound of parrots.

			The sound of leap day.

			The sound of quarantines.

			The sound of stock market rallies and crashes.

			The sound of the different regional accents of Spain.

			The sound of wine being poured.

			The sound of horns honking and feet moving.

			The sound of voices through thin walls.

			The sound of the state of exception.

			The sound of birds in the warm Madrid morning as the lockdown begins.

			The sound of anxious travellers.

			The sound of airplanes.

			The sound of relief upon landing in Calgary.

			The sound of minus twenty weather.

			The sound of snowplows.

			The sound of the people of Italy, singing from their balconies.






			I

			Green in nature is one thing, green in literature another. Nature and letters seem to have a natural antipathy; bring them together and they tear each other to pieces.

			– Virginia Woolf, Orlando

			I have come to the conclusion that much can be learned about music by devoting oneself to the mushroom.

			– John Cage, Silence

			What is it about the touch of wood grain, that it can suddenly call to mind the sensuous music of several lifetimes? It is a Friday and I am thinking about tables. I am thinking about the ideal table, about the Platonic form of the table, as I sit at one of the two farmhouse tables that have come into our household. One is used for dinner – as well as for writing, for games, for hospitality, for tea – while the other is upstairs, pressed into service to house writing projects and stacks of books and papers. The one in the dining room occupies my thoughts today. I touch the dark grain of the wood. Every line in the table is another year of carbon sequestration, another spring, a summer, a fall, a winter. The table is made of oak, though I am not the most reliable at discerning these things. My maternal grandfather bought it for five dollars at a farm auction more than fifty years ago. I think of it as one of those auctions that took place when a farm went belly up or the family opted to vamoose – or when someone passed away with debts that needed to be cleared. I don’t know which kind, precisely, this table came from. There are dates written in pencil on its bottom. The first date is 1923, when the table was made. The original table was round, built to expand with the insertion of leaves. It is a pedestal table, with four supports jutting out from a central, square column. Throughout my childhood, the table was unfinished and regularly needed to be oiled. It squeaked when I applied my elbows to its surface, the top groaning as I leaned on it. It is now onto its third generation in my family – fourth, if one counts my children, who may one day choose to keep it in turn. It has been a focal point for revelry, welcome and gathering – the music that makes up our lives – for nearly a century.
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			This book is about listening and land. It follows my belief that listening, or a lack thereof, has become a social and environmental problem. In this book, I argue that listening to landscapes, and doing so with dedication over a long period of time, is one path through this thicket. Listening has a role to play at this moment in our world. I start from my dining-room table and move out into the world from there. It has been an ongoing process, one that is open-ended and, necessarily for me, unfinished – as we always are, as long as we still have breath with which to speak.
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			We were at the cinema in the beforetime, watching the latest installment of the Star Wars franchise. I can’t recall which film now. Episode VIII? Rogue One? Solo? The franchise makes money and the films proliferate. These new films try to recapture a magic that, for me, was pretty well spent by 1983, when Return of the Jedi was released, yet still they continue. Anyhow, we were watching one of the new films, in the darkened cinema. The film ended. The iconic John Williams closing music began. The credits started to roll on that familiar field of stars in deepest space. One of my children leaned over to me and said, with the certainty of youth, “There aren’t that many stars!”
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			What world will we leave behind for our children and for those of our friends and family? Will there be a world that will be inhabitable? Signs at recent protests remind us that there is no Planet B. I was born into the very end of Generation X, but I couldn’t quite identify with Douglas Coupland’s particular brand of ennui. It was just a little bit too old for me somehow. Nor am I part of the so-called Generation Y, nor a millennial either. I grew up in the 1980s and 1990s, years of major geopolitical change. Reaganomics and Thatcherism. The fall of the Berlin Wall. The Montréal Massacre. The so-called end of alternatives to capitalism. Globalization. Mine is the first generation, we are told, that might have less than our parents did. In the US, especially in this era of the pandemic, life expectancies seem to be tipping toward a decline. But I was also born into the public uptake of environmentalism, launched by the generation that read Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. In the 1980s our heroes were people like David Suzuki, who showed us a world in peril on TV. Suzuki said that one of his errors was not planning for a long-term environmental movement, believing that they needed to succeed right away in changing the future. I met Suzuki when I was about six years old at an event at the University of British Columbia. It was an event about marine life. I remember him showing me a horseshoe crab. If I am honest, though, mostly I remember the crab. It scuttled with a seeming prehistoric calm across the sandy bed of the water table. It was a time when we watched and listened as, one by one, species disappeared and the stars were extinguished.
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			All of these things flashed through my mind when my child remarked that George Lucas and Co. must have been exaggerating the number of stars that exist in the night sky. My children, I realized, had never seen the night. They had never seen or heard the night in its spread-out glory. Living in cities drenched in evermore artificial light, drowning in seas of traffic noise, the stars continue to vanish and to be silenced as they age. We happen to live in one of the world’s most light-polluted cities. While we were busy retying our bootlaces, or making tomorrow’s lunch, or reading the business section, bit by bit we had been a small part of extinguishing the night. With the loss of the stars, I feel, too, the extinguishing of the ability to dream of a better, different world than the one in which we now live.
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			When I was a child, there were stars. I camped out under the stars, watching the glowing eyes of coyotes flicker in the starlight at the edge of the forest. I travelled to visit my grandparents in northern Alberta often. We would go in the summer and at Christmastime. Easter and Thanksgiving when possible. On winter visits, we would cut down Christmas trees – spruce, pine – from the farm’s bushlands. We would eat turkeys raised by the neighbours and beef raised by my family from cows that had had jaunty names like T-Bone. And there were stars. The early setting sun vanished to reveal a pouring stream of white light extending across the night’s sky, constellations sometimes lost amidst the brilliant glow of the stars under a new moon. The northern lights flashed green across the skies on some nights, purpling at the edges. The loud rush of space, the grinding of celestial music just past the bounds of hearing.
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			But there are no family farms to return to any longer. There haven’t been those cold, crisp, brilliant nights in my children’s lives. The occasional satellite crossing the sky is no longer a rarity and a treat. Now the sky is full of glittering junk. 
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			I thought that we had done a good job of connecting our children to the land, but it was clear that we had work to do. So we made it a project to find the stars. As a family, we ventured farther backcountry, looping into the mountains near Jasper. We were devoured by mosquitoes while the trees listened to our footsteps. It rained and was cloudy on that trip. While we reached new levels of off-grid prowess, there were no stars. We made other attempts in Banff, Lake Louise and across the prairies and parklands of Alberta. At length we were successful, sleeping outside of the tent on one beautiful, clear night near Revelstoke, British Columbia. After the moon went down, we woke, dew-covered, in the very early morning, to see a panoply of stars scattered across the darkness. It was not a bright winter’s night, but it would have to do. We dried our sleeping bags in the morning sun and spoke about what lies out there in the night.
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			The night bears listening to. It bears witnessing. Like so much of the environment – like the forests, the rivers and watersheds, the grasslands – the night is being obliterated through a series of human actions. It is for this set of reasons, then, that I have come to write about environments in a new way. I am learning about birds and trees through a new lens. Not simply to understand a world that we are in the midst of losing, but also to learn what I might do to forestall the collapse.
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			As I worked at my table, I watched the seasons turn, the weather turn. I looked out the window at clear skies, at rain, at snow and at a new type of weather that I don’t remember from my childhood – smoke. There were no stars on smoky nights. A thick pall scratched at our throats, reddening our eyes. With that burn, we passed more nights without the sky’s imagination, with losses untold and incalculable.
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			This project began, then, as a response to questions that my children asked, either directly or indirectly, about how to live in this world. My children made me ask myself the same questions. This book is an insufficient answer, but it’s a start. And then, during the pandemic, I spoke – over the phone, over the computer – and exchanged messages – over the computer, over paper – with people in many places. We shared our feelings of befuddlement, confusion, stress and disarray. We wondered how the world had become so fast, and we wondered about what happened when it all stopped. The slow movement that had already emerged in response to the culture of speed provided one avenue for engagement, but access to a culture of slow is uneven in a world that has become more and more characterized by precarious forms of work. The economy has become one in which your speed is often tied to your earnings and determines your ability to thrive, or to survive. Until we hit a collective pause and heard it fall apart.
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			The response that I’ve arrived at, my turn to listening to the land, might not be for everyone. It requires a commitment to attention and attentiveness, a commitment to developing a capacity for compassion and care. This listening calls us to take care of others and of the land on which we stand. It demands time, and time is in short supply for many people, for many reasons.
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			Learning to listen is a profound, political act. Listening, when done with deliberate measure, is an act of defiance. What remains unheard remains unacknowledged. I have now spent the last several years learning to listen as though everyone and everything around me matters in the utmost. I’ve started with the night’s sky and moved from there. Listening has provided me with a way to come back to the world with fresh ears. I learned in the process that I was very tired. I still am, but at least now I have a small spark that comes from listening. This listening provides me with a new way to return to the environment from which my family comes. This change has proven to be important during the global pandemic. All of a sudden, the world became much, much quieter. Human sounds slackened, slowed and in some cases even ceased for a short while. Listening took on renewed power. It led me back to having some kind of hope.
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			Think of the 1980s in North American cities. When I was young, I lived first in Ontario, then in Vancouver and then spent much of my childhood in Calgary. In Vancouver, our townhouse was brown on the outside and brown on the inside. In the back, cedar hedges tasted of sap when we darted in and out of them, playing tag or hide-and-seek. It was a time of shag carpets and wood panelling, leftovers from the 1970s. Our wood-burning fireplace was made of rough brick. One day a burning brand leapt from it, rolling aflame across the carpet. I thought my father very brave for picking up the log and returning it to the fire. No big deal. But I held onto that detail. A small burn mark was left on the carpet, spoiling the pile, the soft swish-swish of feet in socks. What remains is always so unpredictable, so wavy, so variable.
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			My first memory of listening to music is from that time, in that same room. My mother set the needle on the record player. The Beatles, 1962–1966, a best-of compilation of their early music. Ringo Starr’s easy one-two beats; John Lennon and Paul McCartney’s harmonics, guitar and bass; and George Harrison, playing with restraint and poise. I still don’t have a favourite Beatle. Each had a strength. I would age and then turn to their later music, the psychedelic era of Sgt. Pepper proving to me to be the most compelling. But we started with the early melodies: “She Loves You,” “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” “Eight Days a Week.” Mom endeavoured to teach me to recognize the rhythm of the songs, clapping to the beat along with Ringo’s drum kit. I tried. I got it wrong. Mom showed me again. I tried again. I failed anew. Was it one day or many days? At length, I started to get the idea. But I was a slow study. It was like my inability to jump until very late – so late that my parents grew concerned. Listening sometimes takes a while.
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			When I was a younger version of me, I also had a lot of ear infections. They gave me antibiotics for the aches. I lived many of my early years with ringing in my ears and the taste of banana-flavoured medicine in my mouth. After some time, the doctors did a surgery to puncture and put tubes in each of my eardrums. I was scared on the way into the operating theatre, but I was told that it was for the best. That way the fluids that built up behind my eardrums would be able to drain. Later, I remember lying on a hot compress, one side and then the other, waiting for my ears to drain. And then the back-of-the-throat release when the fluid let go.
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			The problem with listening is that hearing is not evenly distributed. Also, hearing is both a physiological response to stimulus and one of the most common metaphors in the English language. I hear you, friend! The tubes in my ears came out some years later. My healing eardrums pushed them most of the way out and they were removed in a doctor’s office. The inflammations receded as I aged. Now my ears don’t trouble me much. I did have one incapacitating round of tinnitus, and there is always a bit of background buzz, but that’s all for now. The men in my family, however, seem to lose their hearing as they age. I anticipate the same.
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			I was told that I would have some hearing loss in my right ear from all of the childhood brouhaha. Not many people know this about me. Also, I was born with a superfluous third earlobe just in front of my left ear. No, really. Another doctor burned it off in his office. I miss that extra flap of skin. What would Freud say about that? A hearing test a few years ago couldn’t find any hearing loss. I do struggle, though, to hear in spaces with ambient sound. Like when I saw an old friend a while ago, one whom I hadn’t seen in a couple of years. It was an evening before the pandemic. We were walking down the streets of Dublin. Our feet sounded on the flag- and cobblestones. The noise of revelry spilled from the bars as we passed. We had both been enjoying some Irish beers and whiskeys. My friend was struggling with the low-level illnesses that come with parenthood. He was unable to hear from one of his ears, a result of a two-year-long infection. He didn’t know, yet, if the damage would be permanent. I switched sides with him so that we could converse. We had both had experiences with hearing challenges, but my situation had recovered. Sometimes the solutions aren’t as simple as just switching sides. Every time I hear or read a listening metaphor – listen up! Hear hear! – I think of who is invited into this listening and who is left out. You know what I’m saying?
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			The school that I attended from the seventh grade onward was home to special programs. It included programs for students with giftedness, programs for students with learning disabilities and programs then known as being for the deaf and hard of hearing. From a young age, I became used to seeing sign language interpreters at gatherings. Students in our school tended to learn – taught themselves when necessary – American Sign Language, whether or not they could hear, so that they could communicate across the classroom, soundlessly.
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			Throughout those years in school, I headed north often. My mother’s parents had worked a farm north of the Athabasca River in northern Alberta in an area known as Richmond Park. Half of that side of my family was Polish. The records that I have tell me that they came to Canada from Silesia, a region in Poland and what is now the northern end of the Czech Republic. The other half of the maternal side of my family is a mix of Irish and French. That family farm, now sold, lies in Treaty 8 territory. On the other side of my family, my father’s parents worked a farm south of the Athabasca River in an area known as Meanook. One half of that side was English. The town of Kendal, England, seems to have been some sort of origin point. The other half of the family was Highland Scots and from parts of Eastern Europe. Their farm, also now sold, lies in Treaty 6 territory. As I grew up, I learned more from listening to my grandparents’ stories, their lands, and the absences and gaps in the tales than I have from perhaps anything else.
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			My paternal grandmother, Granny, was known in the community as Kay, short for Kathleen. She was born into modest circumstances in Edmonton and, after meeting my grandfather – Ken – at university, moved north as they started up their farming life together. She was educated, thoughtful, political and caring. I relished my time with her. Granny’s job as a teacher in the nearest town’s elementary school, late in her life and after her kids had grown, brought her into a wide range
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			Kit Dobson lives and works in Calgary / Treaty 7 territory in southern Alberta. His previous books include Malled: Deciphering Shopping in Canada and he is a professor in the Department of English at the University of Calgary. He grew up in many places across Canada, but returned again and again to the landscapes of northern Alberta where his family members settled – and that continue to animate his thinking.
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