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More of an
environmental treatise than a talking animal story, Coming Home
to Newfoundland is a story of a transplanted moose, long since
acclimatized to New Zealand, who decides to make the lengthy and
arduous journey home. Along the way she witnesses humanity’s
destructive tendencies firsthand and incites revolutionary zeal in
nearly everyone who crosses her path. The orangutan in Sumatra, the
Aurochs on the Steppes, and many indigenous people along the way
are inspired by her unwavering quest and her tale of environmental
destruction and activist movements. Behind her she leaves committed
activists who begin the laborious process of bringing the earth
back to the species who live upon it. The world will never be the
same because a moose decided to go home to Newfoundland.
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 Chapter One ~
Leaving New Zealand

 


When word of the
changes in the Maritimes went international, there were many
unexpected results. Maritime legislation had affected the treatment
of animals worldwide and many wildlife and conversation movements
were looking to the Maritimes as their model.

Most of the
information about the Maritimes that the rest of the world was
privy to came from Saul’s web pages. Some even went so far as to
argue that the discussions of his various combative experts brought
forward ideas of an entirely different way that humans might
interact with their environment. Outmoded models of dominion over
animals as well as the notion of stewardship spouted by the animal
welfarists were going by the wayside. Instead, in the place of this
patronizing and fundamentally unequal relationship, was a way of
thinking about human, animal, land, and sea interaction that
promised for many to change the way we live on the planet.

Although these
were heady days for the international community, in the small
backwater of Fiordland, south island, New Zealand, only a faint
whispering of the sweeping changes had come. This distant rumour
had made it to a moose in the New Zealand woods, however, and she
decided, there in the deep gloom of the rain forest that had hid
her for nearly a hundred years, that it might be time to go
home.

When
expatriates think of going home, they carry in their wallet-photo
minds an image of a place they, or their forbears, left many years
before. Likewise, when the moose tried to remember Newfoundland,
she found only the dry rags of images. With the overwhelming green
of the New Zealand bush around her, she had to admit that she
remembered little. She felt like cool breezes off the fjords could
be counted as a real memory, like the icy lakes in the interior of
a vast country. But handling the images like postcards, she
couldn’t tell if she’d taken the photo or had it described to her
so many times that the smears of reality were from her own mind.
That inability to distinguish what was known from what had been
replaced as much as anything else made the moose decide to
return.

Deciding to
leave, as any expatriate knows, is only part of the journey.
Typically, there are passports to order, government forms and
waivers to sign, and immunizations to get. The moose knew little of
these legal restrictions, however, and reasoned that if she had
lived all of these years in the New Zealand bush with only a few
hairs to prove her existence, she might as well slip between the
interstices of reality once again to travel back home. The moose
packed nothing, although she looked into her favourite haunts with
a strange transplanted nostalgia. It was like saying goodbye to a
home that wasn’t yours. I’ve been house sitting, thought the
moose, now it’s time to go home.

The trip to
the coast would have probably been fraught with danger, but the
tourists with their flashing cameras and open mouths were staying
in the north island for the winter. Other than a few Maori, the
moose saw almost no one. The Maori merely watched her go by. Some
of the children raised their arm in a kind of salute, but the moose
was far away and knew little of their calls. The mountains were
daunting at first, and Key Summit beckoned in the distance, but the
moose pressed on, the snow at the higher elevations reminding her
of something that she couldn’t quite remember.

When the moose
saw the long coastline, and felt the fogs hanging over the
mountains at her back, she nearly returned into the woods. Just as
the adopted home becomes more beautiful as we are leaving it, she
hesitated before the cold waters. She had swum the lakes in the
inland, and once had been in the water for twenty hours, but she
had no idea how long the fourteen hundred miles would take for her
to swim. As well, she frightened herself with tales of sharks and
killer whales.

She paced on
the beach for nearly a week, feeding to build up her strength and
practicing short swims. If she could swim this stretch, she told
herself, then she could get home. She even considered following the
populated coast north so that she might set out for Lord Howe
Island, but that mere pit stop would save her few direct hours, and
the total trip would be much longer. Finally, just as local
attention was starting to focus on this strange, shaggy animal
stalking the beach, she confirmed her direction by asking a frigate
bird who hung in the air above her, and then she plunged into the
water.

The kiwi and
flightless Takahe watched in envy from the shore. The Takahe
wondered that she had never swum away when the people had come,
wondered that what could seem so difficult could be so easy. Above
her, the frigate and the albatross set a vigil. They sensed a
resolve in the moose that they knew was not local, and the
storm-petrels put out a watch for major storms, although they had
no idea what advice they might offer a swimming animal of the
moose’s bulk. Whales breeched near the moose and working in
conjunction with the birds—although all felt the moose’s task
impossible—they deflected any ships that would cross her path. A
giant container ship might mow her down as they had so many
sleeping whales and smaller boats would do her serious harm if they
cut her with their propellers or thrust her under with their bow.
If all else failed, the whales prepared, with the dolphins, a
strategy that might make the moose’s stupendous undertaking more
possible, if not likely.


 


 Chapter Two ~ The Long
Voyage

 


The first day
in the water was comforting, although the southern winds and waves
blew spray into the moose’s eyes and she frequently had to rely on
the frigate overhead for directions. She had no idea so many forces
were rallied to her side, but she felt the soothing presence of a
huge body beside her, who she presumed was a whale. The water was
slightly warmer on her southern side, and the current was cut by
the smooth strokes of the swimming whale. But the moose could see
little except a huge spray over her when the whale blew.
Unfortunately, she could smell the reek which resulted from what
she guessed were very poor eating habits.

Looking over
her tiny charge as though she would an ill-formed baby, the whale
set herself to match the moose’s slow pace. She determined, as if
she were a commuter who had passed the same way a hundred times, to
use the moment to look around and “eat the plankton,” as the
expression went.

“You’re a long
way from home.” The whale always found it awkward opening
conversations with other species.

“Longer than
you think.” At the risk of sounding cryptic, the moose answered.
She told of her distant kidnapping and how she had acclimatized to
her new home. At first she had longingly thought about returning,
but that was less frequent with each passing year. “It’s like a
toothache,” she said after looking to see if the whale had teeth,
“that you can’t do anything about and that won’t go away. It comes
at odd times. When wading in a swamp in the early morning, suddenly
it would all come back, and I’ve worn a path down to the beach
before with wishing. I never thought I could do it, that’s
all.”

“You’re a good
swimmer,” the whale lied. “You can make it.”

Saving her
breath for her swim, the moose settled into a slow rhythm that
seemed to be suggested by the rise and fall of the waves
themselves, and although she heard the sounds of motors far in the
distance, none came near her. In all, she decided, it was a
peaceful trip, with the very occasional breath of the whale
spouting beside her, and the cries of the birds overhead. They dove
and came up with fish flapping in their beaks and the day wound on
to evening. When night came, the moose felt the sleep that should
have been hers. But with the urgency that is death if she should
stop swimming, she pressed on, despite her tired limbs. After
one day, she thought. Only after one day.

She was kept awake in
the night by the dance of light in the ocean. At first she thought
it was her imagination. But when the sparks of light began, and
then, as the night darkened into a deep indigo, she saw even her
thrashing legs startled tiny insects into giving light, her awe
sustained her. “What a beautiful thing the world is. I would never
have thought such animals existed.”

The whale felt
tempted, since she had a scholarly turn of mind, to tell the moose
about photo plankton, but instead she thrashed her tail and sped
ahead so that the moose might see the fireworks in full display.
The wonder of the moose infected her, and looking around like she
never had, the whale lifted her entire body out of the water for
the first time in years, splashing down with a wave that almost
swamped the moose.

When the
morning came, the moose was again disoriented. The sun, bright and
strange now that she was not clouded in the forest, came from the
wrong direction, and she asked the frigate twice if he was sure
about his navigation. Her limbs were hardening to the work, but
thirsty beyond measure, the moose drank sparingly of the seawater,
since she had heard it had ill effects on land animals like
herself. Luckily for her, if not for anyone else, the Antarctic
shelf was melting, so the seawater was less saline for the first
time in centuries, and so she was sustained for another day.

All around her
was water and even when the huge waves lifted her to their tops,
she saw nothing but sea. She moose cautioned herself that this was
to be expected, but in the leaden sensation of her legs and back,
she felt her own mortality. “Whale,” she called. “I’m not sure I
can do this. I wasn’t made for sea voyages and this is a passage of
many days.”

“We are here
as well,” the whale reminded her, “and when you falter, we will
guide your steps.” The whale felt silly saying steps, but it
drifted up from her ancient memory as a word that used to have
meaning.

Buoyed by
their support, the moose swam though that long day and then another
night. The albatross made the passage back to land behind—which the
moose thought was an ominous sign—and brought her seaweed to eat.
She would have preferred a land plant, but she was the least choosy
beggar on the wide seas. In disgust, the storm petrel flew off and
came back with grasses in her beak, and that cleared the moose’s
mouth of the sea long enough for her to remember why she was here.
“I am going home,” she reminded them, “to where trees tasted tart
in the winter and sweet in the spring.”

On the third
day, the moose faltered. She felt her legs hardly at all and tiny
fish were settling in her fur trying to buoy her for the many miles
still ahead. She felt herself roll in the waves and then suddenly
awoke with a salty apologetic smile for the whale. “Let’s try that
again.” Only a few hours later, she fainted from exhaustion, and
began to sink. She felt the long reach of the ocean bottom below
her, pulling at her like the land had held her upright. She let go
finally and let herself be taken.

 



 


 Chapter Three ~ Tasmania

 


When the moose
woke she was resting on a rocky outcropping of what must have been
Tasmania. Inland, she could see waving trees and beside her were a
silent crowd. The frigate looked solemnly on, but when she began to
rise, he cried out, and the other birds looked out to sea where the
whale splashed her huge body again. The moose realized that she had
ridden the trip on the whale’s back. Like a story she had been told
by a Maori, she had slept the rest of the thousand miles to
Tasmania. The rest of her trip, she told herself, although arduous
and hot in the inland of Australia, would be relatively
feasible.

She tossed her
head in thanks, and happy enough to be on land that she never
wanted to swim again, she went inland after paying her respects to
the birds who’d supported her. Her mind filled with the fragile
bodies who, regardless of size, had done so much for her. She only
halted when she saw her first person.

She was
standing near a pool and at first the moose mistook her for a tree.
She was still and blended in with the waving branches around her.
She was dark as well, like the Maori, but different, and in a rush
the moose knew who she was. “Welcome,” the Tasmanian said. “Welcome
to my land.”

“I thought . .
.” the moose did not complete the thought. How do you tell a living
being that they have appeared out of myth? How explain that they
were killed long before the moose came to Aotearoa? They walked the
day together and the woman explained how to avoid the people who
now overran her land. She talked about clear-cuts and mines.

“There are
houses around the shelving shore that defile the land. They breathe
poison into the air and pipes carry their offspring deep into the
earth. There they hatch and grow more houses, and while my people
sleep, they cover the land with plastic,” she kicked a plastic
bottle as she spoke. Although she made the move casually enough,
the moose could see deep anger in her action. “The tiger is gone
into hiding in the deep woods and the devil is diseased. His jaw
now sprouts cancer like weeds, and some say he won’t be howling
much longer in the woods.”

It was a
melancholy walk, although the countryside was as beautiful as any
the moose had ever seen excepting, she reminded herself, her own
native Newfoundland. She found out which animals to avoid stepping
on and where to look for grasses and branches without spines that
would give her the most nutrient. They talked about the strategies
that Saul had outlined on his pages, and how that was working in
the Maritimes, and by the time the moose was ready to leave, she
saw some hope in the woman’s face. She looked as hard as rock and
yet these humans were so fragile. But now that she had new tools in
her ancient fight, she stood straighter and walked back into the
woods with the tiger and the devil by her side.

Once she’d
gained back her strength, the moose took her leave of the Tasmanian
woman and set out for Bass Strait. After receiving some directions,
she decided that she would make for Cape Portland and thereby
island hop to Clarke Island, Barren Island and then to Flinders.
There, if she had the help of some seafaring birds, she might make
it to the Kent Group of islands in the middle of Bass Strait
itself, and then to Hogan, and finally the mainland of Australia.
She felt like she was making a huge detour, but she had no problem
admitting that she shuddered when she thought of a long voyage on
the open sea again. Her knowledge of the Coral Sea was weak, but
she felt she could face northern Australia when she got there, and
for now, she needed to get to the mainland.

The moose
began to travel at night and more than a few night birds, having
heard she was coming, led her to the shore she wanted. They
cautioned her to avoid the tourists, especially the tourist boats,
but they needn’t. The dolphins who were cavorting near the shore
seemed to know the moose and they called to her to come with them.
She spent an exhausting, if social day with them swimming to Clarke
Island, and when it was dark, she was on dry land again. She
avoided the houses as she’d been told, and went instead to the
parks and municipal lawns. Carefully sniffing for poisons that the
Tasmanian woman had told her about, she turned up her nose at more
than one strangely unnatural, lush lawn.

The swims from
each of the islands were an easy night’s work, but she was
reluctant to face the long miles to the Kent group. Although the
moose was beginning to suspect that some of the birds had been
talking, she had no idea how much the word had passed of her
coming. In case the moose passed, Grasses were being coaxed to grow
where drought had stricken them dead. The coastline was softened by
the hooves and paws of many animals waiting for her arrival, and
birds cried lookout at every dark object in the waves. Even in the
faraway jungles of Sumatra, the orang-utan, the fabled orange ape,
passed the word of miracle and wonder.


 


 Chapter Four ~ Australia

 


The moose was
again accompanied by the playful dolphins when she covered the last
miles of the strait, and when she clambered up on the rocky coast
of the Australian continent, she saw a crowd. The Numbat sat in the
front, in the solemnity of the moment not even twitching her nose.
There were more animals than the moose would have dreamed possible,
many of them with strange twisted legs and long ears, pear-shaped
bodies that they seemed to turn inside out at a whim. When the
platypus waddled down to see what the excitement was about, the
moose felt like she was dreaming. She’d heard of this most peculiar
animal, and although she was reluctant to stare, she couldn’t
resist the sight of how so many animals had been fit together.
Glooscap would never have done that, she thought, even
after the screw up with my coat.

There were no
Aborigine’s amongst the ones who greeted her on the coast, and at
first the moose was dismayed, but not surprised. The Aborigine
people had been driven from the coasts into city slums and reserves
in the inhospitable interior. They risked their life to come here.
She was placated by the idea that she was sure to meet some when
she went across the wastelands of the world’s oldest continent.

Amid sounds of
general celebration, the moose ate the food the kangaroo offered,
which was more to her taste than any seaweed, and accepted advice
about plants to eat. Many assumed she was going to travel
Australia’s west coast, where the most forest cover might more
easily provide shelter and forage, but the moose had other ideas.
“I’m going straight across,” she said as soon as she heard their
questions. “Shorter. And it can’t be worse than the swim over from
New Zealand.

“But no one
goes into the centre,” sputtered out the shy wallaby. “It’s a death
sentence.” His sentiment was echoed by many of the others, but
there was a kind of half-mystical wish to see the moose try it.

“She’s a
different order of animals,” the bush baby said, “maybe she can
open up a route where we can’t.”

The moose
spent two weeks on the coast building up her fat reserves, and in
other ways preparing for the long journey. Finally, her departure
slightly hastened by rumours of a Canadian moose lurking in the
woods, she began.

She skirted
the huge city of Melbourne. Luckily for her, the inhabitants were
mostly inside watching television, so she was able to jog west and
then north, to avoid Adelaide entirely. Once she was in more
confirmed bushland, which included huge wheat fields, she picked up
her pace. She stopped only to eat. After swimming for hundreds of
miles and journeying overland, she was as fit as she was liable to
be. She went through the miles of fruit trees north of Adelaide
whose branches were too poisonous to eat, and drank from catchment
tanks which she was sure the Tasmanian woman would not have
approved of. It was a modern desert, the moose decided. Otherwise
rich land turned to chemical fertilizers and sudden drenching
irrigation. Less than a week later, slightly thinner but still
healthy, she was skirting the retreating borders of the Eyre lakes.
Here she was able to set her sights, optimistically, and perhaps
foolishly, on the Simpson Desert.

Luckily for
the moose, the rainy season, such as it was, had plumped up the
shrubs and brush of the desert; she was able to get some moisture
from the leaves in the early mornings when the dew was still
available to be sucked. The long, red, parallel dunes were tiring,
but her path lay for the most part along them, so she slept in the
valleys and the shade, until the sun overhead forced her to stop.
When she reached the outskirts of Alice Springs, she was still
thinner, but she lurked in the suburbs once again, taking advantage
of the lush lawns like a teenager. Her taste for pesticide had gone
off, or she was hungry enough to ignore warning signs, for the
lawns tasted acidic, but were otherwise clean. She was startled
more than once by homeowners, coming out onto the back porch for a
smoke, but they little suspected they had seen a moose in their
irrigated hedges and lawns. They would scream a few racial slurs
out into the night, but that appeared to calm them and they went
back inside to the blue glow that was their church.

The moose was
surprised that other than an occasional bird she encountered few
animals on her trek. Further south, lizards had jumped at her
approach, but so shy were they of footfalls, that they would not
come out of hiding until she’d passed. The birds themselves, intent
on their own errands, would only pause to give directions. She
would have thought, from the numbers of animals present when she
arrived, that she’d have more company on the trip; she was starting
to get worried about the Tanami Desert in the Northern Territory.
Her plan was to go across this famous desert, but the conversations
she’d managed to have with the bilbies, and that was only around
dusk, indicated that even a bypass was long and difficult.

With the same
foolhardiness or optimism that had seen her set out from New
Zealand, the moose struck northwest from Alice Springs. The weather
here had drastically changed, and she began to imitate the other
animals. She rested in the midday, when temperatures on the flat
plains soared to the high forties, and kept her sights doggedly on
Daly Waters, with its promise of watered greenery.

The weeks of
arid land, scurrying inhabitants of suspicious mirages, were
beginning to take their toll. In the distance, the moose saw other
moose, although that was impossible, and more than once she had to
squash an urge to follow them. She had seen Aborigines as well,
even early on in her journey, but they made no effort to approach
her and fixed to her route as she was she could not attempt the
long detour that would bring them together. Sight of them grew
increasingly frequent as she entered the northern territory and she
began to wonder at what she had heard. They were a solitary people,
she’d been told by the close-knit Maori.

“Aborigines
lived in the vast wastelands of the interior, on saltpans that
would strand well-outfitted trucks and dry out and kill almost
anyone else. They have a kind of magic sense of distance and
navigation, and know when someone is moving through their
territory.

“Are they
dangerous?” the moose had been frightened by all the talk of
Aborigine omnipresence and solitary habits.

“No. They are
the walking representatives of the murrakupupuni. Therefore, like
the other outback animals, they hover on the edges of vision,
barely seen and hardly understood.” The Maori man who’d explained
them had a flair for the supernatural, but now that she was
hallucinating moose on the dry plains, she was beginning to believe
what he had said.

Subject to the
visions of the desert, the moose began to find her own sense of
place becoming vague. She had been sleeping in the shade of
sandstone boulders, and when she dreamed of home, Newfoundland was
contaminated by dry winds and a dry humped mound of stone. When she
woke, she was disorientated, and it was many minutes of licking dew
from plants and shaking Uluru from her head before she felt quite
herself again. I am slipping away, she said to herself, but in the
dry mornings there was no one to hear.

Following
Barrow Creek out of Alice Springs, with a mistaken belief that it
might contain water along its length, the moose soon found herself
toiling up even the slightest slope and her eyes crusted over so
that she had to stop to wipe them against her legs. In the distance
hovered Uluru, but she was uncertain whether she was subject to
another mirage or if she was indeed passing the famous rock. Soon
she was stumbling along and momentarily losing her path. Caught in
the desert like she’d been caught in the ocean, here was no whale
to help her, no birds to point the way. Only the shimmering of
mirages in the distance, where she could see vast pools of water
and stands of spruce, kept the moose going.

She had
completely lost track of time when she stopped to rest in the
midday sun and couldn’t rise. “This is how it ends then,” she was
complacent about her impending death, which was itself a bad sign.
Far overhead wedge-tailed eagles circled. She watched the sun spin
through its cycle of the evening and setting, and was only after
dark that she attempted again. Her legs were stiff and








cover.jpg
“Comi ,fiﬂlome
Wi undland(

alDeep Blog






