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“Her style is not at all ‘poetic’—quite the contrary. It is prose of the very highest order; it is pure prose. Through its quiet clarity we see unreachable depths, threatening darkness, promised treasures.” —Ursula K. LeGuin, The Guardian

“Tove Jansson was a genius, a woman of profound wisdom and great artistry.” —Philip Pullman

“It’s hard to describe the astonishing achievement of Jansson’s artistry.” —Ali Smith

“It could be said that everything she wrote is, in one way or another, about the creative interactions between art and reality or art and nature.” —The Guardian

On Notes from an Island

“If you never see me again in life after this book is published, it is because I left to find an island of my own at last.” —Alexander Chee, author of How to Write an Autobiographical Novel

“Both a memoir and a love letter to all things wild and weathered.” —New Statesman

“These wry, winsome autobiographical sketches demonstrate the couple’s virtuosity in the art of living ... as evocative as a long-lost coastline glimpsed through mist.” —Times Literary Supplement

On the essay, “The Island”

“At once a short story, an essay, and a prose poem, ‘The Island’ reads both like a sketch for The Summer Book and a vignette of Klovharun ... the text seems to change following mysterious tides from a timeless present to an urgent past.” —Hernan Diaz, finalist for the Pulitzer Prize
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FOREWORD


Once, when I was asked as a child what I wanted to be when I grew up, I replied that I wanted to be the king of my own private island. I remember this answer because it got a lot of laughs – even as a child I was alert to what seemed like great material. But this far into my life, about fifty years after giving that answer, I have not done it yet. And so, the Finnish writer and artist Tove Jansson’s account of how she and her partner, the artist Tuulikki Pietilä – known here in these pages as Tooti – came to live on their tiny island of Klovharun seems like a message just for me, especially given they began living on the island in their fifties, about the age I am now.

Tove Jansson was born in 1914 in Helsinki, Finland, and died just shy of her eighty-seventh birthday, also in Helsinki. When she was born, Finland was a part of the Russian Empire, the Duchy of Finland. When she died, it was an independent country. She was born into the Swedish-speaking minority, a population left over from Finland’s history as a colony of Sweden. Tove’s mother was an illustrator and her father, a sculptor. Tove attended art school but did not find the satisfactions she sought. In 1945, she published her first of nine Moomin novels for children, The Moomins and the Great Flood, starring what would become her famous troll-like, adventurous-yet-existentialist characters, which she’d created to cheer herself up during World War II, a time when she felt paralyzed as a painter. On the success of the Moomin books she was hired as a newspaper cartoonist, and she continued to make Moomin comics until 1959, after which she passed it on to her brother, Lars Jansson, who worked on the series until 1974. When her mother died in 1970, Tove’s life as a literary novelist and short story writer began.

I like to think of Tove Jansson as a novelist who got her start as a cartoonist, which is not entirely correct, to be honest, because she is one of those artists whose fans all have very different experiences of her, and very different favorite works. It took me years to connect her to Moomin, for example, and it still amazes me that the creator of these whimsical stories for children is the same as the literary novelist I know her to be, although her political and philosophical impulse runs through all her works. Jansson really had at least three careers: a prolific painter, a children’s book author and illustrator, and a writer of literary fiction and autobiographical nonfiction (that is, if we include her last posthumous collection of letters, a book she was writing unintentionally throughout her life). Her imagination was unbounded and free in an enviable way, and it may be that this remote island she lived on for so many years, writing and closely observing with Tooti, was a central reason. Or at least an important expression of it.

She had always written the sort of letters that would one day be collected, and Notes from an Island has a similar intimacy; with her easy, light tone, one gets a sense in each sentence that the story might go in any direction at any moment, although the prose itself is intensely lucid, controlled, even distilled. They are sentences with the same clean lines as her drawings. And characters from elsewhere reappear. Tooti, for example, became a character in both Moomin and in Tove’s novel Fair Play, as did many figures from Tove’s life, appearing and reappearing like actors in a Shakespearean troupe.

Notes from an Island is not particularly an autobiography, nor is it fully a diary. It is a memorial collaboration of a kind, a marker of time and place: Tove’s words, Tooti’s copperplate etchings and wash drawings. It tells the story of two women in love with each other and an island, a place for Tove to express her ecstatic love for rocks, plants, and weather, and for Tooti, an ecstatic love of carving and chopping wood. A perfect place for them to exist emerges in the telling of this book.

The island described here is not Tove’s first island – the first, owned by her family, was closer to the mainland and became too crowded for Tove, it seems, partly because she and Tooti loved it so much and kept showing it off to friends. Another character to emerge is Victoria, Tove and Tooti’s beloved mahogany boat, named in honor of their fathers, a sculptor and a carpenter – rock and wood – who were both named Viktor. Another is Brunström, a fisherman who helps them build their one-room cabin and memorably describes it “as cold as a wolf’s parlor.” Brunström eventually feels like he emerged from the island, a spirit of the place meant to help only them. But the real subject is Klovharun, often called Harun here, as if it is a friend, a place their first island taught them to go and find.

[image: Images]
If this is your first Jansson book then you are in luck – and also like the reader who skips to the end of the story. There is nothing wrong with this, of course. Perhaps in many ways it is the best way to meet Tove Jansson – to read the notes on the place that inspired her, providing a home for her troupe of actors and her themes. If what I’ve described makes the book sound quiet, it is certainly not – it is, in fact, action packed. I won’t explain how. There is also, in these pages, something like a map as to how to live like Tove and Tooti did. If you never see me again in life after this book is published, it is because I left to find an island of my own at last.

Please, enjoy this book.

–Alexander Chee
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EDITOR’S NOTE



ABOUT NOTES FROM AN ISLAND


For twenty-six summers, Tove Jansson and her life partner, the graphic artist Tuulikki Pietilä (known as ‘Tooti’), would migrate to the rocky, almost barren island of Klovharun, at the edge of the Pellinge archipelago in the Gulf of Finland. They had made this ‘fierce little skerry’ their home in 1963, building a cabin with the help of a maverick builder-fisherman called Brunström. For Tove and Tooti, it offered the chance of solitude. Tove had previously shared the nearby island of Bredskär (the setting and inspiration for Tove’s novel The Summer Book) with her mother, Signe Hammarsten Jansson (‘Ham’), and her brother Lars and his young daughter Sophia.

Bredskär was leafy and welcoming, with a sheltered inlet for boats. Klovharun, by contrast, was stark – the preserve of warring gulls and terns. Life here was precarious and austere. Yet both Tove and Tooti were energised by it. They relished the storms that would lash the granite rocks, marooning them for days, and the need to fish to supplement provisions and to collect driftwood for fires. As if to draw even closer to nature, they chose to sleep in a tent pegged to a platform on the rocks, leaving the small cabin they had built as a space to work in or to house their guests – Tove’s mother Ham was a frequent visitor and occasional boat parties of friends would arrive from Helsinki.

But, as Tove and Tooti reached their mid-70s, the confidence they needed to thrive in such a harsh environment began to ebb and the exhilaration they had felt at storms and rough seas gave way to unease. A system of signals was arranged – a raised flag or a call on a two-way radio – to reassure those on Bredskär that all was well. However, they knew their last summer was approaching and told each other they would relinquish the island before age and anxiety forced the issue. In 1991, they signed a gift deed so the cabin could be used by hunters and fisherfolk, pinned up notices explaining its quirks, and left. They would never return. Indeed, such was the grief of separation that it would take nearly four years for Tove to allow herself to discuss Klovharun, and to begin the unique collaboration that would lead to Notes from an Island.

The kernel of this book (first published in Swedish in 1996) are the twenty-four copperplate etchings and wash drawings of Klovharun that Tooti completed in the 1970s. Their calm, meditative impact would be reflected in Tove’s prose, written as diary entries, lists and vignettes, and winnowed to ensure that not a single inessential phrase appears. Added to these are extracts from a logbook sent to Tove by Brunström, a man so laconic that ‘he uses no adjectives in everyday speech’ (he is portrayed as ‘Eriksson’ in The Summer Book). The whole is a moving homage to a tiny, rugged island and to a profound and enduring relationship.

This edition of Notes from an Island also includes an essay entitled The Island, which Tove Jansson published in Finnish travel magazine Turistliv i Finland in 1961.





NOTES FROM AN ISLAND


TOVE JANSSON

ILLUSTRATIONS

TUULIKKI PIETILÄ





1


I love rock – sheer cliffs that drop straight into the ocean, unscalable mountain peaks, pebbles in my pocket. I love prising stones out of the ground, heaving them aside and letting the biggest ones roll down the granite slope into the water. As they rumble away, they leave behind an acrid whiff of sulphur.

Searching for building stones or just for pretty rocks to make mosaics, bulwarks, terraces, supports, smoke ovens, strange unusable structures made just for the sake of constructing, and for making piers which the sea will carry away next autumn and which I’ll rebuild better for the sea to carry away all over again.

I am a sculptor’s daughter, but Tooti’s papa was a carpenter, so she loves wood, whether she’s working with beautiful, heavy lumber or playing with featherweight balsa. We searched for juniper in the woods. Along the shore we managed to find unfamiliar hardwoods with unknown names. From these, Tooti carved the kinds of tiny objects that take time and infinite patience – for example, the smallest salt spoon ever made.

But, says Tooti, when you’re building big, that’s completely different. You need determination and total confidence in your ability to estimate and measure and get things right, down to the centimetre. No, to the millimetre.

Sometimes we build things to be solid and lasting, and sometimes to be beautiful, sometimes both.

Incidentally, Tooti does her wood engravings in beech or pear and her woodcuts mostly in birch.

She often discussed materials with Albert Gustafsson in his boat shed in Pellinge; they also talked about boats. He gave her some small pieces of teak and mahogany to play with, and Tooti took them home and came up with some totally new ideas.

It was Albert who built our boat, in 1962, of mahogany, four metres long, clinker-built. It was the prettiest boat anyone had ever seen along that whole part of the coast. She was strong and agile and positively danced on the waves. Her name was Victoria, because both Tooti’s father and mine were named Viktor.

Later, as the summers passed, Victoria became more and more Tooti’s boat because she loved it the most and lavished care and attention on it.

There are many words for island – isle, skerry, holm, reef, atoll, key.

The coastal charts for Pellinge archipelago show a crescent of uninhabited skerries west of Glosholm, perhaps the result of a capriciously formed ridge down on the sea floor. Kummelskär is the largest and brightest pearl in this necklace.

[image: Images]
I was still very young when I decided I’d be the lighthouse keeper on Kummelskär. Granted, the only thing out there was a blinker beacon, but I was going to build something much bigger, a lighthouse so tall that I could see and watch over the whole eastern Gulf of Finland – that is, when I grew up and was rich.

Gradually my dream of the unattainable changed and became a game with the feasible, and eventually merely a stubborn, irritated refusal to give up, until finally the Fishing Association told me in so many words that I was going to distress the salmon, so that was the end of that. But about two and a half nautical miles from Kummelskär, in towards the coast, there were some small islands that no one really cared about. One of them was Bredskär, and it was available for leasing.

It’s remarkable that such a huge, enduring disappointment can so quickly be forgotten, exchanged for a new infatuation, but so it was. All of us who moved to Bredskär came quickly to the conclusion that we had found paradise. We improved and impaired in high spirits. We had everything, albeit in miniature – a little forest with a woodland path, a little beach with a safe place for the boat, even a little marsh with some tufts of cotton grass.

We were proud of our island! And we wanted to get approval, to show it off. We asked people out and they came, and came back, summer after summer, more and more. Sometimes they brought a friend and sometimes the loss of a friend and they talked and talked about their yearning for the simple, the primitive and, most of all, their longing for solitude.

Gradually, the island filled with people. Tooti and I began to think about moving farther out. We made a half-hearted try for Kummelskär, but this time they said we’d distress the cod.

On beyond Kummelskär there’s Musblötan, Käringskrevan and Bisaball, somewhat inaccessible skerries where only fishermen and hunters ever go ashore, and the last one in the row was Klovharun, in other words, a skerry – a haru – cloven in two. That’s where we wanted to build.

Klovharun is about six to seven thousand square metres, shaped like an atoll with, in the middle, a lagoon surrounded by granite outcroppings except for two shallow gaps, one on either side, which connect it with the sea. At low water, the lagoon becomes a pond.

It is said that at one time seals used to play in the lagoon, until they learned better and moved farther out.

The coastal charts indicate that these scattered islets are owned by the State, but that’s simply not the case.

In fact, according to some original documents from the time of the great land reform in the 1700s, there was disagreement at an administrative meeting – perhaps further confused by the absence of the recording secretary due to poor travel conditions – as a result of which these small islands were hastily assigned to Pellinge township, the definition of which was not precisely stated.

Over the years, the village population had increased significantly and it didn’t seem possible to ask everyone for permission to lease Klovharun.

But, like so many other free-spirited islands, Pellinge had its own prophet whom one could consult about delicate questions regarding the archipelago’s internal affairs. He advised us not to get our hopes too high and above all not to rely on legal documents, which sooner or later only cause trouble. In other words, no lease, but maybe a small donation to the Fishing Association.

“Make it easy for yourselves,” he said. “Post a list in Söderby with ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. If I sign my name under Yes, everyone will probably go along.”

We put up the list with with ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ on the veranda door at the general store and we got ‘Yeses’ all the way down.

We sent the list to the Borgå district government and applied for a building permit.

While we waited, we lived on Haru in a tent. It rained the whole time. Tooti read The Vicomte de Bragelonne, volume six.
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“There’s nothing like the classics,” she said. “Read Les Misérables, unabridged, and then you’ll understand. You have to be loyal.”

I know that Tooti is loyal to what she believes, even afterwards.

We’d pitched our tent right next to the Big Boulder, which is so massive that it had become a landmark, at least for people who navigate by hearsay. The boulder is estimated to weigh about fifty tonnes. It lies in a huge frog pond at the only spot suitable for building a cabin that’s out of the ocean’s reach.

It rained all week. The pond overflowed and trickled down the rock face right past our tent and smelled awful. We dreamed about what our new cabin would look like. The room would have four windows, one in each wall. Towards the south-east we’d need to see the big storms that rage right across the island, on the east we’d see the moon’s reflection in the lagoon, and on the west side a rock face with moss and polypody ferns. To the north, we’ll keep watch for approaching boats so we’ll have time to get ready.

We figured that if we were going to build a cabin, it ought to be fairly high up on the slope, but not at the top, because that’s only for the navigation marker. Maybe just a little way down, so that from the gulf, and from the boats that rush past for no good reason, only the chimney is visible, in silhouette against the light.

[image: Images]
Late one evening we heard a motor shut down at our beach, and someone with a flashlight came slowly up the slope. He introduced himself. Brunström from Kråkö.

Brunström was out salmon fishing and was going to spend the night on his boat. Then he saw a light on the island. We made tea on our Primus stove.

Brunström is rather small. He has an austere, weather-beaten face and blue eyes. His gestures are quick but measured, and he uses no adjectives in everyday speech. His boat has no name.

We trusted him immediately.

Brunström had heard about the ‘Yes-and-No’ list. “It’ll never work,” he said. “Not even in Borgå where they’re pretty loose, you know, easy-going, you’ll never get a building permit. All you can do is just start building, right away. It takes a really long time for bureaucracies to figure out what they want to do, so you have to seize the moment. The law says that no building can be torn down if the builder has framed as high as the roof beam. Believe me,” Brunström said, “I know what I’m talking about. I’ve built cabins in no time, one here, one there, if only to annoy certain people in Pernå, for example, or Pellinge.”

Brunström told us he wouldn’t need much time, although you never knew with autumn weather. He’d bring Sjöblom and maybe Charlie and Helmer, and for starters they’d have to blow up the Big Boulder.

Brunström said that dynamiting and excavating for a cellar doesn’t count as construction. Construction means framing, and framing won’t last the winter without a roof. So we have to hurry. “Before it snows,” he said.





2


FROM TOVE’S NOTES, AUTUMN 1964

Sjöblom and Brunström have started work in earnest, dynamiting for days on end! We watch the Big Boulder rise into the air with leisurely, dramatic ease and then, pulverised, cover the island with shards and splinters. It’s unbelievable.

Sometimes neighbours come from Pellinge and help. They may bring water, or the post, sometimes even firewood. We make fish soup in the tent where there’s no breeze, and we all eat together on the beach meadow. But they’re too deferential when they talk to Brunström. I think they take him for a pirate.

Twisting together an explosive charge is delicate work. After boring the hole, I can imagine how difficult it must be to estimate and predict what you’re going to make happen.

Sjöblom is the blasting expert and maybe that’s why he’s grown so cautious. Years ago he drove the school bus on Kråkö. He is tall and thin and a little stooped; he is also cool-headed and has friendly eyes.

When the Big Boulder had been blown to bits, it appeared that the frog pond was quite deep and full of rocks. As they were prised apart and lifted out and dumped in the sea, the pothole got deeper and deeper, an enormous cellar bigger than the cabin we meant to build, a subterranean surprise. Down at the bottom there was a great deal of old black soil. Pothole soil is the richest of all soils, so we heaved it up and saved it on the south side of the lagoon in order to make a rose garden, and the next sou’easter washed it all away.

At the very bottom of the pothole we hit granite. Sjöblom blasted out a narrow corridor and for a long time the thick green water found its way out to the beach meadow, full of pale little creatures no one had ever seen before.

Our cellar is the largest cellar ever excavated, at least in these parts, five metres square and more than two metres deep.

When they had finished blasting, the island became immensely quiet.

One day in October, Brunström and Sjöblom needed to pick up something on Kråkö, and there was an important meeting of the Society of Artists, so Tooti went with them. The wind had picked up again. I was entrusted with the critical job of holding the last boat line and letting it go at precisely the right moment, just before the surge sweeps in across the point. It went fine. I watched till they were past Hästhällarna. Boats become so tiny when you’re not sitting in them. I put up the tent in our new cellar. It is a very small tent, yellow.
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Down here I’m out of the wind. For once I can’t see the water, just the sky; up there the wind flies right by, out of reach.

Incidentally, we got a lot done today before they left. The drains have been laid and partly covered with gravel and the doorframes are marked in the cement.

A yellow tent with a light inside looks like a Chinese lantern or some kind of illuminated orange. The evening is leaden grey, and great chunks of fog sweep by. The wind has died a little and is probably about a seven. Sjöblom said it was an 8 during the day because that turns the wave crests into spray.

It’s starting to get dark. On some of the blasted surfaces the rock has an unusual colour, like oxblood or Pompeiian red, a hard colour to capture. Also the rainwater in the little hollows at the bottom of the pit is red or cadmium yellow. On the east side, where the exposed granite was unaffected by the blasting, there is smooth black stone. That’s where we have what we call our spring, rainwater that has seeped through moss and sand and is better than the water from a well.

The wind has died a little, the sea thunders slowly on and the tent is flapping less. A plane flew over a few minutes ago; maybe they had time to see the light glowing in the rock and wondered what it might be. The wind is slackening more and more and a quiet, steady rain is falling.

FROM BRUNSTRÖM’S NOTES, AUTUMN 1964

THURSDAY 1 OCTOBER

Loaded lumber in Hattula and in the harbour & collected rebar from Salama Scrap. Loaded cement in the cargo boat & everything else needed for the foundation work and the sill.

2 OCTOBER

Loaded lumber for the loading dock and sill. Thought I’d take it out today, but the weather doesn’t permit. North-west Beaufort 6. The cargo boat’s in Sunisund waiting for better weather.

3 OCTOBER

Fresh wind from N. We unloaded lumber, the motorboat hit the landing and broke off the prop guard, but otherwise it went well. The boat we were towing filled with water but the load kept it afloat. Margona turned back from Tunnholmen.

4 OCTOBER

Pulled the boat out to weld the prop guard, loaded provisions and the saw, then out. Couldn’t unload Margona today, either. Seas too high, Beaufort 5 W. We brought the saw ashore on Klovharun, but we couldn’t hold the boat, so we left.

5 OCTOBER

The loading dock is almost finished, so Margona came but couldn’t unload. The water level had dropped 2 feet, but even if it hadn’t we couldn’t have come any closer than the opposite side. We unloaded half the cargo there, but then we had to stop. It was 17.30 and time to get home.

6 OCTOBER

The cargo boat came, the ladies too, and we unloaded the sand in two shakes. Fine weather all day. We were finished 18.00 and the boat set off home. Spent the night in an empty cabin on Bredskär, the ladies slept in the loft, everything under control. Picked up iron in Borgå and other necessities:


grapnel & line

mixer, hose

ringbolts

wadding

drill

tallow caulking

kerosene

potatoes

flashlight batt.

plus the usual
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13 OCTOBER

Beaufort 8. Rest day on Bredskär.

14 OCTOBER

Up at 5 o’clock to hunt, early morning fog, shot six birds by 7. We worked all day and by 17.00 it was full storm again, from the east. Jansson shot an eider by mistake this morning and the ladies boiled it for three hours but it made a lousy dinner.

15 OCTOBER

As I write this, here on Bredskär, the time is now 01.00. We’ve been taking turns keeping watch, the seas are heavy, and there’s danger that the boat will be driven onto the rocks, the wind is back up to 8 at least. It’s now 02.30 and it hasn’t let up yet. There’s no lee on any side.


04.00 o’clock, coffee on!

Remember:

gaskets

lime

lamp chimneys & mantles

Valtti wood oil No. 2, 30 litres

4 corner irons

1 plywood panel

Bitulit windproofing & potatoes

ringbolts, rum, grapnel

kerosene and tallow caulking



TOVE, 17 OCTOBER

When the wind died, we made our way to Haru again, and there wasn’t a scrap left of our loading dock, every bit of it had blown out to sea, like Friberg’s pickles. In any case, it was a good thing that we managed to get the sand out there, and the cement mixer, because we borrowed it. We all talked it over and decided that for once we wouldn’t go out to salvage our lumber, even though it was first-rate impregnated stock. “Good materials are always useful somewhere, if you just wait long enough,” Brunström said.

BRUNSTRÖM, 18 OCTOBER

To Borgå.


Sandpaper

Wood preservative Solignum No. 2 40 l.

Roofing nails, 10 kg 2½, 10 kg 4½

50 sq m roofing substrate

30 sq m oil-tempered

4 sheets condensation paper



By the way, there’s a nasty rumour that a certain person in the Fishing Association has reported us to the building office in Borgå for illegal activity, saying that we’re distressing the whitefish. So now we have to get building pronto.

Along towards evening, Holmberg came by and heaved ashore our post. In these so-called architectural drawings every millimetre is measured and considered, but it’s hard to understand why building a little cabin should need such detail, and there’s a risk that we won’t get the frame up before it snows if we do it that way. Had some words with Sjöblom. He studied the blueprints for half a day with Pietilä, so now I’m on my way to Hattula to look for a mast. Northerly wind.

TOVE’S NOTES

Brunström is impatient and constantly presses us to hurry. He bickers with Sjöblom about the floor planking, which is under a tarp. He wants to get going as quickly as possible, but Sjöblom says that the flooring must stay where it is and continue drying until spring, because laying a floor is an important matter. The floor is the homeowners’ pride, because that’s where they’ll live the whole rest of their lives.

When construction moves into a tedious phase, Brunström can sometimes disappear for a whole day, pursuing some impulse of his own, sometimes digging up wild roses, or an oddly shaped rock that could be made into a sundial, and sometimes hunting water lilies in Pernå (you stuff the roots into chicken wire and sink them with a stone in, say, the big frog pond).

Tooti is building shelves in the cellar.

It’s starting to get cold.
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We’re into November and building for all we’re worth. It’s fun! And cold! We saw clouds of smoke over Pellinge and Brunström yelled, “There’s a fire!” and piled buckets and axes and shovels and a case of beer into the boat and we shoved off pell-mell, he was so exhilarated! The cloud of smoke grew smaller as we went, and he said that was due to the curvature of the earth. We came into the cove and called out to people on shore, “Where’s the fire?!” They laughed at us, and Sjöblom said maybe someone was burning leaves, and then we went back home.

The beer was untouched. No one thought of it in the general commotion.

BRUNSTRÖM, 4 NOVEMBER

Hard north-west from early morning, so we stayed on Bredskär and gathered firewood all morning. In the afternoon, we all went over to Tunnholmen to see what we could find. We took coffee as if we’d been going out to the skerries; it was sunny and lovely on the southern side. We did a little target shooting while we were there. Pietilä made three points. A good day.

5 NOVEMBER

The days are so clear now in autumn. Sjöblom and I are still at odds. One of his fingers hurts but there’s nothing visible.
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6 NOVEMBER

Another day off on Bredskär, Beaufort 8. A fairly big boat drifted by out of reach, and we couldn’t go out to salvage it. We couldn’t see if it was empty. The ladies made pea soup; it was pretty good but didn’t have any potatoes.

7 NOVEMBER

Decent weather, so I went to Kitö to look for a mast. Found one. I thought it was good and bought it. Towed it to Kråkö and trimmed it; left the tip there. Towed it farther out, but there were complications.

TOVE’S NOTES

Brunström came back pulling a huge ship’s mast, pitch-black, and with all the fittings still in place. He says it’s a present and a surprise and will be our ridgepole. Then he shouted for Sjöblom to come and help, but Sjöblom shouted back he was too busy. So then Brunström towed it to the far side where the granite cliff goes straight up and hollered again. Sjöblom came out of the house framing and yelled that it wasn’t possible to pull the mast up that way, and anyway the architects never called for a ridgepole! And then he walked back into the house frame.

Brunström ran up the hill and slung a block and tackle around the corner of the house and ran back down to his boat and gave it full throttle straight out. The stern line stiffened and the mast started clattering up the cliff but immediately caught on a crevice, the motor gave off a puff of black smoke, then made a fresh start and the mast clattered on up, ripping off a shower of moss and rock splinters. Brunström stood in the stern, waving his arms and screaming. Sjöblom saw very well what was happening but came out only when the mast was standing on end right in the frog pond. Then he appeared. The two of them grabbed the mast and left it by the corner of the house, then went their separate ways without a word.

That evening when we got back to Bredskär for the night, Tooti and I went straight up to the attic to get the soup. The men made a fire in the stove because it had grown really cold. By and by, Brunström started talking about the concept of the rooftree, how it protects the people in the house and watches over their lives. What is a roof without a rooftree? And with all this architectonic nonsense, how do we know they’ve considered that?

“Fine,” said Sjöblom. “Excellent. But I’ve got such an awful pain in my finger.”

“Good,” Brunström said. “That’s easy. You just stick your finger in boiling water, it’s an old trick, and it works.”

But Sjöblom didn’t want to.

“Should we go downstairs?” Tooti whispered.

But we decided to wait.

They made coffee. After a bit, Brunström said, “Fine. You don’t want to. In that case there’s another good trick, namely, fooling the bureaucrats. You tell them ‘workplace accident’ and they pay both the hospital and gas money – worked for me once when I hurt my finger cleaning cod.”

Eventually they agreed that the paperwork for workplace-injury compensation was too much of a bother.

Later ...

The finger is better.

Holmberg came by with our post. Our building permit is approved! “What do you know,” Brunström said, “So now it’s no longer illegal. Well, that’s a break.”

He turned abruptly and went to see to something or other on his boat.

BRUNSTRÖM’S NOTES

They said on the radio that cargo had been jettisoned off Glosholm, so we went straight out to save what we could. They say it was a Dutch ship. Calm weather for once. The Coast Guard was also out to see what they could salvage, but lo and behold, the jetsam had already blown away when the wind turned south! No tragedy, stuff like that happens all the time, and maybe it’s a good thing that other shores are blessed.
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TOVE’S NOTES

Brunström is happier. We went out to salvage a load of liquor that had been dumped in the ocean, boats everywhere, Pellinge and the Coast Guard and even people from Pernå who’d heard about it on the radio. Hollered greetings from boat to boat, but nothing much happened because the wind had turned and all the swag had blown away.

BRUNSTRÖM, 5 NOVEMBER

We started by nailing up sheets of Bitulit and sheathing. We did one wall but then it started blowing pretty hard. This is actually the first day it’s been really nasty. To Bredskär 16.00, where the only thing on the menu was some miserable Polish sausages.

8 NOVEMBER

Minus 7 degrees. We loaded up at 12 o’clock and headed out at 14.00. It’s still blowing pretty well, but we expect it to settle down tomorrow. All’s well with the cabin. Minus 1 when we got back, by 23.00 we had it up to 25 degrees inside. We did a lot of singing. Good night.

9 NOVEMBER

Calm and beautiful, out at 7 o’clock. We had just got the walls covered when it started to snow, which turned to rain, we got pretty wet. Put on a temporary roof. By then 15.30. At 16.00 we went over to Albert Gustafsson’s to borrow some kerosene, 17.00 home to our cabin. Dinner on, we’re having cabbage soup today. Blowing hard again.

10 NOVEMBER

We drove out as usual and started nailing the last wall. Got away a little earlier than usual. A Fröding evening of drinking and singing along to the accordion.

11 NOVEMBER

Off day. We laid out our drift nets and got about 3 kilos and some sprats. The ladies grilled some of the fish and cooked the herring. We plucked six long-tailed ducks, but fried ducklings aren’t always what you expect. The north-west wind is giving throat, as the folk song says.

12 NOVEMBER

All hands out for a final polish. We packaged up the whole project till spring 1965, and at 15.00 we got away and surfed a strong following wind into Kråkö. The bus was extremely late so we had to wait by the highway for what seemed a very long time. It’s getting really cold now. There isn’t so much more to say, because most of it’s already said. So farewell for now, with best wishes from Kråkö.
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Brunström would sometimes talk about the great break-up of the ice. He’d say that if you haven’t seen that, you haven’t seen anything, and I’m not talking now about the ice breaking up in one of those little bays deep in the archipelago.

Tooti and I decided we had to be there for a real break-up, but it was several years before we could get away. It was in March – late winter, early spring.

We rented a hydrocopter built by Valter Liljeberg in Pellinge, made of thin planking reinforced with fibreglass. The motor was a Chrysler. At the stern, the hydrocopter had an airplane propeller protected from the passengers by the flat springs of a folding metal bed, a Heteka. We were allowed to bring a backpack, and we sat with our knees drawn up. The engine started with a roar and the whole rig moved out across the ice at a furious pace until suddenly the hydrocopter broke through, sank to its railings and started to wheeze. Then it crept forwards very slowly, crawled back up onto the ice and zoomed off again. We went on like that, on the ice and off, all the way to the boat channel, which was packed with floes. The captain climbed out and gave the nearest block of ice a kick, then hopped quickly back on board. The hydrocopter turned its nose in a different direction, took a detour and then everything went fine. We flew like the wind the last kilometre across glassy ice, dark and transparent, skating over the shallows where the brown seaweed forest undulated beneath us.

We arrived at the island and the hydrocopter went back home.

The cabin had that closed-in chill that Brunström would have called “cold as a wolf’s parlour”, and someone had burned all the firewood. We found a couple of wooden crates in the cellar and got them to burn and dragged in the sawhorse and some ice-covered timbers to thaw.

We were exhilarated by change and expectation and ran headlong here and there in the snow and threw snowballs at the navigation marker. Tooti made a toboggan out of thin strips of wood, and we rode it again and again from the top of the island far out across the ice.

When we tired of that game, we sat down and took stock. The sea was chalk white in every direction as far as the eye could see. It was only then that we noticed the absolute silence.

And that we had started whispering.

Now came the long wait. I was seized by a new feeling of detachment that was utterly unlike isolation, merely a sense of being an outsider, with no worry or guilt about anything at all. I don’t know how it happened, but life became very simple and I just let myself be happy.
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Tooti cut a hole in the ice for our garbage.

We grew quieter and quieter and went about our daily chores as if we’d each been there alone. It felt very relaxed.

And one night it happened, but very far out to sea, probably with no one to see it. It sounded like distant thunder or maybe like artillery. We ran up to the top of the island, but the sea ice looked exactly the same in every direction. We waited a long time, freezing cold, but nothing happened, so we built up the fire in the stove and went back to bed.

Failing to wait when what you’re waiting for is your own majestic goal, that’s just unforgivable.

What was I thinking that time at Vesuvius? I’d really like to know. I mean, there he was, acting up a bit, and I was there! I was nineteen years old, and I’d waited all my life to see a mountain spitting fire. The moon was out, fireflies too; the earth was aglow – and what did I do? I dutifully took the tourist bus back to the hotel in order to drink my tea and go to bed! Who takes the time to sleep when a thing is finally happening? I could have stayed there all night and had Vesuvius all to myself.

In any case, we overslept. When we woke up, the whole ocean was full of broken ice. Unbelievable tabernacles floated by, driven by a mild south-west breeze, statuesque, glittering, as big as trolleys, cathedrals, primeval caverns, everything imaginable! And they changed colour whenever they felt like it – ice blue, green and, in the evenings, orange. Early in the morning they could be pink.

It started to blow and the floes piled into each other, rearing up, thrusting down (as if having an orgy, as Brunström might have put it).

They changed shape continually and fantastically on the way to their ultimate transformation into water.

The lagoon didn’t budge, frozen all the way to the bottom, its inlet full of still untouched snow between black rocks.

Tooti said something about how it’s all very well to go all technicolor nineteen times a day, but the purest and most honourable colours are still black and white.

Every spring, it’s the scurvy-grass flower that comes first. It thrives only in the north, along the coasts where seamen once planted it. The flower is white and tiny and has a sharp smell. The next to come is the wild pansy, and then all the others in a perfect frenzy of blossoming.
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BRUNSTRÖM’S NOTES

It’s been a long time since I last wrote, and I’m writing now in the spring of 1965. We’re still building. We ordered windows and doors 9 January, plus an old-fashioned iron stove from Hattula 18 February. Sjöblom and I to Borgå 8 April to oil windows and doors.

25 April, window frames stacked in the shed.

2 May, panes installed and hinges attached.

3 MAY

Morning woke rosy and fair, but I woke when the sky was blue, went to the slip on Rönnskär to fetch the boat and, with Sjöblom, loaded the necessary materials and steered a course for Havshamnen below Jungfrustigen to pick up the girls, nine in the morning as agreed. It went well except that the motor acted up while still in Helsingfors, firing on only one cylinder; the spark plug was faulty and had to be scraped, which took quite a while. Then we drove like a bastard to make up a little time, everything under control. We fried sausages on the motor, the weather was splendid the whole way, we looked on the future with confidence. A little ice here and there, but we saw no seals, although we kept well out to sea. To Kråkö 14.00 for floor joists and windows.

5 MAY

Chimney slab formed, joists sawed, sand in place, and some odds and ends. Calm every day, big ice floes, the girls primed the windows and frames. The sea is resting or asleep.

7 MAY

Strong south-east. Ferried out Grandma Jansson – they call her Ham – plus the cat, Psipsina, from Havshamnen, both of them seasick on the way. Sundberg and Lindström have come out from Kråkö to work, but this job will just get muddled with too many people, though Lindström is good at jumping ashore when it’s blowing. Sjöblom is putting in windows, and Grandma keeps having to move to get out of the way. Sjöblom says it’s impossible to hammer carefully. Tarred the cellar floor and then I figured it was about time to go to Hattula and look for lilies that tolerate seawater.

TOVE, 8 MAY

Sjöblom opened up a cellar vent and Pipsu jumped straight down into the tar. We tried to get her cleaned up with petrol and kerosene and Lancôme and she just screeched. Now we don’t know where she is. Tooti says Psipsina has committed suicide! This sort of thing mustn’t happen.
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BRUNSTRÖM, 9 MAY

Back from Hattula. I brought the right lilies with me, I think, but for the moment the talk here is all cat.

10 MAY

Grandma has decided to live in the tent, and I understand totally. There’s no peace here any more, what with everyone trying to help. At least I arranged for a car to deliver groceries, and I brought milk and lettuce and soured milk and some sandwich meats.

TOVE, 11 MAY

Pipsu came back, shaggy and angry and not knowing who to hate or ask for comfort. Brunström has hurt himself, the construction isn’t going well, and I’d like to add that Tooti is spoiling this cat ad absurdum! Pipsu has now established herself in the tent with Ham and is covering the sheets with tar for all she’s worth. Nothing on this island is going well right at the moment!

12 MAY

The damned cat has forgiven us, and all I can say is ha ha.
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13 MAY

Now at least it is wet! Beaufort 7 from the south-east, the beach meadow flooded. We saved the tent sauna as the sun came up; Ham had to wade ashore. She thought it was funny. We’ll never get the mattresses dry. Brunström offered his usual “Now don’t get yourselves all worked up”, and I shouldn’t have yelled at him.

14 MAY

We set up the tent sauna in the same place again, and Ham and the cat moved back in, but Ham took a pair of rubber boots to be on the safe side.

A tent sauna is a wonderful invention: the customary stove with black sauna stones, two benches, water tub with dipper, and so on, all correct, and even with a very narrow space where you can just about undress and get dressed again, all of it the way it ought to be, but canvas.

BRUNSTRÖM, 1 JUNE

Peace and quiet. They went back to Kråkö and now it’s just the old gang. Grandma had her 83rd birthday today and we threw her the indispensable party at the tent this morning, with food and drink. She seemed surprised. We did a little target shooting, and Grandma was best, a real sharpshooter. Once it got a little dark we fired off a couple of firework rockets that I bought in Borgå. Pulled up some nets we laid out on Saturday, six whitefish and several perch. Life goes on.
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TOVE

When Ham got old, she’d fall asleep from time to time in the course of the day, and when she woke up she’d show every sign of having been awake the whole time. When she was 88, she said once that one of the nice things about June was that day and night blend together, it’s all the same, and no one notices that a person sleeps when she feels like it – or doesn’t, in order to be awake when no one knows.

I know how it was. Ham wakes up very early and sits on the bench outside the tent. The sun is still low over the lagoon and shines across the beach meadow, shimmering with dew. It’s completely quiet. She puts her feet in a tub of seawater, she combs her long hair. So begins the day.

BRUNSTRÖM, 10 JULY

The old lady has promised to carve some decoys for me. She got a model of what they looked like in the old days and seemed interested. Sjöblom and I wrote out a list for the girls so they’ll understand what’s necessary and unnecessary now that they’ll be on their own. We had another Fröding evening.

11 JULY

There’s not much to write about now that the cabin is finished, just a few small items left. Mostly just wind and weather to write about. Oh yes, two doors came today, one interior and one for the cellar, plus a table made from a cargo hatch. It’s 22.00 and we’re laying nets for the last time.

12 JULY

A lot of cod; otherwise, just fish for the cat.

Departure time. I wrote a verse:

Now the good old days are done

Now it’ll soon be over

So now the gents are going home

Leaving the ladies in clover

So we say farewell as a strong wind dies

With a lump in our throats and tears in our eyes.
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When Brunström and Sjöblom went away, we were left at something of a loss. We all did our separate things. Ham carved decoys behind the cabin, I sawed firewood in the ravine, and Tooti wandered aimlessly around the island and stood stock-still for long periods. I thought I knew what she was doing.

She was working again. Copperplate etchings and wash drawings. Mostly the lagoon, the lagoon as a consummate mirror for clouds and birds, the lagoon in a storm, in fog. And the granite, first and foremost, the granite, the cliff, the rocks.

It’s all peace and quiet now.

Thick fog for three days. Now and then the big boats bellow in the outer channel. We lay out a net for small fish for the cat; a couple of oarstrokes from land and you lose your sense of direction and distance, and all sounds are distorted, and, even if someone helps by standing on the shore and whistling, you’re just as likely to row north as east.

It’s very annoying that someone has taken our special fog glasses. Different years they’ve taken our axe, our monkey wrench, our matches.

Of course it’s understandable that breaking into a house is exciting, but our cabin is unlocked year-round, and, as Brunström said, that ought to take all the fun out of it. In any case, they don’t steal books and music, only things they need.

We don’t fish as much as we should, but it’s still a lot.

The bottom is rocky, so the net gets caught, and when we finally get it pulled up it’s badly torn in places. The worst part is that we don’t dare lay out Uncle Torsten’s nets unless the radio promises calm weather, because he tied them by hand when he was in his nineties, and Ham carved the net sticks. The whole thing is a great bother.

Tooti kills the fish with a blow and cooks them. Ham mends the rips as best she can, and I pull out the seaweed and the fish. For a time, we got nothing but cod. As they’re dying, they twist themselves into the net in panic. They get especially spiny when rigor mortis sets in.

We’ve been eating masses of fish.

The fish caught in Brunström’s net were even spinier – bullheads and lumpfish, small almost prehistoric monsters that Pipsu wouldn’t even look at. Brunström suggested that we turn the lagoon into a live-box, so we set them all free. Most of them turned belly up and died, and very soon the lagoon started to stink. We rowed and waded and netted and saved what we could and carried them back to the cold sea. A few of the survivors made it. They hovered unmoving for a time and then in the next second they had vanished down into the seaweed.
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It had been blowing for several days; when the wind died, we went out with our nets.

A rowing boat had washed ashore on Hästhällarna. It was perfectly balanced right on top and looked like a sculpture. The boat had taken in hardly any water, and the oars were still inside. Under the stern thwart we found fishing tackle, a packet of sandwiches and the Borgå Daily from a few days earlier.

We went to Glosholm and reported it.

Of course I know the seabirds were here first! They’ve had their own registered territories for God knows how many generations, and it’s very clear they must hate us. They do screaming nosedives, beaks wide open. The terns are worst, real warriors, and their aim is perfect when they crap on us. These shimmering white symbols of freedom and distant horizons are driving us crazy. Tooti can’t do any graphic work without an umbrella, and when she jumps rope in the mornings they take it as a declaration of war. (I think it’s funny.) We can’t go swimming, can’t lay nets, can’t even go down to the boat. Never have I been so demonstrably hated!

And the common gulls! But how could they know that we scolded Brunström when he collected their sacrosanct eggs in his cap to make an omelette, or that we almost murdered a herring gull that we caught eating their chicks, or that we saved their stupidly placed nests when the water level rose, or that we collected gull food all winter, and in general that we put up with their horrible screeching on the roof of the tent at every sunrise?

But they are right. We came later and have no business being here.

It took us a long time to realise that the island needed to deal with its dramas on its own terms. Always the same. The herring gull strides down from his rock, saunters tranquilly from nest to nest and gobbles down the chicks, the poor babies’ legs stick out and twitch once or twice, the sky is full of screaming birds. Tooti rushes out with her pistol; it’s too late, once again, every time.

But there was one gull that wasn’t like the others. He wasn’t mad at us, and not afraid. His name was Pellura. Pellura strutted back and forth on the gangplank veranda outside the window, sometimes he’d tap on the glass and put on a kind of show.

Years ago on Bredskär, Papa had a gull of his own he called Pellura. This may very well be the same gull. They say gulls can live forty years, and Papa was over seventy when he died, so that must have been some time in the 1930s. In any case, Pellura was pretty old now, so no wonder he eventually got sick. There was something wrong with his throat. He could no longer screech with the other gulls, although he did his best.

Psipsina and Pellura ignored each other completely. They seemed almost contemptuous.

One of our morning rituals is to give the cat a shower. Here’s how it works. We brush our teeth at the corner of the house, the cat knows perfectly well what’s going to happen but sits and waits down on the meadow. We bang our brushes violently in our mugs and bellow, and only then does the cat take off like a rocket. But often as not we manage to give her a drenching.

Some people think we’re cruel. And childish to boot.

I tried to cheer up Pellura with a splash of water in his face, but he didn’t flinch. He had his territory on the other side of the lagoon and came over when I whistled. Next to the water barrel we had a short mast with signal flags spelling H, A, R and U, and he’d sit on the top to keep an eye on us. When it was time for the mast to come in for the night, he refused to fly home, just flapped his wings and held on tight with me shouting at the other end. It was a ritual.

Pellura grew brazen. One time he stole Tooti’s salmon sandwich right from under her nose and flew away with it, sick as he was.

“You spoil him,” Tooti said. She made a big deal of the fact that Pellura lured the whole gull colony over to us and worried that one of them might step in the bowl of nitric acid she had out on the gangplank. So Pellura got his meals around the corner, without any playfulness or finesse. But he continued to promenade back and forth outside my window. I hung up a bit of cloth so I wouldn’t have to see him, but I always knew he was there.
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One night there was a storm from the south-east – why is it always south-east when something bad happens? I found Pellura the next morning. By then he was already full of maggots and had to be thrown out to sea.

Every summer there was the same wait for the swallows. Brunström had told us that they nest only in houses where people are happy, but not if the house is painted with Valtti or Pinotex. The swallows came and, as expected, put on a great show, ripping through the air like shrieking knives, around the cabin again and again, to our admiration – and then, presto, they were gone, leaving no promises behind. If only we could be like that and come back only when people no longer expect us! That would be so elegant. Swallows nested in Ham’s old summer hats and on every possible ingratiating shelf and refuge that Tooti had nailed up under the eaves.

All birds are pretty, but few have a face like the eider – elongated, solemn, long-suffering and patient. She doesn’t move from her nest when you walk past, she stays where she is, looking self-controlled and inscrutable.

An eider hen nested for many summers under the rosebush in front of the cabin, and she did show respect for the cat. There were eider nests all over the island. We’d meet them at dawn in the ravine and wandering around the tent, conversing in their own quiet way. When the chicks hatched, their mamas led them to the water immediately, but without rushing, and they’d start swimming at once and loved the surf, or so it seemed. We noticed that eiders don’t count very well. One mama tows her young ones around the point, another mama crosses the procession with her babies behind her, and chicks break off without hesitation and follow a new mother. Sometimes muddled eider chicks would take refuge beside Victoria, which is large and protective. There were two abandoned chicks we called the orphans. They were always together and played in the lagoon and surfed the waves and grew up and lived happily ever after as far as I know.

Once in a while, the Coast Guard helicopter would make a swing over the island on its way west. I’d hear it clattering from far off, drop everything, rush up to the top of the island, and there it was! There’d be a ceremony of politeness, or simply of recognition. The helicopter would circle over the island a couple of times at low altitude, chopping up the water in the lagoon and scaring the bird population half to death, tilt a greeting, and climb to a height that allowed exhibitionist manoeuvres. I’d get totally into it, stretch out my arms like an aeroplane and do a dance, trying to express appreciation and admiration.

The year of the big storms, the helicopter sometimes came down to check on us, but it made so much noise that we never really understood what we were yelling to each other.

Occasionally Brunström would come by on his way out with his salmon lines. He liked sleeping on his boat and seldom came ashore. If he did come ashore, he always had salmon for us but never had time for a cup of coffee, and every time he said, “So here we appear to have the lilies of the field. Nothing happens here any more, and for that matter what could happen, so see you later.”

And then, finally, something happened that really impressed even Brunström – a waterspout. It came wandering slowly across Äggskär Bay and onwards, passing very close to us. We watched it come, the way it travelled across the water, linking sky and sea in a rotating, chalk-white pillar – just a couple more metres and everything would have blown away, cabin, Mama, cat, everything. The helicopter pilots said later that the waterspout reached normal small-plane altitude, and I mentioned that to Brunström in passing the next time he stopped by.

[image: Images]
Ham noted the waterspout and the helicopter visit in a notebook she called “Island Changes”. She writes about the sudden variations in the light – a rain squall passes by, the shadow of a cloud alters the island for a moment, a thunderstorm gives the landscape a Bengali colouring, makes the hidden rocks visible and turns them yellow-green. And in the fog you’re protected, out here at the absolute end of the world. She also writes about the rainbow.

Ham expresses her amazement at people who come and ask if it doesn’t get a little boring with nothing but rocks and the horizon, and don’t we miss nature?

And she notes that you never know with the weather. Suddenly the sea level rises – clearly a strong wind coming. The sea sinks catastrophically – there will be a storm. Then the sea does nothing at all, and pretty soon the wind’s blowing your ears off. She adds that in fact all the facts and statistics are idiotic, because the sea does precisely whatever it wants.

Further, she writes in detail about the mysterious changes along the shore, among other things the way one stormy night round rocks roll up and fill half the ravine and how the next night they are back in the water again. And how a change in the wind creates a new sand beach and then flushes it away the next day.

Ham notes unusual birds that stop by for a short visit as autumn approaches – sandpipers, an invasion of coal-black starlings, a crow or two, a large bird that might almost have been an eagle, a small owl. It’s important to keep track of the wind direction, temperature and sea level, plus the restful cycle of the vegetation with respect to birth and death, expecially the irrational plants that can disappear totally one summer only to take complete possession of the beach meadow the following year. And Ham writes a lot about the rowan.
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As everyone knows, every dwelling in Finland needs a kotipihlaja – a household rowan – at the corner of the building. It’s an important tradition, a sign of peace and concord. Our household rowan is the island’s only tree. When it was young it was torn apart by splinters from the blasting, but it survived and spread its roots and grew into a strong shrub which gradually merged with our beach rose and formed a jungle – not large, but dense. Before I got stiff in the legs, I used to crawl into this jungle in order to be invisible, in a space that was thoroughly green and provided no glimpse of the sea. Sometimes the cat came in after me, but we never bothered each other.

At the end of her notebook Ham wrote, underlined, “We must not gild the lily.”

Yes, yes, I know, probably from the Bible. And I know exactly what she meant – that we’ve tried to make the meadow into a garden, change the thicket into a park, tame the shore with a dock, and all the other things we’ve undeniably done wrong.

Okay, we make mistakes. What of it?

Sometimes it felt like unrequited love – everything exaggerated. I had the feeling that this immoderately pampered and badly treated island was a living thing that didn’t like us, or felt sorry for us, depending on the way we behaved, or just because.

One evening I went down to our live-box to get some fish for the cat and dropped my knife in the water, which made me think about what the island looked like down there where it started – maybe a broad base that lost itself in the long, deserted ocean floor – less and less seaweed, more and more darkness, absolute silence ...

I went back with the fish and described what I’d been thinking.

“Exactly,” Tooti said, “and all along that nasty sea floor there are bound to be a whole lot of anchors that have got stuck over the years.”

“Hah!” I said. “In those days they didn’t use anchors, but stones!”

Whenever I got tired of what I was doing, I’d spend time in the woodyard. The purpose of a woodyard is perfectly simple: to saw and chop wood with a clean conscience, to be alone, to enjoy the smell and the fact that, for once, things are just the way you imagine them.

Down at the woodyard, in the ravine, there’s a thicket of roses rooted in sand and rotting seaweed. They thrive and grow higher and higher. That’s where I built the woodshed.

We gather driftwood, especially in spring. Exasperatingly, incomprehensibly, none of it comes ashore on our island, it all sails by just out of reach. We gather it on other shores, a mixture of work, play and ritual. Years ago, all we had to do was put two rocks on our haul to brand it as untouchably ours, but these days it’s best to take it all with us as quickly as possible. We bring it home and sort it – logs, timbers, planking, lumber, odds and ends – and, in a separate pile, whatever we don’t have the heart to burn, pieces we can still use or that we admire and that mustn’t be confused with firewood. This great sorting is very important.

And I built the woodshed. I mortared it together out of blasting splinters, and only red and yellow splinters were acceptable. It turned out to be an oval building, so the roof had to be a dome, and the stonework, as it rose higher, had to become a wooden framework, which of course also had to be an oval. This kind of problem can be curiously calming. For a long time I searched the Pellinge forests for the right rounded forms. Finally, Tooti drilled the curved metal of the dome onto the pine framework with the help of her Black & Decker and her Honda.

It turned out fine.

Metal construction has to be covered with roofing felt and insulated with boiling pitch. You boil the pitch in an iron pot. But please note that when it starts to become workable, and you can pull it out into long, stringy ropes, be careful. They can suddenly break and send you flying several metres backwards. Once the roof has been tarred, you must cover it with turf, which you can hold down with old fishnet so it won’t blow away. You can also decorate the dome with bulbs, although the voles will probably eat them.

[image: Images]
In any case we sawed and chopped, and by autumn we’d filled the woodshed right up to the cupola.

And, when we came back the next spring, the woodshed was empty, washed clean. The sea had taken everything, even our chopping block.

Tooti roared with laughter. “Empty!” she screamed. “Cleaned out! The whole kit and caboodle, like Friberg’s pickles!”

I didn’t think it was very amusing.

Incidentally, I asked Brunström once who this Friberg person was, and Brunström said, it was such a long time ago, no one remembers. And he added, solemnly, that he himself would like to be remembered in just that way.

We let the rosebushes take over the woodyard.

Come to think of it, Tooti can really burst her sides laughing for the most amazing reasons, like, for example, when she threw her favourite hammer into the ocean instead of the garbage. Not to mention the Smoky Mountains! We sat on a bus for fourteen hours from Charleston to the Great Smoky Mountains, which Tooti had wanted to see ever since she was little. We reached our destination in a snowstorm. There was no one about. One single man behind a counter explained uneasily that the Great Smoky Mountains were closed for the winter. Tooti thought it was the funniest thing she’d ever heard, and nevertheless she’s a completely normal human being otherwise. Or take that business with the nail chest! One time we took our smallest tent to Kummelskär to spend a few days on the mossy floor of a thicket. Tooti sometimes got to longing for the woods. She had the nail chest with her, because just then she was working on some intricate little wooden contrivances.

And I spilled the entire contents of the chest in the moss.

Tooti didn’t say a word. She took out a magnet from her backpack and fished up every tiny nail and put each one of them back in its proper place.

Sometime later I asked her how she happened to have a magnet with her, but I got no real answer.

I guess sometimes people just act on instinct.

When we first came to the island, the meadow was a billowing mass of beach rye, swept back and forth by the wind. It looked like silk and then a moment later like silk’s lacklustre reverse, maybe even prettier. The two looks took turns. Someone told us that there used to be a field of wild flowers there, and of course we immediately started clearing and improving. We dug up the whole meadow and threw the rye in the bay. It wasn’t always so easy to distinguish between the roots we wanted to preserve and the roots we wanted to toss in the ocean, or the roots that were perhaps important for anchoring the soil.

The suppressed flowers came up and filled the meadow with beauty.

But I remember the look of the untouched meadow, that field of beach rye rippling in the wind.

Where the sea meets the meadow, there is a very small inlet, almost a boat slip in the grass, just big enough to pull up a dinghy, the safest such place on the island. The floor of the inlet is full of rocks. But we discovered that down at the bottom there was a perfectly flat slab, and that was what we wanted to uncover. We lifted and tossed and trundled rocks to the west and came closer and closer to the smooth rock face. But, the following spring, the sea had put everything back where it was before, so we did it again, piling all the rocks on the other side, and that year the winter storms came from the east and so we were back where we started again.

Anyway, there was another time when we had quite a good project involving Tooti’s French art magazines, Arts et Spectacles. We took them out of the cellar every summer and spread them out to air, several years’ worth. (Tooti never had time to read them thoroughly because she was always doing graphics.) One year, when they started to dry out, they blew all over the island.
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Then Ham said she’d heard somewhere that old paper mixed with seaweed and sand could be an excellent compost for plants that weren’t too particular.

She was right. We chose a pothole and trampled in a mixture of rotten seawead, sand and Arts et Spectacles, watered it abundantly (it had finally rained), and it took and grew surprisingly well. It was only grass, but such hardy and resistant grass!

One time a lot of bamboo floated ashore on a lot of islands, and we went around and salvaged it, although we didn’t really know what we were going to do with it.

“Make kites,” Ham said. “We’ve got more Japanese engraving paper than we know what to do with.”

We made kites with fierce faces and long tails, but they didn’t really want to fly. They’d get up a little way and then plunge tragically straight down into the rocks. Maybe the wind was wrong, or we didn’t make them right, so we piled them up in the back of the cellar and did something else.
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It’s possible that living with one other person makes you quiet, at least on an island. The things you say are mostly just about everyday stuff, and if the everyday goes normally you say even less. When it got too quiet, I’d go out on the slope and, if the gulls didn’t scream their heads off, I’d have at least the wind and the weather acting up, and sometimes, in an absolute calm, I could listen to the imperceptible, uninterrupted course of events down on the ground, under the rowan or the veranda and especially at night. And when there was fog, the boats howled.

Every time the fog began to gather, we’d tell each other that now it was going to be foggy, then we’d always say that now it was foggy, and then there was nothing more to say on that subject.

I got tired of us. I thought we’d grown boring.

One evening in late August I went out on the slope. It was pitch-black and fairly warm. A boat with a diesel engine passed a long way out. I started thinking about someone who drives by and sees our lit windows and comes ashore and walks up the slope and, though he knows it’s bad manners to look into a house through the window before you knock, he can’t help himself, and he sees the tranquil picture of two people sitting opposite each other at the table with the lamp, each of them doing her own work without the need to say a word.

There was rain in the air. I remembered to take the cover off the rain barrel before I went back inside.
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Summer after summer, I marvel at Tooti’s rapport with machines. She genuinely loves them, and so she knows what they can do and what you can’t subject them to.

Many years ago, I had a 1½ horsepower Archimedes. It was a present from my family, so I couldn’t very well tell them that I really preferred rowing.

The first spring on Haru, Brunström brought us a surprise – a Penta 3½ HP that he’d come across in Hattula. But Tooti never really liked the Penta because she hadn’t found it herself.

After the Penta, we had a Johnson 5 HP and an Evinrude 7½, all of them with starter ropes. And then, at a happy moment, Tooti found the Yamaha.

The Yamaha is beautiful, and she starts electrically. She obeys Tooti without hesitation and in any weather. Tooti turns the key and the Yamaha starts to purr, Victoria digs in, 9½ horsepower, and they round the point together in a bold arc and dash out across the water!

But maybe the Honda was our most personal machine. She was a bright red generator of the smaller kind, brand new and, as they told us, equipped with the latest improvements – but almost impossible to start. We used to pick a day and devote it entirely to the Honda, nothing else would matter, nothing except getting her running. It took hours. I’d throw my arms around the Honda and hold her tight and brace myself with all my strength, because with every attempt she’d shake and jump and try to throw herself on the ground, and Tooti would pull the starting rope over and over and over again till her arm was almost broken, and now and then we’d jump in the lagoon and swim across and back and then begin again. And so it went, until – triumph! The Honda started.

She’d make an ear-splitting racket while she filled the whole house with electricity. The walls shook and all the birds rose into the air. Down in the cellar, the mine lamp came on in its metal grating, and now Tooti’s Black & Decker was totally on alert and ready to make everything possible – boring, sawing, polishing, engraving, just about anything you can imagine.

It was an exhilarating time.

The Honda could handle anything, until a neighbour borrowed her to run a cement mixer.

Another faithful machine was our refrigerator, which we bought for the cat’s sake. It was specially made for house trailers and was therefore called Safari. It ran on propane. Every autumn, we had to turn the Safari upside down and in the spring turn it right side up again and shake it. Then came the hard part. One of us would lie on her stomach in front of the fridge with a raincoat over her head and press on a certain inaccessible button, and the other would get in behind the stove, over the hose that runs through the wall to the propane tank, and try to find the hole and light it with a Christmas-tree candle.
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Same thing every year. But we always managed.

Actually there was only one invention that Tooti had a hard time accepting, and that was the walkie-talkie. Me too. We were supposed to go up to the top of the island – usually in the dark and preferably not in a thunderstorm – open the device, extend the antenna and say, “Haru calling. Over.” We almost never reached whoever we were calling, but sometimes we’d break into workaday conversations between big ships in the outer channel, a little disappointing since they could never hear what we were saying. Finally, we’d just say, “Over”, and turn it off.

By and by we got a new kind of telephone powered by a 12-volt accumulator. Tooti made an attractive box for the accumulator and all its wires. The box had two handles so we could carry it carefully out to the veranda. From what I’d been told, it had a tendency to corrode anything in its vicinity.

The accumulator was supposed to get regularly recharged in Pellinge, but, since we so rarely reached anyone, that wasn’t necessary.

First we had to call Central. If they answered, we mostly couldn’t understand what they said, and anyway they talked too fast, so we’d try again, and again, and again, and then finally there would be silence. Sometimes in the silence you could hear someone or something breathing, very distinctly, and for a long time.

A message, or maybe a question, from one telephone to another can so easily get lost, whether for better or worse isn’t possible to know right away. Once in a while we’d get straight through to the number we were calling without the least problem or delay. We’d be so taken aback that we’d forget to talk and just stand there breathing into the phone.

Then we got a radio telephone and a solar panel. It was a pure puzzle and hard to describe. But that happened just before we left Klovharun for good, and so other people entirely will have to figure it out if the need arises.
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There came a summer when we suddenly had a hard time pulling up the nets. Our domain had become unmanageable and treacherous. We were more surprised than frightened. Maybe we weren’t really old enough yet, but to be on the safe side I used rocks and mortar to build steps in a couple of steep places, and Tooti put up some rope rails and grab bars here and there, and we went on as usual but ate less fish.

It got worse. For example, I no longer wanted to go up on the roof to clean the chimney (and, of all things, even used the excuse that I wanted to write).

And, that final summer, something unforgivable happened. I grew afraid of the ocean. Big waves no longer meant adventure, just anxiety and worry about our boat and indeed for all the boats out at sea in bad weather. It wasn’t fair – even in nightmares, the sea had always been my unfailing salvation. Danger pursues me, but I jump in and swim away and I’m safe and never come back. This fear felt like treachery – my own.

Later we invented a secret game in which we made objects change their locations. We tried to imagine certain things we had inherited, captured or found on the beach – treasures we had held in great respect for far too long – brightening up entirely new places. Among the best of them were a door panel with the words “Captain’s Cabin” in brass, my grandfather’s barometer and a first-mate’s certificate that had washed ashore. We had hundred-year-old net floats with the owner’s mark, lead sinkers wrapped in birchbark and the calligraphic metal labels from wooden crates that had once bobbed along our shores – Napoleon Cognac, Old Smuggler Whisky, Jamaican oranges – as well as several items we’d been given by friends and visitors; for example, a ship’s log, half a sextant and a huge pulley from a ketch. Now all these more or less esteemed articles were given to other islands where the people had moved in recently enough to want to turn their cabins into marine museums.

We knew, too, that now was the time to give away the house. We assured each other that it was classier to move out in time, before it was forced on us, but it got a little tiresome if you said it too often.

I sat down and wrote, “There is a delicate balance between the absolute calm of arrival and the stress of departure.” I deleted “delicate” and added “both are indispensable” at the end. Then I started to brood about what I actually meant.
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By and by we started posting little helpful tips here and there: for example, “Don’t close the damper, it will rust shut”, “The key is by the doorpost”, or “Wool socks and stockings under the boot shelf”, and so on. Certain things need explaining. No one can be expected to understand that a dirty-yellow, 5-kilo lump of seal fat is a preservative for the wooden dock.

“What about the secret room?” I said, but Tooti thought they could find that for themselves and that we shouldn’t underestimate their natural curiosity. So we put a small bottle of rum inside as a surprise and a reward.

I should add that, in winter, Tooti’s secret room contained fifty pistol bullets, a spark plug, Ham’s best bark boat, the tools for the Honda, the barometer and a statuette of Papa’s.

Tooti loves to pack, because she’s so good at it. In earlier years, whenever it drew on towards spring – even as early as February – she would start packing, a bit embarrassed at her own happy haste. I knew what it meant when, to begin with, she’d rub Evergrease into the photogravure press and rollers. Her list usually included Sangajol white spirits, Swarfega duck oil, turpentine and cotton waste, among other things. After her professional needs came tools, then books and music, and then all the rest. For example:


Caramba stove blacking

Gun oil and lead acetate

The Young Lady’s Book of Cookery and Household Hints

Flare pistol

Mooring lines no. 26, 23, 20. 80 m

Sail rings, hooks

Copper nails

2 live-boxes for the cat’s fish

20 kg apples

Stone wax

Mantles for the Aladdin lamp

Teak oil + 5 litres olive oil

Our Norwegian cold-weather clothes

Seed potatoes

2 x 10 litres light kerosene

Propane tanks 5 & 10 litre, radio batteries

Hinge for the cellar trapdoor

Gear-housing grease and denatured alcohol



Then all the food.

All her lists were great to have from one spring to the next, because you forget things over the winter.

But now Tooti was packing for the city. We didn’t talk about it much. Fine weather the whole time.

One morning I took in the net to hang it in the cellar, and it suddenly struck me that I’d never again need to fish. I went down to the old woodyard in the ravine. That wild rosebush had totally filled the place, so there wasn’t much to be seen of the woodshed. All the same, I went in and sat down under the dome to think.

So, I would never again fish. Never again throw dishwater in the sea and be sparing with the rainwater. Never again suffer agonies for Victoria, and no one, no one, would ever again worry about me! Good. Then I started wondering why a meadow can’t just grow in its own mistaken way in peace and quiet, and why beautiful rocks can’t tumble about however they like without being admired, and more questions like that, and gradually I got mad, and it seemed to me that the vicious bird war could just take care of itself and it was fine with me whichever damned gull decided it owned the whole house!

I went back home again and started a list called “Reasons for Not Living on an Island”, and Tooti looked in and said, “Are you writing? In case it’s about the wreck of the Victoria ... now, don’t be hurt ...”

“Go on,” I said.

“Well, for once you could stick to the facts a little. Don’t put your storm on an autumn night. Say what happened. Say the storm came in the middle of the day in the middle of the summer, July 15, 1991. Say it was Beaufort 9, equal to twenty to twenty-four metres per second, south-east of course. And put it in the present tense, which makes it more dramatic, you know, like this: ‘The sea rises violently and turns black and choppy, the cabin shivers and we’re in trouble.’”
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I said, “How do you like ‘The birds go quiet’?”

“That’ll work,” Tooti said, “but in any case, ‘Victoria is caught off guard, attacked from all sides, breakers from the stern, waves crashing against her bow from across the point, she struggles bravely, held by her four lines ...’ Write that I attach new lines every year, and new horseshoe shackles. Say that now she’s taking water over the stern thwart, just a splash, and then another little splash, but relentlessly! Drag it out as long as you can.”

I remember. Tooti stood at the north window all night and watched. Several times she went down and checked that the lines had slack, then she just stood at the window. I believe she was talking to the boat.

“Go on,” Tooti said. “Write that at ten minutes past four Victoria fills with water up to the gunwales and sinks, slowly, with dignity. Write that at eight o’clock I make contact with Pellinge on our newly installed radio telephone. Very calmly I report that the worst has happened, and they think that means you’ve fallen off a cliff, but I say, ‘Victoria has foundered.’ That gets them moving and they set out immediately to see what’s up, but they can’t even think about trying to land in those seas, so we just wave to each other. Anyway, later they come out again ...”

I interrupted and said it was getting a little too long, but Tooti went right on. “They come out the second time and now they’ve got two ship’s captains and a pilot on board. The wind has died enough that they’re able to lift Victoria out of the water and drag her on land by her stern lines, and it’s clear that she’s been swinging there between her lines, just imagine, seesawing right there between the rocks and the storm and hasn’t lost anything but her forward duckboards and the Yamaha’s accumulator! Write that I got the Yamaha going just for the fun of it, and it ran for almost ten minutes! And that I’d put the oars under the thwarts, so they were still there.”

[image: Images]
Brunström dropped by that year, well into the autumn. He promised to take care of Uncle Torsten’s nets and some four-inch planks plus half a sack of cement. “So you’re leaving,” he said. “Easy to see there’s nothing unnecessary left behind.”

He took a swing around the house to check that everything was shipshape, and we followed him. The rain barrels were turned properly upside down and secured so they wouldn’t blow away, the shutters ready to close and fasten with hasps, and otherwise everything ready for the coming winter.

Brunström thought we’d left everything very neat and tidy and even liveable, although the veranda deck needed a coat of waterproofing against the snow. He said, “And now we’re going to take a trip and look at a different kind of island, a kind you probably never imagined.”
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It was dead calm. Brunström headed straight south, quite a long way. He stopped at a skerry that was very tall and steep, made up of three rounded mountains of rock standing tightly together. Between them there were deep fissures where the water heaved constantly up and down even though the sea was completely calm. The skerry was made of black stone, unlike in our area.

Brunström waited in the boat, because there was nowhere to moor. “Well, what do you think?” he said. “Not a blade of grass, nothing grows here, nothing, and that’s just exactly the beauty of it.”

Tooti wanted to know what the skerry was called, but it didn’t have a name. When we got home, Brunström loaded the lumber into his boat and we got to work giving the veranda a coat of tar, because we’d used all the Valtti.

On the last day, Tooti was cleaning the cellar and found one of our kites from the sixties and took it out on the slope. Just for fun, she gave the tail a little shake and just then a gust of wind came along and took the kite with it, straight up, high in the air, and carried it far out over the Gulf of Finland.
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THE ISLAND


It is astonishing the number of people who go around dreaming of an island.

Sometimes they’re deliberate people who search for their island and secure it, and sometimes the island dream is a passive symbol of what lies one step out of reach. The island, privacy at last – distance, intimacy, a self-contained universe without bridges and fences.

Protected and isolated by the water, which, at the same time, opens up the possibility of contact with others.

A possibility never exploited.

Walking around an island’s shoreline has some of a circle’s satisfying finality.

The shore – the narrow border between land and sea, changeable and treacherous, formed by heedless violence and strewn with curious objects that the sea has polished and given its own suppleness and strength.

There is nothing so red as a bank of seaweed reflecting a sunset. Soft stones and stiff grass.

A chaos of tumbled boulders, mixed with smooth, unexpected terraces of sand and untouched miniature landscapes reflected in the black surfaces of small rockpools.

Seen from the sea, the island has a dreary, protective camouflage, it looks small and uninteresting. Mostly just rocks with a tuft of crooked trees. No hill, no harbour.

After sunset it’s a black silhouette, a sloppy stain on a panorama of fine cobalt, Naples yellow and cerulean. The horizon disappears and scoters and long-tailed ducks fly just above the water in a silent, resolute line. The gulls have settled for the night and sit motionless on nearby rocky islets, their heads all turned in the same direction.

You walk around your island. No one can come, no one needs to go, you feel completely at ease. The clocks stopped quite a while ago and it’s a long time since you wore shoes. Your feet find their own way; confident and independent, they’ve grown as sensuous as hands. Quickly and with pleasure they take note of sand and moss, seaweed, granite. Your clothes are soft and light and have lost their colour long since, as has your hair, which is like beach grass and doesn’t bother you.

Everything about yourself has been evened out, is now neutral and not especially interesting. You are your own companion, who seldom talks and never asks questions; a person you can live with.

Your existence is turned outward in calm observation of familiar things that constantly change, giving you a remarkable sense of security and excitement.

The shifting sea, the rising and sinking shoreline, everything that grows and dies and sprouts up again in some new, surprising place, the way the trees and bushes withstand the storms, the natural process of decay in what you’ve built, and the satisfaction you find in recognition and repetition.

When you’ve been alone for a very long time, you begin to listen differently, to feel the organic and the unexpected all around, and see the incomprehensible beauty of the material world.

Old entrenched thoughts leap out in new directions, or they shrivel and die. Dreams grow simpler, and you wake up smiling.

It is a fragile structure. You pay for it with fear of the dark and sudden panic – a rustling in the darkness, a boat on the horizon.

But at the same time, the calm repetition of everyday activities reinforces the protective wall you’ve built around yourself – pulling up your boat before a storm, lighting your lamp for the night, collecting and chopping wood.

The problems are simple, and they can be solved.

You’re running out of fresh water, there’s a leak in the roof. The wind is blowing down a tree, a grouse has broken a window, a net has vanished.

The surest time is early spring, a safe space between city anxieties and the green, sociable contentment of high summer. There are no boats moving among the islands. The sand is untouched, and the island has taken a small, furtive step towards wilderness since you last were here.

Its colours are cold and serious, fragile as the ice on the rockpools. The sky is glass and utterly impassive. All is expectation, listening, with none of summer’s flirtatious charm.

At night, the long-tailed ducks sing, always from an island far away. You hear them when you get up before dawn to light a fire. Freezing cold, wildly happy, you stand at the door and see the barren land and rock in the half-light.

The plants that withered and died a year ago lie like a brown blanket over all the plants that have just decided to start growing.

You suddenly realise you had forgotten that life can be a gift. The fire catches in the stove. You snuggle down to sleep and recognize the silence and are at peace with yourself.

It’s a joy to carry heavy stones, to wrestle a log out of the shallows using leverage and muscle power, to manoeuvre the boat around the point against a strong southwesterly.

The water is still ice cold, the ground hard and the light grows stronger every day. You know that warmth and paradise are there within reach. And every year you forget that happiness is in anticipation, not fulfillment.

But summer keeps its promise and then passes.

September becomes October and the island is once again listless and indifferent. The last herring boats sail by into the night and their lights vanish out to sea.

There is a new silence without birds. The colours are heavy and the island is trampled and tired. It develops a hostile but fascinating face.

Fear of the dark drives you out of the cabin with its three black windows and into the shed where nets are stored. A secure, practical space that will never surrender you to danger.

The danger arrives with the autumn storms. The real storms that don’t die down at sunset, that can hold the island locked in for ten days, that alter the shoreline and set the cabin vibrating.

And the peculiar noises, strongest inside the cabin but audible in the net shed, too, on the fourth day of the storm – ragged tonal fragments like electronic music, laughing voices and cries and distant bells, the hard sound of feet running around the house.

They don’t matter as long as you turn all the mirrors to the wall in time and check the blanket hung across the window.

When the sun has gone down and a menacing violet light flows over the island, you have to convince yourself that nothing can peer into the net shed. There mustn’t be a single crack.

And you have to fill the lamp every evening, for it mustn’t go out. You can’t afford to get frightened in October. The fear of being afraid.

Not of people, but of what seems human but isn’t.

The morning is transparent and uncaring.

New banks of seaweed are heaped up on the lee shore. The island dries and shrinks and tries to shake you off.

Everything is parched, mouldy, lifeless. The flotsam carried ashore by the storm doesn’t linger, but is washed impatiently back out to sea. The land is peeled bare by the winds, and spume blows over the windows and makes them blind.

The water rises.

Everything you’ve built and collected must be carried higher. Every day higher still. You get the feeling that your paradise is sinking into the sea and you have a strange desire to go with it.

Everything around you gives itself up either to death or to survival.

One day just before twilight a curtain of rain comes across the water. For a few hours the colours are bright and vivid again, the landscape pulls itself together and looks rich.

Then it lets go, and the land is no longer alive, just water-logged. Everything swells up, like the sea surging around the headland; doors and windows can’t be opened, and all that’s beautifully brown and withered becomes a wet clot. The island is dead, but still far from properly buried.

The last of the summer birds – the city people – flee, flapping off in alarm.

I fled myself one night when the wind shifted and the storm suddenly abated.

My food and my firewood were gone, there was only the wind.

That last day, I lay on the floor and saw pictures in the knotholes in the ceiling. All my things had been packed and ready by the door for a week, and the room was empty and the curtains taken down.

Then something black and swift swept past my windows, birds with long pointed wings flew around the cabin, close to the walls. Over and over and over again.

Deep in the idiotic fantasies of solitude, I was convinced that mysterious harbingers of doom were drawing a circle of destruction around the house.

The wind shifted that night. The sudden quiet woke me.

Because the empty house was surrounded by catastrophe, I forgot my fear of the dark, flung open the door and ran out. Ran and stumbled – the island at night was an alien place – threw my baggage into the boat, up at the cabin the lamp shone all alone on the slope, so much fainter than the self-confident lighthouses along the horizon. And closed the cabin, wrestling to turn the key which hadn’t been used for so long and didn’t want to work, my light turning the juniper bushes into monsters. A new breeze began blowing softly from out on the dark water.

And I ran to the shore, stumbled and ran, felt how the island hated me, wanted to be rid of me. Tried to push out the boat, which was too heavily loaded, wept and swore and pushed – and then it slid free and I got out the oars. On the water the darkness was not dangerous, and I was ashamed.

You summer wretch, I thought. You think you love your island but you have never endured a winter together. You’re a summer bird, a sunbather, a parasite feeding on cheap solitude, you play at being primitive and picturesque, you’re a pathetic city dweller.

Here, everything was black. A new wind was rising out at sea. I heard it coming, as if it were walking on the water but not yet disturbing it.

I rowed on instinct, somewhere up ahead was the safety of the mainland with its sleeping houses and, farther in, its brightly lit city. Where I live, where I belong, all winter.

Suddenly I stopped rowing, in the middle of the bay.

And for the very first time that winter, in mid-flight, I began to yearn, uncontrollably, for my island.

[image: Images]




PHOTOGRAPHS


p.6 Tove Jansson on “the hill,” Klovharun (Per Olov Jansson)

p.10 Klovharun (Per Olov Jansson)

p.112 Klovharun (Per Olov Jansson)

p.114 Tove and Tooti flying a kite on Klovharun (Lis Hooge Hansen)

p.116 Grasses on Klovharun (Pentti Eistola)

p.125 Klovharun (Per Olov Jansson)

p.127 Klovharun (Per Olov Jansson)

The endpapers of Notes from an Island show a map of Klovharun penned by Tove’s mother, Signe Hammarsten Jansson (“Ham”).
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TOVE JANSSON (1914–2001) was born in Helsinki into Finland’s Swedish-speaking minority; her father was a sculptor and her mother a graphic designer and illustrator. Jansson’s most famous creation is Moomintroll, a roundish, big-snouted character with a dreamy disposition who stars in Moomin, the long-running comic strip and series of books for children that have been translated throughout the world, inspiring films, several television series, an opera, and theme parks in Finland and Japan. Jansson wrote eleven novels and short-story collections for adults, including The Summer Book, The True Deceiver, Fair Play, and The Woman Who Borrowed Memories and is widely beloved as a leading voice in contemporary global literature. In 1994, she was awarded the Prize of the Swedish Academy.

TUULIKKI PIETILÄ (1917–2009), Tove’s life partner, was a Finnish graphic artist and professor who exhibited often and taught at the Academy of Fine Arts in Helsinki. As well as creating the art for Notes from an Island, she made 8mm movies of her life with Tove on Klovharun, which became the film Haru, the Island of the Solitary (1998).

ALEXANDER CHEE is the author of the novels Edinburgh and The Queen of the Night, and the essay collection How To Write An Autobiographical Novel. He teaches as a professor of English and Creative Writing at Dartmouth College and lives in Vermont, where he is at work on a new novel.
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