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Every Saturday morning in winter, a three-car train,
led by a diesel locomotive, chugs through the tundra in
the dark, rattling, whining and occasionally pulling to an
abrupt halt. Snow is everywhere; the only difference is
how much, where and what shape. Spruce trees cloaked
in white tower above the land, resembling crystal daggers
pointing at the black hollow sky.

The train, known as the Aurora Express, is heading
north from Anchorage to Fairbanks, traversing miles and
miles of forest, mountains and tundra. One can fly from
Anchorage to Fairbanks. One can also drive. But there is
no better way to appreciate the beauty of Alaska than by
train.

Holidaymakers visiting this winter wonderland
usually go for the Iditarod Great Sled Race. They also
come to ski or take a dip in hot springs. But some just
come to reach out and touch, to feel, for a brief moment,
the chill and gaze into the twilight. Sunlight is precious
here. The sky turns black soon after sunrise. Sitting quietly
in the wide-windowed café car of the Aurora Express,
looking out on the snow-blanketed world is an experience
beyond words. The Nenana River Valley looks cobalt blue
under a moon-lit sky; Mount McKinley looms high in the
clouds, the Alaska Range is all around;
animals, big and small, trudge past the
train, leaving footprints in the snow, and
spindly spruce trees sway wildly in the
dark, standing up against the strong
winds.

The train makes unscheduled stops
from time to time to pick up anyone who
flags it down. As told by the conductor, it
is a lifeline for those living in the wilderness
between Anchorage and Fairbanks. People
getting off midway to hike back to their
cabins in the woods with a loaded backpack
in deep snow is a common sight. The
comfortable cars are always filled with
passengers’ loud laughter and buzzing chats.
From different parts of the world, most of them
gather here for one common goal — in search of the
northern lights, or aurora borealis as the train’s name
suggests.

Like a snowy white fox of the Arctic with a brush-like
tail that sprays snow, the northern lights, actually magnetic
storms of ionised oxygen and nitrogen atoms across the
sky, have filled people with wonder and captured artists’
imagination. They have also frightened people who see
them as a sign of impending apocalypse. Superstitious as

it may sound, some aurora chasers
of today still take their trips as
pilgrimages, or tests of faith that
the sky will open up and show
what treasures it holds if they
stand in the cold long enough.

The train shudders and edges \ =
forward. After a 12-hour journey, the
Aurora Express arrives at Fairbanks.
After stocking up food and water, aurora chasers
jump into their rented cars and drive to Chena Hot Springs,
an ideal base for watching the northern lights. Aurora
hunting is an adventure, bringing you to places you have
never visited and to people you have never met. The chance
of catching a glimpse of the magical lights is, however, a
matter of luck. Even the best weather apps are useless, as
the sky, like a spoiled child who is prone to tantrums, may
suddenly seal up and stay gloomy.

Weather is never predictable here. A crystal clear
night may turn into a foggy one without warning. A
Chinook, a mass of warm, wet air from the Alaska Gulf,
sometimes passes through the Alaska Range and brings
rain to Fairbanks. The gauzy steam of hot springs and thick

— sleety fog cloud the sky, making aurora gazing

a forlorn hope. No quest is accomplished

without obstacles. Disappointing though,

the enthusiasm of the northern lights

hunters has never waned — hilltops are

lined with yurts; tripods are erected

everywhere, and circles of people in thick

down jackets and snow shoes stand
motionless in sub-zero air.

On a clear night, if luck is on your
side, an encounter with the aurora is
possible in Fairbanks. The outburst starts
with a soft glow over the hills. The glow
vanishes and returns. Arches are lit with

small waves and curls moving along them.

Rays of light shoot down from space;

draperies with a plethora of colours are formed

and spread all over the sky, flickering in the wind. The

draperies then fade and form all over again by new rays

of light. The trailing bands of luminous plasma then spread
out, and disintegrate in a diffuse light.

With the constant clicking of camera shutters and the
intermittent bursts of rapturous applause, the extravaganza
comes to an end. A wonderful gift of nature, the beautiful
blaze of auroral displays, though ephemeral, lets its
watchers get a thrill of a lifetime.

Life is like a landscape. You live in the midst of it but can
describe it only from the vantage point of distance.

Charles Lindbergh
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The magnificence of nature has always fascinated us.
Standing under a canopy of majestic trees in the forest, we
cannot help but feel small. When we see roaring ocean waves
rolling in, we realise how powerless we are. Blooming
cherry blossoms, the early summer sun, golden fallen leaves,
cotton snow...all inspire feelings of awe. Changing seasons
make us ponder the vicissitudes of life. And a poet sees even
more.

On a beautiful autumn day in 1819, John Keats took a

il
¢ stroll near Winchester along River Itchen. So much impressed

by the beauty of the sombre landscape — the crisp air, the chilly

«  weather, the stubble fields, the English Romantic poet

composed “To Autumn”, a short poem, which has become an
all-time favourite for poetry lovers.

The poem is a paean to autumn. Keats praises the
= abundance and goodness of the season, describing it as a “close
bosom-friend of the maturing sun”. Against an idyllic pastoral
backdrop, fruits grow on the vines that curl around the roofs
of thatched cottages; fully ripe apples bend down the branches
of mossy trees with
their weight; the
ripeness expands like
a balloon “to swell
the gourd and plump
the hazel shells”;
kernels drop on the
ground to “set
budding more” a
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will turn into flowers or plants when spring returns, and the
bees think that “warm days” of autumn “will never cease” and
flowers are always in bloom.

The fruits have ripened and the crops have been harvested.
Having done all the work for the season, autumn, like a
goddess, roams around the fields, often seen sitting on the
granary floor, her hair “soft-lifted by the winnowing wind”.
She drowses “with the fume of the poppies” and takes a nap
on the furrow. Sometimes she bends her head and gazes into
the brook, like a gleaner bowing his head to look for grains. A
real slacker, she watches “hours by hours” a cider-press
squeezing the fruits into thick, sugary juice.

When autumn’s harvest is over, nature is reduced to
emptiness: the fields are bare, the trees leafless, the skies
hollow.... “Where are the songs of Spring?” Unlike the lively
spring, autumn has her own music. At twilight, small gnats by
the river mourn the dying day “in a wailful choir”; from hilly
bourn comes the lambs’ “loud bleat”; crickets chirp; the
redbreast robin whistles in a garden “with treble soft”; and
“gathering swallows twitter in the skies.”

“To Autumn” is a poem for people who find it hard to
accept good things coming to an end. In Keats’s eyes, autumn
is not merely the time when things die off. It also sets the stage
for the return of growth. People should enjoy every bit of

oodness at every moment without worrying about what
appens next. Each stanza of the poem is like a photo put into
ds, filled with the light, smells, and sounds of the season.



Norman and
Paul Maclean are fly
fishing lovers. They
acquire that passion from
their father, who is a minister.
Under the Reverend’s roof, there is

( “no clear line between religion and fly

:l fishing.” In their childhood, the brothers spend

' considerable time attending his father’s church and

( fishing. With their father, they wade the Big Blackfoot River in
\". Missoula, Montana, braving the biting coldness of the trout
¢ stream. The river makes an ideal canvas for Norman to paint an
%, intimate portrait of his family, as revealed in his autobiographical

novella A River Runs Through It.

The story is deceptively simple. Two brothers grow up
together but follow distinctly different paths. Norman is the
one with his feet on the ground and a good head on his
shoulders. Paul, on the contrary, is dashing and charming with
a streak of recklessness. In fly fishing, they are as serious as
their father. Paul is a natural on it while Norman, though not
by any measure bad, cannot hold a candle to his younger
brother’s fishing prowess.

In his thirties, Norman gets married and becomes an
English Professor in Chicago. Paul stays in Montana and
becomes a reporter simply because he can continue to fly fish
on the Big Blackfoot. However, he has developed a predilection
for drinking and gambling, and is too happy to pick a fight.
The brothers still fish together on the very same river but much
has changed.

Norman, though worried, finds it difficult to broach the
subject of Paul’s unruly behaviour. He is reluctant to criticise
his brother who has always treated him with respect. Besides,
Paul is an enigma to him. A fine reporter and a finer fisherman,
Paul has the makings of a good life. But he racks up gambling
debt, and gets into drunken brawls like a hobby. Worse still, he
lets his pride get in the way of seeking help. When Norman is
mulling over what he can do for him, life intervenes: Paul is
beaten to death in an alley.

The grief-stricken Norman blames
himself for letting his brother down.
Losing her favourite son, Mrs Maclean’s
world crashes down around her. The
Reverend is incredulous about

Paul’s premature death. The
usually dependable Bible
fails to offer him relief or

Life is not always perfect. Like a road, it has many bends,
ups and down, but that’s its beauty.

consolation. He
feels unhinged and
wonders whether things
would have been different
if he had helped. Knowing the
answers to his questions will be
forever out of reach, he tries to convince
himself that even though “it is those we live ]
with and love and should know who elude us”, we can
still love them as we “can love completely without complete
understanding.”

Years later, smarting from the loss of his son, the Reverend
encourages Norman to write a fiction because only then will
one have a thorough understanding of the characters in it. |
Norman does the exact opposite. He writes his life story with
a central character that was and still is a mystery to him. He
examines his feelings about Paul with honesty and courage,
and opens up himself to grief and hurt in the process. Even so,
he soldiers on knowing that sorrow is not all there is to life.

Guided by his memories of Paul and his father, Norman
realises that the Big Blackfoot, rather than a scar on his soul,
binds his family together. The three of them may be puzzles to
one another and help is a word of taboo for them. But so long
as they are on that pristine, beautiful river, with a fishing rod
in their hands, they can look each other in the eye and see a
strong connectedness among them. Norman continues to fish
on the rolling river alone even in his old age because he knows
that there he can be at one with them. “T am haunted by waters,”
he admits.

Norman’s novella is constructed out of a series of fishing
outings so vividly depicted. Fly fishing, a relatively obscure
pastime, is portrayed with such unalloyed passion that its charm
is transparent to even the layman. Every inch of the fishing rod
and every technique are described in great detail, and are often
the subjects of deep pondering thoughts, which at the hands of
a less gifted writer will quickly devolve into flat clichés and
heavy-handed moral rhetoric. But Norman is not trying to coax
some divine truth from the sport itself. He is recounting,
through little slices of life, his innermost experience and
feelings — at times poignant, always sincere, but never bitter
or melancholic. A good read that will leave you transfixed
by the beauty of the human spirit and Mother Nature.

Amit Ray



g recognised by Alvin. He cupped it in his hands. “Anna, it’s
=

After an hour’s walk, Alvin arrived at the edge of a
wooded area. Not far away from him was an expanse of grass
carpeted with gorse, which grew luxuriantly and was
interspersed with beech. The sun’s rays pierced through the
trees, shimmering on a bed of flowers — yellow, violet and
white, a splendid show of colours. A light breeze rustled the
leaves of a pin oak with a crooked trunk. Alvin stood on a
tranquil path, inhaling warm, clean country air.

“Honey, come over here. Look at this trunk. It bends
almost down to the ground, but the tree is still growing strong.
It’s incredible.” Alvin heard a soft voice coming from behind
him. He turned around and saw nobody.

“Is that you, Anna?” asked Alvin.

No one answered. Alvin squatted under the oak, fixing
his gaze on a mark carved in its deformed trunk. The squeaks
of a passing crow broke the silence of high summer. Alvin
rose slowly, and a patch of tall grass at the bottom of a big
boulder caught his attention. The grass swayed in tempo
against the blue sky, sending a light fresh grassy smell into
the air. “Little bluestems, you showed me once,” Alvin
remembered. “They’re beautiful. Each one moves elegantly
like a ballerina in a pirouette,” said the voice.

A strong wind muffled the voice. A bit disappointed,
Alvin wandered on along the narrow zigzag path towards the
grey lighthouse overlooking the sea. Butterflies were out
roaming among the flowers, one of them a monarch, whose
distinct orange, black and white wings were immediately

for you. You’d always wanted to have one.”
“It’s gorgeous,” replied the voice.

“Anna, did you see the double-A mark we carved in the
oak? It’s still there. But one of the letters is gone.” Alvin sat
on a rock, murmuring to himself.

“Really? Honey, how’ve you been doing these years?”
asked the voice.

Alvin made no response, brooding over how he had gone
through the days without Anna. Five years had passed since
her death, and though he had largely got used to her absence,
he still experienced intense pangs of grief. Sometimes, he
was tempted to come back to this hiking trail where they first
met. But he resisted, as he was afraid that he would never be
able to walk out of this memory lane after setting foot on it
again.

Anna died on a morning in late September, and even
Alvin tried hard to forget the actual date, the bright blue hue
of the sky reminded him that it was a crisp morning. He
walked home from the hospital under the cloudless sky along
a road lined with oaks. When it came the time to scatter her
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ashes, their children joined him on this trail, which was bathed
in the golden light of autumn. He buried her ashes at the base
of the pin oak.

The hiking trail narrowed into a pebbled road, and green
bushes gave way to a picturesque rural village where brightly-
painted farmhouses, thatched or half-timbered, were
everywhere. Columns of smoke rose from blackened
chimneys and occasional villagers were seen bundling up
fire-wood in the backyards. A horse-drawn wooden cart, piled
high with hay, trailed across a ploughed field. Two women
greeted each other on the road. “Honey, look over there. Do
you recognise the woman wearing a red headscarf?” asked
the voice. Alvin turned his gaze to the woman and shook his
head. “It’s Mrs Bellford, the lovely chubby lady who let us
stay at her place because of the blizzard.”

Memories came i
rushing back to Alvin —
he and Anna were having
dinner with Mrs Bellford
in a small, cosy sitting
room, chatting amicably
by the fireplace about
their lives after their
children had gone to
university. Standing in
front of Mrs Bellford’s
old farmhouse, Alvin
relived the happy moment
when he and Anna cuddled up together looking out a French
bay window at the beams of the lighthouse penetrating the
dark.

Alvin strode off the pebbled road and disappeared into
a winding uphill path. A brisk fresh wind blew from the south,
laden with the vanilla smell of gorse blossom, mixed with a
hint of salt from the sea. He reached the lighthouse which,
like a grey pencil, stood still and quiet on the cliff’s edge.
“Darling, where are you?” asked Alvin.

“I’'m up here.” The soft voice echoed through the
spiralling staircase of the lighthouse. Alvin ascended the steps
and reached the doorway at the top, breathless. A shadow
lurked around the corner, but Alvin soon found that it was an
eagle perched on a windowsill. Suddenly, from somewhere
came a heavy thud. He searched around, but no one was in
sight. No longer able to mask the feelings rolling through
him, he cried achingly, and made no effort to stop.

Night fell. Alvin pulled himself together. On his way
home, he paused before the arched oak tree, watching its
branches whipping back and forth in the wind. Much relieved
after a good cry, he looked up at the velvety sky studded with
tiny, twinkling stars, and whispered, “Anna, I’ll come back.”
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Solution of Issue No. 58

1. bullet 6. shape, ship
2. eyetoeye 7. black
3. ball 8. ropes
4. bean 9. board
5. cornered 10. wings

Issue No. 60 (June 2015) : Legend, Poetry and Painting

The following winners will be notified individually by post:

Name | Department
‘ Lee Tat-yeung ‘ Legal Aid Department ‘
‘ Leung So-mei ‘ Transport Department ‘
‘ Lam Wai-man ‘ Hong Kong Police Force ‘
‘ Ng Pui-yan ‘ Census and Statistics Department ‘
‘ Chan Pak-sang ‘ Food and Environmental Hygiene Department ‘

SR -TAEANABATIAE S

Issue No. 61 (September 2015) : Games We Play

SR BA T E R

Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please refer to Issue No. 42 for details.

ORI 4B - M2 B -

ORI SR BB Hon Chinese Adviser Prof Fan Sin-piu
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ZH FHERLL ZH BHELL DGR BRI Member ~ Mrs Eunice Chiu Member ~ Ms Kam Cheng Assistant Editor ~~ Mr Chan Yue-kun
ZH WEELL ZH ERMLL Member  Ms Peggy Chan Member ~ Ms Jasmine Fok
ZH #4854t ZH Repig L Member ~ Miss Holly Lo Member  Ms Melanie Cheung
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Word Power is also uploaded to the webpage of the Civil Service Bureau (http://www.csb.gov.hk/english/publication/2006.html). If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write
to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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