Reading NZ 15-16, Marla Perkins, Ph.D.
When I travel, even if only to the grocery store, I take some sort of reading material with me. Because I
read so much and because so much of what I read is hefty in some way, I am often encouraged not to
read so much and take a break from taxing myself intellectually. However, reading is not usually one of
the most taxing parts or even the most taxing part of getting through the day. Compared to the usual
human and sensory chaos available, reading is reassuring and comfortable. A well written and well
edited piece takes care of readers’ minds in many ways.
When I left for New Zealand in early December, 2015, I left with a couple of books, freebies I picked up
from the discard stacks at the VA hospital library in Prescott, Arizona; it’s the original VA hospital in the
US. I have never found anything useful for my scholarly inquiries on those particular stacks, but it’s hard
to beat free books for entertainment value and distraction from smelling airplanes full of people and
listening to the irritating sounds of public address systems and spending hours or days with primarily
fluorescent lights. As Miss Piggy said, “You have to be going to a pretty awful place if getting there is
half the fun.” I wasn’t going to an awful place. I was going to New Zealand.

New Zealand: Not an awful place. From Taupo, I walked along the white cliffs of the Waikato River to a
local park where there were hot springs publically and freely available.
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But I was a bit concerned as I spent the first part of the trip in Auckland. I never like large cities much,
and Auckland was no exception. Auckland has nearly 1.5 million residents at the moment, which is
about a third of the population of the entire country of New Zealand. Relative to reading, The Client, by
John Grisham, seemed as good a place to start as any. Auckland, as the book. certainly had its
moments—reading by the fishing docks was one of them, and the conference was good fun, but mostly,
I just wanted to leave and was wondering what I’d do for the next four weeks when the first week was
such a let-down.
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So I kept going and kept reading. Grisham’s works are predictable, and this one was no exception. I
think of Grisham’s works as airport books; volumes that are physically and intellectually light. What’s
the difference between piffle like airport books and great literature like Moby Dick and Burmese Days?
That will be one of the next projects. But I will have to pay some attention to the piffle in order to make
relevant comparisons and contrasts, so I paid attention. As much as I could.
The excursion to the Waitomo Caves where the glowworms live required more attention than Grisham.
The glowworms in the Waitomo Caves are a species that only live in New Zealand, Arachnocampa
luminosa, but they bioluminesce as do many animals who bioluminesce, with an enzyme called
luciferase, which is named after the beautiful evil being Lucifer. This seemed an appropriate parallel
with the beautiful evil characters in the Grisham novel. The chemical reaction that creates
bioluminescence is nearly 100% efficient, however, unlike Grisham’s prose.
I paid more attention to Rotorua and its environs than to Grisham. Rotorua is geologically unstable,
with geysers and mineral terraces and boiling mud and an all-pervasive smell of sulfur, like a small
version of Yellowstone National Park. Hot water is the default in Rotorua, and the houses have ways to
chill water to have cold running water; corpses are buried above ground so as to avoid boiling the
corpses (grandma smells delicious!). I even stood in a place where, back in the late 1800s, over seventy
tourists were buried alive when a nearby volcano unexpectedly erupted. I did not stand there long.
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In Rotorua there is a wharenui, a communal Maori house. Each tribe of Maori has a wharenui, and the
house itself provides both a meeting place and a physical location with which the tribe identifies.
Identifying people by a place sounded familiar; the hunter-gatherers I’ve been able to work with in
Indonesia do the same thing. When I walked into the wharenui, I also saw that the designs are spiralbased, as are the designs of the hunter-gatherers in Borneo. Yes, I knew that both the Maori and the
hunter-gatherers are members of the Austronesian language family, but I did not expect to find overlaps
in graphic design. Well, now I know. And I’m off and thinking, not paying so much attention to Grisham,
whose book I finished in time to pick up another one at the hostel where I was staying.
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The book I picked up was Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead, by Sheryl Sandberg. The phrase
“will to” always reminds me of Schopenhauer, who decided that human “will” was generally negative
and malevolent and controlled human actions. Familiarity with Schopenhauer did not help me with
Sandberg’s work, which was more about encouraging women to become and stay professionally
involved even as they figure out ways to have and care for their families. I made the whole process
easier for myself by having animal children instead of human children—there is much less cultural guilt
given to women who hire a friend or neighbor to take care of the animals.
In New Zealand, they take care of the trees. They have stopped cutting down native forest and now
farm the trees that are used for lumber. Back in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the government of New
Zealand sponsored experiments to determine what species of trees would be best for farming. The
California redwoods did not make the cut, pun intended, but they weren’t doing any damage, so they
have been left to grow. It is reassuring to know that, if the California redwoods in California suffer a
disease, there is a population of them elsewhere that could be used to develop treatments and a
disease-resistant population. Here they are with some tree ferns, in the land of ferns.
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The tree ferns might not look like much when standing next to redwoods, but they are impressive in
their own right. One species of them can get to be nearly one hundred feet tall. I never saw any that
were that big, but they made me wonder if part of Sandberg’s point might have been better made if the
standard of comparison for women were not men; men remain the Absolute, and women the Other, as
de Beauvoir pointed out decades ago, and in taking that perspective, Sandberg reinforced that
perspective yet again rather than finding a more relevant perspective.
It was not so hard to find cleared land where sheep are being farmed. Much of the northern third of the
north island of New Zealand is devoted to sheep farming. The shire scenes of the Lord of the Rings
movies were filmed not far from where this picture was taken. Those were good books, and movies,
about a variety of creatures who leaned in to whatever they were doing and did not waste time and
energy comparing themselves to irrelevant others.
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When I got to Taupo, I met the wind. It was perpetually windy in Taupo, which made for terrific sailing
on Lake Taupo, which I did on a yacht built in 1926 that had crossed both the Atlantic and the Pacific
Oceans several times before finally landing in New Zealand. Part of the windiness is because of the
terrain—the highest point on the north island is near Taupo, and Lake Taupo is the largest body of water
on the north island. Part of it is the geography—New Zealand is a couple of islands between major
bodies of water. The south winds whip up from Antarctica and turn the weather colder. The north
winds whip down from the equator and warm up the weather. The east winds peel off the Pacific and
can be as chaotic as whatever happens on the largest ocean on the planet. The west winds whip off the
Tasman Sea and can bring water from the sea or dust from Australia. Many cultures personify the winds
(for example, the Greeks had Zephyrus, Boreas, Eurus, and Notus, each with an individual personality),
and Taupo was the first place I’ve been where that personification made sense to me. The winds also
made me lean in some direction all of the time. I don’t think I stood up straight anywhere in the vicinity
of Lake Taupo. Sandberg’s use of the imperative of ‘lean in’ was marginally objectionable from the
outset; I don’t like being told what to do. But while I was leaning my way around Taupo, it occurred to
me that Sandberg’s imperative was misleading. There simply is no option, as she demonstrated with
bazillions of citations of the ongoing cultural biases against women. Women cannot do otherwise than
to lean, because the winds are always there, which is why I have rarely found a woman who wasn’t
leaning in, in whatever she chose to do.
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Another reason to lean was made clear when I was hiking the Tongariro Crossing, a trail up and over
some of the volcanoes in Tongariro National Park, where the Land of Mordor scenes were filmed for the
Lord of the Rings movies. I didn’t stand up straight on the hike not only because of the perpetual wind—
my view of the red crater was obscured by fog that blowing through at the time that I was at the
crater—but also because as I was hiking up and down, the terrain required that I adjust my alignment so
as not to fall over. The imperative of ‘lean in’ is again merely factual. Depending on what women
choose to do, they have to lean because progress is always uphill. Another reason why the
encouragement to lean in seemed redundant to me. What woman isn’t leaning? There simply is no
level terrain to travel for women.
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The Tongariro Crossing is said to be the best day hike in New Zealand, and one of the ten best day hikes
in the world. I have no idea how that is measured. The best day hike for me is the one I’m currently
hiking.
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The Tongariro Crossing was over thirteen miles of spectacularity, however. That -ity suffix is no longer
productive in English, meaning that it can no longer be attached to just about any adjective to form a
noun; its uses are restricted to conventional environments. I’d like to make it productive again:
spectacularity.
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The Tongariro Crossing, in fact, almost got its own piece, whatever these photographic essays might be
called. But my schedule had too much hecticity in it, and I had to move on, and the schedule still has too
much hecticity in it, and as much spectacularity as there is in the Tongariro Crossing and New Zealand,
the whole place is getting only one piece.
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The winds changed my schedule in Taupo. The weather was so inclement when I arrived that the
Crossing was closed for the day that I wanted to hike. I rearranged a few other possibilities and spent
two additional days in Taupo in order to hike the Crossing. Was it worth it? I don’t know. I cannot
compare what I did to what I might have done because I do not have equivalent information about what
I did and about what I did not do. But the Crossing was loaded with fabulosity, all the way across.
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While I was in Taupo waiting to hike, and using the hot springs, and sailing, and eating gluten-free pizza,
and otherwise killing time in a place where people would have to be crazy not to vacation, I finished the
Sandberg book. The bookshelf at the hostel in Taupo was not very inspiring, but there needed to be
something to read, so I did my best. I left Sandberg behind—that’s the deal: take one, leave one—and
I’m sure she raised the quality of the bookshelf by several orders of magnitude. Most hostel
bookshelves have a range from piffle to literature, but the Taupo hostel, for whatever reason, was all
piffle, or mostly literature I’d already read. I did my best by taking The Three Musketeers by Alexandre
Dumas, and tried to remove some of the piffle by leaving with a Jack Reacher book by Lee Child. Yes, I
violated the usual rule. Child was a risk, much like hiking through a lahar hazard zone, but more
predictable. Weather can be unpredictable; piffle is predictably hazardous and does not provide
relevant care for readers’ minds. The risk with lahar, which I initially thought might be like the Loch Ness
monster but for the volcanoes, is that it moves quickly, is the consistency of cement, and contains large
chunks of rocks. The danger with piffle is that it circumvents creative and critical thinking.
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I made it through the lahar hazard zone. I did not make it through the Lee Child novel. The book was
about the 17th in some even longer list of Jack Reacher novels. Yikes! I can see the boons, and the
banes, of prolificity, but in this case, mostly banes. I’d enjoyed the movie; this was one of the few books
for which I preferred the movie. The Lord of the Rings is another. In a movie, we can show things that
take dozens of pages to describe, like walking for weeks at a time, which is interesting for those of us
doing the walking but not so interesting when reading about it. I believe hiking can be described well,
but obviously not by everyone. I also didn’t do much in Wellington. Wellington was an unfortunate
casualty of waiting for the Crossing. What I did see was thoroughly fogged.
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I kept trying with Child’s book. I tried on the ferry between the two islands, when I wasn’t looking at
seals and royal albatrosses and fog. I tried all the way to Nelson, where I took a walk in the pouring rain
to see a bird sanctuary; it was raining so hard that even the aquatic and pelagic birds had taken shelter,
and I only saw a couple of sea gulls, who, given that they’d missed the memo about sheltering, were
probably not normal gulls. I didn’t loiter long enough to reach a diagnosis. New Zealand is for the birds,
in a literal sense. Child’s Jack Reacher book was for the birds in a figurative sense.
The bookshelf in Nelson was a delight, however, and I had a hard time choosing where to go next. I
settled on Dogs Never Lie About Love: Reflections on the Emotional World of Dogs, by Jeffrey Masson. I
didn’t make much progress on it on the way to Franz Josef. None at all, in fact, because I decided to
read Dumas first. Dumas was a delight; I had tried to read one of his novels a while back, but I did not
succeed in slogging through a poor translation. The translation I had was relatively recent and left the
many layers of humor and satire intact, much like the pancake rocks on the west coast of the South
Island.
A number of theories for the formation of the pancake rocks has been proposed, as there has been for
the phenomena of humor and irony, and even theories for how people understand humor and irony in
texts, when they do, and for what happens when they fail to recognize non-literal meanings. Dumas’
humor is fairly clear, even across languages and cultures and eras, in part because the contradictions are
blatant. People who make money by getting jobs from the rich and famous must schmooze, yet the
musketeers frequently engage in overtly offensive behavior. People who are starring in a swashbuckling
tale forget a weapon or otherwise behave clumsily. The layers of humor reminded me of the Wizard of
Oz, in which the cowardly lion does the bravest things, the brainless scarecrow has the most intelligent
insights, and the heartless tin man has the most compassion.
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Unlike Dumas’ The Three Musketeers, which is a large book, Franz Josef is a tiny little town. The three
hundred or so permanent residents host over a quarter of a million visitors per year. They do a good
job. When I asked the woman at the hostel about hiking, she gave me detailed and accurate
information about the trail I wanted to hike and suggested additional possibilities. I spent a day on foot,
sans book, covering about eighteen miles in the valley of the Franz Josef glacier.
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The Franz Josef glacier advances and retreats perhaps cyclically, depending on weather conditions in the
southern Alps, which are the source of the glacier. It has been retreating rapidly since about 2008, and I
had good walks along the side of the valley and along the floor of the valley to get as close as possible to
the glacier. I expected to walk to winter, because glaciers are ice, but instead, I popped out at the end
of the rainforest trail relatively close to the glacier and in temperate temperatures. No wonder the
glacier is receding. The shrinking glacier did not help a group of tourists, however. Fog was rolling off
the higher peaks of the Southern Alps, and the group wanted to take the easy valley trail to see the
glacier. One woman thought that they would be able to see the glacier in ten minutes, but after walking
for half of an hour, they still could not see the glacier. They asked me for directions, so I pointed up the
valley in the direction they needed to go and refrained from recommending a book, but the sign said
they had perhaps another hour of walking to do before seeing the glacier—no humor was seen in the
conflicting information provided by the woman and the signs—they might have done better to read
Dumas. They continued to argue about the contradiction between the information on the sign and what
they had expected, so I pointed out that they weren’t getting any closer by not walking. With the
receding glacier, it wasn’t getting any closer to them, either. I took another side trail and saw lots of
firedot lichen, and when I came back, they were still by the sign. For all I know, they’re still there today.
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The sign shows that the bridge is approved for a maximum of five people. It helps if all five are traveling
in the same direction.
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I finished The Three Musketeers on the way to Queenstown. In Queenstown, I postponed the dog book
in order to read Jane Fonda’s Prime Time: Love, Health, Sex, Fitness, Friendship, Spirit: Making the Most
of All Your Life. It was a sizable book, with a sizable title almost worthy of the 18th century, and I
preferred to read it while in Queenstown rather than finding room for it in the luggage when I moved
on. In any case, it didn’t, and wouldn’t have, moved on with me. Good stuff—Fonda’s musings, getting
to know an interesting person through her writings. Bad stuff—her specific advice, still carbohydrateloaded and lipid-hypothesis 1980s nutrition and general 21st century mysticism—not having real data
but making personal experience into advice for everyone. She’s not in charge of anything, but this is
how tyranny starts: the idea that one person knows what’s best for everyone, and that that knowledge
is more important than any individual. However, her idea that people should think through aspects of
life that can be relatively more predicted, such as aging—none of us are getting any younger—in order
to plan how they would like to proceed and who they would like to be during such periods in their lives,
rather than just winging it at they go along, was appealing because it provides a way to be more
involved in aspects of life that are otherwise automatic, such as aging. I did not slog through the bad
stuff, however, which left me plenty of time for hiking, including a hike up Ben Lomond to see the glacial
lake Wakatipu and the Remarkable Mountains, which were the Misty Mountains in the Lord of the Rings
movies.
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The water in the lake was really cold: I jumped in and right back out, almost as quickly as I was into and
back out of the Fonda book.
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Dogs Never Lie About Love was a good book to start on the way to Milford Sound. ‘Sound’ is the English
word for fjord, but I prefer to use fjord because without it, ‘sound’ is even more polysemous: something
to be heard, healthy, and a deep gouge into a coastline, sans beach. I was horrified by the fact that
Masson acquired his dogs specifically to write the book, rather than recognizing from the outset that
dogs are individuals worthy of respect and caring; that raised some ethical questions, but he seems to
be a responsible dog owner, despite his questionable beginnings. My tour got off to questionable
beginnings, too, with an Australian man who suffered from gregariosity and who felt the need to
pontificate at length on his blatantly uninformed version of the universe: Miami and Minnesota are
basically the same place; dolphins are good because they only kill fish, and orcas are bad because they
kill dolphins. Did anyone consult with the fish? He did well with a couple from Indiana who were
equally moronic (coyotes are dangerous to hikers), but I could take his nonsense for only about five
minutes when it was directed specifically in my direction. I told him what was what—Latin is not the
oldest language or the ancestor of all languages, and not even the ancestor of all of the European
languages—and he decided to move on. Aside from that five minutes of idiocy, the day and the sound
were magnificent. It was easy to see why Rudyard Kipling had called Milford Sound the ‘eighth wonder
of the world.’
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Masson spent much of his book defending his choice of not using behaviorism as the main philosophical
grounding for his considerations of his dogs. There is no excuse at this point in intellectual history for
behaviorism: it fails to provide an explanation for even the phenomena to which it claims to apply. Yet it
remains the starting point for thinking about animals (and special children, for many people), and nearly
every book I have read on animals includes apologies for the failures of behaviorism or for not using
behaviorism. Why apologize? Animals don’t care about behaviorism, and in seeking to understand
them, it is more effective to consider them and get to know them as the individuals they are, rather than
as tokens to be dropped into some philosophical slot machine. The guide for the tour of Milford Sound
was apologetic about the weather: the area receives over three hundred inches of rain per year. Any
day on which there is not a downpour is a great day, and when it rains, Milford Sound has dozens of
waterfalls. As the seals know, who hauled themselves out onto any available surface to dry off in the
light drizzle, it is better to consider Milford Sound as it is, rather than trying to make it fit some
preconceived notion of what it could be if the weather were different.
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The parts of Dogs Never Lie About Love that were not about behaviorism were entertaining. Masson’s
dogs quickly made themselves members of the family to the extent that they took over Masson’s family.
All available humans were recruited to make sure that the dogs were happy and healthy. What the dogs
did for the humans was less clear, but given how the dogs came to be part of Masson’s family, it was
poetic justice that the dogs ended up in charge.

Manuka flowers on a Manuka tree, because I didn’t have anywhere else to put this one
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On Stewart Island, I pulled out my other book, Jaws, by Peter Benchley. I’d seen the movie a number of
years ago but hadn’t read the book, and I typically prefer books to the movies made based on them.
This book made the decision about preference more difficult, however. The book and movie correlated
on the main story line of a great white shark that spent a summer eating people who were swimming off
the coast of Long Island. The book contained significant subplots, however, about secondary characters
and the politics in a small, tourism-dependent town that made the narrative more interesting. The
movie was better at presenting the necessary suspense. Despite Benchley’s obvious attempts to create
sympathy for the human victims, I remained more attached the shark’s ability to acquire meals
successfully. A shark doesn’t live long enough to grow that big accidentally, and losing an obviously
intelligent and skilled character was unfortunate. On the other hand, the human characters involved
were generic and average and no big loss to the story. I believe the attempt was to make the human
characters accessible everymen, but the effect was to make them dispensably homogeneous.

A beach on Stewart Island—I was warned away from swimming at the beaches on Stewart Island
because great white sharks are common visitors to the waters around the island.
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I left the beaches of Stewart Island to the oyster catcher birds and the little blue penguins.
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Instead of swimming at Stewart Island, I went for a 19.5-mile hike on the Rakiura Track, an official “great
walk.” Hiking is an activity that is heavily promoted for tourism in New Zealand, rightly so. The “great
walks” are trails that are wide and clear, and as in the case of this one, mostly covered in gravel. Gravel
surfaces don’t seem like they belong with real trails, but it was a fun ramble, nevertheless.
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I spent Christmas on Stewart Island and Ulva Island. It can be strange and in some ways uncomfortable
to spend major holidays away from home, but the people involved know this. A Turkish woman shared
her Turkish meal with me for Christmas Eve. I joined a sculptor who worked on the Ents for the Lord of
the Rings movies in his studio the day after Christmas, and he gave me a brief introduction to working
with jade. The people who operate the ferry to Ulva Island didn’t charge for their services on Christmas
and provided hand-made tickets of rangiora leaves, which, prior to World War I, were popular
postcards—we all chipped in for some whiskey instead, which was the ferry owners’ preferred
Christmas gift.
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Even the animals seem to get in on the fun. The only gecko egg we could find in Indonesia in 2011
hatched on Christmas day, 2011. Of all of the birds that I saw and heard on Ulva Island, the tuis stole
the show. I took part of a walk on the island with a Welsh couple who knew more about the birds than I
did; they explained that tuis are famous for their ability to imitate, almost immediately. The male half of
the couple whistled a three-tone sequence several times, and the tuis quickly picked it up. The couple
seemed disappointed that the tuis didn’t retain the three-tone sequence exactly as given. They might
not have had the musical training to recognize what the tuis were doing, but I do. It was as if there were
about ten J. S. Bachs up in the trees. The tuis picked up the theme, turned it around, flipped it end to
end, combined it with other tonal ideas they’d been playing with before the new sequence had been
introduced, rearranged the intervals, tweaked the timing, and otherwise had a good time with their
theme and variations. J. S. Bach was a rare musical genius among humans; the average tui has his
genius.
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I moved quickly from Steward Island to Christchurch, with a stop in Nelson to see a place where
tuataras, lizards that are not lizards, are bred and in Dunedin, which, according to the 21st century
version of oral literature, cinema: The Fastest Indian, is where Confucius lives. I finished the dog book in
Dunedin and went to see a movie, participating in the 21st century version of oral literature. I missed
the albatross nesting site and the yellow-eyed penguins thanks to misinformation about the busses on
weekends, but I did try some local Otago Peninsula wine before the movie. One of the great things
about truly oral literature is that anyone can participate, even if some people are better at it or more
official than others. In Nelson, a child was very excited to learn that tuataras started out small and later
became large. She ran throughout the facility pointing out the ‘baby tuataras!!!!!’ Her intonation
patterns provided what even multiple exclamation points cannot.

Tuataras are incredibly endangered. I don’t have a picture, of course. This is agricultural land between
Nelson and Dunedin.
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I was bookless for several days. Being bookless is an almost-phobia for me, but I figured there would be
more books in the world, and meanwhile, I could continue to think about other books I had read.
Constant input is not always necessary when good reading has been conducted in the past. I thought
about Alone by Admiral Richard E. Byrd and South by Sir Ernest Shackleton while I was visiting the
International Antarctic Centre, and about what happened to book titles between the 18th century and
the early 20th century, and about how much more effective a good narrative description and an
imaginative reader can be at communicating and imagining the difficulties of Antarctic exploration and
research than is a room that is chilled to what would be a moderately cold day in upstate New York. I
thought more about the Lord of the rings books and movies when I went to see Mt. Sunday, where the
Rohan components of the movies had been. I thought about how much people rely on movies for their
narrative adventures while I was traveling with people who had dressed up as hobbits as portrayed in
the movies, rather than making up their own costumes based on their understandings of the books.
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The next stop was Kaikoura. Kaikoura was all about the wildlife, and almost the last stop. There was
some confusion about my reservation, so I started in Kaikoura by swimming with the dolphins. In
addition to the best wildlife, the hostel in Kaikoura had the best bookshelf. I traded in the dog book for
Chocolat, by Joanne Harris. I had seen the movie, but as with many written narratives that have found
their way into the standardized form of oral literature known as cinema, the written source material
outranked the demands of the cinematic format. Chocolat is about resisting oppression in small,
quotidian ways, like eating chocolate. Small pleasures can overcome great tyrants. The dolphins play
and eat and nap in waters sometimes used by orcas. The dolphins move their fun to another location
when the orcas are about; the characters in Chocolat stayed and won.

Some dusky dolphins on the day I wasn’t swimming with them
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A rare Hector’s dolphin
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Two in the Bush, by Gerald Durrell, is an exploration of New Zealand’s, Australia’s, and Malaysia’s
wildlife. It is the written literature of an oral literature, nature documentaries. It is hilarious, its humor
lying in the many detours required for a documentary crew to get usable footage and in the ironies of
having a cameraman who hates the outdoors and is afraid of nearly everything. My detour was to
Picton, where it rained all day the day I was walking and where I petted the starfish, which was probably
less offensive to the starfish than Durrell’s crew was to the flying lizards they repeatedly launched from
an upper story window in order to film them in flight.
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Back in Kaikoura, I atoned for the potentially bad karma of harassing starfish by rescuing a baby bird
who had fallen into a storm drain. I had a bird in my hand, and I let it go back to its bush. On its way
back to the bush, it stopped and told me off. I don’t speak that particular dialect of bird, but I’m pretty
sure that a bird that young probably shouldn’t be using that level of obscenity. I went out to see the
pelagic birds, including a fairy prior, which I wouldn’t have recognized as a bird from the name without
the explanation given to me. Another of my almost-phobias is of serious birders. It’s not safe for
anyone other than birds to be near a serious birder; I fully anticipated being pushed off the boat into the
cold ocean water by an enthusiastic birder with a telephoto lens that would make the researchers at
Mauna Loa envious. But I survived my encounter with the birders and even had lunch with a British
couple who appreciated my tip on the Hutton’s shearwaters, a species I had learned about while hiking
a loop trail on the Kaikoura peninsula. Several weeks of paying attention to the many birds had made it
possible for me to contribute, however trivially, to the explorations of real birders.
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I spent a couple of days relishing Two in the Bush and thinking about which book to choose for the long
flight back to Arizona. I considered Moby Dick, by Herman Melville, while I was visiting a sperm whale
who is known to defend young sperm whales from orca attacks. It’s hard to imagine that an animal as
huge as the sperm whale, whose exploratory clicks can kill humans and stun enormous prey, and that is
intelligent enough and aggressive enough to fend off orcas and eat great white sharks could have been
nearly extincted by whalers, but that is the planet we live on. At least in Moby Dick, the whale managed
to fend off most of the people who came after him.
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Because I’d spent so much time learning the water of Kaikoura, I decided to try the land. I rode a failed
thoroughbred named Lucy up the Kowhai Gorge and let her lead the other horses back to the stable so
that she could win at a walk. I took one last hike around the peninsula to visit the seals, who were
cranky during their mating season, and I was glad that I had decided not to swim with them. They are
unbeatable in the water. And I chose my last book for the trip, the Silmarillion, J. R. R. Tolkien’s legends
about the world before the Lord of the Rings. For New Zealand, as for most places, the books took me
there and back again.
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