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BOOKS

Haunted by waters 
M A D O C  CA I R NS

OCEANS CAN be charted; land can be 
cultivated; forests can be pruned and 
even cleared; but between humans 

and wetlands exists, always, a state of unde-
clared war. Swamps, marshes, fens: they can 
be subdued or submitted to, but never lived 
with. Alongside geographic extremes of tem-
perature and altitude, wetlands are solitary 
inheritors of the pre-human world. The last, 
lonely outposts of the unconquered earth. 

It’s unsurprising, therefore, as Annie Proulx 
describes in Fen, Bog and Swamp, that we 
should hate them. Land that can’t be traversed, 
waters that can’t be plumbed, forests without 
soil. “Wilderness is the spatial correlative of 
unreason,” writes one historian: “of madness, 
of the unhuman anarchy that informs so many 
folk tales emphasising the ephemeral stability 
of Christianity, society and agriculture.” 

That shadow of madness – the taint of the 
ambiguous and amphibious – makes wetlands 
fitting alembics for the compound, circular 
unmaking of climate change. Sequestered CO2, 
long hoarded by rainforest and peat bog, escapes 
under the ungentle ministrations of farmers 
and ranchers. Three stubborn centuries of con-
stant effort drained the fenlands of England; 
two years of war dried the storied marshes of 
Iraq. Triumph to disaster, and worse. Retreating 
swamplands in prospect spelt prosperity; in 
hindsight, they presaged doom. 

Proulx compasses all this through her own 
life, thrilled and frightened in turn by the 
mystery of swamps and waterlands. She is, 
quoting Norman Maclean’s A River Runs 
Through It, “haunted by waters”. We all are, 
she thinks. Looking into the history, and the 
likely future, of the world’s great wetlands, 
hers is a bleak prognosis: “If your delight is 
in contemplating landscapes and wild places,” 
she writes, “the sweetness will be laced with 
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ever-sharpening pain.” 
Proulx could end there: a vivid, time-honed 

prose stylist, and an adept storyteller, she’s 
more than capable of adding to, even domin -
ating, the well established microgenre of 
climate-change-lament, a mix of sentiment 
and inanition. But where others find a niche, 
Proulx plants a launchpad. Fen, Bog and 
Swamp tells us what we’ve done to the natural 
world and asks, also, why we’ve done it.  

The answer, for Proulx, lies somewhere in 
the bounds of the human psyche, conditioned 
by Judaeo-Christian culture to hold the earth 
as a tool. Indigenous peoples manage some 
kind of compromise, even a fragile symbiosis, 
with the wetlands. Spilling out from Europe 
– itself dammed, drained, farmed into erosion 
and infertility – the imperial West had no 
such aspirations. When proposals are raised 
to restore sections of Ohio’s long-dead Great 
Black Swamp, Ohians respond, a century on 
from the swamp’s demise, with fear, unease, 
hatred.  

The deep feelings stirred in us by wetlands, 
the sensation of being “haunted by waters” 
that Proulx repeatedly returns to, are bound 
up with what they represent: the collapse of 
definition and categories, the ultimate absence 
of control over nature. Wetlands are windows 
to the primeval, time on an inhuman scale. 
Learning of peat’s origins, Proulx experiences 
“a shiver of recognition of the constant and 
deep currents of endless change, of distant 
rainfall becoming maniacal flood, of sucking 
drought, of call and response in every fibre, 
grain and atom of every thing.” 

Those currents continue to flow. As glaciers 
melt and coasts retreat, new wetlands spile 
around our changing world. With them they 
carry love and hatred, baggage from their 
human histories. And they carry a singular 
truth. Nature isn’t a place but a process; it 
can be known, but not controlled. Proulx 
ends, appropriately enough, in ambiguity. 
One day soon, she writes, “we’ll all be haunted 
by waters”. 
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the published review.

Dealings with eternity 
SUZ I  FE AY

IN FUTURE years, literary critics will pore 
over works created during the pandemic, 
analysing recurring themes: melancholia 

and fear, but also the serenity and spaciousness 
that came with the gift of empty days. Only 
three poems in Anthony Gardner’s new col-
lection grew directly out of the lockdown, but 
it’s possible to tease out a common theme 
throughout.   

The title poem, dated April 2020, drama-
tises the crisis in a vivid image: “Suddenly it’s 
as if we’re inching along a ledge / high up on 
Helvellyn.” A vision of moss softens this sud-
den peril with “the kindness of its touch”, 
evoking the “generosity, / selflessness, / 
humanity, / coming to the fore when 
 everything seems lost”. “Brambles”, written 
almost a year later, sees amid the withered 
leaves hanging “like battle-shot flags” a 
promise of renewal, while a profusion of 
catkins, in a poem dated January 2022, makes 
the poet think happily of “our days confined 
together, / cut to the same pattern but all 
minutely  different”. It’s a touching culmin -
ation of the love poems threaded through 
the book.   

Birds, emboldened by the silence, became 
more visible and Gardner writes about them 
attentively, hoping as a writer to “be at one 

with words as sandpipers / are one with the 
sea spray”. As well as finding solace in nature, 
like many others Gardner was impelled back 
into the past. Mending the card table his 
grandparents played bridge on, he replaces 
the old baize with a modern roll of vinyl: “this 
field dressing for the wounds of time” is one 
of many memorable images.   

Rhymes steal up upon the ear, rather than 
announcing their arrival with the beat of a 
drum. Gardner skilfully employs assonance, 
the echo of vowel sounds and internal 
rhymes: “I can no longer trace / the path 
that I once raced along. / The fantasies that 
seduce and haunt”, for example, from a poem 
commissioned to mark the bicentenary of 
Keats’  death. The collection marks many 
moods, from the light-hearted and humor-
ous (“Family Servant”), to the lofty 
contemplation rising from a global crisis 
that lifted “the mist that shrouds / our deal-
ings with  eternity” 
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The poet thinks happily of 
‘our days confined together / 
cut to the same pattern but all 

minutely different’
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