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The Train That Emerged From the Long Tunnel

“The train came out of the long tunnel, and the snow country lay below.” I read
this first line of Snow Country four times: once in class, once in the evening, and
twice more before bed. I do not know why, but the line keeps running through my head,

like a little train running inside my brain.

The scene in the book goes like this: the train passes through a long tunnel, and
outside the window everything suddenly turns white. The sky is white, the fields are
white, the mountains are white. The man Shimamura sits by the window. In the twilight
the glass becomes a mirror: it reflects the warm yellow lamps inside the carriage,

and also the snowy scenery outside. The face of a girl floats in the glass, resting
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above the faraway snow mountains. The author writes that the moment the dark tunnel
and the bright outside switch places is especially beautiful. I read this, closed the

book, and imagined that scene for a long time.

At first I did not understand: why write so much about one window? Later I think
I understood a little. The glass is like two worlds pasted together. On one side is
the warm, noisy carriage; on the other is the silent, cold snow country. The face of
the girl floats between the two worlds, half 1it by the lamps inside, half laid on
the cold snow mountains. A person sitting on a train, between leaving and arriving,

between here and there — that place has no name, and it is the loneliest place.

I remember the train ride when Dad took me to the house of Grandma. When the
train went into a tunnel, my ears rang and the lights in the carriage dimmed. Coming
out of it, it was exactly the snow that fell near the New Year, and outside the
window was a world of white. I pressed my face to the glass, and the glass showed my
own face with a snow field behind it. I stared at that “me in the glass” for a long
time, and he felt a little like somebody else. Reading Snow Country, I suddenly
remembered that moment. So that feeling had words — a Japanese writer had written

them down long, long ago.

The book says the snow country is far; you must pass through a tunnel to reach
it. I think this “far” is not just kilometers. My city is noisy: school, exams,
shouting at recess. The noise almost drowns out my own thoughts. The snow country in
the book has no sound; the white covers everything. When a person suddenly faces
pure, clean white, they begin to face themselves. Shimamura came all this way for
something he could not name. Maybe he only wanted to be somewhere without noise for a

while.

Now every time I see a tunnel on a map, I think of this book. I do not know when
I can visit a real snow country. But I know that line: the train came out of the long
tunnel, and the snow country lay below. When I grow up, I want to take a train on a

winter day, sit by the window, and wait for that tunnel myself.
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