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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,
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and also the snowy scenery outside. The face of a girl floats in the glass, resting
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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The Girl Who Kept a Diary at the Hot Spring Inn

There is one place in Snow Country I cannot forget even after closing the book:
the hot spring inn deep in the snow country. The book describes snow piled higher
than the walls outside; guests soak in the steaming water, and when a window opens,
cold air rushes in mixed with the smell of sulfur. At night the snow falls harder,

and the whole inn seems buried under snow, with only the lamps still 1lit.

A girl named Komako works at the inn. She grew up in the snow country; she works
and waits on guests every day, yet several things she does look useless. She keeps a
diary, writing down the weather, the wind, the snow, year after year. She reads
novels and writes her thoughts afterward, though no one in the snow country discusses
books with her. She plays the shamisen earnestly, but the guests soak in the hot
spring and listen half-heartedly. Shimamura, who came from Tokyo, said: what is the
use of keeping such a diary? No one will ever read it. the face of Komako reddened a

little, and she said she cannot go on living without doing it.

When I first read this, I thought Shimamura was being rude. But as I kept

reading, | suddenly remembered something, and my face got hot. Last year I practiced
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piano — a piece no one had asked for, the one I insisted on finishing after losing a
competition. Mom stood at the door for a while, then said: there is no contest, who
are you playing it for? I had no answer then; I closed the piano lid and went to do
homework. The words of Komako rang in my ears: I cannot go on living without doing
it. So Mom and Shimamura were asking the same question, and Komako had already

answered it for me.

The book also writes that Komako wipes the corridor of the inn clean every early
morning. Snow—light shines through the window paper, and the corridor glows white.
She does these things with no audience — the guests are still asleep, the snow
country is still asleep. I think her heart is quiet when she wipes the corridor, just
as it is when she writes her diary. When a person is earnest about something useless,

that earnestness is not for anyone else; it is for herself.

The inn is so far away in the book: first a train through a tunnel, then a
transfer, then a mountain path. The snow fills the roads flat, and the inn seems to
float in the middle of a white sea. City people like Shimamura come and go; when they
leave, the snow is still falling. While reading, I kept wondering: is Komako sad?
Later I thought, she probably is, but she also has something others do not — she
remembers the snow of every day, and every piece she plays, she plays to the end. Not

one of her days is empty.

Now I write three lines of diary every day, just the weather and what I did, in
the blank pages left from an old exercise book. When people ask what is the use, 1
say I do not know — I just cannot go on without writing it. When those words came

out of my mouth, I felt a little like that girl at the hot spring inn.
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The Endless White Field, and a Pair of Silkworm—Keeping
Hands

The whitest passage in Snow Country describes the snow field at dawn. In the
morning Shimamura pushes open the window, and the snow field outside is white all the
way to the horizon — fields, riverbeds, distant mountains, all joined into one, with
no line where the earth ends and the sky begins. The book says such whiteness is like
someone wiping another layer off the world, leaving only its base. I was reading this
during evening study hall, under the pale fluorescent lights, and as I stared at
those lines my ears suddenly went quiet, as if that whiteness had spread out of the

book and soaked our whole row of desks.

The book also describes something I had never paid attention to before: hands.
The hands of the girl Yoko are said to be like the hands of someone who keeps
silkworms — cool and clean, thin—-fingered but strong. The author writes that seeing
such hands makes one think of silkworms lying on bamboo trays, of the quiet rustle of
silkworms in a snow—country room. | read this and turned my own hand over to look.
Mine is an ordinary hand, with calluses from writing. But this way of writing
startled me: so a pair of hands can tell you about a whole place. Silkworm—keeping
hands are the hands of the snow country — cool, quiet, made of the same stuff as
that snow field.
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Once we hung white sheets on our balcony. That day there was light snow, and the
snowy ground spread out below. In the wind the sheets swelled and fell. I stood on
the balcony watching for a long time, and suddenly there seemed to be no border
between the sheet and the snow field, as if the sheet were part of the snow and the
snow part of the sheet. Back then I could not name the feeling; I only felt something
press gently on my heart. Reading Snow Country now, I know that feeling of “white
joining things into one” has been written out completely in the book. The snow field
joins fields and mountains into one; the white sheet joins the balcony and the snow

field into one. White is a color that cancels separation.

The snow field in the book is quiet, but not empty. The author writes of birds
calling over it, thin voices, and the quiet deeper after they stop; of someone
walking far off, footsteps crunching in the snow, step by step. I used to think that
to write quietness you should write nothing at all. Now I know that a little sound
makes the quiet heavier. Like our class during study hall: the quietest moment is not

when no one is there, but when someone turns a page and everyone hears it.

Our Chinese teacher asked what we wrote our reflections on. Many classmates wrote
about characters — Komako, Shimamura. I wrote about the snow field. In my essay I
wrote: this book taught me to remember a kind of white. That white is not the absence
of color; it gathers all colors up and keeps them safe, to return them when spring
comes. the hands of Yoko too, and the people of the snow country, are all keeping
something safe for that snow field. I cannot say what it is, but I know that next
time I see heavy snow, I will stand a little longer, and keep a little while for

myself.

Closing the book, I made myself a small plan: when I am older, on a snowy winter
morning I will get up early, find a window facing an open ground, push it open, do
nothing, and just look at that white. The people in the book have seen it; I want to

see it once with my own eyes.
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