
Foreword 
 
I was born into story. I didn’t know it at the time, as blissfully unconscious of the world 
as any newborn could be, and probably more distracted by the bright lights and the slap 
that started me breathing. It was only years later that my mother suddenly blurted out 
what the doctor told her shortly after I was born: “You’re going to have to do something 
about that boy.” This struck me as a tactless thing to say to the mother of a new child, 
even if it was mixed in with the usual congratulations and smiles from the nurses. At 
least he recognized I was a boy.  

More than six decades later, I now wonder if I was already listening to stories in 
my mother’s womb. Although I had the misfortune to be born strange with my 
mysterious micro-genitals, I had the luck of a mother with a mind that watched the 
world like a hawk and a father who could fill any empty space with his tall tales.  

You learn to tell stories by listening to them, and my father was an endless story. 
A man who could overwhelm the silence of death, whether physical or psychological. He 
wasn’t pleased with silence, except when he was still-hunting in the forest. His world 
was always alive. Born within the sound of Bow Bells (which made him Cockney), he lost 
his left leg at the age of seventeen, when he smashed up the stolen car he was driving. 
He became a one-legged bootlegger and potato peddler who could talk himself into 
trouble and out of trouble with equal ease. He could inhale silence and spit out all of its 
stories. He could walk into a room full of Italians and, by the time he left, be regarded as 
more Italian than the Italians.  

Naturally, he was disappointed with his mutant child, born with a rare genetic 
disorder that caused me to present as intersex, without any apparent testicles at all, but 
that didn’t stop him from including me in the mythology of our lives, and my greatest 
memories come from spending so much of my childhood on the road with him and his 
trucks full of potatoes and apples and junk collected for resale—every old truck unique 
and ready for mysteries. It was a road carnival, and he was the ringmaster. 

I grew up dancing at the great feast of the world; then suddenly the hammer of 
life would smash me, and then the dance would begin again, with me a little groggy, yet 
still kicking, defiant. I never knew when the pain would strike . . . or the laughter. . . or 
the beauty. . . It was only many years later that I realized how much this attitude 
represented the play of entropy in our world, but more about that later. There were 
imaginary snakes under the bed and frosty morning fields and beautiful friends, real 
rapists and endless bullying, and all the mysteries possible in the running waters of my 
childhood imagination fuelled by the great talker that was my father in his glory days, 
and the yakker I became. My actual syndrome wasn’t fully diagnosed until I was twenty, 
and by then the physical and emotional damage had been done. I had seen beauty, and I 
had been stepped on by beauty. 

Later, I would write poems about the painful ice in my bones, the weeks of 
headaches caused by my syndrome, and the whip-like scorn of my community. I also 
had the opportunity to witness or hear the stories of Others—a philosophical term that 
refers to outsiders, outliers, foreigners—and even sometimes participate with them in 



those tales while traversing the enormous, lush, thriving swamp that is life on this 
planet. 

I learned that Others were not only me but birds, tribes, the religious and the 
atheists, every colour of our skins, including the childhood friend who vomited all over 
the classroom floor—even the teacher laughed at the poor kid and the stink of his 
troubled guts. 

My father took me to the Native reservations and the Doukhobor camps and, 
being a trusting man, dumped me with the local families he hardly knew while he went 
about peddling his vegetables, and then, later, collected me, dazzled and in awe of these 
amazing people. And so I’m grateful to the tribes of the world that raised me, took me 
under their wing, in my homeland when I was a child and when I found my own road 
later—a world wealthy with stories—doggerel Yukon poets, Cambodian tuk-tuk drivers, 
Haida and Salish tale-tellers, Sikh farmers, Mayan women, German potato growers, 
lovers of every kind. They were all talkers. 

When you are born strange, you learn to see the strangeness in the world. For 
years, I didn’t even know I was strange, but gradually I became the one pointed out and 
scorned, often attacked, though I didn’t understand why at the time. The children could 
smell the Other in me, the way a parasitic cowbird chick will peck to death its fellow 
nestlings or push them out of nests. Of course, I learned to be one of those who quickly 
scooped up ill or traumatized nestlings and took them home, only to watch them die 
because I didn’t know how to care properly for them like a real bird mother, not in those 
days. But I already knew my life would be a life lived with birds. 

I learned how to behave like an Other. I dwelt in the cave behind my eyes, 
watching the miracle of the world unfold—a cold-eyed hawk. This cave state is common, 
according to the stories of other outcasts and the cave tales of mystics and seers and 
philosophers like Plato. 

Because I was an Other I developed my affinity with birds—they had the same 
hard, weird eye, only it was more visible. Although it began with that identification with 
their eyes, our relationships grew in many directions. I think I’ve always been listening 
to their voices, especially once I recognized they were also treated as Others.  

When I reached my teen years my syndrome accelerated and the chemical 
inferno of my androgyny swept through me. For most of my life, I only discussed my 
Kallmann syndrome with a few very close friends. It was my secret shame, and it took 
me decades to recognize there was no shame in any accident of birth, no shame that I 
looked more like a girl than a boy, or that my bones were already crumbling from 
osteoporosis while I was still a teenager.  

A little more than a decade ago, in my fifties, I went public with my story. It 
gushed out in a short memoir; Uproar’s Your Only Music, a diptych of prose and poetry, 
the prose designed to echo the story told in the poetry half of the book. I had no idea 
where the memoir maelstrom would lead me when I wrote it.  

Instead of wrapping up those early years of anguish, the book opened the 
floodgates of memory, unleashing an unlikely nonlinear trilogy of independent 
memoirs—each a different way of looking at the world that birthed and kept alive this 
odd creature. The second book, Trauma Farm, is a memoir of my life lived locally in our 



community, on a small mixed farm. Tuco was born out of recognizing I was still suffering 
from the blows of my childhood and how inspired I was by birds. It gathers up the loose 
threads of the two earlier memoirs and travels in a third direction. I guess Tuco could be 
called an adab, an Arab form of memoir that’s designed to be “pleasing, diverting and 
titillating” while also educational. A meditation on a life. 

Each of the memoirs occasionally portrays a few of the same incidents but from 
a different point of view. My eyes have always been looking, and one thing I’ve learned 
is to see events from different angles, different perspectives. That’s the road to 
empathy and the end of Othering. 

For the last twenty-five years, I’ve been fortunate to have an offbeat guide, the 
parrot Tuco, also an Other yet basking in the glow of his outlier world, like an anarchistic 
outlaw biker with wings instead of wheels. I eventually grew from a troubled child into a 
troubled man with a wicked sense of humour and some understanding of what Othering 
meant, with help first from my father, and later from Tuco as he stood on my shoulder, 
overseeing our world and its mechanics. 

It’s said certain religious scholars looked through Galileo’s spyglass and saw no 
moons of Jupiter. Seeing is as much a product of the mind as of the eyes. They saw only 
what they’d been told to see, being good Christians. Or they decided the moons must be 
flaws in the telescope, and one, Francesco Sizzi, proved they couldn’t exist by using the 
science of numerology, based on the number seven. Galileo had thought everything 
through—the mechanics of gravity, the movements of stars and planets—so he saw the 
moons that were so evident. That’s what a good story does for us. We get to see the 
moons of Jupiter. 
 
This is the story of me and the birds I have met, and some I haven’t met but 
encountered in my years of reading about their lives and their ecology. It’s been a life 
with birds, and a long learning. A poor man’s Divine Comedy, from the inferno of 
childhood to the paradisio of old age, guided by my twisted version of Beatrice, Tuco. 
Mostly, it’s the story of an African grey parrot I named Tuco. I’ve been told his name is a 
Mexican slang word for runt. I named him after the ugly/amusing character in the off-
centre Sergio Leone cinematic masterpiece—The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. Tuco has 
been all three of those and more.  

He made me want to know what it’s like to be a bird.  
Milan Kundera said in The Curtain that “man is separated from the past (even 

from the past only a few seconds old) by two forces that go instantly to work and 
cooperate: the force of forgetting (which erases) and the force of memory (which 
transforms).” I think I’ve spent most of my life dancing on the wires of those two forces. 

More importantly, in Testaments Betrayed, Kundera proposed this fable, 
perhaps referring to his own, maybe accidental, possible betrayal of a man in the years 
of communist dictatorship in Czechoslovakia. We all have our foggy stories:  

Man proceeds in a fog. But when he looks back to judge the people of the past, 
he sees no fog on their path. From his present, which was their faraway future, 
their path looks perfectly clear to him, good visibility all the way. Looking back, 
he sees the path, he sees the people proceeding, he sees their mistakes but not 



the fog. And yet all of them? Heidegger, Mayakovsky, Aragon, Ezra Pound, 
Gorky, Gottfried Benn, St-John Perse, Giono—all were walking in fog, and one 
might wonder who is more blind? Mayakovsky, who as he wrote his poem on 
Lenin did not know where Leninism would lead? Or we who judge him decades 
later and do not see the fog that enveloped him? Mayakovsky’s blindness is part 
of the eternal human condition. But for us not to see the fog on Mayakovsky’s 
path is to forget what man is, forget what we ourselves are. 

 
It took me years to recognize I was living in a world that could never be made of 

its parts, because when I look at those parts they are distorted by my gazing through the 
fog of my own history. This is called the observer effect, sometimes expressed as a 
version of the Heisenberg uncertainty principle—however you look at an event alters 
your knowledge of the event. That’s why I have sometimes returned to several 
moments in each of these memoirs—the cliffs are the same, only different, as they say. 
That’s also why I took up this story of my childhood again where Uproar began, only 
travelling in another direction—my life with birds. It is also why this story makes long 
journeys into asides that might seem meaningless at first. They are all there for reasons 
that will become apparent as the memoir concludes. As we will see, every story can 
change meaning, depending on how we look at it, despite our telling it as true as we can 
and keeping to the facts. It’s a shape shifting world.  

Throughout this book, I have tried to first-name everyone who appears: famous, 
infamous, or unknown to the general public. If I’m going to rebel against Othering, it 
seems clear that those who drift in and out of this story should at least have a name—
which isn’t always possible, but I call out their names whenever I can, so I ask for the 
reader’s tolerance when I name those whom the reader will never know and who come 
onto the stage and then move on, invisibly, into the mist. 

How do we tell a story? A story of ourselves or a story of a bird, of many birds, 
and how these many birds connect our many selves within the changing ecosystems of a 
life. Sometimes we can only learn a story by telling the story in different ways until we 
understand it. 

This is another story of me—my last, I hope—my troubled and ecstatic years in a 
life where the curtains are slowly being closed by age and pain—a story told with Tuco 
watching. I like to think I am writing the joint autobiography of Tuco and myself, which 
happens to include the birds and worlds that surrounded my life. It’s a story that tries to 
climb a mountain, and thus, it wanders much as it stomps along behind the ascents of 
Dante in his epic poem, guided by my fiercely alive father, a one-legged illiterate Virgil 
leading me up through hell, and then the wicked angel Tuco accompanying me in my 
later years. This path has had dead ends and distractions: the birds, the family, tribes, 
nations. There are the bullies who Other us—all of us—and the recognition that 
sometimes we are the bullies. In the end, we are each outsiders and outliers—and this is 
just one path in the fog of our journeys, and the story of a few who danced on the 
mountain, wings raised and flashing in the grey mist of history.  

 
But already my desire and my will 



were being turned like a wheel, all at one speed, 
by the Love which moves the sun and the other stars. 

 
The closing lines of The Divine Comedy 

by Dante Alighieri, translated by C. H. Sisson. 
  



 
 

Chapter 1 
 

Good Morning 
 
There’s a voice in the darkness. There’s always a voice, the haunt, the reminder, the 
irrevocable voice, and it is calling my name: “Brian.” What an odd word. A collection of 
syllables, common to several northern European cultures, a noise growing louder as the 
sunlight grows brighter. 

“Brian? Brian!” 
I’m rising out of a deep place, almost a blue sea, into a warm saffron dawn, but 

there was this mad cascade of blue feathers raining around me. 
“Brian? Where are you?” Oh no, it’s him—Tuco—and it’s dawn, and I am being 

dragged out of an outrageous dream. 
Somehow I’ve become an Indio peasant named Brio in a Latin American village, 

tormented by two young macaws shouting obscenities at my friend Javier and me from 
the perimeter of the village.  

I am holding a double-barrelled shotgun and aiming at an empty sky. Both 
barrels fire with a bang and blue feathers rain down like blue snow. Feather by feather, 
squawk by squawk. Feathers and more feathers raining out of the sky and the parrots 
are still swearing at me. 

Dozily, I lie in bed watching that saffron sky grow more vivid, more red in the 
window. Sharon has already left for work. As for Tuco, I briefly want to strangle him, and 
he probably wants to bite me for my tardiness. In the end, I don’t know him. I don’t 
know what he thinks, or even how well he thinks, though I’m convinced he’s smarter 
than I am in ways I’m not intelligent enough to understand. I’ve spent twenty-five years 
working in the same room, my office, with this African grey parrot, considering—
because of him—birds and dinosaurs, language, and the relationship of my species to 
the ecology around it. The bird keeps dragging me back there—this weird parrot 
growing more weird every year. Spawner of distorted dreams of poor peasants in a 
jungle village, twisted commentator on my behaviour, king of the house, yet confined by 
me and his own initiative to a few square feet around his cage, except when we are 
touring the realm of the house for guests or play. Memory bird, he inspires me to 
journey into my past, as my dream replays itself in my thoughts, going back to the 
beginning. 

“They’re as blue as heaven, as beautiful as a woman. They haven’t fledged yet. 
They’re still in the nest.” 

“Are you sure?” 
“Every feather is blue-gold, and their eyes are like wet black pearls. One bird will 

fix your child’s teeth, Brio. It will repair your old truck, rebuild the verandah. Two birds? 
Then we will have earned more than we could earn during six months. The mother feeds 
them every day—truly the bird that lays the golden eggs. I have a buyer, but what can I 
do with this withered hand and missing fingers?” 



“How much money?” 
“Five hundred American dollars for the two. They’re rare and expensive. We will 

bring the big coffee sacks.” Javier hunched over and made a gathering motion. “When 
the tree hits the ground we must be quick, while they’re stunned, or they will run away.” 

“What if they die when I cut the tree down?” 
“Then they die. They’re only birds.” 
It’s so cozy in my bed that I don’t want to go anywhere, and I’m deconstructing 

the memory of this deranged dream, understanding where a lot of it came out of my 
own life. Even the insults of the macaws echo the insults of my childhood and my 
idiosyncratic appearance. 

Brio’s axe struck the tree. A chorus of shrieks erupted from the nest. The hyacinth 
mother swooped down, the handle of the axe clipping her leg in mid-air. She limped 
hastily across the ground, her screeches bone-chilling as she flapped into the air again 
and circled erratically, looking stricken. 

In my bed, remembering this dangerously close to patronizing dream of poor 
Latino peasants and Indios, it’s obvious how much my relationship with Tuco is 
manipulating me, changing my attitude to the world around us, though I’ve never 
imagined myself as a slow-thinking, muscle-bound, impoverished young Indio peasant 
before this morning. Yet I often suspect this bird knows more about me than I do. I have 
learned so much from him. 

“Get in here!” he shouts. “Good morning. Good morning!” Yes, it is that. Every 
morning is good when you’re Tuco. And he wants out.  

Brio attacked the tree with rage, chipping huge chunks out. Then he moved to the 
side and pounded at the back cut. Two young macaws peered over their nest’s edge; 
then suddenly, simultaneously, whipped around and shat upon Brio. 

“Oh Javier, I’m covered in excrement! This is too disgusting!”  
There was a cracking noise from the palm. It began to topple. The macaws 

leaped out of their nest and flew up into another palm as the tree slammed to the 
ground. Disgusted, Brio stared briefly at them before he took his axe and his 
windbreaker and trudged away, stepping over the coffee sacks, not even speaking to 
Javier. 

“They hadn’t fledged yet, Brio. I swear. This is their first flight.”  
The two young macaws began to howl like old drunken sailors. Javier slithered behind, 
becoming lizard-like, while Brio strode toward the village, thinking of his wife. It was 
always the hope in her eyes that killed him. 

“This is too disgusting,” cried one of the now-fledged macaws. 
“Harder, Brio, drive it harder. Open her up. Oh, you are so strong.” 
The two men stared at the forest canopy in horror. Then they scuttled forward, 

followed by the taunts of the macaws. 
“Oh Brio, what mighty arms you have.” 
Dreams are slippery creatures and tend to lose their details, and this one is so 

complex and filled with brightness and noise, I know I will have to write it down as soon 
as I’ve dealt with Tuco. I’ve always dreamed in colour as well as black and white, 
including long conversations or diatribes (usually at my expense). I learned the art of 



dreaming extensively during the years I’d lie in my dark bedroom, my head spangling 
with migraine headaches.  

Then I realize I had been looking down from the nest, that I was all of them, 
young gangster macaws and Javier and Brio, and Brio’s wife resembled Sharon when I 
first met her thirty-five years ago, as if I were turning the dream world around like a 
sorcerer’s glass ball, making it into my living world. I was even the mother parrot, 
examining my hurt leg. 

The feathers were easy to understand. In Gustave Flaubert’s short masterpiece A 
Simple Heart, the senile, kindly old housekeeper—dying—gazes upward and sees a giant 
parrot fluttering above her, welcoming her to the kingdom of heaven. Somehow, her 
confused mind has transformed the family parrot into the Holy Spirit as she rises out of 
her body within a brilliant ascending stream of feathers. I always loved that image of the 
journey to heaven—a cloud of multicoloured feathers.  

Where did this blue hyacinth macaw and her nestlings come from? That’s also 
easy, only parrot smuggling is not such a joke as my dream. In the real world, usually the 
birds die. Where did Tuco come from? Well, that’s a story, all right. Creatures common 
to our lives—the birds are everywhere, though as a species we generally ignore them 
aside from our few feckless heroes defending their habitat and those content to tick 
them off their birdwatcher’s life list, mostly because we regard them as Others, when 
we aren’t extinguishing them or treating them badly—or eating them. 
 
All of us are born into different cultures, including cultures within cultures. We break 
down and assemble numbers in magical ways and call ourselves accountants, tallying 
the score of businesses and lives. We can play with electricity like fire in a wire; we can 
comfort anguished, confused, and sometimes violent widowers in a community home; 
and we can take clocks apart while barely old enough to hold a screwdriver. For a 
number of my friends, rearing their children is the meaning of their lives.  

My first bird captured me. My early relationships with birds were disastrous, yet 
I kept hungering for their companionship. I am a child of the bird. 

At a very young age, I was gifted a canary and kept him in my bedroom. Known 
for my sudden outbursts of rage and irritating excitement, or my silences, I assume my 
mother thought I needed a friend. It took decades before I understood how much my 
syndrome affected my behaviour. 

The canary sang his angel songs, and I doted on him. I let him out and was 
careful not to step on him. He would fly to me when I called and feed in my palm. His 
name has become foggy with time, but I’m sure it was Yellowbird, because that’s what I 
named my best go-cart. This was more than fifty-five years ago. He would sing to me 
whenever I arrived home, until one day, returning from school, I entered my room and 
found him strangled and bled out between the bars of his cage, where he had hung 
himself trying to join my world while I was gone. 

That was a weeper, and a learning experience about our tendency to design 
objects for animals that suit our taste more than the needs of the animal. It was a lovely 
canary cage, yet the bars were too far apart for my tiny canary. 



My father was a bird lover too, and maybe I inherited the trait from him. I 
learned a lot at his feet. Since he was my Virgil, my guide through the dark world toward 
light, he had a journey and he was determined that I accompany him. There was no 
abandoning hope in his mind, but somehow he made sure there was a lot of birds on 
our journey. When he was a young man, his parents kept a one-legged rooster in their 
city yard. His name was Charlie. He was fierce. My grandfather adored him, though the 
mailman stopped delivering mail out of fear of the rooster. Charlie would stay within the 
locked yard and had a little chicken door to the basement, where he could sleep in the 
rafters at night.  

Every time Mother visited Father when they were courting, she would have to 
cross the empty yard like it was a no man’s land. Out of nowhere, old Charlie would fly 
into the air, talons forward on his good leg so that it resembled a multi-pronged spear, 
and then he’d shred her nylons. Nylons were rare and expensive in those days, and 
every bad encounter with Charlie meant a bitter loss for her. She hated that bird. He 
would hop around the yard, pumping his wings and crowing. Another great victory. He 
was a real Gaddafi of the bird kingdom, crowing his gaudiest. Getting past Charlie always 
struck me as one of the weirder courtship challenges for a woman I ever heard about. 
The stories about Charlie taught me how much pride a bird can have, and also how frail 
life is. One cold winter day, he didn’t show up, and when my grandparents went into the 
basement, they found him frozen solid, still standing, one-legged, on his rafter. 

Today, to keep chickens in many cities you need a government inspection and a 
coop that would be considered a mansion by any homeless person—the growing 
number of rejects and rebels who gather in increasing numbers on city streets in North 
America as they are systematically Othered by our government, an organization 
originally invented to help the weak and protect us from ourselves. 

You are supposed to practise biosecurity with your coop—biosecurity, an 
oxymoron if I ever encountered one. There’s never safety for the birds and the beasts, 
especially if we’re around. Still, it’s become a mighty strange world when you are told to 
decontaminate your granddaughter and her clothing after she’s collected the miracle 
that is a chicken egg. 

A big honk erupts from my office, followed by the crash of Tuco’s toys being 
whacked around in his cage. He’s annoyed now. He wants out, and I usually obey, but 
this morning I’m defiant, sunk into the luxury of my bed. The wood stove has died, and 
the electric heat is not turned up, so the house is chilly—morning cool—a briskness that 
usually gets me up and skipping to the tea kettle and relighting the wood stove on the 
colder days of winter that Tuco least appreciates. 

“It’s co-l-l-l-l-l-d-d-d-d-d-d-d,” he moans. “Get me outta here.” 
Actually, I don’t think he’s cold at all in his shroud of grey feathers. He merely 
understands cold, and enjoys imitating my complaints. There’s an evil seed in him that 
delights in the suffering of others, especially me. 
 
The eyes of birds hooked me when I was too young to know much but big enough to 
have a heart that went out to every living creature, especially those with feathers and a 



suspicious gaze. That’s how I ended up in the rafters of a barn, enthralled, hypnotized, 
an odd child-creature, paying homage to my first bird-god in its nest.  

It had a small face about the size of a saucer, with two black button eyes, and a 
fluff ball of Ookpik-style feather down surrounding his hissing little demon gaze, scary-
howling at me, though the bird was only slightly larger than a kitten. 

I was half-hanging from a rafter in the decrepit building near sundown, next to 
my friend. Maybe we were ten years old, distracted while the mother barn owl silent-
fluttered in the rafters, making close passes at us. Then we heard a noise outside, and 
we bolted down to the ground like rats on a sinking ship and headed out the side door 
as that voice in my head shouted: “Run!” 

The old farmer, who must have been just past forty but seemed ancient to 
someone so young as me, came crashing in the side door as we went out the opposite 
door. He had the gun—the legendary salt-and-pepper scatter-gun. Stories about that 
shotgun were passed from child to child, and now it was our turn. We ran like the wind 
around the barn and toward the field, but the big barn door swung open. He’d easily 
guessed which direction we were going. 

We didn’t look back because we knew about the scatter-gun, and we assumed 
the dreaded farmer might be crazy enough to salt our faces and blind us. In those days, 
if a farmer was being tormented by young vandals like us—curious kids and idiots, 
seekers of barn owl chicks—well then, it was our fault. 

Salt-and-pepper shot was still common, at least as far as I knew, in the mythic 
world of childhood. Shooters self-loaded their shells, opening their 12 gauge or .410 
gauge bore shotgun cases, dumping out the lead shot, refilling the paper shell with rock 
salt and cracked pepper, and sealing it with melted wax. These were known as 
scatterguns because they were often sawed off, and the shot spread rapidly, so it didn’t 
do much damage. It was also known as scatter shot. These guns hardly needed aiming, 
yet they delivered a hefty sting at close range, which is where we were when the barn 
door kicked open. 

My friend was the first victim; he was a classic scrawny, frecklefaced redheaded 
kid of the fifties. I think he was Irish. I heard the big bang behind us, and I saw him 
lifting, or jumping (or both), off the ground, his mouth gaping. 

My bottom was next, and I think the whack came before I heard the bang. All I 
know is that I seemed to be running on tip-toes for a second, my jeans flattened against 
my ass as I felt the incredible sting of the first time I was shot. All for a little owl.  

I’ve been shot twice in my life, both times because of birds. 
Whoa, that hurt, yet when we finally found ourselves out of range and dropped 

our pants, there were no holes in our blue jeans. Luckily. That would have got my ears 
boxed at home—as well—for being naughty enough to incite the wrath of a local 
farmer, though, in this case, my father also would have been outraged by a stranger’s 
use of a scatter-gun on me, and news of it would have probably led to a physical 
altercation. Our asses were chicken-poxed with tiny welts, as if the salt had invisibly 
pierced our pants, though the pain and speckling were relatively short-lived. Since we 
knew we deserved it, we didn’t think much about the behaviour of the cranky farmer. In 
fact, it was a badge of honour. We’d been shot! 



 
Narrating this incident, I begin to wonder what kind of farmer he was. There was 

maybe a milk cow and an old mare out in the scrubby thistle field. Some pigs one 
summer in the shed attached to the barn. A small chicken coop near the house. And 
cars; there were old cars, new cars, cars in various states of repair and disassembly 
everywhere. It suddenly dawns on me that perhaps this wasn’t a farm; maybe it was a 
chop shop, replete with stolen cars being unassembled and resold? Or is this just my 
older imagination running wild? My naïveté in those days and the possible real reason 
for the scatter-gun—to keep nosy children away—now strike me as hilarious. 

However, the baby barn owls, those little hissing demons, were worth a load of 
salt in the ass. Their faces stayed with me long after the lightning strike of pain that 
followed that haunting vision in the sun-slivered rafters of the dark barn. This was one 
of those early days when I first glimpsed the dreaming of life with its painful beauty, its 
cute saucer-faced fluff-devils, standing their ground against rogue kids armed with 
impossible curiosity—the day I had my ass spanked in a scattershot world of alchemy 
and danger.  

I never knew where this world of pain and delight was coming from—still don’t—
nor did I understand why, yet I sensed it coming at me. Something was wrong. Wrong 
because I was different. I was fascinated by lizard-like eyes and scatter-guns and 
breathless runs across dusky fields, followed by long periods of weeping and manic 
laughter, occasionally at the same time. Nothing made sense. I was alone inside my 
head from an early age, a gimped kid like my dreamed double Javier with the crippled 
hand in the jungle of the blue-bird dream, only it wasn’t my hand then, not yet; this was 
a few years before I shotgunned that while duck hunting. No, it was the glue that made 
a man. I was a fake little man who wasn’t a man. Deeply alone, unaware of the extent of 
my loneliness, though it became clear in the next few years as I ricocheted back and 
forth between reaching out like a fledgling bird into the sky or hiding like a coward in 
the darkness of myself. 

And somehow the birds always attracted me, the memories returning over and 
over, examined at different angles, from first consciousness to twenty-five years in the 
same room with a crazed parrot, who took it on himself to explain the real world to me, 
because I always seemed to attract pain. Like my first day of school—a little chick 
surrounded by bullies—I grabbed a handful of pea gravel and hurled it at the bullies, 
only to hear the ominous tick of the gravel against the window and see the teacher look 
up. And thus I found myself lectured and punished for fighting back while my assailants 
gloated outside the windows. I was a classic, doomed kid; still, that never stopped me 
from fighting back. Then, later, coming home from school—I don’t recall if it was the 
same day, but I suspect it was because of the way the bullying and the punishment 
mingle with that huge sky in my memories. 

There was a wide horizon as a few of us children crossed the lonely lower field 
that led to the forest path and my first conscious murmuration. Hundreds, no 
thousands, many thousands of birds patterning in and out and around each other, 
flowing harmoniously into the blue-grey sky above the school fields. Maybe because I 
was so troubled by the school, by the way I’d already become an Other, I focussed on 



them, silent, delighted, transfixed—possessed by another world. I wanted to merge with 
that flock, and of course, I knew, even then, I never could. 

The birds that perform these aerial ballets have a skill and intelligence almost 
unfathomable, each sensing the slightest disturbance in the bird ahead, changing, 
following, and then being followed in a harmony of joy and flight and intuition—the 
ecstasy of the air and, more importantly, the connection and the celebration in a family 
of birds. 
 
My father, increasingly aware of my feminine weirdness, would try to find manly 
occupations for me, most of them backfiring. We did succeed at a few enterprises 
together, keeping pigeons and chickens, and sharing a sudden mutual obsession with 
go-carting. Near where we lived, a new freeway was being built. The enormously long 
and closed entrance ramp had a divine slope for go-carting. Too attractive to pass up. 

Our prototypes, roughly made with apple crates and lawnmower tires, were a 
little rickety. The first one exploded into rolling wheels and flying wood parts right under 
me after I’d gone barely fifty feet. This was a steep ramp for a go-cart. The next one, the 
Black Rocket, took off, and I roared down the hill while my father thumped his chest and 
cheered and waved his fists in encouragement, until I hit a stray pebble, which turned 
the wheel, and the go-cart veered off the freeway ramp onto the grass, where I flew 
into a complete roll, flattening my nose against the hood, and stopped. Years later, I like 
to think I crashed into that embankment with extreme prejudice. My nose was slightly 
bloody, but my skull was miraculously unscathed. I couldn’t say the same about the 
Black Rocket. That was its first and last run. Another go-cart had bit the dust. I looked up 
the hill as my father, with his wooden leg swinging awkwardly ahead on every step, 
hopped worriedly toward me, slowing down when he realized I was all right. He wiped 
my nose with a greasy rag from his pocket, and back to the garage we went. 

My crashes didn’t bother him. His only comment was “Don’t tell 
Mother.” 

Our final masterpiece was Yellowbird, yes, named after my dead canary. Talk 
about a name of doom. This one even had a tubular hood and a roll bar. I think Father 
decided on the roll bar because my nose kept bleeding off and on for a few days after 
the pieces of the Black Rocket had been snuck into the garage, and Mother eyed us with 
some suspicion, though no one was volunteering any information. 

For us, a successful run was to make it all the way down the long ramp to the 
near-completed freeway, which wouldn’t open for a year. The Yellowbird, finally 
finished, the paint even dry, my father pushed me off, and I was gone. The Yellowbird 
was heavier than the Black Rocket, more solid. It took a while to build up speed. When I 
did accelerate, it scared the piss out of me. I think I was clinging to the steering wheel so 
hard it was bending. Then came the last curve, and I roared around it on two wheels, 
briefly glimpsing the top of the hill where my father was stomping around on his 
wooden leg, fist-punching the air, shouting: “Go! Go! Go!” I think he was determined to 
kill me or make a “man” out of me. For that moment, I was ecstatically happy. I was his 
pride. I’d made it to the freeway! So I slammed on the brakes, which did absolutely 



nothing, and I rocketed forward right across the freeway and into the grassy median 
with wheels flying into the air. When the go-cart settled in the grass, 
I was a little winded from bouncing off the bent steering wheel but otherwise fine. So 
was most of Yellowbird, except that it had somehow lost all four wheels. 

Shortly after, my father drove down in the truck, beaming, as we picked up the 
pieces. Not only had I survived our quest, I had also shown courage. He’d make a man of 
me yet. And there wasn’t much else that could make him happier.  

That was the end of my go-cart days. We both knew I’d probably kill myself if we 
tried anything more difficult. And the broken, wheel-deprived Yellowbird hung like a 
trophy inside the garage for years, gathering dust. 

“Get in here!” Tuco shouts. The sun is shining through his window, and he wants 
his door open. Then he shrieks, “Baaaaaaad bird,” knowing it makes me angry when he 
nips at his foot to make his scream louder. He never injures himself, but the act is 
enough to distress me. Thus, he actually is a bad bird, and I haven’t even risen from bed 
yet. “Baaaaad bird.” This brings out my stubborn side. I’m not going to be a slave to him 
every morning. Besides, all this contemplation has only taken up a few minutes. 
 
Our go-cart adventures naturally set me to daydreaming of my Robin Hood stage, when 
my ever-helpful father, especially when it came to trouble, spent several trips to the 
woods helping me find good yew shrubs to build a proper English longbow; though it 
wasn’t proper, English, or very long by the time we were finished. It was still a deadly 
little creation, and I soon learned to handle it with a villainy probably intended to mimic 
the farmer with his punky salt gun. I could have easily joined Robin Hood’s merry band. 

The yew is a gorgeous wood, reddish, tight-grained, and supple, a rare tree on 
my coast and lately used in cancer treatment, which for a while, caused utter 
devastation in our forests as trees were stripped of their medicinal bark, killing them, 
until a chemical replacement was thankfully formulated. 

There’s a reason it was used for longbows. It has a real stretch and a natural 
tendency to return to form. We found a straight branch and I started whittling. I 
remember whittling forever, whittling and whittling, followed by sanding . . . sanding . . . 
After I had the shape that Father approved we steam-bent it into shape. It was kind of 
laughable when you consider the bows of today—like the compound bow on the wall 
beside my desk, capable of killing a bear, not that I’d ever be crazy enough to go after a 
bear with a bow. Still, my little yew bow was a killer. I found some willow shoots, and to 
make arrows g lued split goose feathers onto them. The tips were fire-burnt points, 
polished with a smooth stone. All delightfully amateurish, Boy Scout style, yet my 
handmade bow was tight when strung and could fire those arrows sharp and hard and 
true. 

I became a secret stalker, slipping through forests, brush, even a few local 
gardens and orchards, looking for prey, any kind of prey, no doubt making our 
neighbours and their cats nervous. I never dragged home any ducks, though this kind of 
handmade weapon had been our most significant long-distance weapon for thousands 
of years. And even today in archery clubs, the mechanical boredom of the deadly, 
modern compound bow has sent archers back to long or recurved bows. 



The summer of my first bow we camped on a lake in the Interior among the yellow pine 
mountains of central British Columbia, a legendary “cowboy and Indian country” during 
the early days of colonialism. However, in the Cariboo, the local Natives were better 
cowboys than the white cowboys. In fact, they generally were the cowboys. I was in my 
Davy Crockett and Chingachgook (The Last of the Mohicans) stage. I had a “genuine” 
fake coonskin hat, a pocketknife, and my bow. I was hunting mountain lions. 
Fortunately, I never ran into any, though my proficiency increased as I stalked the 
woods, missing rabbits and grouse and losing arrows. 

It was a brilliant blue lake, rich with fat trout, rainbows as well as the larger lake 
trout. All the lakes of the Interior had exotic names that sounded like witch’s spells to 
my young mind: Lac La Hache, Jewel Lake, Loon Lake, Skaha Lake. This one had calm 
turquoise waters bordered by pine meadows—open forest that was an invitation, the 
big yellow pine meadows, the jack or lodgepole pines in the hills—their branches 
romantic with hanging black tree lichen, or bear hair, a moss commonly used in the 
traditional diet of the Okanagan people, pit-cooked into dough and then mashed and 
baked into dried berry-laced cakes that could last for years. I loved the wolf hair, a 
golden, multi-branched lichen that stuck to the bark of the pines. Sometimes this was 
shrouded by the spooky, long strands of Methuselah’s beard, or Old Man’s Beard; a 
dangly green lichen more common to the coast, though patches appeared in these 
Interior forests. 

I was doing my best Geronimo, sliding noiselessly through the trees, a skill I 
retain despite being so crippled up. Neither deer nor bears are as wise and sense-sharp 
as people think, though they’re usually far beyond the average city dweller, and these 
are bush tricks I wouldn’t recommend. Still, I so loved stalking a young buck, exhausted 
and stupid with the rut, following it in the dusk hour until I could stand above it, 
watching it bed down a few feet away, completely clueless about me, a potential killer. 
And then once it rested its head on its foreshank, I would slip back into the forest, a 
proud ghost-watcher leaving him undisturbed. I truly was the last of the Mohicans in my 
own mind. 

This day at the lake was lucky, or I should say, unlucky. I was slipping between 
the pines, alert, in full stalking mode at the moment I saw the robin, singing away on a 
branch. I notched the willow arrow and drew the string back, aimed, and fired.  

Speared through the breast, the robin fell silently out of the tree and landed at 
my feet, impaled and very dead. I was horrified. Oh death, you’re not real until you are 
real!  

I never told anyone what I had done, but the robin haunted me—still does. I 
buried it ceremoniously in the yellow grass under the pines and moss and returned to 
our campfire. I had been made real by the knowledge of the damage I could do with 
what suddenly had become an abhorrent toy. I had joined the race of casual killers—my 
species—killing a little bird in song as a childish test of skill. I didn’t even eat it. 

I’ve done more than my share of killing over the decades. I always believed that 
if I am going to eat meat, I have to know the slaughter of it. The carcasses and the skulls 
seem nearly endless, almost fifty racks of antlers lining my barn. I touch their bare skulls. 
 



“I knew you alive, a young buck in its glory, if only for a moment, and what did I learn 
from your death?” Not much, though the meat was delicious. It’s illegal to sell wild 
meat, and I believe that’s an important principle, but I can give it away and always make 
it a point to tithe some, usually to poor young friends or our farm helpers, and for a 
while I was known as a source who’d gift high-protein, low-fat, organic wild meat to 
people struggling with cancer and desperate for real protein. 

All the birds I’ve killed over the decades have flown, one by one, into my mind, 
like avian spells, thousands of poultry, geese, ducks, pigeons, pheasants, grouse, quail. 
When I start thinking about the volume that can build up over the decades, I feel like a 
serial killer, a killer of what I love most, the beauty of the birds. Now, the time has come 
to expiate my guilt as well as the joy of living among birds. 

What I love about many of the great naturalists of the last century, men like Aldo 
Leopold and Roderick Haig-Brown, is that the few who lived with gun and rod mostly 
gave them up in their last years, or used them seldom. Haig-Brown, the great fishing 
writer of the West Coast ended up swimming with the giant tyee salmon while they 
spawned, using this knowledge to help rebuild the spawning channels. Swimming with 
the salmon taught him empathy, and by the end of his life he only caught and released 
salmon for publicity shots for river-saving causes. 

Since my life has been lived with birds—dead and alive—they’ve come to 
dominate my thoughts and possess me so deeply that my love has increased for them 
even more in my last years, until I find myself being forced to write our history—the 
birds and me—this confession and love story. I have always been a sentimental 
romantic, even while struggling with the rage, the emotional roller coaster generated by 
my Kallmann syndrome and the traumas of my teenage years as an outsider, when I was 
not a boy and yet not a girl, an androgyne among the stares and sneers of my 
community, a target for rapists and bullies. A lot of pain flowed forward from those 
years, and often I find myself, laughing, declaring that I’ve now survived five decades of 
PTSD. 

But then memory slides, grows confusing, and I wonder, did I kill the robin the 
summer before the Cariboo? We fished so many of those lakes. The memory of such a 
child is dangerous. Perhaps it was the lake where the rattlesnake rattled every time I 
thumped down the steps of the cabin to race to the water, though the snake never 
emerged, and I didn’t go wandering under the crawl space to learn if it was a real 
rattlesnake or just a child’s fantasy. 

I think often of that rattlesnake now. How it was so Other. How it was foreign 
and dangerous, yet my parents never mentioned it, never seemed to notice it. Was I too 
alert, or was I so alert I heard what wasn’t there? Did I need an Other in the woods, just 
as I was an Other at home and an Other at my school. When I think about it today, I am 
grateful for the mystery. I will never know if it was actually there. I’m guessing it was a 
wild child’s fantasy.  

I have seen many animals needing an Other. Tuco often invents fake opponents 
when he is wandering around my office, suddenly flying into wing-flapping attacks at the 
unseeable, or whipping around when he thinks a non-existent foe is sneaking up on him. 



Then he will check his feathers, flashing his wings as if searching for an enemy within. An 
imaginary flea? It’s similar to when a cat battles invisible angels in the air.  

I also have to laugh when Tuco slides so deeply into sleep that he falls off his 
perch and lands with a great screeching and thumping and flapping. The first few times 
he did that at night I thought he was being attacked by a mink that had snuck into the 
house, and I’d leap out of bed in terror, snatching up any glass or book or sculpture I 
could use as a weapon. Tuco would strut around the floor of his cage, puffed like a prize 
fighter, mumbling curses at his fled attacker. Even birds have pride. His ego demanded 
that he pretend he had been assaulted. Later, over the years, he grew so used to my 
presence that I could watch him dozing on his perch, head nodding, beak drooping, 
drifting into a deep sleep, and then suddenly fall off with much flapping and crashing 
and snatching to arrest his fall. I’d start laughing and he would explode in rage at his 
embarrassment, and ring all the bells of his little world. 

Aside from the robin, I look back with fondness on my childhood explorations of 
the grass hills and scrub pine forest of the Cariboo and fishing its pristine lakes. Giant 
enigmatic fish surfacing in the ghost light of night water. The haunting claxons of the 
ducks on their migrations. The roar of a bear in an alpine meadow. Gazing into 
campfires knowing that mystery did indeed talk flame and that the language of flame 
was educating me in the hidden codes of fire, while up in the hills a coyote yapped or a 
wolf howled. These were the days when the fish were still limitless, the campsites were 
lonely, and the catch was there for anyone with any skill. 

On our journeys to the mysterious Interior of British Columbia we’d take the 
narrow roads of the Fraser Canyon, and we’d often stop in a rickety little mom-and-pop 
restaurant beside the road in the canyon. This was a homestyle restaurant—most of 
which are now extinct—famous for its good burgers and its yappy parrot. We’d often 
eat there just to meet the parrot. He had a real mouth on him. 

I don’t know his name, but he was notorious and I’m sure was kept more to 
attract tourists than out of love, though it’s hard to imagine how anyone could not love 
this bird. 

Sometimes he would grow noisy and obnoxious, especially if there were children 
dining. The owner would ostentatiously take out a cover and drape it over the domed 
parrot cage. There would be a great deal of muffled screaming and cursing, and then 
suddenly the parrot’s head would pop out from beneath the blanket and he’d call 
plaintively: “Help! Help!” 

This parrot—like most because of their special, agile tongue that can fake not 
only human language but all kinds of sound effects—understood what could tug at our 
heart strings. Parrots are emotional, social birds. That’s their real intelligence. They 
know how to mug for their community, whether it’s a bird community or a human one. 

We were sitting near him one day when he suddenly uttered a screech and the 
loud sound of a car’s tires braking on a road. Then there was an ugly crunching thump, 
followed by the holler of an injured dog and a yip. . . yip. . . yip. . . yip. . . in a descending 
and lengthening series of cries fading down the street. An encapsulation of a car hitting 
a dog, with all the nuances that most of us wouldn’t even be able to recall, let alone 



repeat perfectly. And why? This bird, more than any other bird of my youth, made me 
begin to question what language and intelligence are, and I was lost in wonder. 

I had met murder in those mountain lakes, and then I met mystery. This incident 
with the parrot certainly wasn’t the first time I realized how little I understood of the 
world; maybe it was the first time I came to question what we regard as reality. Despite 
my warm-hearted family and friends, I always carried that distance in me. I was already 
a loner who liked to dive into company and then retreat to the avalanche of thoughts 
that had roared through my mind since the beginning of consciousness. With the 
clueless intelligence of a child, I believed everyone saw the world like I did, but I was the 
only one who wasn’t any good at living in it.  

Forty years later, as I was explaining to my mother some details of the 
tormented childhood I’d navigated through, most of which I’d never before revealed to 
her, she abruptly blurted out: “But you were the special one.” I was shocked that she 
thought that, especially since being special never had occurred to me during those 
years. I merely thought I was a hopeless mutant creature. Mother had recognized 
from the beginning that I was an outsider. Not better or worse, or more loved or less 
loved, but odd. A lonely outlier—like that feathered, yappy creature in his cage in a 
remote Fraser Canyon café. 

“Brian, get in here!” I smile at the exasperation in Tuco’s voice. It’s barely past 8 
am and he’s now working himself into a frenzy, though another couple of minutes 
luxuriating in my bed won’t ruin his day. He’s ringing his bells like a mad cymbalist. I 
know he’s training me to be punctual with his demands and I have to show 
independence, or he’ll have me at his mercy, but I am awake now and it’s a good 
morning indeed. 
 


