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Get the drift

Choosing a companion for a lengthy journey is a process fraught with risk and ripe for disappointment. Patti Miller reveals how she casts her net for the perfect book.

Choosing the right  book to take on your travels in another country is a delicate matter - it being a given that you want to take a book to read, not just a travel guide.  It’s a bit like choosing the right travelling companion; you don’t want to arrive and then find your book likes to party every night while you want to gaze meditatively at temples in the moonlight, or conversely, your book wants to think deeply about the meaning of the Tao, and you plan to loll sensuously under the coconut palms.

Clearly, the right travelling-companion book will be in tune with your experience and will heighten and interact with it. It will also have the capacity to refresh when you have become weary, give strength when you’re coming undone, and hopefully, give you perspective when you’re feeling ill-tempered with the difficulty of everybloodything in this damn country.

The logical and most used method for selection is to find a book which relates to that country:  if you are travelling in Canada then Atwood, Proulx or Munro; if South America, then Allendes, Marquez, Borges; if  your destination is a particular city such as San Francisco then Armistead Maupint, or Dublin then James Joyce. But there is a chemistry between person and place and book which can be unpredictable. You don’t really know how you or your book-companion will react in a certain place, nor how you will react to one another in such a place.

That’s why I suggest the Slow Drift Method of Book Selection which I came upon after a few false, and faulty, choices. The Slow Drift is a time-honoured method, (I make no claims to having invented it), which, with a little practice, can be used by anyone. It requires the application of a slow, deep, almost non-attention - the Drift. Then, and only then, will you be able to discern the unspoken intuitive level of connection you need with a true companion.

The way to apply the Slow Drift is to stand in front of your own bookcase or in a library or bookshop and slowly walk up and down, looking at the covers of the books but not thinking about anything. When you sense any stirring in the region of your solar plexus, (under your ribs), take the book in front of you down, open it and read a sentence or two. If the words correspond with the sensation in your solar plexus, then this is the right book. If not, then return to the Slow Drift. It is very simple.

Using this method you can still end up with the same book as the logical method. For my first trip to Paris, it didn’t take much Drifting at all to choose Colette. Although, when you think about it, why was Colette any more logical a companion then dozens of others?  What about Balzac for some historical realism, or Barthes for a dose of semiotics, or Anais Nin for the claustrophobic narcissism of the Artist? Or the Paris-Americans -  Edith Wharton, Henry James, Henry Miller, Gertrude Stein...

But, the Slow Drift had resulted in Colette, so I put Rainy Moon in my bag. The choice was rewarded even before I reached Paris, even as I flew over the Timor Sea. When I came to the line  ‘I found myself possessed of a more provident attitude for dealing with improvidence.’,  I laughed out loud and knew that Colette and I would have a superb time in Paris.

Sometimes the Drift results in a choice which seems illogical altogether. A few years ago I was making a sentimental journey back to New Zealand - as a young woman setting out to see the world more than a few years  ago, I had hopped across the Tasman, lived on a commune on the Coromandel peninsula for several months, had a child, and not seen much of the rest of world outside my family for too many years. I’d not wanted to return, fearing I would be caught again in New Zealand’s damp green embrace, but now I was old enough, nostalgic enough, to want to visit my lost youth. 

I was also in the middle of writing a novel and needed some distance from it, a forced separation. I was feeling my way in the dark with it, not knowing where or how the story would finish but trying to trust that it was going somewhere.  When the Slow Drift method resulted in ‘Leaning Towards Infinity’, Sue Woolfe’s novel of ‘mathematics and motherhood’,  I couldn’t see how it connected to either my communal past or my present need. And Woolfe had given me the book to read in manuscript form. How could I treat it as a companion when I had seen it partially formed, undressed, made intimate comments about it to its creator? I thought the Drift must be wrong. I moved along to New Zealand writers, Allan Duff and Rosie Scott and my old love, Katherine Mansfield. But there was no silent response under my demanding gaze.  It was no use, ‘Infinity’ it was. 

It flew to Christchurch with me, accompanied me through the wild autumn mountains around Queenstown, traversed the deep mysteries of the fiords, wandered along the edges of milky jade lakes and was a generally agreeable companion, but not an intimate one. Then one night we  stayed at Mount Aoarangi, the Cloud Piercer, and a snowstorm blew in as we lay snug in bed. I went to sleep with the snow and wind swirling past the window.

 In the middle of the dark night, a line from ‘Infinity’ suddenly woke me. ‘It seems, she’d, say, as if humans have been prepared for something other than survival.’  I lay awake with the sentence, the wind howling, the snow gusting, seeing my own youth here, and the half-finished novel at home,  small streams in the ancient flood of  yearning for ‘something other than survival’ which has so distressed us all. I felt pierced, as if by a kind of avenging angel’s sword, woken up to the mystery of existence. There is no better service a book-companion can give.

The Drift method of selection is a very subtle thing however. The ego is always trying to take charge and can even imitate the Drift. It happened last year when I found myself organising to go to Bali. I didn’t really know why I was going - I did need a break but I knew it was Western indulgence to go so far just to relax. And I felt snobbishly embarrassed at going to tourist trap with so many fellow Australians.

In this frame of mind, I chose ‘The God of Small Things’. I had already started reading it so knew Arundhati Roy’s writing  was over-lush, probably overwrought, but thought that this would be in tune with a Hindu tropical island. It was also a beautiful-looking book with an intriguing title, it would signal that I wasn’t one of the Oz yobs lying around the resort pool. It’s exactly this kind of snobbery and pretension which pollutes the Drift,  and even as it was packed, I had a sense that this was not going to be my true companion.

At the airport bookshop I used the Slow Drift again and found myself holding Robert Dessaix’s ‘Night Letters’. Rationally, it didn’t seem the right book at all - it was set in Catholic northern Italy - but instantly I knew that this was my true book-companion. I started reading as we flew and was excited and calmed, ( both at once is possible - all good literature does it),  by his eye on the world.  I read of his meeting with a well-dressed middle-aged woman on a train as he headed into northern Italy, and was reminded of two well-dressed middle-aged woman I had watched folding tea-towels into bon-bon and flower shapes on a train from Venice years ago. As these elegant women created tea-towel kitsch on the train, I had experienced a overwhelmingly delicious shivery sensation down my spine, a more intense experience than any of the marvels I’d seen in Venice had induced. It was the electricity of really noticing the every-day.

The ‘woman on the train’ image jolted me into wakefulness, but all during the days and nights in Bali, as sacred and sensuous as one could desire, even with the noise, traffic and hawkers breeding on we pale tourists, Night Letters continued to be the perfect companion. Each evening I watched a Balinese man light oil  lamps on stakes around the rice paddies to keep the mosquitoes away; in the dim light, bats swooped over the rice, darting with more jagged movements than birds.  These were the ordinary things of daily life on Bali. When you are travelling it’s easy to become jaded with the accumulation of marvels you are witnessing, to forget that you are seeing the ordinary things of other people’s daily lives.

Like all all good companions, Night Letters reminded of the exultation of  truly  ‘bearing witness’, observing and considering each moment; the moment when the masseuse plucked a stray marigold petal from my oiled body; when the backs of the kecak dancers gleamed in the moonlight,  perhaps even when the spicy meal I had at lunch time came up in a brilliant orange curve as I trod water on a coral reef.  Of course, this last is stretching the demands you can make on a companion, but even so, a kind companion will tolerate the mess and even confess their own moments of disorder. 

Disorder and alienation and losing direction are part of travel, along with joy and revelation.  I am at a point in my life where I have no particular journeys planned, or rather, don’t have any clear idea of what direction to take next.  A number of times in his  travels across northern Italy, Dessaix offers the idea of following at random an unknown person so that conscious choice and decision are subverted,  a kind of giving way to the forces of the universe. 

This is what I mean by the Drift as a method of choosing - a submission, at least for a moment, to what the world has to offer you.

Patti Miller is the author of The Last One Who Remembers, Child and a new edition of ‘Writing Your Life’ 

The image used was a circle of open books standing up, spines to centre of circle, and photographed from above – with a  vague sort of compass drawn over them.

The grab they used in the middle of the lay-out was ‘ If the words correspond with the sensation in your solar plexus, then that is the right book.
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