
1 . east wind melts the ice

In Western tradition, the soft breath of zephyr, the west wind, signals

spring. In China and Japan the spring wind wafts from the east. The con-

cepts of “wind” and “east” are both correlated with this season, and so,

culturally speaking, a westerly wind could not possibly be a sign of

spring.

According to our Gregorian calendar, spring begins on the twentieth

of March, about six weeks later than traditional Asian spring. When you

think about it, the fact that our spring kicks in at the vernal equinox—the

height of springiness—is very odd. A season has a natural life span of three

months, throughout which it develops from infancy through youth to ma-

turity. Finally it morphs seamlessly into the first stage of the succeeding

season. True, in nature the line between late spring and early summer is

vague, and a calendar imposes the break. But how does it make sense

for a season to begin at its maturity? On this point, I feel the old Asian

calendar is much more reasonable. Spring begins here in February, ap-

propriately enough, in its infancy.

Donn and Marci are architects, married to each other. Last year they sold
the house they had designed and lived in while their children were grow -
ing up in Berkeley. They bought a sheep farm with an old farmhouse in
Marin County, complete with thirty sheep attached to the property. Because
they are architects, what excited them about this project was the prospect
of  peeling back the plywood and linoleum layers that had accreted onto the
original nineteenth-century farmhouse in order to showcase the original
beams and walls of  the structure in a new design. They didn’t care about
homegrown wool or lamb chops and would have sold the sheep except for
the fact that these animals function as living lawnmowers. For this reason
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(When I wrote this essay in Japanese, I used the common term kintama,
“golden jewels,” for testicles, and was surprised when my first reader was
shocked.

“You can’t write that,” he said. “You’re a lady.” “And you’re not sup -
posed to know that word, anyway,” he added.

“But everybody knows that word,” I said sheepishly. “And I don’t know
what else you would call them.”

He shook his head. “Well, maybe you can get away with it, if  you use a
more scientific-sounding term for ‘castrate.’ That way, it will balance out.”

We left the issue at that. Still, the next day I received an email from my
friend.

“On second thought, you’d better not write that word,” he said, giving
me the technical medical term instead. I made the change in my Japanese
manuscript, rather amazed that simple, straightforward “golden jewels” still
had such power to shock.)

I learned a lot about sheep that day, and was seized with a sudden inspi-
ration. I have a great love for and interest in fabrics. Most fabrics are created
by the process of  weaving, their strength and substance coming from 
the dense crossing of  warp and weft threads. But there is one fabric that is
not woven. It is created by the application of  wet heat and soap to a mass
of  fibers, rubbing them together to form a mat, rinsing, and then repeat -
ing. This fabric is felt. It can only be made from animal-derived fiber. Any
animal-derived fiber, even human hair (think dreads) will work, but the 
most commonly used is sheep fiber—namely, wool. For a long time I had
been wanting to experiment with making felt.

If  you don’t shear your sheep in the spring, by summer their coats will
have grown so thick that the animals will be in danger of  keeling over with
heat stroke. Even if  you don’t want the wool per se, you still have to shear
your sheep. So, come May, Donn and Marci would host a sheep clipping
weekend. They invited me to come again and take as much wool as I would
like.

alone they decided to keep the sheep. Breeding them was not on their
agenda. The man who sold them the farm had castrated all the male lambs
the year before, so Donn and Marci were not worried about increasing their
inherited flock.

But the shepherd missed one boy lamb. Whether late-descending tes-
ticles produced a ram in sheep’s clothing, or whether the rancher simply
goofed, one ram lived quietly and happily among the sixteen ewes and got
them all pregnant. All of  them. And in early February they began drop -
ping lambs, one after the other, including a pair of  black twins. I was in -
vited to visit the farm and enjoy the spectacle of  seventeen little lambs gam-
boling and frisking over the newly green hills.

There is nothing cuter than newborn lambs. Adult sheep have such thick
wool that their legs seem disproportionately skinny. They trudge about like
big woolly lollipops. But lambs’ wool is close and nappy, so you can see
their whole bodies, which appear to consist primarily of  gangly leg. And
they are quick. Within an hour of  their birth the lambs are chasing after
and poking for their mothers’ udders.

I tried chasing a lamb myself. The mother ewe baaed unhappily and ran
away, trailed by her bleating lamb. Finally I succeeded in catching one. As
soon as it was picked up and cradled, the lamb quieted. I held it, now more
docile than a puppy, scratching its ears, its long tail dangling from my el -
bow. When I released it, the lamb ran oª to mother, gyrating its long tail
round and round in a pinwheel of  happiness and relief. I suddenly recalled
that most pictures I have seen of  lambs show them with tails considerably
shorter than those these babies sported.

The reason, I found out, was that the caretaker had not yet come to per-
form tail-ectomies. Good sheep hygiene entails de-tailing. When the lambs
are a few weeks old, the shepherd wraps a rubber band tightly around the
tail an inch or two down from the hindquarters. After a couple of  weeks
the dangling tail-flesh dies from lack of  blood, and simply drops oª. Male
lambs are castrated by the same method, I was told.
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you really couldn’t stay in bed another twenty minutes, or wait until the
coªee was brewed. You had to rush outside in your pajamas and slippers 
to gaze at the sky.

Twitching and fluttering, creatures here in Berkeley seem to have one
thing on their minds. A Christmas-present pair of  young diamond doves
have been fluttering for a week, the male spreading his tail like a little grey-
speckled peacock. They billed and cooed, and now the female sits atop two
eggs in a basket I provided, but which she lined herself  with pine needles.

I routinely put dryer lint outside at this time of  year for the wild birds
to use in their nests. A few days ago, in a branch of  pink-flowering plum
in the park, I found a lovely little vireo nest left over from last year. Aban-
doned, it had filled with a drift of  dry brown plum leaves, but underneath
was a soft white linty layer that may have originally come from my hus-
band’s cotton underwear.

The day following the fabulous spring dawn was Valentine ’s Day. Walk-
ing the pugs, I heard the squawks of  a crow directly above. To my ears,
cawing crows all sound alike—all raucous complaint. When I looked up,
however, there on the crosspiece of  an electric pole was a pair of  them. They
were having a delicate tête-à-tête, doing something with their beaks that
looked a lot like kissing. To a crow’s ears, their bitter squawks were prob -
ably sweet nothings.

The strangest bird valentine I ever saw was an owl love token. Several
years ago, just before dusk on Valentine ’s Day, I had taken our younger
daughter Chloe for a walk in Tilden Park, a nearby nature preserve. We
were headed home when suddenly a large owl swooped out from a stand
of  pine trees on the other side of  the path. It landed on a conspicuous
straight branch where it remained silhouetted by the light of  the setting sun.
We were so thrilled by the sight that at first we didn’t even notice that there
was another owl sitting on the branch. And then we saw, dangling from the
first one ’s beak, the valentine he had brought her—a dead mouse.

Like birds, people flutter at this time of  year as well, bringing love  tokens
to their sweeties. The Catholic Church may have o‹cially decommissioned

“We were just going to throw it away, so take all you want,” said Marci.
“But washing it will be a big pain in the neck. You can’t use it until you get
the lanolin out, and if  you don’t wash it really well, the texture will be 
rough, and it will smell.”

And then I remembered—in the ancient Chinese way of  thinking, the
smell concordance for spring is “sheepy.”

2 . dormant creatures start to twitch

This unit of the almanac refers to the awakening and twitching of any

number of small crawly critters, be they reptiles, amphibians, insects, fish,

or even mice. Sometimes when a Chinese character was adapted to the

linguistic environment of Japan, a concept of broad reference took on a

narrower, specific meaning. This is a good example, as the original “crit -

ter” character narrowed in meaning to refer only to insects in Japan. In

any case, the rising yang ether of spring brings life and movement back

to all the creatures of earth, awakening them from the quiet holes where

they had burrowed down to outwait yin-dark winter.

On the morning of  February 13 (2004), for about ten minutes on either side
of  7:00 a.m., a dawn sky glowed so pink it suªused the inside of  the house
with a rosy blush. The baby-blue sky was full of  clouds, layered and puªed,
all baby-pink. The very air vibrated with spring energy. I thought of  the
famous opening line of  Sei Shonagon’s Pillow Book, “In spring, it is the
dawn” (haru wa akebono). In that first paragraph she chose a favorite time
of  day that, to her, epitomized the best of  each season. She described a sum-
mer night, an autumn evening, and a winter morning. But the most famous
is a dawn in spring.

I’m sure one of  the reasons spring dawn was so beautiful then and now
is that it is so evanescent. By 7:15 the colors had turned to ash. The rest of
the day was overcast, and it was raining by mid-afternoon. To see the dawn,
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