humming of the turbines
could just be heard. It
allowed me to hope that there
would be no significant
problems that day. I was
especially grateful for badweather mornings like this one.

The wren that came in from the cold
Marcel Capdet
Deep snow lay over the whole mountain. It
was now mid-winter. During recent weeks,
layer upon layer of snow had been building
up on the mountains of the Pyrenees.

On that particular Sunday, the storm woke me
up very early. Long before daybreak, I made
for the narrow tunnel which linked the living
quarters to the generating station. Hardly had
I stepped foot in it, when I noticed, hopping in
front of me, a tiny bundle of ruffled feathers.
The creature was evidently in a pitiful state. I
immediately recognised it as a wren - a tiny
passerine that can be seen in good weather at
quite high altitudes in low bushes and along
the banks of streams. It can spend the whole
winter in the harshest mountain zones, living
under very deep snow in subterranean
passageways hollowed out by fast-moving
watercourses. It survives there by feeding on
grubs found alongside the underground
streams. It takes advantage of the slightest
ray of sun to leave its hiding place; but it does
not go far and it hastens to return as soon
shadows lengthen.

At the bottom of the granite combe where the
electricity power station had been
constructed, at an altitude of about 2000
metres, the snow was a good metre deep. The
storm had been raging for two days and it
would surely add to the snow's thickness. The
north wind blew in great gusts. It drove snow
across the ground in dense whirlwinds,
making it impossible to see ahead for more
than a few paces. It roared through the
telephone wires which linked the power
station to civilisation, down in the valley far
below.
It was not uncommon for the forces of nature
to be unleashed in this way. Those of us who
lived there were thoroughly familiar with
such inclement weather. Adopting habits
similar to those of the animals who live in this
inhospitable country and who take refuge in
their dens, we humans only stepped outside
when it was absolutely necessary to do so and
only then when that was physically possible.
Because it was so dangerous to go outside at
such times, the power station had been linked
to the living quarters - a distance of barely a
few metres - by an underground tunnel.

Streams ran under the snow all around the
power station, so it was not unusual for a
wren to be living at our altitude in the winter.
But it took me a few seconds to realise how
the wren had become trapped in the power
station. Sometime before the storm, we must
have opened the power station's big door, to
allow the sunlight inside. The wren, having
ventured outside, had been tempted to enter
the building. But we must have shut the big
door before the little bird could make its
escape. A victim of its own curiosity, the
wren had been unable to find anything to eat
for two days. It was very close to dying of
hunger. It was so weak that it was only able
to flutter across short distances. I had no
trouble in capturing it.

It was my third winter in this high-altitude
post. I was responsible for the upkeep of all
the installations. I worked for long periods
without leave, but also without a particular
routine to keep to. This had the advantage that
I could organise my working hours according
to circumstances. But it had the disadvantage
that I had to make myself available at all
times, both night and day and on every day
without exception. Sunday was a good day
for catching up on paperwork. On that day of
the week, no ancillary work was carried out.
(Electricity was of course generated 24 hours
a day throughout the year. That was done by
teams of four people working eight hours
each.) In my quiet warm office, the constant

Postponing for a short while the start of my
work, I returned to the living quarters to
prepare some food for the bird. I then took
the food - some biscuit crumbs and a finely
chopped piece of meat - across to my office. I
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placed a waste-paper basket close to an
electric heater. I put the bird and the food in
the basket, on a bed of crumpled scrap paper.
The wren immediately started to peck away at
the food. As soon as I was reasonably sure
that it would survive, I started to look through
a pile of documents which had arrived during
the past week and which I had been rather
neglecting.

Sometimes it suddenly darted straight back
towards my head, where it buried itself in my
hair. But the wren stayed only for a few
seconds, as if just to reassure itself that it
could always hide again in this heaven-sent
shelter if it wanted to.
When bedtime arrived, things became a little
more complicated. The artificial light in the
flat had hardly affected the internal clock of
our new lodger, and, early in the evening, the
little bird settled on my head with the plain
intention of staying there until the next
morning. Every time I removed it, the little
bird immediately returned. So, in the end, I
had to turn out the light before evicting the
tiny creature. Then I had to feel my way in
the dark towards the bedroom.

I had completely forgotten my little protégé
when, reinvigorated by its heaven-sent feast
and by the comfortable warmth of the room, it
decided to leave its refuge. It perched on the
edge of the waste-paper basket and ruffled its
feathers, thus attracting my attention. It
stayed there for a short while, then suddenly
took flight and came and landed on my head.
At that time, I was a young man with a thick
head of hair. The bird started to explore
inside my hair. There, using its feet and
wings, it fashioned a sort of nest into which it
completely disappeared. Intrigued as I was
by this curious behaviour, I extracted the little
bird from my hair and put it on a corner of my
desk. But no sooner had I done that than the
bird flew back into my hair. It seemed to take
delight in then burying itself once more in this
new kind of undergrowth. Faced with the
wren's sudden and insistent fondness for my
hair, I gave up trying to persuade it to seek
shelter elsewhere. So it spent the whole
morning there. My movements seemed to
cause it no concern at all. It was so light that
I only remembered its presence when it
changed its position, and when I felt the slight
scratching of its little feet on my skull.

Next morning, almost as soon as I turned on
the light, the wren scurried into my freshly
combed hair, thus in a few seconds spoiling
the fruit of one of my first labours of that day.
The little bird stayed there as I walked over to
my office, and that room then became the
wren's domain. It left the office only when I
did.
This arrangement continued for another two
or three days. During that time, the wind
raged, the snow swirled around, and the
icicles suspended from the edge of the roof
continued to grow. Then, one night, the storm
ended. It had started suddenly and it ended
likewise. As dawn approached, the mountain
awoke beneath a star-filled sky. The
profound, all-embracing silence was of a kind
found only at snow-covered high altitudes at
the end of a long storm. The sun rose in a
totally cloudless sky. The weather had
changed from one state to that state's direct
opposite, without transition. It was one of our
world's eternally repeated miracles. The
landscape, which, right up until the previous
evening, had been grey, trembling and
inhospitable, was now of incomparable
beauty. After having been submerged for the
past several days, the mountain came into
view once again and seemed to take on new
life.

Once I had finished my work, I took the little
bird back to the living quarters. There, my
young wife gave it all her attention. After all,
in our isolated location, a small event like the
arrival of this tiny creature could seem like a
big event. Soon the bird left its hiding place
and began to flit around the apartment,
exploring every little corner with an obvious
curiosity. It soon discovered where we had
put out for it something to eat and drink, and
it kept going back to that spot for a crumb of
bread or a sip of water. It showed no fear and
gave the impression that it would be happy to
stay with us for the rest of the winter.
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Despite our apartment's thick walls and the
warmth of its interior, the wren had evidently
detected in the night the weather's
transformation. Its behaviour changed. As
soon as the day broke, I noticed that the little
bird seemed agitated. It flew ceaselessly
around the room, hardly bothering to take up
residence again in my hair. As on previous
days, I carried it to the office. But, for the
first time since the start of our adventure
together, it manifested a desire to leave the
building. It kept flying towards the window
and hurling itself against the glass. I could
not for very long ignore its wish to regain its
liberty, so I decided, not without regret, to
return it to its natural habitat.

into the dark little tunnel which had been
hollowed out by the stream, as if it was being
swallowed up by the snow.
I stayed rooted to the spot for a while, hoping
to see the little bird re-emerge, if only for a
second. But it did not return. Looking down
at my empty hand, I realised that this
marvellous episode was now over. The bow
that the little bird had made just before its
departure had been its way of saying goodbye
to me. I turned back to the station and
resumed my daily tasks. But, from then on,
they seemed pretty mundane.
There were yet more storms to come that
winter, each one followed by fine, calm
periods in a cycle that was as old as the
planet. Each time the weather improved, I
carefully explored the station's surroundings.
But it was to no avail. From time to time, I
hung pieces of meat on nearby brambles,
knowing that, if the wren was still alive, it
would not fail to search for food there. Did
the little bird reappear in the spring, two
months later? I don't know - although when
the warm weather did begin again, I saw,
close to the stream, in the tangle of newly
shooting bushes, several happy, carefree tiny
birds. Was mine among them? That was a
question which I was never able to answer.

By now it was mid-morning, and the sun had
warmed the air a little. Outside, the
maintenance men had cleared deep, narrow
passageways through the snow, down to
ground level. This made it easy to move from
one part of the complex to another. I took a
path which led to a pumping station, into
which ran a small stream. In springtime, this
was a strong, lively stream, but in winter
conditions it was reduced to a modest trickle.
Where it flowed out from under the snow, one
could see into the underground passage which
the running water had been excavating since
the onset of bad weather several weeks ago.
I was holding the little bird in my hand so that
it would not escape, and I felt its heart
beating. Only its head appeared above my
clenched fingers, and the wren tilted that first
one way, then the other. Its tiny eye sparkled
in the sun, like a miniature black pearl.

It was nothing more than a tiny bird, and the
passage of our lives intersected for only a
brief period. But I often think about it. In
fact, I do so each morning when I stare into
the bathroom's pitiless mirror and I see the
place on the top of my head where the little
bird decided to take refuge. It is a place
where my hair becomes thinner by the day,
thus reminding me (not that any reminder is
necessary) that much time has passed since
my encounter with the little wren that came in
from the cold.

I opened my hand slowly. The little bird
didn't move straightaway. It remained resting
on its side, in a slightly odd, almost comical
position. I thought that the wren did not
realise that it was now free, so I made a slight
movement and that seemed to wake it up.
The bird turned towards me, lifted its head
and met my gaze. For a moment, I hoped that
it would come and bury itself in my hair one
more time. But that hope was short-lived.
The little bird lifted its tail to the sky; it made
a quick bow, like a mechanical leave-taking
gesture; and then it flew away. I saw it shoot
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