
Snow Talk

Yesterday saw the first snowfall of the year. A light dusting 
in the morning turned out to be merely the prelude to a 

thick, wet and heavy fall later in the afternoon. Today, it’s 
vanished again, as fast as it came – a warm bathing of sun 
was enough to melt it all. There have been bright, warm days 
of late; an Indian Summer with no cloud in sight. Looking 
down the valley now, between the humps of the nearby hills 
that lie like a line of vast migrating mammoths, the tip of the 
summit of Mont Blanc is making one of its rare appearances 
sans chapeau – without a hat – above the cloud that almost 
perpetually envelops the peak. But yesterday the snow laid 
down its marker for the season, made its opening move, 

À Yves, qui n’aime pas la neige.
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letting us know it’s on its way in earnest. It is October 16.
We live in the Haute-Savoie, an alpine department of 

eastern France bordering both Switzerland and Italy. Our 
house sits in a liminal space, halfway from the town below 
to the high plain above, where the resort village nestles 
underneath a mountain that is 2,000 metres high. That puts 
our house at an altitude of 1,100 metres, something that 
pleased me to discover after we’d moved in, this being more 
or less the height of the summit of Snowdon, a mountain on 
which I spent considerable time as a child, during summer 
holidays. 

All my life I have loved the snow; ever since boyhood, 
when it seemed that every year was blessed, if you see it that 
way, with a heavy snowfall. There were hard winters when I 
was a child, growing up in the Far East. The far east that is, 
of Kent, close enough to the continent to be swept by their 
snow clouds, and it was an utter delight for my brother and 
me when our parents declared that the roads from our village 
to school, only a few miles away, were impassable once again. 
It didn’t take much snow to do it; the sunken rural roads that 
ran out of the orchards and across open wind-swept cabbage 
fields were easily prone to collect drifting snow, sealing us 
happily into our tiny village. 

Imprisoned, we were, ironically, given something 
wonderful: freedom! No school, for maybe two or three days 
at a time; time that had been unexpectedly given back to us by 
the snowfall. It’s hard not to link some images; there, in the 
house, on the bookshelves, our father’s collection of books 
by William Blake. Lurking inside which somewhere would 
have been Blake’s verses depicting The Schoolboy, trudging as 
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miserably towards education as he would towards jail. There 
too would have been Blake’s lines Soft Snow:

I walked abroad in a snowy day;
I asked the soft snow with me to play.

And play we did. My brother and I pulled on woollen 
scarves and gloves; in those days before miracle fabrics our 
hands were probably colder from snow-sodden wool than 
they would have been bare. Nevertheless, despite stinging 
red hands, we were free to roam in our large garden, still wild 
and overgrown in many places despite our parents’ efforts to 
tame it. Snowmen, snowball fights, icicles as daggers or as 
ice-dragon teeth, the snow seems to me now to have been 
a (literally) brilliant canvas for the imagination. Tiring, we 
would stand at the garden gate, maybe dimly aware of the 
strangeness, the silence of the day; with no cars passing and 
just a few traces of footsteps in the otherwise untouched 
snow. Then we’d head out across the shallow valley below 
the house, over snow-bound fields, into the beech copse, 
or down to the slow-moving, meandering river, where we 
would dare each other to test the ice.

Is this why I have a life-long devotion to the stuff, simply 
because of the freedom it represented as a child; salvation 
from school, which both my brother and I hated and feared? 
Or is it something deeper than that? Either way, as I became 
a writer and I began producing novels, I became aware that 
I often returned to snow in my fiction, deliberately choosing 
locations for stories that were frozen and white. 

It’s something I’ve come to think about more seriously, 
now that we live full time in the mountains. From our first 
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full winter here, two conversations stick out of the memory 
landscape; first, the owner of a hotel further up the valley, 
who asked us if we had ever cleared snow. Yes, of course, 
we said. I cleared plenty of it as a child, in Kent, and then 
in Wales when my family moved there. Maureen, my wife, 
grew up on Long Island, and New York can freeze in the 
winter just as hard as it bakes in the summer. Yes, we said, 
we’ve cleared snow. The hotel owner looked at us. No, he 
said. Have you really cleared Snow? This time, I could see the 
capital S on the word.

That winter, we found out what he meant. You awake and 
find half a metre has fallen, or more, overnight. You wrestle 
into clothes and boots and set to; clearing the path from the 
house, twenty metres up to the road, from the path down 
the steps to the terrace, across the terrace to the woodshed, 
across the other way to the tool store. Done. Two hours 
later, just as you recover, you look out and see another thirty 
centimetres has fallen. You do it all again. And then, a little 
later in the afternoon, another thirty centimetres has fallen, 
and you do it all for a third time. Of course, days like that are 
unusual, but once you’ve experienced one, you are given a 
new respect for snow. 

Clearing snow is one of those things that is more 
complicated than it first appears. The first thing: you learn 
not to walk on freshly fallen snow – packing it down makes 
it icy, it becomes both tricky to walk on and hard to shift. 
Equally, at either end of the winter, just the wrong amount of 
rain can turn the light, easily shovelled fluff into heavy slush, 
and, if temperatures drop again, it freezes into ice that would 
make very healthy blocks for igloos. One can buy a fraise-à-
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neige of course, a mechanical snow blower, to chomp and spit 
its way through the drifts, but even then there are things to 
consider, the main one being, where am I blowing my snow 
to? The snow can arrive in October. It can still be falling in 
May. The issue of where you move these ever growing piles 
of snow means that you can very easily run out of room, 
and wall yourself in. That first winter was a hard one; by 
the end of it we were walking to the front door through a 
tunnel higher than I am tall. These days we are careful to 
keep several paths clear to the edge of the terrace – we live 
on a 45 degree mountainside – and let gravity take the snow 
away for us.

The second conversation was even simpler. Buying some 
rough planks from the sawmill halfway down to flatland, 
Yves, the gently-spoken scieur, looked up at the sky. It was 
October, and there were ominous clouds. You bought a 
house in the mountains? Yes, we said. You like snow? Yes, 
we said. He blinked a couple of times, then frowned, deadly 
serious. I hope you do, he said.

In order to understand a thing, I have always felt it important 
to know a little about its origins. This is just as true for words 
as for things. I don’t think it’s possible to be a writer and not 
be at the very least occasionally interested in their etymology. 
Some words more than others are self-contained history 
lessons; witness our words for livestock: we eat ‘pork’ and 
‘beef’, but the animals we rear are called ‘pigs’ and ‘cows’, 
the difference being that the names for the meat we eat 
were given to us by our Norman invaders and rulers, while 
the livestock was tended for them by the now subjugated 
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population, speaking tongues derived from Old English. 
Are such things important? I think they are, but then I’m 

a writer. I do however believe that even if the reader is not 
consciously aware of it, the mood of a piece of writing is 
powerfully, even though perhaps subtly, changed by such 
choices. Part of the reason why English is such a rich and 
fascinating language (not to mention one with so many 
irregularities and contradictions) is that it is a historical 
melding of different language groups; modern English 
is a mongrel, not of ill-breeding but, I would argue, of 
spectacularly good breeding. This is not the place to go into a 
history of our language but what we have ended up with today 
is a mixture of Germanic languages (Old and Middle English, 
Old Norse, Dutch), French, Latin and Greek along with a 
smattering of obscure, and even a few unknown, sources. 
In any given sentence therefore, the writer of English is 
faced with a multitude of synonyms for the concept he or 
she wishes to express. Eructate and belch both mean the same 
thing; one derives from Latin and one from Old English, but 
they are massively different in terms of feeling and their usage 
depends highly on that fact and the context in which they are 
to be deployed. So too with many other words in English; 
there will always be a choice between several synonyms, but 
each has a subtly different feel, and subtlety is the hidden 
heart of writing; it’s what overturns cliché and transforms it 
into virtuosity.

So what about a word like snow, does it have a history to tell 
us? It’s immediately obvious that words like this, which are 
as fundamental to life in Northern Europe as any, are not 
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only very old, but very likely share a common ancestor. This 
is indeed the case. Our modern word snow derives from what 
linguists call Proto-Indo-European: a surmised common 
ancestor of all Indo-European languages. The word given in 
PIE is snigwhs, which in turn moves into Proto-Germanic as 
snaiwaz, and which we can recognise in modern German Schnee, 
Dutch sneeuw, Irish sneachd, Slovak sneh, Swedish snö, and so on, 
as well as our own word. In French (neige) and Spanish (nieve), 
the initial S was lost in the shift from PIE to Latin and then the 
Romance branches, but the word is essentially the same. This 
being an Indo-European family, we can even trace its survival 
into Sanskrit (snihyati) though its meaning has shifted over time 
to mean ‘gets wet’. And this is all as we would expect, since 
snow has been a fundamental part of life in many parts of the 
world from as soon as we learned to use language (and indeed 
before). Its history tells us so.

This raises an immediate thought. Is the opposite 
therefore the case; that parts of the world that have never 
seen a snowflake do not have a word for snow in their 
language? To answer this we step foot into the hazardous 
world of linguistics, where certainty is very hard to come 
by. Spend a little time reading papers by linguists and you 
will soon discover their contempt for lazily repeated and 
often unverifiable claims, such as suggestions of the kind 
that there is no word for snow in Arabic. (There is, it’s 
 and although this word can also mean ice, as with any ثلج
language, context is usually sufficient to make it clear what 
is meant.) What seems to really bug linguists, however, is 
that these claims don’t die easily, despite perpetual attempts 
to put them to rest. Remember Reagan’s claim in the 1980s 
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that there is no word for ‘freedom’ in Russian? It seems too 
ludicrous to be true, but these words were actually uttered 
in an interview with the BBC in October 1985. A statement 
of this order might seem preposterous to us today, but the 
political climate of those days meant there were all too 
many people wanting to believe such a thing, and wanting 
is more than half the battle. Language is the tool of the 
propagandist; it has been for a very long time and always 
will be.

Why any of this matters is all to do with a thing called 
the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. Edward Sapir was an 
anthropological linguist, and teacher of Benjamin Lee 
Whorf. Working in the early part of the twentieth-century, 
their hypothesis was that the words available for use in any 
given language significantly determine the thought processes 
of the speakers of that language, and thus that speakers of 
different languages think about the world in very different 
ways. (No word for freedom? That should keep the serfs 
from revolting.) It’s a theory that has come under frequent 
attack, and while some of its more extravagant claims have 
been dissected and dropped, the general idea lives on under 
the name of linguistic relativism. It’s a powerful idea. Of 
course, it’s immediately obvious that the Ancient Greeks 
didn’t have a word for ‘television’ and that therefore the 
Greeks spent no time thinking about televisions. (Ironically 
that word is half Greek and half Latin, a fact which led C.P. 
Scott, legendary editor of the Manchester Guardian, to declare 
‘no good will come of this device’). Such truisms get us 
nowhere, but are there more thought-provoking examples 
of how language might shape thought? 


