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He said his name was Monsieur Jean-Louis Ovide; my name, I told him, was Ulick MacKettrick, and with this mutually incomprehensible introduction we fell into step, as we were both headed in roughly the same direction. At the crossroads I asked him, using almost all my French and indicating the sign-post, ‘Où …?’ and he replied ‘A la carte!’ or words to that effect.


The weather was warm, the sky was blue, there was no hurry. He sang a little song, in French I suppose, then he stopped walking, smiled a whiskery kind of smile and pointed at the whistle that I carried in my pocket. We looked around. A stream bordered a wood, so we sat there in the shade and he took off his boots as I played ‘Sí Bheag is Sí Mhór’. He tapped his fingers on the bole of the tree, then leaned back and fell asleep. I followed his example.


When I wakened, Mo’soor had gone, but I felt sure that he had not walked out on me, although his boots were gone too. He returned in some excitement making signs as of diving. ‘Bassin!’ he said, so I said ‘Oui!’ wondering what he meant, and followed him up through the wood beside the stream. We reached a clearing where the water fell over a rock into a pool. This was a chance not to be ignored. We took off our clothes, left them in a sunny place and plunged in, then sat on the grassy bank to dry.


Others too appreciated the qualities of the waters of the bassin; two young women came along, saluted us cheerfully without surprise or alarm, and having filled containers from the waterfall, went back along the woodland path. When they reached a stony part of the path, however, they began to giggle, laid down their burdens, then ran back, snatched up our boots and socks and left them beyond the stony area, in spite of our shouts of protest. ‘Au’voir’, they called, smiling angelically.


‘We have managed,’ Mo’soor said, as well as I understood him, ‘to provide them with more entertainment than they expected.’


So! A philosopher!


I have forgotten the name of the place, but that was not Mo’soor’s way; when we reached the road again after our swim, he stood a while and studied the geography, the sun, the road in both directions, as though memorizing all. He mentioned the words ici and encore. Encore I had heard at music sessions, not usually directed at me. But I had a new word and we set off in high humour.


Within a day or two he had become my friend, my oldest friend, my best and indispensible friend. He was good company, not talkative, content with silence, yet glad to have a fellow animal nearby. I spoke no French, I had come to France to learn it. He spoke no English but would like to learn it. With these advantages it is not surprising that we soon found out as much as we needed to know about each other, that is to say, very little, but enough.


It is not easy to learn another language. They talk too fast, or so it seems. But it is like learning a new tune. First you listen. Then you listen again. Listen and look. Listen and try. Try but get it wrong. Eventually you try and get it right. Triumph! I had a clever teacher, who quickly found the half dozen words I knew, used them and added new ones. So I soon had a small stock of mostly names: town, village, road and such. And he had the English equivalents. We were musicians, which helps; after all, it is with our ears that we learn to speak. Then came jour, nuit, dormir, nourriture and a scatter of adjectives.


The nourriture and dormir were a constant concern. Not at first, but when my money got scarce we still had to eat. If the weather allowed we slept out. Barns were ideal, but dogs … I tried charming the owners of the barns with music and a polite request that we might have the comfort of shelter and some hay. Sometimes it worked. There were hostels but they were a last resort.


Each of us relied on his own gifts in the important matter of acquiring our daily bread. If mine was artistic – and it was; when had those squares and market-places ever before heard ‘The Three Sea Captains’ or ‘Lord Inchiquin’ or, if I thought they deserved it, a long slow air such as ‘Aisling Gheal’ or ‘An Buachaill Caol Dubh’? – Mo’soor’s may have been equally so. I never found out exactly and did not enquire too closely. It was mentioned as La Technique, and he did not avoid discussing it, indeed seemed rather proud of his accomplishment without being very specific. In a general way he spoke with admiration of the ability to be inconspicuous. ‘A crowd,’ he told me, ‘is the easiest place to be invisible.’ He praised keen observation and a high degree of coordination between eye and hand. I hope I have translated him accurately. So although neither of us liked big towns or cities, we found them necessary, I in order to be seen and heard while he too needed a gathering and his cloak of invisibility.


He often left me on the edge of town, in a public park, or, if the day was cloudy, in a library, or some such place, and in a short time he came back and La Technique never failed to provide as good a meal as my music.


Some might say he lived on the frayed fringes of society, others, less charitably, that he preyed on it, but if so, it was done gently and with malice towards none.


We tramped the dusty roads of Normandy, the by-roads and lanes, avoiding motorways with their noise and rush. The sun rose on our left hand. We walked in the freshness of the morning, rested in the midday heat and usually dawdled through the later day until the sun sank in the west. A forest might hold us enthralled for hours. He taught me the trees and the flowers, the weeds and grasses; birds, butterflies, bees (I liked bourdon, the bumble bee) and clouds and how they were prophets of coming weathers. Frogs, toads and bats, lizards that basked motionless on warm rocks, glow-worms and stars and all the monthly shapes of the moon. I did my best to translate Yeats’s poem about the cat, Black Minnaloushe, ‘the nearest kin of the moon’. If a distant spire beckoned, or other landmark, or if our road provided little of interest, we kept walking, and might cover thirty kilometres in a day. It was understood that our aim should be to move always in the same direction, following the summer as it moved south. We thought there might be casual autumn work in the vineyards. That was the general plan. The summer sunshine was welcome; for our siesta we tried to find streams or rivers and the shade of trees.


He was something of a literary man, I found, and had two books. Well, one book and a half approximately. The complete book proclaimed itself A Concise History of the Military Campaigns of the Emperor Napoleon I, and his library was rounded off by a once-good hardback, inside which was a French grammar that ended abruptly at page 16, followed by a sad hiatus, and resumed at page 41 to the letter S of a glossary, and after that, nothing. However, when you consider how little luggage we could afford to burden ourselves with, his decision to keep those books was heroic. He allowed me to study them, which I did during his absences. I tried translating passages from the Concise History. ‘The big army at last advanced itself close enough’ (or was that too close?) ‘to observe the fortifications’; ‘Meanwhile the cavalry had outflanked itself …’ Could that be? Was that an example of the reflexive mode, or whatever it was called? I consulted the grammar but the reflexive part was missing. Usually I solved such problems by falling asleep. We often took short naps; an uninterrupted night’s sleep was a rare luxury. Chiens!


He liked to keep up with current events. If it was a big town he could go to a public library and have free use of various papers and journals. If he was fortunate he found a newspaper. One that he brought back was only four days old and had a very nice picture of Président Sarkozy and on another page an even nicer picture of Madame le Président. He read snippets for my information: there were problems with trade unions and students. So, nothing new there. On wet days we sheltered where we could. In country areas there might be casual work washing and packing vegetables, and even if no work was to be had, the mere asking for it would serve as a pretext for requesting shelter until the rain stopped. Mo’soor was very strict about not using La Technique in such places. ‘They are good. They work hard. They are not rich.’ Fallen fruit we never took without permission. There were rules.


These country people loved our music but saw no reason why they should be expected to pay for it. Mo’soor said they were right; music is part of mankind’s heritage, like water and air it belongs to no one, but to all. If they want music they make it. In an ideal society everyone would sing or whistle and entertain himself, others too, maybe. But to dress up in fancy clothes and pay fancy money for music is unnatural. ‘Have you ever been to the opera?’ I asked. ‘Yes indeed. And enjoyed it. Consistency,’ he reflected, ‘is not possible.’


He was watching something at the river’s edge and beckoned to me to join him. The current pushed against the reed stems, an insect clambered laboriously up from the water, gripping the leaning reed, slipped, recovered, climbed again, paused, climbed cautiously around a leaf, slipped, clung desperately, and after resting, gained at last an upper surface in full sun. We watched silently. We saw the skin split and a new and different creature struggle out into the warmth of the day; its wonderfully folded wings un-crumpled and spread, lifted and carried it away on the drifting air currents. ‘It is without weight,’ he mused.


It was in the same river that we saw the kingfisher. Did we really see it? A blue that flashed an inch from the water and was gone? Mo’soor had a different name for it, and said we should bow our heads because the river god had granted us a privilege, an omen of good fortune.


One night of stars, he pointed out what he called l’étoile morte, the dead star, for which he had another name also but I have forgotten it.


‘Do you see it?’


‘Yes, clearly. It is very bright.’


‘It is very bright, very clear, but it is not there. It sent out its message a thousand years ago for the last time. A thousand years ago, or ten thousand, it said its word and died. So far away. It has taken all this time for its story to reach us. And it no longer exists.’


We gazed a long time in silence, trying, failing, to grasp the immensities of the heavens. ‘Of course,’ he observed, ‘it exists still in the mind of the Creator, where there is no then and now, but only eternity.’


‘What is the Creator?’ I asked, not expecting an answer.


‘It is not possible to know. Our minds are so tiny, so fallible. And the more we learn the less we know, we discover only our vast ignorance. Maybe the Creator is symmetry, knowledge and power.’


‘Love?’ I asked


He did not answer for a while.


‘Perhaps. Love might come of symmetry, knowledge and power.’


‘So it is only a by-product?’


He looked at me, laid his hand on my shoulder. ‘Uleek, you must not believe what I tell you. What do I know? Nothing. I obey the rules. Love is one of the rules.’


The days went on. The long roads before us, the little roads right and left. The dust. The weeds that bloomed and berried happily and unprofitably. The woodpecker sending out its message in morse. The squirrel that scolded us from its tree. A farmyard set back from our road, with ducks on a pond. Black and white cattle. The comfort of the sun and the small clouds sailing. All obeying the ineluctable laws; each singing its own song.


We were trudging along the edge of the road when he stopped. ‘Ah!’ His eyes had been caught by a small winged flag, some tiny bones, one black feather that fluttered near the verge every time a car whisked by. It saddened him, but his habitual optimism soon returned. ‘That small spark of song has not been quenched,’ he told me. ‘It glows brightly still. It is perched now on a celestial bough, singing praise of the Creator. Why not? Is there any basis for the belief that the Creator has less care for some creatures than for others? That humans alone have immortal souls? Is that not arrogance? At this very moment, for all we know, there may be a great conference of all the world’s whales, in a cosy spot in the Antarctic Sea, to discuss some such question as “Do humans have souls?” Surely the idea of our pre-eminence should have been discredited when we discovered that the earth is not the centre of the universe, but an insignificant part of it. The unimaginable power that brought us into being, that created also the earth we live on and all the other earths, suns, galaxies, the universe that seems to us without limit but to the Creator is no bigger than the asp that killed Egypt. And we arrogantly claim for ourselves alone another life after this in the company of our Creator. What can we, less than specks of dust in Creation, know of the Creator?’


Sometimes it seems to me that he taught me all I know. ‘Morals, idleness and mirth.’ But the questions had all been asked before, and never answered, though there are those who pretend to know it all. So our philosophy ended always in music and song and dancing, and laughter that had no reason but the best of reasons: we were alive and the sky was blue. ‘I am certain that this is what we were meant to do.’


At an old cemetery on the edge of a village he stopped to read the inscriptions on the grey stones; he wandered among them, almost as though in search of a particular stone, or maybe trying to hear the silent stories. When we resumed our journey his only comment was, ‘The dead still love us, and forgive’, which reminded me of a line of poetry I had read somewhere: ‘The dead still press our fingers to their lips.’ I told him of the Irish phrase Ar slí na fírinne and translated it for him, and he loved that. When we left the place we walked in silence for a long way, then, ‘Say it again, la vie de la vérité, say it in Irish, the Irish is more musical,’ he said. ‘It expresses a suggestion of completeness and of hope.’ Later that day, he returned to it again: ‘All our philosophers since mankind began are silenced by those four words.’


We came to a great forest of, he told me, sweet chestnut, native to the Pyrenees but quite happy in any part of France, huge trees, their straight smooth boles standing proudly, a managed forest, a strangely silent place of austere beauty that the songbirds had abandoned. ‘A cathedral. These are the original Doric columns, the prototypes.’ We ate our meal near the edge, where the sun slanted in. Then, as I usually did, I took my whistle, and maybe with cathedrals in mind, I played ‘Caisleán Uí Néill’ and ‘Alasdruim’s Lament’. ‘Thank you, Pan,’ he said, ‘Now, s’il vous plaît, something lively because I feel like dancing.’ Which he did, quite unselfconsciously, then flopped down, a bit out of breath, and said, ‘Why should religions be so staid and solemn? Surely God must dance sometimes. It is a mistake that priests have made at all times; so stern and pompous that ought to be joyous and happy and full of laughter and the beauty of things. Does the Creator never laugh, who created laughter?’


‘Tears also?’


‘Ah, yes. Tears also.’


Trees of all kinds were to him objects of reverence. I found him once leaning against a young oak, his head bent and resting on his hand, which was laid on the trunk, fingers splayed. For several minutes he remained so, then looked up with a quirky smile. ‘The sap is only a millimetre from my fingertips. Feel it. The blood of the oak.’ I too, splayed my fingers against the trunk and bent my ear, and in the silence I almost convinced myself that I could feel the slow, slow pulse.


Mo’soor had unusual opinions on many subjects. On wine, for example. ‘There is a simple way to judge a wine. Ignore the wine-writers, the soi-disant experts. The grape needs but two things – earth and sun. Perhaps a ripple of rain. A good red wine tastes of earth, a good white of sun. Did Christ have something like that in mind? We are made of earth, bread is of earth and feeds us. This is my body. And the sun gives us life, wine is the blood of life. And this is my blood.’


‘How do you know how the sun tastes?’


‘Ah, Uleek, we must not be too literal. Would you be content if I said that I know the taste of good wine and because of that I know the taste of the sun?’


‘That is illogical; you are arguing in circles,’ I protested.


‘No,’ he replied putting his arm across my shoulder. ‘I am not arguing at all. Just thinking. You ask very good questions.’


Serious though he often was, he had an impish sense of humour. A travelling menagerie or small circus had set up on the edge of town and a gathering of school-children was highly entertained by the antics of the monkeys. Mo’soor got the children’s attention by standing with his back to the bars and they gazed wide-eyed at this bearded prophet as he preached his unorthodox message. ‘You know, mes enfants, I feel sure, that they’– jerking his thumb at the monkeys – ‘that they are all descended from human beings.’ I do not know what his congregation thought of that, but their teacher, arriving just then having rounded up a few stragglers, could have strangled him, I am sure. So to avoid unpleasantness I walked my friend away.
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