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            ‘River is an unusual and stealthy sort of book in that it’s the opposite of what it appears to be – which is a rather apt dissimulation, as it turns out. Yes, it rifles through both the rich and rank materials of the world, turning over its trinkets and its tat, in a manner that is initially quite familiar – however, this curious inventory demonstrates an eye for the grotesque and does not hold the world aloft, or in place. Here, details blur boundaries rather than reaffirming them, positing a worldview that is haunted and uncanny. Shifting through unremarkable terrain we encounter the departed, the exiled, the underneath, the other side. We are on firm ground, always; yet whether that ground is here or there, now or then, is, increasingly, a distinction that is difficult and perhaps irrelevant to make. Sea or sky, boy or girl, east or west, king or vagrant, silt or gold; by turns grubby, theatrical, and exquisite, we are closer to the realm of Bakhtin’s carnival than we are to the well-trod paths of psychogeography. Kinsky’s River does indeed force us to stop in our tracks and take in the opposite side.’

— Claire-Louise Bennett, author of Pond

              

            ‘Esther Kinsky’s novel outlasts everything that has recently been published in the German language with patient stamina. It is full of culture without being erudite, and full of knowledge without being smart-alecky. River is a democratic book, witty, wise and touchingly beautiful.’

— Katharina Teutsch, Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung

              

            ‘Written in a style that is both precise and dream-like, River is a great book about the obliteration of landscape.’

— Christine Lecerf, Le Monde

              

            ‘An extraordinary book and a major writer.’

— Nelly Kapriélan, Les Inrockuptibles
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            ‘Your eye, the wanderer, sees more.’

            — Charles Olson, ‘A Discrete Gloss’
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            I. KING

         

         Some time before I left London I happened upon the King. I saw him in the evening, in the turquoise twilight. He was standing at the park entrance gazing east, where a deep, blue haze was already ascending, while behind him the sky was still aglow. Moving out of the shadow of the bushes by the gate he took a series of short soft-footed steps to the edge of the green, above which, at this time of the day, the many ravens of the park flew in restless circles.

         The King stretched out his hands and the ravens gathered around him. Several settled on his arms, shoulders and hands, briefly flapping their wings, lifting again and flying a short distance, then returning. Perhaps each bird wanted to touch him at least once, or perhaps they had no choice. Thus encircled by birds, he began to make gentle swinging and circling movements with his arms, as if they were haunted by a memory of wings.

         The King wore a magnificent headdress of stiff, brocaded cloths, held together by a clasp adorned with feathers. The gold thread of the brocade and the clasp itself still gleamed in the declining light. He was attired in a short robe, with gold-embroidered edgings shimmering around his neck and wrists. The robe, which hung to his thighs, was bluey-green and fashioned from a taut, heavy fabric with a woven feather pattern. His long black legs protruded beneath the cloth. They were naked, and on his bare, wizened-looking feet, whose wrinkles contrasted oddly with his youthfully slim and sinewy knees and calves, he wore wedge-heeled sandals. The King was very tall and stood upright among these birds, and as he let his arms circle and swing his neck remained straight and steady, as if he kept a whole world in his headdress. His profile stood out against the western sky, and all I can say about it is that it was regal, conversant with grandeur, but also used to desolation. He was a king turned melancholy in his majesty, far from his country, where his subjects probably thought of him as missing or deposed. Nothing about his figure was connected to the surrounding landscape: to the towering age-old trees, the late roses of a mild winter, the surprising emptiness of the marshland opening up beyond the steep downward slope at the edge of the park, as if this was where the town abruptly ended. In his stark solitude he had emerged as a king at the edge of a park that the great city had more or less forgotten, and these birds with their sooty flutter and fading croaks were his sole allies.

         The park was empty at this hour. The observant Jewish women and children who walked here during the afternoon had long since gone home, as had the Hasidic boys, whom I sometimes espied at lunchtime nervously giggling and smoking behind the bushes. Their side-locks trembled when they were cold, and, as I saw from the length of the red glow that briefly appeared in front of each mouth in turn, they drew far too hurriedly on the cigarette they were passing round, while a hubbub of voices and children’s singing carried in waves from the windows of their school beyond the park hedge, rising and falling in the wind. The rose trees, with the exception of those still sporting yellowish-pink blossoms in this frostless, misty-white winter, carried dark red rose hips. By the time of day when the King put in his appearance, the rose hips hung drably in the dusk.

         At the foot of the slope, behind the trees, flowed the river Lea. In wintertime its water glittered between the bare branches. Behind it stretched the marshland and meadows, which, as evening fell, resembled the enormous palm of a hand full of ever thickening twilight, across which the occasional brightly lit train snaked on its north-easterly journey along the raised embankment.

         It was quite still in the early evening when I walked back through the streets from the park to my flat. Now and again an observant Jew would come hurrying by, giving me a wide berth as he passed; more rarely still I would see children; they were always rushing along to prayers, a meeting, a meal, or some other duty. They often had rustling plastic bags of shopping dangling from their hands, especially loaves, which stood out visibly through the thin polythene. On Saturdays and holidays, when windows were open in warmer weather, the sing-song of blessings could be heard on the street. There was the clatter of china, children’s voices, small groups of the pious passing to and fro between temple and home. In the evenings the men stood in the glow of the street lamps laughing, their faces relaxed, the feast behind them.

         Back in my flat I stood at the bay window in the front room and watched the day turning to night. The shops on the other side of the street were brightly lit. Greengrocer Katz packed delivery boxes until late in the evening, orders for prudent housewives and their families: grapes, bananas, biscuits, soft drinks in various colours. Once a week, in the morning, Greengrocer Katz took delivery of these soft drinks. The orange, pink and yellow plastic bottles were manhandled out of a lorry on pallets and shouldered by assistants to be carried to a storeroom at the back of the shop.

         Next door to Greengrocer Katz was a pool club, which stayed open until the early hours. Men, always black, could be discerned in the dim, smoke-filled interior, often pacing with a thoughtful stoop around the pool tables, or leaning over them, intently focussed. Big cars halted in front of the café; men came and went, often accompanied by beautiful, strikingly-dressed women. There were fights. Once there was a gunshot; the police appeared, followed by an ambulance, and the flickering blue of its light filled my room.

         After many years I had excised myself from the life I had led in town, just as one might cut a figure out of a landscape or group photo. Abashed by the harm I had wreaked on the picture left behind, and unsure where the cut-out might end up next, I lived a provisional existence. I did so in a place where I knew none of my neighbours, where the street names, views, smells and faces were all unfamiliar to me, in a cheaply appointed flat where, for a while, I would be able to lay my life aside. My furniture and packing cases stood about in the cold rooms in a random jumble, apparently committed to oblivion, just as undecided as I was, and uncertain whether a serviceable domestic order of any kind could ever be re-established. We, the objects and I, had left our old house one blue and early morning with the August moon still visible against the bright haze of a late summer’s sky, and we were now loafing about in East London, all our prospects wintery. Tirelessly, we played out the farewell scenes we hadn’t had. With a slowness that seemed like eternity, imaginary cheeks and hands brushed, teardrops welled in the corners of eyes, interminable trembling of every book’s, picture’s or piece of furniture’s lower lip, throats choking on speech at every turn; a slow-motion valediction, turning to a scar before the ending had even come, every second of it as long as a day, and all movement heavy going, an unspeakable crunching as through frozen snow.

         When I slept I dreamed of the dead: my father, my grandparents, people I had known. In a small room accessed by several steps from the main flat, and just long enough for me to stretch out and sleep on the floor when I felt like it, I spent hours trying to memorise every detail I saw in the yard, the garden, and the section of the street that was visible between two houses. I got to know the light too. From April until August I read what the big sycamore wrote on the one-windowed brick wall of a neighbouring house at the bottom of the garden. It was late summer, it was autumn, then it was winter. Spring came, a west wind, shadows of leaves scribbling notes to the station, where a few metres beyond the garden on the tracks below a train came to a halt every quarter-hour. Or, more seldom, a north wind, with the last leaves flickering unquietly across the whole wall in the sharp light; by midday the shadow of the treetop was as clearly defined on the wall as the map of some unknown town. Winter, after a stormy autumn, was unusually windless, and the bare tree appeared on the wall as a barely perceptible shadow in the uniformly milky light; it wrote messages that were hard to decipher, as if sent from far away, but which, because of the peaceful justice shown by this light towards all things that lacked shadows, were not sad.

         I lay awake at night, listening to the new noises around me. The trains beyond the garden stopped with a long-grinding groan and a sigh. In time, I learned that the groaning sounds came from the trains on their way from the city centre, which, shooting out of a tunnel just before the station, seemed taken aback by the proximity of the platform and ground to a halt, whereas the commuter trains bound for the centre sighed and softly squeaked. Somebody on crutches that creaked like old bedsprings hobbled about on the narrow path between the garden and the railway embankment, which fell away to the platforms and tracks. The man on crutches sometimes sang, a sound that was quiet and dark; the contours of his head could be made out in the lamplight, looming above the fence. He was doing business, and his customers came and went, the wind bringing scraps of their conversation. Sometimes he was forced to make a run for it, and the metallic wheezing of his spring-borne crutches would recede amid the flurry of thumping feet of those who had taken flight with him.

         Foxes were mating on the flat gravel-strewn roof of an annexe. They let out yearning barks and cries, and the chippings scattered in all directions under their darting, scrabbling paws, some flying against the window of my room. Once I went to the window to look. Motionless in the lamplight, the foxes stared right at me. From that moment onwards I thought of the man on crutches as fox-like.

         I spent my days walking in the area, enjoying the sight of the pale Hasidic children in their islands of sheltered piety, on their way to school, or running messages to the shops, and remembered the little girl in West End Lane whom I had often encountered on afternoons years before, with her calf-length, dark-blue skirt usually askew, her thick glasses and fine hair. She was always alone, pushing her small but forceful determination in front of her fearful, short-sighted eyes like a wedge before which the pedestrians approaching on the pavement would part to let her pass. Here, the children went in groups, white-skinned and fearful of strangers, keenly devoted to their own world; maybe this was a good life, secluded from the things that were going on outside their streets. Shortly after arriving in the area I happened upon Springfield Park. It was a cloudy day, and not many people were about. A group of gaily dressed African women were toing and froing between the viewing-bench niches along the cropped hedge, apparently looking for something. They called aloud to one another, glancing here and there, staring down at the ground as if attempting to rediscover a track they had followed into the park and subsequently lost. A flock of crows rose into the air, their beating wings creating a commotion; after a semi-circle over the grass, they settled again on the other side of the lawn, watchful of the rose bushes, the African women, me.

         There were also houses in the distance across the marshes, but it was as if they belonged to a different country. The rose beds, the rare exotic trees, the extensive glazing of the sleepy café, the trimmed hedges around the benches, all of these signified a town, contrasting with the land that stretched out at the foot of the slope: flatlands on thin ground over water, already a part of the Thames Estuary area.

         The river Lea, here dividing the town from open terrain, does not have a long journey. Rising among the low hills to the northwest of London, it flows through smiling countryside before reaching the frayed urban edgelands and snaking through endless suburbs. It then casts an arm around the old, untameably streetwise, commercial centre of London, and finally, eight miles southeast of Springfield Park, and as one of several solicitous tributaries from the north and west that deposit their sand and gravel at the city’s feet, flows into a Thames that is already bound for the sea. On its way, constantly brushing with the city and with the tales told along its banks, the Lea branches, forms new little arms that reach into the meadowland and boggy thickets, hides for a couple of miles at a time behind different names, but after squirming in indecision and unravelling into its muddy delta, it has no choice but to flow between the factories and expressways of Leamouth into the Thames, which it reaches just upstream of the sea-monster-like gates of the flood barrier and the large sugar factory, which, for riverboats, marks the mouth of the city.

         The Lea is a small river, populated by swans. White, still and aloof, almost imperceptibly hostile to spectators, they sail through the dwindling light. That autumn, however, I noticed how many of them were intent on becoming wild. They chased each other across the water, flying a couple of metres above the surface, uttering helpless, sullen cries, their underwing plumage dirty and ruffled, their stretched out necks and focussed heads fiercely thirsting for adventure. A few moments later they would be floating along on the surface again, each and every one of them Crown property, sometimes coveted by migrant Gypsies, who, so people said, loved them for their gamey, somewhat bitter flavour.

         Now that I had discovered the park and the marshes, the paths I followed led me there almost every day. I generally walked downstream, a little bit further each time, sticking to the river as if clutching a rope while balancing on a narrow footbridge. On its back the river carried the sky, the trees along its banks, the withered cob-like blooms of water plants, black squiggles of birds against the clouds. Between the empty lands to the east of the river and the estates and factories along the other bank, I rediscovered bits and pieces of my childhood, found snippets cut from other landscapes and group photographs, unexpectedly come here to roost. I stumbled on them between willows under a tall sky, in reflections of impoverished housing estates on the town side of the river, amongst a scatter of cows on a meadow, in the contours of old brick buildings – factories, offices, former warehouses – against an exceptionally red-orange sunset, along the raised railway embankment where forlorn-looking, quaintly clattering trains receded into the distance, or when watching roaming gangs of children lighting fires and burning odds and ends, fighting each other close to the flames, and unresponsive when a mother, standing between lines of flapping washing, held one hand up to shelter her eyes as she called them in.

         I saw the King when I returned from my walks. Leaving the river behind me, I would climb the slope and there he would be at the top, on the grass plateau, or still on his way from the shadows by the entrance, like a sentinel. Without wanting or knowing it and certainly without noticing me returning from the river, he marked for me the moment of transition between a landscape abandoned to all kinds of wildness, and the city.

         I did not come across the King in any other place, and had trouble imagining him in a flat in the dark red-brick building opposite the park entrance, or in one of the newer, rough-and-ready terraces along my short walk from the park to the loud main road I had to cross. I felt relieved never to have seen him emerging from one of the dark alleyways between the old blocks of flats, or returning to the pale cone of lamplight in the doorway of one of the box-like houses.
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            II. HORSE SHOE POINT

         

         At the foot of Springfield Park was a small village of houseboats on the river Lea. Surrounded by swans, the boats had presumably long since become one with the mud and rushes, their taste for cruising the river lost in days gone by, their anchors inextricably snarled in the roots of the bushes along the bank. As long as it was not too cold in the evenings the inhabitants sat on deck, clattering with plates and cutlery, while cats arched their backs between pots of geraniums. With all pretence to mobility forfeit, this theatre of sedentariness was, for the time being, the city’s parting word. On the other side of the river was an alder carr, a semi-wild place where mist would gather on colder days. This whole grove could have become the Erl-King’s enchanted realm had not park employees, unschooled in wildness, tried their hand at deforestation. They had wanted to get the better of this place between marsh and alder grove: they had tried to turn it into a picnic spot, but had evidently reconsidered. Table and bench stood athwart wild growth on a levelled triangle of grass, hemmed in by mounds of earth that were now overgrown with weeds. The felled trees in the alder carr lay where they had fallen. The glade was a product of senseless decimation, and was already thick with saplings. Despite the celandine and wild green of the anemones and violets surrounding the abandoned tree trunks and orphaned stumps, it remained a scene of devastation, for a moment awakening a similar unease in me to that aroused by the little aisles cut through the woods of my childhood, where the raw stumps of felled trees jutting out of the low undergrowth, those cleanly sawn seats, spelled only the absence of any gathering, and my grandfather, in his tone of voice reserved for warnings, would say: Hush now – for these are the seats of the Invisible!

         It was a small piece of land, more suited to short forays than proper walks. Further into the grove the ground became boggy, and a pool would gather there after rainy days. Nobody strayed here, and in spite of the swathes slashed through the trees, the grove had something unruly about it, indeed the very attempts to tame it had made its impenetrability plain for all to see, so that walkers tended to avoid it and stick to the marked-out paths that pushed into the marshes before petering out. Young Jewish couples took their Saturday afternoon walk along these ways; phlegmatic dog-owners trudged along the levelled paths with panting terriers, turning on their tracks as soon as the gravel gave way to grass.

         I discovered the little wood on a map, and also its name: Horse Shoe Point. It was practically an islet, or holm, a limb of marshland that caused the river to curve in a gentle loop around its mysterious island shape. I visited the alder grove every day. Late summer soon slipped into autumn: I sat on the tree stumps, stroking their bark, the encrusted furrows on a watery gloss. I heard curlews, lapwings, bitterns, melancholy calls from throats not at all in mourning, and saw my grandmother standing at the window again, emitting these calls, imagining she could beguile the birds, and that the sadness of her heart gave her the facility of imitating cries from throats that were in fact perfectly serene and wholly innocent of their heart-rending sound. Thus nature touches a human life – its dispassionate heartbeat tipping the balance of a sorrow we call heartfelt. Under a pale sun and in the whitish, shadowless light peculiar to this place and these seasons, I took to following tracks which, time and again, led me back through the alder grove. This partly mutilated wetland wood with its childhood flowers and wild birds secretly appealing to my memory was my gateway to the lower reaches, to the path downstream that gradually taught me, during the final months of my stay, to find my own names for a city I had already spent many years labouring to decipher – names only walking and looking could force me to extract and reassemble from a web of trickling memories, a debris of stored images and sounds, a tissue of tangled words.

         
              

         

         One day, when I was sitting on one of the alder stumps, I remembered my old camera. That same day, back in my temporary dwelling, I started opening my moving-boxes for the first time, sifting the contents of at least a dozen cases before I discovered the camera. I found myself trying out the old, simple hand movements: inserting the instant film, closing the back, the special firm yank for extracting the protective foil and picture. Then the counting of seconds as the photograph developed, how to peel off the foil.

         In the alder grove I began to photograph things that were irreconcilable with my previous life in London, things I had stumbled across in the Lea Valley, scenes I wanted to keep, chance aspects, things that had unexpectedly entered my field of focus. Was what I found in these photos there by magic or accident? The camera casing was so light it was difficult to imagine it containing much in the way of optics; its mechanics were so primitive that the whole device looked like a crude fake, like fairground flimflam, or some gadget for overeager kids who were perfectly happy just to ‘do pretend’ and brandish it about with a repertoire of adult gestures. Whenever I activated the release it felt to me like a hoax of some kind, and yet I still pulled the photograph out of the machine and kept it in my hand for the number of seconds prescribed for the relevant weather conditions, if it was cold slipping it into the inside pocket of my jacket. And whenever I did so I felt the same astonishment when I saw what the eye, lens and lighting – along with the reaction of chemicals with light and air – had conspired to produce. Each time the same thought entered my mind: the secret of this rather unsightly plastic box was probably that its pictures had less to do with the things seen than with the person seeing them. What came to light when the developer foil was peeled from the black-and-white photo with its countless shades of grey was a memory I did not even know I had. The pictures showed something that lay behind the things the lens had focussed on, things which, for an imperceptible moment in time, the shutter release must have brushed aside. The images belonged to a past I could not even be sure was my own, touching on something whose name I must have forgotten, or possibly never knew. There was something unquestionably familiar about these landscape scenes which, apart from the odd passer-by, were generally empty. Something waved to me, whispering: Do you remember? You do remember, don’t you? from some remote depth within the white-edged surface of the photograph. And right beside it the world of the negative: nocturnal, putting a strange face on things, casting into doubt what belonged to which side, whether it was here or there, right or left.

         Sometimes, on my way home in cold weather, I would remember a picture I had inserted into my jacket pocket to develop. It was difficult, then, to separate the foil from the photo; the former would remove strips of surface coating with it, leaving a wounded landscape. A rent would gape in the middle of the grey, fuzzy scenery of the traduced and fragmentary reminiscence, and through this cleft broke a formless world of dull colouring, unmasking the black-and-white surface as a flimsy disguise for a wild variegation that was wholly unconnected to memory. These shattered images scared me sometimes, as if they were evidence of a trauma. They had nothing to do with my walks along the no-man’s-edge of the river Lea, but I returned to them again and again, as if their unmasking of the degenerative process of imaging might provide a clue to unravelling the secret of the relationship between picture-taking and memory. At the same time, it was only the undamaged pictures that I arranged on my house-moving boxes and pieces of furniture, looking at them with such frequency and so intensively that they eventually turned into a story.

         My days always followed the same route: downstream and back. I returned with photographs and small found objects such as feathers and stones, or the seed pods of withered flowers. Little by little the fluvial landscape took over my flat, something Greengrocer Katz or the black pool players, occasionally and unintentionally glancing through my window, would never have guessed. The river itself would probably have been astonished.

      

   


   
      

         
            III. RHINE

         

         What were my memories of rivers, now that I lived on an island whose thoughts were turned seawards, where rivers looked shallow and pretty, noticeable only when they frayed into flats, or cut deep channels as they flowed out to sea? Sometimes I dreamed of rivers I had known, rivers that cleaved their way through plains and towns, rivers kept at bay by flood defences, or which rippled through the bright countryside. I remembered ferries and bridges and endless searching in unfamiliar terrain for ways to cross a foreign river. I spent my younger years by a river that appeared to me in dreams when I ran a fever.

         The river of my childhood was the Rhine. The chugging of barges echoed from the gentle wooded and wine-growing slopes at the northern edge of the Siebengebirge. In a west wind the trains on the opposite bank sounded so close that the tracks could have passed through our garden, and the air smelled salty and fishy as if the sea were not far away. From the garret window you looked west; trams, barely visible through the pale standing corn in summer, passed along the bottom of a field; behind that came the factories, then the poplars along the riverbank. And in the blue beyond, a range of low hills was visible under the horizon across the river. That was where the sun set in winter.

         The river rearranged the landscape by night: darkness was a hollow body where the sounds of the world were different from those of day. The barges resounded from the hills behind the small town; the dry gasping sough of a gravel chute, barely perceptible by day, hung in the sky. I lay awake in bed and the river felt nearer and larger than before, challenging daylight rules, and under the dome of the night sky I could never be sure what world I would wake to the following morning.

         As children we often went down to the river. We stood on the breakwaters, and the bow waves of barges almost washed over our feet. We waved as they glided past, their decks full of flapping washing, bicycles and barking dogs, and sometimes there would be somebody waving back from that restless, transient land between two riverbanks. We learned how to skim flat stones, watching them skip several times across the surface. Our fingertips remembered the feel of different kinds of pebbles, the rounded edges of river-washed shards of glass, shiny clumps of fool’s gold which, always on the lookout for something precious, we would carry home. We stood on the stony shore with Grandfather, who taught us to tell the time by the church-tower clock face on the opposite bank. We got to know the two species of inland gulls that hung about the jetties and ferry piers, screeching as if by the sea. My grandfather could foretell the weather by the smell of the river.

         The river meant dislocation, confusion and unpredictability in a world that craved order. On its back it bore a travelling, unimaginable life form in the shape of barges we never saw at anchor, plying up and down between far-flung places. Barges with black coal, dull-red basalt, light-grey grit – moving hillocks rolling by. The yearly floods washed away any sense of order. The water rose slowly, sloshing over the breakwaters, sand-rooted willows, footpaths, and climbed the railway embankment. It clawed at things that seemed fixed and inviolable: benches, trees, little pavilions in places where the riverside was levelled, grassed and looked after. For every object it took, the river deposited something else it had torn away further upstream: unfamiliar filth, dark matter for which we had no name. When the water fell, it left behind a strip of foul-smelling devastation which, depending on the height of the flood, could stretch up the embankment to the tracks themselves.

         The trains on our side of the Rhine were mostly freight. The tracks ran along raised embankments parallel to the riverside footpath and divided the town from the world of the river. Life in the small towns and villages went round and round in circles, at each turn straightening up, smoothing out, obliteratingever more of whatever had been there before our childhood: wasteland, the faded names of businesses on house fronts, debris and empty spaces, the backyard world of lopsided and lean-to sheds by and by converted into lawns bounded by thuya hedges. The last-remaining domain of disorder was an unsettling factory site with burnt smells, chalk and stone dust, and murky barracks for foreign workers on a piece of sodden grass between factory and railway embankment. The hinterland was connected to the river-world by damp, mouldy-smelling subways; there were always pools of water in the middle of these paths; we bet on who was going to have the loudest echo when we screamed, and held our hands over our ears whenever a train thundered over our heads. Nettles grew along the riverside and emitted a sour acidic fragrance during rainy summers; the slopes of the rail embankment were out of bounds, and the smell of nettles in the summer rain suggested something illicit to me ever after. Rubbish amassed between the stones and willows along the riverbank, and sometimes dead fish would wash up for days on end; we were forbidden to touch them, even with the toes of our shoes. Breakwaters pushed into the river from the reinforced banks. Willow growth, small sandy bays and pebble banks lay below the footpath. Bulky flotsam, left hanging in the willow branches by receding floods, stayed where it was till it fell apart; rusty frames, their original function impossible to guess at, stuck out of the shallow water by the bank. But what distinguished this untidy strip of land from the towns was not merely its disarray and the fortuity of found objects, it was also the motion of the river itself, its one-way flow towards a north that always seemed brighter, where the land levelled to a plain and there was not a hill to be seen, only the silhouettes of larger buildings against the white background of the sky. The barges gliding downstream towards this brighter patch of sky had an easy job, while those struggling against the flow looked heavier, blacker and uncertain as they pushed their way towards darker parts of the country. Upstream, where the valley abruptly narrowed, and the river still seemed to have no inkling of the sea, stood some blackish-brown stumps, a colour reminiscent of charred rock: the remains of a bridge that once had straddled this bridgeless section of the river, where only ferries now ran. The ruined pillars were a memory of war, a word that weighed heavily on our childhood. I wanted nothing to do with them, and kept my eyes hidden whenever I thought the stumps were near, only uncovering them when my father called ‘now’.

         My father was very attached to the river, and would travel by ferry whenever the opportunity arose. He knew all the ferrymen, and while we children huddled in the lee of the bulwarks, he liked to stand in the wind beside them, his hands in his pockets like them, talking about the weather. One of the ferrymen had artificial hands of dark brown leather because a grenade had torn both his hands off in the war. We stared at his leather hands, knowing it was bad manners, and our skin crawled, not just because of his creepy hands, but because we had stared despite it being against the rules. When the ferry put out, the second ferryman, who was responsible for tying and untying the mooring lines, holding a thick hawser in one hand, took a mighty leap across the ever-widening gap of black water between quay and ferry. The ramp thudded into place, and we hung onto the railing, giddy with gazing into the boiling water below, at passing boats, or the pitching landscape. Reaching the middle of the river the ferry turned, a troublemaker for barges plying up and down; we saw the Siebengebirge to the south, first one bank then the other, the sky in the bright north, lost our bearings, forgot where we were going, and were surprised by the loud bang as the ramp went down, and by finding ourselves on the other side, as if in a foreign land.

         In autumn there were days of fog that called the truth of everyday experience into question. The rules of direction were cancelled, upstream and downstream ceased to exist, there was no this side facing that side. The opposite bank had disappeared, no ferries crossed, the barges’ foghorns sounded muffled while the boats gliding past were barely more than shadows; or else nothing was visible at all, and nothing in this thick, whitish grey moved, only the waves, small and shy, rolling over pebbles, resounding as if in an enclosed space, a cloud chamber perhaps, in which, unbeknownst to those standing on the riverbank, some experiment had been set up – the unveiling of a new world. Were the fog now to lift on a different landscape, the scene behind the curtain would have shifted to reveal the sea in a subtle, rarefied light, where usually, prior to the fall of the curtain, the town’s first high-rise buildings had stood.

         Back at home Grandmother sat at the sewing machine singing the song of the prince and princess who could not meet because the water was too deep. Their love, as celebrated in the song, ended badly. In fact my grandmother didn’t hail from the Rhine at all; she had grown up beside a different, smaller river of icy swirls and eddies, which, so she told us, nonetheless flowed with a sweetness eclipsing all the Rhine had to offer through a land of placid water meadows and friendly towns. It was only when the snow thawed and the ice broke up that the gentle river became a raging torrent, and to prove it she would sometimes open a red, linen-bound album containing nothing but photographs of a river in full spate – the so-called hundred-year flood. Over pages of punched-out prints with serrated edges we were able to view various stages of a bridge’s collapse under the pressure of water and ice. First we saw walls of snow by the roadsides, ice on the river, a snow-bound countryside, then ice floes – yellowed with age on the glossy paper – collecting against the bridge pillars, water foaming, ever wilder, higher in every picture, reaching the parapet of the bridge and washing into gardens along the riverside slopes, small figures balancing bales of hay and sacks on their heads between last patches of snow and mud-dark earth, then the pillars buckling, the bridge caving in, folding into the river, stumps sticking out of the water, part of the balustrade lying at an angle to a tree on the riverbank. This image of the devastated crossing between the two banks, this glaring wildness of a river that my grandmother, with a girlishness befitting of her world of ballads and fairy tales, had walked or cycled over daily, became a regular feature of my bad dreams.

         In primary school we had to learn sayings about Father Rhine, none of which had anything to do with the river I had walked along in the years before starting school. These sayings left an unpleasant aftertaste, which became much bitterer one day when the bow wave of a huge barge dragged a child in my class off the end of a breakwater. The Rhine had revealed Himself to be a nasty character. For days it seemed the river had taken our tongue and weighed so heavily in our clothes we could barely move. Rumours circulated, there was whispering and gossip of bloated corpses and little white coffins, until several days later the child’s body was discovered in riverside scrub some distance downstream.

         The Rhine was the first border I ever knew, and it was constantly present. It taught us what was here and what was there. ‘Our’ side, with its villagey ways in relentless decline, its factories, shacks and freight trains, stood opposite the other side where the sun set. That side, remote and blurry, a hazy land of melting shapes and washed colours, provided a background to many of our family photographs. My father never tired of taking pictures of us children, whether by the river or on a ferry, sometimes with the wind ruffling our hair, sometimes standing in sparse snow before a riverside tree, behind us a black jetty, seagulls in the sky. Before our time, photographs taken by the river had sealed and attested certain festive occasions; behind the starched newlyweds – with or without parents, bridesmaids and best men – black barges or white pleasure steamers slid through the picture. One sepia portrait shows a pair of dark-suited brothers with black hats and walking sticks, their arms thrown around each other’s shoulders in a conciliatory gesture for the group photo; they are standing directly in front of the river on an uneven shore of Rhine gravel. Who, after funeral or wedding, would have asked them to stand there? In all likelihood the travelling photographer, of whom my grandfather spoke with admiration, and to whom, in his anecdotes, and in contrast to the various other dodgy characters who filled his stories – travelling salesmen from foreign parts, fairground hands, spoon-hawkers, tinkers and scissors grinders – he gave no name. He was simply the photographer, wandering from one place to the next along the river, his camera and tripod on a little pushcart. People sent for him when a wedding was due, and hoped he would be there when funerals occurred. If they were lucky and he was there in time, he would photograph the deceased straight away, all laid out in his white shirt before being lifted to his coffin. A picture of one such ancestor, evidently lifeless in the slanting light while his relatives, headless dark figures – praying? weeping? staring? hoping for a picture of themselves while still alive? – thronged together in the background, was inserted loosely between the pages of an album. The photo remained unmounted and, oddly, would frequently change places; one never knew where it would turn up next. Suddenly there it would be, between two pages, half obscuring a different picture; it always sent a cold shiver down our spines, as if it were something forbidden. I would picture the photographer against the landscape of my childhood: the astonishing spectacle he must have presented as half of him disappeared under the black cloth he had spread over his camera in order to work wonders that would survive the people he had photographed; the way he would direct his instrument equally dispassionately at corpses and at the living, at funeral goers and at revelling wedding guests, providing souvenirs to people he did not know, while he himself would find it increasingly difficult to prevent the repetitive details of strangers’ lives from invading his own memories, which perhaps were solely of the river.

         Pitted against the fickle autonomy of the river was a sparer landscape of orderliness and seeming legibility, which, as a child, I tried to get the hang of but could not understand. This consisted of names and numbers reminiscent of royalty – Roswitha, Monika and Michael I, II and III – on pitching boats and ferries moored at precarious jetties, also timetables and route maps, signs with variously interpretable symbols rammed into riverbeds along navigable channels, pennants and flags at the sterns of barges and ferries, combinations of numbers and letters on the sides of boats that could mean anything or nothing, huge kilometre markers, black on whitewashed surfaces, or white on black rock faces, purporting to measure the length of flowing water and establish an order of things which in reality everything eluded. Trying to learn and use these numbers and symbols was a game that was over as soon as I started to search for a meaningful connection between the words and signs. Unable to find the story that linked them, I tired of looking and turned my back on the Rhine.

         A few years later, I would spend the better part of school days hanging about on my own by the river, cycling back and forth along the bank, sitting for hours on embankments that were reinforced with black, tar-covered boulders, searching for the same letters and symbols: names of ships, kilometre markers, registration numbers of barges. I was only interested now in what was going downstream towards the brightness where you would eventually come to the sea. For a while I kept a little notebook where I jotted down everything I could decipher on the barges passing downstream, as if, given time, I would be able to find a pattern. What I later remembered were columns of symbols divided into weekly blocks, which, on the squared paper, looked like the verses of a poem: ciphers of movement, of an elsewhere.

      

   


   
      

         
            IV. WALKING

         

         My strolls by the river Lea were slow and haphazard. I looked and listened and sought after memories. I took pictures and peeled back the memories layer by layer. My oldest memories lay at the top. I saw myself during my initial months here, roaming the London streets, listening to a new country. I was surrounded by roaring and humming. Every morning and every evening bluish birds drew the same single circle above the chimney cowls, then disappeared. The night rasped against thin, reverberating window panes; voices tumbled down the chimney into the ash pan, and in the evening, between two dark chunks of wall, illuminated trains passed across the sky.

         Hoping to acquire the composure of the native, I took to walking. I learned the smells of a city so enormous it would take more than a lifetime to roam it. I committed the smells of bricks, river, and scrubby wasteland grass to memory; I learned the fragrance of rain and dust, pigeon feathers, waterlogged wood and pink hawthorn bushes, the aromas of the countless dishes cooked by foreigners, distinguishing them by degrees of sweetness, bitterness and spice. I visited markets, saw pink, grey and brownish fish twitching in the morning light, though supposed to be long dead. By evening there were heads, fins, scales and fishtails in the gutters, which ran with the water used for cleaning. The fishmongers were exhausted and trod on the remains without a thought. The meat of dressed sheep and goat hanging from heavy hooks in front of the red awnings of butchers’ stands had darkened by the end of the day. Rejected cuts hacked from butchered animals collected in large plastic tubs under layers of fat and grease. The fowl, too, swinging on finer hooks in the fresh sea breeze, had turned pale and grey, and the complexion of the poulterers in the early evening light seemed to match the sallow skin of the plucked birds. The coloured flags decorating carts of cheap eggs and quietly rotting fruit had lost their thrill. Fruit leftovers, handled too often and gone soft, were at a discount to the last customers of the day: the poor, shyly emerging from the shadows, holding out small coins they had long held clenched in their fists. The tradesmen picked the coins from the sour sweat of their outstretched palms before tipping the goods into their open plastic bags.

         With a cheap little camera I took photos I later felt ashamed of. When I looked at them, it felt almost indecent to keep in my room these fragments of other people’s existence, images of a fleeting gesture, a wandering gaze, skulking figures, snippets of the lives of strangers who knew nothing of the persistence in my possession, for the time being, of a fragment of their life. Two black women in brightly coloured trainers and striped jackets turned up in several pictures. They are seen choosing some fish that look golden under the red glow of the awning, but will be yellow and dull at home in their kitchen. They linger over a display of white lace presided over by a yawning saleswoman in a brown anorak. In one picture a hand reaches indecisively towards a pale-looking banana plant, its fingers wrinkled with cold craning like timid necks; the blurred stripy pattern of the sleeve shows the hand belongs to one of the two women. On one occasion, a young man with dark locks came up to me in a fury and held his hand in front of my camera lens, waving his other hand about in the air. No no, he said loudly, no no. I moved on, and it was only later that I realized he had been frightened. Following this experience I resolved to photograph only inanimate subjects. I mostly took pictures by the canal, a dirty unused waterway linking the east and west of the city. At the weekend anglers sat on the narrow concrete path that went along just above the surface of the water; next to them were thermos flasks, picnic baskets and plastic boxes with square compartments for differently coloured worms. The tiny worms seethed and slithered, seeking shelter underneath or close to one another, all hurrying to be at the centre of their own warm pile of kindred beings. The anglers sat motionless on their folding chairs and waited for a fish to bite. Then they pulled their catch out of the water, always white-bellied fish with silvery backs that quickly dulled in the air; the fish thrashed about on the swinging line and choked on the worm that had brought them such misery. But the anglers only rejoiced in their catch for an instant, before taking the fish in their hands, removing the hook and throwing it back in the water. The fish, mortally wounded or scared to death, would soon be seen floating motionless on the surface, their eyes and mouths wide open and red, tossing on tiny waves whipped up by the wind and surrounded by a little wreath of foam.

         On the other side of the canal stood empty factories, warehouses and other gloomy buildings, their windows shattered or blinded by grime. Stacks of boxes, silhouettes of immobilized machines and defunct lamps were visible through the dark glass, and the brickwork, almost up to the lower windows, was saturated with patches of damp. The shapely turrets of magnificent old train stations and the glittering sheen of bustling financial and trading institutions were visible through gaps between the buildings.

         There was not much to see on the photographs. Twisted grates with jagged shards of smashed window panes, a sharp shadow across one picture, broken off plaster with older layers of paint showing underneath. Signs corroded by the air, shreds of letters a passer-by might turn into words, whether guessed or made up. Nothing spelled out; everything left to luck. Black burn marks on rough boards nailed across windows. Bullet holes from random gunfights. Dents left by points and blades on battered bits of metal, whose last flakes of green and red paint were peeling; rust, like a blaze eating its way from the edges to the heart of a piece of paper, gets to all things in the end. Long strung-out buildings divided into rows of austere square fronts reflect in the water, gold light falls on the cracks in a disused concrete bridge in the distance, clumps of green gushing out of the bigger, gaping clefts on a fine day in February.

         
              

         

         Away from the canal I visited pubs where they had live music to tempt people in from the surrounding streets. In a pub called the Rosemary Branch, three men played accordion, fiddle and trumpet, while a red-headed woman sang in a polka-dot dress. The songs were ones everybody knew, without perhaps being able to remember where or when they had heard them. Taciturn men with beards stared into mugs of dark beer; women squealed and kicked high-heeled legs in the air as their spirits rose and their companions gave them a tickle or a pinch. People went up to the bar and ordered drinks they had never tried before, which always tasted different from what they had imagined. The food smelled rancid, but it had quite a few takers all the same, especially the tickled women in high spirits. Stylishly-dressed male couples snuggled up close and passed notes with musical requests to the band.

         One evening in the Rosemary Branch a man in a dark coat sat down at my table. He had a tremulous voice, crooked teeth and a shaggy black goatee beard. He introduced himself as a former circus rider, and claimed that in better days he had been world-famous. Those delicious days of world renown, he said over and over again, licking his lips each time, his clumsy attempt to pronounce the words betraying his foreignness. Since I could think of nothing to say, he slipped off his coat with practiced elegance, revealing the gold-sequined leotard he was wearing underneath. In some places the shiny spangles had fallen off, and a somewhat threadbare yellowy-green fabric showed through. Do believe me! he said, and I nodded. His arms appeared to be covered with tattoos, although I could not make them out in the dim light. Without prompting he told me that these arms had once been toned and beautiful. They had been massaged with oil before every performance; they gleamed, reflecting the myriad lights of the big top as he rode around the ring. His arms turned his act into a highlight, he assured me, and in all the great cities of the world audiences had lain at his feet. May I presume… he said suddenly, in German; it was obvious he hadn’t spoken the language for a while. I nodded and stood him an insipid wine. As I was preparing to leave, he rose to his feet like a gentleman. He ran his hand over his head, smoothing his pomaded hair; a tuft stayed between his fingers, and one or two hairs fluttered down to land in the last of his wine. Excuse me, he whispered.

         
              

         

         My meeting with the equestrian artiste, an unsolicited wave from my country of origin, had unsettled me. I walked through the dark streets, asking myself what if anything linked me to this circus rider, I who had not set foot in a circus since my childhood. It was a summer’s evening, and a last streak of twilight hung over the city. There was a strong wind, and I struggled to ward off the rubbish that kept blowing into my face, the rustling detritus of a day’s street trading. One or two late salesmen, loitering in dark entrances to buildings, held out what was left of their goods, and, because I showed no interest, yelled curses after me.
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