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PREFACE





The police procedural – so popular in our own day – is perhaps the modern and secular equivalent of the medieval morality play. In each of these genres, bad behaviour is recorded and punished, virtue is rewarded, and the scales of justice are thereby restored to equilibrium.


What matter if the Angel Gabriel is replaced in modern murder mysteries by Inspector Flatfoot? It is very much the mixture as before.


Of course, we don’t quite believe either narrative, or, at least, what we do believe is that neither is the whole story. Sometimes, for instance, crime does pay, so routinely as to become almost – or even wholly – respectable. Just look around you!


From the vantage point of victims or survivors of crime, what happens or doesn’t happen to villains, in the end, is merely the little story. Meanwhile, the victim or the survivor must often embark upon the hero’s journey. This becomes their major preoccupation, even their life story.


Christopher Vogler has said, ‘Heroes must die so that they can be reborn.’ Perhaps the hero in each of us has to die so that another self can be born. A self that is worthy of the sacrifice.


That is the big story.




*





However, this book is not really a police procedural. Worse again, the ‘hero’, Eoin, is a celibate seminarian (without even the excuse of being gay – if you can believe him, that is). Nothing could be more counter-cultural at the present time. He is a Narziss und Goldmund character, bound inseparably with another chap, Andrew, who is an amateur womaniser (my own little joke).


Eoin and Andrew are my very self.



















CHAPTER ONE





It was May 1968 – the year of the Student Revolution in France – and of a whole series of copycat hullabalaloos all over Europe. I had a walk-on part in this tragi-comedy/history-in-the-making, simply by being a student at Strasbourg University at that particular time.


Male, unattached, twenty-four years of age, I had been beavering away for most of a year at what might have become a doctoral thesis about a philosopher called Maurice Blondel. I did have interesting things to say about this chap. The only fly in the ointment was that at least half a dozen nerds had already said, and even written down, more or less the same great ideas as I had myself, and before I had got the chance to be the first, or even the second, to tell the world about them. That’s academic life for you. It’s like polar exploration. You’ve got to be the first! I had to content myself with a Master’s degree in the end.


The word ‘nerd’ was not yet in common use in 1968. But intellectual integrity – that monkey on my back – obliges me to add a footnote to the effect that in those far-off days, I was actually a bit of a nerd myself. I must also confess that envy and jealousy are right up there with vanity and fornication when it comes to the besetting vices of academics. Do I need to personalise things any further? That is the kind of chap I was – then.


Academically, I was bright enough. At least, I had been told so fairly often by people who were supposed to know. Politically, on the other hand, I did not even know the facts of life. Of student issues specifically – and that is what May ’68 was all about – I was abysmally ignorant and tone-deaf besides. A typical ‘I’m-all-right-Jack’, self-satisfied little git, I was not accustomed to bother about such things – if you are not itchy yourself, you do not feel like scratching.


I was, in fact, comfortably off, thanks to a legacy bequeathed for my studies by a rather dotty grand-aunt, who happened also to be dotty about me – which proves that she really was dotty. Meanwhile, I was genuinely interested in what I was doing, and I did not want to waste any of Grand Auntie’s doubloons, or my own precious time. So I saw no necessity at all for any extraneous factor – like a mere revolution – to get in the way of my golden prospects. My only enthusiasms – apart from philosophy – were sports of all kinds, women and beer. I guess you could call me normal.


Was it mere coincidence that May 1968, and the twelve months that followed it, was probably the most formative stage in my entire life? It was during that time that I came to be – or was obliged to become more like the person that I hope I am now. Quite simply, I had to grow up, and stop being such a total – well, let’s just say such a shallow individual.


Somebody was murdered. I add this almost casually, as if it were an afterthought. It is anything but that. It is, in fact, what this writing is all about. I am not ready to go there – not yet anyhow – but I will come to it soon, when I have set the stage properly, and, so to speak, taken several deep breaths.


I cannot pretend to be a historian, a sociologist, a political scientist, a head shrinker, or anything else clever like that, which could give me some special insight into how the planet creaks on its hinges. I can only tell you about how the events of that month impacted on me and on people whom I love, and how I became aware of events going on around me, and how I tried to understand them – and to act.


How did it all begin? I honestly don’t know. Suddenly world history seemed to barge into my life, uninvited. First one trivial incident, then another, then a third. A few students got themselves arrested on some footling charge. What else is new? I think that the police invaded the university campus – at Nanterre, or was it the Sorbonne? Well, that was new. This had never been done before, even back to the dawn of history, the twelfth century, or whenever universities were invented. The universities have always been treated like holy places, like churches, or girls’ dormitories, or the houses of parliament. They are total no-go areas for smelly police forces.


The first I heard of ‘the Student Revolution’ was when I looked up from the book I had been reading in the small library of the faculty of Protestant Theology at the university. It was exactly eleven o’clock. I even remember looking at my watch and humming some lines from a children’s nursery rhyme, ‘Here we go gathering nuts in May’. I must be psychic, because I realised just then that some nut was indeed beginning to address us that bright morning in May.


I actually knew the guy to see – even to nod to. He was from the Grand Séminaire near the cathedral. Like all seminarians in Alsace, Catholic and Protestant, he was obliged by concordat between the French State and Church authorities to do his theological studies at the university. Presumably, this was so that he could both learn to serve God diligently and, at the same time, be taught not to rock the ship of state more than was respectable and wise.


This chap was a heavy-set, stocky type, quite square in shape – due, no doubt, to a youth spent shovelling choucroute and Black Forest gateau into his mouth, and washing it down with generous infusions of Kronenbourg or Mutzig.


I actually owed a new French word to this particular Alsatian. I was so fascinated by an aspect of his appearance that I looked it up specially in the dictionary. The word was ‘aisselles’, which means ‘armpits’. Not that either of this boy’s armpits was particularly alluring or remarkable in any way, except that, summer or winter, they each presided over a triangular swamp of odoriferous sweat measuring, it seemed to me, a good quarter acre. You could not help looking at him – which, from the point of view of speech-making, was probably an advantage. His aisselles alone assured him of a captive, if slightly horrified, audience. Besides, once he had got you hooked, he did not let you go. He was, I have to confess, a compelling speaker.


He was asking us on this May morning, with controlled passion – which was even more effective than unbridled heat – to ‘strike a blow’ for our ‘imprisoned brothers’. No doubt, there had been a whole pre-history to this thing. But that was the first I had heard of what was about to be a real-life revolution – one to which I was just about to be invited.


Perhaps the guy was a hypnotist, who, having riveted our attention, not by dangling a pendulum under our noses, but by dint of his soggy underarms, was now continuing to cast a spell on his captive audience, making us all feel ‘fraternal’.


He conjured up lurid images of the Bastille (which, according to my information, had in fact been razed to the ground two hundred years ago, in the amateurish dress rehearsal for our great about-to-be revolution). No matter! We could see vividly, down into the dark and dank bowels of some Bastille somewhere, and somehow come to life again, brutality, starvation, thumbscrews, things horrible and obscene beyond belief – once they had got the baby-soft flesh of our ‘imprisoned brothers’ down into their ghastly dungeons. We had to do something!


The blow to be struck for these imprisoned brothers of ours, according to this orator, was, very appropriately, to go on strike ourselves. We, and thousands of other students who, we were assured, had been listening simultaneously to other spokespersons for Liberté, Égalité et Fraternité – would be doing precisely the same thing from the following morning. It was humbling to know that this major logistical exercise had all been arranged – by dark of night, no doubt – by le syndicat des étudiants, the students union, a body of which I had never even heard until just now.


It came as a relief – almost an anti-climax – to hear that all we were being asked to do at this juncture was not to go to lectures on the following morning, but to stay in our beds instead, and perhaps on other days as well. This was well within the range of the idealism and the generosity of the average student. Personally, I was quite happy to do, and to die, and to give all (strictly within the limits of the suggested parameters) to ‘faire grasse matinée’, meaning, to have a jolly good lie-in the next morning.


And so we did go on strike, though very unevenly nationwide, it must be admitted. The imprisoned students were promptly released, on some face-saving pretext from the point of view of the authorities. Those heroes – there were no heroines for the moment – had not had their fingernails pulled out, been beaten with chains, starved, castrated, or maltreated in any way. Nevertheless, to my astonishment, the strike continued, grew wings, gathered momentum, and within days, dominated national politics.


The French expression for going on strike is ‘faire la grève’, which means, roughly, ‘doing the gravel beach thing’. Coincidentally, or by some mysterious alchemy of history, this curious phrase has its origins in another student strike that occurred more than seven hundred years before our one, which surely proves that history does repeat itself, at least sometimes.


On Shrove Tuesday, 1229, some students of the University of Paris, who had been drinking much more than was good for their little tummies, turned bolshie and refused to pay the innkeeper his lawful entitlement. When the innkeeper responded by getting stroppy in turn, the students beat him up, together with most of the other customers in his tavern. A riot ensued.


After a whole succession of tit-for-tat incidents between town and gown during the following weeks – and even months – the authorities decided that enough was enough, and that they would teach the students a lesson. This was, no doubt, as is usual on such occasions, ‘pour encourager les autres’. They went too far. The result was that half a dozen students lay dead. They were not even the same ones who had caused all the trouble in the first place.


The students were outraged. To show their indignation at what the authorities had done to their pals, they went down to the gravelly beaches that bordered the River Seine in those days, and sat gloomily there for the next two years. This was ample time for the expression ‘faire la grève’ to enter irrevocably into the bloodstream of the French language. In the meantime, business was very bad for all kinds of people.


At the end of two years, some of the students sensibly decided to get on with the rest of their lives. So, exclaiming ‘Merde Alors!’ – which has also passed into the student vernacular – they decamped to Toulouse, where they founded a brand new university, with some help from the Pope, who presumably took an indulgent view of their coarse language and general lifestyle.


Whether lying on the beaches or lying in their beds, students can make of their strikes tenacious affairs. Personally, having ‘done and died’ and lain in bed once, I was all set to fast-forward the rest of the revolution. I was also beginning to be exasperated. Though comparatively well-off by student standards, I could certainly not afford the luxury of being held up in my studies for two years, with the further prospect of having eventually to found my own university, with or without help from the reigning Pontiff.


France may be ‘le pays de Descartes’, but that does not mean that the French are always very logical. We had been asked to go on strike to secure the release of our student buddies. We did go on strike. The students were freed. And then what did we do? We stayed on strike and even tried to get as many real workers as possible to join our gang. ‘What on earth was that all about?’ I wondered truculently. It was from that point onwards that I thought that the students had lost the plot and were just being bloody-minded.


I think now – forty years later – that I was wrong. The fact is – as I have said – that I was quite comfortably off, supported by reasonably well-to-do parents and a dotty and doting grand aunt. And I was also a beneficiary of a partial scholarship from La Ville de Strasbourg. I was somebody who did not feel student issues ‘tripalement’ – another fine word, invented during our revolution. It means ‘in the tripes’ or, as we would say nowadays, ‘in the gut’. I did not feel these things in my tripes or in my guts because, as a privileged spectator, I did not need to feel anything at all, either in my bowels or even in my brain. That is not a good way to be.


My guess now about the seemingly illogical prolongation of the strike is that the students had been amazed by the release of ‘our imprisoned brothers’. The discovery that someone, somewhere, had actually listened to the students, indeed had been forced to listen to them, even briefly, about something, anything – that just went to the students’ heads. If they could secure the release of their companions by going on strike, then what about all of those other issues where they had been systematically ignored and not listened to since – it seemed – the dawn of human history?


I knew just enough about the students’ problems to recognise that they were chronic, endemic, and insoluble, to the point that I – with self-centred alacrity – and the students themselves – with patient resignation – assumed that this was how student life had always been, and would forever continue to be until the end of time.


There was tremendous overcrowding, inadequate domestic and academic accommodation, insufficient recreational facilities and too many lazy, venal, or simply brain-dead teachers. Most galling of all, perhaps, was the mindless centralisation, that made it impossible for officials on the ground to introduce even the simplest remedies for local problems and frustrations.


All these causes of dissatisfaction had been made worse by the mushrooming of student numbers since the early nineteen-sixties. This was because of the abrupt end of the dirty war in Algeria and the proclamation of independence for that former French colony. These events had been followed by a massive influx to mainland France of ‘pieds-noirs’ – colonial French, who did not wish to live under an Arab regime. Incidentally, they were called ‘pieds-noirs’ by the Arabs, not because their feet were particularly dirty, but simply because of their fondness for wearing black leather shoes.


These ex-colonials, together with French-born ex-soldiers whose studies had been delayed or interrupted by the war, constituted an indigestible lump throughout the French educational system, and especially at third level.


Besides, most of these pieds-noirs and ex-soldiers loathed Charles de Gaulle, the President of the French Republic. Having proclaimed from the housetops ‘Algérie Française’ and persuaded them to put their lives on the line for the defence of a French Algeria, he had stabbed them in the backs – as they saw it anyhow – and done a deal with the devil. I personally knew a couple of chaps who had been young officers in the French army in Algeria. These garçons – and they were little more than boys – had been stranded out in the desert for weeks on end, surrounded by Arab ‘French’ soldiers, who knew perfectly well that de Gaulle was playing a double game. Night after night, these young officers would lay down to sleep in their tents, never knowing when their soldiers would come to slit their throats and sneak away to the other side.


These young fellows realised, too, that their soldiers would have to do this sooner or later, to escape the inevitable reprisals awaiting Arabs who had dawdled too long with the colonial power. Algeria was a dirty war, with no mercy shown on either side. General Massu, the French Commander, had made no bones about authorising torture as a legitimate, indeed, the only, means to secure victory. What a dilemma for young Frenchmen to be caught up in, serving such a ruthless regime! Many of them never forgave de Gaulle for it.


Suddenly, in May ’68, for these or other reasons, or for no reasons at all, the students flipped their collective lid. It was spring, of course, and – as I knew only too well from personal experience – in that particular season, students are prone to sudden rushes of blood to various parts of the anatomy. Come spring, strange things do happen in the undergraduate world – and even in the graduate world. Students throw buckets of water at each other, out of windows, or off flat roofs. They streak. They moon – not just as in moping about the place, but as in exposing their nether regions to the elements, and to other people, who invariably act horrified. They talk unreasonably loudly, sing ‘des paillards’ (bawdy songs) in raucous choruses, and giggle hysterically for no apparent reason. And, of course, they dream impossible dreams.


Sexual and social frustration certainly played a part, especially at Nanterre. This was a vast university campus, accommodating more than twelve thousand students, housed in dirty concrete-block buildings, slapped down in the midst of ‘taud-isvilles’ (shanty towns) and rubbish dumps on the western fringe of Paris. Incredibly, male students were refused all access to female residences – on the assumption that all they could possibly have on their minds, if they ever did get in there, would be non-stop fornication. This, accordingly, became a self-fulfilling prophecy. Young people are so inclined to live either up or down to their elders’ expectations.


If Nanterre was to become the powder-keg of the revolution, this – initially, anyhow – was not caused by a simple burst of bad behaviour because of local conditions. The students were not rebelling against an insufficiency of urinals – or even condoms. It was the shape of the wider world that was bugging them. They were identifying with so many of the themes of an international youth movement, which felt and knew that their elders – the movers and shakers of international power politics – could, and should, be doing better. These young people were anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist, anti-paternalist, and, above all – a focus for so much else that was patently wrong with the world of that time – anti the war in Vietnam.


The government, for its part, totally underestimated these particular students, at that particular season, and in that particular year. Nobody seemed to understand the power of their idealism, the depths of their pent-up frustrations and the strength of their stormy emotions. Knowing so little about the ins and outs of student politics, even I could see that Alain Peyrefitte, the Minister for Education – a very bright man, who was expected to go far – would not, in fact, go any further, at least not in national politics. He did write at least two very good books after that and, no doubt, did many other interesting things in his life, but he was to be one of the first political casualties of the Revolution. The peremptory way in which he said the single word ‘Écoutez’ (Listen!) to the students – I can still hear him saying it on the radio – showed clearly that he himself was incapable of hearing anything that they had wanted to say to him.


I suppose, too, that the students wanted more money. Most people usually do. Strange though, I don’t remember hearing much about money at the time. All the stress was on ‘participation’, ‘dialogue’, and ‘solidarité’. Of course, we are talking French here, and such words take on an almost sensuous, even voluptuous nuance in that language. These concepts, or, better, aspirations, are utterly opposed to ‘paternalisme’, with all its Freudian, ball-crushing, heavy-handed associations. The French educational system – at all levels – was extraordinarily hidebound and absurdly paternalistic. It was said that if a primary school in the foothills of the Pyrenees wanted an extra sheet of lavatory paper, they would have to apply, in triplicate, to Paris, where the appropriate official would wrestle with the Lord in prayer about all aspects of the problem. Would conceding a spare scrap of tissue create a precedent? Would it – to use an unfortunate metaphor – open the floodgates?


In a word – in a lot of words, actually, because this had to be the wordiest revolution in history – the students wanted the most radical change of all: they wanted to be consulted. They wanted to be listened to.


That was a new one on Charles de Gaulle. Like Mr de Valera on our own landing strip – I am Irish, by the way – he thought that it was quite enough by way of consultation if he looked into his own heart. Le Grand Charles was routinely depicted in the pages of Le Canard Enchainé, the hugely influential satirical newspaper, as Le Roi Soleil, Louis XIV. Imperious, nose in the air – and that was some schnozzle – adorned in full-bottomed wig, equipped with grandee’s staff and lorgnette, all the better to inspect the lower forms of life, meaning you and me. Arrogant, vain, and conceited.


On the other hand, de Gaulle was no fool, either. In the first days of the revolution he simply disappeared, while the students, drunk on hubris and plonk, ran amok – cavorting in the streets, making love in their lecture halls, creating dung-heaps and public lavatories wherever they went. And, meanwhile, de Gaulle bided his time.


Not all the students behaved badly. For instance, there were the seminarians. The University of Strasbourg is a Reformation foundation with a German-style concordatory relationship with the churches, whereby all Christian clergy of the diocese are obliged to attend the state faculties of Protestant or Catholic theology. In Alsace at that time there were numerous vocations. Moreover, there were plenty of young seminarians from other dioceses in France, and also from abroad, attracted by the ready-made concentration of like-minded people, as also by the facilities of theological faculties backed by the finances of the French Republic.


The relevance of these factors to the events of May 1968 is that there were a large number of seminarians, both Catholic and Protestant, who had already been whipped up to a white heat of excitement by the recent Second Vatican Council. These youths sincerely believed that if only they could kick up everything into the air, once and for all, it would necessarily come down again in the shape of heaven on earth. In equal parts innocent, charming and utterly guileless, they took to the student revolution with all the missionary zeal of ducks to water – and just as inconsequentially.


Alas, the end of this unsatisfactory world did not ineluctably follow, as they had hoped. Disillusioned, not a few of those ingenuous young men went into a sulk, and thence to a depression. They abandoned their seminaries, their celibacy and even their churches. I was not much older myself than most of those seminarians but – even then – I knew that they were hopelessly and helplessly naive. And yet, in my heart, I envied them. I should have been with them, hoping against hope.


Strasbourg was one of the places where the revolutionaries were most ardent and most active. By 1968, most of the faculties had got new buildings on the Esplanade, east of the city. But the Palais Universitaire in the centre of town, with its imposing entrance and statues of Reformation figures on top of the facade, was still the symbolic headquarters of the university. It was occupied at dawn on Saturday 11 May by latter-day Jacobins who raised the red flag on the roof.


The previous night had been La Nuit des Barricades in Paris, when, finally, strutting and posturing had spilled over into naked violence. Students ripped up the paving stones in the Latin quarter, hurling half of them at the police, and building at least sixty barricades with the rest. These barricades were reinforced with litter bins, fences torn down, anything and everything to be grabbed in haste from building sites, and with upturned cars – nearly two hundred of them were damaged or destroyed in that one night.


The police responded with tear gas, and with violent baton charges. The battle raged through the night. Eventually, the students were driven from their cover. Then the real savagery began. Residents of the Latin Quarter, appalled by the police behaviour, tried in vain to shield the students from the fury of rifle-butts and truncheons. Even Red Cross stretcher-bearers were attacked, their wounded youngsters dragged away for further beating. At the end of that night there were 367 wounded, and 460 taken into custody. It is said that, of the 367 wounded, 251 were policemen or employees of other public services. Those figures are highly suspect. A member of the CRS, who could perfectly legitimately lay claim to some paid sick leave, was much more likely to allow himself to be carried away on a stretcher than a student who knew that if he did the same, he would probably be dragged off his stretcher and beaten again, investigated, then possibly charged or even deported. No student who was at least able to hobble wanted his name to feature in police records.


The Strasbourg students had been following events in Paris all night on their radios with mounting anger. Already by 5.30 in the morning, when Danny-le Rouge (Daniel Cohn-Bendit), the student leader at Paris – and now a respected member of the European Parliament – had given the order to disperse, the students at Strasbourg had seized the Palais Universitaire. The revolution had arrived on our doorstep.


Three days after the students had seized possession of the palais, the CRS arrived by dark of night and threw a ring of steel around the building. The forces of law and order in France, as in many countries, are reluctant to invade temples, churches, and seats of learning. As has been said, this immunity from profanation goes back a long way. Besides, the authorities were not anxious to arrest students – as they knew perfectly well that the courts would have let them out again with minimum ceremony. And anyhow, the ring of steel acted as a very effective form of de facto imprisonment, because no student who was already inside the Palais Universitaire would have dared to come out again, unless he could run very fast indeed. The one or two who tried, but didn’t make it, were not arrested or charged with any offence: they merely had the crap beaten out of them.


Meanwhile, in buildings with free access, as in buildings occupied by the students and surrounded by riot police, the interminable chin-wagging went on day and night. The Hegelian dialectic of ‘thèse’ and ‘antithèse’ was most often completed, not by ‘synthèse’ – as it should be – but by ‘foutaise’. This means, in vulgar language, absolute bullshit.


I attended a few of these rave-ins and found them amusing, or even intriguing in the short term. But, almost always, after twenty minutes, it seemed like I had strayed into the Annual General Meeting of the Headbangers Association. What was passing before my eyes, and in one ear and out the other, was a swollen stream of unconsciousness. The whole exercise – known by the impressive title of ‘dialogue permanent’ – was, in fact, a monumental self-inflicted filibuster. The only aspect that I could identify as ‘permanent’ was the persistent assumption that meaning could be conveyed to an audience without the mediation of coherent words or ideas; and anyhow, most of the audience was simply not listening.


I gave a speech myself one night about the importance of believing in Santa Claus. It was punctuated by cries of ‘Heil Hitler’ from three or four lusty lads, who would leap to their feet and perform the appropriate liturgical honours. Another student – a girl this time – peppered my oration with shrill reprises of Oh la vache, la vache! Try as I could, I was not able to see the relevance of either intervention. I spoke first in French, then slipped successively into English, Irish, Latin, and bad German. It did not make the slightest difference, except that the ‘Heil Hitler’ brigade redoubled their efforts on hearing the bad German, and the ‘La Vache’ lady went up several decibels at the sound of the Gaelic.


A subsequent speaker berated me for talking Mandarin when, he said, I knew perfectly well that the solid citizens of Alsace only spoke the Chinese of the Delta. ‘What “Delta”?’ I tried to ask, on a point of information, but was howled down. That does give some idea of what dialogue permanent was like. I have always been allergic to meetings – pretty well all meetings – ever since.


A few earnest, eager, or frankly weird lecturers strayed into one or other of these Mad Hatter’s tea parties. They were mostly treated insultingly – like the accused at the show trials fashionable in China at that time. For all their pains, these academics did not manage to advance whatever cause they were championing one whit, let alone the sum total of human wisdom. Two of the more prominent figures who made hopeful entrances and precipitate exits, to and from the Sorbonne at Paris, were François Mitterrand, subsequently President of the French Republic, and Jean-Paul Sartre, who must have been particularly peeved by the almost derisory reception he received. Only one month previously, Sartre could well have regarded himself as the quasi-official enfant terrible of the Latin Quarter.


The students were no respecters of persons. The rare politicians or ‘great thinkers’ who seemed to assume that they could score in some way, or get notional inside track with the students, almost all exited again rapidly, badly mauled morale-wise, though not, of course, physically. To the students’ credit, it must be said that there was little intentional violence against persons during May 1968. The same cannot be said for elements within the forces of law and order, some of whom were clearly determined to teach this ‘marmaille’ (gaggle of brats) a lesson they would never forget.


During the second Night of the Barricades (23 May), the CRS, who admittedly had been under enormous strain for nearly three weeks, finally went berserk. That day, and for several days following, they terrorised both activist and innocent students indiscriminately – even young teens on their way to school, who had nothing whatsoever to do with the revolution. They seized the youngsters’ bicycles, ripped up the tyres, emptied their school books into the street, beat them, and even lined them up on the side of the street to ritually kick them all in the testicles.


The police arrested people on a completely arbitrary basis. Anyone with a foreign name or a funny accent or who, for whatever reason, did not please the CRS, would be rounded up and routinely brutalised, punched, kicked, and made to run a gauntlet where faces were smashed and ribs broken. At Beaujon Hospital, which served as a detention centre, they threatened their captives with further beatings, and prevented them from calling their families or receiving medical attention.


 


Meanwhile, Charles de Gaulle bided his time very patiently – until he was quite sure that ‘les braves français’ had had more than enough of bad behaviour from the students, and that all the other politicians had made complete asses of themselves. Then he suddenly reappeared and gathered his children around him for a little fireside chat, via radio and television.


De Gaulle had not been twiddling his thumbs in idleness during the period of his invisibility. He had secretly flown to Baden-Baden to assure himself with the French Forces in Germany, and with General Jacques Massu, the ‘Sledgehammer of Algeria’, that, if push came to shove, they would stand behind him. After all, this was the era of ‘The Day of the Jackal’ when, precisely because of Algeria, assassination attempts on de Gaulle were frequent. They almost always had a dissident military – and therefore a highly expert – hardcore behind them.


Eventually, in return for an amnesty promised to General Raoul Salan and other rebels and conspirators – still sore about Algeria – de Gaulle had received an absolute and unconditional promise of loyalty from the army. With this in his pocket, he returned to Paris.


There was another possible reason for the flight into Germany: de Gaulle left France precisely so that he could come back there again. He was symbolically re-enacting what he had done in 1944, on 25 August – the feast of St Louis, King of France. Then he had entered Paris to liberate the city and the nation from the tyranny of Nazism. He was entering Paris once again from abroad in May ’68, to liberate France, this time from the tyranny of anarchy. It would be the performance of his life.


De Gaulle was both ‘superbe’ and ‘sublime’, in the best seventeenth-century sense of those very French words, that imply an almost toxic mixture of pride, courage and noble ambition. God knows the man had style: he would tell the nation the facts of life and give it to them straight from the shoulder. De Gaulle was convinced that the French people had had a bellyful of what most solid citizens viewed with distaste as adolescent cat-farting. Satisfied, too, that the trade unions, and particularly the Communist party, hated like hell having to play second fiddle to what they regarded as a soft-balled spew of mummies’ darlings, he was also shrewdly aware that the students themselves had no intention that their heroism get in the way of their summer jobs or vacations. He sent the whole nation off to the seaside with this superbe and sublime challenge ringing in their ears: ‘La Réforme, Oui: Le Chienlit, Non!’


Fifty million françaises and français scrambled for their dictionaries, to see what ‘chienlit’ meant. Nobody knew. Etymologically, the word, in fact, means the unseemly behaviour of one who shits in his own bed. This was felt to sum up the situation admirably. It was the beginning of the end for the student revolution.


When the trade unions eventually refused to back ‘les fils à papa’, or mummies’ darlings, Georges Pompidou, the Prime Minister, who had meanwhile returned from a leisurely trip around Iran and Afghanistan, engaged the students in face-to-face, friendly conversations. He gave them hope, that their grievances would be listened to and remedied.


When de Gaulle called a snap election in June, the result was a massive parliamentary majority for the Gaullists. The student revolution was as dead as the dodo.


 


The sequel is truly amazing. De Gaulle overplayed his hand as recklessly as a student revolutionary himself. Afflicted, it must be, with full-blown ‘folie de grandeur’, and sincerely believing that someone as large as himself could actually walk on water, he fired Pompidou – the one man in his administration who genuinely had both the common touch and an effective avuncular rapport with the students – who liked and trusted him. Worse, de Gaulle replaced Pompidou as Prime Minister with the dowdy Maurice Couve de Murville, who probably did not want the job anyway, and lasted less than a year in it.


When, one year later, Pompidou was being installed as President of France, de Gaulle was to be seen morosely plodding along the misty moors of Kerry and Mayo. Ireland – rather incredibly – was the land of some of his ancestors too, as well as of all those American presidents: Jack Kennedy, Richard Nixon, Ronald Reagan, and even Barack Obama. De Gaulle most probably did not really want to be in Ireland at that time, or indeed at any time, but he wanted even less to be in France for the installation of Georges Pompidou as President of France, whom the same ‘Canard Enchainé” had invariably caricatured as a little mannequin standing on de Gaulle’s desk in the Élysée Palace, smoking one of those frightful Gauloises. That was probably how Mon Général preferred to remember his faithful poodle.
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