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Further praise for The Rule of the Land:

         
            ‘Garrett Carr powerfully captures the often desolate beauty of the border landscape in language that is robust, yet lyrical.’ David Park

            ‘Reminiscent of Tim Robinson’s response to landscape and what dwells within.’ Sunday Times

            ‘Reveals that the border is not just a line between Northern Ireland and the Republic, but has a character of its own, populated by frontier people. An exceptional read.’ Sunday Independent

            ‘Carr illuminates some of the border’s legacies, taking in castles, forts, prisons, prehistoric tombs, crannogs, high crosses, tracks of St Patrick, caves, bridges, old customs huts, manor houses, farms, drumlins, protest points, addiction rehab centres, Orange Halls, Paddy’s Parades, temperance ballrooms, memorials, pilgrimage routes, walls, towers, smugglers’ locations and even the bogs where the IRA buried execution victims … He – surely, rightly – maintains a politically neutral position on his journey, although he is, like many people, apprehensive about what Brexit will bring to the Irish border and astonished that  this issue was so little discussed during the EU referendum campaign.’ Mary Kenny, Literary Review

            ‘Goes well beyond the obvious North/South, Protestant/Catholic dualities. Estates are paired with bungalows; landlords with tenants; soldiers with civilians. This is a poignant, funny, memorable read, layered with ideas.’ Nicholas Crane

            ‘As definitive an account of the line as you will ever read. The author doesn’t just walk the border; he rows it, climbs it, clambers over it and, at moments, wades waist-deep through it.’ Glenn Patterson, Guardian
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The Border Interpretive Centre


         

         Directly on the borderline, where it crosses the first major north–south road, stands a child’s drawing of a house made real. Four walls, one doorway, two windows and a roof, it could hardly be a simpler structure. No door and nothing inside but a single small room. Housemartins have made mud nests in the rafters. I step in, look out of the windows and then step out. There is nothing else to do.

         Only a few feet from the doorway an articulated truck trundles by, raising dust and making the roadside litter dance. Every minute or so another truck goes by, straight over the border. I am standing between Ireland’s north and south, a place now set to become the European Union’s in and out. This tiny house is the only structure here. There are no immigration checkpoints to delay the drivers, at least not yet.

         Once a grocery shop stood on this spot but it was burned down in an arson attack. The owners did not rebuild the shop but they knew that leaving the site vacant would mean reapplying for planning permission if they ever did want to construct something here again. So this was quickly put up, a placeholder, just enough to ensure a building lineage is maintained on the site. This is a structure with no purpose other than to simply be.

         In 2000 an artist called John Byrne borrowed this building. What he did with it was the manifestation of an idea  born on the fly, in the middle of delivering a standup comedy routine. Suppose, John wondered aloud, we actually encouraged people to visit Ireland’s border? People go to see stranger things – tombs, bridges, old walls. Couldn’t the border be a tourist attraction? John Byrne had an idea: put an interpretive centre on it. A proper tourist attraction always has one of those.
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         No one else was going to do it, so Byrne did. He set up and staffed the Interpretive Centre himself. It was an information bureau and shop. You could buy T-shirts and badges saying ‘Good Luck from the Border’. Byrne sold postcards featuring photographs of military forts. But these were not the ruins of Norman or Elizabethan castles normally found on postcards, their bloody aspects now safely historicised. Byrne’s postcards featured modern military watchtowers, installations built by the British army in response to a terrorist threat on the borderland, a threat that was still on going. This zone was militarised at the time. The watchtowers were still staffed and operational, steel structures bristling with cameras, aerials and spotlights. From anywhere along this stretch of the border, the eastern end, you could see at least one of them. And its cameras could see you, watch you cross the border, read your car’s number plate.

         The border was a troubled place when Byrne opened the Border Interpretive Centre, and had been contested for all its existence. The borderland itself is thinly populated, often tranquil, but the twisty line that divides the island on the map is a symbol that divides opinion. The line on the map offers no space to meet so it was smart of John Byrne to make room here on the ground. The Border Interpretive Centre stood directly on the borderline, proving it was not just a symbol, it was also a patch of earth, a living place where things happened. A busload of people came to the official opening of the Border Interpretive Centre. They stood around, remarking on the weirdness of what they were doing. Rather than driving over the line they had stopped to look at it, to take it in. They were pioneers of a sort, they were visiting the border. They could take some home with them; sods of border soil were for sale in ziplock bags. A Northern Irish comedian gave a speech at the event. He noted that although Ireland’s border was small, and despite having viewed many other borders, he still felt it to be ‘the best’, ‘something that unites the whole country’. I meet John Byrne long after his time on the border. I walk up to him in a Belfast bar, introduce myself, and we get chatting about the Border Interpretive Centre. The pub is overcrowded and I suggest we go out with the other drinkers who have flowed out into an alley but John refuses as that would mean drinking from plastic cups instead of  proper pint glasses. I like this commitment to doing things correctly. John says he was a ‘border worrier’ – not meaning he actually fretted about it, but that he couldn’t leave it alone. He felt compelled to poke at the border, get under it or look at it from original angles.

         I too, I realise, am a border worrier, and I’m glad to meet another. I tell Byrne my plan. I am about to begin a long walk, travelling Ireland’s border from end to end. I want to see the entire line, following it no matter where it brings me. Some of the border is water, so I’ll have to borrow a boat occasionally. Most travellers are only on the border for the blink of an eye; it is something to go over on the way to a destination in the north or south. But the border itself is my destination and I will follow it east to west, come what may.

         ‘Will you record it?’ he asks.

         ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘I’m going to make a map of it.’

         John goes on to tell me about an idea of his own. ‘Do you know, on TV nature documentaries, the landscape fly-over footage that they use, if they’ve got the budget?’

         I know the sort of thing, and can imagine it’s expensive to capture. Headlands, peaks or savannah seen from above in smooth tracking shots, filmed with a Steadicam slung under a helicopter.

         ‘I want to make a film with footage like that,’ he tells me, ‘make a film featuring a fly-over of the border.’ His eyes drift to the ceiling as he describes the idea. He wants to get a camera and a helicopter and cruise the borderline, filming it from high above. Perhaps fly on summer evenings, catch it in golden light, give the border an epic sheen. I love the idea immediately. Such footage is often shot of coastlines, there is drama in the clash of land and sea, but John wants to capture the drama of two countries striking against each  other. Instead of land and sea it will be land and land, think of it as two edges for the price of one.

         But if John ever raises the large amount of money it will take, watching the film will still not be a substitute for my walk. I want to see the line up close. I want to see how the land and its people have reacted to the border, and the ways in which the line is made manifest. First it just demarcated counties, then countries and will next be where the United Kingdom and the European Union touch – this line has a lot of responsibilities. In 2016 the UK voted to disentangle itself from the EU, while the Republic of Ireland remained a committed member. It was striking how little the possible effect on Ireland was discussed in the lead-up to the referendum on EU membership. You might have thought the border between the UK and the EU was going to be the English Channel. But it won’t be, it’s here, and it’s as thin as wire. It turns out that I will see the border in a peaceful yet fragile moment. Looking at the border will also require thinking back in time, charting its past. So far my map is just a large sheet of paper with nothing on it but the border’s crooked course and an X representing the Border Interpretive Centre. I’m not sure what else I’ll find. As a symbol the border divides, but I’m going to see what it is doing on the ground, and in the water.
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Lighthouses, Vikings


         

         We pick up the border from the open sea, approaching it in a twelve-foot canoe. Rain is coming down so hard it seems there are no individual drops, just thick cold saturation. I am accompanied by Paddy Bloomer. He will journey with me a few times, wherever the border travels open water like it does here on Carlingford Lough. I am kneeling in the bow, pulling us forward with a paddle. He is sitting to stern, at the tricky business of steering and keeping us right with the waves. Paddy is an artist, engineer, barn-raiser and recycler. His practice involves taking junk and transforming it into things of beauty and usefulness. He is also a canoeist, this vessel and the knowledge to handle it belong to him. I’ve never been in one before, I just do what I am told, the mindless engine, pulling us forward – reach, dip, tug, reach, dip, tug …

         ‘The oar is cutting into my hand,’ I complain.

         ‘It’s called a paddle,’ says Paddy.

         Ahead, tall and grey in the sodden atmosphere, is the border’s first monument. Haulbowline Lighthouse stands off shore. Waves crash at it from all sides. I think of it as the beginning because this lighthouse – smooth stone, seamless from a distance – is a fine spool from which to unwind the border. I imagine the line as three hundred miles of oily black cable, wrapped around the lighthouse, waiting to be drawn out. 

         When Ireland’s lighthouses were staffed, the keepers were usually relieved every fortnight but Haulbowline was so grim a confine that its staff were relieved twice a week. You can’t stroll around Haulbowline, you can barely take a step. The tower completely smothers the rock it stands on. Paddy and I slip into the lighthouse’s orbit. Currents slap about unpredictably but we paddle closer and experience its immensity. I am soaked, rainwater runs from my wrists and down my sleeves, but I feel no hurry. There is something comforting about the lighthouse, something paternal about the way it dominates our small craft. There is elegance here too, Haulbowline’s body tapers out smoothly, granite made graceful. As the foundation is out of sight it is easy to imagine the lighthouse’s body continuing to curve under the water, an upside-down funnel, getting wider and wider, until it might slide against the sea floor in a disc the size of a racetrack. Above the water, the structure is nothing but solid blocks for at least twenty courses, a mighty stump giving the lighthouse a low centre of gravity. Each block is wedge-shaped and a perfect fit to its neighbours, so tightly packed not even damp can enter. Haulbowline was designed to deny the sea any bite because even a tiny space between blocks would have been eaten at and widened, weakening the structure, eventually pulling the lighthouse down. Without a nook or cranny for waves to pick at, Haulbowline has been standing since 1824.

         A short distance away, on one of Carlingford Lough’s tiny islands, we see what waves can do. The island is all black rock slabs and seaweed, the highest point only a few feet above water level. Paddy and I pull the canoe up onto it and tramp about for a few minutes. Waves of seaweed cling to our ankles. A bunker-like fort was built here in the sixteenth century, or maybe it was later, nobody knows for sure, so it might have been to defend against Spaniards or Scots, Cromwell or Napoleon. Someone was always threatening the land and Carlingford is a deep inlet, a good way in. The fort walls are four feet thick, an attempt to stand up against the sea by means of simple heft. The attempt failed. The fort is in pieces now, two-ton chunks scattered wide.
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         ‘When we were kids we were told an escaped prisoner hid out in the blockhouse for weeks,’ Paddy tells me. ‘He survived by creeping out after dark to eat mussels and seaweed.’

         We walk from one lump of masonry to another. Some are hard to distinguish from the island rocks. It stops raining and the breeze whips the damp from our clothes. I walk down to the shore, take my camera from its ziplock bag and photograph Haulbowline.

         The need to create an impervious structure is what gave Haulbowline its curve. This design was perfected in Scotland, where Haulbowline’s closest relatives are found. Scotland is only a few wet miles away; at night the flash of several Scottish lighthouses can be seen from here. It was an engineer named Robert Stevenson who began building these curved towers. He was the founder of a lighthouse-building dynasty although one grandson turned away from engineering and became a writer instead. Think of the salt water washing around Robert Louis Stevenson’s paternal line and you understand something of where Treasure Island and Kidnapped came from. He also held his grandfather in high regard, writing: ‘He was above all things a projector of works in the face of nature, and a modifier of nature itself … The rains, the winds and the waves, the complexity and the fitfulness of nature, are always before him.’

         Thank you Robert Louis, you’ve put your finger on it. A lighthouse is the product of optimism, applied with cold rationality. Haulbowline is built on rock and the belief that technology will make our lives fuller and longer. We need not be shoved around by nature; we can build things to help us hold a place in it. I realise that, just like a castle or a fort, a lighthouse is defensive architecture. Haulbowline defends cargo against fog, fishermen from heavy weather and, in some broader way, lighthouses stand against general chaos, the violence tossed up by a world at spin. Haulbowline guards a different border than the one on the map, it holds the line between order and chaos.

         The lighthouse got its name from the rock it is built on. The rock got its name from Viking raiders, Aale-bolig; Place of Eels. So the name’s nautical feel is not from its etymology, but nor is it coincidence. The Vikings left the name Aale-bolig behind but no one here understood it so it began to drift about, a foreign word that needed to be made to fit. A process of Chinese Whispers gradually drew the name closer and closer to the language used around it, a language fixated on boats, tackle and rigging. Aale-bolig … Haul-bowline.

         This entire inlet got its name from Vikings. They sailed in and saw that although the waters were relatively narrow they extended far into the country. This made them feel at home – it was a fjord. Working their way around the coast, Vikings put the ford into the names of many Irish bays. But unlike many others, Carlingford truly is a fjord; carved by a glacier, it fits the typical geological definition. As glaciers slid out to sea their undersides melted and released tons of sand. Now Carlingford’s bed is a layer of sand many feet thick. Paddy and I see it below us later as the weather improves and the sun comes out. We are paddling along the southern shore towards a village and the white sand below makes the water glow turquoise, a colour I associate with the equator, not the border. I almost expect to see nut-brown children splashing about. Instead, on a jetty, are a bunch of pasty boys in fluorescent lifejackets waiting for a kayak lesson.

         ‘Lunch?’ I say to Paddy.

         ‘Food, aye,’ he says, surveying the settlement.

         It could be the steady work of the paddle, or it could be Paddy’s beard, but as we clamber ashore at the village I feel like we’re Viking raiders, here to pillage. We want carbohydrates, lots. Carlingford town is full of picturesque ruins, the streets are tidy and postcardish. The cafes are too cutesy for Paddy and me, our wellington boots and raw needs, but we have to choose one. It has tablecloths, and amateur watercolours of the town’s ruins on the wall. Paddy eyes the paintings wearily but concedes they’ve done a good job on the framing. We order food, gobble it down, then order coffee. It comes in china receptacles only slightly bigger than egg cups. Perhaps they were egg cups. They’re gone in a gulp. Luckily for the cafe’s owners, we have left our axes in the boat.

         Back on the water, back to the border. As we paddle inland, mountains rise to port and starboard. South are the Cooleys. North, the Mountains of Mourne sweep down to the sea. The Cooleys are ruffled and pitted, the Mournes taller and polished smooth by glaciers. Mountain ranges of differing personalities and this wide band of water between; I sense the edge of kingdoms.

         ‘It’s a good place to put a border,’ says Paddy. ‘I mean, if you have a border and need a place for it.’

         Carlingford Lough’s deep chink brought Viking raiders far inland before they had to leave their vessels. The landscape would have been greener with trees then, and would have looked promising. The people here were raised on milk and steak. There were plenty of broad-backed slaves to be had and maybe fine metalwork too if the raiders found one of the new monasteries. I picture them as spirited freebooters, laughing, goading each other, becoming increasingly excited as they get deeper inland and finally disembark. They are like a bunch of boys loose in an orchard.

         Twelve hundred years later, the Danish culture minister will visit Ireland and apologise on their behalf.

         
            *

         

         The lough narrows into the mouth of a canal, the border goes with it. I look out for a good campsite along the shore. 

         ‘Trees, ferns, it’s all gorgeous,’ says Paddy. He doesn’t care, he’s going home.

         Just before landing, Paddy and I encounter two more lighthouses. Neither of us has seen anything like them before. Very different from Haulbowline, these lights are low to the water and the stonework is crude. There is no need for watertight masonry here, we have travelled away from the open sea, big waves will not trouble these towers. The designer was free to do whatever they wanted and they decided to borrow from Ireland’s medieval architecture. The lighthouses have been styled like monastic refuge towers, complete with limpet-shell roofs.
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         The structures that inspired the style of these lighthouses predate them by over a thousand years. They stood in the grounds of monasteries and are often simply called round towers. When I was in school we were taught that monks built the towers as a place of retreat during Viking raids. Hence a single doorway high on the side; at the approach of trouble the monks would gather armfuls of valuables and withdraw inside the tower, pulling the ladder up behind them. I drew such scenes with colouring pencils in my exercise books, but this conjecture is now doubted. No raider would row all the way from Dublin or Denmark then give up on slaves and a silver crozier just because a door was inconveniently high. Some archaeologists now think round towers were simply predecessors of today’s church spires; a statement of power, a marker, and useful for projecting the clang of a bell.

         But in 1887 round towers were believed to have been refuges from Viking raids, and that was when these lighthouses were built. So, given Carlingford’s Viking history, designing them to look like round towers creates a pleasant echo. Raiders rowing in, like a fog rolling in, required the construction of defences. Paddy points out the solar panels on their roofs; these lighthouses are still functional. Their war is ongoing.

         Since encountering his lighthouses, I have spent time among archives trying to learn something of their designer, Allan MacDonnell. He is a very different case from the Stevensons. He left no writings and there is little to go on. I’m not even sure how he spelled his name, the records contradict. A museum curator sent me an email that amounted to a shrug; ‘It seems MacDonnell is one of history’s forgotten.’ The few things I can say about him were pieced together by American genealogists who worked from tombstone inscriptions, newspaper mentions and MacDonnell’s patents. There are many of these; MacDonnell was an inventive man.

         I can place Allan MacDonnell walking through the town of Newry one day in February 1875. The pavements are busy. This soon-to-be-border town is a hub of manufacturing and trade, producing flax, linen, iron goods, mineral water, furniture and carriages, all exported by sea, via the canal to Carlingford Lough. Newry is one of the first places in Ireland to have street lighting. Visitors note the town’s clean streets and comfortable coffee houses. There are a few beggars but they aren’t excessively ‘coaxing and wheedling in their talk’. MacDonnell is now forty-seven. I picture him in a coat heavier than most, with fur on the lapels. Ships from all over the world dock at Newry, so you might think he had bought the unusual coat from a sailor. But no, MacDonnell lived in Russia for many years and has just returned to Ireland, land of his birth. In Russia he worked with Alfred Nobel – inventor of dynamite, progenitor of the Nobel Prize – and, by the time he left, had patented a few compounds of his own. MacDonnell is a chemist and an engineer. He is on his way to deliver a public lecture entitled The Chemistry of Water and Carbon.

         How would he seem as he walked? Abstracted perhaps, a scientist, he is calculating displacement as he walks to the town hall. Or he may have cut a much more political figure, engaged with the street, greeting people, tipping his hat … We don’t know. But, introvert or extrovert, he walked purposefully. MacDonnell was certainly a doer. He has just filed another patent, a machine for filling and corking bottles. Soon he will oversee improvements to Newry’s most vital artery, its canal link to the sea, widening and deepening it to accommodate the future’s bigger vessels. To see boats safely into the canal from the lough he will build two new lighthouses. Another designer might place them left and right of the canal’s entrance: beacons were commonly arranged like this, like goalposts. But MacDonnell thought there was a better way. Goalposts, even when placed close together, can be approached from any angle along a wide arc. MacDonnell will position the towers so the canal will be approached one way, the fastest way, the safest way, the best way.

         Learning that Allan MacDonnell was an engineer and inventor reminds us that the evocation of monastic history is only the outer style of these lighthouses. Primarily, they were sensible technology. Travelling up the lough from the sea, a pilot steers so as to keep both lights aligned straight ahead. The tower further back has been built taller to enable this. Following this line of sight leads the vessel straight into the canal system. The lighthouses were styled with some antiquarian amusement but were really shaped by Enlightenment optimism meeting nineteenth-century entrepreneurialism and commerce. They are machines for letting trade flow.

         Paddy and I paddle the recommended way, the towers lined up ahead of us. There is something satisfying in this; slotting ourselves into the groove of a fastidious mind. The border too, has fallen into line. MacDonnell’s lights guide the border in.

         In MacDonnell’s time Newry reaches its limits. In the last decade of the nineteenth century the town had all the business its infrastructure could handle. Belfast, which Newry once rivalled, now steams ahead. Allan MacDonnell leaves, never to return, going to Texas and making a new home on the plains. His next mention in the historical record is in 1906, filing a patent for a new kind of land roller and furrower. Four years later he dies.

         MacDonnell’s lighthouses on Carlingford Lough are hardly famous but they have survived, and are his only remaining statement. They still fulfil their role but these lighthouses also have a sculptural quality that, I think, is sweetened by knowing a little about MacDonnell. The trajectory of his life suggests ambition arranged, like these lighthouses, in a westerly direction. Russia, Ireland, America. It is as if MacDonnell put a coded message into these towers: Go West. They certainly advise us to keep moving. You might call it progress or just momentum, but we definitely need to keep moving.

      

   


   
      
         

            
Loving, Killing


         

         Tonight in a border pub a young man and young woman get talking. They are not strangers, they grew up in the same area but, slowly, things are going to a new level. They have, in local lingo, ‘a notion’ of each other. He has a notion of her. She has a notion of him. To have a notion of someone is to see potential in them, to see potential in the idea of you together. I’m talking about love.

         Or perhaps that’s old news, they became a couple months ago. They are not in a pub. They are at her kitchen table eating dinner with her parents. There is polite intergenerational conversation. They all agree that reinstating border controls will be bad for business. He has just gotten a job with a wholesale supplier, delivering animal feed to farms both sides of the border. Her mother asks about this, she approves. It’s all quite pleasant but there are sideways glances between the young couple. She lives with her parents and he lives with his, this is limiting, as you can imagine. Their toes tap soundlessly inside their shoes.

         When they get a moment alone she says to him or perhaps he says to her, ‘Do you fancy a spin to Narrow Water?’ Their pulses hop. ‘Yes,’ she replies. Or maybe, ‘Aye,’ or ‘Alright so,’ or ‘Go on then.’

         They get in his van and drive, following Carlingford Lough’s southern shore. A stony lane leads off the road. It’s after dark, most people would miss the turn-off, but the couple know the area. The lane leads through woods to the waterside and a slipway that is broken up and disused, no boat has tied up here in years. They park overlooking the canal. They can see Ireland’s border slipping by on the surface. He turns off the engine. The van has been unloaded and swept but there is still the odour of cattle feed. They turn to each other. They kiss. They kiss some more. They fumble at buttons. They begin to probe each other’s boundaries.

         Suddenly a man emerges from the trees, right by the windscreen. His appearance is a shock but the couple can tell he is harmless because of how he is dressed; boots, mismatched walking gear. He is holding a map in his hand. No danger, but his arrival embarrasses everyone. The walker can’t help but catch sight of peeled-back clothing and exposed skin. Then the van’s front seat is busy with the readjusting of garments. The couple keep their faces turned down and away. The walker scuttles on past, making sure to see no more. The driver starts the engine and they reverse away, leaving the man alone by the border.

         Dear couple in the van, let me take this opportunity to apologise. This is obviously a spot for lovers, for ‘courting’. It suits the role, secluded and quiet, with the breeze in the branches and darkening water sliding out to the lough. You can be sure of privacy here, nobody visits the border, especially after dark. But tonight, unfortunately for the lovers, some fool is visiting. I’m even going to spend the night.

         Under my boots, beneath matted leaves, I can feel the rounded stones of the old slipway. They make it impossible to pitch my tent and the undergrowth is too thick to pitch under the trees. It is a dry night so I will make do with my tarpaulin, getting in my sleeping bag and wrapping myself in the tarp until I look like a blue burrito. Across the canal, in Northern Ireland, a dual carriageway runs parallel to the water. Big lorries cruise along it, decked in yellow lights that blink out for a moment as they pass behind a black patch. This is the robust and boxy Narrow Water Keep, built out over the water, across the canal but this side of the dual carriageway.

         The waterway is just wide enough for no traffic sound to reach me. I lie wrapped up in the dark and silence. It might be because of the passing vehicles, the hard stones or the couple in the van but I feel lonely. When my mobile phone chimes I grab for it, eager for a friend, but it’s an automatic text from my service provider, telling me that I have roamed into another country. I will be getting a lot of these texts from now on. There is a splash. A seal parts the water and looks at me with its wet pebble eyes. Three seconds later it goes back under.

         
            *

         

         Next morning I make an expedition into the trees. Wading through ferns, I can hear drinks cans crunching under my boots. I emerge where a railway once ran; the sleepers and rails are gone but the route remains, readable in the flattened earth and a pair of hedgerows, parallel and close together. I stop and study the ground, like a detective searching for clues, but there are only the hoof marks of sheep. I look across the water, across the border. Lorries are still motoring along the dual carriageway, sunlight glinting off their taillights as they approach Narrow Water Keep.

         One day in 1979 soldiers were travelling that road in a convoy, two trucks and a jeep. The British armed forces had been deployed to hold Northern Ireland together against escalating violence. Moving among the general citizenry, hard to distinguish, was the Irish Republican Army. Their aim was to forcefully erase the border, making the island one united and independent country. The IRA was the most recent version of physical force nationalism, an ideology that can be traced at least as far back as the 1790s. The IRA was organised along military lines but fought with guerrilla tactics and the British army was its primary foe. Road journeys were risky for the army and this route particularly so as it runs along the border; IRA snipers sometimes operated from the south. The soldiers knew it was dangerous but they were also determined not to be predictable in their choice of routes, so even this border-hugging road was used occasionally. I picture soldiers in the back of one of the trucks. Moustaches, cigarettes and pecking orders. Even in a society as small as the back of a truck there are social alliances and exclusions. Perhaps there were one or two quiet ones, not getting involved, looking at the water through gaps in the canvas.

         A bomb exploded on the roadside. The convoy’s last truck was enveloped in a fireball. The bomb had been detonated from where I am now standing, a few dozen feet south of the border. Two members of the IRA were crouched on the railway embankment. I see now what they would have seen and I’d like to report some sharp insight but there is just a vaguely cold sense of having stepped into the ghost of an event. Exploding the bomb at the precise moment to catch a fast-moving vehicle was difficult. The IRA members had positioned themselves where they could use one of two nineteenth-century lighthouses, out on the water, as a marker. When the truck passed behind the smaller tower they triggered the bomb. This was a line of sight that Allan MacDonnell did not predict. Dare to erect a tall structure on this landscape and you never know what alignments it could get drawn into. Seven people died in the blast.

         A survivor later recalled being knocked to the ground by the blast. When he sat up he could see wreckage and burning body parts all around, and was aware of the stillness and silence in the aftermath of the explosion. Then he realised that he too was on fire. The bomb had been packed with cans of petrol.

         The sound of the explosion reverberated across the water. Hearing it, other soldiers raced to the spot and a quick reaction force was dropped in by helicopter. The first thing they did was set up a control point in the gateway of a country house a little up the road. Choosing that spot was logical: granite walls gave some cover and it was close to the bomb-site. However, there was danger in logic. This choice of control point was predictable, so it was where the IRA had hidden the second bomb.

         It went off thirty minutes after the first. Instead of petrol, coal had been packed around the bomb. I can’t imagine what effect coal would have had in the explosion itself but, even decades later, it makes the blast somehow tangible – gives the killing a mineral ferocity. One solider was vaporised so completely that he was initially listed as missing. Now eighteen people had died.

         There was confusion among the surviving soldiers, dazed, staggering about. A popping noise went off and off and off. Cases of bullets were igniting in a burning jeep but the soldiers thought they were being fired upon. They shot over a hundred rounds into the trees by the slipway across the water. But there was that unlikely thing – someone was visiting the border. A man had walked down to where I slept last night. He was hit and killed. Now nineteen people had died.

         I have started counting and I don’t know how to stop. This is a problem with counting, you never find the end. You can always add the next person and the next. Five other people were killed in political violence that day. In the following week two more died. Within a month, another four. Different armed groups killed thirty more in the months to the end of 1979. With most of these killings, as with the Narrow Water bombs, no one was ever convicted.

         
            *

         

         I lie on my back on the grassy embankment. The land is warming in the new sun, the grass is tickling my ears. Six or seven swifts swoosh over me, inches from my nose. I stand up and watch the birds glide down the centre of the waterway. I can see where the border comes ashore, becoming the United Kingdom’s only land border. I retrieve my gear and go after it, into the Cooley Mountains. There is no black line painted up the slopes but the border is not invisible either, something always hosts it. It travels along a hedgerow, then a stone wall, then a fence. These boundaries are no different from the other hedgerows, stone walls and fences nearby. You need local knowledge or, like me, a detailed Ordnance Survey map to know which is the border. I find an apple tree growing straight out of the line. A coincidence, I wonder, that the tree took root in the borderline, or did someone plant it here as a marker? There is no one to ask on these unpopulated slopes, I will not see a single person all morning. I pick a day’s supply of fruit and keep climbing. 

         The last road before the peak is a lane, too narrow for carriageway markings but a speed limit sign stands facing into Northern Ireland, 80 it says. It also tells drivers that they have crossed the border, the only way to know exactly when the transition occurs. Read the sign a little closer and more can be gleaned. The figure is in kilometres, like on the continent. The Republic of Ireland has looked to mainland Europe in issues of network cohesion, away from the UK’s imperial values and use of miles. Commitment to the European Union always felt stronger south of the line. Part of a historical connection that might go all the way back to the French Revolution, an event that was a vital inspiration to Ireland’s early Republicans. This sign reminds drivers that they are crossing into a place still securely linked to Europe: Liberté, Fraternité, Métrique.

         Upwards, onwards. The air is cold and gusts occasionally, driven off the Irish Sea. The border is woven among the rocks in dry-stone walls. Here and there chunks of stonework have fallen in and channels of flattened grass either side of the broken sections indicate that they are the highways of badgers, deer, foxes; international foragers. A track pulls close to the border and I use it, glad to get off the spongy earth. It brings me up into a forestry plantation. Weatherbeaten spruces are dotted about, grass growing in tufts around their trunks. The trees struggle in soil already drained of nutrients by previous crops. In an open area the land has been torn, prepping it for more saplings, but the job has been abandoned. A bundle of fenceposts held together with steel hoops is turning green. A rock pile has waited so long to be shifted that thistles have grown up through it. An oily jacket is hanging on a branch, it looks like someone meant to return for it, after lunch perhaps, but never did. For how long has it hung here? Weeks, months, it might even be years. Here, away from farms, houses, walkers’ routes, nothing can happen for a long time. Only for the breeze and the creaking trees the place would seem in complete suspension.

         It is surprising to remember that this part of the border is the setting for an ancient tale of heroes and pride. In the Cooley Mountains a superman called Cúchulainn took a stand, defending Ireland’s north from raiders. His story is recounted in the Táin Bó Cúailnge, The Cattle Raid of Cooley. The earliest version we have dates from the twelfth century, transcribed in Irish, though it certainly had a long life before being written down. No one knows how deep the story goes. Strip it back to its dramatic foundations and it is still solid, based on the themes of land, frontiers and invasion. It is the oldest expression of Ireland’s borderland and it is also Ireland’s epic, the island’s answer to classical mythology. The Táin Bó Cúailnge is not an epic because it is written in verse; most of it is not. Nor is the Táin an epic because it is a foundation myth, a story that traces a culture’s beginnings. No, it describes a conflict in an already established society. The Táin is an epic because its men and women are archetypal, as are their clashes. It is an epic because it binds its characters with their landscape, making their ructions seem almost geological, driven from deep down. Also, in the Táin Bó Cúailnge, there is a lot of killing.

         First we get the hero’s back story, meeting him as a talented child soldier called Setanta. He is crossing land when a ferocious guard dog attacks. Setanta kills the dog. The boy was entitled to be on the land so will not be punished; it was self-defence. But Culann, the landowner, is now worried for his security. Setanta – an honourable lad – offers to take the place of the dog until a new pup is reared and trained. Boy becomes guard dog and he gets a new name: the Hound of Culann, Cúchulainn. He is seven years old at the time. He grows up hard, arrogant, gruff and singular.

         The main action kicks off with regional bragging. Medb, the queen of Connaught, wishes to borrow a famous bull from the Ulstermen in the north. She sends some of her men to ask for it and the loan is agreed. However, staying over that night and drinking too much, the Connaught men boast that had they not been lent the bull they would have taken it by force. Regional bragging is a familiar thing. An area’s local pride and half-joking sense of superiority over other areas can be found in any region on earth, no matter how small. Even a street’s width is probably enough to instil a sense of regional identity. The creators of the Táin understood this ridiculous aspect of humanity, they rooted their story in it. The northern hosts are offended and withdraw the loan. The big-mouthed Connaught men return to their queen without the bull.

         Queen Medb wants that bull. She goes on the offensive, leading her army north to steal it. Just when they are most needed Ulster’s warriors are struck by a curse called the pangs, agonising pains that leave them helpless, writhing on the ground. With the older men immobilised only one person can defend Ulster, Cúchulainn. He is now seventeen. He goes to the frontier and leaves a spancel hoop on the trail where the invaders will see it before entering Ulster, somewhere near where I am now. A spancel hoop is a simple piece of farm kit, a ring attached to the legs of a cow to hobble it, keep it from roaming. There is real poetry in this symbol, sprung from a culture based around livestock. The invaders see the hoop and understand that they are being told to go no further. It speaks of the ritualistic importance of boundaries in ancient Ireland that the warriors do not mock this humble sign or simply ignore it. They stop and ponder its demand.

         One of Queen Medb’s roles in the Táin is to tread all over such delicacy. She does not understand the hoop. Unlike her generals, she has never heard of Cúchulainn. A disregard for tradition and bad comportment are perhaps the most serious personal failings in the Táin, and they are traits of this queen. She avoids the challenge represented by the spancel hoop in a sneaky way, ordering her army to hack a new path through the forest, going around the hoop. This becomes known as Slechta, the Hewn Place. Cutting a new path into the kingdom of Ulster is an unforgivable insult. Things are bound to get nasty now.

         The next boundary marker Cúchulainn leaves is the heads of four of Medb’s warriors, thrust on spikes. Medb still doesn’t catch on. ‘Let us not make too much of it,’ she says. ‘He has only one body. He can suffer wounding. He is not beyond being taken.’ She’ll learn.

         In keeping with protocol, warriors are sent up against Cúchulainn one at a time. In battle Cúchulainn is gripped by a bloodlust that transforms him into a kind of monster, a condition that translator Winifred Faraday describes as a contortion, Thomas Kinsella as a warp spasm and Ciaran Carson as a torque. In this state Cúchulainn kills everyone sent against him. Sometimes – as modern translations of the Táin are blends of several surviving versions – he kills the same people twice. Whole pages are devoted to listing the dead.

         I hike south from the borderline to a high gap. From a distance it looks like a molar, two crags and a rounded trough in between. It is a natural channel curving up over the mountaintop, a strip of clingy bogland about the width of a motorway. Today the gap acts as a wind tunnel; I lean further and further into the wind as I climb. It’s also an amplifier, the howl getting incrementally louder until, in the middle of the gully, it is an even, continuous roar. But the roar sneaks up on me, I will not register the way it filled my ears until it is gone.

         The first people I have seen all day are approaching the gap from the other side, both in bright orange-and-pink jackets and using hiking poles. The man is up ahead. A GPS device dangles around his neck. He might be in his thirties, it is hard to tell as he has pulled his neck warmer up over his mouth. This also makes him hard to understand when he speaks.

         ‘Is this Medb’s Gap?’ he repeats.

         ‘Yes it is.’

         ‘Grand,’ he says and pushes on by without another word. He is annoyed. He’s not as fit as he thought he was, or there’s a hole in his boot, or maybe his problem is with me. He was annoyed to see me in the gap when he arrived, it was like I’d got here ahead of him. I did get here ahead of him, but hardly in a meaningful way. I probably smiled too much when answering him. Medb’s Gap is a very gappy-looking gap, a deep notch in the mountaintop, with black rocky walls. I didn’t feel the question was necessary. The woman passes by next. She is barefaced, damp hair clinging to her cheeks. ‘There’s not much easy,’ she says to me with a laugh, following after the man.

         Medb’s Gap is the site of the Táin’s final battle. After killing warrior upon warrior the strength is finally leaving Cúchulainn’s limbs. He ties himself to a rock to keep upright and fool the invaders into thinking he is still fighting fit. Cúchulainn’s dedication to his role as defender makes sense when we remember he was trained in childhood to be a guard dog, defending boundaries is what he is for. Just as the invaders realise Cúchulainn is fading the Ulstermen recover from their pangs and go to join the fight. There is a huge clash. Thousands are slain and the invaders are repelled. Cúchulainn finally faces Medb but lets her retreat alive.

         Places like Medb’s Gap are more than just a setting for the Táin Bó Cúailnge. How places got their names is a central preoccupation of the story, adding up to something that is more significant than the raid itself. Many events unimportant to the main narrative are described because they explain the name of a hill, glen or tear in the land. The Táin was born in a culture without paper maps; the maps were in people’s heads. If you were a bard then it was part of your profession to be able to recite long itineraries, one place-name after another, and it is natural that such mental route maps took story form, helping people remember places in the correct order. The telling of the final battle is rushed compared to the description of what follows. There’s a fight between Ulster’s bull, the prize of the Táin, and an equally matched Connaught bull. Their thrashing takes place on a gigantic scale, all across the Cooley Mountains and beyond. The battle tosses place-names right and left. Sliab nAdarca, the Mountain of the Horn; Finnlethe, the White One’s Shoulder Blade. The Connaught bull is eventually mauled to death but Ulster’s is mortally wounded as well. It staggers home, leaving a trail of innards along the way. Ath Luain, the Ford of the Loins; Tromma, the Liver; Etan Tairb, the Bull’s Brow. When it gets back to the frontier, it falls dead at Druim Tairb, Ridge of the Bull.

         So the Táin closes with no great victory, just two dead bulls and lots of place-names. There is a sense of exhaustion. Medb goes home. Cúchulainn goes home. A landscape has been hammered from both sides and a frontier forged.

         
            *

         

         I return to the borderline but can’t tell if I’m rejoining it at exactly the same spot. These look like the same spruces, but spruces are hard to tell apart. The border runs along the same buckled wire fence. No living thing would be impeded by it, it merely demarcates nations. The brightest things in the landscape are empty white sacks that have been blown onto the wires; I’m sure some have been hanging there for years. They are turf sacks, made from a plastic material too thick to rustle, they can only flap. I see nothing heroic about this landscape. It feels more blunt and oppressive than anything else, rather like Cúchulainn might be if you encountered him. The border went on to see a lot more hard men, he was not so unusual.

         I move on. The border begins to descend and a run-down cottage comes into view. It has a corrugated-iron roof and cardboard taped over a broken window. Way up beyond the highest road, only a rough path leads to the door. There is no sign of life; no smoke; no television aerial. Abandoned, I imagine. Then the door swings open and a man is standing there in an old jumper and jeans. He has a mug of tea in one hand and he is waving at me with the other. An excited border collie is making figures of eight around his legs.
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