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FOREWORD







The chord struck by Hubert Butler’s first collection of essays reverberated in the world at large with a resonance that may have surprised him. Or it may not. Writing beautifully crafted pieces, often on unpopular subjects, for a variety of short-lived or obscure journals, may not seem an obvious way to make one’s voice carry. But in Butler’s credo, truth echoes all the more clearly when it avoids a metropolitan forum; and the reception of Escape from the Anthill in Ireland, Britain and America vindicated the priorities firmly based on Kilkenny and Gigginstown. It was also a vindication of a lifetime’s resolute intellectual combat in defence of that secular, libertarian ethic which can be discerned as a thin but continuous tributary stream into the main flow of Irish cultural history.


Why does Hubert Butler’s voice speak so clearly and authoritatively – not only to those who lived, like himself, through the era of fascism, war and the 1950s ice-age, but also to a generation like my own, intellectually conditioned (and often disillusioned) by the various false dawns of the 1960s? Perhaps because the detachment, scepticism and tough-mindedness of the eighteenth century is nowadays more comprehensible to us than the confident certitudes of the nineteenth; and Butler as an essayist is firmly in an eighteenth-century tradition. The vehemence of his attack on C. P. Snow’s innocent faith in ‘science’ is just one illustration to be found in the pages that follow. What he calls that ‘terrible disease’ of a hatred of reason identifies the enemy. Religious ‘enthusiasm’ (in the Enlightenment sense) is mercilessly skewered and unpicked, whether in the form of Graham Greene’s intellectual evasions (as Butler conceives them) or the hilarious self-delusions of Thomas Merton. He has an acute eye for vanity masquerading as self-disgust; I should like to read a dissection by him of Westerners who follow Eastern charlatans like Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh. And yet his essays are pervaded by a sympathy for that helpless hope for a better world on earth which identifies so many characters in Chekhov. Attempts to realize this, in experiments such as the Oneida community in New York State, or at New Geneva in County Waterford, provide a recurring theme in Butler’s essays, and it lies behind a lifelong fascination with Russia.


But solipsistic ‘ideal’ communities are not the way to a better world, and often go rancidly wrong. Individualism (again, in an Enlightenment sense) and awkwardness are to be treasured. In Butler’s view, as expressed here, the only real believers that ‘all men are equal’ are the champions of class distinctions, who rely on arbitrarily partitioning people into horizontally divided shelves. Identities, relationships and perceptions are far more complicated than that. There is a characteristically subtle and penetrating passage in the haunting essay ‘Peter’s Window’, which concludes Escape from the Anthill. It is a reflection inspired by participating with his friends in a Leningrad march celebrating the Fifteenth Anniversary of Socialist Construction in 1932:




I have thought that just as half our physical lives passes in sleep, it is perhaps intended that our mental life should be equally distributed between the assertion of our uniqueness and its renunciation. If that trance-like state of submersion in a public or collective mood bears an analogy to sleep, it would reflect our individual and self-centred lives by very simple images and phrases in dream-like sequences. In such a way, the caricatures and slogans that floated above them would complement, like dreams, the intricate, logical natures of Kolya and the baroness. The slogans were the shadows of human thinking in which their thoughts merged restfully, just as their footsteps concurred in the broad, beaten track upon the snow, and we do not expect faithfulness in tone or form or colour from shadows.





Butler’s sympathy goes with those prepared, when necessary, to shake themselves out of the trance-like public mood. Very often they are writers. Ernest Renan and Carl von Ossietzky are two such lives celebrated in this book. ‘It is the business of men of education to keep words flexible and rich in significance’, Butler writes in his essay on the Croatian poet Nazor, ‘and to keep them free of crude antitheses.’ Elsewhere he remarks on the diminishing space in modern intellectual life between the pundit and the puppet. It is this mediating role which he himself occupies with a certain ironic flourish.


In so doing, Butler habitually pursues uncomfortable subjects to their conclusions. In this collection, the fate of the Jews of Europe recurs as an inescapable leitmotif: observed on Riga Strand in 1930, before the deluge; forced into ‘retraining’ schemes in Nazi Vienna in 1938-9; finally and unbearably, the fate of the four thousand children of Drancy. Butler begins by telling us there are ‘three versions of the story of the Children of Drancy’: the language deceptively indicates a folktale or a myth. The terrible point is made that the very scale and organization of the atrocity muffles its horror; the banality of evil is asserted once more. And though Butler tells us the Vichy Commissioner for Jewish Affairs ‘changed his name’ from Darquier to d’Arquier de Pellepoix for his long postwar life as a respectable citizen in Spain, Max Ophuls’s documentary Le Chagrin et La Pitié shows him in 1940 proudly greeting Streicher under his full name. He did not even have to do that much. Yet against this background, Butler opens his essay on ‘The Kagran Gruppe’ with an arresting claim: ‘I believe one of the happiest times of my life was when I was working for the Austrian Jews in Vienna in 1938-9.’ Finishing the essay, one understands why. The individual effort, cast in the scale against huge forces of evil and inertia, carries its own validation.


En écrasant l’infâme, many must go to the wall. Butler may give less than their due, for instance, to the many individual German Catholic priests who opposed Nazism (and their own hierarchy); this is the picture presented by accumulating local studies like that of Thalburg, dealt with here. Nor, perhaps, would we automatically agree with the assertion in ‘A Fragment of Autobiography’ that Lennox Robinson was wrong to risk the County Library movement for the sake of his supposedly blasphemous short story. I do not think that Butler, put in the same position, would have followed such an emollient line; nor do I think he should. Not that it is easy to make such inferences; because where autobiography comes into these essays, it is kept resolutely in its place, to point a general argument or illustrate a theme. At the same time, the child who ignored the selection of cattle for the Kilkenny Fair because he was ‘always thinking of something else’ is discernible in the mature essayist; and the arguments in ‘Little K’, starting from the basis of a personal tragedy, span out to encapsulate all the major themes of this book, and to confront, once again, the terrible image of children flung by their parents from the trains bound for Auschwitz. This collection would be read, and argued about, for that piece alone. But every essay carries the same unadorned clarity and unique distinction.


Equally characteristic is the humour of the pieces dealing with the remnants of formidable Anglo-Irishry: Sir Hercules Langrishe sending up Edward VII, or Aunt Harriet with her Christian Science and her coveted handful of Cork ground-rents, inhabit the same ironic universe as the ‘gay, self-confident and outrageous’ White Russians on Riga Strand. The tone austerely avoids sentimentality or condescension. ‘Neither sadness nor malice nor anything very bad can stand long in his presence.’


An Irish Protestant friend recently recalled to me the atmosphere of that curious subculture, complacent and insecure all at once, in the Republic of the 1950s. Any expressed ambition to criticize aspects of Irish life, he remembered, caused your co-religionists to round on you with one over-riding injunction: ‘Don’t rock the boat!’ Hubert Butler has made a lifetime’s habit of administering graceful but vigorous rocks, sending ripples far beyond his own shore. The boat’s course is altered by the vibration of pieces like those collected in this book: imperceptibly at first, but immeasurably for the better.


R. F. Foster


Dublin, May 1988
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RIGA STRAND IN 1930





Once a week in the summer months, a pleasure steamer berths in Reval harbour and for a few hours troops of excited English tourists swoop down on the town, swarm up the hill, and penetrate in charabancs as far as Pirita and St Brigid’s abbey. It is a charming spot; the views, the churches, the crooked narrow streets, compact, accessible and picturesque, are just what is required. Though they straggle off unshepherded in fifty different directions, they meet each other in a few minutes with glad cries in antique shops and cathedrals where everybody speaks English. When the hooter calls them back to the ship they have seen everything and yet are not exhausted.


The same ship wisely seldom stops at Riga. Riga is big and sprawling and new looking; it has clean, cosmopolitan boulevards, public parks, and large exhausting museums; the few tourists have a harried look and the hours pass in catching trams, changing money and haggling with droshky drivers. There are, it is true, a great many English people in Riga, but they are a serious, residential tribe, the complete reverse of the sightseers of Reval or Helsingfors. The Riga Britons are homesick and resentful business-men who have come to buy timber and find that the Letts don’t want to sell it, or bored and studious soldiers who have come to learn Russian and find that the Letts don’t want to teach it. Their subsequent stories of Riga and Latvia are naturally coloured by their experiences. The timber merchants are confronted with the petty officialdom of a young nation, proud of its new independence and snatching at all opportunities of asserting it. The officers are met with blank surprise; their shy, stumbling sentences get no encouraging response from the Letts, for Russian is out of favour and they find their society restricted to the English Club and a few embittered Russian aristocrats to whom Latvia is only a rebellious province, governed by the lower orders. No wonder then that officers and merchants have no rosy memories of Riga; grudgingly perhaps they repeat the legend that the Riga air is very good and that Schwarz’s is the best café between Berlin and Tokyo, though they’ve never been to Tokyo and Schwarz’s is very much like other cafés; they bring home amber necklaces and caviare and polished birchwood cigarette cases, but they don’t conceal that they are thankful to be out of Riga and would gladly never return.


All the same Riga Strand must have a fascination for more leisured visitors, who have time to be interested in the past and the future of the small republics which rose from the ruins of the Russian Empire. It is the holiday ground not only for Letts but for all the newly liberated peoples of the Baltic. There one may meet Estonians and Finns, Lithuanians and Poles, bathing side by side with Germans, Russians and Swedes, who were once their masters.




 





Of all the Baltic nations perhaps the Letts have suffered the most, yet their story is typical. Their nationality and their language have survived a double conquest and many centuries of foreign rule. From the west came the Teutonic knights bearing with them a German culture and occupying the ancient territories of Lett and Lithuanian and Estonian, as far as the Finnish marshes and the empire of the Tsars. Russia too was expanding. Peter the Great was casting covetous eyes upon the Baltic and at last the ‘Baltic Barons’ in their turn, and all their possessions, passed under the Russian eagles. The Letts now found that they had not one master but two, for the Russians respected the Barons for their solidity and thrift and good husbandry, and confirmed them in their possessions, giving them in return for their loyalty high places at court and in the army. Ever since Peter the Great had first turned the eye of Russia westward, German culture and methods had been admired and imitated. Catherine the Great was a German, and she and her successors often chose advisers from their German subjects. The Baltic Barons found that they lost nothing by their incorporation in the Russian Empire.


If the Barons were the most privileged of the Tsar’s subjects, the Letts whom they oppressed were the most wretched… their very existence was denied, the name of Latvia was abandoned, and the Baltic lands divided into Russian provinces in which the racial differences were carefully ignored. The Letts had no appeal from the caprice of their masters; an early law limited flogging to thirty-six strokes, but humane legislation did not go much further and the Letts remained all but serfs till late on in the last century. Lettish schools were closed and Lettish newspapers prohibited, even old songs and customs that might remind them of their national past were suppressed. Every year in the old days there had been a great festival of song, the rallying point of national feeling, and every town and village had its band of singers. But the rulers recognized that a song can be more dangerous than a sword and the festival was rigorously proclaimed.


Many Letts joined revolutionary organizations and, when the Revolution of 1905 broke out, the great rehearsal for the Revolution of 1917, there was an abortive revolt in Riga. A Lettish Republic was declared and for a few days maintained. The Tsar was alarmed, concessions were promised, and, when all danger was averted, forgotten: the Barons, momentarily panic-stricken, recovered their composure. But the Letts persevered, their time had not yet come, and the Great War found them still trusting in the clemency of the Tsar. It was an occasion when all the subject races must be rallied to the Russian cause, and the Baltic peoples, who were disaffected and lived upon the frontiers of the enemy, must at all costs be conciliated. The German emperor had promised to establish a Lettish Republic, and the Barons, who took this with a grain of salt, were many of them ready to welcome a German invasion. The moment was propitious for a generous gesture from Nicolas II. He agreed to grant a request hitherto persistently refused; henceforward the Letts might serve under their own officers as a separate Lettish unit. Lettish regiments were formed and graciously permitted to defend their fatherland and promised that when they had beaten the enemy they would enjoy equal rights with the Barons. There were rejoicings in Riga, and the credulous Letts believed that at last the day of their deliverance was at hand; but those who were more discerning guessed that whoever won, the Letts would be the losers, the Barons would not be shifted and the emperors would find good reasons for forgetting their solemn pledges. But as often occurs the most discerning were wrong. The unexpected, the impossible happened: both sides were defeated, Kaiser Wilhelm lost his throne and the line of Peter the Great came to a tragic end at Ekaterinburg. Yet at first it seemed as if Latvia would merely be smothered in the collapse of the two empires. By the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk Russia treacherously abandoned Latvia to Germany and after the Armistice the Allies allowed the Germans to remain in Riga to keep the country safe from Bolsheviks.


Then followed eighteen months of terrible suffering for Latvia. The Letts drove out the Bolsheviks in the east only to find the Germans in their rear, and a third enemy appeared suddenly, for an army of White Russian exiles, mobilized in Berlin, tried to conquer Latvia as a base for an attack on Russia. White and Red and Balt and German alternately ravaged the land, for their landlord barons made common cause against the Letts. But the Letts fought like tigers. At last, after foreign intervention and unheard of struggles, peace was restored, boundaries were traced by English colonels and professors, and the Latvian Republic was proclaimed.




 





Now at last the Letts are masters of Riga Strand, and on a June morning the sands are alive with holiday-makers. Where do they all come from? Outside Riga the pinewoods and the wastelands stretch empty and interminable, dotted here and there only with a few ramshackle wooden huts, and Riga itself does not suggest an unlimited supply of pleasure-seekers. Granted that some of them come from abroad the answer is that a seaside holiday is not so much a luxury in Latvia as a necessity. There is scarely a clerk or artisan in Riga too humble to have a rickety wooden dacha for his family during the summer months, and from there he commutes daily.


A great broad shore fringed with pinewoods sweeps round the gulf of Riga as far as eye can see: the sea is almost tideless and yet the beach is always deep and soft and clean, for the wind blows away the bus tickets and the paper bags and buries orange peel and match boxes deep in the sand. Then during the long winters the snow and the frost scavenge round the shuttered dachas, there are mountains of ice and the whole Gulf is frozen over, so that a year or two ago two men skated forty miles across the sea to the small island of Runo, but when they got there they did not recognize it for it too was covered with ice. 


June when it comes finds the scene completely changed: the syringas are in blossom, the railway is opened and the post office and the post mistress are established; there are bands and cinemas and charabancs, and people run about the shady streets in dressing-gowns. Riga Strand is awake again. It is an annual metamorphosis, a conspiracy between man and nature that has started afresh every season since the first dacha went up in the pinewoods. There is a story that it belonged to a Scottish merchant and that he called it Edinburga thus giving its name to one of the seven villages of Riga Strand. Another of the villages is called Dubbelin though the Irish merchant who founded it is only a legend. In any case the villages bear little resemblance to their namesakes. Behind them, parallel to the shore, flows the broad river Aar; in front of them stretches the coastline. There is nothing to interrupt the long monotonous shore; one may walk and walk and still the landmarks keep the same place upon the horizon. There are no rock-pools nor seaweeds nor shells nor birds; sea and land meet each other with a minimum of detail and complication. One might walk to Lithuania and meet scarcely anything but water and sand and trees and sky.


There are three sandbanks that stretch round the whole of the Latvian coast as if to grade the depths for bathers; children can splash about in front of the first, while their parents sleep contentedly on the shore, but only the most intrepid swimmers venture beyond the third. In general, though, the Letts are very well used to the sea and the attendants have placed the long line of basket chairs with their backs to the waves, so that the occupants can watch the stream of people passing by under the restaurants in striped Turkish dressing-gowns and bathing-dresses far too modish to bathe in. The serious bathers do not wear bathing-dresses at all, for the beach belongs to the men till eight o’clock in the morning, when they must give place to the women, who have it to themselves till midday.


The villages themselves are scattered among the trees, long grassy tracks run parallel to each other, criss-crossed by others and fringed with wooden dachas. Here and there is an outcrop of cinemas and dance-halls. There are more pretentious buildings too with archways and gardens; they are empty and dilapidated but not with age for carved in the stone doorways one can often read 1905 or 1908 or 1912. Those were the great days of Riga strand when wealthy merchants from Moscow and St Petersburg or noblemen who did not despise Russian resorts came here with their families. Mineral springs and mud-baths were discovered and exploited; though Riga Strand was not beautiful like Finland yet it was close at hand and it was not as expensive or as exclusive as the Crimea; at least it only excluded the Jews and they were excluded as a matter of course from every chic imperial resort. There was an imperial decree forbidding them to Riga Strand.


For a decade or more all went well; new wings were constructed, new gardens laid out, fashionable specialists built up practices, more and more medicinal baths were opened – then all at once the same fate overtook the villages of Riga Strand that extinguished all the pleasure resorts of Western Europe. But the Great War, which cast only a passing blight upon the others, eclipsed for ever the brief splendours of the Latvian shore. The Baltic lands fell out of favour with the Russians, their ‘barons’ were suspected of intriguing with the enemy; for years it was discovered they had been employing German spies as their foresters and now from being courted they were shunned.


Then began the long campaign among the swamps and forests of Northern Europe… slowly the Russians fell back and their armies melted away; Bolshevik and German and White Russian swept over land and devastated it. In Riga telegraph wires were pulled down; rope had run short but there were still men to hang.


Riga Strand has emerged from the terror now and there are visitors there once more, but the clients for whom the casinos and the dance-halls and the rickety palaces of 1910 were built are gone for ever. Where now are her wealthy St Petersburg patrons, where is St Petersburg itself? Even if they wished to come, there are barbed wire entaglements six foot high, manned by armed sentries, that can only be crossed with a stack of passports. The Japanese garden with its little bridges and artificial jungles is knee-deep in groundsel and toadstools; there are trenches still and tangles of rusty barbed wire round the sulphur springs at Kemmeri, and the fashionable specialists have no prodigal Caucasian Princes to diet in their sanatoria, they have to haggle with Jewesses about mud-baths and superfluous fat. The disinherited have come into their own, the Jews have descended like locusts on Riga Strand… for them it has the fascination of a forbidden land. Synagogues begin to oust the gleaming onion towers and Assari, the farthest of the resorts, has almost become a Jewish village. Jewish ladies emerge with blonde curls from the hairdressers, for there are two or three ‘frisetavas’ in every street and Lettish gentlemen prefer blondes. But the Jews have still to mind their step, for the Letts have inherited many of the prejudices of their masters; they too fear and despise the Jews, just as they themselves were despised by the Russians.


In the afternoon the sun beats down scorchingly on Riga Strand, the pinetrees are too far away to lend their shade and even beneath them the sand is parched and burning. There are a few boatmen, a few bathers, some ladies stretched in deck chairs under the shady walls of a sanatorium, and in the long coarse grass between the pinewoods and the sand the day-trippers lie like logs. It is so quiet that one can hear a baby crying in the next village, the hoot of a steamer on the Aar, a man knocking the sand out of his shoe upon an upturned boat. It is nearly five o’clock and soon the bells begin to ring for tea in all the pensions and lodging-houses along the beach. The sanatorium bell clangs like a fire-engine, the ladies in the deck-chairs clap their hands to their ears and scream at the matron, but she has been preparing the tea while they were sleeping and swings it all the harder.


After tea the beach becomes awake again, the dacha residents come out with watering-cans and make puddles in the grey powder of their flower-beds. The earth has forgotten how to drink and for a moment the water sits in a curved bubble on the surface or forms little pellets with the sand. In any case a garden in Latvia is an unnatural thing… the flowers in the dachas are tenants for the season like their owners. None of them looks permanent or settled; geraniums and petunias flush up a dizzy scarlet or purple for a month or two like a local inflammation, and die down the moment the owner and his watering-can have departed. The big restaurants do not even bother about bedding plants but on a gala night, the night for instance, of the firemen’s ball, a cart arrives from the country piled high with branches and in half an hour the café is embedded in a luxuriant forest and flowers and shrubs have sprung up out of the dry sand. There are no gardens in the country either; sometimes someone will stick a peony or a dahlia into the grass, but if it does not look after itself, no one else will – and its life is usually a prolonged battle.


As the night falls more people stream out on to the strand, for the air is cool and the sinking sun has spilt a pink light across the shore. It is the hour for the evening stroll, and from dacha and sanatorium the same familiar figures emerge. There are three robust Finnish ladies, the wives of foresters, a German financier and a Lithuanian governess. There is an Estonian gentleman who is very popular with many different ladies in turn; he has friendly charming manners and is always beautifully dressed and carries a cane. He varies the ladies not because he is fickle but because sooner or later they each of them discover that he is stupid almost to mental deficiency. There is a Swedish lady who has come over to cure her pale small son from vomiting. She has a jealous husband who condemns her yearly to dull provincial watering places and Riga, she thinks, is the dullest of them all. She has a new dress for every meal but her evening parties with kisses for forfeits are not well attended. She started to have English lessons from a British officer and amid shrieks of merry badinage learnt ‘I luv you so’ and ‘keessmequeek’ and then she got bored again. All the upper classes are bored on Riga Strand. ‘Ochen skoochno!’ ‘Sehr langweilig!’ ‘I’m bored stiff!’ It is only good form to be bored.


A more independent type is the Russian lady who lives with her widowed mother in a dacha up the strand. She is severe, uncompromising. Every morning she does Catherine wheels, nude, on the beach for the good of her figure and in the afternoons she mortifies herself by giving Russian lessons to French and English officers. It is a degrading occupation for an aristocrat, and she slaps down her instructions with callous, disdainful efficiency. They want to study Bolshevik idioms and the new alphabet and she has forced herself to master even that. In the back room she stows away her lonely garrulous old mother and the Lettish husband, whom she married to get out of Russia, and sometimes when she is late for a lesson, the old mother slips out and gossips with the pupils. What revelations! What merry undignified chuckles! She is delighted to have someone to talk to but suddenly she hears her terrifying daughter outside and slips back shamefacedly into her room.


There are many other Russians on Riga Strand, the remnants of the wealthy patrons of former days. All that they could save from the Revolution they have brought with them but they have no homes or estates to return to; they have to be thankful for a refuge from their own countrymen among a people they have always despised, and to get jobs in Latvia they set themselves to learning Lettish, a language they have always regarded as a servant patois. Life is very hard but they contrive often to be gay and self-confident and outrageous. They still take short cuts across flower-beds if they belong to Jews, and are condescending to Letts at tea-parties. They are ingenious at finding ways to restore their self respect.


There is also a Soviet Commissar holidaying on Riga Strand, but it is unlikely that he will join the crowd that watches the sunset in the evening. He is neither gay nor sociable. Even at meals he talks to no one but gazes intently at his plate of food, frightened to look up in case he should intercept a glance of hate. He is pale with enthusiasm or under-nourishment and he obviously enjoys the fleshpots of Riga Strand.


As the evening grows colder the strand empties, and a group of boys come out of the pinewoods where they have been collecting sticks, and build a bonfire on the shore. The rest of the sand sinks back into the night and they are islanded in the firelight. As the flames burn higher it is easier to see their keen, Jewish faces. They have not yet lost the colours of the Mediterranean, though it may be many generations since their ancestors travelled up from Palestine to the shores of the Baltic. The leaders are a woman with loose black hair and a Messianic youth of seventeen. Are they making speeches or telling stories? The eyes of twenty boys are fixed, black and burning in the firelight, on the woman as she cries passionately to them in Yiddish. Three or four boys reply to her and they sing strange, unhomely Eastern tunes. Only a few yards away are the cafés and the sanatoria but in the darkness the sand seems to stretch away interminably and the Jewish scouts seem to be the only creatures alive on the shore, a nomad tribe camping in the desert. They are of the same race, the same families perhaps, as the predatory blondes in the beach costumes, but the spirit that fills them now is alien from Riga or from Europe. Persecution has hardened them and given them strength to survive war and revolution and even to profit by them and direct them. Perhaps it is they in the end who will decide the future of Riga Strand.


At last the fire dies down, the boys make ready for sleep, and once more the small, scarcely audible sounds of the waves break upon the silence.


[1930]
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IN THE ADRIATIC





I. FIUME, SUSHAK AND THE NUGENTS


Lately I have been reading Elizabeth Hickey’s Green Cockatrice (1978) which is in part a history of the Nugents of Westmeath and in part a celebration of one of their most interesting members, William Nugent, the Gaelic poet. It reminded me that nearly thirty years ago I had visited Fiume and its neighbouring town, Sushak, where the last of the Nugents, an elderly woman well remembered in the town, had recently died.


Fiume, at the head of the Adriatic where Italy and Yugoslavia meet, takes its name from the river or ‘flumen’ which divides it from Sushak. This small stream was for twenty years the frontier between the Slav and Latin peoples, but now the Yugoslavs have joined the two towns with a broad flat bridge and under it the little Fiume or Rijeka as stream and town are now called, never very impressive, has become almost unnoticeable. The bridge is more like a big square than a bridge and is planted with rows of chestnut trees under which the citizens of Fiume and Sushak mingle and listen to the band. It is a symbolic bridge.


For d’Annunzio too the bridge, an earlier narrower bridge, had a symbolic significance. He had with his young Arditi seized the towns in 1919 from the Yugoslavs to whom they had been awarded by the peace treaty. The Arditi were the forerunners of the Fascists and their cry ‘Eja, Eja, Alala!’ with which they marched across the bridge was adopted by them. When shortly afterwards by a new treaty, Sushak, but not Fiume, was awarded once more to the Yugoslavs, the bridge was not abandoned without a straggle in which it was destroyed. It was photographed and widely advertised as the saddest of all the casualties.


When I was there the Italians and Croats had almost forgotten the hectic days of d’Annunzio, and I bought a history of his short reign for a few shillings. The first page was covered with a dedication in his own dashing handwriting to his glorious comrade-in-arms Attilio Bijio and there were fifty photographs of ecstatic triumphs and processions and conquests of Dalmatian islands – all now forgotten. Or are they entirely forgotten? I was told how a little before a foreigner missed his wife, Eva, in a crowd at Fiume railway station. He called after her shrilly ‘Eva! Eva! Allo! Allo!’ It was almost his last cry because he was battered by his fellow travellers with suitcases and umbrellas. They thought he had been crying ‘Eja, Eja, Alala!’


A steep rocky hill rises above Sushak. On top of it are the castle, church and village of Trsat. One tower of the castle is Roman, for there where Sushak now stands was the old Roman town of Tersatica. The rest of the castle was built by the Francopans, an ancient Italian family of unknown lineage, who claimed like Dante and Thomas Aquinas to be descended from the Patrician family of Aricius, and who ruled Croatia for several generations and became more Croatian than the Croats. At the beginning of the last century it was bought by the Irish General Laval Nugent. He had left Westmeath some forty years before and taken service with the Habsburgs. When Napoleon had set up an Illyrian state in Croatia the Austrian emperor had been powerless to evict the French. So Nugent had taken the matter in hand himself. Mustering the Croats of Istria and Dalmatia he had pushed the French far back into Italy. By the Austrian emperor he was later made a count and a marshal. He restored in part the old castle, built a chapel there and below it a pleasant modern house for himself.


I found a remarkable old man living in the Nugents’ house, which was badly battered by bombs. He had been a Feldwebel in the Austrian army, then he had become an Italian, now he was a Yugoslav. He had known well the last of the Nugents, an old woman who had died aged ninety in 1941, blind and alone, and he had read and knew by heart all the history of the neighbourhood. The Yugoslav government had made him a curator of the castle.


From the square Roman tower, we looked far down on the two blue harbours of Fiume and Sushak, separated only by a spit of land and the small river. Eastwards the Croatian littoral ran past the big bare islands of Krk and Cres and Dalmatia, and behind it, gauzy grey, we could see the high Velebite mountains that lie between Zagreb and the coast. On the west there was the rocky Istrian shore curving southwards at Abbazia, an elegant but now deserted resort. The old man pointed out the route by which Charlemagne’s generals had met the Croats in battle and after some reverses had checked them in Istria, so that they never came into Western Europe. He sketched the campaigns of the Francopans, of Marshal Marmont and Laval Nugent. He had none but local visitors for a long time and he was pleased to talk.


The chapel that Laval Nugent built lies above the dungeon of the Francopans. It is a big classical building but it and one of the Francopan towers has been badly damaged by war and vandalism. There was a stack of planks lying beside it and the old man told me that the Yugoslav government were going to spend large sums in restoring it. ‘Some young Communists in the village said it should all be thrown into the sea’, he remarked, ‘as a reminder of feudalism, but I told them that even the Russians respected old things. When the Finns could not pay their reparations in cash, they said, “Then pay us in antiques.”’


A huge double-headed Austrian eagle in stone perched on a coat-of-arms was lying on the ground. When the Italians came first they had brought a row of lorries to take anything valuable away but the village boys had anticipated them by pulling down the eagle and hiding it in the earth. Countess Nugent liked the Italians and so they had tied her in her chair and put a handkerchief in her mouth while the digging was going on. That was during d’Annunzio’s raid. In this war she had been too old to interfere and the Italians had pulled the lids off Laval Nugent’s marble sarcophagus and rummaged for gold, and they had smashed holes in all the other family vaults as well. After the fall of Italy a German general arrived at Trsat. ‘What barbarians the Italians are!’ he had exclaimed and the Nugent bones were collected and the vaults re-sealed again. A modest vault, which the Italians had not bothered to break into, had the name JANE SHAW carved on it. ‘I wonder is she a relation of Bernard Shaw?’ the old man said, and he told me that some time before the war the playwright had come to Fiume in a yacht and that he had stood on the bridge at Sushak and sung a song. ‘We all crowded round and laughed and were very pleased.’


He brought out a big portfolio from the house and showed me photographs of the village boys grouped round the Austrian eagle in their best clothes after they had dug it up again with ceremony. Also there was a photograph of Countess Nugent talking to him on a seat. She had a mass of white hair and a cross, distinguished face. ‘She was very fond of reading Nietzsche,’ said the old man, ‘and knew every language but Croatian though she had lived among us for fifty years.’ She always called herself an Irishwoman. Her house was perpetually full of visitors, French and German and Italian and English sailors from the ships; it was only the Croats she did not like. When she grew old, she became very dirty and suspicious and would let nobody near her. Though she was stone blind she went down every day to eat in Fiume or Abbazia and knew her way about the streets perfectly! She had not survived the war long. Her last words were ‘Wo ist mein Geld?’ She had been a remarkable ascendancy type and the old man had learnt much of his history from her.


When we left the castle of Trsat, the church bells were ringing. One little chapel lay just below us, but as I came towards it the bell stopped and I saw that there was no one inside; it was bare and small and cool with a delicious scent from a vase of Madonna lilies. Outside there were two men lying on the grass on their faces. I think they had been ringing the bell in this deserted chapel of the Nugents simply to reinforce the sound from the belfry in the large church in the square towards which the crowds were streaming. Trsat village still has a feudal appearance in spite of the hammer and sickle and Communist slogans stencilled on the house walls; many of the people had the look of old retainers and their cottages were lined deferentially along the road to the castle. Their gardens were full of flowers and oleanders were already blossoming in empty petrol cans on their window sills.


The church of Trsat has been for centuries the focus of pilgrimages from all over Europe, and outside the door there is a cluster of beggars and a row of booths selling candles, sacred mementoes, pictures and a small book about the Blessed Virgin of Trsat written by a former priest of the parish. The story is well known but he writes with some charm and tells many details that I have not seen elsewhere. 


In 1272, as is carved on an ancient archway through which a long flight of steps descends into Sushak, the house of the Blessed Virgin at Nazareth transferred itself to Trsat; in December three years later it left again. The first to notice the strange phenomenon were some men cutting wood early one morning in March. The Adriatic below them had stormed all night but all at once it had become peaceful and still and they heard a chime of silvery bells behind them in the wood and smelt the fragrance of spring flowers. They followed the bells and came upon a small house, shaped like a tiny church, and inside it a picture of the Virgin. They went straight and told the priest, who was ill. He seemed to be expecting them for he told them he had that night had a vision in which the Blessed Virgin had appeared to him and told him what had occurred. She explained how after her death the Apostles had used her house as a church, and that was the reason for its tiny belfry. The priest recovered from his sickness and there was great excitement in the village. Count Francopan quickly took charge of the matter and sent down builders to make a fence to protect the house from cows and repair the damage that had been done in its voyage. Yet lest he be thought superstitious and trivially minded he sent a priest and two skilled engineers as a deputation to the Holy Land to bring back evidence. They took with them the precise measurements of the house in Trsat and when they got to Nazareth they had no difficulty in discovering the foundations of the house of the Virgin. They compared the two measurements and finding that they completely coincided, they brought back the happy news to Count Francopan. Soon afterwards some Franciscans were put in charge of the chapel.


That was the start of the great fame and huge concourses of people that came to the village every year. However, very soon in 1295 there was a sad rebuff for Trsat; one morning it was found that the Virgin’s house had flown across the Adriatic to a village near Ancona. It did not stay there long but after several further flights it finally settled at Loreto, where it has remained ever since.


The great stream of pilgrims was diverted from Trsat and even the Croats travelled across the sea to Loreto. One day Pope Clement visited Loreto and saw a group of Croat peasants, wailing with tears in their eyes, ‘Come back to us Holy Mother and bring your little house!’ The Pope was touched and to console them he sent a famous miracle-working picture of the Virgin, painted, it is said, by St Luke himself. In a very short time this picture attracted as many pilgrims as the house itself had formerly, and Trsat recovered its celebrity and has retained it ever since.


In the early eighteenth century it was decided in Rome that the Virgin of Trsat should be crowned, and there was a three days’ ceremony of incredible pomp and magnificence at which a strip of gold was fixed to the Virgin’s head and the picture paraded through the streets of Sushak and Fiume. Boys dressed in white sprinkled flowers before it, trumpets blew and cymbals clashed, guns from the ships in the harbour roared salvoes and there were fireworks and torchlight processions in which all the civic dignitaries of the state played a part. Unfortunately, the cardinal who was to have performed the ceremony was detained by the plague, but there was a vast number of bishops and monks, in particular Franciscans, for it was they who had charge of the picture.


If one were to study the story of the Virgin’s house and its wanderings against a background of mediaeval history, much that is perplexing would become significant. Trsat may well, through the Franciscans, have been a sort of bridgehead for the Catholic advance on the Byzantine and later the Moslem world, lying as it does on the frontier of Slav and Latin cultures. When the Franciscans of Bosnia were driven out by the Turks, many of them found refuge in the monastery at Trsat and later, when they returned to Bosnia, they still seem to have kept in touch with Trsat. The part played by Franciscans in Yugoslavia in recent years has been perplexing and anything connected with their former crusading days cannot fail to be of interest. In Western Europe the story of the Virgin’s house is treated more or less allegorically. Aviators are under the special patronage of the Virgin of Trsat and Loreto. In Ireland there is a small chapel at Baldonnel Aerodrome where she is honoured.


During the war the Franciscans of Trsat supported the Ustashe, the pro-Nazi Croats, who, led by the regicide Pavelitch, crusaded to eliminate or convert to Catholicism the two and a half million Serbian Orthodox who lived in the newly created independent state of Croatia. The Serbian Orthodox claimed that it resulted in the greatest religious massacre in the history of Christendom, and the account of the discovery of 289 mass graves at the Ustashe concentration camp of Jasenovac in Croatia, published in The Irish Times, 1 September 1977, seemed to bear this out.


At Trsat the guardian, Father Ignacije, and three friars received minor decorations from Pavelitch ‘for their long and selfless toil on behalf of the Croatian people, especially at the time of the return of Sushak to her mother, Croatia, in 1943’. I do not know whether they were punished for this, but though the church has ‘Long live Tito’ written in huge letters across it there was no evidence that there had been any interference with the worship there. When I got inside the priest with his gold cape held back on either side by two small acolytes was walking up the aisle swinging his thurible towards the large crowds on either side. The church is almost like a picture gallery, and I was sorry that I had not come at a time when I could look at it more carefully. In front of me was a column on which was suspended a glass case containing a big stone and a picture of a ship, the Ban Mazuranich. While sailing from Havana in 1897 the ship had sprung a leak which would have sunk it, had not the stone fallen into the hole and miraculously stayed there. The captain, Bertini, a native of Trsat, had given the stone and the picture as a thank offering to the Virgin. There are many other pictures of ships through the church, of Austro-Hungarian merchantmen which had been saved at the last moment from imminent destruction in places as far apart as the Bristol Channel and the China Seas. In the back of the church which I was not able to visit is the Virgin’s picture and many magnificent trophies, a silver candlestick presented by a Croat warrior to the Virgin of Trsat, who had nerved his arm to cut off a Turk’s head, and a curious ornament presented by the wife of a Serbian king.


In Fiume and Sushak, as in all the other towns of Yugoslavia, the walls are covered with stencilled slogans and in shop windows and in the halls of public buildings printed exhortations to brotherhood, voluntary labour and socialism are displayed, yet I did not, as in Russia during a similar revolutionary period, see any posters deriding the Church or its practices. An Italian in Fiume told me that he believed that the Communists would try, as the Fascists had done with success, to exploit the Churches in their interest. They would make no direct attack on the Christian mythology but would hope that by tact and perseverance it might be assimilated to their beliefs. He told how Mussolini had adapted Christian phrases, practices and festivals, so that those whose Christianity was one of ritual observance found an easy passage into his fold. The Fascists had had their ‘pilgrimages’, their ‘martyrs’, their ‘Hierarchs’. He told me how the King of Italy himself had gone on a pilgrimage to Mussolini’s birthplace, and that there had been a Fascist festival of ‘Mothers’ Day’ on Christmas Day, which was by slow degrees to supplant it. In the same way the Christian festival had once supplanted the birthday of the Sun, which had been celebrated by Mithraists on December the 25th.


Yugoslav Communists are often angry and insulted when accused of attacking the Church, and it is certainly possible that the more ingenious of them may be unwilling that a spiritual machinery which was of undoubted use to the Fascists and Ustashe should be sabotaged without an attempt to run it in reverse. The Communists of Yugoslavia still keep Sunday and various Saints’ Days, and foster the same cult of birthplaces, processions and martyrdoms that was once fostered by Mussolini and the Francopans before them.


II. NAZOR, OROSCHATZ AND THE VON BERKS


At the beginning of a revolution artists and writers find themselves in a position of unaccustomed importance. Their support is eagerly canvassed, and it is very hard for them not to be flattered by these attentions. In Yugoslavia the writer must depend on a very small public, perhaps, owing to the differences of dialect within the country, on only a fraction of the reading public, which is not large. Even though some writers are of outstanding merit, they have very rarely been translated so that, when a writer parts with his country, he says good-bye, too, to his craft and his livelihood. Painters, sculptors and musicians are less tied by their medium, and a man like Mestrovich, with an international reputation, can choose his politics without reference to economic considerations: a writer can’t.


A French writer, when asked to explain why certain artists collaborated in France, said ‘Collaborate? But in politics artists are just children, you know!’ It would be truer to say that artists are passionate individualists and there are certain temptations to which they succumb rather easily. They will tolerate any system which gives scope to their temperament. They are restless, discontented people in modern democracies and are unusually open-minded in regard to any change.


Pavelitch and his German patrons took very great pains to conciliate the artists and writers of Croatia; a novelist, Budak, was the first President, and a number of literary papers of excellent quality were produced. I do not think the artist was much molested at the start; for example, Krleza, the best-known Croatian dramatist, lived on peacefully through the Occupation in Zagreb, though a Communist. In the early numbers of Spremnost there are constant flattering articles about Mestrovich and Augustinchich, the sculptors, and Nazor the poet, and the most prominent of the Croatian painters. The articles hinted, often incorrectly, that the subject of their praise was a supporter of the government. Sometimes the artist or writer responded to this flattery with an ode or a picture; sometimes he contributed something non-committal to the papers. That was good enough. The editors felt they had netted him. They did not insist on ideological conformity, his name was what they were after, and because of that these papers of the occupation have much admirable material in them.


There was a curious technique if the writer or artist did not respond at all to their advances. He suddenly found himself whipped off to prison for no reason he could understand… as suddenly he would be let out; soon after some friendly, casual person would come up and say to him, ‘Oh by the way, I’m getting up an exhibition (or bringing out a new number), I’d be awfully pleased, old man, if you’d let me have something.’ One artist told me that he was only able to resist this technique by pretending that his mind had been unhinged by prison. Very few said flatly, ‘No’. But the painters had difficulty with paint or materials or found their inspiration drying up, the producers found the plays were quite impossible to cast. The mercurial artistic temperament was freely invoked and as it was wartime, there were often plausible excuses for doing nothing. Mestrovich, after he had been in prison for some weeks, found there was only one subject to which he could do justice at the moment. He must go to the Vatican and make some busts of the mediaeval Popes. He knew Pavelitch could not refuse so praiseworthy a suggestion. On the way there he was asked to accompany the Croatian exhibition to Venice where his sculpture was to be displayed. He did so. He then made the busts in Rome, got a visa to Switzerland through the Vatican, and never returned to Croatia.


Soon after the liberation a magazine was published in Zagreb with the intention of disconcerting the government. It published various odes and declamations, photographs, busts and pictures that had appeared under well-known names during the Occupation and in which the Ustashe and the Germans were glorified. The editor pointed out that these people were now ardent Partisans and supporters of the government. It was, I believe, the last freely critical paper published since the liberation and it was very quickly suppressed. I do not know whether the editor was making a gesture against corruption or whether he was being just malicious. What he proved, I think, was that while the power and influence of the creative mind is acknowledged, only unrepresentative governments are prepared to subsidize it. They invite the writers and artists to compensate with their enthusiasm for the frigidity of the electorate.


But it was not only creative minds that the Ustashe tried to buy, it was also cultivated and educated minds. With the collapse of several empires in 1918 a number of men, product of the wealth and leisure of this society, found themselves deprived of the climate in which their talents developed and needed to be maintained. I suppose they were considered greenhouse plants in a society which could not afford a greenhouse, but, as it turned out, their talents, which needed artifice and privilege for their development, were missed in a thousand ways in the new states. Alexander during his dictatorship made a great use of the Russian émigrés in Belgrade, and under Pavelitch in Zagreb the remnant of the Austro-Hungarian ascendancy, which was all but moribund, began to show signs of life; they were, I think, not quite so militant, embittered and combative as the Russians, their days of glory were further in the past, but they could not forget that Zagreb and Croatia had once been a great greenhouse for the forcing of their talents and that the civilization of the Croatian towns had been given an indelible stamp by the Austro-Hungarians. Probably it was the most idealistic and disinterested of them who took part in the new Croatia, the ambitious would find more scope under Hitler in Germany or Austria. 


I can think of one Austro-Hungarian poet who for the first time in his life found in Pavelitch’s Croatia an outlet for his remarkable gifts. As an Austrian, whose family had been connected for centuries with Croatia and Slovenia, he felt himself qualified to act as interpreter between Croat and Austrian and for three years he filled the Zagreb newspapers with remarkable poetry and prose. The new Croatia was as indulgent as it dared to the old ascendancy; its temper was romantic and pseudomediaeval but as all the Croatian aristocracy had disappeared or been absorbed generations earlier into the Austro-Hungarian upper classes, much compromise and connivance was essential. Poets, if they can’t be anarchists, are susceptible to the romance of aristocracy, and I think it must have been this spurious pretence of aristocracy, with its bogus titles and resurrected pomps, ceremonies and traditions, that seduced for a time some of the better Croatian writers. I am told that the great poet Nazor was induced at the beginning to write praises of the new régime, but though I found many articles in the Occupation papers praising his work, I could not find anything written by him.


After a year he had had enough and in the New Year of 1943 the Partisans sent a car to Zagreb for him to fetch him ‘to the woods’. He was an old man in poor health, and victory for the Partisans was still a long way out of sight, so his courage in leaving his comfortable home in Zagreb and a devoted sister in order to undertake this arduous journey across the frozen rivers and through trackless mountains of Bosnia will not be forgotten. The Partisans on their side paid a fine tribute to his fame and to poetry in undertaking the task of transporting, often by stretcher, this distinguished old gentleman with eczema and digestive troubles. He had his reward when he became the Vice-President of the Federal Republic of Croatia and was the first to address in Zagreb the liberated citizens.


If it is true that romance and poetry disappeared under the Communist government in Yugoslavia, there was an abundance of both in the Partisan warfare. There cannot be many wartime descriptions to equal Nazor’s; it is not ordinary reporting… the enchantment of the Bosnian woods in the early morning and the hallucinations that the interlacing branches and mists weave in the mind of a sick old man recall Turgenev. The hero-worship and the comradeship of the woods was the real kind; not till it was transferred to the streets and newspapers and the election platform did the metamorphosis begin. The process is, I think, inevitable. Nazor prints in his book the poems that his comrades wrote, often about Tito; they are monotonous and uninventive as the song of the blackbird but in the woods they have their own appropriateness. Tito is their Achilles, he has the head of a young lion, says Nazor, and like the heroes of Homer he is only partly real; he becomes the symbol of what men admire in each other and everything he does and says becomes charged with significance. It is not till the symbol has to appear on the election platform that some spell is broken. ‘Tito with us and we with Tito’ they scribble on all the walls. But it is not the same. Some appalling catastrophe happens which should be explained not in terms of politics but of social psychology.


Nazor’s diary has great documentary interest.* As an old, bourgeois poet campaigning with young revolutionaries, his elderly attempts to share their thoughts as well as their hardships are sometimes embarrassing, but the reader gets the feeling that he is trying sincerely to interpret the virtues of the old world in which he grew up in terms of the new, and that he is trying to save a good many venerable but discredited idols from the first fury of the iconoclasts.


A staff-officer, Major Moma Djurich, looked after him and saw that he had very quiet horses and refused to allow him to carry arms. In a rebellious mood Nazor wrote him a poem:






When will you give to me, Commandant Moma,


Rifle and horse, not a broken old screw?


Did you forget how Nestor of Homer


Was older than I but a warrior too?







Did you forget how, when Doichen was dying,


They strapped on his harness? Come harness me well,


And set me on horseback! I’m weary of lying.


I too would be after the black infidel!








One day they arrived at a castle in Bosnia where Tito had his headquarters. It had been built in 1902 with turrets and battlements by a romantic landowner, Frau Isabella von Berks. She herself was of Croatian descent but her husband’s family came originally from England to Austria during a time of religious persecution under James I. They had been Earls of Berkshire but had been deprived of their estates, and that may have influenced her in spending her dowry on erecting this imitation Anglo-Norman castle on the banks of the stormy river Una. Inside it was furnished with four-posters and rich canopies, with carved Gothic presses and cabinets and refectory tables, no doubt in polished pitch pine. The long gloomy passages were hung with trophies of the chase, there were mirrors in heavy gilt surrounds, and ranks of ancestors in the dining-room. The library was full of ancient tomes in lofty book-cases, German and French and Italian, but there was not a single book in the Croatian or any other Slav tongue. There was literally nothing in the whole castle, said Nazor, to indicate the country in which it was built. It was as if the owner had deliberately set out to ignore the people of whose blood she was. The castle had been ransacked by all the armies which had passed through it in the last year, Italian and German and Ustashe, as well as Moslem fugitives, and insults about the von Berks family were scribbled in Italian on the walls. Now it was the temporary headquarters of Marshall Tito and Nazor describes the speed and vigour with which water and electricity and telephones were installed by the Partisans and Tito. ‘May he do as well’, he cried, ‘when they come into possession of the derelict and plundered castle which is Croatia!’ Outside there was deep snow so that the burnt and deserted villages, the unburied corpses, were hidden from view, the stumps of the plantations along the Una which the Italians had cut down no longer offended, even the rocks gleamed like silver in the sunlight. On the wireless the news came through of the victories of the Partisans in the Lika, of the Russian armies by Rostov. It was easy to believe, in this castle, that the worst was past.


In the night Nazor was restless with his illness and could not sleep, so he got up and wandered round the castle. There was no one about except the two guards on watch outside the little room where Tito was still writing up his despatches. In the dining-room the bright snow outside the window made such a lovely light in the rooms that he found his way around without lighting his torch. He was looking for a ghost, the inevitable tenant of an English castle, and what ghost was he more likely to see than Isabella von Berks? If she was ever to appear it would be now, when ‘barbarians’ were desecrating this creation of her romantic soul. There was no ghost, and he did not know which of the portraits was Isabella, but he persuaded himself that if he flashed his torch into their faces, one after the other, the proud owner would surely move in her frame, if only to turn her back on him. He had an obsession that one day he would meet her and know more about her; he would find her perhaps sitting at the head of the dining-table, reproachful and indignant, waiting for him. He felt that he understood her, for he too had a nostalgia for the past. He had lived for twenty years on his Dalmatian island in the shadow of a tower, and wherever he had moved to afterwards, conscious of being ridiculous, he had built himself a tower. He went back to bed disappointed but confident that all the same he would somehow get to know her.


The next day the doctor would not allow him to move and while Tito and his men were ranging the countryside, Nazor was confined to the castle watching from the large window the snow thudding and slipping down from the evergreens and tossed off irritably, like premature flowers, from the bare and spindly twigs of the lilac. There was a slight thaw. The Una was black between its snowy banks, and the devastation on either bank was revealed. Where were the woods in which the animals, whose heads hung in the dining-room, had ranged? Where was the bridge and little mill? When Isabella lived here and sat on the terrace the hills must have been clothed in greenery and filled with songbirds. (Now there is nothing but bleakness and in the distance the minarets of a mosque.) The voices of the villagers and servants must have come up to her. What a place for an old person to live and forget the past!


Every day, as they did repairs, something came to light in the castle; a muffin dish from behind the panelling, some candelabra from a hole in the wall, silver fruit dishes from the roof; but the Partisans had not time for a thorough investigation. Only Nazor had the leisure to explore, but that was not the sort of research in which he was interested. He wanted to re-create the life of Isabella.


He had luck, for Lisica, the wife of the caretaker, a sly and lazy person, still lived in the castle, and she took Nazor to see Isabella’s room, and showed him an old photograph of Isabella, an unpretentious looking woman in a white blouse and Edwardian coiffeur. Lisica told him she was tall with blue eyes, did not talk much, and as a mistress was kind but firm.


But Isabella sent him a second messenger, a Serbian in Tito’s entourage called Tsrni, who had lived in Soviet Russia and spoke and read Russian and French, a hard, dry but prompt and resourceful man. Somewhere or other he discovered the ‘Stammbuch’ of the von Berks, one of those monstrous, illuminated books, all gold and azure and crimson, compiled at the end of the last century to please the parvenu wives or unmarried sisters of the Austro-Hungarian nobility. He also found two packets of letters from Isabella to her son written in 1922 and 1923.


From these letters Nazor learnt that Isabella’s last years had been spent in struggles and difficulties and not peacefully and romantically in the castle of Oroschatz. Her son was looking after it for her; his own house in Slavonia had been burnt by the Communists (that is what he called them but probably they were Serbian nationalists) in 1918, and she was living with a married daughter and nine grandchildren in Germany. It was the inflation time and they were in great poverty and wretchedness. But she wrote with patience and courage and an utter absence of that pride and self-dramatization which Nazor had anticipated; she seemed to have given up all her dreams about the castle, there was nothing left of all her romantic fantasies. ‘She had only her Croatian mother’s heart,’ said Nazor, ‘the cold misty romanticism of the foreigners from the North had been purged and chastened on the day of wrath, and it had given way to our Slavonic sensitiveness, warm, plebeian, creative.’


Isabella, said Nazor, was not buried here, and it was useless to look for her ghost, but if the hopes of Tito were realized and the castle was turned into a holiday home for poor children or for veterans, perhaps her kind shade would appear under the roof.


It seemed to Nazor that she had not spent her dowry in vain. ‘Build!’ he exclaimed, as he ended this entry in his diary. ‘Build! Even though you do not know for whom or for what you are building!’




 





I had read all this with interest because I had stayed with Isabella’s son, to whom the letters had been written, at his house in the village of Podgorac in Slavonia. I had come as a friend of his children’s tutor, Christopher Cooper, whom I had met in Zagreb. Von Berks had been murdered early after the invasion of Yugoslavia, I suppose by the same people who had burnt his house thirty years before and whom he called, with more justification than then, ‘Communists’. They were probably just his neighbours and employees. He and such neighbours as he considered his equals were living precariously and resentfully on the edge of the abyss into which they were shortly to plunge. If he had been told that he would be murdered and his wife and sons have to fly, and his daughter, to whom he was devoted, only save herself by marrying a village Communist, what would he have done? I think he could have done very little, except juggle a bit more with his and his wife’s investments and see that his sons got a good English education.


They all of them refused to see anything inevitable about their fate; they had a personal grievance against Destiny which had permitted them, intelligent, educated, fastidious and honourable people, to be ordered about by people of low breeding and semi-barbarous culture. Yet when I read Nazor’s diary it seems to me that there is nothing inevitable about ruthlessness, that it comes from a misuse of words; that it is the business of men of education to keep words flexible and rich in significance and to keep them free of crude antitheses. Mr von Berks and most of his friends indulged freely in antitheses. There were good people and bad people, Communists and democrats, educated and uneducated, Slav and Teuton, us and them.


Mr von Berks had none of his mother’s romantic nature nor was he a snob; he valued wealth and privilege for the power they conferred, not for prestige. He had been in a bank in America after the collapse of Austria-Hungary and he had a superstitious belief in science. This did not interfere with his support of the Church, which he thought exercised a stabilizing influence on those incapable of independent reflection and without scientific training. Archbishop Stepinac was an honoured guest at his table but when the parish priest came to meals this polyglot family used to joke about him in different languages and their superior education showed itself not in the power to deflect or soften the impact of cultural difference but in giving the contrast extra pungency and force, which they did with eloquence and skill. International politics entertained him, local politics hardly at all. I think that he derived his extraordinary arrogance less from his pride of birth than from scientific enlightenment and American bumptiousness.


When the Mayor’s daughter in Podgorac was married Mr von Berks asked me and Christopher to the interminable banquet in the village hall. He enjoyed himself on equal terms, arguing, quarrelling, drinking in the most convivial way with his red-faced sweating neighbours. He knew all their failings, just as they knew his, but there was not a trace of real comradeship in this reciprocal knowledge. He was an individualist more than a democrat. I don’t think he had any confidence such as his mother had in the glamour and prestige of his ancestors. What he admired was science and power and American nationalism which he mistook for internationalism. He regarded small nations as nonsense and was humiliated by the imputation that henow belonged to one. It was degrading to have to ask permission of Belgrade to travel though the land of the former Austro-Hungarian empire, so he had provided himself with a special stamp and ink eraser so that he could organize his own passport and travel to Budapest or Vienna without ridiculous formalities.


I think his generation, Americanized and internationalized, was less easily assimilated than even his mother’s. They were of more common fibre: they could capitulate or dominate but not live on equal terms, and with the disappearance of the feudal relationship with all its vague reciprocal obligations, the stark antitheses of wealth and poverty, pretension and powerlessness, became more pronounced than ever before.


The von Berks lived in an ugly mansion at the end of the main street of Podgorac. It had been rebuilt after the Yugoslav nationalists had burnt it in 1918, as splendidly as was consistent with comfort and practical good sense. The grandeur had been laid on afterwards on the side that faced the street. At the back was a straggling garden with a large rickety greenhouse which did not look as if it were much used. Paprikas and tomatoes drying on the edge had stuck to the woodwork. There were aubergines there, some like polished ebony but most had gone a dirty brown. Obviously the von Berks took no interest in their garden.


The second day I was there the Count, a local magnate, came to lunch. I had met him at the wedding banquet and had found him a very congenial person. After we had eaten we all four walked up the street together. It was October and the broad flat fields round Podgorac were full of dried stumps of maize stalks with golden pumpkins crawling around them, some of them pale green, some frosted and rotten. Four Podolian oxen were dragging a one-furrow plough across one of the fields. The ploughman shouted at them as they reached the headland and they trudged round as if in a trance, dark-eyed and blue-grey. ‘How beautiful,’ said the Count. ‘Horses would do this quicker,’ said the steward, ‘oxen for harrowing.’


I never learnt the Count’s name or saw his house, but the fields at the eastern end of the village must have been his as he showed us his wine-cellar under a mound in the Turkish cemetery. ‘I won’t have much wine this year, I’m afraid, as I’ve had lumbago and I could not go round and see that the vines were properly sprayed.’


I think that, unlike von Berks, the Count was proud to be Yugoslav. He spoke Croatian, not German, to the steward. He had been born an Austro-Hungarian citizen but remained proud of his Croat nationality. Many such had cherished the Yugoslav ideal and, when the empire collapsed in 1918, had given their support to it. The man who had earlier pioneered the CroaHan revival, Lyudevit Gai, had been half-German. It often happens like that. In an empire subject peoples are ashamed of their language till someone of the imperial blood urges them to value it. That was the story of Douglas Hyde and the Gaelic League, of Yeats and Synge and the Irish Literary Renaissance. They were all Anglo-Irishmen.


As elsewhere in the formerly Hungarian parts of Yugoslavia, each cottage had a strip of land behind it. In the Austro-Hungarian days the landlord ruled the village and had the right of life and death over the villagers and kept a certain routine going, which still partially survived. At four o’clock on summer mornings the cow-boy blew a horn under the priest’s window and the cows went off to their grazing. The broad street was criss-crossed with the tracks of the cows. It is very muddy in the autumn but there is space enough for the traffic to use one half of the road till the other half has time to dry.


Podgorac on my last day seemed amazingly tranquil and beautiful. Turkeys and geese strutted down the street. There were maize cobs stuck away for the winter under the tiles. There was a short, rather noisy interruption. The fire-brigade band, having got out their uniforms and instruments for the wedding, marched up and down a couple of times extra before they put them away. The second time they collided with the cows coming back from the pastures. Each cow knew its own home and made for it, but they were wildly alarmed by the drumming and trumpeting and for a few moments man and beast were helplessly interlocked.


Before I left, the Count insisted on my visiting the village school. There were little boys with books and little girls with embroidery crouched round the central stove. They must have had an imaginative teacher. He had helped them make a map of the country round Podgorac and another map of the Dravska Banovina, the province through which their river, the Drava, flows. It was constructed out of coloured matches, powdered paint and little bits of a sponge dyed green for the trees. They were growing cherry trees from cherry stones and later were going to learn to graft them. The Count had given them a drawer full of oddities from his home and also an ‘orrery’ to show the movements of the planets round the sun. And there were two large coloured posters on the wall, one to illustrate the growth of a lobster, the other the formation of a molehill. The children all looked lively and interested. I complimented the Count from my heart for what he had done for the school. I thought that, as he trotted away behind his white pony, he looked pleased.


Years later, when I heard what had happened to the von Berks, I wondered how the Count had fared when the Partisans arrived in Podgorac. Is it true, as a Roman poet thought, that the good man is his own protection? ‘He does not need Moorish javelins and poisoned arrows.’ I doubt if that applies in the post-von Berks world, where one is judged not by one’s temperament but by one’s presumed politics.


III. THE RUSSIAN CONSUL


On the night journey to Split, the other berth in my compartment was taken by a solid, youngish-looking man whom the wagon-lit attendant told me sotto-voce was the Russian Consul at Split. After we had shown our passports to the next official, the Russian told me that he had never met an Irishman before, though he had read about our agricultural problems in Engels. He was the first Russian I had seen after three weeks in Yugoslavia, though I had been told they would be ubiquitous, so we were both of us ready to be talkative. He discovered a catch in the window-frame which released a small table and in a remarkably short time he had it covered with bottles of wine and beer and mineral-water and two tumblers.


He disposed quickly of Engels and Ireland and then he asked: ‘What do they say of us in your country? Do they say we are savage illiterate mouzhiks?’


‘No, not exactly that,’ I lied, ‘but they are convinced that you are trying to get control of Eastern Europe.’


‘They’re always saying that but it’s not us, it’s the people in these countries themselves. In the old days democrats used to look for their models to England or America or France; nowadays Communists look to us as we are the only Communist nation. Is that not natural enough? As for the propaganda, look at this country! We have only fifteen representatives here, the British have about thirty. Look at the English reading-rooms and clubs and the British Council. Do you know in Belgrade there’s a French, and an American and a Czech and a Polish and two British reading-rooms, but not a single Russian one? And look at the other towns too, Zagreb, Maribor, Dubrovnik and the rest!’


I knew he was right about Belgrade and Zagreb, but I also knew that English people would say that Russian influence travels through unofficial channels and is applied through direct and sometimes violent measures. The Russians, they say, can dispense with reading-rooms. But I had only started to mention this when the Consul began about American intervention in Turkey and Greece, which I had to counter with remarks about Russian penetration in Hungary. I realized we were launched on one of those barren newspaper arguments from which there is no exit but silence and ill-temper.


‘You see,’ he said, ‘we have never forgotten that Churchill and the Western powers intervened against us after our Revolution in 1917; we know that they’d like to do it again now. Why should we trust them?’


I was not sure how to reply to this, because I had been in Trieste and had met many Yugoslave émigrés and their British sympathisers and I had heard the cry raised a score of times:


‘England and America must fight Russia now, while she is weak; in ten years’ time it will be too late.’




I could only repeat to the Consul the platitude: ‘Because everybody knows that the next war will be the end of civilization,’ but I was not convinced myself. I had read its refutation in the eyes of the Triestan émigrés: ‘We must all die soon anyway, and if civilization dies with us our personal tragedy will be, if anything, less anguishing.’


There are numbers of broken and frustrated people with no great love of life nor expectations from it, who look forward to Armageddon with an almost religious excitement. Communists, on the other hand, never developed a mystique about war as a cataclysm that purges and sanctifies and, at the worst, releases. That kind of thinking is a disease of the West. Communists only like wars which they win or profit by. It is the saving grace of materialism.


The Consul told me how much he and his family were longing to get back to Moscow. Split was nice enough – and he made a few deferential remarks about its antiquities – but it was not like home. His wife found Split women stand-offish and unfriendly. Though he had only been a year in Croatia, he spoke Croatian fluently, so similar is it to the Russian language. Yet he seemed to feel himself almost as much a foreigner in this country as I did. Croatia is honeycombed with ancient prejudices and idiosyncracies and a Soviet citizen, used to the size and shapelessness of Russia, soon loses patience. He finds himself constantly obliged to move circuitously around some venerable taboo.


The Consul’s father had been an illiterate Moscow factory worker, and he spoke with immense pride of the campaign against ‘analphabetism’. Soon there would be no illiterates left in the Russian army.


When I asked him about the devastated areas of the Ukraine he had the usual inhibitions. Sympathetic enquiries are always treated as attempts to spy out the nakedness of the land. He said quickly that in spite of Russia’s vast sufferings she would in two years, because of her gigantic efforts, be stronger than ever before.


We spent a large part of the night talking like this, never entirely frank but always affable. The light was coming in under the blinds and the wine had been of the stimulating not the soporific kind. When I lay down in my berth, I knew I could not sleep so I tried to give some shape to the ideas left by his conversation and my experience of Russian influences in Zagreb and Belgrade.


The competition for cultural influences is one of the newest and nastiest features of international relationships and so far the Russians, preoccupied with economics, have played rather a small part in it. The Pan-Slavs were associated with reaction and the Communists have not yet abandoned their belief that genius is international. Yet there are signs in Slav countries that they might modify this creed in the interests of a reformed Panslavism. At the Zagreb fair in June, for instance, much honour was paid in the Soviet pavilion by means of busts and books, pictures and articles to the great Russian writers, even those who, like Dostoievsky, have been considered reactionaries.


Undoubtedly this Panslavism was inflamed by the German and Italian assault upon Slav culture; it might be still further stimulated by the cultural competitiveness of the Western democracies. When in the course of a friendly article in the Manchester Guardian on Yugoslavia Professor A. J. P. Taylor wrote quite accurately that Croatia had always had closer cultural ties with the West than with Russia, he was venomously attacked in the Moscow papers.


How can this Russian distrust be overcome? In their contacts with the West it is impossible for Russians to make those admissions of insufficiency or indebtedness which as individuals they will make so generously. I found circulating in Zagreb a well-written article on the corruption of the British press. It was only by accident that I discovered that the Russian writer had drawn most of his material without acknowledgment from a book by Wickham Stead. A comparable analysis by a Russian of the Russian papers would at present be impossible. I see only one way in which a breach might be made in the wall of Russian suspicion, and that is by demonstrating constantly that other communities can criticize themselves and flourish; also by emphasizing always the cultural inter-dependence of nations and the international character of genius. Communists in theory believe this too and opportunities for cultural collaboration in small ways might open up.


Unfortunately the Western powers in their official contacts are much more concerned with prestige than with candour or real cultural reciprocity. There is a kind of self-advertisement that many British mistake for self-criticism. ‘We may be slow-witted,’ say writers like Mr Arthur Bryant, ‘but somehow we “muddle through” in the end, thanks to our glorious… etc,’ or again, ‘Maybe we attach too little importance to book-learning, too much to what we English call character…’ Only very ingenuous foreigners mistake this for the real thing. Handed out by the British Council in liberal doses, it acts as an emetic or perhaps I should call it a virus, because it induces something akin to rabies in the sensitive foreigner who comes into contact with it.


Leaving all the prestige-business aside, an attempt should be made to show how extensive is the literature of criticism and revolt in Western countries and how closely inter-related and what deep roots Communism has in Western thought. It could be shown that Western revolutionary theory is still developing and that Communism is only one of its offshoots. In England, for example, Wells, Shaw, Russell, the Huxleys, Orwell and Koestler are the legitimate heirs of the revolutionaries.


Yet such ideas have made little headway. They were not reflected in the collection of English books displayed by the British Council last June in Belgrade and Zagreb, nor in the small present of books given by UNO to Zagreb University. Typical of the nine or ten dozen presented, I found The Life of Charlotte M. Yonge, The Later Life and Letters of Sir Henry Newbolt, Vols II and VI of Ben Jonson’s Plays and a mass of belles lettres by Alfred Austen, etc. The idea behind this choice was probably a kindly one. ‘The patient is in a nervous state; give bromides!’ An alternative possibility would be that there was no idea at all.


At present there is little organized resistance to Western cultural propaganda. The British reading-rooms in Yugoslavia are always crowded, the exhibitions of British books had a huge attendance and a couple of Yugoslav ministers at the opening. A large shop in Ilica now stocks a big collection of British books, and the demand is not only for bromides. A professor of Zagreb University has just translated The Years by Virginia Woolf: 5000 copies have been published and are likely to be sold. In the universities there are five or six times as many students of English as of the Russian language. All this does not suggest a severe censorship or a cultural subordination to Russia. Yet such a subordination is so constant a theme in American and English circles that it is impossible not to believe that it derives from pique that any other cultural influences besides their own should be admitted. The constant marching about of children with flags and songs is regarded as a direct import from the Soviets, but actually the embarrassed godfather of marching, singing, over-confident children was Baden-Powell. As for sport, English influence is still supreme with Futbalkup, Boksmech, Dirt-track, Fiskultur, Ping-Pong. Only the earnestness with which they are regarded comes from Russia, as does the enthusiasm for chess. (There are special chess-match excursion trains.)


I am sure that the strongest foreign cultural influence still comes directly or indirectly from Hollywood, and though an attempt has been made to counter it with French, Russian and home-made films, it has not been successful. A good Russian film like ‘Alexander Nevski’ would not even today draw as big a crowd as a million dollar American production.


Russian example is no doubt responsible for the new State bookshops in Zagreb and Belgrade. There are a great many, and in structure and display they are a vast improvement on what preceded them. The books are largely political pamphlets, but there are foreign classics as well. Dickens, of course, is the favourite English author, Upton Sinclair, Steinbeck, etc, among Americans. Of the Russians the great writers are all represented. A window in one shop was given entirely to Lermontov.


The Zagreb Theatre, which is being very lavishly subsidised, is certainly not under exclusive Communist control. While I was there Othello, as well as A Midsummer Night’s Dream, was staged, a Molière, an Ostrovski and two Croatian classics. In Fiume, Shaw’s Widowers’ Houses was showing. Owing to the advent of a left-wing government, the greatest of Yugoslav dramatists, Krleza, a revolutionary, has after a generation of suppression come into his own. In three months his chief play, The Glembays, has been staged more frequently than in the previous two decades.


Unquestionably there will be an increase of Russian cultural influence, but it is as likely to be exercised through the Russian classics as through their Soviet successors, and in view of the affinity of language, and race it will be natural enough. Unless there is pressure from other nations it will not inevitably be chauvinistic. Yugoslavia should be regarded not as a cultural battlefield in which Russian influence must at all costs be defeated, but as a meeting ground in which propaganda might take a rest and friendly reciprocity begin.




After Ogulin the train passed through the Lika and I drew the blind up cautiously to see, if I could, that savage country of massacre and reprisal which Father Chok had described. The tiled houses were more substantial than I had remembered but they were scattered in lonely clusters around these forbidding mountains. Round each settlement were maize fields and cow byres and well-tended lettuce beds. Here and there a settlement was scorched and roofless. These were the crimes of neighbours, not of enemy bombers, and that much the more horrifying.
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