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        Publisher’s Foreword
      

         

         Only twice have I read a travel book and immediately wanted to speak to the author. The first time it was Ogier de Busbecq’s Turkish Letters, and I was well aware that I would never get through to the sixteenth-century Habsburg ambassador to the court of Suleyman the Magnificent. The second time was when I finished The Way of the World by Nicolas Bouvier in 2006. It didn’t take long to discover that Bouvier had died in 1998, and I entered a period of mourning for this man I had never met.

         Despite his brilliance, Bouvier had largely slipped back beneath the Anglophone waves. Tracking down and publishing the works which had been translated – The Way of the World, The Japanese Chronicles and The Scorpion-Fish – allowed me to spend time with his words if nothing else. I tried, and largely failed, to trace the field recordings he had made of music from Zagreb to Tokyo. I looked at the images he had collected from around the world, the photographs he began to take in Japan in the 1960s, the poetry he wrote. I watched, much more than once, the film made about him in 1993, Le hibou et la baleine, and other snippets on the internet. I still long to have met him, and feel quite envious of the translator of these stories, who did.

         So It Goes is the final element of Eland’s homage to this exceptional chronicler of the world – a selection of his shorter pieces of travel writing, and an essay on the childhood which catapulted him into the world equipped with such fertile curiosity. It contains all the hallmarks of his particular genius: an acute, painterly eye for the details which escape many others, an ear attuned as much to the qualities of a wind or the soft exhalation of a carthorse as to the nuances of conversation, and a willingness to open himself totally to the experience of a place, even when it threatens to unhinge him.

         The title, So It Goes, is a phrase which crops up like a mantra throughout the book. Bouvier borrowed it from Kurt Vonnegut, whose writing he hugely admired. In Slaughterhouse Five (1969), the phrase implies that even faced with the horrific destruction of war, no good will come of shirking the truth. Bouvier is as good as his word.

         
             

         

         Rose Baring

         London, 2019
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            If you don’t find the ordinary supernatural,

what’s the good of carrying on?

            
                

            

            Charles-Albert Cingria, La Fourmi Rouge

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Aran Journal

         

         
            Everything red is beautiful

            everything new is fair

            everything high is lovely

            everything common is bitter

            everything we lack is prized […]

            
                

            

            The Sickbed of Cuchulain

            or The Wasting Sickness of Cuchulain

            Trinity College MS

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         Nicolas Bouvier conceded that the price you pay for leading a nomadic life in the open air is the sacrifice of the things that go with a civil servant’s career, such as paid holidays, a pension, retirement. ‘All the same,’ he said to his interviewer Irene Lichtenstein-Fall, ‘it is an incredible freedom to live as I’ve been able to live.’ The days that he spent on Aran were governed by the winter weather and the illness he had contracted on the mainland. Back in Geneva, Bouvier took to his bed for three weeks, but on the island he kept walking – ‘I had to get material for my article’ – and lived on ‘sea-air and wind’. Indeed, he declared that the wind was the main character in the Aran Journal. In their discussion of belief in the supernatural, his elderly host also emerged as an important element of the stay. As Bouvier said, ‘Obviously in that extreme weather and with a fever, when someone is constantly telling you stories about fairies, you are more likely to believe in them than if you are in good health, with a pastis in front of you in Aix-les-Bains.’

         

         

         Clonmacnoise

February 1985

         The river coils and winds just below fields white with ice. It is bordered by willows and recumbent sheep, which allow you to guess its path, unpredictable as rivers are: one more meander is what a river does best; indeed, that’s just what we expect.

         The narrow, blue road, shining with ice, also winds without rhyme or reason where it could run straight, and takes the hillocks it should avoid at as steep an angle as possible. It goes its own way. The sky, powered by a fresh westerly, is a hard blue. The cold – minus fifteen degrees – grips the whole countryside in its clenched fist. Driving is very slow; I have all the time in the world.

         ‘What news from Clonmacnoise?’ the poet asks a student:

         
            
               ‘How are things keeping there?’

               ‘Oh, things are shaping fair –

               Foxes round churchyards bare

               Gnawing the guts of men.’

               (Anon., eleventh century)

            

         

         The road abuts a wall as it climbs: behind it are an infinite number of grey stone crosses, mossy, lying down, standing up, planted all askew in mown grass of an indescribable green. To the west, the grave-strewn field descends towards a tower shaped like a pencil and served by one opening, four metres off the ground. When the Norsemen or Vikings were scouring the countryside, the monks took refuge there, hauled up the ladder and lost themselves in useless prayer. The pagans surrounded the refuge, which hummed with anxious voices; they lit bundles of well-dried brambles and smoked out the besieged like so many badgers, while getting hopelessly drunk. What gales of laughter there must have been below. Lower down, the River Shannon carries chunks of ice around a bend. The frozen rose gardens whistle in a squall. The wind tears from the river scarves of water that sting my face. Between this tower, these graves, and the stumps of several destroyed Romanesque churches, you can see sheep grazing – or rather, woolly zeppelins, with their silly narrow heads above such spindly legs that anywhere else they would have been carried away like snowflakes. Not here. This is no ordinary place: like Delphi, like holy Isé, it is a charged, serious site, with its special guardians, its own history.

         Everything begins in the fifth century on the isle of Inishmore off the west of Ireland, where St Enda cemented his Christian faith by fasting and mortification. He would lie face down in prayer for hours on end, in a dry-stone hermitage which you would not use as a pigsty, exposed to the bitter winter weather. In 545 his disciple St Ciaran, who had been raised in this hard school, returned to the mainland and founded the Abbey of Clonmacnoise beside a creek, on the river which at that time was the only communication route in the country. He was under the protection of a clan chief, to whom he promised the crown of Ireland – he made good his promise – and who helped him put the first beam in place. There is a great stone cross here, eroded by the wind, on which you can still make out the king and the saint staggering under the weight of an oak joist. The same year St Ciaran took to his bed, confided to the monks around it, ‘Awful is the way to the world beyond,’ and passed away. I believe him and his frankness pleases me: it takes character not to lie at that moment. A century and a half later Clonmacnoise, with its two thousand monks and monklings, was the largest abbey in Europe, one of the hubs of Christianity, the source of preaching that would spread everywhere. The monastic rule left by St Ciaran is the severest of all: meditation, silence, vast amounts of reading, eye-popping transcription duties, back-breaking woodcutting duties, a little bad beer when the bells rang on the great feast days. When they were actually permitted, celebrations were shattering. The abbey was hugely wealthy: the skeletons of a hundred and thirteen sheep were buried under one yew tree struck by lightning in 1149. At that period there were three churches, windmills, sheepfolds, wine cellars, laundries, refectories, stables, a scriptorium for illuminating manuscripts, a port and fishponds on the Shannon. This excited the envy of Norsemen, Vikings and rival Irish tribes, the ‘foxes’ of the poet’s words. Between the seventh and the fifteenth centuries the abbey was pillaged, burnt and razed twenty times, and rebuilt twenty times. Then this tremendous energy withered away and became feeble: for eight hundred years the Irish had given their all, had undertaken too much; they are still recovering even as I write.

         In the seventeenth century, when Cromwell passed through in search of bits of wall to knock down – as was his hobby – there wasn’t much left to destroy. What remains is this mysterious forest of toppling Celtic crosses, where the plots have always been coveted – St Ciaran declared that hell would never know the dead of Clonmacnoise – and obtained through a system of familial and territorial privilege so complicated that even the most accomplished procedural lawyers in the country lost their learned way among the thorns. In any case, the few epitaphs in the old cemetery that can still be deciphered do not cause any concern as to the salvation of those who rest here. In the winter of 1985, only one person enjoyed the privilege: a lady of ninety-nine, because she was born in the county of Offaly. For thirty years, the ‘new dead’ have been buried in a cemetery adjoining the abbey grounds, without any celestial guarantee, and in graves in the style of the day, which is to say hideous.

         When, from the seventh century, this ardent, demanding, stubborn Christianity, enhanced by wonders which remind us of those of Tibetan lamas or Mongolian shamans, returned to the Continent like a boomerang borne on the evangelical zeal of these athletes of God – these champions of fasting – it did not appeal to everyone. This brave cutting taken from a distant miracle, this Christ fresh as a hawthorn whom the Irish monks addressed familiarly and called ‘the Great Abbot’, this asceticism with a touch of wizardry, was received with the greatest reservations by the cardinals in their scarlet and the Roman prelates fed on Judaeo-Latin legalism, pork pâté and Frascati. The strident green of the shamrock or the darker Celtic mistletoe clashed somewhat with the background of faded episcopal or Pompeian red. Irish monasticism was very egalitarian – St Ciaran was the son of a cartwright – and unconcerned with pontifical hierarchy. Besides, these druid-saints have the devil’s own cheek, and ‘powers’ which perhaps they owe to the Spartan rigour of their apprenticeship to God. It’s impossible to see the anchorites’ cells on the Skellig or Aran islands – sties open to the winds off the Atlantic, so low that you have to crawl to enter them – without being reminded of the testing years of the Tibetan magician Milarepa, who could turn rain into hail if he pleased, and decapitate all the wedding guests at a feast two hours away – as the crow flies – to show his displeasure. One of these Irishmen – I can’t remember now which one – is said to have crossed the sea in a stone trough paddling with his hands, sign of a sturdy faith. In short, these men mad for God are frightening.

         Undoubtedly St Gall and St Columbanus would have passed through Clonmacnoise, if only for a hurried meal, in their haste to reach the French coast and throw their punches. Hardly did they disembark before things began to go sour. In Burgundy, where they reprimanded the barons over their concubines, their bastards and above all – and this was too much – their gluttony, they were asked to clear off. They went north as far as Lake Constance, and threw the most sacred idols of the Suevi tribe into the lake. That, also, was too much. They fled, and separated. St Columbanus nipped over the Alpine passes to Italy, where he founded the Abbey at Bobbio. St Gall took refuge in a wild little valley west of the lake, the domain of bears. He got rid of them by wielding his sprinkler of holy water, but it was a sprinkler conditioned by a Celtic sensibility, always ready to negotiate with nature, its vagaries and its spokesmen. Where there is power, even a bear – we might say especially a bear – will bend. This is how the chronicler Walafrid, two centuries later, tells the story of the eviction:

         
            But a bear came down from the mountains, approached their campfire and carefully collected the scraps they had let fall. Seeing this, the man of God said to the beast: ‘I command you in the name of the Lord to get a branch and lay it on the fire.’ Lo and behold, the bear obeyed, searching out a fallen branch and putting it on the fire. Then the saint rummaged in his bag and brought out a loaf of bread, gave it to the bear and said, ‘In the name of the Lord, leave this valley and return to the mountains…’

         

         Appreciating what he was dealing with better than the Pope of Rome, the bear did as he was told, not out of fear but because he had a proper understanding of such powers, of their presence and their weight. Having also chased away from the river bank two she-devils who had provoked him with their nudity, St Gall went on to found an abbey which would become as powerful as Clonmacnoise and above all, the centre of the revival of plainsong in Christendom, thanks to a new system of musical notation – neumes. This revival was essential because the Christianised barbarians had completely distorted the music of the liturgy ‘with their Alpine roughness… their raucous voices growling like thunder… their throats hot with drink’, as a Roman precentor wrote, having a good laugh over the chanting of these loudmouths…

         
             

         

         Day begins to wane, the shadows of the crosses lengthen. The light has plummeted; it is so cold that I have to warm my camera between my shirt and my thighs so that the shutter consents to work.

         At the entrance to the cemetery, in a log cabin still oozing resin, I find a young man who is both guardian and historian of the dead. He offers me tea and a brochure he has written on the history of the abbey. He has no means of heating his storeroom except the toaster, which he switches on so that we can take turns warming our numb hands over it. Through the window I can see a couple of pheasants pecking along the shining road with all its pointless bends. When I ask him why it is so erratic, he tells me that in the old days the roads had been paved with stones by women who didn’t like the wind messing up their hair, so when it changed direction, they did likewise. I find this explanation entirely satisfactory.

         The Romans never came here. No Romans, no urbs, no milestones, no trace of those systems that reduce nature to straight lines and perpendiculars.

         Galway I

         There was just a streak of dark saffron in the black sky. I parked the car in between frost-burnt, flattened crocuses. From the terrace you could see the coves north of the port lightly frozen over. It was out of season and this was the only hotel in which I could find a room. Usually it would be closed for the winter, but it had reopened to accommodate young teams of techies from Ireland and the UK who were making a great din. The theme of their meeting, written on posters bordered with mistletoe and holly, was ‘Taking our destiny back into our own hands’. There were about a hundred yuppies, but of an Irish kind: built like rugby players, short in the leg, their sideburns ginger or salt-and-pepper, their voices deep and pumiced by Guinness, straight out of an etching from the turn of the century. Their work was at an end and a dinner was to follow. At midday the heating had broken down and despite the lighting of emergency peat fires, which whistled and sighed in the fireplaces, the temperature had continued to fall. The merits of a peat fire are purely visual: its intense redness comforts the eye and fools the body. It burns but gives out no heat; you stretch your hands to the hearth, your shoulders remain frozen while your soles begin to smoke. One after the other, the participants went to the cloakroom in search of mufflers, hats, capes, gloves. Across all this wool, the breath of the last speakers was transformed into misty speech bubbles; they might as well have been sitting outdoors.

         It was the only habitable room; I’d been put at a little table in the corner where my dinner was served. When our eyes met, they waved expansively as if I were about to cast off. I understood the closing speeches; the Irish one could be summed up as: ‘What a pleasure to be gathered here to drink together.’ They didn’t stint in filling their shot glasses and despite the Siberian temperature, they remained jovial. The British one could be reduced to: ‘It’s about time you got down to work.’ By the end of the evening, through animal heat and loud talk, the temperature had risen slightly to – let’s say – twelve degrees. A few dishevelled women, come from a neighbouring bar to enliven this purely masculine gathering, had kept on their gloves, their scarves and their black straw hats, which gave them the air of decent parishioners, although their faces were turning brick-red and there was nothing but bawdy laughter, tickling and squeezing.

         My room was glacial and I called reception. They sent a boy drunk with sleep whom they must have hauled out of bed. He tapped the frozen pipes with his monkey-wrench, saying to himself, ‘Guess it must be the pipes’ and then, rubbing his eyes, returned to his sleep. He switched off the light as he left; I don’t think he’d seen me. I borrowed covers from neighbouring beds and managed to get to sleep, only to be woken by an amorous commotion next door: slap and tickle to warm themselves. I heard the woman say in a high-pitched voice: ‘No, not that, you’re not allowed to…’ and I fell back into the dark. Allowed to what? I’m still wondering.

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

         Galway II

11 a.m.

         From the cliff-top path, you could see the sparkle on the sea: up to about a hundred metres from the coast it was covered with a thin film of ice, which lifted with the swell like the chest of someone sleeping. A large woman, bulging out of her loud green woollen coat, came up beside me, pushing a pram against the sea breeze which pinned the cold to jaw and temples. Why would you take a nipper for a walk in such weather! She was already big with the next one, and the bruise closing her left eye was no doubt caused by falling against the stove. She told me that she was born here and that she’d never seen the sea frozen like this. The butt stuck to her lower lip trembled with each syllable. Was she thirty, forty? She was already so dog-eared by life that it was difficult to tell. I was just thinking that despite Synge, Joyce, Shaw and Black Bush whiskey, I would absolutely never be able to settle in a country where the women were dressed any old how – and, moreover, beaten-up – when what I was anxiously waiting for happened: a wave higher than the others, which I had seen out of the corner of my eye, travelled beneath the ice-field and broke it apart. From one end of the bay to the other, it shattered into stars like a car windscreen, with a long sigh, a sort of muffled laugh which startled the seagulls into flight. A photo I had seen twenty years earlier came back to me in a flash. It was of a psychiatrist in a Moravian clinic, who was hypnotising a shawled peasant by tapping his pen against the rim of a crystal glass. I heard the sound of the nib, and saw again the woman in green, moored to her pram like a stone statue, and fell into a ‘quasar’…

         In the cosmos there are inexplicable black areas that astronomers have dubbed ‘quasars’. They are made of such dense matter that photons cannot escape from them – they are the excesses or holes of creation, if you like. In a quasar the mind is undone and retains nothing; before you can take a breath you have already disappeared. You return to the surface somewhere else, a bit later, a bit farther away, in a medium that provides sufficient coherence for you to be able to breathe again. Or you don’t return: each year eight thousand people disappear in a puff of smoke without the help of terrorists, an alligator or a disputed will…

         … Several hours later, I found myself in the centre of town emerging from a department store with my arms full of purchases: a black-and-white-striped scarf, a red woollen hat and mittens, one of those long, off-white, undergarments, baggy at the knees, seen in etchings by Daumier and farces by Labiche. Exactly what I needed. I looked at the price-tags, the prices were reasonable: in short, the purchases of a man getting on with things. The sky was a dirty pink and black. A sharp, leaden light lent things that were ugly their maximum ugliness, shouting it out. An icy wind swept the narrow street, tearing the red banner saying DOWN WITH APARTHEID IN SOUTH AFRICA! MEETING TONIGHT that a group of young people were engagaed on fixing back together to brandish while chanting anti-racist slogans. The passers-by, busy grabbing the last woollens from the stalls, didn’t give a tinker’s curse. That evening a drop, like a star, hung under every nose. In the St Mary Street market, muffled-up women shut down their stalls, filling boxes with the cabbages, turnips and horseradish they hadn’t sold. Coherence? I stamped my feet on the pavement to bring myself back into existence, to reassure myself that I was still here, even if the words I and here were not quite making sense yet. I had to go all the way round the main square to find my car again, then I took the road to the airport, from which a single engine plane serves the three Aran islands. Wind permitting, it is the only link between the Isles and the coast of Ireland at this season.

         Galway III

         I was told: ‘Leave your car beside the turnip field and give the key to the petrol-pump attendant.’ I was told: ‘The plane will be delayed, you have plenty of time.’ We did have plenty of time. In the sort of caravan which serves as a waiting-room, around a red-hot cast-iron stove, there was a priest armed with the sacraments; a mother with three pale kids each dressed in itchy knee-socks and wine-coloured jackets bought in the Galway sales, who scratched their calves in that sly and stubborn way that little girls often have; an old lady, her white hair in a neat bun, holding on her lap a rush basket exactly tailored to the shape of a hen with a hole for its neck and head, which were sticking out of it and, beak open, were surveying the tiny room with a panic-stricken movement; a young madam in stunningly elegant boots who was reading Orwell’s 1984 – just one year late – not looking at anyone, turning the pages with perfectly shaped, oval, gilded nails; a ewe whose back left leg had just been put in plaster by the vet on the mainland, and who would be travelling in the hold; and lastly the pilot, very reassuring in his crumpled uniform, who had weighed each passenger as though we were there for a weight-loss clinic. Then there was the blessed roar of the engine over the sea, which was turning black. We landed at Inishmaan in a barely marked field, time to deposit the priest, his oil-can and some parcels tied with stout string, and then were off again without cutting the engine for the ‘Big Island’ (Inishmore), a flight which must be the shortest in the tables of commercial aviation, that is, three minutes forty-five seconds.

         Aran I

         Five minutes this time; the plane had regained a little altitude; time enough for a yellow Land Rover to disperse the grazing sheep with a virtuoso slalom and to arrive beside the cabin, ready to lift off the bags and convey each passenger to their destination. Michael Hernon, the driver, was a man in his forties, laconic, polite, precise, reserved, with the patina of old driftwood that you often find in windswept lands. I helped him carry the ewe in plaster as far as the peristyle of a dark house. The beauty – I had thought she would accompany the priest to the bedside of the dying man – was the hairdresser at Kilronan and puffed out or slicked down every head of hair in the archipelago. We deposited her in front of a dry-stone cottage; its one windowless wall displayed a fresco of the two special house-styles: the Teddy Boy cut, and the 1930s’ Marcel Wave which was back in fashion, although it may never have been out of it here. In Killeany Bay, the west wind which swirled round the island whisked up little waterspouts which skittered off in the direction of Galway. I was the last passenger. I asked Hernon what people did here at this time of year.

         ‘After the January storms, if the west wind sets in, they do nothing. The waves are too strong for coastal fishing. The trawlermen go off to Norway and are away for a fortnight or so. They take the fish that’s already frozen to Galway, and when they come back, everything that has no commercial use – octopus, skate, spotted dogfish, eel – they give away.’

         ‘They don’t sell them?’

         ‘They keep what they need, then give the rest to the village; there’s enough for everyone, they all come and help themselves.’

         ‘And the fields?’

         ‘The walls around the kitchen gardens get repaired but the wind’s too strong to spread seaweed on the meadows, it blows over the stone walls and then you have to start all over again. The men do odd jobs around the house, and drink; the women knit for the summer tourist trade. And not just any old knitting: each of the island villages, even if there are only four or five houses, has its pattern, like a brand. In the old days it was a way to identify the drowned who washed up on shore: crabs and fish don’t eat wool. Today it’s only the drunk who drown; they have their separate corner in the cemetery.’

         He stopped at the edge of the hamlet of Kilmurvey, in front of the only lighted house for several leagues around.

         ‘Here we are; they’re expecting you. I’ll come and get you tomorrow and take you to the foot of the western cliffs – if you aren’t afraid of the spray or heights.’

         I’m not afraid of heights. We’ll see how it goes.

         Aran II

         I knocked and went in: there was one huge room running the length of the façade. At each end a fire hissed and glowed, burning a mixture of peat and coal. On the left-hand side, seated in front of the fire in a raspberry-velvet armchair, an old man with a fine-featured, waxen face drew on his pipe. He welcomed me with a touch of his hand to the brim of his tweed cap, which I never saw him without. It was the uncle. While a black dog and a white dog nuzzled my legs, the nephew came out of the kitchen, tea-towel in hand. Steve: in his fifties, stocky, with luxuriant whiskers, and the lively and alert air of one who’s been around; an incisor missing from his upper jaw gave him the look of an extremely wary rabbit. The upstairs room was small, monastic, perfect: a black iron bedstead with a gilded rose at the head and foot; a plump blue quilt; a white china washbasin patterned with clematis; a little wardrobe. In my bag, a small bottle of excellent whiskey which must have been one of my Galway purchases. The three of us sipped it as we became acquainted.

         Like many islanders, the uncle had feathered his nest in America in a variety of jobs. For years he had been a stoker on the tugboats which pulled rafts of logs across Lake Michigan. The arrival of the Great Depression found him stoking the boilers of a huge laundry, run by Irish nuns, where they sterilised tons of verminous rags belonging to the derelict and unemployed in the Bronx. Despite the stifling atmosphere of the boiler-room and the pittance he earned, he had liked the work: to exterminate millions of lice, nits and domestic bugs (cimex lectularius) had seemed to him a sort of crusade.

         ‘Each time I shovelled a load of coal, I’d see a whole street stop scratching.’

         Through who knows what patronage, this scourge of lice then passed seamlessly to the cloakroom of the Algonquin Hotel, from stinking rags to the vicuna and blue fox of stars and gangsters. In helping people on with their coats, the natural distinction of this exboilerman had worked wonders in that world of operatic, generous upstarts. He had summoned his nephew to help him run this deluxe wardrobe where no one disputed his rule. At the beginning of the 1970s they had returned to their own country, their pockets full. They were made much of: they were bringing in money and above all fresh news; there was quite a colony of islanders in New York and on Aran they felt closer to Brooklyn than to Dublin. What’s more, no one was jealous of success because everyone here hoped for it – or had succeeded – just as much. The nephew had built this large cottage just as tourism was taking off. In the high season, he accommodates and feeds a dozen or so guests who all become friends. He likes cooking for them, drinking with them, asking them questions.

         ‘For thirty years I was always coming and going, moving from one job to another in America, and now the world comes to me: the Dutch, Swedes, Italians, Americans. Bird-watchers, botanists, linguists, philosophers. From May to September there isn’t a free night.’

         The uncle who had given him a leg up and was the source of his success would live in comfort for the rest of his days. He looks after the kitchen garden, some dahlias, walks the dogs, seasons his pipe, and spends at least half his time with his memories. When he remembers aloud, it’s good to be within earshot. The two of them make a perfect team, like the fox and the wolf in the old tale. With one difference, the fact that they inhabit separate worlds, so that a stranger like me must talk to them separately in terms of content and form: the uncle believes in spirits, the nephew does not.

         The uncle said to me: ‘If you go for a walk, take the black dog with you. He’s called Alabar; there’s no risk of his getting run over here.’

         The nephew said to me: ‘What an idea to come here at the height of the winter storms! At the end of May we have thirty-five varieties of orchid and wild anemones and nineteen kinds of bee. And now: nothing, nothing at all. We eat at eight, does that suit you?’ That suited me. And the idea of landing up here wasn’t mine.

         Nothing is a specious word which conveys nothing. Nothing always sets me thinking. It is not that the forecast puts these islands under narcosis, that they cease to exist. Inishmore is still there on the map, with its eight hundred inhabitants, even if they lie low like lobsters in their cottages to struggle against the depression which seizes you after several days of continual wind.

         
             

         

         Padded like an Eskimo, I went out to see what this nothing was made of. The night rose from the ground like an inky blanket, no light, the black of the walls even darker than the black of the fields. A howling gale; my fists froze in the depths of my pockets. Alabar didn’t follow me for long: this nothing said nothing worthwhile to him. He turned round and scratched at the door which was soon opened. I was looking for the hermitage of St Enda, the one whose disciples had founded the monastery of St Gall and taught the rustics that we were how to cross ourselves, say grace, sing plainsong and illuminate manuscripts with ornate capitals, teeming with interlaced griffins, hawthorn, unicorns. According to my map, his den should be just two hundred metres east of the house. Obviously I didn’t find it that evening – by day it turned out to be a low, mossy molehill, so basic that beside it the shepherds’ huts in Gordes look like the Facteur Cheval’s palace.* But I did see – my eyes becoming accustomed to the night – a pale shape, huddled in the angle formed by two low walls. It was a white carthorse, so huge and still that at first I thought it was a gigantic effigy left behind by some Atlantis, unknown to archaeologists, which the winter winds had stripped of its lichen and barnacles and polished to this opaline perfection. He had found the most sheltered corner and, his muzzle stuck to his breast, he was staying put, so as to be less cold. Without the shiver that ran from tail to nostrils, I would have sworn he was made of plaster. What an idea to leave a horse alone in the icy wind without even a mare to warm him! And what an idea blindly to seek the hermitage of a saint dead these fourteen centuries, stepping across low dry-stone walls, knocking down stones that I had to put back in place. I was trying to tiptoe across the horse’s patch without attracting his attention when I heard a heavy tread and was practically lifted off the ground as he shoved his nose under my arms; with pasterns the size of beehives and his huge, insistent presence, muzzle rooting in the warmth like a snout, he propelled me like a wisp of straw as far as the road, leaving shining traces of snot which I have only just finished removing from the back of my coat. There was no way of warding him off with a sign of the cross or a druidic sprinkler. He took me as far as the wall bordering the road, tossed me there like a cloth by butting me with his head, then returned to his business. And I to mine, first of all to finding my lodging; in passing from one plot of land to the next, I had lost my way. The night was now so dark that only the sharper sound made by my boots told me that I was back on the road. A few metres from the house, two blazing gold eyes which pierced the blackness at about waist height made me turn round: they belonged to a tomcat, as white and, for his breed, as large as the horse, huddled beside a low wall. His body exactly filled the sides of a hole left by a stone that the wind (or he himself) had dislodged. The only thing sticking out were his whiskers, where a scrap of cod was caught, and tonight wasn’t the night to turn him out of his cell. The frown on his face suggested only resentment and spite. What on earth was he doing outdoors in these high winds when in the cottages barricaded behind their drawn shutters and deceptive darkness there was – I knew – a hearth where peat-smoke twisted, a lighted corner where women plied their needles and kids stuck out their tongues in concentration as they wrote their homework with steel-nibbed pens that caught and scratched? A stallion: that’s one thing. I could understand that a horse by the fireside, especially the size of the one that had just left me – however good-natured he might be – posed a volumetric problem that even a student who was good at his homework could not easily solve. But a cat? Had he been caught in the act of stealing dried fish and flung out of doors? I’d have to find out. 

         I ate with my hosts and drank some of the excellent Chianti given to them by an Italian television crew they had put up last summer during a shoot. Over the rim of their glasses, they cautiously examined me; I felt that my presence here, at this season, disconcerted them. They didn’t see strangers on the islands in winter, apart from the occasional horse-dealer from Galway, or a gypsy who discovers and undoes the evil eye, or a small-scale shipowner on the coast come to negotiate the price of a tuna-boat. That a journalist, especially a photographer, should choose the worst time of the year (I had chosen nothing: I had been sent) to make a visit seemed suspicious to them. They scented a scam. The previous year, property developers had come to the island in the guise of tourists, had been found out and escorted politely back to their boat.

         I showed them an example of the magazine for which I worked, but this only seemed to increase their puzzlement and, perhaps, their frustration. It was an issue about Rajasthan, where the saris and the ornate façades the colours of sorbet, vibrant in the dusk, gleamed and literally swallowed up the pages. Here, there was no colour other than the grey of the horizon and the low stone walls and the green algae on the stubble fields. A strict duotone, washed rather than enlivened by the pale disc of the sun, which the swift, eastward-running clouds obscured more often than unveiled. For a week no one here would cast a shadow. Seven years earlier, I had toured the island in May. Fine. It was a hundred times more beautiful in the sheer wildness of the winter storms.

         Under my window the neighbour’s sheep shivered side by side, making the fence round their enclosure shake, and it sang in the wind like a ship’s rigging. With their matchstick legs and tightly curled fleeces they reminded me of a drawing by a child of the Viennese decadence: the unhealthy, emaciated bodies of Egon Schiele drowning in Sacher-Masoch’s furs.

         The nephew came grumbling upstairs: ‘A hundred and thirty-five kinds of flower and nineteen kinds of bee.’ By coming out of season, I had caught him at a disadvantage. He knew how to boast about his brimstone anemones, he had not yet learnt to sell the wind. It didn’t matter: I love storms, and the North, and the winter.

         Nothing? Yet a stallion, a tomcat, sheep, this bestiary shivering in the polar cold and this continual roaring – they weren’t nothing. Rather, they were ‘something else’. I wasn’t slow to join in the general trembling, however: having slipped under my enormous quilt, I could still hear a heartrending bleating, and my teeth began to chatter with the onset of a fever, just what’s wanted where there isn’t a doctor. Who knew which little cousin of those young ladies on the big island last week had landed me with the paratyphoid which was about to melt me like lard in a frying pan.

         Kilmurvey, Inishmore, Aran

17 February

         When Edmund Ross observed the Eskimos of Baffin Bay during his second Arctic voyage in 1832, he recorded that the thermal equilibrium of an igloo was such that a single whale-oil lamp gave out sufficient heat for the women, seated on a bench of ice, to strip to the waist. The expedition’s artist has left us a beautiful lithograph of one of these charmers, with thick, oiled plaits and breasts like mortar shells. Another image entitled ‘First Encounter’ shows Eskimos running across an ice-floe to meet Ross in his cocked hat with its gold braid, their arms lifted in a sign of welcome as though to meet Father Christmas. Ross has his hand on the pommel of his sword, with the air of a man who isn’t certain how things will turn out. They turned out very well, and the Eskimos soon revealed themselves as virtuoso cuckolds, for a small return palming off the wives for whom they no longer had any use to those Englishmen deprived of women. Ross, who considered them to be as intelligent as they were adaptable, must have wondered why such an industrious people – they were not yet undermined by alcohol – hadn’t moved farther south to settle in a milder climate.

         Similarly, no history of Ireland explains what led the Celts, several centuries before Christ, to settle on these outer, windswept islands, separated by dangerous seas, which appeared as huge slabs of bare rock gently sloping from western cliffs to sheltered inlets facing Galway Bay. The huge dry-stone amphitheatres found here, built well before the Christian era and described – wrongly – as forts (dun in Gaelic), suggest a population almost as large as today’s. So why? Flight from a rival, conquering clan? A sea rich in fish that offered refuge and a livelihood to incomparably skilful sailors and fishermen? No one knows. And when did the Sisyphean labour begin, transforming the rock into vegetable gardens and pasture for sheep? It can’t be dated, but to judge by the method of fertilising these stony acres, still in use in the 1930s, it must have begun a very long time ago, perhaps as far back as the early Middle Ages when Ireland was still a breeding-ground for wild energy and daredevil dynamism. They attacked the rock with wedges and sledgehammers to dig out deep parallel furrows, half a metre wide. With chunks of the broken stone they created a low wall which marked the boundary of the rockery of which they were – all too often – only tenants. Then they filled the trenches with a mixture of fine sand and kelp, which men and women would cut at low tide and carry up from the beach in rush creels. After this mixture was laid down, they would plant a few potatoes or a bit of rye to maintain their thatched roofs. One or two years later, they destroyed the ridges of stone between the trenches and raised and reinforced the walls with the cleared material, strewing the enclosed surface with successive layers of seaweed which, over time, produced plots of good arable land. Not that they owned this land themselves: at the beginning of this century, most of the island was still in outsiders’ hands. It only took one bad year, one late rental for the proprietor (Irish or English landowner) to take over and expel the islander from the plot that had quintupled in value. That was when the constable, accompanied by a stinking bailiff in his black suit, would help himself to a pig, a heifer, a crib of plaited willow, a cooking-pot, a woollen shawl… These evictions were as brutal as those which, a bit earlier, had darkened Scotland. Sometimes the bedridden were turned out in their beds, in the rain, while the police ransacked the cottage, and the old women of the hamlet – a sort of coven – would surround the evildoers with shrill curses which the clergy, foolishly smug, believed they had robbed of all potency. I am willing to bet that not a week went by without one of those guardians of order – cop or notary – kicking the bucket, carried off by a form of epilepsy unknown to medical students.

         Today, everything on the rock that could be taken back has been; basically the island belongs to those who, at the price of inconceivable labour, have turned this grey rock into fresh green, have transformed it into a paradise for botanists and ornithologists. When you look down from the height of the western cliffs and see the network of low walls – twelve thousand kilometres from end to end – which covers the island and seems to hold it in a net of tight stitches, and when you consider the rustic nature of the techniques used, all the things the Irish say complacently about their own laziness and their incurable dreaminess seem so much nonsense. It is true that those same Irishmen laughingly claim to be the best liars on the Atlantic coast, and they are right about that.

         The same morning

         From the toilet seat to which persistent dysentery had pinned me for half the night, I saw through the skylight the day dawning over the dulled fields, the maze of grey walls, the bronzed steel of the sea. In the big room downstairs, the fires were out. Drinking a cup of scalding tea, almost solid with sugar, I could hear the fever racing through me, while asking myself what I could learn from this ‘lesson in less’. At nine o’clock, Michael and his yellow Land Rover were in the courtyard. There was no question of going along the reef-like rocks beneath the western cliffs. There was too much wind for the lengthy approach, which you could only make on foot. Off we went towards the north-westernmost point of the island, bumping along a road with enormous potholes, which ended without warning beside a lagoon of still water. There were three coracles there – curraghs, the canoes the islanders use for coastal fishing – turned over, fastened with ropes, waiting for the summer months to be caulked and returned to the water, and a great jumble of rubbish and drifting debris which circled the island according to the gales and tides. Two black swans as well, the Australian variety, drawn from a store of Wagnerian accessories, sleeping afloat, totally unconcerned. Glacial cold. Swift grey clouds blotted out the light. To the north, not far away, the two small isles of Brannock, uninhabited in this season. Indescribably desolate. Michael got out of the car, struggling with the door which the wind tore from his hand. He had – I hadn’t noticed the previous evening – a built-up shoe and a limp, no doubt the after-effects of polio. Standing on the shore, shading his eyes, and with his back turned towards Europe, looking westwards where the sea boiled and bubbled like a cauldron, he said to me with dry satisfaction: ‘Next bus-stop, New York…’ Then the wind freshened and made any conversation impossible. Beyond being there, we had nothing to say to each other anyway. Wild rabbits, their little white scuts trembling, popped up and disappeared beneath our feet. This shore was one of those non-places which travelling keeps up its sleeve for us. I had known others, and I felt fine there.

         On the road back, we came across a cart and bolting horse. Michael mounted the verge to let it pass. The large, red-haired driver of this outfit, which was heading disastrously for the beach, was bent double over the reins but, despite the urgency of his situation, let go with one hand to wave at us before disappearing in an ominous cloud of dust.

         Whether you are on foot, in a car, on horseback or in flight, it is unimaginable to cross someone’s path here without greeting them. On the island, everyone knows everyone else, but men also touched a finger to their hat brim to welcome a stranger such as myself. Michael told me that no one was in difficulties here if they needed a hand. He thought that this solidarity – both cheerful and taciturn – was due to the precariousness of island existence for so many years. The harder and more frugal life is, the better those Gaelic blessings (‘a hundred thousand welcomes’, or ‘many happy returns’) ameliorate and ease it. There are no great social differences on the island. Some people – my hosts – are better off than others, but the poverty of the old days has gone. Neither nouveaux riches nor shame-faced poor. Few are envious. They are very aware of the advantages of this balance here, and oppose anything that might compromise it. A week before my arrival, people from Aran had massed in Galway, invoking a right of pre-emption to buy back a large plot of land which was up for sale, and to prevent the construction of a tourist complex which would have strangled trade for the families who provide homestays for visitors in the summer on terms which no hotelier could boast of providing. It is a very personalised hospitality. People talk, they write to each other, they connect and they return. They pay, too, and more than compensate for the loss from fishing, where for several years prices have dropped and the cost of fuel has shaved off the profits. Besides, these summer friends bring news of the world which sharpens, if it were needed, the natural curiosity of the Aran islanders.

         Everywhere tourism is slammed: it’s fashionable to do it, it’s in good taste, and often justifiable. In many cases it is a demeaning relationship, both for the tourists and for the people who, in their big clogs that you hear clattering a mile away, try and always succeed in ripping them off. A rotten affair based on mutual misunderstanding. Most of the countries living off it haven’t really accepted it; as soon as they are among their own kind, they make fun of the foreigner they’ve cheated. But not here: it’s too small, too distinctive, too far away; the sea is too cold or too strong. The stranger is considered a godsend and, above all, like a Mercury who can be questioned with discreet persistence. Godsends screened by some method which escapes me: in my hosts’ stories I never encountered anyone pretentious, any rednecks or hooligans. And in their golden book were: a philologist from Berlin (the Gaelic spoken here is said to be the best in Ireland); a Dutch couple, ornithologists; farmers from the American corn-belt in search of their origins and, perhaps, a grave; English people charmed by the changing light which would have been irresistible to Turner; a whole pack of theosophical-macrobiotic Danish teachers with perfect complexions and plump knees, who gathered scabious for their herbarium, painted watercolours, went cycling, and whom the island’s rugged widowers, leaning against the white walls of their cottages, watched with a dreamy gaze as they passed, who filled plastic bags full of the rubbish that the islanders – however fussy they were about the cleanliness of their cottages – dropped anywhere, and sent such staunchly Polar Christmas cards that they made everyone feel a citizen of the world. The people here are proud of the island which they have literally made with their own hands, its excellence beyond question. That people should come from far away to visit it – what could be more natural? Money? Of course it plays a part, but the prices are reasonable and they have too much self-respect to swindle the customer. As it declares in letters of gold gleaming against a shamrock-green background in the only pub in Kilronan: INCOME IS NOT EVERYTHING.

         That evening

         ‘Feed a cold, starve a fever.’ The nephew isn’t happy because I turn up my nose at his excellent cooking, but my gums are too swollen and sore to do it justice. I starve my fever at the fireside, drinking tea and listening to the uncle. I don’t recall having asked him a single question. It’s enough for me to sit down opposite him, and tap my spoon against the cup, for his stories to start to sing softly like a kettle over the fire. Even if I weren’t there he would tell these things over again to himself. I am there, and he fills the emptiness of this island, which the wind has snuffed out like a candle, with his stories. Moreover, he speaks the handsome American of the forties, of Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, Lauren Bacall, of the fantastic Algonquin cloakroom, with its mix of stars and mafiosi, to which he had summoned his nephew and where fortune had smiled on them. From Fred Astaire to Greta Garbo, Bette Davis to Gene Kelly to the Cosa Nostra godfathers – it was about who had shown themselves the most generous. At Christmas 1950, they had made ten thousand dollars in tips between the two of them, living the American dream. Then Goodbye, Manhattan. Was he bored? At first, yes: strings of pearls, satin skin, gleaming fedoras, heaving or withered breasts, voices gravelly or crystalline, this dance of thieves in fine linen – with his natural shrewdness, he knew perfectly well that he missed their magic. And New York was full of Irish living much better than in their own country. On his return, he had also found things greatly changed.

         ‘When I left, the priest said mass with his face to the altar and you opened your mouth for the Host. It’s not like that now. It doesn’t matter; what counts is that life has become better here.’

         The uncle, who goes willingly to church, had never had any faith in anything the priest might say.

         ‘Always the same. He only talked about damnation, not about us. If you so much as messed up a girl’s hair, you would go straight as an arrow to hell.’

         He didn’t believe in all of that. He believed in ‘places’ (the Breton word is ker). He knew particular places on the island – a rock split by lightning, the clump of dogwood which had always been there and refused to die – which were full of efficacious power and goodness. That was where you had to go to meditate, pray, give thanks. Elsewhere, as in the church which was rather left to the women, it was a waste of time. He didn’t tell me where or how to find them: it’s up to each of us to discover them and know what they want from us. They don’t draw attention to themselves but lie hidden with their freight of gifts or threats. If you approach them from the left or the right your day will be different. Here, folk have so long been accustomed to such ancient magic that it has become almost benign and homely, while still keeping its place. The clergy, who have always been afraid of nature – at the trial of Joan of Arc it was held against her that she danced beneath an oak tree on the feast of St John – are theatrical figures with their superfluous props and posturing. They aren’t taken as seriously as I had feared. 

         Sometimes the uncle would interrupt his tale to put his hand over his mouth and burp discreetly. At others he would fall asleep on the spot in his armchair, and his cap would descend a notch over his eyes. I would then go and lie down, or rather, shiver between the bed and the bathroom. The uncle was a light sleeper, and although I tried to be as quiet as a mouse, he heard me go to and fro half the night with my muffled tread. This gave him something to think about. He treated me with that mixture of suspicion and complicity reserved for those whose identity is not well established.

         Kilmurvey, 18 February, morning

         Some days, one would gladly do without a body; colic and fever allow me four hours of sleep, a welcome respite before dawn which I use to separate myself from it. On waking, I find it again at arms’ length. I rub it down, I attack it with cold water and a brush, I rub it with camphor-oil; I simply send it back and am amused to find it again each morning a bit thinner and more pathetic. I wrap it in wool and leather, make it swallow very sweet tea – the only food it can take – then send it out on the road where it is fed by the Atlantic winds and where I join it a little later without having spoken a word to it. However awful the night, a few gulps of air are enough to steady it. There it is, reinvigorated, quite ready for what the day might hold.

         I remember that in Macedonia you could not stop at a village, even the poorest, without someone saying, ‘Ah, you’ve come to taste our water,’ each one claiming a better spring than the neighbours’. With anxious attention they watched you drinking the misted glass they had offered, as if it were a great vintage, and your noisy gulping and compliments would indicate how many gold stars you would award it.

         In such a game, the Aran air would win any competition. All the good things I could say about what one breathes here, in this raging weather, with its scent of wild fennel and the vapour of sea-water, would not come near the truth. It expands, invigorates, intoxicates, lightens, sets free those animal spirits in the head which have us surrendering to unknown, hilarious games. It unites the virtues of champagne, cocaine, caffeine and the ecstasy of love, and the tourist office is quite wrong to leave it out of its brochures. In India, I had seen ‘pneumatic’ gurus tuck away litres of air in their stomachs, then release the air, in the process munching up all its nutritional elements like pancakes straight from the oven. Without making any effort. Here I lived well on it for a week of strict fasting and tiring walks in a sort of stunned intoxication.

         With Michael I climbed as far as the village of Gortnagapple: three cottages without any smoke surrounded by tufts of willow-herb browned by the winter. From there, walking westwards downhill, you reach a saddle where the cliff is eaten away and crumbling into huge boulders which the winter storms push farther inland each year. Blocks weighing several tons have been rolled into fields like single dice in a poker game. Once you have crossed this chaos, you reach a vast chalk terrace, battered by the sea, slippery with seaweed, holed like cheese, starred with lichen ranging from ox-blood red to Memling green, shining in the brief moments the sea retreats – we seize on those in order to leap across the crevices in which it thunders like a bombardment. Michael goes in front, to show me the way, more agile than a troll despite his boot. Faces reddened, hair stuck down with brine and sea-spray, we have the greatest difficulty in remaining upright. I was wondering what could justify such a risky route when we arrive above a pool that is an absolutely symmetrical rectangle. The sea which rushed beneath this terrace had split it apart and given to this cavity such a perfect shape – sharp angles and edges as if drawn with precision and a plumb line – that it is impossible not to imagine plans, stonecutters, human labour, albeit this magic cauldron has absolutely no purpose. This natural phenomenon is all the more intriguing in that, apart from being found in certain forms of crystal and blood platelets, the rectangle is a very rare shape in the animal, vegetable or mineral realm, so this instance has given rise to the most fantastic theories. It has been claimed that the pool is the cusp of a tunnel that, in the golden age of Atlantis, linked the island to the Connemara coast, but the divers who have explored it in periods of calm have not found anything to support such nonsense. As neither historians nor geologists offer a valid explanation of this enigma, it is more reasonable to think that when nature – which does not ask for our opinion – wishes to offer up a perfect rectangle, it does so without stinting.

         I left Michael in the grip of a peasant who had come up from the shore with a barrow-load of kelp. They were speaking Gaelic; I only knew that it concerned the price of a calf. I climbed by myself, zigzagging between gentians and low walls, as far as the fort of Dun Aengus, which crowns the highest cliff. I heard the sea battering its foot without seeing it, aware the wrathful wind was coming head on and looking for a way round. I said to myself, ‘all the same… in a hundred metres’, and believed I would be under cover. I was wrong. A wind which had picked up from Newfoundland would not let itself be fooled by a cliff, however imposing. For the wind it was less an obstacle than a riddle to which it had long known the answer. This is how it works: at the foot of the cliff it forms a cushion of air; from this springboard it rises up and starts again. When, having made the climb, it reaches the top and hurtles down the other slope in almighty gusts which flatten broom and thistles, it is better not to stand in its way. A few metres from the fort, one of these gusts hit me, throwing me to the ground and tossing me into the stones and brambles like yesterday’s newspaper. I saw my heavy camera bag bounding ahead to the green meadows, scattering the rabbits, and found shelter in a corner of the fort, hands and nose bleeding from scratches. A petrel, wounded by the wind which had hurled it like a stone against the cliff, circled round me, limping. I lit a cigarette and began to laugh. I had always chafed at my heaviness; to be tossed about like a fallen leaf had made my blood tingle. For the first time since I’d been here, I glimpsed the sun through a momentary parting of the dirty clouds. It showed itself for fifteen or sixteen seconds, long enough to photograph my shadow as proof of my having been there. As for the rest…

         Dun Aengus

         You will find several of these curious dry-stone constructions on the west coast and the islands. Dun Aengus is the most important. It is a semicircle which rises in tiers around a platform where the rock has been levelled precisely to the edge of the cliff – a vertiginous drop. The cheval de frise of upright limestone shards preventing access endorses the thesis that this was a military site. Dun in Gaelic means ‘fortress’. Yet this seems absurd: someone inside would be able to see nothing at all of what might be plotted outside. No arrow-slits, no crenellations for surveillance of the surroundings. Silently scaling the outside wall would be a child’s game, the other being to hurl the defenders taken by surprise into the void. Instead, I imagine it was an amphitheatre for solemn ceremonies, enthronements, seasonal rituals, or for druid assemblies where the plunge of the sun into the sea was accompanied by a chorus of lamentation. Scholarly works make assertions as durable as myths, and they insist on describing these constructions as ‘forts’. A Galway professor shares my doubts, but when I consulted him on this matter, he simply replied that it took a long time to get something into an Irish head, and therefore it would need an even longer time to dislodge it.

         I paused there to listen to the battering sea, to hear the wind as it snatched like a thief at its misty covers, braying in my face, then I dawdled down to the eastern coves. On Kilmurvey Bay, in the patches sheltered by low stone walls, migratory birds had come crashing down in their hundreds, with a deafening chirping; clad in shining black with white fronts and bottle-green crests, they were a little bit smaller than European hoopoes.

         Kilmurvey, late afternoon

         The uncle had also seen these migrants. It had been forty years since they had last been to the island. It was the cold front that had brought them here. Together we found out what they were, in an ornithological guide donated by a summer guest: Siberian blackbirds. During their last visit – when the island was poorer – he had plucked a few for spit-roasting: too tough to be eaten.

         Later

         At the fireside, empty-headed, buzzing with fatigue, I dab my scratches with iodine. Deep inside, somewhere, I feel that life goes on in perfect freedom, circulates, breaks up and rolls on like drops of mercury. I suspect that ideas pay a visit, that concepts challenge and amuse themselves without inviting me. These games are beyond my reach, although I hear their faint sound. Servant and doorman to myself, once again I find myself shut out.

         I came here with only one book. Deliberately. The sense of destitution, emptiness, nothingness born from this deprivation is no surprise; it is a healthy exercise. When this central vacuum, which I have covered over or filled with empty distractions somehow or other, becomes unbearable, I know that I must hold on to it, wait for a lock to spring, for an unknown gate in me to open on a moment of liberty as fresh as a bunch of watercress. Patience. Physical exhaustion – I walked all day with no feeling in my legs – gives another chance for these attempts at evasion or invasion.

         The one book is an anthology of Celtic sagas in their oldest form. It has just dropped from my hands. Betrayals through ambushes, promises made in oaths that were broken, complicated plots – I lose the thread of the story and lose interest in the way that these wily folk killed each other. Moreover, there are so many sudden metamorphoses, and identities are so changeable, that I never know who is doing what: whether the dragonfly is a princess, whether the princess is a heavenly mare with whom the mad, red-haired chief of the clan must enter into a mystical union in a huge cauldron. You have seen an apple: it’s a witch, red with the sins she is about to commit. It’s all too much. I suspect that the monks who copied out these tales deliberately peppered them with misunderstandings and plot twists which mislead and tire us in order to lessen the power they had over naïve souls… and the fashionable Celticisers then followed by adding so many asterisks and footnotes that they killed off what remained of the taste of the broth. The Irish are the first to claim that their history is made up of recantations and sly tricks, which I only half-believe.

         ‘Ugh!’ (The uncle who had been sleeping woke up.)

         ‘? ! ?’

         ‘I was dreaming of those birds you reminded me about. The smell of mud.’

         Kilmurvey, 19 February, morning

         A gorgeous, tall woman, in boots and sou’wester, blue-eyed and raven-haired, has arrived in her van to deliver the coal they mix with the peat for fires. She would be better suited to the upper deck of a privateer. I hear her bantering with the nephew in the kitchen: laughter, sounds of slamming, laughter. She is still laughing and tossing her magnificent head of hair as she drives away. When he comes back in, I compliment him on his beautiful coalwoman; he looks at me with the happy smile of a man who’s been given more than he expected. For a moment, we become lads again.

         This interlude of spring flirtation made me all the happier because it was less than seventeen degrees fahrenheit in the courtyard, and because the islanders, in this respect, are extremely reserved – although it goes with their natural dignity.

         Here, women are treated with the respect that their ingenuity – they turn their hands to anything – their endurance and their courage deserve. Until the 1960s, everyone’s lives were too hard anyway to leave much room for romance and libido. Even today, according to Michael, most girls are virgins when they marry, scandal is very rare and crimes of passion are left to the big cities. Besides, there is nothing like a prison on the islands, except at the coastguards’ office where there is a room that can be locked, to protect a drunk when he’s plastered. This restraint is not due to the influence of the dogcollar, which is minimal here, but to the power of the family unit without which, for a long while, people wouldn’t have survived.

         Nevertheless, there’s a need to confess misdemeanours sometimes, and the priests are on the lookout for rewardingly juicy details. The proverbial prying of the clergy (the confession manuals in which each caress or perversion has its exact penitence tariff are a hundred times more obscene than the eroticism of Hindu temples) is met with local terseness and Anglo-Saxon understatement. They tell here of a priest pressing for details of the frolics during a night spent with a ‘friend’, to which his parishioner replied: ‘I think I remember having dozed off for a bit.’

         Later

         The Irish of the ‘Pale’ – the eastern counties north of Dublin and Dundalk – were exposed to invasion, occupation and the successive influence of Norsemen, Normans and English, which created a rich cultural compost, hybrid and ambiguous. For a long time the West was regarded as consisting of nothing but peat, storms, patois and sheep, and its inhabitants as rough-hewn country bumpkins. At the time of the Irish Revival, towards the end of the nineteenth century, it was towards this ‘Bogland’ (the peat country, but also in the pejorative sense of godforsaken) that certain intellectuals turned, troubled about their identity. Not all of them: it was the beginning of a controversial squabble, typically Irish. Yeats sent Synge to the Aran Isles so that he could learn Gaelic; Joyce wouldn’t go there for anything in the world, regarding this return to origins as fraudulent and retrograde, a matter for mockery. Here, no one bothered to hold such fixed opinions: there was no time for them. Dublin? The derby, the races: there is interest in those, but its mayor is less well known here than the mayor of New York. If there is a touch of insular chauvinism, I never found a trace of cultural chauvinism: no question of deafening themselves with ballads, bards or bagpipes. Nor of fighting for a nostalgic Gaeldom, because it’s on hand daily, without having to get it down from the shelf or be nostalgic about it. The Celtic crusade was above all a matter for urban intellectuals. Synge returned to the Aran islands four years in a row and devoted a book to them, famous these days, to which the islanders refer from time to time with a typically distant interest. What he could tell them about themselves mattered less than what he could tell them of the world beyond themselves. He could not disembark without hearing, after a greeting: ‘Noble stranger, is there a war going on somewhere in the world at present?’ The last they’d had wind of was that in the Philippines, which had ended two or three years earlier.†
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