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Preface





In his book Religio Medici Sir Thomas Browne has this to say:




I could never content my contemplation with those general pieces of wonder, the Flux and Reflux of the Sea, the increase of Nile, the conversion of the Needle to the North; and have studied to match and parallel those in the more obvious and neglected pieces of Nature which without further travel I can do in the Cosmography of myself. We carry with us the wonders we seek without us: there is all Africa and her prodigies in us; we are that bold and adventurous piece of Nature, which he that studies wisely learns in a compendium what others labour at in a divided piece and endless volume.





At work here is the belief that to be human is to be a compendium of all that is, this implying that each of us is, among other things, the universe in little. But if this be so, if we are cosmographies not just biographies, what chance have we? How can we successfully handle ourselves? If all of Africa and her prodigies are in us what kind of religion will suffice? My own, initially desperate response was to cross the Torrent with Jesus, this to begin with involving me in a sometimes perilous graduation from being anthropus to being deinanthropus. It worked for me but, at the end of the story, even though I have long ago found a way, I am still learning it, still rehearsing it, letting it institute itself as primary nature in me.






















What the Curlew Said





Now again I live in a river-mirrored house, the house a cottage, and the river that mirrors it broadening out twice a day into an estuary lake fished by otters and herons and, when the salmon are running, by a sole old seal.


One of the herons I know. Screeching and croaking an angelus that announces only himself, he comes in flying low over the water and, the rhetoric of his wing-folding perfect, he stands there, outstandingly, poised for the kill.


Young though he is in this lifetime, he is old in incarnations.


Night not in them even when he closes them, his eyes are for opening outwards only. Outwards always. Even in sleep.


Him especially. Him looking so priestly, so poised for death-dealing in his chasuble of fine feathers. Him, if I could, I would talk to.


How come, I would ask him, how come, the tide coming up the river, that you aren’t afraid for Eileen? Out there on her own she could be cut off?


How come you do not yearn to spread your wings and fly over the water to her?


That done, how come you do not want to drop your heron shape and stand in my shape before her?


And that done, how come you do not yearn to tell her what I, if I could fly to her, would tell her?


If I were you, even if I couldn’t shed my shape, I’d find a way, a heron’s way, of telling her. I would only need to be a heron, flying over the Owenmore, towards her.






Especially him, the heron I know.







How suddenly high he will sometimes hold his hearing.





And again, then, the arcane blue stoop of him, his yoga unearthly, at the edge of the water.


At low tide he flies upriver, then inland above a stream and then over water to the heronry on an island in Loch Aircín Beg.


I come upon the Sanskrit or is it the ideograms of his footprints in the mud.


What, if it is Sanksrit, are they saying?


The Kena Upanishad says:


There goes neither the eye nor speech nor the mind. We know it not, nor do we know how to teach one about it. Different it is from all that is known, and beyond the unknown it also is.


But what if they are ideograms?


A long way into the Tao Te Ching we come upon one of the world’s greatest eurekas, greater altogether than E=mc2:






Learning consists in adding to one’s stock day by day;


The practice of Tao consists in subtracting day by day,


Subtracting and yet again subtracting


Till one has reached inactivity.


But by this very inactivity


Everything can be activated.








And yet, flying over his own image upstream, the heron shrieks.


And the shriek sunders reverie and reality. Eileen is in Dublin not out there as she was six years ago on a day of a fast-flowing spring tide.


And how verdant at its mirroring margins the sea-widened side-water is. Stands of reeds and single reeds and heathers and alders and an island oak grow downwards into it.


And yes, there are days in Connemara when speechlessness isn’t a choice. You look up from your work, out over a lake to the mountains, and as well as losing your grip on your spade you lose your grip on yourself and on your world. And for as long as it lasts what a wonder it is, having no grip, either with your hands or with your mind, on anything.




 





Having no sense of yourself that you want to hold on to.


Having neither a past nor a future that you want to hold on to.


Today, now in Connemara, the exile of looking at things has ceased from your seeing.




Seeing is.





But even that is too much. To say of the seeing that it is yours or that it is, even that is violation.


Seeing, pure seeing, seeing unburdened by being.


Seeing unsullied by someone seeing.



1.1 SEEING


The wonder of it, life liberated from all greed for life.


The grip gone.


And the lake deepened all the way down to its tip by a mirrored mountain.


Today, in Connemara, a sense of being or a pretence to being and you are back in exile.


The exile next morning of looking at the heron, standing there seemingly asleep, and as apparitional as his image in water. But don’t be fooled, little fish. Come within reach of his lightning and even before you have a chance to struggle you will be in his crop.


Talking of lightning, I was standing one day on the road, looking unpurposely upriver. Suddenly, from behind me, sheet lightning came in so low over me that I dropped down into myself but, all in an instant, it broke and braked upon the water and turned into six shouting merganser ducks, all of them flapping light and colour off their wings before settling down to hunt. So flagrant and so widely broadcast were the colour and the light that if I lived naively in the far north it is probably how I’d explain the Northern Lights.


Never had I seen such stretched out life.


Never had I seen such nervous wildness. Twelve utterly unphilosophical eyes seeming to look all ways at once and, although hidden, twelve ears as alert as those twelve eyes.


Sitting by my fire that night I fell to wondering. If I could mistake a flight of life for lightning what is that thing, or not-thing, that I take to be a universe?


In an epistemological sense, I had in fact been struck by lightning, and to do what Dr Johnson did, to kick what I assumed was a real stone with what I assumed was a real foot, that wouldn’t readily restore my confidence either in reality or in the mind that claims to know it.


A recurrence of what had happened to me years earlier on the mountain, this was ragnarok, of a kind. All over again, it was my rendezvous with the Aghlich Mayster at the Green Chapel.


The chaunce of the chapel is the chaunce of coming to know that pia mater is pia amanita muscaria mater.


Lightning resolves itself into six merganser ducks. But what, in the end, will those ducks resolve themselves into? Into the fading grin of the Cheshire cat? And me? What evanescent evidence of me will grin back at me from an evanescing Yggdrasill? What evanescent evidence of me will grin back at me from Ginnungagap.


 The grip gone. The grin gone.


There is a stage in the mystical journey when we go for broke. We show ourselves willing to lose everything, including our awareness of being a self, in the hope that the Nothing we intially find ourselves self-abeyantly in will turn out to be




The Rich Nought





or, to name it more justly,




The Divine Mirum.





As many times as I had walked away from the awful reality of Jesus looking down into His own empty skull, so many times had I been swallowed back not just to it but into it. In time I learned to let go, trusting that as I am carried every night through dreamless sleep so will I be carried through this. But to be carried back into dreaming and waking awareness, that surely is not to be carried back into places of safety. What safety is there in nightmare? What safety is there in a mind that can suffer breakdown. In that it carries us into realms that aren’t cosmic at all, a psychosis is bigger than the universe in which it happens.


Gautama, who became a Buddha, sought safety neither in his waking nor in his dreaming mind. The mind that behaves like a tree full of monkeys asleep and awake, that he sought to extinguish, and when he succeeded, he sang:






Through many rounds from birth


To death have I toiled, seeking


But not finding the builder of the house.







House-builder, I behold you now,


Again a house you will not build.


All your rafters are broken now,


The ridgepole also is destroyed.


My mind, its elements dissolved,


The end of craving has attained.








In that he has awakened from his sense of self-identity and from mind in all its dualizing modes and moods, Gautama, a human being, has become a Buddha and this his victory song is called his Udana.


The Buddha’s Udana and, looking down into His own and Adam’s empty skull at the foot of the Cross, Christ’s cry of dereliction.


The overthrown rafter and ridgepole of overthrown selfhood that Buddha sings about – mortise or nail them together and that is it, the Christian Cross.


That day on the road the lightning flight above me did huge, healing damage to me.


Next day, seeking to fill a soakage pit I had dug in the garden in The Angler’s Return, I was barrowing stones, bigger I believed, and heavier, and more incorrigibly real, than the one Dr Johnson kicked. At work, unreflectingly, I was a naive realist in my muscles and therefore also in my mind. The weight of a particular stone wasn’t only a perception of weight. It was out there, in the thing itself.


But there it all-alteringly is, the most breathtaking paragraph ever written in these islands, and how can I not be challenged, even charged, in my epistemological pig-headedness by it?




It is indeed an opinion strangely prevailing amongst men, that houses, mountains, rivers, and in a word all sensible objects, have an existence, natural or real, distinct from their being perceived by the understanding. But, with how great an assurance and acquiescence soever this principle may be entertained in the world; yet whoever shall find in his heart to call it in question may, if I mistake not, perceive it to involve a manifest contradiction. For what are the fore-mentioned objects but the things we perceive by sense? and what do we perceive besides our own ideas or sensations? and is it not plainly repugnant that any one of these, or any combination of them, should exist unperceived?





For Berkeley himself this view of things is the surest and most immediately available remedy for many of the ills that beset us, but down the road from here, there he is, Coleridge suffering the epistemological grief of attempting but failing to compensate for the bleakness of Newton’s ‘nothing but’ universe.


It is Newton who speaks:




And if at any time I speak of light and rays as coloured or endued with colours, I would be understood to speak not philosophically and properly, but grossly, and accordingly to such conceptions as vulgar people in seeing all these experiments would be apt to frame. For the rays, to speak properly, are not coloured. In them there is nothing else than a certain power and disposition to stir up a sensation of this or that colour. For as sound in a bell or musical string, or other sounding body, is nothing but a trembling motion, and in the air nothing but that motion propagated from the object, and in the sensorium ’tis a sense of that motion under the form of sound; so colours in the object are nothing but a disposition to reflect this or that sort of rays more copiously than the rest; in the rays they are nothing but their dispositions to propagate this or that motion into the sensorium, and in the sensorium they are sensations of those motions under the form of colour.





In other words: out of myself, not off the broadcasting wings of the six merganser ducks, came the colour and the light that, to the naive realist, exist objectively.


Whenever in the course of a working day I think of Newton’s great saying, his mahavakya, I do not now suffer as I used to do and that is so because what were once intuitions have become beliefs and because those beliefs have in turn become modes of perceiving and knowing.


To the extent that a thing exists at all it exists tremendously.


The stones I heave into a soakage pit are one and all a-stone-ishments turned in on their own rose-window wonders, and the corollary of this is that Gothic rose windows make public what was hitherto private in the stone.


And every bush is a divinely inundated burning bush, burning with green fire in spring, with red fire in autumn and with grey fire all winter.


The universe is a mantraverse and that means that all subatomic particles are self-singing hosannas and this in turn means that the xs and ys of our maths-physics should be quavers.


Blake is right:






The Atoms of Democritus


And Newton’s Particles of Light


Are sands upon the Red Sea shore


Where Israel’s tents do shine so bright.








The song that Manannán, god of the sea, sang to us at sea – the words of it are the rods and cones of my seeing, the neurons of my knowing:






Cáini amra laisin mBran


ina churchán tar muir nglan;


      os mé, am charput do chéin,


      is magh sccothach ima-réidh.







A n-us muir glan


don náoi broindig a tá Bran,


      is Mag Meall co n-iumat scoth


      damsa a carput dá roth.







At-chí Bran


lín tonn tibri tar muir nglan.


      At-chíu ca-déin i mMagh Mon


      sgotha cennderga gin on …








Call it silver-branch perception. Call it paradisal perception.


Indeed, instead of thinking of it as a particular place, I think of Paradise as a mode of perception, a thing possible in no matter what place. Possible, certainly, in this Georgian garden with its apple trees and outcrops of granite, those outcrops resisting Euclidean intentions, and so it is that, in this case, the word ‘Georgian’ refers not to a distinctive style but to a denominated time not otherwise applicable here. 




 





I had phoned Lynne from Kildare. After the pleasantries, I told her I had been given the sack. To make sure I would hear her loud and clear, she called out, ‘Come back to Connemara, John, come back here to us, we understand you.’


Two evenings later, everything more or less as I remembered it, I had settled back into a cottage mirrored in the Owenmore, the river that was soul to me when I felt I had no soul at all.


Within a month I was working in three gardens: one day a week in Lisnabrucka, that an Edwardian house on thirty-five acres of land bordering a lake that mirrored three mountains and the river valley between them; two days a week in Leitirdyfe, which is still locally called Robinson’s, that a modest Victorian house on forty acres overlooking a lovely inlet of sea seaweed yellow when the tide is out; and one day a week next door at The Angler’s Return, that a Georgian house on eleven acres of woodland and formal garden. All three gardens–grounds called for a big effort.


At Leitirdyfe House all paths but one ran out into jungle a few yards from the back door. Thanks to Pamela and Ian Reid, who came on holidays to Lisnabrucka three times a year from England, the formal gardens there were in good shape but outwards from them you wouldn’t get very far with a secateurs. I started with a scythe, cutting rushes in front of the old greenhouse, now fallen in upon itself, a fig tree and a camellia against its back wall all overgrown by willows and birches. I had already done a lot of work in the garden and around the place at The Angler’s Return but here also I wouldn’t soon find myself having to kill time for want of something to do. Never had I encountered granite so dense and so heavy as here. Dislodging it or levering it or displacing it or transporting it, I would sometimes think that in spite of all the gravitational odds it had escaped from a black hole. And to think with George Berkeley that its esse is percipi never in the least lightened an obdurate outcrop giving off a dull thud, not a ring, under a sledgehammer.


Even so, except for lawnmowers, each of them three-and-a-half horsepower, I worked only with old-fashioned tools, with spade and shovel and digging fork and bowsaw and secateurs and long-handled cutters and pick and crowbar and sledgehammer and axe and hoe and rake. And a handbarrow to transport things in. I had, after all, grown up on a farm that didn’t have electricity or a single power tool. And one night when Jameen Kissane offered to half-sole a shoe of mine my mother said no and went on to explain that the sound of the hammer would damage or even kill the little specks of developing life in the eggs that a hen was sitting on in a wooden butterbox under our small table, that as distinct from the big table we pulled out from the opposite wall and ate at. From then on, naturally and out of need, I lived by that interdiction. All in one it was my Ten Commandments. All in one, as though it had come down from the summit of Mount Sinai, it was the big Thou Shalt Not. Thou Shalt Not Make Murderous Noise in the World.


The wonder was, putting your forefinger as gently as you could into a wren’s nest and feeling five eggs and coming back three days later and putting it in again and feeling five chicks. At no season of the year, least of all in spring, could I pull the string of a chainsaw and release the murderous, revving roar. Yet there they are, Aeschylus and Shelley, doing their poetic best to unbind such Titanism.


This I believed: there are two ways we could have gone, the way of the Titan, Prometheus, or the way of the dolphin. In the Promethean way we shape Nature to suit us, in the way of the dolphin we let Nature shape us to suit it. Everywhere there is evidence that we have chosen wrongly.


No doubt about it, though, in doing what I was doing I was Promethean. On four days a week in three different gardens I was shaping Nature, and to see the difference my efforts were making I only had to walk on to some fallow bog beyond the trees in Lisnabrucka or, the next day, beyond the trees in Leitirdyfe. The compromise was, to live as though it mattered to not make too much noise in the world and to continue surrendered to Nature in places deeper within me than my grip on scythe or spade, than my grip on myself.


Often in my case, of course, there would be reservation and second thoughts in the surrender.


I saw genius everywhere I looked in Nature, but that didn’t mean that it was everywhere benign.


I would remember a day in Inishbofin when I went superficially to sea in their fishing boat with James Coyne and Stephen Lavelle and Ned Burke. That first lobster pot they hauled from the seabed – what a zoo of hissing, snapping, seething life it was, the crabs and the lobster foaming and bubbling atrocity and massacre from their small mouths and the crabs with their pink claws and the lobster with his blue claws snapping at air, but it could be at the galaxy or it could be at God they were snapping, and the conger eel, his back and flanks dark grey, his belly pale, he going furiously round and round at the bottom of the pot and seeking to extrude from within himself a new sea of slime to swim in, and a sea slug dressed in a patchwork, in a bluff, of poisons, green, purple and blue. Knife at the ready, his eyes as alert as gannet’s eyes, James advances his hand down into all this ostentatious deadliness and, faster than life on the sea floor, he severs the eel’s head, or almost. It is still hanging on by the skin of its throat. Hauling him out, slippery with slime though he is, James slashes the coupling skin, he heaves the headless body into the sea and reflexively there at our feet on the deck, the wide-eyed head snaps, snaps, snaps, snaps. Expertly, indeed with exquisite skill, he handles the crabs out through the hatch, he breaks off the claws, throws them into a bucket, and throws the not so pleasantly edible remainder into the sea. The starfish and the sea slug are easy to deal with. The lobster is preserved whole, to be boiled alive and whole, and to be then served up with cordon bleu good manners to a gourmet in a Paris restaurant.


One lobster pot hauled and cleared. Seventy-nine to go.


For me, that day, that first lobster pot was the dot at the bottom of a question mark set up alongside the universe we live in. Is ours an utterly deviant planet? Or is the hauled lobster pot the astronomical norm? If it is in fact the norm then to continue surrendered to Nature in the hope that it will shape me to suit it mightn’t be the wisest of moves. Already, after all, in both instinct and dentition, it has shaped me to meat-eating, and that I resist. On the increasingly shaky assumption that they do seek their wellbeing exclusively in Nature, could it be that dolphins also have some thinking to do?


The hauled lobster pot is the dot in the question mark questioning anthropus:




?





Three thousand miles over the ocean from where we fished that day, in an entrance to what we call the New World, Lady Liberty holds her torch aloft. This, perhaps the great gesture of the modern Western world, would be more trustworthy, surely it would, I thought, cycling one morning to work, if, in sculptural rhythm with it, she held the living lobster pot in her other hand, that a hanging hand holding what we must some day come to think of as our inner phylogenetic ancient regime. This it was that took over and ran the French and Russian revolutions into reigns of terror. But what was I doing, still arguing like this with myself? Our eighteenth-century meliorist bluff minotaurically called in me, I had long ago concluded that our best way into a New World was to ascend the Colorado into the Canyon and all the way up along Bright Angel Trail.




*





Five or six days had already gone by after I had come back to Connemara and for one reason and another I hadn’t yet called up to see the McCahills. Among other things that he was gifted at, Michéal McCahill was a car mechanic, he had his own garage, business was flourishing and as well as himself and his workmen there would be a couple of passers-by who would have stopped off for conversation, or whatever. They saw me coming and by the time I reached them they were all laughing good heartedly at me, then with me. News doing the rounds, of which I already had some inklings, was that Mr Guinness had sacked me because he had found me in bed with his wife. Continuing to fall in with the mood, I did eventually manage to say that none of this was true. ‘True?’ one of them called out. ‘The truth is that you barely escaped with your life but not with your trousers out through her bedroom window!’ This had them all in fits of laughter and I knew now that I would have to let the story run its accumulating course, this even though I had good reason to know how dangerous it was to be walking around with the reputation of being a boyo for women, especially when the women were wives. I had learned that it wasn’t good enough to sit back and rely on your innocence to see you through.


Sitting in his house in Kerry one night, a man issued what I and his wife immediately took to be a naked warning. Responding to an item of news on television, he fiercely said, ‘That man should have shot him first, shot him in front of her, and then cut her throat.’ For the moment it was all laughter about something that had happened far away. But I knew. And they knew. Try it here, they were saying, and it isn’t only your trousers that you will forfeit.


I went in to see Kathleen and the girls, Mary Teresa and Noeleen. We had a lot to talk about. After an hour or so the girls retired to the living-room to do their homework. And now Kathleen had me on my own. ‘You’re a proud man, John,’ she said, ‘and you’re a stubborn man, and you will always be getting the sack, always you’ll be left walking the roads, and one day you will come home here to us and we’ll have no place for you, and we’ll watch you walking back up the road, up past Ted’s place and round the turn and we’ll think we have sinned against you, and do you know, John, you should never put us in that position, in the position where we will sin against you. What I’m telling you is, save for a site and build a house for yourself.’


It would have been out of order to answer her.


I looked at her a long while.


She outlooked me.


She walked me to the door saying she hoped the men weren’t too hard on me.


‘I heard beyond the laughter,’ I said.


‘I’ll have to think about that one,’ she said.


‘God bless you, Kathleen.’


‘God bless you, John.’




*





For some years past Leitirdyfe was owned by a syndicate of Dutch people, all of them environmental enthusiasts, many of them and their friends specialists in particular fields: in ferns, in fungi, in beetles, in the flora of European railway lines some seeds carried from Greece to Belgium, in Jurassic ecosystems, in roadside plants here in Connemara, in plants growing on acid soils within reach of wind-blown seasand. On and on it went. The man charged with responsibility for the garden and grounds was Professor Victor Westhoff. He held the chair of botany at the University of Nijmegen and was quite well known among his peers around the world. I greatly enjoyed my first conversation with him. Given how ecologically poisonous a document the Bible was, he couldn’t possibly be a Christian he said. He was a Buddhist and he looked forward to the day when Buddhism might become as indigenous in Europe as it did in Japan. Sensitive to a kind of wisdom in some superstitions, he admitted to looking often and long into The Golden Bough by Frazer. When I asked him how he saw the biological future he instantly replied, ‘Après nous, le déluge.’ Trusting me, he gave me a free hand with the garden, such as it wildly was, and with the grounds.




 





To begin with in Leitirdyfe the thing that most redevised me in my sense of myself and in my sense of the world was the curlew calling below on the shore.


What an unearthly aria that call was.


Sometimes I would think, it isn’t a call at all.


But if it isn’t, what is it?


Is it a spontaneity of eternity that has somehow come through into time?


Hearing his voice, a god who had made the curlew would almost instantly want to remake himself as the thing he had made.


Universes he couldn’t call into being with a human voice he could call into being with the voice of a curlew.


I would imagine the night sky of a universe that god as a curlew had called into being.


And the unearthly algebra of his footprints on a mudflat at low tide. Look at any one of them and it is the E=mc² of a universe utterly unlike ours that you are looking at. And yet, neither the algebra nor the voice is unearthly. It is the universe we live in that we are talking about.


Instead therefore of sitting before a blackboard in Princeton, let us go down to the mudflat here beneath us and learn the new, the not-new algebra. It is the mathematics of scientia mirabilis. It is the mathematics that is a single curlew’s call. Such a single lone curlew’s call I heard one evening in an upland bog in County Clare. Hearing it, and long after I heard it, even now in my soul, I am onomatopoeic with it. It continues to call me into similarity of being, into identity of being, with itself. To me that lone call is totem. I do not require of myself that I should be modern. In my totemic identity with the curlew’s call, and from before the spear-cast depicted for us in the Pit in Lascaux, I am Birdman come back to my feet.


What else can I do? Remembering a Siberian story in which someone is called Gullman, what else can I do but call myself Curlewman?


In the way that the Egyptian god Thoth was happy to be ibis-headed I am sometimes happy to be curlew-headed.


The universe I live in has its origin not in a Big Bang but in a curlew’s call. Or should I say, even if it did have its first origin in a Big Bang it is now having its re-origin, its second origin, in a curlew’s call.


There are mountains in County Sligo called the Curlew Mountains. Never has anything in our universe been so perfectly named.


I would remember Inuit credence:







In the very earliest time, when both people and animals lived on earth, a person could become an animal if he wanted to, and an animal could become a human being. Sometimes they were people and sometimes animals, and there was no difference. All spoke the same language. That was the time when words were like magic. The human mind had mysterious powers. A word spoken by chance might have strange consequences. It would suddenly come alive and what people wanted to happen could happen – all you had to do was say it. Nobody can explain this: that is the way it was.





I took this not in the literal sense of physical shape-shift but in the ecological sense of living ecumenically with all things, even with things that are noxious to us, and for me, especially if I was going to be working in the wood all day, this fluent disposition was the real gate into Leitirdyfe.




 





Real entrance in other words was by initiation as well as by the old ornate double gate that, with a touch, swings heavily backwards, its latch settling into its slot with what seems like a reassuring, secure click.


How things were in those earliest times: neither people nor animals keeping an unrelentable grip on whatever they happened to be at a particular time.


My central nervous system having become a sympathetic nervous system, I would sometimes feel that those earliest times survived in me and in the Connemara woods I worked in.


And things that make sense in Leitirdyfe Wood – especially after you have worked for long hours in silence and solitude in it – how come, I would sometimes ask, that they do not also make sense on the public road into Roundstone?


What enormous transitions they were, leaving the public road in the morning and going back out on to it in the evening!


The public road and the kind of wildwood that Merlin lives in.


The public road is the enemy of old and deep and great truth, of sympathetic truth.


There was something I had learned, particularly at night, in the woods in Ballynahinch.


Blunder into a wood and it is likely that you will not enter it. A wood is so much more than trees. It is so much more than everything in it, trees, leaf mould, mosses, lichens, ferns, toadstools, badger earths, badger trails, fox dens, fox smells, the smells of mating pine martens, the different greens of beech and oak, the different autumns of larch and ash, deep gloom here, dappled sunlight there and then, as well as all this, the thing we are in but haven’t yet entered, the thing we haven’t walked into although we have walked all the way through it, observing it; the thing you know you are in when you know that in it you are Merlin, the thing that isn’t a thing, that is it, the wood, Leitirdyfe Wood. That wood I enter only when, coming down from its alienating, objectivizing pride, my central nervous system becomes a sympathetic nervous system. In this is Merlin’s secret. In this his Nature-wisdom. In this, out of this, his deeds.


Reality isn’t only what it is composed of. True of Owenmore water. True of Leitirdyfe Wood. True of the bills of Galapagos finches.


An Origin of Species written by Merlin would be subvertingly different from The Origin of Species written by Darwin.


Best preparation for Darwin boarding the Beagle would have been fosterage first by the Lady of the Lake in her subliminal world and then in his wood by Merlin. Gradually, over years, they would have initiated him into sympathetic being and, in consequence, into sympathetic knowing. Not one of us, I would sometimes think, but needs such fosterage either from deep within ourselves or by a wise one who knows that we aren’t only who and what we sociologically are.


It was while I was working in Leitirdyfe Wood that I would hear the curlew. For a long time afterwards, throughout all the rest of the day maybe, I would be onomatopoeic not just in name but in nature with it.


In February, having recently discovered it, a reach of it here, a reach of it there, I was reopening an old path. A Holzweg, Heidegger would call it.


One day, all day, I was at work under a heronry, cutting a way through a dense undergrowth of rhododenron and escallonia.


Such was the luxuriance of ivy reaching up into the crowns of the high trees that I could see neither the birds nor their nests, but I could certainly hear them, all agog in their mating displays, in their no doubt splendid dances, and I could smell them, their scour having whitened or, at the very least, having variegated the undergrowth and ground all around me. Ferns especially were having a hard time of it. Lying there, bedraggled and battered, some of them had given up. Among them last years eggshells were ghosts of themselves, reminiscences of turquoise.


Standing there ankle-deep in the sea or knee-deep in the Owenmore, a heron in his spectral, almost birdless fishing-posture is an icon of silence and of solitude and of alert, gazing concentration. There is about him something not of the common order of things. I look at him and think that if I am to emerge into fineness of nature then somewhere down the road I will have to become incarnate as a heron, not once, not twice, not three times, as many times as it takes. To be a heron who fishes the Owenmore and who returns downstream into the wind every evening and then turns right up along the tributary stream to his home heronry on that little wooded island in Loch Aircín Beg, to be and to do that for a few lifetimes, that should do.


One day it happened. I was sitting on a grassy rock on the far side of the road from my cottage. I was looking, in the end not objectively, at a heron and, quite without willing it, I was him – in sympathetic self-experience I was him, not me.


A heron fishing on his own is one thing. Herons together at their nests in the mating season are something else entirely.


I had often thought that the outraged shriek and croak of a heron is a survival into our day of the outraged shriek and croak of a pterosaur.


Aurally today, given the terrible and the jubilant goings-on above me, I was, or I might as well be, in the Mesozoic. And, as for its smell, it was Cretaceous shit, pterosaur shit, that was coming down upon me and around me. Such a pterosaur’s shit might well have fallen upon the little nocturnal, shrew-sized mammal that we are descended from. His smell-brain still sits there under all further accumulations of brain in me, and the very same smell that he smelled sixty million years ago on a Mesozoic forest floor I smelled today in the wood in Leitirdyfe.


What of metempsychosis now? What of this return or regression to ancient olfaction?


With a caveat, D.H. Lawrence would think positively of it:




Man’s consciousness has many layers, and the lowest layers continue to be crudely active, especially down among the common people, for centuries after the cultured consciousness of the nation has passed to higher planes. And the consciousness of man always tends to revert to the original levels; though there are two modes of reversion: by degeneration and decadence; and by deliberate return in order to get back to the roots again, for a new start.





Elsewhere, this time without distinguishing among people, he is similarly emphatic:




The adventure of knowledge is not finished for us till we have got back to the very sources, discovered satisfactorily to ourselves our own sources, in sensation, as one traces back a river – it is a form of immediate anthropology, we study the origin of man in our own immediate experience, we push right back to the first, and last, sensations of procreation and death.





I wasn’t travelling up along a river to its source today but I was reopening an old path and, in immediate anthropology, I had experienced two Cretaceous sensations: in Cretaceous hearing I had heard a gaggle of pterosaurs at mating time and in Cretaceous olfaction I had smelled their droppings, not all of them on the ground.


It was metempsychosis within my own psyche. It was a transmigration into my reptile brain and into my mammalian smell-brain. Only, of course, there was no need either for a migration or a transmigration. There was no need to journey to what I already was.


Sir Thomas Browne did well when he said:




There is all Africa and her prodigies in us.





Also Joseph Conrad when he said:






The mind of man is capable of anything – because everything is in it, all the past as well as all the future.





That evening I washed my head and hair in the tumbling stream that runs through the wood. I washed it outwardly that is, not inwardly. It was obvious that my double-breasted, woollen, German-navy jacket was much too Jurassic to wear ever again in public.


Having cycled into Roundstone, I talked for a while in his shop to old John Barlow. No sooner had I told him what I had been doing that day than he delightedly informed me that the path I was reopening used to be called the Romantic Walk. Noticing my surprise, the word romantic not quite describing how I had so far experienced it, he went on to tell me that the wood in Leitirdyfe was the only place in the vicinity that offered cover to young men and women who were walking out with each other and, ‘God be good to all of us who walked it, that’s how that path through that wood got its name.’




 





It is what I am, I thought cycling home. At work in a wood in the west of Ireland, I am a Christian, yes, but in reopening her overgrown, ancient way in the world I am also a servant to Venus, I am friend to Shepherd and Shulamite:




I am the rose of Sharon, and the lily of the valleys. As the lily among thorns, so is my love among the daughters. As the apple tree among the trees of the wood, so is my beloved among the sons. I sat down under his shadow with great delight, and his fruit was sweet to my taste. He brought me to the banqueting house, and his banner over me was love. Stay me with flagons, comfort me with apples, for I am sick of lo





Theirs not a path jurassically raucous at mating time.


No reach of their Romantic Walk whitened and steaming with Cretaceous scour.


No reach of their Romantic Walk continuing beneath a bank of badger earths, every brow of every badger lying instinctively low, nocturnally low to the ground.




A bundle of myrrh is my wellbeloved unto me; he shall lie all night betwixt my breasts. My beloved is unto me as a cluster of camphire in the vineyards of En-gedi. Behold, thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair; thou hast dove’s eyes. Behold, thou art fair, my beloved, yea, pleasant: also our bed is green. The beams of our house are cedar, and our rafters of fir.





Next day, axing my way through, I was aware of a question Greek myth had asked, and answered: What when, in sudden regression, the love between Shepherd and Shulamite becomes the love between Pasiphae and the Bull from the sea?


Bull from the sea, Bull from the psyche.


A servant to Venus I might be today but that only deepened my need for the radical immensities of Christian medicine.







 





Not for me to rename this woodland path, however, only to reopen it, and that on two days a week over five weeks was tough going, particularly where trees that had grown on it must first be cut down, cut up and hauled away branch by branch and section of bole by section of bole, all quite easy compared with the pickwork, axework, spadework, barwork and leverwork of uprooting the stumps. Wallace Stevens, I remembered, had said that ‘The greatest poverty is not to live/in a physical world.’ Whatever else, this was a poverty I didn’t suffer from. Having separated them, calling the one res inextensa and the other res extensa, Descartes speculated that it was maybe in the pineal gland that mind and body met. In me, working in this wood, mind met body all over my body, in the soles of my feet as well as in my medulla, in the small of my back as well as in my hands, in my knee cartilage as well as in my corpus callosum. The truth of course was that, being one, mind and body didn’t need any such rendezvous as Descartes had imagined. And the further truth was, to work in this wood was as sensuous and as sensual as sex. As the kind of sex that isn’t only located in the genitals.




 





Under the first big tangle of rhododendron, escallonia and sycamore saplings I uncovered a shallow culvert quite unrecognizable beneath a twenty-five year long accumulation of leaves and alluvium. I cleared the drain up from it to its source in what after a night of rain would be a pond. I opened the channel under the culvert and, clearing it as I went, I followed it down among the trees to where it fell over bedrock, then on again, down into a small plunge pool, and from there into a culvert that ran under the drive a few yards inside the gate. Where it fell between ferns over bedrock, the water broke to sparkling crystal. It was like a life. Over almost all of its course it was a dull drain but here, falling momentarily off its world, it broke to paradisal brightness.


My entry into Leitirdyfe wasn’t only by way of and by means of Inuit credence. A sound I would hear and a sight I would see. I would hear the latch of the great green gate slipping into its slot and I would see sometimes a ribbon, sometimes a flush fall, of crystal. On a morning when I felt uncreated, that sound and that sight would create me. Ex nihilo, they would create me. Sometimes it was as if I had entered the Ryoangi Garden in Kyoto. Two sensations, one of sight, one of sound, that was all, and that was enough. The harvest of a whole lifetime they might be.


After all the human drama that Shakespeare staged, there he is, Andrew Marvell,




Annihilating all that’s made


To a green thought in a green shade.





Look for me today not in the garden in Leitirdyfe. Look for me, within it, in a Ryoangi Garden. 




That, some days, is how clear my spirit is.


Some days a single sensation can bring us through.


Some days a single sensation can save us.


Reducing all that’s made to a rock, off centre, in raked gravel.





Passage through on the path I was opening was sometimes a rite of passage, obdurate and costly to romantic innocence.


But then, how good it was walking through to where I would feel and hear the crunch of beechmast under my feet. So deep was the shade under a great overhanging beech that nothing, not ferns, not sorrel, not pignuts, grew there. All I had to do was to rake the path back into black distinction from its golden-brown surroundings.


Reconnoitring forward, I came upon two small piles of withered white sedge that could only have been brought in from the bog, in other words from quite some distance away. Clearly, they had been rolled and rolled all the way here. Straightaway, I looked round for the earths of the badgers who had done this. I smelled them before I saw them, high on a bank beyond a fallen tree trunk green with moss. From nearby as I climbed the smell almost knocked me back, as if I had been physically shoved, and the reason for this was right there in front of me. There were five earths in all and falling down the bank in front of each one of them were heaps and runs of old winter bedding, all of it recently clawed out backwards, and shuffled out, and snouted out. The smell of it, as if I had put my nose directly to the smell-gland under an old male’s tail, slightly turned my stomach.


The sedge they would have hauled, clawing it repeatedly back under themselves as they walked backwards all the way from the bog. This was the fresh new bedding. Clearly, what had happened was that dawn had broken upon two of them as they laboured homewards, and so, but only for now, they abandoned their piles.


Yesterday the smell of heron shit and now, today, different in sow and boar, badger smells.


Again, with no effort, I had sunk down into the smell-brain of the little shrew-sized mammal we are said to be descended from.


Down here, it was nocturnally that I knew and experienced the wood.


Language doesn’t go this far down with us. If it did, being verbally structured, the experience and the knowing would be human not something occurring smell-brain deep in us.


Down here as well as in Tao, he who knows does not speak, he who speaks does not know.


In my smell-brain I am not yet the language-animal I have since become.


To experience myself in immediate anthropology as D.H. Lawrence recommends is mostly a prelinguistic adventure. As well therefore as talking about the unconscious in us we should talk about the prelinguistic in us.


I had often attempted to estimate the consequences for ourselves and our world of our emergence into language.


The badger earths I was looking at were entrances into my prelinguistic mind. In looking at the bank, I was looking at my brow when it was a lot lower than it is now. Everything I then was I still am. The question was: Could I be onomatopoeic in nature, in brutality of nature, with all that I phylogenetically have been and still am?


Ever since my early twenties when I first began to experience myself as a Piltdown Hoax, I had struggled for unity of being. Out of felt need, fighting Christ in this, I had struggled for the sanctity of inclusion and integration, that as distinct from the sanctity of exclusion and repression.




 





Christ said:




Woe unto the world because of offences! for it must be that offences come; but woe to that man by whom the offence cometh! Wherefore if thy hand or thy foot offend thee, cut them off, and cast them from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than having two hands or two feet to be cast into everlasting fire. And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire.





In response to which I had fightingly written:






But I could tell Death


I have loved you and so


I am deeper than scythes;


I could even tell Christ


Although I am all body


All second-hand head


I’m Christian again,


But I’ve opened my mind,


I have opened my gates,


Long ago, to God’s horses.








Even if that meant becoming and being a Centaur, such as Chiron was.


My sponsor in this was Mucalinda Buddha, a man enlightened and holy, and yet, and for all that, overarched and protected, enshrined as it were, by his reptile instincts.


It was in all that I was or not at all that I would re-enter Paradise.


As for what I had encountered in the last couple of days, it was with the little mammal, walking before me, or not at all, that I would re-enter Paradise.


A young woman from Rotterdam, already visibly vampired by life, had come to stay in the house. She called to see me while I was having lunch in the conservatory. She asked me if I would show her the garden. Intending to go with her afterwards to a field beyond the wood that overlooked the sea and then out into the bog, I walked with her first along the path I had been reopening. Telling her of the risks, we stood and talked for a long while under the heronry. Shit did come down but on either side of us. We walked on to the badger earths and, as she stood there, looking half-entranced at them, and unflinchingly inhaling the smell of them, I felt for her, a city girl, perfectly civilized, but at awful cost, and now here she was, the oldest lobes of her mind reawakening or awakening for the first time in a wood in the west of Ireland. Right then and there she had travelled back behind the Palaeolithic spear-cast. Right then and there she was overthrown humanity in recovery. She was Birdman coming to his feet.


To have stood under a heronry, the herons shrieking like pterosaurs, and to have stood before badger earths inhaling their rankness, this, industrially vampired as she was, was necessary medicine for her. As it was of course for myself. As it very likely was in their walking-out days for John Barlow and Kitty O’Dowd.


Turning to me, still half-entranced, she told me that she had had enough for one day, and yet she wondered if she might by any chance see the badgers. ‘Some one or two of them will be up around the house tonight and they’ll go grubbing on the lawn, but your best bet is to come back here,’ I said. ‘Check the direction of the wind, sit somewhere downwind from them and for sure you will see a snout emerging, then two small ears, and then a grey face with two dark stripes running down over two small eyes. Others will emerge, they will scratch themselves well with their powerful claws, they will seek to bite their fleas, they will play for a while, and then, breaking off, they will shuffle and snuffle off in their separate ways keeping low to the ground. The boars will likely take to grubbing, the pregnant sows to bringing in new bedding.’ I showed her the temporarily abandoned piles of sedge.


‘Since you will have left by the time I get back next week, can I on our way back show you one more thing?’ I asked.


We ventured off the path and I guided her to a fallen, mouldering tree trunk, not all of it, quite unusually, covered in a thick pelt of moss. I directed her attention to two beautiful patches of pink acne growing on blackness. ‘It’s a fungus,’ I said. ‘It is called wolf’s milk.’


I gave her all the time she needed.


She raised herself up. She looked at me.


‘Would you like to drink from a little nipple of it?’ I asked her. ‘If you don’t like it, you can spit it out.’


She held it a long while on her tongue, drinking it into her mind it seemed.


A woman in need of wild nourishment, she didn’t spit it out.


Warm by my fire that night, I thought of her sitting alone in the wood.


I remembered a Native American story of origins. In it Old Man Coyote is not always a successful or even an edifying maker of things. Things made to the best of his fumbling abilities, he left us with this advice:




Now, if you are overcome you may go to sleep and get power. Something will come to you in your dream, and that will help you. Whatever those animals who appear to you in your sleep tell you to do, you must obey them. Be guided by them. If you want help, are alone and travelling, and you cry aloud for aid, your prayer will be answered – perhaps by the eagles, or by the buffalo, or by the bears. Whatever animal answers your prayer you must listen.





Maybe, in this Native American sense, she will become a heron dreamer, a wolf dreamer, a badger dreamer, I thought.


I worried for her.


Was she on the way back to ‘the very earliest time, when both people and animals lived on earth, a person could become an animal if he wanted to, and an animal could become a human being. Sometimes they were people and sometimes animals, and there was no difference. All spoke the same language. That was the time when words were like magic. The human mind had mysterious powers. A word spoken by chance might have strange consequences. It would suddenly come alive and what people wanted to happen could happen – all you had to do was say it.’


Was she on the way back to life as it was before the spear-cast, and if she was, given that she had a modern Western mind, would she be able for it?


Would it have been safer for her had she gone instead to sit in the Ryoangi Garden in Kyoto, there to reduce all that’s made to a rock in raked gravel?


By the time my fire had suffocated in its own ashes, I was thinking of her as Europa and not for the first time or for the last time I went on to think of the Palaeolithic Birdman and Europa together.


What the Palaeolithic Birdman and Europa had in common was that they had both been overthrown by the Bull, by all that is tauric, but unintegrated, in ourselves.


Greek mythology had given a hand-up to Persephone, it had tried but finally failed to give a hand-up to Eurydice but at no time do we see it attempting to give a hand-up to overthrown and raped Europa.




 





What Greek myth didn’t do we must do: we must give a hand-up to overthrown Europa in all of us.


What Greek myth didn’t do we must do: we must give a hand-up to the overthrown Birdman in all of us. By the Birdman I mean our willingness to be ecumenical across all species.




 





After forty thousand years on the flat of its Palaeolithic back we must give a hand-he Western psyche.




 





Quite unexpectedly, I had brought some further clarity of thought and of possible action to an old obsession. Now I could go to bed.




*





On Thursday mornings I didn’t have to cycle out into whatever the weather was doing. I only had to cross the long, walled yard, climb a few deep steps up on to the bedrock that Lynne’s kitchen abuts into, climb down a few steps, turn full to my right, then climb two steps on to the path that would bring me out into the garden, Derradda Hill rising rockily to the east of it beyond some tall trees, ash mostly, and sycamore.


Built in the eighteen forties or earlier as a commercial enterprise, The Angler’s Return was in poor shape by the time that Lynne inherited it but over the past few years she and Simon, her husband, had restored it, giving it a new and assured sense of itself. Inwardly, though, it carried its old sense of itself, having rooms called the gun room, the tack room, the Tudor room, the music room, the dining-room, with its old portraits and seascapes, and the lounge. Fixed to the walls here and there were hunting trophies brought back from Africa, antelope heads, buffalo horns and such like, these together with some local, lesser trophies, the snarling head of a fox shot on Derradda Hill in 1905 and another, this snarling too, shot somewhere else in 1907. Becoming a person in her own right, having her own sense of the world and how we should live in it, Lynne one day took all these trophies, African and local, out of her house and out of my house, and the fire that consumed them was a requiem, a holocaustal laying to rest.


This she did while I was away and often, after she told me about it, I would think of it.


Addressing the ghost of his father, Hamlet said:




Rest, rest, perturbed spirit!





In doing what she did, Lynne was seeking to grant eternal rest to the possibly perturbed spirits of antelope and buffalo and fox and pheasant and salmon and sea trout and of every living being that had been killed by a man who took pride in being an excellent shot and in being so expertly able to cast a fly a long way out in front of a salmon lie or a sea-trout lie in the Owenmore.


In doing what she did for her house, Lynne was doing what Aeschylus had done for Mycenae, for the whole history, that is, of humanity, for the whole history of the human psyche.


 At the end of a stupendous trilogy enacted in the Theatre of Dionysus in Athens, the Erinnyes who had been hounding us became the Eumenides who grace and favour us.


With their fixed and frozen snarls, the fox heads in Lynne’s house and in my house were Erinnyes. And Erinnyes, I reminded myself, had sprung from the drops of blood that had fallen on to the earth from the sickled ballocks of an old and sexually brutal sky god.


In doing what she did, Lynne had redeemed her house from the empire of feeling and thought that had gone into its construction.


And how good it looks now.


It could be the Eschaton.


It could be the House-at-the-End-of-History.




 





Aeschylus no doubt would have had us light processional torches from the fire at the back of the cottages in all three of which I had at one or another time lived and in the first of which I was living now.


A torchlit procession with the Eumenides of history past, present and to come in Athens and, more recently, a torchlit procession with the Eumenides of history past, present and to come here in Derradda West.


History losing its snarl in Athens.


History losing its snarl here in Derradda West.




 





Lynne I could praise forever for what she did.


And yet every time I crossed the yard to her house or to the garden this hopefulness regarding history and its outcome was seriously challenged. Up against the wall of the turf shed was a big, black famine pot. Made of unfriendly looking, real iron not of cast iron, it would be regularly filled with rainwater from the roof and the horses when they were in would drink from it. In 1847, at the height of the potato famine, the people of the surrounding townlands were fed stirabout and soup from it, sometimes with fatal, not nourishing, results. Hell upon Earth it was, and a single scene will serve to describe the thing in its entirety: there is a woman lying dead on a street in Kenmare in Kerry; at her breast, blackened by cholera, her child is still feeding but, getting nothing, howls for the whole village to hear in ravenous frustration. Frightened of catching the cholera, no one will go near them.


In those years it was a fungus called Phytophtors infestans, neither guilty nor innocent, that made history. Meliorist in intention, the big, black iron pot brimmed then with stirabout or with soup, it brims now with water for horses, but could it be that Aeschylus is fooling himself when he imagines his Eumenides going round and round and round about it in a torchlit procession, celebrating a historical Happy-Ever-After?


One morning, walking past it, I looked at it and I conceded that history at its most terrible is always altogether more terrible than myth at its most terrible. Little wonder that we are so often so bereft. As we were listening to that child drinking only cholera from his dead mother’s breast. As we are in Auschwitz.


Lynne didn’t only inherit a house. She inherited eleven acres of land, one acre of it or so a garden, all of it fronting the Owenmore where it becomes estuary. In the garden were five great old apple trees and it was on the morning side of one of them, fruiting now, that she rather shyly said to me, ‘I have something to tell you, John.’ As forbearingly as possible, I gave her time. Encouraged, she said, ‘I am pregnant.’ Going towards her, I set the palm of my right hand flat upon her tummy and I directly addressed the child saying, ‘Keep coming, keep coming, come out into this garden and we will have great welcome for you.’


Looking at her, I congratulated her and, in his absence on an oil rig in Saudi Arabia, I congratulated Simon too.


In a while we found other things to talk about. Then she picked up some windfalls, as many as she could carry in her spliced hands held against her tummy, and she turned and walked back to the house.


By breaking-off time, knowing that a child was coming among us, I felt I had already started to grow in ways not hitherto called for.




*





On Monday mornings I would cycle up the road for a mile or so along by the river then away from it through the woods to Lisnabrucka.


When I wrote to Mrs Reid in Surrey asking her for a job working in her garden here in Ireland, she was at first a little unsure, thinking that if I had been working in his walled garden for Mr Robert Guinness up in Kildare then I must indeed be a very posh gardener, a man in starched cuffs walking around with a secateurs, deadheading a flower here and there, inspecting the undersides of vine leaves in a greenhouse and going off to Holland now and then to come home a week later with some rare pollens not yet successfully cross-fertilized.


As it turned out, I began in front of a dilapidated greenhouse scything rushes that no lawnmower could handle. I had long ago learned to handle a scythe, running whatever I was cutting along the moving edge of the blade, and knowing by the clear sound every time, by the swish, swish, swish, swish, that this was how the best of old scythesmen would have done it. In that I had learned old tools, the kind that they would have worked with, I felt I was in touch with the dead in Ballinafad graveyard across the road, and with my grandfather on my mother’s side in Báragoigín in north Kerry and with my grandfather on my father’s side in his fields in Ballinloughig under Mount Brandon in the Dingle Peninsula. The one would have known his tools by their English names, the other by their Irish names, but the swish, swish, swish of a well-sharpened, hand-forged scythe with a handle of elm, that was the almost sacred vocabulary, the syntax, of their very being, and it was common to both. Men like them would have worked in all three gardens that I was now working in and, in a sense, I was falling in with them, that even though my sense of what a garden should look like was in almost all ways very different from theirs. By choice, any garden I designed wouldn’t, like Vaux-le-Vicomte, be a tribute to Euclid, even though I did once seriously seek to reproduce the west Rose of Chartres in daffodils. In this I was concerned with form not with content, that being yet another biblical attempt at a final solution. Indeed, it was chiefly for the reason that in it form redeemed content that this great Gothic retina continued to appeal to me as much as it did. As I dug and trenched this glory of mystical geometry into the earth I wondered why it hadn’t become the groundplan of our cities, of our cemeteries, of our eyes, of our minds. Why, I would wonder, has it not become both retina and lens of our microscopes and telescopes. Seeing as it might see is what I was digging into the earth, is what I was planting into it, bulb after bulb, rod and cone after rod and cone. I was reconverting the Cartesian eye of modern science back into the Gothic eye of scientia mirabilis.


Although not in a biblical sense, the Gothic eye is indeed an apocalyptic eye: it sees things as mirabilia. And anyone who sees things as mirabilia is Miranda, in nature as well as in name.


Our apocalyptic eye not E=mc2 is Europe’s greatest scientific eureka. In it, as a quest for a more open vision of things, the Grail Quest is accomplished.


I had intended an eye of snowdrops for earlier in the year but I never got round to it. Remaining low to the ground and holding their heads down, snowdrops would give more precise prominence to what I had in mind. Also, they would both reveal and hold the form for longer.


I would think of a knight who had ridden out in quest of vision. Having looked up into a snowdrop and having seen the pistils and stamens and the pinstriped petals, the stripes green, he turns his horse round and rides home to Camelot.


What compared to the inside of a snowdrop is the roar of a lion?


What compared to paradisal perception is the paltry possibility of a red death?


There were days when any patch of grass I might sit on while I was having my lunch was a Siege Perilous or, as Malory would spell it and so see it, a Syege Perelous.


Some days in Lisnabrucka I would have lunch on the terrace overlooking the lake.


Looking out over the hazels on a bank that falls steeply away to the water’s edge, I would see three mountains mirrored in the lake and between them, a long way into the valley, smoke rising from Willie O’Brien’s chimney.


I had often walked up into that valley, all the way up along the Glenchoaghan River to the high corrie lake that it has its source in. To spend a whole day up there sitting in unseeking silence and solitude by that pure mirroring among the mountains is to run the risk of never again being able, of never wanting to be able, for our built world. Once it was like being Socrates. I had drunk the hemlock, I had died and now, in an eternal abeyance of me the perceiver, there was pure perceiving. Even the prrukk, prrukk, prrukk, prrukk of a passing raven spoke, only spoke, this pure perceiving. For now, there was need for no other Upanishad than these four sounds. Sounds synonymous with silence. Silence synonymous with sound.


But the Glenchoaghan River doesn’t only have its source in high, pure perceiving among the mountains. Tumbling invisibly downwards between banks of heather, it emerges flowing over ledges of quartzite so metamorphically lucent that a Parthenon built from it must forever remain unentered by mortals, or so you would initially think.


In the literal sense, our word ‘profane’ means the yard before a temple and by extension the unsacred world outside the temple in which a goddess or god resides in self-epiphany.


There were days in Connemara when I would feel profane to a bush, to a rock, to a river.


Looking back northwards into it one day, I felt profane to the Inagh Valley, and yet, of what I saw I felt I could say, Tat tvam asi, That thou art. I was looking into something somewhere in me that I had in common with all things. As without so within. My soul was blue under cloud that day, and if I was still in Paradise, and if by chance I came out and saw it, I very likely wouldn’t go back in.


Hindus, when they hear about it, are scandalized by our Christian belief in mortal sin, in sin that is deadly to the soul, that deadens it, that makes it dead, all the way to its core. To them, no matter how evil in no matter how many lifetimes I might have been, I continue in the core of my soul to be as pure as a drop of water on a lotus leaf. And so pure is a drop of water on a lotus leaf or, for that matter, on a local water-lily leaf, that an angel who had wandered downwards out of heaven and had chanced to see it might well feel miserably profane to it.


I knew it then and even more so now: there was no European philosophy that I could have walked all the way up into Glen Inagh with on that languageless, late-October day.


True of Glen Inagh, true of Glenchoaghan. And what a rare and blessed opportunity that is, to walk up into a valley that isn’t philosophically prepossessed, that isn’t philosophically possessible.


From where I would sit eating my lunch on the terrace in Lisnabrucka, Glen Inagh was mostly out of view. Perceived as it were twice over, by the lake and by myself, Glenchoaghan was in full view.


Given the view, any chair, medieval or Edwardian, that I sat on, would be, must be, a Syege Perelous.


To the knights of the Round Table the Grail was a particular thing, not a way of seeing no matter what thing. Hence their failure in the Quest.


Some days, all seeking in abeyance, I would mirror the mountains as dispassionately as the lake did, and that, for now, would seem like journey’s end.


Destination not just for me and not just in me, of course. Destination for the evolving Earth.


Could the Earth be an evolutionary success in someone? In Aruni? The Buddha? Lao Tze? The question, very likely, was meaningless, or worse, mischievous. For by what criterion would we measure success? By the criterion of final enlightenment only?


My reservations concerning it notwithstanding, the question had come to stay, and one day, a half an hour or so of dispassionate perception coming to an end, I imagined a not-so-thunderous Yahweh coming down upon Mount Sinai and this time, instead of Ten Commandments, a single recommendation, that we would let the Earth be an evolutionary success in us; that, even if it meant riding out with Gautama; that even if it meant crossing the Torrent with Jesus; that, even if it meant living like Lao Tze; that, even if, by reason of circumstance, you could only now and then manage a few minutes of dispassionate perception, minutes during which you would mirror three mountains with as much calm candour as a Connemara lake does.


Perception not mastered by conception.


Perception not distorted by conception.


Perception not watermarked by E=mc2.


The Grail Quest, the quest for paradisal perception, that accomplished.


The glory of it:




Five legendless swans swimming unprejudiced in a legendless lak





Looking at them, I was Adam before he capitulated and had recourse to language.


Again and again I would think of that day in the Ballyconneely bogs when, seeking healing for it, I sank my head down into a hare’s form. All acquired conceptions sucked out of it, as if by a poultice, I came to my feet and now, starting with individual sensations in hearing, seeing, touch, taste and smell, I set about laying down and building a new mind for myself. Prior to that, sitting for hours on a rock downstream from a cascade in the Owenglin River, I had separated hearing and seeing from each other and both from the ‘I’ in ‘I see’, from the ‘I’ in ‘I hear’. In the end, all sense of self uncoupled from the one and the other, seeing was, hearing was. Liberated from conception and self, what remained was pure sensation. The thought that I might never again cohere around an ego, that frightened me, so I got up and came home and, personal ragnarok but a little way down the road, I didn’t go back, ever again. The mind I went on to build for myself didn’t last long. To my cost, over years, I would come to know what Zen Buddhists mean by wu hsin, by an itinerary into the void beyond perception and conception. In the Christian tradition it is Jesus looking down into His own empty skull on Good Friday. In the Chandogya Upanishad was reassurance:




Yatra na anyat pasyati, na anyat srinoti, na anyat vijanati, sa bhuma.


Where nothing else is seen, nothing else is heard, nothing else is thought about, there is the Divine Plenitude.





In what St John of the Cross says about the dark night of the soul, in terrifying tender page after terrifying tender page after terrifying tender page, was comfort and reassurance.


That, and a sense of God as the Divine Ungrund that allowingly grounds all things.




 





Eckhart puts it well:




Everything which has being hangs in the naught. And that same naught is such an incomprehensible aught that all the spirits in heaven and upon earth cannot comprehend it or sound it.





It is what someone might have said to Ahab setting out to harpoon the empirical masquerade: The naught isn’t nihil.


To begin with in my case it did feel like nihil.


And at this stage it was as if the Buddha, he of the thrown-down rafter and ridgepole, would at all times cut the only lifeline he was so serenely happy to throw to me:




Tasmac, Chariputra, sunyatayam na rupam na vedana na samjna na samskarah na vijnanam.


Therefore, O Chariputra, in emptiness is neither form nor feeling nor perception nor karmic formation nor cognition.





On a bad night those five nas would sound all too negative, as indeed would the five nadas of St John of the Cross: nada, nada, nada, nada, y en el monte nada – nothing, nothing, nothing, nothing and on the summit, after all your climbing, nothing.


So, after all that, why sit in an Edwardian chair on an Edwardian terrace and be as perceptually available as a mirroring lake to the empirical masquerade, to what Ishmael calls the mystical cosmetic? A Zen master would answer saying, First there is a mountain, then there is no mountain, then again there is a mountain.


Even if their esse is percipi, and the mirroring lake seemed to suggest as much, it was the that of things more than the what of things that astonished me.


It was the old question: why something rather than nothing? If, as Hindus claim, the whole thing is maya, why maya rather than nothing? If we are such stuff as dreams are made on, whence the stuff?


An illusion of reality is as much a problem as reality existing objectively and independently.


As there were days when the lake was perturbed by wind, by a breeze or by a storm, so were there days when my aspiration to pure perceiving was perturbed by this first philosophical question. In the end, finding no satisfactory answer to it, I would drop the question, and what the lake always does on a calm day, that I also would do. It gave me access to great clarity of spirit. Going back down into the garden afterwards, however rough the work I had undertaken, it was unlikely that I would hurt the world.




*





Back in the wood in Leitirdyfe, I faced into two great clumps of bamboo that had grown right across the Romantic Walk. I soon learned that this would take longer than I thought. There being no better way, given the traditional tools I worked with, I took them on stem by stem with a long-handled cutters, stacking them in neat piles, easy to haul away. So tight together were they it wasn’t always easy to get the cutters fully around a stem and so fibrous were they I didn’t always get a clean cut at the first or second or even third go. So massed and so fiercely clutching and so difficult to get at were the roots, I had to take mattock and axe and pick and cutters to them, but even with all of that nothing came cleanly or easily away. If these roots had blood in them this work would look like horrible butchery and in my fevered imagination, as in Macbeth’s, the whole floor of the wood as well as the whole animal floor of my mind would be incarnadined:






Whence is that knocking?








And:






How is’t with me, when every noise appals me?


What hands are here! Ha! They pluck out mine eyes.


Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood


Clean from my hand? No, this my hand will rather


The multitudinous seas incarnadine.


Making the green one red.








An incarnadined savannah I know. In dreams I know it, this particular one meaning many. Blooming karmically as I walk among them, its piled up heaps of bleeding meat accuse me.


Other dreams I have suggest that I have been many times a butcher in the back streets of civilization.


A savage hunter, a civilized butcher.


Out of need I believe in purgatory.


Macbeth, I believe, didn’t exaggerate. Blooming karmically in the chonyid bardo, his regicidal hand could indeed incarnadine all plankton-green seas, turning them as red as his chonyid imagination.







 





In the meantime, Leitirdyfe Wood was bleeding white blood today and, the colour not counting, I might as well have been a boner in the slaughterhouse opposite the railway station in Galway. Waiting for a bus one day, I saw ten or twelve bullocks railed in on a ramp outside that windowless, grey, concrete block, its interior imaginable only because it was real. They had maybe been trucked here from the fields of Athenry and they looked all out of place and stupefied, not one of them lowing at the skies.






Who are these coming to the sacrifice?


    To what green altar, O mysterious priest,


Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,


    And all her silken flanks with garlands dresst?


What little town by river or sea-shore,


    Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel,


    Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn?


And, little town, thy streets for evermore


    Will silent be; and not a soul, to tell


    Why thou art desolate, can e’er return.








It could be now, at this squealing moment in our yard at home in north Kerry, that I was holding a basin to the spluttering red torrent from a pig’s throat or it could be that hugely indignant squawking moment on our concrete kitchen floor when, from behind, I watched a rope of cock’s blood flowing down between my mother’s thighs into an earthenware bowl with roses painted on opposite sides of it.


So what was I doing now with an axe in my hand?


How like is it, I wondered, to the axe with which Gilgamesh felled Huwawa, the divinely appointed Keeper and Guardian of the Cedar Forest?


That axe stroke or, should we say, that hatchet job was huge transgression. With it Gilgamesh initiated the ecological havoc we see all around us today. With it he turned the whole forest to timber, its last six beams the three crosses on Golgotha, its last three trunks the three masts of the Pequod.


And here I was, axe in hand, in a wood in the west of Ireland.


Would it become my Birnam Wood, coming against me?


Was it already my Birnam Wood, surrounding me?


Sometimes after working unself-rememberingly for a long while I would be aware of an invisible presence in the wood, no, not my projected bad conscience looking back at me, a being old as the wood, a being strange as the wood, my sense of him making me feel all wrong in the wood.


And yet the axe in my hand wasn’t the whole story.


There were times when my whole mind was as low as the mind of a badger to the floor of the wood. It was as if my arrogant and divisive central nervous system had become a sympathetic nervous system and sympathy in the literal sense of experiencing with, suffering with, enjoying with, living with, dying with, that above all else is who and what I was. In the sense of being ecumenical with all things, with the curlew calling below on the shore, with herons shitting on me, with badgers avoiding me, I was everything I had been over the whole course of evolution. In sym-pathy, I was Birdman, without the costume.


In me, the Birdman and the Buddha were opposite, ever-warring inclinations. As a Christian, however, seeking to stay awake with Jesus in Gethsemane, they were one yearning. I was a Christian, with a difference: I didn’t want to return all lobotomized to Paradise. Not that Paradise was the end of the journey. I yearned beyond Paradise. I yearned beyond heaven. I yearned beyond anywhere Beatrice might guide me to. I yearned beyond separate self-existence in the Sempiternal Rose.


It isn’t only hell that needs harrowing. Heaven also.


Leitirdyfe Wood, Birnam Wood.


In what way was I, axe in hand, different from Ahab, harpoon in hand?


Persistently, in spite of all good arguments to the contrary, I believed that we hadn’t only made the wrong choice. By now, as if by a process of irreversible natural selection, we were a wrong choice, endlessly and frustratingly shaping Nature to suit us instead of letting Nature shape us to suit it.


Was this capitulation? Was it regression? Was it refusal to graduate from ignorance in Birnam Wood to enlightenment in the Ryoangi Garden?


Taoists distinguish between yu wei and wu wei, between engineering the world and being a boat that goes with Tao, between being the Titan Prometheus and plankton. As we would expect, he being titanic in his nature, Prometheus, having stolen it, turned heavenly fire into foundry fire, into hell-yellow try-works fire. Of Greek derivation, the word ‘plankton’ means that which wanders, roams, drifts, as the vast bulk of life in our oceans does.


Great Tao, the Tao Te Ching says:






Great Tao is like a boat that drifts;


It can go this way; it can go that.


The ten thousand creatures owe their existence to it and it does not disown them;


Yet, having produced them, it does not take possession of them.


Tao, though it covers the ten thousand things like a garment,


Makes no claim to be master over them,


And asks for nothing from them.


Therefore it may be called the Lowly:


The ten thousand creatures obey it,


Though they know not that they have a master;


Therefore it is called the Great.


So too the Sage just because he never at any time makes a show of greatness actually achieves greatness. 








That said, it soon after says:






Tao never does,


Yet through it all things are accomplished.








Had he been a Taoist, Darwin’s understanding of how evolution has occurred and of how it will continue to occur would be blessedly and beneficently different.


There are Taoists who think of Jesus as a great wu-wei master:




Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: And yet I say unto you, That even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.





Yet here I was, more Prometheus than plankton, not at all a lily of the field, a man titanically obstructing Tao, a man imposing his will on the world, forcing his yu-wei way through two clumps of bamboo.


All in all, the beautiful wu-wei presence I would sometimes sense in the wood, how pleased he must be to hear the gate click shut behind me in the evening.


The trouble was it would also click softly shut behind me coming back in the next morning.


By now, however, having walked through it in many different weathers and, imaginatively, in many different seasons, I had a sense of how the entire forty acres of garden and grounds in Leitirdyfe would finally look.






In Xanadu did Kubla Khan


     A stately pleasure-dome decree,


Where Alph, the sacred river, ran


Through caverns measureless to man


     Down to a sunless sea …








In Leitirdyfe above all else there must be no sense of imperial decree. As Coleridge, who had already written The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, will have known only too well, there can be no rhyme or rime, internal or external, between sea and decree. Between the command and its realization are caverns in which Kubla Khan can all too easily become Kubla Kurtz, caverns in which our truly terrible rhyme can all too easily turn into the truly terrible tautology:




The horror! The horror!





What I had in mind was something neither Promethean nor Euclidean, a place where paths never seem to know where they are going, seem quite at ease in being purposeless, and yet, in their wu-wei way, they will bring you over a stream, along it and over it again, into marvels of cover and clearing, the ground under beech very different from the ground under oak, a clearing in larches very different from a clearing in hazels, and then, improbably, stopping you in your tracks, a fruiting apple tree; on again into unnerving gloom; out into three, sequent swards in bracken, the bracken an anachronous, Mesozoic green in summer, rustred and fallen in winter; now you climb, and you think, surely at the end of this climb there must be a view of the sea and there is, a shrimp fisherman broadcasting and hauling his net between two green islands in the yellow inlet; you come back along a higher path, the brown under beech more noisy than the brown under Monterey pines; you descend to the stream and, this time, down from a cascade under overarching rhododendron, it is by stepping stones that you cross it, up into heather and gorse, up over a stile into the bog and a view of mountains, and if you have come from Rotterdam and you have never known what it is to be pathless, now is your chance to come awake in ways that you previously haven’t, for here be carnivorous sundews, here, lying as low as they can to the ground, are scarlet pimpernels; here are white heathers and purple bell heathers, and, in the cut-aways, the wetness suiting them, drifts of bog cotton, and those marvellously self-assured, self-assertive bog asphodels, you look at them a long while, you would like to pick one, but you think of Persephone and you walk on, watching your step, and then at last, now at last, the single sensation you didn’t know you had been searching for, that the smell of the three bog-myrtle leaves that you have crushed in the palm of your hand – like the floor of our desired new mind it is; you know it has brightened your face, you feel it has brightened your hair; you walk on thinking that, if there is a stile that leads out into the bog then somewhere farther along there is very likely a stile that leads back in from it; this you find, and before you now is a path through a meadow yellow with buttercups, dark with plantain and purple with orchids; it brings you through a door into the walled stable yard, out through the green double gates, on to the tree-darkened drive that will bring you back to the gravelled yard of a modest Victorian house brightened by sunlight and sealight.


More than anything else, I would want these paths to facilitate naturalists, to facilitate men and women who had a Linnaean eye for things. To facilitate the man who would put a mirror under a toadstool to examine its gills, the woman who would extend and deepen her knowledge of the social life of badgers, the student who has spent a whole morning examining moss spores under a microscope in the science room, and the frail but fierce old lady who comes back with a twig covered in lichens, in Usnea barbata, she says, and in Parmelia caperata, neither of them any longer found over most of polluted Europe.


I would think of Dürer’s drawing called the ‘Great Turf’ or of Leonardo’s drawing of a hand holding a herb. On a bad day such miracles of exact observation would save my soul and, in Kris Kristofferson’s phrase, they would help me make it through the night.


But as well as the Linnaean eye there is the perduring folk mind. That mind and its needs. So I would also want the paths to be folktales, attesting in a way that science very often doesn’t, to the unpredictable strangeness of the world.


Approaching it one morning, intending to cross it with your tools, you see a woman, the Bean Nighe herself, washing your bloody clothes in the stream and, watching her, you know that your death is upon you. And the shrimp fisherman, for all you know, he might be married to a seal woman, her seal coat buried in the thatch above her where she stands making bread at a great four-board table. And yes, waiting for you under the flower you reach for, under buttercup or bog asphodel, can be the thunder of underworld horses, of your own oldest instincts. You turn on to a sidetrack to see and sit under the biggest tree in Connemara, you step over a stick and, all of a sudden, and for a reason not yet known to you, you are already on your way to the well at the world’s end.


Holzweg and Lichtung, meaning woodland path and clearing, are central concepts in Heidegger’s later philosophy and, as soon as I got a sense of the place, and got a feel for the place, they were central to what I would seek to do in Leitirdyfe. All paths would be as natural as the stream or as the trail of a fox seeking new territory. Geomantically, they would be in keeping with the lie of the land and, therefore also, with the many-lobed lie of the human mind. Here any dead-end you came to would be a living-end in which you could sit and continue your journey in jnana yoga or, if it suited you better, in an ascent through your chakras.


D.H. Lawrence also had a sense of dark forest and clearing. This, he says, is what I believe:




That I am I.


That my soul is a dark forest.


That my known self will never be more than a little clearing in the forest.


That gods, strange gods, come forth from the forest into the clearing of my known self, and then go back.


That I must have the courage to let them come and go.


That I will never let mankind put anything over on me, but that I will try always to recognize and submit to the gods in me and the gods in other men and women.





Heidegger believed that we live in an age when God has failed to come, in the age of the default of God. He calls it the age of the world’s night.


A good reason, I thought, to rethink the Romantic Walk. A good reason to remember what it essentially is, a Holzweg that doesn’t know where it is going, that doesn’t know its own destination. In my efforts to reopen it I had come circuitously at last back to the stream and now in the literal sense of the word I was a pontifex, laying down a wooden bridge across it. Given that its old, stone-built embankments were still in place, this was no big job. The P&T workers who were repairing the line into Roundstone gave me an old creosoted pole. The two halves of it, set in place three feet apart, perfectly spanned what today, after a day and a night of rain, was a mighty torrent, sumptuous just here but tumbling and broken and foaming farther down. The supports in place, it remained only to plank it, using two-by-fours, and leaving a quarter of an inch between each two of them. To make sure that it wouldn’t become treacherous with algae and fungi and moulds later on, I stapled fine wire mesh upon it, and that was it, a bridge, a wooden way, over water, in our Holzweg. From here on there was but another day’s work on it, a day cutting back rhododendron and digging up a couple of continuous beds of montbretia, or was it crocosmia? Whichever, I would have to uproot corms in their thousands, and barrow them away, preferably to a place of such dense shade in the wood that they wouldn’t so pandemically sprout again, driving out yet more of our lovely native herbs. That done, I felt good. I had reopened a way for love in the world. But not just that. What especially pleased me was that here only the real was romantic, and that, paradoxically, calls for immense moral maturity. Shepherd and Shulamite walking under a heronry, walking past five badger earths, picking up the scent of a vixen in heat.


It had begun to feel like evening in the wood. The herons had come in off the sea and the streams and the lakes and, all the reconvening uproar over, they had settled down for the night. Soon badgers would be sniffing the air in the mouths of their earths. And who can say about toadstools, who that knows more than anyone else about toadstools can say what it is like to be a toadstool at night in Leitirdyfe Wood?


Again, as I would every evening, I would hear the sound of the soft-spoken ornate iron gate clicking shut behind me. Something about it enabled me to think of it as Nada Brahman in a single sound.


A single sound. A single sight. There was one particular toadstool that I had been looking out for. Up from its mycelia it seemed to be a scarlet hallucination of itself on the dark floor of the wood. A single, remembered sensation of it, not my day’s wages in my pocket, that was the good thing, that was the wonder, I would go home with.




 





Often in the course of a single day I’d be pulled in opposite directions. In the direction of highest upanishadic insight and in the direction of what Keats called a life of pure sensation.


Sometimes I experienced both together: the thing coming towards me before her over a mirroring inlet of sea, I heard infinite wisdom in an old heron’s haiku of three shrieks and two croaks.


Afterwards, for hours, I lived in the very earliest time when people and animals spoke the same language.


As the Inuit remember it:




That was the time when words were like magic. The human mind had mysterious powers. A word spoken by chance might have strange consequences. It would suddenly come alive and what people wanted to happen could happen – all you had to do was say it. Nobody can explain this: that is the way it was.





The heron’s haiku, the curlew’s haiku, the one more restricted in the number of syllables allowed than the other.


Slipping back into those earliest times, which happens to me sometimes while I am working in Leitirdyfe Wood, I think of a haiku all creatures might have in common:






The thief left it behind –


The moon at the window.








The epitaph of our Promethean way of being in the world.


I remember Inuit remembrance of earliest times as often as I do for many reasons, but for one in particular: to make sure that I do not relapse into European common sense, the founding axiom of which is Aristotle’s principle of non-contradiction, this insisting that a thing can not be both A and not A at the same time. But Shakespeare took on Aristotle right here. In his play, Macbeth, in scene after scene of it, we see how ruthlessly reality refutes the principle. The laws of Aristotelian logic aren’t laws of Nature. The pity therefore is that Shakespeare didn’t make a habit of looking northwards beyond Hadrian’s Wall for his themes. More than ever we need people who live and who think extramurally.




*





It was a Sunday afternoon. A few white clouds, unusually cumulus, were mirrored in the river overflowing at high spring tide far out beyond its banks, out into the reeds and heathers. Needing company, but more than that, needing to experience something of family life, I thought I’d call on the McCahills who had settled into their new house on the Cashel road overlooking the estuary, loud now, screechy and loud, at this time of year with migrating Arctic terns.


On my right as I walked was a dense little wood of rhododendron that completely overarched a passageway through them into what in the 1800s was an industrial works set up to catch, kill and can salmon and sea trout especially, and to export the sealed and soldered products to parts far and wide, to British soldiers fighting in the Crimea, so it might be that Florence Nightingale, tired one evening, had a suspicion, or more, of an Owenmore River salmon for supper. Of this works little apart from the ice house survived. More or less barrel-shaped and covered now in cotoneaster, its gable abutted on to the road. It was the local dance hall in the 1940s and 50s and Martin Halloran once talked to me about the clouds of instinctive steam and heat that would come billowing out through the door when things within were at their excited height. Famously, one night, Martin himself was heard calling out to May Diamond, ‘Will you shtand shtiff aghinsht me.’


The wonder of it, I thought, as I passed it now, an ice house at a crossroads, an ice house full of sexual fire, a thing not comely in de Valera’s comely Ireland.


Next, on the other side of the crossroads, was a pub empty and closed for the past few years. In the old days, called after the woman who owned it and ran it, it was known as Maamo’s. Clearly, from everything I had heard about her, Maamo was as grand and as welcoming and as warm a woman as her name suggested she was. Thatched in those days and the smoke of seven or eight new fires rising every day from its chimney, her house was anything but an ice house and as for herself, her mind had more or less the same purpose as her breasts, to nourish people, to nourish them with stories and talk.


Talking to me one night at my fire, Martin at once casually and unselfconsciously remarked, ‘I remember the day well, Ted and mesel was in Maamo’s and we was haven a hishtoric booze …’ Living as he did in a world that would be much too heroic for Homer, Martin in an unashamed effort to name it would pull in words, particularly adjectives, from here, there and everywhere, their exact, lexical meaning of little importance compared to the enormities of lived life that they might suggest. When I asked him one night about his faith, straight out he replied, ‘I’m dh’awfulesht believer ever was known.’ Meaning the most fervent.


There they were, either side of a road, the ice house and Maamo’s, both of them silent and forlorn now, de Valera living presidentially in what Martin would always call the Viceregal Lodge, Martin himself the born bachelor he always was, and May Diamond, her heart a long while broken, married in London.


Standing here, Yeats no doubt would ask:






Was is for this the wild geese spread


The grey wing on every tide …?








If, lingering here however, he thought things through, he might well end up writing another ‘Dialogue of Self and Soul’ and, all vacillation over, it is likely that he’d go for a descent into this sexually hectic ice house not for an ascent of his own Winding Stair.


And it would please him also I think that in Martin’s invitation to May Diamond every English ‘s’ is an Irish ‘sh’.




Will you shtand shtiff aghinsht me.





It looks and it reads and it sounds like a declaration of linguistic independence.


In his use of it phonetically, Martin’s English retains this strong thing that it has in common with German and Sanskrit. The Sanskrit of the Upanishads and the Old High German of Eckhart’s sermons.


Linguistic independence, instinctive independence, Martin wanting his dancing not just cheek to cheek but groin to groin, and in this of course his fight in this ice house for Irish freedom was a fight against, aghinsht, ourselves.


Even as I myself remember it, there was much more to life in Ireland in the 1940s and 50s than it is currently credited with. At the height of Church power in the land a priest came thundering up a road in north Kerry to denounce a girl who was pregnant out of marriage. Her mother would have none of it. ‘Be off with you,’ she charged. ‘Be off with you. Nothn wrong with us. Even as I’m lookn at you izhnt the midges doon it on your own hat.’


And on the way home from our house one winter’s night, Jameen Kissane turned into his brother’s farmyard to give a last feed of hay to the cows. Back with us, sitting by our fire the next night, he told us, young and old, that so many were the courting couples in the hay that everywhere he put a hand he found a leg, and so, walking back between them in their stalls, he told the cows they’d have to wait. And, within days, news of this had spread, always with great hilarity, across the parish.


Also, a local man, a rake in his ways, went to confession one night and so loudly did he tell the priest that he was in the habit of milking outside the bucket, meaning that he was in the habit of masturbating, that everyone in the body of the church heard it and, taking to the rural roads, that description of what he was up to brightened the next wet day in places with names such as Báragoigín, Gleannalappa, Gleann Lee, Clonpruhus and Inshimore.


Yeats’ poem called ‘Crazy Jane and the Bishop’ didn’t come as a surprise to us. We had many Janes, none of them considered crazy, for neighbours.


The Wife of Bath wasn’t a surprise to me. Nor was the Widow Quin. Every morning on his way home from the creamery Jack Scanlon would call into our house. If it was a cold morning and he stood or sat below by the bin, openly in front of us all, my mother would challenge him saying, ‘For Gods’ sake, Jack, will you push down to the fire and warm your taypot.’ And that is what Jack would do. Moving to a chair on the hearth he’d spread his legs and he’d warm what Victorians would call his pudenda but what we would call his ballocks or his shtones.


Something of a triumph for the human spirit I suppose – our ability to generate erotic heat in a cultural ice house.






Yet if she like trees, taking root, can outgrow


The desire to be always in leaf,


When the iceage grips the fire’s last coal


She will bloom like a rosetree about the North Pole …








A walk called the Romantic Walk in a Victorian garden and, sexually heated by locals, an ice house at a country crossroads.


Maamo’s and the ice house.


The Ice House and the Winding Stair.


And early some mornings in south Connemara a wild man walking the roads and calling out:




Scaoil amach an Pocaide.





No. Ireland in the 1940s and 50s wasn’t as universally oppressed as we, thinking ourelves liberated, like to think. 




 





Still at high tide, the water in the estuary below the bridge was at a standstill, neither ebbing nor flowing. The three arches of the bridge itself were looking down into perfect mirror images of themselves and the Bar Rock was an underwater shimmer. A cormorant came up with nothing, took a few deep breaths and dived again. Though I couldn’t see them, a hillock intervening, I could hear and I could well imagine the terns. Their green eminence seriously encroached upon by the tide, they would be a chaos of fight and flight, of action and reaction, of stimulus and response. And never, you would think, would such chaos become order. Never would such fiercely screeching creatures, all of them screeching at once, fall into the perfect formations of starlings in flight or into anything resembling the victories of wild geese coming in over us from Arctic Canada. And yet, astronomers from the egg, they will have taken off from Patagonia, the Falklands or South Georgia, they will have flown across the seemingly limitless Southern Ocean to the coast of South Africa, up along the whole length of that long continent, up along the coast of Europe, dropping down by immemorial tradition for a few days rest here in our estuary. A few mornings from now we will wake up and they will be gone, these almost diaphanous descendants of archaeornis resuming their flight from the islands and lands of the midnight sun in the Antarctic to the islands and lands of the midnight sun in the Arctic.


How much, I wondered, is in us from the egg? How much that we haven’t realized?


I thought of the shamans, Inuit, Sami and Siberian, of the circumpolar north and, by association, of that day in Canada when a blizzard turned the University of Manitoba into a village of igloos, the whole thing a vision, as it were, not just of a Palaeolithic past but of a Palaeolithic future. I suffered a white-out of my White Man’s mind that day.


The McCahills, Michéal and Kathleen, and the girls, Mary Teresa and Noeleen, were out at the back of their house in the kitchen when I called. My arrival in their space didn’t mean that they rose up as screechily outraged and trespassed as terns. The opposite. Greetings over, we fell into conversation first for a while about the weather, on to the local news, much of it already well rehearsed, but, as so often, offering Michéal an opportunity to move on to one of the big philosophical questions about which he would be typically brilliant. Cocooned in what seemed like undisturbable privacy at the end of the table, Mary Teresa was reading Hamlet. When after a good hour or so she re-emerged among us, I asked her what she thought. ‘Given that he hasn’t sorted himself out I can already see that he is going to make a mess of sorting the world out,’ she said. ‘And what’s new in that?’ she asked. Sensing that I wished to hear more, she further asked, ‘Why can’t Hamlet see that in politics, no matter what, it is the likes of Claudius who will come to the top? In those days he did it by regicide, in our days he does it democratically.’


Already by the time she was fourteen Mary Teresa had seen through religion and politics, and that worried me. How, I would wonder, can she not become cynical. Somehow she didn’t. And now today, happy to be educated by her, as I so often did I deferred to her. I only had to ask her an odd leading question, and a sense I had is that Henry James and Jane Austen would be highly pleased by what she would say about The Golden Bowl or Mansfield Park. As for myself, it had long ago become clear to me that I was more attuned to myth than to manners, and so it was that, after only a few pages into it, I would find myself wanting to roll this posh eighteenth-century park away so that I might set out into the cleansing freedom and terror of the Jurassic savannah beneath it. Today, though, there was no such violence. Mary Teresa had my full attention. Even so I was aware that Kathleen and Michéal had left the house by the front door and Noeleen and Flora their dog by the back door. Listening to Mary Teresa, I could feel a kind of elegance coming into me and yet, at the end of it all, I knew myself neither to the manner nor to the manor born.


On the way out I met Kathleen and Michéal coming in at the front door. Commenting on the weather, Kathleen left me with a blessing and continued on in. Michéal turned to walk down, as I thought, to the gate with me. The conversation more a search for conversation, he continued over the road with me, over past Petey Welsh’s, over along by Josey’s Meadow, round the turn and when we were opposite the ice house he bent down and, picking a stone off the road, he threw it into the meadow, his by inheritance for the past few years, and he said, ‘Now John, from where that stone landed to Lynne’s wall, that’s a site for you to build a house on. Kathleen and myself and the girls would love to see you having a place of your own.’


A site overlooking the Owenmore River!


A house that would be mirrored in the Owenmore River!


I stood there looking at him, at a loss what to say.


‘Think about it,’ he said. He picked up another stone and walking forward a few steps he threw it in a different direction and farther and said, ‘Somewhere there where it landed, that if I was you is where I would build. You’ll get a good foundation there.’


‘Good luck to you,’ he said, and with that he turned to walk over home.


Having had no time to get used to the idea and having handled the whole thing silently and awkwardly, I didn’t call after him.


I needed to walk, and I did, up past the cottages, up past the big house, along by the Well Field and out into the open world in which for some years now I had been happy to be improvident. I had expressed the attitude in words:




Clear days bring the mountains down to my doorstep, calm nights give the rivers their say, the wind puts its hand to my shoulder some evenings and then I don’t think, I just leave what I’m doing and I go the soul’s way…





What looked like improvidence was a deepening reliance on divine providence. But Kathleen had quite rightly seen that this wasn’t the whole story. There was the business of the kind of man I temperamentally was. When I came back from Kildare with one hand as emptily long as the other, she challenged me saying, ‘You’re a proud man, John,’ she said, ‘and you’re a stubborn man, and you will always be getting the sack, always you’ll be left walking the roads, and one day you will come home here to us and we’ll have no place for you, and we’ll watch you walking back up the road, up past Ted’s place and round the turn and we’ll think we have sinned against you, and do you know, John, you should never put us in that position, in the position where we will sin against you. What I’m telling you is, save for a site and build a house for yourself.’


Whatever its motives and modes, my way of life was at some cost, moral and emotional, to my friends. And now it was costly in what an auctioneer would call real estate.


How can I accept a gift so big?


Am I much too small a man to accept a gift so big?


And having a house of my own, what would that mean? That I wouldn’t be as available as I used to be to the wind that bloweth where it listeth, to that wind touching me on my shoulder? If I had a house, would I ever again shove the fork I was working with in the soil and walk away, not caring, now again, where the dawn broke on me or the night fell on me?


Jesus had said: ‘But seek ye first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you.’ I had come to believe that in this He wasn’t only talking about divine care from beyond the universe. In this He was talking about something as immanently true of the universe as Newton’s laws of gravity. The universe isn’t only self-inhabiting. It inhabits and it is inhabited by a Divine Mirum not itself. But to put it like that is to suggest that there is a difference between the universe and the mirum it inhabits. Also in putting it this way I had fallen into a major delusion of the English language, a language never successfully threatened in its nouns, all of them naively naming things as things not as phenomena. Better to simply say, such, whatever it is, is the universe that it would be to our very great good were we to run the risk of being plankton in it. In His Sermon on the Mount Jesus ragnaroked our yu-wei world of works and days and in a way that Lao Tze never explicitly did, He invited us into the Kingdom of God, that being the real world, the wu-wei world, the world of the lily of the field:




Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: And yet I say unto you, That even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.





As always when I walked it, so now this evening, I could feel the crumpled, buckled rocks of the Caledonian orogeny under this thin strip of country road, as indeed I could see them, everlastingly resistant to weathering it would seem, all across Derradda Hill. Still excited by the relatively new theory of continental drift, geologists were now telling us that in drifting into Europe Africa had pushed up the Alps and that in drifting into Asia India had pushed up the Himalayas. Similarly, it was when America and Europe drifted into each other some four hundred and fifty million years ago or so that huge mountain ranges were upheaved on either side, on our side all the way from where I was walking to Donegal, the Hebrides, Scotland and Norway. This upheaval, in which strata originally sedimentary and horizontal were deformed and metamorphosed, was called or was now being called the Caledonian orogeny. It was among the root remnants of these upheaved mountain ranges, the waters of a relatively new ocean called the Atlantic coming up the yet newer estuary, that I had just now been offered a site for a house. I couldn’t be sure, given the incidental sources of my information, that I had got it all geologically right. What mattered to me now this evening was what I imagined, that the buckled and crumpled rocks of the Caledonian orogeny had buckled and crumpled the thin crust of road I was walking on into conformity with them, and maybe, over the geological ages, it had also buckled and crumpled my animal psyche, leaving fault lines of danger and fear in it. What then of this decision to be plankton, this decision to be a drifter, in a world that keeps so violently drifting into itself? Could it be that a world as unstable as ours is as little hospitable to the spirit of Titanism as it is to the spirit of Taoism? Is it as unthinkingly an iceberg to the one as to the other? America floating, Europe floating. The iceberg floating, our ship engine driven.


As I understood Him and welcomed Him, Jesus was ragnarok. In His miracles ragnarok, in His parables ragnarok, in His Passion ragnarok.




Now from the sixth hour there was darkness over all the land unto the ninth hour.





In the ninth hour the veil in the Temple was rent, the rocks of our yu-wei world were rent, our biologically and culturally crumpled eyes and minds were uncrumpled, and there it was, the wu-wei world we had always, if unknowingly, lived in.


On my way back I turned off the road and walked down and stood on the deck, gangway narrow, of the eel weir. On dark winter nights, especially when the river was in flood, eels would come downstream in their hundreds and those few of them who escaped these almost all-engulfing stocking nets would continue down into the estuary, out into the Atlantic, their destination the Sargasso Sea three thousand miles away, that their traditional spawning ground. Why so toilsome and so hazardous a journey to a place so remote, it had often been asked. Recently someone had surmised that it all began when the Proto-Atlantic was but a narrow stretch of water or, at any rate, when the Atlantic wasn’t nearly so wide as it is now. America and Europe drifting farther and farther apart, the Atlantic getting wider and wider, the eels instinctively stayed with the established trail, its increasing length either unnoticed or, if noticed, ignored.


It disheartened me to think that the first big swallowing mouths they met on the way were our mouths, the submerged human mouths of these stocking nets not needing to close, even once, on a winter’s night. Sometimes an otter would follow an eel into one of these nets and, entangled and swallowed, would drown. I once saw an eel left behind at the bottom of a plastic barrel and it was as if she had tried and tried but failed to secrete a Sargasso Sea of white slime out of herself. She was dying, as were her unspawned eggs.


That blue plastic barrel, its colour as out of place as the material it was made from, the dying eel and her dying eggs – all of that too was a truth, it was the human truth, about the Owenmore River.


I took her to a shallow side water, but no, her journey had ended here, one last little reach of river above the smell and taste of salt water.


Walking away, I wondered about the safety of our own seed in our yu-wei world of works and days. Aren’t we ourselves the weir net to our own future?


A sense I had is that it wasn’t only the eel who had come to the end of her spawning journey in a blue plastic barrel. What we should anticipate, I thought, is this: once we have destroyed our present environment we won’t succeed in secreting a new one out of ourselves.


Concurrently with this whole argument, some of it extravagant to the issue at hand, out of view, in the back of my mind, I was trying to get used to a new sense of myself, me having a place of my own, me not in anyone’s way, not in Lynne’s way if she wished to do up the cottages, something we often discussed. Also, there was the question of being better housed, of being dry. Once when I lived in the middle cottage Patsy Prendergast turned over a pillow and, seeing mould, he looked me straight in the eye and said, ‘If you don’t walk out of this place while you still can then we’ll be taking you out, sooner than you think, in a coffin.’ Another friend, a homeopath, challenged me saying, ‘All this dampness will come back at you in later life, as arthritis.’ And yes, there was genius in the cottages, I loved living in them, but there was this other side to them. Lying in bed upstairs in the third cottage I only had to look up and I would see daylight between the chimney bricks and the corrugated-iron roof. And in winter when the sun hit the corrugated-iron roof around late midmorning it would melt the ice underneath it and there would be drip drop on to my bedclothes and floor. But nothing that anyone might say to me could be half as persuasive as what Kathleen had said – simply, Don’t leave us with the sense that we have sinned against you. That I couldn’t counter. That I had no defence against.


Walking in my own door I decided that tomorrow evening after work I would go back over to talk to the McCahills, especially to the girls, Noeleen and Mary Teresa.


When I did call on them Mary Teresa was still making her way through Hamlet.


‘Now he is staging his own play,’ she said. ‘It is only because of the language that I’m staying with it.’


I tried to plead his case with her.


‘Just think,’ I said. ‘In Europe, still in medieval and Renaissance times, people believed, they blood-curdlingly believed, in ghosts and spirits of many kinds. And you wouldn’t take spirits or ghosts at their word. Nor would you assume that their appearance revealed their reality.’ Only too well does Hamlet know that the Devil could masquerade as an angel of light:






                             The spirit that I have seen


May be the devil: and the devil hath power


To assume a pleasing shape; yea, and perhaps,


Out of my weakness and my melancholy—


As he is very potent with such spirits—


Abuses me to damn me. I’ll have grounds


More relative than this …








Think of Macbeth, at once both led and misled by the witches. And so, after his initial excitement, Hamlet sobered up and asked himself, ‘Is it an honest ghost?’ Also, honest or otherwise, the ghost had instructed him saying, ‘Howsoever you proceed in this business, taint not your mind.’ Two good reasons to hesitate therefore. In that he does hesitate, Hamlet is being both wise and virtuous. Not that being virtuous is always morally good. So fraught with potentially immense consequences are some moral situations that we can, in getting it right, get it all wrong. But, be that as it may. At the very least, Hamlet must establish by some independent means or other that what he has been told is true. Hence the play. ‘The play’s the thing/Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king.’


‘But I didn’t come to talk about Hamlet,’ I said. ‘I came to talk about a site over in Josey’s Meadow that Michéal and presumably Kathleen offered to me yesterday.’


I looked at the girls, the one and the other.


‘What do you think? Noeleen. And you, Mary Teresa, what do you think? It is a portion of your inheritance that we are talking about.’


As with one voice, they said they’d be delighted if I’d take it.


‘Wouldn’t you like to have a house some day on that site, Noeleen? Or you Mary Teresa, wouldn’t you?’


No, they each had already chosen their favourite places.


‘Shouldn’t you give yourselves a few days to think about it?’


‘No need at all for that,’ they said. ‘The site is already yours,’ Mary Teresa said, and with that Michéal advised me to get an engineer or an architect to map it out, and Kathleen asked me to reach her some milk from the fridge behind me, and that I took to be an invitation to move on, and we did move on, to supper and to the kind of conversation you would always be guaranteed to have with the McCahills, Noeleen a girl in her early teens mediating insights so exquisite and delicate and true, and so likely to go through you, that I one day found myself wishing that I had a bullfighter’s cape to deflect them.


Walking past the site that night, I found myself thinking of Eileen. Of Eileen and me.




*





I was in the garden at the Angler’s reconnoitring the ground preparatory to laying down a path to the Ranji’s Gate in the perimeter wall. Veronica, a friend of Lynne’s who often stayed with her, came out and, quite obviously, there was something she couldn’t wait to tell me and so, even while she was seeking an unwounding way through to me, she called out, telling me that word had just come through that Lynne had her baby last night and it was a girl and I stood there, as impassively at first as Derradda Hill, and I could see her, the little wonder, and I thought, I have a new neighbour and then, still picturing her, I thought, I must now be a neighbour in a new way and so, by the time Veronica reached me, we were both content to do and say the right things, outwardly we were both content to be conventionally happy, but underneath we knew, I could see Veronica knew, that something big had happened to us.


All day I felt I must be a better man than I had been.


Not just better.


I must be more natural, trusting my nature as much as a mother otter would trust hers.


There must be shelter in me.


My arms must feel as safe as a den: a place to make for when danger threatens.


And the door at the end of the long, walled yard, the black gable door with the hollow brass knob on it, the whole thing overshadowed by wych elms, that door must seem as familiar and friendly to her as a door in a book of nursery rhymes, the door of the house in which lives the crooked man, the crooked cat and the crooked mouse, or, big surprise, the house in which John lives.


Three mornings later Lynne gave her to me and I did take her into the den of my arms and, easing her lace shawl up over her head, I took her out through the low back door of the kitchen, out on to the flag-paved patio, up the two stone steps on to the path shadowed by azaleas and a cherry tree, along that path into the garden, along it still into the far lawn and there, under a Brewer’s spruce, I brought a crumb of resin to her nose, she curled her nose, and I welcomed her into the world and, taking her among and under the great old apple trees, I touched her already adventurous head and I said, ‘Continue in the adventure you have set out in, Sara, we’ll walk a stretch or two or three of your way with you, Sara, continue with us in the adventure you have set out in, Sara.’
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