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1


About Time


DUBLIN WAS NEVER MY DUBLIN, which made it all the more alluring. I was born in Wexford, a small town that was smaller and more remote then, sequestered in its own past. My birthday falls on 8 December, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception—I have always taken this as an example of how laughably imprecise in the matter of birth-dates bungling Heaven can be. The eighth used to be both a Holy Day and a public holiday, when people from the provinces flocked to the capital to do their Christmas shopping and marvel at the Christmas lights. So my birthday treat on successive years in the first half of the 1950s was a trip by train to Dublin, a thing I looked forward to for months beforehand—indeed, I suspect I began to look forward to next year’s jaunt the moment that year’s had ended.


We would leave from the town’s North Station in the wintry darkness of early morning. I believe there were still steam trains then, although diesel was the coming thing. How thrilling it was to walk through the sombre, deserted streets, my head still fuzzy from sleep, with the long day’s adventure all before me. The train would arrive from Rosslare Harbour, carrying blear-eyed passengers off the overnight ferry from Fishguard in Wales, half of them drunk and the other half still showing the effects of sea-sickness. Away we would chug, the window beside me a black glass mirror in which I could study my menacingly shadowed reflection and imagine myself a confidential agent—as spies used to be called in the espionage novels of a previous age—on board the Orient Express and bound on a top-secret mission to the dusky and dangerous East.


We would have been somewhere in the approaches to Arklow when the dawn came up, turning the frost-white fields to a shade of sharply glistening mica-pink.


Certain moments in certain places, apparently insignificant, imprint themselves on the memory with improbable vividness and clarity—improbable because, so clear and so vivid are they, the suspicion arises that one’s fancy must have made them up: that one must, in a word, have imagined them. Of those December journeys I recall, or am convinced I recall, a certain spot where the train slowed at a river bend—the Avoca river, it must have been—a spot I can still see clearly in my memory’s eye, and which I have returned to repeatedly in my novels, as here, for instance, in The Newton Letter:






Beyond the river a flat field ran to the edge of a wooded hill, and at the foot of the hill there was a house, not very big, solitary and square, with a steep roof. I would gaze at that silent house and wonder, in a hunger of curiosity, what lives were lived there. Who stacked that firewood, hung that holly wreath, left those tracks in the hoarfrost on the hill? I can’t express the odd aching pleasure of that moment. I knew, of course, that those hidden lives wouldn’t be much different from my own. But that was the point. It wasn’t the exotic I was after, but the ordinary, that strangest and most elusive of enigmas.








Dublin, of course, was the opposite of ordinary. Dublin was for me what Moscow was for Irina in Chekhov’s Three Sisters, a place of magical promise towards which my starved young soul endlessly yearned. I was luckier than Irina in that the journey from Wexford to Dublin was relatively short, and I got to make it with satisfying frequency. That the city itself, the real Dublin, was, in those poverty-stricken 1950s, mostly a grey and graceless place did not mar my dream of it—and I dreamed of it even when I was present in it, so that mundane reality was being constantly transformed before my eyes into high romance; there is no one more romantic than a small boy, as Robert Louis Stevenson knew better than most.


•••••


When does the past become the past? How much time must elapse before what merely happened begins to give off the mysterious, numinous glow that is the mark of true pastness? After all, the resplendent vision we carry with us in memory was once merely the present, dull and workaday and wholly unremarkable, except in those moments when one has just fallen in love, say, or won the lottery, or has been delivered bad news by the doctor. What is the magic that is worked upon experience, when it is consigned to the laboratory of the past, there to be shaped and burnished to a finished radiance? These questions, which are all only one question, have fascinated me since when, as a child, I first came to the tremendous discovery that creation consisted not just of me and my appurtenances—mother, hunger, a preference for dryness over wetness—but of me on one side and on the other of the world: the world of other people, other phenomena, other things.


Let us say, the present is where we live, while the past is where we dream. Yet if it is a dream, it is substantial, and sustaining. The past buoys us up, a tethered and ever-expanding hot-air balloon.


And yet, I ask again, what is it? What transmutation must the present go through in order to become the past? Time’s alchemy works in a bright abyss.


•••••


Westland Row Station—it did not become Pearse Station until years later—was mostly a vast soot-blackened glass dome, a couple of grim platforms, and a ramp leading down to the street. It seems to me now that on every one of those eighths of December we arrived in rain. This was not the driving, pounding rain of the provinces, but a special urban variety, its drops as fine and as penetrating as neutrinos, those teeming showers of subatomic, indeed sub-subatomic, particles that flash through you and me and all things at every instant. This rain did not so much make the pavements wet as turn them greasy, so that one had to make one’s way over them with caution in one’s slippery leather soles.
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At the station exit we turned left on to Westland Row, and were at once loomed over by what seems to me one of the city’s most oddly placed churches, St Andrew’s, rammed as if by a celestial pile-driver into the middle of a terrace of unassuming and resolutely secular eighteenth-century houses. The building always appeared to me slightly demented, and still so appears, with its pair of outsized mock-Corinthian pillars, its huge unwelcoming door, and its shallowly pitched roof on the apex of which there stands a statue of St Andrew himself, older brother of the more famous Peter, gesticulating in frozen frustration, waving his arms in what seems an unheeded warning of imminent apocalypse.*


At the top of the street there was, and is, Kennedys pub, where Samuel Beckett used to drink when he was an undergraduate at nearby Trinity College. Turning left and immediately right, we would come up into Merrion Square, where, at number one, a fine example, at least in its exterior, of a terraced Georgian townhouse, Oscar Wilde was born, to William Wilde, an ‘eminent physician’, as they used to say. Oscar’s mother was the remarkable and fascinating Jane Francesca Wilde, née Elgee, who in the 1840s wrote patriotic poems for the Young Irelander newspaper The Nation under the pen-name Speranza; so stirring were her verses that at one turbulent time she came very close to being sent to jail on a charge of sedition.


I need hardly say I knew none of these things at the time of which I am writing. I doubt I had even heard of poor Oscar, who today is commemorated by a hideous and garishly painted statue, representing him indecorously asprawl on a rock behind railings at the corner of the square opposite his birthplace. What indignities we consider ourselves free to visit upon the famous dead! We have named a gunship after Samuel Beckett, that most peace-loving of men, and scraps of prose from Ulysses are embossed on miniature brass plates set into Dublin pavements for everyone to tread upon.


Here I pause to reflect in wonderment how remarkably things chime with each other, however faintly, across the centuries. Jane ‘Speranza’ Wilde’s father was a Wexford solicitor, and not long ago I stayed in the hotel room in Paris where her son Oscar, weighed down by his debts and bemoaning the awfulness of the wallpaper, breathed his last. For such a large place, the world does sometimes seem suspiciously small.


In the time of my earliest birthday jaunts my Aunt Nan, my mother’s sister, who lived all her adult life in Dublin, occupied a tiny flat in Percy Place.* It was on the ground floor of a house that is long gone now; the feature of it I recall most clearly is that just inside the front door one had to take a steep step down from the footpath into the hallway, a manoeuvre I always found alarming, even when I had grown big enough to manage it with ease. Childhood is fraught with obscure fears and frights.
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In the upstairs flat—in those days they were always flats, never apartments, no matter how spacious or grand they might be—lived a large and raucous family named, peculiarly, and fascinatingly, I thought, Reck. One of the Reck children, a tomboyish girl with ringlets and bony pink knees, was the first unrequited love of my life. I used to dally longingly in the dingy hallway, with its smell of stewed tea and the stink of ‘slops’, hoping for a glimpse of the inviolable beloved as she came thundering down the stairs in her big school shoes, her ringlets bouncing. I doubt she even noticed me, lurking there ashen-faced in inarticulate yearning, one of Cupid’s more precocious casualties.


On the other side of the street there was a terrace of half a dozen houses, which must have been newly built at that period; middle-class abodes, they were, with bay windows and gleaming brass door-knockers. Norman Sherry, in his gargantuan biography of Graham Greene, relates a curious anecdote concerning that otherwise respectable and proper-seeming terrace. Some time in the early 1950s, Greene’s American-born lover, the beautiful and racy Catherine Walston, wife of Lord Harry Walston, a fabulously wealthy English businessman, came and lodged for a time at one of those houses, and while she was there kept a cushion stuffed under her dress to give the impression that she was pregnant. It seems the reason was that one of her husband’s girlfriends was in Ireland and expecting a child, and Catherine, being the good sport that she was, had agreed to pretend the inconvenient babe was hers. She came over to Dublin, displaying her prominent fake bump, to attend the birth in secret and bring the little boy back to England as if he were her own son. Autres temps, autres moeurs.


I think it was at this time, too, that Lady Walston, who according to one of her lovers ‘had a thing for priests’, met Father Donal O’Sullivan, a colourful Jesuit who would become director of the Arts Council, and whom Greene, green with jealousy, nicknamed ‘Skunkburgh’. Catherine and the reverend father had an affair, or something very like it—the sexual arrangements of those days, when contraceptives were banned by law in Ireland, hardly bear speculating upon. Certainly the couple took annual holidays together in Venice, and are reported to have had frequent trysts at her Dublin flat—in Percy Place? I do hope so.


I wonder if, during her time here, Lady Walston encountered another louche priest-about-town, Father Con Lee, a curate at that spireless but aspiring St Andrew’s in Westland Row. He was a dashing fellow who wore exceptionally well-cut clerical suits—his full name was Cornelius Frawley Lee and his family owned Frawley’s, a once popular and highly successful department store in Thomas Street—smoked cigarettes in an ebony holder, and sported a pearl-handled cane. My sister knew him, and tells me that the street children in Westland Row had nicknamed him Bat Masterson, presumably for his dark and dashing dandyism. He fancied himself something of a literary type—he makes a fleeting appearance in the memoirs of the poet John Montague, who records the irreverent reverend calling in of an evening on him and his wife in their Herbert Place flat. He was the first Catholic chaplain at Trinity College Dublin. Archbishop John Charles McQuaid, of execrated memory, summoned him to the Archbishop’s Palace and informed him of the appointment, adding menacingly that it was an unofficial posting and that if there was ‘trouble’, of what kind he did not specify, Father Lee was ‘on his own’. Con Lee was just the sort of fellow Catherine Walston would have been pleased to add to her collection of questionable clerics.
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How odd it is to think that I might have on occasion and all unknowingly glimpsed La Walston, with her cushion under her frock, as I was about to take that deep step down into the hallway of my Aunt Nan’s flat in Percy Place.


My mother and my sister and I—I don’t think my father accompanied us on those birthday outings—would arrive in Percy Place at mid-morning, bedraggled after the journey, drenched with rain and smelling like sheep. Aunt Nan would have prepared a birthday breakfast treat—the word ‘brunch’ had not yet been foisted upon the language—of sausages, rashers, fried egg and fried bread, washed down with cups of teak-coloured tea, strong enough, as my mother would say, to trot a mouse on. There would also be a chocolate cream cake from the Kylemore Bakery, with my name piped on to it in white icing.


My aunt was a spinster, a term still current then—I always preferred the more genteel-sounding ‘maiden lady’—and even yet I do not care, or dare, to dwell overmuch on what must have been the sadness of her solitary life, which I did nothing to alleviate when later, in the early 1960s, I shared another flat with her, round the corner, on Upper Mount Street. Mind you, Aunt Nan’s manner was anything but sad: she had a subversive sense of humour, and regarded with chuckling scorn all those set in authority over us huddled masses. As I recall, she nursed a particular smouldering contempt for our Taoiseach, or prime minister, of the day, Éamon de Valera—‘Dev’—erstwhile leader of the dominant Fianna Fáil party and a veteran of the 1916 Rising, whose American citizenship had, unfortunately, according to not a few of his political opponents, saved him from the firing squad. As to what it was exactly that Dev had done to earn my aunt’s contumely I cannot say, but I do recall clearly the way her lip would curl when she uttered the name of ‘that long streak of misery’.


Toy guns. I had a passion for toy guns. Early on I did an inventory of my arsenal and came up with twenty-four assorted six-shooters, automatics, ‘ray-guns’, mock Smith & Wesson Saturday Night Specials, derringers, flintlocks and, my favourite, a miniature but carefully detailed version of the famous Winchester ’73 rifle, with which, in the 1950 Western named after it, Lin McAdam (James Stewart) finally nailed ‘Dutch Henry’ Brown (Stephen McNally), before settling down with his true love, Lola, the saloon girl (Shelley Winters, another of my early hopeless loves). Queasy after too many slices of Kylemore cake, but greatly excited all the same, I would tear open Aunt Nan’s present, which invariably would be a toy weapon of some kind—although one year she gave me a plastic submarine I could sail in the bath, and which was a great success, even if it was not the hoped-for gat.


After our late breakfast came the excursion ‘into town’. I imagine we would have taken the number 10 bus from Baggot Street to the city centre.


Caught, I pause a moment in memory on Baggot Street Bridge and consider the view northwards—is it northwards?—along the Grand Canal to Huband Bridge and beyond. I imagine we all have a particular place that is a kind of private Paradise, the Heaven we should wish to go to after death, if go somewhere we must. For me, that stretch of placid water, rustling reeds and dark-umber towpath from Baggot Street down to Lower Mount Street is the loveliest aquascape I know of, trumping even that other Canale Grande, the one with the warbling gondoliers. I consider it among the happier blessings of my life that I was allowed from earliest days to come to know that area, ‘Baggotonia’, as its denizens fondly and proprietorially called it, and that eventually I would have the surpassing good luck to live there, during a number of what I suppose I must regard as my ‘formative years’.
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Yes, I know, Patrick Kavanagh had a prior claim to the canal, which I happily concede to his shade. I intended here to quote a fragment from the opening of his most famous poem on the subject, but when I re-read it I found it to be such a lovely thing that I decided I must copy it out in full.






Lines Written on a Seat on the Grand Canal, Dublin


‘Erected to the memory of Mrs Dermot O’Brien’


O commemorate me where there is water,


Canal water, preferably, so stilly


Greeny at the heart of summer. Brother


Commemorate me thus beautifully


Where by a lock Niagarously roars


The falls for those who sit in the tremendous silence


Of mid-July. No one will speak in prose


Who finds his way to these Parnassian islands.


A swan goes by head low with many apologies,


Fantastic light looks through the eyes of bridges—


And look! a barge comes bringing from Athy


And other far-flung towns mythologies.


O commemorate me with no hero-courageous


Tomb—just a canal-bank seat for the passer-by.








The poet got his heavily hinted-at wish—in fact, it was granted him twice over, for there are not one but two seats by the canal dedicated to his memory, which would surely have elicited a gratified grin from the crusty old codger.


The idea of erecting a memorial seat was first conceived in 1967 by the late John Ryan, artist, magazine editor, critic and most unlikely publican—he owned the Bailey, a fashionably ‘arty’ pub and eating place in Duke Street that is flourishing still—who was a figure of some moment in his time. As he relates in his Dublin memoir Remembering How We Stood—given the drinking habits of the people he writes about, a more accurate title, some wag observed, would have been Forgetting How We Staggered—Ryan and his friend Denis Dwyer set up a committee with the aim of erecting a memorial seat. The committee met, rather oddly, on Sunday mornings, in the Ormond, ‘that hotel of shimmering and fugal Joycean memories’, as Ryan wrote. Fearing the inevitable ‘split’, which as Brendan Behan said was always the first item on the agenda of any Irish political or social movement, Ryan and his colleagues gave themselves a deadline of 17 March 1968. ‘The Irish can only work to deadlines,’ Ryan observed. ‘In the vapidness of unlimited time, their hopes and aspirations dissolve like the mists of the morning.’


The seat was designed by the artist Michael Farrell, ‘basing his scheme on a rough sketch I had done on a drip-mat on the bar of the Bailey’, according to Ryan. It was made of oak wood from County Meath and granite from the Dublin mountains, and lines from Kavanagh’s poem were inscribed in the stone by the monumental sculptor John Cullen. The materials and manufacture were paid for by subscriptions from, among others, the English poet John Heath-Stubbs, the future President of Ireland Cearbhall Ó Dálaigh, and Dr George Otto Simms, the Protestant Archbishop of Dublin. Kavanagh’s work, as we see, had a wide appeal.
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Amazingly, the deadline was met, and on 17 March, St Patrick’s Day, 1968, a little group gathered to celebrate the installation of the seat on the towpath below Baggot Street Bridge.* Abbey Theatre actors read from the poet’s works and, according to Ryan, there was not a dry eye among the lot of them. No fewer than three priests were in attendance—this was long before the revelations of appalling clerical child abuse that would drive the holy men into hiding, or at least into mufti—and the seat was duly given the blessing of the Lord, who did as he was bade and preserved it safely through the years, for it is still there today, nicely weathered and as accommodating as ever. As John Ryan prettily put it,






In the fullness of summer, when the poplars and beeches crowd the heavens with turbulent foliage, the skies, the trees, and water all seem to merge in one quivering unity. From his seat, you will see the waters of the canal falling ‘Niagarously’ into the lock, and your vision, as you raise your head, will be led half a mile up the canal until it meets the winking eye of Eustace Bridge. Then, the immense beauty of it all touches the heart. At such a moment one may concede that some Parnassian deity (a friend now of the poet) is presiding over the scene.








The other seat—on which, looking raffish and at the same time distinctly eerie, there lounges a life-sized bronze statue of the bespectacled poet, by the sculptor John Coll—was unveiled, if a seat can be said to be unveiled, by President Mary Robinson in the summer of 1991. Somehow one can guess which bench Kavanagh would have preferred.


•••••


‘Genius,’ Baudelaire observes, ‘is none other than childhood formulated with precision.’ I believe that the great French décadent, who was writing here about the equally decadent English essayist Thomas De Quincey, author of Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, intended the word ‘genius’ to be understood in this context as the ‘daimon’, which the ancient Greeks believed is in every man: his character, indeed his essence. If Baudelaire is correct, then in a sense childhood never ends, but exists in us not merely as a memory or complex of memories, but as an essential part of what we intrinsically are. Every artist knows the truth of this since, for the artist, childhood and the childhood conception of things, is a deep source of what used to be called inspiration, if for no other reason than that it was as children that we first apprehended the world as mystery. The process of growing up is, sadly, a process of turning the mysterious into the mundane. We cease to be amazed by things—the sky, the turning of the seasons, love, other people—only because we have grown accustomed to them.
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