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For Jan Victoria 
 First a boat, now a book

















And that this place may thoroughly be thought 
 True Paradise, I have the serpent brought.


—JOHN DONNE
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1 
You’re Welcome to Ireland


Ireland is different. Accept that from the start. It’s friendlier, easier, warmer, happier, more straightforward, and less threatening to strangers than any other European nation I can think of. It also happens to be, for those who come to know the place, a land foreign, cold, harsh, perverse, uninviting, and devious. Its ability  to reconcile such contradictions is but one of many factors that combine to make this country unique. For better or for worse, there is only one Ireland. 




In my cramped airline seat, scientifically designed to accommodate in some comfort three-quarters of an average human being, I calculate that this is my twenty-second trip to the Emerald Isle, a conclusion that stuns me. I’m looking forward to my visit—and having paid an astronomical sum for this airline ticket, I’d better be—but in actuality I’m dreading it. “I love the place,” I say to myself, adding a split second later the proviso, “I hate it too.” This makes me a seasoned traveler.


Cleverly outwitting the Aer Lingus crew, I’ve brought my own pint bottle of gin aboard. This is one “tourist” who won’t be shelling out $4 for a drink. I’m startled instead to be offered complimentary cocktails, a first in my experience with Aer Lingus, whose miserliness was once legendary. Or was it prudence? I recall the danger being explained to me once: You never give free drinks to Irishmen, especially at 35,000 feet.


I settle down to watch the in-flight movie, something called Sgt. Bilko, which I thought was a television show from the discredited 1950s. After a few minutes I turn the sound off and drift into a meditation of sorts on what’s going on with my life. In many ways, it’s a very happy picture—a great marriage, two enviable children, the semblance of good health, enough money to fill the void come dinnertime. Professionally, however, and too obsessively, I admit, things could be better. Here I am, over fifty, flying to a country that’s been a passion all my working life, and yet I’m coming across the great, trackless ocean pretty much a professional vagabond. Four books published on Irish history and travel, a reasonable handful of articles and monographs in print as well—good enough for an academic résumé at any rate—but I’ve nothing to show for it. My sister, a tenured professor in Baltimore, tells me there’s nothing wrong with being an “independent scholar.” Lots of weirdos, she says, have been “independent scholars.” What I have to do is network, she advises, and I’ve been networking ever since, for the past decade or so—going to Irish conferences, shaking hands with penniless academics whose knowledge of the arcane astounds me, meeting Irish consuls in various outposts who host the beggarly cocktail parties that keep these functions on track, advising people to forget it when they ask me, as a favor, to help them trace their ancestors. “You don’t want to know the details,” is what I usually say. I’ve even had calling cards printed with both my addresses, the one in Massachusetts and the other in Galway, but I’ve never been called by anyone with a question or a query or a paying job offer. My publisher informs me just before takeoff that my newest book manuscript is “boring.” “We can’t print this,” he tells me. Oh, what a lonely way to die. My wife doesn’t even bother to dignify what I do now as work. “Ireland is your hobby” is the way she puts it. In circumstances like these, you go your own way and make the best of it.


The trouble is, I’m not going over to research or write the next great book on Ireland. No, I’m going over to lead a tour. I’ve been told that is what struggling authors do, and the travel agent who’s putting this thing together seems worried. He asks me plaintively before I leave, “You do know Ireland, don’t you? You do know what you’re talking about?” I assure him I do. I’m an expert.


Most flights to European countries usually land in their elegant capital cities somewhere in the congenial time frame of 8 to 10 A.M. After you emerge from Customs, your hotel room has probably been cleaned after its previous occupant’s departure and awaits your arrival, or the friends you’ve arranged to pick you up . . . well, they’ve not been unduly put out to be at the airport in time to shake your hand and grab your suitcase. Not so in Ireland. Remember, this is a different sort of place.


Along with my bedraggled fellow passengers, I emerge from the plane at about 5:30 in the morning and lumber a few miles through corridors to pick up my belongings. In the dark I make out a baggage cart roaring in from the tarmac, spewing forth three or four suitcases as it careens around a tight corner before burrowing down into the subterranean fastness of the luggage-pickup system. Some poor travelers from Chicago or New York or Boston are going to find their stuff pretty messed up. The ramp is scattered with belongings: a set of pajamas, a sweater, underwear, a cosmetic bag, all spread about on the unlit pavement. A second baggage car takes the corner and grinds these innocent accoutrements of travel even more into the dirt. I imagine the baggage handler gaily whistling, his hat cocked to the side of his head, a cigarette dangling from his lips. In truth, he’s probably hungover from the night before.


I walk into the empty confines of the arrivals hall of Shannon Airport at 5:45 A.M. The panorama is devoid of life. One or two car rental desks are open, hucksters waving to us with brochures. One or two coach tour operators hold up their beckoning signs—“St. Mary’s Parish Tour” or “Gather Here, Shamrock Travel”—but other than that, this is a country fast asleep. To make matters worse, my ride is not here. Who can blame him? To get to Shannon from my neighborhood in County Galway, my friend Seamus would have had to be out of bed at 4:00 A.M., a fate worse than death for most Irishmen. I have no choice but to wait.


For three hours I watch Ireland awaken. I observe the bookstore come to life, the newspaper kiosk open for business, the bank people arrive, prepared for another boring day of screwing people on the exchange rate. Most of all, I tally up tourists, and even though it is September, they disgorge in a steady, alarming stream, mostly from the United States.


Many are here on golfing holidays. I myself have never understood people’s passion for this sport. I count over fifty golf bags being loaded into huge private coaches, their owners generally of late middle age and overweight. Sports fishermen seem thinner and more athletic, arriving with little tubes containing rod and reel. Little do they know that there aren’t any fish left in the west of Ireland, once so famous for its troutand salmon-choked streams and rivers. Today’s Irish Times says that more than two hundred trawlers flying the standard of Japan are stretched along a seventy-mile net line just outside the legal limit of territorial sovereignty. With their usual tact, the Japanese appear to be vacuuming the ocean floor. Fish couldn’t return to spawn in Ireland even if they wanted to.


A few youngish hippie types float by with backpacks; German and French couples too, many with bicycles they assemble in the lobby. Large pilgrimage tours, led by the parish priest, himself usually doddering and looking somewhat addled, march off in polyester, in all probability heading for the Marian shrine at Knock and then the Ring of Killarney, their average stay (according to industry “sources”) being six days. I know “polyester” is a cheap shot, but that’s what it looks like to this observer. All this is rounded off by a few Down East types, clearly moneyed, who rent their cars in an offhand sort of way and flash off into their future of horseback riding, picnics by the sea, and luxury hotels. And then there’s me, the old pro, standing around waiting for his ride.


But Seamus is not coming. As I think about it, and I do have the time to, it occurs to me that I neglected to take into account that you gain a day traveling east and that I gave my poor friend the wrong arrival date. I obviously know what I’m doing after all these trips abroad. I approach the handsome desk of the representative of the public bus line, the logo of which is, aptly as it turns out, an Irish setter, probably the most neurotic, unreliable, and skittish animal ever bred. It is no surprise to me that to get to my place in Galway, as the crow flies a distance of only forty-five miles, will require three bus changes, layover times that total three hours, a cost of nearly £25, and a drop-off point some four miles from home; not to mention the fact that all these buses will be late and will undoubtedly miss their connections. If lucky, I’d walk in my front door by dinnertime. All my arrogance evaporates. I’m stuck.


I hang around the car rentals, approach a sympathetic American with my tale of woe, and ask for a lift. Mistaking me, amazingly, for a wayward youth, he agreeably says yes. His mood turns when, during our drive, he discovers I’m an adult, and his pleasure when he drops me off halfway to my destination is manifest. There I begin a long, miserable day of hitchhiking.


Forget all this talk about “Ireland of the Welcomes” and the friendly, open Celtic spirit, at least when it comes to cadging a ride. If you look like an ax murderer, no matter where you are, no one is going to stop even if you wave money in the air. I lug my ill-assorted gear off the main road to a country lane, thinking I will do better with local traffic than with truckers and businessmen speeding toward Galway City. I comb my hair again and rearrange my attire, but farm wives want nothing to do with me.


At least it isn’t raining. Cold and damp, yes, but no actual rain. I stamp my feet to keep warm and start smiling as cars go by, yet time passes slowly. I have to check myself from wallowing in self-pity, because Oliver Goldsmith was right, “Every man has a thousand vicious thoughts, which arise without his power to suppress.” The gin I’d been drinking since takeoff gurgles in my stomach, turns my palate. The thought of food is repellent, but after three hours here doing nothing, I eat an airplane roll stowed in my pack to while away a few minutes. I finally get a lift from a farmer, my sleeping and duffel bags tossed into the rusty bucket behind his tractor. He feels so sorry for me that after turning in at his place he tells his wife to get out the car and drive me home. She looks at me suspiciously but agrees. On an Irish farmstead, a man is still the boss.


My grudging chauffeur leaves me off at the Hartys’ farm. She is amazed at where I live and eager to leave it. Strange buildings tend to oppress the Irish, and if they’re “lonesome” places as well—as this is—you get a look like “ye must be daft” to go along with the blank, uncomprehending astonishment of it all. I offer her a cup of tea, knowing she will refuse. I wave good-bye, and she waves back, which is heartening to me and a relief to her.


My little pied-à-terre in Ireland is a fifty-five-foot-high stone tower, built around 1560 by a mongrelized Norman family known as the Dolphins. This building was pretty much their last throw of the dice, in Irish terms, since everything else this family attempted or aspired to achieve turned sour. Within thirty years of moving into this dank and gloomy fortress they were cast aside into the wet and cold, joining the traditional diaspora of evicted Catholic losers from this benighted land who inevitably ended up in places they never dreamed, even in their worst nightmares, might swallow them up—Canada, Barbados, the hot and dusty climate of Iberia, even Australia. Their string of vicissitudes is just another sad tale in the long, tumultuous saga of what we call Irish history.


The Irish have called my home Moyode Castle for the past four hundred years, Moyode being an Anglicization of the Gaelic Maigh Fhód, which means the field of the grassy sod. This was famous champaign country, perfect grazing land for herds of cattle, sheep, and horses, the elements of wealth in sixteenth-century Ireland. But if you were to say Moyode to any of the locals around here, it would signify something else: the nucleus of what was once a large estate comprising 3,000 acres, the holding of a Protestant Ascendancy family known as the Persses, whose forebears had come over from Northumberland in the early 1600s, flush with avarice to acquire new lands and wealth.
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The ruins of Moyode Castle, 1982, before restoration 





Originally Protestant ministers, the Persses scrambled up as many “livings” and curacies as they could, and prospered on the backs of the local Catholic populace, who paid for their support via the infamous tithe. The initial family manor lay a few miles south of here, Roxborough House, noteworthy today as the birthplace of Lady Gregory in 1852 and redolent with literary associations. A junior Persse from that line established Moyode in the eighteenth century. Burton de Burgh Persse built a huge and ambitious pseudo-Gothic pile with Tennysonian towers and crenellations in 1823 and named it Moyode House. The call of horn and dog pack echoed about these fields for a century. Hunting foxes was an obsession of the Persses, one they carried out with skill, dedication, recklessness, and financial abandon. It was the only thing in life they really cared about. Ruined by Land Acts initiated by William Gladstone and finally completed in 1903, their great Camelot stood shuttered and empty until 1916, when the Irish Republican Army occupied the place briefly while Dublin burned. During the Troubles in 1922, it was torched to the ground. Its ruins stand next to the Hartys’ place. There is hardly a Persse to speak of left in this country.


Alphonsus and Marie Harty are my immediate neighbors, their farm and barns nestling in the shadow of Moyode House. Marie hates the isolation of Moyode, which is about a quarter mile in from the road. She’d much prefer to live where the Taylors do, next to the now-ruined Georgian gate lodge that formerly served as entry to the Persses’ estate. Old Frank and Mick Broderick, two bachelors well along in age, complete our mélange. They live in a skeleton of semiderelict buildings at the back of Moyode House, where remains still stand of the dairy, coach house, stables, blacksmith shop, milking parlor, kennel yard, gardener’s quarters, and the formal garden itself. The garden remains pungent with the odor of boxwood, even though the sheep that Alphonsus grazes here have nibbled everything down to the roots. Moyode Castle stands three hundred yards east of all this.


The Hartys are not home, but they’ve left the ponderous “key to the castle” on their windowsill. I trudge across the great field to my noblest possession.


Moyode Castle is situated on the far end of an immense thirty-five-acre pasture. Even today, the agricultural value of this land is amply recognized. When I bought what was then a ruin in 1969 from a local farmer, he had no qualms selling me the building. But acreage—now that was a different matter. I own the tower, a footprint of land in front of it, and a long right of way to the nearest paved road that probably totals in all a few square meters. The sale was contingent on my willingness to forswear ever building a fence or any other barrier that might prevent the nocturnal wanderings of livestock, and that was fine with me. I stand in solitary splendor away from cars, distractions, subdivisions, the hurly-burly of a New Ireland. This is a lonesome spot for sure, just the place to brood and lick your wounds; in Yeats’s words, my “emblem of adversity.”






















2 
Cleaning House,
 Cleaning Mind


It is never enjoyable returning to Moyode after a long absence. I was last here eighteen months ago and left everything in reasonable shape, but Ireland’s miserable weather, featuring in winter a long, continuous wave of dank western winds off the Atlantic, reduces everything to a moldering, oppressive decay.


The great outer door, freshly stained by myself before leaving last time over here, looks weathered and denatured, its long iron hinges speckled with rust and almost cemented in place. It takes heaving and cursing for me to push it open. I immediately step into a several inchdeep mound of excrement, the biological inevitability, by the look of it, of having a colony or two of bats living in the castle. The floorboards in the great hall are flecked with large pods of white slime, telltale evidence that the building is springing leaks, the rainwater pooling in various depressions of the wood, and beginning the inexorable slide toward rot. The windows—long narrow slits of glass fitted laboriously into what were formerly embrasures for archers—resemble an Amazonian jungle of spiderwebs, whose makers are now feasting on the autumnal reemergence of tasty butterflies, of which hundreds still flutter in the air to greet me. The plastic wrap over my stove and ice chest glisten with moisture, the kitchen table is heaped with chunks of sixteenth-century mortar that have fallen twenty-two feet from the apex of the hall’s ceiling to land below. Dirt, dirt, dirt, is everywhere, and a few crows’ nests clog the great chimney. My coal stoves are a mess, as usual. Foolishly I left the dampers and chute doors closed: They are rusted shut, preventing me from lighting a quick, warming fire.


I am severely depressed, to say nothing of tired. Going up to the top floor, I clear off my sleeping platforms, roll out my down bag, and ignore everything in the sweet balm of utter exhaustion. I haven’t really closed my eyes in thirty-two hours. “Sleep is pain’s easiest salve,” wrote John Donne, “and doth fulfil all offices of death except to kill.”


Around midnight I awaken, having no idea at all where I am. My wife often sits bolt upright in bed when we sleep here, in a cold sweat of fear. She’s the type of person who sometimes gets nervous in elevators—no way out!—and she feels the same about the dungeonlike claustrophobia of Moyode. “Even if I planned to throw myself through the window to commit suicide, I couldn’t do it here,” she complains. The tiny window slits particularly grate on her nerves because they bar you from the outside, cut off the view, and turn you inward, even though they admit plenty of light and give these large rooms, especially on sunny days, an airy feel. But she can escape to the roof, our kids tell her. “You can throw yourself over the side up there if you want to.”


I climb to the roof myself and walk around the battlements. There is, for a change, no gale-force wind to contend with this evening, so I can go to the bathroom up here without worrying that it will spray back all over my feet. I can hear the stuff trickle to the outside walls via my drainage system of pipes, stone catchments, and gutters. At least something here works as it should.


The night air, though heavy and moisture-laden, is refreshing and clean against my face and bare legs. The night is pitch dark, with not a single light to be seen except in faraway Galway City. When I first bought this place, Galway was pretty much what it had been since the fifteenth century—a downtrodden, dirty, depressed provincial backwater. You could stand up here and not know the place existed. Today, it’s the fastest growing metropolitan area in the entire European Union, a progression demonstrably apparent on the western skyline, where a blaze of generalized illumination now marks the city’s presence.


Despite this aura of impending urbanity, I feel full of myself and very well, considering all the mishaps of my first few hours here. This is my kingdom that I’m urinating over. I own the place. I rebuilt it. For once, this man’s home is his castle . . . the Barony of Moyode. I recall that just a few months ago English auctioneers had a fire sale of hereditary titles, many of them Irish: the Baronies of Conamaragh and Lecale are two that come to mind. My wife and I sat around mocking the poor, statusseeking dodos who would buy such decadent scraps of snobbery for thousands of dollars, but what I didn’t dare reveal was that I could be tempted. Baron of Moyode? It has a nice ring to it, and let’s face it, a coat of arms would do wonders for my otherwise pedestrian calling cards.


The next day is a blaze of activity. How I love this place! I sweep the castle three times from top to bottom, open every orifice I can to air out the great rooms, wash all the windows, clean the kitchen bric-a-brac, and light two enormous fires in the now-operable stoves. Alphonsus herds in some cattle to my little courtyard (called a bawn) outside the doorway, and these behemoths, although depositing great heaps of manure, also clear away rampaging undergrowth and weeds. By evening of my second day I’m drinking gin the Irish way (with water, no ice), grilling lamb chops by candlelight to the dying wails of Isolde booming out from my revived cassette player, and warming my posterior in front of a blazing fire banked up inside the major fireplace, about twelve feet long and eight high. In the later evening I tramp about the demesne, dropping in on my friends and neighbors, drinking tea and eating fresh soda bread. “Ah, Jim, sit ye by the fire,” old Frank Broderick says to me. “We’ve been lonesome for ye.” He brings out a nip of Irish whiskey, which I abhor, and we have a drink together. His toast, “Ye be home again.”


My last stop is the Hartys. Marie and Alphonsus are in their midforties and straddle the divide of change that has so altered the face of Ireland. Old enough to respect and honor many traditional attitudes that so governed the rural outback for generations, but young enough to embrace the surge of modernity that has reduced their parents’ values to obsolescence, they train a wary eye in both directions. In many ways, they provide me with a useful barometer that either confirms my own jaded impressions or forces me to reconsider what I’ve thought as overly hasty. This year’s report strikes me as gloom filled.


The old ways clearly are under total assault, and by that I do not mean the Ireland of donkey carts or faerie forts. Those were discarded fifteen or twenty years ago, and although an industry of sorts still persists to mine that vein of touristic nostalgia, it has long been buried by the locals of my acquaintance as incidental to their lives. By the old ways I mean family, religion, and cultural respect.


“The family, Jim, it’s falling apart even here in the west,” says Marie, a woman of firm opinions. She relates to me instances of generational divide in our rural neighborhood here that would have been unheard of in previous years. “The children pay no heed whatever to what their parents say to them,” she explains. “The drinking, the wild ways, the brazenness of behavior, it’s all beyond containing. Most girls who go to the altar these days, it’s the usual thing if they have a baby a year old or even more already. The single mother, I know ye have it in the States, but it’s now a fact of life here too. And no one cares. There’s no stigma to it at all.”


“The amazing thing about that,” Alphonsus interrupts, “is that Galway has the highest per capita use of condoms in Ireland. You ask yourself, how could all these girls get pregnant?”


“From the looks of some of those lads, I’m amazed they know which way to put them on.” Marie is angry.


Religion? It holds the moral high ground still, though barely, but it enjoys no authority to enforce or back that up. Ireland appears to be five or ten years behind the times in uncovering and then publishing various scandals involving pedophiliac priests, but now everyday’s newspaper is full of sordid detail. On tonight’s news is the latest mess, the escapades of Roddy Wright, Roman Catholic bishop of Argyll and the Isles in Scotland, who has just eloped with one of his parishioners whom he was counseling after her divorce. The Church might well have covered this one up except for the cumbersome fact that the bishop’s paramour of the preceding twelve years, by whom he had a son, was unaware of her female competitor and, rightly or wrongly, felt betrayed and informed the press. “Randy Roddy,” as he was then anointed, fled to Ireland with his new woman friend, meanwhile making himself available to London’s tabloid press for a fee in the vicinity of six figures.


“We still say the rosary here,” says Alphonsus, but he doesn’t know anyone else who does. “It isn’t even safe anymore to have the electric vigil light on under the Sacred Heart”—a fixture in almost every rural household in the country. “Old Paddy was saying his prayers the other night before bedtime, kneeling in front of the Sacred Heart—now there’s a quaint old habit—and there must have been a surge in the current or something because it blew up in his face and almost burned the house down. Ah, the omens are bad enough these days for Holy Ireland.”


Cultural erosion is a far more difficult problem to define and admits, by and large, to a variety of impressionistic interpretations. How valid any of them may be is open to question, which I readily admit, though as a professional observer, I’m entitled to my opinion.


Certainly on a coarse level there isn’t too much leeway, involving as it does the issue of law and order, the lack of which filled volumes of official correspondence sent to London by hapless officials of the Crown from as long ago as the 1100s. The Irish, according to them, were an incorrigible race of beggarly thieves and night stalkers to whom no outrage was beyond committing. So what’s new about the rash of break-ins and muggings that characterize the 1990s in the west of Ireland?


“Ah, Jim, you’re too forgiving altogether,” says Alphonsus, who remembers the 1950s as a “glorious” period of relative poverty, backwardness, isolation, but oh so quiet nights. Forget the fact that everyone else considers those years a hangover from the austerities of the Eamon De Valera government. For those who were living through them, they were times of at least mental security, where isolation was seen as good for the soul, and who cared anyway that Ireland was regarded (in the words of an eighth-century cleric) “a pimple on the chin of the world?” For Alphonsus, those days come close to being a fond memory.


With some relish, both he and Marie recount a long list of local disasters: enormous drug busts along the largely forlorn coast of Galway, ideal for hundreds of years to smugglers and outlaws; nightly break-ins across the county, many characterized by violence and kidnapping; several sensational murders, one involving a local priest. He recounts the story of a mutual acquaintance, bereaved by the death of her collegeaged daughter, who arranged and then attended a novena for the repose of the poor girl’s soul. Thieves broke into her house while the service was going on and ransacked the place, discovering our friend’s eightyfive-year-old mother ill in bed. They dragged her to a chair, bound her with rope, and threatened to beat her with a metal bar to find out where any money might have been hidden. “Now you know, Jim, those lads were from Dublin, but how did they know which house to go to? And that’s the worst of it! Some local people tipped off these lads, and if that isn’t the lowest thing you ever heard about. And old people, Jim, they’re the targets. It’s common for them to be preyed on, because old people often have money in their house, being distrustful of banks and tax people. Some thieves tied up one old man in Oranmore, hit him with a hammer to make him talk, then just left the poor man to die, which he did, of starvation! He wasn’t missed for two weeks and starved to death in the chair. Poor Frank here in the demesne, his place was broken into too!”


I register disbelief at that one. “But Frank told me he owns only three things in the world: his watch, a suit of clothes, and his bicycle. He has nothing to steal.”


“True enough, Jim, but he had £400 under his mattress, and he did have two old brass candlesticks that his father found in the rubble when Moyode was burned in the Troubles. Everyone in the parish borrowed them when they had the Station in their house, which means everyone knew he had them. So the thieves made off with those. It’s terrible, Jim, just terrible. You’d better lock your door now when ye be leaving, if only for a hour or two, which I know you’ve never done here. The Ireland of Saint Patrick is dead and gone.”


In more ways than one, of course. Let’s return to a boggier issue, one more open to dispute and less draconian than crime. Back in Saint Patrick’s day, for instance, the people spoke Irish. Right up until the Great Famine, sizable numbers of the peasant population still used this ancient language as their primary tongue, particularly in the remoter regions of the west, despite the temptations and pressures to abandon it. But the massive shrinkage in Ireland’s nineteenth-century population, whether through emigration or death from starvation and disease, devastated whatever chances Irish might have had to survive. The Catholic church in particular gave up on it, encouraging the popularization of English, seeing it as an inevitable concession to the Empire should Ireland wish to emerge from its cocoon of economic isolation. Within three generations of the famine, Irish had largely disappeared. By 1911, only 17.6 percent of the people in the country were Irish speakers. Attempts to revitalize the language since independence in 1922 have largely met with failure, all this despite reconfiguration of the country’s schooling system (which doggedly emphasized Irish), the expenditure of enormous treasure, and the statutory requirement of having to speak the old tongue as a requirement for civil service or governmental employment.


Despite what has been, in effect, an educational fiasco, it has been fashionable these past twenty years to speak of an Irish Renaissance. The Tourist Board would never let us believe that Irish continues to face extinction, nor would the eager college kids who flock to the Gaeltacht* in summer to practice speaking the language in everyday situations ever let on that the entire exercise is but a symbolic gesture. I recall sharing the speaker’s platform at a forum at the University of Wisconsin where a distinguished professor of history assured the audience that Irish was definitely on the rebound. “When I’m in Galway riding the bus, I overhear people conversing in it. Everyday, ordinary people, not college students. The language is alive, colloquial, and growing in usage. Rejoice!” I remember saying in reply that Irish is a university course, not a living language like Hebrew. For better or worse it’s a dead horse, window dressing, a wonderful thing to preserve but no gateway to the year 2000 or the handmaiden to European unity. I remember his fury; he wouldn’t shake hands with me later. “What are you trying to do, bury Irish?”
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Persse family triumphal gateway,Moyode House (to the left, former dairy, now the  Broderick cottage)


 


Well no, not really. I like the idea of Irish as well as anyone, but as a yardstick it serves to emphasize the cultural deterioration that I see everywhere around me. I ask Alphonsus and Marie the usual questions. Do they know any Irish? A word or two. Do their children? Yes, they take it in grammar school. Will it help their three boys in any way toward sharing in the progress that Ireland appears to want, an integration with continental Europe and the financial plenty that will come with it? They laugh in my face. Irish is something learned today, forgotten tomorrow. It’s antique, irrelevant, a nuisance, and waste of time. “There’s no return in Irish here,” says Alphonsus. Computers and television and jobs abroad in Germany or Italy—what has an old dead language to do with that?


“What about your culture as Irish people?”


“I have no objection to people learning Irish in college if they want to. They can learn Latin too, or any other language; in school these sorts of subjects more or less collide, and no harm done, as they say. But the past is the past, and Ireland has spent altogether too much time thinking about olden times. Farming is humped in Ireland today. My boys, or two of them anyway, will have to learn something else, and the Irish language won’t take them there.”


Neither will ruins or vestiges of their ancient history. The Earl’s Chair, a pre-Norman coronation mound used for almost four centuries, was located just a few miles from Moyode on the banks of a nearby river. The farmer whose land it sat on grew tired of people walking across his fields poking around, and he bulldozed the place into oblivion. An ancient Celtic earthwork, within eyeshot of my tower, was likewise destroyed. The old triumphal gateway leading back to the stables, kennels, and working farm of Moyode House—which still has the Persse coat of arms on it and a memorial plaque reading “Erected by Burton Persse Jun Esq. 1823”—is about to be dismantled and carted off to grace some rich American’s driveway in County Meath, and no one seems to care much about that. At least it won’t share the melancholy fate of nearby Castle Lambert’s seventeenth-century bell cote, demolished (“knocked” in the parlance of our time) as inconvenient to the comings and goings of lorries. The architecturally sublime Church of Ireland edifice in our nearby market town crumbles to ruin, abandoned by an impoverished Protestant hierarchy, and serves now as the haunt of aimless teenagers drinking beer and smoking pot. The great marble plaques erected in memory of various Moyode Persses make ideal targets for empty bottles and cans, and the nave has found a use as an impromptu hearth for winter bonfires. The Irish government spends millions on preserving the obvious, places like the Rock of Cashel, but it lets everything else slide to ruin. If that doesn’t smack of a cultural wasteland in the making, I don’t know what does.


I go home in darkness across the great field of growing green grass, guided by the light of kerosene lamps shining through the windows of Moyode, a warming sight indeed. I am not unduly upset by all the bad news I’ve heard, though it blends in with my traditional mind-set as the wandering Jeremiah of Ireland’s decay. Having been a visitor here all my life, but more frequently over the past thirty years, clearly, I’ve seen all this coming for quite some time.


My own reputation here reflects it. I’m the King of the Castle to all my friends and neighbors, the man who looks backward, not forward. Everyone else has a new house, a new car, a new stereo, portable phones by the gross, and a fistful of bank cards with which to forestall the financial day of judgment. Jim still drives his old ’69 Citroën, to the amusement of all, says no to electricity, and hates telephones. He’s an “eccentric” who asks silly questions about history and famines and old Norman knights and what the Irish words are for such and such, who stops on the road to pick up trash, who can be seen on late afternoons cutting wildflowers or visiting some of the old folk still living in thatched cottages, who curses like a banshee every time a field gets broken off into housing sites. He’s the man who claims that Galway City was a wonderful place until the money started pouring in, who claims the Irish were better off in the 1950s—something about poor in pocket, rich in spirit, and isn’t that typical of an American? He even says he might join all the Germans and move to Connemara or Donegal, but you can never believe what he says; he’s a queer old fellow indeed, he must miss his wife or something, and hasn’t he put on the weight, it must be the drink.








*Areas, mostly in the west, that feature significant numbers of Irish speakers, who generally receive government grants to encourage their continuing usage of the language in their homes.






















3 
Heading West


Actually, I rarely miss my wife when I’m in Ireland. It’s not that she hasn’t a genuine affection for the place or for our friends here, but the building, well, it leaves her cold in more ways than one. She laughs when I talk about our “restoration” of Moyode. “That’s in the eye of the beholder,” she says. “My idea of a restoration is not a place where you live like a pig.” 




She’s right, of course. People go all wet when they hear we have a castle, so she tells them the truth. If they ever visit us, it will be a real sixteenth-century experience. No hot water, no bathing facilities to speak of, cold and dank, bats buzzing around at night overhead, wretched food, dirty weather, sleeping bags all the time, claustrophobic and Dickensian, especially when the coal stoves down-vent in heavy winds and you get black lung disease from the foul air, rather like London in the old days of pea soup fogs. All matched by the King Jim baloney as we wander about the countryside. This place is just too Jimcentric for her liking. Everyone throws rushes at my feet as we go from place to place, even though she’s been coming here for as long as I have.


But worst of all, she sees the ruination of Ireland as the inevitable, unavoidable conclusion of any enterprise having to do with the Irish people. It’s in their genes to throw away the paradise they inherited, to grab like a pack of greedy children all the trash that western, industrialized civilization—meaning the United States—has to offer. She respects the Japanese for closing their traditional markets to American business. “Why shouldn’t they? Why should they let Kmart or WalMart set up shop in their country, all to peddle the third-rate merchandise that we turn out like hamburger meat.” The Irish, in contrast, will take everything they can get.


We’ve started talking about where we plan to spend our golden years of retirement. I mention a spruced-up Moyode, but she reacts as though bitten by a tarantula. “I’m not going to die in a place that’s killing itself at the same time. Forget it.”


I’m thinking these thoughts as I lie in bed the next morning, and they gnaw at me and beg the question. Am I seriously considering treason?


I bought Moyode for £1,000, which in 1969 terms came to about U.S.$2,600. I remember Mrs. Uniacke, the widow of the farmer who sold it to me, wringing her hands and saying one day, “Ye’d never think to sell the place, would you?” and I had replied, “Of course not.” But I could get a tidy packet for Moyode now, and as I look about me, I have to wonder, in characteristically Irish terms, if it isn’t time to emigrate, moving off now before Galway City comes barging out into the countryside, spreading its pall of suburban estates—acre upon acre of tasteless imitations of the Costa Brava, tidal waves of automobiles and trash. Wouldn’t it be better to make a trade while the going was good: Moyode Castle for some tidy little cottage in Connemara by the sea, far enough away from everywhere? I’ve always wanted to live on the ocean.


These are the thoughts of a restless person, a person never satisfied, and I know it. But I wonder whether, for once, I’m not just being practical. My wife dislikes this place, I’m getting too old to lug buckets of coal up fifty-five steps each morning, and a hot shower—well I have to admit it, I get tired of being dirty. Maybe a change would be sensible.


In fact, as I roll over in bed, I’m not quite as shallow as all that. The dissatisfaction runs deeper. If I have any profound feelings for something other than family, it is for Ireland, and my wife’s complaints, despite their stridency and their ultimate intention of wounding me, ring true. Ireland, after all these years of my devotion, is betraying me.


Jan (my wife) is right. The Irish don’t want to be Irish anymore. They’d rather be American or French or British—maybe even German—but they don’t want to be what they’ve been forever. The most obvious manifestation of this is their materialism, the disease, for such it is, that eats their soul as it empties their pockets, corroding the rich depository of their spiritual heritage faster than sunlight evaporating a morning’s dew. No one in Ireland is satisfied anymore. The momentum of the twenty-first century has finally plugged in here, and the pell-mell cascade for all that glitters reminds me of old westerns that I watched as a child, the San Francisco Gold Rush, the Oklahoma land grab, the urge to cheat Indians with a few beads.


There is, beneath all the blarney, a cold and callous side to the Irish temperament. I’ve seen it many times over, usually when people die, people that other people are glad to see die. I remember old Cathy and Stokes, her brother, lying in their little unheated cottage, both their rooms side by side, in a long lingering drift toward death. Their relations came in twice a day to light a fire and put food on their bedside tables, and then they’d leave. No chat, no love, no care really. One time I found one of the nephews going through Cathy’s meager dresser looking for anything valuable. I admonished him; he told me to get out. Cathy and Stokes both died alone.


Marie tells me this is commonplace, and the root of it all is money. A friend of her mother’s was dumped in a nursing home after the children took everything she had. Marie went to visit her. “She was crying and carrying on. ‘These rosary beads are the only thing I have left,’ and I said back to her, ‘If they were worth a pound, ye’d not have them at your hand.’”


Frank Broderick, who never had any money, can’t believe it. “If you had a few pence in the past, ye were generous with it; it wasn’t something you hoarded or cared about. And if you had five shillings, you’d be having a grand time with your friends and all. But now all the money is flowing like water and yet there isn’t enough of it. These are queer times, Jim.”


If the sale of my books is any indicator, I’m looking in the wrong direction for a remedy. I come to Ireland when home in the United States has exhausted me with its energy, ambition, and bustle, when I long for a good, long, slow rummage through the past. Always interested in the glory years of the Celtic church, when its sanctity, devotion, and asceticism helped preserve the tenets of Christian life through the darkest ages of barbarian disruption, I have repeatedly traveled to remote and often barren monastic sites both here and in Scotland, places like Iona, Inishmurray, Skellig Michael, Inishkea North, the Rough Isles. These have all refreshed the well, so to speak. I have come away renewed and reenergized, ready to tackle, among other things, the banality of having grown up a twentieth-century Catholic.


I’ve never paid attention to a sermon in my life, for example, having never heard one worth listening to. But the patristic dialogues of the early Fathers, both those of the mainstream such as Cassian, Pelagius, and Augustine, and those from the Celtic tradition, the best known of whom are Columcille, Columbanus, and John Scotus Erigena, have always made sense to me. They spoke of commitment, endurance, hardship, and belief; they smoldered off the page like the burning bush of Moses; they made a connection of seeing and feeling to the scattered remains of crosses, beehive huts, and miniaturized oratories that crowd so many offshore islands in the Celtic world. I’m no born-again Christian, but I could be a born-again monk. It’s a temptation.
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The Way of the Cross, Skellig Michael, County Kerry


 


“Places do not die as people do,” William Trevor wrote in one of his novels, and that is the problem. I’m drawn to sites where there are no people, I’m drawn to dead Irishmen, not living ones. And yet my little circle here at Moyode has always dredged deep emotions of kinship, of belonging, from me. These are my friends, yet I seem to have a diminishing tolerance for everyone else. Can the soul of Ireland exist outside the boundaries of everyday contact with everyday people? Is it fair to expect from an entire population the virtue of hermits and holy men who fled from society a millennium ago to inhabit the wastelands of isolated hideaways and islands? Is any of this realistic, and if not, where else am I to turn for the answers? Where else is the heart of this place hidden?


I jumble my various discontents into an urge to get up and get out. My professional failures somehow intermingle with my spiritual failures, folding into a suddenly urgent realization that Ireland has fallen by the wayside too.


I check my calendar. The tour I’m to lead arrives at Shannon Airport in four days. I’ve time to head off to the west, and I impulsively decide to go, to go and see if salvation—a notion I cannot define—lies there by the sea. I guess I’m just fed up.


Driving across the great field to the old dirt road that passes the Harty place, I notice Marie running down from her farmhouse waving for me to stop. “Your Highness, your publisher called from Dublin with a message. You’ve been booked on a talk show for today in Galway, they’re frantic to get in touch. Now aren’t you the famous writer after all!”


Pretending not to be unduly flattered, my heart exults. Finally, these people are coming to their senses! I had written my Irish editor earlier, telling him my travel dates, suggesting that I would readily agree to anything I could do to help move a few copies. This generous offer of several months ago had been cruelly greeted with booming silence. The book, I concluded, must be sinking like a rock in the ocean, and indeed, I had yet to see a copy anywhere, in any bookstore—Irish or American, it made no difference. But now publicity, that golden word, and after that, sales and surely money.


But Marie is grinning mischievously, and I can tell something is sufficiently miscued to afford her a joke at my expense. “And what’s so funny?” I ask her. “Did you think I was a nobody?”


“Ah, not at all, Milord; here are the details. Here’s where you go, here’s who you ask for at the studio, and here’s the time.”


“One o’clock, not bad, the lunch crowd.”


“I don’t think so, Jim.”


“Why not?”


“It says 1 A.M. here. I asked twice, to make sure, and he said 1 A.M. I think you have a word for that in the States—the graveyard shift?”


My elation dips. My wife is right: This is no career. It’s a joke.


I arrive at the station at midnight, to an empty car park. I’ve decided after the show to continue on west into Connemara. I’ll sleep in the car and go looking for saints tomorrow.


After I’ve taken a seat in the lobby, a young production assistant comes out to ask if I want some coffee. I’ve had four pints of Guinness and my stomach is sloshing back and forth like a half-filled barrel, so I decline. We sit there together uneasily—my usual effect on strangers. She wouldn’t have given me a ride from the airport. “You’re not nervous, are you?” she asks.


“Not at all. Should I be?”


“Of course not, there’s no one listening at this hour.” She asks if I’d like to sit in the control booth and hear the guest before me. He’s a former priest, and he’s babbling on about reclaiming his wounded inner child in order to achieve a purifying catharsis so as to release primal feelings of inferiority and repressed pain. “Honest to God, this is bullshit,” I say to her and she nods.


“Who else can you get for this time slot?” is her reply.


“Well, you’ve got me.” She actually laughs at that.


I then babble on air myself when it comes time. The fact that my voice is booming out over the airwaves to hundreds, if not thousands of radios, all with their power switches tuned off, emboldens me to higher reaches of eloquence. What the world is missing! The announcer is friendly but tired, and he yawns in my face without embarrassment, only waking up when a red light flashes, which startles me too. Oh my God, a caller!


Since there’s no direct hookup, the announcer listens to the call and then asks me the caller’s question, producing a certain amount of dead time on air and a certain amount of perspiration on my part.


“Well, Jim, the caller is interested in your theories to be sure, but wonders whether you mean it when you call the saints of Ireland warriors. Where did you discover that they didn’t go to island retreats in order to meditate or just pray?”



OEBPS/images/9780786745210_0018_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780786745210_0033_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780786745210_0003_001.jpg
v A Member of the Perseus Books Group






OEBPS/images/9780786745210_0027_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780786745210_0012_001.jpg
i,
e






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
tHEBACKOoF BEYOND

JAMES CHARLESROY





