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At times it seems that every inch of Belfast has been written-on, erased, and written-on again: messages, curses, political imperatives, but mostly names, or nicknames—Robbo, Mackers, Scoot, Fra—sometimes litanized obsessively on every brick of a gable wall, as high as the hand will reach, and sometimes higher, these snakes and ladders cancelling each other out in their bid to be remembered. Remember 1690. Remember 1916. Most of all, Remember me. I was here.


—Ciaran Carson, Schoolboys and the Idlers of Pompeii

















Author’s Note



Northern Ireland is comprised of six counties: Antrim, Down, Armagh, Tyrone, Fermanagh, and Derry. These six counties form the greater part of the ancient province of Ulster. Ulster’s three remaining counties—Monaghan, Cavan, and Donegal—are part of the Republic of Ireland. The partition of Ireland, on 3 May 1921, divided not only the island, but Ulster as well.


Nationalists view Northern Ireland as a colonial hangover, and often favour alternative expressions for the region. ‘The North of Ireland’ is the most common of these in print, though ‘The Six Counties’ (along with variations like ‘the Upper Six’ or ‘the Occupied Six’) is used frequently enough in conversation, in song lyrics, and on social media to be noteworthy. In the Republic, most people refer simply to ‘the North’.


For Unionists, Northern Ireland is an integral part of the United Kingdom. It is the name of their country and their home. Unionists waxing poetic may sometimes refer to Northern Ireland as ‘Ulster’, although this is not as common as it used to be.


A word on religion. It is true that the vast majority of Nationalists are Catholic, and that an overwhelming number of Unionists are Protestant. Consequently, religious affiliation has often been used by journalists as a shorthand for political belief. This has given rise to the view—in England, at least, astonishingly widespread—that the Troubles were in essence a theological dispute that spilled out of the divinity schools and into the streets.


The reality is quite different. Religion may be a useful shorthand, but it is a shorthand that records only a fraction of what is said. Certainly faith has played a vital part in shaping Northern Irish society. This has always been a conservative part of the world, though things are changing, at least in urban areas. Decades of scandal have lamed the Catholic Church. Sinn Féin, the largest force in Nationalist politics, is avowedly socialist in orientation. And although Presbyterian and Evangelical denominations remain powerful in Unionist political circles, their influence on broader society is much reduced, at least among the young. The internet is a great leveller.


These are recent developments. Yet even fifty years ago, when the Catholic Church still held sway and Presbyterian ministers still spit fire from the pulpit, religion was rarely the primary source of friction between communities. Access to good land and decent employment, combined with competing ideas of what and where home is, are of much greater importance to the history of conflict in Northern Ireland.


I am aware of how much like a vocabulary list this note appears. Reality has never been so simple. The real story of Northern Ireland exists in the gaps between the blanket terms and the binary opposites. This is something which the men and women who write well about this place have always understood.


Alexander Poots, Belfast, January 2022















Introduction



Ireland is water country leased to solid ground. When the end comes, it will come in a long seep, the rivers pooling out to meet as friends, loughs unnamed by sea. Final lights on the hilltops: Donard, Mullaghcleevaun, Carrauntoohil. Then the fussing of damp firewood—last of the human smells—and a lifting at the waist as land drops away, lease expired.


Water is a great temptation for the Irish writer. James Joyce opens Ulysses atop a Martello tower overlooking Dublin Bay, where Buck Mulligan muses on ‘The snotgreen sea. The scrotumtightening sea.’ The first word of Finnegan’s Wake is ‘riverrun’. Standing on a grey pavement, W. B. Yeats is recalled to ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ by the sound of ‘lake water lapping’ within his heart. There is no escaping the water. Eavan Boland’s ‘Cityscape’ (hardly a promising title for the literary dowser) is a poem about light, but takes in a trip to the seawater baths, finds Dublin forever ‘unsettled between sluice gates and the Irish Sea,’ and closes with the image of a glass eel, ‘a translucent visitor / yearning for the estuary.’ Jonathan Swift wrote his first great work, A Tale of a Tub, while a clergyman at Kilroot, a small place on the northern shore of Belfast Lough. Irish literature is suffused with a chill damp that lingers between the toes. The sea, as Buck Mulligan observes, is ‘our great sweet mother.’


Every Irish city sits beside a trembling flatness. Belfast, Cork, and Derry have their sea loughs. Dublin crouches low to the bay. Galway braves the North Atlantic. Limerick is almost a delta city, straddling the Shannon as it finds the ocean. Waterford’s name tells its own story. Out in the countryside are the peat bogs, the streams, the brown water standing at the edge of fields. The punkish algae advancing always across bus stops and machinery and the windows of half-built homes. Moss grouting walls. The hills are green and indigo, except for a few days in the winter cold, when they pale into white. Water is a constant companion on this island, the writer’s natural reference and resource.


I begin with water because Northern Ireland is liquid in every possible sense. Books about this place are usually prefaced by a glossary of political positions and cultural identities. I have succumbed to this temptation myself in order to give a basic orientation to readers unfamiliar with Northern Ireland’s unique vocabulary, but such thumbnail sketches are always failures in the end, bungalows built on floodplains. They are failures because they attempt to order a watery world, in which liquids become solid for a time, only to melt away again.


This acceptance of a liquid world unites the writers in this book. Many would be suspicious of a work which claims to be about ‘Northern Irish’ writers, and rightly so. A common birthplace is no guarantee of common purpose, especially a birthplace that many would regard as illegitimate. It would be foolish to pretend that writers share anything of significance just because they are from the same place. Northern Ireland is a political fact, but the same cannot be said for its culture. Michael Longley, frustrated with the attempts of journalists and scholars to corral the poets who emerged in Belfast in the 1960s and ’70s into a literary movement, said: ‘I don’t think for a split second we thought in terms of Northern Irish poetry or Ulster poetry or being Ulster poets… There was no group, there was no school, there was no manifesto.’ Are not writers like Seamus Heaney, Derek Mahon, Medbh McGuckian, and Louis MacNeice simply Irish, without qualification? Indeed, to follow Longley’s argument to its natural conclusion, are they not simply poets? Each of them wrestled with these questions in their own way, but the novelists and poets in this book do share a deep awareness of change, uncertainty, and even threat. Above all, there is homesickness.


When David Trimble and John Hume accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 1998, Trimble chose to speak of Northern Ireland as a house: ‘Ulster Unionists, fearful of being isolated on the island, built a solid house, but it was a cold house for Catholics. And northern Nationalists, although they had a roof over their heads, seemed to us as if they meant to burn the house down.’ This is more than a useful metaphor. The long and desperate story of the British colonisation of Ireland—a story that predates the Northern Irish state by at least three hundred years—has seen writer after writer grasp for an elusive home. Inevitably they fail, and that failure becomes the subject of their work.


Tom Paulin’s poem ‘An Ulster Unionist Walks the Streets of London’ is about a man who expects to feel at home in the capital of the United Kingdom. Instead, he discovers that he is a foreigner. The Britishness he believes to be his birthright is withheld—not aggressively, but in the accumulation of small things. In the (southern) Irish enclave of Kentish Town, he feels only “a half-foreigner”—an upsetting realisation. There is kinship with the Irish, whether he wants it or not:




What does it feel like?


I wanted to ask them—


What does it feel like


to be a child of that nation?





That nation. The question he cannot ask, of course, is slightly different: “What does it feel like to be a child of a nation? Of any nation?” Here is the ultimate fear of the Unionist, that home is not where it was always supposed to be. The key does not fit the lock, and no one answers the bell.


Paulin’s ‘Ulster Unionist’ rhymes sadly with John Betjeman’s ‘Cockney Amorist’: ‘Oh when my love, my darling / You’ve left me here alone / I’ll walk the streets of London / Which once seemed all our own.’ The Cockney Amorist is bereft in his own way, finding London bombed out by his lover’s absence, but it remains his city. Even in his grief, he is part of it. The Ulster Unionist cannot say the same. Betjeman’s amorist tours the music halls, parks, and tea shops in which he loved and was loved. Paulin’s Unionist ends up at the Strangers’ House:




But I went underground


to the Strangers’ House—







We vouch, they swore,


We deem, they cried,


Till I said, ‘Out…


I may go out that door


And walk the streets


Searching my own people.’





What is the Strangers’ House? This is perhaps a reference to the Strangers’ Home, or, to give the place its full title, the Strangers’ Home for Asiatics, Africans, and South Sea Islanders. For the eighty years between 1857 and 1937, this institution provided temporary lodging for a small number of the many foreign sailors who had served on British ships, only to find themselves adrift in London at the end of their careers. The Strangers’ Home was built on West India Dock Road in Limehouse, a Thameside district which was then at the centre of London’s maritime commerce. Residents would stay at the Home until they could find working passage back to their own countries, most of which were subject to British imperial rule. Used up by navy and trading company, they waited at the heart of empire for a ship home. It is here that Paulin’s Unionist has his final, awful revelation. This is a truth so shocking that it is only ever implied. The Ulster Unionist recognises these dispersed and exhausted subjects of the Empire. The Strangers’ House, with all its watery associations, is home. He flies out into the street, ‘searching my own people’, but of course he has already found them. This is not a truth that he can admit to himself, and so he walks on through the London streets. All that remains is homesickness.


Tom Paulin lays bare the uncertainty at the heart of Ulster Unionism—the terrible suspicion that they are mired between Catholic Ireland and indifferent Britain, foreigners everywhere. Naturally this longing for a home is not unique to the Unionist tradition; it pervades the writing that has emerged from Northern Ireland over the past century. Writers from Catholic backgrounds have felt just as excluded and uncertain, though in a different fashion. When Seamus Heaney was asked about identity, he would answer with great care, although I suspect that he found the invitation to parcel himself off in this way rather crude. Such questions seem childish when set against Heaney’s work, and it is in the work that we find an answer:




Once we presumed to found ourselves for good


Between its blue hills and those sandless shores


Where we spent our desperate night in prayer and vigil,






Once we had gathered driftwood, made a hearth


And hung our cauldron in its firmament,


The island broke beneath us like a wave.






The land sustaining us seemed to hold firm


Only when we embraced it in extremis.


All I believe that happened there was vision.


—‘The Disappearing Island’





‘To found ourselves for good’—to build a home—is a presumption. Heaney suggests that home, that solid word, among the most concrete and wholesome in the English language, is a fantasy. The poem peels certainties away. Only in extremis—at the point of death—does solidity return. But not even this is sure: the island has already broken ‘like a wave’, and it will do so again. Waves are rarely solitary, after all; they build and break in succession. They will go on breaking and reforming, dousing the hearth and overturning the cauldron. At the last, Heaney holes the poem beneath the waterline: this is not what happened, it is what is believed to have happened. The vision is suspect. Heaney described the poem as one of a sequence chronicling his loss of faith in Irish patriotism as the Troubles drew on. Heaney’s islander, like Paulin’s Unionist, finds certainty washed away. Nationalist and Unionist alike find themselves adrift. They are all inhabitants of the disappearing island, tenants of the Strangers’ House.















CHAPTER ONE



A product of long corridors


Little Lea is a strange house. This strangeness is not obvious at first glance. The house has a well-fed look. It exudes the paunchy, serene air of an accountant three years from retirement. Brick walls, a mellow sanguine that comes only with time. There are generous bay windows and tall chimney stacks, perhaps a little too tall, as if some long-dead architect made a mistake with the blueprints. A large garden surrounds the house, grass giving way to mounded shrubs and, near the driveway, a young monkey puzzle. The road beyond is green in the summer, green with rhododendron, laurel, and broad trees. C. S. Lewis did not like Little Lea. More than that, he found it strange.


Perhaps it is not a very Belfast house. No, it is not what you might expect. When I visit on a May afternoon it makes me think of southern England. Those parts of Berkshire or Surrey that are too spacious to be suburban and too pruned to be rural. I think of a woman in a chair beyond the bay window, and dust on framed photographs, and a clock ticking. It is exactly the sort of drowsy settlement described by Louis MacNeice at the start of Autumn Journal (1939): ‘Close and slow, summer is ending in Hampshire, / Ebbing away down ramps of shaven lawn where close- / clipped yew / Insulates the lives of retired generals and admirals / And the spyglasses hung in the hall and the prayer- / books ready in the pew’. Little Lea is not the Belfast lived in by most people. And though it is neat and trim, there is a sadness to the place.


Clive Staples Lewis was born in Belfast in 1898. The first seven years of his life were spent in a semidetached Victorian house on Dundela Avenue, in the east of the city. That house has been replaced by a block of flats, but examples of its type remain on the street, pairs of high-ceilinged villas which seem to be in a constant state of renovation. Lewis was content there, apart from the nightmares.


Nightmares. It is easy to make too much of them. All children have bad dreams. Most adults have them too, although we learn to blink them off when morning comes. Yet I am struck by the fact that the first three writers in this book—C. S. Lewis, Forrest Reid, and Louis MacNeice—all had nightmares so memorable that they seemed worthy of record decades after their occurrence. All three men described their childhood nightmares in their respective memoirs. MacNeice’s sound the most unpleasant because they are not attached to anything in particular; at least Lewis had the advantage of being able to name his fears: ‘My bad dreams were of two kinds, those about spectres and those about insects. The second were, beyond comparison, the worse; to this day I would rather meet a ghost than a tarantula.’ Lewis managed to overcome his phobia of insects, but the ghosts were another matter.


In 1905, the Lewis family moved to Little Lea. The ‘New House’, as Lewis called it, is a twenty-minute walk from Dundela Avenue, and today the two places are part of the same comfortable suburban spread which marks the northeastern edge of Belfast. This was not always so. Clive’s father, Albert, built the house on a site that, although close to his business in town, was at a remove from the pollution and noise of a city famous for linen mills and shipbuilding. Although the house retains its tranquil air, much has changed in the surrounding area. As a child, Lewis was able to stand at the front door of Little Lea and find nothing but fields between him and Belfast Lough. Now that same view would be obstructed by hundreds of houses, a stretch of motorway, and the concrete oblong of Belfast City Airport. The difference is most apparent at night. Today’s orange wash of streetlamps and bedroom windows would seem strange to a boy used to the dark of an empty strand, broken only by the lights of ships heading to their berths.


We can guess at what Lewis might have thought of these changes. While he was more at home with prose than poetry—indeed, his enduring dislike of Louis MacNeice has been attributed to professional jealousy on that score—Lewis did write verse, and in ‘Pan’s Purge’ (1947) he bemoaned the triumph of modernity:




I dreamt that all the planning of peremptory humanity


Had crushed Nature finally beneath the foot of Man;


Birth-control and merriment, Earth completely sterilized,


Bungalow and fun-fair, had fulfilled our Plan…





The poem concludes with Pan’s return. The goaty god tears down the cities and reseeds the earth. Man is freed from his own creation. Unplanned Pan has yet to make a reappearance in Belfast. Bungalows there are many, and although nature has not been entirely crushed, Lewis’s childhood landscape is all but gone. Nevertheless, some things survive. St. Mark’s Church remains the tallest structure in this part of Belfast. Lewis was christened there, and his maternal grandfather served as its first rector. The Victorian pillar of the bell tower is so large that the main body of the church seems a squat and embarrassed afterthought. This scale is appropriate, as St. Mark’s had to compete for attention with the gantries and cranes of the Harland & Wolff shipyard, which still dominates the lough’s southern shore. The yolk-yellow cranes that loom over Belfast today were not built in Lewis’s lifetime, but their predecessors were just as vast, a forest of steel smoking at the water’s edge. Harland & Wolff built some of the finest ships in the world, and on visits home from school between 1909 and 1911, Lewis would have been able to sit on his front porch and watch the hull of RMS Titanic grow skyward.


Things were never quite right at Little Lea. Albert Lewis had commissioned a home fit for a successful lawyer, and to all appearances the tradesmen had delivered. But appearances are not everything in a house. Little Lea was draughty. The drains did not drain and the chimneys did not draw. The place felt too large for a family of four, even with the addition of the cook and maids then essential in a middle-class household. Dundela Avenue had been a home. Little Lea was just a big house. Writing in 1955, a full fifty years after his family settled there, Lewis described the uncanny qualities of the new house as crucial to his development:




The New House is almost a major character in my story. I am a product of long corridors, empty sunlit rooms, upstair indoor silences, attics explored in solitude, distant noises of gurgling cisterns and pipes, and the noise of wind under tiles.





Lewis spent hours in the attics of Little Lea. When his brother was home from school, they would play together, but Clive was alone much of the time, a little boy listening to the wind. He devoured books and stories. His nursemaid had told him Irish legends when he was very young, tales like that of Cú Chulainn, the Hound of Ulster, who stood alone against mighty armies. Now he could read for himself, and once he had started, he did not stop for the rest of his life. Mythology fascinated him, whether it was Greek, Irish, or Norse. He loved the romance of the Middle Ages, and for a while, Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sir Nigel was his favourite novel.


It was only a matter of time before he started telling stories of his own. Animal-Land was born in the attics of Little Lea. This was the first of the fantastic worlds he created, a dream country which combined his interest in both animals and medieval knighthood. He wrote stories about the events that took place there and illustrated them himself. In his autobiography, Lewis makes much of his need to give that world an internal coherence. Animal-Land required much more than a cast of ‘chivalrous mice.’ The nascent scholar in him would not settle for a childish fantasia of the woolly kind. These stories mattered a great deal to Lewis. They had to make sense precisely because he cared so much for them. So he set about constructing a chronology and a geography for this strange new country. Maps were drawn and technological advances explained. He even aped the sceptical analysis typical of the historian: ‘The chivalric adventures which filled my stories were in it alluded to very lightly and the reader was warned that they might be “only legends”.’


Perhaps Lewis was a natural sceptic. This would be borne out by his later career, both as an Oxford don and as a Christian apologist. Much of his working life was spent probing the work of his undergraduates—sitting opposite them, listening to their weekly essays, and then slowly pulling their arguments apart over the course of an hour. Naturally, his books on the Christian faith required a different kind of scepticism. This was not the scientific, critical judgement of the scholar. It was the willingness to take stock of an increasingly secular, liberated society and dare to find it wanting. The obvious was not necessarily true. Total faith in the material world and its rhythms could leave a man open to reversals of the most sudden and devastating kind. This was a lesson that Lewis learned at Little Lea.


In early 1908, Flora Lewis disappeared. She was still in the house, but Clive was not allowed to see her. Doors opened and closed. Strangers came and went. An atmosphere of whispering in hallways and distracted adults. The sense that the life of the house was running down, failing. Abdominal cancer was diagnosed. The operation to save Flora did not take place in hospital, but at Little Lea. Clive was told nothing. After a brief reprieve, Flora died, just eight months after her diagnosis. The house, initially a large and slightly uncanny playground, had become something quite different. It was now a house of whispers, a house in which gowned figures holding trays of steel implements made familiar rooms sinister, a house in which his mother had died.


Flora’s death marked the end of Clive’s boyhood. Albert packed him off to school in England, recalled him to Belfast for a year, and then sent him back to England for a spell at Malvern College. Private tuition to prepare him for the Oxford entrance exams followed. He secured a scholarship to University College Oxford in 1917, and arrived to begin his studies in the April of that year, only to be called up by the British Army a few weeks later. He was a serving officer on the Western Front by November 1917. After the war he returned to Oxford and never left again.


The brief, prewar period in Oxford was a revelation. Lewis fell in love with the city, with his set of panelled rooms and the warren of quadrangles and winding lanes that cocooned them. It is difficult to imagine a more seductive place for a young man of his aesthetic bent and ferocious reading habits, and his infatuation with one of the most beautiful cities in Europe was to be expected. Rather less expected, perhaps, was the chance to meet other Irish people there. Oxford was his first opportunity to befriend Irishmen who did not hail from the bourgeois Unionist milieu in which he had grown up. Then as now, some of the most passionate Irish Nationalists were to be found living happily in England, and Lewis quickly became close to one such man in his college, Theobald Butler.


Butler’s initial attraction seems to have been his impressive book collection and deep literary knowledge (he introduced Clive to many new authors, including the Marquis de Sade), but he had a political impact on the young Lewis too. Among Butler’s books were the poems of Joseph Plunkett, who had been executed in May 1916 for his participation in the Easter Rising. When they tired of Nationalist literature, Lewis and Butler spent many contented hours discussing the innumerable and egregious failings of the English people. Writing home to a friend in Belfast, Lewis described a typical conversation with Butler: ‘Like all Irish people who meet in England we ended by criticisms on the invincible flippancy and dullness of the Anglo-Saxon race. After all, there is no doubt, ami, that the Irish are the only people: with all their faults I would not gladly live or die among other folk.’ By the summer of 1917, Lewis had come to reject what he clearly regarded as the rather vulgar Unionist politics of his upbringing in favour of the romantic overtures of ‘the real Ireland’:




’Tis true that I have no patriotic feeling for anything in England, except Oxford for which I would live and die. But as to Ireland you know that none loves the hills of Down (or of Donegal) better than I: and indeed, partly from interest in Yeats and Celtic mythology, partly from a natural repulsion to noisy drum-beating, bullying Orange-men and partly from association with Butler, I begin to have a very warm feeling for Ireland in general. I mean the real Ireland of Patsy Macan etc, not so much our protestant north. Indeed, if I ever get interested in politics, I shall probably be a nationalist.





‘The real Ireland of Patsy Macan’. Perhaps it was inevitable that the young Lewis believed that ‘real Ireland’ could be found in a fictional character. Patsy Mac Cann (Lewis misspelled the name) was not a politician or a revolutionary, but the central character in a novel. The Demi-Gods (1914) was written by James Stephens, one of many Dubliners who specialised in idealised depictions of rural Ireland in the early twentieth century. Stephens is best known today for his novel The Crock of Gold (1912) and for his eyewitness account of the Easter Rising, The Insurrection in Dublin (1916). In The Demi-Gods, Patsy wanders Ireland with his daughter Mary and a fractious donkey. They are joined by three angels, with whom Patsy and Mary enjoy a series of picaresque adventures. Although it was natural for Lewis to be drawn to a book with a fantastical dimension, the details of the plot matter less than the atmosphere of the novel and the characterisation of Patsy Mac Cann himself. Mac Cann’s Ireland is a dream and it follows a dream logic. The impossible is commonplace there, the extraordinary swiftly assimilated: ‘The Mac Canns, so far as they professed a religion, were Catholics. Deeper than that they were Irish folk. From their cradles, if ever they had cradles other than a mother’s breast and shoulder, they had supped on wonder.’ Stephens’s gushing fable might make a modern reader squirm, but his work is not without humour, and it gave Lewis a different way of seeing his homeland.


Lewis grew up with a particular shade of Protestantism. The Protestants of Ireland have never been a single, monolithic entity. Lewis’s family were Church of Ireland, the preferred faith of the professional middle classes. The more radical, nonconforming Protestant congregations that flourished in Belfast would have been as alien to Lewis as a weekend break in a Trappist monastery. This multitude of Protestantisms is still alive and well today. A short walk from St. Mark’s, the stately Victorian edifice in which Lewis was baptised, lies the Ballyhackamore Gospel Hall, a low grey building that is home to an assembly of Christian Brethren, an evangelical denomination which favours extreme simplicity of worship. Outside the Gospel Hall is a sign reminding passersby that THE WAGES OF SIN IS DEATH. A Church of Ireland man, though agreeing with the message in principle, would probably find the mode of delivery a touch de trop. Men like Lewis were raised to favour a restrained and moderate Christianity. The Church of Ireland was stately, solid, august. It was the church of the lawyer, the tea merchant, the mill owner, the doctor, and the engineer. Above all, it was the church at the heart of middle-class Unionism.


Lewis does not dwell on politics in his autobiography, yet it is clear that Unionism was part of the warp and weft of his childhood. His brother, Warren, recalled the endless political jawing between Albert Lewis and his friends during the long evenings at Little Lea: ‘The religious, political and social cleavage between the Protestant Unionist and the Roman Catholic Nationalist was as deep and rigid as that which separates the Moslem from the Hindu… No man came to my father’s house who did not hold exactly the same political views as he did himself; from which it followed that there was nothing which could be properly described as discussion between host and guest at all’. Instead there was the stale rehashing of points agreed upon by everyone in the room. Talk for the sake of mutual reassurance. It is no wonder that a fey and imaginative boy like Clive found nothing to excite him in his father’s Unionism. The Ireland of Belfast’s upper middle class held no interest for him. The mundane urban life of ‘our protestant north’ was no good. For Lewis, the only reality that mattered was the romantic fantasy of Patsy Mac Cann. Many people would find such a position perverse; typically, Lewis had no difficulty in finding a novel more real than the world around him.


Lewis largely experienced the partition of Ireland through letters. His upbringing gave him some cachet with fellow undergraduates, who assumed that his trips home must have been a ‘great adventure.’ Many of these undergraduates would, like Lewis, have been serving in the trenches of France and Belgium just three years before, and one imagines that they were rather difficult to impress. While it was not the Western Front, Belfast had seen a great deal of violence since the Government of Ireland Act was passed in 1920. This was the legislation that created a Northern Irish state which would remain integral to the United Kingdom, while recognising an independent Irish nation. The commencement of this act, on 3 May 1921, saw the partition of the island of Ireland. Westminster politicians hoped that the act would satisfy the demands of both communities. The Irish people would finally be free to govern themselves, while northern Protestants like Albert Lewis—who feared financial ruin, political impotence, and cultural irrelevance in a new Ireland—would find their lives reassuringly unchanged.


The Government of Ireland Act 1920 was a compromise, and naturally it pleased no one. Two-thirds of the people living in the newly minted Northern Ireland were Protestant, but that still left nearly half a million Catholics marooned on the wrong side of the new border—a border that many held to be the illegitimate imposition of a foreign power. Meanwhile, Protestants remained anxious about their place in the Union. Although the establishment of Northern Ireland gave them a measure of security, they were now citizens of a tiny statelet that was dependent on the goodwill of Britain for its continued survival.


The period between 1920 and 1922 was a bloody one. Sectarian violence erupted across the North. Belfast was particularly tense, and Lewis was alarmed to discover that a police post had been erected on the street outside Little Lea: ‘Your news of a post at our back gate was, I must admit, rather a shock to the imagination when I first read it. I hope it will not “draw the enemy’s fire”.’ The comfortable enclave of well-to-do Protestants in which he had grown up was now an appealing target. Little Lea was on a war footing:




I keep on hearing of ‘battle, murder and sudden death’ in the streets of Belfast. How long is this to continue I wonder? To me peace is so obviously the good and the condition of all other goods that perhaps I do not sufficiently appreciate the motives of those, in any party, who wish to settle everything by shooting. I hope you are keeping well, and that you already wear your shrapnel helmet when travelling on a tram.





It seems that the modish Nationalism of Lewis’s undergraduate years was discarded as easily as his Unionist upbringing. As a grown man he despaired of both communities, and in 1950 he would describe Northern Ireland as a case study in ‘the daemonic character of popular political “causes”.’ This is not to say that he lost faith in his real Ireland. Even once he had secured a permanent position at Oxford, he still mused about whether he should return for good: ‘Certainly the actual country appeals to me more every time I go home… I find more and more a something in every Irish scene which you can’t get elsewhere, and which, though not better in itself, is better for us. I think “roughness without severity” is the nearest one can get to it. It is grand and desolate and yet somehow one feels at home.’


That he never did go home permanently is beside the point. Perhaps everyone needs some theoretical escape, a half-planned existence running parallel to the dailyness of living, an existence with which we might one day intersect. Although Lewis remained in Oxford, he returned to Belfast frequently. He escaped for long walks in the Antrim hills whenever he could and enjoyed trips south of the border, which he referred to laughingly as the ‘Iron Curtain’. Ireland was a reservoir from which he drew water for the rest of his life, and this influence can be found in his most famous creation.


Not many people would associate Narnia with Ireland. On the contrary, a casual reader of the books will come away with an almost overwhelming impression of Englishness. Think of the names of those children, the ones who leave our world through a wardrobe. They are the safest, most English names imaginable: Peter, Susan, Edmund, Lucy. The children themselves are essentially interchangeable. The only one of them that really sticks in the mind—no doubt because he has a mind himself—is Edmund, the boy who succumbs to temptation in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950). Edmund alone fails to live up to the vision of the perfect English schoolboy. The rest of them act like bank managers in training. They are forever telling each other to stop being silly or to go to bed, and are always ready to offer a miniature homily, whether it has been asked for or not. When reading the Narnia books, I think of the first chapter of William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, when the children on the desert island are full of sensible ideas and grand plans that the reader knows will degenerate into chaos and bloodshed within fifty pages. But in Narnia, of course, the chaos never comes; winter ends, the prince is rescued, threatened order is always restored. In Lord of the Flies, the naval officer who rescues the children looks at the feral survivors and muses sadly that ‘I should have thought that a pack of British boys—you’re all British aren’t you?—would have been able to put up a better show than that’. The children of Narnia would meet his expectations all right.


This is not a criticism of Lewis. It is simply to observe that Narnia embodies a particular idea of How Children Should Behave that flourished in English literature in the years following the Second World War. Arthur Ransome, Enid Blyton. They were all at it. The purse-lipped moral rectitude of these rather blank, earnest characters is a quintessentially English fantasy of childhood. The settings, too, contribute to the Englishness of the series. The children in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe have been evacuated from a bombed-out London. The Silver Chair opens in the depressing environs of an experimental school. The postwar malaise of 1950s Britain is a constant background hum—Edmund’s acceptance of the Turkish delight offered to him by the White Witch makes much more sense when you consider that sugar was rationed in England until 1953. It is difficult to imagine that any trace of Lewis’s Ireland could be found in such English books. But such a trace is there. You just have to look for it.
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