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Praise for Michael Harding


‘Harding is a self-deprecating and winsome writer whose bittersweet musings on middle-age, loneliness and the search for spiritual enlightenment … are leavened by an incredibly dry and unforced wit’


Metro Herald


‘Often funny, occasionally disturbing and not without its moments of deep sadness, Harding has peeled back his soul and held it out on the palm of his hand for all to see’


Christine Dwyer-Hickey


‘A repository of modern man’s deepest fears, Harding emerges as something of an embattled hero for our times … It’s rare for a memoir to demand such intense emotional involvement, and rarer still for it to be so fully rewarded’


Sunday Times


‘Hilarious, and tender, and mad, and harrowing, and wistful, and always beautifully written. A wonderful book’


Kevin Barry


‘Beautifully written … gives us permission to be lost, sick, sad, creative, happy and compassionate – in short, to be human’


Mary McEvoy, Irish Independent


‘This memoir grabs you from the outset and holds you right to the end. His language sings’


Deirdre Purcell


‘Written in lyrical prose, it provides a compelling insight into the turbulent emotions that rage behind so many of the bland faces we meet in everyday life’


Sunday Business Post


‘This frank and unflinching memoir offers a fascinating insight into the mind of the author of two of the finest Irish novels of the eighties’


Pat McCabe


‘Difficult to put down’


The Irish Times









Michael Harding is an author and playwright. A recipient of the Stewart Parker Award for theatre, a Hennessy Award for Short Stories and a Bank of Ireland/RTÉ award for Excellence in the Arts in 1990, he has written numerous plays for the Abbey Theatre and was writer in association with the National Theatre in 1993.


He is a member of Aosdána, a columnist for over fifteen years with The Irish Times and his podcasts are available on the Patreon platform.
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For Joe and Annie









A Pilgrimage Is Like Life; it Is About Letting Go


On the sixth of August in 2023 I was seventy years old. And I asked myself how I ended up at the back of the house in a shed overlooking the lake. In fact, it’s a very large garden room behind the house, cluttered with religious paraphernalia.


Outside this room time moves slowly. My beloved comes and goes on the pathway through the garden to her studio where another universe spins in its own cosmic mysteries. And occasionally my daughter arrives, in a jeep, all smiles and full of stories about horses.


The cats pace across the backyard looking for dinner. One of them is blind, one of them has a broken back, and the king tom is black and moves like a lion. We call him Charlie. He is our favourite. He almost died ten years ago by swallowing the bone of a chicken leg. I saw it going into his mouth. I was watching from the window. But it was too late to stop him. It was going in and down his gullet like he loved it. The vet gave him tablets that softened the bone inside and it turned to a kind of cement in his stomach and ever since he has suffered occasionally from a light bleed. But I suppose compared to my own gut, which hasn’t functioned smoothly in a decade, he got off lightly. So, life goes on in the yard outside and everything out there is dramatic, and everything in here is quiet.


Like a womb, with a warm stove in winter, and background music from a sound bar, and I sit dozing by the fire all day. But now I realise my entire life has slipped away in this refuge and that worries me.


And if not in this room, then in other rooms like it. One studio after another. All because I am a writer. In the studio there is no time. It’s a continuous moment into which I step again and again on each new day. A place where the stove is always lit, the little flames flicker in the grate and the cast-iron box throws out a fiercely comforting heat. I sit on a soft armchair listening to Brahms or Beethoven, or some sean-nós singer, or the All-Night Vespers of Rachmaninoff.


And although I’ve written about my mother, and my childhood, and my beloved, and the cats and the trees and wild horses, I have never written about my father.


So, on my seventieth birthday I resolved to walk a short Camino in Spain sometime during the following twelve months: from Sarria to Santiago, echoing the pilgrims of history that made the journey to hear the great bell and see the magnificent thurible swing across the sanctuary in the cathedral dedicated to the apostle James.


I told nobody what my intention was. I was worried that people might think it was a silly idea. Sentimental and indulgent. To walk with my father on the Camino. I just said I’d like to stretch my legs a little.


My father was forty-seven years dead in 2023. Almost half a century. So that may have been a trigger. And I hoped some part of him would be with me. I could ponder his story, reflect on his life, think about his character. I could resolve the mystery of how I relate to him, and he to me, and what it means to have a father.


Maybe it was also because I was seventy and had been through a few minor illnesses and this was an end-of-life yearning in me. An awakening appropriate for someone touching old age. A bucket-list priority: to make a pilgrimage, and to know my father.


Although, to be honest, it worried me that I might not be physically fit for the full walk so I chose to book a trip that would allow me six days to complete 126 kilometres. They told me that was the easy Camino.


Demons whispered in my ear that it was a waste of time and that if I had not resolved my relationship with my father by now, it wasn’t likely that walking the laneways of Spain was going to change anything. But nonetheless I began to embrace the idea that I would walk the holy pathway, and in the end, I would be a different person by the time I got to the cathedral in the city of Santiago. Even if I did not come to know my father better, at least the pilgrimage might make me a better person. Although any therapist might have told me this was magical thinking and far too much to expect.


I have worked with a therapist on several occasions through the years. Because in the past I have suffered from anxiety and have lived like a prisoner in my studio.


The road to Santiago is wonderful because it is not just a geographical fact. The pathway floats in the imaginal realm. The road to Santiago is a road to everywhere. You walk through the decades of your life, you meet the people you loved both living and dead, and in the end, you find that just physically walking has brought your mind into the heart, and your heart has once again become the compass of life.


At a surface level it is a pathway to a city in the province of Galicia in northern Spain. But in the imaginal realm it is also a journey towards the Buddha, and it is the meandering medieval track of many a bewildered saint. In short, like any pilgrim way, it is a journey at the physical level and a journey into the interior of the mind. I might be a poet in search of the moon, or a child going home to Mother. These are possibilities open to anyone. Because the Camino is for everyone.


Although never once did I think of it as a child going home to Daddy. That was a frame of intimacy that never quite existed in my childhood so how could it surface in the narrative of old age? A recollection of walking or running towards Daddy long ago doesn’t exist and I don’t remember any such spontaneous moment in childhood. It is like I never knew him. And yet that was the purpose of the pilgrimage. To discover him where he might still reside inside me.


But as I sat in my studio, comforted by Christian icons, the Mother of God, Christ of Sinai, three wise men, Jacob, Nicodemus and Irenaeus whom I found in a car boot sale in Carrick-on-Shannon, and a view of the lake, flicking through brochures from U Walk, a travel company in Navan, I never imagined my father would come so close to me as he did on the road to Santiago.


I dreamed of a perfect pilgrimage. I dreamed I was sitting at a window on a hot night in Spain, where the cicadas sing and the wine bottle on the table is empty and the smell of fresh bread fills the room and a girl with brown hair and berry-brown skin is eating olives and her rucksack lies in the corner, the shell of Compostela hanging from the straps, and us talking maybe about her father or my father or the one Father in all of us.


‘Just imagine if my father was your father,’ I say to her, and then I wake with a shock.


‘What’s wrong with you?’ the beloved asks. ‘Can you not sleep?’


‘I keep thinking of the Camino,’ I say, hiding almost everything.


On the train to Dublin one day I met an old monk. He boarded the train in Mullingar, an elderly man in a brown Franciscan habit and brown sandals. He sat opposite me and stared so long into my face that he frightened the wits out of me. A no-nonsense kind of monk. Perhaps he’s just an old man with a short fuse, I thought. Not grumpy but volatile.


I told him how I was going to do the Camino in Spain during the spring or summer. I thought that might impress him. It didn’t.


He just sneered and stared and so I avoided him for the rest of the journey by looking at my phone and staring out the window. To my relief he rose to leave as the train pulled into Maynooth station. I watched the high walls of the seminary that skirted the train tracks. I could see the spire and the rooftops of the dormitories within. Rooms I had spent years in while studying for the priesthood in my twenties. The spire of the great chapel where I had prostrated before the altar to be ordained. Avenues on the far side of the wall where I had walked year in and year out in the hope of finding some kind of fatherly God.


That was my seminary life, which my father in Cavan funded though he disapproved of it. On my first year he tried to persuade me to do something else. So much so that after a year I left the seminary, continued as a lay student until I had completed my Bachelor of Arts degree and then went in search of an alternative career as a teacher in Glangevlin. Only after he died in July of 1976 did I write to the authorities in Maynooth asking them if they would allow me to resume my studies in the seminary.


The old monk grabbed a briefcase from the rack overhead and leaned down to say something to me.


‘Don’t forget that a pilgrimage is like life; it is all about letting go.’


And suddenly I woke and realised he was only a creature in my dreaming. I was dozing on the train. But we were indeed slowing down, approaching the station in Maynooth. And sure enough there was a quiet little man in brown robes opposite me who I thought gave me a strange look before he disembarked.









PART ONE









A Stranger in the Fog


I spent years in public houses, both before and after my father died, not for the sake of libation but because I was at some level searching for him everywhere – from public houses to quiet sanctuaries, and in books I wrote and beneath the spotlight in every public hall and theatre.


Not that he was in any way an heroic figure; even before his death he had drifted far away from anything remotely like ‘my daddy’. Because he was fiercely old. His limbs were ivory, his constipation meds were stuffed in the drawers of the sideboard in the dining room, and whatever occupied his mind as he stretched on his bed listening to BBC Radio 3 was not anything I might understand.


Every time I saw him in those feeble moments, reclining on beds or asleep on a deckchair, I despised him a little. What kind of father would just lie there doing nothing? What daddy could dare to be so old?


Going to the pub was an alternative reality. Meeting men was a metaphor. Every old man was, as the poem says, my father. And I embodied the metaphor as I stood at the counter of each new bar.


It began the moment I stepped into a pub on Main Street in Cavan. I was sixteen. I brushed up against older men for the first time with a new intimacy. I smoked Major cigarettes. I ordered pints and held a half-crown out in my sweaty boyish palm. I was sure that I had become a man on that occasion.


There was hardly enough space for a single row of drinkers at the bar. People sat on high stools, shoulder to shoulder, and along the wall behind them there was a ledge where another row of customers stood. The space was more like a corridor to nowhere.


Sometimes poets in their twenties would arrive, bearded men with loose tobacco and hip flasks of whiskey, and girls in dungarees following beside them, all aglow with their boyfriends’ boldness.


Civil servants got plastered on high stools. Teachers in the secondary schools were addressed with first-name intimacy by young fellows they had once chastised in class. Everyone was squashed together, and mostly male. And as clear as the billowing smoke of our cigarettes, a blue fog of loneliness enveloped us in a patriarchal barracks.


But it had what every Irish pub can promise above all else – a sense of belonging and intimacy; and those were the things I never had with my father.


Somewhere in that world of broken masculinity I could smell my father. As if he was there and not in the dining room at home where he sat with his shirt sleeves rolled up and his braces holding up the trousers of his blue suit as he tackled an evening salad of lettuce, ham, boiled egg and a few slices of a tomato as hard as a turnip. He was not at home any longer. He was there among the bleary-eyed ones, the old men drenched in remorse and the working-class boys with supple bodies from physical labour. Because of his age and remoteness, his gentility and discretion became a shadow on the floor. A trace of smoke in the air. A shaft of sunlight slicing through blue plumes of smoke above our heads. It all blended into a blur of laughter and beer stains and cigarette ash on the floor, and I could almost reach out and grasp something in the air and say, ‘It’s you, Daddy, isn’t it?’ Here, surely, in this mob, in this aching collection of sorrow, you must be here, Daddy!


Maybe he was there watching me? In the shadow of the public house? Waiting for me in the wings of the stage as I finished a performance?


There was a kind of hole at the centre of every bar, lounge or bawdy party that I stepped into, and it became so enormous that the world got swallowed by emptiness


His gift as a father was his gentle and remote wisdom. But his failure was his lack of intimacy. The burden that I carried as he grew old was the void in him. Even before his death I felt I had failed to find belonging with him, and that he belonged nowhere.


That’s how tethered I remained over many years to the man in Cavan who sat under his standard lamp during my childhood. And the void he left in the heart filled up with a longing for him.


There was tenderness in him certainly when he tried to hug or kiss me goodnight, or when he tried to explain, when he was resting on the bed listening to Radio 3, that he was really thinking of heaven and how it might be just like the beauty of this life except more magnified. And there must have been much more tenderness evident long ago in all the songs he once sang, and which people remembered him singing at parties many years before I was born. But that tenderness passed me by. I didn’t feel it.


He couldn’t quite do the physical things that daddies do. Maybe he had no emotional intelligence at all, and so could not communicate how he felt apart from just talking his emotions down the phone. And if I ached for it as a child when he was alive, then my body surely screeched out for it as a man, when after the funeral I found that he was gone and had left this gap, this space of nothing inside me which could only be filled with a clatter of masculinity, sweat and beer, and which was promised at the door of every public house in the country.


After the funeral I found myself remembering snippets of his story as he had filtered it for me over the years of my childhood. His own father’s romantic love for a girl that worked in a hat shop on Cuffe Street in Dublin, and the consequent marriage and the birth of two children in the Guinness Buildings in Dublin’s Liberties, a home for destitutes. And then his mother’s death when he and his sister were still infants, and their impoverished childhood in a two-room cottage on Beaver Row in Donnybrook, with his Polish grandmother, her two sons and two grandchildren. And then his sister’s death.


He gave me fragmented images of an Uncle Samuel who played music on a mouth harp and did turns in music halls. But I could never tell the whole story. I could never say why his mother died so young. Why he was born in poverty. Why his father was useless. And where on the Lithuanian/Polish border his granny may have come from. Because he never offered any details. There were terrible gaps. And then he died. And it was over.


Sometimes his story welled up inside me and became my story. His father taking him to every new play at the Abbey Theatre during the turbulent years after 1916 shimmered inside me as a memory, when I walked the same streets after watching some play of my own in that same Abbey Theatre. His Uncle Samuel dancing on the flags of the little kitchen in Donnybrook. His grandmother and her sister drinking punch at Christmas when they met to remember their long-ago lives in Poland.


Such colour and fun and theatre, and yet all I knew was an accountant who lived in the drawing room and was terrified that the tiny minds of the local middle classes would turn against him if they knew of his impoverished background.


Even the memory of him in braces and shirt, at sixty years of age, holding a spade in his soft little hands, the sun blinding him despite the shades that he clipped onto his thick lenses when he was outside, filled me with sympathy for his fragile body and his jam-jar-bottom spectacles and his white chicken limbs. It all left a kind of emptiness and longing for something stronger, more muscular and male. He filled me with this ‘nothingness’ when I yearned to be a man.


In my late teens and early twenties, I drank all over the country when I was loose on the roads in summertime, thinking maybe that he might be curious, or ask me where I had been the night before, or where I was going when I went away for two weeks on the trot. But rural Ireland beyond the drawing room was a jungle to him.


‘I’m going to stay with a friend,’ I’d say. ‘He’s in my class in Maynooth.’ And I’d hitch lifts to Derry or Cork to visit classmates.


Yet in another way, he came with me; my father was like a ghost beside me even as I stood on ditches and waited in hope for the next car to pass. No more than a shadow beneath a signpost or a figure in a black coat at the far end of a bar. I accepted him like one accepts a river or a mountain.


The father inside me.


I would compare every car I hitched to my father’s Austin A40. Was it bigger? Flashier? Smaller? And every driver that I shared a cigarette with had arms I scrutinised, maybe bronze from working in the fields, and I’d think of my poor little daddy and his ridiculous limbs.


But now as I sit by the fire in my studio and look back on those days more than fifty years ago, I am broken-hearted and remorseful that I wasted so much time in this little room. Too many years spent alone and melancholic, wasting time by reflecting on the passing of time. Too much time being a writer, which is what he made of me.


I fumbled around for many years because I wanted him to be someone he wasn’t. I wanted me to be someone I wasn’t. I didn’t know that his need for belonging was my need for belonging.


I spent a lifetime trying to find him but only when small illnesses prefigured the ultimate destination of my own human life was I released from the expectations I had put on him. I wanted him to be the source of my being, the foundation of my meaning, the homeland where I belonged. But he was none of those things. He was just a man.


I see all those nights from the past as they flit by in my memory. One pub after another, one bar after another. An endless longing for company and fun and craic that propelled me through the doors of so many lounges, snugs and function rooms in hundreds of hotels.


And what was I looking for?


It might have been reassurance, some endorsement of who I was as a man. An endorsement of masculinity, perhaps. Other times it may have been healing that I was looking for in the face of all the self-loathing that arises not just in childhood or adolescence but throughout life when we do wrong things to others and don’t know how to fix them.


What I didn’t realise was that my father was a ghost in every room. Not just the feeble old man who lived in his armchair, but ever-present; a template of fatherhood as mysterious, demanding and forgiving.
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