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			Prologue: By Way of the Alcázar

			I have come to thank dark places for the light they bring to life.

			First lines are important. They set the tone of a book, and in a work like this one, focused as it is on travelling to some of the saddest places on earth, it is necessary to state at the outset that what follows is less sad than revelatory and appreciative. This book is about the power of dark places to add a grave beauty, like that of Hardy’s Egdon Heath, so ‘oversadly tinged’, to our lives. Dark places demand nothing of you. In speaking of them one need not make a great show of deep thought or erudition. In fact, all such pretence should be cast aside in order to receive whatever gifts, often unexpected and sometimes profoundly intimate, dark places offer to those who visit them. ‘To know the dark,’ as Wendell Berry says, one must ‘go without sight and find that dark, too, blossoms and sings.’

			In fact, dark places do just that, but always on their own terms, never to be prodded into profundity, or diminished by inflated expectations, or urged to move us in any particular way or teach us any particular lesson. Dark places do not moralize, nor offer Delphic pronouncements. Nor do they promise a sudden enlightenment. At best, we stand like children before them, quiet, listening, taking from them what we can.

			I was only nineteen when I first heard the call of dark places. I was living in Atlanta, Georgia, at the time, and had recently taken a job with a film distributor. One of my duties was to retrieve the company’s film at the end of the movie’s run. On this particular night I’d come to the city’s only art house, a theatre that ran foreign films and documentaries almost no one came to see, and thus, in that way, a rather sad place itself. I’d arrived at the theatre at around one in the morning, bleary-eyed from a full day’s work followed by evening classes at an inexpensive state college. Mine was a charmless, night-school life, financially stretched and without leisure.

			So it was a bone-tired and somewhat aggrieved young man who arrived at Film Forum that night, not at all pleased to hear that the film I’d come for had somehow been mislaid. They were looking for it, the owner assured me, and in the meantime, he invited me to watch the film currently being screened.

			The film was called To Die in Madrid. It was a documentary about the Spanish Civil War. The history it told was very stark, and I have always remembered bedraggled soldiers and weary refugees struggling along perilous mountain trails. What struck me most powerfully, however, was that in the midst of a film that chronicled such generalized suffering, the film-maker had paused to relate a very personal tragedy that had occurred in the Alcázar, the fortress that has commanded the heights of Toledo since Roman times, and which figures very prominently in El Greco’s famous rendering of the town.

			On 23 July 1936, the phone rang in the office of the Alcázar’s commanding officer, Colonel José Moscardó. He was told that Republican forces had captured his sixteen-year-old son, Luis, and that if he did not surrender the fortress, Luis would be executed. The colonel asked to speak to his son, presumably to verify his capture. The boy was brought to the phone, and for a few extraordinarily anguished moments, Colonel Moscardó talked to Luis. At the end of that brief conversation, and in a tone that could only have been fraught with sorrow, Colonel Moscardó uttered a few words whose solemn meaning would be seared into the memory of Spain. In effect, Moscardó said, ‘Prepare to die, my son.’

			Accounts vary as to what happened next. Some say Luis was shot immediately. Others say that his execution occurred a month later. But die he did, and by all accounts, he did so bravely. The Alcázar, though frightfully damaged in the ensuing bombardment, never fell.

			From the moment I saw that scene in To Die in Madrid, I felt a very powerful need to visit the Alcázar, to enter the room where that terrible exchange had taken place, and, if possible, even to see the very phone Colonel Moscardó had held that day in 1936. This need was inexplicable. I had no idea from where it came.

			Nearly twenty years passed before I had the means to answer the call of the Alcázar. By then I was married and a father, and so my wife Susan and my daughter Justine were both with me on the short bus ride from Madrid to Toledo. Even so, I felt curiously alone. It was as if something was gathering around me, sealing me off, drawing me in. Susan later said that I ‘behaved like a deep-sea diver’, alone in the depths, and this was an apt description of the solitude and vaguely perilous anticipation that came over me that morning as I closed in upon Toledo.

			The Alcázar is very large, with many rooms, and the crowds that day were thick and slow-moving. They oozed from room to room, pausing at this display cabinet or that one, some filled with uniforms, some with weapons, for by then the Alcázar had been converted into a military museum.

			At last I entered a large, rectangular room that was in terrible disrepair, as if a small bomb had gone off inside it. The walls were pocked with holes and there were large chips in the plaster and the woodwork. It was divided roughly in half by a red cord visitors were not allowed to cross. This was Colonel Moscardó’s office, reverently preserved in its exact state on the day he left the Alcázar. His portrait hung from one wall, the fifty-eight-year-old Moscardó very solemn in his uniform, a firm grasp on his sabre. There was also a portrait of Luis, very much a young man, casually dressed in civilian trousers and a billowy white shirt. A large desk remained in place behind the red cord. It was about halfway into the room, and beside it sat a small table upon which rested a phone protectively encased in glass. It looked no different from any other phone of the period. It was black and made of Bakelite. But this phone was that phone, the one over which Colonel Moscardó and Luis had spoken on that tragic day, a phone that now rested in sacred silence as lines of tourists filed by.

			Most of these visitors did not pause for very long as they moved through the room. But I had travelled so far, and the phone now before me had come to occupy so mythic a place in my mind, that I lingered for a time, trying to imagine how charged with sorrow the air must have been on the day it rang into history. For a while, I simply stood and stared at it in a nearly hypnotic way, as one might stare at a religious relic. At last, I thought, I had answered that strange call. Then, with the crowd pressing around me, I strolled out onto one of the wide ramparts of the Alcázar, looked down at the graceful terraces of Toledo, and to my immense surprise, recalled not some aspect of Spanish history but, of all things, my father. With that recollection, I suddenly realized that the inexplicable compulsion I’d felt so many years before at the Film Forum, one so strong it had never dissipated, and which had brought me thousands of miles, across a wide ocean, into a foreign country, and finally to the Alcázar, had begun with him.

			In terms of foreign travel, my father had done it only once, as a soldier during the Second World War. He rarely spoke of any of the places he had been, either in Europe or North Africa, and I never heard him express the slightest desire to return to any of them. In one of the few vaguely ‘tourist’ photographs I have of my father during this period, he sits astride a camel, dressed in his army fatigues, sporting a devilish grin. He sent this picture to my mother in 1945, and years later, when I asked him where it was taken, he said, ‘Somewhere in Africa,’ and left it at that.

			My father was, to say the least, not a man of letters. In fact, the only thing he ever said to me with regard to reading was that it caused headaches. He also suffered so severely from what is now called Attention Deficit Disorder that he could barely sit still long enough to watch a television programme, unless it was the Friday Night Fights, and even then only the featherweights moved fast enough to hold his interest. But he was an immensely kind man, who worked hard, and I had nothing but respect for him. Still, it must be said that we had nothing whatsoever in common. In fact, in fundamental ways, we were rather like the devout and doubting priests in The Devils of Loudun; we sat in the same room, but not in the same universe.

			So it was quite astonishing to me that I’d thought of him after seeing Colonel Moscardó’s phone. It was even more surprising that I’d suddenly recalled his voice quite vividly, as if he’d miraculously materialized beside me.

			Tommy, wanna see something?

			I always had, and so off we’d go to flooded fields, exploded barns or some other scene of natural destruction. I remember speeding over a bridge whose actual roadway was under water, so that we’d seemed to plunge into the creek itself, great curls of brown foam arcing up and over the truck’s mud-caked fenders as we surged recklessly and heedlessly across it. It was said of Lorca that it was the green he loved. For my father, it was the white. Ice storms mesmerized him. The fact that weight, accumulated one frozen droplet at a time, could bring down enormous trees, crack heavy limbs, snap thick electrical cables, held a genuine fascination for him. He would sometimes approach a bush encased in ice, strike it with his gloved hand so that it shattered in a crystalline spray, then shake his head at the magnificent peculiarity of it all.

			Though I could not have voiced it as a boy, I know now that my father’s attraction was to the bizarre disarrangement of familiar objects, to all that is topsy-turvy or in some form contrary to the normal shape of things. Lured to travel solely by the urge to see such sights, he sought out barns unroofed by storms, trucks and tractors that had been taken up by tornadoes then deposited in fantastical poses, upside down or standing straight up in the middle of a field. These surreal scenes were my father’s Magritte or Dalí, paintings done by nature and hung in the only museum he knew or cared to know.

			But of all the bizarre and freakish things my father and I saw together, the one I most powerfully recalled as I stood at the Alcázar, still locked in memories of him, was the scene that had provoked him to utter the only philosophical statement I ever heard him make.

			The drownings had occurred at night, the two little boats lost in blackness as they’d drifted in the treacherous currents of the Tennessee River. Earlier in the day, a family of eight had rowed out to one of the many islands that dot the river. They’d planned to return to shore well before sunset, but had delayed and delayed, until they’d finally set off in the dark. During the trip back to shore, the boats had collided and overturned, and all but the father had drowned.

			Under normal circumstances, my father would have skimmed the local paper’s account of these drownings and thought nothing more of it. The difference in this case was that all the bodies had been sent to a funeral parlour in the nearby town of Rainsville, Alabama, where they were on display!

			Tommy, wanna see something?

			The tiny funeral parlour in Rainsville looked like a crowded picnic ground by the time my father and I arrived. Large numbers of people milled about or stood in little knots of conversation among the parked cars. A long line of visitors also snaked from the front door of the parlour and wound out onto the front lawn.

			My father had little patience for such lines, but some mental calculation led him to decide that here was a sight worth waiting for, and so we joined the line. It moved slowly – at least so it would have seemed to my father’s itchy internal clock – but eventually we ascended the cement stairs and passed into the little mortuary where, at a still-tender age, I confronted the terrible consequences that may arise from even the most innocent of miscalculations.

			The coffins had been placed end to end along the walls of the room, beginning with the largest, for the overweight grandmother, and ending with the smallest, for her infant grandchild. All the caskets were open, the people inside flat on their backs, of course, hands folded together, their skin truly waxen beneath the fluorescent lights. Their hair was neatly combed, and their faces were rouged and powdered to look as natural as possible. Only their lips suggested that something terrible had happened to them. They were swollen and faintly blue, and ever after, these chilling characteristics would represent death by drowning to me; a body filling with suffocating streams of water that rushed into gasping mouths until even the lips bulged with an anguished urge to expel it.

			Outside, the lone survivor of this tragedy stood with a few other men, from time to time wiping his moist, red-rimmed eyes with the sleeve of his shirt. To my surprise, my father approached this small gathering. After a moment, one of the men in this group turned to him and said, ‘It’s a terrible thing, ain’t it, Shorty, them kids dying like that?’ To this my father replied, ‘Yeah, but you know, dying at that age, there’s many a bad thing them kids’ll never have to see.’

			This was the only comment on human life my father had ever made within my hearing, and its grim message could not have been more stark: life was filled with tragedies, some so deep and fraught with pain that to die young, before experiencing this, surely would be a blessing. It was the darkest thing I had ever heard, or would ever hear, and from that moment on, it never left me.

			I was living in New York City many years later when I learned that he was dying. I returned to Alabama and stayed with him for the next six weeks. He looked tired and faded and was now almost entirely deaf. Even the bold newspaper headlines couldn’t hold his attention, so he spent most of his time sitting in a rocking chair on our deck. He rarely spoke, but once he came out of a long silence and said, ‘You can’t be jolly all the time.’ Then, quite suddenly, he began to weep.

			‘Papa,’ I asked, ‘wanna see something?’

			He did, and so we made one last journey together, this time into the mountains that surround our town. It was summer, with warm air and blue skies, so there was nothing unusual to see, nothing disordered, nothing touched by the dark wonder of our old pursuits. We were back home within an hour.

			He died two weeks later.

			I poured his ashes into an urn, and placed my favourite picture of him in front of it. There he remains to this day, ‘somewhere in Africa’, still in his army fatigues, sitting astride a camel, that devilish grin eternally on his lips.

			Since his death, I’d thought of him many times, of course. Susan had always called him ‘a good person’, her highest compliment, and that he’d surely been. But for all that, my father had essentially remained the man who’d advised me not to read, a father with whom I’d had nothing in common, and such would he have been to me for ever were it not for the light that came to me from the darkness of the Alcázar. For as I’d stood on its ramparts that day, I’d suddenly realized that it was my father who had first opened my mind to darkness by taking me to places that held the tragic essence of all literature and art: accident, folly, the utter indifference of nature. He’d introduced me to the weird and the frightful, the arbitrary, the unfair, the inexplicable. In doing so, he’d created a need to see places yet darker and more tragic than any we’d ever seen. In effect, he’d given me a thirst, but he’d also shown me the well.

			Since that first revelation, and over a lifetime of travel, I’ve learned that other sites of dark renown are no less generous to those who take the trouble to visit them. At such places, our thoughts can become unmoored and free to roam, allowing us to experience our most intimate relationship with the past. In a sense, they generously provide a crossroads where two histories meet, our own and humanity’s, and the result can be an astonishingly loving embrace of the present by the past. One thing is clear: there is much to be gained where much has been lost, and we deny ourselves that bounty at the peril of our souls.

			For this reason, a memoir of dark travel need not be dark at all. It need not be a book of sorrows, nor one long slog through history’s abattoir. Rather, it can be, as this one is, a grateful celebration of the mysterious power of dark places to overcome their own darkness, touch us with unexpected feeling, bestow unexpected insights, some of them quite restorative to the heart. They can reintroduce us to ourselves, to those we love, and to all humanity, and by that means offer to each of us, in a different way, an entirely different light.

		

	
		
			Lourdes

			‘Well, God sure didn’t make it easy to get to,’ Susan said in her sardonic non-believer’s tone as we closed in upon Lourdes.

			It was late in August 1991, and we were negotiating the narrow mountain road that leads to this most renowned of holy sites. We had been driving for several hours by then, and the oppressive heat now added an extra dollop of discomfort to the journey. Susan was exhausted, as was Justine, but as usual we hadn’t booked ahead, and so, in hopes of reaching our destin­ation early enough to find a vacant hotel room, we pressed on along the winding road that led, at last, to Lourdes.

			Susan released a long sigh when we finally reached it. ‘Cross yourselves,’ she said.

			What spread out before us was a compact jumble of a town that seemed painfully squeezed into a narrow valley, a place that was not at all picturesque in the way of the many Pyrenean villages we’d seen by then. Unlike those largely sedate mountain settlements, this one, perhaps because of what we already knew about it, seemed to vibrate with the flutter of banknotes.

			But I also knew that from the very beginning of its religious notoriety Lourdes had defied expectations. What I didn’t know as we wound our way into the town was that it was going to do so again.

			At the time of the first apparition, Lourdes was barely French, save that it was situated within that country’s borders. Certainly the lives of the Lourdais, as the people of Lourdes called themselves, could hardly have been more different from or more utterly ignored by the great salons of Paris. Lourdes, by almost any definition, was a remote mountain backwater, and the Lourdais were the hayseeds of France.

			By the late nineteenth century, however, Zola could describe Lourdes this way:

			Coming from all parts, trains were rushing across that land of France at the same hour, all directing their course yonder towards the holy Grotto, bringing thirty thousand patients and pilgrims to the Virgin’s feet. And he reflected that other days of the year witnessed a like rush of human beings, that not a week went by without Lourdes beholding the arrival of some pilgrimage; that it was not merely France which set out on the march, but all Europe, the whole world; that in certain years of great religious fervour there had been three hundred thousand, and even five hundred thousand, pilgrims and patients streaming to the spot. (Lourdes: Of the Three Cities)

			Even now, the Pyrenees are daunting. Riding on horseback through its mountain passes, as we had done only a few days before we visited Lourdes, is an oddly confining experience. The grey walls of the mountains both tower over and press in upon you. The precipices are high and the ravines are deep. As one narrow canyon slithers around to reveal another, you realize that if you were not with a seasoned guide, you would very likely soon find yourself wandering aimlessly through a maze of grey stone.

			The isolation imposed by the Pyrenees is one of its most salient features, and Lourdes was one of the more isolated of Pyrenean villages. Susan had been quite right. It had surely not been chosen in accordance with the old real-estate dictum of location, location, location.

			As a matter of fact, before the railway, it had taken a full thirty-two hours to go from Bordeaux to Bagnères de Bigorre at the entrance to the Adour valley, and from there, the traveller had to endure another twenty-five kilometres before reaching Lourdes, the entire journey made by a coach so violently jostled that one such traveller later recommended it as a fitting conveyance through Dante’s inferno.

			In addition to geographical isolation and Parisian indifference, Lourdes had also suffered from the fact that its people had few means of support. There were no spa waters at Lourdes, so it had not prospered as had certain of its neighbouring towns, and its few industries, such as metallurgy and textiles, were so primi­tive that by the mid-nineteenth century, they had all but been replaced by more technically advanced processes and people.

			The poverty that resulted was grinding, indeed, and there were few families in and around Lourdes who did not live hardscrabble lives. They grew wheat, rye, potatoes and the like, and common fields allowed them to raise cattle and sheep and pigs, but there was little truly arable land and the money needed to feed their animals was scarce. For these people, the wolf was always at the door, along with a host of respiratory and gastrointestinal diseases. To these afflictions were added chronic malnutrition and the occasional scourge of cholera. In every way, Lourdes might have been expected to drift idly into the future, unheralded and unknown, a poor mountain village whose poverty was unlikely ever to be noticed, much less relieved.

			Among the unfortunate of Lourdes, there was perhaps no family more unfortunate than that of François Soubirous. He had once dreamed of owning a mill, but a series of troubles overtook him, so that by the 1850s he had been reduced to a common labourer. But even the lowest labour was hard to come by in Lourdes, so that in the end François, along with his wife and five children, eventually found himself homeless. A relative allowed them to live in his dreaded cachot, a single room with two beds. Outside there was an open privy, so that the interior of the room continually stank.

			It was from this dark, unheated room that François’s eldest daughter, fourteen-year-old Bernadette, proceeded on the morning of 11 February 1858. Her task was to scavenge for firewood in an area known as Massabielle, a sandy outcrop overlooked by a stony grotto that lay a little way outside the village.

			Massabielle, like Lourdes, had little to recommend it. It was overrun by pigs, and filled with their waste, a stinking recess within a jagged wall of Pyrenean stone. But it was common land, and so it could be foraged without fear of trespass or its consequent penalty, and so it was a small hand, however filthy, that remained open to the poor.

			On that morning, Bernadette had come with two other young women, neither of whom saw anything save Bernadette herself, suddenly frozen in place and staring fixedly into the grotto.

			Like Lourdes, neither the grotto nor the girl nor the appar­itions she claimed to see were particularly impressive. Bernadette was by all accounts a very ignorant girl. She spoke no French, could barely read, and knew almost nothing of Catholic doctrine save the rosary. Early interrogators thought her slow-witted. Whatever cunning she possessed, according to the nuns at her school, was certainly low. For these reasons, it is perhaps not surprising that when Bernadette returned home that day and told of her apparition, her mother first slapped her, then threatened to beat her should she have any more such crazy visions.

			But she did have more visions, and not a single one within their number was what might have been expected from such a girl as she, nor did they suggest the spectacular transformation of poor, unnoticed Lourdes that would be their fantastically unanticipated result.

			First of all, modest little Bernadette never claimed to have seen the Virgin Mary, though the apparition did finally identify itself as ‘the Immaculate Conception’, a designation, according to Bernadette’s teachers, she could not have heard. Whether this is so, or not, one thing is clear: Bernadette’s description of the figure she saw did not remotely resemble any vision of Mary yet known. In fact, she did not see a woman at all. Rather, her bafflingly odd apparition was of a quite happy female child, clothed in white, and smiling, with yellow roses at its feet. Bernadette called it ‘Aquero’, which in her patois of Gascon-Occitan means simply ‘that one’. It did not speak, but it held a rosary and made the sign of the cross. No one else saw anything, and so this first apparition was not timed, though it could not have lasted for more than a few seconds, after which Bernadette returned home to be slapped and threatened and forbidden to return to the grotto, since clearly she could not go there and retain her reason.

			But she did return, and this, too, was surprising, given not only that Bernadette was young and by nature passive and obedi­ent, but also that she was asthmatic, stricken with a stomach disorder, and probably already suffering from the tuberculosis that would kill her in a few short years, and thus, for all those reasons, a young girl with very limited strength. And yet, despite a constellation of afflictions that should certainly have weakened the will of a girl who’d never shown much will in the first place, Bernadette not only returned to the grotto a scant three days later, but did so with a dozen witnesses at her side, a fourfold increase in attendance that presaged a changing fate both for Bernadette and for Lourdes.

			Once again ‘Aquero’ did not speak, but neither did it flinch when Bernadette threw the holy water she’d brought with her in order to determine if the apparition came from God or the Devil. After that, she seems to have gone into a trance that lasted long enough to create alarm, so that some of the children returned to Lourdes and summoned their parents for help. This latter group included Bernadette’s mother, who wanted to beat her recalcitrant daughter but was restrained by the crowd.

			Visions now came apace, particularly after Aquero finally spoke, in the Lourdais dialect, of course, since he/she/it seemed not to know a word of French. On this occasion, Aquero requested that Bernadette ‘have the goodness’ to attend him/her/it at the grotto fifteen more times. Bernadette agreed, and by that time her mother was powerless to stop her. After the sixth apparition, however, the gimlet eyes of local authority at last took notice, and Bernadette was hauled before the local constable, who, after questioning her, promptly deemed the whole hallucinatory business a girlish prank.

			And yet while under this interrogation, Bernadette had remained firm and never changed her story. Oddly, however, this very steadfastness seems to have loosened Aquero’s tongue, so that during the next few apparitions the mission of Lourdes as a place of penitence and prayer began to take shape. Bernadette also became more animated during these latter occasions. At the ninth apparition she fell to the ground and began to dig. She eventually found water and drank it, then pulled up wild plants and ate them, an alarming performance that so infuriated her aunt that she was seen to slap her niece as they made their way back home. But behind them, as they walked away, the people who’d remained at the grotto began to cup their hands and drink the water Bernadette had found. The busy, bustling, miracle-working Lourdes we would later find tucked inside the eternally unmoving Pyrenees had begun.

			The waters of Lourdes contain chlorides of soda, lime and magnesia, various bicarbonates and silicates, iron oxide, sodium sulphate, phosphate and various organic matter. Since Bernadette’s first drink, twenty-seven thousand gallons a week have flowed from the spring she discovered. By believers they are thought to be healing, or at least medicinal, and vast quantities are bottled up and taken home by the six million pilgrims who now visit Lourdes each year.

			It is these crowds that now seem most to represent the thoroughly unexpected development of Lourdes after Bernadette, and which have caused it to gain an undisguised disdain among those who visit it, as we did, for something other than a cure. Secular tourists often flee the place as quickly as possible, usually shaking their heads at the vulgar spectacle the town incontestably presents. No less a literary light than Emile Zola came here in 1892, and so despised the place that he later wrote an entire novel – his most successful – in order to debunk it. Since Zola, countless other travellers have come to Lourdes only to see the ‘miracle show’ he described, and to decry it.

			Admittedly, there is much to decry, for upon first observation Lourdes gives the appearance of an enormous carnival sideshow, which is more or less what Flaubert, along with scores of other literary sceptics, called it. Hotels crowd the town, and there is the sort of bustle in their lobbies that you more often experience in theme park accommodations, save that in the hotels of Lourdes, the lobbies bristle with wheelchairs. At our hotel, they were folded up and parked in long columns that spread across the lobby, so many of them that the sunlight on their chrome frames continually flashed as we passed by, which gave us the impression of being incessantly photographed by waves of small cameras.

			It was high summer when we came to Lourdes, a prime season for pilgrimages, and the town had the feel of a busy village on market day. In hundreds of French towns, the atmosphere would have been essentially the same. What made Lourdes different was its goods. In other towns of this size, you would have seen the products of nearby fields: tomatoes, peppers, sunflowers, lavender. But in Lourdes, you saw manufactured goods, most of them no doubt made in factories far from town, yet almost all of them connected to the shrine. The variety of offerings was impressive: every manner of representation of Christ and the Virgin Mary, along with countless renderings of Bernadette in a beatific pose, usually on her knees, hands folded before her, eyes cast towards something in the distance. There were entire walls of rosaries, entire counters of prayer books and prayer cards. There were racks of postcards bearing photographs of the shrine, the grotto, a view of Lourdes shot from somewhere overhead, and scores of different pictures of the procession. There were key chains bearing the image of Bernadette and plates bearing the image of the shrine and shopping bags and canteens bearing the image of the grotto. Floating willy-nilly in this welter of religious tchotchkes were odd secular goods: a porcelain Porky Pig and a plastic Daffy Duck, along with an assortment of horses and rabbits.

			I don’t know why, but amid this sea of religious and non-religious kitsch, I noticed clear plastic figures in the shape of the Virgin Mary. Images of the Virgin Mary were everywhere in Lourdes, of course, but the odd thing about this particular representation was that she wore a large blue crown that could be unscrewed, thus turning the sacred effigy into a water container.

			‘That’s what we should bring back from Lourdes,’ Susan said.

			I had no doubt why she had chosen this particular souvenir. It was cheap and clearly mass produced, and for all of us at that instant, it represented a hardly imaginable vulgarization of something that was surely meant to hold, both for Bernadette and for the faithful who still came here, some sense of the sacred. In that way nothing could be more appropriate to represent the commercialization of Lourdes than these figures. We bought eight of the smallest, stuffed them into our backpacks and continued on our stroll through the town.

			Lourdes by then had proved itself exactly what its worse detractors had always claimed it to be – a religious honky-tonk, filled with gaudy merchandise that catered to the most pedestrian taste. There was nothing serene about it, and certainly nothing sombre. The shopkeepers were almost frenzied in the way they aggressively stuffed their windows and outside displays. Lourdes, in that way, seemed in a hurry to sell you what it could and send you on your way. It was like a restaurant perpetually overbooked, so that it was easy to feel harassed and hurried. Every shop seemed to say: Buy something and get the hell out of here. We have another group coming in.

			During that crowded, noisy walk through the town, it struck me that Lourdes could only meet expectations that were low. There was too much neon, often of the same light blue that adorned the Virgin Mary’s flowing robes. There was too much for sale, most of it absurdly expensive, like buying food in an airport, vendible only in a trap. There was too much bad taste. I thought of the little stall I’d seen years before on the path up towards Mont Saint-Michel. It had been stocked with plastic machine guns, and I’d thought it wildly inappropriate. But now, compared to the spirit-numbing vulgarity of Lourdes, that little stall seemed merely a momentary lapse of judgement.

			In fact, the atmosphere of Lourdes was so like a perverse carnival, and the weather so gruellingly hot, that we might have gone directly back to our hotel and left as early as possible the next morning. But something in Susan, perhaps her often displayed intuition that even here something could be salvaged, bid us pause, think things through, give hustling, vulgar Lourdes just one more chance.

			‘Let’s wait and watch the procession,’ she said.

			This was typical of Susan as a traveller, her intense desire to take from each place she visited all that could be taken from it, to experience it fully and by means of all the available senses, to hear, to see, to taste, to feel. And so, yes, we would stay for the procession.

			Those who’d made the journey to be healed had already begun to gather in the lobby of our hotel by the time we returned. It was only late afternoon, but they were spilling into the streets, gathering in their assigned groups, and in general preparing themselves for the nightly procession to the Basilica of the Rosary. There were a great many people sitting in wheelchairs or lying face up on gurneys, attended by a retinue of friends, relatives, nurses and nuns, along with the volunteers who show up at Lourdes each day to lend whatever assistance they can. The commercialism of Lourdes, the town, now gave way to a great preparatory bustle as people scurried about organizing this particular assemblage, or drawing together that one, so that those who’d come to Lourdes together would remain with their group during the procession. It was the sort of dashing about that reminded me of teachers working to keep schoolchildren in line, except that in this case the number of people in their charge stretched into the infinite distance, with more and more coming, so that by the time the sun began to set over the distant basilica, it was no longer possible to tell where the throng finally ended.

			By then, I’d felt myself quite resistant even to this sort of scene, and thus unable to feel the sympathy it might otherwise have evoked. The crass nature of the town, the rapacity of the shops, along with the overpriced junk sold in them, had effect­ively numbed that part of me that might normally have been moved by the hundreds of people gathered around me in their wheelchairs and hospital beds.

			Mercifully, night at last began to fall and as the air cooled, a kind of whisper settled over the vast throng that had gathered to share this one moment in their lives. Soon candles were lit, and the hush deepened, and at a signal I did not see, the procession began to move quite slowly, as if to a beat wholly different from the town’s frenzied commercial rhythms. There was no hurry in the forward progress, no rushing ahead. The handicapped and the lame, the blind and the deaf, the wounded and the mortally ill, along with those who cared for them, moved behind banners bearing the names of the towns and villages from which they’d come. Many had dressed, or been dressed, for the occasion, in suits and dresses that were often threadbare, a suggestion that this journey to Lourdes was, perhaps, the first they had ever made. Clearly, these were people who were done with the business of buying and selling, so that it was entirely fitting that the pace of Lourdes respectfully slowed in order to accommodate the solemn momentum of their gently rolling beds and chairs, the soft beat of their crutches and their canes. Ahead and behind each unhurriedly marching column, hundreds, perhaps thousands, of candles now flickered in the darkness, a river of light that stretched as far as I could see. They were singing their Marian hymns or repeating the rosary, while at the distant basilica, an ever-changing voice – a little girl, a woman, an old man – recited the rosary in the innumerable languages of global Catholicism. In those tender, plangent voices, vulgarity dissolved into ­reverence, and that which had been a market became a church, and thus occurred, to an unbeliever like myself, the only true miracle of Lourdes.

			Such is the solemn lesson, I thought, that substance ever teaches show.

			On that thought I glanced at Susan and saw that a great well of feeling had risen in her in response to this slowly moving caravan of frailty and infirmity, and thus the degree to which Lourdes had suddenly defied her own earlier expectations. There was nothing cheap now, nothing shallow. Here was humanity as a vast tableau of woundedness and need, of life in all its terrible unfairness, the hobbling old and the stricken young, the feeble and the pale, Lourdes seen no longer as a greedy bazaar of religious trifles, but as the Mount of Olives, a place briefly set aside for the meek who gathered here, and who, by all available evidence, had inherited not the earth, but only its myriad afflictions.

			She looked at me, then down at Justine, who stood at her side, motionless and silent, all her youthful agitation stilled, her attention utterly fixed on this stricken cavalcade.

			Then Susan drew her gaze back to me and smiled that inexpressibly knowing smile of hers.

			‘Beautiful,’ she whispered.

			And despite all that Lourdes had done to make itself ugly, beautiful it truly was.

		

	
		
			Auschwitz

			When Susan and I left Madrid on that bright morning in late May, Justine huddled sleepily in the back seat of the little Peugeot we’d rented, our route was already set. We would drive eastward across Spain, turn abruptly north at Barcelona, then move further north into France. At some point beyond Grenoble, we would again head eastward into Switzerland, then to Austria, and from there into Hungary, where we would make another northern turn, this time towards Poland, with Auschwitz as our destination.

			On the last leg of that journey, we left Budapest with what we thought was plenty of time to make it to Kraków by late in the afternoon. But this was 1992, and the roads of Eastern Europe were badly maintained, and often blocked by one obstacle or another, and in addition to all that, we’d run into a terrible rainstorm in the Carpathian Mountains, so that it was well past midnight when we’d finally approached the Polish border. The small, concrete border station we encountered there was right out of a Cold War spy novel, isolated and charmless, and anything but welcoming.

			We were utterly exhausted, and had hopes of quickly making it to Kraków for a long sleep, but the guards at the border, who’d probably been snoozing at the time we arrived, were in no hurry to let us pass. There were three of them, and when I got out of the car, they quickly surrounded me. It was then I noticed that each of them appeared to be wearing only part of a shared uniform. One wore an ill-fitting cap, another an ill-fitting jacket, the third a pair of equally ill-fitting trousers. The oldest of the guards kept asking questions in Polish, questions which the youngest guard repeated much more slowly and loudly and which he seemed to consider a form of translation. I had no idea what I was being asked, of course, but I didn’t want to say either yes or no to every question, and so I nodded and shook my head alternately, indicating yes to one question, no to the next. The border guards got more and more perplexed, of course. I could only imagine what they were saying and hearing:

			‘You are travelling with your family?’

			A nod, yes.

			‘This is your wife and daughter?’

			A shake of the head, no.

			This went on for several minutes, during which the guards seemed more and more at a loss as to what they should do. I never felt in danger, but I dreaded the possibility that at some point the guards would simply give up and refuse us entry into Poland. It was their country, after all, and they were officials with a duty to perform. They had no reason simply to let us pass, and they certainly had a right to be suspicious of an American family driving a French car with a Spanish licence plate that suddenly turned up at a remote border station in the Carpathian Mountains at two in the morning.

			But quite unaccountably, they continued to question me, and I continued to answer yes and no alternately. Not surprisingly, no headway was made, and everyone got more and more frustrated, and it all seemed quite hopeless until a voice suddenly came from behind me. ‘May I be of assistance, sir?’

			When I turned, I fully expected to see an angel complete with silver wings. Instead, I saw a short, well-dressed man in his late forties.

			‘My name is Ziggy,’ he said. ‘You’re American?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I lived in New York for many years,’ he told me, ‘but my wife missed her family in Kraków, and so we have returned. I will help you with the guards.’

			It turned out that the border guards wanted only one thing: proof that the car we were driving was insured. I had no such proof, save that it was a car I’d rented using American Express, and thus, it was automatically insured.

			‘Do you have a piece of green paper?’ Ziggy asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ I answered. ‘I could look for one.’

			‘Please do,’ Ziggy said, with a quick glance at the guards. ‘That is what they want.’

			‘Any green piece of paper?’ I asked.

			Ziggy kept a smile rigidly in place. ‘Any piece will do.’

			I dug through the mass of junk in the glove compartment of the Peugeot and, sure enough, found a single sheet of vaguely green paper. It was a Hungarian receipt of some sort, probably for petrol.

			‘Will this do?’ I asked when I handed it to Ziggy.

			He didn’t bother to look at it. ‘Absolutely,’ he said, then strode up to the oldest of the guards and presented my proof of car insurance.

			A huge smile broke over the guard’s face. He said something in Polish and the other guards almost fainted with relief, as if they’d narrowly averted an international incident.

			‘You may pass the border now,’ Ziggy said when he came back to me. ‘You can follow me to Kraków.’

			The barricade lifted and Susan eased our car into Poland. As we passed, I glanced into the stationhouse in time to see the older guard pull out a file drawer from which bulged hundreds of scraps of green paper. He stuffed mine in with the others, then, as we passed, gave us a friendly wave.

			For the next hour or so we followed Ziggy to Kraków, and from there to a small motel. Before he left us, I asked if I might take him and his family to dinner in Kraków the next night. He said he would love to, but couldn’t because of certain medical tests he’d scheduled for the next day. With that we said goodbye and one of those strangers in whose kindness every traveller must trust disappeared into the night.

			At the hotel desk, I asked the clerk to indicate the way to Auschwitz, but he said it was too complicated for his English to explain and suggested that I hire a taxi driver to take us to the road that led directly to the camp. He said he could have a car ready for us the next day.

			The driver showed up very punctually the following morning. He was a small, shrivelled man who looked to be in his late sixties, though in Eastern Europe at that time people often appeared a good deal older than their age. He smiled as he came towards me, thrust out his hand and spoke to me in German, the only language he thought we both might understand.

			‘Guten Tag, mein Herr,’ he said.

			Hearing that language in this place was all my mind required to ask the inevitable questions: What had this man done during the war? What had he seen? How had he survived? These questions were asked with an undercurrent of dreadful suspicion. Most Poles don’t speak German. Why did he? Such is the tainted air that surrounds Auschwitz: anyone of a certain age might have done anything.

			He spoke again in German. I heard ‘wollen Sie’ and ‘gehen’ and then ‘Auschwitz’ and from those snatched words, I gathered that he was confirming that we wanted to go to the camp.

			In my very broken German, I answered that we did.

			In response, the old man pointed to his car, and this time I made out a ‘Sie’, a ‘können’ and a ‘folgen’. Added to the wave of his hand, I understood that we were to follow him.

			I thanked him and indicated our car.

			He smiled, and this time I noticed that his teeth were yellow and broken, the result of long years of neglect. ‘Gut,’ he said quietly, and very respectfully, in the way I couldn’t help but imagine him speaking to some stereotypically haughty German officer.

			We got into our intrepid little Peugeot and pulled in behind the taxi. For a moment, the taxi didn’t move. Then quite suddenly it spouted a grimy plume from its rusty tailpipe and, like a creature already weary from hard labour, it inched forward and out onto the main road.

			We followed the cab all the way out of Kraków. The old man was very careful not to lose us, always pulling over and waiting patiently when we fell behind. Finally, at some point on the outskirts of town, he brought his car to a stop. We pulled in behind him, and I got out.

			He was smoking an unfiltered cigarette, and I noticed that his fingers were yellow from years of doing the same. In the bright sunlight he seemed more ragged than earlier, with wiry white hair that shot out from his head, his brown suit a size too big, with very wide lapels, a relic of the forties.

			He said something that sounded like, ‘Alles gut?’

			I nodded as if I fully understood.

			With a broad gesture he pointed down a very ordinary road, one that might have led to the most innocent of towns. ‘Oświęcim,’ he said. The Polish word for Auschwitz.

			I looked down the road and felt a certain incontestable inner quaking, for of all the dark places I’d visited, or ever considered visiting, this was surely the darkest.

			‘Fahren Sie immer direkt,’ the old man told me. Drive straight ahead.

			We had not negotiated a fee for his services, so I simply started peeling off bills of Polish money until he seemed genuinely surprised and happy, at which point I stopped.

			‘Danke,’ I said, and from the sheer Germanness of it, the weight of my destination grew a little heavier, the ‘unicum’, as Primo Levi had called it, the anus mundi, the place people had most often selected as the darkest place on earth.

			The drive to Auschwitz took us through a rural part of Poland that seemed unchanged since the end of the war. The fields were tilled by ancient tractors and threshers, all of them spouting black, oily smoke. Much of the labour appeared to be still done by hand, wheat piled onto creaking wooden lorries and borne to market – or to somewhere – by animals.

			We reached Oświęcim in a little over half an hour. Like parts of Kraków, it seemed to slump beneath a coating of grey dust, though in fact there was no dust at all, so I knew that this greyness came more from my sense of the inner world of Poland at that time, rather than its present-day streets and towns. Everything seemed cheerless and oppressed, a world sapped of energy, where people worked because it was expected of them, but without the slightest spark of hope that through their labour they might enhance their lives. Arbeit had no more made Poles frei under Communism than it had freed the forced labourers of Auschwitz. The impenetrable cloud of Sovietism had hung over their heads for nearly fifty years by then, and though things were certainly falling apart in Moscow at that time, I wondered if Russia’s crumbling might strike the people of Poland as some distant opera of bungling power and bottomless corruption that would, in the end, only replace one oppression with another, as the Russians had replaced the Germans. For oppression, as the colourless, enervated streets of Oświęcim seemed to suggest, was all the Poles had ever known.

			Auschwitz was only a little way out of town, and my first impression was of how large it was, how far it extended, a city in itself, with row upon row of one-storey wooden buildings, along with considerably higher ones made of brick. I’d seen the usual films of Auschwitz from the air, but even these had made it seem smaller and more geographically concentrated than it was. Auschwitz was not a camp. Auschwitz was a world.

			Like any other such historic site, it had a visitors’ centre. Large, air-conditioned tour buses were parked outside the building, and for a moment I feared that there might actually be Auschwitz T-shirts on sale inside, or shelves of little Auschwitz snow-globes. That was not the case, however. In fact, the interior of the vis­itors’ centre was sombre in itself, with a striking sculpture as its centrepiece, a human body twisted into the shape of a swastika, and which quite effectively suggested mankind broken on the wheel of Nazism.

			It made for a solemn introduction to what lay ahead, but just in case anyone had the idea that Auschwitz was a theme park, a sign had been erected at the entrance to the camp. In several languages, it alerted entering visitors that here was a place of profound suffering, and that they should behave in such a way as to give due respect to that suffering. You could take pictures, it seemed to say, but without the cheesy smiles. There should be no horseplay at Auschwitz, no swinging on doors or climbing fences. Auschwitz was not an attraction. It was a memorial to unimaginable suffering.

			I was quite surprised that this sign appeared actually to have a chilling effect on the small group of visitors now moving further into the camp. Several parents took their smaller children’s hands. Others, whose children were old enough to read, stopped before the sign, waited as they read it, and only then moved on.

			The Arbeit Macht Frei gate loomed just ahead. Though it does not tower over anything, and its ironwork expanse is only a few metres, it is probably the most recognizable symbol of the twenty thousand death camps that dotted Europe under Nazism, and it was here, as I passed beneath it, that the heaviness of Auschwitz began to fall over me. I thought of Turgenev’s description of the ‘timorous alarm’ he’d noticed in Jews and which he’d seemed to think the product of some peculiar racial paranoia. Surely Auschwitz had been proof enough that their dread had been real, though perhaps not even the timorous Jew of Turgenev’s short story could have imagined the demonic sweep of Auschwitz, the German staff of 7,000 needed to maintain the base camp and its forty-five sub camps, the 1.1 million Jewish prisoners who died here, along with 150,000 Poles, 23,000 gypsies, 15,000 Soviet POWs, 400 Jehovah’s Witnesses, and to whose astonishing sum must be added unknown numbers of homosexuals, political prisoners of every stripe, and people who for one reason or another had simply run foul of Nazi rule.

			I knew that it had been the Jews of Hamburg who’d first passed beneath this gate, a small segment of a Jewish population that was the most assimilated in Europe. One third of all German Jews living in Germany in 1932 had married non-Jews, and on the day the first of the Hamburg trains left the city, some had worn the German uniform in which they’d fought during World War I. Of all the Jews of Europe, the Jews of Germany would have had the least reason to be ‘timorous’, and yet it was they who had first taken the path I now took beneath this iconic gate and into the bowels of the camp.

			With every step I took from then on, the weightiness of Auschwitz grew weightier. It accumulated incrementally at each stop along the way. At the gravel pit behind Block 11, I paused to look at the rectangular field in which Polish political prisoners and Russian prisoners of war had been forced to toil, no matter what the weather. It was clothed in summer green now, and might have passed for a well-manicured English lawn. The grass was short and the ground was uniformly flat. As the scene of a garden party, it would have been perfect for a pleasant game of croquet. In 1944, it had been bordered by a grassy lip, and it was from this squat eyrie that SS officers had kept watch on the prisoners who toiled beneath them. One witness later remembered an SS officer randomly firing into this pit as he strolled leisurely along its slightly raised, rectangular rim. He’d done it whenever the mood struck him, hitting no one in ­particular. At Auschwitz, murder for the most part had been carried out methodically, but it had also been done with unspeakable casualness, a matter of mood, a game of sport. The people in this pit had not been allowed to glance up from their labour, so that they’d simply heard the shots, then glimpsed the bustle as the body was removed, through it all waiting for the next shot to be fired.

			I stepped away, now just that much heavier, and walked into one of the barracks. Enclosed behind a Plexiglas wall, I saw, then felt, the weight of shoes in great piles, of eyeglasses and various artificial limbs in great piles, of mounds of human hair, the weight of suitcases that swelled towards the ceiling.

			This steadily accumulating weight is the true ‘thereness’ of Auschwitz. Despite the ubiquitous once-electrified barbed wire, it is open and expansive enough to give little sense of actual imprisonment. The grasses of Auschwitz are green and the trees that shade the SS barracks are tall, and if you peered out over the camp from the top of its administrative building, it would not appear significantly different from a children’s summer camp. For that reason, the weight you feel is not the heaviness of enclosure, for there is nothing claustrophobic about Auschwitz. It is the sheer weight of suffering and the utterly fiendish ways in which it was inflicted that bear down upon you as you walk the wide streets of the camp. Here cruelty, hopelessness, and suffering congealed in a form, by a means, and to an extent that resulted in the birth of something genuinely new.

			One element of that dark star has been much mentioned, the fact that at Auschwitz the most modern of methods met the most primitive of impulses as the many achievements of the industrial age were made to manufacture death. Concrete though this idea is, it remains somewhat abstract until you confront its stark reality at Auschwitz. For here you actually see the greatest discoveries of the modern age put to the primitive purpose of ethnic annihilation. You see lines and lines of electrified wire, all of it meticulously strung. You see the railway, and note how efficiently it bore the cattle cars and their cargo practically to the doors of the equally efficient underground gas chambers. Just outside those chambers, you see the industrial ovens that reduced that cargo to ash.

			Another weight is added in seeing all this, for even the briefest visit to Auschwitz makes it clear that so extensive a killing machine could not have been built and operated without the application of considerable skill. Auschwitz was not a killing field; it was a killing factory. There is sophisticated design here that could only have been provided by highly trained engineers. There are structures at Auschwitz that could only have been built by skilled craftsmen. There are medical buildings where doctors worked and administrative buildings whose functions were carried out by bureaucrats and office workers of considerable ability. At Auschwitz, you wonder who hewed the wood, fired the glass, moulded the steel, stitched the flag that hangs in one of the barracks, all the thousand thousand hands that were applied to the task of building it, a labour only a small portion of which could have been done by the prisoners ­themselves. And this leaves out the enormous labour involved in the deportations, a pan-European enterprise that encompassed every region the Germans occupied or over which they spread their influence, from Scandinavia in the north, to the Channel Islands in the west, to the Ukraine in the east, to Greece in the south. The terrible truth that descends upon you at Auschwitz is that this was a world that only the larger world beyond it could have created and sustained, and this fact adds the weight of a universal stain.

			It is a weight that finally imposes a strange silence, so that as I made my way deeper into the camp, I found that I had absolutely nothing to say either to Susan or Justine. By then revenge had taken the place of pity, and I could feel only the need to know absolutely that someone had been punished for all this.

			At least one man had been, of course, Rudolf Höss, the camp commandant, and it was with some relief that I reached the spot where he’d been hanged in 1947. I knew that he’d shouted ‘Heil Hitler’ before being executed, a strange outburst since in his memoir, he’d claimed not to be anti-Semitic, nor even much of a Nazi. But if this were true, why that final ‘Heil Hitler’? It was not a question I could answer, save that at base perhaps Höss had been a characteristically stubborn male who, like a man who won’t ask directions, simply could not admit that he’d spectacularly misjudged the trajectory of history, allied himself to the wrong side, and in that way proved himself to be not nearly so clever as he’d supposed.

			The gas chambers of Auschwitz had been blown up, one by prisoners, the others by the Germans themselves in a delusional moment, both crazed and terrified no doubt by the spectre of defeat, when they seemed actually to have believed that murder on so massive a scale would not finally out. The chambers had been reconstructed, and when I entered the first of them, an old man stood at the door of one of the ovens. He wore a yarmulke and a tallith was draped over his shoulders. He was saying Kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead, while his family, a grown son and grandchildren, looked on. They were stone-faced as they watched him, but when I glanced at Susan, I saw that she was very moved. Her eyes were glistening, and her features bore a grief that seemed immediate, as if a loved one had just died. She was Jewish, but she was a secular Jew, so I don’t think her sorrow was simply for ‘her own’. Rather, it was for everyone, that sense of pity, goodness of heart and sympathy for all mankind that in Yiddish is called rachmunis.

			Hers were the only tears I saw in Auschwitz that day, and my reaction was to lead Susan out of the crematorium, where she regained her composure.

			‘Do you want to leave now?’ I asked.

			She shook her head and looked at Justine, who stood, staring at her with obvious concern. ‘No,’ she said. She had brought her daughter hundreds of miles to see this place, and she would not be driven from it, even by her own emotions.
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