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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




INTRODUCTION


IF YOU’RE OF THE OPINION that science fiction is above all else a literature of ideas, then Ian Watson is your man, and this collection, which contains more than enough ideas to set up a couple of lesser writers for life, is very definitely your cup of meat. Of course, ideas aren’t everything. For one thing, apart from a few incredibly rare once-in-a lifetime, fifty-carat, career-defining originals, ideas are as cheap and ubiquitous as advertising. Ideas, good or bad, are the human animal’s speciality. Day in, day out, we see clouds and think them very like whales. We put together two and two and make five. And even if you do have an idea that’s both brilliant and original, in the end it’s what you do with it that counts, and that’s where qualities like hard work, talent, and that indefinable but instantly recognisable quality, voice, come into play.


Ian Watson knows all about this, of course. Check out “How to be a Fictionaut”, which not only has a lot of fun with the myth of ideas and originality, but also pushes the notion of the anxiety of influence about as far as it will go.


This isn’t to say that the ideas on display here aren’t witty, outrageous, daft, unsettling and plainly fantastic, because quite frankly that’s exactly what they are. But more importantly, they have also been woven into stories by a writer who not only possesses a restless and capacious imagination, but also knows exactly what to do with his ideas, and has an enviable talent for stretching them in unexpected ways, testing them to destruction, or using them to smash open accepted notions about the way the world works.


After publishing around a hundred and seventy short stories, Ian Watson is still messing with his readers’ heads and their expectations of what he’s going to do next. Like all the best science fiction writers, he isn’t content to write the same thing over and over again. His stories aren’t about the comfort of the familiar, but the frisson of the unexpected, the shock of the new, and all the other good, brain-bending stuff that keeps science fiction out there on the bleeding edge. As far as I’m concerned, this is very definitely a good thing, even if it does mean that it’s kind of hard to find a peg on which to hang this introduction.


Ian Watson: he does things differently. Every time.


But all writers, even one as jaw-droppingly dexterous as Ian Watson, have a couple of favourite themes or obsessions to which they return again and again, on which they play endless variations. As in many of Ian’s novels, more than a few of the stories collected here are about people who find a way of transcending ordinary human limitations to win a glimpse of what really runs the universe. It’s a very science fictional theme; indeed, it’s possible to argue that it’s the primary theme of science fiction, cropping up in an enormous number of guises, from stories of supermen or superintellects who pull themselves up by their own bootstraps, to stories of cosmic agape in which heroes hurl through cosmic depths of inner or outer space in slack-jawed wonder. But even in straight-from-the-heart-of-science-fiction stories that deal with conceptual breakthroughs and revelations that the universe really is far stranger than we can imagine, Ian’s characters aren’t drawn from the usual suspect cast of princes in disguise or resentful geeks empowered by the discovery that the odd corner of human knowledge they alone have mastered just happens to be the key to the Universe. His characters are more human than that, more ordinary, and as a result, more heroic (“One of Her Paths” does feature a baby empowered with superhuman knowledge, but in the end it’s still a baby, with all the physical limitations and frustrations that implies). For although Ian is a science fiction writer working squarely in the centre of the genre—you’ll find stories here about spaceships or intrusions from other dimensions, about weird worlds or technology running wild—he’s also a British science fiction writer, and as such he’s part of a community that, although overshadowed by the commercial blockbusters and cocksure vigour of American sci-fi, has its own traditions, most of which can be traced back to the granddaddy of us all, H.G. Wells.


Most British science fiction writers owe a debt to Wells, but Ian is the only one of us who attempts to repay that debt by channelling his ghost at science fiction conventions. At the drop of a top hat, he’ll adopt the costume and prickly persona of the most famous writer of scientific romances, by turns confounded by aspects of the comic inferno of our present that’s so at odds with his Utopian ideals, and delighted by other aspects that confirm the accuracy of his vision. Like Wells, Ian possesses an irrepressible energy and a restless, far-ranging imagination, and he also shares Wells’s abiding sense of Englishness. Although Wells saw himself as a world citizen, the world into which he was born and in which he did his finest work was a world dominated by the British Empire, and his heroes are more often than not straight out of an instantly recognisable English mould: they’re modest tradesmen or middle class professionals who prize a sense of fair play and a comfortably settled existence, ordinary men who live very ordinary lives, yet who, when jerked out of their comfortable quotidian, surprise themselves by the reckless confidence with which they embrace strangeness and adventure.


Only a few of the stories collected here are set in the middle of England, where Ian happens to make his home, but many of them are narrated by characters who embody the distinctive Englishness of Wells’s ordinary heroes. But while Ian’s characters are often quintessentially English, they most definitely have nothing in common with the kind of small-minded little Englander who, puffing on his pipe in slippers and braces while rattling the pages of the Daily Express, rails against the mendacious meddling of the European Community and secretly mourns the loss of the British Empire or the bracing lash of the bitch goddess, Thatcher. Instead, they’re freethinkers who blithely embrace adventure, novelty, and the happy coincidence. They don’t recoil from the weird depths they’ve uncovered, or try to tidy them away, destroy them, or even make a profit from them, but instead embrace or plunge into the strangeness they’ve uncovered, or unriddle it with a bracing dose of commonsense. The amnesiac hero of “A Free Man” discovers a welcome liberty in his condition; the policeman in the shaggy-dog story “Barking Mad” finds his unusual fusion intriguing rather than alarming; in “The Black Wall of Jerusalem”, the narrator happily joins a conspiracy that’s privy to the secret entrance to another dimension where creatures like unto gods dwell, and, despite the graphically depicted dangers, has no second thoughts about volunteering to be the first to explore it.


If, like me, you like to read the story notes before reading the stories or the introduction, you’ll know from Ian’s anecdotes about searching out Israeli restaurants rumoured to serve turkey testicles, or his experiments with absinthe, that he is as well-travelled and adventurous as his characters. I suspect that if there was such a thing as a World Citizen passport, he’d be one of the first in the queue. This worldliness, coupled with an alert curiosity that relishes the obscure corners of every department of human knowledge, provides a fertile mulch for the growth of weird ideas, but Ian wears his erudition with a raffish ease. He explicates the irrational with rational thoroughness. His creative delight dances us through the crossfire of plot lines, wild suppositions and general bizarreness, and irradiates his stories with a puckish sense of fun. They’re guaranteed to mess with your head, but in a good way. If you’re the kind of person who values what you can do with ideas, and what ideas can do to you, you shouldn’t need any further recommendation.


Paul McAuley




AN APPEAL TO ADOLF


MASSES OF DIRTY SMOKE pour from the many funnels of Der Sieger—our conqueror—and drift westward across the waters of the Atlantic. Will people far away in the Caribbean smell our passage faintly and wonder whether Africa itself is on fire? I fantasise—yet soon enough England will be ablaze!


It goes without saying that Der Sieger’s funnels are spaced so that their smoke should not blanket the fire control positions, but in the distant haze which we are creating it could be difficult to spy the exact fall of our shot if any enemy vessels appear on the vague westerly horizon. Accuracy at long range is always such a problem. The colossal muzzle blast, the vibration, the long barrels whipping. It is that haze into which we must stare eagle-eyed, August Lenz and I, through our big Zeiss binoculars.


What a sight it is when one of our superheavy guns test-fires a supercharged shell! The gush of orange cordite flame is a hot orgasm hanging in the air.


Petty by comparison is the smoke that issues from the steam train which transports crew members and slave labourers and stores and all sorts of equipment along the deck between fore and aft, seven kilometres apart. The train-stops on board the deck of Der Sieger are named after the city gates of Munich—Isartor, Sendlinger Tor, Karlstor—but also Hofbraühaus, although the only beer served in the vicinity of this, its marine namesake, is alcohol-free.


Very tasty, nevertheless, coming from the huge brewery in Swakopmund. German desalination technology is easily able to support brewing in dry South West Africa for hundreds of thousands of thirsty throats.


So huge is our ship it seems not like a ship so much as a coastline of continuous steel cliffs—an Iron Coast, perhaps, akin to an Ivory Coast—and a heavily industrialised coastline at that, chimneys venting as far as the eye can see. What a demonstration of German might. Even in moderate storm the ocean scarcely makes us tremble. Today the grey waters swell gently like innumerable backs of whales.


“They say,” murmurs August, my beloved Gustl, “that the Führer’s real purpose is not so much to defeat England by a devastating blow—England’s already starving—but to capture Ludwig Wittgenstein in Cambridge and hang him by piano wire so that he’ll speak no more. That’s why the Führer will board Der Sieger for the final assault, at risk to his own safety.”


“What risk? Never mind our half-metre of armour plating, the Führer is always protected by destiny.” I look around—just as a lookout should do! “Maybe even by magic? Who knows what rites the senior SS fellows get up to in Wewelsberg Castle?” Those blond butch black-clad SS boys, no don’t think of them. My Gustl’s hair is chestnut and his eyes are hazel.


“But the guns of Dover…” He’s sometimes a little timid, is Gustl. How ravishing he looks in his tropical uniform, the white cotton shirt with blue cuffs, the white bell-bottomed trousers. Any day now we’ll be obliged to change into northerly uniform, quite horrid coarse trousers.


Let me reassure my Gustl.


“We’ll knock out those guns from forty kilometres away. We’ll have fifth columnists on land equipped with radios as spotters. Bound to have! The British won’t even know where we are.”


Hmm, even assisted by spotters we might bombard the whole of Dover and environs without a single shell actually hitting the guns themselves.


Gustl ventures to stroke my thigh, secure that no one can see more than our upper bodies here on our lookout turret high above the aft bridge platform, quite like one of the slim fairy-tale towers of our Führer’s beloved Neuschwanstein Castle.


“Died, my darling man…”


Even alone together up here, skirted by armour and with armour overhead, Gustl and I need to be very careful. The love of a man for a man is forbidden love! Such feelings must be sublimated into comradeship, solidarity of soldiers or seamen, so says the Party. Or woe betide. So many men who experience uranian feelings have been castrated or have disappeared. Instead, emulate our Führer! He’s widely rumoured to be denying himself consummation with Eva Braun until his mission is totally accomplished. He must concentrate all his energies upon the guidance of Germany.


When the war is won, when all of Europe from England to the Urals is a cleansed Greater Fatherland, will Gustl and I ever be able to go to a bathhouse openly together? And where would such a bathhouse be?


Only in sultry Angola or the Congo perhaps, where officials turn a blind eye or are of our own inclination. Oh the joys that Gustl and I experienced in the tropics during shore leaves while training to crew the vastest battleship ever!


A far cry from the Naval Academy in stern Prussian Potsdam. In one particular bathhouse in Luanda—oh the black bucks who were the attendants!—I heard it asserted by an impeccable eyewitness that in Weimar and Bayreuth establishments survive, catering for uranians who are high enough up in the Party hierarchy to be exempt from the harsh anti-uranian laws. How can something which Gustl and I do together in privacy for our delight whenever we get a chance be punished, yet the selfsame be permitted for those in power? How can the Führer in his wisdom overlook this injustice? Maybe that magician and king of men does not know about it. Great rulers sometimes must rely on self-interested advisors. Those people do their jobs splendidly and cleverly, yet they also foster their own desires and ambitions.


If only someone would tell the Führer about this hypocrisy. What is permitted for some should be available to all, as used to be the case. Or to nobody! I prefer all. No, what am I talking about! A lot of men, probably most, sincerely enjoy women. How else could our race propagate? Maybe the real intention behind the anti-uranian laws is to encourage population growth. We have lost many men in gaining our victories. Empty spaces on the map must fill up with German and Nordic population. The Führer is wise.


It’s highly likely that England remains in utter ignorance of these victory weapons of ours—our own seven-kilometre-long battleship and its four- and five-kilometre-long companions accompanying us both ahead and astern like great lengthy floating Gothic castles.


Had we built such vast vessels elsewhere than in tropical Africa, word would have leaked out. In Angola we were safe from scrutiny. Neither the millions of black slave labourers, nor the hundreds of thousands of Jewish artisans whom we relocated there as a merciful alternative to extermination, had any means of contact with the rest of the world.


Annexation of Belgium during the First War gave us that ridiculous little country’s huge Congo colony, so therefore during the years of battleship building the closest place from which hostile spy balloons could be launched—at great risk—was Brazzaville. Or else from out in the Atlantic, but our U-boats cruised the waters off equatorial and south-west Africa like sharks.


Unobserved by our enemies, that genius Albert Speer was able to excavate his ten-kilometre dry docks running inland from mighty gates that held back the sea, and to dredge trenches in the sea floor so that our mammoth vessels could launch straight into deep water. For decades battleships had become steadily bigger, evolving rather like Brontosaurus. The ships of our secret fleet are of ultimate size. The world will see none greater.


Gustl points. “What’s that?”


I train my binoculars.


“An albatross.”


Biggest of birds, gliding through the air on wings that seem motionless, like—like something which does not exist, something impossible, yet which we must watch out for nonetheless.


I don’t quite understand why. If, given all the science and technology of our Reich, a flying machine with fixed wings cannot be made, then how can the Americans, ruled by Jews, succeed? Does this imply a lurking fear that Jews, and the hotchpotch of people whom they manipulate on the other side of the Atlantic, might be more ingenious than Germans?


Yet suppose the albatross to be a hundred times as large—or bigger, bigger! Suppose it to be made of wood or aluminium, fuelled by kerosine, able to fly hundreds of kilometres. Imagine it able to carry torpedoes to launch from the air against ships.


Visualise a hundred such machines attacking Der Sieger. Despite the protection of our water-line coal bunkers and our bulging belt of inclined underwater armour, could enough harm be caused for us to wallow and break our back? Can many mosquito bites cripple an elephant?


I did try to pay attention during our instruction session which touched on the impossibility of fixed-wing flight. Trouble was, I was feeling so horny for my Gustl, seated next to me. Just a hand-span away. Might as well have been on the far side of the world. Didn’t dare touch him, not even seemingly by accident. Too many upright Prussians in the room.


The instructor’s wire-rimmed glasses made him resemble an owl as he hooted on about the way that air flows, and about pressure, was it pressure? And about some Swiss scientist years ago, Berne something or other—Berne’s in Switzerland, which is how I half remember the name. Oh yes, and about the death of one of those American brothers. Tried every shape of wing, the brothers did. Trial and error—and error after error. Eventually they constructed wings that would flap like a bird’s and one of the brothers did get airborne at last, only to crash and be killed. Still, we must watch out for that mythical flying machine in case somewhere in the great plains or deserts those Jew-Americans established an enormous secret project and have recently succeeded.


I so yearn to unbutton Gustl and cup his balls and cock in my hand and squeeze ever so gently. Need to clutch my binoculars one-handed. They’re rather heavy. Can’t just let them dangle round my neck by their strap while on watch. Regulations; must hold them all the time alertly. Shall I, shan’t I? Rebuttoning quickly with one hand is quite an art.


Softly I whistle our song, Wagner’s Du bist der Lenz which Sieglinde sings to her Siegfried. You are the Springtime for which I longed in the frosty Winter season. Your first glance set me on fire et cetera et cetera. Sieg for victory. Sieg Heil.


I first met my Gustl at the Jena Conservatoire where I studied the reedy, plaintive oboe, and he the bright, piercing piccolo. Before long we were blissfully playing one another’s instruments, in a manner of speaking. How happy we were in that attic room we shared in Zeitzerstrasse. Impending mobilisation put paid to our musical studies—together, we volunteered for naval service. The navy would save us from soggy trenches, or, as it turned out, heroic but brutal dashes across vast landscapes filled with death.


I love my Gustl but, like so many millions of men and women, I adore my Führer—in an entirely different manner, of course! I have only seen him once in the flesh, when he drove from Berlin behind the wheel of his supercharged Mercedes to deliver a speech in Potsdam. His voice was so vibrant. His eyes shone. His face glowed. There was such charm in his every gesture, and oh the pure force of his will! On that day he was Siegfried and Parsifal.


Magical, truly magical. Yes, literally so. We all knew it. Who could deny it?


When the Führer spoke, it was as if words spoke through him spontaneously, his not the choosing. His words issued from out of the Aryan over-mind, a primeval heritage which all we Germans share, unifying us fervently, empowering us to feats of labour and valour.


Shall I compare the Führer to the conductor of an orchestra, whose gestures conjure from a host of players a thundering, unified symphony? Actually, delicious thought, the Führer was once a choirboy, although hymn-singing wasn’t the only source of his vocal force. Not a conductor, no—he is more like an oracle whose statements become reality.


How else, indeed, could he have come to power than through a kind of practical magic? Think back…


The bloody muddy stalemate in the trenches of northern France had to end for the sake of all concerned, and the armistice did leave the fatherland in ownership of the Congo with all its riches, so despite our losses we could hold our heads as high as the British or French. The Trotskyist takeover of Russia caused the fomenting of revolution anywhere and everywhere and enough German Marxists were eager to oblige, so the Kaiser was assassinated. The new republic might easily have weathered all this, had not our future Führer begun to preach his crusade against the Jews. Jew Marx, Jew Trotsky, Jew America: behold the pattern. Deutschland erwache! Our German racial soul awoke. And spoke through him. The people heard and surrendered their petty individualities in magical rapport, for our Führer is at once nobody yet also everybody.


How odd to think of such a towering figure as being “nobody”! Yet consider Tristan and Isolde singing together, Selbst dann bin ich die Welt Then I myself am the world! How oceanic the love between those two, how transcendent of the mere self. Our Führer transcends ordinary existence.


What of Gustl and I in this regard?


On the occasions when we’re able to be together, naked unto one another for long enough, flesh and soul certainly both play their role. Gustl is the world to me, I to him. Curse the anti-uranian laws!


I think of Gustl’s cock erect, my lips slipping over it, to and fro. Kissing him intimately is such a joy. When his cock swells before he comes, oh moment of ecstasy.


Dead of exhaustion and heat, bodies of black stokers are thrown overboard every day. Did I mention sharks? Enough sharks may attend us to form a torpedo shield. Those sharks may accompany us out of the tropics as far northward as France and England. Considering how hot equatorial Africa is, you’d suppose that the black man could tolerate the heat of the boiler rooms better than us Europeans. Aboard a vessel accommodating a crew of fifteen thousand souls and twenty thousand non-souls, a certain number of people are bound to die from natural causes. By non-souls I mean the blacks and the smaller complement of artisan Jew slaves, them not being part of the Aryan soul. Everyone who was in the Hitler Youth knows how to smile death in the face. Our Führer aimed to forge hard boys, as hard as Krupp Steel. When I hear the phrase “hard boys” I can’t help thinking of a different meaning.


Along with a little crowd of other ratings in our free time Gustl and I take a hike to the Hofbraühaus amidships. He and I don’t wish to be conspicuous by strolling together, nor one of us trailing after the other—that could look even odder. This constrains any genuine conversation we might have. We must pretend to be merely comrades in arms. I’m not sure whether this sort of neutral proximity to Gustl is pleasant and teasing—oh if only you knew our secret!—or deeply frustrating.


The steam train is reserved for ship’s business, but hiking is positively encouraged as one way of keeping fit. Certainly we have enough deck space, two hours at brisk pace from bows to stern and back. Our Führer loves to hike when time allows. Visualise him in his Bavarian mountain dress, the lederhosen and white linen shirt, the pale blue linen jacket with staghorn buttons. Quite fetching.


“Best foot forward, Schmidt!” Hoffmann says to me. “Eins, zwei—”—and down the hatch, the Hofbraühaus drinking song. “What a shame there aren’t any busty lusty barmaids eh?” Hoffman is a short but burly chap with a birthmark like a thumbprint of dark blood on his brow.


Only black barmen send the foaming stone steins sliding along the steel counters into the waiting hands of other Africans to carry to the tables. No Black can carry as many steins in each hand as your average blonde pigtailed Munich barmaid, not my type of person at all. Songs arise in the huge dim drinking hall adorned by a giant framed photograph of our Führer, kiss-curl upon his forehead, wearing his Iron Cross and Wound Badge. It must be some years since that photo was taken. In it our leader possesses an almost erotic charisma. Of course he is pure male, yet celibate even with Fräulein Braun, hence the adoration of the ladies of Germany. In their minds any of them might have him (or rather, he them) at least for one night so that they will conceive a superman. The same can happen in the love camps, so in a sense those besotted women are succeeding by proxy.


“How about you then, Lenz?” asks skinny, flaxen-haired Scharffenstein. “Got a girl back home, good-looking fellow like you?”


Danger, danger.


“Oh,” says my Gustl, “it would be unfair. All of us have been away for three years now. Besides,” with a wink, “she might be unfaithful or become fat in my absence due to lack of exercise!”


Guffaws all round, including from me.


“I have a girl in Hamburg,” Hoffmann says. “She’s a cracker. If she’s unfaithful I’ll kill her.”


“Didn’t you use the Jew brothel in Luanda?” Gustl asks innocently. Risky in my opinion. Still, we have to say something.


“That’s different. A man must keep his juices flowing or else they sour. Never saw you there myself. Did you use the black brothel, then?”


Gustl shrugs judiciously. “The Jew brothel’s a big place.”


“You’re telling me.”


“I propose a toast,” I declare. “To the downfall of England and to brothels full of Englishwomen.” “Eh?”


“Those of the wrong racial categories,” I hasten to add. “There’ll be plenty.”


What, to pollute ourselves with? I must extricate myself from this topic.


Given the numbers of the crew, that of a medium-size town, there must be other uranians on this ship. I suspect who some of those are, yet it would be folly to confide in anyone in the hope that somewhere aboard this enormous vessel there exists a sanctuary to which Gustl and I can safely resort. The navy is a more tolerant environment than the Fatherland in some respects, but there are limits! Let me think instead about Ludwig Wittgenstein, our Führer’s bête noire.


Transmitted from Rhodesia, no doubt weeks or months after each had been put onto aluminium discs lacquered with cellulose nitrate in London, in Angola we could hear the philosopher’s broadcasts delivered in his upper-class Viennese accent. We Germans have the defector William Joyce talking to the British from Radio Hamburg to demoralise them; the British have Wittgenstein.


To be caught listening to Wittgenstein on your Volksradio is a bad idea, but the punishment—at least in the navy—is surprisingly light: a docking of pay, a leave cancelled, some dirty extra duty. I presume it’s a whole lot tougher for land-lubbers whom the Gestapo catch red-handed, or red-eared. The navy protects its own and Naval Intelligence does not seem unduly bothered, no doubt because talks about the sanctity of language are over the heads of the vast majority of people.


Not everyone aboard is as down to earth as a Hoffmann or a Scharffenstein. Gustl and I don’t exactly count ourselves as high-powered intellectuals. I mean, we’re educated, but we’re artists. Or we used to be. However, we do know a couple of chaps whom you might call intellectuals, if this wasn’t a dirty word. Not uranian chaps, I hasten to add, but never mind.


Jahn and Hager. That’s Rudolph Jahn and Gottfried Hager, both of them assigned to the nearest of the great quadruple gun turrets. Hager is very fond of music, which is how we got talking in the mess amidst the bustle of so many men eating. The tonnage of pigs consumed aboard Der Sieger every single day!


Hager asked me, “Do you actually hear the music in your head the way Beethoven did?” His is a face made for wistfulness, his close-set eyes peering out past a long sharp nose in a kind of diffident expectation of something good perhaps occurring, but probably not.


I was about to nod when in the nick of time I made the connection between Beethoven and deafness.


Instead I frowned. “Not exactly. Beethoven was special.”


Hager sighed. “Aah, so not even most musicians … The noise of the guns, you see… “


Hager was worried about being permanently deafened when the occasional test firing became the real thing, repeated over and over again. My fib seemed to console him somewhat. If he lost his hearing, the knowledge that professional musicians who were similarly deafened could continue to enjoy music would be a torment.


One thing led to another, and presently he and Jahn and the two of us were confidants, at least as regards certain topics such as Wittgenstein.


Gottfried and Rudolph are both philosophers, or had been so before the war. Both of them taught in universities. Taught a lot of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer, needless to say. The Will to Power. The World as Will and Idea. And Plato too, the Führer’s top favourite. They both listen to Wittgenstein on their Volksradio because, as Rudolph explained one day, Wittgenstein is an heir to Schopenhauer as surely as our Führer is.


Physically I don’t fancy the melancholy Gottfried, nor Rudolph who has pockmarks all over a moon face and very wispy hair. Yet their minds seem to mesh with mine and with Gustl’s. Admittedly more so with each other—at times Gottfried and Rudolph seem to be talking to one another in code, where a word does not mean what you would ordinarily take it to mean! Acquaintance with those two serves as a useful protective cover for Gustl and me because Gottfried and Rudolph aren’t in the least good-looking and seem to have no interest in sex. They’re definitely monkish, an austere trait which Wittgenstein shares. Also our Führer, come to think of it, him being vegetarian and teetotal, but so effervescent.


Oh god, I’m visualising the beautiful white cheeks of Gustl’s bum and that puckery little mouth between the cheeks which can swallow my cock so sweetly, so grippingly. Think philosophy!


“Schopenhauer’s central idea,” I recall Rudolph telling us, “is that we share a common mind. A person of will power, who can suspend thought and who can submerge his individuality, gains access to the common mind, and he can influence everyone in word and thought. The Führer knows Schopenhauer by heart and he can do exactly what I just said in a very practical way in his speeches—which is how he works his magic. Quite literally, magic. That’s how magic works: it bespeaks and alters reality.”


Wittgenstein himself wrote a book of spells called the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which our two friends had read before all copies of the academic periodical which published it were consigned to bonfires, at least in the Fatherland and conquered territories.


“The book is full of logical propositions designed to grasp higher truth. Words speak through you, you don’t originate them, the self is an illusion, that sort of thing.”


When Wittgenstein quotes from himself in his broadcasts, what an incantatory power there is.


Needless to say, the number of copies of the Tractatus that ever saw print was utterly dwarfed by the popularity of Mein Kampf.


I remember one exquisite time when Gustl and I each teased one another’s cock for five or ten minutes by plucking the throbbing head two-fingered like a violinist twanging a string, pizzicando, until the yearning for the firm and constant pressure of the mouth between the cheeks became unbelievably urgent, and meanwhile a forefinger, on which we could scarcely concentrate, and then two fingers slid up and down within that mouth, opening it. Aah.


The amazing thing is that the Führer and Wittgenstein, the man of the people and the rich Jew, both attended school together in Linz. Undoubtedly they read Schopenhauer together, Wittgenstein perhaps even leading the Führer (if such a thing can be conceived) in their mutual investigations, for Wittgenstein was two years senior. In time this led to some sort of contretemps, whereupon the Führer awakened to the evil of the Jewish sub-race. That’s one reason why the first speech our Führer made after German troops marched into Austria was in Linz.


“You international seeker after truth,” our Führer sneered, “Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jew-boy with a truss—if only you could be here today to see my victory!” By then Wittgenstein had long been an exile in England. Yes, those were the exact words that issued from the Führer’s mouth, striking home like a lance. Our Führer must have spied Wittgenstein’s truss when the schoolboys undressed for sport or hygiene. That was the reality inside the trousers.


Inside of Gustl’s trousers, on the other hand… no, no, no, no.


That’s quite a famous speech. It wasn’t until after the war started that Wittgenstein began broadcasting, ever so saintly in his precise, logical way, scorning to allude to such things as trusses or what they held. The Führer, clever man, manipulates reality while his ex-school companion operates on a more abstract plane, criticising our Führer and Göbbels for betraying the meanings of words. I know who will win. The Führer. That’s because he seeks power, whereas Wittgenstein seeks what you might call illumination. Maybe Wittgenstein will be burned alive rather than hung from piano wire.


“There’s a battle being fought for the common Aryan mind,” Rudolph also said. “Wittgenstein comes over as a Magus, but the SS boys at Wewelsberg Castle hold séances to stymie him, and any speech of the Führer’s blows all those logical propositions away like fluff.”


I shrugged. “I’m not so sure about that. Or why does the Führer want to nail Wittgenstein so much?”


Our vast ship surges onward, and we do change our trousers (and other garments) for northerly attire. Our superheavy guns elevate to 30 degrees and swivel like athletes limbering up and stretching their muscles. Smoke pours due southward now, for the wind has shifted. Towards the stern sometimes it’s hard to see anything very clearly. Certainly we spy no big artificial albatrosses of Jew-American manufacture, which of course do not and cannot exist. On account of the smoke Gustl and I are constantly clearing our throats and our eyes water a bit. The steam train puffs its way to and fro along the deck in preparation for when it will carry invasion troops. Of course tanks and trucks and motor bikes will also race along the broad deck.


By now surely everyone aboard—with the possible exception of the Blacks and the Jewish slave workers—understands the details of Operation Sea Bridge. It is a plan of staggering genius, typical of the Führer’s vision.


An ordinary sea-borne invasion by innumerable escorted troop carriers, vulnerable to vagaries of weather and requiring multiple landing sites, could result in confusion and losses. But to bridge the Straits of Dover with our battleships several kilometres long, linked together by ingenious mini-bridges: that is to thrust a permanent bridgehead right into England through which men and equipment will pour unstoppably! At the same time our guns will be shelling the towns of Kent and even the east end of London! Whatever little British battleships try to thwart us will simply be swept aside or sunk by our U-boats.


Such surprise there will be on those supposedly unflappable English faces with their stiff upper lips.


How long will Der Sieger remain as the foremost part of this bridge? Several months? At some stage surely we must be freed to resume our role as a mobile vessel. Bombarding New York, who knows?


During those several months Gustl and I hope to enjoy shore leaves in newly conquered south-eastern England, where our opportunities to enjoy one another may be many and varied. Abandoned barns in balmy weather, deserted or commandeered hotels …


We must be wary of partisans! It may take a while for vengeance executions to deter English resistance. How I yearn for idyllic pleasures in the region behind the war front, oh yes why not a hay loft, soft if perhaps tickly bedding for our naked bodies entwined together, both of our manhoods rampant, my tongue in Gustl’s mouth then his in mine, shafts of sun shining in through cracks and through a few bullet holes to illuminate the motes of dust which our mutual ecstasy raises like so many tiny stars. To gaze into his hazel eyes, my body against his body, to stroke his chestnut hair. I love him so much that I ache with yearning even when I’m with him. Gustl, du bist der Lenz, du bist der Lenz.


The wind from the north persists and many complain about the smoke. Finally the order comes to switch around those of us who are most exposed, such as lookouts, gun crews, and bridge officers, from the stern to the bows, to be replaced by our counterparts. Gustl and I board the steam train, along with Rudolph and Gottfried and other ratings and officers, all with our kit, and we travel those seven kilometres forward in style.


Quite a holiday mood—until the awful thought strikes me that Gustl and I might be assigned to different duty rosters, or even worse, to different lookout turrets towards the front of the boat. This tormenting notion brings a cascade of other might-be’s crowding in its wake. The frustrations we suffer at present are as nothing compared to those we might endure if the requirements of war or even an error of paperwork ever separated us! We have been so lucky so far, so very lucky. I cannot bear to be separated from Gustl.


My fears were pointless. Here we both are together, scanning sky and sea. The air is considerably cleaner and fresher, not merely because we are up front. Our great battleships no longer steam in line astern but are flanking one another, each a couple of kilometres apart, an early redeployment. Simply to cope with the smoke problem, or for tactical reasons? I am not privy to Fleet Admirals Doenitz’s mind.


What a spectacle the Lohengrin is off to the west, five kilometres of armoured battleship the length of an entire island. An island five kilometres long, very much longer than it is wide, rather like Wangerooge in the East Frisians but more vertical. Oh yes, an island of steel cleaves the water, smoke streaming from all its funnels. Whales would be minnows around its sides. Gulls fly through the air like white confetti.


Yesterday evening, Gustl and I explored below decks and discovered an unlocked storeroom piled high with greatcoats.


“What if were discovered—?”


“Who needs greatcoats yet?”


What we did next I shall not describe, save to say that the brass buttons of a greatcoat refolded inside-out feel a bit harder than the buttons on a mattress which stop the springs from poking you. When you’re so hard yourself, who cares about a few buttons? Afterwards you’re too softly melted to bother.


The sea is flat, and here we are at last in the Channel, five kilometres offshore from bombarded, blazing Dover. Our bows are five kilometres from shore, our stern perhaps eight kilometres. The difference is increasing as we swing about to become the spearhead of invasion.


Our great guns roar. Oh me of little faith. The castle of Dover is in ruins. The White Cliffs themselves are crumbling and collapsing as if to form a ramp for our Panzer tanks to ascend into the English countryside—to the extent that we can make out such details clearly. A couple of hours ago the sky was blue but now smoke is everywhere.


As we swing, Der Sieger and her sister ships are in a sense damming these straits. We are giant lock gates. Water will continue to flow underneath us, but the current from the north-east pushes against us. Propellers recessed into our hull along the relevant side of our mighty vessel counteract this. We repel the very sea like Moses coming out of Egypt, sending the water back upon itself, higher on one side than on the other. This causes Der Sieger to list by a few degrees, not enough to cause any problem for our steam train.


Moses was a Jew, of course. That’s the trouble with the Bible, altogether too many Jews, an infestation of them. Including Jesus, I suppose. Wagner provides a perfectly adequate substitute for Christianity. True, Parsifal is searching for the Holy Grail, the blood-cup of Jesus. Parsifal is a holy fool. Personally I think Jesus was an Aryan, brought from India to Palestine as a baby by the three Wise Men to place him as near to Europe as they could reach. With their gold and frankincense the Wise Men bribed the parents of Jesus to accept a changeling.


Wie doof to think about such matters at such a moment! Stupid, as kids will say. We are bombarding Doofer. How dumb of the English to think they could defy us.


The stability of the steam train—and of the trains on Lohengrin and the other battleships which will soon form the bridge across the Channel—is important because I presume that the Führer will arrive by train. Unless… he drives, or is driven, along the decks in an armoured car. Or even in his supercharged Mercedes, Swastika flags fluttering! What a wonderful sight that would be, inspiring utter confidence.


Orgasms of orange cordite-flame erupt. The thunder is worthy of Götterdämmerung. Through our excellent binoculars, and through rifts in the smoke, Gustl and I watch bits of England flying into the air.


Our bows are rammed into the very port of Dover in flames. One of the harbour piers is now much shorter than it was. Buoyed by flotation bags, the great connecting ramp is rolling ashore. Sheer fire-power of heavy machine guns, rocket launchers, and tracer artillery has virtually annihilated local resistance. Shells from elevated superguns to our rear soar high overhead so fast that you can scarcely follow them for more than a second or so.


Late in the day the English send big balloons to try to bomb us. Bags of flame is what those balloons soon became. Evening draws nigh and our watch is nearly over. How will Gustl and I get to sleep amidst the extreme noise and excitement? By prior recourse to the storeroom of greatcoats? Ach, too many men are bustling about by now, here, there, everywhere.


Overnight, Waffen-SS heroes have seized the main road that rises from Dover. With dawn come the Panzer tanks and the troop carriers of the army and of the Waffen-SS, rumbling along the deck and crossing the ramp. English reinforcements will be on their way but our superior tanks will cut through those like a knife through butter. Or perhaps through cheese. Cheese is stiffer than butter, though of course in certain situations greasy butter does have its virtues. The English protected many other potential landing sites, obstacles and barbed wire along miles of beaches, yet they could never have expected a frontal assault of such a kind or magnitude on this port. A massive bridge coming into existence within a matter of hours! When they first spied our secret weapons looming, extending for kilometre after kilometre across the sea, how they must have wet themselves.
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Another day, and our Kentish bridgehead is as secure as if it is part of the Fatherland. On our Volksradios we hear how Panzer divisions and motorised troops have reached Canterbury and Ashford. Resistance is fierce—give credit where credit is due—but basically futile and suicidal. A flotilla of smaller vessels constantly ferries equipment between Boulogne and Folkestone, while along the battleship-bridge pour whole armies as if it is an autobahn. I think no one who is not German remains alive in Dover itself.


The English Prime Minister Churchill has made a growling speech vowing to fight us in the streets of London and in the mountains of Wales and in the glens of Scotland, not realising what an admission of defeat such far-flung promises are. Elevated to their maximum, great guns are shelling London.


Wittgenstein, more sensitive to the nuances of language, has uttered certain propositions.


“The good or bad exercise of the will can only alter the limits of the world, not the facts. Nazism is not irrefutable, but is obviously nonsensical.”


That’s telling us, Ludwig! However, the Waffen-SS is not listening.


The Führer may be listening angrily. Nonsensical? Why, we are witnessing the beginning of the reign of a very different kind of world-view which has diverged utterly from both Christianity and rationalism. This will be the reign of superhuman Will, which you might perhaps call magical realism.


It is nonsensical that privileged uranians can enjoy themselves freely when Gustl and I cannot.


Oh sacred hour, now that Dover is cleansed by fire, the Führer is coming, and yes he is coming by train, to the Isartor Station close by our turret.


Gustl has developed a terrible fit of the sneezes. I don’t think he has a cold as such. I think his problem is the affinity between the nose and the penis. It’s well known that certain smells excited our primitive ancestors sexually. I mean, what ape could get excited just by looking at another ape covered all over in hair? Consequently to think intensely and imaginatively about sex may in turn stimulate the nose to discharge itself, rather than the cock. Gustl has been thinking a lot about sex with me in that Kentish hay-loft I promised him.


Chaperoned by naval officers, the Führer’s security boys in their long black leather coats are swarming all over this part of the ship, and Gustl is ordered off duty. No one must sneeze anywhere near the Führer. Vegetarianism and clean living protect the Führer, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.


For obvious reasons us lookouts have no real function at the moment—roll on our shore leave! I’m not likely to spy any sniper amongst the smouldering ruins. Even so, it would be bad practice to leave the forwardmost watch-turret unmanned. Two of us aren’t essential for the job, however, so I’m left on my own, after being frisked for any concealed weapon—better to be safe than. That blond security man’s hand sliding up my inside leg… I thought determinedly of Parsifal and purity.


This is incredible. On my watch too.


Yet it figures, it figures. This is the highest, closest vantage point to look out from without actually going ashore and climbing uphill. Bound to be some unexploded stuff lying around in the smoking ruins.


At this very moment the Führer himself is ascending my watch-turret—on his own, selbst. Guards follow, but he is the leader, what else should he be? He is a hero climbing the tower overlooking the conquered land.


Although obviously tired from sleepless nights and somewhat sallow, he beams almost boyishly at me. His eyes shine. His face glows. What a big fleshy nose he has. On his uniform, in honour of our achievement he wears the badge of the High Seas Fleet, a battleship steaming directly towards you, its guns abeam so that they show to better advantage, within a wreath of oak leaves crowned by an eagle.


“Dieter Schmidt,” he says to me, as if he has known my name all along rather than it being whispered in his ear just previously.


I could not draw myself more fully to attention.


“Jawohl, mein Führer.’


“You are doing your duty to Germany, mein Died.” Oh moment of sheer intimacy, the du and the Died, like a lover’s caress. “You will be decorated.”


With a somewhat womanly gesture he requests my Zeiss binoculars. Through them he stares up at the wreckage of Dover Castle.


To himself, he snarls, “Wittgenstein, you are not far.”


And I am quite carried away. This is a moment given by God.


“Mein Führer, rather than being decorated may I humbly request that the anti-uranian laws be amended to allow uranians who prove their manliness by serving their Fatherland in the armed forces—”


I get no further. Never have I seen or heard such a change come over a human being. Words jabber out of the Führer in a paroxysm, as if not uttered by himself voluntarily. How balefully he turns upon me—and from the wild words and from the rictus which distorts his features I understand instinctively and in appalled wonder that my Führer is a uranian just as I am and he has ever been so, and of a sudden too I understand the source of his loathing for Wittgenstein, because at school back in Linz once upon a time the Jew with a truss must have squeezed the Führer’s balls and he must have had his cock up the Führer’s bum—but no one must ever know this, and therefore Wittgenstein must die. Already the Führer is screaming for his guards, froth flecking from his lips.


Thank God that my Gustl was taken off duty. Let them not guess the truth about him. Gustl may cry himself to sleep to have lost me yet dear God, let him not cry out for other reasons, in agony at sexual torture and castration if the navy cannot protect him, as I doubt it can, for the navy cannot protect me.


I am gagged, and stripped to my underwear, and bound, and greased. On the Führer’s orders a great gun is already loaded, perhaps even by Gottfried and Rudolph for all I know. Into the muzzle I am lifted feet-first. The barrel is just big enough to accommodate me. With a big mop normally used for swabbing the decks I’m pushed down as far as possible. This is an atrocity such as I never expected of my fellow Germans.


The gun begins to elevate. Even greased, at twenty-five degrees I do not slide any further. As I stare upward I can see a star or a planet—it’s as if I’m at the bottom of a very deep well. The gun is swivelling. I know that it’s being aimed at Cambridge.


Impossible for even a supercharged shell from a superheavy gun to fly as far as there, but the intention is all-important, the vision that just conceivably I may hit Wittgenstein as he strolls in some college quadrangle.


Will any part of me survive these coming moments? My head perhaps, still conscious for a few seconds, speeding ahead of the orgasm of cordite?


“Our life has no end,” proposes Wittgenstein, “in exactly the way in which our visual field has no limits.” He means that we see nothing beyond our visual field, nor likewise do we experience anything beyond the end of our life.


“Death is not an event in life,” he has said. “We do not experience death.”


I sincerely hope not.


Oh what a cock-up.


Ich bin im Arsch!


Oh balls.




THE BLACK WALL OF JERUSALEM


SHORTLY AFTER I RETURNED to England the dreams began. Nightly a four-legged Angel in bright armour bears me upon his back into domains where I witness marvels and atrocities—before we are forced, by a Harpy, by a Buddha-Toad, by a Woman-Whirlwind, to withdraw.


Meanwhile, in Israel, helicopter gunships are rocketing Arab cars and houses—it’s the wrong war, the wrong war!


Do I report my dreams to the Knights of the Black Wall back in Jerusalem? Might I be inviting an assassin to visit me? I’m definitely a link, a channel. Can the Black Wall appear in my own country, especially if Jerusalem is incinerated in a middle eastern holocaust, which heaven forbid? Heaven, indeed! And will those feet in modern times walk upon England’s mountains green? And will the Centaur-Angel be on England’s pleasant pastures seen? Beyond our world lurk other potent dimensions, parasitical and expansionist, seeking their place in the true sun.


I am being incoherent.


Some time before the fall of Jerusalem to Saladin in 1187 the Knights Templar expelled from their order and from the Holy Land a certain Robert de Sourdeval.


During the 1920s workmen renovating the Aqsa Mosque on Temple Mount found hidden in its roof space a parchment alluding to the expulsion. Sourdeval’s crime remained a mystery until a further document was offered to an antiques dealer in East Jerusalem in the 1950s and came into the possession of a Polish-American garments millionaire who was passionately interested in the “occult” side of history: Kabbalah, Sufism, Masonry and such.


This document, a copy of a letter written in Latin by Sourdeval to an unknown recipient, is the earliest recorded description of the Black Wall of Jerusalem and of the “demoniacal” beings beyond it. Two other accounts exist, one in Hebrew by a Rabbi and the other in Arabic by a Sufi, and neither is as lucid.


Why did the Knights Templar expel Sourdeval? That military order of monks were obsessed with Solomon’s bygone temple, on the site of which they had established their headquarters, converting the Aqsa Mosque for this purpose. For the Templars, Solomon’s Temple was the supreme example of sacred architecture. Its geometrical proportions, as deduced from the Bible, offered a key to the fundamentals of space and time, as we would say nowadays, and so could reveal the underpinnings of the universe and of life itself. For Sourdeval to insist on the existence—even the fleeting and visionary existence—of a wall anywhere in the vicinity which enshrined creatures more demonic than angelic must have been anathema. His testimony must be suppressed.


I’m running ahead of myself…


I was a lecturer in Art History with a particular interest in apocalyptic art, Altdorfer and such. Philip Wilson was also a poet with a minor reputation—the emphasis should be on was. I dreamed of blowing people out of the water one day with something major and sustained, of the calibre of William Blake. Yet as another William—Butler Yeats—put it, “I sought a theme and sought for it in vain.” So far, I had been penning clever poems mainly inspired by artists’ visions. Did I have no unique vision of my own, and could this be due to my own lack of any faith? Yeats managed to find his themes and visions. Might Jerusalem—the bubbling cauldron of religions, the real Jerusalem rather than Blake’s resounding verses—prompt me with something suitable and major?


I had a sabbatical term due, and no ties. Trish had walked out on me, and by then I was glad of this. At first her passionate enthusiasms and loathings had been stimulating but after a while these came to seem like a series of self-indulgent fads, a sort of self-generated hysteria in which I was supposed to concur fully or be abused by her for lack of commitment or spirit. Ultimately I came to realize that Trish didn’t care a hoot about my poetry, in other words my real inner self. Fortunately we had no kids to make a separation messy. Trish was always too busy for children, and then she became too busy for me. Yes, I would go to Jerusalem for a week in October, stay longer if I felt inspired. Trish was in a hatred-of-property phase and had swanned off to an ashram in India to be spiritual. She might return to demand a share of the house and my income, but for the moment I had funds and freedom.


The driver of the limousine who whisked me from Lod Airport—I sat up front for a better view—proved to have emigrated from London ten years earlier and was proudly Israeli. Deeply tanned, he wore shorts.


As he turned on to the only true motorway in Israel, linking Tel Aviv with Jerusalem, he used his mobile to phone ahead in Hebrew to the YMCA hotel where I had reserved a room. Shalom, shalom.


“They are expecting you, and I have a booking for return to the airport.”


I was glad of the air-conditioning in his limo. The brilliance, and the heat! The broad highway traversed what to my eyes appeared to be a barren wilderness seared by fierce sunshine. After we started climbing through reddish-brown foothills, by the sides of the road began appearing battered metal boxes the size of rubbish skips.


Those, said the ex-Londoner, were relics of the 1948 War of Independence, the wreckage of home-made armoured cars which ran an Arab blockade so that we could bring food to besieged Jerusalem—he had not arrived until decades later, nevertheless he was deeply part of this.


Ran the blockade? Oh no, those boxes had crawled up this incline where our own car now surged smoothly while devils—or at least Arabs—poured fire and brimstone from ambush.


“Many of us died in these convoys. And we’re dying still—a car bomb here, a school bus machine-gunned there. And the world’s media savage us whenever we aren’t whiter than white and don’t turn the other cheek, you know what I mean? But we carry on. What are we supposed to do? Jump in the sea?”


I nodded awkwardly.


“Mostly life is quite normal here, so you need not worry about safety.”


He sounded like a spokesman for the ministry of tourism, or immigration. I wondered whether he kept a gun in the glove pocket of the limo.


These thoughts passed from my mind as, high and still distant, shining white outcrops of apartment blocks appeared. The sheer brightness of the buildings coming into view as we continued higher and higher! All made of the local stone by law, mark you; even a Hilton Hotel must comply. No wonder people thought of Jerusalem as a celestial city here on Earth. You rose up and up, beholding a succession of white bastions or ramparts of suburbs, like Dante’s hell of circles inverted and transformed from negative darkness into luminosity. Those Jews of 1948 in their grim, slow ovens had been conducting an assault, almost, upon heaven itself—betokened by the blinding sky—so as to restore the reign of angels, to raise those up again to pinnacles, thrones, and dominations; and now the angels indeed had dominion, armed with nuclear weapons. I was mixing up my theology a bit, but as my driver would say, know what I mean?


The YMCA hotel was much grander than its name implied. Located directly opposite the very swanky King David Hotel, the elegant 1930s building boasted a tall bell-tower resembling some stone space rocket poised to launch itself. Palm trees and soaring cedars graced a garden, white domed Byzantine wings on either side. The arcaded reception lobby was like a Turkish palace. I arranged to join a few other guests next day for a guided tour of the city to get my bearings.


By now it was evening. After depositing my bags I took a copy of the Jerusalem Post to a table on the terrace where I ordered lamb chops and a beer—the Goldstar proved to be decently malty. I read how a woman corporal had been stabbed to death by an Arab in the Jordan valley, and how the Defence Force had dynamited some Arab houses, and how a member of the Knesset’s car had been fire-bombed by an underground extremist Jewish group because of a squabble about the location of a grave. The political situation seemed set to explode in a few more months, but meanwhile rich tourists were still debussing across the road.


Next morning I met up with the guide, Alon, a burly laid-back fellow approaching middle age. Perched on his balding head, a small kippa skull-cap gave useful sun protection. My fellow excursioners were a blond Swedish couple, the Svensens, their rather plain and shy teenage daughter, and Mrs Dimet, an American willow, a short urgent bird-like lady with frizzy hair.


Alon impressed on us that we should each buy a bottle of water before we set off to avoid dehydration, then he discreetly enquired into our religious affiliations so that he could guide us most beneficially.


I said I was agnostic; and the Swedes were atheists, the parents being historians at Umeå University.


“It is dark there half of the year,” explained Mrs Svensen. “We came for the history, and for the light. Natural light, not religious light.”


“What else could I be but Jewish?” Mrs Dimet said. “When God spoke to Abraham, radiation illuminated all people in the world—but most people lost the light. It is a miracle that I am here in Israel at last! Although I think the Hasidim are a bit crazy. God has to be joking when you wear Polish fur hats and long black coats in this heat.”


So none of us were Christians. Judiciously Alon said, “Usually when I take people round I simply say, ‘Here is where Jesus was crucified,’ Today I will say, ‘Here is where Jesus was said to be crucified.’” He inclined towards Mrs Dimet. “You are right about the Ultra-Orthodox being crazy. Those fanatics refuse to pay taxes or serve in the army. Some even refuse to speak Hebrew because they think Hebrew is sacred. Yet their political power gives them all sorts of privileges.” He lowered his voice. “There could be civil war here, Jew against Jew. Just as happened when the Romans besieged Jerusalem two thousand years ago! Jew fighting Jew fratricidally within the walls at the very same time as resisting the legions outside!” For Romans, read Arabs. Such a spectre deeply upset this otherwise easygoing man. The Svensen parents frowned sympathetically.


And so we set off in Alon’s black stretch Mercedes. Landmarks, more landmarks, then we parked near the Wailing Wall. Hundreds of orthodox Jews of assorted sects wearing 19th century winter clothing breezed down a sloping plaza in the blazing sunshine to pray at the wall while bobbing their fur-hatted heads repeatedly. Seemingly the variously attired sub-divisions of the ultra-faithful all bitterly resented one another. Handsome young men of the Defence Force, dark-skinned and with gleaming teeth, automatic rifles slung around their shoulders, kept an eye on the comings and goings.


“If you like,” said Alon, “you can write a prayer on a piece of paper and put it in a crack in the wall. No one will object.”


On the contrary, the devout would completely ignore us, just as they ignored one another. I thought about this and decided why not? Tearing a page from my notebook, I scribbled, “May I have a theme please?” I folded the paper several times, walked to the wall, and inserted my appeal amongst many others. On my return the Svensens eyed me curiously.


Mrs Dimet had fled to the women’s section to do some praying. Hidden above and beyond the great section of boundary wall was Temple Mount, which alas we would not be able to visit. Occupied as the Mount had been ever since the victories of Islam by highly sacred Moslem shrines, it was a volatile place. A fortnight ago a Canadian John the Baptist armed with a knife had started preaching inside the Aqsa Mosque. Riots and tear-gas and shots ensued; security was being reassessed. While Mrs Dimet was absent, Alon regaled us with how an extreme Jewish nationalist faction aimed to erase all trace of the Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock and to rebuild Solomon’s Temple in all its glory, whereupon the reign of God could commence.


“First they need ritually to slaughter an all-red heifer and burn it. They are breeding one specially.”


“What is a heifer?” asked Mrs Svensen.


“A young virgin cow.”


“Why do those people want to burn a cow?”


“From its ashes they make a paste to sanctify the new foundations. The heifer has to be perfectly red.”


“A well-red cow,” observed Svensen drolly.


Confusingly, the Red Heifer Brigade was not among the squabbling ranks of the Ultra-Orthodox. Those Ultras would not lift a finger to rebuild the Temple because the Messiah would do it for them—everybody else must do everything for them.


From the Wailing Wall we walked to the Via Dolorosa, no great distance. How close and condensed everything was, all cheek by jowl.


In the courtyard-cum-playground of an Arab primary school, brown-robed Dominicans were gathering for their weekly procession up the flagstoned way trodden by Christ on his way to be crucified.


“Actually, the city surface was three metres lower in the First Century…”


Today being a Friday, no Arab schoolkids were present as a dapper monk proclaimed the Stations of the Cross in Italian, microphone in hand and boom-box slung over his shoulder. A rotund Asian colleague recited each Station in orotund English. An Arab would lead the march, sporting a red fez ordained by the Ottomans as the symbol of authority to clear a path, otherwise trouble might ensue. Soldiers observed as we set off.


I was astonished at how tightly confined the route was—a cramped bazaar of souvenir vendors and food shops. A loping Arab lugging a small barrow of water melons barely managed to career past a military jeep. Nevertheless, here came a band of American women, the vanguard bearing on their shoulders a half-size replica cross like a battering ram. Equally brusque with purpose was a devout party of Slavs. After prayers at some tiny nearby mosque, an Imam was leading his flock of twenty or so the opposite way down the Via, while a party of French pilgrims were kneeling to adore a plaque marking one of the Stations. Insufficiently backed up, these rival devotees became a target for rage. Crab-like the Imam advanced, grimacing and flailing his arms, although not actually hitting anyone. “Kack Christians!” he snarled, or something excremental. Lost in devotion, the pilgrims remained oblivious.


Presently the Via dog-legged as though a seismic fault-line had shifted it sideways, then it became roofed over and we were in an indoor souk. When we reached the Church of the Holy Sepulchre congestion and jostling of creeds was even more extreme. Orthodox Greeks guarded the claustrophobic pink marble “tomb” of Christ while Copts jealously possessed one stone at the rear, on to which they had grafted a lean-to shrine. An enclosed tooth of shaved-down rock was the whole of Golgotha Hill; hardly any distance away was the site of the Resurrection. The noise in the church, the noise.


“This place is bedlam,” said Mrs Svensen.


“Most of the human race is demented,” her husband declared. “Faiths and ideologies are a history of madness. Here it all comes together.”


Mrs Dimet chirped enthusiastically, “The Law of Return lets everyone Jewish come home, Ethiopians, Yemenis, me if I choose. First there’s the Diaspora, the scattering, and now like a miracle there’s the incoming. It’s a blessing.”


“We are talking about different things,” said Svensen.


Alon pursed his lips. “According to Muhammad the entire Earth stretched forth from Jerusalem, and from Jerusalem it will be rolled up eventually like a scroll. Because Jerusalem is the axis of the world.”


The Old City, jam-packed with superimposed architecture, rival faiths and races, seemed to be teetering on the brink of critical mass. If only the core of Jerusalem could be unfolded into a dozen different dimensions at right angles to each other! Otherwise, it seemed to me, the whole inflated universe might indeed fall inward to some ultimate jostling superheated crunch right here—prior to an apocalyptic explosion from which a new cosmos might erupt, bright as a nuclear fireball, scattering illumination as God supposedly once had done. I understood how a visitor such as that Canadian screwball could succumb to delusions and imagine himself to be uniquely transfigured. Such a place this was, such a place.


Just then I noticed a Hispanic-looking young woman darting glances this way and that. Glossy black hair wild and wavy under a minimal headscarf, olive skin, bold yet haunted eyes. She reminded me of Trish, in the way that a negative suggests a print, her dark antithesis, ardent, obsessive. This woman wore a long-sleeved cream calico dress and tan leather sandals. As I was admiring her, she buttonholed a young Greek Orthodox priest. After listening for a few seconds he frowned impatiently and strode away, and I lost sight of her too.


Only to spot her once more while the six of us had stopped for lunch outside a café near the Citadel.


Sun furnaced from a cloudless sky, reflecting off stone the colour of bees’ wax. Were we in the Christian or the Armenian quarter just here? Natives of Jerusalem would know to the exact inch. At the next table a couple of paunchy, hairy Greeks in black pillbox hats sipped cinnamon coffee. Pale omelettes arrived for us tourists, humous with pitta bread for Alon.


He grinned at us. “In Israel we do not eat humous, we wipe it.” As he proceeded to demonstrate.


A scrawny tabby kitten hunched nearby, staring at us. In pity, Mrs Dimet pulled some scraps of smoked salmon from her omelette and threw them to the starveling which growled as it bolted down the bits of fish.


Another guide was leading a party through the square. Of a sudden the same Hispanic girl detached herself from the group and headed towards us, eyeing Alon’s badge which proclaimed his proficiency in English, German, and Yiddish.


“Excuse me, are you a guide?” American accent, but second language from the sound of it.


“Yes,” he conceded, “but I am already hired.”


“Please tell me just one thing—can you say where the Black Wall is?”


If this was the first I ever heard of the Black Wall, likewise for Alon!


“I do not know any Black Wall.”


“You must!”


Alon shook his head. He looked away. Distractedly the woman hurried to catch up with her party.


“What was she?” asked Mrs Dimet.


“Some charismatic, perhaps.”


“What would the Black Wall be?” I asked.


“I have no idea. Maybe she is confusing with the Kaaba in Mecca.” He pondered. “In Arabic black also means wise. A wise wall? Maybe she means the Western, ah, the Wailing Wall. We guides need to be careful of such people. This city fosters frenzy in some visitors.”


At that moment an unmistakable King David ambled by, colour-fully robed and crowned and carrying a little harp.


“Is he a madman too?” whispered Mrs Dimet.


“No, he is an Australian. He poses for photos. He has been here for years.”


After a tour of the Citadel, Alon drove us to a high promenade from which we could at least gaze from a distance at the golden Dome of the Rock and the Mount of Olives cluttered with gravestones. The sun baked the earth and white buildings as we drank from our water bottles. Next came a drive to the Yad Vashem holocaust shrine where Mrs Dimet wept while the simulated stars of the universe twinkled in subterranean darkness, each the soul of a Nazi victim, and a recorded voice endlessly intoned the names of dead children.


The Hispanic woman’s wall might be no more than a few painted stones in the Old City, currently obscured by a poster concerning a different genocide, the Armenian one. So much here was exalted by words and names when the reality was much smaller, the River Jordan for instance being more like a big ditch, according to Alon.


As I sat nursing a beer on the terrace of the YMCA hotel that evening, the same woman appeared—so she was staying here too. Spying me, she came over.


“Excuse me, you were with the guide who would not answer me because I had not hired him. After I went, what did he tell you?”


“Why don’t you sit down?”


She did so.


How beautiful she was. I chose my words carefully.


“He said he didn’t know any Black Wall. That black means wise in Arabic. Maybe the Black Wall is a wall of wisdom.”


“Yes! It is there in the Old City. I know.”


I introduced myself.


“I’m a poet,” I said. “I came to Jerusalem to write a poem. There’s so much light here, and so much darkness too.”


Her name was Isabella Santos. To confide in me, a sympathetic stranger, was a relief, and besides she was becoming desperate.


She was from Southern California and worked as a check-out operator in a supermarket. Hardly as wild and impetuous as I had imagined. She had always been thrifty. When her local church planned a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, at first she had no intention of spending her savings on this.


“Then I had dreams.


“Dreams of a city of gleaming stone, ramparts, gateways, towers, domes, churches and mosques and crowded markets, a city through which she would fly like a bird along alleyways crowded with robed monks and ringleted black-clad Jews and brightly-dressed Bedouin women, and always she would come at last, alone by now, to a seamless wall of glossy basalt or jet in which she would see herself outlined thinly in silvery light as if her faintly reflected body was a doorway. She would press against her reflection, face to face and palm to palm, till the door would yield, and although the wall held on to her she would glimpse what lay in the looming shadowy vastness beyond.


“I did not tell anyone because they might not have brought me. I thought I would find the Wall easily because it called me. But now I fear it only appears from time to time—and in different places, now here, now there. And we go to Bethlehem tomorrow, then to the Dead Sea, and afterwards we are flying back.”


“What does lie beyond the Wall, Miss Santos?”


“Strange beings. Glittering beings. They wait. It is as if that gloom holds many checker boards, transparent, one above another like floors of a building all of dark glass.”


I itched to make notes. The Dream of Isabella Santos, a narrative poem by Philip Wilson.


“I cannot tell the size of the beings.”


“Why are they in darkness?”


“Are they in hell, do you mean? They seem wonderful, but strange. I name one the Sphinx-Angel and another the Centaur-Angel. They are different from anything I know. I feel there is power in them, and knowledge waiting for me.”


I sipped some beer. “Why do you think you in particular saw these visions?”


I thought she might not tell me, but then words spilled from her.


“My grandmother, she was a bruja. Do you understand?”


Witch, sorceress, wise woman. Maybe the grandmother chewed peyote in some Mexican village.


“When she died, my parents came to California. They did not want to remember such things. My mother is normal and Catholic.”


Some sort of gift, or curse, had skipped a generation. Definitely not your average John the Baptist delusion. How I conjured with it.


“After I saw pictures of Jerusalem in the brochures our priest handed out, I dreamt. I did not invite the dreams! If I dream tonight—when I was younger I walked in my sleep. Maybe I will walk to the Black Wall. I am so close here. If you see me, will you follow?”


It was only fifteen minutes on foot to the Old City, down and along and steeply upward, but I could hardly imagine a sleepwalker undertaking that journey. Did she imagine that I would sit out here half the night in case she drifted out of the front door of the YMCA in a trance?


I proposed, “Why don’t you and I go up to the Old City right now and look around? If no one will miss you, and so long as we steer clear of the Arab Quarter.”


“Oh will you?”


It was as if I had released her from confinement. Despite her obsession she must have been scared to set out on her own while wide awake. The Old City practically closed up at sundown, and Alon had mentioned that women on their own could be harassed by both Arabs and Jews. I too felt a bit wary.
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