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Chapter 1
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A man reaches for a high window.


He wears a cowl, and holds something in his outstretched hand. The object is indistinct, a sphere of sorts; more likely a cannonball, to judge by the man’s stooped posture, than a soap bubble. In the yellow-lit interior beyond the window, three young women embrace. They are dressed in nightgowns and caps, though these bedtime preparations are plainly mechanical; they are distressed and there is no prospect of sleep. The distracted father sits apart, head in his hands. There is no sign of the mother. Crisis looms.


This antique scene is insistently ecclesiastical. It is the subject of frescoes and icons, and the illuminated pages of breviaries, psalters and saints’ lives. It has been worked in stained glass and carved in stone and wood. It’s a still from a seventeen-hundred-year-old story, one which has been recounted many times, with minor variations, across the Christian world; a staple of devotional iconography. Even so, it can hardly claim the universal familiarity of a Crucifixion or a Nativity scene, leaving those who do not recognize it to seek clues in the image as a means of making sense of the wider narrative the moment is wrapped in. There’s a cypress tree in some renderings and often a cross-topped cupola. The scene, typically Byzantine, is bathed in significant moonlight; the cowl is not merely customary, then, but clandestine. Even so, it’s inconceivable that this night-time visitor intends malice. He is not in the business of breaking and entering. He is not about to shatter the window with the object in his hand, whatever it is, to incite a pogrom or inflame a vendetta. Nor, though the girls are beautiful, can it be a billet-doux that he is delivering. For one thing, as the cannonball stoop indicates, the object is heavy. For another, there’s a purpose beyond the merely lovelorn about this visitor.


The story can wait, except in one detail. Draw back the cowl, as the narrative will duly culminate, and a man is revealed by the name of Nicholas; or, to begin his identification, Nikolaos in the Greek transliteration. A Byzantine Greek at a window, then, delivering something significant. So significant that Nicholas’ biography depends upon this episode. It has proved the defining moment of his life, the one action, above all others, that made him. Only, posthumously.


Nicholas’ great journey had barely begun when they laid him in his sarcophagus. Nicholas died at Myra in Byzantine Lycia, in what is now south-western Turkey, in or around AD 352. The year is contested; the day of his death, 6 December, is far better established. As vampires shun daylight, so saints are distinguished from ordinary mortals by the anniversaries they keep. The date of their death rather than birth is commemorated. With death, they fledge.


Whatever saints achieve during their lives, they only graduate to their true calling – as influential intermediary between God and men – on their deaths. When the Byzantine saints went to work among the celestial kingdom’s porphyry halls, banqueting tables and golden balconies, they had one overriding ambition: to convince the living that the ear of God was theirs. Saintly survival was achieved by acquiring the necessary devotees from among the living; and what attracted them beyond character or piety to a saint was demonstrable access to the Almighty as well as an impressive intercessional record with Him, whether it was delivering God’s relief from aching teeth or potato blight, or ensuring successful conception or the obliteration of enemies on the battlefield. Canonization was no guarantee against oblivion in this fiercely competitive and pointedly modern environment. The world is littered with the lost and broken shrines of forgotten saints. Sometimes, their constituencies stalled or were dispersed by upheaval; others could not adapt their specializations to change. Many had their moments, shining in remote corners of the saintly firmament before they were extinguished by new operators across their territories.


So it was that Nicholas entered such a world one distant December day, and set about surviving. Seventeen hundred years later, a million invocations to Nikolai rise from onion-shaped domes across the Russian steppe. He is revered across the Hellenic world, across Catholic Europe and the Balkans. In the former Yugoslavia it has long been the convention that marriages may not take place between families who have adopted the same patron saint, but an exception is necessarily made in the case of Nicholas whose popularity might otherwise endanger the institution of marriage itself. He has protected generations of sailors on their voyages; not only Greeks, but Bretons, Croatians and Liverpudlians, Bari fishermen and Volga boatmen. He has been the patron of a wide range of trades, and also assisted with marriages and conceptions. His name was given to one thirteenth-century saint, Nicholas of Tolentino, when his mother finally bore him after a visit to Nicholas’ shrine at Myra. Nicholas has spawned generations in his name; popes in Rome and doges in Venice, princes and kings in the Balkans, tsars in Russia, despots in Romania, but also millions of ordinary boys; not only Nikolaus and Nikolai but Nicolas in France and Nicola in Italy, Nigul in Estonia and Mikulas in the Czech Republic, Nick or Colin in England, Klaus in Germany and Klaas in Holland. And in all these countries and beyond, these boys and their sisters await his secret visits as the year draws to a close. He would seem, on current evidence, to have surpassed all expectations.








[image: image]







Fresco by Fra Filippo Lippi, Martelli Chapel, Church of San Lorenzo, Florence.





And so to Nicholas’ life, the seed of his posthumous success. Saints must achieve one thing in their earthly span, which is to commend themselves for sainthood; there’s a self-evident Darwinian truth at work here. Most of Nicholas’ Christian contemporaries achieved this in the last, and most brutal, of the persecutions by suffering torture and execution at the hands of the pagan Romans; only the unluckiest of martyrs were passed over for sainthood. Others performed astounding miracles or condemned themselves to a life of desert asceticism which led them to heaven via filth, chronic fleas and an unrelenting diet of fallen fruit and nuts. Nicholas took himself to a Byzantine window.
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Which brings us to ask what he is doing there. Making a secret gift, quite without commitment. Nicholas expects nothing from it, except the knowledge that it will change lives. What he cannot know, even if he doubts that he will succeed in keeping the gift entirely secret, is that it will never be forgotten. On a moonlit Byzantine night late in the third century, a young man does the right thing, and so starts something big. He reaches for nothing less than immortality.




Chapter 2
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In early December, I took my daughter to see the man that Nicholas had become.


We made for Santa’s Kingdom. The Kingdom lay to the north though not the deep north; near Birmingham, in fact. It was also at London and Glasgow, where some of Anna’s friends would see Santa at much the same time. Not that this troubled my six-year-old, who had long since accepted Santa’s essential omnipresence as the natural consequence, though the phrase was not hers, of his compressed calendar commitments. What was more likely to wreck her belief was the fact that the Kingdom was reached along the M5, where Santa had installed himself, for one month only, at the National Exhibition Centre; and I doubted that wide-eyed wonder would flourish in the NEC’s prosaic tilth. Beyond the wipers, frantic against the rain, the headlit traffic was heavy in the submarine gloom.


I was getting to know Santa Claus all over again. The man was cyclical, but doubly so; an annual returner, of course, but also a generational one, describing a wider orbit to leave the awareness on a long fade at the end of childhood to return with a vengeance in the first years of parenthood. What had brought him back to me were my two daughters. The shift of perspective occasioned by one’s own inexorable slide down the generations transformed the experience of Santa. I had lived Santa last time round; this time, my role was to supervise Anna and Lizzie’s relationship with him. Like walking and talking, like the respectivity of trouser legs (a particular problem for my girls), Santa was another early-life experience that was learned as a child and taught as a parent. To all of us, it seemed, he presented challenges.


The Kingdom’s marketers had thrown a vast advertising trawl net which had snagged Anna among a million-strong shoal of kids in the weeks preceding Christmas; there was no denying my older daughter. She was approaching her devotional peak, breathlessly receptive to the promises, but not yet tainted by the least doubt about the man she insisted on calling Father Christmas. The name her parents knew Santa Claus by, a peculiarly English usage, sounded quaint from Anna; a sure sign that its time was short. Even so, the old name had a distinct resonance, evoking a time when they had barely begun to mine Santa’s merchandising potential.


All that had changed, of course; we were driving through a singularly venal world. The forces of commerce, adept as kidnappers in the exploitation of parental love, had ticketed objects of childhood adoration accordingly. I had not troubled Anna with the fact that it cost a lot of money to enter Santa’s Kingdom. I was more concerned by the Kingdom situation that was developing; the Kingdom that I anticipated and the one that Anna in her innocence imagined were unequal. These kingdoms were set to collide, and in about two hours’ time. My daughter was not prepared. It was not long after we had left home (in fact, the petrol gauge was still inching towards a reading) that she looked from the window and remarked that it looked the same as ever; the roundabouts and the retail warehouses, the housing estates still settling into their freshly excavated plots, the roadside thickets of plastic tubes containing freshly planted saplings, as if a few trees might redeem England’s benighted suburbs, and the pubs lit with premature Christmas decorations and the reflected flickery glow of fruit machines.


What Anna had expected was some give in the landscape; a slide towards a truer north along empty roads that ran through birch and spruce, just us and a dance of flakes in the headlights as we moved towards magic. When she next checked, a motorway service station reared at the window.


‘We’re not there yet.’ But even as I assured her, I knew that we never would be. The darkness came as a mercy, shielding her from an obstinately ordinary world. I wondered if this might be the night; six-year-old Anna was approaching the age. I feared that the experience that we were fast closing on might shatter her belief in Father Christmas. Then only the tooth fairy and the mermaids, for which she nursed a particular conviction, would stand between her and the loss of her own magic kingdom.


It was hard, getting reacquainted with Santa. To the child, he might be the man who brought secret presents. But once that child became a parent, there was a significant pay-back to be endured. Santa would continue to protect the innocence of the next generation so long as the previous one agreed to be privy to a ruthless acknowledgement of the loss of its own; this meant assuming logistical and financial responsibility for the entire rite leading to its culmination on Christmas morning. And it seemed to this parent, as it must surely seem to all, that Santa had inveigled him, by appealing to the feelings that he once felt for him, into an intention which now seemed monstrous; to inflate the material appetites of his offspring. Was a man who won children’s devotion with the promise of excessive gifts which he then left the parents to honour really to be trusted?


‘We’re here,’ I whispered as the car drew to a halt, my voice humble with apology. Anna hauled herself to the window and was silent. She had conjured her own visions as to how Santa’s Kingdom might look; a vast car park, with the rain flailing about the lamp lights, had not figured among them. As we made our way to the Kingdom, we ran into a counter-current of show dogs hauling their owners back to their vehicles, Labradors and spaniels, dachshunds and Alsatians that had recently been immaculately groomed but were now merely soaked.


‘Does Father Christmas like dogs?’ asked Anna. Her belief had survived the car park, and even found an explanation for the dog show in the adjacent exhibition hall; I feared that greater tests lay ahead.


A plastic Christmas tree announced the entrance to Santa’s Kingdom. Its fairy lights were only intermittently operational. They resembled the flashing activity outside an Accident and Emergency department. A posse of elves slapped yellow tags around our wrists. We were being hospitalized, interned to a backing track of Christmas medleys. Inside, crowds waited to be transported to the Kingdom. They had gathered about a stage where Frosty the Snowman, a penguin and some majorettes danced and sang, which was not what Anna had expected. Her lower lip began to tremble. We retreated to a nearby booth, where I fortified my daughter against the scrambled narrative with a cup of hot chocolate.


‘We have to go by rocket to reach the Kingdom,’ I told her brightly. Anna liked rockets, which made me grateful for this one, even though it demonstrated that in Santa’s Kingdom the storyline seemed increasingly anarchic.


Anna had, however, become wiser. ‘A real rocket?’ she asked, her eyes narrowing.


‘Well, it should feel like a real rocket,’ I offered.


It didn’t. When it was our turn, which we knew by the colour of our wrist tags, we gathered in an abattoir file before taking our seats on the ‘shuttle’ to Santa’s Kingdom. We took off to a rising rattle from concealed speakers. A short video shot us past the Eiffel Tower and the Sydney Opera House, which was hardly the obvious route north. As we touched down, the lights came up with a lurch, a choreographic equivalent of a rough landing which was followed by music, solemn, enchanted and a right provocation since it suggested that we were embarked on some marvellous odyssey. We were filing down a passageway walled with chipboard to which fairy lights had been stapled when Anna asked when we were going on the rocket. The passageway led to the cavern of the snow queen who appeared from a cloud of dry ice.


‘Are you being good?’ she asked in a Yorkshire accent. ‘Looking forward to seeing Santa?’


‘What are you doing here?’ asked Anna, who was used to her favourite characters keeping to their own stories.


We continued among our tightly packed fellow passengers, topped and tailed as we were by elves. The elves smiled a lot, but it was clear that they were there to prevent us running up against passengers from adjacent rocket arrivals, as if to preserve some kind of illusion. At Santa’s toy factory, more elves were making presents. At his post office, Anna queued to write a postcard which she dutifully dropped into the big red pillar box. The sugar-plum fairy smiled; the sugar-plum fairy asked if Anna was looking forward to seeing Santa. Then we arrived at the reindeer. These were at least relevant, and real, though they were suffering from what I took to be flu. I stroked one of them. It sneezed on my sleeve. I wiped it off on a drift of plastic snow.


We emerged among booths variously stacked with chocolates, pink rabbits, Santa hats and plastic reindeer. The area beyond was carpeted in machine-made snow. Desultory snowballs flew and toddlers examined their mottled hands which they extended to their parents that they might be relieved of the unfamiliar discomfort. It was their first experience of the white stuff which was fast becoming a northern exotic in England. These days, a series of muddy footprints usually led to Father Christmas.


So it was at Santa’s Kingdom, where he lived beyond a curtain. The curtain was flanked by nine identical curtains. When Anna’s turn came, she found herself propelled into a booth with walls of green baize slung with fairy lights. It looked like a poorly decorated workstation. Father Christmas sat on an office chair which did not fit him; his thighs extended over the sides in red felt rolls. Father Christmas did not look like the sort of man who usually went out of his way to be nice to children. I wondered what had happened to the man at the window. In a few days’ time, with a journey to Nicholas’ beginnings in Turkey, I might start to find out.


Father Christmas asked Anna if she had been a good girl, and she had barely had time to answer before we were being ushered out. Anna was silent on the way to the car, clutching the plastic doll that Father Christmas had given her. She made no further attempts to incorporate the latest surroundings into her Santa world, which was sensible since a concert crowd dressed in fezzes, winkle-picker shoes and string ties were gathering.


Anna had enough dolls. She neither needed nor wanted another one. She unwrapped it from the plastic packaging to discover a leg had come loose from its socket. This one might at least provide her with a challenging repair even as she nursed hopes of something better.


‘Will you bring us presents when you come back?’ This request from the back seat acted as a reminder that the girls habitually got gifts after my trips away.


And then, irritated: ‘I can’t get this leg back in.’


And then: ‘Dad?’


‘Yes.’


‘That wasn’t the real Father Christmas, was it?’


I intended to find out in Turkey.




Chapter 3
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I saw Santa Claus again a few days later. This time, however, he was in a half-buried basilica in Demre, southern Turkey; not his usual habitat. In his grotto, history could not touch him; so, it seemed, he had broken out to dirty his hands reacquainting himself with his own history at its very source. He might even have called the basilica his own except that he had been away so long and changed so much in the process that few among the Orthodox gathering acknowledged his claim to the place or even recognized in him anything of the man he once was: a Byzantine by the name of Nicholas. So it was with lengthy absences. Odysseus, another fabled Greek, had disguised himself as a nondescript to go unnoticed among his rivals on his return to Ithaca after the Trojan War. When Marco Polo and his father, Nicolo, returned to Venice in 1295, they seemed so foreign in accent and bearing that they were initially turned away from their own home. But where Odysseus and the Polos had been away for almost twenty and twenty-six years respectively, Santa had been travelling for many lifetimes.


The time away had all but transformed the man, not only his outfit and manner but even his name, which bore only a garbled, foreign-language echo of its original. A Dutchman might have recognized Santa Claus as the Americanized form of Sinterklaas, the common Dutch agglutination of Sint Nicolaas; but it was no surprise that the Greeks and Russians venerating their fixed and unchanging Orthodox saint in the basilica should neither have known this godless hybrid from the West, nor wished to. Even so, Santa would not be denied. Dressed in his red, white-bobbled hat and a jacket bordered with fluffy white trimmings and cuffs, snowy beard, broad shiny black belt and patent-leather knee-length boots, he had taken up a prominent position in the apse between propped icons of his former self. And all while an Orthodox liturgy was in progress.


It was rare these days that Christian services were held in Demre, a scruffy market town in what was now Muslim Anatolia. Demre had a Turkish present, with its skyline spiked by minarets, but an overwhelmingly Christian past, when it was commonly known as Myra. The service, grudgingly licensed by the Turkish authorities in the name of religious freedom, bore contentious political traces which Santa Claus’ presence only inflamed. This left the man who played him, a Turkish actor in the employ of the Ministry of Tourism and Culture, to endure the cold stare of Orthodox disapproval.


The visiting Greeks and Russians who had gathered here to celebrate the feast day of St Nicholas, fourth-century Bishop of Myra, were living reminders of the fallen empires of Orthodoxy; the Byzantine Greeks had once ruled Anatolia and the Russians had long coveted it. The upheavals of the early twentieth century had finally caused the deportation of Anatolia’s Greek Christian population during the 1920s. Their sorry removal to Greece and elsewhere marked the end of Anatolia’s ancient Christian tradition, not to mention the loss of St Nicholas’ original constituency from the land of his birth.


December 6th meant little, of course, to Santa. Santa had long since moved on, securing himself another date almost three weeks later in the year. How well that new date, among the most prominent in the Christian calendar, had served him. This emigrant had prospered; he had now returned to remind himself of the distance he had travelled from his origins. Hard to believe that this was how Santa Claus had begun; hard too for the bishop Nicholas, if he had ever imagined a divided future all those centuries ago, to imagine that Santa Claus was what half of himself was set to become. Saint and Santa had shared a beginning; but while the saint had remained unchanged, Orthodox to the last, his errant half had long since acquired a life of its own and would one day emerge as Santa. The one who stayed and the one who left; each was the other’s alternative story.
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Few facts attest to St Nicholas of Myra. His foundations are slight to the point of subsidence. Even his dates, 280 to 352, are shrouded in speculation. He cannot be reached by his own words; anything he may have put to parchment has long since reduced to dust. Nor is his name mentioned by contemporary chroniclers, fourth-century Eusebius or fifth-century Jerome.


A single reference secures him. It dates from the late sixth century, some 250 years after Nicholas’ probable death, and occurs in the written life of another saint from the Myra region; another Nicholas, as it happens, who seems to have taken the name as a tribute. St Nicholas of Sion, abbot of the eponymous mountain monastery above Myra, will repeatedly tangle with our Nicholas. This other Nicholas, an undoubted narrative distraction, is at once a crucial blessing in that a detail included in his written life serves almost single-handedly to substantiate the life of Nicholas of Myra. St Nicholas of Sion’s life was not only written by a close associate but was completed shortly after his death. The reference the life contains to our Nicholas in a description of a visit Nicholas of Sion made to Myra – And going down to the metropolis of Myra, he went off to the martyrium of the glorious Saint Nicholas – is therefore reliable. Here is his anchor; confirmation that the man who would become Santa once existed.
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I had arrived in Demre the previous afternoon. In what passed for the town’s hotel, an ageing maid with emphysema showed me to a room. It contained an iron-frame bed topped by a folded blanket, and a naked bulb hanging above a basin. I dropped my bag on the bed, which doubled up at the modest load, before following the maid into the corridor. Coughing seismically into an oddly fresh pink handkerchief, she handed me a dangled room key.


Inland, a risen moon illuminated the peaks of the Bey Mountains, a final south-westerly spasm of the Taurus range, suspending their snowcaps above Demre’s main street. The chill evening was scented with grilled lamb and onions. The basilica was in the centre of the town but closed, hunkered down against the call of the muezzin. In the gardens beyond the railings stood a modern statue. It was of a bearded man, head cowled and a sack slung over his shoulder. A ringlet of children, their carved hands clasped, buttressed him at the knees.


Nearby, some shivering stallholders had persisted beyond their usual hour, hopeful that the special significance of the following day might throw up a last wandering pilgrim or tourist to provide them with some evening titbits. Their ill-lit trestles were festooned with infidel knick-knacks. To the fore were key rings, medallions and beaded pennants, miniature plastic frames and hinged triptychs; they all bore images of St Nicholas. Something of the original aura of these iconic Orthodox representations, as direct gazes from another time, had somehow survived their mass manufacture. Nicholas was no longer the young man, the one at the window, but had been represented in the full flowering of his venerability. Ordained as a bishop famously young, he wore the vestments of the Orthodox Church: a turquoise, gold-edged mantle or omophorion over floral-patterned robes, a bejewelled bracelet, and a medallion of office around his neck. In the hand which once had delivered the mysterious sphere he now cradled a Bible, while he offered a blessing with the other. His hair was grey and receding but patriarchal; thick, burnished and brushed back against the ears to reveal an expansive forehead. Beneath his strong nose a thick moustache fell vertically like the tucked wings of a plummeting falcon (the sort of moustache that allowed its owner a shorthand claim, merely by stroking it, to a Confucian wisdom), melding into an expansive but tidy beard in which the first specks of white were showing.


Beyond his obvious authority, however, a sort of fixity pervaded St Nicholas’ expression. Strict conventions have always prowled the perimeter fence of Orthodox iconography, guarding the original image against the intrusions of artistic experimentation, stylistic development and individual expression. Thanks to the faithful replications of generations of steadfast icon-painters, with their pots of egg tempera and walnut-wood panels, I was looking at Nicholas just as he was first represented when his image began appearing some three centuries after his death, around 1400 years ago. The man who stared out at me was immunized against revision, captured in the aspic of an unchanging faith.
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St Nicholas of Myra icon. Demre trinket.





Which could not be said of Santa. His merchandise had colonized another expanse of nearby trestle to which the stallholder, finding me unproductive, soon directed my attention. Santa Claus stood in ranks of painted clay and meerschaum figures. His image had been lacquered onto dried pumpkin gourds whose own shape conveyed his generous girth. It was also on fridge magnets and key rings, stickers and trinkets; on slippers and doormats, and on hearthrugs fringed with a white parabola of wool strands which had been left long to serve as his beard.


The sheer variety of forms and the unchecked proliferation of Santa styles suggested an evolution of almost profane impurity that was quite at odds with the adjacent saint. Even so, their proximity prompted me to check them for likeness, as if they were ancestrally linked portraits where persistent genetic traits might be revealed. There was the beard – the one my daughter Lizzie regularly conjured from bubble bath on her two-year-old chin whenever the Santa impression was demanded of her – though Santa’s had grown more unkempt than Nicholas’ with the years. It had also turned completely white and, particularly on a fridge magnet which caught my eye, was slung from one ear to the other in a hammock shape that masked much of Santa’s face. What remained of the face once the low brim of his hat had annexed the forehead – the pink cheeks and the wide-apart eyes – suggested mirth, even high living, which was not the case with St Nicholas. And where the saint’s arms were arranged in clerical quietude, Santa’s stubby limbs were regularly flung wide in a gesture of joy. The differences were considerable. Still, who was to say what each was destined to become? Or know the potential for personal transformation? I marked the moment, with Solomonic wisdom, by buying one of each: a Santa fridge magnet and a small plastic icon of St Nicholas. The stallholder appeared confused, as if each figure had its own incompatible constituency, but banknotes at the end of the day soon unknotted his brow.


Back at my hotel, I set about furnishing the room by slapping my magnetic Santa Claus against the iron bedstead. Then I hung St Nicholas off a nail which protruded from a shadowed rectangle of wall which an unknown image – a sylvan glade, startlingly coloured perhaps, or a Koranic inscription – had once occupied. Thrilled by this minor act of subversion, hanging an icon of its former saint on a wall of this once-Greek city, I fell onto the bed which promptly enfolded me in a sandwich of mattress. I only knew I had slept when I awoke, to a dawn chorus of coughing from the ground floor which was punctuated by a rhythmic rasping. I straightened myself and rubbed the frost rime from the window; the noise was the work of the maid who was sweeping the step with a stiff broom. When I went downstairs, she brought me a glass of tea and bemoaned the absence of her only son, whom the bright lights of Antalya three hours’ drive to the east had seduced. Was there comfort to be had, I wondered, in the fact that her son was not alone? That people had always left Demre? That even the local saint had moved on?


Demre squatted on an alluvial plain, its flat-topped roofs spiky with sprouts of rusted iron rods. The shops sold tractor parts, plastic piping and rolls of transparent polythene. The town, renowned in the 1960s for its wheat fields and for its oranges and lemons (a few dusty groves survived), had recently been overrun by hothouses. Tomatoes, peppers and aubergines now shot from the summer earth. These vast hangars covered the winter plain. Beyond their polythene cladding, which wind and sun had shredded, stood the sagging blackened stems of dead tomato plants. Smoke rose from the chimneys in vertical plumes that still day, intent on height so that they might pick up breezes to transport them in the way of mercy missions to more uplifting landscapes.


Myra had been listed among the six leading cities of Lycia in the first century BC and was awarded the title of metropolis in the second century AD. Under the Emperor Constantine – the time of Nicholas – it was even made the capital of all Lycia. In subsequent centuries, however, it fell victim to earthquakes, plagues, Arab attacks, pirate raids, famines and malaria. Its port at nearby Andriake silted up. By the eighth century, a protracted period of decline had set in. Complete abandonment threatened.


It was then that all trace of the ancient city began to disappear, but gradually. It was not water (Atlantis) nor lava (Pompeii) which caused its erasure but silt, borne to the plain by spring meltwater and rainstorm. In its prosperous years, the city had resisted with ease the silt’s stealthy advance. It was only when the population fled that the brooms went unwielded in their season, and the silt began to gather. It started as brown wainscots which collected against the walls of abandoned buildings. They rose with every passing summer to wedge gates and doors. During the summers, dust clouds found their way through high windows and settled in layers on damp marble floors, forming an earthen crust where weeds sprang. House martins and hornets nested in the eaves. Beetles and termites addled the roof joists, causing dust plumes to fall with every earth tremor or with the hooves of passing cattle.


The silt lapped at sills, spilled through windows and inched up sagging domes. It advanced up the trunks of flood-weakened cypress trees so that it seemed as if the earth was reclaiming them. In the afternoon silence, the clatter of sliding tiles caused the storks to abandon their roosts in ungainly flurries. Another year might see a portico tip earthwards with a massive thud. And so the city slid beneath the rising earth until it fed hothouse tomatoes and aubergines whose roots twisted down, as if to entwine the fallen statues and fountains and capitals far below.


The city that St Nicholas knew had all but disappeared; the one building to have survived the inexorable rise of the plain was the basilica which bore his name. It stood in a deep pit, like a coffin awaiting interment. A slope led into the pit whose sheer sides indexed Demre’s history of flood. Earth and gravel from upland streams and riverbanks had reached here on a white-water charge to be laid down by the layer as the alluvium rose and the scoured mountains fell, plain and peak inching towards each other.


History first records a church here in the early fifth century, some fifty years after Nicholas’ death. The church was subsequently damaged in a succession of Arab raids, then restored and enlarged by various imperial patrons, notably in the 1040s. It subsequently fell into disrepair and, with piracy and malaria depopulating swathes of coastal Lycia, was all but forgotten until the nineteenth century.


European explorers, surveyors and cartographers began to explore the southern Anatolian coast and its hinterland during the nineteenth century. Except for customs posts and military billets, and the nomadic Yörük tribes who wintered at sea level, the place was deserted beyond the few main towns. A resident Christian presence had persisted, however, at Myra. A French architect, Charles Texier, found three monks stationed at the basilica in 1836. It was plainly a beleaguered settlement. The monks, burying a malaria victim on the morning of his visit, told him that they had not seen a European for over a year.


The basilica was restored by the Russians in the mid-nineteenth century – the Tsars had been taking an interest in the heritage of their patron saint for centuries – but had sunk into decrepitude by 1906 when the German Hans Rott visited. The silt had buried the basilica almost to the tops of the ground-floor arches so that only the rounded apexes protruded from the earth like the wheels of a ‘49ers’ cart buried beyond the axle. The doorways had long disappeared beneath the earth. The basilica was entered through an upper window which gave onto a gallery where stairs descended. The ground water reached the German’s waist and covered the sarcophagi to their lids; Rott explored the interior in thigh-high fishing boots.


Even so, as Rott observed, the priest performed regular mass here. Worship continued as it had done since the time of the saint himself, albeit in a crudely constructed chapel that had retreated skywards with the rising earth, now abutting a half-buried arcade wall. The basilica’s hull had settled deep, but it had remained afloat. Earthquakes and raids, malaria, famine and silt had not quite sunk it. Now, as the Turkish officials drew back the gates and the saint’s Greek and Russian devotees passed through for the liturgy, I was struck by the basilica’s will to survive. It spoke of the saint’s own singular tenacity.


I followed the crowds into the basilica. This agglomeration of half-buried arcades and aisles, chapels, narthexes and courtyards arranged around the nave suggested a pilgrimage centre of once-considerable importance. Greek women, their grey hair tightly sprung beneath black shawls, removed icons of St Nicholas from the plastic bags they had brought them in, and propped them on alcoves. A priest positioned two more icons against the wall on the top step of the marble synthronon, the stepped semicircle that filled the apse like a miniature amphitheatre. In a gloomy adjacent arcade, a hushed crowd had gathered before a sarcophagus where it was supposed that the saint had once rested. It lay in an arched alcove and was of finely worked marble, its lid sepia-stained where a reverent multitude of hands and lips had brushed against it. The pilgrims had adorned it with sprigs of green foliage and planted its cavernous interior with candles so that it glowed like a Christmas crib ringed with lambent faces.


‘But it’s an antique!’ an outraged local official exclaimed, mindful of the building’s designation as a museum. The Greeks ignored him in their haste to repossess for what little time they had the church that had been taken from them eighty years before.


The service began. The closely packed congregation crossed themselves repeatedly as a procession of black-swathed, bearded priests holding Bibles and icons aloft passed among them. A thurible swung with a yo-yo rhythm. At the stone altar a bishop in gold-braided robes, palms raised, stood to receive them. It was as the responses rose from the congregation that there was a brief flurry of colour; a figure in red had peeled away from a group of Turkish officials to position himself at the top of the apse, between the two propped icons of St Nicholas. The wintry light that entered the church through the three arched windows high in the apse hardly illuminated the mass. Instead, it fell upon the newly arrived Santa and all but gave him the floor. But this was not the Christmas grottoes of distant department stores on Fifth Avenue and Oxford Street, and these were not children. To the congregation, Santa seemed impiously off-station. Placing himself at the head of the basilica like that, where a wall painting or icon (or stained-glass window in the West) of Christ or the Virgin, a major saint at the very least, usually presided; it was to hijack an event that was no business of his.


Santa Claus had enjoyed an association of sorts with Demre since the 1950s, when archaeological excavations had first brought the basilica to international notice; the emergence of the tag, as the real home of Santa Claus, was inevitable. Santa had been a fixture on 6 December at Demre since the 1990s when the authorities had first allowed the feast of St Nicholas to be celebrated. He came with civic banners bearing the exultation: Santa Claus, a love born in Anatolia and exported to the world. It was not the Greek visitors, however, who had invited him but the Turkish authorities; they had deployed him, under a touristic pretext, as sanitized soundproofing against the territorial vibrations that the mass caused. Santa served to muffle St Nicholas in a warm, apolitical wadding of the sort his grotto was padded with. The authorities had long been weary of the saint’s special significance. St Nicholas was a reminder of Anatolia’s Christian heritage, one that predated the Turks’ own emergence from the steppes of western China by at least five hundred years. He also happened to be the patron saint of Turkey’s two traditional enemies, the bastions of Orthodoxy which had long believed this land to be theirs. St Nicholas was a symbol of Greek loss and Russian frustration.


It was no surprise that the Greeks should have resented Santa’s presence at Demre. What they would not see was what they had in common with him. Like their own forebears, Santa had suffered displacement and been compelled to adapt. He himself was a Greek who had been forced to leave Anatolia, fleeing before an earlier Turkish advance, even though the difference was that he had left posthumously. Even so, his was as much a migrant’s story as theirs. He had had no choice but to leave. What they shared were journeys which had begun here, without knowing where those journeys would take them or what they might become.




Chapter 4


[image: image]


The Greeks and Russians did not linger. They had made their pilgrimages and would now be tourists, visiting what remained of the ancient city which had survived the silt by virtue of its position on the rocky hills a mile north of the modern town; a fine amphitheatre littered with fallen columns and a cliff face dotted with Lycian rock tombs. They then filed onto their coaches and were gone, leaving the town to the Turks. I returned to the basilica, empty except for a museum worker in a blue boiler suit kneeling before the sarcophagus. He levered wax from its floor, each piece as irregularly shaped as the pitted surface where it had puddled except for the smooth crescent curve formed by the candle base it had abutted. With the removal of these last vestiges of Christian reverence, which soon joined the sprigs of holy foliage and the candle stubs in a nearby bucket, the basilica was returned to a museum.


I squatted before the sarcophagus which was popularly revered as the saint’s original resting place. I ran a tentative hand along the horizontal rim of the lid where it was buffed to a patina by devotional touch, seeking an initial contact. The sarcophagus was early Byzantine. Its facade took the form of a mansion, with scrolled columns supporting a series of porticoes, though little of it remained beyond a gaping hole where the sarcophagus had been stove in, or ram-raided in the sarcophagus’ own metaphor. The local claim was that the hole dated from 1087, when sailors from Bari in southern Italy removed St Nicholas’ relic bones in a daring raid. The truth was that the damage hardly substantiated the identification; all Lycian sarcophagi tended to take a hammering. The claim, furthermore, was all but disproved by the lid, which took the form of a reclining couch where a Byzantine couple, somewhat battered, lay in effigy. And Nicholas, an insistently single saint, is not given to sharing couches.


So much for the initial contact. It might have surprised me that the whereabouts of the saint’s original resting place could even be in doubt, not least since his shrine had been the specific draw for countless pilgrims over the centuries. In fact, the uncertainty was ancient, and deliberately nurtured. Obfuscation, a supposed special talent of the Byzantines, had served to keep the saint intact despite those who might covet his remains or wish them harm whenever the rule of law slackened in these parts. With the growth of St Nicholas’ fame, so the basilica’s sentinels learned to be guarded or expertly vague when dealing with certain foreign visitors; those, for instance, who came equipped with objects that could not be considered devotional, like heavy hammers. Arab raiders who desecrated the wrong tomb during the ninth century were not the last to be misled by the wily Myra priesthood. The strategy was destined for eventual failure, as the relics’ absence demonstrated; but long after the bones’ disappearance many would claim, Venetians and Russians among them, that the Bari sailors had themselves been duped into removing the wrong ones back in 1087.


Nicholas’ bones and sarcophagus were clearly elusive; but this was at least consistent with the man himself, who did not seem to emerge, except as a hagiographical cipher, from the lives and legendaries which he inspired in increasing volume from the ninth century (he was hardly chronicled until five hundred years after his death). Every saint of any consequence generated these manuscript lives, the synaxaries which circulated in Greek, Armenian and Syriac, in Latin and Slavic. The earliest ones were based on oral tradition, or were recalled from earlier texts destroyed in the iconoclastic purges of the eighth century; in the manner of icons, their representational equivalents, later versions barely deviated from their predecessors. Their authors were exclusively clergymen in cities like Constantinople, Naples and Rome; archimandrites, deacons, hymnographers and panegyrists based in scriptoria and schools of rhetoric who strove to fashion formulaic encomia, riveted together with stock flourishes and familiar narrative devices that conveyed unchanging Christian verities through the saint’s example. Lives described the saint’s origins, birth, childhood, education and death, and offered the miracles the saint had performed as proof of intercessional ability with God. These lives were designed to be read aloud to congregations on the feast day of the saint they honoured. They bore repetition, year after year, like narrative rosaries.


These chroniclers, it need not be said, did not aspire to biography in the modern sense. They did not seek to express individuality nor to illuminate the human experience. Indeed, any such element that may have clung to the account was routinely eroded as succeeding lives honed the saint to uniformity within the essential saintly types; the hermit ascetic, the reformed prodigal, the apostle, the visionary and the martyr. The fixed expressions I had noticed on the icons of St Nicholas now made sense. They conveyed an abstracted ideal, offering no clue to the man; Orthodoxy’s No Comment.


In the case of St Nicholas, however, the hagiographers had left the door ajar; only ever so slightly, but just enough to cause them to fail in their best efforts to close it upon the last traces of his humanity. They had discovered in their subject a complexity of character which prevented them from reducing him to a fit in the established saintly categories. He would duly be seen as a pointedly early example of a new type, the confessor, which might even have been invented for him. The Latin-derived term referred to those who bore witness to God’s work by the example of their lives. Confessors lived lives of social value; the notion was surprisingly uncommon at the time of Nicholas, largely because sainthood was mostly achieved through the manner of death. If he was to have imitated the example of the great majority of his canonized Anatolian contemporaries in the early fourth century, the defining feature of Nicholas’ life should have been its brutal termination. He should have been a martyr saint.


Martyrdom was the ultimate avowal of faith in the early Church, and the very imitation of Christ’s own example three centuries previously. Eusebius evoked willing Christians lining up to denounce the pagan gods. They had refused to burn incense at the statues and derided the sacrificial rites before offering their sunburnt napes to the sword; this may have appeared brave but was more likely an attempt to provoke a mercifully straightforward end. Instead, they must expect to be stripped naked and scourged before salt and vinegar were rubbed into their wounds where bones protruded. They might be confined with leopards and bears, bulls and boars enraged by the application of red-hot irons; suffer sharpened reeds to be driven beneath the fingernails, molten lead to be poured across the torso; or be strung by the ankles between two trees that had been roped together: young poplars perhaps, still vibrant with the sap that would catapult them apart upon their release.


St Nicholas is not entirely absent from these gory scenes. The lives state that he suffered imprisonment under Diocletian, whose commanders were responsible for the most extreme persecutions from 303. They also state, however, that Nicholas died in his bed at the end of a long life. All of which suggests that he was not where he should have been, especially since the bishops, as the Church’s very sinew, were a particular target of the persecutors. This made him the Byzantine equivalent of the able young man enjoying himself in the clubs of Piccadilly in the summer of 1916. What could have caused him to dodge the martyr’s draft, save a lack of moral courage?


It was no surprise that martyrdom should have guaranteed canonization; it not only represented the ultimate personal sacrifice but also served the Christian institution in its struggle to become established. Martyrdom functioned as the religion’s recruiting officer, refreshing it with the force of admiring new converts. Tertullian called the blood of the martyrs the seed of the Church; it was their unwavering belief which sowed doubts among the pagan prosecutors and caused the baying crowds to fall silent in the arena. But martyrdom’s effect was cumulative; to ensure the fall of the pagan gods, this spectacular coup de théâtre was required to play repeatedly. Martyrs were their religion’s cannon fodder. Their sheer weight of numbers was what condemned the mass of them, like the fallen at Ypres, to collective memorials – and individual oblivion. There were admittedly plenty of surviving martyr saints, like St George, the Christian officer in the Roman army who was beheaded at Nikomedia for protesting at the persecutions in 303. But more typical was the long-forgotten Juliane, also beheaded at Nikomedia in 309 for refusing to recant, and Methodius, Bishop of Olympos, whose own martyrdom had not prevented obscurity claiming him while his Episcopal counterpart at nearby Myra set about a glorious future.
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