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1


A Native Son


I have a memory of a train arriving in Enniscorthy station in the early morning. My mother and my aunt were coming back from Lourdes. I must have been five or six, which would make the year 1960 or 1961. I remember getting on the train and finding that the blinds were drawn on the windows. My mother and my aunt had just been sleeping; they were tired. They had travelled overland to Lourdes.


‘Overland’: that was one of the new words that suddenly became commonplace as the story of the journey was told. ‘Basilica’, ‘Courier’, ‘Down through France’. There was no fizzy orange to be had in France, and the heat was terrible in the bus, and everybody was dying of thirst. A bottle of orange juice cost a lot of money, but still it was worth it. It was so hot in France.


Postcards came of torchlit processions, or of St Bernadette, or of the statue of Our Lady of Lourdes. There were large plastic bottles of Lourdes water with shoulder straps, or smaller bottles in the shape of Our Lady of Lourdes with a blue screw-cap top. These were my first intimations of the world outside Ireland. My parents and aunts and uncles went to Lourdes, sometimes venturing over the border to San Sebastian in Spain. One aunt, my father’s sister, went on pilgrimages to Rome and Santiago de Compostela. All along the mantelpiece of the back room at home there were souvenirs from these journeys – an ashtray of Toledo gold, a small, ornamental sword in a leather scabbard, a holy statue.


And stories of the strangeness of continental Europe continued to be told. In the morning, in Lourdes, you would hear the adults say, they just had coffee and a ‘roll’ for breakfast. They didn’t have tea in France. I can still see myself sitting quietly watching the adults discussing this. You’d love a cup of tea, someone would say, and the rest would nod, remembering their ordeal, exotic and frightening at the same time, and so oddly memorable. And maybe then there would be a moment’s silence and someone would say that there was nothing like Lourdes all the same, nothing like the procession, the torches at night, and the invalids being led down to the basilica. And they all would agree, all nod in a thoughtful, melancholy and distant way. If you believed that you had problems, they’d say, you’d always meet someone worse.


*


In the cathedral in Enniscorthy the names of the bishops from the beginning of time were written on a painted scroll which stretched down the high walls on each side of the altar. There was benediction after the boys’ confraternity when the priest’s voice would boom down the huge, half empty, almost dark church: death comes soon, he would say, judgement will follow, so now dear children, examine your conscience and find out your sins.


This was the centre of power, our neo-Gothic cathedral at the top of Main Street. Designed by Pugin, towering over us all, much grander than the town’s Protestant church, it was a sign of the great, rich might of the Catholic Church in nineteenth-century Ireland. But if I forget about its grandeur and majesty for a few minutes and if I concentrate on what it was like to be a child in that place – at children’s Mass on Holy Thursday, for example, or at ten o’clock Mass any Sunday – I remember hours of unsettled boredom.


None the less, it was where you could see everybody, you could notice that people who owned shops tended to walk confidently up the centre aisle at the last minute. It was where you could see the merchants in their new clothes. I was an altar boy there and I accompanied the priest with a patten as he gave out communion to the faithful. And thus I got to see everyone’s tongue at close range. Some stuck it out with great force as though it was a leather strap; others were timid about sticking it out as though it was an intimate part of their body which they preferred to keep hidden. Some had broad flat tongues, the shape of a piece of sole or plaice; others had narrow, thick tongues. And each tongue had a different texture – small wrinkles and indentations filled the surface – and each person had a different colour tongue, pink, for example (some were pure pink), with eddies of brown and grey. Some people had trouble keeping their tongue stuck out, despite their best intentions, and would draw it back in, as though someone was going to commit some offence against it, and the priest would stand and wait until it ventured out again. And I would stand there too, watching.


In a book, published in 1946 to celebrate the centenary of the cathedral, an essay drily entitled ‘Analysis of Some Cathedral Records’ looks at the donations to the cathedral’s building fund in the 1840s. ‘Lists of names, with sometimes the trade or profession and the address of the donor, the amount which he had contributed – nothing more . . . At the time when these entries were made the Great Famine was sweeping through the land. Many of those whose small subscriptions helped to build Enniscorthy Cathedral must soon have known bitter hunger, starvation and death, or a long exile made more lonely by memories of a silvered river flowing between green fields; by the thought of a still churchyard looking across the valley where their bones would never lie.’


The essay lists the names in the old records, and they are the names of the people I was brought up with: Byrne, Bolger, Clifford, Dempsey, Hendrick, Kehoe, Roche, Walsh, Stafford, Sinnott, Cullen. And in 1946, despite the displacements of the past century, the author can place some of the donors’ relatives in the town: ‘The two sisters of David Byrne, victualler, Slaney Street, Miss Byrne and Mrs Kennedy, died not so many years ago in Enniscorthy. Denis Byrne, who was evicted from Ballyorril, was a brother of Mrs M. Ennis, Oulartard. His eviction caused much ill-feeling in the district. Paul Bolger, who lived in the Shannon, was the grandfather of Mr Dan Bolger, Market Square. Patrick Clifford, who was a carpenter, had a house in New Street which his son now occupies . . . The descendants of Mrs Harris, Brownswood, still live in the same place, as do those of Moses Harpur, Brownswood . . .’


The past is recent, alive, easy to get in touch with. I have a feeling that the ease with which the list of subscribers connects with the town one hundred years later is because there are hardly any surviving buildings in Enniscorthy before the cathedral, and hardly any documents. History can be vivid once the Catholic classes are rising and the new class of merchant is prepared to build a cathedral, a monument to its power, in spite of the famine raging among the lower orders. But before this time – 1846 in Enniscorthy – the Catholics are mainly silent. I know that one of my great-grandfathers owned a public house on the Island Road in this town – I have a glass with the name of the pub inscribed on it. Another had a stone-cutting business near the cathedral. Another had a smallholding outside the town. Another came from a farm thirty miles away. There are certain things I know about them, or can imagine, but before them I can imagine nothing and I know nothing. The cathedral is the beginning of real, imaginable time.


*


In the evening at home we knelt down to say the Rosary, and each adult had a different way of giving out the Mysteries, as each had a differently shaped handwriting: some recited the Hail Mary slowly, in a dreamy sort of way, others were brisk, making it clear that they meant business. Sometimes I could let myself go with it, forget myself and say the prayers, but most of the time it was, like being in the cathedral, pure boredom, broken only by the possibility that my father would be discovered shaking with laughter while continuing to kneel there with his hands joined and his beads in his hands. It did not happen often but when it did he would leave the room. When he came back and the Rosary resumed there would be a really good chance that the solemnity of the family praying together would be too much for him once more and he would convulse again with nervous laughter while the family continued to pray. After the Rosary there was the Hail Holy Queen and odd prayers known as trimmings, including a call on God to spare us from a sudden and unprovided-for death. Then it was over and you could put your beads back in the first press in the kitchen.


If you wanted to pass an exam you prayed to St Joseph of Cupertino, but you had to study as well. If you lost something you prayed to St Anthony, but you had to look as well. My mother had a prayer which had a note at the bottom reminding you that it was so efficacious you must be sure you really wanted what you were asking for. I was a child when my father became ill, and I can remember vigils of prayer, I can remember a nun telling my mother that she was going to go that very night and, literally, knock on the tabernacle and ask Jesus to make my father better. It was something she had done very few times, but it had always worked, she said. When my father went to Lourdes now it was not part of an exotic journey to the European mainland, it was to take the waters, to pray, to get better. Suddenly, it was serious.


When my father died his body lay overnight in the cathedral and I remember watching an altar boy with a large cross which he held with his two hands, as he led the coffin down the centre aisle of the church.


*


My father was dead now and there was a greater need to study and try and do well for myself. I kept a mass card in my missal with his photograph on it and special prayers which my mother had chosen printed on it. In all the advice given to me there was a mixture of worldliness and unworldliness: the need to save your soul was coupled with a need to get on in the world. The need to find and keep a good job and the need to please God and save your soul at the same time were intrinsic parts of the same dream on which I was brought up, after my father’s death, in that small town.


I was about fourteen when a friend a couple of years older announced with certainty that this religion, this Catholic stuff was all nonsense, every bit of it – not just the rituals, not just the saints and the holy pictures, the relics and the days of obligation, but the fundamentals. There was no God, he assured me, not with bravado or a desire to shock, but as if it was something he had always known. So who made the world? I asked. It’s just there, he said. And what about Jesus Christ? He saw the break-up of the Roman Empire, my friend told me with absolute and quiet authority, and he sought to replace it with a notion of treating thy neighbour as thyself, but it never caught on. Instead, we have all those priests and sermons and silly rules.


I still walked up the cathedral aisle and took communion, and walked back to my seat with my eyes cast down. I still prayed, but slowly my faith was fading. I attended a seminar on vocations when I was sixteen and a theologian spoke about ‘the paradox of faith’, the idea that to believe you must first ‘believe’, that faith required a blind leap and then a more rational approach. In certain (and, indeed, uncertain) ways I came to realize that I had never believed. I had always known that the interest all around me in security, money, power and status was greater than any love of God or belief in his mercy. Religion was consolation, like listening to music after a long day’s work; it was pure theatre, it was a way of holding people together. By this time I was in a school where most of the priests spent their summers in America, and debate was allowed on every issue relating to faith and morals. I drifted away, I read Kafka and D. H. Lawrence, and by the time I reached university I had other things to think about.


At university I knew no one who believed. Thus it was always a shock on Ash Wednesday when a majority of students walked the campus sporting ashes on their foreheads. I looked at them in wonder, wanting to ask if no one had told them, as my friend had told me, that it was all nonsense. Could they not wake up? How could they still believe? Those were the early 1970s, the days of the Women’s Movement, the Divorce Action Group, the beginning of Gay Rights, and I, with many others, believed that Ireland was well on the way to becoming a secular republic. I attended meetings of the League of Decency to laugh and heckle. I did not know that the students wearing ashes would become part of the moral majority in Ireland in the 1980s. All change when I was a student seemed a form of progress. In 1975 I went to Barcelona to live and I did not think about Catholicism again for some years. It did not cost me a thought.


*


In the autumn of 1979 I was back in Dublin, however, looking for work as a journalist. I convinced a magazine for which I had written a few pieces to let me apply for press accreditation for the Pope’s visit to Ireland.


The first day of the Pope’s visit was one of those remarkable sunny days in Dublin, a pure blue sky all day. I remember him descending from the aeroplane, dressed in white, a half-watchful smile, a half-pained look on his face. He was attentive to people, it was easy to see that, while he remained distant, a fatherly prelate and a figurehead at the same time. As he went to his helicopter I watched a woman approaching him who desperately wanted to touch him, or have him bless her. She was an ordinary woman, not one of the dignitaries the Pope had been greeting. I tried at the time to describe this moment as though it was important, because the Pope was not on show, there were no television cameras or photographers. I saw that the Pope noticed the woman, but he was determined now to continue. She followed and there was a sort of panic in her eyes as she called out to him. And then I saw his face change from that soft warmth to something else, something tougher. He was not going to pay any attention to the woman. I don’t know why I thought this was so important; maybe because he had seemed so kind and spontaneous during his time at the airport. But now his face hardened completely. It was a strange, funny moment. It hardly mattered. And yet it stayed with me for the rest of his visit. At that time we knew almost nothing about him.


Because I had a press pass I had a front seat in the Phoenix Park in Dublin where a million Irish Catholics congregated for the Papal Mass. It was pure drama. It was Fellini’s Roma mixed with an elaborate tableau from the Inca period. There was a high silver cross on a mound, and it glinted in the sun; the Pope was dressed in white and yellow, utterly glamorous against the blue sky. It was like something out of a dream as he spoke in his broken English. The priests in front of me were so excited that they took photographs of each other.


At first he spoke about the liturgy, and then later about peace; but as the days of his visit went by he started to talk about sex and sexual morality. He began by winning the crowd over in a display of complete theatricality and ended by hectoring us. At least that was how I saw it. He displayed the full paradox of the Christian message which begins with ‘Suffer the little children to come unto me’ and ends with ‘Thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my Church’. Mysticism and mystery followed by authority and power. No one else saw it like this, however. For most Irish people his visit was a glorious episode, and the newspapers reflected that. Needless to say, no one was interested in publishing my version of events.


On the last day of his visit I met an old school friend walking along St Stephen’s Green with his girlfriend. I told them proudly that I had been in the front row at the Phoenix Park and I had seen priests talking right through the consecration. It was all theatre, I said, until he started to tell us what to do about our laws and our sex lives. My friend and his girlfriend remained silent. And then my friend said quietly that they had been deeply inspired by the visit and they did not like me speaking with such disrespect about the Pope. I walked away, unable to understand.


*


The following year I wanted to go back to Barcelona on a visit and I discovered that the cheapest way of getting there was by flying to Lourdes and taking the train from there to Barcelona. In the summer there were several direct flights from Dublin to Lourdes every weekend. So I booked a ticket.


I was certainly the youngest person on the flight that Friday night, and the only passenger, I was sure, intent on holidays rather than spiritual renewal. I think the other passengers believed I was a priest.


At the hotel it soon became clear that the tour operators had overbooked, and an enormous comedy began as the owner – a large and determined elderly Frenchwoman – read out names of people who would have to share rooms. The pilgrims could not at first understand her pronunciation, but when their names were finally translated for them they went crazy because they did not want to share rooms with people they did not know. They sat tight. They refused to go to the rooms appointed to them. They were most indignant. They made clear that they had nothing personal against the people with whom they would not share. They were Dublin lower middle-class and working-class people and they were used to getting value for money, and they did not take kindly to being pushed around by this woman who could not even speak English. The Frenchwoman shrugged, and told the porter to take their bags to the designated rooms. A few of them began to shout and demand their rights, but still she shrugged. The Dublin pilgrims were tired; they had consumed a great deal of energy refusing to share with each other. Now they set about organizing who would share with whom, how many beds were available in how many rooms. They did not notice the owner beckoning me over, handing me a key and instructing the porter to show me to my room. She, too, thought that I was a priest. This worked well and it struck me as I lay in my comfortable bed that it was something I must try again.


*


A week later I arrived back in Lourdes from Barcelona early in the evening. I was travelling on a night flight so I left my bags at the hotel and wandered into the street. I noticed that people were moving towards the grotto with unlit torches, and, casually at first, I followed them since there was really nowhere else to go.


It was dark now and some of the ceremonies seemed to be over as people passed on their way back towards the town. The grotto was in a dip in the ground and as I walked in through the gates I was aware of having entered another atmosphere. I was expecting stalls with statues and rosary beads for sale but there was nothing except small groups of pilgrims carrying torches towards the basilica in the distance, their faces calm, serene. Everything was quiet and low-key. Some people were singing the simple ‘Ave Maria’ I knew from processions at home. I stood close to a German group who had formed a circle, each pilgrim holding a lighted torch. They sang a hymn I had never heard before, the men’s and the women’s voices forming strange harmonies. I was sure now that the evening’s devotions were over and these were people who had lingered on.


A few pilgrims were still moving towards the rock where the apparition was said to have occurred and where the statue now was. I followed them slowly. I still had time, the flight was not for another few hours, but I was worried that the lights below us would be turned off and we would be motioned to leave. In some way, without realizing it, I wanted to see this, I did not want to go home without experiencing it, whatever it was. I did not feel that the pull towards this place was anything supernatural, or came from outside myself, it was perhaps simply the pull of curiosity. People were kneeling staring up at the lit statue of Our Lady of Lourdes, and others were queuing to touch the rock. I sat and watched them, trying to fathom this: these people around me here in the night believed that the Virgin had come down from heaven and appeared here, that her body had flown through the air to be in this place. I watched them all as I tried to imagine, or remember, what it would be like to believe that.


I stood up and joined the queue to touch the rock.


Most people had gone, and there were just a few pilgrims waiting in line. The woman in front of me touched the rock below the statue with care and concentration as though its power were live and real and she could extract something from it, something miraculous and vital. She stayed there, tracing her hand over the stone. When it came to my turn I bowed my head for a moment, but I did not touch the stone. I went back to my seat and stayed there watching, trying not to think at all.


Soon, it was time to leave, they were going to turn off the lights. I went back to the hotel to find my pilgrims singing songs in unison, full of good humour, waiting for the bus which would take us to the airport and home to Dublin.


*


Lourdes stayed in my mind. I wrote a piece for radio about it which was never broadcast, and in my first novel I had the main character go to Lourdes and experience what I experienced, but I took it out. It didn’t work. I had felt a sense of wonder that was new and unexpected. It was something that often came into my mind. And in 1987 when I was in Spain again I had an opportunity to go back to Lourdes and I took it. This time I would spend a few days there with friends, one of whom was interested in the shrine. I was interested too, but not sure in what way.


This time I took the train from San Sebastian, the city the Basques call Donostia, and found a small hotel. It was early September, and it was hot in Lourdes, even at night. In the morning I went on my own to look at the basilica and found the street where every type of religious object is sold. Postcards that change their image when you move them about, as though to mock the notion of the apparition, enormous statues of the Virgin, holy pictures, every type of rosary beads imaginable, containers for holy water. Shop after shop full of religious objects, all with stalls outside and colourful decorations. In conversations about Lourdes, people had said that this was what really put them off, this commercialisation, this marketing of religion as a product. But that morning as I wandered up and down the street examining this enormous display of religious objects, it all seemed to me quite normal – similar objects had been in our house when I was growing up, had been brought home as presents and souvenirs.


That night I saw the torchlight procession for the first time. It was dark. Hundreds of old-fashioned wheelchairs, like small carriages, were being pushed along towards the basilica. Men were standing by. And they were in charge. They reminded me of the men in my home town who controlled the annual Blessed Sacrament Procession, who stood with their hands behind their backs looking strict and solemn, as though they had suddenly joined the army, and were taking their new duties very seriously. These men in Lourdes wore special belts and insignia to make their rank and importance clear rather than the ordinary red sash worn by the men in Enniscorthy. There was something odd and old-fashioned about it, it looked like something from the 1930s, this half-military get-up. They came here for a week or two from small towns in Ireland or France or Germany, and now they had power to put out their hands and stop the flow of pilgrims towards the basilica. We allowed ourselves to be regimented as we moved towards the place of the apparition holding lighted candles.


The following day I went to take the waters and I joined in a long queue of men, overseen by another of the middle-aged men who exuded watchfulness and authority. Priests did not have to join the queue, I discovered, but I decided to remain a lay person for the moment, realising that I would probably be found out by the man at the door and sent home. No one was carrying a towel, and I wondered how we would dry ourselves. When I was a child and heard my elders talking about taking the baths in Lourdes I always imagined them in bathing costumes. Now no one seemed to have bathing costumes. It seemed impossible that people would take off all their clothes, and make the baths of Lourdes into one big locker-room. To Irish Catholics, at least, modesty was one of the cardinal virtues. I waited in the hot sun, wondering what was going to happen. The man in front of me was very old and was finding it difficult to wait for so long.


Once inside, we were told to take off all our clothes down to our underpants. In a moment of panic I wondered if I was wearing underpants, and when I realized that I was, I panicked once more, wondering if they were clean. I followed the others and stripped slowly down to my briefs, ordinary Y-fronts, like most of the other men taking the water, and reasonably presentable. What would happen now? Would we wear our underpants in the baths? Also, how deep was the water? Was it cold? We had always been told that even if the person before you had an infectious disease, it would not matter, the water was powerful and blessed and you could not catch a disease from it. I found as I stood there that I still believed this, and that even though the old man who was in front of me had scabs on his legs, I, none the less, had no fear that I would develop a horrible skin ailment from taking the same water as him.


We were herded into the room where the baths were. I was instructed to stand in the corner and face the wall. I obeyed orders, although I could see no logic to this. A man then took a towel and spread it out behind me, shielding my bottom from sight, as he told me to take off my underpants and hang them on the nail above. And when I had done this he tied the towel around me without touching me. He was fast and skilful as though he had been doing this all his life. I turned around and faced the baths. Three men were waiting there, and they motioned me towards them.


‘English?’ one of them asked.


‘No, Irish,’ I said.


‘Paidreacha as Gaeilge?’ he asked. I was surprised by this. I did not know anyone here was Irish, and I realized that I had probably forgotten my prayers in Irish, and had to say no, in English please. And then they got ready. The previous day someone had talked about an Irishwoman with cancer who was so overwhelmed in the baths and believed so fervently in the power of the water that she was sure she must be cured, and was in no doubt when she went home that she would live. Thus her dying was more difficult, because she could not believe that her cancer did not disappear in Lourdes.


The men held me down, said the prayers over me and made me say the refrain, and then they poured the cold water over me while I lay in the bath, which was more like a drain.


When I got out and went back to retrieve my underpants I was shaking. I hated being held down. I had expected to be allowed to lower myself into a tub of cold water in my own time. But I had also felt something of the power of the place, the amount of hope and spirit which had been let loose within these walls over all the years. I was confused by this mixture of hatred and fear of the Church’s authority with my susceptibility to its rituals and its sheer force. I wanted to go away on my own and curl up in the dark. And in my confusion as the man unloosed my towel and held it so that no one could see me in my nakedness and told me to put on my underpants, without drying myself, I put them on the wrong way around. He noticed then as I was about to go back and put on my clothes, and suggested that I come back and do it right. There was all the time in the world, he said. He held up the towel to protect my modesty once more. I went out, then, and like everybody else, put on my clothes without drying myself, still shaken by taking the waters. Outside, the light seemed blindingly sharp and intense as I walked back to my hotel to meet my friends.









2


The Memory of War


An hour before the train from Prague to Warsaw was due to leave there was an atmosphere of frenzy on the platform as Polish men bought beer from a shop, filling bags with bottles, shouting to each other about prices and money, and pushing and shoving their way to the counter. Prague had been sedate and calm, no one had raised their voices in the street; there was a sense that people had learned to live at some distance from the material world. These Polish men in the railway station were different. They elbowed each other out of the way; they seemed excited at the prospect of going home.


The train was crowded; most of the passengers were men. In my compartment, however, there was a Polish family who seemed upset at a stranger joining them; they were silent and suspicious as I put my luggage on the overhead rack. But they soon resumed what had been an animated conversation. They were very cheerful: they talked, laughed and giggled without stop. Even before we left the station they seemed to get used to me, and when they found out that I was not going all the way to Warsaw but getting out at Katowice, they laughed again and told me that the train would be stopping there at five o’clock in the morning. So, they mimed, I had better not sleep too soundly.


As soon as the train started, various officials came to visit us, looking for tickets and visas. My Polish companions laughed heartily each time an official left our compartment; they seemed to view authority with immense amusement and disrespect. After a while one of them went out into the corridor to have a smoke. There was no sign anywhere saying that you could not do this, and the smoker seemed genuinely surprised when a Czech official told him to put it out and began to interview him, then took a few notes and confiscated his ticket.


His family watched this scene with great attention, it had a sobering effect on them, but as soon as the smoker came back and sat down they rocked with laughter at the pomposity of the official. The official, however, was taking his duties seriously and between Prague and the Polish border the Polish smoker was interviewed several times more, and eventually fined the equivalent of one dollar, big money. He was handed back his ticket and sat there silently for a while, suitably chastened by the Czechs, before returning to his normal self, giggling at the good of it all in the company of his family.


At the border in the early hours a woman in uniform opened the compartment door and woke me to ask how much money I had. The Poles woke as well, and watched uneasily as I showed her my dollars and my travellers’ cheques. For them, I knew, this would amount to a fortune, they could probably live for a year on it, and they averted their eyes as she left, and remained silent.


Between four and five in the morning the train arrived at Katowice. Even though it was still pitch dark outside, the station was busy with people going to work. I needed zlotys, but had not wanted to ask the Polish family on the train to change money for me. I realised that nothing would be open in the station this early and I wandered out into the dark city, which was bleak and cold, in the hour before dawn until I found a big hotel which changed my money. Back at the station I looked at the list of times and destinations, but could see no mention of where I wanted to go. People seemed pale and tired as they hurried past. Eventually, I stopped a man in his early twenties and showed him the name of the place: Oświęcim. He was clearly on his way to work, but motioned me over to the ticket window, took some money, and bought a ticket for me, indicating which platform I should go to.


The train, just a few carriages, was old and moved slowly through a sullen landscape dotted with chimney stacks and sidings with wagons full of coal. Everything was untidy; the machinery looked old and in the dim light of the early morning the place seemed worn out, an industrial world at the end of its tether. The station, I knew, was some distance from the camp, but these were the same train lines along which the condemned had been ferried. I got off at Oświęcim, and took a taxi to the camp.


As soon as I stood at the door of the reception centre I felt that I was wrong to be here. There was already controversy over the presence of Carmelite nuns who had moved into a building on the site. It was not a Catholic shrine. Most of those murdered here were Jews. I thought of turning and going on to Warsaw. In Prague the previous day, in the museum beside the old Jewish cemetery, I had seen an exhibition of drawings by Jewish children who had been held in a concentration camp. The drawings had the frail colouring and naive perspectives of other children’s drawings. If you did not examine them too carefully, you might not notice that all of them dealt with the camp. Just as other children might depict innocent scenes, these children drew hangings, barbed wire, armed guards, guard dogs. There was no sense of fear in the work, no dark colours used to express horror. A note explained that most of the children were later transported to Poland and died here at Oświęcim – Auschwitz.


Beside the reception centre there was a small, modest hotel. I hadn’t slept all night, and had put no thought into what it would be like to arrive here, just like that, as though this was an art museum or a seaside resort. I went into the hotel and rang the bell. The woman who came could have been a nun. She was quiet-spoken and reserved; the atmosphere was that of a convent. She took my passport and a small amount of money and gave me a room-key.


I thought that probably relatives of those who were murdered here would find it unbearable to visit the site of the camp and leave immediately. But maybe the hotel was a good idea: they could sleep for a night close to the ashes of those who were slaughtered. The floors were covered in polished lino, and my room was bare except for a bed and a table. There was nothing on the walls; it was like a cell. I slept for a while, awoken later by the sounds of a school tour, young people’s voices breaking the stillness. I got up and went downstairs. In the building next door I bought a ticket for the camp museum and another ticket to see a film on the liberation of Auschwitz.


I went inside the gates. Maybe it was important simply to come here, I thought; to remember. Most people that day were quiet and subdued; there was a note asking visitors to remain silent. I passed the office where prisoners coming from the trains were taken first. I wandered among the brick buildings at least half of which were closed up. I saw the gallows built for Rudolf Hoss, who ran this camp. He was tried at Nuremberg, brought back here and hanged. I looked at the map which explained which buildings were used for extermination. I walked into one which housed an expressionist exhibition about the horrors of what had happened, but it was too distant, too artificial and I wandered out again, still wondering if it was right to be here, if the whole place should not be closed, given back to nature, fenced off in honour of those who died here or had their lives destroyed.


Outside, I found a tour guide talking to his group in English. ‘And now,’ he said, ‘we’re going to go to gas chamber and crematorium number one, follow me.’ I walked away, back towards the gate. I decided to look at the film and leave. At least I had been silent; but nothing anyone could do here could be right.


The film did not help; it was a piece of propaganda made after the war by the Allied forces which focused more on the successes of the Soviet Army than the plight of the inmates of Auschwitz. Some of the scenes were affecting, but the old-fashioned newsreel voice-over was too full of the joys of victory. The film ended with Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin coming together to talk about world peace.


I went into the camp again. In one of the brick houses I met another tour. ‘Six hundred people lived where we now are,’ a man was saying. We stood looking at the long, bare room. I walked away and went alone into the next house, where there was a whole wall made of glass, as in a zoo, and behind it were all the basins and pots the prisoners had used, lying together at random. In the corridor there was another glass case from floor to ceiling, this time full of their shoes; another case showed wooden legs; another was full of children’s clothes; another was full of hair; another was full of gas canisters.


A few daffodils were left at the door of the block where the standing cells had been built. The same guide was explaining how prisoners would be made to work all day, and then in the evening would be locked in here in a space where they could only stand, and left until the morning. Eventually, they would die, but it could take up to eleven days. Everyone on the tour seemed cowed into silence. Why didn’t they just shoot them? Or gas them? Instead, they led them out to work every morning, and back every evening, for the long night’s torture until they died. People walked quietly out into the open, not speaking, not looking at each other.


Of all the exhibits the starkest were the suitcases, with the prisoners’ names and addresses written on labels stuck to them. All now piled up. But worse, for me, was the pile of discarded glasses and lenses, mashed together. I stood there thinking of the Jews in Europe who sent their children to study music, who became writers, philosophers and art connoisseurs. Imagine the books they read, the lamp-lit rooms they inhabited, the things they had seen in their lives, the warm light in their eyes. And then the moment when their glasses were taken from them, when their glasses would be no use any more. Each lens so carefully constructed to suit each person’s sight.


Along the corridors of some of the houses there were photographs of the prisoners which were taken with that precision which interested the Nazis so much: each head was shaved and in exactly the same position as the next. The photographer was clearly an artist because there is a peculiar and direct beauty in each face. Not one seemed disfigured or diminished by the suffering they must have been going through. The way the head was tilted back and lit by the photographer gave each prisoner a gaunt and fearless dignity. The world must have missed these people. The photographs of the children, like the case of children’s clothes, were almost unbearable to look at, but none of the children appeared frightened. All of them, like their parents, met the camera with a doomed equanimity. Below each photograph were details of the prisoner’s date of birth and date of arrival and date of death.


These were the dead, then, and this was the last place they had inhabited. But there was nothing about where they came from, or who they were. There was a large bunch of flowers and a notice at the spot where the Catholic priest, Father Kolbe, who had heroically allowed himself to be starved to death in place of another, had died. But there was no mention of Jews, or homosexuals, or gypsies.


I went back outside the gates and sat in the restaurant where I met the taxi driver who had ferried me from the railway station earlier that morning. We talked for a while in English and I told him that I did not intend to spend the night here. I thought of going back to Katowice and maybe on to Warsaw the next day. He told me that he would drive me to Krakow, less than a hundred kilometres away, for twenty dollars. He could start right away. I decided to leave and went into the hotel to check out. I stood in the room for a while with my eyes closed, not sure whether I was trying to get what I saw out of my mind or preserve it there.


When we reached the main road I asked the driver to stop in front of the camp. This was where the Carmelite nuns had their convent. There was a huge cross facing the road and a nun was walking up and down along a path. It looked as though the whole Auschwitz complex was a Catholic institution, as though it had been taken over by the Catholic Church. And this completely undermined its purpose as a memorial to those who had been transported here and murdered. I wondered now that Poland was about to become a Catholic state how the camp would be treated in the future.


The driver asked if I wanted to see Birkenau, which was close by. This was a huge site, much bigger than Auschwitz, but all the buildings were mere shells. I stood and looked at it for a while, as the driver waited in the car. During the war years four million people were murdered in these two camps.


The driver did not want to talk about the camps, and was surprised that I had come here. We went first to his house, a new house built from the brick I had seen all around, the same brick which was used to build the camps. It was large and comfortable, with plate-glass windows and varnished floors. The driver told me that he had gone to America and worked there for several years to raise the money for the house and the taxi. You could not make that sort of money in Poland, he said. As we drove along the straight, flat roads between Oświęcim and Krakow he told me that the rate for the dollar on the black market had been high, but was now more or less the same as the official rate, which had put all the speculators out of business. It was good to have the communists out, he said, but prices had begun to rise. Some prices had increased as much as fifteenfold.


He left me at the edge of the medieval quarter of Krakow. It was the Tuesday evening of Holy Week 1990. The streets were full of shops and shoppers; the city seemed bright and busy in the twilight. It was easy to find an hotel room in the old city. I had not expected to come to Krakow; I had caught a glimpse of Katowice that morning in the darkness before dawn and had imagined myself sleeping in a dingy modern hotel there. Now, suddenly, I was excited at being in this untouched medieval city which had escaped the ravages of the Second World War, over which John Paul II had presided as Archbishop and Cardinal before he became Pope. The main square was like a small, flat city in itself, housing a cathedral, an old, squat basilica and a café and covered market. Now, as darkness fell, there were flower sellers everywhere. In the café, the trendy local youth had gathered, wearing Western-style clothes and long hair. One had a cigarette holder which held his cigarette at right angles and he puffed on this to the amusement and delight of his colleagues.


There was a casino in my hotel, and after dinner I wandered in to find it full of Poles playing for dollars, some of them playing for a great deal of money indeed. A young blonde Polish woman was placing dollars on the table as though they were zlotys. My dinner had just cost two dollars. I could not understand how she had this money and was prepared to lose it in the casino.


At midnight I went out into the dark city and stood again in the vastness of the square. Joseph Conrad was brought up in Krakow. He wrote about the square ‘immense in its solitude . . . full to the brim of moonlight. The garland of lights at the foot of the houses seemed to burn at the bottom of a bluish pool.’ Towards the edges of the square I caught a glimpse of a woman overburdened with bags and parcels as she flitted into the shadows of a side street. For a moment she seemed like a ghost, something I had imagined as much as seen. Then I realized that she was a baglady, the only figure still wandering the streets of Krakow at this hour.


In the morning the city was splendid in the raked light of spring. The flower sellers were out again. I found an Englishspeaking taxi driver – who had been to America – and asked him to take me to what used to be the Jewish quarter. It was still on my mind, the remnants of the camps, and I wanted to go to the part of Krakow from where some of those murdered had been taken. He explained that there wasn’t much. He did not think that there were any Jews left in Krakow. He drove me across the city and pointed at a few street names which were Jewish, and a disused synagogue. He showed me the Jewish quarter where there will never be Jews again. He looked at me, wondering what he should do now; this was it, he said. I asked him to take me back to the main square.


As each hour came round, a trumpeter appeared in one of the openings in the spire of the cathedral and heralded in the new hour. I noticed a queue outside the cathedral. Thinking perhaps it was a special tour, I paid no attention to it, browsing instead in second-hand bookshops and print-shops. But later in the morning when I saw that there still was a queue I realized what it was: a queue for confession. People were preparing to do their Easter duties. The priest was sitting in an open confession box in the church, and he could be heard whispering to each penitent.


Most of those in the queue were teenagers, or in their early twenties. Most of them had a devout and deeply serious look on their faces. The clothes, the hairstyles and the lack of make-up made the women look like figures from old photographs of the 1940s or early 1950s. This was some dream-world from the Catholic past, the last thing I had expected to find, something which no longer happened in Ireland in Holy Week. These were so different from the kids I had seen in the café the previous night, they were so well-behaved, so mild and obedient-looking I wondered what sins they could possibly have committed.


In Krakow that Wednesday the kiosks were blaring out pop music from cheap cassettes: Simon & Garfunkel, The Police, The Rolling Stones. There were stalls selling decorated eggs. The shops were full of bread and fruit, vegetables and clothes. Only meat seemed to be in short supply; there were queues outside the butchers’ shops. Nobody seemed underfed or hungry. The city seemed prosperous, thriving. One restaurant, overlooking the old square, was very popular and there was a queue for lunch, but because I was alone, or spoke English, or because she liked the look of me, the haughty, impeccably-dressed woman in charge gave me a table at the window. The menu and the service were elaborate, the decor was plush, the view over the square magnificent and the waiter’s self-importance beyond belief. The bill came to less than three dollars.


That evening I took the train to Warsaw. The station was busy with people going home for Easter. The train was comfortable. Two people in my compartment read paperback novels and a teenage boy a textbook. It was all easy and quiet and exciting going to a city where I had never been before. But the image was there all the time, none the less, of the standing cells at Auschwitz, the slow, gratuitous cruelty of it, a man working all day and coming back to be forced to stand all night, not being able to sleep, having nowhere to fall. Who thought of this? I could not get it out of my mind.


I stayed that night in Warsaw in a modern hotel near the railway station which had several restaurants and a casino. In the morning I moved to the older Hotel Europecski. The streets and squares around the hotel were wide and airy, having been rebuilt from rubble after the war. It was Holy Thursday and there were queues outside the cake shops. I wanted to find the Jewish Museum, which my guide-book said was not far away. I passed elegant clothes shops and some jewellery shops and a few restaurants, and eventually I found the Jewish Museum down a side street. When I opened the door a porter seemed surprised and motioned me to wait while he summoned a woman from a nearby room. The hallway was dingy and run-down, though the high ceilings and stairway made it clear that the building had once been very grand. The woman asked me in English what I wanted. I told her that I wanted to see the museum. I said that I was interested in the Jewish ghetto in Warsaw. She told me that I could go upstairs and look around and come back down if I needed anything else.


There was hardly anything in the room upstairs, a few blown-up photographs of distressed people being led away, some mementos, but nothing else. I didn’t know what I was looking for. When I went back downstairs the woman told me that she was busy but that if I waited she would find me someone else.


After a while, a younger woman came and immediately asked if I wanted to speak in Hebrew. I told her I wasn’t Jewish. I asked if this was the only museum and if there were monuments to the Jews in the city. I also wanted to know where the ghetto began and ended and if it was marked now.


She smiled; she was young and pleased that someone had come here asking questions. There was one monument a good distance away, she said, and there was one other room in the museum which she would open for me if I wanted, but there was nothing exceptional in it. She did not know why it was locked. No one came here much, she said. At one time there had been half a million Jews in the Warsaw ghetto; now there were only three hundred religious Jews in the city. For a long time there had been no rabbi. Anti-Semitism was still alive in Poland, she said; in the late 1960s the communists had purged the government of Jews. But in general there was very little interest in the subject, and there was certainly no line marking where the ghetto had begun.


*


Changes were coming fast in the city. There were two Writers’ Unions now. One from communist times had a big building close to my hotel where a few men who could have been writers sat around talking to each other. At the office, they refused to tell me where the other Writers’ Union was, but said they thought that it might be closed, since it was Holy Week. Instead, I found the institution which paid royalties to writers, and waited in an office while they got someone who spoke English. As I sat there I noticed that every object in the room – the drum-shaped filing system, the blinds on the windows, the lamps on the desks, the make of the desks and the typewriters – was completely different from anything I knew. They had an odd, old-fashioned elegance.


There was a Polish woman in her twenties visiting the offices. She had just returned from London, and had developed a rather superior English accent which she mixed with her Polish one. She agreed to wander around with me for a while, insisting, however, that it was all as strange to her as it was to me. She had a sharp answer to every question and an opinion on most matters. Her clothes were good, and she walked fast. She explained that I hadn’t seen any poor or hungry people in Warsaw simply because I was living in a posh hotel in the centre of town. Most people had not got the money to come into the centre. Even the price of a bus ticket now had gone up to what was, for most Poles, an unbelievable sum. I told her about the queues for the cake shops, and about the casino and the brand new taxis in Krakow. Money was moving, she explained: the rising prices and the opening up to the West meant that some people now had money, just as in the West, but, in general, people’s spending power had decreased.


As we walked along we passed crowds on their way to Holy Thursday devotions. I suggested to her that we go into one of the many churches in the city centre and see what was going on. She was having none of it. She refused even to look at the people going into the churches.


Poland, she said, was bad under the communists, but under the Catholics it was much worse. Now, you turned on the television and instead of having to listen to party members extolling the party, you had Catholic priests telling married people that if they had a dog they should get rid of the dog and have another child. It took forty-five years to remove the communists, she said, and it was going to take another half century to get rid of the Church.


‘Look,’ she said, ‘look at their Solidarność eyes’, as we passed another bunch of church-goers. I had been looking at the faces and I thought I understood what she meant. There was about each person who passed us, and indeed those in the queues for confession, a sort of mildness, a quietness, a sense of a guarded and cautious nature hidden behind each face.


I dined alone in the hotel that night; the service was as ceremonious as it had been in Krakow. A band came and played for a while, offering old songs in English. Several waiters offered me Russian caviar in exchange for dollars. After dinner a waiter told me that there was a cabaret downstairs which guests in the hotel could attend free of charge. I went down some time after eleven and had a drink. The place was full, most of the clientele was Polish, but there were some tourists as well. Two men came on to the small stage dressed as women and sang a song, then did a cabaret act with vaguely sexual overtones. A woman came on and did a half striptease, then the two men returned and the sexual overtones of their act became more obvious. I had to remind myself that this was Poland in the early days of Solidarność rule as the lady began to strip rather than tease, hanging around the place topless at first and then removing her underwear so that she was completely naked, finishing with a tour of the joint so that everybody could see her properly. It was after midnight. This was not the Good Friday I had expected in Poland.


In the morning I walked out again into the city. There was a pale warmth in the sunshine. I wandered into the old quarter which had been restored from rubble after the war, using photographs and recollection, but it still bore the marks of its reconstruction, with nothing out of place, no sense of random detail or small flourish, everything at right angles, like a film set – or something built for tourists, or something built, indeed, to hide and obliterate the memory of what happened in the war. There was an attempt to give this artificial city life, but even at night when it was dimly lit it never seemed real, it always seemed a city of absences and empty, open spaces.


A few weeks previously the Russians had finally admitted the murder of the entire Polish officer class at Katyn in 1940. In the British and Irish newspapers it had been a minor news item, another aspect of the dramatic changes which were going on in the former Soviet Empire. But in Warsaw on this Good Friday, fifty years after the massacre, some of the city centre churches exhibited photographs of Katyn, above the dates 1940-1990, as an announcement of a pilgrimage or a novena would be pinned up on a noticeboard in an Irish church.


That afternoon as the Good Friday devotions took place I walked from church to church in the centre, visiting more than a dozen. They were all packed, the congregation full of that mild, obedient demeanour which I had noticed first in the queue for confession at Krakow. Even the children were solemn. The streets were deserted.


After darkness fell they opened the tabernacles in the churches and displayed the Host from the altar. But there was another display on most of the altars beside the monstrance with the Host: the crowned eagle, symbol of the resurrected Poland. Those who came to pray knelt in front of the martyred and risen Poland as well as the martyred and risen Christ. These churches served as vast public spaces, offering not simply religion, but centres for a whole nation to congregate, to witness itself in motion, from occupation to deliverance.


I went that night in search of the monument to the Warsaw ghetto. They had rebuilt the city centre, but there was no sign of where the ghetto had been, no buildings lovingly reconstructed in the place which had housed half a million Jews. In the old days before the war this would have been the Sabbath: the sights in the street, the smells, the noises, the sense of an ancient culture at prayer would have been welcome now. But it was all gone and it would never come back. In its place were leafy, suburban streets with low, rationalist, well-kept blocks of flats on each side instead of Jewish houses, shops and synagogues. There was life here too; lights in the windows, families having supper and a few people walking in the badly lit streets, unafraid when accosted by a stranger looking for directions in a foreign language. Eventually, I found the monument in a grassy square: the only memorial in Warsaw to the Jews.


On Saturday all roads still led to the churches. There were three reasons to go to church. In the morning the children had to be taken to have their Easter eggs blessed. I walked through the old city to find children all dressed up leaving the churches with parents or grandparents, smiling, delighted with their hoard of Easter eggs. Then the Blessed Sacrament and the crowned eagle, faith and fatherland, could still be visited. And there were still queues for confession. If you did not go to church that Saturday, it seemed hard to think of much else to do.


*


In the early afternoon I went to a suburban railway station and stood on the platform waiting for the train to Gdańsk, the old German port of Danzig. When the train arrived it was clear that there would not be room for all of us. People began to push, shove and elbow their way on. Some of the men had a rough determination about them which meant that I kept out of their path. Whole families joined forces in taking over compartments, shouting to each other, blocking the way so that others could not pass. I was lucky to get on to the train at all and spent the journey standing in the corridor.


I was booked into a modern high-rise hotel, just beside the old city. There were German tour buses in the car park. From my window I could see the cranes and gantries of the great shipyards, stretching out for miles against the sky, beautiful now in the early evening. I took a taxi up the coast to Gdynia to buy a train ticket to Berlin. The coast road was lined with old houses and hotels, like a nineteenth-century seaside resort. I had expected Gdańsk to be completely industrial, but this was much gentler and more domestic.


On the journey back I asked the taxi driver to stop at the pier and I got out and walked down to the huge stone statue of Joseph Conrad, which had been erected in 1976; his customary signature was carved into the stone. The sky was tossed with layers of blue-grey cloud; the Baltic was mild green in the late afternoon light, the waves were calm as they hit the stone of the pier, but the sea was choppy for as far as the eye could make out. And here at the very edge of things Joseph Conrad sat, his stately, plump shape captured in stone. He stared out to sea, having left Poland, he said, ‘as a man gets into a dream’.


Later, when it was dark, I found the dream-city – not the Gdańsk of Solidarność, but the Danzig of Günter Grass’s The Tin Drum, the city of narrow streets, and tall, severe-looking brick houses, facing each other across the gloom of dim street lights, the city which had been lovingly re-assembled after the war. (I met Günter Grass in Dublin after I had been in Danzig, and he told me how relieved the architects and builders had been after the war to work on this restoration rather than rationalist buildings for the new regime. Grass himself had become part of the displaced Europe after the war; but when he returned, he said, most people understood what he had lost and what he felt at seeing his old city, because most of the new citizens of Gdańsk had not been born there but had been moved from elsewhere.)


It was Easter Saturday night as I walked through this world of old merchant families, Protestant ethics, guilds, this dark, strange Hanseatic city full of images of early bourgeois opulence and wealth. Each street ended in a gateway to a quay and the waterfront. The streets were empty; I looked for a bar or a restaurant in the old city but could find nothing.


But all the churches were open, and again there were photographs of Katyn and the graves being exhumed, as though the massacre at Katyn had been part of the Passion itself, and its memory a part of the Easter liturgy. In Enniscorthy Cathedral the Irish tricolour had flown, and there was always a sense that the Church and the nation were closely intertwined, but the altar was sacred; nothing from the state or the nation could go beyond the altar rails. Here it was different; as I wandered about the cathedral before the evening Mass I noticed that on a side altar around the consecrated Host were images not of the crucified or the risen Christ but of Poland itself. Poland was so insistent on its martyrdom, so self-conscious about its status as a risen victim that, as in Warsaw, the priests had put a statue of a risen eagle and a Polish flag beside the monstrance with the consecrated Host.


The church was packed for Mass. The faces again were serious and intent; no one looked around, or allowed themselves to be distracted. And afterwards they all approached the side altar, which was now guarded by two stern-faced youths dressed in military uniform who stood to attention. And then they went to look at the Katyn exhibition. I began to understand why the churches and the ceremonies were so important: there was nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. Once the churches closed that night in Gdańsk at around eleven o’clock there was nobody wandering in the shadowy streets, and there was no sign of life from any of the merchants’ houses. The city was dead.
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