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Surely it is much more generous to forgive and remember, than to forgive and forget.


MARIA EDGEWORTH


The past is never dead. It’s not even past.


WILLIAM FAULKNER














Prologue
 Undiscovered lands


I’ve never run this far before. I’m thirty and this is all new to me. I’m running now as though everything depends on it and in so many ways it does. This run, this voyage, is in ways the climax of a journey into the country of the self. The final destination after a year of travelling.


I’m thinking of all this but really I’m just putting one foot in front of the other and willing myself on, hoping to keep going because I’ve quit at so many things in my life, ran away from problems and people, but right now this run is a way to make amends for all that. It might sound like magical thinking and maybe in some way it is. All actions start in dreams and thoughts and I’ve long held on to this one.


I’m in a local forest of Derrycassin in rural Longford, it has snowed and between the melting snow and puddles of water I race now. My feet are wet but I do not mind. My lungs are strong and firm and I know and feel that at this pace I can continue for a long time, an hour more, two hours more I am not sure.


This is an undiscovered country.


A man once said to me you get to know yourself on a long run. In the end, he surmised, you realise you’re a lot stronger than you think and a lot more stubborn. Those words are haunting me now. They are every one of them true.


Running and farming are two things I understand, two tangible things. With each passing day progress is made. The cultivation of a crop or cow is like the tending of the garden of the self; not much happens in a week, but in the culmination of weeks and months real progress is made, real goals achieved. Everything starts in dreams and thoughts, the building of a farm, the building of a body, the writing of a book. We are, I think, in a way, the heirs of our dreams.


The sweat on my face has dried and turned to salt and when I lick my lips I can taste it. It has been several hours since I have drank water: at times a craving comes to me for it and then like a lustful urge it leaves again. I tell myself that soon, soon I will stop and give in. There is a river and lake beside me, beside this old forest: perhaps when all this is over I will jump in, quench and cool myself. I’ll cup my hands and drink the water from the lake fresh and clean like the old people did in the long ago.


I am not the greatest runner but I have in me the discipline of an athlete. Running and exercise have given me a control of my life, a real foundation on which to build, and from that the new man that I have become has been forged.


They say running is a lonely thing but out there on the road, on the roads of life, I have never felt more alive, more connected to the moment.


In the forest, the path winds and courses through steep hills and bends, I have names for some of them, secret silly names to help me surmount and overcome them. The gravel is loose underneath my feet as I beat out my weary rhythm. I am alone here today, there is only the forest, the lake and me.


At Switzerland bend I feel the glee of the flat ground return. The huge pine trees surround me and I imagine myself in some Scandinavian place, some Valhalla of nature, some distant land. I hear the lake waters lap and fold onto themselves. I know that soon the hills of the forest will be upon me and I will have to strain and push myself forward.


I have been running for twenty-five kilometres now and with each passing lap I urge myself forward.


There are jobs to be done at home, cattle that need to be cleaned out, feed to be given. My phone does not work here and while I run in this place I am not contactable. I like it that way. It is just the road and me.


My headphones beat out a steady rhythm of 70s pop and easy rock music that keeps me happy and motivated. Alone here now I shout out the words of Blue Swede’s ‘Hooked on a Feeling’. There was a time I couldn’t sing any more, that I had not the joy of life; but these words, as my actions now do too, remind me that there is so much joy in the world, joy amidst the darkness.


The snows have turned to slush as I round the corner and hit the thirty kilometres mark. I am hot and remove my jumper, throwing it on top of a nearby bush.


I must be careful now to ensure I do not catch a cold when I finish. The day is cold but I am hot and alive and I think now of all those who run with me, of the ancients, of Murakami, of the Olympians.


When I was a boy I loved to run but as a student I put that aside thinking the life of the mind to be an immobile one. In the last two years, after everything, I have come to see that the intellectual life, as Seneca said, is interlinked, that true happiness is found in the present moment and that physical labour and thought are the same. My feet are the extension of my thoughts and it is intellectual will that gets me around this course, not just mere physical fitness.


At thirty-four kilometres I hit the wall. I am in the land of the new, the place beyond the pines. I have never run this far before but I have the will in me to continue.


I have every will but my body is beginning to tire.


My foot pains have returned, I can feel a build-up of lactic acid in my shoulder and my calf muscle is beginning to ache. I run on for another kilometre ignoring my failing engine.


I do not know the rules of this country, its customs; perhaps in the land of thirty-five kilometres there is only pain and ignorance. Perhaps it is a corroboree of effort and sweat culminating in the discovery of the dreamtime of the self. In my mind I think of all the places I have been, all the journeys I have undertaken.


This run is a part of that story. I will remember it in the list of great days I have had on this earth.


A man gets to know himself on the road and in me I have found a multitude of histories; a conflict of nations, of language, of faith.


In the recess of the past I see my grandfather on the run, fighting in the War of Independence in his flying column, moving from safe house to safe house. It was only weeks ago that my father told me that he had been captured and imprisoned in that time. What would he make of me now? His namesake, running in a forest for no other reason than life itself.


By the water’s lapping edge I imagine the older people, too, the Celts who once ruled this place. They are all of them in me and I in them.


A landlord once owned all this, this lake, this forest. I am running on colonised land. Running as a post-colonial man, whatever that is.


I think now I must be getting delirious and perhaps I am.


‘Murderalise ’em, Rock!’ I shout out aloud now, uttering my old Rocky movie mantra to snap me back into the present.


My feet are tired, my body sore and the Italian stallion urges me on in my mind, asking for just one more step.


At the last turn I near the end of my race. It has been four hours or more. I carry my wounded body across my imaginary line. There are no waiting crowds, no cheering lover, no landlords or IRA men. It is just me and the forest and the cold winter’s day in rural Ireland.


I slow to a walk, stumbling towards the grass of nearby Mullinalaghta Gaelic football field. I hunker down to catch my breath. I am thirty, I have never run this far, I have never felt so alive.














Running through time


When I look around the farms of our neighbours they form a landscape. A cumulative thing, that we call Soran, our home.


The landscape is Irish, or to the outsider it would seem that way, and yet when I think now it is a landscape formed of history. A living palette of the colonial.


The fields which I work are a Norman creation, the hedgerows containing their beech and oak an English lord’s fancy. The living landscape in this place is in a sense ruled by the dead.


What is history, I wonder now as I trundle around the farmyard making my way to visit our sheep. A learned phenomenon? This mind of mine is a reflector of all the landscape says and all that I know of it.


If the books of the past were torn down and our memories of this place removed, what then would it be? Would I know it only as the sheep do? For its folds and bends, its rivers and ditches. And yet the sheep too have memory. They know where to go for shelter each year, where the best grass is.


Perhaps a place removed of memory is what the early settlers felt when they usurped the Native Americans’ land, a place bereft of story, so they thought, and yet was it not rich with it?


What does such a place feel like? I do not know because we Irish cannot forget as much as our old master cannot remember. There is the history of the place as wrote and the history of the place as recalled but they are both so different, so at odds.


It was in this way of thinking that I began a run through my home county of Longford.


The cows on the farm have been put out to grass, the long winter months are over and the death-dishevelled earth has come alive once more. Between the moving out and the harvest of the meadow grounds life has become quieter, easier. It’s a nice time on a farm. A time when a man has room to think of big things.


I ran through home. Why? Because I was fit enough, I suppose, but also to understand this place more. In the running I came too to remember other great runs and runners; they move like ghosts through the landscape too, but also personal ones that I carry with me as memories and inspiration.


I ran through the artefact of my county, through its roads and villages, through the landscape shaped by a thousand yesterdays and a thousand more tomorrows.


Free running


The day is fine, the weather good. I pull on my running tights and shorts, a baseball hat and a light jumper. I have a few little energy gel packets to bring with me and a small bag of nuts. I pack lightly, I will drink water on the move; there are some small rivers and lakes where I can pause and if I can’t reach them I bring some cash just in case.


Preparation is essential in running long distances. We all have our little rituals, a favourite T-shirt, a playlist of music. No two runners are the same. I’m not, I know, one of the hard-core runners. I don’t own a sports watch or a distance counter. I run not to break records; for me it’s enough just to be out on the road with a good song and the country passing by.


I wasn’t always great for stretching, but after nearly a year of repeated injuries and our local physiotherapist scolding me on every visit I’ve gotten into the habit. I bend and stretch, pull and flex, my muscles know now what is coming and I must say there’s a certain joy in being able to touch one’s toes again, something childlike and innocent in the enjoyment of being limber.


I begin as I have begun so many times before, down our short lane onto the main road. Veering left I start.


Lacing up


In my childhood bedroom there’s an old drawer full of sports day trophies. They are by and large for athletics of one form or another. I was never any good at team sports, being a bit clumsy when the pressure was on, and it seemed running, even then, suited my temperament.


I hold their small frames now. Running them through my hands they shine still. I do not know how they ended up in this drawer, perhaps my mother put them there as a reminder of the little boy I was whilst I was away being a wild colonial boy.


Things come into one’s life again at strange times, at times when we need them. I have heard it called objective chance.


As a writer they so often come to me in the form of books or phrases which, at a time of writing, guide me, lead me on further towards the ultimate goal of finishing a work, teaching me in some new way.


These things at another time would mean nothing, would be insensible, but when the antenna of the self is switched on they can mean everything, changing, as my friend Father Sean calls it, the uncertain world of reality into a certain one if only for the briefest moment.


The trophies hold their weight and memory in my hands. I don’t think I’ve lifted them in twenty years. It is a nice reminder of the innocence of youth and the wonder of movement.


Déjà vu


On the face of it, I get up, I put on my runners and I go out the door and run. On the face of it, so often a man runs in a circle, ending up where he started, having achieved, to the outsider, nothing; only to make himself tired, sweaty and oftentimes exhausted.


I used to think runners were actors in a perpetual déjà vu. Now, however, I see that each time is a new journey, a new experience.


No run is ever the same; a man can run the same track every day and, like a river, find it is always different. It’s not the track that changes, it’s us.


The genius of life, I’ve come to see, is that what I have felt out there on the road is the same as what Linford Christie felt when he ran. What I have thought is no different to what the philosophers have thought. That which connects us, our humanity, makes it as a bridge to every other human.


When I take the bend for home mid-run, my body drenched in sweat, my heartbeat elevated, I’m as close to Usain Bolt as I’ll ever be.


You never run alone when you race. It is never a déjà vu.


Longford


Longford is my home. It is neither a big nor a very famous place. It’s situated in the heart of the Irish midlands, right in the middle of the country; it is not a tourist destination, we have no great peaks or mountain ranges, and yet there is a beauty here in the rolling drumlin grounds, in the bogs that surround us and hold our memories, and in the lakes that litter our landscape and the people who journey through it.


Our history on this island does not start in Rome or Athens, it begins in quiet places such as this.


It was once the very edge of Empire, a frontier town on the fringe of the then Elizabethan world. This was as far as civilisation went, beyond which lay the wilds of the Western men, where the Gael still ruled and law and order were of a different kind.


By the seventeenth century, with the crushing of the last native uprisings the county was divided and planted by English and Scottish settlers and so began the first great experiments of the English Empire: colonisation.


Longford, though small, has again and again played a role in the future of the nation. From rebellions to politicians, it has been as a small vanguard.


I start from the end of the lane. The wildflowers and weeds are growing along the ditches, everywhere is a riot of green. The wildflowers are beautiful things and appear as gems along the roadside, calling all life to them. It is my hope to plant the land with these flowers in the next few weeks to help the bees and so repay some of our exchequer with nature.


I check my pace and move forward, slow and steady.


I am in the land of the Connells. We live at the edge of our own small empire, the last few homes on the outskirts of the townland of Soran in the parish of Killoe. My uncle and two aunts live beside us with their families. We form an enclave and the older men joke that we Soran folk are like one of the wandering tribes of the Bible, for we are Killoe people but go to mass in the nearby village and next parish of Ballinalee but are buried in Killoe. We belong, it seems, to neither tribe and it suits us that way.


Soran has changed since my childhood; it had its own characters then, mostly bachelors but some women too, who were in a way the bards of the area, the keepers of the folk memories.


My grandmother Mary was one of the last of them. As I pass her lane, the last home in the area, I think of her. We had many great times together and I learned as much as I could of her knowledge, but one cannot absorb ninety-two years of living into the mind of a young man.


Her illness was swift and painless, it was what she had always wanted; a good quick death. She died at home in her own bed and we are glad of that. It was a death of the sean nós, the old way, and our centuries-old tradition of wakes served us well. The ritual, I see now, is not for the dead but the living.


We still talk of her nearly a year after her passing, thinking that she might return for a mug of tea and a good chat on a fair day. Close to her end, as my mother and aunts nursed her, she spoke of something that has stayed with us:


‘Life is given to you; you do not choose it. Life is to be lived and enjoyed.’


I run now with those words in my heart, for she above others knew this well.


Writing and running


Writing and running are not such strange bedfellows. They are both slow and gradual, both based on discipline and routine. One must show up to the great event, be it a laptop or a road trial. One must put in the hard yards.


I’ve been running seriously for a few years and by serious I mean that running a half-marathon is not hard. Running has become part of my life and changed how I see things. It has, in some ways too, I think, changed how I write.


It wasn’t some Pauline moment, some Damascene event; rather it was the culmination of a thousand moments, a thousand breaths out there on the road, one foot moving simply in front of the other, where I found a long-missing part of myself.


Dr George Sheehan, a philosopher of the running movement, called it being a good animal; that man is at his heart an animal of movement, for why else do we have such long legs.


It began as a want for change. I had emerged from a serious illness and the idea of fitness, of building a new me, came upon me in the way I have heard musicians talk of songs descending from above. Running was to become a foundation block in the cultivation of the garden of the self.


I think a great deal when I am out running, whole passages of stories and books come to me, filling me with new ways of seeing. When I am stuck for material, the road, that seemingly empty place, is full and rich with ideas.


Murakami, the great Japanese writer, has of course illuminated the path before me. Sometimes in my daydreams I imagine him and me running together through some forest. He is smaller than me but his body is lithe and strong. We run in silence, tackling hills and valleys, one not wanting to submit to the other. I the novice and he the master.


I imagine myself holding firm, going toe to toe with the great man. Afterwards we share a bottle of cold water and then he nods and says you’re OK kid and runs off.


My friend Matt is a therapist and recently he told me of his studies into the analysis of dreams. They are in many ways our playing out of scenarios. In our dreams life can be righted, mistakes mended, and ultimately peace that was denied in reality can be found in this world.


Murakami and I will never run together but he has taught me a great deal, through running, about being a writer.


Comanche dead


Leaving behind my homeland of Soran I move across the Camlin river to Ballinalee. I am in Comanche country now, the land of our rivals. Situated atop a crossroads, this is as close as we come to an outpost in rural Ireland. It was once a land of outlaws and bandits. It has known blood and despair, death and war.


There are few villages like it, few places with such providence in blood.


I move up the slow hill to the crossroads. It is a small place of only a few hundred people and yet its inhabitants have changed the world.


In 1798 Irish intellectuals began a revolution of the mind. Inspired by the rising of the free French (who would go on to help them), the rebellion was to unite Ireland’s native Catholics and planted Protestants to rise up and seize control of their own destiny and wrest it from the hands of Britain. It was a defining moment in the history of this land and a time that is talked of still, some two hundred-odd years later.


The rebellion of the United Irishmen, led by Theobald Wolfe Tone, a northern Presbyterian, ended here in Longford at the Battle of Ballinamuck just a few short miles from my home. That rebellion was to captivate my young mind, for the bicentenary of the events occurred when I was a young boy in school and for that year of 1998 our principal, Master Harte, weaved the story of the men’s rising and of their fall. History, he said, was all around us, shaping us, and we did not need to look overseas to find our own home-grown heroes.



[image: image]General Humbert




Those rising men of Longford were led by the French general Humbert, who had arrived weeks before in the country’s west. His aim: to reignite the revolutionary zeal and free Ireland.


Humbert was lucky at first and after disembarking in Killala, on 23 August 1798, won the Battle of Castlebar. Though he was outnumbered, the battle has long been remembered for the resounding defeat of the British, leading to their routing.


On his landing, Humbert had declared the formation of the Republic of Connaught, which was to replace the Kingdom of Ireland. Speaking from his landing ground, he said:




Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, Union!


After several unsuccessful attempts, behold at last Frenchmen arrived amongst you . . . Union, Liberty, the Irish Republic! Such is our shout. Let us march. Our hearts are devoted to you; our glory is in your happiness.





The Republic was in real terms a quasi-state, with no actual power other than pressing Irish men to join the French and fight. Perhaps it may have grown into something but it was never given the time. It would fall just weeks later on the 8th of September.


To my left lies Bully’s Acre. It is but a small green field nestled beside our church and playground. It was here that the Republic of Connaught and its ideals ended. It was here that Cornwallis enacted his final victory.


The Battle of Ballinamuck was doomed to failure. Humbert, commanding a force of just 2,500, was surrounded by 15,000 troops under Cornwallis’s command on his right and 14,000 men under General Lake behind. After a short action of no more than half an hour, Humbert surrendered.


Ninety-six French and 748 Irish men were taken prisoner. They were marched from Ballinamuck across our very fields, as my father reminds me still, to this place, to our village. The men were hanged in trees (which stood until recently when a neighbour and family friend cut them down for pain of the memory) and buried in quicklime. The lime burned and rotted their skin, a final insult over the defeated dead, making so as never to be able to reinter them.


Master Harte told us school children then that we should be proud not that they died but that they rose.


Humbert himself was not executed and was instead repatriated and returned to France. He would later fight in the Caribbean and fall in love with Napoleon’s sister Pauline, herself a married woman. His was to be a life of action and adventure.


I wipe the small beads of sweat from my brow as I think of the dead. We have no great memorial to them here but we do not forget what is buried beneath us.


Papa Francesco


The world has a new Pope. I ran with him one night.


I have long wanted to make a pilgrimage to the Holy City of Rome to say simply thank you to God for helping me get through everything, for helping me become a writer.


I had visions of this place, of walking through the Vatican feeling its awe and splendour, strolling along the Tiber, drinking espresso and generally being a romantic Italian.


The trip with my girlfriend Vivian was supposed to be a joyous thing, but instead it turned into a source of fighting and rows as the business and stress of the city got to us. That was until Il Papa and I met.


Good Friday is a most sacred day for Christians, a high holiday of Easter when the passion of Christ occurred. It is the day of his death, the day when no Eucharist is given, a day when we reflect as a people.


It was late in the evening when I set out to run. The evening lights of the city grew bright and a warmth and smell of jasmine filled the air. I ran through the back streets of the inner-city district of Monti, moving past cafes and restaurants following some vague direction south. At the Parco di Colle Oppio, I spat and felt the adrenaline rush through my veins. It seemed to me like the Garden of Gethsemane, beautiful and Mediterranean with its columns and stone pines. Moving down the park’s hill I emerged to the lit-up Colosseum and the sight of thousands of people.


The roads around this ancient battleground were closed to vehicles and so I ran along them unfettered and unmolested.


A huge illuminated cross emanated from atop the ruins of the Palatine Hill as TV cameras and hundreds of army and policemen looked on.


Il Papa, Pope Francis, was inside praying the stations of the cross, moving through prayer by prayer of the passion of the Christ as we have been taught.


As I stepped now so did he and we strolled together around the Colosseum, he within and I without, in a communion of movement.


I blessed myself as I heard his words, in some way to let him know that I was there, that I was a witness too.


As I neared the Arch of Constantine, the very place where Roman emperors entered the city in triumph, I broke away, turning left and down the empty road towards the Circus Maximus. The words of Francis echoed through the streets.


Italian soldiers and priests standing side by side nodded to me as I beat out my worn rhythm, a lone figure running away from the waiting crowds.


The Circus Maximus was the largest stadium in ancient Rome, home to chariot racing and games; it is now a public park for all to use. Where once 150,000 spectators watched sporting greats I took a gravel-worn track and began my circuit.


I was alone there that Easter night, in the place where men must have prayed to the old gods for help and victory in the long ago. In a place where dreams began and ended. At the final bend I heard the words of the Pope ring out and thousands answer: Amen. In this, the city where the idea of Empire began, where the idea of slave and master took root, where the old gods meet the new.


I turned for home, both a traveller through history and a pilgrim of faith. The words of Il Papa floating around me, running beside me.


From Ballinalee to Byron Bay


I turn right at Bully’s Acre and remark on the fact that the famous general Cornwallis himself stayed here for three days after the defeat of the rebel Irish and French forces in 1798.


Cornwallis’ arrival would have been something of a stir in the village (then called St. Johnstown), for here was the man who had effectively lost the American colonies in the US War of Independence after his surrender at the siege of Yorktown in 1781. He had met Washington and also been denied the honour of marching his defeated troops out of battle by the man. And yet he was not a maligned figure. Both a knight and the former Governor-General of India from 1786 to 1794, he had helped expand the Empire’s spread there with the help of the East India Company.


His defeat then, of the Irish in 1798, had come at a time when the British were grappling with the problem of keeping their empire together. It is perhaps why he had dealt so cruelly with the dissenting men of Ballinamuck.


At the hill of the village I run past our neighbours, the Forster’s, house. The Forster’s have been stalwarts of the village for hundreds of years and friends of the family for just as long.


The matriarch of the family, Rose, was a dear friend, an elderly woman who I came to know through my regular visits to the house where the village mill once resided by the Camlin river. Rose, by virtue of her age, became the font of the Anglo-Irish history of the area, and her door was a beaten track with long-departed families looking for their ancestors.


On one such visit she showed me pictures of the village just before World War One. In them were contained the faces of the ancient forebears of all our neighbours. The village has changed greatly and yet in some ways has retained its ancient magical powers.


As I run by the Protestant graveyard I think of Tommy, Rose’s son who passed away just a few months ago. Tommy was a part of our lives since childhood. A talented farmer and storyteller, he often regaled me with the tales of his deep family history, such as his great great uncle Thomas who became an army surgeon in the Napoleonic wars and whose son William went on to be the Governor of New South Wales in Australia.


William was a man of action who married the daughter of Gregory Blaxland the explorer, who was the first European to cross the Blue Mountains of Australia, opening up the grasslands of the interior to cattle and sheep grazing. In 1840, ever the explorer, William and Gregory teamed up to lead herds of sheep into the Clarence valley. By the end of that decade William owned some 64,000 acres of farmland.


‘William did well,’ Tommy told me once as I researched his famous relation to understand what the early days of Australia were like. Indeed, in the years to come I would travel through towns and regions named after him throughout Australia. Not bad for a son of the native soil.


Tommy and his wife Frances have for decades now loaned their lands for the local Connemara pony show, and so in thinking of Tommy I think of all those long, hot summers where we walked through the village as part of the parade, and where in Tommy’s fields we watched the riders and horses surmount the jumps and fences of the eventing course.


It was here that our old horse Hazel won best foal and buyers came from all around to purchase her, but my mother, ever the lover of horses, said she would stay with us and breed another winner.


Tommy had a deep liking for shorthorn cattle and his herd boasted some of the best breeding in the area.


Tommy’s passing has left a vacancy in our hearts that will never truly be healed. At his funeral we lined the streets of the village with the local football club, the Connemara society and hundreds of other mourners to pay our last respects to him.


In the church there was no room to sit or stand, so great was his liking that the crowds stood in the freezing cold.


My father has told me he has visited his grave many times since his passing to tell him of the local news and to check that he is happy.


So often in history we remember the great men but forget the everyday heroes. Tommy was one of them and for that he will never die.


Chasing waterfalls


Passing by the Forsters’ house I reach the brow of the hill. In the distance, on Lough Gurteen, swans and waterfowl play.


A neighbour passes by, waving to me. They have grown used to me running the roads now, beating my path along the tarmac. They do not ask me why I run.


It occurs to me that there are two types of runners: those who run for something and those who run from something.


The fors are easy enough to spot, they move along in aid of a charity, in aid of a smaller dress size for the big day, in aid of a new life balance.


But the others, the ones who run from something, they are a darker breed, a harder, more unknowable race.


They run from failed relationships, from the torment of drink or drugs. They give everything to the moment, seizing the now in the hope of making up for misspent yesterdays.


We are all of us in this together, we are all of us chasing something. The ghost of a personal best, the want for a better body, the vow never to fall again.


We all run to something. One of my best runs was for a steak.


Perhaps it is this cloud of colonial Australia but the run has come back to me now.


It was summer and I was in the Blue Mountains of New South Wales. I was writing my first book and my friend Bob came to visit me.


Bob is not quite like anyone else I know, a small man with a big personality; a businessman, builder, painter, a dead ringer for Andre Agassi. There’s not much he can’t put his hand to (he’s built a boat with his bare hands). He has been an unfailing friend for a long time. He even hosted my first book launch at his cinema.


The Blue Mountains are an ancient and wonderful place, dense and green, full of nature and life. The day was hot when we set out, our hats upon our heads, down the steep roads from my writing cabin to the national park below.


Through streets and bush tracks we moved and ran, Bob, then I, leading the way.


‘This is bloody great, mate,’ he shouted to me as the sunlight passed through the trees and made gods of us in the midday sun.


A chorus of Australian birdsong rang in our ears in their ancient barking way and it was the voice of an entire world.


We twisted and moved, descending lower and lower until we reached the Park entrance, then began to jog down step after step, taking in gorges and cliff faces. I stumbled but Bob led us on; he had been here before, he knew the way.


We ran through the forest as the ancient Aboriginal warriors Pemulwuy and Windradyne might have done in the long ago. South-east of the mountains lies the region of Appin and it was here that one of the worst massacres of Australian colonial history happened. The massacre saw fourteen Dharawal people forced off a cliff and fall to their deaths. The colonial troops then decapitated the men and shipped their heads back to England. It was said at the time by many settlers that murder was a necessity of colonization. The colonization of Australia, particularly eastern Australia, was carried out as intermittent wars, raids and massacres. For many resistance fighters, their names would never be remembered, and perhaps worse, their fights for freedom were denigrated by being recorded by the occupying British as simply ‘inhospitable meetings’.


Aboriginal people say the land where massacres occurred feels different. I have been to some of these places: they are changed lands that have lost a part of themselves that will never be recovered.


Appin is a fact I know all too well, for it was my Aboriginal friend Tess who told me of it during my stays with her on hot summer nights in Sydney. As the saying goes: white Australia has a black history.


As Bob and I ran on, the ghost of the past behind us, we saw what we had been chasing: the longed-for Wentworth waterfall.


‘This is where Darwin came, mate,’ Bob shouted, knowing that I love history.


‘Who – Charles Darwin?’ I replied, now shouting louder over the thundering noise of the rapids.


‘I don’t know another bloody one,’ he replied.


It was here, in this place, that the great scientist cemented his beliefs on evolution, they say. Seeing the birds, the trees, everything in its place as alien to his eyes and yet beautifully the same and adapted.


We stopped at the waterfall and watched the water pour and pound the ancient red rock. The falling mist cooled our skin for we had run for a half-hour or more. The mosquitos were not so fierce here and did not bite us.


On the way back up the now-gruelling hills Bob suggested that working men need a good piece of meat, something for them to run towards.


As the sweat returned and the dryness of the Australian day hit us, we kept time with the image of that steak in our minds.


‘We’ll have to have a nice glass of wine with it,’ I said.


‘And a few chips,’ Bob returned.


We ate like kings that night, happy in completion of our hard work. We walked back to my cabin, drank some beers and fell asleep on the floor, promising to do it all again tomorrow.


Heroes


To some people running is a sort of a religion. Out here on the road they find their church, their penance and their peace.


In that respect, I suppose Pheidippides, the ancient Greek, is a sort of patron saint. It was he who ran the first marathon, bringing the news of the Athenian victory over the Persians at the Battle of Marathon. It is the origin story of our sport, the foundation myth which every runner knows.


It’s said that when he completed his task running those forty-odd kilometres, he shouted the word ‘Joy’ and then died. He is the first great hero of running but there are countless others. Abebe Bikila is one of them.


Bikila was a no-fuss man, a runner’s runner, a Hemingway of the feet. He was the first great East African marathon athlete and won the 1960 Rome Olympics barefoot.


When I watch old videos of his races there is a grace in his movement, a lightness to his run. His body shape, his footfall, it all shouts runner.


That he won the 1960 Olympic marathon was something, but to come back the next Olympics, break his own record and become, in the process, the first back-to-back winner of marathon gold – well that was legend-making stuff.


Without him there is no Tergat, no Gebrselassie (and these are icons of the sport); without him the sport would be a poorer thing.


Bikila, like Pheidippides, was to live a short life: hurt in a terrible car accident in 1969 he never walked again. The injuries, though paralysing him from the waist down, did not extinguish his competitive spirit and he competed in other sports before dying four years later aged only forty-one.


He received a state funeral in his native Ethiopia with Emperor Haile Selassie declaring a national day of mourning. Sixty-four thousand people lined the streets to bid the man farewell.


Before his death he spoke of it being God’s will that he both win the Olympics and be hurt in that car accident. He said that he had to accept both the victory and tragedy as facts of life and live happily.


I relate to Bikila as much as I can with any runner. The son of a shepherd, he did not run until his mid-twenties. We both, it seems, share this small piece of biography together; running farmers, moving towards some larger goal, he the Olympic medal, I the dream of being a writer.


I have come too to respect, as he called it, the will of life, the will of God; accidents befall us, health fails, relationships end but there is always the hope in tomorrow. Perhaps, I think, after all I have encountered, I did not choose running: it chose me.


Warming up the engine


I’ve run about 5k now and I’ve hit my stride. My legs move without my thinking, I no longer need to control my pace or rhythm. My body knows what to do.


In the last few years of running, as my body has grown fitter and stronger, I’ve found a curious thing; namely it takes me a long time to get into a run. The first four or so kilometres can be a real pain, a real effort and push where I have to think about a whole host of things. Am I going too fast? Can I keep this pace? Did I eat enough? Drink enough? Can I do this? Is this going to be a good run?


That last question is probably the biggest and most unpredictable of all. In truth I don’t think any runner knows the answer. Some days, well, some days it’s just not in you.
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