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On St John’s Eve, 23rd June, each year in the village of Isil, in the province of 
Lleida, in the area known as the Pallars high in the Catalan Pyrenees, the 
same ritual is enacted, which has its roots deep in the rich earth of European 
rituals, a core aspect of which is always to light a fire to mark the longest day 
of the year and ward off evil spirits. In Isil, what happens begins slowly. Once 
it is fully dark, from the small square in front of the church, you can look up 
and see glimmers of burning wood in the wooded hill above as the men of 
the village carry down logs or long trunks of trees, which are already burning. 

You can watch this strange, slow procession corkscrew its way down the hill, 
the trunks beginning to burn brighter. The feeling that this ritual has been 
going on since time began deepens as you realise that no one around you 
believes that any of the men carrying the logs is in any danger. They know, 
from time immemorial, how to choose the wood, how much of each trunk 
to set alight, how many men are needed to carry it down, and at what pace. 
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It is easy to feel in these villages which are close to the French border, as the 
crow flies or using half‐forgotten pathways, that life, with all its traditions 
and rituals, has had the same rhythm as the seasons. Most people who live 
in these villages were born in them, as were their parents, and it is easy to 
see that the light from the big bonfire on which all the trunks are placed is 
also the light of regeneration; it is where the young men and women from 
this village and the other small villages around can meet and stay up late and 
dance with each other under the tender eye of the older generation. It is 
easy to feel that this territory and its people have been undisturbed for 
centuries, that life has developed as slowly and organically as systems of 
building using stone, or ways of cooking, curing meat, or doing the harvest, 
or speaking Catalan with a rural accent. It is easy to feel that this is an old, 
untouched, traditional Europe and that the proximity to France and even the 
borderline itself that runs between France and Spain through these 
mountains belong to easy tradition in the same ways as the rituals of St John’s 
Eve in Isil do, or the idea of birth and marriage and death in these villages. It 
is easy to see the border in this undisturbed world as something which 
belongs to nature as much as to culture, which is as fully accepted and 
understood as the change in the seasons, something not made by history 
but made by more elemental forces which have always been in place, or 
made indeed by God. 

But then there is a photograph. And if that photograph had come to us 
uncaptioned, it could be any group of villagers, all the generations, gathered 
in front of a municipal building sometime in the first half of the twentieth 
century. The fact that they all look so serious does not matter. In those years 
in formal group photographs, people saw no reason to smile. They 
understood the camera as a serious instrument of record. But the caption 
gives us the date, place, and origin of the people. It is 1938, and it is 
Clermont‐Ferrand on the French side of the border. The people – around 
eighty of them – ranging from the very old to the very young, are from the 
village of Alos d’Isil, about four kilometres from Isil, the village described 
above. At first glance, they could be the entire population of the village until 
you notice the presence of very few men aged between eighteen and fifty. 
Recently, a historian working with this photograph has been able to identify 
most of the people in it and has been able to interview some who were in 
that photograph and who are still alive, and has been thus able to piece 
together what happened in those months of 1938 to the quiet traditional life 
in a village in Spain close to the French border that caused most of its 
population to flee to France using mountain paths. 
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The new politics of memory 

Such historical investigation has only been possible in the past few years, in 
a time when the silent pact made in 1975 on the death of Franco between 
both sides not to re‐open old wounds, put anyone on trial, or have a truth 
and reconciliation commission, no longer seems necessary or useful. The 
silence had done its work; it had allowed a democratic society to emerge 
from the shadows. In the past few years, however, these very shadows and 
that very silence have come to seem like poison from the past. Not only are 
the murdered dead of the war being dug up and identified from communal 
graves all over Spain, but in the border area, in the Pyrenees, which belong 
to both France and Spain, the paths used in these terrible years between 
1936 and 1945 have been re‐opened in memory of those who were forced 
to use them. 

And in all the villages on the Spanish, or Catalan side, of the border last 
summer, there were lectures and exhibitions with titles like The Path of 
Freedom, The Pallares Exile in France, The Catalan Exile of 1939. The 
exhibitions have included photographs of the landscape as it is now, and as 
it was then, actual diaries of those who fled across the border, and 
mementoes and found objects from that time. On 11th September, which is 
not only the anniversary of the attacks on the twin towers of the World Trade 
Centre and the Pentagon building in 2001, and the murder of Salvador 
Allende in Chile in 1973, but also Catalonia’s national day, in a village close 
to Isil called València d’Àneu, there will be a public act of homage to those 
from the village who were shot by Franco’s troops in 1938. 

All of this is part of a new politics in Spain, the politics of memory. At the end 
of last September, there was a week‐long course for tourist guides on these 
mountain paths in the Pallars, which have been cleared and signposted for 
tourists and visitors as walkways through a beautiful mountain landscape 
and also walkways into the past; a past that was hidden for so long, first by 
a dictatorship and then by a fledgling democracy, which now has become a 
subject for serious investigation and a small tourist industry. 

It might seem then that all is settled again: that the events of seventy years 
ago, when people fleeing from Hitler used this border to get into Spain from 
France and thence to America, and when large sections of the population of 
villages which had been loyal to the Republic and many other Spanish 
refugees used this border to get out of Spain and into France, are now distant 
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and part of history. But nothing is as simple as that. The paths were also used 
by priests who needed to flee for their lives from Republican Spain in 1936 
and 1937. The same mountain guides, working for money, led the priests to 
safety as they later did those fleeing both Hitler and Franco. Any digging up 
of the past has to deal with the fact that some of the more affluent refugees 
coming from France, many of them Jewish, were robbed on the Spanish side 
of the border. The paths were also used by the Maquis between 1944 and 
1946. They believed that if they could destabilise Franco’s regime through 
acts of terrorism, then the Allied Forces would see fit to follow their example 
as the war came to an end and free Spain for democracy. 

No border in Europe is simple. No Lisbon Treaty is likely to affect, for example, 
the position of Andorra, which sits on the border between Catalonia and 
France as a semi‐independent, tax‐free principality. Because of the mountain 
roads and paths best known to the locals which pour out from Andorra, vast 
quantities of cigarettes, alcohol, electrical goods and much more are 
smuggled. Since policing in Spain in the years after Franco was as fraught as 
in Northern Ireland, a Catalan‐speaking police force was set up in Catalonia, 
but since the border with France is a national border, the force used to stop 
smuggling is the old Guardia Civil, who do not speak the local language or 
know the territory. Their lack of knowledge, plus the mobile phone as the 
smuggler’s secret new weapon, means that they are highly ineffective. This 
border, like the Irish border, is filled with delicious ways of making easy 
money involving local knowledge, a culture of secrecy and watchfulness, and 
a sense that many people are involved at various levels in a tight web of 
conspiracy against authority. 

Nor does the border here separate two different nations with two separate 
identities, which are absolute. This is perhaps more obvious in the Basque 
Pyrenees with the idea that the Basque country straddles the Spanish‐French 
border, but it also exists here in the Pallars. Although less Catalan is spoken 
on the French side in every generation, there is still a strong feeling among 
people on both sides of this border that the border between France and 
Spain in the Catalan Pyrenees is a line drawn through their identity for the 
convenience of others. Last year on Sunday, 2nd August, there was a meeting 
in a mountain village, Port de Salau, on the French side between Catalans 
who have a French passport and Catalans who carry a Spanish passport to 
emphasise their common identity as Catalans who have been divided against 
their will by a line on a map. They carried the same flags and spoke the same 
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language. The border between them was, for that day at least, their only 
problem. 

An unsettled landscape 

When I walked along the border between the Republic of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland in 1986 and retraced the journey with a BBC radio producer 
to make a documentary ten years later, I was never aware of walking through 
a landscape which was settled and stable as the Catalan Pyrenees seems 
settled and stable. It was not merely in 1986 the broken bridges and the 
huge, ugly roadblocks and the presence of armed police and soldiers; it was 
not simply the sense of watchfulness on the faces of entire communities on 
the look‐out or waiting for the next ghastly event, or in 1996 the beginnings 
of the end of this. 

It was something in the very landscape, a sense in Leitrim and Fermanagh, 
in Donegal and Derry, in Monaghan and Armagh of a few miles on either side 
of the border when the world seemed to have come to a strange end when 
it would have been easy to imagine not a border but a vast ocean at the end 
of a road or a field. There were exceptions to this, but not many, and it was 
an abiding feeling that this was a landscape, in its very poverty, in the half‐
drained fields, or the roads that seemed ready to peter out, or the 
abandoned houses, or the menacing sky, that made you think of the world’s 
end. I sometimes thought of folding the landscape as you can fold a map at 
the very point where the border ran for three or four miles on either side 
and allowing something useful to rise in its place because the border itself 
was not of any use – except for smugglers and those intent on killing and 
escaping. 

It was hard not to think in twos, in a series of almost neat binary oppositions. 
Each town and village in the north had something close to its opposite in the 
south. Each killing seemed to have a revenge killing. It was as though each 
person had a doppelganger and that each action or statement or religion or 
political feeling was not individual but a dance with another action or 
statement or religion or political feeling which merely seemed like its 
opposite but was, in fact, its match. 

It was easier then to write about two actions rather than one. To write about 
Seamus McElwain and John McVitty, for example – one is Catholic, the other 
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is Protestant, one is IRA (Irish Republican Army), one is UDR (Ulster Defence 
Regiment), one is living just south of the border, and one is just north. Both 
died violently of bullet wounds in the same year, 1986, within a few miles of 
each other, one in April, one in July. One death may even have been a reprisal 
for the other. Both had large funerals. I attended one, and I visited the family 
of the other. But making the connection between them was too easy, too 
neat, for every reason, not merely because McVitty, unarmed, was farming 
his land with his twelve‐year‐old son when he was shot, and his assailants 
fled across the border to the Republic. 

There is another duo who seem more interesting now, more than twenty 
years later, who I did not connect in my mind or my book with each other at 
the time, although I grew to know both of them in the years after I wrote the 
book and, indeed, I grew to like them and admire them. I will dwell on them 
now, two men from the border, one from each side, one from each religion, 
both wounded figures and carrying their wounds as a dark charm. They were 
both the best company you could meet, and they both had learned 
something about holding your dignity, standing alone and learning to forgive, 
which we might find useful now in our own wounded society south of the 
border and, indeed, in its partner in woundedness, in the north. 

One is John McGahern and the other is Bob Bain. One lived close to the 
border in the Republic, the other close to the border in the north. They were 
both men of independent views in a country known, at least to me, for its 
conformity, and men of great charm, which is not something you see much 
in Ireland anywhere. They had both, in different ways, been wounded, they 
had both been in the news, and they would both be pointed out to you or to 
others all of their lives. But they both carried marks of this within – what 
they showed beside the charm, or maybe as part of it, was an immense 
privacy, a deep spirituality, which is not something you see much in Ireland 
or in the Pallars, for that matter. 

John McGahern: The principle of good manners 

McGahern loved the border. It added an interest to life, he felt. He went once 
a week to Enniskillen, and he enjoyed the idea that once he was over the 
border, he was in a foreign country. The two parts of the island, he felt, and 
I agreed with him about this, would never come together because they had 
grown apart in ways that even they themselves did not understand. So there 
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was no point in talking about that, he would suggest, and anyone who did 
was foolish. What was worth talking about instead, he felt, was how actual 
life for actual people on both sides of the border might be improved, and he 
believed that there was great room for improvement. He thought that there 
was a simple principle that people might apply to the politics of their lives, 
the principle he called good manners. He believed that if people north and 
south had good manners with their families, their friends, and their 
neighbours, then a great deal could be achieved. 

His second novel, The Dark, was banned in 1966 by the Censorship Board of 
the Republic of Ireland. When he returned to Ireland from a year abroad, he 
was still in his twenties and the author of two books which had been 
published in London in the knowledge, which proved true, that they were 
likely to become classics. McGahern liked England as he did France, not only 
their literature and people, but he was also grateful to both countries for 
how they had treated him as a young writer, the amount of care and respect 
he had been offered in both London and Paris. In Ireland, on the other hand, 
on the orders of the Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, he was removed from his 
job as a teacher not only because of his book, which had been banned but 
because he had married a Finnish woman in a registry office. He did not 
receive any support from the teachers’ trade union. With his book banned 
and with no job, he left the country and did not return for a number of years. 

Because he was a novelist, he thought some of this was funny, especially in 
its details. But behind the smiling face, there was the pain of that time, and 
the sense of having his privacy invaded in a way which had been intolerable 
for someone who remained, even in middle age, oddly shy and sensitive and 
solitary, someone much happier in the shadows than in the light, in the 
company of one or two people than in a crowd. He liked the privacy of life in 
Leitrim and maintained close and good relations with some of his neighbours 
there. He viewed the rise to the level of minister, or in one case higher, of a 
number of men in the Fianna Fáil party who lived close by with a sort of 
amused contempt. He knew too much about them to believe they were 
merely fools, but he knew they were fools. That much, at least, he could 
prove. When one of them tried to build an abattoir close to his house, which 
was by a remote lake, he put a Trojan effort with some neighbours to prevent 
this. When he won this battle, McGahern reported with great satisfaction 
that when asked about the reason for his failure to build the abattoir, the 
politician in question shouted out that he failed because “that writer cunt 
has them all riz”. 
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The only time I ever heard McGahern speak with admiration of a politician 
was when he was invited to Dublin Castle by John Bruton’s government for 
a dinner in honour of Prince Charles. He noticed, at the very end of the 
evening, Bruton standing casually talking to people while drinking a pint of 
Guinness with some of his shirt hanging out, no lackeys around or sense of 
pomposity about him. He mentioned this several times with amused 
approval. He loved the absence of preening self‐importance in Bruton, 
something he saw in abundance in other politicians whom he had grown up 
with. 

In 1992, I asked John McGahern for a piece for a book of new writing from 
Ireland that I was editing. He told me that he had written a piece about 
Catholicism, that he had finally set down in words his feelings about the 
Church. He had said to me a number of times that what north and south in 
Ireland had in common was a sort of insecurity in how both states came into 
being that caused them to vie with each other to become even more 
sectarian, one an insecure Unionist state, the other an insecure Catholic 
state. I presumed that his essay would dwell on that. I was surprised by the 
essay, by how personal it was, and how wise and forgiving. 

It began: 

I was born into Catholicism as I might have been born into Buddhism 
or Protestantism or any of the other isms or sects, and brought up as 
a Roman Catholic in the infancy of this small state when the Church 
had almost total power. It was the dominating force in my whole 
upbringing, education and early working life. I have nothing but 
gratitude for the spiritual remnants of that upbringing, the sense of 
our origins beyond the bounds of sense, an awareness of mystery and 
wonderment, grace and sacrament, and the absolute equality of all 
women and men underneath the sun of heaven. That is all that now 
remains. Belief as such has long gone. 

McGahern was concerned that the Catholic Church in Ireland in the twentieth 
century would be seen as Proust saw the French Catholic Church in the 
eighteenth century when he described it as “the refuge of ignoramuses”. 
Despite the damage it had done to him, he did not see it like that. In his essay, 
he wrote about the uplifting and exalting nature of Catholic ceremony but 
did not ignore the issue of Catholic authority, adding that “much of the power 
that the Church had in my youth has now gone in the south. In the north, 
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the power and structures have hardly changed at all, held in place by the 
glue of intertribal hatred and distrust.” 

It hardly needs to be said that McGahern viewed this intertribal hatred and 
distrust with horror. The idea, for him, of attacking your own neighbours was 
a very shocking idea. He would say that if only people in Northern Ireland 
could improve their manners, then they might stop shooting each other, or 
when that stopped, hating each other or disliking each other in ways that 
caused pain or the slightest form of civil disturbance. McGahern himself was 
capable of great dislikes, but he saw no reason why anyone should stretch 
personal dislike into the public realm in any way; he saw no reason why he 
could not pass people he disliked on the street with a polite salute and then 
go to his own house and mind his own business. 

Towards the end of his final novel, That They Might Face the Rising Sun, John 
McGahern places an extraordinary encounter, which is clearly an encounter 
between thinly disguised versions of himself and the IRA leader, John Joe 
McGirl, whom he knew as a neighbour. When I asked him if the encounter 
had actually taken place, he said no, he had imagined it. It was another 
example of McGahern’s interest in dramatising opposites, including the 
opposite of himself, giving someone whose politics he disliked intensely a 
life and a charm and a sort of stoical wisdom while refusing to gloss over the 
cruelty, the fanaticism. In this encounter, they talk of everything except their 
differences, but eventually, Jimmy Joe McKiernan, who is McGirl, addresses 
Ruttledge, who is McGahern, directly on the subject. “You don’t seem to have 
any interest in our cause,” he says. “No,” Ruttledge said, “I don’t like 
violence.” “You don’t believe in freedom, then.” “Our country is free.” “A part 
of it is not free.” “That is a matter for the other part. I don’t think it’s any of 
our business.” “I think differently. I believe it is all our business.” Ruttledge 
knew that as he was neither a follower nor a leader, he must look useless or 
worse than useless to this man of commitment and action. As far as Jimmy 
Joe was concerned, he might as well be listening to the birds like an eejit on 
the far side of the lake, and he made no further attempt at speech. 

This business of offering to the other side a full effort at understanding in 
McGahern’s novel might be a metaphor for how progress will be made in 
Ireland, not only between the tribes within the north or between the north 
and south, but between those who have health insurance and those who 
don’t in the Republic, or those who live west of the Bann or east of it in the 
north, or indeed between gay people in the Republic of whom I am one, and 
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those who run our state who would offer our way of loving less respect than 
they would offer their own way of loving. Hatred, division, and lack of respect 
arise from a failure of imagination. Quietly and modestly, John McGahern 
understood that by practising his art, he was offering the society which had 
wounded him a way out of its own prejudices. It seemed to amuse him, or 
at least he never complained, that only some of us took him at his word. 

Bob Bain: An independent spirit 

I wish I had been able to introduce him to Bob Bain. As I walked between 
Keady and Darkley in south Armagh in 1986, I had trouble finding Pastor 
Bain’s house. When I did and when his wife appeared, there was something 
about her, something graceful, almost sweet in her way of watching me, but 
she was suspicious as well. As I found myself asking her if she were born 
again, her face opened into a pure brightness as she said that she was, and 
she gave me her husband’s phone number and said that if I wanted to come 
to the Sunday service, I should ask him. The congregation had dwindled, she 
said, since the shooting; people were afraid. The border was just half a mile 
down the road. Later, when I phoned Bob Bain, he said that he had two 
questions for me. One, was I a member of the INLA and two, what religion 
was I? For the first, I said ‘no’ with as much conviction as I could muster, and 
for the second, I uneasily told him that I was a Catholic. “You know you must 
be born again,” he said, and I thought that he meant that I could not come 
to the service. But then he explained that I would have to be born again for 
my life, but of course, I could come to the service. 

When I saw him that Sunday conducting the service in what was more a 
wooden hut than a chapel, I realised that he belonged to one of the oldest 
traditions we have in Ireland, the tradition of the old‐fashioned, born‐again 
preacher, the sort of man who flourished in the Great Revival of 1859 when 
a hundred thousand people were born again. It was, I thought that day, 
terrible that I had never met a man like him before, nor had I even read much 
about his tradition, even though I had studied history at university. It was 
one of those moments when the Partition of Ireland seemed to me 
immensely sad: my community in the south had been deprived of the 
presence of men like Bob Bain as a living, vibrant, fully accepted part of our 
religious and civic life. We could have been nourished by the sheer difference. 

That day at the service, he asked his congregation to sing the hymn for me 
that they had been singing three years earlier when gunmen from the INLA 
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came to the outside door and shot the three men who were standing there 
dead, and then began to shoot through the thin wooden walls of the church. 
They shot low because they knew the congregation was lying on the floor, 
and they injured many members of Pastor Bain’s congregation before they 
fled across the border to the south. 

Pastor Bain was pure charm. When he preached against other religions in 
favour of being born again as he was, or even when I watched him trying to 
expel the devil from a young girl, he had a way with him that was oddly 
innocent, likeable, bustling, busy with good intent. When we talked, he made 
clear that he viewed the south, where I came from, as a very foreign place 
indeed, but his main interest was the state of my soul. Ten years later, when 
I came back, he had a brand new church built, and he seemed proud of it 
and filled with hope. By that time, I had learned to drive, and some Sundays, 
I would go up to Darkley on my own and attend his service. His face would 
light up when I appeared, and he would walk past me, winking as though we 
were both conspirators in something. 

For a time, he was sure he had me – a new soul – but each time after a talk 
with him, instead, I would drive back to Dublin unconverted but utterly 
inspired by his good manners, the fierce independence of his spirit, his 
resilience, his charm, the hospitality of his congregation, and his hope. I didn’t 
agree with him, I never even got to argue with him, there were things about 
myself that I certainly didn’t tell him. I didn’t share a religious belief with him, 
but I got something from him that I am grateful for. I wished that, on some 
of those visits, everyone in the south of Ireland could have known this man, 
too. Not so they could feel sorry for him. He was not simply a victim of an 
act of terrorism committed in our name by those who looked for safe havens 
in our country. He was a man who stood alone, read the Bible on his own, 
and put great thought into issues of civil and supreme authority. Out of this 
came a shining grace. 

Loneliness and dignity 

One of the reasons why John McGahern and Bob Bain may be important now 
is not merely for how they were picked on, how they survived and learned 
to live with themselves, and how they developed their forgiveness with 
elegance and style. But it is something else, something more melancholy. 
There was a loneliness about both of them. Although both of them stayed in 
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Ireland, it was as though they kept one eye on exit routes and had their bags 
packed, at least metaphorically. It would not have mattered much to either 
of them, I think, if they had to leave the country. They would have been the 
same two men anywhere. And maybe this is why I want to dwell on them 
now because I think in the next decade, both south and north, many young 
people will leave Ireland, and they will do so for all sorts of reasons, and they 
will become themselves outside the confines or the comforts of home. In 
their loneliness and their fierce dignity, I wanted to invoke both John 
McGahern and Pastor Bain as two figures who, in one way, lived close to the 
border, a place others might have called home, but in a better way, in an 
exemplary way, they lived deeply and truthfully within themselves. It is as 
much as any of us can hope for.


