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About the Book

Brian Keenan went to Beirut in 1985 for a change of scene from his native Belfast. He became headline news when he was kidnapped by fundamentalist Shi’ite militiamen and held in the suburbs of Beirut for the next four and a half years. For much of that time he was shut off from all news and contact with anyone other than his jailers and, later, his fellow hostages, amongst them John McCarthy.


About the Author

Brian Keenan was born in Belfast in 1950 and after completing a degree in English literature at Coleraine University he worked in Brussels and Spain. Returning to Ireland he took up a teaching post at his former school, and later worked in community development centres across Belfast. He then went on to take an MA in Anglo-Irish literature and an adult education course. It was after taking up a position at Beirut University that Keenan was taken hostage in 1986.


ALSO BY BRIAN KEENAN

Turlough


 ‘The equal of Darkness at Noon – Koestler’s account of his imprisonment during the Spanish Civil War. It is the vividly-drawn, sometimes funny, sometimes harrowing story of the author’s four years in captivity in Beirut. Keenan comes across as an extraordinary man in an extraordinary situation’

Books of the Year

Alan Rusbridger, Guardian

‘My non-fiction nominee is Brian Keenan’s vivid account of his Lebanese kidnap, An Evil Cradling, plunging far deeper into a mind stripped to its essentials than one had a right to expect’

Books of the Year

James Saynor, Observer

‘Could I bear to read this? Could I bear not to, having tortured myself with thoughts of the horror the hostages were enduring while they were still held captive? So I read it. The surprise is to find that, even though the cruelty and terror experienced are all in this amazingly fluent book, reading it is not a matter of recoiling. Brian Keenan wants to concentrate not on what was done to him but on what he made of what was done to him. In the process he gives us the most eloquent, moving and illuminating testimony to how man can triumph over senseless suffering. Not since I read Primo Levi’s If This is a Man have I been so humbled and yet uplifted by the bravery of one man’s spirit’

Books of the Year

Margaret Forster, Spectator

 ‘There may have been more important books than Brian Keenan’s An Evil Cradling, but its thoughtfulness and delicacy of feeling are unforgettable. Four years of savage captivity in Lebanon have been transmuted into understanding, not bitterness: a remarkable achievement’

Books of the Year

John Simpson, Daily Telegraph

‘His book is colossal. Although it is painful, at times almost unbearable to read, it brilliantly relates the static conditions of his captivity and the awful odyssey of his mind. It manages this by a near-perfect balance of narrative and reflection... One of the remarkable things about this book is that while Keenan’s experiences are, mercifully, unusual, and while his responses over the years take him into areas of self-knowledge that most people will never need to visit, the processes of his mind are entirely comprehensible. He is thus able to take the reader with him through unfamiliar levels of despair and self-discovery... Keenan has nothing extenuated nor set down aught in malice: the scope and grandeur of his reflections is supported by the concrete detail of his narrative. It is a moving and remarkable triumph’

Sebastian Faulks,

Independent on Sunday

‘This is one of the most harrowing books I have ever read. It is the chronicle of Brian Keenan’s suffering at the cruel hands, fists, feet and minds of his captors in Lebanon. The scale of torture to which he was subjected is terrible. The man had to face every humiliation imaginable. He endured violation of his body and of his mind calculated to drive him insane. This is more than the record of a season in hell. This is year after year after year in hell. And the tale is told unflinchingly, sparing no detail. Yet from this horror has come something wonderful. An Evil Cradling is a great book... it has been created from harsh reality, and it has been created by a true writer. Keenan’s prose alternates between intense speculations on his fate and lyrical remembrance of times good and bad. His compassion can be tempered by sharp stabs of judgment, especially against himself. There is burning rage throughout the book, but it is controlled by a detachment born from the urgency to tell what happened, and to forget nothing... This is a mighty achievement by a magnificent writer’

Frank McGuinness,

Irish Times


An Evil Cradling

Brian Keenan
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Preface

I think it was D. H. Lawrence, speaking about the act of writing, who said that writers throw up their sickness in books. So it is with this work. It is the process of abreaction in art form, both a therapy and an exploration. I once wrote in an article about the process of readjustment that we are our own self-healers. The writing of this book has been part of that healing.

The book will not be the usual conventional chronology of events, people and places. This kind of neat patchwork does not capture or represent the significance or the depth of experience in that quarter-life, enclosed in a very heightened and very different reality – a strange reality far removed from normal human experience, yet one in which, paradoxically, so much more of what we are as human beings was revealed. Such intimate and profound exposure of mind and body was a kind of branding and unholy stigmata, an affirmation of the richness, perhaps even enchantment of humanity. A zealous poet might describe the experience as a deification of one’s humanity. In the most intense moments of despair and suffering, something of this was truly present. The book will be an attempt to reveal men ‘in extremis’.

I wish to reveal the richness of that phrase ‘in extremis’. It is a kind of pun or play on words. There were many types of extremes. The extremes of language, for example: its savagely humorous crudity; the contrived and concocted language that McCarthy and I invented almost instinctively and spontaneously with intimate understanding. A strange and wonderful contrivance considering our very different backgrounds: an Irish, working-class socialist from Belfast; an English ex-public schoolboy and international journalist. It was a language that one might associate with the private world of children, created out of fantasy and need, which others cannot enter, a language impervious to holy warriors filled with righteous rage: all God-tormented and screaming Allah-u-Akbar. In this linguistic haven we established a refuge for ourselves and at the same time made a world richly meaningful for us.

There was also humour ‘in extremis’: that vast playhouse of situations, resources and creative impulses that repulsed again and again the crucifying despair that drove some men to less than animal condition, to a state of inanimateness – day-long, unmoving silence when the body became to all intents and purposes a corpse, where normal bodily functions shut down and where the mind found its own place outside the mind. Here was the real terror, and the desperately anguished clawing back to some semblance of reality or half reality was the real pain. The real hurt was psychic and terrible and made the bruises, beating and torture insignificant, a mere passing inconvenience. Freud described insanity as ‘a flight from a traumatic reality into another world of madness’. I saw it, I travelled it, I left men trapped in it, not wanting to return. I want now to imprison it on paper.

I hope to illustrate this humour, that special quality which acted as a shield and also to show this humour as a counterpart to the depravity. In terms of the book’s structure it serves to reinforce and highlight the cruelty, involving the reader in the emotional highs and lows of hostage existence. Further, this story seeks to evoke the extremes of human communication. How, in those conditions, discussion turned into debate and debate degenerated into poisonous argument. How men misdirected their anger and aggression onto one another, and mutual support turned into mutual dislike and seething silence. Yet why did John McCarthy and I, who had more reason for mutual antipathy, find a deep, enduring bond of friendship and support that eventually became a prop for others? Most assuredly, all of us changed, and deeply. For some it was a re-humanization and affirmation of something lost or forgotten. For others it was loss – a turning away from oneself in awe, in horror and in fear.

There will be, I am sure, a desire to know of the torture and brutality. I will not spare the reader but neither will I feed the voyeuristic vulture. I will reveal the moments of physical abuse but with extreme care and sensitivity so that what might be vicarious and even terrifying may be underscored with sympathy. I, who grew up in Belfast, perhaps knew the terrorist mind better than any other hostage. Knowledge was my sword. I could cut through our captors’ aggression, their perversion, their constant humiliation. I could see the man, a man not defined by Islam or by ethnic background, perhaps a man more confused than the man in chains, a man more hurt and anguished than the man he had just beaten.

The book is also an exploration of the mind and personalities of hostage and captor, and their shifting and changing roles. For example, it was the psychological and emotional shock of the beatings, rather than the pain, that struck each man. The beatings were not merely a bodily encounter. The mind engaged itself with another kind of intensity quite unrelated to the event; it fused with something previously unknown. For such experiences one developed strategies of mind to hold oneself together.

Writing this book was most certainly self-exploratory and therapeutic. Its content is based on fact and experience. However, in piecing together memories to get the right mix of colour, texture and insight, the reader will find a book that is more reflective and meditative – a kind of reflective symphony of incidents, feelings, words, thoughts.

I try to illustrate not only what happens to the mind during prolonged periods in tiny cells without light or any other form of stimulation, but also, when a man seeks desperately to unite vision and will by whatever power is within him, how adversity is overcome. The process is long and awful.

I hope this preface, at least in part, reveals the implicit paradox that will be the principal subject matter of the book – how in the most inhuman of circumstances men grow and deepen in humanity. In the face of death but not because of it, they explode with passionate life, conquering despair with insane humour. There are other paradoxes, such as the degree to which, in a sense, the captors became our prisoners, perversely depending on us. And, that most awful paradox of all, how men under such extremes, knowing that they must do everything to support one another, can still fall into a kind of frenzy of rage and despair more soul-destroying to watch than all the brutality.

As I have said, the act of writing the book was part of a long process of healing which in truth commenced under the most extreme conditions of deprivation and abuse. During my captivity I, like my fellow hostages, was forced to confront the man I thought I was and to discover that I was many people. I had to befriend these many people, discover their origins, introduce them to each other and find a communality between themselves and myself. These ‘people’ included those which perhaps set me particularly apart from my fellow hostages.

Unlike them I did not come from the professional middle class. I was brought up in that harsh, divided landscape of the Northern Irish working class and I came into captivity with all its attendant baggage, good and bad. John McCarthy, from the utterly different background of the English upper class, discovered his own ‘people’ and baggage. In the circumstances in which we found ourselves physically chained together we both realized an extraordinary capacity to unchain ourselves from what we had known and been – and to set free those trapped people and parts of ourselves. We came to understand that these trapped people included our own captors and we were able to incorporate them in our healing process. All these people that John and I discovered and shared in the deepest intimacy of our confinement spoke, I believe, of a world familiar to us all – a world laden with social, cultural, political and philosophical divisions which manifest themselves in their most extreme and confused forms on the streets of Belfast and Beirut.

The extraordinary bond that developed between John and myself was a bonding not just of two separate human beings caught up in a mortal whirlwind. It was also the bonding of our own innermost selves or ‘people’ in a manner which all of us perhaps deep down aspire to. This act of transformation and transcendence could be seen as a metaphor for the times we live in, an age that has seen the massive transformations in Eastern Europe and the Arab world and the West’s own sea-changes.

John and I discovered not only a love for each other which transcended our divisions and backgrounds. We also discovered a renewed love for the world and its possibilities which, whilst nascent in us as children, had become buried by the accretions of the conscious worlds we had been brought up in. In a way the book is a ‘love story’ in the fullest sense, a story which speaks beyond the confines of what happened to us physically and addresses many of our unrealised and unarticulated feelings and aspirations.

Perhaps all art is created out of malformity. If it is so then this book is only a beginning; a first phase of re-entry into life. Ultimately, not everything can be told. Each man experienced his imprisonment in his own way. Each man selected and chose his own truths. This work is only a selection of moments in search of a truth that is certainly meaningful to me.

Whether I have achieved my purpose I cannot know. All our lives are but a story, and this is only another. Stories should be a mirror held up to life. Sometimes those mirrors are cracked or opaque. Only those who look into it can truly know; you the reader will decide.


The Beginning

It is always difficult to find a beginning. All good stories have one, no matter how inconclusive or unexpected their end may be. The end of this story has not yet come, so it is particularly difficult to know where to begin. Were I older and had I lived fully the greater part of what life has been given me, then perhaps as in any good autobiography it would be easy to find a starting point, a rationale or a structure for my life: a place from where memory might begin to unfold the full and meaningful pattern of my time and how I have lived it.

But here is a different kind of search for a beginning. I do not wish to tell of a whole life, but only of an incident: an episode in time, a short sequence, yet one that seems dreadfully long and meaningful to me.

I think of the opening lines of the Bible: ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God.’ Somehow those lines kept ringing back to me in the long captive silences, with a head full of words, a confusion of images, a mind not sane enough to find a rational perspective from which I could understand what was happening to me. Again I recall that ancient prologue to try to convey to you something of that imprisoned time and hopefully to explain something of what it meant and how it continues to have meaning; sometimes good, sometimes bad, and sometimes I don’t know. Those easy definitions of good and bad, right and wrong seem inadequate to my purpose: the same inadequacy that overcomes so many things that we as human beings are forced to deal with and to understand.

So now I try to find a starting point from which I can share with you part of the self that I knew, and to find the self that I may have become as a result of my strange sojourn in the Lebanon. Because ‘myself’ could never again be an easily defined and well-summed thing. I have been asked so many times ‘Why did you go? What took you to that place?’ In answering, I can at last find my beginning.

All of us are beings of our age and time. All of us are a consequence of the depth or limitation of our understanding of the world about us, sometimes faulted in our development by the kind of commitment we make to that world, the people who share it with us and the historical events that touch our lives. I am a product of my city and of this awful period in its history. Before I left Belfast, I had been torn with a desperate kind of love and distaste for my place and my people and even after coming back these scars of anger and of desire still mark me.

A love that cannot find an outlet turns inward, and not being able to reach out and touch the thing it loves, be it a place or the people in that place, turns to anger and becomes confused. I have lived through a terrible time, but seen something of the loveliness that is in a people and a country, and have known people who struggle, who insist on trying to rise above the forces that threaten them. But we all become tired, like a man struggling with a great load: Sisyphus pushing his awful stone only to feel it roll back and topple him down to the bottom of that hill from which again he must begin his upward heave.

When I think of my choice to leave Ireland, I constantly ask myself was it a wearisome walking away? Was it time to find another set of values, breathe another kind of air? One in which I would have to recharge myself with new ideas, new thoughts, new relationships, new feelings? I remember talking to a friend before I made my decision to go. I said to him ‘There comes a time when you get so utterly empty that you’ve got to move somewhere else to satisfy an inner hunger.’

So I sought change, not knowing fully what form that change would take. I suppose it was a kind of inner compulsion that I had not then articulated or understood. As we sat, my friend and I, over a few pints in a local pub, we talked of ageing. We had been friends from school days – one of those few constant friendships that a man or woman has in their lives. I remember remarking how I suddenly felt myself becoming afraid of never going anywhere, afraid of the challenge that life itself presents.

My departure was a way of taking up that challenge. All my friends and professional colleagues in teaching and from community work in Belfast had married, bought homes, started families; settled into a cosy domesticity which I had avoided and had perhaps feared. Lines from W. B. Yeats’s poem ‘The Choice’ had imprinted themselves on and directed my understanding of life’s trajectory:


The intellect of man is forced to choose

Perfection of the life, or of the work,

And if it take the second must refuse

A heavenly mansion, raging in the dark.



That ‘heavenly mansion’, domesticity, love, marriage, eluded me for so many reasons, and I was fearful that I was going to be swallowed up in the emptiness that was encroaching upon me. I was gripped by the irresolution of life that seems to drive us to take decisions.

Unlike many of my contemporaries, I was not tempted to take up the cudgels of full-time politics. Politics can only be a small part of what we are. It’s a way of seeing, it’s not all-seeing in itself, and people like me, who were fortunate enough to be born and educated before the start of the tragedy that has engulfed the North of Ireland, found the panacea of politics to be a bitter cul-de-sac. What was happening around us had moved beyond meaningful reality. So it was for me a time to move, to find out if I could remould myself. The energizing effect of politics had dissipated, the vibrant radicalism of our generation had become ghettoized and subterranean; the rival slogans of ‘Ourselves Alone’ and ‘Who Shall Separate Us’ marked political backwaters, stagnating and debilitating. At worst they were full of perverse arrogance, vindictive and malign. At best they were a sheltering place from the long war of attrition: bursting full of community and fellowship, they were a loud testimony to people’s determination not to be subdued.

I think of that decision to move as one which many men must face. I speak of men because I am one and because I understand as a man. I think something happens to us; people looking for a colourful expression call it the male menopause. We come to an age when choice is forced upon us. Some of us choose to change our job, knowing that in our late thirties it will be the last and final change we might comfortably make. Therefore we make it with some urgency, perhaps with fear, certainly with anxiety. Alternatively we decide on a change of house. It will be the last house we will ever be able to buy for we will never be able to increase our income. Some seek out the companionship of a younger partner, a kind of emotional assurance that we can still achieve, that we are still valued.

During my period of incarceration I felt that perhaps this urge to change is not unlike a woman’s in her late thirties or early forties when she decides to have her first or final child. Maybe something in the male psyche wants a child and since we cannot have it we redirect our inner compulsion towards something that vaguely declares itself as a renewing of love, a revitalizing of what is creative in us.

In the grey back streets of Belfast, aware of people’s unresolved desire and need and sensing myself becoming rooted and dead, burdened with a feeling that I had ceased to choose life, I forced myself to change, and consequently to go.

I had a half-formed notion about the effects of change on the personality. We seem to undergo a reactive process before any transition. A person’s initial reaction to change is one of immobilization. We feel overwhelmed, and the more unfamiliar the change, the greater our paralysis. With the growing negative expectations resulting from this paralysis we feel ourselves frozen up. Such was my experience. I felt the debilitating cold of ice-floes gathering about me. I knew that I must find some free water, an open channel through which I might escape before I was trapped. How was I to know that I was to confront the same entrapment in another place? Literally as well as metaphorically, it seemed that islands of ice followed and gathered about me: dry ice, so cold that it burned the skin, melted into it. My resolution to action, as it turned out, simply drove me further into blinding snowfields of the mind.

My personal history is quite ordinary. I grew up in a working-class family in Protestant East Belfast, the only male child, the middle of the family. Being the son, I was given advantages over my two sisters. When I sought out books and education, my family facilitated me. With scholarships and reasonably good exam results under my belt I was able to continue my education.

But first I left school at fifteen. I was an academically bright lad, who was cajoled by some of his teachers not to leave, but I wanted out, to see life and not to reach beyond the expectations of the mates who left school with me. I worked for a year in a laundry, as a van-boy delivering dry cleaning.

On turning sixteen and feeling destined for an apprenticeship, I applied, and eventually began working my trade as a heating engineer with a medium-sized company in East Belfast. I still remember my first pair of overalls. They were strange, after the black blazer and grey flannels of secondary school. I can’t remember if they made me feel any older or more of a man. I just remember that the bloody things were so baggy. I walked to work every morning and walked home again in the evening, with my ‘piece-box’ snug under my arm.

As with most apprenticeships, those first months were boring. The work was not demanding but I found the environment of a factory tiresome. I remember my first week. I left the factory to meet up with a friend in a pub next door – the usual Friday evening occupation for all workers in Belfast. I realized after having my first drink that I had forgotten to collect my wages. My friend thought I was an idiot.

After many months working in the factory, I was sent off to the ‘Tech’, as it was called, to study for my City & Guilds in Heating Engineering. This different kind of classroom routine became oppressive. I remember feeling a sense of limitation. Five years of this, to end up a glorified plumber and continue with that for the foreseeable future, was not an enthralling prospect to me.

Although I had left school against the advice of my teachers I had, without telling anyone, tried to continue my studies in literature at night school. It was a tedious walk from one end of the city to the other every Tuesday night, and to sit amongst adults studying for ‘O’ levels was confusing. I was the youngest in the class, so the companionship that I knew at school was absent here. I stuck it for a short period. It was too long a walk on cold winter’s nights, and then to try to concentrate on Shakespeare with wet shoes and soaking trousers, wondering how I was going to get home when the buses stopped. So I persisted in reading books at home, and compensated for the boredom of the days in the factory and the hours studying for my City & Guilds by going away every weekend.

From the age of fourteen I would catch a train or a bus every weekend to somewhere outside Belfast, and as I got older I would go off youth-hostelling. It was a need simply to go somewhere, anywhere, with a sleeping bag and stay wherever luck would take me for as long as I could. The seeds of the need to travel and to be free of immediate pressures – the home, the family, the streets that I grew up in – sprang up early. Something always nags, especially in the young. I wanted more.

By freak of circumstance, for which I am not sure I am entirely grateful, I won some prizes and literary awards in national competitions. A young woman from the BBC came to the Tech one day. She told me in the quiet of the corridor that I had won a national poetry award. I stared at her in astonishment and disbelief. She wanted to film a small piece, to which I said: ‘No, I couldn’t do that.’ Not that I had any real excuse. I was just frightened. She eventually persuaded me that I should do it the following day, and it was her good looks, her charm and my sudden rise in the estimation of my friends that made me grudgingly agree.

Off I went to Shaws Bridge, on the outskirts of Belfast. They made a short film piece of me reading one of my poems and I was thence and forever condemned, I think, to a fascination with words. I wondered what I should do after this, and decided some weeks later that I could not bear to weld pipes for the rest of my days in broken-down factories. So coming home one evening from work, I fumblingly told my parents that I wanted to return to school. They were shocked, and I think a little afraid. But they never tried to dissuade me. They wanted to know if I was sure; if I knew what it meant; and whether I was aware that if I left my apprenticeship it would be very difficult to get a good job – to get a trade. But nothing would deflect me, and they pursued the matter no further.

I returned to education and the following year received another national award. My commitment to language was doubly stamped. And thus alone among my friends in East Belfast I went to university and I suppose to another world, another way of understanding, which set me at a remove from all those things that were familiar to me. This was my first real leave-taking.


Leave-Taking

The decision to go to university came about because, apart from further study, I couldn’t think of anything else that I wanted to do. I had toyed for some time with the idea that I might join the merchant navy: always that travel instinct, that need to be going somewhere niggling in the back of my head. However, it was difficult to join the merchant service, unless you had a father or some other relative already in the ships.

Ultimately university seemed a greater prize and I chose to go to Coleraine. When I think back on it, the reason for that choice was the area surrounding the college itself. The university was built only a few miles from the great, majestic coastline of North Antrim. Near the university in the small villages where the students lived, we always had access to that turbulent North Atlantic, those huge stretches of desolate beach and those small provincial pubs. Coleraine also offered the best course in literature, particularly in the contemporary field. I specialized, over my three years, in nineteenth- and twentieth-century British and American literature and of course in the literature of Ireland known then as ‘Anglo-Irish’.

I was not an outstanding student – just about average, but after my first year I became increasingly convinced that teaching literature is an impossibility. To go into a lecture room and listen for an hour to a capable lecturer delivering his assessment of some writer and then to go off and talk about the lecturer’s ideas in a small tutorial group didn’t provide the kind of stimulus I was looking for. I became more and more in the last two years of my university career a communicant of the library, choosing to follow the course on my own, instead of being a passive recipient of the understandings of my lecturers. Still, university provided me with a new set of interests, and more importantly a new set of friendships with people I could never have met had I remained in Belfast working at my apprenticeship.

I have maintained most of these friendships to a greater or lesser degree and each of them I am grateful for. But beyond this, two events during the three years spent on that northern coast stick out in my memory. I suppose they remain so vivid because they weren’t directly related to my studies in that place. They are memorable now because during my first period of incarceration they came back to me so sharply.

I lived in Portstewart, one of the small villages on the coast. I rented a small room at the top of an old dank two-storey Victorian terrace house. The house was the last one in the terrace and from its window I could look out on the grey, ever-restless ocean. I can still remember the view from the window and the constant changes in the sea. The weather in that part of the North of Ireland was never the kindest, though when the summer came the landscape around us, the easy access to Donegal and to the remoter parts of the North gave the area its own particular delight.

An old retired couple who owned the house lived in two rooms on the ground floor. Mr Paul was in his eighties and I remember him going for his nightly walk accompanied by his walking stick and a small mongrel dog. His bent figure would brave even Portstewart’s weather as he walked along the sea front. I never saw the old man at any other time apart from these walks. I heard him occasionally in his own room. His wife, his second, would sit quietly in the kitchen beside the old range constantly knitting and offering us cups of tea as we came in from the pub or back from studying. She never bothered us much, was always friendly and enjoyed a cup of tea with those of us who would sit and chat with her.

Mr Paul became ill very suddenly. We were not surprised, aware even then that age can be cruel. But what moved me most was his rapid decline, the fact that I never again saw him walking bent double against the wind, and the sight of his walking stick always lying in the hall. It became a strange kind of symbol. Late into the night I could hear him coughing and throwing up. The fact that we were only aware of this old man’s illness through his rasping cough and his wife’s ministrations lent the house a kind of ominous gloom.

One evening I came in from the cold and straight to the kitchen to heat myself at the range. Mrs Paul sat alone. There was a silence I couldn’t understand. I recall now that her knitting needles were for once not in evidence. There was no steam coming out of the old kettle normally kept simmering on the hot plate. Her face was very still. It took her some time to look up, to acknowledge me coming into the room. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ I asked. She looked up slowly and I remember her old, lined but still quite beautiful face as she said calmly and without emotion: ‘My husband is dead.’

Although I was in my twenties, it was my first confrontation with death. And with the immediacy of its presence I hurriedly made some tea, and began my naive questioning... ‘When did it happen?... Have you told anyone?’ He had died in the past half-hour, she was sure, and no-one knew. So it was left to me to be the bearer of grim news to the sons and daughters and the grandchildren of this old man, whom I knew only as someone walking against the wind and the rain in the dark evenings of Portstewart.

This incident is one of two from my student days that came back to me in my solitude while I was in Lebanon: a situation in which there was a dead man lying in his room and me trying to cope with my own loneliness and fear. I remember striving to recall some poetry I had written back then. This attempt to remember became for me a mental exercise to overcome my own pathetic and frightening condition, reaching back to what I had originally written as a memorial to this old stranger and to my first confrontation with death.

The second event that so affected me was a moment in our history that many Irish people, particularly in the North, cannot forget or come to terms with. ‘Bloody Sunday’, the carnage in Derry city when paratroopers shot dead thirteen unarmed demonstrators, has become a fixed symbol of horror in most Irish minds. I remember the news of the killings suddenly being broadcast on television. The news-flashes seemed to cause a kind of seizure of the whole of the university campus, among students and teaching staff alike.

There was much urgent activity. The student body met with teachers and administration staff to discuss the traumatic news. Among the student radicals, there was much talk of protest and of organization. Everyone was angry and everyone felt they must do something. But I sat with the kind of stunned amazement that I had recognized in Mrs Paul as she told me her husband was dead. Here I was at this second confrontation with death, feeling something of what I assume she must have felt with years still in front of her without her husband. What could I do... ? How could I understand this... ? And why was there such mass frenzy amongst the students... ? Some of them I felt were too young, too naive or perhaps too enthusiastic to believe the sentiments I heard at that mass meeting.

A decision was taken to stop work: a strike by the lecturing staff and the students united in one voice of protest against the massacre. I remember leaving the university that day long before lunchtime, and going home to my room which had become my eyrie up above the waves that beat outside my window. I sat hoping that some friend would call. No one did. So many people were engaged in demonstrating or had gone to the pub to pick over the highlights of that incandescent mass meeting. The following day, the first day of the strike and of the protest, I found myself – not quite believing what I was doing – packing a bag, putting on my coat and heading into university. I had never broken a strike in my life.

My politics were always of that working-class kind which believed in the necessity of trade unions and of such actions as unions can take. And here I was breaking faith with everything that I had so long supported. I remember entering the main door of the university, which was picketed by three of my closest friends. They were amazed and embarrassed to see me going into the building against all the recommendations of the students’ union, a stand supported by ninety per cent of the students and teaching faculty. I heard the voice of a friend, who stared me coldly in the eye, and asked without emotion or anger: ‘You are going to break the strike, Brian... ?’, and some pent up anger in me, something resilient, something that did not want to be broken by this event returned his cold stare and said ‘Yes, I am. Get out of my way.’

As I thought back on that moment, from confinement in Beirut, I wondered was my action another kind of leave-taking, and how much was it a kind of self-sustaining arrogance, and how much was it that inner compulsion to do something. I entered the university, and keeping clear of the strikers as much as I could, I went to the library. I did no work for my course but sat down with the few other students who for whatever reasons had decided to break the strike, and tried very hard to understand what I was feeling, and how I could understand an event like Bloody Sunday. These lines from a poem that I wrote soon after the event give some insight into what I was trying to cope with:


Conflict is elemental

A challenge of opposing minds

Identities shift, man-fish, fish-man

Primal passion takes its form

Patience, pause then...

Strike!

And play.

The line takes life

Taking life away.




A matter of matching bait and play

Like causation and effect

Coupling ideas with certain minds.

The net is cast

The fish are caught

Only the gutting remains.



I relate these moments of my personal history and quote this youthful poem in all its morbid immaturity because it gives some sort of colour or shape to the young man I then was, and because those two incidents came hammering back at me in Lebanon. In that lonely place I suppose I was trying to exercise my mind out of that same morbidity and edge myself away from that precipice of insanity which was a constant threat, and to which time after time so many of us who lived that experience were drawn so terribly near.

I spoke earlier about the inner compulsion to change, to remould or remake myself in some other situation as part of the explanation for my going to Lebanon in the first place.

This critical sense of stagnation took me there, and into captivity and another kind of frozen state. The ice of indecision and the ice of captivity met and fused. The breaking down of that icy immobility that afflicts the hostage, deprived of any but the most degraded human contact, that feeling of total constriction in which the normal faculty of reason seems stunted, demands of us some kind of survival strategy. We must look within to find it. For there is nothing in four concrete walls that can supply the needs we have as human beings. We turn back on memory. Or rather our memory comes to us, to give the mind some sort of positive means of egress out of that immobility. And so it was with me, over and over again throughout that long period of captivity. These memories, and many like them, were part of my strategy for breaking free.



Beirut Remembered




Dawn is cruel in Lebanon.

Rocket holes have gutted this place

As would a blunt and rusted blade

In the flesh of a fish.

An unkempt forest of rushes sprouts

Amid minefields

Fed on sewage, watered by years

Of unstaunched pipes

The ghosts of the night have no place

In Lebanon.

Here they are masters of the light

Made substantial in the sun.




Today,

L’Orient le Jour has a headline

‘Découverte Macabre’.

A record of bodies discovered the previous day

Spills out,

Like the innards of a disemboweled animal.




One dawn, perhaps

Such secrets may not be

The burdensome fruit

Of Lebanese earth.

Brian Keenan



It’s like sitting in the petals of a poisonous flower. It’s beautiful, but it kills you.

Jonathan Broder

Chicago Tribune


Arrival

I arranged my flights from Belfast via London to Beirut, hoping to arrive on the fourth of December. I wanted my first Christmas abroad to mark this new life that I was heading into half unconsciously, yet sure that it was something I needed to do. In the days before catching the flight I spent some time traipsing around the old haunts of Belfast, talking with friends about my plans and what the future might hold for me. But most of those last few days I spent alone.

I suppose I had to take a parting look at the place I was leaving. I remember driving or walking around the back streets of the areas in which I had worked with different community groups. I particularly remember those stark murals, colourful and grotesque, which have come to be part of Belfast, and part of the historic expression of the people and their city. A great lumbering white horse and small rider painted obscurely on a gable wall of some tiny side street: this Dutch king in a foreign land, taking different form and shape from the hands of the naive painters. And always there was that Viking bloody red hand, the symbol of Protestant Ulster.

In the Catholic areas the murals reversed out of a black background. I remember somewhere a crude copy of Michelangelo’s Pietá, painted against a backdrop of men with Armalites: raised, defiant, clenched fists which declared more rage against God and man, I thought, than any conformity with the politics of nationalism.

Lines from James Joyce came to me as I looked at the murals, those images imprinting something vague, political and half-believed in the minds of the people: ‘Oh Ireland my one and only love where Christ and Caesar are hand in glove...’ But the images had become more than just paintings on a wall, more than just a statement of belief. They seemed to have taken on the form of icons, but not icons venerating different gods, more like a loud discordant orchestra of crude images clashing and jarring in the dark; our history, our past and our violent present twisting and kinking out of proportion and out of harmony. There was no interlacing relationship between these images: what people thought they meant and what relationship they bore to each other was lost in garbled clichés of tribalism. These were the icons thrown up in the collective mind in a kind of epileptic turmoil. And they reflected my own turmoil about the place.

Those nightmare images that so possess us in our sleep had moved out of mind and into time. They had become our reality. On every corner the impress on the mind was reinforced. Underneath the skin of the city there was contagion. A kind of malevolence festered and spread uncontrollably and unseen. Out of a sense of frustration, of fear, of a raging thirst for identity and purpose, it seemed that people were drinking in this poison: some unconsciously, and some by choice until they became intoxicated with rage and despair and helplessness. Walking through the town looking again at these images and places was for me an expunging, taking a last look so that I could put it all behind me, and go on to whatever Lebanon and the future years held for me.

For years I would not let the dark gods of politics and religion possess me. Unlike many of my age and background, I had made that mythic leap and crossed the Jordan. My Protestant working-class background and all its shibboleths would not contain me. I chose to ask questions and not accept ready made answers. We discover our own answers if we have the will to do so; and if we are not afraid of the confrontation with ourselves that such a journey might entail.

I am grateful for my particular background. I will not call it Protestant or Loyalist or British, for they are terms barely adequate to explain my understanding or perspective. The oft-quoted adage comes to mind: ‘power concedes nothing without a struggle.’ There are those who ‘cross the Jordan’ and seek out truth through a different experience from the one they are born to, and theirs is the greatest struggle. To move from one cultural ethos into another, as I did, and emerge embracing them both demands more of a man than any armed struggle. For here is the real conflict by which we move into manhood and maturity. For unless we know how to embrace the other we are not men and our nationhood is wilful and adolescent. Those who struggle through turbulent Jordan waters have gone beyond the glib definitions of politics or religion. The rest remain standing on either bank firing guns at one another. I had had enough of gun-fire, the rhetoric of hate and redundant ideologies.

My last hours in Belfast I spent in my local, The Crown Bar, well-known in the city and a pub that made a mockery of those passionate certainties that move people so much. For here in this city-centre pub everyone socialized peaceably, keeping their beliefs to themselves and enjoying the company of strangers as of friends. It was a convivial place and I always enjoyed the companionship there. However, because these were my last few hours in Belfast, I was there early, just before lunch, and I was the only customer in the bar.

It was quiet. Its elaborate Victoriana, all shiny polished mahogany and glinting brass, seemed to speak out loud. I remember that embossed ceiling, full of reds, browns, blues and gold, heavy and intricate above my head and the gleam of the polished copper accoutrements. And those fabulous cut-glass mirrors and richly coloured Italian glass windows, full of frills and fancies of ivy leaves and bunches of grapes and pineapples. Apart from being grossly elaborate, they were very Mediterranean in their richness. The whole impression I had that day and remember still is of being in a holy place. Perhaps the silence and the rich ornateness give it the feel of church.

I had a few words with Billy the barman, and told him I was heading off to Beirut. He looked at me in silence and said ‘I’ll give you a pint of the devil’s buttermilk on the house.’ I smiled. The devil’s buttermilk: I wondered how long it would be before I would have another pint of Guinness.

Finishing that last pint, I caught a bus to the airport. Strangely, just as it had been in the Crown, I was the only person on the bus. This lonely trip to the airport was, in retrospect, a kind of figuration in advance of the existential journey I was starting. We exchanged the usual pleasantries, the driver and I. He didn’t know where Beirut was but wished me luck anyway.

Sitting at the airport awaiting my flight to London I met, as one always does at airports, a friend I had not seen for years. He was waiting for his wife. We shared a cup of coffee and a chat. When I told him where I was going he looked at me querulously and said ‘Mmm, Beirut.’ Then, he went off into raptures about the joys of being an expatriate and how he thought he would enjoy such a life. As he continued good-humouredly painting a picture of expatriate pleasures, I listened quietly but certainly not calmly. He continued rhapsodizing and I felt frustration rising into a slow, quiet anger. Whether it was those last few days spent walking through the town looking at and experiencing that violent intensity, it all came to a head at this, my moment of departure – frustration and anger and loneliness all feeding off one another while I smiled at my friend’s odd picture of living abroad.

It was necessary for me to spend a night in London before catching my connecting flight to Beirut. I had arranged with two friends to stay at their home. I had not seen them for twelve years since working in Brussels with them. It was odd to be seeing them again after so many years, knowing that I would only be spending a few hours with them. One of my friends, Shelagh, had relations living near the area where I would be staying. We chatted about Beirut. She remembered being there as a young girl. I went for a drink with her husband Mike while Shelagh prepared dinner. ‘A last supper’, we called it. We returned to the meal and exchanged stories of our lives, telling jokes and drinking wine. Shelagh passed me some houmus, a Lebanese speciality, saying ‘You better get used to it, you’re going to be getting plenty of that where you’re going.’ I still laugh at that now and think how true it was.

Early next morning Mike and I exchanged shirts. I don’t know to this day why we did that. Shelagh drove me to the airport. It was early in the morning. Shelagh parked her car, helped me out with my bags, and gave me a parting hug, telling me to enjoy myself. I said I would do my best. She also gave me a warning. ‘Be careful, Brian.’ I answered ‘Shelagh, I come from Belfast, I know how to be careful.’ She looked at me again and said ‘I didn’t mean that.’ I asked her what she meant exactly. She said simply ‘The Lebanese women are more liberated than you think they may be, Brian, so be careful.’ I smiled, quite happy with that knowledge, pleased that, at least, I was not walking into a kind of Middle Eastern backwater where I would not be able to make friends and associate with the people with whom I would be working.

In Terminal Four I went to the check-in desk. A young Lebanese girl took my ticket and baggage and with some surprise asked me was I intending to stay in Lebanon long. I said ‘Yes, for a year or two.’ She seemed even more surprised and told me that not many people were travelling to Beirut any more. I nodded. She asked me was I perhaps a journalist, so I told her I would be teaching there. She smiled, and told me how much I would enjoy Beirut and that Lebanon was ‘a very nice place’. I was somehow encouraged, thanked her and went back to await my flight call.

All around me were Indians, Africans, Pakistanis: a whole tapestry of humanity parading itself in its different costumes with its different habits and its jumble of baggage. Children of different nationalities were sitting close to their mothers. Others, excited by the airport, and perhaps frightened, seemed to be crying louder than I could bear to listen to. I remember feeling strange as I looked around at all these people so differently garbed, talking in so many different languages, each with their own preoccupations. My own Irishness, whatever that was, seemed to be quickly submerged and lost in this mass of humanity.

I had brought some books with me to read on the flight but I was too fascinated by what was going on around me. I occupied myself by trying to recall some of what my friends had told me about Beirut, about places to see, where to live and how to spend my holiday time, visiting places such as the temple of Baal at Baalbek – under which I was to reside for some time with my fellow hostages. But I was seeing too many sights now. My eye was caught by the features of an old Indian gentleman sitting quietly, remote from all the traffic about him. Where was he going? Was he glad to be leaving what was obviously not his home? Suddenly I found myself feeling the kind of inner loneliness that I’m sure so many people experience, passing through that way-station.

I boarded a Middle East Airlines flight and we took off. I remembered the airline clerk’s remark that not many people now travelled to Beirut. The plane was more than half empty. I took some newspapers from the stewardess out of habit, and to pass the time. Airline flights are always boring for me. I only really enjoy that first moment when the plane travels along the tarmac at speed and then is suddenly airborne. But I remember some of the articles I read.

Flicking through the pages, my eyes homed in on reports from the Middle East. I particularly remember one, because I kept the newspaper and later used the article in my teaching seminars. It was a report on ritual slaughter methods in England. The small piece caught my imagination:


‘Leaders of Jewish and Muslim communities said yesterday that their followers would become vegetarians rather than accept a ban on ritual methods of slaughter.’



The article went on to describe how the religious leaders of both the Jewish and Muslim communities in London had been meeting in conference to formulate some protest against the banning of ritual slaughter. I remember thinking how I had watched the TV a few days before and seen these people killing one another in Lebanon; now here they were in London sitting together at a table sharing ideas about the merits of ritual slaughter. I loved the incongruity of it, especially since another column in that day’s paper spoke of how the South Lebanese Army, backed by Israeli military advisors, had made several armed raids into south Lebanese villages, killing five men and taking several more prisoners.

There were other prophetic pieces that I would also remember. They were articles about the film Rambo, which was very popular at the time. One small column spoke about how the BBC was postponing the showing of the film, saying that it was unsuitable for family viewing. And another much larger article, entitled ‘Revisionist Rambo’, spoke of how the film had been making huge sales in the Middle East and how it had been dubbed and redubbed to be made suitable and more acceptable to Middle Eastern audiences. The article spoke about how Rambo’s anti-communist antics would not go down well in such places as Syria, which still had close associations with the USSR.

I recalled these articles because later this man, this image of Rambo, was to haunt me for a long time. But the article I most remember and quote at length was about the Lebanese economy by Robert Fisk, one of the best writers on the Middle East, if not the very best.


New notes a hollow boost to ill economy

A few weeks ago, one of the Middle East Airlines’ ponderous old Boeing 707s flew into Beirut national airport on a scheduled flight from London with a six ton cargo of cash. De La Rue’s printing works had just produced the latest financial drip-feed for Lebanon’s collapsing economy; and there, next to Runway 1-8, the Lebanese army was waiting to collect it.

Stashed in boxes, the brand new bank notes were loaded into armoured personnel carriers. The Army’s Sixth Brigade had brought along heavy machine-guns, rocket launchers and even a couple of Saladins to guard the cash on its four mile journey to Central Bank in Hamra Street.

However, it was not until the powerful little convoy actually left the airport runway that the real protectors of the national treasury revealed themselves; four scruffy youths in combat jackets holding AK47 rifles, waiting to climb on board one of the vehicles. They travelled into Beirut perched atop an armoured personnel carrier with the government troops sitting meekly beside them. Nor was anyone surprised: if Lebanon’s economy has to be defended by the Army, the Army has to be defended by the local militias.

It is not just a question of erosion of power. The legitimate state authorities in Lebanon long ago forsook even the basic governmental duty of raising taxes. So many illegal ports have now been built by the Christian and Muslim militias that the Finance Ministry believes the private armies are now collecting taxes worth more than £175 million sterling that should rightfully have gone to central government funds. Every militia in the country – Christian Phalangist, Shia Muslim ‘Amal’, Druze, Palestinian, pro-Syrian and pro-Israeli – now levies its own taxes on shopkeepers and businessmen.

If corruption and smuggling permeate Lebanon’s financial affairs to an unprecedented degree, however, the civil war militias have ironically become a mainstay of the economy. Many of the leftist Muslim groups arc paid in dollars by other Arab states while Mr Yassir Arafat channels millions of US dollars – funds given him by the Saudis – into Lebanon to buy the continued loyalty of his PLO guerrillas. The Syrian Army, whose troops are spread across more than a quarter of the country, generates its own economy. Militias have meanwhile initiated their own housing projects, hotels and businesses which in turn replenish Lebanon’s depleted financial resources.

In one sense, therefore, an end to Lebanese conflict would bring almost as many financial problems as it would solve. Yet as long as hostilities continue, so Lebanon’s economy is going to decline.



I read this article and reread it. I got a contrasting insight into the country I was travelling to from the one that my friends Mike and Shelagh had given me, though their memory was a much older one, of the place long before the civil war began in 1976. But I found it funny in its own way. Here I was entering a kind of Rambo-land, an Arabic John Wayne country where everybody was toting a gun and everybody was part of some paramilitary machine. So was I really travelling from the frying pan into the fire, from one kind of political and social turmoil to another? I suppose I was, but it didn’t worry me too much.

I keep the article and still reread it, and still find the humour in it, particularly that passage where Fisk talks about ‘... four scruffy youths in combat jackets holding AK47 rifles’. I felt old bells ringing, echoing out of the place I had just come from, where local militias had become the defenders of a half-understood political aspiration and had taken upon themselves a brief not drawn up by the people they claimed to defend.

They say that an aircraft arriving in Beirut has to make a careful approach and a difficult landing. The nearness of the city to the airport and the proximity of the sea and hills add immeasurably to the pilot’s difficulty; no-one lands by computer card in Beirut. Entering at dusk I couldn’t see the landscape below me. Only the jostle of the Lebanese emigrants we had picked up in Frankfurt indicated that our journey’s end was at hand. The fume of cigar smoke and the reek of whiskey began to disappear as the travellers made ready their baggage and said goodbye to their workmates.

The darkness as I emerged from the aircraft seemed to intensify the night heat. A short walk took me to the airport proper. It was small and decrepit, far removed from what I had left in Heathrow. But it was packed with people. Strangely there were no women. The night, the heat and the strangeness of the place gave it an eerie quality. I felt myself, along with two other Irish teachers who had been on the flight being watched, stared at. It was disconcerting, I felt very much at sea. I was an alien here and I felt it from the moment of my arrival. It was difficult to distinguish simple curiosity from mindless animosity or worse still a kind of festering hatred that seemed to lurk behind some of the faces.

A small, fat man shambled quickly forward, holding up a piece of paper with my name and the letters A.U.B. written alongside. I hurriedly moved to shake his hand, hoping that some confident human contact with him might dispel the oppressive atmosphere. Beside him, grinning from ear to ear, stood a burly sergeant of police. They were an odd couple. The thought of a comic double act crossed my mind and perhaps made my greeting more honest and relaxed. The policeman’s exuberant handshake, complete with hand at his heart contrasted with the smaller man’s obvious anxiety about getting us quickly through the customs and the tedious bureaucracy of officialdom. A surly customs man asked me if I was English without bothering to look at my passport. I answered, pointing at the passport ‘No, Irish’. He was puzzled for a moment, brightened and embraced me warmly: ‘You are welcome to Lebanon,’ he said with some enthusiasm. I felt myself becoming less apprehensive, though still anxious to be gone.

As we crossed the car park with this strange twosome I noted that we were being accompanied by ten or twelve men in full uniform, all of them armed. The whole airport was stiff with them, sitting or standing on the tops of cars. Each of them had a gun and they watched our amoeba-like movement, encumbered with luggage, the way predatory birds might watch the last living movements of their intended prey. I thought of the articles I had read on the aircraft and asked ‘Why the soldiers?’ The burly policeman opening his hands, shrugged, smiled at my foolishness and answered ‘They are for you, they are your bodyguards.’ I looked at the huge green cadillac, in which our bags were being loaded, then at the ‘military escort’ and the sea of staring faces around us, and thought that such precautions were more likely to highlight us as potential targets. I sank low in the rear of the vehicle and wished I could take a deep breath and disappear. Such reception committees I could have done without.

The journey through the southern suburbs did not make me any less uncomfortable. Here was a night time landscape of such desolation and destruction that it made me seriously question why the hell I had come here. That drive through a night of squalor reinforced the sense of intimidation that seemed to surround me at the airport. To break the nervous silence in the car, I asked the driver his name. ‘Omar Sharif’ he answered. I was dumbfounded and could only find an outlet for my nervous tension in laughter. The edge of hysteria in the laughter barely concealed my apprehension. Omar laughed also, but he assured me he was not joking.

We arrived, eventually and uneventfully at The Mayflower Hotel in the Hamra area of Beirut. There was a curius comfort in this. Apart from the reassurance of light and convivial surroundings, the name itself was welcoming. My home in Belfast was in Mayflower St. ‘Home from home?’ I thought and then again: ‘Frying pan to fire? Another Belfast?’

A few drinks with some members of the teaching faculty who were there to welcome us helped dispel some of the feelings my first impression of Beirut had left lingering. A momentary thought that these new friends were as desperately happy to see us as we were them I put from me as the product of an over-excited and over-anxious imagination. We chatted politely, exchanging backgrounds and work experiences for some hours and finally I retired. Someone said, ‘Don’t mind the call to prayer at dawn, you’ll get used to it!’... And how right they were!

Morning came. I had not heard the ‘call’. My mind, more tired than my body, had dragged me into a deep sleep. The day was so dazzlingly bright it took me some minutes for my eyes to adjust and focus. One of the new friends from the previous night called and showed me around the neighbourhood and the University. The next week I spent wandering the streets getting to know my bearings; finding the
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