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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
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Papa Francesco

















From Ballinalee to Byron Bay

















Chasing waterfalls































Heroes













Warming up the engine










Come and get your love












The road




































A break in the clouds











Little league






















Today is the big event












Blowin’ in the Wind







Moat Farrell












Running farmers










Charlton’s Folly






And bend and stretch








Edgeworthstown
















An Gorta Mór















Inspiration

















The man who made time isn’t making any more of it









All creatures great and small













The sympathetic nod























Night-time runs








Heroes













The gods must be crazy






























Town mouse and country mouse














Cliffhanger






















Zen and the art of running maintenance











Turning the corner




















Ann
























The difference





Pit stop














The general and the lady



















McCarthy’s Road








Toronto










Take me out to the ball game












Heroes
















Injury









The run in the sun



















Comeback









Clonfin















Failure is necessary














Chamber of reflection









Rest days



















Keep on keeping on








The nature of language











I still haven’t found what I’m looking for
















The blacksmith
























Neighbours past





The Berlin Wall
































Heroes

















The Big Smoke































Living in a coded land























The Navajo















































Home stretch











Pride and Prejudice




















On the shortness of life










The road as Salvation
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Walk don’t crawl
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