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AUSTERLIT?Z




n the second half of the 1960s I traveled repeatedly from En-
I gland to Belgium, partly for study purposes, partly for other
reasons which were never entirely clear to me, staying sometimes
for just one or two days, sometimes for several weeks. On one of
these Belgian excursions which, as it seemed to me, always took
me further and further abroad, I came on a glorious early sum-
mer’s day to the city of Antwerp, known to me previously only by
name. Even on my arrival, as the train rolled slowly over the
viaduct with its curious pointed turrets on both sides and into the
dark station concourse, I had begun to feel unwell, and this sense
of indisposition persisted for the whole of my visit to Belgium on
that occasion. I still remember the uncertainty of my footsteps as
I walked all round the inner city, down Jeruzalemstraat, Nachte-
gaalstraat, Pelikaanstraat, Paradijsstraat, Immerseelstraat, and
many other streets and alleyways, until at last, plagued by a
headache and my uneasy thoughts, I took refuge in the zoo by the
Astridplein, next to the Centraal Station, waiting for the pain to
subside. I sat there on a bench in dappled shade, beside an aviary
full of brightly feathered finches and siskins fluttering about. As
the afternoon drew to a close I walked through the park, and fi-
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nally went to see the Nocturama, which had first been opened
only a few months carlier. It was some time before my eyes be-
came used to its artificial dusk and I could make out different an-
imals leading their sombrous lives behind the glass by the light of
a pale moon. I cannot now recall exactly what creatures I saw oni
that visit to the Antwerp Nocturama, but there were probably
bats and jerboas from Egypt and the Gobi Desert, native Euro-
pean hedgehogs and owls, Australian opossums, pine martens,
dormice, and lemurs, leaping from branch to branch, darting
back and forth over the grayish-yellow sandy ground, or disap-
pearing into a bamboo thicket. The only animal which has re-
mained lingering in my memory is the raccoon. I watched it for a
long time as it sat beside a little stream with a serious expression
on its face, washing the same piece of apple over and over again,
as if it hoped that all this washing, which went far beyond any
reasonable thoroughness, would help it to escape the unreal
world in which it had arrived, so to speak, through no fault of
its own. Otherwise, all I remember of the denizens of the Noc-

turama is that several of them had strikingly large eyes, and
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the fixed, inquiring gaze found in certain painters and philoso-

phers who seek to penetrate the darkness which surrounds us

purely by njleans of looking and thinking, I believe that my mind
also dwelt on the question of whether the electric light was
turned on for the creatures in the Nocturama when real night fell
and the zoo was closed to the public, so that as day dawned over
their topsy-turvy miniature universe they could fall asleep with
some degree of reassurance. Over the years, images of the inte-
rior of the :jNocturama have become confused in my mind with
my memories of the Salle des pas perdus, as it is called, in Antwerp
Centraal Stgtion. If I try to conjure up a picture of that waiting
room today; Iimmediately see the Nocturama, and if I think of the
Nocturama; the waiting room springs to my mind, probably be-
cause when I left the zoo that afternoon I went straight into the
station, or %rather first stood in the square outside it for some
time to look up at the fagade of that fantastical building, which I
had taken in only vaguely when I arrived in the morning. Now,

however, I saw how far the station constructed under the patron-
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age of King Leopold II exceeded its purely utilitarian function,
and I marveled at the verdigris-covered Negro boy who, for a
century now, has sat upon his dromedary on an oriel turret to
the left of the station fagade, a monument to the world of the an-
imals and native peoples of the African continent, alone against
the Flemish sky. When I entered the great hall of the Centraal
Station with its dome arching sixty meters high above it, my first
thought, perhaps triggered by my visit to the zoo and the sight of
the dromedary, was that this magnificent although then severely
dilapidated foyer ought to have cages for lions and leopards let
into its marble niches, and aquaria for sharks, octopuses, and
crocodiles, just as some zoos, conversely, have little railway
trains in which you can, so to speak, travel to the farthest cor-
ners of the earth. It was probably because of ideas like these, oc-
curring to me almost of their own accord there in Antwerp, that
the waiting room which, I know, has now been turned into a staff
canteen struck me as another Nocturama, a curious confusion
which may of course have been the result of the sun’s sinking be-
hind the city rooftops just as I entered the room. The gleam of
gold and silver on the huge, half-obscured mirrors on the wall
facing the windows was not yet entirely extinguished before a
subterranean twilight filled the waiting room, where a few trav-
elers sat far apart, silent and motionless. Like the creatures in
the Nocturama, which had included a strikingly large number of
dwarf species—tiny fennec foxes, spring-hares, hamsters—the
railway passengers seemed to me somehow miniaturized, whether
by the unusual height of the ceiling or because of the gathering
dusk, and it was this, I suppose, which prompted the passing
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thought, nonsensical in itself, that they were the last members of
a diminutive race which had perished or had been expelled
from its homeland, and that because they alone survived they
wore the same sorrowful expression as the creatures in the
z00. One of the people waiting in the Salle des pas perdus was
Austerlitz, a man who then, in 1967, appeared almost youth-
tul, with fair, curiously wavy hair of a kind I had seen elsewhere
only on the German hero Siegfried in Fritz Lang’s Nibelungen
film. That day in Antwerp, as on all our later meetings, Auster-
litz wore heavy walking boots and workman'’s trousers made of
faded blue calico, together with a tailor-made but long out-
dated suit jacket. Apart from these externals he also differed
from the other travelers in being the only one who was not
staring apathetically into space, but instead was occupied in
making notes and sketches obviously relating to the room where
we were both sitting—a magnificent hall more suitable, to my
mind, for a state ceremony than as a place to wait for the next
connection to Paris or Oostende—for when he was not actually
writing something down his glance often dwelt on the row of
windows, the fluted pilasters, and other structura] details of the
waiting room. Once Austerlitz took a camera out of his ruck-
sack, an old Ensign with telescopic bellows, and took several
pictures of the mirrors, which were now quite dark, but so far I
have been unable to find them among the many hundreds of pic-
tures, most of them unsorted, that he entrusted to me soon
after we met again in the winter of 1996. When | finally went
over to Austerlitz with a question about his obvious interest in

the waiting room, he was not at all surprised by my direct ap-
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proach but answered me at once, without the slightest hesita-
tion, as I have variously found since that solitary travelers,
who so often pass days on end in uninterrupted silence, are
glad to be spoken to. Now and then they are even ready to
open up to a stranger unreservedly on such occasions, al-
though that was not the case with Austerlitz in the Salle des pas
perdus, nor did he subsequently tell me very much about his
origins and his own life. Our Antwerp conversations, as he
sometimes called them later, turned primarily on architec-
tural history, in accordance with his own astonishing profes-
sional expertise, and it was the subject we discussed that
evening as we sat together until nearly midnight in the restau-
rant facing the waiting room on the other side of the great
domed hall. The few guests still lingering at that late hour one
by one deserted the buffet, which was constructed like a mirror
image of the waiting room, until we were left alone with a soli-
tary man drinking Fernet and the barmaid, who sat enthroned
on a stool behind the counter, legs crossed, filing her nails with
complete devotion and concentration. Austerlitz commented in
passing of this lady, whose peroxide-blond hair was piled up
into a sort of bird’s nest, that she was the goddess of time
past. And on the wall behind her, under the lion crest of the
kingdom of Belgium, there was indeed a mighty clock, the
dominating feature of the buffet, with a hand some six feet
long traveling round a dial which had once been gilded, but
was now blackened by railway soot and tobacco smoke. Dur-
ing the pauses in our conversation we both noticed what an end-

less length of time went by before another minute had passed,
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and how alarming seemed the movement of that hand, which re-
sembled a sword of justice, even though we were expecting it
every time it jerked forward, slicing off the next one-sixtieth of
an hour from the future and coming to a halt with such a menac-
ing quiver that one’s heart almost stopped. Towards the end of
the nineteenth century, Austerlitz began, in reply to my ques-
tions about the history of the building of Antwerp station, when
Belgium, a little patch of yellowish gray barely visible on the
map of the world, spread its sphere of influence to the African
continent with its colonial enterprises, when deals of huge pro-
portions were done on the capital markets and raw-materials
exchanges of Brussels, and the citizens of Belgium, full of
boundless optimism, believed that their country, which had
been subject so long to foreign rule and was divided and dis-
united in itself, was about to become a great new economic
power—at that time, now so _long ago although it determines
our lives to this day, it was the personal wish of King
Leopold, under whose auspices such apparently inexorable
progress was being made, that the money suddenly and abun-
dantly available should be used to erect public buildings
which would bring international renown to his aspiring state.
One of the projects thus initiated by the highest authority in
the land was the central station of the Flemish metropolis,
where we were sitting now, said Austerlitz; designed by Louis
Delacenserie, it was inaugurated in the summer of 1905, after
ten years of planning and building, in the presence of the King
himself. The model Leopold had recommended to his archi-

tects was the new railway station of Lucerne, where he had
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been particularly struck by the concept of the dome,* so dra-
matically exceeding the usual modest height of railway buildings,
a concept realized by Delacenserie in his own design, which was
inspired by the Pantheon in Rome, in such stupendous fashion
that even today, said Austerlitz, exactly as the architect intended,
when we step into the entrance hall we are seized by a sense of
being beyond the profane, in a cathedral consecrated to interna-
tional traffic and trade. Delacenserie borrowed the main ele-
ments of his monumental structure from the palaces of the Italian
Renaissance, but he also struck Byzantine and Moorish notes, and
perhaps when I arrived, said Austerlitz, I myself had noticed the
round gray and white granite turrets, the sole purpose of which
was to arouse medieval associations in the minds of railway pas-
sengers. However laughable in itself, Delacenserie’s eclecticism,
uniting past and future in the Centraal Station with its marble
stairway in the foyer and the steel and glass roof spanning the
platforms, was in fact a logical stylistic approach to the new
epoch, said Austerlitz, and it was also appropriate, he continued,
that in Antwerp Station the elevated level from which the gods
looked down on visitors to the Roman Pantheon should display, in

hierarchical order, the deities of the nineteenth century—mining,

*On looking through these notes I remember that in February 1971, during
a short visit to Switzerland, one of the places I visited was Lucerne. After
seeing the Glacier Museum I spent some time standing on the bridge over
the lake on my way back to the station, because the view of its dome and the
snow-white heights of the Pilatus massif rising in the clear winter sky behind
it had reminded me of my conversation with Austerlitz in Antwerp four and
a half years earlier. A few hours later, on the night of 4 February, long after I
was fast asleep in my hotel room in Zurich, a fire broke out in Lucerne Station,
spread very rapidly and entirely destroyed the domed building. I could not

get the pictures I saw next day in the newspapers and on television out of

my head for several weeks, and they
gave me an uneasy, anxious feeling
which crystallized into the idea that I
had been to blame, or at least one
of those to blame, for the Lucerne
fire. In my dreams, even years later, I
sometimes saw the flames leaping
from the dome and lighting up the
entire panorama of the snow-covered
Alps.

/
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industry, transport, trade, and capital. For halfway up the walls of
the entrance hall, as I must have noticed, there were stone es-
cutcheons bearing symbolic sheaves of corn, crossed hammers,
winged wheels, and so on, with the heraldic motif of the beehive
standing not, as one might at first think, for nature made service-
able to mankind, or even industrious labor as a social good, but
symbolizing the principle of capital accumulation. And Time, said
Austerlitz, represented by the hands and dial of the dock, reigns
supreme among these emblems. The clock is placed above the/,only
baroque element in the entire ensemble, the cruciform s}éirway
which leads from the foyer to the platforms, just where the image
of the emperor stood in the Pantheon in a line directly prolonged
from the portal; as governor of a new omnipotence it was set even
above the royal coat of arms and the motto Endracht maakt macht.
The movements of all travelers could be surveyed from the central
position occupied by the clock in Antwerp Station, and conversely
all travelers had to look up at the clock and were obliged to adjust
their activities to its demands. In fact, said Austerlitz, until the rail-
way timetables were synchronized the clocks of Lille and Liege did
not keep the same time as the clocks of Ghent and Antwerp, and
not until they were all standardized around the middle of the nine-
teenth century did time truly reign supreme. It was only by follow-
ing the course time prescribed that we could hasten through the
gigantic spaces separating us from each other. And indeed, said
Austerlitz after a while, to this day there is something illusionistic
and illusory about the relationship of time and space as we experi-
ence it in traveling, which’is why whenever we come home from
elsewhere we never feel quite sure if we have really been abroad.

From the first I was astonished by the way Austerlitz put his ideas
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together as he talked, forming perfectly balanced sentences out of
whatever occurred to him, so to speak, and the way in which, in his
mind, the passing on of his knowledge seemed to become a gradual
approach to a kind of historical metaphysic, bringing remembered
ev%ents back to life. I shall never forget how he concluded his com-
ments on the manufacture of the tall waiting-room mirrors by
WQndering, glancing up once more at their dimly shimmering sur-
faces as he left, combien des ouvriers périrent, lors de la manufacture de
te]{s miroirs, de malignes et funestes affectations a la suite de I’inhalation de
vapeurs de mercure et de cyanide. And just as Austerlitz had broken off
with these words that first evening, so he continued his observa-
tions the following day, for which we had arranged a meeting on
the promenade beside the Schelde. Pointing to the broad river
spérkh'ng in the morning sun, he spoke of a picture painted by
Lucas van Valckenborch towards the end of the sixteenth century
during what is now called the Little Ice Age, showing the frozen
Schelde from the opposite bank, with the city of Antwerp very
dafk beyond it and a strip of flat countryside stretching towards the
sea. A shower of snow is falling from the lowering sky above the
toxj*ver of the cathedral of Our Lady, and out on the river now be-
fore us some four hundred years later, said Austerlitz, the people of
Aﬂtwerp are amusing themselves on the ice, the common folk in
coats of earthy brown colors, persons of greater distinction in
black cloaks with white lace ruffs round their necks. In the fore-
grbund, close to the right-hand edge of the picture, a lady has just
fallen. She wears a canary-yellow dress, and the cavalier bending
over her in concern is clad in red breeches, very conspicuous in the
pailid light. Looking at the river now, thinking of that painting and
its tiny figures, said Austerlitz, I feel as if the moment depicted by




| 4

Lucas van Valckenborch had never come to an end, as if the canary-
yellow lady had only just fallen over or swooned, as if the black
velvet hood had only this moment dropped away from her head,
as if the little accident, which no doubt goes unnoticed by most
viewers, were always happening over and over again, and nothing
and no one could ever remedy it. On that day, after we had left
our viewing point on the promenade to stroll through the inner
city, Austerlitz spoke at length about the marks of pain which, as
he said he well knew, trace countless fine lines through history. In
his studies of railway architecture, he said when we were sitting
in a bistro in the Glove Market later that afternoon, tired from
our wandering through the city, he could never quite shake off
thoughts of the agony of leave-taking and the fear of foreign
places, although such ideas were not part of architectural history
proper. Yet, he said, it is often our mightiest projects that most
obviously betray the degree of our insecurity. The construction of
fortifications, for instance—and Antwerp was an outstanding ex-
ample of that craft—clearly showed how we feel obliged to keep
surrounding ourselves with defenses, built in successive phases as
a precaution against any incursion by enemy powers, until the
idea of concentric rings making their way steadily outward comes
up against its natural limits. If we study the development of forti-
fications from Floriani, da Capri, and Sanmicheli, by way of
Rusenstein, Burgsdorff, Coehoorn, and Klengel, and so to Vauban
and Montalembert, it is amazing, said Austerlitz, to see the per-
sistence with which generations of masters of the art of military
architecture, for all their undoubtedly outstanding gifts, clung to
what we can easily see today was a fundamentally wrong-headed

idea: the notion that by designing an ideal tracé with blunt bas-
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tions and ravelins projecting well beyond it, allowing the cannon
of the fortress to cover the entire operational area outside the
walls, you could make a"city as secure as anything in the world
can ever be. No one today, said Austerlitz, has the faintest idea of
the boundless amount of theoretical writings on the building of
fortifications, of the fantastic nature of the geometric, trigono-
metric, and logistical calculations they record, of the inflated
excesses of the professional vocabulary of fortification and siege-
craft, no one now understands its simplest terms, escarpe and
courtine, faussebraie, réduit, and glacis, yet even from our present
standpoint we can see that towards the end of the seventeenth

century the star-shaped dodecagon behind trenches had ﬁnally

Porte &'Aliemagne

Saarlouis
Vauban, 1680

crystallized, out of the various available systems, as the preferred
ground plan: a kind of ideal typical pattern derived from the
Golden Section, which indeed, as study of the intricately sketched
plans of such fortified complexes as those of Coevorden, Neuf-
Brisach, and Saarlouis will show, immediately strikes the layman

as an emblem both of absolute power and of the ingenuity the en-
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gineers put to the service of that power. In the practice of war-
fare, however, the star-shaped fortresses which were being built
and improved everywhere during the eighteenth century did not
answer their purpose, for intent as everyone was on that pattern,
it had been forgotten that the largest fortifications will naturally
attract the largest enemy forces, and that the more you entrench
yourself the more you must remain on the defensive, so that in
the end you might find yourself in a place fortified in every possi-
ble way, watching helplessly while the enemy troops, moving on
to their own choice of terrain elsewhere, simply ignored their ad-
versaries’ fortresses, which had become positive arsenals of
weaponry, bristling with cannon and overcrowded with men. The
frequent result, said Austerlitz, of resorting to measures of forti-
fication marked in general by a tendency towards paranoid elabo-
ration was that you drew attention to your weakest point,
practically inviting the enemy to attack it, not to mention the fact
that as architectural plans for fortifications became increasingly
complex, the time it took to build them increased as well, and
with it the probability that as soon as they were finished, if not
before, they would have been overtaken by further develop-
ments, both in artillery and in strategic planning, which took ac-
count of the growing realization that everythlng was dec1ded in
movement, not in a state of rest. And if the defensive power of a
fortress really was put to the te‘st then as a rule, and after the
squandering of enormous quantities of war material, the out-
come remained more or less undecided. There could not be a
clearer illustration of this anywhere, said Austerlitz, than here in
Antwerp, where in 1832, as haggling over parts of Belgian terri-

tory went on even after the new kingdom had been founded, the

[ #

citadel, built by Pacciolo and further fortified with a ring of out-
works by the Duke of Wellington, was besieged for three weeks
by a French army of fifty thousand men. In mid-December, from
their base in the fort of Montebello, which they had already
taken, the French succeeded in storming the half-ruined outwork
of the St. Laurent lunette and advancing to a position immedi-
ately beneath the walls with their breaching batteries. The siege
of Antwerp, which was unsurpassed in the history of warfare, at
least for some years, both in terms of expenditure and vehe-
mence, said Austerlitz, reached its memorable culmination when
some seventy thousand thousand-pound shells were fired at the
citadel from the huge mortars invented by Colonel Pairhans, de-
stroying everything without trace except for a couple of case-
mates. The old Dutch general Baron de Chassé, commander of
the pile of rubble which was all that remained of the fortress, had
already had the mines laid to blow himself up, along with that
monument to his loyalty and heroic courage, when word from his
king with permission to surrender reached him just in time. Al-
though the whole insanity of fortification and siegecraft was
clearly revealed in the taking of Antwerp, said Austerlitz, the only
conclusion anyone drew from it, incredibly, was that the defenses
surrounding the city must be rebuilt even more strongly than be-
fore, and moved further out. In 1859, accordingly, the old citadel
and most of the outer forts were leveled and work began on the
construction of a new enceinte ten miles long, with eight forts sit-
uated over half an hour’s march away from it, a project which
proved inadequate after less than twenty years because of the
longer range of modern guns and the increasingly destructive

power of explosives, so that, in obedience to the same old logic,
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construction now began on yet another ring of fifteen heavily for-
tified outworks six to nine miles away from the enceinte. During

the thirty years or more it took to build this complex the ques-

tion arose, as was only to be expected, said Austerlitz, of whether

the expansion of Antwerp beyond the old city boundaries

through its rapid industrial and commercial development did not

mean that the line of forts ought to be moved yet another three

miles further out, which would actually have made it over thirty
miles long, bringing it within sight of the outskirts of Mechelen,

with the result that the entire Belgian army would have been in-

sufficient to garrison the fortifications. So, said Austerlitz, they
just went on working to complete the system already under con-
struction, although they knew it was now far from being able to
meet the actual requirements. The last link in the chain was the
fortress of Breendonk, said Austerlitz, a fort completed just be-
fore the outbreak of the First World War in which, within a few
months, it proved completely useless for the defense of the city
and the country. Such complexes of fortifications, said Austerlitz,
concluding his remarks that day in the Antwerp Glove Market as
he rose from the table and slung his rucksack over his siloulder,
show us how, unlike birds, for instance, who keep building the
same nest over thousands of years, we tend to forge ahead with
our projects far beyond any reasonable bounds. Someone, he
added, ought to draw up a catalogue of types of buildings listed in
order of size, and it would be immediately obvious that domestic
buildings of less than normal size—the little cottage in the fields,
the hermitage, the lockkeeper’s lodge, the pavilion for viewing
the landscape, the children’s bothy in the garden—are those that

offer us at least a semblance of peace, whereas no one in his right
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mind could ‘truthfully say that he liked a vast edifice such as the
Palace of ]ustice on the old Gallows Hill in Brussels. At the most
we gaze at it in wonder, a kind of wonder which in itself is a form
of dawning horror, for somehow we know by instinct that outsize
buildings cast the shadow of their own destruction before them,
and are designed from the first with an eye to their later exis-
tence as ruins. These remarks, made by Austerlitz as he was leay-
ing, were still in my mind next morning when I was sitting over a
coffee in the Glove Market which he had left so abruptly the day
before, and ‘was hoping that he might reappear. And as I was
glancing thréugh the newspapers while I waited I came upon an
article—I don’t remember now if it was in the Gazet van Antwer-
pen or La libre Belgique—about the fortress of Breendonk, from
which it emerged that in 1940, when for the second time in its
history the fprt had to be surrendered to the Germans, it was
made into a reception and penal camp which remained in exis-
tence until August 1944, and that since 1947, preserved un-
changed as far as possible, it had been a national memorial and a
museum of the Belgian Resistance. If the name of Breendonk had
not come up in my conversation with Austerlitz the previous
evening, this mention of it in the paper, even supposing I had no-
ticed it at all, would hardly have made me go to see the fort that
very day. The §passenger train I boarded later that morning took a
good half—hou}r to travel the short distance to Mechelen, where a
bus runs from outside the station to the small town of Wille-
broek; it is on the outskirts of this town that the fort stands in its
grounds of some ten hectares, set among the fields rather like an
island in the sea and surrounded by an embankment, a barbed-

wire fence, and a wide moat. It was unusually hot for the time of
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year, and large cumulus clouds were piling up on the southwest
horizon as I crossed the bridge over the dark water. After the pre-
vious day’s conversation, I still had an image in my head of a star-
shaped bastion with walls towering above a precise geometrical
ground plan, but what I now saw before me was a low-built con-
crete mass, rounded at all its outer edges and giving the grue-
some impression of something hunched and misshapen: the
broad back of a monster, I thought, risen from this Flemish soil
like a whale from the deep. I felt reluctant to pass through the
black gateway into the fortress itself, and instead began by walk-
ing round it on the outside, through the unnaturally deep green,
almost blue-tinged grass growing on the island. From whatever
viewpoint I tried to form a picture of the complex I could make
out no architectural plan, for its projections and indentations
kept shifting, so far exceeding my comprehension that in the end

I found myself unable to connect it with anything shaped by

human civilization, or even with the silent relics of our prehistory

and early history. And the longer I looked at it, the more often it
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forced me, as I felt, to lower my eyes, the less comprehensible it
seemed to become. Covered in places by open ulcers with the
raw crushed stone erupting from them, encrusted by guano-like

droppings and calcareous streaks, the fort was a monolithic,

monstrous incarnation of ugliness and blind violence. Even later,

when I studied the symmetrical ground plan with its outgrowths

S,
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of limbs and claws, with the semicircular bastions standing out
from the front of the main building like eyes, and the stumpy pro-
jection at the back of its body, I could not, despite its now evident
rational structure, recognize anything designed by the human
mind but saw it, rather, as the anatomical blueprint of some alien
and crab-like creature. The path round the fort led past the tarred
black posts of the execution ground, and the labor site where the
prisoners had to clear away the earthworks around the walls,
moving over a quarter of a million tons of soil and rubble with
only shovels and wheelbarrows to help them. These wheelbar-
rows, one of which can still be seen in the anteroom of the fort,
must have seemed terrifyingly primitive even then. They con-
sisted of a kind of stretcher with two crude handles at one end
and an iron-shod wooden wheel at the other. A container with
sloping sides, roughly cobbled together from unplaned planks,
stood on the crossbars of the stretcher, the whole clumsy con-
traption resembling the handcarts used by farmers where I lived
as a child for clearing muck out of the stables, except that the
wheelbarrows in Breendonk were twice as large, and even when
they were empty must have weighed around a hundredweight. I
could not imagine how the prisoners, very few of whom had
probably ever done hard physical labor before their arrest and in-
ternment, could have pushed these barrows full of heavy detritus
over the sun-baked clay of the ground, furrowed by ruts as hard
as stone, or through the mire that was churned up after a single
day’s rain; it was impossible to picture them bracing themselves
against the weight until their hearts nearly burst, or think of the
overseer beating them about the head with the handle of a shovel

when they could not move forward. However, if I could not en-
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visage the drudgery performed day after day, year after year, at
Breendonk and all the other main and branch camps, when I fi-
nally entered the fort itself and glanced through the glass panes of
a door on the right into the so-called mess of the SS guards with
its scrubbed tables and benches, its bulging stove and the various
adages neatly painted on its wall in Gothic lettering, I could well
imagine the sight of the good fathers and dutiful sons from Vils-
biburg and Fuhlsbiittel, from the Black Forest and the Bavarian
Alps, sitting here when they came off duty to play cards or write
letters to their loved ones at home. After all, T had lived among
them until my twentieth year. My memory of the fourteen stations
which the visitor to Breendonk passes between the entrance and

the exit has clouded over in the course of time, or perhaps I could

say it was clouding over even on the day when I was in the fort,

whether because I did not really want to see what it had to show or

because all the outlines seemed to merge in a world illuminated

only by a few dim electric bulbs, and cut off for ever from the
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light of nature. Even now, when I try to remember them, when [
look back at the crab-like plan of Breendonk and read the words
of the captions—Former Office, Printing Works, Huts, Jacques Ochs
Hall, Solitary Confinement Cell, Mortuary, Relics Store, and Museum—
the darkness does not lift but becomes yet heavier as 1 think how
little we can hold in mind, how everything is constantly lapsing
into oblivion with every extinguished life, how the world is, as it
were, draining itself, in that the history of countless places and
objects which themselves have no power of memory is never
heard, never described or passed on. Histories, for instance, like
those of the straw mattresses which lay, shadow-like, on the
stacked plank beds and which had become thinner and shorter be-
cause the chaff in them disintegrated over the years, shrunken—
and now, in writing this, I do remember that such an idea oc-
curred to me at the time—as if they were the mortal frames of
those who lay there in that darkness. I also recollect now that as [
went on down the tunnel which could be said to form the back-
bone of the fort, I had to resist the feeling taking root in my
heart, one which to this day often comes over me in macabre

places, a sense that with every forward step the air was growing
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thinner and the weight above me heavier. At the time, anyway, in
that silent noonday hour in the early summer of 1967 which I
spent inside the fort of Breendonk, encountering no other visi-
tors, I hardly dared to go on to the point where, at the end of a
second long tunnel, a corridor not much more than the height of
aman, and (as I think I remember) somewhat sloping, leads down
to one of the casemates. This casemate, in which you sense imme-
diately that there is a layer of concrete several meters thick over-
head, is a narrow room with walls converging at a sharp angle on
one side, rounded on the other, and with its floor at least a foot
lower than the passage giving access to it, so that it is less like an
oubliette than a pit. As I stared at the smooth, gray floor of this
pit, which seemed to me to be sinking further and further, the
grating over the drain in the middle of it and the metal pail stand-
ing beside the drain, a picture of our laundry room at home in W.
rose from the abyss and with it, suggested perhaps by the iron
hook hanging on a cord from the ceiling, the image of the
butcher’s shop I always had to pass on my way to school, where at
noon Benedikt was often to be seen in a rubber apron washing
down the tiles with a thick hose. No one can explain exactly what
happens within us when the doors behind which our childhood
terrors lurk are flung open. But I do remember that there in the
casemate at Breendonk a nauseating smell of soft soap rose to my
nostrils, and that this smell, in some strange place in my head,
was linked to the bizarre German word for scrubbing brush,
Wurzelbiirste, which was a favorite of my father’s and which I had
always disliked. Black striations began to quiver before my eyes,
and I had to rest my forehead against the wall, which was gritty,

covered with bluish spots, and seemed to me to be perspiring
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with cold beads of sweat. It was not that as the nausea rose in me
I guessed at the kind of third-degree interrogations which were
being conducted here around the time I was born, since it was
only a few years later that I read Jean Améry’s description of the
dreadful physical closeness between torturers and their victims,
and of the tortures he himself suffered in Breendonk when he
was hoisted aloft by his hands, tied behind his back, so that with
a crack and a splintering sound which, as he says, he had not yet
forgotten when he came to write his account, his arms dislo-
cated from the sockets in his shoulder joints, and he was left
dangling as they were wrenched up behind him and twisted to-
gether above his head: la pendaison par les mains lides dans le dos
jusqu’a évanouissement—this is how it is described in the book Le
Jardin des Plantes, in which Claude Simon descends once more
into the storehouse of his memories, and on page 235 begins to
tell the fragmentary tale of a certain Gastone Novelli who, like
Améry, was subjected to this particular form of torture. The pas-
sage opens with an entry of 26 October 1943 from General
Rommel’s diary, in which Rommel comments that in view of the
total powerlessness of the police in Italy one must now take
charge oneself. As a result of the measures thereupon introduced
by the Germans, says Simon, Novelli was arrested and taken to
Dachau. Novelli, Simon continues, never mentioned what hap-
pened to him there except on one occasion, when he said that
after his liberation from the camp he found the sight of a Ger-
man, or indeed any so-called civilized being, male or female, so
intolerable that, hardly recovered, he embarked on the first ship

he could find, to make his living prospecting for diamonds and
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gold in South America. For some time Novelli lived in the green
jungle with a tribe of small people who had gleaming, coppery
skins and had emerged beside him as if out of nowhere one day,
without moving so much as a leaf. He adopted their customs,
and to the best of his ability compiled a dictionary of their lan-
guage, consisting almost entirely of vowels, particularly the
sound 4 in countless variations of intonation and empbhasis, not
a word of which, Simon writes, had yet been recorded by the
Linguistic Institute in S3o Paulo. Later Novelli returned to his na-
tive land and began to paint pictures. His main subject, depicted
again and again in different forms and compositions—filiforme,

gras, soudain plus épais ou plus grand, puis de nouveau mince, boiteux—-
was the letter 4, which he traced on the colored ground he had

applied sometimes with the point of a pencil, sometimes with the

stem of his brush or an even blunter instrument, in ranks of
scarcely legible ciphers crowding closely together and above one
another, always the same and yet never repeating themselves, ris-

ing and falling in waves like a long-drawn-out scream.

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

Although Austerlitz did not reappear in the Glove Market in
Antwerp that June day in 1967 on which, in the end, I went out
to Breendonk, our paths kept crossing, in a way that I still find
hard to understand, on all my Belgian excursions of that time,
none of them planned in advance. A few days after our first en-

counter in the Salle des pas perdus of the Centraal Station, I met
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him again in an industrial quarter on the southwestern outskirts
of the city of Liége, which I had reached towards evening, coming
on foot from St. Georges—sur—Meuse and Flémaﬂe. The sun was
just breaking once again through the inky blue wall of cloud
heralding a storm, and the factory buildings and yards, the long
rows of terraced housing for the laborers, the brick walls, the
slate roofs, and the windowpanes shone as if a fire were glowing
within them. When the rain began lashing down on the streets I
took refuge in a tiny bar called, as I remember, the Café des Es-
pérances, where to my considerable surprise I found Austerlitz
bent over his notes at one of the Formica tables. On this second
meeting, as on all subsequent occasions, we simply went on with
our conversation, wasting no time in commenting on the im-
probability of our meeting againin a place like this, which no sen-
sible person would have sought out. From where we sat until late
that evening in the Café des Espérances, you could look through a
back window down into a valley, perhaps a place of water mead-
ows in the past, where now the reflected light from the blast fur-
naces of a gigantic iron foundry glared against the dark sky, and I
remember clearly how, as we both gazed intently at this specta-
cle, Austerlitz launched into a discourse of over two hours on the
way in which, during the nineteenth century, the vision of model
towns for workers entertained by philanthropic entrepreneurs
had inadvertently changed into the practice of accommodating
them in barracks—just as our best-laid plans, said Austerlitz, as I
still remember, always turn into the exact opposite when they are
put into practice. It was several months after this meeting in
Liege that I came upon Austerlitz, again entirely by chance, on the

old Gallows Hill in Brussels, on the steps of the Palace of Justice
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which, as he immediately told me,v is the largest accumulation of
stone blocks anywhere in Europe. The building of this singular ar-
chitectural monstrosity, on which Austerlitz was planning to
write a study at the time, began in the 1880s at the urging of the
bourgeoisie of Brussels, over-hastily and before the details of the
grandiose scheme submitted by a certain Joseph Poelaert had
been properly worked out, as a result of which, said Austerlitz,
this huge pile of over seven hundred thousand cubic meters con-
tains corridors and stairways leading nowhere, and doorless
rooms and halls where no one would ever set foot, empty spaces
surrounded by walls and representing the innermost secret of all
sanctioned authority. Austerlitz went on to tell me that he him.
self, looking for a labyrinth used in the initiation ceremonies of

the Freemasons, which he had heard was in either the basement
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or the attic story of the palace, had wandered for hours through
this mountain range of stone, through forests of columns, past
colossal statues, upstairs and downstairs, and no one ever asked
him what he wanted. During these wanderings, feeling tired or
wishing to get his bearings from the sky, he had stopped at one of
the windows set deep in the walls to look out over the leaden
gray roofs of the palace, crammed together like pack ice, and
down into ravines and shaft-like interior courtyards never pene-
trated by any ray of light. He had gone on and on down the corri-
dors, said Austerlitz, sometimes turning left and then right again,
then walking straight ahead and passing through many tall door-
ways, and once or twice he had climbed flights of creaking
wooden stairs which gave the impression of being temporary
structures, branching off from the main corridors here and there
and leading half a story up or down, only to end in dark cul-de-
sacs with roll-top cupboards, lecterns, writing desks, office
chairs, and other items of furniture stacked up at the end of
them, as if someone had been obliged to hold out there in a state
of siege. He had even heard, said Austerlitz, of people who, over
the years, had managed to start up a small business in one or
other of the €mpty rooms and remote corridors of that great
warren: a tobacconist’s, a hookie’s, a bar, and it was rumored,
Austerlitz added, that a man called Achterbos had once turned a
gentlemen’s lavatory down in the basement into a public conven-
ience for, among others, passersby in the street, installing himself
at the entrance with a small table and a plate to take the money,
and that later, when he engaged an assistant who wag handy with
a comb and a pair of scissors, it was a barber’s shop for a while. I

heard several such apocryphal stories from Austerlitz, anecdotes
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English, in which I was better versed, I was strangely touched to
notice in him an insecurity which had been entirely concealed
from me before, expressing itself in a slight speech impediment
and occasional fits of stammering, during which he clutched the
worn spectacle case he always held in his left hand so tightly that
you could see the white of his knuckles beneath the skin.

sk

Almost every time I went to London in the years that followed I
visited Austerlitz where he worked in Bloomsbury, not far from
the British Museum. I would usually spend an hour or so sitting
with him in his crowded study, which was like a stockroom of

books and papers with hardly any space left for himself, let alone

his students, among the stacks piled high on the floor and the
overloaded shelves. When 1 began my own studies in Germany I
had learnt almost nothing from the scholars then lecturing in the

humanities there, most of them academics who had built their ca-
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reers in the 1930s and 1940s and still nurtured delusions of
power, and I found Austerlitz the first teacher I could listen to
since my time in primary school. I remember to this day how eas-
ily I could grasp what he called his tentative ideas when he talked
about the architectural style of the capitalist era, a subject which
he said had fascinated him since his own student days, speaking in
particular of the compulsive sense of order and the tendency to-
wards monumentalism evident in law courts and penal institu-
tions, railway stations and stock exchanges, opera houses and
lunatic asylums, and the dwellings built to rectangular grid pat-
terns for the labor force. His investigations, so Austerlitz once
told me, had long outstripped their original purpose as a project
for a dissertation, proliferating in his hands into endless prelimi-
nary sketches for a study, based entirely on his own views, of the
family likeness between all these buildings. Why he had embarked
on such a wide field, said Austerlitz, he did not know; very likely
he had been poorly advised when he first began his research
work. But then again, it was also true that he was still obeying an
impulse which he himself, to this day, did not really understand,
but which was somehow linked to his early fascination with the
idea of a network such as that of the entire railway system. At the
very beginning of his studies, said Austerlitz, and later, when he
was first living in Paris, he used to visit one of the main railway
stations almost daily, usually the Gare du Nord or the Gare de
IEst and especially in the morning or evening, to see the steam
locomotives moving into the soot-blackened, glass-roofed halls,
or to watch the brightly illuminated, mysterious Pullman trains
slide gently out into the night like ships on the endless expanse of
the sea. He had quite often found himself in the grip of dangerous
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and entirely incomprehensible currents of emotion in the
Parisian railway stations, which, he said, he regarded as places
marked by both blissful happiness and profound misfortune. I can
still see Austerlitz one afternoon in the London institute making
this comment on what he once later described as his obsession
with railway stations, speaking not so much to me as to himself,
and it was the only hint of his personal life he allowed himself to
give me before I returned to Germany at the end of 1975, in-
tending to settle permanently in my native country, to which I
felt Thad become a stranger after nine years of absence. As far as I
remember I wrote to Austerlitz from Munich a couple of times,
but I never had any reply to my letters, either because, as I
thought at the time, Austerlitz was away somewhere, or as I now
think because he did not like writing to Germany. Whatever the
reason for his silence, the link between us was broken, and I did
not renew it when, scarcely a year later, I decided to return to the
United Kingdom. It would now of course have been up to me to
let Austerlitz know of the unforeseen change in my plans, and my
failure to do so may have resulted from the fact that soon after my
return [ went through a difficult period which dulled my sense of
other people’s existence, and from which I only very gradually
emerged by turning back to the writing [ had long neglected. At
any rate, [ did not often think of Austerlitz in all those years, and
when the thought of him did cross my mind I always forgot him
again the next moment, so that we did not in fact resume our old
relationship, which had been both a close and a distant one, until
two decades later, in December 1996, and through a curious
chain of circumstances. I was in some anxiety at the time because

I had noticed, looking up an address in the telephone book, that
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the sight in my right eye had almost entirely disappeared
overnight, so to speak. Even when | glanced up from the page
open in front of me and turned my gaze on the framed photo-
graphs on the wall, all my right eye could see was a row of dark
shapes curiously distorted above and below—the figures and
landscapes familiar to me in every detail having resolved indis-
criminately into a black and menacing cross-hatching. At the same
time [ kept feeling as if I could see as clearly as ever on the edge
of my field of vision, and had only to look sideways to rid myself
of what I took at first for a merely hysterical weakness in my eye-
sight. Although I tried several times, I did not succeed. Instead,
the gray areas seemed to be spreading, and now and then, open-
ing and closing my eyes alternately to compare their degrees of
clarity, I thought that I had suffered some impairment on the left
as well. Considerably alarmed by what I feared was the progres-
sive decline of my eyesight, I remembered reading once that until
well into the nineteenth century a few drops of liquid distilled
from belladonna, a plant of the nightshade family, used to be ap-
plied to the pupils of operatic divas before they went on stage,
and those of young women about to be introduced to a suitor,
with the result that their eyes shone with a rapt and almost super-
natural radiance, but they themselves could see almost nothing, I
no longer know how I connected this memory with my own con-
dition that dark December morning, except that in my mind it
had something to do with the deceptiveness of that star-like,
beautiful gleam and the danger of its premature extinction, an
idea which filled me with concern for my ability to continue
working and at the same time, if I may so put it, with a vision of

release in which I saw myself, free of the constant compulsion to
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read and write, sitting in a wicker chair in a garden, surrounded

by a world of indistinct shapes recognizable only by their faint

colors. Since there was no improvement in my condition over the

next few days, I went to London just before Christmas to see a

Czech ophthalmologist who had been recommended to me. As

usual when I go down to London on my own, a kind of dull de-

spair stirred within me on that December morning. I looked out
at the flat, almost treeless landscape, the vast brown expanse of
the plowed fields, the railway stations where I would never get
out, the flock of gulls which makes a habit of gathering on the
football pitch on the outskirts of Ipswich, the allotments, the
crippled bushes overgrown with dead traveler’s joy on the em-
bankments, the quicksilver mudflats and channels at Man-
ningtree, the boats capsized on their sides, the Colchester water
tower, the Marconi factory in Chelmsford, the empty greyhound
track at Romford, the ugly backs of the terraced houses past
which the failway line runs in the suburbs of the metropolis, the
Manor Park cemetery and the tower blocks of flats in Hackney,
sights which are always the same and flit past me whenever I go to
London, yet remain alien and incomprehensible in spite of all the
years that have passed since my arrival in England. I always feel
particularly apprehensive on the last stretch of the journey,
where just before turning into Liverpool Street Station the train
must wind its way over several sets of points through a narrow
defile, and where the brick walls rising above both sides of the
track with their round arches, columns, and niches, blackened
with soot and diesel oil, put me in mind once again that morning
of an underground columbarium. It was around three in the af-

ternoon by the time I reached Harley Street and one of its mauve
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brick buﬂdings, almost all of them occupied by dermatologists,
urologists, gynecologists, neurologists, psychiatrists, ear, nose,
and throat specialists, and eye surgeons, and was standing by the
window in the soft lamplight of Zden&k Gregor’s slightly over-
heated waiting room. From the gray sky that lowered over the
city outside a few isolated snowflakes were floating down, and
disappeared into the dark chasms of the yards behind the build-
ings. I thought of the onset of winter in the mountains, the com-
plete absence of sound, and my childhood wish for everything to
be snowed over, the whole village and the valley all the way to the
mountain peaks, and how I used to imagine what it would be like
when we thawed out again and emerged from the ice in spring.
And as I stood in the waiting room remembering the snow of the
Alps, the whitened panes of the bedroom window, the curved
drifts around the porch, the softly capped insulators of the tele-
graph poles, and the trough of the well which was sometimes
frozen over for months, the opening lines of one of my favorite
poems came into my mind. . .. And so I long for snow to sweep
across the low heights of London. . . . 1 imagined that out there in the
gathering dusk I could see the districts of the city of London
crisscrossed by innumerable streets and railway lines, crowding
ever more closely together as they marched east and north, one
reef of buildings above the next and then the next, and so on, far
beyond Holloway and Highbury, and I saw the snow falling on this
huge outcropping of stone slowly, steadily, until everything was
covered up and buried. . . . London a lichen mapped on mild clays
and its rough circle without purpose . . . It was a circle of this kind
with an indistinct outline that Zdenék Gregor drew on a piece of

paper to illustrate the extent of the gray area in my right eye
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when he had exalgnined it. Usually, he said, this was only a tempo-

i

rary disabﬂity, in ‘Wthh a bubble suffused by clear liquid formed
on the macula, réther like a blister under wallpaper. There was
considerable unceirtainty, said Zdenék Gregor, about the causes of
the disorder, desc_fribed by the literature on the subject as central
serous chorioretir’;lopathy. All that was really known was that it
occurred almost qixclusively in middle-aged men who spent too
much time readinig and writing. After the consultation [ must
have a procedure Cialled a ﬂuorescing angiography carried out to
determine the affécted area of the retina more precisely—it
would mean takm% a series of photographs of my eyes, or rather,
if I understood hjrrél correctly, of the back of the eye through the
iris, the pupil, andil the vitreous humor. The technician already
waiting for me in aé small room specially equipped for such pur-
poses was a man of %extraordinarﬂy distinguished appearance who
wore a white turbafn and looked, [ foolishly thought, rather like
the Prophet Muhan%mad. He carefully rolled up my shirt sleeve,
and inserted the tip of the needle into the prominent vein below
the crook of my elbu%ow without my feeling anything at all. While
he was introducing tifhe contrast medium into my bloodstream he
said I might feel slightly unwell in a little while, and in any case
my skin would be di%colored yellow for a few hours. After we had
sat in silence for a mioment or two, both in our respective places
in the little room Wh%ich, like a sleeping car, was illuminated only
by a dim bulb, he ask%:ed me to move closer to him and place my
head in the framewori;*k fixed in a kind of stand on the table, with
my chin in a shallow célepression and my forehead against the iron
band above it. As I W]érite this I once again see the little points of

light that shot into m‘y widely opened eyes each time he pressed

i

29

the shutter release. Half an hour later I was sitting in the saloon
bar of the Great Eastern Hotel at Liverpool Street, waiting for
the next train home. I had sought out a dark corner, since by now
I did indeed feel rather qualmish inside my yellow skin. On the
way to the station in the taxi we had seemed to be driving in a
wide, looping trajectory through some kind of Luna Park, so
strangely did the city lights turn beyond the windscreen, and now
the dim globes of the sconces, the mirrors behind the bar, and the
colorful batteries of bottles of spirits were circling before my
eyes as if I were on a roundabout. Leaning my head against the
wall, and breathing deeply and slowly from time to time when I
felt nausea rising, I had for a good while been watching the toilers
in the City gold mines as they came to meet at their usual water-
ing hole early in the evening, all of them identical in their dark
blue suits, striped shirts, and gaudy ties, and as [ tried to grasp the
mysterious habits of the members of this species, which is not to
be found in any bestiary—their preference for crowding close to-
gether, their semi-gregarious, semi-aggressive demeanor, the way
they put their throats back in emptying their glasses, the increas-
ingly excitable babble of their voices, the sudden hasty departure
of one or another of them—as I was watching all of this I sud-
denly noticed a solitary figure on the edge of the agitated crowd,
a figure who could only be Austerlitz, whom I realized at that mo-
ment I had not seen for nearly twenty years. He had not changed
at all in either his carriage or his clothing, and even had the ruck-
sack still slung over his shoulder. Only his fair, wavy hair was
paler, although it still stuck out oddly from his head as it used to.
Nonetheless, while I had always thought he was about ten years

older than I, he now seemed ten years younger, whether because
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of my own poor state of health or because he was one of those
bachelors who retain something boyish about them all thelr days.
As far as I remember, I was overcome for a considerable time by
my amazement at the unexpected return of Austerlitz. In any case,
I recollect that before approaching him 1 had been thinking at
some length about his personal similarity to Ludwig Wittgenstein,
and the horror-stricken expressions on both their faces. I believe

it was mainly the rucksack, which Austerlitz told me later he had

bought for ten shilh'ngs from Swedish stock in an army surplus -

store in the Charing Cross Road just before he began his studies,
describing it as the only truly reliable thing in his life, which put
into my head what on the surface was the rather outlandish idea of
a certain physical likeness between him and the philosopher who

died of the disease of cancer in Carnbridge in 1951. Wittgenstein
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Iways carried a rucksack too, in Puchberg and in Otterthal, when
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€ went to Norway, Ireland, or Kazakhstan, or home to his sisters
b spend Christmas with them in the Alleegasse. That rucksack,

hich his sister Margarete once told him in a letter was almost as
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car to her as himself, went everywhere with him, even, I believe,
agross the Atlantic on the liner Queen Mary, and then on from New

York to Ithaca. And now, whenever I see a photograph of Witt-

genstein somewhere or other, I feel more and more as if Austerlitz
were gazing at me out of it, and when I look at Austerlitz it is as if
I see in him the disconsolate philosopher, a man locked into the
glaring clarity of his logical thinking as inextricably as into his con-
fused emotions, so striking is the likeness between the two of
them: in stature, in the way they study one as if across an invisible
barrier, in the makeshift organization of their lives, in a wish to
manage with as few possessions as possible, and in the inability,

ical of Austerlitz as it was of Wittgenstein, to linger over any

kind of preliminaries. Accordingly, and without wasting any words
on the coincidence of our meeting again after all this time, Auster-
litz took up the conversetion that evening in the bar of the Great
Eastern Hotel more or less where it had last been broken off. He
had spent the afternoon, he told me, looking round the Great
Eastern, which was soon to be thoroughly renovated, concentrat-
ing mainly on the Freemasons’ temple incorporated into the hotel
by the directors of the railway company at the turn of the century,
when the building had only just been completed and furnished
with the utmost luxury. Though I really gave up my architectural
studies long ago, he said, I sometimes relapse into my old habits,
even if I don’t make notes and sketches anymore, but simply mar-

vel at the strange edifices we construct. That had been the case
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today, when his way led him past the Great Eastern and, obeying a
sudden impulse, he had gone into the foyer where, as it turned
out, he had been very courteously received by the business man-
ager, a Portuguese called Pereira, despite my request, said Auster-
litz, which can’t be one he hears every day, and despite my odd
appearance. Pereira, Austerlitz went on, took me up a broad stair-
case to the first floor, produced a large key, and unlocked the por-
tal of the temple, a hall with walls paneled in sand-colored marble
and red Moroccan onyx, a black and white checkered floor, and a
vaulted ceiling with a single golden star at the center emitting its
rays into the dark clouds all around it. Then Pereira and I went all
over the hotel, most of it taken out of use already, through the
great dining hall which could accommodate more than three hun-

dred guests under its high glass dome, through the smoking rooms
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and the billiards saloons, through suites and up sta;iircases to the
fourth floor where the kitchens used to be, and ther%; down to the
basement and the floor below the basement, once Uitpon a time a
cool labyrinth for the storage of Rhine wines, clareit, and cham-

pagne, for the makjng of thousands of items of patisserie and the
preparation of vegetables, red meat, and pale poultriy. As for the
fish section, where perch, pike, plaice, sole, and eels lély heaped on
black slate slabs with fresh water constantly runniné over them,
Pereira described it as 4 whole underworld in itself, %said Auster-
litz, and if it hadn’t been too late he, Austerlitz, wou?ld go round
the place again with me. He added that he would part;icularly like
to show me the temple, with its ornamental gold-painted picture
of a three-story ark floating beneath a rainbow, angd the dove

just returning to it carrying the olive branch in her Heak. Oddly

enough, said Austerlitz, as he stood in front of this @attractive

motif with Pereira that afternoon he had been thinking ci)f our en-
counters in Belgium, so long ago now, and telling himselff he must
find someone to whom he could relate his own storf/, a story
which he had learned only in the last few years and for SWhiCh he
needed the kind of listener | had once been in Antwerip, Liege,




T4
and Zeebrugge. Contrary to all statistical probability, then, there
was an astonishing, positively imperative internal logic to his
meeting me here in the bar of the Great Eastern Hotel, a place he
had never before entered in his life. Having said this, Austerlitz
fell silent, and for a while, it seemed to me, he gazed into the far-
thest distance. Since my childhood and youth, he finally began,
looking at me again, I have never known who I really was. From
where I stand now, of course, I can see that my name alone, and
the fact that it was kept from me until my fifteenth year, ought to
have put me on the track of my origins, but it has also become
clear to me of late why an agency greater than or superior to my
own capacity for thought, which circumspectly directs operations
somewhere in my brain, has always preserved me from my own
secret, systematically preventing me from drawing the obvious
conclusions and embarking on the inquiries they would have sug-
gested to me. It hasn’t been easy to make my way out of my own
inhibitions, and it will not be easy now to put the story into any-
thing like proper order. I grew up, began Austerlitz that evening
in the bar of the Great Eastern Hotel, in the little country town
of Bala in Wales, in the home of a Calvinist preacher and former
missionary called Emyr Elias who was married to a timid-natured
Englishwoman. I have never liked looking back at the time I spent
in that unhappy house, which stood in isolation on a hill just out-
side the town and was much too large for two people and an only
child. Several rooms on the top floor were kept shut up year in,
year out. Even today I still sometimes dream that one of those
locked doors opens and I step through it, into a friendlier, more
familiar world. Several of the rooms that were not locked were

unused too. Furnished sparsely with a bed or a chest of drawers,

¢

curtains drawn even during the day, they drowsed in a twilight
that soon extinguished every sense of self-awareness in me. So [
can recall almost nothing of my early days in Bala except how it
hurt to be suddenly called by a new name, and how dreadful it
was, once my own clothes had disappeared, to have to go around
dressed in the English fashion in shorts, knee-length socks which
were always slipping down, a string vest like a fishnet and a
mouse-gray shirt, much too thin. I know that I often lay awake for
hours in my narrow bed in the manse, trying to conjure up the
faces of those whom I had left, I feared through my own fault, but
not until I was numb with weariness and my eyelids sank in the
darkness did I see my mother bending down to me just for a fleet-
ing moment, or my father smiling as he put on his hat. Such com-
fort made it all the worse to wake up early in the morning and
have to face the knowledge, new every day, that I was not at home
now but very far away, in some kind of captivity. Only recently
have I recalled how oppressed I felt, in all the time I spent with
the Eliases, by the fact that they never opened a window, and per-
haps that is why when I was out and about somewhere on a sum-
mer’s day years later, and passed a house with all its windows
thrown open, I felt an extraordinary sense of being carried away
and out of myself. It was only a few days ago that, thinking over
that experience of liberation, I remembered how one of the two
windows of my bedroom was walled up on the inside while it re-
mained unchanged on the outside, a circumstance which, as one
is never both outside and inside a house at the same time, I did
not register until I was thirteen or fourteen, although it must
have been troubling me throughout my childhood in Bala. The

manse was always freezing, Austerlitz continued, not just in win-
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ter, when the only fire was often in the kitchen stove and the
stone floor in the hallway was frequently covered with hoarfrost,
but in autumn too, and well into spring and the infallibly wet
summers. And just as cold reigned in the house in Bala, so did si-
lence. The minister’s wife was always busy with her housework,
dusting, mopping the tiled floor, doing the laundry, polishing the
brass door fittings and preparing the meager meals which we usu-
ally ate without a word. Sometimes she merely walked round the
house making sure that everything was in its proper place, from
which she would never allow it to be moved. I once found her sit-
ting on a chair in one of the half-empty rooms upstairs, with tears
in her eyes and a crumpled wet handkerchief in her hand. When
she saw me standing in the doorway she rose and said it was noth-
ing, she had only caught a cold, and as she went out she ran her
fingers through my hair, the one time, as far as | remember, she
ever did such a thing. Meanwhile it was the minister’s unalterable
custom to sit in his study, which had a view of a dark corner of
the garden, thinking about next Sunday’s sermon. He never
wrote any of these sermons down, but worked them out in his
head, toiling over them for at least four days. He would always
emerge from his study in the evening in a state of deep despon-
dency, only to disappear into it again next morning. But on Sun-
day, when he stood up in chapel in front of his congregation and
often addressed them for a full hour, he was a changed man; he
spoke with a moving eloquence which I still feel I can hear, con-
juring up before the eyes of his flock the Last Judgment awaiting
them all, the lurid fires of purgatory, the torments of damnation
and then, with the most wonderful stellar and celestial imagery,

the entry of the righteous into eternal bliss. With apparent ease,
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as if he were making up the most appalling horrors as he went
along, he alWays succeeded in filling the hearts of his congrega-
tion with such sentiments of remorse that at the end of the ser-
vice quite a number of them went home looking white as a sheet.
The minister himself, on the other hand, was in a comparatively
jovial mood for the rest of Sunday. At midday dinner, which al-
ways began with tapioca soup, he would make a few informative
and semi-jocular remarks to his wife, who was exhausted from
cooking the meal, inquired after my welfare, generally by asking,
“And how is the boy?,”and tried to draw me out a little. The meal
always finished with the minister’s favorite dish of rice pudding,
and he usually fell silent as he enjoyed it. Once dinner was over
he lay down on the sofa to rest for an hour, or in fine weather he
would sit out under the apple tree in the front garden looking
down the valley, as well satisfied with his week’s work as the Lord
God of Sabaoth after the creation of the world. Before evening
prayers he went to his rolltop desk and took out the tin box in
which he kept the calendar published by the Calvinist Methodists
of Wales, a gray little book already worn rather threadbare and
listing the Sundays and church festivals for the years 1928 to
1946, in which he had made regular entries against every date
week by week, removing the thin solid ink pencil from the back
of the book, moistening its tip with his tongue, and very slowly
and neatly, like a schoolboy under supervision, noting down the
name of the chapel where he had préached that day and the bibli-
cal passage he had taken as his text, for instance, under 20 July
1939: The Tabernacle, Llandrillo— Psalms CXLVII, 4, ‘He telleth
the number of the stars: he calleth them all by their names’;
under 3 August 1941: Chapel Uchaf, Gilboa—Zephaniah III, 6, ‘I
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have cut off the nations: their towers are desolate; I made their
streets waste, that none passeth by’; and under 21 May 1944
Chapel Bethesda, Corwen—Isaiah XLVIIL, 18, ‘O that thou hadst
hearkened to my commandments! then had thy peace been as a
river and thy righteousness as the waves of the sea!’ The last entry
in this little book, which is among those few of the minister’s pos-
sessions to have passed into my hands after his death and through
which I have often glanced recently, said Austerlitz, was made
on one of the additional leaves inserted at the end and is dated
7 March 1952. It runs: Bala Chapel—Psalms CII, 6, ‘Tam like a
pelican of the wilderness: I am like an ow] of the desert.’ For the
most part, of course, these Sunday sermons, and I must have
heard over five hundred of them, went over my head when I was
a child, but even if the meaning of the various words and phrases
was a mystery to me for a long time, and whether Elias delivered
them in English or Welsh, I did understand that his subject was
the sinfulness and punishment of mankind, fire and ashes and the
approaching end of the world. However, said Austerlitz, in my
memory Calvinist eschatology is linked not so much to these bib.
lical images of destruction as to what | saw with my own eyes
when I was out with Elias. Many of his younger colleagues in the
ministry had been called up into the army soon after the begin-
ning of the war, and consequently at least every other Sunday he
had to go and preach to another congregation, often quite a long
way off. At first we drove across country in a little two-seater trap
drawn by an almost snow-white pony, and in accordance with
Elias’s usual custom he would sit hunched up in the blackest of

moods on the outward journey. On the way back, however, his

el

Spirits rose, just as they did at home on Sunday afternoons; he
sometimes even hummed to himself, and cracked the whip
around the pony’s ears now and then. And these light and dark
sides of the minister Elias were reflected in the mountainous
landscape around us. I remember, said Austerlitz, how we were
once driving through the endless Tanat valley, with nothing on the
hillsides to right and left of us but crooked bushes, ferns, and
rusty-hued vegetation, and then, for the last part of the way up to
the col, only gray rock and drifting mist, so that I was afraid we
were coming to the very ends of the earth. But on another day,
when we had just reached the Pennant pass I saw a gap open up in
the banked clouds towering high in the west, and the rays of the
sun cast a narrow beam of light down to the valley floor lying at a
dizzying depth below us. Where there had been nothing a mo-
ment ago but fathomless gloom, there now shone a little village
with a few orchards, meadows, and fields, surrounded by black
shadows but sparkling green like the Islands of the Blest, and as
we walked down the road from the pass beside the pony and trap
everything grew lighter and lighter, the mountainsides emerged
from the darkness shining brightly, the fine grasses bending in the
wind shimmered with light, the silvery willows gleamed down on
the banks of the stream; before long we had descended from the
barren heights and found ourselves among trees and bushes
again, beneath the softly rustling oaks and maples, and rowans al-
ready laden with red berries, Once, I think when I was nine, I
went away with Elias to a place in South Wales where the flanks of
the mountains had been ripped open on both sides of the road,

and the woods mauled and cut down. I don’t remember the name
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of the village we reached at nightfall. It was surrounded by pit-
head stocks of coal spilling down into the alleys here and there,
We had been given a room in the house of one of the church el-
ders, from which there was a view of a winding tower with a gi-
gantic wheel turning now this way and now that in the gathering
dusk, and further down the valley tall flames and showers of
sparks shot high into the sky from the smelting furnaces of an
iron and steel works, at regular intervals of about three or four
minutes. When I was in bed Elias sat on a stool by the window,
looking out in silence for a long time. I think that it was the sight
of the valley first illuminated by the firelight, then sinking back
into darkness, which inspired him to preach on a text from Reve-
lation next morning, delivering a sermon on the wrath of the
Lord, on the war and the devastation of the dwellings of men, a
diatribe in which, so the elder told him when we left, he had sur-
passed himself. If the congregation had been almost petrified by
terror during the sermon, I myself could hardly have had the di-
vine power invoked by Elias more permanently impressed on my
mind than by the fact that a bomb had dropped in broad daylight
that afternoon in the little town at the end of the valley, where
Elias was to take evening prayers that same day. The ruins were
still smoldering when we reached the center of the town, and
people were standing about in the road in small groups, some
with their hands still raised to their mouths in horror. The fire en-
gine had driven straight across a round flower bed, and there on
the grass, dressed in their Sunday best, lay the bodies of those
who, as I hardly needed Elias to tell me, had sinned against the
Lord’s commandment to keep the Sabbath day holy. In this way a

$J

kind of Old Testament mythology of retribution gradually built
up inside my head, and I always saw its supreme expression in the
submersion of the village of Llanwddyn beneath the waters of the
Vyrnwy reservoir. As far as I can remember it was on the way
back from one of his journeys to preach away from home, at ei-
ther Abertridwr or Pont Llogel, that Elias stopped the pony-trap
on the banks of this lake and walked out with me to the middle of
the dam, where he told me about his family home lying down
there ata depth of about a hundred feet under the dark water, and
not just his own family home but at least forty other houses and
farms, together with the church of St. John of Jerusalem, three
chapels, and three pubs, all of them drowned when the dam was
finished in the autumn of 1888. In the years before its submer-
sion, so Elias had told him, said Austerlitz, Llanwddyn had been
partiéularly famous for its games of football on the village green
when the full moon shone in summer, often lasting all night and
played by over ten dozen youths and men of almost every age,
some of them from neighboring villages. The story of the football
games of Llanwddyn occupied my imagination for a long time,
said Austerlitz, first and foremost, [ am sure, because Elias never
told me anything else about his own life either before or after-
wards. At this one moment on the Vyrnwy dam when, intention-
ally or unintentionally, he allowed me a glimpse into his clerical
heart, I felt for him so much that he, the righteous man, seemed
to me like the only survivor of the deluge which had destroyed
Llanwddyn, while [ imagined all the others—his parents, his
brothers and sisters, his relations, their neighbors, all the other

villagers—still down in the depths, sitting in their houses and
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walking along the road, but unable to speak and with their eyes
pened far too wide. This notion of mine about the subaquatic
existence of the people of Llanwddyn also had something to do

vith the album which Elias first showed me on our return home

<
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hat evening, containing several photographs of his birthplace,

B

now sunk beneath the water. As there were no other pictures of
any kind in the manse, I leafed again and again though these few
photographs, which came into my own possession only much
later along with the Calvinist calendar, until the people looking
out of them, the blacksmith in his leather apron, Elias’s father the
sub-postmaster, the shepherd walking along the village street

—_

with his sheep, and most of all the girl sitting in a chair in the gar-
den with her little dog on her lap, became as familiar to me as if I
were living with them down at the bottom of the lake. At night,

before I fell asleep in my cold room, I often felt as if I too had

been submerged in that dark water, and like the poor souls of
Vyrnwy must keep my eyes wide open to catch a faint glimmer
of light far above me, and see the reflection, broken by ripples, of
the stone tower standing in such fearsome isolation on the
wooded bank. Sometimes I even imagined that [ had seen one or
other of the people from the photographs in the album walking
down the road in Bala, or out in the fields, particularly around
noon on hot summer days, when there was no one else about and
the air flickered hazily. Elias said I was not to speak of such things,
so instead I spent every free moment I could with Evan the cob-
bler, whose workshop was not far from the manse and who had a
reputation for seeing ghosts. I also learned Welsh from Evan,
picking it up very quickly, because I liked his stories much better
than the endless psalms and biblical verses I had to learn by heart

for Sunday school. Unlike Elias, who always connected illness and
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death with tribulations, just punishment, and guilt, Evan told
tales of the dead who had been struck down by fate untimely,
who knew they had been cheated of what was due to them and
tried to return to life. If you had an eye for them they were to be
seen quite often, said Evan. At first glance they seemed to be nor-
mal people, but when you looked more closely their faces would
blur or flicker slightly at the edges. And they were usually a little
?‘“;horter than they had been in life, for the experience of death,
" said Evan, diminishes us, just as a piece of linen shrinks when you
first wash it. The dead almost always walked alone, but they did
sometimes go around in small troops; they had been seen wearing
brightly colored uniforms or wrapped in gray cloaks, marching
up the hill above the town to the soft beat of a drum, and only a
little taller than the walls round the fields through which they
went. Evan told me the story of how his grandfather once had to
step aside on the road from Frongastell to Pyrsau to let one of
these ghostly processions pass by when it caught up with him. It
had consisted entirely of beings of dwarfish stature who strode on
at a fast pace, leaning forward slightly and talking to each other in
reedy voices. Hanging from a hook on the wall above Evan’s low
workbench, said Austerlitz, was the black veil that his grandfather
had taken from the bier when the small figures muffled in their
cloaks carried it past him, and it was certainly Evan, said Auster-

litz, @Vho once told me that nothing but a piece of silk like that

separates us from the next world, It is a fact that through all the
years I spent at the manse in Bala I nevér shook off the feeling that
something very obvious, very manifest in itself was hidden from
me. Sometimes it was as if I were in a dream and trying to per-

ceive reality; then again I felt as if an invisible twin brother were

S

walking beside me, the reverse of a shadow, so to speak. And I
suspected that some meaning relating to myself lay behind the
Bible stories I was given to read in Sunday school from my sixth
year onwards, a meaning quite different from the sense of the
printed words as I ran my index finger along the lines. I can still
see myself, said Austerlitz, muttering intently and spelling out the

story of Moses again and again from the large-print children’s

- edition of the Bible Miss Parry had given me when I had been set
~ to learn by heart the chapter about the confounding of the lan-
- guages of the earth, and succeeded in reciting it correctly and
- with good expression. I have only to turn a couple of pages of that
- book, said Austerlitz, to remember how anxious I felt at the time

- when I read the tale of the daughter of Levi, who made an ark of

fbulrushes and daubed it with slime and with pitch, placed the
:chﬂd in the ark and laid it among the reeds by the side of the
‘water—yn yr hesg ar fin Jr afon, I think that was how it ran. Fur-
‘ther on in the story of Moses, said Austerlitz, I particularly liked
the episode where the children of Israel cross a terrible wilder-
ness, many days’ journey long and wide, with nothing in sight but
§ky and sand as far as the eye can see. I tried to picture the pillar
Pf cloud going before the people on their wanderings ‘to lead
@em the way,” as the Bible puts it, and I immersed myself, forget-
j;:ing all around me, in a full-page illustration showing the desert
(;>f Sinai looking just like the part of Wales where I grew up, with
];j»are mountains crowding close together and a gray-hatched
background, which I took sometimes for the sea and sometimes
f{or the air above it. And indeed, said Austerlitz on a later occasion
When he showed me his Welsh children’s Bible, I knew that my

pfoper place was among the tiny figures populating the camp. I
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examined every square inch of the illustration, which seemed to
me uncannily familiar. thought I could make out a stone quarry
in a rather lighter patch on the steep slope of the mountain over
to the right, and I seemed to see a railway track in the regular
curve of the lines below it. But my mind dwelt chiefly on the
fenced square in the middle and the tent-like building at the far
end, with a cloud of white smoke above it. Whatever may have
been going on inside me at the time, the children of Israel’s camp
in the wilderness was closer to me than life in Bala, which I found
more incomprehensible every day, or at least, said Austerlitz, that
is how it strikes me now. That evening in the bar of the Great
Eastern Hotel Austerlitz also told me that there was no wireless
set or newspaper in the manse in Bala. I don’t know that Elias and
his wife, Gwendolyn, ever mentioned the fighting on the conti-
nent of Europe, he said. I couldn’t imagine any world outside
Wales. Only after the end of the war did this state of affairs begin
to change. A new epoch seemed to dawn with the victory cele-
brations, when even in Bala there was dancing in the streets,
which were decked with brightly colored bunting, For me, it
began when I first broke the ban on going to the cinema, and
after that I used to watch the newsreel from the cubbyhole occu-
pied by the film projectionist Owen, one of the three sons of the
visionary Evan. Around the same time Gwendolyn’s state of
health deteriorated, almost imperceptibly at first but then with
increasing speed. She, who had always kept everything in the
most painfully neat order, began to neglect first the house and
then herself. She simply stood in the kitchen, looking helpless,
and when Elias prepared a meal as best he could she would eat al-

most nothing.

59

Her illness was certainly the reason why I was sent to a pri-

vate school near Oswestry in the autumn term of 1946, when I

was twelve years old. Like most such educational establishments,

Stower Grange was the most unsuitable place imaginable for an

adolescent. The headmaster, a man called Penrith-Smith, who

wandered aimlessly about the school buildings in his dusty gown

all day from early morning until late at night, was hopelessly for-

getful and absentminded, and the rest of the teaching staff in that
immediate post-war period were also a curious collection of odd-
ities, most of them over sixty or suffering from some affliction.
School life ran more or less of its own accord, not so much thanks

to the masters who taught us at Stower Grange as in spite of
them, and certainly not by virtue of any particular ethos but
through customs and traditions, a number of them positively
Oriental in character, going back over many generations of
pupils. There were all kinds of forms of major tyranny and minor
despotism, forced labor, enslavement, serfdom, the bestowal and
withdrawal of privileges, hero—worship, ostracism, the imposi-
tion of penalties and the granting of reprieves, and by dint of
these the pupils, without any supervision, governed themselves
and indeed the entire school, not excluding the masters. Even
when Penrith-Smith, a remarkably kindly man, did have to chas-
tise one of us in his office for some reason which had been
brought to his notice, you could casily have gained the impression
that the victim was temporarily granting the head master who in-
flicted the punishment a privilege due in fact only to him, the boy
who had reported to take it. Sometimes, particularly at weekends,
it seemed as if all the masters had gone away leaving the pupils in

their care to their own devices in the school, which was at least
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two miles outside town. Then some of us would wander about at
our own sweet will, while others hatched plots to extend their
power bases, or went to the laboratory furnished only with a few
rickety benches and stools at the end of the dark basement corri-
dor known, for some inexplicable reason, as the Red Sea, to toast
bread and make scrambled eggs from a sulfur-yellow powdered
egg substitute, a large supply of which was kept in one of the wall
cupboards, along with other substances intended for chemistry
lessons. Given the conditions at Stower Grange, of course, quite a
number of boys spent all their schooldays there in a state of mis-
ery. For instance, said Austerlitz, I remember a boy called Robin-
son, who was obviously so unable to reconcile himself to the
harshness and idiosyncrasies of school life that at the age of nine
or ten he tried, on several occasions, to run away in the middle of
the night by climbing down a drainpipe and striking out across
country. A policeman always brought him back next morning in
the check dressing gown which, curiously, he must have put on
especially for his flight, and handed him over to the headmaster
like a common criminal. However, unlike poor Robinson, said
Austerlitz, [ myself found my years at Stower Grange a time not
jof imprisonment but of liberation. While most of us, even those
who tormented their contemporaries, crossed off the days on the
calendar until they could go home, I would have preferred never
to return to Bala at all. From the very first week I realized that for
all the adversities of the school it was my only escape route, and [
immediately did all I could to find my way around its strange
jumble of countless unwritten rules, and the often almost carni-
valesque lawlessness that prevailed. It was a great advantage that I

soon began to distinguish myself on the rugby field, perhaps be-

é [

cause a dull pain always present within me, although I was un-
aware of it at the time, enabled me to lower my head and make
my way through ranks of opponents better than any of my fellow
pupils. The fearlessness I displayed in rugger matches, as I re-
member them always played under a cold winter sky or in pour-
Ing rain, very soon gave me special status without my having to
try for it by other means, such as recruiting vassals or enslaving
weaker boys. Another crucial factor in my good progress at
school was the fact that I never found reading and studying a bur-
den. Far from it, for confined as I had been until now to the Bible

in Welsh and homiletic literature, it seemed as if a new door were

opening whenever I turned a page. ﬁ;;g;verything in the school
library, which contained an entirely arbitrary selection of works,
and everything I could borrow from my teachersﬁiLWofks on ge-
ography and history, travel writings, novels, biographies—and sat
up until late in the evening over reference books and atlases. My
mind thus gradually created a kind of ideal landscape in which the
Arabian desert, the realm of the Aztecs, the continent of Antarc-
tica, the snow-covered Alps, the North-West Passage, the river
Congo, and the Crimean peninsula formed a single panorama,
populated by all the figures proper to those places. As I could
move into. that world at any time [ liked—in a Latin lesson, dur-
ing divine service, on the interminable weekends—I never fell
into the depression from which so many of the boys at Stower
Grange suffered. I felt miserable only when it was time to go
home for the holidays. Even on my first return to Bala at half-
term on All Saints’ Day, I felt as if my life were once again under
the unlucky star which had been my companion as long as I could

remember. vaendolyn had gone further downbhill during my two
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months’ absence. She now lay in bed all day looking fixedly up at
the ceiling, Elias came in to see her for a while every morning and
every evening, but neither he nor Gwendolyn spoke a single
word. It seems to me now;, looking back, said Austerlitz, as if they
were slowly being killed by the chill in their hearts. I don’t know
what kind of illness Gwendolyn died of, and I suspect that she
herself could not have said. At least, she had no weapon against it
but the curious compulsion which came over her several times a
day, and perhaps during the night too, to powder herself with a
kind of cheap talc from a large container standing on the little
table beside her bed. Gwendolyn used such quantities ‘of this
powder, fine as dust and slightly greasy, that the linoleum floor
around her bed, and soon the whole room and the corridors of
the upper story as well, were covered with a white layer, slightly
sticky because of the damp air. I only recently remembered this
white pall over the manse, said Austerlitz, when I was reading the
reminiscences of his childhood and youth by a Russian writer
who describes a similar mania for powder in his grandmother, a
lady who, although she spent most of her time lying on a sofa
nourishing herself almost exclusively on wine gums and almond
milk, enjoyed an iron constitution and always slept with her win-
dow wide open, so that once, after a night of stormy weather, she
woke up in the morning under a blanket of snow without coming
to the slightest harm. However, it was different in the manse. The
sickroom windows were kept closed, and the white powder
which had settled on everything, grain by grain, and through
which visible paths had now been trodden, was not at all like glit-
tering snow. Rather, it resembled the ectoplasm that, as Evan had

once told me, clairvoyants can produce from their mouths in
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great bubbles which then fall to the ground, where they soon dry
and fall to dust. No, it was not newly fallen snow wafting around
the manse; what filled it was something unpleasant, and I did not
know where it came from, only much later and in another book
finding for it the completely incomprehensible but to me, said
Austerlitz, immediately enlightening term “arsanical horror.” It
was during the coldest winter in human memory that I came
home for the second time from the school in Oswestry, and
found Gwendolyn barely alive. There was a coal fire smoldering
on the hearth of her sickroom. The yellowish smoke that rose
from the glowing coals and never entirely dispersed up the chim-
ney mingled with the smell of carbolic pervading the whole
house. I stood for hours at the window, studying the wonderful
formations of icy mountain ranges two or three inches high
formed above the crossbars by water running down the panes.
Now and then solitary figures emerged from the snowy landscape
outside. Wrapped in dark scarves and shawls, umbrellas open to
keep off the flurry of snowflakes, they stumbled up the hill. I
heard them knocking the snow off their boots down in the porch
before they slowly climbed the stairs, escorted by the neighbor’s
daughter who was now keeping house for the minister. With a
certain hesitancy, and as if they had to bend underneath some-
thing, they stepped over the threshold and put whatever they had
brought—a jar of pickled red cabbage, a can of corned beef, a
bottle of rhubarb wine—down on the chest of drawers. Gwen-
dolyn took no notice of these visitors, and the visitors themselves
dared not look at her. They usually stood at the window with me
for a little while, looking out too, and sometimes cleared their

throats slightly. When they had gone again, it was as quiet as be-
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fore except for the shallow breathing I could hear behind me, and
an eternity seemed to pass between each breath. On Christmas
Day, making a great effort, Gwendolyn sat up in bed once more.
Elias had brought her a cup of sweet tea, but she only moistened
her lips with it. Then she said, so quietly that you could hardly
hear her: What was it that so darkened our world? And Elias
replied: I don’t know, dear, I don’t know. Gwendolyn lingered
until the New Year. On Epiphany Day, however, she reached the
final stage. The cold had grown stronger than ever outside, and it
had become more and more silent. The whole country, so I heard‘
later, came to a standstill that winter. Even Lake Bala, which I had
thought as big as the ocean when I arrived in Wales, was covered
by a thick sheet of ice. I thought of the roach and eels in its
depths, and the birds which the visitors had told me were falling
from the branches of the trees, frozen stiff. It was never really
light in these days, and when at last, very far away, the sun shone
faintly in the misty blue sky, the dying woman opened her eyes
wide and would not move her glance from the weak light filtering
through the windowpanes. Only when darkness fell did she lower
her lids, and not long after that a gurgling sound began to emerge
from her throat with every breath she took. I sat beside her all
night, together with the minister. At dawn the stertorous breath-
ing stopped. Gwendolyn’s body arched slightly and then sank
back again. It was a kind of tensing movement; I had felt it once
before, when I picked up an injured rabbit from the headland of a
field, and its heart stopped in my hand for fear. But directly after
she had arched herself in death Gwendolyn’s body seemed to
shrink a little, reminding me of what Evan had told me. I saw her

eyes sink back in their sockets, and her thin lips, now stretched
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tautly back, half-bared her crooked bottom teeth, while outside,
for the first time in many days, the rose-colored light of dawn
touched the rooftops of Bala. I don’t remember exactly how the
rest of that day passed after she died, said Austerlitz. I think I was
so exhausted that I lay down and slept very deeply for a very long
time. When I got up again, Gwendolyn was already in her coffin,
which stood on the four mahogany chairs in the front room. She
was wearing her wedding dress, kept all these years in a trunk up-
stairs, and a pair of white gloves with a great many little mother-
of-pearl buttons which I had never seen before. The sight of them
brought tears into my eyes, the first tears I had ever shed in the
manse. Elias was sitting beside the coffin keeping watch over the
dead woman, while on his own out in the empty barn, which
creaked with the frost, the young assistant minister who had rid-
den over from Corwen on a pony was rehearsing the sermon he
would preach on the day of the funeral. Elias never recovered
from his wife’s death, Griefis not the right word for the condition
into which he had fallen since she lay dying, said Austerlitz. Al-
though I did not understand it at the time, as a boy of thirteen, I
can see now that the unhappiness building up inside him had de-
stroyed his faith just when he needed jt most. When I came home
again in the summer, it was weeks since he had been able to carry
out his duties as a minister. He climbed into the pulpit once
more, opened the Bible, and in a broken voice, as if reading to
himself alone, announced his text from Lamentations: ‘He has
made me dwell in darkness as those who have been long dead’
Elias did not preach the sermon itself. He merely stood there for
a while, looking out over the heads of his congregation, who were

paralyzed by alarm, with what seemed to me the motionless eyes
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of one blinded. Then he slowly climbed down from the pulpit and
left the chapel. He was taken away to Denbigh before the end of
that summer. I visited him there only once, just before Christ—
mas, with one of the elders of the congregation. The patients
were accommodated in a large stone building, and I remember,
said Austerlitz, that we had to wait in a room painted green . After
quarter of an hour or so, an attendant came and took us ;up to
Elias, who was lying in a bed with railings, his face to the wall.
The attendant said: Your son’s here to see you, parech, but even
when he was addressed a second and a third time Elias did not an-
swer. When we left the ward again one of the other inmates, a
gray little man with tangled hair, plucked my sleeve and whis-
pered behind his hand: He’s not the full shilling, you knfoww—
which at the time, curiously enough, said Austerlitz, I felt was a
reassuring diagnosis and made the whole wretched situation tol-
erable.—More than a year after my visit to the Denbigh asylum,
at the beginning of the summer term of 1949, when we were
just preparing for the exams which would determine our sﬁubse-
quent careers, said Austerlitz, resuming his narrative after a cer-
tain time, the headmaster Penrith-Smith summoned me to his
study one morning. I can still see him in his frayed gown,
wreathed in the blue tobacco smoke from his pipe, standing in the
sunlight that slanted in through the small panes of the lead-glazed

window and repeating several times in various ways, in hisi typi-

cally confused manner, that in the circumstances my conduct had-

been exemplary, truly exemplary, given the events of the las;t two
years, and if in the next few weeks I came up to my teachers’ ex-
pectations of me, which were undoubtedly justified, the Stower

Grange trustees would award me a sixth-form scholarship. First,
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however, it was his duty to tell me that I must put not Dafydd
Elias but Jacques Austerlitz on my exam papers. It appears, said
Penrith-Smith, that this is your real name. My foster parents,
with whom he had discussed the matter at length when I entered
the school, had meant to tell me about my origins in good time
before the examinations, and if possible adopt me, but as matters
now stood, said Penrith-Smith, that was unfortunately out of the
question. All he knew himself was that the Eliases had taken me
into their house at the beginning of the war, when I was only a lit-
tle boy, so he could tell me no more. He was sure it would all be
settled once Elias’s condition improved. As far as the other boys
are concerned, said Penrith-Smith, you remain Dafydd Elias for
the time being. There’s no need to let anyone know. It’s just that
you will have to put Jacques Austerlitz on your examination pa-
pers or else your work may be considered invalid. Penrith-Smith
had written the name on a piece of paper, and when he handed it
to me I could think of nothing to say, said Austerlitz, but “Thank
you, sir.” At first, what disconcerted me most was that 1 could
connect no ideas at all with the word Austerlitz. If my new name
had been Morgan or Jones, I could have related it to reality. I even
knew the name Jacques from a French nursery rhyme. But [ had
never heard of an Austerlitz before, and from the first I was con-
vinced that no one else bore that name, no one in Wales, or in the
Isles, or anywhere else in the world. And since I began investigat-
ing my own history some years ago, I have never in fact come
upon another Austerlitz, not in the telephone books of London or
Paris, Amsterdam or Antwerp. But not long ago, turning on the
wireless, I happened upon an announcer saying that Fred Astaire,

of whom I had previously known nothing at all, was born with
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the surname of Austerlitz. Astaire’s father, who according to this
surprising radio program came from Vienna, had worked as a
master brewer in Omaha, Nebraska, where Astaire was born, and
from the veranda of the Austerlitz family’s house you could hear
freight trains being shunted back and forth in the city’s marshal-
ing yard. Astaire is reported to have said later that this constant,
uninterrupted shunting sound, and the ideas it suggested of going
on a long railroad journey, were his only early childhood memo-
ries. And just a couple of days after I chanced in this way upon the
story of a man entirely unknown to me, Austerlitz added, a neigh-
bor who describes herself as a passionate reader told me that in
Kafka’s diaries she had found a small, bow-legged man of my own
name who, as Kafka recorded, had been called in to circumcise
his nephew. I feel it is unlikely that these trails lead anywhere, nor
do I entertain any hopes of a note I found some time ago in a file
on the practice of euthanasia, mentioning one Laura Austerlitz
who made a statement to an Italian investigating judge on 28 June
1966 about the crimes committed in a rice mill on the peninsula
of San Saba near Trieste in 1944.. At least, said Austerlitz, [ haven’t
yet succeeded in tracking down this namesake of mine. I don’t
even know if she is still alive, thirty years after making her state-
ment. But personally, as [ was saying, I had never heard the name
Austerlitz before that April day in 1949 when Penrith-Smith
handed me the piece of paper on which he had written it. I
couldn’t work out the spelling, and read the strange term which
sounded to me like some password three or four times, syllable
by syllable, before I looked up and said: Excuse me, sir, but what
does it mean? To which Penrith-Smith replied: I think you will

find it is a small place in Moravia, site of a famous battle, you
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know. And sure enough, the Moravian village of Austerlitz was
discussed at great length during the next school year, for the cur-
riculum in the Lower Sixth included European history, generally
regarded as a complicated and not entirely safe subject, so that as
a rule it was confined to the period from 1789 to 1814 which
ended with a great English victory. The master who was to teach
us this period—both glorious and terrible, as he often empha-
sized—was one André Hilary, who had only just taken up his post
at Stower Grange after being demobbed and who, as it soon
turned out, was familiar with every detail of the N apoleonic era.
André Hilary had studied at Oriel College, but had grown up sur-
rounded by an enthusiasm for Napoleon going back through sev-
eral generations of his family. His father, so he once told me, said
Austerlitz, had him baptized André in memory of Marshal
Masséna, Duke of Rivoli. Hilary could trace the orbit of the Cor-
sican comet, as he put it, across the sky from its very beginning to
its extinction in the South Atlantic Ocean, enumerating all the
constellations through which it passed, and the events and char-
acters on which it cast light at any point of its ascendancy or de-
cline, speaking without any preparation and just as if he had been
there himself. The Emperor’s childhood in Ajaccio, his studies at
the military academy of Brienne, the siege of Toulon, the stresses
and strains of the Egyptian expedition and his return over a sea
full of enemy ships, the crossing of the Great St. Bernard, the bat-
tles of Marengo, Jena and Auerstedt, of Eylau and Friedland, of
Wagram, Leipzig, and Waterloo—Hilary brought it all vividly to
life for us, partly by recounting the course of these events, often
passing from plain narrative to dramatic descriptions and then on

to a kind of impromptu performance distributed among several
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different roles, from one to another of which he switched back
and forth with astonishing virtuosity, and partly by studying the
gambits of Napoleon and his opponents with the cold intelligence
of a nonpartisan strategist, surveying the entire landscape of
those years from above with an eagle eye, as he once and not
without pride remarked. Most of us were deeply impressed by
Hilary’s history lessons, not least, said Austerlitz, because very
often, probably owing to his suffering from slipped disks, he gave
them while lying on his back on the floor, nor did we find this at
all comic, for it was at such times that Hilary spoke with particu-
lar clarity and authority. His undoubted piéce de résistance was the
battle of Austerlitz. He spoke on it at length, describing the ter-
rain, the highway leading east from Briinn to Olmiitz, with the
hilly Moravian countryside on its left and the Pratzen heights on
its right, the curious cone-shaped mountain which reminded the
veterans in the Napoleonic army of the Egyptian pyramids, the
villages of Bellwitz, Skolnitz, and Kobeitz, the game park and
pheasant enclosure, the watercourse of the Goldbach and the
pools and lakes to the south, the French encampment as well as
that of the ninety thousand Allies, which extended over a length
of nine miles. Hilary told us, said Austerlitz, how at seven in the
morning the peaks of the highest hills emerged from the mist like
islands in a sea and, as the day gradually grew brighter over the
rounded hilltops, the milky haze in the valleys became noticeably
denser. The Russian and Austrian troops had come down from the
mountainsides like a slow avalanche, and soon, increasingly un-
sure where they were going, were wandering around on the
slopes and in the meadows below, while the French, in a single

onslaught, captured the now half-abandoned positions on the
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Pratzen heights and then proceeded to attack the enemy in the
rear from that vantage point. Hilary painted us a picture of the
disposition of the regiments in their white and red, green and
blue uniforms, constantly forming into new patterns in the
course of the battle like crystals of glass in a kaleidoscope. Again
and again we heard the names of Kolovrat and Bragation, Kutu-
z0v, Bernadotte, Miloradovich, Soult, Murat, Vandamme, and
Kellermann, we saw the black clouds of smoke hovering over the
guns, the cannonballs flying past above the heads of the troops,
the glint of bayonets as the first rays of the sun penetrated the
mist; we even seemed to hear the heavy cavalry clashing, and felt
(like a weakness sensed in our own bodies) whole ranks of men
collapsing beneath the surge of the oncoming force. Hilary could
talk for hours about the second of December 1805, but nonethe-
less it was his opinion that he had to cut his accounts far too
short, because, as he several times told us, it would take an end-
less length of time to describe the events of such a day properly,
in some inconceivably complex form recording who had per-
ished, who survived, and exactly where and how, or simply saying
what the battlefield was like at nightfall, with the screams and
groans of the wounded and dying. In the end all anyone could
ever do was sum up the unknown factors in the ridiculous phrase,

“The fortunes of battle swayed this way and that,” or some simi-

“larly feeble and useless cliché. All of us, even when we think we

have noted every tiny detail, resort to set pieces which have al-
ready been staged often enough by others. We try to reproduce
the reality, but the harder we try, the more we find the pictures
that make up the stock-in-trade of the spectacle of history forcing

themselves upon us: the fallen drummer boy, the infantryman
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shown in the act of stabbing another, the horse’s eye starting from
its socket, the invulnerable Emperor surrounded by his generals,
a moment frozen still amidst the turmoil of battle. Our concern
with history, so Hilary’s thesis ran, is a concern with preformed
images already imprinted on our brains, images at which we keep
staring while the truth lies elsewhere, away from it all, some-
where as yet undiscovered. I myself, added Austerlitz, in spite of
all the accounts of it I have read, r%member only the picture of
the final defeat of the Allies in the battle of the Three Emperors.
Every attempt to understand the course of events inevitably turns
into that one scene where the hosts of Russian and Austrian sol-
diers are fleeing on foot and horseback on to the frozen Satschen
ponds. I see cannonballs suspended for an eternity in the air, I see
others crashing into the ice, I see the unfortunate victims flinging
up their arms as they slide from the toppling floes, and I see
them, strangely, not with my own eyes but with those of short-
sighted Marshal Davout, who has made a forced march with his
regiments from Vienna and, glasses tied firmly behind his head
with two laces, looks like an early motorist or aviator. When I
look back at André Hilary’s performances today, said Austerlitz, I
remember once again the idea I developed at the time of being
linked in some mysterious way to the glorious past of the people
of France. The more often Hilary mentioned the word Austerlitz
in front of the class, the more it really did become my own name,
and the more clearly I thought I saw that what had at first seemed
like an ignominious flaw was changing into a bright light always
hovering before me, as promising as the sun of Austerlitz itself
when it rose above the December mists. All that school year I felt

as if I had been chosen, and although, as I also knew, such a belief
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in no way matched my uncertain status, I have held fast to it al-
most my whole life. I don’t think that any of my fellow pupils at
Stower Grange knew my new name, and the masters, who had
been informed of my double identity by Penrith-Smith, went on
calling me Elias too. André Hilary was the only one to whom I
myself told my real name. It was soon after we had handed in an
essay on the concepts of empire and nation that Hilary sum-
moned me to his study outside regular school hours to return my
work, which he had marked with a triple-starred 4, giving it back
in person and not, as he put it, along with everyone else’s pathetic
efforts. He himself had published various articles in historical
journals, and he said he could not have written such a perceptive
piece in so comparatively short a space of time; he wondered
whether I had perhaps been initiated into historical studies at
home by my father or an elder brother. When I answered Hilary’s
question I had some difficulty in not losing my command over
myself, and it was in this situation, which I felt I could no longer
endure, that I told him the secret of my real name. It was some
time before he was able to calm down. He struck his forehead
again and again, breaking into exclamations of astonishment, as if
Providence had finally sent him the pupil he had always wanted.
For the rest of my time at Stower Grange, Hilary supported and
encouraged me in every possible way. I owe it to him first and
foremost, said Austerlitz, that I far outstripped the rest of my year
in our final examinations in history, Latin, German, and French,
and could go on my own way into freedom, as I confidently
thought at the time, provided with a generous scholarship. When
we said goodbye André Hilary gave me a present from his collec-

tion of Napoleonic memorabilia, a gold-framed piece of dark
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card on which, behind shining glass, were fixed three rather frag-
ile willow leaves from a tree on the island of St. Helena, along
with a scrap of lichen resembling a pale sprig of coral taken by
one of Hilary’s forebears, as the tiny caption said, from the heavy

granite tombstone of Marshal Ney on 31 July 1830. This me-

mento, worth nothing in itself, is still in my possession, said’

Austerlitz. It means more to me than almost any other picture,
first because despite their fragility the relics preserved in it, the
lichen and the dried lanceolate willow leaves, have remained in-
tact for more than a century, but also because it reminds me daily
of Hilary, without whom I would surely never have been able to
emerge from the shadows of the manse in Bala. Moreover, it was
Hilary who, after my foster father’s death in the Denbigh asylum
early in 1954, undertook the task of winding up his meager estate
and then set on foot the process of my naturalization, which in
view of the fact that Elias had obliterated every indication of my
origin involved a good deal of difficulty. When I was studying at
Oriel, like Hilary himself before me, he visited me regularly, and
we took every opportunity of making excursions to the deserted
and dilapidated country houses to be found all around Oxford, as
elsewhere, in the postwar years,

While I was still at school, said Austerlitz, as well as Hilary’s
support my friendship with Gerald Fitzpatrick in particular

helped me to overcome the self-doubts that sometimes op-

pressed me. In line with the usual practice at public schools, Ger- -

ald was assigned to me as a fag when I entered the sixth form. It
was his job to keep my room tidy, clean my boots, and bring the
tray with the tea things. From the first day, when he asked me for

one of the new photographs of the rugger team where [ featured
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to the extreme right of the front row, I realized that Gerald felt as
isolated as | did, said Austerlitz, who scarcely a week after oyr re-
union at the Great Fastern Hotel sent me a postcard copy of the
picture he had mentioned, without further comment. On that

December evening, however, in the hote] bar, which was quiet

now, Austerlitz went on to tell me more about Gerald, and how
he had suffered from awful homesickness ever since his arrival at
Stower Grange, entirely against the grain of his naturally cheerful
disposition. All the time, said Austerlitz, in every free moment he
had, he was rearranging the things he had brought from home in
his tuck box, and once, not long after he became my fag, I found
him at the end of 5 corridor one dreary Saturday afternoon, with
the autumn rain pouring down outside, trying to set fire to a pile
of hewspapers stacked on the stone floor beside the open door
which led into a back yard. I saw his small, crouched figure in the
gray light behind him, and the little flames h'ckjng around the
edges of the hewspaper, but the fire would not burn properly.
When I asked what he thought he wasg doing, he said he wanted to




+6

make a huge blaze, and would not mind if the whole school were
reduced to a pile of rubble and ashes. After that I kept an eye on
Gerald. I let him off tidying my room and &crleaning my boots, and
I made the tea myself and shared it with hlm, a breach of regula-
tions regarded with disapproval by most of my fellow pupils and
my housemaster himself, rather as if it were agaihst the natural
order of things. In the evenings Gerald often accompanied me to
the darkroom where, at this time, I was making my first experi-
ments with photography. This little cubbyhole behind the chem-
istry lab had not been used for years, but the wall cupboards and
drawers still held several boxes with rolls of film, a large supply
of photographic paper, and a miscellaneous collection of cam-
eras, including an Ensign such as I myself owned later. From the

outset my main concern was with the shape and the self-
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contained nature of discrete things, the curve of banisters on a
staircase, the molding of a stone arch over a gateway, the tangled
precision of the blades in a tussock of dried grass. I took hundreds
of such photographs at Stower Grange, most of them in square
format, but it never seemed to me right to turn the viewfinder of
my camera on people. In my photographic work I was always es-
pecially entranced, said Austerlitz, by the moment when the
shadows of reality, 50 to speak, emerge out of nothing on the ex-
posed paper, as memories do in the middle of the night, darken-
ing again if you try to cling to them, just like a photographic print
left in the developing bath too long. Gerald enjoyed helping me,
and I can still see him, a head shorter than I was, standing beside
me in the darkroom, which was dimly illuminated only by the lit-
tle reddish light, holding the photographs in tweezers and swish-
ing them back and forth in a sink full of water. He often told me
about his family on these occasions, and most of all he liked talk-
ing about the three homing pigeons who would be expecting his
return, he thought, as eagerly as he usually awaited theirs. Ger-
ald’s Uncle Alphonso had given him these pigeons a year ago for
his tenth birthday, said Austerlitz, two of them a slaty blue, one
snow-white. Whenever possible, if someone was going to Bala or
Aberystwyth by car, he would send his three pigeons to be freed
at a distance, and they always infallibly found their way back to
their loft. Once, towards the end of last summer, Tilly the white
pigeon did stay away much longer than the homeward flight
should have taken her, after being dispatched on a test flight from
Dolgellau only a few miles up the valley, and it was not until the
following day, when he was on the point of giving up hope, that

she finally returned—on foot, walking up the gravel drive with a
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broken wing. I often thought later of this tale of the bird making
her long journey home alone, wondering how she had managed
to reach her destination over the steep terrain, circumventing nu-
merous obstacles, and that question, said Austerlitz, a question
which still exercises my mind today when I see a pigeon in flight,
is one that, against all reason, seems to me connected with the
way Gerald finally lost his life.—1 believe, Austerlitz went on
after some considerable time, it was on the second or third par-
ents’ visiting day that Gerald, proud of his privileged relationship
with me, introduced me to his mother, Adela. She can hardly have
been thirty at the time, and she was very glad that after his initial
difficulties her young son had found a protector in me. Gerald
had already told me about his father, Aldous, shot down over the
Ardennes in the last winter of the war, and I had also heard how
his mother was now living with only an old uncle and an even
older great-uncle in a country house just outside the small seaside
town of Barmouth. Gerald claimed that its position was the finest
anywhere along the entire Welsh coast. Once Adela had discov-
ered from Gerald that I had no parents or any family at all, T was
invited to their house repeatedly, indeed constantly, even when I
was doing my national service and when I was up at Oxford, and
I could wish now, said Austerlitz, to have vanished without trace
in the peace that always reigned there. At the very beginning of
the school holidays, when we traveled westward up the Dee val-
ley in the little steam train from Wrexham, I would feel my heart
begin to lift. Bend after bend, our train followed the winding of
the river, the green meadows looked in through the open carriage
window, and so did the houses, stony gray or whitewashed, the

gleaming slate roofs, the silver shades of the willows, the darker
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alder woods, the sheep pastures climbing up beyond the trees,
and higher still the mountains, sometimes tinged with blue, and
the sky where the clouds, coming in from the sea, always drove
eastwards. Scraps of steam vapor flew past outside; you could
hear the engine whistling and feel the air cool on your forehead.
Never have I traveled better, said Austerlitz, than on this journey
of seventy miles at the most, which took us three and a half
hours. When we stopped at Bala, the halfway station, of course I
could not help thinking back to my time in the manse, visible up
there on its hill, yet it always seemed to me inconceivable that I
had really been among its unhappy inhabitants for almost the
whole of my life. And every time I set eyes on Lake Bala, particu-
larly when its surface was churned up by the wind in winter, I re-
membered the story Evan the cobbler had told me, about the two
headstreams of Dwy Fawr and Dwy Fach which are said to flow
right through the lake, far down in its dark depths, never min-
gling their waters with its own. The two rivers, according to
Evan, said Austerlitz, were called after the only human beings not
drowned but saved from the biblical deluge in the distant past. At
the far end of Lake Bala the railway line passed over a low anti-
cline into the Afon Mawddach valley. The mountains were higher
now, coming down closer and closer to the tracks until you
reached Dolgellau, where they retreated again, and gentler slopes
fell to the estuary of the Mawddach, which reaches far inland like
a fjord. Finally, when we left the southern bank and crawled to
the opposite side over the bridge, almost a mile long and sup-
ported on mighty posts of oak, on our right the riverbed, inun-
dated by the sea at high tide and looking like a mountain lake, and
on our left Barmouth Bay stretching to the bright horizon, I felt




<0

so joyful that I often scarcely knew where to look first. Adela
used to fetch us from Barmouth station, usually in the little black-
painted pony trap, and then it was only half an hour before the
gravel of the drive up to Andromeda Lodge was crunching under
our wheels, the bay pony stopped, and we could get down and
enter into our holiday refuge. The two-story house, built of pale
gray brick, was protected to the north and northeast by the Llawr
Llech hills, which fall steeply away at this point. To the southwest
the terrain lay open in a wide semicircle, so that from the fore-
court of the house you had a view of the full length of the estuary
from Dolgellau to Barmouth, while these places themselves were
excluded from the panorama, which was almost devoid of human
habitations, by a rocky outcrop on one side and a laurel-grown
hill on the other. Only on the far side of the river could the little
village of Arthog be seen—in certain atmospheric conditions,
said Austerlitz, you might have thought it an eternity away—
infinitesimally small, with the shadowy side of Cader Idris rising
behind it to a height of almost three thousand feet above the
shimmering sea. While the climate of the entire area was remark-
ably mild, temperatures in this especially favored place were a cou-
ple of degrees higher even than the Barmouth average. The garden,
which had run completely wild during the war years and went up
the slope at the back of the house, contained plants and shrubs
that T had never seen in Wales before: giant rhubarb and New
Zealand ferns taller than a grown man, water lettuce and camel-
lias, thickets of bamboo and palms. And a brook tumbled down
over a rocky wall to the valley, its white spray constantly pervad-
ing the dappled twilight under the leafy canopy of the tall trees.

But it was not only the plants, natives of warmer climates, that
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made you feel you were living in another world: the greatest ex-
otic attractions of Andromeda Lodge were the white cockatoos
which flew all around the house within a radius of up to two or
three miles, calling from the bushes, bathing and luxuriating in
the fine spray from the cascading brook until evening fell. Ger-
ald’s great-grandfather had brought several pairs home from the
Moluccas and established them in the orangery, where they soon
increased and multiplied, forming a large colony. They lived in
small sherry casks that had been stacked on top of each other in a
pyramid against one of the side walls, and departing from their
native custom, said Austerlitz, they had lined these casks them-
selves with wood shavings from a sawmill down beside the river.
Most of them even survived the hard winter of 1947, since Adela
kept the old orangery stove heated for them through the two icy
months of January and February. It was wonderful, said Auster-
litz, to see the dexterity with which the birds clambered around
the trelliswork, hanging on by their beaks, and performing all
kinds of acrobatic feats as they came down; to watch them flying
in and out of the open windows or hopping and walking along the
ground, always active and always, or that was the impression they
gave, intent upon some purpose or other. In fact they were very
like human beings in many ways. You might hear them sigh, laugh,
sneeze, and yawn. They cleared their throats before beginning to
converse in their own cockatoo language, they showed them-
selves alert, scheming, mischievous and sly, deceitful, malicious,
vindictive and quarrelsome. They liked certain people, particu-
larly Adela and Gerald, and persecuted othérs with downright
malice, for instance the Welsh housekeeper who seldom showed

her face out of doors. They seemed to know exactly when she
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would be going to chapel, always wearing a black hat and carry-
ing a black umbrella, and on these occasions they lay in wait to
screech at her in the most obnoxious way. They also reflected
human society in the way they ganged up together in ever-changing
groups, or then again paired off in couples sitting side by side
as if they knew nothing but harmony and were forever insepara-
ble. They even had their own cemetery, with a long row of graves
in a clearing surrounded by strawberry trees, and one of the
rooms on the upper floor of Andromeda Lodge had in it what was
obviously a purpose-built wall cupboard, full of dark green card-
board boxes containing a number of dead birds of species related
to the cockatoos, their red-chested or yellow-headed brothers,
Hyacinth and Scarlet Macaws, Ruby Lorikeets and Blue-Winged
Parrotlets, Horned Parakeets and Ground Parrots, all brought
back by Gerald’s great-grandfather or great-great-grandfather
from his circumnavigation of the globe, or alternatively ordered
from a trader called Théodore Grace in Le Havre for a few
guineas or louis d’or, as noted on the provenances placed inside
the boxes. The finest of all these birds, in a collection which also
included some native woodpeckers, wrynecks, kites, and orioles,
was the African Gray parrot. I can still see the inscription on his
green cardboard sarcophagus: Jaco, Ps. erithacus L. He came from
the Congo and had reached the great age of sixty-six in his Welsh
exile, as his obituary recounted, adding that he had been very
tame and trusting, was a quick learner, chattered away to himself
and others, could whistle entire songs and had composed some
too, but best of all he liked to mimic the voices of children and to
have them teach him new words. His one bad habit was that if no

one gave him any apricot kernels and hard nuts, which he could
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crack open with the greatest ease, he went about in a bad temper
chewing and shredding the furniture. Gerald often took this spe-
cial parrot out of his box. He was about nine inches long, and as
his name suggests had ash-gray plumage, as well as a carmine tail,
a black beak, and a pale face that you might have thought was
marked by deep grief. Indeed, Austerlitz went on, there was
some kind of cabinet of natural curiosities in almost every room
at Andromeda Lodge: cases with multiple drawers, some of them
glass-fronted, where the roundish eggs of parrots were arranged
in their hundreds; collections of shells, minerals, beetles, and

butterflies; slowworms, adders, and lizards preserved in

formaldehyde; snail shells and sea urchins, crabs and shrimps, and

large herbaria containing leaves, flowers, and grasses. Adela had
once told him, said Austerlitz, that the transformation of An-
dromeda Lodge into a kind of natural history museum had begun
in 1869, when Gerald’s parrot-collecting ancestor made the ac-

quaintance of Charles Darwin, then working on his study of the
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Descent of Man in a rented house not far from Dolgellau. Darwin
had paid frequent visits to the Fitzpatricks of Andromeda Lodge
in those days, and according to a family tradition he always
praised the wonderful view from the house. It was from the same
period, according to Adela, said Austerlitz, that the schism in the
Fitzpatrick clan dated, a schism continuing to the present day,
whereby one of the two sons in every generation abandoned the
Catholic faith and became a natural scientist. For instance Aldous,
Gerald’s father, had been a botanist, while his brother, Evelyn,
over twenty years his senior, clung to the traditional Papist creed,
regarded in Wales as the worst of all perversions. In fact the
Catholic line of the family had always been represented by its cra-
zier and more eccentric members, as the case of Uncle Evelyn
clearly illustrated. At the time when I was spending many weeks
every year with the Fitzpatricks as Gerald’s guest, said Austerlitz,
Evelyn was perhaps in his mid-fifties, but was so crippled by
Bechterew’s disease that he looked like an old man, and could
walk only with the greatest difficulty, bending right over. For that
very reason, however, and to prevent his joints from seizing up
entirely, he was always on the move in his rooms on the top floor,
where a kind of handrail had been fitted along the walls, like the
barre in a ballet school. He held on to this handrail as he inched
his way forward, moaning quietly, his head and bent torso
scarcely higher than his hand on the rail. It took him a good hour
to make the rounds of his quarters, from the bedroom into the
living room, out of the living room into the corridor, and from
the corridor back to the bedroom. Gerald, who had already de-
veloped an aversion to the Roman faith, once claimed, said

Austerlitz, that Uncle Evelyn had grown so crooked out of sheer
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miserliness, which he justified to himself by reflecting that he
sent the money he did not spend in any given week, usually
amounting to- twelve or thirteen shillings, as a donation to the
Mission to the Congo for the salvation of black souls still lan-
guishing in unbelief There were no curtains or other furnishings
in Evelyn’s rooms, since he did not want to make unnecessary use
of anything, even if it had been acquired long ago and simply had
to be brought: from another part of the house. Years before, he
had had a narrow strip of linoleum laid on the wooden floor
where he walked beside the walls, to spare the wood, and his
dragging footsteps had worn the linoleum so thin that you could
make out almost nothing of its original flower pattern. Not until
the temperatufe on the thermometer beside the window had
dropped to below fifty degrees Fahrenheit for several days run-
ning was the housekeeper allowed to light a tiny fire in the
hearth, a fire burnlng almost no fuel at all. To save electricity,
Evelyn always went to bed when darkness fell, which meant
around four in the afternoon in winter, although lying down was
perhaps even more painful for him than walking, so that as a rule,
despite his exhausted state after his constant perambulations, it
was a long time before he could get to sleep. Then, through the
grille of a ventilation shaft that linked his bedchamber to one of
the ground-floor living rooms and inadvertently functioned as a
kind of communication channel, he could be heard calling on nu-
merous different saints for hours on end, in particular, if I re-
member correctly, Saints Catherine and Elizabeth, who suffered
the most cruel of martyrdoms, begging them to intercede for
him in the contingency, as he put it, of his imminent appearance

before the judgment seat of his Heavenly Lord.







	Sebald -Austerlitz 1
	Sebald -Austerlitz 2
	Sebald -Austerlitz 3

