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13 nights from only €1,699 per person
Rhine, Moselle, Danube, Main, Elbe, Rhone & Seine

There are many vessels cruising European rivers but few ships can match the luxury and elegance of the 
four-star superior Serenade 2 or Swiss Ruby, the five-star Lord Byron, Swiss Corona, Swiss Tiara or Swiss 
Sapphire boasting superb cuisine and the most comfortable surroundings possible. We offer a choice of 
Nine stunningly beautiful and fascinating cruises visiting some wonderful sights such as Cologne, the Rhine 
Gorge, Trier, Koblenz, Heidelberg, Strasbourg, Basel, Lucerne, Vienna, Budapest, Berlin, Dresden, Amsterdam, 
Avignon, Arles, Bruges, Paris or Rouen. See vineyards, monasteries, medieval towns, breath-taking Alsace 
and the Black Forest and absorb yourself in the history of the Hapsburgs

Fully escorted price includes:
• Return scheduled flights from Dublin
• Stunningly appointed four-star superior and five-star cabins, with hotel standard beds and 
     bathrooms, plus river views
• Exceptional cuisine with full-board throughout
• Nine fascinating cruises
• Very extensive and fully inclusive touring programmes
• Services of an experienced Cruise Director
†From price based on May 2, 2014 from Dublin

7
nights from

€1,199†
per person

Europe’s Finest Four 
& Five-Star River Cruises
SELECTED DEPARTURES UP TO SEPTEMBER 2013 
& MAY TO OCTOBER 2014

For great prices on travel insurance call: 0800 953 3660 
or visit: www.mailtravel.co.uk/holiday-extras
*Calls charged at local rate, calls from mobiles may be higher. Prices are per person, based on two people sharing, and are subject to availability. The star ratings that are 
shown are the tour operators own. Different countries have different standards; so a three-star hotel in one country may not be the equivalent to another country. Holidays 
are operated by and subject to the booking conditions of Riviera Travel, ABTA V4744 ATOL 3430 protected, a company independent of Associated Newspapers Ltd. When 
you respond, Associated Newspapers Ltd and other companies in the DMGT Group may contact you with offers/services that may be of interest. Please give your mobile 
or email details if you wish to receive such offers by SMS or email. We will not give your details to other companies without your permission; please let us know if you are 
happy for us to do so. Images are in conjunction with Riviera Travel.

idmriviera.ie/
rivercruising
01 905 6311*

SELECTED DEPARTURES MAY TO OCTOBER 2014
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Amazed by the 
mirror image 
of a young me
T

he incense billowed 
skywards as the 
priest, vested in a 
golden cope, chanted 
the haunting hymn, 
Tantum ergo. In 

that unforgettable moment, I 
knew I had to be an altar boy. 
even though I was only six, I 
was mesmerised by the beauty 
and wonder of something 
that could only have come 
from above.

The church in question was served 
by six priests and was the beating 
heart of our community. It was there 
that my parents made their First 
holy Communion, and where my 
grandfather served as chief Sunday 
collector. It was due to his influence 
that my dream of becoming an altar 
boy quickly became a reality.

I first served Mass only two years 
after the liturgical changes of 
Vatican II. The priests still wore the 
beautiful old vestments, still said the 
Rosary in Latin and regularly offered 
Mass at the side altars. Confessions 
were heard for five hours on Satur-
days and the organ played at all eight 
Masses on Sunday.

I had managed to catch the last 
glimpse of a world which was rapidly 
fading. People were not yet used to 
Mass in the vernacular and the clergy 
still clung to the ancient traditions of 
the Church. For this young boy, it was 
not only a sacred experience but a 
profoundly cultural one. 

First, there were the characters, like 
Aidan the church clerk. Dressed 
always in his musty old soutane, 
Aidan filled the sacristy with cigarette 
smoke much to the annoyance of Mrs 
Mchugo. She was an immaculately 
dressed ballerina, whose waist-length 
black hair was invariably veiled in 
lace. Mrs Mchugo was responsible 
for cleaning the altar linen and  
maintaining the sanctuary. If Aidan 
was very much down-to-earth, she 
was almost ethereal. What they 
shared, however, was a common love 
for the Church, its customs and its 
redeeming power.

In those days, the church bells were 
manually rung. This meant that the 
church required a bell ringer who had 
to be present at least 20 minutes 
before each Mass and in time for the 
Angelus. Dressed in trilby hat and 
overcoat, this octogenarian would 
grab hold of the thick rope before 
throwing himself backwards to the 
floor. It was a remarkable spectacle 
that required great skill and a perfect 
sense of timing. It was in the compa-
ny of such characters that I passed 
some of the most memorable years of 
my life. They taught me the value of 

service and duty to a cause greater 
than oneself. They also served as a 
sharp reminder of what it was we 
would lose should the Church cease 
to flourish.

But it was in serving Mass that I 
first discovered the value of virtue. 
Back then, servers were still expected 
to dress appropriately both on and 
off the altar. They were expected to 
know how to move with grace and 
comport themselves with decorum.

To us, serving Mass was no empty 
ritual. The gestures, symbols and 
signs were formed and refined over 
generations. They bound us to a past 
in which serving at the ‘holy of holies’ 
was an education in the moral life.

Time passed, we left and the Church 
collapsed into crisis. Today, even in 
those few churches which still retain 
young altar servers, it is not the same. 
Despite recent attempts to restore 
something of their old dignity, the  
liturgical rites no longer demand 
close attention to detail. Consequent-
ly, their deep meaning and rich  
significance has been eclipsed.

Imagine, therefore, my surprise 
when my eldest son announced that 
he wanted to become an altar boy. 

H
 
 
e knew that I had served 
Mass and that it  had 
shaped me as a person. ‘I 
want to serve like you did,’ 
he said, ‘in a church where 

they still wear proper soutanes.’
There is virtually nothing left of the 

world in which I grew up. Look hard, 
however, and you’ll discover little 
enclaves still dedicated to our cultural 
and sacred inheritance. It is in one 
such place that my son now serves.

To the glorious strains of Palestrina, 
Byrd and Mozart, he spends most 
Sundays assisting in a church which 
still celebrates the old Latin Mass. 
And the effect it has had on him is 
extraordinary. Not only has it 
immeasurably deepened his religious 
understanding. In this age of Xbox 
and X Factor, it has opened his eyes 
to the moral value of tradition and 
high culture. As I sit proudly observ-
ing my son in his ‘proper soutane’, I 
think of my grandfather and Aidan, 
the bell ringer and Mrs Mchugo. I 
recall how they sought to share with 
us a form of faith which enhanced all 
those it touched. In so doing, they 
gave us a precious gift for life.

In trying to transmit that gift to my 
son, I have come full circle. The priest 
stands on the altar vested in golden 
cope as the incense billows skywards. 
I sit in the pews staring at a mirror-
image of my young self kneeling at his 
feet. At last I understand why my 
dear old grandad looked so content 
when watching me serve Mass. 

Don’t Miss john waters’ provocative 
coluMn every week in


