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Introduction


More than people who live in cities, perhaps, islanders in the north and west are vividly aware of the sun and its four stations through the year – the equinoxes and the solstices. Many of the poems in this book are celebrations of the sun, from its low brief midwinter arc to its great fire celebrations at Johnsmas, at the zenith. Springtime and Easter scatter the hills with lambs and wild flowers and the cleansing ‘muirburn’; in autumn are the harvest homes, beside indoor fires, to celebrate the inbringing of the corn: the innumerable children of the sun. Every season has its fires, as if the children of the sun were entreating the light to return from darkness, to stay with them, to provide them with corn and milk and fleeces through the lessening days of autumn and winter. But in winter the stars go through the night in huge rejoicing legions, and the changing wick of the moon sheds enchantment wherever it looks.


Burns is the great poet of winter: but his winter treasury spills out over the entire twelvemonth. I feel the urge to write him a poem every January.


These poems are written mainly in praise of the light, and to glorify in a small way the Light behind the light, that gives life and meaning to all the creatures of earth.


George Mackay Brown


December 1995
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Following a Lark
A Country Boy Goes to School



1




There he is, first lark this year


Loud, between


That raincloud and the sun, lost


Up there, a long sky run, what peltings of song!


(Six times 6,36. Six times 7, 42


Six times eight is …)


Oh, Mr Ferguson, have mercy at arithmetic time


On peedie Tom o’ the Glebe.
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There’s Gyre’s ewe has 2 lambs.


Snow on the ridge still.


How many more days do I have to take


This peat under my oxter


For the school fire?


(James the Sixth, Charles the First … Who then?)


Oh, Mr Ferguson, I swear


I knew all the Stewarts last night.
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Yes, Mistress Wylie, we’re all fine.


A pandrop! Oh, thank you.


I must hurry, Mistress Wylie,


Old Ferguson


Gets right mad if a boy’s late.


I was late twice last week.


Do you know this, Mistress Wylie,


The capital of Finland is Helsingfors …


Yes, I’ll tell Grannie


You have four fat geese this summer.





4




When I get to the top of the brae


I’ll see the kirk, the school, the shop,


Smithy and inn and boatyard.


I wish I was that tinker boy


Going on over the hill, the wind in his rags.


Look, the schoolyard’s like a throng of bees.
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I wish Willie Thomson


Would take me on his creel-boat!


‘Tom, there’s been six generations of Corstons


Working the Glebe,


And I doubt there’ll never be fish-scales


On your hands, or salt in your boots …’


(Sixteen ounces, one pound. Fourteen pounds, one stone.)


A sack of corn’s a hundredweight.


I think a whale must be bigger than a ton.
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Jimmo Spence, he told me


Where the lark’s nest is.


Beside a stone in his father’s oatfield,


The high granite corner.


(‘I wandered lonely as a cloud …’ Oh where? What then?)


I could go up by the sheep track


Now the scholars are in their pen


And Scallop and Mayflower are taking the flood


And the woman of Fea


Is pinning her washing to the wind.


I could wait for the flutter of the lark coming down.
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The school bell! Oh, my heart’s


Pounding louder than any bell.


A quarter of a mile to run.


My bare feet


Have broken three daffodils in the field.


Heart thunderings, last tremor of the bell


And the lark wing-folded.


‘Late again, Master Thomas Corston of Glebe farm.


Enter, sir. With the greatest interest


We all await your explanation


Of a third morning’s dereliction.’







A Boy in a Snow Shower




Said the first snowflake


No, I’m not a shilling,


I go quicker than a white butterfly in summer.


Said the second snowflake


Be patient, boy.


Seize me, I’m a drop of water on the end of your finger.


The third snowflake said,


A star?


No, I’ve drifted down out of that big blue-black cloud.


And the fourth snowflake,


Ah good, the road


Is hard as flint, it tolls like iron under your boots.


And the fifth snowflake,


Go inside, boy,


Fetch your scarf, a bonnet, the sledge.


The sixth snowflake sang,


I’m a city of sixes,


Crystal hexagons, a hushed sextet.


And the trillionth snowflake,


All ends with me –


I and my brother Fire, we end all.







Maeshowe: Midwinter




Equinox to Hallowmas, darkness


falls like the leaves. The


tree of the sun is stark.
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