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‘Landscape is my religion,’ said Norman MacCaig. Landscape and, as he might have added, the natural world. I should acknowledge the importance of his verse for some parts of this book. Since my distant youth I have drunk from his poems and his places, those of the city of Edinburgh and those of his Edenic Assynt in the Western Highlands of Scotland.
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From left to right, Andrew O’Hagan, Karl Miller and Seamus Heaney on the Aran Islands.





FOREWORD THE EXCURSIONS


‘You’d better take an interest in the earth and the air, for your own poor body will go there some day.’ That was the sort of wisdom that used to come with free school milk in the average Scottish primary school. I remember the blizzard around the classroom the day Mrs Wallace said it to me, a snow-scene dense enough to make the end of James Joyce’s ‘The Dead’ appear like a moment’s inclemency. The poet Hugh MacDiarmid had a feeling for the freezing lives of sheep, and he resurrected, or to some extent invented, the words that would capture the rude nature of the Scottish snowstorm, calling it the ‘yowdendrift’, when snow is blown across the fields at speed, or the ‘yow-trummle’, the ewe-tremble, when the shorn animals are seen to shiver and quake as the snow falls and they catch their death.


Two decades ago, when I came down from a suburban version of those pastures to work at the London Review of Books, the editor Karl Miller gave voice to a certain Scottish distrust of hopefulness when it came to matters of life and death and nature and deadlines. What Clive James called ‘Karl’s comic engine’ was often chugging away, and I, for one, believed there was a puff of the auld schoolroom in the way he made his editorial way. From the start, there had always been versions of pastoral in his sense of what connected the voices of literature to the shape of the land, and even the urban writers he likes – Kingsley Amis, for instance – were filled with a sense of hinterland, or winterland, of childhood places and beginnings, the wellsprings of a psychology, a language, or a style. Many a powerful writer, in Karl’s estimation, could reveal a country source, a little Scotland or Ireland or Wales, running from a high and forgotten place into the urban reservoir of their talent. Everyone was a little like Charles Foster Kane, who could speak of ‘Rosebud’, a key friend from the long lost winters of memory.


MacDiarmid was crucial, and so was Seamus Heaney. The two names came together in the office one day when the paper was being put to bed. Karl is the only editor I’ve ever known who edited the poems as if they were prose. It wasn’t beyond him to suggest the removal of lines or the scrapping of stanzas – to say nothing, on a good day, of the scrapping of an entire poem – and this day he was reading, with his nose about two inches from the page, a galley of Seamus’s poem in tribute to Hugh MacDiarmid, ‘An Invocation’, which was due to appear in a forthcoming number. He asked me if I could see my way clear to getting Professor Heaney on the phone. (Seamus was then teaching at Harvard.) I could only hear one side of the conversation, but it pretty much went like this:


‘Seamus, I’m very grateful to you for giving us the advantage of having your excellent poem in aid of my auld acquaintance Hugh MacDiarmid in the paper. We weren’t the best of friends or anything but he was certainly very good as a poet and so on, don’t you think? Yes. Well, listen, my dear. The problem is this. We’re delighted with the poem but there’s a mistake in it.’


(‘A mistake?’ I imagined Seamus saying. ‘We can’t have mistakes in the London Review of Books.’)


‘Well,’ said Karl, ‘it seems like a mistake to me. The thing is you have this thing about MacDiarmid’s “chattering genius”.’


(‘Yes?’)


‘Yes. That’s wrong. I’m from Scotland myself, Seamus. [They’d been friends for thirty years.] I’m from Scotland. You once said sheep chatter. And I can tell you Scottish sheep don’t chatter – they blether. Surely you mean MacDiarmid’s “blethering genius”?’


Amendments were duly made and the friendship continued, and continued to broaden, I would say, over the landscape that lies between Ireland and Scotland and London, where both men did their publishing work. Friendship may be a bulwark against the passing of time, but it may also be a vessel on which to journey over the years, and they took on other passengers along the way, of which I was one. I suppose it could be said, without controversy, that we each had an interest in the grounds of literature and in the ground itself. Since the years when first I got to know these men, the landscape of these islands has been transformed, and yet it has, like a respectable ghost, somehow nobly survived the transformation. A few years before we set out on these rural rides – journeys which come into this book of essays, and proffer a view of country matters – I had reported from the farms then witnessing a holocaust in their own midst. Farmers in the Lake District were killing their sheep and burying them in Wordsworth’s hallowed sods for want of the fuel-money to take them to market. And the foot-and-mouth epidemic was wiping out herds bred over centuries in Wales. Small farmers, whelped on Common Market subsidies and John Constable idylls, were now being priced out of existence by conglomerate agri-business and Tesco’s. This all happened to the country as Karl was homing in on these essays and testing the pulse of the rural ethos. In time, the three of us – Karl, Seamus and I – decided to go out there and see what we could see. I believe it became a journey of minds, excursions into the past of literature as well as into the present-day of friendship, and you might say we tripped on discoveries without quite knowing we were looking for anything. The literary jaunt is a habit that may have gone out of style, but we went on these trips as a way of spending time in company with people who shared our quieter interests, no more, no less. We all live in cities, yet we dived into rurality – in advance of this book, in advance of a novel of mine featuring talking animals, and in advance, by and by, of Seamus’s volume of poems, Human Chain, a book that might show a return to his own rural backlands – and what I believe we found on these trips were new beginnings, fresh shoots, as well as a veritable cairn of endings. To my mind our journeys were filled with endings, along with the perhaps concluding notion that nature may be larger than memory. The hills of the Scottish Borders seemed to say so, as did the trees around Abergavenny and the stones of the Aran Islands.


Scotland


It was about seven in the morning when we set out. Karl Miller opened his door in Chelsea and I stepped inside the house and immediately we started talking about the drive. ‘There’s no need to look so fresh-faced,’ he said. ‘Anybody would think you were actually happy at the prospect of 500 miles at the wheel. Eh?’


‘I’m not sad about it.’


‘Yes. Well. Not being sad is one of your habits. Don’t think I haven’t noticed it before now.’ It was July and he was wearing a seersucker jacket, a rather punctured jumper, blue trousers that stopped short of his sneakers, a Panama hat, and he was holding on to a cane. ‘I apologise for the delinquent Edwardian look,’ he said. ‘I can’t help it.’


We stopped at a service station near Lichfield and Karl demanded two cakes. ‘Let’s see which of us can make Seamus say something bad about somebody,’ said Karl, with his best comic grin. ‘The winner gets a prize.’ We went to the loo and Karl situated himself at the farthest-away urinal. We met up at the hand-drying machine and when I looked up at him he was wearing a very rueful smile and peering over his glasses. ‘It’s a well-known fact that these driers don’t work,’ he said. ‘In the history of the world, nobody has ever got dry hands from one of these hand-drying machines.’


Driving north through England, you have a great sense of real experience fighting against heritage. There are brown signs directing you off the road to crucial destinations, but, in Cumberland for instance, the land is the great, immoveable feast, and the clouds were scudding over the top. ‘People get hot and bothered about Wordsworth,’ said Karl, ‘but didn’t he turn out to be a Tory minister in favour of nuclear bombs and stomping the poor?’ A while later, we saw a sign for Ecclefechan. I knew it was where Thomas Carlyle was born and Karl thought the town might offer the chance of a sandwich. We slipped off the motorway and inched through the ordered trees to the town, which seemed like it had been put to sleep some time ago. Clothes were flapping on the washing lines, but nobody was around and the only sound was of the distant motorway. Birds were resting on the cottage roofs. The sky was totally blue and we stopped the car beside the town’s monument to the sage of Chelsea. ‘There he is,’ said Karl. ‘Thomas Carlyle. High and mighty in his coat of verdigris.’


Ecclefechan used to be a bright country town. Nowadays it has no sandwiches and if it has hotels, they were hiding from us. ‘No wonder Carlyle lit out for Carlyle Square in London, or whatever it was called,’ said Karl, looking out. ‘A bit sad.’ It had that special Scottish ennui that can take over in the afternoon – the slow sense that life must be elsewhere – but we got back on the motorway and headed further and further north.


Then to Ayrshire. We got to Montgreenan House Hotel in Kilwinning around five o’clock, to await Seamus’s arrival. It filled me with a great unexpected pleasure to be there, to see Karl – so much of London to me – amongst the back roads of my own childhood county. I was tired from the drive though and went up to my room immediately, where I fell asleep and began to dream about Thomas Hardy. I woke with Heaney knocking at the bedroom door. He was great in a brown tweed suit, his face lighting the hall with expected mirth. ‘That’s some driving you’ve done,’ he said. ‘There’s a dram in it for you and we’ll be downstairs.’


Karl always imagines, in the Edinburgh style, that a beer means a half pint, but Seamus is a proper drinker and you see pints when he’s around. We took our drinks into the garden at the front and I showed Seamus the gap in the trees and the beauty of Ailsa Craig, the rock that stands between Ireland and Scotland. ‘When Keats walked this coast he felt it followed him,’ I said. ‘There’s a wee sonnet of his, written in 1819.’


Hearken, thou craggy ocean-pyramid!


Give answer from thy voice, the sea-fowls’ screams!


When were thy shoulders mantled in huge streams?


When, from the sun, was thy broad forehead hid?


Robert Burns was lit on a number of times. Karl, since he first began publishing Seamus in the New Statesman in the 1960s, always felt there was a clear affinity between Burns and Heaney. They were both the sons of farmers and they both took up the pen, allowing nature herself to oxygenate the mind and inflect the morals. Seamus was keeping his counsel on that, but he’d always loved Burns, too, and appreciated the way the Ayrshire poet had brought the force of country wisdom to the modern mind. Burns’s ‘birl and rhythm’, as Seamus put it in a poem to the ploughman, ‘was in my ear’ from the start. It was a rhythm in which human invention is married to seasonal habits. Burns knew the mosses, waters, slaps and styles of his own country places, and we had them very much in mind as well as in view during the days of that trip to Scotland.


At Auld Alloway Kirk the rain was off for a minute and the ruined church showed a tree growing in the nave. Even in Burns’s day it was ruined. The lichens were orange that month, and their profusion gave many of the graves an orange tint. ‘Look,’ said Karl, ‘the hellish glow from the coven in “Tam o’ Shanter” has seared the gravestones.’ Seamus bent down at one of the stones near the gate, the one where Burns’s father is buried. Karl was further back, examining the hieroglyphs. ‘Is this Adam hiding his nakedness?’ asked Karl.


‘No,’ said Seamus. ‘I think he’s exposing it.’


‘But didn’t he eat the apple and become ashamed?’ said Karl.


We were all thinking of the first garden, of Eden, the scene of the crime and the place of banishment. Maybe that’s where all pastoral investigations must begin: with a tree that represents the knowledge of good and evil, and with human ambition. The trees in Alloway suddenly seemed heavy with rain. Seamus was busy still with the father’s grave when Karl came up behind him. They studied a quote from Addison. Part of the enjoyment was watching how stimulating the country setting was to my friends. They stood among these graves and gave life to new associations. Another day, another year, Seamus would think of the Aeneid, the journey in some of its books to the hallowed place. But in that Ayrshire graveyard they thought of local poets. Karl spoke of James Hogg and Wordsworth and what the land might give to a writer who looks to the earth to speak.


At Burns’s birthplace now they have something called the Tam o’ Shanter Experience. It is a performance space, a café, a shop, and a place for exhibitions, the kind of venue friendly to schoolchildren and bus runs. We stood outside and Karl smiled at Seamus and sort of winked, turning his attention to Seamus’s woollen suit.


Miller: ‘Is that an Irish suit?’


Heaney: ‘It’s like that. I can’t be seen without my Confirmation suit.’


Miller: ‘Soon there’ll be the Seamus Heaney Experience.’


Heaney: ‘That’s right. It’ll be a few churns and a confessional box.’


I asked Seamus how the country folk around where he grew up in County Derry reacted to him being awarded the Nobel Prize. ‘Ignored it for the most part, I’m sure,’ he said. ‘But after the Stockholm Intervention, a certain Jackie Graham of the local grocery shop in Bellaghy wanted to open a Heaney Museum – “It’ll be good for you and good for us,” he said.’ Seamus didn’t stand in his way and made sure some manuscripts and posters were put into the fellow’s hands. It made me think of another Burnsian model: writers who are famous and lionised in the city are more likely to be found notorious in the country.


Curving down through the basin of the Doon Valley, we drove into the Scottish Borders. I was still thinking about city clamour versus the rural idyll. Was the genuine sound of Celtic poetry always to be found in the glen? A central voice in Karl’s essays has always been James Hogg, ‘the Ettrick Shepherd’. Hogg was an event in literary Edinburgh, a star of Blackwood’s Magazine and an impersonator of literary types. But his reputation relied on his persona as a plaid-wearing sheep-wrangler at one with the pulse of country concerns. Scottish literature offers a perfect example of rustic genius in Hogg, and Karl has written about him in the past with a fierce and beautiful instinct for seeing the pressures, and the manners, that ambition might set upon the rustic imagination.


By Cappercleuch we turned and saw St Mary’s Loch, a beautiful, flat mirror beneath the brown and green of the hills. This is where you find Tibbie Shiel’s Inn, thus described by the famous Christopher North (the pseudonym of John Wilson) in the Noctes Ambrosianae: ‘A wren’s nest round and theekit moss – sae is Tibbie’s; a wren’s nest has a wee bit canny hole in the side o’t for the birdies to hap in and out … a cosy bield this o’ Tibbie’s.’ Before we hap into Tibbie’s – a bield that turned out to be less cosy than in former days – we might pause over the mention of the Noctes. This series of imaginary colloquies appeared in Blackwood’s between the years 1822 and 1835, and they represent, in a way that might be called germane to the pleasure of the volume you are holding in your hands now, a new negotiation between city habits and rural wisdom – between the literati and the rustic folk – that was to find fair play in literature. The colloquies derive their name from Ambrose’s Tavern, where our characters would appear and disappear in the dark hours, a hotel which stood at the east end of Princes Street, in a place which – as Walter Scott’s biographer Lockhart remarked – had only recently stopped being ‘considered as the country by the people of Edinburgh’. The negotiation with rustic elements was seen to be an eternal as well as an entertaining problem. But let it be remembered, as your three modern travellers approach the door of Tibbie Shiel’s, that this was the place where such hot argument found its comfort zone, among the ancient yew and sycamore. The Blackwood’s boys would come here to liquefy their rhetoric among the hills and by the lochs, and they often appeared, as dramatis personae, and in disguise, in the magazine pieces. Among these men, on their ambrosial nights, there was a perfect, ongoing performance of the pastoral metamorphoses that was known to Shakespeare and which might in itself comprise the mossy fundament of literature. (It’s the greatest theme in Scottish literature, next to doubles, a previous subject of Karl Miller’s.) It is not national glory that haunts Scotland, but the myth of the verdant childhood, the trauma of Eden Abandoned. The literary symbols of Scotland are thereby Robert Burns, a ploughman poet, and Peter Pan – again, the name will give the clue – a boy from an eternal garden who never grows up. The characters who gathered in Blackwood’s Magazine found such questions to be thrilling. ‘Although founded to some extent on the actual, they are in the highest degree idealised,’ wrote the editor Ferrier when the Noctes were collected in book form. ‘James Hogg in the flesh was but a faint adumbration of the inspired Shepherd.’ We see the rustic man clear and prompt in the city journal, ready and able to represent a notion of universal humanity. It is a theme of Karl Miller’s writing, how the city has always shown a tendency to borrow a notion of human essences from the country, and we now follow at Miller’s back, in 2006, as he enters out of the ‘forest charms’ once described by James Hogg into the modern snuggery of Tibbie Shiel’s. There were evening echoes of previous discussions, the lint of long-ago jeux d’esprit floating in the air by an open fire.


Another night, another trio. We entered from a smirr of rain, snoking for supper. It turns out supper was something that happened in the glen before 6.30 p.m. A lady in a white lab coat emerged to remind us of the fact. The phrase, ‘You’ll have hud yer tea, then?’ is not unknown in Scotland’s eastern quarter. I didn’t hear it much as a child, being from the other coast, but I knew of it and have always thought it a strange anomaly: the bad-tempered reverse of the nation’s inborn hospitality. Karl is better than Seamus at handling difficult customers, though the Professor, as much as your own correspondent, was amused to see the Bard wearing an aspect altogether more stern, not to say furious, than his customary smile and glint. With a huff and a puff, a round of fish was offered. We drank Talisker – the Skye malt, favourite of Robert Louis Stevenson – and tore the strips off some small sachets of tartare sauce whilst we heard how annoying it was to see Czech incumbents at the local church. Seamus has small tolerance for intolerance, so he drank his whisky, rolled his eyes, and went to bed. We were all soon enough in our own rooms, and I looked at the moon on the Loch. I’d borrowed from Karl a manuscript version of his essay on Burns, and the day ended for me with these words, a bleeze from the minds in the house. ‘Over the sea, in Northern Ireland, Ayrshire’s neighbour, Burns’s verse was seized upon from the first, and no poet in English or Scots is closer to Burns than Seamus Heaney, who has written about him with exceptional insight. Each is of the soil and of the country. Heaney’s early poem about his father digging directs a homage that can also be caught in the solemn music of “A Cottar’s Saturday Night”. With no wish to atavise the two and freeze them at the spade or plough, it might be said that the vitality of one attests to the vitality of the other, each trenching upon a pre-industrial common ground.’


Mid-morning the next day we were standing beside the grave of James Hogg at Ettrick Kirk. The rain was heavier now, and the only sound was of daws cawing on the trees, and a single blackbird came with its orange beak to sit on a gravestone two rows over and watch us. It was one of those memorial yards where everything seems watchful – the trees, the church, but even the stones themselves, whose chiselled words look for God in all of this, and which seem anxious, like all epitaphs, for eternity.


Heaney: ‘I don’t know what the protocol is – to visit the jacks inside the church or go outside. Outside, I think.’


Miller: ‘Watch out. There’s police in these parts that go in search of pee-takers and revolutionaries.’


Hogg’s grave was lavishly carved and had a harp at the centre of all the words and recommendations.


Miller: ‘That was his seal, that harp. It’s remarkably ostentatious, isn’t it?’


Heaney: ‘Aye. And there’s a Grieve over there, forby.’


I asked why Hugh MacDiarmid had been so keen to be a Hugh not a Christopher, and a MacDiarmid not a Grieve.


Miller: ‘It was Edwin Muir’s great joke about MacDiarmid’s acolytes. “Men of sorrow and acquainted with Grieve”.’


Lichen covered the wet stone. We went inside the church and signed the book. The place seemed recently abandoned. A bible was open on an oak table and dead flowers stood next to the baptismal font. A group of drawings were pinned to a board. Seamus looked at them. ‘I thought they were meant not to have any images in these places,’ he said. ‘Just the landlord.’ He looked at the bust of Francis Lord Napier of Ettrick before he examined the pulpit.


Heaney: ‘It’s high up. The first church I went to in Bellaghy was just a pulpit sticking out of a wall.’


Miller: ‘It is high up. Halfway up to heaven.’


Seamus climbed up to the pulpit. ‘My God,’ he said. ‘Why hast thou forsaken me?’ The trees seemed to have something to say at the window. The countryside was pressing again on the universal. Someone’s spectacles sat on a book called Mission Praise. The carpet was claret-coloured and you wondered why it always needed to be so cold in the house of the Lord. From the top, Seamus quoted Thomas Hardy – ‘The Darkling Thrush, 31 December 1900.’ He spoke of a visit he and Marie made to Stinsford Churchyard at Hogmanay in the year 2000. ‘The new millennium,’ I said.


Miller: ‘The poem’s first title was “The Century’s End”.’


Heaney: ‘Aye. We went to pay tribute.’


Outside the church you could still hear the talk of the jack-daws. You could wonder what gravestones and churches were for, except their presence seemed to bring something good to the glen, to this cup of land between the imposing hills.


‘It’s so quiet in here,’ I said. And the poet’s voice rose up and seemed to recuse the beams from their own dampness. Hardy’s lines had found a warming Irish demeanour.


The land’s sharp features seemed to be


The Century’s corpse outleant,
 

His crypt the cloudy canopy,


The wind his death-lament.


The ancient pulse of germ and birth


Was shrunken hard and dry,


And every spirit upon earth


Seemed fervourless as I.


‘That’s a warm voice, Seamus,’ I said.


‘Well, the long day wanes, as the master said.’


We were only just beginning with burial sites. Graves and their words, stones and their epitaphs, lie everywhere in our experience of the Celtic countryside. A graveyard is a park. In the city it is often a bucolic haven between the buildings, a place of rest and flowers and pastoral shrines. During our trips, we often found ourselves gravitating towards them, these pastoral corners, these memorials, as if they could not only partner our thinking about the writing past, but make a counterpoint to the liveliness that underscores friendship. So long as you’re looking at a grave, you’re on the right side of vitality.


Cairnpapple Hill is the only spot in Scotland I’ve ever been to where you can experience the country’s girth, seeing the two coasts at once. The summit of Goat Fell on the isle of Arran can be seen in the west, and the Bell Rock, smack in the Firth of Forth, is clear on the other side, down to the east. Walking up to the burial mound, Karl and I were approached by a herd of cattle. ‘Good, good,’ said Seamus, coming up and flicking them away. ‘A square-go in Arcadia.’ The prehistoric henge, with its later, Bronze Age cairn, speaks of burial rituals as old as the first links in the human chain. We all thought about the dead up here – there was a whistle yet on the wind from Alloway, piping of auld acquaintance – and watching Seamus among the ancient stones one couldn’t help but think again of bogs and murders:


imagining our slow triumph


towards the mounds.


Quiet as a serpent


in its grassy boulevard,


the procession drags its tail


out of the Gap of the North


as its head already enters


the megalithic doorway.


When Seamus went digging, all those years ago, in poems written before I was born, he was bound to find something of himself and maybe of his country, too, but I considered the matter afresh as we stood in the wind on Cairnpapple Hill. He was always likely to find the Grauballe Man, the muddy end of life. We are all in the end part of the earth, writers and farmers both, handling it, tilling it, being imbued by it, and one day covered.


Ireland


We were on the ferry from Holyhead. The day was grey and damp, with mist banking over the sea. As we sat in the cafeteria, Karl kept looking out the window. He said he was trying to work out where the coast was. He looked at me and showed an expression I’m not sure he’s aware of having, a broad grin that often signals a joke. ‘When your ancestors came over on raping missions,’ he said. ‘Rowing their punts. They must’ve had trouble knowing where to find the barefooted maidens.’


O’Hagan: ‘Yes. The ancestors. In their punts. They would’ve had strict instructions to look for plumes of smoke.’


Miller: ‘But it’s hardly the world-centre of vivacity – Holyhead, I mean.’


O’Hagan: ‘There’s a small amount of smoke, though.’


Miller: ‘That’s right. As we were driving in I saw a young man standing against a chip shop smoking a cigarette. He didn’t look as if he was getting the absolute most from life.’


Jonathan Swift wrote his poem ‘Holyhead’ in 1727. It has fire and resentment, and a well-turned heel:


Lo here I sit at Holyhead


With muddy ale and mouldy bread:


All Christian victuals stink of fish,


I’m where my enemies would wish …


… With rage impatient makes me wait


A passage to the land I hate.


Else, rather on this bleaky shore


Where loudest winds incessant roar,


Where neither herb nor tree will thrive,


Where nature hardly seems alive,


I’d go in freedom to my grave,


Than rule yon isle and be a Slave.


The boat we were on was called Swift, after the great man. It must be said that any jokes you might make about a place – country places or otherwise – have to seem tame next to Swift’s excellent savagery.


When Karl opens his diary next morning to check something, he shows me the place where he keeps a list of his illnesses, headed ‘Woes’. We went to the National Library to see an exhibition on W. B. Yeats and had the odd experience of Seamus talking between us as well as on a screen that was cocooned in a booth. On the way to the National Gallery we walked under the fading sign high on a gable-end for Finn’s Hotel, where Nora Barnacle was working when Joyce first met her. There was a nice wind brewing and Seamus was struggling against it. He said: ‘My father used to say to us in the morning, “Get up and get the stink blown off ye.”’ In the National Gallery we looked at some Jack Yeats paintings and then went to the shop, where I pointed to a line of postcards featuring Seamus. He tutted. I took one down, a portrait painted by Edward McGuire in 1974. It showed a rather sullen, tousle-haired graduate of the bog. Karl immediately plucked a postcard from the display and presented it to our faces. ‘Look,’ he said. ‘They have one of me, too.’ It was a portrait of a terrifically wizen-faced old woman wearing a purple head-scarf. Title: ‘The Fisherman’s Mother’.


As we planned our trip to the Aran Islands, Karl ruminated on previous journeys made there by earnest individuals keen on the rustic life. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘They used to go up to those shoeless natives standing apart from their clay biggins and the visitors would say: “Hello, I went to Oxford and Cambridge you know, and I would thank you for a flagon of your finest poteen.”’


We began the drive west. Trying to negotiate the roads around Dublin, Seamus says, as if unconsciously, ‘Everything’s changed, changed utterly.’


Heaney [to Karl]: ‘Do you remember your old friend Norman MacCaig’s statement about MacDiarmid? He said something he said was “excessive, but not enough”.’


As the fields roll by, Karl gets to talking about our target, Yeats, and Yeats’s world. He says that Conor Cruise O’Brien once heard some Irish men in a country pub saying that Yeats wrote a lot of ‘queer rambling stuff’.


Heaney: ‘Well, there’s a lot of that. But Yeats is a resource: nationalists can go to him and so can the revisionists and of course there are those who will say he and Lady Gregory co-opted the Gaelic tradition, but they also enlarged that.’


I asked if there wasn’t this basic, time-worn sense of the land itself being the first and last resource. A romantic notion, or a primitive one, of the clay being everything.


Miller: ‘Yes. Well, you might say it’s behind the best of everything written hereabouts, and thereabouts, if you’re talking about Scotland, or in Wales.’


Heaney: ‘It’s a point of view.’


O’Hagan [to Seamus]: ‘Did you know Patrick Kavanagh?’
 

Heaney: ‘I only spent one afternoon with him and I felt lucky to get out alive. I remember I asked him if he liked Thomas Hardy’s poems and of course he took that to be a kind of insult, as if I was asking a country poet if he liked a country poet. He said to me, “Pope is a good poet!” And that just seemed to answer all the issues. But he tried the same thing on John McGahern. John told me about it and indeed he used it in a short story of his. He was in a pub with Kavanagh and Kavanagh told him to go next door and buy him a packet of fags and John decided this was a challenge and that he wouldn’t go. He was something else, Kavanagh. All well known. He was always touching people for money. He once borrowed ten shillings off another writer. “Don’t say anything,” he said. “I don’t want my wife knowing I’m in the 10 shilling class.”’


Miller: ‘Yes, Kavanagh is reported to have said that he wasn’t an intellectual or anything, but that it was great to have a poet like Auden, with his “well-stocked mind”, with his Freudianism and otherisms. All junk of course, he said, but it does to make a blaze.’


We passed by Offaly and Seamus asked me if I knew what a BIFFO was.


‘No.’


‘It means a Big Ignorant Fucker From Offaly.’


Later we drove by the asylum in Ballinasloe.


Miller: ‘Is it a major Irish asylum?’


Heaney: ‘It would be, yes.’


I was looking out at the landscape as we drove beyond the Irish midlands. If you come from a Protestant country, where the hedges are trimmed and evened-up to within an inch of their lives, the mad tangle of Irish hedges is striking. I imagine Scotland’s hedges speak of order and repression, of a land heavily demarcated, parsed, and owned, but in Ireland a certain bucolic anarchy exists, as if the land bears its own sense of history and violence. Apart from the chocolate box wilderness of the Highlands, the countryside of Scotland wears a rather tamed look, but not Ireland, which presents itself as an entity that might again revolt against the people. The landscape appears to have a mind, a vengeful one, an Old Testament one, if you think of the potato famine.
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