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Winter Birds









I have frequently seen, with my own eyes, more than a thousand of these small birds hanging down on the sea-shore from one piece of timber, enclosed in their shells and already formed.


Giraldus Cambrensis, Topographia Hiberniae







From the cliffs of Northern Greenland


the black-breasted geese come down


to graze on the wind-bitten sedges of Inis Cé.


They land in October, exhausted,


bringing with them their almost-grown young.







No one on these shores could ever find their nests,


so in early times it was concluded


that they had hatched from the pupa-shaped goose barnacle –


as fish, they were eaten on Fridays.







In April they gather now, restless, broody,


fatted on the scant grasses of a continent’s margin,


ready to leave for breeding grounds in Greenland’s tundra.







Watching that nervous strut and clamour –


a tuning orchestra raucous before the signal


to rise on the wind


in a harmony


old as hunger –


the name grips somewhere else,


my father’s talk of ‘winter-birds’ in his class


in South Donegal,


the name his schoolmaster had given


to big boys and girls


who sat in the back seats,


back from the Lagan,


bound soon for Scotland,


already seasoned,


their migratory patterns set.






























Carrying the Songs


for Tríona and Mairéad Ní Dhomhnaill







Those in power write the history, those who suffer write the songs



Frank Harte









It was always those with little else to carry


who carried the songs


to Babylon,


to the Mississippi –


some of these last possessed less than nothing


did not own their own bodies


yet, three centuries later,


deep rhythms from Africa,


stowed in their hearts, their bones,


carry the world’s songs.







For those who left my county,


girls from Downings and the Rosses


who followed herring boats north to Shetland


gutting the sea’s silver as they went


or boys from Ranafast who took the Derry boat,


who slept over a rope in a bothy,


songs were their souls’ currency


the pure metal of their hearts,







to be exchanged for other gold,


other songs which rang out true and bright


when flung down


upon the deal boards of their days.






























Timbre









A word does not head out alone.


It is carried about the way something essential,


a blade, say, or a bowl,


is brought from here to there when there is work to be done.


Sometimes, after a long journey,


it is pressed into a different service.







A tree keeps its record


of the temper of years


well hidden.







After the timber has been sawn


rough rings release the song of the place –


droughts, good summers, long frosts –


the way pain and joy unlock in a voice.






























Our Words









Our words are cart-ruts


back into our guttural histories;


they are rabbit-tracks, printed


into the morning snow on a headland;


they are otter runs,


urgent between fresh and salt water;


they are dunlin tracks at the tide’s edge.


They will be erased by the next wave


but, in the meantime, they assure us


that we are not alone


and that we are heirs to all the treasure


which words have ever netted.







Abetted by trade winds, they cross channels, oceans.


Seeds in the mud of a soldier’s boot, they come ashore,


part, at first, of an arrogant, hobnailed scrape,


language of the rough-tongued geurrier.







But time does forgive them,


almost forgives them conquest –


Hard slangs of the market-place


are ground down to pillow-talk


and, as the language of conquest


grows cold in statute books,


elsewhere, its words are subsumed


into the grammars of the conquered







I be, you be, he bees.







The new words are golden, glamorous.


Grown old, they are dark pennies,


old friends to oxtercog us home.







And although so many


will be wiped out by the next wave,


we will never run short


because a mill on the ocean floor grinds them out,


keeping the tongue salt.






























First Poetry


for Henry and Deirdre Comerford









These were, perhaps, the original poetry


swallows, terns, or grey-lag geese,


returning, unnoticed at first,


over the sea’s rim,


or through the same dip in the hills,


in tune with the lift and fall of the seasons,


returning from nowhere,


or from an unknown terrain


which must consequently exist –







          the warm countries,


          the frozen regions,


          the isles of the blest,


          Indies of the mind.







They needed, for no obvious reason, two worlds


in which to feed and breed,


so they needed a capacity for sustained flight,


a fine orientation,


an ability to sleep on the wing


an instinct for form and its rhythms


as each took its turn to cut the wind.







As they flocked or spelled their way high over April


they needed hunger, and faith


and vital grace.
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