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The Glacial Stairway







In the summer of 1956 John Stanley, the art master of Stockport Grammar School, led a group of boys, including myself, then aged 15, over a mountain pass in the Pyrenees, from Tarascon-sur-Ariège in France into Andorra, by a little used route which he had somehow discovered. The distance walked was about fifty kilometres horizontally and one kilometre vertically. The vertical part was done in one hard day-long slog near the beginning, to get over the pass known as Port de Siguet and into Andorra. It was the first time I had ever left Britain. In June 2004 we repeated as much of this walk as we could manage, given more difficult weather conditions with a lot of snow still lying on the upper slopes, and streams which had to be crossed badly swollen by meltwater. Partly by subterfuge, we did gain the upper slopes on the Andorran side and I was again descending the great valley through El Serrat, Llorts, Ordino, to Andorra la Vella, places well remembered but changed in the intervening 48 years in ways that echoed from the entire Western world.
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Part One




This is me 48 years ago, this is 48 of my years, the same valley


the same sky’s water crashing down the gully the same


striving uphill, taking the strain, bearing the weight.


48 years, something happened in the world, what was it?


Intentions conjoined and dispersed, soldiers died.







Then I was young and in company, now we tread the steep paths together,


two experiences conjoined. And we note as we did not then


the flowers all around and the valley full of the sound of falling water,


the closing hopes as the air opens before us. We form from this air


the names that stand behind us: birds, flowers, insects, villages,


everything we know, and the dead of seven wars.







To walk with thought in the very muscle, of answering, thought of


Un mundo mejor es posible, taking the strain of disappointment by the


[ thrush’s


peal of pain in the dark wood. From which we emerge into the open valley


and thought of a possible speech, one that must be true, and open, and must


do good, where good can be done, and where’s that? So rarely here.


Clear river shooting over stones, where is our power zone?










All of the present and all of the past, goodbye. Ahead of us


our strength is trailing away. My eyes hurt, and legs and back,


and the news places a sciatica across my frontal dream, a burning thing,


a mask. We look up to the conciling seeds, the invisible day stars


as the ground plunders our energy and the path vanishes into a stream. 







Vanish with it into 48 years, excavate the air for signs of hope.


There are such: the behaviour of a beetle, the communal will


when it is free to breathe. Grass, stones, help me will you – think!


What’s the answer, what are we going to do with the world?


We’re going to forget it. And it us.







Had I brain and courage, I would chuck all this poetry into the skip


wouldn’t you? If you thought you could actually do something to the good


that would last. Beauty may last, that stands in the space between


stone and hawk, sheer persistence on the painful routes,


where the land turns thought into its own substance, of rock,


of rhododendron bushes, of pouring water, of heart beats.


And the turning dance on each step, of modernity, the search


for inhabitable centres.







Guided by the mountain’s shadow, the rock planes, the lines


of the hibiscus leaf, sight breathes a defiant longing for peace at large


in the emblem of two linked arms, spray driven off waterfalls pencil thin


on the far slope as the leaves wave from side to side and the wounds


do the couple dance, sharing their blood. The defiance and the love


bleeding into each other, over a dark stone.





A neglected track over the mountains from Ariège to Andorra by Port de Siguer. Muleteers’ route, smugglers’ route, escape route for Cathars fleeing the Inquisition, and for Jews and Resistance during the Occupation. Merchant caravans, wide-ranging professional shepherds with flocks of thousands, seasonal labour from the French villages to the mines and forges at Llorts and Ordino, summer wood-gathering in the high Andorran valleys I have trodden these paths, special goods to and from the al-Andalus courts, manuscripts in astronomy and music, slaves, dancing girls bringing treatises of ecstasis to militarist citadels and kick-starting European poetry I have not trodden alone, bread daily in season from Tarascon and Siguer because of Andorra’s lack of cereals. Bread and Troubadors. Also a minor variant of the pilgrimage route to Compostella. All these high passes considered dangerous and only used late spring to early autumn and I have now trodden twice. 




Some place in these mountains made Baudelaire think we are innately


[ virtuous, at first.


‘…en parfaite paix avec moi-même et avec l’universe je crois même que,


dans ma parfaite béatitude et dans mon total oubli de tout le mal terrestre,


j’en étais venu à ne plus trouver si ridicules les journaux qui prétendent


que l’homme est né bon [hiatus] et un morceau de gâteau… suffit


pour engendrer une guerre.’ You could step into the hiatus and break your leg.







Far below us are cave systems where people have inscribed the meaning


of death many times over, how it gathers us up among our objects


into the dream funnel, the last focus, every hope and every gain


converging on the sides of the vault. That route is with us up here,


we feel it through the soles of our boots from far under, patience


and persistence, further and further from anywhere until


you meet the earth, and cast your being out from your hand


onto the wall, the closure, the surface, where it hovers and howls.







Stones and gravel underfoot to the bright music of streams


taking human weight on the turning heel. Who is this elderly gent


struggling up a Pyrenean valley, how many more years


has he got of draining strength not 48 for sure. Who are you?


And the bright water turns round the granite base as it will and it will.







Je suis le veilleur du Pont-au-Change, I am the watchman


of the stone bridge in the heart of the city I hear the enemy


creeping through the streets at night uttering the words of a binding


that I can’t untie an enclosure I can’t break. I am trying to cross


a swollen stream in the Pyrenees by leaping from clod to clod


wrapped in the surround, wrapped in privilege, daring to hope


for victims of power by trust in human resource under limitation


tears flying over the stream, curses mobilised into the sky Je suis


le veilleur du Point de Jour.







Water banks above glacial step. Fear and sorrow, creeping


towards the death void, the death ignorance. Loneliness, failure,


inadequacy. The world destroying all the work we’ve done.


The music stilled, the music wrecked, the company dispersed.


Ibn Arabi turns his back and heads for Anatolia.


Alienation from reality, disappointment, voicelessness:


unmediated, unmitigated, and largely unmeditated.


Considerable possibilities for expansion in this section.


Luchar contra lo imposible y vencer!










Overworked muscles, mounting the stairs determined beyond


any possible doubt. A good is possible. I am entitled to make elisions


between geological and moral structures. The good is where the bond serves,


between thee and me, wealth and labour, care and desire. Denying voices


in the wind, accusative hungers grasping at collective advantage.


Perhaps they are right, perhaps the world is a pit of gains.


Violets, anemones, and narcissi living in small enclaves. It’s terrible


what happens to people’s brains. Blame and hatred by category,


confirmation of own safety and progress by hurt and halt to other.


Water banks above glacial step to a curved lake


with floating reed beds, the mountains dip their feet in.







On up, tired, lacking sociality, forgetting how they sing together a common


melancholy, harmonies not easily replicated in modernity. Forgetting


how they warn against these heroic ventures. Fair knight setting


out to war, cowboy angel, what will you do so far from home? Bèth chivalièr


qui partitz tà la guèrra, T’on vatz enqüèra Tan luenhe d’ací? Non vedetz


[ pas que


la neuit ei pregonda, E que lo monde N’ei que chepic? don’t you know,


that the night is deep, and the world a load of pain. Thus they sing


in small bars far behind us. And in palaces of contradiction they construct


thrones of difference. But difference is only one of two things.


Pick the little leaf and whistle.







The water runs down the hillsides and strolls among stones and grass,


dropping into the stream. So easily down, like a market-led culture


down into nothing, nobody interested, nothing matters, let it all fall.


Uphill struggles are for the pre-defeated. That’s us, you and me,


we shall be eagles and crows.







Agents of war also trod this track, and their blind servants. Alpenroses


thick among pale scree and boulders, with their bloody flowers.


We used to live in a land but it was denied. We live


where the crow chokes and the world has gone wrong and betrayed us.


So shout at it: Sun! Sun! where are you? Come out and shine


on those who have nothing to eat. It’s your duty, it’s your job,


come and shine on the betrayed. Nesci nesci suli suli, ppe la luna


e ppe li stiddi, ppe le povari picciriddi ca non d’annu di mangiari


for the moon and the stars and the poor little ones with nothing to eat,


children of war, masses of anemones and valerian and stars concealed in light.










Which war? In 1943 they never got this far, they were stopped at Siguer


and shot against a wall (there is a plaque) Mamma, la luna come gura


e camina trapassa i monti lu mare e la marina And the moon turns


and travels over the sea and the mountains like a hawk


singing, I shan’t change, though the rock breaks and the earth changes I


shan’t. Though reduced to dust and clay and the brown leaf turns to


ash in my hand, I shan’t quit this body ti ‘vo e’ tton affino ‘utt’òrion soma.


And George W. Bush will not mould my soul nor uglify my poetry.
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At night the stars occupy their river, blazed along the skystrip,


stars pulsing like babies’ mouths in the night like something calling


and calling. What does it want? Desires and thoughts mate


in the darkness around us, shadows of the things we live by


moving among the dark bushes, creating new terms while


the beautiful replete stars throb over the grey mountains


and ceaseless streams, guarding our clear eyes, that see through


the darkness beyond the shapes of night to the world’s progress,


tomorrow’s necessary demand.







Sitting on yellow plastic outside the tent. A night creature coughs


and heaven marshals itself over the peaks, over and above their snow streaks.


Beyond the mountains the usurpers’ fingers reach to the edge


of the culture zone. On distant plains armies clash in the night,


and not a single one of them represents or in any way defends,


the human reality. On this we sleep, amid a continuous crashing.







And in the morning on and up, the final stretch


to the summit, Port de Siguer, a slight dip in a high ridge.


The planet turning, water spilling on stone, the earth


‘suspended in its canticle’, gathering a circuitry of light around the victims,


exalting the humble which is a thought, to stuff in the rucksack,


a thought to carry up the mountain packed between the toothbrush


and the tablets. On the paths of love and war the poor heart hesitates,


beating double, begging the earth to relent. And the prince of all my pals


is the goodwilled citizen who doesn’t count.










Steady work, like carrying a child on your back in a sling, coming up


to another glacial step, a mass of pale stone blocking the valley.


There are ways up it, and streams coming down it. Age carries youth.


The child remembers: Look, father, this was where we camped in 1956!


Above the third step, grassy humps on the edge of a mountain lake.


Where is that goodness we were seeking? Is it in the height and the labour,


does it trickle out and back down to the town, is it like a clear water arriving


in people’s homes? Or is it more like a living creature and if you


raise your thumb on the long road will it give you a lift? Is it an agreement?


not to take advantage of poverty, and not to jump the death queue.


We’ll stop here for a while and refresh ourselves for the final strike,


it’s beautiful here, a fine place to be, good. Youth carries age.







No one has ever lived here. The lake fills the valley floor,


early morning darkness lies under the eastern flanks, first sunlight


picks out raised knolls and brightens all the western slope,


that the water comes to touch. It looks as if there is no possible way


but a narrow path skirts the water’s edge and will take us over rock piles


and scree slopes along the side, round the corner, out at the feeder.


Often it seems there is no possible way. Into the top valley. Every


defeated move is a step forward, a message passed on.







Up here the river divides into three or four and drapes itself across


the valley base, rattling on stones. From all sides


a constant rustling of water in motion, like thought


forming in the throat from an inner event conditioned by knowledge


and ‘riddled with the sensible’ and that could be a form of love


or the only form. The not-yet programmed voice, the clearing.







Up here the river divides and rattles through spaces. A sky of small clouds


moves over, a fresh wind comes down the valley in the morning.


The river to be crossed, three times, wading on the stones, the path mounting


the fellside towards the col and fading away among boulders. Stop and


[ look back.







This is Nowhere, where No Name lives, in all the weathers of altitude.


A private person intrudes here, awkwardly attempting


to dry socks on a boulder in the sun. Slipping and falling against a rock,


cutting a lip open. So bright so deep the red show, like the flowers


of the alpenrose bushes all over the hillside among the pale scree


and shattered rocks an announcement of vulnerability,


A wreath to wear, of common fate, you blood red roses.










Umbrella and walking stick, rucksack and tent. Bags under the eyes.


Muttering under breath, I can’t go on. Soaked ground between granite


[ boulders,


and snow banks ahead. Looks like time to stop. World, wherever you are,


it is time to stop. I know you won’t stop. Reaching a far point towards


[ the summit


beyond which you cannot go, like the far depths of an underground river


[ system,


a rock shelter, the pilgrim’s goal, a logical conclusion


at which the accusers walk out of the meeting, a show of result.


A small office in the suburbs, a seat in a quiet library. Stop there,


and think, and watch the forms of earth clenching into images,


forming a crust of language at the surface of experience, where virtue coheres,


the threshold, of death as of act. And eat Alpen bars and drink melted snow.







The violins of the wind praise our slowness in double stopping, our equality


of exhaustion, the flashing, equitable whiteness of our teeth


and the red rose within them. Fruit of slow growth.


‘I saw a man writing on his bones.’







48 years. It’s good when things don’t change too much. The world is a


[ false place.


There are other places. A mountain valley crammed with knowables, a


[ library of them,


descending back down towards the shops and factories out of sight.


Can we bear its knowledge on with us, can we work on the earth’s table?


The parts of the world are truer than the whole. There are other wholes,


and up above everything the dancing slippers shine silver


over the grey folds of earth. And one day to join that dance


at the incorruptible bound. Forwards and upwards to life in the crystal blocks!





 





Part Two




Descending now on south-facing slopes, the warmth drawing soil minerals


up into flower heads, that nod and flutter. Anemones, narcissus, a few


wild tulips mostly not out yet, yellow streaks on the ends of green stalks.


Desire in attendance to eyes, and up where it’s cooler, gentians,


blue gentians in the grass of ridges. Let me guide myself with


the blue, forked torch of this flower down the darker and darker stairs


towards Persephone’s throne, who is but a voice and a darkness invisible.


And the small dog-violet in its vast home enters into no competition,


barks at no one, its democracy is pluralist. Nodding in the breeze


it grows like words out of lumps of sensibility, signalling consent.


Couldn’t we stay up here, in the precise economy of need,


do we have to go down there into all that wastage?







Wandering among the upper slopes song-struck, coming


to a refuge, a stone hut on a shelf, looking out over


shadowy masses from a flowery mead, a glacial step.


Wash hands, curved grass under the stream, lands we never claimed.


Inside the hut a smouldering fire, a first aid kit, a broken axe.







To know from the sweetness of the news Ab la dolchor del temps novel


as the grass shakes in the wind sitting on a rock outside the hut


listening to the streams and reckoning what we have:


la boch’ e-ls olhs e-l cor e-l sen – mouth, eyes, heart, mind.


A first aid kit, a broken axe, and a smouldering fire. Which is plenty.


For I shall not change, my wish is singular,


Ades es us e no-s muda is one and shall not change.


Walk downstairs and answer that voice in the night.







Nurse and feed this wish like a falcon which shall one day be set free


and fly over the currents of forward desire, and call to the comrades and


swoop down to the cut. Call this falcon ‘Learning’ be it no more than


a street-corner meeting after the bar’s closed – but in public, in the open,


not hiding behind language weaving threats. Say as things are,


open the hut door and set the bird free, that pecks the private self.


It is difficult for a man to save himself from cobwebs in the heart.


de tela al corc’om no-s pot defendre, and claims on the world.










Now the inverted flower shines among sharp cliffs and hills.


Still hanging round the 2300m contour, reluctant to descend,


passing by snow-bestrewn lake basins, looking up at cirques,


all the waste lurking behind the ridge. A fake country,


cut-price nation, feeding off the corruption of its neighbours,


entire towns of shopping malls, the high hills wrecked by ski resorts,


the valleys thick with apartment blocks that no one lives in,


tax evasion addresses for the rich, the poor suffering old rich


who worry themselves to death. A ‘fiscal paradise’ called Andorra.


Just out of sight of this heaven, pausing at snow, testing its crust, sitting


uncomfortably on tufts of wiry grass by the lake with cheese sandwiches,


icy blue water among black slopes. Noting a strange hirsute nodding flower


that hangs. Why is the lake called ‘Tristaina’?







If I were a hawk I’d sail over the mountains and the cities beyond


getting messages on the wind from outside my territory.


And I’d bear my tension across the air, balance on the gale


and swerve across the current and under to my base, my heart space,


under the world. Where the calm people drew pictures.







Water pours from the high lakes over shallow ledges


and trails down the valleys, accumulating substance from side streams.


Constantly balanced, it rattles the stones and excavates a route,


the shortest possible, through rocky landscapes unceasingly.


Linear arenas unfold, long troughs of grass and pale bedding planes


with a stone hut beside the stream, the door unlocked.


The water passes on and over the next step to flowery meadows


where horses graze, and small marshes spread


to the sides among trees. We are there, we agreed to fall.







Increased volume. Increased speed. No gain. Hold on to what we trust,


simple connections, result, truth, words we still use. Clear water in channels


falls down the valley, tumbling among trees to El Serrat,


which I misspelled in 1972 and has since been removed. I think I cope


better these days than I did then. Cosmic scope and epic trope


no longer trouble my sleep. They never meant anything


but power, but grabbing a space. The bottle is half full we share it.


The man behind the bar doesn’t know where he is. ‘Yes, I think


there used to be a village, they knocked it down to build the hotels.


I just work here in the season.’ It is something else, the failure.


It is not us. Nothing can stop the war merchants now.


Clear moving swiftly water sliding down.










Pouring down the valley between the magnetic mountains


and we fall alongside, easy walking, fate grant us to float


many years yet thus along the earth holding a future in our eyes.


In 1956 there were peasants working in the fields here


who looked up and waved at English schoolboys, the road


was earthen and a passing car shrouded us in dust. They won,


outright, the cars, the professionals, the dream merchants,


they tear through the world. We maintain a vocabulary and a future


glimpsed through cracks, globed in tears at the eye rim,


waiting to descend. We shall not revert writing back to writing.


Llorts (next place) looks like a village but isn’t, is all new,


and not for working people. Not indeed for anyone.


The higher professions take up the space and never use it.


Tax evasion draws an iron wall over the distances. We, what


are we among it but passing results of cheap oil?







If I were a hawk I’d rouse my red feathers and not be allured.


If I were a raven I’d sit on the roof of the new apartment block


and sing ‘koax koax’ to the empty rooms. If I were


a lammergeier I’d just hang around in the sky waiting for lunch


thinking ‘Do what you like with your beautiful mountains,


but try to fear only the fearful and spare a thought for the fallen.’


Then I’d swoop and tear.







Amors de terra lonhdana, long-distance love, brought us here


and sustains us through the toil, of long-distance walking, of


short-distance confrontation with modernity. Let us therefore


open a bottle of Spanish wine we deserve it. And let us open it


at the breeze-block restaurant of the campsite at Ansalonga


with roast rabbit and chips. There we are safe from our own accusations


and what we wish sleeps in an inner pocket. It is a little cold


but the ambience is nested. Can we go any further down than this?


Is it really possible to reach the capital, the biggest megastore of all,


the Tesco of Divine Wrath? The bottle smiles, we haven’t got far to go now.


The cook wishes us well and the river outside escorts us to our bags.







During the night bangs and a roaring, which mean differently here


from what they do in Lebanon, but we share a condition, of


having been betrayed. The small thin walls of a tent


protect us from whatever is outside. We survive the night, as some don’t,


and emerge into day. Sometimes you meet a bright person in a lowly job


like the woman running the camp office, who tells you exactly what goes on,


how this country has no society. ‘There’s nobody much here


but migrant workers and absent owners.’ An unreal structure, but


very expensive. Who pays for it? In the high hills yesterday


it was more than real it was the planet itself. It comprehended the city,


the forests of columns, the starred vaults under which true governance


improvises. Coffee at the breeze-block shed and on we go,


gently reluctantly downhill towards the Century of Massacres. 
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Of which we’ve had one and it looks like we’re going to have another


for nothing, for nothing can stop the war merchants now,


with their little smiles, mouthing a dialectic. I remember Ordino


when it was a place. Our building is a razing, our concord is a rift.


What’s left of Ordino doesn’t seem to work, though it is


twice the size it was. But the air works, a mountain air coursing


down the vale like silver hounds and calling our thoughts back


to the unforgettable zones, where quasi human ravens


make their nests and croak freely the madrigals of love and war.


Outside the surviving food shop it works my hair into spandrels.







The mountains are still with us, we still bear, dry now,


the wounds they inflicted, the pain of the sensible,


the memories strung to it. The little town still mounts


on pedestrianised streets towards the sky.


[Eros] ‘shook my heart like the wind flying down a mountainside’


into fir trees, aeolian harp of the world, songs of yearning. Not


an emptiness, not at all an emptiness, is the wilderness song


that follows us down to the town but a florescence of many lives


from which that thought grows, which ‘doesn’t stop at words, but flies on’


into the veracity (‘blue’) of the sky.







The plants on the tops of the mountains flower on our breath,


the gentians and the tulips, when we breathe the language clear


and benign, media vita. Also in the middle of a small town in the hills


every feature of which would wreck the vocabulary of pure poetry.


Come with your cappuccinos and your bus stops and your many


many empty flats and be a compositional impediment from which


to launch ourselves into metropolitan ardour, armed with alpine petals,


small and friable mountain cups. In brief, we catch a bus


towards retail immensity and immense indifference


to the bloody wars that pull at our centres.


Foc te ardâ, lume-amarâ – Let the fire burn you, bitter world


and burn away the dreams that cling to your surface, image deals


for the walls of your empty homes. The bus rattles on, concerned, politely,


to get us somewhere. The valley opens to a vast theatre of earth,


ridge upon ridge towards Spain, soaring over the wires.







A ‘fiscal paradise’ lies before us. What will you do, fiscal angels,


when apocalypse comes knocking at your door, and there’s


no one in? The valleys tilt, the churches turn blue, everything


slides to the left corner and falls into a hole


(which is but a voice and darkness invisible).
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The central zone of building and development, the growth hole. The capital.







There’s no one here. Memory of a voice round the corner, silence


of the tall blocks. The city is our wilderness. Shamans transport human


[ spirit


to the arctic hells of the finance market, to become an animal.







Tallness has destroyed everything. Things stand alone, in masses.







No one has written on these walls Sonos eternos jóvenes rebeldes!







Music hidden in stone.







Leaning in fear towards the threshold of the Arab world.







Again a bright person in a lowly job, managing a small coffee-bar under


the tall walls, who explains the place is run by migrants, and bought by


[ visitors.


Is this the dark voice at the foot of the stairs? But brightly she explains


that in some way ‘the nature’ keeps us going and a future ahead, a work to


[ be done


and a pact with sociality. A dawn thing, when all the dreams fall off.


A hard time for the heart, but ‘We are proud of our tears.’


Then how do we face the spread of harm? When our hands


reach out to the power glades they grasp a vacuum.










There were ethics, among all classes, maintained from generation


to generation by the means available to the group, to acknowledge


common humanity and locate blame precisely in the structures of harm.


Neither the European wars nor the Daily Mail could entirely destroy them.


There were discussions on street corners in Salford after the pubs were


[ closed,


men in flat hats and white scarves deciding not to sack the Jewish shop


and not to listen to the media campaign against Muslims and not to be afraid.







Heart, how can you not break down, that your love


is shrunken to four walls, and everything outside is delivered


to the empties? They have taken over the whole public world, where desire


planted a garden, and they have built a car-park on it


and nothing can stop them now. But the airs and the


electricity circulate on the mountain tops and things are remembered


that protect us against destructive certainty. A slow history accumulates in


[ those


parts of the world that remain true to themselves, and forget the whole.


The tall hole. Heart speak or die.







Give payment and thanks and go. It is time for some sanity. We catch


[ another bus,


to El Pas de la Casa, which is absolutely insane, and another, to


[ L’Hospitalet, where


French shopkeepers struggle with enormous sacks of cheap goods on the


[ station platform


like the damned of the 4th bowge, and the train goes through the mountains


and across the plain, to Toulouse, and dinner. I notice the word Ospita


contained in L’Hospitalet as I sit at a pavement table with cassoulet.


It concerns me. How could the world think without its soul? Always if


you look for it there is something curative, the words held in the seeds


scattered on the mountain slopes, far away, waiting patiently for winter.







Music released by stone. Fully declared whatever the options.







The threshold of the Arab world, if Lebanon could be saved.







Ordinary and orderly, acts and failures, tipping the heart cradle.
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