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To my mother, Rose

























with rocks, and stones, and trees.


                   William Wordsworth
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Fresh Water


in memory of Nicholas Ferrar Hughes, 1962–2009







Port Meadow, Oxford, 1983




Walking to Woodstock Road from Wytham Wood


where leaf-worlds welled from all the wood’s wands,


we talked salmon, midges, floodmeadows, the energy system


cindering softly under us, slow-cooking the marshlands.


The gate ought to be here. The map said so.


That map back at my flat… Look, there’s a spot


somewhere this way where sheep shove through.


See those fieldfares and redwings? They landed last night.


Then a step within a fence nobody bothered with for years


or knew, except the sheep. So Nick stepped up


and through, and there on the other side, two horses


with thrilled-up ears, barged him skilfully to a stop.


I said that gate was around here – pointing a mile or two.


Worth the way – Nick’s arms across both horses – to know these two.





 





Dragonflies




This water’s steep and deep. There are signs in artery red.


Their letters pump with advice. But it’s June and we have trod


ourselves senseless sampling some imaginary species of coleoptera…







So, there are our cautions slung down like life-vests by the river


and with stone-drop certainty we launch out from a hanging ledge


to collide with a chill so stinging it was like flinging your body


into a bank of nettles. Then head-butting the surface to see


at eyelash-level the whiphands of Common Backswimmers surge


and sprint, each footing a tiny dazzle to prism.


                                                                      Then these


sparking ornaments hovering then islanding on our shoulders


each arching its thorax into a question: what is the blue


that midnights all blue? How can crimson redden before you?


The old map mutters that Here Be Dragons, and it lies. 


 







Here be Darters, Skimmers, drawn flame. Here, are Dragonflies.


 








The Water Measurer




We could have watched him until our watches rusted on our wrists


or the tarn froze for the year’s midnight. The Water Measurer


struck his pose and recalibrated his estimates as if he had misplaced


his notebook, or perhaps his mind, with all that staring at water.







Why does he walk on it with such doubt and mismeasure


when he has the leisure of hydrophobia (those water-fearing hairs


on the undersides of his legs)? Maybe that is his secret,


that he doesn’t know his step will never or not quite penetrate


the depth below, glowing with prey and the upturned eyes


of predators. Does he ever get any of this right? Is he unwise?







He tests and counts, counts and tests, in pinprick manoeuvres,


never satisfied with the data of darkness or statistics of sunlight.


It seems he holds his nose at the thought of getting it right, or of not


getting it not right, never or not quite like the water-fly in Hamlet.


 








Mayflies




Where are we going tonight with our fine-meshed nets


and sampling grabs? Into the rain of all rivers, and the sea


of all weathers. Our jeep does the graft of our feet.


We rev and jerk down the tracks on the back of a planet.


River and banks are an interchangeable blackout. We proceed


by feel so as not to light alarm. We drag the riverbed out,


capsize its stone babies on our sampling tray, then ignite


their whole world in unravelling, incinerating light.







It is night’s nursery below stunned stones on the stream’s bed


where even the darkness is felt in minuscule spirals


that swirl from the larval mayfly’s feelers: a code,


unmade from sand grain and rain and particles


that swerve through this under-space like quiet comets,


each considered and caught or flung on a fresh trajectory.


 








Alaskan Salmon 




An angler casting in line with the fish’s cast. His wrist halts,


top-locking the reel – a fist freezing over another live fist -


until the water’s worn door slaps open on its hasps…


Salmo salar – those lights that leapt from the solar flare


of a mid-Atlantic lighthouse; that swum – or strummed


to landfall with rumours of petrels – of shearwaters


pashed against the spun sun of that high prism.







To landfall – to riverfall, then waterfall – a slown, sure


skimming stone on ladders of sheered water:


those envoys of an oceanic storm, Salmo salar,


coiling against arcing voltages of an Alaskan river,


springing at their height like bending wands


casting themselves towards its spawning grounds,


plashing gradients until they nose the river’s birthing vaults.


 








Moss Eccles Tarn, Far Sawrey, 1983




I’d backed the van downhill when it should have been uphill


which meant an evening’s field trip to observe emerging midges


became a nightlong skin-close study of their feeding habits.







Nick will back me up in this – when we finally get the van to roll


against its natural earthward loll, when the farmer comes by


at five with fodder and the god-like strength of his tractor –







that we’d come up with every practical solution for the insoluble:


flotsam, rocks and clothing between wheels and churning mire;


balances of broken branches acting as a jack, or dry dock;







and then wisdom dawned across the fields just before four


so we dozed an hour, under the radar of owl and nightjar,


under the nose of the mole, shrew and burrowing badger,







in earshot of the fox clattering through bracken at a woodcock


and woke above clouds that had collapsed to the valley’s floor. 






























The Lucy Poem


‘Lucy’, Australopithecus afarensis, 3.2 million years BC









As her eyes accommodate


  from the billion-leafed glitter


of deep jungle, the walker


  spies prayed-for water where


the sun bounces like a saiga


  off the savannah.


This is fresh to her:


  to watch forwards rather


than clamber to seek. Sand grains


  slither under her slim feet.


Despite the drowsing civets


  and wild dogs, she steps her


soft track behind her clear


  so her friends might follow.







She can sense as much water


  in her breasts as in the earth;


except there is a denial of water


  even in ground-air: only whorls


of liquefied heat you find above


  elephant-tracks or the tread


of limestone beds. Tiny streams


  start at the hoof point of beasts –


mirages and fractured mirrors.


  On the plain she glimpses


air-rivers and flat inland oceans


  of light above which mountains


flicker: arks of snow wrecked


  on their crowns – the roof


of Africa, sunstruck then shadow-


  halved then forestial


with star-flowers. To her


  those highlands seem


an escape of stone, an island


  blown inland by the simoom,


dust-devils spinning the land


  grain by grain into place.







Her mother’s stories tell how


  when those mountains


bloomed from underworld lodes


  springing geladas led their fat


appetites to the snow-caps


  muscled like woolly gods;


and then the gorillas lurched


  through the forests to steal


their high hammocks. Her mother


  believes the star-flowers


shrove the geladas, scolded them;


  those monkey-gods were elved now,


scarced in shape. The summits


  themselves diminished too:


they wept so hard they


  no longer kept the season


but wore their water as snow-


  necklaces, ice-pearls…







When the waterhole went


  wolves ran with their thirsts


higher than fur could manage:


  they loped the dry courses


to their source, lapping parched


  stone where water buried its song


and as they pounded upwards


  seeking the wet tongue


of that voice, so the geladas


  skittered, bounding higher


up that mountain roof


  until they regained the snow


and turned to stare


  from its gleaming ridge. 


The wolves fathered


  a line of grey wolf-stones


below the snow, staked


  them for years, while below


the plains wilted to sand;


  the forest breathed


its leaf-litter in and out


  until one day it breathed in


maggots and breathed out


  blowflies, and our walker woke.







Overhearing melt-water


  our walker wakes; she balances


her thirst against the night’s dew,


  steadies herself to the climbing


track, unloads her steps behind her


  one by one. Shadows moisten


her heeled hollows; the moon’s


  sun sets her prints as stone,


and she senses herself neither


  walk nor walker, striding the hill


in the light of all she knows –


  geladas guarding the white


heights; star-flowers


  glistening in crevices;


the crouched wall


  of wolves;


the high snows,


  their wells


of prayed-for


water. 
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