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               The Great Horse of the World

            

            
               
                  The first thing I remember is being stepped on by a horse

                  while it paused to stale,

                  paying me no more heed

                  than it would an upset pail

                  of water or feed

                  or a comb dragged through the coarse

                  hair of its mane and tail.

               

               
                  The great horse of the world stamps and champs at the bit

                  and lays back one ear

                  as I approach

                  from the rear

                  to hitch it to the world-coach,

                  mindful of keeping at least one hand on it

                  so it knows I’m still here.
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               Encheiresin Naturae

               
                  If Jupiter and Saturn meet,

                  What a crop of mummy wheat!

                  – W. B. Yeats

                  When farmers purchase a patented seed variety, they sign an agreement that they will not save and replant seeds produced from the seed they buy from us.

                  – Monsanto

               

            

            
               1

               
                  Not for the first time would we wrest the heavy door

                  of the barn from its jambs.

                  The door had been painted the red of iron ore,

                  the posts daubed with the blood of a lamb

               

               
                  to protect us from the Angel of Death.

                  It all had to do with two interpenetrating cones.

                  One of the pillars of the sons of Seth

                  was built of brick, the other of dressed stone.

               

               
                  No wonder almost everything did pass over us –

                  passed us over or by –

                  wealth, fame, true love. For now we would astound 5

               

               
                  ourselves with a pig hanging from a roof truss

                  as if it might be making a half-hearted attempt to fly

                  before falling hard to the ground.

               

               2

               
                  Whatever it was that fell there on the ground

                  cheered us as manna had cheered

                  the Israelites. It might have been a little mound

                  of lime where someone who volunteered

               

               
                  for sentry duty made his mark

                  even as a sniper found his. The stench of bristle-singe

                  is the stench of battle. Up at Coole Park

                  everything had seemed to hinge

               

               
                  on Ted Burke from the forge in Gort

                  and the particular angle

                  of a particular piece of steel. These landrace boars

               

               
                  had been known to give a snort

                  of disdain as they broke free of the brangle

                  and ventured out so high above the threshing floor. 6

               

               3

               
                  The cries of a chorus of women on the threshing floor

                  arose from the wide-skirted stooks

                  of corn milling about. As if they were party to a score

                  being settled. Settled by hook or by crook

               

               
                  over winter ditching and hedging. Tom Trout

                  and Michael Minnow

                  at loggerheads. The boar sticking its snout

                  in the air to reprimand those presuming to winnow

               

               
                  the wheat from the chaff.

                  Tom Trout insisting on Charles Stewart Parnell

                  having been the uncrowned

               

               
                  King of Ireland. A salmon on its gaff

                  forced at last to draw the line. A salmon’s death knell

                  going back to its having overstepped the bounds.

               

               4

               
                  We flailed away at wheat sheaves that were bound

                  with straw ropes and stacked

                  against the future. Sometimes one hound

                  would break free of the pack 7

               

               
                  and singlehandedly raise the hare

                  while the rest looked on, torn

                  between a sense of Duty and the Devil May Care.

                  It seemed no time since the corn

               

               
                  had been silk-fine and green.

                  Now a hare was couched in the last square of barley

                  to be mown. No scythesman was a match

               

               
                  for its mobility any more than a woman who gleaned

                  the field was fit to parley

                  with the blue tit, the bullfinch, or the nuthatch.

               

               5

               
                  The pikestaff that had been hidden under the thatch

                  since the United Irishmen made their stab

                  at freeing the country wasn’t a patch

                  on the Viking halberd. The Vikings loved a slab

               

               
                  of bacon as much as the next man,

                  so much so that every Irish sow and her farrow

                  lived in dread. The Vikings liked to fan

                  the flames between Peter Plough and Harry Harrow

               

               
                  while riding roughshod

                  over both. Their hauberks were almost as close-knit

                  as their families. Peter Plough was known to wring 8

               

               
                  out a greasy sod

                  in the selfsame sodden pit

                  from which a mud-walled cabin would shortly spring.

               

               6

               
                  Our two-roomed cabins were thrown up in the spring

                  in a matter of days. No dressed stone. No brick.

                  Nothing more complex than coming to sling

                  mud at the straw ricks

               

               
                  in the farmyard. They say King James

                  was a victim of the very scurf

                  for which he had the cure, making a right hames

                  of the idea of the Royal Touch. A dust of turf

               

               
                  rising from the bog

                  had our eyes itch. When we weren’t tortured

                  by midges there was always the chance we’d catch

               

               
                  a finger or thumb in the cog

                  of a mill wheel or machine. Deep in an orchard

                  Patrick Pike was limbering up for a butcher-batch. 9

               

               7

               
                  Since the Royal Irish Regiment had been dispatched

                  from India to France for the Sturm und Drang

                  of battle, the wind lifting the latch

                  on a half-door had sent a pang

               

               
                  through a chimney breast.

                  A Clydesdale mare at the smithy

                  might have put her best

                  foot forward. Tom Trout might have bent a withie

               

               
                  in two to mend a turf- or salmon-creel.

                  There was often a sweep

                  like this when the spirit of the corn took wing

               

               
                  from the last sheaf. It seems revealed religion reveals

                  that as you sow so shall you reap,

                  be it in the agricultural sense or the romantic fling.

               

               8

               
                  What we thought had been the noise of the flurry-fling

                  of hailstones was, in fact, a hail

                  of bullets while the King’s

                  laying on of hands against whatever might ail 10

               

               
                  a body was a hen’s yarn.

                  That there might be something beyond the crypt

                  or bounty in the barn

                  were ideas that outstripped

               

               
                  all others. Despite the pact

                  between us, God’s advances

                  were mostly unwelcome. Once we relied on a hoard

               

               
                  of seed that had been sacked

                  and saved. Once we took such chances

                  as that ample-bosomed door still seemed to afford.

               

               9

               
                  Last spring an apple-blossomed door might still afford

                  the opportunity to make a better fist

                  of managing the farm. The drains might be shored

                  up by men as yet unwilling to enlist

               

               
                  in the British Army. Now it was all pig-singe stench.

                  Now there was no healing potion, no philtre,

                  for Minnow, Michael, or Trout, Tom, in their trench.

                  It used to be things would seem out of kilter

               

               
                  only when a Clydesdale mare

                  was taken lame

                  from having stepped on a harrow pin 11

               

               
                  or a farm boy was somehow denied his share

                  of true love, wealth, or fame –

                  whatever a farm boy might have the chance to win.

               

               10

               
                  Now a farm boy had barely the chance to win

                  a crop of hay. Only if the rain held

                  off for the rest of June. The scar on Tom Trout’s shin

                  came from that time a felled

               

               
                  tree fell on him. Ted Burke had deemed it a breach

                  in nature when weekend guests at Coole Park

                  carved their initials into a copper beech

                  and did its bark

               

               
                  a major hurt. Coole. The Irish word for ‘hazel’. Cuil.

                  A hazel rod was used by a diviner

                  to find not only wellsprings but nine kegs

               

               
                  of brandy buried at Gort. We were all in the pull

                  of the moon, even in Asia Minor,

                  the moon being merely the stamp of God’s wooden leg. 12

               

               11

               
                  When a forked hazel rod began to shake a leg

                  it was a sign that something stirred,

                  be it Leda’s third egg

                  or the suspicion those sepoys wouldn’t be deterred

               

               
                  much longer by cartridges greased

                  with pork fat. This was an era when pig killers,

                  postmistresses, and priests

                  were widely perceived as pillars

               

               
                  of society in whom the sum

                  of knowledge to which we might ever want to appeal

                  was still safely stored.

               

               
                  I, meanwhile, had developed a rule of thumb

                  whereby almost everything had to do with a deal

                  struck between that famous poet and his spirit board.

               

               12

               
                  The famous poet would commonly use his Ouija board

                  to conjure spirits where they threshed

                  upon the threshold of this world. This underscored

                  his theory that a spirit will mesh 13

               

               
                  with this world of slime

                  as readily as, in Egypt,

                  mulch bonded with muck. Not for the first time

                  had the bravest souls shipped

               

               
                  out with their provisions for a long march.

                  Take, for example, the 1st Battalion

                  of the Rifles. A drum was often made from horseskin.

               

               
                  The rainbow arch

                  in its neck meant the mane of a stallion

                  was prized above all for stringing the bow of a violin.

               

               13

               
                  There was scarcely need to string the violin

                  given how the hedgerows throbbed

                  with the unholy din

                  of blue tits and bullfinches. The doorposts were daubed

               

               
                  with blood. I suppose that, at dusk,

                  a cartouche might look somewhat like a cartridge.

                  The poet’s talk of cones or souls waiting for new husks

                  went right over our heads like a partridge

               

               
                  taking off over the barn before once more falling hard.

                  Now we had found ourselves in a realm

                  of frog storms, clegs, 14

               

               
                  the cart in the yard no longer the cart in the yard

                  but an Egyptian chariot fashioned of willow and elm

                  and held together by ash pegs.

               

               14

               
                  The steam-bent wild fig felloes fixed with willow pegs

                  dated the cart in the Middle Kingdom. It would convey

                  a king to the other side, along with his nest egg

                  of gold, hawks, combs, beer, a ration of wheat per day

               

               
                  forevermore. What a wind whispered in the corn’s ear

                  back when it was green and silk-fine

                  had now been made abundantly clear

                  as the harvest was gathered in. Now we could resign

               

               
                  ourselves to a horse-drawn mowing machine

                  having come to the end of its cycle.

                  One funnel had poured

               

               
                  into another. Given the choice between

                  it and the fates of Trout, Tom, and Minnow, Michael,

                  not for the first time would we take the door. 15

               

               15

               
                  Not for the first time would we take the heavy door

                  off the barn and lay it out on the ground

                  so it might double as a threshing floor,

                  then flail away at wheat sheaves we had bound

               

               
                  only a month before. The straw would thatch

                  our mud-walled cabins the following spring,

                  the wheat make good its promise of a batch

                  of bread for a wake- or wedding-fling.

               

               
                  Tonight this besomed door might still afford

                  a slack-jowled farm boy the chance to win

                  one of the girls who’d shown, and shaken, their legs

               

               
                  and danced their hearts out on its sounding board.

                  Now Ted Burke dusted off his violin

                  and, one by one, tightened the tuning pegs.

               

            

         

      

   

OEBPS/images/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER





OEBPS/images/faber_branding_logo.png





OEBPS/images/9780571354511_cover_epub.jpg





