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                  They have gone. The silence resettles
 

                  slowly as dust on the sunlit
 

                  surfaces of the furniture.
 

                  At first the skull itself makes
 

                  sounds in any fresh silence,
 

                  a big sea running in a shell.
 

                  I can hear my blood rise and fall.


               
 

               

                  Dear husbands, fathers, forefathers,
 

                  this is my apologia, my
 

                  letter home from the future,
 

                  my bottle in the sea which might
 

                  take a generation to arrive.


               
 

               

                  The morning’s all activity.
 

                  I draw the detritus of a family’s
 

                  loud life before me, a snow plough,
 

                  a road-sweeper with my cart of leaves.
 

                  The washing machine drones
 

                  in the distance. From time to time
 

                  as it falls silent I fill baskets
 

                  with damp clothes and carry them
 

                  into the garden, hang them out,
 

                  stand back, take pleasure counting
 

                  and listing what I have done.
 

                  The furniture is brisk with polish.
 

                  On the shelves in all of the rooms
 

                  I arrange the books
 

                  in alphabetical order
 

                  according to subject: Mozart,
 

                  Advanced Calculus, William,
 

                  and Paddington Bear.
 

                  Into the drawers I place your clean
 

                  clothes, pyjamas with buttons
 

                  sewn back on, shirts stacked neatly
 

                  under their labels on the shelves.


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  The chests and cupboards are full,
 

                  the house sweet as a honeycomb.
 

                  I move in and out of the hive
 

                  all day, harvesting, ordering.
 

                  You will find all in its proper place,
 

                  When I have gone.


               
 

               

                  As I write I am far away.
 

                  First see a landscape. Hill country,
 

                  essentially feminine,
 

                  the sea not far off. Its blues
 

                  widen the sky. Bryn Isaf
 

                  down there in the crook of the hill
 

                  under Calfaria’s single eye.
 

                  My grandmother might have lived there.
 

                  Any farm. Any chapel.
 

                  Father and minister, on guard,
 

                  close the white gates to hold her.


               
 

               

                  A stony track turns between
 

                  ancient hedges, narrowing,
 

                  like a lane in a child’s book.
 

                  Its perspective makes the heart restless
 

                  like the boy in the rhyme, his stick
 

                  and cotton bundle on his shoulder.


               
 

               

                  The minstrel boy to the war has gone.
 

                  But the girl stays. To mind things.
 

                  She must keep. And wait. And pass time.


               
 

               

                  There’s always been time on our hands.
 

                  We read this perfectly white page
 

                  for the black head of the seal,
 

                  for the cormorant, as suddenly gone
 

                  as a question from the mind,
 

                  snaking underneath the surfaces.
 

                  A cross of gull shadow on the sea
 

                  as if someone stepped on its grave.
 

                  After an immeasurable space
 

                  the cormorant breaks the surface
 

                  as a small, black, returning doubt.


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  From here the valley is narrow,
 

                  the lane lodged like a halfway ledge.
 

                  From the opposite wood the birds
 

                  ring like a tambourine. It’s not
 

                  the birdsong of a garden, thrush
 

                  and blackbird, robin and finch,
 

                  distinguishable, taking turn.
 

                  The song’s lost in saps and seepings,
 

                  amplified by hollow trees,
 

                  cupped leaves and wind in the branches.
 

                  All their old conversations
 

                  collected carefully, faded
 

                  and difficult to read, yet held
 

                  forever as voices in a well.


               
 

               

                  Reflections and fallen stones; shouts
 

                  into the scared dark of lead-mines;
 

                  the ruined warehouse where the owls stare;
 

                  sea-caves; cellars; the back stairs
 

                  behind the chenille curtain;
 

                  the landing when the lights are out;
 

                  nightmares in hot feather beds;
 

                  the barn where I’m sent to fetch Taid;
 

                  that place where the Mellte flows
 

                  boldly into limestone caves
 

                  and leaps from its hole a mile on,
 

                  the nightmare still wild in its voice.


               
 

               

                  When I was a child a young boy
 

                  was drawn into a pipe and drowned
 

                  at the swimming pool. I never
 

                  forgot him, and pity rivers
 

                  inside mountains, and the children
 

                  of Hamelin sucked in by music.
 

                  You can hear children crying
 

                  from the empty woods.
 

                  It’s all given back in concert
 

                  with the birds and leaves and water
 

                  and the song and dance of the Piper.


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  Listen! to the starlings glistening
 

                  on a March morning! Just one day
 

                  after snow, an hour after frost,
 

                  the thickening grass begins to shine
 

                  already in the opening light.
 

                  There’s wind to rustle the blood,
 

                  the sudden flame of crocus.


               
 

               

                  My grandmother might be standing
 

                  in the great silence before the Wars.
 

                  Hanging the washing between trees
 

                  over the white and the red hens.
 

                  Sheets, threadworked pillowcases.
 

                  Mamgu’s best pais, her Sunday frock.


               
 

               

                  The sea stirs restlessly between
 

                  the sweetness of clean sheets,
 

                  the lifted arms,
 

                  the rustling petticoats.


               
 

               

                  My mother’s laundry list, ready
 

                  on Mondays when the van called.
 

                  The rest soaked in glutinous starch
 

                  and whitened with a bluebag
 

                  kept in a broken cup.


               
 

               

                  (In the airing cupboard you’ll see
 

                  a map, numbering and placing
 

                  every towel, every sheet.
 

                  I have charted all your needs.)


               
 

               

                  It has always been a matter
 

                  of lists. We have been counting,
 

                  folding, measuring, making,
 

                  tenderly laundering cloth
 

                  ever since we have been women.


               
 

               

                  The waves are folded meticulously,
 

                  perfectly white. Then they are tumbled
 

                  and must come to be folded again.


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  Four herring gulls and their shadows
 

                  are shouting at the clear glass
 

                  of a shaken wave. The sea’s a sheet
 

                  bellying in the wind, snapping.
 

                  Air and white linen. Our airing cupboards
 

                  are full of our satisfactions.


               
 

               

                  The gulls grieve at our contentment.
 

                  It is a masculine question.
 

                  ‘Where’ they call ‘are your great works?’
 

                  They slip their fetters and fly up
 

                  to laugh at land-locked women.
 

                  Their cries are cruel as greedy babies.


               
 

               

                  Our milky tendernesses dry
 

                  to crisp lists; immaculate
 

                  linen; jars labelled and glossy
 

                  with our perfect preserves.
 

                  Spiced oranges; green tomato
 

                  chutney; seville orange marmalade
 

                  annually staining gold
 

                  the snows of January.


               
 

               

                  (The saucers of marmalade
 

                  are set when the amber wrinkles
 

                  like the sea if you blow it.)


               
 

               

                  Jams and jellies of blackberry,
 

                  crabapple, strawberry, plum,
 

                  greengage and loganberry.
 

                  You can see the fruit pressing
 

                  their little faces against the glass;
 

                  tiny onions imprisoned
 

                  in their preservative juices.


               
 

               

                  Familiar days are stored whole
 

                  in bottles. There’s a wet morning
 

                  orchard in the dandelion wine;
 

                  a white spring distilled
 

                  in elderflower’s clarity;
 

                  and a loving, late, sunburning
 

                   

                  day of October in syrups
 

                  of rose hip and the beautiful
 

                  black sloes that stained the gin to rose.


               
 

               

                  It is easy to make of love
 

                  these ceremonials. As priests
 

                  we fold cloth, break bread, share wine,
 

                  hope there’s enough to go round.


               
 

               

                  (You’ll find my inventories pinned
 

                  inside all of the cupboard doors.)


               
 

               

                  Soon they’ll be planting the barley.
 

                  I imagine I see it, stirring
 

                  like blown sand, feel the stubble
 

                  cutting my legs above blancoed
 

                  daps in a summer too hot
 

                  for Wellingtons. The cans of tea
 

                  swing squeakily on wire loops,
 

                  outheld, not to scald myself,
 

                  over the ten slow leagues
 

                  of the field of golden knives.
 

                  To be out with the men, at work,
 

                  I had longed to carry their tea,
 

                  for the feminine privilege,
 

                  for the male right to the field.
 

                  Even that small task made me bleed.
 

                  Halfway between the flowered lap
 

                  of my grandmother and the black
 

                  heraldic silhouette of men
 

                  and machines on the golden field,
 

                  I stood crying, my ankle bones
 

                  raw and bleeding like the poppies
 

                  trussed in the corn stooks in their torn
 

                  red silks and soft mascara blacks.


               
 

               

                  (The recipe for my best bread,
 

                  half granary meal, half strong brown flour,
 

                  water, sugar, yeast and salt,
 

                  is copied out in the small black book.)


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  In the black book of this parish
 

                  a hundred years ago
 

                  you will find the unsupported
 

                  woman had ‘pauper’ against her name.
 

                  She shared it with old men.


               
 

               

                  The parish was rich with movement.
 

                  The woollen mills were spinning.
 

                  Water-wheels milled the sunlight
 

                  and the loom’s knock was a heart
 

                  behind all activity.
 

                  The shuttles were quick as birds
 

                  in the warp of the oakwoods.
 

                  In the fields the knives were out
 

                  in a glint of husbandry.
 

                  In back bedrooms, barns and hedges,
 

                  in hollows of the hills,
 

                  the numerous young were born.


               
 

               

                  The people were at work:
 

                  dressmaker; wool carder; quilter;
 

                  midwife; farmer; apprentice;
 

                  house servant; scholar; labourer;
 

                  shepherd; stocking knitter; tailor;
 

                  carpenter; mariner; ploughman;
 

                  wool spinner; cobbler; cottager;
 

                  Independent Minister.


               
 

               

                  And the paupers: Enoch Elias
 

                  and Ann, his wife; David Jones,
 

                  Sarah and Esther their daughter;
 

                  Mary Evans and Ann Tanrallt;
 

                  Annie Cwm March and child;
 

                  Eleanor Thomas, widow, Cryg Glas;
 

                  Sara Jones, 84, and daughter;
 

                  Nicholas Rees, aged 80, and his wife;
 

                  Mariah Evans the Cwm, widow;
 

                  on the parish for want of work.
 

                  Housebound by infirmity, age,
 

                  widowhood, or motherhood.
 

                  Before the Welfare State who cared
 

                  for sparrows in a hard spring?


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  The stream’s cleaner now; it idles
 

                  past derelict mill-wheels; the drains
 

                  do its work. Since the tanker sank
 

                  the unfolding rose of the sea
 

                  blooms on the beaches, wave on wave
 

                  black, track-marked, each tide
 

                  a procession of the dead.
 

                  Slack water’s treacherous; each veined
 

                  wave is a stain in seal-milk;
 

                  the sea gapes, hopelessly
 

                  licking itself.


               
 

               

                  (Examine
 

                  your hands scrupulously
 

                  for signs of dirt in your own blood.
 

                  And wash them before meals.)


               
 

               

                  In that innocent smallholding
 

                  where the swallows live and field mice
 

                  winter and the sheep barge in
 

                  under the browbone, the windows
 

                  are blind, are doors for owls,
 

                  bolt-holes for dreams. The thoughts have flown.
 

                  The last death was a suicide.
 

                  The lowing cows discovered her,
 

                  the passing bell of their need
 

                  warned a winter morning that day
 

                  when no one came to milk them.
 

                  Later, they told me, a baby
 

                  was born in the room where she died,
 

                  as if by this means sanctified,
 

                  a death outcried by a birth.
 

                  Middle-aged, poor, isolated,
 

                  she could not recover
 

                  from mourning an old parent’s death.
 

                  Influenza brought an hour
 

                  too black, too narrow to escape. 


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  More mysterious to them
 

                  was the woman who had everything.
 

                  A village house with railings;
 

                  rooms of good furniture;
 

                  fine linen in the drawers;
 

                  a garden full of herbs and flowers;
 

                  a husband in work; grown sons.
 

                  She had a cloud on her mind,
 

                  they said, and her death shadowed them.
 

                  It couldn’t be explained.
 

                  I watch for her face looking out,
 

                  small and white, from every window,
 

                  a face in a jar. Gossip,
 

                  whispers, lowing sounds. Laughter.


               
 

               

                  The people have always talked.
 

                  The landscape collects conversations
 

                  as carefully as a bucket,
 

                  gives them back in concert
 

                  with a wood of birdsong.


               
 

               

                  (If you hear your name in that talk
 

                  don’t listen. Eavesdroppers never
 

                  heard anything good of themselves.)


               
 

               

                  When least expected you catch
 

                  the eye of the enemy
 

                  looking coldly from the old world.
 

                  Here’s a woman who ought to be
 

                  up to her wrists in marriage;
 

                  not content with the second hand
 

                  she is shaking the bracelets
 

                  from her arms. The sea circles
 

                  her ankles. Watch its knots loosen
 

                  from the delicate bones
 

                  of her feet, from the rope of foam
 

                  about a rock. The seal swims
 

                  in a collar of water
 

                  drawing the horizon in its wake.
 

                  And doubt breaks the perfect
 

                  white surface of the day.


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  About the tree in the middle
 

                  of the cornfield the loop of gold
 

                  is loose as water; as the love
 

                  we should bear one another.


               
 

               

                  When I rock the sea rocks. The moon
 

                  doesn’t seem to be listening
 

                  invisible in a pale sky,
 

                  keeping a light hand on the rein.
 

                  Where is woman in this trinity?
 

                  The mare who draws the load?
 

                  The hand on the leather?
 

                  The cargo of wheat?


               
 

               

                  Watching sea-roads I feel
 

                  the tightening white currents,
 

                  am waterlogged, my time set
 

                  to the sea’s town clock.
 

                  My cramps and drownings, energies,
 

                  desires draw the loaded net
 

                  of the tide over the stones.


               
 

               

                  A lap full of pebbles and then
 

                  light as a Coca Cola can.
 

                  I am freight. I am ship.
 

                  I cast ballast overboard.
 

                  The moon decides my Equinox.
 

                  At high tide I am leaving.


               
 

               

                  The women are leaving.
 

                  They are paying their taxes
 

                  and dues. Filling in their passports.
 

                  They are paying to Caesar
 

                  what is Caesar’s, to God what is God’s.
 

                  To woman what is Man’s.


               
 

               

                  I hear the dead grandmothers,
 

                  Mamgu from Ceredigion,
 

                  Nain from the North, all calling
 

                  their daughters down from the fields,
 

                  calling me in from the road.


               
 

               

               
 

               

                  They haul at the taut silk cords;
 

                  set us fetching eggs, feeding hens,
 

                  mixing rage with the family bread,
 

                  lock us to the elbows in soap suds.
 

                  Their sculleries and kitchens fill
 

                  with steam, sweetnesses, goosefeathers.


               
 

               

                  On the graves of my grandfathers
 

                  the stones, in their lichens and mosses,
 

                  record each one’s importance.
 

                  Diaconydd. Trysorydd.
 

                  Pillars of their society.
 

                  Three times at chapel on Sundays.
 

                  They are in league with the moon
 

                  but as silently stony
 

                  as the simple names of their women.


               









OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Inhalt





		Cover



		Title Page



		Acknowledgements



		Table of Contents



		Letter from a Far Country



		Miracle on St. David’s Day



		Insomnia



		Chalk Pebble



		Sunday



		East Moors



		Scything



		Bluetit and Wren



		Llyr



		Blodeuwedd



		Siege



		Cardiff Elms



		The Water Diviner



		Hay-Making



		Harvest



		Friesian Bull



		Jac Codi Baw



		Taid’s Funeral



		White Roses



		Pendzhikent



		Login



		Blodeuyn



		Death of a Cat



		Sheila na Gig at Kilpeck



		Plums



		Balsam



		Buzzard



		Ram



		From Clarence Bridge, Newport



		Heron at Port Talbot



		Mrs Frost



		Ice Queen



		Suicide on Pentwyn Bridge



		Welsh Blacks



		On Rhiwbina Hill



		Shadows in Llanbadarn



		A Journal from France



		Notes



		About the Author



		Also by Gillian Clarke from Carcanet Press



		Copyright











OEBPS/logo_2_online.jpg
(ARCANET





OEBPS/9781847778512_cover_epub.jpg
GILLIAN CLARKE
Letter from a Far Country
. . o










OEBPS/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




