
   [image: Cover: Poppy by Joseph Minden]


   
      
         
            Poppy

            JOSEPH MINDEN

         

         
            CARCANET POETRY

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Contents

         

         
            
               
	Title Page

                  	Epigraph

                  	The Rollright Stones

                  	Newhaven 

                  	Serre Road Cemetery No. 2 

                  	Departure 

                  	Dawn Twilight 

                  	Historiography 

                  	Picardy 

                  	Amiens 

                  	Fang 

                  	Nosferatu 

                  	Waterbeach 

                  	The Lotos-eaters 

                  	Missing 

                  	Union Jack 

                  	Headstones 

                  	Albert 

                  	Up the Line 

                  	Bailleulmont 

                  	Inheritance 

                  	Family Tree 

                  	Its mouth working 

                  	Beta Element 

                  	Opioid 

                  	Private Sky 

                  	After-Glow 

                  	Gurney Drive, Penang 

                  	Nemesis 

                  	Re-enactment 

                  	Painkiller 

                  	Royal Engineer 

                  	Péronne 

                  	Quebec 

                  	The Old Vicarage, Grantchester 

                  	The Reverend Green 

                  	Brighton Poppies 

                  	21/08/20 

                  	Conditional 

                  	Notes 

                  	Acknowledgements 

                  	About the Author 

                  	Copyright 

               



         

      

   


   
      
         
            who bridges forgetfulness and memory

               —Zaffar Kunial, ‘Poppy’

            
                

            

            an effort to think against what I find in myself

               —David Scott, in conversation with Stuart Hall

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               The Rollright Stones

            

            
               
                  As I stepped out from Chipping Norton,

                  the tears froze on my cheeks and rimed

                  my eyelashes. A smashed Wordsworth

                  half buried itself in snow in my brain.

                  Stone eyes beamed at jaunty angles

                  from the earth, searchlights poked around

                  among the airborne menhirs,

                  the cloud samurai of Buckingham

                  drifted ever more towards the west

                  and I walked up to meet my greatest fear:

                  a circle of strangers.

               

               
                  We were fenced in, you and I,

                  stones fumbling into brambles,

                  ghost architecture of foliage,

                  the fuzz of sketches, bee-distracted

                  litter among mushrooms,

                  Huntley & Palmers biscuit tins,

                  pemmican crumbling in the polar aisles,

                  dog food odour, a blue flag bearing

                  the heads of seven wolves arranged

                  in a ring slipping from the permafrost,

                  the devastating arbitrariness of any

                  possible exit from the circle.

               

               
                  The road was visible, escaping

                  over sly humps evoked as castles.

                  So you smiled, but the water

                  stood in your eyes. At which point

                  the bald hordes of Crawley Museum,

                  the trumpet ghosts. On your face

                  the white nosebleed that goes up,

                  sight loss moving out from the centre,

                  materialisation of the pupil.

                  You take my neck in your hands, speaking

                  spectrally of the noose.

                  The hottest day of the year.

                  The hottest day of the era.

                  There it is in the park,

                  the circle.

               

               
                  Fear is archaeological, the finds

                  yielded at the Ness of Brodgar

                  every summer in the six week window

                  of sunlight that falls flat out of the sky:

                  Neolithic people having a singsong

                  among their holy oxen when the wind

                  blew in. I fumble up

                  a kneebone and the sod is wet,

                  the picnic ended. A ripple

                  of flints and potsherds indicates

                  aftermath, ghosts the arrangement

                  of friends fallen out in a circle.

               

               
                  The fact of the song hangs back

                  but the order is in the system.

                  Megalith hum,

                  the mind consumed

                  as Didcot Power Station’s last fuel,

                  so external, so huge, so subterranean.

                  Of course the body would break

                  down in the continental shadow

                  of such a Death Star, so suspended,

                  so ethereal. The quivering mind

                  a beechwood under a day of rain.

               

               
                  I was becoming a very angry bear,

                  not blisters on my toes but mushrooms.

                  At night, the dread

                  horse in its paddock

                  thumped around the perimeter and

                  with every thud a face came on in the dark,

                  a stake-out of candles in the park,

                  known, blank and heinously inside

                  my own collapsing head in the tent

                  beside your terrifying body.

               

               
                  I dreamt of a gaunt man dropping

                  golden washers to the ground,

                  how they fell out in a circle,

                  five or seven friends in the grass,

                  how they sounded like one large,

                  resonant panel of struck metal.

                  The park flickered and the circle stood.

                  Suddenly, there was

                  a basin of silence

                  empty and growing

                  dark, a couple of ghosts playing football.

                  Fear split into an assemblage of faces

                  that could not be co-opted.

               

               
                  It is my right to run away.

                  There is an ever-replenished downrushing

                  in my heart.

                  It steps out of the dark in your face

                  speaking tender, normal questions.

                  Your head is not there but your neck

                  is the source of the Thames,

                  your torso is by Quinlan Terry,

                  your ribcage is Marble Run.

                  I beat time by burying the many

                  moving artefacts you communicate,

                  the light fading and terror fading with it,

                  dilation of the pupil.

               

               
                  The dark is a ring,

                  it is impossible to know how populous,

                  how many others now sit on the grass

                  descended from their own chest

                  out of fear

                  into love out of

                  proportion, the two pools of their eyes,

                  the entanglement of radio waves

                  transmitting present music

                  when the earth gone, not the

                  maintenance of things already given

                  over to safety without end but

                  the excavation of indefinite

                  pasts in the spirit of presence.
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               Newhaven

            

            
               
                  I found a boy face down

                  at the mouth of a path.

                  The path ran off

                  between two fences.

                  His forehead rested

                  on his bent right forearm.

                  I couldn’t see his face,

                  only his black hair,

                  blue jacket,

                  the nape of his neck,

                  the curve of his back,

                  the weeds crowding in.

                  Annual meadow-grass.

                  Mind-your-own-business.

               

               
                  I thought I’d better see

                  if this boy was OK.

                  So I did.

                  I checked in,

                  touching his throat

                  for a pulse.

                  Hey man, are you OK?

                  At this, he stirred

                  and looked up

                  surprisingly quickly.

                  Just resting,

                  he replied.

                  Just resting

                  like a dead young man.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Serre Road Cemetery No. 2

            

            
               
                  It’s so - cinematic.

                  So it was.

                  An enormous array

                  of bright stones.

               

               
                  A testament, a crowd,

                  so managed

                  it was impossible

                  not to, um,

               

               
                  become sedated. Why

                  do I feel

                  as though I am waking

                  in a dream?

               

               
                  I asked Jason, as we

                  walked around

                  aimlessly above the

                  body parts.

               

               
                  Because they had to try

                  to re-fuse

                  what had been dismembered

                  by the war:

               

               
                  a permanent body

                  composed of

                  transitory parts,

                  he replied.

               

               
                  Did my mum ever tell

                  you about

                  uncle Roy? I asked. He

                  shook his head.

               

               
                   

                            *

                   

               

               
                  Visiting Ypres to imagine cemeteries, Edwin Lutyens wrote

                  home

               

               
                  a ribbon of isolated graves like a milky way across miles of

                  country where men were tucked in where they fell.

               

               
                   

                  *

                   

               

               
                  In the book

                  Where Poppies Blow

                  by John Lewis-Stempel,

                  he explains that

               

               
                  in the cemeteries,

                  where memory was planted,

                  the French countryside

                  was sequestered

                  and remodelled

                  to become

                  little bits of Britain.

               

               
                   

                  *

                   

               

               
                  In 1960

                  the Imperial War Graves Commission

                  changed its name.

               

               
                   

                  *

                   

               

               
                  I lost myself and found a field

                  of poppies lanced for gum,

                  for milky, languid tears: the yield

                  of soft somniferum,

               

               
                  and standing in the field were two

                  whom poppies comforted.

                  It was Maria Logan who

                  began to speak. She said:

               

               
                  Be mine the balm, whose sov’reign pow’r

                  Can still the throb of Pain;

                  The produce of the scentless flow’r,

                  That strews Hindostan’s plain.

               

               
                  Then Sara Coleridge spoke up,

                  compelled to talk in turn

                  about the nullifying cup

                  that terminates concern.

               

               
                  When poor Mama long restless lies,

                  She drinks the poppy’s juice;

                  That liquor soon can close her eyes,

                  And slumber soon produce:

               

               
                  O then my sweet, my happy boy

                  Will thank the Poppy-flower

                  Which brings the sleep to dear Mama

                  At midnight’s darksome hour.

               

               
                  The poppies stretched out, row on row,

                  as far as I could see

                  and both the women turned to go

                  without noticing me.

               

               
                   

                                 *

                   

               

               
                  In November 2010, at the Great Hall of the People in

                  Tiananmen Square in Beijing, Prime Minister David

                  Cameron and a number of other British politicians were

                  asked to remove Remembrance Day poppies from their

                  lapels.

               

               
                  A Chinese official explained that they would cause offence

                  as reminders of the Opium Wars in which the British had

                  forced China to

               

               
                  A British official explained that they mean a great deal to us

                  and we would be wearing them all the same.

               

               
                   

                  *

                   

               

               
                  En route to China

                  in June 1840

                  to act against the Chinese

                  an Englishman

                  of the HMS Modeste

                  experienced

                  a bittersweet

                  reunion.

               

               
                  On the 20th the island of Penang was in sight;

                  a spot that recalls to my memory many happy days; when,

                  having just passed my examination for lieutenant,

                  and full of hope

                  I gaily wandered over its verdant hills,

                  while day after day fled rapidly by

                  amidst the joyous group of my first and warmest friends.

                  Alas! where are they now?

               

               
                   

                  *

                   

               

               
                  Blow, bugles, blow! They brought us, for our dearth,

                  Holiness, lacked so long, and Love, and Pain.

                  Honour has come back, as a king, to earth,

                  And paid his subjects with a royal wage;

                  And Nobleness walks in our ways again;

                  And we have come into our heritage.
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