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               Wind and Tree

            

            
               
                  In the way that the most of the wind

                  Happens where there are trees,

               

               
                  Most of the world is centred

                  About ourselves.

               

               
                  Often where the wind has gathered

                  The trees together and together,

               

               
                  One tree will take

                  Another in her arms and hold.

               

               
                  Their branches that are grinding

                  Madly together and together,

               

               
                  It is no real fire.

                  They are breaking each other.

               

               
                  Often I think I should be like

                  The single tree, going nowhere,

               

               
                  Since my own arm could not and would not

                  Break the other. Yet by my broken bones

               

               
                  I tell new weather.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Dancers at the Moy

            

            
               
                  This Italian square

                  And circling plain

                  Black once with mares

                  And their stallions,

                  The flat Blackwater

                  Turning its stones

               

               
                  Over hour after hour

                  As their hooves shone

                  And lifted together

                  Under the black rain,

                  One or other Greek war

                  Now coloured the town

               

               
                  Blacker than ever before

                  With hungry stallions

                  And their hungry mares

                  Like hammocks of skin,

                  The flat Blackwater

                  Unable to contain

               

               
                  Itself as horses poured

                  Over acres of grain

                  In a black and gold river.

                  No band of Athenians

                  Arrived at the Moy fair

                  To buy for their campaign, 

               

               
                  Peace having been declared

                  And a treaty signed.

                  The black and gold river

                  Ended as a trickle of brown

                  Where those horses tore

                  At briars and whins,

               

               
                  Ate the flesh of each other

                  Like people in famine.

                  The flat Blackwater

                  Hobbled on its stones

                  With a wild stagger

                  And sag in its backbone,

               

               
                  The local people gathered

                  Up the white skeletons.

                  Horses buried for years

                  Under the foundations

                  Give their earthen floors

                  The ease of trampolines.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Good Friday, 1971. Driving Westward

            

            
               
                  It was good going along with the sun

                  Through Ballygawley, Omagh and Strabane.

                  I started out as it was getting light

                  And caught sight of hares all along the road

                  That looked to have been taking a last fling,

                  Doves making the most of their offerings

                  As if all might not be right with the day

               

               
                  Where I moved through morning towards the sea.

                  I was glad that I would not be alone.

                  Those children who travel badly as wine

                  Waved as they passed in their uppity cars

                  And now the first cows were leaving the byres,

                  The first lorry had delivered its load.

                  A whole country was fresh after the night

               

               
                  Though people were still fighting for the last

                  Dreams and changing their faces where I paused

                  To read the first edition of the truth.

                  I gave a lift to the girl out of love

                  And crossed the last great frontier at Lifford.

                  Marooned by an iffing and butting herd

                  Of sheep, Letterkenny had just then laid 

               

               
                  Open its heart and we passed as new blood

                  Back into the grey flesh of Donegal.

                  The sky went out of its way for the hills

                  And life was changing down for the sharp bends

                  Where the road had put its thin brown arm round

                  A hill and held on tight out of pure fear.

                  Errigal stepped out suddenly in our

               

               
                  Path and the thin arm tightened round the waist

                  Of the mountain and for a time I lost

                  Control and she thought we hit something big

                  But I had seen nothing, perhaps a stick

                  Lying across the road. I glanced back once

                  And there was nothing but a heap of stones.

                  We had just dropped in from nowhere for lunch

               

               
                  In Gaoth Dobhair, I happy and she convinced

                  Of the death of more than lamb or herring.

                  She stood up there and then, face full of drink,

                  And announced that she and I were to blame

                  For something killed along the way we came.

                  Children were warned that it was rude to stare,

                  Left with their parents for a breath of air.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Hedgehog

            

            
               
                  The snail moves like a

                  Hovercraft, held up by a

                  Rubber cushion of itself,

                  Sharing its secret

               

               
                  With the hedgehog. The hedgehog

                  Shares its secret with no one.

                  We say, Hedgehog, come out

                  Of yourself and we will love you.

               

               
                  We mean no harm. We want

                  Only to listen to what

                  You have to say. We want

                  Your answers to our questions.

               

               
                  The hedgehog gives nothing

                  Away, keeping itself to itself.

                  We wonder what a hedgehog

                  Has to hide, why it so distrusts.

               

               
                  We forget the god

                  Under this crown of thorns.

                  We forget that never again

                  Will a god trust in the world.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The Year of the Sloes, for Ishi

            

            
               
                  In the Moon

                  Of Frost in the Tepees,

                  There were two stars

                  That got free.

                  They yawned and stretched

                  To white hides,

                  One cutting a slit

                  In the wall of itself

                  And stepping out into the night.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Dark Red Calf,

                  It had learned

                  To track itself

                  By following the dots

                  And dashes of its blood.

                  It knew the silence

                  Deeper

                  Than that of birds not singing.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Snowblind,

                  The other fed the fire

                  At its heart

                  With the dream of a deer

                  Over its shoulder.

                  One water would wade through another,

                  Shivering,

                  Salmon of Knowledge leap the Fall. 

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Red Grass Appearing,

                  He discovered her

                  Lying under a bush.

                  There were patches of yellowed

                  Snow and ice

                  Where the sun had not looked.

                  He helped her over the Black Hills

                  To the Ford of the Two Friends.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Ponies Shedding,

                  He practised counting coups,

                  Knowing it harder

                  To live at the edge of the earth

                  Than its centre.

                  He caught the nondescript horse

                  And stepped

                  Down onto the prairies.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of Making the Fat,

                  He killed his first bison.

                  Her quick knife ran under the skin

                  And offered the heart

                  To the sky.

                  They had been the horizon.

                  She saved what they could not eat

                  That first evening. 

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Red Cherries,

                  She pledged that she would stay

                  So long as there would be

                  The Two-Legged

                  And the Four-Legged Ones,

                  Long as grass would grow and water

                  Flow, and the wind blow.

                  None of these things had forgotten.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Black Cherries,

                  While he was looking for a place

                  To winter,

                  He discovered two wagons

                  Lying side by side

                  That tried to be a ring.

                  There were others in blue shirts

                  Felling trees for a square.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  When the Calf Grows Hair,

                  There was a speck in the sky

                  Where he had left the tepee.

                  An eagle had started

                  Out of her side

                  And was waiting to return.

                  The fire was not cold,

                  The feet of six horses not circles. 

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Season Changing,

                  He left the river

                  Swollen with rain.

                  He kicked sand over the fire.

                  He prepared his breast

                  By an ochre

                  That none would see his blood.

                  Any day now would be good to die.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Leaves Falling,

                  I had just taken a bite out of the

                  Moon and pushed the plate

                  Of the world away.

                  Someone was asking for six troopers

                  Who had lain down

                  One after another

                  To drink a shrieking river.

               

               
                  In the Moon

                  Of the Trees Popping, two snails

                  Glittered over a dead Indian.

                  I realized that if his brothers

                  Could be persuaded to lie still,

                  One beside the other

                  Right across the Great Plains,

                  Then perhaps something of this original

                  Beauty would be retained.
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               Ned Skinner

            

            
               
                  Was ‘a barbaric yawp’,

                  If you took Aunt Sarah at her word.

                  He would step over the mountain

                  Of a summer afternoon

                  To dress a litter of pigs

                  On my uncle’s farm.

               

               
                  Aunt Sarah would keep me in,

                  Taking me on her lap

                  Till it was over.

                  Ned Skinner wiped his knife

                  And rinsed his hands

                  In the barrel at the door-step.

               

               
                  He winked, and gripped my arm.

                  ‘It doesn’t hurt, not so’s you’d notice,

                  And God never slams one door

                  But another’s lying open.

                  Them same pigs can see the wind.’

                  My uncle had given him five shillings.

               

               
                  Ned Skinner came back

                  While my uncle was in the fields.

                  ‘Sarah,’ he was calling, ‘Sarah.

                  You weren’t so shy in our young day.

                  You remember yon time in Archer’s loft?’

                  His face blazed at the scullery window.

                  ‘Remember? When the hay was won.’

               

               
                  Aunt Sarah had the door on the snib.

                  ‘That’s no kind of talk

                  To be coming over. Now go you home.’

                  Silence. Then a wheeze.

                  We heard the whiskey-jug

                  Tinkle, his boots diminish in the yard.

                  Aunt Sarah put on a fresh apron.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Ma

            

            
               
                  Old photographs would have her bookish, sitting

                  Under a willow. I take that to be a croquet

                  Lawn. She reads aloud, no doubt from Rupert Brooke.

                  The month is always May or June.

               

               
                  Or with the stranger on the motor-bike.

                  Not my father, no. This one’s all crew-cut

                  And polished brass buttons.

                  An American soldier, perhaps.

                                                                  And the full moon

                  Swaying over Keenaghan, the orchards and the cannery,

                  Thins to a last yellow-hammer, and goes.

                  The neighbours gather, all Keenaghan and Collegelands,

                  There is story-telling. Old miners at Coalisland

                  Going into the ground. Swinging, for fear of the gas,

                  The soft flame of a canary.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               The Mixed Marriage

            

            
               
                  My father was a servant-boy.

                  When he left school at eight or nine

                  He took up billhook and loy

                  To win the ground he would never own.

               

               
                  My mother was the school-mistress,

                  The world of Castor and Pollux.

                  There were twins in her own class.

                  She could never tell which was which.

               

               
                  She had read one volume of Proust,

                  He knew the cure for farcy.

                  I flitted between a hole in the hedge

                  And a room in the Latin Quarter.

               

               
                  When she had cleared the supper-table

                  She opened The Acts of the Apostles,

                  
            Aesop’s Fables, Gulliver’s Travels.
          

                  Then my mother went on upstairs

               

               
                  And my father further dimmed the light

                  To get back to hunting with ferrets

                  Or the factions of the faction-fights,

                  The Ribbon Boys, the Caravats.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Duffy’s Circus

            

            
               
                  Once Duffy’s Circus had shaken out its tent

                  In the big field near the Moy

                  God may as well have left Ireland

                  And gone up a tree. My father had said so.

               

               
                  There was no such thing as the five-legged calf,

                  The God of Creation

                  Was the God of Love.

                  My father chose to share such Nuts of Wisdom.

               

               
                  Yet across the Alps of each other the elephants

                  Trooped. Nor did it matter

                  When Wild Bill’s Rain Dance

                  Fell flat. Some clown emptied a bucket of stars

               

               
                  Over the swankiest part of the crowd.

                  I had lost my father in the rush and slipped

                  Out the back. Now I heard

                  For the first time that long-drawn-out cry.

               

               
                  It came from somewhere beyond the corral.

                  A dwarf on stilts. Another dwarf.

                  I sidled past some trucks. From under a freighter

                  I watched a man sawing a woman in half.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Mules

            

            
               
                  Should they not have the best of both worlds?

               

               
                  Her feet of clay gave the lie

                  To the star burned in our mare’s brow.

                  Would Parsons’ jackass not rest more assured

                  That cross wrenched from his shoulders?

               

               
                  We had loosed them into one field.

                  I watched Sam Parsons and my quick father

                  Tense for the punch below their belts,

                  For what was neither one thing or the other.

               

               
                  It was as though they had shuddered

                  To think, of their gaunt, sexless foal

                  Dropped tonight in the cowshed.

               

               
                  We might yet claim that it sprang from earth

                  Were it not for the afterbirth

                  Trailed like some fine, silk parachute,

                  That we would know from what heights it fell.
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               The Weepies

            

            
               
                  Most Saturday afternoons

                  At the local Hippodrome

                  Saw the Pathé News rooster,

                  Then the recurring dream

               

               
                  Of a lonesome drifter

                  Through uninterrupted range.

                  Will Hunter, so gifted

                  He could peel an orange

               

               
                  In a single, fluent gesture,

                  Was the leader of our gang.

                  The curtain rose this afternoon

                  On a lion, not a gong.

               

               
                  When the crippled girl

                  Who wanted to be a dancer

                  Met the married man

                  Who was dying of cancer,

               

               
                  Our hankies unfurled

                  Like flags of surrender.

                  I believe something fell asunder

                  In even Will Hunter’s hands.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Cuba

            

            
               
                  My eldest sister arrived home that morning

                  In her white muslin evening dress.

                  ‘Who the hell do you think you are,

                  Running out to dances in next to nothing?

                  As though we hadn’t enough bother

                  With the world at war, if not at an end.’

                  My father was pounding the breakfast-table.

               

               
                  ‘Those Yankees were touch and go as it was –

                  If you’d heard Patton in Armagh –

                  But this Kennedy’s nearly an Irishman

                  So he’s not much better than ourselves.

                  And him with only to say the word.

                  If you’ve got anything on your mind

                  Maybe you should make your peace with God.’

               

               
                  I could hear May from beyond the curtain.

                  ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.

                  I told a lie once, I was disobedient once.

                  And, Father, a boy touched me once.’

                  ‘Tell me, child. Was this touch immodest?

                  Did he touch your breast, for example?’

                  ‘He brushed against me, Father. Very gently.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               Anseo

            

            
               
                  When the Master was calling the roll

                  At the primary school in Collegelands,

                  You were meant to call back Anseo

                  And raise your hand

                  As your name occurred.

                  Anseo, meaning here, here and now,

                  All present and correct,

                  Was the first word of Irish I spoke.

                  The last name on the ledger

                  Belonged to Joseph Mary Plunkett Ward

                  And was followed, as often as not,

                  By silence, knowing looks,

                  A nod and a wink, the Master’s droll

                  ‘And where’s our little Ward-of-court?’

               

               
                  I remember the first time he came back

                  The Master had sent him out

                  Along the hedges

                  To weigh up for himself and cut

                  A stick with which he would be beaten.

                  After a while, nothing was spoken;

                  He would arrive as a matter of course

                  With an ash-plant, a salley-rod.

                  Or, finally, the hazel-wand

                  He had whittled down to a whip-lash,

                  Its twist of red and yellow lacquers

                  Sanded and polished,

                  And altogether so delicately wrought

                  That he had engraved his initials on it. 

               

               
                  I last met Joseph Mary Plunkett Ward

                  In a pub just over the Irish border.

                  He was living in the open,

                  In a secret camp

                  On the other side of the mountain.

                  He was fighting for Ireland,

                  Making things happen.

                  And he told me, Joe Ward,

                  Of how he had risen through the ranks

                  To Quartermaster, Commandant:

                  How every morning at parade

                  His volunteers would call back Anseo

                  And raise their hands

                  As their names occurred.
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