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               A Window of Rain

            

            
               
                  Better early than late, I thought,

                  so as not to miss the boat.

               

               
                  Yet also better late than never,

                  late as it all is, now I am an old man.

               

               
                  I read the map in my head

                  contour by contour.

               

               
                  The map of November.

                  The place had its own words for

               

               
                  everything including me

                  as I stood outside, staring

               

               
                  at a window of rain

                  the day the rest of my life began.
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               In the Wake of Pytheas the Greek

            

            
               1.

Beyond the Pillars of Hercules

               
                  
                     

	Outward I go
            
                              
                              	Outward by



	reading the stars,
            
                              
                              	land and sea,



	and the sun
            
                              
                              	to Britain.



	with my gnomon,
            
                              
                              	My story told in



	beyond the Pillars –
            
                              
                              	On the Ocean



	a new man
            
                              
                              	now lost, maudit




	(after Thales),
            
                              
                              	my Ultima Thule.



	throwing off
            
                              
                              	No copy surviving,



	the old religion
            
                              
                              	only quotation



	of Ulysses & Co
            
                              
                              	and misquotation,



	and the gods
            
                              
                              	trashed by Strabo



	cutting through myth
            
                              
                              	(I ask you), but not by



	with my prow.
            
                              
                              	Pliny or Hipparchus.






               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
132. Nous

               
                  Think of yourself in his shoes

                  or whatever he wore on his feet.

               

               
                  Think what it was like to be Greek,

                  4th-century BC, and not Greek.

                   

               

               
                  Think of him and his retinue

                  saying how-do-you-do

               

               
                  to sailors and traders

                  at primitive harbours

               

               
                  spinning yarns. Comparing notes

                  about sea-roads and boats.

               

               
                  Tracing word-of-mouth

                  to the horse’s mouth.

               

               
                  Reaching the fabled source of tin.

                  And on to Llŷn, Mona, Man.

               

               
                  Brokering passage between

                  wild tribes. Waiting about in

               

               
                  the cold. (Think of the rain

                  tipping down.)

               

               
                  Think of it hour by hour,

                  at sea or ashore.

               

               
                  To Stornoway and the ‘forty’

                  isles of Orkney. 14

               

               
                  A trading man of learning and science.

                  A man of resilience.

               

               
                  Pytheas the intrepid, and mysterious.

                  A man of vision and nous.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
153. Peri tou okeanou (On the Ocean)

               
                  In leaps and bounds, a deer in the mountains,

                  dashing from the hunt, dashing like a fish

                  in the side of a wave, chased by the winds,

                  in hail and lightning, winging it between notes.

                  Think of a currach, storm-tossed, off Inis Mór,

                  no more than lath and canvas between you

                  and your maker, pitching close to perpendicular.

                  Poseidon with his trusty trident never had

                  such seas up his sleeve in the Odyssey.

                  Never did the Med see the like, sea-soaring,

                  see-sawing, peak and trough. Now haul hard

                  on raw ropes, going, and going about,

                  to hold high ground, clear of foundering glens –

                  a pod of dolphin; a sea-bird throw of the dice,

                  in the lemon skies of dawn; and heather-banked,

                  in the hush and rush cacophony of storm,

                  black and livid, whorling, heeling, hurling,

                  bottle-green, glittering-green, aerated spate –

                  with azure and coral-strand interludes,

                  in the Hebrides, by Mediterranean colourists –

                  schooling his heart as it sails off the chart,

                  extending the reach clear to the Arctic

                  of every wilful mind. Arriving, arriving –

                  outward to somewhere behind the North wind,

                  measuring the sun’s height at the solstice,

                  calculating, within a whisker of true,

                  the perimeter of the Island of Britain,

                  founding what we know of the archipelago.

                  Scanning the horizon from Hermaness Hill,

                  to start a hare running on Ultima Thule.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
164. At Hermaness (Shetland Isles)

               
                  A lark on the strand, a man in the gap.

                  Whoopers arrowing North,

                  trumpeting. The brass air

                  burnished with cold.

               

               
                  Ice-cold the breeze about him.

                  A congealed sea, they called it,

                  up there on the migratory arc

                  to Rifstangi and the Arctic.

               

               
                  Navigate by sea-bird and star,

                  rain-taste and merest breath of air.

                  He’s learnt a language since,

                  he hadn’t known before.

               

               
                  Like a lark on the strand.

                  Now there he stood and thought,

                  weighing things up

                  as you would, in his shoes.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
175. Thule

               
                  What would the language have been there

                  in c. 320BC? Supposing he braved it.

                  Were the Irish there before Christ?

                  Or just the intertribal trading set?

                  Cod fishermen in hide canoes with square sails?

                  See what you prefer. Believe what you hear.

               

               
                  In the Circle of the Bear the one-eyed

                  dome of light is king, opaque as jellyfish,

                  refracted mirage, from jökull to ísjakanum.

                  But what words for them then?

                  And where? And how far away?

                  See what you believe. Believe what you see.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               
186. Palimpsest

               
                  Gather at the old harbour, in Marseille,

                  where he’s figured on the facade of the Bourse

                  (music off: ‘La Marseillaise’), and hail him,

                  however he came, from ‘Abalus’, with

                  the origin of amber traced, to some bleak

                  North Sea or Baltic tideline; or from ‘Kantion’,

                  with only word-of-mouth for proof.

                  However he made it, don’t side with those who say

                  he made it up, the sneering snobs

                  of Greece and Rome. We all know their kind.

                  They have never gone away.

                  But gather now to honour him. Attend

                  like Hipparchus, scrolling down the papyrus

                  line by line of a copy of a copy,

                  reading there with latitude in mind.

                  The great astronomer of Rhodes

                  in his debt; and, if so, surely we are.

                  Embark in his footsteps if you think you can

                  disinter them from the palimpsest,

                  look for a boat across the channel.

                  (Observe the latter-day voyagers

                  at their peril.) Trail-blaze to old knowledge.

                  Visit the tin mines, and the metal market

                  on St Michael’s Mount. Stay out all night

                  half-starved on the heath, until you start

                  to hallucinate. Then believe what you see:

                  the shade of Pytheas, star-gazing on a promontory.

                  Go pre-Socratic. Re-establish Nature.

                  Play the method actor. Soliloquise

                  on Porthcurno’s stage, above the Atlantic,

                  and tread the boards of our tragedy. 19

                  Think of yourself in his shoes as you go,

                  hugging the coast, keeping your notes.

                  And see if, left to your own devices,

                  you can’t reckon the height of the sun

                  on midsummer’s day. Survey the Northern world

                  of shrinking ice, where the Plough

                  shares the crown with the Bear

                  and will long after there’s no ice there.

                  Be chastened by what’s befallen his original:

                  Earth’s miracle, still hanging on for now.
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