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Digging







Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.




   





Under my window, a clean rasping sound


When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:


My father, digging. I look down




   





Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds


Bends low, comes up twenty years away


Stooping in rhythm through potato drills


Where he was digging.




   





The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft


Against the inside knee was levered firmly.


He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep


To scatter new potatoes that we picked


Loving their cool hardness in our hands.




   





By God, the old man could handle a spade.


Just like his old man.




   





My grandfather cut more turf in a day


Than any other man on Toner’s bog.


Once I carried him milk in a bottle


Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up


To drink it, then fell to right away


Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods


Over his shoulder, going down and down


For the good turf. Digging.




   





The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap


Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge


Through living roots awaken in my head.


But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.




   





Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests.


I’ll dig with it.






















Death of a Naturalist







All year the flax-dam festered in the heart


Of the townland; green and heavy headed


Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge sods.


Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun.


Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles


Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell.


There were dragon-flies, spotted butterflies,


But best of all was the warm thick slobber


Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water


In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring


I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied


Specks to range on window-sills at home,


On shelves at school, and wait and watch until


The fattening dots burst into nimble-


Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us how


The daddy frog was called a bullfrog


And how he croaked and how the mammy frog


Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was


Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by frogs too


For they were yellow in the sun and brown


In rain.




   





    Then one hot day when fields were rank


With cowdung in the grass and angry frogs


Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through hedges


To a coarse croaking that I had not heard


Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus.


Right down the dam gross-bellied frogs were cocked


On sods; their loose necks pulsed like sails. Some hopped:


The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some sat


Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting.


I sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime kings


Were gathered there for vengeance and I knew


That if I dipped my hand the spawn would clutch it.






















Blackberry-Picking


For Philip Hobsbaum







Late August, given heavy rain and sun


For a full week, the blackberries would ripen.


At first, just one, a glossy purple clot


Among others, red, green, hard as a knot.


You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet


Like thickened wine: summer’s blood was in it


Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for


Picking. Then red ones inked up and that hunger


Sent us out with milk-cans, pea-tins, jam-pots


Where briars scratched and wet grass bleached our boots.


Round hayfields, cornfields and potato-drills


We trekked and picked until the cans were full,


Until the tinkling bottom had been covered


With green ones, and on top big dark blobs burned


Like a plate of eyes. Our hands were peppered


With thorn pricks, our palms sticky as Bluebeard’s.




   





We hoarded the fresh berries in the byre.


But when the bath was filled we found a fur,


A rat-grey fungus, glutting on our cache.


The juice was stinking too. Once off the bush


The fruit fermented, the sweet flesh would turn sour.


I always felt like crying. It wasn’t fair


That all the lovely canfuls smelt of rot.


Each year I hoped they’d keep, knew they would not.






















Follower







My father worked with a horse-plough,


His shoulders globed like a full sail strung


Between the shafts and the furrow.


The horses strained at his clicking tongue.




   





An expert. He would set the wing


And fit the bright steel-pointed sock.


The sod rolled over without breaking.


At the headrig, with a single pluck




   





Of reins, the sweating team turned round


And back into the land. His eye


Narrowed and angled at the ground,


Mapping the furrow exactly.




   





I stumbled in his hob-nailed wake,


Fell sometimes on the polished sod;


Sometimes he rode me on his back


Dipping and rising to his plod.




   





I wanted to grow up and plough,


To close one eye, stiffen my arm.


All I ever did was follow


In his broad shadow round the farm.




   





I was a nuisance, tripping, falling,


Yapping always. But today


It is my father who keeps stumbling


Behind me, and will not go away.






















Mid-Term Break







I sat all morning in the college sick bay


Counting bells knelling classes to a close.


At two o’clock our neighbours drove me home.




   





In the porch I met my father crying –


He had always taken funerals in his stride –


And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.




   





The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram


When I came in, and I was embarrassed


By old men standing up to shake my hand




   





And tell me they were ‘sorry for my trouble’.


Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,


Away at school, as my mother held my hand




   





In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.


At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived


With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses.




   





Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops


And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him


For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,




   





Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,


He lay in the four foot box as in his cot.


No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.




   





A four foot box, a foot for every year.






















Poem


For Marie 







Love, I shall perfect for you the child


Who diligently potters in my brain


Digging with heavy spade till sods were piled


Or puddling through muck in a deep drain.




   





Yearly I would sow my yard-long garden.


I’d strip a layer of sods to build the wall


That was to keep out sow and pecking hen.


Yearly, admitting these, the sods would fall.




   





Or in the sucking clabber I would splash


Delightedly and dam the flowing drain


But always my bastions of clay and mush


Would burst before the rising autumn rain.




   





Love, you shall perfect for me this child


Whose small imperfect limits would keep breaking:


Within new limits now, arrange the world


And square the circle: four walls and a ring.






















Personal Helicon


For Michael Longley 







As a child, they could not keep me from wells


And old pumps with buckets and windlasses.


I loved the dark drop, the trapped sky, the smells


Of waterweed, fungus and dank moss.




   





One, in a brickyard, with a rotted board top.


I savoured the rich crash when a bucket


Plummeted down at the end of a rope.


So deep you saw no reflection in it.




   





A shallow one under a dry stone ditch


Fructified like any aquarium.


When you dragged out long roots from the soft mulch


A white face hovered over the bottom.




   





Others had echoes, gave back your own call


With a clean new music in it. And one


Was scaresome for there, out of ferns and tall


Foxgloves, a rat slapped across my reflection.




   





Now, to pry into roots, to finger slime,


To stare, big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring


Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme


To see myself, to set the darkness echoing.






















Thatcher







Bespoke for weeks, he turned up some morning


Unexpectedly, his bicycle slung


With a light ladder and a bag of knives.


He eyed the old rigging, poked at the eaves,




   





Opened and handled sheaves of lashed wheat-straw.


Next, the bundled rods: hazel and willow


Were flicked for weight, twisted in case they’d snap.


It seemed he spent the morning warming up:




   





Then fixed the ladder, laid out well-honed blades


And snipped at straw and sharpened ends of rods


That, bent in two, made a white-pronged staple


For pinning down his world, handful by handful.




   





Couchant for days on sods above the rafters,


He shaved and flushed the butts, stitched all together


Into a sloped honeycomb, a stubble patch,


And left them gaping at his Midas touch.






















The Peninsula







When you have nothing more to say, just drive


For a day all round the peninsula.


The sky is tall as over a runway,


The land without marks so you will not arrive




   





But pass through, though always skirting landfall.


At dusk, horizons drink down sea and hill,


The ploughed field swallows the whitewashed gable


And you’re in the dark again. Now recall




  





The glazed foreshore and silhouetted log,


That rock where breakers shredded into rags,


The leggy birds stilted on their own legs,


Islands riding themselves out into the fog




   





And drive back home, still with nothing to say


Except that now you will uncode all landscapes


By this: things founded clean on their own shapes,


Water and ground in their extremity.






















Requiem for the Croppies







The pockets of our greatcoats full of barley –


No kitchens on the run, no striking camp –


We moved quick and sudden in our own country.


The priest lay behind ditches with the tramp.


A people, hardly marching – on the hike –


We found new tactics happening each day:


We’d cut through reins and rider with the pike


And stampede cattle into infantry,


Then retreat through hedges where cavalry must be thrown.


Until, on Vinegar Hill, the fatal conclave.


Terraced thousands died, shaking scythes at cannon.


The hillside blushed, soaked in our broken wave.


They buried us without shroud or coffin


And in August the barley grew up out of the grave.






















The Wife’s Tale







When I had spread it all on linen cloth


Under the hedge, I called them over.


The hum and gulp of the thresher ran down


And the big belt slewed to a standstill, straw


Hanging undelivered in the jaws.


There was such quiet that I heard their boots


Crunching the stubble twenty yards away.




   





He lay down and said ‘Give these fellows theirs,


I’m in no hurry,’ plucking grass in handfuls


And tossing it in the air. ‘That looks well.’


(He nodded at my white cloth on the grass.)


‘I declare a woman could lay out a field


Though boys like us have little call for cloths.’


He winked, then watched me as I poured a cup


And buttered the thick slices that he likes.


‘It’s threshing better than I thought, and mind


It’s good clean seed. Away over there and look.’


Always this inspection has to be made


Even when I don’t know what to look for.




   





But I ran my hand in the half-filled bags


Hooked to the slots. It was hard as shot,


Innumerable and cool. The bags gaped


Where the chutes ran back to the stilled drum


And forks were stuck at angles in the ground


As javelins might mark lost battlefields.


I moved between them back across the stubble.


They lay in the ring of their own crusts and dregs


Smoking and saying nothing. ‘There’s good yield,


Isn’t there?’ – as proud as if he were the land itself –


‘Enough for crushing and for sowing both.’


And that was it. I’d come and he had shown me


So I belonged no further to the work.


I gathered cups and folded up the cloth


And went. But they still kept their ease


Spread out, unbuttoned, grateful, under the trees.






















Night Drive







The smells of ordinariness


Were new on the night drive through France:


Rain and hay and woods on the air


Made warm draughts in the open car.




   





Signposts whitened relentlessly.


Montreuil, Abbéville, Beauvais


Were promised, promised, came and went,


Each place granting its name’s fulfilment.




   





A combine groaning its way late


Bled seeds across its work-light.


A forest fire smouldered out.


One by one small cafés shut.




   





I thought of you continuously


A thousand miles south where Italy


Laid its loin to France on the darkened sphere.


Your ordinariness was renewed there.






















Relic of Memory







The lough waters


Can petrify wood:


Old oars and posts


Over the years


Harden their grain,


Incarcerate ghosts




   





Of sap and season.


The shallows lap


And give and take:


Constant ablutions,


Such drowning love


Stun a stake




   





To stalagmite.


Dead lava,


The cooling star,


Coal and diamond


Or sudden birth


Of burnt meteor




   





Are too simple,


Without the lure


That relic stored –


A piece of stone


On the shelf at school,


Oatmeal coloured.






















Bogland


For T. P. Flanagan







We have no prairies


To slice a big sun at evening –


Everywhere the eye concedes to


Encroaching horizon,




   





Is wooed into the cyclops’ eye


Of a tarn. Our unfenced country


Is bog that keeps crusting


Between the sights of the sun.




   





They’ve taken the skeleton


Of the Great Irish Elk


Out of the peat, set it up


An astounding crate full of air.




   





Butter sunk under


More than a hundred years


Was recovered salty and white.


The ground itself is kind, black butter




   





Melting and opening underfoot,


Missing its last definition


By millions of years.


They’ll never dig coal here,




   





Only the waterlogged trunks


Of great firs, soft as pulp.


Our pioneers keep striking


Inwards and downwards,




   





Every layer they strip


Seems camped on before.


The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage.


The wet centre is bottomless.






















Bog Oak







A carter’s trophy


split for rafters,


a cobwebbed, black,


long-seasoned rib




   





under the first thatch.


I might tarry


with the moustached


dead, the creel-fillers,




   





or eavesdrop on


their hopeless wisdom


as a blow-down of smoke


struggles over the half-door




   





and mizzling rain


blurs the far end


of the cart track.


The softening ruts




   





lead back to no


‘oak groves’, no


cutters of mistletoe


in the green clearings.




   





Perhaps I just make out


Edmund Spenser,


dreaming sunlight,


encroached upon by




   





geniuses who creep


‘out of every corner


of the woodes and glennes’


towards watercress and carrion.






















Anahorish







My ‘place of clear water’,


the first hill in the world


where springs washed into


the shiny grass




   





and darkened cobbles


in the bed of the lane.


Anahorish, soft gradient


of consonant, vowel-meadow,




   





after-image of lamps


swung through the yards


on winter evenings.


With pails and barrows




   





those mound-dwellers


go waist-deep in mist


to break the light ice


at wells and dunghills.






















Gifts of Rain







I


Cloudburst and steady downpour now


for days.


    Still mammal,


straw-footed on the mud,


he begins to sense weather


by his skin.




   





A nimble snout of flood


licks over stepping stones


and goes uprooting.


                               He fords
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