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			THE LILLIPUT PRESS

			DUBLIN

		

	
		
			‘It is not down in any map, true places never are’

			HERMAN MELVILLE (THREE)

		

	
		
			Editors’ Note | Nicholas Allen and Fiona Stafford

			Archipelago was an occasional magazine of literature and art edited by Andrew McNeillie and published for twelve issues from 2007 until 2019. Its origins were complex and many, and anchored firmly in McNeillie’s own experiences on the Aran Islands as a younger man, described in the memoir of his earlier years, An Aran Keening, which was published by the Lilliput Press in Dublin. Lilliput’s first publication had been a pamphlet by the cartographer, writer and artist Tim Robinson, whose art set the co-ordinates for an emerging body of coastal writing around the Irish and British isles, and further beyond. Archipelago gathered this flotilla in safe harbour and set it to sail into the environmental, cultural and political storms of the early twenty-first century under McNeillie’s steering eye, which, if not always steady, was fiercely intent on charting the deep tides that make for history and place at the sea-struck edge.

			Archipelago was from the beginning a collaborative project. McNeillie first thought of the journal on a family holiday in Spain, where he found a ready associate in his daughter Gail, who became a regular contributor to the magazine. He soon sought opinions of the possible project from the many writers and artists he knew from his decades of work in publishing. They were all for it, as the exceptional contributions to the first issue attest. Launched by Seamus Heaney in the Bodleian Library, Oxford, Archipelago soon attracted a dedicated readership. In doing so, each issue gathered a network of associations that together provided material for the deep consideration of particular places in relation to each other. Some of these sites were more familiar to the literary and visual traditions than others. McNeillie’s innovation was to make of Archipelago an atlas of found places, the flotsam of centuries of interactions by the sea found with the jetsam of an artist’s life. The results were astonishing. Archipelago was consistently interesting, provocative and gifted with a complement of artists and writers who summoned together an entirely new vision of land and sea, and this from the intractable material of a long-broken union whose fragmentation is ongoing. 

			Part of Archipelago’s charge was, of course, to show that such political arrangements have no natural purchase in the lived reality of the seaside place. The timescale in which the contributors to Archipelago worked ranged from the thrum of the wild bird’s rush to the deep rumble of the sea on the islands’ rocky promontories. Through this were threaded stories of bird, fish, animal and human, sometimes freighted with a historical moment, as in the meditations by Ivor Gurney on the Severn, and sometimes afloat from them, as in the many, and all remarkable, etchings by Norman Ackroyd of blustery weather offshore. This selection of key contributions also includes new material: hand-drawn maps by Malcolm Sparkes; notes and afterword by Chris Fletcher and James Macdonald Lockhart; poems, artwork and an essay by Andrew McNeillie. Fletcher writes about the journal’s archives in the Bodleian Library, an early source of support for the journal (and one of the ironies of this coastal enterprise is the energy it took from the landlocked community of Oxford). Macdonald Lockhart, the author of Raptor was, along with Katherine Rundell, Archipelago’s associate editor. His reflections on the experience are an afterword and prelude to McNeillie’s own record – half-memoir, half-manifesto, all individual – of his hopes for the journal. 

			As each issue of Archipelago had its own ecology, geography and relations, it would be impossible, and misleading, to separate out any particular set of essays, poems or images as representative of a larger whole. This might, in fact, be damaging, in a way that Tim Robinson warned about in his own writing of the West of Ireland, which paid attention to the particularity of its subjects and became, in the process, a series of correspondences whose braiding together in prose was the substance of his style. When asked to collect a record of Archipelago in book form, to mark the journal and its achievements and provide a frame for future readers, we decided to arrange the collection in strands of association that trace imaginative journeys around the isles. The journeys and places pivot around an Other Worlds that gesture towards Archipelago’s consistent attempt to look beyond the known horizon. The separation of other sections is not a demarcation, but a map of possible departures and resting places. Given the riches of Archipelago’s twelve volumes, some of the essays have had to be reduced in length and we have had to leave many excellent pieces within the pages of their magazines. We offer this selection as one possible choreography of Archipelago’s serial complexity, in the hope that it may give the journal’s regular readers fresh ways into familiar pieces, and new readers, now and in the future, a sense of its exceptional contents, and of their unfolding possibilities. 

			In collecting the materials, we were confirmed in our belief that Archipelago marks a creative and intellectual turn towards the coast, the sea, and the endless declension of water as the matter, embodied and imaginary, of our shifting relations, among these islands and beyond. We were reminded too of the pleasure of reading and the promise of looking. As Andrew McNeillie invited the reader to join the complement of his crew in the first issue, so we extend the invitation to readers old and new to sail these imaginary isles in the company of artists whose works point to the far shores of new understanding, all the closer now through Archipelago.

		

	
		
			‘What is the future of a place, if no one remembers its name?’ 

			TIM ROBINSON (SEVEN)

		

	
		
			A Note on the Archive | Chris Fletcher 

			‘This whole string of incantation of places’ could be a description of the Archipelago project. It was a phrase used by Norman Ackroyd at the start of a reading for the journal held by the Bodleian Library in 2013. The politically contentious space of Convocation House, used by both Cromwell and King Charles during the Civil War, could hardly be further from the sea. Yet it was to the margins of the land that Ackroyd took us, from Muckle Flugga to Skibbereen. His unscripted litany of islands and coastal places traced a parabola across the occident from his point of origin in Elmet. In his mind’s eye he revisited the fishing boat trips from which he painted in preparation for work on his rich and intense etchings darkly drenched in the chaos of the sea and set alight with its birds. He invoked the actually loved, the known and the marvellous. As I said, just like Archipelago.

			The Clutag Press and the Bodleian were early collaborators. An earlier event in 2007 brought together young poets like Paul Abbott, who riffed out his long piece Flood, alongside master makers including Seamus Heaney. It captured what was to be the last, I think, recorded sound of Mick Imlah, reading Muck. Other readings included Andrew McNeillie, Kate Rundell and Tom Paulin. All of these events have run alongside a project to capture the written record of the Clutag Press, through the acquisition of tranches of its archive. This has given the Bodleian an important slice of contemporary material. All of the writers and artists who have sailed in Andrew’s boat now form part of what Francis Bacon described as ‘an ark to save learning from the deluge’. The modest funds requested by Andrew for the papers helped to keep the enterprise afloat.

			My friend Richard Ovenden – Bodley’s Librarian – and I have had some jolly Oxford lunches and dinners with Andrew, both in the early days of the press and since. We shared our love of the land and seascapes he set about celebrating through our Scottish connections and appreciation of British neo-romanticism of the 1940s and ’50s, in photography, art and writing. Being librarians, this was not all a case of beer and skittles. We have benefitted from the connections Andrew brought to us. Alongside the Clutag archive itself we have, with the generous support of his executors and family, received the donation of Mick Imlah’s papers. Norman Ackroyd has promised us his; others might receive a letter from me at some point.

			Andrew has murmured to me a few times that the project is taking a rest. But like the sea, it is restive. I suspect the archive will grow and the events will happen again. The last time I was with him was on a visit to Norman’s London studio in Morocco Street. The massive etching press anchors the warehouse; a floor up, ink dries and work finds a frame. Climbing again we reach living quarters, grand and homely all at once, with notable unglazed art nailed to the wood surrounding an orderly mass of archives, beaten up yet cherished kitchen utensils, brushes and empty fag packets. We stood on the little balcony, looking out at The Shard. Landlocked again, but it felt as if we were afloat.

		

	
		
			IRELAND

		

	
		
			‘Or perhaps the landscape saw me coming’ 

			TIM ROBINSON (SIX)

		

	
		
			Derek Mahon (one) | Insomnia 

			Scratch of a match

			fierce in the dark. The alarm clock, 

			night-vigilant, reads twenty minutes to four; 

			wide awake, as so often at this dead hour,

			I stare down at the lighted dock,

			trawlers and crated catch,

			as if on watch.

			The bright insects

			of helicopters drop to the decks

			of gas-rigs ten miles out in the heavy waves, 

			their roaring rotors far from our quiet leaves, 

			before midnight; and the ship that shone

			at dusk on the horizon

			has long since gone.

			Nothing stirs

			in garden or silent house,

			no night-owl flies or none that we can hear; 

			not even the mild, traditional field-mouse

			runs nibbling, as you’d expect, under the stairs. 

			Boats knock and click at the pier,

			shrimp worship the stars. 

			The whole coast

			is soporific as if lost

			to echoes of a distant past –

			the empty beach-house with no obvious owner, 

			an old hotel like a wrecked ocean liner

			washed up one stormy night

			and left to rot. 

			The woman from

			the Seaview, a ‘blow-in’

			of some kind from a foreign shore,

			seems out of her element and far from home,

			the once perhaps humorous eyes grown vague out here. 

			What is she? A Lithuanian, or a Finn?

			We’ve met before 

			beside some flat

			road bridge or bleak strand road,

			two men in black at the corner staring hard,

			far off in the stricken distance perhaps a shipyard, 

			chimneys, power plants, gasometers,

			oil refineries, Gothic spires

			and things like that – 

			where a cloud climbs

			and swirls, yellow and red,

			streaking the estuary, and a soul screams

			for sunken origins, for the obscure sea bed 

			and glowing depths, the alternative mud haven 

			we left behind. Once more we live in 

			interesting times. 

		

	
		
			Bernard O’Donoghue (one) | Geese Conversations 

			i.m. Ian Niall 

			It would have been about this time of the year 

			that we watched the field-geese near Macroom 

			grow restless, preparing to call out 

			to the Canada geese flying overhead 

			to regions of thick ribbëd ice, far away 

			from the Lee Scheme’s kindly reclaimed stretches. 

		

	
		
			Bernard O’Donoghue (ten) | Ballybeg Priory

			for Brian Friel 

			Writing from Lisbon in 1705, 

			the Bishop of Cloyne lamented how 

			‘oxen and asses ruminate

			under the shadows of the Austins’ church

			at Ballybeg, the stone coffins of the monks

			their watering troughs, and the tombs

			where rest the bones of abbots are their byres.’

			By now you might expect to find in place

			an instructive interpretative centre,

			explaining how the columbarium

			provided guano which the friars sold

			as fertiliser because it was better

			for herb gardens and cloth making

			than the droppings of the farming stock.

			But there are no display-cases here:

			no art-objects or explanations.

			The close is untended, and the walls

			go on crumbling. And in the field around

			are tinkers’ ponies: piebald, skewbald,

			ungroomed, unshorn, stumbling blindly

			on their overgrown, unfarriered hooves. 

		

	
		
			Norman Ackroyd (six) | Kilkieran Bay, Co. Galway, Golam Head
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			Moya Cannon (seven) | Bees under Snow

			In a field beside the dark wood,

			this year there are fifty-two beehives – 

			orange and blue cubes with zinc lids,

			raised on long girders.

			Last winter, under a foot of snow,

			they were square marshmallows in a white field.

			By a miniscule door lay a few dead bees

			and one or two flew about distractedly

			but the bees inside hovered in a great ball

			shivering to keep warm, to stay alive

			moving always inwards towards the globe’s centre

			or outward towards its surface.

			As much as their hunt for sweetness

			or their casual work of fertilizing the world’s

			petalled, coloured, scented flowers

			to bear fruit for all earthbound, airborne creatures,

			this is part of their lives, 

			these long months of shivering, of bee-faith.

		

	
		
			Tim Robinson (nine) | The Gods of The Neale 

			For reasons not worth rehearsing, when I set out to begin my map of Connemara, in 1979, it was from the humdrum little town of Claremorris in the flatlands of south Mayo. Slightly nervously I wheeled my overladen bike out into the busy street and wobbled off in the direction of the mountains that formed a long rim to the western horizon. The day was perfect April, compounded of sun and breeze; the roads were almost empty of traffic, the countryside very quiet. As I approached the village called The Neale I noticed a small pyramid or ziggurat of nine stages in a field by the road, and went to look at it. A largely illegible inscription seemed to identify it as ‘Templum Fortunae’ and date it to 1750 or 1760. Back on the road, I overtook a lady walking between two sticks, who told me that she was paralysed on one side after a brain haemorrhage. I asked her about the monument, and she was very informative. Lord Kilmaine, she said, had been one of the good landlords, and had employed the farmers (‘such as they were’) on building this folly as well as a small round Greek temple visible in the distance. I should go and see ‘The Gods of The Neale’, since I was interested in things like that. She could not explain what these Gods were, but I would find them, she said, by taking a turning to the left just ahead. 

			The turning sent me down a little road with a tall demesne wall along its left-hand side, overtopped by old trees. Unable to identify anything that might be a God or Gods, I spoke to some children playing football in a little schoolyard on the right, who directed me onwards to a hole in the wall, which I was able to jump through. I spent some time wandering around the low remains of the mansion, tumbledown outhouses and overgrown gardens, and finally came across a monument, perhaps ten or twelve feet tall, set against a thicketed bank. Three medieval-looking rectangular bas-reliefs were inserted in its frontage; the lowest of them, horizontal, represented a slender four-footed creature, a lion to judge by its curly mane and fierce claws, with a long whip-like tail ending in what looked like a hand of three fingers and a thumb. Above that the other slabs stood vertically and side by side: on the right, an angel in a long dress, facing forwards and holding a small shield or perhaps a book against its breast; on the left a horse, perhaps a unicorn, which appeared to be sitting on its tail and looked to me as if it should have been set horizontally. Below these carvings was a broad limestone plaque with a long inscription of an eighteenth-century appearance, which in this shadowy retreat was hard to make sense of. Some phrases stood out that were given resonance by the obscurities in which they were embedded and the empty-echoing mansion nearby: 

			The Irish characters on the above stone import that in this cave we have by us the Gods of Cons … Lett us follow their stepps sick of love with FVLL confidence in Loo Lave Adda … the Shepherd of Ireland of his era … These images were found in a cave behind the place they now stand & were the ancient Gods of the Neale which took its name from them. They were called Déithe Fhéile or the Gods of Felicity from which the place in Irish is called Ne Heale in English The Neale LL reigned AM 2577 PD 927 AHTE C1496 and was then 60: CEDNA reigned AM2994 & 64 of Edna was wel 50 CON MOIL was ye son of Heber who divided this kingdom with his brother and had the western parts of this island for his lott all which was originally called from Con Conovcht or Cons portion and his son LOO LAVEADDA who found the Druids was thought to have drawn all his knowledge from the SVN Thus the Irish history. N.B. the smaller letters on the upper part of the great plinth import that it was erected by Edna Loos Gods were adopted by Con and Edna of the line of Heber established their worship there 1753. 

			Whether myth is the consolidated sediment fallen out from the ceaseless perturbed flow of folktales, or folktales the crumbled remains of forgotten myth, scholarship conditions us to prefer deeper layers to later ones. So, to clear away some of the misidentifications of earlier misidentifications, I add here my findings, fruit of subsequent rummaging in archives and reference books. 

			Con is clearly Conn of the Hundred Battles, the king who divided Ireland with Eoghan Mór (not his brother), and took as his portion the part known from him as Connacht. Heber is probably Éibhear, the mythical leader of the Gaels, who ruled over the southern portion of Ireland for a year. Loo Laveadda is a phonetic attempt at Lugh Lámhfhada, Lugh of the long hand, in origin a Celtic deity, hero and master of all the arts; he was not the son of Con. Lugh led the otherworldly Tuatha Dé Danann to victory in the fabulous Battle of Moytura, said to have occurred a few miles west of The Neale. Edna or Edana was a poet and prophetess of the Tuatha Dé Danann. The jumble of figures in the middle of the inscription are dates; AM stands for Anno Mundi, the ‘year of the world’ in the system based on the date of Creation, 4004 BC, concocted by Bishop Ussher in the seventeenth century; what the other abbreviations stand for I do not know. The old idea that the village name, The Neale, is an anglicisation of the Irish An Fhéile, the festival, felicity or generosity, is not favoured by placename experts nowadays. 

			Estate records of The Neale say the various follies were designed by Lord Charlemont, whose sister married Sir John Browne, later to become the first Baron Kilmaine, in 1764. But Charlemont was an enthusiast for classicism (the Casino at Marino in Dublin was his pleasure house, and his main residence, Charlemont House, is now the Dublin City Gallery), so even if he is responsible for the symmetrical form of the monument, which tapers upwards stepwise to a little pedestal bearing a stone sphere (now missing), he would not have approved either the style or the substance of the garbled inscription. The first investigator to transcribe the plaque was seemingly the travel writer and actor Richard Hayward in 1941 or 1942; a unionist with nationalistic sympathies, he dismisses the monument as a whim of the irresponsible landlord class: ‘a more absurd conglomeration of unrelated objects never confronted the eyes of man.’ In stark contrast, the archaeologist Peter Harbison writes: 

			The inscription and the whole monument should be seen not just as a piece of romantic dilettante erudition, but also as an extraordinary piece of reverence to the Celtic past by a member of the landed aristocracy in the west of Ireland. 

			Is it possible then that the date 1753 at the end of the inscription refers to a re-establishment of the worship of the ancient Irish gods by members of the landlord’s family? What trace, what presence, might such a cult have left in the atmosphere of this ruinous and overgrown corner? Looking around me, I thought of M.R. James’ Ghost Stories of an Antiquary. All the props of an incipient tale in his vein were here: the unfrequented ruin, the puzzling inscription, the premature dusk gathering under the trees. I did not linger, but found my way back to the hole in the wall and scrambled out into the coolly rational summer afternoon. *The above account is an accurate reflection of this curious experience, written in a B&B in Connemara five or six hours later, bulked up with some material from subsequent research. But before I looked it up in my diary my clear and unarguable memory of the episode was somewhat different. Soon after leaving the commonplace little town I became aware of the absence of traffic. The broad, shallow farmlands breathed a disquieting silence. The first person I saw on the road was an elderly man on a bicycle; I caught up with him just as we passed the monument with nine tall steps leading up to nothing. I asked him what it was, and he told me about the landlord who had had his hungry tenantry build it in the famine time. Then he went on to urge me, insistently, to visit the Gods of ‘The Neale’, the nature of which entity he could not articulate. A little further on we passed a small community hall that, he told me, was named from a young republican killed in 1921 by the Black and Tans in the Tourmakeedy ambush. We went on to talk of the troubles in the North, which were at their most murderous at that time. Recognising that I was English, he hastened to tell me that the history being taught nowadays made the present IRA think they were emulating the old IRA of the War of Independence, which they were not; I was not to think that Irish people in these parts had any sympathy for those people. 

			When we parted he continued westwards and I turned down the lane he had told me would lead me to the mysterious Gods. The children in the village school playground pointed me on my way; I climbed from sunlight into tree-shadow through the broken-down demesne wall with a sense of achievement, of escape from the everyday net of public ways, into the realm of the unexpected. The monument reared up before me as I parted the rampant vegetation. I took out my notebook and set myself busily to transcribe its inscription, perhaps to disperse the rather oppressive eeriness of its unfrequented and neglected setting. I could only make it out in parts and by degrees, but this much was clear: ‘… Lett us follow their stepps sick of love with FVLL con dence in Loo Lave Adda … the Shepherd of Ireland of his era …’ What exactly did that mean? What did ‘sick of love’ mean in the eighteenth century? Are we tired of loving our old ways, or overcome by love of these new or rediscovered gods? 

			The antique stones had nothing to add. I dismissed as over-imaginative a twinge of anxiety, a faint premonition of nightmare, of failing to rend the hole in the demesne wall. The birdless shrubbery, the ivy weaving its nets around the fallen masonry of the old mansion, suggested politely but firmly that I should now leave, and allowed me to do so without difficulty. 

			On reaching the main road again I turned westwards towards Connemara, the mountainous boundary of which reared up from the plain more and more decisively as I progressed. A few miles beyond the village I saw a figure standing in the road with a bicycle; as I approached, I realised it was the man I had met earlier. He had waited for me, he said, because he wanted to be sure I would not miss the site of the Battle of Moytura. He indicated a number of huge boulders among a few trees at the further end of a low rise in a roadside field, and having pointed out my way, or put me out of my way, once again, took himself off. I strayed among the ancient stones for some time, wondering why he had so insisted on my making this detour. I knew little about the epochal battle that took place, or has been staged by ancient storytellers, here. Later I read it up in Lough Corrib, Its Shores and Islands, by the nineteenth-century antiquarian Sir William Wilde, who had his country home nearby. Putting together local folklore and the witness of medieval manuscripts, Wilde gives a detailed account of the battle between the magical invaders, the Tuatha Dé Danann, or People of the Goddess Danu, and the native Fir Bolg, which raged for four days, involved a hundred thousand on either side, and left its memorials in the form of the numerous cashels, cairns and standing stones to be seen in the sleepy countryside around The Neale. Lugh, son of the Dé Danann king Nuadu, was killed in the third day’s fighting and is said to be buried under one of the standing stones near the village. But in the end the Fir Bolg were defeated and took refuge in the Aran Islands, where they built the great clifftop fort of Dún Aonghasa. 

			However, there is a grander corpus of myth concerning another Battle of Moytura, usually said to have been fought at another Moytura in Sligo but frequently – and certainly in my mind – conflated with the Battle of Moytura in Mayo. This second battle pitched the divine Tuatha Dé Danann against the Fomhóire, a grim race of sea-pirates, and its pivotal event was the confrontation between Lugh and his grandfather Balor, a giant, perhaps a thunder god in origin, who had a single lightning-flashing eye which it took four men to open. Lugh flung his spear, or a slingshot, at this baleful eye and knocked it through to the back of his head so that it looked upon Balor’s own soldiers and, according to Mayo folklore, turned them into the stones I was wandering among, somewhat empty-mindedly, that day of my journey. 

			Why was I here? Not one of the boulders had a word to say. The sky was darkening, and I still had a long way to go. I returned to my bike and set off again westwards. *I broke out through the rapidly diminishing hole in the wall, breathless, my heart racing. The shrieks of the children drove me back to the junction with the main road, where I saw that the old man riding away on his bike was still only a few dozen yards distant; it was as if I had spent no time at all in the demesne, or none of the time of this world. I laboured on my bicycle but I could not catch up with him, although he seemed to be pedalling at a normal easy rate; it was because the road was slippery with blood, and my long hand impeded me. Soon he was far ahead and waiting for me near the circle of stones. The hedges for miles around were full of the sound of iron on skin, iron on flesh, iron on bone. He towered among the thunderclouds forming on the mountain rim of Connemara. In the middle of his forehead is the mark I must aim at. 
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			Deirdre Ní Chonghaile (twelve) | Greim an Fhir Bháite

			Drownings are imagined as an eternal feature of island life. Whether we are affected by them personally, or hear about them in the news, we recognise that we are powerless before the sea. The lighthouse on the horizon, the life-ring on a waterside railing, the model lifeboat cum charity box on a pub counter, all dare to inspire hope that seafarers can and will return home. For most of us, however, drownings are simply stories. Most of us do not know a life lived, day in, day out, with this terminal hazard.

			A single drowning can prove a last straw, not alone to the bereaved but to an entire community. Drownings can trigger evacuations and the abandonment of islands. A unique way of life relocates to the realm of island diaspora, and into dreams – of memory, regret, or hope for what might yet be. As Marina Warner has observed of tragedy, some narratives of drowning are so shocking, they have the potential to ‘seize attention’ and to ‘obscure rather than reveal’. At their most extreme, they can be seen in terms of social Darwinism – essentialist nightmares of decline in rural areas and in indigenous populations and cultures worldwide.

			Yet drownings can and sometimes do spark more positive action, the epicentres of which are often local: for example, in Britain and Ireland, the Royal National Lifeboat Institute and LAST – Lost-At-Sea Tragedies. The supportive work such bodies provide to island communities eager to make a case for their long-term sustainability is rarely acknowledged in the wider world. This is where writers and teachers, historians and critics, and a publication such as this, have a campaigning role to play. They can assist by revealing and countering fatalism and the normalising power of the word. They can help lead communities and their authorities to a deeper understanding of how perniciously narrative can operate, press them into critical awareness, and spur them to take responsible action to reduce risk.

			The common and generalised depiction of small island demographics and island life is, unsurprisingly and justifiably, one of contraction or decline. But close studies of individual island populations and demographics reveal the shortcomings of such a generalised depiction. There are always local anomalies to take into account: peripatetic islanders, for instance, people who come and go beneath the radar as a matter of routine; and the population of Inis Oírr, the smallest of the three Aran Islands, which has been growing in recent years – against common assumptions and trends. Such data is scattered and seems rarely to inform decisions taken by regional authorities and central government, suggesting a failure to engage with such detail. The challenges facing island communities, the complexities of their demographics and social structures, tend to remain invisible to the majority. Ignorance reigns and remains, unquestionably, the greatest challenge facing those committed to reform and improvement.

			Island narratives of drownings are typically tales from lives as labour, stories of people – mostly men – extracting a living from the sea: lightkeepers, as were my uncle and granduncle; naval ratings, as was my great-grandfather; sailing traders, as was my great-great-grandfather; coastguards, as was my great-great-great-grandfather; and especially, the most numerous, fishermen, who have the most complex relationship of all with the sea – my brothers, father, grandfather, great-grandfather, fishermen all.

			The unpredictability of the sea’s moods is more acute and abrupt than that encountered by, say, a farmer eyeing the fruit of his/her husbandry. The fisherman’s fear of the sea is, perhaps, closer to the miner’s fear of the coalmine. Those who extract resources from ocean and earth are equally and rightfully distrustful of the elemental storehouses they are exploiting. Acknowledging the impossibility of possession, the respectful raiders cultivate a vocabulary of guardedness and superstition, shoring up their banks of hard-won knowledge to equip themselves for their future navigations.

			Tales of near-drownings and near-crushings provide proscenia for heroism, the necessary aspiration of challengers and champions. But, where the deep, dark, dusty danger of the mining life holds little affirmation beyond a wheezing wage, the seafaring life holds the promise of untold adventure and bounteous reward – fresh air, swollen nets, bellies full of health-giving fish, and the awe-inspiring, mesmerising beauty of the sea. At once a mother and a lover, nursing all manner of desire, it holds the promise of a thrilling intimacy. Such promises and prayers inspire the resolve we witness among seafaring communities to return to sea even after disaster strikes.

			*

			Ideas of island decline augment the sense of adversity implicit in narratives of drownings, and suggest that islanders are doomed to inherit a worsening situation. The climax of the 1934 film Man of Aran exploits the mystique and danger of the marine environment in its portrayal of the islanders’ encounter with the ocean, mythologising their struggle via tableau vivant. After Robert Flaherty persuaded an Aran crew to row through a storm for his camera lens, his biographer Arthur Calder-Marshall observed: ‘Those three men in the curragh fighting through the storm became a little bit bigger than life size. They became characters out of one of their own heroic legends, a saga of themselves.’ Islander Pat Mullen – who was Flaherty’s right-hand man in Aran and who helped persuade the curragh-men to take on the perilous challenge – wrote about their feat in his book Man of Aran (1934), which includes a drawing depicting their epic voyage:

			Patcheen and his men were drenched with sweat and brine, but their blue eyes were lit up with fire, and a great thrill of wild pride shot through me as I looked at them, for here had been a trial of some of the old, old stock, and the blood still ran true.

			Flaherty said later: ‘I should have been shot for what I asked these superb people to do, all for the sake of a keg of porter and five pounds a piece.’ But Mullen’s account can also be read as a justification for the role he played; and, indeed, in the wake of the act of daring being rewarded with immortality, as a forceful expression of faith in the future of his community.

			Flaherty observed that the relationship between an islander and the sea is no vague piety or idle romance. He stayed a year and eight months in Aran, waiting to capture those awesome storm scenes, now iconic in the canon of sea-lore not only of Aran, but also of Ireland, and of islands. Flaherty understood that the drama rested in necessity: ‘The Aran Islander in order to survive has to fight the sea.’ Episodes of defiance and deliverance at sea such as he constructed, in collaboration with islanders, are grounding reminders of the social and cultural contract of a marine life. But we need not rely on the fictional alone to remind us of the risk that comes with that particular contract. There are a myriad of real-life examples all along the west coast. Among the most potent is that of the Cleggan Disaster of 1927 (famously retold by Richard Murphy). Preserved in local memory farther north in Mayo’s Mullet Peninsula is the story of the loss in that deadly storm of ten young men aged between sixteen and thirty-three years, the lifeblood of the twin islands of Inishkea. There is also a tale of the survival of two brothers from Inis Gé Thuaidh, Anthony and John Meenaghan.

			They had pulled their valuable nets into their three-man curragh and were able to use the nets as a form of sheet anchor to slow their progress. Their craft was washed ashore near Tiraun [Torán], directly opposite on the mainland. The seawater that had entered their boat had also assisted them by acting as a form of ballast. Anthony badly gashed his head as they tried to get ashore. The two brothers finally stumbled into the licensed premises of Mrs Conalty in Aghleam [An Eachléim, two miles away]. One of them still had the bailer from the boat in his hand.

			‘Greim an fhir bháite’ – the grip of the drowned man.

			Visual and physical evidence of the contract of a marine life appears in Brian Dornan’s book Mayo’s Lost Islands, from which the above account is taken. Dornan shares three arresting illustrations including a meteorological chart of the storm – which would not have then been available to those who needed it most – and diagrams of devices that offered little defense against the approaching danger: a primitive barometer, and a straimpín, a release rope for a boat anchor. Photographs accompanying Tom Cork Kenny’s international scoop on the Cleggan Disaster go farther: an image of coffins in a mass grave is printed next to an image of a bereaved widow and her children. Eight years later in November 1935, when nineteen people were drowned en route home to Arranmore Island, Co. Donegal, newspaper photographs taken there show the coffins open to reveal the drowned, positioning the images somewhere between memento mori and shock tactic. Both sets of photographs accompanied pleas for action to help the plight of poorly resourced west coast islanders, challenging fatalistic responses to the incidents.

			How jovial their minds and contented

			While skillfully sorting their old torn gear,

			Hoping to land some small catches

			Of fish that were temptingly near.

			Signs of storm appeared, but they ventured

			To gather a crust from the sea,

			All other resources denied them

			In a wilderness far from being free.

			While the drownings that occurred that October night in the Inishkea islands were a crushing blow for the local community, the straw that broke the camel’s back was the double-drowning that occurred two years later. That aftershock set into motion the eventual abandonment or evacuation of the islands a few years later. This pattern is echoed in another island farther south, Inishark in Co. Galway, which was evacuated in 1960. While the loss of the two Lacey brothers, Martin and Michael, and their cousin Peter Lacey on Easter Sunday 1949 sounded the death-knell for Inishark, it was ultimately the next tragedy a few years later that kick-started the final evacuation: a young man died after a three-day illness during which bad weather left him without a doctor or a priest. As the population then numbered less than 100 people, the island community had been denied a telephone line, so they resorted in that emergency to lighting a bonfire to signal for help.

			The song ‘Thomas Lacey’s Last Stand’ – which was composed by Mike Walsh from Inishturk and commemorates how the father of the Lacey brothers remained alone for one last night on the island after everyone else had left – draws on the memory of evictions and nineteenth-century transportation to express the violence inherent, psychologically, in the islanders’ dispossession and displacement. Pouring scorn on ‘Tara’s Hill’ – the mythical seat of ancient Irish kingship representing the contemporary Irish establishment – Walsh sounds the depth of betrayal:

			The day we spent in merriment ‘til it was growing dark,

			We gave three cheers for Ireland and lovely Inishark,

			‘Twas there we met Tom Lacey, that chieftain bold and true,

			Who fought against Victoria’s troops and the Tans he did subdue,

			He led his men both fierce and grim and conquered many a foe

			Until he came to Tara’s Hill which proved his overthrow.

			‘Twas there he was surrounded by the Land Commission men

			‘Surrender now, my boys,’ they said, ‘or we will shoot to kill

			And have you all transported to the rocks of Fountainhill.’

			Resettled from their respective island homes, Mike Walsh and Tom Lacey had become neighbours in the inland village of Fountainhill, Co. Mayo.*

			On Irish islands, narratives of sea disasters and their consequences do not confine themselves to the past nor even to the present. In Cill Éinne, Árainn, which has the strongest historical link to Aran’s fishing industry thanks to its reliable harbour, there stands a memorial erected to remember all islanders who are known to have drowned. Its northern, seaward face is strikingly empty, waiting for the names that could – some would say ‘will inevitably’ – be carved therein in the future. This blank space brings the sense of foreboding to the paradox of living with and from the sea – ‘the delight and the dread,’ as the folklore scholars Patricia Lysaght, Séamas Ó Catháin and Dáithí Ó hÓgáin put it in the book Islanders and Water-Dwellers. It speaks to a sense of expectation and also to an acceptance of a particular level of risk, which the Health & Safety Authority has recently measured. In Ireland, where construction is seven times more dangerous than the average industrial job and agriculture is eleven times more dangerous, fishing is forty times more dangerous. Reports from the Marine Casualty Investigation Board reveal that around forty fishing boats have sunk in the twenty-one years from 1995 to 2016 and, with those forty boats, thirty fishermen have drowned. When government officials remain deaf to the concerns of industry and of constituents, and blind to how ignorance and convenience impact their decision-making, we witness how resignation has been built into this way of life from all sides.

			While the frighteningly stubborn level of mortality present in the fishing industry remains and continues to call into question the risk assessment procedures and the morality of government officials, narrative emerges as chief prompter of concessions to ignorance and convenience, helping to preserve the status quo. Take, for instance, the beguiling element surrounding this drama – water – and people’s relationships with it. Ever-changing, unpredictable and treacherous, its potential to mesmerise and to mystify cultivates and even encourages ignorance. Human engagement with water is usefully contextualised in Islanders and Water-Dwellers:

			… water highlights the manner in which environmental peril and environmental necessity are intertwined to constitute a hugely productive dichotomy in the lore concerning seas, lakes and rivers.

			… This essential and enduring, yet dangerous, substance touches upon human life in so many ways, and its expanses are so impressive and mystifying, that it calls forth all kinds of emotion. It is probably the symbol most suited for the disintegration and reintegration which is experienced as an essential part of life.

			That disintegration and reintegration call forth another narrative: the inevitability of mortality itself. The disruptive potential of mortality increases when given a watery context and is augmented once again on the open ocean. In Inis Meáin in the autumn of 1901, the funeral of a young man, whose body was washed ashore some weeks after he was drowned, haunted Synge: ‘As they talked to me and gave me a little poteen and a little bread when they thought I was hungry, I could not help feeling that I was talking with men who were under a judgment of death. I knew that every one of them would be drowned in the sea in a few years and battered naked on the rocks, or would die in his own cottage and be buried with another fearful scene in the graveyard I had come from.’ Such feelings of helplessness and hopelessness generate the inertia of resignation.

			There is also the audacity of seafarers. In their milieu, courage in the face of adversity is understandably celebrated, as upholding that ideal could mean the difference between living and drowning. Imagining themselves to such a pantheon means challengers are readily mythologised, as are the Man of Aran curragh crew. This factor also suggests seafarers develop a higher tolerance for adversity, which may cause some of them to suffer in silence or to carry on regardless of what hand Fate deals them. For such resolute, steadfast seafarers, to yield to a life ashore could trigger an existential crisis. 

			The prospect of surrender imbuing each of these three narratives makes them seductive; but islanders fighting decline and the death of community, and who are all too familiar with the cost of ignorance and convenience, have yet to succumb. Faced with the prospect of effectively vanishing off the map – as recently depicted in an animation sequence in a TG4 documentary about Inis Bigil, Co. Mayo, population 25 – they choose defiance. They choose to defend their way of life, not simply because it is theirs, but because they know it to be worthwhile. While continuing to battle the elements at sea, they are now battling ignorance ashore. They are drawing on the economics research of Nobel-winner Elinor Ostrom to argue for the sustainability of their communities. They are marshalling technology and media, including documentary film-making, and accessing political networks in order to deliver their message to those in power and to their fellow voters. They are organising: island fishermen have formed IIMRO, the Irish Islands Marine Resource Organisation, which is currently shepherding through the Irish houses of parliament a bill to secure heritage licences for Irish island fishermen.

			Defiance is resource-dependent, and diminishing populations struggle to keep up the fight. Its potential human cost is captured graphically in a testimony from the Blasket Islands. There, in January 1947, the death of Seáinín Neain Ó Cearna at twenty-four years of age precipitated the eventual evacuation of the island in 1953. The tragic circumstances of Seáinín’s death of meningitis, at a time when the battery-operated telephone provided by the government to the islanders had failed yet again, made the islanders, and the Ó Cearna family in particular, bitterly angry. His brother Maidhc wrote in his 2013 memoir:

			When we got into the island, poor Seán, I couldn’t look at him. He was lying dead on the bed in my father’s bedroom. He had been dead for three days. Cáit had cleaned him up, washed his body with soap and water, and dressed him up, but decomposition had already started to set in. Everybody was crying. We put Seán in the coffin and nailed the lid shut. There was no wake; there was no time. The lifeboat was waiting. …

			When we got to Dingle, the medical people said they had to determine the cause of death. My father told them to write down that the government killed him. He was very angry and so was I. We felt that the government should have installed a better radio system or provided a motorboat – anything to improve the safety of the people living on the island. This was just the kind of situation we warned could happen.

			Tragedies like these and their ramifications are rightfully remembered and commemorated and serve to forewarn future generations of the impact of ignorance and negligence and of daring to live on an island in their shadow. But there are also more positive narratives of resolve, resilience and renewal to forearm them for the road ahead, e.g. Jerry Early’s song ‘I’ll Go’ about the courageous Arranmore Lifeboat rescue of eighteen Dutch sailors in 1940; sales of the single (via iTunes) continue to raise money for the upkeep of a newly erected monument. Each type of narrative serves to consolidate the attitudes of islanders who weave through the fabric of their existence the tales that help them to survive and thrive. Their lesson is that, while the price of island life may be high in monetary and emotional terms, so too are its rewards.

		

	
		
			Norman Ackroyd (eleven) | Inishbofin Sound
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			Andrew McNeillie (Clutag Blog, 2018) | Richard Murphy

			Between our roads, a handful of years, 

			and then the past all round these shores

			haunted by the ghost of the Ave Maria

			telling the epic of the Cleggan Disaster,

			holding today up to yesterday’s mirror –

			the world kept afloat by running repairs.

			The landlady of Oliver’s Seafood Bar

			calls – from a tale or song of long ago? : 

			‘Your heart beats when you hear my name,’

			she laughs and tells it him again, ‘Joe, Joe,

			your heart beats when you hear my name.’

			So Cleggan resounds, the day set fair

			waiting for the ferry. And my head full

			of memories of sailing to an island –

			of corncrakes in the month of June

			grinding out their tuneless tune:

			such unlikely music. My heart unmanned

			to hear it once more, to hear it still

			on Inishbofin by Cromwell’s fort

			and the blind tower, as the ferry departs

			and leaves me caught in ’68 and ’69 again,

			days on the cusp of violence as they were, 

			reminded of all those broken hearts

			from ‘Droit de Seigneur’ to Aughrim –

			holding yesterday up to today’s mirror

			and reading in its guilt-edged frame

			the old story of a poet’s prescience

			who saw tomorrow the day before.

			Small wonder then that I should say:

			my heart beats when I hear his name.

		

	
		
			Richard Murphy (eleven) | Connemara Quay

			from The Price of Stone Notebooks

			23 April 1982

			There’s always an excuse for not writing … either I’ve slept too little or too long … wake up and look at the garden, where the yellow flowers of dandelions are turning into clocks whose time will be blown away before tonight … now is the time to retrieve some of the nothing that remains of the past, by writing words that lead from place to place across the sands of memory … Rosleague, the Diamond Mountain, the Quay at Letterfrack … follow those words down to the shore where other words may bring other memories to light … such as razor-fish that stick up their shells in the sun on a beach at low water … but go gently … or else, as you approach to catch them, they will sink and vanish in the sand.

			Focus on the mystery of fishing boats that had never put to sea or caught a fish, but lay rotting in skirts of seaweed at the Quay where, led by your brother, you escaped on bicycles from Rosleague and Nanny’s desire to keep you spotlessly clean to explore their foul decay … lifting a slimy hatch to peep into the murk of an engine room that every high tide would fill with salt water, which, on every ebb, would spout and weep from bilges through planks eaten by worms.

			‘Those engines,’ they say, ‘have not been started since before you were born’ … why ever not? … the big house, looking down its nose with the complacency of not-so-old money, blames the ignorance and laziness of the people, and the de Valera government for destroying their markets and paying the Irish to speak Gaelic to their children … but the Gaelic speakers blame the crowd in Dublin, the lawyers, the banks and the businessmen, who sent back word to the Sergeant and the Postmistress in Letterfrack that the boats were to stay where they were and no one was to take them out fishing on pain of imprisonment for contempt of court. 

			So it remains a mystery as to why a fleet of fishing-boats should lie idle at a quay in Connemara, year after year of misery for the families of fishermen, boats eaten by creatures of the sea they were designed to harvest. 

			That summer of my eighth birthday – Chris was a year and eight months older – our ‘frail but indefatigable mother’, so ‘delicate’ that we boys were told to be careful not to upset her with our bold and selfish behaviour, went to England, waving goodbye with tears in her eyes from Aunty Kay’s brown Humber Tourer with the canvas hood down, to receive a medal from King George the Fifth at Buckingham Palace, for saving countless lives during the great malaria epidemic, which, thanks to Nanny’s care and, don’t forget, God’s help, we had survived in Ceylon the previous year … and we were thrilled when our mother brought back to Ireland her MBE with cuttings of her picture in the newspapers. 

			So the question arose, as it often did, with her and with Nanny, thinking of our future:

			What do you want to be when you grow up? … you can’t spend your life playing the fool in Connemara, getting nowhere … you might end up like one of those boats that never caught a fish, obstructing the quay that was built to relieve dire poverty but never did any good … the people are hopeless here and their children will have to emigrate … you’d better become a doctor and save the sick from dying … remove lead pellets from their stomachs if they’ve swallowed them by accident … discover a cure for TB, typhoid, diphtheria, blood poisoning or lock-jaw, all the diseases you are most afraid of catching … that’s why you are going to boarding school … so when you grow up you can do something useful, as your father has done for twenty-five years, helping the natives in Ceylon to be better educated and to govern themselves in the future … if you work hard you could win medals and become famous … if you can, if you can, if you can … you’ll be a man, my son.

			I knew by heart most of Kipling’s poem ‘If’, which Nanny had bought in Colombo and hung instead of a picture above my bed … the capitals decorated on a cardboard print … ‘If you can keep your head when all about you … Are losing theirs and blaming it on you.’

			Sat 24 April 1982

			Why did the figure of eight impress me so gravely in a dream that I have remembered it since the day before yesterday? … image of equipoise and completion, of things that add up, of evenness and grace … a male number described in a female form … beautiful as the flight of a fulmar off its nest in a cliff on High Island. 

			She rang from the North … said she liked ‘Planter Stock’, which I read to her on the phone … may not come back until Monday … said the poems are beginning to fit together like a jigsaw puzzle, each one makes a bit more sense … so keep going deeper into self-discovery.

			If only I can go on … how near the brink of failure I came last night in having a row with my friend over his coming home late from the city centre … how precarious the balance of passion and control in the figure of eight … if there’s a fault, it’s less likely to be in my friend than in me, so I should not explode.

			If I calm down, a poem might come from a dream of what ought to have been achieved by the erection of that stone quay … a phallic symbol forever hard but impotent stuck in the estuarine vulva of the motherland … dream of the halibut and cod that might have been caught on deep shoals that had not been fished for three hundred years … of the sea’s riches that would fertilise the impoverished land and feed the poor … of the teeming shoals of words I would haul into epics of the sea that had kept me in a Connemara dream, as if in Tír na n-Óg, combating failure and a feeling of estrangement in my heart by writing poetry, much of which was rejected, for a long time of obstinate unfruitful perseverance … years blown away like the seed of a dandelion propagating weeds. 

			The Quay might be personified in the poem, whose span may extend across my failure to live up to the promise expected of me in my youth … now including my failure to marry my lover in spite of her producing a son.

			Fishermen personify their boats as women … their companions on board are exclusively men, but every part of the boat is sexualised and treated with affection as female. 

			The poem could be about the failure of a marriage promised between the young green earth and the old grey sea … a flawed enterprise causing craft to be wasted in idleness, desire frustrated by the law, confidence lost in despair brought on by abandonment … and the turning of that abandonment, lost confidence, illicit desire, and a dream of marriage that failed into a work of art … some of this might be condensed with ambiguity into the sonnet.

			Tues 27 April 1982

			Dream last night … along a river bank in Devon I am wading through long wet grass that might be corn, through which yellow and blue flowers are thrusting their copious heads … I should not be trespassing here, trampling the crop before it is harvested … but O the joy of seeing such fertile beauty springing from the ground … not far from here, Ted Hughes has a secret place, a tree-hut or a lime tree bower, where he hides himself away to do his writing … with an unlisted telephone number you would not dream of asking him for, not even in this dream.

			She returned with her child yesterday evening. I cooked some haddock here, and brought it down to her house for supper. Still hates the place. Wants to sell it as soon as it can be got ready for sale, and move abroad. A new but not unexpected disturbance. Hates me for not letting her live with me ‘happily ever after’. I wish I could.

			Connemara Quay

			I should have done this, that and all those things

			Goodwill intended when I was designed

			To end the poor land’s hunger. Failure brings

			Catches that slip through nets too close to mind.

			Men stood me up here, promising that I’d be

			Their godsend: ocean would provide more food.

			The green earth should have married the grey sea,

			But fell foul of her storms, her moody tide.

			Attached by strings of warps to my stone head,

			Fine wooden craft came, to be overcome

			By torpor. Keels took root in silt of seabed,

			Ribbed frames rotted in a frayed hemp dream.

			You played in these hulks half a century ago.

			What did you think you might do? Now you know.

			27 Apr 1982

			Pier Bar

			4–13 Oct 1982

			Tall grey barrack of rendered stone, three storeys high … old as the fishery dock that its white sash windows dominate … watering-hole of islanders weather-bound in Cleggan … ‘No boat will reach Bofin today … maybe not for a week … with the seas going to the skies over the Stags … dark clouds ready to pour out of the heavens … fill them up, Major!’ 

			That’s what Major liked to hear … pensioner of World War One … said to have returned from Mesopotamia with his back bent in the shape of a curragh … might not be true … others say he started to bend his back after the war in order to gain a British army pension … married a teacher and bought the Pier Bar for next to nothing … previous owner out of luck … the fool had thrown a customer’s fishing nets that were drying on the Pier Bar fence into the sea. 

			A former sergeant major, Major could bark orders … he didn’t like to hear a carpenter whine, ‘I’ll fix your door-lock now in a minute, but give me time’ … there was plenty of time in those days … saving it got you nowhere unless to England or America … he ran the bar with his daughter, who adored Dada so much that she never got married … her tongue could sting a drunk man like a wasp … sweet as honey to a tourist.

			Trammel nets hung from the ceiling … fishermen, when there were fish, would squander money here … boys and old men, heroes of tiller and foredeck … seldom a woman, unless a tourist, entered the bar … mothers and wives, sisters and daughters, waited at home for father or brother or son to return from the sea or the pub … families often deprived if not bereaved … Major, like a grizzled old bird of prey perched on a barstool, kept a calculating eye on the boats landing people or fish on the pier … counting the boxes brought up from the St John, a small converted hooker in which he owned a share.

			But mostly the pier was idle … worm-eaten boats tied up in the dock or abandoned to rot on the ground … old men in the bar, deploring the present, would glorify the past when thousands of barrels of salted herring were sold in Cleggan to buyers from New York and St Petersburg … when forty nobbies, each crewed by seven men who were never afraid to go out, would moor side by side at the pier … good times that will never return, now that foreign trawlers are allowed to suck up the fish with machines like vacuum cleaners sweeping the ocean bed … ‘that can’t be right’.

			Picture yourself disguised in a skipper’s cap and yellow oilskins … sailing the Ave Maria from Cleggan pier to Inishbofin with a cargo of anglers or trippers, day after day, summer weather permitting … tourists you indulge for seven hours on the boat in the sun, the wind and the spray, on tide rips and shoals, reeling up pollock and mackerel on ten-feathered jigs, becoming ankle deep in fish … after their safe return imbued with the buoyancy of the sea, you join them in the Pier Bar for more entertainment … with fish scales on your sleeves and boots … a wad of fishy bank notes in your pocket. 

			Now I must try to distil a beery flow of words into a sonnet that gives a touch of bar-room pleasure … a feeling for the danger, the love, and the intoxication of the sea … as Dr Johnson wrote, ‘The only end of writing is to enable the readers better to enjoy life, or better to endure it.’ 

			I hated business, but got embroiled out of necessity and the wish to belong, to impatriate myself in that distant impoverished bleak corner of Connemara … the whole question of who or what is a tourist, who or what is a native, becomes questionable in the Pier Bar … truly I was a native, though a drunk nationalist once accused me of having forged my birth certificate … but I spoke like a tourist acting the part of a fisherman, becoming a voice for the fishermen … and became, in the eyes of journalists, the Cleggan fisherman-poet … a maritime figure attracting tourists to visit a rugged impoverished land-and-seascape … having written the copy and arranged for ten thousand brochures advertising the Ave Maria and the True Light to be printed at the Dolmen Press, publishers of my poetry … earning as epitaph, ‘Murphy put Cleggan and Inishbofin on the map.’

			Trying to simplify the complexity of my life … becoming a fisherman in order to write poetry from experience of the sea … and wearing the mask of a fisherman to conceal the poet I wanted to prove myself to be … much duplicity in living that split level life … and counter-cultural obstinacy in trying to revive the art of narrative poetry that Joyce was said to have killed, though he reinvented it, with Ulysses.

			Bring the sea into the bar … sea rhythms and sounds … boat rhythms … pressure and kick of the tiller under my arm and the hard roundness of its carved oak knob in my hand … smell of oakum and tar … name the boats … True Light … St John … Topaz … Volunteer … Star of the West … not for nostalgia … there’s more to say than to sigh about the sea at this crossing of a boundary in my life … my literal transgressing.

			‘What time will the mail boat leave for Bofin?’

			‘When she’s ready to go, if the weather is fit. You’d better be aboard, because she won’t wait.’ 

			‘How will we know when she’s ready?’

			‘You’ll see her leaving the pier.’ 

			That’s how it was in Cleggan in the early nineteen-sixties … the black pint of Guinness XX stout cost one shilling and four pence, when men earned twenty shillings equal to £1 a day on the roads, and the doctor charged the same to see a patient for ten minutes … sawdust on the floor of the bar … Major tapping a barrel … cooper’s art dying out … Galway hookers almost extinct … trying, how hard I tried, to revive the past … digressing down backward lanes of hawthorn and hazelnut that might lead to glory or desolation … in a moribund place with much talk of the dead … ‘he went fast, the poor man’ … ‘better men than you tried that and failed, you’re wasting your time’ … ‘our plumber hadn’t his new car a week but he’d taken his wife to seven funerals’. 

			‘Fill them up, Major!’ … that’s what Major liked to hear … looking back at myself in the Pier Bar mirror, I seem determined to stay afloat the more they predicted ‘Murphy will sink the Ave Maria and drown everybody aboard’ … as I nearly did … trying to prove another kind of potency after my marriage had failed … by succeeding in a difficult action of no importance but dare devil risk … wallowing in troughs of waves with a boy whose forceful courage saved me from sinking on the open sea … a digression of joy in a life of digressions, as the sonnet may sing.

			‘Fill them up, Major!’ … again and again … till the wind is shaking the door like an angry drunk locked out on a winter’s night … who above all were you hoping to see, coming from London, to turn the sad faces, sunk in their weather-bound torpor, bright with the prospect of fishing again, but Tony White? … redeemer and prime entertainer … who made you all feel better by his presence … who, when talking to you in a crowd, without offending others who may have hoped to catch his eye, could make you feel his eyes on you alone.

			Pier Bar

			For donkey’s years I’ve stood in lashing rain

			Unbudgingly, casting a fish-hawk eye

			On dock-tied hookers. How could we regain

			Lost native custom tourist cash would buy?

			Snug in my torporific trammelled air

			Of a dream village roped to a lifeless quay,

			I can help you play with an old craft, but your

			Ten-feathered jigs will get fouled up at sea.

			What brings you back to me, having said goodbye

			To bull-head shillings in my handcarved till,

			Unless to greet, reflected through my dry

			Distillery, the dead friend whose glass I fill?

			Why drown so carefully with mosshung chain

			On sound moorings? Rig me. I’ll entertain.

			13 Oct 1982

			New Forge

			13–20 Oct 1982

			Now to the New Forge … the house that embedded me in Connemara for thirteen years … built by my neighbours in Cleggan after my father died. He had spent most of his life in resplendent British colonies, while I chose to live under clouds among Irish Catholic nationalists near his and my mother’s roots … on the ocean edge of his father’s large desolate Church of Ireland parish of Omey. The shock of his death confirmed my desire to build a house of local granite … where poetry could make rubble fragments of my life integral as random stones in a course of masonry … stone bonded by stone.

			Warm pink to dark red colours of the granite ruins of cottages dating back to the famine in our neighbourhood reminded me of the walls of a tavern in a small Breton fishing village, where shortly after Patricia and I had met as mature students in Paris, she brought me to stay in the gloom and gales of December 1954 … the wine was dark and rough as the sea … and there we decided to marry.

			Six years after our divorce, wanting to build a larger house in Cleggan, where I was living up a narrow lane behind the Pier Bar in a cottage called the Old Forge, I found and bought the granite of seven ruins … saving it from burial in foundations of new roads.

			The widowed mother of my mates on the Ave Maria and the True Light gave me a site next to the forge garden commanding an easterly view over the village and across Cleggan Bay as far as the Diamond Mountain above Letterfrack. A Scottish architect, with roots in Dunfermline and a London practice, who chartered the True Light for a family holiday each August, designed the house fulfilling my wish for the façade to reconcile the romantic charm of an Irish cottage with the classical grace of an Anglo-Irish house in a demesne. Our mason modelled his dry stonework on the style of an early Celtic oratory. 

			All this detail will not fit in a sonnet … too much rain on a mountain turns a waterfall into a gush … but memories need to be refreshed before a few may be channelled and compressed into sonnet form.

			The walls of my new house in Cleggan rose while I was a guest for two months at the Colonnade Club on the Lawn of the University designed by Jefferson in Virginia. Before the house was roofed with sea-green slates from Cumbria, Ted Hughes, who was staying with Assia and the children at Cleggan Farm across the bay, had suggested calling it the New Forge. For ten years I enjoyed living there, feeling that now I belonged in a house that belonged to me … the rock and shell of my forged identity as a poet … where I finished The Battle of Aughrim followed by High Island … until shaken by the sudden death in February 1976 of Tony White … and in September the following year Patricia’s suicide.

			Notebooks written during that interval remind me of how my passion for building in granite, combined with my love of the beautiful ceramist, our engagement, and her desire to live with me, but my need for a split-level union, resulted in my decision to build a pottery studio for her in my garden at the New Forge … and how the rising tension of the rising cost, combined with my faithlessness, resulted in the breach of our engagement … and how, while finishing the studio for my books and writing, I was forced to sell the Hexagon.

			Among notes of desire, conflict, anger and remorse, written at the New Forge in the month between my fiftieth birthday and the shocking death of Patricia from an overdose of alcohol and barbiturates, there’s a poem of one continuous sentence in long lines of free verse. I composed it in the twilight of the 18th August 1977 under a skylight in a small bedroom, two nights after I had given up the habit of drinking pints of stout in the Pier Bar before or after dinner, and was feeling a thirst for alcohol. Sitting on the edge of the bed with the notebook open on my knees, regretting that I had ever started to build the studio, and feeling harassed by the process of building, I finished this poem in twenty minutes without a correction or a break, and called it ‘The Price of Stone’:

			How much it hurts me to tidy up when all my papers are

				heaped on the desk in a three-month mess,

			To regain control of this drift of days I’ve lost in

				my passion for building in granite,

			And face the bills I must pay by leaving the house

				that has cost me too much to enlarge,

			Where I passed the time too quickly preparing a place for

				the future to work within soundproof walls,

			So never had a moment in the present for writing about

				the moments that were passing away:

			How much it hurts to see the destruction that all good

				building, even the best, must cause,

			Not only the hedges that had to be first cut down

				before the foundations were dug,

			But deeper cuts through veins in the mind that carried

				the blood of memory through the brain:

			How much it hurts me to have neglected all this summer

				the friends whom I might have seen,

			But for my mad obsession of building more rooms

				to entertain them in time to come:

			Because these times are apt to elude us, we die, or our

				friends drop dead before we can say

			I’d love you to see and enjoy the house whose construction

				has kept us entirely apart.

			Dennis [O’Driscoll] now thinks ‘The Price of Stone’ would be a good title for the sonnets as a sequence … and in that case I must think of another title for my spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings in twenty-four lines … such as ‘Stone Mania’.

			Here at Knockbrack, a flimsy house on granite foundations, I have tried to sublimate my passion for building into the making of sonnets … often harassed by the labour … and the paradox that inspiration cannot be forced, nor will it flow without work … so now I must labour to vocalise the building that became a carapace I had to shed to grow.

			After putting the New Forge in the hands of a Dublin auctioneer, I felt vulnerable as a crayfish coming out of its barnacled shell … there’s a technical word for this process – exuviate – which sounds just as awkward as its meaning … when rain lashed the walls that sheltered me in the house, the granite glowed like the shell of a crayfish in a wicker pot hauled from the seabed on to a deck … I loved that house but I had to move … never to be integral again but to grow more articulate with age … so ‘New Forge’ will be a poem of metamorphosis, from stone into poetry.

			There were many obstacles to selling in 1979 … a strike cutting off our telephone and mail for four months, no petrol for two, no bids at an auction except off the wall … until chance brought a large family on holiday in July … who, seeing a red granite gable rising above ‘pleasure ground’ garden walls with a sign reading HOUSE FOR SALE, bought into a dream from which I was waking. But when they woke from their dream, after schools for their eight children reopened in September, they leased the house for a peppercorn rent to the Brothers of Charity, who ran a home for the mentally handicapped seventy miles away.

			Since then, the New Forge, designed for writing poetry under an attic skylight above an oasis of books in a desert of literacy, has been changed into a weekend retreat for men with the minds of toddlers … why? … because failures caused by my folly in split-heartedness compelled me to obey the haunting injunction of Rilke, ‘You must change your life.’

			Leaving the west and settling in south county Dublin gave me the stimulus of conversation with poets and critics, especially Dennis. Finding a house that faced mountains and turned its back on the sexually liberated city, whose lights beckoned in the ten miles distant dark, gave me freedom to write poems of displacement and estrangement set in the modern world … exposed to the city’s moral radiation. 

			But how strong the pressure of Connemara to bring me back to where I was deeply implanted … even this morning on my run in the dark before dawn to the top of Killiney Hill and around the Folly clockwise I thought of offering the buyers a bargain if they would exchange the New Forge for Knockbrack … umbilical cordite.

			Predators around a crevice … waiting for the carapace to be shed … starlings infesting shrubbery at nightfall … brain-damaged men filling the vacated shell with nonsensical noise … trampling heather and rue from Slieve Donard across the border … twittering of ghosts in my ear on a pillow.

			Random stone laid without mortar in regular courses gives most musical pleasure to the eye … with crevices deep enough for blue tits to nest in safety between the stones … sparkle of mica in a sunbeam on granite after rain … stone bonded by stone making symmetry out of fragments … alternative housing for ambiguous needs … in a crevice or on a crag. 

			New Forge

			From derelict huts of Cleggan rock I grew

			To look most natural here, though I began

			Strangely; your Breton stone design drawn through

			A London architect’s Dunfermline plan.

			For thirteen years this perfect place to write

			Creviced you in my Galway garden bond;

			Green Cumbrian slates letting in attic light;

			Slieve Donard heather’s white crossborder stand.

			Why did you sell me? Did you feel trapped here,

			Compelled in cold blood to exuviate

			My hard pink shell? A Dublin auctioneer

			Hammered you free to grow articulate.

			Our union was split level. Now I’m used

			To keep old men with infant minds amused.

			Wed 20 Oct 1982 

		

	
		
			Andrew McNeillie (four) | Where Art Meets Sea: Ackroyd, Heaney, Murphy, Dunn 

			For a while I thought to dip into my pocket for one of his Aran etchings, for obvious reasons of personal association. But in the end I plunged like a gannet, head-on, for the tumultuous wonder that is ‘Inishbofin Sound’. I was in the best place in the world to do so: the inland equivalent of Bass Rock for all members of the archipelagic species, all Ackroydal islomaniacs, like myself: 1 Morocco Street, Bermondsey, the converted warehouse-workshop-gallery and penthouse residence of the man himself, in London’s old leather market district. 

			So now I own two Ackroyds, the other being ‘Postscript’ (a gift from the artist). In that work, as you see, Seamus Heaney’s poem of that title is ghosted over an etching of a trinity of island, mountainous dark clouds, and a scattering of soaring and plummeting white seabirds. The location is presumably somewhere down ‘the Flaggy Shore’ of Co. Clare. A reproduction of ‘Inishbofin Sound’ may also be found in the Royal Academy publication A Line in the Water (2009), a collaboration with the poet Douglas Dunn, while ‘Postscript’ appears in the catalogue to Irish Etchings 1987–2008, a touring exhibition that came inland in March this year at The Fine Art Society, New Bond Street. 

			As ‘Postscript’ suggests and as A Line in the Water confirms, poetry is important to Ackroyd. He loves the word. There are photocopies of favourite poems pinned up about his studio. And he likes to collaborate with poets, to pair poem and image. (A Line in the Water is not his first major collaboration with Dunn. Their Pictish Coast dates back with their friendship twenty-five years.) Otherwise, his work is silent (plug your ears against the storm) and as free from narrative as an individual work of art can be (but button up your ‘oiler’, as they used to call an oilskin on Inis Mór, pop a couple of Sea-Legs). He doesn’t do what the late Kyffin Williams, another great sea- and landscape artist (and fellow Royal Academician), could seldom resist doing: that is, supplement the self-sufficient image with a verbal account. This is a point A Line in the Water underlines. Its etchings, interleaved here and there by fifteen new poems by Douglas Dunn, bear neither title nor caption. No words stand between the work and the viewer. If you want to know the title or location of what you have seen, rather than continue looking into the form and texture of what is before your eyes, turn to the gazetteer and thumbnails at the back. 

			Above all Ackroyd wants your first encounter to be with the image, and not for you to say, ‘Oh, that’s a beautiful picture’ of High Island, say, or of Black Sod Bay. The subject is the land- or seascape as framed from the world, for the occasion. Instressed into its inscape are the elements, the drama of light and shade, wind and rain, and shine, and storm or calm at sea, first snatched from the air, into a working sketchbook, or etched on the spot. Ackroyd’s great subject is quite as much ‘weather’ as ‘place’, as Douglas Dunn has remarked. Equally involved, too, is the way the etching process is as fickle and spectacular in its effects as the weather itself. The result typically seems nothing short of miraculous, and irreducible. Look into an Ackroyd image and know there is no critical attention it won’t weather, no matter the marked absence of the human figure. The viewer is the solitary human presence in these images. In the visual arts, perhaps only ceramics, or the casting of bronzes, come near to etching for immediate hazard and serendipity. 

			Ackroyd’s is also an art that knows how diving gannets may best be represented as being as black as cormorants. There are, real art always tells us, startling ways of being true to life, and light. At the same time, he wants to embrace the word, in a sister art and to juxtapose, even conjoin the two. Of course, whether we come to image or poem, we do so with baggage, none the less. We are not innocent. I dived into my shallow bank account, at risk of breaking my overdraft, if not my neck, to buy ‘Inishbofin Sound’, not simply for the incontestable beauty of it, but because its subject also prompted me to remember the poetry of Richard Murphy. 

			I came a little late to discovering Norman Ackroyd’s work, as things turned out, yet life had schooled me for the moment for decades. I grew up in sight of islands, and wheeling seabirds, and near-islands, like the Great Orme’s Head, and classic coastal promontories like Penmaenmawr. I sailed to islands and fished round them. And I read about them, as from the day in my mid-teens I first set eyes on J.M. Synge’s account of Aran, to life-altering effect. I have been an island-dweller. As to Ackroyd, the moment of true encounter had gone on ahead to lie in wait to run me aground again, to float me off … 

			Or not quite the moment. For I have to say, the first Ackroyd I ever saw, on an otherwise bare white kitchen wall, was ‘St Catherine’s Hill above Winchester’ (1982). It did not have the means or the subject to bowl me over. That can’t be said of Richard Murphy’s first collection of poems Sailing to an Island (1963). It swept me away on a current of excitement the moment I opened it, in Green’s Bookshop, hard by Dublin’s Trinity College, in 1965, just after my nineteenth birthday. It swept me away. It made me green with envy, with its sea-green typographical jacket, its beautiful typography (with those raised, double-limned capitals opening each poem, such as next year were to be found in Heaney’s Death of a Naturalist (more green sorrow and delight)). Murphy’s title poem, his ‘Last Galway Hooker’ with its occasional internal rhymes and bold alliteration, his ‘Cleggan Disaster’, all metamorphosed the dream before my eyes into a vision of astonishing beauty. But then Sailing to an Island was a key book for Norman Ackroyd too, and Richard Murphy’s spiritual adventure is not so far from being a version of Ackroyd’s own. As is that of Tim Robinson, the great Proustian master of our new islomaniacal and liminal chorography. 

			But Ackroyd chooses not to live the liminal or reclusive life. He may well be ‘a force of nature’ as Douglas Dunn describes him but he works the margin from the centre. He is a metropolitan force too, and, by birth and upbringing in South Leeds, an urban man in his soul. So he sees beauty in, and loves to haunt, has no perceivable aversion to, that isle of dogs, the city of London. 

			I reflected on this last March as I stepped down New Bond Street, to the private view of ‘Irish Etchings’. Here was a prospect of the world turned inside-out, among the cognoscenti. I’d already received a listing of works exhibited and I relished the prospect of inspecting in the flesh ‘High Island from Inishbofin – Force 10’ (having known at first hand, such west coast conditions, perilously); and I dwelt on Murphy’s lines about: ‘… the boat that belched its crew / Dead on the shingle in the Cleggan disaster’ (‘Sailing to an Island’), having known and lamented two men lost at sea, personally; and recalling, from Murphy’s elegy to the Cleggan tragedy, how: 

			From the village of Rossadilisk they lost sixteen 

			And from Bofin nine. 

			How ‘one man above all’ among them was left blind, and all that felt as ancient as Greece. And I thought how far such experience is, and ever will be, from London’s Mayfair, Norman Ackroyd notwithstanding. 

			*

			The ‘private view’, in a small gallery at least, is a peculiar convention in which neither viewing nor privacy prevail. I turned from the street into a gannetry of gabble, beaks and elbows, of meet-and-greet and gargle, like a book-launch on a choppy sea. Everyone wants to buttonhole and congratulate the artist, to corner the hero of the hour, the famous one, hitherto perhaps only admired from afar, like the first solitary gannet you ever saw. Now for once he’s down on the rock, among the crowd. 

			As in a whirlpool, energies are less concentrated at the edge of things, where the pictures hang. By the time I arrived most of the viewing seemed to have been done and I was able to go round the walls twice with only the occasional impatient peck at (and from), other latecomers, or devotees of true stamina. So here was ‘High Island from Inishbofin – Force 10’ (2007). It blew me away. ‘Extraordinary obliteration of white wave-surge,’ I jotted in my notebook. As if to prove, if not the inadequacy of words, the inadequacy of my words. Here too, before ‘Study of Sun & Rain Galway Bay’ (1999), I noted ‘the pyramid trope’, of sheer light. It recurred in the staggering achievement of ‘The Three Sisters, Dingle’ – as black pyramids of seemingly disembodied and frangible, geology. However brilliantly they are reproduced for publication, as in A Line in the Water, nothing, and certainly no digital image on a screen, can begin to recreate the texture and scale of the thing itself. 

			Ackroyd is a celebrant. In many ways he sings from the same hymn-sheet as Heaney. Though Heaney is grounded otherwise, Antaeus-like, in the dark side of human aspiration and struggle, on a European scale. Still, both Ackroyd and Heaney can, in Heaney’s words, ‘catch the heart off guard and blow it open’ too. It takes visionary courage and a special awareness of life’s mystery and human limitation to celebrate life, and it takes a certain humour too and wit. Heaney crosses the page here for a very good reason. The version of ‘Irish Etchings’ I saw at The Fine Art Society Show, included ‘Postscript’. But what delayed me more, more I confess than any other work in the exhibition, was the piece entitled ‘West Coast’, another nod in the poet’s direction, scarcely oblique.
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			West Coast 

			In the manner of ‘Postscript’, ‘West Coast’ uses the ghost of a text too. This time, as you see, the words appear to derive from an actual ‘Shipping Forecast’ bulletin, or else have been very convincingly contrived to imitate one: ‘There are warnings of gales in Plymouth Biscay Fitzroy Sole Hebrides Bailey Faeroes and Southeast Iceland / New low expected 220 miles west of Bailey 976 by 0700 tomorrow. new low expected Fastnet 991 by same time. High Dogger 1011.’ Stare at the ceiling in the dark and imagine it, imagine your way on the stormy airwaves, riding out life’s journey, life’s storm. Gaze into this picture. Consider the ‘area forecasts for the next 24 hours’. You know and don’t know it by heart. As if to prove it, Ackroyd obliterates some of it in white waves, like radio interference. So that what’s in store for ‘Sole’ doesn’t all come through: ‘[text whited out] … becoming cyclonic then west 5 to 7, occasionally gale 8, perhaps severe gales’. So it continues, with: ‘occasional rain. Moderate or good, occasionally poor’. Had I not broken my bank already, here, I thought, was the Ackroyd I’d buy there and then, that evening. 

			As we all know, it wasn’t that Heaney invented this found-sound poetry. It was invented by the Air Ministry in 1924 for decidedly practical not poetical purposes. If you can in reality put a sheet of paper between such things. Those in peril on the deep, as a way of life, have their own theology and poetics, and don’t you doubt it. But the power of Heaney’s poem derives precisely from the fact that scarce a person living in our islands does not know what the Shipping Forecast is and how it’s rhythmed. This is what Heaney saw and saw into. He seized upon a common burden, in the language of the tribe, whether its members be landlocked at Mossbawn or in the English midlands, or seaward-bound from Kilronan or Tarbert. For the majority of us, our lives being so remote from those of the Met Office’s intended audience, the forecast might as well be an incantation in Latin, or a prayer before bedtime, at the brink of the foundering dream element, nightmare on the rocks increasing gale 8, perhaps severe gale 9 later. For those potentially in peril its shorthand doesn’t beat about the bay but gets straight to the point, where the peril is. To those of us more securely cabined ashore, it can acquire a comic touch. So parodists like to show, fitting to its marine-morse echo-soundings and rhythms any number of airy nonsenses. But here in Heaney’s poem are wit and potential tragedy cast away together, in movingly redeemed cliché. 

			‘West Coast’ delayed me and it made me smile to myself. It reminded me of storm-force winter nights on Inis Mór, the island plunging into the Atlantic, holding her course, as if labouring to ferry us to exile in America. Next I was distracted by more words among the images, as my sonar picked up on the talk in the tide of private viewers … ‘Best smoked haddock in town …!’ from someone in a smart blazer and cufflinks, several sheets to the wind, who’d been where? Sailing close to the bottom of a bottle. ‘Oysters to die for …’ from Galway Bay. ‘… Sick as a dog, off Skellig Michael … Never again!’ from one who’d accompanied Ackroyd on a sketching trip, perhaps. So ran a chorus of well-voyaged Ackroyd devotees, now nose-diving like gannets into their wine-glasses, safe as houses in Mayfair … tottering about, ‘moderate or good, occasionally. new low expected by 0700 hours tomorrow’. And here was the artist himself, as I eavesdropped him, describing an incident at Black Sod Bay to an enquiring lady. ‘The wind was so strong it raised the water up’ – to speak biblically – ‘hundreds of feet in the air’ and his car parked above ‘moved on its suspension, alarmingly, to and fro …’ – motion even more disturbing than Heaney’s ‘big soft buffetings’, but of the same kind. 
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			Seamus Heaney and Norman Ackroyd in the Quod Bar of the Old Bank Hotel, Oxford, 2007.

			*

			I speak of Heaney, for obviously pertinent reasons. But the poet of the occasion, the chosen one, the true, active collaborator, is Douglas Dunn. Aware that Douglas and I know each other, Norman rang me one day to ask would I like to join them at the Royal Academy. They were to spend as long as it took to co-sign the various editions of A Line in the Water (Deluxe limited, Limited and Standard), with a break for lunch. So there I found myself one Tuesday morning in the holy of holies, the Academy’s General Assembly Room (in which Darwin first presented his Origin of Species), while a team of five people, two sporting blue rubber gloves, against damaging the books as they opened them at the signing page, organised a kind of assembly line, along and around the great table, and tried to police it, not entirely successfully, against confusion. 

			So unsigned books were unboxed at one end and re-boxed at the finishing line, the Deluxe ones with a signed insert to boot. Norman walked along the row of opened books signing them as he went, and talking; and Douglas (‘given more to meditative stasis’ as one of his poems puts it), sat as they were fed along to him. After the first ten copies were processed, he had a point when he turned sympathetically and suggested it was hardly a spectator sport. But as they signed, and Norman sang and extolled the genius of Haydn, or told us how lovely it had been yesterday to take a day off for once (‘to be in the city with nothing to do while everyone else is working’), to visit St Mary Wolnoth (in Lombard Street) and St Magnus (at the Bridge Foot), and a courtyard where a beautiful Brazilian girl was selling coffee …  as they signed and talked, I sat distracted by the book. I gazed into its images, and brooded over Douglas’s subtly fathoming poems, and found myself hooked deep by them. They led me to reflect on those observers ‘In Whalsay’s only pub’ who know ‘They’re watching the real thing, the nerve of it, / The speed, the daring skill, sheer verve of it’ as Norman seizes the day in his sketchbook. Like those folk on Whalsay, I knew I was also in the presence of the ‘real thing’, of two real things. Forget the famous ghosts on the walls, with the possible exception of a Constable: ‘Rainstorm Over the Sea. c. 1824–28’, like an ur-Ackroyd, in which, the caption explained: ‘… thunderous black clouds and torrential downpour have been painted rapidly to capture the fleeting nature of the scene.’ (But it is Turner who is Ackroyd’s acknowledged master, late Turner above all. And the late Francis Bacon the contemporary and friend whose work and philosophy of art he admires most.) Even when I wandered off, to browse the private galleries a while, I was drawn back, reminded of Whalsay (via MacDiarmid) by Fuseli’s monstrous ‘Thor Battering the Serpent of Midgard’. 

			Anyway, here I was, with these two, just off Piccadilly, at the heart of London’s west end bustle. Hardly could we have been farther from the concerns of the Shipping Forecast, or from: 

			swaying kelp forests, 

			Undersea jungles, an ecologist’s 

			Submarine visions of the Hebridean 

			Seabeds, the Minch’s deep, dark, seldom seen 

			Submarine botanical landscapes, sea-trees

			Waving farewell for ever to the sea’s 

			Surfaces, to landfalls, daylight, sky, stars, 

			Always waving. Midnight oceanographers, 

			Improbable in diving suits – Good Lord,

			He’s smoking! – but we boot our way toward

			Undersea dreamscapes, surreal, eel-fathomed

			Depths in the super-dark, the silent, dumbed, 

			Unpainted and unwritten floors

			Of the visionary deep, the great outdoors,

			Geology, botany, sky, sea, birds, fish,

			So commonplace to here it’s just outlandish.

			Now, listen. Here’s what I heard today – 

			A corncrake in the Hebridean hay. 

			That from ‘Working with Norman’. In his introduction Dunn calls their collaboration ‘a slightly odd pairing’, in terms of temperament as well as modes of expression. Slightly odd or not, it’s a pairing that finds its own harmony, and all the stronger for the way in which the two men have pursued their task. Each has gone his way. There is no strained denial here of ‘a basic difference between two grammars’. Time has passed between them, the poems coming in late, after deliberations and musings at a different set of horizons of thought and method, of history, past and present, of geology, archaeology, legend and semantic burden. It might be that Dunn is no islomaniac (the coinage derives from Lawrence Durrell) in the driven way that Ackroyd is, whose greater project extends to include even the Galapagos. But he speaks ‘island’ and its coastal dialects fluently. ‘Remote,’ he writes, ‘unpopulated landscapes and seascapes convey a fundamental, bedrock timelessness, as well as a flavour of mutability that is simultaneously benign and chastening.’ Today they secure us and anchor us, perhaps more than ever, havens of the mind, places of respite and recovery, in the face of a hectic and brutal world. 

			Do not forget either that Dunn is the author of St Kilda’s Parliament (1981), with its ‘poetry of ghosts’ and of survivors looking ‘across the stern / Of a departing vessel for the last time / At their gannet-shrouded cliffs’. He is the poet too, who, in that same volume, in the meditation ‘Remembering Lunch’, tells us: ‘I long for more chances to walk along depopulated shores.’ So this pairing with Ackroyd is not so odd at all. The poems in A Line in the Water stand alone, but they also marry with Ackroyd’s images, and sing to them as groom to bride with perfect pitch, and nowhere better than in the poem ‘A Coastal Wedding’ (on the occasion of an actual wedding), the second, last stanza, of which reads: 

			This coastal wedding reaches out beyond 

			Private significance. It seeks to bond 

			In meaningful water, that hard element

			Budged only by the Moon and astral powers. 

			A moonlit highway on the Firth of Forth 

			Includes reflected stars like water-flowers, 

			Your wide night-view’s nocturnal aquatint. 

			For you are lovers of the East and North, 

			The West, and waters, and your arts’ no-place,

			Invention’s home, that better place to be. 

			You live in an estuarial embrace 

			And there the sea meets art, and Art meets Sea. 

		

	
		
			Richard Sharland (twelve) | Photographs of the Ave Maria Awaiting Restoration

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

	
		
			Robert Macfarlane (three) | On Tory Island 

			The painter Derek Hill was once asked how he imagined death. ‘Probably,’ he replied, ‘it will be like going on a trip to Tory Island.’ Halfway through the crossing to Tory from the Donegal mainland, I thought I understood what he meant. A Force Five was blowing, and our boat was whacking up off the waves in big bronco leaps and rolls. One of my companions, the artist Norman Ackroyd, was standing easily in the bow, a cigarette stuck to his lower lip and a paintbrush in his hand, knocking off a watercolour of the approaching island. Whereas I – well, I was kneeling queasily on the port-deck, hugging the side-rail, retching purple into the Atlantic and feeling at least halfway to death. 

			On reflection, though, I suspect Hill was thinking less of sea-sickness and more of sunshine when he made his comparison. For Tory is famed for the qualities of its light: its clarity, candour and amplitude. On the island, you recognise John Berger’s description of the light on the Irish west coast as ‘a weir pouring over the edge of Europe’. To sail to Tory is therefore to journey towards the light – and in this way might be said to resemble death. 

			*

			Tory is three miles long and about a third of a mile wide. It lies eight miles or so off the coast of North Donegal, which makes it Ireland’s most distant island. Seen from the south, it looks in profile like a bather floating on his back, skull to the east and feet bobbing in the west. During the biggest northerly gales, wave-spray is carried clear over the island by winds that, as one islander put it to me, ‘could beat the head off you’.

			Like most of Ireland’s western islands, Tory was settled by early Celtic Christians. Today around 160 people live there, despite the efforts of the Irish government to lure the population back to the mainland, leaving them free to turn the island into a prison, a firing-range or a quarantine zone. 

			*

			I’d come to Tory to begin a possible collaboration with Ackroyd: his images and my text. Ackroyd is Britain’s most renowned etcher. He has spent the past twenty-five years travelling and etching the wild places of Britain and Ireland. The body of work he has produced is, to my mind, the most important artistic record of these landscapes since those of William Daniell and J.M.W. Turner in the early 1800s. Ackroyd’s plan was that we explore the Donegal coast together this summer, and then travel to the Outer Hebrides next year: Barra, Lewis, St Kilda and the gannet-island of Sula. My seasickness on this short crossing boded ill for those far longer sea-journeys, if I joined him for them. But soon after landing I felt well again, and so we spent that afternoon exploring the island on foot. I walked and wrote, Ackroyd walked and sketched. 

			The north coast of Tory is a precipitous, wave-smashed theatre of pink and white granite: echoey sea-caves, two-hundred foot rock-stacks, and bird-filled zawns. Our path followed the cliff edge as neatly as a hem-line. Once or twice we flopped onto our bellies and peered over the brink, looking down to where the green sea shampooed the red rocks, kittiwakes described their cat’s-cradle flight paths and gannets arrowed past. 

			Here and there, Ackroyd stopped to paint. Watching him work was a joy. He moves swiftly: with extreme concentration but without urgency. Ten minutes for each picture, rarely more. First he clamps his sketchbook to a backboard of wood, using a Myers bulldog-clip with rusty screws. Then he rummages in deep pockets for a candle stub or a white wax crayon to prepare the page. Rummage again: out comes a soft pencil or a fountain pen, to ‘get the first lines off’. Dash, scribble, stab. He likes to hold his fountain pen back to front, so that the curved side of the nib releases wide smears of ink. Once the ink or lead is on the page, he then works it. Smudge, smear, wipe, using his nicotiney fingers, or a scrap of tissue, or a shred of sponge. Then the paint on top, if needed. All the while he smokes.
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