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from


A Thread in the Maze


1978



























Sap









Where the stream ox-bowed


And we stood on a bulwark


Of planks and turf, the current


Made its darkest passage,


A black stillwater, treacherous


Beneath a sheen of scum.







Once, and only once, a trout rose,


Its lean sides gleaming like


A knife between the stones,


Crimson shadow at its belly.


Yet how often was the only sound


Not the Ffornwg or our


White thrash after fish,


But the thinnest flute of the sap


Maintaining its single note


A long minute in my head


As I imagined that pressure


Of water rising through the trees,


Streams moving vertically


And spilling in a silent turbulence


Along the boughs, a river







Flowing there beneath the bark,


The sap, singing, even as flesh


Leaned white and stunned


Against the visible current,


And the gwrachen like a small


Green stick swam past the hand.






























Short Wave









I try to tune in, but Europe’s blurred voice


Becomes stranger with the movement of the dial.







All stations seem to give a fragment of


Performance – Mozart disarmed by a fizzled


Prodigy: innumerable cliques of wordsmiths.







As the electric crackles I make believe


I am composing an avant-garde symphony,


A sound poem for a hall of idiot speech.







But behind the static are moments of sanity;


A string quartet and interesting chanteuse,


Then histrionics at a play’s climax.







For some reason, a hubbub of languages


And dim music becomes more important


Than any scheduled programme. It suits







My mood perhaps, this indecipherable mayhem


Of newscasters and sopranos, and the long


Returns to electronic gibbering.







Somewhere, behind a rock band’s sudden squall,


A Morse message is tapped out. For a few seconds


It is clear, articulate, before melting







Into Europe’s verbiage. It was not mayday.


And I twist the dial a hair’s breadth into jazz.






























A Live Tradition







1




Enamelled with idyllic scenes


The blue English china


Remained immaculately


Preserved in the seld







Whilst you ate out


Of newspaper, unshaven


In a vinegar-coloured suit,


Remembering in your storyteller’s kitchen







A man arriving on foot


From Cirencester,


Stonemason with a mandolin


Inside a painted box,







And the farm, Tŷ Mawr,


Dazzled against the hill’s


Bronze bulwark of light,


Its escarpment of quarrystone







Beneath scaffolding of briars,


The hissing swifts


Rebounding like boomerangs


From a high cornice.
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You would be surprised


How often I think of this,


But the currency of your


Small legend still holds good,










If merely for


Its curiosity’s sake.


In the not-quite-honest way of poetry


I acknowledge a debt,







For you were an anchor on the past


And the strong chain of your memory


Plummeted a sea


I wanted to explore,







And may have glimpsed,


When, emerging from a scrimmage


Of light and fowls


I found you sleeping off a drunk







On the ridiculous


Wooden cask of the privy,


The gnats drawing white wires


Through your skull,







The grub-coloured flesh


Revealed beneath the parted rags,


Your spittle poised to fall


Like scorn’s slow syllables.
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But once I stood here


Exultant and afraid


Blowing a new luminosity


Into a swallow’s egg,







Watching the sudden


Bubble of orange blood


Sliding into the dust;


And here, crouched to stroke







With frightened fingers


The slow worm’s bronze glass,


Hardly able to comprehend


Such cold communion.










For this was the orchard


Of explosive experience;


The cavernous apples


Our sandals crushed to pulp,







Their militant grubs


Writhing in a fan of blossom,


Suspended on invisible threads


Above our opened mouths.
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Now, in the kneeling light


Of ruined barns


I ponder your legacy


Of riddles,


            ‘gathering from the air


            a live tradition’,







Yet knowing this inheritance


Is the rats’ dark shoal of grain


Spilling from an attic


Cold, fungoid,







Brief as the sermon


Broadcast at the grave-slot,


The final despair


That scratched the mind’s frail pane,







Sent you wandering


That freezing feast-night


Your own stiff fields


To the dirty manger,







The familiar


Bearlike shuffle


Of a shy man.























 






from Herbals


Garlic Mustard









Surprising with its


Cool fever of smells,


Each white boss of petals


Like the architecture of frost.







Fishscales of lichen


On the elder twigs,


The garlic stink


Oozing from beech-earth







As the herb’s tap-root


Is pulled wriggling like a mole


Into sunlight,


Pale filament, root-fragment







Spread like the yellow


Human span of mole-hands.


Here amidst blonde ferns


Uncurling from their limestone sockets







And the cuckoo pint’s


Alarming black phalli


Prepuced with dew,


This smooth and glossy nettle







Pours its own potency


Of odour into my fingertips,


Over my searching mouth,


Its acrid relish cauterising


All blander blossom.






























Dawn: Cwrt y Felin









A pack of owls –


Herd of solitaries –


Continue lardering


The night’s kill,


Their voices fanged


Medieval saws


Against the present’s bone.







Again I have come


Unbidden to the cwrt


Where a smudge of fox


Eludes as it has always done


An agonised approach,


The man-abandoned court


Of rushes, yellow with







Goat willow, strewn by


Railway lunchwrappings,


Where an iron range,


Liverish with rust


Leaks straw and roaches’


Black hauberks,


To watch Nant Ffornwg







Like a mammal


Sinewed with light


Rushing ferociously


On the weir, then sliding


Flatly, eel-devious


Through the sluice,


The thin sleeve of the river







Pleated with foam,


Its dying drift of sallow


Gluing the stream-slot.


Surely in this flood





Two currents merge; my unbelief,


My violent need to praise,


Though pewter-coloured water







Paned with light, remains untouched


By such conventional devotion.


Here in the cwrt, a moment’s


Affirmation fires the hogweed


And its hollow pipes, these empty tines


Once flower-fat, revealed in dead


Intricacies. I spin the spokes,


Shake out the iron seed.



























1921: The Grandfather’s Story









1976. Europe uniquely dry,


A vast blond savannah;


No end to such weather.


But the grandfather’s tale


Concerned another year,


A striking, starved Glamorgan


The continent of his experience.







Ffornwg reduced to one


Green rope of water, glutinous


With gnats, and the village men


Moithered by heat, the latest scabs,


And an army of imported police


Billeted like Stuart troops.







Moonlight over a deserted


Countryside. Only the birds


Audible in air tarnished


By water’s slow decay.


Boys scrabbling for coalcrumbs


In the forbidden pits. No rain three months.


Even Nant Iechyd rusty, dangerous.










But what he recalls tonight,


The grandfather amongst the bar’s


Shirtsleeved crush, are the


Extraordinary voices of dying trout,


Like the mewling of newborn kittens,


Their shrill tumult shocking his mind







As he ladled fish from a shrinking pool,


Twenty-two thin and mottled bodies


Like half-opened jack-knives in the dry grass,


And only the eels, a villainous


Purple escaping, and the bells


Striking four as he walked home,


And the sun rising.































from


Native Ground


1979



























Ways of Learning









We work together in the summer heat,


Each with his own method. I have


No facts, only the poem’s approach


To knowledge, no memory but the glass


Of metaphor I hold like a mirror


To the past, crouching with a stub until


The marvellous telegraph flickers out.







But the old man has another way.


Pressing the seeds into the drills


I hear him talk of earlier gardens


Planted, harvested, and how these beans


Now red and black like chaffinch eggs


Will explode slowly through darkness,


Springing up in carrion fragrance







For the careful gardener. I see


His hard fists plunge again and again


Into the seed-pannier, the gravel


Of husks and their delicate kernels


Like ammunition in his hands,


A mystery still, unknowable,


But the bud of knowledge breaking in him.



























The Children









Their squints and stammers disappeared,


The crooked teeth straightened somehow.


Difficult to tell if they need you now,


These fastidious young, your children,


Sipping glittering gin through their own ice.










Talk of experience, you’re still the novice:


Already they have covered the world,


England, France, it’s a motorway ride


In a friend’s car, the music blasting


As they overtake your careful saloon.







Yet you still pretend to know these strangers,


Passing round photographs of children


They used to be, the horses ridden,


The mountains climbed. Look closer, you think,


And you will see yourself, a figure







In the background smiling at something


Out of the picture. Yet you will wonder


At your own permanence. Make supper then,


You’re good at that, but already


They are waving goodbye through the frozen







Brilliance of windscreens, driving


To a life where their backs form a tight


Circle. Are you ever discussed?


There’s never a silence in their intricate conversations;


And they forgot to mention when they are coming again.



























J.P.









Trespassing, we were caught like moths


In the headlight trap of the Wolseley.


We glimpsed his face behind the windscreen,


The bright figurine on the car bonnet


Pointing at our guilt. In that world


He was legend, a tiny octogenarian


In panama and summer suit


Poised with secateurs above a rose-stem,


Or tapping with the polished ferrule


Of his cane through the gutter dust.





I remember the inquisitive gleam


Of his eyes, head cocked like a woodmouse,


As he regarded the extent of our crime,


Still the magistrate at the bench,


The jealous landowner. In the mansion-house


We had burgled rooms he never opened,


Broken the seal of the dust. And now,


Awaiting sentence, we shifted resentfully


In that hot stain of light. For Llangewydd’s


Square mile of history, its cwms and


Slow decaying farms, the blaze of lawn about


The magistrate’s estate, was an inheritance


We claimed. Even then the idea was alive


Within us: we belonged; we continued;


For ours was an instinct that mastered fear


And fired a tribal defiance of that


Black car as we stood our ground,


Staring together into its powerful beam.



























Llangewydd









Sometimes at night for those who know


     Where to listen their signals run


Over the common like living telegraphs.







It seems their song is how evening


     Identifies itself, a masque that drifts


     From no distinct direction.


Eight o’clock on a spring night I came


     Quickly to a halt. The air was filled


     With the rattle of nightjars,


Their voices whirring like knives on a grindstone.










Not hard then to translate that sound


     As air grew cool and the slate-coloured light


     Thickened. As an invocation


Of time’s hidden strata the nightjars


     Kept their medieval drone,


     No music in it, no relief,


Only the endless reel of things past,







Old hurts, some grief,


     And the life that persists like the stone


And has no one to speak for it.



























The Drinking Art









     The altar of glasses behind the bar


Diminishes our talk. As if in church


The solitary men who come here


Slide to the edges of each black


Polished bench and stare at their hands.


      The landlord keeps his own counsel.







     This window shows a rose and anchor


Like a sailor’s tattoo embellished


In stained glass, allows only the vaguest


Illumination of floor and ceiling,


The tawny froth the pumps sometimes spew.


     And the silence settles. The silence settles







     Like the yellow pinpoints of yeast


Falling through my beer, the bitter


That has built the redbrick


Into the faces of these few customers,


Lonely practitioners of the drinking art.


     Ashtrays, a slop-bucket, the fetid







     Shed-urinal, all this I wondered at,


Running errands to the back-doors of pubs,


Woodbines and empty bottles in my hands.


Never become a drinking-man, my


Grandmother warned, remembering Merthyr


     And the Spanish foundry men







     Puking their guts up in the dirt streets,


The Irish running from the furnaces


To crowd their paymaster into a tavern,


Leather bags of sovereigns bouncing on his thigh.


But it is calmer here, more subtly dangerous.


     This afternoon is a suspension of life







     I learn to enjoy. But now


The towel goes over the taps and I feel


The dregs in my throat. A truce has ended


And the clocks start again. Sunlight


Leaps out of the street. In his shrine of glass


     The landlord is wringing our lives dry.



























Insomnia







1




Whisky too a form of prayer.


Do not despise it.


At its red coal the night is warmed,


The hours come alive.





2




Lampshade, wardrobe, writing desk:


The shapes of life within this room


Float gently on the night’s surface.










Aspirin and a hangover; blue line


Of water in my glass untouched;


Sunlight white as salt already







Stinging in the eye. Get up, move naked


Round and round a chair, the cactus


Trailing leaves across the sill,







Spilling its pale thorns on record sleeves:


Insomnia my curious disease,


First light and yet its dry fever still burns.





3




Tonight my wife sleeps evenly,


Her breath the convalescent


Murmur of waves we heard today


At Rhych, climbing as we did


In the high sea-dunes, exhausting


Ourselves in an ascent of that


Brief wilderness. Truly I belong


With her in sleep, but the sand


Has blown into my eyes


And I must stumble rough


And fully conscious, still







Following the ledges of Cwm-y-gaer,


A hillside brittle with


The ancient white deposits







Of snailshells, thick as the husks


On a threshing floor, so sharp


They pierce all defence,


Like these thorns in my eyes.






























Sker









Everywhere the sea, pungent as mustard.


We come over the ploughland to the dunes


And realise this is all we know


Of wilderness – scarps rising like


Marram-green combers at the tide’s


Fringe, their waves inching towards


The waves in the glacial progress of sand.







A hawk, a dunghill, the concrete foxholes


Made for war. Christ, the wind cuts,


It cuts right through. Before history


We are naked children not seeing


The storm, climbing over the rusted


Wire of the gun-range while the sea’s


Artillery crashes overhead. We run







Ignorant of our ignorance, trampling


Through the burnt tapestry of gorse


– A patch of sunlight a moment’s absolution –


Down to Sker, down headlong to where


The dunes lie between the bay and red


Potato fields, where the house, great


Medieval wedge, stands fused by weather







And memory to the skyline. Here on


The Viking promontory, thin as its


Name and the hail flung off the skerry


We stop, breathless, laughing, looking


Round. We, the inheritors, looking round


To receive what we will never understand.


But beginning our occupation with faith.































from


Life Sentences


1983



























Rhys









Best of all I see him in the evening,


The stock of a shotgun cooling behind


A coat, woodpigeon’s down plastered


Over his shirtfront: a guilty look,


But laughter under a shock of glossy curls:


Rhys, a squat Mediterranean type


Who kept his dirty tan all winter.







We watched him over the kitchen table,


His son and I, as he broke down


A carburettor, the black grease oozing


From the opened valves, pieces of wrecked


Motorbike spread over the yard.


He talked of the job in the tinplate works


And the way the glowing metal sheets,







Incandescent as lava, came rolling


Towards him, the taste of his own sweat


In his mouth. That was the living


They gave him. Much better the one


He made himself, tuning the huge


Coughing Triumphs to full-throttled song,


Spinning them round in deafening







Rodeos over the mountainside,


Or setting out on evening expeditions,


Bringing us with him in a race downhill,


Glimpsing the moths he dashed from the grass,


Rising like sparks and vanishing,


Running headlong down to the invisible


Ffornwg, its high current moving east







And away, a crown of foam winking


Like beer-froth. And then he’d slip aside,


Deft hands and a murderous purpose


Opening the wire around private land,


And I would wait, thinking of the pigeon


Plucked and headless, the rusted bones


Of metal that he wrenched from the machine.
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