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            greengown:

            the loss of virginity in open air; sod,

            turf on a grave.

             

            – John Jamieson,

            Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish

            Language
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               Dustie-Fute

            

            
               When I opened my window and reached for the yoghurt cooling on the outside ledge, it had gone. All that remained was a single Scottish word bewildered by the Paris winter frost and the lights of its riverbank motorways. What can dustie-fute have to say to a night like this? How can it dangle on its hyphen down into the rue Geoffroy L’Asnier where Danton stayed on the eve of revolution? How can it tame this strangeness for me or change me into the cupolas and flagstones I so desire yet still notice every time I walk among them? Does the ‘auld alliance’ of words and things stand a chance among the traffic and pimps in the Publicis Saint-Germain? For it’s not as if dustie-fute were my familiar. I could easily confuse dustie-fute with elfmill which is a sound made by a worm in the timber of a house, supposed by the vulgar to be preternatural. These words are as foreign as the city they have parachuted into, dead words slipping on the sill of a living metropolis. They are extremes that touch like dangerous wires and the only hope for them, for us, is the space they inhabit, a room veering between dilettantism and dynamite. Old Scots word, big French city and in between abysmal me: ane merchand or creamer, quha hes no certain dwelling place, quhair the dust may be dicht fra hes feete or schone. Dustie-fute, a stranger, equivalent to fairand-man, at a loss in the empty soul of his ancestors’ beautiful language and in the soulless city of his compeers living the 21st century now and scoffing at his medieval wares. Yet here, precisely here, is their rendez-vous and triumphantly, stuffed down his sock, an oblique sense, the dustie-fute of ‘revelry’, the acrobat, the juggler who accompanies the toe-belled jongleur with his merchant’s comic fairground face. He 12 reaches deep into his base latinity, into his pede-pulverosi and French descendants pull out their own pieds poudreux. Dustie-fute remembers previous lives amid the plate glass of Les Halles. They magnify his motley, his midi-oranges, his hawker lyrics and for a second Beaubourg words graze Scottish glass then glance apart. In this revelry differences copulate, become more visible and bearable and, stranger than the words or city I inhabit, I reach for my yoghurt and find it there.
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               Dustie-Fute in Mumbles

            

            
               
                  I get up in the night

                  and let his voice out

                  of the breakwater into light.

               

               
                  Pier upon pier constellates

                  in the lyre of his memory:

                  jetties tensing at the touch of boys’ feet

                  which echo in his mind like ships

                  that nudged his severed head, bobbing now

                  in my swivel chair like a buoy.

               

               
                  Dustie-fute released from the Oregon

                  pine of Mumbles pier, tells me

                  of mushroom anchors, jarrah wood paving

                  of Dundee and how at Arromanches,

                  locked within mild steel pontoons,

                  he took the weight of tanks.

               

               
                  Post-Euridice, he has floated in

                  to tell me of the sex of words

                  which looped around his ears

                  among difficult Scottish kyles,

                  setting aucht upon his lips,

                  froe and huzziebaw in his hair.

               

               
                  He has come to tell me how domestic loss

                  placed a cypress in his heart,

                  its tongue half-learnt and half-inherited

                  which gave fast stories that surged in him

                  like lifts, sharp swords that hung above his head. 14

               

               
                  He has come to tell me of an underwater

                  tongue, hippocamp, pure, useless

                  as the moles and dolphins

                  which burrow and porpoise

                  only in arcades of pleasure

                  they bear upon their backs.
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               Gurliewhurkie

               
                  Unforseen evil, dark, dismal, premeditated revenge. It is scarcely possible to know the origin of terms of such uncouth combination and indefinite meaning.

                  Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language

               

            

            
               Habbacraws! The Renfrew Ferry throws up its glass bonnet. She nods. Tonight she sails: black fisher of the Clyde. Far out beneath the Kingston Bridge an illegal on-deck banquet cups its ears and jumping to its feet says: ‘Can you hear them? I hear people in the air, but cannot see them. Listen!’ We strain (with every pore) until we hear invisible brothers, whole words against our flesh. And they are: greengown, dustie-fute, rinker, rintherout, set, abstraklous, alamonti, afftak, baghash, amplefeyst, let-abee for let-abee. It is dew on Gideon’s fleece. It is Homer’s bounding, flying and consequently alive words. It is Plato thawing in the Glasgow air. It is the head and lyre of Orpheus. All these and on the deck before us whole handfuls of frozen words, gay quips, some green, some azure and some gold. Shall we fear them then? Take no risks and we’ll get no slaps! One of us begins to horde, yet warmed between our hands they crane upwards like a baby cham. It’s then the gurliewhurkie gets to work: just as we’re about to understand their throats are cut. Mump the cuddy, aftercome, falderall and ezle melt on a lover’s palm and shout: hin, hin, hin, his, tock, tock, bou, bou, bou, bou, tracc, tr, trr, on, on, on, on, proddle, proop. Habbacraws! We saw them look back over our shoulder into the water. We saw the words stop bobbing like so many buoys in the water. We saw the last gleam of dark eyebrows in the water and it said: by-coming, bairnie of the e’e.  
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               The Rev. Robert Walker Skating on Duddingston Loch

               
                  after Raeburn

               

            

            
               
                  The water tensed at his instruction

                  and trout gazed up at his incisive feet.

                  We felt that God must be in clarity like this

                  and listened to the valley echo

                  the striations of his silver blades.

               

               
                  Far out on Duddingston Loch

                  our true apostle sped

                  with twice the speed

                  of Christ who walked on waves.

               

               
                  We saw him harrow ice

                  with grace of the elect

                  and scar the transubstantiation

                  of wintered elements.

               

               
                  With a sense of real presence

                  he crossed our loch.

                  What need of vestments

                  with such elegant legs?
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               The Love That Dare Not

            

            
               Even the illness that extinguishes it comes in borrowed clothes, not one name but many, forming the syntax of your end. Unravelling its hidden meanings, side-stepping tears that dare not fall yet because they would admit the last page of this dictionary has been turned, I trace you back, nudging you, as I used to, from word to word:

               
                   

               

               The days you called me rinker, a tall, thin, long-legged horse, a bloody harridan, I called you rintherout, a gadabout, a needy, homeless vagrant, like the tongue we spoke beneath the sheets. Our life as mobile and happy as the half a dozen Scottish verbs I’d push across a page on Sunday afternoons, trying to select a single meaning.

               
                   

               

               Here it is: under Ripple or Rippill, a squat paragraph which tells us we must separate the seed of flax from the stalk, undo our badly-done work, separate and tear in pieces. And when we are birds, must eat grains of standing corn, when clouds, open up, disperse, clear off. Its noun has you in its grip: an instrument for rippling flax.

               
                   

               

               Or you might find us under set which seats, places hens on eggs in order to hatch them, assigns work, settles, gets in order; puts milk into a pan for the cream to rise, sets fishing lines, works according to a pattern, plants potatoes, makes, impels, includes, besets, brings to a halt and puzzles, nauseates, disgusts, marks game, lets, leases, sends, dispatches, becomes, suits, beseems, sits, ceases to grow, becomes mature, stiffens, congeals, starts, begins, sets off

               
                   

               

               the love that dare not   Except that now, so near the end, when I would like to hold you and have been forbidden, I search for it in your eyes, daring their definition.
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               Paris-Forfar

            

            
               From the window of the Hardie-Condie Cafe, I see the ghost of a rich friend of my grandmother drive down Forfar’s Main Street in a Rolls Royce I was sick in as a child. Behind me the watercolours of stick girls walking through trees are misted blobs percolating in coffee steam. Mother comes in like Scott of the Antarctic carrying tents of shopping. The garçon brings a cappucino and croissants on which she wields her knife with the off-frantic precision of violins in Hitchcock’s shower scene. Soon I will tell her. Show her dust in the sugar spoon. Her knife gouges craters in the dough like an ice-axe and she tells the story of nineteen Siberian ponies she queued behind in the supermarket. Of Captain Oates who boxed her fallen ‘Ariel’. The chocolate from the cappucino has gone all over her saucer. There is a scene and silence. Now tell her. Tell her above the coffee table which scrapes with the masked voice of a pier seeming to let in some waters, returning others to the sea, diverting the pack-ice which skirts around its legs. Tell her a fact about you she knows but does not know and which you will tell her except that the surviving ponies are killed and the food depot named Desolation Camp made from their carcasses keeps getting in the way. From this table we will write postcards, make wireless contact with home and I will tell her of King Edward VII Land, of how I have been with Dr Wilson and then alone, so alone, in day-blizzards just eleven miles short of the Pole and ask her to follow me. I am afraid she has been there already. She smiles like the Great Beardmore Glacier and goes out into the street with stick girls to the thirty-four sledgedogs and the motor-sledges. You are too late. Amundsen is in Forfar. She has an appointment. Behind me I can sense the canvases, the dried grasses pressed into their grain like eczema on an open palm. Later I will discover her diary and what I told her.
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               Huzziebaw

            

            
               Hush-a-baa or huzziebaw: a lullaby from the verb to huzzh. S. Pron with so strong a sibillation that it cannot properly be expressed in writing. Clips attached to the H and W enable you to fasten it around your head as with all middle-alphabet words. Select your preferred definition by pressing firmly on the hyphens: impelled by the sea-saw of its own intimate history, huzziebaw will balance between your eyebrows and take over:

               
                   

               

               mantelpiece clocks in the fragrant Dinard light tick past you like lemons on an old fruit machine: hush-a-baa.

               
                   

               

               aluminium trolleys forward and reverse in the quiet green hospice: huzziebaw

               
                   

               

               the landscape steadies and you see a young man lying with purple marks all over his thin body, a mother and sister kneeling, a man who is his lover, poised, and a photographer, crouched. We are all waiting. This is huzziebaw. And you wonder: surely the closed curtains swaying in the summer air will bring forth something; ease, a scrap of melody, a brittle word that will not simply say the pain of this last lullaby but be it, blinding us beyond the reach of the camera’s ultimate, pale cut.
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               Warmer Bruder

               
                  A slang expression, literally ‘hot brothers’, used viciously of gay men in the death camps of Sachsenhausen and Flossenburg.

               

            

            
               
                  I

                  Concentrate hot brothers:

                  shovel snow with me

                  in Sachsenhausen

                  from one side to the other

                  and back again.

               

               
                  Then in the silence

                  make an angel of the snow

                  which falls unceasingly

                  on camp and foe.

               

               
                  The lights of Grangemouth

                  dance their triangles

                  into tears,

                  its smoke the ghost of blood,

                  the melting snow.

               

               
                  II

                  Concentrate hot brothers:

                  make an angel of the snow

                  and shovel Sachsenhausen

                  silence from one side to the other

                  and back again.

               

               
                  O warmer Bruder

                  tonight you fall 21

                  shaping car windows

                  with triangles of Grangemouth light.

                  Smoke, the ghost of blood,

                  fills up the melting sky.

               

               
                  III

                  Blood dropped on Sachsenhausen

                  snow was silenced,

                  shoveled out of history.

                  But here in Scotland

                  it does not melt

               

               
                  and cloaks the Grangemouth

                  sky with red triangles.

                  This is no sunset

                  but concentrated smoke

                  that stings the eye.

               

               
                  IV

                  Triangles of smoke

                  blood the Grangemouth skies.

                  Along the Forth the hospice

                  workers shovel snow

               

               
                  from drives that keep the patients

                  bound, while silence, like an angel,

                  visits and stays on.
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               Three Wee Frees

            

            
               
                  I    HINNIE-PIGS

                      (or wan wee free)

               

               
                  thur wiz this wee free rite

                  an hi wiz doazin aff in a pew

                  wi the meenister goan on’n’on

               

               
                  sittin oan hiz hauns hi wiz

                  jist like at school when he pleyed
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