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ix
            Introduction

         

         Compiling this book has brought me many gratifications, not the least of which has been the chance to hear Seamus Heaney’s voice again. Of course, in the ten years since his death, the globally disseminated and instantly recognisable Heaney public voice – speaking his poems into studio microphones, addressing audiences in lecture halls, answering the questions of interviewers – has not ceased to be accessible by way of electronic media. Perhaps no poet of our time has left such an abundant record. More than that, the impression given is that what has been offered for public consumption, to feed the curiosity generated by an outstanding body of published work, the poetry above all, contains within it an uncommonly generous helping of the personal. The recorded poems are not so much declaimed as confided to the listener; the lectures were never so tightly scripted as not to allow room for spontaneity and a teacherly transparency; and the answers supplied in interview seem to be retrieved from depths of self-interrogation that lend them a unique trustworthiness.

         When all this is available, plentifully, as supplement to a poetic oeuvre that needs no apology in the first place, what of value can publication of the private letters add to the picture? Don’t we already know enough?

         Consider Stepping Stones (2008) which, of all the works published in Heaney’s own lifetime, comes closest to full autobiographical disclosure. Growing out of interviews conducted over a number of years between Heaney and his younger friend, the poet Dennis O’Driscoll, remarkable for its Proustian richness of recall and air of candour as it takes the reader through the steps and stages of a well-documented career, it would appear to satisfy most reasonable needs. But does it? Designed to serve as a book of record, its publication quickly brought Heaney misgivings of his own. In a letter to the American essayist Sven Birkerts of 1 January 2009, he confesses: ‘Something faltered in me around Christmas ’07 when I had big doubts about the wisdom of having committed Stepping Stones; and then I think the fact that I had cadenced myself towards a conclusion in the last chapter of that book, allied to the fact that I’d let myself in for co-operation on that 70th birthday TV documentary – which felt a lot like a “summing up” xexercise – all combined to induce a not so subliminal sense of an ending.’ To his old Belfast friend Michael Longley, on 11 July 2011, he describes the book flatly as being ‘meant to keep biographers at bay’.

         If that was the case, he must have had some sort of holding action in mind, necessary to the defence of the very sources of his poetry. In a number of letters to the literary scholar Michael Parker that are included here, he is blunt about his dread of too intimate an encroachment. Writing on 2 November 1985, after learning that Parker had pursued his researches to the extent of seeking out and speaking to members of the Heaney family, he warned him: ‘There are whole areas of one’s life that one wants to keep free of the gaze of print – not that there is anything to cover up but that there is a sort of emotional robbery in the uncovering’; and on 12 July 1988 he was even more emphatic:

         
            As you will recall, there has always been a very significant distinction in my mind between your researches for a thesis and your plans for a book. The data you collected so impressively is actually part of the lining of my memory. The people you interviewed – with a few exceptions – are not literary acquaintances but presences in the life of my first affections. The places you photographed and hope to map are actually now images that inhere as much in what I wrote as in what I remember. For this reason, the shock of intrusion, which I felt when I heard of your initial visit to my family, has been dramatically renewed with the news of the Macmillan project. For example, the Moyola sandbed. That place I marked so that you could see it. If any photograph appeared, or map that gave access, I would be devastated. It is one of the most intimate and precious of the places I know on earth, one of the few places where I am not haunted or hounded by the ‘mask’ of S.H. It would be a robbery and I would have the cruel knowledge that I had led the robber to the hidden treasure and even explicated its value.

         

         Heaney’s repetition of the word ‘robbery’ is telling: already by the time of the letters quoted above he was a conspicuous figure in the literary world of Ireland and beyond, exciting the broadest range of feelings in his readers and critics, from adulation to downright hostility, and he could not but be aware of it. This would have been a challenge to a writer who from the outset drew naturally and deeply on his personal experience, whether in the relatively unguarded poems of Death of a Naturalist, his first book, or in subsequent volumes where the personal was apt to be subjected to degrees of mythic transformation. Finding different ways by which to effect these transformations accounts, it seems to me, for xithe sense of continual self-renewal that his career gives us, especially at the early stages. The writing of Wintering Out, Heaney’s third volume, where personal and domestic matters are addressed, or tested, through a sort of linguistic archaeology, appears from his own reports to have been especially thrilling, confirming him – at a moment of deracination, as he and his family moved from Northern Ireland to make their home in the Republic – in his poetic vocation. Sweeney Astray, his translation of the Old Irish text Buile Shuibhne, begun around this time, concerns the plight of a more spectacularly displaced individual, who even so may be taken for the provisional spiritual disguise of a poet whose name happens to rhyme with his. North, hard on the heels of Wintering Out, shows Heaney turning his attention back to home territory, enabled to do so with startling force when the sacrificial Iron Age burials that the Danish archaeologist P. V. Glob had written about in The Bog People came to his notice, affording him a working metaphor – controversial as it proved to be – for the Troubles.

         Among Heaney’s early correspondents, three stand out: Seamus Deane, his friend from St Columb’s College, the Catholic boys’ school in Derry; the Belfast Protestant Michael Longley; and Charles Monteith, born in Lisburn, Co. Antrim, who had made his career as a London publisher and was now Heaney’s editor at Faber and Faber. With the first two, both poets, Heaney enjoyed relations that his letters indicate were characterised by both true camaraderie and a laddish, bantering habit which could sometimes show a competitive edge. The relationship with Monteith, his senior and, in effect, his patron, was more straightforward; and it is Monteith above all in whom Heaney confides, the letters to him being those that trace most clearly the poet’s brisk professional debut and subsequent rapid progress, as well as his occasional detours and dead ends. Those to Deane and Longley, however, have no less a value; and perhaps they will have an even greater one for readers well acquainted with the poetry for whom Heaney’s off-duty high spirits, comic flair and tendency to pranks and naughtiness may be surprising news. In the last, he was abetted by another northern compadre, the singer and television director David Hammond. The 1968 reading tour titled Room to Rhyme, which Heaney, Hammond and Longley – one Catholic, two Protestants – undertook together, was promoted by the Arts Council of Northern Ireland and had a serious, quasi-evangelical purpose in asserting the possibility of cultural pluralism even as widespread sectarian strife was beginning to appear unavoidable; but it was also a matter of three boyos on the xiilash, with all the scampishness that implied. Heaney’s occasional bawdy letters and postcards to Hammond, some verging on what would now be regarded as political incorrectness, some diving with glee straight into it, are an expression of the need to let off steam felt by a writer otherwise driven by an unremitting sense of duty and accountability. The undated 1976 postcard to Hammond is included here as a token of this strain.

         If my selection of letters has a principal theme, it is Heaney’s obligation to duty. From the start, it manifests itself in a variety of ways. One of these was the sense of himself as a teacher that Heaney seems never to have lost. After graduating from Queen’s University Belfast in 1961, with a first class honours degree, he took a diploma course at St Joseph’s College of Education before going on to teach at St Thomas’s Secondary Intermediate School in Ballymurphy, Belfast. Then he returned to St Joseph’s as a lecturer, which is where we find him at the start of this book. For much of the rest of his life teaching supplied him with an income, and even at the period immediately following his move to Co. Wicklow in the Republic in the early 1970s, when he hoped to make a go of survival as a freelance, he was trying to persuade Charles Monteith and others at Faber and Faber to commission educational books from him. Although none materialised, perhaps this is not to be regretted as Heaney’s strong teaching impulse was duly channelled elsewhere, into the more broadly ranging and appealing magazine articles and lectures that came to be gathered up in his 1980 prose collection, Preoccupations. The academy proper, however, soon reclaimed him: first with a job, teaching teachers once more, at Carysfort College in Dublin; then with the initially temporary appointment at Harvard that led to his long association, in a variety of posts, with the university.

         America’s importance to Heaney cannot be overstated. His first academic job there had been in 1970–1, at the University of California, Berkeley, and, from the bedazzled letters he wrote to friends back home, it seems to have granted him a vision of horizons far wider than any available to a young writer in the stifling, conflicted Northern Ireland of those days. American freedoms of the flower power age were something he could be both amused by and sceptical of, but the more down-to-earth and nurturing connection was with a convivial group of colleagues in Berkeley’s Irish Studies programme, including Thomas Flanagan, later the author of the epic novel of the 1798 Irish rebellion, The Year of the French, and Robert Tracy, who was not just an Irish specialist but also a translator from the Russian of Osip Mandelstam’s poems. Flanagan, in xiiiparticular, went on to be one of a number of friends, older than Heaney, who were close to his heart on a level that may fairly be described as avuncular or elder-brotherly – Ted Hughes, Robert Lowell (for the brief time that was possible between their first meeting and Lowell’s death in 1977), Czesław Miłosz, Helen Vendler and Bernard McCabe being others. Certainly, each of them met a strong need in the younger man, whether for example, advice, encouragement or vindication, and his letters to them are singularly affectionate and grateful.

         As well as offering him a congenial academic home from home, that first year in Berkeley introduced Heaney to the possibility of earning extra income from readings at other campuses and cultural institutions. So began a lifelong routine of personal appearances on the podium, whether reading his poems or delivering lectures and speeches, that grew ever more time-consuming and exhausting as the years passed and demand for him expanded to worldwide proportions, but that his tenacious sense of duty forbade him to give up. ‘Duty-dancing’ is his repeated term for the urge that had him perpetually flying between Europe and the USA, or across the American continent, and, if not exactly providing another class of home from home, planes and airports could at least serve as unlikely writing dens – far from the intrusions of phone and fax machine – from which an increasing number of his personal letters were dashed off. Haste, however, did not mean superficial attention, and readers of this book are likely to marvel at the care that Heaney brought to each item of correspondence: pitched accurately to the sensibility of the individual receiving it, and seeming to well, phrase by phrase, from the same inexhaustible lexical source that supplied his poems. If duty drove Heaney’s correspondence as it did his public life, he was careful not to show it, and while many a letter in this book starts with a wail of self-blame for replying late, or some other perceived sin of omission, he more than makes amends with the unwithheld intimacy of what he then goes on to write.

         Fame brought with it incessant calls on Heaney’s time and mind. Scholarly acquaintances gave him their books to read, thesis writers assailed him with queries, strangers sent unpublished poems with requests for his advice or endorsement, administrators hoped to co-opt him for civic projects – and he is both humorously and plaintively eloquent about the wear and tear on him that all this involved. Duty, however, prevailed, to the extent that in a letter to Thomas Flanagan (20 May 1997) he could berate himself for taking a vacation while being unable to stop ‘thinking of the mail piling up at home and the faxes xivgulping and slithering into one’s life and the requests for recommendations and introductions lurking … A feeling’ – he adds – ‘that sunlight and silence and free time on a Tuesday morning on a Greek island is an affront to the workers of the world.’ Comically stated, the sentiment is nonetheless sincere. For most of the latter half of his life, in obedience to a self-imposed ethic, he was heroically put-upon. The wonder is that he could meet the never-ending impositions on him with a courtesy that seldom failed, or that just occasionally became an elaborate, defensive courtliness. Frustration and anger could be fired off privately, as readers will discover, but the responsible public man never flagged.

         Letter writing was not always, or even largely, a chore, of course, and the joy I mentioned at the top of this introduction – that of hearing Heaney’s voice again – would be a lesser thing were it not for the pleasure he unmistakably takes in it. The writer’s delight in his own fertile rhetoric, meant to communicate delight to an immediate correspondent, can now delight us as latter-day listeners-in. The verbal aptness and playfulness; the sense of an uncommonly capacious vocabulary being within hand’s reach for the plucking of the mot juste, often a surprising and revelatory one; the metaphors that spring into place so nimbly and freshly; the jokes, excellent and not so excellent; the truly scholarly range of literary reference – Yeats, Wordsworth, Hopkins and Frost being favourite suppliers – are all at the service of pleasure. Those who knew Heaney personally, as I did, first as his editor at Faber in the 1990s, then as a friend, will confirm that there was nothing forced in any of this, and that Heaney’s everyday conversation, face to face or on the phone, naturally shared the same qualities. For which reason, I made the pleasure principle one of my constant touchstones as I went about choosing letters for this book.

         Selection from an epistolary output as vast as Heaney’s has inevitably involved both rewards and regrets. I cannot count the number of letters I have read, nor, it must be admitted, the number I may not have read, either because of my ignorance of their existence or because I was not allowed to see them. I am not displeased that the present book opens where it does: with the poet crouched and ready to sprint, waiting to hear whether his first collection will be accepted for publication, tentatively confident but in no position to know what a long, arduous, complex and challenging course he has ahead of him. That makes, I think, for a satisfying shape; but what of the letters he wrote before December 1964? What of those of his childhood? We can be sure he wrote them, xvthanks to a particularly lovely poem that went into his final collection, Human Chain. In ‘The Conway Stewart’, Heaney describes, with the tender, animating closeness of inspection that he above all poets brought to descriptions of inanimate objects, the acquisition of his first pen:

         
            
               ‘Medium’, 14-carat nib,

               Three gold bands in the clip-on screw-top,

               In the mottled barrel a spatulate, thin

            

            
               Pump-action lever

               The shopkeeper

               Demonstrated,

            

            
               The nib uncapped,

               Treating it to its first deep snorkel

               In a newly opened ink-bottle,

            

            
               Guttery, snottery,

               Letting it rest then at an angle

               To ingest,

            

            
               Giving us time

               To look together and away

               From our parting, due that evening,

            

            
               To my longhand

               ‘Dear’

               To them, next day.

            

         

         One could hardly not yearn to see the letters home that this gorgeously evoked implement enabled him to write! Yet when I appealed to Heaney’s surviving siblings at the outset of my researches they were unable to show me any. Another omission that readers could not fail to notice is that of letters to living members of the immediate Heaney family: Seamus’s widow, Marie, and his children, Michael, Christopher and Catherine. From the start, it was made clear to me that their privacy in this regard was to be inviolable, and I have had no difficulty in respecting their wish, not least because in all other ways they have been generously supportive, prompt in answering requests for information and a constant source of encouragement. Most especially, it was they who commissioned me to put this book together, and I could not have asked for a greater gift than their trust in me when they did so.

      

   


   
      
         
xvi
            A Note on the Text

         

         At some stage it must have occurred to Seamus Heaney that his letters would be published: first, in a selection like this one, and then, perhaps many years later, in some scholarly, monumental, multi-volume ‘Complete Letters’ that, even with such a title, would be likely to omit a fair amount of stray or throwaway material. Precisely when this thought struck him, supposing it did, is not for me to guess; the letters themselves present, year by year, a continuity that betrays no obvious gear-change; and even when Heaney writes to the most worldly-eminent of his later correspondents there is no evidence that his address to them is tilted, however slightly, towards any hypothetical reader of the future. His epistolary manner varies from individual to individual and circumstance to circumstance – sometimes utterly spontaneous and open, sometimes a lot more politic or guarded – but the sense is always that he is writing to the moment, whether freely or concentratedly, with his faculties duly attuned and no other consideration interfering.

         However much I should have liked, as editor of this volume, not to hide the many verbal casualties of such dedication to the immediate moment – the typos, the spelling errors, the dropped words and forgotten punctuation marks, all the minor accidents of improvisation or haste – the reader’s need for a clean, unfussy text had to be borne in mind, and the disciplines of a publisher’s house style brought to bear. Heaney himself would have understood the necessity, and in any case the air of impromptu effusion, where it matters, easily takes care of itself, transcending any amount of textual tidying-up.

         As a veteran of the published word, Heaney was used to dialogue with his editor, and indeed welcomed it warmly as I discovered when I worked with him on such books as The Spirit Level and The Redress of Poetry; but that dialogue is now silenced, leaving the editor to make some arbitrary and uncontested decisions of his own. A degree of compromise between house style and personal style had to be achieved. To this end, misspelt words and names have generally, though not always, been corrected without comment. The same goes for some of xviithe more jarring or confusing instances of aberrant punctuation. The occasional inadvertently omitted word has been restored inside square brackets, but those brackets have been kept to a minimum and I have done all I could to avoid the ‘[sic]’ that follows on the heels of some minor solecism, with its (to my ear) note of haughty pedantry. House style ordains that titles of books be presented in italics, and those of poems and prose essays between inverted commas, and this was plainly a reasonable thing to impose given not just Heaney’s inconsistent treatment of titles but also the professional acceptance of such practices. Another assumption was that underlined words should be italicised, except when standing at the head of a list, while double underlinings were kept as such. Ampersands, or the plus signs that often stood for ampersands when Heaney was writing quickly, have all been replaced by ‘and’.

         Some of Heaney’s verbal idiosyncrasies have, however, been allowed to remain: for instance, the hyphens in ‘to-day’ and ‘to-morrow’, which are frowned on in the Faber rule book, and the words ending ‘-ize’ and ‘-ization’, which he generally favoured against ‘-ise’ and ‘-isation’ in his collections of poems. My rule of thumb has been that any semantic divergence from house style must be honoured, particularly in the prose of a poet so sensitive to, and stimulated by, the etymology, or archaeology, of words. A habit of speech or writing learned in the schoolroom and devotedly maintained for the whole of a life says something quietly significant about the person concerned.

         Footnoting brought particular challenges as well. When I compiled the book that appeared as Letters of Ted Hughes (2007), I resolved to annotate as sparely as I could, to give the letters, already a drastic reduction from Hughes’s enormous output, all the uncrowded space they demanded, and this seemed to suffice. With Seamus Heaney, however, such an economy was not possible. Heaney matches Hughes in epistolary copiousness and again I have had to cut back severely to make a book of publishable proportions; but Heaney’s way of life was utterly different, and the sheer outward-facing busyness of it – its international extent and ever-increasing populousness – called for equally busy footnotes. More than that, Heaney carried a great wealth of absorbed reading around in his head and his letters are naturally strewn with quotations and literary allusions, many of which – those that didn’t escape me – I thought should be identified. So, one way or another, the footnotes have multiplied and put on weight, xviiithough not, I trust, to the extent of overwhelming the texts they are meant to serve.

         Heaney was by and large careful to put at the head of his letters both the dates of their composition – day, month, year – and the addresses from which they were written. Where he neglected to do so, but circumstantial details permit, square brackets indicate reasonable editorial supposition. In his travels he sometimes gave his Dublin address instead of, or in addition to, the one he was actually writing from, and in such cases square brackets are again employed to regularise and clarify. Postcards have, where possible, been dated by their postmarks. Faxes, which from the early 1990s Heaney favoured for their rapid delivery, are sometimes doubly dated, by him and by the automatically printed band along the top, which on occasion provides the only clue.

         From the earliest days of the period covered here, Heaney wrote letters both by hand and on a succession of typewriters; later, iBooks and their electronic progeny became welcome tools, while the fax machine, excoriated by Heaney as it sometimes was for inundating him with unwanted correspondence from the world beyond, was gladly exploited when the exchange went the other way. The choice between manuscript or typescript depended, it would seem, largely on mood or circumstance, and there is no reason to assume that handwriting was reserved for intimate letters or that typing necessarily indicated a more serious purpose. Heaney’s handwriting presents few puzzles to the reader who has got his or her eye in, though an unconventional choice of word could sometimes stop me in my tracks: ‘retrievals’, for instance, in his morale-boosting letter to the painter Barrie Cooke of 26 May 1985, kept me nonplussed for a while until I was helped by other statements of his to understand the special sense that was intended there. I may, admittedly, have been too quick or presumptuous in my deciphering of other less legible words or phrases, and if this is the case future scholars will no doubt put the matter straight.

         No attempt has been made in my footnotes to identify systematically those letters that were typed by some hand other than Heaney’s own, either from dictation or a manuscript draft, and while I occasionally wondered if it might be of interest to certain readers, I decided that the amount of editorial conjecture this would have entailed was disproportionate to whatever might be gained. This is a xixbook, in the first place, for the lover of Heaney’s poems who hopes to understand more about them and their author from the sometimes deliberate, sometimes incidental, light his letters shine on them. As such, it is designed to set discussions going, not to be the last word.

         Editorial Annotations

         gc greetings card

         ms manuscript

         pc postcard

         ts typescript

         m.d. misdated

         < > indicates marginalia: an insertion, addition or correction by SH

         [ ] indicates an editorial insertion
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         Dawn Adès, Chris Agee, Mary Aherne, Michael Alexander, Jonathan Allison, Dana Alsamsam, Betty Aridjis, Chloe Aridjis, Simon Armitage, Bruce Arnold, Massimo Bacigalupo, Sarah Bacon, Carolina Baizan, Peter Balakian, John Banville, Anna Barańczak, Meg Bateman, Guinn Batten, David Batterham, Inigo Batterham, Richard Berengarten, Frank Bidart, Xandra Bingley, Sven Birkerts, James Booth, Pat Boran, Ian Bostridge, Angela Bourke, Charles Boyle, Rand Brandes, Fran Brearton, Rory Brennan, Joe Broderick, Rachel Brown, Terence Brown, Dean Browne, Alan Brownjohn, Lesley Bruce, Colette Bryce, Robert Bush, Rachel Buxton, Gerry Cambridge, Kimberly Campanello, John Carey, Helen Carney, Andrew Carpenter, Richard Carrington, the late Ciaran Carson, Paul Casey, Judith Chernaik, Evgenia Citkowitz, Heather Clark, David Clary, Marcus Clements, Catriona Clutterbuck, Henri Cole, Williams Cole, Evelyn Conlon, Brid Conneely, Oona Connell, David Constantine, Colette Cooney, Wendy Cope, the late William Corbett, Alfred Corn, Robert Crawford, Maura Cregan, Micheál Cregan, Donagh Cronin, Patrick Crotty, James Crowden, Gerald Dawe, Damian Walford Davies, John F. Deane, the late Seamus Deane, Greg Delanty, Louis de Paor, Tom Deveson, Jacques de Ville, Isobel Dixon, Timothy Donnelly, the late Denis Donoghue, Maura Dooley, Theo Dorgan, Amanda Douglas, Martin Doyle, Ann Drysdale, Eamon Duffy, Jonathan Duffy, Sasha Dugdale, Ian Duhig, Douglas Dunn, Jane Duran, Sarah Durcan, Síabhra Durcan, Will Eaves, Justin Elliott, Milly Ellis, Steve Ely, Geraint Evans, Toby Faber, John Fairleigh, Donald Fanger, Marco Fazzini, James Fenton, Frank Ferguson, Maggie Fergusson, Diarmaid Ferriter, David Ferry, Elizabeth Ferry, Martin Figura, Siobhán Fitzpatrick, Caitlin Flanagan, Michael Foley, John Wilson Foster, R. F. Foster, Adrian Frazier, Anne Friel, John Fuller, Helen Fulton, Anne-Marie Fyfe, Owen Gallagher, Juliet Gardner, Roger Garfitt, Terry Gifford, Sarah Gleadell, Matina Goga, Duibhne Gough, the late Grey Gowrie, Neiti Gowrie, Geraldine Green, James Greene, Jane Griffiths, Vona Groarke, Willem Groenewegen, Adolphe Haberer, Cynthia Hadzi, Carl Hahn, Katie Haines, Charles Hall, xxiiBrendan Hamill, David Hanly, Chris Hardy, Maurice Harmon, David Harsent, Simon Harsent, Niall Hartnett, Robert Hass, Cynthia Haven, the late Stratis Haviaras, Kristin Headlam, Dan Heaney, Jonathan Hennessey-Brown, Magdalena Heydel, Michael D. Higgins, Sophia Hillan, Brenda Hillman, Rosemary Hobsbaum, Angi Holden, Rupert Hopkins, John Horgan, Adam Horovitz, Susan Hoskings, Philip Hoy, Carol Hughes, J. S. Hurst, Jerzy Illg, Helen Ivory, Jerzy Jarniewicz, Ann Henning Jocelyn, Dillon Johnston, the late Brian Johnstone, Gabriel Josipovici, Des Kavanagh, Paul Keegan, the late Edmund Keeley, Mary Kelleher, Pauline Kelleher, John Kelly, Tim Kendall, Saima Khan, Declan Kiberd, Frances Kiely, Frank Kiely, Pauline Kiernan, Thomas Kilroy, John Kinsella, the late Thomas Kinsella, Karl Kirchwey, Adam Kirsch, August Kleinzahler, Stephen Knight, Agnieszka Kosińska, Vera Kreilkamp, Grigory Kruzhkov, Nick Laird, Desmond Lally, Premesh Lalu, Aoine Landweer-Cooke, Hermione Lee, Maurice Leitch, George Lensing, Brian Leyden, Grevel Lindop, Jazmine Linklater, Edna Longley, Michael Longley, Pura López Colomé, Adam Low, John Lucas, Elizabeth Lunday, Camille Lynch, Thomas Lynch, Sean Lysaght, Alan Lysander, Morag MacInnes, Peter Mackay, Bernard MacLaverty, Dolina Maclennan, Niall MacMonagle, Alasdair Macrae, Elise Macrae, Anne Madden, the late Derek Mahon, Bill Manhire, Fred Marchant, Neil Martin, Tony Martin, Belinda Matthews, the late Derwent May, Ben Mazer, R. John McBratney, Cathal McCabe, Chris McCabe, the late Jane McCabe, Thomas McCarthy, Brian McCormick, Fiona McCrae, Jim McCue, Peter McDonald, Tara McEvoy, Madeline McGahern, Iggy McGovern, Frank McGuinness, Jamie McKendrick, Michael McKimm, Mel McMahon, Andrew McNeillie, Jean McNicol, John Mee, Paula Meehan, Janetta Mellet, Askold Melnyczuk, Michael Meredith, Bruce Meyer, Katharine Ogden Michaels, Jane Miller, Anthony Milosz, John Minihan, John Mole, David Morley, Blake Morrison, Andrew Motion, Gina Moxley, Paul Muldoon, Paddy Mullarkey, Gerry Murphy, Sigrid Nama, Vicki Nash, Lucy Newlyn, Joan Newmann, Kathleen Newmann, Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill, Kate Noakes, Mary Noonan, Colm Ó Baoille, Edna O’Brien, George O’Brien, Sean O’Brien, Conor O’Callaghan, Shivaun O’Casey, Heather O’Donoghue, Hughie O’Donoghue, Eoghan Ó Driscoll, Andrew O’Hagan, Brenda O’Hanlon, Andrew O’Mahoney, Anne O’Malley, the late Jane O’Malley, Tim O’Neill, Frank Ormsby, Fran O’Rourke, Cathal Ó Searcaigh, Alice Oswald, Fintan O’Toole, xxiiiBarra Ó Tuama, Michael Packman, Jay Parini, Michael Parker, Don Paterson, Glenn Patterson, Giti Paulin, Tom Paulin, Madeleine Paxman, Robert Perkins, Katherine Pierpoint, Robert Pinsky, the late Valentina Polukhina, Katrina Porteous, Craig Raine, Camille Ralphs, Yvonne Reddick, Clare Reihill, Adrian Rice, Christopher Ricks, Maurice Riordan, Sue Roberts, Robin Robertson, Peter Robinson, Seán Rocks, Padraig Rooney, Martin Rosenbaum, Gibbons Ruark, Michał Rusinek, Noel Russell, Declan Ryan, James Ryan, Richard Ryan, Peter Sacks, Ann Saddlemyer, Chrys Salt, Eva Salzman, Fiona Sampson, Michael Schmidt, Ronald Schuchard, the late Peter Scupham, Sudeep Sen, Renata Senktas, Andrew Shields, Frank Shovlin, Steve Silberman, the late Charles Simic, Peter Sirr, Ann Pasternak Slater, Tom Sleigh, the late Anthony Smith, Tracy K. Smith, Elzbieta Smolenska, Gerard Smyth, Piotr Sommer, Alicia E. Stallings, Julian Stannard, the late Anne Stevenson, Stephen Stuart-Smith, Bill Swainson, the late Matthew Sweeney, Rosemary Sweeney, George Szirtes, Barry Tebb, Philip Terry, M. Wynn Thomas, Luke Thompson, Ben Thomson, Róisín Tierney, Richard Tillinghast, Colm Tóibín, Claire Tomalin, Angela Topping, Rebecca Tracy, the late Robert Tracy, Monica Tranströmer, the late Shaun Traynor, Joe Treasure, James Underwood, Helen Vendler, Erica Wagner, William Waldegrave, Chris Wallace-Crabbe, Gerry Wardle, Marina Warner, Elizabeth Wassell, David Wheatley, Aidan White, David Whiting, David Whittaker, David Williams, Jonathan Williams, Samantha Williams, Rab Wilson, Joseph Woods, Mark Wormald, Duncan Wu, Adam Wyeth, Enda Wyley, Eunice Yeates, Jane Yeh, the late Adam Zagajewski, Krzysztof Zagórski, Natalia Zagórska-Thomas, and Jakob Ziguras.

         And of course I am glad to acknowledge the indispensable contribution made to this book by the librarians, archivists and curators of collections, both private and public, where Seamus Heaney’s letters are conserved. I have met nothing but courtesy, eagerness to help, diligence and patience, sometimes well beyond the limits of duty, from staff at the institutions I have dealt with in my pursuit of letters. No less than the individuals named above, official custodians of Seamus Heaney’s literary remains evidently share a high sense of obligation to his memory and I have benefitted more than I can say from the assistance of the following:

         Avice-Claire McGovern, Mary Broderick, James Byrne, James Harte, Gearóid Ó Luing, Sandra McDermott, Katherine McSharry, and others, at the National Library of Ireland; xxiv

         Selina Collard and Sarah Poutch at the James Joyce Library, University College Dublin;

         Maeve Gebruers and Liam O’Connor at the Irish Traditional Music Archive, Dublin;

         Emer Brogan, John Fitzgerald, Crónán Ó Doibhlin and Emer Twomey at the Boole Library, University College Cork;

         Samantha McCombe at the Linen Hall Library, Belfast;

         Kelly Copeland at the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland;

         Matthew Hendry at the Arts Council of Northern Ireland;

         Jayne Dunlop at the Library for Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, Ulster University Business School, Coleraine;

         Cathy Brown at the Seamus Heaney HomePlace, Bellaghy;

         Hilary Copeland at the John Hewitt Society;

         Ulrike Hogg, Colin McIlroy and Suzy Pope at the National Library of Scotland;

         Stephen Willis at the Centre for Research Collections, Edinburgh University Library;

         Rowan Grout and Sam Maddra at Archives and Special Collections, Glasgow University Library;

         Helen Melody and Richard Price at the British Library;

         Lorraine Marriner and Chris McCabe at the Poetry Library, Southbank Centre, London;

         Robert Brown and Jane Kirby at the Archive, Faber and Faber, London;

         Joseph Heffernan at Arts Council England;

         Nika Narkeviciute at the Victoria and Albert Museum, London;

         Ruaidhrí Dowling at the Irish Embassy, London;

         Liam Austin, Frank Bowles and John Wells at Cambridge University Library;

         Oliver House and Sam Lindley at the Weston Library, Bodleian Libraries, Oxford;

         Michael Riordan at The Queen’s College, Oxford;

         Petra Hofmann at St John’s College, Oxford;

         Christine Faunch at Heritage Collections, University of Exeter;

         Peter Dixie at Hull History Centre;

         Drummond Bone, Jeff Cowton, Catherine Foster and Michael McGregor at the Wordsworth Trust, Grasmere;

         Margaret R. Dakin at Archives and Special Collections, Amherst College; xxv

         Jennifer Meehan and Kathleen Shoemaker at the Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives and Rare Book Library, Robert W. Woodruff Library, Emory University, Atlanta;

         Andrew Isidoro at the John J. Burns Library, Boston College;

         Mary Walker Graham at the Woodberry Poetry Room, Harvard University;

         Mary Haegert, Thomas A. Lingner and Leslie A. Morris at the Houghton Library, Harvard University;

         Sara Gunesekara at the Shields Library, University of California, Davis;

         Rebecca Aldi and Natalia Sciarini at the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University;

         Dean M. Rogers at Special Collections, Vassar College Libraries;

         Stephen Enniss and Richard B. Watson at the Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin;

         Mary Dunn at the William J. Clinton Presidential Library, Little Rock, Arizona;

         Meredith Mann at the Brooke Russell Astor Reading Room for Rare Books and Manuscripts, New York Public Library;

         Lara Szypszak and Lewis Wyman at the Library of Congress, Washington DC;

         Judith Gantley at the Princess Grace Irish Library, Monaco;

         Daniel Biedrzycki, Anna Romaniuk and Michał Szymański at Biblioteka Narodowa, Warsaw;

         Urszula Klatka at the Special Collection Department, Jagiellonian Library, Kraków.

      

   


   
      
         
xxvi
            Sources of Texts

         

         In addition to any other information, the source of the original text is given at the head of each letter. Where those texts are in private ownership, the surname of the owner, whether a living person or a person’s estate, is generally provided. The list below is an index to the institutions, libraries and archives, that hold the rest of the letters in this book.

         
            Amherst: Archives and Special Collections, Robert Frost Library, Amherst College, Amherst, Massachusetts

            Beinecke: Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut

            BL: British Library, London

            Bodleian: Bodleian Library, Oxford

            Boston: Boston University, Boston, Massachusetts

            Cambridge: Cambridge University Library, Cambridge

            Cork: Boole Library, University College Cork, Cork

            Davis: University of California, Davis, Davis, California

            Emory: Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives and Rare Book Library, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia

            Faber: Archive of Faber and Faber Ltd, London

            Galway: James Hardiman Library, National University of Ireland Galway, Galway

            Glasgow: University of Glasgow Library, Glasgow

            Harry Ransom: Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas, Austin, Texas xxvii

            Harvard: Houghton Library, Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts

            HomePlace: Seamus Heaney HomePlace, Bellaghy

            Hull: Hull History Centre, Hull

            ITMA: Irish Traditional Music Archive / Taisce Cheol Dúchais Éireann, Dublin

            Linen Hall: Linen Hall Library, Belfast

            LOC: Library of Congress, Washington DC

            NCAD: National College of Art and Design, Dublin

            New Hampshire: University of New Hampshire, Durham, New Hampshire

            NLI: National Library of Ireland, Dublin

            NLS: National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh

            NYPL: Manuscripts and Archives Division, New York Public Library, New York

            Pembroke: Pembroke College, Cambridge

            PNL: Polish National Library/Biblioteka Narodowa, Warsaw

            Pratt: E. J. Pratt Library, Victoria University, University of Toronto

            Princeton: Princeton University Library, Princeton, New Jersey

            PRONI: Public Record Office of Northern Ireland, Belfast

            UCD: James Joyce Library, University College Dublin, Dublin

            Vassar: Archives and Special Collections Library, Vassar College, Dutchess County, New York
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3
            1964

         

         
            Towards the end of this year, we find Seamus Heaney – hereafter, ‘SH’ – in possession of what he thought might be enough poems to make up his first published collection. He had already received a good number of acceptances from literary magazines and newspapers both north and south of the Irish border and his name was getting known. Recommending magazines in the Republic where his friend and fellow Northerner Seamus Deane might send his own poems, he shows his experience in the field. At this moment, he was waiting to hear if the poems he had submitted, under the title Advancements of Learning, to Dolmen Press in Dublin would be accepted for publication.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ms Emory

            9 December 1964

            St Joseph’s Training College, Belfast 11

            Dear Seamus,

               Christmas had better be a time of good will if you are not to stop reading just about here. My neglect of your last letter and your first son amounts to an insult; my accumulating guilt feelings grow into a neurosis. Perhaps it is not too late to make amends.

            I was delighted when I heard about Conor (?) Fitzgerald – my corresponding pen was impotent but I wrote a short secret poem (which I feared later was sentimental, so did not send it to you – maybe I will sometime). Marion and you have certainly taken life by the scruff of the neck and I trust it is as rewarding as I imagine it must be. All three of you have my accumulated good wishes – and envy.

            And congratulations again on your fellowship. I was speaking to Butter about a week ago – as usual he was vague but conveyed the necessary information – that you were doing well and had obtained a Peterhouse? (no?) research fellowship. I am delighted and confident that is merely the first rung of [a] new ladder of honours.

            Now to minor matters. I got engaged a fortnight ago to Marie Devlin and hope to be married next August. We are very happy and believe that we can remain so for a lifetime. I don’t imagine you knew Marie – she was at St Mary’s TC and has been teaching in Co. Down this last 4three years. I met her two years ago and knew from the beginning that she was the girl to hunt – but now she is not so much a quarry, more a way of life.

            I have wasted the whole time since leaving Queen’s (apart from finding Marie). I have not written a chapter of a thesis – I am not yet engaged upon one. With the help of God and the engagement I’ll get stuck into something from the New Year onwards. I’d like to do something on ‘The Repressed Hero in Modern Irish Writing’ but nobody in Queen’s is interested.

            I will not consider the three years a complete fiasco if one venture which I have in hand at the moment succeeds. I have thirty poems with the Dolmen Press in Dublin. They say they like them but have come to no final decision about publication so far. If they happened to take them – which is extremely doubtful – I should slam into an MA on Irish literature and in two years’ time try for a spell in some American university as lecturer in this field. Then I should like to come back to the Training College or an Irish university. However, there are too many ‘ifs’ involved here and more than likely I shall drift lazily and discontentedly towards unqualified senility in the lackadaisical philistine womb of St Joseph’s. Enough said about St Joseph’s. Last year I worked, this year it has affected me so successfully that I too am happy to freelance fuzzily in half my lectures. Which is not good enough.

            Are you doing any writing yourself now? I think you asked me for some addresses in the last letter so that was hopeful. The best places in this country at the moment are:

            Poetry Ireland 

            23 Upper Mount Street,

            Dublin 2.

            This comes out twice yearly and is devoted almost entirely to new poetry.

            The Dubliner,

            Haccombe Parva,

            Killiney,

            Co. Dublin.

            A quarterly containing short stories, critical articles on literature, painting and theatre, and a good proportion of poetry.

            The Kilkenny Magazine,

            c/o Kilkenny Literary Society,

            35 High Street,

            Kilkenny. 5

            Same as the Dubliner.

            Besides these, the only other place where you could wish to appear is the Irish Times, Westmoreland Street, Dublin. It prints poems nearly every Saturday and pays more than any of the others.

            If you are coming home at Christmas, be sure and let me know. We have a phone in Bellaghy – 257 – and I have a Volkswagen for which I am still £300 in debt but which will get me around for another year or two. So if I can do any runs for you or call to see you, write or ring.

            Until then, regards to Marion and the baby, apologies and congratulations again and good luck.

              With every best wish,

                  Seamus Heaney

             

            PS I trust the address is correct.

         

         
            SH had been appointed Lecturer in English at St Joseph’s after a short spell as a schoolteacher.

            Seamus Deane (1940–2021) was one of SH’s oldest friends, having attended St Columb’s College at the same time, he as a day boy, SH as a boarder. Deane had then gone on to take both a BA and an MA in English at Queen’s University Belfast, before a research fellowship enabled him to study for a PhD at Pembroke College (not Peterhouse), Cambridge. Like SH, he was also writing poems. Conor Fitzgerald was indeed the name of Deane’s first child, born in May.

            The English scholar Peter Butter (1921–99) taught at Queen’s.

            Marie Devlin (b.1940) was second of the six daughters born to Tommy (1906–90) and Eileen (1908–85) Devlin, who farmed in Ardboe in Co. Tyrone. She and SH had met at a dinner at Queen’s two years previously.

            Dolmen Press had been founded by Liam and Josephine Miller in 1951, specifically to publish the work of Irish poets. In the brief letter that Liam Miller (1924–87) sent SH on 5 February 1965, he wrote: ‘I return your manuscript herewith and will be very glad to hear from you at a later date. If you are in Dublin some time perhaps you would like to telephone me and we might meet.’ By then, however, SH had already been invited to submit poems to the London publishers Faber and Faber.

         

      

   


   
      
         
6
            1965

         

         
            Professionally, the two most significant events this year for SH were the unsought invitation that came from London publishers Faber and Faber to submit a collection of poems for consideration, and the agreement to publish that swiftly followed. In his personal life, the most significant was his marriage to Marie Devlin.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ts Faber

            2 February 1965

            St Joseph’s Training College, Belfast 11

            Dear Mr Monteith,

               Thank you for your most encouraging letter of 15th January. It gave me new confidence to find that people who were neither friends nor rivals took an interest in my work and I look forward to submitting a collection for your consideration.

            I have no objections to your making photostat copies of the poems.

            I remain,

Yours sincerely,

Seamus Heaney

         

         
            Charles Monteith (1921–95), born and brought up in Co. Antrim, had been Director at Faber since 1954. One of his achievements as editor of the poetry list had been to overcome his initial caution and, heeding T. S. Eliot’s encouragement, to publish Ted Hughes’s (1930–98) The Hawk in the Rain (1957). Monteith wrote to SH after seeing ‘Digging’, ‘Storm on the Island’ and ‘Scaffolding’ in the 4 December 1964 New Statesman, of which Karl Miller (1931–2014) was Literary Editor. The poet Edward Lucie-Smith (b.1933) subsequently showed Monteith more of SH’s work.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ms Emory

            [undated]

            St Joseph’s Training College, Belfast 11

            Dear Seamus,

               I had begun twice and your card was what I deserved. Apologies once again for everything, including the notepaper. I am supervising an examination here at the moment. 7

            I return the poems – reluctantly in the case of ‘Lost and Won’, ‘Heat-Tossed Night’ and ‘Abandoned Treasure’. I agree that ‘Lost and Won’ is a big attempt and think that you have succeeded in the most difficult area – sustaining a large open rhythm without formulating it into any monotonous pattern of beats. The orchestration of the images is magnificent, the sense of quest as pervasive and urgent as in ‘Childe Harold’. I see what you mean when you said [it] is a bow-wow without a bite – but the genre in which you are working is rhetorical rather than witty and the orotund quality I think comes off. There are some places where a word fills out a cadence impressively but I feel is a large gesture rather than an explosion of insight – e.g. ‘contagiously’ at line four (it could be argued about), ‘persuasively coaxing and cajoling’, ‘noiselessly hummed’ – but this is putting a first draft through the mill rather severely.

            The love-poems are probably the most achieved. You have a rich vein of metaphor that is disciplined by an almost Donnish sense of form. But again, I think it is in [the] throbbing quality of the rhythm that you are most individual.

         

         
            On paper lined and with a ruled margin – very likely St Joseph’s College issue – this interrupted letter was not sent for another six months: see letter to Deane of [4th?] August, below.

         

         
             To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            18 May 1965

            St Joseph’s Training College, Belfast 11

            Dear Mr Monteith,

               I enclose a selection of poems for your consideration. You have already seen a few of these in the batch which you obtained in December. I hope this group is a bit stronger.

            I remain,

Yours sincerely,

Seamus Heaney

         

         
            This selection of poems, which now bore the title Death of a Naturalist, was arranged differently from the typescript submitted to Dolmen and contained new work. It was read and commented on not only by Monteith but also by a junior editor at Faber, Mary-Kay Wilmers (b.1938). Of SH’s revised submission, she reports that ‘a large batch of childish folklore has been weeded out and replaced by a number of new poems which, though they have their weaknesses, show far 8more assurance and co-ordination between description and comment’; and she concludes, ‘I think we should take Mr Heaney on.’ In 1992, Wilmers would be appointed Editor of the London Review of Books. 

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            [20 June] 1965

            Atlanta Hotel, Galway

            Dear Mr Monteith,

               For the first time since receiving your letter on Wednesday I have a quiet and collected moment to answer your very good news. This week, I am convinced, has been the most eventful in my life – you accepted my book as I was in the process of buying a house (we’re being married in August) and these two unparalleled events occurred in the middle of a hectic period of examination marking – we had a GCE Advanced English conference yesterday. To-day I came to the opening of Yeats’s Tower in Galway and at last have got round to the solitary realization of my incredible good fortune.

            I wish to thank you very sincerely for your generous interest in my poems when they appeared last December. And now, for the honour of publication by your firm.

            I hope your operation has been as pleasant as operations can be and look forward to hearing from you again about the content of the book.

            I have one query. Queen’s University Arts Festival intend to publish some pamphlets later this year and have asked me to appear in the series. Would there be any objection to twelve poems appearing as a pamphlet here in Belfast next November? They intend to print approx. 300 copies of each pamphlet.

            Thank you again for the good news.

            Sincerely,

Seamus Heaney

         

         
            SH heads this letter ‘Sunday 20th August 1965’, but external details accumulate to suggest that this was a slip of the pen. Monteith himself marked the letter as acknowledged on ‘23.6.65’; 20 August 1965 was not a Sunday, whereas 20 June was; and Thoor Ballylee, W. B. Yeats’s Tower in Co. Galway, was formally opened to the public – by the Irish poet Padraic Colum (1881–1972) – on the centenary of Yeats’s birth, 20 June 1965. Perhaps SH had his August wedding date in mind as he started this reply to Monteith’s own letter of 15 June offering to publish a collection of his poems the following year.

            No objection to the pamphlet was raised, and SH’s Eleven Poems, containing 9mainly items that were to appear in Death of a Naturalist, was duly brought out by Festival Publications, Queen’s University Belfast, in November 1965.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ms Emory

            4 August 1965

            The Wood, Bellaghy, Co. Derry

            Dear Seamus,

               I cannot enter a new life (wedding to-morrow at 10-30) without settling the sins of my past life. On the day last February that I received your card I began a definitive letter on your poems (which letter I enclose) and that evening mislaid the poems. I had not the neck to write and tell you this and indeed might never have except that when I cleared my car last Friday (to change it for a newer model) I found them in the back of her. Thank God. I can now write but will understand if you do not answer.

            I will take the poems to London to-morrow and write fully from there within a day or two. We will be there for a fortnight and I would very much like to see you if that were possible. We might even manage a night in Cambridge, if that is alright with you. Any small hotel or boarding house which you might recommend. Could you write to me

            c/o Polly Devlin,

            Vogue 

            Vogue House,

            Hanover Square,

            London

            but don’t put my name on envelope. Envelope inside envelope with a phone number and a time when I might ring is all we need.

            Please accept yet again my sincere and useless apologies and insult me when you see me. I cannot write more now as I have to take the cake and Marie’s going-away stuff to the hotel.

            Regards to Marion and the lad.

            Sincerely,

    Seamus

         

         
            Written from the house of SH’s parents.

            After their wedding in Ardboe on 5 August, SH and Marie Heaney spent their honeymoon in London, where Marie’s younger sister, Polly Devlin (b.1941), was Features Editor on the fashion magazine Vogue.

            Deane was now in Cambridge, studying for his PhD on ‘The Reception and 10Reputation of Some Thinkers of the French Enlightenment in England between 1789 and 1824’.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            24 August 1965

            Barna, Co. Galway

            Dear Mr Monteith,

               I always seem to write to you from Galway – we’ve been here since last Friday, battening on cottage-renting friends, and should have written long ago to thank you for your hospitality all the time we were in London. You helped to make it the most memorable fortnight we have ever spent. Though I’m sure Carol and Rosemary are glad to see the heels of the inefficient Irish layabout who had to get his typing and layout done at a moment’s notice and who interrupted one of the most hectic weeks at Faber’s (The Story of Malaysia and all that).

            We return to the North and will be of no fixed abode until the building society showers its blessings (with interest). As soon as we get a home address, we’ll let you know.

            By the way, after a futile incubation period, the only title I can find for the nameless poem is ‘On the Embankment’. Would this do?

            Thank you again. I hope you enjoy your holiday as we did ours.

            Sincerely,

    Seamus and Marie Heaney

         

         
            Barna was where the Heaneys were holidaying after their honeymoon, with college friends of Marie’s.

            The Story of Malaysia was the title of a book by Harry Miller (1923–98) that Faber published in 1965.

            ‘On the Embankment’ had become ‘Twice Shy’ by the time it was included in Death of a Naturalist.

         

      

   


   
      
         
11
            1966

         

         
            Death of a Naturalist was published in May, first in the UK, to wide critical acclaim and excellent sales, and then in the USA. Back home, the Heaneys moved to a larger house in Belfast, 37 Beechill Park South, and SH was appointed to a lectureship at Queen’s University. Having had his own pamphlet, Eleven Poems, published the year before, SH was now editorially and administratively involved with the production of pamphlets for the Belfast Festival, which was organised from Queen’s.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ms Emory

            30 January 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Deansie,

            (Since you seem to recall Quinn with something akin to affection), as you surmised only someone as smug as myself would have taken your delightful, welcome letter as my due. Well done. And only someone as basically decent (as you, that is) would excuse my delay in acknowledging, if not replying to, it. However, it gives me great pleasure. And all the associations that that phrase entails.

            I grow old. Marie, yes, is, yes, expecting a baby in June. So you can start your poem anytime. None of your bloody impromptu effusions, something of a Pindaric or at least a villanelle. And you, I take it, are expecting your doctorate. I will have my verses, dedicatory, hortatory, celebratory, ready. I was delighted to hear you had completed a first draft. In my own minor, off-hand and amateurish, sly fashion, I too have been tickling the arse of the monster research, completing some days ago the first chapter of a dissertation on the works of another potato-centred poet – Patrick Kavanagh. That bloke in the last Delta – J. M. Newton – is fairly up the creek about K. but don’t tell him so until the thesis is examined, which should be in roughly three years’ time.

            Talking of Patrick Kavanagh, Marie has dubbed me ‘the laureate of the root vegetable’. And I was glad that you saw ‘Follower’ – I’m not sure whether you’re not right about the ‘tail-flick of meaning’ in the last stanza. I felt that it was perhaps not condensed enough, but I do 12not think that it is so sudden or arbitrary as to be illegitimate: does the last verse not give the dimension of metaphor to something which was necessary background knowledge for the assertion in the last verse? (I should say that to make sense.) Does it not illuminate retrospectively? (What about that then?) Nevertheless, I enclose bashlessly (opposite of bashful?) a copy of the pamphlet and when you look on the back cover, tremble, and get together about twelve poems and forward to the above address, to I, the editorial board. Incidentally ‘For the Commander of The Eliza’ has appeared in no magazine. So if you would like it for the Cambridge Review, all’s well. I have been unusually in demand during the last two months: Encounter and the Dublin Magazine have solicited poems and all I have written of late has been with them for some weeks now so no decent poems are at hand – Possibly the latest one I’ve managed is all right, I don’t know, but I’m sending it anyhow. If you’re not happy about either, wait and pray. Enough of poems.

            We hope to get to London some time before Easter and would love to visit you, if not stay over. I don’t know when the book is due – ‘Spring’ can cover a multitude – but we are going to blow our enormous publisher’s advance of £25 on a trip to London when it comes out. We now have an extra furnished bedroom, incidentally, at least we have acquired a second-hand double-bed which covers half of the bare boards, so if ever you’re in Ireland, please make arrangements to spend one night in Belfast. But bring your own carry-cot, if it’s before June. How did you get on in Paris? And how did you afford it? Don’t answer that.

            Suddenly my patter halts. I have fathomed the pit of patter. I grow less fit and fatter. Am I fit to be a father? The farther this fares, the more futile it feels. And so to end. And why not? The observed of all observers, quite quite down. Enough said, smiling fondly at his pretty wife, as Tierney would have said. Well, well.

            I must apologize for not conducting the whole letter in this vein. I look forward to your humble reply. Love to Marion and Conor.

            Carry on.

    Yours ever,

        Heaney.

         

         
            ‘Dear Deansie … Quinn’: Deane recalled a fellow student at St Columb’s, John Joseph Quinn, who boarded in the same digs as SH and strongly disliked him. The feeling was returned and SH may have bestowed on him the nickname ‘Quinsy’.

            SH’s ‘first chapter of a dissertation’ on the poet Patrick Kavanagh (1904–67), 13from rural Co. Monaghan, survives and is in private hands. Delta was a thrice-yearly literary magazine coming out of Cambridge University; it had been founded by the English poet Peter Redgrove (1932–2003) while he was a student there. A later editor was the poet and teacher Philip Hobsbaum (1932–2005), who from 1963 to 1966 hosted and presided over meetings of the young Northern Irish poets – SH, Deane and Michael Longley (b.1939), among them – who came to be knownas The Group, or the Belfast Group. An earlier coterie of Hobsbaum’s in London had also called itself The Group, and it was one of its members, Edward Lucie-Smith, who at the instigation of Hobsbaum had supplied Charles Monteith with examples of SH’s work (see letter to Monteith of 2 February 1965).

            ‘when you look on the back cover, tremble’: SH’s Eleven Poems carried an announcement that the Festival series would include a pamphlet of Deane’s.

            ‘For the Commander of The Eliza’, from Death of a Naturalist, was taken by the Cambridge Review for its 7 May 1966 number, as was ‘The Peninsula’, which SH held back to be published in Door into the Dark (1969).

            Fr Eamon Tierney was a mathematics teacher at St Columb’s.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ts Emory

            24 March 1966 37

            Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Deansie,

               By Christ, and by-y-y Christ! How did you manage this lot? I think the poems are excellent and must say they strike me as rich and unstarved, unurban, unscreaming. My favourites are ‘The Roads You Walked’, ‘Against All Non Socialist Lovers’ (though I’m not so keen on the title), ‘Alone and Together’, and (though I’m a bit at sea as to the old implications here) ‘Come You from Wittgenstein?’

             

            But I like every one of them and hope to have a good natter (as the wee man from Oxford said to me) next week: Marie and I are going to London to-morrow (Friday) (I fancy myself as a bit of a Keats with all these parentheses in my letters) because I have an interview in connection with the Gregory Award on Saturday. I am shortlisted with five other young British creative writers and have a 4 in 6 chance of raising a hundred quid or so. They are paying my expenses over but I thought Marie should take the chance to get out of the country while the going is still good – ish. So we are being quite irresponsible and giving our bank manager the shits but he won’t get them until the damage has been done: we are staying until Thursday morning next. Wherefore, rejoice, because I hope to go down to see you all either on Sunday or Tuesday. Can you ring here (Belfast 649298) to-morrow evening about half past 14six and we’ll see how when and where. Yes, I have got the phone in.

             

            I am delighted about the brain drain. In fact, I am envious of your coming semesters, your comely sophomores, your pacific summers. It’s hard to whack a place that’s liberal and experimental where they regard, one hopes, drunkenness as eccentricity and unpunctuality and inefficiency as the hallmark of individuality. It’s good to have the whole thing more or less fixed up at this stage: and I hope they pay you far too much.

             

            What poems did I send you besides ‘The Peninsula’ (I think it is a good enough one now that I’ve lived with it a while)? Because I’ve just written what I consider my best for a long time and if you could fit it in instead of the other wee ones (I imagine they must have been wee ones) I’d be delighted – presuming, of course, that you agree that the enclosed is good enough. Does the title need the following: Note. Despite heavy preventive legislation, cockfights – or ‘battles’ – are still held on Easter Monday in many places in Ireland?

            Hoping to hear your old croak to-morrow.

    Sincerely,

        Seamus

         

         
            SH had now formally invited Deane to send poems for a Belfast Festival pamphlet.

            The ‘wee man from Oxford’ remains unidentified, but was possibly a representative of Oxford University Press.

            SH was one of three applicants to receive a 1966 Eric Gregory Award; Robin Fulton (now known as Robin Fulton Macpherson) (b.1937) and Hugo Williams (b.1942) were the others. Gregory Awards go to young poets of perceived promise. (See letter to Charles Monteith of 7 April 1966.)

            ‘brain drain’: a phrase much in vogue at the time and applicable to the situation of Deane, who was on the point of leaving to teach at the University of California, Berkeley.

            ‘Note’: a slightly different phrasing of these words formed the epigraph to the poem ‘Triptych for the Easter Battlers’, printed in the New Statesman of 23 December 1966 but never included by SH in any collection.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            7 April 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Charles,

               Many thanks for your letter: I just can’t believe it. Surely this must be a poet’s dream – to have a publisher who finds another publisher. 15My sincere thanks for your endeavours on my behalf.

            I should have written before this to tell you how we enjoyed our evening with you and Rosemary. Marie was saying how Fabers were to us more of a family than a firm – you added so much to our stay.

            I hope to get to London soon again. Anyhow, give my regards to Rosemary and Mary K. and believe me deeply grateful.

            Sincerely,

    Seamus

         

         
            The first US edition of Death of a Naturalist was brought out, a month after the UK one, by Oxford University Press.

            ‘Rosemary’ was Rosemary Goad (1928–2021), an editor at Faber, who went on to become the firm’s first female director.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ts Faber

            21 April 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Charles,

               I’ve just received the first six copies of Death of a Naturalist and I am absolutely thrilled and delighted: I think it’s delightfully produced and I just cannot quite realize that I am really in the Faber list. Nevertheless, it seems the time to thank you and everyone else at Russell Square for much encouragement and interest over the last eighteen months and I can only hope the reception it gets repays this in some small way.

            It has been quite a day: I did an interview for a lectureship at Queen’s – which was quite an event in any week – and when I got home there was a phone-call from the college telling me that there was a parcel from Fabers. I put two and two together quicker than ever before, I can tell you.

            Marie sends her regards – and give mine to Rosemary and Mary K.

            With every good wish,

    Seamus

         

         
            Monteith had also sent a copy of the newly published book to Ted Hughes, who in May wrote back with measured praise: ‘Thank you for the Seamus Heaney book. He has a very warm and real and attractive poetic personality. CHURNING DAY, AT A POTATO DIGGING, COW IN CALF, TROUT, GRAVITIES, SYNGE ON ARAN, are my favourites. Healthy as a fish, as Seamus here says, when they come off. At his best, a real artist. The other pieces seem to me still very much University pieces, though it’s churlish to say that, 16considering how good his best is and how young he is.’ It is striking that Hughes seems to have had reservations about poems, such as ‘Digging’, ‘Follower’, and the title poem itself, that now stand among SH’s most widely admired.

            A lectureship at Queen’s had fallen vacant upon Philip Hobsbaum’s departure to teach in Glasgow. As the following letter reports, SH’s application for the job was successful.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ts Emory

            10 May 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Seamus,

               Delighted with all communications which have arrived here from Cambridge in the last few days. Your present is something we value all the more because, despite its aesthetic qualities, we just did not have a decent sized casserole. But not wishing to take away from the present, I am truly stunned with pleasure at your breakthrough with Encounter. With three in there, I’d say next step is a collection of thirty or so and a suitable title. Congratulations: let’s do an Irish takeover on English poetry.

             

            I hope you’ll excuse this hurried note and expect something more like a letter from me when the pamphlet is nearly out – which should be in about three weeks. I got the Dannie Abse etc. Again my thanks. God, I nearly forgot. Yes, I got the job in Queen’s, got word a week ago. Lecturing on modern poetry mostly, tutorials with 4th and 1st year Honours plus a bag of first arts stuff. More anon.

             

            Do you fancy the new paper? It’s a present from Marie’s sister. Just arrived to-day. I’m in a furious hurry and should have written longhand. Excuse the typing and give my love (honourable as ever) to Marion and Conor.

            With good wishes, and may you be dead and in heaven a fortnight before the divil finds out.

            Seamus

         

         
            Encounter was the mandarin and, for much of its existence, highly respected literary and cultural magazine, founded in 1953 by the British poet Stephen Spender (1909–95) and American journalist Irving Kristol (1920–2009). At this moment, Spender was its literary editor.

            ‘Excuse the typing’: a larger than usual number of typos and botches have been corrected here.17

         

         
            To Brian Friel

            ms NLI

            13 May 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Brian,

               Thank you for your congratulations on Death of a Naturalist – but the congratulations should have been coming in the other direction. I was delighted when Philadelphia had such deserved success and read The Gold in the Sea with pleasure – the best kind – I kept saying about many of the scenes, situations, characters, ‘Why didn’t I think of that myself?’ Call us if you’re in town here any time; and thank you again.

            Seamus Heaney

         

         
            Philadelphia, Here I Come! became the first international success of Irish dramatist Brian Friel (1929–2015) when, after receiving its first performance at the Gaiety Theatre in Dublin in 1964, it transferred to Broadway in 1966; its plot concerns the move of the central character, Gar O’Donnell, from Ireland to the USA. The Gold in the Sea (1966) is a book of short stories by Friel.

            SH’s rhetorical question, ‘Why didn’t I think of that myself?’ already, at this early stage of what was to become one of his deepest friendships, suggests the intuition that he and Friel were exploring, by different means in their respective arts, shared ground. This was to be confirmed when he read the script of Friel’s play Volunteers (see letter of 21 October 1974).

         

         
            To John Hewitt

            ms PRONI

            18 May 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear John,

               Many thanks for your letter. I am delighted that you like the book and grateful that a poet is reviewing it for the Telegraph. I look forward to the review with impatience.

            Thank you also for the Coventry off-print and the inscribed copies of the poems you so kindly sent me last year. I suspect you have almost fallen in love with Coventry – has it anything to do with your namesake from the eighteenth century?

            I am forwarding under a separate cover some of the other Festival pamphlets which are still appearing. I was wondering if you’d be interested in reprinting ‘Conacre’, with an introduction by you – or me – or none – as one of the series next year. They intend to keep it going and 18I was asked to think about contributors. Or would you like to print a selection of the later poems? We hope to include work by more established, full-grown poets next year – Kinsella, Montague and Murphy, if possible. I’ll understand if you prefer to hold on to your work for a full collection later on, but thought I’d mention the thought to you.

            Thank you again for your encouraging interest. I hope we meet soon again.

            With every good wish,

    Sincerely,

    Seamus

         

         
            The poet John Hewitt (1907–87) was, by his own description, ‘an Irishman of planter stock, by profession an art gallery man, politically a man of the left’. He was a moving force behind what came to be known as ‘Ulster Regionalism’, asserting the importance to the arts of local rootedness. At this stage of his career, however, he was running an art gallery in Coventry, where he had moved after being thwarted of a promotion he had expected in Belfast.

            James Hewitt, 1st Viscount Lifford (1712–89), a lawyer who became Lord Chancellor of Ireland, was the son of a Coventry draper.

            ‘Conacre’ was a long poem by John Hewitt first published in 1941; his Collected Poems 1932–1967 appeared in 1968. In the event, Hewitt’s 1967 Festival pamphlet was a selection of new work under the title Tesserae (see letter of 3 September 1966). Neither Thomas Kinsella (1928–2021) nor John Montague (1929–2016) nor Richard Murphy (1927–2018) had Festival pamphlets of their own.

         

         
            To Peter Crawley

            ms Faber

            18 May 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Mr Crawley,

               There is a gallery here which carries a stock of second-hand Irish books and is building up quite a good clientele of interested customers. I mentioned Death of a Naturalist to them and they said – half in joke, half in earnest – that they’d sell signed copies at a guinea each. Personally, I do not want to do this, but I feel if you approached them they’d be prepared to retail the book in the normal way. Would it be worth a try?

            With good wishes,

    Sincerely,

       Seamus Heaney19

         

         
            Peter Crawley was Sales Director at Faber. The establishment that had caught SH’s opportunistic eye was the Bell Gallery on Alfred Street, Belfast. The first edition of Death of a Naturalist was priced at 18/-, three shillings less than a guinea.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ts Emory

            30 May 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Jeem,

               Here are the proofs of what I had put in to be printed: I was going to add the Encounter stuff but since that’s been shot down, have you anything else to bung in here? I have some which I did not include, but perhaps now you might like to pick a couple of them: ‘Green and Brown’; ‘A Complaint Against Dying’; ‘Only the Familiar’; ‘Come You from Wittgenstein’; and ‘For Edith Sitwell’. I don’t seem to have ‘After the Soldiers’, which you mentioned. I think three or four more would be in order, if they are at hand. If not, a couple of what you would like most to see printed of the ones you would prefer not to print, if you know what I mean. With regard to the Encounter poems, I like ‘Blind Man’s Bluff’ most, then ‘Return’, then ‘On the Mimicry’ etc. In the latter while I respond to the symbolism – you explained it – I find the very luxuriance of the sounds is distracting and possibly a bit too much: agglutinate, exfoliate, organically eviscerate all in three lines is too much for me. And I think that a word like blafard is dulled and made to look extravagant rather than explosive when it is linked to two other adjectives. The second stanza of that one is my favourite. ‘Blind Man’s Bluff’ is conceived and delivered much more cleanly, much more inwardly, I think. I have also got ‘Separated by Weather’ which I find overloaded also with exotic electronic-type language – but I’m such a rural traditional orthodox that you’d better not listen to me – John Clare’s my hero at the moment, so enough said.

            […]

            I am full of sympathy and envy with regard to the thesis. I wish to hell I knew something: you are a man of learning now, for God’s sake. Publication would fly your flag for life and I hope it comes off.

             

            Marie sends her love and give mine to Marion and Conor. Thank you also for the Cambridge Review: it came out just in time. The book was 20on sale 19th. The reviews are better than I expected to put it mildly: did you see Ricks in the New Statesman of Friday?

             

            Sting in tail: CAN YOU RETURN THESE PROOFS WITH ADDENDA BY TOMORROW. I’m supposed to be correcting them myself, so I’d be obliged if you could give them the old immediate attention and all and all.

            With good wishes,

         Seamus

         

         
            SH’s typing here is obviously hasty, so a number of distracting errors have been corrected.

            Christopher Ricks (b.1933) was at this time teaching English literature at Worcester College, Oxford. He began his New Statesman review assertively: ‘Literary gentlemen who remain unstirred by Seamus Heaney’s poems will simply be announcing that they are unable to give up the habit of disillusionment with recent poetry. The power and precision of his best poems are a delight, and as a first collection Death of a Naturalist is outstanding.’ He then went on to demonstrate how certain poems gained their specific power.

         

         
            To Michael and Edna Longley

            ms Emory

            [6 July?] 1966 3

            7 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Michael and Edna,

               I have been deeply upset since Monday night, not because of anything you said, but because it was only then I realized what I had done, or rather had not done, in the article. Until I have talked this out of myself, in your presence, as it were, I won’t be able to give my attention to anything. I prefer to write, rather than call or phone, because in a conversation it might sound as if I was making excuses; I don’t think excuses are in question: it is more an examination of conscience.

            First of all, I was simply ashamed of myself: why I did not make the article an offensive for all that was good here, in art and people, I just don’t know. As you say, I was not evangelical (although I think the experience of the last two days has changed that for ever). I believe I regarded your friendship and poetry, Derek’s, Colin’s, Harry’s etc. as something private and precious in the way one’s marriage is. It was ‘ours’, it had nothing to do with journalism and public pictures of Belfast. Somehow, the weekend I was doing the article, it never even crossed my mind that I should concentrate on this reality that I knew 21– I was not serious in my attitude to the thing at all; it was more a case of getting it over with, and my whole attention was focussed (by events and phone calls from Miller) on the political side. My attitude on the arts side must have been ‘Who is the kind of person that thrives on this kind of publicity?’ and I believe I regarded the whole thing as irrelevant rather than central. It may have been the uneasy haste plus the pressure of other work to be done that blinded me, it may (more likely) have been my complete thoughtlessness about redressing wrongs and neglect suffered by my friends. Curiously, I think that if [I] had not been as friendly with everyone concerned I would have been more solicitous for them. Obviously, I am hurt to have hurt other people, but the most distressing feature of the whole business was the blind that was drawn in my own mind. One’s self-regard can only be shattered by oneself. My reaction has been to try to forget it but the issues are too great and the wrong done too irrevocable.

            I hope a letter is not too melodramatic: it is not so much in the hope of redressing any hurt as to allay my own embarrassment and guilt. As usual your attitude has been gracious and gentle in the face of yet another let-down. I simply hope this will give me back my power of speech, if not my complacency, when I meet you on the happy occasion – of which I am beginning to despair, to say nothing of Marie.

            I don’t know what this all sounds like and I won’t read it again in case I don’t send it.

            Love,

Seamus

             

            PS If you can endure a pat phrase that has just leaped to mind, I think until now I have enjoyed the luxuries of friendship without being aware of the full responsibilities.

         

         
            The letter is actually headed ‘Wednesday morning’, no more than that, but is dated speculatively here on the grounds that 6 July was the first Wednesday after publication of the article that had offended the Longleys (see below).

            Michael and Edna Longley had first met SH at a supper given by Philip Hobsbaum and his wife Hannah. They themselves had met in Dublin where, having gained a degree in Classics at Trinity College, Michael taught at a Protestant school in Blackrock. In September 1963, Edna (b.1940) moved to Belfast to take up a Junior Lectureship at Queen’s University. Michael joined her there in 1964, initially teaching at his old school, the Royal Belfast Academical Institution. They were married in September 1964, in Edna’s home town, Dalkey, Co. Dublin, and SH and Marie Heaney were among their wedding guests. Michael Longley 22believes that it was at SH’s request that he and Edna were invited to join The Group.

            The Longleys had taken SH to task over a piece about Belfast, its political and cultural situation, that SH had written for the New Statesman of 1 July: in their view, while skilfully evoking the uncomfortable mood of the city, he had given an inadequate account of the artistic awakening that was taking place there and that was exemplified by the likes of Derek Mahon (1941–2020), who had just published his first pamphlet of poems, the painter Colin Middleton (1910–83), and the English poet, editor and publisher, at this time active in Belfast, Harry Chambers (1937–2012).

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            3 August 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Charles, 

               As usual, I should have written long ago but what with my marking GCE papers and Marie having and tending a baby, things have got out of hand entirely.

            Marie had a baby boy – Michael, now – on July 8th and what better excuse for a celebration of all the good fortune that came our way this year – my bachelor cronies of yesteryear were almost in residence and intoxicated here for a week. Both Marie and the baby have made great strides of growth and rehabilitation since then.

            I got word this week that one of my poems is in the final five selected to be read at the Cheltenham Festival on October 8th. So fingers are crossed again.

            The book is selling well in Belfast – and I hope that unexpected but fantastic boost on The Critics gets rid of some more in England.

            We may well see you before October – but Michael, small as he is, constitutes an anchor just now.

            Please give our best wishes to Rosemary and Mary K. – and John McGahern, when you see him. And I do hope we can meet you in London some time soon.

            Sincerely,

Seamus

         

         
            The Heaneys’ first child, Michael, was born on 8 July.

            The poem in contention for the Cheltenham Festival of Literature’s Poetry Prize was ‘The Outlaw’ (Door into the Dark, 1969).

            The Critics was an arts programme broadcast on the BBC Third Programme.23

            The Irish novelist John McGahern (1934–2006) had also been taken on to the Faber list by Monteith.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ms Emory

            13 August 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Seamus,

               When I got your letter with final instructions about what to include and proofs (early in June), the Festival Office had already printed out of impatience a misprinted and under-nourished collection. I was so angry and embarrassed by the whole business that I did not immediately send the pamphlet off in triumph, and the next thing I was up to the neck in GCE, late pregnancy and early fatherhood (since July 8th). I had not been at Festival Offices since June until this morning. All this, of course, is no excuse for you or consolation for you that your final selection was overruled. But believe me, the printing went ahead without any consultation of your interests with me.

            The result of the Fatherhood stakes is a boy whom we’ve called Michael, who is comparatively well-behaved, long-lipped and big-nosed. So far, he has had nothing to say.

            Could you let me know if you’ll be in Cambridge until 29th as I’d like to make a bid to see you both – or three – if you’re not going to be in Ireland.

            Yours in confusion and apology,

            Seamus

         

         
            To John Hewitt

            ms PRONI

            3 September 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear John,

               I was delighted to get your letter and the cuttings – as a matter of fact I have taken a cuttings subscription, but had not been posted the notice in The Times. As you say, it had a good reception, and is going well for they are shortly going to reprint. I am also grateful that you are agreeable to bring out a pamphlet and am glad that you have given such a choice. On second thoughts, maybe a pamphlet like this, in a series, is not the place to reprint work so I’d be happy to go with 24either of your first suggestions – the batch written since your going to England or the Glens of Antrim sequence. I’d leave the choice to you, unless, as they say, you’re in swithers, in which case I’ll ask the other editors what they think.

            Your review in the Telegraph was the fullest and most intimately concerned that the book had – a poet’s attention is the most valuable and his approval the most necessary in establishing one’s confidence. You fairly hit the nail on the head about development, too. I’m waiting and trusting, though I have some things which I don’t believe I could have done a year ago.

            I have to read a poem at the final judging in the Cheltenham Festival, so I hope to be in England in the week ending October 8th. If I can arrange a suitable itinerary, maybe I could drop in on you for a couple of hours some day for a chat. At the moment I’m not too clear when and how I’ll be travelling, but if there’s a possibility of a firm arrangement, I’ll let you know. This is rather a self-invitation, I’m afraid, but there it is.

            Since I last wrote, Marie has had a baby boy (Michael) and a new rhythm of life has been established, a stressed rhythm but a good one.

            With all good wishes,

      Seamus

         

         
            To John L. Sweeney

            ms UCD

            3 October 1966

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Jack,

               Many thanks for your letter which was the first indication I’d had that Death of a Naturalist had been published over there – and you were quite right about the cards. Actually, I have initials that are priestly enough – Heaney S. J. – but I’ve never written a book on marriage. I am truly grateful for your good offices in this case, though I imagine the Library of Congress is even more so. And there is a sad footnote – the Seamus Heaney in question was killed over there in a car accident some time ago and the newspaper reports caused some consternation among distant friends of mine then.

            I am curious about the reception the book will have in America – the technique so traditional and the subject matter so remote – but the main thing is that it is available. I can’t help thinking of a remark by a 25friend, when I told him that it was going to appear. ‘Publishing poetry in the USA’, he said, ‘must be like dropping a feather over the Grand Canyon and waiting for the echo.’

            Thank you again for your good wishes and for risking your job in the interests of poetry and bibliography – not to say the reputation of the dead.

            Good luck, and regards to Máire.

            Seamus

         

         
            John Lincoln Sweeney (1906–86) was an American scholar and art collector, based at Harvard University. The Heaneys had been guests of him and his wife, the Irish folklorist Máire MacNeill (1904–87), on 24 August the previous year, after which SH had written to tell them: ‘We have spent the morning purring in the afterglow of your hospitality.’
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            As an ex-schoolteacher, who had taught trainee teachers and was now a teaching member of a university faculty, SH had soundly based pedagogical views. How these might have been elaborated for public airing is suggested in his letter to Charles Monteith of 28 October. Although he himself describes it as ‘tentative and incomplete’, the proposal he sketches there would seem to indicate an original and maturely considered approach to the teaching of literature.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            4 January 1967 [m.d. 1966]

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Charles,

               I have just heard (indirectly) that Michael Longley has submitted his collection to Fabers. While I have little taste for pushing myself into affairs that are no concern of mine, I feel I would be failing myself (not Longley, who knows nothing of this letter) if I did not take the opportunity of saying to you personally that I believe him to be a genuine poet, and would base my opinion on, for example, the mythological poems and those on Dr Johnson. I am taking this most uncharacteristic step because of a friendship with him that has not affected the fibre of my own poems, but has given me a sense of vocation and a feeling of poetic community in this unpoetic town. I have little doubt that he will keep writing and developing for years.

            Obviously this will not enter into Faber’s deliberations and decisions: what I am saying, I suppose, is that it is time Longley was published and I am possibly abusing your friendship by saying it in a not irrelevant quarter. Anyhow, I have done.

            […]

            Did I tell you we called the baby Michael? He is unaccountably placid, hardly ever cries, and produced his first tooth without any tearful preliminaries. Something superstitious in me keeps whispering that the success of the book and baby must augur a fall of some kind. God 27forbid. Give our love to Rosemary. And pardon my word in your ear. Good luck.

            Sincerely,

  Seamus

         

         
            Longley was, with SH, one of the young poets who participated in Philip Hobsbaum’s discussion group at Queen’s (see note to SH’s letter to Seamus Deane of 30 January 1966). In the event, Longley’s first full collection of poems, No Continuing City, was published in 1969 by Macmillan.

            SH dates this ‘1966’: a mistake of the kind that SH was prone to fall into at the start of any new year; here, the true date is plain.

         

         
             To Seán Ó Riada

            ms Cork

            5 January 1967

            Department of English,

Queen’s University, Belfast

            Dear Sean,

               That story about ‘the music of the spirits’ kept floating around in my head till I tried to exorcise it in a poem. I would dedicate it formally to you except that you would most likely be confused with the ‘he’ in the poem. But it’s all yours.

            I hope you enjoyed your time up here and look forward to meeting you some time again. My phone no. at home is 649298, if you’re ever in the vicinity.

            Good luck,

    Sincerely,

        Seamus Heaney

         

         
            SH had met Seán Ó Riada (1931–71), Irish composer and arranger of traditional airs, whose orchestral piece Mise Éire, based on his soundtrack to the nationalistic film of the same name, was then highly popular, at the Belfast Festival the previous year; the poem SH wrote for him is ‘The Given Note’ (Door into the Dark). On the typescript presented to Ó Riada, SH adds: ‘For Sean O Riada [sic], whose story deserved a better poem.’ Preserved with this in the Cork University Library is a note in Ó Riada’s hand on a scrap of lined paper: ‘On Playing Port na bPúcaí at Belfast Festival’ – ‘Port na bPúcaí’ (‘Tune of the Fairies’) being an ancient air from the Blaskets for which Ó Riada had devised a harmonic setting. 28

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            28 October 1967

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Charles,

               Finally I’ve had a couple of days to think more or less systematically about the textbook idea: and I was in the middle of typing samples for each section this afternoon when the baby pounded the typewriter to peace, if not pieces. The ribbon refuses to run: but rather than wait until it’s fixed or changed, I thought I’d best enclose the section (though it’s not complete as it stands) and outline the shape and part content of other sections. So far I am only concerned with material, and organizing principles in each section. When I’ve got that all typed out, I’ll have to think about whether there should be

            
               a) discussion, in print, by me, of the samples in each section

               b) discussion of one sample and questions on the rest in each section

               c) an introduction to each section, roughly indicating areas of interest in the writings grouped together therein – and no discussion of, or questions on, individual samples.

            

            But this may, obviously, be jumping the gun: perhaps when the following scheme is considered, it won’t be what you’d wanted at all:

             

            Introduction: Allusion to general study of poetry as finished product; little enough attention paid to psychology of composition, processes of imaginative reduction of experience. This latter approach specially relevant in Colleges of Education where student’s subsequent life as teacher of English (or any other subject) will involve a sympathy and understanding of his pupils’ imaginative effort and achievement.

             

            Section I – Sample enclosed.

             

            Section II – Poetry which arises to some extent from poet’s reading to be set beside that reading: e.g. –

            
               i) Account of Cleopatra’s barge etc. from North’s Plutarch set beside Shakespeare’s ‘The barge she sat in …’

               ii) Vasari’s Life of Andrea del Sarto and Browning’s poem.

               iii) Mayhew’s full account of the ‘ruin’ of the prostitute referred to in Philip Larkin’s ‘Deceptions’ and that poem. 29

            

            Section III – Displaying how poetry arises out of a penumbra of preoccupations, rather than a singleminded intention and readymade technique: how different areas of poet’s experience and his aesthetic convictions merge in the poem: e.g. –

            
               i) Dorothy Wordsworth’s account of the ‘daffodils’ walk; extract from Preface describing the process of ‘recollecting in tranquillity’; ‘Daffodils’ by Wordsworth.

               ii) Yeats’s description of hearing tinkle of water in Strand; his pronouncements on rhythm; ‘Lake Isle of Innisfree’ / or something more complex from Yeats.

               iii) Opening (?) of Lancelot Andrewes sermon referring to the Magi (A cold coming they had of it etc.); Eliot’s reference in Use of Poetry and Use of Criticism to seeing old white horse etc.; his statement about the way in which a poet’s most disparate experiences relate themselves; ‘Journey of the Magi’. 

            

            Section IV – The Poet’s Revisions: a selection of manuscript revisions, from poets, living and dead.

             

            Section V – Translations? The same poem translated by different poets.

            
               ____________________

            

            This is obviously very tentative and incomplete but it may give you something to work on. Perhaps we’ll be able to get to closer grips with detail if you come over for the Festival.

            Karl Miller – or rather Derwent May – has taken five poems from me so you’ll be getting a look at some new shapes and hearing new noises from me. I’m wondering what you’ll think of them.

            Anyhow, Charles, I’m looking forward to meeting you soon in Belfast – as is Marie. Give my love to Mary K. and Rosemary.

            Sincerely,

   Seamus

         

         
            ‘Section I – Sample enclosed’ is not to be found in the Faber archive.

            Derwent May (1930–2020) was Literary Editor of the BBC’s weekly magazine, the Listener, to which Karl Miller, who had published SH in the New Statesman, had moved to be Editor.

         

      

   


   
      
         
30
            1968

         

         
            In May of this year, SH, Michael Longley and the folk singer, radio producer and documentary film-maker David Hammond (1928–2008) – like Longley, a Protestant – joined forces in a week-long tour across Northern Ireland. Conducted under the banner Room to Rhyme – a phrase from an old mummers’ play – their performances are now remembered as an optimistic and high-spirited expression of cultural pluralism before the calamity of the Troubles.

            For himself, SH was now working towards his second volume of poems, Door into the Dark, which would appear in 1969.

         

         
            To Harry Chambers

            ts Hull

            [Late February 1968]

            Department of English, Queen’s University, Belfast

            Dear Harry,

               Many thanks for the Phoenixes; I am dashing off a note immediately because if I linger it won’t happen for three weeks. I think it’s a fine issue, actually, the only really weak spot being ‘Plantation’ which I have gone off in a big way. Jimmy Simmons’s apologia was a good idea and I must say the first two poems are some of the best of his I’ve seen.

            I am sorry not to have let you know earlier that Marie had a baby son a fortnight ago. He was well overdue so they induced labour and the whole thing was surprisingly over in less than three hours. She and he are well and we’ve called him Christopher Ronan. Ronan is an Irish saint’s name whose feastday happened to occur on his birthday.

            As far as I know, Edna is quite OK now. I was up over a week ago and she was blooming and quite obliviously involved in Rebecca. It’s probably hard for you to imagine Edna doing baby talk to a bare-assed infant on its back in the middle of the floor, but it seems to me as good an indication of mental and bodily vigour as one could expect. Longley is not writing yet, and is a bit depressed about that but one good thing has happened in the shape of Tarling’s pamphlet which is really a lovely job. Did you hear that he and David Hammond and I are doing a week’s tour of schools and giving nightly readings at various centres in 31the north during the first week in May? Big Ken Jamison has got the Arts Council to sponsor it, so we stand to make a few quid, as well as having the odd ball of malt.

            Of course I’ll do something in Didsbury College. I think it would be best to think in terms of lunchtime on the 8th but we can finalize that closer to the day. Also if you sent me a couple of dozen PHS I could probably dispose of them in the University.

            I haven’t written much of late, I fear, and some of it’s corny – no point in beating about the bush with ‘transitional’. There’s a shortie which I’ll stick over the page which seems to me to work. Give my love to Muriel and my good wishes to Glyn Hughes and Phoenix generally; and I’m looking forward to seeing you again in June. Muck spreading once more, I hope. Good luck to you anyhow.

            Seamus

         

         
            Harry Chambers was by this time the widely liked editor of the magazine Phoenix, as well as of a series of poetry pamphlets – later, of books. He taught at Didsbury College of Further Education, but through a previous teaching job in Belfast he had become friends with SH, Michael Longley and other young Belfast poets. SH’s poem ‘The Plantation’ was included in Phoenix’s Spring 1968 number.

            Christopher Heaney was born on 9 February, which helps to place, however imprecisely, this undated letter.

            Edwin (Ted) Tarling (1938–2004) was a jazz musician and, with his Sonus Press, a publisher of hand-printed editions.

            Kenneth Jamison (1931–2016) was Director of the Arts Council of Northern Ireland.

            ‘a couple of dozen PHS’: presumably, Phoenixes.

            The ‘shortie’ remains unidentified.

            Glyn Hughes (1933–2011) was a writer of poetry, fiction, and elegiac treatments of Northern English subjects; his Love on the Moor (1968) was a Phoenix poetry pamphlet. SH evidently admired him enough to recommend him to Charles Monteith at Faber (see letter to Monteith of 19 May 1969).

         

         
            To James Simmons

            ts Emory

            6 April 1968

            Department of English, Queen’s University, Belfast

            Dear Jimmy,

               I hope this will be in time. I just wrote it two days ago and am not sure that I shouldn’t keep it a week or so to find out how it wears 32on me. But it’s a piety as much as a poem – for an old character who taught me many rustic rhymes, and could have no better resting place than the Honest Ulsterman.

             

            I hope things are going well for you.

            Sincerely,

Seamus

         

         
            James Simmons (1933–2001), Protestant Northern Irish poet and songwriter, had recently founded the Honest Ulsterman, which for the next few decades, under his own editorship, then that of Frank Ormsby (b.1947), was to prove itself Northern Ireland’s pre-eminent literary journal. The poem offered here by SH, and accepted by Simmons, was ‘The Forge’, which pays tribute to the blacksmith of Bellaghy, Barney Devlin (1920–2016). A line from the poem, ‘All I know is a door into the dark’, would give SH the title for his second collection.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ts Faber

            9 April 1968

            Department of English, Queen’s University, Belfast

            Dear Charles,

               I should have written to you long ago but I wanted to accompany my letter with this manuscript. It is a kind of peace offering (to the gods or somebody), for the good luck of the award. I am not submitting Doors into the Dark officially at the moment, but I would like you to have a look at it so that we can talk about it on the 25th. There are some poems which I have in reserve, and there are some in the manuscript over which I would place a fairly large question mark. What do you think of ‘The Plantation’ and ‘Reclining Eve’ for example? Or ‘Triptych for E.B.’?

            Marie and I look forward very much to meeting you and Rosemary again. We were half wondering whether I should not decline the Geoffrey Faber Award because of the Maugham Manna. Do you think I should wonder any more about that?

            With all good wishes, sincerely,

            Seamus

         

         
            On 2 April, Monteith had telegrammed SH ‘torrential congratulations from everybody here’ on the news that he had been given a Somerset Maugham Award; the ‘Maugham Manna’ was the sum of £500. Despite his 33politic doubts, SH accepted the Geoffrey Faber Memorial Prize as well.

            ‘I am not submitting’: it is interesting to note this early instance of SH’s custom of showing unfinished manuscripts to his Faber editor, for advice or confirmation, before a complete collection would be more formally submitted months later. ‘Doors into the Dark’ is not a slip but the actual working title. Of the poems mentioned here, ‘The Plantation’ was eventually included, while ‘Reclining Eve’ and ‘Triptych for the Easter Battlers’ were not.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            10 May 1968

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Charles,

               Late, or later than usual! But what a memorable time we had on 25th of April. Marie and I cannot hope to return the hospitality and goodwill of the party and the dinner. All we can say is Thank you again.

            The only excuse I can offer for this tardy letter is the fact that we spent last week doing a highly successful tour of the North here, and ended up at Dungannon on Monday last speaking into the small hours of the morning on ‘Marriage in Irish Literature’. The latter was all booze and blather, I’m afraid, but the poetry and song drew good audiences and genuine response in the previous week.

            I had the photographs from Rosemary earlier in the week – I think you are the most photogenic of the lot of us – my expression moves from disdain to inane with little between. But it’s good to have them.

            It was a great time in London again and our gratitude is unbounded.

            Sincerely,

   Seamus

         

         
            To Paul Muldoon

            ms Emory

            30 May 1968

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            Dear Paul,

               Forgive my exact delay of a month in writing to you. I like these poems very much and I think you don’t need anyone to tell you ‘where you’re going wrong’. I think you’re a poet and will go where you decide. And thank you for the Somerset Maugham poem, which I hope you won’t mind me keeping.34

            I am also keeping three others which I think are excellent – ‘Stillborn’, ‘Snail’ and ‘Skeffington’s Daughter’. I am guest editor of the next issue of Threshold and hope to use some or all of these in it. Could you tell me the background to ‘Skeffington’s D.’ which comes across very powerfully? And have you any more poems?

            Sincerely,

   Seamus Heaney

         

         
            The sixteen-year-old Paul Muldoon (b.1951) was still a pupil of St Patrick’s College, Armagh, when he sent some of his poems to SH for comment. ‘Stillborn’ became ‘Behold the Lamb’, and ‘Snail’ became ‘Thrush’, when they were included, with ‘Skeffington’s Daughter’, in Muldoon’s first book, New Weather (1973). In the book, an epigraph explains that Skeffington’s Daughter was the name of a sixteenth-century instrument of torture.

            SH had contributed poems to the magazine Threshold the previous year, and was now, for the one and only time, acting as its guest editor. For his issue, which appeared in the summer of 1969, he took ‘Snail’ and ‘Stillborn’, plus a third, ‘Poem at Eighteen’.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ts Faber

            9 July 1968

            Department of English, Queen’s University, Belfast

            Dear Charles,

               I fear I’m playing truant again from my correspondence: and I know you wanted the landscape poems finally for the end of June but I couldn’t possibly get the things finalized during the exam rush. Is it too late to add one (‘Bann Clay’) and substitute new versions of ‘Whinlands’ and ‘Shoreline’? I think ‘Bann Clay’, if you like it enough to include it, should now come between ‘Shoreline’ and ‘Bogland’. I also enclose three others. ‘Cana Revisited’ is two years old and I thought it might come between ‘Mother’ and ‘Elegy’; ‘Gone’ is new and a bit of the same again, I fear, but would it work immediately after ‘Night Piece’? ‘American Dream’ is a literal report of a dream which I felt was too violent to write down until the assassination of Martin Luther King, the riots and then the second Kennedy assassination.

            ‘Loch’ should be spelt ‘Lough’ as you suggest; and I would not be unhappy with a note about eels. I’ll try to concoct something during the week and bring it to Dorchester. I am going to the Hardy Festival 35for six days or so and will be leaving Waterloo at 8-30 on Saturday morning. Perhaps I’ll give you a ring at Fabers before the end of the week to see if I could meet you for a while down there.

            How would you feel about changing the title of the book to Door into the Dark? I’m beginning to feel that the singular noun is crisper.

            Anyhow, perhaps I’ll see you soon. And I’m going to sign the contract now and convince myself that there [is] nothing more to be done to the blessed MS.

            With every good wish,

   Sincerely,

      Seamus

         

         Two PSes – i) I’m not sure whether to include the American Dream, you see.

         ii) Can you add a dedication to Bogland – ‘for T. P. Flanagan’. He’s a painter whose vision of the moss might have brought on the poem.

         
            This letter came towards the end of the series of letters between SH and Monteith in which the contents of SH’s second collection were discussed, certain poems being removed, while others were added, and the shifting sequence of poems gradually settled. SH overcame his qualms about ‘American Dream’, which was given the new title ‘Dream’; no ‘note about eels’ was after all thought necessary for ‘Lifting’, part 5 of ‘A Lough Neagh Sequence’; and the improved title of the book was agreed.

            The ‘PSes’ are handwritten. Enniskillen-born T. P. (Terence Philip) Flanagan (1929–2011) was a friend of SH’s, a landscape painter and teacher of art.

         

         
            To John Montague

            ms Cork

            [Late 1968?]

            37 Beechill Park South, Belfast 8

            […] 

            We did not, in the end, make Paris. We had a week in Dingle and an interview with the bank manager, and that was that. We had a night’s boozing last week with Brian O’Donnell, a real dolmen round my drinking, a dark permanence. He was brooding kindly about you. Apparently, they missed you at the Claddagh launching – I could not make it myself – O’Donnell spent a night ‘in one of Paddy Falloon’s flashy bedrooms, on top of the clothes’.

            I was wondering lately if you like Michael Longley’s poetry well enough to mention it for consideration to MacGibbon and Kee. He has 36a collection, the best part of which has not been published anywhere so far, and it has been rejected three times in the last six months – Oxford, Cape and Faber, so I cannot do anything for him there. He is at the moment understandably discouraged, though not shaken in his dedication or belief in his talent. I only mention this because I remember you liked his poems and because, unsolicited, you did a similar good turn for me. And nobody would be angrier than Longley, if he knew what I was up to. Of course, I shall understand completely if you prefer not to commit yourself. It’s only a thought.

            If you’re at home here round Christmas, I hope you’ll get in touch.

            Sincerely,

Seamus

         

         
            An undated letter, placed here speculatively. The first few paragraphs, omitted here, discuss proofs of a publication which I have not been able to identify but which may have been notes intended to accompany the LP that is mentioned below but was not in the event used.

            Born in New York, brought up in rural Co. Tyrone, and currently living in Paris, John Montague had had his second collection, The Chosen Light, published in 1967 by the London firm of MacGibbon and Kee. He and SH had first met socially a couple of years before, at the home of Pearse (1918–2004) and Mary (1918–2006) O’Malley, who ran the Lyric Theatre in Belfast, and in 1968 the two poets had come together professionally to record poems for an LP, The Northern Muse (Claddagh Records, 1968).

            In his remarks about Brian O’Donnell – who remains unidentified – SH alludes to a poem from The Chosen Light, ‘Like Dolmens Round My Childhood, the Old People’, with its concluding line, ‘Into that dark permanence of ancient forms’; Paddy Falloon (1911–2003), businessman, restorer of derelict houses and a man of restless energy, was noted for his wit and hospitality.
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            Publication of Door into the Dark was the high point of this year, but already SH was mining the seam that would yield the poems of Wintering Out (see letter of 19 May to Charles Monteith). For a while, too, as the letter of 12 March to John Oliver indicates, he remained hopeful that his ideas for a pedagogical book might still appeal to Faber and Faber; the project, however, was never taken up.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            17 January 1969

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Charles,

               I’ve had so many letters and cards from you since I last wrote that my sense of failure on the correspondence front mounts again. Thank you for your good wishes at Christmas and your confabulations with Eric White over the reading in March. I’ve written to Sir William Jenkins and await the outcome. Also, I was surprised and delighted to get the proofs of Door into the Dark so promptly: it was a good idea to repeat the print and layout of D. of N., and I’m just curious now how the cover will look. You haven’t decided on a publication date yet? Longley’s book is coming out in May, I think, and I was wondering if it wouldn’t be better to stagger the two of us by six weeks or so at least. I tend to run away from the notion, which the reviewers might create, of a Northern Ireland ‘School’. It’s a variety, but not much else.

            BBC Television are going to do a half-hour – or twenty minutes, I’m not sure – film on my astounding life and works for a series that’s going out all over in April–May. Originally, it was to be studio readings and interviews but Roger Owen, the producer, has decided to make my slot nearly all film of the rooted native in his green glades. It should help the book along anyhow. I’m also engaged to do a twenty-minute film/commentary for a religious type programme called Viewpoint which I intend to make mostly poems also.

            Polly has been up to her welcome nepotism once again – this time in Virginia. I’m going over to give a talk on something or other to a literary 38club in Richmond for which they intend to offer $600 – enough to pay my fare and give me a margin. I’ll be staying with Polly and Andy in New York for a few days – the thing is on Sunday 23rd February – and I was wondering if OUP might arrange a reading to provide something more than pocket money. Is there anyone I could write to? If they haven’t sold the poems, perhaps they would buy the poet. I’d like to furnish a couple of bedrooms on the trip, but that’s hardly likely.

            […]

            PS We had a marvellous reading by Ted Hughes just after the Festival and he and Ass?ya (I don’t know quite the girl’s name) spent a memorable evening with Marie and myself. Quiet and relaxed; and blessed with a sprinkle of poteen.

         

         
            New address: the Heaneys had moved from Beechill Park South to the more bohemian and congenial Ashley Avenue (see Stepping Stones) in 1968.

            Eric Walter White (1905–86) was the dynamically active Literature Director of the Arts Council in London from 1966 to 1971; ‘Sir William Jenkins’ looks like a garbling of Hugh Jenkins (1908–2004), Labour politician who was involved with the Arts Council.

            Roger Owen’s film of SH – in which ‘Seamus Heaney, the young Irish poet, reads and talks about his own work and its background’ – was part of the BBC series Something to Say. It was broadcast on 11 May 1969.

            Marie Heaney’s sister Polly was married to the businessman Adrian (‘Andy’) Garnett (1930–2014). The trip to New York and Richmond would afford SH his first, appetising taste of the USA.

            The previous year, Ted Hughes, accompanied by his lover Assia Wevill (née Gutmann) (1927–69), had given public readings in Dublin and Belfast, both of which SH had attended.

         

         
            To John Oliver

            ms Faber

            12 March 1969

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Mr Oliver,

               First of all, I’m sorry for the delay in replying to your letter – but it went to my old address. I thought that my new address had been circulated at Fabers: it’s at the top of the page anyhow.

            I am deeply guilty about the overdue poetry book. But pregnancies, house-moving and decoration and various other commitments knocked my schedule about rather last year. I can promise the MS by the end of June. The subtitle of the book would be ‘A Poetry Work-Book’ – so 39that it’s not aimed to tell people how they should teach. It rather allows people to approach poetry from the point of view of the practitioner: to show how some poems came about, to let people see, and to hope they move from sight to insight. I’ll append a few extracts from a provisional introduction. It is suited to training colleges, sixth forms, creative writing courses etc. It would never be a GCE set text, but I am sure that a number of colleges of education would take it for one of their set texts.

            I was talking to a couple of people in the inspectorate here and they feel that the book of Irish verse has little chance of becoming a set text; but they felt that it could have a fairly general sale in the secondary intermediate schools here (i.e. the North – secondary modern in England). So on a quick reaction, I’d say we needn’t settle for the school library type of edition just yet.

            One thing we might talk about (and I’ll be in London from Wednesday till Friday of next week and will ring you up) is whether we should include only poetry. BBC Schools do a very popular couple of programmes here every year called just ‘Irish Writing’. I compiled the stuff for this year and may be doing next year’s. I’ll bring the pamphlet and teacher’s notes so that you can have a look.

            I’m sorry for the haste now, but I want you to have a minimal reply for Friday.

            Hope we can meet next week.

            Sincerely,

    Seamus Heaney

         

         
            John Oliver (1921–70) was Faber’s Educational Manager.

         

         
            To Paul Muldoon

            ms Emory

            [Spring 1969?]

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Paul,

               I’ve just put together the twenty-second issue of Threshold and I’ve used three of your poems – a miserable cheque will arrive sooner or later – ‘Still Born’, ‘Snail’ and the Procrustes bed one. I think they are probably the best work in the magazine, and this is no flattery and is not meant to be more than gratitude for having come upon your work.

            Somebody told me that you were for Maynooth so this may reach you there. I know you’ll be involved in all kinds of new intellectual 40strategies but hope you keep writing and would be glad to see what you do when you feel like letting it into the light. You must show your work to Father Peter Connolly (and give him my regards). Also, Dr Brendan Devlin (French) is a very good friend of ours so convey our best wishes to him – he is a Tyrone man too who has published an interesting Irish allegorical type book.

            Door Into the Dark comes out next September and includes the guitar poem. Threshold should be out before the end of October and I’ll forward a copy as soon as it appears. Perhaps we’ll meet some time during the year. Good luck for now.

            Sincerely,

Seamus Heaney

             

            Could you drop me a card by return including a brief (very brief) biographical note or if it’s inconvenient I’ll just write that you are from Tyrone, young and that this is your first published work (? is it?).

         

         
            The ‘Procrustes bed’ poem was ‘Poem at Eighteen’, which did not qualify for inclusion in New Weather.

            Muldoon had for a while intended to study at Maynooth, where most students studied for the priesthood but which was now taking secular students; he had been accepted there by Tomás (later Cardinal) Ó Fiaich (1923–90) on the strength of his translations from the Irish. Fr Peter Connolly (1927–87) was Professor of English at St Patrick’s College, Maynooth; Dr (now Monsignor) Brendan Devlin (b.1931) was Professor of Modern Languages there and author of the novel Néal Maidine agus Tine Oíche (1964).

         

         
            To Rosemary Goad

            ms Faber

            28 April 1969

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            […] We’re still short of water after the explosions and I’m almost certain that the last flat wheel I got (it was flat when I went out yesterday morning) was the work of Protestant saboteurs. You’re lucky to be out of it. […]

         

         
            Although SH had joined a protest march against the Royal Ulster Constabulary the year before and, as a Catholic, was acutely sensitive to the sectarian divisions in Northern Ireland that would culminate in long years of bombing and bloodshed, he seldom in his letters mentions the impact on him personally. This is a rare instance.41

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            19 May 1969

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Charles,

               Your book arrived at the most exciting moment of my writing life and it was a delight to see it – my own haven’t got here yet. But in the last week, beginning on Monday 12th, I wrote twenty-three poems nearly all of which I believe I’ll be keeping. How would Blood on a Bush sound for a title? My one fear is that this is a huge self-deception so I don’t want to let you see them yet. They are new for me, but half-promised by ‘Dream’ and, in another way, ‘Bogland’. Anyhow, that’s the news.

            I only half-expected that Glyn Hughes’s poems would make it, but they are genuine, which is a lot, and I mentioned him for this reason. But he should have no trouble finding a publisher.

            Perhaps I’ll get to see you in London some time before or around publication day. And when these new poems sort themselves out I’ll let you have them – on a personal basis, for a start. (Not that Faber and Faber Ltd are ever impersonal.) Until then, every good wish from Marie and myself.

            Sincerely,

   Seamus

         

         
            ‘Your book’: i.e. the early copy of Door into the Dark sent by Monteith as a personal courtesy, as opposed to the half-dozen contractually due to the author (‘my own’).

            The exceptional outpouring of twenty-three poems suggests SH’s own excitement at the thematic and stylistic advances that were to be revealed in his next book, Wintering Out (1972). In Stepping Stones, SH recalls the moment as a ‘dam-burst … a visitation, an onset, and, as such, powerfully confirming. This, you felt, was “it”. You had been initiated into the order of the inspired.’

         

         
            To John Hewitt

            ms PRONI

            18 June 1969

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear John,

               A couple of days ago I read Hawthorne’s introduction to The Scarlet Letter where he talks of authors who ‘indulge themselves in 42such confidential depths of revelation as could fittingly be addressed, only and exclusively, to the one heart and mind of perfect sympathy, as if the printed book, thrown at large on the wide world, were certain to find out the divided segment of the writer’s own nature and complete his circle of existence by bringing him into communion with it’. I think Hawthorne was a bit sceptical about the possibility, but after your two letters, first after the television programme which I should have replied to long since, and now, about the book, I am convinced I am one of the lucky authors who has found an ideal audience. The sincerity and solidity of the Hewitts’ response and the kindness that is, we feel, parental (our parents cannot say what they feel about literature) – these things are as reassuring to me as geology is to architecture. I always know that your praise is not a compliment but a communication and am sensible that a gracious patter of gratitude to you only scratches the surface of what I feel. My good luck in all spheres of life makes my Irish Catholic consciousness apprehensive that, as my mother would say, ‘something is going to happen’, but all that occurs is the returning tide of kindness which no one could predict for himself. The calm rooting of your friendship has been one of the bonuses of declaring for poetry. I’ll write again before the 12th – I’m up to the oxters (how do you spell it?) in exams just now. Regards to Roberta. With good wishes and thanks,

            Seamus

         

         
            To Michael and Edna Longley

            ts Emory

             30 July 1969

            Sorde-l’Abbaye, par Peyrehorade, Landes, France

            Chers Amis,

               Swallows shit from the rafters all around me; our landlord sprays the vines out at the back; Marie and Helen indulge in the ancient French pastime of tan-tan; and Michael and Christopher pursue the bewildered ducks in the yard. After a fortnight we have all more or less established our ways of life; mine, characteristically – I hear you cry – covered in shit.

             

            I am writing in a big shed/garage/playroom that is part of the farmhouse opening on to the village street with one of those big arched 43double doors, opening also into the yard at the back and the house itself. And there really are swallows nesting above me. I’ve meditated on a swallow’s flight in various stages of vinous concentration. The yard is marvellous for the kids. There are cows and pigs and hens and ducks and geese and cats and a dog. Not to mention a hayloft with steps up to it and a tractor. Behind that again is the vineyard. In the house we have a big living room, kitchen and bathroom à la moderne and two very adequate bedrooms upstairs. Lots of what you might call rural artefacts in evidence all round: Elizabeth David type utensils inside; more, perhaps, reminiscent of the Archers outside.

             

            The village has about six hundred people – a secretive assembly of Basque berets, straw hats, gutty slippers and widow’s weeds. The women spend most of their time just behind the shutters and the men are mostly arsing about with fishing rods. Not to be outdone, I’ve bought a very simple but astonishingly long and wobbly rod myself. No cracks please. So far without results. I also bought a sweety bag full of maggots for bait and left them out in the shed at the back. When I opened the bag four days later, out burst a few hundred big strapping bluebottles. Guess what Hobsbaum would say.

             

            We’ve been to the beach at Biarritz a couple of times, to a bullfight at one of the local fetes; we’ve eaten out a couple of nights; and been on the wine of the country since we arrived. We take the kids to the river, go once a week to a marvellous market in Peyrehorade and generally laze through the day. The cost of living is nearly twice as much as at home – wine being the only cheap thing you can get – but we eat big shafts of bread and the fruit and vegetables are so [seductive? attractive?] that you never think of expense; the dark day of reckoning will be in the dolorous depths of Ashley Avenue.

             

            We set off for Spain – via Fatima in Portugal where I’ve got this nun aunt (guess what Liam Barbour would say) on Sunday; hoping to see Anne Devlin in Madrid and then to go east to the province of Castellón where we have been told you can rent a country house like this cheaply. The kids travel very well, apart from a few sharp protests at bedtime. But no sickness, thank goodness. If they behave as well in the hotter climate of Spain and if the money goes further in that Papish paradise, we contemplate arriving back in mid-September. But it could be much sooner. 44

             

            I’ve written a little verse interlude about the death of Henry Munro since I came – it’s for Stuart Evans’s series; supposed to be a radio play but really three hundred lines of heroic couplets divided between Munro and General Nugent, the commander in chief of the militia who hanged him. I’m trying now to do a book review on George Mackay Brown’s beautiful book about the Orkneys and Conor Cruise O’Brien’s entertaining introduction to Ireland – but I can’t get the damned thing under way at all. Apart from that, nothing doing. How are the mills of your own muse grinding? And how are the reviews of the book going, I wonder. I don’t want to know until I go home. I have really forgotten totally about the business. When I go back, you’ll be squaring up for the fray yourself. Noli timere, frater. 

             

            Since we’re off on Sunday and don’t know where we’ll be, it’ll probably be September before I hear and see youse. I hope you’re enjoying yourselves and that Michael especially is preparing for the strict disciplines imposed by a year at grass. As they say at the end of French letters (ha ha) I embrace you cordially and so do Marie and Helen. The boys embrace Rebecca. Good luck for now.

            Sincerely,

Seamus

             

            PS I trust Barry forwarded the Frost book.

             

            PPS I’m teaching myself Spanish from a French primer.

         

         
            Accompanied by Marie’s sister Helen (b.1952), the Heaneys had gone to France in order to fulfil the terms of SH’s Somerset Maugham Award, the sole stipulation of which was that the recipient should use the cash that came with it to travel and broaden experience. In Stepping Stones, SH remembers this as a time of creative confidence: ‘I got terrific strength throughout that summer from the sheer familiarity of the farmyard in Sorde-l’Abbaye … I was writing every day in an old barn in the gîte and felt guaranteed in my work.’

            In the fourth and fifth paragraphs, a crescent-shaped tear in the margin, like a large bite, has made certain words either invisible or only partially legible; many of them, however, may be guessed, the one exception being where ‘ctive’ is all that remains of what could be either ‘seductive’ or ‘attractive’ – or some other word that has not occurred to me.

            The ‘verse interlude’ was eventually broadcast as a radio play, with the title Munro, by BBC Northern Ireland on 14 January 1970. Henry Munro (1758–98) was executed for his actions as rebel leader in the cause of a United Ireland.

            A joint review by SH of An Orkney Tapestry by George Mackay Brown 45(whom he spells ‘MacKay Browne’ in this letter) and Conor Cruise O’Brien Introduces Ireland was written for the Listener of 21 August.

            ‘Noli timere, frater’: Latin for ‘Don’t be afraid’ (or, ‘No fear’?), ‘brother’ – Michael Longley’s No Continuing City being about to face the critics; the phrase, originally in the plural, ‘Nolite timere’, and addressed by Christ to his disciples, is from the Vulgate Bible, Matthew 14:27.

            After leaving his teaching job, Longley had taken himself off to a remote cottage in Co. Wicklow intending to write, but, as he reports, ‘the Muse did not come with me’, and the following year he was relieved to be offered a job at the Arts Council of Northern Ireland.

            The postscripts are handwritten.

         

         
            To John and Madeleine Montague

            ts Cork

            8 September 1969

            ‘The Laurels’, Sessia, Coagh, Co. Tyrone

            Dear John and Madeleine,

               Just a postcard, as it were, to thank you for what was the most delightful and memorable week of the summer for us; you made things so easy and your generosity was so abundant and thoughtful that we can only hope that some day we will be in a position to be hosts to you as well. The drive to Honfleur was delightful and we fell in love with the town of Honfleur itself. Budding Francophiles.

             

            A Protestant vigilante was shot in Belfast last night and it seems that fear is abroad in Belfast again. We haven’t been there yet since we came straight to Ardboe here with Helen and we’re going off to see my parents now. When we get a taste of the situation in ‘the city’ we’ll write again.

             

            I was a bit surprised – and I’m sure you were – to see seven poems including ‘Idyll’ in the Listener. I can’t understand why Miller did this because I had not submitted them officially to him and was wanting to hold on to a number of them for elsewhere – you could overdo the Listener. I lent him the Ms in the same way as I lent it to you – as a friend interested in the stuff – and there was an understanding that after I came back he might take some of them. He must have seized an editorial opportunity with NI in the news. Probably there will be a letter when I get to Belfast. But it means that there’s no chance of ‘Idyll’ for Threshold. When you come in November we may be able to substitute something. 46

             

            Thank you for everything. And sorry about our over-demonstrative bitching session in the small hours of Friday morning. Love to you both.

             

            Seamus

         

         
            On the journey home from their holiday in the south, the Heaneys had stopped in Paris where John Montague and his French wife had given them hospitality.

            The poems that Karl Miller had piratically scooped for the 4 September issue of the Listener were ‘Serenades’, ‘Midnight’, ‘Navvy’, ‘First Calf’, ‘Medallion’, ‘Icon’ and ‘Idyll’.
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            1970

         

         
            SH’s first spell of teaching at the University of California, Berkeley, in 1970–1, proved an eye-opening and life-changing experience. Through a chance encounter in 1969 with the Yeats scholar Thomas F. Parkinson (1920–92), he had been invited to spend a year as visiting lecturer at the university. ‘Exactly what I was looking for,’ SH says in Stepping Stones, ‘so no hesitations whatsoever about accepting.’ He took his family with him.

            The chattiness and exuberance of letters written from Berkeley to friends back home reflect his delighted apprehension of new freedoms and readiness for potential discoveries.

         

         
            To John Montague

            ts Cork

            11 January 1970

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear John,

               Glad to hear from you and to receive ‘Omagh Hospital’ which is unchangeable, I think – firm and beautiful, and a real companion piece for the banshee lyric. Nothing but good ‘poretery’ this weather!

             

            I’m sending you ‘Bye-Child’ for a reaction really. I’m thinking of a scandal of about fourteen years ago when the authorities found this youngster in a henhouse in Co. Down, four or five years of age, unable to speak and suffering from malnutrition and all kinds of deficiencies. It has been in my mind for a long time and the loneliness and remoteness of the thing, the emptiness, got mixed up in my head with those ghostly movements of the astronauts on the moon. And I was prepared to let the rhythm wander: I think the thing as it stands is odd but I’m afraid it might just be gobbledegook. It’s either a very good one or no good at all.

            […]

         

         
            SH and Montague were now in the habit of showing each other and commenting on their work-in-progress. Montague’s ‘Omagh Hospital’ would go on to be incorporated in ‘The Leaping Fire’, the second section of his 1972 volume The Rough Field, as would ‘A Hollow Note’, his ‘banshee lyric’. 48

            ‘Bye-Child’ would be included in Wintering Out: the last lines evoke the child’s ‘gaping wordless proof / Of lunar distances / Travelled beyond love.’

         

         
            To Harry Chambers

            ms Hull

            28 January 1970

             

            Harry – ‘Wedding Day’ was copied from an earlier draft but there’s only a couple of corrections so would this copy (overleaf) suffice?

            Donald Davie simmers.

            Do you think the deletion in ‘High Street’ is wise?

            ‘Tweed’ came out of the Stroud visit.

            ‘Bye-Child’ is the latest. Shaky?

            How are you both?

            Seamus

         

         
            Written down the right-hand margin of a poem with the title ‘Icon’, from a sheaf that also included ‘Limbo’, ‘Wedding Day’, ‘The Last Mummer’, ‘High Street, Belfast, 1786’, ‘Tweed’, ‘Dawn’ and ‘Bye-Child’, offered to Chambers for his editorial consideration. ‘High Street, Belfast, 1786’ was eventually the subtitle for ‘Linen Town’, from which two scene-setting stanzas were deleted – visibly so on SH’s typescript – before it appeared in Wintering Out. ‘Tweed’, now with the title ‘The Wool Trade’, and all the rest, except ‘Icon’, would be collected in the same volume, though several, ‘Bye-Child’ among them, were still to undergo significant revision. Chambers took only ‘Wedding Day’ for the Summer 1970 edition of Phoenix. ‘Donald Davie simmers’ appears to carry some private reference.

         

         
            To Karl and Jane Miller

            ms Emory

            [September 1970]

            Flat 1, 2444 Carleton Street, Berkeley, CA 94707

            Dear Karl and Jane,

               In some way the colour problem has insinuated itself already and I’ve permitted myself the affectation of brown ink. Anyway, we’ve arrived safe and sound and are just beginning to get over the exhaustion – Marie is even now singing the little exiles to sleep in the next room of the Carleton Hotel and – oops – one of them has just mutinied and is at my elbow. They survived and revived on what turned out to be a 24-hour journey very well, although we did carry them sleeping from the airport in Los Angeles to the motel. It was 10 o’clock, local time, when we got there – 22 49hours after that rude awakening in Limerston Street. We cannot thank you enough for cushioning us on our way – again – and we’ll certainly always recall our departure with pleasure because of your hospitality.

            We were out to dinner the first night with the Flanagans (actually, they’re not Irish but he’s an Anglo-Irish specialist) who helped us to find an excellent flat with a garden – address as above – and we’re moving in on Wednesday. It’s 6 minutes’ walk (just off Telegraph Avenue) from the Campus so we may see some action. I imagine it’s like living on the peace-line in Belfast. By the way, any chance of the Listener sending that article by the Scotsman?

            We feel we’re going to like this place very much. I’m teaching just Tuesdays and Thursdays this term – so I may send the Listener some sort of local colour, first impressions, views, whatever when I gather them. OK? And if you don’t want them, no matter. Thanks again. Love,

            Seamus and Marie

         

         
            This undated letter, despatched shortly after the arrival of SH and his family in Berkeley, gives the address of their first home there. Limerston Street is where Karl Miller and his wife Jane (b.1932) lived.

            American scholar and novelist Thomas Flanagan (1928–2002), of Irish descent, was Professor of English at Berkeley, where he taught both English and Irish Literature; he and his wife Jean visited Ireland frequently. At this time, he was yet to publish The Year of the French (1979), the novel for which he is best known and which deals with events around the Irish insurgency of 1798. In Stepping Stones, SH describes Flanagan as ‘a sort of literary foster father’ and adds, ‘It would be no exaggeration to say that he reoriented my thinking.’

            ‘we may see some action’: Berkeley had been an incubator of student revolt in the late 1960s. In the paragraph from Stepping Stones already quoted, SH says, ‘I had a curiosity about the whole Beat scene, and at that time the Bay area was as hot politically as it was poetically.’

            ‘Views’, a piece by SH about living in Berkeley, appeared in the Listener, Karl Miller’s magazine, at the end of the year.

         

         
            To Michael and Edna Longley

            ts Emory

            22 September 1970

            [Flat 1, 2444 Carleton Street, Berkeley, CA 94707]

            Dear Michael and Edna,

               I’m smoking a cigar and coffee is brewing on the stove – not the cooker, see, stove – and no students have so far troubled the idyll. It was great to get your letter which in uncharacteristic fashion I am 50answering immediately. Something about the air here has me writing letters more promptly than ever before.

             

            Actually, the house we live in is in a cul-de-sac. It’s the end of a long street that cuts across all the main avenues of the town. The last one, the last intersection or crossroads (ha, ha) is with Telegraph Avenue, a tourist attraction that draws them from all over the States. It’s the astonishing King’s Road of Berkeley, running into the University just as Royal Avenue and Donegall Place runs into the City Hall. We are situated at about the Irish News office in Donegall Street; Telegraph is two spits away from us and the walk straight down into the campus takes about eight minutes through one of the most fantastic scenes you can imagine. Hippies, drop-outs, freak-outs, addicts, Black Panthers, Hare Krishna American kids with shaved heads, begging bowls and clothes made out of old lace curtains, it seems to me. They’re chanting ‘Hare Krishna’ all the time but the most familiar chant is, ‘Got any spare change?’ There’s an overpowering reek of joss sticks and incense floating out of the gear shops and book shops and herb shops (notice on sunblind of herb shop – ‘All hail to the one cosmic mind’). Everywhere there are posters inviting you to ‘personal exploration groups’. ‘Lose your mind and come to your senses.’ The feelies, in fact, are all around. Boy, if only I had the neck … It’s lotus land for the moment, the sun always shining, peaches hanging at our kitchen window, a banana plant in the garden; there’s an elysian atmosphere these mornings when I go down to the campus, with hippies in hillbilly outfits – your blue-bibbed overall and flowery print – lounging about on the steps, playing a flute in the sunshine, or wandering around blowing blues on a mouth organ (I knew my day would come), guitar music and song coming out from the shade of the Student Union steps. A damsel with a dulcimer (Appalachian mountain dulcimer) is always a-picking a toon, a black with a bongo, and Heaney with a haircut a bit sheepishly taking it all in. I hope the students don’t spoil it – I’ve got two courses to teach this term. I do a course of my own devising with first years Tuesdays and Thursdays from 12 until 2 – practical criticism plus a few First Arts texts; and a survey of Eng. Lit. from Wordsworth to Yeats on the same days from 3 to 5. And that’s the teaching load. A graduate student to mark the work for the first class. There’s bound to be a snag.

             

            Glad to hear the awards turned out (and I won’t say anything about them) and that ole man Chambers is cotton-pickin’ again. What I 51would really like to be in Belfast for now, though, is the Great L-Plate Story, learning with Longers, a serial in perpetuum mobile, the clutch is stuck, help. I’ve written to Les, well it’s easy to see … I want a reading. Must put your name down on any circuit that I sneak into. Love to Becky and Edna. And all the Allens. Marie is heeled up like a pink cart in the garden trying to get all brown and the boys are playing aeroplanes in the undergrowth. There’s a grand garden we have the use of here, like the hothouse in Botanic Gardens at the moment. I’m in the study as far from the light as possible. I’ll enclose, by the way, a poem I stumbled on thanks to the decor above me. What do you think? And hey, if Ballard remembered to keep a George Best print for me, could you forward it and I’ll send you a cheque when you bill me for post, etc. All power to the people. Love, Seamus and Marie.

         

         
            Numerous mistyped words and names, the result of heedlessness or excitement, have been corrected here.

            ‘the Great L-Plate Story’: Michael Longley had been obliged by his new job at the Arts Council of Northern Ireland, which involved travel to far-flung places, to learn to drive.

            ‘I’ve written to Les’: Lester Conner (1920–2005) was an Irish specialist teaching at Chestnut Hill College in Philadelphia, and the author, after many years of work on it, of A Yeats Dictionary: Persons and Places in the Poetry of W. B. Yeats (1998).

            Botanic Gardens is in Belfast. The recklessly talented and glamorous Northern Irish footballer George Best (1946–2005) was at the peak of his career at this time.

         

         
            To Rosemary Goad

            ts Faber

            23 September 1970

            Flat 1, 2444 Carleton Street, Berkeley, CA 94704

            My Dear Rosemary,

               It’s about time I apologized for suddenly bursting in on your unsuspecting schedule the day before we left and thanked you for all your good work in the booking business. As it turned out, we stayed with Karl Miller, sat up chatting until twelve o’clock, only half-slept with the excitement and were on the go again at 5.15 a.m. Naturally the plane didn’t leave Stansted until one o’clock which left us, to cut a long story short, arriving in Los Angeles at 5 a.m. our time, but only 9 p.m. by their reading. By their reading again, the kids wakened in the motel at a quarter to six the next morning and we knew we had really 52arrived because they could switch on the early morning television and be content until their stunned parents came round to their new situation. I think we’ve finally realized that we’re in California for the year, and thank goodness, it gives us great pleasure.

             

            Berkeley swings like a swing-boat, has all the colour of the fairground and as much incense burning as a high altar in the Vatican. When I walk home from the campus I can almost hear the joss sticks frizzling in every apartment. The fragrant follies of lotos land. The sun has never clouded once since we arrived and Marie unpinks assiduously. The flat, which we found on the second day, is ideal, far better than we ever anticipated, with a garden for, as Philip Larkin would call them, the nippers; and two bedrooms; and a study; and, no excuse now, two bathrooms. The kitchen is better decorated and better appointed than the one we have at home. And we’re just six blocks from the campus and ten yards off Telegraph Avenue, the greatest tourist attraction this side of Haight Ashbury. The herb shop has a text on the sunblind ‘All hail to the one cosmic mind’. They say ‘Hare Krishna’ instead of thanks. They’re in blue bibbed dungarees and foundationless swaddling clothes. And of course I had to have my hair cut the day I left. You’ll notice that about an Irishman: the turning points of his life are marked by a haircut and a new suit – First Communion, graduation, marriage and then somebody shaves him and gets him a new brown outfit so that he looks well in the coffin. ‘He’s very like himself’, as they say at the wakes. Anyhow, new suits and haircuts have about as much chance here as a snowball in hell.

             

            We’re lapping it up and already have met nice people that I want to give a Faber book to. The man who looked after us when we arrived (a New Yorker in the English department called, naturally, Tom Flanagan) confessed to having read a couple of Hughes’s crow things with some shock and respect so could you ever make me up a wee parcel – or get somebody else to do it – of: 2 Crow Poems; 1 Dance the Dance by Tom MacIntyre; and 2 of John McGahern’s stories when they come out. Can you send them air mail and attack my account with it. I realize John McGahern’s book may not be out yet, so let that wait, if necessary.

             

            Marie sends her love and I do too. We’ll keep in touch,

            Love,

   Seamus 53

         

         
            The publication this year of Ted Hughes’s Crow: From the Life and Songs of the Crow was an immediate and widespread sensation, thrilling some readers, appalling others. Dance the Dance, a book of short stories by Tom MacIntyre (1931–2019), Irish author better known as a playwright, and John McGahern’s book of short stories, Nightlines, were published by Faber in the same year.

         

         
            To Peter Crawley

            ms Faber

            26 September 1970

            Department of English, University of California, Berkeley

            Dear Peter,

               A belated thank you for those royalties you forwarded! It raised the standard of our farewell parties and lowered the pressure in the bank account. And we’ve landed here to try to recuperate three months of neglected correspondence. Somehow this summer was a time when NOTHING got done.

            One of the neglected corners of my correspondence that I’ve just attended to raised another thing that I’ve always been intending to mention to you but never thinking of it at the right time. But now that I’m in America, the matter of the American publication of D. of N. and D. into D. is on my mind seriously, for the very first time. I’ve just been paying a bill for six copies of D. of N. that Oxford sent as publicity copies to Polly Devlin at Vogue when I went to New York over a year ago. With the exception of a letter from Whitney Blake, who has now left to go to Yale UP, this bill in its repeated arrival at 16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast, constitutes the total correspondence I’ve had with my American publisher. I never even knew when they released Door into the Dark and I had to buy the American editions of each book myself, in bookshops. So I’ve permitted myself the first grump of my career in the world of books – and paid the bill.

            It does raise the whole question of American publication, however. As I say, I’ve never given it a thought before except to be grateful that Fabers found somebody to issue Death of a Naturalist in America. Oxford, I know, issued it indeed, but I doubt if they sell it. And from my sniffing and sampling in the excellent bookshops of New York and Berkeley, I can see why. It’s impossible to find.

            What exactly is the position? I know Fabers sell the copies to Oxford, and I’m sure the whole thing has been explained to me before, but how 54small is the portion/percentage that filters through to me? And what is there against my negotiating directly with an American publisher? And must that publisher be Oxford? I had urgings and probings from other houses, all tentative, mind you, and one (from Farrar, Straus, Giroux) at second hand only. But I’d like to raise the questions with you – or should it be Matthew Evans – before I enter into negotiations with book three, which is coming along nicely, I think.

            Anyway, I hope the English reader is assiduous as ever at the Faber shelves. And I look forward to hearing from you sooner or later.

            Marie sends her love.

    Sincerely,

        Seamus (Heaney)

         

         
            Presumably in order to make his complaint sound more formal and imposing, SH heads this letter to Faber’s Sales Director, not with his home address, but with the university’s. While expressing sympathy with SH in his reply of 6 October, and suggesting that the OUP branch in New York had been ‘rather stupid’ and should ‘give themselves a gentle shake’, Peter Crawley asked him not to approach other publishers before the firm had made ‘a thorough appraisal of the situation’. This delaying action meant that SH’s unsatisfactory connection with OUP was drawn out for a further two volumes until Field Work was taken up wholeheartedly by the New York firm of Farrar, Straus and Giroux in 1979.

            Matthew Evans (1941–2016) would in 1971 become Faber’s Managing Director.

         

         
            To Paul Muldoon

            ts Emory

            30 September 1970

            Flat 1, 2444 Carleton Street, Berkeley, CA 94704

            Dear Paul,

               Every letter that I’ve written since coming here has begun with an apology and yours has been no exception: you are no doubt fed up with my promising to call with you up to the very last minute before going and then (of course) not making it. But I hope you will believe that it was no deliberate negligence and arose from the unforeseen mess and rush of going away, all the trips to relatives, all the bill-paying and mopping up and laying down of plans and people in the family – I wasn’t, as they say, half in it those last few days. And the whole thing accelerated. I’ve been putting off making my apologies (which turn out, as usual, to be excuses) but must get it 55over with and say hello from California, its elysian airs and incensed avenues.

            […]

            From our window we can just make out the faint hump of Alcatraz behind the dreamy silhouette of the Golden Gate. I haven’t been into San Francisco yet but when we get a car and get more settled, we’ll make it. And I’ll send you a poster I took off a board here (the town is a free for all bill-board among other things) about Alcatraz. I think your poem on that theme is unforgettable, and the ‘Wind in Trees’. I gave all the poems of yours I had, by the way, to David Hammond so that he could have copies of them and in the rush forgot to get them. He’s going to forward them but in the meantime I’ve asked Robin Skelton of the Malahat Review to get in touch with you personally. I think you’re nearly better to work directly with these guys. Has anything appeared in the Listener yet? Are you writing anything these times? I’m enclosing a little thing that dropped out of my life and mouth this evening. Please write when you have time and (forgive the awkwardness) since we’re friends, I’m Seamus. I hope things go well for you in Honours and that you get this because (guess what) I left your letters at home and forget your home address. All the best,

            Sincerely,

Seamus

         

         
            The omission is of a paragraph that duplicates much of what SH reported about Berkeley to previous correspondents.

            The purloined poster is headed, in large handwritten red capitals, ‘ALCATRAZ IS NOT AN ISLAND’, and carries a typed protest against misinformation in ‘the pig press’ about the behaviour of Native American inmates. Muldoon’s ‘poem on that theme’ is ‘The Indians on Alcatraz’, and ‘the “Wind in Trees”’ is ‘Wind and Tree’. The latter contains the phrase ‘new weather’, which in 1973 became the title of Muldoon’s first book, where both poems appear.

            Robin Skelton (1925–97): English poet, anthologist, editor of Malahat Review and self-styled witch, then living in Canada.

         

         
            To David Hammond

            ts Emory

            17 October 1970

            Flat 1, 2444 Carleton Street, Berkeley, CA 94707

            David – I seem to have been receiving letters for a month without one answer but even if I don’t overload Downshire Road with red, white 56and blue mail, I’m ever delighted to open the box downstairs to find the Hammond hand. I met the postman yesterday and he eyed [me] with some curiosity and said laconically, ‘So you’re the Irishman’ – the various titles seem to have confused him; but what the hell was he talking about – he’s a Chicano himself. Did you ever have a tequila? You should try one some time.

             

            Well, have you hanged the craythirs in Downpatrick? A day you’ll remember, feth. Now that you’re in the way of civic duties I should write and put up your name for the Board of Management of the Dundonald Hospital. There cometh after me one mightier than I … Happy birthday, posthumously. Did Andy Crockart tell you the joke I put on his postcard about Conor C. O’Brien? O’Brien worked with Val Iremonger in External Affairs in the fifties when the Irish Catholic newspaper was very worried about having him and his freethinking ways in the civil service at all. They were always checking on him. One day O’Brien had his hat on to go to lunch and the phone rang. Iremonger took it and said (hand over mouthpiece) ‘Christ, it’s the Irish Catholic again. What will I do with him?’ ‘Offer him five pounds for his horse,’ says O’Brien. The source of all this is Tom Flanagan, a New Yorker whom you may have met in Dublin. Anglo-Irish scholar, friend of Kiely and co. and a nice man to have around. He’s trying to get a lecture for Horgan on this side of the country and has succeeded I think so the senator threatens to arrive. I had a tragi-comic letter about the car. The comedy was Horgan’s slight pomposity about the condition it was in, the tragedy the fact that in four months or so I’ll have chalked up a hire fee of five pounds. What more, I suppose, can an Irish Catholic expect for his horse.

             

            I’ve had two weeks of teaching now and a lot of dining out with various members of the department who are afraid that we’re lonely and don’t realize they’re setting themselves up for a party on the eve of our departure. And I’ve been writing like a whore. I’ve done two short stories, but don’t tell anybody. And the New Yorker accepted a poem – called ‘Home’, about home. Maybe you remember it. This morning I got John McGahern’s new book called Nightlines from Fabers but haven’t read it yet. I think my stories were sired by reading some by a man called Leonard Michaels – they’re published by Corgi or Panther in paperback in England (lurid cover) and by Cape <Weidenfeld, I think now> in hardback. Called Going Places. Some of them are very funny 57– if you get the book start with ‘City Boy’. Lenny is a very pleasant guy himself who takes us out for a drive about once a fortnight.

             

            I’ve lost thirteen pounds through dieting and walking but there’s plenty of wobble left, as the bishop etc. People know we’ve no car so offer to drive us all around. A couple that we met at a reception in the English Department are going to take us to the vineyards to-morrow to see the grape harvest. (I suppose they’re pratie gathering at home.)

            […]

            Many thanks for the big contract – Everyman one hasn’t arrived yet but I’ll return the million dollar deal to John Boyd and ask him did he not make a mistake. I’m glad you like the Everyman – if you let me know the real deadline, I will certainly lengthen it out. I’ve also started on the idea I mentioned to you about the cockfights as the image of Ulster but again not a word in case it doesn’t come off. Do you know of any literature on cockfighting? Has George Thompson got anything, do you think? I wish I’d asked my father about the jargon and what they say about the cocks and shout at them. All this activity on the writing front makes me think that there’s something freakish and futile about it but I’m hopeful that something will survive. Sooner or later I’ll let you see what comes of it.

            […]

         

         
            Downshire Road in Belfast was where David Hammond and his wife Eileen lived.

            ‘hanged the craythirs in Downpatrick’: presumably a facetious reference – Hammond being a Protestant – to the hanging of three Franciscan priests by Protestants in Downpatrick, Co. Down, in 1575.

            Andy Crockart was a producer at Ulster Television; Conor Cruise O’Brien (1917–2008) worked in various departments of the Irish civil service while maintaining a career as historian and writer; Valentin Iremonger (1918–91) was an Irish poet as well as a diplomat.

            ‘a friend of Kiely’: i.e. of the novelist Benedict Kiely (1919–2007).

            The short stories mentioned here and in the following letter to Seamus Deane have tantalisingly vanished.

            Leonard Michaels (1933–2003) was both a writer of fiction and, at this time, a Professor of English at Berkeley; Going Places (1969) is the book that made his name.

            A ‘pratie’ is a potato.

            The ‘big contract’: presumably for SH’s radio play, Munro, the text of which was printed in the Northern Irish magazine Everyman. John Boyd (1912–2002) was a playwright and producer at BBC Northern Ireland, with which Hammond was professionally associated.

            SH had already published, in 1966, his poem ‘Triptych for the Easter Battlers’, 58with its descriptions of ‘birds fed up like kings of the yard … gathered and starved into condition’ and ‘airborne cocks, buoyant on their own blood’, so he appears now to be seeking yet another way of developing the theme. Hammond, who was deeply versed in Irish customs and lore, would have been the man to ask, but the idea seems not to have got off the ground.

            George Thompson: possibly George Derwent Thomson (1903–87), English scholar of Ancient Greek, who immersed himself in the life and culture of the Blasket Islands and spoke fluent Irish.

         

         
            To Seamus Deane

            ts Emory

            15 November 1970

            Flat 1, 2444 Carleton Street, Berkeley, CA 94707

            A Sheamuis, A stóirín,

            […]

            Well, we love Berkeley, we have not once regretted coming, we congratulate ourselves continuously; I’ve never worked as hard at teaching and never enjoyed it so much; I’ve never before experienced a sense of intellectual community and enjoyed meeting the informed and unstuffy. It’s great for the year, it unsettles me prospectively for the rest of my thirties which was what I hoped it might do. It has given me a glimmer of ambition (unlocalized but glimmering, glimmering) and dislodged the Northern clay from my obstinate root. I run to rhapsody but irony has held the field too long.

            […]

            I’ve written short short stories – three – since I came and I’d like your opinion of them as soon as I can get through with typing. But that’s between ourselves. They mightn’t even be readable and I’ve shown them to nobody here. Enclosed is the one real poem I’ve done since coming here – would you fancy it for Atlantis? Robin Skelton at Malahat took four other free ones the other day so I’m down on the stock again. And the New Yorker has taken a twelve-line effort ($50, bejazus) which they may publish sooner or later.

             

            I hope we can write a few letters during the year – or to put it honestly, I must break the habit of laziness and immorality in personal relationships – all good will and no goods – and hone the edge of the Derry literature of the future. Good luck to you all. How are the lads and lassie? Marie sends love to Marion and concurs in all the predictions 59about clothes, climate and shoes. Our boys, incidentally, are not at any school yet. And to-day, to end on a savoury note, Christopher reaffirmed the rural traditions of the family by breaking into a nice round ringworm. And there are no cows’ scratching posts in Berkeley. I wonder if that was ever said about Berkeley before.

            Love, all power to the people,

     Seamus

         

         
            ‘A Sheamuis, a stóirín’: SH occasionally addressed Catholic friends in Irish; a stóirín is an endearment meaning something like ‘sweetheart’ or ‘love’.

            Several paragraphs, some conveying gossip of a remote and elusive kind about individuals presumably connected with Berkeley, others containing material already covered in letters printed above, have been omitted.

            The ‘one real poem’ was ‘Westering’, then titled ‘Easy Rider’, which Deane accepted for the 1971 issue of the magazine Atlantis, founded by him and Derek Mahon.
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            SH’s job at Berkeley continued until the late summer of 1971, after which he and the family returned to Belfast, where he resumed his teaching at Queen’s. The busy, lucrative, but exhausting schedule of reading tours that was to be such a large feature of his periods of employment in the USA in years to come seems to have established itself at this early time.

         

         
            To Michael Longley

            ts Emory

            26 April 1971

            Department of English, University of California, Berkeley

            Dear Michael,

               The correspondence does seem to have sunk deep in the bog of unfulfilled intentions: I’ve just been re-reading your letter of January 8th and biting my tied tongue to think that we never sent off one scrape to you – even after the good news of Boy Longley. Our love and welcome to him and Edna: how does it feel to have another foreskin in the house? Or have you made him one of the chosen, like myself? He is good news and he has a good nest in the family tree: we look forward to seeing him; which should be some time after August 15. That’s that piece of essential information disposed of anyway.

             

            Another welcome and gratitude: Edna’s review of Door into the Dark was deep and heartwarming and a confirmation of some of the things I’ve been slipping towards here – the elements as self, secret rather than public poems, a return to D. of N. territory though not the manner: there’s so much in that old terrain that for so many reasons went untouched. I think Door into the Dark was a necessary self-conscious brake, bulwark, whatever you want to call it. Whatever it was, it was almost never vulnerable. I want more and more to risk the open self, or to find a manner of saying that blends discipline and disarms disciplinarians, if you know what I mean. Something like Shakespeare’s later blank verse might do, though even Shakespeare, at this stage, mmm … Perhaps a few poems would show better what I mean. Let me know what you think some time. 61‘Caravan’ is a great success: a complete fidelity to the Longley voice but a new drift and a relaxation after those couplets – although mind you I liked the Explosion poem a lot – I saw it in the New Statesman. But the ‘Caravan’ voice can include more roughage and can wind its way into human tentativeness of resolution in a way that the more heraldic notation couldn’t. I look forward to what I too sensed in the very ease of the thing – more. Have you the guts of another collection? I’ve been throwing things out as often as I’ve been adding to my putative third. Which, by the way, I hope to call No Man’s Land. I think.

             

            I am hellishly busy here and will be until August 5. I’ve taken on a Summer Course so that our fares will be easier; and I’m now three weeks into the summer or rather spring quarter, teaching ‘An Introduction to Modern British and American Literature’ and a writing class with 42 people! Disastrous for the ego of most of them, stupid, illiterate, long-haired, hippie, Blake-ridden, Ginsberg-gullible, assholes (assholes or cunts, I hear you cry). Seriously though, it is an exhausting assignment with a lot of anxious and eager kids all wanting to hear they’re the greatest thing since, say, Charles Olson. In the two and a half weeks between winter and spring quarters, I was on a reading beano in Michigan: about seventeen appointments but I should have cleared about $1000 in the end. I saw Les and Des and Maurice in the course of the proceedings, reading at their venues, although I had to fly for hours in all directions out of Michigan. I also read at the Poetry Centre in New York with (for God’s sake) Max Frisch, the dramatist. An odd occasion. It was totally exhausting but rewarding. I stayed in Ann Arbor most of the time and saw much of Frances and Tom MacIntyre who was there for the term. Then I came back here on March 31 and started teaching on April Fool’s Day. I’m just about catching up with sleep and work – and correspondence. It meant that I’ve had no break since January 7th; I’ll have ten days or so in June and then hard at it until homesville.

             

            How are things at the Arts Council? I think of you in those open-plan offices doing the only sane administration in all Ulster. I’ve given up politics, I think. I’m beginning to think of our ever-loving community as a good starting point for personal redemption, but little else. How does the master-plan for Come to Ulster proceed, if at all?

            Is the Group still grouping? Is the Honest Ulsterman still pecking away? Thank you for the Dugdale, McLaverty etc. Norman’s book 62had a good deal of him there and was, you may say, satisfactory. Tell me what you want from America, besides withdrawal from Vietnam, an end to air pollution and big-business corporations.

             

            All our love to your growing family and my apologies for a short letter but it’s now or never and half a loaf … Pick a dingleberry for me. Lift up your hearts. The saviour of Ulster can be expected August 15.

            Sláinte,

Seamus

         

         
            ‘Boy Longley’: Michael and Edna’s son Daniel was born on 20 March.

            Edna Longley’s review of Door into the Dark had appeared in Phoenix: in it, she commended the book as superior to Death of a Naturalist, being a ‘taut and unified whole’ and ‘a universal exploration of the dark, rich places in the human psyche’.

            ‘Caravan’ and ‘Kindertotenlieder’ (the ‘Explosion poem’) are in Longley’s 1973 collection, An Exploded View, which was dedicated jointly to SH, Derek Mahon and James Simmons.

            ‘Les and Des and Maurice’: Lester Conner; D. E. S. (Desmond) Maxwell (1925–2009), a Derry-born Protestant expatriate academic, who taught for many years at York University, Toronto, and whose many publications included A Critical History of Modern Irish Drama 1891–1980 and a book on Brian Friel; and Maurice Elliott (1937–2016), an English expatriate also teaching at York University.

            Max Frisch (1911–91), Swiss dramatist and novelist, was at the height of his international reputation at this time.

            Norman Dugdale (1921–95), whose professional career was in the civil service, was associated with The Group; his first book of poems, A Prospect of the West, came out in 1970. For ‘McLaverty’, see letter to Michael Longley of 8 February 1975.

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            5 May 1971

            Department of English, University of California, Berkeley

            Dear Charles,

               The new Glob (lovely name) book came yesterday and I see you’ve moved to Queen Square so I thought I better first-foot you right away. We’re surviving happily in Berkeley, although I’m still busy and will be until the middle of the summer. We fly home, defiantly, on Friday 13th of August.

            I’ve written and rewritten a good bit here, advancing and retiring towards a collection. I’ve a feeling that I want what I have off my 63hands and yet I’m wanting it to fly away coherent and whole as a book. Perhaps I’ll be able to let you see something soon – it would be too late now to appear around Christmas, I suppose. But I’m thinking of calling it Wintering; or maybe No Man’s Land.

            I’ve sent four poems to Liam Miller for a ‘Poem Card’ which I believe will be some sort of broadsheet. I trust this is in order.

            The news from the North hasn’t improved over the year, has it? Conor Cruise O’Brien is here at the moment as Regent’s Lecturer, and we sway between visions of limbo and apocalypse. It’s irretrievably the former, I fear. No man’s land.

            Marie and the boys still thrive in the Bay Area’s kindly weathers. All our love to you and all the friends (disposed in open-plan offices now?) at Fabers. We look forward to seeing you again in a few weeks.

            Sincerely,

Seamus

         

         
            The first UK edition of The Bog People by P. V. Glob (1911–85) was published by Faber and Faber in 1969. The immediate influence on SH’s poetic development of this hauntingly illustrated book, an archaeological and anthropological account of Iron Age bodies exhumed from the peat bogs of Denmark, cannot be exaggerated. ‘The Tollund Man’ and ‘Nerthus’, in Wintering Out, and more poems on the theme in North, three years later, were the first fruit of SH’s abiding fascination.

         

         
            To Michael Longley

            ms Emory

            [14 June 1971]

            c/o Gary Snyder, West Gulch, Ballyscullion, Big Sur

            Dear Michael,

               Do you remember writing like this in your wee copying-out book? Poertry was the last thing in your head then, I bet ye. I am not drunk but just hung-over and reading your translation in the Irish Times which comes to me on Mondays (having been posted on Saturdays) has put me on your wavelenght again. It is impossible to think and write like this so I will stop, having taken you on yet another trip down memory lane. (Ha! ha!)

            Your verse dialogue is really excellent – great pace, great style, great energy coming up out of its ‘hibernatory sleep’ – the way your Aran bit shows its back among the waves of sense is marvellous. (I wish to Christ I hadn’t started this monkeying about with the script for I can’t help noticing 64every letter I write now.) You both could hit a rabbit punch with it – in the world of action as well as the world of poetry. I really think it could be at once epoch-making, defining the whole decade we’ve been through, and it could be a best-seller. Flog on. This is the kind of stuff that exhilarates, it’s so fucking well written (and deep, deep) I kid you not. Those lines ride into the head like the Magnificent Seven all drawing at once and holing seven silver dollars in the air. I’m delighted to know such poets.

            But you’re a right bastard for writing that love poem for two days before the package arrived I did a wee tight dingleberry about herself in the bath which I will forward with others for imprimatur. And you’ve learned Swedish since, hmm. Captain Steel has nice steel in it.

            I’m not going off my head, just writing in the middle of Michael-and-Christopher’s posse which is riding shotgun on my headache. All this cowboy imagery! Ah yes, the west has gone to his head – his cheques have stage-coaches on them and his bank is Wells Fargo, for Chrissake.

            All hail to the family. I will return to my people after two moons. We will sup heap fire-water.    God bless.

            Seamus

         

         
            The salutation and first paragraph are in an infantile copperplate, with heavily curlicued capitals; in the same spirit, ‘Poertry’ and ‘wavelenght’ are spelt thus.

            Longley and Derek Mahon had planned a ‘verse dialogue’ commenting on immediate political events; Mahon soon withdrew and elements of Longley’s own side of the exchange went into his poem ‘Letters’, in An Exploded View. SH’s jibe about learning Swedish refers to Longley’s ‘Songs from the Swedish’, a version of a poem by Lars Forssell (1928–2007).

            SH adds, as postscript, section III of his poem ‘Summer Home’, titled ‘Bathing’.

         

         
            To James Simmons

            ts Emory

            [September? 1971]

            
               
                  Dear Jimmy, I’ve read Energy to Burn 

                  And your image floats before me, man and shade –

                  Ghost laurels shape up for your funeral urn,

                  A ring of truth comes off the life you’ve made.

               

               
                  So I’m involved, at one o’clock a.m.

                  In a short note of gratitude and praise:

                  Your excellence won’t blame the odd weak rhyme

                  From one more drawn to sagas than to lays?65

               

               
                  I’ve written also to Sir Bernard Miles

                  To half-say no to an Ulster Poetry Circus

                  For I believe that all our different styles,

                  Angles, vanities, small lies – what makes us

               

               
                  And what marks us as performers

                  Is always a bit cramped at quartered sessions.

                  Before a crowd of hippies and reformers

                  I’d trim the sails of postures and of passions

               

               
                  Because of you boys, not because of them.

                  Either we’d have to fit into some pattern

                  Or undercut, like an unstitching hem,

                  The effect of the ensemble. What in

               

               
                  Hell’s name am I talking about?

                  You’ll know, I know, who stand well on your own.

                  I just don’t want to be parading out

                  With the team. I want a solo run

               

               
                  And a drop kick to rattle the small net

                  Lined by Alvarez, Hamilton and Thwaite.

                  ‘Slick rustic’ and ‘flat bottomed’, ‘Tribe of Ted’ –

                  The skitters use a tackle that I hate

               

               
                  Though up till now I’ve kept my wee mouth shut.

                  A bit embarrassed by a young success

                  My stance was, of necessity, up-tight –

                  Yet I must learn to call a shite a shite.

               

               
                  O reputation! I do possess, they say,

                  A slippy rind of manners; but my pith

                  Is kind and sometimes hurt. My own true way

                  Runs secretly towards the bog of myth

               

               
                  But it seems to me that yours goes bravely through

                  The corner-boys, the watchers at the curtain,

                  Dignitaries, men at desks and bars, all who

                  Snigger, nag, obstruct the rare and certain.

               

               
                  A joy, gift, skill for letting in the light,

                  A scalpel for wounds and secrets: your mark66

                  A healing one. You suffer for, and by it.

                  Your door still opened outward from the dark.

               

               
                  I’m a solemn bugger when it comes to print –

                  Ah ‘fake concern’, ‘tight-arsed’ and ‘Liberal-tongued’ –

                  For the light touch is hard with spuds and lint.

                  Yet my best poems I almost feel I’ve dunged.

               

               
                  Still, a light formality has been useful.

                  ‘The environment and the written word’

                  May vent more of the pent and make us full.

                  In the meantime I remain the ‘booming’ bard,

               

               
                  And send much love to Laura and the clan.

                  I don’t think we’ll get up en famille

                  In the near future – The American

                  News must keep a little longer. See ya.

               

            

            Seamus

         

         
            James Simmons’s collection, Energy to Burn, was published in 1971; the invitation from Sir Bernard Miles (1907–91), actor, director and founder of the Mermaid Theatre in London, was to Poetry International, the festival held at the Mermaid in 1972; so this undated verse letter must have been written some time in between. Reference to ‘“verse epistles” I wrote last weekend’ in SH’s letter to Karl Miller of 30 September argues for its position here.

            ‘Alvarez, Hamilton and Thwaite’: Al Alvarez (1929–2019), who at this time was known publicly as A. Alvarez, Ian Hamilton (1938–2001) and Anthony Thwaite (1930–2021); all three poets were with some justice regarded by SH as representative of an English faction hostile to, or suspicious of, his work. Alvarez was an influential reviewer, mainly for the Observer; Hamilton was from 1962 to 1972 editor of the Review, a magazine noted for its merciless critical pronouncements; Thwaite wrote occasional reviews and presented programmes about poetry on BBC radio. Their shared attitude towards SH may be summed up by the opening paragraph in Thwaite’s New Statesman review of Door into the Dark: ‘It’s impossible to fault the clean language, sensuous delight, concise and modest statements; and I’m sure it’s all completely authentic. But I’m equally sure that the appeal of Heaney’s work is of an exotic sort, to people who can’t tell wheat from barley or a gudgeon from a pike. His poems are of a different, neater order from those of Ted Hughes, but I think he must be counted as one of what someone has called the Tribe of Ted …’

            Simmons’s reply to SH, also undated, also in quatrains, pleads the case for a group appearance. ‘If Miles took only one it would be you,’ he writes, adding a few lines later: ‘I’m afraid / if I don’t take these terms I’ll have to wait.’ In the event, a group reading took place.67

         

         
            To Thomas Flanagan

            ts Amherst

            24 September 1971

            
               
                  A Letter to Tom Flanagan

               

               
                  Men die at hand. In blasted street and home

                  The gelignite’s a common sound effect.

                  As the man said when Celtic won, ‘The Pope of Rome

                  ’s a happy man to-night.’ His flock suspect

               

               
                  In their deepest heart of hearts the heretic

                  Has come at last to heel and to the stake.

                  We sense a tremble of change but want no truck

                  With the actual firing. We’re on the make

               

               
                  As ever. Long sucking the hind tit

                  Cold as a witch’s, and as hard to swallow

                  Leaves us fork-tongued on the partition bit.

                  The liberal papist note sounds hollow

               

               
                  When amplified and mixed in with the bangs

                  That shake our hearts and windows day and night

                  (It’s hard here not to rhyme on ‘labour pangs’

                  And diagnose a rebirth in our plight

               

               
                  Yet that would be to ignore other symptoms.

                  Last night you didn’t need a stethoscope

                  To hear the eructation of Orange drums

                  Allergic equally to Pearse and Pope.)

               

               
                  On all sides little platoons are mustering

                  And we who clapped for Conor on Burke’s state-

                  smanship are holed up with a pestering

                  Drouth for words at once both gaff and bait

               

               
                  To lure the tribal shoal to epigram

                  And order. I believe any of us

                  Could cut a line through enmity and sham

                  Given the right line, aere perennius.

               

               
                  I saw you angry once, the night you tumbled

                  To machinations in an upper sphere:68

                  Your principles, and your friend, were humbled

                  By cruder men, emboldened by crude fear,

               

               
                  So you would know what some internees felt like

                  That day in August. And our golden age

                  Of Belfast Pamphlet and of Wexford pike

                  Is hearthstone to the cold spark of that rage.

               

               
                  You too are swung by the long tail of race.

                  Your grandfather, in that photo, as a boy

                  With Yankee uniform and a blank face,

                  Fenians his comrades and a drum his toy,

               

               
                  Stares at the approach of civil war

                  Hooded and real as the photographer.

                  But enough. There’s a clear head where you are

                  And that national safety valve – laughter

               

               
                  Pace the old Dublin Opinion.

                  The killings are absurd and don’t add up.

                  It isn’t possible we’re in on

                  The birth of a nation? I better stop.

               

            

            Seamus

         

         
            SH dates this verse epistle, which may have come with a covering note that is no longer attached to it, beneath the final stanza and his signature. Writing to Flanagan as to an American with Irish Catholic antecedents, he calls on tropes familiar to all and sundry, while adding details that must depend on private knowledge between the two of them; the first seven stanzas of this were adapted slightly to form part II of the poem ‘Whatever You Say Say Nothing’, in North. 

            The Anglo-Irish politician, orator and writer Edmund Burke (1729–97) was a figure of lifelong fascination to Conor Cruise O’Brien.

            ‘aere perennius’ alludes to the boast of the Latin poet Horace, ‘Exegi monumentum aere perennius’ (‘I have raised a monument more lasting than bronze’) (Odes, Book III, 30); ‘Wexford pike’ to the rebellion of 1798, fought out in Co. Wexford, and the subject of the novel, The Year of the French, that Flanagan was to publish in 1979.

            The Dublin Opinion was an Irish satirical magazine that flourished between 1922 and 1968.69

         

         
            To Michael Foley

            ts

            [Autumn 1971]

            
               
                  Letter to an Editor

               

               
                  Michael, you know I’m an expert with the spade

                  and get official backing for each action;

                  then stand back, for this folk-museum blade

                  can choose to lop off handshake or erection.

               

               
                  I warn you, your wee fly bedsitter-king

                  sweats in the palm of this Rachman of the arts

                  who comes with fake concern and a Claddagh ring

                  to evict him from the reek of his own farts.

               

               
                  (God but this HU stuff, so sweet and sour,

                  is easy going as the turnip snedder –

                  I’d say at least twelve quatrains to the hour,

                  including tea-breaks, which gives us a newsletter,

               

               
                  eight times a day, going at minimum rate.

                  There’s a vocation lost, but what’s the use?

                  I should have read, I realize too late,

                  not The Great Hunger but Collected Pruse.)

               

               
                  Now didn’t you learn it all from Kavanagh,

                  the slapdash truth and the well-meaning lie?

                  Distrust your solemn man. Go for the ba.

                  And ironically don’t care – spit in their eye.

               

               
                  Your prose style, I must say, is excellent,

                  fit instrument for cheek-slash and death-blow

                  but is all that courage at the sticking point

                  screwed up by the real thing or some dildo?

               

               
                  Official gadflies are co-opted. Then beware.

                  You too might lunge and find your angry stick

                  is dunlopillo. Who do you think you are?

                  Rare Ben Jonson? Swift? Dryden? Or Ulick?

               

               
                  We both know the Big Study and Pre Par,

                  the half-day syndrome and the day-boy lunch.70

                  It would be a pity to spoil things as they are

                  with a clip on the ear or rabbit punch,

               

               
                  so instead I write to say I am fed up

                  finding myself too much in gossip columns.

                  Show proper respect, you editorial dope.

                  You’re dealing with a prefect from St Columb’s.

               

            

         

         
            Printed in the November/December 1971 issue of the Honest Ulsterman, which Michael Foley co-edited with Frank Ormsby, this appears to have been prompted by a review of James Simmons’s Energy to Burn, in an earlier issue of the magazine (29, 1971), in which Foley had dubbed SH, Michael Longley and Derek Mahon the ‘tight-assed trio’. The ‘Letter’ was printed again many years later, in an article for the Irish Times of 15 April 2019, in which Foley, who had previously regarded SH’s work as ‘everything that poetry should not be, a rejection of the urban world for pastoral nostalgia, a cautious upholding of all the Irish pieties (especially the Holy Trinity of nation, church and family), and an avoidance of anything emotionally disturbing or intellectually challenging’, explains how he came to revise his estimation.

         

         
            To Karl Miller

            ms Emory

            30 September 1971

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Karl,

               I look forward to seeing you some time next week: Marie and I hope to be in London from Monday until Thursday. I’m reading at the Queen Elizabeth Hall in a poetry circus on Wednesday night.

            In the meantime, I’m enclosing a gather-up of verses that I took out of a group of ‘verse epistles’ I wrote to people last weekend. I’m not sure that I should publish them: and if I did, it would be as a piece of straight journalism – in the Views section, if anywhere. Anyhow, I’d be glad to hear what you think; and to take things up from where I left you, in that Benedictine dressing gown, at 5 a.m.…

            Good luck,

   Sincerely,

      Seamus

         

         
            Karl Miller printed ‘Whatever You Say, Say Nothing: Seamus Heaney Gives His View on the Irish Thing’ in the Listener’s 14 October number. The final section of this, under the title (or dedication) ‘For David Hammond and Michael Longley’, appears ahead of the contents list in Wintering Out, while the entire poem is included in North.71

         

         
            To Charles Monteith

            ms Faber

            24 November 1971

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Charles,

               I’ve been more than unmannerly in not answering your letters; somehow, since I came back visitors, old contacts, new thoughts, decisions to be taken about career etc. have left me floating in an almost solipsistic frame of mind. My apologies. Your kindness and attention deserve much more of me.

            First of all, the terms suggested for the contract seem fine so please go ahead with that.

            As to the Ulster book, it’s more and more coming into my mind as various assays and essays of an autobiographical nature, strung together with prose poems and verse. Not all the autobiography would be as pious and celebratory as the Listener piece, which was originally strung together around poems read on the programme, but the note of Eden would be there to sustain the entry of the serpent in the form of religious, political and cultural divisions, and how they enter, at a secret, subtle level, into the consciousness of the growing child. To make the thing worthwhile, I feel it should go to at least 100 pages, ideally 200 – but knowing my tight-mouthed way when I sit down at a desk, I’d better not promise too much. All I do in fact know is that a pressure to get out of me many aspects of growing up which I think are aspects of the communal psychology – this pressure has been building and will out. It’s almost a moral need to unscrew the sump of the soul and begin clean again.

            I hope this is of some use. I’ll give you a more formal proposal in the next couple of weeks but Marie tells me that you were ringing to-day and I want to respond right away.

            I feel I must get out of Belfast: too many ties and obligations to get a silence for writing.

            More anon.

            Sincerely,

Seamus

         

         
            SH’s essay, ‘A Poet’s Childhood’, had appeared in the Listener on 11 November, excerpted from the radio broadcast he had given that week in the series of programmes for schools under the title People at Work. If an ‘Ulster Book’ exactly 72matching the one proposed in this letter never materialised, elements of it may be discerned in part I of Preoccupations, SH’s first collection of prose writings, published in 1980.
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            1972

         

         
            The return from Berkeley to Belfast in 1971 had prompted SH to take stock of his relations with a city that he was finding increasingly uncongenial to live in and to think about his own future as a writer more ambitiously. The impulses behind his move, with wife and two children, to the Republic of Ireland, and the steps by which he achieved it, are discussed fully in Stepping Stones; but if a single statement in that book were taken to sum up his motives, it might be: ‘I’d breathed and walked free in California, so when I got back I envied people here who’d managed to go it alone on the home ground.’

            The example of recently acquired friends, the artist Barrie Cooke (1931–2014) and his wife, the Dutch ceramicist Sonja Landweer (1933–2019), who were living self-sufficiently in Co. Kilkenny, encouraged the Heaneys to think about moving there; but then an offer from the Canadian scholar of Irish literature Ann Saddlemyer (b.1932), of the use of a gate lodge she owned in Co. Wicklow, came their way.

         

         
            To Ann Saddlemyer

            ms Pratt

            24 January 1972

            16 Ashley Avenue, Belfast 9

            Dear Ann,

               Many thanks for your letter: I had forgotten that I had sent couriers towards Toronto, and, as D. H. Lawrence might have put it, I am full of little prickly gushers of excitement …

            The thing is, I am half-decided to leave teaching at the end of this year, just to see how far it would be possible to live as a writer, I mean live with one’s own imagination as well as by one’s pen. God knows, with a wife and two children and a caution born in the bone, the move is being made in no grand theatrical ‘casting the trammels of security and bourgeoisie’ spirit. But I do feel something like confidence or energy rising, and guess that I should risk a renewal of sorts now. But there is nothing definite.

            What I would be interested in, then, would be a chance to rent the house from, say, mid- or late September 1972 until, preferably, the end of June, 1973. It sounds a dream of a place and I think if we could work 74an arrangement something like this, and not too expensive – at least not high tourist terms – I’d give in my notice in a couple of months.

            I’m writing this between tutorials, and they’ve started to arrive now. So I’ll stop curtly – the main point is that I would like to explore this possibility of a lease from season to season, for next year. Here’s hoping!

            Until I hear from you,

    Sincerely,

    Seamus H.

             

            PS This is obviously after the tutorial. You can see I’m very interested: it usually takes three months and a reminder to get a note out of me.

            If you can envisage letting the house for the best part of a year, the only difficulty I can envisage, on my side, is a financial one. And I think it’s well that it should be a difficulty, because I am supposed to be taking my life into my own hands. Nevertheless, I would optimistically expect to average £60 a month, free-lance, and could not realistically think of much more than £20 of that for rent. Perhaps, if the thing looks possible, I could pay you a lump sum for the whole lease before the end of the year; which we could negotiate. That might be more satisfactory all round.
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