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Introduction



This volume collects the poems that Seamus Heaney published in a final form in his lifetime, beginning during his days as an undergraduate at Queen’s University Belfast in 1959, and concluding with those pieces he completed in the weeks immediately before his death in 2013. It constitutes a record of international and personal significance: from the violence and conflict of Northern Ireland, Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo and the attacks of 9/11 and 7/7, to some of the most intimate and memorable domestic portraits written over the past century of poetry in English. It traces a literary career marked by a rare combination of a readership that is both critical and popular: a poet who sold a million books within a lifetime, while garnering the most prestigious accolade of all, the Nobel Prize in Literature.


The qualities that define a life of such literary achievement are not easily summarised. Heaney’s work covers such range and distance in poems, in prose and in interview, and does so with such vibrant articulacy, that a full exploration of its characteristics falls beyond the scope of this introduction. Nevertheless, certain strands running throughout his commentary and prosody can be woven together to offer insight. In an interview with friend and bibliographer Rand Brandes in 1988, Heaney said this:




Fundamentally, what I want from poetry is the preciousness and foundedness of wise feeling become eternally posthumous in perfect cadence. Good poetry reminds you that writing is writing, it’s not just expectoration or self-regard or a semaphore for self’s sake. You want it to touch you at the melting point below the breastbone and the beginning of the solar plexus. You want something sweetening and at the same time something unexpected, something that has come through constraint into felicity. (Brandes 1988, 17)





If the aim of a poem is to achieve a state that is ‘eternally posthumous in perfect cadence’ – to transcend, to become metaphysical – then what characterises Heaney’s thinking on poetry throughout his life is a clear-eyed sense of the necessity for grounding that experience in everyday life. In 1997, he wrote:



A poem is, among other things, a process of coming to for the first time in a place which nevertheless feels like home ground. (Metre, 3, Autumn 1997, 15)





This process of ‘coming to’ – of achieving new consciousness – and then inhabiting that experience as if it were commonly day-to-day, encapsulates something at the core of Heaney’s approach to writing: what he calls finding home ground. The work that would bring together in a poem these twin ideals – of an eternally posthumous life on home ground – was not in the least rarefied. It didn’t wait politely on the muse to ‘transmit’, or on the poet’s patience to ‘receive’. Instead it relied on blazing graft with the sleeves rolled high, arduously mining for matter that could prove elusive. In this, Heaney was a skilled engineer: he would work the grounds of copious drafts until he had reached a desired level of attainment, and would strip-for-parts those pieces that he considered least successful in order that they might grant the chance of life to others. New creations would arise from old, and one of the truly exciting paths that can be traced in this edition is Heaney’s extraordinary navigation of disparate parts in his assembly of resolute poems.


Endeavour in itself is not enough, however, and Heaney believed that, for all a poet’s art of making, if a poem is to succeed it must arrive in a place where technical accomplishment alone will never be able to take it. In a Royal Society of Literature lecture of 1974, Heaney made a much-quoted distinction between two words that are often given interchangeably, ‘craft’ and ‘technique’:



I think technique is different from craft. Craft is what you can learn from other verse. Craft is the skill of making. It wins competitions in the Irish Times or the New Statesman. It can be deployed without reference to the feelings or the self. It knows how to keep up a capable verbal athletic display; it can be content to be vox et praeterea nihil – all voice and nothing else – but not voice as in ‘finding a voice’. Learning the craft is learning to turn the windlass at the well of poetry. Usually you begin by dropping the bucket halfway down the shaft and winding up a taking of air. You are miming the real thing until one day the chain draws unexpectedly tight and you have dipped into waters that will continue to entice you back. You’ll have broken the skin on the pool of yourself. (Preoccupations, 47; FK, 19)





It is at that moment, Heaney continues, that it becomes appropriate to speak of ‘technique’: above and beyond the skill of making, technique involves a definition of the writer’s whole reality, and, memorably, of their ‘stance towards life’.


In his own life, Heaney grasped the dramatic opportunities that opened up for his writing, moving with his family from the north of Ireland to the Republic in 1972, and trading a lecturing job for one of full-time writing. And while the writing life ahead would see constant evolution, the practical mechanics with which Heaney would draft his poems would remain essentially unchanged. Invariably, his first thoughts came in manuscript: at times fragmentary, frequently in line-form, and often captured in a body of stanzas, but almost always in a way that might be considered a ‘rough’ or ‘sketch’, sometimes in a notebook, sometimes loose leaf, occasionally on the headed paper of an airline or hotel, and even on the back of an envelope. Of all the stages of drafting that survive in the author’s archives, these formative moments are generally the only occasions that Heaney dates, and where such a date is given in this edition it usually marks a beginning of a composition, rarely its end. At these times, Heaney often marks his calendar with the place of composition, and not infrequently with the time of day or night, which, revealingly for a hard-working poet, tutor and father in his early years, was often well into the small hours (‘3:00 a.m.’ appears in Heaney’s hand on a number of manuscripts).* Mostly, these primary drafts are pressing and progressive: urged forward by their author on to captured ground, without the hesitancy in that moment of a paralysing backward glance. Despite the pace of such moments, these ‘roughs’ possess a formal sense of themselves from the outset, and are often gathered in tercets or quatrains or the received form of the moment, showing that the shape and breath of a poem was instrumental to Heaney in its first steps.


‘Roughs’ were swiftly worked into a second stage resembling a first full manuscript draft. Sometimes this occurs in the same moment as the initial sketch, but more commonly it comes at a later, reflective moment that Heaney frequently acknowledges through the use of differing inks to distinguish revisions from original markings. Often these pages come without title or carry one that will be replaced, and may be one draft or many, at times refined until something akin to a fair copy is achieved by hand.


More usually, it is at this moment that Heaney transfers his efforts to type, a third stage in his process which, from the 1950s until the 1990s, was undertaken on a series of typewriters in Belfast, Berkeley, Glanmore, Dublin and Harvard that are sometimes so distinctive in their impression that with careful examination it is possible to identify with reasonable assurance on which of his machines a draft was made, which in turn can offer a window into a place and time of production. Typed drafts are corrected by hand and then retyped in a process that Heaney not only finds formally clarifying (a sonnet would transpose into tercets occasionally, or couplets into a sonnet) but one that would often lengthen the poem, as he pursues the development that he believes his piece is chasing. When in the 1990s Heaney embraces word processing, tracks become harder to follow: manuscript directives by hand continue to be made, but some traces are lost in electronic revision.


Typescripts in all their eras – manual and electric, by young poet and mature – would be shared with trusted readers for comment before they went out for publication. Print life for these typescripts was active, and not exclusive, with some poems seeing print in three or four places, and in different versions (which we record here in variants), before their settlement in a collection. But once this last process had been achieved – a printing between covers in a full-length collection – the developmental life of a poem would be essentially complete. Heaney said that he would never ‘interfere’ with contents of a volume once this stage had been achieved, at least rarely beyond the level of occasional punctation (SS, 86). If this were a working rule then the one exception to it would be the author’s debut, Death of a Naturalist, to which Heaney would make meaningful amendments when an opportunity came to reset the book in 1991 twenty-five years after its first outing, the changes to which we record here.


Titles for poems came bountifully to Heaney, but not always with immediate fit. Frequently, a poem would try out numerous different headings until the correct note was struck. Usually, titles followed after the poems; for some manuscript ‘roughs’, titles trigger the formative sketch, but on such occasions, more often than not, those triggering titles rarely survive into print. Even in print life, and often in preparation for a volume, titles would be revised, as Rand Brandes (2008) has expertly documented; but as with the body text of the poems, once they were collected in a single volume, titles remained largely unaltered.


The seniority of standing which Heaney assigned to the texts of his single volumes has been the central point of guidance in this edition. We have preserved the twelve volumes of lyric verse in the order that Heaney gave them, and adopted for our edition the latest book printings that he supervised. To the dozen canonical volumes published by Faber & Faber that comprise Heaney’s career, we have added Stations, his 1975 chapbook by Ulsterman Publications, because it was the sole pamphlet that Heaney chose to see represented in his later selected editions. The care with which Heaney prepared his canonical volumes is documented throughout this edition, and provides the volume’s majority content of some 550 or so poems.


The same attention that brought the twelve books such rigour and coherence meant that, inevitably, whenever Heaney came to review his materials for a prospective volume, there would be casualties among his printed poems of the period. Some 200 or so poems that Heaney published in journals and magazines were not collected by him into his single volumes. Some, such as ‘Villanelle for an Anniversary’, maintained an independent readership or were returned to view by a decision to revive the poem outside of the twelve books, in a later selection such as Opened Ground (1998). For the most part, however, the body of uncollected work has remained out of the sight of anyone but scholars, librarians and the collectors of back catalogues, an absence that Heaney himself appeared to acknowledge as regrettable, when, late in his career, he reflected on some of the omissions from an early volume as being poems ‘that I still like’ (SS, 89).


In this edition, we collect for the first time those individual poems to which Heaney gave his imprimatur through his decision to publish them in newspapers, journals, magazines, anthologies and with small presses. We have gathered these poems into chronological groups between the twelve collected volumes and have printed them in the order and in the textual version in which they made their initial appearance. Where an uncollected poem is published more than once, we have wherever possible recorded its variant printings so that readers can follow its development, and have, for the sake of clarity, identified our copy-text when there is more than one version of the poem.


If the dominance of the twelve volumes marginalises these uncollected poems, it also undervalues the contribution of pamphlets and booklets, beginning with Eleven Poems (1965) and continuing with a series of shorter books published throughout Heaney’s writing life. Mostly, the poems published in those smaller books were subsequently incorporated into the author’s main volumes: only one piece in Eleven Poems and two each in Hailstones (1984) and The Tree Clock (1990) were not collected later. Even so, some of those shorter publications, such as Bog Poems (1975), are of great significance in the historical development of the oeuvre, in exemplifying how in some cases dominant thematic concerns are divided across two volumes, in the way that the bog poems, characteristic formally as well as thematically, are distributed between Wintering Out and North. But to have seen those shorter books as volumes in their own right, and to have reprinted their contents discretely, would have involved a duplication that Heaney himself took great care to avoid within his twelve collections.


If the place of some pamphlet poems risks marginalisation, then, conversely, the re-collecting of other poems in the author’s later selected volumes risks granting those choices further predominance. Selections appeared at a relatively early stage in Heaney’s career, beginning after four books in 1980, with another made after six books in 1990, another after eight in 1998, with a further gathering from the author’s final five books released posthumously in 2014 based on his preferences. Taken together, they comprise a substantial body of selected work, and account for around half of all the poems that Heaney gathered in his volumes between 1966 and 2010 (Appendix III, 1209). That these poems merit their privileged place in the author’s regard is not in question; Marianne Moore said ‘Omissions are not accidents’, and this is even more true of inclusions. But the relative spotlight on selected poems leaves an enormous body of work comparatively in the shade. Preserving the full contents of the individual volumes brings back into view the original poems, their contexts and the decision-making of the poet.


Beyond the collected and uncollected poems of this edition, there exists, also, a third category of poems of which there are a great many examples in archives: namely, poems that the author did not progress into the public space of print. A selection of twenty-five poems made from the author’s papers, chosen by the Heaney family, has been included in an appendix to this edition and is published here for the first time (Appendix I, 1175).


One kind of poem that this edition does not represent exhaustively is the significant body of translated work made by Heaney throughout his career. These pieces have been comprehensively published in a sibling volume, The Translations of Seamus Heaney, edited by Marco Sonzogni (Faber & Faber, 2022; FSG, 2023), thereby collecting the uncollected translations that had been published throughout Heaney’s career. Because we wish to preserve the sanctity of the twelve lyric collections, the only exceptions here are translations that Heaney included in those volumes, such as ‘The Golden Bough’ from Book 6 of the Aeneid at the start of Seeing Things, or ‘A Ship of Death’ from Beowulf in The Haw Lantern. In any such common cases we cross-reference our edition with the Translations.


Another kind of poem that this edition does not reproduce is the small number of verse letters that have been published in The Letters of Seamus Heaney, edited by Christopher Reid (Faber & Faber, 2023; FSG, 2024); that volume seemed a more natural home for them than this edition might offer. Occasionally there are points of overlap, such as ‘An Open Letter’ to Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion, the editors of The Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry, a poem of popular renown in its own right as much as a personal letter to its recipients, which is therefore reproduced in each volume (LSH, 218–25). In any such common cases we cross-reference our edition with the Letters.


Deciding on the ordering of an author’s poems is not a simple matter; there are several ways of assembling a poet’s work and the method appropriate for one poet is not entirely the same as for another. The most obvious decision to be made is whether to organise the poems individually as far as possible on chronological grounds (the feasibility of this varies greatly from case to case), or whether instead to preserve the unity of the major publications. Reflecting on this question for himself, Samuel Taylor Coleridge wrote, at a time when the ‘collection’ of poems was just becoming a publishing convention:


After all you can say, I think the chronological order is the better for arranging a poet’s work. All your divisions are in particular instances inadequate, and they destroy the interest which arises from watching the progress, the maturity, and even the decay of genius. (Collected Works, 14: 1, 453)



But did Coleridge have in mind the chronology of individual poems or their books, for which the latter might be taken to be another kind of ‘division’?


In Heaney’s case, an argument can be made for beginning with Death of a Naturalist, the first major volume, published in May 1966, rather than what could be judgementally termed ‘the juvenilia’ that preceded it. It is an argument that might follow accordingly: that, as well as giving priority to the poet’s own publishing choices, it would allow this edition to begin with a familiar bang: namely, ‘Digging’, the poem that would be placed first by Heaney in every volume throughout his career in which it was included. (‘Where else could it be placed?’ he reflected some years later. ‘It decided its position for itself’ (SS, 82).) Furthermore, Heaney said of the early Incertus poems that ‘those verses were what we might call “trial-pieces”, little stiff inept designs in imitation of the master’s fluent interlacing patterns, heavy-handed clues to the whole craft’ (Preoccupations, 45). This hardly gives us the poet’s imprimatur to begin with the earliest recorded poems as we have done here. However, Death of a Naturalist itself had a less insignificant predecessor than those ‘trial-pieces’, the short collection, Eleven Poems, published by Queen’s University in November 1965; it also had a forebear in the markedly different collection of poems that Heaney sent to the Dolmen Press in Dublin (Appendix II, 1207) that seemingly would have become a full debut had the offer from Faber & Faber not arrived in the interim.


And what of chronology when an author chooses to revise? Should priority be given to the writer’s last word, or to their first word, or to something else again? In considering Heaney’s own appraisal of his poems and the choices that he made, we might recall the famous W. B. Yeats quatrain prefaced to a projected edition of his Collected Poetry and Prose in 1908:



The friends that have it I do wrong


Whenever I remake a song


Should know what issue is at stake,


It is myself that I remake.





Is Heaney at any stage ‘remaking’ himself chronologically in the Yeats sense? Might we talk about him ‘becoming Seamus Heaney’ at some point in his career? And has Heaney in his observations about his early poems given us an indication of what Ian Jack called ‘the poems by which the poet wishes to be judged’ (Jack 1985, 266), in keeping with what Wordsworth said was the charge of any great and original author: ‘the task of creating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed’? (Wordsworth, Poems, 1, 1815, 368). There were occasions throughout his career when Heaney described and passed judgement on his own decision-making: occasions when he paused to evaluate his progress. One result is that there are a few instances where the text of this edition departs from what is printed in later selected volumes, notably when Heaney makes changes to existing poems in the preparation of the 1998 Opened Ground, and we have recorded those incidents as variant readings of our text.


But these few changes are the exception rather than the rule. From inaugural printings to these final amendments, through journals and collections and retrospective selections, from undergraduate stages to the platform of the Nobel Prize, it is Heaney’s own guidance that we have attempted to follow in this edition, as a torchlight brighter and more far-seeing than our own: illumination, in words from ‘Squarings’ in Seeing Things, by ‘The virtue of an art that knows its mind’.





* Among manuscripts from 1978–83 time-stamped ‘3:00 a.m.’ by Heaney are ‘Song’ (NLI 49,493/49), ‘Sweeney Redresses the Artist’ (NLI 49,493/69), ‘Sweeney Infans [Alerted]’ (NLI 49,493/70), ‘The Discovery of the Eel’ (NLI 49,493/70).










A Note on the Text



The edition presents the collected and uncollected POEMS of Seamus Heaney in a primary section, and, in a secondary section, an editorial COMMENTARY to accompany those poems. A selection of unpublished poems, chosen by the poet’s family, appears as a third-section APPENDIX together with a commentary by the editors.


For the twelve full-length volumes and Stations that comprise the author’s collected poems, copy-texts are those that were the last text to pass through the author’s hands with approval or amendment. These are indicated below the headnote of the respective volume using a short-form reference for distinction: in the case of Death of a Naturalist (DN), for example, the appearance of DN1966 specifically indicates the first edition of that book in 1966, while DN1991 is the text that was personally revised by Heaney for the reset edition of 1991, which in turn became the basis of the corrected (of literals) text DN2016, which in this example is the copy-text for our edition.


For uncollected poems, the copy-text is the first publication unless otherwise stated.


For the unpublished poems in the Appendix, copy-texts are given in the commentary that follows them.


Errors in the copy-text are silently corrected, and are noted in the commentary after the variant source as ‘(error)’.


Poems reproduce the layout of their copy-text, although the following elements of uniformity have been imposed for the sake of consistency: they are ranged left throughout the edition, are punctuated in house style in regard to quotation marks, dashes, ellipses and relative placement of punctuation marks. Poems are typeset to run on consecutively within their sections in order to minimise the edition’s extent. In the case of sequenced or ‘part’ poems, it has not been possible to preserve the distinction that Heaney sometimes made between sequences that should flow continuously on a page from one poem to another, and those that should be printed each time on a new page.


Epigraphs and dedications reflect the original layout of the copytext; as with the poems, for the typographical purposes of this edition they have been left-aligned as standard.


Partition numbers within poems have been retained in the Roman or Arabic style of their original printing.


In the footers, the verso indicates the edition section, and the recto gives a cross-reference to the poems or commentary relevant to that spread.


Subsequent to the poems, the edition presents an editorial commentary that proceeds in the following order: (i) a POEM TITLE; (ii) a TEXTUAL HISTORY of the published life of a poem; (iii) a COPY-TEXT source, if relevant; (iv) a record of published VARIANTS if a poem appears in print in more than one version, and (v) a COMMENTARY with LINE NOTES contextualising the poem:


Poem Title


Textual history.


[text: source]


I lemma] variant source


Commentary.


I lemma: line note.


A textual history attempts to trace, as fully as possible, and through the original materials, the published life of a poem, from its first printing and collection by Heaney, through to any reselection of it made by the author for a later edition of his poems. In this work, we have benefitted greatly from the efforts of a number of archives and archivists in our efforts to locate and consult the primary texts; we have also been aided incalculably by the bibliographic collation made by Rand Brandes and Michael J. Durkan in Seamus Heaney: A Bibliography 1959–2003 (Faber & Faber, 2008), and by Rand Brandes’ generous and collegiate sharing of his work-in-progress towards a revised edition, which will be published after this edition of the poems.


Where the textual history carries a single source, such as in the example of the edition’s first poem, ‘Reaping in Heat’ (PSH, 5), the textual history simultaneously serves to indicate the copy-text for the poem without need of further clarification.


Where a poem has more than one printing, such as in the example of the second poem, ‘October Thought’ (PSH, 5), the copy-text is acknowledged below the history in the following form:


[text: source]


which, in the example of ‘October Thought’, reads:


[text: Q]


indicating that the copy-text is taken from the journal Q rather than from the subsequent text, given there as First Lines.


On such occasions as these, where a poem has been published in more than one version, we record the variant printings in the following sequence: line-number in bold, lemma from the copy-text, square bracket, variant, source. So that, staying with the example of ‘October Thought’:


2 shoots] breaks First Lines


indicates that in line 2 of the poem, the copy-text reads ‘shoots’, while the variant text from First Lines reads ‘breaks’.


Where a line carries more than one variant reading, a second lemma is given spaced after the first. To use the example of ‘October Thought’:


10 heaven-hue plum-blue] heaven-hue, plum-blue First Lines gorse pricked] gorse-pricked First Lines


Where multiple versions produce different readings of the same lemma, the subsequent variants are separated by a pipe, as in an example from ‘Fisher’ (PSH, 13):


7 of the river-bed;] of riverbed Interest | of river-bed PM


indicating that in line 7 of that poem, the copy-text reads ‘of the river-bed’, while variant texts in Interest magazine and PM (Poems and a Memoir) read ‘of riverbed’ and ‘of river-bed’ respectively.


Where a variant reading extends to a complete line, the lemma is not used and the variant version alone is given following its emboldened line cue and square bracket. In ‘Fisher’, for example:


16] Than good luck, and skill more than fun: Interest | Than good luck and skill more than fun PM


In recording variants, line breaks are indicated by / and stanza breaks by //, while variants of four lines and longer are printed in verse form for clarity.


A caret between line numbers refers to an insertion between those lines. In ‘October Thought’, for example:


8^9] [stanza break] First Lines


denotes that a stanza space appears in the variant text between lines 8–9 in the copy-text.


All variant and commentary line numbers refer to the text of the poem as it appears in PSH.


In the commentary and line notes, the lemma is given in italics and followed by a colon in order to distinguish it readily from a variant, such as in the following example from ‘October Thought’:


6 Haystalks straw-broken: A curious linking since hay and straw [etc.]


In order to distinguish between titles that are used commonly by Heaney for more than one format, poem titles appear in single quotes (for example, the poem entitled ‘Station Island’), part titles appear in small caps (part II of SI entitled STATION ISLAND) and book titles in italics (the full-length volume Station Island). The titles of unpublished typescript collections are underlined (e.g. Winter Seeds).


References to Heaney’s primary works appear in long-form in the headnotes (e.g. Death of a Naturalist), and in abbreviation in references and line notes (e.g. DN), for which a legend appears at PSH, XXX.


Secondary references appear in short form in the commentary (e.g. Brandes 2008), and in full-length form in the bibliography (PSH, 1221).










POEMS











UNCOLLECTED POEMS (1959–1966)







Reaping in Heat



Hushed


And lulled


Lay the field, under a high-sky sun.


Pushed


And pulled 5


Came the rasp of steel on stone,


For, slashing the drowsiness,


The mower was whetting his scythe . . .


And the sycamores heaved a sleepless sigh.


Close hills 10


Shimmered


Liquidly, fascinating the mower,


Lark’s trills


Shimmered


Down the thin burnt air. Lower 15


And deeper and cooler sinks now


The sycamore’s shade, and naked sheaves


Are whitening on the empty stubble.


October Thought


Starling thatch watches, and sudden swallow


Straight shoots to its mud-nest, home-rest rafter,


Up through dry, dust-drunk cobwebs, like laughter


Flitting the roof of black-oak, bog-sod and rods of willow;


And twittering flirtings in the eaves as sparrows quarrel. 5


Haystalks straw-broken and strewn


Hide, hear mice mealing the grain, gnawing strong


The iron-bound, swollen and ripe-round corn-barrel.


Minute movement millionfold whispers twilight


Under heaven-hue plum-blue and gorse pricked with gold, 10


And through the knuckle-gnarl of branches, poking the night


Comes the trickling tinkle of bells, well in the fold.



Nostalgia in the Afternoon



Great blue-scooped sky, arching above me,


Breeze-winnowed, shell-sounding and bubbling white


With the smooth soap-slip caressing of pot-bellied clouds,


I leap towards your high intangible blueness


5With Gothic agility.


Up above now, widely wheeling in free cool curvings,


The sky is talking to me, and soft whorls of feathery


cloud-cream lick over my skin:


Now I am all days spent close to the warm breathing earth,


10 Here in a firm rounded moment, suspended in swaying space,


And I live times distilled from time past.


Times when the cuckoo curled lobes of smooth music


Over sunny acres of hay


And larks were spilling light pebbles of all coloured sound


15Sand falling, tumbling, tinkling,


Sound torn ragged and open with a corn-crake’s


Jagged-edge noise,


Rasping backwards and forwards


As metal through gravel.


20 Upsurging into the blue scoop of the sky


This rich translucent music, coming through


The lovely objective slant of hot sunlight,


Until the grey billows of night unfurl and roll down,


Leaving me low on black hard rocks.


Aran


The rock breaks out like bone from a skinned elbow


And the island coughs itself into high cliffs


That drop straight down to goose-flesh waves on the winter sea.


Here the people live the necessary life.


5 They feed and worship, lancing the wizened veins


Of scanty soil, trying to draw life from the stones.


But as he digs, the islander’s spade spangs off rock


And stops, even to-day, he must fight for life,


Fishing the muscular, swallowing acres of sea


And thanking God if he comes back safely. 10


The knifing wind shivers, but no tree rustles


No sedge whispers; only the numb rocks,


The dumb squat houses acknowledge it with indifference.


Around the shore, the breakers constantly rush


With a slow snow-smash explosion, and overhead 15


A slush of grey cloud is forever melting


And running to the edge of the sky.


Lines to Myself


In poetry I wish you would


Avoid the lilting platitude.


Give us poems humped and strong,


Laced tight with thongs of song,


Poems that explode in silence 5


Without forcing, without violence,


Whose music is sharp and clear and good


Like a saw zooming in seasoned wood.


You should attempt concrete pression,


Half guessing, half expression. 10


Song of My Man-Alive


At first, in oil-swirls of shadow, in whirlpools of sound,


We were a giddy eddying; it was all tune-tumbling


Hill-happy and wine-wonderful,


The lithe liquid spurts


Of the dancing thrush-girls and hawk-boys spat round us, 5


Yet hooded in the soft music of your presence


I wandered away


and swam in the gush of my joy.


Then all along the wide grey smile of the street


And choir-echoing up in the boom of the night-sky 10


It was life leaping wild in the womb


of my young spring


And bursting headlong from the dead belly of twenty-one years


I suddenly found myself, chestnut-ripe-round, pitched


15new and naked


Upon the open roadside of time,


And when you gathered me up, tenderness bloomed


Like billowing smoke, and the milk-silver moon sang


and cold tingling stars rang


20at the gentle anvil-ding


of your kiss. We stood at the centre, our world


Rippled and rayed away from us, and golden life


Pumped through dark pulses


of trees and houses and clouds.


25 This night was all sun-sparkle spume, splashed


From the sea of ourselves, it was lightning that licked us


and seared us to burning beauty,


and I could wish


That the shrill skirl and mountain-power of the moment


30 which has passed would swell, swelter and crash


Into a life-time symphony,


Resonant through all days to come.


Her Home


Sudden, stunted, crooked-cross


Of a village,


Hunched, bunched,


And hiccuping houses.


5 I have bolted, unheeding,


Under the Sunday


Frown of your dour windows,


Neglecting to notice


These unique intricacies,


10 Of humped street,


Bumped bridge on lean stream,


And uneven gallop of roof.


But as I shuttle-shoot


In a late rush


15 Round your warped and windy


Corners, I hush


With an old happiness,


For here I found


The jolted, certain joy


Of my sudden love. 20


Tractors


Grey as slugs,


Blue or red as lug-worms,


The tractors lumber in fields.


Their hopelessness hurts thought.


On roadways, 5


Broad-bottomed and embarrassed;


On land, impassive before


Ruthless, rooting ploughs or morose trailers.


They cannot sweat in summer


Though their bonnets burn. In winter 10


They ache across mud; or gargle


Sadly, astraddle unfolding furrows.


Do not ignore then


The melancholy spouts of tractors


That never have been broken in 15


And inspire no fear.


Scotch Fir in City Cemetery


Tufted cranium


topping


charred bone


that stiffens


up from bone-veined clay. 5


Bleak mote


in the horizon’s eye,


propping open


eyelid clouds that smart


cold-rimmed flint-gold 10


in morning sun.


Flak-plop frozen


and skewered,


bleaching the grave stones


15 with a black contrast.


Going In


The dark swooned and flung out a shower


As I came round from the gable.


A gust from the fields cuffed my hat


And bullied hail down my collar.


5 With gooseflesh trousers tugging hard


I took three backdoor steps at one leap


When a soft thick kiss on the foot


Punctuated my hurrying.


Fingers hesitated towards the knob.


10 The cold cat flattened along the door,


Eyes keen as a judge’s, waiting,


Erect tail exclaiming. It lived


With my step into the swampy heat


Of the kitchen and rubbed twice


15 Round my shins. My father shouted:


‘Keep that bloody cat out in the yard.’


And I had a crumpled handful


Of furred skin, and hard thin neck-bones


Under my knuckles. As always,


20 It landed outside on all fours.


Behind the door there I waited,


Domestic Judas. No paw-scrape,


No mew of protest came from the yard;


So I sat, listening to the wind.


Essences


Sunlight twitches on leaves,


Belly-flaps on puddles;


Between tall gables


Stalks cautiously; angles.


5 Darkness has no distinctions.


The wind will struggle


In a twig-webbed beech-net;


Muddle through night alleys,


Helter-skelter on hillsides.


Stillness we cannot classify. 10


And these two whet anger


To a thin blade; or jaunt


Reckless in lust’s chariot.


Then sit, hopeless as twin statues.


Does love admit these variations? 15


Welfare State


Old men in distant country summers


Who bent fierce backs among the cracked black peat


Would straighten up to fire sour clay pipes,


Gaunt as Celtic crosses in the sky; listen


To silent hills strumming the horizon. 5


Eyes that could appraise the efficiency


Of a plough’s ravishing and relish


The flash of a billhook through a spring hedge


Swivelled and probed the heavens. That straight-backed lull


From stooping pillared them into majesty. 10


To-day I only meet that questing stare


Under the mitred and condemning brows


Of a plaster Patrick. Old pensioners


Turn their archaic eyes away from screens,


Or daily watch the hopeless clash of chessmen. 15


Poor Man’s Death


Neighbours collected


Money for a coffin; he was buried


Without the dubious meed of duteous tears,


Sunk in the dirt, ‘Gone to rest at last.’


Then cattle bedded on his mattress straw 5


And the bedhead made a gate for our back garden.


Still, one does not lament; one just observes


Clay, conscripted and identified, now


Demobbed. Epitaphs are irrelevant


10 To a grassy grave that boasts no headstone.


MacKenna’s Saturday Night


Mouth loose like an open waistband


On a porter belly, to-night


He argues loud, sleek pint in hand.


Stout loosens the limbs for a fight


5 And hate, sparked long ago from the cold


Flint of farming jealousies, scorches


The bar and flames into the yard.


From the drunk dark a crowd watches


Frothing mouths, bloody fists, the hard


10 Final trip on the clubbing stones.


MacKenna returns to his drink;


Hate has fathered a new feud.


He gets drunk; in a sharp porter stink


Reels home as a good husband should.


Fair


(A Progress Report)


In this cobbled gabled village under


The raw-jawed mountain hill farmers dander


Among trailers to drive hard grudged bargains.


Sheep stuff slitted cribs. Bark of arguing


5 Crystallizes on wind. Hands rough and warm


As ram’s horn smack money in clustered storms


Of protest or support; notes are crumpled


And crammed deep, the deal sealed with porter and grumbles.


Men gaunt as ancestral photographs reflect


10 That horse-fairs have died out; on the humped street


Tractor fumes have not killed the sheep-reek,


And among these shepherds cheques are suspect.



Fisher



Elbows snugged on the low bridge-wall,


He would stare ravenously down


Into the deep pool where the brown


Spine-wobbling trout hung, all


Poised on a silent slur of fin. 5


He watched happily as they fed


In that dark swoon of the river-bed;


And once, with green thread and bent pin,


Tried to hook one. He hoped to land


A lithe oil-spurt of gill and tail, 10


Hoist it slapping like a silver flail


And hold it cold in his thrilled hand.


But the worm plopped, the trout were gone


Sudden as swallows off wires.


Which taught him that angling is more 15


Than good luck, that skill is not fun;


So he contemplated again


And never disturbed the smooth stream.


I think of him much. I, too, seem


To be snatching at life that has lain 20


In memory’s pool. A thought jumps.


I cast a line baited with metre


And images ripple, words scatter.


I hook verse, dead as an old stump.


The Indomitable Irishry


Slept (with a boast) on the parquet floor beneath


A liquor-lurched couch at a Hampstead Heath


Party. Conformed to the blarney-bloated


Image, blasphemed against bishops, quoted


The Proclamation. Court cases never disturbed 5


And critics were answered when Guinness burped.


Reduced rebellion to slapstick and slick cracks –


Played to full houses, came out in paperbacks.



Easter Son



The air here, laundered as a nurse’s apron,


Rinses all casual suds out of his head.


Thought is sterilized: suddenly a son


Has burst, all chestnut-ripe, into her bed


5 To rivet – or to wedge between – their love.


On other beds, under drifts of sheet


And counterpane, more new lives bud or move;


Shrill on frail concertina lungs; feed


Seedling blood and milky curd of bone.


10 A glass-walled corridor windows on the ward:


They watch with numb surprise as nurses run


A bulging, shrouded trolley towards the morgue.


And outside, in the dancing bugling sun,


A tangle of bells maintains the Resurrection.


Such Men Are Dangerous


Even now at twenty-five


Shortness of breath, a double-chin,


Self-consciousness when I have to jive,


And creases in the abdomen


5 Have stolen on me gradually


To put heavy stress on mortality.


The waistline that was thirty-two


Takes one size larger, though at that


The buttons strain. My collars, too,


10 Are overlaid with nascent fat


And as taut seams burst with this expansion


Conscience stretches for looser action.


There’s a school of thought who would maintain


That soul is inscaped in the flesh.


15 If so, my recent heavy gain


Would indicate a moral mess –


A verdict, admittedly, hard to refute


Since I cast off my better, straiter suit.


I feel no longer bound to give


Generously at Sunday Mass; 20


I neglect neglected relatives,


Allow perhaps six weeks to pass


Without a letter home. Small things? Why bother?


I would not tell the real things to another.


And that’s just it – I mind my step, 25


Walk with knowing circumspection,


Beware of any verbal slip


That might just lead to the detection


Of the lean and hungry fox who goes


Stalking round in the easy fat man’s clothes. 30


Writer and Teacher


A humble master of two trades


Who keeps to his own room, evades


The market-place and the headline;


Teaching each child to use his eyes,


To tell small truths instead of lies 5


In big words that sound fine.


He hatches talent with his own;


Can breed a tenderness in bone-


heads, always helping them to look


With love at movement in the street, 10


To celebrate each joy they meet.


Reads every boy like a new book.


A week’s a chapter in the tale


Where thirty boys drive towards the gale


Of living – once his lessons cease. 15


‘His work says little that is new’


According to one slick review.


But the pupils are his masterpiece.


Young Bachelor


From the mantelpiece my lecture program stares,


Five days all neatly chopped up into squares.


This timetable dictates the way I spend


Five nights a week and much of the weekend.


5 This single room I keep means that I cook,


Sleep and feed in one place. Here, too, I read my book.


I pad around the room as round a cage,


I fit the timetable as words a page:


Each moment regulated by a typed space,


10 Each day and night crammed in a single place.


And though these masters cramp my every move


I need the stricter discipline of love.


Soliloquy for an Old Resident


The place has gone down badly. Not like then.


Then it was all so very right, each room


Furnished so lovingly and in good taste


According to its function. All of us


5 Had a real weakness for good solid oak:


The loaded sideboard stood, a great carved bulwark,


In the dining-room; mirrors, plates, and trays


Glinting in candlelight like silver shields.


And maids sailed in, tureens gulping like tides,


10 And thick delph rattled curtly as they served.


Father would say the grace with eyes cast down


Upon the stiff white cloth and then would nod


Permission to begin. The maids cleared off


Very punctually until the final course


15 When we withdrew into the drawing room.


They had prepared a grate of sputtering logs


And as we talked till ash began to fall


Grandfather, in oils, stared steady from the wall.


And it was all so thoughtfully arranged.


20 The scullery commodious, the larder deep,


Running water in the big enamelled sink.


Bedrooms were never shared – except for maids


Who had an attic room, a wide brass bed


And two hotwater bottles, if they wished:


25 Father insisted that maids know their place


But treated good ones as if they were his own.


And after dark the house would settle gently.


We lay and listened to the shunting trains.


But the place has gone down badly.


We never thought, when the young men dealt with us, 30


Of things like this: the good room downstairs


Fitted with a foul electric stove, beds


In the kitchen, and other stoves reeking


On landings. There is a dull smell of grease


In father’s room, the paper has been torn 35


And left hanging. Instead of hunting prints


They hang these ugly photographs of girls


Curling their naked bodies like she-cats.


No maids, no order, and no silent nights.


They come for one year, cook their wretched meals, 40


Swill beer from cans and in the noisy dark


Perhaps bring bad girls to our crumbling walls.


They come and go, each year they come and go,


Bringing no family, leaving only stains.


The place has gone down badly. Not like then. 45


Agents have no care: for them houses are


Houses, never homes. And birds of passage


Will dirty the nest, then just fly off again.


No neighbours, no respect, and no good name.


These new proprietors are much to blame. 50


Taking Stock


A year has gone, twelve salaries have been spent


And not a penny saved; each month pounds went


To landlord, grocer, barmen, waitresses,


To girls at petrol-pumps and in payboxes.


Bed, meals, journeys, entertainments – there’s how 5


The whole thing slipped away. It’s April now


Again, and still no earthly treasure stored.


No heed paid to the canny unjust steward;


Just one year older, with no child, no poem


That will endure, no shape in paint or stone 10


Shored up against the ruins. The diary


Makes depressing reading. I can’t tell why


I noted meals and meetings that now look


As useless as the stubs of old cheque-books –


15 ‘Dined with Joan’ or ‘Wild night with Donal. Booze.’


Rise like ghost hangovers to accuse


And puncture resolutions of amendment.


I’ll bridge no future from a quicksand present


Where necessary routine buries guilt


20 And time’s blade sinks in surely to the hilt.


On Hogarth’s Engraving ‘Pit Ticket for the Royal Sport’


A shadow lurches on the sandy ring,


The crowd elbows and grunts. Coarse bodies sweat


All round the pit, obscenely twisting


For a better view: one thin veined hand claws


5 At the sand where it has flung a bet.


The yells burst loud as amplified applause.


And in the sun where shadows flick and blur,


Two crested cocks, like hammers drawn back


On trigger legs, crouch low to spring: each spur


10 Fixed deadly, each beak honed as a saw’s tooth.


A lust that’s bred during the squawked attack


Freezes the eyes, contorts the bawling mouth


Of every sporty punter hunkered there.


A blind-eyed noble arbitrates. He rubs


15 A folded knee, ignores the surly bear


Who clutches at his ruff, the thugs who shout


And threaten with a crutch, or whips, or clubs.


The trapped hag gapes and chokes; a man with gout


Is howling to the air and two old rakes


20 Are pinching at their snuff excitedly.


Now the cocks rear up to kill. The ringside aches.


Battling furiously as a hot stud:


The blind, the maimed, the deaf dementedly


Easing the daily pain with daily blood.



Saint Patrick’s Stone



The legend tells how Patrick


Waded the shallow water


To pray seven days and nights


On this island among stones


And water-hens that spluttered 5


Dirtily in the sedge.


Came with eyes blazing and knees


Hard as his staff for prayer,


Fasts and penance and knelt there


Continuously one week 10


Branding Christ into the bone.


Then rose and staggered away


Leaving knee-marks in the stone.


Rain collects in these holy


Cups, sanctified where it falls, 15


To be soaked in faithful rags,


Dabbed on blisters, warts, and boils


With prayers that the island saint


May cleanse such corrupting flesh.


The wet cloths are hung to dry 20


On twigs of stunted hawthorn


Spiking out of a dead trunk:


A multiform crucifix


Decked with streamers of pain


That celebrate Saint Patrick’s 25


Benediction of the rain.


And pilgrims never bother


To find if the legend’s true;


It serves their end by being


What pilgrims would like to do. 30



Peter Street at Bankside





In December, 1598, Peter Street, the builder, and a dozen armed work-
men began to dismantle the old Theatre, and on 28th December ‘did
then alsoe in most forcible and ryotous manner take and carrye awaye
from thence all the wood and timber thereof unto the Banckside . . .
and did there erect a new playhouse with the same timber and wood.’
This was to be the Globe Theatre.





Upon soft ground I found a mortal church.


These twelve who sink the piles are laying down


My one defence against the seeping water:


Even the Thames that undermines the town


5 Must never undermine my theatre.


My theatre will tower from the marsh.


My twelve, you see, are armed. These knives and swords


Guard the quick transfer from old ground to new


Of players’ rites, the liturgy of mirth


10 And sorrow. And though an ignorant crew,


Their crude traffic with plaster, lath and earth


Provides an altar for your sacred words.


I dedicate to speech, to pomp and show,


This house that I erect for poets, actors.


15 I set my saw and chisel in the wood


To joint and panel solid metaphors:


The walls a circle, the stage under a hood.


I fit the players thus with cowl and halo.


Lint Water


The flax was pulled by hand once it ripened,


Bound into tall green pillars with rush bands


And buried underwater, roots upwards.


When the dam was full they loaded stones and sods


5 On top, then left the whole thing for three weeks


To rot, to stink: a pit of rotten eggs


Could not have generated such a fug


As flax decaying, steaming like a bog,


Wafting its heavy, nauseating fall-out.


10 As soon as stems had turned to slime and smut


The dam was emptied: men stood waist deep


In the fouled water, with fork and four-pronged graip


Pitching out sheaves like half-gone carcasses.


They spread it dripping, then, flat on the grass


To crisp and dry hard in the summer sun 15


Until it could be stooked up, stiff as broom


And whistling in the wind. Toughened to sticks,


The stems were milled, spun, woven into fabrics.


The dam was cleared, poured down into the river


Its poisonous bellyful. ‘Lint water’ 20


It was called. Across the stream it swirled brown froth


That scummed clean stone and sickened fish to death;


And if the drains were blocked, it still seeped down,


Filtering unseen contamination.


Putrid currents floated trout to the loch, 25


Their bellies white as linen tablecloths.


Gate


What has the end of an ancestral bed


To do with stopping gaps and cattle?


Now on its last legs, the old brass head


Trails open awkwardly on wire hinges,


Entrance and exit every morning and night 5


For cudding maters, udders swinging full.


Such necessary traffic seems its plight,


Bracketing departure and arrival:


Think of the labour pains, shudders, whinges,


The hectic round of birth cry and death rattle. 10


For a Young Nun


A wave of Christ’s love blood has washed


The selfishness all out of you.


Christ, the dove-thighed groom, has veiled you.


Between close brick walls, deeply gashed


With spearhead windows of stained glass, 5


Down bead-clicked corridors, alone,


You meditate. The blood-shot sun


Sprays linen crimson as you pass.


Cloistered from traffic, queues and dins,


10 From anger in the market-place,


You draw down veils and turn your face


Where noises end and love begins.










DEATH OF A NATURALIST (1966)







Digging



Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.


Under my window, a clean rasping sound


When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:


My father, digging. I look down 5


Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds


Bends low, comes up twenty years away


Stooping in rhythm through potato drills


Where he was digging.


The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft 10


Against the inside knee was levered firmly.


He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep


To scatter new potatoes that we picked,


Loving their cool hardness in our hands.


By God, the old man could handle a spade. 15


Just like his old man.


My grandfather cut more turf in a day


Than any other man on Toner’s bog.


Once I carried him milk in a bottle


Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up 20


To drink it, then fell to right away


Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods


Over his shoulder, going down and down


For the good turf. Digging.


The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap 25


Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge


Through living roots awaken in my head.


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


Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests. 30


I’ll dig with it.



Death of a Naturalist



All year the flax-dam festered in the heart


Of the townland; green and heavy headed


Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge sods.


Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun.


5 Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles


Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell.


There were dragon-flies, spotted butterflies,


But best of all was the warm thick slobber


Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water


10 In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring,


I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied


Specks to range on window-sills at home,


On shelves at school, and wait and watch until


The fattening dots burst into nimble-


15 Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us how


The daddy frog was called a bullfrog,


And how he croaked, and how the mammy frog


Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was


Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by frogs too


20 For they were yellow in the sun and brown


In rain.


Then one hot day when fields were rank


With cowdung in the grass, the angry frogs


Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through hedges


25 To a coarse croaking that I had not heard


Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus.


Right down the dam, gross-bellied frogs were cocked


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


The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some sat


30 Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting.


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


Were gathered there for vengeance, and I knew


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



The Barn



Threshed corn lay piled like grit of ivory


Or solid as cement in two-lugged sacks.


The musty dark hoarded an armoury


Of farmyard implements, harness, plough-socks.


The floor was mouse-grey, smooth, chilly concrete. 5


There were no windows, just two narrow shafts


Of gilded motes, crossing, from air-holes slit


High in each gable. The one door meant no draughts


All summer when the zinc burned like an oven.


A scythe’s edge, a clean spade, a pitch-fork’s prongs: 10


Slowly bright objects formed when you went in.


Then you felt cobwebs clogging up your lungs


And scuttled fast into the sunlit yard –


And into nights when bats were on the wing


Over the rafters of sleep, where bright eyes stared 15


From piles of grain in corners, fierce, unblinking.


The dark gulfed like a roof-space. I was chaff


To be pecked up when birds shot through the air-slits.


I lay face-down to shun the fear above.


The two-lugged sacks moved in like great blind rats. 20


An Advancement of Learning


I took the embankment path


(As always, deferring


The bridge). The river nosed past,


Pliable, oil-skinned, wearing


A transfer of gables and sky. 5


Hunched over the railing,


Well away from the road now, I


Considered the dirty-keeled swans.


Something slobbered curtly, close,


Smudging the silence: a rat 10


Slimed out of the water and


My throat sickened so quickly that


I turned down the path in cold sweat


But God, another was nimbling


15 Up the far bank, tracing its wet


Arcs on the stones. Incredibly then


I established a dreaded


Bridgehead. I turned to stare


With deliberate, thrilled care


20 At my hitherto snubbed rodent.


He clockworked aimlessly a while,


Stopped, back bunched and glistening,


Ears plastered down on his knobbled skull,


Insidiously listening.


25 The tapered tail that followed him,


The raindrop eye, the old snout:


One by one I took all in.


He trained on me. I stared him out


Forgetting how I used to panic


30 When his grey brothers scraped and fed


Behind the hen-coop in our yard,


On ceiling boards above my bed.


This terror, cold, wet-furred, small-clawed,


Retreated up a pipe for sewage.


35 I stared a minute after him.


Then I walked on and crossed the bridge.


Blackberry-Picking


for Philip Hobsbaum


Late August, given heavy rain and sun


For a full week, the blackberries would ripen.


At first, just one, a glossy purple clot


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


5 You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet


Like thickened wine: summer’s blood was in it


Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for


Picking. Then red ones inked up, and that hunger


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


10 Where briars scratched and wet grass bleached our boots.


Round hayfields, cornfields and potato-drills,


We trekked and picked until the cans were full,


Until the tinkling bottom had been covered


With green ones, and on top big dark blobs burned


Like a plate of eyes. Our hands were peppered 15


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


We hoarded the fresh berries in the byre.


But when the bath was filled we found a fur,


A rat-grey fungus, glutting on our cache.


The juice was stinking too. Once off the bush, 20


The fruit fermented, the sweet flesh would turn sour.


I always felt like crying. It wasn’t fair


That all the lovely canfuls smelt of rot.


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


Churning Day


A thick crust, coarse-grained as limestone rough-cast,


hardened gradually on top of the four crocks


that stood, large pottery bombs, in the small pantry.


After the hot brewery of gland, cud and udder,


cool porous earthenware fermented the buttermilk 5


for churning day, when the hooped churn was scoured


with plumping kettles and the busy scrubber


echoed daintily on the seasoned wood.


It stood then, purified, on the flagged kitchen floor.


Out came the four crocks, spilled their heavy lip 10


of cream, their white insides, into the sterile churn.


The staff, like a great whisky muddler fashioned


in deal wood, was plunged in, the lid fitted.


My mother took first turn, set up rhythms


that slugged and thumped for hours. Arms ached. 15


Hands blistered. Cheeks and clothes were spattered


with flabby milk.


Where finally gold flecks


began to dance. They poured hot water then,


sterilized a birchwood-bowl 20


and little corrugated butter-spades.


Their short stroke quickened, suddenly


a yellow curd was weighting the churned up white,


heavy and rich, coagulated sunlight


25 that they fished, dripping, in a wide tin strainer,


heaped up like gilded gravel in the bowl.


The house would stink long after churning day,


acrid as a sulphur mine. The empty crocks


were ranged along the wall again, the butter


30 in soft printed slabs was piled on pantry shelves.


And in the house we moved with gravid ease,


our brains turned crystals full of clean deal churns,


the plash and gurgle of the sour-breathed milk,


the pat and slap of small spades on wet lumps.


The Early Purges


I was six when I first saw kittens drown.


Dan Taggart pitched them, ‘the scraggy wee shits’,


Into a bucket; a frail metal sound,


Soft paws scraping like mad. But their tiny din


5 Was soon soused. They were slung on the snout


Of the pump and the water pumped in.


‘Sure isn’t it better for them now?’ Dan said.


Like wet gloves they bobbed and shone till he sluiced


Them out on the dunghill, glossy and dead.


10 Suddenly frightened, for days I sadly hung


Round the yard, watching the three sogged remains


Turn mealy and crisp as old summer dung


Until I forgot them. But the fear came back


When Dan trapped big rats, snared rabbits, shot crows


15 Or, with a sickening tug, pulled old hens’ necks.


Still, living displaces false sentiments


And now, when shrill pups are prodded to drown,


I just shrug, ‘Bloody pups’. It makes sense:


‘Prevention of cruelty’ talk cuts ice in town


20 Where they consider death unnatural,


But on well-run farms pests have to be kept down.



Follower



My father worked with a horse-plough,


His shoulders globed like a full sail strung


Between the shafts and the furrow.


The horses strained at his clicking tongue.


An expert. He would set the wing 5


And fit the bright steel-pointed sock.


The sod rolled over without breaking.


At the headrig, with a single pluck


Of reins, the sweating team turned round


And back into the land. His eye 10


Narrowed and angled at the ground,


Mapping the furrow exactly.


I stumbled in his hob-nailed wake,


Fell sometimes on the polished sod;


Sometimes he rode me on his back, 15


Dipping and rising to his plod.


I wanted to grow up and plough,


To close one eye, stiffen my arm.


All I ever did was follow


In his broad shadow round the farm. 20


I was a nuisance, tripping, falling,


Yapping always. But today


It is my father who keeps stumbling


Behind me, and will not go away.


Ancestral Photograph


Jaws puff round and solid as a turnip,


Dead eyes are statue’s and the upper lip


Bullies the heavy mouth down to a droop.


A bowler suggests the stage Irishman


Whose look has two parts scorn, two parts dead pan. 5


His silver watch chain girds him like a hoop.


My father’s uncle, from whom he learnt the trade,


Long fixed in sepia tints, begins to fade


And must come down. Now on the bedroom wall


10 There is a faded patch where he has been –


As if a bandage had been ripped from skin –


Empty plaque to a house’s rise and fall.


Twenty years ago I herded cattle


Into pens or held them against a wall


15 Until my father won at arguing


His own price on a crowd of cattlemen


Who handled rumps, groped teats, stood, paused and then


Bought a round of drinks to clinch the bargain.


Uncle and nephew, fifty years ago,


20 Heckled and herded through the fair days too.


This barrel of a man penned in the frame:


I see him with the jaunty hat pushed back


Draw thumbs out of his waistcoat, curtly smack


Hands and sell. Father, I’ve watched you do the same


25 And watched you sadden when the fairs were stopped.


No room for dealers if the farmers shopped


Like housewives at an auction ring. Your stick


Was parked behind the door and stands there still.


Closing this chapter of our chronicle,


30 I take your uncle’s portrait to the attic.


Mid-Term Break


I sat all morning in the college sick bay,


Counting bells knelling classes to a close.


At two o’clock our neighbours drove me home.


In the porch I met my father crying –


5 He had always taken funerals in his stride –


And Big Jim Evans saying it was a hard blow.


The baby cooed and laughed and rocked the pram


When I came in, and I was embarrassed


By old men standing up to shake my hand


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


Whispers informed strangers I was the eldest,


Away at school, as my mother held my hand


In hers and coughed out angry tearless sighs.


At ten o’clock the ambulance arrived


With the corpse, stanched and bandaged by the nurses. 15


Next morning I went up into the room. Snowdrops


And candles soothed the bedside; I saw him


For the first time in six weeks. Paler now,


Wearing a poppy bruise on his left temple,


He lay in the four foot box as in his cot. 20


No gaudy scars, the bumper knocked him clear.


A four foot box, a foot for every year.


Dawn Shoot


Clouds ran their wet mortar, plastered the daybreak


Grey. The stones clicked tartly


If we missed the sleepers, but mostly


Silent we headed up the railway


Where now the only steam was funnelling from cows 5


Ditched on their rumps beyond hedges,


Cudding, watching, and knowing.


The rails scored a bull’s-eye into the eye


Of a bridge. A corncrake challenged


Unexpectedly like a hoarse sentry 10


And a snipe rocketed away on reconnaissance.


Rubber-booted, belted, tense as two parachutists,


We climbed the iron gate and dropped


Into the meadow’s six acres of broom, gorse and dew.


A sandy bank, reinforced with coiling roots, 15


Faced you, two hundred yards from the track.


Snug on our bellies behind a rise of dead whins,


Our ravenous eyes getting used to the greyness,


We settled, soon had the holes under cover.


This was the den they all would be heading for now, 20


Loping under ferns in dry drains, flashing


Brown orbits across ploughlands and grazing.


The plaster thinned at the skyline, the whitewash


Was bleaching on houses and stables,


The cock would be sounding reveille 25


In seconds.


And there was one breaking


In from the gap in the corner.


Donnelly’s left hand came up


30 And came down on my barrel. This one was his.


‘For Christ’s sake,’ I spat, ‘Take your time, there’ll be more.’


There was the playboy trotting up to the hole


By the ash tree, ‘Wild rover no more,’


Said Donnelly and emptied two barrels


35 And got him.


Another snipe catapulted into the light,


A mare whinnied and shivered her haunches


Up on a hill. The others would not be back


After three shots like that. We dandered off


40 To the railway; the prices were small at that time


So we did not bother to cut out the tongue.


The ones that slipped back when the all clear got round


Would be first to examine him.


At a Potato Digging


I


A mechanical digger wrecks the drill,


Spins up a dark shower of roots and mould.


Labourers swarm in behind, stoop to fill


Wicker creels. Fingers go dead in the cold.


5 Like crows attacking crow-black fields, they stretch


A higgledy line from hedge to headland;


Some pairs keep breaking ragged ranks to fetch


A full creel to the pit and straighten, stand


Tall for a moment but soon stumble back


10 To fish a new load from the crumbled surf.


Heads bow, trunks bend, hands fumble towards the black


Mother. Processional stooping through the turf


Recurs mindlessly as autumn. Centuries


Of fear and homage to the famine god


15 Toughen the muscles behind their humbled knees,


Make a seasonal altar of the sod.


II


Flint-white, purple. They lie scattered


like inflated pebbles. Native


to the black hutch of clay


where the halved seed shot and clotted,


these knobbed and slit-eyed tubers seem 5


the petrified hearts of drills. Split


by the spade, they show white as cream.


Good smells exude from crumbled earth.


The rough bark of humus erupts


knots of potatoes (a clean birth) 10


whose solid feel, whose wet insides


promise taste of ground and root.


To be piled in pits; live skulls, blind-eyed.


III


Live skulls, blind-eyed, balanced on


wild higgledy skeletons,


scoured the land in ’forty-five,


wolfed the blighted root and died.


The new potato, sound as stone, 5


putrefied when it had lain


three days in the long clay pit.


Millions rotted along with it.


Mouths tightened in, eyes died hard,


faces chilled to a plucked bird. 10


In a million wicker huts,


beaks of famine snipped at guts.


A people hungering from birth,


grubbing, like plants, in the earth,


were grafted with a great sorrow. 15


Hope rotted like a marrow.


Stinking potatoes fouled the land,


pits turned pus into filthy mounds:


and where potato diggers are,


you still smell the running sore. 20


IV


Under a gay flotilla of gulls


The rhythm deadens, the workers stop.


Brown bread and tea in bright canfuls


Are served for lunch. Dead-beat, they flop


5 Down in the ditch and take their fill,


Thankfully breaking timeless fasts;


Then, stretched on the faithless ground, spill


Libations of cold tea, scatter crusts.


For the Commander of the ‘Eliza’




. . . the others, with emaciated faces and prominent, staring eyeballs,
were evidently in an advanced state of starvation. The officer reported
to Sir James Dombrain . . . and Sir James, ‘very inconveniently’, wrote
Routh, ‘interfered’.


CECIL WOODHAM-SMITH, The Great Hunger





Routine patrol off West Mayo; sighting


A rowboat heading unusually far


Beyond the creek, I tacked and hailed the crew


In Gaelic. Their stroke had clearly weakened


5 As they pulled to, from guilt or bashfulness


I was conjecturing when, O my sweet Christ,


We saw piled in the bottom of their craft


Six grown men with gaping mouths and eyes


Bursting the sockets like spring onions in drills.


10 Six wrecks of bone and pallid, tautened skin.


‘Bia, bia,


Bia’. In whines and snarls their desperation


Rose and fell like a flock of starving gulls.


We’d known about the shortage, but on board


15 They always kept us right with flour and beef


So understand my feelings, and the men’s,


Who had no mandate to relieve distress


Since relief was then available in Westport –


Though clearly these poor brutes would never make it.


20 I had to refuse food: they cursed and howled


Like dogs that had been kicked hard in the privates.


When they drove at me with their starboard oar


(Risking capsize themselves) I saw they were


Violent and without hope. I hoisted


And cleared off. Less incidents the better. 25


Next day, like six bad smells, those living skulls


Drifted through the dark of bunks and hatches


And once in port I exorcised my ship,


Reporting all to the Inspector General.


Sir James, I understand, urged free relief 30


For famine victims in the Westport Sector


And earned tart reprimand from good Whitehall.


Let natives prosper by their own exertions;


Who could not swim might go ahead and sink.


‘The Coast Guard with their zeal and activity 35


Are too lavish’ were the words, I think.


The Diviner


Cut from the green hedge a forked hazel stick


That he held tight by the arms of the V:


Circling the terrain, hunting the pluck


Of water, nervous, but professionally


Unfussed. The pluck came sharp as a sting. 5


The rod jerked with precise convulsions,


Spring water suddenly broadcasting


Through a green hazel its secret stations.


The bystanders would ask to have a try.


He handed them the rod without a word. 10


It lay dead in their grasp till, nonchalantly,


He gripped expectant wrists. The hazel stirred.


Turkeys Observed


One observes them, one expects them;


Blue-breasted in their indifferent mortuary,


Beached bare on the cold marble slabs


In immodest underwear frills of feather.


The red sides of beef retain 5


Some of the smelly majesty of living:


A half-cow slung from a hook maintains


That blood and flesh are not ignored.


But a turkey cowers in death.


10 Pull his neck, pluck him, and look –


He is just another poor forked thing,


A skin bag plumped with inky putty.


He once complained extravagantly


In an overture of gobbles;


15 He lorded it on the claw-flecked mud


With a grey flick of his Confucian eye.


Now, as I pass the bleak Christmas dazzle,


I find him ranged with his cold squadrons:


The fuselage is bare, the proud wings snapped,


20 The tail-fan stripped down to a shameful rudder.


Cow in Calf


It seems she has swallowed a barrel.


From forelegs to haunches,


her belly is slung like a hammock.


Slapping her out of the byre is like slapping


5 a great bag of seed. My hand


tingled as if strapped, but I had to


hit her again and again and


heard the blows plump like a depth-charge


far in her gut.


10 The udder grows. Windbags


of bagpipes are crammed there


to drone in her lowing.


Her cud and her milk, her heats and her calves


keep coming and going.


Trout


Hangs, a fat gun-barrel,


deep under arched bridges


or slips like butter down


the throat of the river.


From depths smooth-skinned as plums, 5


his muzzle gets bull’s eye;


picks off grass-seed and moths


that vanish, torpedoed.


Where water unravels


over gravel-beds he 10


is fired from the shallows,


white belly reporting


flat; darts like a tracer-


bullet back between stones


and is never burnt out. 15


A volley of cold blood


ramrodding the current.


Waterfall


The burn drowns steadily in its own downpour,


A helter-skelter of muslin and glass


That skids to a halt, crashing up suds.


Simultaneous acceleration


And sudden braking; water goes over 5


Like villains dropped screaming to justice.


It appears an athletic glacier


Has reared into reverse: is swallowed up


And regurgitated through this long throat.


My eye rides over and downwards, falls with 10


Hurtling tons that slabber and spill,


Falls, yet records the tumult thus standing still.


Docker


There, in the corner, staring at his drink.


The cap juts like a gantry’s crossbeam,


Cowling plated forehead and sledgehead jaw.


Speech is clamped in the lips’ vice.


That fist would drop a hammer on a Catholic – 5


Oh yes, that kind of thing could start again.


The only Roman collar he tolerates


Smiles all round his sleek pint of porter.


Mosaic imperatives bang home like rivets;


10 God is a foreman with certain definite views


Who orders life in shifts of work and leisure.


A factory horn will blare the Resurrection.


He sits, strong and blunt as a Celtic cross,


Clearly used to silence and an armchair:


15 Tonight the wife and children will be quiet


At slammed door and smoker’s cough in the hall.


Poor Women in a City Church


The small wax candles melt to light,


Flicker in marble, reflect bright


Asterisks on brass candlesticks:


At the Virgin’s altar on the right,


5 Blue flames are jerking on wicks.


Old dough-faced women with black shawls


Drawn down tight kneel in the stalls.


Cold yellow candle-tongues, blue flame


Mince and caper as whispered calls


10 Take wing up to the Holy Name.


Thus each day in the sacred place


They kneel. Golden shrines, altar lace,


Marble columns and cool shadows


Still them. In the gloom you cannot trace


15 A wrinkle on their beeswax brows.


Gravities


High-riding kites appear to range quite freely,


Though reined by strings, strict and invisible.


The pigeon that deserts you suddenly


Is heading home, instinctively faithful.


5 Lovers with barrages of hot insult


Often cut off their nose to spite their face,


Endure a hopeless day, declare their guilt,


Re-enter the native port of their embrace.


Blinding in Paris, for his party-piece


Joyce named the shops along O’Connell Street 10


And on Iona Colmcille sought ease


By wearing Irish mould next to his feet.


Twice Shy


Her scarf à la Bardot,


In suede flats for the walk,


She came with me one evening


For air and friendly talk.


We crossed the quiet river, 5


Took the embankment walk.


Traffic holding its breath,


Sky a tense diaphragm:


Dusk hung like a backcloth


That shook where a swan swam, 10


Tremulous as a hawk


Hanging deadly, calm.


A vacuum of need


Collapsed each hunting heart


But tremulously we held 15


As hawk and prey apart,


Preserved classic decorum,


Deployed our talk with art.


Our juvenilia


Had taught us both to wait, 20


Not to publish feeling


And regret it all too late –


Mushroom loves already


Had puffed and burst in hate.


So, chary and excited 25


As a thrush linked on a hawk,


We thrilled to the March twilight


With nervous childish talk:


Still waters running deep


Along the embankment walk. 30



Valediction



Lady with the frilled blouse


And simple tartan skirt,


Since you left the house


Its emptiness has hurt


5 All thought. In your presence


Time rode easy, anchored


On a smile; but absence


Rocked love’s balance, unmoored


The days. They buck and bound


10 Across the calendar,


Pitched from the quiet sound


Of your flower-tender


Voice. Need breaks on my strand;


You’ve gone, I am at sea.


15 Until you resume command,


Self is in mutiny.


Lovers on Aran


The timeless waves, bright, sifting, broken glass,


Came dazzling around, into the rocks,


Came glinting, sifting from the Americas


To possess Aran. Or did Aran rush


5 To throw wide arms of rock around a tide


That yielded with an ebb, with a soft crash?


Did sea define the land or land the sea?


Each drew new meaning from the waves’ collision.


Sea broke on land to full identity.


Poem


for Marie


Love, I shall perfect for you the child


Who diligently potters in my brain


Digging with heavy spade till sods were piled


Or puddling through muck in a deep drain.


Yearly I would sow my yard-long garden. 5


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


That was to exclude sow and pecking hen.


Yearly, admitting these, the sods would fall.


Or in the sucking clabber I would splash


Delightedly and dam the flowing drain, 10


But always my bastions of clay and mush


Would burst before the rising autumn rain.


Love, you shall perfect for me this child


Whose small imperfect limits would keep breaking:


Within new limits now, arrange the world 15


Within our walls, within our golden ring.


Honeymoon Flight


Below, the patchwork earth, dark hems of hedge,


The long grey tapes of road that bind and loose


Villages and fields in casual marriage:


We bank above the small lough and farmhouse


And the sure green world goes topsy-turvy 5


As we climb out of our familiar landscape.


The engine noises change. You look at me.


The coastline slips away beneath the wing-tip.


And launched right off the earth by force of fire,


We hang, miraculous, above the water, 10


Dependent on the invisible air


To keep us airborne and to bring us further.


Ahead of us the sky’s a geyser now.


A calm voice talks of cloud yet we feel lost.


Air-pockets jolt our fears and down we go. 15


Travellers, at this point, can only trust.



Scaffolding



Masons, when they start upon a building,


Are careful to test out the scaffolding;


Make sure that planks won’t slip at busy points,


Secure all ladders, tighten bolted joints.


5 And yet all this comes down when the job’s done,


Showing off walls of sure and solid stone.


So if, my dear, there sometimes seem to be


Old bridges breaking between you and me,


Never fear. We may let the scaffolds fall,


10 Confident that we have built our wall.


Storm on the Island


We are prepared: we build our houses squat,


Sink walls in rock and roof them with good slate.


This wizened earth has never troubled us


With hay, so, as you see, there are no stacks


5 Or stooks that can be lost. Nor are there trees


Which might prove company when it blows full


Blast: you know what I mean – leaves and branches


Can raise a tragic chorus in a gale


So that you listen to the thing you fear


10 Forgetting that it pummels your house too.


But there are no trees, no natural shelter.


You might think that the sea is company,


Exploding comfortably down on the cliffs,


But no: when it begins, the flung spray hits


15 The very windows, spits like a tame cat


Turned savage. We just sit tight while wind dives


And strafes invisibly. Space is a salvo,


We are bombarded by the empty air.


Strange, it is a huge nothing that we fear.



Synge on Aran



Salt off the sea whets


the blades of four winds.


They peel acres


of locked rock, pare down


a rind of shrivelled ground; 5


bull-noses are chiselled


on cliffs.


Islanders too


are for sculpting. Note


the pointed scowl, the mouth 10


carved as upturned anchor


and the polished head


full of drownings.


There


he comes now, a hard pen 15


scraping in his head;


the nib filed on a salt wind


and dipped in the keening sea.


Saint Francis and the Birds


When Francis preached love to the birds,


They listened, fluttered, throttled up


Into the blue like a flock of words


Released for fun from his holy lips.


Then wheeled back, whirred about his head, 5


Pirouetted on brothers’ capes,


Danced on the wing, for sheer joy played


And sang, like images took flight.


Which was the best poem Francis made,


His argument true, his tone light. 10



In Small Townlands



for Colin Middleton


In small townlands his hogshair wedge


Will split the granite from the clay


Till crystal in the rock is bared:


Loaded brushes hone an edge


5 On mountain blue and heather grey.


Outcrops of stone contract, outstared.


The spectrum bursts, a bright grenade,


When he unlocks the safety catch


On morning dew, on cloud, on rain.


10 The splintered lights slice like a spade


That strips the land of fuzz and blotch,


Pares clean as bone, cruel as the pain


That strikes in a wild heart attack.


His eyes, thick, greedy lenses, fire


15 This bare bald earth with white and red,


Incinerate it till it’s black


And brilliant as a funeral pyre:


A new world cools out of his head.


The Folk Singers


Re-turning time-turned words,


Fitting each weathered song


To a new-grooved harmony,


They pluck slick strings and swing


5 A sad heart’s equilibrium.


Numb passion, pearled in the shy


Shell of a country love


And strung on a frail tune,


Looks sharp now, strikes a pose


10 Like any rustic new to the bright town.


Their pre-packed tale will sell


Ten thousand times: pale love


Rouged for the streets. Humming


Solders all broken hearts. Death’s edge


Blunts on the narcotic strumming. 15


The Play Way


Sunlight pillars through glass, probes each desk


For milk-tops, drinking straws and old dry crusts.


The music strides to challenge it,


Mixing memory and desire with chalk dust.


My lesson notes read: Teacher will play 5


Beethoven’s Concerto Number Five


And class will express themselves freely


In writing. One said ‘Can we jive?’


When I produced the record, but now


The big sound has silenced them. Higher 10


And firmer, each authoritative note


Pumps the classroom up tight as a tyre,


Working its private spell behind eyes


That stare wide. They have forgotten me


For once. The pens are busy, the tongues mime 15


Their blundering embrace of the free


Word. A silence charged with sweetness


Breaks short on lost faces where I see


New looks. Then notes stretch taut as snares. They trip


To fall into themselves unknowingly. 20


Personal Helicon


for Michael Longley


As a child, they could not keep me from wells


And old pumps with buckets and windlasses.


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


Of waterweed, fungus and dank moss.


One, in a brickyard, with a rotted board top. 5


I savoured the rich crash when a bucket


Plummeted down at the end of a rope.


So deep you saw no reflection in it.


A shallow one under a dry stone ditch


10 Fructified like any aquarium.


When you dragged out long roots from the soft mulch,


A white face hovered over the bottom.


Others had echoes, gave back your own call


With a clean new music in it. And one


15 Was scaresome for there, out of ferns and tall


Foxgloves, a rat slapped across my reflection.


Now, to pry into roots, to finger slime,


To stare, big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring


Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme


20 To see myself, to set the darkness echoing.










UNCOLLECTED POEMS (1966–1969)







Thaw



Last snow remaindered everywhere on ditches,


Thaw filtering black into all the drains,


We drove through watery air and fog patches,


Past swimming water-hens, great flopping cranes


And children playing at the ends of lanes. 5


Our summer’s freak storm, too, was melting clear.


Wafers only remained of that ice-floe.


All corroding black drained out of the year,


Our currents overtook their old clear flow.


Why such freeze-ups must come, we’ll never know. 10


Remember that walk on the harbour wall?


The seal showed his head like an ocean god,


Dived to come up closer, his regal skull


Shining. And going home, swans flew above the road,


Each neck strained forward, stiff as a ramrod. 15


Aries


The ram, my sign, wheels into his own now


Gallivanting at the year’s circumference,


Influential if indifferent to


The new season’s anachronistic dance.


As ever, sun hoses grass, ploughland and flowers 5


And something begins to lilt a green rhythm,


Restores the pigment, retraces contours.


Even I retrieve my origin


For I am a spoke the old ram turns up,


Following myself, like his horn’s tight whorl, 10


Grateful to re-enter this April landscape.


It is the solid felloe of my world.


Rookery


Here they come, freckling the sunset,


The slow big sailers bearing down


On the plantation. They have flown


Their sorties and are now well met.


5 The upper twigs dip and wobble


With each almost two-point landing,


Then ride to rest. There is nothing


Else to do now only settle.


But they keep up a guttural chat


10 As stragglers knock the roost see-saw.


Something’s satisfied in that caw.


Who wouldn’t come to rest like that?


Aubade


From Cork to Malin the rummaging tide


Sluices, spends itself round promontory,


Lighthouse, harbour and swallowing haven,


A bag of waters at whose centre I


5 Stay wide-eyed as an early wakened bride.


Late May, with bud, bird and light opening fire


Early, leaves so long from dawn to rising!


I lie still under my mound and the drift


Of white linen, finger my gold ring,


10 Knowing this fellow in me will not tire


For he works relentlessly day and dark


Prospecting light, making me his tunnel.


I finger the ring that has anchored me –


Stowed with a cargo eager to embark –


15 And feel my baby moving like a sea.


Triptych for the Easter Battlers


1


It drew them compulsively as a lover:


A word whispered between mouthfuls of stout


Or a wink when they were standing around


After chapel summoned this new passover.


5 And birds fed up like kings of the yard


Were gathered and starved into condition;


Five counties prepared themselves with caution.


The spurs were brought down, all ragged claws pared


For this circus of wild pulse and death leap


When the new year sought its underground passion: 10


Old hungers wakening in the dancing sun,


The law melting, irrelevant, in their heat.


2


The shuttered eye is his least brilliant part,


Efficient, pebbly, busy as radar,


Cool arbiter of his so flashy art.


A dead star


Among his enamelled constellations. 5


Copper and golden like some Saxon grail


The nebula of wing, a sheen of oiled guns


From his comet tail.


He is the centre of his own system.


All gravities tending toward claw and beak; 10


Generating his own cataclysm


When all those worlds must strike.


3


One eye matched his. Here is Hogarth’s cockpit:


The crowd elbows and grunts, the cripples sweat.


A trapped hag gapes and chokes, obscenely twisted


To keep her view. As in a Way of the Cross


Eyes are glutting, armpits and hair wet. 5


The yells burst loud as amplified applause.


For in the sun, their shadows a quick blur,


Two crested cocks, like hammers drawn back


On trigger legs, crouch low to spring: each spur


Fixed deadly, each beak honed as a saw’s tooth. 10


Look at the blind man’s mouth, opening black,


And, flailing his crutch, the man with gout –


All set down as for a crucifixion.


His eye maintains it all in ecstasy,


Bird and man extinguished in communion: 15


The battling ringside, hot as a hot stud


(This is the Easter battlers’ Calvary)


And airborne cocks, buoyant on their own blood.


Boy Driving His Father to Confession


Four times now I have seen you as another


Man, a grown-up friend, less than a father;


Four times found chinks in the paternal mail


To find you lost like me, quite vulnerable.


5 Twice it was your incredible distress,


Once your adult laughter, now your weakness.


There was the time when my child-brother died


And in the porch, among the men, you cried.


Again, last year, I was shocked at your tears


10 When my mother’s plane took off: in twelve years


You had not been apart for one whole day


Until this long-threatened, two-week holiday.


I left you lonely at the barrier,


Was embarrassed later when you stood a beer.


15 The third time you made a man of me


By telling me an almost smutty story


In a restaurant toilet; we both knew


This was an unprecedented breakthrough.


Today, a sinner, and shy about it,


20 You asked me to drive up to church, and sit


Morose as ever, telling me to slow


On corners or at pot-holes that I know


As well as you do. What is going on


Beneath that thick grey hair? What confession


25 Are you preparing? Do you tell sins as I would?


Does the same hectic rage in our one blood?


Here at the churchyard I am slowing down


To meet you, the fourth time, on common ground.


You grunt and slam the door. I watch another


30 Who gropes as awkwardly to know his father.



South Derry Evening



The rain smouldered,


any far hedge a horizon,


birch trunks ghosting the edge


of every ploughed acre.


Somewhere under its hug 5


a tractor gargled down


its own tracks. The grazing


would be slicing neatly as soap.


A man was out there


opening lea. I thought of him 10


cowled like a monk, twisting to watch


three furrows screw flat on their back,


rain censing his progress.


I was soaked to the socks


knowing my feet small 15


and the road incredibly solid


as his acrid greeting


welcomed and followed each step,


insisting on some conjunction


across open country, 20


declaring here was a world


of more than the moment,


promising the land


to old lags and junkies.


The rain had stopped 25


and ahead, the road steamed –


a real sign of spring.


I walked on a hotbed of tarmac


towards a marked headland


of carparks and chimneys, 30


past birches glowing with wet


at the skirts of the clouds.



Corncrake



In the wet catacombs of the grass


A loner with a breaking note


Prays tenebrae.


He is the mendicant of these dark acres


5 And makes his own responses:


Solace and reproach, his nightly office.


My window’s open for the cool


So he takes advantage.


All night his beads go ratcheting.


Chestnut Time


His boots would bruise the crackling detritus.


He would pitch brick-bats and posts through branches


Disarming them of their splitting clusters.


They fell, spikes blunt, on last year’s leaves and husks.


5 To rupture cleanly then the sectioned shell


Tighten the fist on it for the gentle


Cluck. Chestnuts. Remember his cold handfuls?


Glossy bellies and such pale whorled navels.


He still parades his autumn under trees


10 Scenting old trails of littered pith, retrieves


Notions of conquest after seasoning:


The years fly, shattered, off the loaded string.


Last Look


He was standing like a milestone


With his back to the road, in November


Frost, the scraggy fields.


Bare hedges, shoots of ash tipped


5 Black, the cobwebbed silent weeds


Were poor fare for starving eyes


That never even turned as we raced by,


Only a dwindling interruption now.


Tousled smoke stood up off the country.


When I think of his plinth back, black coat, 10


The grey eaves on the skull –


And those flat acres laid out under rime –


He could have been ghost already.


Child Lost


He’s run away from rocking-horse and toys


To crouch out of the light of common day,


Escaped like a giant fieldmouse between drills


In rods, green shoots and pods, and cold, cold clay.


His anxious parents raise a distant noise. 5


His eyes turn green, his fingers hook up tendrils.


The Survivor


That dull land was ringed


With such: drums in the evening


Scourged beyond the hills;


From a slaughterhouse miles


Away, amplified under zinc, 5


Pigs’ squeals ripped like lightning.


In unseen quarries, rock rifted


Away from the dynamite –


Men turned on their carts


At its curt thunder. 10


Down far sidings, at dawn and all day,


A train was shunting, shunting


And sometimes a whistle


Pursued a V of wild geese


Discordant and travelling 15


Fast as despatch riders


Across the cold, shook air.



The Evening Land



From Connemara, or the Moher clifftop,


Where the land ends with a sheer drop,


You can see three stepping-stones out of Europe,


Anchored like hulls at the dim horizon


5 Against the winds’ and the waves’ explosion.


The Aran Islands are all awash.


East coastline’s furled in the foam’s white sash.


The clouds melt over them like slush.


And on Galway Bay, between shore and shore,


10 The ferry plunges to Aranmore.


Ceili on the Deck


1


The dance floor rocks the wind frocks,


The fiddles fool the seagulls;


From the minute we leave the Galway docks


We’re footing it in circles.


5 They play the Sailor on the Rock


And the Girl I Left Behind Me


And foot-taps answer the engine’s knock


On the decks of the Aran ferry.


2


Says a New York girl, her head in a swirl,


‘I just love your Irish dancing’,


To a Cork boy, as they do their twirl,


Retiring and advancing.


5 The very boat takes up the air,


Starts pitching on the rollers,


And keeps good time off the coast of Clare


With her crew of swinging sailors.


3


Until we reach the frothing beach


And pass the winking shorelight,


Tin whistles shrill and fiddles screech –


With jigs and reels and hornpipes;


They play the Sailor on the Rock


And the Girl I Left Behind Me


And foot-taps answer the engine’s knock


On the decks of the Aran ferry.


Inisheer


We first drop anchor, beyond the pier,


Off the first island called Inisheer,


Where all the islandmen and women


Wear bright-knit shawls and well-patched homespun,


The women with rainbows round their shoulders, 5


The oarsmen strong and grey as boulders.


The currachs that lie along the strand


Are hoisted up. Black new moons walk the sand


Down where the breakers scatter white lace.


The flotilla puts out – like a race – 10


To row right under the steamer’s bows.


Then back they ride with their homely cargoes.


The Oarsmen’s Song


1


It’s only twice a week she comes –


How we look forward to that day.


Like some good omen to our homes


She blows her note across the bay.


There’s bread in chests and oil in drums, 5


A wardrobe and a mattress


A box of nibs, a card of combs,


And a mail bag full of letters.


2


And black and hollow, as huge pods,


The currachs dandle on the wave,


Wild winch and pulley lower the goods,


The sailors shout, the seagulls rave.


There’s whitewash brushes, bags of nails, 5


With bottled gas and liquor,


Long iron gates, enamel pails,


And a hamper made of wicker.


3


What we can’t load we float behind –


Slim planks for rafters, boards for floors,


Back from the steamer to the land


We’re lying heavy on the oars:


5 With tins of polish, panes of glass,


And shafts for scythes and shafts for spades,


A pram, a cot, a plastic bath,


And shaving soap and razor blades.


The Basket-Maker


My shed is full of long green willow shoots.


On each good day I roam the hedge for more,


Climbing stone ditches, tripping on bared roots,


Combing Aran from hilltop to the shore.


5 But, when a grey rain smoulders on the sea,


I’m on my stool and at my proper trade:


Inside my shed, the children gather round me


To hear my song and see the baskets made.


The Basket-Maker’s Song


1


The uprights are sharpen’d, pegged straight in the ground.


I pick forty rods, here’s how they’re stuck round.


The uprights are sharpen’d, pegged straight in the ground:


I pick forty rods, here’s how they’re stuck round –


5 Four twos for each side, three twos for each end.


Four threes for the corners where all the rods bend.


2


Then I twist and I stitch, I weave, nick and peel


At a basket for eggs or dainty turf creel –


Then I twist and I stitch, I weave, nick and peel


At a basket for eggs or dainty turf creel –


Four twos for each side, three twos for each end. 5


Four threes at the corners where all the rods bend.


3


So wicker, like waves, criss-crosses uprights.


The children are wide-eyed and each child recites –


So wicker, like waves, criss-crosses uprights.


The children are wide-eyed and each child recites –


Four twos for each side, three twos for each end. 5


Four threes at the corners where all the rods bend.


4


And forty it is, for jobs big or small.


The sizes may differ, the song not at all –


And forty it is, for jobs big or small.


The sizes may differ, the song not at all –


Four twos for each side, three twos for each end. 5


Four threes at the corners where all the rods bend.


Michael


Now, from the basket-maker’s door


Michael runs along the shore


Up the paved lane and through a gate.


The larks, that nest at his donkey’s feet,


Go up in song at his quick approach. 5


The donkey brays at his well known touch


And down they go along the same track;


Michael fits new creels on his donkey’s back.


Neddy


1


Go easy, now, go steady


It’s just a new yoke Neddy,


Don’t panic and strike sparks with your shod heel


For your back’s well tried and tough


And your small feet sure enough 5


To bear a hundred weight in either creel.


2


My old Neddy’s aged a score


And I’ll have him ten years more


For trotting and for work he has no match,


But he’s cute as any fox,


5 Knows each path across the rocks,


Can knock stones off a wall, can lift a latch.


3


Well harnessed and firm-shod,


He clip-clops brightly on the road,


Brays sweetly as a ’cello tuning up.


But my heart drops to my boots


5 Every time the ferry hoots.


There’s a dealer with his pound notes and his rope.


The Dealing Man


He comes to Aran’s scanty grass


Surprised again that beasts can thrive


On the thin acres of the place,


He knows the islandmen will drive


5 The hardest bargain in the West


But offers them the most he can


For Aaron donkeys are the best


And the best attracts your dealing-man.


The Dealer


1


I am the dealer from Tipperary,


I bargain hard I bargain fairly,


I buy whatever I get my hands on


But mostly donkeys I ask on Aran.


2


In my laced brown boots, with my sharp ash plant


And my dealer’s hat at a jaunty slant


It’s not for nothing I’ve crossed the water


A wad of notes I have to scatter.


3


So come all you rascals, trot those asses


And when I bid, don’t pull sour faces.


I can’t waste time with each greedy fool


I need ten beasts for the strand at Blackpool.


4


When I drive them off the mothers will sigh


The boys will hide and the girls will cry


Until I feel like a cruel pirate


But can I swop tears for ready profit?


The Cargo


Now, the currachs put out again


With cargo of regret and pain.


The donkeys on their backs in the stern,


Their four legs tied, their eyes forlorn.


Braying in panic as the sea 5


Weeps at the gunwale furiously


White tears of froth hiss at Michael’s feet.


Neddy lies trussed like a side of meat.


And the busy oarsmen take the strain


Of tug-of-war with the bay again. 10


Under the ferry the pulley hook


Is lowered like a thread – and look!


Neddy’s lifted into the air


Above the deck, then lower,


Lower, down, down to the hold. 15


It’s Michael’s heart that they have sold.


Lullaby


1


Oh young boy sad upon the strand,


Oh, basket maker happy at your trade,


Oh, weary oarsman with your blister’d hand


Let this day drown beneath the rising tide,


5 And leave its mem’ries on the sand.


2


The dark is blotting up the day,


From cloud to cloud down to the ocean rim;


The ferry is black smoke upon a black sky,


The mainland’s shrouded and the islands swim


5 Into the ink swell of the bay.


3


O dews that gleam and rains that weep,


O west wind from the far Americas,


O lighthouse beam that blazes on the deep,


O wandering fishes and all birds that pass,


5 Bless, bless these islands in their sleep.


Bachelor Deceased


in memoriam Pat McGuckin


Discovered rigid as an abandoned plough


That lies by broken ground a whole season –


He was on his back in the muck and straw


For hours. The sow he never got to see,


5 Disposed beneath the infra heater, grunted


For him and the dog barked in the small hours


According to the neighbours. But his tilt


Was quiet and steady as the bicycle


Stood up to the windowsill at eight o’clock.


10I took my last look at him on a dry day


When the cobbles in the yard looked scrubbed as eggs.


And I heard he’d left by the back again


Leaving the door open as ever, the light


Blazing out all night in the empty house.



Frogman



I


Unsettling silt


In the holds of liners,


Nudging about


Under greasy piers, wrench,


File and crowbar 5


Remotely in contact –


Cantilevers


Coming and going on


The strength of bolts


He had better locate – 10


He bargained for


All that. It was a job.


II


Now after hours


In the dirtiest reach


He tries old tyres,


Petrol drums, carcasses


And pokes about 5


In the slimiest clefts.


His bubbling plume


Surrenders to currents,


No one watches


Its sud on the surface. 10


III


He’s slipped away


Beyond blueprints and planned dives.


When he rises


There’s no audience or foreman


Owns or tells him. 5


He’s nobody’s feeler


For drownings or


Sinkings or loose bridges –


It’s come to be


10 He just loves the water.


IV


The straitjacket


Of clock and calendar


Dissolves, the bed


Of the river is soft –


5 It’s not overtime


Keeps him here at all.


The air’s a slap


In the face. He always


Walks home late now


10 In his rubber and goggles.


Driving in the Small Hours


I


A time for confidences,


Man to man,


Wife to husband.


Between the party and home


5 A recap on possibility,


Obituaries on chances missed.


The babysitter waits


Beside a dead fire; wives


Grope out to the empty place.


II


One foot on the dip-switch,


The tail of an eye in the mirror


Take care of dazzling trucks


And fast passers-out.


5 A match burns up the mood.


‘Would you light one for me?’


And two coals glow


In their hoods of ash, two wasting points,


Glimpsed portholes of limbo.


III


Under wires


Live with demands for Enquiries


And operators trying to connect,


Zipping up puddles,


Humbled to a halt 5


By the obstinate amber . . .


It is never a journey,


Hardly a coming or going.


Mirage as motion. Hiatus.


Birdwatcher


When he died a congregation of owls


Dropped out of the air and the shires about:


The gables, the dormers, the ridge tiles


By the end of that day were feathered and capped.


Mourners making their way late up the drive 5


Were screened by eyes, unblinking and foreign.


All night then occasionally one would leave


For its deserted copse or empty barn.


In an Airport Coach


The mouths of tunnels


Fanged with icicles,


Toll-gates spiking


The roads, we entered the grey


Badlands of New Jersey. 5


I remember spring


Seed-beds covered


With soot, manured


Black on black:


In this steel-fenced rink 10


Of fallout and waste stink,


The chemical muck


Ridged, the tainted snow


Packed like a garden row –


15 Winter tempered earth


And air to a barren


Anti-sun.


Un-joy, dearth


Ghosted the dumps, drains,


20 Feed-pipes and power-lines


Linked to Manhattan.


Behind us we presume


That placid, phantom


Pile-up of a town.


25 And in a subway station


The rushing businessman


Muttering through his stare.


The siren’s wail.


A bum on the Bowery, pale


30 And blank as a soothsayer.










DOOR INTO THE DARK (1969)



for my father and mother






Night-Piece



Must you know it again?


Dull pounding through hay,


The uneasy whinny.


A sponge lip drawn off each separate tooth.


Opalescent haunch, 5


Muscle and hoof


Bundled under the roof.


Gone


Green froth that lathered each end


Of the shining bit


Is a cobweb of grass-dust.


The sweaty twist of the bellyband


Has stiffened, cold in the hand, 5


And pads of the blinkers


Bulge through the ticking.


Reins, chains and traces


Droop in a tangle.


His hot reek is lost. 10


The place is old in his must.


He cleared in a hurry


Clad only in shods


Leaving this stable unmade.


Dream


With a billhook


Whose head was hand-forged and heavy


I was hacking a stalk


Thick as a telegraph pole.


My sleeves were rolled 5


And the air fanned cool past my arms


As I swung and buried the blade,


Then laboured to work it unstuck.


The next stroke


10 Found a man’s head under the hook.


Before I woke


I heard the steel stop


In the bone of the brow.


The Outlaw


Kelly’s kept an unlicensed bull, well away


From the road: you risked a fine but had to pay


The normal fee if cows were serviced there.


Once I dragged a nervous Friesian on a tether


5 Down a lane of alder, shaggy with catkin,


Down to the shed the bull was kept in.


I gave Old Kelly the clammy silver, though why


I could not guess. He grunted a curt ‘Go by.


Get up on that gate’. And from my lofty station


10 I watched the business-like conception.


The door, unbolted, whacked back against the wall.


The illegal sire fumbled from his stall


Unhurried as an old steam engine shunting.


He circled, snored and nosed. No hectic panting,


15 Just the unfussy ease of a good tradesman;


Then an awkward, unexpected jump, and,


His knobbled forelegs straddling her flank,


He slammed life home, impassive as a tank,


Dropping off like a tipped-up load of sand.


20 ‘She’ll do,’ said Kelly and tapped his ash-plant


Across her hindquarters. ‘If not, bring her back.’


I walked ahead of her, the rope now slack,


While Kelly whooped and prodded his outlaw


Who, in his own time, resumed the dark, the straw.



The Salmon Fisher to the Salmon



The ridged lip set upstream, you flail


Inland again, your exile in the sea


Unconditionally cancelled by the pull


Of your home water’s gravity.


And I stand in the centre, casting. 5


The river cramming under me reflects


Slung gaff and net and a white wrist flicking


Flies well-dressed with tint and fleck.


Walton thought garden worms, perfumed


By oil crushed from dark ivy berries 10


The lure that took you best, but here you come


To grief through hunger in your eyes.


Ripples arrowing beyond me,


The current strumming water up my leg,


Involved in water’s choreography 15


I go, like you, by gleam and drag


And will strike when you strike, to kill.


We’re both annihilated on the fly.


You can’t resist a gullet full of steel.


I will turn home, fish-smelling, scaly. 20


The Forge


All I know is a door into the dark.


Outside, old axles and iron hoops rusting;


Inside, the hammered anvil’s short-pitched ring,


The unpredictable fantail of sparks


Or hiss when a new shoe toughens in water. 5


The anvil must be somewhere in the centre,


Horned as a unicorn, at one end square,


Set there immovable: an altar


Where he expends himself in shape and music.


Sometimes, leather-aproned, hairs in his nose, 10


He leans out on the jamb, recalls a clatter


Of hoofs where traffic is flashing in rows;


Then grunts and goes in, with a slam and flick


To beat real iron out, to work the bellows.


Thatcher


Bespoke for weeks, he turned up some morning


Unexpectedly, his bicycle slung


With a light ladder and a bag of knives.


He eyed the old rigging, poked at the eaves,


5 Opened and handled sheaves of lashed wheat-straw.


Next, the bundled rods: hazel and willow


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


It seemed he spent the morning warming up:


Then fixed the ladder, laid out well-honed blades


10 And snipped at straw and sharpened ends of rods


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


For pinning down his world, handful by handful.


Couchant for days on sods above the rafters,


He shaved and flushed the butts, stitched all together


15 Into a sloped honeycomb, a stubble patch,


And left them gaping at his Midas touch.


The Peninsula


When you have nothing more to say, just drive


For a day all round the peninsula.


The sky is tall as over a runway,


The land without marks so you will not arrive


5 But pass through, though always skirting landfall.


At dusk, horizons drink down sea and hill,


The ploughed field swallows the whitewashed gable


And you’re in the dark again. Now recall


The glazed foreshore and silhouetted log,


10 That rock where breakers shredded into rags,


The leggy birds stilted on their own legs,


Islands riding themselves out into the fog


And drive back home, still with nothing to say


Except that now you will uncode all landscapes


By this: things founded clean upon their own shapes, 15


Water and ground in their extremity.


In Gallarus Oratory


You can still feel the community pack


This place: it’s like going into a turfstack,


A core of old dark walled up with stone


A yard thick. When you’re in it alone,


You might have dropped, a reduced creature, 5


To the heart of the globe. No worshipper


Would leap up to his God off this floor.


Founded there like heroes in a barrow,


They sought themselves in the eye of their King


Under the black weight of their own breathing. 10


And how he smiled on them as out they came,


The sea a censer and the grass a flame.


Girls Bathing, Galway, 1965


The swell foams where they float and crawl,


A catherine-wheel of arm and hand;


Each head bobs curtly as a football.


The yelps are faint here on the strand.


No milk-limbed Venus ever rose 5


Miraculous on this western shore.


A pirate queen in battle clothes


Is our sterner myth. The breakers pour


Themselves into themselves, the years


Shuttle through space invisibly. 10


Where crests unfurl like creamy beer


The queen’s clothes melt into the sea


And generations sighing in


The salt suds where the wave has crashed


Labour in fear of flesh and sin 15


For the time has been accomplished


As through the shallows in swimsuits,


Bare-legged, smooth-shouldered and long-backed,


They wade ashore with skips and shouts.


20 So Venus comes, matter-of-fact.


Requiem for the Croppies


The pockets of our great coats full of barley –


No kitchens on the run, no striking camp –


We moved quick and sudden in our own country.


The priest lay behind ditches with the tramp.


5 A people, hardly marching – on the hike –


We found new tactics happening each day:


We’d cut through reins and rider with the pike


And stampede cattle into infantry,


Then retreat through hedges where cavalry must be thrown.


10 Until, on Vinegar Hill, the fatal conclave.


Terraced thousands died, shaking scythes at cannon.


The hillside blushed, soaked in our broken wave.


They buried us without shroud or coffin


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


Rite of Spring


So winter closed its fist


And got it stuck in the pump.


The plunger froze up a lump


In its throat, ice founding itself


5 Upon iron. The handle


Paralysed at an angle.


Then the twisting of wheat straw


Into ropes, lapping them tight


Round stem and snout, then a light


10 That sent the pump up in flame.


It cooled, we lifted her latch,


Her entrance was wet, and she came.



Undine



He slashed the briars, shovelled up grey silt


To give me right of way in my own drains


And I ran quick for him, cleaned out my rust.


He halted, saw me finally disrobed,


Running clear, with apparent unconcern. 5


Then he walked by me. I rippled and I churned


Where ditches intersected near the river


Until he dug a spade deep in my flank


And took me to him. I swallowed his trench


Gratefully, dispersing myself for love 10


Down in his roots, climbing his brassy grain –


But once he knew my welcome, I alone


Could give him subtle increase and reflection.


He explored me so completely, each limb


Lost its cold freedom. Human, warmed to him. 15


The Wife’s Tale


When I had spread it all on linen cloth


Under the hedge, I called them over.


The hum and gulp of the thresher ran down


And the big belt slewed to a standstill, straw


Hanging undelivered in the jaws. 5


There was such quiet that I heard their boots


Crunching the stubble twenty yards away.


He lay down and said ‘Give these fellows theirs,


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


And tossing it in the air. ‘That looks well.’ 10


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


‘I declare a woman could lay out a field


Though boys like us have little call for cloths.’


He winked, then watched me as I poured a cup


And buttered the thick slices that he likes. 15


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


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


Always this inspection has to be made


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


20 But I ran my hand in the half-filled bags


Hooked to the slots. It was hard as shot,


Innumerable and cool. The bags gaped


Where the chutes ran back to the stilled drum


And forks were stuck at angles in the ground


25 As javelins might mark lost battlefields.


I moved between them back across the stubble.


They lay in the ring of their own crusts and dregs


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


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


30 ‘Enough for crushing and for sowing both.’


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


So I belonged no further to the work.


I gathered cups and folded up the cloth


And went. But they still kept their ease


35 Spread out, unbuttoned, grateful, under the trees.


Mother


As I work at the pump, the wind heavy


With spits of rain is fraying


The rope of water I’m pumping.


It pays itself out like air’s afterbirth


5 At each gulp of the plunger.


I am tired of the feeding of stock.


Each evening I labour this handle


Half an hour at a time, the cows


Guzzling at bowls in the byre.


10 Before I have topped up the level


They lower it down.


They’ve trailed in again by the ready-made gate


He stuck into the fence: a jingling bedhead


Wired up between posts. It’s on its last legs.


15 It does not jingle for joy any more.


I am tired of walking about with this plunger


Inside me. God, he plays like a young calf


Gone wild on a rope.


Lying or standing won’t settle these capers,


This gulp in my well. 20


O when I am a gate for myself


Let such wind fray my waters


As scarfs my skirt through my thighs.


Stuffs air down my throat.


Cana Revisited


No round-shouldered pitchers here, no stewards


To supervise consumption or supplies


And water locked behind the taps implies


No expectation of miraculous words.


But in the bone-hooped womb, rising like yeast, 5


Virtue intact is waiting to be shown,


The consecration wondrous (being their own)


As when the water reddened at the feast.


Elegy for a Still-born Child


I


Your mother walks light as an empty creel


Unlearning the intimate nudge and pull


Your trussed-up weight of seed-flesh and bone-curd


Had insisted on. That evicted world


Contracts round its history, its scar. 5


Doomsday struck when your collapsed sphere


Extinguished itself in our atmosphere,


Your mother heavy with the lightness in her.


II


For six months you stayed cartographer.


Charting my friend from husband towards father.


He guessed a globe behind your steady mound.


Then the pole fell, shooting star, into the ground.


III


On lonely journeys I think of it all,


Birth of death, exhumation for burial,


A wreath of small clothes, a memorial pram,


And parents reaching for a phantom limb.


5 I drive by remote control on this bare road


Under a drizzling sky, a circling rook,


Past mountain fields, full to the brim with cloud,


White waves riding home on a wintry lough.


Victorian Guitar


for David Hammond


Inscribed ‘Belonged to Louisa Catherine Coe before


her marriage to John Charles Smith, March 1852.’


I expected the lettering to carry


The date of the gift, a kind of christening:


This is more like the plate on a coffin.


Louisa Catherine Smith could not be light.


5 Far more than a maiden name


Was cancelled by him on the first night.


I believe he cannot have known your touch


Like this instrument – for clearly


John Charles did not hold with fingering –


10 Which is obviously a lady’s:


The sound-box trim as a girl in stays,


The neck right for the smallest span.


Did you even keep track of it as a wife?


Do you know the man who has it now


15 Is giving it the time of its life?


Night Drive


The smells of ordinariness


Were new on the night drive through France:


Rain and hay and woods on the air


Made warm draughts in the open car.


Signposts whitened relentlessly. 5


Montreuil, Abbéville, Beauvais


Were promised, promised, came and went,


Each place granting its name’s fulfilment.


A combine groaning its way late


Bled seeds across its work-light. 10


A forest fire smouldered out.


One by one small cafés shut.


I thought of you continuously


A thousand miles south where Italy


Laid its loin to France on the darkened sphere. 15


Your ordinariness was renewed there.


At Ardboe Point


Right along the lough shore


A smoke of flies


Drifts thick in the sunset.


They come shattering daintily


Against the windscreen, 5


The grill and bonnet whisper


At their million collisions:


It is to drive through


A hail of fine chaff.


Yet we leave no clear wake 10


For they open and close on us


As the air opens and closes.


Tonight when we put out our light


To kiss between sheets


Their just audible siren will go 15


Outside the window,


Their invisible veil


Weakening the moonlight still further,


And the walls will carry a rash


20 Of them, a green pollen.


They’ll have infiltrated our clothes by morning.


If you put one under a lens


You’d be looking at a pumping body


With such outsize beaters for wings


25 That this visitation would seem


More drastic than Pharaoh’s.


I’m told they’re mosquitoes


But I’d need forests and swamps


To believe it


30 For these are our innocent, shuttling


Choirs, dying through


Their own live empyrean, troublesome only


As the last veil on a dancer.


Relic of Memory


The lough waters


Can petrify wood:


Old oars and posts


Over the years


5 Harden their grain,


Incarcerate ghosts


Of sap and season.


The shallows lap


And give and take:


10 Constant ablutions,


Such drowning love


Stun a stake


To stalagmite.


Dead lava,


15 The cooling star,


Coal and diamond


Or sudden birth


Of burnt meteor


Are too simple,


20 Without the lure


That relic stored –


A piece of stone


On the shelf at school,


Oatmeal coloured.


A Lough Neagh Sequence


for the fishermen


1 Up the Shore


I


The lough will claim a victim every year.


It has virtue that hardens wood to stone.


There is a town sunk beneath its water.


It is the scar left by the Isle of Man.


II


At Toomebridge where it sluices towards the sea


They’ve set new gates and tanks against the flow.


From time to time they break the eels’ journey


And lift five hundred stones in one go.


III


But up the shore in Antrim and Tyrone


There is a sense of fair play in the game.


The fishermen confront them one by one


And sail miles out and never learn to swim.


IV


‘We’ll be the quicker going down,’ they say.


And when you argue there are no storms here,


That one hour floating’s sure to land them safely –


‘The lough will claim a victim every year.’


2 Beyond Sargasso


A gland agitating


mud two hundred miles in-


land, a scale of water


on water working up


5 estuaries, he drifted


into motion half-way


across the Atlantic,


sure as the satellite’s


insinuating pull


10 in the ocean, as true


to his orbit.


Against


ebb, current, rock, rapids,


a muscled icicle


15 that melts itself longer


and fatter, he buries


his arrival beyond


light and tidal water,


investing silt and sand


20 with a sleek root. By day,


only the drainmaker’s


spade or the mud paddler


can make him abort. Dark


delivers him hungering


25 down each undulation.


3 Bait


Lamps dawdle in the field at midnight.


Three men follow their nose in the grass,


The lamp’s beam their prow and compass.


The bucket’s handle better not clatter now:


5 Silence and curious light gather bait.


Nab him, but wait


For the first shrinking, tacky on the thumb.


Let him re-settle backwards in his tunnel.


Then draw steady and he’ll come.


10 Among the millions whorling their mud coronas


Under dew-lapped leaf and bowed blades,


A few are bound to be rustled in these night raids,


Innocent ventilators of the ground,


Making the globe a perfect fit,


15 A few are bound to be cheated of it


When lamps dawdle in the field at midnight,


When fishers need a garland for the bay


And have him, where he needs to come, out of the clay.


4 Setting


I


A line goes out of sight and out of mind


Down to the soft bottom of silt and sand


Past the indifferent skill of the hunting hand.


A bouquet of small hooks coiled in the stern


Is being paid out, back to its true form, 5


Until the bouquet’s hidden in the worm.


The boat rides forward where the line slants back.


The oars in their locks go round and round.


The eel describes his arcs without a sound.


II


The gulls fly and umbrella overhead,


Treading air as soon as the line runs out,


Responsive acolytes above the boat.


Not sensible of any kyrie,


The fishers, who don’t know and never try, 5


Pursue the work in hand as destiny.


They clear the bucket of the last chopped worms,


Pitching them high, good riddance, earthy shower.


The gulls encompass them before the water.


5 Lifting


They’re busy in a high boat


That stalks towards Antrim, the power cut.


The line’s a filament of smut


Drawn hand over fist


Where every three yards a hook’s missed 5


Or taken (and the smut thickens, wrist-


Thick, a flail


Lashed into the barrel


With one swing). Each eel


10 Comes aboard to this welcome:


The hook left in gill or gum,


It’s slapped into the barrel numb


But knits itself, four-ply,


With the furling, slippy


15 Haul, a knot of back and pewter belly


That stays continuously one


For each catch they fling in


Is sucked home like lubrication.


And wakes are enwound as the catch


20 On the morning water: which


Boat was which?


And when did this begin?


This morning, last year, when the lough first spawned?


The crews will answer, ‘Once the season’s in.’


6 The Return


In ponds, drains, dead canals,


she turns her head back,


older now, following


whim deliberately


5 till she’s at sea in grass


and damned if she’ll turn so


it’s new trenches, sunk pipes,


swamps, running streams, the lough,


the river. Her stomach


10 shrunk, she exhilarates


in mid-water. Its throbbing


is speed through days and weeks.


Who knows now if she knows


her depth or direction?


15 She’s passed Malin and


Tory, silent, wakeless,


a wisp, a wick that is


its own taper and light


through the weltering dark.


20 Where she’s lost once she lays


ten thousand feet down in


her origins. The current


carries slicks of orphaned spawn.


7 Vision


Unless his hair was fine-combed,


The lice, they said, would gang up


Into a mealy rope


And drag him, small, dirty, doomed,


Down to the water. He was 5


Cautious then in riverbank


Fields. Thick as a birch trunk,


That cable flexed in the grass


Every time the wind passed. Years


Later in the same fields 10


He stood at night when eels


Moved through the grass like hatched fears


Towards the water. To stand


In one place as the field flowed


Past, a jellied road, 15


To watch the eels crossing land


Re-wound his world’s live girdle.


Phosphorescent, sinewed slime


Continued at his feet. Time


Confirmed the horrid cable. 20


The Given Note


On the most westerly Blasket


In a dry-stone hut


He got this air out of the night.


Strange noises were heard


By others who followed, bits of a tune 5


Coming in on loud weather


Though nothing like melody.


He blamed their fingers and ear


As unpractised, their fiddling easy,


10 For he had gone alone into the island


And brought back the whole thing.


The house throbbed like his full violin.


So whether he calls it spirit music


Or not, I don’t care. He took it


15 Out of wind off mid-Atlantic.


Still he maintains, from nowhere.


It comes off the bow gravely,


Rephrases itself into the air.


Whinlands


All year round the whin


Can show a blossom or two


But it’s in full bloom now.


As if the small yolk stain


5 From all the birds’ eggs in


All the nests of the spring


Were spiked and hung


Everywhere on bushes to ripen.


Hills oxidize gold.


10 Above the smoulder of green shoot


And dross of dead thorns underfoot


The blossoms scald.


Put a match under


Whins, they go up of a sudden.


15 They make no flame in the sun


But a fierce heat tremor


Yet incineration like that


Only takes the thorn –


The tough sticks don’t burn,


20 Remain like bone, charred horn.


Gilt, jaggy, springy, frilled,


This stunted, dry richness


Persists on hills, near stone ditches,


Over flintbed and battlefield.



The Plantation



Any point in that wood


Was a centre, birch trunks


Ghosting your bearings,


Improvising charmed rings


Wherever you stopped. 5


Though you walked a straight line,


It might be a circle you travelled


With toadstools and stumps


Always repeating themselves.


Or did you re-pass them? 10


Here were bleyberries quilting the floor,


The black char of a fire,


And having found them once


You were sure to find them again.


Someone had always been there 15


Though always you were alone.


Lovers, birdwatchers,


Campers, gipsies and tramps


Left some trace of their trades


Or their excrement. 20


Hedging the road so,


It invited all comers


To the hush and the mush


Of its whispering treadmill,


Its limits defined, 25


So they thought, from outside.


They must have been thankful


For the hum of the traffic


If they ventured in


Past the picnickers’ belt 30


Or began to recall


Tales of fog on the mountains.


You had to come back


To learn how to lose yourself,


35 To be pilot and stray – witch,


Hansel and Gretel in one.


Shoreline


Turning a corner, taking a hill


In County Down, there’s the sea


Sidling and settling to


The back of a hedge. Or else


5 A grey foreshore with puddles


Dead-eyed as fish.


Haphazard tidal craters march


The corn and the grazing.


All round Antrim and westward


10 Two hundred miles at Moher


Basalt stands to.


Both ocean and channel


Froth at the black locks


On Ireland. And strands


15 Take hissing submissions


Off Wicklow and Mayo.


Take any minute. A tide


Is rummaging in


At the foot of all fields,


20 All cliffs and shingles.


Listen. Is it the Danes,


A black hawk bent on the sail?


Or the chinking Normans?


Or currachs hopping high


25 On to the sand?


Strangford, Arklow, Carrickfergus,


Belmullet and Ventry


Stay, forgotten like sentries.



Bann Clay



Labourers pedalling at ease


Past the end of the lane


Were white with it. Dungarees


And boots wore its powdery stain.


All day in open pits 5


They loaded on to the bank


Slabs like the squared-off clots


Of a blue cream. Sunk


For centuries under the grass,


It baked white in the sun, 10


Relieved its hoarded waters


And began to ripen.


It underruns the valley,


The first slow residue


Of a river finding its way. 15


Above it, the webbed marsh is new,


Even the clutch of Mesolithic


Flints. Once, cleaning a drain,


I shovelled up livery slicks


Till the water gradually ran 20


Clear on its old floor.


Under the hummus and roots


This smooth weight. I labour


Towards it still. It holds and gluts.


Bogland


for T. P. Flanagan


We have no prairies


To slice a big sun at evening –


Everywhere the eye concedes to


Encroaching horizon,


Is wooed into the cyclops’ eye 5


Of a tarn. Our unfenced country


Is bog that keeps crusting


Between the sights of the sun.


They’ve taken the skeleton


10 Of the Great Irish Elk


Out of the peat, set it up


An astounding crate full of air.


Butter sunk under


More than a hundred years


15 Was recovered salty and white.


The ground itself is kind, black butter


Melting and opening underfoot,


Missing its last definition


By millions of years.


20 They’ll never dig coal here,


Only the waterlogged trunks


Of great firs, soft as pulp.


Our pioneers keep striking


Inwards and downwards,


25 Every layer they strip


Seems camped on before.


The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage.


The wet centre is bottomless.










UNCOLLECTED POEMS (1969–1972)







Medallion



struck to commemorate the Reverend George Walker,


our inspiration during the late siege


The head like a death-mask


Bogged deep in the silver:


Just looking


Loads your eye.


This is the hero 5


Who started it all,


Besieged forever


In the raised thick rim.


It lies on its obverse –


Gates shut on the enemy – 10


Like a ring-fort thrown up


On the baize.


We have an aerial view


But under the glass


He holds out, impervious 15


To arguments, sit-downs and bombs.


Icon


Here is Patrick


Banishing the serpents,


The gold nostrils flared


On his crozier.


He has staked a cluster 5


One of which slithers


Its head up the staff.


Still from low swamps


And secret drains,


The drenched grasslands, 10


Luxuriant growths


Beside dunghills and wells,


Their sphincters quietly


Rippling, snakes point


15 And pass to the sea.


Crusty with sand


They dirty and fatten


The lip of the wave.


The whole island


20 Writhes at the edges.


Here is Patrick


Ridding the country,


A celtic worm-clot


Paralysed round his staff.


Idyll


That’s a shooting range.


In the cool of the evening


Attentive herds are well used


To reports and short volleys


5 That die barking on the slopes.


Do they recognise those characters


Peaked, buckled and hitched


To traditions, unstacking the poles


Of a stile or so expertly


10 Unbushing and bushing the gaps?


Their boots spattered with raindrops,


Rigid and sparbled, are ripping


The grass in their wedges.


Their hands on barrel and butt


15 Are polished as these. Lately


When pigs squealed under


The sixteen-pound hammer and gully,


When the lame horse was destroyed


In the yard and the carcass winched away,


20 These troopers were just warming up.


Look at the palings they sharpened


And drove. And the stretch they can put


On barbed wire. Target practice


Is child’s play to these boys.



Offerings



(In memoriam Patrick Rooney)


1 Turnip Man


My Aunt Jane, she’s awful smart,


She bakes a ring in an apple tart


And when Hallowe’en comes round


Fornenst that tart I’m always found.


At Hallowe’en they rapped the doors, 5


Lifted yard gates off the hinges


Or climbed the slates and stuffed the flues.


Chaos ruled in the year’s young darkness.


A head only, squat on the ground,


His eyes blazed green through bottle glass. 10


The scooped-out inside charred and burned


Swimming with smoke and candle grease.


He sat there grinning. The kids ran home


To crowd the lighted window, stare


Doubtful at his blazing eye 15


And slit mouth wide as an open razor.


He sat there grinning. The kids at home


Looked for the ring baked in the tart.


He ruled the backs, a guttering totem.


He would upset the applecart. 20


2 High Street, 1786


Here are men in tricorn hats


And lownecked belles, all full of chat,


Blocking the vista to the docks;


The loosed-out carts


And panniered horse, the dogs 5


At random.


It’s twenty to four


By the public clock. A cloaked rider


Clops off into an entry


10 Coming perhaps from the Linen Hall


Or Cornmarket


Where (this civic print unfrozen)


In twelve years time


They hanged young MacCracken –


15 And this man with a crutch


And the tricorned fop


Never again set in such communion.


Pen and ink, water tint


Fence and fetch us in


20 Under bracketed tavern signs,


The edged gloom of arcades.


It’s twenty to four


On one of the last afternoons


Of reasonable light.


25 Smell the tidal Lagan:


Take a last turn with citizens


In the tang of possibility.


3 From Cave Hill


Some evenings the city smokes


Up through the dead damp aftermath


Of rain, a grimy steam


Roofing the lough and tower flats;


5 A smouldering hill-ringed-pit


Placid and shrunk on itself


Like a compost heap.


4 September Song


And still the youngsters commandeer the trolleys


At four o’clock, like scattering dwarfed armies


TELE EARLY! HALLELUJAH!


CURSE THE POPE AND FIRE AWAY!


5 But a thick line through the roll book blanks his name,


His half-filled jotter’s hidden in the storeroom


TELE EARLY! HALLELUJAH!


CURSE THE POPE AND FIRE AWAY!


For he, when Hallowe’en again comes round,


Among the rites of misrule won’t be found 10


TELE EARLY! HALLELUJAH!


CURSE THE POPE AND FIRE AWAY!


Nor safe in the shining chip shop after dark


From the lost voice, calling him to homework


TELE EARLY! HALLELUJAH! 15


CURSE THE POPE AND FIRE AWAY!


An Evening at Killard


for Michael McLaverty


You told me how cattle breasted the sound


Across to the island; how herring fry


Made inlet and pool flex like a muscle.


Herring gull, crane and sandhopper came near


For your phrase. Plovers were blessed in their absence. 5


The oyster-catcher heard talk of his ‘neb’.


St Patrick’s Rock with its twin black pillars


Horning the swell had its own story too:


It split open like that to let Patrick sail through.


It’s this water and cliff that ballast 10


Your books. ‘So look for the intimate thing,’


(Cliff and horizon shutting like covers


Around us as we step the firm margin)


‘And go your own way,’ you say, ‘and do your own work.’


Your bay’s loved voices follow us into the dark. 15


Their Brother


He’s a trouble to them.


Supposing they leave him a loaf


And a knife on the board,


He’ll not know how to use it


5 And will have starved while they fished.


They both need to go,


One rowing, one paying or lifting.


Their billy smokes in the bow.


As they feed, they know him


10 Hutched under the table at home,


His man’s hands flying like bats.


They think that’s him running a line.


He’ll be in there


Until they arrive on the floor.


15 Then he’ll bump out croaking and


Clapping at the sight of a fish.


Crowing Man


A tramp whom parents made crow


Like a cock for his victuals.


His head re-appearing now


Tilts disembodied and falls


5 Wide open in a bellow


That for years the lower jaw


Gagged into performances


For frightened youngsters below


Kitchen tables. He wants his


10 Revenge. All right then. Bellow.


Lictor


The gully flashes


At the shins of marrowstem


That skip off their stumps.


The plied brims


5 Dislocate, squeaking


Faintly, and plash


To the ground. Pale,


Ranked stalks on the field


Wait like casualties


Until they are bundled. 10


He hitches them and heads off,


The gully sheathed up the butts.


A Twilight


Slowly into his whispering pad


A man arrives with horse and cart


Gathering wrack. The skimmed sand


Pubescent with browning lien and wort


Bruises under them. They approach 5


With creakings, a laboured snore,


And pass, heading their dark tracks


Where the strand curves off to nowhere.


I saw the solid felloe turn,


The cleansed hoop sink clean to its rut 10


And the hoofs’ upheld slow motion.


On bared sand their inscriptions wait.


Yank


Kennedy thought he’d test him from the start


And never slackened, but the old arm shot out


Imperiously. ‘There you are. You land


Across the sandy bottom. Good God, man,


Is this your first time in upon the island?’ 5


And Kennedy, well shocked that sixty years


Unsettled neither certainty nor sand,


Headed the currach in to the bare shore.


The green land bulked up and blocked the sky.


‘That hill was never steep as that before,’ 10


The old man said, standing in wet shoes


Between the silent land and lashing breaker,


Hearing his voice diminished in his ear.


Kennedy wondered if he knew the house


But said nothing, letting the heaped shingle, 15


Anonymous acres, deserted right-of-ways


Divest their undisturbed green desolation


To close with the ghost world that had lured them there.


‘God O God, man, eighteen when I left!


20 They were every one lined up there to convey me


And when I walked over the shoe mouth in the tide


The youngsters cried but the old ones watched my back.’


They climbed up the cart track to his house


Where he knelt down outside the rotten door


25 To pray. ‘God bless and God rest my father.’


The door ripped off its hinges when he pushed.


He stooped himself under the mildewed roof,


Put out his arms almost from wall to wall


As if to shoulder an antique yoke, called


30 Kennedy. ‘Our house was a bigger house


Than this house; there never were five children


Reared on this floor. I guess it’s caving in.’


When they came out he reckoned it too dull


For photographs so Kennedy produced


35 The whiskey and they drank a lot quickly


On the doorstep, leaving the door collapsed.


‘No wonder they all left. There’s no life here.


I’m sorry, fellow, to have dragged you out


To a place like this.’ He never looked back


40 Going down to the currach. At his back


The marked shore sloped vacant to the tide;


The unpictured hill reflected and diminished


In Kennedy’s unwatching oarsman’s eye.


Elegy for a Postman


Who rowed out between islands one evening


Before Christmas, with a white mist censing


The clunk of the boat, the guttural oars


And noise of children playing round the shores.


5 Silent, lumpy as a berg, the mailbag


Lay at his feet. Under the swathing fog


Perhaps he is content to drift a while:


Those scattered homesteads won’t expect his call.


He seals quietly on the lough. The lamps


Are desultory markers as he gazes. 10


A child’s called in. The opened door blazes


On to the water. His old head nods. He dozes.


At one in the morning the lough was black.


Fathers awoke to far shouts, the crack


Of an oar on ice and calling of their names 15


By a late postman, locked out from all their homes.


His voice wailed out the roll-call of his beat.


The water would not open to his knock.


They reached him the next day by ten o’clock


Clad in hard frost, the bag stiff at his feet. 20


Rags


at a Holy Well in Ulster


The stripped and bitten flags


Of a last camp –


They moved on from here,


Wart, blain and chancre


Wiped clean as a bead, 5


Their touched cloths knotted in the wind.


This is our device:


Reduced insignia whipping


On a stunted bush,


Tough and cold 10


As a sheep’s head in winter dawn.


The gules and green fields


Of our heraldry all faded,


Our rinsed-out purposes


Shrivelling like dulse. 15


Third Degree


A salmon sunk on the stiff tines of his fork


Beats a wild morse along the springy shaft


That seesaws from his fulcrum armpit.


He studies his come-back a second and catapults


5 The fish over his head, a pocked ingot.


Again his fine nibs doodle through the water.


Retort


Inside sleek satin cribs


The whited inky hands


Hasped on the breast bone


And glistening eyelids


5 Sealed cold as the coins:


All my dead relatives


Lay in tainted rooms


For a couple of days.


And I’ll be shouldered out


10 Topped and tailed


With the brown scapulars


Bibbing me,


Like the cousin


I myself shouldered,


15 A weighty boy in his shroud


Put down so early.


In future, thought-out hurt


Must survive my test:


Would you want such a man


20 Stepping out of the crowd


For a lift with your coffin?


If not, he’s the one


Who falls in late and


Smokes over the unclosed grave.


Last Camp


I


Our Lars always at stud –


Battering out a spore


Of fouled whitewash and tar –


Now haunts the charred gables,


Poison curd on the walls, 5


Abandoned urinals.


II


Here in the tundra we


Trot among our icons,


Old dung scattered like brains


Hardening underfoot.


We gather and burn it, 5


Reeking our lives.


III


Purses shrivelled like figs,


Cast-offs, spent cartridges –


God, we will defend these


Scraps with nails and canines.


Our bonded detritus, 5


Pieties, rare droppings.


Intimidation


Their bonfire scorched his gable.


He comes home to kick through


A tumulus of ash,


A hot stour in the moonlight.


Each year this reek 5


Of their midsummer madness


Troubles him, a nest of pismires


At his drystone walls.


Ghetto rats! Are they the ones


To do the smoking out? 10


They’ll come streaming past


To taste their ashes yet.


He sits long after bedtime


With the light out. 15


Moondust drifts down the street


And soot, off his blackened gable.



Rubric



An ill-disposed person could, merely by looking at it,


‘blink’ a cow so that its milk would yield no butter.


E. ESTYN EVANS, Irish Folk Ways


Leave a holed flint on the shelf,


A good eye among our delph.


Ring salt on the churn lid,


Drive coffin nails in the hooped wood.


5 Hoop it again with a twisted


Rowan twig. And stud


The wall once butter breaks


With butter lumps, smear streaks


Of it on your cupboards


10 And fear before all bad words.


For the blinker, peering through hedges


In a buzz of dung-flies and midges,


Can steer venom from his rimmed eye,


Sour and curd your white pantry


15 Until the milk is bile and gall


And whitewash blisters on the wall.


He’ll be swishing through the aftergrass


To-night, blazing at our windows.


Museum Pieces


for Michael S. Harper


I


They have grafted his nightmares


to the palace wall –


a dark cyclone


hosting, breaking.


5 In old age, Goya


painting with his fists and elbows


watched history charge and


swept the gored linings of his heart


in a desperate veronica.


II


The fluid wrist is struck,


is earthed, conducts.


I turn a stair


in the Musée des Impressionistes,


a sulphurous Van Gogh 5


fumes in my eyes.


III


Conjure among


their adept bayonets


oppose your phial


to the phalanxes.


Craig’s Dragoons


Air: ‘Dolly’s Brae’


Come all ye Ulster loyalists and in full chorus join,


Think on the deeds of Craig’s Dragoons who strike below the groin,


And drink a toast to the truncheon and the armoured water-hose


That mowed a swathe through Civil Rights and spat on Papish clothes.


We’ve gerrymandered Derry but Croppy won’t lie down, 5


He calls himself a citizen and wants votes in the town.


But that Saturday in Duke Street we slipped the velvet glove –


The iron hand of Craig’s Dragoons soon crunched a croppy dove.


Big McAteer and Currie, Gerry Fitt and others too,


Were fool enough to lead the van, expecting to get through, 10


But our hero commandos, let loose at last to play,


Did annihilate the rights of man in the noontime of a day.


They downed women with children, for Teagues all over-breed,


They used the baton on men’s heads, for Craig would pay no heed,


And then the boys placed in plain clothes, they lent a loyal hand 15


To massacre those Derry ligs behind a Crossley van.


O William Craig, you are our love, our lily and our sash,


You have the boys who fear no noise, who’ll batter and who’ll bash.


Letter to an Editor


Michael, you know I’m 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.


5 I warn you, your wee fly bedsetter-king


sweats in the palm of this Rachmann of the arts


who comes with fake concern and a Claddagh ring


to evict him from the reek of his own farts.


(God but his H.U. stuff, so sweet and sour


10 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?


15 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.


20 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?


25 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,


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


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. 35


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


Slieve Gallon’s Brae


I was thinking of your flowers


all a-going to decay


All the times I have heard you sing it


with your eyes closed, the cairns of your body


stilled:


as your voice coupling with


air wears to a shape for air to carry, 5


the familiar slope of the mountain loads


itself


between the dressed flanks of two stacks


where I stood at sunset, listening.


When we are dead on borrowed time and breath, 10


absence


palpable as love in the first days


can be assigned to a hollow under stones;


and they can name Slieve Gallon cairn our bed.


Woodcut


Words are scarfing


Out of his mouth


In blackletter latin.


His stumpy legs,


The curls at his shoulders, 5


His buckles


Are no less heavily


Cut. The art of the emblem


Is so hard-edged.


Is he a loom or a spool 10


For his speech? Is he force-fed


Or finding these words?



Father of the Bride



He has given her away


Wound like a silkworm


From damasked foot


To the crown of flowers


5 And now everyone meets goodbye


At the cool pane of her kiss


But he is wandering


Towards the loop on the drive


To be the last to wave,


10 A cut spray on his breast,


A tendril loosed off


His arm and flickering past.


Baptism


for Ellen and Kate Flanagan


I came from water through the hoop of bone


Into this cold pool in the womb of stone.


I drowned my first mind in the font’s small well,


A new world breaking on my fontanel.


5 Again I broke the waters and again I came


Wet and glistening, into my name


Drowning, my life passed through me in a flash


And I emerged, marked secretly, my sign the fish.


Now I have known my origin and my end


10 And swim towards myself in a new element,


Marvellously single and, marvellously, a shoal


Of all those washed in that water, salt and oil.


17th December 1971



The Blinker



Leave a holed flint on the shelf,


A good eye among our delph.


Ring salt on the churn lid,


Drive coffin nails in the hooped wood.


Hoop it again with a twisted 5


Rowan twig. And stud


The wall once butter breaks


With butter lumps, smear streaks


Of it on your cupboards


And fear above all bad words. 10


For this one, peering through hedges


In a buzz of dung flies and midges,


Can steer venom from his rimmed eye,


Sour and curd your white pantry


Until the milk is bile and gall 15


And whitewash blisters on the wall.


He’ll be swishing through the aftergrass


To-night, blazing at our windows.


Scullions


Big-voiced ancestors,


squires of the cockpit,


misers of tender words,


arbitrators of the burying grounds


where their kingdom 5


is a legend on mossed stones:


Ballyscullion, mat sacking


spread at the demesne gates,


a name like a device


of shouldered fork and rake, 10


a key to open


byres and museums.


Found in a bog


at Ballyscullion:


15 I see them straggling towards


well-spoken power, with finds


or forms badged X His Mark


and stand for a last time


where misery and love


20 grunt behind the thickets


of a hedge. I part thorns


and there is the mongol


dragging his burden of riches,


a graipful of manure.


January God


Then I found a two-faced stone


On burial ground,


God-eyed, sex-mouthed, its brain


A watery wound.


5 In the wet gap of the year,


Daubed with fresh lake mud,


I faltered near his power –


January god


Who broke the water, the hymen


10 With his great antlers –


There reigned upon each ghost tine


His familiars,


The mothering earth, the stones


Taken by each wave,


15 The fleshy aftergrass, the bones


Subsoil in each grave.


Sile na Gig


Downpours overhead.


And I move into


the marrow of currents,


the river’s long nerve


and natural contractions, 5


a muscle system


turning on its bed.


At the source,


under tufted levels


of upland bog, 10


the accouchement of water


is neverending:


contortionist water,


double-jointed, shameless,


flaunter on gravel, 15


lipper of bridges.


Hushed madam


among reed-beds,


the masseuse


of somnolent farms, 20


her skirts rumple


at the stepping-stones,


she opens her legs


for bushy islands


and shocks the faithful 25


by pissing high


off the church gable.


She leaps gargoyles


a tergo


and squats giggling 30


under a long mare’s tail


from the spout.










WINTERING OUT (1972)









For David Hammond and Michael Longley



This morning from a dewy motorway


I saw the new camp for the internees:


a bomb had left a crater of fresh clay


in the roadside, and over in the trees


machine-gun posts defined a real stockade. 5


There was that white mist you get on a low ground


and it was déjà-vu, some film made


of Stalag 17, a bad dream with no sound.


Is there a life before death? That’s chalked up


on a wall downtown. Competence with pain, 10


coherent miseries, a bite and sup,


we hug our little destiny again.


PART ONE





Fodder


Or, as we said,


fother, I open


my arms for it


again. But first


to draw from the tight 5


vise of a stack


the weathered eaves


of the stack itself


falling at your feet,


last summer’s tumbled 10


swathes of grass


and meadowsweet


multiple as loaves


and fishes, a bundle


tossed over half-doors 15


or into mucky gaps.


These long nights


I would pull hay


for comfort, anything


20 to bed the stall.


Bog Oak


A carter’s trophy


Split for rafters,


a cobwebbed, black,


long-seasoned rib


5 under the first thatch.


I might tarry


with the moustached


dead, the creel-fillers,


or eavesdrop on


10 their hopeless wisdom


as a blow-down of smoke


struggles over the half-door


and mizzling rain


blurs the far end


15 of the cart track.


The softening ruts


lead back to no


‘oak groves’, no


cutters of mistletoe


20 in the green clearings.


Perhaps I just make out


Edmund Spenser,


dreaming sunlight,


encroached upon by


25 geniuses who creep


‘out of every corner


of the woodes and glennes’


towards watercress and carrion.



Anahorish



My ‘place of clear water’,


the first hill in the world


where springs washed into


the shiny grass


and darkened cobbles 5


in the bed of the lane.


Anahorish, soft gradient


of consonant, vowel-meadow,


after-image of lamps


swung through the yards 10


on winter evenings.


With pails and barrows


those mound-dwellers


go waist-deep in mist


to break the light ice 15


at wells and dunghills.


Servant Boy


He is wintering out


the back-end of a bad year,


swinging a hurricane-lamp


through some outhouse;


a jobber among shadows. 5


Old work-whore, slave-


blood, who stepped fair-hills


under each bidder’s eye


and kept your patience


and your counsel, how 10


you draw me into


your trail. Your trail


broken from haggard to stable,


a straggle of fodder


stiffened on snow, 15


comes first-footing


the back doors of the little


barons: resentful


and impenitent,


20 carrying the warm eggs.


The Last Mummer


I


Carries a stone in his pocket,


an ash-plant under his arm.


Moves out of the fog


on the lawn, pads up the terrace.


5 The luminous screen in the corner


has them charmed in a ring


so he stands a long time behind them.


St George, Beelzebub and Jack Straw


can’t be conjured from mist.


10 He catches the stick in his fist


and, shrouded, starts beating


the bars of the gate.


His boots crack the road. The stone


clatters down off the slates.


II


He came trammelled


in the taboos of the country


picking a nice way through


the long toils of blood


5 and feuding.


His tongue went whoring


among the civil tongues,


he had an eye for weather-eyes


at cross-roads and lane-ends


10 and could don manners


at a flutter of curtains.


His straw mask and hunch were fabulous


disappearing beyond the lamplit


slabs of a yard.


III


You dream a cricket in the hearth


and cockroach on the floor,


a line of mummers


marching out the door


as the lamp flares in the draught. 5


Melted snow off their feet


leaves you in peace.


Again an old year dies


on your hearthstone, for good luck.


The moon’s host elevated 10


in a monstrance of holly trees,


he makes dark tracks, who had


untousled a first dewy path


into the summer grazing.


Land


I


I stepped it, perch by perch.


Unbraiding rushes and grass


I opened my right-of-way


through old bottoms and sowed-out ground


and gathered stones off the ploughing 5


to raise a small cairn.


Cleaned out the drains, faced the hedges


often got up at dawn


to walk the outlying fields.


I composed habits for those acres 10


so that my last look would be


neither gluttonous nor starved.


I was ready to go anywhere.


II


This is in place of what I would leave


plaited and branchy


on a long slope of stubble:


a woman of old wet leaves,


5 rush-bands and thatcher’s scollops,


stooked loosely, her breasts an open-work


of new straw and harvest bows.


Gazing out past


the shifting hares.


III


I sense the pads


unfurling under grass and clover:


if I lie with my ear


in this loop of silence


5 long enough, thigh-bone


and shoulder against the phantom ground,


I expect to pick up


a small drumming


and must not be surprised


10 in bursting air


to find myself snared, swinging


an ear-ring of sharp wire.


Gifts of Rain


I


Cloudburst and steady downpour now


for days.


Still mammal,


straw-footed on the mud,


5 he begins to sense weather


by his skin.


A nimble snout of flood


licks over stepping stones


and goes uprooting.


He fords 10


his life by sounding.


Soundings.


II


A man wading lost fields


breaks the pane of flood:


a flower of mud-


water blooms up to his reflection


like a cut swaying 5


its red spoors through a basin.


His hands grub


where the spade has uncastled


sunken drills, an atlantis


he depends on. So 10


he is hooped to where he planted


and sky and ground


are running naturally among his arms


that grope the cropping land.


III


When rains were gathering


there would be an all-night


roaring off the ford.


Their world-schooled ear


could monitor the usual 5


confabulations, the race


slabbering past the gable,


the Moyola harping on


its gravel beds:


all spouts by daylight 10


brimmed with their own airs


and overflowed each barrel


in long tresses.


I cock my ear


at an absence – 15


in the shared calling of blood


arrives my need


for antediluvian lore.


Soft voices of the dead


20 are whispering by the shore


that I would question


(and for my children’s sake)


about crops rotted, river mud


glazing the baked clay floor.


IV


The tawny guttural water


spells itself: Moyola


is its own score and consort,


bedding the locale


5 in the utterance,


reed music, an old chanter


breathing its mists


through vowels and history.


A swollen river,


10 a mating call of sound


rises to pleasure me, Dives,


hoarder of common ground.


Toome


My mouth holds round


the soft blastings,


Toome, Toome,


as under the dislodged


5 slab of the tongue


I push into a souterrain


prospecting what new


in a hundred centuries’


loam, flints, musket-balls,


10 fragmented ware,


torcs and fish-bones


till I am sleeved in


alluvial mud that shelves


suddenly under


bogwater and tributaries, 15


and elvers tail my hair.


Broagh


Riverbank, the long rigs


ending in broad docken


and a canopied pad


down to the ford.


The garden mould 5


bruised easily, the shower


gathering in your heelmark


was the black O


in Broagh,


its low tattoo 10


among the windy boortrees


and rhubarb-blades


ended almost


suddenly, like that last


gh the strangers found 15


difficult to manage.


Oracle


Hide in the hollow trunk


of the willow tree,


its listening familiar,


until, as usual, they


cuckoo your name 5


across the fields.


You can hear them


draw the poles of stiles


as they approach


calling you out: 10


small mouth and ear


in a woody cleft,


lobe and larynx


of the mossy places.


The Backward Look


A stagger in air


as if a language


failed, a sleight


of wing.


5 A snipe’s bleat is fleeing


its nesting ground


into dialect,


into variants,


transliterations whirr


10 on the nature reserves –


little goat of the air,


of the evening,


little goat of the frost.


It is his tail-feathers


15 drumming elegies


in the slipstream


of wild goose


and yellow bittern


as he corkscrews away


20 into the vaults


that we live off, his flight


through the sniper’s eyrie,


over twilit earthworks


and wall-steads,


25 disappearing among


gleanings and leavings


in the combs


of a fieldworker’s archive.



Traditions



for Tom Flanagan


I


Our guttural muse


was bulled long ago


by the alliterative tradition,


her uvula grows


vestigial, forgotten 5


like the coccyx


or a Brigid’s Cross


yellowing in some outhouse


while custom, that ‘most


sovereign mistress’, 10


beds us down into


the British isles.


II


We are to be proud


of our Elizabethan English:


‘varsity’, for example,


is grass-roots stuff with us;


we ‘deem’ or we ‘allow’ 5


when we suppose


and some cherished archaisms


are correct Shakespearean.


Not to speak of the furled


consonants of lowlanders 10


shuttling obstinately


between bawn and mossland.


III


MacMorris, gallivanting


round the Globe, whinged


to courtier and groundling


who had heard tell of us


as going very bare 5


of learning, as wild hares,


as anatomies of death:


‘What ish my nation?’


And sensibly, though so much


10 later, the wandering Bloom


replied, ‘Ireland,’ said Bloom,


‘I was born here. Ireland.’


A New Song


I met a girl from Derrygarve


And the name, a lost potent musk,


Recalled the river’s long swerve,


A kingfisher’s blue bolt at dusk


5 And stepping stones like black molars


Sunk in the ford, the shifty glaze


Of the whirlpool, the Moyola


Pleasuring beneath alder trees.


And Derrygarve, I thought, was just,


10 Vanished music, twilit water,


A smooth libation of the past


Poured by this chance vestal daughter.


But now our river tongues must rise


From licking deep in native haunts


15 To flood, with vowelling embrace,


Demesnes staked out in consonants.


And Castledawson we’ll enlist


And Upperlands, each planted bawn –


Like bleaching-greens resumed by grass –


20 A vocable, as rath and bullaun.


The Other Side


I


Thigh-deep in sedge and marigolds


a neighbour laid his shadow


on the stream, vouching


‘It’s poor as Lazarus, that ground,’


and brushed away 5


among the shaken leafage:


I lay where his lea sloped


to meet our fallow,


nested on moss and rushes,


my ear swallowing 10


his fabulous, biblical dismissal,


that tongue of chosen people.


When he would stand like that


on the other side, white-haired,


swinging his blackthorn 15


at the marsh weeds,


he prophesied above our scraggy acres,


then turned away


towards his promised furrows


on the hill, a wake of pollen 20


drifting to our bank, next season’s tares.


II


For days we would rehearse


each patriarchal dictum:


Lazarus, the Pharaoh, Solomon


and David and Goliath rolled


magnificently, like loads of hay 5


too big for our small lanes,


or faltered on a rut –


‘Your side of the house, I believe,


hardly rule by the book at all.’


His brain was a whitewashed kitchen 10


hung with texts, swept tidy


as the body o’ the kirk.


III


Then sometimes when the rosary was dragging


mournfully on in the kitchen


we would hear his step round the gable


though not until after the litany


5 would the knock come to the door


and the casual whistle strike up


on the doorstep. ‘A right-looking night,’


he might say, ‘I was dandering by


and says I, I might as well call.’


10 But now I stand behind him


in the dark yard, in the moan of prayers.


He puts a hand in a pocket


or taps a little tune with the blackthorn


shyly, as if he were party to


15 lovemaking or a stranger’s weeping.


Should I slip away, I wonder,


or go up and touch his shoulder


and talk about the weather


or the price of grass-seed?


The Wool Trade


‘How different are the words “home”,


“Christ”, “ale”, “master”, on his


lips and on mine.’


STEPHEN DEDALUS


‘The wool trade’ – the phrase


Rambled warm as a fleece


Out of his hoard.


To shear, to bale and bleach and card


5 Unwound from the spools


Of his vowels


And square-set men in tunics


Who plied soft names like Bruges


In their talk, merchants


10 Back from the Netherlands:


O all the hamlets where


Hills and flocks and streams conspired


To a language of waterwheels,


A lost syntax of looms and spindles,


How they hang 15


Fading, in the gallery of the tongue!


And I must talk of tweed,


A stiff cloth with flecks like blood.


Linen Town


High Street, Belfast, 1786


It’s twenty to four


By the public clock. A cloaked rider


Clops off into an entry


Coming perhaps from the Linen Hall


Or Cornmarket 5


Where, the civic print unfrozen,


In twelve years’ time


They hanged young McCracken –


This lownecked belle and tricorned fop’s


Still flourish undisturbed 10


By the swinging tongue of his body.


Pen and ink, water tint


Fence and fetch us in


Under bracketed tavern signs,


The edged gloom of arcades. 15


It’s twenty to four


On one of the last afternoons


Of reasonable light.


Smell the tidal Lagan:


Take a last turn 20


In the tang of possibility.



A Northern Hoard



And some in dreams assured were


Of the Spirit that plagued us so


1 Roots


Leaf membranes lid the window.


In the streetlamp’s glow


Your body’s moonstruck


To drifted barrow, sunk glacial rock.


5 And all shifts dreamily as you keen


Far off, turning from the din


Of gunshot, siren and clucking gas


Out there beyond each curtained terrace


Where the fault is opening. The touch of love,


10 Your warmth heaving to the first move,


Grows helpless in our old Gomorrah.


We petrify or uproot now.


I’ll dream it for us before dawn


When the pale sniper steps down


15 And I approach the shrub.


I’ve soaked by moonlight in tidal blood


A mandrake, lodged human fork,


Earth sac, limb of the dark;


And I wound its damp smelly loam


20 And stop my ears against the scream.


2 No Man’s Land


I deserted, shut out


their wounds’ fierce awning,


those palms like streaming webs.


Must I crawl back now,


5 spirochete, abroad between


shred-hung wire and thorn,


to confront my smeared doorstep


and what lumpy dead?


Why do I unceasingly


arrive late to condone 10


infected sutures


and ill-knit bone?


3 Stump


I am riding to plague again.


Sometimes under a sooty wash


From the grate in the burnt-out gable


I see the needy in a small pow-wow.


What do I say if they wheel out their dead? 5


I’m cauterized, a black stump of home.


4 No Sanctuary


It’s Hallowe’en. The turnip-man’s lopped head


Blazes at us through split bottle glass


And fumes and swims up like a wrecker’s lantern.


Death mask of harvest, mocker at All Souls


With scorching smells, red dog’s eyes in the night – 5


We ring and stare into unhallowed light.


5 Tinder


We picked flints,


Pale and dirt-veined,


So small finger and thumb


Ached around them;


Cold beads of history and home 5


We fingered, a cave-mouth flame


Of leaf and stick


Trembling at the mind’s wick.


We clicked stone on stone


That sparked a weak flame-pollen 10


And failed, our knuckle joints


Striking as often as the flints.


What did we know then


Of tinder, charred linen and iron,


15 Huddled at dusk in a ring,


Our fists shut, our hope shrunken?


What could strike a blaze


From our dead igneous days?


Now we squat on cold cinder,


20 Red-eyed, after the flames’ soft thunder


And our thoughts settle like ash.


We face the tundra’s whistling brush


With new history, flint and iron,


Cast-offs, scraps, nail, canine.


Midnight


Since the professional wars –


Corpse and carrion


Paling in rain –


The wolf has died out


5 In Ireland. The packs


Scoured parkland and moor


Till a Quaker buck and his dogs


Killed the last one


In some scraggy waste of Kildare.


10 The wolfhound was crossed


With inferior strains,


Forests coopered to wine casks.


Rain on the roof to-night


Sogs turf-banks and heather,


15 Sets glinting outcrops


Of basalt and granite,


Drips to the moss of bare boughs.


The old dens are soaking.


The pads are lost or


20 Retrieved by small vermin


That glisten and scut.


Nothing is panting, lolling,


Vapouring. The tongue’s


Leashed in my throat.



The Tollund Man



I


Some day I will go to Aarhus


To see his peat-brown head,


The mild pods of his eye-lids,


His pointed skin cap.


In the flat country nearby 5


Where they dug him out,


His last gruel of winter seeds


Caked in his stomach,


Naked except for


The cap, noose and girdle, 10


I will stand a long time.


Bridegroom to the goddess,


She tightened her torc on him


And opened her fen,


Those dark juices working 15


Him to a saint’s kept body,


Trove of the turfcutters’


Honeycombed workings.


Now his stained face


Reposes at Aarhus. 20


II


I could risk blasphemy,


Consecrate the cauldron bog


Our holy ground and pray


Him to make germinate


The scattered, ambushed 5


Flesh of labourers,


Stockinged corpses


Laid out in the farmyards,


Tell-tale skin and teeth


Flecking the sleepers 10


Of four young brothers, trailed


For miles along the lines.


III


Something of his sad freedom


As he rode the tumbril


Should come to me, driving,


Saying the names


5 Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard,


Watching the pointing hands


Of country people,


Not knowing their tongue.


Out there in Jutland


10 In the old man-killing parishes


I will feel lost,


Unhappy and at home.


Nerthus


For beauty, say an ash-fork staked in peat,


Its long grains gathering to the gouged split;


A seasoned, unsleeved taker of the weather,


Where kesh and loaning finger out to heather.


Cairn-Maker


for Barrie Cooke


He robbed the stones’ nests, uncradled


As he orphaned and betrothed rock


To rock: his unaccustomed hand


Went chambering upon hillock


5 And bogland. Clamping, balancing,


That whole day spent in the Burren,


He did not find and add to them


But piled up small cairn after cairn


And dressed some stones with his own mark.


10 Which he tells of with almost fear;


And of strange affiliation


To what was touched and handled there,


Unexpected hives and castlings


Pennanted now, claimed by no hand:


Rush and ladysmock, heather-bells 15


Blowing in each aftermath of wind.


Navvy


The moleskins stiff as bark,


the drill grafting his wrists


to the shale:


where the surface is weavy


and the camber tilts 5


in the slow lane, he stands


waving you down. The morass


the macadam snakes over


swallowed his yellow bulldozer


four years ago, laying it down 10


with lake-dwellings and dug-outs,


pike-shafts, axe-heads, bone pins,


all he is indifferent to.


He has not relented


under weather or insults, 15


my brother and keeper


plugged to the hard-core,


picking along


the welted, stretchmarked


curve of the world. 20


Veteran’s Dream


Mr Dickson, my neighbour,


Who saw the last cavalry charge


Of the war and got the first gas


Walks with a limp


Into his helmet and khaki. 5


He notices indifferently


The gas has yellowed his buttons


And near his head


Horses plant their shods.


10 His real fear is gangrene.


He wakes with his hand to the scar


And they do their white magic


Where he lies


On cankered ground,


15 A scatter of maggots, busy


In the trench of his wound.


Augury


The fish faced into the current,


Its mouth agape,


Its whole head opened like a valve.


You said ‘It’s diseased.’


5 A pale crusted sore


Turned like a coin


And wound to the bottom,


Unsettling silt off a weed.


We hang charmed


10 On the trembling catwalk:


What can fend us now


Can soothe the hurt eye


Of the sun,


Unpoison great lakes,


15 Turn back


The rat on the road.





PART TWO





Wedding Day


I am afraid.


Sound has stopped in the day


And the images reel over


And over. Why all those tears,


The wild grief on his face 5


Outside the taxi? The sap


Of mourning rises


In our waving guests.


You sing behind the tall cake


Like a deserted bride 10


Who persists, demented,


And goes through the ritual.


When I went to the gents


There was a skewered heart


And a legend of love. Let me 15


Sleep on your breast to the airport.


Mother of the Groom


What she remembers


Is his glistening back


In the bath, his small boots


In the ring of boots at her feet.


Hands in her voided lap, 5


She hears a daughter welcomed.


It’s as if he kicked when lifted


And slipped her soapy hold.


Once soap would ease off


The wedding ring 10


That’s bedded forever now


In her clapping hand.



Summer Home



I


Was it wind off the dumps


or something in heat


dogging us, the summer gone sour,


a fouled nest incubating somewhere?


5 Whose fault, I wondered, inquisitor


of the possessed air.


To realize suddenly,


whip off the mat


that was larval, moving –


10 and scald, scald, scald.


II


Bushing the door, my arms full


of wild cherry and rhododendron,


I hear her small lost weeping


through the hall, that bells and hoarsens


5 on my name, my name.


O love, here is the blame.


The loosened flowers between us


gather in, compose


for a May altar of sorts.


10 These frank and falling blooms


soon taint to a sweet chrism.


Attend. Anoint the wound.


III


O we tented our wound all right


under the homely sheet


and lay as if the cold flat of a blade


had winded us.


5 More and more I postulate


thick healings, like now


as you bend in the shower


water lives down the tilting stoups of your breasts.


IV


With a final


unmusical drive


long grains begin


to open and split


ahead and once more 5


we sap


the white, trodden


path to the heart.


V


My children weep out the hot foreign night.


We walk the floor, my foul mouth takes it out


On you and we lie stiff till dawn


Attends the pillow, and the maize, and vine


That holds its filling burden to the light. 5


Yesterday rocks sang when we tapped


Stalactites in the cave’s old, dripping dark –


Our love calls tiny as a tuning fork.


Serenades


The Irish nightingale


Is a sedge-warbler,


A little bird with a big voice


Kicking up a racket all night.


Not what you’d expect 5


From the musical nation.


I haven’t even heard one –


Nor an owl, for that matter.


My serenades have been


The broken voice of a crow 10


In a draught or a dream,


The wheeze of bats


Or the ack-ack


Of the tramp corncrake


15 Lost in a no man’s land


Between combines and chemicals.


So fill the bottles, love,


Leave them inside their cots.


And if they do wake us, well,


20 So would the sedge-warbler.


Somnambulist


Nestrobber’s hands


and a face in its net of gossamer;


he came back weeping


to unstarch the pillow


5 and freckle her sheets


with tiny yolk.


A Winter’s Tale


A pallor in the headlights’


Range wavered and disappeared.


Weeping, blood bright from her cuts


Where she’d fled the hedged and wired


5 Road, they eyed her nakedness


Astray among the cattle


At first light. Lanterns, torches


And the searchers’ gay babble


She eluded earlier:


10 Now her own people only


Closed around her dazed whimper


With rugs, dressings and brandy –


Conveying maiden daughter


Back to family hearth and floor.


15 Why run, our lovely daughter,


Bare-breasted from our door?


Still, like good luck, she returned.


Some nights, crossing the thresholds


Of empty homes, she warmed


20 Her dewy roundings and folds


To sleep in the chimney nook.


After all, they were neighbours.


As neighbours, when they came back


Surprised but unmalicious


Greetings passed 25


Between them. She was there first


And so appeared no haunter


But, making all comers guests,


She stirred as from a winter


Sleep. Smiled. Uncradled her breasts. 30


Shore Woman


Man to the hills, woman to the shore.


GAELIC PROVERB


I have crossed the dunes with their whistling bent


Where dry loose sand was riddling round the air


And I’m walking the firm margin. White pocks


Of cockle, blanched roofs of clam and oyster


Hoard the moonlight, woven and unwoven 5


Off the bay. At the far rocks


A pale sud comes and goes.


Under boards the mackerel slapped to death


Yet still we took them in at every cast,


Stiff flails of cold convulsed with their first breath. 10


My line plumbed certainly the undertow,


Loaded against me once I went to draw


And flashed and fattened up towards the light.


He was all business in the stern. I called


‘This is so easy that it’s hardly right,’ 15


But he unhooked and coped with frantic fish


Without speaking. Then suddenly it lulled,


We’d crossed where they were running, the line rose


Like a let-down and I was conscious


How far we’d drifted out beyond the head. 20


‘Count them up at your end,’ was all he said


Before I saw the porpoises’ thick backs


Cartwheeling like the flywheels of the tide,


Soapy and shining. To have seen a hill


Splitting the water could not have numbed me more 25


Than the close irruption of that school,


Tight viscous muscle, hooped from tail to snout,


Each one revealed complete as it bowled out


And under.


30 They will attack a boat.


I knew it and I asked him to put in


But he would not, declared it was a yarn


My people had been fooled by far too long


And he would prove it now and settle it.


35 Maybe he shrank when those sloped oily backs


Propelled towards us: I lay and screamed


Under splashed brine in an open rocking boat


Feeling each dunt and slither through the timber,


Sick at their huge pleasures in the water.


40 I sometimes walk this strand for thanksgiving


Or maybe it’s to get away from him


Skittering his spit across the stove. Here


Is the taste of safety, the shelving sand


Harbours no worse than razor-shell or crab –


45 Though my father recalls carcasses of whales


Collapsed and gasping, right up to the dunes.


But to-night such moving sinewed dreams lie out


In darker fathoms, far beyond the head.


Astray upon a debris of scrubbed shells


50 Between parched dunes and salivating wave,


I have rights on this fallow avenue,


A membrane between moonlight and my shadow.


Maighdean Mara


for Sean Oh-Eocha


I


She sleeps now, her cold breasts
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