
   [image: Cover: Commonwealth by Theophilus Kwek]


   
      
         1 2

         
            COMMON

WEALTH

            Theophilus Kwek

         

         
            CARCANET POETRY3

         

      

   


   
      
         4

         
            For Cherie –

everything in common.
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            ‘A pile of stones: an assertion

            that this piece of country matters

            for large and simple reasons.’

            Adrienne Rich7
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            Commonwealth: A Geography
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         The district of Commonwealth, Singapore, and its neighbourhoods; 1963.

         
             

         

         Accession No. TM000974, Courtesy of the National Archives of Singapore.
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            Closing Time

         

         
            ‘Tanglin Halt’s tenants […] will need to move out of their hawker stalls and shops in seven years.’

            – today, 4 July 2014

         

         
            
               
                  Enough time, it seems, for a reckoning,

                  to scrape the grounds from the bottoms of our cups

                  and sweep stacked cups from their tables

                  as at the end of a night’s reminiscing

               

               
                  to turn the benches over to the birds

                  already sentry among the half-filled seats

                  for what’s left from the helpings uneaten,

                  chess-games unfinished, tall tales unheard,

               

               
                  to draw shutters over the LED signs

                  beaming comfort from their hack-wired frames,

                  throw out flattened sticks of sugar-cane

                  strung with the last of our raffia twine,

               

               
                  strip out the lights that for now, still smoulder

                  with a ghostly joy though the current’s still,

                  charged as on our first day with the thrill

                  of something built, and something brighter.
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            Clearances

         

         
            
               
                  We have had our clearances too:

               

               
                  I.

                  Our high landings and their enclosures,

                  our stiff paper slapped

                  onto the doors. Fine chairs in stairwells

               

               
                  too heavy to lift, the quality of their wood

                  unimpeachable.

                  They say teak grows thickest in the tropics,

               

               
                  soaks silica from the sand, blunts the tools

                  that shape it. All that grit

                  in the grain. In some countries the trees

               

               
                  are sown as firebreak, as in some versions

                  of this tale, where on

                  the fateful night the Sultan’s dancing-hall

               

               
                  burned, his servants’ quarters – fine timber –

                  survived. In their prime

                  the Tyersall grounds were second to none,

               

               
                  horses and motor-cars tearing up the tracks.

                  Imagine, to have had

                  the colony’s first telephone installed, and still 15

               

               
                  lose your calls in a flood of hoofbeats. First

                  to come, as things began

                  to go south, were the Argyll and Sutherland

               

               
                  Highlanders; then the Marines, their mettle

                  by then already lost

                  with Churchill’s best ships in the South China Sea.

               

               
                  Barracked on empire’s great bowling-green,

                  the day they marched

                  to Changi not one of the Sultan’s children

               

               
                  cheered. A bitter trade, this: one conquest

                  for another, change

                  of title and the deed forever done. But here

               

               
                  too, and before all that – 16

               

               
                  II.

                  A man named Napier built a house. Tang Leng,

                  Tanglin. Etymology uncertain,

                  first mentioned in ’47, and in

                  the paper Napier made. Yesterday

               

               
                  it said, a female tiger was brought to town

                  killed in Tangling district. Here again,

                  ’57: the residence of one

                  William Napier, Esquire, in Tang Leng

               

               
                  District – terraced walks and shrubberies –

                  For Sale. Planted with an avenue of trees.

                  By this time the East had quite lost its ease,

                  the man himself no more at his rajah’s

               

               
                  right hand. But as one Napier waned another

                  came by the death of an Earl to rule

                  all India. A promotion from Madras

                  for sure, some would say sinecure. From there

               

               
                  to a lordship, then a Scottish estate

                  and later still, a task for steady hands:

                  a Royal Commission. On the Condition

                  of Crofters in the Highlands and Islands.

               

               
                  No matter the climate. In that distant

                  parallel, a people so familiar –

                  less precious in their English landlords’ eyes

                  than the land their landlords spied. Small wonder 17

               

               
                  rebellion still smoulders in the gorse.

                  Year after year, and barely a stone’s throw

                  from the Hill on which the house is built,

                  an extensive and pleasing prospect

               

               
                  the Ceylon leaves sit cooling in their cups

                  doused with milk tinned for the boys abroad,

                  waiting for a crack of knuckles against wood

                  and the voice of a man who knew your order. 18

               

               
                  III.

                  What I don’t understand is the order of things.

               

               
                  The giving and taking of land, the sleight of hand

                  by which a railway is turned into a garden

                  and then the gardeners too, trimmed and transplanted

                  to a nearby plot. (Well-watered: Stirling, Strathmore…

                  the estate is rife with rivers.) All along, was this

                  the plot? I search the beds for answers. In ’52,

                  with a faith to match their Queen’s, they named

                  the blocks here before they stood. Alexandra,

                  Margaret. Just how much was foreseen? It’s said

                  Elizabeth was happiest in the highlands: now

                  consider, how Albert bought Balmoral without

                  so much as a viewing, house and servants intact

                  in order to give Victoria her bonny view.

                  What a gift! Mei Ling, Mei Chin. (But was it also

                  from this that she came to develop her appetite

                  for acquisitions?) Already, posters proclaim

                  new life in Dawson, though some there would insist

                  on keeping others away from its bonniest heights.

                  This side of Commonwealth, like hills shorn of houses –

                  the better to graze the whitest wool – the roads

                  seem blessed with quieter names. Barbary, Merino,

                  Angora. Only minutes from where a longer

                  silence falls, it’s easy to mistake the builders’ noise

                  for that of things being built, a din not at all

                  unlike life itself. Listen: this is gain, and this,

                  loss. One the water’s course, and one the source. 19

               

               
                  IV.

                  But wait, look. The paper will not stay.

               

               
                  How it flaps, flags as torn paint flakes away,

                  beats its own limp verse against the wood.

               

               
                  Writing on the wall already faint,

                  it gives notice to whoever will listen –

               

               
                  I have this day taken possession!

               

               
                  As published in the Government Gazette!

               

               
                  – like a madman yelling by the market

                  so loud, you could’ve heard it by the tracks.

               

               
                  Birds flock at the sound. What is this,

                  that has made a zoo of their neighbourhood?

               

               
                  Even the trees shake their leaves, displeased.

                  Of the three corners that have come unstuck

               

               
                  one makes its case most insistently,

                  says –

               

               
                  As needed for a public purpose!

               

               
                  – so sure it is of its business here.

                  (The windows, which no longer open, sneer.

               

               
                  They too have seen purposes in their time,

                  as have the railings and bamboo-poles 20

               

               
                  freed now from the weight of wet linen.)

                  Soon, the wind will do as the wind does.

               

               
                  A sort of quiet will rest again

                  against the door, its faults and ridges

               

               
                  a record of all who have come, gone.

                  Notice: there will be room here

               

               
                  for more than quiet. More than light

                  sweeps its hand across the floor.
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