
[image: Image Missing]



Also by George Mackay Brown


Poems


THE SEA AND THE TOWER


LOAVES AND FISHES


THE YEAR OF THE WHALE


FISHERMEN WITH PLOUGHS


POEMS NEW AND SELECTED


WINTERFOLD


VOYAGES


THE WRECK OF THE ARCHANGEL


SELECTED POEMS 1954-1992


Plays


A SPELL FOR GREEN CORN


THREE PLAYS


A CELEBRATION FOR MAGNUS


Novels


GREENVOE


MAGNUS


TIME IN A RED COAT


THE GOLDEN BIRD


VINLAND


BESIDE THE OCEAN OF TIME


Short Story Collections


A CALANDER OF LOVE


A TIME TO KEEP


HAWKFALL


THE SUN’S NET


ANDRINA


THE MASKED FISHERMAN


THE SEA-KING’S DAUGHTER


WINTER TALES


Non-fiction


PORTRAIT OF ORKNEY


LETTERS TO GYPSY


FOR THE ISLANDS I SING: AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY




About the Author


George Mackay Brown was one of the greatest Scottish writers of the twentieth century. A prolific poet, admired by such fellow poets as Ted Hughes and Seamus Heaney, he was also an accomplished novelist and a master of the short story. He died at the age of 74 on 13 April 1996.




NORTHERN LIGHTS


George Mackay Brown


[image: Logo Missing]
www.johnmurray.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 1999


This edition published in 2013 by John Murray (Publishers) Ltd


Copyright © The Estate of George Mackay Brown 1999


The right of George Mackay Brown to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 848 54947 0


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ARE MADE to the following for work already printed or broadcast and collected here: Aquarius; Babel; BBC Radio; Beloit Fiction Journal; The Breckness Press; The Celtic Cross Press; Chapman; Edinburgh University Press; Flightpath; The Herald; Lines Review; Morning Star Publications; National Museum of Scotland; New North; The Orcadian; The Orkney Herald; Perpetua Press; Poetry Ireland Review; Poetry Wales; The Scotsman; The Tablet.

Extracts from ‘The Fire Sermon’, The Waste Land (1922), and ‘Burnt Norton’, Four Quartets (1943), both from COLLECTED POEMS 1909–1962 by T.S. Eliot, are reprinted with the permission of Faber & Faber Ltd.


[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]


EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION


GEORGE MACKAY BROWN began his writing career in the 1940s as a local correspondent on the Orkney Herald. In addition to covering football matches, council meetings and WRI concerts, he started writing a weekly column under the pen name of ‘Islandman’, in which he proceeded to celebrate every aspect of Orkney and its people. We have selected a small group of these essays, under the title of ‘Island Epiphanies’, in which the young writer stylishly evokes the spirit of place.

Fifty years later, and exactly one week before his death, George Mackay Brown (‘GMB’ to all his readers in Orkney) was writing what was to be the last of his immensely popular weekly essays for the Orcadian. These had appeared almost without a break for a quarter of a century, first as ‘Letter from Hamnavoe’, and then for over twenty years as ‘Under Brinkie’s Brae’. The poet regarded this weekly exercise as a way of keeping in touch with his fellow islanders, a task – or more properly a labour of love – which he performed without fail every Thursday morning at his breakfast table.

These two groups of essays come from the beginning and the end of the poet’s creative life. Readers can judge for themselves just how much they may differ in style and quality. But what is not in doubt is the perennial delight and commitment with which George Mackay Brown explores the great treasure house of local history and legend, and salutes the unique quality of the Orkney landscape, ‘the turning wheel of the seasons’, and ‘the astonishing weather in the north, that can wear four different coats in a single day’.

By interweaving prose and poetry, this book seeks to follow the example of its great predecessor, An Orkney Tapestry. The poet himself points the way in the ‘Shetland’ section, where the ‘search for symbols’ begins with a diary, and ends with a score of prose poems, each one placed in a narrative and reflective framework of rare quality. Elsewhere in the book this linkage of prose and poetry is inevitably retrospective, and a matter of editorial judgement – though George Mackay Brown seems almost to have anticipated the process at many points in ‘Wheel of the Year’.

Finally, there is the question of how far the individual poems in this book can be regarded as the poet’s final version. Only a small handful were published in his lifetime, and it is therefore impossible to say how many would have met his rigorous standards. We know that ‘The Harrowing of Hell’ went through seven full drafts and three changes of title in a period of some years before it was published in the Tablet shortly before his death. ‘All Souls’ on the other hand was written on the back of an old calendar, and revised on the same well-thumbed sheet for a few months before being abandoned – though not without regret (‘Alas, no good’ was the comment on the discarded calendar). Three years later the author apparently had second thoughts and was considering this poem for possible inclusion in his new collection Following a Lark. Sadly, it failed to find a place among the chosen forty.

George Mackay Brown seems to have regarded all his verse as ‘work in progress’, regardless of whether it had been published – and even when it had been in print for as much as forty years. (Readers should study the latest – sixth – version of that great poem ‘Hamnavoe’ in the Selected Poems.) Equally, he was reluctant to jettison any poem which held even the smallest promise of better things.

And so, whatever its imperfections, we think that pieces like ‘All Souls’, whether or not they could be described as finished and perfected, deserve their place in this book, and that the poet himself would not have been too displeased.

ARCHIE BEVAN

BRIAN MURRAY

Stromness

December 1998



As I came home from Sandwick

A star was in the sky

The northern lights above the hill

Were streaming broad and high.

The tinkers lit their glimmering fires,

Their tents were pitched close by.

But the city of the vanished race

Lay dark and silent in that place.

As I came home from Sandwick

A star was in the sky.

(From ‘The Road Home’, 1946. The city of the vanished race is Skara Brae.)




The Arctic girl is out tonight.

(Come to the doors.)

She dances

In a coat of yellow and green patches.

She bends

Over the gate of the stars.




What is she, a tinker lass?

Does she carry flashing cans

From the quarry fires?




I think

She’s a princess in a silk gown.

She holds (turning)

A bowl of green cut crystal.




Come to the doors!

She is walking about in the north, the winter witch.

(From ‘Seal Island Anthology, 1875’ in Selected Poems, 1954–1992, 1996)




Enchantment of Islands: A Poet’s Sources

A POET COULD not choose a better place to be born than a group of islands, like Orkney.

I know there are city poets, but their craft must be difficult, and will be ever more difficult as time passes. Is it possible to write good verse about unceasing streams of traffic, AIDS, proliferating pollution, tower blocks? Even in the distant past, London poets like Shakespeare, Chaucer, Keats, had to turn to the countryside for refreshment and fulfilment.

Islands have always been enchanted places. In Orkney, since the retreat of the Ice Age, little boats have gone out to catch haddock and lobster. The same men, at plough-time and harvest, have had to turn their backs on the dangerous provident sea to consider the urgencies of hunger and bread. Women kept fires going, drew water from the wells, spun wool, made butter and cheese, reared families. Among the hills, shepherds dug ewes from the lambing snows.

Such people, such ritual, generation by generation, are the stuff of poetry. The places where the folk come together – smithy, inn, kirk, cattle market – become little theatres of poetry. Foreign ships anchor in the bays – ships, cargo-laden, are wrecked in winter storm. A wild stir of excitement goes through the community. There are lanterns, at midnight, along the tide mark.

Young men go to sea, to the Greenland whaling or the American colonies. Sometimes they are never heard of again; sometimes they come home with fortunes, and buy farms or big houses. They have stories of faraway places to add to a legend that had its beginnings in the Stone Age (whose megaliths and tombs and sand-buried villages are everywhere in Orkney).

A poet is wealthy indeed who has such a store of symbols to draw upon. (If I had been born in Birmingham, for example, I would know that any creativity in me would be impoverished from the start, perhaps fatally.)

But, even so, the time is running out. The culture of the cities is everywhere taking root in Orkney. Cars have become a nuisance, even here. The air is polluted with mindless berserker pop music from transistors, as well as with exhaust fumes. Instead of listening to the stories on winter nights, people read the Sun. The horses of Edwin Muir’s poetry have all but vanished. The sea is emptying of fish. An old man dies, and a store of unique experience is lost for ever.

Sometimes I see my task, as poet and storyteller, to rescue the centuries’ treasure before it is too late. It is as though the past is a great ship that has gone ashore, and archivist and writer must gather as much of the rich squandered cargo as they can.

The ethos and outlook of the islanders have changed greatly since I was a child. People are more prosperous, but the community spirit has everywhere slackened, and the language becomes increasingly impoverished. But sea and islands and hills are still there, and I am thankful that I saw those everlasting things with a child’s eye, and the vivid people who lived among them, and their ancient benign rituals.

My poetry is a memory and a celebration of such things.

July–October 1993


Under Brinkie’s Brae: Wheel of the Year


JANUARY



The Pirate and his Sweetheart


Mrs Gordon was to give a reception to the master of The George, the fine ship anchored in front of the Holms two days now.

It was not that Mr and Mrs Gordon gave a dinner to all the ships’ masters who called at Hamnavoe – that would have been too much – but the master of The George had exchanged respects with one or two of the village’s leading merchants at the water-front, and – lo and behold! – the man had turned out to be a son of William Gow, lately (until his death) a respectable merchant in the town; the ship-master had gone away to sea, like many another Orkney boy, twelve years before, and nothing had been heard of him since … This was no uncommon thing, though: young men were lost in foreign seas, or they were carried off with scurvy or typhoid, or it may be that they settled down in Leith or Liverpool or London with a wife and saw no chance of getting back to Orkney again. Write a letter? Few sailors in those days could read or write. The only chance of communicating would be if they saw some ship Orkney-bound in a harbour somewhere, and could get word with any Orkneyman who happened to be on board.

But this was a bit strange – young John Gow had had as good an education as his father could afford. He had sat in the same classroom as some of the sons of the Orkney gentry – James Fea of Eday, for example … There was no reason why John Gow couldn’t have written home to tell his father how fortune was dealing with him on the great oceans of the world.

But let that be, meantime. Over the dinner table in the evening Captain Gow would have many exciting things to impart to them, no doubt.

Mrs Gordon’s servants were polishing the silver. A large plump salmon was being prepared in the kitchen, and a joint of best lamb. Mr James Gordon had gone to visit a fellow merchant along the muddy street – for it was deep winter, January, and sleet and flung spindrift during the recent storm had made the street a quagmire – the merchant Mr Gordon was calling on had the best stock in Orkney of French brandies and wines, and Hollands-gin (all lately smuggled).

There was a young daughter of the house, but her parents considered her too fine a girl to soil her hands with kitchen work. Thora Gordon sat in her room and sometimes tinkled on the clavichord and sometimes worked at her embroidery frame. In due course, sooner rather than later, a husband would have to be found for the girl, the hard-working son of some local merchant, or one of the better-off farmers from round about.

There would be no question of marrying her off to a Kirkwall man – at that time relations between Kirkwall and Hamnavoe were not at all harmonious. It all came down to the question of Kirkwall’s commercial authority over Stromness. There would be hard inter-town battles to be fought in the law-courts soon.

Now, the lamps being lit, everything was ready to receive Captain Gow.

There was a knock at the door.

Host and guest greeted each other cordially. Mrs Gordon glimpsed for the first time a dark handsome face. She saw at once that he was charming and courteous – and yet there was something about him that she didn’t altogether take to: a hidden furtive dangerous desperate quality. How could this be?

Meantime there was a flutter on the stair. Miss Thora was descending in her fine blue satin gown.

When she saw the sailor she gasped in wonderment.

*

And this is the beginning of the tragic tale of John Gow the pirate and his sweetheart Miss Gordon, in that fatal year of 1726.1

30 January 1992


A Ballad of Gow the Pirate



One tree in the garden, Mister

William Gow, merchant in Hamnavoe.

Water the apple-tree, John.

The boy hides among summer leaves.




One tree in the school, Mister

Clouston, dominie: his desk.

‘Navis’ – ship – decline that, boy.

Ocean branched, many streams, through Gow.




One tree off Sicily, Monsieur

Ferneau, master: his keel.

The arms-chest key, keep it, John.

Smoke, flame, a ball in the Frenchman’s skull.




One tree in the Bailey, Mister

Justice Bigwig there: his bench.

Gallows, chains, tar at Wapping.

Night, tree of stars, over Marshalsea.




A bare tree at Thames-side, Mister

Jack Ketch, gallowsman.

Fiddles, broadsheets, bottles of gin.

The boy bites on the salt apple.

14 June 1989




A January Day: Burns



They’ve blown our coats about, those wandering

Westerlies, since Hogmanay; now and then

Gesturing to the Pole, and then

Small artilleries of hail




Stotter on the skylight, and once

North-seeking still, the noon darkened

With a broken snow-cloud,

A too deep dazzlement, then.




Masques of the January moon –

Ice sliver, silver gondola, crystal

Cygnet, till the queen

Holds the complete orb.




The pauper sun ventures a few steps

Further, east and west, at day’s

Rising and setting – another masquer

With a gold coin in his rags.




Ancient bard, I too went a few steps

From flames and books to find again

Under that clatter-tongue of weathers

The lovely task of winter.




There, under a skeleton sycamore

– above the sea – a cluster of snowdrops,

Children of snow and sun

Who must die before the lark sings.




I thought of the immortal

January makar, created (it seems)

To hammer out winter’s worst

For hansel of delight to a dour folk.

24 January 1995




January the Twenty-fifth


I


The old men said the name Robbie Burns

As if he’d farmed

Very recently, in Cairston or Stenness or Hoy.




What a man, what a man! they said

Shaking their heads, smiling.

What a man for the drink!

What a man for the lasses!




It was of utmost importance

That Robbie was a poor man

Like themselves: a toil-bent farmer.




There might be a Barleycorn pause

Between a quote and a stave of song.

The women, they never seemed

To give a moment’s thought to that poet.



II


The Hamnavoe kids groaned inwardly. There

On their open books

Was a new poem nailed to the page

To A Mouse:

‘To be learned by heart,’ said the teacher.




Words like thistles and thorns

They ploughed through the winter language

And pity ran for cover

This way and this, and entered

A few small cold wondering hearts.



III


They moved in the schoolroom

Among heroic images,

The Bruce at Bannockburn under the shouting castles




Mary Queen of Scots

Inside that English castle

First in her black gown, then the red,

Then block and axe and blood.




Bonny Prince Charlie at Holyrood, dancing –

On the rainlashed moor

Turning a horse’s head into the west –

An old broken king at the brandy bottle

In a foreign castle.




Now this ploughman shaken with song and love

Among stones and furrows.



IV


There was another hero, more marvellous even

Than Bruce or Burns.




He too died in the glory of the field

Young and beautiful

John Thomson, goalkeeper of Celtic.

For the boys of Hamnavoe

Football was war, was magic and chant.

A star glittered and went out.



V


At last, into one council house

A wonder was brought:

A wireless set, with wet battery and dry battery.




Better than Henry Hall’s dance-band

Better than Murder in the Red Barn

Better than Toytown and Larry the lamb

Was that January torrent of sound, teatime to bedtime.

‘Bonny Mary o’ Argyle’, ‘Tam o’Shanter’

A heuch of pipes,

A trenching of haggis, reek of whisky,

The lass in the cornrigs, the lady

In the Potter-row.

In Dumfries, a debt-ridden deathbed,

The Allowa cottage with snowflakes seeking in.



VI


Not one of the fishermen

Not a single sailor, or farmer

With sea-light in his eyes




Thought it strange, on 25 January,

That Burns hardly mentions the sea.

‘The wan moon sets beyond the white wave

And time is setting with me – Oh’ … Only that




All was forgiven the great lover

Of lasses, cornstalks, liberty

In the Hamnavoe doorways of herringscales

And salt fish.



VII


A tinker leaned on the Smithfield bar,

In Dounby (Hamnavoe

Had no pubs in the time of the kids of fable).




Is Burns still alive? said the tinker.

The tavern was shaken with mockery and mirth

And maybe the tinker went back,

Ashamed, to the fire in the quarry.




There was no need, wanderer.

Stand a moment

There, on the brae: under the white star.

27 January 1990




FEBRUARY



Stromness and the Nor’Wast


It was a great time when the whalers returned from Davis Straits and other points nor’wast in the nineteenth century.

I have just been dipping into Sir Walter Scott’s journal of his trip round the northern and western isles in 1814, in the lighthouse yacht.

The yacht was anchored off Lerwick when the whaling ships were home after their perilous whale-hunt that summer. The whale-men had plenty of money. They hadn’t seen drink or girls or green hills for long months among the ice floes and the threshing whales. So they went wild in Lerwick, and the Sheriff of Zetland (one of Sir Walter’s shipmates on the trip) had a few of the whalers to deal with – so interrupting what was, after all, a kind of holiday for the sheriffs who were also ipso facto, lighthouse commissioners.

Roughly the same boisterous on-goings happened when the whaling ships arrived in Stromness. I have read somewhere that respectable citizens were issued with truncheons to defend themselves and their property from the wild men from the whaling grounds. All those pubs and ale-houses in Stromness – think how the proprietors must have unlocked their doors in trepidation on the morning when the whale-men were rowed ashore – in trepidation mingled with keen anticipation, because the harpoonists and flensers had plenty of silver to splash around, and the barrels of ale from Stromness brewery were in fine late-summer ripeness.

The names of most of those vanished ale-houses are lost. But many of them must have had signs over the door. I remember the fisherman John Folster, a contemporary of my father, telling me that he had seen some of those painted signs, some with scenes on them. I expect they were put into the ash-cart or broken up for firewood. Imagine, if the signs all existed, what a display they would have made in the Pier Arts Centre! In a story, I called one of those pubs ‘The Arctic Whaler’, but that was a pure invention.

In a strange mood – a mingling of dread and greed – the proprietor of the Arctic Whaler unlocked his door on the morning that the whaling fleet was sighted sailing through Hoy Sound. And a stir of excitement went through the young men and girls of Hamnavoe. And the merchants put their truncheons in a niche under the counter, where they could easily be reached. (There were no policemen in those days – every householder was his own ‘keeper of the peace’.) The fleet had anchored. There was a barbarous shouting from the ships!

*

But it wasn’t always so. There is the terrible story of the whaling ship Dee of Aberdeen, locked up the whole winter in the Arctic ice. When finally she broke through, next spring, most of her crew were dead or dying.

Among them was a young Harrayman from the croft of Handest, Adam Flett. Among the suffering and death among the ice that winter, Adam Flett had the mother-wit to keep himself fit by running in that white world every day. He was one of the few survivors to be brought to the improvised hospital in Alfred Place; spectral mariners like those in the ‘Ancient Mariner’ … Adam Flett went home to Harray and lived to be an old man.

*

Such tragic whale-hunts were rare – such terrible landfalls in Stromness. It was mostly broken staves in ale-barrels – respectable ladies keeping their doors locked for a day or two – a flirtation or two – Bessie Millie waiting for the skippers to come up Brinkie’s Brae with their sixpences.1

15 July 1993


John Rae and Sir John Franklin


Sir John Franklin’s two ships, Erebus and Terror, left Stromness in 1845 on Arctic exploration, and were never seen again …

John Rae was in every way a remarkable man. He had been born in 1813 at the Hall of Clestrain, near Stromness. In his boyhood, as he lingered at the corners of the Stromness piers and heard the yarns of the old sailor men, his imagination had been quickened by stories of the great white spaces of the north-west. As soon as he became a doctor in Edinburgh he signed on as ship surgeon aboard the Hudson’s Bay Company vessel Prince of Wales, sailing to Moose Factory. Thereafter his fate was bound up for ever with the unexplored regions of Canada’s frozen north.

The highlight of his career was when he discovered the fate of Sir John Franklin’s lost expedition. It was then that Rae’s name, for a few weeks, was on the lips of all Britishers. The people of Stromness were the last folk in Europe to see Franklin’s ships sailing west. It is a rather curious coincidence that John Rae, a man born within sight of Stromness, should be the man to discover from the native Indians and Esquimaux how Franklin and his men died.

c. 1950


Ships in the Ice


I

‘The purpose of which voyage shall be: to discover a north-west passage by sea betwixt the oceans, for the furtherance of trade and the enhancement of her majesty’s empire’

South-east wind, overcast, out of Gravesend. Bearing north, between dawn and the Longstone light.

The Forth. Two men committed to the courts for drunkenness. A seaman missing. Another taken from the stews.

Our mother the sea, receive us. Who bears, nourishes, chastises. The cold gray mother.

The Orkneys. A pilot: fierce whiskers, rum, pipe-spittle. Upthrust of Hoy, blue shoulders. Herring boats. Cairston, a wide bay. Hamnavoe and 38 howffs.

‘Dear one, the only comfort I have in this bare place is to write to you and so I comfort myself and long for you. I carry your dear gift of linen in my sea-chest.’

The White Horse Inn. A whale-man turned away from our questions.

And north and west. Congregation of waters, a lamentation and a gossiping, unfathomed endless utterances, sisterhood of the sea. The North Atlantic.

The green heart of icebergs. Green and black undersea fires. The ice roared. Gray shuffling packs, the ice moved in behind us.

Here a man is as nature intended. Naked he goes among mirrors of ice. Furled to the eyes, but naked, among prisms and mirrors. He walks on a solid sea. Ice is everything. – A man eats ice.

‘Gentlemen, nothing remains for us, in these unfortunate unlooked-for circumstances, but to leave the ship and trek south. There are communities of Esquimaux all down the coast. Take your guns and powder. Be of a good heart …’

Spalding died. Gregor can walk no further. (Leave him now.) Trewick saw a piece of Cornwall in the snow: a spire, rosebushes. We left Simpson to the bears. One knelt, a flash in the hand, turned away: had white and red stuff in his mouth afterwards.

Alone, on wrapped feet. Emerald, onyx, garnet burn. This is an enchanted city. I go through the street of the jewellers. A diamond blazes.

September 1972

II

John Rae and his Orkneymen discover the fate of the Franklin Expedition, 1850


West and north. No people for six days,

Then a Russian.

He spoke with eyes and hands.

The great captain had found a way through. No doubt

The captain sat in high honour

Either at the court of the Mongols, or in Siam.

He chewed an offered cut of tobacco.

There was nothing to the east (he said) –

A broken green river, an ice-mill.

A wild goose that night

Rained down fat into the flames.




One morning the snow lay, a knife

Across Folster’s face.

Head blanketed, he stumbled after.

A gun, north or west,

Shattered the huge crystal. Feathers, blood

Drifted on snow.

An Eskimo boy, a shadow

Passed the fire. And returned, closer,

Then left. At midnight

The sky was blue and green fountains of crystal.




The Eskimo boy was suddenly there, smiling.

He had something to show.

In his own time, after a hundred smiles.

Bread-eaters? Two ships, ice-bound?

He had no knowledge (smiling).

Had heard of the ‘gray troop of ghosts’.

Then from his wolf-coat offered

A blue ribbon (Order of Hanover)

Coins, a silver fork crested ‘J.F.’




In the village, no information.

We must first sit at a fish-board

Lit with smiles.

All left, smiling, soon, but an old one.

In the House of Ice (he said)

Iron and oak are frail flowers, bone

Is subtle and lasting.

Our elements came kindly about the strangers.

Birds, fish offered help.

They could not understand. The greeting

Withered in the air.

They could not reply, Come goose.

Come, caribou. Come, wolf. Come snow-bird.

They were ghosts before death,

One after another, drifting

In bright and dark circles, untrysted.

We watched, just under the horizon.




They smiled. We faced south.

(I had put a knife in sea boils,

Drawn twelve teeth,

Given hot whisky for belly-ache and cough.)

Down the white ringing map

We strode on to trees and trains,

To ordered stones

Where is no pure tryst of the creatures.

The same Indian woman

In Mackenzie’s store, chewing tobacco,

Asked, stone-faced, had we found the heroes?




Guns, here and there, before hunger,

Shattered the crystal.

Birds, twitching, thudded on snow.

Corrigal said at the last fire,

‘In Hamnavoe, tonight

Oatmeal and whisky in the White Horse.

I see a fisherman’s wife

Waiting at a draughty close-end.

She is taken with bitter sea-thoughts.’

1979




Snow: From a Hospital



Best leave the paper blank.

If you must write,

Imitate old smiling Chinamen.

They scribbled on silk,

Three arrows in a corner (trees),

A broken diagonal

And February’s dyke is full.




This is the snow for me –

My bronchial tree loaded and loud

With the white birds of winter.




They come from Venus, Orion, Betelgeuse,

Such unearthly cargoes!

Now wrecked here,

The innumerable shining bales are too much.

What can we do with such delicacy?

Our coarse eyes long for grass, stone, puddle.




Winds like the hands of Penelope

Forever weave

Web after web of snow.

When will Odysseus come, the golden hero?

After the ploughman, sower, harvester.




This snow is like time in its youth.

Against that light

Tinkers are blacker and fiercer,

Birds hungrier,




What so bright as apples and stars and children!

But the swan is jealous.

She pushes her dingy breast over the loch

To find some blue.




How clumsy and endearing he is,

The snowman,

A flocculent teddy bear.

But I tell you, friends,

He’s not what he seems to be.

This February

His claws tore my chest open.

1968




MARCH



Bombs at the Brig-o-Waithe


There was one March evening – a Saturday – fifty-four years ago, when we were treated to a Wagnerian drama in the skies over Orkney.

The women of Stromness were doing their shopping along the street. In the Town Hall, now the Youth Hostel in Hellihole Road, the usual crowd were watching a film. There must have been a few golfers at Ness in the fading light. I was sitting at home in Well Park, probably reading a book.

The air-raid sirens began their banshee wailing … We didn’t pay much attention. There had been air-raid warnings before, and nothing happened. But this Saturday night the dogs of war were suddenly in full cry. The hunt was up.

The sky over Orkney, in the first twilight, was in pandemonium. Guns flashed and thundered from all around Scapa Flow. Every bursting shell left a little puff of smoke. From end to end of Orkney, it seemed, searchlights raked the sky, shifting here and there, probing for the German bombers. We did not see the attackers, but we could hear them; their engines made a peculiar noise, an undulating moan, quite different from the steady drone of the RAF fighters.

Of course we ought all to have gone at once to the air-raid shelters. There was one twenty yards from our door. The air-raid wardens were generally there to make sure you followed the rules. We were certainly not meant to watch all this tumult and fury in the skies from our back doors. But I remember standing watching the unfolding drama over Scapa Flow. The noise of the anti-aircraft guns intensified, the sky was full of clusters of puff-balls. As darkness fell, the searchlights criss-crossed ever more brightly. Among it all came the sinister undulating drone of the German bombers.

I don’t know how long it lasted – an hour maybe. It was all intense thrilling drama to us young people. Finally, the guns fell silent. The searchlights ceased their scything of the stars. We heard no more from the German bombers. The biggest air raid we had experienced thus far in the war was over.

Later that night we heard rumours that bombs had been dropped at Brig-o-Waithe in Stenness.

The following day, Sunday, was a good spring day. A group of us boys walked over Cairston to Brig-o-Waithe. Now we knew for sure that a man from that hamlet, John Isbister, had been killed, and another, the well-known character Willie Farquhar, had been wounded. Here and there we found the tail-fins of incendiary bombs. We concluded that a German plane, hurrying to escape from that net of searchlights and shells, had jettisoned its load before hastening home over the North Sea.

But, possibly next evening, William Joyce (‘Lord Haw-Haw’) announced over the German propaganda radio – aimed at British listeners – that the Luftwaffe had successfully bombed an aerodrome in the Orkneys.

Could it be that one of the fields of Howe, in the immediate vicinity of Brig-o-Waithe, that had been a landing place for planes (civil) some years before, was still marked on German maps as an airport?

There were a few more raids until 1941, but the raid of March, 1940 was by far the most spectacular.

31 March 1994


The First Daffodil: A Tinker Wife



Dead grass whispers under my feet.

I am going from croft to farm

With my pack – needles, cotton reels,

Tin mugs, cheap hankies.




I am going past dog-barkings,

Mockery of a bairn, a tree

Of starlings shaken like a bell.

Sometimes a farm lass




Buys a trinket, often enough

I’m given the hard door, but

A kind one here and there

Pours me a mug of tea.




(I can tell their fortunes too. A few

Suffer a heartfall when I frown.)

Dead dry grass between the crofts

Of Quoy and Seatter,




But last month my boots squelched mud

Along that track. On Greenay side

Boys are lighting fires

– the muirburn – to clean the hill




Of winter’s dregs. Sit in the ditch,

Old woman, sit in the ditch.

Strike match into pipe. Another flame

In the wind, over there, a March daffodil.

December 1995




The Harrowing of Hell



He went down the first step.

His lantern shone like the morning star.

Down and round he went

Clothed in his five wounds.




Solomon whose coat was like daffodils

Came out of the shadows.

He kissed Wisdom there, on the second step.




The boy whose mouth had been filled with harp-songs,

The shepherd king

Gave, on the third step, his purest cry.




At the root of the Tree of Man, an urn

With dust of apple-blossom




Joseph, harvest-dreamer, counsellor of pharaohs

Stood on the fourth step.

He blessed the lingering Bread of Life.




He who had wrestled with an angel,

The third of the chosen,

Hailed the King of Angels on the fifth step.




Abel with his flute and fleeces

Who bore the first wound

Came to the sixth step with his pastorals.




On the seventh step down

The tall primal dust

Turned with a cry from digging and delving.




Tomorrow the Son of Man will walk in a garden

Through drifts of apple-blossom.

April 1996




APRIL



St Magnus Day


Today, 16 April, is St Magnus Day.

In these ‘enlightened times’ St Magnus Day means nothing. For our ancestors, it was a day of feast and rejoicing (even though it involved a very dark plot and a cold-blooded murder).

Did Earl Magnus know he was sailing to his death that Easter Day, on Egilsay? Nine centuries ago, particular attention was paid to omens. Sailing to Egilsay – from Shetland, future researchers may show – a wave rose out of a calm sea and drenched Magnus and his men.

Once the two peace ships of Magnus got to Egilsay, it wasn’t long before the men knew they had walked into a trap. For his cousin Earl Hakon arrived with a fleet of eight ships, and Hakon’s men weren’t singing psalms when they waded ashore and spread out over the island. I imagine the Egilsay folk retired indoors and barred and shuttered their houses.

A man is walking alone under the first star, among the rockpools of Egilsay.

On the other side of the island, Earl Hakon’s men are enjoying a good supper of beef and fish, bread and ale. But their lord, Earl Hakon, eats little. He can’t join in the songs and laughter. He is almost as lonely as his cousin Earl Magnus.

Lifolf the cook has a busy time of it. The revellers are still wanting their plates and ale-horns filled at midnight.

Meantime, the Egilsay priest, looking into his church to see that all is well, notices a solitary figure up near the altar. The priest can’t tell, by the light of his lantern, who or what the kneeling man is. Between midnight and dawn is the coldest time. The priest closes the door and leaves the church. It is now 16 April. Easter Monday.

The sleep of the island is soon broken. Earl Hakon’s men are searching everywhere for Earl Magnus. They hear he has been seen walking on the tide-mark the previous sunset. ‘Come up,’ they shout. ‘Come out of the cave, coward! Show yourself’ … They are a bold swaggering crew, having broken their fasts with beer and leftovers.

Nowhere – Magnus is nowhere to be seen in Egilsay …

Then they know that he is in the sanctuary of the church, where no man may be touched or harmed or taken. So they take their taunts to the open church door. And there he is indeed, inside.

And he rises to meet them.

‘What’s all the brawling and noise about?’ Earl Magnus says; and even those rioters whom even their lord, Earl Hakon, couldn’t control that morning, are struck by the cheerfulness of his voice and bearing.

‘No need for all this rowdiness,’ says Earl Magnus. ‘We’re all here in Egilsay for a peace conference. Is Hakon there? Tell him I’ll be out at once for the peace meeting.’

By now he is in the door of the church. He looks to where the strong man, Earl Hakon Paulson his cousin, is standing at the edge of the crowd of armed men. And Hakon turns away; he dare not look him in the eye.

Everyone in Orkney – at least it is to be hoped so, for nowadays the great legends of the world are being forgotten – knows the rest of the story. The loaded negotiations there, in the barren centre of the island – the decision that only by the death of Magnus can peace come to Orkney – the refusal of Ofeig the standard-bearer to do the deed – the summoning of Lifolf, the harmless cook, away from his fire and stewpots to be the executioner. The cheerfulness of the condemned man, ‘he was blithe as though he were bidden to a feast’ – Magnus’ blessing on his unwilling weeping executioner – Earl Hakon’s ride to Paplay in Holm to tell (weeping himself, that strong man) the news to Earl Magnus’ mother.

What did they think, the Egilsay folk, when the sound and the fury had died away and they could open their doors at last?

Before seed-time that spring, the news was known in the fishing hamlet of Hamnavoe. Another year or two, and the story was known and celebrated all over Western Europe.

16 April 1992


St Magnus



What road did you come, traveller

To this place?




At the first station

I had a white coat put on me, a silver ring.




I went with a psalter

Through the rage of a sea battle.




I ruled in turbulent islands,

Hakon my cousin and I.

We smoked pirates out of caves in Shetland.




There was this chessboard between

Red earl and black earl –

Ruined crofts, breached boats,

A people with gaunt faces.




Between Magnus and Hakon

How should dove wings fly out

And a hawk furl on a mailed fist?




I passed last night

In the kirk here in Egilsay.

At dawn, an old priest said mass.




Now I have come to the last station,

This stone seems better to me

Than my carved chair in Birsay.




A red martyr coat?

Domine, non sum dignus




The butcher, Lifolf

Has come up, weeping, from the stewpots.




His axe is the key

For the unlocking of the door into light.

1995




Song for St Magnus: 16 April


I


Keeper of the red stone, remember well

Sufferers today, those

Who are to cross the dark firth,

People in hospitals,

In hospices, eventide lingerers,

Children who look at daffodils

(Both with the dew on) each

To break today in spring tempest.



II


Consider, Magnus, the fishermen

From Noup Head to Rora,

Those with a hundred creels,

The old man with two creels behind the Holms,

Consider a stranger at the shore

Who is in need of ferrying.



III


An Icelander wrote on his skin

Death is darkness

Death is the cold skull

Death is the bitter journey all men take

Into silence, nothingness …

The skald wrote. Music

Moved across the parchment.




The dancer fared on to the stone.



IV


What you suffer at the stone, it has all

Been fore-suffered.

We sit in an assize of shadows. Evil

Must be atoned for.

Whispers, beyond ear-reach

Load us with shame and terror.




Heroic one, comfort us, you

Who have uncovered your head.



V


Magnus, friend, have a keeping

Of the shepherd on the hill

Whose ewes are having difficult birth

In the last snow.

Bestow peace to ploughmen in stony fields.




Be present at the fires

Of women in Bosnia and Somalia

Kneading dough smaller than fists.




Remember the Easter feast

Your mother prepared in Holm

You could not come to,

Being finished with shadows.




The murderer came. He drank ale there, in Holm. He wept.



VI


Magnus, pray for priests

In this time of hate

(Never such hate and anger over the earth)




May they light candles at their altars

This day and all days

Till history is steeped in light.




It was a cold night, your vigil

In the kirk in Egilsay.




At dawn an old priest lit the paschal candle:

Introibo ad altare Dei



VII


Never so many strangers at Orkney’s doors

‘We need peace’ …

‘We are sent here about the business of government’ …

‘Our quest: silence and healing’ …




The old ways are worn out

We turn our hands to work on other looms.




Our ancestors

Beat down the doors of Pict and Celt,

The people of Magnus

Broke the first curraghs,

Choked sacred wells,

Filled barn and byre with flames.




Magnus, give welcome to strangers.

Their children

Will sing with new voices, in April,

The words from the Iceland parchment.

16 April 1993




William and Mareon Clark


There ought to be a big party, open-air at Graham Place or the pier-head, some time this year, because – if a date for the birth of Stromness has to be placed in some year – our town is 400 years old. Actually, in all fairness, the celebration ought to have been last year, 1995. But, better late than never.

In 1580 a feu charter was granted by Earl Robert Stewart to William Clark and his wife Mareon Chalmer, ‘With power of brewing and selling, keiping of ostelrie and bying of al thingis appertening thairto for furnissing of the commounes and utheris resorting thair-away …’ In the Bishopric Rental of 1595 appears the entry, ‘William Clairkis house now bigged’.

And so, the town of Stromness might be said to have begun, with William Clark’s inn, at the end of the blue tongue of sea that is Stromness harbour. There is not a stone of the inn left. It stood probably near where the new school is.

An inn is not built for a few fishing families and crofting families. They would have baked their own bread and brewed their own beer, and kept their own pigs and poultry. Who, then, were going to eat at the Clarks’ table and sit round their fine new peat fire? Sailors, we must presume. And not only Scottish sailors, but the crews of French and Scandinavian and Dutch and Spanish ships seeking shelter from westerly gales. America had been discovered. Bigger ships with wider spreads of sail were abroad on the oceans of the world. Merchants and skippers reckoned on cargoes and fortunes their fathers had never dreamed of. Yes, it must have been common knowledge on the high seas that ‘the shoreside of Stromness’ was a good watering place.

And it was possible to get fresh fish and vegetables, beef and eggs and ale. But it took time to scour the countryside for those commodities, so welcome to men who had been at sea for weeks. Much more convenient to buy those provisions at an inn, a central gathering place. And oh! the joy of sitting at an open fire drinking good ale, and eating steaks and new-baked bread, to sailors weary of the heave and toss of the sea …

We must think that William and Mareon Clark’s venture was a great success. The nearby farms, Garson and Hemmigar and Howe, would have been only too willing to stock the larders and cupboards of the new inn. And the fishermen of the growing hamlet of Hamnavoe would have brought their haddocks and lobsters. At the time of the lighting of the lamps with the ale barrel flowing well, Clarks’ inn with all the foreign sailors would have been like a room in Babel … Let’s hope they all got on with one another – though, alas, there must have been a brawl or two.

Little did the good host William Clark imagine that, two and a half centuries later, there would be about forty drinking places in the flourishing town of Stromness …

4 April 1996


William’s Account Book



Johnsmas

Mason, joiner, lawyer,

Palms open and seeking.

Then silver I have from dangered and dangerous shipmen.




Olaftide

First horsemen, haymen, shepherds.

Flame of summer

Draws dry throats barrelward.




Lammas

Sun-ember, black and yellow bee

Your broken comb

Tempers the lambent rum cask.




Hairst

Ox-darg, ox-drag, ox-dower

Furls of gold on the shaven hill.

Toom jar, spume jar, toom jar.




All Hallows

Whisper through panel,

‘Will, if you will, seven casks brandy (unbonded).

Dark o’ next moon.’ A Hollander. Five sovereigns.




Martinmas

And the Lord Robert in Birsay

Has sent an urgent taxman. The same

Poked, pried. I bought peace

With French circles, new-minted.




Yule

Sat about our crisp and hollow pig, platter-fast,

Hemmigar, Howe, Garth, a Swedish skipper.

Red faces, ready purse, greasy gristled jaws.




New Year

Fishermen at the door – ‘Rum on account’,

‘A poor haddock moon.’ ‘Drowning.’

‘Gale, net-rot.’ …

A score of lobsters scrawled their blue receipt.




Candlemas

Mareon burned a batch of pies!

Has bottled a sour brew!

I put the black bell of my mouth on Mareon.




Voar

The mason paid. Carpenters contented at last.

Pledge, seal, promise. A westerly

Strewed the bay with hunger and drouth of hulls.




Magnustide

Has come at last, Sandwick pulpit thunders

Against my merry vats.

(Note: To his reverence, one flagon usquagh.)




Beltane

It does well. The twelve-month sun

Bred a sovereign swarm in my purse.

The taxman from Birsay contented.

Is now such clamour for keeping,

The full plate and cup my Mareon brings,

I have bid the mason

Build of Bewan stone a new chamber eastward

With six hidden embrasures.

1983




MAY



The First of May


The Orkney girls never do it now – that old beautiful rite – because of all those ‘beauty preparations’ on television and in the shops, I expect. But on the first of May, in their great-grandmothers’ time, the lasses of Orkney were astir early, no matter if there was a blue-gray crackle of frost in the air or the wind was blowing snell and south-easterly.

Down on the piers the fishermen’s daughters stirred and kneaded the sleep from their eyes, and dressed quickly and turned their faces from the sea tangle to the steep closes. And the shopkeepers’ lasses – it was the same with them. Maybe they didn’t even take time to brush their hair or put their shoes on. Their doors opened on to the street. They turned their faces to the clouds and patches of blue in the west, with maybe a last star in it, high above the chimneys. Even the skippers’ and merchants’ daughters who lived in the grander houses at the back of the town were getting ready, while their fathers still slept and dreamed about bills of lading and a possible smuggled cargo of rum and tobacco from the Low Countries.

Upwards they moved in troops, the girls of Stromness, up the steep stepped closes, gay as the first birds. The pretty ones and the plain-looking ones were there, and those in between who looked pretty when they were happy about something and plain when something sombre had happened – they had lost a silver ring, perhaps, or their little fish-eating cat was sick.

But on this morning hope was bright on all their faces. Upwards they climbed, past the little high crofts, and the network of stone walls built by Peninsular veterans, and the ruin of Bessie Millie’s hut. They were quite suddenly there, all of them, clustered about the summit of Brinkie’s Brae.
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