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To the caretakers, protectors and restorers
of our threatened habitats and species.
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Foreword


I walk down through a hazel wood to swim. In the lacy light under the trees, I find bluebells in the spring, huge ferns in the summer, nuts in the autumn. It’s magical, and because of the famous Yeats’ line which actually begins this anthology, it feels mythical. That identification with nature which is part of Irish culture can be found in the song of our first poet, Amergin, who is said to have declared as he set foot on the shore near Waterville:




Am gaeth i m-muir,


Am tond trethan,


Am fuaim mara*


Am wind on sea,


Am wave-swelling,


Am ocean’s voice**





A few miles from where I live in County Carlow are the woods of St Mullins. Legend says it was here that Mad Sweeney, the king of Dal-Arie in Ulster – who was turned into a half-man half-bird by St Ronan – eventually found sanctuary. Our landscape holds our stories, our beliefs. Indeed, we have long identified God with nature. It’s there in ‘The Deer’s Cry’, the St Patrick’s Breastplate hymn, which has inspired so many composers including Arvo Pärt and Shaun Davey:




I arise today, through


The strength of heaven,


The light of the sun,


The radiance of the moon.





I would even argue that it’s there in the one hymn that most Irish people over fifty can sing, ‘Queen of the May’, which begins: ‘Bring flowers of the fairest’. It’s a hymn to Mary but, for all its Victorian sentiment, isn’t it also a song to a Goddess of Spring and fertility?


This anthology captures the joy we take in nature but there’s also grief at the damage we have done to it. When I walk the Barrow track now, I see the invasive Himalayan balsam taking over from purple loosestrife and meadowsweet. Trees dead from imported ash disease haunt the banks. The river itself, which teemed with salmon in my lifetime, is home now mainly to coarse fish. Most of our bird species are in trouble.


What is the role of the poet in face of such carelessness and destruction? To record what’s still left? To write elegies for what’s lost? Poets should do what poets always do: to say the unsayable, to restore in us a sense of the natural world which has been dulled or even lost through the urbanising of life and the destructiveness of modern farming methods. Poets can take something simple and local like a hazel wood and make its very name ring with wonder. That’s what poets can do.




– Olivia O’Leary





*From the medieval Irish version of the poem as printed in Unde Scribitur, the book brought out to mark the first Amergin Solstice Poetry Gathering in Waterville in 2018.


**The English translation is by Paddy Bushe from the same publication.
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