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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.
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Introduction

There has been no book of poems from me since Voyages (1983).

That doesn’t mean that I have stopped writing verse. Poetry and the making of it remains one of the great joys.

I collaborated with Gunnie Moberg in a book of photographs and poems, Stone (printed in a limited edition of 125 copies at the Officina Bodoni, Verona for Kulgin D. Duval and Colin Hamilton, 1987). I also worked with a group of young Scottish artists in The Scottish Bestiary (a limited edition of 60 books and 30 additional sets of prints, The Paragon Press, London, 1986). The best poems in those books are included here.

Several of the poems are about voyages, journeys. ‘Not surprising’, some readers may think; for Orkney lay athwart a great sea-way from Viking times onward, and its lore is crowded with sailors, merchants, adventurers, pilgrims, smugglers, whalers, storms and sea-changes. The shores are strewn with wrack, jetsam, occasional treasure.

Mysterious voices under the horizon have lured the young men westward always.

But this word-voyager rarely voyages far beyond his rocking-chair, and then only to take aboard a small daily cargo of errands from the shops of Hamnavoe, or drink a mug of ale.

The prospect of longer journeys – to Shetland, say, or Nova Scotia or Norway – make his cheeks blanch.

Is poetry then a fraud[image: Logo Missing] Or is it a quest for ‘real things’ beyond the sea-glitters and shadows on the cave wall[image: Logo Missing] I hope, very much, the latter.

G. M. B.

February 1989



The Wreck of the Archangel


Who saw a rudderless hulk, broken loom of cordage

That nightfall? None. In the dregs of sun

Westraymen had drawn high the yawls.

They fed their byred lantern-lit cows.

Indoors, women tended the different flames

Of lamp and hearth. The old ones chanted again

Mighty tempests of foretime.

The children tumbled gently into sleep.

Then, under the lamentation of the great sea harp,

Frailty of splintering wood, scattered cries,

The Atlantic, full-flooded, plucking

And pealing on the vibrant crag.

Clifftop and shore thronged soon with lanterns,

The ebb strewn with spars and with drowned

Foreign faces, but no breached cargo,

Wine casks or baled Baltic furs.

And all lost, all drowned, a pitiful strewment,

Emigrants set forth to root poor lives

On a free and fruitful shore,

Skipper and crew with seaflock scattered.

(No, but spars and planks enough to keep

An island in roofbeams, tables, coffins, doors

A century long – a quarry of wood.

The jaw of sea at hull gnawing all night.)

A man listens. This can’t be! – One thin cry

Between wavecrash and circling wolves of wind,

And there, in the lantern pool

A child’s face, a dwindling, in seaweed tassels,

One only glimmer. The man turns from a sure quenching.

Probe and quest in the rich ebb. A girl

Lifts the lost cry from the sea whelm.

It breathes, cradled, at a kindled

Hearth, a thin cold flame. He endured there

The seventy ploughtimes, creeltimes,

Harvests of fish and corn,

His feet in thrall always

To the bounteous terrible harp.




Orkney: The Whale Islands


Sharp spindrift struck

At prow’s turning.

Then the helmsman,

‘Either whales to starboard

Or this storm

Is thrusting us at Thule,

Neighbour to bergs, beneath

The boreal star’.

Sunset. We furled ship

In a wide sea-loch.

Star-harrows

Went over our thin sleep.

Dawn. A rainbow crumbled

Over Orc, “whale islands”.

Then the skipper, ‘The whales

Will yield this folk

Corn and fleeces and honey’.

And the poet,

‘Harp of whalebone, shake

Golden words from my mouth’.





Voyage
The Months

They have drawn and dragged a keel, down wet stones, glim of a star on one stone.

Dark water. Ropes glittered with night frost. The ship lingered, languid as snowflakes.

Wheel of wind upon waters! – the carved head snorting – plungers unseen, the crystal hooves!

They drew to a voe. Came down the jetty a girl with daffodils, wine in a jar, bread new from flames.

The sun, morning by morning, a fountain. Faces opening, flushed with northfire.

Tell us, what is the cargo? The helmsman had a stone ear.

They came to an island where dwelt, it seemed, only the young: honeycombs, harps and dances, apples. They felt their urgent witherings.

Sharp beads from the bow, cut silver swathes.

Fish, gray fruit of the shaken tree, fell into hooks, hands, the knife, the fire in the well of pinewood and stone, the purged mouths.

Sea-jarl – the hall of a sea-jarl, washings in sweet water, a fire, autumn beef and ale, welcomings, there they warmed and worded them well.

Yet now, said the skipper, my skull is the hour glass with few grains. No oar-fold, no sail-furl, but forth-faring.

In the deepest web of winter they wrecked on a shore. They dragged bales from the salt siege.


Fishermen in Winter


Such sudden storm and drifts

We could see nothing, the boat

Fluttering in a net

Of reefs and crags.

The islands, blind whales

Blundered about us. We heard

The surge and plunge

And the keening, all around.

Farm women had set stone lamps

In the ledges that night.

The village lamplighter,

He had not thrown

Over the village his glimmering net.

The skipper glimpsed one star

– Soon quenched –

But it beckoned to

A poor island with one croft.

We moored Fulmar. We took

Up to the croft door

Two fish from the basket.





Saul Scarth
A prose poem

A man walked one morning from his croft to the well above the shore, a yoke of empty buckets at his shoulder: Saul Scarth. It was a fine summer morning. He was seen by seven people going to the well, but he did not return that day or ever to the house where an old woman waited at the hearth with a dry kettle. The flames lessened. The hearth was a cold cave at last. A star shone in the window.

THE NEIGHBOUR


I saw Saul. And I saw there was

a small boat in the Sound. Further

out, three furled masts, America-poised,

America-pointed. I saw that Saul opened

a purse, and beckoned. The man at the

tiller raised his hand. I covered my

eyes from the smuggling. They won’t
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