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AND OTHER POEMS

The Water Carrier

Twice daily I carried water from the spring,
Morning before leaving for school, and evening;
Balanced as a fulcrum between two buckets.

A bramble-rough path ran to the river
Where you stepped carefully across slime-topped stones,
With corners abraded as bleakly white as bones.

At the widening pool (for washing and cattle)
Minute fish flickered as you dipped,
Circling to fill, with rust-tinged water.

The second or enamel bucket was for spring water
Which, after racing through a rushy meadow,
Came bubbling in a broken drain-pipe,

Corroded wafer thin with rust.
It ran so pure and cold it fell
Like manacles of ice upon the wrists.

You stood until the bucket brimmed,
Inhaling the musty smell of unpicked berries,
That heavy greenness fostered by water.

Recovering the scene, I had hoped to stylize it,
Like the portrait of an Egyptian water carrier:
But halt, entranced by slight but memoried life.
I sometimes come to take the water there,

Not as return or refuge, but some pure thing,

Some living source, half-imagined and half-real,

Pulses in the fictive water that I feel.
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The Sean Bhean Bhocht

As a child I was frightened by her,

Busy with her bowl of tea in a farmhouse chimney corner,

Wrapped in a cocoon of rags and shawls.
“The Lord have mercy on his soul:

‘Go ndeanaidh Dia trocaire ar a anam.’

She rocked and crooned,

A doll’s head mouthing under stained rafters.

“The fairies of Ireland and the fairies of Scotland
Fought on that hill all night

And in the morning the well ran blood.

The dead queen was buried on that hill.

St Patrick passed by the mound:

There is the mark of a footprint forever

Where he stood to pray.’

Eyes rheumy with racial memory;

Fragments of bread soaked in brown tea

And eased between shrunken gums.

Her clothes stank like summer flax;

Watched all day as she swayed

Towards death between memories and prayers
By a farmer’s child in a rough play-box.

‘Mrs McGurren had the evil eye,

She prayed prayers on the black cow:
It dropped there and died,

Dropped dead in its tracks.

She stood on the mearing and cursed the Clarkes:

They never had a good day since,
Fluke and bad crops and a child born strange.’

In the groove a running-down record,

Heavy with local history:

Only the scratching now, the labouring breath,
Prophecy rattling aged bones.

Age is neither knowledge nor authority,

Though it may claim both,
Weaving a litany of legends against death.

But in high summer as the hills burned with corn
I strode through golden light

To the secret spirals of the burial stone:

The grass-choked well ran sluggish red —

Not with blood but ferrous rust —

But beneath the whorls of the guardian stone
What faerie queene lay dust?

Sick Call

for Seamus

When the doctor disappeared
Under the thatched lintel

To tend a farmer who had
Fallen under his tractor,

I tramped moodily back

And forwards in the snow

Meeting my own drowning
Footprints, as I turned,
Seeing, as the dog barked,
The trees, isolated and black
Against the grey, whirling
Bowl of the sky.

From the oblong of light

His wife called me over

To relate, confidentially

(The cur whining at her apron),
How hard it was, having

Her husband ‘in a bad way’.
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As my brother’s car rocked

Down the rutted lane

Scattering a powder of snow
The dog resumed its yelping,

Plunging at the wheels

And back to safety again.

A Drink of Milk

In the girdered dark

of the byre cattle move;
warm engines hushed
to a siding groove

before the switch flicks
down for milking.

In concrete partitions
they rattle their chains

while the farmhand eases
rubber tentacles to tug
lightly but rhythmically
on their swollen dugs

and up the slim cylinders
of the milking machine
mounts an untouched
steadily pulsing stream.

Only the tabby steals
to dip its radar whiskers

with old-fashioned relish

in a chipped saucer

and before Sean lurches

to kick his boots off

in the night-silent kitchen
he draws a mug of froth

to settle on the sideboard
under the hoard of delph.

A pounding transistor shakes

the Virgin on her shelf

as he dreams towards bed.

A last glance at a magazine,
he puts the mug to his head,

grunts, and drains it clean.

Murphy in Manchester

He wakes to a confused dream of boats, gulls,
And all his raw present floats

Suddenly up to him on rocking rails.
Through that long first day

He trudges streets, tracks friends,

Stares open-mouthed at monuments

To manufacturers, sabred generals.

Passing a vegetable stall

With exposed fruits he halts
To contemplate a knobbly potato.

At lunchtime, in a cafeteria,

He finds his feet and hands

Enlarge, become like foreign lands.
A great city is darkness, noise
Through which bright girls move
Like burnished other children’s toys.

Soon the whistling factory
Will lock him in:

Half-stirred memories and regrets

Drawn into that iron din.
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A Royal Visit

Tara, though she be desolate today,
Once was the habitation of heroes . . .
— from The Book of Leinster

1

The deep cooing of doves

As we move towards the earthen fort

Is a subtly insidious music

Designed to exhort:

Axehead of the intellect washed

In hovering fragrance of hawthorn,

The primary colours of a summer morning.

2

This martial extravagance of mounds
Cannot be approached simply:
Through ritual sagas it resounds
With din of war and love.

Devious virgins and fisty men
Gesturing against the sky

Invoke the seasonal crucifixion.

3

Gaelic Acropolis or smoky hovel?

In the enormous osiered banquet hall
The sotted bards rehearse

A genealogical glory:

Stately assonance of verse

Petrifies wolf-skinned warriors

In galleries of race.

4

Who longs for subtler singing,
Muted vocal of the dove,

Seeks erotic terror ringing

Over stony beds of love:

Couple and landscape blended,

Till beneath the hunchback mountain
Plunges the boar of death.

5

A battle of miracles

Proves the Christian dispensation,
Druidic snow turning

To merciful Christian rain:

Christ is the greater magician.

No more the phallic stone
Screams for its ritual king.

6

A mournful St Patrick surveys

This provincial magnificence;

He sees what twitching sentries saw
When five regal roads

Across a landscape drew:

The central lands of Meath dissolve
Into planes of royal blue.
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