Seamus Heaney
Digging
Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; as snug as a gun.

Under my window a clean rasping sound
When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:
My father, digging. I look down

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds
Bends low, comes up twenty years away
Stooping in rhythm through potato drills
Where he was digging.

The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft
Against the inside knee was levered firmly.
He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep
To scatter new potatoes that we picked
Loving their cool hardness in our hands.

By God, the old man could handle a spade,
Just like his old man.

My grandfather could cut more turf in a day
Than any other man on Toner's bog.
Once I carried him milk in a bottle
Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up
To drink it, then fell to right away
Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods
Over his shoulder, digging down and down
For the good turf. Digging.

The cold smell of potato mold, the squelch and slap
Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge
Through living roots awaken in my head.
But I've no spade to follow men like them.

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I'll dig with it.

Bone Dreams

I

White bone found
on the grazing: 
the rough, porous 
language of touch

and its yellowing, ribbed 
impression in the grass —

​a small ship-burial. 
As dead as stone,

flint-find, nugget
of chalk, 
I touch it again, 
I wind it in

the sling of mind

to pitch it at England
and follow its drop
to strange fields.

II

Bone-house:

a skeleton

in the tongue's 
old dungeons.

I push back

through dictions, 
Elizabethan canopies, 
Norman devices,

the erotic mayflowers 
of Provence 
and the ivied Latins
of churchmen

to the scop's 
twang, the iron 
flash of consonants 
cleaving the line.

In the coffered 
riches of grammar 
and declensions 
I found bān-hūs,

its fire, benches, 

wattle and rafters, 
where the soul 
fluttered a while
in the roofspace.

There was a small crock 
for the brain, 
and a cauldron

of generation

swung ar the centre: 
love-den, blood-holt, 
dream-bower.

IV

Come back past 
philology and kennings, 
re-enter memory 
where the bone's lair

is a love-nest

in the grass.

I hold my lady's head

like a crystal

and ossify myself

by gazing: I am screes 
on her escarpments, 
a chalk giant

carved upon her downs.

Soon my hands, on the sunken 
fosse of her spine, 
move towards the passes.

V
And we end up 
cradling each other 
between the lips 
of an earthwork.

As I estimate 
for pleasure 

her knuckles' paving,

the turning stiles

of the elbows,

the vallum of her brow

and the long wicket

of collar-bone,

I have begun to pace

the Hadrian's Wall

of her shoulder, 

dreaming of Maiden Castle.

VI

One morning in Devon

I found a dead mole

with the dew still beading it. 
I had thought the mole

a big-boned coulter
but there it was, 
small and cold

as the thick of a chisel.

I was told, ‘Blow,

blow back the fur on his head.
Those little points 
were the eyes.

And feel the shoulders.’
touched small distant: Pennines, 

a pelt of grass and grain
running south.

From The Frontier of Writing 

The tightness and the nilness round that space 
when the car stops in the road, the troops inspect 
its make and number and, as one bends his face 

towards your window, you catch sight of more 
on a hill beyond, eyeing with intent 
down cradled guns that hold you under cover 

and everything is pure interrogation 
until a rifle motions and you move 
with guarded unconcerned acceleration— 

a little emptier, a little spent 
as always by that quiver in the self, 
subjugated, yes, and obedient. 

So you drive on to the frontier of writing 
where it happens again. The guns on tripods; 
the sergeant with his on-off mike repeating 

data about you, waiting for the squawk 
of clearance; the marksman training down 
out of the sun upon you like a hawk. 

And suddenly you're through, arraigned yet freed, 
as if you'd passed from behind a waterfall 
on the black current of a tarmac road 

past armor-plated vehicles, out between 
the posted soldiers flowing and receding 
like tree shadows into the polished windscreen.

The Harvest Bow 

As you plaited the harvest bow
You implicated the mellowed silence in you
In wheat that does not rust
But brightens as it tightens twist by twist
Into a knowable corona,
A throwaway love-knot of straw.

Hands that aged round ashplants and cane sticks
And lapped the spurs on a lifetime of game cocks
Harked to their gift and worked with fine intent
Until your fingers moved somnambulant:
I tell and finger it like braille,
Gleaning the unsaid off the palpable,

And if I spy into its golden loops
I see us walk between the railway slopes
Into an evening of long grass and midges,
Blue smoke straight up, old beds and ploughs in hedges,
An auction notice on an outhouse wall--
You with a harvest bow in your lapel,

Me with the fishing rod, already homesick
For the big lift of these evenings, as your stick
Whacking the tips off weeds and bushes
Beats out of time, and beats, but flushes
Nothing: that original townland
Still tongue-tied in the straw tied by your hand.

The end of art is peace
Could be the motto of this frail device
That I have pinned up on our deal dresser--
Like a drawn snare
Slipped lately by the spirit of the corn
Yet burnished by its passage, and still warm.

The Strand at Lough Beg 
In Memory of Colum McCartney 

All round this little island, on the strand
Far down below there, where the breakers strive
Grow the tall rushes from the oozy sand.
--Dante, Purgatorio, I, 100-3 

Leaving the white glow of filling stations 
And a few lonely streetlamps among fields 
You climbed the hills toward Newtownhamilton 
Past the Fews Forest, out beneath the stars-- 
Along the road, a high, bare pilgrim's track 
Where Sweeney fled before the bloodied heads, 
Goat-beards and dogs' eyes in a demon pack 
Blazing out of the ground, snapping and squealing. 
What blazed ahead of you? A faked road block? 
The red lamp swung, the sudden brakes and stalling 
Engine, voices, heads hooded and the cold-nosed gun? 
Or in your driving mirror, tailing headlights 
That pulled out suddenly and flagged you down 
Where you weren't known and far from what you knew: 
The lowland clays and waters of Lough Beg, 
Church Island's spire, its soft treeline of yew. 
There you used hear guns fired behind the house 
Long before rising time, when duck shooters 
Haunted the marigolds and bulrushes, 
But still were scared to find spent cartridges, 
Acrid, brassy, genital, ejected, 
On your way across the strand to fetch the cows. 
For you and yours and yours and mine fought the shy, 
Spoke an old language of conspirators 
And could not crack the whip or seize the day: 
Big-voiced scullions, herders, feelers round
Haycocks and hindquarters, talkers in byres, 
Slow arbitrators of the burial ground. 

Across that strand of ours the cattle graze 
Up to their bellies in an early mist 
And now they turn their unbewildered gaze 
To where we work our way through squeaking sedge 
Drowning in dew. Like a dull blade with its edge 
Honed bright, Lough Beg half shines under the haze. 
I turn because the sweeping of your feet 
Has stopped behind me, to find you on your knees
With blood and roadside muck in your hair and eyes, 
Then kneel in front of you in brimming grass 
And gather up cold handfuls of the dew 
To wash you, cousin. I dab you clean with moss 
Fine as the drizzle out of a low cloud. 
I lift you under the arms and lay you flat. 
With rushes that shoot green again, I plait 
Green scapulars to wear over your shroud.
 

Alphabets

I

A shadow his father makes with joined hands 

And thumbs and fingers nibbles on the wall 

Like a rabbit's head. He understands 

He will understand more when he goes to school.

There he draws smoke with chalk the whole first week, 

Then draws the forked stick that they call a Y. 

This is writing. A swan's neck and swan's back 

Make the 2 he can see now as well as say.

Two rafters and a cross-tie on the slate

Are the letter some call ah, some call ay.

There are charts, there are headlines, there is a right

Way to hold the pen and a wrong way.

First it is 'copying out', and then 'English', 

Marked correct with a little leaning hoe. 

Smells of inkwells rise in the classroom hush. 

A globe in the window tilts like a coloured O.

II

Declensions sang on air like a hosanna 

As, column after stratified column, 

Book One of Elementa Latina, 

Marbled and minatory, rose up in him.

For he was fostered next in a stricter school 

Named for the patron saint of the oak wood 

Where classes switched to the pealing of a bell 

And he left the Latin forum for the shade

Of new calligraphy that felt like home. 

The letters of this alphabet were trees. 

The capitals were orchards in full bloom, 

The lines of script like briars coiled in ditches.

Here in her snooded garment and bare feet, 

All ringleted in assonance and woodnotes, 

The poet's dream stole over him like sunlight 

And passed into the tenebrous thickets.

He learns this other writing. He is the scribe 

Who drove a team of quills on his white field. 

Round his cell door the blackbirds dart and dab. 

Then self-denial, fasting, the pure cold.

By rules that hardened the farther they reached north 

He bends to his desk and begins again. 

Christ's sickle has been in the undergrowth. 

The script grows bare and Merovingian.

III

The globe has spun. He stands in a wooden O. 

He alludes to Shakespeare. He alludes to Graves. 

Time has bulldozed the school and school window. 

Balers drop bales like printouts where stooked sheaves

Make lambdas on the stubble once at harvest 

And the delta face of each potato pit 

Was patted straight and moulded against frost. 

All gone, with the omega that kept

Watch above each door, the good-luck horseshoe. 

Yet shape-note language, absolute on air 

As Constantine's sky-lettered in hoc signo 
Can still command him; or the necromancer

Who would hang from the domed ceiling of his house

A figure of the world with colours in it

So that the figure of the universe

And 'not just single things' would meet his sight

When he walked abroad. As from his small window 

The astronaut sees all that he has sprung from, 

The risen, aqueous, singular, lucent O 

Like a magnified and buoyant ovum —

Or like my own wide pre-reflective stare 

All agog at the plasterer on his ladder 

Skimming our gable and writing our name there 

With his trowel point, letter by strange letter.

ANAHORISH

	My "place of clear water,"

the first hill in the world

where springs washed into

the shiny grass

and darkened cobbles

in the bed of the lane.

Anahorish, soft gradient

of consonant, vowel-meadow,

after-image of lamps

swung through the yards

on winter evenings.

With pails and barrows

those mound-dwellers

go waist-deep in mist

to break the light ice

at wells and dunghills.

From Wintering Out (1972)


Glanmore Sonnets
for Ann Saddlemyer

'our heartiest welcomer'
I

Vowels ploughed into other: opened ground.
The mildest February for twenty years
Is mist bands over furrows, a deep no sound
Vulnerable to distant gargling tractors.
Our road is steaming, the turned-up acres breathe.
Now the good life could be to cross a field
And art a paradigm of earth new from the lathe
Of ploughs. My lea is deeply tilled.
Old plough-socks gorge the subsoil of each sense
And I am quickened with a redolence
Of farmland as a dark unblown rose.
Wait then ... Breasting the mist, in sowers' aprons,
My ghosts come striding into their spring stations.
The dream grain whirls like freakish Easter snows.
From Field Work (1979)
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