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In his third full-length book of poems, Robert Crawford elegantly explores many aspects of that troubling concept – masculinity – from imperial militarism and organised games to his own experiences as son, husband, and father. By turn affectionate and amusing, painful and self-excoriating, Crawford wryly examines, sometimes in intimate detail, what it is to be male – from awkward, unsporty schooldays and even more awkward adolescence, to relationships, marriage and fatherhood. Clever, accessible, very funny and chillingly accurate, Masculinity is a sparklingly original collection.
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NOTE

I imagine the refrain in the poem ‘Chaps’ first of all yelled in an upper-class English voice – ‘CHEPS!’ – then spoken in a Scottish voice in the middle of the poem, then falling to a whisper at the end.


MASCULINITY


A QUIET MAN

My best friend at school, then at university

Turned out to be gay

Which was fine, but left me somehow

Lonely. I knew I’d never

Be a ladies’ man, or a man’s man either.

Unpubby, hating cigarette smoke,

I took out girls to the Art Galleries,

Typing them sonnets. I mooned,

Living in fear some reintroduced

National Service sergeant major

Would noisily break me in two.

Odd those sergeant majors now

Are gender fossils, and here I am

Washing the dishes but not doing ironing,

Married. Evolved from my all-male school

And that bristling, women-only college

I lived in later for years,

I stand off-balance, mumbling something

About our wee son’s future, his stripy flag

A dishtowel my Dad brandished when he made me

Like him an in-between, quiet man,

Homo silens, a missing link.


CHAPS

With his Bible, his Burns, his brose and his baps

Colonel John Buchan is one of the chaps,

With his mother, his mowser, his mauser, his maps,

Winston S. Churchill is one of the chaps.

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Rebecca Mphalele is one of the chaps,

Ezekiel Ng is one of the chaps,

Queenie Macfadzean is one of the chaps,

Kayode Nimgaonkar is one of the chaps.

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Oxfordy chaps, Cambridgey chaps,

Glasgowy chaps, Harrovian chaps,

Oxfordy chaps, Cambridgey chaps,

Oxfordy chaps, Cambridgey chaps.

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

The sergeant’s a chap, the rifle’s a chap,

The veldt is a chap, the heather’s a chap,

A great JCR of them tossing their caps

Like schoolboys at Eton dyed red on the maps.

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

The porthole’s a chap, the cannon’s a chap,

The Haigs and the Slessors, the Parks are all chaps,

Mungos and Maries, filling the gaps

In the Empire’s red line that can never collapse.

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Lord Kitchener needs them to pose for his snaps

Of Ypres and Verdun with chaps’ heads in their laps

Singing Gilbert and Sullivan or outlining traps

To catch rowdies at Eights Week, next year perhaps.

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

The war memorial’s a chap, the codebook’s a chap,

The wind is a chap, the horse is a chap

The knitters, the padres, the limbs are all chaps

From Hawick and Africa, poppies are chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps

Chaps chaps chaps chaps


NAME AND ADDRESS SUPPLIED

My Edwardian friend Arthur Farquharson

Lived in college three enormous years

With his ties, shirts, trousers, jackets,

Underwear and socks all neatly sporting

An embroidered label, ARTHUR FARQUHARSON,

Then the college address and postcode.

Six months into his college residence

His case was stolen. The hopeful thief,

Finding no lap-tops, cash, or videos,

Just unironed shirts and old school ties,

Beery sportsjackets, Henry Tudor longjohns,

And Scott of the Antarctic vests,

Hurled the slashed suitcase in a shot-putter’s arc

Over the windswept, flooded field

Just off the ringroad, so Arthur’s most intimate whites

Fell among nettles, a cross between rumpled snowflakes

And parachutists dropped at Arnhem.

Four months afterwards tall, po-faced

Students would amble into the college

With a plastic bag of Arthur’s smalls

All birdshit and sodden cotton,

Harvested from scrubland or gutters or animals’ burrows,

Then when Arthur slunk back from work each evening

Weary and keeping close to the wall,

The alert porter stood in reception

Brandishing a pair of weathered, just recognisable

Fridtjof Nansen Patent Hyperthermals,

Thundering into the mellow evening

With its arm-in-arm couples, its cricket elevens,

‘Mr Farquharson, surely these must be yours?’

I mention this because once my mother

In a bout of implacable maternal pride

Labelled every piece of my clothing

ROBERT CRAWFORD, HOLYWELL MANOR

And though I haven’t lived for years

In that graduate centre, I still get up

On anxious mornings, peering inside

Old socks and cardigans in bleached midwinter

To see what exactly they say.


MASCULINITY

At our school sexes were colour-coded

Blue for a boy and blue for a girl;

A different shade, though, more skyish

On the soft, hard woollen blazer.

Evenings we’d lie up in our rooms

Learning masc. and fem. declensions,

Mensa, mensae. Our diningroom table

Had squat, chunky, rebarbative legs

Unlike those of my lithe first girlfriend

Who crossed hers when she came to tea.

That term I became her Latin lover,

My whole world zinging with testostericity,

All I touched shocked by another language –

Trees, ships, houses, horses, roads

Masculine or feminine, caressed

And confused, the way next term Greek

Gendered things just a little differently,

Maybe because it was older.

It took me years to understand

Erotic grammar and the answer given

By the boy at the back who raised his hand

Erect as a spear, ‘Please, sir, please,

Masculinity’s not much to do

With sex. It’s all about gender.’
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