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Ma belle oisel, vers qui mon pensement

S’en vole ades sanz null contretenir,

Pren cest escript, car jeo sai voirement,

U li coers est, le corps falt obeir


 



from Cinkante Balades by John Gower
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THE CINDER PATH
















On the Balcony 





The other, smaller islands we can see

by turning sideways on our balcony –




the bubble-pods and cones, the flecks of green,

the basalt-prongs, the moles, the lumpy chains –




were all volcanoes once, though none so tall

and full of rage for life as ours, which still




displays its flag of supple, wind-stirred smoke

as proof that one day soon it will awake




again and wave its twizzle-stick of fire,

demolish woods, block roads, consume entire




communities with stinking lava-slews

which seem too prehistoric to be true




but are. Or will be. For today we sit

and feel what happiness the world permits.




The metal sun hangs still, its shadows fixed

and permanent. The sea-smell mixed




with thyme and oleander throws a drape

insidious as mist across the drop




of roofs and aerials, of jigsaw squares,

of terraced streets side-stepping to the shore,




of bathers sprawling on their stones, of waves

like other bathers turning in their graves,




and there, beyond them in the blistered shade

below the mountain, of the clumsy bird –






no, bi-plane, with a bucket slung beneath –

which sidles idly in to drench a wreath




of bush-fire in the fields, a fire that we

suppose means nothing to us here, but have to see.


















Harry Patch

‘The Last Fighting Tommy’ 




I


A curve is a straight line caught bending

and this one runs under the kitchen window

where the bright eyes of your mum and dad

might flash any minute and find you down

on all fours, stomach hard to the ground,

slinking along a furrow between the potatoes

and dead set on a prospect of rich pickings,

the good apple trees and plum trees and pears,

anything sweet and juicy you might now be

able to nibble round the back and leave

hanging as though nothing had touched it,

if only it were possible to stand upright

in so much clear light with those eyes

beady in the window and not catch a packet.



 

 



II


Patch, Harry Patch, that’s a good name,

Shakespearean, it might be one of Hal’s men

at Agincourt or not far off, although in fact

it starts life and belongs in Combe Down

with your dad’s trade in the canary limestone

which turns to grey and hardens when it meets

the light, perfect for Regency Bath and you too

since no one these days thinks about the danger

of playing in quarries when the workmen go,

not even of prodding and pelting with stones

the wasps’ nests perched on rough ledges

or dropped down from the ceiling on stalks

although god knows it means having to shift

tout suite and still get stung on arms and faces.



 

 



III


First the hard facts of not wanting to fight,

and the kindness of deciding to shoot men

in the legs but no higher unless needs must,

and the liking among comrades which is truly

as deep as love without that particular name,

then Pilckhem Ridge and Langemarck and across

the Steenbeek since none of the above can change

what comes next, which is a lad from A Company

shrapnel has ripped open from shoulder to waist

who begs you ‘Shoot me’, but is good as dead

already, and whose final word is ‘Mother’,

which you hear because you kneel a minute,

hold one finger of his hand, then remember orders

to keep pressing on, support the infantry ahead.



 

 



IV


After the beautiful crowd to unveil the memorial

and no puff in the lungs to sing ‘O Valiant Hearts’

or say aloud the names of friends and one cousin,

the butcher and chimney sweep, a farmer, a carpenter,

work comes up the Wills Tower in Bristol and there

thunderstorms are a danger, so bad that lightning

one day hammers Great George and knocks down

the foreman who can’t use his hand three weeks

later as you recall, along with the way that strike

burned all trace of oxygen from the air, it must have,

given the definite stink of sulphur and a second

or two later the shy wave of a breeze returning

along with rooftops below, and moss, and rain

fading the green Mendip Hills and blue Severn.



 

 



V


You grow a moustache, check the mirror, notice

you’re forty years old, then next day shave it off,

check the mirror again – and find you’re seventy,

but life is like that now, suddenly and gradually

everyone you know dies and still comes to visit

or you head back to them, it’s not clear which

only where it happens: a safe bedroom upstairs

on the face of it, although when you sit late

whispering with the other boys in the Lewis team,

smoking your pipe upside-down to hide the fire,

and the nurses on night duty bring folded sheets

to store in the linen cupboard opposite, all it takes

is someone switching on the light – there is that flash,

or was until you said, and the staff blacked the window.



 

 
















The Feather Pole





Today comes from the Netherlands

for some unknown reason my remaindered

Oxford Dictionary of British Bird Names.




Bush Oven I am pleased to discover is a Norfolk

variant for the Long-tailed Titmouse, but properly

the intricate and dome-shaped nest here likened




to an oven. I could get used to that. As I could also

come to like the Feather Pole, and other words

describing nests but actually the bird.











OPS/9780571263660_cover_epub.jpg
The
Cinder
Path
Andrew
Motion






OPS/04_online.png





OPS/faber_logo.jpg
fi

faber and faber





