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My Migratory Bird and the Divine


Once I let him go, since through Thy loving hand

Broken wings expand, so Thou couldst count my swallow

Fleeing my cold snow for fertile golden land.

When I command, my crippled bird must follow

His restless band out of Thine El Dorado,

Dropping wet guano in Thine old and loving hand.





The Hybrid Growth


Her roses were her life.

Her roses were the life death could not spare.

As gardener and growth she played her part.

For private use death grows a woman’s heart.

They cultivated each with equal care.

With choicest heads her people fill her room.

They draw the blinds to hide the autumn light

She loved through trees at fealties with air.

These roses intercede with growing night

The live believe. They stifle death in bloom.

In time her heart will open out, the rose

Invested with new flags will strike its own.

The flowers’ fallen horns are raised and blown

By night conspiring cautiously with sound.

They do not hear or know who have not found

A garden to ordain their ordered world.

She knew the way the rose’s leaves unfurled

To dying out or dawn, that growing fails

The hybrid growth of time. And now she knows

Death warms his hands around her sprawling rose.

Lighter than life the fumes which he inhales

Afford him easy motion through the world.





The Flat Dweller’s Revolt


Dogs in mangers feel, he thought, like this;

He cast bread on the pavement for the birds.

Their claustrophobic voices, hers and his,

Their guarded actions louder than their words,

The booming, morning wind brought back tenfold;

Time after time their suffocated talk

Filled and left, like rats a sodden hold,

His keeling mind: he had to go and walk,

To think of all he still had chance to save

And claim the open spaces of the park,

The earth that held his birthright and his grave,

And strictly meditate the fruitless dark.

He kicked the fuzzy stalks of London Pride,

Unfettered hairy seeds on tended plots:

That fallow night he hoped the wind had died

And, like unwanted children in cheap cots,

Between proud dahlias and hollyhocks,

On half-built sites the length and breadth of Leeds,

Neat crematorium, demolished blocks,

Like risen men, would stand the purple weeds;

And most profusely spread where common earth

Combined more spacious parents than his own,

Where such as he thought grimly on one birth

And ageing sons laid flowers on one stone.

That night he learnt himself by heart, his prayers

Unsaid for safety, summoned flesh and bone,

His ripe autumnal love and climbed the stairs

And in the bathroom, washing, begged the moon,

The queen of female courses and of tides,

To shine on insured love in rented rooms

And break the dykes of all protected brides

And flood the little land of fertile wombs.





The New Earth


Time may spur but will not bridle birth;

Death bore down together with the wife;

Two thirds the revolution of the earth

Brought a mortality as small as life.

Earth’s from the start that clod of birth

Brushed from sheer life by such waves the moon

Recalls and hurls against the old cooled earth

That turns round slowly and is never soon.





The Promised Land


‘I will allure her, and bring her into the wilderness, and speak comfortably unto her.’

(Hosea ii.14)




Outside the storm drew tide and land,

And with the land, the promised seed.

The house she had, but not the need

    Her house would keep without

        where winds impede

The struggling winds and strangle trees.

(Outside there may be storm and flood;

Within, this wind should blow us good;

    There should be light and calm

        Upon the blood.)

Her carpet grew the perfect rose.

Her steady eyes absorbed the floor

And mine her face; night always tore

    My eyes away to put them back

        Outside her door.

(Let there be flood enough to make

This flower bloom around her toes,

And I would point and say, ‘A rose,’

    And swiftly plucking it,

        A dying rose.’

Again. ‘Was that a shot I heard?’)

Love is no luxury in war.

Love must be made like houses, or

    Like her contented cat

        Be shown the door,

To find outside the reason why

It has no right to purr like that.

The cat, indulged with cushions, sat

    Disdainful of its curdled cream

        And will grow fat.

On her devotion and replenished bowls.

Grow fat, immobile, tired, and die.

Her pet deflated, she might cry

    And want my soothing words,

        My soothing lie.

(Let there be flood enough to drown

This cat and make the desert green

For her, just brought ashore, to glean

    Us love.) And even then

        Things come between!

(And through the straits dividing us

As we stand and look across and wait

Until these endless seas abate,

    And I impatient so,

        For I am late,

Slow-melting, glacial dead

Dislodge and roll the yet to be

Into this old deterrent sea

    That shall make buoyant

        You and me;

And even at the water’s edge

I am afraid.) I start, to see

At last a hand outstretched to me.

    I took it all for love.

        The offered tea

Was spilled, a dark stain disappeared,

Absorbed into that perfect rose,

Her life manures, and carpet grows

    For her to wear out daily

        As she goes.





The Pit of Perception


Upended roots, the bare November trees

Seemed growing upside down into the earth.

Broken twigs were strewn to burn or freeze,

The scattered leavings of inverted birth.

Behind, but barely glimpsed, the only signs

Of life were people, neither young nor old,

Transfigured forms, inhabitants of mines,

Earth-coloured, crumbling, drowned in gold.

Then sprinkled petrol leaped as startled flames.

Behind the heat the half-built houses shook,

Sinuous jambs and glassless window frames,

The forms dissolved and lost their human look.

Carved and polished trees and dinner ware

Of hardened clay. O Fiat Lux! There rise

The mountains, water falls, the land is there

And surfaced creatures see with human eyes

Dense undergrowth, ravines, denuded plains,

Corrugated, pitted ground, twin peaks

Above the chosen site of crystal brains,

The hall of perfect forms and shapeless freaks;

Microbial traffic, full canals, lithe sperms

Evolving generations of the blind,

Militant corpuscules combating germs,

The glutton cells that gorge upon their kind;

Cannibal or social, war or peace,

To make one tenant die or two unite

That out of huddled bondage they release

A third from hibernations into light.

Next summer when the earth turned up again,

With riddled wood and worn foundation stones,

A world of vegetation stripped of men,

The branches of the flesh stretched out their bones.





The Pathetic Fallacy


Antlers clean or charred, half-raised to gore

Some chancred mammoth with six crumpled horns,

Shattered bodies on a churned sea floor,

Trees with wet seal’s muscles and bull’s brawn.

The ocean just cleared off and left them there;

The hoarse asthmatic struggles of the strong

Beached creatures thrashing round for air;

The wind came like a passion one night long.

A strange man and a strange pale girl lay

Together on a hired bed. As if Christ could

(O Christ!) have risen with three days’ decay,

Spring came like an infestation on the wood,

The crushed flung branches fattened their small lice;

Such lengthening shades of Eden as were thrown

That first wet April out of Paradise,

The dark seed leaping from pale groin to groin.





The Hands


All his hopes were hands, his ventures hands,

All hands; hands no less crucial, no less lithe

Than a desperate climber’s or a drowning man’s,

On swollen silks and bulging velveteens

Ran sideways on, stopped, slithered off, gained ground

Again, then flopped like frogs into a pond

And surfaced white and weightless like dead frogs.

And all the wine they hurried back and forth

For warmth into his mouth was but a drop

In all the coastless oceans that they pushed

Or scooped or drifted on, until they caught

An instant on a breast or thigh, or skulked

From hostility in some rank hair and scuttled off,

Sensing injury if they but stopped for breath.

Left to themselves again while others paired

Or nested gently on sweet hair, his crept away,

Albino things abandoned of their kind;

Crouched quivering on his face.

He flung them down.

They bunched in terror from this savage beast.

They say that afterwards the pair of them

Were huddled on the parapet and he

Gazed at them hard, half lovingly, half cold,

Like a man at kittens he is going to drown.

He dropped them twitching in the cold canal.

Heavily weighted, they struggled well,

Kicking up the water, then went down.





A Part of the Mainland: Bardsey Island


Twenty thousand saints (all Welsh)

Are buried on the island, are its earth,

Each friable crumb of it, and every worm

Conceals some sanctity beneath its skin,

Each mashed morsel of tomorrow’s fish,

Hauled over holy moonlight into Wales.

Wild holiness has risen in west Wales;

God wallows in the pigsties and is whirled

Beyond the snowblown Beacons in black gulls,

Crashes with clods between his toes onto the shires,

Slithers a little, dives into the sea off Hull

And strikes for Europe like a savaged whale;

And someone notes tonight the sea is rough,

And under it might note twenty thousand demons

(Foreign every one and certainly not Welsh)

Crawling on red claws across the sand.





Thomas Campey and the Copernican System


The other day all thirty shillings’ worth

Of painfully collected waste was blown

Off the heavy handcart high above the earth,

And scattered paper whirled around the town.

The earth turns round to face the sun in March,

He said, resigned, it’s bound to cause a breeze.

Familiar last straws. His back’s strained arch

Questioned the stiff balance of his knees.

Thomas Campey, who, in each demolished home,

Cherished a Gibbon with a gilt-worked spine,

Spengler and Mommsen, and a huge, black tome

With Latin titles for his own decline:

Tabes dorsalis; veins like flex, like fused

And knotted flex, with a cart on the cobbled road,

He drags for life old clothing, used

Lectern bibles and cracked Copeland Spode,

Marie Corelli, Ouida and Hall Caine

And texts from Patience Strong in tortoise frames.

And every pound of this dead weight is pain

To Thomas Campey (Books) who often dreams

Of angels in white crinolines all dressed

To kill, of God as Queen Victoria who grabs

Him by the scruff and shoves his body pressed

Quite straight again under St Anne’s slabs.

And round Victoria Regina the Most High

Swathed in luminous smokes like factories,

These angels serried in a dark, Leeds sky

Chanting Angina –a, Angina Pectoris.

Keen winter is the worst time for his back,

Squeezed lungs and damaged heart; just one

More sharp turn of the earth, those knees will crack

And he will turn his warped spine on the sun.

Leeds! Offer thanks to that Imperial Host,

Squat on its thrones of Ormus and of Ind,

For bringing Thomas from his world of dust

To dust, and leisure of the simplest kind.





Ginger’s Friday


Strawberries being bubbled in great vats

At Sunny Sunglow’s wafted down the aisle.

He heard the scuffled vestments through the slats

And could not see but felt a kindly smile.

Grateful, anonymous, he catalogued his sin,

The stolen postcards and allotment peas;

How from his attic bedroom he’d looked in

On Mrs Daley, all-bare on her knees,

Before her husband straddled in his shirt,

And how he’d been worked up by what he saw;

How he’d fiddled with his thing until it hurt

And spurted sticky stuff onto the floor.

And last his dad’s mauve packet of balloons

He’d blown up, filled with water, and tried on;

And then relief. The hidden priest intones:

Remember me to Mrs Kelly, John.

He loitered, playing taws until the dark

Of bad men with their luring spice and shell-

shocked feelers edged onto the empty park,

And everything that moved was off to tell.

His gaslamp shadows clutched him as he ran

Shouting his Aves. Paternosters stuck

At peccata, and the devil with his huge jam pan

Would change his boiled-up body back to muck.

And no Hail Marys saved him from that Hell

Where Daley’s and his father’s broad, black belts

Cracked in the kitchen, and, blubbering, he smelt

That burning rubber and burnt bacon smell.





The Pocket Wars of Peanuts Joe


‘Poor old sport,
he got caught
right in the mangle.’




The -nuts bit really -nis. They didn’t guess

Till after he was dead, then his sad name

Was bandied as a dirty backstreet Hess,

A masturbator they made bear the blame

For all daubed swastikas, all filthy scrawl

In Gents and Ladies, YANK GO HOME

Scratched with a chisel on the churchyard wall;

The vicar’s bogey against wankers’ doom.

We knew those adult rumours just weren’t true.

We did it often but our minds stayed strong.

Our palms weren’t cold and tacky and they never grew

Those tell-tale matted tangles like King Kong.

We knew that what was complicated joy

In coupled love, and for lonely men relief,

For Joe was fluted rifling, no kid’s toy

He fired and loaded in his handkerchief.

Some said that it was shell-shock. They were wrong.

His only service was to sing The Boers

Have Got My Daddy and The Veteran’s Song

And window-gazing in the Surplus Stores.

In allotment dugouts, nervous of attack,

Ambushing love-shadows in the park,

His wishes shrapnel, Joe’s ack-ack ejaculatio shot through the dark

Strewn, churned-up trenches in his head.

Our comes were colourless but Joe’s froze,

In wooshed cascadoes of ebullient blood-red,

Each flushed, bare woman to a glairy pose.

‘VD Day’ jellies, trestle tables, cheers

For Ruskis, Yanks and Desert Rats with guns

And braces dangling, drunk; heaped souvenirs:

Swastikas, Jap tin hats and Rising Suns.

The Victory bonfire settled as white ash.

The accordion stopped Tipperarying.

It was something solemn made

Joe flash His mitred bishop as they played The King.

Happy and Glorious … faded away. Swine!

The disabled veteran with the medals cried.

The ARP tobacconist rang 999.

The Desert Rats stood guard on either side.

Two coppers came, half-Nelsoned, frog-marched poor Penis off to a cold clink.

He goosestepped backwards and crowds saw the cock

That could gush Hiroshimas start to shrink.

A sergeant found him gutted like a fish

On army issue blades, the gormless one,

No good for cannon fodder. His last wish

Bequeathed his gonads to the Pentagon.





Allotments


Choked, reverted Dig for Victory plots

Helped put more bastards into Waif Home cots

Than anywhere, but long before my teens

The Veterans got them for their bowling greens.

In Leeds it was never Who or When but Where.

The bridges of the slimy River Aire,

Where Jabez Tunnicliffe, for love of God,

Founded the Band of Hope in eighteen-odd,

The cold canal that ran to Liverpool,

Made hot trickles in the knickers cool

As soon as flow. The graveyards of Leeds 2

Were hardly love-nests but they had to do –

Through clammy mackintosh and winter vest

And rumpled jumper for a touch of breast.

Stroked nylon crackled over groin and bum

Like granny’s wireless stuck on Hilversum.

And after love we’d find some epitaph

Embossed backwards on your arse and laugh.

And young, we cuddled by the abattoir,

Faffing with fastenings, never getting far.

Through sooty shutters the odd glimpsed spark

From hooves on concrete stalls scratched at the dark

And glittered in green eyes. Cowclap smacked

Onto the pavings where the beasts were packed.

And offal furnaces with clouds of stench

Choked other couples off the lychgate bench.

The Pole who caught us at it once had smelt

Far worse at Auschwitz and at Buchenwald,

He said, and, pointing to the chimneys, Meat!

Zat is vere zey murder vat you eat.

And jogging beside us, As Man devours

Ze flesh of animals, so vorms devour ours.

It’s like your anthem, Ilkla Moor Baht ’at.

Nearly midnight and that gabbling, foreign nut

Had stalled my coming, spoilt my appetite

For supper, and gave me a sleepless night

In which I rolled frustrated and I smelt

Lust on myself, then smoke, and then I felt

Street bonfires blazing for the end of war

VE and J burn us like lights, but saw

Lush prairies for a tumble, wide corrals,

A Loiner’s Elysium, and I cried

For the family still pent up in my balls,

For my corned-beef sandwich, and for genocide.





Doodlebugs


Even the Vicar teaching Classics knows

how the doodled prepuce finishes as man,

a lop-eared dachshund with a pubis nose,

Caspar the friendly ghost or Ku-Klux-Klan,

and sees stiff phalluses in lynched negroes,

the obvious banana, those extra twirls

that make an umbilicus brave mustachios

clustered round cavities no longer girls’.

Though breasts become sombreros, groins goatees,

the beard of Conrad, or the King of Spain,

bosoms bikes or spectacles, vaginas psis,

they make some fannies Africa, and here it’s plain,

though I wonder if the Vicar ever sees,

those landmass doodles show a boy’s true bent

for adult exploration, the slow discovery

of cunt as coastline, then as continent.





The White Queen

1. Satyrae

I


Professor! Poet! Provincial Dadaist!

Pathic, pathetic, half-blind and half-pissed

Most of these tours in Africa. A Corydon

Past fifty, fat, those suave looks gone,

That sallow cheek, that young Novello sheen

Gone matt and puffed. A radiant white queen

In sub-Saharan scrub, I hold my court

On expat pay, my courtiers all bought.

Dear Mother, with your hennaed hair and eyes

Of aquamarine, I made this compromise

With commodities and cash for you, and walk

These hot-house groves of Academe and talk

Nonsense and nothing, bored with almost all

The issues but the point of love. Nightfall

Comes early all year round. I am alone,

And early all year round I go to town

And grub about for love. I sometimes cruise

For boys the blackness of a two-day bruise,

Bolt upright in the backseat of the Volks,

Or, when the moon’s up full, take breathless walks

Past leprosarium and polo grounds

Hedged with hibiscus, and go my rounds

Of downtown dance and bar. Where once they used

To castrate eunuchs to be shipped off East,

I hang about The Moonshine and West End,

Begging for pure sex, one unembarrassed friend

To share my boredom and my bed – one masta want

One boy – one boy for bed … and like an elephant

That bungles with its trunk about its cage,

I make my half-sloshed entrances and rage

Like any ‘normal’ lover when I come

Before I’ve managed it. Then his thin bum

That did seem beautiful will seem obscene;

I’m conscious of the void, the Vaseline,

Pour shillings in his hands and send him back

With the driver, ugly, frightened, black,

Black, black. What’s the use? I can’t escape

Our foul conditioning that makes a rape

Seem natural, if wrong, and love unclean

Between some ill-fed blackboy and fat queen.

Things can be so much better. Once at least

A million per cent. Policeman! Priest!

You’ll call it filthy, but to me it’s love,

And to him it was. It was. O he could move

Like an oiled (slow-motion) racehorse at its peak,

Outrageous, and not gentle, tame, or meek –

O magnificently shameless in his gear,

He sauntered the flunkied restaurant, queer

As a clockwork orange and not scared.

God, I was grateful for the nights we shared.

My boredom melted like small cubes of ice

In warm sundowner whiskies. Call it vice;

Call it obscenity; it’s love; so there;

Call it what you want. I just don’t care.

Two figures in grey uniforms and shorts,

Their eyes on quick promotion and the tarts,

Took down the number of my backing car.

I come back raddled to the campus bar

And shout out how I laid a big, brute

Negro in a tight, white cowboy suit.



II


Advanced psychology (of 1910)

Bristled from thin lips the harmattan

Had cracked and shrivelled like a piece of bark.

She egged me on to kiss her in the scented dark,

Eyes bottled under contact lenses, bright

And boggling, as if for half the night

She’d puffed cheap hashish to console

Her for the absences, that great, black hole

Pascal had with him once, l’abîme ouvert

He thought was special but is everywhere.

He cackles from Heaven at the desperate Earth.

We permit ourselves too much satiric mirth

At their expense, and blame the climate, so

I touched her bosom gently just to show

I could acknowledge gestures, but couldn’t stroke

Her leathery, dry skin and cracked a joke

Against myself about my taste in little boys.

Then the party drowned us in its noise

And carried us apart, I, to my jests,

She, to her gesturing with other guests.

I’ve seen her scrawny, listless husband still

Such rowdy booze-ups with a madrigal,

His tonic water serving for rare wine

Toasting the ladies with O Mistress Mine;

Sort of impressive. I confess such prick

Songs make me absolutely bloody sick,

But he can sing them straight at his third wife.

Changey-changey! But they can’t change life,

Though they meditate together with joined hands,

Though his psyche flutters when he thinks he’s kissed,

Cuddled and copulated with New Zealand’s

Greatest, unpublished, woman novelist.



III


All night a badly driven armoured truck

With grinding gears crunched on the gravel, shook

The loose louvres and the damp mosquito mesh,

And glaring headlights swept across my flesh.

Back to loneliness, pulling myself off,

After a whole White Horse, with photograph

And drag, a Livingstone with coloured plates,

That good old stand-by for expatriates

Hooked on the blacks; again have to withdraw

Into myself, backwards down a corridor,

Where in one of many cold, white cells

They play cold water on my testicles,

When I should be breaking out … must … must

Matchet the creeper from my strangled lust.

The sticky morning comes and some loud gun

Fires short-distance shells into the sun.

Patrols and shots; the same trilingual drone

Goes on about curfews through a megaphone.

A new anthem: tiddly-om-pom-pom

Blares the new world like a Blackpool prom

And promises corruption’s dead and lies

Riddled with bullets in three mortuaries.

An American’s got it all on tape.

The proclamation: murder, looting, rape,

Homosexuality, all in the same breath,

And the same punishment for each – death, death!

He plays it back to half-seas-over, hushed

Circles in the bar. I flush with defiant lust.

Now life’s as dizzy as the Book of Kells.

Thank God for London and Beaux/Belles.

I must get back again. I must, but must

Never again be locked away or trussed

Like a squealing piglet because my mind

Shut out all meaning like a blackout blind.

Next door, erotomaniacs. Here, queers,

And butch nurses with stiff hoses mock

As we grow limp, Roundheads and Cavaliers,

Like King Charles bowing to the chopping block.



IV


Insects strike the clapper. The school bell

Clangs for nothing. Nothing; and her little hell

Begins when darkness falls. Her garden moves

With mambas, leafage like damp leather gloves,

Cobras, rats and mice, and bandicoots,

The drunk maigardai and their prostitutes

Who help them pass their watch. Time drags

For such lonely, unlovable old bags.

There’s too much spawning. Men! Beasts! Ticks!

Spawn in their swarmfuls like good Catholics.

She wanted children but she gets instead

Black houseboys leaving notes beside her bed:

Madam your man is me. Where is the yes?

Putting pressed frangipani in her dress.

She’s not as desperate for a go as that.

She has her gaudy parrot and her spayed, grey cat

For company. Babar’s a champion impressionist

Of whisky noises when his owner’s pissed.

She pretends he’s learnt it when he’s heard her wash

And offers visitors a choice of squash.

Darkness. The swoosh of soda and the glug

Of Scotch come from Babar as that drunken thug

She hired as a watchman and must fire, treads

Down her phlox and pees on her arctotis beds.

She knows what he’s up to. Brute! The garage door

Swings on its hinges for the watchman’s whore.

And now they’re rocking. One cracked heel

Scrapes after purchase on her Peugeot wheel.

Rustle and gasp, black creatures claw

At one another in her packing straw.

You never know in these hot climates; coups

Can throw the whole white quarter on the booze.

Whisky and danger. Ah who knows? Who knows?

Some drunken Public Works might still propose.

But she wouldn’t have him. No, not her. Boy!

She’ll give you the sack for those grunts of joy.



V


Northwards two hundred miles, an emptiness

As big as Europe; Sah’ra; Nothingness.

South six hundred, miles of churning sea

Make of the strongest swimmer a nonentity,

Bleaching the blackest flesh as white as spray.

The sea makes no demands but gets its way.

The campus wants its pep- and sleeping pills.

It’s not diseases, but the void that kills,

The space, the gaps, the darkness, that same void

He hears vibrating in clogged adenoid

And vocal cords. Through his cool stethoscope

He hears despair pulsate and withered hope

Flutter the failing heart a little, death

Of real feeling in a laboured breath.

He knows with his firm finger on a pulse

It is this Nothingness and nothing else

Throbs in the blood. Nothing is no little part

Of time’s huge effort in the human heart.

There’s love. There’s courage. And that’s all.

And the itus et reditus of Pascal.

He’s not asked out to drinks or dinner much.

He knows how the slightest sweatrash on the crutch

Scares some and with good reason, whose child’s whose,

Whose marriage depends on sjamboks, and who screws

In Posts & Telegraphs, and reads instead

His damp-stained Pensées on their double bed.

The Nothingness! Lisa – she couldn’t stand

The boredom and packed off for Switzerland.

She sends him a postcard of a snowblown slope:

Boris, ich bin frei … und friere. He can’t cope

Here alone. There’s nothing for a sick MO

Sick of savannah, sick of inselberg,

Sick of black Africa, who cannot go

Ever again to white St Petersburg.





2. The Railroad Heroides

I


A lake like lead. A bar. The crowding, nude

Slack-breasted, tattooed girls made lewd,

Lascivious gestures, their bald groins

Studded with wet francs, for my loose coins.

I’m surrounded by canoes. Cadeau! Cadeau!

I fling out all my change, but they won’t go.

One paddles underneath and pokes a straw

At my bare ankles through the gaping floor.

I’m on my fifth warm beer. I need my cash.

I crunch her knuckles hard, and yell out;: Vache!

Then as she pulls my sandals: Tu, vache noire!

They rock the rotten stilts that prop the bar.

My boatman saves me, and for ten francs more

Canoes me blushing to the nearest shore.

I lie back like a corpse Valhalla bound

And sleep. Only a wet, withdrawal sound

Sucks at my ear. I dream. I dream the sun

Blackens my bare balls to bitumen.



II


Again I feel my school belt with the snake-

Hook, silver buckle tauten and then break

From the banisters I swung off. Suicide –

The noose’s love-bites and a bruised backside.

I laughed a long time and was glad I fell.

The white wake swabbing at the woundless swell,

The swashing, greasy pool, the spindrift fine

As Shelltox seasoning my lips with brine

Makes sadness shoreless and shakes sullen grief

Apart like gobs of spittle. Off Tenerife

French soldiers from Gabon dressed up as sheikhs

Waltzed amidships and blackamoors cut cakes

Iced thick with tricolours. The Marseillaise

Boomed from the tannoy and the easy lays

Beamed at the officers. I flung your zig-zag

Tuareg ring and the red, goat-leather bag

I’d bought for our swimming things into the sea

Placating nothing. A little lighter, free

To saunter in fancy dress the festooned decks,

In the midst of plenty, hungry for good sex,

I found a lonely woman. I got you off my chest,

But had to have my hand held and I lay

All night with my confessor, fully dressed,

Afraid of my terror, longing for the day.



III


Bordeaux – Paris – London – Leeds; I get

Cold and tachycardia in my couchette.

With weeks of travel thudding in my brain,

Bilges, ship’s engine, and the English train,

Too much black coffee and cold lager beer

I find sleep impossible. My throbbing ear

Bangs on the pillow with an angry thud –

It’s you, it’s you, with a sound like blood,

After the bloodshed, if your tribe survives,

Pounding a big man’s yams among young wives.



IV


Leeds City Station, and a black man sweeps

Cartons and papers into tidy heaps.





3. Travesties


‘… the vanity of translation; it were as wise to cast a pansy into a crucible that you might discover the formal principle of its colour and odour, as seek to transfuse from one language into another the creations of a poet.’

(Shelley, A Defence of Poetry)

Distant Ophir

(after Hieronymi Fracastorii, Syphilis, sive Morbus Gallicus, Veronae, MDXXX)




‘Westerners, who laid the Sun’s fowl low,

the flocks of Apollo, now stand and hear

the dreadful sufferings you must undergo.

This land, where you are now, is that Ophir

your flashy maps show off like jewellery

but not yet yours to own, nor domineer

its quiet peoples until now quite free;

cities and new sacraments you won’t impose

until you’ve suffered much by land and sea.

Self-lumbered pilgrims of San Lazaro’s,

brothels and gold bars bring you no joy,

porphyry and rape bring no repose!

You’ll war with strangers, bloodily, destroy

or be destroyed, your discoveries will cost

destructions greater than the siege of Troy,

worse wanderings after with more thousands lost,

comrades you fitted out search parties for

hutches of bleached ribs on our bare coast.

You’ll go on looking, losing more and more

to the sea, the climate, weapons, ours and yours,

your crimes abroad brought home as civil war.

And also Syphilis: sores, foul sores

will drive you back through storm and calenture

crawling like lepers to our peaceful shores.

The malaise of the West will lure

the scapegoats of its ills, you and your crew,

back to our jungles looking for a cure. –

You’ll only find the Old World in the New,

and you’ll rue your discubrimiento, rue

it, rue Africa, rue Cuba, rue Peru!’

And away behind the crags the dark bird flew.

And everything it prophesied came true.




Note. Hieronymus Fracastorius (1483–1553), the author of Syphilis, was born, as perhaps befits a true poet, without a mouth. The fact is celebrated in the well-known epigram of Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484–1558). Fracastorius died, after an apoplexy, speechless.





4. Manica


‘An experienced doctor has said that he has never seen tropical neurasthenia develop in a man with a sound philosophy of life.’

(Notes on the Preservation of Personal Health in Warm Climates, London, The Ross Institute of Tropical Hygiene, 3rd edn, 1960)



I. The Origin of the Beery Way


The Coast, the Coast, a hundred years ago!

Poisonous mangroves and funereal palms,

Victorian hearse-plumes nodding victims in

To bouts of wifeless boredom and El Vomito,

Shacking with natives, lovely Sodom’s sin,

Boozers with riff-raff in their British arms,

Reports put down ‘futility & worthlessness’ –

I’m just a big colon: kick, kick, caress,

Administer, then murmur beau, beau, beau

Like some daft baby at your Mandingo.

From dashi, dashi to cadeau, cadeau,

Armed with my Dettol, my Od-o-ro-no,

My African Personality, I go

For a bit of the old Français finesse,

Not work at your bollocks like a kid’s yo-yo,

Then buck you off them like a rodeo.

With prudish pansies I am passionless.

My sex-life’s manic like a bad rondeau.

I need to forage among Francophones.

A real beaubarian and buckaneer, that’s me, Yo Ho,

Bottles of Black & White do me for rum.

I soft-shoe shuffle on the white man’s bones,

Windborne or brittle as a popadum.

Omar, not Khayam, the Gambia’s mad Marabout

Changed the Commissioners’ bullets into water;

Into water being Moslem. I, being atheist,

Am full of more potent potions when I’m pissed.

A century later, full of Guinnesses and Stars,

I’m God’s own Heaven, and as I slash I shout:

The white man’s water turns back into fire!

Braving castration at their scimitars,

And single-handed put Islam to rout,

And vanquish the missions with my bent desire,

Spouting a semen capable of slaughter.

Flat on my back, beneath the Galaxy, I fear

This burning in my groin is gonorrhoea.



II. The Elephant & the Kangaroo


The first rains slap the leaves like slow applause.

My nerves are soothed by it.

The insects’ constant grind has been put down.

It means a night indoors;

nothing doing in the town;

power failure; all the dives unlit.

The imported apples begin to look like shit.

The Star beer’s warmish, the cut fruit brown.

Chops will be rotting in the Lebanese Cold Stores.

The rainmaker wraps away his amulet

and hugs his gods to see the great downpours.

So the world comes back into its own

and all the houses through a stage-scene gauze

of wavering, driven rain and drunkenness. It

goes on spinning and will not run down.

In cool bush-shirt and shorts I sit

feeling the world spinning, the spinning floors

between the brandy and verandah. Laterite.

Bush, like effigies of bush, is washed of it.

A clean green everywhere and it still pours.

This is Noah’s weather. All will drown –

But I’ll escape by crawling on all fours.



III. The Foreign Body


Each blue horizontal thrust

into the red, rain-spattered dust

brings my tachycardia back.

My heart’s a thing caught in a sack.

Lashes of tall grass whip

at my genitals, the thick ears flip

hard insects from sprung stalks

and the fraying lightning forks.

Boom! The flame trees blaze

out the ancientest of days.

All the dead in running shoes!

A bootless marchpast of dead Jews!

Boom! Bad blood cells boom

in unison for Lebensraum.

Burst corpuscles and blood cells spray

the dark with fire and die away.

The brief glares strewed

flamboyants in my face like blood.

Boom! Boom! And at each wrist

a worm as blue as amethyst

burrows its blunt head in my palm

to keep its bloodless body warm.

And in my bed I hear the whine

of soliciting anopheline,

and diptera diseases zoom

round and round my foetid room,

and randiness, my life’s disease,

in bottle-green Cantharides,

and the bloody tampan, that posh louse

plushy like an Opera House,

red as an Empire or lipstick,

insect vampire, soft-backed tick –

all females, the female womb

is stuffed with blind trypanosome.

Which of your probosces made

my heart fire off this cannonade,

or is its billion-gun salute

for lover or for prostitute?

Boom! Boom! And now here comes

the endless roll of danger drums,

and the death-defying leap

jerks me panicking from sleep.

Boom! Boom! Bonhomie!

America’s backslapping me.

Starchy Baptist cherubim

give me tests at the SIM,

and swallowed US tracers trace

my body’s Cuban missile base.

Boom! Boom! World War 3’s

waging in my arteries.

Desperately I call these apprehensions

Africa but the map

churns like wet acres in these rains

and thunder tugging at my veins.

That Empire flush diluted is

pink as a lover’s orifice,

then Physical, Political run

first into marblings and then one

mud colour, the dirty, grey,

flat reaches of infinity.

The one red thing, I squat and grab

at myself like a one-clawed crab.
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