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To the caretakers, protectors and restorers
of our threatened habitats and species.
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Foreword

I walk down through a hazel wood to swim. In the lacy light under the trees, I find bluebells in the spring, huge ferns in the summer, nuts in the autumn. It’s magical, and because of the famous Yeats’ line which actually begins this anthology, it feels mythical. That identification with nature which is part of Irish culture can be found in the song of our first poet, Amergin, who is said to have declared as he set foot on the shore near Waterville:


Am gaeth i m-muir,

Am tond trethan,

Am fuaim mara*

Am wind on sea,

Am wave-swelling,

Am ocean’s voice**



A few miles from where I live in County Carlow are the woods of St Mullins. Legend says it was here that Mad Sweeney, the king of Dal-Arie in Ulster – who was turned into a half-man half-bird by St Ronan – eventually found sanctuary. Our landscape holds our stories, our beliefs. Indeed, we have long identified God with nature. It’s there in ‘The Deer’s Cry’, the St Patrick’s Breastplate hymn, which has inspired so many composers including Arvo Pärt and Shaun Davey:


I arise today, through

The strength of heaven,

The light of the sun,

The radiance of the moon.



I would even argue that it’s there in the one hymn that most Irish people over fifty can sing, ‘Queen of the May’, which begins: ‘Bring flowers of the fairest’. It’s a hymn to Mary but, for all its Victorian sentiment, isn’t it also a song to a Goddess of Spring and fertility?

This anthology captures the joy we take in nature but there’s also grief at the damage we have done to it. When I walk the Barrow track now, I see the invasive Himalayan balsam taking over from purple loosestrife and meadowsweet. Trees dead from imported ash disease haunt the banks. The river itself, which teemed with salmon in my lifetime, is home now mainly to coarse fish. Most of our bird species are in trouble.

What is the role of the poet in face of such carelessness and destruction? To record what’s still left? To write elegies for what’s lost? Poets should do what poets always do: to say the unsayable, to restore in us a sense of the natural world which has been dulled or even lost through the urbanising of life and the destructiveness of modern farming methods. Poets can take something simple and local like a hazel wood and make its very name ring with wonder. That’s what poets can do.


– Olivia O’Leary



*From the medieval Irish version of the poem as printed in Unde Scribitur, the book brought out to mark the first Amergin Solstice Poetry Gathering in Waterville in 2018.

**The English translation is by Paddy Bushe from the same publication.




Introduction

Windfall spans over a century of Irish nature poetry from the early 1900s to the present day. In gathering together these vivid, moving and memorable poems, I have sought to illuminate the ways in which they are inspired by the beauty and diversity of the natural world around us and also its resilience and fragility. Writing out of awe, love, grief and gratitude, the poets awaken us to the birds, animals, rivers, trees and wildflowers with which we share this island. The poems are arranged by species and habitat into seven sections, though there is inevitable overlap because everything in the natural world is interrelated.

In our time of environmental crisis, poetry has a unique role to play as spiritual witness to the loss that threatens everything we value. It nurtures imagination, evokes care and inspires action by connecting us to the natural world around us. It helps us sustain hope and find the courage we need to live differently. While paying homage to our diverse species and habitats these poems also, directly or indirectly, draw attention to the damage we are inflicting on them.

Freda Laughton’s ‘Now Linnet’, written in the 1940s, holds a memory of abundant nature. Jessica Traynor’s ‘Swarm’ mourns the rapid disappearance of bees while Seamus Heaney’s celebration of the humble alder ends with a prescient exhortation: ‘Plant it, plant it, / Streel head in the rain.’ Jane Robinson reenvisages our relationship with waste land: ‘… life / blossoming in the stony places’. James Harpur’s tribute to ‘Roscommon Rain’ is timely in its reminder that while we are part of nature, it has agency beyond our ken and control. In the way that poems accrue new meanings over time, Louis MacNeice’s song of lost love, ‘The Sunlight on the Garden’, can now be read as a lament for our environment.

From its origins as an oral art form, Irish poetry has always and ever engaged with nature. Our first known poem, composed by the poet chieftain Amergin, celebrates the unity and interdependence of all things, a concept found at the heart of today’s environmental movement as well as in indigenous spirituality through the ages. The relatively unknown Susan L. Mitchell, a contemporary of W.B. Yeats, gives us an arrestingly lyrical version of this ancient incantation: ‘I buzz in the dizzy fly, I crawl in the creeping things. / I croak in the frog’s throat, and fly on the bird’s wings.’

How we turned to poetry and the natural world for solace during the coronavirus lockdowns was particularly striking but we have always done this in times of personal and communal crisis. Perhaps it is because both poetry and nature provide moments of respite and offer the companionship and perspective that help us create meaning and feel less alone. Seán Hewitt expresses this in the closing lines of ‘Wild Garlic’: the ‘world is dark / but the wood is full of stars’ while in her poem ‘Peace’ almost a hundred years’ earlier
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