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Introduction
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This book is concerned with plagues of various kinds, nature, and love.

Many of these poems were written during the coronavirus pandemic and its aftermath. Others also reflect on other plagues – such as the return to Europe of war, nationalism and fascism.

Loss and the search for belonging are themes that run through much of my work. We live in times when many are on the move, desperately searching for peace. I’ve been lucky enough to find my place in the beautiful landscapes of Germany, and the book is also a love letter to them. 

This collection follows on from Shadow Cast by Mountains, and The Road Taken. Together they tell the story of an outsider who longed to belong but never quite did, until he found peace in a land where not belonging is allowed.

The illustrations are by me, and my daughter, Eleanor Howse. 
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Patrick Howse

Munich, January 2026

[image: A painting of a snowy landscape featuring mountains in the background and a single tree in the medium foreground
]

The Tree at the Edge of the Mountains 
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Etched, bare-boned, 

a Stoic waiting for spring, 

still feeling the fury 

of the summer. 
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The dawn wraps herself 

in silk-strands of mist, 

summits resolve into a million 

shades of grey and white; 
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Slowly the sun smiles 

on the high snowfields; 

slowly a raven settles 

on a silver branch. 

Europe
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The mountains soar 

through pulverised 

diamond sparkling 

in winter sun. 
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Lives fell in billions 

through shallow seas, 

making rocks to be 

tortured by tectonic 
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Violence and carved 

by implacable glaciers. 

This peace was born hard, 

forged by fire and ice. 
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Spitzingsee, New Year’s Eve 2019 

The Promise of Spring 
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A heron strides 

cowled through the meadow,

his frost-blighted cloister leading down to the beck. 
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The dawn cracks 

bands of cloud with gold, 

and a stillness waits between expectant hills: 
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Snow will come 

soft and brutal and brilliant 

once more to dowse the fire-etched mountains, 
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And carve graven 

wrinkles round my eyes; 

I’ve earned the grey that flecks my beard. 
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Snow did come, 

blown by implacable winds

that piled it high against Europe’s old bones. 

The hard slog 

up the drift-hidden slopes 

leads to a sudden summit besieged 
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By higher ground, 

ice and rock, sharp and adamant,

forever now beyond my strength or hope; 
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From the peak 

a city hovers at sight’s edge, 

shimmering in rolling green, spires glinting. 

Twentieth Century Newsreels 

––––––––
[image: ]


Shadows dance in the dark 

spaces between the pictures 

we have to fill in for ourselves: 
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Nurses glide in masks through 

orderly wards, their starched aprons 

teaching pestilence to behave 
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While it kills more than the war 

that’s just ended, but not the war 

yet to come; 
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Starved skeletons stare as bulldozers 

fill mass graves with the murdered, 

and typhus takes the rest, 
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For justice falls victim to men 

with guns who are never quite 

held properly to account. 
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I hear the grief in books and music, 

see it in the art of soldiers and robbed, 

broken-hearted women, 

Remember it stabbing the gentle 

distracted laughter of my mother 

whose sorrow never spoke, 
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Poking the wounds of my father 

watching blood soak into a desert 

of profound eloquent silence. 
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History lies betrayed by bluster, 

by empty rituals that loudly mock 

the meaning and the dead. 

Toll
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Silk-warm summer 

flows through the day; 
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Birds sing 

to the becalmed city. 
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A hundred thousand 

lives separate 
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Me from the distant 

church bell. 

The Point of a Pencil 
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A raven’s beak, 

a precision instrument,

black-curved and sharp, 
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For preening 

or tearing flesh 

from a carcass. 

Cemetery 

(Lockdown in the Waldfriedhof) 
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The daily park 

is just too full, 

so we go to visit 

my lover’s aunt: 
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We light a candle 

for Tante Gretl 

in a peaceful wood 

untroubled by coughs. 
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Imposing stones proclaim 

wealth, power, success, 

academic achievement; 

simpler ones the sundering
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Of beloveds, lost children,

and death from war.

I do the sums, 

speculating; 
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Red-brown squirrels play

hide-and-seek, spiralling 

the trunks of tall trees 

that give dark shade. 

[image: A drawing of an Oberbayern landscape in late spring

]

The Shadow
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Hills soft with forest

climb to sharp crags

reflected in clear lakes.
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Eagles circle the meadow

together, astounding,

rising slowly to heaven
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On angels’ wings, dazzling,

casting deep shadow:

they must kill, soon,
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Or they will die;

wildness lurks in the mist

on the mountains.

The Race
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The stark sky glints 

in a billion facets of ice 

waiting for the climbing sun. 
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Skiers in a Lycra stream 

clatter the markers, some 

slower, smooth and graceful, 
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Others always on the brink 

of catastrophe, careering 

down on gouging edges, 
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Arms flailing to ward off the fall, 

pushing back the crash 

instant by frantic instant. 

Wolpertinger
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Snow retreats from the mountain; 

sunshine climbs the crags and slopes, 

dragging with it the hesitant spring, 
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Then the meadows erupt with flowers 

and swallows swoop through birdsong 

skimming the mirror-still lake; 
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In the forests the trees yawn and stretch 

and a rustling at their feet betrays furtive

movement on the edge of sight and sound.
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But nothing here is half as wild 

as the flashes of antler, fur and feather 

we stitch together in secret. 

The Universe 
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Two thousand years

is the inconsequential 

blink of a lazy god’s eye, 
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The moment is always 

fleeting; but unreachable, 

it exists now forever. 
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All the gaps between 

the leaves are filled in 

by the brilliant sky. 

[image: A painting of a guard post and trees in Baghdad as a duststorm begins. It was painted in 2006 at the height of the violence in Iraq.]
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Just After the Bomb 
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Faces white, blasted white with dust 

tracks roll down their cheeks, 

tears, sweat, blood 
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Heat that makes it hard 

to filter air through swirling 

clouds of corruption 
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Stench of burnt rubber, 

petrol, rubbish dump 

blood and piss. 

Shouts, screams, a man runs 

gesturing, eyes staring black 

in anguish past the one in the gutter 

Kneeling in a scattered body 

pleading with his friend, or brother or son, 

trying to put him back together.

Corona Winter Funeral
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Mountains starkly etched 

on leaden skies 

promise more snow. 
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Six mourners sit distanced 

From the coffin  


From the priest 





From each other 



In a cold chapel 

Where the Lord’s Prayer 
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Wafts through fearful air 

in German, purged by a fresh, 

ice-blasted breeze 

––––––––
[image: ]


That softly whistles 

and moans to itself 

as it
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