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LOCALS

They peopled landscapes casually like trees,

being there richly, never having gone there,

and whether clanning in cities or village-thin stands

were reticent as trees with those not born there,

and their fate, like trees, was seldom in their hands.

Others to them were always one of two

evils: the colonist or refugee.

They stared back, half-disdaining us, half-fearing;

inferring from our looks their destiny

as preservation or as clearing.

I envied them. To be local was to know

which team to support: the local team;

where to drop in for a pint with mates: the local;

best of all to feel by birthright welcome

anywhere; be everywhere a local...

Bedouin-Brython-Algonquins; always there

before you; the original prior claim

that made your being anywhere intrusive.

There, doubtless, in Eden before Adam

wiped them out and settled in with Eve.

Whether at home or away, whether kids

playing or saying what they wanted,

or adults chatting, waiting for a bus,

or, in their well-tended graves, the contented dead,

there were always locals, and they were never us.




AMERICAN MOUNTAIN

I

Our Queen’s English accents

kept the class-conscious English masses

at bay, while our looks and name

did the same for the upper classes.

Being there,

as opposed to just stopping by,

was a matter of what you arrived too late

to arrange: your ancestry.

‘We’re not English’ went the family saying.

What were we then? We’d lopped

our branch off from the family tree:

anglophone Russian-German apostate Jews

mouthing Anglican hymns at church

till we renounced that too... Self-knowledge

was knowledge of not being this or this or this.

We were like stencils: our inverse had the edge

over whatever it was we were,

not that that would have mattered had I not

happened not to enjoy that throttling

knot of annulled speech gathering in my throat,

or the sense of not being in a room

I hadn’t left, or being too light

to plant my feet. I was my opposite;

I chased myself across the planet

till I vanished through the looking glass of the Atlantic Ocean and woke up clinging to the tilted patchwork of an American mountain.

II A FAMILY TREE

The locals,

Esopus Algonquins,

having already been massacred,

there’s no-one with greater claims to an acre

than you have. As for your ancestry, it’s yours

to choose from whoever cleared a spot

anywhere on these tough-fibred slopes and hollows.

Patent your own coat-of-arms – why not?

Elect your forbears from the pitch-brewers,

colliers, tanbark-peelers, the German

smelters at DeZeng’s forge hammering molten

pigs of primordial bog-iron; shingle-splitters,

Dutch buckwheat farmers

who felled a white pine to pitch their claim,

cleared the land, then when the tree

rotted, had them a home;

apostate royalists who took ‘The Test’;

I have it by heart: I the Subscribe r

Do most solemnly swea r

that I renounce all allegiance to the King of Great Britain...

Take your pick, you’ll know them

by what they left behind –

great bluestone dolmens the Irish quarrymen

cut and hauled down ice-roads, then abandoned;

abandoned orchards from Prohibition

when a backwoodsman could stay afloat

on twenty barrels of hard cider,

his knobbled trees still cranking out squint fruit;

abandoned houses – middle-income,

cathedral-ceilinged, faux post-and-beam

‘Woodstock Contemporaries’

dotted along the creeks for IBM

before they downsized; abandoned grist-mills, graveyards

(and what landscape isn’t finally the sum

of others’ abandoned efforts to turn it

into themselves? Only the too tame

or the impossibly wild...)

As for my own family tree, I’d gladly

grandfather-in our predecessors

here on this slope of the mountain: glassblowers,

Bohemians mostly, shipped over

between the Embargo boom and the peacetime crash

– a brief, bright window –

to couple the virgin forests of Keefe Hollow

with the sands of Cooper Lake.

I see them at the glory hole

in their leather aprons and masks,

emptying their strong lungs

into the shimmering lungs of glass...

Choristers, fiddlers, jugglers,

with a taste for the gaudy,

they left behind almost nothing –

a few glass whimsies
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