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Out of the Hills

Dreams clustering thick on his sallow skull,

Dark as curls, he comes, ambling with his cattle

From the starved pastures. He has shaken from off his shoulders

The weight of the sky, and the lash of the wind’s sharpness

Is healing already under the medicinal sun.

Clouds of cattle breath, making the air heady,

Remember the summer’s sweetness, the wet road runs

Blue as a river before him; the legendary town

Dreams of his coming; under the half-closed lids

Of the indolent shops sleep dawdles, emptying the last

Tankards of darkness, before the officious light

Bundles it up the chimney out of sight.

The shadow of the mountain dwindles; his scaly eye

Sloughs its cold care and glitters. The day is his

To dabble a finger in, and, merry as crickets,

A chorus of coins sings in his tattered pockets.

Shall we follow him down, witness his swift undoing

In the indifferent streets: the sudden disintegration

Of his soul’s hardness, traditional discipline

Of flint and frost thawing in ludicrous showers

Of maudlin laughter; the limpid runnels of speech

Sullied and slurred, as the beer-glass chimes the hours?

No, wait for him here. At midnight he will return,

Threading the tunnel that contains the dawn

Of all his fears. Be then his fingerpost

Homeward. The earth is patient; he is not lost.


A Labourer

Who can tell his years, for the winds have stretched

So tight the skin on the bare racks of bone

That his face is smooth, inscrutable as stone?

And when he wades in the brown bilge of earth

Hour by hour, or stoops to pull

The reluctant swedes, who can read the look

In the colourless eyes, as his back comes straight

Like an old tree lightened of the snow’s weight?

Is there love there, or hope, or any thought

For the frail form broken beneath his tread,

And the sweet pregnancy that yields his bread?


Cyclamen

They are white moths

With wings

Lifted

Over a dark water

In act to fly,

Yet stayed

By their frail images

In its mahogany depths.


A Peasant

Iago Prytherch his name, though, be it allowed,

Just an ordinary man of the bald Welsh hills,

Who pens a few sheep in a gap of cloud.

Docking mangels, chipping the green skin

From the yellow bones with a half-witted grin

Of satisfaction, or churning the crude earth

To a stiff sea of clouds that glint in the wind –

So are his days spent, his spittled mirth

Rarer than the sun that cracks the cheeks

Of the gaunt sky perhaps once in a week.

And then at night see him fixed in his chair

Motionless, except when he leans to gob in the fire.

There is something frightening in the vacancy of his mind.

His clothes, sour with years of sweat

And animal contact, shock the refined,

But affected, sense with their stark naturalness.

Yet this is your prototype, who, season by season

Against siege of rain and the wind’s attrition,

Preserves his stock, an impregnable fortress

Not to be stormed even in death’s confusion.

Remember him, then, for he, too, is a winner of wars,

Enduring like a tree under the curious stars.


Country Child

Dropped without joy from the gaunt womb he lies,

Maturing in his place against his parents’ ageing;

The slow scene unfolds before his luckless eyes

To the puckered window, where the cold storm’s raging

Curtains the world, and the grey curlew cries,

Uttering a grief too sharp for the breast’s assuaging.

So the days will drift into months and the months to years,

Moulding his mouth to silence, his hand to the plough;

And the world will grow to a few lean acres of grass,

And an orchard of stars in the night’s unscaleable boughs.

But see at the bare field’s edge, where he’ll surely pass,

An ash tree wantons with sensuous body and smooth,

Provocative limbs to play the whore to his youth,

Till hurled with hot haste into manhood he woos and weds

A wife half wild, half shy of the ancestral bed,

The crumbling house, and the whisperers on the stairs.


The Rising of Glyndwr

Thunder-browed and shaggy-throated

All the men were there,

And the women with the hair

That is the raven’s and the rook’s despair.

Winds awoke, and vixen-footed

Firelight prowled the glade;

The stars were hooded and the moon afraid

To vex the darkness with her yellow braid.

Then he spoke, and anger kindled

In each brooding eye;

Swords and spears accused the sky,

The woods resounded with a bitter cry.

Beasts gave tongue and barn-owls hooted,

Every branch grew loud

With the menace of that crowd.

That thronged the dark, huge as a thundercloud.


Man and Tree

Study this man; he is older than the tree

That lays its gnarled hand on his meagre shoulder,

And even as wrinkled, for the bladed wind

Ploughs up the surface, as the blood runs colder.

Look at his eyes, that are colourless as rain,

Yet hard and clear, knotted by years of pain.

Look at his locks, that the chill wind has left

With scant reluctance for the sun to bleach.

Notice his mouth and the dry, bird-like tongue,

That flutters and fails at the cracked door of his lips.

Dumb now and sapless? Yet this man can teach,

Even as an oak tree when its leaves are shed,

More in old silence than in youthful song.


Affinity

Consider this man in the field beneath,

Gaitered with mud, lost in his own breath,

Without joy, without sorrow,

Without children, without wife,

Stumbling insensitively from furrow to furrow,

A vague somnambulist; but hold your tears,

For his name also is written in the Book of Life.

Ransack your brainbox, pull out the drawers

That rot in your heart’s dust, and what have you to give

To enrich his spirit or the way he lives?

From the standpoint of education or caste or creed

Is there anything to show that your essential need

Is less than his, who has the world for church,

And stands bare-headed in the woods’ wide porch

Morning and evening to hear God’s choir

Scatter their praises? Don’t be taken in

By stinking garments or an aimless grin;

He also is human, and the same small star,

That lights you homeward, has inflamed his mind

With the old hunger, born of his kind.


The Mistress

See how earth claims him as he passes by,

Drawing him reluctant to her ample breast.

But why, when she suckled him, raised him high

In sun and shower, why did she dress

Green sap with sinew, fibre with thigh and thew?

Why has she thrust up through the hollow eye

Her tendril longing for the sky’s far blue?

How could she teach him, by intricate weaving

Of wind and air with the frail bones, craving

For flight and freedom, and suddenly sunder

Dreamer from dream in a mute surrender?


Memories of Yeats Whilst Travelling to Holyhead

How often he went on this journey, think of it, think of it:

The metrical train, the monosyllabic sea,

The listening hilltops, aloof and resentful of strangers.

Who would have refrained from addressing him here, not discerning

The embryonic poem still coiled in the ivory skull?

Boredom or closeness of age might have prompted, his learning

Concealed by his tweed and the azure, ecstatic tie;

But who would have sensed the disdain of his slow reply

Of polite acquiescence in their talk of the beautiful?

Who could have guessed the futility even of praising

Mountain and marsh and the delicate, flickering tree

To one long impervious and cold to the outward scene,

Heedless of nature’s baubles, lost in the amazing

And labyrinth paths of his own impenetrable mind?

But something in the hair’s fine silver, the breadth of brow,

Had kept me dumb, too shy of his scornful anger

To presume to pierce the dark, inscrutable glasses,

His first defence against a material world.

Yet alone with him in the indifferent compartment, hurled

Between the waves’ white audience, the earth’s dim screen,

In mutual silence closer than lover knit

I had known reality dwindle, the dream begin.


Country Church

(Manafon)

The church stands, built from the river stone,

Brittle with light, as though a breath could shatter

Its slender frame, or spill the limpid water,

Quiet as sunlight, cupped within the bone.

It stands yet. But though soft flowers break

In delicate waves round limbs the river fashioned

With so smooth care, no friendly God has cautioned

The brimming tides of fescue for its sake.


Peasant Greeting

No speech; the raised hand affirms

All that is left unsaid

By the mute tongue and the unmoistened lips:

The land’s patience and a tree’s

Knotted endurance and

The heart’s doubt whether to curse or bless,

All packed into a single gesture.

The knees crumble to the downward pull

Of the harsh earth, the eyes,

Fuddled with coldness, have no skill to smile.

Life’s bitter jest is hollow, mirthless he slips

To his long grave under the wave of wind,

That breaks continually on the brittle ear.


A Priest to His People

Men of the hills, wantoners, men of Wales,

With your sheep and your pigs and your ponies, your sweaty females,

How I have hated you for your irreverence, your scorn even

Of the refinements of art and the mysteries of the Church,

I whose invective would spurt like a flame of fire

To be quenched always in the coldness of your stare.

Men of bone, wrenched from the bitter moorland,

Who have not yet shaken the moss from your savage skulls,

Or prayed the peat from your eyes,

Did you detect like an ewe or an ailing wether,

Driven into the undergrowth by the nagging flies,

My true heart wandering in a wood of lies?

You are curt and graceless, yet your sudden laughter

Is sharp and bright as a whipped pool,

When the wind strikes or the clouds are flying;

And all the devices of church and school

Have failed to cripple your unhallowed movements,

Or put a halter on your wild soul.

You are lean and spare, yet your strength is a mockery

Of the pale words in the black Book,

And why should you come like sparrows for prayer crumbs,

Whose hands can dabble in the world’s blood?

I have taxed your ignorance of rhyme and sonnet,

Your want of deference to the painter’s skill,

But I know, as I listen, that your speech has in it

The source of all poetry, clear as a rill

Bubbling from your lips; and what brushwork could equal

The artistry of your dwelling on the bare hill?

You will forgive, then, my initial hatred,

My first intolerance of your uncouth ways,

You who are indifferent to all that I can offer,

Caring not whether I blame or praise.

With your pigs and your sheep and your sons and holly-cheeked daughters

You will still continue to unwind your days

In a crude tapestry under the jealous heavens

To affront, bewilder, yet compel my gaze.


On a Portrait of Joseph Hone by Augustus John

As though the brute eyes had seen

In the hushed meadows the weasel,

That would tear the soft down of the throat

And suck the veins dry

Of their glittering blood.

And the mouth formed to the cry,

That gushed from the cleft heart

And flowed coldly as spring water over

The stone lips.


Iago Prytherch

Ah, Iago, my friend, whom the ignorant people thought

The last of your kind, since all the wealth you brought

From the age of gold was the yellow dust on your shoes,

Spilled by the meadow flowers, if you should choose

To wrest your barns from the wind and the weather’s claws,

And break the hold of the moss on roof and gable;

If you can till your fields and stand to see

The world go by, a foolish tapestry

Scrawled by the times, and lead your mares to stable,

And dream your dream, and after the earth’s laws

Order your life and faith, then you shall be

The first man of the new community.


The Airy Tomb

Twm was a dunce at school, and was whipped and shaken

More than I care to say, but without avail,

For where one man can lead a horse to the pail

Twenty can’t make him drink what is not to his mind,

And books and sums were poison to Tomos, he was stone blind

To the print’s magic; yet his grass-green eye

Missed nor swoop nor swerve of the hawk’s wing

Past the high window, and the breeze could bring,

Above the babble of the room’s uproar,

Songs to his ear from the sun-dusted moor,

The grey curlew’s whistle and the shrill, far cry

Of circling buzzard ... This was Twm at school,

Subject to nothing but the sky and the wind’s rule.

And then at fourteen term ended and the lad was free.

Scatheless as when he entered, he could write and spell

No more than the clouds could or the dribbling rain,

That scrawled vague messages on the window pane.

And so he returned to the Bwlch to help his father

With the rough work of the farm, to ditch, and gather

The slick ewes from the hill: to milk the cow,

And coax the mare that dragged the discordant plough.

Stepping with one stride thus from boy to man,

His school books finished with, he now began

Learning what none could teach but the hill people

In that cold country, where grass and tree

Are a green heritage more rich and rare

Than a queen’s emerald or an untouched maid.

It were as well to bring the tup to the wild mare,

Or put the heron and the hen to couple,

As mate a stranger from the fat plain

With that gaunt wilderness, where snow is laid

Deadly as leprosy till the first of May,

And a man counts himself lucky if All Saints’ Day

Finds his oats hived in the tottering barn.

But Tomos took to the life like a hillman born;

His work was play after the dull school, and hands,

Shamed by the pen’s awkwardness, toyed with the fleece

Of ewe and wether; eyes found a new peace

Tracing the poems, which the rooks wrote in the sky.

So his shadow lengthened, and the years sped by

With the wind’s quickness; Twm had turned nineteen,

When his father sickened and at the week’s end died,

Leaving him heir to the lean patch of land,

Pinned to the hill-top, and the cloudy acres,

Kept as a sheep-walk. At his mother’s side

He stood in the graveyard, where the undertaker

Sprinkled earth rubble with a loud tattoo

On the cheap coffin; but his heart was hurt

By the gash in the ground, and too few, too few

Were the tears that he dropped for that lonely man

Beginning his journey to annihilation.

He had seen sheep rotting in the wind and sun,

And a hawk floating in a bubbling pool,

Its weedy entrails mocking the breast

Laced with bright water; but the dead and living

Moved hand in hand on the mountain crest

In the calm circle of taking and giving.

A wide sepulchre of brisk, blue air

Was the beasts’ portion, but a mortal’s lot

The boards’ strictness, and an ugly scar

On the earth’s surface, till the deliberate sod

Sealed off for ever the green land he trod.

But the swift grass, that covered the unsightly wound

In the prim churchyard, healed Tomos’ mind

Of its grave-sickness, and December shadows

Dwindled to nothingness in the spring meadows,

That were blowsy with orchis and the loose bog-cotton.

Then the sun strengthened and the hush of June

Settled like lichen on the thick-timbered house,

Where Twm and his mother ate face to face

At the bare table, and each tick of the clock

Was a nail knocked in the lid of the coffin

Of that pale, spent woman, who sat with death

Jogging her elbow through the hot, still days

Of July and August, or passed like a ghost

By the scurrying poultry – it was ever her boast

Not to stay one winter with the goodman cold

In his callous bed. Twm was bumpkin blind

To the vain hysteria of a woman’s mind,

And prated of sheep fairs, but the first frost came

To prove how ungarnished was the truth she told.

Can you picture Tomos now in the house alone,

The room silent, and the last mourner gone

Down the hill pathway? Did he sit by the flame

Of his turf fire and watch till dawn

The slow crumbling of the world he had known?

Did he rebuild out of the ragged embers

A new life, tempered to the sting of sorrow?

Twm went to bed and woke on the grey morrow

To the usual jobbery in sty and stable;

Cleaned out the cow-house, harnessed the mare,

And went prospecting with the keen ploughshare.

Yet sometimes the day was dark, and the clouds remembered,

Herded in the bare lanes of sky, the funeral rite,

And Tomos about the house or set at table

Was aware of something for which he had no name,

Though the one tree, which dripped through the winter night

With a clock’s constancy, tried hard to tell

The insensitive mind what the heart knew well.

But March squalls, making the windows rattle,

Blew great gaps in his thoughts, till April followed

With a new sweetness, that set the streams gossiping.

On Easter Day he heard the first warbler sing

In the quick ash by the door, and the snow made room

On the sharp turf for the first fumbling lamb.

Docking and grading now until after dark

In the green field or fold, there was too much work

For the mind to wander, though the robin wove

In the young hazel a sweet tale of love.

And what is love to an uncultured youth

In the desolate pastures, but the itch of cattle

At set times and seasons? Twm rarely went down

With his gay neighbours to the petticoat town

In a crook of the valley, and his mind was free

Of the dream pictures which lead to romance.

Hearts and arrows, scribbled at the lane’s entrance,

Were a meaningless symbol, as esoteric

As his school fractions: the one language he knew

Was the shrill scream in the dark, the shadow within the shadow,

The glimmer of flesh, deadly as mistletoe.

Of course there was talk in the parish, girls stood at their doors

In November evenings, their glances busy as moths

Round that far window; and some, whom passion made bolder

As the buds opened, lagged in the bottom meadow

And coughed and called. But never a voice replied

From that grim house, nailed to the mountain side,

For Tomos was up with the lambs, or stealthily hoarding

The last light from the sky in his soul’s crannies.

So the tongues still wagged, and Tomos became a story

To please a neighbour with, or raise the laughter

In the lewd tavern, for folk cannot abide

The inscrutable riddle, posed by their own kin.

And you, hypocrite reader, at ease in your chair,

Do not mock their conduct, for are you not also weary

Of this odd tale, preferring the usual climax?

He was not well-favoured, you think, nor gay, nor rich,

But surely it happened that one of those supple bitches

With the sly haunches angled him into her net

At the male season, or, what is perhaps more romantic,

Some lily-white maid, a clerk or a minister’s daughter,

With delicate hands, and eyes brittle as flowers

Or curved sea-shells, taught him the tender airs

Of a true gallant?

No, no, you must face the fact

Of his long life alone in that crumbling house

With winds rending the joints, and the grey rain’s claws

Sharp in the thatch; of his work up on the moors

With the moon for candle, and the shrill rabble of stars

Crowding his shoulders. For Twm was true to his fate,

That wound solitary as a brook through the crimson heather,

Trodden only by sheep, where youth and age

Met in the circle of a buzzard’s flight

Round the blue axle of heaven; and a fortnight gone

Was the shy soul from the festering flesh and bone

When they found him there, entombed in the lucid weather.


Spring Equinox

Do not say, referring to the sun,

‘Its journey northward has begun,’

As though it were a bird, annually migrating,

That now returns to build in the rich trees

Its nest of golden grass. Do not belie

Its lusty health with words such as imply

A pallid invalid recuperating.

The age demands the facts, therefore be brief –

Others will sense the simile – and say:

‘We are turning towards the sun’s indifferent ray.’


The Welsh Hill Country

Too far for you to see

The fluke and the foot-rot and the fat maggot

Gnawing the skin from the small bones,

The sheep are grazing at Bwlch-y-Fedwen,

Arranged romantically in the usual manner

On a bleak background of bald stone.

Too far for you to see

The moss and the mould on the cold chimneys,

The nettles growing through the cracked doors,

The houses stand empty at Nant-yr-Eira,

There are holes in the roofs that are thatched with sunlight,

And the fields are reverting to the bare moor.

Too far, too far to see

The set of his eyes and the slow pthisis

Wasting his frame under the ripped coat,

There’s a man still farming at Ty’n-y-Fawnog,

Contributing grimly to the accepted pattern,

The embryo music dead in his throat.


Song for Gwydion

When I was a child and the soft flesh was forming

Quietly as snow on the bare boughs of bone,

My father brought me trout from the green river

From whose chill lips the water song had flown.

Dull grew their eyes, the beautiful, blithe garland

Of stipples faded, as light shocked the brain;

They were the first sweet sacrifice I tasted,

A young god, ignorant of the blood’s stain.


Maes-yr-Onnen

Though I describe it stone by stone, the chapel

Left stranded in the hurrying grass,

Painting faithfully the mossed tiles and the tree,

The one listener to the long homily

Of the ministering wind, and the dry, locked doors,

And the stale piety, mouldering within;

You cannot share with me that rarer air,

Blue as a flower and heady with the scent

Of the years past and others yet to be,

That brushed each window and outsoared the clouds’

Far foliage with its own high canopy.

You cannot hear as I, incredulous, heard

Up in the rafters, where the bell should ring,

The wild, sweet singing of Rhiannon’s birds.


The Old Language

England, what have you done to make the speech

My fathers used a stranger at my lips,

An offence to the ear, a shackle on the tongue

That would fit new thoughts to an abiding tune?

Answer me now. The workshop where they wrought

Stands idle, and thick dust covers their tools.

The blue metal of streams, the copper and gold

Seams in the wood are all unquarried; the leaves’

Intricate filigree falls, and who shall renew

Its brisk pattern? When spring wakens the hearts

Of the young children to sing, what song shall be theirs?


The Evacuee

She woke up under a loose quilt

Of leaf patterns, woven by the light

At the small window, busy with the boughs

Of a young cherry; but wearily she lay,

Waiting for the syren, slow to trust

Nature’s deceptive peace, and then afraid

Of the long silence, she would have crept

Uneasily from the bedroom with its frieze

Of fresh sunlight, had not a cock crowed,

Shattering the surface of that limpid pool

Of stillness, and before the ripples died

One by one in the field’s shallows,

The farm awoke with uninhibited din.

And now the noise and not the silence drew her

Down the bare stairs at great speed.

The sounds and voices were a rough sheet

Waiting to catch her, as though she leaped

From a scorched story of the charred past.

And there the table and the gallery

Of farm faces trying to be kind

Beckoned her nearer, and she sat down

Under an awning of salt hams.

And so she grew, a shy bird in the nest

Of welcome that was built about her,

Home now after so long away

In the flowerless streets of the drab town.

The men watched her busy with the hens,

The soft flesh ripening warm as corn

On the sticks of limbs, the grey eyes clear,

Rinsed with dew of their long dread.

The men watched her, and, nodding, smiled

With earth’s charity, patient and strong.


The Ancients of the World

The salmon lying in the depths of Llyn Llifon,

Secretly as a thought in a dark mind,

Is not so old as the owl of Cwm Cowlyd

Who tells her sorrow nightly on the wind.

The ousel singing in the woods of Cilgwri,

Tirelessly as a stream over the mossed stones,

Is not so old as the toad of Cors Fochno

Who feels the cold skin sagging round his bones.

The toad and the ousel and the stag of Rhedynfre,

That has cropped each leaf from the tree of life,

Are not so old as the owl of Cwm Cowlyd,

That the proud eagle would have to wife.


Depopulation of the Hills

Leave it, leave it – the hole under the door

Was a mouth through which the rough wind spoke

Ever more sharply; the dank hand

Of age was busy on the walls

Scrawling in blurred characters

Messages of hate and fear.

Leave it, leave it – the cold rain began

At summer end – there is no road

Over the bog, and winter comes

With mud above the axletree.

Leave it, leave it – the rain dripped

Day and night from the patched roof

Sagging beneath its load of sky.

Did the earth help them, time befriend

These last survivors? Did the spring grass

Heal winter’s ravages? The grass

Wrecked them in its draughty tides,

Grew from the chimney-stack like smoke,

Burned its way through the weak timbers.

That was nature’s jest, the sides

Of the old hulk cracked, but not with mirth.


The Gap in the Hedge

That man, Prytherch, with the torn cap,

I saw him often, framed in the gap

Between two hazels with his sharp eyes,

Bright as thorns, watching the sunrise

Filling the valley with its pale yellow

Light, where the sheep and the lambs went haloed

With grey mist lifting from the dew.

Or was it a likeness that the twigs drew

With bold pencilling upon that bare

Piece of the sky? For he’s still there

At early morning, when the light is right

And I look up suddenly at a bird’s flight.


Cynddylan on a Tractor

Ah, you should see Cynddylan on a tractor.

Gone the old look that yoked him to the soil;

He’s a new man now, part of the machine,

His nerves of metal and his blood oil.

The clutch curses, but the gears obey

His least bidding, and lo, he’s away

Out of the farmyard, scattering hens.

Riding to work now as a great man should,

He is the knight at arms breaking the fields’

Mirror of silence, emptying the wood

Of foxes and squirrels and bright jays.

The sun comes over the tall trees

Kindling all the hedges, but not for him

Who runs his engine on a different fuel.

And all the birds are singing, bills wide in vain,

As Cynddylan passes proudly up the lane.


The Hill Farmer Speaks

I am the farmer, stripped of love

And thought and grace by the land’s hardness;

But what I am saying over the fields’

Desolate acres, rough with dew,

Is, Listen, listen, I am a man like you.

The wind goes over the hill pastures

Year after year, and the ewes starve,

Milkless, for want of the new grass.

And I starve, too, for something the spring

Can never foster in veins run dry.

The pig is a friend, the cattle’s breath

Mingles with mine in the still lanes;

I wear it willingly like a cloak

To shelter me from your curious gaze.

The hens go in and out at the door

From sun to shadow, as stray thoughts pass

Over the floor of my wide skull.

The dirt is under my cracked nails;

The tale of my life is smirched with dung;

The phlegm rattles. But what I am saying

Over the grasses rough with dew

Is, Listen, listen, I am a man like you.


The Tree

Owain Glyn Dŵr Speaks

Gruffudd Llwyd put into my head

The strange thought, singing of the dead

In awdl and cywydd to the harp,

As though he plucked with each string

The taut fibres of my being.

Accustomed to Iolo and his praise

Of Sycharth with its brown beer,

Meat from the chase, fish from the weir,

Its proud women sipping wine,

I had equated the glib bards

With flattery and the expected phrase,

Tedious concomitants of power.

But Gruffudd Llwyd with his theme

Of old princes in whose veins

Swelled the same blood that sweetened mine

Pierced my lethargy, I heard

Above the tuneful consonants

The sharp anguish, the despair

Of men beyond my smooth domain

Fretting under the barbed sting

Of English law, starving among

The sleek woods no longer theirs.

And I remembered that old nurse

Prating of omens in the sky

When I was born, the heavens inflamed

With meteors and the stars awry.

I shunned the thought, there was the claim

Of wife and young ones, my first care,

And Sycharth, too; I would dismiss

Gruffudd. But something in his song

Stopped me, held me; the bright harp

Was strung with fire, the music burned

All but the one green thought away.

The thought grew to a great tree

In the full spring time of the year;

The far tribes rallied to its green

Banner waving in the wind;

Its roots were nourished with their blood.

And days were fair under those boughs;

The dawn foray, the dusk carouse

Bred the stout limb and blither heart

That marked us of Llywelyn’s brood.

It was with us as with the great;

For one brief hour the summer came

To the tree’s branches and we heard

In the green shade Rhiannon’s birds

Singing tirelessly as the streams

That pluck glad tunes from the grey stones

Of Powys of the broken hills.

The music ceased, the obnoxious wind

And frost of autumn picked the leaves

One by one from the gaunt boughs;

They fell, some in a gold shower

About its roots, but some were hurled

Out of my sight, out of my power,

Over the face of the grim world.

It is winter still in the bare tree

That sprang from the seed which Gruffudd sowed

In my hot brain in the long nights

Of wine and music on the hearth

Of Sycharth of the open gates.

But here at its roots I watch and wait

For the new spring so long delayed;

And he who stands in the light above

And sets his ear to the scarred bole,

Shall hear me tell from the deep tomb

How sorrow may bud the tree with tears,

But only his blood can make it bloom.


Death of a Peasant

You remember Davies? He died, you know,

With his face to the wall, as the manner is

Of the poor peasant in his stone croft

On the Welsh hills. I recall the room

Under the slates, and the smirched snow

Of the wide bed in which he lay,

Lonely as an ewe that is sick to lamb

In the hard weather of mid-March.

I remember also the trapped wind

Tearing the curtains, and the wild light’s

Frequent hysteria upon the floor,

The bare floor without a rug

Or mat to soften the loud tread

Of neighbours crossing the uneasy boards

To peer at Davies with gruff words

Of meaningless comfort, before they turned

Heartless away from the stale smell

Of death in league with those dank walls.


The Unborn Daughter

On her unborn in the vast circle

Concentric with our finite lives;

On her unborn, her name uncurling

Like a young fern within the mind;

On her unclothed with flesh or beauty

In the womb’s darkness, I bestow

The formal influence of the will,

The wayward influence of the heart,

Weaving upon her fluid bones

The subtle fabric of her being,

Hair, hands and eyes, the body’s texture,

Shot with the glory of the soul.


Welsh History

We were a people taut for war; the hills

Were no harder, the thin grass

Clothed them more warmly than the coarse

Shirts our small bones.

We fought, and were always in retreat,

Like snow thawing upon the slopes

Of Mynydd Mawr; and yet the stranger

Never found our ultimate stand

In the thick woods, declaiming verse

To the sharp prompting of the harp.

Our kings died, or they were slain

By the old treachery at the ford.

Our bards perished, driven from the halls

Of nobles by the thorn and bramble.

We were a people bred on legends,

Warming our hands at the red past.

The great were ashamed of our loose rags

Clinging stubbornly to the proud tree

Of blood and birth, our lean bellies

And mud houses were a proof

Of our ineptitude for life.

We were a people wasting ourselves

In fruitless battles for our masters,

In lands to which we had no claim,

With men for whom we felt no hatred.

We were a people, and are so yet.

When we have finished quarrelling for crumbs

Under the table, or gnawing the bones

Of a dead culture, we will arise

And greet each other in a new dawn.


Welsh Landscape

To live in Wales is to be conscious

At dusk of the spilled blood

That went to the making of the wild sky,

Dyeing the immaculate rivers

In all their courses.

It is to be aware,

Above the noisy tractor

And hum of the machine

Of strife in the strung woods,

Vibrant with sped arrows.

You cannot live in the present,

At least not in Wales.

There is the language for instance,

The soft consonants

Strange to the ear.

There are cries in the dark at night

As owls answer the moon,

And thick ambush of shadows,

Hushed at the fields’ corners.

There is no present in Wales,

And no future;

There is only the past,

Brittle with relics,

Wind-bitten towers and castles

With sham ghosts;

Mouldering quarries and mines;

And an impotent people,

Sick with inbreeding,

Worrying the carcase of an old song.


Valediction

You failed me, farmer, I was afraid you would

The day I saw you loitering with the cows,

Yourself one of them but for the smile,

Vague as moonlight, cast upon your face

From some dim source, whose nature I mistook.

The hills had grace, the light clothed them

With wild beauty, so that I thought,

Watching the pattern of your slow wake

Through seas of dew, that you yourself

Wore that same beauty by the right of birth.

I know now, many a time since

Hurt by your spite or guile that is more sharp

Than stinging hail and treacherous

As white frost forming after a day

Of smiling warmth, that your uncouthness has

No kinship with the earth, where all is forgiven.

All is requited in the seasonal round

Of sun and rain, healing the year’s scars.

Unnatural and inhuman, your wild ways

Are not sanctioned; you are condemned

By man’s potential stature. The two things

That could redeem your ignorance, the beauty

And grace that trees and flowers labour to teach,

Were never yours, you shut your heart against them.

You stopped your ears to the soft influence

Of birds, preferring the dull tone

Of the thick blood, the loud, unlovely rattle

Of mucus in the throat, the shallow stream

Of neighbours’ trivial talk.

For this I leave you

Alone in your harsh acres, herding pennies

Into a sock to serve you for a pillow

Through the long night that waits upon your span.


The Labourer

There he goes, tacking against the fields’

Uneasy tides. What have the centuries done

To change him? The same garments, frayed with light

Or seamed with rain, cling to the wind-scoured bones

And shame him in the eyes of the spruce birds.

Once it was ignorance, then need, but now

Habit that drapes him on a bush of cloud

For life to mock at, while the noisy surf

Of people dins far off at the world’s rim.

He has been here since life began, a vague

Movement among the roots of the young grass.

Bend down and peer beneath the twigs of hair,

And look into the hard eyes, flecked with care;

What do you see? Notice the twitching hands,

Veined like a leaf, and tough bark of the limbs,

Wrinkled and gnarled, and tell me what you think.

A wild tree still, whose seasons are not yours,

The slow heart beating to the hidden pulse

Of the strong sap, the feet firm in the soil?

No, no, a man like you, but blind with tears

Of sweat to the bright star that draws you on.


An Old Woman

Her days are measured out in pails of water,

Drawn from the pump, while drops of milkless tea,

Brewed in the cup, record the passing hours.

Yet neither tea nor heat of the small fire,

Its few red petals drooping in the grate,

Can stop the ice that forms within her veins,

And knots the blood and clouds the clear, blue eye.

At edge of night she sits in the one chair,

That mocks the frailness of her bones, and stares

Out of the leaded window at the moon,

That amber serpent swallowing an egg;

Footsteps she hears not, and no longer sees

The crop of faces blooming in the hedge

When curious children cluster in the dusk,

Vision being weak and ear-drums stiff with age.

And yet if neighbours call she leans and snatches

The crumbs of gossip from their busy lips,

Sharp as a bird, and now and then she laughs,

A high, shrill, mirthless laugh, half cough, half whistle,

Tuneless and dry as east wind through a thistle.


Farm Child

Look at this village boy, his head is stuffed

With all the nests he knows, his pockets with flowers,

Snail-shells and bits of glass, the fruit of hours

Spent in the fields by thorn and thistle tuft.

Look at his eyes, see the harebell hiding there;

Mark how the sun has freckled his smooth face

Like a finch’s egg under that bush of hair

That dares the wind, and in the mixen now

Notice his poise; from such unconscious grace

Earth breeds and beckons to the stubborn plough.


The Minister

Characters

Narrator The Minister

Davies Buddug

Narrator

In the hill country at the moor’s edge

There is a chapel, religion’s outpost

In the untamed land west of the valleys,

The marginal land where flesh meets spirit

Only on Sundays and the days between

Are mortgaged to the grasping soil.

This is the land of green hay

And greener corn, because of the long

Tarrying of winter and the late spring.

This is the land where they burn peat

If there is time for cutting it,

And the weather improves for drying it,

And the cart is not too old for carrying it

And doesn’t get stuck in the wet bog.

This is the land where men labour

In silence, and the rusted harrow

Breaks its teeth on the grey stones.

Below, the valleys are an open book,

Bound in sunlight; but the green tale

Told in its pages is not true.

‘Beloved, let us love one another,’ the words are blown

To pieces by the unchristened wind

In the chapel rafters, and love’s text

Is riddled by the inhuman cry

Of buzzards circling above the moor.

Come with me, and we will go

Back through the darkness of the vanished years

To peer inside through the low window

Of the chapel vestry, the bare room

That is sour with books and wet clothes.

They chose their pastors as they chose their horses

 For hard work. But the last one died

Sooner than they expected; nothing sinister,
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