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  for Alice, Lewis, Blyth


  with love


  OPERA


  Throw all your stagey chandeliers in wheelbarrows and move them north


  To celebrate my mother’s sewing-machine


  And her beneath an eighty-watt bulb, pedalling


  Iambs on an antique metal footplate


  Powering the needle through its regular lines,


  Doing her work. To me as a young boy


  That was her typewriter. I’d watch


  Her hands and feet in unison, or read


  Between her calves the wrought-iron letters:


  SINGER. Mass-produced polished wood and metal,


  It was a powerful instrument. I stared


  Hard at its brilliant needle’s eye that purred


  And shone at night; and then each morning after


  I went to work at school, wearing her songs.


  THE SALTCOATS STRUCTURALISTS


  for Douglas Cairns


  They found the world’s new structure was a binary


  Gleaming opposition of two rails


  That never crossed but ran on parallel


  Straight out of Cairo. From small boys


  On Platform One who listened to the great


  Schola cantorum of connecting rods


  Dreamed-up by Scots-tongued engineers, they went on


  To tame the desert, importing locomotives


  From a distant Firth. New wives came out, and one,


  Shipwrecked off Ailsa Craig, returned to Glasgow,


  Caught the next boat; her servants had her wardrobe


  Replaced in just four hours from the city shops.


  Scotsmen among colonial expats


  They learned RP, embarrassing their families


  In Ayrshire villages where they talked non-stop


  About biggah boilahs, crankshawfts. Nicknamed ‘The Pharaohs’,


  They never understood the deconstruction


  Visited on Empire when their reign in Egypt


  Ran out of steam. They first-classed back to Saltcoats,


  Post-Nasser; on slow commuter diesels


  They passed the bare brick shells of loco-sheds


  Like great robbed tombs. They eyed the proud slave faces


  Of laid-off engineering workers, lost


  In the electronics revolution. Along the prom


  They’d holidayed on in childhood, with exotic walking sticks,


  History in Residence, they moved


  In Sophoclean raincoats. People laughed


  At a world still made from girders, an Iron Age


  Of Queen Elizabeths, pea-soupers, footplates,


  And huge black toilet cisterns named ‘St Mungo’.


  Kids zapped the videogames in big arcades


  Opposite Arran. Local people found


  New energy sources, poems didn’t rhyme.


  The Pharaohs’ grandchildren’s accents sounded to them


  Wee hell-taught ploughmen’s. In slow seafront caffs


  They felt poststructuralism, tanged with salt.


  PHOTONICS


  We’re a new technology, a system that weds


  Lasers; no electronics; no gob-drops


  Of glass fibre to be teased and spun; just conjugate-phasing


  Turning constant signals into rings of light,


  A burgh packed with brilliant marriages


  Strong the way a towerblock in an earthquake zone


  Rocks and quivers, floating erect


  On its bed of underground gravels; we’re making discoveries,


  Simplifying, unbuckling at the waist,


  Unbuttoning the two pearl buttons at your throat,


  Till we lie where the Giant flung his shining Causeway


  Over gaunt blue water into these small sweet hills;


  We meet as clearly as two beams in a saltire


  Bonded at the centre, having each


  Come through all the R & D to run on light.


  THE DALSWINTON ENLIGHTENMENT


  Patrick Miller’s first iron vessel, the world’s


  First steamship is swanning across Dalswinton Loch.


  A landscape painter, Alexander Nasmyth


  Perches on deck beside his good friend, Robert Burns.


  It’s a calm, clear morning. The painter will later invent


  The compression rivet, and work out the axial arrangement


  Between propeller and engine. The poet will write about the light


  Of science dawning over Europe, remembering how


  Cold sun struck Pat’s boat that October day at Dalswinton


  When the churning paddles articulated the loch


  In triumphant metre, and the locals made some cracks


  Almost as if they were watching a ship of fools.


  SCOTLAND IN THE 1890s


  ‘I came across these facts which, mixed with others …’


  Thinking of Helensburgh, J. G. Frazer


  Revises flayings and human sacrifice;


  Abo of the Celtic Twilight, St Andrew Lang


  Posts him a ten-page note on totemism


  And a coloured fairy book – an Oxford man


  From Selkirk, he translates Homer in his sleep.


  ‘When you’ve lived here, even for a short time,


  Samoa’s a bit like Scotland – there’s the sea …


  Back in Auld Reekie with a pen that sputtered


  I wrote my ballad, “Ticonderoga” or


  “A Legend of the West Highlands”, then returned


  To King Kalakaua’s beach and torches –


  You know my grandfather lit Lismore’s south end?’


  Mr Carnegie has bought Skibo Castle.


  His union jack’s sewn to the stars and stripes.


  James Murray combs the dialect from his beard


  And files slips for his massive Dictionary.


  Closing a fine biography of mother,


  Remembering Dumfries, and liking boys,


  James Barrie, caught in pregnant London silence,


  Begins to conceive the Never Never Land.


  JOHN LOGIE BAIRD


  When it rained past Dumbarton Rock


  You skipped Classics for a motorbike exploration


  Of the Clyde’s slow Raj. In sodden memsahibs’ gardens


  Hydrangeas unfurled into fibre-optics.


  A dominie lochgellied you once


  For pronouncing ‘Eelensburgh’ like those wild, untouchable tinks


  Who, if they could see your biker’s career from today’s


  Long distance, would snigger. A socialist most famous for


  Inventing an undersock, screened from douce cousins,


  Under bamboos at a small jam factory


  Near Port of Spain you achieved television


  And paid for it. At the trials a boy called Reith


  Risen from your old class shook hands, then wrote you off.


  You worked. When World War II ended


  Baird equipment broadcast victory in the Savoy


  But not one diner said cheerio when you faded,


  An obsolete wallah, edited out, still beaming


  One hand outstretched across those Clydelike waves.


  SYROPHENICIAN


  You were the Syrophenician woman


  Arguing with God, a dog among the Jews.


  Glare islanded and baked you, shadows turned


  On your crazy daughter. Border squatter


  Between yes and no, you persisted, stubborn bitch


  Till your answer ripened, like the nod to Zacchaeus in his tree


  Or Loch Lomond light stunning a houseboat’s windows


  Into juddery polythene, a whiteout moment


  When the one whom you loved most was healed.
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