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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.
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