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EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION

GEORGE MACKAY BROWN began his writing career in the 1940s as a local correspondent on the Orkney Herald. In addition to covering football matches, council meetings and WRI concerts, he started writing a weekly column under the pen name of ‘Islandman’, in which he proceeded to celebrate every aspect of Orkney and its people. We have selected a small group of these essays, under the title of ‘Island Epiphanies’, in which the young writer stylishly evokes the spirit of place.

Fifty years later, and exactly one week before his death, George Mackay Brown (‘GMB’ to all his readers in Orkney) was writing what was to be the last of his immensely popular weekly essays for the Orcadian. These had appeared almost without a break for a quarter of a century, first as ‘Letter from Hamnavoe’, and then for over twenty years as ‘Under Brinkie’s Brae’. The poet regarded this weekly exercise as a way of keeping in touch with his fellow islanders, a task – or more properly a labour of love – which he performed without fail every Thursday morning at his breakfast table.

These two groups of essays come from the beginning and the end of the poet’s creative life. Readers can judge for themselves just how much they may differ in style and quality. But what is not in doubt is the perennial delight and commitment with which George Mackay Brown explores the great treasure house of local history and legend, and salutes the unique quality of the Orkney landscape, ‘the turning wheel of the seasons’, and ‘the astonishing weather in the north, that can wear four different coats in a single day’.

By interweaving prose and poetry, this book seeks to follow the example of its great predecessor, An Orkney Tapestry. The poet himself points the way in the ‘Shetland’ section, where the ‘search for symbols’ begins with a diary, and ends with a score of prose poems, each one placed in a narrative and reflective framework of rare quality. Elsewhere in the book this linkage of prose and poetry is inevitably retrospective, and a matter of editorial judgement – though George Mackay Brown seems almost to have anticipated the process at many points in ‘Wheel of the Year’.

Finally, there is the question of how far the individual poems in this book can be regarded as the poet’s final version. Only a small handful were published in his lifetime, and it is therefore impossible to say how many would have met his rigorous standards. We know that ‘The Harrowing of Hell’ went through seven full drafts and three changes of title in a period of some years before it was published in the Tablet shortly before his death. ‘All Souls’ on the other hand was written on the back of an old calendar, and revised on the same well-thumbed sheet for a few months before being abandoned – though not without regret (‘Alas, no good’ was the comment on the discarded calendar). Three years later the author apparently had second thoughts and was considering this poem for possible inclusion in his new collection Following a Lark. Sadly, it failed to find a place among the chosen forty.

George Mackay Brown seems to have regarded all his verse as ‘work in progress’, regardless of whether it had been published – and even when it had been in print for as much as forty years. (Readers should study the latest – sixth – version of that great poem ‘Hamnavoe’ in the Selected Poems.) Equally, he was reluctant to jettison any poem which held even the smallest promise of better things.

And so, whatever its imperfections, we think that pieces like ‘All Souls’, whether or not they could be described as finished and perfected, deserve their place in this book, and that the poet himself would not have been too displeased.

ARCHIE BEVAN

BRIAN MURRAY

Stromness

December 1998



As I came home from Sandwick

A star was in the sky

The northern lights above the hill

Were streaming broad and high.

The tinkers lit their glimmering fires,

Their tents were pitched close by.

But the city of the vanished race

Lay dark and silent in that place.

As I came home from Sandwick

A star was in the sky.

(From ‘The Road Home’, 1946. The city of the vanished race is Skara Brae.)




The Arctic girl is out tonight.

(Come to the doors.)

She dances

In a coat of yellow and green patches.

She bends

Over the gate of the stars.




What is she, a tinker lass?

Does she carry flashing cans

From the quarry fires?




I think

She’s a princess in a silk gown.

She holds (turning)

A bowl of green cut crystal.




Come to the doors!

She is walking about in the north, the winter witch.

(From ‘Seal Island Anthology, 1875’ in Selected Poems, 1954–1992, 1996)




Enchantment of Islands: A Poet’s Sources

A POET COULD not choose a better place to be born than a group of islands, like Orkney.

I know there are city poets, but their craft must be difficult, and will be ever more difficult as time passes. Is it possible to write good verse about unceasing streams of traffic, AIDS, proliferating pollution, tower blocks? Even in the distant past, London poets like Shakespeare, Chaucer, Keats, had to turn to the countryside for refreshment and fulfilment.

Islands have always been enchanted places. In Orkney, since the retreat of the Ice Age, little boats have gone out to catch haddock and lobster. The same men, at plough-time and harvest, have had to turn their backs on the dangerous provident sea to consider the urgencies of hunger and bread. Women kept fires going, drew water from the wells, spun wool, made butter and cheese, reared families. Among the hills, shepherds dug ewes from the lambing snows.

Such people, such ritual, generation by generation, are the stuff of poetry. The places where the folk come together – smithy, inn, kirk, cattle market – become little theatres of poetry. Foreign ships anchor in the bays – ships, cargo-laden, are wrecked in winter storm. A wild stir of excitement goes through the community. There are lanterns, at midnight, along the tide mark.

Young men go to sea, to the Greenland whaling or the American colonies. Sometimes they are never heard of again; sometimes they come home with fortunes, and buy farms or big houses. They have stories of faraway places to add to a legend that had its beginnings in the Stone Age (whose megaliths and tombs and sand-buried villages are everywhere in Orkney).

A poet is wealthy indeed who has such a store of symbols to draw upon. (If I had been born in Birmingham, for example, I would know that any creativity in me would be impoverished from the start, perhaps fatally.)

But, even so, the time is running out. The culture of the cities is everywhere taking root in Orkney. Cars have become a nuisance, even here. The air is polluted with mindless berserker pop music from transistors, as well as with exhaust fumes. Instead of listening to the stories on winter nights, people read the Sun. The horses of Edwin Muir’s poetry have all but vanished. The sea is emptying of fish. An old man dies, and a store of unique experience is lost for ever.

Sometimes I see my task, as poet and storyteller, to rescue the centuries’ treasure before it is too late. It is as though the past is a great ship that has gone ashore, and archivist and writer must gather as much of the rich squandered cargo as they can.

The ethos and outlook of the islanders have changed greatly since I was a child. People are more prosperous, but the community spirit has everywhere slackened, and the language becomes increasingly impoverished. But sea and islands and hills are still there, and I am thankful that I saw those everlasting things with a child’s eye, and the vivid people who lived among them, and their ancient benign rituals.

My poetry is a memory and a celebration of such things.

July–October 1993


Under Brinkie’s Brae: Wheel of the Year


JANUARY

The Pirate and his Sweetheart

Mrs Gordon was to give a reception to the master of The George, the fine ship anchored in front of the Holms two days now.

It was not that Mr and Mrs Gordon gave a dinner to all the ships’ masters who called at Hamnavoe – that would have been too much – but the master of The George had exchanged respects with one or two of the village’s leading merchants at the water-front, and – lo and behold! – the man had turned out to be a son of William Gow, lately (until his death) a respectable merchant in the town; the ship-master had gone away to sea, like many another Orkney boy, twelve years before, and nothing had been heard of him since … This was no uncommon thing, though: young men were lost in foreign seas, or they were carried off with scurvy or typhoid, or it may be that they settled down in Leith or Liverpool or London with a wife and saw no chance of getting back to Orkney again. Write a letter? Few sailors in those days could read or write. The only chance of communicating would be if they saw some ship Orkney-bound in a harbour somewhere, and could get word with any Orkneyman who happened to be on board.

But this was a bit strange – young John Gow had had as good an education as his father could afford. He had sat in the same classroom as some of the sons of the Orkney gentry – James Fea of Eday, for example … There was no reason why John Gow couldn’t have written home to tell his father how fortune was dealing with him on the great oceans of the world.

But let that be, meantime. Over the dinner table in the evening Captain Gow would have many exciting things to impart to them, no doubt.

Mrs Gordon’s servants were polishing the silver. A large plump salmon was being prepared in the kitchen, and a joint of best lamb. Mr James Gordon had gone to visit a fellow merchant along the muddy street – for it was deep winter, January, and sleet and flung spindrift during the recent storm had made the street a quagmire – the merchant Mr Gordon was calling on had the best stock in Orkney of French brandies and wines, and Hollands-gin (all lately smuggled).

There was a young daughter of the house, but her parents considered her too fine a girl to soil her hands with kitchen work. Thora Gordon sat in her room and sometimes tinkled on the clavichord and sometimes worked at her embroidery frame. In due course, sooner rather than later, a husband would have to be found for the girl, the hard-working son of some local merchant, or one of the better-off farmers from round about.

There would be no question of marrying her off to a Kirkwall man – at that time relations between Kirkwall and Hamnavoe were not at all harmonious. It all came down to the question of Kirkwall’s commercial authority over Stromness. There would be hard inter-town battles to be fought in the law-courts soon.

Now, the lamps being lit, everything was ready to receive Captain Gow.

There was a knock at the door.

Host and guest greeted each other cordially. Mrs Gordon glimpsed for the first time a dark handsome face. She saw at once that he was charming and courteous – and yet there was something about him that she didn’t altogether take to: a hidden furtive dangerous desperate quality. How could this be?

Meantime there was a flutter on the stair. Miss Thora was descending in her fine blue satin gown.

When she saw the sailor she gasped in wonderment.

*

And this is the beginning of the tragic tale of John Gow the pirate and his sweetheart Miss Gordon, in that fatal year of 1726.1

30 January 1992

A Ballad of Gow the Pirate


One tree in the garden, Mister

William Gow, merchant in Hamnavoe.

Water the apple-tree, John.

The boy hides among summer leaves.




One tree in the school, Mister

Clouston, dominie: his desk.

‘Navis’ – ship – decline that, boy.

Ocean branched, many streams, through Gow.




One tree off Sicily, Monsieur

Ferneau, master: his keel.

The arms-chest key, keep it, John.

Smoke, flame, a ball in the Frenchman’s skull.




One tree in the Bailey, Mister

Justice Bigwig there: his bench.

Gallows, chains, tar at Wapping.

Night, tree of stars, over Marshalsea.




A bare tree at Thames-side, Mister

Jack Ketch, gallowsman.

Fiddles, broadsheets, bottles of gin.

The boy bites on the salt apple.

14 June 1989



A January Day: Burns


They’ve blown our coats about, those wandering

Westerlies, since Hogmanay; now and then

Gesturing to the Pole, and then

Small artilleries of hail




Stotter on the skylight, and once

North-seeking still, the noon darkened

With a broken snow-cloud,

A too deep dazzlement, then.




Masques of the January moon –

Ice sliver, silver gondola, crystal

Cygnet, till the queen

Holds the complete orb.




The pauper sun ventures a few steps

Further, east and west, at day’s

Rising and setting – another masquer

With a gold coin in his rags.




Ancient bard, I too went a few steps

From flames and books to find again

Under that clatter-tongue of weathers

The lovely task of winter.




There, under a skeleton sycamore

– above the sea – a cluster of snowdrops,

Children of snow and sun

Who must die before the lark sings.




I thought of the immortal

January makar, created (it seems)

To hammer out winter’s worst

For hansel of delight to a dour folk.

24 January 1995



January the Twenty-fifth

I


The old men said the name Robbie Burns

As if he’d farmed

Very recently, in Cairston or Stenness or Hoy.




What a man, what a man! they said

Shaking their heads, smiling.

What a man for the drink!

What a man for the lasses!




It was of utmost importance

That Robbie was a poor man

Like themselves: a toil-bent farmer.




There might be a Barleycorn pause

Between a quote and a stave of song.

The women, they never seemed

To give a moment’s thought to that poet.



II


The Hamnavoe kids groaned inwardly. There

On their open books

Was a new poem nailed to the page

To A Mouse:

‘To be learned by heart,’ said the teacher.




Words like thistles and thorns

They ploughed through the winter language

And pity ran for cover

This way and this, and entered

A few small cold wondering hearts.



III


They moved in the schoolroom

Among heroic images,

The Bruce at Bannockburn under the shouting castles




Mary Queen of Scots

Inside that English castle

First in her black gown, then the red,

Then block and axe and blood.




Bonny Prince Charlie at Holyrood, dancing –

On the rainlashed moor

Turning a horse’s head into the west –

An old broken king at the brandy bottle

In a foreign castle.




Now this ploughman shaken with song and love

Among stones and furrows.



IV


There was another hero, more marvellous even

Than Bruce or Burns.




He too died in the glory of the field

Young and beautiful

John Thomson, goalkeeper of Celtic.

For the boys of Hamnavoe

Football was war, was magic and chant.

A star glittered and went out.



V


At last, into one council house

A wonder was brought:

A wireless set, with wet battery and dry battery.




Better than Henry Hall’s dance-band

Better than Murder in the Red Barn

Better than Toytown and Larry the lamb

Was that January torrent of sound, teatime to bedtime.

‘Bonny Mary o’ Argyle’, ‘Tam o’Shanter’

A heuch of pipes,

A trenching of haggis, reek of whisky,

The lass in the cornrigs, the lady

In the Potter-row.

In Dumfries, a debt-ridden deathbed,

The Allowa cottage with snowflakes seeking in.



VI


Not one of the fishermen

Not a single sailor, or farmer

With sea-light in his eyes




Thought it strange, on 25 January,

That Burns hardly mentions the sea.

‘The wan moon sets beyond the white wave

And time is setting with me – Oh’ … Only that




All was forgiven the great lover

Of lasses, cornstalks, liberty

In the Hamnavoe doorways of herringscales

And salt fish.



VII


A tinker leaned on the Smithfield bar,

In Dounby (Hamnavoe

Had no pubs in the time of the kids of fable).




Is Burns still alive? said the tinker.

The tavern was shaken with mockery and mirth

And maybe the tinker went back,

Ashamed, to the fire in the quarry.




There was no need, wanderer.

Stand a moment

There, on the brae: under the white star.

27 January 1990
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