Grand canyon mornings

The tent was usually brought out in the summer holidays
when mother's temper frayed and damp grass mornings gave
way to mist on the hills at midday. The cupboards tumbled
open.

Our neighbours would put up with my sister and me as we
squabbled and wrestled with their two children. Minutes
then hours used up in lets-pretend and argueing.

Inside the tent my face pressed down on the cold blue
groundsheet I could smell its plastic. Rubbing with my
hands I could feel whorls of grass and stones beneath it.
Outside the black garden hose is snaking round half-

naked bodies, laughter, shouting. Inside the tent I have
dragged some old copies of the National Geographic. They
had been collected by an older son now away at police
training college. I found them in a dusty cupboard behind
the neighbours settee.From there I would swing them in
bundles past their black and white T.V. set, their brown
hoover and out through the french windows.

In the blue and yellow shade of the tent I'd stare at the
brilliant pictures. Fish on the barrier reef, New Guinea
tribesmen, american cities at dusk, the grand canyon at
dawn, baseball stars etc. The pages were highly coloured
not like the colour photos people were starting to get back
from our local chemists. Sky blues, vermillions, salmon pink,
torquoise, colours off of my watercolour set with the cowboy
saloon tin 1lid that seemed to vibrate on the page.

These colours grew as the world outside bleached away in
the hot afternoon. The flats behind us with their checker-
board patterned stairwells fading as I stared across wide
prairies where six combine-harvesters worked at once on
fields as big as England.

A whole world waiting, full of colour, adventure, sex,
bigger than the grand canyon, brighter than mardi - gras.
I'm still waiting.My world is still black and white, it
costs a whole lot more to add colour.
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Found in the water

A verandah of worn grey planks

A breeze rippling the exposed four inches of petticoat
You appear to be frothing with each breathing movement
Like sheep pouring down green hills.

Under the cool blue silk your hand has gathered
in the shadows.

I am stood behind you.

I stare at the remains of a meal.

Half eaten fruit on the table.

In the muzzled light through the lace curtains
I can see a line of poplar trees leading down to the
edge of the river.

Gudgeon-fishers in striped blazers

are emptying their fine nets of fish

Outside on the line skirts are hung to billow
I raise the curtain.

You murmer, your eyes reflecting
the evening sun.
You who were found in the water.

You who make me speechless.
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Midnight on the Great Western

Ba da de dum. Outside the lilac trees and the horse-chestnuts

drip in a slow rain from the downs. A record spins and the manner
of writing centres the experience, drawing the quiet of this
valley in and down to the point of a line.

Trees have been pruned on the playing-fields. Water is trickling
along the wet chalk forming white pools below the road signs.
Tomorrow wheels will splash. Cattle trucks on their way to market.
Children riding to school, delivery-men, builders. All wrapped

up in the moist air of an early morning in June.

The scent of it. Perfumes rising from fenced gardens. Picture-book
creations flawed only by the odd overturned toy or child's bycycle.
Flowers sway, voices drift from curtained rooms until silence
covers the town again. Like a record beating through to a scratch
of silence.To note it down seems to squeeze it dry. The atmosphere
like pollen brushes each word then drifts away...imagine.

I have become a toy train forever circling a contrived landscape.
Three miles from here an enthusiast has built a model railway. It
mimics a perfection absent from reality. Each cardboard cottage
and painted sponge tree a more eloquent presentation of these
facts as we would like them to be. A pastoral dream.

We only approximate our past through language and landscapes of
the mind. These models seem to provide images of loss and gain

on a deliberately smaller scale. As if looking through the wrong
end of a telescope or glimpsing cotton-wool steam clouds somehow
made it easier. The engine of writing bursts out of the tunnel
and the windows of our cottage blur and condense to ink and water.
Ba da dum, ba da dum. The rhythms of trains, heartbeats, pen

on paper.On my arm there is a bramble scratch. I do not know how
it got there.


http:silence.To

Brought together

Caught out

the mind believes

that the lampshade is being rocked
by wind pressing up the city hill.
Over the sills

maybe

whistles a new realism.

But now,

looking straight

into the blue flame of the
paraffin fire.

I see that it is caused
by that object's
distorting heat.

My thoughts bubble up
spread out
like air trapped in ice.

Since you last came here

spring has left the trees greener.
New breezes have blown

through London's bridges.

Whilst the branches and clothes-lines
have been flapping.

I have remained still, indoors.

My mind playing tricks.
In a hot room

that without you
seems colder.

1986
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The university parks

Moving three paces forward under an August sun
one silent figure, bent double

is caught between strokes at the net.

A slow beating of time away

until match end.

Keeping your figure in mind.

A white petal rocking on blue water.

I fillthis Oxford evening with the glint and glitter
of that day with you on these clay beds.

We sat here, our feet lapped by Chiltern rain
watching the same punts stagger down the stream.

Cyprus, Jordan, Arkansas.

An exotica of gardening.

Over both our heads the evergreens swayed.
I held on.

But the first breath of winter

scuttles leaves across the pitches
because it is November.

I have returned to our green river.

We had confused want with need.

The wind spins the dead leaves
across the water.
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That road

hawk in blasted tree

rows of lorries

rain in puddles on superstore rooves
harriers flareing

homes where widows weeped

new road breaking down the trees
accidents in beauty spots
cattle-trucks, cash from tourists
barns full of hay

last day of summer

museum of the age

taverns and gargoyles and flowers
antique shop junk

locking at thin air

horse boxes at little chefs
plastic trees and cream teas
crunbling greenhouse

herding the cows

we cross the plain
stonehenge in the rain
where the spirit remains.

1985

The railway bank

( some thoughts upon the impact of the railway
upon south oxon.)

They are sliding where I slid twenty years ago,

The dust they raise, I raised as to the ditch I fell,

This bank once a railway track that led to the coast

Now it holds no engine, no cloud of steam only ...grows

I was holding a jar of spawn, mother and child hands free
Try to maintain enough grip to fall with the gravel scree,
I fell in with gorse and nettles,they slide easily

Clouds of dust fading on each leaf

This bank has become a storehouse, net of butteflies and birds
I disturb nestling wings, flurries of birds wheel and turn.

( Wordsworth's 25th dream)
The green has turned to yellow,the tractor swings the field

The bank was raised from what earth I cannot guess
Victorian cofidence drove its line directly south
through farm and field and hill

a model of a roman model

A mock fortification, a wall twenty feet high

it beckons the modern hero.

He wears his consumerism labels like medals

His leathers patched in red and yellow

A gldiator in the corn on a steed of metal

he rides the wheat.



Illustrations used.

Front cover - Osiers being cut for basket-making. Osney Mead.Oxford.
Back cover - The Standlake village band 1890s
Contents left - Zephaniah Grace - shepherd and photographer.
Died Blewbury.Oxon 1917.
right - Robert Herridge and son Judah. Known as 'Blewbury Bob'
poem on Edward's coronation published in local paper
on account of him being local character. Died workhouse
'Tithe Machine' frontpiece - The Henley postman
'New Country' o & — The downs above East Ilsley. 1890s.
'Diesel on Gravel' " " — AMmerican car advert as used in copies of
National Geographical etc. c 1950s
'snow' (opposite) - Waylands cottages, Blewbury. 1955.
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Collected Poems 1981 - 1989

An introduction.

These poems span ten years of my life so collecting them together from

the scraps of paper and badly typed manuscripts has been a rewarding
experience. The early poems ( The tithe machine ) arose out of an interest
in american poetry fostered by a travelling exhibition of books which came
to my local Didcot library in 1981,the year after I left art-college in
London. Little did I know then that I would continue to write but the
seed was planted.These early fragments ( I had no idea how to make them
any longer) deal with aspects of the area I grew up in but also try and
suggest if not surreal landscape at least something slightly askew.

Poems like ' Valley' and 'Rehearsal' owe a lot to the russian and french
influences I was avidly consuming.They also reflect a lot of the painterly
interests I had, Chaggal, Gorky etc. Some I still like, some are awful.

I am not so happy with the next set ' The New Country', the title taken
from that given to the 30's left book and exhibition. At the same time as
I was writing these I had an exhibition called 'The New Country' at a
gallery in Islington. Looking back the best I can say is that although far
happier in free verse I felt that somehow it wasn't poetry or that if I
didn't at least learn or attempt versification I could not call myself a
poet.I feel differently now but maybe it reflects a lack of confidence in
the role of 'poet' i.e. where I come from you don't do it! Having said
that I find some of the content 0.K. e.g. the drowned fisherman in 'The
fisherman's return' but not the rhyming schemes, or my attempts at this
and that.I think I at least gained some 'musicality' from this phase.

Finally we come to 'Diesel on Gravel'. A collection of stuff written
partly as a result of attending a workshop and working in a library and
partly out of necessity when believe me the last thing on my mind was to
attempt to be a poet, quite the opposite in fact! This lot I can put up
with a lot more. Mostly the content has changed. Moving out of the fields
and concentrating on relationships and interiors which I hurtled through
in these years. Hopefully they come over as being more honest than the
rather studied exploration of english landscape that went before. The
most important influence in these years was Raymond Carver who's book
'Fires' I happened to pick up in a library where I worked. Here at last
was somebody who seemed to speak the same 'working-class background'
as I did as opposed to the Oxbridge voices. From then on I've tried to
write about things that effect me as honestly and as well as I can.The very
title 'Diesel on gravel' stands in my mind for the weight of U.S. culture on
Britain and hopefully we can sort the good from the bad.Carver and the
'dirty realism' being one of the 'goods'.

Looking back through this work it actually seems to make a bit more sense
than it did before and I realise just how important my background is in
what I'm writing about. The cast of poachers and ne're do wells and village
idiots have become more , not less, important to me. Perhaps because they
exemplify a non-comformism which seems dnvisible in the Thames Valley
today. All writing is political. I come from a background of labour politdcés
and wea learning. Education was the guiding light. Words are power. Nothing
is méore important as we approach the next turning point in british politics.
Time me thinks for some rick-burning and protesting in the shires. Time for
some smashing of the loom of words.

Shaun Belcher
Didcot, Oxon. March 1990.



