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way and weighing

stile and saying

on a single walk are found

go bear without halt

question and default

on your single pathway bound


Martin Heidegger

aithsting3

we pulled our boats high up
out of the voe

they took root where they lay
and grew into houses

we were glad to be at
journey’s end


we lit fires and burned 
our salted clothing

we raised circles of stone
for there were no trees

our houses grew into crofts
our crofts into a township

we coax a living from thin soil 
sheep and the fishing

it is not much
but we know where it comes from 

athelstaneford

my grandfather in his last days would 
tell me to search the sky for omens in 
the waning hours of night       
for clouds the shape of crosses 
portending war and dispersion
for stars swept like white dust behind 
the darkest corner of the moon 
auguring illness and death
for streaks of light      
oranges and bloody reds 
divining the smoldering contours of famine 
in the hours before dawn

whenever the wind now trembles the house 
and the clouds are at odd angles 
black against the paling sky
I stumble suddenly from sleep and reach 
to open the window
watching the horizon for signaled changes
absenting myself to the dark of the room 
to wait for the whistling of the wind to stop
the dry whisker of my grandfather's voice
unshaven in my ear

atlas

two blade-bones of rock

striving manfully

to shoulder the weight

of the braan4 as it

tumbles for all time

and spills manifold

plumes and epaulettes

over their labour…

in the pool below

salmon leap silver

songs into the air

exalting the falls

Biggar Pond

Today,

the boating pond

is almost deserted;

only the waterbirds remain

this late.

A breeze

combs the surface,

teasing out its tresses

in rippling waves across the pond’s

mirror.

Two swans,

staid and stately,

sail seven seas among

a busy harbourful of ducks

and gulls;

strung out

in their wakes bob

a squadron of cygnets,

fully grown but still moulting brown

and grey.

The trees

on the south bank

nod their heavy shadows

low over their own reflections,

year-spent.

birthwood5
I pick up a stoat’s skull 

and hold it to my ear

in its empty chambers 

I hear not the sea but 

the wind in the top nest 

of a tall smooth-shining 

beech tree

snake-whistling

broken bough…6
hanging year after year

groaning in the wind

leafless

stripped of bark

bare and bleached

its song harsh and thrawn

defiant

secretly alarmed at 

one more summer

one more winter long

Brownsbank Cottage

A breath of wind catches in the gean-tree7,

fluttering the dry leaves and the small change of the sun, 

and it seems for a moment that the light is whispering.

There are ghosts in this place.

They are to be heard in the mouse-scratchings,

the seedpods cracking in the tindered broom,

the suck of the draught beneath the kitchen door.

The Grieves still move through these two rooms 

in slow mutual orbits, with no need for words,

familiar and comfortable in their companionship; 

two chittering lights, fingering the relics of their lives 

and touching lightly the lingering echoes of the 

laughter and the poetry with which the silence thrums.

And on such an evening as this, 

when we have silence yet over the Border hills

and the gloaming gathers about the door,

on the doorstep his voice still softly sings:

The rose of all the world is not for me… 

Castlehill

(for Lara Boyd)

There's nothing to be seen of 

the iron age fort that once kinged 

this castle, but some half-dissolved 

earthworks smothered by turf and

melting over the crown of the hill;

even the dirty wee rascal who 

haunts your visits here and runs 

to you with the tale of his life

is only a stumble in time

that you catch and steady and keep

from falling out of memory…

There is significance surely

in the fact that it is a child

who scrambles over these ramparts,

preferring to their refuge the

sanctuary of a mother’s eye; 

an iron age child, into whose 

waiting you're at last delivered  

as he greets your homecoming.

clydesdale


a well-watered land
veined by clyde
strong in gaelic
heard from afar in welsh
pulsed by forest and field
millwheel and weir

peopled by commerce
sung in song
revealed by labours that cut 
swathes of silence through 
the wordiness of men
to let things stand out
in their ownness

the knapping of flint
the smelting of ore
the tending of crops
the kindling of fires
the cairning of hilltops
the birthing of children 
the chambering of graves

from waters’ break 
over pebble-shoals 
under green lowther
to their deep dark drowning 
in the shades of garrion brig
the birth-and-death of rivered folk 
runs endlessly

Cultir
We made something of the valley at least,

enclosing its contours and running a

plough as best we could within their confines, 

lifting slabs of ochre and tan to lay

haphazardly on strips of rough grazing.

But our labour petered out as the soil

thinned away towards the hilltops, so that

above our meagre scrapings the rock still

rises, draped in a thin mantle of green;

above that, a swirl of blue-marbled sky.

They are enough, though, to win a bite from 
the indifferent hand of the wilderness, 

a bield against the wind that rises white

as spume from the breaking wave of heaven:

these scratchings; this impertinence of ours.

drystane dyke

stone piled upon stone

nothing that could go wrong

to complicate matters and

persuade it to greater complexity

professions here mean nothing

first and last there is only stone

about which so little can be said

resting in itself

wordless against the landscape

its brief lives scrambling in and out

the grammar of its crannies

earth shadow 


an uncommon reflection

if I stare long enough I will see 

distant islands 
the cloud-piercing spires of granite cities
on the far shore of heaven

an arm raised to wave 

evening 

along the western horizon

the sun sets
while to the east the last light streams 

to assemble a sky so astonishing that
migrating geese are deflected

from knowehead farm

the hills have soaked the blueness from the sky

and dyke and whin8 are bent as 

memories of relentless winds

deep shadow-fissures split the flesh

on ancient brows and hollowed cheeks

snow patches liver-spot the slopes

and here I stand on this knowe’s9 head

in this late winter

the passing eye through which these hills 

disclose themselves

from whitecastle hill

brand new light crinkles

like cellophane on the fields

wakening the birds

scarves of mist muffle 

the neck of whitecastle hill

a curlew beckons

latches click, doors close

figures move upon the land 

singly, intently

the sky is the bright 

iris of a peacock's eye

wide and unblinking

starlings swoop and swirl

in a curling wisp of smoke

slowly dispersing

the sunlight settles 

in a lawn chair and watches

its shadows playing

the sky expands and 

deepens as the earth contracts

hunching its shoulders

the setting sun slips

its knife between cloud and earth

releasing a skylark

the peacock swells and 

spreads a tail of stars across

the darkening sky

midnight comes and sweeps 

the valley clean with its broom

moonlight laves the earth 
full moon on a cloudy night

the lamp is smoking

beclouding its own brightness

it needs to be trimmed

who can trim the moon?

its gladness is unbounded

it has seen the sun

girdle of venus

clasp unlocked

girdle and gown drop to reveal 

a rose against a twilit sky
unaware of the commotion it causes

gloaming

the night has risen

casting off its serpent skin

to blue the hillside

kaleidoscope of mist and sun 

they blow in many ways

but in one direction only

southeast

off the atlantic

over herring fields

into the mountains of mull

throwing iona into fickle clarity

kaleidoscope of mist and sun

just as one strains to appreciate 

each fresh vision

it explodes over again 

remaking everything

moments of revelation blinking between 

mists and blazing passion 

gusts of fear and uncertainty

we all need such winds in our lives

the breath of chaluim chille 

moving upon the face of the waters

l'écosse profonde10

cow breath
creak and clump of cloven toe
hay spun into circular brochs
crow cough of l’écosse profonde

a mythical place that exists only
in the eye of its inhabitants

a place of recursive atavism
a den of fertility

a beggaring of history
where death and lovemaking still take 
place according to mesolithic ritual 

where people drench the earth with
the sweat of their days 
before returning to invisibility

little mitchellwood11

letting the deed shaw12 in clearing and copse
the sunlight sings of a loving labour
lilting the seedheads
echoing birdsong

we make the wood in which we dwell
through the love with which we
bear its trugs of light
hand-crumble its soil
enlacing them with lillikines13 of leaf
long limbs of poetry
our solicitude

wind trembles the green of little mitchellwood
dappling the air with whispers

loch nis

having lost my gàidhlig14
my boat fears the white-lipped waves  

that snatch at her       

hungrily

furtively

as they steal by like kelpies15 into the night

beneath us from their hidden places

the great fishes talk of me  

in a tongue I have forgotten

medwyn below greenshields

grinding age-old stone
into ever finer tilth
the medwyn quarries

in deep narrow cuts
it sifts the silt with its spade
searching for something

we have built this bridge
over its labouring back
from which we can watch

but the river is
too intent in its seeking
to tak tent of us

men at work

jackdaws try to fill
boundless space above the wood
with curse and swearing

workmen walk the roof
looking for broken shingles
linked by ropes of breath

higher than the world
their stature is unconstrained
heads touching the sky

should one of them slip
he would swoop, rise and settle
back on his roof-tree

Midsummer Night

(for Josephine and the two Junes)

We forget the time,

it is still so light as we 

stand here talking yet.

Through half-open eyes 

the world takes our measure,

wishing us asleep.

The trees have drawn their 

shades and turned the sky’s blue 

flame down to a peep,

and what dark there is

hangs strawberry nets over

the still quick colours.

There is the silence 

besides, deeper than the dusk,

sharper than the stars,

that loudens our voices,

more clearly enunciates

the words we exchange.

We talk in murmurs;

yet still the night growls at us

to keep the noise down

midsummer morning

when dusk overtakes the dawn16
a throstle17 is tapping a stone  

with a snail-shell in its beak

a gowdspink18 hangs from a rasp

until the stem breaks

no waking-song has begun

yet the birds squabble and hurry  

and huddle in the hedge’s gloom  

as an owl flies home

money spider

a silk net she casts

to catch her silver darlings19
coins bright as dewdrops

morning 

from beyond the sunrise

through old-growth forest
rays stream red and yellow 

brightening glen

burn and village street
cathedrals of our life

nest building

black pen-and-ink lightning-cracks

treelike against a dirty paper sky…

crows scratch the silence

etching each its name on 

the roll of their generation

gathering sticks of windfall

from the woodland floor

which they balance precariously

back on the treetops

oidhche shamhna

like unharvested dried November corn

asleep my body returns to dust

returns to salt

no one will clamour my name for sainthood nor

tell my decades

a few may hold my words for a moment like ash

before casting them to the wind

to watch them dissolve in the river

I wish not to be buried,

having no wish to be raised again

my desire is to burn at night

under a bright quarter moon

among short henge-shadows

my children singing in full voice

and a proud owl perched behind them

proclaiming






who…?



who…?

Poacher

He casts off the weight of space with

the cape of his coat

and fingers through a compendium of pockets for

a cigarette.

He has brought indoors with him

some of the wind and rain.

The scent of it bolts from the cover of

his blown hair,

the weave of his tweeds…

a covey of cold in the well-fired room.

He’ll take a dram

to ferret the chill from the warren of his veins,

before rising to sneck his door against

the openness of the fell.

poesis

the nodding of a rowan tree

bespeaks the blowing of the wind

which otherwise i cannot see

sidhe20
silent moving folk

silver among the green knowes

sun-glints from the burn

skywide 

no matter where I stand

I am captured by 

the web of your touch 

your voice and subtle scent
no matter how I seek to fall into 

the comfort of your shadow

I cannot


that swan  

is like a song with two voices21
across the loch in the shadow of the willows

breast to breast with duplicity

a swan reflects upon the solitary water 

an image of itself

alone. 

at night  

the loch is a wide silence

without imagination

tweed seen through birks22
merlin’s men

we plunged our staffs into the bank before

stepping down into the swift passing of the river
like silver splinters of henge-stone they stand

patient and confident that

in or out of time

we will return to
reclaim their shafts 
uproot them from their waiting
meanwhile

a flecking of curious crows drops among their branches
to watch the river in hooded silence

for signs of its turning
tyne at pencaitland23
your laughter is light

your caress deep

your kisses love the harm they do

your eyes, blue iris blooms

your face, chaste as water lilies

you flee, a fluid parting

your hair falling in gentle tangles

your voice, a treacherous depth

your arms are supple reeds

long river grasses whose 

embrace enlaces

chokes and strangles

beneath your eddies

in drifts of riverwort

lights are extinguished 

vaige24
across kirkwall

a boat

rowing out at break of day

leaving no trace behind

cille bheagha25
an echo

resounding through chapelgill

and up into an empty sky
Notes and Allusions

[1]
stravaig = wander

[2] 
l’écosse profonde (‘Deep Scotland’) is a phrase that denotes the existence 
of deep and profoundly ‘Scottish’ aspects of our rural and other 
peripheral cultures, which elude the hegemony of the cultural 
establishment's ‘dominant ideologies’ and their arbitration of meaning 
and value.

[3] 
The original Viking settlement of Aith in the Shetland Isles

[4] 
The Braan is a tributary of the river Tay, near Dunkeld in the Central 
Highlands

[5] 
Andrew Greig When They Lay Bare
[6] 
Hermann Hesse Stunden im Garten
[7] 
gean = wild cherry

[8] 
whin = gorse

[9] 
knowe = hill

[10] 
Sebastian Faulks Human Traces 

[11] 
Community woodland on the outskirts of Biggar

[12] 
‘Let the Deed Shaw’ is the motto of the Burgh of Biggar

[13] 
lillikine = a kind of lace for trimming garments

[14] 
Skipwith Cannéll “The King”
[15] 
kelpies = supernatural shape-shifting water horses that haunt rivers 
and streams

[16] 
Gordon Bottomley “Dawn”
[17]
throstle = song thrush

[18] 
gowdspink = goldfinch

[19] 
silver darlings = herring

[20] 
sidhe = fairies

[21] 
Walter Conrad Arensberg « Voyage a L'Infini »
[22] 
birks = birch trees

[23] 
Friedrich de la Motte Fouqué Undine
[24] 
vaige = voyage

[25] 
cille bheagha = Kilbucho in Upper Tweeddale, named after the Church 
of St Bega around which the settlement grew up
