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Seamus Heaney        Poems              The Poetry Salon         11/17/22 

Blackberry-Picking 

Late August, given heavy rain and sun 

For a full week, the blackberries would ripen. 

At first, just one, a glossy purple clot 

Among others, red, green, hard as a knot. 

You ate that first one and its flesh was sweet 

Like thickened wine: summer's blood was in it 

Leaving stains upon the tongue and lust for 

Picking. Then red ones inked up and that hunger 

Sent us out with milk cans, pea tins, jam-pots 

Where briars scratched and wet grass bleached our boots. 

Round hayfields, cornfields and potato-drills 

We trekked and picked until the cans were full 

Until the tinkling bottom had been covered 

With green ones, and on top big dark blobs burned 

Like a plate of eyes. Our hands were peppered 

With thorn pricks, our palms sticky as Bluebeard's. 

We hoarded the fresh berries in the byre. 

But when the bath was filled we found a fur, 

A rat-grey fungus, glutting on our cache. 

The juice was stinking too. Once off the bush 

The fruit fermented, the sweet flesh would turn sour. 

I always felt like crying. It wasn't fair 

That all the lovely canfuls smelt of rot. 

Each year I hoped they'd keep, knew they would not. 

 

Digging 

Between my finger and my thumb 

The squat pin rest; snug as a gun. 

Under my window, a clean rasping sound 

When the spade sinks into gravelly ground: 

My father, digging. I look down 

Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds 

Bends low, comes up twenty years away 

Stooping in rhythm through potato drills 

Where he was digging. 
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The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft 

Against the inside knee was levered firmly. 

He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep 

To scatter new potatoes that we picked, 

Loving their cool hardness in our hands. 

By God, the old man could handle a spade. 

Just like his old man. 

My grandfather cut more turf in a day 

Than any other man on Toner's bog. 

Once I carried him milk in a bottle 

Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up 

To drink it, then fell to right away 

Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods 

Over his shoulder, going down and down 

For the good turf. Digging. 

The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap 

Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge 

Through living roots awaken in my head. 

But I've no spade to follow men like them. 

Between my finger and my thumb 

The squat pen rests. 

I'll dig with it. 

 

Bogland 

for T. P. Flanagan 

We have no prairies 

To slice a big sun at evening-- 

Everywhere the eye concedes to 

Encrouching horizon, 

Is wooed into the cyclops' eye 

Of a tarn. Our unfenced country 

Is bog that keeps crusting 

Between the sights of the sun. 

They've taken the skeleton 

Of the Great Irish Elk 
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Out of the peat, set it up 

An astounding crate full of air. 

Butter sunk under 

More than a hundred years 

Was recovered salty and white. 

The ground itself is kind, black butter 

Melting and opening underfoot, 

Missing its last definition 

By millions of years. 

They'll never dig coal here, 

Only the waterlogged trunks 

Of great firs, soft as pulp. 

Our pioneers keep striking 

Inwards and downwards, 

Every layer they strip 

Seems camped on before. 

The bogholes might be Atlantic seepage. 

The wet centre is bottomless. 

 

Death Of A Naturalist 

All year the flax-dam festered in the heart 

Of the townland; green and heavy headed 

Flax had rotted there, weighted down by huge sods. 

Daily it sweltered in the punishing sun. 

Bubbles gargled delicately, bluebottles 

Wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell. 

There were dragon-flies, spotted butterflies, 

But best of all was the warm thick slobber 

Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water 

In the shade of the banks. Here, every spring 

I would fill jampotfuls of the jellied 

Specks to range on window-sills at home, 

On shelves at school, and wait and watch until 

The fattening dots burst into nimble- 

Swimming tadpoles. Miss Walls would tell us how 

The daddy frog was called a bullfrog 

And how he croaked and how the mammy frog 

Laid hundreds of little eggs and this was 

Frogspawn. You could tell the weather by frogs too 
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For they were yellow in the sun and brown 

In rain. 

Then one hot day when fields were rank 

With cowdung in the grass the angry frogs 

Invaded the flax-dam; I ducked through hedges 

To a coarse croaking that I had not heard 

Before. The air was thick with a bass chorus. 

Right down the dam gross-bellied frogs were cocked 

On sods; their loose necks pulsed like sails. Some hopped: 

The slap and plop were obscene threats. Some sat 

Poised like mud grenades, their blunt heads farting. 

I sickened, turned, and ran. The great slime kings 

Were gathered there for vengeance and I knew 

That if I dipped my hand the spawn would clutch it. 

 

Requiem for the Croppies 

The pockets of our greatcoats full of barley... 

No kitchens on the run, no striking camp... 

We moved quick and sudden in our own country. 

The priest lay behind ditches with the tramp. 

A people hardly marching... on the hike... 

We found new tactics happening each day: 

We'd cut through reins and rider with the pike 

And stampede cattle into infantry, 

Then retreat through hedges where cavalry must be thrown. 

Until... on Vinegar Hill... the final conclave. 

Terraced thousands died, shaking scythes at cannon. 

The hillside blushed, soaked in our broken wave. 

They buried us without shroud or coffin 

And in August... the barley grew up out of our grave. 

 

Personal Helicon 

As a child, they could not keep me from wells 

And old pumps with buckets and windlasses. 

I loved the dark drop, the trapped sky, the smells 

Of waterweed, fungus and dank moss. 

One, in a brickyard, with a rotted board top. 

I savoured the rich crash when a bucket 
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Plummeted down at the end of a rope. 

So deep you saw no reflection in it. 

A shallow one under a dry stone ditch 

Fructified like any aquarium. 

When you dragged out long roots from the soft mulch 

A white face hovered over the bottom. 

Others had echoes, gave back your own call 

With a clean new music in it. And one 

Was scaresome, for there, out of ferns and tall 

Foxgloves, a rat slapped across my reflection. 

Now, to pry into roots, to finger slime, 

To stare, big-eyed Narcissus, into some spring 

Is beneath all adult dignity. I rhyme 

To see myself, to set the darkness echoing. 

 

The Tollund Man 

I 

Some day I will go to Aarhus 

To see his peat-brown head, 

The mild pods of his eye-lids, 

His pointed skin cap. 

In the flat country near by 

Where they dug him out, 

His last gruel of winter seeds 

Caked in his stomach, 

Naked except for 

The cap, noose and girdle, 

I will stand a long time. 

Bridegroom to the goddess, 

She tightened her torc on him 

And opened her fen, 

Those dark juices working 

Him to a saint's kept body, 

Trove of the turfcutters' 

Honeycombed workings. 
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Now his stained face 

Reposes at Aarhus. 

II 

I could risk blasphemy, 

Consecrate the cauldron bog 

Our holy ground and pray 

Him to make germinate 

 The scattered, ambushed 

Flesh of labourers, 

Stockinged corpses 

Laid out in the farmyards, 

Tell-tale skin and teeth 

Flecking the sleepers 

Of four young brothers, trailed 

For miles along the lines. 

III 

Something of his sad freedom 

As he rode the tumbril 

Should come to me, driving, 

Saying the names 

Tollund, Grauballe, Nebelgard, 

Watching the pointing hands 

Of country people, 

Not knowing their tongue. 

Out here in Jutland 

In the old man-killing parishes 

I will feel lost, 

Unhappy and at home. 

 

Clearances 

 In Memoriam M.K.H., 1911-1984 

 

She taught me what her uncle once taught her: 

How easily the biggest coal block split 

If you got the grain and hammer angled right. 

 

The sound of that relaxed alluring blow, 
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Its co-opted and obliterated echo, 

Taught me to hit, taught me to loosen, 

 

Taught me between the hammer and the block 

To face the music. Teach me now to listen, 

To strike it rich behind the linear black. 

 

                                             1 

A cobble thrown a hundred years ago 

Keeps coming at me, the first stone 

Aimed at a great-grandmother's turncoat brow. 

The pony jerks and the riot's on. 

She's crouched low in the trap 

Running the gauntlet that first Sunday 

Down the brae to Mass at a panicked gallop. 

He whips on through the town to cries of 'Lundy!' 

 

Call her 'The Convert'. 'The Exogamous Bride'. 

Anyhow, it is a genre piece 

Inherited on my mother's side 

And mine to dispose with now she's gone. 

Instead of silver and Victorian lace, 

The exonerating, exonerated stone. 

 

                                             2 

Polished linoleum shone there. Brass taps shone. 

The china cups were very white and big— 

An unchipped set with sugar bowl and jug. 

The kettle whistled. Sandwich and tea scone 

Were present and correct. In case it run, 

The butter must be kept out of the sun. 

And don't be dropping crumbs. Don't tilt your chair. 

Don't reach. Don't point. Don't make noise when you stir. 

 

It is Number 5, New Row, Land of the Dead, 

Where grandfather is rising from his place 

With spectacles pushed back on a clean bald head 

To welcome a bewildered homing daughter 

Before she even knocks. 'What's this? What's this?' 

And they sit down in the shining room together. 

 

                                              3 

When all the others were away at Mass 

I was all hers as we peeled potatoes. 

They broke the silence, let fall one by one 

Like solder weeping off the soldering iron: 
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Cold comforts set between us, things to share 

Gleaming in a bucket of clean water. 

And again let fall. Little pleasant splashes 

From each other's work would bring us to our senses. 

 

So while the parish priest at her bedside 

Went hammer and tongs at the prayers for the dying 

And some were responding and some crying 

I remembered her head bent towards my head, 

Her breath in mine, our fluent dipping knives— 

Never closer the whole rest of our lives. 

 

                                               4 

Fear of affectation made her affect 

Inadequacy whenever it came to 

Pronouncing words 'beyond her'. Bertold Brek. 

She'd manage something hampered and askew 

Every time, as if she might betray 

The hampered and inadequate by too 

Well-adjusted a vocabulary. 

With more challenge than pride, she'd tell me, 'You 

Know all them things.' So I governed my tongue 

In front of her, a genuinely well- 

Adjusted adequate betrayal 

Of what I knew better. I'd naw and aye 

And decently relapse into the wrong 

Grammar which kept us allied and at bay. 

 

                                                5 

The cool that came off sheets just off the line 

Made me think the damp must still be in them 

But when I took my corners of the linen 

And pulled against her, first straight down the hem 

And then diagonally, then flapped and shook 

The fabric like a sail in a cross-wind, 

They made a dried-out undulating thwack. 

So we'd stretch and fold and end up hand to hand 

For a split second as if nothing had happened 

For nothing had that had not always happened 

Beforehand, day by day, just touch and go, 

Coming close again by holding back 

In moves where I was x and she was o 

Inscribed in sheets she'd sewn from ripped-out flour sacks. 

 

                                               6 

In the first flush of the Easter holidays 
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The ceremonies during Holy Week 

Were highpoints of our Sons and Lovers phase. 

The midnight fire. The paschal candlestick. 

Elbow to elbow, glad to be kneeling next 

To each other up there near the front 

Of the packed church, we would follow the text 

And rubrics for the blessing of the font. 

As the hind longs for the streams, so my soul. . . 

Dippings. Towellings. The water breathed on. 

The water mixed with chrism and with oil. 

Cruet tinkle. Formal incensation 

And the psalmist's outcry taken up with pride: 

Day and night my tears have been my bread. 
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In the last minutes he said more to her 

Almost than in all their life together. 

'You'll be in New Row on Monday night 

And I'll come up for you and you'll be glad 

When I walk in the door . . . Isn't that right?' 

His head was bent down to her propped-up head. 

She could not hear but we were overjoyed. 

He called her good and girl. Then she was dead, 

The searching for a pulsebeat was abandoned 

And we all knew one thing by being there. 

The space we stood around had been emptied 

Into us to keep, it penetrated 

Clearances that suddenly stood open. 

High cries were felled and a pure change happened. 
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I thought of walking round and round a space 

Utterly empty, utterly a source 

Where the decked chestnut tree had lost its place 

In our front hedge above the wallflowers. 

The white chips jumped and jumped and skited high. 

I heard the hatchet's differentiated 

Accurate cut, the crack, the sigh 

And collapse of what luxuriated 

Through the shocked tips and wreckage of it all. 

Deep-planted and long gone, my coeval 

Chestnut from a jam jar in a hole, 

Its heft and hush become a bright nowhere, 

A soul ramifying and forever 

Silent, beyond silence listened for. 
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Sloe Gin 

The clear weather of juniper 

darkened into winter. 

She fed gin to sloes 

and sealed the glass container. 

When I unscrewed it 

I smelled the disturbed 

tart stillness of a bush 

rising through the pantry. 

When I poured it 

it had a cutting edge 

and flamed 

like Betelguese. 

I drink to you 

in smoke-mirled, blue-black 

polished sloes, savage 

and reliable. 

Two Lorries 

It's raining on black coal and warm wet ashes. 

There are tyre-marks in the yard, Agnew's old lorry 

Has all its cribs down and Agnew the coalman 

With his Belfast accent's sweet-talking my mother. 

Would she ever go to a film in Magherafelt? 

But it's raining and he still has half the load 

To deliver farther on. This time the lode 

Our coal came from was silk-black, so the ashes 

Will be the silkiest white. The Magherafelt 

(Via Toomebridge) bus goes by. The half-stripped lorry 

With its emptied, folded coal-bags moves my mother: 

The tasty ways of a leather-aproned coalman! 

And films no less! The conceit of a coalman... 

She goes back in and gets out the black lead 



 11 

And emery paper, this nineteen-forties mother, 

All business round her stove, half-wiping ashes 

With a backhand from her cheek as the bolted lorry 

Gets revved and turned and heads for Magherafelt 

And the last delivery. Oh, Magherafelt! 

Oh, dream of red plush and a city coalman 

As time fastforwards and a different lorry 

Groans into shot, up Broad Street, with a payload 

That will blow the bus station to dust and ashes... 

After that happened, I'd a vision of my mother, 

A revenant on the bench where I would meet her 

In that cold-floored waiting room in Magherafelt, 

Her shopping bags full up with shovelled ashes. 

Death walked out past her like a dust-faced coalman 

Refolding body-bags, plying his load 

Empty upon empty, in a flurry 

Of motes and engine-revs, but which lorry 

Was it now? Young Agnew's or that other, 

Heavier, deadlier one, set to explode 

In a time beyond her time in Magherafelt... 

So tally bags and sweet-talk darkness, coalman, 

Listen to the rain spit in new ashes 

As you heft a load of dust that was Magherafelt, 

Then reappear from your lorry as my mother's 

Dreamboat coalman filmed in silk-white ashes. 

  

  

 

  

 

 

 


