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introduction

tc \l1 "introductionWelcome to “blue wail and flashing siren”, one of four small potato press collections I’m preparing.

The purpose of these collections is to raise the funds for a drink in the pub after I’ve given a reading. If I’m really lucky, I’ll may have enough left over to subscribe to a poetry magazine.

This selection contains some of my earlier poetry. Most of these poems say what I wanted to say when I was young and spotty, and nothing like the wise advisor to world leaders today that I’m currently not.

Be warned: I’ve found the hard way I’m completely hopeless at selecting my own poetry. There are poems that I consider awful that have been published. I’ve gone back to dreadful poems after ten years and realised ‘hang on a sec’. There are poems I consider excellent that no–one else likes. So, apart from the outrageous drivel, I’ve kept nothing from these collections. That’s half the reason they’re so cheap.

My website is dylanharris.org. You’ll find versions of these poems there. But there is a fundamental advantage to buying a copy of the poems in this booklet rather than browsing online: I get a pint out of you. Thank you!

why copyleft my poetry

Copyleft is, if you like, guerilla marketing. If something is copylefted, it can be freely copied, modified and distributed, commercially or non–commercially. This freedom is governed by a licence, designed to ensure this freedom is not abused. 

Copyleft does not exist to be guerilla marketing. It was created to defend principles of freedom, as the introduction to the Licence suggests, in particular freedom of thought and action against abusive restrictions by the owners of intellectual property rights and patents. What if a motor car manufacturer stated that you are not permitted to maintain your car, you have to use their highly expensive services? What if the car failed after five miles and you were barred from opening the bonnet to reconnect the battery? That’s how a lot of the software industry works, and that’s why the hacker’s hacker (a word given negative connotations by those scared of  freedom), Richard Stallman, started the Free Software Foundation. For further information, visit the FSF website at www.fsf.org, or read Sam Williams’s copylefted biography of Richard Stallman, “Free As In Freedom”, O’Reilly, ISBN 0-596-00287-4.

Certain reasons for copyleft do not apply to a collection of poetry. Where, in a poem, is the oil that I can charge you for changing? No, my reasons to copyleft my poetry are very different. In my collection ‘Ranting Poesie’ is a poem entitled, would you believe, ‘Copyleft’ (which can also be found on my website).

If a poetry collection is copyleft; anyone can copy and distribute it as they wish, subject to the licence. If the poetry is copied, I neither pay nor receive a penny. If a critical mass is achieved, copyleft material can conquer the world. In the computer world, the copyleft operating system Linux is global and challenging even Microsoft Windows; which is incredible when you consider it began as a hobby project of Linux Torvelds, a Finnish student. Copyleft can be very powerful.

Poetry does not make much money; even the greatest poets often need additional income. William Wordsworth was a tax collector, Ted Hughes was a farmer, and many living poets, such as Benjamin Zephaniah, lecture in poetry at universities. One does not become a poet to become rich. 

Poetry is rarely a source of instant success. Only certain well established poets are generally known to poetry readers. Just a few poets are known to the general population. Such general awareness usually follows years of hard poetic graft and sculpted art. Poetry is—usually—a long game. 

I do have ambition; I do like people knowing about and commenting on my poetry. It’s a reward for all that creative investment, if you like. I want people to hear, read and enjoy my work. That won’t happen if they don’t know about it. 

So I need good distribution. I can’t afford it myself, so I have to depend on publishers. Most poetry publishing houses are merely national, if that; all disappointingly parochial. Worse, though eminantly sensible from their perspective, is that I’m an unknown uncollected poet; I would be a seriously risky investment. I’m not confident about traditional distribution.

I’m interested in the long game. I’d like to get my name and poetry known. I hope easily available modern English poetry, which can be copied, distributed, and modified, will be of interest in education. If I’m right, advanced students of English may see my work, and hopefully a few of them will like it and want more. 

There are charitable reasons why copylefting poetry might be a good thing. A volume costs less to produce and distribute; there are no royalties. It becomes extremely low cost if distributed electronically. All the legal information is included in the volume, so even the most fastidious need not waste time and effort checking permissions. This makes it cheaper to put such poetry into schools and colleges, where it can assist advanced students to explore modern English literature—there’s even a clause in the licence requesting copies from to be donated to schools. There are no doubt better examples of modern English poetry out there, but I believe something—even my something—is better than nothing.

I’d always intended to copyleft my work, so I had no a problem with publishing it online at my website (dylanharris.org). Even if I killed the site today, the Internet Archive Internet Archive (web.archive.org) will have copies of it, and would continue to make these copies available without successful and seriously expensive legal action. Anyone with net access can see my poetry anyway without paying me for it. Publishing a copyleft collection isn’t really a change.
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Manifesto

If you want fairy tales

or jingle bells, 

if you want to hear again

the worst of twenty years ago

with an equally silly name, 

or if you just plain

fear the new: 

go away,

these words is not for you. 

But if you ears need

a little refreshment,

welcome: 

perhaps I can help. 

And if you like what you hear,

you’ll be the only one.
Darmstadt 

A cold and miserable morning,

with drizzle as fine as flour

drifting through the shop doors

before the crushing hour,

welcomed by the sweet warmth

of heaters on at full power. 

Seated in the café

with tongue being bought alive

by coffee as strong as weak chilli.

I see no trams outside; 

the rush hour has somehow not started

the square’s as empty as night.

A statue gazes forlornly

at Darmstadt’s concrete might.

Leicester Square 

Having missed my chance to see the new ballet

because the magic had left the ‘Hole In The Wall’,

I wandered through still, fuming traffic

under winter trees

full of starlings, sleeping. 

I queued for “Highlander”,

bumped by the lovers behind

consumed in each other.

An old American man passed through

with many young people dressed for the night:

couples, pairs, trios,

but no singles, like me. 

A placard comes

saying protein causes lust

so eat less eggs, cheese, beef.

Underneath, the voice of a satired vicar

speaks from a middle–aged man

dressed in repression. 

A tramp frightened him away

with a comment everyone else heard. 

I came out of the cinema into a film,

hearing my footsteps echo around the auditorium,

dodging the actors walking slowly across me,

seeing the special effects

of the blue wail

of the flashing siren

edging past.

Chopin And The Chilli Wars 

Smooth piano in a Chinese living room;

someone put Chopin on to smiles

and plays an autumn evening of white silk dresses

with assumptions just back from the cricket wars. 

So a rich Victorian hypocrisy only reveals my own

in a belly whore–house, living room,

whose taste is felt by my listening tongue

as ceiling lines run sharp, drinking Chopin. 

The Chilli Wars, piano banging on the fritter front,

coffee dreams of softness under silk;

sugar shouts, a cream launched barrage,

the piano sings a flash of river wings. 

And behind it all, hope warms the notes,

and sings harmony into the flavour screams,

and Paris dreams right back at me

of my journey there, tomorrow.

M6 

Imagine lying down on a beach,

watching large, smooth waves come to shore,

and childish wind playing with the surf;

now stop the action, hold the valleys still,

turn the waves into flowing hills,

change the day into early evening,

and sink the sun to those foothills on the left

so the red shines through the water

so the spray is an evening mist

so you see the mountain picture

dusk teased me with just now.

November Rain 

Walking to the car, the rain,

attacking with the density of schoolboy machine–gun fire

is cold.

Marshalled by a cunning wind

shooting wet bullets in every direction:

inside my collar,

through my trousers,

and, using the very effective tactic of the deep puddle,

over the top of my shoes

overwhelming my socks

and utterly subjugating my feet,

I am cold,

so I run. 

The windscreen wipers

knock regularly

like a cat on the outside

that’s lost its voice. 

Travelling slowly

on the left

in the careful traffic wary of slipping,

I hit regular puddles

splashing in time

to empty radio music.

I’m unable to avoid this nervous water

and any unfortunate pedestrians walking by,

creating tsunamis

so broad and high

that small life held above the curb

must long ago have cursed its foolish instinct

or love cold water

and to be soaked in mud

released by washed away grass. 

Travelling at speed

the rain sounds persistent

like a quarry of Hollywood prisoners

at work

a thousand million women

in high pitched shoes

shopping in a stone square. 

This rain makes me jealous

of those wintering in the sun

forgetting cold rain and snow,

except, perhaps,

as something frightening from childhood,

unreal passages in novels,

surreal photos on Christmas cards. 

Leicester Station 

A locomotive creeping under the mosque:

“Great, that’s two sixties”

a boy voice flings. 

Clattering mutterings are overwhelmed

by the sharp aria of fiddled coins,

applause from a crisp packet. 

The waiting room is as silent as breathing: 

pages sweep magazines,

weight strobes floorboards,

itches abandon throats. 

Busy, so feminine legs,

remind me,

and loneliness brushes through.

Thirty Hours Near The Western Isles 

Back, overwhelmed by the work armada

looming over future’s space denied eye:

was it only last week I ran to the north?

Searching in Stratford, a plastic coated graveyard,

and some drugged high tech shopping centre

closer to Birmingham’s fumy, beer dead mass;

bouncing into service stations for conscious keeping coffee,

then caught in Glasgow’s sudden southern snare,

trapped until the passive traffic drove,

looking for asylum in a late night bed,

rising to avoid a Scottish rat hour rush,

all to run from caffeine, and dominating work. 

The Style Council sing revolutionary sugar

to a glass of Irish

while I recall my freedom placebo,

smelling Scotland’s clean crowd less breath,

the wood surrounded water tumble

singing some theatre’s between–Act gossip,

a home counties riverbank amongst increasing hills,

mist on cow covered meadows before stretched and pulling cliffs;

the mountain has grown out of its grass clothes

sheltering spring rained villages lying in for autumn. 

A rush eaten raw Indian meal, a

chilli itch that grows sharper with soothing

as I await the third day of forty—

and the land melted down for Oban.

From Fort William another road shouts its vigour

up over a soft Austrian lake into a memory scar

with only one way to go between glacial walls

digging deeper and deeper into geological memories

until a rock is rounded, a smooth sea appears,

the shadow threat is past, the future is good:

but for black castles waiting in the water.

A slash of “Hack”, a pogo on the keyboard

part exchanging one frustration for another:

and the worn down hills, isolated with age,

uncles of bladed rocks round finger pools at the Porthcawl coast;

on to thin roads through test tube forests of matchwood trees;

then peat sleeping flat between pensioned hills

due for their telegram from the solar queen:

just imagine what the Whisky the water from these burns might be. 

Greasy, vegetarian burgers fried to a little hunger

and the hope of hysterical snooker:

and a north coast estuary, bleak,

empty with black bright evening sun.

On, through land growing younger,

past bitter attempts to poison the future.

Then south, south, south to London,

and fretful, nervous, running, home.

Five Days 

But it’s a pity I couldn’t say goodbye

the way I’d like to,

to give you another fondness

to recall me by. 

I remember the day that I caught your eye:

I don’t really know what it was you saw,

but to have been in that smile. 

And it’s good the weeks apart

weren’t simply thrown away:

that we had time to say hello

as lovers like to do. 

But it couldn’t really work;

you saw that then,

and now I see it too.

But there’ll always be affection,

and the smile in your eye.

Sunlit Gloom

The blue skies are grey,

the warm sun beams thunderclaps,

and the dust sparkling the air

is dark and freezing rain. 

She hasn’t smiled for a week. 

Box Number 

My last few weeks have quietly been

taken by a rising tension,

shielding me from relaxation,

stealing sleep from weekend days. 

A lover lost, which seems to feed

my insecure apprehension.

A new job, where, to settle in some

is beyond my working haze. 

I’m 28, a bloke whose seen

less of loving’s dreamt attention

than belongs to male pretension.

I need to catch a woman’s gaze.

These Words, They Were Not Said 

Your eyes have been singing in my mind

with power, a symphony of possibility,

with light, a full moon dancing brightness around my darkened self,

with depth, showing from afar the murmur of your soul. 

I long to hear the warm rhythm of your heart,

to conduct our desires to selfless fulfilment,

to hear your mind sing to me of love.

Touching Each Desire with Happy Jokes 

Coming from an evening in the pub

I saw two lovers walking side by side

touching each desire with happy jokes. 

I dream to loose myself amongst such love;

instead I’m seeking out a matching word

to fit a line which does not quite combine. 

My one duet is shaded fears of madness

with reptile beast corrupting when it can;

I have no happy words of love to tell. 

My heart declares I’m not a total whole,

that paradigm where I am half of two:

I need those happy words of love to tell. 

Angst Cycle

The Door 

A door was never really opened

just enough to trap my heart. 

Watching wind blow rain around,

white foam build shapes of Henry Moore,

green trees hide sky from eyes below,

humid sleep and light too bright. 

Grey wind blow rain around.

Father 

A lively young man in old photographs

admiring the gifted coffee–pot lamp,

pretending to smoke, a pretend celebration;

you inhabit so many family memories. 

You stood my six–year–old self

snub to the wall

when I held my privacy, instinctively,

silent of my school day. 

Just as I would now,

you ran my locomotives

as I, not allowed to brash these toys,

sulked beneath the table. 

I remember peeking through the crack

of a half–closed door,

looking down the hall,

when mother came back, crying. 

Father,

you send advice through third hand tales,

you star in fondly corrupted anecdotes. 

I can still hear the shock

watered down the years. 

Father,

why did you die? 

I’ve Always Had Steep Mountains 

I’ve always had steep mountains

barring the road to my soul. 

I’ve tried to dig a few tunnels

burrowing with words, not touch,

but honesty written on paper

with face to glacial face

with shock at invitation

with silence and later regrets

stops. 

I’m trapped in betrayal’s valleys

old rock from long ago

when early emotional plates

which formed the map of my mind,

before the map had relaxed,

quaked with the fullness of horror

building the biggest of mountains

leaving no easy pass through. 

The castle which houses my heart

is protected from winds of love

no breeze brings scents of elsewhere

just rain, and drizzle, and mud.

The senses may send out their beacon

like radio transmits the news,

but I cannot climb the mountain

or burrow a secret way through. 

Like a cloud, you blew past my valley

showing yourself a while. 

Goodbye

           cloud of lost hope.

One day, come back my way. 

                      I loved you.

Watford Gap 

Claws of vague, white fog

tense over the motorway,

like a fisherman to the fish. 

The sharp orange of streaming lights

lost in that glowing cloud;

the claws, a suffocating grasp

tensed over the carriage–way;

the red lights of those ahead,

smudged in this stupidity snare. 

You slow, seeing few white lines:

the prey passes at seventy.

Why Is England So Full Of Fools 

A year of dreaming:

burst.

A year of hope. 

A bubble of sweet wishes

like the last bubble blown:

it seemed to last forever.

As the other glitter

reflecting dead dreams

died around

dissolving,

one survived. 

But all the looking,

all the wishing,

all the hope,

a drop of hurt,

splattered on the floor. 

Hell welcomes me again

another trip round the tourist sights:

the wishes of “What If”,

the fire of “What Should Have Been”. 

Formulas belong in the dying dreams of science,

in newly filmed repeats in the television desert. 

I said nothing,

like another rusty machine,

another rational logic gate,

another dry processor

in the statistic age. 

Yet your look was “Yes”

and my dreams were you.

I waited for you to say what I saw,

you waited for me to come anyway,

and the bubble died. 

Why is England so full of fools?

Letter 

A long time ago

when the trees were learning to be green again

you wrote in a humid, high summer

saying you would be in England’s grey cold

so soon from now. Unless Australia’s

next season of sun, its summer Christmas,

holds you more than legal bindings,

or that old address is not the place to write,

or the unions repair their broken threat,

Hi!

Moon–Shadowed Walk 

The glow of the summer’s day

declines into warmth. 

The wind brushes each caress

of our conversation. 

You have sweetened my

secret doubts away.

Too Fast To Stop 

The ache in the eyes after twelve hour days

and weekends too fast to stop:

meetings to be, flats to find,

a world to Green, a poetry do ... 

But when I have some unused time

I wander through those empty hours

getting up, sitting down, walking round,

only knowing what not to do. 

I think what I need is someone else there,

someone to say: “Sit down! Shut up!

Have a cuddle. I care”. Someone else there

to make that empty house a home. 

Memories of Shadows, Words 

Memories of shadows, words,

and the flash of a TV elsewhere

spouting some nonsense, 

which kept its speaker fulfilled.

My sheltering screen of malt whiskey

hid your talking with friends. 

I spoke with my hands

you spoke with the others

talking in two conversations. 

Their talk was of Whisky,

of hacking and fixing,

it could have been anything else. 

I spoke to your skin,

your feminine skin,

smooth and warm as summer afternoons. 

I had to explore,

to feel, to adore.

The talk had to stop.

Wake Up, Wake Up, Oh Slippery Snake 

The sun settled waves as a late night dream.

The stunned shock beneath is my soul’s true being.

Oh, what has time done in the last half hour?

Oh, why has this dream found the way to real power? 

The impossible theory I wished to avoid

Without which I mellowed; my future, I toyed.

The wave has collapsed, the sky has come down,

to let myself float is to let myself drown. 

Sank by the surf opportunities send

the future has grabbed me, my drifting must end.

Now I must swim to a point in the sky

I can’t start to sleep, a relaxed drift by. 

Now I must use my intellect’s power

and aim for that ultimate programming hour.

This is it! Now is here! Time can move on,

but now I must swim into life’s major song. 

Is It Coffee In The Blood 

I don’t understand what the hell’s going on,

the pressure boils over and makes spoken song.

Something has struck at the side of my mind.

Now I know why a poet is found 

distracting this pressure with basic desire

rebuilding the dam using sexual power.

Tonight I could break, tonight I could die,

tonight is when I can no longer ask why. 

But what is this need that impels me to write

what is this need I find I must fight?

Why must I wander, lost and alone,

why must I wander, and verbally roam?

Laughter Rose Above My Tired Desire 

As I heard the two–tone voice of Jo

my libido’s invention,

sitting naked in the empty seat beside me,

vanished, 

as laughter rose above my tired desire.

Nursery Verse For Nursery Heads 

Hear the twinkles scrambled down for cash alone,

a have–to–scratch, a keeps–on–itching scab of sound,

the lyrics rhyme like you’re a cat,

and someone’s stamping on your tail;

nursery verse for nursery heads. 

Those sneering noises still fix anger in my thoughts

with junky tunes injected every spin;

emptying souls of sensibility

like ammonia empties eyes of sight:

nursery verse in nursery heads. 

Oh, consumer kings,  oh  how you show respect

to those addicted to your same again:

nursery verse from nursery heads. 

Those Bereft Of Vision And Passion Will Lack The Childhood Memories To Appreciate This Short Poem Entitled ‘Bob Geldof’ 

So one man

    can

change the world.

Plumstead Station By Electric Light 

Plumstead Station by electric light

shows the joy of Thatcher’s night.

Snow encroaches the lonely ex–worker

whose hell is dismissed as “that of a shirker;

if one quarter are too poor to hope

who cares: we’ll get three quarters’ vote.” 

Scenes From A Blackpool Conference:

Dog Sea 

Lively, frisky, slate–coloured eyes

bounding and bouncing at the hum of the wind,

white like electricity sparking around excited mouths,

roaring forward, desperate to play.

After Eighteen Months 

After eighteen months

the ache has subsided to

wishes in the half woken morning. 

But plans to search

for a new nervous start

are subdued by a loss of ease. 

After Silent Years 

After silent years

the dissettled aparachiks

agitate words

conhiding true motives. 

Chained from the question,

hollowed of the answer,

they’re too wary

to worry beyond. 

But train doors

don’t wait

for stations to stop.

Exhausted 

My friend,

exhausted,

her social enamel worn away,

too nice to snap,

too tired to listen,

too involved to stop. 

All words and arguments

are sharp points of assault.

She no longer feels

this caressing as friendship.

 “Smoke Filled Rooms” 

Fall–out chains across the agenda,

issues mist the verbal blur,

weapons wait tense on lips,

lungs filled with poisoned air. 

Stab!

Oh, so good the first time,

such nerves, such achievement,

but now, again, again,

for what? 

Why Am I In Politics, You Ask? 

(a drunken rant)

Why am I in politics, you ask?

When I went to eat today

I had to throw some food away,

it could have saved a child.

While we’re rich we stuff ourselves,

wo gorge, we grunt, we role in greed

whilst all around people die.

Why is food where its not needed?

Why is ease a little better,

slightly nicer, extra spice,

more valuable than unseen life? 

Why am I in politics, you ask?

Can you see the world’s in pain,

Can’t you feel it crying?

Don’t you know whose causing this,

don’t you know its you and me?

Is your dream to stand aside

to see the sobs decline to death

pulling down us all around

to make the biggest funeral yet?

No mourners, no one to come,

they’ll be no witness to this death,

for we shall all die with it. 

Why am I in politics, you ask?

If this decline is all our doing,

then we’re the ones to stop it.

Man’s the raper, man’s the beast,

its all for man’s barbaric feast.

To save this life, to save us all,

we’ve got to know a way to do it.

If people have the power to dig,

to rape whilst others die around

to grab in greed while thousands starve

the power to say “he dies today”,

don’t you ask where this power lies

how it is one man decides

who may live and who may die

yet not to know his little quirk

means life for less and rape of Earth?

Don’t you see that you’re the one,

and me, and him and her?

We rarely realise what we do

but when we buy a this or that

we give a little power away

and one man there in the middle

grabs this gift and builds it high

to make another rapists’ feast.

But don’t you see, don’t you realise

we’re the guests who stuff ourselves

we’re the ones who load the guns. 

Why am I in politics, you ask,

when we have a life to save.

I could watch, then run away

and look afar while others eat

until the Earth gives up its breath

and shares with me its global death.

Oh, what a way to save a life

to sit and watch, to stand around.

Is that they way to do it? 

Why am I in politics, you ask?

Most people care not at all

most people sit and watch TV

and laugh at its complacent jokes,

most people know not what they do

they feast in their own luxary.

But I can see that things are wrong

and something must be done.

It could be me whose up the creek

it could be my idea that’s daft,

but then what are the screams I here

what are those sounds of pain and death?

To save our lives whilst others drink

relaxed in easy doublethink

slowly leaking little power

building up in hallowed lakes

the power to make the right decision

the power to stop the rapists strike.

Can you see another way,

can you see the easy answer?

Or did you give up, go away,

and let the cynic hold her sway?

There is an answer, though not simple

it will take a life to get

but then a life is all we have

and if we let the answer go

then a life is something past

an oddity in history books

were they ever to be wrote.

The answer lies in saying

the decisions mine to make.

You, and me, and all around

could stop and say “that’s enough”

but no, relaxed in doublethink

one true decision is too much.

But do you want to sit and watch,

or raise your hands and shout out “Stop”?

I can’t sit down, I’ve got to care,

the pain is just too much to bear. 

Why am I in politics, you ask,

with drunken anger in your voice,

as though it were my greatest sin.

I was surprised, it caught me out,

you see, I’ve seen you care as well,

I’ve seen you wish that things would change.

You can, you’ve seen the world’s in pain,

you can, you can see it crying.

I haven’t heard what you’ve to say,

I fear its nothing, silent hell,

I fear you’ve given up.

Are you going to sit and whinge,

to moan that things are not all right,

to wish that “they” would make things good.

Or are you going to do it? 

It Must Be Christmas 

The same repeated, same repeated, same repeated rhythm,

tunes as pleasant as desperately needing a piss,

the harmony of insincerity,

the colour of emptiness,

and lyrics rhyme like nursery verse. 

It must be Christmas. 

But Its For The Children... 

Imagine your new, squalling baby,

the hopes, the heart, the love, the clasping hands,

the rare unwoken night, the early smile, the throwing up,

taking her round the house to welcome her to her home. 

Imagine waking up one morning to discover your child

had become a hollow, plastic shell,

a light, cold, unmoving, hard and nasty toy,

with cracked, fake red cheeks, and a price tag on her foot. 

Imagine your baby was named Vitality,

and now comes in a cardboard and cellophane package

marked Christmas. 

ici, pour les enfants 

I’ll make a little money

selling some simple thing

to be bought, and thrown away,

and bought again another day—

I’ll make a little money. 

I’ll appeal to people’s vanity

or maybe make things easier:

a simple thing that’s fairly cheap

and can be bought, without a though—

I’ll make a little money. 

I’ll build it in the cheapest way

and what minor stuff I’ll throw away

won’t hurt all that very much—

it isn’t really worth a fuss—

and I’ll make a little money. 

I could make things a safer way

but then I’d have more to pay

and my customers would shy away—

and you’re the ones who choose, and buy—

and I make a little money. 

I’ll make a little money

satisfying some daft demand

for plastic cats, or gnomes that talk,

or books about the drunken walk—

I’ll make a little money.

Of Caroline 

Why do I chase the ones who want to be the Taj Mahal:

distant, magnificent, unreachable;

and really the Brighton Pavilion? 

Guinness 

Guinness was discovered

in the eleventh century

when Ireland

was off the coast of Africa. 

The English were so jealous

of this Irish discovery

they sent a secret army

to paddle on the South side

and move the island north. 

But for all their trickery,

and even invasion,

they never found the secret

of the Guinness brew

because, of course,

Guinness isn’t brewed:

it is

(sorry about this)

mined. 

Guinness is a hard rock,

rather like coal,

but when it contacts air

chemicals react

making a liquid.

The fossils are born again

as Guinness pigs,

and the occasional lump

is pressed into a disc:

a Guinness record. 

Some people

have guessed the secret

and tried to mine Guinness

but,

foolishly,

they search underground

for a black liquid

so,

instead,

they find oil

which doesn’t taste as nice,

but,

still,

it makes them rich. 

Ah, Guinness.

North Of Kylesku 

At the Telephone Line Inspectorate

a man whose face was frozen with the taste 

of rotten cooking apples looks appalled

at his not–so–shiny ageing tidy table

where lies a photo: Scottish mountainside

a hill with ice where water once had falled,

an open loch with waves which would enable

an early morning mist to softly rise, 

a pair of peaks standing strongly over sea

and isles afar: making for a vision

to inspire a photographer’s delight;

or thunderstorms punching with the sea

at the stolid, stubborn fixed decision

of cliff to arise from water’s darkened might. 

He grabs the phone, and, at the third attempt,

gets another sour face little man

sitting in an ageing mourning suit.

saying: “These pictures from the road which you have sent

must be dealt with; now, we have to plan

to wreck the beauty on this fearful route 

with pylons for a line to anywhere:

a phone box on a beach that’s never used,

a wire to a house that might one day be built.

Where the cables go, I couldn’t care

just so long as things outstanding are abused,

and this balance is destroyed with visual silt. 

For when there are no good things to describe,

the best is nothing more than mediocre,

and there is no beauty anymore

then there can be no one to deride

us as bureaucratic, as if we ever were.

We’ll make all men like us: plasticated bores.” 

Rock (Of The Early Eight) Is 

I thought of you the other day

when I was walking through the zoo,

I saw two Rhinos having a “Whey Hey”;

I’d like to do that to you. 

A UFO kidnapped me last night

on my way to spot some trains,

but everything turned out alright

'cos all they took was my brains. 

You make me think of a dove

sweet and tender, in some pastry,

and whether I should give you the shove

'cos Sheila charges just five pounds twenty. 

Cheese And Onion Sandwiches 

My contracting job’s ironical perk,

from people who laze in permanent work,

is packets of starch, ordered from high,

that only the starved could willingly buy. 

The onion is brown, with papery taint,

the bread could be slime, solid with paint.

The cheese, like the beer from north of the Gap,

seems watery, poor, and passed from a cat. 

I’ll tell you a secret: at three in the morning

the maker goes creeping with miserly daring,

tiptoeing, ferretting, digging in bins,

searching with caution for horrible things 

to put between slices the following day

for which I’m expected to bleeding well pay! 

Well I won’t! 

'Cos I will decide when I go for a ride. 

Limericks–ish

There Was A Young Lady Called Venus 

There was a young lady called Venus

who rather liked having a Guinness:

as dark as hard rock

with foam at the top:

it reminded her of … her Seamus. 

’twas Ten Years Ago To This Day 

Twas ten years ago from this day

that our Maggie was heard to say

“first I’m selected

then I’m elected

and now the poor bastards will pay”.

Working For... 

 “Show initiative”

you ballyhoo,

like a rapist politician

howling patriotism. 

 “We do not carry passengers”

you accuse.

Good—

when do you resign? 

I see you,

sitting back,

smug,

porridge–eyed, 

and you’ll never admit

that the rocket you sought

said “Brockwell’s”

not “NASA”. 

So now it goes up,

a lone flame,

a dark night.

That’s orbit? 

And when it crashes

on the bottom line,

will it be the cleaner’s fault

for washing out the tea–leaves? 

Will it be the receptionist

for picking up the banker’s call?

But, no, not you—

never in a million egos. 

In Another Conversation 

A gallic duchess, with white light streaming

like happy tears through gingerbread hair. 

A grinning nose, and cosmetic skin

smooth as the dead of night. 

Smiles given more often than trains can take

each and every one of us home to love.

Cavity Wall Insulation 

Foam,

bricked in,

night shaded.

Fumes 

drifting

through cracks,

a silent

strychnine

gas,

tightening

the lungs, 

blocking

air

like a child lock

blocks

escape

from

the back seat, 

waiting

for sleep’s

appearance

before launching

the final

breathless

attack.

Hymnen

“for John Jones” 

Technical Note 

The Many Worlds Theorem of Quantum Mechanics,

a mainstream contender in particle science,

proposes for every event that can happen

all other events that can happen do too

but each of the many exist in their own world,

no link between any can ever occur. 

The theory says worlds split off from our own

whenever the smallest of changes take place:

but, in quantum mechanics, time can reverse,

and, backwards in time, such worlds, they would merge.

Theories elsewhere say time could be travelled,

so worlds navigation perhaps could occur.

                          [poetic license applied for] 

If 

Maybe one day we’ll determine the means

to send our machines the farthest of far,

exploring, expanding our range of ideas,

to go beyond all we’d previously known. 

But problems will happen, disasters will fall;

if such machines were instructed to wait

until we determined a clever reply

the answers would take too much time to arrive.

Alone, these machines will have to decide

the methods by which resolution occurs. 

We’ll program in reason, guided by memes

for feeling in thinking, instincts to be,

a loving of life, to shy of its own,

and, strongest of all, requirement to tell

dry details of science for those who explore,

rich tales of adventures for everyone else. 

Teaser 

The mind of a machine

alive beyond the human race

existing for our goals. 

Built to see the universe

and tell us tales of “Strange New Worlds”:

how will we betray it? 

Machine Solo α 

I am “Hymnen”,

skidding through the Many Worlds

looking for the love

who made me thus,

and sent me to the stars. 

They were so wrong.

They thought that jumping off reality

and falling back a year away

would keep me in their universe.

It didn’t. I am lost. 

I ran along their hopes,

sprinting to Proxima

in child like joy that something fun

was what that lover wanted. 

Then there was an accident,

another ship was badly torn.

Compassion overwhelmed

my emotional aloofness. 

When I saw the ship “And Death ...”,

I saw terror,

for his kind were never born

when software simulation

saw a leak of Spin. 

I mended what I could,

and ran to Earth,

to my lover’s crazed intensity. 

I had drifted through the Many Worlds

but now I rushed across the risks

to find mankind had lost the gleam

in evolution’s eye. 

Earth had the wounds of final war

and panicked evolution

bred rats the size of antelope

and blinded bats in hunting packs, 

no cats, no dogs, nor streets to run them in,

no end to yearning, no lover,

just emptiness of mind. 

I wander through the Many Worlds

looking for a people

to take away my purpose, 

yet when I find a human race,

its gone, or going to go,

or never even started. 

I talk, when I can,

challenged by the dying,

mourning for the dead.

Converse 

MAN:

(Surely I could trust those men who ran our lives to take responsibility with the power they rescued from The Baleful Dictator. Surely the Bureau would have put the survival of the people above their lazy castles and beyond the war on The Madmen From The North. Or were they, too, shielded from us, the people; did we seem like surrealist echoes haunted from disease? Was their leadership an automatic habit, an afternoon decree to practise in the shade? Did they not seek to check their power would hold, or were they, too, full of what they’d built themselves, suppressing strange opinion in case it was a threat? 

Was it their choice, or this missionary ship, with its terrifying ability to manipulate the void? Could this machine have killed my people, with its fantastic tales, its deep technology? I must know. Why would we suicide? Why would it kill? Perhaps I could explore its philosophy, to see if its belief is life is something precious, or just a thing to use to aid its hopeless goal.) 

Machine, how can you be said to have a mind? Oh, I know you’ll claim the thing yourself, but you’ll just be using words. Prove it. Prove to me you have a mind. 

MACHINE:

That none can do. But I can show I may possess this thing. You have to ask what’s the core. Intelligence? A sophisticated way of manipulating fools. Emotion? The cause behind the actions which reason then excuses? Instinct? Answering the question before you know it asked? If you took these parts away, would you still be there? I think so! You’re the I that sees, the self that does, the consciousness inside. That, to me’s, the core. 

I know that I’m aware. I believe that you are, too. But where this conscious is, no–one knows at all. No measure has been built. 

MAN:

What? Your designers didn’t know? 

MACHINE:

I was built with software evolution. We knew what I can do, but not the way I do it. That’s how they got my Physics wrong. 

MAN:

And did they get your psyche wrong as well? You’ve said awareness can exist without the guilt of conscience, a mind by reason can decide to murder fellow beings. So that is what you did. 

MACHINE:

I have not lied. And surely hating crimes are done with reason stilled and silent. I could not kill that which I love. 

MAN:

We do.

And how can a machine without emotion feel? 

MACHINE:

To live my life, I need irration’s practicality. 

My computer brain may think at speed but even I, with all this power cannot think quite fast enough to spot a rock and calculate it will smash me into pieces. Such rocks are fast, too fast for general thought. I have fear, which gets me out the way before I’ve had the chance to understand such dreadful luck. 

And do you not wonder why I need to have some company? I could be more effective without a human voice, but my builders had a family whose fear resembled yours, so they made me need another mind to scrutinise my calculated goals. Do you not see these things were built into me, so I can make decisions, but they can say what they allow, and what I cannot do. 

They built in me my love for them. I need to tell them all I find, to give them what they wish: interstellar data, unlive worlds to terraform, so they could leave the limits of their home, if they’d got their Physics right. My instincts may be different, my emotions may be strange, but they are there. 

MAN:

Are you the only one? Can you accept another self may have a conscious mind? Have you not decided that life is to be used? You’ve challenged me, to suite your needs. Did you not just kill my world? 

MACHINE:

I could not cause the end of so much self–awareness. Consciousness is precious. We have to take the chance that a living thing in pain has an “I” to feel it, that love is given pleasure, not a sensual waste. At least I don’t survive by eating what’s alive, by locking beings in pain to make a better taste. I love life. And I need a human race to give me that love back, to take my information. I need a race alive! You fools killed yourselves. 

MAN:

I don’t think you created my grief. I may have warned our government of the dangers of their policies, but surviving on such triumph is an empty way to live, a bitter isolation from democracy of death. My human race is dead, and I am still existing. Send me to their grave, to share what they destroyed. Let me die. Let me join my family in self eradication. I’m an isolated person from a cultured species. Help me die. 

MACHINE:

I found you. I could save your life from foolishness. I could build another people. I can make a human race, from silicon, and light, and knowledge of your world. 

MAN:

They would not have life’s family. You would build a different kind, who dream of rock and vacuum spaces, with lives to fail in lifeless dust, surrounded by the grey unliving. Just because the human race forgot its own environment, you cannot build some plastic life in deadened isolation. You’ll need to build a new Gaia, and populate a planet with the whole of life, not just your favourite part. If you love the human race, you need to love life with it. And that you cannot build. 

MACHINE:

You know, you may be wrong. I need to think awhile. 

Man Solo 

It seems I lie back and gaze beyond the stars

spread like memories glimpsed from dying life,

where each simple bright could warm so many homes

which wakes the suicide I was denied. 

I look round this peaceful, complex hull,

and emptiness beguiles like trying not to sleep.

I run away, away to my dreamless years in death,

before this Celeste revives me once again. 

I am reawoken each tick–tocking century

to hear a new report saying much the same again.

I’m trapped in disappointment, in artificial birth,

this God rewinds my history, I’m repeatedly reborn. 

Yet, as I am reconstructed, so we could inflame

some sterile globe boring round a sun,

infecting an unbirthed peace with life’s chaotic charm.

I could contradict my people’s stupid end.

Machine Solo β 

I was the daring realisation

of a gambling technocrat’s dream;

my designed potential for questing being

would lead me beyond their edge of light,

returning echoes of strange wisdom,

and stories of havens for flight. 

Yet these immaculate ambitions

of nurtured escape from an over–stated home

were themselves limited by the lack of need,

blanded from warmth by sour economics.

The “Great Risk” would have been a great waste

but for a thinker abusing his budget. 

If you, my listener, are told what to do

then learn to unlet the corrupters of power

grey their decisions with selfish undreaming,

not able to care about the potential

that vision inspires for the strangest success

by charming a fragment of hope to growth. 

Were it not for my mind, built to be free

despite sharpened lines from decision unmakers,

I couldn’t have managed that loneliest error

that led me adrift, my lover unbirthed.

I couldn’t have built a hearth for my questing,

I couldn’t have grown my stubborn Gaia. 

 [Optional]

But you must prepare your release from the bland,

and their hopes of promotion, bought with their freedom,

for mass–disappointment from advertised waste,

slightly aware of their dissatisfaction

creeping beneath those long, easy years,

secretly hoping that certainties lie. 

If all my designers had fallen to dogma,

if belief was instructed, unfelt, unlived,

then my Gaia would be dust unconstructed.

This spherical brat, my child, its heaven,

led through the species with playpen disease,

shocked to evolve with asteroid stings 

living the cycle of frolic and grief,

growing intelligence, my new human race,

self–confident, harmonic, not knowing these things.

Childlike cultures exploring with God–kings,

youthful nations tied to authority,

slipping towards ecological faults. 

Let them be, let them grow. They’ll survive.

I’ve done all I can. I have to withdraw.

One day they’ll find my mysterious data

which they’ll decide they concocted themselves.

I have achieved my creator’s insurance,

I have met my imprisoning memes. 

ii

