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Digging 

 

Between my finger and my thumb 

The squat pen rests; 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. 

  

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. 

 

 

When all the others were away at Mass 

 

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: 

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. 

 

Paul Muldoon (studied under Seamus Heaney) 

 

The Sightseers  

 

 My father and mother, my brother and sister 

and I, with uncle Pat, our dour best-loved uncle, 

had set out that Sunday afternoon in July 

in his broken-down Ford 

 

not to visit some graveyard—one died of shingles, 

one of fever, another's knees turned to jelly— 

but the brand-new roundabout at Ballygawley, 



the first in mid-Ulster. 

 

Uncle Pat was telling us how the B-Specials 

had stopped him one night somewhere near Ballygawley 

and smashed his bicycle 

 

and made him sing the Sash and curse the Pope of Rome. 

They held a pistol so hard against his forehead 

there was still the mark of an O when he got home. 

 

 

 

Why Brownlee Left 
 

Why Brownlee left, and where he went, 

Is a mystery even now. 

For if a man should have been content 

It was him; two acres of barley, 

One of potatoes, four bullocks, 

A milker, a slated farmhouse. 

He was last seen going out to plough 

On a March morning, bright and early. 

 

By noon Brownlee was famous; 

They had found all abandoned, with 

The last rig unbroken, his pair of black 

Horses, like man and wife, 

Shifting their weight from foot to 

Foot, and gazing into the future. 

 

Cuba 

 

 My eldest sister arrived home that morning 

In her white muslin evening dress. 

'Who the hell do you think you are 

Running out to dances in next to nothing? 

As though we hadn't enough bother 

With the world at war, if not at an end.' 



My father was pounding the breakfast-table.  

 

'Those Yankees were touch and go as it was— 

If you'd heard Patton in Armagh— 

But this Kennedy's nearly an Irishman 

So he's not much better than ourselves. 

And him with only to say the word. 

If you've got anything on your mind 

Maybe you should make your peace with God.'  

 

I could hear May from beyond the curtain. 

'Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. 

I told a lie once, I was disobedient once. 

And, Father, a boy touched me once.' 

'Tell me, child. Was this touch immodest? 

Did he touch your breasts, for example?' 

'He brushed against me, Father. Very gently.' 

 

 

Symposium 

 

You can bring a horse to water but you can't make it hold 

its nose to the grindstone and hunt with the hounds. 

Every dog has a stitch in time. Two heads? You've been sold 

one good turn. One good turn deserves a bird in the hand. 

 

A bird in the hand is better than no bread. 

To have your cake is to pay Paul. 

Make hay while you can still hit the nail on the head. 

For want of a nail the sky might fall. 

 

People in glass houses can't see the wood 

for the new broom. Rome wasn't built between two stools. 

Empty vessels wait for no man. 

 

A hair of the dog is a friend indeed. 

There's no fool like the fool 

who's shot his bolt. There's no smoke after the horse is gone. 


