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Beyond the Alps

(On the train from Rome to Paris. 1950, the year when Pius XII
defined the dogma of Mary’s bodily assumption.)

Reading how even the Swiss had thrown the sponge
in once again and Everest was still

unscaled, I watched our Paris pullman lunge
mooning across the fallow Alpine snow.

O bella Roma! 1 saw our stewards go

forward on tiptoe banging on their gongs.

Man changed to landscape. Much against my will,

I left the City of God where it belongs.

There the skirt-mad Mussolini unfurled

the eagle of Caesar. He was one of us

only, pure prose. I envy the conspicuous

waste of our grandparents on their grand tours —
long-haired Victorian sages accepted the universe,
while breezing on their trust funds through the world.

When the Vatican made Mary’s Assumption dogma,
the crowds at San Pietro screamed Papa.

The Holy Father dropped his shaving glass,

and listened. His electric razor purred,

his pet canary chirped on his left hand.

The lights of science couldn’t hold a candle

to Mary risen — at one miraculous stroke,
angel-wing’d, gorgeous as a jungle bird!

But who believed this? Who could understand?
Pilgrims still kissed Saint Peter’s brazen sandal.
The Duce’s lynched, bare, booted skull still spoke.
God herded his people to the coup de grice —

the costumed Switzers sloped their pikes to push,
O Pius, through the monstrous human crush. . . .

Our mountain-climbing train had come to earth.
Tired of the querulous hush-hush of the wheels,



the blear-eyed ego kickingin my berth
lay still, and saw Apollo-plant his heels

on terra firma through the morning’s thigh . . .

each backward, wasted Alp, a Parthenon,
fire-branded socket of the Cyclop’s eye.

There are no tickets for that altitude

once held by Hellas, when the Goddess stood,
prince, pope, philosopher and golden bough,
pure mind and murder at the scything prow —
Minerva, the miscarriage of the brain.

Now Paris, our black classic, breaking up
like killer kings on an Etruscan cup.

A Mad Negro Soldier Confined at Munich

‘We're all Americans, except the Doc,
a Kraut DP, who kneels and bathes my eye.
The boys who floored me, two black maniacs, try

to pat my hands. Rounds, rounds! Why punch the clock?

In Munich the zoo’s rubble fumes with cats;
hoydens with air-guns prowl the Koenigsplatz,
and pink the pigeons on the mustard spire.
Who but my girl-friend set the town on fire?

Cat-houses talk cold turkey to my guards;

1 found my Fraulein stitching outing shirts

in the black forest of the colored wards —
lieutenants squawked like chickens in her skirts.

Her German language made my arteries harden —

T've no annuity from the pay we blew.

I chartered an aluminium canoe,
I had her six times in the English Garden.

Oh mama, mama, like a trolley-pole

sparkling at contact, her electric shock —

the power-house! . . . The doctor calls our roll -
no knives, no forks. We file before the clock,

and fancy minnows, slaves of habit, shoot

like starlight through their air-conditioned bowl.
It’s time for feeding. Each subnormal boot-
black heart is pulsing to its ant-egg dole.’



Ford Madox Ford
(1873-1939)

The lobbed ball plops, then dribbles to the cup. . . .
(a birdie Fordie!) But it nearly killed

the ministers. Lloyd George was holding up

the flag. He gabbled, ‘Hop-toad, hop-toad, hop-toad!
Hueffer has used a niblick on the green;

it’s filthy art, Sir, filthy art?’

You answered, ‘What is art to me and thee?

‘Will a blacksmith teach a midwife how to bear?’
That cut the puffing statesman down to size,

Ford. You said, ‘Otherwise,

I would have been general of a division.” Ah Ford!
Was it war, the sport of kings, that your Good Soldier,
the best French novel in the language, taught

those Georgian Whig magnificoes at Oxford,

at Oxford decimated on the Somme?

Ford, five times black-balled for promotion,

then mustard gassed voiceless some seven miles
behind the lines at Nancy or Belleau Wood:

you emerged in your ‘worn uniform,

gilt dragons on the revers of the tunic,’

a Jonah ~ O divorced, divorced

from the whale-fat of post-war London! Boomed,
cut, plucked and booted! In Provence, New York. ..
marrying, blowing . . . nearly dying

at Boulder, when the altitude

pressed the world on your heart,

and your audience, almost football-size,

shrank to a dozen, while you stood

mumbling, with fish-blue eyes,

and mouth pushed out

fish-fashion, as if you gagged for air. . . .

Sandman! Your face, a childish O. The sun

is pernod-yellow and it gilds the heirs

of all the ages there on Washington

and Stuyvesant, your Lilliputian squares,
where writing turned your pockets inside out.
But master, mammoth mumbler, tell me why
the bales of your left-over novels buy

less than a bandage for your gouty foot.
Wheel-horse, O unforgetting elephant,

I hear you huffing at your old Brevoort,
Timon and Falstaff, while you heap the board
for publishers. Fiction! I'm selling short

your lies that made the great your equals. Ford,
you were a kind man and you died in want.



Terminal Days at Beverly Farms

At Beverly Farms, a portly, uncomfortable boulder
bulked in the garden’s centre —

an irregular Japanese touch.

After his Bourbon ‘old fashioned,” Father,
bronzed, breezy, a shade too ruddy,
swayed as if on deck-duty

under his six pointed star-lantern —

last July’s birthday present.

He smiled his oval Lowell smile,

he wore his cream gabardine dinner-jacket,
and indigo cammerbund.

His head was efficient and hairless,

his newly dieted figure was vitally trim.

Father and Mother moved to Beverly Farms
to be a two minute walk from the station,

half an hour by train from the Boston doctors.
They had no sea-view,

but sky-blue tracks of the commuters’ railroad shone

like a double-barrelled shotgun
through the scarlet late August sumac,
multiplying like cancer

at their garden’s border.

Father had had two coronaries.

He still treasured underhand economies,

but his best friend was his little black Chevie,
garaged like a sacrificial steer

with gilded hooves,

yet sensationally sober,

and with less side than an old dancing pump.
The local dealer, a ‘buccaneer’,

had been bribed a ‘king’s ransom’

to quickly deliver a car without chrome.
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Each morning at eight-thirty,

inattentive and beaming,

loaded with his ‘calc’ and ‘trig’ books,

his clipper ship statistics,

and his ivory slide-rule,

Father stole off with the Chevie

to loaf in the Maritime Museum at Salem.
He called the curator

‘the commander of the Swiss Navy’.

Father’s death was abrupt and unprotesting.
His vision was still twenty-twenty.

A.fter a morning of anxious, repetitive smiling,
his last words to Mother were:

‘I feel awful.’



