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|. BELFAST

One part of my mind must learn to know its place.
The things that happen in the kitchen houses

And echoing back streets of this desperate city
Should engage more than my casual interest,
Exact more interest than my casual pity.

— from “Spring in Belfast” by Derek Mahon, New Collected

Poems (The Gallery Press, 2011), used with the kind permission of
the author and The Gallery Press, Loughcrew, Oldcastle, County
Meath, Ireland.



Belfast in my Mind

Belfast formed in my mind
from newspapers
spread
across our green Laminex table
burning cars uniformed soldiers smashed
windows balaclavas  rubble and streets

full of people
just like us.

I could see children walking to school
not knowing that around the corner
a gunman nursing his rifle squatted.

I wanted to stop them
to yell at them
to go by a different route

but by the time

that photo lay open in our kitchen
the children had walked.

I would never hear if they had made it to school.

I wanted to know

what happened
to that picket line of women who were standing
arm 1n arm

across Falls Road when the bus backed



but next day and the next
there were new stories to tell —

women who looked like neighbours
opening their bags to be searched
and men in suits

lying on the ground
soldier soles holding them down.

What did they talk about at tea that night?
Did they get home for tea that night?

News reports tumbled from the radio.

Names like Bobby Sands
Bernadette Devlin
lan Paisley

as recognisable as decades of the rosary.
Belfast roads —

Falls Malone Shankill Springfield

embedded into my geographical lexicon.
Though we weren'’t there
we took it in
our world view forming

smells of
slow burning roof beams  rubber
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gunshot

and images of girls
mini-skirts and bobby socks

flirting

behind

burnt-out buses and barbed-wire barriers
while at mass

we were led in prayers
for reconciliation
between Catholics and Protestants

the concept
more difficult to understand

than
transubstantiation.



Easter in Belfast — 1941

It might have been easy
to think of Belfast as
out of the way

and too far
for Luftwaffe planes to reach

easy not to insist
on a greater share of anti-aircraft guns
not to respond to just another false alarm
not to bother much
with shelters or strategies

or the effort of black-outs

the locals thinking

they were doing their bit
in the factories
turning out

bombs and bullets

aircraft carriers  flying boats  mine sweepers

not to mention assembly lines of Ulster girls

lasses whose lips were made for kissin’

urging the wearer of the shirt they were making

to hurry up and win the war, you don’t know what you're missin’.

easy to think of Easter as a holiday
and Monday as a day for the country



so that an April sky
suddenly loud with Luftwaffe
might seem as unreal
as a rabbit bringing eggs

the night sky beautiful
with flares and waves of parachutes
floating

one
after

another

each carrying its load of incendiaries
Intense enough to melt

the steel girders of The Yard at Harland and Wolff

unless of course when the sirens sounded
you were trying to get your family

into one
of the already full shelters
or under the small table
in the kitchen of your tiny terrace
in the huddle of workers” homes
nestling near the targets
docks
factories
storage sheds

or one of the others thousands of them
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until

ditching to the hills
Divis Black Mountain  Cave Hill

the clarity of morning
bombed out bomb shelters
streets of nearby houses blitzed
front walls of terraces
crumbling onto crumbled roads
makeshift mortuaries
hasty
funerals but the talk
going on and on  and on
wild with grief and the threat
of another hit
and the way
the blood seeped onto the altar
from one of the Duffy coffins.



Blown away by Belfast

Nothing prepared me for Belfast

in July sunshine.

Multi-storied car parks

and glass buildings towered above us.

We ambled over from the Quayside,

on through the Botanic Gardens,

back to City Hall, the Belfast buoys,

and the Albert Clock in Queen’s Square.
Belfast sparkled.

Everyone was up for a chat.

In Waterfront Hall, we watched Van Morrison
play with The Chieftains. Late in the night
we drank at Bittles’ Bar and later still
tried to follow the lost route of the Farset.

Out in the suburbs we perused bookshops
and picnicked on the banks of the Lagan.
We marvelled at mansions on Malone Road
and stared at the windowless ground floor
duplexes in West Belfast. We gazed up

at larger than life murals

and across at memorials as pristine

as a civic building on opening day.

But it was the kilometres of walls
crisscrossing the landscape

and gates that closed in the evenings

that had us ﬂabbergasted.

In the lee of these, perfectly reasonable people
told stories of how it had been for them.
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At the community centres,

Eastern European children played unselfconsciously
with their Irish friends; diffusing the old dichotomy.
The Sister held her peace-line post-

front door opening onto the Falls area

back yard onto the Shankill.

Newer murals proclaimed a different story

but, in the second week of July, growing towers
of tyres and pallets loomed.

Flags fluttered, the diversity of colours narrowed.
Crowds gathered, bands marched, bonfires blazed
and teenagers tousled.

The Twelfth passed.

Belfast breathed again.
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Lessons from Belfast

Some argue their potency

but there they fly

markers of identity and allegiance
geography and religion.

There are more Union Jacks
on the Shankill

than in all the tourist shops
in London.

On the other side of the peace wall
the tri-colour cements the divide.
Together

they bring in the tourists.

I read in the press
the number of days the Union Jack
can be raised at City Hall

is to be reduced from seventeen to eight.

Riots ensue. | wonder

how nine days could matter so much.
Out at Stormont they argue

the toss, propose a new ﬂag.

Something neutral. Belonging to both.
Or neither.

Neutrality is contrary

to flag bearing, or flag caring.
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Back in Australia
I become more observant,
spot Union Jacks in the corner

of every Aussie flag.

At a funeral Mass at St Thomas's
I find myself staring
above the coffin. Someone

has folded the Australian flag

tucked the Union Jack out of sight
re-hung the half ﬂag

so that the Southern Cross

drapes over the altar wall.

Across from this iconic
constellation, a huge cloth

of midnight blue, akin to the colour
of our night sky, hangs.

A man has died.

A family is broken.
I am preoccupied
with a piece of cloth
surprising myself
that I care so much.
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Radio Ulster

My bedroom is turning

ugly. Fear filters through the fine

wires of my earphones. Under despair
tangled sheets, the ABC reports men mad
for the massing of military and others,
keen for the clout of terror, bombing
their own, while closer to home,

they're barricading refugees,

somewhere else.

I switch hemispheres and look for company

on Radio Ulster where you're telling us, Rosie,

about this place where you've found your space

under the M3 flyover. You love the solitary action

where your board SCoops the bowl, steadied by traction.
Confidence building, you flip and stamp, fling your board
up the ramp and soar along the ledge, a toss, a twirl

and poly-wheels gripping tight as you unfurl to hurl
yourself for one last flight before it’s time

to head home for tea.

Who would have thought of the BBC
introducing you, Rosie, to me?

You wonder what you would do
without your skate-board, and tonight

I wonder, what I would do without you?
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