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Earth Tremor in Lima 

 

The earth lurched today 

In the earliest of light 

And my hotel room window trembled to come in. 

I started awake and felt robbed 

Of my weight: 

I was a grain  

Between the grinding stone above 

And the groaning stones beneath. 

 

I was also robbed today  

Of my watch, snatched without hate from my wrist 

(To feed, I try to think, a family) 

In the throng, 

In the press of need, 

Notwithstanding it was Palm Sunday 

And I outside a church. 

 

I was robbed of my worth today. 

I look at the blood on my wrist 

And I, too, tremble, 

At the thought of what might have been 

If the stones had chosen to fall on me, 

If the people had chosen to fall on me. 
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Gold Mask 

 

Squat pate, 

I choose to ignore 

Your hot hate  

Behind the plate glass 

Of your display case 

In the Museo de Oro, 

For your time has passed 

And will return no more. 

 

But you make me uneasy  

Though it seems you are contained: 

Gold-blind as I am 

I can still see  

Through the slits in your eyes 

Casqued darkness and dreams. 

Since it is gold-bright in your close realm, 

We are unlit, 

And your image gleams on the inward glass, 

You see only yourself. 

(We are faint ghosts  

Beyond the shimmering pane, 

Barely showing against the black.) 

 

Inside your helm 

You bide your time 

For you believe that one day 

Our time too will become old, 

And pass. 

Then the glass will crack, 

Each pane will crack, 

And your golden time will come again.  
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Lima Airport 

 

Shoe-boys scamper like glossy monkeys 

In the forest of passenger legs. 

When they see dirty shoes 

They hop and gibber and point, 

Begging the feet inside, 

The people above, 

To stop. 

 

Kneeling they minister, 

And through the day 

As they scrape and wipe, brush and buff, 

The hues of their labour 

The signs of their trade 

Steal over their skin, 

Up to the line of their boot-black hair. 

Thus they take upon themselves 

The stains of the world. 

 

At night, 

Before they skitter into their blankets, 

I think they do not wash, 

But burnish themselves, 

And go to bed 

Shining. 

 

 

Andes from the Air 

 

Like the blunt black whales 

In depths of shifting water 

Booming their loneliness across the dark and heaving miles 

In search of other whales, 

The mountains, 

Lifting their dark and heavy heads 

Through the surface of bright clouds, 

Sing endlessly to each other 

In the falling sun, 

In the falling, thin and brittle sun, 

But can come no closer 

For all their calling. 
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Boat on a Jungle Path  

 

Boat, are you abandoned? 

But how did you get here, 

Where you should not be, 

A mile from the river? 

Yes, it rains heavily in season, 

But that surely is no reason for your lying here 

Thwarting my march: 

You cannot have drifted on the nightôs drench 

So far, 

From the dusk-dark river-bank 

With its green, green grass, 

To arrive here at dawn on this path. 

 

You look, come to think of it, like a long white husk 

Yellowing in the stripes of the early sun, 

Something that began in the trees 

And was already gouged 

When it fell to the ground 

And filled with rain. 

 

Has no-one told you yet  

That you are meant to hold water out, 

Not in? 

Your are made to float, 

Not sink in the greenness of this track 

As it grows up around you. 

 

To learn that lesson you must go to the river 

And lie against the bank 

With its green, green grass below the water line 

Where no grass should be, 

The curving bank where the water thins 

And wavering grasses, 

Drowned by the hissing rain, 

Wait to become river-wrack. 

 

What a strange place is this, 

Where the rivers grow grass, 

And the trees, 

Boats. 
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Charcoal 

 

Great black hive of bees 

Ten feet tall 

With a thick buzz of smoke around it 

And a keeper stirring it to anger 

With his stick. 

 

How many years 

Are swarming up over the trees 

Never to settle  

Again? 
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The River 

 

I was piscoed the night before 

And woke sour 

So would not walk 

At such an early hour  

To see the Bora 

Who were like the Yagua we had already seen 

But wore bark instead of leaves and lived 

Much 

Further away. Besides 

Which 

If we were going to see Indians 

I wanted them to be live,  

Not specimens pinned out, 

Grinning to please,  

In a space between huts, 

By a volley from our warning drums  

Arrowing over the trees. 

 

We went instead, 

Later in the morning, 

To see the river, 

Which was real, 

Was not drummed up nor pinned down, 

And did not paint its smooth brown face. 
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Jungle Trees 

 

Jungle trees do not live 

Until they are thirty feet or more in the air, 

Then they live 

Suddenly. 

 

Look at those thin, white, dry trunks, 

Thin sticks ready to break, 

And look, look  

At the bursts of greenfire that soar above, 

Firework foliage, 

Leaf-bomb and blossom-shell. 

 

Only the ashes fall to earth, 

Serving to shore up the thin white trunks 

And let the show go on. 

 

Let the show go on! 
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Macaws 

 

Donôt be fooled 

And look for others like them in the trees. 

They arenôt from round here, 

Canôt be found here 

In the empty trees round the camp. 

 

They were caught and carried from far downstream, 

To add a touch of colour to the bar, 

A talking point on boozy nights; 

But, like floozies painted and perched to dry, 

Theyôve tainted the place, 

Added some sleaze and made it a joint. 

 

Whoever brought them here bungled: 

They ought not to have been portered to the park 

To please the guests 

But left at ease, 

At rest, 

In the jungle, 

Shining against the dark. 
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Jungle Paths 

 

Her husband walked two hours to work 

Every day. 

We too had walked two hours, to get there, 

Down dark jungle paths, 

And were proud until we heard her say (in Qechua), 

óEvery day.ô 

What he needed to grow would not grow there, 

Where we were, 

On the river. 

 

She was small, and her children were small, 

And her husband no doubt small, 

But miles are miles 

After all. 

 

The children clung, and waited, 

Their skin like the river, 

Their eyes darker and clearer than the river 

But light at the edges like the river. 

We watched them play 

With the balloons we had brought, 

Children and balloons the only bright things in the dust; 

And they waited 

Until they too must walk two hours to work 

Every day. 
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Butterflies 

 

Some butterflies have purpose, 

And wing straight 

Like homeward birds 

At dusk. 

 

This morning as we drifted and fished from the boat 

In the dank shadows under the trees 

An orange fleck shimmered sharp from the other bank 

And journeyed on a line just over our heads 

Then dropped from sight among the leaves. 

Another, 

Too far behind for sight 

So I do not know how steered, 

Took the same tight path 

Near my rodôs tip 

Into the green and the shadows of green. 

They would be together when they stopped. 

 

(Others merely flutter, or swirl in columns 

Like those pale yellow scraps there  

In the smooth scoop of the smooth brown bank, 

Fighting for air as if fearful of drowning in earth.) 

 

The ones I want to photograph rarely settle:  

The great gleaming blues 

(I cannot give their colour more than that, 

Nor their name) ï   

They, too, have aim, and will. 

They do not flutter, nor swirl, nor swerve, 

But flap without pain or panic, 

Calmly, 

And their flight is not like flight, 

More a dolphinôs curving  

Through the heavy air, 

Driving down the riverôs edge 

Through the fine lianas. 

 

There was one on a leaf, 

Closed, 

But I leant too far forward,   

And it went. 

I was not sorry: 

Folded and still, 

It was not the same. 
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Boy Seated 

 

In front of the boy 

And below 

His family bends over an outside table 

Trying to make do 

With the odds-and-ends of their life. 

He does not see them, 

Nor us, prying between them, 

Zooming in on their little concerns, 

And overlooks even the bobbing black heads 

Of his passing friends 

Kicking a ball on the flat river-bank, 

A spinning ball that trails thin streamers of cries 

Through the evening air 

And holds the players in its threads, 

Pulling them this way and that. 

 

It is the river that he watches, 

Slick against its bank 

And bending out of sight, 

The slow, wide, sliding river 

Down which he will one day go. 
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The Well 

 

No more than a hole in the earth 

From which they draw their water. 

You lean over 

And look down, 

Onto this fly-blown surface, 

Hoping to see yourself as you are 

In this different place. 

 

But this is no mirror, 

Your face does not appear: 

It is a mottled window where you see 

Through the scum darkly 

But all too clear 

The lot of the people who live here. 

 

You are invited to fill your water bottle 

For the hot toil back but, 

Too particular for this life,  

You recoil. 

Perpendicular to this life, 

You do not see in this water what you are 

But, starkly, 

What you are not. 
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Beyond Ticlio 

 

Beyond Ticlio there is a falling. 

All the colours fall: 

The thick blue of the sky settles, 

The heavy blue of the firmament settles, 

Leaving only fundamental grey. 

Rock becomes soil, 

Brunt black mountains soften, 

Melt into hazy hills, 

And the hills run to faded water. 

The colours of Ticlio lose their weight and line 

As oil becomes wash, 

Essence, tincture, 

Outline, fill, 

Chiselled rock, calmer clay, 

Blunt and sharp statements, conditional 

And strife an agreement of elements. 
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                                                                   Goatherd 

 

The ragged boy herded his goats 

With sharp stones 

Flunk at their flanks, 

To stop their stray, 

To keep them away 

From the hotel flowers on their grassed banks 

And the cars flying past. 

 

Goaded by granite 

They were quick to learn. 

 

There are harder ways to herd goats 

And drearier. 

 

Their coats were patched and dusty, 

All of them; 

And the boy too looked over his shoulder for stones 

Telling him which way to turn. 

 

 

 

    

At Huancayo, Easter Saturday 

 

Arriving after dark 

We clasp our bags before us down the street 

Against the light touch of dirty fingers, 

The clean touch of razors. 

The people hurry in the patchy gloom,  

And clutch themselves 

From the touch of light, 

The keen blades of night air. 

 

They hurry too next morning, 

Hurry enormously (there can be nobody left inside) 

For a town where there is nowhere much to go; 

But today they are open in their haste, 

And smile widely, 

And there is food everywhere. 
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Convento de Ocopa (1725) 

 

The cool, creaking rooms 

Of the monastery at Huancayo 

Are filled with the fading relics 

Of jungle forays. 

 

What must the creased and shining mountain folk 

Have thought of the things  

Their priests brought back to them 

(Costume and creature, 

Weapon and tool) 

In those dark and distant days? 

 

In the Meeting Hall, 

Where prayers were said to help decide  

Who should wind down strange mountain paths 

And to what depths beyond, 

Heavy stools squat solid against white walls 

And the ghosts take turns to sit. 

 

In the narrow Library 

Where even the floorboards dare not speak 

Heavy books brood stolid against white walls, 

Mouldering remains 

Of missions into menôs minds. 

 

What must the mountain folk 

With their creased and shining faces 

Have thought of the things  

Their priests brought back to them 

From those dark and secret places? 

 

. 

 

 

                     Soupa 

 

If this is soupa 

Piled high with huevas 

What do you get 

When you ask 

For eggs? 


