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The Sweeper 

 

Stealing an hourôs sleep 

In the middle of the day 

Under a concealing hat 

Within peeling walls. 

 

Life flakes like that 

And its bits drift to the ground 

To be swept away 

By the evening wind. 
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A Mansô Work is Never Done 

 

A place to rest 

When all seems done, 

Not in the cooler shade, 

But in the sun, 

He has made his last home in the strong sunlight 

Of the paddy field where for so long 

He bent his back. 

(And he is not alone: 

Those low mounds behind 

Have headstones too.) 

 

Dead is not loss and no gain, though. 

Alive, he gave once, 

Now he gives twice. 

For still he reaches out to work, 

The goodness in his bones leaches out 

To enrich the loam 

Increase the yield 

And plump the grains of rice 

To come. 
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Temple Gateway 

 

A gateway that smiles at you, 

Flanked by green shrubs 

With three arched entrances  

Built squat on the ground, 

An open door, 

A curve and a lift to the bank of roofs 

(The higher the more) 

And a consequent tilt to the tiles. 

 

Most gates are made to keep most people out. 

This is a gate which says, 

However, 

To the spiritually thin and parched, 

óCome in.ô 
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A Sleeping Mat 

 

By tomorrow 

This one will be ready for sleeping on. 

Tonight however 

When she ends her work 

She will make her bed 

On the one she wove 

Yesterday, 

And feel 

Through her thin sarong  

The painful shapes of her long working hours. 

But she will  see in her dreams, 

Woven into her plain working life, 

The strong colours of her hopes. 



  5 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 
Under and Out and Over 

 

Your way is blocked by stone 

Which will not yield 

And you must go under 

To get out. 

 

Out is over the edge 

Into a fresh green world of rice fields 

And calm waters. 

 

Have no fear, 

You will take no harm: 

The roof will not fall 

While you are passing through. 

 

And the rice will never fail 

In waters as calm and full as those 

In the new green world beyond this rock. 
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          This Is Where I Will Come 

 

This is where I will come  

When the world burns 

And the sky fills with ash. 

Here no poison will fall 

No army get past the wall of rock 

And the earthôs foison will last 

Will last. 
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Footwork 

 

I can leave my feet to do the work: 

They know the way; 

So one hand can rest on top of my knee, 

The other at my side, 

And my eyes on the rice flats  

Through which I smoothly glide. 

 

And here we push instead of pull the oars. 

We also read up instead of down 

Drive on both sides of the road 

(We have our reasons) 

Eat supper at breakfast-time  

Follow our own rice-driven clock 

Round the seasons 

And wage war from tunnels  

Hollowed out of the ground. 

 

You came to this wide waterway 

Through riven rock 

And on this side of things 

All is different. 

We push instead of pull 

But get there just the same.  

 

And America is largely forgiven: 

We are also slow to blame. 
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Coffee Mug 

 

I bought a mug like these; 

And I will always taste the turpentine 

As I drink,  

And see nearly 

The serpentine whorls of her fine brushwork 

Beneath the shine of the glaze; 

But I will recall more clearly  

The line of the girlôs poised hand, 

The porcelain of her face. 
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Confucius He Say 

 

Man with hole in pocketééé.. 

 

No wonder heôs derided 

As an old poetaster. 

Garbed in gold-leaf regalia  

Throned behind the hoarded paraphernalia of belief 

He intones worn thoughts, 

A be-frocked and mortar-boarded schoolmaster, 

Mocked by turbulent youths. 

Heôs screened in to keep out the dust  

But it still settles on his hat; 

And in the darkness  

(Which I have just scattered high above 

With my flash) 

He mutters 

Inter alia 

A mish-mash of half-truths 

Which no longer apply. 



  10 

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Water Buffalo 

 

This is their reward at the end of the day, 

A wallow in the water to wash off the bothering flies 

And the dust of the fields ï 

A kind of thank you, one might say; 

But they must be tethered to each other 

And the bank  

In case they try to swim away. 
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Tracery 

 

Fingertips touch 

Nerve-ends feel  

For what once was there, 

Tracing line and curve 

In fine marks on thin cloth, 

Racing to capture  

Curve and line 

Before 

Like a large slow moth 

The whole design 

Drifts off into the dark. 
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The Pillar 

 

Think of me as I was, 

Think of me when I was like the one you see behind 

Lacquered in red and gold. 

Think of me with my shaped foot  

Locked tight into joists 

And the roofôs load held  

By a strength that could not bend. 

 

A wooden pillar grows weak in the end 

And lost might must be replaced. 

So now I measure my length  

On the floor where I stood upright. 

I am neither lacquered nor locked 

But deposed, decked and dulled, 

No longer tall but felled. 

My roots lie exposed: 

I am an old tooth that has been pulled. 


