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A Vale of Soul-making
I

When every weekday morning you heard
Him, in his dressing gown
sharpening his Rolls razor in the bathroom

Strip-strop Strip-strop strip-strop Strip-

twenty-five times exactly, you clung

to the last moments before his roar, you were
Rockfist Rogan on a wing and a prayer
hidden, forbidden, under the mattress,

Keats and Hazlitt waiting in your satchel ...

Yes.

Now: the whooomph of the geyser for tuppenceworth
of scalding water, now he is

glowering into the steamed-up mirror

practising the Churchillian underlip

who was in Fleet Street, whose friend

was Fabian of the Yard (as seen on LWT)

who knew Albert Pierrepoint, and told

the pair of you the facts about the drop,

how delicate the measurements must be ...

all in the book you were allowed to read

he didn’t write, it was his ghost, a man

who lived in St John’s Wood, and drove a Jag —
London After Dark. they showed the contents to you
up East, Friday nights, what Real Life was,

the Lascars, old lags, wide boys. chummy there
‘s just out. there’s Freddie Mills. Diana Dors:
it’s all experience. my lad. just Write It Up ...
you'll get on. we'll fix you up. alright ...?

to urge you. thumpa-thump, the matey pats.



Strip-strop strip-strop strip-strop Whooomph
No.

Now he is removing the final hairs

from underneath his throat, stroke down, stroke up
narrowing his eyes, to see nothing is missed,

now he is washing the blade perfectly clean,

as you ought to, every time, and now the roar,
Wikey-Wi-i-key. wake yourself up: around the door
comes the forehead, chin lowered at the world,

off to that compactum, where you know he kept
Farewell My Lovely, in a bottom drawer.

Your turn now boy

lying here, making something out of it,

one thing nobody could tell you to,

exactly not what’s wanted, just the thing for you,
draining the hours as if this is life or death.

II

A Lucy Poem

Under the chestnut trees of Ealing

when you were trying to escape

to twist and turn out of the soft clutch of Ealing

(Ealing, it was the Queen of the Suburbs, did you know that?)
like a shining chestnut from the pure white of the hard shell
wanting to escape from the suffocating shell of desirable Ealing
(Thackeray has a Bishop of Ealing, do you know that?)

You were waiting for Lucy Poulton to come along
walking home under the chestnut trees of The Common
coming from the Broadway of Ealing,

under the plane trees of the Mall of Ealing

from the school of Christ Church, big and flintylooking
almost big enough to have a Bishop in it

coming with her primly placed pretty pointed feet

Lucy Poulton with the lisp that made her sweet

when she told you to go away, her hair



as blonde as flax, her skin as pale

as June Allyson waiting in a small town in the midwest
that week at the Odeon, for Glenn Ford to return

from the war to a town as nice as apple pie

She is coming across the common,

under the trees great rooted blossomers

dropping the waxy flakes of the blossoms

before her little feet, whispering to herself

unaware (you were behind a grand muscular trunk
or had climbed among the leaves above the trolleybuses)
worrying what might happen if she was to encounter
you, horrible perthithtent boy

(she talked just like the girl out of Just William)

who obviously was in love and tho he ought to be
following you home tho boring every thingle day
what wath the matter with him, climbing down

To follow her across the manicured Common of Ealing
twenty yards behind, across Hanger Lane across
Gunnersbury Avenue by the grand bourgeois houses

drives with Rovers standing in them Jowett Javelins

until you entered the cul-de-sac of Willow Grove

(there were no willows in it, and strictly was not a grove)
where stood the lovely cottages Mummy liked, just pre-war
hers white-stucco, green-shuttered with pantiles

the colour of pistachio coming down to the gingerbread front door
studded with nails like something out of Snowwhite, yes

as if she was your sister, Gretel then Hansel

looking after her, twenty yards behind

to climb the lamppost opposite to see through the windows
little mullioned windows of her imitation bourgeois cottage
To see if she was all right, the lovely Lucy Poulton

(get down you thilly boy I think you must be mad

said her thin sniffy upper lip covered with down)

for you could wait for ever, as the door of her refuge

shut with a thud, and the curtains from Bentalls

(of the Queen of the Suburbs, Also In Kingston)

were drawn ... which made no difference to he

who had passed his eleven-plus to go to the grammar

— and she had not, poor, poor Lucy Poulton

weeping in the desk in front of you you long to stroke her hair
who will not go away, and leave her alone

he is just like Jutht William

(what is the matter with him?):



She was the first beneath the Chestnut Trees of Ealing

you longed to kiss, your lips to touch her lips

though she had not passed her eleven-plus, what did it matter,
who would have to go to Pitman’s College, what did it matter
lovely Lucy who belonged to another plane of beauty

you were trying to rise to on the top of the lamppost

or hidden in the leaves of the Chestnut trees of Ealing

above all the excellences of the Queen of the Suburbs

high above the trolleybuses, high above the rooftops

longing for her blue eyes, her pale golden hair

to stroke it but never did you dare

she was so superior and she would tell the teacher ...

... And all of you afterwards, one after the other

quietly waiting like the candles of horsechestnuts

like the leaves of the planetrees shading The Mall of Ealing
as they walked home in the evening

dying to break them open and lift each one out shining
dying to break out of it

(what is the matter with him?):

As follows
(sitting at home, later, making a list,
you like making lists, everyone likes making lists):

Gwyneth Budgen, but her Daddy was a grocer

and Sylvia Samways who you fell out of love with like out of a tree
when she got herself a toothbrace and was no longer Jeanne Crain
and big Shirley Benham, too nice, too friendly, too willing

beside the River Brent underneath the willows

Anthea, Elsie, Edith, Maisie, Molly, Muriel,

Jeans and Jones and Janets, another Sylvia like the Sylvia

you sang about in choir all your swains commended her,

Pamelas everywhere, Audreys, a Delphinia —

some were Violet Elizabeth Bott some were Fanny Brawne
(Fanny, Miss? Fanny Miss, were lots of girls called Fanny?)

some the Lady of Shallott, and some were Ophelia,

Jean Simmons as Ophelia with her flowers by the Brent

walking in the sixth form by the sluggish muddy river,

still following you home in the light of the evenings

and all became the last one, Jill Templeton, Jill Templeton

her hair like apricot fudge from Fuller’s teashop window

hair curled like lips curved like Just William’s sister Ethel.



For it was in English in the 6th form, doing Keats and Shelley
and Byron and Leigh Hunt who was kissed by a Jenny

and missed fame and fortune, but what did it matter

she was doing Biology, her eyes cut you to pieces,

eyes as green and piercing as the thin blades of the willows
in her prefect’s straw hat you watched her home

on your bran-new Raleigh Lenton, as green as green could be
Sturmey archer gearbox, with front wheel dynamo

heading out to nowhere as if you cannot help it,

far into the suburbs where they came to an end

on the edge of leafy Middlesex, where Metroland began
green eyes and yellow gingham, she went to get her Dad
What on earth is the matter with him. he will not go away
Never made him prefect. he’s an unreliable element

(her Daddy was in The Party, everybody knew it,

he wrote for the Daily Worker. son you'd better watch It ...)
Head down, drop handlebars, so you come away

whizzing back to Ealing, still hiding in its Chestnuts

trying to escape, to climb on up out of it

right out of all of it, right into nowhere

trembling and tong-tied, still just the same,

waiting and watching still, from out of bloody Ealing

out of Ealing, of England, you can’t get out of it,

trying to make something of it trying to be somebody:

It still closes in around you,

look at him here, what is the matter with him?

111
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So then, He said, the only thing was to be a man of words, out there
at the end of the long blue line worming under London to where
the buses transformed themselves from busy red to tasteful green,
for beautiful Bucks where the Famous Names of Stage and Screen

permitted you to visit them with a fresh Spiral Notebook open

to bring them back in Speedwords*, all ready to type up —

you, the well-respected Playgoer of The Bucksbridge Gazette
hunched over an ancient Imperial, then your almost-new Olivett-

1, tip-tap. tip. tap. tip-tap. ping ... rrrrerip ... Jesus Christ. son,

get that crap done. come down the pub. fetch us in some fac'’s --
there in the corner, by that black unwholesome telephone, back

to the wall, trying to make something of yourself, damp army mac,



brown trilby tipped up, doing Dangerous Corner. Separate Tables. beside
Ethel, Ella, Stella and that Abdullah-smoking divorcee temp.

Stan, Dan, Len, Ron, Ned, Les, Reg, Rog, Jock and Ted

were hanging round ... eyes on stalks. tongues hanging out. you said

*

... to yourself, for no-one in that smoke-distempered office
compared with she, more lovely than your Pinewood starlets,
who looked straight through you waiting for the bus
from Daddy’s Lagonda taking her home to Gerrards Cross,

a charming Juliet, writes Your Critic, who had seen her breast
(so white, so soft, so smooth, so small, so sweet) the left one, all
of it exposed, silken nightie clinging, her thighs, her knickers O,
stretched on the tomb alongside her, a disappointing Romeo

concentrate. son ... she, simple in pearls and pink angora,
waiting for you to finish her off, La Figlia of Suburbia.

neat, in thymed vers libre in that carnet all the writers use
(companion and receptacle when attending on The Muse)

pat-pat close to your chest now precious, for serious people not
like, here they come now, this lot finished, looking for a laugh,
coughing clouds of tabs and fags, Wild Woodbines, Craven "A",
Hey. here and see what lover boy’s got on his desk today,

look. The Modern Writer and His World ... where the hell’s it leading
son. we're all of us seriously concerned about your reading ...
Science and the Citizen, Spender. Gascoyne. Sidney Keyes.

you’d think ye were fucking Shelley. wee Percy Bysshe. oh Jeez ...

*

Head down, tap-ping. don’t answer them, it’ll be deadline soon,
the heart leaps up, nothing to do on Wednesday afternoons:
waiting for you, round the corner, close by the Baptist Chapel,
canal, newsagents, Washeteria, small garage, Jug and Bottle,

your own Room of One’s Own, a new page waiting, virginal
cream-wove, fine lined, sniff-sniff it, sniff. ah, beautiful —
waiting, the latest London Mag.. Roget, Kafka, Bertie Russell,
Joyce, A Guide to Prosody. they stand on the cast-iron mantel ...



always that something on your mind you really had to work on,
with O for a glass of Oloroso, a pipe full of Parson’s Pleasure

as if you were St Jeremy, in his obscure and humble cell ...
reading silent, peaceful reading (postcard Antonello on the wall) ...

soon in your bed you’ll lay there waiting, like the marvellous boy,
for something to come to you, with soundless steps, the She —

O Sonia Wynyarde, lifted lip, retrousse nose, her moue —

the Muse, she knew, you knew she knew, who never noticed you,

to come, to raise you up from out of, this O World. O Life. O Time
of Hatch and Match and Dispatch, Deep Blue Seas in Welfare Hall,
to guide your hand, make this your own, something to matter, not
just to prove a difference, that will show the buggers what.

v
A Belle Dame Sans Merci

And then there was no-one, except for just that one
who looked down on you a Thursday afternoon

out on Iver Heath looking for something

going from one call to another asking for news
Women’s Institute, the lady from the Primrose League
the Reverend Boggis. O what a diligent young man.
future events from the village noticeboard

Rotary Club, two pints in the pub, heard any news,
just a par, like a beggar, like Minty in England Made Me
panhandling for copy for six quid a week

in worn brogues but polished, the same brown trilby
bent down, the same raincoat collar up against the rain,

an hour before the next green bus to go back in
to cries of got a story? got a story?
with a notebook empty of anything but ambition ...

Stunning was not the word, not the word to use:
that was the word any one of them would use
looking down through the dirty office windows
into the tits of the sweater girls from Dispatch,
as (the shudder ran through you, your stomach



melted, turned over, loins turned to water, YES

all quite normal faced with something like this)
she passed you on a high-stepping bay

shining like St Mawr in the rain, nostrils flaring
like one of those heads in the British Museum,
out of the frieze, out of another dimension,
holding it gently between her knees, shining boots
black in the stirrups, looking down, a chin

like Maud Gonne’s strapped in a riding helmet, up, up,
easy boy, easy, knees wide apart

on the mighty combination of muscle.

They’d have called it poetry in motion, or said Christ

(and that was something you did not quite like)

or just groaned on account of the heart-shaped upside-down
of the perfect bottom tightly formed in cavalry twill,

but you would have said it was really much more

like looking into the heart of light in silence:

the straight back and the bare neck, the naked ears,

and the perfect white teeth in two rows,

held together as if she was smiling,

the answering stare going right through

you and out the other side.

She was sure to have been a high-ranking officer’s daughter.

A quick glance ahead, a sharp tug on the reins,
a dig in the flanks from her polished spurs

and off to her future, with a lift of the head
and a wonderful satisfied smile — she knew!

she knew!
and bent down and said: toodle-hooh.

She might have said thank-you, to you who stood

as if silent on a peak on Darien, or

as if your body blazed and you were blessed and could bless, or
as if she was a vision of delight

the moment when she came into your sight, or no:

The only word in the world was,

Or (a better quotation) as if

to know her would have been a liberal education:
she would have taught you the way to do it,

the way to write it, if it took you for years —

that blinding scoop, and nothing there to report
no copy like theirs to boast you had got,



no words, not a par, nihil-nada to fill
up space and time, not even a line for
Poetry Corner, they’d have said with a roar

and the Headline was:

— and that was a fact (if a fact’s what it was)
but what else or where, and when, and how,
and the best thing would be to say nothing
say nothing to them, say nothing,

you know what they’re like, say nothing

\Y%
Truth and Beauty

But still to confess there was another

you took on the back of a Vespa scooter

to Waiting for Godot at the Questor’s Theatre
(near Bond Street and Bentall’s, in Ealing)
arms round you too tight, clinging, her head
on your shoulder, the thick rope of her hair
blown back, the scents of Coty on the air

who would never ever do
whatever she did for you

Apple-cheeked, big, kind and happy

with a grand embonpoint encased in a Berlei

it kept your distance when she came up close.
with wet pink lips and wide blue eyes,

asking why and why why don’t you try

on shining heels, hips, waist and buttocks high
a bony pelvis that pressed against you

that meant the pram in the corridor

a job for life, your books in a corner

lots and lots of discussion

and weekends walking to Aldermaston

behind a pram and Canon L. John Collins.

— But the beautiful ankles when she sat on the pillion
perhaps — perhaps — you know what they say
Son. you need to get your end away

Just love ‘em and leave ‘em. we say.



But she would never ever do
for whatever she did for you, for you
she was not beautiful, just true.

And the rear of the Vespa weighed down, down

when you drove back through Holland Park in the rain,
the Bush, The Vale, Ealing Broadway again,

Hanwell, the Brent, Southall, Hayes End,

right out to the end of the line,

from The Sport of My Mad Mother (O Rita Tushingham)
Cards of Identity. Marching Song. Roots.

Epitaph for George Dillon — you were just like him

Yes you are yes you are you know what I mean.

Asking again and again

whatever d’you do all the time

all that time you spend up there alone
blushing and giggling again and again

why can’t you why don’t you why

with wet cupid lips and blue blue eyes

(but you would not let her in)

who had part after part for you

Bassanio, Cassio, and Julius Winterhalter
(Beattie Bryant for me. and Ronnie for you
we’d be ideal together. us two)

and that chap who was in the film

of the play of the book that always got them in
you looked rather like Stanley Baker, you were
just like him, or maybe Kenneth More

getting closer and closer and closer

who would have made you a better person

if there hadn’t been something better again
you’d seen it before you might again

Beauty was Truth and Truth was Beauty
and the rhyme was one to avoid

You wouldn’t, you couldn’t

you never let her come in

into the room of your own
however often she came on down

You were reading, a serious man
The Portrait of the Artist as a.
Castiglione, Tonio Kroger. Colin Wilson, Sartre,



The Uses of Literacy. The Lovesongs of, and the lovely green
Ulysses she gave you, but the dust cover missing:

you were not well. the landlady said

up in your back room in bed

with Benskins Bitter for inspiration.

Such are The Uses of Adversity. you said,

not learning your lines for Coriolanus —

there was a world elsewhere and you knew

this was the end of the line for one

that went back to the beginning, and on, and on

Who was not really serious

who wouldn’t be open and wouldn’t commit,
who only cared for one thing (not that)

who was not warm-hearted and was not kind
who was cynical, just like a journalist

and had an Oedipus complex —

it was nicely put, and it was sort of true

and you weren’t ashamed of writing it down
in the journal, carnet. commonplace book,
diary, private papers, whatever you called it ...

for it would never do,
it would never ever do,
not to.

VI
Vita Nuova

At first there was a wild surmise:

earth had not anything to show more fair
than the widespreading Portland stair

and portico — it was all Greece and Rome —
covered with bodies of the first-year girls
of University College London:

all of it smiled welcome on

a man of some experience, and aspiration:
something always hidden from his eyes —
one leg over the other or the floral skirts
tucked narrowly between their thighs.

With inside also Jeremy Bentham smiling in
the stoa. atrium. propyleum, which?, look it up,
(you must know this, you must know that)

11
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positioned in a glass-lined mahogany cupboard
as if upon a seat of learning ... within a coffin, on
the toilet...as if alive.

Curious. And equally: uninteresting.

But still the silence of the Library opened wide
its something without place or bound,

its volume of volumes, gallery and stack
mahogany-scented, polished with O-Cedar

a weight of works unread like Chapman’s Homer,
or, there, Man’s Unconquerable Mind ...

As if ‘twas all contained like a fine Havana
smoked by an Oxford Brains-Trusting professor
conditioned in the humidor of learning

(a good one, son) ... how to absorb it all,

moist, wet behind the ear, slow-burning ...

and afterwards, where was "one" going?

Above you eyes down she’ll catch you looking
up and in, Beauties head down writing writing
quickly, quickly, referring to the handout,

they know the way to do it, what is wanted.

Tillotson G, and Tillotson K,
Tillyard, Traversi, Trevelyan, Tuve ...

The criss-cross whispering of nylon stockings ...

Time to stroll out and get oneself a Hamlet,
just what you need for walking in the rain:
round in the Marlborough that’s where they’ll be
maturer students with the younger tutors,
characters out of Ulysses or the Beastly
Beatitudes of Balthazar B.

One day maybe you’ll hold all this together

‘t will all become one fancied thing

curled about memory, your opium, and cling:
to follow it from there to here to this from that,
waiting for something to be made of it ...

But do not forget (read, mark and inwardly digest)
A Note on Nostalgia — seminal , he said —

beware, beware, the sentimental, and compare
what is Authentic, from what Sincere.



Your essay. good. but does not quite cohere.

What a laugh he is. d 'you know what he’s been reading?
Beowulf, Crabbe. Dunbar and Henryson

the whole Ring and the Book. Havelok the Dane

half Romola. Samson Agonistes, Lawn Tennyson
sniggered sybaritic (you said it), whatsisname,

a dangling Weights a double Bells an Eton drawling:

I like The Lotus Eaters. easy to tell you why. I’

d love to sit on my arse and eat them all the day.

Fuck you. Mr Discrimination, your Sensibility.

Booth and Brooks and Burke and Blackmur.
The Meaning of Meaning, Santayana.

Up and down from bloody Ealing,

reading someone in the evening

who bore a name one did not mention,
from whom it was salubrious to learn

that such were the conditions, nothing
could come of nothing ... tear it all up, burn
them, both form and substance, seven years
of what had mattered gone ...

(including those defending

this Nation, of Macmillan and the Queen).

Negative capability, that was the thing.

Down the road, Soho, just the same

from French to Swiss to Coach and Horses
journalist poet advertising man

as thick in tweeds as leaves in Vallombroso
Ewart, Bernards, London Magazin-ers, BBC-ers
Colquhoun-MacBryde each night on their corner
Madge, Moraes, Allsopp, Farson, soon forgotten,
MacLaren-Ross not teetering, in the gutter,
looking above the rooftops — where? —

Borachio and Bosola,

or it was Hangover Square ... all

another narrative one might have followed after.

These are the cleverest men.
But just to do one little thing

a couple of nifty quatrains
Amis or Wain-like villanelle
to get the whole lot of this in ...
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And back in the Marlborough

Hampshire, Wollheim, Williams, finely suited

looked at you straight and through you, when you hooted
(hot from the press, offices just round the corner)

at what he said about the State of Culture,

and one (said you too loud) who —

personified the conditions.

Who do you think you are?
About you, there must be something vulgar.
With something missing at the centre.

... In front of someone lovely,

one of a row of legs crossed over one another ...
And the demesnes that there adjacent lie —

here Mercutio is referring, said one among

the brightest of the up-and-coming

to that which properly you and I might render
euphemistically, ha-ha — the female pudenda.

Wimsatt, Williams, Willey, Wellek-Warren,
Weston, Winters, Wilson, Wilson, Wilson.

Head down, this is the only thing that matters:
the words across the perfumed pages

as smooth as skin, wide open, Reference Only
of one whose heart hung all upon a

reading, reading, reading, writing

don’t look up, she’ll catch you at it

and polish, varnish, mahogany, cedar

O for a life of sensation rather,

cork-lined silence, the stilly shelving
stretching away with all of it on them
somewhere without place or bound

pulling down the hem a bit

softly shifting on her bottom

stockings crossing and uncrossing

that whispering the only sound

all of it holding there together,

all of it holding here together —

As a result you got what you deserved —
feeling as if you’d missed

the face that launched a thousand ships

she did not say, who went on to do research.

Brian Lee



