To Here
Slate beds got folded, thrust upward by tectonic drift and grind, folded and thrust again. Water and ice then cut a trough miles wide, left the folded strata exposed on cliffs’ sides. Along one plate’s edge a granite obtrusion bubbled up through the sea, became a mica-flecked island at the channel’s mouth, on today’s horizon a thickened charcoal line.


At the base of a bracken cleft, summer-green


winter-brown, on a shrapnel beach of frost-


exploded shale, sits a forty ton block


of Scottish rock, that floated here within


the pale blue light



of a frozen ocean’s moving ice.

In straight-backed ranks, front rows kneeling, triangular rocks await the sea’s attack. And fail. The cliff’s warped ply of slate and shale shows always fresh signs of collapse. This day gobs of spume come flying up and go rolling on over green pastures. Massed thorns rattle back at these insistent Westerlies, allow one-stemmed foxgloves a little height in their lee.

Spirit of No-Place
Made remote by the bleak uplands of Exmoor behind, tide race of the Bristol Channel before, these conjunctions and disjunctions of land and sea are difficult to reach, rather than inaccessible. Most of other men’s history, nevertheless, has passed us by. The Romans rowed on past to Wales, square-rigged slavers sailed on up to Bristol, Athelstan’s men marched south of here against the Cornish; and from here, outside air-raid shelters, we watched Swansea burn.


In this no-place of misfits and miscreants


men passed in summer’s street smell of stale


armpit sweat. Wet winter queues are rank


with unwashed clothes. All-weather drunks


sit in pairs on corner benches,




a single bottle between them.

The Dumnonii were ‘people of the land.’ Here, on this north-facing coast, they were not quite, being also of the sea and thus having as much in common with Celtic harbour folk. Here Irish legend, Welsh and Dumnonii myth wind about each other like belt buckles. Even now the clearest radio stations are Welsh.


‘combe haiku

calm day sea shimmer:


one wet black pebble, hand-turned,


parcel-tied with quartz
History 1
Feral pigeons keep low, out of the falcon’s line of sight. We Dumnonii never were a fighting force. A tribe that doubts itself, each part distrustful and contemptuous of all its other parts, our hatred for each other is greater than for any of our alleged enemies. Truth be told we’re more likely to do a deal with an ‘enemy’ just to do a neighbour down. So we traded with Egyptians, Byzantines and Turks; watched Romans make a landing beyond Great Hangman. Further south every hilltop had a fort. What did we have here? Hills aplenty, but few of us to rule, and fewer to be afeared of. Most we feared was a plague of fairies and elves. Even when church first came with its charity and its stories, and we said yes, we still made our offerings into the earth and into the rock. Only when church demanded tithes did we of the Dumnonii say no. Then we went briefly back to a lore beyond true recall, a sense of something meaningful further on, that took the curious up to the stones. But church, once started, wouldn’t stop, had fighting Norsemen to disprove. And very soon, selling each other out, we of the Dumnonii had our thoughts locked to the ground, bound to hamlet and village by the round of our toils, minds dead-ended by gospels, spirits gripped by new superstitions, like pebbles by the holdfast roots of oarweed.

