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The sun slanted beneath a cumulus onto what was still there. 
And he remembered the first time that he’d seen a  

cormorant over the dead docks. That single sentinel, stand-
ing on the top of a gantry crane. A portent it might have been. 
What were these times when a cormorant could be seen in-
land, in the dockyards of the Island ? What was it the Russian 
poet had written ? The grasses in the streets of the city were 
the first runner-sprouts that would end up covering even the 
interstices of contemporary space. That the race to modernity 
be not measured by the coming of subways or skyscrapers, 
but by the speed with which the sprightly grasses push  
up from under the city’s stones. And so this sudden presence 
of cormorants in the neon city and in its black night spaces 
means the possibilities of a changed and new world. And later 
he had seen others, two together on the water diving under 
for yards at a time and standing on the water beating their 
wings. And then three or four together going off in their flat 
arcs, their distended segments of flight across the neck of  
the Island : such flight showing they sensed the shape of the 
earth. Such directness of flight betokening a different geometry, 
stochastic and domed. And then he had thought of gannets, 
the yellow-headed ones, how they would dive suddenly and 
pierce the water’s skin to fetch up their food fish. Sometimes 
when he was stopped in this Republic parts of his life would 
rush up past him and he would endure. And if gannets were 
likened to missiles of sorts, there were those other missiles, 
targeted in parallel flight and plunging in straight arcs — that 
destroy cities and islands and all of life. 

This new geometry — of the abrupted earth. 
But gannets had not come. Only cormorants. The scav-

engers. 
The sun slanted under a cumulus onto what was still there.



It meant the world was returning to an unbigoted ordi-
nariness, this coming of the birds into the inner waters of the 
Republic. 

It meant there was a clemency of sorts, if the clemency 
could be held onto. 

How they loved them, the cormorants. 
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Think of the tens of thousands, of the hundreds of thousands 
of people, the many millions who have come to live even 
here, who were born here, who have worked here and who 
have not been able to find work. Think of the sweatshops 
and the windowed basements and the biscuit factories and 
the breweries, think of the dockers queuing at the gates to 
be picked out or turned aside, think of the ships leaning into 
the tiny faces of the terraces and of the tonnages of eaten 
bread though it may often have been not enough. Think of 
the workmen sleeping in warehouses, the workshops, and the 
greeners newly-arrived with nowhere to go. Think of the sew-
ing machines and flares of gas. Think of the pubs before and 
after work, their shift hours of opening, and of the songs sung 
in them all from then down to now, and of the fruit markets 
from the hay-carts to the container lorries, and the slick of 
wet hair across the foreheads and the early morning cafes and 
metal cups. Think of the gin palaces and the boarded alleys 
and the hands raised in anger, and the unoccasioned loving. 
Think what rivers have flowed through each and every person 
of them, from their ebbs to their neaps, and think how many 
people have overflowed the cups of themselves as drink is 
poured into a glass that is not taken away. Think what rivers 
have been consumed, drunk in time or delirium. What rivers 
of beer clogged with chasers of whiskey. Think how many 
wee children there have been, nippers waiting at the door for 
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He took from his pocket a small book. ‘A Little Primer For 
The Burning Of Books’. Perhaps a hundred pages long.  
A history of such immolations, from the scorching of tablets  
in pits until they shattered and cracked up to the most recent 
firing of the libraries of the Republic. That he had found 
amid the rubble or that he had written along the days. 

And he began to read …. 
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It had been standing there as they’d crossed the enclosed blue 
walkway above the dock channels. Alone and quiet, listening 
— as if it were a heron waiting for its fish. But not grey-white, 
but black. An almost blue black. And not listening either. Its 
head stretched outwards, like that of a human who is blind. 
And yet it was looking not listening, right down to where they 
were. 

Then it started to dry its wings, flapping them in slow 
and faster sequences, stretching them out to as far as they 
could get and letting the breeze do its work. High over the 
defunct water and looking like the fossil of a discontinued 
creature. Moving though, living. Thinking on the air. It was 
still there as they moved off the walkway. And then it shat, 
shifting position slightly on the gantry top so they thought 
it was rather about to take off. But it settled again and in the 
same moment a thick whitish glob shipped without much 
speed to the concrete at the water’s edge below. 

There still as they went from the dock out through the 
gates in the thick wall having just fucked up on the derelict 
warehouse roof. And when they got on the bus it stood off the 
grey metal and into the grey and moving sky and shook its 
wings out again and flew. 



from where he’d thought to be. His mother ! How many years 
since he’d seen his mother. This saddened man, speaking 
crackly language, his home on the third floor of a tower block 
near a road full of lead. Eighteen floors above him and he so  
close to the ground, picking a way through supermarket 
without the wit to steal a bit cheese, a bit butter, a bit bread 
and milk for the pigeons, blue woollen cap above his nose to 
shuffle home with. His nose ! It was his nose kept him hooked 
inexorably to this world. Ah, Popa, when an old building is 
torn down, a tenement or so with stairs that many people 
have dirtied and lived in, it is as though teeth have been torn 
out from our mouths, bits of gum with white rubble, because 
people once stood in those homes, Popa. The wind is a  
wild wolf but be still my lovely. But there are no blackbird 
fields nor red poppy hems for the corn’s chernozems. There  
are pigeons in a pigeon-loft on the fifteenth floor and kestrels  
are sweeping about an air vent and there’s starling chatter 
in the tree. Shuffle your feet, Popa, on the deck of the street, 
Popa, with all the other cards & take yourself off to your 
home. 
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Today, Tuesday, he had decided to move on. 
Because the last afternoon, late on when the sun was 

moving down its white splendour to the frayed city’s edges, 
a gang of addicts had attacked them, knocking rocks on the 
roof of the tiny hut they’d made in the copse and waiting 
for them to come out from the churny door. He’d had to 
take an iron bar at them, Jimmy and one was unconscious 
before ever they left through the rubble and shrubs. Anyway 
who would’ve thought to live in such a place, put together 
from cardboard and wood with solid sheet metal for a roof, 
funnel for a chimney, the whole no bigger than the smallest 

a message for their mams, and how many stout aging women 
working with their bones back at home. Think of the liners 
herded at the wharf edge and the empty reaches of the sea. 
Think of the grass growing along the tops of deserted ware-
houses. Time is an inland lake of winter water — or else a dead 
dock. Think of all the bricks in the Republic — they are all the 
people who have ever been there. The buildings are getting 
congested and in their place are subterranean arcades. The 
newly-arrived peoples are being hurt by hatreds and in place 
of their human selves are walls of delirium 
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Rooted speech is the oil of real change. The cormorants, let 
them become the birds of the city and of the new migrants. 
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Popa the Ukrainian went into the China Ship down Cable 
Street until he no longer felt at home. It was forty-five years 
since he’d got out from Odessa. Always he mumbles to 
himself at the cramped tables and sings quietly the Ukrainian 
songs his mother had sung him in the forests of the water 
meadows to keep him calm and still the terrifying noise of 
civil war rage in the roads and clearings around them as they 
hide. How softly she had breathed in his ear to keep his body 
from screaming. Therefore Popa sings those songs in the  
China Ship to himself and to anyone who might chance to sit 
by and hear him sixty years on from the Civil War, the war  
of the Whites and the Reds and of all other warring. Popa the 
Ukrainian who had jumped ships and landed near the dock 
wall and had hardly moved a mile in all the years since. The 
integral line of a life coiled up in one place quite removed 


