Saint and City

	The Legend of St Frideswide (Fritha)

The pagan Saxon prince Aelfgar loved Fritha, but she, a Christian, rejected him. As Aelfgar's soldiers marched on Oxford to capture her, she fled her city to the surrounding forest, where she remained in exile. Many pilgrims came to her.

     After three years, Aelfgar sent ambassadors to her with offers of marriage. The ambassadors and prince were struck blind. Aelfgar surrendered his claim to the city and to Fritha, and she returned to Oxford.

     During her exile, Fritha dug a well in the forest near the village of Binsey. Its waters were later said to have miraculous powers.

     The account that follows is an echo of this story.


 

1. Escape from the City

 

Tree hands clutching my bones

reverent I'm here

miracle

My heart runs among roots

leaping my hands    I stop, put the long ache of my back

to a trunk    its knobbled touch

some comfort     Water has hearthed

in my chest my eyes          Let the Thames 

ease from me   here is light

the birds are cocked and volley

peace

 

The forest dries on my face    I crackle

as if creeping

to a nest

 

Before this

the river

she's spread to a good age

her children stream round the city 

her belly is a whale's

she slopped into my mouth

with oil and bags and cans

 

Before this

the Meadow

back soft and run with lines

leading back to her, skin never broken

gaze never higher than the water's reach

crying out to hold me – her every brood

has sunk 

 

Before this

the road out

ankle deep in fumes

with drilling, work dust

My body creaked with the pain

of making my way    I wept to lie

in broad rooms whose windows

looked over gardens

 

Before this

the city

there were so many angry    cold

between walls whose years bowed and broke

with the roll of traffic

When I found beauty

the sword swung over it

 

Before this

his eyes

 

Now the forest.    The buzz of cables listening

but the trees hide me

They leaf, and my body greens

 

 

2. The Prince in Love

 

Once, in sorrow, I saw her, as 

you might catch the eye of someone beautiful

handing you change 

so your heart

turns down a side alley.

 

Twice, with paralysing joy,

at her father's party, Dyda's grand ball

under the cooling towers, I spoke

to her, and she wouldn't meet my eye –

 

Three times I saw 

a woman whose black hair lay

in words across her neck, whose white teeth

carved speech like marble,

who thought to herself, then

speared me with a look:

"No cage for my long tail." 

 

To the estates then, with my bow

for the birds: four, five of their sleek bodies

pierced, gleaming backs

flipping, eyes fading,

six, seven, dark blood pooling

from their breasts, their deaths secret

behind hedges, away from the fuming road.

 

Eight times I waited

anticipation like heaven

for her reply.

 

Nine times I paced the road over flat fields

in a hell of anger as cars buzzed between fences

bulleting the city where she lived.

My eyes chased the arrow of their lights

to the walls. Nine companies of men

would be enough.

 

My sword a white line.

The aldermen, ten old devils

blubbering together. My love,

my wife, her black hair looped

round my kiss, her eyes setting

suns alight in me – 

the world smiled on my blade

as I drew it on the city.

 

 

3. The Well at Binsey

 

The river fats, and wears the sky's gold.

Over there, a road.

Between, I'm ragged.

Didcot, Bampton, Frilsford, Fritwell, Benson, Binsey –

names that might lead back to me.

I huddled by the last, and shivered.

 

I must have water.

But the river will be watched.

The boatmen's eyes are his.

 

Where mud rose in towers between my toes I dug

my mark in virgin soil.

Breath cut a cold line from my mouth.

The groans of the trees, the sighs of birds, the shift of clouds

went on.

              I dug with my hands. They crusted over.

 

Water from the soil.

I saw angels' faces

angels in the jet trails I 

leaned back to drink

in the trees' shadows    in my cupped hands.

 

steel smell of water gave me a view 

of the city's roofs, 

its towers and domes boiling with angels

rising

rising saying here's no refuge. Find water.

 

My self appeared

rough-backed as a field wall

old as a felled tree

my eyes set with lines writing my life

out-aged, out-walled, out.

 

My cupped palms came to my lips

the trees bent

I drank from the angels' faces.

 

 

4. The Prince in the Conquered City 

 

On the crust of, say, twelve centuries,

Cornmarket, Queen Street, High Street

spread in front, and St Aldate

of the old gate covering your back

see the city, your city, now.

Come up from the south, its long suburb first 

to fall under the tread of your conquest – see

its walls, breached a thousand times in war and peace,

how they gleam in summer –

follow the lines of its streets,

approach churches, synagogues,

mosques with a pagan question in your eye.

Walk round the high walls, see

the stained concrete, the timberwork,

lights always burning in the shops,

pass through lanes to leafed gardens,

through to stone corners, through

parts made for TV to streets made

for any town, their flats, their rows of cars,

their mothers wheeling children home.

This is your conquest, sprawled among hills,

a place you love because you love…

Go from Blackbird Leys to Botley

dodge traffic down from Jordan Hill

smell pollen in the Parks, walk

Abingdon Road's dull face back south

to Hinksey Pool. She's not here. Fled,

say people you chat to in the pubs.

Gone to some forest that once stood

out west, felled several hundred years ago.

You'd swear you conquered nothing,

a heap of bricks.

You search, have men search:

it's as if you're giving gold to ghosts.

The city, empty, rolls under your feet,

each night street lit

with wicks of hope diminishing.

 

 

5. Years in the Forest

 

My forest my city.

Fortified at night by hut walls, I dropped a body

like a grey rag on leaf litter

shivering as the stars hurtled into clouds

the horned feet of insects insistent on its legs

 

came back a finger on the shoulder blades

tapping out another day alone.

 

I peopled this new land in prayer.

I learned how much could be meant in a look

between a woman twig haired at a hovel door

and a stag bending to drink himself

more beautiful at my well –

 

The foxes were jealous.

Councils, protests and alliances

circled round me. I forgot I was hunted.

 

Yes, I heard chainsaws 

I heard the heavy advance of rails, of sand

laid down to herald tarmac

but that city's shoots

never probed my city.

 

After a year, I drank and ate on all fours,

naked, tasting angel wings.

I dreamed the prince's eyes

no more often than a deer 

the rushing headlights of a car.

 

Stiff winter. Then prophesying,

or so they told me.

What I remember is walking from 

Wolvercote Headington Horspath Iffley Barton

into the city, meeting no angels – 

waking on straw with a throat like sand

saying

what would come

who would come

when –

 

Around my hut, in my forest, faces listening,
cameras flashing, the hum of words and wireless.
I drank from the angels:
above the crowd, in trees' still blades
a face of God.
 
 
6. The Embassy
The prince will let me pray as I wish, even when we're married.
Item: The prince will grant me the city. The prince will grant me the forest. Both, when we marry.
Item: We will marry, or the prince will lose his mind.
 
Ambassadors, you're victims – not at fault, just 
messengers with an incidental punishment.
Your sight is draining now.
The prince's eyes will also fail – 
in the instant of your voices. 
This will be what he's long deserved, after lording so long in the city 
over his thoughts of me.
You may say to him, stumbling eyes witness of my faith:
If he comes to feel moist 
evening on his tongue
smell steel weather in the trees
bow his head to the angels at my well
he'll have peace, and be restored.
The angel is my witness.
 
But we will never marry."
 
7. The Ambassador's Bad Luck
 
That time before the bishop
               before the prince, oh
"Not resonant enough
ambassador" – you know,
as when with a hollow clang 
the tremendous length of your tongue
twitches at the end…
Just creep out unseen
or best forgotten.
                            None of those occasions 
quite so withering 
as the air we breathed round her in the wood.
We dead leaves
We dead sound
I thought my cloak was glass.
 
…light breaking through trees –
we'd forgotten how many things existed,
we bodies
secure in our potential,
our training and opportunities, say try another kingdom
for a year's experience,
moving among our peers with shared certainty
fully qualified
blinded
 
There we were, we'd bought
country shoes 
 
                       a rising cloud
                                 I pressed
my mobile's backlight to my eyes but the brightest
was the birdsong         her voice
 
her thumbsmear shape
the end of vision
 
 
8. The Prince Punished
 
blind
their voices
                   light silenced 
in my head my fingers
clawing between flagstones
following their voices
miracle
of cruelty
 
I learned the city again, the gouged kerbstones
of Magdalen Street East where buses come
the sudden       sewered whiff
river's pass and long hot metal lines
at six o'clock on Folly Bridge
my ambassadors still talking        talking the dark
hood over me
 
the black wall
                       glittering with her
hair    smile    eyes
     fingers along flagstones
dry and sore reach the gritty wall
split skin         I bleed colour feeling my way
 
her   her            her
no looking away
how many days
summer     autumn changing
the heat on my skin
always her      
always ambassadors
sightless      
howling in my head
 
trying to remember riding 
from the city 
my bow's strong note
tailing the birds' flesh
 
                     *
 
Maybe her face softened a little,
maybe some words caught in the ambassadors' echo:
I sticked my way down Jackdaw Lane
where two rivers meet, where
they made their blind camp.
 
Honest tongued, they repeated 
her conditions for my cure.
My ambassadors, picked from a hundred,
sent by me to blindness:
there was no word for them.
For me, the end of conquest
but light again.
 
 
9. Return to the City
 
The leaf voices slip under the river's turn
slip under the wind across the Meadow.
The houses rise, grey figures from a dream,
faces, lights, the grind of an engine, 
tarmac meets the rough press of my sole.
 
The roads have the same lines but over my shoulder
new flats, on Walton Street different names.
One angel
watching each step
her hand parting a mist to show 
city walls getting closer.
 
I bathed in the well before leaving.
One drop hangs in my hair
rolling at years' pace to the tip.
The crowds that ringed me as I robed for my return 
thin into passers by, stepping onto buses
into shops whose glass doors flash
clear into my eyes. There's no leaf, no feather
I can touch, but the handsome sun is on my smile.
 
At Broad Street I slow and stop, my angel
going on through walls and windows.
I see the prince's eyes restored,
shirt taut across his belly,
his blind ambassadors piping on the street – 
my mobile rings. 
 
Your saint in middle age, a trouser suit,
laughing with her friend.
 
I see you're disappointed. Return me
to the forest then, unfinished, or repeat 
there's a well drop in my hair, an angel 
ploughing on. Listen,
still around me,
the startled cawing of the rooks.
                                 *

The Cure

that of two blind sisters at the well at Binsey 

 

Off leaf tip                     Off leaf tip

down stone                    down stone

drop                               drop

scalpel                            scalpel

of scale                          of scale

over eye                         over eye

 

The tuning of the town behind them thrown out

now hiss and fizz a step above silence

 

they crouch breath bare stretch 

hands four prayers on the well, they

           wait          miracle    miracle

comes up hidden   ambush

 

light    sight    as if the saint sent

millennium fire, and the sisters stand

as conversations fall, phones are raised to shoot

the open god at Binsey, water healing 

at the well.

 

                   This was meant so the saint

leaning over to wipe these eyes

could frown, or smile, dark haired

or blonde, or speak, or be a tongue of fire, 

could tend her well.

 

The blessing                   The blessing

an incident                      an accident

 

the fear of her with shopping bags and clothes weather brim,

the exultation, glare and readiness

to face into lights and cameras –

all spray.

               Saint persistent, departed

rain

 

the drop                         the drop drop

drop flow                       flow

 

evaporation, and over lines of traffic

building silver tribute leaking back into the hills

clouds.

