
 How false were the strings in Carrickfergus for Louis MacNeice?  

  A lecture given in Carrick Museum Friday 12 September 

 

Louis MacNeice was born on 12 September 1907 at Brookhill Avenue, north Belfast, 

between the Cliftonville and Antrim Roads or, as his poem 'Carrickfergus' famously says, 

'between the mountains and the gantries'. His ashes were buried in Carrowdore graveyard Co. 

Down following his death in London in early September 1963, just a few days short of his 

fifty-sixth birthday. He was the second son and third and youngest child of the Revd John 

Frederick MacNeice. It was when the Rev. MacNeice was appointed to be Church of Ireland 

minister of St Nicholas parish church in Carrickfergus in 1908, when Louis was less than one 

year old, that the MacNeice family moved to the town and its formative influence on the 

early years of young Freddy, as he was then known (he was born 'Frederic Louis MacNeice', 

named after his father) began to take effect. The MacNeice family lived initially, from 1908, 

at 5 Governors' Walk and then, from 1911, at the rectory. 

My own interest in determining the extent of the influence of his Carrickfergus childhood on 

Louis MacNeice's publications and BBC career, and in particular his poetry, and even in 

trying to establish how much of an Irishman he thought himself to be, was sparked by a re-

reading of MacNeice's autobiography, The strings are false. An unfinished autobiography. 

This was published two years after his death, in 1965, edited by E. R. Dodds, who had been 

MacNeice's mentor and, effectively, literary executor since he, MacNeice, was appointed, on 

leaving Oxford with first-class honours in Classics in 1930, to a position as lecturer in the 

Classics department at the University of Birmingham. Dodds, who had been educated at 

Campbell College, was professor of the Classics department Louis joined at Birmingham 

University. 

I was further intrigued by MacNeice's background and Carrickfergus connections when I read 

David Fitzpatrick's recent and excellent biography of Louis's father, Revd John (and later 

Bishop) MacNiece. Solitary and Wild, published in 2010, traces Louis's father's early days in 

what would become the Republic of Ireland and looks in close detail at his background, and 

most closely off all perhaps, his reputation. Revd MacNeice's rectorship in Carrickfergus 

coincided with the  tempestuous period prior to the outbreak of the First World War. In 

particular, the great debate in Ireland at that time centred around the impending imposition by 



the Westminster government of Home Rule, which to many of course was 'Rome Rule'. The 

Home Rule Bill was passed in 1912, to become effective in 1914. Tension mounted during 

that limbo period, culminating in the landing at Larne harbour in April 1914 by the Ulster 

Volunteer Force of some 25,000 rifles and over a quarter of a million rounds of ammunition, 

obtained from Germany. Revd. MacNeice acquired something of a reputation during the 

Home Rule crisis as being effectively a Protestant Home Ruler, a viewpoint that was highly 

unpopular locally. As Fitzpatrick explains it, Louis's father '... is almost universally portrayed 

as a tolerant if puritanical southerner, courageously  opposing all forms of sectarianism and 

violence .and supporting Home Rule'. 

Revd. John MacNeice had been born in 1866 on Omey Island off the coast of Connemara, the 

fifth of ten children of William Lindsay MacNeice and his wife Alice Jane who jointly 

conducted a school on the island. The school was funded by the Society for Irish Church 

Missions to Roman Catholics. Here, children of all ages received basic instruction in reading, 

writing and arithmetic in addition to immersion in the catechism, selected scriptures and 

religious history from an Anglican perspective. Accordingly, the Society was widely 

denounced, by Liberal Protestants as well as Catholic clergy and press, for practising what 

became known as ‘Souperism’ - offering sustenance to near-starving children of landless 

labourers in a landscape still ravaged by the after-effects of the Great Famine  - who 'took the 

soup' and in doing so were converted to Anglicanism. Founded in London in 1849, the 

organization was dominated by British sponsors who regarded Ireland, and Connemara in 

particular, as a missionary field akin to India or China. The MacNeice family spent twenty-

seven years on Omey island, only leaving in 1879 when the profile of their proselytizing 

work carried with it an element of danger at the time of the violent Land Wars between 

tenants and landlords. 

Fitzpatrick is of the view that 

  'Louis MacNeice’s attitudes towards religion, morality, politics and, above all, 

Ireland were profoundly influenced by those of his clergyman father. Louis was both 

attracted and repelled by the unity and humanity of his father’s world view, sustained 

in his serene faith in Christ as peacemaker and reconciler'.  

Louis's own  recollections of his father, who does not feature in an unduly paternalistic way  

in his recollections of life in Carrickfergus in his autobiography, are largely confined to  



holidays. 'That', says MacNeice in The Strings, 'was pleasant, but what my father did by  

himself was frightening. When I was in bed I could hear his voice below in the study -  

and I knew he was alone - intoning away, communing with God. And because of his  

conspiracy with God I was afraid of him'. 

 

However, of equal impact on the young Louis's experience of his early days in Carrickfergus  

must have been the family's relations with the parish and the town. On arrival,  his father and  

mother, both speaking with a distinctive southern brogue  (Rev. John's wife, Elizabeth  

Clesham, had been born in Co. Galway) found themselves in an awkward environment. For  

one thing the initial appointment of Rev. MacNeice had been strongly and publicly resented,  

even resisted. For another, his refusal to sign the Solemn League and Covenant on 28  

September 1912 heightened the already volatile temperature and parochial relations. Neither  

MacNeice himself nor Fitzpatrick attributes this unsettling  situation to the decline in Louis'  

mother's health that became evident at the same time.. However, at the height of the Home  

Rule crisis, as Ulster headed towards seemingly inevitable disaster, the MacNeice family  

faced its own day of reckoning. In early 1912, Lily began to show alarming symptoms of  

illness and mental disturbance and in October 1913 she was committed to St Patrick's  

Hospital 'for lunatics and idiots' in Dublin. She died there the following year, leaving a family  

of three, the youngest, Louis, aged seven. Something of the loss he must have felt on her  

death, added to the remoteness of his father,  can de deduced from his observation ‘My  

mother was comfort and my father was somewhat alarm’. 

 

If anything, the young MacNeice's more vivid early recollections of his formative years in  



Carrickfergus centre around not so much his father, or even his poor mother, but the  

entourage that made up the rest of the household. The cook, Annie, is described as 'a buxom  

girl from County Armagh' and in Louis' recollection 'was 'the only the only Catholic I knew  

and therefore my only proof  that Catholics were human'. Annie was replaced by a Miss  

Craig, of whom MacNeice paints a slightly terrifying child's view. He describes her as 'die- 

hard puritanical' from Co. Armagh and remembers her looking down on him when he was put  

to bed and saying grimly  'Aye, you're here now but you don't know where you'll be when  

you wake up'. There are resonances of this experience on the young memory in MacNeice's  

poem 'Autobiography' : 

 

 The little boy cannot go to sleep 

 He is afraid of God and the devil 

 If he shuts his eyes they will draw level 

 So he watches the half-open door and waits 

 For people on the stairs carrying lights 

 

An  interesting feature of MacNeice's autobiography are the observations added by his  

sister Elizabeth, to whom he remained close and who also went to Oxford and who married  

Sir John Nicholson, becoming of course Lady Nicholson. These very often serve as a gentle  

though timely corrective to the clarity (or otherwise) of Louis' recollections. One of her  

lengthier observations, added as a footnote, is to say that 'Louis' picture of Miss Craig is, I  

think, rather misleading ...I am doubtful of the 'hell-fire' remarks attributed to her [by Louis].  

I think that Louis may have read or heard them elsewhere and unconsciously projected them  



on to his memory of her'. 

 

It was Archie, the rectory's gardener, who seems to have kindled as much as anyone the boy's  

youthful imagination. He is clearly and tenderly remembered in The Strings. 'Our best  

antidote to these [household] terrors and depression', wrote MacNeice, 'was the gardener,  

Archie, in whose presence everything was merry... Archie romanced largely about himself  

always in the third person... "Archie's the great fella, now, aye, Archie's the queer fella for  

work, ye wouldn't find his like, I'm telling ye, not in the whole of Ireland"'. And, although  

curiously it does not feature in the most recent edition of MacNeice's Collected Poems, the  

poem,  'The Gardener', celebrates Archie in no uncertain terms. 

 

 He was not able to read or write 

 He did the odd jobs on gentlemen's places 

 Cutting the hedge or hoeing the drive 

 With the scowl of a Saint 

 With the pride of a Feudal chief 

 For he was not quite all there 

the last line, represented in italics on the printed page,  repeating the Ulster idiom often used  

in describing people generally regarded as being mentally challenged. 

 

In 1917 Revd. John MacNeice re-married. His new wife was  Georgina Beatrice, second  

daughter of Thomas Greer, of Sea Park, Carrickfergus who brought, the young MacNeice  

noted with gratitude, ‘much comfort and benevolence’. The Greers he recorded 'were the  



wealthiest family we knew, had made their money in linen and had  till fairly recently been  

Quakers. ...Most members of her family had married some kind of cousin and it was  

considered very daring of her to go so far afield as my father - especially as he was a Home  

Ruler'.  Sea Park is the venue of the poem 'Soap Suds' which begins with the memory  

 'This brand of soap has the same smell as once in the big 

 House he visited when he was eight.' 

 

In 1917, when MacNeice was ten he was sent to Sherborne preparatory school in Dorset  

where he spent four reasonably happy years.. In autumn 1921 at the age of fourteen he won  

an entrance scholarship to Marlborough College, where he enjoyed rugby, specialized in the  

classics and began to display a range of creative talents including, of course, poetry. John  

Betjeman, Bernard Spencer, John Hilton, Graham Shepard, and Anthony  Blunt were among  

his contemporaries; all but Betjeman remained lifelong friends. MacNeice  matured rapidly  

and precociously in an aesthetic and intellectual ambience, wrote a great deal of verse, and  

developed a persona which took pride in an opposition to science as well as religion, a  

contempt for politics, and a scepticism of all values except the aesthetic. 

 

The links with Carrickfergus were maintained in extensive correspondence from both  

Sherborne and Marlborough with his step-mother, all beginning 'Dear Madre' and ending  

with 'Much love, Freddie', as he continued to be called, only changing his signature to 'F.  

Louis M' and then just 'Louis' shortly before leaving Marlborough for Oxford.. He narrates  

school life with a self-conscious feeling for the English language, even if it does result in  

some toe-curling sentences ... ' My dear Madre, Thanks awfully for the magnificent  



microcosm of confectionery. We have been feeding on it hard today. It is our cornucopia ..  

My table is crowded with old and dusty tomes anent Iceland'. Nonetheless, Louis  

was clearly not only at home in Marlborough but was equally glad to get home to  

Carrickfergus at the end of term and even more content go on holidays, to Donegal and to  

Scotland, with the family. 

 

In spite of himself and his occasional disparaging remarks (mostly while a student) about his  

home town, there is a slightly begrudging recognition of the more romantic aspects of the  

area around the town, not least its place-names. Carrickfergus, he says, 'was a name to be  

proud of .. but I disliked its abbreviation Carrick which in the local voice sounded like a slap  

in the face'..  Within our parish, radiating from our house, were a number of attractive names'.  

He itemises 'the Busky Burn, the Mile Bush, the Red Brae (there was nothing red about it but  

the red seemed to suit its steepness ... right along the Sullatober Road, a musical purplish  

name'.  

 

The ear for resonance that typifies MacNeice's poetry clearly owes something to the townland  

names in the Carrickfergus locality. Margaret Drabble in the Oxford Companion to English  

Literature observes of MacNeice and his Irishness, (or his 'Irishry' as she put it): 

 His early work revealed a technical virtuosity, a painter’s eye for image, humour and 

 an impulse towards making sense of what he later called ‘the drunkenness of things 

 being various’; suspicious of all rigid systems, whether political or philosophical, he 

 worked to establish some pattern from life’s flux...  his distinctive contribution was 

 his deployment of assonance, half-rhymes  and ballad-like repetitions that he had 

 absorbed from the Irishry of his childhood . 

Indeed, the fond reminiscences of Ireland that permeate much of MacNeice's written  

work are largely centred on more romantic features of its landscape. He recalls with clarity  



that it was on a family holiday in Portstewart 'that I suddenly met the Atlantic. ...walking  

slightly uphill and round a corner I ran head on into a surprise, one which is with me still  

when the open sea catches me unaware'. His first encounter with Magilligan Strand left an  

even more creative impression. He describes his first view of   'one of the longest and  

smoothest strands in Ireland .....   we suddenly came round a corner and there it was,  

unbelievably but palpably there. Once again, as with my first sight of the Atlantic. .. I had the  

sense of infinite possibility which implied, I think, a sense of eternity and, once again, it met  

me over a brow and round a corner'. 

 

And that sense of eternity that is evoked for MacNeice by the sight of the ocean is evident in  

his poem 'The Burning Perch'. 

 

 Round the corner was always the sea. Our childhood 

 Tipping the sand from its shoes on return from holiday 

 Knew there was more where it came from, as there was more 

 Seaweed to pop and horizon to blink at .... 

 ...Round the corner is sooner or later - the sea 

 

His love of the sea also took him more than once to Rathlin and he describes a tempestuous 

 crossing back to the mainland from the island, riding 'a briny chaos' as he put it in his  

autobiography. Among his many social attributes MacNeice was interested in sports,  

particularly rugby (he often attended international matches in Dublin) and golf. 'It was in  

Ballycastle, I think that I learned to play golf', he recalls. 'To me there was nothing  



incompatible between this most bourgeois of games and my romantic feelings for the  

desolate, the primitive, the antiquated'.  

 

In 1924, for his seventeenth birthday the family holidayed in county Donegal and he  

recollects his first visit to 'the South', though his capacity for the ironical notes that it contains  

the most northerly cape in Ireland. 'Coming in from the wet heather and wallowing in the  

turf smoke I read and re-read Yeats' 'Land of Hearts Desire' and also some of his early lyrics.  

'The wind blows out of the gates of the day' seemed to me just what the wind did in these  

parts and the 'lonely of heart' seemed to me just what I was. He maintained a lifelong critical  

interest in Yeats and in 1941 published The Poetry of W. B. Yeats . Later in the 1940s, in  

1948, he travelled to the west of Ireland to attend the re-interment of Yeats' body at  

Drumcliff, Co. Sligo. (Yeats had died in 1939 at Roquebrune - Cap Martin, near Monaco on  

the Cote d'Azur and had expressed the wish that he be re-buried in Sligo. By one of Irish  

history's curious twists, the Minister for External Relations of the Republic of Ireland who  

authorised the re-interment was Sean McBride, son of Maud Gonne McBride.) 

 

MacNeice took several holidays in the west of Ireland in the 1920s, before going to Oxford.  

During at least one of these holidays he visits where his father had been born and spent the  

formative years of his life. The 'West of Ireland, says MacNeice, was 'a phrase that still stirs  

me, if not like a trumpet like a fiddle half heard through a cattle fair..My parents came from  

that West, or more precisely Connemara, and it was obvious that both of them vastly  

preferred it to Ulster'. MacNeice himself had a more-than-slightly mystical attachment to the  

west, even before he went there. Of his first visit there he recounts 'I was not seeing the West  

for the first time. I had been born there sixty years before and this was my homecoming'. And  



it is in this connection that he perhaps felt closest to his father. He recalls 'When we drove  

over a hill-top and there was the Atlantic. My father rose in his seat and shouted 'The sea!' 

 

He tells of going 'Down through Ballysodare in County Sligio where my ancestors were  

buried to the island of Omey where my father had been born'. It was, intones MacNeice, 'a  

country I had always known, mournful and gay with mournful and gay inhabitants.. The  

mountains had never woken up and the sea had never gone to sleep and the people had never 

 got civilised'. 

 

In 1926 MacNeice won a scholarship to Merton College, but Oxford was at first  

disappointing: he found much of the work arid, and his Marlborough friends were in  

other colleges. But he continued to write - chiefly poems and stories of satire and fantasy -  

and in time became friendly with other poets, notably W. H. Auden and Stephen Spender. He  

eagerly devoured the philosophy prescribed for his degree course, 'Greats', and found it useful  

in his quest to replace a world founded on the religion he had lost with one founded on  

reason. His quest for an alternative philosophy, however, did not find a solution either then or  

later, although it was to be a continuing drive which underlay all his poetry.  

 

MacNeice was a regular correspondence during his student days, both with his people in 

 Carrickfergus and with friends and fellow students. Among the most regular of his  

 correspondents was Anthony Blunt. He and Blunt had struck up a friendship at Marlborough  

which continued at Oxford that lasted all of MacNeice's life (Blunt, you will recall, died in   

1984, having been stripped of his knighthood on being uncovered for his spying activities).  

They were both sons of the manse - Blunt's father had been chaplain in the British Embassy  

in Paris and indeed so fluent was Blunt's French that, according to MacNeice's Marlburian  

and Oxford boon companion, John Hilton, who has added a postscript to The Strings are  

false, the French master at Marlborough used to get him, Blunt, to take the class. 



 

Writing to Blunt from Carrickfergus MacNeice averred that  'All the people here are so many  

devout prisoners, phantoms chained to earth by clerical collars. One day there will be a  

volcan snap and they will float away like bells borne out to see'. Later that year, in June, he  

writes to his mother: 'I don' think I shall come home yet, especially as you are coming over  

and I do not want the North of Ireland melancholy to get its teeth into me'. There are frequent  

references in the correspondence to a visit that was planned for Blunt to visit him in  

Carrickfergus, as did several other school and university friends including John Hilton. But I  

have not yet found any evidence to confirm that Blunt did indeed stay at the rectory though  

most of his other Marlborough and university friends, all male, appear to have visited  

Carrick, most notably perhaps W. H. Auden. 

 

MacNeice went with Blunt to Spain in 1936 (by which time, according to Blunt's own  

account at the time of his exposure and confession in the late 1970s, Blunt had been recruited  

to the Communist cause by Guy Burgess, in 1934, I think) and it is hard to think of two more 

differing personalities. Blunt was seen by most as the prissy aesthete and MacNeice as  

the hail-fellow-well-met opposite who had no time for systems, parties or politics. In Blunt's  

own words, MacNeice was also 'irredeemably heterosexual', making the personal chemistry  

of their trusted relationship all the more remarkable.  

 

Later career 

 

After leaving university, MacNeice was appointed to a lectureship in classics at the  

University of Birmingham, where the professor was E. R. Dodds who was to become his  

literary mentor and indeed his literary executor. On 21 June 1930 he married Giovanna  

Marie Thérèse Babette (Mary) Ezra (1908–1991), daughter of David Ezra and stepdaughter  

of John Beazley. They spent fiver apparently happy years during his term at Birmingham  



University during which time their son Daniel was born. However in 1935 Marietta  

abruptly left him, and their eighteen-month-old son, for an American graduate student. His 

autobiography dissimulated the grief and concentrated on the gain of freedom: ‘I suddenly  

realized I was under no more obligations to be respectable’. He made arrangements for  

Daniel to be cared for at the family's Carrickfergus home and then later at a school in County  

Cavan. He felt he could not continue in Birmingham and endure the reminders of his broken  

marriage and, in the summer 1936, accepted a post as lecturer in Greek at Bedford College,  

London.  

 

MacNeice paid a second visit to Spain early in 1939 and found it much changed. Barcelona   

was on the eve of collapse and Franco's cause triumphant. This, and the outbreak of war with  

Germany, brought his dilemmas to a head. In 1939 he had gone for a term to lecture at  

Cornell University. On his return, loitering in Ireland, he decided to take leave of absence  

from Bedford College, and go back to America to see whether he could make a life with the  

American writer Eleanor Clark whom he had met in New York and with whom he clearly had  

the most stimulated intellectual rapport, judging by the intense letters he sent her. His visit  

was a success, and he enjoyed lecturing at Cornell, but by July 1940 it had become clear to  

him that if he stayed there he would be ‘missing history’ (‘Traveller's return’, Selected Prose  

of Louis MacNeice, ed. A. Heuser, 1990, 83). Because of an attack of peritonitis he did not  

get back to England until December 1940. He was rejected for active military service because  

of bad eyesight and in May 1941 joined the BBC features department, which had a covert  

propaganda brief from the government. 

 

MacNeice stood apart, initially from his Oxbridge and later from his literary counterparts in  

one significant regard: he  himself had no time for political beliefs of any kind and was, as  

far as I can establish, truly non-political. He outlines this in his letters to Eleanor Clark 

  



 'I suppose you think the reason I haven't got a lovely comprehensive world view is 

 that I amn't interested in world views. ..I have known for years that I must develop 

 one and I am trying to develop one but I am damned if I am going to swallow Marx or 

 Trotsky or anyone else lock stock and barrel unless it squares with my experience or, 

 perhaps I should say, my feelings of internal reality.'  

This echoes his credo as expressed in the refrain of 'Bagpipe Music' written in  the 1930s: 

 It's no go the yogi man it's no go Blavatsky 

 All we want is a  bank balance and a bit of skirt in a taxi 

But if anything summarises Macneice's view of the world it is the poem 'Snow'. 

 

SNOW 

The room was suddenly rich and the great bay window was 

Soundlessly collateral and incompatible 

World is suddener than we fancy it 

 

World is crazier and more of it than we think 

Incorrigibly plural. I peel and portion  

A tangerine and spit the pips and feel 

The drunkenness of things being various. 

 

MacNeice's father died in 1942 and thereafter he returned to Carrickfergus for at least one  

Christmas, 1945, to be with his stepmother with whom he maintained a strong relationship  

(his own relationship with his father, always tenuous, had also improved in latter years).  

During the war years MacNeice also produced three more books of poetry, The Last Ditch  

(1940), Plant and Phantom (1941), and Springboard (1944), and another critical work, The 

 Poetry of W. B. Yeats (1941). On 1 July 1942 he made a fresh start in family life by marrying  

Antoinette Millicent Hedley (Hedli) Anderson (1907–1990), an actress and singer; his son  

Daniel rejoined him from Ireland, and in 1943 his daughter Corinna was born. In 1960 he and  

his second wife separated. He set up house with the actress Mary Wimbush, and in 1961 gave  



up full-time employment in the BBC to be freer for his own work,. though he was engaged on  

a BBC programme when he caught pneumonia from which he died, two years later, in 1963. 

 

Identity 

 

MacNeice continued to see himself as Irish in a general and generic sort of way, rather than  

retaining any close association with the Carrickfergus and the County Antrim of his origins,  

though his recollections of growing up there, as described in his autobiography, are clear no 

t unduly antagonistic. He tended to see Carrickfergus in the same context as his family but in  

that regard it is interesting that, in later life, he seems to have become more reconciled to his  

father and, as I said, had a strong relationship with his stepmother. 

. 

It is in his correspondence with Eleanor Clark, with whom, as I indicated, he had a most  

meaningful intellectual dialogue, that he reveals any sense of having an Irish identity. 

Writing in 1940 he says : 

 If you want a formula for me ... it is that I am a peasant who has gate-crashed culture 

 and when [p. 395] I say that I am a peasant this isn't a figure of speech or an 

 inverted snob romanticism, it is just a statement of fact, though very few people can 

 see except some people who have come from your 'lower classes'; themselves 

 and, having gate-crashed culture, realise  my curious position... Even you, darling, 

 when you say things like 'It's amazing the way these [people live' are being 

 superior. It doesn't seem to me amazing the way poor people live, though as the 

 case may be it may seem admirable or regrettable. There is nothing exotic in it for 

 me, it's a stratum which is still (instinctively) intelligible to me, my relations are still 

 living in mud-floored cabins in the West of  Ireland. 

 

One of MacNeice's counterparts in the BBC was fellow Irish poet W. R. Rodgers. In the  

Rodgers papers in PRONI is an interesting series of letters between the two, MacNeice and  

Rodgers, in the late 1950s on letter-headed paper 'The character of Ireland'. This was a  

project they co-managed and were to edit for the Clarendon Press, inviting contributors such  



as John Hewitt who would discourse on the visual arts in Ireland. Others included Elizabeth  

Bowen on 'the big house' and Estyn Evans who would consider, as Rodgers put it, 'the wee  

house and the wee people'. Nothing seems to have come of it but it does perhaps indicate the  

extent to which, at least in his later years, MacNeice sought to resolve something of the Irish  

identity issues that recur in his work. 

 

MacNeice's continued links with his family are also poignantly demonstrated as he lay dying  

of pneumonia in a London hospital.  His sister Elizabeth describes her last visit to him as it  

became clear that he would not recover: She writes to a correspondent, Miss McCaughen,  

whom she asks several times in the course of the letter not to pass on anything.  

 An autobiography has turned up... I have not as yet seen it and hope very much that it 

won't be bitter. Louis had softened a lot latterly and might not have wanted to publish 

something he wrote in 1940. Louis greatly admired and respected and loved his father 

but there was always a barrier between them... 

 

She recalls his last hours at his bedside: 

 He was ill about 36 hours before he died ..... I was holding his hand and really did not 

think he was conscious but I said the Collect 'Lighten Our Darkness' and his fingers 

lifted and pressed my hand and then I said the Lord's Prayer. The fingers lifted again 

and then he went to sleep ... and in the end died quite suddenly. Don't tell anyone 

about this (underlined)   .. Louis had been an agnostic for many years. 

 

Perhaps the last word should be left with another poet, Derek Mahon, whose elegiac  

contemplation of MacNeice at his graveside in Carrrowdore churchyard, where his ashes  

were laid to rest, reflects: 

 

In Carrowdore Churchyard 

 

Your ashes will not stir, even on this high ground, 

 however the wind tugs, the headstones shake. ... 



 

..Maguire, I believe, suggested a blackbird 

And over your grave a phrase from Euripides 

 

Which suits you down to the ground, like this churchyard, 

With its play of shadow, its humane perspective.  

Locked in the winter's fist, these hills are hard 

As nails, yet soft and feminine in their turn. 

 When fingers open and the hedges burn. 

This, you implied, is how we ought to live - 

 

The ironical loving crush of roses against snow, 

Each fragile, solving ambiguity. So, 

From the pneumonia of the ditch, from the ague 

Of the blind poet and the bombed-out town you bring 

The all-clear to the empty holes of spring 

Rinsing the choked mud, keeping the colours new. 

 

 

Trevor Parkhill 

September 2014 

 


