Nightmare Ground
For Keith Douglas

Somewhere near here you died,

killed instantly when a mortar round

exploded in the air above you

its furious shrapnel driving

itself into your brain with such efficiency

no entry wound could be found.

You were buried by a hedge,

with a few quick words from the padre,

before your unit moved on.

In two years of war

you’d seen hundreds dead:

burnt abandoned corpses

mummified in the desert sun,

the newly killed looking

as if they’d just fallen asleep,

your own gunner shredded

in the tank beside you,

‘the turret in a flurry of blood’.

On leave in Tel Aviv, Cairo,

laid up in El Ballah General Hospital,

you began to forge lines 

tempered by the steely glare of war,

each bullet-like poem  

a fresh skirmish,

almost an epitaph,

a new language whose accents 

we’re still trying to master.

                                  (Normandy, 2017)

Hugh Dunkerley

