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       I went out to the hazel wood,


       Because a fire was in my head,


       And cut and peeled a hazel wand,


       And hooked a berry to a thread;











‘Here is a really good anthology highly recommended for school children and for anybody else too.’ School Librarian





‘Inspired illustrations to this wonderful collection … make this a book every young reader will treasure.’ Carousel





‘This wonderful anthology is ideal for those who think they don’t like poetry.’ Independent
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Faber Classics





FABER AND FABER has published children’s books since 1929. Some of our very first publications included Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats by T.S. Eliot starring the now world-famous Macavity, and The Iron Man by Ted Hughes. Our catalogue at the time said that ‘it is by reading such books that children learn the difference between the shoddy and the genuine’. We still believe in the power of reading to transform children’s lives.



















for dear Carol
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Introduction





The first poems I remember were nursery rhymes and later playground rhymes. From the start I loved the sound of words, the rhythm of them, the nonsense of them, and above all the conviviality – you chanted them together, made them up together. They were fun. But it was the speaking of poetry by two actors that first truly touched my soul. The first was my mother, who read poetry to me in bed when I was young, Kipling, Blake and others. She made words sing when she spoke them. Then in 1956 I went to see and hear the extraordinary Paul Scofield playing Hamlet, and found myself transfixed by the sheer beauty and power of the spoken word.


Then came the kind of poetry you used to learn by heart at school and stand up and recite the next morning. I learned poems all right, but I also came to hate, even to fear, poetry. Later at university I studied poetry, analysed it, sliced it up and chewed it into little pieces, in the process of which I almost lost my fascination for words altogether but not quite. Lying dormant under the ashes of my formal education was still that early love of the sound of words, the music of poems.


It was as a storyteller and writer that I rekindled that fire in my head. I found myself, almost inadvertently, as I told my stories, playing with words as if they were musical notes. I began reading poetry again, reciting it on long walks, in the bath, anywhere. When I began writing, I tried to write not poems, but stories that sounded like poetry, that resonated.


To me a poet is a distiller. He or she distils feelings, insights, impressions, notions, and the best of poets do this in such a way that we never want to forget what they have written. The poems they compose can be so fine, so memorable, so funny, so intense, that you want to hear them again and again inside your head, so that they never leave you, so that they become a part of you.


I have tried to put together in this book some of the poems that have had that effect on me, hoping and believing that many will resonate for you in much the same way. I have been helped hugely by Jane Feaver at Faber. To her and to all the poets, thank you.





MICHAEL MORPURGO


Devon, January 2001



















Because a Fire was in My Head
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Windy Nights









Whenever the moon and stars are set,


Whenever the wind is high,


All night long in the dark and wet,


A man goes riding by.


Late in the night when the fires are out,


Why does he gallop and gallop about?







Whenever the trees are crying aloud,


And ships are tossed at sea,


By, on the highway, low and loud,


By at the gallop goes he.


By at the gallop he goes, and then


By he comes back at the gallop again.







Robert Louis Stevenson






























Thaw









Over the land freckled with snow half-thawed


The speculating rooks at their nests cawed


And saw from elm-tops, delicate as flower of grass,


What we below could not see, Winter pass.







Edward Thomas
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The Fallow Deer at the Lonely House









One without looks in tonight


Through the curtain-chink


From the sheet of glistening white;


One without looks in tonight


As we sit and think


By the fender-brink.







We do not discern those eyes


Watching in the snow;


Lit by lamps of rosy dyes


We do not discern those eyes


Wondering, aglow,


Fourfooted, tiptoe.







Thomas Hardy






























Mother Parrot’s Advice to her Children









Never get up till the sun gets up,


Or the mists will give you a cold,


And a parrot whose lungs have once been touched


Will never live to be old.







Never eat plums that are not quite ripe,


For perhaps they will give you a pain;


And never dispute what the hornbill says,


Or you’ll never dispute again.







Never despise the power of speech;


Learn every word as it comes,


For this is the pride of the parrot race,


That it speaks in a thousand tongues.







Never stay up when the sun goes down,


But sleep in your own home bed,


And if you’ve been good, as a parrot should,


You will dream that your tail is red.







Ganda, Africa (translated by A. K. Nyabongo)
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‘I eat my peas with honey’









I eat my peas with honey,


   I’ve done it all my life:


It makes the peas taste funny,


   But it keeps them on the knife.







Anonymous






























The Heavenly City









I sigh for the heavenly country,


Where the heavenly people pass,


And the sea is as quiet as a mirror


Of beautiful beautiful glass.







I walk in the heavenly field,


With lilies and poppies bright,


I am dressed in a heavenly coat


Of polished white.







When I walk in the heavenly parkland


My feet on the pasture are bare,


Tall waves the grass, but no harmful


Creature is there.







At night I fly over the housetops,


And stand on the bright moony beams:


Gold are all heaven’s rivers,


And silver her streams.







Stevie Smith






























The Song of Wandering Aengus









I went out to the hazel wood,


Because a fire was in my head,


And cut and peeled a hazel wand,


And hooked a berry to a thread;


And when white moths were on the wing,


And moth-like stars were flickering out,


I dropped the berry in a stream


And caught a little silver trout.







When I had laid it on the floor


I went to blow the fire a-flame,


But something rustled on the floor,


And someone called me by my name:


It had become a glimmering girl


With apple blossom in her hair


Who called me by my name and ran


And faded through the brightening air.







Though I am old with wandering


Through hollow lands and hilly lands,


I will find out where she has gone,


And kiss her lips and take her hands;


And walk among long dappled grass,


And pluck till time and times are done


The silver apples of the moon,


The golden apples of the sun.







W. B. Yeats
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