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FOREWORD





Literature began with poetry and will doubtless one day end with it. For all the efforts of Tolstoy, Dickens and Proust, it is the short lines of the poets that speak most directly to their readers; it is they who touch what is both primitive and noble in us.


You know when it has happened: when the significance of a line or stanza outweighs the sum of the words involved; when you see that no syllable could be moved or changed; when you have the sense that the poet has revealed to us something which – in some mysterious way – already existed.


It is a joy to partake in such transcendence; we are inspired by it. And the poems in this anthology celebrate a sense of inspiration. The book grew from a search for some lines to be reproduced on the walls of the Olympic village in the London Games in 2012. The lines finally chosen – from the conclusion of Tennyson’s ‘Ulysses’ – speak of the nobility of striving to explore, to do one’s best, even in the shadow of death. This idea lies behind many of the most uplifting poems here as well as the more humorous, such as Sean O’Brien’s ‘Dignified’. What can we poor humans do when we know that all is ultimately futile? Run faster, jump higher, laugh louder … Make better verses. And the sporting poems here are not all about record-breakers; John Betjeman’s ‘Seaside Golf’ records the moment at which a high handicapper can look Jack Nicklaus in the face with his ‘quite unprecedented three’.


The scope of this book has been widened from the simply athletic. Philip Larkin’s ‘The Trees’ finds its inspiration in the most repetitive of natural processes – though the words in which it does so are far from predictable: ‘The trees are coming into leaf/Like something almost being said’. The Persian poet Hafez shows in his little poem ‘My Brilliant Image’ how one man’s vision can be used to inspire another.


The old favourites here repay another reading; the less familiar are worth getting to know. Each in its way reflects the glorious futility of living, though each manages to find a way to stress the glory over the futility – none more than Alfred, Lord Tennyson:






                 that which we are, we are;


One equal temper of heroic hearts,


Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will


To strive, to seek, to find and not to yield.








SEBASTIAN FAULKS


Spring 2012



















INTRODUCTION





This anthology was inspired by the arrival of the Olympic Games in London in the summer of 2012. Searching for a genuine cultural legacy for this finite sporting event, I set about creating a partnership with the Games’ organisers, Arts Council England and the BBC, to ensure the place of poetry in the physical infrastructure of the Olympic venues and to encourage people across Britain to put poetry into the landscape around them as a celebration of the events of 2012.


Poetry and the English language are our great cultural legacies. The writings of Shakespeare and Chaucer and countless others are treasured the world over. Poetry has also a unique place in the hearts of the British people. Whether it is found in the slim volumes of verse in the back of a bookshop or library, the lyrics of songs or hymns, the chants on the football terraces, the words in greetings cards or jingles on the radio, poetry plays a daily role in our lives.


This book comes from a number of sources: poems selected by the public and nominated to feature on the Olympic sites, and poems selected by myself and my hardworking adviser, the poet Wynn Wheldon, who spent months looking for poetry from every conceivable source that might resonate with Olympic values.


In the end however this is an unashamedly personal selection that uses the word ‘inspiring’ as its criteria for selection in its broadest sense. I hope, like all good anthologies, Winning Words will work for both the dedicated and occasional reader; a book to sit by the bedside for inspiration and reflection. Many people turn to poetry in times of need, to find complicity with how they feel but don’t necessarily have the language to express themselves. I hope the reader will find poetry here for all moods, poetry that will give hope, understanding and inspiration to help get them through the trials and tribulations of everyday life.


As well as thanking my co-contributor I would like to thank some key co-conspirators in this project. Nothing in this world happens without financial support so thanks go first and foremost to Felix Dennis for his generosity and belief, to Nick McDowell and Arts Council England, to Jemma Read at Bloomberg, and to the Ronald Duncan Foundation and the Garfield Weston Foundation who have backed the project. Pulling off such a complicated project with many partners wouldn’t have been possible without the backing of Mark Thompson and Jessica Cecil at the BBC, Sarah Weir and Adriana Marques at ODA, Naomi Russell and her team at Wonderbird who coordinated and drove the entire project, Rebecca Blackwood and her team at Brunswick Arts who worked on the publicity, Rachel Alexander, Hannah Griffiths, Matthew Hollis and Anne Owen at Faber and Faber, and of course Sebastian Faulks who generously offered a Foreword.


Most of all I would like to thank poetry itself for giving me a lifetime of pleasure, companionship and support.
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ANON


‘I saw a Peacock with a fiery tail’









I saw a Peacock with a fiery tail


I saw a blazing Comet drop down hail


I saw a Cloud with Ivy circled round


I saw a sturdy Oak creep on the ground


I saw a Pismire swallow up a Whale


I saw a raging Sea brim full of Ale


I saw a Venice Glass sixteen foot deep


I saw a Well full of men’s tears that weep


I saw their Eyes all in a flame of fire


I saw a House as big as the Moon and higher


I saw the Sun even in the midst of night


I saw the Man that saw this wondrous sight.







17th century






























SHEENAGH PUGH


What If This Road









What if this road, that has held no surprises


these many years, decided not to go


home after all; what if it could turn


left or right with no more ado


than a kite-tail? What if its tarry skin


were like a long, supple bolt of cloth,


that is shaken and rolled out, and takes


a new shape from the contours beneath?


And if it chose to lay itself down


in a new way; around a blind corner,


across hills you must climb without knowing


what’s on the other side; who would not hanker


to be going, at all risks? Who wants to know


a story’s end, or where a road will go?






























JOHN KEATS


Lines from Endymion









A thing of beauty is a joy for ever:


Its loveliness increases; it will never


Pass into nothingness; but still will keep


A bower quiet for us, and a sleep


Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.


Therefore, on every morrow, are we wreathing


A flowery band to bind us to the earth,


Spite of despondence, of the inhuman dearth


Of noble natures, of the gloomy days,


Of all the unhealthy and o’er-darkened ways


Made for our searching: yes, in spite of all,


Some shape of beauty moves away the pall


From our dark spirits.






























CHRISTOPHER LOGUE


Come to the Edge









Come to the edge.


We might fall.


Come to the edge.


It’s too high!


COME TO THE EDGE!


And they came,


And he pushed,


And they flew.






























JOHN GILLESPIE MAGEE


High Flight (An Airman’s Ecstasy)









Oh, I have slipped the surly bonds of earth


And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;


Sunward I’ve climbed and joined the tumbling mirth


Of sun-split clouds – and done a hundred things


You have not dreamed of; wheeled and soared and swung


High in the sun-lit silence. Hovering there


I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung


My eager craft through footless halls of air;


Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue


I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace,


Where never lark nor even eagle flew;


And while, with silent lifting mind I’ve trod


The high untrespassed sanctity of space,


Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.






























MAYA ANGELOU


Still I Rise









You may write me down in history


With your bitter, twisted lies,


You may trod me in the very dirt


But still, like dust, I’ll rise.







Does my sassiness upset you?


Why are you beset with gloom?


’Cause I walk like I’ve got oil wells


Pumping in my living room.







Just like moons and like suns,


With the certainty of tides,


Just like hopes springing high,


Still I’ll rise.







Did you want to see me broken?


Bowed head and lowered eyes?


Shoulders falling down like teardrops,


Weakened by my soulful cries.







Does my haughtiness offend you?


Don’t you take it awful hard


’Cause I laugh like I’ve got gold mines


Diggin’ in my own back yard.










You may shoot me with your words,


You may cut me with your eyes,


You may kill me with your hatefulness,


But still, like air, I’ll rise.







Does my sexiness upset you?


Does it come as a surprise


That I dance like I’ve got diamonds


At the meeting of my thighs?







Out of the huts of history’s shame


I rise


Up from a past that’s rooted in pain


I rise


I’m a black ocean, leaping and wide,


Welling and swelling I bear in the tide.







Leaving behind nights of terror and fear


I rise


Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear


I rise


Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave,


I am the dream and the hope of the slave.


I rise


I rise


I rise.






























GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS


Pied Beauty









Glory be to God for dappled things –


  For skies of couple-colour as a brinded cow;


    For rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim;


Fresh-firecoal chestnut-falls; finches’ wings;


  Landscape plotted and pieced – fold, fallow, and plough;


     And áll trádes, their gear and tackle and trim.







All things counter, original, spare, strange;


  Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)


     With swift, slow; sweet, sour; adazzle, dim;


He fathers-forth whose beauty is past change:


                     Praise him.






























SEAMUS HEANEY


The Peninsula









When you have nothing more to say, just drive


For a day all round the peninsula.


The sky is tall as over a runway,


The land without marks, so you will not arrive







But pass through, though always skirting landfall.


At dusk, horizons drink down sea and hill,


The ploughed field swallows the whitewashed gable


And you’re in the dark again. Now recall







The glazed foreshore and silhouetted log,


That rock where breakers shredded into rags,


The leggy birds stilted on their own legs,


Islands riding themselves out into the fog,







And drive back home, still with nothing to say


Except that now you will uncode all landscapes


By this: things founded clean on their own shapes,


Water and ground in their extremity.






























WILLIAM WORDSWORTH


Upon Westminster Bridge







3 Sept, 1802




Earth has not anything to show more fair:


Dull would he be of soul who could pass by


A sight so touching in its majesty:


This City now doth like a garment wear







The beauty of the morning: silent, bare,


Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie


Open unto the fields, and to the sky,


All bright and glittering in the smokeless air.







Never did sun more beautifully steep


In his first splendour valley, rock, or hill;


Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!







The river glideth at his own sweet will:


Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;


And all that mighty heart is lying still!






























ANNA AKHMATOVA


Our Own Land









There is no one in the world more tearless, 


more proud, more simple than us.



                      1922







We don’t wear it in sacred amulets on our chests.


We don’t compose hysterical poems about it.


It does not disturb our bitter dream-sleep.


It doesn’t seem to be the promised paradise.


We don’t make of it a soul


object for sale and barter,


and we being sick, poverty-stricken, unable to utter a word


don’t even remember about it.


Yes, for us it’s mud on galoshes,


      for us it’s crunch on teeth,


      and we mill, mess and crush


      that dust and ashes


      that is not mixed up in anything.


But we’ll lie in it and be it,


that’s why, so freely, we call it our own.







Leningrad, 1961


translated from the Russian by Richard McKane
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