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xv
            Introduction

         

         John Masefield was one of the most successful, prolific, popular and long-lived writers of the twentieth century. W.B. Yeats told him ‘You’ll be a popular poet – you’ll be riding in your carriage and pass me in the gutter’,1 and although Yeats was wrong about his own reputation he accurately identified a number of aspects about a youthful Masefield.

         Masefield’s early contemporary public were to buy his novels, plays, children’s books, histories and poetry in huge numbers. His financial position, resulting from popularity, would not have prompted the writer to choose Yeats’ extravagant mode of transport, however. Masefield’s first book had opened with an emphatic rejection of ‘princes and prelates with periwigged charioteers’ and Masefield’s poetic manifesto clearly states that he will write of ‘the dirt and the dross, the dust and scum of the earth!’

         Masefield was born on 1 June 1878 in Ledbury, Herefordshire.2 His early childhood was idyllic, and the beauty of the local countryside, together with a dreamy imagination, led to a quasi-Wordsworthian communion with Nature. This ‘paradise’3 was not to last: Masefield was orphaned and entrusted to the guardianship of an aunt and uncle. His guardians hoped that training for the merchant marine would dispel aspirations to become a writer, and between 1891 and 1894 Masefield was educated aboard the Mersey school-ship Conway. In Liverpool, sight of the Wanderer, a four-masted barque, was a profound experience: it was to be a recurrent symbol throughout his work. As an apprentice, Masefield sailed round Cape Horn in 1894, but became violently ill. Classified a Distressed British Sailor he returned to England. A new position was secured for the youth aboard a ship in New York but although Masefield crossed the Atlantic he failed to report for duty. He later noted ‘I deserted my ship in New York… and cut myself adrift from her, and from my home. I was going to be a writer, come what might.’4 Homeless vagrancy ensued and became the basis for a lifelong sympathy with the underdog. Eventually, bar and factory work ended in 1897 when Masefield returned to England and started work in London as a bank clerk. Plagued by illhealth, the would-be poet achieved success in 1899 with the publication of his first poem in The Outlook.5

         Masefield saw himself as a writer – rather than solely a poet – but viewing his poetic output in four chronological periods allows features of his career to become apparent.

         
            * * * *

         

         xviIt is during the period 1899–1911 that Masefield developed his individual voice, aided by the criticism of a close group of contemporaries. In 1900 he approached W.B. Yeats and was invited to join the circle that included Lady Gregory, Arthur Symons, J.M. Synge, Laurence Binyon and Jack B. Yeats. Salt-Water Ballads (1902) was Masefield’s first volume, comprising over fifty, predominantly maritime, poems (including ‘Sea-Fever’). The diction was intended to be idiomatic and a little shocking. Masefield himself considered the volume ‘something new said newly’.6 Ballads (1903) revealed a more pastoral and lyrical side to the poet, but verse was becoming increasingly difficult for the writer. In the mid-1900s Masefield even admitted to Janet Ashbee that he no longer wrote verse. Seeking financial stability, he turned away from poetry. Short stories, naval histories, drama and novels were experiments that Masefield would, later, largely disown. In 1910 Ballads and Poems relied on his earlier two volumes of poetry for the contents. Masefield later described the period as ‘a very real blackness of despair’ and noted, ‘my work was not what I had hoped’.7 This period was, however, when Masefield wrote some of his best-known, and well-loved verse.

         It was in 1911, with the publication of The Everlasting Mercy, that Masefield arrived on the literary scene with a new and shocking voice. This long narrative poem concerning the spiritual enlightenment of a drunken poacher caused a sensation. Lord Alfred Douglas branded the work ‘nine tenths sheer filth’, J.M. Barrie described it as ‘incomparably the finest literature’; it was denounced from the pulpit and read in public houses.8 Masefield had found his oeuvre for the moment. He continued his success with The Widow in the Bye Street in 1912 and Dauber in 1914. The first comprises a rural tragedy in which lust provokes murder; the second tells of an aspiring artist’s experiences at sea, during which the main character receives contempt from his fellow sailors but falls to his death after an act of heroism.

         With the outbreak of war, Masefield became an orderly at a Red Cross hospital in France. Here he experienced the horror of modern warfare. He also took charge of a motor-boat ambulance service at Gallipoli in 1915 and undertook a propaganda tour of the United States. His prose work Gallipoli led to an invitation from Sir Douglas Haig to chronicle the battle of the Somme, although Whitehall bureaucracy eventually forced Masefield to abandon the plan. The period ends with a final flurry of long narrative poems including Reynard the Fox (the tale of a fox-hunt), Right Royal (concerning a steeple-chase) and King Cole (in which a travelling circus is saved from disaster by the mythological king).

         In 1922 Masefield abandoned the genre of the long narrative poem and xviiturned, once more, to novels and drama. Now living outside Oxford, he organised amateur theatrical productions and recitations. A private theatre in his garden provided a forum in which poets could develop their work. Masefield himself turned to Arthurian legend as a source for poetry. The period from 1922 to 1930 is closely associated with Masefield developing poetry as a spoken art form. The experiments in verse-speaking led to the establishment of the Oxford Recitations and later the Oxford Summer Diversions. The latter would find Masefield persuading J.R.R. Tolkien to dress up as Chaucer and recite middle English.9 With the death of Robert Bridges, the position of Poet Laureate fell vacant and in 1930 Masefield was appointed, after recommendation by Britain’s first Labour Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald.

         The years from 1930 to 1967 comprise the longest period in my chronological sequence and represent Masefield as the fourteenth Laureate after Dryden. He continued to produce poetic work in the 1930s and early 1940s although he largely concentrated on his narrative skills in a succession of successful novels (The Bird of Dawning and the Ned trilogy, for example). The 1940s saw the Laureate turning to his love of the English countryside for inspiration (and also collaborating on a series of works with the artist Edward Seago).10 Masefield produced a sizable quantity of ‘official verse’ as Laureate, for which he has frequently been attacked. Selection allows us to discard some dutiful royal verse and reclaim a number of moving and striking examples. The selection here provides – for the first time – evidence of Masefield as a war poet. ‘August, 1914’ is incorrectly considered Masefield’s only poem on war. Verse from The Nine Days Wonder and A Generation Risen finds, however, the Georgian poet considering the Second World War, having experienced the horrors of the First. Laureateship verse published in periodicals, or contributed to other works, presents several notable examples (including ‘Now’ on the subject of D-Day). Other Laureateship work presented here commemorates the birth of Prince Charles (‘A Hope for the Newly-Born’), and the deaths of T.S. Eliot (‘East Coker’) and Churchill. The story – now popular – that Masefield’s humility prompted him to send Laureateship verse to The Times accompanied by a stamped addressed envelope in case of rejection is thought to be untrue.11

         Serious illness struck Masefield in 1949 and the 1950s saw little published work. The final years of his life saw a resurgence of activity and success, however. Masefield died on 12 May 1967 and his ashes were interred in Poets’ Corner, Westminster Abbey. In a memorial address Robert Graves stated that in Masefield ‘the fierce flame of poetry had truly burned’.12 xviii

         The four periods 1899–1911, 1911–22, 1922–30 and 1930–67 provide convenient compartments in the writer’s career. I have grouped published work in chronological sequence of issue within these periods, with a final section of miscellaneous verse in each case for work that appeared in periodicals, or as contributions to other publications. This section also includes a number of rarities. Given the importance, here, of context, the source of each poem is provided within the main body of the book.

         
            * * * *

         

         Masefield’s thematic concerns commence with the sea and, usually, the brutality of the sea. ‘Sea-Fever’ and ‘Cargoes’, in describing the lure of the sea and the rich variety of the naval heritage, are unrepresentative of Masefield’s largely ambivalent views. Death is a constant threat and early verse shows a preoccupation with fever, disaster and the brutality of naval life. This is revisited in Dauber. There is also a spiritual side to the sea, frequently represented by the image of the Wanderer. This ship becomes, for Masefield, the symbol of success in failure and therefore, of course, a manifestation of the writer’s sympathy for the underdog. The despised and rejected are ever-present (and would even reveal a metamorphosis into the unknown ballet dancers of ‘Not Only the Most Famous’). The closing stanzas of ‘The Wanderer’ find the return of the ship heralding Christmas day. The ‘defeated thing’ promises regeneration. For Masefield the symbol of hope, regeneration and salvation is the crowing of a cock. Marcellus’ statement in the first scene of Hamlet is behind Masefield’s byre cock that heralds the morning and return of the Wanderer.

         In contrast to the brutality of the sea is Masefield’s sense of fun and romance. His close friendship with Jack B. Yeats is of importance here. The two men enjoyed sailing toy boats (see ‘The Gara Brook’ and ‘The Pirate Poet on the Monte’) and both developed a passion for tales of piracy. Coupled with an interest in traditional shanties, this led to the nonsense ‘Theodore’ verse. Theodore, the pirate cabin-boy, who is secretly in love with the beautiful Constanza, became a focus within private correspondence and occasional pieces for A Broadsheet and A Broadside. In 1911 Masefield admitted to Jack B. Yeats that his anthology A Sailor’s Garland was ‘full of traps’ to catch ‘…ruffians [who] used to take the anthologies collected by other men’s labour and sort them up differently and print them as their own…’ Masefield then notes that in ‘The Whale’ he ‘restored some quite unintelligible lines’ and that ‘The Salcombe Seaman’s Flaunt to the Proud Pirate’ was entirely by him.13 ‘Theodore To His Grandson’, ‘Die We Must’ and ‘The Gara River’ were originally xixsigned with the pseudonym ‘Wolfe T. MacGowan’. This name has, at various times, been attributed to Jack B. Yeats. Evidence suggests, however, that these verses are Masefield’s and it is therefore a pleasure to claim them for this present selection.14

         Other Masefield concerns include the traditional opposition of town versus country, a sense of comradeship and the value of community, the presence of the ‘other-worldly’ (either as supernatural spirits or fairies) and the English countryside and way of life. His love of the past is manifest in Masefield’s interest in the legends of Arthur, Troy and the Romans, but his themes also encompass the progress made by man against poverty. The sonnets, in particular, explore his preoccupation with natural and spiritual beauty and reawakening.

         Masefield’s stylistic range includes colloquial diction as well as the more ‘traditional’ and ‘literary’. He was rarely innovative in his use of verse forms, and the sonnets, in particular, reveal a heavy reliance on Shakespeare. Yet there are numerous effects achieved by the slight manipulation of verse form through enjambment and the occasional variation of rhythmical lines that are masterly. Masefield’s natural tendency is away from concise description, and he revels in the expansiveness of descriptive detail.

         
            * * * *

         

         The task of selection has been informed by Masefield’s own practice. In 1922 he published a volume of Selected Poems (enlarged in 1938). An entirely new edition was published in 1950. With the exception of a few long poems, this current volume includes those poems that were selected by Masefield on both occasions. Masefield’s practice was to present excerpts from the long narrative poems, and I have chosen to repeat this method here. A volume of selections from both poetry and prose, entitled A Book of Both Sorts, was published in 1947. This, together with a small number of commercial sound-recordings, assists in identifying the author’s personal favourites. I have mostly only changed text to provide editorial consistency within the edition (consistent use of single or double inverted commas, for example). All titles are authorial unless placed in square brackets. The cover illustration is by Masefield’s contemporary, the artist Kenneth Shoesmith, a former Conway boy and well-known for his illustrations of ships. At Masefield’s request he provided work for several of his books.

         My copy-texts have been largely English first editions. Masefield would occasionally rework his poetry. Hence the earlier version, for example, of xx‘Sea-Fever’ (lacking ‘go’ in the opening line) and a few unfamiliar readings within ‘Spanish Waters’.15 I have silently corrected a number of obvious errors and supplied a revised version of one line in ‘London Town’. For texts from later in the poet’s career there were numerous simultaneous English and American editions. I have opted for the English edition in such cases, for it seems that the author would allow an early proof setting of text to be sent for American publication and he may have had greater control over the English edition.16

         
            * * * *

         

         The most recent bibliography of books and pamphlets by Masefield lists 178 individual titles.17 These, largely excluding collected or selected works, include approximately 62 differently titled volumes of poetry, 29 lectures, speeches or works of literary criticism, 17 novels, 23 plays, 10 historical works and 7 volumes for children. Masefield’s poetry was respected by Thomas Hardy and Philip Larkin.18 His plays were praised by Bernard Shaw and his novels by Graham Greene.19 But the writer’s status was to change. Masefield was first read by the Victorians and witnessed the coming of the railways at the border of his childhood garden. He also marked the assassination of J.F. Kennedy in one of his most memorable Laureateship verses. Times changed but Masefield did not change with them. In 1957 he observed that from three hundred million readers of English, three read his work and four criticised it.20 In 1978 John Betjeman noted that ‘Sea-Fever’ and ‘Cargoes’ would be ‘remembered as long as the language lasts’ but even this claim on posterity demonstrates the reduction of Masefield’s canon to a mere six stanzas.21 This new Selected Poems presents examples of the writer’s work to those for whom six stanzas is too reductive in scope.

         It is all too easy to dismiss Masefield’s work; today there is a critical acceptance of this perspective. John Bayley, reviewing an edition of W.H. Davies’ Selected Poems noted that:

         
            Poetically speaking… Masefield had a tendency to pluck defeat from the jaws of victory, to assault the reader of the time with a formidable display of starkness and directness which has ended up seeming arty and genteel. Georgian poetry was always trying to be brutally realistic and down to earth, but never was so very convincingly.22

         

         Neil Corcoran, in his review of Donald Stanford’s edition of Masefield’s Selected Poems, repeated Bayley’s attack and noted: xxi

         
            This is witty and cruel, but it is the kind of argument which should be engaged by any editor seriously recommending Masefield to contemporary readers… Masefield sounds impressive only if you do not come too close: not as close, certainly, as Modernism and the New Criticism would…23

         

         Bayley seems to be making reference largely to Masefield’s diction around the time of The Everlasting Mercy. A counter-argument has been made that Masefield’s colloquial reality (or perceived reality) enlarged the range of expression for the Great War poets. On a more general level it is perhaps worth recording that in 1902 Masefield’s first publisher, Grant Richards, was anxious about use of the word ‘bloody’. Similar concerns – admittedly over a broader spectrum – were later voiced by Richards to Joyce over Dubliners. Robert Graves claimed that Masefield’s innovation in The Everlasting Mercy emboldened Bernard Shaw to make the word the dramatic climax of Pygmalion.24

         To counter critical attacks, we should remember that Masefield saw himself as a writer of tales, concerned with narrative. This is now deeply unfashionable. In an appreciation of Masefield, G. Wilson Knight noted ‘our twentieth-century literature shows a dearth of narrative poetry’.25 Masefield’s subjects included the legends of Arthur and Troy. He was not a reactionary, but then neither were his readers. The modern critic should, I think, reflect on Masefield’s popularity. The first book form of Eliot’s The Waste Land was printed in an (American) edition of 1000 copies. In the same year the first edition of Masefield’s Collected Poems was ten times that number. Admittedly, Eliot had previously published his work in a periodical, but the first English edition of The Waste Land was a mere 460 copies. Commercial popularity is not, of course, a factor in modern criticism. Yet the modern critic who decides that his views are more valuable than those of a contemporary audience is, surely, rather reckless, regardless of his critical school. Masefield’s mentor was W.B. Yeats, his hero was Chaucer. He did not, necessarily, listen to critics:

         
            To hear these critics, one would think that the diviner qualities of art were within the reach of all, for the taking. Let them try it. That may teach them a little humility; but they know better than to try it. They know it is a good deal easier to praise or blame than to understand.26

         

         Masefield’s style is unfashionable. He is not a modernist or an intellectual poet. His verse is expansive in form and scope, his language, poetic form and allusions are simple and his readers are welcomed into accessible works. His focus occasionally becomes indulgent; he enjoys providing lists, xxiihis rhymes are often trite or strained and his rhythm faulty. His complete works are, moreover, vast and highly variable in quality. He is not reactionary to the past and his literary heritage. Here is a writer, however, who is engaging and eloquent. Reading Masefield is a highly rewarding, entertaining experience. He can be witty, emotionally charged and shocking. He can also spin a good yarn.

         
            * * * *

         

         John Masefield is no longer a contemporary poet. In the twenty-first century we might start to assess the difference between Masefield’s contemporary reputation and that in which he is held today. Re-evaluation is a precious opportunity. Betjeman identified ‘Sea-Fever’ and ‘Cargoes’ as two poems that are exceptionally well-known and have entered the national consciousness. Yet after publishing ‘Sea-Fever’ in 1902 and ‘Cargoes’ in 1903 Masefield enjoyed a successful career over another half-century. If today we read Masefield because of two early poems we are surely missing something that Masefield’s contemporaries saw. Should we care?

         It would have been impossible for Masefield to have enjoyed a long and successful career resting on laurels earned solely from two early poems. Today we must ask why Masefield was a popular, financially successful and acclaimed writer. To facilitate this we must rescue some of his work and resist the reduction of his canon to six stanzas. If modern readers find little of interest in the works of Masefield we should, at least, reflect on the views of the author’s contemporary public. Between 1923 and 1930 Collected Poems sold more than 100,000 copies.27 We should care about this if we do not want a distorted view of literature in which academic disinterest deprives readers of enjoyment.

         Bibliographical examination of Masefield and his work reveals that the author made a series of flawed business decisions. On numerous occasions he rejected the advances made by film companies. He resisted the interest of the popular paperback revolution and continued to drive hard bargains. He suppressed early work that had been popular and strove to control the canon of his work. Broadcasting was rarely welcomed. Increasingly, Masefield became a recluse. The public for which he had written was shunned. Several have suggested that the most fitting epitaph for Masefield was that which he wrote for the Wanderer:

         
            
               Mocked and deserted by the common man,

               Made half-divine to me through having failed.28

            

         

         xxiiiWriting in 1952 about second-hand book-stalls, Masefield made a statement, however, that seems particularly appropriate. The Poet Laureate wrote that ‘the out-of-fashion is always cheap, and usually much better than the fashion has the wit to think.’29

         
             

         

         Dr Philip W. Errington
Department of Printed Books and Manuscripts, Sotheby’s
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               1

               from Salt-Water Ballads

               A Consecration

            

            
               
                  Not of the princes and prelates with periwigged charioteers

                  Riding triumphantly laurelled to lap the fat of the years, –

                  Rather the scorned – the rejected – the men hemmed in with the spears;

               

               
                  The men of the tattered battalion which fights till it dies,

                  Dazed with the dust of the battle, the din and the cries,

                  The men with the broken heads and the blood running into their eyes.

               

               
                  Not the be-medalled Commander, beloved of the throne,

                  Riding cock-horse to parade when the bugles are blown,

                  But the lads who carried the koppie and cannot be known.

               

               
                  Not the ruler for me, but the ranker, the tramp of the road,

                  The slave with the sack on his shoulders pricked on with the goad,

                  The man with too weighty a burden, too weary a load.

               

               
                  The sailor, the stoker of steamers, the man with the clout,

                  The chantyman bent at the halliards putting a tune to the shout,

                  The drowsy man at the wheel and the tired look-out.

               

               
                  Others may sing of the wine and the wealth and the mirth,

                  The portly presence of potentates goodly in girth; –

                  Mine be the dirt and the dross, the dust and scum of the earth!

               

               
                  theirs be the music, the colour, the glory, the gold;

                  Mine be a handful of ashes, a mouthful of mould.

                  Of the maimed, of the halt and the blind in the rain and the cold –

               

               
                  Of these shall my songs be fashioned, my tales be told.

               

               AMEN.

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
2
               Burial Party

            

            
               
                  ‘He’s deader ’n nails,’ the fo’c’s’le said, ‘’n’ gone to his long sleep’;

                  ‘’N’ about his corp,’ said Tom to Dan, ‘d’ye think his corp’ll keep

                  Till the day’s done, ’n’ the work’s through, ’n’ the ebb’s upon the neap?’

               

               
                  ‘He’s deader ’n nails,’ said Dan to Tom, ‘’n’ I wish his sperrit j’y;

                  He spat straight ’n’ he steered true, but listen to me, say I,

                  Take ’n’ cover ’n’ bury him now, ’n’ I’ll take ’n’ tell you why.

               

               
                  ‘It’s a rummy rig of a guffy’s yarn, ’n’ the juice of a rummy note,

                  But if you buries a corp at night, it takes ’n’ keeps afloat,

                  For its bloody soul’s afraid o’ the dark ’n’ sticks within the throat.

               

               
                  ‘’N’ all the night till the grey o’ the dawn the dead ’un has to swim

                  With a blue ’n’ beastly Will o’ the Wisp a-burnin’ over him,

                  With a herring, maybe, a-scoffin’ a toe or a shark a-chewin’ a limb.

               

               
                  ‘’N’ all the night the shiverin’ corp it has to swim the sea,

                  With its shudderin’ soul inside the throat (where a soul’s no right to be),

                  Till the sky’s grey ’n’ the dawn’s clear, ’n’ then the sperrit’s free.

               

               
                  ‘Now Joe was a man was right as rain. I’m sort of sore for Joe,

                  ’N’ if we bury him durin’ the day, his soul can take ’n’ go;

                  So we’ll dump his corp when the bell strikes ’n’ we can get below.

               

               
                  ‘I’d fairly hate for him to swim in a blue ’n’ beastly light,

                  With his shudderin’ soul inside of him a-feelin’ the fishes bite,

                  So over he goes at noon, say I, ’n’ he shall sleep tonight.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
3
               Bill

            

            
               
                  He lay dead on the cluttered deck and stared at the cold skies,

                  With never a friend to mourn for him nor a hand to close his eyes:

                  ‘Bill, he’s dead,’ was all they said; ‘he’s dead, ’n’ there he lies.’

               

               
                  The mate came forrard at seven bells and spat across the rail:

                  ‘Just lash him up wi’ some holystone in a clout o’ rotten sail,

                  ’N’, rot ye, get a gait on ye, ye’re slower’n a bloody snail!’

               

               
                  When the rising moon was a copper disc and the sea was a strip of steel,

                  We dumped him down to the swaying weeds ten fathom beneath the keel.

                  ‘It’s rough about Bill,’ the fo’c’s’le said, ‘we’ll have to stand his wheel.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Fever Ship

            

            
               
                  There’ll be no weepin’ gells ashore when our ship sails,

                  Nor no crews cheerin’ us, standin’ at the rails,

                  ’N’ no Blue Peter a-foul the royal stay,

                  For we’ve the Yellow Fever – Harry died to-day. –

                  It’s cruel when a fo’c’s’le gets the fever!

               

               
                  ’N’ Dick has got the fever-shakes, ’n’ look what I was told

                  (I went to get a sack for him to keep him from the cold):

                  ‘Sir, can I have a sack?’ I says, ‘for Dick ’e’s fit to die.’

                  ‘Oh, sack be shot!’ the skipper says, ‘jest let the rotter lie!’ –

                  It’s cruel when a fo’c’s’le gets the fever!

               

               
                  It’s a cruel port is Santos, and a hungry land,

                  With rows o’ graves already dug in yonder strip of sand,

                  ’N’ Dick is hollerin’ up the hatch, ’e says ’e’s goin’ blue,

                  His pore teeth are chattering, ’n’ what’s a man to do? –

                  It’s cruel when a fo’c’s’le gets the fever!

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
4
               Hell’s Pavement

            

            
               
                  ‘When I’m discharged in Liverpool ’n’ draws my bit o’ pay,

                  I won’t come to sea no more.

                  I’ll court a pretty little lass ’n’ have a weddin’ day,

                  ’N’ settle somewhere down ashore.

                  I’ll never fare to sea again a-temptin’ Davy Jones,

                  ’A-hearkening to the cruel sharks a-hungerin’ for my bones;

                  I’ll run a blushin’ dairy-farm or go a-crackin’ stones,

                  Or buy ’n’ keep a little liquor-store,’ –

                  So he said.

               

               
                  They towed her in to Liverpool, we made the hooker fast,

                  And the copper-bound officials paid the crew,

                  And Billy drew his money, but the money didn’t last,

                  For he painted the alongshore blue, –

                  It was rum for Poll, and rum for Nan, and gin for Jolly Jack.

                  He shipped a week later in the clothes upon his back,

                  He had to pinch a little straw, he had to beg a sack

                  To sleep on, when his watch was through, –

                  So he did.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Sea-Change

               
                  ‘Oh Pythagoras – I sailed with thee last voyage.’

                  Herman Melville

               

            

            
               
                  ‘Goneys an’ gullies an’ all o’ the birds o’ the sea,

                  They ain’t no birds, not really,’ said Billy the Dane.

                  ‘Not mollies, nor gullies, nor goneys at all,’ said he,

                  ‘But simply the sperrits of mariners livin’ again.

               

               
                  ‘Them birds goin’ fishin’ is nothin’ but souls o’ the drowned,

                  Souls o’ the drowned an’ the kicked as are never no more;

                  An’ that there haughty old albatross cruisin’ around,

                  Belike he’s Admiral Nelson or Admiral Noah. 5

               

               
                  ‘An’ merry’s the life they are living. They settle and dip,

                  They fishes, they never stands watches, they waggle their wings;

                  When a ship comes by, they fly to look at the ship

                  To see how the nowaday mariners manages things.

               

               
                  When freezing aloft in a snorter, I tell you I wish –

                  (Though maybe it ain’t like a Christian) – I wish I could be

                  A haughty old copper-bound albatross dipping for fish

                  And coming the proud over all o’ the birds o’ the sea.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Harbour-Bar

               
                  ‘It was very sad about old Hal. He’d been ailing for two weeks, and died as we were towing up the river.’

                  An Unofficial Log

               

            

            
               
                  All in the feathered palm-tree tops the bright green parrots screech,

                  The white line of the running surf goes booming down the beach,

                  But I shall never see them, though the land lies close aboard,

                  I’ve shaped the last long silent tack as takes one to the Lord.

               

               
                  Give me the Scripters, Jakey, ’n’ my pipe atween my lips,

                  I’m bound for somewhere south and far beyond the track of ships;

                  I’ve run my rags of colours up and clinched them to the stay,

                  And God the pilot’s come aboard to bring me up the bay.

               

               
                  You’ll mainsail-haul my bits o’ things when Christ has took my soul,

                  ’N’ you’ll lay me quiet somewhere at the landward end the Mole,

                  Where I shall hear the steamers’ sterns a-squattering from the heave,

                  And the topsail blocks a-piping when a rope-yarn fouls the sheave.

               

               
                  Give me a sup of lime-juice; Lord, I’m drifting in to port,

                  The landfall lies to windward and the wind comes light and short,

                  And I’m for signing off and out to take my watch below,

                  And – prop a fellow, Jakey – Lord, it’s time for me to go!

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
6
               Nicias Moriturus

            

            
               
                  An’ Bill can have my sea-boots, Nigger Jim can have my knife,

                  You can divvy up the dungarees an’ bed,

                  An’ the ship can have my blessing, an’ the Lord can have my life,

                  An’ sails an’ fish my body when I’m dead.

               

               
                  An’ dreaming down below there in the tangled greens an’ blues,

                  Where the sunlight shudders golden round about,

                  I shall hear the ships complainin’ an’ the cursin’ of the crews,

                  An’ be sorry when the watch is tumbled out.

               

               
                  I shall hear them hilly-hollying the weather crojick brace,

                  And the sucking of the wash about the hull;

                  When they chanty up the topsail I’ll be hauling in my place,

                  For my soul will follow seawards like a gull.

               

               
                  I shall hear the blocks a-grunting in the bumpkins over-side,

                  An’ the slatting of the storm-sails on the stay,

                  An’ the rippling of the catspaw at the making of the tide,

                  An’ the swirl and splash of porpoises at play.

               

               
                  An’ Bill can have my sea-boots, Nigger Jim can have my knife,

                  You can divvy up the whack I haven’t scofft,

                  An’ the ship can have my blessing and the Lord can have my life,

                  For it’s time I quit the deck and went aloft.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               A Night at Dago Tom’s

            

            
               
                  Oh yesterday, I t’ink it was, while cruisin’ down the street,

                  I met with Bill. – ‘Hullo,’ he says, ‘let’s give the girls a treat.’

                  We’d red bandanas round our necks ’n’ our shrouds new rattled down,

                  So we filled a couple of Santy Cruz and cleared for Sailor Town. 7

               

               
                  We scooted south with a press of sail till we fetched to a caboose,

                  The ‘Sailor’s Rest,’ by Dago Tom, alongside ‘Paddy’s Goose.’

                  Red curtains to the windies, ay, ’n’ white sand to the floor,

                  And an old blind fiddler liltin’ the tune of ‘Lowlands no more.’

               

               
                  He played the ‘Shaking of the Sheets’ ’n’ the couples did advance,

                  Bowing, stamping, curtsying, in the shuffling of the dance;

                  The old floor rocked and quivered, so it struck beholders dumb,

                  ’N’ arterwards there was sweet songs ’n’ good Jamaikey rum.

               

               
                  ’N’ there was many a merry yarn of many a merry spree

                  Aboard the ships with royals set a-sailing on the sea,

                  Yarns of the hooker ‘Spindrift,’ her as had the clipper-bow, –

                  ‘There ain’t no ships,’ says Bill to me, ‘like that there hooker now.’

               

               
                  When the old blind fiddler played the tune of ‘Pipe the Watch Below,’

                  The skew-eyed landlord dowsed the glim and bade us ‘stamp ’n’ go,’

                  ’N’ we linked it home, did Bill ’n’ I, adown the scattered streets,

                  Until we fetched to Land o’ Nod atween the linen sheets.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               ‘Port o’ Many Ships’

            

            
               
                  ‘It’s a sunny pleasant anchorage, is Kingdom Come,

                  Where crews is always layin’ aft for double-tots o’ rum,

                  ’N’ there’s dancin’ ’n’ fiddlin’ of ev’ry kind o’ sort,

                  It’s a fine place for sailor-men is that there port.

                  ’N’ I wish –

                  I wish as I was there.

               

               
                  ‘The winds is never nothin’ more than jest light airs,

                  ’N’ no-one gets belayin’-pinned, ’n’ no-one never swears,

                  Yer free to loaf an’ laze around, yer pipe atween yer lips,

                  Lollin’ on the fo’c’s’le, sonny, lookin’ at the ships.

                  ’N’ I wish –

                  I wish as I was there.8

               

               
                  ‘For ridin’ in the anchorage the ships of all the world

                  Have got one anchor down ’n’ all sails furled.

                  All the sunken hookers ’n’ the crews as took ’n’ died

                  They lays there merry, sonny, swingin’ to the tide.

                  ’N’ I wish –

                  I wish as I was there.

               

               
                  ‘Drowned old wooden hookers green wi’ drippin’ wrack,

                  Ships as never fetched to port, as never came back,

                  Swingin’ to the blushin’ tide, dippin’ to the swell,

                  ’N’ the crews all singin’, sonny, beatin’ on the bell.

                  ’N’ I wish –

                  I wish as I was there.’

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            
               Mother Carey

               
                  (As Told Me by the Bo’sun)

               

            

            
               
                  Mother Carey? She’s the mother o’ the witches

                  ’N’ all them sort o’ rips;

                  She’s a fine gell to look at, but the hitch is,

                  She’s a sight too fond of ships.

                  She lives upon a iceberg to the norred,

                  An’ her man he’s Davy Jones,

                  ’N’ she combs the weeds upon her forred

                  With pore drowned sailors’ bones.

               

               
                  She’s the mother o’ the wrecks, ’n’ the mother

                  Of all big winds as blows;

                  She’s up to some deviltry or other

                  When it storms, or sleets, or snows.

                  The noise of the wind’s her screamin’,

                  ‘I’m arter a plump, young, fine,

                  Brass-buttoned, beefy-ribbed young seam’n

                  So as me ’n’ my mate kin dine.’9

               

               
                  She’s a hungry old rip ’n’ a cruel

                  For sailor-men like we,

                  She’s give a many mariners the gruel

                  ’N’ a long sleep under sea.

                  She’s the blood o’ many a crew upon her

                  ’N’ the bones of many a wreck,

                  ’N’ she’s barnacles a-growin’ on her

                  ’N’ shark’s teeth round her neck.

               

               
                  I ain’t never had no schoolin’

                  Nor read no books like you,

                  But I knows ’t ain’t healthy to be foolin’

                  With that there gristly two.

                  You’re young, you thinks, ’n’ you’re lairy,

                  But if you’re to make old bones,

                  Steer clear, I says, o’ Mother Carey

                  ’N’ that there Davy Jones.
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