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Publisher’s Note





Remains of Elmet was first published in 1979, with photographs by Fay Godwin. The sequence, without photographs, was reprinted in Three Books (1993), which omitted nineteen poems, revised the texts of other poems and altered titles. These are available in Collected Poems (2003), with details of all variants. The present edition reprints, for the first time, the text of Remains of Elmet (1979). In addition to the original prefatory note, it includes the extended note which Ted Hughes wrote for the inclusion of the sequence in Three Books. 



















Six years into her posthumous life 











Six years into her posthumous life


My uncle raises my Mother’s face


And says Yes he would love a cup of tea. 







Her memory still intact, still good


Under his baldness.


Her hands a little plumper, trembling more


Chatter his cup in its saucer.







Keeping their last eighty years alive and attached to me,


Keeping their strange depths alive and attached to me.







He renews his prime exercising what happened,


As his body tries to renew its cells –







Air hijacked in the larynx


To fly a dream, populated with glimpses –







And the smoky valley opens, the womb that bore him,


Chimney above chimney, hill over hill,


A happy hell, the arguing immortal dead,


The hymns rising past farms –







He has brought me my last inheritance,


Archaeology of the mouth,


Treasures that crumble at the touch of day –







The huge fish, the prize of a lifetime,


Exhausted at the surface, the eye staring up at me,


But on such a frayed, fraying hair-fineness –







Any moment now, a last kick


And the dark river will fold it away.































Prefatory piece by Ted Hughes





The Calder valley, west of Halifax, was the last ditch of Elmet, the last British Celtic kingdom to fall to the Angles. For centuries it was considered a more or less uninhabitable wilderness, a notorious refuge for criminals, a hide-out for refugees. Then in the early 1800s it became the cradle for the Industrial Revolution in textiles, and the upper Calder became ‘the hardest-worked river in England’.


Throughout my lifetime, since 1930, I have watched the mills of the region and their attendant chapels die. Within the last fifteen years the end has come. They are now virtually dead, and the population of the valley and the hillsides, so rooted for so long, is changing rapidly.


Fay Godwin set out to capture some impressions of this landscape at this moment, and her photographs moved me to write the accompanying poems.
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Where the Mothers









Gallop their souls







Where the howlings of heaven


Pour down onto earth


Looking for bodies


Of birds, animals, people







A happiness starts up, secret and wild,


Like a lark-song just out of hearing


Hidden in the wind







A silent evil joy


Like a star-broken stone


Who knows nothing more can happen to it


In its cradle-grave.






























Hardcastle Crags









“Think often of the silent valley, for the god lives there.”


But here the leaf-loam silence


Is old siftings of sewing machines and shuttles,


And the silence of ant-warfare on pine-needles


Is like the silence of clogs over cobbles,


And the beech-tree solemnities


Muffle much cordite.







In a deep gorge under palaeolithic moorland


Meditation of conifers, a hide-out of elation,


Is a grave of echoes.


Name-lists off cenotaphs tangle here to mystify


The voice of the dilapidated river


And picnickers who paddle in the fringes of fear.


Far above, mown fields escape like wings.







But happiness is now broken water at the bottom of a precipice


Where the red squirrel drops shavings from a branch-end of survival


And beech-roots repair a population


Of fox and badger. And the air-stir releases


The love-murmurs of a generation of slaves


Whose bones melted in Asia Minor.






























Lumb Chimneys









Days are chucked out at night.


The huge labour of leaf is simply thrown away.


Great yesterdays are left lying.







Nose upwind, the slogging world


Cannot look aside or backward.







Brave dreams and their mortgaged walls are let rot in the rain.


The dear flesh is finally too much.


Heirloom bones are dumped into wet holes.


And spirit does what it can to save itself alone.







Nothing really cares. But soil deepens.







And the nettle venoms into place


Like a cynical old woman in the food-queue.
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