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Queen Elizabeth II was ten when her father became King George VI upon the abdication of his elder brother, the uncrowned Edward VIII; her father’s early death, aged fifty-six, sixty years ago this year of 2012, resulted in her coronation in Westminster Abbey, aged twenty-six, on 2 June 1953. The Queen has received twelve prime ministers, from Sir Winston Churchill to David Cameron, and she is the second longest serving British monarch after Queen Victoria. Jubilee Lines explores these sixty extraordinary years with a newly commissioned poem for each year, and in doing so brings together sixty UK and Commonwealth poets. In ‘Winged Back’, his poem for 1953, the Welsh poet Dannie Abse recalls the ‘linseed willow-sound | of Compton and Edrich winning the Ashes’, but a shadow falls in the next line of the poem where he reminds us that ‘Elsewhere, Troy always burning’. Sure enough, Gillian Clarke and Douglas Dunn are alert not only to the embryonic rock’n’roll of Bill Haley (soon to be blown away like a dandelion clock by the arrival of Elvis Presley) but to the crises in Suez and Hungary, the ‘tanks in Budapest’. (This sense of vigilance is common throughout the anthology in poems by, among others, Sean O’Brien and Robert Minhinnick.) Meanwhile, a newly-pregnant Fleur Adcock (‘Pregnancy was a little bit rude’) stands in the crowd during a Royal visit to her native New Zealand and Michael Longley (like Adcock, a future recipient of the Queen’s Gold Medal for Poetry) reads Classics at Trinity College, Dublin where, in 1958, he first meets his wife-to-be of fifty years.


The poems offer a fascinating mix of the personal and the public, the political and the poetic. We read here of the revolution in Cuba, the Cold War, The Beatles, the assassination of President Kennedy; of Ruth Fainlight’s doomed literary friendship with Sylvia Plath; of CND, feminism and The Female Eunuch. Wendy Cope writes humorously about hippies and Simon Armitage alliteratively about the Falklands War. Imtiaz Dharker, dancing in Glasgow to the Bee Gees, reminds us that Steve Biko, Groucho Marx, Robert Lowell and Elvis all died in 1977, by which time the Queen had been on the throne for a quarter of a century. Elsewhere, we find Ronald Reagan, John Lennon, Lester Piggott, Edward Heath, Marlene Dietrich, Saddam Hussein, Indira Ghandi, Valentina Tereshkova and (courtesy of Ian McMillan – who else? – ) Barnsley Football Club. There are poems which recall the Miners’ Strike, Greenham Common, the Great Storm of 1987, the Berlin Wall and the Millennium.


Amid this, the individual voices of the poets are always personal and particular and variously accessible or complex, free or formal – a truly democratic mix. Some of our best-known and senior poets are represented here alongside new or young poets at the start of their careers. Putting the poems together, 1953–2012, I was struck by how swiftly the sixty years seem to pass, compressed into the individual moments of the poems, fossils of what they were, and was reminded again that all poetry is concerned with time. The subjects of these poems range from birth to bereavement, their soundtracks include The Doors, Otis Redding and Pink Floyd; assembled, they are time-travel in words. ‘We will not be this way again,’ writes Antony Dunn in ‘Eighteen’, his poem for 1991. Jacob Polley, for 2005, writes ‘suddenly you have your own | empty head in your hands’. And from Helen Mort, in her ‘Anthropocene’ for 2011, we read ‘We’ve changed the world as much as asteroids | or earthquakes off-the-scale once did’.


I thank all the poets here for their generosity in participating in this project and for adding Poetry’s voice to the Diamond Jubilee, 2012, in sixty poems which reflect on who we were, where we have been, and what we have done.
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1953


DANNIE ABSE


Winged Back







Strange the potency of a cheap dance tune.


– NOEL COWARD









One such winged me back to a different post-code,


to an England that like a translation


almost was, to my muscular days


that were marvellous being ordinary.


365 days, marvellous;







to an England where sweet-rationing ended,


where nature tamely resumed its capture


behind park railings. Few thorns. Fewer thistles;


to Vivat Regina and the linseed willow-sound


of Compton and Edrich winning the Ashes.







Elsewhere, Troy always burning. Newspaper stuff.


The recurring decimal of calamity.


Famine. Murder. Pollinating fires.


When they stubbed one out another one flared.


Statesmen lit their cigars from the embers.










They still do. With every enrichment


an injury. They bicker and banquet,


confer and dally, pull on cigars that glow


with blood-light. And the year 1953,


like the arson of Troy, is elsewhere. Ashes.






























1954


FLEUR ADCOCK


The Royal Visit









I took my baby to see the Queen.


He was not yet born, but she wouldn’t wait.


She was wearing an evening gown


of silver brocade, although it was lunchtime;


but then she was opening Parliament.







I had on a maternity smock –


it wasn’t the thing to parade your bulge,


even for a respectable woman


like me, married more than a year.


Pregnancy was a little bit rude.







It took five minutes from my house,


facing the bulk of Tinakori Hill,


to Parliament and the sunshiny crowds.


I didn’t wave, but the baby inside me


waggled his limbs in a loyal kick.










SS Gothic was chugging south


around the coastline to scoop up the Queen


from Bluff on a date long preordained.


Meanwhile biology and hormones


were organising my own rendezvous.







Two months later, when I’d turned twenty


and given birth, I’d find myself chanting


‘I’ve got a B.A. and a B.A.B.Y.’


I could almost believe my life would glide on


with the smoothly oiled timing of a royal tour. 






























1955


GILLIAN CLARKE


Running Away to the Sea









It might have been heatstroke, the unfocussed flame of desire


for a name in a book, a face on the screen, the anonymous


object of love. Two schoolgirls running like wildfire,


bunking off through dunes to the sea, breathless.







We were lost and free, East of Eden.


It was James Dean, Elvis, Bill Haley and the Comets.


It was Heartbreak Hotel on the gramophone.


It was Heathcliff by torchlight in bed after lights-out.







The dunes were molten glass. We slowed to a dawdle,


rippling sand with our toes, grains of gold


through our fingers, on our skin, in our hair,


without words to say why, or who, or where.







This I remember. The hour was still, bees


browsing sea-lavender, and beyond the dunes


the channel as blue as the Gulf of Araby,


a name from the drowse of a day-dreaming lesson,







sun on the board, the chalk, Sister’s hand, a far-away


voice, as if heard through water, murmuring rosaries:


Egypt, the Red Sea, the Bitter Lakes, Suez.


A psalm of biblical names called Geography.







That was the last day the world stood still. In a year


there’d be tanks in Budapest, over Sinai bombers on the move,


and I’d be in the streets on the march against war,


as Empires loosened their grip. It was almost like love.
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