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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.
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Foreword





I think The Iron Man is best read aloud. Sometimes I think that maybe Ted Hughes wrote it to be read aloud. Certainly it was a tale he first told to his children as a bedtime story. I read it aloud often to classes of children when I was a teacher. They loved listening to it, I loved reading it.


No story I know has a more dramatic beginning. Those first few sentences are like a drum roll and a clash of cymbals. In fact I’m not sure The Iron Man is a story at all. It is more a poem, in which the words make the music, and the music makes the story. Read it out loud, as if you are making it up as you go along, and  listen to the music in the words, in the story. Lose yourself in the story, in the music, and you will see it and hear it ‘in your mind’s eye’. Try it, it will happen!


And when you have finished reading it out loud, I wonder what will stay most in your mind. Will it be the Iron Man falling off the cliff? Will it be the magic of how he manages to find all his bits and pieces and put himself together again? He was no Humpty Dumpty, this Iron Man, that’s for sure. Or will it be the tenderness of the friendship between Hogarth, a little country boy, and this strange all-powerful iron giant who needs to feed on iron fences and wire and farmyard implements to keep himself alive, who needs Hogarth’s help to survive? All of those moments and more linger long in the mind for me. 


But then this story suddenly takes on a whole new dimension. As you read it aloud, you can almost hear Ted Hughes making it up as he goes along, taking it away from the farmyard fable and launching into the stratosphere. Suddenly, The Iron Man has become an epic space story, with his friend Hogarth, his family and indeed the entire Earth’s very existence, now threatened by the fiendish space-bat-angel-dragon. Only the courage of the Iron Man can save the world. Good and Evil confront one another up there. Hogarth and the world can only look on and hope. And we can only hope with them.


Read it right, which means read it with words and music at full volume, with your head full of the sound and fury of it all, and you will be breathless with the terror of it, as Hogarth was. 


I was not there when Ted Hughes first told that story, but he would have told it his way, with every word mattering, every pause meant. You can tell it your way, but in your telling you will be speaking his words, so telling it his way too.




 





Michael Morpurgo
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The Coming of the Iron Man





The Iron Man came to the top of the cliff.


How far had he walked? Nobody knows. Where had he come from? Nobody knows. How was he made?  Nobody knows.


Taller than a house, the Iron Man stood at the top of the cliff, on the very brink, in the darkness.


The wind sang through his iron fingers. His great iron head, shaped like a dustbin but as big as a bedroom, slowly turned to the right, slowly turned to the left. His iron ears turned, this way, that way. He was hearing the sea. His eyes, like headlamps, glowed white, then red, then infra-red, searching the sea. Never before had the  Iron Man seen the sea.


He swayed in the strong wind that pressed against his back. He swayed forward, on the brink of the high cliff.


And his right foot, his enormous iron right foot, lifted – up, out, into space, and the Iron Man stepped forward, off the cliff, into nothingness.
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Down the cliff the Iron Man came toppling, head over heels. 




CRASH!


CRASH!


CRASH!





From rock to rock, snag to snag, tumbling slowly. And as he crashed and crashed and crashed


His iron legs fell off.


His iron arms broke off, and the hands broke off the arms.


His great iron ears fell off and his eyes fell out.


His great iron head fell off. 


All the separate pieces tumbled, scattered, crashing, bumping, clanging, down on to the rocky beach far below.


A few rocks tumbled with him.


Then


Silence.


Only the sound of the sea, chewing away at the edge of the rocky beach, where the bits and pieces of the Iron Man lay scattered far and wide, silent and unmoving.


Only one of the iron hands, lying beside an old sand-logged washed-up  seaman’s boot, waved its fingers for a minute, like a crab on its back. Then it lay still.


While the stars went on wheeling through the sky and the wind went on tugging at the grass on the clifftop and the sea went on boiling and booming.


Nobody knew the Iron Man had fallen.


Night passed.


Just before dawn, as the darkness grew blue and the shapes of the  rocks separated from each other, two seagulls flew crying over the rocks. They landed on a patch of sand. They had two chicks in a nest on the cliff. Now they were searching for food.


One of the seagulls flew up – Aaaaaark! He had seen something. He glided low over the sharp rocks. He landed and picked something up. Something shiny, round and hard. It was one of the Iron Man’s eyes. He brought it back to his mate. They both looked at this strange thing. And the  eye looked at them. It rolled from side to side looking first at one gull, then at the other. The gulls, peering at it, thought it was a strange kind of clam, peeping at them from its shell.


Then the other gull flew up, wheeled around and landed and picked something up. Some awkward, heavy thing. The gull flew low and slowly, dragging the heavy thing. Finally, the gull dropped it beside the eye. This new thing had five legs. It moved. The gulls thought it was a  strange kind of crab. They thought they had found a strange crab and a strange clam. They did not know they had found the Iron Man’s eye and the Iron Man’s right hand.


But as soon as the eye and the hand got together the eye looked at the hand. Its light glowed blue. The hand stood up on three fingers and its thumb, and craned its forefinger like a long nose. It felt around. It touched the eye. Gleefully it picked up the eye, and tucked it under its middle finger.  The eye peered out, between the forefinger and thumb. Now the hand could see.


It looked around. Then it darted and jabbed one of the gulls with its stiffly held finger, then darted at the other and jabbed him. The two gulls flew up into the wind with a frightened cry.


Slowly then the hand crept over the stones, searching. It ran forward suddenly, grabbed something and tugged. But the thing was stuck  between two rocks. The thing was one of the Iron Man’s arms. At last the hand left the arm and went scuttling hither and thither among the rocks, till it stopped, and touched something gently. This thing was the other hand. This new hand stood up and hooked its finger round the little finger of the hand with the eye, and let itself be led. Now the two hands, the seeing one leading the blind one, walking on their finger-tips, went back together to the arm, and together they tugged it free.  The hand with the eye fastened itself on to the wrist of the arm. The arm stood up and walked on its hand. The other hand clung on behind as before, and this strange trio went searching.
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