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To Fold the Evening Star: New & Selected Poems


Ian McMillan is among the UK’s most popular living poets. His books of poems, stories, and non-fiction have drawn audiences for almost forty years. Born in Barnsley in 1956, Ian became a freelance writer, performer and broadcaster in 1981. He worked for years with The Circus of Poets performance poetry group and Versewagon, the world’s first mobile writing workshop, and then with Martyn Wiley as Yakety Yak. Since then he has worked in schools, theatres, arts centres, fields and front rooms. He is the presenter of BBC Radio 3’s weekly poetry programme The Verb and has written comedy for radio and plays for the stage, and has worked extensively for BBC radio and television. He has collaborated widely with composers, artists and cartoonists. He is an honorary doctor of Sheffield Hallam University, Staffordshire University, York St John’s University, Lancaster University, and Huddersfield University, and has been a Visiting Professor at Bolton University. Ian has been the poet-in-residence for English National Opera, The Academy of Urbanism, Humberside Police, and Barnsley FC. His many books of verse include The Changing Problem (Carcanet, 1980), Dad, the Donkey’s On Fire (Carcanet, 1994), Perfect Catch (Carcanet, 2000), Talking Myself Home (John Murray, 2008), and Jazz Peas (smith|doorstop, 2014). He still lives in his hometown Barnsley.
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Dad, The Donkey’s on Fire
(1994)







Kake Yourself Comfortable



Kome in. Sit Kown.


Kake yourself comfortable.


 


Kup of Kea? Bit of Kake?


Kilk? Kugar?


 


My problem? You Kish


to Kiscuss it?


 


Ah yes. The letter K.


Well, Kit all goes back


 


Ko Ky Khildhood. We were


very Koor. I only had one


 


Koy. A building Krick with


Ketters on. Except all the


 


Ketters had Keen Kubbed off,


except one. All my childhood


 


I Konly Kever saw Kone letter.


The letter S.






Why We Need Libraries



It is the mid-sixties, and it


does not matter which year exactly;


 


it may have been the year Mrs White


threw water on the cat. It may not.


 


At the bottom of the hill, opposite


the football factory which will close


 


in 1981 (although nobody knows this


because nobody can look into the future


 


in fact the future is a pair


of stout walking boots in a sealed box)


 


they are loading books from the old


library to take to the new library


 


which is near the new clinic and not


far from the new old folks’ home


 


at the top of the hill. Yes, isn’t


it symbolic that these new things are


 


at the top of the hill. Yes, isn’t


that Ian McMillan and his pal Chris


 


Allatt waiting outside the empty new


library, the green tickets in their


 


fists, their eyes hungry for Biggies?


It is the mid-sixties, and the future


 


is waiting to walk away from us, briskly,


as though we smell funny, leaving the new


 


library to darken and crack into the old


library, closed on Saturday afternoons


 


Everyman I will go with thee and be thy


guide except on Saturday afternoons and


 


sometimes all day Mondays and sometimes


certain days for the need of money to pay


 


the people who open the doors to let the books


out. You never know what will happen, though,


 


because the future is a book in a private


library. Unless we can request that book


 


and borrow it and read it and read it.






Pit Closure as Art



In the centre of


the major retrospective


there is a door


which you open.


 


As you open it


certain nerves


in the face


are jangled


artificially:


you smile.


 


The smile becomes


the property of


The Artist.


 


Beyond the door


is a room


and another door.


 


You walk over to the door.


 


The catalogue says


‘The door will not be locked’


but the catalogue also


is part of The Art.


 


The door is locked.


The door you came through


is locked. The Artist


has served The Art well.


 


As you stand there


certain nerves


in the eyes


are jangled


artificially:


you weep.


 


The tears become


the property of


The Artist.


 


You dig to keep warm.


The Artist arrests you for digging.


The Artist smashes your head


for pounding on the door.


 


The Artist prevents you


walking to the door.


 


All this is part of The Art.


The Artist has refined The Art well.






Lilian’s Poem



A white box


with a bunch of violets on.


That’s what I remember most.


 


The gaffer’s name was Jones


and he wouldn’t let you sing.


The girls liked to sing.


 


Nobody liked Mr Bowman.


He used to come and stand over you.


He stood over me.


 


A man came round every month


to put poison on the floor,


poison on the floor for the rats.


 


In the war men came to the door,


wanting their wives to come home,


wanting their wives to come home with them.


 


But I remember most


the violets


on the blue box.


 


 


(Lilian was a housebound woman I worked with when I was writer-in-residence with Age Concern Leicester in 1987/8. The words are all hers.)






Death’s Feet



I don’t know. Sometimes you lie


and then you call it art. The man said


‘Are you working on a novel?’ and


 


I said, YES, O YES, YES I AM, YES.


And he said ‘I hope it’s one of your


Inspector McMillan novels. I just


 


love his jutting jaw, and the way


he solves it on the penultimate


page, leaving the last page free


 


for recipes.’ And I said YES O YES


AYE AR THIS IS IT PAL AYE AR YES.


And he said ‘Do you have a title


 


for it?’ And I coughed and said


COUGH ER AR TITLE AR WELL THA


KNOWS SEMMAS COUGH ER death’s feet.


 


Come stalky stalky


up the path


feeling your tie


in the moon’s pale light.






Husband and Wife



We had to move, you see,


to be near the husband’s work.


Literally, the husband’s work


has taken him all over the place.


 


I am happy though enough.


I can sit at the window


and see blackbirds, clouds.


The husband’s work, you see,


 


we have to move with it.


This time, we moved into the kitchen,


last time it was into the shed.


 


He calls his thoughts


‘A letter from head office’.


The husband bends over his work


making it scream.






Tempest Avenue



It is 5 am, and I am standing


in the half-light bedroom


holding our son. He is finally asleep


 


and I lay him gently in the cot,


trying not to rattle the toy bear


attached to the bars. Next door


 


Mr Lowe is having a dream about


the glassworks at Stairfoot. Look:


all the workers have turned to glass,


 


what a strange dream. Across


the road, Mr Ford is cycling


out of his drive to the pit. He


 


cycles during the week, takes the car


at weekends. Down the street


my mam is standing at the kitchen


 


window, looking at our house, thinking


‘Our Ian will be asleep. I hope


Mr Ford’s squeaky cycle doesn’t wake him


 


And I am being careful, so careful


with these words, laying them


gently into this poem, turning to the door.






Deaths from Ice Cream



Man killed by eating whole cone too


quickly. Woman died after slipping


 


on ice cream, falling under bus


carrying brass band. Child dies


 


sitting in snow trying to cool


dripping cone. Man killed by 99


 


hurled from hot air balloon by


lute player. Woman died after


 


argument with ice cream salesman


in Fife. Child dies of depression


 


after ice cream melts away. Man


killed by razor placed in ice cream


 


by crazed Methodist. Woman died


after eating three hundred ice creams


 


for a wager. Child dies after


falling into a giant vat of ice


 


cream during factory visit.






Ted Hughes is Elvis Presley



I didn’t die


that hot August night.


I faked it,


 


stuffed a barrage balloon


into a jump suit.


Left it slumped


on the bathroom floor.


 


Hitched a ride on a rig


rolling to New York. Climbed


into the rig, the driver said


‘Hey, you’re…’


‘Yeah, The Big Bopper. I faked it,


never died in that ’plane crash.


Keep it under your lid.’


I tapped his hat with my porky fingers.


He nodded. We shared a big secret.


 


Laid low a while in New York.


Saw my funeral on TV in a midtown bar.


A woman wept on the next stool but one.


 


‘He was everything to me. Everything.


I have a hank of his hair in my bathroom


and one of his shoelaces


taped to my shoulderblade.’


 


‘He was a slob,’ I said.


She looked at me like I was poison.


‘He was too, too big,’ I said.


‘He wanted to be small, like


a little fish you might find in a little pond.’


 


I needed a new identity.


People were looking at me.


A guy on the subway asked me


if I was Richie Valens.


 


So I jumped a tramp steamer


heading for England.


Worked my passage as a cook.


In storms the eggs


slid off the skillet.


 


Made my way to London.


Saw a guy, big guy, guy with a briefcase.


Followed him down the alley,


put my blade into his gut


and as the blood shot


I became him


like momma used to say


the loaf became Jesus.


 


I am Elvis Presley.


I am Ted Hughes.


 


At my poetry readings I sneer and rock my hips.


I stride the moors


in a white satin jump suit,


bloated as the full moon.


 


Bless my soul,


what’s wrong with me?


 


At night I sit in my room


and I write, and the great bulbous me


slaps a huge shadow on the wall.


 


I am writing a poem


about the death of the Queen Mother


but it won’t come right.


 


I look up. Outside a fox peers at me.


I sing softly to it,


strumming my guitar.


 


Soon, all the foxes


and the jaguars and the pigs


and the crows are gathering


outside my window, peering in.


 


I sing ‘Wooden Heart’, ‘Blue Hawaii’.


There is the small applause


of paws and feathers.


 


I am Ted Hughes. I am Elvis Presley.


I am down at the end of a lonely street


and a jump suit rots in a southern coffin


as people pay their respects to a barrage balloon.


 


I sit here,


I can feel the evening shrinking me


smaller and smaller.


I have almost gone. Ted,


three inches long, perfect.


Elvis, Ted.






Visit



His moustache appears


to be hanging on nothing.


 


His heart appears to be


on a screen


 


like a film star


like Gene Kelly


 


in Singing in the Rain.


It appears to me


 


that Death almost


walked into this room


 


but if Death came


we would offer him


 


no orange juice. If


Death came we would


 


offer him no grapes.


It appears to me


 


that from this hospital window


you can see Barnsley


 


laid out like a stroke victim.


A stroke victim


 


dressed for a wedding


else a funeral.


 


Visiting time: you could


fry an egg on this clock,


 


it’s so hot.


Yes, nurse, we’re


 


going now. See you,


moustache. Get well


 


soon. The car park.


See, there is Death


 


stretching his stinking balaclava


tight over the town


 


like having a fat pig


sit on your face


 


like waking up


with the face of a dead pig


 


your moustache


hanging on nothing.






Early Train, Rain, Wombwell Station



‘You could sell me the door.


I need the whole wall,


but I can make do with the door.’


 


The facts are in the title, you men.


As many facts as we need for now, thank you


 


very much. You men: regard me


with your feet, as those


are the parts of your bodies


which I am to kiss, and wash.


 


I am built, said the man


who was talking in the ranks,


to be whispered.


      Like a secret!


I shout, pleased with my joke.


 


Are you not tired yet


of calling me ‘you men’


she asked, holding me up


as though I was a hanged man.


 


By the neck, the train


glinted like an eye, and


the guard laughed, the


the driver laughed, the man with


the paper back laughed:


 


whispered like a secret!


whispered like, as he said,


 


a secret!






Poem Occasioned by the High Incidence of Suicide amongst the Unemployed



Now then, fatha, how’s your Fred?


They found him in the kitchen


with a bullet in his head.


 


Now then, fatha, how’s your John?


They found him in the river


with his donkey jacket on.


 


Now then, fatha, how’s your Bill?


He jumped under a bus


on Spital Hill.


 


Now then, fatha, how’s your Tom?


He blew hissen to pieces


with a homemade bomb.


 


Now then, fatha, how’s your Pete?


He’s hanging off a lamp post


on Market Street.


 


Now then, fatha, how’s your Rex?


He strangled hissen


wi’ his wedding kex.


 


Now then, fatha, how’s your Stan?


He brayed hissen to death


wi’ a watterin can.


 


Now then, fatha, wheers the wives?


They’re cutting their sens


wi’ carving knives.






Song for Roof Building (Collected in South Yorkshire Light Industry Park, Barnsley)



(To be accompanied by traditional hammering with roof-building tools)


 


Say a man has three shillings.


Would you tell me, would you tell me


who the man is with the three shillings?


 


Build part of the roof!


 


I know he is not me.


It is not me with the three shillings.


Not me with the three bob.


 


Build part of the roof!


 


I have seen them, the men


without three shillings


in this land with no poverty.


 


Build part of the roof!


 


I have seen them rubbing


their legs together


to keep warm, to make light.


 


Build part of the roof!


 


But this is only a song after all


to help me build this roof.


I do not care about the three shillings.


 


Build part of the roof!


 


Say a man has three shillings.


Would you tell me, would you tell me


who the man is with the three shillings?


 


Build part of the roof!






The Force of His Storm Knocked Me from My Stool



Please for this poem assume


that the word tired equals the word fat.


 


I went to see the doctor about feeling tired


all the time. Waking up tired. Falling


asleep holding a child’s Barbie Horse.


Snoring through a guitar being painted.


 


The doctor advises me to squat on water.


‘Feel it soak into your kex’ he says. But


I don’t wear kex I wear skirts and tops.


On fine days I wear skirts and tops and but and no hat.


 


Sometimes in a poem you have to put words in to make


t’ rhythm. Sometimes you put in silly words to


make the rhyme. Like that word ‘water’.


 


At home, the doctor moans he says he says


I feel so tired, so tired all the time.


His wife says Eat less you tired slobber.


 


For slobber read doctor, if you would.


 


At home, I squat in a wet dish.


The water soaks into my skirt. I’m still tired.


 


Hi, my name is Tony.


Did you know


that the inhabitants of my head


have fifty-two different words


for the word you know as ‘tired’?


 


I hate it when Tony comes into a poem.


I have a capacity for hate.


 


Hi Tony. Come and sit here.


By the fire.






Moon River: Lives of the Great Comedians



Big Billy Death swigs a beer


of pint. Hey. Wordplay.


Get it?


 


Georgie Death eats a banana skin.


Visual humour. Get it?


 


Fanny Death does impressions.


Look! She’s a chair! Look!


She’s a table! Look!


She’s gone! Get it?


 


Simon Death and the Death Boys.


Vocal harmony. Moon


River.


Get it?


 


Here come the memoirs


out of the traps like


(get it?) sauce from a bottle:


 


‘I remember the time I played.


Now where was it. There in the middle


of the stage. A moon


suspended over a river. Audience had


no heads, just hats. Satire, I suppose.


Get it?’


 


‘I remember the time. Stoke. Green


sky. Pottery, I suppose. Green sky,


though: green sky.


 


Pathos: geddit?’


 


‘I recall a show in. Now where.


Waves lapped against something.


I am old and confused. I shall


leave you with a dance. Maestro.


Character humour. Get.’


 


Big Billy Death signs his face


on the bar. Georgie Death becomes


demented, eats the same banana


twice. Look! Fanny Death is


World War One.


Time for the song, boys, now.


Moon River, dying on its feet.






Henry’s Skeleton, George’s Leg



Every year they come


for the Head Teachers’ conference:


Henry with his skeleton, George with his leg.


 


This used to be the big house, all the big windows


facing away from the pit, down the formal gardens.


Now they use it for courses, the Authority.


This year, George has put his leg


into a purple tracksuit bottom. Last year


it was a fishnet stocking. Every year


Henry sits the skeleton next to him at dinner.


 


It stares ahead as they discuss the National Curriculum.


 


I clear away the plates.


Last night


Henry took his skeleton out


and sat it on a bench in the grounds; an ambulance


screamed along the motorway. George’s leg hung from a window.


I went home. I live in the village. My husband


 


wanted us to make love but I said No.


Not even if I wear my boots? he said.


No, I said, not even if you wear your boots.


 


My husband works in a sportswear factory.


Anything since the pit shut, he says.


 


Tonight I will wear a single fishnet stocking


and I will ask him to wear his purple tracksuit,


just the bottoms. He stole the tracksuit from work


under his coat with NCB on the back.


 


I can feel my bones under my skin.


My husband will not wear his tracksuit. In London


men in suits slam doors shut and put files


back in cabinets. Lights go out. Schools close.


 


George sleeps with his leg.


Henry hugs his skeleton close. So close.


 


My husband tugs on his boots and I look over the motorway


to where the pit used to be. I try to shield my breasts


from the noise of the boots.


 


My nipples will soon be very sore.






Jesus Died from Eating Curtains



My daughter said that


to me the other day.


As she said it my watch


stopped, and my wife


asked me what I was doing


a week on Sunday.


 


Synchronicity, I suppose


Jung would have called


it. My wife turned back


to the Observer, and


I wound my watch up.


For no reason at all


 


my daughter began to weep,


so I turned her cassette on


and I heard Postman Pat


say to Jess ‘Jesus died


from eating curtains.’ Okay


I didn’t hear that. But


 


I am concerned about the


state of Poetry, hear?


I’m concerned about its


lack of ambition, about how


you don’t often see the word


galoot or the word galosh


 


in poems. I’m concerned


about the shape of poems,


and I’m concerned that


poems often sound like


poems. Oh, galoot


galosh, galosh, galoot.






Stone, I Presume



second stanza.’ That’s what he said,


leaning over me in the classroom,


puffing on his tweed pipe, the air


 


thick with twist and reek. ‘Always


start your poems with the second


stanza, my boy, and you won’t go far


 


wrong.’ I pondered this in my rooms


in the University. I knew, just knew,


it was the Thirties. ‘The Thirties


 


are a sort of second stanza, aren’t


they?’ I said to him. The air was


thick with twist and reek. ‘I mean


 


if you take the War poets as a sort


of first stanza, maybe count the


Twenties as the bit of white space


 


you find between stanzas…’ I was


developing a point, nicely. He looked
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