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EDITOR’S NOTE


Dermot Bolger


This volume has its origins in a lifelong ambition of mine to see into print a Selected Poems by Francis Ledwidge. This selection first appeared in 1992. It was republished with additional material under the title The Ledwidge Treasury in 2007 to mark the 90th anniversary of the poet’s death. This new edition, which reinstates the original 1992 title of Selected Poems, is now being released as part of a series of commemorative events to mark the centenary of Francis Ledwidge’s death. In his own lifetime, Ledwidge only saw one small volume of his poetry in print and was awaiting the appearance of his second, Songs of Peace, when he was killed by a stray shell at Ypres on 31 July 1917, while – in a cruel irony – working at the same job he had spent so much of his early manhood in Meath doing – building a road through mud. Songs of Peace, which appeared three months later, was followed by Last Songs, edited, like the first two, by Lord Dunsany, and all three collections were quickly put together to form a Complete Poems, which went through a number of editions between then and 1955.


However, this Complete Poems left out a great deal of material. Alice Curtayne compiled a much extended Complete Poems in 1974, which served to reveal the full achievement of Francis Ledwidge as a poet. However, it forsook any chronological approach to the poems and instead grouped them under thematic headings like Birds and Blossoms, Flights of Fancy and Months and Seasons.


In making this selection of the best of his work, I have regrouped the poems back into their original three volumes and added in a number of poems uncovered by Alice Curtayne (marked by the initials C.P. for Complete Poems) where I feel they roughly belong in time. In Songs of Peace, either Ledwidge or Dunsany had grouped the poems according to where they were written and, where available, I have added these locations and dates in brackets.


One poem which is out of sequence is ‘A Little Boy in the Morning’, a delicate elegy for a local boy, Jack Tiernan, whom he used to meet herding cattle for local farmers at dawn – a job which he himself had once done. Death was something Ledwidge understood. On one of Ledwidge’s last trips home from the war he heard about the boy’s death from TB. It is typical that from such a tragedy Ledwidge minted a poem of freshness and light. As I say in my afterword, if the poem ‘Lament for Thomas MacDonagh’ can also be read as a lament for the adult Ledwidge himself, then his poem for Jack Tiernan might be an epitaph for the younger Ledwidge, rushing with his brother after school to join their mother stooping at work in the frosty dusk of other men’s fields, walking home together through the dark, already with the gift of poetry forming in his head.




INTRODUCTION


Seamus Heaney


It was appropriate that the excellent biography of Francis Ledwidge which appeared in 1972 should have been written by Alice Curtayne, a scholar noted more for her works on religious subjects than for her literary studies. Even though Ms Curtayne did once publish a study of Dante, her name, like Ledwidge’s, evokes a certain nostalgia for those decades when this poet was appropriated and gratefully cherished as the guarantor of an Ireland domesticated, pious and demure; his poems used to be a safe bet for the convent library and the school prize, a charm against all that modernity which threatened the traditional values of a country battening down for independence. But Ledwidge’s fate had been more complex and more modern than that. He very deliberately chose not to bury his head in local sand and, as a consequence, faced the choices and moral challenges of his times with solitude, honesty and rare courage. This integrity, and its ultimately gratifying effects upon his poetry, should command the renewed interest and respect of Irish people at the present time: Ledwidge lived through a similar period of historical transition when political, cultural and constitutional crises put into question values which had previously appeared as ratified and immutable as the contours of the land itself.


A lot of Irish people can still quote at least one line of his poetry. ‘He shall not hear the bittern cry,’ they say, and then memory falters until the final image of ‘Lament for Thomas   MacDonagh’ comes back, and they make a stab at something about the Dark Cow ‘lifting her horn in pleasant meads’. For many of these people, Ledwidge vaguely belongs to the moment of 1916 and his note plays in with poems like Joseph Mary Plunkett’s ‘I see his blood upon the rose’ and Padraig Pearse’s ‘Mise Eire’, so that he is conceived of as somebody who ‘sang to sweeten Ireland’s wrong’. But for others, the abiding impression left by this poet is one of political ambivalence. For these people, the salient factor is his enlistment in the British Army in 1914 and his being in its ranks during the Easter Rising, in the uniform of those who executed, among others, Thomas MacDonagh. The blame for this inconvenient shoneenism, however, is then laid at the aristocratic feet of Lord Dunsany, Ledwidge’s most helpful mentor, literary agent and patron, so that in this scenario the poet shows up as a naïve patriot betrayed by the scheming Unionist peer into an act that went against his truest dispositions and convictions.


As Alice Curtayne’s biography (to which I am here greatly indebted) makes clear, neither of these versions will do. To see him as the uncomplicated voice of romantic nationalism misrepresents the agonized consciousness which held in balance and ultimately decided between the command to act upon the dictates of a morality he took to be both objective and universally applicable, and the desire to keep faith with a politically resistant and particularly contentious Irish line. To see him as the dupe of a socially superior and politically insidious West British toff is to underrate his intelligence, his independence and the consciously fatal nature of his decision to enlist. For Ledwidge was no wilting flower; as James Stephens wrote of him:




I met him twice and then only for a few minutes. He is what we call here ‘a lump of a lad’ and he was panoplied in all the protective devices, or disguises, which a countryman puts on when he meets a man of the town!





This is the Ledwidge who is now commemorated by a plaque placed first on the bridge over the River Boyne at Slane, and then on the restored labourer’s cottage outside the village where he was born on 19 August 1887, the second youngest in a surviving family of four brothers and three sisters. That the plaque appeared on the bridge first rather than the house has a certain appropriateness also, since the bridge, like the poet, was actually and symbolically placed between two Irelands.


Upstream, then and now, were situated several pleasant and potent reminders of an Anglicized, assimilated country: the Marquis of Conyngham’s parkland sweeping down to the artfully wooded banks of the river, the waters of the river itself pouring their delicious sheen over the weir; Slane Castle and the big house at Beauparc; the canal and the towpath – here was an Irish landscape in which a young man like Ledwidge would be as likely to play cricket (he did) as Gaelic football (which he did also). The whole scene was as composed and historical as a topographical print, and possessed the tranquil allure of the established order of nineteenth-century, post-union Ireland. Downstream, however, there were historical and prehistorical reminders of a different sort which operated as a strong counter-establishment influence in the young Ledwidge’s mind. The Boyne battlefield, the megalithic tombs at Newgrange, Knowth and Dowth, the Celtic burying ground at Rosnaree – these things were beginning to be construed as part of the mystical body of an Irish culture which had suffered mutilation and was in need of restoration. Ledwidge would also have known about local associations with St Patrick, Cormac Mac Airt, Aengus the love god and many other legendary figures; and not far away was the Hill of Tara, where his mother filled his mind with the usual lore:




That old mill, built on the site of the first cornmill ever erected in Ireland, used to belong to my father’s people when everybody had their own and these broad acres and leopard-coloured woods, almost as far as Kilcairne, all these were ours one time.





In a fairly obvious way then, the map of the field of Ledwidge’s affections reflected the larger map of the conflicting cultural and political energies which were operative in Ireland throughout his lifetime. Furthermore, it could be argued that the weaker, nambier side of his poetry represents both a simplification of this divided predicament and a compensation for it. There is something regressive in the way he often seems to be holding on to the skirts of a maternal landscape. His melodiousness can at times verge upon the infantile and, indeed, a conventional Oedipal reading of Ledwidge’s temperament makes a lot of sense. Not only did he project the mother into the scenes around him, but he was also conspicuously hampered in his relationships with the two young women he fell for. He was content enough romping round ceilidhes and football matches and feiseanna with other young men, indulging in the horseplay that never mutates into foreplay; he was popular, handsome and noticeable; long before it was fashionable, he wore a tweed suit, and once his first book of poems had been accepted for publication he affected a flowing Byronic necktie. But for all his dash, he was unforceful and sentimental when it came to his two romances, first with Ellie Vaughey, the daughter of a local farmer, and then Lizzie Healy, a sister of the schoolteacher in Slane. Deeply attached as he was to Ellie, he seems to have accepted their separation as inevitable when her parents insisted she stop seeing him because he was socially a cut beneath her. (She would marry a farmer called O’Neill.) And with Lizzie, a lot of time seems to have been spent in tiffs about a bunch of violets which he had sent her on Valentine’s Day and a poem which he had not published in the Meath Chronicle. It is significant, indeed, that it was only after Ellie died that Ledwidge seems to have been emotionally and artistically capable of dealing with the experience by imagining her (typically) into flowers of the field.


Ledwidge did achieve a detached and tested selfhood, but not by the Joycean method of rejection. The pathos of a poem like ‘My Mother’ is a far cry from the imaginative detachment evident in the presentation of Mrs Dedalus in Ulysses; and yet the poem is not without its own touches of self-awareness. The lines about her ‘earthly lover’ who ‘kissed away the music from her lips’ nicely evoke the figure of the wife martyred to domestic life, enduring the death of personality in the birth of familial responsibility (Ledwidge’s father died when he was four and the mother did constant housework and field work right up until the poet’s early manhood). Furthermore, the poet’s recognition of his own emotional timidities and capitulations are very wistfully rendered in the accurate if indulgent self-portrait with which the poem ends: ‘This poor bird-hearted singer of a day’.


Ledwidge would not attain victory over the birdheartedness until the conflicting energies of his times and his temperament found themselves in alignment. Much in him that was ready to break out remained beyond the reach of his writing. He could bring the instinctive nostalgic Celtic side of Slane life to literary fruition in a poem like ‘The Wife of Llew’ but a gap remained between the genteel idiom which he understandably foisted on himself and the local life which he totally and unselfconsciously embodied. He might read Longfellow, have literary exchanges with the curate like one Father Smyth, discourse and share poems in manuscript with his fiddler friend, Matty McGoona, send work out to The Drogheda Independent, but this side of his doings must have seemed disjunct from much else that was significant and central to his own and his generation’s experience. The Keatsian idiom he inherited and Dunsany’s ambitions for him as a writer had not much to do with his work as a road surfacerman, his work in the coppermines of Beauparc, his involvement with trade-union politics there and eventual dismissal for organising a strike against bad conditions; his fights at football matches in Navan; his participation in amateur dramatics; his activity as a member of Navan Rural Council, as a worker in an insurance office in that town and as secretary of the Irish Volunteers when they were eventually set up in Slane.


The character who was fit for all this was obviously much more robust than the writing in many of his poems would suggest. Not only did the salon idiom put him at some debilitated distance from himself, but the one tradition he naturally possessed – that of the local ballad of love and/or exile – was artistically too naïve to encompass the things that would happen to him. When Ledwidge was on board ship for Gallipoli, for example, he wrote ‘Crockaharna’, which represents this poet at his worst – even if it is a worst which is in an odd way authentic, all of a piece with recitations and party-pieces at ceilidhe houses like the McGoona’s, continuous with the tenor on the stage at the variety concert.


Lord Dunsany, in fact, was not capable of bringing Ledwidge all that far beyond this. Obviously, he was practically extremely generous and well disposed, arranging for the publication of his books and writing introductions to them; but as a critic, he was capable of little beyond scolding his protégé for pretentious or archaic poeticisms. What he did do, however, was to introduce Ledwidge to his own Irish contemporaries in the craft, people such as Thomas MacDonagh, Padraic Colum, James Stephens, AE (George Russell) and Oliver St John Gogarty. These writers had ideas about the specific challenges and developments which were opening up for poetry in Ireland, and had produced work that gave credence to the idea that the creation of a distinctive Irish literature in English was under way. By putting Ledwidge in touch with them, Dunsany did open the doors of perception and self-awareness wider than the young poet might have managed on his own. Poems on mythological themes, very Yeatsian performances, admittedly began to appear and a finer, more objective way with verse-craft began to be in evidence (as in, for example, ‘The Wife of Llew’). Yet for a long time, Ledwidge did not really have a compelling theme. According to W.B. Yeats’s famous phrase, it is out of ‘the quarrel with ourselves’ that poetry comes, and it was only when this particular inner quarrel flared and could not be placated or resolved that Ledwidge’s full force, as a personality, a poet and a morally sensitive creature, became engaged. This happened after John Redmond’s epoch-making speech at Woodenbridge on 20 September 1913, a speech which split the Irish Volunteers and put a cruel strain on Ledwidge. He was, after all, an office bearer of the organisation at local level and imaginatively susceptible to the honourable motives behind both Redmond’s breakaway National Volunteers (willing to be recruited to the British war effort) and the recalcitrant rump of the Irish Volunteers (who stuck to a more separatist reading of the Volunteers’ original pledge ‘to secure and maintain the rights and loyalties common to the whole people of Ireland’). The formation of the Irish Volunteers in the first place had been a direct response to the formation of the Ulster Volunteers, so even though the ideal they were meant to defend was Home Rule by Parliamentary process, they were still part of the surge towards Irish independence that had grown more definite in the years before 1914. Thus, when Redmond urged them ‘to drill and make themselves efficient for the work ... not only in Ireland itself, but wherever the firing line extends in defence of rights of freedom and religion in this war’, he was radically complicating the issue for everybody involved.
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