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FOREWORD





Hello and welcome to BBC Radio 4’s Poetry Please and a very special edition of the world’s longest-running and most-popular radio programme devoted to poetry: a programme that is made by you, its listeners, and which broadcasts your requests so that you can hear the poems you love, the poems you need, the poems you remember and the poems you’d like others to know.


As we do every week in the Poetry Please office when we are on the air, we have knelt before the fabled filing cabinets that store your requested poems and garnered this collection of favourites. The 350 poems here have all been asked for more than once in the programme’s history, and reflect the very best of the nation’s poetic tastes since the first edition of the programme was broadcast in 1979. Many of them have been heard many times. We are forever stooping to those cabinets and drawing upon our listeners’ requests to make and shape the programmes. In the process we have given our knees for poetry. But it’s a small price to pay.


Poetry Please has been successful because it is simple. The poems we broadcast are the poems people want to hear. A line half remembered from school, a poem for a funeral, verses for a new baby or an old love – poetry lodges with us and we share the shelter it offers. Moments of raw grief and sadness make up part of what we are, as well as joy and celebration. And laughter. Although the programme takes its commitment to spreading the good news of poetry very seriously, it is never afraid to laugh at itself.


All the programme has to do is narrow as far as possible the gap between a poem’s source and its destination. I sit in a studio with a sheaf of poems, a tray of your letters, emails and phone messages, and a couple of actors (sometimes a poet or two) and we make magic happen. The same magic is just as readily found in the pages of this book. Open it on any poem and let it all sink in: evidence of a nation whose heartbeat is poetry itself.


All my favourite poets from the past are represented here, including Charles Causley, Edna St Vincent Millay, A. S. J. Tessimond, as well as living writers such as Paul Durcan and Billy Collins. The hope is that you too will find among these pages your own favourites, as well as discovering new voices that will resonate and uplift.


Another lyrical hero is Robert Frost whose ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’ is the most requested poem on Poetry Please, and it is worth noting that I first came to that poem not by reading it in a book, but through listening to the poet himself reading it on television. It has often been the case that the spoken rather than the written word provides the spark that ignites a poem. The chart for the Top 10 most broadcast poems appears at the end of this Foreword.


Although some poems may seem difficult, and occasionally impenetrable, poetry is not elitist, and I have witnessed in my own versifying lifetime, a surge in popularity of the spoken word, and of poems that appeal to the heart as well as the head. Hopefully we will never take for granted the soft voices that speak truths so eloquently on Poetry Please each week.


Making the programme is a continuing education in itself. First in poetry: it is wonderful that so many people carry so much poetry with them, stowed in their minds and in their hearts and ready to be put to use in all sorts of ways (not always happily, it must be said – we often hear from people trying to get lines of stray verse out of their heads). Second, making Poetry Please offers wider lessons in humankind: it corrects any easy notion of poetry as being exclusive, or old fashioned, or only for people whose teachers made them learn lines by rote in the old black and white days. People get on with their lives and poetry keeps pace with them – it is as simple as that. Nothing that has happened to our species is beyond poetry, and poetry earns its keep by being there at every corner in every life. On Poetry Please, on Radio 4, and here between these covers we are simply listening in on the conversation.


In 2009, Poetry Please celebrated its thirtieth birthday, and to mark that occasion I wrote a cento, a Latin word meaning ‘cloak’: in other words, a poem made up of lines from other poems. The poems I chose feature frequently on the programme and there are twelve poets in all, from Thomas Hardy to Adrian Mitchell by way of John Donne and John Cooper Clarke. The poem appears overleaf.


If you would like to hear a favourite poem on the programme, you can e-mail me on poetry.please@bbc.co.uk, call 03700 100 400 or write to Poetry Please, BBC Bristol BS8 2LR.


Thank you for listening. Goodbye.





ROGER McGOUGH






















To Poetry Please











What a daunting pleasure it has been over the years


to sit in a studio and present you to the nation @bbc.co.uk.


To celebrate poetry. Seven buxom women abreast,


staggering and sliding on the ice-bound road.


The red wheelbarrow. A boy falling from the sky.


Dappled things, borogroves and runcible spoons.


The secret ministry of frost, full moons and little Frieda.


Rainbows and the liquefaction of Julia’s clothes.







To celebrate the joy of socks. Love in the back of vans,


sing the body reclining and the warming of her pearls.


The way we were and the way we will be. Growing old,


wearing purple, a joy to behold. And let us not forget


the vacuum cleaner and the Ford Cortina BS8 2LR.


More feel-good than Gielgud. Rhyme, I like that stuff.


Let us sleep now. To Poetry Please, a little momento,


some of your favourite lines stitched into a cento.





ROGER McGOUGH




























The Ten Most Broadcast Poems on Poetry Please





Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening


ROBERT FROST





‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways’


ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING





Adlestrop


EDWARD THOMAS





Fern Hill


DYLAN THOMAS





The Darkling Thrush


THOMAS HARDY





Dover Beach


MATTHEW ARNOLD





‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds’


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE





The Listeners


WALTER DE LA MARE





Remember


CHRISTINA ROSSETTI





To His Coy Mistress


ANDREW MARVELL
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from Aurora Leigh









Of writing many books there is no end;


And I who have written much in prose and verse


For others’ uses, will write now for mine, –


Will write my story for my better self,


As when you paint your portrait for a friend,


Who keeps it in a drawer and looks at it


Long after he has ceased to love you, just


To hold together what he was and is.


I, writing thus, am still what men call young;


I have not so far left the coasts of life


To travel inward, that I cannot hear


That murmur of the outer Infinite


Which unweaned babies smile at in their sleep


When wondered at for smiling; not so far,


But still I catch my mother at her post


Beside the nursery door, with finger up,


‘Hush, hush – here’s too much noise!’ while her sweet eyes


Leap forward, taking part against her word


In the child’s riot. Still I sit and feel


My father’s slow hand, when she had left us both,


Stroke out my childish curls across his knee,


And hear Assunta’s daily jest (she knew


He liked it better than a better jest)


Inquire how many golden scudi went


To make such ringlets. O my father’s hand,


Stroke heavily, heavily the poor hair down,


Draw, press the child’s head closer to thy knee!


I’m still too young, too young, to sit alone.





ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING



























Birches









When I see birches bend to left and right


Across the lines of straighter darker trees,


I like to think some boy’s been swinging them.


But swinging doesn’t bend them down to stay.


Ice-storms do that. Often you must have seen them


Loaded with ice a sunny winter morning


After a rain. They click upon themselves


As the breeze rises, and turn many-colored


As the stir cracks and crazes their enamel.


Soon the sun’s warmth makes them shed crystal shells


Shattering and avalanching on the snow-crust –


Such heaps of broken glass to sweep away


You’d think the inner dome of heaven had fallen.


They are dragged to the withered bracken by the load,


And they seem not to break; though once they are bowed


So low for long, they never right themselves:


You may see their trunks arching in the woods


Years afterwards, trailing their leaves on the ground


Like girls on hands and knees that throw their hair


Before them over their heads to dry in the sun.


But I was going to say when Truth broke in


With all her matter-of-fact about the ice-storm


I should prefer to have some boy bend them


As he went out and in to fetch the cows –


Some boy too far from town to learn baseball,


Whose only play was what he found himself,


Summer or winter, and could play alone.


One by one he subdued his father’s trees


By riding them down over and over again


Until he took the stiffness out of them,


And not one but hung limp, not one was left


For him to conquer. He learned all there was


To learn about not launching out too soon


And so not carrying the tree away


Clear to the ground. He always kept his poise


To the top branches, climbing carefully


With the same pains you use to fill a cup


Up to the brim, and even above the brim.


Then he flung outward, feet first, with a swish,


Kicking his way down through the air to the ground.


So was I once myself a swinger of birches.


And so I dream of going back to be.


It’s when I’m weary of considerations,


And life is too much like a pathless wood


Where your face burns and tickles with the cobwebs


Broken across it, and one eye is weeping


From a twig’s having lashed across it open.


I’d like to get away from earth awhile


And then come back to it and begin over.


May no fate willfully misunderstand me


And half grant what I wish and snatch me away


Not to return. Earth’s the right place for love:


I don’t know where it’s likely to go better.


I’d like to go by climbing a birch tree,


And climb black branches up a snow-white trunk


Toward heaven, till the tree could bear no more,


But dipped its top and set me down again.


That would be good both going and coming back.


One could do worse than be a swinger of birches.







ROBERT FROST






























A Boy’s Song









Where the pools are bright and deep,


Where the gray trout lies asleep,


Up the river and o’er the lea,


That’s the way for Billy and me.







Where the blackbird sings the latest,


Where the hawthorn blooms the sweetest,


Where the nestlings chirp and flee,


That’s the way for Billy and me.







Where the mowers mow the cleanest,


Where the hay lies thick and greenest;


There to trace the homeward bee,


That’s the way for Billy and me.







Where the hazel bank is steepest,


Where the shadow falls the deepest,


Where the clustering nuts fall free,


That’s the way for Billy and me.







Why the boys should drive away


Little sweet maidens from the play,


Or love to banter and fight so well,


That’s the thing I never could tell.







But this I know, I love to play,


Through the meadow, among the hay;


Up the water and o’er the lea,


That’s the way for Billy and me.





JAMES HOGG



























The Children’s Hour









Between the dark and the daylight,


    When the night is beginning to lower,


Comes a pause in the day’s occupations,


    That is known as the Children’s Hour.







I hear in the chamber above me


    The patter of little feet,


The sound of a door that is opened,


    And voices soft and sweet.







From my study I see in the lamplight,


    Descending the broad hall stair,


Grave Alice, and laughing Allegra,


    And Edith with golden hair.







A whisper, and then a silence:


    Yet I know by their merry eyes


They are plotting and planning together


    To take me by surprise.







A sudden rush from the stairway,


    A sudden raid from the hall!


By three doors left unguarded


    They enter my castle wall!







They climb up into my turret


    O’er the arms and back of my chair;


If I try to escape, they surround me;


    They seem to be everywhere. 







They almost devour me with kisses,


    Their arms about me entwine,


Till I think of the Bishop of Bingen


    In his Mouse-Tower on the Rhine!







Do you think, O blue-eyed banditti,


    Because you have scaled the wall,


Such an old mustache as I am


    Is not a match for you all!







I have you fast in my fortress,


    And will not let you depart,


But put you down into the dungeon


    In the round-tower of my heart.







And there will I keep you forever,


    Yes, forever and a day,


Till the walls shall crumble to ruin,


    And moulder in dust away!





HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW
























Cinders









After the pantomime, carrying you back to the car


On the coldest night of the year


My coat, black leather, cracking in the wind.







Through the darkness we are guided by a star


It is the one the Good Fairy gave you


You clutch it tightly, your magic wand. 







And I clutch you tightly for fear you blow away


For fear you grow up too soon and – suddenly,


I almost slip, so take it steady down the hill.







Hunched against the wind and hobbling


I could be mistaken for your grandfather


And sensing this, I hold you tighter still.







Knowing that I will never see you dressed for the Ball


Be on hand to warn you against Prince Charmings


And the happy ever afters of pantomime.







On reaching the car I put you into the baby seat


And fumble with straps I have yet to master


Thinking, if only there were more time. More time.







You are crying now. Where is your wand?


Oh no. I can’t face going back for it


Let some kid find it in tomorrow’s snow.







Waiting in the wings, the witching hour.


Already the car is changing. Smells sweet


Of ripening seed. We must go. We must go.





ROGER McGOUGH



























The Cool Web









Children are dumb to say how hot the day is,


How hot the scent is of the summer rose,


How dreadful the black wastes of evening sky,


How dreadful the tall soldiers drumming by.







But we have speech, to chill the angry day,


And speech, to dull the rose’s cruel scent.


We spell away the overhanging night,


We spell away the soldiers and the fright.







There’s a cool web of language winds us in,


Retreat from too much joy or too much fear:


We grow sea-green at last and coldly die


In brininess and volubility.







But if we let our tongues lose self-possession,


Throwing off language and its watery clasp


Before our death, instead of when death comes,


Facing the wide glare of the children’s day,


Facing the rose, the dark sky and the drums,


We shall go mad no doubt and die that way.





ROBERT GRAVES



























Digging









Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.







Under my window, a clean rasping sound


When the spade sinks into gravelly ground:


My father, digging. I look down







Till his straining rump among the flowerbeds


Bends low, comes up twenty years away


Stooping in rhythm through potato drills


Where he was digging.







The coarse boot nestled on the lug, the shaft


Against the inside knee was levered firmly.


He rooted out tall tops, buried the bright edge deep


To scatter new potatoes that we picked,


Loving their cool hardness in our hands.







By God, the old man could handle a spade.


Just like his old man.







My grandfather cut more turf in a day


Than any other man on Toner’s bog.


Once I carried him milk in a bottle


Corked sloppily with paper. He straightened up


To drink it, then fell to right away


Nicking and slicing neatly, heaving sods


Over his shoulder, going down and down


For the good turf. Digging.







The cold smell of potato mould, the squelch and slap


Of soggy peat, the curt cuts of an edge


Through living roots awaken in my head.


But I’ve no spade to follow men like them.







Between my finger and my thumb


The squat pen rests.


I’ll dig with it.





SEAMUS HEANEY
























Fern Hill









Now as I was young and easy under the apple boughs


About the lilting house and happy as the grass was green,


     The night above the dingle starry,


        Time let me hail and climb


     Golden in the heydays of his eyes,


And honoured among wagons I was prince of the apple towns


And once below a time I lordly had the trees and leaves


        Trail with daisies and barley


     Down the rivers of the windfall light.







And as I was green and carefree, famous among the barns


About the happy yard and singing as the farm was home,


     In the sun that is young once only,


        Time let me play and be


     Golden in the mercy of his means,  


And green and golden I was huntsman and herdsman, the calves


Sang to my horn, the foxes on the hills barked clear and cold,


        And the sabbath rang slowly


     In the pebbles of the holy streams.







All the sun long it was running, it was lovely, the hay


Fields high as the house, the tunes from the chimneys, it was air


     And playing, lovely and watery


        And fire green as grass.


     And nightly under the simple stars


As I rode to sleep the owls were bearing the farm away,


All the moon long I heard, blessed among stables, the night-jars


     Flying with the ricks, and the horses


        Flashing into the dark.







And then to awake, and the farm, like a wanderer white


With the dew, come back, the cock on his shoulder: it was all


     Shining, it was Adam and maiden,


        The sky gathered again


     And the sun grew round that very day,


So it must have been after the birth of the simple light


In the first, spinning place, the spellbound horses walking warm


     Out of the whinnying green stable


        On to the fields of praise.







And honoured among foxes and pheasants by the gay house


Under the new made clouds and happy as the heart was long,


     In the sun born over and over,


        I ran my heedless ways, 


     My wishes raced through the house high hay


And nothing I cared, at my sky blue trades, that time allows


In all his tuneful turning so few and such morning songs


     Before the children green and golden


        Follow him out of grace.







Nothing I cared, in the lamb white days, that time would take me


Up to the swallow thronged loft by the shadow of my hand,


     In the moon that is always rising,


        Nor that riding to sleep


     I should hear him fly with the high fields


     And wake to the farm forever fled from the childless land.


     Oh as I was young and easy in the mercy of his means,


            Time held me green and dying


        Though I sang in my chains like the sea.





DYLAN THOMAS
























Frost at Midnight









The Frost performs its secret ministry,


Unhelped by any wind. The owlet’s cry


Came loud – and hark, again! loud as before.


The inmates of my cottage, all at rest,


Have left me to that solitude, which suits


Abstruser musings: save that at my side


My cradled infant slumbers peacefully.


’Tis calm indeed! so calm, that it disturbs


And vexes meditation with its strange


And extreme silentness. Sea, hill, and wood,


This populous village! Sea, and hill, and wood,


With all the numberless goings-on of life,


Inaudible as dreams! the thin blue flame


Lies on my low-burnt fire, and quivers not;


Only that film, which fluttered on the grate,


Still flutters there, the sole unquiet thing.


Methinks, its motion in this hush of nature


Gives it dim sympathies with me who live,


Making it a companionable form,


Whose puny flaps and freaks the idling Spirit


By its own moods interprets, every where


Echo or mirror seeking of itself,


And makes a toy of Thought.







                                          But O! how oft,


How oft, at school, with most believing mind,


Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars,


To watch that fluttering stranger! and as oft


With unclosed lids, already had I dreamt


Of my sweet birth-place, and the old church-tower,


Whose bells, the poor man’s only music, rang


From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day,


So sweetly, that they stirred and haunted me


With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear


Most like articulate sounds of things to come!


So gazed I, till the soothing things, I dreamt,


Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams!


And so I brooded all the following morn,


Awed by the stern preceptor’s face, mine eye


Fixed with mock study on my swimming book:


Save if the door half opened, and I snatched


A hasty glance, and still my heart leaped up,


For still I hoped to see the stranger’s face,


Townsman, or aunt, or sister more beloved,


My play-mate when we both were clothed alike!







Dear Babe, that sleepest cradled by my side,


Whose gentle breathings, heard in this deep calm,


Fill up the intersperséd vacancies


And momentary pauses of the thought!


My babe so beautiful! it thrills my heart


With tender gladness, thus to look at thee,


And think that thou shalt learn far other lore,


And in far other scenes! For I was reared


In the great city, pent ’mid cloisters dim,


And saw nought lovely but the sky and stars.


But thou, my babe! shalt wander like a breeze


By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags


Of ancient mountain, and beneath the clouds,


Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores


And mountain crags: so shalt thou see and hear


The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible


Of that eternal language, which thy God


Utters, who from eternity doth teach


Himself in all, and all things in himself.


Great universal Teacher! he shall mould


Thy spirit, and by giving make it ask.







Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee,


Whether the summer clothe the general earth


With greenness, or the redbreast sit and sing


Betwixt the tufts of snow on the bare branch


Of mossy apple-tree, while the nigh thatch


Smokes in the sun-thaw; whether the eave-drops fall


Heard only in the trances of the blast,


Or if the secret ministry of frost


Shall hang them up in silent icicles,


Quietly shining to the quiet Moon.





SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE
























Full Moon and Little Frieda









A cool small evening shrunk to a dog bark and the


        clank of a bucket –







And you listening.


A spider’s web, tense for the dew’s touch.


A pail lifted, still and brimming – mirror


To tempt a first star to a tremor.







Cows are going home in the lane there, looping the


        hedges with their warm wreaths of breath –


A dark river of blood, many boulders,


Balancing unspilled milk.







‘Moon!’ you cry suddenly, ‘Moon! Moon!’







The moon has stepped back like an artist gazing


        amazed at a work







That points at him amazed.





TED HUGHES



























I Remember, I Remember









I remember, I remember,


The house where I was born,


The little window where the sun


Came peeping in at morn;


He never came a wink too soon,


Nor brought too long a day,


But now, I often wish the night


Had borne my breath away!







I remember, I remember,


The roses, red and white,


The violets, and the lily-cups,


Those flowers made of light!


The lilacs where the robin built,


And where my brother set


The laburnum on his birth-day, –


The tree is living yet!







I remember, I remember


Where I was used to swing,


And thought the air must rush as fresh


To swallows on the wing;


My spirit flew in feathers then,


That is so heavy now,


And summer pools could hardly cool


The fever on my brow!







I remember, I remember


The fir trees dark and high;


I used to think their slender tops


Were close against the sky:


It was a childish ignorance,


But now ’tis little joy


To know I’m farther off from Heav’n


Than when I was a boy.





THOMAS HOOD
























Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood









      The Child is Father of the Man;


And I could wish my days to be


Bound each to each by natural piety.





I




There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,


The earth, and every common sight,


        To me did seem


    Apparelled in celestial light,


The glory and the freshness of a dream.


It is not now as it hath been of yore; –


    Turn whereso’er I may,


        By night or day,


The things which I have seen I now can see no more.





II




        The Rainbow comes and goes,


        And lovely is the Rose,


        The Moon doth with delight


Look round her when the heavens are bare, 


        Waters on a starry night


        Are beautiful and fair;


    The sunshine is a glorious birth;


    But yet I know, where’er I go,


That there hath past away a glory from the earth.





III




Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song,


    And while the young lambs bound


        As to the tabor’s sound,


To me alone there came a thought of grief:


A timely utterance gave that thought relief,


        And I again am strong:


The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep;


No more shall grief of mine the season wrong;


I hear the Echoes through the mountains throng,


The Winds come to me from the fields of sleep,


        And all the earth is gay;


            Land and sea


    Give themselves up to jollity,


        And with the heart of May


    Doth every Beast keep holiday; –


        Thou Child of Joy,


Shout round me, let me hear thy shouts, thou happy


        Shepherd boy!





IV




Ye blessed Creatures, I have heard the call


    Ye to each other make; I see


The heavens laugh with you in your jubilee;


    My heart is at your festival,


        My head hath its coronal, 


The fulness of your bliss, I feel – I feel it all.


        Oh evil day! if I were sullen


        While Earth herself is adorning,


            This sweet May-morning,


        And the Children are culling


            On every side,


        In a thousand valleys far and wide,


        Fresh flowers; while the sun shines warm,


And the Babe leaps up on his Mother’s arm: –


        I hear, I hear, with joy I hear!


        – But there’s a Tree, of many, one,


A single Field which I have looked upon,


Both of them speak of something that is gone:


        The Pansy at my feet


        Doth the same tale repeat:


Whither is fled the visionary gleam?


Where is it now, the glory and the dream?





V




Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:


The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,


    Hath had elsewhere its setting,


        And cometh from afar:


    Not in entire forgetfulness,


    And not in utter nakedness,


But trailing clouds of glory do we come


    From God, who is our home:


Heaven lies about us in our infancy!


Shades of the prison-house begin to close


    Upon the growing Boy,


But He beholds the light, and whence it flows,


    He sees it in his joy;


The Youth, who daily farther from the east 


    Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest,


    And by the vision splendid


    Is on his way attended;


At length the Man perceives it die away,


And fade into the light of common day.





VI




Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own;


Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind,


And, even with something of a Mother’s mind,


    And no unworthy aim,


    The homely Nurse doth all she can


To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man,


    Forget the glories he hath known,


And that imperial palace whence he came.





VII




Behold the Child among his new-born blisses,


A six years’ Darling of a pigmy size!


See, where ’mid work of his own hand he lies,


Fretted by sallies of his mother’s kisses,


With light upon him from his father’s eyes!


See, at his feet, some little plan or chart,


Some fragment from his dream of human life,


Shaped by himself with newly-learned art;


    A wedding or a festival,


    A mourning or a funeral;


        And this hath now his heart,


    And unto this he frames his song:


        Then will he fit his tongue


To dialogues of business, love, or strife;


    But it will not be long


    Ere this be thrown aside,


    And with new joy and pride


The little Actor cons another part;


Filling from time to time his ‘humorous stage’


With all the Persons, down to palsied Age,


That Life brings with her in her equipage;


As if his whole vocation


Were endless imitation.





VIII




Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie


    Thy Soul’s immensity;


Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep


Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind,


That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep,


Haunted for ever by the eternal mind, –


    Mighty Prophet! Seer blest!


    On whom those truths do rest,


Which we are toiling all our lives to find,


In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave,


Thou, over whom thy Immortality


Broods like the Day, a Master o’er a Slave,


A Presence which is not to be put by;


Thou little Child, yet glorious in the might


Of heaven-born freedom on thy being’s height,


Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke


The years to bring the inevitable yoke,


Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife?


Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight,


And custom lie upon thee with a weight,


Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!





IX




        O joy! that in our embers 


        Is something that doth live,


        That nature yet remembers


        What was so fugitive!


The thought of our past years in me doth breed


Perpetual benediction: not indeed


  For that which is most worthy to be blest;


  Delight and liberty, the simple creed


  Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest,


  With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast: –


        Not for these I raise


        The song of thanks and praise;


    But for those obstinate questionings


    Of sense and outward things,


    Fallings from us, vanishings;


    Blank misgivings of a Creature


  Moving about in worlds not realised,


  High instincts before which our mortal Nature


  Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised:


        But for those first affections,


        Those shadowy recollections,


    Which, be they what they may,


  Are yet the fountain light of all our day,


  Are yet a master light of all our seeing;


    Uphold us, cherish, and have power to make


  Our noisy years seem moments in the being


  Of the eternal Silence: truths that wake,


           To perish never;


  Which neither listlessness, nor mad endeavour,


           Nor Man nor Boy,


  Nor all that is at enmity with joy,


  Can utterly abolish or destroy!


    Hence in a season of calm weather


        Though inland far we be, 


  Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea


        Which brought us hither,


    Can in a moment travel thither,


  And see the Children sport upon the shore,


  And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore.





X




Then sing, ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song!


        And let the young Lambs bound


        As to the tabor’s sound!


We in thought will join your throng,


        Ye that pipe and ye that play,


        Ye that through your hearts to-day


        Feel the gladness of the May!


What though the radiance which was once so bright


Be now for ever taken from my sight,


    Though nothing can bring back the hour


Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower,


        We will grieve not, rather find


        Strength in what remains behind;


        In the primal sympathy


        Which having been must ever be;


        In the soothing thoughts that spring


        Out of human suffering;


        In the faith that looks through death,


In years that bring the philosophic mind.





XI




And O, ye Fountains, Meadows, Hills, and Groves,


Forebode not any severing of our loves!


Yet in my heart of hearts I feel your might;


I only have relinquished one delight


To live beneath your more habitual sway.


I love the Brooks which down their channels fret,


Even more than when I tripped lightly as they;


The innocent brightness of a new-born Day


       Is lovely yet;


The Clouds that gather round the setting sun


Do take a sober colouring from an eye


That hath kept watch o’er man’s mortality;


Another race hath been, and other palms are won.


Thanks to the human heart by which we live,


Thanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears,


To me the meanest flower that blows can give


Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.





WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
























It Was Long Ago









I’ll tell you, shall I, something I remember?


Something that still means a great deal to me.


It was long ago.







A dusty road in summer I remember,


A mountain, and an old house, and a tree


That stood, you know,







Behind the house. An old woman I remember


In a red shawl with a grey cat on her knee


Humming under a tree.







She seemed the oldest thing I can remember.


But then perhaps I was not more than three.


It was long ago.










I dragged on the dusty road, and I remember


How the old woman looked over the fence at me


And seemed to know







How it felt to be three, and called out, I remember


‘Do you like bilberries and cream for tea?’


I went under the tree.







And while she hummed, and the cat purred, I remember


How she filled a saucer with berries and cream for me


So long ago.







Such berries and such cream as I remember


I never had seen before, and never see


Today, you know.







And that is almost all I can remember,


The house, the mountain, the grey cat on her knee,


Her red shawl, and the tree,







And the taste of the berries, the feel of the sun I remember,


And the smell of everything that used to be


So long ago,







Till the heat on the road outside again I remember


And how the long dusty road seemed to have for me


No end, you know.







That is the farthest thing I can remember.


It won’t mean much to you. It does to me.


Then I grew up, you see.





ELEANOR FARJEON



























The Lamplighter









My tea is nearly ready and the sun has left the sky;


It’s time to take the window to see Leerie going by;


For every night at teatime and before you take your seat,


With lantern and with ladder he comes posting up the street.







Now Tom would be a driver and Maria go to sea,


And my papa’s a banker and as rich as he can be;


But I, when I am stronger and can choose what I’m to do,


O Leerie, I’ll go round at night and light the lamps with you!







For we are very lucky, with a lamp before the door,


And Leerie stops to light it as he lights so many more;


And O! before you hurry by with ladder and with light,


O Leerie, see a little child and nod to him to-night!





ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON



























The Little Dancers









Lonely, save for a few faint stars, the sky


Dreams; and lonely, below, the little street


Into its gloom retires, secluded and shy.


Scarcely the dumb roar enters this soft retreat;


And all is dark, save where come flooding rays


From a tavern-window; there, to the brisk measure


Of an organ that down in an alley merrily plays,


Two children, all alone and no one by,


Holding their tattered frocks, thro’ an airy maze


Of motion lightly threaded with nimble feet


Dance sedately; face to face they gaze,


Their eyes shining, grave with a perfect pleasure.





LAURENCE BINYON
























Morning Song









Love set you going like a fat gold watch.


The midwife slapped your footsoles, and your bald cry


Took its place among the elements.







Our voices echo, magnifying your arrival. New statue


In a drafty museum, your nakedness


Shadows our safety. We stand round blankly as walls.







I’m no more your mother


Than the cloud that distils a mirror to reflect its own slow


Effacement at the wind’s hand. 










All night your moth-breath


Flickers among the flat pink roses. I wake to listen:


A far sea moves in my ear.







One cry, and I stumble from bed, cow-heavy and floral


In my Victorian nightgown.


Your mouth opens clean as a cat’s. The window square







Whitens and swallows its dull stars. And now you try


Your handful of notes;


The clear vowels rise like balloons.





SYLVIA PLATH
























Piano









Softly, in the dusk, a woman is singing to me;


Taking me back down the vista of years, till I see


A child sitting under the piano, in the boom of the tingling strings


And pressing the small, poised feet of a mother who smiles as she sings.







In spite of myself, the insidious mastery of song


Betrays me back, till the heart of me weeps to belong


To the old Sunday evenings at home, with winter outside


And hymns in the cosy parlour, the tinkling piano our guide. 







So now it is vain for the singer to burst into clamour


With the great black piano appassionato. The glamour


Of childish days is upon me, my manhood is cast


Down in the flood of remembrance, I weep like a child for the past.





D. H. LAWRENCE
























A Prayer for My Daughter









Once more the storm is howling, and half hid


Under this cradle-hood and coverlid


My child sleeps on. There is no obstacle


But Gregory’s wood and one bare hill


Whereby the haystack-and roof-levelling wind,


Bred on the Atlantic, can be stayed;


And for an hour I have walked and prayed


Because of the great gloom that is in my mind.







I have walked and prayed for this young child an hour


And heard the sea-wind scream upon the tower,


And under the arches of the bridge, and scream


In the elms above the flooded stream;


Imagining in excited reverie


That the future years had come,


Dancing to a frenzied drum,


Out of the murderous innocence of the sea.







May she be granted beauty and yet not


Beauty to make a stranger’s eye distraught,


Or hers before a looking-glass, for such,


Being made beautiful overmuch,


Consider beauty a sufficient end,


Lose natural kindness and maybe


The heart-revealing intimacy


That chooses right, and never find a friend.







Helen being chosen found life flat and dull


And later had much trouble from a fool,


While that great Queen, that rose out of the spray,


Being fatherless could have her way


Yet chose a bandy-leggèd smith for man.


It’s certain that fine women eat


A crazy salad with their meat


Whereby the Horn of Plenty is undone.







In courtesy I’d have her chiefly learned;


Hearts are not had as a gift but hearts are earned


By those that are not entirely beautiful;


Yet many, that have played the fool


For beauty’s very self, has charm made wise,


And many a poor man that has roved,


Loved and thought himself beloved,


From a glad kindness cannot take his eyes.







May she become a flourishing hidden tree


That all her thoughts may like the linnet be,


And have no business but dispensing round


Their magnanimities of sound,


Nor but in merriment begin a chase,


Nor but in merriment a quarrel.


O may she live like some green laurel


Rooted in one dear perpetual place. 







My mind, because the minds that I have loved,


The sort of beauty that I have approved,


Prosper but little, has dried up of late,


Yet knows that to be choked with hate


May well be of all evil chances chief.


If there’s no hatred in a mind


Assault and battery of the wind


Can never tear the linnet from the leaf.







An intellectual hatred is the worst,


So let her think opinions are accursed.


Have I not seen the loveliest woman born


Out of the mouth of Plenty’s horn,


Because of her opinionated mind


Barter that horn and every good


By quiet natures understood


For an old bellows full of angry wind?







Considering that, all hatred driven hence,


The soul recovers radical innocence


And learns at last that it is self-delighting,


Self-appeasing, self-affrighting,


And that its own sweet will is Heaven’s will;


She can, though every face should scowl


And every windy quarter howl


Or every bellows burst, be happy still.







And may her bridegroom bring her to a house


Where all’s accustomed, ceremonious;


For arrogance and hatred are the wares


Peddled in the thoroughfares.


How but in custom and in ceremony


Are innocence and beauty born?


Ceremony’s a name for the rich horn,


And custom for the spreading laurel tree.
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from The Song of Hiawatha









Downward through the evening twilight,


In the days that are forgotten,


In the unremembered ages,


From the full moon fell Nokomis,


Fell the beautiful Nokomis,


She a wife, but not a mother.


    She was sporting with her women


Swinging in a swing of grape-vines,


When her rival, the rejected,


Full of jealousy and hatred,


Cut the leafy swing asunder;


Cut in twain the twisted grapevines,


And Nokomis fell affrighted


Downward through the evening twilight,


On the Muskoday, the meadow,


On the prairie full of blossoms.


‘See! a star falls!’ said the people;


‘From the sky a star is falling!’


    There among the ferns and mosses,


There among the prairie lilies,


On the Muskoday, the meadow,


In the moonlight and the starlight,


Fair Nokomis bore a daughter.


And she called her name Wenonah, 


As the first-born of her daughters.


And the daughter of Nokomis


Grew up like the prairie lilies,


Grew a tall and slender maiden,


With the beauty of the moonlight,


With the beauty of the starlight.


    And Nokomis warned her often,


Saying oft, and oft repeating,


‘O, beware of Mudjekeewis,


Of the West-Wind, Mudjekeewis;


Listen not to what he tells you;


Lie not down upon the meadow,


Stoop not down among the lilies,


Lest the West-Wind come and harm you!’


    But she heeded not the warning,


Heeded not those words of wisdom,


And the West-Wind came at evening;


Walking lightly o’er the prairie,


Whispering to the leaves and blossoms,


Bending low the flowers and grasses,


Found the beautiful Wenonah,


Lying there among the lilies,


Wooed her with his words of sweetness,


Wooed her with his soft caresses,


Till she bore a son in sorrow,


Bore a son of love and sorrow.


    Thus was born my Hiawatha,


Thus was born the child of wonder;


But the daughter of Nokomis,


Hiawatha’s gentle mother,


In her anguish died deserted.


By the West-Wind, false and faithless,


By the heartless Mudjekeewis.


    For her daughter, long and loudly


Wailed and wept the sad Nokomis;


‘O that I were dead!’ she murmured,


‘O that I were dead, as thou art!


No more work, and no more weeping,


Wahonowin! Wahonowin!’


    By the shores of Gitche Gumee.


By the shining Big-Sea-Water,


Stood the wigwam of Nokomis,


Daughter of the Moon, Nokomis.


Dark behind it rose the forest,


Rose the black and gloomy pine-trees,


Rose the firs with cones upon them;


Bright before it beat the water,


Beat the clear and sunny water,


Beat the shining Big-Sea-Water.


    There the wrinkled, old Nokomis


Nursed the little Hiawatha,


Rocked him in his linden cradle,


Bedded soft in moss and rushes,


Safely bound with reindeer sinews;


Stilled his fretful wail by saying,


‘Hush! the Naked Bear will hear thee!’


Lulled him into slumber, singing,


‘Ewa-yea! my little owlet!


Who is this, that lights the wigwam?


With his great eyes lights the wigwam?


Ewa-yea! my little owlet!’





HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW



























The Toys









My little Son, who look’d from thoughtful eyes


And moved and spoke in quiet grown-up wise,


Having my law the seventh time disobey’d,


I struck him, and dismiss’d,


With hard words and unkiss’d,


His Mother, who was patient, being dead.


Then, fearing lest his grief should hinder sleep,


I visited his bed,


But found him slumbering deep,


With darken’d eyelids, and their lashes yet


From his late sobbing wet.


And I, with moan,


Kissing away his tears, left others of my own;


For, on a table drawn beside his head,


He had put, within his reach,


A box of counters and a red-vein’d stone,


A piece of glass abraded by the beach


And six or seven shells,


A bottle with bluebells


And two French copper coins, ranged there with careful art,


To comfort his sad heart.


So when that night I pray’d


To God, I wept, and said:


Ah, when at last we lie with trancéd breath,


Not vexing Thee in death,


And Thou rememberest of what toys


We made our joys,


How weakly understood


Thy great commanded good,


Then, fatherly not less


Than I whom Thou hast moulded from the clay,


Thou’lt leave Thy wrath, and say,


‘I will be sorry for their childishness.’





COVENTRY PATMORE
























Walking Away









It is eighteen years ago, almost to the day –


A sunny day with the leaves just turning,


The touch-lines new-ruled – since I watched you play


Your first game of football, then, like a satellite


Wrenched from its orbit, go drifting away







Behind a scatter of boys. I can see


You walking away from me towards the school


With the pathos of a half-fledged thing set free


Into a wilderness, the gait of one


Who finds no path where the path should be.







That hesitant figure, eddying away


Like a winged seed loosened from its parent stem,


Has something I never quite grasp to convey


About nature’s give-and-take – the small, the scorching


Ordeals which fire one’s irresolute clay.







I have had worse partings, but none that so


Gnaws at my mind still. Perhaps it is roughly


Saying what God alone could perfectly show –


How selfhood begins with a walking away,


And love is proved in the letting go.





C. DAY-LEWIS
























Warning to Children









Children, if you dare to think


Of the greatness, rareness, muchness,


Fewness of this precious only


Endless world in which you say


You live, you think of things like this:


Blocks of slate enclosing dappled


Red and green, enclosing tawny


Yellow nets, enclosing white


And black acres of dominoes,


Where a neat brown paper parcel


Tempts you to untie the string.


In the parcel a small island,


On the island a large tree,


On the tree a husky fruit.


Strip the husk and pare the rind off:


In the kernel you will see


Blocks of slate enclosed by dappled


Red and green, enclosed by tawny


Yellow nets, enclosing white


And black acres of dominoes,


Where the same brown paper parcel –


Children, leave the string alone!


For who dares undo the parcel


Finds himself at once inside it,


On the island, in the fruit,


Blocks of slate about his head,


Finds himself enclosed by dappled


Green and red, enclosed by yellow


Tawny nets, enclosed by black


And white acres of dominoes,


With the same brown paper parcel


Still unopened on his knee.


And, if he then should dare to think


Of the fewness, muchness, rareness,


Greatness of this endless only


Precious world in which he says


He lives – he then unties the string.





ROBERT GRAVES
























We Are Seven









A simple child, dear brother Jim,


That lightly draws its breath,


And feels its life in every limb,


What should it know of death?







I met a little cottage girl,


She was eight years old, she said;


Her hair was thick with many a curl


That cluster’d round her head.







She had a rustic, woodland air,


And she was wildly clad;


Her eyes were fair, and very fair,


– Her beauty made me glad. 







‘Sisters and brothers, little maid,


‘How many may you be?’


‘How many? seven in all,’ she said,


And wondering looked at me.







‘And where are they, I pray you tell?’


She answered, ‘Seven are we,


‘And two of us at Conway dwell,


‘And two are gone to sea.







‘Two of us in the church-yard lie,


‘My sister and my brother,


‘And in the church-yard cottage, I


‘Dwell near them with my mother.’







‘You say that two at Conway dwell,


‘And two are gone to sea,


‘Yet you are seven; I pray you tell


‘Sweet Maid, how this may be?’







Then did the little Maid reply,


‘Seven boys and girls are we;


‘Two of us in the church-yard lie,


‘Beneath the church-yard tree.’







‘You run about, my little maid,


‘Your limbs they are alive;


‘If two are in the church-yard laid,


‘Then ye are only five.’







‘Their graves are green, they may be seen,’


The little Maid replied,


‘Twelve steps or more from my mother’s door,


‘And they are side by side. 







‘My stockings there I often knit,


‘My ’kerchief there I hem;


‘And there upon the ground I sit –


‘I sit and sing to them.







‘And often after sunset, Sir,


‘When it is light and fair,


‘I take my little porringer,


‘And eat my supper there.







‘The first that died was little Jane;


‘In bed she moaning lay,


‘Till God released her of her pain,


‘And then she went away.







‘So in the church-yard she was laid,


‘And all the summer dry,


‘Together round her grave we played,


‘My brother John and I.







‘And when the ground was white with snow,


‘And I could run and slide,


‘My brother John was forced to go,


‘And he lies by her side,’







‘How many are you then,’ said I,


‘If they two are in Heaven?’


The little Maiden did reply,


‘O Master! we are seven.’
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