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            Introduction

         

         
            Marsden is the last village in the Colne Valley as it climbs westward from the former textile town of Huddersfield into the West Yorkshire Pennines. The collar of moors and hills that surround it create a natural geographical amphitheatre. The settlement grew up at the confluence point of Wessenden Brook and the River Colne, with surrounding tributaries and gullies initiating a watercourse that eventually leads to the mouth of the Humber and flows into the North Sea. My parents lived in a terraced house on the south-facing side of Marsden (an end terrace, in fact, which we could claim as ‘semi-detached’ in more aspirant moments), up a steep, narrow road that was rumoured to be Roman in origin and still carries the contours of stone steps in the middle of the carriageway, beneath several layers of asphalt. My bedroom, made from a partitioned section of my parents’ bedroom, looked straight down into the bowl of the village, the house occupying an enviable grandstand location for such a modest property. The only other terrace or ‘block’ with the same aspect consisted of twenty houses and was known colloquially as Titanic Row, either because of its impressive length, or because it was built in 1912, or because it was sinking slowly into the clay foundations. I watched a lot of TV as a kid and didn’t read much other than comics, so I associate my first poetic experiences with the view from that bedroom window, especially the view at night, dreaming with my eyes wide open when I should have been asleep. I’d watch the streetlamps blink into action, the shutters and blinds go down in the shops at the top of Fall Lane, and headlamps illuminate distant lanes and gable ends. I’d watch people whose shapes and outlines I recognised going into the New Inn or coming out of the Old New Inn, and curtains being drawn in the houses of neighbours and family friends. I’d see strangers, on foot or in unfamiliar vehicles, and I’d imagine incidents taking place behind closed doors, though none of this was ever written down at the time. It became a kind of compulsion, or at least a routine, thinking about the invisible goings-on, all the stand-offs and stalemates, the affairs and fisticuffs, the shenanigans and shady deals. Thinking also about the mundane and the commonplace, of people performing in the scenes and sketches of their regular lives, reinforcing my understanding of how the world worked and indulging a fascination with everyday domestic detail. Some of the excitement came from being completely inconspicuous, a secret and sly observer in an unknown lookout post, even when I watched my dad return home one night in his black tuxedo and white dress shirt and head off into the garden to water his tomatoes. These were private, moonstruck observations, like watching a clockwork model or staring into a diorama, but, in my peripheral vision, a dizzying and ominous blackness always loomed large. On those high uplands and across those wide moors there was literally no one, the truer proportion of Marsden’s territory being a vast emptiness, full of terrifying and electrifying possibilities. At night, the horizon brimmed with a darkness like outer space, crowding the corner of the eye, thickening and deepening at the back of the mind.

    Coming back to the village, after three years at Portsmouth Polytechnic, with no job, and in no hurry to get one, I started looking out of that window again, and out of the large picture window in the living room with its wide-angle view of Marsden – and I was ready to write. By that time I was a geography graduate with a head full of theories about people and places, a returning know-it-all with an eclectic education (geographer: ‘jack of all trades, master of none’). So the village became the drawing board or board game on which I could practise my poetics and play out my perspectives. The frame of the window might have operated as a limiting device, restricting my perception of the wider world, but it was an invaluable template for bringing focus to the poems and legitimising the use of local subjects and vernacular in a poetic context. Maybe I was trying to fabricate some version of myself, forge an identity, fashion a sense of my situation in the universe, and the best materials – or only materials – to work with were those closest to hand. But if that’s what I was up to, it was all taking place at a subconscious level. Back then I was just doing what came most naturally or conveniently and without a better option. So the post office got the treatment, as did the fire station, and the petrol station, and the snow-warning light on the main road. Even the house itself became a kind of ‘cathedral of the ordinary’ in that era of few material goods where possessions were somehow part of a ritualistic fabric of life and household events had a near-sacramental pattern and process. The slow succession of my dad’s cars, for instance, became a way of recalling periods of family history: the Austin Princess era, the Datsun automatic years. Those vehicles, incomprehensibly expensive at the time, acquired the status of close relatives or large exotic pets, not just means of transportation but characters with names, personalities, idiosyncrasies and smells. Even though I’m pretty sure I never took a bite out of it I can still ‘taste’ the cracked red leather seats in the back of the Hillman Minx and picture the lettering on the registration plate: BAP 69P.

    If all that goes some way towards explaining why I wrote so much about Marsden in my first collection, Zoom! (1989), and my second collection Kid (1992), while I was still living there, it doesn’t really explain why I’ve continued to address it – on and off – for another three decades. True, I only live a couple of valleys away, but in these parts that’s the equivalent of self-imposed exile, and, since poetry became an unexpected passport, I’ve found myself travelling in all directions and towards all destinations. Yet distance seems to necessitate the occasional recalibration or rebalancing of the scales, as if I’m using the village as a standard of poetic measurement, or as a measurement of poetic standard. In 2015 I published The Unaccompanied, a collection that had accumulated slowly since around 2008, the year of the financial crash. Until I started to work out an order for the manuscript I hadn’t realised how much I’d been writing about Marsden again, this time charting the effects of the recession, and the austerity that followed, and a growing sense of marginalisation in what was supposed to be an age of increased communication and connectedness. Not Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village exactly, but some sort of fragmented twenty-first-century version of it. I’d also burrowed back into the past, perhaps looking for reassurance in the shape of prior experiences, but often finding those memories elusive, or unreliable, or ineffective bolsters against a volatile and unpredictable present day.

            The village has changed. Many of the amenities and services I described in those early poems no longer exist. Two of the big mills are still standing, but are empty and decaying. New housing estates have replaced brownfield sites or encroached onto the moor. The moors themselves are greener and trees have sprung up even beyond the recognised ‘tree line’ – a consequence of climate change and reductions in chimney smoke and soot. And the giant eyesore of a gasometer, rising and falling like some grotesque iron lung, is no more. On the other hand, the basic layout is still the same, as is the population size, as is a sizeable proportion of the population. The infant and junior schools are still where they were. The football field – a prime central site – has resisted attempts to turn it into a low-budget supermarket. The clock on the Mechanics’ Institute still pokes up above the rooftops on Peel Street, even if it rarely tells the right time. And Samuel Laycock, ‘the Marsden poet’ (what the hell do I have to do?), still looks out from his plinth near the bandstand in the park. So there’s a surface continuity, at least, to draw on and return to, as well as a continuity of vocabulary and dialect. These days a ‘regional accent’ is usually thought of as a marker of authenticity and identity, but growing up we were told to speak ‘properly’ and sometimes threatened with elocution lessons, because with the unsophisticated noises that came out of our mouths we would never get anywhere.

    Beyond the linguistics, I’ve come to feel that there is something genuinely unique about Marsden as a liminal, transcendent and transgressive location: a border area where habitation meets the uninhabitable; where Yorkshire meets Lancashire (not just topographically, but culturally); where the land disappears into the sky on many days of the year; where the last lawn is separated from the moor by the dividing line of a privet hedge; where absentee aristocratic landowners meet (or rather don’t meet) tenants, hill farmers and ramblers; and where roads peter out into carttracks and bridleways. The residents who have resurrected pagan fire festivals in Marsden and celebrate the zeal and resistance of the local Luddites chapter are the same people waiting at the station in the morning, commuting to IT jobs in Manchester and Leeds. The village was an extraordinary adventure playground for a child, with its system of switchbacks, towpaths and unadopted roads, and with its many reservoirs, like a sleeping pantheon of water deities above our heads, whose names became a recited litany of localness and belonging among those in the know. More recently they have lent their titles to beers in the village brewpub, though I’ve never found a pint of Butterley or Cupwith an especially refreshing thought, remembering some of the things we found in those bodies of water, and some of the things we did in them. In attempting to describe border regions as good places to write – for the friction and exchange that takes place along the collision front – I once said in an interview that I grew up with one foot on the pavement and the other in the pigsty, something of an exaggerated claim (in fact, on Old Mount Road there were neither). But on Pule Hill, the landmark above Marsden with its distinctive silhouette, prehistoric burial sites and caves exist side by side with quarries and ventilation shafts from the railway tunnel beneath, more honest indicators of the kind of duality or interface I was trying to articulate. My poem ‘Snow’ is carved into the rocky escarpment on the exposed flank of Pule Hill, the first of six Stanza Stones that form a fifty-mile trail from Marsden to the far side of Ilkley Moor. Thus far it’s the only one to be vandalised. Just bored kids throwing rocks, probably, but a useful caution against being a priest in your own parish. I’ve assigned Pule Hill many designations in the past – homing beacon, trig point, watchtower – though in the context of this collection and its given title, it is as a lodestone or magnetic pole that I’m now thinking of it. 

            In 2018 my parents reluctantly flitted from the house they had lived in for over half a century to a house in the village centre, a property near a bus stop, shops, the church, pubs, the doctors’ surgery, and somewhere that doesn’t require a gritting lorry and grappling irons to make it accessible when one of those old-fashioned winters rolls in. The reluctance was mine, too; having identified the house I grew up in as a kind of creative wellspring, it crossed my mind that without it I might dry up. If anything, though, not having a foothold in that property, and having emptied it of family possessions, I’ve felt able to investigate it more freely and without the obligations that superstition and nostalgia can sometimes impose. Free to be more honest, and free to mythologise.

            A few years ago a producer and presenter from BBC Radio 4 invited me to read some of my Marsden poems in situ. So a local builder let us into the boarded-up fire station and I read ‘Emergency’ as we crunched around on the broken glass on the floor. Then I read ‘Harmonium’ in St Bartholomew’s Church, and ‘Leaves on the Line’ at the railway station, and ‘On Marsden Moor’ on Marsden Moor. Finally we pulled up outside the old house, and, sitting on a wall across the road, I was just about to read ‘Kitchen Window’, or ‘Privet’, or ‘Camera Obscura’, or ‘Miniatures’, or ‘Greenhouse’, or ‘After the Hurricane’, or several others located at the same address, when the new occupier emerged from the back door with a large hammer and started to unceremoniously demolish my dad’s rose arch, the one he’d cobbled together with lengths of Tanalised 4 × 2 and long rusty nails. It wasn’t the prettiest of structures, but it had withstood many meteorological assaults. Watching it buckle and collapse with just a few blows should have wrong-footed me, but those who listened closely to the broadcast will have heard suppressed giggling in the background – the involuntary response to an incident that was too good to be true from a programme-making point of view and too obviously poetic for a poem.

            This edition gathers together fifty of my Marsden poems. I have attempted to order them chronologically – not by the dates they were composed or first published, but by the dates they describe. It was an impossible timescale for all kinds of reasons: some of the poems don’t relate to any particular day, month or year, while others refer to several. But to my eye and ear, at least, situating the poems alongside different neighbours and releasing them from the sequence of their construction has given them new resonances, just as the maps that bookend this collection return them to their original geographical locations (the numbers on the maps refer to page numbers in the table of contents), situating the poems in space rather than time. I have included one poem from my first ever pamphlet, Human Geography (1988), which didn’t make the transition to the adult world of mainstream publishing back in the day but seemed worthy of a recall in this context. And I have added a handful of new poems, from an ongoing future collection, to show how the village continues to exert its influence and the attraction shows no signs of fading.
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