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I hid my love when young till I


Couldn’t bear the buzzing of a fly;


I hid my love to my despite


Till I could not bear to look at light:


I dare not gaze upon her face


But left her memory in each place;


Where’er I saw a wild flower lie


I kissed and bade my love goodbye.





John Clare
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The Invisible Gift











John Clare weaves English words into a nest


and in the cup he stipples rhyme, like mud,


to clutch the shape of something he can hold


but not yet hear; and in the hollow of his hearing,


he feathers a space with a down of verbs


and nouns heads-up. There. Clare lays it down


and nestles over its forming sound: taps and lilts,


the steady knocking of the nib on his hand until


it hatches softly beneath him. And when he peers


below his palm, he spies its eyes, hears its peeps,


but does not know yet what to think. He strokes


its tottering yolk-wet crown; feels a nip against


his thumb, buds of muscle springy at the wing, and all


the hungers of the world to come for this small singing.































THE GYPSY







Finished planting my ariculas – went a botanising after ferns and orchises and caught a cold in the wet grass which has made me as bad as ever – got the tune of ‘highland Mary’ from Wisdom Smith a gipsey and pricked another sweet tune without name as he fiddled it





John Clare, journal entry



























Wisdom Smith Pitches his Bender on Emmonsales Heath, 1819







When yeck’s tardrad yeck’s beti ten oprey,


kair’d yeck’s beti yag anglo the wuddur,


ta nash’d yeck’s kekauvi by the kekauviskey saster.









Wisdom leans against an ash tree, shouldering his violin,


slipping the bow to stroke the strings that stay silent


at distance. All John Clare hears is a heron’s cranking


and the frozen bog creaking beneath his tread


until that ash tree bows with fieldfares and redwings


and the birds’ tunes rise up and twine with Wisdom’s.


The men gossip an hour and John Clare writes down


the tune ‘Highland Mary’ and the Gypsy’s given names.


Once Clare is gone the birds refasten to the ash-crown.


Wisdom hacks and stamps the heather beneath his tent,


claps a blanket on springy furze to serve as mattress


and hooks a nodding kettle to the kettle-iron.


He hangs his head, listens, and shoulders the violin.


By practice and by pricking to mind he will master this.






























The Ditch







I usd to drop down behind a hedge bush or dyke and write down my things upon the crown of my hat









As John Clare rises from the ditch where he writes,


frogs bob up through duckweed and roll their eyelids.


The poet’s coat and hat, they thought, were rain-clouds.


The scribbling pen and riffling paper: they were the rain.


The cloud and rain have moved like lovers out of sight.


Woodlice wake under bark. Nests nudge from within.


Buds are easter-hedged with eggs. A world unwinds


unwinding a world: hedges are easter-egged with buds;


woodlice wake under nests; bark nudges from within;


the lovers and rain move like clouds out of sight;


a scribbling paper and riffling rain: they are the pen;


a thought’s hat and coat and rain-cloud: they are poets;


frogs roll up through duckweed and bob their eyelids.


And John Clare settles down by a ditch, where he writes.






























John Clare’s Notes







Tute has shoon’d the lav pazorrus.


Dovodoy is so is kored gorgikonaes ‘Trusted’.









‘Pazorrus’. A password. Wisdom Smith taught his nags


in Romani. He made them shine and stamp in brass rigs.


The Gypsy wanted rid of debt full stop. A farmer harrying


him for money for meat bills, well, he couldn’t stop smirking


as Wisdom’s beasts flounced and flashed. ‘This mare for your debt.


That light-tailed foal for forty guineas flat.’ The agreement was spat.


Wisdom’s horses didn’t speak Farmer and came clopping back.


The Gypsy bought them half-price and trotted home in the black:


‘Two thousand sleeves as there are tricks. Two thousand


Traveller words holding another card behind the hand.’


Sure as a stallion Wisdom had the triciest part of the trick


and told his daughter Salome who told her granddaughter Lettice


who passed it on to a poet who wrote down a word, ‘pazorrus’.


It is what the Gentiles call ‘trusted’, that is, in their debt.






























Magpies







When Gorgio mushe’s merripen and Romany Chal’s merripen wells kettaney, kek kost merripen see.









‘This atrosious tribe of wandering vagabonds ought


to be made outlaws and exterminated from the earth’ –


A Clergyman Writes. John Clare strides to Emmonsales Heath


with the poisonous passage. Wisdom lights his pipe with it.


‘Spark one up for yourself, brother, but don’t scorch a sonnet


by mistake.’ (Clare is scribbling lines on the brim of his hat,


his paper riffling in the breeze.) ‘My dad said all along:


when the Gentile way of living and the Gypsy way of living


come together, well, that is anything but a good way of living;


except for riming and your botanising and your good pie, poet…’


Two jabbing magpies strut about the camp on a pin-prick search.


‘Take those twin piebald preachers begging for our bread.


They would pick out our eyes and hearts were we lying dead.


All that holds them off is life. The grave is an empty church.’
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