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We scamper through a modern world in which we are all, it seems, expected to fill Kipling’s unforgiving minute with much more than 60 seconds’ worth of distance run. It’s hard – even in those last minutes of the day – to step off the ever-spooling treadmill and indulge ourselves with a few moments of real calm, even though we long to do so. I hope this book, and the verses within it, will prove your passport to a little space of serenity whenever you lift it from the shelf.




‘Then close thine eyes in peace, and sleep secure,


No sleep so sweet as thine, no rest so sure.’


On a Quiet Conscience by Charles I (1600–1649)





It has been a delightful task to gather these gorgeous poems. Many of them are explicitly about evening and night, and shoot us into the sleeping skies. Up among the stars, in dark and dizzying vastness, today’s petty struggles seem to melt away. We have always felt this, it seems. Moons and planets turn gracefully; stars give out their steadfast gleam. We find space – pun intended – in our minds to contemplate, and to rest. When the distances we travel in imagination are so great, nobody is still running.




‘Though my soul may set in darkness, it will rise in perfect light;


I have loved the stars too fondly to be fearful of the night.’


The Old Astronomer to His Pupil by Sarah Williams (1837–1868)





Many of these night sky rhymes are well known to us from childhood, conjuring up memories of sleepily half-remembered friends – owls, pussycats, old ladies with brooms, sailors in the night sky – with soothingly familiar music. Might we not, as we once did, wish upon a star or tell ourselves a bedtime story? Do we not need wishes and stories, now, more than ever?




‘All night across the dark we steer;


But when the day returns at last,


Safe in my room, beside the pier,


I find my vessel fast.’


My Bed is a Boat by Robert Louis Stevenson (1850–1894)





Some of these writers offer recipes for a peaceful life. It has little to do with striving and bustle, and nothing at all to do with status and success. It has everything to do with tranquillity and contentment.




‘My mind to me a kingdom is’


Sir Edward Dyer (1543–1607)





I love the thought of these poets composing this sage advice centuries ago. Picture the desk at which they sat, the pen they wielded, the candlelight and the deep, pre-industrial silence around them. With what astonishment might Sir Edward Dyer (1543–1607), John Dryden (1631–1700), Susan Coolidge (1835–1905) or even Charles I (1600–1649) have glimpsed us, pausing our frenetic lives for just a moment, in alien rooms, poring over these pages? How would they feel to know that we are still, even now, taking in their beautiful, wise words to calm our hearts and set our course straight?




‘Take heart with the day and begin again’


New Every Morning by Susan Coolidge (1835–1905)





There are hymns here to warm rooms on winter nights, when we light the lamps and hunker down. I hope they kindle warmth for you. These are words composed to bring us ease and coziness, the literary equivalent of a blanket to wrap ourselves in.




‘The house-dog on his paws outspread


Laid to the fire his drowsy head’


Snow-Bound: A Winter Idyl by John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–1892)





If we cannot hibernate – however appealing it sometimes seems – we can, through poetry, grant ourselves a few holy minutes each day. We connect in these quiet moments with the poet who set down these thoughts for us, however distant their world and their time might be to ours. Their poems act as a springboard into a reverie that is uniquely our own, and it is a rare and precious gift to hear our own still, small voices, so often buried in the clamour of the raucous everyday.


As the year turns, and the earth slowly awakens, we leave poems about the held breath of a snowy landscape, and look to those celebrating the green beauty of spring, and the easy pleasure it brings. The countryside and coastline have long soothed, inspired and nourished, but for the days when a restorative ramble in the fresh air is off the cards, this book is designed as an ejector seat. Here are songs of balmy evenings and gently rushing waves, and anthems to the perfect blue of a dimming spring sky or a sultry summer night. We might sink beneath the waves to drift with mermaids or drowsy seal pups, we might set sail on the waters of an unruffled loch … A poem and our own imaginations can take us anywhere, in mere moments, without the need for packing or palaver.




‘There is a peace in the depths of the sea,


Like the peace that is deep in the heart of me.’


Deep Peace by Josephine Royle (dates unknown)





Each of these poems is an escape hatch, and through it we are able to tumble out of the day’s shopping lists and inboxes into a quiet and comfortable place. There are words here of love and leisure, of stars and softness, of coziness and contentment, of all the many thoughts we can gather about us to feel warm and safe. Life moves pretty fast, and so do we. I hope that in these pages, through these words – whether written many centuries ago or in recent years – you are given the gift of stillness, and are soothed.




‘Right good is rest.’


For the Bed at Kelmscott by William Morris (1834–1896)
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1 january



Lines for Winter


Mark Strand (1934–2014)


Tell yourself


as it gets cold and gray falls from the air


that you will go on


walking, hearing


the same tune no matter where


you find yourself –


inside the dome of dark


or under the cracking white


of the moon’s gaze in a valley of snow.


Tonight as it gets cold


tell yourself


what you know which is nothing


but the tune your bones play


as you keep going. And you will be able


for once to lie down under the small fire


of winter stars.


And if it happens that you cannot


go on or turn back


and you find yourself


where you will be at the end,


tell yourself


in that final flowing of cold through your limbs


that you love what you are.










2 january



Snow-Bound: A Winter Idyl (extract)


John Greenleaf Whittier (1807–1892)


Shut in from all the world without


We sat the clean-winged hearth about,


Content to let the north-wind roar


In baffled rage at pane and door,


While the red logs before us beat


The frost-line back with tropic heat;


And ever, when a louder blast


Shook beam and rafter as it passed,


The merrier up its roaring draught


The great throat of the chimney laughed,


The house-dog on his paws outspread


Laid to the fire his drowsy head,


The cat’s dark silhouette on the wall


A couchant tiger’s seemed to fall;


And, for the winter fireside meet,


Between the andirons’ straddling feet,


The mug of cider simmered slow,


The apples sputtered in a row,


And, close at hand, the basket stood


With nuts from brown October’s wood.


What matter how the night behaved?


What matter how the north-wind raved?


Blow high, blow low, not all its snow


Could quench our hearth-fire’s ruddy glow.










3 january



‘Last year my mind was in a dustbin’


Rebecca Swift (1964–2017)


Last year my mind was in a dustbin.


Recovery was written off.


I hurled – how I hurled


into space towards no thing,


but now, on a dull January morning


plodding back to work


I want to tear the walls down,


fling open windows.


I want the lighter air on my nose,


the tang-white air in the trees.


Wonder of wonder.


Miracle of miracles.


This ordinary human –


this all-too-common thing.


My heart leaps towards the spring.


My fresh aired brain craves everything.










4 january



Velvet Shoes


Elinor Wylie (1885–1928)


Let us walk in the white snow


In a soundless space;


With footsteps quiet and slow,


At a tranquil pace,


Under veils of white lace.


I shall go shod in silk,


And you in wool,


White as a white cow’s milk,


More beautiful


Than the breast of a gull.


We shall walk through the still town


In a windless peace;


We shall step upon white down,


Upon silver fleece,


Upon softer than these.


We shall walk in velvet shoes:


Wherever we go


Silence will fall like dews


On white silence below.


We shall walk in the snow.










5 january



That Silent Evening


Galway Kinnell (1927–2014)


I will go back to that silent evening


when we lay together and talked in low, silent voices,


while outside slow lumps of soft snow


fell, hushing as they got near the ground,


with a fire in the room, in which centuries


of tree went up in continuous ghost-giving-up,


without a crackle, into morning light.


Not until what hastens went slower did we sleep.


When we got home we turned and looked back


at our tracks twining out of the woods,


where the branches we brushed against let fall


puffs of sparkling snow, quickly, in silence,


like stolen kisses, and where the scritch scritch scritch


among the trees, which is the sound that dies


inside the sparks from the wedge when the sledge


hits it off centre telling everything inside


it is fire, jumped to a black branch, puffed up


but without arms and so to our eyes lonesome,


and yet also – how could we know this? – happy!


in shape of chickadee. Lying still in snow,


not iron-willed, like railroad tracks, willing


not to meet until heaven, but here and there


making slubby kissing stops in the field,


our tracks wobble across the snow their long scratch.


Everything that happens here is really little more,


if even that, than a scratch, too. Words, in our mouths,


are almost ready, already, to bandage the one


whom the scritch scritch scritch, meaning if how when


we might lose each other, scratches scratches scratches


from this moment to that. Then I will go back


to that silent evening, when the past just managed


to overlap the future, if only by a trace,


and the light doubles and shines


through the dark the sparkling that heavens the earth.
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