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For Jack Esiri












Introduction


Within the pages of this anthology, one of a four-part cycle of seasons, you will find some of the finest poetry ever to have been written about Autumn – with all its vitality and variety – and the key cultural and historical events that lie amidst the dates of September, October and November.


However, the title of this collection is something of a misnomer. Each day of autumn hosts not just one poem, but two, almost all of which have been drawn from my earlier anthologies: A Poem for Every Day of the Year and A Poem for Every Night of the Year. The idea is to provide you with a poem for each Autumn morning, through which you can shape your perception of your day, as well as another to help you unwind and reflect in the evening.


Presenting two poems tailored for opposite ends of your day seems particularly fitting for an anthology devoted to Autumn, a season characterised by its sense of harmonious equilibrium between different states of being. It marries the lingering heat and brightness of the waning summer with the cold and creeping darkness of the forthcoming winter. It is a time in which things draw to a close. Leaves fall and die in fiery heaps and animals (and humans) prepare to retreat from sunny meadows and hillsides into cosier, confined spaces away from the elements. Yet it is also defined by an upsurge of life, renewal and abundance. Crops are harvested and enjoyed after months of anticipation, while children and students begin their new scholarly adventures, often waved off by a relative in the autumn of their years. Balance is to be found at every autumnal juncture. Well, it is the season of Libra after all.


These pages contain poems that capture every one of these gently conflicting features of Autumn – beginning with Gerard Manley Hopkins’s stirring pastoral celebration ‘Hurrahing In Harvest’ and closing with Robert Frost’s elegiac and sobering ‘Nothing Gold Can Stay’. There is, of course, a significant emphasis throughout this anthology on pastoral life; lines written to share and preserve the fleeting, beautiful transitional moments such as Rachel Field’s ‘Something Told the Wild Geese’ or tributes to the enduring majesty of nature in the midst of all this flux, as in Walt Whitman’s ‘Song of Myself’.


Some texts offer us just a photograph-like snapshot of a time and place, like ‘The Red Wheelbarrow’ by William Carlos Williams, while others, such as great poet of the natural world John Clare, provide us with a stream of images with as much movement as a modern day film, as in ‘Pleasant Sounds’. And then there’s Oscar Wilde and Eleanor Farjeon, whose poetry takes from the practices of visual art using the literary device known as ‘ekphrasis’. William Wordsworth summed up the relationship between words and images evocatively when he wrote, ‘We are fond of tracing the resemblance between Poetry and Painting, and, accordingly, we call them Sisters’.


It will come as no surprise when you come across the most famous lines ever written about the season in John Keats’ stunningly immersive and dreamlike 1819 ode, ‘To Autumn’ – near the anthology’s midway point. Although it provides a beautiful evocation of the natural world, it is also steeped in a topical context, referring obliquely, though unmistakably, to the Peterloo Massacre of August 1819. The structure of this anthology is inspired by poems like this, melding the characteristics of the season with social history.


Alongside poems about the time of year, you will find texts that shed light on significant autumnal dates. November is filled with works by the War Poets, with the early works imbued with sunny, patriotic optimism, and the later texts laced with the horrors of war and the bitter disillusionment of the young soldiers. Elsewhere, the 1415 Battle of Agincourt is marked by extracts from Shakespeare’s Henry V, and the American Civil War is approached, not through a traditional poem, but through the poetry of Abraham Lincoln’s words in his rousing Gettysburg Address.


Short introductions to each piece will provide some crucial bits of context, but the poetry itself can often be more powerful than the cold facts when it comes to conveying what a moment in history was really like. But this book doesn’t only look at the distant past; recent, eradefining autumn events such as 9/11 are remembered, in amongst centuries-old traditions such as All Hallows Eve or St Andrew’s Day.


By the same token, the texts in this anthology have been chosen so that modern and contemporary luminaries can be given a platform alongside all the canonical greats who too often dominate these kinds of books. Diversity and a plurality of voices are at the heart of this collection which seeks to champion long-overlooked female doyennes such as Amy Lowell and Adelaide Crapsey, as well as global superstars from across the ages from Rumi to Rabindranath Tagore to Nikki Giovanni.


Although the seasons provide us with common ground and shared experience, every writer has their own interpretation of their time and surroundings. Here you will find an array of texts that give deeply personal perspectives, from ‘Crab-Apples’ by Imtiaz Dharker, in which the poet reaches backwards towards her childhood in her native Pakistan, to Seamus Heaney’s ‘Digging’ which builds a bridge between the writer and his father and grandfather. And then there are the literary renegades who challenge conventions of form and language to develop their own singular style, such as E.E. Cummings whose ingenious ‘l(a’ recreates the falling of a leaf through its setting on the printed page. That poem explicitly addresses the loneliness that can emerge within us as the days shorten, and the darkness encroaches. A Poem For Every Autumn Day not only salutes the joys of Autumn, but offers poems of consolation that will speak to you on a damp, grey morning, or comfort you through a dark night. Here you have a trusty companion for life – one that will always be there, to awaken your spirit, question, console and sustain you from every 1 September to 30 November. After that, fear not – A Poem for Every Winter Day will be on hand for when December comes around.


Allie Esiri
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[image: image]1 September • Hurrahing in Harvest • Gerard Manley Hopkins


In this vibrant and vital poem, Gerard Manley Hopkins recreates the overwhelming joy he felt on one particular autumnal stroll, and, through the immediacy of his verse, lets us share in his awe for this bucolic harvest scene. There are clear religious overtones, but these lines also offer a celebration of the unpredictable, wild wonders of nature in autumn.


 


 


Summer ends now; now, barbarous in beauty, the stooks arise


Around; up above, what wind-walks! what lovely behaviour


Of silk-sack clouds! has wilder, wilful-wavier


Meal-drift moulded ever and melted across skies?


 


I walk, I lift up, I lift up heart, eyes,


Down all that glory in the heavens to glean our Saviour;


And eyes, heart, what looks, what lips yet give you a Rapturous love’s greeting of realer, of rounder replies?


 


And the azurous hung hills are his world-wielding shoulder


Majestic — as a stallion stalwart, very-violet-sweet! —


These things, these things were here and but the beholder Wanting; which two when they once meet,


The heart rears wings bold and bolder


And hurls for him, O half hurls earth for him off under his feet.















[image: image]1 September • Aeroplanes • Herbert Read


On 1 September 1939, Germany invaded Poland. The Allied Powers had vowed to help Poland if it was attacked, and so, two days later, Britain, France and members of the Commonwealth declared war on Germany, marking the beginning of World War Two. The war would last for almost exactly six years, and ended on 2 September 1945. Herbert Read’s interests in nature and war meet in this poem which was published in 1966.




 


A dragonfly


in a flecked grey sky.


 


Its silvered planes


break the wide and still


harmony of space.


 


Around it shells


flash


their fumes


burgeoning to blooms


smoke-liles that float


along the sky.


 


Among them darts


a dragonfly.


















[image: image]2 September • But I Can’t • W. H. Auden


Written in 1940, this poem expresses the uncertainties of everyday life in wartime. Not only is the future unknown, but the reasoning behind the war seems as uncertain as the source of the wind. The poem takes the unusual form of a villanelle – a poem formed of five tercets followed by a final quatrain, with two rhymes and two refrains.




 


Time will say nothing but I told you so,


Time only knows the price we have to pay;


If I could tell you I would let you know.


 


If we should weep when clowns put on their show,


If we should stumble when musicians play,


Time will say nothing but I told you so.


 


There are no fortunes to be told, although,


Because I love you more than I can say,


If I could tell you I would let you know.


 


The winds must come from somewhere when they blow,


There must be reason why the leaves decay;


Time will say nothing but I told you so.


 


Perhaps the roses really want to grow,


The vision seriously intends to stay;


If I could tell you I would let you know.


 


Suppose the lions all get up and go,


And the brooks and soldiers run away;


Will Time say nothing but I told you so?


If I could tell you I would let you know.


















[image: image]2 September • Slough • John Betjeman


In between the First and Second World Wars, the British town of Slough in Berkshire was used as a dumping ground for war surplus materials, before becoming a site of manufacturing and home to over 850 new factories. John Betjeman wrote this poem in 1937, lamenting the onset of industrialization.




 


Come, friendly bombs, and fall on Slough


It isn’t fit for humans now,


There isn’t grass to graze a cow


Swarm over, Death!


 


Come, bombs, and blow to smithereens


Those air-conditioned, bright canteens,


Tinned fruit, tinned meat, tinned milk, tinned beans,


Tinned minds, tinned breath.


 


Mess up the mess they call a town—


A house for ninety-seven down


And once a week a half-a-crown


For twenty years.


 


And get that man with double chin


Who’ll always cheat and always win,


Who washes his repulsive skin


In women’s tears,


 


And smash his desk of polished oak


And smash his hands so used to stroke


And stop his boring dirty joke


And make him yell.


 


But spare the bald young clerks who add


The profits of the stinking cad;


It’s not their fault that they are mad,


They’ve tasted Hell.


 


It’s not their fault they do not know


The birdsong from the radio,


It’s not their fault they often go


To Maidenhead


 


And talk of sport and makes of cars


In various bogus-Tudor bars


And daren’t look up and see the stars


But belch instead.


 


In labour-saving homes, with care


Their wives frizz out peroxide hair


And dry it in synthetic air


And paint their nails.


 


Come, friendly bombs, and fall on Slough


To get it ready for the plough.


The cabbages are coming now;


The earth exhales.


















[image: image]3 September • Composed Upon Westminster Bridge, September 3, 1802 • William Wordsworth


This poem describes London and the River Thames, viewed from Westminster Bridge in the early morning. Wordsworth was travelling to Calais with his sister Dorothy at the time, and in her journal, Dorothy wrote this of the sight: ‘Yet the sun shone so brightly with such a pure light that there was even something like the purity of one of nature’s own grand Spectacles.’




 


Earth has not anything to show more fair:


Dull would he be of soul who could pass by


A sight so touching in its majesty:


This City now doth, like a garment, wear


The beauty of the morning; silent, bare,


Ships, towers, domes, theatres, and temples lie


Open unto the fields, and to the sky;


All bright and glittering in the smokeless air.


Never did sun more beautifully steep


In his first splendour, valley, rock, or hill;


Ne’er saw I, never felt, a calm so deep!


The river glideth at his own sweet will:


Dear God! the very houses seem asleep;


And all that mighty heart is lying still!


















[image: image]3 September • This is the House That Jack Built • Anon.


‘This is the House That Jack Built’ is a popular nursery rhyme, the origins of which most likely lie in the sixteenth century. It is often sung as a ‘cumulative poem’, meaning that the line ‘That lay in the house that Jack built’ is repeated after each new line before the song begins again – so that the poem unfolds into a more and more complex structure: like the building of a house.




 


This is the farmer sowing his corn,


That kept the cock that crowed in the morn,


That waked the priest all shaven and shorn,


That married the man all tattered and torn,


That kissed the maiden all forlorn,


That milked the cow with the crumpled horn,


That tossed the dog,


That worried the cat,


That killed the rat,


That ate the malt


That lay in the house that Jack built.


















[image: image]4 September • The Solitary Reaper • William Wordsworth


In this poem, Wordsworth’s speaker describes the experience of seeing a girl singing in a field as she reaps, cutting and binding the grain. Wordsworth speculates about what kind of song the girl could be singing.




 


Behold her, single in the field,


Yon solitary Highland Lass!


Reaping and singing by herself;


Stop here, or gently pass!


Alone she cuts and binds the grain,


And sings a melancholy strain;


O listen! for the Vale profound


Is overflowing with the sound.


 


No Nightingale did ever chaunt


More welcome notes to weary bands


Of travellers in some shady haunt,


Among Arabian sands:


A voice so thrilling ne’er was heard


In spring-time from the Cuckoo-bird,


Breaking the silence of the seas


Among the farthest Hebrides.


 


Will no one tell me what she sings?


Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow


For old, unhappy, far-off things,


And battles long ago:


Or is it some more humble lay,


Familiar matter of today?


Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain,


That has been, and may be again?


 


Whate’er the theme, the Maiden sang


As if her song could have no ending;


I saw her singing at her work,


And o’er the sickle bending;—


I listened, motionless and still;


And, as I mounted up the hill,


The music in my heart I bore,


Long after it was heard no more.


















[image: image]4 September • Hornbeacon High • Sarah Crossan


The start of September and the end of the Summer Holidays mean one thing to schoolchildren across the country – a thing that fills some hearts with terror: Back To School. This poem about school is actually an extract from a verse novel called One. It tells the story of two sisters who are conjoined twins.




 


The building is white,


ivy eating its way up the broken walls,


windows small


and scratched.


 


Most students are


pulling at one another and squealing,


basking in their easy friendly reunions.


 


But I


study those


who are alone,


at the edge of this noise,


the kids holding their school bags close,


keeping their eyes down,


 


so I can


impersonate their


invisibility.
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