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For my daughters








Introduction


It’s an exciting time for poetry. Slams and performances are attracting huge audiences; book sales are booming; some of today’s biggest online superstars are poets. Women are at the forefront of this movement: winning prizes, headlining festivals, topping bestseller lists and connecting with thousands of readers in digital spaces. It has not always been so.


Anthologies have traditionally been dominated by male voices, seasoned with a mere scattering of women – usually, the same few names. And yet women – wondered at and worshipped by male poets – danced through and dominated those pages. It puzzled me, so I started reading.


Women’s songs have always formed a part of oral traditions, though these were often not recorded. Female poets were active in the ancient world but, for the most part, their work was not preserved and some – like Sappho’s – was edited or suppressed later. Throughout history and into our own times, women have faced educational, religious and social limitations on their freedom both to write and – especially – to publish. During most eras, it was almost exclusively aristocratic women who had the leisure, learning and liberty to become known as poets.


For centuries it was considered shocking for women to lift their eyes from the housework and seek employment outside the home, and especially for them to trespass in the ‘male’ arena of literature. Women writers were condemned, or mocked. Parents worried in case potential husbands were put off by their bookish daughters. It has been hard for women – especially if they are also mothers – to find time to work, and to get that work taken seriously. We will never know how many women wrote but didn’t dare publish, or exactly how many published under pseudonyms (often men’s names), as George Eliot and the Brontë sisters felt that they must.


It was often felt that women should stick to certain subjects – family, friendship, dutiful religion and the prettier corners of nature – and they have written beautifully and powerfully about all these. However, in the poems gathered here and elsewhere, female poets consider every possible subject: science and our magnificent universe; politics and protest; bodies and belief; myths and mental health; war and displacement.


I have included brief biographies of the poets – and what women they were, and are! From suffragettes and freed slaves to schoolgirls, I was fascinated to uncover their stories, many of which were new to me and will, I think, be new to you. Some of these women faced poverty, war, physical and mental illness, oppressive societies and cruelty, but they spun from their experiences wonderful poetry that will speak to readers for generations to come.


Poetry is personal, so any anthology must carry a sincere apology for omissions. I have never found the process of whittling down a longlist more agonizing – there were hundreds of poems loved and lost in the process. I hope you will find in this book a diverse but representative choir of voices – many of which have been unheard for too long – and there will be something unfamiliar and intriguing for every reader. I wish you as much joy reading it as I had compiling it.


Ana Sampson





‘My roots spread’ – Roots and Growing Up


Here are poems about where – and who – we come from. In some of these verses, the poets explore the notion of home, tracing their own deep roots, and the experience of displacement when those roots are torn up. Others conjure up childhood, from the smell of school to the giddiness of garden games.


Here are sisters: a little Katherine Mansfield fluttering fantasy feathers, and George Eliot movingly mourning her brother’s affection after twenty sad years of silence between them. Here are mothers: Sylvia Plath pregnant with promises that must now be kept; Hollie McNish spinning stories about her mysterious baby’s midnight adventures; Frances Cornford banishing bedtime terrors. We see them bidding that first farewell at the school gate or the others that come later, when their children fly the nest. And here, too, are daughters: unravelling their futures with a flourish, or sifting the treasures handed down to them by the generations of women that came before.





Diaspora




My roots spread tap and spur from Portugal


the slap, of turquoise seas, on distant sands.


Stems of mine came from ice to Africa


later – to boast a son of Abraham.







I am fertile seed, carried from Ireland


emeralds rich with peat and blue mountain mists.


I am black-work under pomegranate suns


the tale, of a princess of Spain, no less.







Red branches – an envelope, from a new


Chinese uncle. I am a paper dragon


dance, animal years that blossom haiku.


Grown from Gaul leaves, Roman petals sprout words,







Pict, Viking, Saxon, Norman, conquered


with prayer or sword. I am Indian spices


a Maharaja wearing a silk peacock


I am chi, pashmina and pyjamas.







I am every woman, man and small child


in every mirror – puzzles of ancestry


we who call ourselves British, yet as I


sometime migrants invaders refugees.


Sue Hardy-Dawson








To Make a Homeland




Can anyone teach me


how to make a homeland?


Heartfelt thanks if you can,


heartiest thanks,


from the house-sparrows,


the apple-trees of Syria,


and yours very sincerely.


Amineh Abou Kerech










Metaphors




I’m a riddle in nine syllables,


An elephant, a ponderous house,


A melon strolling on two tendrils.


O red fruit, ivory, fine timbers!


This loaf’s big with its yeasty rising.


Money’s new-minted in this fat purse.


I’m a means, a stage, a cow in calf.


I’ve eaten a bag of green apples,


Boarded the train there’s no getting off.


Sylvia Plath










Milk-Jug Jackers




Baby you look tired, where have you been?


My baby girl smiles gummy and looks up at me.


She says, ‘Mummy every morning between midnight and three


We go milk-jug-jacking all my babies and me.


We meet in secret on the green just outside the flats


The babies, bunnies, birds and the cats


We sit on bunnies’ backs, galloping, and follow the birds


The cats’ eyes light the path of the outside world.


To the big park lakes is where we run


Where, waiting by the piers, are our friendly swans.


We jump off bunnies’ backs to the white swans’ wings


Sit amongst the feathers where we whisper and sing:


“We are the milk-jug jackers and we’re coming your way


Ladies better watch out, put your nipples away


We’ve got our crowbars at the ready to snap off your straps


Happy slapper milk-jug jackers, hope you’re ready for that.”


With our animal friends and our bunny-rabbit cars


We sit, snapping bras, in our milk-jug bars


Till our potbellies are full of white baby rum


Then the swans fly us home for our feed time with Mum


Sipping on your nipple I giggle in delight


Cos you don’t know I’ve been drinking milk in all the night.


Sipping on your nipple I giggle in delight


Cos you don’t know I’ve been milk-jug-jacking all of the night.’


Hollie McNish










A Glasgow Nonsense Rhyme for Molly




Molly Pin Li McLaren,


come home and look


at the pictures in your brand-new book –


a tree, a bird, a fish, a bell,


a bell, a fish, a tree, a bird.


Point, wee Molly, and say the word!







Oh, Molly, I wish


you the moon as white and round as a dish


and a bell, a tree, a bird and a fish.







Touch! Taste! Look! Smell!


(tree, fish, bird, bell)


And listen, wee Molly, listen well


to the wind,


to the wind in the tree go swish


(bird, bell, tree, fish)


to the shrill of the bird and the plop of the fish


and the clang of the bell


and the stories they tell


the stories they tell,


Molly, the tree, the bird, the fish and the bell.


Liz Lochhead










Ode on the Whole Duty of Parents




The spirits of children are remote and wise,


They must go free


Like fishes in the sea


Or starlings in the skies,


Whilst you remain


The shore where casually they come again.


But when there falls the stalking shade of fear,


You must be suddenly near,


You, the unstable, must become a tree


In whose unending heights of flowering green


Hangs every fruit that grows, with silver bells;


Where heart-distracting magic birds are seen


And all the things a fairy-story tells;


Though still you should possess


Roots that go deep in ordinary earth,


And strong consoling bark


To love and to caress.







Last, when at dark


Safe on the pillow lies an up-gazing head


And drinking holy eyes


Are fixed on you,
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