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  Foreword




  There was a craze for children’s talent competitions when I was a little girl. My mum was very keen for me to take part, though I was an agonizingly shy child, who simply

  wanted to curl up in an armchair and read a book. I didn’t possess any obvious talents. I couldn’t sing in tune. I couldn’t manage so much as ‘Chopsticks’ on the

  piano. I had never had ballet or tap lessons so I couldn’t dance. However, as I said, I loved reading, so I was given a poetry book, encouraged to learn a long poem, and then told to recite

  it on stage. I was taught to speak slowly and clearly and do appropriate gestures, while wearing my party frock. A shiver of horror runs through me now at the very thought. However, the one

  wondrous thing about this terrible ordeal was that I learned many poems. Some of them I’d sooner forget. They weren’t poems at all; they were twee rhymes. I was encouraged to lisp

  dreadful verses, like:




  

    

      I’m sitting on the doorstep




      And I’m eating bread and jam




      And I isn’t crying really




      Though it feels as if I am.


    


  




  Things perked up a little when I was given an A. A. Milne collection, though I still try hard to block out the memory of reciting ‘The King’s Breakfast’ at the

  end of Clacton Pier when I’d drunk several glasses of water and then was too shy to tell the talent-contest manager I was desperate to go to the loo.




  Somehow my mum still felt I needed to be encouraged, and she sent me to elocution lessons. Suddenly I found myself learning real poems, taught by a retired teacher with a

  passion for Shakespeare. I learned chunks of A Midsummer Night’s Dream and As You Like It when I was seven or so. I doubt I understood one word in ten, but I loved the sound of

  the language, the rhythm of the lines, the singing of the words inside my head. I realized you didn’t always have to know precisely what was going on to like a poem.




  I’ve included several Shakespeare poems in this anthology, and some quite challenging poetry – but don’t worry if you can’t always understand everything

  straight away. Sometimes you have to read a poem many times to tease out every single meaning. But there are lots and lots of fun, easy poems too that you can gulp down happily in one bite. In

  fact, I like to think this anthology is like a very good restaurant. It’s got a very large menu, and every dish is carefully prepared and presented as beautifully as possible. You’ll

  hopefully love some things, like many, and maybe wrinkle your nose at a few.




  The joy for me is that it’s my anthology, and I love every single poem in this book. I think my favourite is probably ‘Overheard on a Saltmarsh’ by

  Harold Monro. I first heard it at school in Year Four. Up till then I’d thought most poems had to have a particular pattern, mostly verses of four lines. I didn’t know you could have a

  poem that was a conversation between two people – and interesting magical people at that, a nymph and a goblin. The nymph has some green glass beads, and the goblin desperately wants them. I

  totally understood. I’ve always loved jewellery (I’m the woman who often wears a ring on every finger and has bangles clanking all the way up her arm). I saw those green glass

  beads glittering in my mind’s eye. I ached to possess them too. I muttered green glass beads on my way to school, as if they were a magic spell.




  I like magical poems and there are plenty in this book, including several that really are magic spells. I love poems about mermaids and fairies and witches – and

  I’ve included a wonderfully strange poem about a giantess by one of my favourite modern writers, the Poet Laureate Carol Ann Duffy. There are lots of women poets in this book because this is

  a special anthology for girls – but many male poets are included too.




  There are also three child poets. Ruhee Parelkar wrote a poem about geometry when she was six, Nathalia Crane wrote a love poem about the janitor’s boy when she was nine

  and I’ve included two poems by the wondrous little Marjory Fleming, who wrote fantastic but sometimes unintentionally funny poetry in the early nineteenth century, when she was very little. I

  especially like her ‘Sonnet on a Monkey’, which starts:




  

    

	

	

      O lovely O most charming pug




      Thy graceful air and heavenly mug


    


	


  


  




  And finishes:




  

    

	

	

      His noses cast is of the roman




      He is a very pretty weoman




      I could not get a rhyme for roman




      And was obliged to call it weoman.


    


	


  


  




  I think we’ve all had that trouble, trying to write a poem. I’m not very good at writing poems myself, though I wrote a great many when I was a teenager. But there

  are some poems that I feel I might have written, if only I had talent enough. One poem that really speaks to me – and to millions of others – is ‘Warning’ by Jenny

  Joseph, with its famous starting lines: ‘When I am an old woman I shall wear purple/With a red hat.’




  It has inspired special shops that only sell purple items and a society for ladies of a certain age who visit art galleries and museums and theatres wearing purple with

  outrageous red hats. I was once lucky enough to meet Jenny Joseph in a bookshop, and I couldn’t help being a little disappointed to see that though she is an old woman now she was

  dressed in elegant tasteful beige.




  The ‘Clothes’ section of this anthology is a short but special one – the longest sections are ‘Family’ and ‘Birds and Animals’.

  I’ve tried to choose a great variety of creatures, both real and imaginary – but there are six cat poems. I’m sorry, I just love cats. I have two: Jacob, who is grey and white and

  utterly gorgeous, and Thomas, who is black and slinky with enormous green eyes.




  There are some very short poems and also a couple of very long poems. My English teacher at secondary school, Miss Pierce, read us the whole of ‘The Lady of

  Shalott’ and I was utterly enchanted and set about learning it by heart (though I can only manage a couple of verses now). I found ‘Goblin Market’ in a little crimson

  leather-bound book in my grandma’s cupboard, tucked behind her sewing basket and her box of toffees. I loved this weird story of the goblins and their fruit, and clearly so did she, because

  when she was dying she asked if it could be buried with her. But she had a mysterious little smile on her face. She didn’t usually like poetry at all, so perhaps the little book had been

  given to her by a long-ago sweetheart.




  There’s a satisfyingly thick section of love poetry in the anthology. That’s the wonderful thing about poetry – you can nearly always find a poem to chime with

  a particular mood. If you’re feeling very sad and sorry for yourself, it’s just the time to read melancholy poems. If you’re feeling fond of your friends and family, there are

  selections to make you smile. If you’re fed up with your baby brother yelling or your mum nagging at you, then you’ll find poems that echo your feelings. If you’re feeling very

  lonely, then Emily Dickinson will be comforting.




  I’ve tried hard to include some funny poems too. I think my favourite funny poem is Philip Ardagh’s piece about a dreadful school visit. I guarantee it will

  make any children’s author shriek with laughter. Teachers come in all shapes and sizes, as I’ve shown in my ‘School’ section. I do hope you have a teacher who really loves

  poetry and chats to you about it and reads it aloud beautifully (not in a special strange sing-song voice). If so, you’ll probably love poetry too. But if not, and you think most

  poetry is silly rubbish that you can’t understand, please give the poems in the book a chance. Maybe try reading them aloud to yourself. They’re all my special favourites, but they

  won’t necessarily be yours too. Read as many anthologies as you can – and then maybe write and tell me your favourites.




   




  Jacqueline Wilson
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Me & You




  The long-legged girl who takes goal-kicks




  is me,




  I loop my ‘j’ and ‘g’s.




  twiddle my hair




  and wobbled a loose tooth




  through History all yesterday afternoon.




  The small shy boy who draws dragons




  is you.




  You can multiply,




  make delicious cheese scones




  and when my tooth finally




  falls out and I cry in surprise,




  you hand me a crumpled tissue.




  I will be an Olympic athlete,




  Win two bronze medals.




  You will be a vet with gentle hands




  Who gets cats to purr and budgies speak.




  We don’t know this yet




  but we will be each other’s first date.




  One kiss.




  That’s all . . . but




  for the rest of our lives we never, ever forget.




  In the meantime,




  my tongue explores the toothless gap




  and you lean over your desk and concentrate




  on drawing the feathery,




  feathery lines of a dragon’s wings.




   




  Mandy Coe




  



  




  
Tunbridge Wells




  My turn for Audrey Pomegranate,




  all-purpose friend for newcomers;




  the rest had had enough of her –




  her too-much hair, her too-much flesh,




  her moles, her sideways-gliding mouth,




  her smirking knowledge about rabbits.




  Better a gluey friend than none,




  and who was I to pick and choose?




  She nearly stuck; but just in time




  I met a girl called Mary Button,




  a neat Dutch doll as clean as soap,




  and Audrey P. was back on offer.




   




  Fleur Adcock




  



  




  
Friends




  I fear it’s very wrong of me




  And yet I must admit,




  When someone offers friendship




  I want the whole of it.




  I don’t want everybody else




  To share my friends with me.




  At least, I want one special one,




  Who indisputedly,




  Likes me much more than all the rest,




  Who’s always on my side,




  Who never cares what others say,




  Who lets me come and hide




  Within his shadow; in his house –




  It doesn’t matter where –




  Who lets me simply be myself,




  Who’s always, always there.




   




  Elizabeth Jennings




  



  




  
Sporty People




  I took her for my kind of person




  And it was something of a shock




  When my new friend revealed




  That, once upon a time,




  She was a Junior County Tennis Champion.




  How could that happen?




  How could I accidentally




  Make friends with a tennis champion?




  How could a tennis champion




  Make friends with me?




  She wasn’t stupid. She read books.




  She had never been mean to me




  For being bad at games.




  I decided to forgive




  Her unfortunate past.




  Sporty people can be OK –




  Of course they can.




  Later on, I met poets




  Who played football. It’s still hard




  To get my head round that.




   




  Wendy Cope




  



  




  
Prior Knowledge




  Prior Knowledge was a strange boy.




  He had sad green eyes.




  He always seemed to know when I was telling lies.




  We were friends for a summer.




  Prior got out his knife




  and mixed our bloods so we’d be brothers for life.




  You’ll be rich, he said, and famous;




  but I must die.




  Then brave, clever Prior began to cry.




  He knew so much.




  He knew the day before




  I’d drop a jam jar full of frogspawn on the kitchen floor.




  He knew there were wasps




  in the gardening gloves.




  He knew the name of the girl I’d grow up to love.




  The day he died




  he knew there would be




  a wind shaking conkers from the horse chestnut tree;




  and an aimless child




  singing down Prior’s street,




  with bright red sandals on her skipping feet.




   




  Carol Ann Duffy




  



  




  
Sassenachs




  Me and my best pal (well, she was




  till a minute ago) are off to London.




  First trip on an intercity alone.




  When we got on we were the same




  kind of excited – jigging on our seats,




  staring at everyone. But then,




  I remembered I had to be sophisticated.




  So when Jenny started shouting,




  ‘Look at that, the land’s flat already,’




  when we were just outside Glasgow




  (Motherwell actually) I’d feel myself flush.




  Or even worse, ‘Sassenach country!




  Wey Hey Hey.’ The tartan tammy




  sitting proudly on top of her pony;




  the tartan scarf swinging like a tail.




  The nose pressed to the window.




  ‘England’s not so beautiful, is it?’




  And we haven’t even crossed the border!




  And the train’s jazzy beat joins her:




  Sassenachs Sassenachs here we come.




  Sassenachs Sassenachs Rum Tum Tum




  Sassenachs Sassenachs How do you do.




  Sassenachs Sassenachs WE’LL GET YOU.




  Then she loses momentum, so out come




  the egg mayonnaise sandwiches and




  the big bottle of Bru. ‘My ma’s done us proud,’




  says Jenny, digging in, munching loud.




  The whole train is an egg and I’m inside it.




  I try to remain calm; Jenny starts it again,




  Sassenachs Sassenachs Rum Tum Tum.




  Finally we get there: London, Euston;




  and the first person on the platform




  gets asked – ‘Are you a genuine Sassenach?’
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