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For Sue and Peter Morgan – the most intrepid of travellers, weavers of great stories and photographers of cats, dogs and local wildlife the world over










Introduction



PAUL THEROUX


The poem in its allusiveness and usual brevity is well suited to describing the disjunction, the alienation, the surrealism, the impressionism, the imagism, the shock and the dreamlike qualities of the travel experience. And so this is a collection to value. Its curious aspect is that while some of these poems are written by travellers, others are by poets who seldom went anywhere, and a number of them by poets who did not visit the places they extolled in their poems.


A telling detail often proves that the poet was an eyewitness. Here are exuberant selections by Lord Byron – excerpts from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and other shorter, free-standing poems. The extract from Don Juan contains one of my favourite travel observations. Don Juan is at the Bosphorus, the wind blowing from the Black Sea, known in Byron’s time – and earlier – as the Euxine Sea. As the waves ‘lash and lave Europe and Asia’, Byron writes:




There’s not a sea the passenger e’er pukes in,


Turns up more dangerous breakers than the Euxine.





Yet experience isn’t everything. In spite of Rudyard Kipling’s evocation of the Burmese city of Mandalay in his magnificent poem of the same name, the poet never visited the city – he saw a bit of Rangoon in a brief one-day touristic shore excursion when his ship stopped there. Nor did Edgar Allan Poe ever see the fabled city of Eldorado:




 ‘Over the Mountains


 Of the Moon,


Down the Valley of the Shadow,


 Ride, boldly ride,’


 The shade replied,


‘If you seek for Eldorado!’





Well, no one ever saw Eldorado, though many sought it. Poe was not much of a traveller; he visited England briefly but spent most of his life shuttling from New York to Baltimore, yet he was a brilliant imaginer of distant lands.


On his one trip out of the United States, Walt Whitman travelled to Canada in the summer of 1880, and he sailed down the Mississippi River as he describes in ‘On Journeys Through the States’ (‘We pass through Kanada, the North-east, the vast valley of the Mississippi . . .’). But he lived most of his life in Brooklyn, New York, which is why his ‘Crossing Brooklyn Ferry’ – a trip he must have taken many times – is so achieved:




And you that shall cross from shore to shore years


 hence are more to me, and more in my


 meditations, than you might suppose.





And the same note of urban experience can be found in the work of Sara Teasdale – a New Yorker – especially in her poem ‘Broadway’:




This is the quiet hour; the theaters


Have gathered in their crowds, and steadily


The million lights blaze on for few to see,


Robbing the sky of stars that should be hers.


A woman waits with bag and shabby furs . . .





Similarly, the freshness of familiarity in her ‘Union Square’:




With the man I love who loves me not,


I walked in the street-lamps’ flare;


We watched the world go home that night


In a flood through Union Square.





The authenticity and acute sadness in Claude McKay’s ‘The Tropics in New York’ are vivid:




Bananas ripe and green, and ginger-root,


Cocoa in pods and alligator pears,


And tangerines and mangoes and grape fruit,


Fit for the highest prize at parish fairs . . .





And ends:




My eyes grew dim, and I could no more gaze;


A wave of longing through my body swept,


And, hungry for the old, familiar ways,


I turned aside and bowed my head and wept.





McKay’s nostalgia for Jamaica, where he was born in 1889, is palpable, yet he did not return to the island. After emigrating to New York City he travelled widely, to Europe, to North Africa, and in the 1920s to the Soviet Union to attend the Communist Party’s Fourth Congress.


McKay’s peregrinations are in great contrast to Emily Dickinson’s non-travelling. She is represented here by three stark poems. ‘To shut our eyes is Travel,’ Dickinson wrote to a friend in 1870. By then, aged forty, she had been housebound for almost ten years, and she had another fifteen reclusive years to live. She had begun her studies at Mount Holyoke College in South Hadley, about ten miles from her home in Amherst, Massachusetts, but she only lasted a year and, homesick, returned to the family home. ‘Home is a holy thing – nothing of doubt or distrust can enter its blessed portals,’ she wrote in a letter to her brother. And ‘Duty is black and brown – home is bright and shining.’ And again, home ‘is brighter than all the world beside’.
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