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   ‌Introduction

   A little while ago, I was describing this book to a friend as it was taking shape. ‘It’s a tour around the British Isles, in poems,’ I told her. ‘From the South West up through Wales, over the water to Northern Ireland, back across to Scotland, then turning around and down into Northumberland, Yorkshire, East Anglia, Essex, travelling into London and the South East, then looping back through the Midlands towards the North West. In poems.’ She nodded and thought about this. ‘It sounds,’ she said, ‘like a really slow version of Coast. In a good way.’ I could live with that. The following pages are a journey through language, landscapes and time.

   In June 2019, Andrew McRae and I launched Places of Poetry, a national arts project based on a digital map that people across England and Wales could visit and use to pin their poems of place. A few months and over seven thousand poems later, the map teemed with red dots, each one an original work that had something to do with the location where it had been pinned.

   Assembling this collection from that map was not easy. We were after good, interesting, surprising poems, of course, but we had a surfeit of those. I heard Andrew mutter the phrase ‘topo-chrono-graphical jigsaw puzzle’ (which we’ll return to) as he struggled to find his corners and edges. The poems gathered here needn’t be thought of as edited highlights, the Greatest Hits, or winners in regional heats. Places of Poetry wasn’t a competition. Indeed, you could say the truest version of this anthology is www.placesofpoetry.org.uk, which is now an archive open to visitors online, and where you’ll find the geographical harmony preserved in detail, the unexpected hot spots and areas with surprisingly patchy coverage, a record of how people responded to the project during the summer and early autumn of 2019. But as the poems came in and the map became populous, we’d both imagined what a portable, abridged version would look like in paper and ink, a venue where poems have appeared for the past few centuries, and one that still seems to matter, even in a digital age. This is the book you have in your hands.

   What we hope to offer here is a sense of geographical breadth and variety, the different ways in which writers framed or approached their places and also the different ways in which they participated. Along with poets writing conventionally from their homes, many people took part ‘in the field’ or in workshops, and in some cases (including at least one aged-care facility) produced multi-authored ‘group’ poems, like the Year 5 class from Read St John’s Primary School whose contribution you’ll find on page 282, or individually authored poems on a common theme, like Zoe King’s poem on page 259, one of several submitted by her school. Many participants were completely unpublished, others were long-established writers. Everybody we asked to be included here said yes. While the project was live, we also hosted a series of residencies throughout the country, asking a dozen contemporary poets to team up with cultural and heritage sites and organisations. As well as giving workshops or readings, each writer was invited to make a poem of place based on their location, and we’ve included some of the poems they produced. A third element you’ll occasionally encounter are older poems of place, some well-known, others perhaps less so. We were interested in how these might help plot a course or bridge a gap as we travel through the country, and how they might sit alongside more recent work. So, writers of different ages – in both senses – inclinations and levels of experience are congregated in this chorus.

   · · ·

   Places of Poetry has its roots in a fascination with maps and place-writing dating back to a seventeenth-century poem that attempted to sing its way through the whole of England and Wales: Michael Drayton’s verse epic Poly-Olbion (published in two parts, 1612 and 1622). Andrew and I were both captivated by this strange book, albeit approaching it from different angles: he as a scholarly editor, and myself as a poet long engaged in a contemporary, scaled-down reimagining of it. Instead of a single poet travelling the country and turning it into poetry, we talked about the idea of inviting anybody, anywhere in the country, to participate. We wondered whether we could make something that was communal and poly-vocal, a space where people could describe, reflect on and give a voice to the places that were important to them.

   As with his contemporary William Shakespeare, we don’t know a huge amount about Michael Drayton’s life, though the two Midlanders must have known each other (it’s said Drayton, along with Ben Jonson, was out on the lash with Shakespeare the night before the Bard took ill and died, an unfortunate – though probably apocryphal – association). Unlike Shakespeare, Drayton’s writing hasn’t entered the mainstream of our cultural consciousness. The chances are, Poly-Olbion will be unfamiliar to most readers, and this would be entirely understandable. Shelved in the margins of the early seventeenth century, out of print for long periods (the copy I found in a library fifteen years ago dated from the early 1960s, and many of its pages were uncut), Poly-Olbion was Drayton’s ambitious attempt to make an epic poem out of Britain. Composed over thirty ‘Songs’, setting out from the tip of Cornwall and making its way through the old counties and regions, in fifteen thousand lines it describes the landscape, history, customs and character of each place, and is an extraordinary performance.

   Drayton deploys a ‘Muse’ as our guide on the journey, a kind of Jacobean drone that flies over the landscape, and each Song is preceded by a map of the area covered. These maps are broadly familiar to us today in their shape, place names and landforms but offer a clue to the poem itself in their quirkiness, depicting a magical, fantastical world haunted by nymphs, sprites and dryads. In Poly-Olbion, forests and rivers and hills are given the powers of speech and memory. Weirdly decentralised from the London court of King James, the country gets to speak in its various parts and many guises towards a unified, idealised version of Albion. It’s impossible to say how much of the ground Drayton actually covered (or how much he was using maps and historical surveys in the way we might use Google Earth today), and it’s not clear why he got no further north than the Roman Wall, before concluding his verse tour of England and Wales in the Eden Valley.

   It has to be said, long passages of Poly-Olbion can do your head in, and it’s difficult to imagine anyone sitting down to read this poem from beginning to end. In his story ‘The Aleph’, Jorge Luis Borges – or his fictional stunt double – tells us he has looked into Poly-Olbion once (though didn’t find it quite as boring or long-winded as another writer’s ongoing attempt to turn the entire face of the planet into verse). There are hard yards that catalogue various sea captains and saints. You could argue that it’s a poem likely to appeal in parts, episodically, to readers today; deep dips into the well of a pre-industrial world: a hermit in the Warwickshire woods and his wild inventory of herbs and the ailments they’d cure, a description of the fishes and birds of the Lincolnshire fens, water nymphs and mountain nymphs getting into a row in Wales, the orchards of Kent (which you can find here on page 206), forests everywhere complaining of their losses to the axe (you could easily make the case for Poly-Olbion as an early example of eco-poetry). Since it appeared in its final form four hundred years ago, it’s been a rumoured and elusive book, though fans have declared their admiration down the centuries: Poly-Olbion connects E. M. Forster to William Wordsworth and Philip Pullman.

   · · ·

   You’ll find a variety of responses to place and landscape in this anthology, Andrew’s selection echoing the diversity to be found in the wider project, together with a Draytonian sense of movement around the country. I particularly liked the engagement with hardware shops, canals, or the A13, and with it the idea that poetry can hang out close to home. Most of us live in or near cities, and we might think poetry’s place lies somewhere beyond, elsewhere, perhaps in a place known as the countryside. But the poems posted on the map explore the rural and the urban – and the mysterious in-between – reflecting how varied and overlapping our landscapes actually are.

   In the final days before our map was opened, when we were worrying whether anybody would turn up to the party, one conversation we kept having (anxiously getting ahead of ourselves) concerned the kind of archive that might result from the project. If nothing else, we said, we could end up with a record of what people were thinking during the summer of 2019, a kind of lyrical Mass Observation. Looking back at the poems, this might be true to an extent, though it’s difficult to generalise and say what was on the nation’s mind. The poets describe and observe, they evoke, they celebrate, remember, elegize or lament; they are nostalgic or irreverent; they keep a straight face, or they play it for laughs; they also capture landscapes in the process of change, or dive deep into the history of a place. There’s a depth of appreciation that people have for the environments they inhabit, strong and nuanced senses of attachment, and poetry can clearly help them to articulate it. We found poems informed by lifelong connections, but also poems of arrival or unfamiliarity. Heritage can mean many things, and poetry here is used as a way to engage with different kinds of places in all sorts of unexpected ways, from a football stadium in Liverpool (page 274), to a former power station in North Wales (page 65), to a Hindu festival in Ruislip (page 226).

   So far as formal approach goes – and there’s plenty to say elsewhere about how poems of place might shape themselves to the terrain they cover – we found everything from singing ballad meters to fractured lyrics and found poetry. Sticking my neck out, I’d say that if our map is anything to go by, then one prominent mode of poetry being written today seems to be the pastoral, or at least the overshadowed idyll, the poem that draws deep past and sped-up present, nature and human activity, into its updraught. Poly-Olbion was originally billed as a ‘topo-chrono-graphicall’ poem (try getting that past the marketing people), and to varying degrees place and time are the forces that shape much of the writing we found on our map.

   Distilling the map into these pages has intensified a variety you find on the ground. As a kid, I could take a bus journey from our newbuild house and half an hour later alight on the bank of an ancient, grey-green, dirty river that stank of the ocean. But I could also walk for half an hour in the opposite direction and find myself in lanes and villages on the brink of the Lancashire coalfield, where people spoke completely differently. A bike ride could get me to the sandstone cliffs of Helsby, the silence and gloom of Delamere Forest, the light show of chemical refineries on the edge of the Cheshire Plain. The British Isles manage to pack a great diversity of landscapes into a relatively small space, from the geology up. There’s a kind of romance to be found in American place names, delivered in particularly potent doses when occurring in song titles that have somewhere to get to – ‘24 Hours from Tulsa’, ‘By the Time I Get to Phoenix’, ‘(Is This the Way to) Amarillo’ – which the poet Simon Armitage has attributed to the distances involved, rendering until recently vast tracts of the United States exotic and mysterious in a way which can’t easily happen on this side of the pond, ‘a place where the road movie can only ever be an ironic undertaking, because before you know it you’re in Margate’.

   And working to a different scale, poems are never only engaging with places and landscapes – this is also a big conversation with other poems. To paraphrase something the poet Wallace Stevens wrote: we don’t live in places, but in descriptions of places. Over time, poems of place help shape our experience of places, and this cultural dynamic can be densely interwoven. In England, for example, just typing ‘the Lakeland Fells’ or ‘Wessex’ or ‘the Yorkshire Moors’ is enough to suggest this depth and density. As our map took on a life of its own, one of the pleasures of zooming and scrolling through each new crop of poems was picking up these cross-currents, influences and exchanges. There were always bound to be sketches, fragments, snapshots, rapid responders – and there’s plenty to say somewhere else about the viability and authenticity of poetry written in swift apprehension, that does not necessarily prioritize drafting and crafting – but whatever kind of approach they took, we hoped this was a conversation people felt they could join in.

   There might be a kind of ‘anxiety of place’ for any poet bound to follow in big footsteps, a feeling of being crowded out by the past. But subversion and upcycling and renegotiating are part and parcel of influence too – can a landscape ever be imaginatively strip-mined to the point of collapse? We found poems that re-energise our sense of certain places, striking juxtapositions and inventions as well as expressions of deep-rootedness. People come and go; the landscapes of these islands form a record of settlement and migration that has happened over millennia and is still happening. But the non-human world is well represented here, too, the plant life and animals with whom we share our environment, whose presence and habitats form much of the texture of these poems. Our work and occupancy and leisure have largely built the landscapes we encounter today, though we did wonder, looking back at our map, about ‘missing landscapes’, the types of place that appear to have gone unnoticed or seem under-represented. Where, for example, are all the poems on farms or farming? Thinking of this country from the aspect of time and history, it feels like an absence.

   · · ·

   Poly-Olbion might have been the template for Places of Poetry, but we soon noticed that our poets weren’t always respecters of borders (or research methodologies presented to funding bodies). Rogue red dots began popping up on the other side of Hadrian’s Wall. As plans for this book took shape towards the end of the project, we happily broadened the call-out to poems from Scotland (where Drayton, fifteen thousand lines in, might have been too exhausted to go) and Northern Ireland. Given world enough and time – and funding – these sections would have been longer and map-sourced, and this regret led us to feeling the ideal catchment area would include our entire archipelago of islands on which a multitude of languages are spoken. In the event, our resources were only able to accommodate poems in English and Welsh.

   It didn’t escape our attention that Places of Poetry and Poly-Olbion seemed to occur at rhyming historical moments so far as nationhood and national identity are concerned. Drayton was at large and writing his poem in the Kingdom of James I, keen on union and consolidation but thwarted by Parliament; following the Scottish independence referendum of 2014 and the European Union membership referendum two years later, by the time Places of Poetry went live, our national conversation seemed to be all about borders and belonging. We don’t wish to exaggerate these historical echoes and besides, perhaps a different way of thinking about the project and its resonances with Drayton’s poem is the way in which people across the nation were given an opportunity to describe or narrate their places in a country where, by some estimates, less than one per cent of the population owns about half of the land. We hoped anybody would feel able to realise their imaginative attachments to place, and to provide a space beyond any laws of trespass.

   · · ·

   The summer and early autumn of 2019 might have felt unsettled, in more ways than one, but nobody could have predicted what lay on the other side of a mild and storm-lashed winter. I began writing this introduction in early spring, as the floodwaters were receding and the first tilting back towards the sun could be felt on a walk outdoors: aconites, snowdrops, birdsong suddenly louder and surer of itself. I’m finishing it a few weeks later, one week into a nationwide lockdown with no definite end in sight. Today, a very different kind of digital map of these isles is dotted with baleful data. The COVID-19 pandemic is having a profound effect on people everywhere, and daily life has become bounded and uncertain. Here, the state has assumed emergency powers in ways not wielded since the Second World War, while the human, social, cultural and economic cost to us all remains to be seen. The country – all the hills and rivers and woods and streets and edgelands that you’ll find in these pages – suddenly feels remote and inaccessible. Caught in this moment, this anthology feels like the root of that word: a gathering of flowers, brought in from fields where we lately walked, that messy, wonderful, elemental, awesome, ancient, wild, man-made, fragile mosaic of place that begins beyond all our doorways.

   Paul Farley, March 2020
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