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INTRODUCTION





Few American poets are as closely identified with such a specific sense of place as is Robert Lee Frost—in his case, with rural New England and especially New Hampshire and Vermont. Yet Frost was originally a city boy, born in San Francisco on March 26, 1874. His New England roots were ancestral: Frost’s father, William Prescott Frost Jr., was descended from a family that had originally colonized New Hampshire in the seventeenth century. Despite being something of a loose cannon who had run away to try to join the Confederate army as a boy, the elder Frost had nonetheless managed to graduate from Harvard and worked as a journalist, teacher, and editor of the San Francisco Evening Bulletin. His hero was Robert E. Lee, after whom he named his son. Like many others before him, William Frost’s restlessness drew him to move west, bringing his wife, Belle Moodie, with him.


Born in Leith, a port city outside Edinburgh, Scotland, Belle Moodie was quite different from the politically active, hard-drinking husband who was six years her junior. She was more given to religious sentiment—presaging her later mental illness, Robert would later say—and had her son baptized in the Swedenborgian church, a mystical sect that emphasized social justice. Despite later biographers’, and Frost’s own, claims that he was not religious, Belle Moodie’s spirituality was extremely influential on young Robert. She encouraged him in the idea that hearing clairvoyant voices was completely normal, and it was later noted that his creative process resembled listening to internal voices, as if poems came to him from the spirit world.


Belle and William were often at odds—they even informally separated for a time, with Belle taking young Robert east to visit friends and family. They soon reconciled, but because William was suffering from tuberculosis and perennially down on his luck, they were forced to move frequently as they were unable to pay rent. Worse, he was often physically abusive to his son, his anger fueled by alcohol and his own declining health. Despite this, and despite Robert’s own ill health as a child, he received a first-rate primary school education. Both Belle and her friend Blanche Rankin, who lived with the family and was known to Robert and his sister as “Aunt Blanche,” were expert teachers, and they helped to instill a love of literature in the young Robert.


William Frost died of his tuberculosis in 1885, leaving the family with just eight dollars. Belle was forced to move 11-year-old Robert and his sister Jeanie to Lawrence, Massachusetts, where his paternal grandfather, William Frost Sr., lived. His grandfather, a mill supervisor, was an important man in Lawrence, and later in life Robert would remember his disciplinary ways with distaste. There, Belle went to work as a teacher in nearby Salem. Robert and Jeanie were enrolled in local schools.


Though Frost is known as a poet of quiet rural places, urban Massachusetts was anything but peaceful in the late nineteenth century. The textile mill where his grandfather worked was one of many transforming American society in the late nineteenth century. Since the railroad had made the long-distance transport of food more practical, many in New England gave up farming for more predictable work in the cities and towns. Trees began to reclaim the stony fields, and New England’s patchwork of farmland began to revert to forest. Even today, one cannot walk far in the New England woods without finding a stone wall that once bordered a cornfield, where generations of farming families piled each spring’s crop of stones as it was turned up by their plows. Yet this “progress” had its effect not only on the landscape but on the human spirit: Factory life was subject to strict discipline, and workers at the mills were more controlled than they had been on their farms—including how they used their time and even how they thought. Labor unions sprang up to protest the long hours and low wages, opposed by the bosses at the mills.


Francis Cabot Lowell (1775–1817), the founder of the Lowell mills, had originally envisioned an idealistic system where workers, especially young women, would work for a time in humane conditions and then use their earnings to better themselves and move on to better-paid, higher-status professions. However, by the time Robert Frost moved to Lowell, the industry was under pressure from cheap labor in the American South and the famed “Lowell mill girls” had by and large been replaced by poorly paid Irish immigrants. What had once been seen as a humane system had degenerated into exploitation and child labor.


To Frost’s eye—he himself the son of an immigrant—these newcomers seemed as human and worthy as his father’s old New England stock. As he later wrote in “Immigrants”:




No ship of all that under sail or steam


Have gathered people to us more and more


But Pilgrim-manned the Mayflower in a dream


Has been her anxious convoy in to shore.





Frost’s aunt’s nearby farm provided some escape and instilled in him a love of working in nature (he had already dabbled with raising chickens in San Francisco). This urban background was another contributor to Frost’s poetic sense: He saw the countryside not as a native did, taking it for granted, but as a transplant. Each autumn-blazoned tree and ice-rimmed pond was a new wonder to this young man who later told a San Francisco audience he knew the city “as my own face.” Only one who came to such a landscape with a new eye could see it as he did.


Belle had perennial trouble controlling her classes, leading to difficulty with the school board and a move to Methuen, Massachusetts. Young “Bobby,” as he was known, attended nearby Lawrence High School, where he studied Greek and Latin and published his first poetry in the school literary journal, which he edited in addition to playing football and baseball. It was also in high school that he met his future wife, Elinor Miriam White, his rival for class valedictorian. Elinor was a year and a half older, her schooling delayed by illness. Robert proposed right after graduation. His sister Jeanie, however, did not finish high school: Already prone to depression, she spent long nights awake and dropped out her junior year.


Though he thought he would attend Harvard, his father’s alma mater, his grandparents—perhaps fearing he would follow William Frost’s wild example—persuaded Robert to attend Dartmouth. Feeling socially and academically isolated, Frost dropped out after two months. Real learning, he always held, was to be found outside of school, and real poetry was to be found in the cadences of everyday speech, not the meters of Virgil and Homer. Frost returned home, where he substitute-taught for his mother, helping to manage her unruly students; worked in a theater; pined for his fiancée Elinor, who was attending St. Lawrence College in New York; kept up his study of Greek; and, of course, continued to write poetry—including “My Butterfly,” which he published in a New York City newspaper, the Independent, in 1894. The poem netted him $15.


By this time, Belle had been fired from her teaching job, and Robert was the family’s only source of income. He variously tried his hand at teaching school, working in a factory, and writing for the local newspaper.


Meanwhile, he was convinced that Elinor’s time at college had caused her to become estranged from him. If there was a reason behind Elinor’s coolness, it was their mutual doubts about his being able to make his way in the world—marriage in those days inevitably meant pregnancy and children to care for. In the autumn of 1894, after appearing at St. Lawrence to deliver to her a hand-bound book of his poems and (to his mind) being rebuffed, he ran away to the Dismal Swamp on the Virginia–North Carolina border. The image of the wanderer in the wilderness, seeking enlightenment or oblivion, would crop up repeatedly in his poetry. The resolution to this adventure was rather more prosaic: He was discovered by some duck hunters who took him back to civilization, where his mother wired him train fare home. One can scarcely wonder why Elinor had her doubts about such an impulsive, tempestuous, and hardheaded young man.


Despite the misgivings, Robert and Elinor were married in 1895. Their first child, a son named Eliot, was born the following year. The Frosts made their livings as schoolteachers, but their future was uncertain, and they were constantly short of money. From 1897 to 1899, Robert tried college again, attending Harvard while working as the principal of a night school in Cambridge. He again left without taking a degree—partially due to illness, which may have been psychosomatic, and also because Elinor was about to give birth to their daughter, Lesley. To make a living, he took up chicken farming.


Frost’s infant son Eliot died of cholera in 1900, when the poet was twenty-six; Frost’s grief and self-blame for the tragedy can be seen in the poem “Home Burial”:




He said twice over before he knew himself:


“Can’t a man speak of his own child he’s lost?”


“Not you! Oh, where’s my hat? Oh, I don’t need it!


I must get out of here. I must get air.


I don’t know rightly whether any man can.”


. . . . .


“And it’s come to this,


A man can’t speak of his own child that’s dead.”


“You can’t because you don’t know how to speak.


If you had any feelings, you that dug


With your own hand—how could you?—his little grave …”





Soon after, Frost’s mother died of cancer in the sanatorium where she had been committed on account of her worsening mental state. The double tragedies may have provoked a move to a farm his grandfather purchased for him in Derry, New Hampshire. Four more children followed in those years: Carol in 1902, Irma in 1903, Marjorie in 1905, and Elinor Bettina—who died just days after being born—in 1907.


Frost was a failure at farming: He had no taste for the hard work, kept irregular hours, and was hopeless at milking cows. He therefore returned to teaching, taking a position at the historic Pinkerton Academy in Derry in 1906. He remained at Pinkerton for five relatively stable years, publishing his poetry in increasingly broader venues and revising the English curriculum according to his own ideas. In 1911 his friend Ernest Silver invited him to teach at the New Hampshire Normal School, a teacher-training college. The informally educated Frost’s style of teaching was quite idiosyncratic and freewheeling, and involved reading aloud favorite passages from books, open discussion, and little in the way of structure or grades.


England and the Dymok Poets





Bolstered by money from the sale of the Derry farm and his inheritance from his grandfather, Frost and his young family sailed to England in 1912. There, the frustrated poet hoped to find a publisher. He befriended Ezra Pound and Edward Thomas, who would be instrumental in exposing Frost’s poetry to a wider audience. Together with others such as Lascelles Abercrombie, Rupert Brooke, John Drinkwater, and Wilfrid Wilson Gibson, they formed a group referred to as the “Dymok poets,” after the village in Gloucestershire where many of them lived. The work of many of the Dymok poets, like Frost’s, was marked by plain language and everyday situations; in this, it was the forerunner of Modernist literature such as that of James Joyce. Frost’s rambling walks with Thomas, the latter’s indecision about whether to join the British Army and fight in World War I, and a heated encounter with a shotgun-wielding gamekeeper who ordered the two off his land inspired Frost’s perhaps most famous poem, “The Road Not Taken.” Thomas was later killed in the Battle of Arras in 1917; Frost remembered him as a dear friend.


Frost’s British gambit was a success. In 1913 his first formal book of poetry, A Boy’s Will, was published in London by David Nutt. Despite the title, Frost was forty years old, a late bloomer by anyone’s standards. The following year, Nutt published North of Boston, a collection that, rather than the more subjective, internal mood of A Boy’s Will, was more outwardly directed—for instance, Frost’s observation of his farmer-neighbor in “Mending Wall.” The two collections were released in the United States by Henry Holt & Co. in reverse order, in 1915 and 1914, respectively, and both were widely and positively reviewed. In particular, Ezra Pound’s review of A Boy’s Will did much to make Frost’s reputation: The book, wrote Pound, “has the tang of the New Hampshire woods, and it has just this utter sincerity … This man has the good sense to speak naturally and to paint the thing, the thing as he sees it.” Indeed, Robert Frost’s poetry is one of lived experience, his rhythms of everyday regional speech as in “The Death of the Hired Man” from North of Boston:




“When was I ever anything but kind to him?


But I’ll not have the fellow back,” he said.


“I told him so last haying, didn’t I?


If he left then, I said, that ended it.


What good is he? Who else will harbor him


At his age for the little he can do?


What help he is there’s no depending on.


Off he goes always when I need him most.


He thinks he ought to earn a little pay,


Enough at least to buy tobacco with,


So he won’t have to beg and be beholden.


‘All right,’ I say, ‘I can’t afford to pay


Any fixed wages, though I wish I could.’


‘Someone else can.’ ‘Then someone else will have to.’





Return to America and Success





In 1915 Robert, Elinor, and their family returned to the United States. His reputation had preceded him, and upon returning he found himself a success, lauded by the literary world. Famously, when the Atlantic Monthly asked him to contribute something, he sent them the same poems they had earlier rejected. Fleeing crowds, he and Elinor bought a farm in Franconia, New Hampshire. However, he spent much of his time teaching at Amherst College, where he was offered a full professorship in 1917 but quit in 1920 over a row with Amherst’s president, Alexander Meiklejohn, and English professor Stark Young. Frost almost single-handedly invented the post of “poet-in-residence,” and, despite his lack of a formal degree, would come to teach at Amherst, Middlebury, Harvard, Dartmouth, and the University of Michigan—making him a sort of literary hobo. Success having been long delayed, Frost was determined to enjoy all he could of it.


Frost published his third book, Mountain Interval, in 1916, the same year he was elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters. (Frost was also elected to the American Academy in 1930.) Mountain Interval is the volume that contained the first publication of “The Road Not Taken.” Mountain Interval contains a new sort of poem. His fourth book, New Hampshire: A Poem with Notes and Grace Notes, released in 1923 and in which he published “Fire and Ice,” “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” and “The Need of Being Versed in Country Things,” won him his first of four Pulitzer Prizes.


This volume contains Frost’s first four books of poetry, A Boy’s Will, North of Boston, Mountain Interval, and New Hampshire. They are also considered among the best: Though West-Running Brook (1928) is widely acclaimed, Frost’s Depression years saw a series of tragedies which could not help but be reflected in his work. In 1934 Frost’s youngest daughter, Marjorie, died of an infection contracted after giving birth to her stillborn first child. (Such things were unfortunately common before antibiotics.) Four years later, Elinor died suddenly of a heart attack; in 1940 his son Carol committed suicide. His daughter Irma, too, suffered from mental illness and eventually had to be committed to a mental hospital. Only she and Lesley (who died in 1983) would outlive their father.


This string of losses could not help but have an influence on Frost’s later work. Those volumes include A Further Range (1936), A Witness Tree (1942), and Steeple Bush (1947), as well as two volumes of verse drama, A Masque of Reason (1945) and A Masque of Mercy (1947). All of the preceding were collected together in the Complete Poems in 1949, but his production after World War II was decidedly sporadic. Frost’s final book, published when he was in his eighties, was In the Clearing (1962).


If these were less acclaimed than his previous works, Frost still remained in the limelight as a national institution and as a teacher. He returned intermittently to Amherst College after Stark Young left in 1921 and Meiklejohn was asked to resign in 1923; the main library there, dedicated by John F. Kennedy after Frost’s death and shortly before his own assassination, is named for him. However, Frost is most associated with Middlebury College in Vermont, where he taught at the Bread Loaf School of English from 1921 to 1963. (The school takes its odd name from a nearby mountain.) Middlebury also owns the nearby farm where Frost lived.


Frost, along with Ernest Hemingway and other literary giants, also conducted a campaign to have Ezra Pound released from the mental hospital where he had spent the years since the close of World War II. Pound, Frost’s friend from his British sojourn and a major feature in the Modernist poetic movement, had expatriated himself to Europe after being fired from his teaching job at Wabash College. In the 1920s, Pound became enamored with fascism and embraced all the attendant anti-Semitism. He was arrested by American forces and imprisoned for treason after the defeat of the Axis, then found insane and sent to St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, D.C. The publication of Pound’s acclaimed Pisan Cantos led to his eventual release in 1958.


Frost was honored with a Congressional Gold Medal in 1960, but his pinnacle of fame as a national poet perhaps came in 1961, when he was asked to recite a poem at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration. Though he had composed “Dedication” for the occasion, the bright sun kept his aged eyes from being able to read it; he instead recited “The Gift Outright,” which Kennedy had originally asked him to read, from memory. To today’s ear, it reads as an unaware paean to Manifest Destiny, with not a hint of the Native Americans who Frost’s (Anglo-American) “people” replaced, or of a history before the coming of white colonists:




The land was ours before we were the land’s.


She was our land more than a hundred years


Before we were her people …


… we gave ourselves outright


(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)


To the land vaguely realizing westward,


But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced,


Such as she was, such as she would become.





Also at Kennedy’s behest, but less successfully, Frost made a trip in 1962 to the Soviet Union. His heart was set on having a “big conversation” with the Soviet premier, Nikita Khrushchev, with the idea that this might lead to peace. Unfortunately, Khrushchev had already set into motion the actions that would lead to the Cuban missile crisis. They had the talk—despite Frost being sick—but little came of it.


That trip to the Soviet Union was to be the poet’s last great adventure. Frost died in January 1963, aged eighty-eight, after suffering a series of heart attacks while convalescing from a prostate operation he had undergone the previous month. He is buried in the Old First Church graveyard in Bennington, Vermont; Bennington College also owns another house where Frost lived in nearby Shaftsbury and maintains it as a museum.


The Dark Side of Robert Frost





We tend to think of Robert Frost as a national treasure, honored by Congress, named poet laureate of Vermont, nominated for the Pulitzer Prize for literature thirty-one times and winning it four times, the recipient of so many honorary degrees he had the hoods made into a quilt, and a speaker at John F. Kennedy’s inauguration. The man behind this image was rather more complicated: The bleakness of the New England landscape was both mirrored in Frost’s own soul and reflected in his poetry. He was, his entire life, subject to dark passions, depression, possibly psychosomatic illness, and fits of anger and jealousy. This image dates as far back as the writings of Lawrence Thompson, his official biographer, who began his work in the late 1930s but did not begin publishing until the 1960s. However, it is also certainly reflected in his inward-looking poems and his obsession with the self and his inability to fit into normal human society. Dark, depressed, and even angry and violent, Robert Frost truly “had a lover’s quarrel with the world.”


We now know that mental illness is not a character flaw but is at least partially based in genetics and partially in environment. Frost’s father was an impulsive, angry man with poor self-control. His mother was also notoriously unstable, given to mystical religious feeling, and needed to be committed to a sanatorium later in life. His sister Jeanie also suffered from depression or perhaps schizophrenia. Frost had to commit her to a mental hospital in 1920; she died there nine years later. His daughter Irma was institutionalized for mental illness in 1947, and his son Carol committed suicide. Elinor’s family also had some tendencies toward mental illness; Frost’s sister-in-law Ada suffered from deep anxiety or depression. Worse, Robert Frost was not less tempestuous and violent than his father had been: Years later, his daughter Lesley remembered her mother weeping while her father brandished a revolver and asked the six-year-old Lesley to choose between her parents.


Thompson’s dark view of Frost has since been somewhat corrected by later scholars and biographers. Frost did let slip the occasional racial epithet in private correspondence, quibbled with his publisher, and slammed his rivals. But he was far from an unredeemable monster. Rather, he was a complex man, a poet whose work bridged the nineteenth century and the more Modernist work of the twentieth, taking the realism of the former age and applying to it a newfound sensibility. He himself would have separated his lived experience and his creative muse.


Lasting Influence





Obviously, dealing with so vast a subject as the life of Robert Frost in so short an introduction is inevitably an exercise in brevity, and, in so doing, much is omitted or elided. His influence has been felt everywhere from New England poets such as Robert Francis and Richard Wilbur (both based in Amherst, Massachusetts), to the Irish poet Seamus Heaney, to George R. R. Martin, whose Song of Ice and Fire was inspired by Frost’s poem “Fire and Ice.” If you are interested in learning more about the poet, I recommend the vast corpus of scholarly work on his life and legacy and in particular Jay Parini’s excellently researched biography, published in 2000, and Henry Hart’s more recent The Life of Robert Frost.


Ken Mondschein, PhD
Northampton, Massachusetts
March 1, 2019









A Boy’s Will





 




Into My Own







One of my wishes is that those dark trees,


So old and firm they scarcely show the breeze,


Were not, as ’twere, the merest mask of gloom,


But stretched away unto the edge of doom.


I should not be withheld but that some day


Into their vastness I should steal away,


Fearless of ever finding open land,


Or highway where the slow wheel pours the sand.


I do not see why I should e’er turn back,


Or those should not set forth upon my track


To overtake me, who should miss me here


And long to know if still I held them dear.


They would not find me changed from him they knew—


Only more sure of all I thought was true.





Ghost House







I dwell in a lonely house I know


That vanished many a summer ago,


And left no trace but the cellar walls,


And a cellar in which the daylight falls,


And the purple-stemmed wild raspberries grow.


O’er ruined fences the grapevines shield


The woods come back to the mowing field;


The orchard tree has grown one copse


Of new wood and old where the woodpecker chops;


The footpath down to the well is healed.


I dwell with a strangely aching heart


In that vanished abode there far apart


On that disused and forgotten road


That has no dust-bath now for the toad.


Night comes; the black bats tumble and dart;


The whippoorwill is coming to shout


And hush and cluck and flutter about:


I hear him begin far enough away


Full many a time to say his say


Before he arrives to say it out.


It is under the small, dim, summer star.


I know not who these mute folk are


Who share the unlit place with me—


Those stones out under the low-limbed tree


Doubtless bear names that the mosses mar.


They are tireless folk, but slow and sad,


Though two, close-keeping, are lass and lad,—


With none among them that ever sings,


And yet, in view of how many things,


As sweet companions as might be had.





My November Guest







My Sorrow, when she’s here with me,


Thinks these dark days of autumn rain


Are beautiful as days can be;


She loves the bare, the withered tree;


She walks the sodden pasture lane.


Her pleasure will not let me stay.


She talks and I am fain to list:


She’s glad the birds are gone away,


She’s glad her simple worsted gray


Is silver now with clinging mist.


The desolate, deserted trees,


The faded earth, the heavy sky,


The beauties she so truly sees,


She thinks I have no eye for these,


And vexes me for reason why.


Not yesterday I learned to know


The love of bare November days


Before the coming of the snow,


But it were vain to tell her so,


And they are better for her praise.





Love and a Question







A Stranger came to the door at eve,


And he spoke the bridegroom fair.


He bore a green-white stick in his hand,


And, for all burden, care.


He asked with the eyes more than the lips


For a shelter for the night,


And he turned and looked at the road afar


Without a window light.


The bridegroom came forth into the porch


With, “Let us look at the sky,


And question what of the night to be,


Stranger, you and I.”


The woodbine leaves littered the yard,


The woodbine berries were blue,


Autumn, yes, winter was in the wind;


“Stranger, I wish I knew.”


Within, the bride in the dusk alone


Bent over the open fire,


Her face rose-red with the glowing coal


And the thought of the heart’s desire.


The bridegroom looked at the weary road,


Yet saw but her within,


And wished her heart in a case of gold


And pinned with a silver pin.


The bridegroom thought it little to give


A dole of bread, a purse,


A heartfelt prayer for the poor of God,


Or for the rich a curse;


But whether or not a man was asked


To mar the love of two


By harboring woe in the bridal house,


The bridegroom wished he knew.





A Late Walk







When I go up through the mowing field,


The headless aftermath,


Smooth-laid like thatch with the heavy dew,


Half closes the garden path.


And when I come to the garden ground,


The whir of sober birds


Up from the tangle of withered weeds


Is sadder than any words.


A tree beside the wall stands bare,


But a leaf that lingered brown,


Disturbed, I doubt not, by my thought,


Comes softly rattling down.


I end not far from my going forth


By picking the faded blue


Of the last remaining aster flower


To carry again to you.





Stars







How countlessly they congregate


O’er our tumultuous snow,


Which flows in shapes as tall as trees


When wintry winds do blow!—


As if with keenness for our fate,


Our faltering few steps on


To white rest, and a place of rest


Invisible at dawn—


And yet with neither love nor hate,


Those stars like some snow-white


Minerva’s snow-white marble eyes


Without the gift of sight.





Storm Fear







When the wind works against us in the dark,


And pelts with snow


The lower-chamber window on the east,


And whispers with a sort of stifled bark,


The beast,


“Come out! Come out!”—


It costs no inward struggle not to go,


Ah, no!


I count our strength,


Two and a child,


Those of us not asleep subdued to mark


How the cold creeps as the fire dies at length—


How drifts are piled,


Dooryard and road ungraded,


Till even the comforting barn grows far away,


And my heart owns a doubt


Whether ’tis in us to arise with day


And save ourselves unaided.





Wind and Window Flower







Lovers, forget your love,


And list to the love of these,


She a window flower,


And he a winter breeze.


When the frosty window veil


Was melted down at noon,


And the cagèd yellow bird


Hung over her in tune,


He marked her through the pane,


He could not help but mark,


And only passed her by,


To come again at dark.


He was a winter wind,


Concerned with ice and snow,


Dead weeds and unmated birds,


And little of love could know.


But he sighed upon the sill,


He gave the sash a shake,


As witness all within


Who lay that night awake.


Perchance he half prevailed


To win her for the flight


From the firelit looking-glass


And warm stove-window light.


But the flower leaned aside


And thought of naught to say,


And morning found the breeze


A hundred miles away.





To the Thawing Wind







Come with rain, O loud Southwester!


Bring the singer, bring the nester;


Give the buried flower a dream;


Make the settled snowbank steam;


Find the brown beneath the white;


But whate’er you do tonight,


Bathe my window, make it flow,


Melt it as the ices go;


Melt the glass and leave the sticks


Like a hermit’s crucifix;


Burst into my narrow stall;


Swing the picture on the wall;


Run the rattling pages o’er;


Scatter poems on the floor;


Turn the poet out of door.





A Prayer in Spring







Oh, give us pleasure in the flowers today;


And give us not to think so far away


As the uncertain harvest; keep us here


All simply in the springing of the year.


Oh, give us pleasure in the orchard white,


Like nothing else by day, like ghosts by night;


And make us happy in the happy bees,


The swarm dilating round the perfect trees.


And make us happy in the darting bird


That suddenly above the bees is heard,


The meteor that thrusts in with needle bill,


And off a blossom in mid air stands still.


For this is love and nothing else is love,


The which it is reserved for God above


To sanctify to what far ends He will,


But which it only needs that we fulfil.





Flower-Gathering







I left you in the morning,


And in the morning glow,


You walked a way beside me


To make me sad to go.


Do you know me in the gloaming,


Gaunt and dusty gray with roaming?


Are you dumb because you know me not,


Or dumb because you know?


All for me? And not a question


For the faded flowers gay


That could take me from beside you


For the ages of a day?


They are yours, and be the measure


Of their worth for you to treasure,


The measure of the little while


That I’ve been long away.





Rose Pogonias







A saturated meadow,


Sun-shaped and jewel-small,


A circle scarcely wider


Than the trees around were tall;


Where winds were quite excluded,


And the air was stifling sweet


With the breath of many flowers,—


A temple of the heat.


There we bowed us in the burning,


As the sun’s right worship is,


To pick where none could miss them


A thousand orchises;


For though the grass was scattered,


Yet every second spear


Seemed tipped with wings of color,


That tinged the atmosphere.


We raised a simple prayer


Before we left the spot,


That in the general mowing


That place might be forgot;


Or if not all so favoured,


Obtain such grace of hours,


That none should mow the grass there


While so confused with flowers.





Asking for Roses







A house that lacks, seemingly, mistress and master,


With doors that none but the wind ever closes,


Its floor all littered with glass and with plaster;


It stands in a garden of old-fashioned roses.


I pass by that way in the gloaming with Mary;


“I wonder,” I say, “who the owner of those is.”


“Oh, no one you know,” she answers me airy,


“But one we must ask if we want any roses.”


So we must join hands in the dew coming coldly


There in the hush of the wood that reposes,


And turn and go up to the open door boldly,


And knock to the echoes as beggars for roses.


“Pray, are you within there, Mistress Who-were-you?”


’Tis Mary that speaks and our errand discloses.


“Pray, are you within there? Bestir you, bestir you!”


’Tis summer again; there’s two come for roses.


“A word with you, that of the singer recalling—


Old Herrick: a saying that every maid knows is


A flower unplucked is but left to the falling,


And nothing is gained by not gathering roses.”


We do not loosen our hands’ intertwining


(Not caring so very much what she supposes),


There when she comes on us mistily shining


And grants us by silence the boon of her roses.





Waiting—Afield at Dusk







What things for dream there are when spectre-like,


Moving among tall haycocks lightly piled,


I enter alone upon the stubble field,


From which the laborers’ voices late have died,


And in the antiphony of afterglow


And rising full moon, sit me down


Upon the full moon’s side of the first haycock


And lose myself amid so many alike.


I dream upon the opposing lights of the hour,


Preventing shadow until the moon prevail;


I dream upon the nighthawks peopling heaven,


Each circling each with vague unearthly cry,


Or plunging headlong with fierce twang afar;


And on the bat’s mute antics, who would seem


Dimly to have made out my secret place,


Only to lose it when he pirouettes,


And seek it endlessly with purblind haste;


On the last swallow’s sweep; and on the rasp


In the abyss of odor and rustle at my back,


That, silenced by my advent, finds once more,


After an interval, his instrument,


And tries once—twice—and thrice if I be there;


And on the worn book of old-golden song


I brought not here to read, it seems, but hold


And freshen in this air of withering sweetness;


But on the memory of one absent most,


For whom these lines when they shall greet her eye.





In a Vale







When I was young, we dwelt in a vale


By a misty fen that rang all night,


And thus it was the maidens pale


I knew so well, whose garments trail


Across the reeds to a window light.


The fen had every kind of bloom,


And for every kind there was a face,


And a voice that has sounded in my room


Across the sill from the outer gloom.


Each came singly unto her place,


But all came every night with the mist;


And often they brought so much to say


Of things of moment to which, they wist,


One so lonely was fain to list,


That the stars were almost faded away


Before the last went, heavy with dew,


Back to the place from which she came—


Where the bird was before it flew,


Where the flower was before it grew,


Where bird and flower were one and the same.


And thus it is I know so well


Why the flower has odor, the bird has song.


You have only to ask me, and I can tell.


No, not vainly there did I dwell,


Nor vainly listen all the night long.
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