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Mrs Tilscher’s Class
Carol Ann Duffy

In Mrs Tilscher’s class

You could travel up the Blue Nile

with your finger, tracing the route

while Mrs Tilscher chanted the scenery.

“Tana. Ethiopia. Khartoum. Aswan.”

That for an hour,

then a skittle of milk

and the chalky Pyramids rubbed into dust.

A window opened with a long pole.

The laugh of a bell swung by a running child.

This was better than home. Enthralling books.

The classroom glowed like a sweetshop.

Sugar paper. Coloured shapes. Brady and Hindley

faded, like the faint, uneasy smudge of a mistake.

Mrs Tilscher loved you. Some mornings, you found

she’d left a gold star by your name.

The scent of a pencil slowly, carefully, shaved.

A xylophone’s nonsense heard from another form.

Over the Easter term the inky tadpoles changed

from commas into exclamation marks. Three frogs

hopped into the playground, freed by a dunce

followed by a line of kids, jumping and croaking

away from the lunch queue. A rough boy

told you how you were born. You kicked him, but stared

at your parents, appalled, when you got back

home

That feverish July, the air tasted of electricity.

A tangible alarm made you always untidy, hot,

fractious under the heavy, sexy sky. You asked her

how you were born and Mrs Tilscher smiled

then turned away. Reports were handed out.

You ran through the gates, impatient to be grown

the sky split open into a thunderstorm.
Stealing
Carol Ann Duffy

The most unusual thing I ever stole? A snowman.

Midnight. He looked magnificent; a tall, white mute

beneath the winter moon. I wanted him, a mate

with a mind as cold as the slice of ice

within my own brain. I started with the head.

Better off dead than giving in, not taking

what you want. He weighed a ton; his torso,

frozen stiff, hugged to my chest, a fierce chill

piercing my gut. Part of the thrill was knowing

that children would cry in the morning. Life’s tough.

Sometimes I steal things I don’t need. I joy-ride cars

to nowhere, break into houses just to have a look.

I’m a mucky ghost, leave a mess, maybe pinch a camera.

I watch my gloved hand twisting the doorknob.

A stranger’s bedroom. Mirrors. I sigh like this – Aah.

It took some time. Reassembled in the yard,

he didn’t look the same. I took a run

and booted him. Again. Again. My breath ripped out

in rags. It seems daft now. Then I was standing alone among lumps of snow, sick of the world.

Boredom. Mostly I’m so bored I could eat myself.

One time, I stole a guitar and thought I might

learn to play. I nicked a bust of Shakespeare once,

flogged it, but the snowman was the strangest.

You don’t understand a word I’m saying, do you?
Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard

Thomas Gray (published 1751)

The Curfew tolls the knell of parting day,

The lowing herd winds slowly o’er the lea,

The ploughman homeward plods his weary way,

And leaves the world to darkness and to me.

Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sight,

And all the air a solemn stillness holds,

Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight,

And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds.

Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tower,

The mopping owl does to the moon complain,

Of such as wand’ring near her secret bower,

Molest her ancient solitary reign.

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew tree’s shade,

Where heaves the turf in many a mould’ring heap,

Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,

The rude forefathers of the hamlet sleep...

Let not ambition mock their useful toil,

Their homely joys and destiny obscure,

Nor grandeur hear with a disdainful smile,

The short and simple annals of the poor.

The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power,

And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave,

Awaits alike th’inevitable hour,

The paths of glory lead but to the grave...

Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid,

Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire,

Hands, that the rod of empire might have sway’d,

Or waked to ecstasy the living lyre.

But knowledge to their eyes her ample page,

Rich with the spoils of time did ne’er unroll,

Chill penury repress’d their noble rage,

And froze the genial current of the soul.

Full many a gem of purest ray serene,

The darkest unfathom’d caves of ocean bear,

Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,

And waste its sweetness on the desert air.

Some village Hampden, that with dauntless breast,

The little tyrant of his fields withstood,

Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest,

Some Cromwell, guiltless of his country’s blood.

Th’applause of list’ning senates to command,

The treats of pain and ruin to despise,

To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land,

And read their hist’ry in a nation’s eyes.

Their lot forbad: nor circumscribed alone,

Their growing virtues, but their crimes confined:

Forbad to wade through slaughter to a throne,

Or shut the gates of mercy on mankind.

The struggling pangs of conscious truth to hide,

To quench the blushes of ingenious shame,

Or heap the shrine of luxury and pride,

With incense, kindled at the muse’s flame.

Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife,

Their sober wishes never learn’d to stray;

Along the cool sequester’d vale of life,

They kept the noiseless tenour of their way ...

Sunday Morning, King’s Cambridge

John Betjeman

File into yellow candle light, fair choristers of King’s


Lost in the shadowy silence of canopied Renaissance stalls

In blazing glass above the dark glow skies and thrones and wings


Blue, ruby, gold and green between the whiteness of the walls

And with what rich precision the stonework soars and springs


To fountain out a spreading vault – a shower that never falls.

The white of windy Cambridge courts, the cobbles brown and dry,


The gold of plaster Gothic with ivy overgrown,

The apple-red, the silver fronts, the wide green flats and high,


The yellowing elm-trees circled out on islands of their own –

Oh, here behold all colours change that catch the flying sky


To waves of pearly light that heave along the shafted stone.

In far East Anglian churches, the clasped hands lying long


Recumbent on sepulchral slabs or effigied in brass

Buttress with prayer this vaulted roof so white and light and strong


And countless congregations as the generations pass

Join choir and great crowned organ case, in centuries of song


To praise Eternity contained in Time and coloured glass.

The Deserted Village Oliver Goldsmith (published 1770)

SWEET AUBURN! Loveliest village of the plain,

Where health and plenty cheer’d the labouring swain,

Where smiling spring its earliest visit paid,

And parting summer’s lingering blooms delay’d;

Dear lovely bowers of innocence and ease,

Seats of my youth, when every sport could please,

How often have I loiter’d o’er thy green,

Where humble happiness endear’d each scene!...

...These round thy bowers their cheerful influence shed,

These were thy charms – but all these charms are fled.

Sweet smiling village, loveliest of the lawn,

Thy sports are fled, and all thy charms withdrawn;

Amidst thy bowers the tyrant’s hand is seen,

And desolation saddens all thy green:

One only master grasps the whole domain,

And half a tillage stints thy smiling plain;

No more thy glassy brook reflects the day,

But, chok’d with sedges, works its weedy way;

Along thy glades, a solitary guest,

The hollow-sounding bittern guards its nest;

Amidst thy desert walks the lapwing flies,

And tires their echoes with unvaried cries.

Sunk are thy bowers in shapeless ruin all,

And the long grass o’ertops the mouldering wall;

And, trembling, shrinking from the spoiler’s hand,

Far, far away thy children leave the land.

Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,

Where wealth accumulates, and men decay:

Princes and lords may flourish, or may fade –

A breath can make them, as a breath has made;

But a bold peasantry, their country’s pride,

When once destroy’d, can never be supplied.

A time there was, ere England’s griefs began,

When every rood of ground maintain’d its man;

For him light labor spread her wholesome store,

Just gave what life requir’d, but gave no more:

His best companions, innocence and health,

And his best riches, ignorance of wealth.

But times are alter’d; trade’s unfeeling train

Usurp the land, and dispossess the swain:

Along the lawn where scatter’d hamlets rose,

Unwieldy wealth and cumbrous pomp repose;

And every want to opulence allied,

And every pang that folly pays to pride.

Those gentle hours that plenty bade to bloom,

Those calm desires that ask’d but little room,

Those healthful sports that grac’d the peaceful scene,

Liv’d in each look, and brighten’d all the green [.]

These, far departing, seek a kinder shore,

And rural mirth and manners are no more....
King’s College Chapel
Charles Causley

When to the music of Byrd or Tallis,


The ruffed boys singing in the blackened stalls,

The candles lighting the small bones on their faces,


The Tudors stiff in marble on the walls,

There comes to evensong Elizabeth or Henry,


Rich with brocade, pearl, golden lilies, at the altar,

The scarlet lions leaping on their bosoms,


Pale royal hands fingering the crackling psalter,

Henry is thinking of his lute and of backgammon,


Elizabeth follows the waving song, the mystery,

Proud in her red wig and green jewelled favours;


They sit in their white lawn sleeves, as cool as history.
The Seasons in North Cornwall

Charles Causley

O spring has set off her green fuses


Down by the Tamar today,

And careless, like tidemarks, the hedges


Are bursting with almond and may.

Here lie I, waiting for old summer,


A red face and straw-coloured hair has he:

I shall meet him on the road from Marazion


And the Mediterranean Sea.

September has flung a spray of rooks


On the sea-chart of the sky,

The tall shipmasts crack in the forest


And the banners of autumn fly.

My room is a bright glass cabin,


All Cornwall thunders at my door,

And the white ships of winter lie


In the sea-roads of the moor.
Waiting Gentlewoman

U A Fanthorpe
If Daddy had known the setup,

I’m absolutely positive, he’d never

Have let me come. Honestly,

The whole thing’s too gruesome

For words. There’s nobody here to talk to

At all. Well, nobody under about ninety,

I mean. All the possible men have buggered

Off to the other side, and the rest,

Poor old dears, they’d have buggered off

Too, if their poor old legs would have

Carried them. HM’s a super person, of course,

But she’s a bit seedy just now,

Quite different from how marvellous she was

At the Coronation. And this doctor they’ve got in –

Well, he’s only an ordinary little GP,

With a very odd accent, and even I

Can see that what HM needs is

A real psychiatrist. I mean, all this

About blood, and washing. Definitely Freudian.

As for Himself, well, definitely

Not my type. Daddy’s got this thing

About selfmade men, of course, that’s why

He was keen for me to come. But I think

He’s gruesome. What HM sees in him

I cannot imagine. And he talks to himself.

That’s so rude, I always think.

I hope Daddy comes for me soon.

After Visiting Hours

U A Fanthorpe
Like gulls they are still calling – 

I’ll come again Tuesday. Our Dad

Sends his love. They diminish, are gone.

Their world has received them,

As our world confirms us. Their debris

Is tidied into vases, lockers, minds.

We become pulses; mouthpieces

Of thermometers and bowels.

The trolley’s rattle dispatches

The last lover. Now we can relax

Into illness, and reliably abstracted

Nurses will straighten our sheets,

Reorganize our symptoms. Outside,

Darkness descends like an eyelid.

It rains on our nearest and dearest

In car-parks, at bus-stops.

Now the bed-bound rehearse

Their repertoire of movements,

The dressing-gowned shuffle, clutching

Their glass bodies.

Now siren voices whisper

From headphones, and vagrant

Doctors appear, wreathed in stethoscopes

Like South Sea dancers.

All’s well, all’s quiet as the great

Ark noses her way into night,

Caulked, battened, blessed for her trip,

And behind, the gulls crying.

Army Wife

U A Fanthorpe
It’s the place, I think. Everyone seems

To have gone to pieces here. Oh, not me,

My dear. I’m so used to the life. Just

Dump me down anywhere, and I’d make

A go of it – with reasonable living quarters,

Mind you, and good native servants.

Can’t do without them! No, I don’t count myself,

Nor Jim, of course. Jim keeps his cool

Whatever happens. We’re old campaigners.

But take Mike. Such an awfully nice chap.

The new sort of officer, has a degree,

Staff College, all that sort of thing,

But absolutely no side. We think the world

Of Mike. So what does the silly ass do

But get himself mixed up with a native tart

(Very flashy girl – you’ve probably seen her around),

And a drunk-and-disorderly, and oh, it’s too shaming.

What the locals must be thinking! Mind you,

I blame the CO for all of this. I know he’s brilliant

In the field, but he isn’t one of us, whatever

They may say. What’s bred in the bone . . .

And somehow, here he’s more noticeable.

There was that dreadful scene he made yesterday

About the laundry, and goodness knows

He ought to leave things like that

To his batman. Keeps a sword in his wardrobe,

They tell me. Yes, extraordinary, isn’t it? A bit –

Well – native. And dear little Mrs CO –

Yes, isn’t she a darling? Terribly good family,

But absolutely no side – she really has no idea

How to cope. I said to Jim, the trouble with you boys

Is, you need an enemy. Now the Wogs

Have packed up and gone home, you’ve simply

Nothing to do, so you get into trouble.

But Jim’ll be all right. Jim keeps his cool

Whatever happens.
Mother-in-law

U A Fanthorpe
Such a nice girl. Just what I wanted

For the boy. Not top drawer, you know,

But so often, in our position, that

Turns out to be a mistake. They get

The ideas of their station, and that upsets

So many applecarts. The lieges, of course,

Are particularly hidebound, and the boy,

For all his absentminded ways, is a great one

For convention. Court mourning, you know . . .

Things like that. We don’t want a Brunhilde

Here. But she was so suitable. Devoted

To her father and her brother, and,

Of course, to the boy. And a very

Respectable, loyal family. Well, loyal

to number two, at any rate. Number one,

I remember, never quite trusted . . . Yes,

And had just the right interests. Folk song, for instance,

(Such a sweet little voice), and amateur

Dramatics. Inherited that taste

From her father. Dear old fellow, he’d go on

For hours about his college drama group.

And the boy’s so keen on the stage. It’s nice

When husband and wife have a shared interest,

Don’t you think? Then botany. Poor little soul,

She was really keen. We’d go for trips

With the vasculum, and have such fun

Asking the lieges their country names for flowers.

Some of them, my dear, were scarcely delicate

(The names, I mean), but the young nowadays

Don’t seem to notice. Marriage

Would have made her more innocent, of course.

I can’t think who will do for the boy now.

I seem to be the only woman left round here.
The Sheepdog

U A Fanthorpe
After the very bright light,

And the talking bird,

And the singing,

And the sky filled up wi’ wings,

And then the silence,

Our lads sez

We’d better go, then.

Stay, Shep. Good dog, stay.

So I stayed wi’ t’ sheep.

After they cum back,

It sounded grand, what they’d seen:

Camels, and kings, and such,

Wi’ presents – human sort,

Not the kind you can eat –

And a baby. Presents wes for him.

Our lads took him a lamb.

I had to stay behind wi’ t’ sheep.

Pity they didn’t tek me along too.

I’m good wi’ lambs,

And the baby might have liked a dog

After all that myrrh and such.
Home is So Sad

Philip Larkin

Home is so sad. It stays as it was left,

Shaped to the comfort of the last to go

As if to win them back. Instead, bereft

Of anyone to please, it withers so,

Having no heart to put aside the theft

And turn again to what it started as,

A joyous shot at how things ought to be,

Long fallen wide. You can see how it was:

Look at the pictures and the cutlery

The music in the piano stool. That vase.

First Sight

Philip Larkin

Lambs that learn to walk in snow

When their bleating clouds the air

Meet a vast unwelcome, know

Nothing but a sunless glare.

Newly stumbling to and fro

All they find, outside the fold,

Is a wretched width of cold.

As they wait beside the ewe,

Her fleeces wetly caked, there lies

Hidden round them, waiting too,

Earth’s immeasureable surprise,

They could not grasp it if they knew,

What so soon will wake and grow

Utterly unlike the snow.

An Arundel Tomb

Philip Larkin

Side by side, their faces blurred,

The earl and countess lie in stone,

Their proper habits vaguely shown

As jointed armour, stiffened pleat,

And that faint hint of the absurd –

The little dogs under their feet.

Such plainness of the pre-baroque

Hardly involves the eye, until

It meets his left-hand gauntlet, still

Clasped empty in the other; and

One sees, with a sharp tender shock,

His hand withdrawn, holding her hand.

They would not think to lie so long.

Such faithfulness in effigy

Was just a detail friends would see:

A sculptor’s sweet commissioned grace

Thrown off in helping to prolong

The Latin names around the base.

They would not guess how early in

Their surpine stationary voyage

The air would change to soundless damage,

Turn the old tenantry away;

How soon succeeding eyes begin

To look, not read. Rigidly they

Persisted, linked, through lengths and breadths

Of time. Snow fell, undated. Light

Each summer thronged the grass. A bright

Litter of birdcalls strewed the same

Bone-littered ground. And up the paths

The endless altered people came,

Washing at their identity.

Now, helpless in the hollow of

An unarmorial age, a trough

Of smoke in slow suspended skeins

Above their scrap of history,

Only an attitude remains:

Time has transfigured them into

Untruth. The stone fidelity

They hardly meant has come to be

Their final blazon, and to prove

Our almost-instinct almost true:

What will survive of us is love.

Going, Going

Philip Larkin (January 1972)

I thought it would last my time –

The sense that, beyond the town,

There would always be fields and farms.

Where the village louts would climb

Such trees as were not cut down;

I knew there’d be false alarms

In the papers about old streets

And split level shopping, but some

Have always been left so far;

And when the old part retreats

As the bleak high-risers come

We can always escape in the car.

Things are tougher than we are, just

As earth will always respond

However we mess it about;

Chuck filth in the sea, if you must:

The tides will be clean beyond.

–  But what do I feel now? Doubt?

Or age, simply? The crowd

Is young in the M1 cafe;

Their kids are screaming for more –

More houses, more parking allowed,

More caravan sites, more pay.

On the Business Page, a score

Of spectacled grins approve

Some takeover bid that entails

Five per cent profit (and ten

Per cent more in the estuaries): move

Your works to the unspoilt dales

(Grey area grants)! And when

You try to get near the sea

In summer . . .

It seems, just now,

To be happening so very fast;

Despite all the land left free

For the first time I feel somehow

That it isn’t going to last,

That before I snuff it, the whole

Boiling will be bricked in

Except for the tourist parts –

First slum of Europe: a role

It won’t be hard to win,

With a cast of crooks and tarts.

And that will be England gone,

The shadows, the meadows, the lanes,

The guildhalls, the carved choirs,

There’ll be books; it will linger on

In galleries; but all that remains

For us will be concrete and tyres.

Most things are never meant.

This won’t be, most likely; but greeds

And garbage are too thick-strewn

To be swept up now, or invent

Excuses that make them all needs.

I just think it will happen, soon.
