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Introduction

Poetry, perhaps more than any other literary form, is divisive. One man’s Seamus Heaney is another’s Ogden Nash. What you will find within these pages makes no pretensions to be comparable with the former and pays due homage to the latter. 

That’s not to say that I am unappreciative of the poet’s art; far from it. 

I love John Clare’s The Shepherd’s Calendar, and A.E. Housman’s A Shropshire Lad remains a bucolic favourite. Edward Thomas’s verses can make me weep, John Gillespie Magee’s High Flight really does make my spirits soar, and John Betjeman is invariably a delight. With other poets I must work harder to divine the true essence of their work. 

Dystopian views I can do without, for life is a battle to be fought with the sword of determination and the shield of optimism (in perilously short supply of late), rather than the enveloping gloom of relentless defeatism. Angst-ridden poetry has never appealed to me, but then I am of the northern school that believes a problem shared is a problem dragged out till bedtime.

When it comes to amusement and pleasure, the rhymesters offer me instant gratification, whether their work dates back to the seventeenth century, or is current – Stephen Sondheim (a lyricist rather than a poet, though for me the two are synonymous) is the most wondrous wordsmith, as was his Victorian predecessor W.S. Gilbert.

All of the above are considerably greater craftsmen than I am, and I blush even to include their names between the covers of what many will consider to be no more than a collection of rustic rhymes. But they are rhymes with heart, and why should a poem not make you smile, or giggle, or move you to tears, rather than sending you off to ponder on the true meaning of a pattern of words that leave you totally baffled and bewilderingly depressed? There are one or two poems here that do not rhyme, but I hope they have some sort of metre that allows them to qualify.

I also find that I can express my deepest feelings about the fragility of nature and our responsibility to the planet in verse, in the belief that my own delight might perhaps convince others that the natural world really does have something worth discovering and nurturing. Such an approach is sometimes misconstrued. 

On more than one occasion I have been described as being ‘relentlessly cheerful’, as though it were some kind of failing. Cheerfulness takes effort, especially in this day and age. I would argue that ‘determinedly’ would be a more accurate choice of vocabulary than ‘relentlessly’.

One particular friend of mine is an environmental activist. She tells me that my passion for planting trees and encouraging others to cherish their patch of land, however small, is a waste of time. It comes too late, she says, to make any difference. What is needed is civil disobedience to make the population – and governments – aware of the looming disaster, which will surely engulf us all. It strikes me that my friend is running around sounding a fire alarm; I like to think that I have been steadily manning a hosepipe for the last fifty years.

When I have slunk home, I look upon my orchid-studded wildflower meadow, the wildlife pond I have made, and the garden teeming with birds, bees, butterflies and beetles, and console myself that although my contribution may be small, coupled with that of other like-minded souls I have encouraged over the years, perhaps I have paid some kind of rent for my own existence on earth. My patch at least will help to redress the balance. Surely that is worth something?

These convictions are my excuse for this book. 

I have written rhymes for as long as I can remember. I wrote one to accompany a birthday present to my father (a plumber) when I was eleven or twelve. He received it politely but with no comment. I imagine he did not know what to make of either the sentiment or the intention or, come to that, what on earth his son was going to do with his life.

The verses that you will find within these pages are meant to be read out loud; for me, vocal expression helps to mask any literary deficiencies. The odd thoughts that precede them are there to explain their existence, if that seems necessary. They are not meant to be read in one go; rather they are best approached as one would vitamin tablets – at the rate of just one or two a day.

I have a deep and profound love of the natural world – plants and flowers, animals, insects and birds, along with the British landscape – which grows with the years. At the heart of these simple and sometimes cheeky poems you will find, I trust, evidence of that love and an appreciation of the people who have helped to cherish our natural heritage over the years, and a modicum of hope, too. Without it we are doomed to despair, and despair never achieved anything.

My work has often been compared with that of William Wordsworth. Without exception, unfavourably.

Alan Titchmarsh
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