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Introduction

In this new anthology, the third in a four-part cycle of seasons, you will discover some of the most lively and life-affirming poems ever to be written about spring, and many significant cultural events and historical anniversaries that lie in our calendars between 1 March and 31 May.

There is perhaps no season that has inspired as many poets to pick up their pens (or quills) as spring. In fact, it’s almost impossible to name a writer who hasn’t responded to these months of verdant renewal and new beginnings. For Gerard Manley Hopkins, who said ‘Nothing is so beautiful as Spring’, and Christina Rossetti, who wrote ‘There is no time like Spring / When life’s alive in everything’, the season is incomparable in its vitality and splendour. And who could disagree? Not even the infamously curmudgeonly Philip Larkin, better associated with cynicism and gloom, could resist the allure of spring. I can’t walk past a blossoming tree in March without thinking of his poem ‘The Trees’ and its inviting opening line: ‘The trees are coming into leaf / Like something almost being said.’

Given the sheer number of dazzling springtime poems that have been composed over the centuries, it’s just as well that this anthology offers you not just one, but two pieces of verse for each spring day, almost all of which have been drawn from my anthologies: A Poem for Every Day of the Year and A Poem for Every Night of the Year. The hope is that the first daily instalment imbues you with the same vivacity and energy that define a dewy spring morning, while the second poem offers an opportunity for gentle reflection and contemplation, and perhaps some ideas to mull over on a balmy night.

As you might expect, there are entries like Wordsworth’s ‘To My Sister’, which extols the joys and sweetness of the season. Of course you’ll also find his most anthologized poem, ‘I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud’, which not only captures the essence of vernal beauty, but encourages us to wander with our minds; to draw on our memories of golden flowers and the enveloping breeze in those moments when we can’t experience them directly. But this collection isn’t just packed full of romantic, cheerful and bucolic images of nature in bloom and birthing animals. After all, for T. S. Eliot, ‘April is the cruellest month’. It certainly does tend to be rainy …

What is more, although spring is usually synonymous with new life, growth and vigour, it is for some writers redolent of loss and death. For instance, poets such as A. E. Housman, Linton Kwesi Johnson and the 2020 Nobel Laureate Louise Glück write poignantly of how spring represents a past youth, accessible now only through nostalgic reminiscence.

Some works are even more explicitly tragic and sobering. In his 1915 work ‘But These Things Also’, the war poet Edward Thomas reminds us that though spring offers hope, it is still inexorably shrouded by traumas past (in this case, the brutal 1914 campaigns of the First World War): ‘Spring’s here, Winter’s not gone.’ And over a hundred years later, the spoken word poet Duranka Perera composed a pain-stricken response to the terrorist attacks that wreaked devastation on Easter Sunday 2019, in his native country of Sri Lanka.

Perera’s poem is one of several pieces in this collection that relate to specific landmark dates in the calendar rather than the season of spring. International Women’s Day on 8 March is celebrated with Maya Angelou’s anthem ‘Phenomenal Woman’; Mothering Sunday is recognized with poignant pieces by Stevie Smith and George Hare Leonard, while World Wildlife Day brings us a thought-provoking rebuke of humans’ mistreatment of animals by the poet-farmer Wendell Berry. And who better than Lewis Carroll to exhibit the joy of nonsense on April Fool’s Day?

World-changing historical moments and events are also made immediate through the brilliance of verse. So, an extract from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar transports us to the Roman Senate on the Ides (15) of March as the eponymous general is warned about his imminent assassination; Henry Wadsworth Longfellow lets us ride alongside Paul Revere to deliver his message about the invading British on 18 April 1775, the eve of the American Revolutionary War; and Robert Browning takes us into the French camp where Emperor Napoleon chats to an injured young soldier on 23 April at the 1809 Battle of Ratisbon. Elsewhere, Carol Ann Duffy asks us to imagine what really inspired Charles Darwin to write The Origin of Species on a day out with his wife on 7 April 1852.

The best poems are those that are able to immerse us in their worlds through their perfectly chosen words. They give us a chance to be present in the past, and to see our current world in its infinite variety. Too many of these kinds of anthologies keep us rooted in the West, and in the minds of white men. This collection seeks to champion long overlooked poets. Thanks to the diverse array of poems here, you’ll be able to travel to China, India, Pakistan, Jamaica and Sri Lanka – to name but a few – and celebrate festivals, religious (Easter and the Sikh Baisakhi) and national (Ireland’s St Patrick’s Day and Japan’s Midori no hi,) all from the comfort of your couch – or ‘inward eye’.

The poems themselves come in all shapes and sizes. There are sonnets, ballads, limericks, odes, blank verses, rhyming couplets, haikus and cinquains, as well as extracts from epics, and snapshots from plays, on subjects as disparate as tractor dreams, hippos and the sitcom Friends.

Each of these poems will be prefaced by a short introduction that will provide some illuminating background context – either about the poem’s author, style or content – and the occasional anecdotal gem. But this isn’t an academic book that’s been made for studying, so rest assured, you won’t find any bits of impenetrable analysis or long-winded literary digressions.

In fact, this book has been compiled to be enjoyed by all the family. Until relatively recently, poems were never written with a particular age group in mind, and this anthology takes the view that the best poetry can work on different levels and is able to beguile children and adults alike. There are poems here for every spring day, and for every type of person to have their own favourite. I would love to hear from you which yours might be.

Allie Esiri
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[image: ]1 March • I am Taliesin • Anon.

The opening poem is in honour of St David’s Day, the feast day of the Welsh patron saint who is celebrated every 1 March. These lines, thought to have been composed in the 13th century, have been passed down through generations as part of an ancient oral tradition and introduce us to the legendary and much mythologized Welsh bard Taliesin.


I am Taliesin. I sing perfect metre,

Which will last to the end of the world.

My patron is Elphin …

I know why there is an echo in a hollow;

Why silver gleams; why breath is black; why liver is bloody;

Why a cow has horns; why a woman is affectionate;

Why milk is white; why holly is green;

Why a kid is bearded; why the cow-parsnip is hollow;

Why brine is salt; why ale is bitter;

Why the linnet is green and berries red;

Why a cuckoo complains; why it sings;

I know where the cuckoos of summer are in winter.

I know what beasts there are at the bottom of the sea;

How many spears in battle; how may drops in a shower;

Why a river drowned Pharaoh’s people;

Why fishes have scales.

Why a white swan has black feet …

I have been a blue salmon,

I have been a dog, a stag, a roebuck on the mountain,

A stock, a spade, an axe in the hand,

A stallion, a bull, a buck,

I was reaped and placed in an oven;

I fell to the ground when I was being roasted

And a hen swallowed me.

For nine nights was I in her crop.

I have been dead, I have been alive.

I am Taliesin.




[image: ]1 March • from Under Milk Wood • Dylan Thomas

Dylan Thomas, who was one of Wales’s finest twentieth-century poets, wrote the following lines as part of his celebrated radio play Under Milk Wood.


Every morning when I wake,

Dear Lord, a little prayer I make,

O please do keep Thy lovely eye

On all poor creatures born to die.

And every evening at sun-down

I ask a blessing on the town,

For whether we last the night or no

I’m sure is always touch-and-go.

We are not wholly bad or good

Who live our lives under Milk Wood,

And Thou, I know, wilt be the first

To see our best side, not our worst.

O let us see another day!

Bless us this holy night, I pray,

And to the sun we all will bow

And say goodbye – but just for now!



[image: ]2 March • The Bright Field • R. S. Thomas

R. S. Thomas was another proudly Welsh poet. A clergyman for much of his life, his poems are often very spiritual in nature, and he frequently makes reference to Bible stories, as he does here with Moses and the burning bush. This poem is about how we live in the present moment. If life is not about the past or future, then it is about finding the right to look at the things directly in front of us, now.

I have seen the sun break through

to illuminate a small field

for a while, and gone my way

and forgotten it. But that was the

pearl of great price, the one field that had

treasure in it. I realize now

that I must give all that I have

to possess it. Life is not hurrying

on to a receding future, nor hankering after

an imagined past. It is the turning

aside like Moses to the miracle

of the lit bush, to a brightness

that seemed as transitory as your youth

once, but is the eternity that awaits you.



[image: ]2 March • March • Anon.

This traditional and simple rhyme hails originally from Northumberland. The strange word ‘yeans’ is from the local dialect, and means ‘gives birth to’. The month of March is here described as a time in which new life springs forth – lambs frolic and thorns bloom into roses – but also a period in which the wind can be bitter and strong enough to blow through to the core of an ox’s horn.


March yeans the lammie

And buds the thorn,

And blows through the flint

Of an ox’s horn.



[image: ]3 March • Anger Against Beasts • Wendell Berry

Today is World Wildlife Day. In this short yet visceral poem, the prolific American writer, philosopher, environmental activist – and farmer – Wendell Berry laments the unnatural and senseless acts of violence which humans inflict on animals.

The hook of adrenalin shoves

into the blood. Man’s will,

long skilled to kill or have

its way, would drive the beast

against nature, transcend

the impossible in simple fury.

The blow falls like a dead seed.

It is defeat for beasts

do not pardon, but heal or die

in the absence of the past.

The blow survives in the man.

His triumph is a wound. Spent,

he must wait the slow

unalterable forgiveness of time.



[image: ]3 March • Dear March – Come In • Emily Dickinson

This poem observes the paradox of the seasons: Emily Dickinson both praises and blames March for its beauty and its brevity.


Dear March – Come in –

How glad I am –

I hoped for you before –

Put down your Hat –

You must have walked –

How out of Breath you are –

Dear March, how are you, and the Rest –

Did you leave Nature well –

Oh March, Come right upstairs with me –

I have so much to tell –

I got your Letter, and the Birds –

The Maples never knew that you were coming – till I called

I declare – how Red their Faces grew –

But March, forgive me – and

All those Hills you left for me to Hue –

There was no Purple suitable –

You took it all with you –

Who knocks? That April –

Lock the Door –

I will not be pursued –

He stayed away a Year to call

When I am occupied –

But trifles look so trivial

As soon as you have come

That Blame is just as dear as Praise

And Praise as mere as Blame –




[image: ]4 March • Holi • Chrissie Gittins

Holi is a Hindu festival that falls at this time of year. It is known as the ‘Festival of Colours’. To mark the triumph of good (spring) over evil (winter), festival-goers brightly colour one another with handfuls of paints and dyed water balloons. Chrissie Gittins’s poem imagines a language being made out of the colourful marks of the festival.

A splodge of purple on your neck

and you can feel the temperature rising.

A rub of brown on your cheek

and your friend is your friend for ever.

A cloud of red above your head

and your feet start itching to dance.

A scatter of yellow on your shirt

and your enemy is now your friend.

A blotch of blue on your nose

and the winter is soon forgotten.

A bucket of black down your back

and you are ready to beat the drum.

A stream of orange in the air

and your heart begins to surge.

A smear of pink on your forehead

and your misdeeds fade away.

A dusting of green on your eyelashes –

spring is surely on its way.



[image: ]4 March • A Date with Spring • John Agard

This poem is a first-person monologue from the perspective of the tree itself, imagining the end of winter as a time where the tree prepares to get dressed ready for a ‘date’ with the new season – spring.


Got a date with spring

Got to look me best.

Of all the trees

I’ll be the smartest dressed.

Perfumed breeze

behind me ear.

Pollen accessories

all in place.

Raindrop moisturizer

for me face.

Sunlight tints

to spruce up the hair.

What’s the good of being a tree

if you can’t flaunt your beauty?

Winter, I was naked

Exposed as can be.

Me wardrobe took off

with the wind.

Life was a frosty slumber.

Now, spring, here I come.

Can’t wait to slip in

to me little green number.



[image: ]5 March • The River in March • Ted Hughes

Ted Hughes was one of the greatest British poets of the twentieth century, and was Poet Laureate from 1984 until his death in 1998. He is mainly known for his nature poetry, often in deceptively plain language, and his poems show a great respect for the natural world.


Now the river is rich, but her voice is low.

It is her Mighty Majesty the sea

Travelling among the villages incognito.

Now the river is poor. No song, just a thin mad whisper.

The winter floods have ruined her.

She squats between draggled banks, fingering her rags and rubbish.

And now the river is rich. A deep choir.

It is the lofty clouds, that work in heaven,

Going on their holiday to the sea.

The river is poor again. All her bones are showing.

Through a dry wig of bleached flotsam she peers up ashamed

From her slum of sticks.

Now the river is rich, collecting shawls and minerals.

Rain brought fatness, but she takes ninety-nine percent

Leaving the fields just one percent to survive on.

And now she is poor. Now she is East wind sick.

She huddles in holes and corners. The brassy sun gives her a headache.

She has lost all her fish. And she shivers.

But now once more she is rich. She is viewing her lands.

A hoard of king-cups spills from her folds, it blazes, it cannot be hidden.

A salmon, a sow of solid silver,

Bulges to glimpse it.



[image: ]5 March • Spring • Gerard Manley Hopkins

This sonnet begins by describing the beautiful qualities of spring, before comparing it to the garden of Eden.


Nothing is so beautiful as Spring –

When weeds, in wheels, shoot long and lovely and lush;

Thrush’s eggs look little low heavens, and thrush

Through the echoing timber does so rinse and wring

The ear, it strikes like lightnings to hear him sing;

The glassy peartree leaves and blooms, they brush

The descending blue; that blue is all in a rush

With richness; the racing lambs too have fair their fling.

What is all this juice and all this joy?

A strain of the earth’s sweet being in the beginning

In Eden garden. – Have, get, before it cloy,

Before it cloud, Christ, lord, and sour with sinning,

Innocent mind and Mayday in girl and boy,

Most, O maid’s child, thy choice and worthy the winning.



[image: ]6 March • Young Lambs • John Clare

We measure the seasons through a cycle of events. With the approach of spring, the season of new life, we see the arrival of young farmyard animals. John Clare celebrates the coming season with the lightness of his rhymes in this poem about lambs. Even in relating this jubilant display of life, however, Clare’s poem seems drawn to the dark imagery of death.


The spring is coming by a many signs;

The trays are up, the hedges broken down,

That fenced the haystack, and the remnant shines

Like some old antique fragment weathered brown.

And where suns peep, in every sheltered place,

The little early buttercups unfold

A glittering star or two – till many trace

The edges of the blackthorn clumps in gold.

And then a little lamb bolts up behind

The hill and wags his tail to meet the yoe,

And then another, sheltered from the wind,

Lies all his length as dead – and lets me go

Close by and never stirs, but beaking lies,

With legs stretched out as though he could not rise.



[image: ]6 March • To My Sister • William Wordsworth

Like Ted Hughes and John Clare, and an inspiration to them both, Wordsworth was a great poet of nature. And, like Hughes, he was also Poet Laureate. This poem is a celebration of taking the time to enjoy a beautiful day, away from work and responsibilities.

It is the first mild day of March:

Each minute sweeter than before,

The red-breast sings from the tall larch

That stands beside our door.

There is a blessing in the air,

Which seems a sense of joy to yield

To the bare trees, and mountains bare,

And grass in the green field.

My Sister! (’tis a wish of mine)

Now that our morning meal is done,

Make haste, your morning task resign;

Come forth and feel the sun.

Edward will come with you – and, pray,

Put on with speed your woodland dress,

And bring no book: for this one day

We’ll give to idleness.

No joyless forms shall regulate

Our living Calendar:

We from today, my friend, will date

The opening of the year.

Love, now an universal birth,

From heart to heart is stealing,

From earth to man, from man to earth –

It is the hour of feeling.

One moment now may give us more

Than fifty years of reason;

Our minds shall drink at every pore

The spirit of the season.

Some silent laws our hearts will make,

Which they shall long obey:

We for the year to come may take

Our temper from today.

And from the blessed power that rolls

About, below, above,

We’ll frame the measure of our souls:

They shall be tuned to love.

Then come, my sister! come, I pray,

With speed put on your woodland dress,

And bring no book: for this one day

We’ll give to idleness.



[image: ]7 March • But These Things Also • Edward Thomas

Edward Thomas wrote this poem in 1915, and its message carries memories of the great losses that occurred in the winter of 1914 during the First World War.


But these things also are Spring’s—

On banks by the roadside the grass

Long-dead that is greyer now

Than all the Winter it was;

The shell of a little snail bleached

In the grass; chip of flint, and mite

Of chalk; and the small birds’ dung

In splashes of purest white:

All the white things a man mistakes

For earliest violets

Who seeks through Winter’s ruins

Something to pay Winter’s debts,

While the North blows, and starling flocks

By chattering on and on

Keep their spirits up in the mist,

And Spring’s here, Winter’s not gone.



[image: ]7 March • The Sound Collector • Roger McGough

On 7 March 1876 the inventor Alexander Graham Bell patented an object which changed the human experience of sound and communication forever: the telephone. This poem by Roger McGough imagines everyday sounds as objects which might be put into a bag and carried away.

A stranger called this morning

Dressed all in black and grey

Put every sound into a bag

And carried them away

The whistling of the kettle

The turning of the lock

The purring of the kitten

The ticking of the clock

The popping of the toaster

The crunching of the flakes

When you spread the marmalade

The scraping noise it makes

The hissing of the frying pan

The ticking of the grill

The bubbling of the bathtub

As it starts to fill

The drumming of the raindrops

On the windowpane

When you do the washing-up

The gurgle of the drain

The crying of the baby

The squeaking of the chair

The swishing of the curtain

The creaking of the stair

A stranger called this morning

He didn’t leave his name

Left us only silence

Life will never be the same



[image: ]8 March • Warning • Jenny Joseph

8 March is International Women’s Day, a celebration of the political, social and cultural achievements of women everywhere. The day exists as a symbol of the victories made so far in the struggle for gender equality, although its existence is also a sign that equality has not yet been gained. Jenny Joseph’s warm and comical poem makes fun of the rules that seem to govern being a woman in modern society, and it represents a quiet but important act of female defiance.

When I am an old woman I shall wear purple

With a red hat which doesn’t go, and doesn’t suit me.

And I shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves

And satin sandals, and say we’ve no money for butter.

I shall sit down on the pavement when I’m tired

And gobble up samples in shops and press alarm bells

And run my stick along the public railings

And make up for the sobriety of my youth.

I shall go out in my slippers in the rain

And pick the flowers in other people’s gardens

And learn to spit.

You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat

And eat three pounds of sausages at a go

Or only bread and pickle for a week

And hoard pens and pencils and beermats and things in boxes.

But now we must have clothes that keep us dry

And pay our rent and not swear in the street

And set a good example for the children.

We must have friends to dinner and read the papers.

But maybe I ought to practise a little now?

So people who know me are not too shocked and surprised

When suddenly I am old, and start to wear purple.



[image: ]8 March • Phenomenal Woman • Maya Angelou

Here we have another great, rousing poem that celebrates womanhood in all its variety. Much like Jenny Joseph’s ‘Warning’, this piece encourages women to take pride in who they are, and to reject dated, restrictive societal expectations about how a woman should be. It is one of countless inspiring poems by Maya Angelou – the pioneering African American writer who was a tireless champion of civil rights, women’s rights, and by all accounts, a ‘phenomenal woman’ herself.


Pretty women wonder where my secret lies.

I’m not cute or built to suit a fashion model’s size

But when I start to tell them,

They think I’m telling lies.

I say,

It’s in the reach of my arms,

The span of my hips,

The stride of my step,

The curl of my lips.

I’m a woman

Phenomenally.

Phenomenal woman,

That’s me.

I walk into a room

Just as cool as you please,

And to a man,

The fellows stand or

Fall down on their knees.

Then they swarm around me,

A hive of honey bees.

I say,

It’s the fire in my eyes,

And the flash of my teeth,

The swing in my waist,

And the joy in my feet.

I’m a woman

Phenomenally.

Phenomenal woman,

That’s me.

Men themselves have wondered

What they see in me.

They try so much

But they can’t touch

My inner mystery.

When I try to show them,

They say they still can’t see.

I say,

It’s in the arch of my back,

The sun of my smile,

The ride of my breasts,

The grace of my style.

I’m a woman

Phenomenally.

Phenomenal woman,

That’s me.

Now you understand

Just why my head’s not bowed.

I don’t shout or jump about

Or have to talk real loud.

When you see me passing,

It ought to make you proud.

I say,

It’s in the click of my heels,

The bend of my hair, the palm of my hand,

The need for my care.

’Cause I’m a woman

Phenomenally.

Phenomenal woman,

That’s me.
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