
[image: Cover image: The National Trust Book of Nature Poems: Treasured Classics and New Favourites by Deborah Alma]








[image: A colour illustration of a flock of birds flying over a field.]






[image: Title page image: The National Trust Book of Nature Poems: Treasured Classics and New Favourites by Deborah Alma, National Trust logo]








Copyright

Published by National Trust Books

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by National Trust Books 2023

Volume © National Trust Books 2023

Illustrations © Charlotte Day 2023

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information and storage retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

If you would like to comment on any aspect of this book, please contact us at the above address or national.trust@harpercollins.co.uk

National Trust publications are available at National Trust shops or online at nationaltrustbooks.co.uk

Source ISBN: 9780008596026

eBook ISBN: 9780008650957

Version date: 2023-04-20






Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008596026








Contents

Cover

Title Page



Copyright



Note to Readers



Introduction



The Changing Seasons



Animal Life



The World of Birds



The Way Through the Woods



The Other World of Water



Moors, Heaths and Mountains



Our Place in Nature



Notes



Index of Poets



Index of Poems



Acknowledgements



About the Publisher








Introduction

The first ever anthology of verse was published in 1557, and contains the poem ‘Soote Season’ (‘sweet season’) by Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey:

The soote season, that bud and bloom forth brings

With green hath clad the hill and eke the vale;

The nightingale with feathers new she sings;

And turtle to her make hath told her tale.

Summer is come, for every spray now springs;

The hart hath hung his old head on the pale;

The buck in brake his winter coat he flings;

The fishes flete with new repairèd scale;

The adder all her slough away she slings;

The swift swallow pursueth the flies small;

The busy bee her honey now she mings;

Winter is worn that was the flowers’ bale.

And thus I see among these pleasant things

Each care decays, and yet my sorrow springs.

British poets have long had a special connection with nature, and poetry has reflected our changing relationship with the natural world. As in Howard’s poem, matters such as the rising of the sap in spring and its promise of new life and renewal have inspired many of our best poets. We have a strong history and culture of nature poetry.

Some of the poems in this book reflect a growing despair at how we treat our natural world, and the natural world, in turn, is often used in poetry to express anxieties and states of mind – it can be cruel, benevolent, remote, familiar, or strange. Sometimes the poet is there, immersed in nature, at the heart of the poem, and sometimes they feel shut out or are merely an observer. But many of the poems come from a place of faith that nature will always recover and endure – a traditional lyrical response to the external world, held up as a mirror for the poet’s psyche or for humankind more widely. My intended emphasis in this anthology stems from my own work of writing and well-being, putting together a collection that sees the natural world as an antidote to times when the ‘world is too much with us’, as Wordsworth so beautifully puts it. These are poems that serve for a moment to take us, at least in our minds, outside. The book contains seven chapters, each of which explores a different aspect of nature.

Often ‘nature poetry’ conjures up the male Romantic poets, and there are plenty of those represented here, but I hope too that you’ll find a range of both established and lesser-known contemporary poets, with their diverse voices and ways of seeing the natural world. But still, but still…there were so many beautiful and well-known poems that I didn’t have the space to include, and in compiling the book I had terrible moments of waking up early in the morning thinking, ‘oh no, there are no poems of polecats… or robins…or…’. I apologise if your favourite poems are missing. It was an agony of exclusion. Pity the anthologist!

Some of the poems or poets in this book are linked in some way to National Trust sites or have been inspired by them. Where this is the case, there are notes explaining the connection.

I hope that this book will bring a little of the wildness and weather into your sitting rooms and bedrooms. I hope, too, that as well as inspiring you to explore nature with more of a poet’s eye, paying attention more imaginatively and philosophically, it will also encourage you to seek out more of the works of the poets included.








[image: A colour illustration of a path winding through a field with wild flowers on either side and birds flying in the sky above.]



The Changing Seasons
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The poems in this chapter observe, respond to and marvel at the seasons’ signs and shifts and the mercurial changes in the weather. There is nothing quite so British as our relationship with the weather. We are drawn to its very changeability, its meanings and memories, and the way it touches and transforms the natural world.

If ever world were blessed, now it is.

(from ‘April Rise’ by Laurie Lee)








Thaw

Over the land freckled with snow half-thawed

The speculating rooks at their nests cawed

And saw from elm-tops, delicate as flowers of grass,

What we below could not see, Winter pass.

Edward Thomas

(1878–1917)
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Spring

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.

Gerard Manley Hopkins

(1844–1889)








But These Things Also

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.

Edward Thomas

(1878–1917)








I So Liked Spring

I so liked Spring last year

Because you were here; –

The thrushes too –

Because it was these you so liked to hear –

I so liked you.

This year’s a different thing, –

I’ll not think of you.

But I’ll like the Spring because it is simply Spring

As the thrushes do.

Charlotte Mew

(1869–1928)
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Home-Thoughts, from Abroad

Oh, to be in England

Now that April’s there,

And whoever wakes in England

Sees, some morning, unaware,

That the lowest boughs and the brushwood sheaf

Round the elm-tree bole are in tiny leaf,

While the chaffinch sings on the orchard bough

In England—now!

And after April, when May follows,

And the whitethroat builds, and all the swallows!

Hark, where my blossomed pear-tree in the hedge

Leans to the field and scatters on the clover

Blossoms and dewdrops—at the bent spray’s edge—

That’s the wise thrush; he sings each song twice over,

Lest you should think he never could recapture

The first fine careless rapture!

And though the fields look rough with hoary dew,

All will be gay when noontide wakes anew

The buttercups, the little children’s dower

—Far brighter than this gaudy melon-flower!

Robert Browning

(1812–1889)








April

machine of spring with all your levers thrown to max

clouds in ripped clothes and sheep trailing afterbirth

where last week’s buds sucked blue juice from the dusk

now the branch is swollen    priapic

cherry bling and hawthorn sex-bed smell

motorway hedgerows on thrust    electric rapefields

your levers are jammed and nothing can pull them back

not now      not frost      not squall

city gutters clogged with blossom

muddy ponds spuming with cannibal tadpoles

the long blinding days    your bashed clock

the violent small hours    magpie clacking at the robin’s nest

and us lying open-eyed all night

breathing in the white noise of pollen

hearing the long bones of the trees stretch and crack

wondering    will you ever power down or is this it now

wondering    what can any death among us mean to you

and will we make it through to summer or is this it now

Jean Sprackland

(1962–)








On a Lane in Spring

A Little Lane, the brook runs close beside

And spangles in the sunshine while the fish glide swiftly by

And hedges leafing with the green spring tide

From out their greenery the old birds fly

And chirp and whistle in the morning sun

The pilewort glitters ’neath the pale blue sky

The little robin has its nest begun

And grass green linnets round the bushes fly

How Mild the Spring Comes in; the daisy buds

Lift up their golden blossoms to the sky

How lovely are the pingles and the woods

Here a beetle runs; and there a fly

Rests on the Arum leaf in bottle green

And all the Spring in this Sweet lane is seen

John Clare

(1793–1864)
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