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PREFACE

The photograph and title on the cover of this book are the same ones from the cover of my first collection of poems fifty years ago (fifty, jeez-o!) way back in 1972. In a very different time. Now here it is, this new fiftieth anniversary edition. A rare and amazing honour. And don’t I know it.

The girl in that photograph simply wouldn’t have believed this could possibly be happening. Well, when you’re twenty-four you don’t really think you’ll be around in fifty years. Nor that you’d want to be.

I remember that I wasn’t too sure about either title or cover at the time, but Gordon Wright, who published it (back then he was running the one-man-band independent, Edinburgh-based imprint Reprographia, specialising in poetry) definitely was. He and Norman MacCaig convinced me – and they must have been getting something right. It hit a nerve, this first wee book of mine. Changed my life, too.

I look so demure, though, with those downcast eyes, and I wasn’t ever that. And, in black and white, sweeter-looking, bonnier by far than I was in real life. I remember a distinguished Scottish critic telling me how, from seeing the cover of the book, how much he had fancied me before he’d ever met me and how disappointed he was when he actually did. Although even at the time I, silently, gave him nothing-out-of-ten for his non-chat-up line and for his quite un-askedfor honesty, I just thought ‘fair enough really’, and didn’t bother (well, in those days it just wouldn’t have been done) to tell him he would have had no chance anyway, I didn’t fancy him either. So much for my career as a cover-girl.

Opening, in search of the girl who was not quite that girl on the cover, one of the four or five copies of Memo for Spring I still have on my shelves now – and I haven’t opened one in quite a while – I find, behind the romantic packaging and the no-spine notebook-style binding, a scant thirty-two of the first things she had written and considered finished.

A few of them are very slight, song-like slightly melancholic love, and out-of-love, lyrics (well, I went to Glasgow School of Art from 1965–1970, where, as I always say, I specialised in Drawing and Painting and unrequited love) but more than half of the poems in here can still surprise me with their freshness and directness. Especially the ones which have caught something of that particular time, that place, the coal bing scarred industrial landscape with its red-sky-at-night of Motherwell’s Ravenscraig blast-furnaces and the characters that belonged to that Lanarkshire mining village with its new-build, post-war, nineteen-fifties housing scheme attached to it, and the family I grew up in. And was putting behind me – she’s leaving home – as I wrote.

Was I aware of that at the time? I’m not sure, but I do remember that this impulse to write these things had come from who knows where? And initially was not connected to any ambition or desire to see them in print; was always to me something that was all-my-own, my freedom. Simple as that.

Fundamentally I think to this day I feel exactly the same – ageless, genderless, free – whenever, prompted by some already existing quirk of language that’s irking me, coupled with some as-yet wordless ghost of an idea, I can get going on something no one has asked me to write, something without deadline or purpose.

I still relish more than anything in my life that precious, and devoid of loneliness, alone-ness.

But I couldn’t begin now to write the things the girl on the cover wrote then. Couldn’t write with the careless confidence she had. She and I are in many ways quite different people. How could we not be after fifty years? Life goes past so very quickly, and, as the old will tell the young, the paradox is – with, on the surface, less happening in your life – weirdly, time does seem to keep on ever-accelerating, really does go faster the older you get. Even if you get the full three-score-and-ten, life is so short. And yet there are so many interestingly different bits to it. You’d never run out of things to write about.

How did the publication of Memo for Spring come about?

It wasn’t something I strove for. I’m sorry to say I didn’t have the manuscript of a collection of poems ready that I was sending out to publishers, stoically collecting rejection slips and doggedly finding another address of another possible publisher in The Writers’ & Artists’ Yearbook, trying again. It was a matter of my having the luck to be one of two supporting-artist poets opening for Norman MacCaig at his reading at an amazing all-day festival of poetry called Poem 72 at the David Hume Tower of Edinburgh University. Hundreds – I am not exaggerating – honestly, hundreds of people turned up, young and long-haired in velvet loons or tweedy, academic, and middle-aged, all sorts of people and all-for-poetry on a cold Saturday in February 1972. Enthusiasts. Everybody wanted to hear Norman MacCaig. Of course. The biggest lecture theatre in the building was crammed to standing room only. I had just, backstage in the fug of the smoke-wreathed poets’ greenroom, met, met in person, a hero of mine for the very first time.

I had discovered MacCaig for myself at the age of nineteen on the poetry shelves of the public library (unbelievably as it seems now, I had gone through secondary school without being introduced to the work of any Scottish poet except Burns) and the shelf of slender hardback phoenix-patterned covers of those Chatto & Windus volumes of MacCaig’s, only two at a time as allowed – Rings on a Tree, Riding Lights, A Round of Applause, A Common Grace, The Sinai Sort – they were constantly borrowed by me, returned, fines paid, borrowed again all through that autumn and winter of 1968.

And now at Poem 72 the organiser was saying, ‘Do fifteen minutes, and, Norman, you do twenty-five.’

‘No,’ murmured Norman to me, ‘you’ll do twelve and I’ll do twenty. Always leave them wanting more.’ And he winked.

My bit passed in a blur and I was back in my seat in the front row for the first time listening, not reading from the page, to MacCaig. That voice, that timing. A masterclass in the art of performing poetry out loud.

Later that day a man I had never met before called Gordon Wright came up to me, told me he was a publisher, had enjoyed what I read at Norman’s event and asked me did I have more poems, did I have a collection ready?

I wasn’t sure about that, but my friend Alasdair Gray had recently received a small Arts Council grant and, typical Alasdair, to him a windfall like that ought to benefit other impecunious friends of his, too. He’d think of all sorts of ways to help emerging writers or artists whose work he was enthusiastic about and because he’d thought they were worth something, Alasdair had actually paid for the typist he always used to type up my poems. Clean copies. Essential. I’d tinkered, finalised and proofed and now they’d been impeccably typed on stencils, skins, that could be, by some now antique process, duplicated. (The words ‘cyclostyling’ and ‘Gestetnering’ come to my mind.) I had been allowed to run copies off in the school office at lunchtimes. (I was then in my first year as one of the worst rookie art teachers any comprehensive secondary school has ever had to put up with.)

In answer to Gordon’s query: yes, I had copies of everything I considered finished. And I sent them to him.

Can it really be true that it only took about a week for him to get back to me? Gordon told me that he would like to publish a book of these poems – yes, in a few weeks’ time, his printer had a fast turnaround, he had just made the deadline for the meeting of some committee, submitted my poems and already secured an Arts Council grant to make this happen.

There were only thirty-two poems – should we have waited a bit? Should I have produced some more work first? No, out it came, so slim a volume that it was bound like a notebook, without a spine. I have always bridled if anyone calls it ‘your pamphlet’ though. It was my first collection, I am adamant about that. And in its own small way, it was a big hit.

The first print run was an optimistic 1,500 copies. Gordon’s energy and commitment to getting it out there, which was considerable, I owe so much to him, meant that his first edition of Memo had sold out, already making it – for poetry at least – a bestseller, and
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