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I dedicate this collection to my mother, Kathy.





Could I in verse iambic

Appraise your gentle aura

Then would I in one sonnet

Hoard all your beauty’s wealth.

Yet such neat rhyming trickery

Could only freeze in aspic

All your live warmth and alma.

These lines are yours – and yet,

Heart of my married hearth,

You make a river poetry.

– L.L.






Preface

My father Laurie Lee is perhaps best known for the prose of his autobiographical book Cider with Rosie, published in 1959. However, Laurie was first and foremost a poet. His talent was recognized at the age of twenty in 1934, when his poem ‘Life’ was published in the newspaper The Sunday Referee. His first book of collected poems, The Sun My Monument, was published in 1944.

Most of his poetry – nearly all written in the first half of his life – was not just about his beloved Slad, country landscapes or cider; it was about war, love and human relationships. This is not surprising considering his very early life was dominated by a background of the First World War; his father, brothers and sisters leaving home; the travails of poverty in rural Gloucestershire; and most importantly the love of his mother and loss of his dear young sister Frances.

Laurie never claimed that his experiences were unique, but he did have a singular ability to capture, both in poetry and later in prose, the essence of life, love and loss. Laurie wrote poetry like prose and prose like poetry. Some verses seem to be his stream of consciousness – a clue to how he reconciled his emotions and thinking, observations, loves and connection with nature: a synaesthetic blending of senses. For me, Laurie’s poetry provides a world where we can dip into and out of something meaningful at any time. I find some lines of his poetry bring about an affirmation – a sense of contact with a Laurie I never knew.

I re-encountered Laurie’s talent as a poet when researching for his centenary celebrations in 2014. His archive is held in the vaults of the British Library. Laurie was intensely private and his archive was something I’d previously avoided, but once there I was astonished by what I found: poems, notes, unfinished pieces, lines and verses. It was Laurie’s world. I could smell his study, his hair, his ink even – and I saw clearly why some of his previously unpublished poems should see the light of day.

This new collection includes a selection of these unpublished poems. Laurie often lived in organized chaos, or so it seemed. He had, though, helpfully paperclipped together various versions of a poem’s work in progress – I would later see this in the rust marks they left after years in his damp, locked study – often including a final, polished draft. Some incorporate lines and verses that may be recognizable from previously published works – Laurie was a great one for working, reworking and reworking again before anything was published. He was also one for mystery in his writing, creating subtle secret codes and setting opaque clues for his friends.

I bathe in Dad’s words. I believe, as did Laurie, that there are no established formulae for interpreting poetry. As with any work of art, it is about your personal response, a gift for you to decide how you want to use it. I only wish that he was still here for us both to talk about his poems now.

Jessy Lee

Slad

Gloucestershire

April 2023
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The Sun My Monument

1944

To Lorna




Poem


The evening, the heather,

the unsecretive cuckoo

and butterflies in their disorder,

not a word of war as we lie

our mouths in a hot nest

and the flowers advancing.




Does a hill defend itself,

does a river run to earth

to hide its quaint neutrality?

A boy is shot with England in his brain,

but she lies brazen yet beneath the sun,

she has no honour and she has no fear.






Larch Tree


Oh, larch tree, with scarlet berries

sharpen the morning slender sun

sharpen the thin taste of September

with your aroma of sweet wax and powder delicate.




Fruit is falling in the valley

breaking on the snouts of foxes

breaking on the wooden crosses

where children bury the shattered bird.




Fruit is falling in the city

blowing a woman’s eyes and fingers

across the street among the bones

of boys who could not speak their love.




I watch a starling cut the sky

a dagger through the blood of cold,

and grasses bound by strings of wind

stockade the sobbing fruit among the bees.




Oh, larch tree, with icy hair

your needles thread the thoughts of snow

while in the fields a shivering girl

takes to her breasts the sad ripe apples.






A Moment of War


It is night like a red rag

drawn across the eyes




the flesh is bitterly pinned

to desperate vigilance




the blood is stuttering with fear.




O praise the security of worms

in cool crumbs of soil,

flatter the hidden sap

and the lost unfertilized spawn of fish!




The hands melt with weakness

into the gun’s hot iron




the body melts with pity




the face is braced for wounds

the odour and the kiss of final pain.




O envy the peace of women

giving birth and love like toys

into the hands of men!




The mouth chatters with pale curses




the bowels struggle like a nest of rats




the feet wish they were grass

spaced quietly.




O Christ and Mother!




But darkness opens like a knife for you

and you are marked down by your pulsing brain




and isolated




and your breathing




your breathing is the blast, the bullet,

and the final sky.



Spanish Frontier, 1937




Words Asleep


Now I am still and spent

and lie in a whited sepulchre

breathing dead




but there will be

no lifting of the damp swathes

no return of blood

no rolling away the stone




till the cocks carve sharp

gold scars in the morning

and carry the stirring sun

and the early dust to my ears.



Andalucia, 1936




Port of Famagusta


The sun cries through his fingers

to a herd of scarlet asses,

and the green horizon throws

shutters on the oranges.




Crooning by the water’s edge

the cabaret prepares her nest,

hatching hollow eggs of lust

from the dancers’ painted dust.




And the harlot walks alone

like a rumour through the street,

her buttocks bright as swinging lamps,

her smile as old as stone.




With the archways full of camels

and my ears of crying zithers

how can I resolve the cipher

of your occidental heart?




How can I against the city’s

Syrian tongue and Grecian door

seek a bed to reassemble

the jigsaw of your western love?




Prayers falling from the mosque

scatter wide their fruitless bones

lost among the gramophone’s

lush electric evensong.




And the moon up from the sea

climbs the beanstalk of the night

while the stars like dominoes

string their tables through the sky.



Cyprus, 1939
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