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INTRODUCTION

A Boy’s Will, Robert Frost’s first book of poetry, was published in March 1913, a week or so after his thirty-ninth birthday; North of Boston, his second book, appeared a little over a year later. What is striking about these two events, marking the brilliant debut of a poet we now think of as quintessentially American, is not only Frost’s advanced age as he makes his first poetic bows, but also the fact that they happened in England. He had gone there with his wife and four children in the fall of 1912, having made a dramatic departure from the life of farming and of teaching in which he had been engaged for more than a decade. Although a few of his poems had appeared in American magazines and newspapers, Frost felt that his success was too modest to justify any attempt at publishing a volume. Yet—and surprisingly—soon after settling in England, he proceeded to assemble the contents of a slim book and carry it with him down to London, where he placed it with a small English publisher of some quality, David Nutt. Writing in November 1912 to Thomas Mosher, an American publisher who had expressed interest in printing a book of his poems, Frost confessed that A Boy’s Will was already contracted for, although he took pains to insist on the unforeseen, unplanned nature of the event: “I brought [the manuscript] to England in the bottom of my trunk, more afraid of it, probably, than the Macnamara of what he carried in his. I came here to write rather than to publish.” Such insistence on the randomness with which things happened was part of a larger pattern in Frost’s thinking about poetry and life, particularly the insistence that “wholly on impulse” (as he described his taking A Boy’s Will to David Nutt) are the most significant and consequential acts performed.

Frost had his doubts about whether publishing this first book of poems in England was a prudent thing to do, asking in one of his letters home if it wouldn’t seem “traitorously un-American to have all my first work come out over here.” Such doubts were momentarily assuaged by the rapidity with which he made new literary acquaintances, most important the English poet F. S. Flint and—through Flint’s suggestion—the American poet and publicist Ezra Pound, both of whom would review A Boy’s Will. Through Pound, Frost also met W. B. Yeats, who had good words for the book although (as Frost’s wife, Elinor, noted regretfully) he did not express them in print. But Frost was not about to be too quickly or easily satisfied by the achievement of having gotten his work published. For one thing, he wrote to Mosher, he had “three other books of verse somewhere near completion,” and thus could afford, so it seemed, to be slightly detached from his first volume. In a letter written before moving to England, he had said dryly that neither “My November Guest” nor “Reluctance,” two of the best poems in A Boy’s Will, heralded “a new force in literature.” “Indeed,” he went on, “I think I have others still under cover that more nearly represent what I am going to be.” By these “others” Frost meant the “speech” poems—the dramatic monologues and dialogues which, in North of Boston, would consolidate and diversify the achievement of A Boy’s Will.

“How can they help seeing how exquisitely beautiful some of the poems are, and what original music there is in most of them?” wrote Elinor Frost to a friend in America. By this time—early July 1913— there had been a few English reviews of A Boy’s Will  (it would not be published in America until 1915), but in the main they dwelt on the poems’ “simplicity,” as if their author were guileless. Pound’s review of the book, which appeared in September, found it to possess “utter sincerity,” but he also managed to patronize A Boy’s Will: “a little raw, and has in it a number of infelicities; underneath them it has the tang of the New Hampshire woods”—a tang that Pound doesn’t convince us he’s experienced. Rather than being called simple, sincere, and “raw,” Frost would have preferred that reviewers notice the subtlety of at least some of the poems in his first book: “You are not going to make the mistake that Pound makes,” he wrote Mosher, “of assuming that my simplicity is that of the untutored child. I am not undesigning.”

In some of the poems in A Boy’s Will, the design was uncomplicated and the rhythmic figure straightforward—as here in the first stanza of “Going for Water”:The well was dry beside the door, 
And so we went with pail and can 
Across the fields behind the house 
To seek the brook if still it ran; . . .





Another poem, “In a Vale,” has a lilting “poetical” swing such as would be familiar to any reader of late nineteenth-century English or American verse:When I was young, we dwelt in a vale 
By a misty fen that rang all night, 
And thus it was the maidens pale 
I knew so well, whose garments trail 
Across the reeds to a window light.





Even the final poem in A Boy’s Will, “Reluctance,” which a number of readers had already admired, was unsurpris ing in its tune and rather insistent in its rhyming: Ah, when to the heart of man 
Was it ever less than a treason 
To go with the drift of things, 
To yield with a grace to reason, 
And bow and accept the end 
Of a love or a season?





But in other poems Frost had begun to experiment successfully with more subtle rhythms and tones of voice that created “original music” (in Elinor Frost’s words) by playing off the rhythms of speech—and it was more often speech than song—against the circumstances of meter, rhyme, and stanza. What he first referred to, in an important letter of July 4, 1913, as “the sound of sense,” was something distinct from, even in opposition to “the harmonized vowels and consonants” that recent masters like Swinburne and Tennyson had made into “the music of poetry.”

Frost’s different music was made, by contrast, out of “the sound of sense,” and in a poem such as “Mow ing” he had, in his own words, “come so near what I long to get that I almost despair of coming nearer.” But another poem from the volume, “Storm Fear,” demonstrates just as strikingly what he had in mind:When the wind works against us in the dark, 
And pelts with snow 
The lower chamber window on the east, 
And whispers with a sort of stifled bark, 
The beast, 
‘Come out! Come out!’—
It costs no inward struggle not to go, 
Ah, no! 
I count our strength, 
Two and a child, 
Those of us not asleep subdued to mark 
How the cold creeps as the fire dies at length,—
How drifts are piled,  
Dooryard and road ungraded, 
Till even the comforting barn grows far away 
And my heart owns a doubt 
Whether ’tis in us to arise with day 
And save ourselves unaided.





“Storm Fear” is a poem that some readers of A Boy’s Will might have thought of as simple; after all, there are only two words of more than two syllables in the whole of it, while the feeling of helplessness and fear is an easily available one. Indeed the poem’s named circumstances are as familiar, even as comforting, as the barn used to be until the snow made it seem far away. But one is soon struck by how the disposition of words, of line lengths and rhymes, is not simple at all. It is the expressive use of materials that makes the poem’s overall pace so interesting and satisfying: consider, for example, the way the short line “Two and a child” sounds and looks like not much protection when compared with “How the cold creeps and the fire dies at length”—a line that takes as long to say as it did to feel the creeping cold and dying fire. The rhymes create continuity and suppleness of movement by never quite coming when you expect them; by having the last word of the line “Those of us not asleep subdued to mark” rhyme with the ends of lines much earlier in the poem; by having the key word “doubt” in the third from the last line go all the way back to rhyme with the early “Come out!”; by deferring, over the course of five lines, such an ingenious rhyming pair of words as “ungraded” and “unaided.” In a phrase from Milton’s preface to Paradise Lost, the poem’s “sense” is “variously drawn out from one verse into another.” A sequence such as “Till even the comforting barn grows far away/ And my heart owns a doubt/ Whether . . .” anticipates the even more daring drawings-out of sense Frost was already making in the North of Boston poems he was soon to publish. 

In an attempt to provide continuity for the poems in A Boy’s Will, Frost wrote short glosses after the title of nearly every one, so as to suggest that the book had a story of sorts. In that story, a young man chooses solitude and the privacy of dreams (the gloss for “Into My Own,” the volume’s opening poem, is “The youth is persuaded that he will be rather more than less himself for having forsworn the world”), but eventually, in “Mowing,” “He takes up life simply with the small tasks.” There is also a seasonal cycle—from one autumn to the next—to complement the personal cycle. The poems don’t really need or in some cases even justify the glosses, and though they have a certain charm, Frost dropped them later on. But in distancing himself, the author of A Boy’s Will, from the “youth” who was exercising that will (in Longfel low’s poem “My Lost Youth” the refrain sings that “A boy’s will is the wind’s will, / And the thoughts of youth are long, long thoughts”), Frost wanted to show he was no callow romantic. After the book was published, he said of it that “The beauty of such things as ‘Into My Own,’ ‘My November Guest,’ ‘A Dream Pang,’ ‘Mowing,’ and ‘Reluctance’ is that they are not just postgraduate work, nor post-postgraduate work, but the unforced expression of a life I was forced to live.” That “life” that the man, Frost, was “forced to live” has, in the poems, been handed over to the youth, while the poet’s expression of that life is free, “unforced” in the subtlety and beauty of its music. So, in the lovely “October,” as (in the words of the gloss) the youth “sees days slipping from him that were the best for what they were,” the poet bids to enchant the October morning with lines like these:Make the day seem to us less brief. 
Hearts not averse to being beguiled, 
Beguile us in the way you know; 
Release one leaf at break of day;  
At noon release another leaf; 
One from our trees, one far away; 
Retard the sun with gentle mist; 
Enchant the land with amethyst. 
Slow, slow!





The last line beautifully enacts the retard being called for, however oblivious the October morning may be to such entreaties.

 

Frost’s claim that he was “not undesigning” was, if anything, a designed understatement. For as soon as  A Boy’s Will was published in England, he began to contrive—with his friend and ex-student John Bartlett, now living in Vancouver—to publicize the book in America. Care was to be taken not to offend American editors and publishers by emphasizing (as Pound had emphasized in his review) that Frost had to move to England in order to get published. There was also revealed a most specific plan for the book that was to follow hard on the heels of A Boy’s Will; that book was to be of a different cast and style. As he wrote to Mosher, “If I write more lyrics it must be with no thought of publication. What I can do next is bring out a volume of blank verse that I have already well in hand.” He went on to characterize the new style as follows: “I had some character strokes I had to get in somewhere and I chose a sort of eclogue form for them. Rather I dropped into that form. And I dropped to an everyday level of diction that even Wordsworth kept above.” As usual, Frost’s effort was an inclusive one, dedicated to making an impact on as many readers, both English and American, as he could: “I want to be a poet for all sorts and kinds,” he wrote Bartlett in November 1913. “I want to reach out, and would if it were a thing I could do by taking thought.” Even more grandly, he confided to Bartlett that he expected “to do something to the present state of literature in America.”  Unlike the quiet, sometimes rather old-fashioned lyrics from his first volume, the poems in what was eventually titled North of Boston (earlier projected titles included “Farm Servants and Other People,” “New England Eclogues,” and “New England Hill Folk”) would reach out to “all sorts and kinds.”

This new book of mainly blank verse—which, in July 1913, he said he had already “well in hand”—was probably substantially completed before Frost sailed for England; and in his important study of the years in England, John Evangelist Walsh has argued persuasively that the months previous to Frost’s departure were a time of creative ferment on his part (Into My Own: The English Years of Robert Frost,  1988). The impulse, then, to theorize about “the sound of sense”—an impulse that reached its peak in the summer of 1913 and continued on into 1914—was an attempt to rationalize what he had done in the North of Boston poems about to be published (the book appeared in May 1914). Surely Frost must have had some misgivings and uncertainties about poems like “The Death of the Hired Man,” or “Home Burial,” or “A Servant to Servants.” To have dropped to a level of diction even Wordsworth “kept above” was to risk from the critics the kinds of condescension and disbelief similar to those that greeted Wordsworth’s publication of the Lyrical Ballads. Like his great predecessor, Frost’s attempt was to “choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe them throughout, as far as possible in a selection of language really used by men.” (So Wordsworth wrote, in his 1800 Preface to the Lyrical Ballads.) But in one way Frost’s experiment was even more radical than Wordsworth’s insofar as he did not only or always “relate and describe” common incidents and situations. He also suppressed or downplayed the narrative line by making it consist of no more or less than a voice, or voices, in conflict with itself, or with other  voices. So the woman who speaks in “A Servant to Servant” sounds like this:It seems to me 
I can’t express my feelings any more 
Than I can raise my voice or want to lift 
My hand (oh, I can lift it when I have to). 
Did ever you feel so? I hope you never. 
It’s got so I don’t even know for sure 
Whether I am glad, sorry, or anything. 
There’s nothing but a voice-like left inside 
That seems to tell me how I ought to feel, 
And would feel if I wasn’t all gone wrong.





There is no narrative presence here in the form of a poet who, in due time, will intrude and tell us what the woman is “really” feeling or suffering. At the end of perhaps the most agonized of these poems, “Home Burial,” the grief-stricken wife hurls at her husband the following charge: “You—oh, you think the talk is all.” But in a sense he’s right, since in dialogue like “Home Burial” the talk really is all. Only through such talk are “characters” made and perceived.

“The living part of a poem is the intonation entangled somehow in the syntax idiom and meaning of a sentence. It is only there for those who have heard it previously in conversation.” Frost wrote those words to his American friend and disciple Sidney Cox in early 1914, going on to insist: “Words exist in the mouth, not in books. You can’t fix them and you don’t want to fix them.” The passage from “A Servant to Servants” quoted above is compelling in its un- fixedness; in the way the woman’s voice expresses itself over the blank verse lines in sentences, irregular in length, that contrast vividly with themselves. (Consider the difference between the lengthy opening sentence, with its parenthetical close, and the vivid homely force of “I hope you never.”) It is, first and  perhaps last—though not merely—the sentence-sounds that interested Frost. He once claimed it was not until writing “The Death of the Hired Man” that he discovered he was interested in more than merely his neighbors’ tones of speech. But this acknowledgment of a “human interest” additional to speech only suggests how strong for him were speech’s claims and charms. One of his best formulations on the subject was made in a letter to Bartlett, some months prior to North of Boston’s appearance, when he insisted that “The ear does it. The ear is the only true writer and the only true reader.” “The best part of what a good writer puts into his work” was what mere eye-readers missed. “We must imagine the speaking voice,” he put it most succinctly, and that speaking voice was different from the intoning one he had often employed in  A Boy’s Will: “One thing to notice is that but one poem in [North of Boston] will intone and that is ‘After Apple-Picking.’ The rest talk.”

The “talk” in North of Boston begins—or began, in the book as published in 1914—with Frost’s little poem “The Pasture,” printed in italics as a sort of epigraph to the volume. “I sha’n’t be gone long—You come too” was its repeated colloquial invitation, really an invitation to listen. But listen is what one must do if one is to take in the speaking voice that performs in the remarkable opening poem of the book, “Mending Wall.” The poem’s theme—the appropriateness of building barriers such as stone walls between human beings or their landed properties—is familiar enough. But only a listener can catch such an effect as occurs in the following lines, early in the poem, when the narrator is at pains to distinguish the kind of holes, or gaps in the wall, which he and his neighbor set about each year to mend:The work of hunters is another thing: I have come after them and made repair  Where they have left not one stone on a stone, But they would have the rabbit out of hiding, To please the yelping dogs. The gaps I mean, No one has seen them made or heard them made, . . .





The careless hunters’ actions are set forth in a hurried, rather pell-mell rush of words (“Where they have left not one stone on a stone”) that finally concludes itself with “the yelping dogs.” A pause in the middle of the line, then an unmistakable speech inflection: “The gaps I mean, /No one has seen them made or heard them made.” Here the word “I” must take a strong accent, by way of distinguishing these gaps from the gaps he doesn’t mean, even as he has just devoted some lines to describing those latter ones. “Never if you can help it,” Frost wrote to Bartlett, “write down a sentence which doesn’t posture specially.” Much of the pleasure and vividness in “Mending Wall” and the other poems in North of Boston consist in the accurate registration of special postures of speech, and through them the further tones and nuances Frost wants to give us.

Yet it would be a mistake to take him too much at his word and assume that North of Boston was written wholly and solely at the “low” speech and diction level even Wordsworth kept above. In “Mending Wall” there is an easy intimacy of talk, sometimes verging on the folksy, as when the narrator wants to ask about his neighbor—the stubborn farmer who believes and reasserts that “Good fences make good neighbours”—“Why do they make good neighbours? Isn’t it/Where there are cows? But here there are no cows.” But near the poem’s end the narrator’s voice rises to a higher and rather more mysterious level of assertion, as he presents the farmer-neighbor once more:I see him there 
Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top 
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed.  
He moves in darkness as it seems to me 
Not of woods only and the shade of trees.





This darkness may be something more than benighted-ness, and may even call forth an admiring wonder on the part of the “enlightened” narrator; at any rate, the special posture of the lines just quoted is less distinct, more evocative, and more stirring than are the colloquial postures against which it is played off. Frost knew that in writing poems on a single level of diction—a fairly unelevated one—he ran the risk of monotony, exactly the fate literature had at all costs to avoid.

So at crucial moments in the poems in which the narrator or one of the speaking characters makes a discovery, or expresses a thought that had hitherto been harbored up inside, the verse become correspondingly elevated, uncolloquial, pulsing with verbal extravagance. Frost was particularly interested in imagining the mind and character of a woman who, typically, as wife or mother or housekeeper, is servant to others, especially to men. (One of his best poems in the volume is titled “A Servant to Servants.”) He felt comfortable in allowing his female speakers a greater range of expression, of “poetry,” than he usually allowed his male ones. Consider the following sequence from “The Death of the Hired Man,” when the sympathetic Mary is about to tell her husband that their hired man, Silas, “has come home to die”:Part of a moon was falling down the west, 
Dragging the whole sky with it to the hills. 
Its light poured softly in her lap. She saw 
And spread her apron to it. She put out her hand 
Among the harp-like morning-glory strings, 
Taut with the dew from garden bed to eaves, 
As if she played unheard the tenderness 
That wrought on him beside her in the night. 





This “poetical” manner is appropriate to the tremulous moment, rather than—as some critics have thought—a blemish on the poem. In a similarly extravagant manner, the woman in “Home Burial” cries out against her husband’s too matter-of-fact acceptance of their infant’s death, even to the extent where he had dug the baby’s grave with his own hands:I saw you from that very window there, 
Making the gravel leap and leap in air, 
Leap up, like that, like that, and land so lightly 
And roll back down the mound beside the hole.





The alliterative repetitions, the consonance and assonance, even the there/air rhyme (in a blank verse poem), make this something quite different from common speech. And at the end of “The Black Cottage,” the principal speaker, a minister, moves off from his homely reminiscing about the proprietor of the cottage, an old woman he once knew and loved, into a vision of a timeless, changeless state where “truths” could be permanently preserved:No one would covet it or think it worth 
The pains of conquering to force change on. 
Scattered oases where men dwelt, but mostly 
Sand dunes held loosely in tamarisk 
Blown over and over themselves in idleness.





From which elevated mood he is jarred back to reality by the sounds of bees in the wall, expressed in a much terser style: “He struck the clapboards, / Fierce heads looked out; small bodies pivoted. / We rose to go. Sunset blazed on the windows.”

What has been insufficiently noticed about the poems in North of Boston—though Pound called attention to it in his review of the book—is Frost’s humor. That humor not only infuses patently comic  tall tales like “The Mountain” or “A Hundred Collars” or “The Code,” but permeates more “serious” poems like “Mending Wall” and “The Wood-Pile,” even showing up at memorable moments in “The Death of the Hired Man” and “The Black Cottage.” It is as if to show that, as high as parts of A Boy’s Will had mounted in lyric apostrophe, so as low into humorous, ironic sense would the poems in North of Boston descend. Yet to call the earlier book a book of song, the second one a book of speech, is—as our examples have shown—too simple a distinction. The best poems that triumphantly followed these early volumes—poems like “An Old Man’s Winter Night,” “To Earthward,” “The Most of It,” and “Directive”—are both lyric and narrative in their appeal, contain both “high” and “low” levels of diction and style. “I am never more serious than when joking” was one of Frost’s claims that is borne out by his poetic career.

That career was temporarily put a halt to by World War I. “Our game is up,” he said flatly as he prepared to sail back to America. But he had accomplished more than he imagined he might, if such were possible, and the halt was only temporary. For by the time Frost landed in New York City late in February 1915, what he had once referred to as “the boom” had indeed begun, as editors and critics, then clubs and colleges, began to solicit his poetry and his human presence on podiums and in classrooms. Near the end of his life he mused, “What begins in felicity ends in publicity,”—and, he added, “maybe really ends there.” It was not, however, in publicity—or not only there—where Frost’s career was to end. But it is good to return to these early volumes in which the felicity of his expression is so pure, so satisfyingly and so variously present. They are where the great career began.

 

—William H. Pritchard




PART I




INTO MY OWN 

One of my wishes is that those dark trees, 
So old and firm they scarcely show the breeze, 
Were not, as ’twere, the merest mask of gloom, 
But stretched away unto the edge of doom.

 

I should not be withheld but that some day 
Into their vastness I should steal away, 
Fearless of ever finding open land, 
Or highway where the slow wheel pours the sand.

 

I do not see why I should e’er turn back, 
Or those should not set forth upon my track 
To overtake me, who should miss me here 
And long to know if still I held them dear.

 

They would not find me changed from him they knew—
Only more sure of all I thought was true. 




GHOST HOUSE 

I dwell in a lonely house I know 
That vanished many a summer ago, 
And left no trace but the cellar walls, 
And a cellar in which the daylight falls, 
And the purple-stemmed wild raspberries grow.

 

O’er ruined fences the grape-vines shield 
The woods come back to the mowing field; 
The orchard tree has grown one copse 
Of new wood and old where the woodpecker chops; 
The footpath down to the well is healed.

 

I dwell with a strangely aching heart 
In that vanished abode there far apart 
On that disused and forgotten road 
That has no dust-bath now for the toad. 
Night comes; the black bats tumble and dart;

 

The whippoorwill is coming to shout 
And hush and cluck and flutter about: 
I hear him begin far enough away 
Full many a time to say his say 
Before he arrives to say it out.

 

It is under the small, dim, summer star, 
I know not who these mute folk are 
Who share the unlit place with me—
Those stones out under the low-limbed tree 
Doubtless bear names that the mosses mar.  
They are tireless folk, but slow and sad, 
Though two, close-keeping, are lass and lad,—
With none among them that ever sings, 
And yet, in view of how many things, 
As sweet companions as might be had.




MY NOVEMBER GUEST 

My Sorrow, when she’s here with me, 
Thinks these dark days of autumn rain 
Are beautiful as days can be; 
She loves the bare, the withered tree; 
She walks the sodden pasture lane.

 

Her pleasure will not let me stay. 
She talks and I am fain to list: 
She’s glad the birds are gone away, 
She’s glad her simple worsted grey 
Is silver now with clinging mist.

 

The desolate, deserted trees, 
The faded earth, the heavy sky, 
The beauties she so truly sees, 
She thinks I have no eye for these, 
And vexes me for reason why.

 

Not yesterday I learned to know 
The love of bare November days 
Before the coming of the snow, 
But it were vain to tell her so, 
And they are better for her praise.




LOVE AND A QUESTION 

A stranger came to the door at eve, 
And he spoke the bridegroom fair. 
He bore a green-white stick in his hand, 
And, for all burden, care. 
He asked with the eyes more than the lips 
For a shelter for the night, 
And he turned and looked at the road afar 
Without a window light.

 

The bridegroom came forth into the porch 
With “Let us look at the sky, 
And question what of the night to be, 
Stranger, you and I.” 
The woodbine leaves littered the yard, 
The woodbine berries were blue, 
Autumn, yes, winter was in the wind; 
“Stranger, I wish I knew.”

 

Within, the bride in the dusk alone 
Bent over the open fire, 
Her face rose-red with the glowing coal 
And the thought of the heart’s desire.

 

The bridegroom looked at the weary road, 
Yet saw but her within, 
And wished her heart in a case of gold 
And pinned with a silver pin.

 

The bridegroom thought it little to give 
A dole of bread, a purse, 
A heartfelt prayer for the poor of God, 
Or for the rich a curse;  
But whether or not a man was asked 
To mar the love of two 
By harboring woe in the bridal house, 
The bridegroom wished he knew.




A LATE WALK 

When I go up through the mowing field, 
The headless aftermath, 
Smooth-laid like thatch with the heavy dew, 
Half closes the garden path.

 

And when I come to the garden ground, 
The whir of sober birds 
Up from the tangle of withered weeds 
Is sadder than any words.

 

A tree beside the wall stands bare, 
But a leaf that lingered brown, 
Disturbed, I doubt not, by my thought, 
Comes softly rattling down.

 

I end not far from my going forth 
By picking the faded blue 
Of the last remaining aster flower 
To carry again to you.




STARS 

How countlessly they congregate 
O’er our tumultuous snow, 
Which flows in shapes as tall as trees 
When wintry winds do blow!—

 

As if with keenness for our fate, 
Our faltering few steps on 
To white rest, and a place of rest 
Invisible at dawn,—

 

And yet with neither love nor hate, 
Those stars like some snow-white 
Minerva’s snow-white marble eyes 
Without the gift of sight.




STORM FEAR 

When the wind works against us in the dark, 
And pelts with snow 
The lower chamber window on the east, 
And whispers with a sort of stifled bark, 
The beast, 
“Come out! Come out!”—
It costs no inward struggle not to go, 
Ah, no! 
I count our strength, 
Two and a child, 
Those of us not asleep subdued to mark 
How the cold creeps as the fire dies at length,—
How drifts are piled, 
Dooryard and road ungraded, 
Till even the comforting barn grows far away 
And my heart owns a doubt 
Whether ’tis in us to arise with day 
And save ourselves unaided.




WIND AND WINDOW FLOWER 

Lovers, forget your love, 
And list to the love of these, 
She a window flower, 
And he a winter breeze.

 

When the frosty window veil 
Was melted down at noon, 
And the cagèd yellow bird 
Hung over her in tune,

 

He marked her through the pane, 
He could not help but mark, 
And only passed her by, 
To come again at dark.

 

He was a winter wind, 
Concerned with ice and snow, 
Dead weeds and unmated birds, 
And little of love could know.

 

But he sighed upon the sill, 
He gave the sash a shake, 
As witness all within 
Who lay that night awake.

 

Perchance he half prevailed 
To win her for the flight 
From the firelit looking-glass 
And warm stove-window light.  
But the flower leaned aside 
And thought of naught to say, 
And morning found the breeze 
A hundred miles away.




TO THE THAWING WIND 

Come with rain, O loud Southwester! 
Bring the singer, bring the nester; 
Give the buried flower a dream; 
Make the settled snow-bank steam; 
Find the brown beneath the white; 
But whate’er you do to-night, 
Bathe my window, make it flow, 
Melt it as the ices go; 
Melt the glass and leave the sticks 
Like a hermit’s crucifix; 
Burst into my narrow stall; 
Swing the picture on the wall; 
Run the rattling pages o’er; 
Scatter poems on the floor; 
Turn the poet out of door.




A PRAYER IN SPRING 

Oh, give us pleasure in the flowers to-day; 
And give us not to think so far away 
As the uncertain harvest; keep us here 
And simply in the springing of the year.

 

Oh, give us pleasure in the orchard white, 
Like nothing else by day, like ghosts by night; 
And make us happy in the happy bees, 
The swarm dilating round the perfect trees.

 

And make us happy in the darting bird 
That suddenly above the bees is heard, 
The meteor that thrusts in with needle bill, 
And off a blossom in mid air stands still.

 

For this is love and nothing else is love, 
The which it is reserved for God above 
To sanctify to what far ends He will, 
But which it only needs that we fulfil.




FLOWER-GATHERING 

I left you in the morning, 
And in the morning glow, 
You walked a way beside me 
To make me sad to go. 
Do you know me in the gloaming, 
Gaunt and dusty grey with roaming? 
Are you dumb because you know me not, 
Or dumb because you know?

 

All for me? And not a question 
For the faded flowers gay 
That could take me from beside you 
For the ages of a day? 
They are yours, and be the measure 
Of their worth for you to treasure, 
The measure of the little while 
That I’ve been long away.




ROSE POGONIAS 

A saturated meadow, 
Sun-shaped and jewel-small, 
A circle scarcely wider 
Than the trees around were tall; 
Where winds were quite excluded, 
And the air was stifling sweet 
With the breath of many flowers,—
A temple of the heat.

 

There we bowed us in the burning, 
As the sun’s right worship is, 
To pick where none could miss them 
A thousand orchises; 
For though the grass was scattered, 
Yet every second spear 
Seemed tipped with wings of color, 
That tinged the atmosphere.

 

We raised a simple prayer 
Before we left the spot, 
That in the general mowing 
That place might be forgot; 
Or if not all so favoured, 
Obtain such grace of hours, 
That none should mow the grass there 
While so confused with flowers.




ASKING FOR ROSES 

A house that lacks, seemingly, mistress and master, 
With doors that none but the wind ever closes, 
Its floor all littered with glass and with plaster; 
It stands in a garden of old-fashioned roses.

 

I pass by that way in the gloaming with Mary; 
“I wonder,” I say, “who the owner of those is.” 
“Oh, no one you know,” she answers me airy, 
“But one we must ask if we want any roses.”

 

So we must join hands in the dew coming coldly 
There in the hush of the wood that reposes, 
And turn and go up to the open door boldly, 
And knock to the echoes as beggars for roses.

 

“Pray, are you within there, Mistress Who-were-you?” 
’Tis Mary that speaks and our errand discloses. 
“Pray, are you within there? Bestir you, bestir you! 
’Tis summer again; there’s two come for roses.

 

“A word with you, that of the singer recalling—
Old Herrick: a saying that every maid knows is 
A flower unplucked is but left to the falling, 
And nothing is gained by not gathering roses.”

 

We do not loosen our hands’ intertwining 
(Not caring so very much what she supposes), 
There when she comes on us mistily shining 
And grants us by silence the boon of her roses.




WAITING 


AFIELD AT DUSK

What things for dream there are when spectre-like, 
Moving among tall haycocks lightly piled, 
I enter alone upon the stubble field, 
From which the laborers’ voices late have died, 
And in the antiphony of afterglow 
And rising full moon, sit me down 
Upon the full moon’s side of the first haycock 
And lose myself amid so many alike.

 

I dream upon the opposing lights of the hour, 
Preventing shadow until the moon prevail; 
I dream upon the night-hawks peopling heaven, 
Each circling each with vague unearthly cry, 
Or plunging headlong with fierce twang afar; 
And on the bat’s mute antics, who would seem 
Dimly to have made out my secret place, 
Only to lose it when he pirouettes, 
And seek it endlessly with purblind haste;

 

On the last swallow’s sweep; and on the rasp 
In the abyss of odor and rustle at my back, 
That, silenced by my advent, finds once more, 
After an interval, his instrument, 
And tries once—twice—and thrice if I be there; 
And on the worn book of old-golden song 
I brought not here to read, it seems, but hold 
And freshen in this air of withering sweetness; 
But on the memory of one absent most, 
For whom these lines when they shall greet her eye.




IN A VALE 

When I was young, we dwelt in a vale 
By a misty fen that rang all night, 
And thus it was the maidens pale 
I knew so well, whose garments trail 
Across the reeds to a window light.

 

Then fen had every kind of bloom, 
And for every kind there was a face, 
And a voice that has sounded in my room 
Across the sill from the outer gloom. 
Each came singly unto her place,

 

But all came every night with the mist; 
And often they brought so much to say 
Of things of moment to which, they wist, 
One so lonely was fain to list, 
That the stars were almost faded away

 

Before the last went, heavy with dew, 
Back to the place from which she came—
Where the bird was before it flew, 
Where the flower was before it grew, 
Where bird and flower were one and the same.

 

And thus it is I know so well 
Why the flower has odor, the bird has song. 
You have only to ask me, and I can tell. 
No, not vainly there did I dwell, 
Nor vainly listen all the night long.




A DREAM PANG 

I had withdrawn in forest, and my song 
Was swallowed up in leaves that blew away; 
And to the forest edge you came one day 
(This was my dream) and looked and pondered long, 
But did not enter, though the wish was strong: 
You shook your pensive head as who should say, 
“I dare not—too far in his footsteps stray—
He must seek me would he undo the wrong.”

 

Not far, but near, I stood and saw it all 
Behind low boughs the trees let down outside; 
And the sweet pang it cost me not to call 
And tell you what I saw does still abide. 
But ’tis not true that thus I dwelt aloof, 
For the wood wakes, and you are here for proof.




IN NEGLECT 

They leave us so to the way we took, 
As two in whom they were proved mistaken, 
That we sit sometimes in the wayside nook, 
With mischievous, vagrant, seraphic look, 
And try if we cannot feel forsaken.




THE VANTAGE POINT 

If tired of trees I seek again mankind, 
Well I know where to hie me—in the dawn, 
To a slope where the cattle keep the lawn. 
There amid lolling juniper reclined, 
Myself unseen, I see in white defined 
Far off the homes of men, and farther still, 
The graves of men on an opposing hill, 
Living or dead, whichever are to mind.

 

And if by noon I have too much of these, 
I have but to turn on my arm, and lo, 
The sun-burned hillside sets my face aglow, 
My breathing shakes the bluet like a breeze, 
I smell the earth, I smell the bruisèd plant, 
I look into the crater of the ant.




MOWING 

There was never a sound beside the wood but one, 
And that was my long scythe whispering to the ground. 
What was it it whispered? I knew not well myself; 
Perhaps it was something about the heat of the sun, 
Something, perhaps, about the lack of sound—
And that was why it whispered and did not speak. 
It was no dream of the gift of idle hours, 
Or easy gold at the hand of fay or elf: 
Anything more than the truth would have seemed too 
weak 
To the earnest love that laid the swale in rows, 
Not without feeble-pointed spikes of flowers 
(Pale orchises), and scared a bright green snake. 
The fact is the sweetest dream that labor knows. 
My long scythe whispered and left the hay to make.




GOING FOR WATER 

The well was dry beside the door, 
And so we went with pail and can 
Across the fields behind the house 
To seek the brook if still it ran;

 

Not loth to have excuse to go, 
Because the autumn eve was fair 
(Though chill), because the fields were ours, 
And by the brook our woods were there.

 

We ran as if to meet the moon 
That slowly dawned behind the trees, 
The barren boughs without the leaves, 
Without the birds, without the breeze.

 

But once within the wood, we paused 
Like gnomes that hid us from the moon, 
Ready to run to hiding new 
With laughter when she found us soon.

 

Each laid on the other a staying hand 
To listen ere we dared to look, 
And in the hush we joined to make 
We heard, we knew we heard the brook.

 

A note as from a single place, 
A slender tinkling fall that made 
Now drops that floated on the pool 
Like pearls, and now a silver blade.
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