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            WILLIAM WORDSWORTH was born in the Lake District in April 1770, and died there eighty years later on 23 April 1850. He had three brothers and a sister, Dorothy, to whom throughout his life he was especially close. When she was six and he was nearly eight, their mother died. Dorothy was sent away to be brought up by relatives and a year later William was sent to Hawkshead Grammar School, scene of the great childhood episodes of The Prelude.

          Wordsworth was cared for in lodgings and led a life of exceptional freedom, roving over the fells that surrounded the village. The death of his father, agent to the immensely powerful landowner Sir James Lowther, broke in on this happiness when he was thirteen, but did not halt the education through nature that complemented his Hawkshead studies and became the theme of his poetry.

          As an undergraduate at Cambridge Wordsworth travelled (experiencing the French Revolution at first hand) and wrote poetry. His twenties were spent as a wanderer, in France, Switzerland, Wales, London, the Lakes, Dorset and Germany. In France he fathered a child whom he did not meet until she was nine because of the War. In 1794 he was reunited with Dorothy, and met Coleridge, with whom he published Lyrical Ballads in 1798, and to whom he addressed The Prelude, his epic study of human consciousness.

          In the last days of the century Wordsworth and Dorothy found a settled home at Dove Cottage, Grasmere. Here Wordsworth wrote much of his best-loved poetry, and Dorothy her famous Journals. In 1802 Wordsworth married Dorothy's closest friend, Mary Hutchinson.

          Gradually he established himself as the great poet of his age, a turning-point coming with the collected edition of 1815. From 1813 Wordsworth and his family lived at Rydal Mount in the neighbouring valley to Grasmere. In 1843 he became Poet Laureate.
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Chronology

1770 7 April: William Wordsworth (W) born at Cockermouth, Cumberland, in the English Lake District.


1771 25 September: Dorothy Wordsworth (DW) born at Cockermouth.

1778 c. 8 March: Mother, Ann Wordsworth, dies.

1779 Enters Hawkshead Grammar School, lodging with Hugh and Ann Tyson.

1783 30 December: Father, John Wordsworth, dies.

1785 First surviving verse, ‘Lines Written as a School Exercise at Hawkshead’, and beginnings of composition towards ‘The Vale of Esthwaite’, neither poem published by W.


1787 Enters St John's College, Cambridge.


1788–9 Composition of An Evening Walk.


14 July 1789: Storming of the Bastille.


1790 July–October: Walking tour in France and Switzerland with Robert Jones.


1791–2 W. in London.

November 1791: Returns to France and sees Revolutionary fervour in Paris. Love affair with Annette Vallon and birth of their daughter, Caroline, 15 December 1792. Composes Descriptive Sketches. Returns to England to seek a livelihood.


1793 January: Louis XVI executed.


1 February: War declared between England and France. Writes but does not publish a seditious Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff. After wandering across Salisbury Plain in a journey to Wales, composes ‘Salisbury Plain’. Sees Tintern Abbey. Publishes An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches.



1794 Reunited with DW in stay at Windy Brow, Keswick, in Cumberland.


28 July: Execution of Robespierre.



August–September: Stays at Rampside on the southern coastal tip of the Lake District and sees Peele Castle. Nurses Raisley Calvert, who leaves W £900 on his death in January 1795.


1795 Samuel Taylor Coleridge (C) lectures in Bristol on politics and religion. W a familiar figure in radical circles in London in spring and summer. Meets C and Robert Southey in Bristol. Settles with DW at Racedown in Dorset and rewrites ‘Salisbury Plain’.


1797 Completes play, The Borderers, and moves to Alfoxden in Somerset to be nearer C. First version of ‘The Ruined Cottage’ and plans for joint composition with C.


1798 W completes ‘The Ruined Cottage’ and composes the bulk of the verse published anonymously, with C, as Lyrical Ballads. Plans for The Recluse first mentioned. W, DW and C go to Germany and over winter W writes autobiographical verse, the foundation of The Prelude known as The Two-Part Prelude.


1799 End of April: Back in England.


December: Moves into Dove Cottage, Grasmere, in the Lake District.


1800 Begins ‘Home at Grasmere’, not published by W, and probably composes lines printed in 1814 as a ‘Prospectus’ to The Recluse. Works on poems for second edition of Lyrical Ballads and writes Preface.


1801 January: Second edition of Lyrical Ballads published.


1802 Much lyrical poetry composed.



April: Publication of further edition of Lyrical Ballads, with revised Preface.



August: Peace of Amiens enables W and DW to visit Annette and Caroline.



4 October: Marries Mary Hutchinson (1770–1859).


1803 War resumes and fear of invasion grows. Birth of first son, John.



Mid-August: W, DW and C begin tour of Scotland.



September: Meets Sir Walter Scott.



1804 Much composition, especially of The Prelude. ‘Ode to Duty’ and completion of ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality’. Daughter, Dorothy (always known as Dora), born.


1805 Brother John, b. 1772, drowned. The Prelude completed in thirteen books.


1806 Birth of son, Thomas. Visits London. The Wordsworths spend winter in a house of Sir George Beaumont at Coleorton, Leicestershire. C at last returns, much changed by ill-health. W reads The Prelude to him.


1807 
Poems, in Two Volumes published. W staggered by critical abuse. Composes The White Doe of Rylstone, but does not publish it until 1815.


1808 Birth of daughter, Catherine. The Wordsworths leave Dove Cottage for Allan Bank, a larger house but still in Grasmere.


1809 Publishes 
The Convention of Cintra.

1810 Son, William, born. Misunderstanding leads to breach with C, not healed until 1812. First version of Guide to the Lakes published as anonymous Preface to Joseph Wilkinson's Select Views in Cumberland, Westmorland and Lancashire.


1811–12 Death of children, Thomas and Catherine. The Wordsworths move from Allan Bank to Rectory, Grasmere.


1813 Appointed Distributor of Stamps for Westmorland (a post in the revenue service). Moves to Rydal Mount, home for the rest of his life. Completes The Excursion.


1814 
The Excursion published; the project of The Recluse announced in the Preface. Poem attacked by reviewers. Tour of Scotland.


1815 First collected edition of poems published, with new Preface. The White Doe of Rylstone published.


1816 Publishes prose Letter to a Friend of Robert Burns.


1817 C's Biographia Literaria published. Moves more widely in London circles; meets Keats.


1818 For the General Election campaigns energetically for the Tory interest in Westmorland, to the distress of family and many admirers.


1819 Publishes The Waggoner and Peter Bell, poems written long before in 1806 and 1798 respectively.



1820 Publishes The River Duddon sonnet sequence and a further collected works. Regular updating of his collected edition now becomes a feature of W's writing life. Tours Europe and revisits memorable places from the 1790 tour.


1822 
Memorials of a Tour on the Continent, 1820 published and Ecclesiastical Sketches. First separate publication of Description of the Scenery of the Lakes (later published as Guide to the Lakes).


1829 Profoundly dismayed by Catholic Emancipation.


1831 September–October: Tours Scotland once more, and sees Sir Walter Scott (d. 1832) for the last time.


1832 Agitated by Reform Bill, enters period of greatly exaggerated alarm at the state of the country.


1834 25 July: Death of C.


1835 Yarrow Revisited published with prose ‘Postscript’ touching on politics, religion and art.


1837 Tours France and Italy.


1838 Sonnets collected as one volume.


1839 Conducts last of many revisions of The Prelude.


1842 Poems written in youth, notably The Borderers and ‘Salisbury Plain’, revised and published in Poems, Chiefly of Early and Late Years. Resigns Stamp Distributorship.


1843 Becomes Poet Laureate on death of Robert Southey.


1845 One-volume collected edition published.


1847 9 July: Deeply stricken by death of Dora.

1850 23 April: Dies. The Prelude published by his wife and executors.





    
      
        
        
          Introduction

      
      Wordsworth first had a poem published in 1787 when he was a schoolboy; the poem that opens this selection was published in 1798; the gap between these dates points to an apparent oddity that ought to be explained. It is that though the importance of the years 1790–1797 cannot be overstated – their importance, that is, to Wordsworth, who brooded over them throughout the most creative phase of his life, and to Wordsworthian scholars, who are fascinated by them still – poems from the period do not appear in this selection. Why not?

      Between 1791 and 1792, when Wordsworth was in his early twenties and living in France, he embraced the promise of the 1789 Revolution that a new and finer era in human history was dawning, and when back in England he associated with radicals, declaring himself with pride one ‘of that odious class of men called democrats’ (letter, 23 May 1794).1 In the years that followed the outbreak of war between France and Great Britain and her allies, however, Wordsworth was forced to register with increasingly perplexed dismay the course of events both at home and in France, which seemed not only to demonstrate that as they battled for survival the French were betraying the ideals of the fledgling republic but also to suggest that hope for the immediate amelioration of mankind anywhere was vain. Misery over politics, which Wordsworth shared with many other radicals during these tumultuous years, was compounded, moreover, by the private grief that in France he had fathered a daughter with a woman he had not married. That war had broken out shortly after his return to England meant that it was certain they would all be separated for an indefinite period.

      
      During these years – roughly 1791 to 1797 – Wordsworth did write: two topographical poems in couplets, An Evening Walk and Descriptive Sketches, two anti-war, anti-government polemics in Spenserian stanzas, the ‘Salisbury Plain’ poems, a rendering of Juvenal's Eighth Satire, and a tragedy in blank verse called The Borderers. A seditious prose apology for republicanism, A Letter to the Bishop of Llandaff, also survives. But although Wordsworth might be said to have been living poetically – experiencing, suffering, creating and procreating, surviving financially through a small bequest and the forbearance of friends – he was not yet living as a poet. All of the works just mentioned, save for the early descriptive ones, remained unpublished and not one of them is good enough to support Coleridge's contention in Biographia Literaria (1817) that Wordsworth stood ‘nearest of all modern writers to Shakespeare and Milton; and yet in a kind perfectly unborrowed and his own.’

      Towards the end of the decade all changed. Wordsworth took hold of his own destiny and, with a series of considered, but very high-risk decisions, began to shape his life as a poet: he chose to include a confessio fidei, ‘Lines Written a few miles above Tintern Abbey’ in the 1798 Lyrical Ballads; he chose to identify himself as Milton's heir when he announced to friends that he was embarking on a philosophic poem whose object, ‘to convey most of the knowledge of which I am possessed’, was so comprehensive that ‘Indeed I know not any thing which will not come within the scope of my plan’ (letter, 6 March 1798); and at the end of 1799 he chose to return to the region of the lakes, to live with his sister Dorothy, where he had been born and raised. These choices cumulatively placed Wordsworth, mentally and literally (that is, back among the mountains in Grasmere), where he could begin the work of taking possession of his life so far – and the wonderful thing is that this as-yet-barely-published poet's strategy for his life and art worked. His finest poems all date from 1797–8 onwards. From the second edition of Lyrical Ballads in 1800, which, unlike the first anonymous edition of 1798, carried Wordsworth's name alone on the title-page, and with new poems such as ‘Michael’ and the series celebrating Grasmere, ‘Poems on the Naming of Places’, the particular nature of Wordsworth's genius was manifest.

      It is an irony of Wordsworth's creative life, however, that for much of it he worked in the conviction that his poetic destiny (and he saw it in such terms) was to be fulfilled otherwise than as it really was. The mid 1790s were a time of anguished soul-searching for Wordsworth, in which the effort to comprehend at the highest level the meaning of political and social events was inseparable from the more mundane but no less urgent search for a practicable way of life. The autobiographical poem The Prelude originates in Wordsworth's repeated attempts to discern an intelligible pattern in this period of his life. In a very difficult section of that poem, however, as Wordsworth struggles to convey to the poem's addressee, Coleridge, how near he had come to some sort of breakdown in the mid 1790s, the poet suggests that another time and another work might ‘afford/Shapes livelier to convey to thee, my Friend,/What then I learned, or think I learned, of truth’ (X, 879–81) and as co-visionary of The Recluse Coleridge would have recognized this as a pledge of the fuller moral-philosophical inquiry that they both envisaged as Wordsworth's life-work. And Wordsworth attempted to honour the pledge. After completing The Prelude in 1805 he returned to The Recluse, and in 1814, after years of labour as draft piled on draft, he published The Excursion, announced in the Preface as one part of The Recluse. In the event it was the only part of The Recluse he was ever to finish.

      
        The Excursion, a quasi-dramatic poem in nine books of blank verse, is a substantial achievement, but it does not appear in this selection, partly because it resists the kind of representation through excerpts that serves well enough with The Prelude and partly because the verse is not so striking as to demand inclusion in a selection that offers many examples of Wordsworth's varying uses of blank verse. But a selection of Wordsworth without The Excursion is not the distortion and falsification a selection of Milton without Paradise Lost would be. For although Wordsworth undoubtedly needed to affirm his conception of himself as a poet through the challenge of a work of Miltonic ambition and scale, and although in the poem's reflections on the most troubled years of his past he did attempt to convey what then he learned or thought he learned of truth, the richest, most attractive embodiment of this search artistically is not found in the meditative and hortatory passages of The Excursion. It is found rather in all the poetry Wordsworth wrote from the late 1790s on – lyrics, sonnets, odes, the bulk of this Penguin selection – where what he had ‘learned’ was embodied in varied, dramatic, imaginative form, the kind of poetry he hymned in the 1802 version of the Preface to Lyrical Ballads as ‘the most philosophic of all writing’, truth ‘carried alive into the heart by passion’.

      And it is found in The Prelude. This rich and complex work, which contains examples of all that is most compelling about Wordsworth's verse, encompasses many genres – it is epic, chronicle, rhapsody, hymn and prayer, and more. Originally thought of as preparatory to the great philosophical work, it is, in fact, Wordsworth's greatest achievement, the poem where, if anywhere, he does meet the stern obligations he had laid on himself as he conceived The Recluse. So it is fitting that it should conclude with a fond recollection of the period in which the philosophical poem was first contemplated. Over the year 1797–8 Wordsworth and Coleridge lived very close together under the Quantock Hills in Somerset. Each admired the other passionately, perhaps extravagantly, and it was fitting that the year culminated in a joint production, the anonymously issued Lyrical Ballads of 1798. But what mattered most for Wordsworth, as he saw very clearly in recollection, was that then, as he and Coleridge ‘Together wantoned in wild Poesy’ (XIII, 414), Wordsworth strode beyond youthful work in rhyming couplets and Spenserian stanzas and began to write with a cadence ‘perfectly unborrowed and his own’. This is why this selection begins where it does.

      In old age Wordsworth was perhaps entitled to sum up. The following poem, ‘Glad sight wherever new with old’, written in 1842 when he was seventy-two, points to almost everything that has been central to his long imaginative engagement with words and things.

      
          
            Glad sight wherever new with old

            Is joined through some dear homeborn tie;

            The life of all that we behold

            Depends upon that mystery.

            Vain is the glory of the sky,

            The beauty vain of field and grove

            Unless, while with admiring eye

            We gaze, we also learn to love.

        
      

      ‘Glad sight.’ In an 1874 essay, later collected in Appreciations (1889), the critic Walter Pater declared Wordsworth to be the poet of ‘impassioned contemplation’, and in stressing both words equally he got the balance exactly right. In his own attempts to characterize the nature of the poetic or creative power, Wordsworth laid similar emphasis on impassioned seeing. One of the chief qualities of the poet, he says in the 1802 version of the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, is that his rejoicing ‘in the spirit of life that is in him’ moves him to ‘contemplate similar volitions and passions as manifested in the goings-on of the Universe. The conjunction of the simple and the infinite – ‘goings-on’, ‘Universe’ – is as characteristically Wordsworthian as the breathtaking assertion that follows, namely that if the Universe lets him down in manifesting volitions and passions, the poet is ‘habitually impelled to create them where he does not find them.’ In the meditation on creativity which is the climax to The Prelude, dense but vital lines return us to the formulation in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads. Poets (and the word is not limited to those who actually write poems) are

      


            ever on the watch,

            Willing to work and to be wrought upon.

            They need not extraordinary calls

            To rouze them, in a world of life they live…

            (XIII, 99–102)

      

      
      ‘Ever on the watch’ but ‘Willing to work’ – this reciprocal energy prompted by the ‘not extraordinary’ (the elaborated negative is a favoured Wordsworth tool for honing precision, as is the demand made through the rhythm that every syllable of a key word, here ‘extraordinary’, be voiced) is the drive of much of Wordsworth's finest poetry. This selection opens with a ‘Sketch’, its subject an old man not worth noticing. The second poem, ‘The Ruined Cottage’, is built upon the disparity between what the poet-narrator sees and what the pedlar-sage more deeply sees. As he concludes his tale about Margaret's suffering and death, the pedlar insists that the poet must ‘no longer read/ The forms of things with an unworthy eye.’

      To ‘read’ worthily does not mean discarding the ‘forms of things’ – exactly not. ‘For it is with this world, as starting point and basis alike, that we shall always have to concern ourselves: the world is not to be learned and thrown aside, but reverted to and relearned.’ The words are Robert Browning's, but they apply as fitly to Lyrical Ballads and Poems, in Two Volumes as to Browning's own volume of 1855, Men and Women. In poems which record an encounter with his fellow men, ‘Simon Lee’, ‘Beggars’, ‘Stepping Westward’, or with a plant or creature, ‘To a Butterfly’, ‘To the Cuckoo’, or with a place, ‘Composed Upon Westminster Bridge’, Wordsworth learns and relearns.

      What a poem must do is excite in the reader a sense of this activity, which involves intellect, feeling, memory and imagination, and Wordsworth does not always succeed. When his sister-in-law Sara Hutchinson read ‘The Leech Gatherer’ (a first version of ‘Resolution and Independence’) in manuscript and found it unpersuasive, Wordsworth's initial reaction was to hector her about rightly seeing: ‘though I believe God has given me a strong imagination, I cannot conceive a figure more impressive than that of an old Man like this’ (letter, 14 June 1802). His next and better response was to revise the poem for eventual publication in Poems, in Two Volumes (1807), to make the language work harder. On occasions Wordsworth seems to have trusted too readily that what Coleridge termed (with serious reservations about his friend's practice) ‘a daring Humbleness of Language & Versification’ (letter, 29 July 1802) would inevitably startle and rouse readers to a new level of attentiveness, but at his best, what Wordsworth sees ‘ever on the watch’, and how he sees it, is conveyed through language of captivating power – inventive, surprising, always hinting at abundant resources in reserve.

      ‘The life of all that we behold/Depends upon that mystery.’ From ‘Old Man Travelling’ (1797) to ‘I know an aged Man’ (1846), Wordsworth's poetry celebrates life's mystery incarnate in the commonplace. ‘Michael’ and ‘The Brothers’, he told the statesman Charles James Fox, ‘were written with a view to shew that men who do not wear fine cloaths can feel deeply’ (letter, 14 January 1801). Wordsworth was particularly tender towards ‘The Idiot Boy’ and remained so throughout his life. When in 1802 a new acquaintance, John Wilson, told him that though he admired Lyrical Ballads in general he could not stomach this poem, it was hardly surprising that Wordsworth should have been moved to eloquence about the poet's responsibility towards challenging subject matter (see letter, 7 April 1802), for Wordsworth was still very close to a moment of composition undertaken, he recalled many years later, with great ‘glee’. But it is perhaps surprising that thirty years later Wordsworth should still be regarding this poem from Lyrical Ballads (1798) as a touchstone of his achievement. By then what many of Wordsworth's admirers most relished was the elevated tone of many of his later poems (see my Wordsworth and the Victorians, 1998), but for Wordsworth, as he makes clear in a letter of 13 June 1831, ‘The Idiot Boy’ remained a litmus test of a reader's willingness to shed the kinds of preconceptions about poetry and life which set up resistance to imaginative engagement with both. A line from another poem of the same vintage, ‘The Old Cumberland Beggar’, continued to serve as Wordsworth's motto. ‘If my writings are to last,’ he told Henry Crabb Robinson in 1835, ‘it will I myself believe, be mainly owing to this characteristic. They will please for the single cause, That we have all of us one human heart!’ (letter, c. 27 April).

      In The Prelude, when Wordsworth dramatizes the discovery of his mission, what he hymns as ‘the life/In common things’ (I, 117–18) is always to the fore, especially strikingly at two defining moments. The first is when he registers a sense of dedication as he walks at daybreak, enraptured by

      
            all the sweetness of a common dawn,

            Dews, vapours, and the melody of birds,

            And Labourers going forth into the fields.

            (IV, 337–39)

          

      The second is in France, when his newly made friend Michel Beaupuy, an ardent supporter of the revolution, points to a hunger-bitten girl and exclaims, ‘“'Tis against that/Which we are fighting”’ (IX, 519–20). So impelled, Wordsworth declares,

      
            my heart was all

            Given to the people, and my love was theirs.

            (IX, 125–6)

      

      Beaupuy was a soldier whose duty in 1791 was plain before him. Wordsworth's path did not become clear until the end of the decade. But when he announced in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1800) that he had deliberately chosen ‘low and rustic life’ for a body of poetry whose object was to ‘interest mankind permanently, and not unimportant in the multiplicity, and in the quality of its moral relations’, he was consciously uniting his present deliberate assumption of the role of Poet with his earlier life, when his vivid but inchoate experience was laying down what in ‘Tintern Abbey’ he calls ‘life and food for future years’. In the only way he could, that is as a poet, Wordsworth tried from Lyrical Ballads onwards to keep faith with Beaupuy and the hunger-bitten girl.

      ‘Is joined through some dear homeborn tie.’ Joining past and present was clearly vital to Wordsworth if he was to sustain the creative drive begun in 1798–9. It was vital because what he had declared then, by his actions, by Lyrical Ballads and most overtly by pugnacious manifestos, the Prefaces of 1800 and 1802, was that his return to the Lake District did not signify defeat. It might have looked like it, as Wordsworth withdrew further from London or any other centre of political activity, and he could have been forgiven for retreating. By the end of 1799 William Pitt's government had complete control of domestic radicalism, and what little optimism die-hard radicals retained was further eroded as the French armies began to realize Napoleon's dreams of conquest.

      But to Wordsworth the return to the mountains was emphatically not retreat. Collapse of faith in the French Revolution did not entail loss of faith in man, but rather a renewed exploration of what it might mean to say that one still had ‘faith in man’ and in what he hymns at the ringing close to one of his 1802 sonnets as ‘Man's unconquerable mind’ (‘To Toussaint L'Ouverture’). At the end of the autobiographical retrospect worked over in 1798–1800 (now generally known as The Two-Part Prelude), he sharply distinguishes himself and Coleridge from those who ‘in this time of fear/This melancholy waste of hopes o'erthrown’ (II, 479–80), have abandoned all hope of Man:

      
            if in this time

            Of dereliction and dismay, I yet

            Despair not of our Nature, but retain

            A more than Roman confidence, a faith

            That fails not, in all sorrow my support,

            The blessing of my life, the gift is yours

            Ye mountains, thine O Nature. Thou hast fed

            My lofty speculations, and in thee

            For this uneasy heart of ours I find

            A never-failing principle of joy

            And purest passion.

          

      This is a very remarkable declaration of faith and like all faith not easy to convey for someone else to apprehend. But as a conviction – and in The Prelude Wordsworth dramatically and forcefully contrasts this word, ‘conviction’ with ‘proof’ (see the whole of Book X, but especially 879–904) as the ground on which one must build one's life – it is the basis of all of Wordsworth's mature work. In the Prefaces to Lyrical Ballads 1800 and 1802 a similar conjunction is made between the poet's assessment that the present is peculiarly barren and his conviction that redemption must begin with a new vision of Man, a recognition of fundamentals, ‘the great and simple affections of our nature’, ‘the primary laws of our nature’, as these are embodied in the daily experience of men and women who live ‘incorporated with the beautiful and permanent forms of nature.’

      Much of the finest poetry Wordsworth wrote affirms and validates both choices made in 1799: the choice of life (the Poet's) and of location (Grasmere, in the Lake District where he was born and went to school), and it ties together past and present by confirming that all that Wordsworth had experienced earlier was a preparation for all that he would do after he returned to his native mountains. Grasmere is not a dislocation, a new start in which the poet severs himself from years of error, but a place of renewal in which the meaning of these years becomes apparent and, in poetry, is made manifest.

      From this perspective there is a connection between the Wordsworth who declared himself a democrat in 1794 and the poet of The Solitary Reaper’ in 1805. How it evolved is what The Prelude is dedicated to tracing, and it is a striking indication of how complex the task is that Wordsworth's search into past time expands from two to five to thirteen books.2 But the impulse to connect stemmed from something far deeper in Wordsworth than the need to maintain that there was a continuum between his poetry and his politics. Wordsworth's profoundest need was to know that nothing that had ever given him joy was lost: not the loud dry wind whistling around him when a schoolboy as he clung to a crag; not the sight of a Highland girl by Loch Katrine; not a story told to him at Ann Tyson's fireside of shepherds such as Michael; not a line of poetry, no matter how obscure the source. And above all, nothing of the kind of human love which calls forth in ‘Home at Grasmere’ (104–116) as beautiful a tribute as one human being could pay to another.

      In one passage not eventually included in ‘Michael’, Wordsworth hymns powers by which, resistant to

      
      
            every change

            Which years can bring into the human heart

            Our feelings are indissolubly bound

            Together, and affinities preserved

            Between all stages of the life of man.3

          

      The ‘spots of time’ in The Prelude, Book XI, 257–388, assert in some of the poem's most powerful verse the restorative power of such indissolubility and the role of memory in preserving it. The passages begin,

      
            There are in our existence spots of time

            Which with distinct pre-eminence retain

            A renovating Virtue…

          

       
      and readers quite new to Wordsworth might find it useful to begin here (page 271 below), for these two scenes and the meditative lines in which they are set lead into the whole of the rest of Wordsworth's oeuvre: ‘Home at Grasmere’; the lyrics of 1802 that celebrate rural life, people and places; the poems from the Scottish tours of 1803 and 1814; and above all The Prelude itself.

      One passage (II, 170–80) may stand for the many such in the poem. The schoolboys are returning home after a day playing on the eastern shore of Windermere:

      
            But ere the fall

            Of night, when in our pinnace we returned

            Over the dusky Lake, and to the beach

            Of some small Island steered our course with one

            The Minstrel of our troop, and left him there,

            And rowed off gently, while he blew his flute

            Alone upon the rock, Oh! then the calm

            And dead still water lay upon my mind

            Even with a weight of pleasure, and the sky

            Never before so beautiful, sank down

            Into my heart, and held me like a dream.

          

      
      
      Everything that makes Wordsworth's poetry at its best so absorbing is in play here. But what is to be emphasized is that the intensity of feeling which irradiates the memory of the scene stems from the poet's determination to register the fullness of an experience which though long ago still provides – and he hopes will continue to provide – mysteriously, nourishment for the imagination and the heart.

      There is, however, a shadow over such imaginative acts of recovery: the one cast by intimations of inevitable loss. Within the crucial ‘spots of time’ sequence itself, where memory's role as a redemptive agent is most gratefully acknowledged, a transition passage written six years after the original composition introduces such anxieties as a fear of the lessening of power:

      
            The days gone by

            Come back upon me from the dawn almost

            Of life: the hiding-places of my power

            Seem open; I approach, and then they close;

            I see by glimpses now; when age comes on,

            May scarcely see at all, and I would give,

            While yet we may, as far as words can give,

            A substance and a life to what I feel:

            I would enshrine the spirit of the past

            For future restoration.

            (XI, 334–342)

          

      Other lyric poems face the certainty of loss with a heroic determination to fully relish residual compensations. The balance of ‘such loss’ with ‘abundant recompense’ is deployed as early as ‘Tintern Abbey’ in 1798, but here so triumphant is the poem's ‘impassioned music’ (as Wordsworth termed it in a note to ‘Tintern Abbey’ in Lyrical Ballads (1800)) that the note of sadness is drowned out. Not so in poems such as the ‘Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early Childhood’, ‘Elegiac Stanzas’ or ‘Composed Upon an Evening of Extraordinary Splendor and Beauty’, where the language of ebullient hopefulness, ‘O joy! that in our embers/Is something that doth live’, in the first of these poems (1804) shades into that of fortitude and eventually of acceptance in the last (1817). But even the sadness of acceptance is not defeat. Each of these poems – and they are among Wordsworth's most highly-wrought – is a triumph, a creation that subdues loss by realizing its poetic potential. There is nothing airy-fairy about this. Wordsworth lost both his parents in childhood; he lost his brother, drowned, aged 33; two of his children died within months of each another. By middle age Wordsworth knew about loss. But it was one of his strengths as a poet that from early on he commanded the language for conveying it, recording it, coping with it. As witness that he continued to command it, see the very poignant late poem, ‘Extempore Effusion Upon the Death of James Hogg’.

      ‘Unless, while with admiring eye/We gaze, we also learn to love.’ A word-search across Wordsworth's whole output reveals how important the word ‘love’ is. It is the key word on which the tragic poem ‘Michael’ turns:

      
       
            There is a comfort in the strength of love;

            ‘Twill make a thing endurable, which else

            Would break the heart…

            (458–9)

          

       
      An epiphanic sight stops the whirligig of London for a moment as Wordsworth watches a labourer with a sick baby on his knee:

      
        
            Of those who passed, and me who looked at him,

            He took no note; but in his brawny Arms

            …

            He held the Child, and, bending over it

            As if he were afraid both of the sun

            And of the air which he had come to seek,

            He eyed it with unutterable love.

            (The Prelude, VIII, 852–9)

          

      
      Wordsworth favoured the combination of those last two words. A surrogate self created in 1798, the Pedlar/Wanderer, who becomes one of the principal figures in The Excursion, reads in the sun-drenched clouds ‘unutterable love’ (The Excursion, I, 205). Towards the end of The Prelude an attempt is made to marshal all the concepts and ideas thrown up in the poem's inquiry into the growth of a poet's mind:

      

            From love, for here

            Do we begin and end, all grandeur comes,

            All truth and beauty, from pervading love,

            That gone, we are as dust.

            (XIII, 149–52)

      

      In his remonstrance to John Wilson already mentioned, Wordsworth grounds his estimation of human potential in what he terms ‘the strength, disinterestedness, and grandeur of love’.

      Many more examples could be given and, however diverse, all would be entry points towards the core of Wordsworth's poetry. It is not, however, the emphasis upon Love in itself that is striking in his work as a whole, but Wordsworth's insistence that the capacity to love is a process – that is, that one learns to love – and that the process is inextricably linked to one's openness to beauty in the world around one.

      Very late in life Wordsworth – who had enjoyed using a botanical microscope for forty years – observed:

      
        Admiration & love, to which all knowledge truly vital must tend, are felt by men of real genius in proportion as their discoveries in Natural Philosophy are enlarged; and the beauty in form of a plant or an animal is not made less but more apparent as whole by a more accurate insight into its constituent properties & powers.

(Fenwick Note to ‘This Lawn’)

      

      The coupling ‘Admiration and Love’ is one used repeatedly: at the opening of The Prelude – ‘I spare to speak, my Friend, of what ensued – The admiration and the love –’(I, 116-17); in lines written for The Prelude but eventually incorporated with some revision into The Excursion, VII, 763ff.:

      
      
        
            We live by admiration and by love

            And even as these are well and wisely fixed,

            In dignity of being we ascend.

        
      

      Where perhaps one might not expect it, in the course of a polemic about government policy in the war against Napoleon, Wordsworth anchors part of his argument on this as first principle: ‘Love and admiration must push themselves out towards some quarter: otherwise the moral man is killed’ (The Convention of Cintra, 1809).

      It is a dynamic coupling. Admiration – to be distinguished from ‘Wonder’, which Wordsworth claims to be ‘the natural produce of ignorance’ (Essay Supplementary to the Preface, 1815) – calls into play imagination, knowledge, sympathy and delight. Early in his career Wordsworth attempted to explain with linguistic precision just exactly how admiration nourished love, using the concepts and terminology of eighteenth-century philosophy and psychology (see lines beginning ‘Not Useless do I deem’4). Later poems, notably The Prelude, dramatize the impossibility of doing any such thing: – ‘Oh mystery of Man, from what a depth/Proceed thy honours!’ (XI, 329–30) is the note of a poem which celebrates the complexity of the fashioning of the mind and soul. And at the end of his life, in ‘Glad Sight’, Wordsworth was content to reaffirm what he knew could not be proved, but on which all his poetry was grounded: ‘we live by admiration and by love’.

      The best place to end an introduction to Wordsworth is with Coleridge. In this passage from Chapter 14 of Biographia Literaria Coleridge purports to be recalling his fellow-poet's intentions in Lyrical Ballads, but in reality he was drawing on almost twenty years' knowledge of Wordsworth's poetry since then, as he suggests, in language as beautiful as its object, just where its strength lies. It lies, he says, in its power of

      
        awakening the mind's attention from the lethargy of custom, and directing it to the loveliness and the wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure, but for which in consequence of the film of familiarity and selfish solicitude we have eyes, yet see not, ears that hear not, and hearts that neither feel nor understand.

      

      
        NOTES

      




        
        	
          1.
	
          Information about sources and context will be found at the beginning of the Notes and in the introductory note to each poem in this selection. Excerpts from the thirteen-book The Prelude are introduced by a note placing the excerpt in the context of the book itself and of the poem as a whole.
        


        	
          2.
	
          The process of rethinking and revision did not stop in 1805. W continued to revise The Prelude off and on until 1839. In a letter of 3 June 1805, however, he reported to Sir George Beaumont, ‘I finished my Poem about a fortnight ago’, a statement which authorizes criticism to regard the thirteen-book Prelude of 1805 as a discrete, completed work.
        


        	
          3.
	
          See Lyrical Ballads, and Other Poems, 1797–1800, ed. James Butler and Karen Green (1992), p. 328.
        


        	
          4.
	
          In The Ruined Cottage and The Pedlar, ed. James Butler (1979), pp. 372–5.
        


        
      


      

    
  
    
      

        
          Further Reading

      
      
        EDITIONS

        Wordsworth's poetry is being edited in full in the ongoing (1975–) Cornell Wordsworth Series, general editor: Stephen Parrish. For readers who want the poems presented in the classifications of the final authorized edition of 1849–50, the five-volume Poetical Works, edited by Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Darbishire (1941–9; rev. 1952–9), remains standard.

        For scholarly purposes the Cornell editions of the 1799, 1805 and 1850 texts of The Prelude, edited respectively by Stephen Parrish (1977), Mark L. Reed (1991) and W.J. B. Owen (1985), wholly supersede the earlier standard edition by de Selincourt and Darbishire (1926; rev. 1959). Other scholarly editions of The Prelude in its many versions are the Norton, edited by Jonathan Wordsworth, M. H. Abrams and Stephen Gill (1979), and the Penguin, edited by Jonathan Wordsworth (1995).

        Wordsworth's prose writings have been edited by W. J. B. Owen and Jane Worthington Smyser, 3 vols. (1974), and the very important ‘Fenwick Notes’, not included in Owen and Smyser, have been edited by Jared Curtis (1993). The Letters of William and Dorothy Wordsworth, 8 vols. (1967–93), have been edited by Chester L. Shaver, Mary Moorman and, for the latter 4 volumes, Alan G. Hill.

      

      
        BIOGRAPHY, BIBLIOGRAPHY, SCHOLARLY AIDS

        Wordsworth's life has been the subject of recent studies by Stephen Gill (1989), Kenneth Johnston (1998), Juliet Barker (2000) and Duncan Wu (2001). Gill's is currently the standard account of the whole career, Barker's the fullest presentation of the Wordsworth domestic circle. Mark L. Reed's two volumes of Wordsworthian Chronology 1770–1815 (1967; 1975) are indispensable to advanced study, as are Duncan Wu's two volumes on Wordsworth's reading up to 1815 (1993; 1995). The Cambridge Companion to Wordsworth, edited by Stephen Gill (2003), offers ways into the poet's whole body of work and its Guide to Further Reading by Keith Hanley will be found as full as is compatible with usefulness. Nicholas Roe's Wordsworth contribution in Romanticism: A Bibliographical Guide, edited by Michael O'Neill (1998), is also very useful.

      

      
        CRITICAL AND SCHOLARLY BOOKS

        Robert Woof's annotated collection of Wordsworth criticism 1793–1820, in the Critical Heritage series (2002), is especially valuable because in addition to formal critical essays and reviews it includes excerpts from letters and diaries. The surveys by Hanley and Roe, mentioned above, cover criticism and scholarship since Wordsworth's death, and Stephen Gill's Wordsworth and the Victorians (1998) deals fully with significant works of the late nineteenth century. It is the view of this editor that reading lists of Wordsworth criticism ought always to begin with Samuel Taylor Coleridge's Biographia Literaria (1817) and Matthew Arnold's introduction to his selection of Wordsworth's poems (1879), but it is difficult to know how to select from later scholarship and criticism. It is fair to say that criticism since Geoffrey H. Hartman's landmark Wordsworth's Poetry 1787–1814 (1964) is most likely to be of interest to a reader coming fresh to Wordsworth now. For guidance on the large amount of valuable work to be found in periodicals and in contributions to collections of essays on the Romantic period, the help of Roe and Hanley must be sought. From the mass of post-Hartman full-length studies on Wordsworth's work as a whole, the following are of undoubted interest and/or importance: M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature (1971); Mary Jacobus, Tradition and Experiment in Wordsworth's Lyrical Ballads, 1798 (1976); Thomas McFarland, Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin: Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Modalities of Fragmentation (1981); Jonathan Wordsworth, William Wordsworth: The Borders of Vision (1982); Kenneth R. Johnston, Wordsworth and ‘The Recluse’ (1984); James K. Chandler, Wordsworth's Second Nature: A Study of the Poetry and the Politics (1984); Lucy Newlyn, Coleridge, Wordsworth and the Language of Allusion (1986); Nicholas Roe, Wordsworth and Coleridge: The Radical Years (1988); Paul Magnuson, Coleridge and Wordsworth: A Lyrical Dialogue (1988); Jonathan Bate, Romantic Ecology: Wordsworth and the Environmental Tradition (1991); Judith W. Page, Wordsworth and the Cultivation of Women (1994); David Bromwich, Disowned by Memory: Wordsworth's Poetry of the 1790s (1998).

      

    
  
    
      
        
        
          A Note on the Texts

      
      Wordsworth was a persistent reviser of his texts both before and after publication. After 1815 each successive issue of his collected works was subject to minute attention until he oversaw a final edition in 1849–50. The significance of these dates is this: in some cases a poet in his very late seventies, Poet Laureate from 1843, is revising poems he wrote fifty years earlier, when he was a radical with republican leanings, and in some cases, unsurprisingly, the late revisions considerably change, even distort, the earlier version of the text.

      Faced with deciding on textual authority and integrity, editors have responded in one of three ways: (1) by printing the 1849–50 text as the last authorized lifetime edition; (2) by printing texts as far as possible in the form in which they were first published in volume form; (3) by printing texts chosen from across the chronological sweep of the editions in Wordsworth's lifetime as, in the editor's judgement, the best texts as art. This was Matthew Arnold's favoured practice, but no other serious editor has ever had the Arnoldian self-confidence required to do it again.

      This selection follows (2). The text of the poems is taken (typographical slips etc. tidied up) from their first appearance in Wordsworth's principal editions: Lyrical Ballads (1798); Lyrical Ballads, 2 vols. (1800) (further issues followed in 1802, 1805); Poems, in Two Volumes, 2 vols. (1807); Poems, 2 vols. (1815); Miscellaneous Poems, 4 vols. (1820); Yarrow Revisited (1835). Any exception to this practice is signalled in the notes to the poems. The order in which the poems are presented corresponds to the chronology of their composition and for information about that I have relied on the work of Mark L. Reed and of the editors of the Cornell Wordsworth volumes (see Further Reading for details).

      
        The Prelude is a special case. Wordsworth did not publish the poem, leaving the task to his widow and executors in 1850. He did, however, prepare a text in fourteen books for posthumous publication. This text was the latest of a number of revisions to a version in thirteen books completed in 1805. Wordsworth declared his autobiographical poem ‘finished’ (letter 3 June 1805) at that date and it is this version of the poem which provides the extracts chosen here. The Prelude was composed over so many years, however, that it would be misleading to place this large body of work at any given point within the sequence of shorter lyric poems. Excerpts from it are accordingly placed as a discrete cluster at the end of the chronological sequence.

      [ ] means that the manuscript is incomplete at this point; [word] means that words have been supplied from another manuscript.
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        Old Man Travelling

Animal Tranquillity and Decay, A Sketch







        
          
            
              
                	
                	
                  The little hedge-row birds,

              

              
                	
                	That peck along the road, regard him not.
              

              
                	
                	He travels on, and in his face, his step,
              

              
                	
                	His gait, is one expression; every limb,
              

              
                	
                	His look and bending figure, all bespeak
              

              
                	
                	A man who does not move with pain, but moves
              

              
                	
                	With thought – He is insensibly subdued
              

              
                	
                	To settled quiet: he is one by whom
              

              
                	
                	All effort seems forgotten, one to whom
              

              
                	10
                	Long patience has such mild composure given, 

              

              
                	
                	That patience now doth seem a thing, of which
              

              
                	
                	He hath no need. He is by nature led
              

              
                	
                	To peace so perfect, that the young behold
              

              
                	
                	With envy, what the old man hardly feels.
              

              
                	
                	– I asked him whither he was bound, and what
              

              
                	
                	The object of his journey; he replied
              

              
                	
                	‘Sir! I am going many miles to take
              

              
                	
                	A last leave of my son, a mariner,
              

              
                	
                	Who from a sea-fight has been brought to Falmouth,
              

              
                	20
                	And there is dying in an hospital.' 

              

            
          
        
      

    
  
    
      
        
        The Ruined Cottage
      








        
              
                	
                	'Twas summer and the sun was mounted high.
              

              
                	
                	Along the south the uplands feebly glared
              

              
                	
                	Through a pale steam, and all the northern downs
              

              
                	
                	In clearer air ascending shewed far off
              

              
                	
                	Their surfaces with shadows dappled o'er
              

              
                	
                	Of deep embattled clouds: far as the sight
              

              
                	
                	Could reach those many shadows lay in spots
              

              
                	
                	Determined and unmoved, with steady beams
              

              
                	
                	Of clear and pleasant sunshine interposed;
              

              
                	10
                	 Pleasant to him who on the soft cool moss
              

              
                	
                	Extends his careless limbs beside the root
              

              
                	
                	Of some huge oak whose aged branches make
              

              
                	
                	A twilight of their own, a dewy shade
              

              
                	
                	Where the wren warbles while the dreaming man,
              

              
                	
                	Half-conscious of that soothing melody,
              

              
                	
                	With side-long eye looks out upon the scene,
              

              
                	
                	By those impending branches made more soft,
              

              
                	
                	More soft and distant. Other lot was mine.
              

              
                	
                	Across a bare wide Common I had toiled
              

              
                	20
                	 With languid feet which by the slipp'ry ground
              

              
                	
                	Were baffled still, and when I stretched myself
              

              
                	
                	On the brown earth my limbs from very heat
              

              
                	
                	Could find no rest nor my weak arm disperse
              

              
                	
                	The insect host which gathered round my face
              

              
                	
                	And joined their murmurs to the tedious noise
              

              
                	
                	Of seeds of bursting gorse that crackled round.
              

              
                	
                	I rose and turned towards a group of trees
              

              
                	
                	Which midway in that level stood alone,
              

              
                	
                	And thither come at length, beneath a shade
              

              
                	30
                	 Of clustering elms that sprang from the same root
              

              
                	
                	I found a ruined house, four naked walls
              

              
                	
                	That stared upon each other. I looked round
              

              
                	
                	And near the door I saw an aged Man,
              

              
                	
                	Alone, and stretched upon the cottage bench;
              

              
                	
                	An iron-pointed staff lay at his side.
              

              
                	
                	With instantaneous joy I recognized
              

              
                	
                	That pride of nature and of lowly life,
              

              
                	
                	The venerable Armytage, a friend
              

              
                	
                	As dear to me as is the setting sun.
              

              
                	40
                	Two days before

              

              
                	
                	We had been fellow-travellers. I knew
              

              
                	
                	That he was in this neighbourhood and now
              

              
                	
                	Delighted found him here in the cool shade.
              

              
                	
                	He lay, his pack of rustic merchandize
              

              
                	
                	Pillowing his head – I guess he had no thought
              

              
                	
                	Of his way-wandering life. His eyes were shut;
              

              
                	
                	The shadows of the breezy elms above
              

              
                	
                	Dappled his face. With thirsty heat oppressed
              

              
                	
                	At length I hailed him, glad to see his hat
              

              
                	50
                	Bedewed with water-drops, as if the brim 

              

              
                	
                	Had newly scooped a running stream. He rose
              

              
                	
                	And pointing to a sun-flower bade me climb
              

              
                	
                	The [ ] wall where that same gaudy flower
              

              
                	
                	Looked out upon the road. It was a plot
              

              
                	
                	Of garden-ground, now wild, its matted weeds
              

              
                	
                	Marked with the steps of those whom as they passed,
              

              
                	
                	The goose-berry trees that shot in long lank slips,
              

              
                	
                	Or currants hanging from their leafless stems
              

              
                	
                	In scanty strings, had tempted to o'erleap
              

              
                	60
                	The broken wall. Within that cheerless spot, 

              

              
                	
                	Where two tall hedgerows of thick willow boughs
              

              
                	
                	Joined in a damp cold nook, I found a well
              

              
                	
                	Half-choked [with willow flowers and weeds.]
              

              
                	
                	I slaked my thirst and to the shady bench
              

              
                	
                	Returned, and while I stood unbonneted
              

              
                	
                	To catch the motion of the cooler air
              

              
                	
                	The old Man said, ‘I see around me here
              

              
                	
                	Things which you cannot see: we die, my Friend,
              

              
                	
                	Nor we alone, but that which each man loved
              

              
                	70
                	And prized in his peculiar nook of earth 

              

              
                	
                	Dies with him or is changed, and very soon
              

              
                	
                	Even of the good is no memorial left.
              

              
                	
                	The Poets in their elegies and songs
              

              
                	
                	Lamenting the departed call the groves,
              

              
                	
                	They call upon the hills and streams to mourn,
              

              
                	
                	And senseless rocks, nor idly; for they speak
              

              
                	
                	In these their invocations with a voice
              

              
                	
                	Obedient to the strong creative power
              

              
                	
                	Of human passion. Sympathies there are
              

              
                	80
                	More tranquil, yet perhaps of kindred birth, 

              

              
                	
                	That steal upon the meditative mind
              

              
                	
                	And grow with thought. Beside yon spring I stood
              

              
                	
                	And eyed its waters till we seemed to feel
              

              
                	
                	One sadness, they and I. For them a bond
              

              
                	
                	Of brotherhood is broken: time has been
              

              
                	
                	When every day the touch of human hand
              

              
                	
                	Disturbed their stillness, and they ministered
              

              
                	
                	To human comfort. When I stooped to drink,
              

              
                	
                	A spider's web hung to the water's edge,
              

              
                	90
                	 And on the wet and slimy foot-stone lay
              

              
                	
                	The useless fragment of a wooden bowl;
              

              
                	
                	It moved my very heart. The day has been
              

              
                	
                	When I could never pass this road but she
              

              
                	
                	Who lived within these walls, when I appeared,
              

              
                	
                	A daughter's welcome gave me, and I loved her
              

              
                	
                	As my own child. O Sir! the good die first,
              

              
                	
                	And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust
              

              
                	
                	Burn to the socket. Many a passenger
              

              
                	
                	Has blessed poor Margaret for her gentle looks
              

              
                	100
                	 When she upheld the cool refreshment drawn
              

              
                	
                	From that forsaken spring, and no one came
              

              
                	
                	But he was welcome, no one went away
              

              
                	
                	But that it seemed she loved him. She is dead,
              

              
                	
                	The worm is on her cheek, and this poor hut,
              

              
                	
                	Stripped of its outward garb of household flowers,
              

              
                	
                	Of rose and sweet-briar, offers to the wind
              

              
                	
                	A cold bare wall whose earthy top is tricked
              

              
                	
                	With weeds and the rank spear-grass. She is dead,
              

              
                	
                	And nettles rot and adders sun themselves
              

              
                	110
                	 Where we have sate together while she nursed
              

              
                	
                	Her infant at her breast. The unshod Colt,
              

              
                	
                	The wandring heifer and the Potter's ass,
              

              
                	
                	Find shelter now within the chimney-wall
              

              
                	
                	Where I have seen her evening hearth-stone blaze
              

              
                	
                	And through the window spread upon the road
              

              
                	
                	Its chearful light. – You will forgive me, Sir,
              

              
                	
                	But often on this cottage do I muse
              

              
                	
                	As on a picture, till my wiser mind
              

              
                	
                	Sinks, yielding to the foolishness of grief.
              

              
                	120
                	She had a husband, an industrious man,

              

              
                	
                	Sober and steady; I have heard her say
              

              
                	
                	That he was up and busy at his loom
              

              
                	
                	In summer ere the mower's scythe had swept
              

              
                	
                	The dewy grass, and in the early spring
              

              
                	
                	Ere the last star had vanished. They who passed
              

              
                	
                	At evening, from behind the garden-fence
              

              
                	
                	Might hear his busy spade, which he would ply
              

              
                	
                	After his daily work till the day-light
              

              
                	
                	Was gone and every leaf and flower were lost
              

              
                	130
                	In the dark hedges. So they passed their days 

              

              
                	
                	In peace and comfort, and two pretty babes
              

              
                	
                	Were their best hope next to the God in Heaven.
              

              
                	
                	– You may remember, now some ten years gone,
              

              
                	
                	Two blighting seasons when the fields were left
              

              
                	
                	With half a harvest. It pleased heaven to add
              

              
                	
                	A worse affliction in the plague of war:
              

              
                	
                	A happy land was stricken to the heart;
              

              
                	
                	'Twas a sad time of sorrow and distress:
              

              
                	
                	A wanderer among the cottages,
              

              
                	140
                	I with my pack of winter raiment saw 

              

              
                	
                	The hardships of that season: many rich
              

              
                	
                	Sunk down as in a dream among the poor,
              

              
                	
                	And of the poor did many cease to be,
              

              
                	
                	And their place knew them not. Meanwhile, abridged
              

              
                	
                	Of daily comforts gladly reconciled
              

              
                	
                	To numerous self-denials, Margaret
              

              
                	
                	Went struggling on through those calamitous years
              

              
                	
                	With chearful hope: but ere the second autumn
              

              
                	
                	A fever seized her husband. In disease
              

              
                	150
                	He lingered long, and when his strength returned 

              

              
                	
                	He found the little he had stored to meet
              

              
                	
                	The hour of accident or crippling age
              

              
                	
                	Was all consumed. As I have said, ‘twas now
              

              
                	
                	A time of trouble; shoals of artisans
              

              
                	
                	Were from their daily labour turned away
              

              
                	
                	To hang for bread on parish charity,
              

              
                	
                	They and their wives and children – happier far
              

              
                	
                	Could they have lived as do the little birds
              

              
                	
                	That peck along the hedges or the kite
              

              
                	160
                	That makes her dwelling in the mountain rocks. 

              

              
                	
                	Ill fared it now with Robert, he who dwelt
              

              
                	
                	In this poor cottage; at his door he stood
              

              
                	
                	And whistled many a snatch of merry tunes
              

              
                	
                	That had no mirth in them, or with his knife
              

              
                	
                	Carved uncouth figures on the heads of sticks,
              

              
                	
                	Then idly sought about through every nook
              

              
                	
                	Of house or garden any casual task
              

              
                	
                	Of use or ornament, and with a strange,
              

              
                	
                	Amusing but uneasy novelty
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                	 He blended where he might the various tasks
              

              
                	
                	Of summer, autumn, winter, and of spring.
              

              
                	
                	But this endured not; his good-humour soon
              

              
                	
                	Became a weight in which no pleasure was,
              

              
                	
                	And poverty brought on a petted mood
              

              
                	
                	And a sore temper: day by day he drooped,
              

              
                	
                	And he would leave his home, and to the town
              

              
                	
                	Without an errand would he turn his steps
              

              
                	
                	Or wander here and there among the fields.
              

              
                	
                	One while he would speak lightly of his babes
              

              
                	180
                	 And with a cruel tongue: at other times
              

              
                	
                	He played with them wild freaks of merriment:
              

              
                	
                	And ‘twas a piteous thing to see the looks
              

              
                	
                	Of the poor innocent children. “Every smile,”
              

              
                	
                	Said Margaret to me here beneath these trees,
              

              
                	
                	“Made my heart bleed.”’ At this the old Man paused
              

              
                	
                	And looking up to those enormous elms
              

              
                	
                	He said, ‘'Tis now the hour of deepest noon.
              

              
                	
                	At this still season of repose and peace,
              

              
                	
                	This hour when all things which are not at rest
              

              
                	190
                	 Are chearful, while this multitude of flies
              

              
                	
                	Fills all the air with happy melody,
              

              
                	
                	Why should a tear be in an old man's eye?
              

              
                	
                	Why should we thus with an untoward mind
              

              
                	
                	And in the weakness of humanity
              

              
                	
                	From natural wisdom turn our hearts away,
              

              
                	
                	To natural comfort shut our eyes and ears,
              

              
                	
                	And feeding on disquiet thus disturb
              

              
                	
                	The calm of Nature with our restless thoughts?'
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                	He spake with somewhat of a solemn tone:
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                	But when he ended there was in his face 

              

              
                	
                	Such easy chearfulness, a look so mild
              

              
                	
                	That for a little time it stole away
              

              
                	
                	All recollection, and that simple tale
              

              
                	
                	Passed from my mind like a forgotten sound.
              

              
                	
                	A while on trivial things we held discourse,
              

              
                	
                	To me soon tasteless. In my own despite
              

              
                	
                	I thought of that poor woman as of one
              

              
                	
                	Whom I had known and loved. He had rehearsed
              

              
                	
                	Her homely tale with such familiar power,
              

              
                	210
                	With such a[n active] countenance, an eye 

              

              
                	
                	So busy, that the things of which he spake
              

              
                	
                	Seemed present, and, attention now relaxed,
              

              
                	
                	There was a heartfelt chillness in my veins.
              

              
                	
                	I rose, and turning from that breezy shade
              

              
                	
                	Went out into the open air and stood
              

              
                	
                	To drink the comfort of the warmer sun.
              

              
                	
                	Long time I had not stayed ere, looking round
              

              
                	
                	Upon that tranquil ruin, I returned
              

              
                	
                	And begged of the old man that for my sake
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                	He would resume his story. He replied, 

              

              
                	
                	‘It were a wantonness and would demand
              

              
                	
                	Severe reproof, if we were men whose hearts
              

              
                	
                	Could hold vain dalliance with the misery
              

              
                	
                	Even of the dead, contented thence to draw
              

              
                	
                	A momentary pleasure never marked
              

              
                	
                	By reason, barren of all future good.
              

              
                	
                	But we have known that there is often found
              

              
                	
                	In mournful thoughts, and always might be found,
              

              
                	
                	A power to virtue friendly; were't not so,
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                	I am a dreamer among men, indeed 

              

              
                	
                	An idle dreamer. 'Tis a common tale,
              

              
                	
                	By moving accidents uncharactered,
              

              
                	
                	A tale of silent suffering, hardly clothed
              

              
                	
                	In bodily form, and to the grosser sense
              

              
                	
                	But ill adapted, scarcely palpable
              

              
                	
                	To him who does not think. But at your bidding
              

              
                	
                	I will proceed.
              

              
                	
                	While thus it fared with them

              

              
                	
                	To whom this cottage till that hapless year
              

              
                	
                	Had been a blessed home, it was my chance
              

              
                	240
                	 To travel in a country far remote.
              

              
                	
                	And glad I was when, halting by yon gate
              

              
                	
                	That leads from the green lane, again I saw
              

              
                	
                	These lofty elm-trees. Long I did not rest.
              

              
                	
                	With many pleasant thoughts I cheered my way
              

              
                	
                	O'er the flat common. At the door arrived,
              

              
                	
                	I knocked, and when I entered with the hope
              

              
                	
                	Of usual greeting, Margaret looked at me
              

              
                	
                	A little while, then turned her head away
              

              
                	
                	Speechless, and sitting down upon a chair
              

              
                	250
                	 Wept bitterly. I wist not what to do
              

              
                	
                	Or how to speak to her. Poor wretch! at last
              

              
                	
                	She rose from off her seat – and then, oh Sir!
              

              
                	
                	I cannot tell how she pronounced my name:
              

              
                	
                	With fervent love, and with a face of grief
              

              
                	
                	Unutterably helpless, and a look
              

              
                	
                	That seemed to cling upon me, she enquired
              

              
                	
                	If I had seen her husband. As she spake
              

              
                	
                	A strange surprize and fear came to my heart,
              

              
                	
                	Nor had I power to answer ere she told
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                	 That he had disappeared – just two months gone.
              

              
                	
                	He left his house; two wretched days had passed,
              

              
                	
                	And on the third by the first break of light,
              

              
                	
                	Within her casement full in view she saw
              

              
                	
                	A purse of gold. “I trembled at the sight,”
              

              
                	
                	Said Margaret, “for I knew it was his hand
              

              
                	
                	That placed it there, and on that very day
              

              
                	
                	By one, a stranger, from my husband sent,
              

              
                	
                	The tidings came that he had joined a troop
              

              
                	
                	Of soldiers going to a distant land.
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                	 He left me thus – Poor Man! he had not heart
              

              
                	
                	To take a farewell of me, and he feared
              

              
                	
                	That I should follow with my babes, and sink
              

              
                	
                	Beneath the misery of a soldier's life.”
              

              
                	
                	This tale did Margaret tell with many tears:
              

              
                	
                	And when she ended I had little power
              

              
                	
                	To give her comfort, and was glad to take
              

              
                	
                	Such words of hope from her own mouth as served
              

              
                	
                	To cheer us both: but long we had not talked
              

              
                	
                	Ere we built up a pile of better thoughts,
              

              
                	280
                	And with a brighter eye she looked around 

              

              
                	
                	As if she had been shedding tears of joy.
              

              
                	
                	We parted. It was then the early spring;
              

              
                	
                	I left her busy with her garden tools;
              

              
                	
                	And well remember, o'er that fence she looked,
              

              
                	
                	And while I paced along the foot-way path
              

              
                	
                	Called out, and sent a blessing after me
              

              
                	
                	With tender chearfulness and with a voice
              

              
                	
                	That seemed the very sound of happy thoughts.
              

              
                	
                	I roved o'er many a hill and many a dale
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                	With this my weary load, in heat and cold, 

              

              
                	
                	Through many a wood, and many an open ground,
              

              
                	
                	In sunshine or in shade, in wet or fair,
              

              
                	
                	Now blithe, now drooping, as it might befal,
              

              
                	
                	My best companions now the driving winds
              

              
                	
                	And now the ‘trotting brooks’ and whispering trees
              

              
                	
                	And now the music of my own sad steps,
              

              
                	
                	With many a short-lived thought that passed between
              

              
                	
                	And disappeared. I came this way again
              

              
                	
                	Towards the wane of summer, when the wheat
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                	Was yellow, and the soft and bladed grass 

              

              
                	
                	Sprang up afresh and o'er the hay-field spread
              

              
                	
                	Its tender green. When I had reached the door
              

              
                	
                	I found that she was absent. In the shade
              

              
                	
                	Where now we sit I waited her return.
              

              
                	
                	Her cottage in its outward look appeared
              

              
                	
                	As chearful as before; in any shew
              

              
                	
                	Of neatness little changed, but that I thought
              

              
                	
                	The honeysuckle crowded round the door
              

              
                	
                	And from the wall hung down in heavier wreaths,
              

              
                	310
                	And knots of worthless stone-crop started out
              

              
                	
                	Along the window's edge, and grew like weeds
              

              
                	
                	Against the lower panes. I turned aside
              

              
                	
                	And strolled into her garden. – It was changed:
              

              
                	
                	The unprofitable bindweed spread his bells
              

              
                	
                	From side to side and with unwieldy wreaths
              

              
                	
                	Had dragged the rose from its sustaining wall
              

              
                	
                	And bent it down to earth; the border-tufts –
              

              
                	
                	Daisy and thrift and lowly camomile
              

              
                	
                	And thyme – had straggled out into the paths
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                	 Which they were used to deck. Ere this an hour
              

              
                	
                	Was wasted. Back I turned my restless steps,
              

              
                	
                	And as I walked before the door it chanced
              

              
                	
                	A stranger passed, and guessing whom I sought
              

              
                	
                	He said that she was used to ramble far.
              

              
                	
                	The sun was sinking in the west, and now
              

              
                	
                	I sate with sad impatience. From within
              

              
                	
                	Her solitary infant cried aloud.
              

              
                	
                	The spot though fair seemed very desolate:
              

              
                	
                	The longer I remained more desolate.
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                	 And, looking round, I saw the corner-stones,
              

              
                	
                	Till then unmarked, on either side the door
              

              
                	
                	With dull red stains discoloured and stuck o'er
              

              
                	
                	With tufts and hairs of wool, as if the sheep
              

              
                	
                	That feed upon the commons thither came
              

              
                	
                	Familiarly and found a couching-place
              

              
                	
                	Even at her threshold. – The house-clock struck eight;
              

              
                	
                	I turned and saw her distant a few steps.
              

              
                	
                	Her face was pale and thin, her figure too
              

              
                	
                	Was changed. As she unlocked the door she said
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                	 “It grieves me you have waited here so long,
              

              
                	
                	But in good truth I've wandered much of late
              

              
                	
                	And sometimes, to my shame I speak, have need
              

              
                	
                	Of my best prayers to bring me back again.”
              

              
                	
                	While on the board she spread our evening meal
              

              
                	
                	She told me she had lost her elder child,
              

              
                	
                	That he for months had been a serving-boy
              

              
                	
                	Apprenticed by the parish. “I perceive
              

              
                	
                	You look at me, and you have cause. Today
              

              
                	
                	I have been travelling far, and many days
              

              
                	350
                	About the fields I wander, knowing this 

              

              
                	
                	Only, that what I seek I cannot find.
              

              
                	
                	And so I waste my time: for I am changed;
              

              
                	
                	And to myself,” said she, “have done much wrong,
              

              
                	
                	And to this helpless infant. I have slept
              

              
                	
                	Weeping, and weeping I have waked; my tears
              

              
                	
                	Have flowed as if my body were not such
              

              
                	
                	As others are, and I could never die.
              

              
                	
                	But I am now in mind and in my heart
              

              
                	
                	More easy, and I hope,” said she, “that heaven
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                	Will give me patience to endure the things 

              

              
                	
                	Which I behold at home.” It would have grieved
              

              
                	
                	Your very heart to see her. Sir, I feel
              

              
                	
                	The story linger in my heart. I fear
              

              
                	
                	'Tis long and tedious, but my spirit clings
              

              
                	
                	To that poor woman: so familiarly
              

              
                	
                	Do I perceive her manner, and her look
              

              
                	
                	And presence, and so deeply do I feel
              

              
                	
                	Her goodness, that not seldom in my walks
              

              
                	
                	A momentary trance comes over me;
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                	And to myself I seem to muse on one 

              

              
                	
                	By sorrow laid asleep or borne away,
              

              
                	
                	A human being destined to awake
              

              
                	
                	To human life, or something very near
              

              
                	
                	To human life, when he shall come again
              

              
                	
                	For whom she suffered. Sir, it would have grieved
              

              
                	
                	Your very soul to see her: evermore
              

              
                	
                	Her eye-lids drooped, her eyes were downward cast;
              

              
                	
                	And when she at her table gave me food
              

              
                	
                	She did not look at me. Her voice was low,
              

              
                	
                	Her body was subdued. In every act 380
              

              
                	
                	Pertaining to her house-affairs appeared
              

              
                	
                	The careless stillness which a thinking mind
              

              
                	
                	Gives to an idle matter – still she sighed,
              

              
                	
                	But yet no motion of the breast was seen,
              

              
                	
                	No heaving of the heart. While by the fire
              

              
                	
                	We sate together, sighs came on my ear;
              

              
                	
                	I knew not how, and hardly whence they came.
              

              
                	
                	I took my staff, and when I kissed her babe
              

              
                	
                	The tears stood in her eyes. I left her then
              

              
                	390
                	 With the best hope and comfort I could give;
              

              
                	
                	She thanked me for my will, but for my hope
              

              
                	
                	It seemed she did not thank me.
              

              
                	
                	I returned

              

              
                	
                	And took my rounds along this road again
              

              
                	
                	Ere on its sunny bank the primrose flower
              

              
                	
                	Had chronicled the earliest day of spring.
              

              
                	
                	I found her sad and drooping; she had learned
              

              
                	
                	No tidings of her husband: if he lived
              

              
                	
                	She knew not that he lived; if he were dead
              

              
                	
                	She knew not he was dead. She seemed the same
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                	 In person [ ] appearance, but her house
              

              
                	
                	Bespoke a sleepy hand of negligence;
              

              
                	
                	The floor was neither dry nor neat, the hearth
              

              
                	
                	Was comfortless [ ],
              

              
                	
                	The windows too were dim, and her few books,
              

              
                	
                	Which, one upon the other, heretofore
              

              
                	
                	Had been piled up against the corner-panes
              

              
                	
                	In seemly order, now with straggling leaves
              

              
                	
                	Lay scattered here and there, open or shut
              

              
                	
                	As they had chanced to fall. Her infant babe
              

              
                	410
                	 Had from its mother caught the trick of grief
              

              
                	
                	And sighed among its playthings. Once again
              

              
                	
                	I turned towards the garden-gate and saw
              

              
                	
                	More plainly still that poverty and grief
              

              
                	
                	Were now come nearer to her: the earth was hard,
              

              
                	
                	With weeds defaced and knots of withered grass;
              

              
                	
                	No ridges there appeared of clear black mould,
              

              
                	
                	No winter greenness: of her herbs and flowers
              

              
                	
                	It seemed the better part were gnawed away
              

              
                	
                	Or trampled on the earth; a chain of straw
              

              
                	420
                	 Which had been twisted round the tender stem
              

              
                	
                	Of a young apple-tree lay at its root;
              

              
                	
                	The bark was nibbled round by truant sheep.
              

              
                	
                	Margaret stood near, her infant in her arms,
              

              
                	
                	And seeing that my eye was on the tree
              

              
                	
                	She said, “I fear it will be dead and gone
              

              
                	
                	Ere Robert come again.” Towards the house
              

              
                	
                	Together we returned, and she inquired
              

              
                	
                	If I had any hope. But for her Babe
              

              
                	
                	And for her little friendless Boy, she said,
              

              
                	430
                	She had no wish to live, that she must die
              

              
                	
                	Of sorrow. Yet I saw the idle loom
              

              
                	
                	Still in its place. His Sunday garments hung
              

              
                	
                	Upon the self-same nail, his very staff
              

              
                	
                	Stood undisturbed behind the door. And when
              

              
                	
                	I passed this way beaten by Autumn winds
              

              
                	
                	She told me that her little babe was dead
              

              
                	
                	And she was left alone. That very time,
              

              
                	
                	I yet remember, through the miry lane
              

              
                	
                	She walked with me a mile, when the bare trees
              

              
                	440
                	Trickled with foggy damps, and in such sort 

              

              
                	
                	That any heart had ached to hear her begged
              

              
                	
                	That wheresoe'er I went I still would ask
              

              
                	
                	For him whom she had lost. We parted then,
              

              
                	
                	Our final parting, for from that time forth
              

              
                	
                	Did many seasons pass ere I returned
              

              
                	
                	Into this tract again.
              

              
                	
                	Five tedious years

              

              
                	
                	She lingered in unquiet widowhood,
              

              
                	
                	A wife and widow. Needs must it have been
              

              
                	
                	A sore heart-wasting. I have heard, my friend,
              

              
                	450
                	That in that broken arbour she would sit 

              

              
                	
                	The idle length of half a sabbath day –
              

              
                	
                	There, where you see the toadstool's lazy head –
              

              
                	
                	And when a dog passed by she still would quit
              

              
                	
                	The shade and look abroad. On this old Bench
              

              
                	
                	For hours she sate, and evermore her eye
              

              
                	
                	Was busy in the distance, shaping things
              

              
                	
                	Which made her heart beat quick. Seest thou that path?
              

              
                	
                	(The green-sward now has broken its grey line)
              

              
                	
                	There to and fro she paced through many a day
              

              
                	460
                	Of the warm summer, from a belt of flax
              

              
                	
                	That girt her waist spinning the long-drawn thread
              

              
                	
                	With backward steps. – Yet ever as there passed
              

              
                	
                	A man whose garments shewed the Soldier's red,
              

              
                	
                	Or crippled Mendicant in Sailor's garb,
              

              
                	
                	The little child who sate to turn the wheel
              

              
                	
                	Ceased from his toil, and she with faltering voice,
              

              
                	
                	Expecting still to learn her husband's fate,
              

              
                	
                	Made many a fond inquiry; and when they
              

              
                	
                	Whose presence gave no comfort were gone by,
              

              
                	470
                	 Her heart was still more sad. And by yon gate
              

              
                	
                	Which bars the traveller's road she often stood
              

              
                	
                	And when a stranger horseman came, the latch
              

              
                	
                	Would lift, and in his face look wistfully.
              

              
                	
                	Most happy if from aught discovered there
              

              
                	
                	Of tender feeling she might dare repeat
              

              
                	
                	The same sad question. Meanwhile her poor hut
              

              
                	
                	Sunk to decay, for he was gone whose hand
              

              
                	
                	At the first nippings of October frost
              

              
                	
                	Closed up each chink and with fresh bands of straw
              

              
                	480
                	 Chequered the green-grown thatch. And so she lived
              

              
                	
                	Through the long winter, reckless and alone,
              

              
                	
                	Till this reft house by frost, and thaw, and rain
              

              
                	
                	Was sapped; and when she slept the nightly damps
              

              
                	
                	Did chill her breast, and in the stormy day
              

              
                	
                	Her tattered clothes were ruffled by the wind
              

              
                	
                	Even at the side of her own fire. Yet still
              

              
                	
                	She loved this wretched spot, nor would for worlds
              

              
                	
                	Have parted hence; and still that length of road
              

              
                	
                	And this rude Bench one torturing hope endeared,
              

              
                	490
                	 Fast rooted at her heart, and here, my friend,
              

              
                	
                	In sickness she remained, and here she died,
              

              
                	
                	Last human tenant of these ruined walls.'
              

              
                	
                	The old Man ceased: he saw that I was moved;

              

              
                	
                	From that low Bench, rising instinctively,
              

              
                	
                	I turned aside in weakness, nor had power
              

              
                	
                	To thank him for the tale which he had told.
              

              
                	
                	I stood, and leaning o'er the garden-gate
              

              
                	
                	Reviewed that Woman's suffrings, and it seemed
              

              
                	
                	To comfort me while with a brother's love
              

              
                	500
                	I blessed her in the impotence of grief. 

              

              
                	
                	At length [ ] the [ ]
              

              
                	
                	Fondly, and traced with milder interest
              

              
                	
                	That secret spirit of humanity
              

              
                	
                	Which, ‘mid the calm oblivious tendencies
              

              
                	
                	Of nature, ‘mid her plants, her weeds, and flowers,
              

              
                	
                	And silent overgrowings, still survived.
              

              
                	
                	The old man, seeing this, resumed and said,
              

              
                	
                	‘My Friend, enough to sorrow have you given,
              

              
                	
                	The purposes of wisdom ask no more;
              

              
                	510
                	Be wise and chearful, and no longer read 

              

              
                	
                	The forms of things with an unworthy eye.
              

              
                	
                	She sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here.
              

              
                	
                	I well remember that those very plumes,
              

              
                	
                	Those weeds, and the high spear-grass on that wall,
              

              
                	
                	By mist and silent rain-drops silvered o'er,
              

              
                	
                	As once I passed did to my heart convey
              

              
                	
                	So still an image of tranquillity,
              

              
                	
                	So calm and still, and looked so beautiful
              

              
                	
                	Amid the uneasy thoughts which filled my mind,
              

              
                	520
                	That what we feel of sorrow and despair 

              

              
                	
                	From ruin and from change, and all the grief
              

              
                	
                	The passing shews of being leave behind,
              

              
                	
                	Appeared an idle dream that could not live
              

              
                	
                	Where meditation was. I turned away
              

              
                	
                	And walked along my road in happiness.'
              

              
                	
                	He ceased. By this the sun declining shot

              

              
                	
                	A slant and mellow radiance which began
              

              
                	
                	To fall upon us where beneath the trees
              

              
                	
                	We sate on that low Bench, and now we felt,
              

              
                	530
                	Admonished thus, the sweet hour coming on. 

              

              
                	
                	A linnet warbled from those lofty elms,
              

              
                	
                	A thrush sang loud, and other melodies,
              

              
                	
                	At distance heard, peopled the milder air.
              

              
                	
                	The old man rose and hoisted up his load.
              

              
                	
                	Together casting then a farewell look
              

              
                	
                	Upon those silent walls, we left the shade
              

              
                	
                	And ere the stars were visible attained
              

              
                	
                	A rustic inn, our evening resting-place.
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