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I

Epistle

To Sir George Howland Beaumont, Bart.

From the South-West Coast of Cumberland. – 1811.

 

Far from our home by Grasmere's quiet Lake,

From the Vale's peace which all her fields partake,

Here on the bleakest point of Cumbria's shore

We sojourn stunned by Ocean's ceaseless roar;

While, day by day, grim neighbour! huge Black Comb

Frowns deepening visibly his native gloom,

Unless, perchance rejecting in despite

What on the Plain we have of warmth and light,

In his own storms he hides himself from sight.

Rough is the time; and thoughts, that would be free

From heaviness, oft fly, dear Friend, to thee;

Turn from a spot where neither sheltered road

Nor hedge-row screen invites my steps abroad;

Where one poor Plane-tree, having as it might

Attained a stature twice a tall man's height,

Hopeless of further growth, and brown and sere

Through half the summer, stands with top cut sheer,

Like an unshifting weathercock which proves

How cold the quarter that the wind best loves,

Or like a Centinel that, evermore

Darkening the window, ill defends the door

Of this unfinished house – a Fortress bare,

Where strength has been the Builder's only care;

Whose rugged walls may still for years demand

The final polish of the Plasterer's hand.

– This Dwelling's Inmate more than three weeks' space

And oft a Prisoner in the cheerless place,

I – of whose touch the fiddle would complain,

Whose breath would labour at the flute in vain,

In music all unversed, nor blessed with skill

A bridge to copy, or to paint a mill,

Tired of my books, a scanty company!

And tired of listening to the boisterous sea –

Pace between door and window muttering rhyme,

An old resource to cheat a froward time!

Though these dull hours (mine is it, or their shame?)

Would tempt me to renounce that humble aim.

– But if there be a Muse who, free to take

Her seat upon Olympus, doth forsake

Those heights (like Phœbus when his golden locks

He veiled, attendant on Thessalian flocks)

And, in disguise, a Milkmaid with her pail

Trips down the pathways of some winding dale;

Or, like a Mermaid, warbles on the shores

To fishers mending nets beside their doors;

Or, Pilgrim-like, on forest moss reclined,

Gives plaintive ditties to the heedless wind,

Or listens to its play among the boughs

Above her head and so forgets her vows –

If such a Visitant of Earth there be

And she would deign this day to smile on me

And aid my verse, content with local bounds

Of natural beauty and life's daily rounds,

Thoughts, chances, sights, or doings, which we tell

Without reserve to those whom we love well –

Then haply, Beaumont! words in current clear

Will flow, and on a welcome page appear

Duly before thy sight, unless they perish here.

 

What shall I treat of? News from Mona's Isle?

Such have we, but unvaried in its style;

No tales of Runagates fresh landed, whence

And wherefore fugitive or on what pretence;

Of feasts, or scandal, eddying like the wind

Most restlessly alive when most confined.

Ask not of me, whose tongue can best appease

The mighty tumults of the HOUSE OF KEYS;

The last year's cup whose Ram or Heifer gained,

What slopes are planted, or what mosses drained:

An eye of fancy only can I cast

On that proud pageant now at hand or past,

When full five hundred boats in trim array,

With nets and sails outspread and streamers gay,

And chanted hymns and stiller voice of prayer,

For the old Manx-harvest to the Deep repair,

Soon as the herring-shoals at distance shine

Like beds of moonlight shifting on the brine.

 

Mona from our Abode is daily seen,

But with a wilderness of waves between;

And by conjecture only can we speak

Of aught transacted there in bay or creek;

No tidings reach us thence from town or field,

Only faint news her mountain-sunbeams yield,

And some we gather from the misty air,

And some the hovering clouds, our telegraph, declare.

But these poetic mysteries I withhold;

For Fancy hath her fits both hot and cold,

And should the colder fit with You be on

When You might read, my credit would be gone.

 

Let more substantial themes the pen engage,

And nearer interests culled from the opening stage

Of our migration. – Ere the welcome dawn

Had from the east her silver star withdrawn,

The Wain stood ready, at our Cottage-door,

Thoughtfully freighted with a various store;

And long or ere the uprising of the Sun

O'er dew-damped dust our journey was begun,

A needful journey, under favouring skies,

Through peopled Vales; yet something in the guise

Of those old Patriarchs when from well to well

They roamed through Wastes where now the tented Arabs dwell.

 

Say first, to whom did we the charge confide,

Who promptly undertook the Wain to guide

Up many a sharply-twining road and down,

And over many a wide hill's craggy crown,

Through the quick turns of many a hollow nook,

And the rough bed of many an unbridged brook?

A blooming Lass – who in her better hand

Bore a light switch, her sceptre of command

When, yet a slender Girl, she often led,

Skilful and bold, the horse and burthened sled1

From the peat-yielding Moss on Gowdar's head.

What could go wrong with such a Charioteer

For goods and chattels, or those Infants dear,

A Pair who smilingly sat side by side,

Our hope confirming that the salt-sea tide,

Whose free embraces we were bound to seek,

Would their lost strength restore and freshen the pale cheek?

Such hope did either Parent entertain

Pacing behind along the silent lane.

 

Blithe hopes and happy musings soon took flight,

For lo! an uncouth melancholy sight –

On a green bank a creature stood forlorn

Just half protruded to the light of morn,

Its hinder part concealed by hedge-row thorn.

The Figure called to mind a beast of prey

Stript of its frightful powers by slow decay,

And, though no longer upon rapine bent,

Dim memory keeping of its old intent.

We started, looked again with anxious eyes,

And in that griesly object recognise

The Curate's Dog – his long-tried friend, for they,

As well we knew, together had grown grey.

The Master died, his drooping servant's grief

Found at the Widow's feet some sad relief;

Yet still he lived in pining discontent,

Sadness which no indulgence could prevent;

Hence whole day wanderings, broken nightly sleeps

And lonesome watch that out of doors he keeps;

Not oftentimes, I trust, as we, poor brute!

Espied him on his legs sustained, blank, mute,

And of all visible motion destitute,

So that the very heaving of his breath

Seemed stopt, though by some other power than death.

Long as we gazed upon the form and face,

A mild domestic pity kept its place,

Unscared by thronging fancies of strange hue

That haunted us in spite of what we knew.

Even now I sometimes think of him as lost

In second-sight appearances, or crost

By spectral shapes of guilt, or to the ground,

On which he stood, by spells unnatural bound,

Like a gaunt shaggy Porter forced to wait

In days of old romance at Archimago's gate.

 

Advancing Summer, Nature's law fulfilled,

The choristers in every grove had stilled;

But we, we lacked not music of our own,

For lightsome Fanny had thus early thrown,

Mid the gay prattle of those infant tongues,

Some notes prelusive, from the round of songs

With which, more zealous than the liveliest bird

That in wild Arden's brakes was ever heard,

Her work and her work's partners she can cheer,

The whole day long, and all days of the year.

Thus gladdened from our own dear Vale we pass

And soon approach Diana's Looking-glass!

To Loughrigg-tarn, round clear and bright as heaven,

Such name Italian fancy would have given,

Ere on its banks the few grey cabins rose

That yet disturb not its concealed repose

More than the feeblest wind that idly blows.

 

Ah, Beaumont! when an opening in the road

Stopped me at once by charm of what it showed,

The encircling region vividly exprest

Within the mirror's depth, a world at rest –

Sky streaked with purple, grove and craggy bield,2

And the smooth green of many a pendent field,

And, quieted and soothed, a torrent small,

A little daring would-be waterfall.

One chimney smoking and its azure wreath,

Associate all in the calm Pool beneath,

With here and there a faint imperfect gleam

Of water-lilies veiled in misty steam –

What wonder at this hour of stillness deep,

A shadowy link 'tween wakefulness and sleep,

When Nature's self, amid such blending, seems

To render visible her own soft dreams,

If, mixed with what appeared of rock, lawn, wood,

Fondly embosomed in the tranquil flood,

A glimpse I caught of that Abode, by Thee

Designed to rise in humble privacy,

A lowly Dwelling, here to be outspread,

Like a small Hamlet, with its bashful head

Half hid in native trees. Alas 'tis not,

Nor ever was; I sighed, and left the spot

Unconscious of its own untoward lot,

And thought in silence, with regret too keen,

Of unexperienced joys that might have been;

Of neighbourhood and intermingling arts,

And golden summer days uniting cheerful hearts.

But time, irrevocable time, is flown,

And let us utter thanks for blessings sown

And reaped – what hath been, and what is, our own.

 

Not far we travelled ere a shout of glee,

Startling us all, dispersed my reverie;

Such shout as many a sportive echo meeting

Oft-times from Alpine chalets sends a greeting.

Whence the blithe hail? behold a Peasant stand

On high, a kerchief waving in her hand!

Not unexpectant that by early day

Our little Band would thrid this mountain way,

Before her cottage on the bright hill side

She hath advanced with hope to be descried.

Right gladly answering signals we displayed,

Moving along a tract of morning shade,

And vocal wishes sent of like good will

To our kind Friend high on the sunny hill –

Luminous region, fair as if the prime

Were tempting all astir to look aloft or climb;

Only the centre of the shining cot

With door left open makes a gloomy spot,

Emblem of those dark corners sometimes found

Within the happiest breast on earthly ground.

 

Rich prospect left behind of stream and vale,

And mountain-tops, a barren ridge we scale;

Descend and reach, in Yewdale's depths, a plain

With haycocks studded, striped with yellowing grain –

An area level as a Lake and spread

Under a rock too steep for man to tread,

Where sheltered from the north and bleak north-west

Aloft the Raven hangs a visible nest,

Fearless of all assaults that would her brood molest.

Hot sunbeams fill the steaming vale; but hark,

At our approach, a jealous watch-dog's bark,

Noise that brings forth no liveried Page of state,

But the whole household, that our coming wait.

With Young and Old warm greetings we exchange,

And jocund smiles, and toward the lowly Grange

Press forward by the teasing dogs unscared.

Entering, we find the morning meal prepared:

So down we sit, though not till each had cast

Pleased looks around the delicate repast –

Rich cream, and snow-white eggs fresh from the nest,

With amber honey from the mountain's breast;

Strawberries from lane or woodland, offering wild

Of children's industry, in hillocks piled,

Cakes for the nonce, and butter fit to lie

Upon a lordly dish; frank hospitality

Where simple art with bounteous nature vied,

And cottage comfort shunned not seemly pride.

 

Kind Hostess! Handmaid also of the feast,

If thou be lovelier than the kindling East,

Words by thy presence unrestrained may speak

Of a perpetual dawn from brow and cheek

Instinct with light whose sweetest promise lies,

Never retiring, in thy large dark eyes,

Dark but to every gentle feeling true,

As if their lustre flowed from ether's purest blue.

 

Let me not ask what tears may have been wept

By those bright eyes, what weary vigils kept,

Beside that hearth what sighs may have been heaved

For wounds inflicted, nor what toil relieved

By fortitude and patience, and the grace

Of heaven in pity visiting the place.

Not unadvisedly those secret springs

I leave unsearched: enough that memory clings,

Here as elsewhere, to notices that make

Their own significance for hearts awake,

To rural incidents, whose genial powers

Filled with delight three summer morning hours.

 

More could my pen report of grave or gay

That through our gipsy travel cheered the way;

But, bursting forth above the waves, the Sun

Laughs at my pains, and seems to say, »Be done.«

Yet, Beaumont, thou wilt not, I trust, reprove

This humble offering made by Truth to Love,

Nor chide the Muse that stooped to break a spell

Which might have else been on me yet: –

FAREWELL.

 

1 A local word for sledge.

 

2 A word common in the country, signifying shelter, as in Scotland.

 

Upon Perusing the Foregoing Epistle Thirty Years after Its Composition

Soon did the Almighty Giver of all rest

Take those dear young Ones to a fearless nest;

And in Death's arms has long reposed the Friend

For whom this simple Register was penned.

Thanks to the moth that spared it for our eyes;

And Strangers even the slighted Scroll may prize,

Moved by the touch of kindred sympathies.

For – save the calm, repentance sheds o'er strife

Raised by remembrances of misused life,

The light from past endeavours purely willed

And by Heaven's favour happily fulfilled;

Save hope that we, yet bound to Earth, may share

The joys of the Departed – what so fair

As blameless pleasure, not without some tears,

Reviewed through Love's transparent veil of years?

 

Note. – LOUGHRIGG TARN, alluded to in the foregoing Epistle, resembles, though much smaller in compass, the Lake Nemi, or Speculum Dianæ as it is often called, not only in its clear waters and circular form, and the beauty immediately surrounding it, but also as being overlooked by the eminence of Langdale Pikes as Lake Nemi is by that of Monte Calvo. Since this Epistle was written Loughrigg Tarn has lost much of its beauty by the felling of many natural clumps of wood, relics of the old forest, particularly upon the farm called »The Oaks«, from the abundance of that tree which grew there.

It is to be regretted, upon public grounds, that Sir George Beaumont did not carry into effect his intention of constructing here a Summer Retreat in the style I have described; as his taste would have set an example how buildings, with all the accommodations modern society requires, might be introduced even into the most secluded parts of this country without injuring their native character. The design was not abandoned from failure of inclination on his part, but in consequence of local untowardness which need not be particularised.

 

 

II

Gold and Silver Fishes in a Vase

The soaring lark is blest as proud

When at heaven's gate she sings;

The roving bee proclaims aloud

Her flight by vocal wings;

While Ye, in lasting durance pent,

Your silent lives employ

For something more than dull content,

Though haply less than joy.

 

Yet might your glassy prison seem

A place where joy is known,

Where golden flash and silver gleam

Have meanings of their own;

While, high and low, and all about,

Your motions, glittering Elves!

Ye weave – no danger from without,

And peace among yourselves.

 

Type of a sunny human breast

Is your transparent cell;

Where Fear is but a transient guest,

No sullen Humours dwell;

Where, sensitive of every ray

That smites this tiny sea,

Your scaly panoplies repay

The loan with usury.

 

How beautiful! – Yet none knows why

This ever-graceful change,

Renewed – renewed incessantly –

Within your quiet range.

Is it that ye with conscious skill

For mutual pleasure glide;

And sometimes, not without your will,

Are dwarfed, or magnified?

 

Fays, Genii of gigantic size!

And now, in twilight dim,

Clustering like constellated eyes

In wings of Cherubim,

When the fierce orbs abate their glare; –

Whate'er your forms express,

Whate'er ye seem, whate'er ye are –

All leads to gentleness.

 

Cold though your nature be, 'tis pure;

Your birthright is a fence

From all that haughtier kinds endure

Through tyranny of sense.

Ah! not alone by colours bright

Are Ye to heaven allied,

When, like essential Forms of light,

Ye mingle, or divide.

 

For day-dreams soft as e'er beguiled

Day-thoughts while limbs repose;

For moonlight fascinations mild,

Your gift, ere shutters close –

Accept, mute Captives! thanks and praise;

And may this tribute prove

That gentle admirations raise

Delight resembling love.

 

III

Liberty

Sequel to the Preceding

 

»The liberty of a people consists in being governed by laws which they have made for themselves, under whatever form it be of government. The liberty of a private man, in being master of his own time and actions, as far as may consist with the laws of God and of his country. Of this latter we are here to discourse.«

Cowley.

 

Addressed to a friend; the gold and silver fishes having been removed to a pool in the pleasure-ground of Rydal Mount.

 

Those breathing Tokens of your kind regard,

(Suspect not, Anna, that their fate is hard;

Not soon does aught to which mild fancies cling

In lonely spots, become a slighted thing;)

Those silent Inmates now no longer share,

Nor do they need, our hospitable care,

Removed in kindness from their glassy Cell

To the fresh waters of a living Well –

An elfin pool so sheltered that its rest

No winds disturb; the mirror of whose breast

Is smooth as clear, save where with dimples small

A fly may settle, or a blossom fall.

– There swims, of blazing sun and beating shower

Fearless (but how obscured!) the golden Power,

That from his bauble prison used to cast

Gleams by the richest jewel unsurpast;

And near him, darkling like a sullen Gnome,

The silver Tenant of the crystal dome;

Dissevered both from all the mysteries

Of hue and altering shape that charmed all eyes.

Alas! they pined, they languished while they shone;

And, if not so, what matters beauty gone

And admiration lost, by change of place

That brings to the inward creature no disgrace?

But if the change restore his birthright, then,

Whate'er the difference, boundless is the gain.

Who can divine what impulses from God

Reach the caged lark, within a town-abode,

From his poor inch or two of daisied sod?

O yield him back his privilege! – No sea

Swells like the bosom of a man set free;

A wilderness is rich with liberty.

Roll on, ye spouting whales, who die or keep

Your independence in the fathomless Deep!

Spread, tiny nautilus, the living sail;

Dive, at thy choice, or brave the freshening gale!

If unreproved the ambitious eagle mount

Sunward to seek the daylight in its fount,

Bays, gulfs, and ocean's Indian width, shall be,

Till the world perishes, a field for thee!

 

While musing here I sit in shadow cool,

And watch these mute Companions, in the pool,

(Among reflected boughs of leafy trees)

By glimpses caught – disporting at their ease,

Enlivened, braced, by hardy luxuries,

I ask what warrant fixed them (like a spell

Of witchcraft fixed them) in the crystal cell;

To wheel with languid motion round and round,

Beautiful, yet in mournful durance bound.

Their peace, perhaps, our lightest footfall marred;

On their quick sense our sweetest music jarred;

And whither could they dart, if seized with fear?

No sheltering stone, no tangled root was near.

When fire or taper ceased to cheer the room,

They wore away the night in starless gloom;

And, when the sun first dawned upon the streams,

How faint their portion of his vital beams!

Thus, and unable to complain, they fared,

While not one joy of ours by them was shared.

 

Is there a cherished bird (I venture now

To snatch a sprig from Chaucer's reverend brow) –

Is there a brilliant fondling of the cage,

Though sure of plaudits on his costly stage,

Though fed with dainties from the snow-white hand

Of a kind mistress, fairest of the land,

But gladly would escape; and, if need were,

Scatter the colours from the plumes that bear

The emancipated captive through blithe air

Into strange woods, where he at large may live

On best or worst which they and Nature give?

The beetle loves his unpretending track,

The snail the house he carries on his back;

The far-fetched worm with pleasure would disown

The bed we give him, though of softest down;

A noble instinct; in all kinds the same,

All ranks! What Sovereign, worthy of the name,

If doomed to breathe against his lawful will

An element that flatters him – to kill,

But would rejoice to barter outward show

For the least boon that freedom can bestow?

 

But most the Bard is true to inborn right,

Lark of the dawn, and Philomel of night,

Exults in freedom, can with rapture vouch

For the dear blessings of a lowly couch,

A natural meal – days, months, from Nature's hand;

Time, place, and business, all at his command! –

Who bends to happier duties, who more wise

Than the industrious Poet, taught to prize,

Above all grandeur, a pure life uncrossed

By cares in which simplicity is lost?

That life – the flowery path that winds by stealth –

Which Horace needed for his spirit's health;

Sighed for, in heart and genius, overcome

By noise and strife, and questions wearisome,

And the vain splendours of Imperial Rome? –

Let easy mirth his social hours inspire,

And fiction animate his sportive lyre,

Attuned to verse that, crowning light Distress

With garlands, cheats her into happiness;

Give me the humblest note of those sad strains

Drawn forth by pressure of his gilded chains,

As a chance-sunbeam from his memory fell

Upon the Sabine farm he loved so well;

Or when the prattle of Blandusia's spring

Haunted his ear – he only listening –

He proud to please, above all rivals, fit

To win the palm of gaiety and wit;

He, doubt not, with involuntary dread,

Shrinking from each new favour to be shed,

By the world's Ruler, on his honoured head!

 

In a deep vision's intellectual scene,

Such earnest longings and regrets as keen

Depressed the melancholy Cowley, laid

Under a fancied yew-tree's luckless shade;

A doleful bower for penitential song,

Where Man and Muse complained of mutual wrong;

While Cam's ideal current glided by,

And antique towers nodded their foreheads high,

Citadels dear to studious privacy.

But Fortune, who had long been used to sport

With this tried Servant of a thankless Court,

Relenting met his wishes; and to you

The remnant of his days at least was true;

You, whom, though long deserted, he loved best;

You, Muses, books, fields, liberty, and rest!

 

Far happier they who, fixing hope and aim

On the humanities of peaceful fame,

Enter betimes with more than martial fire

The generous course, aspire, and still aspire;

Upheld by warnings heeded not too late

Stifle the contradictions of their fate,

And to one purpose cleave, their Being's godlike mate!

 

Thus, gifted Friend, but with the placid brow

That woman ne'er should forfeit, keep thy vow;

With modest scorn reject whate'er would blind

The ethereal eyesight, cramp the wingèd mind!

Then, with a blessing granted from above

To every act, word, thought, and look of love,

Life's book for Thee may lie unclosed, till age

Shall with a thankful tear bedrop its latest page.1

 

1 There is now, alas! no possibility of the anticipation, with which the above Epistle concludes, being realised: nor were the verses ever seen by the Individual for whom they were intended. She accompanied her husband, the Rev. Wm. Fletcher, to India, and died of cholera, at the age of thirty-two or thirty-three years, on her way from Shalapore to Bombay, deeply lamented by all who knew her.

Her enthusiasm was ardent, her piety steadfast; and her great talents would have enabled her to be eminently useful in the difficult path of life to which she had been called. The opinion she entertained of her own performances, given to the world under her maiden name, Jewsbury, was modest and humble, and, indeed, far below their merits, as is often the case with those who are making trial of their powers, with a hope to discover what they are best fitted for. In one quality, viz. quickness in the motions of her mind, she had, within the range of the Author's acquaintance, no equal.

 

IV

Poor Robin1

Now when the primrose makes a splendid show,

And lilies face the March-winds in full blow,

And humbler growths as moved with one desire

Put on, to welcome spring, their best attire,

Poor Robin is yet flowerless; but how gay

With his red stalks upon this sunny day!

And, as his tufts of leaves he spreads, content

With a hard bed and scanty nourishment,

Mixed with the green, some shine not lacking power

To rival summer's brightest scarlet flower;

And flowers they well might seem to passers-by

If looked at only with a careless eye;

Flowers – or a richer produce (did it suit

The season) sprinklings of ripe strawberry fruit.

 

But while a thousand pleasures come unsought,

Why fix upon his wealth or want a thought?

Is the string touched in prelude to a lay

Of pretty fancies that would round him play

When all the world acknowledged elfin sway?

Or does it suit our humour to commend

Poor Robin as a sure and crafty friend,

Whose practice teaches, spite of names to show

Bright colours whether they deceive or no? –

Nay, we would simply praise the free good-will

With which, though slighted, he, on naked hill

Or in warm valley, seeks his part to fill;

Cheerful alike if bare of flowers as now,

Or when his tiny gems shall deck his brow:

Yet more, we wish that men by men despised,

And such as lift their foreheads overprized,

Should sometimes think, where'er they chance to spy

This child of Nature's own humility,

What recompense is kept in store or left

For all that seem neglected or bereft;

With what nice care equivalents are given,

How just, how bountiful, the hand of Heaven.

 

1 The small wild Geranium known by that name.

 

V



The Gleaner

 

Suggested by a Picture

That happy gleam of vernal eyes,

Those locks from summer's golden skies,

That o'er thy brow are shed;

That cheek – a kindling of the morn,

That lip – a rose-bud from the thorn,

I saw; and Fancy sped

To scenes Arcadian, whispering, through soft air,

Of bliss that grows without a care,

And happiness that never flies –

(How can it where love never dies?)

 

Whispering of promise, where no blight

Can reach the innocent delight;

Where pity, to the mind conveyed

In pleasure, is the darkest shade

That Time, unwrinkled grandsire, flings

From his smoothly gliding wings.

 

What mortal form, what earthly face

Inspired the pencil, lines to trace,

And mingle colours, that should breed

Such rapture, nor want power to feed;

For had thy charge been idle flowers,

Fair Damsel! o'er my captive mind,

To truth and sober reason blind,

'Mid that soft air, those long-lost bowers,

The sweet illusion might have hung, for hours.

 

Thanks to this tell-tale sheaf of corn,

That touchingly bespeaks thee born

Life's daily tasks with them to share

Who, whether from their lowly bed

They rise, or rest the weary head,

Ponder the blessing they entreat

From Heaven, and feel what they repeat,

While they give utterance to the prayer

That asks for daily bread.

 

VI

To a Redbreast

(In Sickness)

 

Stay, little cheerful Robin! stay,

And at my casement sing,

Though it should prove a farewell lay

And this our parting spring.

 

Though I, alas! may ne'er enjoy

The promise in thy song;

A charm, that thought can not destroy,

Doth to thy strain belong.

 

Methinks that in my dying hour

Thy song would still be dear,

And with a more than earthly power

My passing Spirit cheer.

 

Then, little Bird, this boon confer,

Come, and my requiem sing,

Nor fail to be the harbinger

Of everlasting Spring.

S. H.

 

 

VII

I know an aged Man constrained to dwell

I know an aged Man constrained to dwell

In a large house of public charity,

Where he abides, as in a Prisoner's cell,

With numbers near, alas! no company.

 

When he could creep about, at will, though poor

And forced to live on alms, this old Man fed

A Redbreast, one that to his cottage door

Came not, but in a lane partook his bread.

 

There, at the root of one particular tree,

An easy seat this worn-out Labourer found

While Robin pecked the crumbs upon his knee

Laid one by one, or scattered on the ground.

 

Dear intercourse was theirs, day after day;

What signs of mutual gladness when they met!

Think of their common peace, their simple play,

The parting moment and its fond regret.

 

Months passed in love that failed not to fulfil,

In spite of season's change, its own demand,

By fluttering pinions here and busy bill;

There by caresses from a tremulous hand.

 

Thus in the chosen spot a tie so strong

Was formed between the solitary pair,

That when his fate had housed him 'mid a throng

The Captive shunned all converse proffered there.

 

Wife, children, kindred, they were dead and gone;

But, if no evil hap his wishes crossed,

One living Stay was left, and in that one

Some recompense for all that he had lost.

 

O that the good old Man had power to prove,

By message sent through air or visible token,

That still he loves the Bird, and still must love;

That friendship lasts though fellowship is broken!

 

VIII

Sonnet

To an Octogenarian

 

Affections lose their object; Time brings forth

No successors; and, lodged in memory,

If love exist no longer, it must die, –

Wanting accustomed food, must pass from earth,

Or never hope to reach a second birth.

This sad belief, the happiest that is left

To thousands, share not Thou; howe'er bereft,

Scorned, or neglected, fear not such a dearth.

Though poor and destitute of friends thou art,

Perhaps the sole survivor of thy race,

One to whom Heaven assigns that mournful part

The utmost solitude of age to face,

Still shall be left some corner of the heart

Where Love for living Thing can find a place.

 

IX

Floating Island

These lines are by the Author of the Address to the Wind, etc., published heretofore along with my poems. Those to a Redbreast are by a deceased female Relative.

 

Harmonious Powers with Nature work

On sky, earth, river, lake and sea;

Sunshine and cloud, whirlwind and breeze,

All in one duteous task agree.

 

Once did I see a slip of earth

(By throbbing waves long undermined)

Loosed from its hold; how, no one knew,

But all might see it float, obedient to the wind;

 

Might see it, from the mossy shore

Dissevered, float upon the Lake,

Float with its crest of trees adorned

On which the warbling birds their pastime take.

 

Food, shelter, safety, there they find;

There berries ripen, flowerets bloom;

There insects live their lives, and die;

A peopled world it is; in size a tiny room.

 

And thus through many seasons' space

This little Island may survive;

But Nature, though we mark her not,

Will take away, may cease to give.

 

Perchance when you are wandering forth

Upon some vacant sunny day,

Without an object, hope, or fear,

Thither your eyes may turn – the Isle is passed away;

 

Buried beneath the glittering Lake,

Its place no longer to be found;

Yet the lost fragments shall remain

To fertilise some other ground.

D. W.

 

 

X

How beautiful the Queen of Night

How beautiful the Queen of Night, on high

Her way pursuing among scattered clouds,

Where, ever and anon, her head she shrouds

Hidden from view in dense obscurity.

But look, and to the watchful eye

A brightening edge will indicate that soon

We shall behold the struggling Moon

Break forth, – again to walk the clear blue sky.

 

XI

Once I could hail

 »Late, late yestreen I saw the new moone

 Wi' the auld moone in hir arme.«

Ballad of Sir Patrick Spence, Percy's Reliques.

 

Once I could hail (howe'er serene the sky)

The Moon re-entering her monthly round,

No faculty yet given me to espy

The dusky Shape within her arms imbound,

That thin memento of effulgence lost

Which some have named her Predecessor's ghost.

 

Young, like the Crescent that above me shone,

Nought I perceived within it dull or dim;

All that appeared was suitable to One

Whose fancy had a thousand fields to skim;

To expectations spreading with wild growth,

And hope that kept me with her plighted troth.

 

I saw (ambition quickening at the view)

A silver boat launched on a boundless flood;

A pearly crest, like Dian's when it threw

Its brightest splendour round a leafy wood;

But not a hint from under-ground, no sign

Fit for the glimmering brow of Proserpine.

 

Or was it Dian's self that seemed to move

Before me? – nothing blemished the fair sight;

On her I looked whom jocund Fairies love,

Cynthia, who puts the little stars to flight,

And by that thinning magnifies the great,

For exaltation of her sovereign state.

 

And when I learned to mark the spectral Shape

As each new Moon obeyed the call of Time,

If gloom fell on me, swift was my escape;

Such happy privilege hath life's gay Prime,

To see or not to see, as best may please

A buoyant Spirit, and a heart at ease.

 

Now, dazzling Stranger! when thou meet'st my glance,

Thy dark Associate ever I discern;

Emblem of thoughts too eager to advance

While I salute my joys, thoughts sad or stern;

Shades of past bliss, or phantoms that, to gain

Their fill of promised lustre, wait in vain.

 

So changes mortal Life with fleeting years;

A mournful change, should Reason fail to bring

The timely insight that can temper fears,

And from vicissitude remove its sting;

While Faith aspires to seats in that domain

Where joys are perfect – neither wax nor wane.

 

XII

To the Lady Fleming

On Seeing the Foundation Preparing for the Erection of Rydal Chapel, Westmoreland

 

I

 

Blest is this Isle – our native Land;

Where battlement and moated gate

Are objects only for the hand

Of hoary Time to decorate;

Where shady hamlet, town that breathes

Its busy smoke in social wreaths,

No rampart's stern defence require,

Nought but the heaven-directed spire,

And steeple tower (with pealing bells

Far-heard) – our only citadels.

 

II

 

O Lady! from a noble line

Of chieftains sprung, who stoutly bore

The spear, yet gave to works divine

A bounteous help in days of yore,

(As records mouldering in the Dell

Of Nightshade1 haply yet may tell;)

Thee kindred aspirations moved

To build, within a vale beloved,

For Him upon whose high behests

All peace depends, all safety rests.

 

III

 

How fondly will the woods embrace

This daughter of thy pious care,

Lifting her front with modest grace

To make a fair recess more fair;

And to exalt the passing hour;

Or soothe it with a healing power

Drawn from the Sacrifice fulfilled,

Before this rugged soil was tilled,

Or human habitation rose

To interrupt the deep repose!

 

IV

 

Well may the villagers rejoice!

Nor heat, nor cold, nor weary ways,

Will be a hindrance to the voice

That would unite in prayer and praise;

More duly shall wild wandering Youth

Receive the curb of sacred truth,

Shall tottering Age, bent earthward, hear

The Promise, with uplifted ear;

And all shall welcome the new ray

Imparted to their sabbath-day.

 

V

 

Nor deem the Poet's hope misplaced,

His fancy cheated – that can see

A shade upon the future cast,

Of time's pathetic sanctity;

Can hear the monitory clock

Sound o'er the lake with gentle shock

At evening, when the ground beneath

Is ruffled o'er with cells of death;

Where happy generations lie,

Here tutored for eternity.

 

VI

 

Lives there a man whose sole delights

Are trivial pomp and city noise,

Hardening a heart that loathes or slights

What every natural heart enjoys?

Who never caught a noon-tide dream

From murmur of a running stream;

Could strip, for aught the prospect yields

To him, their verdure from the fields;

And take the radiance from the clouds

In which the sun his setting shrouds.

 

VII

 

A soul so pitiably forlorn,

If such do on this earth abide,

May season apathy with scorn,

May turn indifference to pride;

And still be not unblest – compared

With him who grovels, self-debarred

From all that lies within the scope

Of holy faith and christian hope;

Or, shipwreck'd, kindles on the coast

False fires, that others may be lost.

 

VIII

 

Alas! that such perverted zeal

Should spread on Britain's favoured ground!

That public order, private weal,

Should e'er have felt or feared a wound

From champions of the desperate law

Which from their own blind hearts they draw;

Who tempt their reason to deny

God, whom their passions dare defy,

And boast that they alone are free

Who reach this dire extremity!

 

IX

 

But turn we from these ›bold bad‹ men;

The way, mild Lady! that hath led

Down to their ›dark opprobrious den,‹

Is all too rough for Thee to tread.

Softly as morning vapours glide

Down Rydal-cove from Fairfield's side,

Should move the tenor of his song

Who means to charity no wrong;

Whose offering gladly would accord

With this day's work, in thought and word.

 

X

 

Heaven prosper it! may peace, and love,

And hope, and consolation, fall,

Through its meek influence, from above,

And penetrate the hearts of all;

All who, around the hallowed Fane,

Shall sojourn in this fair domain;

Grateful to Thee, while service pure,

And ancient ordinance, shall endure,

For opportunity bestowed

To kneel together, and adore their God!

 

1 Bekangs Ghyll – or the dell of the Nightshade – in which stands St. Mary's Abbey in Low Furness.

 

XIII

On the Same Occasion

Oh! gather whencesoe'er ye safely may

The help which slackening Piety requires;

Nor deem that he perforce must go astray

Who treads upon the footmarks of his sires.

 

Our churches, invariably perhaps, stand east and west, but why is by few persons exactly known; nor that the degree of deviation from due east often noticeable in the ancient ones was determined, in each particular case, by the point in the horizon at which the sun rose upon the day of the saint to whom the church was dedicated. These observances of our ancestors, and the causes of them, are the subject of the following stanzas.

 

When in the antique age of bow and spear

And feudal rapine clothed with iron mail,

Came ministers of peace, intent to rear

The Mother Church in yon sequestered vale;

 

Then, to her Patron Saint a previous rite

Resounded with deep swell and solemn close,

Through unremitting vigils of the night,

Till from his couch the wished-for Sun uprose.

 

He rose, and straight – as by divine command,

They, who had waited for that sign to trace

Their work's foundation, gave with careful hand

To the high altar its determined place;

 

Mindful of Him who in the Orient born

There lived, and on the cross his life resigned,

And who, from out the regions of the morn,

Issuing in pomp, shall come to judge mankind.

 

So taught their creed; – nor failed the eastern sky,

'Mid these more awful feelings, to infuse

The sweet and natural hopes that shall not die,

Long as the sun his gladsome course renews.

 

For us hath such prelusive vigil ceased;

Yet still we plant, like men of elder days,

Our christian altar faithful to the east,

Whence the tall window drinks the morning rays;

 

That obvious emblem giving to the eye

Of meek devotion, which erewhile it gave,

That symbol of the day-spring from on high,

Triumphant o'er the darkness of the grave.

 

XIV

The Horn of Egremont Castle

Ere the Brothers through the gateway

Issued forth with old and young,

To the Horn Sir Eustace pointed

Which for ages there had hung.

Horn it was which none could sound,

No one upon living ground,

Save He who came as rightful Heir

To Egremont's Domains and Castle fair.

 

Heirs from times of earliest record

Had the House of Lucie born,

Who of right had held the Lordship

Claimed by proof upon the Horn:

Each at the appointed hour

Tried the Horn, – it owned his power;

He was acknowledged; and the blast,

Which good Sir Eustace sounded, was the last.

 

With his lance Sir Eustace pointed,

And to Hubert thus said he,

»What I speak this Horn shall witness

For thy better memory.

Hear, then, and neglect me not!

At this time, and on this spot,

The words are uttered from my heart,

As my last earnest prayer ere we depart.

 

On good service we are going

Life to risk by sea and land,

In which course if Christ our Saviour

Do my sinful soul demand,

Hither come thou back straightway,

Hubert, if alive that day;

Return, and sound the Horn, that we

May have a living House still left in thee!«

 

»Fear not,« quickly answered Hubert;

»As I am thy Father's son,

What thou askest, noble Brother,

With God's favour shall be done.«

So were both right well content:

Forth they from the Castle went,

And at the head of their Array

To Palestine the Brothers took their way.

 

Side by side they fought (the Lucies

Were a line for valour famed)

And where'er their strokes alighted,

There the Saracens were tamed.

Whence, then, could it come – the thought –

By what evil spirit brought?

Oh! can a brave Man wish to take

His Brother's life, for Lands' and Castle's sake?

 

»Sir!« the Ruffians said to Hubert,

»Deep he lies in Jordan flood.«

Stricken by this ill assurance,

Pale and trembling Hubert stood.

»Take your earnings.« – Oh! that I

Could have seen my Brother die!

It was a pang that vexed him then;

And oft returned, again, and yet again.

 

Months passed on, and no Sir Eustace!

Nor of him were tidings heard;

Wherefore, bold as day, the Murderer

Back again to England steered.

To his Castle Hubert sped;

Nothing has he now to dread.

But silent and by stealth he came,

And at an hour which nobody could name.

 

None could tell if it were night-time,

Night or day, at even or morn;

No one's eye had seen him enter,

No one's ear had heard the Horn.

But bold Hubert lives in glee:

Months and years went smilingly;

With plenty was his table spread;

And bright the Lady is who shares his bed.

 

Likewise he had sons and daughters;

And, as good men do, he sate

At his board by these surrounded,

Flourishing in fair estate.

And while thus in open day

Once he sate, as old books say,

A blast was uttered from the Horn,

Where by the Castle-gate it hung forlorn.

 

'Tis the breath of good Sir Eustace!

He is come to claim his right:

Ancient castle, woods, and mountains

Hear the challenge with delight.

Hubert! though the blast be blown

He is helpless and alone:

Thou hast a dungeon, speak the word!

And there he may be lodged, and thou be Lord.

 

Speak! – astounded Hubert cannot;

And, if power to speak he had,

All are daunted, all the household

Smitten to the heart, and sad.

'Tis Sir Eustace; if it be

Living man, it must be he!

Thus Hubert thought in his dismay,

And by a postern-gate he slunk away.

 

Long, and long was he unheard of:

To his Brother then he came,

Made confession, asked forgiveness,

Asked it by a brother's name,

And by all the saints in heaven;

And of Eustace was forgiven:

Then in a convent went to hide

His melancholy head, and there he died.

 

But Sir Eustace, whom good angels

Had preserved from murderers' hands,

And from Pagan chains had rescued,

Lived with honour on his lands.

Sons he had, saw sons of theirs:

And through ages, heirs of heirs,

A long posterity renowned,

Sounded the Horn which they alone could sound.

 

XV

Goody Blake and Harry Gill

A True Story

 

Oh! what's the matter? what's the matter?

What is 't that ails young Harry Gill?

That evermore his teeth they chatter,

Chatter, chatter, chatter still!

Of waistcoats Harry has no lack,

Good duffle grey, and flannel fine;

He has a blanket on his back,

And coats enough to smother nine.

 

In March, December, and in July,

'Tis all the same with Harry Gill;

The neighbours tell, and tell you truly,

His teeth they chatter, chatter still.

At night, at morning, and at noon,

'Tis all the same with Harry Gill;

Beneath the sun, beneath the moon,

His teeth they chatter, chatter still!

 

Young Harry was a lusty drover,

And who so stout of limb as he?

His cheeks were red as ruddy clover;

His voice was like the voice of three.

Old Goody Blake was old and poor;

I'll fed she was, and thinly clad;

And any man who passed her door

Might see how poor a hut she had.

 

All day she spun in her poor dwelling:

And then her three hours' work at night,

Alas! 'twas hardly worth the telling,

It would not pay for candle-light.

Remote from sheltered village-green,

On a hill's northern side she dwelt,

Where from sea-blasts the hawthorns lean,

And hoary dews are slow to melt.

 

By the same fire to boil their pottage,

Two poor old Dames, as I have known,

Will often live in one small cottage;

But she, poor Woman! housed alone.

'Twas well enough, when summer came,

The long, warm, lightsome summer-day,

Then at her door the canty Dame

Would sit, as any linnet, gay.

 

But when the ice our streams did fetter,

Oh then how her old bones would shake!

You would have said, if you had met her,

'Twas a hard time for Goody Blake.

Her evenings then were dull and dead:

Sad case it was, as you may think,

For very cold to go to bed;

And then for cold not sleep a wink.

 

O joy for her! whene'er in winter

The winds at night had made a rout;

And scattered many a lusty splinter

And many a rotten bough about.

Yet never had she, well or sick,

As every man who knew her says,

A pile beforehand, turf or stick,

Enough to warm her for three days.

 

Now, when the frost was past enduring,

And made her poor old bones to ache,

Could any thing be more alluring

Than an old hedge to Goody Blake?

And, now and then, it must be said,

When her old bones were cold and chill,

She left her fire, or left her bed,

To seek the hedge of Harry Gill.

 

Now Harry he had long suspected

This trespass of old Goody Blake;

And vowed that she should be detected –

That he on her would vengeance take.

And oft from his warm fire he'd go,

And to the fields his road would take;

And there, at night, in frost and snow,

He watched to seize old Goody Blake.

 

And once, behind a rick of barley,

Thus looking out did Harry stand:

The moon was full and shining clearly,

And crisp with frost the stubble land.

– He hears a noise – he's all awake –

Again? – on tip-toe down the hill

He softly creeps – 'tis Goody Blake;

She's at the hedge of Harry Gill!

 

Right glad was he when he beheld her:

Stick after stick did Goody pull:

He stood behind a bush of elder,

Till she had filled her apron full.

When with her load she turned about,

The by-way back again to take;

He started forward, with a shout,

And sprang upon poor Goody Blake.

 

And fiercely by the arm he took her,

And by the arm he held her fast,

And fiercely by the arm he shook her,

And cried, »I've caught you then at last!«

Then Goody, who had nothing said,

Her bundle from her lap let fall;

And, kneeling on the sticks, she prayed

To God that is the judge of all.

 

She prayed, her withered hand uprearing,

While Harry held her by the arm –

»God! who art never out of hearing,

O may he never more be warm!«

The cold, cold moon above her head,

Thus on her knees did Goody pray;

Young Harry heard what she had said:

And icy cold he turned away.

 

He went complaining all the morrow

That he was cold and very chill:

His face was gloom, his heart was sorrow,

Alas! that day for Harry Gill!

That day he wore a riding-coat,

But not a whit the warmer he:

Another was on Thursday brought,

And ere the Sabbath he had three.

 

'Twas all in vain, a useless matter,

And blankets were about him pinned;

Yet still his jaws and teeth they clatter,

Like a loose casement in the wind.

And Harry's flesh it fell away;

And all who see him say, 'tis plain,

That, live as long as live he may,

He never will be warm again.

 

No word to any man he utters,

A-bed or up, to young or old;

But ever to himself he mutters,

»Poor Harry Gill is very cold.«

A-bed or up, by night or day;

His teeth they chatter, chatter still.

Now think, ye farmers all, I pray,

Of Goody Blake and Harry Gill!

 

XVI

Prelude

Prefixed to the Volume Entitled

»Poems Chiefly of Early and Late Years«

 

In desultory walk through orchard grounds,

Or some deep chestnut grove, oft have I paused

The while a Thrush, urged rather than restrained

By gusts of vernal storm, attuned his song

To his own genial instincts; and was heard

(Though not without some plaintive tones between)

To utter, above showers of blossom swept

From tossing boughs, the promise of a calm,

Which the unsheltered traveller might receive

With thankful spirit. The descant, and the wind

That seemed to play with it in love or scorn,

Encouraged and endeared the strain of words

That haply flowed from me, by fits of silence

Impelled to livelier pace. But now, my Book!

Charged with those lays, and others of like mood,

Or loftier pitch if higher rose the theme,

Go, single – yet aspiring to be joined

With thy Forerunners that through many a year

Have faithfully prepared each other's way –

Go forth upon a mission best fulfilled

When and wherever, in this changeful world,

Power hath been given to please for higher ends

Than pleasure only; gladdening to prepare

For wholesome sadness, troubling to refine,

Calming to raise; and, by a sapient Art

Diffused through all the mysteries of our Being,

Softening the toils and pains that have not ceased

To cast their shadows on our mother Earth

Since the primeval doom. Such is the grace

Which, though unsued for, fails not to descend

With heavenly inspiration; such the aim

That Reason dictates; and, as even the wish

Has virtue in it, why should hope to me

Be wanting that sometimes, where fancied ills

Harass the mind and strip from off the bowers

Of private life their natural pleasantness,

A Voice – devoted to the love whose seeds

Are sown in every human breast, to beauty

Lodged within compass of the humblest sight,

To cheerful intercourse with wood and field,

And sympathy with man's substantial griefs –

Will not be heard in vain? And in those days

When unforeseen distress spreads far and wide

Among a People mournfully cast down,

Or into anger roused by venal words

In recklessness flung out to overturn

The judgment, and divert the general heart

From mutual good – some strain of thine, my Book!

Caught at propitious intervals, may win

Listeners who not unwillingly admit

Kindly emotion tending to console

And reconcile; and both with young and old

Exalt the sense of thoughtful gratitude

For benefits that still survive, by faith

In progress, under laws divine, maintained.

 

RYDAL MOUNT, March 26, 1842.

 

XVII

To a Child

Written in Her Album

 

Small service is true service while it lasts:

Of humblest Friends, bright Creature! scorn not one:

The Daisy, by the shadow that it casts,

Protects the lingering dew-drop from the Sun.

 

XVIII

Lines

Written in the Album of the Countess of Lonsdale

 

Lady! a Pen (perhaps with thy regard,

Among the Favoured, favoured not the least)

Left, 'mid the Records of this Book inscribed,

Deliberate traces, registers of thought

And feeling, suited to the place and time

That gave them birth: – months passed, and still this hand,

That had not been too timid to imprint

Words which the virtues of thy Lord inspired,

Was yet not bold enough to write of Thee.

And why that scrupulous reserve? In sooth

The blameless cause lay in the Theme itself.

Flowers are there many that delight to strive

With the sharp wind, and seem to court the shower,

Yet are by nature careless of the sun

Whether he shine on them or not; and some,

Where'er he moves along the unclouded sky,

Turn a broad front full on his flattering beams:

Others do rather from their notice shrink,

Loving the dewy shade, – a humble band,

Modest and sweet, a progeny of earth,

Congenial with thy mind and character,

High-born Augusta! 

 

Witness, Towers and Groves!

And Thou, wild Stream, that giv'st the honoured name

Of Lowther to this ancient Line, bear witness

From thy most secret haunts; and ye Parterres,

Which She is pleased and proud to call her own,

Witness how oft upon my noble Friend

Mute offerings, tribute from an inward sense

Of admiration and respectful love,

Have waited – till the affections could no more

Endure that silence, and broke out in song,

Snatches of music taken up and dropt

Like those self-solacing, those under, notes

Trilled by the redbreast, when autumnal leaves

Are thin upon the bough. Mine, only mine,

The pleasure was, and no one heard the praise,

Checked, in the moment of its issue, checked

And reprehended, by a fancied blush

From the pure qualities that called it forth.

Thus Virtue lives debarred from Virtue's meed;

Thus, Lady, is retiredness a veil

That, while it only spreads a softening charm

O'er features looked at by discerning eyes,

Hides half their beauty from the common gaze;

And thus, even on the exposed and breezy hill

Of lofty station, female goodness walks,

When side by side with lunar gentleness,

As in a cloister. Yet the grateful Poor

(Such the immunities of low estate,

Plain Nature's enviable privilege,

Her sacred recompence for many wants)

Open their hearts before Thee, pouring out

All that they think and feel, with tears of joy;

And benedictions not unheard in heaven:

And friend in the ear of friend, where speech is free

To follow truth, is eloquent as they.

 

Then let the Book receive in these prompt lines

A just memorial; and thine eyes consent

To read that they, who mark thy course, behold

A life declining with the golden light

Of summer, in the season of sere leaves;

See cheerfulness undamped by stealing Time;

See studied kindness flow with easy stream,

Illustrated with inborn courtesy;

And an habitual disregard of self

Balanced by vigilance for others' weal.

 

And shall the Verse not tell of lighter gifts

With these ennobling attributes conjoined

And blended, in peculiar harmony,

By Youth's surviving spirit? What agile grace!

A nymph-like liberty, in nymph-like form,

Beheld with wonder; whether floor or path

Thou tread; or sweep – borne on the managed steed –

Fleet as the shadows, over down or field,

Driven by strong winds at play among the clouds.

Yet one word more – one farewell word – a wish

Which came, but it has passed into a prayer –

That, as thy sun in brightness is declining,

So – at an hour yet distant for their sakes

Whose tender love, here faltering on the way

Of a diviner love, will be forgiven –

So may it set in peace, to rise again

For everlasting glory won by faith.

 

XIX

Grace Darling

Among the dwellers in the silent fields

The natural heart is touched, and public way

And crowded street resound with ballad strains,

Inspired by ONE whose very name bespeaks

Favour divine, exalting human love;

Whom, since her birth on bleak Northumbria's coast,

Known unto few but prized as far as known,

A single Act endears to high and low

Through the whole land – to Manhood, moved in spite

Of the world's freezing cares – to generous Youth –

To Infancy, that lisps her praise – to Age

Whose eye reflects it, glistening through a tear

Of tremulous admiration. Such true fame

Awaits her now; but, verily, good deeds

Do no imperishable record find

Save in the rolls of heaven, where hers may live

A theme for angels, when they celebrate

The high-souled virtues which forgetful earth

Has witness'd. Oh! that winds and waves could speak

Of things which their united power called forth

From the pure depths of her humanity!

A Maiden gentle, yet, at duty's call,

Firm and unflinching, as the Lighthouse reared

On the Island-rock, her lonely dwelling-place;

Or like the invincible Rock itself that braves,

Age after age, the hostile elements,

As when it guarded holy Cuthbert's cell.

 

All night the storm had raged, nor ceased, nor paused,

When, as day broke, the Maid, through misty air,

Espies far off a Wreck, amid the surf,

Beating on one of those disastrous isles –

Half of a Vessel, half – no more; the rest

Had vanished, swallowed up with all that there

Had for the common safety striven in vain,

Or thither thronged for refuge. With quick glance

Daughter and Sire through optic-glass discern,

Clinging about the remnant of this Ship,

Creatures – how precious in the Maiden's sight!

For whom, belike, the old Man grieves still more

Than for their fellow-sufferers engulfed

Where every parting agony is hushed,

And hope and fear mix not in further strife.

»But courage, Father! let us out to sea –

A few may yet be saved.« The Daughter's words,

Her earnest tone, and look beaming with faith,

Dispel the Father's doubts: nor do they lack

The noble-minded Mother's helping hand

To launch the boat; and with her blessing cheered,

And inwardly sustained by silent prayer,

Together they put forth, Father and Child!

Each grasps an oar, and struggling on they go –

Rivals in effort; and, alike intent

Here to elude and there surmount, they watch

The billows lengthening, mutually crossed

And shattered, and re-gathering their might;

As if the tumult, by the Almighty's will

Were, in the conscious sea, roused and prolonged

That woman's fortitude – so tried, so proved –

May brighten more and more! 

 

True to the mark,

They stem the current of that perilous gorge,

Their arms still strengthening with the strengthening heart,

Though danger, as the Wreck is near'd, becomes

More imminent. Not unseen do they approach;

And rapture, with varieties of fear

Incessantly conflicting, thrills the frames

Of those who, in that dauntless energy,

Foretaste deliverance; but the least perturbed

Can scarcely trust his eyes, when he perceives

That of the pair – tossed on the waves to bring

Hope to the hopeless, to the dying, life –

One is a Woman, a poor earthly sister,

Or, be the Visitant other than she seems,

A guardian Spirit sent from pitying Heaven,

In woman's shape. But why prolong the tale,

Casting weak words amid a host of thoughts

Armed to repel them? Every hazard faced

And difficulty mastered, with resolve

That no one breathing should be left to perish,

This last remainder of the crew are all

Placed in the little boat, then o'er the deep

Are safely borne, landed upon the beach,

And, in fulfilment of God's mercy, lodged

Within the sheltering Lighthouse. – Shout, ye Waves!

Send forth a song of triumph. Waves and Winds,

Exult in this deliverance wrought through faith

In Him whose Providence your rage hath served!

Ye screaming Sea-mews, in the concert join!

And would that some immortal Voice – a Voice

Fitly attuned to all that gratitude

Breathes out from floor or couch, through pallid lips

Of the survivors – to the clouds might bear –

Blended with praise of that parental love,

Beneath whose watchful eye the Maiden grew

Pious and pure, modest and yet so brave,

Though young so wise, though meek so resolute –

Might carry to the clouds and to the stars,

Yea, to celestial Choirs, GRACE DARLING'S name!

 

XX

The Russian Fugitive

Part I

Enough of rose-bud lips, and eyes

Like harebells bathed in dew,

Of cheek that with carnation vies,

And veins of violet hue;

Earth wants not beauty that may scorn

A likening to frail flowers;

Yea, to the stars, if they were born

For seasons and for hours.

 

Through Moscow's gates, with gold unbarred,

Stepped One at dead of night,

Whom such high beauty could not guard

From meditated blight;

By stealth she passed, and fled as fast

As doth the hunted fawn,

Nor stopped, till in the dappling east

Appeared unwelcome dawn.

 

Seven days she lurked in brake and field,

Seven nights her course renewed,

Sustained by what her scrip might yield,

Or berries of the wood;

At length, in darkness travelling on,

When lowly doors were shut,

The haven of her hope she won,

Her Foster-mother's hut.

 

»To put your love to dangerous proof

I come,« said she, »from far;

For I have left my Father's roof,

In terror of the Czar.«

No answer did the Matron give,

No second look she cast,

But hung upon the Fugitive,

Embracing and embraced.

 

She led the Lady to a seat

Beside the glimmering fire,

Bathed duteously her wayworn feet,

Prevented each desire: –

The cricket chirped, the house-dog dozed,

And on that simple bed,

Where she in childhood had reposed,

Now rests her weary head.

 

When she, whose couch had been the sod,

Whose curtain pine or thorn,

Had breathed a sigh of thanks to God,

Who comforts the forlorn;

While over her the Matron bent

Sleep sealed her eyes, and stole

Feeling from limbs with travel spent,

And trouble from the soul.

 

Refreshed, the Wanderer rose at morn,

And soon again was dight

In those unworthy vestments worn

Through long and perilous flight;

And »O beloved Nurse,« she said,

»My thanks with silent tears

Have unto Heaven and You been paid:

Now listen to my fears!

 

Have you forgot« – and here she smiled –

»The babbling flatteries

You lavished on me when a child

Disporting round your knees?

I was your lambkin, and your bird,

Your star, your gem, your flower;

Light words, that were more lightly heard

In many a cloudless hour!

 

The blossom you so fondly praised

Is come to bitter fruit;

A mighty One upon me gazed;

I spurned his lawless suit,

And must be hidden from his wrath:

You, Foster-father dear,

Will guide me in my forward path;

I may not tarry here!

 

I cannot bring to utter woe

Your proved fidelity.« –

»Dear child, sweet Mistress, say not so!

For you we both would die.«

»Nay, nay, I come with semblance feigned

And cheek embrowned by art;

Yet, being inwardly unstained,

With courage will depart.«

 

»But whither would you, could you, flee?

A poor Man's counsel take;

The Holy Virgin gives to me

A thought for your dear sake;

Rest, shielded by our Lady's grace,

And soon shall you be led

Forth to a safe abiding-place,

Where never foot doth tread.«

 

Part II

The dwelling of this faithful pair

In a straggling village stood,

For One who breathed unquiet air

A dangerous neighbourhood;

But wide around lay forest ground

With thickets rough and blind;

And pine-trees made a heavy shade

Impervious to the wind.

 

And there, sequestered from the sight,

Was spread a treacherous swamp,

On which the noonday sun shed light

As from a lonely lamp;

And midway in the unsafe morass,

A single Island rose

Of firm dry ground, with healthful grass

Adorned, and shady boughs.

 

The Woodman knew, for such the craft

This Russian vassal plied,

That never fowler's gun, nor shaft

Of archer, there was tried;

A sanctuary seemed the spot

From all intrusion free;

And there he planned an artful Cot

For perfect secrecy.

 

With earnest pains unchecked by dread

Of Power's far-stretching hand,

The bold good Man his labour sped

At Nature's pure command;

Heart-soothed, and busy as a wren,

While, in a hollow nook,

She moulds her sight-eluding den

Above a murmuring brook.

 

His task accomplished to his mind,

The twain ere break of day

Creep forth, and through the forest wind

Their solitary way;

Few words they speak, nor dare to slack

Their pace from mile to mile,

Till they have crossed the quaking marsh,

And reached the lonely Isle.

 

The sun above the pine-trees showed

A bright and cheerful face;

And Ina looked for her abode,

The promised hiding-place;

She sought in vain, the Woodman smiled;

No threshold could be seen,

Nor roof, nor window; – all seemed wild

As it had ever been.

 

Advancing, you might guess an hour,

The front with such nice care

Is masked, ›if house it be or bower,‹

But in they entered are;

As shaggy as were wall and roof

With branches intertwined,

So smooth was all within, air-proof,

And delicately lined:

 

And hearth was there, and maple dish,

And cups in seemly rows,

And couch – all ready to a wish

For nurture or repose;

And Heaven doth to her virtue grant

That there she may abide

In solitude, with every want

By cautious love supplied.

 

No queen before a shouting crowd

Led on in bridal state,

E'er struggled with a heart so proud,

Entering her palace gate;

Rejoiced to bid the world farewell,

No saintly anchoress

E'er took possession of her cell

With deeper thankfulness.

 

»Father of all, upon thy care

And mercy am I thrown;

Be thou my safeguard!« – such her prayer

When she was left alone,

Kneeling amid the wilderness

When joy had passed away,

And smiles, fond efforts of distress

To hide what they betray!

 

The prayer is heard, the Saints have seen,

Diffused through form and face,

Resolves devotedly serene;

That monumental grace

Of Faith, which doth all passions tame

That Reason should control;

And shows in the untrembling frame

A statue of the soul.

 

Part III

'Tis sung in ancient minstrelsy

That Phœbus wont to wear

The leaves of any pleasant tree

Around his golden hair;

Till Daphne, desperate with pursuit

Of his imperious love,

At her own prayer transformed, took root,

A laurel in the grove.

 

Then did the Penitent adorn

His brow with laurel green;

And 'mid his bright locks never shorn

No meaner leaf was seen;

And poets sage, through every age,

About their temples wound

The bay; and conquerors thanked the Gods,

With laurel chaplets crowned.

 

Into the mists of fabling Time

So far runs back the praise

Of Beauty, that disdains to climb

Along forbidden ways;

That scorns temptation; power defies

Where mutual love is not;

And to the tomb for rescue flies

When life would be a blot.

 

To this fair Votaress a fate

More mild doth Heaven ordain

Upon her Island desolate;

And words, not breathed in vain,

Might tell what intercourse she found,

Her silence to endear;

What birds she tamed, what flowers the ground

Sent forth her peace to cheer.

 

To one mute Presence, above all,

Her soothed affections clung,

A picture on the cabin wall

By Russian usage hung –

The Mother-maid, whose countenance bright

With love abridged the day;

And, communed with by taper light,

Chased spectral fears away.

 

And oft, as either Guardian came,

The joy in that retreat

Might any common friendship shame,

So high their hearts would beat;

And to the lone Recluse, whate'er

They brought, each visiting

Was like the crowding of the year

With a new burst of spring.

 

But, when she of her Parents thought,

The pang was hard to bear;

And, if with all things not enwrought,

That trouble still is near.

Before her flight she had not dared

Their constancy to prove,

Too much the heroic Daughter feared

The weakness of their love.

 

Dark is the past to them, and dark

The future still must be,

Till pitying Saints conduct her bark

Into a safer sea –

Or gentle Nature close her eyes,

And set her Spirit free

From the altar of this sacrifice,

In vestal purity.

 

Yet, when above the forest-glooms

The white swans southward passed,

High as the pitch of their swift plumes

Her fancy rode the blast;

And bore her toward the fields of France,

Her Father's native land,

To mingle in the rustic dance,

The happiest of the band!

 

Of those beloved fields she oft

Had heard her Father tell

In phrase that now with echoes soft

Haunted her lonely cell;

She saw the hereditary bowers,

She heard the ancestral stream;

The Kremlin and its haughty towers

Forgotten like a dream!

 

Part IV

The ever-changing Moon had traced

Twelve times her monthly round,

When through the unfrequented Waste

Was heard a startling sound;

A shout thrice sent from one who chased

At speed a wounded deer,

Bounding through branches interlaced,

And where the wood was clear.

 

The fainting creature took the marsh,

And toward the Island fled,

While plovers screamed with tumult harsh

Above his antlered head;

This, Ina saw; and, pale with fear,

Shrunk to her citadel;

The desperate deer rushed on, and near

The tangled covert fell.

 

Across the marsh, the game in view,

The Hunter followed fast,

Nor paused, till o'er the stag he blew

A death-proclaiming blast;

Then, resting on her upright mind,

Came forth the Maid – »In me

Behold,« she said, »a stricken Hind

Pursued by destiny!

 

From your deportment. Sir! I deem

That you have worn a sword,

And will not hold in light esteem

A suffering woman's word;

There is my covert, there perchance

I might have lain concealed,

My fortunes hid, my countenance

Not even to you revealed.

 

Tears might be shed, and I might pray,

Crouching and terrified,

That what has been unveiled to-day,

You would in mystery hide;

But I will not defile with dust

The knee that bends to adore

The God in heaven; – attend, be just;

This ask I, and no more!

 

I speak not of the winter's cold

For summer's heat exchanged,

While I have lodged in this rough hold,

From social life estranged;

Nor yet of trouble and alarms:

High Heaven is my defence;

And every season has soft arms

For injured Innocence.

 

From Moscow to the Wilderness

It was my choice to come,

Lest virtue should be harbourless,

And honour want a home;

And happy were I, if the Czar

Retain his lawless will,

To end life here like this poor deer,

Or a lamb on a green hill.«

 

»Are you the Maid,« the Stranger cried,

»From Gallic parents sprung,

Whose vanishing was rumoured wide,

Sad theme for every tongue;

Who foiled an Emperor's eager quest?

You, Lady, forced to wear

These rude habiliments, and rest

Your head in this dark lair!«

 

But wonder, pity, soon were quelled;

And in her face and mien

The soul's pure brightness he beheld

Without a veil between:

He loved, he hoped, – a holy flame

Kindled 'mid rapturous tears;

The passion of a moment came

As on the wings of years.

 

»Such bounty is no gift of chance,«

Exclaimed he: »righteous Heaven,

Preparing your deliverance,

To me the charge hath given.

The Czar full oft in words and deeds

Is stormy and self-willed;

But, when the Lady Catherine pleads,

His violence is stilled.

 

Leave open to my wish the course,

And I to her will go;

From that humane and heavenly source

Good, only good, can flow.«

Faint sanction given, the Cavalier

Was eager to depart,

Though question followed question, dear

To the Maiden's filial heart.

 

Light was his step, – his hopes, more light,

Kept pace with his desires;

And the fifth morning gave him sight

Of Moscow's glittering spires.

He sued: – heart-smitten by the wrong,

To the lorn Fugitive

The Emperor sent a pledge as strong

As sovereign power could give.

 

O more than mighty change! If e'er

Amazement rose to pain,

And joy's excess produced a fear

Of something void and vain;

'Twas when the Parents, who had mourned

So long the lost as dead,

Beheld their only Child returned

The household floor to tread.

 

Soon gratitude gave way to love

Within the Maiden's breast;

Delivered and Deliverer move

In bridal garments drest;

Meek Catherine had her own reward;

The Czar bestowed a dower;

And universal Moscow shared

The triumph of that hour.

 

Flowers strewed the ground; the nuptial feast

Was held with costly state;

And there, 'mid many a noble guest,

The Foster-parents sate;

Encouraged by the imperial eye,

They shrank not into shade;

Great was their bliss, the honour high

To them and nature paid!
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