The Missing: Siân Hughes (Salt: £12.99)

Frank Freeman’s Dancing School: Cliff Yates (Salt: £8.99)

Two new books by poets I admire, two poets who are old friends of mine, in fact. I see them about once a century. We keep in touch (badly, of course) via email. Cliff will say something about Chelsea, and I will enquire about the form of Aston Villa. Siân will posit on the godlike genius of Steven Gerrard. And I will hymn the talent of Frank Lampard. We talk about work (as you do) and gossip a little (ditto). And every now and again I will say ‘Great Poem!’ or ‘Nice Poem’. And so it goes on. They are part of the fabric of my poetrylife, and, though I rarely see them, I owe each of them a huge debt of gratitude for what they have taught me as we have talked over the years and in their writing about poetry and education in particular.


The Missing is Siân’s first full-length book of poems. It contains the Arvon Poetry Competition winning ‘The Send-Off’, an elegy for a lost child. (If you do not know this poem by now, you should. You can still find Siân reading and discussing it on the BBC Woman’s Hour website). The book is a Poetry Book Society Recommendation and contains poems from Saltpetre, a Smith/Doorstop pamphlet.


I first encountered Siân’s poems sitting around a table with some talented teenage poets, three of whom were Cliff’s kids. We were looking at her poem ‘Bear-Awareness and Self-Defence Classes’ (subtitled ‘Or Fathers and Husbands’). Like many of Siân’s poems it is short and made of words and sentences an eight-year old could read. But while its subject matter is about what happens to some children, it is absolutely not a poem for all children. I will be honest, as I listened to the discussion of Siân’s poem I did wonder if I was missing something. I wondered if the poem was all it was cracked up to be, these plain words arranged over three ordinary quatrains, which suddenly just stop. 

And then it hit me. Like being winded. Like waking up in a sweat. Like the air leaving the room. The point of this poem about domestic violence (as I read it) is the control with which it is executed, through the simple-looking but deadly metaphor of wild bears. Painful subject matter has been rendered truthfully and (apparently) artlessly, with no poetical high flourish and certainly no moralising. The unstated words of comfort implicit in the poem iterate in nothing more than a whisper that by being truthful, by using song to describe our suffering we can overcome what threatens to overcome us.

Siân Hughes does this in poem after poem in The Missing. I nearly wrote ‘pulls off this trick’ in that last sentence. The reason I did not is because I do not think what is going on here is about literary artifice alone. I think it is a genuinely held moral position of the writer that she chooses tact and taste over coshing her reader with Misery. Choosing to make the poems appear slight is, therefore, one of risking being branded inconsequential, when they are anything but. In this way I think the poems share some similarity with the work of Hugo (Williams).

This can illustrated by looking at the poem ‘Results’ in full:

Of course it was always going to be secret, 

an envelope no one would know had arrived

that I’d lock myself in the bathroom to read.

Nothing like coming down late to breakfast

and you saying ‘How you failed history

I’ll never know.’ Or standing in a queue

in the only taverna with a land line,

the owner grinning between black teeth

while I ask you ‘How did it go?’ and wait

for a pause that might mean well, or not.

Out on the terrace the old dog gets up

and drags his chain two steps into the shade.

As I read it this poem is about three sets of results: those being read about in a locked bathroom, those concerning a failed exam, and those being relayed over a bad phone line. By concentrating on the latter, the poem craftily moves our attention away from the main action, which is in the bathroom with the envelope. The clue to these results being the poem’s authentic subject is contained in the words ‘Of course’ and ‘always’, with their sense of prefiguring the inevitable.


What is actually described, though, is a queue, a waiter, a silence, and a dog. I love the owner’s black teeth. He has a two second cameo in Siân’s book and yet I will know him forever. (Siân would make a fine film director, perhaps). I love the placing of the word ‘wait’ at the end not just of a line, but of a stanza, emphasising the ensuing pause, the articulate gap between words we all know but would rather avoid. And most of all I love the dog. I love the comforting-sounding chiming of two doom-laden words: ‘chain’ and ‘shade’. I love the undercutting of this comfort which the words ‘dog’ and ‘drags’ perform, their bare bones d’s and g’s contrasting with the ‘ch’ in ‘chain’ and the ‘sh’ in ‘shade’. We are not told any more about the envelope in the bathroom because we do not need to be. 


Because I know Siân and count her among my friends, what this does to me as I read the poems is re-imagine what it cost to write them (‘Siân Hughes is a lone parent who lives in the middle of nowhere with her two young children’ the blurb says) on a human level and then give thanks that they were at all. More than that, though, I rejoice that when it came to it, Siân’s way of looking at the world is the same thing as her way of organising words which pay utter respect to both experience and the reader at the same time. This is rare indeed.

Frank Freeman’s Dancing School is Cliff’s second book. His first was Henry’s Clock (is there a thing about possessive nouns going on here?). It won the Aldeburgh First Collection Prize and the Smith/Doorstop pamphlet competition. And it was fabulous.


Reading Cliff’s poems is a bit like watching the best kind of slapstick comedy: each gag is inevitable, hilarious and sad all at once. In Cliff’s poems you see the wooden plank on the shoulder of one man as it spins around, misses his friend as he ducks out of the way then catches him in the face on the return circuit. What Cliff also shows us, and this is what give the poems a special kind of resonance, is the following shot where you can catch the same man scrabbling around on the floor, looking for a contact lens, perhaps, or perhaps just scrabbling around on the floor. Like Siân, Cliff does not moralise or attempt to persuade us what this might mean. 
The effect is often unsettling and, well, funny. This can be seen in the poem ‘Fall’, a one-sentence tour de force about an accident-prone man on ‘tablets’ with a ‘dodgy hip’ and an ‘eight inch reflector’ telescope in the back garden, where ‘that time observing Mars’ he

                stepped back off the low stone wall

at three in the morning and lay sprawled

on the rockery and January frost

calling softly for help while the guinea-pigs

trembled in the corner of their hutch

or after the Beer Festival, when he opened

the door pulling into Southampton, stepped off

the train before it stopped, fell and rolled on his back

after insisting that all the commemorative 

glasses go in his rucksack because 

he’s the mature student, he’s the sensible one.

The clue of the ‘tablets’ in the first line of the poem cue us up for the slapstick, but not, perhaps, for the sudden obligation of taking this character seriously and therefore empathetically which come in the words ‘mature’ and ‘sensible’ in the final line. This is not mere artifice, this is Cliff’s way of looking at the world. It is, finally, a deeply humane vision. Some of Cliff’s antecedents in this include Geoff (Hattersley) and Ian (McMillan).


‘Boggle Hole’, a poem about a stay in a youth hostel, begins:


Two new mountain bikes chained to the fence, 


three horses lean over, bite at the tyres,

get the chain between their teeth,

eat most of a saddle and a handlebar grip.

The hostel, as we know by now, turns out to be a nightmare (‘someone/ has written ‘welcome to BOGGLE HELL’/on the bottom of the bunk above this one/in red felt tip and shaky writing’). The poem ends on a different note altogether, with a description of a boat being towed out to sea:

Freedom is oil-grey, just below the horizon

when a dog tears along sideways, its tongue out, 

tasting the salt on the wind, and, in the first

drops of rain, a boy draws a donkey in the sand.

The poem has moved from sounding like a slightly jokey travel guide to something much more poignant. I have never seen ‘oil-grey’ before, but know that it is just right. And that dog (again!) not moving or running but tearing sideways, its tongue out, is sufficient to sum up a thousand British seasides, their hopes dashed yet again in the first drops of rain, where the only donkeys are virtual ones.


I admire the full scope of Cliff’s vision: his lyricism (‘Snow’, ‘The Poem’, ‘Apple Trees in a Gale’), his nonsense (‘Oxygen Tent’), his handling of memory (‘On the Third Day’, ‘Leaves are Just Thin Wood’), and his compassion (‘Guitarist’, ‘Still Alive’). Though we speak rarely, I know Cliff and I know this vision is true to who he is. I am tickled by it. But when the laughter stops I am left with something quieter, more intimate, more difficult than is there on the surface of these poems. This makes me grateful.

In a way I am quite cross with both Cliff and Siân. (It is OK, this is no different to what I say to them in my emails). I am cross because I think they are wonderful poets who I wish would publish much much more poetry than they do. They are the kind of poets who make you feel the same as when you first heard This Charming Man or Tears of a Clown or Dancing Queen, excited and sad all at once. Excited because of the daring and the great (personal and formal) risk on display coupled to the deep knowledge of and respect for their art. The sense in every line of their work that it had to be made. And could not not be made. And sad because the poems are often sad, heartbreaking even, and because they publish only every other ten years or so, or so it seems. 


Cliff and Siân are essential poets because of the force of what they put in to their work, that is to say the constant sense that something is really at stake in their material, and their endless skill of knowing when to stop. If we believe in poetry as much as some of us say we do, we need to start buying each other’s art, like you would the new album of a favourite band, without even thinking.
Buy these books. Buy three. One for you, one for a friend, and one to give away in an act of generosity which you do not expect to see reciprocated. They are great books, full of great lines which will make you laugh and cry and then cry some more. They will also make you feel grateful. Grateful that someone took the time to do justice to poetry and some of life’s harder and funnier experiences. Mostly harder. And funnier. To read them is to know again that the purpose of art is not to console but to tell the truth: ‘I know/the best smiles in the world come out uneven’ (Siân Hughes, ‘The Send Off’).
Anthony Wilson

